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College lecturer and secret
romance novelist Zaira Darcy literally bumps into the man of her dreams in an
elevator.  Dashing Brad Clarke,
Hollywood’s hottest new director, working alongside her in New York on the screenplay
of her hot new bestseller, is everything she could want in a man, and
more.  


But the secrets from her past
threaten to destroy any chance of happiness they might have. Zaira must learn
to trust to love again. Just when Zaira and Brad find true love, her joy is
ripped from her by a series of shocking revelations. Brad is forced to go on
the run for a series of crimes he didn't commit. Can Zaira trust him?  Or is someone behind this plot to ruin
him?


Zaira searches her heart for
the truth, and must lock horns with her ex-husband Jonathan one last time to
save Brad’s life, even if it means sacrificing her own…


 


Before
Zaira could say a word, Brad placed a wad of money on the table, and took her
firmly by the elbow.  He hailed a
cab at the corner, and pushed her in.


“I’m
sorry, but it's been a long day, and I just want to get home,” Brad declared,
taking her hand firmly, his voice brooking no refusal. 


Zaira
leaned helplessly against him in the taxi.  He was leaving her, getting married, going back home to
California forever.  It was too
late.  She had lost him.  


Brad
caressed her fingers with his own, gently yet possessively, and kissed her
softly as the car pulled up to the curb. 
All the way up the elevator he kissed her, stroking her hair and her
eyelids, and cheeks, nuzzling her ear playfully until she was on fire.


He
kissed and caressed her with his hands all the way down the corridor, and ran
one hand up and down her back, pressing her closely to him in an intimate
embrace which left her in no doubt of his desires. With his other hand he
unlocked the door, and switched on the light.  


Pleasure
turned to pain as Brad rammed her up against the wall and ground out, “The game
is over, Zaira, Zoe, whatever you’re called!  I want the truth, and I want it now.”  


 


 


Reviews:


“In this
contemporary thriller Zaira Darcy and new-found love interest Brad Clark
undergo a comedy of errors which turns into a deadly game of cat and
mouse.  Zaira leads a double life:
respectable academic by day, historical novelist by night.  When top director Brad decides he wants
to make a Hollywood blockbuster of her latest book, it’s an offer she can’t
refuse.  Left destitute by her
husband, who vanished without a trace, she decides to help Brad and keep
control of her own book by pretending to be Zoe, the new screenwriter for the
book.  


“When her ex
Jonathan appears out of the blue working for Brad’s father and tries to
blackmail her into keeping silent about his identity, she smells a rat. But
before Zaira can tell Brad the truth about her identity and the fact that she
has fallen head over heels for him, Brad figures out the game she has been
playing and is not sure he can trust her.


When Brad is
accused of the most horrendous criminal activities, Zaira is convinced it is
her ex who is to blame. She must uncover the truth and clear Brad’s good name,
even if it means losing him--or her very life....


“A remarkable
novel which starts out in a light-hearted way, with a great number of
intriguing questions, and soon becomes whirlwind of passion, mystery and
intrigue.  Zaira is a very capable
woman, Brad the type of hero most women long for.  Together they are explosive, and adding the evil Jonathan to
the mix creates a situation fraught with tension.  The author manages to keep you guessing until the very end.
If there is any couple you want to have the fairy tale ending, it is Zaira and
Brad.  Hang onto you seats while
you wait to see if they get there!” Annabelle Stevens, Love’s Sweet Song


 


“Zaira Darcy
is just recovering from a shocking divorce when the devastatingly handsome Brad
Clark barges into her life and turns it completely around.  From being homeless and penniless, she
not only has a good job and place to live at the university she is teaching in,
but Brad wants to film her novel, and even pay her money to write the
screenplay. 


"Eager
to keep her privacy, and the two parts of her life separate, academic and
novelist, she invents an alter ego, Zoe. 
Zoe dares to do things the shy and retiring Zaira would never do,
including act and direct and become involved in a sizzling relationship with
Brad.


“Brad feels
like a fool when he discovers Zoe and Zaira are one and the same person, but
loves her enough to forgive her. 
But any question of living happily ever after is destroyed when Brad is
accused of unspeakable criminal acts. 
Zaira begs him to flee the country while she and some new-found friends
try to clear his name.   


"Zaira
become convinced that her ex-husband Jonathan, now working for Clark Studios,
is trying to destroy Brad and seize the company for himself.  As Zaira digs further and further to
prove Brad’s innocence, the inevitable confrontation with Jonathan is only a
heartbeat away....and so is her death.


“Ms.
MacMurrough has penned an exceptional romantic suspense novel with remarkable
characters and tight, clever plotting which makes for a fascinating read.”  Jacqui Jerome, The Picture of Bliss


 


“Zaira Darcy,
shy, demure academic, falls head over heels for stunning Hollywood director
Brad Clark, who has come to New York to teach at her university, and to meet
the author of “The Dark Lady,” the historical novel topping the bestsellers’
list.  Zaira has written the novel
under a nom de plume, and doesn’t
dare tell Brad she is the author for fear of getting in way over her head with
the incredibly wealthy and powerful man. 
Having just got over her divorce to the power-hungry Jonathan [bookmark: OLE_LINK20][bookmark: OLE_LINK21]Waxman,
she is leery of commitment, and all that Brad is offering her seems just too
good to be true.


"Brad is
not your typical Hollywood movie mogul: 
he is an intelligent and compassionate man with a conscience, and the
sexiest body Zaira has ever laid eyes on. As their minds meet over work, their
bodies are drawn together by sheer magnetism.  Zaira isn’t able to keep up the pretence of being novelist
Zoe for very long, as Brad strips their relationship down to the bare
essentials: they're in love, so why fight it?


But before
Zaira and Brad can settle things between them, her ex tries to take over Brad’s
studio, resorting to criminal activities and even attempted murder to get his
own way. Only Zaira is fully aware of exactly what Jonathan is capable of, and
is the only person who can protect Brad and his father from Jonathan’s evil
schemes.


“As with all
of Ms. MacMurrough’s novels, the tension, passion and mystery light up the
pages, making this novel impossible to put down. The author has an uncanny
knack for characterization and detail, and the romance and suspense sizzle and
will delight any reader.”  Evelyn
Trimborn, Heedless  Hearts


 


Top 50 e book at Barnes and Noble, May
2001-November 2001, Rocket Format


 


Amazon and Barnes and Noble reviews:






Thrilling


As clever as Shakespeare
in Love, though
obviously written long before it, this is the tale of Zaira Darcy and her bid
to hold on to new-found love Brad even though she has been hurt before. Part
taut mystery which will keep you guessing, part sizzling love story, this is
one book you won’t want to end.


 



Loved it!


Great sizzle
between the characters! Loved the heroine and the whole plot-Shakespeare in
Love has nothing
on this! I’m looking forward to reading more of this author!


 



Terrific fun


A really
clever book, with two wonderful characters who meet and fall in love. The book
seems an ordinary enough contemporary romance at first, but soon dark shadows
from the past return to threaten both characters. Brad was to die for! A
wonderful read.


 



Super-a
wonderful read


I thought it
this would be a straight contemporary, but it turned out to be a wonderful
thriller romance. I loved the characters, and Brad is definitely the man of my
dreams. The author’s settings in New York and Hollywood also added a touch of
glamor. Boy, do the love scenes sizzle. Terrific.


 


Brad is
the sexiest thing on two legs!


At last, I
have met the man of my dreams! though sadly, only in a novel. but there has got
to be someone out there like him somewhere!. I’ve read it twice in a row, I
loved it so much! Am going to try all of her other books as well.


 


Sorcha Mac Murrough


 


Sorcha Mac
Murrough has been writing stories since she could hold a pen.  She has a degree in Irish history, from
which she draws her inspiration. 
She lives in glorious rural Ireland, and loves cooking, hiking and
calligraphy.  
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CHAPTER
ONE


 


Zaira Darcy raced across the foyer
of the main university building. 
The first day of a new term, and she was already running around like a
mad woman, she reflected ruefully.  
She saw one of the elevator doors about to close, and decided recklessly
to sprint for it.


But Zaira hadn’t calculated on
another like-minded person charging for it as well. The collision knocked the
wind out of her. Zaira's books and lecture notes went flying in every
direction.  It was only due to the
presence of mind of the tall figure, who grabbed her by the elbows, that she
wasn’t sent sprawling herself.  


“Damn, I’m sorry, look what I’ve
done,” he drawled in a West Coast accent, as he pulled her up and steadied
her.  


Zaira was so awestruck by the
presence and physical beauty of the man that she could only gaze up at him
mutely.  Emerald green eyes
caressed her own grey ones intimately before he eased her down onto one of the
benches and went to retrieve her property.  


She sat gazing at the muscular
back as it rippled through the black and purple UCLA sweatshirt he wore. She
took in his long virile legs encased in black jeans. His hair was dark brown
with intriguing reddish flashes, and curled softly at the nape of his neck.  As he reached out, she saw the hands
were strong and capable-looking, with each large enough to hold both of her own
at the same time.  He knelt by her
gathering papers, and finally looked up into her face.  


Zaira grew embarrassed as her gaze
lingered, but she could not take her eyes away from his twinkling green
ones.  The rest of his face was
breath-taking as well.  His lashes
swept lushly over his fine deeply tanned cheekbones as he blinked, and his lips
were full.  Just right for smiling,
or kissing, Zaira thought suddenly, and for a moment she thought her theory was
about to be proven, for he moved upwards, and his mouth came within a few
inches of hers.


“I think I’ve got everything here,
and I’m really sorry.  I’d heard
New Yorkers were always in a hurry, but I guess I found out the hard way,” he
said with a grin.  “And now I’ve
probably made you late on top of everything else,” he added apologetically as
he tried to sort her papers into some kind of order.


“No, not really,” she heard
herself lie, and wondered way her voice sounded so strange.  “I was just making a bet with myself
that I could get on that elevator, and I probably would have if we hadn’t
bumped into each other.” 


Then she realized what she had
said, and they both laughed.


“Well, you’re pretty much the
first person I’ve spoken to since I got here yesterday, so I’m sorry again, and
it’s been a pleasure to meet you.” His voice lingered on the word “pleasure.” 


Zaira felt herself blush as the
green eyes took her in from top to toe. 
She had felt very professional-looking in her grey pinstripe suit with
her auburn hair tightly pinned into a demure chignon and her spectacles perched
on the end of her nose, but under this alluring Californian’s scrutiny she felt
stark-naked.


“Don’t let me keep you,” Zaira asserted
rather coldly, as she lifted the pile of books from the bench and held out her
other hand for her papers.


“You’re not,” he said with a
smile, as he walked towards the lift, still holding her papers.


Zaira had no choice but to follow,
and as they stood in silence waiting for the elevator, she noticed him looking
at the titles of some of her books.


“Political Shakespeare?  Drama within Drama?  Never heard of them. 
How could Shakespeare be political?  It’s only literature, isn’t it?” he said, sounding mildly
interested but rather condescending. 
“Is that what they make you students read at this university?”


“No one makes me read it, I make my students read
it, and no, Shakespeare is not simply literature but an historical and a
political document. All literature is solidly based on the concerns of the
society in which it is produced, like male/female relationships, relationships
between the classes, and other big political issues.  Shakespeare would have never been successful on the stage or
in print when the book of his plays was first published unless he’d been
writing about things people were genuinely concerned about.  All writing needs to appeal to people’s
concerns, or else it won’t be successful except as the most light-weight of
entertainments.”


“Like films?” the infuriatingly
handsome stranger asked her as the elevator door pinged open and they stepped
inside.


“Films can address many serious
concerns, and there are of course excellent adaptations of Shakespeare, but
unless it speaks to the audience in a new way, it won’t endure.  Films too are a product of the society
and culture that produce them. 
French films, for example, are very different from English, Russian or
American films, aren’t they?”


“They sure are,” the stranger
replied with a smile, watching her intently.


“Many of the best films are taken
from novels, so obviously something appeals to the film-makers in these
stories. They take it on trust that their audience will feel the same way, and
therefore pay to see the film.  But
it isn’t merely entertainment, is it? 
It’s a huge money-making venture on the one hand, at its most basic
level, but also in some cases even propaganda, making the public see the image
the director and the cinematographer want us to see.  It’s not true to life. If it were, they’d be making
documentaries.  So there's another
level of art added to what is already artistic, and another level of politics
to something which is already political,” Zaira explained patiently, warming to
her subject, as well as her audience.


They reached the tenth floor, and
Zaira suddenly realized she was going to be dreadfully late if she didn’t get
rid of him soon.  “We’re on ten,”
she said.  “You aren’t lost, are
you?”


“I, um, no,” he said, with a blink
and shake of his head.  “I’m going
to Room 1012.”


“Right, well, it’s this way, the
door next to mine,” Zaira said, leading him down the corridor.  “You must be doing that new film
studies course Brad Clarke is giving this term.  I must admit I’ve never liked any of his films, but of
course it’s a matter of taste.”


