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    Chapter One




    Beth grasped the aluminium case containing her precious camera equipment in one hand and picked up her suitcase in the other.




    Pausing a moment as the Icelandair shuttle took off again from Akureyri for Reykjavik, she looked up at the western slopes of the snow-capped mountain ridge rising majestically behind the town which jutted like a stubby finger into the fjord.




    The snow glittered like sugar frosting on an enormous cake, pale gold in the evening sun. It would still be shining at midnight. Should she take just one more shot?




    Resisting the impulse, Beth curbed a smile. She could already hear Oliver’s weary complaint. ‘Not another sunset, Beth.’




    Oliver was a marvellous agent who had obtained some terrific assignments for her. But they frequently clashed over the kind of images clients wanted for their travel brochures, press releases, guidebooks, and nature calendars.




    Oliver favoured what he called practical pictures of familiar subjects. “Play it safe” was his motto: use close-ups of flowers and animals, scenes of fishing boats in harbours, modern hotels, and be sure to show the swimming pool.




    But Beth preferred trying to capture the mood of a place: morning mist over a mirror-smooth lake, the curve of a wave crashing onto shingle, cloud effects, sand shapes at ebb tide, smooth or jagged rocks, sun and shadows.




    Though discussions were often heated, both recognised the need for compromise. So Oliver was able to keep Beth supplied with work, while she restricted her more atmospheric shots to her private portfolio. She never travelled anywhere without the battered brown zip-up case containing what she considered her best work; photographs she had taken in her own time and at her own expense.




    For some she had waited many hours to get exactly the right light. Others had necessitated lying or crouching, stiff and cramped, until a particular bird or animal had lost its shyness and ignored her.




    These shots, she knew, revealed far more artistry and talent than anything she had ever done for Oliver and his clients. One day she would prove her true worth as a photographer. She was young yet, only 25. In the meantime she would do her best within the limits she had been set.




    No one had it all. She thought of Hofi and Gunnar, the friends she was going to stay with. Their marriage was rock-solid. Gunnar’s knowledge of this 40,000 square mile island and his ability as a mechanic had made him much sought after by specialist tour operators and expedition planners. With Hofi’s organisational skills and gift of being able to conjure up a hot, nourishing meal within minutes at any time of day or night, they made a formidable team. Their business was thriving. Yet what they longed for most, a child, had so far eluded them.




    As for herself, she had an absorbing and satisfying career, and a growing reputation. She ate, drank, and slept work. There wasn’t a moment to spare. No time even to contemplate marriage or children. She made quite sure of that.




    Beth squared her shoulders and took a firmer grip on her case. Deliberately turning her thoughts outward, she marvelled at the sharp clarity of the air. Almost all the heat for industry and domestic use was obtained from hot springs and superheated steam venting from the volcanoes that dotted the country. So there was no smoke from coal or peat fires to pollute the pristine atmosphere.




    However, though it was the beginning of July, this northern capital of Iceland lay just below the Arctic Circle and the rising wind had a keen edge to it. Beth was glad of her peach-coloured padded jacket.




    She had just spent a week in the south and each day this strange land of contrasts and surprises had offered something new and unexpected for her to capture on camera. So much so that, despite bringing twice as much film as she had intended to use, it had nearly all gone.




    She walked briskly out of the little airport and looked round for a taxi. A noisy little Fiat squealed to a halt a few yards away. The door flew open and statuesque woman wearing a thick woollen sweater with the traditional design of grey, black, and cream, unfolded long legs in red trousers and hurried towards Beth, arms outstretched as she beamed a welcome. Her yellow-gold hair swung in a heavy braid over one shoulder.




    ‘Hofi!’ Beth exclaimed in surprise and delight. ‘I didn’t expect you to come and pick me up. I told you on the phone I’d get a taxi.’




    ‘Now there is no need,’ Hofi replied in her gentle, sing-song voice. Taking Beth’s suitcase, she heaved it into the back of the car. ‘Did you use up all your memory cards?’




    Beth didn’t reply, pulling a wry face.




    ‘I knew it.’ Hofi chuckled. ‘Did I not warn you? We will stop and get more.’




    Beth climbed in beside her. ‘There can’t be anything left I haven’t photographed,’ she protested. ‘Anyway, they are hideously expensive here. Besides, from now I’m supposed to be on holiday so I really don’t think –’




    ‘Believe me,’ Hofi promised as she started the car, ‘you will need more.’




