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				Chapter One

				Balancing a bag of groceries in one arm, Amanda let herself into the house. She radiated happiness. From outside came the sound of birds singing in the spring sunshine. The gold of her wedding ring caught the light. As a newlywed of three months, she was anxious to prepare a special, intimate dinner as a surprise for Cameron. Her demanding hours at the hospital and clinic often made it impossible for her to cook, and as a new bride she found pleasure in it. This afternoon, with two appointments unexpectedly canceled, she intended to fix something fancy, time-consuming and memorable. Something that went well with candlelight and wine.

				As she entered the kitchen she was humming, a rare outward show of emotion, for she was a reserved woman. With a satisfied smile, she drew a bottle of Cameron’s favorite Bordeaux from the bag. As she studied the label, a smile lingered on her face while she remembered the first time they’d shared a bottle. He’d been so romantic, so attentive; so much of what she’d needed at that point in her life.

				A glance at her watch told her she had four full hours before her husband was expected home. Time enough to prepare an elaborate meal, light the candles and set out the crystal.

				First, she decided, she was going upstairs to get out of her practical suit and shoes. There was a silk caftan upstairs, sheer, in misty shades of blue. Tonight, she wouldn’t be a psychiatrist, but a woman, a woman very much in love.

				The house was scrupulously neat and tastefully decorated. Such things came naturally to Amanda. As she walked toward the stairs, she glanced at a vase of Baccarat crystal and wished fleetingly that she’d remembered fresh flowers. Perhaps she’d call the florist and have something extravagant delivered. Her hand trailed lightly over the polished banister as she started up. Her eyes, usually serious or intent, were dreamy. Carelessly, she pushed open the bedroom door.

				Her smile froze. Utter shock replaced it. As she stood in the doorway, all color seemed to drain out of her cheeks. Her eyes grew huge before pain filled them. Out of her mouth came one anguished word.

				“Cameron.”

				The couple in bed, locked in a passionate embrace, sprang apart. The man, smoothly handsome, his sleek hair disheveled, stared up in disbelief. The woman—feline, sultry, stunning—smiled very, very slowly. You could almost hear her purr.

				“Vikki.” Amanda looked at her sister with anguished eyes.

				“You’re home early.” There was a hint, only a suspicion of a laugh in her sister’s voice.

				Cameron put a few more inches between himself and his sister-in-law. “Amanda, I . . .”

				In one split second, Amanda’s face contorted. With her eyes locked on the couple in bed, she reached in her jacket pocket and drew out a small, lethal revolver. The lovers stared at it in astonishment, and in silence. Coolly, she aimed and fired. A puff of confetti burst out.

				“Ariel!”

				Dr. Amanda Lane Jamison, better known as Ariel Kirkwood, turned to her harassed director as the couple in bed and members of the television crew dissolved into laughter.

				“Sorry, Neal, I couldn’t help myself. Amanda’s always the victim,” she said dramatically while her eyes danced. “Just think what it might do for the ratings if she lost her cool just once and murdered someone.”

				“Look, Ariel—”

				“Or even just seriously injured them,” she went on rapidly. “And who,” she continued, flinging her hand toward the bed, “deserves it more than her spineless husband and scheming sister?”

				At the hoots and applause of the crew, Ariel took a bow, and then reluctantly turned over her weapon to her director when he held out his hand.

				“You,” he said with a long-suffering sigh, “are a certified loony, and have been since I’ve known you.”

				“I appreciate that, Neal.”

				“This time the tape’s going to be running,” he warned and tried not to grin. “Let’s see if we can shoot this scene before lunch.”

				Agreeably, Ariel went down to the first floor of the set. She stood patiently while her hair and makeup were touched up. Amanda was always perfection. Organized, meticulous, calm—all the things Ariel herself wasn’t. She’d played the character for just over five years on the popular daytime soap opera Our Lives, Our Loves.

				In those five years, Amanda had graduated with honors from college, had earned her degree in psychiatric medicine and had gone on to become a respected therapist. Her recent marriage to Cameron Jamison appeared to be made in heaven. But of course, he was a weak opportunist who’d married her for her money and social position, while lusting after her sister—and half the female population of the fictional town of Trader’s Bend.

				Amanda was about to be confronted with the truth. The story line had been leading up to this revelation for six weeks, and the letters from viewers had poured in. Both they and Ariel thought it was about time Amanda found out about her louse of a husband.