The tall dark stranger hesitated
for a moment in the corridor, and handed her back her papers abruptly.  “Here you are, I’d better give you
these, or your students will get even more of the nonsense you’ve just been
talking off the top of your head,” he sneered, before continuing down the
corridor on his own.


Zaira was astonished by his
rudeness; he’d seemed so friendly, and genuinely interested in the things she’d
been saying.  She followed him and
saw to her dismay that several reporters and students had gathered outside Room
1012, and were now taking photos of the gorgeous stranger.  


Oh no! she groaned inwardly.  Of all the people in the universe she
could have bumped into and insulted! 
Brad Clarke, Hollywood’s hottest new director, famous for his pride,
arrogance and temper.  Brad Clarke,
famous for his womanizing, flamboyant lifestyle, and vast wealth.  Brad Clarke, the man who was coming to
see her tomorrow to discuss the novel she had written with a view to buying the
movie rights!  


Reflecting that she couldn’t mend
any fences now, since she was already very late for class, Zaira hastily
trotted into her lecture hall and began to apologize, introduce herself, and go
over the book list all in one breath.








 


 


 


 


CHAPTER TWO


 


Later in the privacy of her small
office, as Zaira sipped her coffee, she recalled the amazing sensations her
first meeting with Brad Clarke had produced.  For one thing, even though she’d seen photos of him in every
glossy magazine in the world, somehow in person he had seemed so ordinary, so
genuine.  He certainly hadn’t
behaved like the arrogant beast she had been led to expect.  His last remark had simply been a
feeble attempt to restore some of his own wounded pride.  


Zaira could see why he had the
reputation of being a womanizer; Brad Clarke had looks every woman would swoon
over, she admitted reluctantly. 
But he had not been in the least predatory towards herself, though Zaira
put that down to her prim and proper exterior in her university uniform, as she
considered her tailored suits and spectacles to be.  


If the truth were told, Zaira was
anything but conventional; however, for one so young to be lecturing at
university, she had decided early on that she would not get anyone’s back up by
trying to assert her own style, or stand out from the crowd.   She had won every scholarship,
award, and honor possible in her field by the time she was twenty-two due to
her sheer hard work and determination. After a few years' study abroad, she had
come back home to New York and to her old university to finish her Ph. D.  Money was tight, so Zaira could not
afford to alienate anyone until her studies were finished.  


Zaira was teaching all the hours
in the day in an effort to pay for past mistakes she wished she could put
behind her, and the role of prim professor suited her.  She didn’t want anyone to recognize her
at university, after the disgraceful fraud and bankruptcy case she had had to
endure.  It had been dire necessity
rather than any burning desire to write a bestseller which had now put her in
the path of Brad Clarke.


Zaira had always been fascinated
by history, and so it had been easy for her to dash off a light-weight
historical novel about the life and times of Shakespeare and his famous love
triangle with his patron, the Earl of Southampton, and “the Dark Lady.”  Amazingly, it had not only been
accepted for publication, but within a few weeks, it had soared to the top of
the bestsellers list, and won several prestigious literary prizes.  


It was no small wonder then that
her novel had come to the attention of Brad Clarke, who was famous for his box
office successes with the most unlikely of subjects.  His range of films had been very wide, but even Zaira had
been amazed at his approach to her publisher.  He had written from Hollywood saying that he would be in New
York for a set of lectures, and wished to meet with Zaira to talk over a
project he had in mind.  


Zaira had been very reluctant to
even consider a film being made of her book, let alone a film by Brad
Clarke.  Zaira couldn’t find any
logical objections, except that she disapproved of the way he wasted his
obvious talent making B-grade horror films and war pictures, and was afraid he
might turn her situations and characters into a sideshow.


That Brad Clarke was a talented
director Zaira was certain, for she was an avid film goer, and could see that
he admired many of the great old films. But in her opinion, his fatal flaw he
lacked the confidence to forge his own style.  


Maybe that was not so surprising.  Brad was still young, under thirty, and
he was the fourth generation of a Hollywood dynasty whose name had become
synonymous with success both in front of and behind the camera.  


His great grandfather Declan had
come over from Ireland and worked with Edison in the first film studios in New
Jersey, his grandfather had a legendary actor and screenwriter, and his father
Cormac Clarke was a famous actor, director and producer.  


So far as Zaira knew from the
gossip columns, Cormac had grown increasingly estranged from his eldest son.
Now that she had met him, Zaira suspected that rather than overwhelming
arrogance, this too was symptomatic of Brad’s desire to prove his worth, to
stop living in other men’s shadows.


The telephone interrupted her
thoughts, and she hastily picked up the receiver, painfully aware that she had
spent too much time already sitting around doing nothing but thinking of the
stunningly handsome man who had literally knocked her off her feet.


She heard the cheerful voice of
her publisher, Matt Wolf, say, “Well, tomorrow is the big day.”


“Tomorrow!  But we're doing the first rehearsal of Hamlet tomorrow for the amateur
dramatics festival!”


“No problem, he can see you in
action.”


“But he’s a Hollywood
director!  He’ll laugh himself
silly.  And besides, we still
haven’t got a female lead, so I’ll have to read Ophelia as well until we find
someone suitable who can get along with the temperamental Peter Duffy. How can
I possibly meet with him tomorrow?” Zaira protested.


“Look, I know it will be awkward,
but money comes first here.  I know
you have your reservations, but this is a golden opportunity for you. As your
friend as well as publisher, you have to put this first, no matter what you
think of his films.  We'll work in
some clauses that stop him from taking too many liberties, and even if the
critics hate it, enough people will go to see it just because his name is on it
to make it well worth your while. 


"But
Matt—"


"No buts, honey.  We need this. No author is bullet proof
in this economy. But something like this, well, it will make you a hot
property. If the worst happens, he’ll say no to our price. If the best happens,
you'll rake in royalties and be able to pay off all the debts Jonathan left
before he disappeared,” Matt advised. 


Zaira’s sharp intake of breath
indicated to Matt that he had said the wrong thing, but rather than back off,
he decided to use his blunder to convince her.  “I know the book is still selling well, but there’s no guarantee
that this will continue.  If you
want to clear his debts, and finish your degree, and get a bit of financial
independence and security for the first time in your life, then go for it, and
the hell with your principles.”


“Damn you, Matt, you're one hell
of a salesman,” Zaira grumbled.  
“Right, then, tell him to get down to the Loeb theatre for one
o’clock.  We’ll have finished
everything by then, I think.”


“Sure, Zaira, I’ll tell him,” Matt
said, with rather too much merriment for her liking.  “Dinner at One Fifth afterwards to tell all, ok?” 


She heaved a sigh, knowing she had
been well and truly played.  He was
very fond of getting his own way, and she felt completely manoeuvred into a
corner.


“Right, Matt, but there may not be
much to tell.”


Glancing at her watch, she
realized it was time to get ready for the first night of term party, a
tradition she remembered from when she had been a student at New York
University years before.  


She recalled her first alcoholic
stupor at the NYU club only too well, for it was then she had met her first and
only love Jonathan Waxman.


Damn it, Zaira thought defiantly, I am
not going to think about him now!  


She snatched up her bag and
stormed down the corridor to the toilet, where she applied a small amount of
make up to her pale face, and redid her chignon.  


Her specks she pushed firmly up
the bridge of her nose, and hoped that the fearsome Brad Clarke, with his
incredible emerald eyes, would not be there.  She didn’t know how she would face him after what she had said
today. Or what on earth she would say to him when they had to start haggling
over the film rights to her book.


But she wouldn't think about that
now. She had to get ready, and she didn't want to ruin the evening.   All the same, he was pretty
unforgettable.  And he was certainly
going to remember her. Well, at least she had a whole night to think of an
apology before she saw him again tomorrow!


 




 


 


 


 


CHAPTER THREE


 


When Zaira arrived at the New York
University club, she ran into many of the students she had taught that
afternoon, and made small talk and smiled until her face muscles positively
ached with the effort.  


A tall figure with dark hair
loomed up beside her, and for one horrified moment Zaira was convinced it was
Brad Clarke coming to pounce on her. 
She smiled with relief when she realized it was only her Head of
Department Raymond Ness, who remembered her well from her student days.


“Well, Zaira, how were your new
students today?  Mine were
overeager and under read, but then that’s typical, isn’t it?”


“I’m a bit less cynical than you
are, Ray, but then I’m new to the game.”


Raymond had encouraged her
throughout her university career, and was still fiercely protective of
her.  He proceeded to upbraid her
for avoiding him and his charming wife recently.


“Anna’s been asking if I’ve seen
you, if there’s been any news about Jonathan.”


Zaira shook her head, but she knew
she was a rather poor liar.  It had
been a point of pride with her that when her husband Jonathan had abandoned
her, Zaira had coped on her own. 
She had confided only in Matt Wolf, an old friend and literary agent
with powerful contacts, about her predicament, and then only because she was so
financially desperate.


“No news, Ray.  He’s still on the missing person’s
list, but to be perfectly honest, in a way I hope they don’t find him.  I really don’t want to know why he did
what he did.  Why he left. I’d just
like to forget all about it. Put the past behind me.”


“Just don’t be a stranger, that’s
all I’m saying.  We understand that
you need time on your own, but please come to us if you want anything.  Oh well,” he sighed, downing his drink
in one gulp.  “Time to mingle
again.”  He patted her on the hand
and kissed her on the cheek before disappearing into the throng.  


Now was her chance, she
decided.  Zaira turned towards the
door in an attempt to slip out of the party, when she again collided with the
infuriatingly solid body of Brad Clarke.


“We meet again, Zaira Darcy,” he
said, grinning as he stared down at her with an odd light in his eyes.


“Don’t you valley boys ever watch
where you’re going, Brad Clarke?” she snapped, trying to push past him.  


He caught her arm and pulled her
tightly to him. In the crush of the growing crowd in the narrow, oak-paneled
room, she had little choice but to remain pinned to his chest.


“This time I spotted you a mile
off, but I thought it would be rude to break up the tete a tete between you and your—boyfriend?”
he guessed. “Or husband?  But then,
you’re not wearing a ring, so my guess is boyfriend, though ‘boy’ would be a
charitable description.”  


He smiled down at her as he took
hold of her left hand and looked at it in a very obvious fashion. As the clean
masculine scent filled her nostrils, and his warm strong fingers caressed hers
intimately, Zaira felt herself go weak at the knees.  His presence was so overwhelming that she could only stare
up at him.


Brad seemed to accept her silence
as an indication that his last guess had been correct. “Since you are now
free,” he declared with a smile, taking her other hand, and pulling her along
into a dark alcove, “I shall get us several drinks, and we are going to settle
our score with each other once and for all.”


Zaira was astonished that he even
remembered her, let alone knew her name and wished to speak to her.  The fact that he had deliberately sought
her out was even more surprising in view of the fact that as she watched him
saunter towards the bar nearby, every eye in the room was upon him. 


Admittedly, she thought some of
the men and women had to be fans, but most of the women gazed at him with open
admiration for his incredible physique. 
He was wearing a dinner jacket and black silk bow tie, and his tan stood
out against the stark white of his shirt. 
He looked exotic, foreign, a visitor from another world.  She admitted that she was curious, nay,
fascinated about what his life in Hollywood was like. 


Then she told herself that
everyone probably gushed all over him and asked him trivial questions on that
very subject.  Maybe he just wanted
to be treated like an ordinary person, with a whole life which had nothing to
do with his job, and which really did involve a great deal of hard work, just
like penning a novel.  If he wanted
to carry on their last conversation, she was going to be honest and sincere,
even if it cost her the contract for the film rights to The Dark Lady. 


He returned with an ice-cold gin
and tonic,.


Zaira looked at him in surprise.
“My favourite.  How did you guess?”


Brad shrugged.  “It goes with the clothes, the accent,”
he declared.


For a moment Zaira was infuriated
at his stereotyping her as the prim British schoolmistress-type simply because
she dressed conventionally and had a rather precise way of speaking which she
had picked up from her English grandfather and her years at Cambridge.


But then Zaira reflected that she
should not antagonize him any more than she already had done. So she decided to
grin and bear it, and opened her mouth not to snipe again, but to sip the cool
drink gratefully.


“Now,” Brad said firmly, “I know
you’re not stupid.  The reception
committee outside my room today must have told you exactly who I am.  I want you to tell me why you don’t
like my work. But before you make any falsely modest protests about not being
an expert or anything, let me tell you two things.  The first reason is that I always value informed opinions,
and you seem to know a fair bit about films. And the second point is that
you're obviously an English literature specialist, and know a lot about
Shakespeare.”


“What has my teaching got to do
with this?” Zaira asked, puzzled.