    The noisy engine made conversation almost impossible, so after ascertaining that Gunnar was well and business was fine, Beth was content to look out of the window at the flat pasture land, the outer fields dotted with cattle, sheep, and hardy little Icelandic horses, a vivid contrast to the bare brown rock and scree slopes of the mountains behind.




    After a detour to pick up the cards and an additional cleaning kit, the combined cost of which had her doing frantic mental calculations as she handed over what seemed to be an awful lot of krona, they eventually arrived at the cream-painted house with its bright red roof.




    Alongside, a Land Rover was parked in front of a building that served as workshop, garage, and store. Hofi switched off the engine. But as Beth started to get out, Hofi placed a restraining hand on her arm.




    ‘When must you return to London?’




    Beth shrugged. ‘I was going at the end of the week. Three days with you will give me a chance to unwind and catch up on all your news. I know this is your busy season and I don’t want to be in the way or outstay my welcome.’




    ‘That is not possible.’ Hofi smiled at her. ‘You were with us only a few days last time. And this trip you have already been in Iceland a week before you come to see us. I know –’ Hofi cut her off, pressing her arm as Beth started to explain. ‘But we love to have you here. I do not ask because I want you to go. If there is no work waiting for you, I think you will wish to stay. But if you do stay there will be no time for relaxing, or holiday.’




    Beth stared at her friend, noting the gleam of excitement in her eyes. ‘Hofi, what are you talking about?’




    ‘An expedition.’ Hofi’s attempt to be casual didn’t quite come off. ‘Across the lava fields and desert of the interior.’ She paused, knowing she had Beth’s complete attention. ‘To the hot springs and ice caves beneath the Vatnajokull glacier,’ she finished in quiet triumph.




    ‘What?’ Beth gasped. ‘But I didn’t think tourists were allowed –’




    ‘This is not a trip for tourists,’ Hofi explained. ‘It is a scientific expedition. All the permits are arranged. We are taking geologists out to join the main party already on Vatnajokull.’




    ‘What’s happening on the glacier?’ Beth could hardly contain all the questions clamouring to be asked. ‘What are they doing up there?’




    ‘They are waiting for a glacier burst. It is five years since the last bad one, and it seems they have much equipment on the icecap which tells them that the pressure of water melted by the Grimsvoten volcano is now so high that a burst could occur very soon.’




    Beth stared blindly ahead.




    ‘There will be seven in the party,’ Hofi went on. ‘Eight if you will join us. I have suggested to Mr Brennan, who is funding this part of the expedition, that you could be the party’s official photographer. He said he would think it over. But I told him that in any case I would need some help with the cooking. Beth, you must come.’




    Beth flinched, quickly turning her head away. Assistant cook and photographer. The pain was still as raw and fierce as it had been almost two years ago.




    Working in Switzerland on a fashion shoot for skiwear, she had desperately wanted some shots of the Rhone glacier but had been unable to persuade anyone to take her.




    Thanks to an untimely tumble on the nursery slopes that resulted in a broken ankle for the assistant cook from a geological survey team, she had managed to get herself accepted in his place. She had got her pictures. And she had met Allan.




    Allan Bryce, the first, the only man she had ever loved. The man she had married, except it had not been a marriage at all; the man who had broken her heart and destroyed her trust. Had it not been for her work …




    ‘Beth?’ Hofi sounded puzzled and concerned.




    Shaking off the unexpected, pain-filled memory, Beth stretched her mouth into a smile. ‘Just try and keep me away.’




    As she struggled to keep a flood of other memories at bay, it did not occur to Beth to wonder why Hofi, who had cooked single-handed for parties of ten or more, should need an assistant for an expedition of eight.




    Gradually her smile became less strained, more genuine, as reality sank in. ‘Hofi, this is fantastic. It’s the chance of a lifetime.’




    ‘Yes,’ Hofi said with sudden seriousness, ‘and you must not waste it, Beth.’




    Beth dived out of the car and reached into the back for her cases, and leather shoulder bag. ‘No chance of that.’ She grinned over her shoulder. ‘I’ll convince this Mr Brennan he can’t possibly manage without me. You’re a wonderful friend, Hofi.’




    ‘I hope so,’ Hofi murmured as she led the way into the house.