				Ariel liked Amanda, respected her integrity and poise. When the cameras rolled, Ariel was Amanda. While in her personal life she would much prefer a day at an amusement park to an evening at the ballet, she understood all the nuances of the woman she portrayed.

				When this scene aired, viewers would see a neat, slender woman with pale blond hair slicked back into a sophisticated knot. The face was porcelain and stunning, with an icy kind of beauty that sent out signals of restrained sexuality. Class. Style.

				Lake-blue eyes and high, curved cheekbones added to the look of polished elegance. A perfectly shaped mouth that tended toward serious smiles. Finely arched brows that were shades darker than the delicate blond of her hair accented luxurious lashes. A flawless beauty perfectly composed—that was Amanda.

				Ariel waited for her cue and wondered vaguely if she’d turned off her coffeepot that morning.

				They ran through the scene again, from cue to cut, then a second time when it was discovered that Vikki’s strapless bathing suit could be seen when she shifted in bed. Then came reaction shots—the camera zoomed in close on Amanda’s pale, shocked face and held for several long dramatic seconds.

				“Lunch.”

				The response was immediate. The lovers bounded out of either side of the bed. In his bathing trunks, J. T. Brown, Ariel’s on-screen husband, took her by the shoulders and gave her a long hard kiss. “Look, sweetie,” he began, staying in character, “I’ll explain about all this later. Trust me. I gotta call my agent.”

				“Wimp,” Ariel called after him with a very un-Amandalike grin before she hooked her arm through that of Stella Powell, her on-screen sister. “Pull something over that suit, Stella. I can’t face the commissary food today.”

				Stella tossed back her tousled mass of auburn hair. “You buying?”

				“Always sponging off your sister,” Ariel mumbled. “Okay, I’ll spring, but hurry up. I’m starving.”

				On her way to her dressing room, Ariel walked off the set, then through two more—the fifth floor of Doctors Hospital and the living room of the Lanes, Trader Bend’s leading family. It was tempting to shed her costume and take down her hair, but it would only mean fooling with wardrobe and makeup after lunch. Instead, she just grabbed her purse, an outsize hobo bag that looked a bit incongruous with Amanda’s elegant business suit. She was already thinking about a thick slice of baklava soaked in honey.

				“Come on, Stella.” Ariel stuck her head in the adjoining dressing room as Stella zipped up a pair of snug jeans. “My stomach’s on overtime.”

				“It always is,” her coworker returned as she pulled on a bulky sweatshirt. “Where to?”

				“The Greek deli around the corner.” More than ready, Ariel started down the hall in her characteristically long, swinging gait while Stella hurried to keep up. It wasn’t that Ariel rushed from place to place, but simply that she wanted to see what was next.

				“My diet,” Stella began.

				“Have a salad,” Ariel told her without mercy. She turned her head to give Stella a quick up-and-down glance. “You know, if you weren’t always wearing those skimpy outfits on camera, you wouldn’t have to starve yourself.”

				Stella grinned as they came to the street door. “Jealous.”

				“Yeah. I’m always elegant and always proper. You have all the fun.” Stepping outside, Ariel took a deep breath of New York. She loved it—had always loved it in a way usually reserved for tourists. Ariel had lived on the long thin island of Manhattan all of her life, and yet it remained an adventure to her. The sights, the smells, the sounds.

				It was brisk for mid-April, and threatening to rain. The air was damp and smelled of exhaust. The streets and sidewalks were clogged with lunchtime traffic—everyone hurrying, everyone with important business to attend to. A pedestrian swore and banged a fist on the hood of a cab that had clipped too close to the curb. A woman with spiked orange hair hustled by in black leather boots. Someone had written something uncomplimentary on a poster for a hot Broadway play. But Ariel saw a street vendor selling daffodils.

				She bought two bunches and handed one to Stella.

				“You can never pass up anything, can you?” Stella mumbled, but buried her face in the yellow blooms.

				“Think of all I’d miss,” Ariel countered. “Besides, it’s spring.”

				Stella shivered and looked up at the leaden sky. “Sure.”

				“Eat.” Ariel grabbed her arm and pulled her along. “You always get cranky when you miss meals.”

				The deli was packed with people and aromas. Spices and honey. Beer and oil. Always a creature of the senses, Ariel drew in the mingled scents before she worked her way to the counter. She had an uncanny way of getting where she was going through a throng without using her elbows or stepping on toes. While she moved, she watched and listened. She wouldn’t want to miss a scent, or the texture of a voice, or the clashing colors of food. As she looked behind the glass-fronted counter, she could already taste the things there.