“Without giving any trade secrets
away, I've come across the most fantastic book that I want to film more than
I’ve ever wanted anything in my life. The trouble is that the writer seems to
have a lot of reservations about my work. 
Maybe you can show me where I’m going wrong, or what I can say to
convince her that I really have no intention of turning it into a Tudor action
film.  I have to meet her tomorrow,
and frankly I’m petrified that she’ll turn down my offer and I'll have missed
the chance of a lifetime.”


Zaira nearly laughed out loud at
the request as soon as he had started to explain. Yet she couldn't mistake the
earnestness in his eyes and tone. 
After all, he had no reason to lie to her.  She realized that he was completely serious in his request
for her help, and in his passionate desire to make a film with real substance,
something she felt sure would be destined to become a classic one day, provided
he also secured the right cast.


She wondered for a moment whether
she should tell him the truth, but held back for several reasons.  The main one was that he was meeting
her at university as a colleague, and she didn’t wish to have the two separate
areas of her life linked together. 
By day she was Zaira Darcy, lecturer, and by night Zoe Dominick, author
and amateur director and actress.


Her second reason was more
complicated.  She didn’t wish to
have an unpleasant confrontation with him, especially not in front of everyone
at the NYU Club.  Rather than
getting directly down to business, which Zaira had not yet mentally prepared
herself for, she determined that she could get to know a lot more about him,
and perhaps put her fears to rest, if she chatted with him when he was not on
his guard trying to give her the hard sell.


“Right, then, if you're
serious—"


"I am."


"And won't hold my honesty
against me—"


"It's been a refreshing
change, actually," he said with a 
rueful laugh. 


"All right then," she
said carefully, before making up her mind at last, and wading in. "I think
my main objection is that you have so much talent which is going to waste, that
I always end up feeling bitterly disappointed at your lack of artistic
courage.”


“What would you know about
courage?” Brad snapped.


She groaned inwardly.
Terrific.  She could see she’d hit
several raw nerves and he was already fuming.


He moved to stand up.


Zaira astonished herself by
reaching out her hand and pulling Brad back down onto the window seat.


“Oh no you don’t!  You asked for my opinion, and you’re
going to get it. Stop acting like a petulant schoolboy.  My whole point is that you don’t have
the courage to be your own person, living in the shadow of the rest of the
Clarke family, American royalty in the film industry.  You have enormous talent in your own right, and you should
use it to make first class films, not court box office success at the expense
of artistic integrity,” Zaira explained.


Brad let out a snort of derisive
laughter, and asserted, “Artistic integrity would be expensive if I produced a
half dozen flops!”


“But the point is that you
haven’t,” Zaira  said
soothingly.  “They’ve all been
highly successful bits of fluff or blow-em-up action films. Now you can afford
to take risks, and do something which is really worthy of you.”


Brad was still fuming, but he
managed to say softly, “Such as?”


“Something without the all-star
glitzy cast, with beauty, a good script instead of mindless pulp.”


“I think I’ve found it. The
trouble is. how do I persuade Zoe Dominick that I'm sincere? That I don't want
fluff and froth, but an enduring love story, something that speaks to the heart
and mind, not just the masses' pointless quest for mindless
entertainment."


“Maybe by finding a decent
screenwriter who won’t hack it to piece or commercialize it beyond recognition,
and by avoiding certain actors and actresses who would kill to be in one of
your films, no matter what the subject.”


Brad nodded, and asked, “What
else?”


“Tell me what you liked about the
book.”


His long eyelashes swept down for
a moment, almost as if it was too personal a question to answer.  


Now Zaira’s stomach churned at the
fear of criticism, of her work being open to attack.  But it wasn’t really the same for her, for her writing was
not her whole life, merely a lucrative sideline she had been forced into out of
necessity.


“The passion, I suppose.  The idea of finding happiness, in spite
of mistakes from the past, and of a magnetism so powerful that the characters
can’t tear themselves away from each other without doing themselves a mortal
injury,” Brad said, his eyes once again blazing with a deep emerald fire which
took her breath away.


Zaira felt flattered that Brad had
taken her novel so seriously. She also admitted he was correct in his
assessment of the obsessional nature of the relationships depicted.


Brad now looked straight into her
eyes, and she unconsciously pushed her spectacles up to avoid meeting his
penetrating gaze again.  “I suppose
there’s also the intellectual as well as sexual side to it.  Two people who are so compatible that
nothing can destroy the empathy between them.  I’ve never had a relationship like that, but I’d like to
think I'm still enough of a romantic optimist to hope it will happen to me one
day.”


Zaira said bitterly, “Sometimes
you think it happens. Then you find out your perfect life is all a
deception.”  


She stared into her near-empty
glass, tinkling the ice around the bottom, feeling very disillusioned.  Brad and she certainly seemed to be on
the same wavelength, but he was only interested in money and himself, not her artistic
integrity or any sort of relationship with her.  He was using her to get what he wanted from someone else;
and ironically he had asked the very person he was trying to manipulate for
help.


“How thoughtless,” Brad said,
taking the glass from her nerveless fingers.  “I’ll get you another—the same?”


“No, no, it’s not that,” Zaira
hesitated.  “I don’t want another,
though you’re very kind.  I must
go, I’ve plenty of things to do.” She stood up and hugged her jacket to her,
suddenly feeling very cold.


“Look, I’m really sorry to have
kept you, but that isn’t really it, is it?  I mean, it’s what I said before, when I’d made that crack
about courage.  You looked as
though I’d punched you then, just like you do now.”  


"No,
it's just getting late and—"


His warm fingers reached up to cup
her chin, and she was forced to look into his emerald eyes, which shimmered
gently.  


“You’ve had enough courage to
endure whatever private hell you’ve been through recently. I hope one day
you’ll tell me about it.  Whatever
happened, Zaira, it was obviously not your fault. The guy must have been the
biggest jerk alive to destroy what he had with an incredible woman like
you."


She laughed harshly.  "Incredible? Yeah, right. You
hardly even know me."


"I know enough. For one
thing, you’re the only woman who’s ever had the courage to tell me the truth,
not fobbed me off with flattery. 
For that I’m really grateful,” Brad said softly. "It makes you
pretty incredible in my book."


Zaira raised her hand up to his
for a moment, caught up in his awesome spell.  Then she realized she was allowing herself to fall for the
famous Brad Clarke charm, and she pulled at his hand and freed her head with a
jerk.


“I must go,” Zaira insisted.


“I’ll come with you.”


“No, really, I live just around
the corner, there's no need,” Zaira answered, as she broke free of his spell
and ran towards the elevators.  


This time she made it without
incident, and the doors closed on Brad’s fantastically handsome but inscrutable
face.




 


 


 


 


CHAPTER FOUR


 


Zaira was not having a good
day.  After the excitement of the first
day of term, and her late night at the party, the last thing she needed was an
eight o’clock lecture and rehearsals until one, with lectures until five.  


She drowsily reached for the
clock, and saw with shock that she was running late.  Damn, she was sure she had set the alarm.


Zaira dashed into the bathroom for
a quick shower, and after putting up her hair and wriggling into her suit, she
was out the door without even having stopped for coffee.  


She headed towards the main
building, but this morning there was no sign of Brad Clarke.  At least he wouldn’t be making her late
again, she reflected with irritation. 
She had slept badly last night, and was convinced that it was all his
fault.  There was something very
disturbing about his presence, and she still didn’t trust his motives
concerning her novel, for all he had protested he wanted to create a thing of
beauty,  not a mindless piece of
fluff.


When Zaira finished lecturing at
ten, she trotted across the street to the coffee shop to get several cups of
cappuccino and one of their fabulous muffins before going to the theatre.  She was dreading having to act, since
she had originally only agreed to do the direction, and did not really enjoy
being in the spotlight.


As usual, Zaira was the first one
to arrive at the theatre, so she turned on all the lights, and noticed that the
costumes had arrived.  She was
delighted, and thought it might be a special treat to try them on and rehearse
in them.


There was a long and reasonably
natural black wig and long embroidered gown for Ophelia, which had been ordered
at the same time as all the others even though the theatre company still had no
one for the part.  Zaira thought it
would be fun to put them on, so she went backstage to the ladies’ dressing
room, and stripped off her suit. 
Soon she was practicing up and down on the stage, and some of the others
came in and admired her.  


“Well, Zoe, I must say that you
look stunning in that wig,” Peter Duffy complimented her.


She tried to tamp down her
irritation.  It was basically his
fault she was now having to stand in because the part was still uncast. She was
convinced that his objections to every Ophelia they had auditioned were mainly
based on his own lack of talent. He had been so pushy, there had been  no way to not give him the part and
still go ahead with the production.


Judging from the way he was
smirking at her, Peter was probably thinking right now that she wouldn’t be up
to much. So she whipped out her text and studied her lines one last time until
she was word-perfect so he couldn’t show her up. 


The others arrived soon after, and
disappeared in order to try on their costumes, most of which were pronounced
to  be a great success.


“Love the codpiece, Peter!”
someone sniggered as soon as he came out to show off his fine new clothes.


Zaira had the feeling it was going
to be a rather long rehearsal.


No sooner had they started, than
it became apparent that Peter had barely practiced, even though the theatre
festival was in two weeks. An even worse issue soon came too the fore.  They all thought each one of them ought
to be director.  


Zaira had got the post by default,
because the last person had backed out and no one else had been willing to take
the responsibility for all the decision-making.  But now that a large share of the hard work was finished,
they all wanted to take credit for any success they might attain at the
festival.


Zaira sighed and ordered them all
to take their places. They did a run through of the first act.  Well, it was more of a plod, really, than
a run.   It could only have
been charitably described as appalling, with the most unconvincing ghost
imaginable, and an even worse Hamlet. 



Zaira desperately tried to get
Peter to follow instructions, but he refused to take any criticism.  The ghost began to improve after a few
runs through, but the Prince of Denmark got more and more reckless as he went
on.


“Who ever told that idiot he could
act must have been crazy,” she suddenly heard a deep voice say in her ear.


Looking up, she saw Brad looking
down at her, and her breath was snatched away by the beauty of his smile.  He was dressed in a black polo neck
jumper and fawn coloured trousers, which emphasized his muscular build.


“Can you tell me where Zoe
Dominick is?  I’m supposed to meet
her at one, but I’m a bit early.”


Zaira was astonished that Brad
didn’t recognize her, but then remembered the long black wig and costume she
was wearing, no glasses, and the fact that he knew her as Zaira, not Zoe.


“I’m Zoe,” she said with an
affected Southern drawl, intending just to tease him until he realized who she
was, but he only frowned more deeply. 
She wondered why he looked as though he didn’t believe her, or as if he
was in some way disturbed—perhaps he had recognized her after all?


Then her attention shot back to
the stage.  Peter had begun to
flail his arms around wildly, looking not so much like a Danish prince as a
Dutch windmill.


“I would love to talk to you in a
short while, but for now, if you’ll excuse me, I think I’d better try to fix
this mess.  Perhaps if I'm an
absolutely unbearable leading lady, we can get someone who can really act,”
Zaira said with a laugh.


“Come now, let’s do our scene
again, Peter,” Zaira chirped sweetly.


The rest of the company saw from
the glint in her eye that she was really going to put him through the
ringer.  Sure enough, he missed
every cue, muttered some lines, stumbled over others.   


Zaira went on ruthlessly, word
perfect, playing the scene for all it was worth.  She went on remorselessly, making him repeat the lines over
and over again, until finally Peter’s patience snapped.


“This isn’t fair, I haven’t had
much of a chance to rehearse!” he whined.


“As if any of us have!”  Zaira shot back.  “You should have thought of that before
you decided to massage your male ego trying to play a part which is obviously
beyond you.”


“Now look, I know you’re the
director, but there is no need to be like that!  After all, it isn’t as if you’re a professional, at either
acting or directing,” Peter said with a smirk.


 Zaira took a sharp breath, but was saved any further
arguments by Brad Clarke, who came out of the shadows and onto the stage.   


Several of the company recognized
him instantly, and their eyes nearly came out of their sockets.   Zaira heard a few nervous
whispers, and even a chuckle.


Brad said softly, “She is as
professional as they come in both fields. Any film or play is based on teamwork
as well as individual performances. 
So for everyone’s sake, why don’t you either make the effort to do as
you are told, and do it properly, or let someone else have a chance to play the
part.”


“I don’t know who you think you
are, giving me orders like that," said the obtuse Peter, "but even if
what you’re saying is true, there’s no one in this room fit to do it!”


The entire company bristled, and
of course Brad couldn’t resist rising to the challenge.


“We’ll see about that!  Zoe, get into place!”


 Zaira jumped to attention, and with a thrill of excitement
realized that he was going to rehearse the part of Hamlet with her.  She had been pretty embarrassed about
his remarks concerning her professionalism. Now she was going to have to act
with him, face to face.  It was too
embarrassing.


But she knew this was her one
chance of getting rid of Peter once and for all, so she accepted the inevitable,
and began the scene again.


The entire theatre was silently
transfixed by the performance they witnessed.  Brad’s awesome presence filled the stage.  Even having to read from the book, he
was far better than Peter could ever hope to me.