    The smell of fresh coffee made Beth’s mouth water, reminding her she had not eaten for almost six hours.




    Hofi dropped Beth’s suitcase at the bottom of the wide, open-plan staircase. ‘Come and meet the others before I show you to your room.’




    Beth’s eyes widened. ‘They’re all staying here?’




    Hofi grinned. ‘Four weeks ago, we took a party of birdwatchers to Myvatn. There were ten of them and I had to give them supper and put them all up the night before we left. In a way, it’s easier. We are sure everyone has arrived and we can get them moving early. They don’t realise how important it is in Iceland to start any journey, even short ones, in the morning, to allow for sudden changes in river conditions or the weather. At least this time we did not have to give up our room. But –’ she looked apologetic ‘– I’m afraid you’ll have to share. Do you mind?’




    Beth smothered her dismay. ‘Of course not. That’s all part of an expedition.’ Yet she could not help wishing she had had just one night of complete relaxation. The past week had been hectic, involving a lot of travel and very long hours. And the unexpected reminders of Allan had been deeply unsettling. At least there was no chance of their paths crossing here. According to Natural World magazine, Dr Allan Bryce was on the Hubbard glacier in Alaska. She had bought the magazine because it contained several of her own shots of alpine flowers growing through snow. Seeing his name had caused a peculiar wrenching sensation in her stomach. She would learn to overcome it, and control her reactions. She had to. She slammed a mental door on all thoughts of Allan. This was the chance of a lifetime. Sharing a room was a small price to pay.




    ‘I expect we’ll be two to a tent as well.’




    Hofi nodded, her relief obvious. ‘I knew you would understand. I had some difficulty explaining it to Miss Brennan. She did not seem to understand that there is no room in the Land Rover for anything but essentials, and that to have a tent each was not possible.’




    Beth shook her head. ‘I don’t know how you hang on to your patience.’




    Hofi shrugged. ‘People are very understanding – usually. But sometimes it takes a while.’ They exchanged a knowing grin. Then she opened the door.




    After the crushing anonymity of hotel rooms, the welcoming warmth and familiarity were like a homecoming for Beth. One brief glance told her that the mellow wood, comfortable armchairs and sofas, glowing wall-lights, and heavy-weave curtains were all just as she remembered.




    The two men and a woman sitting in one corner of the large, low-beamed room had stopped their conversation and were viewing Beth with a mixture of interest and curiosity.




    Hofi began, ‘This is Beth –’




    ‘Farrell,’ Beth said quickly. She had told Hofi about reverting to her maiden name when she was here last time. But she didn’t want any mistakes. Ridiculous it might be, but even hearing Allan’s name hurt.




    A short, stocky man of about 60 with grizzled hair and shaggy eyebrows hauled himself out of the depths of a leather armchair and swept Beth with an appraising stare.




    ‘I guess you must be this here photographer Mizz Petursson told us about.’




    Beth glanced uncertainly at Hofi. ‘Miss Petursson?’




    Hofi bit her lip, masking a smile. ‘He means me,’ she whispered. She turned to the man. ‘I am Hofi, Mr Brennan. In Iceland, women do not take their husband’s name when they marry.’




    A frown deepened the furrows on his lined forehead. ‘Godammit, more of that feminist bull –’




    ‘Eugene!’ From a corner of the brightly cushioned sofa, a plump woman somewhere in her 50s, with strawberry-rinsed hair lacquered into a fluffy meringue, rolled her eyes at Beth and Hofi. ‘My husband has a short fuse regarding certain matters.’ She added in a whisper, ‘He blames our daughter’s second divorce on the equal rights campaigners. Though as Gaynor never had a job –’




    ‘Damn right I do,’ Eugene Brennan grunted.




    ‘He also tends to forget that other people are not always quite as –’ she paused delicately ‘– blunt as he is. Now, Eugene,’ she scolded, though her soft drawl was patient and good-humoured, ‘you just mind your language.’ She smiled up at Beth, ‘I’m Lucille Brennan.’ Switching her gaze to Hofi, she said, ‘Tell me, dear, why don’t you use your husband’s name? I mean, it’s not rude, or funny, or unpronounceable. You should hear some of the ones we have back home. I think Petursson is a real nice name.’




    ‘Thank you.’ Hofi was clearly touched by the woman’s transparent niceness. ‘I like it too. But here we do not have the family names. Petursson means simply son of Petur. A man’s last name comes from his father’s first name. My husband’s father is called Ami Jonsson.’




