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      Chapter One

    


    ‘I don’t want her and I’m damned if I’ll keep her,’ the girl said viciously, thrusting the squalling bundle into the arms of the startled young nun.


    Sister Françesca stared at her thunderstruck. ‘But you can’t leave her here,’ she protested, horrified. ‘This is an orphanage. We only take children who have no parents. There are rules…regulations…’


    ‘Damn the rules,’ the girl said crudely, showing no respect for Sister Françesca’s calling. ‘I don’t want her. I’m not keeping her and that’s final.’


    ‘Do come on, Lou,’ the young man in the battered T Ford parked some yards away, called, revving the engine impatiently.


    Sister Françesca looked around wildly for help. She had been on her way to collect the convent’s daily supply of eggs when the automobile had bucketed down the dusty track and halted blocking her path. The convent stood some hundred yards away overlooking the Pacific, its high white walls blind to her plight. The children were at class, her fellow sisters about their tasks. Beneath its tightly wrapped shawl the baby struggled, fighting to be free.


    ‘I’ll be going then,’ the girl said, smoothing an imaginary crease from the cheap, shiny material of her skirt, turning away on a suicidally high heel.


    ‘No!’ Sister Françesca’s voice was anguished. The girl was no older than herself. Eighteen or nineteen at the most. Her hair had been inexpertly bleached and frizzed in a manner which owed nothing to nature. Sister Françesca was irrationally aware that beneath the dark lipstick and mask-like make-up, was a face of uncommon prettiness.


    The girl was opening the door of the Ford, slamming it behind her. Sister Françesca ran after her, the baby and the long skirts of her habit hampering her speed. ‘No! Wait! You can’t leave your child like this! I don’t know your name… Your address…’


    The girl turned and held Sister Françesca’s eyes reflectively as the wheels spun and gained a hold on the unmade track.


    ‘My name doesn’t matter. Hers…’ she nodded indifferently in the direction of the baby, ‘is Daisy.’


    She leaned back against the cracked leather upholstery and closed her eyes as if overcome with boredom as the Ford pulled away, quickly gathering speed.


    Desperately Sister Françesca began to run in its wake. ‘Stop! Oh please, stop!’ Her pleas went unheeded. She ran until she was breathless; until the Model T was nothing but a black speck heading towards the Santa Anna highway. Then she stumbled to a halt, standing on the dust-blown track, the baby clasped tightly in her arms.


    The Ford had disappeared. A bird swooped low overhead. In the distance a farmer was tending the trees in his orange grove.


    She looked down at the child, who continued to squall, fists clenched tight, eyes bright with rage. She was less than a week old.


    Sister Françesca lifted the baby to her breast, holding her close, soothing her with gentle words as she began to walk back towards the convent.


    The pearl grey of early dawn filtered through the wooden slats of the room. Daisy woke with a sense of elation. Today was St Joseph’s day. Today was special. There would be extra prayers before breakfast, dedicated to the saint the tiny Californian town of Capistrano had made its own. But it was not this that filled eight-year-old Daisy’s heart with excited anticipation. It was because St Joseph’s day had become her very own, treasured anniversary: it was the day the swallows returned to Capistrano.


    She couldn’t remember how old she had been when she had first seen the thousands of birds winging their way inland from the Pacific, darkening the sky with the rhythmic beat of their wings. All she could remember was the awe she had felt.


    The swallows were so beautiful; so graceful; so free. She had known that miracles occurred. Sister Dominica, who was old and strict and into whose care Daisy was placed daily with her twenty companions, had told her so. But this was the first miracle Daisy had witnessed: the sweeping flight of the swallows returning on the same day every year, their arrival hardly varying by so much as an hour.


    It was still only five-thirty. Small, curled bodies lay asleep in narrow beds that ranged the length of the sparsely furnished dormitory. It would be another half hour before Sister Dominica’s handbell roused them into unwelcome wakefulness.


    Daisy swung naked feet on to the polished wood floor. Sister Dominica would scold her for rising before the correct time, but Daisy didn’t care. There would be a penance to pay, but it was small punishment for seeing the glory of the first swallows on the distant skyline.


    She slipped her uniform dress of coarse, blue linen over her head and tiptoed into the washroom. The cold water stung her cheeks. She rubbed her face dry and then brushed and braided her hair as she had been taught. By the time she had finished her arms ached but she knew with despair that the result would not please Sister Dominica’s critical eye.


    She paused and stared into the cracked mirror above the basins. Huge eyes in a small, pointed face stared back at her. Jessie Sullivan’s hair sprang into curls no matter how tightly it was braided and Sister Dominica never chided her. Sister Dominica liked Jessie, but then Jessie was pretty. She had pink cheeks and eyes as blue as those on the painting of the Virgin in the convent’s chapel. Daisy wondered if Sister Dominica knew that Jessie lied and had twice not owned up to hiding the chalk so that lessons had been delayed while more was obtained from the storeroom.


    When Sister Dominica had sternly asked that the culprit stand and step forward, the whole class had suffered from Jessie’s silence. There had been no supper that night, but Jessie had disappeared for fifteen minutes between evening prayers and bed and Daisy had wondered uncharitably if those fifteen minutes had been spent with Sister Dominica and if Jessie had not been less hungry on her return.


    She shrugged her shoulders and dismissed all thoughts of Jessie Sullivan and Sister Dominica from her mind. There were more important things to think about. Where the swallows had come from; where they were going. Hurriedly she ran along the deserted corridor and down the shallow flight of steps that led to the classrooms and refectory. Bypassing them, she opened the heavy oak door with difficulty and stepped out into the early morning air.


    The convent had originally been a Spanish mission and had changed little in style since the Françiscans had founded it in the late eighteenth century. A covered walkway interspersed with delicate arches surrounded a central square. Thick adobe walls supported a roof of rose-red tiles and protected the inmates from the intrusion of the outside world. In all her eight years Daisy had never stepped outside the giant wrought-iron gates. Only girls who had been selected for adoption did so.


    Daisy had watched their departures with envy. Adoption meant a real home. It meant not having to wear the same blue dress day in, day out. It meant freedom from Sister Dominica. One day she, too, would be adopted. She would miss Sister Françesca, Reverend Mother’s secretary, who was kind to her, but maybe Sister Françesca would write to her or even visit her.


    Sister Françesca’s duties often took her beyond the confined walls of the convent. Once she had gone to a far-away place called Los Angeles. Daisy had asked Sister Dominica where Los Angeles was but Sister Dominica had told her it was a Babylon too sinful to be mentioned. Daisy had cried and prayed fervently that Sister Françesca would return in safety, and when she had done so had thrown her arms around her in ecstatic relief.


    On the distant skyline a dark speck appeared, and then another and another. Daisy clasped her hands together, her eyes shining. They were coming. At first only a few, but soon they would be flying overhead in their thousands, the sun glinting on their blue-black wings.


    ‘I wish I was a swallow,’ Daisy whispered to herself fervently in the silence of the courtyard. ‘I’d fly higher and further than all the other birds. I’d fly so high I’d touch the sun!’


    There were more birds now, speckling the gold-streaked sky like a vast army. Wave upon wave of them, heading with blind primitive instinct towards Capistrano and the sun-parched hills beyond. Daisy felt her heart soar. One day she would be just as free. One day the giant wrought iron gates would open and she would step outside just as Sister Françesca did. Only, unlike Sister Françesca, she would never return.


    The blissful stillness was broken by the harsh ringing of Sister Dominica’s handbell. Daisy felt a surge of despair. Her absence would be noted. She had to return indoors: attend prayers, breakfast, classes. And all the time the swallows would stream overhead and she would catch only glimpses of them from the convent’s high, narrow windows. Why, oh why, could she not be left in solitude for just one hour, one day?


    Sister Dominica’s voice rose stridently. Daisy sighed, knowing to the second the length of time it would take Sister Dominica to storm down the stairs and to shatter the almost unearthly beauty of the morning.


    Throughout her years in the convent Daisy had never cried, but her throat tightened now as the door slammed back on its hinges and Sister Dominica strode angrily towards her.