				“Cottage cheese, a slice of pineapple and coffee—black,” Stella said with a sigh. Ariel sent her a brief, pitying look.

				“Greek salad, a hunk of that lamb on a hard roll and a slice of baklava. Coffee, cream and sugar.”

				“You’re disgusting,” Stella told her. “You never gain an ounce.”

				“I know.” Ariel moved down the counter to the cashier. “It’s a matter of mental control and clean living.” Ignoring Stella’s rude snort she paid the bill then made her way through the crowded deli toward an empty table. She and a bull of a man reached it simultaneously. Ariel simply held her tray and sent him a stunning smile. The man straightened his shoulders, sucked in his stomach and gave way.

				“Thanks,” Stella acknowledged and dismissed him at the same time, knowing if she didn’t Ariel would invite him to join them and upset any chance of a private conversation. The woman, Stella thought, needed a keeper.

				Ariel did all the things a woman alone should know better than to do. She talked to strangers, walked alone at night and answered her door without the security chain attached. It wasn’t that she was daring or careless, but simply that she believed in the best of people. And somehow, in a bit more than twenty-five years of living, she’d never been disillusioned. Stella marveled at her, even while she worried about her.

				“The gun was one of your best stunts all season,” Stella remarked as she poked at her cottage cheese. “I thought Neal was going to scream.”

				“He needs to relax,” Ariel said with her mouth full. “He’s been on edge ever since he broke up with that dancer. How about you? Are you still seeing Cliff?”

				“Yeah.” Stella lifted her shoulder. “I don’t know why, it’s not going anywhere.”

				“Where do you want it to go?” Ariel countered. “If you have a goal in mind, just go for it.”

				With a half laugh, Stella began to eat. “Not everyone plunges through life like you, Ariel. It always amazes me that you’ve never been seriously involved.”

				“Simple.” Ariel speared a fork into her salad then chewed slowly. “I’ve never met anyone who made my knees tremble. As soon as I do, that’ll be it.”

				“Just like that?”

				“Why not? Life isn’t as complicated as most people make it.” She added a dash of pepper to the lamb. “Are you in love with Cliff?”

				Stella frowned—not because of the question, she was used to Ariel’s directness—but because of the answer. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

				“Then you’re not,” Ariel said easily. “Love’s a very definite emotion. Sure you don’t want any of this lamb?”

				Stella didn’t bother to answer the question. “If you’ve never been in love, how do you know?”

				“I’ve never been to Turkey, but I’m sure it’s there.”

				With a laugh, Stella picked up her coffee. “Damn, Ariel, you’ve always got an answer. Tell me about the script.”

				“Oh, God.” Ariel put down her fork, and leaning her elbows on the table, folded her hands. “It’s the best thing I’ve ever read. I want that part. I’m going to get that part,” she added with something that was apart from confidence. It was simple fact. “I swear, I’ve been waiting for the character of Rae to come along. She’s heartless,” Ariel continued, resting her chin on her folded hands. “Complex, selfish, cold, insecure. A part like that . . .” She trailed off with a shake of her head. “And the story,” she added on a long breath as her mind jumped from one aspect to the next. “It’s nearly as cold and heartless as she is, but it gets to you.”

				“Booth DeWitt,” Stella mused. “It’s rumored that he based the character of Rae on his ex-wife.”

				“He didn’t gloss it over either. If he’s telling it straight, she put him through hell. In any case,” she said, as she began to eat again, “it’s the best piece of work that’s come my way. I’m going to read for it in a couple of days.”

				“TV movie,” Stella said thoughtfully. “Quality television with DeWitt writing and Marshell producing. You’d have our own producer at your feet if you got it. Boy, what a boost for the ratings.”

				“He’s already playing politics.” With a small frown, Ariel broke off a chunk of baklava. “He got me an invitation to a party tonight at Marshell’s condo. DeWitt’s supposed to be there. From what I hear, he’s got the last say on casting.”

				“He’s got a reputation for wanting to push his own buttons,” Stella agreed. “So why the frown?”

				“Politics is like rain in April—you know it’s got to happen, but it’s messy and annoying.” Then she shrugged the thought away as she did anything unavoidable. In the end, from what she knew of Booth DeWitt, she’d earn the part on her own merit. If there was one thing Ariel had an abundance of, it was confidence. She’d always needed it.