    ‘So he’s the son of Jon?’ Lucille ventured. ‘Is it the same for women?’




    Hofi nodded. ‘I am Hofi Karlsdottir, the daughter of Karl. We address each other by our first names. That has been our custom since ancient times. It is not something new.’




    ‘OK.’ Eugene threw up his hands in surrender. ‘If that’s the way you do things here …’ He shrugged. But it was obvious to Beth, as she caught Hofi’s eye, that he didn’t really approve.




    ‘Mr Brennan is from Texas,’ Hofi said to Beth.




    ‘Guess you didn’t need tellin’, did you, girl?’




    Beth met the gimlet eyes almost hidden beneath untidy brows and realised at once there was far more to Eugene Brennan than his brash outspokenness and colourful outfit of red plaid shirt, blue and yellow golf sweater, and navy tartan trousers suggested. ‘What else do you do?’ he demanded.




    Beth wasn’t sure what he meant. ‘Besides what?’




    ‘Besides takin’ snapshots.’




    ‘Nothing, Mr Brennan,’ Beth replied, coolly polite. ‘Photography is my … profession.’ She had nearly said my life.




    ‘Do you make a lot of money?’




    She managed to hide her shock. He certainly did go straight to the point. Beth met his gaze levelly. ‘I get by, Mr Brennan.’




    ‘Are you good at it?’




    ‘I’m better than good,’ she replied quietly.




    Eugene Brennan’s eyes sharpened. There was a moment’s silence. ‘Just need the chance to prove it, eh?’ She nodded and he stuck out his hand. ‘Welcome aboard, girl.’ His handshake was dry and firm. ‘I started off in cattle, played the market and made a few bucks, now I can do what I really enjoy.’




    Beth placed her camera case and bag on one of the chairs. ‘What’s that, Mr Brennan?’




    ‘I guess you’d better call me Eugene, in deference to our hostess here. I like to travel. This here earth of ours just fascinates me. The mountains and valleys, jungles and rivers, volcanoes and glaciers, they’re livin’ history. I want to see ’em for myself. Geology’s a hobby of mine. Never had no formal training, but I take it real serious. I guess I’m a lucky man. I can afford to do what I want, and I got me a wife who indulges my passion for the past.’ He turned and smiled at Lucille.




    Dressed in similar fashion to her husband, but with ostrich feather mules over her woollen socks, Lucille grimaced. ‘Guess I do look like an old relic at that.’ But there was no mistaking the humour and love in the glance she threw at her husband. ‘You finished giving Miss Farrell the third degree, Eugene?’ she chided.




    ‘Call me Beth, please,’ Beth insisted as she shook the woman’s small, heavily ringed hand.




    ‘Gee, and I always thought you English girls were so formal.’




    Lucille’s soft drawl robbed the words of any offence.




    Beth grinned and shrugged lightly. ‘It’s very difficult to remain formal on an expedition.’




    ‘I certainly hope you’re right.’




    Beth looked up quickly. There was open interest on the pleasant face of the young man who had just spoken. He had been sprawled in the corner chair but now stood at her shoulder. He was a few inches taller than her, and his eyes held a combination of admiration and challenge that startled Beth. He stood so close she had no choice but to take the hand he proffered.




    ‘Rob Wilson, 31, single and house-trained. Well behaved generally but responsive to challenge, and thoroughly enjoys expeditions. I’m a geologist, by the way.’ He held on to her hand a fraction longer than necessary. Beth pulled it gently but firmly free, making no effort to suppress the laughter in her voice.




    ‘Is that an introduction or a commercial?’




    He spread his hands. ‘Communication is what it’s all about.’ The dancing light in his eye told Beth he wasn’t entirely serious and, as a means of making an impression and being remembered, his greeting was both novel and amusing.




    ‘I see,’ Beth said in mock seriousness. ‘Well, at least no one will ever accuse you of reticence, Mr Wilson.’




    He looked aghast. ‘Rob, please. No one has called me Mr Wilson for years. Except my mother, but we were never close.’




    Beth stared at him wide-eyed, then realised he was deliberately teasing. She shot him a dry look. ‘My heart bleeds for you. However, you’ll have to excuse me, I need to go and freshen up.’ She picked up her camera case and bag.




