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      Stella had never intended to attend her mother’s ridiculous shooting party. No pheasant had ever done her harm. Live and let live was her motto. But she was on the run from Hollywood, and New York had let her down. So she’d come all the way to England.

      She glided down the stairs of her stepfather’s grand country estate, practicing her smile. From the drawing room, she could hear her mother’s braying laugh and the politely condescending chuckles of her guests. “That horrid American woman,” they would all be thinking, exchanging pointed glances over their teacups. Mom would pretend she didn’t notice, and lovely Henry, her husband and Stella’s latest stepfather, would shield her as best he could. But the spectacle of it all made Stella feel sick.

      She was just girding her loins when she heard the sound she’d learned to dread—the ringing of the telephone. “Oh no,” she muttered to herself as her heart raced with panic. “It can’t be him.” She hadn’t known Barrington Hall even had a telephone. But there it sat on the hall table at the foot of the stairs, black and smug and ringing. “He can’t possibly know I’m here.” The butler had come out of the dining room and was gliding toward the phone. She rushed past him and snatched up the receiver.

      “Hello?”

      “And who is this then?” The voice was female and extremely cross. “Where is he?” She wasn’t the man Stella had been dreading, which was good. But she didn’t sound like anyone who ought to be calling Barrington Hall, either.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t know who you mean.” Stella was so relieved, she was almost laughing.

      “Oh ho, ain’t we posh? And an American, no less.” The woman on the phone sounded like a Cockney gutter snipe in a pantomime. “You listen to me, Miss Rockefeller. You tell him it’s nothing to me if he’s found somebody else to toast his crumpet; have it and be glad. But I ain’t going to just up and disappear. You tell him I meant what I said about coming to settle accounts.”

      “Miss, really,” Stella said. “I’m absolutely positive you’ve dialed the wrong number. This is Barrington Hall.”

      There was a short pause and sharp intake of breath. “I don’t care if it’s bloody Buckingham Palace,” she said at last, sounding a bit less sure of herself. “You just tell him what I said.” Before Stella could answer again, she had hung up.

      “May I be of help, miss?” the butler said. “I am accustomed to answering the telephone here at the Hall.”

      “No, it’s all right,” Stella said, hanging up the receiver. “Sorry, Hennessey.” Whoever the lout was, she hoped the girl found him. “I think it was a wrong number.” From the drawing room, she could still hear the clink of teacups. Suddenly, she simply couldn’t face it. “Thank you,” she said, smiling at the butler. “If my mother should ask, tell her I went for a walk in the garden.”

      “Yes, miss,” he said, bowing as she headed out the door.

      She started down the gravel drive with a vague plan to wander in the hedge maze. Then she heard the sputter and roar of a motorcar. A smart little roadster was racing up the drive in a cloud of dust, and she smiled in spite of her blues. “George!” she called out, waving.

      The car screeched to a halt, and a long, lean scarecrow in tweed unfolded from the driver’s seat. “Cuz!” Her stepfather’s favorite nephew threw off his cap and goggles just in time to catch her as she threw herself into his arms. “It’s been donkey’s years!”

      “It has.” George was the only Englishman she’d met, except Henry, who could give a girl a proper hug. “Mom didn’t tell me you were coming.” She drew back and looked up at him, feeling stupidly emotional all of a sudden. “I’m so glad to see you.”

      “Likewise, sausage.” He frowned. “Say, what’s the trouble?”

      “Nothing, honestly,” she lied. “I guess I’m still worn out from the boat.” She made herself let him go. “You should go in. Everybody’s in the drawing room having tea.”

      “There’s a shock.” Compared to the Hollywood types she’d been around lately, she supposed George was too endearingly peculiar-looking to really be handsome. But he had warm, sparkling eyes that never looked bored and a crooked smile that made her happy every time she saw it. “Where are you off to, then?”

      “Just a walk,” she said. “I’m not thirsty.”

      “I’m parched, but not for tea.” The footman had come out, and he and George’s valet were unloading valises and George’s guns from the car’s little trunk. “Let’s toddle down to the village pub, and you can tell me all about what’s not wrong.”

      “That sounds wonderful,” she said, feeling better already.