				Unlike Amanda, the character she played on the soap, Ariel hadn’t grown up financially secure. There’d been a great deal more love than money in her home. She’d never regretted it, or the struggle to make ends meet. She’d been sixteen when her mother had died and her father had gone into a state of shock that had lasted nearly a year. It had never occurred to her that she was too young to take on the responsibilities of running a home and raising two younger siblings. There’d been no one else to do it. She’d sold powder and perfume in a department store to pay her way through college, while managing the family home and taking any bit part that came her way.

				They’d been busy, difficult years, and perhaps that in itself had given her the surplus of energy and drive she had today. And the sense that whatever had to be done, could be done.

				“Amanda.”

				Ariel glanced up to see a small, middle-aged woman carrying a take-out bag that smelled strongly of garlic. Because she was called by her character’s name almost as often as she was by her own, she smiled and held out her hand. “Hello.”

				“I’m Dorra Wineberger and I wanted to tell you you’re just as beautiful as you are on TV.”

				“Thank you, Dorra. You enjoy the show?”

				“I wouldn’t miss it, not one single episode.” She beamed at Ariel then leaned closer. “You’re wonderful, dear, and so kind and patient. I just feel someone ought to tell you that Cameron—he’s not good for you. The best thing for you to do is send him packing before he gets his hands on your money. He’s already pawned your diamond earrings. And this one . . .” Dorra folded her lips and glared at Stella. “Why you bother with this one, after all the trouble she’s caused you . . . If it hadn’t been for her, you and Griff would be married like you should be.” She sent Stella an affronted glare. “I know you’ve got your eyes on your sister’s husband, Vikki.”

				Stella struggled with a grin and, playing the role, tossed her head and slanted her eyes. “Men are interested in me,” she drawled. “And why not?”

				Dorra shook her head and turned back to Ariel. “Go back to Griff,” she advised kindly. “He loves you, he always has.”

				Ariel returned the quick squeeze of her hand. “Thanks for caring.”

				Both women watched Dorra walk away before they turned back to each other. “Everyone loves Dr. Amanda,” Vikki said with a grin. “She’s practically sacred.”

				“And everyone loves to hate Vikki.” With a chuckle, Ariel finished off her coffee. “You’re so rotten.”

				“Yeah.” Stella gave a contented sigh. “I know.” She chewed her pineapple slowly, with a wistful look at Ariel’s plate. “Anyway, it always strikes me as kind of weird when people get me confused with Vikki.”

				“It just means you’re doing your job,” Ariel corrected. “If you go into people’s homes every day and don’t draw emotion out of them, you better look for another line of work. Nuclear physics, log rolling. Speaking of work,” she added with a glance at her watch.

				“I know . . . Hey, are you going to eat the rest of that?”

				Laughing, Ariel handed her the baklava as they rose.

				***

				It was well after nine when Ariel paid off the cab in front of P. B. Marshell’s building on Madison Avenue. She wasn’t concerned with being late because she wasn’t aware of the time. She’d never missed a cue or a call in her life, but when it wasn’t directly concerned with work, time was something to be enjoyed or ignored.

				She overtipped the cabbie, stuffed her change in her bag without counting it, then walked through the light drizzle into the lobby. She decided it smelled like a funeral parlor. Too many flowers, too much polish. After giving her name at the security desk, she slipped into an elevator and pushed the penthouse button. It didn’t occur to her to be nervous at the prospect of entering P. B. Marshell’s domain. A party to Ariel was a party. She hoped he served champagne. She had a hankering for it.

				The door was opened by a stiff-backed, stone-faced man in a dark suit who asked Ariel’s name in a discreet British accent. When she smiled, he accepted her offered hand before he realized it. Ariel walked past the butler, leaving him with the impression of vitality and sex—a combination that left him disconcerted for several minutes. She lifted a glass of champagne from a tray, and spotting her agent, crossed the room to her.

				Booth saw Ariel’s entrance. For an instant, he was reminded of his ex-wife. The coloring, the bone structure. Then the impression was gone, and he was looking at a young woman with casually curling hair that flowed past her shoulders. It seemed misted with fine drops of rain. A stunning face, he decided. But the look of an ice goddess vanished the moment she laughed. Then there was energy and verve.

