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      Epigraph

    


    

      One watches things that make one sick at heart.
This is the law: no gain without a loss,
And heaven hurts fair women for sheer spite.


      Nguyen Du
(1765-1820)


    


  

    

      Prologue

    


    The day was cold, the sky leaden, full of the sombreness of November. The three women had arrived in Washington separately, on different days during the preceding week. Now they stood, arms linked, on the corner of 7th Street and Constitution Avenue, about to march in one of the most moving and unorthodox parades the city had ever seen.


    ‘Who is up front?’ Gabrielle Ryan shouted in a heavy French accent to her companions. All around them people were greeting one another and calling out, struggling to be heard above the deafening sound of a military band gustily playing The Girl I Left Behind Me.


    ‘General Westmoreland!’ Abbra Ellis shouted back, glossy black hair skimming her shoulders, her cherry-red wool coat glowing like a jewel in the dull afternoon light.


    ‘You bet he is!’ an army veteran in faded fatigues and a boonie hat responded as he squeezed past them. ‘The President sure as hell isn’t!’


    ‘Is that true?’ Serena Anderson’s voice was disbelieving. ‘Isn’t the President leading the procession?’


    Abbra shook her head. ‘No,’ she said, her eyes dark. ‘None of those who should be here are here. Not the Vice President, not the Secretary of State, not Richard Nixon, not Henry Kissinger. Only Westmoreland.’ She slipped her hand into Serena’s and gave it a tight squeeze. ‘Nothing really changes, Serena. You should know that.’


    Serena, tall and elegant and stunningly beautiful, nodded. Twenty-four hours earlier she had been working with the refugees in the Nong Samet refugee camp in Hong Kong. Now here she was in Washington again and, as Abbra had said, despite the parade and the reason for it, nothing had really changed. Not where it mattered. Not on Capitol Hill.


    ‘We’re moving!’ Gabrielle cried as the crowd around them began to edge forward into the avenue and the strains of The Girl I Left Behind Me were replaced by a thunderous rendering of God Bless America.


    ‘This is it!’ a long-haired, bearded middle-aged man in jeans shouted exultantly. ‘Jesus Christ! I’ve waited nine years for this!’


    A lump rose high in Abbra’s throat. She, too, had waited nine years. As they turned into the broad sweep of the avenue, she looked around her, laughter and tears vying for expression. She had been in many marches but never one as ragtag yet as splendid as this one.


    General Westmoreland, silver-haired and wearing a trench coat, had led it off over two hours earlier, marching alongside a group of veterans from Alabama. Other veterans had followed, marching under the name of their state: New York, Montana, Maryland, Kansas. Some men wore battle fatigues. Some were resplendent in full dress uniform. Some marched, some walked, some hobbled with the aid of canes. Others pushed themselves along in wheelchairs, or were pushed by a buddy or a wife, a son or a daughter.


    As the contingent from each state passed, the crowd lining the pavements called out its name and clapped and cheered. The last state represented in the parade was Wyoming; Abbra and Serena and Gabrielle marched along in the centre of the crowd following the delegation, and Abbra felt tears sting her cheeks. The men around her had been too busy reuniting to have marched off under the name of their state. Some sported flags; others carried bottles of beer; many walked, arms around each other’s shoulders, some laughed exuberantly, cracking jokes with their companions; others wept. They had come together to remember their shared past and to honour their dead, and the occasion had turned into an emotional homecoming that had been long denied them.


    The three women walked among the men, their arms linked, feeling natural. On this day, 13 November, 1982, they belonged in the parade, just as the men around them belonged. They, too, had paid their dues. Abbra, in the centre, hugged her friends’ arms, looking first at Serena and then at Gabrielle.


    Serena’s fragile-boned face was pale, her mouth set firm. Despite the bitter wind she wore no coat. She wore her grey flannel slacks, white cashmere turtleneck, and black velvet blazer with cool, understated English elegance. Her blonde hair was pulled away from her face, coiled in a loose knot at the nape of her neck, revealing clearly the thin white scar that ran from high on her temple to the corner of her left eye which marred her otherwise flawless beauty. Another woman might have cut her hair into bangs and a bob, disguising it. It was typical of Serena that she had done no such thing, wearing her hair as she had always worn it.


    Gabrielle was typically fully protected against physical discomfort. Her snakeskin boots were high, teeteringly heeled to compensate for her diminutive height. A pale champagne suede coat was belted at her waist, a huge lynx collar soft against her face, a matching hat tilted rakishly on top of impossibly red hair. Looking across at her, Abbra could see that tears were glittering on her lashes. She hugged her friend’s arm tighter and Gabrielle turned towards her, flashing her a dazzling smile, saying, ‘It is all right, chérie. I was remembering. That is all.’


    They were reaching the long end of the avenue. To the left of them was the Lincoln Memorial; a little farther away was the Jefferson Memorial. And now, as they crowded down on to a leafy, two-acre site, the memorial they had honoured with their parade, and which was to be dedicated, came into view.


    Abbra caught her breath. This was why the three of them had returned to Washington. She from San Francisco; Gabrielle from Paris; Serena from Hong Kong. The memorial, two huge, tapering walls of shiny black granite forming a wide V and bearing 57,939 names, was simple and elegant and dignified, everything that the war in which the men had died was not. For the memorial had been erected by veterans of one of the ugliest wars that had ever taken place. The war in Vietnam.


    Al Keller, national commander of the American Legion, addressed the packed throng stretching far back along Constitution Avenue. ‘Today we dedicate a memorial to a generation of Americans who fought a lonely battle,’ he began ringingly.


    Abbra’s eyes were not on him but on the wall. The names had been engraved in chronological order of death, beginning with army major Dale R. Buis, who had been killed on 8 July, 1959, and culminating with air force second lieutenant Richard Vane Geer, who had died on 15 May, 1975. So many names, so much heartbreak.


    The crowd was packed with women, many, like herself, in their late thirties, teenage children alongside them. Others were much older, their faces harrowed with lines of grief and loss, their husbands at their sides, their mouths grim as they surveyed the huge black wall bearing the names of their sons.


    

      Curtis Richard, Titus Epps, Dan Stuber, Richard H. Davies.

    


    Abbra’s throat tightened as she looked at them, remembering the other marches that had taken place in Washington, the demonstrations and speeches protesting the very death of the men now immortalized.


    

      Glenn Rethington, Richard Salmond, Robert G. Drapp

    


    She remembered the doors of the Justice Department being barricaded against them, the injured who had lain helplessly on the ground as the police had broken up the demonstrations with water from hoses and with tear gas; and she remembered the singing and the chanting and the folk songs.


    

      Gerald Aadland, Craig Reska, Perry Mitchell

    


    Thirteen years before to the month, at the antiwar March Against Death, the demonstrators had recited, one at a time, the names of the 40,000 Americans who had been killed up to then. The past Wednesday morning, in a chapel at Washington’s National Cathedral, the bleak recitation had begun again, and she had been one of those taking part. It had been almost more than she could bear.


    A letter from the Secretary of Defense, Caspar Weinberger, was read; Wayne Newton sang; General Westmoreland spoke. The cold stung their cheeks and she felt Serena shiver.


    ‘We are here to remember the suffering and endurance of those who fought in Southeast Asia …’


    Abbra slipped her hands into Serena’s and Gabrielle’s.


    ‘We suffered, and we endured as well,’ she said passionately, her eyes fiercely bright, and all of a sudden it was as if she had finally reached the end of a long, lonely journey. ‘Hell! We did more than that!’ She was filled with overwhelming emotion. ‘We survived, goddammit! We survived!’


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    ‘But it’s going to be a perfectly respectable party, Mom,’ Abbra Daley protested, half amused and half exasperated by her mother’s low opinion of her friends and her social life. ‘Nearly everyone there will be from Stanford and—’


    ‘And the others?’ her mother interrupted crisply as she began to take heavy silver cutlery from a velvet-lined mahogany box. ‘The ones who will be there and who aren’t from your University? Will that offensive young man you are so obsessed with be there?’


    Abbra pushed a fall of silky shoulder-length hair away from her face. ‘No,’ she said, her eyes clouding slightly, her amusement waning. ‘He won’t be there.’


    Her mother put the silver she had selected to one side and closed the box. ‘How can you be so sure? Beatniks don’t have to be invited to a party to attend it, do they? They just turn up and make a nuisance of themselves.’


    ‘Jerry is in New York,’ Abbra said briefly, keeping a tight rein on her impatience. ‘An underground newspaper there is interested in publishing some of his poems and—’


    Her mother gave an unladylike snort. ‘Poems! Anything that young man writes will be gutter trash. How a girl of your upbringing can be so taken with such an unsavoury specimen I can’t begin to imagine. Nor do I understand why his kind finds it so necessary to flock like lemmings to San Francisco. Why can’t they stay in their hometowns?’


    It wasn’t a question that she expected an answer to. She carried the silver across to the large dining table, smoothing an imaginary crease from the handmade lace tablecloth, every line of her body registering outrage.


    ‘Who is coming to dinner?’ Abbra asked, realizing that the subject had to be turned away from Jerry. And quickly.


    ‘Tom Ellis is visiting from New York. His son is going to be here as well. And the Parkers.’


    Abbra tried to look interested, but it was difficult. Colonel Tom Ellis was an old family friend with a distinguished war record not only in the Second World War but in Korea as well. His conversation – all his conversation, Abbra recalled – centred around things military. His wife had been her mother’s childhood friend, and though she had died tragically of cancer shortly after her younger son’s birth, the friendship between her parents and the colonel had continued.


    ‘Which son?’ she asked, taking a handful of silver and beginning to lay it.


    ‘Older one of course!’ her mother said, her tone of voice indicating that the fact should have been self-evident. ‘I would hardly invite a football player as a dinner guest, would I? The Parkers would think I had taken leave of my senses!’


    Sam Parker was an eminent neurologist, as was Abbra’s father.


    ‘What’s so socially acceptable about the older son’s career?’ Abbra asked, amusement at her mother’s snobbishness restoring her good humour.


    ‘Lewis is an army officer.’ Her mother examined a silver candelabrum carefully to make sure that the maid had cleaned it to her satisfaction. ‘West Point. Surely you remember that your father and I attended his graduation?’


    Abbra shook her head. She had met the colonel on numerous occasions but had only a shadowy recollection of seeing Lewis when she was eight or nine. He had been a teenager in an army cadet uniform, and because she had expected someone her own age she had been intensely disappointed, and too shy to exchange more than half a dozen words with him.


    ‘Tell me about the younger brother,’ she said as her mother handed her a clean cloth with which to polish already sparkling wineglasses. ‘Is he really a football player?’


    Her mother nodded, stepping back from the immaculately laid table and regarding it critically. ‘Unfortunately, yes. He’s causing his father a great deal of anxiety. If you’re here when Tom arrives, I would appreciate it if you wouldn’t mention Scott’s name.’


    Abbra didn’t have the slightest intention of being there when the dinner guests arrived. She said again, as she had at the beginning of the conversation, ‘Since my car is being serviced, can I borrow yours to go to the party tonight? I promise I won’t be back too late.’


    Her mother’s eyes held hers. ‘Do you promise that Jerry Littler will not be there?’


    ‘Mom, I’m eighteen for goodness’ sake!’ Abbra said, unable to hold back her impatience any longer. ‘This kind of cross-examination is ridiculous!’


    ‘No, it isn’t. If I had been more vigilant a few months ago, you would never have become acquainted with a beatnik. Now, for the last time. Will the person I am referring to be there?’


    Abbra closed her eyes and prayed for strength. ‘No,’ she said when she could at last trust herself to speak. ‘I’ve told you. He’s in New York.’


    ‘Then you can borrow the car on one condition: Lewis picks you up at midnight.’


    Abbra stared at her incredulously. ‘You can’t mean that, Mom! It’s absurd! It’s, it’s—’ She struggled for a word that would do justice to it – ‘It’s humiliating.’


    ‘No, it isn’t.’ Having laid and decorated the dining table to her satisfaction, Mrs Daley now turned her attention towards the flower arrangements. Both were tasks that she never delegated. ‘It’s sensible,’ she continued, removing a Lalique vase from a display cabinet. ‘Lewis won’t mind, not in the least, and I’ll be able to enjoy the evening with an easy mind. Now, do you think I should use this vase for the roses, or would they look better in the Tiffany?’


    Abbra drew in a deep, steadying breath. There were times when her mother’s overprotectiveness had to be challenged, but the present issue was too trivial to be one of them. It was also farcical.


    ‘The Tiffany,’ she said, her good humour returning.


    Her mother caught the new inflection in her voice and looked across at her, a vase in either hand. ‘I don’t see what’s so funny,’ she said reprovingly. ‘You should be glad that you have parents who care about you.’


    ‘I am,’ Abbra said as contritely as her amusement would allow. She made a strategic retreat towards the door before adding mischievously, ‘But isn’t it just my bad luck that the never-do-anything-wrong older brother is your dinner guest this evening? Being picked up by the football-playing black sheep of the family would have been much more fun!’


    The party was being held in a house high on Telegraph Hill. From the bare windows a thousand lights could be seen glittering along the Embarcadero and Fisherman’s Wharf.


    ‘Crowded as hell, isn’t it?’ a friend from her English class at Stanford shouted to Abbra.


    Before she could answer, the music changed from the Beach Boys to the Supremes. Abbra merely nodded. It was so crowded it was almost impossible to move. Her cornflower-blue mini-skirt was twisted and riding too high on her thighs. Her shining black hair held away from her face with two heavy tortoiseshell combs was damp with perspiration. ‘I hardly know anyone,’ she shouted to her friend.


    A blond giant moved skilfully between them and grinned down on her. ‘I’m your hostess’s brother’s buddy,’ he said, steering her towards a set of French doors. ‘Let’s go on to the terrace. There should be room to dance there.’


    There was. The Supremes gave way to the Beatles, to the Stones, to Sonny and Cher.


    ‘… And so I go to LA next week to try out for the Rams.’