    ‘Daisy Ford, return to the dormitory instantly! I shall report your behaviour to the Reverend Mother. Never in my life have I met such a disobedient, intractable child!’


    A gaunt hand seized Daisy’s shoulder and began to propel her towards the still-open door. Daisy raised her head for a last precious glimpse of the swallows and then the door closed, banishing them from view.


    ‘Jessie Sullivan is going to be adopted!’ The news ran excitedly round the room as the girls made their beds with military-like precision.


    Daisy stared at them. It had been a long time since anyone from their dormitory had left, small cardboard valise holding the set of new underclothes that the sisters regarded as a necessary start in life. They were eleven years old now. Adoptive parents liked younger children. Over the years the girls who had shared her dormitory had all been called to Reverend Mother’s office and returned exultant, leaving the convent shortly afterwards. Only she and Jessie had remained. All the others were relatively new, girls who had been orphaned at nine or ten.


    ‘Of course, I would have been adopted ages ago,’ Jessie was saying grandly to those gathering around her bed, ‘only my uncle was alive and he wouldn’t give permission. He’s dead now,’ she added with undisguised satisfaction.


    Daisy folded her top sheet the regulation ten inches below the edge of her blanket, a slight frown furrowing her brows.


    ‘You’ll all be gone soon,’ Jessie was saying brightly. ‘Everyone is adopted eventually.’


    ‘I haven’t been,’ Daisy said, tucking the bottom of her blanket in as neatly as if she were a ward sister.


    Jessie sat on her bed and swung her legs, her eyes gleaming maliciously. ‘Well, of course not. Only orphans get adopted.’


    Daisy halted in her task and stared at her. ‘We’re all orphans. Otherwise we wouldn’t be here.’


    Jessie smiled. It wasn’t a pleasant smile and Daisy felt a curious sense of unease.


    ‘Not all of us,’ Jessie continued, putting a sweet into her mouth and sucking it slowly.


    The room fell silent and those around Jessie’s bed stared at Daisy with open curiosity. Daisy, looking beyond them into Jessie Sullivan’s knowing eyes, felt suddenly cold.


    ‘The Convent of the Sacred Heart is an orphanage,’ she said tightly, her hands clenching involuntarily, the knuckles showing white.


    Jessie nodded. ‘In which case you should think yourself very lucky to be here.’


    Their eyes held. Daisy had never liked Jessie and was well aware that the feeling was mutual. Jessie was a trouble-maker and a liar. The most sensible thing for her to do was to ignore Jessie’s foolish remarks and leave the room. Yet there was something in her tone that held her fast. Slowly she began to cross the polished wood floor to Jessie’s bed. Instinctively the girls who had gathered around it retreated.


    ‘What exactly do you mean by that remark, Jessie Sullivan?’


    Jessie laughed. Her teeth were very white; very small.


    ‘Only that as you’re not an orphan you shouldn’t be here. You should be in a home for children whose mothers don’t want them.’


    Daisy moved so swiftly that Jessie did not even have the chance to spring from the bed. Her hands closed around Jessie’s wrists, her eyes blazing in her pale face.


    ‘My mother did want me, only she’s dead!’


    ‘No she isn’t!’ Jessie spat triumphantly. ‘She brought you here. Sister Dominica told me so. She brought you here and she left you. Sister Dominica said you should have gone to a home for the abandoned but that Reverend Mother decided to make an exception in your case. I suppose she thought that if you stayed here your mother would eventually return for you.’


    Taking advantage of Daisy’s stunned incredulity, she snatched her wrists from Daisy’s grasp.


    Daisy’s heart felt as if it were about to burst. She couldn’t get her breath. ‘You’re lying!’


    ‘No I’m not!’ Jessie scrambled to comparative safety on the far side of the bed. ‘You ask Reverend Mother! Ask Sister Dominica! Ask anyone!’


    Jessie’s face swam before Daisy distortedly. She wanted to reach out and grasp something to prevent herself from falling, but there was only Jessie’s bed and the ring of watching girls.


    ‘I’m going to Reverend Mother now.’ The blood pounded in her ears. ‘I’m going to prove to everyone what a liar you are, Jessie Sullivan!’


    Jessie leaned back against her pillows, her blue eyes gloating. ‘You’ll only prove to everyone that you’re a bastard and shouldn’t be here. Sister Dominica says…’


    She never finished the sentence. Daisy leaped on to the bed, seized hold of Jessie’s braids and wrenched them in frenzied ferocity. Jessie screamed and kept on screaming, lashing out vainly at Daisy with her feet, clawing at her face with her nails.


    Daisy’s knee drove hard into Jessie’s stomach and as Jessie choked for breath, she knelt astride her, releasing her braids and pinning her wrists high above her head.


    ‘Apologize for what you said, Jessie Sullivan! Apologize, or I’ll scratch your eyes out!’


    Jessie sobbed and gasped for air. ‘No… It’s true! Your mother left you here because you were born in sin. Sister Dominica said so. Sister Dominica said…’


    Daisy’s nails dug so deep into Jessie’s wrist that blood seeped beneath them. ‘You’re lying! Tell me you’re lying!’


    ‘No… Never… You’re a bastard. A bas…’


    Daisy sobbed and slapped Jessie across the mouth. ‘Liar!’


    

      ‘Bastard!’

    


    As Jessie writhed to be free, they tumbled to the floor, feet kicking, nails clawing.


    As the horrifed spectators gathered their scattered wits, some ran for help. None ventured to intervene. Help was not far away. Sister Dominica was already striding mottle-faced towards the dormitory, where the screams and sobs were reaching crescendo pitch.


    ‘It’s Daisy Ford, Sister! She’s trying to murder Jessie!’


    ‘No she isn’t. Jessie said that…’


    ‘There’s blood everywhere, Sister Dominica…’


    Sister Dominica strode through the clamouring girls, her crucifix swinging against the heavy black folds of her habit. At the open door of the dormitory she halted. Lockers had been overturned, their contents spilled on to the floor as Daisy and Jessie rolled and fought and kicked and screamed.


    ‘Stop it! Stop it this instant!’


    Neither girl obeyed, or even seemed to hear her. Glass from a shattered photograph frame crunched ominously beneath the flailing bodies. Jessie’s face was smeared with blood, Daisy’s contorted in rage and hate.


    Sister Dominica stepped forward, grasping Daisy’s shoulders and hauling her with surprising strength away from her struggling victim. With authority in evidence the other girls moved forward, helping an hysterical Jessie to her feet.


    ‘How dare you… desecrate… this convent in this way!’ Sister Dominica panted at Daisy. ‘You are a wicked, degenerate, ungodly, ungrateful…’


    ‘Let go of me!’ Daisy swung round with such force that she nearly knocked Sister Dominica off balance. Her chest hurt as she gasped for air. ‘It is you who are wicked, Sister Dominica! Lying about me to Jessie Sullivan! Telling her that I was born in sin! That my mother didn’t want me!’


    The blood drained from Sister Dominica’s face. Jessie lay in a crumpled heap on her bed, crying piteously, surrounded by sympathizers.


    ‘You will go immediately to the chapel,’ Sister Dominica said, clasping her hands together as they began to tremble. ‘You will say the rosary twelve times. You will…’


    Daisy’s eyes flashed. ‘I will do no such thing. I am going to the Reverend Mother. I’m going to tell her of your lies… your wickedness.’


    ‘You will do as you are told, Daisy Ford, or your punishment will be one you will never forget as long as you live.’


    Daisy’s breathing had steadied. She held Sister Dominica’s eyes implacably. ‘I am going to the Reverend Mother,’ she repeated, and turned on her heel, watched by a dozen horrified, and admiring, pairs of eyes.


    Sister Dominica felt sweat break out on the palms of her hands. Reverend Mother’s wrath was rarely vented, but when it was, it was awesome. And on this occasion it would be vented on her. Swiftly she began to march after Daisy.