				Unusual, he thought, as vaguely interested in her as he was in the drink he held. He let his eyes skim down her and decided she’d be slim under the casual pleated pants and boxy blouse. Then again, if she was, she would have exploited her figure rather than underplaying it. From what Booth knew of women, they accented whatever charms at their disposal and concealed the flaws. He’d come to accept this as a part of their innate dishonesty.

				He gave Ariel one last glance as she rose on her toes to kiss the latest rage in an off Broadway production. God, he hated these long crowded pseudoparties.

				“. . . if we cast the female lead.”

				Booth turned back to P. B. Marshell and lifted his glass. “Hmm?”

				Too used to Booth’s lapses of attention to be annoyed, Marshell backtracked. “We can get this into production and wrapped in time for the fall sweeps if we cast the female lead. That’s virtually all that’s holding us back now.”

				“I’m not worried about the fall sweeps,” Booth returned dryly.

				“The network is.”

				“Pat, we’ll cast Rae when we find Rae.”

				Marshell frowned into his Scotch, then drank it. At two hundred and fifty pounds, he needed several glasses to feel any effect. “You’ve already turned down three top names.”

				“I turned down three actresses who weren’t suitable,” Booth corrected. He drank from his own glass as a man who knew liquor and maintained a cautious relationship with it. “I’ll know Rae when I see her.” His lips moved into a cool smile. “Who’d know better?”

				A free, easy laugh had Marshell glancing across the room. For a moment his eyes narrowed in concentration. “Ariel Kirkwood,” he told Booth, gesturing with his empty glass. “The network execs would like to push her your way.”

				“An actress.” Booth studied Ariel again. He wouldn’t have pegged her as such. Her entrance had caught his attention simply because it hadn’t been an entrance. There was something completely unselfconscious about her that was rare in the profession. She’d been at the party long enough to have wangled an introduction to him and Marshell, yet she seemed content to stay across the room sipping champagne and flirting with an up-and-coming actor.

				She stood easily, in a relaxed manner that wasn’t a pose but would photograph beautifully. She made an unattractive face at the actor. The contrast of the ice-goddess looks and the free-wheeling manner piqued his curiosity.

				“Introduce me,” Booth said simply and started across the room.

				Ariel couldn’t fault Marshell’s taste. The condo was stylishly decorated in elegant golds and creams. The carpet was thick, the walls lacquered. She recognized the signed lithograph behind her. It was a room she knew Amanda would understand and appreciate. Ariel enjoyed visiting it. She’d never have lived there. She laughed up at Tony as he reminisced about the improvisation class they’d taken together a few years before.

				“And you started using gutter language to make sure everyone was awake,” she reminded him and tugged on the goatee he wore for his current part.

				“It worked. What cause is it this week, Ariel?”

				Her brows lifted as she sipped her champagne. “I don’t have weekly causes.”

				“Biweekly,” he corrected. “Friends of Seals, Save the Mongoose. Come on, what are you into now?”

				She shook her head. “There’s something that’s taking up a lot of my time right now. I can’t really talk about it.”

				Tony’s grin faded. He knew that tone. “Important?”

				“Vital.”

				“Well, Tony.” Marshell clapped the young actor on the back. “Glad to see you could make it.”

				Though it was very subtly done, Tony came to attention. “It was nice that you were having this on a night when the theater’s dark, Mr. Marshell. Do you know Ariel Kirkwood?” He laid a hand on her shoulder. “We go back a long way.”

				“I’ve heard good things about you.” Marshell extended his hand.

				“Thank you.” Ariel left her hand in his a moment as she sorted her impressions. Successful—fond of food from the bulk of him—amiable when he chose to be. Shrewd. She liked the combination. “You make excellent films, Mr. Marshell.”

				“Thank you,” he returned and paused, expecting her to do some campaigning. When she left it at that, he turned to Booth. “Booth DeWitt, Ariel Kirkwood and Tony Lazarus.”

				“I’ve seen your play,” Booth told Tony. “You know your character very well.” He shifted his gaze to Ariel. “Ms. Kirkwood.”

				Disconcerting eyes, she thought, so clear and direct a green in such a remote face. He gave off signals of aloofness, traces of bitterness, waves of intelligence. Obviously he didn’t concern himself overmuch with trends or fashion. His hair was thick and dark and a bit long for the current style. Yet she thought it suited his face. She thought the face belonged to the nineteenth century. Lean and scholarly with a touch of ruggedness and a harshness in the mouth that kept it from being smooth.