    ‘I got you Babe,’ Sonny and Cher sang out. ‘I got you babe.’


    ‘You mean you’re going to be a football player?’ Abbra asked, grateful for the cooling night breeze that was blowing in from the Bay.


    ‘You bet your sweet life I am. If Scott Ellis can make it professionally, I sure as hell can make it.’


    She stopped dancing. ‘Scott Ellis?’ she said incredulously. ‘You did say Scott Ellis?’


    He nodded. ‘He’s my buddy. He’s here somewhere.’ From his advantageous height he scanned the heads of the other dancers. ‘There he is, over near the doorway.’


    Abbra turned to look. The figure he was pointing to had his back toward them and was surrounded by a bevy of admiring girls. He was tall, easily six feet three or four, with magnificently broad shoulders and a thatch of sun-bleached hair.


    ‘Oh boy!’ she said, her voice thick with laughter, feeling no twinge of destiny, no intimation of fate. ‘My mother is never going to believe this! I wonder if his father knows he’s here in San Francisco? If his brother knows?’


    The giant shrugged uncomprehendingly. ‘Why should anyone know?’ he asked as they began to dance again, this time to the Kinks. ‘Scott doesn’t have to check in with anyone. He never has. He never will.’


    When Set Me Free came to an end, she declined another dance with a smile and a shake of her head, knowing that if she stayed any longer, he would consider her his personal property. She didn’t seek out Scott Ellis. He had enough adoring females around him without another one swelling the ranks. Instead, she danced with her friend’s brother, and then with some of the guys from Stanford, and then with her friend’s brother again.


    ‘Someone’s come to get you!’ a classmate shouted across to her.


    Abbra glanced down at her watch, said an exasperated ‘damn’ beneath her breath, and began to ease her way through the crowd and out of the room.


    ‘Abbra?’ He was twenty-eight or twenty-nine and bore no resemblance at all to the slightly awkward teenager she remembered. He was in uniform, and beneath the porch light lieutenant’s pips gleamed dully.


    She nodded, stepping out on to the porch, saying with an apologetic smile, ‘I’m sorry about this. I’m afraid there are times when my mother behaves as if I were twelve years old!’


    ‘It’s no trouble.’ His voice was deep-timbred. ‘Your mother said for you to leave her car here. She’ll have her chauffeur pick it up in the morning.’


    There was no easy affability about him. His mouth was intimidatingly uncompromising, and he was obviously a man who smiled neither easily nor often. Yet she was suddenly sure that she was going to like him. Beneath his peaked cap his hair was thick and curly, and his face was hard-boned and abrasively masculine. He wasn’t tall, not nearly as tall as the blond giant she had danced with, but he was toughly built and held himself well, with a muscular coordination that spoke of hard training and perfect physical fitness.


    ‘I suppose you’re wondering why my mother didn’t ask her chauffeur to pick me up this evening,’ she said with friendly ease as they began to walk down the lamplit drive towards his car. ‘He could have, but you see, if the party had proved to be wild, she wouldn’t be able to rely on him to inform her. She thinks you’ll be braver.’


    ‘And was it wild?’


    There was the merest touch of a smile at the corners of his mouth.


    ‘No. Just the opposite.’ She suddenly remembered Scott. ‘Your brother was there. Probably still is.’


    His car was a two-seater MG. ‘That doesn’t prove that the party was respectable,’ he said dryly, opening the door for her. ‘More the opposite.’


    She giggled, glad that a sense of humour lurked beneath his somewhat forbidding manner. ‘Don’t you want to go back to the party and say hi to him?’


    ‘No.’ He flinched slightly as someone in the house turned the volume on the record player up. ‘Parties are Scott’s scene, not mine.’


    Her amusement deepened. She believed him. It was impossible to imagine him at a party like the one she had just left. He was far too staid and serious-minded to let his hair down dancing to the Beach Boys.


    ‘I love parties,’ she said as he slipped into the seat beside her and slid the MG into gear, ‘and I hate leaving them just when they’re catching their second breath.’


    ‘We could go back if you want.’


    He was a man who rarely acted on impulse, and his suggestion surprised him almost as much as it surprised her. He swung the MG out of the drive and into the street, wondering why he had made it. The answer wasn’t hard to find. From the instant she had stepped from the lighted hall on to the porch he had been attracted to her. Because he found her radiant wholesomeness, and her vibrancy and vitality, immensely appealing.


    She was staring at him. ‘But you don’t like parties,’ she protested, uncertain about whether or not he was joking. ‘And I thought you promised my mother to have me home before the clock strikes twelve and I turn into a pumpkin.’


    ‘I promised to pick you up,’ he said, the breeze from the Bay tugging at their hair. ‘I didn’t say anything at all about the time I would get you home. What do you want to do? Go back to the party or go for a hamburger?’


    There was an almost overpowering quality about him that she was beginning to find very interesting.


    ‘A hamburger,’ she said, knowing that if they returned to the party, he would immediately become the centre of female attention and she would lose the opportunity to get to know him better.


    He drove down to a hamburger joint on the Embarcadero and they sat at a table overlooking the ink-black Bay.


    ‘Your mother tells me you’re at Stanford,’ he said when he had given the waitress their order. ‘What’s your major?’


    She suppressed a grin. This was a little like being taken out by a diligent uncle. ‘I haven’t decided yet. Political science perhaps, or literature.’ She remembered her dim memory of Lewis as a teenager in an army cadet uniform. ‘Have you always been decisive about what you want to do?’ she asked curiously. ‘Have you always wanted to be in the military?’


    ‘Always. We’re a military family. Apart from Scott, that is. All Scott’s ever wanted to do is kick a ball around a field.’


    The disapproval in his tone was so intense that Abbra had to struggle to keep her eyebrows from arching in reaction. ‘I’ve never been friends with anyone from a military family,’ she said, discounting his father, who was her parents’ friend, not hers. ‘Is it as restricted and dutiful a way of life as it sounds?’


    ‘No,’ he said firmly, and she could see tiny flecks of gold in the brown of his eyes. ‘It’s fun.’


    The waitress delivered their hamburgers and french fries and Cokes. He waited until she had gone and then said, ‘I guess you know that my father was a battalion commander in the Second World War?’


    Abbra nodded, wishing she had paid more attention whenever the conversation at home had included Colonel Ellis.


    ‘When the war was over he continued to serve in Europe and we were posted to twelve or thirteen different countries. I loved every minute of it and I knew at a very early age what it was that I wanted to do when I grew up. Later, when we returned to the States, I went to West Point and Scott went to Michigan State. It took my father quite a while to adjust to the idea that Scott wasn’t going to follow in his footsteps as well.’


    ‘But you did. That must have pleased him.’


    Lewis’s hard-boned face softened slightly. ‘It did. When I graduated from West Point he was as pleased as hell.’


    He was silent for a moment. A deeply reserved man, he couldn’t remember the last time he had spoken with such ease about himself. Aware that Mrs Daley had cast him in the role of an older brother, and not wanting to abuse her trust, he asked hesitantly, ‘I’m on three days leave at the moment. Could we meet again and spend the day in Sausalito or Carmel?’


    Her first reaction was pleasure at the inherent flattery in his question. All her previous dates had been with young men close to her own age. Lewis was worlds removed from them. Tough and mature and sophisticated. Then she remembered Jerry.


    ‘I’d like to,’ she said truthfully, ‘but it’s a little awkward.’


    ‘You mean that you’re already dating somebody?’


    ‘Not exactly.’ She folded her arms on the table and leaned slightly on them, her hair falling forwards softly at either side of her face. ‘But I do have a kind of an understanding with someone.’


    ‘Tell me,’ he said, already determined that whatever kind of understanding it was, it wasn’t one that was going to stand in his way.


    ‘Jerry is a poet.’ Her eyes took on an impassioned glow. ‘At the moment he is in New York, but he’ll be coming back to San Francisco and when he does …’ She couldn’t finish the sentence as she would have liked to because she and Jerry hadn’t made any commitments. Instead, she gave an expressive lift of her shoulders, intimating that no more need be said, that when he returned they would be together.


    ‘Poets are pretty unconventional,’ Lewis said, giving no indication that he already knew all about Jerry Littler.


    Her mother had told him at dinner how distressed she was by Abbra’s infatuation with him. How Littler wasn’t a legitimate poet but a long-haired, work-shy beatnik who attached himself like a parasite to anyone foolish enough to fund him.


    ‘He isn’t going to hit the roof simply because you have a day out with a family friend,’ Lewis continued, determined that Littler was never again going to surface in Abbra’s life. ‘I’ll pick you up at ten tomorrow morning and we’ll go to the beach.’


    ‘Do you always make people’s decisions for them?’ She tried to sound indignant but was too pleased to pull it off.


    He rose to his feet, knowing that if he didn’t take her home soon her mother would no more allow her to spend the day with him than she would allow her to spend the day with Jerry Littler. ‘Always,’ he said, flashing her a smile that completely transformed his serious face. ‘It’s my military training.’


    ‘Well, I have to admit that I’m surprised by this turn of events,’ her mother said doubtfully when Abbra told her the next morning that she was going out with Lewis for the day. ‘I approve of Lewis, of course, but he is ten years older than you—’


    ‘It isn’t a date, Mom,’ Abbra said. ‘He’s on leave and I have nothing else planned for today, and so we’re going to the beach together. As friends. There’s no romance in the air, so please don’t behave towards Lewis as if there were.’


    ‘Nevertheless it would be extremely suitable,’ her mother said musingly. ‘Military weddings are so attractive, and Lewis is obviously destined to become a colonel, perhaps even a general.’


    From beyond the front door there came the sound of a car drawing to a halt.


    ‘Well, I am not destined to become an army wife,’ Abbra said deflatingly. ‘Lewis is a conformist. He’s simply not my type.’ It was true. Although he was undeniably attractive, he was also staid and predictable. Unlike Jerry.


    She didn’t wait for him to ring the doorbell because she didn’t want her mother to waylay him. She hurried out of the house, her hair swinging glossily, her fashionably short lemon sundress revealing long, suntanned legs. Although it was true that he was not her type, she knew that she was his. She had seen it in his eyes the previous night, and she saw it now as she strode across the gravel towards him.


    He wasn’t in uniform and he looked different, far more relaxed. His cream-coloured slacks were snug on his hips and his short-sleeved cotton shirt was open at the throat, revealing a hint of tightly curling, crisp dark hair.


    ‘I’ve brought a picnic,’ he said, sliding the MG into gear.


    She was just about to say how impressed she was when she saw bruising on his right temple that had not been obvious the previous evening. ‘What on earth did you do to your head?’ she asked, staring at a painful-looking swollen place an inch or two into his hairline. ‘Walk into a door?’


    He gave a sheepish grin, ‘I got thwacked on the head a few days ago on a training manoeuvre.’


    ‘It looks nasty.’ She was suddenly very much her father’s daughter. ‘What did your medic say about it?’


    ‘You don’t run to a medic with every little bump and bruise,’ he said, amused and more than a little pleased by her concern. ‘The last thing a career soldier needs is a long medical record.’


    She frowned slightly. She could understand that. Peak physical fitness was obviously the first requisite for a soldier. Nevertheless, she knew enough about neurology to appreciate that any head injury, however slight, justified medical attention.


    ‘Your commanding officer should have ordered you to go to a medic.’


    He smiled. ‘My commanding officer hadn’t the slightest idea that I’d been hit,’ he said, dismissing the subject and pressing his foot down harder on the accelerator, heading south, toward Carmel.


    They spent the morning strolling along Main Street, browsing in the little shops and boutiques, pausing at a café to sip margaritas, walking barefoot along the beach.


    ‘Let’s drive out of town and picnic up on the cliffs,’ he suggested as they began to walk back to the car.


    She nodded agreeably, happy in his company, enjoying herself hugely.


    ‘What are you going to do with this bachelor’s degree of yours when you get it?’ he asked suddenly.


    She knew very well what she wanted to do, but she had never told anyone. Not even Jerry. Especially Jerry.


    She said now, unselfconsciously, ‘I want to write.’


    ‘You mean you want to be a journalist?’


    ‘No.’ A wide smile curved her mouth, dimpling her cheeks. ‘I want to write fiction.’


    His brows rose slightly. ‘Wouldn’t journalism be more sensible?’ he asked, opening the car door for her.


    Her smile deepened. It was impossible to imagine Lewis doing anything that wasn’t sensible. ‘It would, but I don’t want to be sensible. I want to be a novelist.’


    He began to laugh but she didn’t mind. She began to laugh with him. ‘I want to be a world-famous, best-selling, superstar novelist!’


    They were still laughing when he parked the MG high on the cliffs and retrieved the picnic basket from the backseat.


    ‘What have you got in there?’ she asked, the ocean breeze blowing her hair around her face as they walked over the springy turf.


    ‘Thinly-sliced ham and melon and roast chicken,’ he said, setting the basket down and sitting cross-legged beside it. ‘And peaches and strawberries and watermelon.’ He pulled her down beside him. ‘And French bread and whipped butter and pastries …’


    She was on her knees, sitting back on her heels. He forgot about the picnic. Just looking at her high-cheekboned face and her wide-set blue, heavily lashed eyes, brought a lump into his throat. She was very beautiful. The most beautiful girl he had ever seen. But he couldn’t tell her so. Not so soon. She didn’t yet feel about him as he was beginning to feel about her, and to say anything now would jeopardize the intimacy developing between them.


    ‘I have another weekend leave at the end of the month,’ he said lightly, lifting a bottle of Chablis from the basket. ‘Why don’t we do this again? We could go to Sausalito or to the zoo.’


    ‘Let’s go to the zoo.’ She helped herself to a slice of melon. ‘I haven’t been there for years. Not since I was a child.’


    He smiled. She made it sound as if her childhood were light-years behind her.


    He raised his glass towards hers. ‘To the zoo,’ he said, suddenly so sure that they were on the verge of a very special and precious relationship, that he had to resist the temptation of leaping to his feet and whooping out loud.