    ‘You will only make things worse for yourself,’ she said, trying to make her voice conciliatory. ‘There was damage done to personal property. Jessie is obviously in need of medical attention. To bring the incident to the attention of Reverend Mother is merely foolish.’


    Daisy continued to walk along the white-plastered corridor, Sister Dominica half-running in her attempt to keep pace with her.


    ‘Jessie was a naughty girl to fill your head with such stories and I will see to it that it never happens again.’


    Daisy continued undeterred. The Reverend Mother’s door was only yards away.


    ‘Daisy Ford, I forbid you to disturb Reverend Mother over such a triviality!’


    Daisy paused and turned. ‘My parentage is no trivial matter, Sister Dominica,’ she said tightly, and for the first time in her life Sister Dominica was aware that she was facing a child she could not intimidate.


    She sucked in her breath, restraining the urge to slap Daisy’s face, knowing it was too late to exert force as Daisy knocked on the pinewood door and the Reverend Mother’s voice bade her enter.


    The Reverend Mother had been in consultation with Sister Françesca. From behind her large oak desk she stared in surprise as Daisy walked purposefully into the centre of the room: girls only entered her office when specifically requested to do so. Her eyes widened even further at the sight of the vicious scratchmarks on Daisy’s face, and the bruises fast colouring on her forehead and cheeks.


    ‘Yes, Daisy?’ The Reverend Mother laid down the sheaf of papers in her hand. ‘Can I help you?’


    Daisy took in a deep, steadying breath. ‘Jessie Sullivan has told me that I am not an orphan. That my mother brought me to the convent and that I am illegitimate. She told me in front of the whole dormitory and now everyone believes her, and I would like you to tell them that she is lying.’


    Sister Françesca gave a little gasp, and the letter she had been holding fluttered from her grasp, falling gently on to a brilliantly coloured hooked rug.


    The Reverend Mother’s eyes moved from Daisy’s white, drawn face to Sister Dominica standing apprehensively in the doorway. Fear flickered in Sister Dominica’s eyes and was quickly suppressed.


    ‘You may leave us, Sister Dominica,’ the Reverend Mother said authoritatively.


    ‘I… But…’


    The Reverend Mother’s glance froze her. Unhappily Sister Dominica obeyed. The door closed behind her. The room remained silent.


    There was no need for the Reverend Mother to ask where Jessie Sullivan had received her information. There was only one possible source and she would deal with Sister Dominica later. She smiled gently at Daisy.


    ‘Please sit down, Daisy.’


    ‘No thank you, Reverend Mother.’ Daisy’s lips felt dry. ‘I only need you to tell the girls that Jessie lied.’


    The Reverend Mother picked up a paperweight and replaced it. Daisy could feel a pulse begin to beat wildly in her throat. Why wasn’t the Reverend Mother angry? Why wasn’t she escorting her back to the dormitory to refute Jessie’s allegations? Her eyes flew to Sister Françesca, and at the expression of pity in Sister Françesca’s eyes fear seized her, crippling in its intensity.


    ‘Jessie did lie, didn’t she, Reverend Mother?’


    The Reverend Mother stood up and slowly moved around the enormous desk, laying her hands lightly on Daisy’s shoulders.


    ‘No, Daisy,’ she said quietly. ‘Jessie did not lie. You did not come to the orphanage as other children come. It is something that I would have told you myself at the right and proper time.’


    ‘But I am an orphan! My mother wouldn’t have left me! It isn’t possible…’ The huge eyes in the small face burned with anguish, desperate for affirmation.


    ‘Your mother was very young, little more than a child herself. No doubt she thought that placing you in our care was the best thing she could do for you.’


    Daisy felt as if she were falling into a vortex of brilliant colours and black rushing winds. She looked desperately from the Reverend Mother to Sister Françesca.


    ‘Then I shouldn’t be here! Not if my mother’s alive! There’s been a dreadful, terrible mistake!’


    ‘Your mother left you and did not return for you,’ the Reverend Mother was saying firmly. ‘Therefore you are as much an orphan as the other children in our care.’


    ‘No!’ Daisy backed away from her like an animal at bay, her hands splayed behind her, seeking the door, the wall. ‘No!’ She gave a small, inarticulate cry that sounded as if it had been torn from her heart. ‘She thinks you’ve had me adopted! She’s looking for me. I know she is. I want to find her. I’m not an orphan. I’m not!’


    Daisy was vaguely aware of Sister Francesca moving towards her, and then the spiralling colours sucked her down and down until only blackness remained.


    Her eyes were bleak as she watched the swallows return. She had been removed from Sister Dominica’s care and was no longer obliged to obey the sound of the imperiously ringing handbell. Sister Françesca knew that St Joseph’s day was special to her and she was tolerant and understanding.


    Daisy leant her back against an archway, her knees drawn up to her chin, her arms encircling them, her head resting against the warmth of the golden stone. It was nearing midday and for hours she had watched the birds on their annual migration. This time no joy filled her heart. Only bitterness and envy.


    Jessie Sullivan had long since departed. The other girls in her dormitory never referred to Jessie’s allegations, but from that day she had become an outsider.


    The other girls were orphans. She was not. Somewhere, beyond the high white walls, her mother lived and worked and waited for her. She picked up a pebble and skimmed it across the sun-filled courtyard. But she did not come for her.


    Her companions relied upon the Sisters for all the indiscriminate affection they received, but they had already known love in their lives before entering the convent. She had known only routine and regimentation and Sister Dominica’s harsh discipline.


    A swallow swooped low and circled her head as if enticing her to follow it. Before Jessie’s outburst she had believed herself to be happy. Now, knowing that she was different from all those around her, she knew only long, neverending misery.


    Sister Françesca stepped quietly from the shadows and stood at her side.


    ‘We should have been studying Latin an hour ago, Daisy.’


    ‘I know.’ Daisy was truly repentant. Sister Françesca was kind and good and beautiful. She did not deserve disappointment, especially from a child it was not truly her duty to instruct.


    Sister Françesca gazed upwards. ‘They are very beautiful, aren’t they?’


    Daisy nodded, unshed tears glistening in her eyes. Sister Françesca slid down into a sitting position beside Daisy in a manner which would have startled the Reverend Mother and appalled Sister Dominica.


    ‘Does it hurt so much, Daisy? It’s been nearly a year now.’


    Daisy dare not meet Sister Françesca’s compassionate gaze. If she did, the tears so bravely held in check would fall unrestrainedly. ‘Yes,’ she answered, her voice muffled as she pressed her face against her drawn up knees.


    Sister Françesca remained silent. Ever since that dreadful day in Reverend Mother’s study, Daisy had withdrawn into a world that even she could not enter. There had been no more questions. No hysterics. From the moment she had recovered consciousness she had been a changed girl: silent and intense, spurning all friendship, remaining constantly alone.


    Wave after wave of swallows flew in from the sea and they watched them together in silence. At last the moment Sister Françesca had both prayed for and feared arrived.


    Daisy traced a pattern in the dust on the ground and said hesitantly, ‘Did you ever meet my mother, Sister Françesca?’


    A swallow broke free of its companions and darted low over the convent walls, landing on the moss-covered lip of the fountain.


    ‘It was to me that your mother gave you.’


    Daisy gasped, the blood draining from her face. Aware of her distress, Sister Françesca took her hand.


    ‘I was going for eggs when a couple in a T Ford halted some yards ahead of me.’


    Sister Françesca was aware of the sudden jerk of Daisy’s head. She continued, undeterred. ‘… a young … lady … stepped from the Ford. She was carrying you in her arms.’ Sister Françesca hesitated, remembering the hard, pretty, overpainted face; the harsh words as she thrust Daisy from her. ‘She gave you to me and asked that you be cared for in the convent.’


    ‘What was she like?’ Daisy asked urgently. ‘Was her hair dark, like mine?’


    Reluctantly Sister Françesca shook her head. ‘No, Daisy. Her hair was blonde.’


    Daisy stared at her incredulously. Over the years she had conjured up many images of her mother, but they had always been blurred. Now, incredibly, the image became cleared. The breath was so tight in her chest that she could hardly breathe as she asked, ‘Was she crying?’