				His voice was deep and appealing, but he spoke with a clipped quality that indicated impatience. He had the eyes of an observer, she thought, and the air of a man who wouldn’t tolerate interference or intimacies. She wasn’t certain she’d like him, but she did know she admired his work.

				“Mr. DeWitt.” Her palm touched his. Strength—she’d expected that. It was in his build, long, rangy—and in his face. Distance—she’d expected that as well. “I enjoyed The Final Bell. It was my favorite film of last year.”

				He passed this off as he studied her face. She exuded sex, in her scent, in her looks—not flagrant or elusive, but light and free. “I don’t believe I’m familiar with your work.”

				“Ariel plays Dr. Amanda Lane Jamison on Our Lives, Our Loves,” Tony put in.

				Good God, a soap opera, Booth thought. Ariel caught the faint disdain on his face. It was something else she’d expected. “Do you have a moral objection to entertainment, Mr. DeWitt?” she said easily as she sipped champagne. “Or are you just an artistic snob?” She smiled as she spoke, the quick, dashing smile that took any sting from the words.

				Beside her, Tony cleared his throat. “Excuse me a minute,” he said and exited stage left. Marshell mumbled something about refreshing his drink.

				When they were alone, Booth continued to study her face. She was laughing at him. He couldn’t remember the last time anyone had had the courage, or the occasion, to do so. He wasn’t certain if he was annoyed or intrigued. But at the moment he wasn’t what he’d been for the past hour—bored.

				“I haven’t any moral objections to soap operas, Ms. Kirkwood.”

				“Oh.” She sipped her champagne. A sliver of sapphire on her finger winked in the light and seemed to reflect in her eyes. “A snob then. Well, everyone’s entitled. Perhaps there’s something else we can talk about. How do you feel about the current administration’s foreign policy?”

				“Ambivalent,” he murmured. “What sort of character do you play?”

				“A sterling one.” Her eyes continued to dance. “How do you feel about the space program?”

				“I’m more concerned about the planet I’m on. How long have you been on the show?”

				“Five years.” She beamed a smile at someone across the room and raised her hand.

				He looked at her again, carefully, and for the first time since he’d come into the party, he smiled. It did something attractive to his face, though it didn’t make him quite as approachable as it indicated. “You don’t want to talk about your work, do you?”

				“Not particularly.” Ariel returned his smile with her own open one. Something stirred faintly in him that he’d thought safely dormant. “Not with someone who considers it garbage. In a moment, you’d ask me if I’d ever considered doing any serious work, then I’d probably get nasty. My agent tells me I’m supposed to charm you.”

				Booth could feel the friendliness radiating from her and distrusted it. “Is that what you’re doing?”

				“I’m on my own time,” Ariel returned. “Besides”—she finished off her champagne—“you aren’t the type to be charmed.”

				“You’re perceptive,” Booth acknowledged. “Are you a good actress?”

				“Yes, I am. It would hardly be worth doing something if you weren’t good at it. What about sports?” She twirled her empty glass. “Do you think the Yankees stand a chance this year?”

				“If they tighten up the infield.” Not your usual type, he decided. Any other actress up for a prime part in one of his scripts would’ve been flooding him with compliments and mentioning every job she’d ever had in front of the camera. “Ariel . . .” Booth plucked a fresh glass of champagne from a passing waiter and handed it to her. “The name suits you. A wise choice.”

				She felt a pull, a quick, definite pull that seemed to come simply from the way he’d said her name. “I’ll tell my mother you said so.”

				“It’s not a stage name?”

				“No. My mother was reading The Tempest when she went into labor. She was very superstitious. I could have been Prospero if I’d been a boy.” With a little shudder, she sipped. “Well, Booth,” she began, deciding she’d been formal long enough. “Shouldn’t we just come out with the fact that we both know I’ll be reading for the part of Rae in a couple of days? I intend to have it.”

				He nodded in acknowledgment. Though she was refreshingly direct, this was more like what he’d expected. “Then I’ll be frank enough to tell you that you’re not the type I’m looking for.”

				She lifted a brow without any show of discomfort. “Oh? Why?”

				“For one thing, you’re too young.”

				She laughed—a free, breezy sound that seemed completely unaffected. He didn’t trust that either. “I think my line is I can be older.”

				“Maybe. But Rae’s a tough lady. Hard as a rock.” He lifted his own drink but never took his eyes off her. “You’ve got too many soft points. They show in your face.”