Encouraged by his forceful
rendition of the part, Zaira was better than ever.


At the end of the scene, the whole
company broke out into rapturous applause, and she could see Peter scowl as one
or two of the men in the cast ventured to come up and pat Brad on the
back.  


He tried one last tactic, which
sent everyone into a fit of hysterical laughter. “Just who do you think you
are, interfering?!”


“Brad Clarke, who else?  I’m sure you’ve seen every one of my
films, whether you’re a fan or not.”


Peter’s jaw dropped open, and he
fled the stage.


Zaira laughed so hard she could
barely speak. “Well done. You got rid of him once and for all.  Now all we have to worry about is his
replacement.  I suppose I can ask
some of the lads to have a go next time.”


“If the part is still open, I’ll
do it,” Brad offered.


She gasped. “Oh no, I mean, you
were marvelous, but we couldn’t possibly expect you to…"


"I'm offering."


"But it would be so
embarrassing. You directing this humble production—"


"I'm not offering to direct.
I'm offering to be your Hamlet." He gave a flourishing bow that would have
been worthy of any Renaissance courtier.


 She was stunned. 
"Oh, no, we couldn't. 
I mean, I’m supposed to be the director, and with you here, I’d look
like an idiot,” Zaira protested, trying to keep her distance from those
incredible emerald eyes.


“Not at all.  It would be a golden opportunity for
you to learn a few things, but I really do want to act.  I' m not offering because I want to
take over, I swear.  I'm not
finding fault. If I were, I would just come out and tell you.  But I think you’ve been doing really
well on your own.  I really do want
to act. I did it when I was younger, but then the directing took over, and
well…" He shrugged.  


"Besides, the part of Hamlet
is something I've always wanted to take a stab at. If Mel Gibson can do it, and
even Big Arnie wanted to try, why not me? Besides, it would a be wonderful way
to meet people here in New York, and spend my spare time.”


“I'm
sure a man like you has no spare time—"


He put his hand on her
shoulder.  "the lady doth
protest too much, methinks. I really do want to do it. That is, if you'll let
me, Ms. Director.


She looked up at him for a time,
and at length she nodded. "All right, but you need to know we are having a
festival in two weeks, so it's all hands to the pumps.  If you really want this part, you need
to be reliable."


"I promise, you tell me when,
I'll be there and give it my all." He put his hand on his heart.


"All right, then, if you’re
sure, then I have no objection. 
Anyone else want to try?” Zaira asked the company.  


They all shook their heads,
stunned at the kind offer, and the immense talent they would have the privilege
of working with.


“Right then, I’ll see you all the
day after tomorrow,” Zaira said, and they all went backstage to change out of
their costumes.


When the room had cleared, she
said, "We’ll have to get you a costume, of course.  The one Peter ordered would barely
cover you,”  Zaira joked.


Then she blushed as she realized
her remark might seem flirtatious. She disguised her embarrassment by fishing
for her cell phone and ringing the costume company. He gave her his
measurements, which set her heart aflutter all over again, and she relayed them
to the woman taking her order. 
Perhaps it was the heavy wig, but Zaira had never been more flustered in
her life.  


When she ended the call, she
headed over to the small pair of tables they had set up as their work stations.



"Do you want a coffee?" 


"Sure, thanks. Black." 


She poured two cups from the pot
on the smaller of the two tables, and indicated he should sit in one of the
chairs at the larger one. She felt his eyes on her the whole time she moved
around the area.  


She pushed his cup across the
table and sat herself. 


“Right, then, Mr. Clarke, I’ve
got....” she glanced at her watch, “one hour, so let’s get down to it.  My publisher Matt Wolf tells me you
wish to buy my book’s rights, for a Hollywood film.  Quite frankly, I can’t imagine it as a film given the kinds
of actors who generate box office hits in this country.  Even if there were some able to capture
the characters fully, isn’t it a terribly radical departure from every film you
have ever made before?”


Brad smiled and nodded. He said
enthusiastically, “But you see, that's the whole point.  It’s a challenge, an opportunity to
break out of the old mould. I agree about the acting, I was thinking of heading
to Europe. Getting out of the same old groove, in order to do something really
meaningful. It's a profound love story on a number of levels which I think really
needs to be told. Above all, it’s your love story, for the period, the topic.
I've never read a book which jumps off the page like this and makes me feel as
though I'm right there, that I know the characters so well, their experiences
are mine too.”


 Zaira grew more convinced of his sincerity with every word
she heard, but was still fearful of the Hollywood machine.  “Thank you for the compliments.  But the trouble is that even if you
love the book personally as much as you say you do, you're a director.  People give you money to make pictures,
and that gives them the right to tell you what to do. How do I know that rather
than quarrel with them, you won’t sell me and the book down the river by
changing it beyond all recognition?”


“Because for one thing I'm going
to put up my own money to back it, to show what faith I have in the project,
and to make sure that your very justifiable concerns are addressed. I don't
want anyone to interfere in this project, least of all my own studio.   I also plan to offer you a
contract with an out clause.  If
you disapprove of what we are doing, you can say so.”


“And who is we' supposed to
be?  What actors and actresses, no
doubt completely unsuitable, are you going to get?” she asked sharply, testing
him again.  


“No, no, you’ve got it wrong, Zoe,
the 'we' is you and I.  I want you
to help me with the film, every step of the way, as consultant.”


“Very generous, as is your
financial offer and out clause. 
What about the adaptation of the book into the screenplay?  How do I know you won’t completely ruin
it?”


“Because I'll consult you on that
as well,” Brad reassured her.


“Would there be a possibility of
your allowing me to adapt it myself?


“Not really, because I think I
have found the perfect person to do it, and besides, you’ll be too busy.”


Zaira sat up in her chair
quickly.  “What do you mean?  Too busy?  Why?”


“Because I want you to play the
part of the Dark Lady.  And before
you begin to argue, Zoe, let’s just say I knew from the moment I laid eyes on
you that you would be perfect for the part.”


“You can’t seriously think I’d be
suitable for a Hollywood film!” 
Zaira declared in disbelief, as she put her hand up to her black wig,
and groaned inwardly.  She had
forgetten all about it.


She was tempted to tell him the
truth there and then, but his next words silenced her.


“Of course, for that type of
semi-documentary, you’d be great. 
Fiery, passionate...”


“And what makes you think I’m all
those things?” she asked with a blush.


“I only had to see the way you
treated Peter to realize that.  So
what do you say, then?  After we do
Hamlet for the
festival, we start the film?”


“It’s all so sudden, Brad. As for
the acting, I have a lot of other commitments besides this, you know,” Zaira
pointed out.


Brad took a small notebook out
from his pocket, and wrote down several numbers. “For the rights, for the
consultations, and for your acting, and your percentage of the box office
takings," he said, pointing to the paper three times.  “I’ll pay you the first now, in full,
the second and third on a weekly basis, and the last when we go onto the big
screen."


She gaped. What he was offering
her was larger than anything she could ever have imagined.  And yet it was his own money, not the
studio's….


"So what do you say?  I know the financial considerations are
pretty persuasive, but if you have any doubts, say so now.”


 Zaira couldn’t believe the sum he was offering her.  It was enough to pay off all the debts,
and even have some left over, she calculated, her head swimming.


“My only reservation is the
screenplay.  Who did you have in
mind?” 


She nearly fell off her seat when
he said, “There’s a young lecturer called Zaira Darcy, and I’d like to give her
the chance.”


“Why, may I ask?” Zaira forced
herself to say.


“Lots of reasons to do with
enthusiasm and capability, but mainly because she is an expert on the period,
and will have a great feel for it, and you’ll be too busy as the Dark Lady.” 


Brad paused, then shrugged his
broad shoulders.  “Besides, I think
it will be good for her.  She looks
as though she has taken a few knocks, and could benefit from the chance.”


“You’ll forgive me if I say that
you don’t seem like the charitable type,” Zaira said scornfully, and decided to
test him once again.  “She wouldn’t
happen to have a huge bosom, gorgeous looks, flowing blond locks, and a great
admiration for you and your work, now would she?”


Brad exploded into laughter, and
said, “My goodness, what a picture. 
No, she couldn’t even be remotely described as any of those things,
except possibly gorgeous if she did herself up a bit.  Zaira doesn’t like me or my work, and her physical
attributes are definitely not on the over-endowed side.  She has auburn hair and grey eyes, and
great brains, which is what I'm really after. In all my women, if the truth be
told, not what you read in the tabloids.”


Zaira tried to look skeptical, but
the truth was she could all too readily believe that the only thing Brad was
interested in was her mind.  She
deliberately dressed like a dowdy middle-aged woman for self-protection and to
avoid complications.


“Really, you’ll like her,” Brad
insisted.  “You remind me of her in
some ways.  You haven’t any
sisters, I suppose?”


“No, not at all,” Zaira replied,
trying not to laugh at the ridiculousness of it all.  Sooner or later he would figure it out, but in the meantime
she would let him pay her as much as possible.


She glanced at the clock, and
said, “Right, then, I think if that is the last matter to be settled, then we
have ourselves a deal.  I’ll talk
to Matt Wolf about the terms. You can have your people draw up the contract and
send it to his.  If he advises me
that it is all fine with him and the publishing house, we will get onto it as
soon as  Hamlet is finished.”


“Fine, I’ll have my lawyers draw
this up in writing then, and it should be settled the day after tomorrow.”


“Rehearsals are at ten, all
right?” Zaira reminded him.


“I’ll be here!” Brad grinned,  shook her hand hard, again looking at
her with a mild frown between his brows, and he disappeared, almost running out
the door in his haste to get the ball rolling with his dream project. 


Zaira practically hugged herself
with excitement and joy.  She was
completely swept away by Brad Clarke, and she knew it.  Oddly enough, she didn’t care.  


As she trailed backstage and began
to remove her costume, she kept replaying the events of the past hour over and
over again in her mind. She couldn’t believe how her luck had turned.   Zaira was not only going to act
and direct with him in the production of Hamlet, but he wanted her in the
film of her own book!  On top of
that, she would be getting a consulting fee, and a percentage, with him not
even realizing that he would also be paying her for the screenplay!  


Zaira walked from the theater to
the lecture hall for her next class, she practically jumped for joy.  For the first time since her husband
Jonathan had disappeared, leaving their ad agency in ruins and her destitute,
she felt happy and free.  At last
she would be able to settle her debts and not have to worry about living hand
to mouth.  


Zaira reflected gleefully that
Matt would be thrilled to hear the news, and couldn’t wait to tell him
everything.




 


 


 


 


CHAPTER FIVE


 


When Zaira walked out of her
classroom at five, she sensed rather than saw Brad in the throng of people in
the corridor.  She felt him fall
into step beside her as she headed for the elevators, and heard his deep voice
say, “Ms.Darcy, I hope you don’t mind, but I thought I might find you here.I
wanted to speak to you.  Have you
got some free time now?”


Zaira looked into his lustrous
green eyes, and noticed with surprise that he actually looked awkward, almost
shy.  She immediately gave him a
beaming smile.


He smiled back and moved even
closer, as if to catch her words amid the noise of the crowd.  


“All right, but I have to meet
someone for dinner at seven, so you’ll forgive me if I have to rush off.”   


“A date?” Brad asked softlyhe
barely caught the words, and she saw that while the smile remained on his face,
his eyes had grown serious.


“You know, the usual business dinner,”
Zaira said in a breezy tone.


She could see him visibly relax,
unbunching his fists and leaning closer to her, clse enough so she could inhale
his light, masculine cologne, which made her shudder with all sorts of longings
she had tried hard to suppress ever since her break-up with Jonathan. She told
herself not to be so silly, that he was just there on business, but all the
same, his mere presence made her heart feel more joyous than it had in
years.  


As the elevator descended to the
foyer of the building, Brad said, “Let’s go for a drink, but you’ll have to
lead me to the right watering hole around here.”


Zaira nodded, and led him to her
favorite bar, “Googie’s,” which was very like an old English pub and did
wonderful food and every kind of exotic cocktail.  


“Do you want something special,
like a strawberry Margarita?” she asked. 
“Or beer? They have lots of different kinds.”


“To tell you the truth, I’m a gin
and tonic man myself."


“Perfect,” she said, and sat down
at the bar to order them.


Once the drinks had arrived, Brad
stated bluntly what he had come to ask her.  “Look, just talking to you, Zaira, I get such a sense of
dedication, that I can see you’d been perfect for adapting the novel I’m
interested in into a screenplay. 
Zoe Dominick has agreed to the arrangement, and so I'm asking you, as a
huge favor to me, to consider doing the screenplay.  We’ll get some office space, and secretarial help, and I’ll
pay you for the writing and for the job of personal assistant, to help me with
the contacts and so on.”


“But, Mr. Clarke—"


"Brad, please."