    ‘No, Daisy, she wasn’t crying.’ She tightened her hold on Daisy’s hand as she fought to come to terms with the fact that her mother had said goodbye to her without even shedding a tear.


    ‘Was she pretty?’ Her voice was low, buried once more against her knees.


    ‘Yes.’ She did not add that the prettiness had had to be sought beneath mask-like make-up, and that the sulky, petulant mouth had made it nearly indiscernible.


    Sister Françesca could sense that Daisy was steeling herself for an even more important question. She waited patiently. It was too late for Latin now, but Latin was not as important as the peace of mind of a twelve-year-old child.


    ‘You said there was someone else with my mother in the Ford…’


    Sister Françesca hesitated fractionally and then said, ‘A young man was driving.’


    ‘My father?’ The words were little more than a whisper.


    ‘I don’t know,’ Sister Françesca replied truthfully.


    ‘It must have been!’ Daisy’s eyes were fevered. ‘They were poor and they wanted the best for me. They brought me here and then when they came back for me they were told I had been adopted!’ She sprang to her feet. ‘Don’t you see, Sister Françesca? All I have to do is find them and we’ll be a family again!’


    ‘Daisy…’ Sister Françesca rose and caught hold of her hand once again, remorse engulfing her. She had told Daisy as much of the truth as was palatable because she believed it was in Daisy’s best interests that she did so. Now she was not so sure.


    ‘What was my father’s name?’


    ‘I don’t know. Daisy…’


    ‘My mother’s? What was my mother’s Christian name?’


    ‘The young man called her Lou, but Daisy…’


    Daisy broke free of her hold, her face radiant. ‘Lou! That must be short for Louise or Louella. Oh, Sister Françesca, surely we can find her now? Louise or Louella Ford. My birth must have been registered. There must be some place that keeps birth certificates. If you could go there for me… find it. Perhaps even find my parents’ marriage certificate! There’ll be an address on it. They must have lived near here. Perhaps even in Capistrano!’


    She whirled round ecstatically on the tip of one toe and Sister Françesca watched her in despair, knowing she had made a terrible error in believing she could tell only part of the truth.


    The whirling figure steadied, stretched out her arms and ran lovingly towards her. Sister Françesca held her close, doubting if ever again there would be such a joyful expression of affection between them.


    ‘Daisy…’ Gently she held Daisy away from her. ‘Daisy, you will never be able to find your mother.’


    ‘Why not?’ Bewilderment flooded her eyes.


    ‘I do not believe your mother was married, Daisy,’ she said as gently as possible. ‘She wore no wedding ring.’


    Daisy stood so still it seemed to Sister Françesca that she had ceased to breathe. Then she rallied with a courage that tore at Sister Francesca’s heart.


    ‘That doesn’t mean I can’t find her. Not now that I know her name.’


    Sister Françesca was suddenly aware that the last swallow had flown over Capistrano. The air was silent. The heat hung closely in the high-walled courtyard. Sister Françesca felt beads of sweat break out on her palms. She could not allow Daisy to cling to a hope that was futile. To waste her life looking for a woman she would never find.


    ‘We never knew your mother’s surname, Daisy,’ she said quietly. ‘She refused to give it. We knew only that her companion referred to her as Lou. And that your name was Daisy.’


    Daisy stared up at her, puzzled. ‘But my name is Daisy Ford. It’s always been Daisy Ford. My mother’s name must have been Ford too.’


    Sister Françesca strove to keep her voice calm. ‘Sometimes when children enter a home without a name, the staff give them one. A little girl was left on the steps of the Los Angeles Mission on Christmas Day and the nuns gave her the name Holly.‘


    Slowly Daisy began to back away from her, the blood draining from her face.


    ‘Is that what happened to me? Did you call me Daisy? Did Reverend Mother?’ Her voice began to rise hysterically. ‘Did Sister Dominica?’


    ‘No, Daisy. Your mother gave you your name.’


    Momentarily Daisy halted, her breath coming in short, harsh gasps. ‘And Ford? Who gave me the name of Ford?’


    ‘The choice of your surname was a… unanimous … decision,’ Sister Françesca said with difficulty.


    ‘But why…?’ She choked, suddenly understanding, her eyes black with horror. ‘You named me Ford because of the motor car they brought me in!’


    Sister Françesca reached out for her hand to hold and comfort her, but Daisy brushed her away sightlessly, stumbling backwards, a fist pressed to her mouth to stifle a rising scream. ‘You named me after a motor car!’ She began to shake, her eyes huge in her white face. ‘I hate you! I hate you all! I won’t be named after a motor car! I won’t! I won’t be known as Daisy Ford ever again!’


    She hurled herself against the giant gates, her fingers curling round the cold iron.


    It was four hours before a weeping Sister Françesca, helped by the Reverend Mother, managed to prise Daisy’s numbed fingers from their grip on the flamboyant, baroque swirls of the gates and carry her indoors and it was six years before Daisy was able to fulfil her vow.


    She did so on the day she left the Sacred Heart Convent. Her belongings were in her cardboard valise. The name and address of the lady the Reverend Mother had arranged would employ her as a household help was in her hand. Mrs Ernestine Frank, Chalcedony Street, San Diego. On the Santa Anna freeway, waiting for the southbound bus, she tore up her letter of introduction and the card with Mrs Dease’s address on it. Daisy Ford would not be going to San Diego. She no longer existed. She would not be known by the name a woman who had abandoned her had given her. She would not be known by the name the nuns had so unimaginatively allotted to her. And she would never, never be a household help to anyone.


    She crossed the highway and began to walk north, a delicate, fragile figure, graceful despite the clumsy convent shoes and the shabby valise.


    Bob Kelly was not in the habit of giving lifts but there was something vulnerable about the slender figure ahead of him. He took his foot off the gas and slowed down, halting in a cloud of petrol fumes at her side.


    ‘Want a lift?’ he asked.


    Daisy gazed up into a pleasing face with blue eyes that crinkled at the corners and a mouth etched with deep laughter lines.


    ‘Yes, please,’ she said gratefully.


    ‘Where are you heading?’


    She hesitated uncertainly. ‘Where are you going?’


    ‘Hollywood.’ He nodded to the sign on the side of the truck. ‘Worldwide Pictures, Hollywood.’


    ‘Are you a movie star?’ she asked curiously as he hauled her into the seat beside him. He laughed, letting out the clutch, picking up speed. His hair was thick and fair, bleached blond by the sun. His hands on the wheel were strong and capable and any nervousness she had at first felt fast disappeared. She knew instinctively that with the man at her side she was safe.


    ‘No,’ he said with amusement. ‘I ferry things around. Scenery, lights… Yesterday we shot a scene down at Del Coronado. Today I have to tote it all back again.’


    Orange and lemon groves flashed by. On her left-hand side were glimpses of the Pacific. On her right, the distant haze of mountains.


    ‘What’s your name?’ he asked, offering her a piece of gum. She took it tentatively. Gum had been forbidden in the Sacred Heart Convent. Autographed photographs were pinned all around the cabin of the truck. Marlene Dietrich, Greta Garbo, Gloria Swanson. She stared at a photograph of Rudolph Valentino in riveted fascination. She had never seen a photograph of him before, but even in the Sacred Heart Convent his name had been whispered in the darkness and there had been tears from some of the older girls when he had died. He was the most handsome man she had ever seen.


    She tore her eyes away from the photograph of Valentino and flashed him a smile that took his breath away. He thought he’d picked up a kid with braids. Now he saw that he’d picked up much more.


    ‘Valentina,’ she said, and when he laughed, her mouth curved into a rare smile and to her astonishment she found that she was laughing with him. Sunlight had entered her bleak world and she was still laughing with him when they reached the outskirts of Los Angeles.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    ‘Where is it to be?’ he asked as the truck hurtled through down-town Los Angeles.


    She stared at the bewildering array of buildings and fear began to mix with the heady intoxication of freedom.