    Rob assumed a mournful expression and placed both hands over his heart. ‘I shall count the seconds until your return,’ he vowed.




    Beth compressed her lips to keep from smiling. It wouldn’t do to be too impressed. Rob Wilson had an appealing sense of humour. Whatever other qualities he might lack, ego wasn’t one of them.




    ‘Don’t hold your breath,’ Beth said kindly, and followed Hofi out.




    Once outside the door, she raised her brows at Hofi, whistling soundlessly, and they both had to smother a fit of giggles.




    ‘This is going to be some expedition,’ Beth murmured behind Hofi as they went upstairs. ‘Did you say there was a Miss Brennan?’




    Hofi nodded, unable to hide a slight grimace as she pointed to the bathroom door behind which Beth could hear the sound of the shower running. ‘Her father says she’s very fit, she plays much tennis and does aerobics.’ Hofi sounded doubtful and lowered her voice to a whisper. ‘She is very pretty. But not, I think, a happy person.’ She opened the door to the room Beth had stayed in during her last visit.




    They stood on the threshold, speechless. The room looked as though it had been hit by a tornado. Two suitcases lay open on one of the single beds. Dresses, shirts, trousers, and lacy underwear were strewn over both the cases and the other bed. Two cashmere sweaters lay in a heap where they had fallen on the floor. Three pairs of high-heeled shoes and a pair of obviously new walking boots were scattered across the carpet, and the dressing table groaned under its burden of face cream, hand cream, tissues, talc, a large make-up bag spilling innumerable shades of eye-shadow, blusher, and lipstick onto the glass top, brushes, combs, and a set of heated rollers.




    ‘When did the Brennans get here?’ Beth murmured incredulously.




    ‘This afternoon.’ Hofi was equally stunned. ‘They were the first to arrive. I gave them coffee, then Miss Brennan came up here. She has not been down since.’




    ‘And I’m sharing a tent with … this?’ Beth groaned. She heaved a sigh. ‘She might be fit, but it doesn’t look as though Miss Brennan has much experience of packing for an expedition.’




    ‘Her mother said she was not very keen to come,’ Hofi admitted. ‘But they felt it was not wise to leave her at home alone.’




    Neither had taken their eyes from the mess. They were mesmerised by the scale of chaos reached in such a short time. ‘How old is she?’ Beth murmured.




    ‘Your age,’ Hofi replied. ‘Twenty-five.’




    ‘What?’ Beth’s head flew round. ‘I thought we were talking about a child, a spoiled teenager, an untidy spoiled teenager.’ She picked her way through the litter to the further of the two beds and, scooping up two wispy bras and several triangular scraps of lace joined by ribbon-covered elastic, tossed them onto the tangle of clothing spilling out of the cases. She dropped her camera case and her bag on the coverlet. With a shrug, she gathered up an armful of the girl’s clothes. After a moment’s hesitation, she dumped them in a heap on the open cases then took her own suitcase from Hofi.




    ‘With two ex-husbands?’ Hofi reminded her.




    Beth caught her lip between her teeth. ‘I’d forgotten about that.’ She gestured towards the mess. ‘Do you think this might have contributed?’




    Hofi shrugged. ‘Who can tell? Perhaps this is just reaction.’ She shook her head. ‘Gunnar would beat me, I think.’




    ‘Where is Gunnar?’ Beth asked quickly, sensing danger in the direction the conversation was taking. Hofi was her closest friend, the only person in whom she had been able to confide her grief and sense of utter betrayal. Even then, it had been almost a year after it happened. A year after she had opened the door and come face to face with the beautiful, dusky-skinned Shalana: a year in which she had tried so desperately to forget Allan Bryce, to wipe from her memory those four incredible, ecstatic months.




    But she had succeeded only in papering over the wound. It no longer showed. But it had not healed and even now, another year later, a name, a picture in a magazine, a smell, would snag her memory like a thorn, and the pain was almost unbearable. Surely it would end soon? Time was supposed to heal all wounds. Well, why wasn’t it healing hers?




    ‘He – er – he had to go out.’ Hofi seemed momentarily at a loss. ‘To pick up the other Land Rover and extra fuel,’ she finished quickly, and glanced at her watch. ‘He should be back soon. I must go and prepare the meal. There is still some packing to do before we set off in the morning. Do you have everything you need? I left a clean towel –’ She frowned, then, with the air of a conjurer, pulled it out from beneath the armful of clothes Beth had removed from her bed. ‘Here it is. Come down as soon as you are ready. I want to know all you have been doing since you were here last time.’