"All right, Brad, your offer
is very kind, but the truth is, you hardly know me, and I’m not a Hollywood
high flier,” Zaira protested, wondering how she was going to carry out her
little deception in addition to teaching and acting.


“Look, I know you're very busy at
the university, but this is a very worthwhile project. It's a once in a
lifetime chance for me, and I want to see you a part of it.  I’ll accept any time you can give me as
personal assistant once the screenplay is well under way, which I hope it will
be soon,” Brad said with a smile, as he handed Zaira a copy of her very own
book.  He also handed her a check
for five thousand dollars, made out to cash.  When she tried to hand it back, he simply said, “Consider
this a down payment.”


Zaira shook her head.


Brad demanded softly, “What are
you thinking?”


She lifted her face to stare into
his eyes, to see if he was as affected by her as she was by him.  “I was just thinking how completely
upside down my world has become ever since you and I met yesterday.  It’s like a dream.”


“If it is, then don’t wake up,” he
said with a smile, covering her hand with his own on the bartop.


“What if it turns into a
nightmare?” she sighed, and withdrew her hand gently from his touch.


“Do you have any reason to think
it might?” Brad asked, watching her intently.


“None, except possibly past
experience,” Zaira said, her tone bitter


“Do you want to tell me about it?”


She decided he deserved the
truth.  After all, Zaira was, however
much she regretted it, still married to Jonathan, and therefore unavailable;
she could not start divorce proceedings against him because she had no idea
where her ex was.  She didn’t even
know if he was still alive!


“My life fell apart about eighteen
months ago, completely unexpectedly. 
I was married, we had an advertising agency, the best of everything. I
woke up one morning to find it all gone,” she said in a low voice.


He was silent for a moment, and
then said, “Married?  That man at
the party?”


Zaira shook her head and said,
“No, you don’t know him.  He left
one morning, on the pretext of going to work, and never came back.  Then the police came, the fraud squad,
the debt collectors.  He owed
everyone, had taken everything, had cheated dozens of clients.  I’ve been paying it all off ever
since.  He even took my scholarship
money when he went, and cleaned me out completely.  


"The man you met at the party
is my old tutor and boss.  Raymond
saved my life.  He’s given me a
job, a place to live, generous lecture fees, and support throughout the whole
bankruptcy and fraud case,” Zaira revealed in a shaky voice.


“No wonder you look as though
you’ve been through a terrible shock,” Brad said sympathetically, after a long
pause.  “The man must have been an
absolute beast!”


“Not when I first met him, at one
of those parties like the one we had last night.  Then he was charming, very much the Southern gentleman,
ambitious, admired my academic talents, and my English skills.  I helped him set up the business, and then
pursued my own academic career.  


“It was a lovely jet-setting
lifestyle from here to London, Cambridge and back again, but that meant I
didn’t know exactly what was going on with the business until it was too
late.  By the time I paid attention
to my instincts and realized that something was wrong, he was gone.  The police searched everywhere, but he
had disappeared.  I sold everything
I owned, down to my last scrap of jewellery, my last designer dress, my last
stick of furniture.”  Zaira
fidgeted with her glass in silence for a few moments, not daring to look at
him.


“How awful for you.  Didn’t you have any family or friends
to help?” Brad said, shaking his head.


“My mother died of cancer when I
was sixteen.  I never knew my
father.  He died of tuberculosis
just before I was born.  It was a
pretty tough childhood, but to be honest, it helped me get through the bad
times after Jonathan left me destitute. 
I was never interested in those sorts of glamorous things anyway, so it
didn’t bother me when they went. 
They had caused part of the problem in the first place, with Jonathan
wanting more and more.   



“With the money I got for our
things, I paid off as much of the debt as possible, and made sure the staff got
something.  At least they found me
innocent of any of my husband’s dishonest practices, so I didn’t end up going
to jail, though for a time it looked as though I might,” Zaira said with a
sigh.


“So you will let me help you,
then, and accept my offer?”  Brad
urged.


“It looks like I don’t have a choice
either way, does it?” Zaira smiled up at his concerned frown.


“That’s right,” he said,
grinning.  “I’m not a man who takes
no for an answer.  Now, go out and
spend some of that money on yourself, get a new hairstyle or something.”


Zaira bristled, and Brad
immediately regretted what he had said. 
She remembered the remark he had made before about her being gorgeous if
only she would do something about her appearance.  But she did want him to be physically attracted to her?


“Look, I may have agreed to be your
personal assistant, but I refuse to be done up like a doll just for your ego
and your pride in your own status. 
If you want me for my brains, fine, if not, find yourself some other
simpering bimbo!” Zaira hissed, and made to rise from her chair.


But Brad held onto her wrist
firmly, and declared, “Simpering bimbos don’t suit me, but you do.  All I meant was that you're an
attractive woman, and I don’t see why you insist on hiding that fact.” He
stared at her intently in silence, until Zaira finally calmed down and
shrugged.


“Because I'm still married, and
because I don’t want to call any sort of attention to myself,” Zaira admitted.


“But you haven’t done anything to
be ashamed of!  And besides, how do
you really feel about your husband? 
So loyal, that if he walked in the door this minute, you would throw
your arms around him and forgive him everything he’s put you through?”  Brad asked, watching her face closely.


Zaira scowled and shook her
head.  “No, no chance of that.  He let me down badly in every respect,
and I'll be getting a divorce on the grounds of desertion as soon as I'm
able.  I shall pay off all my debts
with the money you’re going to pay me, then I'll be free of the past.”


“I look forward to celebrating
your freedom, then.  I know you
said you didn’t care about designer clothes, but perhaps you’ll come out of
your self-made shell then, and show me the real you.”


Zaira became lost in the depths of
his eyes, which glimmered like the sea in the dim light of the pub.  “Brad, I don’t know even know who the
real me is anymore.  I thought I
had all the answers, until the day the police knocked on my door.”


“Well, perhaps I’m one of the
answers.  This will be a great
opportunity for you to try something new, and I’m not often wrong about
people.  You have a great deal of
courage, Zaira, enough courage to keep going after all that, enough courage to
try living again, and maybe even enough courage to let yourself fall in love
again,” Brad asserted.


Zaira trembled as he said the word
“love,” and knew the conversation was getting far too intimate.  “I’ll take the job for the present, so
long as you understand that I put my lecturing first, and then we’ll see how I
get on after that.”  She stood up
and insisted, “No, I can’t stay for another, thanks all the same.   Thanks for the offer as well, and
I’ll let you know when I’ve got something worth looking at.”


“Great,” Brad said, beaming like a
kid at Christmas, “but don’t keep me waiting too long!”


Zaira’s grey eyes locked with his
one last time, as she struggled to tear herself away.  She waved goodbye, and propelled herself forcefully out of
the door and across the park to the restaurant where Matt was meeting her.




 


 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER SIX


 


 


Two days later, Zaira was already
regretting all the complications she had created for herself by not setting the
record straight about she and Zoe Dominick being one and the same person, as
she struggled into the long black wig and out of her suit into some more casual
clothes.  The days had sped by in a
whirl of lecturing, writing, and consulting with Matt over the terms the
lawyers had drawn up concerning all her arrangements with Brad Clarke.  


She was rather enjoying working on
the screenplay, indeed, had become almost obsessed by it, thinking about it all
the time, to the exclusion of virtually everything else.  She delivered her lectures almost
without thinking, like a robot, so anxious was she to get back to her laptop
computer and carry on where she had left off.


Matt had been shocked beyond
belief at all her news, and while he was pleased for her, he was concerned that
she might be overdoing it, and that Brad might be rather cross when he found
out that Zaira Darcy and Zoe Dominick were one and the same woman.


To avoid that, Zaira was now
wearing the wig to their rehearsal, but she realized that she couldn't possibly
wear it every time she saw him, and that sooner or later he would know she was
not the dark but the auburn lady. 
She resolved to go down to the theatrical supply company at the weekend,
and get something temporary she could use on her hair.  Fortunately, she only wore her glasses
during the day to suit the professor costume she disguised herself with, and so
her contact lenses, a violet pair which she had bought on a whim two years ago,
were firmly in place once again. 
Her face was beautifully made up this time, and she wondered if she
could continue to fool Brad once they spent more time with each other for
rehearsals and discussions about the screenplay.


Zaira’s heart turned over when
Brad walked in the door, and her mouth went dry with the beauty of him.  Again her nostrils were assailed with
the clean masculine scent of him, and he was dressed in the sweatshirt she had
first met him in only three days before.


“How art thou, o fair Ophelia.”
Brad said with a smile, and kissed her hand.  


Zaira could feel a spark pass
between them like a thousand volts of electricity. She hastily pulled her hand
away to avoid the searing contact.


Brad frowned at her obvious
avoidance of him, and she thought it best to play it as the busy and capable
director, by bustling around calling for a rehearsal of Act One from the
top.  


The rest of the cast swept Brad
away into the wings, but she could sense that he was a not in the least
deceived by her performance—she was nervous around him, nervous of the way she
felt every time he came within ten feet of her.


Her mind was only half on her
tasks as director as she reflected that she had never been in lust before, so
completely overwhelmed by a man that she couldn’t think straight whenever he
came near.  She wanted to be immune
to his charms, but however hard she struggled, Brad seemed so compatible with
her in every way.  


Zaira had thought she could never
feel the same way about anyone again after Jonathan had left her, and for a
long time had been completely unable to face the fact that he was not coming
back.  But as the weeks had grown
into months, and the revelations concerning his frauds had become more and more
horrifying, Zaira had vowed that no man would ever turn her into a helpless
wreck again.


Now Brad had come into her life,
and within days he had begun to 
possess her every sleeping and waking thought completely.  However hard she tried to rationalize
the situation by reminding herself that she needed the money, one part of her
told her to avoid him like the plague. 



But the other part of her, the Zoe
side of her nature, recklessly enjoyed the sparks that flew between them.  And that Zoe side was beginning to take
over her life as Zaira, whenever Brad came near and tried to crack her crusty
academic exterior.  


Perhaps Brad was just doing it as
a challenge, she thought, just to see if she was a passionate bundle of nerves
underneath her cool pinstripe suit. 
Only a few days ago Zaira would have rejected the idea of herself as
passionate, but now whenever she saw those emerald eyes upon her, her stomach
seized and her palms began to sweat. 
It was as if all her senses were enhanced as soon as he came near,
filling her with a sensual warmth and desire she had never experienced before.


Zaira forced herself to
concentrate on the play, though it was difficult not to just stare at his
amazing physique in open-mouthed admiration.  Soon it was her turn to come on, and she tried to
concentrate, but every time he looked at her, she was conscious of his
magnetism, and also of her own deception. 


Zaira was also more than a little
irritated that he seemed to take so little notice of either woman that he could
not see Zaira and Zoe were one and the same.  But then wasn’t that a credit to her acting ability? She
didn’t want him to get too close.  Or did she?


By time they reached the scene
where Hamlet and Ophelia have their last fight, she knew that she was only
trying to fool herself.  His hands
gripping her arms set a shiver of excitement through her, and her head bent
back, almost inviting him to stoop down and kiss her. 


For one bewitchingly long moment,
Zaira was sure he would; she could feel his warm breath on her cheek as he
paused. Then, he delivered the last of his lines and flung her from him, so
violently that she actually did fall. 
She was completely unprepared for it, and the impact was like a bucket
of cold water being thrown over her. 
She opened her eyes fully and stared up at him, and she could feel tears
pricking the backs of her eyes at the thought of his rejecting her.


“Sorry, I guess I caught you off
guard,” Brad apologized, and held out a hand to help her to her feet.


But there was an uneasy, almost
hostile look in his eyes which she had never seen there before.


“Not at all, the floor was a bit
slippery, that’s all, and you're very tall.  You pulled me off balance.  Shall we try that again?” she asked coolly.


Zaira could sense his reluctance
as he agreed, but this time she did not make the mistake of getting carried
away by her desire for him, and now her fall was controlled, but looked
realistic.


“Well done,” Brad commented, “that
part was fine.  But you were a bit
wooden before. Try to take your mind off other things, and focus on Ophelia and
her feelings for Hamlet.”


Zaira thought that was fairly
ironic considering that was essentially what she had been doing, but she took
his point, that she was brooding far too much.  She berated herself for having acted so foolishly.  He probably had dozens of women
throwing themselves at him every day, and she had just been one among
many.  The glamorous young Brad
Clarke was famous for pursuing the unattainable; perhaps that was why he was
flattering Zaira Darcy.  She vowed
silently that he would have no cause to think she was flirting with him ever
again.


“Right then, that was fine, we’ll
start with act three on Saturday, if that’s all right, and Hamlet and Laertes
will need a bit of fight practice, so I’ve booked in the fencing coach from the
university as a special treat. 
I'll see you all at ten, as usual,” Zaira said in her most confident
tone, and they all said their goodbyes to her and Brad as they left.


“Do you fancy a drink?” Brad
asked, completely unexpectedly.