    ‘I… Anywhere.’


    Where would she go? What would she do? The Reverend Mother had given her the name and address of a lady in San Diego who needed a maid, but she had torn the card into pieces, determined never to be a maid to anyone. Now, for the first time, she began to feel doubt and she turned her head abruptly, avoiding Bob’s all too perceptive gaze.


    Bob circumnavigated a bevy of motorcycles with only one hand on the steering wheel, reaching for a fresh piece of gum with the other.


    ‘Los Angeles is a big place,’ he said laconically, dropping a silver wrapper to the already littered floor. ‘You tell me whereabouts your folks live and I’ll drop you nearby. I’ve got the time.’


    He began to chew, his eyes no longer on her but on the road ahead.


    Daisy cleared her throat. ‘I… Here will do fine.’ Her laughter had drained away and she looked suddenly very small and heartbreakingly afraid. Bob Kelly removed his eyes from the traffic and regarded her thoughtfully. There was an almost elusive quality about her. Her beauty was bone-deep, far beyond mere prettiness.


    He said, keeping his voice casual, ‘Of course, you never did say you had folks in Los Angeles. It could be that I was mistaken. I just reckoned that having just left the convent, home would be the first place you would head.’


    A trailer passed, horn blaring. A picture house had a giant billboard of Marlene Dietrich and Clive Brook. The film was Shanghai Express and she wondered if Bob had toted the props for it.


    Bob continued through down-town Los Angeles at a speed much slower than normal. He needed to give her time to think and he needed time to think himself.


    Daisy’s throat was uncomfortably tight. Her stupidity overwhelmed her. Nothing she had ever experienced had prepared her for the seething hubbub beyond the safety of the truck.


    ‘I don’t have any family,’ she said at last, keeping her eyes fixed firmly on Bob’s photograph of a langorously smiling Gloria Swanson.


    Bob rolled the gum around his mouth and tried to remain nonchalant. He felt as if he were dealing with a small, trapped animal. A wrong move on his part and she would freeze up for good, and he’d never know where the hell she was going or what she intended to do.


    He braked sharply as a Plymouth Roadster cut in on him. One thing was for sure. If he deposited her on the sidewalk she wouldn’t last a minute, convent clothes or no convent clothes. Los Angeles was a city of wolves and her haunting seductiveness was apparent despite her coarse cotton dress and thick stockings. A bead of sweat broke out on his forehead. He was twenty-eight and had certainly never met anyone like her before. What she needed was protection and it was beginning to be obvious that there was no one but him around to take on the task.


    He shook his head as if to clear it and swore again. He’d given a kid a lift. She’d said she wanted to go to Los Angeles. He’d taken her to Los Angeles. Now was goodbye time. He liked his life exactly the way it was. No responsibilities. No hassles. ‘Don’t ask,’ he said to himself. ‘For Christ’s sake, don’t ask.’


    ‘So who are you staying with?’ he said grimly.


    She tried to inject a note of nonchalance into her voice. ‘No one.’


    He swung his head sharply and she continued hurriedly, ‘But that’s no problem, I’ll get a job… living in. A maid. I’d make a very good maid.’


    Bob ground his teeth and Daisy reflected bitterly on how quickly she was prepared to defect on her vow never to be a maid to anyone.


    ‘You’d make a God awful maid,’ Bob said. Then, as the silence grew uncomfortable, ‘Know any agencies?’


    ‘Agencies?’ Daisy was bewildered.


    Bob’s temper flared at her naivety. ‘Yes, agencies! What do you think this place is? Fairyland? What the hell were those people doing in Capistrano? Do they usually turn kids out on to the streets with no job, no place to stay?’ He ran his hand through his thick shock of hair. ‘Know what I should do?’ he continued agrily, as she shrank into the corner of her seat, ‘I should turn this Goddamn truck round and take you right back there!’


    Her heart began to beat so hard she thought she would faint. ‘No. You can’t do that. I won’t go, and besides, they wouldn’t take me.’


    ‘They’d have to take you,’ Bob said as he narrowly missed a Greyhound bus. ‘They should have made provision for you. Given you an address; fitted you up with a job. Not to do so is downright negligence. It’s crass stupidity. It’s practically criminal!’


    ‘They did give me an address,’ she said in a small voice. ‘It was to live in with a lady in San Diego. As a maid.’


    Bob sighed and spat the gum out of the open window. There was no way he could turn round and make the hundred and twenty mile trip to San Diego. His load was needed at the studios, and he was already taking too long in delivering it. Tomorrow he finished early. He could take her there then. She’d have to sleep on his sofa for the night, but in another twenty-four hours his non-sought-after part of father-figure and protector would be over.


    ‘Tomorrow,’ he said grimly, ‘I’ll take you there tomorrow.’


    She eyed him nervously. ‘You can’t,’ she said, her eyes fixed on his profile and the bunched muscles of his jaw. ‘I threw away the paper with the address on it, and I can’t remember the lady’s name.’


    ‘Christ Almighty! Do you mean to tell me you’ve nowhere to go?’


    ‘I can manage,’ she said, her trembling voice holding a hint of defiance. ‘Just stop the truck and let me out.’


    ‘Over my dead body!’ Bob’s mouth was set in a harsh line, the blue of his eyes glacial. ‘You’re about as equipped to deal with this town as I am to star as Cinderella.’


    Despite her distress a smile tinged the corners of her mouth. ‘What are you going to do with me then?’


    ‘Look after you until you’ve the sense to look after yourself. First of all we dump this load up on the lot. Next, we get rid of that damned cardboard valise.’


    ‘You can’t,’ she protested mildly, aware of a sudden feeling of safety and refuge. ‘All my clothes are in it.’


    ‘And I can guess what they look like,’ Bob said darkly. ‘Tomorrow we’ll buy you a couple of dresses and some shoes.’


    ‘I haven’t any money.’


    Bob’s lips twitched in a suspicion of a smile. ‘I never for one moment reckoned you had.’


    Down-town Los Angeles was behind them now. They were climbing a steep, winding road that led high into the San Gabriel mountains and Daisy looked around her. Fuchsias grew wild and, instead of gasoline fumes, the air was heavy with the scent of mimosa and honeysuckle.


    ‘I like it up here,’ she said disarmingly.


    Bob looked across at her, marvelling at the calm way she had accepted his protection: at her innocence and trust. ‘Don’t you want to know if my intentions are honourable?’ he asked curiously.


    A faint frown furrowed her brow. ‘Are they?’ she asked, and for a fleeting moment he saw the frightened-little-girl-look dart into her eyes again and instantly regretted his question.


    His face softened. ‘Hell, yes. You take the bed, I’ll take the sofa.’


    ‘Shouldn’t it be the other way round?’ she asked as they approached a vast array of sprawling, hangar-like buildings contained behind iron gates.


    ‘It should be,’ Bob agreed drily, ‘but I’m just an old-fashioned boy at heart. Always the gentleman.’


    They were laughing again as the truck drew up to the gates and a small, heavily-built man dragged the gate open wide so that they could drive through.


    Bob was aware of a glare of disapproval. It was strictly against company policy to give lifts, much less admit anyone unauthorized on to the lot. He didn’t give a damn. He did his work well, was a good timekeeper and this was the first time he had so much as infringed a company rule.


    Daisy gazed around her, wide-eyed. ‘Is this the film studios?’


    Bob nodded, driving steadily past the enormous hangars with their infuriatingly closed doors. Beyond them she glimpsed a whole street that looked as if it had been transported in its entirety from the Wild West. Then a castle, turreted and crenellated; and then a bizarre semi-circle of fake Amazonian trees and trailing creepers. She wanted to ask Bob to slow down, so that she could see better, but sensed that to do so would be futile.


    There were people everywhere. Ethereally slim, pencil-skirted girls hurrying purposefully in and out of glass-fronted offices; sweatshirted, muscular men hauling heavy cables. Young girls in tutus and ballet shoes. Young men with sheafs of paper under their arms. All carried with them an air of importance and barely suppressed excitement. It was as if they were all privy to a glorious secret and Daisy wondered what it would be like to be one of them. To have a destination to hurry to. A task to undertake.