				“Because this is me. And I’ve yet to play myself in front of a camera.” She paused a moment as the idea worked around in her head. “I don’t think I’d care to.”

				“Is any actress ever herself?”

				Her eyes came back to his. He was watching her again with that steady intensity most would have found unnerving. Though the pull came again, Ariel accepted the look because it was part of him. “You don’t care for us much as a breed, do you?”

				“No.” For some reason he didn’t question, Booth felt compelled to test her. He lifted a strand of her hair. Soft—surprisingly soft. “You’re a beautiful woman,” he murmured.

				Ariel tilted her head as she studied him. His eyes had lost nothing of their directness. She might have felt pleasure in the compliment if she hadn’t recognized it as calculated. Instead she felt disappointment. “And?”

				His brows drew together. “And?”

				“That line usually leads to another. As a writer I’m sure you have several tucked away.”

				He let his fingers brush over her neck. She felt the strength in them, and the carelessness of the gesture. “Which one would you like?”

				“I’d prefer one you meant,” Ariel told him evenly. “But since I wouldn’t get it, why don’t we skip the whole thing? You know, your character, Phil, is narrow-minded, cold-blooded and rude. I believe you portrayed yourself very well.” She lifted her glass one last time and decided it was a shame that he thought so little of women or perhaps of people in general. “Good night, Booth.”

				When she walked away, Booth stood looking after her for several moments before he started to laugh. At the time, it didn’t occur to him that it was the first easy laugh he’d had in almost two years. It didn’t even occur to him that he was laughing at himself.

				No, she wasn’t his Rae, he mused, but she was good. She was very, very good. He was going to remember Ariel Kirkwood.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				Booth stood by the wide expanse of window in Marshell’s office and watched New York hustle by. From that height, he felt removed from it, and the rush and energy radiating up from the streets and sidewalks. He was satisfied to be separate. Connections equaled involvement.

				None of the actresses they’d auditioned in the past two weeks came close to what he was after. He knew what he wanted for the part of Rae—who better?

				When he’d first started the script it had been an impulse—therapy, he mused with a grim smile. Cheaper than a psychiatrist and a lot more satisfying. He’d never expected to do any more than finish it, purge his system and toss it in a drawer. That was before he’d realized it was the best work he’d ever done. Perhaps anger was the tenth Muse. In any case, he was first and foremost a writer. However painful it was to expose himself and his mistakes to the public, there was no tossing his finest work in a drawer. And since he was going to have it performed, he was going to have it performed well.

				He’d thought it would be difficult to cast the part of Phil, the character who was essentially himself. And yet that had been surprisingly simple. The core of the story wasn’t Phil, but Rae, a devastatingly accurate mirror of his ex-wife, Elizabeth Hunter. A superb actress, a gracious celebrity—a woman without a single genuine emotion.

				Their marriage had started with a whirlwind and ended in disaster. Booth didn’t consider himself blameless, though he placed most of the blame on his own gullibility. He’d believed in her image, fallen hard for the perfection of face and body. He could have forgiven the faults, the flaws soon discovered. But he could never, would never, forgive being used. And yet, Booth was still far from sure whether he blamed Liz for using him or himself for allowing it to happen.

				Either way, the tempestuous five-year marriage had given him grist for a clean, hard story that was going to be an elaborate television movie. And more, it had given him a firm distrust of women, particularly actresses. Two years before, when the break had finally come, he’d promised himself that he’d never become involved with another woman who could play roles that well. Honesty, if it truly existed, was what he’d look for when he was ready.

				His thoughts came back to Ariel. Perhaps she was centered in his mind because of her surface resemblance to Liz, but he wasn’t certain. There was no similarity in mannerisms, voice cadence or style of dress. And the biggest contrast seemed to be in personality. She hadn’t put herself out to charm him or to hold his attention. And she’d done both. Perhaps she’d simply used a different angle on an old game.

				While he hadn’t trusted it, he’d enjoyed her lack of artifice. The breezy laugh, the unaffected gestures, the candid looks. It had been a long time since a woman had lingered in his mind. A pity, Booth mused, that she was unsuitable for the part. He could have used the distraction. Instinct told him that Ariel Kirkwood would be nothing if she wasn’t a distraction.

				“I’m still leaning toward this Julie Newman.” Chuck Tyler, the director, tossed an eight-by-ten glossy on Marshell’s desk. “A lot of camera presence and her first reading was very good.”