    ‘Where are you stationed?’ Abbra asked three weeks later as they strolled past the koala bear enclosure.


    ‘Fort Bragg, North Carolina.’


    She halted in stunned surprise, staring at him. ‘But I thought you were stationed somewhere near San Francisco. Do you mean you’ve come all the way from North Carolina just so that we could go to the zoo?’


    ‘I came all the way from North Carolina to have a pleasant weekend away from school.’


    ‘School?’ she asked curiously, beginning to walk along beside him once again. ‘If you’re a lieutenant, what are you doing in school again? I don’t understand.’


    ‘I’m at Fort Bragg, at the Special Warfare School, taking courses in counterinsurgency, counterguerrilla operations, and military assistance operations with foreign governments.’


    This time she not only stood still. The blood drained from her face. ‘You mean you’re going to Vietnam?’


    ‘I hope so,’ he said with dry humour, ‘or the months I’ve spent studying Vietnamese history and customs and language will be a waste!’


    ‘But I thought only marines were going out there. To guard the air bases.’


    In February there had been a devastating Viet Cong attack on a US base near South Vietnamese Army headquarters at Pleiku. American special forces and military advisers had been billeted at the camp, and eight of them had died and a little over a hundred and twenty others had been wounded. Almost immediately President Johnson had ordered retaliatory air strikes against the north. Abbra remembered clearly the disbelief she had felt at his action when she had seen the newspaper headlines. A month later American marines had splashed ashore at Da Nang to guard the nearby airfield from Viet Cong attack. They had been the first US combat troops to land on the Asian mainland since the Korean conflict.


    ‘But they won’t be the last,’ her father had said grimly. ‘There’s going to be no backing down now. We’re committed whether we like it or not.’


    ‘What will you be doing out there?’ she asked, not sure that she really wanted to know.


    ‘I’m going to be a military adviser to the South Vietnamese Army.’


    ‘So you will be helping the Vietnamese fight their own war?’


    ‘What a nice, simplistic way of putting it. Yes, Abbra, when it comes down to the bottom line, that is what I’ll be doing.’


    It was as they were leaving the zoo that she thought she must have inadvertently said something that had shocked him, just as much as his conversation about Vietnam had shocked her.


    He stopped short suddenly, his eyes blank, as if in stunned surprise.


    She turned towards him questioningly. ‘What is it? What did I say?’


    For a second she thought he wasn’t going to answer her, and then he said vaguely, ‘I’m sorry … just a minute …’ He raised his hand as if to ward her off.


    He looked a little as if he were going to faint. She frowned, stepping towards him, saying in sudden deep concern, ‘Lewis! What is it? Are you sick?’


    ‘No …’ He still didn’t move, although the colour had begun to come back into his face. He shook his head as if to clear it. ‘That was the damnedest thing.’ There was a park bench a few yards away from them and he walked across to it, sitting down, beginning to laugh a little. ‘Hell! I suddenly felt as if I’d gone down the biggest roller-coaster in the world!’


    ‘You mean you were dizzy?’ She sat beside him, trying to keep the alarm out of her voice.


    ‘Yes. No.’ He seemed to have completely recovered. He gave her a slightly abashed grin. ‘Giddy would be a better word. Nothing was going round and round. I just felt as if I’d fallen a hundred floors in an elevator.’ He rose to his feet. ‘Come on. If we don’t leave soon, we’ll be locked in for the night with the animals.’


    As they began to walk back towards the car, she said curiously, ‘Has that ever happened to you before, Lewis?’


    ‘No.’ This time his grin was genuinely carefree. ‘It must have been the shrimp rolls at lunch.’


    She was silent for a minute, and then she said hesitantly, ‘You don’t think it might have something to do with the blow you received to your head last month?’


    His grin vanished. He stared at her. ‘No, I don’t. That’s a ridiculous suggestion.’


    ‘Not really. Daddy has patients who—’


    ‘I had a reaction to something I ate. That’s all.’


    There was such finality in his voice that she didn’t finish the sentence she had begun. She was probably being imaginative anyway.


    To say anything more to him before she had spoken to her father was pointless.


    ‘Who are we talking about?’ Abbra’s father asked.


    She shrugged vaguely. ‘Just a friend. She got hit on the head a few weeks ago and never had it checked out.’


    ‘And what did you say happened to her in class? Did she have a momentary loss of consciousness?’


    ‘Not exactly. It was more as if she just didn’t know where she was for a second. She said afterwards that she felt as if she had fallen a hundred floors in an elevator.’


    ‘It sounds as if she might be suffering from focal epilepsy. It’s quite common when there’s been a blow to the head. It results in an underlying structural abnormality being revealed. Natural resistance to epileptic activity is lowered, and mild seizures can occur. Tell her not to worry too much, but it goes without saying that she should report what happened to her doctor at the earliest opportunity.’


    ‘If it was a mild epileptic seizure, would she have more and would they be harmful enough that her choice of career might be affected?’


    ‘If what she suffered was a mild epileptic seizure triggered by the injury she received, then it is more than likely that there will be another. There are no hard and fast rules where epilepsy is concerned. And, of course, if that is what it is, then her choice of career may be circumscribed.’


    ‘She wants to go into the army,’ Abbra said, her hands behind her back, her fingers crossed.


    Her father picked up a copy of the Chronicle and shook it open, saying with finality, ‘If she has become subject to epileptic seizures she is highly unlikely to be accepted into any profession requiring a stringent physical. Suggest to her that she become a schoolteacher instead.’


    Even though she knew Lewis would not want the subject raised again, she was determined that the next time he flew out to see her, she would do so. Incredibly, because of what happened within minutes of their meeting again, she forgot all about her intention and the subject was never broached.


    He had taken hold of her hand, drawing her toward him, and before she could protest, his arms had slid around her and he had lowered his head to hers, kissing her lovingly.


    In the first brief second, as his lips touched hers, her every instinct was to push him gently away, and to say that though she was fond of him, she didn’t want their easygoing friendship to develop into anything more. She didn’t. It was a very pleasant kiss. The nicest she had ever received. Instead of pushing him away her arms slid up and around his neck, her mouth parting softly and warmly beneath his.


    ‘But there is still Jerry,’ she had said afterwards, not wanting to be guilty of leading him into believing that what was happening between them was serious.


    He had shrugged dismissively and she had been unable to see the expression in his dark eyes. ‘Jerry is in New York,’ he had said, and neither of them had mentioned him again.


    In June there were newspaper reports of battalion after battalion of South Vietnamese troops being defeated by the Viet Cong, and Lewis’s phone calls to her, and letters, were full of impatience because he still hadn’t received orders to leave for Saigon.


    It was while he was on the telephone, telling her how President Johnson was going to have to send more combat troops to Vietnam, that she knew he was experiencing another giddy spell.


    He broke off speaking in the middle of a sentence.


    ‘Lewis?’ she had said. ‘Lewis?’


    ‘Yes. Just a minute …’


    His voice had the same disoriented quality about it that she had noticed at the zoo.


    ‘Lewis!’ she had said again, her voice sharp with anxiety. ‘Lewis! Are you all right?’


    ‘Yes.’ There had been a moment’s hesitation, and she knew that he was lying. There was a note in his voice she had never heard before, a note that seemed incredible in a man so tough and supremely confident. A note of fear.


    She said with utter certainty, ‘You’ve just had another giddy spell.’


    ‘Wait a minute, Abbra …’ He sounded as if he were gathering his wits with difficulty. After a little while he said, ‘I’m okay now. I was just a little light-headed for a second.’


    She said carefully, not wanting to arouse the same chill response in him that she had aroused the last time she had tried to talk to him about it, ‘When it happened before, at the zoo, were you tired afterwards?’


    ‘Yes,’ he said, and at the relief in his voice she knew he was assuming she thought his momentary disorientation was merely due to overtiredness.


    She said gently, disillusioning him, ‘I spoke to Daddy about what happened. I told him it had happened to a university friend. He thinks the giddiness and momentary loss of awareness may be a mild form of epilepsy known as focal epilepsy. And all epilepsy sufferers feel the need to sleep after an attack.’


    ‘Epilepsy?’ First there was disbelief in his voice, then anger. ‘Epilepsy? You can’t be serious. You can’t suggest I’m suffering from epilepsy! Christ, Abbra! That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard! I’m damned glad you didn’t mention my name to your father! A malicious rumour like that could end my career!’


    ‘Not if medical tests proved it was only a rumour.’


    ‘There’s no need for medical tests! I was a little disorientated for a couple of seconds. I didn’t fall down on the ground in a fit, frothing at the mouth and swallowing my tongue!’


    ‘That’s grand mal. I never suggested you were suffering from grand mal. All I’m suggesting is that the blow you received on your head has done more damage than you were aware of. Some epileptic seizures are so slight that it’s even hard for the sufferer to realize what it is they are experiencing.’


    ‘I couldn’t care less whether they know or not! I wasn’t experiencing a seizure! I’ve passed medical test after medical test, and for your information, I am one hundred per cent physically fit!’


    ‘Go for a complete physical,’ she said softly, refusing to give in. ‘Then we need never mention it again because there will be no doubt, one way or the other.’


    ‘There’s no doubt now!’ he said, obviously furious, and hung up on her.


    Abbra was sure Lewis would never telephone her or see her again. She was intensely unhappy. Over the last few months he had become a part of her life. She tried to stop thinking about him and to think about Jerry instead. The rumour at Stanford was that he was on his way back to San Francisco. Once she saw Jerry again, she would stop missing Lewis. Lewis had been too old for her anyway. Too endearingly old-fashioned.


    It was a Sunday morning, three weeks later, when the telephone calls came. The first had been from Jerry. He had laconically said that he was back in town and at his old apartment in North Beach. He was tied up all day, but if she wanted to see him tomorrow, it was fine by him.


    The next telephone call, minutes later, was from Lewis.


    ‘You were right,’ he said briefly, his voice oddly flat. ‘I’ve been to a doctor. A neurologist. I have a hairline fracture of the skull, and the blow evidently reduced my resistance to epileptic seizures. What I’m actually suffering from is something called temporal lobe epilepsy, which I think is the same sort of epilepsy your father was referring to. There are a wide range of symptoms that can be experienced and the brief, momentary loss of awareness I’ve suffered from a time or two, along with that almost pleasant giddy sensation, is the way that I experience it. It may develop and I may, in the future, suffer a full-scale epileptic attack. On the other hand, I may never notice a damn thing wrong with me, ever again.’


    ‘And the army?’ she said fearfully. ‘What did the doctor say about your career in the army?’


    ‘He didn’t know about it. However many army physicals I undergo, I’m unlikely to have a brain scan. And without a brain scan no one can know that there’s anything wrong with me. And there isn’t really anything wrong. I haven’t had another attack, and I personally doubt if I ever will have another.’


    ‘So you’re not going to give your army medical officer a copy of the neurologist’s report?’


    ‘No.’


    ‘But, Lewis—’


    His voice was no longer flat. It was so overwrought it was nearly out of control. ‘For Christ’s sake, Abbra! The word epilepsy on my army records would finish me! I’d be desk-bound for the rest of my career! And why? Because very occasionally I feel as if I’ve come down a roller coaster? No one is ever going to know about this, Abbra. No one! Not ever!’


    ‘Okay.’ She didn’t know why, but she had begun to cry. ‘I’m so sorry about it all, Lewis.’


    ‘Yes. I know.’ His voice had softened. He sounded unutterably weary. ‘I have a two-day pass, and I have some other news for you as well. I’ll see you this evening. We’ll go to a movie.’


    ‘A movie would be lovely.’


    She had put the telephone receiver back on its rest. She knew that what he was doing was very wrong, but she couldn’t think any less of him for doing it. The army was his passion and his life. He always had wanted to be a soldier. She couldn’t even begin to imagine him as anything else. And he was right about the epilepsy. Once on his army medical record it would never come off, no matter how mild the form he was suffering from, no matter if he never, ever suffered from another attack again.


    He would be here this evening. She would see him then. And though Jerry had said he was tied up all day and couldn’t see her until tomorrow, she was going to ignore what he’d told her. After all, she hadn’t seen him for nearly six months, so she certainly wasn’t going to wait another six hours. She was going to drive over and see him right away.


    Half an hour later she parked her Oldsmobile in the street outside his apartment. The apartment was over a liquor store and she ran up the stairs, excitement mounting in her till she could hardly bear it. She had missed Jerry. He was so talented, so outrageous, such wonderful fun. She could smell the sickly sweet aroma of marijuana and was uncaring. Jerry was a poet. All poets smoked pot. And pot was harmless. Nothing more than a stiff drink.


    The door at the top of the uncarpeted stairs was dosed. She gave only the briefest of knocks before opening it, a wide smile on her face, saying sunnily, ‘Hi, Jerry! I thought I’d surprise you!’


    He didn’t look remotely surprised. Only vastly amused. He was laying naked on unclean, dishevelled sheets. The girl beside him, eyebrows raised in surprise, was naked also. As was their sweat-sheened male and obviously mutual friend.


    It was the girl who was smoking marijuana. Jerry was snorting coke. Abbra had never seen the white powder before, but she knew what it was.


    She stood for a moment, almost too dazed to react, all the anticipated pleasure draining from her. There was a time when she might have thought this kind of a scene was fun, hip. No longer. The semen-stained sheets, and the tangled, perspiring bodies made her feel nauseated. She didn’t want any part of this. She didn’t want to be even remotely connected to such people.


    She turned on her heel, uncaring of the shouts of laughter that followed her down the stairs.


    She was crying when she reached the Oldsmobile. Not because she knew that she was never going to see Jerry again, but because she was so ashamed of her own foolishness. How could she not have seen him as her mother had so clearly seen him? As Lewis would no doubt have seen him. How could she have been so stupid for so long? So blind?


    She rammed her car key into the ignition, slamming the Oldsmobile into gear. She didn’t want to go home. Not yet. Not until it was evening and Lewis would be there.