    Suddenly there was a distant shout of command and she gasped as scores of brass-plated soldiers began to surge towards the battlements of the castle. Before she could catch her breath Bob had driven into a building so large Daisy could see no end to it. He halted the truck, opened the door and sprang to the ground. ‘Stay there, I’ll be twenty minutes, maybe thirty.’


    Daisy’s eyes adjusted to the dimness. Piled high on either side of the truck, stretching into seeming infinity, were what she imagined were the props Bob had spoken of. Another male voice joined Bob’s. The rear doors of the truck were opened and the contents were lifted out, checked off and added to the overwhelming array surrounding them.


    It was only twenty yards from the hangar entrance to the point where she had glimpsed the intriguing mock battle. She peeped out of the truck. Bob was lifting the heavy props, the strong muscles of his arms gleaming with sweat. She paused for a second then opened the cab door and jumped lightly to the ground. Neither man heard her or looked up as she ran, fleet-footedly, out of the shadowed hangar and into the brilliant sunlight.


    The battle was still raging.


    ‘To the death, men!’ yelled a brave figure, with a huge black cross emblazoned on his silver mail, as he led yet another charge against the brass-plated enemies scaling the castle walls.


    ‘Cut! for Christ’s sake, cut!’ The deep voice cracked like a whip across the set, instantly silencing the uproar. ‘The invaders are to be repelled, Tennant. There’s so many of them over the battlements there’s not a knight to be seen.’


    The men groaned, retreating down the ladders and slumping defeatedly against the walls. Fascinated, Daisy edged nearer. The harsh voice that had brought a halt to the proceedings belonged to a powerfully built man sitting in a canvas chair with his back to her. Hair as black as her own curled low over the collar of his shirt. The clenched knuckles that drummed impatiently on the wooden arm of the chair were olive-toned. Everything about him indicated command. The tense set of his shoulders; the undisputed authority in his voice.


    A minion approached and was waved impatiently away. Electricians and cameramen surrounded the foot of the castle and close to Daisy saw that it was nothing more than a facade of grey, painted plywood with platforms behind on which the knights could stand.


    ‘Okay, let’s take it again and this time put some guts into it.’ There was an intriguing quality to his voice; an accent not quite American.


    ‘Quiet on the set!’ called one of the men near the cameras. ‘Tennant. Knights of the Black Cross. Scene 16. Roll’em.’


    Again the air was filled with the sound of battle. Again the walls were scaled, but this time the Knights of the Black Cross succeeded in repelling the onslaught.


    The formidable figure in the canvas chair rose to his feet and Daisy held her breath, willing him to turn in her direction so that she could catch a glimpse of his face.


    Suddenly a door only yards away from her opened and she shrank back against the hangar wall as a vision in clinging white silk stepped out into the sunlight saying petulantly to the retinue in her wake, ‘If my call doesn’t come soon, I’ll need a complete re-make-up.’


    Daisy had never seen anyone so beautiful. Her hair was a golden halo, her eyes large and blue, her glossy lips forming an almost perfect Cupid’s bow. A wimple trailing floating chiffon crowned her head and a belt of braided silver hung seductively low on her hips, falling in two glorious streams to the hem of her gown.


    ‘Just another few minutes, Miss de Santa,’ one of the girls hurrying after her said.


    ‘A glass of water, Miss de Santa?’ suggested another deferentially.


    A glass of water and ice appeared as if by magic. Miss de Santa sipped it daintily and then, surrounded by her acolytes, drifted goddess-like towards the dominant figure surveying the scene before him with rapt concentration.


    ‘Darling, can’t we possibly get my take over and done with? I can’t possibly wait any longer. I shall wilt.’


    With an expletive of impatience the broad-shouldered figure swung round and Daisy felt as if all the breath had been sucked from her body.


    Black eyes slanted under winged brows. There was something harsh, almost Arabic, about the sun-dark planes of his face, the high, lean cheekbones; the strong nose and jutting jaw. It was the face of a man used to being obeyed. Hard and uncompromising. A face that once seen would never be forgotten. In the sunlight his hair had a blue sheen as it tumbled low over his forehead. His shirt was gashed open at the throat and Daisy was aware of whipcord muscles and a sense of power barely under restraint. There was something feral and primitive about him that sent a shiver down her spine.


    He frowned fiercely as Miss de Santa laid a hand upon his arm and said, ‘It’s so insufferably hot, darling, and…’


    Behind her Daisy heard the throb of the truck’s engine. Reluctantly she moved in its direction and as she did so his eyes flashed across at her.


    ‘Who the hell are you?’ His voice halted her instantly. She turned to face him and tried to speak but the words choked in her throat. Her legs had suddenly lost their strength and she leaned weakly against the hangar wall, her fingers splayed behind her.


    His eyes narrowed and he sucked in his breath. God in heaven, where had she come from? At first he had seen only the cheap dress, the ugly stockings and clumsy shoes and then her head had jerked upwards, startled and afraid, and he had seen her face.


    He had been in Hollywood for two years. For the five years prior to that he had made films in his native Hungary, and in all that time he had never seen a face so exquisitely photogenic. It was angular and delicate, full of shadows and light, the hollows beneath her cheekbones balanced perfectly by a mouth full and sensually curved. But it was her eyes that held him, almond shaped and thick lashed, the colour of smoked crystal. Luminous, haunting eyes that screamed out to be filmed. Eyes that belonged to a woman, not a child. A woman who had suffered pain and loneliness and defied them with courage as she was defying him now. He began to stride towards her, oblivious of the waiting set, the curious crew. The long, lovely line of her neck was flawless, the shapeless dress she wore no concealment for a body supple and slender and unbelievably graceful. There was an incandescent quality about her that took his breath away. It was as though she was lit by an inner flame. She was fire and air and he wanted to film her more than he had wanted to film any other woman in his life. He halted, barely a foot away from her.


    ‘Who are you? What are you doing here?’ His voice had lost its snarl. He was gazing at her with such a curious expression in his eyes that she wondered if he was mad.


    ‘I’m a visitor,’ she said, drawing a deep, ragged breath into her lungs, and struggling for composure.


    Vidal Rakoczi stared down at the cloud of dark hair and bravely tilted chin.


    ‘I’ll be damned,’ he said softly, and gazing up into his dark, devil’s face, Daisy felt that he very well might be.


    For a long moment their eyes held. Time wavered and in the sun-scorched heat seemed to halt. The cast and crew fell silent, watching them. She could no longer hear the throb of the truck’s engine. She was aware of nothing but the overpowering presence and masculinity of the man standing so close to her that she could feel the warmth of his breath on her cheek.


    ‘What is your name?’ he asked, his voice scorching her nerve ends raw.


    ‘Valentina.’ Her lips trembled slightly, her sexual vulnerability so palpable it enflamed even his hardened senses. He stemmed his surge of desire and stared at her hideous shoes, the ugliness of her stockings.


    ‘How old are you?’


    He was so close that her hair blew against his skin.


    ‘Seventeen.’


    His eyes narrowed speculatively and tiny white lines appeared at the corners of his mouth. She looked nearer fifteen, and if she was Worldwide would never agree to her appearing in his films. Not in the parts her eyes destined her for. ‘Did your mother bring you?’ They usually did. Laying siege to the casting director’s office for hour after hour.


    ‘No…I…’ His eyes were consuming her. She felt as if she was about to faint. His hand reached out to steady her and she swayed against him like a petal in the breeze.


    

      ‘Valentina!’ Bob’s voice was raw with urgency.


    She stared dazedly in his direction. He was halfway out of the truck and there was murder in his eyes.


    She had to move: had to prevent a confrontation between him and the powerful figure at her side.


    ‘I’m coming, Bob,’ she gasped, tearing herself free and running, stumbling, towards the truck. ‘I’m coming, I’m sorry!’