Zaira was not going to break her
promise to herself.  “No, thanks, I
have plenty to do today.  Maybe
Saturday?”


“What about tomorrow, day or
evening?” he insisted.


“Look, I’m sorry, Mr. Clarke, but
I’m busy for the next few days, so I’ll get a few things out of the way, and we
can talk Saturday.  And now, I had
better lock up the theatre, so I’ll see you then.”


“Zoe, will you stop this Mr.
Clarke nonsense?  I’m Brad, that’s
all, and I know we will have to work as colleagues, but you are not subservient
or meant to be in awe of me. 
There's no need to keep your distance.  And I'm sorry about what I did before, it’s just that I was
taken by surprise,” he said with a shrug, not quite able to explain his
feelings.


Zaira was intrigued, but knew that
the question she was dying to ask would be a very dangerous one, so she simply
said, “I’ll try to remember that I’m your colleague, not your actress, but I
think we have to keep that aspect of our relationship, if you could call it
that, separate from the theatre here. 


“I’ve been jotting down some ideas
about the book, and have had the go-ahead from the publishing house and the
lawyers, as you probably already know, so let’s not mix business with pleasure
or vice versa.  If you want to see
me on Saturday about business, we'll meet after the performance, or meet in
your new office once it’s set up. 
Matt says you’re looking for a place.”


Brad nodded, and said, “That’s
true, but my problem is not being able to find something suitable in the area,
and now I’m having trouble with my landlord about my subletting, so I'll
probably end up homeless as well soon if I don't do something fast.”


“Right, well, I’ll keep my eye
out, and we’ll see how things are going on Saturday,” Zaira said, and she
avoided his gaze.  She ushered Brad
out and locked up after herself.  


Once Zaira was certain he was gone,
she whisked off her itchy wig, and ran her fingers through her hair in
relief.  She had just enough time
to pop up to her office to change into her suit before her next lecture, and so
she ran up to her office overlooking the park, and trotted down the corridor to
the ladies’ room.  


Fortunately, it was time for
lunch, so no one saw Zaira’s quick change.  She scrubbed her face clean, redid her hair, and changed her
clothes.  At the last minute she
remembered to take out her lenses and put on her spectacles.  She thought amusedly of Superman making
all his quick changes, and wondered what Brad would say if he ever found out
what she was up to.  But if she
could keep if up a bit longer, she’d have a huge bank balance, freedom and
security.


Zaira walked back down to her
office, and was arrested by the sight of a tall dark man in her office.  Adjusting her eyes to the half-light,
she saw Brad leaning on her desk writing something.


“Oh, hello,” he said with an easy
smile.  “I was just in the
neighborhood, so I thought I’d drop by and see how you were getting on, and if
you’d like to come to lunch with me.”


Zaira thought bitterly that he was
obviously at a loose end if he was coming up here to invite her out, since he
had been turned down by the attractive Zoe. But she tried to sound regretful as
she informed him she was just on her way to teach.  


“How about dinner later then?  I’m sick of eating by myself in
restaurants.  In fact, I'm sick of
restaurants.  That was one thing
about my mother.  She might have
been the wife of a movie mogul, but she insisted on cooking everything
herself,” Brad said, with a fond smile on his face.


Against her better judgment, Zaira
heard herself invite him over to dinner, and he accepted the offer
enthusiastically.  


“Great, what time?” Brad
asked.  


Zaira told him seven thirty and
gave him the address as they went down the stairs together.  As soon as she waved him out of sight,
she began to panic over what she could possibly make, and ran through possible
menus in her mind all the way home after the lecture.  


In the end Zaira opted for
Italian, and so she got two different kinds of Italian sausage, some fresh
tomatoes and peppers, and some Italian bread heavily encrusted with sesame
seeds.  A couple of bottles of red
wine and some salad things, and Italian ice cream for dessert rounded off her
shopping.  As a rather daring after
thought, she bought a bottle of gin and a couple of bottles of tonic, and
hurried home to get ready.


As soon as she got in the door she
started the sauce, and rushed to make herself look casual but presentable.  She pulled on a pair of well-worn but
stylish jeans and a black smock top, and did her hair in a long plait down her
back.  The sauce bubbled cheerfully
as she tore around the apartment trying to tidy everything away. She tried to
remember the last time she had cooked, the last time she had shared a meal with
anyone in her own home.  Apart from
staff functions, and the occasional business dinner with Matt, she had not been
out with anyone for any social occasion since Jonathan had left.  Except for Raymond and Anna coming to
see how she had settled in, she had never had any visitors there either.


She turned on the CD player, a
present from Matt last Christmas, and soon the apartment was filled with the
strains of Vivaldi as she finished tidying.  The apartment was huge, too big for Zaira, but Raymond had
made sure she got first priority on the housing list, and so she had moved into
the three bedroom, two bathroom apartment just over a year ago.  She had a vast bedroom with a wonderful
view of Washington Square Park, and the smallest bedroom she used as her
study.  It was light and airy, and
an excellent size for an office. The second bedroom was fitted with a double
bed and its own bathroom, but she had no one to invite to stay.  Most of her friends had deserted her as
soon as they had heard about Jonathan's criminal activities.


Zaira went into her little study
last.  She had made huge amounts of
progress with the screenplay, thanks to the fact that she had the book on
computer disc, and so could alter the text to suit the new format.  She flicked a few buttons and soon she
had her new file printed out to show Brad when he arrived.  She would try to keep their dinner as
businesslike as possible. After her experience with him today, she knew she
could not let him even begin to guess how she felt.


Zaira fluffed up the cushions on
the sofa, and was just about to set the table when the bell rang.  Her palms sweating, her heart aflutter,
she moved slowly towards the door.




 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER SEVEN


 


 


Brad entered the apartment,
looking spectacularly handsome in a bottle green sports coat which set his eyes
off to perfection, with his black polo neck sweater and black trousers.  He was carrying a huge bouquet of red
roses, and a couple of bottles of champagne, as well as a cake and a box of
chocolates.


“Here you are, darling, a token of
my appreciation for taking pity on me, a lonely Californian lost in the East,”
he said with a smile, as he stooped to peck her on the cheek.  


Zaira blushed furiously, and tried
to cover her confusion by exclaiming, “How lovely, thanks so much.”  


Zaira busied herself with looking
for a vase, but her hands shook and she made rather a bad job of arranging the
flowers. She put them on the dining table and caught Brad looking around the
apartment. It was pretty impersonal as homes went, for most of the things in it
had been there already when she had arrived.  He could not find anything incriminating about her lying
around, she hoped.   He admired
the view out the window, and then asked to see the rest of the place.  She conducted the brief little tour,
and ended up in the small study.


“Here you are,” she said, handing
him the sheaf of papers she had prepared. 
“That’s what I’ve managed to come up with so far.”


He weighed the papers in his hand,
and whistled.  “Well, someone has
been burning the midnight oil.  But
I’ll save these until after dinner, otherwise we’ll talk about nothing else all
night.”


He admired the small office, and
indeed the whole apartment, and then they went back into the living room, where
she sat him down and poured him a gin and tonic.


“I’ll put the champagne in the
fridge, and maybe it will be cold enough for after the meal.  It’s nothing fancy, just Italian food,”
she said rather self-consciously.


“Which is my favorite,” he said,
“and smells fantastic.  Don’t tell
me you’ve done sausage and peppers, because that’s my absolute favorite.”


She nodded and he laughed. “Then I
hope you have lots of bread to sop up the sauce with.” 


Zaira replied, “Of course,” and
smiled herself.  “And for garlic
bread if you like, but I didn’t know how you felt about strong flavors.”


“The more the better,” he
answered, and followed her into the kitchen to help her butter the bread and
crush the garlic.


“Clarke’s revenge,” Brad
laughed.  “If I ever come across
any snotty actress, I dazzle her with my looks and then breathe fire all over
her, sometimes in words, and deliberately in garlic.  It won’t waste my breath, or my breath mints, on people who
think they know everything, like your friend Peter Duffy the other day.”


Zaira giggled.  “He’d certainly had it coming to him
for a long time, so I wouldn’t worry too much.  We’ve been rehearsing for ages, and he's lurched from one
disaster to the next,” she said, licking the butter off her fingers as she put
the bread in the oven.


She busied herself stirring the
pasta to avoid his awesome presence, which seemed to fill the small kitchen
with electricity.  “It’ll be ready
in about five minutes,” Zaira told him.


“Great, I’m famished,” he
said.  “Here, give me those things,
and I’ll set the table.”  


He picked up the plates and
cutlery before Zaira could protest, and was out the door in a second.  


She stood thoughtfully for a
moment, amazed at the ease with which they got on together.  Brad was so friendly, unassuming,
unpretentious, not at all like the papers had led her to believe.  But then, he himself had just admitted
that he was demanding as a director, and did not tolerate impolite behavior
from anyone he worked with. 
Probably the ones who had spoken to the gutter press were all enemies
who had run afoul of him in the past.


As the pasta boiled, Zaira
reflected that it was wonderful to cook for someone. In her life with Jonathan,
he had always been too busy to share meals with her, and in any case he had
never liked any of the foods she prepared.  He had hated Italian, or indeed anything ethnic, which is
all she ever made once she began to cook for herself as a young woman.  She loved trying new recipes, and
bought cookbooks avidly.  It was
the one luxury she kept from her old life, and they stood proudly on a shelf of
their own in the kitchen.


Brad went over and flicked through
a few of them, making intelligent remarks about his preferences, and obviously
as knowledgeable about Mexican and Middle Eastern food as herself.


“What lovely books,” he admired.


But Zaira got the feeling that he
was trying too hard, so she replied frostily, “Yes, they are nice, but it’s
expensive to eat that way, and I haven’t exactly been rich lately.  Besides, there’s not much point in
cooking for one.”


Brad nodded and looked around him
thoughtfully before disappearing into the living room again.


Zaira came out with two full
plates of sausage and peppers, with pasta, and then brought the salad.  She brought the wine and bread next,
and admired Brad’s graceful movements as he opened the bottle for her and then
sat down.


He praised the food, the wine, the
apartment, everything, over and over again, until Zaira wondered exactly what he
was up to.  She certainly enjoyed
his compliments, but she kept getting the feeling she was being manipulated by
Brad in some subtle way.  He
chatted amiably about every topic she brought up, especially classical music
and literature, and she began to enjoy herself in spite of her wariness of him.


Once they had finished eating,
Zaira told Brad to sit down on the sofa and start to read her work, and handed
him a red pencil for making corrections and comments.  She felt especially vulnerable now, for he was going to
criticize and comment on her work. 
She knew that this was a very different kind of writing from her novel
and her academic work, and was afraid that he would think she wasn’t up to it
after all.  


Rather than stand there watching
him score out dozens of passages, Zaira fled to the kitchen to make coffee and
cut the cake he had brought.  She
also got out the ice cream, and opened the box of chocolates.  She checked the champagne which she had
left to chill in the freezer, and found it cold enough to drink.  Feeling very daring, she decided to
take it out and placed it on the coffee table with two glasses.


He observed her movement, and she
tried to read his expression as he looked up.  Her heart began to pound as the emerald eyes caressed her
own, and for a moment she was sure he would come to her, kiss her.  But no, he merely smiled, and said,
“Fantastic.  Absolutely brilliant!
You've captured their voices and emotions perfectly.  This really does call for the champagne!”  


Brad slapped the papers down on
the table with a flamboyant gesture.


Zaira could see he had merely
ticked the first five or six pages, but had not scored out anything.  With a sigh of relief, she went back to
the kitchen to bring out the rest of the things, and as she put them down on
the table as well, Brad said, “Here, help me.”


She picked up the glasses, and the
cork popped with that wonderfully unique sound.  As the champagne fizzed out into the glasses and onto her
hand, Zaira felt a complete and utter joy which she had never experienced
before.  Brad was here, he loved
her script, he was thoughtful, kind, breathtakingly handsome.  And dangerous.  


He raised his glass in one hand
and toasted, “To us!” but instead of drinking from his glass, he captured her
wet hand, and slowly began to lick the champagne off the back of it with a
silky caress that made her weak at the knees.


“Brad!” she gasped, but could not
manage to bring her hand away.


“Delicious,” he murmured, but then
almost as if he caught himself doing something which he shouldn’t have, he
stood up stiffly, and said huskily, ”Sorry, my dear, I got carried away, and
after all, it’s a terrible thing to waste champagne.  Now drink up, while I finish reading the rest of this.”


Zaira sat down in the armchair
next to the sofa, and stared at Brad’s handsome profile.  The tingling sensations had not
diminished, but rather grew stronger as she examined every inch of Brad
critically, in an effort to find some flaw in him which she could dislike him
for.  