    Beth took off her padded jacket and dropped it on top of her camera case. Pushing long, slim fingers through her cropped hair, she rubbed the tension from her neck.




    Was it simply her imagination? Or were there undercurrents, invisible tensions in Hofi she had not sensed before?




    Unzipping her case, Beth gave a little shrug. Faced with the preparations and planning to cater for the comfort and well-being of eight people during the next week or ten days, Hofi was entitled to look a little strained. The fact that she had been doing the job with great success for several years did not lessen the amount of hard work, especially as each expedition was made up of individuals, each one of whom considered their own likes, dislikes, and requirements to be of paramount importance.




    As she lifted out her toilet bag and pyjamas, Beth’s mouth twisted wryly. Compared with the drift of snowy lace and silk on Miss Brennan’s pillow, her own night attire looked decidedly unfeminine. She sighed. At least she’d be warm in her sleeping bag, and that was what counted in a country where 11 per cent of the land was covered by glaciers and ice fields, and where the 300-year “Little Ice Age” had only ended at the beginning of the 20th century.




    Staring at the pink brushed cotton, Beth sank down on the edge of her bed. The pyjamas were only a small part of it, a symptom of something that went far deeper. Her wardrobe contained more pairs of jeans and cords than it did dresses. Of course, to a certain extent her work dictated her choice of clothes. No one would take a wildlife and landscape photographer seriously who turned up for a shoot in thigh-high skirt and six-inch heels.




    Her gaze slid over the cosmetic-laden dressing table, then rose to study her reflection in the mirror. The only make-up she had on was a peach lip-gloss.




    Beth observed herself critically, something she had not done for a very long time. She had a good colour, probably because of all the fresh air she got. It was one of the perks and problems of her chosen career, for it meant she was out in all weathers and got through moisturiser by the bucketful.




    Thick, dark lashes fringed eyes that varied with her mood between green and hazel. Her nose was – just a nose, neither large nor small. It fitted her face well enough. Only now was she aware of the bruise-like shadows beneath her eyes and the faint lines of strain about her mouth.




    Her dark brown hair, ruffled by the wind, was a feathery cap revealing small ears.




    She could justify every aspect of her appearance, from her cropped head, bottle-green cords, fawn shirt, and the apricot sweater that underplayed her slender figure, to the walking boots and thick socks on her small feet.




    But what it all came down to in the end was the desire to win recognition for herself as a photographer, but not to be noticed as a woman.




    The realisation, prompted by the interest and speculation in Rob Wilson’s eyes, plus the amazing variety and gossamer delicacy of Miss Brennan’s lingerie, came as a shock.




    The door opened and Beth jerked round. Pretty, Hofi had said. But the girl who entered was not merely pretty, she was beautiful.




    White-blonde hair tumbled over the shoulders of a negligee of sapphire satin and cream lace. Tanned, glowing skin, forget-me-not blue eyes, a small nose and full, soft lips completed the picture. The figure beneath the belted satin was voluptuous, with high, full breasts and rounded hips separated by a small, neat waist. Her hands and feet were well cared for, the French-manicured nails immaculate in their pearl-pink varnish.




    As she caught sight of Beth, the girl hesitated; a frown marred the smooth perfection of her forehead.




    Feeling positively plain, Beth stood up, clutching the pink cotton pyjamas to her midriff. When she had leapt at Hofi’s offer to be part of the expedition, she hadn’t realised just what she would be letting herself in for. Hofi might have warned her. Miss Brennan, with her wealthy father, two ex-husbands, and film star looks, was probably a first-class bitch who would make life hell for whoever was forced to share with her. Never had the thought of individual tents been so appealing as at this moment.




    Beth swallowed her nervousness, mentally raising her defences. But before she could say anything, the other girl spoke.




    ‘Gee, I’m so sorry about the mess.’ Her voice was soft and husky and, to her own astonishment, Beth found herself wondering if the cause was too many tears. ‘I’m not always quite so …’ She made a vague gesture. ‘Well, maybe I am. I don’t mean to be, it’s just that things sorta … spread.’ She gave a small, helpless shrug. Then, juggling her towel, toilet bag, a jar, and two small, ornate bottles into one hand, she smiled, revealing white, even teeth, and extended the other towards Beth. ‘I’m Gaynor.’ Her smile faltered for an instant. ‘Gaynor Brennan,’ she said, hauling the smile back into place.