    Her hand closed on the handle of the passenger seat door and Bob hauled her up savagely beside him, slamming the truck into gear and speeding away without even a backward glance in Rakoczi’s direction.


    His face was set in a terrifying mask as he slewed the truck round the last of the hangars and made for the studio’s parking lot. He didn’t know what he wanted to do most – throttle Valentina for her stupidity in leaving the anonymity of the truck, or punch the hell out of Rakoczi for reducing her to a quivering wreck. He brought the truck screeching to a halt.


    ‘Out,’ he ordered tersely, his jaw clenched, a nerve throbbing angrily.


    Daisy obeyed, silent sobs rising in her throat as she remembered the dark voice that had called after her as she had broken free of him. He had called after her and against every instinct in her body she had continued to run.


    Bob stormed across to a Buick and unlocked the door. ‘Get in and let’s get the hell out of here.’


    She half fell into the seat beside him. It seemed to her that her breath would never steady again.


    ‘I… Who was he?’ she asked at last as they sped between the studio gates and spun round the first of the bends in the long, descending road.


    ‘Vidal Rakoczi,’ Bob spat the name venomously. ‘Of all the people to tangle with you have to choose the most powerful man on the lot. Christ. No one goes on a Rakoczi set unless they’re part of the team. It’s a wonder he didn’t hurl you over the studio gates.’


    The blood surged through his veins in a raging tide. ‘Was he foul-mouthed to you?’ he asked tensely. If Rakoczi had been he would hit him full square on the jaw, job or no job.


    Daisy looked at him in astonishment. ‘No… He was… kind.’


    

      ‘Kind!’

    


    Daisy thought Bob was going to explode. ‘Rakoczi hasn’t been kind to anyone in his life! He’s reduced the biggest stars of the studio to tears, and he’s the only director I’ve known who defies the studio chiefs with impunity. He’s known as the Hungarian devil and it’s a reputation he lives up to.’


    Daisy looked down at her arm where Rakoczi had so fleetingly held it. It felt as if it had been branded.


    ‘He only asked my name,’ she said, her voice a barely discernible whisper.


    Bob looked at her in astonishment. ‘He didn’t tell you to get off the set, or ask how you got on to it?’


    ‘No.’ She shook her head and the light caught in her hair. ‘He asked me how old I was. That’s all.’


    Bob’s blue eyes narrowed. ‘Son of a bitch,’ he said as, with scant regard for other traffic, he turned into Van Ness. There was only one reason Rakoczi would ask such a question. The only surprise was that he should care whether she was under age or not.


    Daisy wanted to ask Bob a hundred and one questions about Vidal Rakoczi but knew that to do so would only anger him again. Instead, she asked, ‘Who was the lady dressed in white and gold?’


    Bob’s anger was already ebbing away. ‘Romana de Santa: she’s Worldwide’s latest acquisition. The studios are all set to make her into a rival to Gloria Swanson.’


    ‘She’s very beautiful. Just like a princess in a fairytale.’ Then Daisy remembered the proprietorial way Miss de Santa had called Rakoczi ‘darling’and an icy chill entered her soul.


    Bob grinned. Romana de Santa was more like a bitch on heat than a fairytale princess. She had fought, slept and bribed her way to the position she now held.


    ‘Is Romana a Spanish name?’ she asked reflectively. ‘She didn’t look Spanish.’


    Bob turned right on Santa Monica. ‘She isn’t, and she was born Dolly Munff of Calico Springs, Idaho. Does that dispel your fairytale princess illusion?’


    Daisy stared at him. ‘Do many people change their names in Hollywood?’


    ‘Ninety-nine per cent. The studios like a fancy name on the billboards. The public will flock to see Romana de Santa in her latest epic. They wouldn’t be quite so keen to see Dolly Munff.’


    Daisy was aware of a sudden stillness in the very centre of her being. Dolly Munff had changed her name to Romana de Santa, just as she had changed her name to Valentina, and Romana de Santa was famous, feted wherever she went. More important still, Romana de Santa was a woman who could call Vidal Rakoczi ‘darling’.


    She said tentatively, ‘Valentina isn’t my real name either.’


    Bob resisted the urge to laugh. ‘I never for one moment thought it was, sweetheart.’


    ‘Aren’t you going to ask me what it is?’


    ‘No. In this town you can be anyone or anything you want to be. If you want to be Valentina, that’s fine by me.’


    ‘And if I want to be an actress like Romana de Santa?’


    ‘Then it isn’t,’ Bob said, his mood changing abruptly. ‘For every Romana there are a thousand who don’t make it and who break their hearts in the process.’


    She didn’t care about the thousands who didn’t make it. She knew instinctively that she was not one of them.


    Seeing the expression on her face, Bob ran a hand through his hair and wondered if he was mad. In the space of a few hours he had become a surrogate father to a girl so hauntingly beautiful that even Rakoczi had noticed her. Now he was taking her home to share his roof but not his bed. No one would believe the truth of the situation. He doubted if he believed it himself. With a screech of tyres he drove down Heliotrope and halted outside a shabbily-painted wooden-framed house.


    ‘We’re home,’ he said, unhappily aware that his feelings towards her were not paternal, and never would be.


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    Bob’s words roused Daisy from her stupor. ‘Home.’ It was a word she had never heard before. Slow pleasure seeped through her as she stood at his side and stared at the simple, wooden-framed house almost drowning beneath its load of flowering ivy and creepers.


    ‘It’s beautiful,’ she said softly.


    Bob looked down at her compassionately. If this was beautiful the convent had been bleak indeed.


    ‘Let’s go in,’ he said gently, picking up her valise and leading the way up a narrow walk between boxwood hedges.


    The door creaked on unoiled hinges and Bob winced at the sight of breakfast dishes still unwashed and a film of dust on the coffee table and woodwork.


    Daisy was blissfully unaware of any such flaws. She saw only the cosy intimacy of a small room with books and pictures and gaily scattered rugs. All her life she had had a minimum of personal possessions. To her, Bob’s room seemed to be overflowing with riches. In wonderment she walked slowly across to the open door leading to a cubby hole of a kitchen. A pack of beer sat on top of the refrigerator waiting to be stowed away. A spray of eucalyptus bobbed in at the open window.


    Bob stood in the centre of the main room as she retraced her steps and paused tentatively before a closed door. She looked across at him and he nodded permission. Tenderness flooded through him. At least the bed had been made, he thought with relief.


    She opened the door and stood on the threshold. The bed was old-fashioned with a brass head and a hand-crotcheted coverlet. There was a small dresser, a mirror, a host of glossy autographed photographs, and a pile of discarded clothing topped by a battered tennis racket.


    ‘It’s all yours,’ Bob said, entering the room and scooping up the dirty linen.


    ‘Do you mean it?’ She had never slept in a room of her own before.


    ‘Of course I mean it.’ He swung the valise on to the bed. ‘Now let’s eat. I’ve some steak and tomatoes and mushrooms. If you want to shower, the bathroom’s through there.’ He nodded in the direction of a glass-fronted door adjoining the kitchen.


    She looked up at him, overwhelmed at his kindness.


    ‘Thank you,’ she said simply.


    He smiled. ‘There’s no need for thanks,’ he said, making his way to the kitchen. ‘Just run a duster over the place now and again. That’ll be thanks enough.’


    Later, as music from Bob’s record player filled the room and she sat on the floor with her back against the sofa while Bob sipped at a beer, she said dreamily, ‘I don’t think I’ve ever been so happy.’


    Bob put down his glass carefully. Her head was a mere fraction from his knees and he resisted the urge to move closer; to reach out and touch the silky softness of her hair.


    ‘That convent of yours must have been a pretty grim place.’


    Her eyes clouded. ‘No, not really. Just…lonely.’


    ‘But there must have been lots of other kids.’


    ‘Yes, but they weren’t like me. They were orphans.’


    ‘And you weren’t?’


    ‘No.’ A lamp cast a soft light in the room. Through an open window came the sound of a distant coyote. ‘My mother left me at the convent when I was a baby. They couldn’t allow me to be adopted in case she came back for me.’