But no, Brad Clarke was infuriatingly
perfect.  She couldn't help but
admire his wavy hair, with the mysterious red glints made her hand ache to
touch it.  His neck was strong, and
his shoulders massively broad.  His
chest muscles rippled with his every move, and he had a firm midriff, without
an ounce of spare flesh on him anywhere. 
His legs were strong and supple, and she remembered again the first time
she had met him, when his jeans had molded to his magnificent body..  


She shook her head, trying to
remove the enticing picture of him from her mind. She gulped the champagne in
an effort to ease the lump that had formed in her throat.


“Wonderful, fantastic,” Brad said
again, as he finished reading the last sheet, and while he did ask her one or
two questions about the script, for the most part he seemed perfectly
satisfied.  


“You’ve made terrific progress. I
must say I’m very impressed.  In
any case, I'll still be tied up with one other project, a production of Hamlet I'm acting in, for the rest of
this week and next week, but after the performances at the drama festival, we
can get started on the film.  So if
you don’t mind working at this pace, do you think you can be ready in about two
weeks?” Brad asked in a very businesslike manner.


Zaira tried not to feel hurt as
she replied, “Yes, I think so.” 
She had the feeling she was being brushed off, that he was not really
interested in her after all, though it had seemed so only a few minutes before.


“Great.  Now there's just one more small problem,” Brad said.


Zaira looked at him inquiringly.


“Before you say anything, just
hear me out, Zaira,” Brad insisted. 
“My main problem has been trying to find an office convenient to here,
and now I've been told by my landlord that I have to leave my apartment by the
end of next week, because the man who let me have it had no right to sublet.”


Zaira knew what was coming, and
was surprised, but also in a way pleased. 
She was feeling reckless after all the gin, wine, and champagne, and
decided that she would appear reluctant, but let him talk her around.


“I was hoping that you might see
thing my way, that the perfect solution would be for me to move in here,” Brad
said quietly.


Zaira pretended she was going to
say something by opening her mouth, but Brad continued persuasively, “You have
a spare bedroom, the office is perfect, and we could work a great deal more
easily together here than have three separate places to live and work.  


“I’m only supposed to be in New
York for one semester, so if it doesn’t work out, you’ll be getting rid of me
in February anyway.   But I
promise, if you find me a pain, I’ll look for another place.  I don’t know how much you have to pay
here, but I’m paying two thousand dollars a month at the other place, so if I
give you that, plus another thousand. 
Will that cover everything, including bills and food?”


Zaira’s eyes widened, and he
misunderstood her response.


“Not that I am going to pay you at
act as a housekeeper for me or anything!” Brad added hastily. “I just meant
that it would be easy to share the food bills, and we could take turns
cooking.”


Zaira said nothing, and he looked
at her anxiously, almost pleadingly. 
She knew he was sincere about the business side of things, but she also
knew that the cozy domesticity suggested some sort of personal involvement.  She sifted through her feelings, and
for a brief moment a picture of Jonathan popped up in her mind. 


 But it was faded and dim, and Zaira realized with a start
that she was beginning to forget what her former husband looked like.  It had all happened so suddenly, but it
was almost as if she were being offered a second chance at happiness by the
gods.  She was afraid to take it,
but also knew that if she didn’t she would regret it for the rest of her life.


“Well?” Brad demanded softly,
looking at her face, and she could see the fear of rejection in his eyes.


“I agree with everything you said,
and the points you’ve made, so as long as you don’t bring home dozens of nubile
females and agree to scrub the bathtub, you can move in whenever you like.”


Brad chuckled and shook his
head.  “Absolutely no nubile
females will cross that threshold except you, I promise, and I have no
objection to scrubbing the entire place from top to bottom if it makes you
happy.”


“Right, that’s settled then.  Come and look at the room, and there is
anything else you need, we can hunt around to get it.”


They went into the spare bedroom
and turned on the light.  Brad
looked about and said, “A couple of lamps, a new quilt, a few pictures, that
sort of thing would be about it. 
You don’t mind, do you?”


“Why should I?  It was like this when I came.  I haven’t had the money to make
improvements, and the university won’t object so long as we don’t knock down
the walls.”


“Fine, then.  If it’s all right with you, I’ll move
in this weekend, and then maybe you could come shopping with me to pick out a
few things on Sunday?”


“Saturday is fine with me, and I
haven’t got any plans for the rest of the weekend except to prepare my lectures
and then get back to the screenplay,” Zaira assured him.


“I can’t thank you enough, for
everything.  I mean, all your hard
work, the room, the screenplay,” Brad said, smiling, but Zaira moved away
before he could kiss her.


“Don’t mention it,” she said.
“You’re the one who should be thanked, for everything you’ve done for me.”


Brad gazed at her, searching her
face for a moment before saying in a more casual tone, “Well, I suppose I’d
better get home and start my packing, not that I brought much with me from
Malibu.  I’ll see you on Saturday
then, about four or five, after I’ve finished rehearsing and taking care of a
few business matters.”


Zaira showed him to the door, and
knew she was going to be kissed whether she liked it or not, so she decided to
make the first move.


“Thanks again,” she said, “and
I’ll see you.”  She stretched up
onto her toes on manage to plant a kiss on his jaw.  


Brad looked a bit surprised, but
did nothing except pat her on the shoulder and disappear out the door.  


Zaira shut the door and
sighed.  So she had been
right.  He was afraid of women who
made the first move.  But why?  The lack of the thrill of the
chase?  Or did something else
trouble him?  Perhaps she had been
right about her first assumption, the every first time she’d met him.  He was shy and insecure, and far from
having an exaggerated sense of his own importance, did not see himself as
anything special.


And of course, Zaira couldn’t
blame him if the stories about his barbaric father were true. Cormac Clarke was
supposed to hate his son to the point of not even wanting to be in the same
room with him.  But again, this
could be explained as two proud men trying to find a place for themselves in a
very competitive career. The aging father was bound to resent his son, but also
be easily disappointed by him.


Lastly, Zaira concluded, there was
his money.  She remembered all too
well when she and Jonathan had been living the high life, that they had been
surrounded by men and women all to anxious to flatter them, even go to bed with
them.  


Zaira thought briefly that
Jonathan, weak as he was, had probably indulged in some of these flings, more
for the purpose of furthering his ambitions than any lecherousness in his
behavior.  Indeed, as a lover he
had been only adequate, certainly never very much interested in that side of
life.  As he had grown more and
more hard-headed and ambitious, they had grown more and more apart, and then of
course she had been away in England for almost three years on and off.  


She could sympathize with Brad’s
caution where women were concerned, for she had learnt the same lesson
herself.  It was easy to be
temporarily dazzled by someone, and do something both would regret.  And it was easily to be taken in by
money, fame, prestige, but again, if there were no real respect or love between
two people, it became an empty and hollow life.


Perhaps it would be different for
herself and Brad once he had moved in. 
Zaira reminded herself that she had not been entirely honest with him,
for there was still the matter of her identity as Zoe Dominick to clear
up.  


Zaira decided that if he didn't
figure it out on his own, that she would wait until he had moved in, and the
play was over, then confess all. 
If the worst came to the worst, at least she would have a damned good Hamlet, Brad would have a fine
screenplay, and maybe he would be prepared to forgive her for her caution in
dealing with a complete stranger who had come into her life as fast as a
blazing meteor, and who might prove equally destructive if he proved
untrustworthy.  




 


 


 


 


CHAPTER EIGHT


 


Early Saturday morning, Zaira walked
down to the supply shop in Soho to buy her theatrical make-up and hair
dye.  She still felt guilty about
deceiving Brad, but their relationship as man and woman was too delicate, and
their work as colleagues too recently established for her to risk losing
him.  She opted for several spray
cans of black hair dye, and also found a pair of clear glass spectacles very
like her own.  She smiled, and was
delighted at the prospect of not having to wear her ordinary glasses to
university any longer.  They made her
nose ache, and she didn’t see very well out of them anyway.  She could wear her regular lenses all
the time and her violet ones as Zoe. 



Zaira rushed home and put on a new
pair of black palazzo pants she had bought in a sale, with a jewelled
cummerbund, and pulled out her best blouse, a rather fluffy confection with
very full sleeves.  She went in the
bathroom, and sprayed her hair over. 
It was rather time consuming, but the effect was fairly realistic, and a
lot more airy and free-flowing than the coarse theatrical wig she had been
making do with up until now. 


She let the hair dye dry while she
put in her lenses, and then ran her hands through to check that the powder
spray wouldn’t come off easily. She prayed it wouldn’t rain, but a quick look
out the window reassured her.  She
applied her make-up quickly, enhancing the violet eyes and her rather fine
cheekbones.  


Then she surveyed herself in the
full length mirror, and laughed delightedly.  She certainly looked the part of Zoe Dominick, successful author,
actress, and director.  
The  cummerbund cinched in
her billowy blouse to emphasize her slender waist and full bosom, and her legs
looked long and elegant.  The black
and white outfit made Zaira wonder if she should keep her hair dark
permanently, she thought it was so striking.  


As an after thought, she found an
old pair of antique pearl earrings, the only jewellery Zaira had kept when she
had been forced to sell all her things. 
She knew they were reasonably valuable, but it was the sentiment attached
to them which had made her keep them.   Her mother had given them to her, and knew they had
belonged to her great-grandmother. 
The Victorian gold filigree setting was a bit old fashioned, but Zaira
didn’t care.  They suited the
outfit perfectly, and she looked like a wild gypsy.  She put on her only pair of high heeled black shoes, and
raced out the door to the theatre. 



When she arrived, Brad was already
waiting outside for her, and by the look in his eyes, she knew he was drawn to
her.


“What’s wrong?  Has my make-up smudged or something,”
she said, putting her hand up to her face.  


“Not at all, it’s just your
hair.  It’s so wavy, and layered,
not like you’ve worn it the other days.”


“I had a bit of a trim, and it
depends on how I dry it,” Zaira lied smoothly.  “But of course, you can tell me whatever way you’d like
it.  After all, you’re the
boss.  Unless you’ve decided that
I’m not suitable as the Dark Lady. 
I mean, you might have some other woman in mind,” she said, as she
unlocked the door and they stepped into the darkness.


“No one else will do for the
part,” Brad said gruffly.


Before Zaira could switch on the
lights, she felt herself being pulled into his strong embrace.  Brad’s mouth swooped down to cover
hers, and her senses reeled at the shock of it all.  She had dressed to entice him, she knew, but that he could
be so forceful both delighted and frightened her.  


She surprised herself by starting
to kiss him back.  Zaira was just
about to put her arms around his body for support when suddenly he pulled away.


Brad swore under his breath, and
took several steps away from her. 
She turned on the lights, and saw him standing with his shoulders
hunched and his arms crossed against his broad chest.  He cleared his throat a few times, and Zaira waited
patiently to see what she had done to offend him.


“I’m sorry, Zoe, I don’t know that
came over me.  I didn’t mean to do
that, it just happened.”


“I see.  Sorry to have disappointed you then,” Zaira said waspishly,
and began to storm down the aisle towards the stage.


Brad took two long strides and
pulled her round to face him. She could feel his warm breath on her cheeks, he
was so close.  She looked up into
his eyes, hoping he would kiss her again. 
He did, but this time it was gentle, exploring, searching with his
tongue, and he nuzzled her cheek with his before stepping away.


“God, you're so tempting, so
fiery, I just couldn’t help myself. 
But I have to.  Don’t you
see?  We have been thrown together
by business, by this play, but you’re a glamorous novelist, and you must have
dozens of men lining up for you.”


Zaira felt like laughing at his
feeling he couldn't compete for her attentions, but she could see he was
completely serious.


“Look, I'm not the kind of man who
has flings, whatever they say about me in the press. So while I'm really
attracted to you, that’s all it would have to be. I think, well, I'm pretty
sure I'm in love with someone else. I wouldn’t want to see you hurt for
anything in the world.  You deserve
better than that,” Brad said with a sigh.


Zaira felt as though she had been
punched in the stomach.  All this
time he had spent with her, and now she had discovered he was already in a
relationship?  Then why was he
wasting so much time with Zaira Darcy? 
She had been right all along. 
It was just a game for him, nothing more. He was jus another player, and
she had been played.  Thank God she
hadn't trusted him…


“Zoe, look at me, and tell me your
not angry.  I’m a very confused
man, but we have to do this play, and do it well.  I don’t want you resenting me because of this.  I'm trying to be as honest as I can
be.  Please tell me you forgive
me,” he pleaded, taking her hand.


Zaira let out her breath, and
smiled through her pain. “Brad, don’t be silly, there's nothing to
forgive.  You've been honest, and
that’s more than a lot of other guys would have the guts to do.  Forget about that kiss. Chalk it up to
an ice-breaker so we're not so stiff with sexual tension once we get on stage,
okay?"


He looked doubtful, so she
swallowed and tried again. With a sisterly pat on his shoulder she said in her
brightest tone, "Come on, the others are here, and we don’t want to start
any gossip or make them feel awkward, now do we.”  