      “At last!” a woman’s voice said from the steps behind them. “Good God, Georgie, where have you been?” A girl of about Stella’s age dressed in a tweed coat and jodhpurs was coming down the steps with a fluffy little dust mop of a dog in her arms. “I’ve been bereft.” She had blond hair and the odd combination of rose petal skin and horsey features peculiar to young ladies of the English upper-est class. She threaded her arm not holding the dog through George’s and gave Stella a catty look. “But who is this?”

      “Lady Barrington’s daughter, dearest,” George said with the mildest tone of reproach. “This is my cousin, Stella.”

      “Oh my,” the girl said, laughing. “I’ve stepped quite in it, haven’t I?”

      “Stella, this is Mavis Farley,” George said, still sounding rather odd. “My fiancée.”

      Thank heavens Stella was an actress. “Fiancée?” she repeated, a smile of delight to fool the toughest critic blooming on her face. “Oh my heavens! I hadn’t heard!”

      “No one has yet,” Mavis said, obviously put out in spite of her own fake smile. “I thought we meant to announce it this weekend, you naughty boy.”

      “Stella is family,” George said.

      “Yes, but we haven’t even told your uncle yet,” Mavis said. “No offense to Stella, of course.”

      “Of course not,” Stella said. “And don’t worry; I won’t tell a soul.” She made herself kiss the horrid thing’s cheek. “Congratulations to you both.”

      “How sweet,” Mavis said stiffly.

      “Thanks, cuz,” George said, kissing Stella back.

      “Now do come in to tea,” Mavis said, tugging him toward the steps. “Mummy and Daddy are dying to see you.”

      “Actually, dearest, Stella and I were thinking of popping down to the pub,” George said. “If you’d care to come along—”

      “George, don’t be crazy,” Stella interrupted. “You have to let Mavis show you off to the home folks.”

      “Quite,” the other girl said, spots of color appearing on her cheeks.

      “Besides, I’m really very tired,” Stella went on. “I think I’ll just have a nap until dinner.” She couldn’t resist giving him a wink. “See you later, cousin.”

      As she went inside, she heard Mavis saying, “Isn’t that the one who’s meant to be a film star? She’s hardly what I’d call pretty enough for paying customers.” The footman closed the door behind her before she could hear George’s response.

      “Can I get you anything, miss?” George’s valet, Stewart, asked. He was giving her a look of such perfect sympathy and understanding, she felt her mask start to crumble. “Shall I send you up a tray?”

      “No, thank you.” She kept her head down and hurried to the stairs.

      She made it all the way to her room before the tears broke free. “Miserable horse-faced witch,” she muttered as she locked the door behind her. What kind of world did they live in when a nice man like George got himself engaged to a beastie like that? She didn’t want him for herself, obviously. They were practically related. But still…the very idea of him saddled for life with that gargoyle…it was a tragedy, was what it was, and if she cared for him at all, she’d never let it happen.

      “Which witch is that?” her maid, Sophia, asked. Sophia, who’d been born and raised in the great state of Mississippi, hated the English manor even more than Stella did and avoided the servants’ hall as much as possible when they visited.

      “Draw me a bath, kid,” Stella said, kicking off her shoes. “You’ve got to help me armor up.”

      “Going to war, then, are we?” the maid said with a grin.

      “We are indeed.” She opened her wardrobe and took out the new dress she’d just received from Paris, a gift from the man whose attentions had put her on the run. It was a slinky black gown made of beaded illusion and not much else, very much a Hollywood dress. Wearing it in Henry’s dining room, she’d stand out like a flamingo in a chicken coop, and her mother would be mortified. With regret, she put it back in the wardrobe and reached for a modest flesh-pink satin instead, the gown of a perfect English rose. “And I’m expecting a bloodbath.”
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      By the time Stella made it to the drawing room a few minutes before dinner, the cocktail hour was well underway. But she looked and felt like a goddess from the perfectly coifed auburn curls on her head to the tips of her pink-painted toes. No one openly acknowledged her entrance, of course, but everyone noticed. George was standing across the room with Mavis and what were obviously her gargoyle-like ancestors. But when Stella came in, he put his hand that wasn’t holding a drink over his heart and staggered backward as if struck with Cupid’s arrow, making her laugh.