    She drove north, stopping the car in deserted countryside to walk. Walking always calmed her and it calmed her now. She was glad that she had driven down to North Beach so unexpectedly. Glad that she had seen what she had seen. She felt suddenly much more mature, more sure of who she was and of what she wanted in life. As dusk fell she returned to her car, driving back to San Francisco, happy and eager to see Lewis again.


    He pulled in the driveway only seconds ahead of her. She was out of her car even before he was, running towards him. ‘Oh, Lewis! I’m so glad to see you!’ she cried, hurling herself into his welcoming arms.


    He held her very close, sensing a momentous change in her. ‘What is it?’ he demanded gently, and then intuitively, ‘Is it Jerry? Have you seen Jerry?’


    She nodded, lifting her head to his, her arms still tightly around his waist. ‘Yes, and Jerry doesn’t matter anymore. I didn’t realize it until today, but he never has mattered.’


    ‘I’m going to ’Nam,’ he said, not letting go of her. ‘I leave at the end of next week. Will you marry me before I go?’


    ‘Oh, yes, Lewis!’ She began to laugh and cry simultaneously. ‘Yes! Yes! Yes!’


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    Serena Blyth-Templeton woke at dawn to the sound of an army of men hammering tent pegs into the ground to make gigantic marquees. She groaned and rolled over pulling a pillow over her head. It was the longest day of summer. The day Bedingham was to play host to the Rolling Stones, the Animals, a dozen lesser-known bands, and God alone knew how many thousands and thousands of fans.


    ‘Oh hell, oh shit,’ she said loudly. ‘I shouldn’t have driven home last night! I should have stayed in town!’


    But she hadn’t stayed at her family’s town house in Chelsea; she had driven home through the English countryside, intoxicated on champagne and high on marijuana, and the fates had been kind to her, as they always were, and she’d had no accidents and no police cars had come screaming after her. Serena didn’t know whether this was a relief or a disappointment. Life was so boring, and a night in a cell sounded as if it might have a certain piquancy about it. It would certainly stir up her father, which was always fun, and it might even impress Lance.


    Her twin brother had become obsessed with everything extremely left wing. If it was anti establishment, anti his father, anti his privileged upbringing and expensive education, then Lance was fervently in favour of it. The latest object of his contempt was the police, though Serena privately doubted that Lance had ever had anything to do with them apart from cursing them when they politely asked him to remove his Aston-Martin from the double yellow lines outside the house in Cheyne Walk. Nevertheless, for the past two months Lance had denounced all policemen, even their friendly local police, as ‘fascist pigs’, to his mother’s bewilderment and his father’s irritation.


    The hammering continued relentlessly, the goosedown pillow no defence against it. With a groan of despair Serena flung it to one side and with an obscene lack of a hangover, sprang agilely from the bed. It was a day she had been looking forward to for months, though wild horses wouldn’t have made her admit it. To do so would have been uncool. She had decided early on in the planning of the concert that the only acceptable reaction to Mick Jagger’s presence and performance at Bedingham was to assume an attitude of sophisticated indifference. After all, she wasn’t a groupie, queuing all night for the privilege of seeing Mick at a distance of five hundred yards. She was Lady Serena Blyth-Templeton, and as such Jagger was surely her guest, just as much as he was her father’s.


    With long, easy strides she crossed to the window and pulled back the curtains. The green sward that fronted Bedingham and stretched away gently uphill into a three-mile-long avenue of elms was nearly invisible beneath a stage swarming with technicians and groaning under the weight of expensive sound equipment. Seating around the stage was still being erected, though the punters, as Serena’s father always referred to those members of the public who paid for the privilege of visiting Bedingham would, for the most part, either sit on the grass or stand.


    Serena smiled. Despite her indifference to almost anything and everything, she loved Bedingham passionately. It had been in her family ever since the sixteenth century when Matthew Blyth, an adventurer, had been rewarded by Henry VIII for dubious services rendered, and been given permission to acquire and domesticate the dissolved abbey of Bedingham in Cambridgeshire. He had done so with zest, transforming Bedingham into a house fit for royalty.


    Under Mary’s reign, when upstart Anglicans were out of favour, Bedingham had suffered and lost the major part of its more glittering trappings, but under Queen Elizabeth I, favour had been restored and more land acquired. Through a satisfactory marriage alliance Blythes became Blyth-Templetons. Under Charles I, the Blyth- Templetons being royalist, Bedingham suffered a minor setback, but after the accession of Charles II, its star entered its zenith. The family was ennobled, an east and west wing were added, and the elaborate formal gardens around the house conceived and executed.


    Under the boring rule of the Hanoverians, Bedingham had lost a little of its grandeur, declining to play host to a royal family undeserving of it. Under Queen Victoria it had continued to flourish. A long library had been added to the house, and more avenues and follies added to the grounds. Only in the last century had true difficulties arisen, and these, being financial, Serena’s grandfather had sensibly solved by marrying the only daughter of an American railway king of Swedish descent.


    Serena patted the ancient stone sill of the mullioned window. After playing host to Tudors, Stuarts, Saxe-Coburgs, and Edward VII, Bedingham was now going to play host to the Rolling Stones. ‘You’ve seen a lot,’ she said affectionately to the ivy-covered bricks and mortar, ‘but in four hundred years you won’t ever have seen anything quite like this!’


    There was a perfunctory knock at the door, and without waiting to be asked to enter, her brother strolled into the bedroom, his thumbs hooked into the pockets of his jeans, his hair shoulder-length. ‘Hell of a lot of noise, isn’t there?’ he asked cheerfully. ‘The old man is going to open the gates at eight to relieve the pressure building up in the village. Apparently the local roads are already jammed. Hundreds of those coming to the concert camped in surrounding fields last night. I don’t suppose we’ll be at all popular with our farmers.’


    Serena shrugged, indifferent to the wrath of the farmers who tenanted Bedingham land. ‘What time does the concert get under way?’


    ‘Ten o’clock, but what you really mean is what time does Jagger arrive?’ Lance flung himself facedown on the rumpled bed and rested his chin in his hands. ‘Two o’clock, supposedly. Until then, the fans have to be content with lesser mortals.’


    ‘He is staying on, isn’t he?’ Serena asked, turning away from the window and rummaging in the drawer of a George III mahogany chest for a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. ‘I mean, he is coming to the ball?’


    ‘He’s been invited and the word is that he’s accepted, but I can’t quite see it, can you?’ Lance asked, grinning at her speculatively as she pulled the jeans on beneath the discreet cover of her nightgown. Ever since she had returned home on vacation from her Swiss finishing school, she had been at pains to let him know how shockingly sexually experienced and liberated she had become. It amused him that her sexual liberation didn’t extend to himself and that, where he was concerned, proper sisterly modesty was still the order of the day.


    Serena, aware of his amusement and knowing very well what had caused it, pulled her nightdress defiantly over her head, her breasts gloriously naked as she reached for her T-shirt with a studied lack of hurry, not bothering to keep her back towards him. ‘Why shouldn’t he accept?’ she asked. ‘HRH has accepted, hasn’t he?’


    A flare of shock, like an electric current, had run through him. Her breasts were small and high, her nipples so pale as to be almost invisible. They needed biting into to gain colour. He found the mere idea cripplingly erotic. ‘Yes,’ he said, wondering why incest had never entered his thoughts before. ‘Prince Charles is coming.’


    The ball that was to follow the concert was to be the kind of ball that Bedingham was accustomed to. Dress would be formal, the young bloods of England’s oldest families would be in attendance, a carefully selected sprinkling of stage and screen stars were invited to add glamour to the evening.


    Serena pulled her T-shirt down over her head. Wondering why he had never before realized the strength of his sexual feelings for his sister, Lance said, ‘Why you should think Charles’s presence guarantees a fun evening, I can’t imagine.’ Lance’s views of the Windsors were on a par with his ancestors’ views of the Hanoverians. They were bores and he could well do without them.


    Serena surveyed her reflection in a walnut-framed cheval glass. ‘I like Charles,’ she said unexpectedly. ‘He might be a stuffed shirt, but he’s a sincere stuffed shirt.’


    Lance temporarily forgot the fascinating path down which his thoughts were taking him and rolled over on to his back, shouting with-laughter. ‘Oh, God, Serry! Don’t tell me you have ambitions in that direction! I couldn’t bear it! Queen Serena! What a hoot!’


    ‘I think I would make a very good queen,’ Serena said, sweeping up her long, pale gold mane of hair and piling it experimentally on top of her head. ‘A tiara would suit me.’


    ‘Bollocks!’ Lance said disrespectfully, ‘the days of Blyth-Templetons fawning to royalty are over, thank God. What we need in the family now is some good, unadulterated, revolutionary blood!’


    Serena let her hair fall back down to her shoulders. She adored Lance and always had. He was the most important person in her life, but he bored her when he got on his political soapbox. She frowned slightly as she searched in the bottom of her French armoire for a pair of white leather high-heeled boots. Perhaps it wasn’t so much boredom as resentment. Until his political involvement with the far left, they had always been in complete agreement about everything.


    As children they had often been left for long periods in the care of nannies and au pairs and housekeepers while their parents had cruised the Mediterranean, skied in Switzerland, or shot grouse in the Scottish Highlands. They had been totally dependent on each other for companionship and affection and had grown up with the unswerving attitude that it was the two of them against the rest of the world. The unity that bad been forged between them as children was still the most important thing in their lives, and Serena had tried hard to share his left wing passions. She had failed. Politics, even revolutionary politics, bored her.


    She found the boots and pulled them on. Except for politics they had always been alike in everything. Both of them were tall and slender, light-skinned and blond-haired. In Lance this had resulted in a certain air of effeminacy, and Serena often thought that one of the reasons for his radical left wing views was that he thought they gave him a harder, more macho image.


    There was nothing pale and washed out about the combination of Serena’s Nordic and Anglo-Saxon beauty. There was strength as well as delicacy in her fine-boned features, and the Swiss sun had given her skin a luminous honey-gold tone. Her eyes were grey, wide-set, dark-lashed, their smoky depths alight with fiery recklessness. When she moved she did so with utter assurance, carrying her tall, superbly proportioned body with the arrogance and ease of a dancer or athlete.


    She lifted the two dresses that had been hanging on the front of her armoire, and that she had moved in her search for her boots, back into position. Both were white. One bore a Mary Quant label and was so minuscule as to border on the indecent; the other bore a Norman Hartnell label and was of heavy satin, ankle-length, and encrusted with thousands of tiny seed pearls. The Mary Quant was the dress she intended to wear for the concert; the Norman Hartnell was the gown she was to wear for the ball. She looked at the dresses in happy anticipation, knowing that they said a lot about her. They were at opposite ends of the fashion spectrum, yet she thought them equally wonderful. She liked extremes. It was safe, middle-of-the-road moderation that she couldn’t stand.


    ‘Our house guests, the Andersons, arrived while you were living it up in town last night,’ Lance said, wondering if Serena would be disturbed if she knew the way his thoughts were turning, or if she perhaps shared his agonizingly erotic fantasy. ‘Pathetically small-town America despite their millions and their boast of being one of Boston’s oldest families.’


    Since Lance had spent the last few months denouncing America and Americans with the same arbitrary passion he mustered to denounce the British police force, his verdict on their house guests was not surprising.


    ‘Where does their money come from?’ Serena asked with interest.


    The American ability to rise from pauper to millionaire in a single generation fascinated her. Their own great-grandfather had been a penniless Swedish immigrant when he had arrived in America, yet when he had died he had left his daughter a fortune so large that Bedingham and they were still thriving on it.


    ‘Banking,’ Lance replied. He shrugged, then sat up on the bed, swinging his legs to the floor. ‘But the family fortune is bolstered by whisky. The grandfather picked up a whisky franchise in Scotland during the last days of prohibition. When prohibition conveniently ended, he became a millionaire overnight.’


    ‘He was taking a risk,’ Serena said, pulling a comb through her slick-straight hair. ‘What if prohibition hadn’t ended? What would he have done with his whisky franchise then?’


    ‘He was in politics,’ Lance said dryly. ‘He knew prohibition was going to end.’


    Serena gave a deep-throated chuckle. ‘I think I would have liked the grandfather. What is the grandson like?’


    Lance shrugged again, suddenly sure that Serena would also like the grandson. He didn’t like the idea. ‘He went to Choate, he’s at Princeton now and he thinks England is an anachronism.’


    ‘If he’s at Princeton, he can’t be that dumb,’ Serena said, tossing her comb down on to the Lalique tray on her dressing-table, ‘and if he thinks England an anachronism, I would have thought you would have been in total agreement with him. After all, you’re the one who wants to bring the country to its knees and revolution to the streets!’


    ‘Maybe so, but I don’t need a bloody American to help me do it!’ he said, throwing a pillow at her.


    Serena sidestepped the pillow with ease. ‘Come on, brother mine,’ she said, striding towards the door, her breasts pushing tantalizingly against the thin cotton of her T-shirt. ‘Let’s make sure Bedingham is ready for its day of glory.’


    That Bedingham would be among the first buildings to be put to the torch if Lance and his fellow revolutionaries ever had their way was something never mentioned between them. When Lance was with his left wing friends, he always and loudly disowned Bedingham, vowing that when his father died, he wouldn’t accept his hereditary title, and that for all he cared, the house could be reduced to a pile of rubble. It was a statement he never made in front of Serena. He knew how much and how deeply she felt about Bedingham. It was a measure of how deep his feelings were for her that he never talked rashly of Bedingham’s future in her presence. They walked down the sweeping staircase, through the large inner hall and then through the entrance hall, its floor tiles emblazoned with the Blyth-Templeton family motto and crest. Even though the concert was not due to start for two hours, they could hear music.


    ‘The music is coming from transistor radios,’ Lance said as they stepped out on to the stone steps of the south entrance. ‘My God! Look at the crowd pouring down from the gates! What is it going to be like when things really get under way?’


    ‘It’s going to be fabulous!’ Serena said, her eyes shining as she ran down the steps towards the gravel dividing the house from the lawns fronting it.