    ‘Only she didn’t?’


    ‘No.’


    ‘Holy shit.’ This time he did reach out and touch her, his hand resting comfortingly on her shoulder. He glanced at his watch and saw it was nearly midnight. ‘Bedtime, sweetheart,’ he said, rising to his feet. ‘I have an early start tomorrow.’


    His pillow and blanket, folded neatly, lay in readiness at the end of the sofa.


    She stood up, suddenly uncertain. ‘What will I do? About a job, I mean?’


    ‘Don’t worry. I’ll soon fix you up with something,’ he said, but as the bedroom door closed behind her, he knew he would not do so in a hurry. He stretched his long frame out on the sofa and passed his hand across his eyes. She trusted him and it was a trust he could not abuse – or let others abuse. His mouth hardened as he remembered Vidal Rakoczi and the way he had caught hold of her. It would not happen again. No matter what pressure the Hungarian brought to bear on him.


    Vidal was waiting for him as he arrived the next morning.


    ‘Who is she?’ he asked, his eyes narrowed, before Bob could even emerge from the Buick’s interior.


    Bob didn’t answer until he was standing upright. ‘I don’t know who you mean,’ he said tightly, moving towards the truck.


    Rakoczi barred the way. ‘You know damn well who I mean, Kelly,’ he said softly.


    Bob felt the anger he had been determined to control lick along his veins. Rakoczi had wasted no time in finding out his identity. No doubt he would waste equally little time in reporting him for bringing Valentina on to the lot.


    ‘I’ve told you, I don’t know who you mean,’ he repeated through clenched teeth.


    Rakoczi had been riding in the hills since dawn. The whip he still carried cracked menacingly against the leather of his knee-high boots. His black eyes glittered. ‘You know damn well who I mean. The girl you brought on to the lot yesterday. I want to know who she is. Where she lives.’


    Bob felt his hands slowly clenching. ‘She’s my sister and she went back home to Oregon last night. She has no interest in films or film-making.’


    ‘You’re lying.’ Rakoczi moved towards him threateningly.


    Bob shook his head and stood his ground, his eyes brilliant with rage that matched that of the man before him.


    ‘No I’m not. You frightened her half to death yesterday. She’s not a city girl. She’s gone back home where she belongs.’


    ‘She belongs on film!’ Rakoczi snarled, his eyes blazing.


    ‘No she doesn’t. She belongs with the man she’s going to marry. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.’


    Vidal’s breath hissed between his teeth as he stepped out of the way and Bob swung himself up into the truck’s cab. There had been the certainty of truth in Bob Kelly’s words and Vidal wasn’t a man accustomed to wasting time and energy. He would find out which part of Oregon Kelly came from. If he had to search the whole damned state, he’d find her. And film her.


    Bob allowed himself a triumphant smile as the engine throbbed into life and the truck rolled away from the thwarted Hungarian. He didn’t envy the staff or crew of The Black Knights. Rakoczi’s temper, legendary at the best of times, would be doubly explosive today.


    When he got back to the house that evening every surface sparkled and shone and a vase overspilling with poppies and yellow daisies graced the centre of the dining table. An inviting aroma drifted from the kitchen.


    Bob grinned at her. ‘Have you been enjoying yourself, sweetheart?’


    She nodded, her eyes anxious, eager to please. ‘You like chilli, don’t you? And tacos?’


    ‘I love them,’ Bob said, sitting down, and aware that his days of hamburgers and hot dogs were temporarily at an end.


    ‘I… I wondered if you’d seen Mr Rakoczi today,’ she said hesitantly.


    ‘No.’ Bob’s voice was steady as he shovelled chilli into a taco shell. ‘He’s a director. I’m a truck driver. Our paths don’t cross.’


    In some subtle way he had withdrawn from her. She knew that to continue would make things worse, but she had to ask. ‘Could I come with you tomorrow? To the studios… Maybe I could get a job there.’


    ‘No!’ This time there was no mistaking the steeliness of his voice. ‘I’ve told you before, Worldwide is no place for you. It’s corrupt and degenerate and I want you to stay well clear of it.’


    She swallowed a mouthful of chilli with difficulty, her appetite gone. ‘I wouldn’t get in anyone’s way, Bob. Not like yesterday. I thought I could work in the offices. Sister Françesca taught me to type and to keep books and…’


    ‘No!’ Their eyes met and held and he knew that he was right in refusing her request. There was something about her. Some indefinable quality that he didn’t understand but that he knew would not go unnoticed at Worldwide.


    She lowered her eyes and blinked back hot tears. There was no compromise in Bob’s voice. He had said ‘no’and he had meant it. But if she didn’t return to the studio, how could she ever see Vidal Rakoczi again? Her shoulders drooped with disappointment and Bob pushed his plate away.


    ‘Would you like to see a movie this evening?’ he asked, wanting to make amends.


    ‘Oh, I’d love to.’


    He grinned. ‘Leave the dishes then. We’ll do them together later.’


    She grinned back at him. He was good and kind and if he didn’t want her to go to the studios then she wouldn’t go, and she would never ask again.


    Their first days together merged into a week, then a month and then two, but the novelty of the house never wore thin. She cared for it with pride and when her housework was done spent long happy hours walking in the surrounding hills.


    She loved the steep inclines, the narrow, dusty canyons and the lush flowering landscapes. In the evenings they would go to a movie, to the beach, to the local tennis club, where her standard of play was soon equal to Bob’s. The coarse linen dress and thick, dark stockings had long since been burned. She went bare legged now, in sandals and gay summer dresses and if their neighbours misunderstood the relationship between them, Daisy was unaware of it, and Bob uncaring.


    On the morning of St Joseph’s day she sat in the sun-filled kitchen eating grapenuts mixed with puffed rice and sugar and knew that she could not let the anniversary pass unnoticed. If she set off early, she would be able to reach Capistrano well before lunchtime. Impulsively, she made sandwiches, stuffed them into her shoulder bag and ran down to the bus station.


    The south-bound bus was full of day trippers. As it spilled the tourists and herself out at Capistrano, she knew that she didn’t want to stay amongst them. Instead, she began to walk away from the small town towards the convent. It was strange returning to the place she had left with such eagerness. She paused at the gates, gazing reflectively at the white walls, the garden and the pleasantly shaded cloisters. Then she turned away abruptly, striding through wild grass to the crown of the hill.


    Only a few birds were winging their way inland. Squaretailed, with glossy dark throat patches, they swooped in a long elipse and then soared high again, their cry a soft churr in the warm March air. A couple of them landed on the eaves of the convent and she sat down, her legs aching as she withdrew her sandwiches from her shoulder bag.


    So much had happened since she had last gazed skywards waiting for their return. A heady feeling of presentiment seized her. Her life had changed once and it would change again. How and why she didn’t know, but it would. Of that she was certain.


    ‘We’re invited to a party,’ he said to her that evening on her return.


    Her eyes sparkled. ‘Who is giving it?’


    ‘Lilli Rainer. She was a big name in the old days. Her son, Jeff Claybourne, is an electrician at Worldwide.’


    On the night of the party she dressed with great care and Bob whistled admiringly as she stepped from the bedroom, her hair a smoke-dark cloud, her skin pale ivory, a devastatingly simple amethyst satin dress clinging to her breasts and hips. In the soft light of the room her lustrous eyes dominated the fragility of her face, and then she smiled and all he saw was the delicious curve of her mouth.


    ‘You look a million dollars, sweetheart.’


    She felt a surge of pleasure. She wanted him to be proud of her. With her arm tucked through his, she stepped outside into the warm night air.


    They drove high up into an area she had not visited before. The houses were large and low, set well back from the road amidst carefully tended lawns and trees. At last Bob swung the Buick off the road and motored with headlights blazing up a long, curving drive. There was the sound of laughter and of glasses clinking. The Buick halted and Bob opened the door for her. A sense of excitement, so deep it nearly took her breath away, seized her. With glowing eyes she followed Bob and stepped into the noise and heat of the party.
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