      “You look refreshed,” her mother said in an undertone as she kissed her cheek. “Where have you been hiding all day?”

      “I met George’s friend, Mavis, earlier,” Stella answered just as softly. “I needed to take the cure—a hot bath and a cool nap.”

      “You think the girl’s a horror; wait ‘til you meet the parents,” Mom answered, sipping what Stella suspected was at least her second gin and tonic of the night. “And don’t even get me started on that little dog.”

      As if on cue, the little dog in question came bounding across the drawing room, barking her fuzzy fool head off. She leaped up on Stella, staining her pink satin gown with muddy paw prints.

      “Oh, Guinevere, you naughty thing!” Mavis cried. “Georgie, do stop her before she ruins poor Stella’s gown. I am so sorry.”

      “Don’t be silly,” Stella said, laughing as she picked up the wriggling little dust mop before George could catch her. “It’s only a dress.” She ignored the towel offered by the butler and took George’s pristine white linen handkerchief from his coat pocket instead. “There you are, baby,” she said, wiping the dog’s paws before snuggling her close. The dog responded to this friendliness in kind, licking Stella’s cheek. “Been chasing rabbits in the garden, have we?”

      “Well, aren’t you a good sport?” Mavis said, looking like her sherry had turned to sour milk.

      “She is rather, isn’t she?” George said, his hand brushing Stella’s as they scratched the mutt behind her ears.

      Mavis clomped across the room and took the dog from Stella’s arms. “Here,” she said, shoving poor Guinevere at the butler. “Shut her up in my room.” She took George’s arm and smiled at Stella. “I am so sorry about your lovely gown. My maid is an absolute wizard at getting out stains, if you’d like her to take a look.”

      “I think Sophia would murder me in my sleep if I gave my gown to another woman,” Stella said. “But thank you so much.”

      Her stepfather, Henry, looked like he was having more fun than he’d had in an age. “Shall we go in to dinner?” he said, offering Stella his arm. “I’m famished.”

      “I’m so sorry if I kept you all waiting,” she said as he escorted her into the dining room.

      “Not to worry, dear,” Lady Carraway said. “Mr. Farley had only just arrived himself.”

      Henry patted her arm. “You’re right on time.” Stella’s mother was hustling George into his usual seat at Henry’s right. “Come sit by me.”

      “But darling, I’ve put Mavis there,” Mom protested, sounding perfectly sincere. Stella had always wondered where her own acting talent had come from; now she knew. Mavis’s mother looked positively panic stricken at the thought of Mavis and George being separated, and Mom quite well knew it. “You always insist on putting my table out of order.”

      “Nonsense,” Henry said. “Put Mavis in whatever seat you had for Stella; you haven’t put her in the kitchen, have you?” He all but shoved Stella into the chair on his left before sitting down himself. “I want my two prodigals beside me.”

      Mavis’s lovely complexion had turned blotchy, and her lips were pressed together in a hard little line. But neither George nor Henry seemed to notice. “Thanks, Henry,” Stella said. “I’m dying to catch up.”

      “Here, Mavis dear,” Mom said, taking her own seat at the other end of the table. “Come and sit by me.”

      The soup had barely been served when they heard the telephone ringing in the front hall. “Damnable thing,” Henry swore. “Why in the world we have to have one of those contraptions inside the house is more than I can see. There’s a perfectly serviceable one down at the post office.”

      “We keep ours in the stables,” Mavis’s mother, Mrs. Farley, said. “If anyone rings, one of the grooms comes to the house with a message.”

      “But what if Stella should have an emergency in California?” Mom said. “Of course you all think me a dreadful mother hen, I know.”

      “Not at all,” Mrs. Farley said. “If I thought our Mavis was halfway around the world doing God knows what with God knows whom in that den of iniquity all on her own, I’d never sleep a wink.”

      “Stella isn’t on her own at all,” Henry said. “She lives with her other excellent stepfather, Bertram Scott, the one whose grandfather had all those tin mines. He’s a movie producer now. Isn’t that right, dear?”

      “It is,” Stella said. “And not to worry, Mrs. Farley. Bertie knows all about my God knows whats, I promise.”

      The butler had come in like a shadow in the night and was whispering in Henry’s ear. “Well, tell them she’s at dinner, damn it!” Henry blasted.