    The gates that her father had opened at eight o’clock were so far distant they couldn’t be seen, but the first of the fans to stream through them were already making their way down through the avenue of elms, towards the lawns and the stage.


    

      She Loves You was blaring out from a score of transistor radios, and Roy Orbison blared from dozens more on a different station.


    ‘Hey, want a joint?’ the first of the invaders to reach the front of the house, a long-haired individual wearing an Afghan coat and a multicoloured headband, shouted across to her.


    ‘I’d love one!’ Serena responded enthusiastically, accepting the sweet-smelling marijuana and drawing deeply on it while Lance looked at her, not knowing whether to be amused or annoyed, ‘Wouldn’t breakfast be more suitable?’ he asked. ‘It’s barely the crack of dawn.’


    Serena sucked down another lungful of smoke. ‘It may be more sensible, Lance, but it will also be boring and I’m going to do nothing today which is boring. Today all I’m going to do is have fun, fun, fun!’


    At tea o’clock her father announced that the concert was to begin – but he did so, Serena thought, with the air of a drowning man bereft of all help.


    Masses of singing, shouting, dancing bodies covered the lawns surrounding the stage, and the grassy hill and avenue beyond. There was tight security around the house. Uniformed police were at every entrance, and there were large No Admittance signs on all the doors. Her father, after his dazed declaration that Bedingham’s pop festival was officially under way, had reeled into the house, unable to believe that his simple project for bringing in extra income could have turned into such a monster. Never in a million years had he expected so many thousands of young people to throng to Bedingham. He couldn’t even begin to imagine where they had all come from. And never had he imagined that music could be so excruciatingly, so shatteringly, loud.


    ‘It’s unbelievable!’ he said weakly to Serena as they passed on the stairs. ‘A sea of unwashed, half-naked humanity stretching as far as the eye can see.’


    ‘It’s a hot day,’ she said practically, ‘and if the new class of punters is beginning to get you down, just think of all the lovely lolly they’re bringing in.’


    Her father already had. It was his only consolation.


    ‘But the grounds,’ he moaned, clinging to the banister. ‘There won’t be a blade of grass surviving by the time it’s over!’


    She patted his arm. ‘Bedingham survived the Civil War,’ she said comfortingly, ‘and it will survive the Stones. Stop worrying, Daddy. Enjoy yourself.’


    ‘Serena!’ he called out after her as she continued buoyantly on her way. ‘Our house guests! Are you taking care of them?’


    ‘Haven’t even seen them,’ Serena responded, not halting in her march for the door. ‘I should have a whisky if I were you, Daddy,’ she added over her shoulder. ‘It will steady the nerves.’


    Her father groaned and turned toward his study. Serena’s was the first sensible suggestion anyone had made since the debacle had begun.


    As Serena ran lightly down the sweeping stone steps of the south entrance, past the policeman on duty, she had a bird’s eye view of the rear of the stage. It was packed with sound equipment and back-up musicians, and one of them, a tall, languid-looking man about her age was so striking-looking he attracted and held her attention despite the press of people around him.


    He was standing at the very edge of the rear of the stage, leaning nonchalantly against an amplifier, his thumbs hooked into the pockets of his jeans, one foot crossed over the other at the ankle.


    His negligent stance, and his air of bored indifference in the midst of such fevered excitement, reminded her of Lance, though that was as far as the similarity went. The musician’s hair was blue-black, falling low across his brow, and despite his slender build, there was a sense of power under restraint about him, an animal-like magnetism that Lance conspicuously lacked.


    The Animals had just bounded on to the front of the stage; the roar of applause and shouting and stamping was deafening. As Erie Burden’s raw, unmistakable voice gave vent to the first line of House of the Rising Sun, Serena smiled to herself.


    The musician might not be a famous name, but he obviously had other more than compensating qualities. And Serena saw no reason why she shouldn’t enjoy them. By the time she had reached the rear of the stage, Burden was reaching the last erotic, skin-tingling stanza of his song.


    ‘I’m Serena Blyth-Templeton,’ she shouted to the stewards who blocked her way. ‘Let me through!’


    They responded to the authority in her voice almost immediately, but even so, by the time she squeezed around to the edge of the stage, her quarry had disappeared.


    ‘There was a musician here a few minutes ago,’ she shouted over the roar of applause to a still-perspiring member of the band who had preceded the Animals. ‘Do you know where he went?’


    ‘Haven’t a clue, love,’ he said, looking her up and down appreciatively. ‘Will I do instead?’


    Beneath his stage makeup he had blemishes and there was a whiff of stale alcohol on his breath. ‘No,’ she said, softening the blow with a grin. ‘I’m sorry, but you won’t.’


    He shrugged and laughed, and as Burden began to sing Don’t Let Me Be Misunderstood she philosophically abandoned her search and moved to the front of the stage, squeezing into the centre of the crush, dancing on the spot to the sound of the music, cheering until she was hoarse when the song came to an end.


    As morning edged into afternoon, the heat became almost unbearable. ‘I thought it was supposed to rain every day in England,’ a powerfully built Australian yelled to her as they stood, arms around each other’s waists, swaying to the beat of the music.


    ‘It usually does!’ she shouted back. ‘But sometimes, just sometimes, we actually have a summer! This is it!’


    Some girls had dispensed with their T-shirts altogether, dancing bare-breasted, shrieking with laughter as the occasional cooling bottle of beer was poured over them. Serena was tempted to take off the Quant mini-dress she had changed into just before the start of the concert. If she had been anywhere else, she would have done so. Only respect for Bedingham restrained her.


    When the announcement came over the loudspeakers that the Rolling Stones had arrived and would be appearing in approximately twenty minutes, a roar went up and the chant ‘We want Mick’ began to surge through the vast crowd.


    Serena extricated herself from the sweaty hold of the Australian. She needed the bathroom and she had no intention of forcing her way to one of the many portable facilities that had been parked on the grounds. As the female group onstage pounded into a blistering rendition of Then He Kissed Me, she pushed and shoved her way out of the throng, running towards the house. She ducked beneath the barriers that had been erected, saying breathlessly to the policeman who ran towards her, ‘I’m Serena Blyth-Templeton! I live here.’


    The policeman recognized her and lifted the last barrier to allow her through. She ran up the south entrance steps and hammered on the enormous double doors there. The butler ascertained it was a member of the family and not a member of the mob and opened the door. Serena ran past him, saying between gasps for air, ‘Thanks, Herricot. Super fun, isn’t it?’


    The butler didn’t demean himself by agreeing with her. Instead, he speedily relocked and bolted the doors and retreated to an inner sanctum where he could lengthen his odds of survival by placing cushions against his ears.


    Serena took the steps of the great staircase two at a time. She was dripping with perspiration and she wanted to have a quick, cold shower before she returned to the fray. Even in the house the music was deafening. From her bedroom window she had a spectacular view of the sloping hillside and the avenue of elms, every inch of space packed with dancing, clapping, cheering, applauding fans. Banners were being waved, some emblazoned with ‘We love Mick’, others with ‘Peace not war’, and ‘Americans out’.


    She giggled as she stepped out of her dress and danced, hips swinging, into her bathroom, hoping that the visiting Andersons wouldn’t imagine the banners were personally for them. American involvement in Vietnam had been escalating all summer, and so had the protests against it. Today, at least, Lance was surrounded by thousands of political sympathizers.


    She stood, face upturned beneath the shower, the water turned on full blast. For once life wasn’t boring. She was blissfully high on a combination of alcohol and generously shared joints. In another few minutes Mick Jagger would be onstage. Later, there would be the ball, and Jagger would be there. She would meet him, and who knew what would happen after she did?


    She stepped out of the shower, treading dismissively over the discarded white mini, yanking another dress from her armoire, this time a lemon-coloured one, equally short. To the best of her knowledge, the idea of a Bedingham pop festival was the first and only idea that her forty-six-year-old father had ever had. It had been stunningly well worth the wait. There were television cameras recording the event, BBC interviewers roaming through the crowd, and the festival was already being spoken of as if it were an established annual event. As it would be.


    ‘This year the Stones, next year the Beatles!’ she said zestfully to the house in general, striding out of the bedroom, slamming the door behind her.


    As she hurried down the main staircase, a door in the inner hall below her opened and a tall, dark stranger walked nonchalantly out of the salon and towards the door leading to the drawing room.


    ‘What the devil do you think you’re doing?’ she shouted indignantly, beginning to run down the remaining stairs towards him. ‘The house is closed to visitors! Didn’t you see the signs? The barriers?’


    He turned unhurriedly, one hand on the knob of the living room door. ‘I would have had to be blind not to have seen them,’ he said dryly.


    She stopped suddenly on the bottom step, her heart beginning to slam. She knew she had been right about his overpowering masculinity when she had seen him from a distance. Now, close up, his sexuality rushed over her in waves. ‘The house is closed to visitors,’ she repeated, walking towards him.


    His eyes weren’t dark like his hair; they were a hot electric blue, and there was charm as well as insolence in the lines of his long, mobile mouth.


    ‘I’m not a visitor,’ he said, his eyes moving from her hair to her face, to her breasts, to her legs and back again with brazen appreciation.


    The minute he spoke she knew that he was American, but an American with a very generous dash of the Celt. His tall, lean build, and his colouring, were those of a certain; type of Irishman and, like them, he had a whippy look to him that said he would be an ugly customer in a fight – and something else about him made Serena believe he wouldn’t need much of an excuse to join any fight.


    ‘I know damn well you’re not a visitor!’ She wanted to sink her teeth into his neck, to lick the perspiration from his skin, to see if he looked as magnificent naked as he did in his open-necked white shirt and his tight-fitting blue jeans. ‘You’re a musician. I saw you earlier, on the rear of the stage. Now, will you please leave the house? As I have already said, it is not open today to visitors.’


    She had walked right up to him, with every intention of physically knocking his hand away from the drawing room doorknob. When he left, she would go with him. She wasn’t about to lose him again. But she would be damned to hell before she allowed anyone, even this excessively handsome man, to have the run of Bedingham.


    ‘I am not a visitor,’ he said again, leaning back against the door and folding his arms negligently across his chest. ‘And I’m certainly not a musician.’


    ‘Then who the devil are you?’ she demanded. Suddenly her eyes widened and her voice choked with laughter, she said, ‘Oh, hell! Don’t tell me! I know! You’re an Anderson!’


    ‘And you’re a Templeton,’ he said, eyes gleaming with answering laughter and with something else, something she knew was naked in her own eyes: unconcealed, instant sexual desire.


    ‘A Blyth-Templeton,’ she corrected him, her eyes moving over him with the same blatant appreciation he was showing. At five feet ten, she was nearly as tall as he. Slowly her eyes roved back towards his face, over the bulge in his crotch, the olive flesh tones of his neck and throat, the attractively self-deprecating quirk at the corners of his mouth. Their eyes met and held, and excitement raged through her. This wasn’t going to be just good! This was going to be sensational!


    ‘What is it?’ he asked. ‘Sabrina? Sophie? Selina? I can’t remember.’


    ‘Serena. And you?’


    ‘Kyle.’


    She nodded. She had been right about the Celtic blood. ‘I thought you were supposed to be old Boston, not Boston Irish,’ she said, so close to him that she could feel the warmth of his breath on her cheek.


    ‘Our family is like yours,’ he answered her, white teeth flashing in a dazzling, down-slanting smile. ‘We turn a blind eye – when it suits us.’


    She laughed throatily. ‘And would it suit you now?’ she asked, one hand on her hip, the line of her thigh knowingly provocative.


    He grinned. It was very rare for him to meet a girl tall enough to face him eye to eye, and rarer still to be so flagrantly propositioned by one as beautiful. She had come down the broad, sweeping staircase towards him with all the speed and grace of a panther. His grin deepened. With her long mane of gold hair, and her honey-gold skin, she wasn’t a panther, she was a puma. Sleek and supple, and wonderfully predatory.


    ‘Why not?’ he said, easing himself casually away from the door. ‘How about a guided tour?’


    Outside, the screams and shouts had reached cataclysmic proportions as the Stones belted out the opening bars of It’s All Over Now and Mick Jagger leapt onstage.


    Serena’s smile widened. Incredibly she no longer gave a damn about Jagger. ‘Come this way,’ she said, opening the drawing room door with a flourish. ‘It will be my pleasure.’


    This room was Bedingham’s formal drawing room, used only for receptions and soirées. An eighteenth-century Blyth-Templeton, eager for a room that would serve as a grand reception room for county balls, theatricals, concerts, and other entertainments, had commissioned the leading architect of the day and asked him to create one. He had done so by removing several internal walls and ceilings and the rooms above them, creating a grandiose room that rose the whole height of the house, culminating in a wide skylight dome, ecclesiastical in splendour.


    Kyle whistled through his teeth. ‘Is the whole house as old as this?’


    ‘This isn’t old,’ Serena said in amusement, walking across to the white marble and ormolu chimney breast and standing with her back to the sheet of mirror that rose above it, one foot on the fender as Kyle looked around him. ‘This room was added in the 1770s, which is late in Bedingham’s lifetime. The house was originally built around the remains of a dissolved abbey in 1532.’


    ‘Okay,’ Kyle said as she led the way out of the room and through a door in the far corner to an adjoining room. ‘I’m impressed. What room is this?’


    ‘It’s known as the Red Room because of the colour of the walls. We use it as the family dining room.’


    Unlike the drawing room, which had been light and airy, the walls covered in panels of yellow silk, the carpet a dove grey bordered in blue and gold, the Red Room’s walls and ceilings were painted a deep Pompeian red. The room was dark and oppressive.


    ‘It isn’t a colour I’d like to live with myself,’ he said with blunt frankness.


    Serena laughed. ‘It wasn’t our choice either. It was painted like this in Queen Victoria’s reign and hasn’t been altered since.’


    Kyle shook his head in disbelief, ‘My mother has the house painted every year. She’d have a stroke at the thought of eating in a room that hadn’t been changed in over a hundred!’