				With the photo in one hand, Marshell tipped back in his deep leather chair. The sun at his back streamed over both the glossy and the gold jewelry he wore on either hand. “An impressive list of credits, too.”

				“No.” Booth didn’t bother to turn around, but stood watching the traffic stream. For some odd reason he visualized himself on his boat in Long Island Sound, sailing out to sea. “She lacks the elegance. Too much vulnerability.”

				“She can act, Booth,” Marshell said with a now familiar show of impatience.

				“She’s not the one.”

				Marshell automatically reached in his pocket for the cigars he’d given up a month before. He swore lightly under his breath. “And we’re running out of time and options.”

				Booth gave an unconcerned shrug. Yes, he’d like to be sailing, stripped to the waist with the sun on his back and the water so blue it hurt the eyes. He’d like to be alone.

				When the buzzer on his desk rang, Marshell heaved a sigh and leaned forward to answer. “Ms. Kirkwood’s here for her reading, Mr. Marshell.”

				With a grunt, Marshell flipped open the portfolio Ariel’s agent had sent him, then passed it to Chuck. “Send her in.”

				“Kirkwood,” Chuck mused, frowning over Ariel’s publicity shot. “Kirkwood . . . Oh, yeah, I saw her last summer in an off Broadway production of Streetcar.”

				Vaguely interested, Booth looked over his shoulder. “Stella?”

				“Blanche,” Chuck corrected, skimming over her list of credits.

				“Blanche DuBois?” Booth gave a short laugh as he turned completely around. “She’s fifteen to twenty years too young for that part.”

				Chuck merely lifted his eyes. “She was good,” he said simply. “Very good. And from what I’m told, she’s very good on the soap. I don’t have to tell you how many of our top stars started that way.”

				“No, you don’t.” Booth sat negligently on the arm of a chair. “But if she’s stuck with the same part for five years, she’s either not good enough for a major film or major theater, or she’s completely without ambition. Because she’s an actress, I’d have to go with the former.”

				“Keep sharpening your cynicism,” Marshell said dryly. “It’s good for you.”

				Booth’s grin flashed—that rare one that came and went so quickly it left the onlooker dazzled and unsure why. Ariel caught a glimpse of it as she entered the room. It went a long way toward convincing her to change her initial opinion of him. It passed through her mind, almost as quickly as Booth’s grin, that perhaps he had some redeeming personal qualities after all. She was always ready to believe it.

				“Ms. Kirkwood.” Marshell heaved his bulk from the chair and extended his hand.

				“Mr. Marshell, nice to see you again.” She took a brief scan of the room, her gaze lingering only fleetingly on Booth as he remained seated on the arm of the chair. “Your office is just as impressive as your home.”

				Booth waited while she was introduced to Chuck. She’d dressed very simply, he noticed. Deceptively so if you considered the bold scarves she’d twisted at the waist of the demure blue dress. Violets and emeralds and wild pinks; a daring combination and stunningly effective. Her hair was loose again, giving her an air of youth and freedom he would never equate with the character she wanted to portray. Absently, he took out a cigarette and lit it.

				“Booth.” Ariel gave him an easy smile before her gaze flicked over the cigarette. “They’ll kill you.”

				He took a drag and let out a lazy stream of smoke. “Eventually.” She wore the same carelessly sexy scent he’d noticed the night of the party. Booth wondered why it was that it suited her while contrasting at the same time. She fascinated. It seemed to be something she did effortlessly. “I’m going to cue you,” he continued and reached for a copy of the script. “We’ll use the confrontation scene in the third act. You’re familiar with it?”

				All business, Ariel noted curiously. Does he ever relax? Does he ever choose to? Though she was rarely tense herself, she recognized tension in him and wondered why he was nervous. What nerves she felt herself were confined to a tiny roiling knot in the center of her stomach. She always acknowledged it and knew if anything, it would help to push her through the reading.

				“I’m familiar with it,” she told him, accepting another copy of the script.

				Booth took a last drag on his cigarette then put it out. “Do you want a lead-in?”

				“No.” Now her palms were damp. Good. Ariel knew better than to want to be relaxed when twinges of emotions would sharpen her skills. Taking deep, quiet breaths she flipped through the bound script until she found the right scene. It wasn’t a simple one. It stabbed at the core of the character—selfish ambition and icy sex. She took a minute.
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