      “What is it?” Mom said.

      “Hennessey says there’s some damned fool on the telephone asking for Stella,” Henry said, making Stella’s blood run cold. She looked up to find George watching her, looking concerned. “Tell him to bug—to leave us in peace.”

      “Take a message, please, Hennessey,” Mom said, and the butler bowed and left. “I do hope it’s not one of those ridiculous newspaper reporters.”

      “We’ll shoot them at the gates if they turn up,” Henry said. “Won’t we, George?”

      George smiled. “I brought an extra gun for just such an emergency.”

      “You poor dear,” Lady Carraway said. Stella remembered her; she’d been one of the nicer guests at Mom and Henry’s wedding. “It must be exhausting, having all that attention focused on one all the time.”

      “Turns a neat profit, though,” her husband, Lord Carraway, said. “I saw in the Times that some of these actor chaps make as much as a million pounds a year—girls, too, if you can believe it.”

      “Harold, please!” his wife scolded.

      “I’m no Mary Pickford, Lord Carraway,” Stella said. “I’ve only done a couple of little pictures for the fun of it. Bertie thought it would be lark for me, and it has been mostly.”

      “But you know, she’s damned clever at it,” Henry said. “Grace and I were up in London last week, and one of Stella’s films was showing in the theatre down the block from our hotel. We decided to see it, and she was jolly good.”

      “I see all her pictures,” George said. “I think she’s marvelous.”

      “Why thanks,” Stella said, smiling across the table at him.

      In the hallway, the phone was ringing again. As the entrée was being served, the butler came back. “Excuse me, sir,” he said with the air of a man facing a firing squad. “The man on the telephone says it’s a matter of life or death.”

      “Good heavens,” Mom said. “Stella, was Bertie ill when you left him?”

      “Fit as a fiddle,” Stella said, standing up. “I’m sure it’s nothing. Don’t let me disturb everyone’s dinner.”

      “A bit late for that,” Mr. Farley grumbled, his first remark of the evening.

      “You have to forgive Farley,” Henry said. “Ever since he lost all his money, he’s been a bit out of sorts.”

      Mrs. Farley gasped aloud, but Stella pretended she hadn’t heard. “Excuse me.” George was raising an eyebrow at her, and she made herself smile as she left.
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      “Thanks, Hennessey,” she said, taking the phone. “Hello? This is Stella Hart.”

      “Finally,” a voice that was all too familiar boomed over the line. “You okay, dollface? It sounds like they’ve got you locked in an ivory tower. I’ve been trying to reach you all night!”

      She slammed the phone down once, then three more times as if to break the connection for all eternity. George came out into the hall as she was putting the receiver down on the table, leaving it off the hook.

      “Okay, Mugsy, where’d you hide the loot?” he teased.

      “What?” She was too panicked to understand the joke.

      “You’re behaving like a cat burglar who double-crossed her partners and absconded with the jewels.” He took her hand. “The jig’s up, kiddo.” For once his crooked smile made her want to cry. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

      “You’re closer than you think.” She had promised herself and poor Bertie that she wouldn’t breathe a word of this to anyone in England, but she had no choice. “You know all that money Lord Carraway thinks movie people make? It’s not quite so.”

      “Darling, if you need money—”

      “No, no, not me,” she said, smiling as she squeezed his hand. “Bertie’s last picture cost the lost treasures of Egypt to make. And he wasn’t as discerning as he might have been in how he got it. He borrowed money from what he called ‘a consortium of interested businessmen’ in New York to finish it, promising to pay them back when the picture was released.”

      “What’s all this got to do with you?” George asked, frowning.

      “The picture is a big success, but Bertie paid all the people who worked on it first,” she said. “Then he sort of…well, he spent a bundle on a leading man and a director for his next project.”

      “Oh good lord…”

      “He’ll definitely pay them back; he always does. But he’s taking a little longer than they were expecting, particularly with the picture doing so well.”

      “Longer than he promised, you mean.”

      “Yes, that.” She was in no fit state to explain away her stepfather’s faults the way she usually would have, not to George. She could never lie to George. “The leader of this…”

      “Consortium?”

      “Yes. He sent his son, Anthony, to Los Angeles to speak to Bertie about it, and Bertie asked me to…well…to distract him.”