    ‘Oh, we refurbish it a little every now and then,’ Serena said, laughing and watching him, wondering where she would take him for the culmination of their tour. Her bedroom or a guest bedroom? She walked across to one of the windows looking out over the north lawns. ‘Do you see that yew tree? The one nearest the house? It was already fully grown when Henry VIII gave Matthew Blyth permission to domesticate the abbey. Wood from that tree provided bows for the weapons of the yeomen of England. That is how old Bedingham is.’


    He looked across at her curiously. ‘You really love this place, don’t you?’


    She turned away from him, the deafening sound of the concert a little more muted now that they were on the north side of the house. ‘Of course,’ she said simply. ‘It’s magnificent. Let me show you upstairs.’


    They left the room by an opposite door, climbing the back stairs and coming out in a long gallery, the walls ornately decorated with plaster garlands of fruit and flowers and laurel wreaths.


    ‘I know where we are again,’ Kyle said as from outside the thunderous beat of Little Red Rooster was replaced by Not Fade Away. ‘My room is the little yellow room, just off the first landing.’


    Serena ignored the guest rooms. They weren’t splendid enough as a setting for what was about to take place. Only one room was splendid enough.


    ‘This is the Queen’s Room,’ she said, throwing open a door and entering a large sun-filled room with a four-poster state bed standing in the centre on a small dais. ‘So called because Queen Elizabeth I is reputed to have slept here, and Queen Anne in 1712 most certainly slept here.’


    There was a central canopy, the corona carved with Prince of Wales feathers. The bedposts were painted white and gold and the netted hangings were backed by crimson brocade edged with thick braid and a deep knotted fringe, and held at the corners by elaborate tassels.


    ‘It’s impressive, but a little small,’ Kyle said, standing at the side of the bed, one hand resting on a white and gold post.


    ‘When Queen Anne slept here, she slept alone,’ Serena said, her tongue moistening her lips as she stood at the opposite side of the bed, barely four feet away from him, wanting him so much that she could barely stand.


    ‘Poor Anne.’ His glossy blue-black hair was low over his brows, his Celtic blue eyes holding hers. ‘Has anyone slept in it since?’


    The dark, rich throb of his voice sent shivers down her spine.


    ‘Queen Victoria,’ she said, her vulva engorged and aching. ‘And one or two lesser notables.’


    ‘But no one recently?’


    Her voice was hoarse, her eyes burning. ‘No one in living memory,’ she said, wondering how long it would take them to scramble out of their clothes, wondering if the state bed was strong enough for the punishment it was about to receive. To a roar of applause that could be heard a county away, Not Fade Away merged into I Wanna Be Your Man.


    The light in his eyes was devilish. ‘Then let’s rectify the situation,’ he said, his hands on his belt, his buckle already half undone.


    Without a further word of encouragement, without his even laying a finger on her, she pulled off her boots and unzipped her dress, sliding it off her shoulders in feverish haste, kicking it away from her, wrenching her panties down with trembling fingers.


    He threw his jeans and shirt away from him, whistling low. ‘I knew you’d look fantastic naked,’ he said thickly, ‘but you look even better than I’d imagined!’ Without wasting any more time on words, he reached across the bed for her, pulling her down on it, rolling her beneath him.


    Her nails clawed his back, her legs opening wide. She needed no preliminaries, no soft words or caresses. She had been ready for him ever since she had faced him at the foot of staircase. ‘Now!’ she demanded fiercely, twining her legs around him, her body straining toward his in primeval need. ‘Now, you bastard! Now!’


    His mouth came down hard on hers, and the moment that he mounted her, he entered her, plunging deeply and unhesitatingly into her hot, sweet centre. Outside, Mick Jagger blasted into Come On, fifty thousand fans screamed and shouted, the ancient bed shook and shuddered, and as Kyle’s sperm shot into her like hot gold, Serena reached a climax that left her almost senseless.


    For long minutes neither of them even attempted to move or speak. His heart slammed thuddingly against hers, beads of perspiration running down his neck and shoulders.


    ‘That …’ he said at last, easing himself away from her and rolling over on to his back, ‘… was quite … remarkable.’


    Serena let out a long, deep, satisfied sigh, and opened her eyes. ‘I knew it would be,’ she said composedly. ‘I knew the minute I saw you, on the rear of the stage.’


    He turned over on his side, resting his weight on his elbow. ‘That’s quite an ability,’ he said, grinning down at her. ‘If you could put it in a bottle and market it, you’d make a fortune!’


    She giggled and then stretched languorously. ‘Before we make love again, I need a drink and a smoke. Stay here and conserve your energy and I’ll go on a foraging expedition.’


    ‘If you’re intent on making love again in anything like the same fashion as last time, make sure whatever you bring back is strong,’ he said teasingly.


    She sat up and leaned over him, kissing him full on the mouth, her sheet of pale gold hair swinging down like a curtain around them. ‘I will,’ she said, her eyes dancing as she drew her mouth away from his. ‘Because I am. Again and again and again and again.’


    He groaned in mock defeat, and she laughed springing from the bed and stepping back into her lemon mini-dress, saying, ‘I’ll be back in five minutes. Don’t move.’


    ‘I couldn’t,’ Kyle said, the hot afternoon sun spilling through the leaded windows on to his hard, lean body. ‘I doubt I’ll ever move again!’


    ‘You will,’ she promised, swinging from the room as Jagger launched into The Last Time.


    Kyle grinned. He knew he would. His zest and vigour were more than equal to hers. He just didn’t see why she should take anything for granted.


    By the time she returned, he was already hardening again at the mere thought of her. She was like some magnificent amazon. Beautifully proportioned, totally uninhibited.


    ‘Where did you learn to make love in such a hurry?’ he asked as she moved a couple of Staffordshire figurines from a rosewood side table to make room for two bottles of Margaux and two glasses.


    ‘I wasn’t in a hurry,’ she said impishly, taking off her dress and tossing a joint across to him. ‘If I’d been in a hurry, I would have made love to you on the steps of the great staircase!’


    He laughed, watching her as she poured out the wine, the tousle of her pubic hair a rich wheat-gold. ‘Hurry or not, it was still pretty experienced.’ He lit the joint, inhaling deeply. ‘How old are you?’


    ‘Eighteen,’ she said, walking across to the bed, a full glass of wine in either hand. ‘And you?’


    ‘Nineteen.’ He didn’t want to talk about himself; he wanted to talk about her. ‘Where did the expertise come from? Rollicking with the yokels in local haystacks?’


    ‘Certainly not. The expertise is from an extremely exclusive Swiss finishing school.’


    He arched an eyebrow. ‘I thought they were for perfecting French and learning how to play hostess to ambassadors.’


    ‘They are also for learning how to ski,’ she said as if explaining everything.


    White teeth flashed in a grin. ‘Okay. I give up. What has learning to ski to do with sex?’


    She laughed huskily at his innocence. ‘Skiing itself has nothing to do with it, but oh, those Swiss skiing instructors! Those wonderful, handsome, athletic, adventurous, sex-mad, virile Swiss skiing instructors!’


    ‘If Swiss skiing instructors are responsible for the mind-bending experience of a few minutes ago, then I raise my glass to them,’ Kyle said, lifting his glass of Margaux high. When he put it down again he said, the mere tone of his voice making her damp with longing, ‘Finish your wine. It’s my turn to surprise you.’


    She did. And he did. ‘Oh,’ she gasped, her eyes widening, the sensation in her solar plexus like a bomb that had been detonated. ‘Oh! Oh! Oh!’


    They didn’t talk again for a long time. Outside, Mick Jagger was succeeded by Peter and Gordon, and after them Gerry and the Pacemakers.


    In the Queen’s Bedroom, all through the long afternoon, Serena and Kyle made love with the zestful, undiminished appetite of two healthy young animals. He made love to her slowly, withdrawing whenever she neared satisfaction, teasing and arousing her until she screamed at him to come to a conclusion. He made love to her with his tongue alone, not allowing her to reach out and touch him, forcing her to remain completely and excruciatingly passive. By the time they lay exhausted, sheened with sweat, the ornate brocade covers of the bed half falling on the floor, the sun was sinking in the sky and both bottles of Margaux were empty.


    ‘What is the wildest thing you’ve ever done, Kyle?’ she asked, her head on his chest as the sweet smell of marijuana surrounded them.


    Kyle squinted up at the canopy above him, and the carvings of the Prince of Wales feathers. ‘Making love on a bed Queen Elizabeth I and Queen Anne slept in while Mick Jagger and a score of other pop groups sing a mere fifty yards away comes pretty near to heading the list,’ he said dryly.


    Serena moved her lips languorously over the smooth, sun-kissed flesh beneath his cheek. ‘But what else have done that is really wild?’


    He frowned, his head so light with alcohol and marijuana that he could scarcely think straight. ‘I once flew my uncle’s Piper Twin Comanche under the Brooklyn Bridge.’


    She giggled and he carefully killed the cherry in his joint and even more carefully placed it on the table at the side of the bed. ‘What about you? Or are your escapades so wild as to be beyond belief?’


    ‘I don’t think so,’ she said modestly. ‘On the last night of term, the school’s head girl crept into my bed. She’s German and built like a Valkyrie.’ She giggled again, moving her hand lower down his abdomen. ‘That was pretty wild.’


    Kyle would have liked to ask for more details, but he was having difficulty coordinating what he wanted to say with what he was able to say.


    ‘I wish we could do something wild, something really wild, together,’ Serena said, bending her head to his penis, her tongue circling it in long, lazy strokes.


    ‘You mean, like both of us going to bed with your German friend?’ Kyle asked, wondering who the fool had been who had said that English girls were frigid.


    Serena paused in her ministrations. ‘No, silly. Something momentous and far-reaching and totally, totally shocking.’


    ‘We could always elope,’ he said, wondering if he was physically capable of making love one more time, and if he was, whether he could capture a place in the Guinness Book of World Records.


    ‘Eloping isn’t shocking,’ she murmured, straddling him, holding his penis with one hand and moving herself teasingly and tormentingly back and forth over its engorged tip.


    ‘Believe you me, as far as my parents are concerned, it is,’ he said, wondering how long he could bear the pleasure before having to take action. ‘In fact, I can’t think of anything that would shock them more!’


    She slipped the head of his penis into the mouth of her vagina. ‘You’re quite right,’ she said, her voice high and slurred from wine and marijuana. ‘My parents would be shocked to death. It would cause the most frightful fuss.’ She sank down on him, closing her eyes in ecstasy. ‘So why don’t we do it? Why don’t we elope?’


    Kyle tightened his arms around her, deftly rolling her beneath him. ‘Because I don’t know any blacksmiths,’ he said reasonably, driving deep inside her in an agony of relief.


    She laughed, twining her legs around him, suddenly sure that she loved him and that she would always love him. ‘Silly,’ she said, her diction very slurred now. ‘Marriages at Gretna Green over the blacksmith’s anvil haven’t been legal for years and years.’


    ‘Then why do people elope there?’ He gasped, his eyes tightly closed, an expression of intense concentration, almost of agony, furrowing his features.


    ‘Because …’ Serena struggled for breath. ‘Because… you can be married in Scotland without parental consent as long as you’re over sixteen.’


    ‘I’m over sixteen,’ he said unnecessarily, knowing that his climax was going to be the most shattering he had ever experienced. ‘Let’s forget the ball this evening. Let’s go to Scotland instead.’


    ‘I’d love to,’ she panted, lifting her legs over his shoulders. ‘Oh, Kyle! Oh, God! Oh, Kyle!’


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    Gabrielle Mercador sat completely immobile, the late afternoon sun streaming through the skylight on to her semi-naked body. One hand was resting on a small table at her right-hand side, and her chin was propped on her other hand while her large, luminous eyes gazed soulfully into the distance.


    ‘That is enough,’ said the heavily built, bearded Frenchman standing a few yards in front of her, wiping his brush on a rag and surveying the painting on the easel before him with satisfaction. ‘We are nearly there, ma petite. Another three or four sessions and it will be complete.’


    Gabrielle happily snapped out of her pose and soulful expression and stretched catlike. ‘Good,’ she said, not bothering to walk across to survey the result of the three-hour sitting. ‘Do you want me back the same time tomorrow, Philippe?’


    He nodded, still studying his handiwork. ‘Yes, but it is a pity you cannot come in the morning, ma petite. The light is so much better. There is a softness about afternoon light that is not compatible with what I am trying to achieve.’


    Gabrielle gave a small Gallic shrug of her shoulders as she crossed the studio towards her pile of clothes. ‘C’est impossible,’ she said as she reached for her brassiere. ‘I am still sitting for Léon Durras in the mornings.’


    ‘Bah!’ Philippe uttered expressively, at last looking away from his painting and towards her. ‘Durras has never done decent work, and he’s too old to begin doing so now!’


    The corners of Gabrielle’s generous mouth quirked in amusement. She sat regularly for over a dozen artists and was used to their jealous backbiting and bickering. For a moment she was tempted to remind Philippe of Léon’s recent excellently reviewed exhibition but decided against it. Such provocation would result in a harangue from Philippe that could last half an hour, and she hadn’t the time to spare to listen to it.


    ‘Tomorrow afternoon, then,’ she said, zipping herself into a short, straight black skirt and pulling a thin sizzling pink cotton top down over full, lush breasts.


    ‘Unless that bastard Durras falls down dead, and then I’ll see you in the morning,’ Philippe said sourly.


    Gabrielle grinned. Twenty years before, just after the liberation of Paris, Philippe’s wife had been Léon’s mistress. It was an insult Philippe had never forgotten, or forgiven.


    She slipped her feet into perilously high stiletto-heeled shoes and picked up her straw shopping bag.


    ‘Are you singing at the Black Cat this evening?’ Philippe asked suddenly as she walked across to the spiral staircase that led down from the studio to the ground floor and the street.


    She paused, one hand on the metal handrail. ‘Yes,’ she said coquettishly, ‘are you coming?’


    He forgot the bad temper that her sitting for Léon Durras had aroused. ‘I might,’ he said with a grin.