    Shaking the proffered hand, Beth introduced herself. ‘I hope you don’t mind, I moved some of your things.’




    ‘I guess you had to.’ Gaynor pushed her hair back and stared at the clothes scattered about the room. ‘I don’t know how I’m going to get this stuff back into my cases. There seems a lot more than I remember.’




    Beth’s relief was enormous. The mess, and her first glimpse of the beautiful blonde, had prepared her for the worst, but there was a vulnerability about Gaynor, an air of bewilderment that Beth found oddly touching.




    But although one potential problem had been removed, the other still remained, and would require careful handling.




    ‘It’s never easy, packing for a holiday,’ Beth agreed. ‘I read somewhere that you should make a list of the least you could get by on, then halve it. It’s good advice, even though I don’t always manage to stick to it.’




    Gaynor dropped her towel onto the floor and added the other things to the mound on the dressing table. ‘Say, do we dress for dinner tonight?’




    Beth shook her head quickly. ‘No, we usually wear what we intend to travel in the following day. I’ll be staying as I am.’




    Gaynor nodded and began rummaging through the pile of clothing. ‘Do you travel a lot?’




    Beth smiled. ‘I’m very lucky. My job takes me all over the world. I’m a photographer,’ she added as Gaynor looked up questioningly, a dress in each hand.




    ‘Gee, that’s real interesting. You do fashion? Stuff like that?’




    Beth shook her head, itching to rescue the crumpled jade silk-jersey Gaynor had tossed towards the foot of the bed and missed, which now lay in a heap on the floor. ‘Not often. I specialise in wildlife studies, our natural world, that kind of thing.’




    Gaynor’s eyes widened, and Beth could see her admiration was genuine. ‘You must have a real talent. I guess there’s a lot of competition.’




    Beth shrugged. ‘It’s the same in most professions. A woman has to be twice as good as a man to be considered equal. But I’m lucky. I’ve got a marvellous agent. He deals with the clients, I just take the pictures.’




    ‘You mean he has to play down the fact you’re a woman,’ Gaynor observed sympathetically, and Beth warmed to the other girl’s shrewd understanding.




    ‘But it won’t be like that for ever,’ she said with quiet determination. ‘I don’t intend to do travel brochures and publicity stills for the rest of my life. That’s why I’m over the moon about this trip. It’s a fantastic opportunity to get some really rare shots.’




    ‘Attagirl.’ Gaynor winked at her. ‘Look –’ She gestured at the clothes. ‘What do you suggest for –?’




    Before she could complete the sentence, Beth had picked out a lilac Viyella shirt, purple trousers in a fine woollen flannel, and a cream cashmere sweater. Her mind boggled as she worked out the probable cost of those items alone, and everything in Gaynor’s cases was of similar quality.




    ‘Do you have a warm jacket?’ she asked. ‘And you really should have waterproofs, a top and leggings, plus hat and mittens. In case of blizzards,’ she explained, seeing the blank look on Gaynor’s face.




    ‘What? But this is July,’ Gaynor protested, her beautiful features registering dismay.




    ‘That won’t stop the snow.’




    ‘I wondered why Poppa –’ Reaching into the wardrobe, Gaynor passed Beth a jacket. It was of finest leather, the colour of milky coffee, and as soft and supple as velvet. Beth ran her palm over the fur lining and her eyes widened. Surely it couldn’t be? But it was: mink.




    There was genuine concern in Gaynor’s voice as she asked, ‘Will that be OK?’




    Beth had to fight a sudden urge to laugh. Gaynor would not understand, and Beth had no wish to hurt her feelings. She sensed this had happened all too often. ‘It’ll be fine,’ she assured her, handing the jacket back and resolutely stamping on the tiny pang of envy.




    ‘Look –’ Beth began.




    ‘Could I–?’ Gaynor said at exactly the same instant. Both stopped, laughing, and Beth gestured for Gaynor to continue.




    ‘Well, I guess I’ve got a nerve, on such short acquaintance and all, but you’re the expert. Will you help me pack?’




    Beth grinned at her. ‘I thought you’d never ask.’
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