      “He did not!”

      “Nothing awful!” she said, drawing him farther from the dining room before he put the whole house in an uproar. “I just happened to run into the two of them at the Coconut Grove, and Bertie introduced us. I danced with Tony once or twice, and we drank some champagne. It was all perfectly innocent, really.” She hated the way George was looking at her, so sympathetic and horrified all at the same time. “But Tony apparently made more of it than I realized. He’s gotten sort of attached.”

      George raised an eyebrow. “Attached?”

      “He’s driving me crazy,” she confessed. “He sends me presents; he calls me night and day. The day I finally threw in the towel and ran, he had hired an entire string quartet to come to the set where I was working and play ‘Come to Me, My Melancholy Baby’ until I agreed to go out with him again.”

      George laughed, the swine. “Sounds like the poor devil’s got it bad, sausage,” he said. “You should let him off the hook. Just tell him you’re not interested.”

      “I can’t,” she said. “If I brush him off, he’ll remember about the money, and he might break poor Bertie’s knees or something.”

      “Well, you can’t continue scurrying around the globe this way,” he said. “It’s round; you’ll eventually catch him up.” As he said this, she watched with horror as Hennessey came out, realized the phone was off the hook, and picked up the receiver.

      “Hennessey, no!” she cried as he replaced it. Within mere seconds, it rang.

      “Shush,” George said, pushing her gently aside to answer it. “Barrington Hall. George Barrington speaking.” She could hear Tony’s booming baritone, but she couldn’t make out what he was saying. “Yes, Mr. Bartinelli, I’ve just been hearing all about you from our little Stella.” She grabbed his arm and gazed up at him with pleading eyes. “She tells me you’re quite a chap, and she’s quite taken with you.” He put his hand over hers and patted, giving her a nod that said he’d take care of everything. “Problem is, she’s my fiancée.”

      “George!” she gasped.

      “Yes, I knew it would be something of a shock,” George said, putting his hand over her mouth. “That scamp—I should have known better than to let her loose in California without me.” She heard Tony say something even more loudly than usual. “Yes, a good spanking is probably exactly what she needs. But what can I do, Mr. Bartinelli? I adore her.” A short pause. “Yes, I thought you’d understand.” Another pause. “Yes, it’s been in the works for years. Her stepfather is my uncle, you see.” Pause. “No, not that one—the other one, Lord Barrington.” Pause. “Too bad, yes. That would solve a great many problems, wouldn’t it?” Longer pause, and George frowned. “Now see here, Mr. Bartinelli, I hardly think…” Then he laughed. “Yes, I suppose I do understand. I’m just glad you’re taking it so well. She wasn’t too terribly naughty, was she? Oh good, good, glad to hear it… No, no, not at all… That sounds fine. Good-bye.”

      He hung up the phone. “I can’t believe it,” Stella said. “You darling madman… I can’t believe you told him we were engaged.”

      “Inspiration of the desperate man and all that.” He looked a little pale. “And he believed it, by the way. Said it made perfect sense.”

      “Well, what else could he say?” She felt as if a great weight had been lifted from her shoulders. “George, I swear I could kiss you.”

      “Good,” he said, his voice rather hollow. “You’ll need the practice.”

      “What do you mean?” she said.

      “You’ll have to make a good show of it, sausage,” he answered with a sickly grin. “He’s on his way here.”

      “What?”

      “He wants to be certain you’re happy with our engagement.”

      “Oh for pity’s sake!”

      “He’s only looking out for you, sausage. I think he really is quite smitten.”

      “That’s very sweet, but dear heavens!” Could things get any worse? “Did you tell him we would just wait around here until his boat arrives?”

      “Oh, his boat arrived this morning, half an hour after yours did.” She clutched his arm, too shocked to speak. “He’s at the post office,” he said. “He’ll be here in ten minutes.”

      “George, really,” Mavis said, coming out of the dining room. “This is intolerable. They’re about to serve dessert.” She looked back and forth between George and Stella, the two of them sort of clutching one another like orphans in a storm. “What the devil is going on?”

      “Mavis, darling, thank heavens you’re here,” George said, letting go of Stella to go to her. “We’re going to have to play a little game.”
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