    She laughed. ‘Then I will see you there,’ she said, blowing him a kiss and going carefully down the awkward stairs into the street. Philippe was easily old enough to be her father, and in all the years she had been modelling for him, he had never made an indecent suggestion to her, but he liked to flirt. It made him feel good. And flirting was such second nature to Gabrielle that she wasn’t even aware when she was doing it.


    She swung out of the darkened vestibule and into the sunlit street, a petite, buoyant figure with a shock of squeaky clean titian curls, laughter-filled green-gilt eyes, and a wide, generous mouth. Her mother was Vietnamese, her father French, and from her mother she had inherited cheekbones that were Asian and high, like those of a Tartar princess, and a short, straight, perfectly shaped nose. From her father she had inherited a firm chin, an earthy sexuality, and the hard-headed common sense that is every Frenchwoman’s birthright. No one knew where her remarkable hair colouring had come from. It was as individualistic, as unique as everything else about her.


    ‘Good afternoon, chérie,’ the aged flower seller on the corner of the rue de Clignancourt and the boulevard Rochechoart called out to her as she swung past, her capacious straw shopping bag over her shoulder, her bottom bouncing tantalizingly beneath her tight, brief skirt.


    ‘Good afternoon, Helena! It is a lovely day, is it not?’


    Helena cackled toothlessly. The little Mercador was always so full of joie de vivre that just seeing her made the greyest day seem bright.


    

      ‘Oui!’ she shouted back jauntily as Gabrielle brought the Montmartre traffic to a halt by stepping out into the street, crossing over towards the place d’Angers. ‘It is when you are young, chérie!’


    Gabrielle grinned and raised a hand to show old Helena that she had heard, and then she walked across the place and into the avenue Trudaine, humming beneath her breath. She would sing Fever tonight at the club, and Lover Man and Fly Me to the Moon, and it was about time she gave I Gotta Right to Sing the Blues a public airing. She had been rehearsing it for weeks now and thought that at last she had personalized it and made it her own.


    ‘Good afternoon, Gabrielle!’ the local butcher called out to her as she walked exuberantly past his window.


    Gabrielle gave him a wide, dazzling smile and threw him a kiss.


    ‘Good afternoon, Gabrielle!’ the old woman selling papers at the corner of the avenue Trudaine and the rue Rodier, said to her. ‘How is your mother? Your father?’


    ‘They are both well, thank you, Madame Castries,’ Gabrielle replied sunnily, taking a newspaper and tucking it into her bag.


    ‘That is good,’ Madame Castries said with a pleased nod of her head. The little Mercador wasn’t like some eighteen-and nineteen-year-olds. She looked after her parents. It was a pity that there were not more girls like her.


    Gabrielle went into the bakery and bought two loaves of bread, chatting to the baker about his wife’s health and the progress his children were making at school. In the maze of streets that lay to the south of Sacré-Coeur, there wasn’t a man, woman, or child who didn’t know her and didn’t greet her with pleasure.


    She had lived in Montmartre since she was eight years old. Since the French had been defeated at Dien Bien Phu and her father had circumspectly decided that it was time he and his family left Saigon for good. Her mother had never settled comfortably in Paris, which was so vastly different from Vietnam. The climate was cold and damp instead of hot and humid. Her father, too, though France was his homeland, had never been able to come to terms with the difference in life-style between Saigon and Montmartre. Only Gabrielle, after the first few bewildered days, had adjusted, as happy in the narrow, cobbled streets of Montmartre as she had been in the wide tree-lined boulevards she had left behind her.


    She crossed the road to number fourteen. A passing gendarme winked at her and told her he would be at the club that evening. A young man on a motor scooter called out to her that he had seen Léon Durras’ latest canvas and that, thanks to her, Durras had created a masterpiece. Gabrielle paused at the door that led up to her parents’ top floor flat, laughing and shouting back that she was glad he thought so.


    Beside her, on the wall, was a bird cage with two canaries in it. As the motor scooter zipped away, Gabrielle put her hand into the bottom of her straw bag and withdrew some birdseed.


    ‘There, mes petits,’ she said, tossing it into the cage. ‘Enjoy your supper.’


    The canaries belonged to old Madame Garine, who lived in the ground floor flat. When Gabrielle had first arrived in Paris, only the canaries in their little cage had been familiar to her. In Saigon every house had its cage of brightly fluttering birds, and in those first strange, lonely days, Madame Garine’s canaries had been a great comfort.


    She stepped into the lobby and hurried up the dark stone steps, a rueful smile on her lips. Her father had promised her mother and her, when they left their large sun-filled house in Saigon, that they would live just as comfortably in Paris. They had not. In Saigon there had been servants and easy luxury. In Montmartre there was only a small flat and penny-pinching economy. Her mother, lonely without her Vietnamese family and friends, had begun to stay more and more indoors so that now, ten years later, she very rarely ventured out. It was Gabrielle who shopped, Gabrielle who brought the gossip of the streets to the dining table, Gabrielle who insured that there was still laughter and gaiety in the Mercador household.


    Her father, Étienne, had left his home in a small provincial French town for Saigon in 1932. He had had only a moderate education and could see no great future for himself in France. The colonies promised richer pickings. A family friend, already in Saigon, saw to it that there was work waiting for him when he arrived, and for eight years he was happily and profitably employed as a civil servant in a French government department. In 1938, enjoying the rank and life-style of a senior department head, he married Duong Quynh Vanh, a Roman Catholic Annamite of good family. When war broke out in Europe a year later, it made little difference to Étienne and Vanh Mercador. Étienne continued to enjoy the respect and prestige of his government position, and Vanh continued to enjoy the lazy leisurely life-style of a French colonial wife. And then, in 1940, the Japanese swept south.


    The French administration in Vietnam was crushed, the French interned as the Japanese surged onwards, driving the British from Malaya, the Dutch from Indonesia, and the United States from the Philippines.


    Étienne gritted his teeth, proclaimed himself a supporter of the French government in Vichy, and escaped internment by the skin of his teeth. Vanh’s brother, Dinh, moved north, seeing in the Japanese invasion of his country hope for a future Vietnam free of all invaders. The Japanese would be defeated eventually by the Allies. When they were, Dinh was determined that his country would no longer be governed by the likes of his brother-in-law Vietnam would become independent and free.


    In the North, a middle-aged freedom fighter, Ho Chi Minh, was consolidating nationalist groups under one banner, fighting a guerrilla war against both the Japanese and the French. Dinh said good-bye to his family in the south and went north, on foot, to join him.


    When the war ended and the Japanese left, Étienne had looked forward to a period of increased prosperity. But his brother-in-law’s belief that native Vietnamese could force the French out was naive. The French had governed the country for a hundred years and, now that the war with the Japanese was over, they intended to govern it for another hundred.


    Vanh had kept her thoughts to herself. She loved her husband, and she loved the French way of life. She had been educated in French convents, and she enjoyed the ease and luxury of her husband’s French salary. Yet, like her brother, she wanted to see her country independent. As life after the war began slowly to return to normal, she comforted herself with the belief that the French would allow the Vietnamese a greater say in the governing of the country, and in the fact that she was, at last, pregnant.


    In 1945 and ’46, the French reasserted their authority over Vietnam, but only with difficulty. In the North, Ho Chi Minh proclaimed a provisional Vietnamese government in Hanoi, and in the south, Britain came to France’s aid, subduing bitter protests and bloody street fighting, and imposing French rule yet again.


    As a child in Saigon, Gabrielle was happily unaware of the tensions surrounding her. The family home was in the avenue Foch, a wide, tree-lined, flower-filled boulevard. She had a Vietnamese nanny to look after her, a monkey for a pet, and a garden crammed with tuberoses and orchids and gardenias to play in.


    Fighting continued from 1946 until 1954 when the French met with the forces of General Giap, Ho Chi Minh’s right hand man, at a small village on the Lao border, called Dien Bien Phu. All the previous bloody engagements had been running guerrilla battles, in which the Viet Minh had the advantage. At Dien Bien Phu, the French, with superior air power and superior weapons, and fighting the kind of battle that they were accustomed to, were confident that they could thrash the Viet Minh once and for all.


    Shortly after French troops were airlifted in to the floor of the steep valley, General Giap moved thirty-three infantry battalions, six artillery regiments, and a regiment of engineers toward Dien Bien Phu. In a tremendous feat of muscle power, soldiers, coolies and cadres dragged artillery to the tops of the surrounding mountains. From then on, the incredulous French were under constant blistering attack. A Howitzer was positioned within range of the French air strip, cutting off flights in and out of the valley and making it almost impossible for them to receive supplies or to evacuate their wounded. Almost from the beginning the French were in a state of siege.


    Seven horrific weeks later, in a sea of blood and mud and vomit, the Viet Minh’s red flag went up over the French command bunker. The French had been defeated; colonial rule in Vietnam was at an end, and an international conference was set up in Geneva to plan the country’s future.


    Whatever that future was, as a minor French civil servant, Étienne knew that his good fortune had run out. He packed his bags and returned to the land of his birth with his wife and child. And the three had long since settled in Paris.


    Gabrielle climbed the last few steps and opened the door of the apartment. From the kitchen there came the appetizing aroma of shredded pork and rice vermicelli, for her mother still cooked the traditional Vietnamese dishes.


    ‘Hello, Maman. Is Papa home?’ she asked, putting her straw bag on the kitchen table and removing the two loaves of bread and the newspaper.


    ‘No, he is playing boules,’ her mother said, kissing her cheek.


    When they had first returned from Saigon, her father had been devastated to discover that his government would not employ him. He had found work as a manager of a local garment factory and then the factory had closed. For the past two years he had not worked at all.


    Gabrielle looked down at the table. There was a letter from her aunt. Her mother, diminutive and fragile in Vietnamese traditional dress, sat down at the kitchen table, a doubtful frown creasing her brow.


    ‘Nhu says that so many Americans have arrived in Saigon in the last few months, it is as if they are taking over country. That instead of being a French colony, Vietnam is becoming an American colony.’


    Nhu was her mother’s sister in Saigon, from whom letters were received regularly.


    ‘Nhu is being ridiculous,’ Gabrielle said briskly.


    She loved her pretty, decorative mother dearly, but intelligence and a grasp of current affairs were not her strong points. ‘Without American aid, the Viet Cong would be victorious and Nhu would be under a Communist regime. She doesn’t want that does she?’


    ‘No,’ her mother said uncertainly. ‘But Dinh believes is the only way and that communism under Ho will not be as bad as we fear.’


    -Gabrielle sighed. ‘It will still be communism,’ she said impatiently. Her mother’s trouble was that she wanted to be loyal to all the people that she loved. Whenever she was reminded of Dinh, the dearly loved brother she had not seen for nearly twenty-five years, she wondered if the Communist threat was not as terrible as her sister said it was.


    On a dark evening in 1963 he had knocked at Nhu’s door and had stayed until the early hours of the morning. It was the only time that any of his family had seen him since he had walked north so many years before. He was now a colonel with the North Vietnamese forces. He had come south on an undercover mission for General Giap. The General intended to infiltrate large numbers of his forces into the south and he wanted the situation in the south assessed before he committed them. Together with a dozen military specialists and a handful of civilian cadres, Dinh had trekked down a jungle trail that threaded its way through southern Laos and north-eastern Cambodia, into the highlands of South Vietnam.


    ‘But how can they sweep south now that the Americans are helping us?’ her mother had asked him bewilderedly. ‘The North Vietnamese are peasants. They cannot fight America!’


    Now she said, still bewildered, ‘It is so hard to understand what is happening at home when we are so far away.’


    Saigon was still home to her mother, though neither of them knew if she would ever see it again.


    Gabrielle finished her glass of kir. ‘I want to go over my repertoire for this evening, Maman. I don’t want anything to eat before I go. Save me something for when I come home.’


    Her mother nodded. Gabrielle had been singing in Montmartre nightclubs for over two years now, but it had been two weeks since her last engagement and she had been carefully putting together a whole new selection of songs.


    Gabrielle went to her tiny bedroom and picked up her guitar. When she sang in the clubs she sang to piano accompaniment, but there was no room in her parents’ flat for a piano, and even if there had been, there was no money for one.


    Painstakingly she went over all the songs that she intended to sing. Her musical style was very strongly her own. Although she often sang songs that internationally known stars had made famous, she had the ability to take the most well-known lyric and transform it so that her audience felt as if they were hearing it for the first time.


    The club circuit was highly competitive, and though she was not aware of it, her growing success was due to the perfect match between her voice and her personality. She had a husky, knowing voice, with a sensual chuckle deep inside it, the kind of voice that announces its owner loves not always wisely, but too well, and who doesn’t give a damn one way or the other. Though she’d become popular singing standard love songs by Irving Berlin, Cole Porter, and Lerner and Loewe, she had begun to write her own songs: committed, passionate love songs that sent tingles down the spines of her audience.


    Satisfied with the selection she had made, she bathed in the apartment’s ancient, iron-framed bathtub and dressed for the evening’s performance.


    The fresh skirt that she stepped into was a little longer than her previous one had been, but was still black. The sweater she wore was also black, long-sleeved, and fell low over her hips, the neck high and straight, every inch covered in a mesh of tiny, glittering sequins.


    She slipped her feet into high-heeled black suede pumps, and dropped her list of songs and the accompanying music into a small black shoulder bag.


    

      ‘Au’voir Maman! Au’voir, Papa!’ she called out as she walked out of her bedroom and towards the apartment’s front door.


    

      ‘Au’voir, chérie!’ her parents called after her from the kitchen, where they were eating their evening meal. ‘Good luck!’


    Gabrielle closed the door and started down the three flights of stone steps that led to the street. Her parents always wished her luck, and her mother often waited up until the early hours of the morning so that she could make her an omelette and coffee when she returned home, but nothing Gabrielle could do would persuade them to come and watch of her performances.


    She hurried down the last of the steps and walked quickly through the lobby and out into the spangling blue dusk. They never said so, but she knew it was because no matter where she appeared, striptease artistes invariably preceded and followed her act. Girls who took off their clothes before men were, in her parents’ eyes, little more than women of the streets, and they did not wish to be reminded of how closely their daughter worked with them.


    The dome of the Sacré-Coeur was pale against the evening sky as she hurried past it, towards the Black Cat. She wondered if Philippe would keep his word and visit the club that evening. She doubted it. He would be immersed in work, already making sketches and drawings for whatever his next project was even though his present painting was incomplete.


    ‘Good evening, Gabrielle,’ the porter at the Black Cat said to her as she hurried down the steps into the club. ‘You’re early this evening.’


    ‘I want to run through a couple of songs with Michel,’ she said, flashing him a smile that made the bulge in his crotch harden. He knew that his employer had tried hard to persuade her to remove her clothes as she sang; regrettably he’d been unsuccessful. It was a pity. It was a sight he would have given a year’s salary to see.


    Gabrielle greeted Henri, the barman, as he busily polished glasses. ‘Is Michel here yet?’ she asked, sitting down on one of the high stools.


    Henri paused in what he was doing and poured her an anisette. ‘He’s in the dressing room, trying to persuade Paulette to sleep with him.’


    Gabrielle laughed. Michel was her pianist, a tall, thin, bespectacled youth who could play the piano like an angel, but who enjoyed a spectacular lack of success with women.


    ‘I’ll go and rescue her,’ she said, draining her glass and pushing it back across the bar toward him.


    Henri removed it with a grin. ‘It is not Paulette who needs rescuing so much as it is Michel who needs helping!’ When she laughed, he added, ‘It’s nice to have you back, Gabrielle. The last couple of singers have been long-haired beatniks who looked as if they never washed. At least tonight, with you and Paulette on the bill, the club will be full.’


    It wasn’t hard to fill the Black Cat. Even when packed to capacity the large below-street-level room held only seventy people, and then the tables and chairs were squeezed so closely around the tiny stage that Paulette often complained that she could feel the audience’s breath on her flesh.


    That evening Paulette performed to a boisterously appreciative audience, coming offstage with the perspiration breaking through her makeup. ‘Mon Dieu, Gabrielle. I should have listened to my mother and become a schoolteacher! It would have been an easier life!’


    ‘You wouldn’t have liked it,’ Gabrielle said impishly. ‘It would have been far too boring!’


    When the applause for Paulette began to fade, Michel began to play her introductory music. She waited for a moment, judging her timing, and then walked out on to the stage.


    Gavin Ryan was no expert on nightclub singers, especially singers who sang in clubs as small and sleazy as the Black, Cat, but he had known the first time he had seen her, nearly three weeks before, that the audience’s response to her was unusual.


    Singers in Montmartre clubs were given far less attention than the strippers. When the strippers had departed and the singer came on, it was generally the signal for the audience to turn its attention to the bar and order another round of drinks while they discussed the merits or faults of the last stripper.


    Gabrielle was different. When she came onstage, she commanded the audience’s attention even before she began to sing. After the excess of flesh that had preceded her, and that the patrons were accustomed to, her black skirt and glittering black high-necked, long-sleeved sweater were as stark and uncompromising as a nun’s habit, the spicy red flame of her hair almost indecent by contrast.


    She made none of the usual efforts to woo her audience with flirtatious words and smiles before she began to sing. Instead, as Michel played the first few bars of her opening song, she stood perfectly still, insolently indifferent to them, and when she sang, it was as though she were singing for herself and herself alone.


    Gavin put down his glass of cheap champagne. He had seen her twice before, in a different club, and was as riveted by her now as he had been then. She had the most extraordinary face, both sensuously feline and appealingly, childishly gamine, and there was the merest hint of duskiness in her complexion, as if she were of mixed blood, Moroccan, perhaps, or Algerian.


    The fellow Australian he was sitting with the first time they had seen her had said to him, ‘I agree with you that she’s amazing-looking and that she has a terrific singing voice, but I wouldn’t go near her if I were you, cobber. They’re all on the game, the lot of them. No telling what you might catch.’


    Gavin rather reluctantly agreed with him. At twenty-three, he’d bummed his way from Brisbane halfway round the world, and miraculously caught nothing worse than influenza in India. The hostesses in the club were certainly prostitutes. He had already spurned two very definite propositions. It was a pity though. There was something mesmerizing about Gabrielle Mercador. She had the rare capacity to be completely still, and yet to command unwavering attention. When she sang, the emotion in her voice was naked, raising goose pimples on his flesh. Her opening song was followed by one he had never heard before, then she sang La demoiselle élue, by Debussy, and then the most evocative rendering of Fever that he had ever heard.


    When she walked off the stage to enthusiastic applause he felt a devastating sense of loss. Telling himself he was a fool, he rose to his feet. As he did, a young black girl strutted on to the stage dressed in thigh-high black boots, white satin shorts, and a revealing scarlet bolero. He turned away, uninterested, squeezing his way through the crowded room towards the bar.


    The bar was deserted. Every back was turned toward it as the black girl divested herself of her bolero, throwing it wide and high into the audience to thunderous wolf whistles and shouts of crude encouragement.


    ‘A beer,’ Gavin said to Henri, wondering if he was going to have enough sense and willpower to resist coming to see Gabrielle Mercador the following evening.


    He wasn’t aware of her approach. One minute he was deep in thought, the next he heard a husky, enticing voice asking the barman for an anisette with water.


    He turned his head swiftly, eyes widening in disbelief. She was standing next to him, so near that he could smell her perfume. Her makeup was heavier than he had expected, but almost immediately he realized that that was because of the strong spotlight under which she sang.


    ‘Excuse me,’ he said in halting French before he could lose his nerve. ‘But could I have the pleasure of buying your drink?’


    

      ‘Non, merci.’ Her response was automatic. She never socialized with the patrons. They were nearly always sweaty and lustful and drinking too much.


    She hadn’t looked at him when he had spoken to her, but now, as she turned to move away, she did so, and she hesitated. He wasn’t the usual sort of patron. He was young and clean-cut, with a mop of shaggy, sun-gold hair. His disappointment was obviously so sincere that she said impulsively, trying to soften the blow she had dealt him, ‘I’m sorry, but I never drink with the patrons.’


    Gavin was nonplussed. In all the other clubs that he had been into, all the girls – singers, strippers, and hostesses – touted for laughingly expensive bottles of champagne.


    ‘I’m sorry too,’ he said, not wanting her to walk away from him. ‘Couldn’t you make an exception? Just this once?’


    He had strongly marked brows bleached blond by the sun like his hair, and his eyes were a deep, warm grey.


    ‘Yes,’ she said, breaking one of her cardinal rules. ‘A lemonade please.’


    He quirked an eyebrow. ‘Not another anisette?’


    She laughed. ‘No, I have to perform again in half an hour.’


    ‘I saw you last week at the Columbo,’ he said, searching for the correct French words with difficulty. ‘I thought you were sensational. That’s why I came here tonight. I wanted to see you again.’


    ‘Oh, how nice!’ Her pleasure was genuine. There was nothing hard or artificial about her. Prostitute or not, she was the nicest girl be had ever met. He cleared his throat.


    He was far from sexually inexperienced, but he had never before attempted to do what he was going to do now.


    ‘Are you, er, available later on?’


    A small frown creased her brow. ‘Pardon? I’m sorry. I don’t understand.’


    ‘Could I see you later on, after the show?’


    He wondered if his French was totally incomprehensible to her and put his hand inside his breast pocket, withdrawing his wallet, hoping to indicate that he knew what the situation was.


    Her eyes widened as she looked at his wallet and realized what he was trying to ask her. If it had been anyone else, she would have walked away indignantly, but he looked so uncomfortable and so agonized that instead of being insulted she began to giggle.


    He flushed scarlet, not knowing what he had done or said to make himself ridiculous.


    ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, still giggling. ‘It’s just that you have made a mistake. I am a singer. That is all. Only a singer.’


    Relief swamped him, and he didn’t care that he had made a first-class fool of himself.


    ‘I’m glad,’ he said, grinning. ‘My name is Gavin Ryan, and I still want to take you out after the show.’


    ‘I am not sure,’ Gabrielle said truthfully. ‘I will make up my mind later. Where are you from? New Zealand? Australia?’


    ‘Australia,’ he said, wondering how he could have been such a fool and determining to sock his friend on the jaw the next time he saw him.


    ‘And what are you doing in Paris?’ she asked as the black girl finally divested herself of her last article of clothing to wild applause.


    ‘I’ve just gotten myself a job as a reporter with a press agency. What I really want to do is to go out to Vietnam and cover events there, but the agency has a rule that you have to work for three years in one of the European offices before being assigned as a war correspondent.’


    Gabrielle’s eyebrows rose slightly. ‘And what do you know about Vietnam?’ she asked teasingly.


    ‘I know there are some big stories brewing there,’ he said, loving the way she spoke. ‘And there’s going to be one hell of a lot of action now that the Americans are beginning to fight.’


    A three-piece band had begun to play, and couples were starting to cram the tiny dance floor. She put her glass of lemonade down on the bar. ‘I have to go now,’ she said regretfully. ‘I am onstage again in ten minutes. Good-bye, Mr Ryan, it has been nice talking to you.’


    ‘But I thought you said I could see you after the show?’ His alarm at the prospect of losing her was so naked that she burst out laughing again.


    ‘I said that I would think about it,’ she said reprovingly.


    ‘And have you?’


    His anxiety and urgency were so raw that she couldn’t resist teasing him just a little longer.


    ‘I will let you know, when I sing,’ she said, moving away from him. ‘My first song will be my answer.’


    He watched as she moved away from him and then ordered himself another beer. If her song was a refusal, he would come back tomorrow night, and the night after, and the night after that. He would come back every night until she agreed to see him. Until he could talk to her in clean air, and not in a smoke-filled cavern packed with a lecherous audience totally unworthy of her.


    When she walked out onstage, his chest physically hurt. She stood for a moment, perfectly poised, effortlessly in command of her audience, her spicy red curls burning liker a candle flame. The pianist began to play and a tiny smile quirked the corners of her mouth as she turned towards the bar where he was standing and began to sing, I’ll Be Seeing You.


    He had his answer. His grin was so wide it split his face. He wanted to shout a loud ‘hooray’; to push to the front of the stage and seize her and hug her until she was breathless.


    ‘A bottle of champagne,’ he said to Henri. ‘A genuine one!’


    When the last notes of the song died away, she began to sing Irving Berlin’s Always. Though neither of them could possibly have guessed it, it was a song that was appropriate for the long, agony-filled years that lay ahead.


  

    

      Chapter Four

    


    Abbra had never been happier. Lewis was given a special two-day pass and they were married in the military chapel at Fort Bragg. The only thing marring the day was the absence of Scott. He was at football training camp and was unable to be best man though he had sent his congratulations and his apologies. A friend of Lewis’s, who had been his classmate at West Point, was best man.


    After the wedding her parents returned to San Francisco, and after her one-night honeymoon Abbra had followed them by train.


    It was a strange feeling, becoming a married woman with so little warning. A married woman whose husband was, in twenty-four hours’ time, going overseas to fight in Vietnam.


    Once she was back home the feeling of strangeness increased. Outwardly her life was the same. She still lived with her parents in Pacific Heights; she still attended college. Yet inwardly she’d changed. She no longer had any interest in parties or dances. They were for girls who were on the lookout for men, and she was no longer looking; she was married to Lewis and she had no desire to behave as if she were still single.


    She began to see less and less of her close friends. After the first heady pleasure of showing off her wedding ring and receiving her friends’ squeals of congratulations, she found that she had very little to say to them. The endless talk about who was dating whom was no longer fascinating, and they were not interested in the things that preoccupied her: the military situation in Southeast Asia and her fears for Lewis’s safety.


    As September merged into October, she wondered if returning to San Francisco had been a mistake. If she had moved into quarters on an army base, then at least she would have had other married women to talk to, women who would understand her position and who perhaps also had husbands serving overseas. As it was, she felt oddly isolated and increasingly lonely. After six months in Vietnam, Lewis would have five days leave. He had already written to her and suggested they spend his leave together in Hawaii. There was hardly a waking moment when she wasn’t thinking about it, looking forward to it, but there was another three months before the dream would become reality, and the three months stretched ahead of her as if they were three hundred.


    On the second Thursday in October a ring at the front door put an end to her growing worries. She was in her bedroom, writing the daily portion of her weekly letter to Lewis, when her mother knocked and entered, saying in a voice that indicated she wasn’t very pleased by the event, ‘You have a visitor, Abbra. Scott.’


    Abbra put her pen down immediately, rising to her feet in happy anticipation.


    ‘I appreciate the fact that as he is now your brother-in-law a certain courtesy is due him, but I don’t approve of him, Abbra. He-is so unlike Lewis. Why any well-educated young man should opt out of his responsibilities in the way that Scott has done is completely beyond me. With all his opportunities he should have become a lawyer or a stockbroker. Or followed his father and Lewis into the army.’


    ‘Playing professional football isn’t opting out of responsibilities, Mom,’ Abbra said patiently, sliding the half-written letter into the top drawer of her desk. ‘It’s a career, just like any other career, and it’s a tough and competitive one.’


    Her mother shook her head, unconvinced. ‘I’m sorry, Abbra, but I can’t possibly agree with you. Professional football players are not the sort of people that we would normally mix with.’


    ‘Well, we’re mixing with one now, so everyone had better start getting used to the idea!’ Abbra said with asperity. ‘Where is he? In the living room?’


    Her mother nodded, her lips tightening. Even though she had approved of Lewis, she had not approved of the indecently quick wedding. It had not been at all the kind of wedding she had pictured for her daughter. And now this. A football player in her house. She didn’t like it, and she had no intention of allowing it to become a regular event.

OEBPS/images/CoverImage.jpg
MARGARET
PEMBERTON

White
Christmas in
Saigon






OEBPS/images/BelloLogo.jpg





OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