She breezed the rest of the way
down the aisle, and threw herself into her directorial duties as though they
were the only thing in the world on her mind.   Fortunately, she didn't have to do much. The rehearsal
went smoothly, and she watched herself appraisingly as she put on the performance
of her life, determined no one would ever guess how crushed and bruised she
felt at Brad's rejection of her. 


As she worked, wondered over and
over again who he could possibly be in love with.  Someone he had left behind in California, no doubt. Someone
beautiful and glamorous, and the right kind of person for the life he lived out
in Hollywood.   All of this
was just one minor diversion to him, the dilettante playing at teaching and
acting until his real life beckoned him once more.   Brad was just occupying his time in New York with a
frumpy academic who posed no threat to his relationship, and a novelist he was
sweet-talking just so he could get the rights to her book.    


Well, she’d see if she couldn’t do
something about that.  Zaira Darcy
was not one to give in easily, in work or in love.  She might not be part of his Hollywood world, but she was
determined to leave a lasting impression on him, one he would never, ever
forget.  


For the last hour of the
rehearsal, Zaira and a few of the other cast members watched in admiration as
Brad and Adam, the young man playing Laertes, practiced their sword-fighting
scene.  Brad moved with an easy
grace, and the sword was like an extension of his arm, as he parried and
thrust, and the coach shouted encouragement or criticism.  


The men made admiring remarks, and
the girl playing the part of Queen Gertrude made several lewd comments which
grated on Zaira’s nerves.  She
realized she was furiously jealous, and didn’t care, so great was her longing
for this incredible man.


Zaira watched in fascination as
the muscles in his thighs rippled under his black trousers, which outlined his
manliness unmistakably and filled her with an incredible longing to see if the
reality matched her imagination. 
She closed her eyes, and when she opened them again, it was because the
musky male scent of him thrilled her to the very fibre of her being.  She saw him lean over her and smile
boyishly.  


“How was it?”


“Wonderful,” Zaira managed say as
she smiled back at him glowingly. 
“It will be super on the night. 
Have you done fencing before?”


“A bit in my university days, but
my main sport was football.”


“You haven’t forgotten how, that’s
for sure.  Well done!  You must be thirsty, so if you don’t
mind, let’s go for that drink.”


Zaira saw Brad hesitate as he
wiped his face with a towel and then looked at his watch.  “All right, but I’m moving today, so
we’ll make it a quick run through of a couple of points, and have a more formal
meeting next week, if that’s all right?"


After Zaira had locked up the
theatre, they went down to the university bar at the bottom of the student
centre, which was very quiet on Saturdays.  Brad ordered beer for himself, and Zaira suggested they
share a pitcher, and a plate of nachos. 
As they crunched their way through the corn chips smothered in cheese,
Zaira outlined the work she had done in her role a consultant.  


“I’m beginning to wonder if we
really need to go to England and do all the on-location stuff.  I mean, it will certainly up the cost,
and the point is that maybe we should make it more like a stage play, with
intimate staging and lighting, rather than lots of indoor and outdoor shots.”


“What did you have in mind, then?”
Brad asked as he chewed a nacho slowly.


“Well, a sort of theatre in the
round.  The theatres are pretty
empty these days, and we could take one over for a fraction of what it would
cost to film at Stratford or any stately homes in England.  With realistic set designs, which we
can reconstruct from photos of New Place and other houses associated with
Shakespeare, we could have all the action on one or two sets, and concentrate
on the human relationships, instead of a huge Hollywood biopic which will cost
a fortune,” Zaira suggested.


“Well, I won’t say money is no
object, but I take your point, and I think it’s a great idea.  If we get everything completely
accurate, with you and Zaira working on the minute details, once we find the
right place to film, we can get all the things bought or made, and get
started.  Very good work, Zoe. I
knew you’d come up with something." Brad smiled, and as Zaira stared at
his breathtaking handsomeness, she was completely swept away by his
intelligence, his charm, and his kindness.  Whoever he was in love with, she was determined she was
going to regret ever having toyed with her and let her go.


So Zaira carried on chatting about
things that she was concerned about preserving from her book, and the costumes,
and looking for the right museum pieces they could request on loan for the
interiors, until he suddenly glanced at his watch and said, “Good lord, it’s
five already!  I was supposed to be
somewhere else ages ago. Sorry, Zoe, but I’ll see you on Monday. And we will
meet up again at the end of next week. 
We’ll see how far you and Zaira can get with some of these ideas.”  


He pulled out a small notebook and
jotted down a couple of the items they had been discussing, and showed the book
to Zaira for her approval. 


She held his wrist as he showed
her the book, and leaned closer to him, so that her breast brushed his elbow.
The contact was electrifying.  Zaira
said breathily, “That’s fine, I’ll see you then.”  She pecked him on the cheek, and walked out of the bar
without a backward glance.


“That’ll keep him guessing,” Zaira
laughed to herself, as she hurried home to wash the color out of her hair and
change.


After half an hour, she was her
old self again, Zaira Darcy, and as she firmly settled her new clear spectacles
on the edge of her nose, she suddenly began to worry about dinner.  She looked in the freezer and found
some chicken, so she began to defrost it in the oven, and chopped up some
vegetables for a stir fry.  She was
about to get the rice ready when she heard the bell ring.  Checking to make sure her hair was up
in a tidy knot, she opened it to see Brad smiling down at her, with another
huge bunch of flowers, this time pink and yellow roses, some perfume and a
rather crumpled-looking paper bag.


He kissed her on the cheek, and
said, “I thought Chinese, if that’s all right.” 


She laughed and told him she was
already cooking it.


At that he looked very surprised
and pleased.  


“But your addition will be most
welcome.  I haven’t started the
rice yet, and look, you’ve even got noodles, a favorite of mine,” Zaira assured
him, as she looked through the dishes he had brought.


Brad sat down on the sofa and watched
her while she admired his presents.


“Thanks ever so much for the other
things, but really, there was no need to shower me with gifts.  The perfume was what I always used to
wear, when I could afford it.  How
did you guess?” Zaira asked softly, smiling at him.


Brad shrugged his shoulders.  “It just seemed to suit you, that’s
all.  And I wanted to prove to you
I was thinking about you.”  He
looked rather sheepishly at her for a moment, and she wondered why he seemed so
guilty and crestfallen. 


“I mean, about your incredible
generosity to me, welcoming me into your home like this.  Ever since I bumped into you that day,
it’s like all the pieces in the puzzle of my life have finally fallen into
place.  I’ve never been happier, or
more fulfilled and excited by all the things I’ve been doing since I arrived in
New York, and you're partly to thank for that.”


“Nonsense, Brad,” Zaira
protested.  “You would have been
successful no matter what, and you've had dozens of opportunities in the past
for artistic fulfilment.  Why
should this project be any different?”


“I’m not sure,” Brad said,
frowning.  “It’s just that it's the
whole me, the real me.  Maybe for
the first time ever, I’m not afraid of what people will think or say.  I’m out of the goldfish bowl, and the only
one to watch over me and judge me is myself.  I want to make a film that is going to be worthy of me, and
worthy of you, and Zoe Dominick as actress and writer.”


Zaira smiled, oddly moved by his
confession.  She wondered if he
were also feeling bit guilty about his passionate embrace with Zoe
earlier.  But then decided that he
probably was more worried about what his woman on the coast would think of the
whole thing, than whether or not Zaira Darcy found out he had been flirting
with Zoe Dominick in the middle of their project.


“Right, I’ll just go down to get
the rest of my things, which I left with the doorman, and then I’ll go to my
room and get settled.  Is it all
right if we eat at seven-thirty?”


“Sure, it’s my usual time,” Zaira
agreed, though in truth she seldom ate in the evenings at all.


Brad disappeared out the door, and
she went into the kitchen to put the food in the oven to keep it warm.


When he came back in, Zaira
offered to help him carry his things and put them away, but he just shook his head.


“I haven’t got that much with me,
and in any case, I would like to suggest that you either prepare your lectures,
or work on the screenplay, while I sort myself out, and then we can have dinner
and maybe go to the cinema?”


“I’d love to, Brad, but as you
say, if we’re going on the shopping expedition tomorrow, then I'd better
knuckle down tonight.”


“All right, but it seem a waste of
a good Saturday evening, in a way.”


“Well, there’s a late showing of
that new French film at Bleecker Street at eleven tonight that I had thought
about going to last week, but didn’t get the chance.  So, how about work, dinner, work, and then the film as a
treat?” she suggested.


“You’re on,” he said, and
hurriedly disappeared into his room. 


Zaira went into the study and flicked
on the desk lamp.  She decided to
start  with her lectures on the
Middle Ages first.  If she could
plan them out for the next fortnight, she would  be able to devote more of her time to the play and to the
screenplay of “The Dark Lady.”  She
typed up her thoughts on The Canterbury Tales with a surprising speed and
clarity of thought that amazed even herself.


Normally she had to struggle with
her words, but now they flowed out of her fingers and onto the page almost
faultlessly.  Zaira thought briefly
about what Brad had said concerning personal fulfillment, and realized it was
true about herself as well.  She
had become much more confident, alert, decisive.  Not that she hadn’t possessed all those qualities before,
but with Brad at her side, everything seemed so easy, so right, so
natural.  There were no niggling
doubts, and oddly enough, no self-consciousness.  As Brad had also said, for the first time in her life, she
felt she did not have to fear the judgment of others.  She had nothing left to prove, and Brad had trusted her with
the project closest to his heart.


Zaira’s lingering fears about his
so-called love she pushed to the back of his mind.  After all, as he admitted to Zoe, he only thought he was in
love, but the feeling was by no means clear or even mutual.   Brad had said he was confused,
but then, how else did one feel, if one day a person met someone who turned
their whole life upside down?  In
time, Brad might grow to realize that they had so much in common, so much to
look forward to in a wonderful future that they could build together, that he
didn’t love the other woman after all.


Zaira stood up suddenly, and began
to pace around the room.  She
scolded herself roundly for even thinking he could fall in love with her, her!  Plain old Zaira Darcy, his screenwriter.  She was married, she was poor, she was
in debt.  True, there was enough
chemistry between them to blow up a science lab, but couldn’t it be just
because she was safe, undemanding, and didn’t pose a threat to his other
life?  If he was going to fall in
love with anyone, it would be with the glamorous Zoe Dominick, not mousy Zaira
Darcy.


But another part of Zaira’s heart
told her Brad truly cared for her, or else how could he possibly treat her the
way he did?  He had just declared how
important she was to him.  Maybe
there could be some future for them? After all, Zoe was still her, only more
bold and daring.


Yet, Zaira reminded herself
sourly, any possible future with Brad would depend upon Brad not hating her
guts forever when he eventually found out that she had been deceiving him.  But there again, surely he could be
fair enough to realize that her double act hadn’t been intentional at first,
and had only been maintained in order to keep things flowing smoothly with the
project, a financial and personal necessity to both of them. And that she had
every reason not to trust him if he was kissing one of them one moment,
showering her with presents the next, and yet still had another woman he
claimed to be in love with.  


She has suspected him of being the
two-timing type, and he has proven himself a thee-timer just like the tabloids
claimed. No, she had been right to be cautious, and reminded herself she was
there to do business with him. There was no point in losing her head, no matter
how gorgeous he was.  She would
have a future with him, all right, but it would be paved with rave reviews, not
red roses.  


Zaira heard him drop something in
the next room, and realized she had better get the food ready.  She saved and printed her work on the
computer and went out into the kitchen, and soon Brad came out and set the
table for her wordlessly.


He moved about the room as if he
had lived there for years, not minutes, and then popped back in the kitchen to
take the plates from her.  “It’s my
turn to cook tomorrow,” he said. 
“How about Indian?  


“Great,” she agreed, touched by
his offer.


“We’ll do some shopping for the
house, and go to the supermarket to stock up.  It’s going to be a pretty hectic two weeks, so it will save
us some trouble.  And here,” he
said, as he put down his fork for a minute, “is two months’ rent in advance.”


 He handed her a check with many zeroes on it, and Zaira began
to protest.


“It’s nothing, really.  Now, I had a meeting with Zoe Dominick
today, and she’s come up with some excellent ideas.”


Zaira blushed as he ran through
the conversation with him she had had earlier, and tried not to smile.  


“I’ll look into all those things
for you as soon as possible,” Zaira agreed, and then they had coffee together
before they headed into the study.


Brad sat in the small wooden chair
by the door, and read through her work from the past two days, while she
continued to edit her manuscript on the computer.  She reflected with amusement that he must think her a genius
to get it done so fast, but it was simply a case of manipulating the dialogue
into the actors' lines, and adding some stage directions.  


Brad also added a few stage
directions here and there, and in a different color ink began to make notes
about lighting, costumes and settings. 
He did several sketches of the sets and costumes he had in mind. Zaira
admired them enthusiastically, impressed with his skills as an artist, and his
vision for the film as a whole. It was almost as though he had read her
mind.  If she had had the ability,
she would have produced drawings identical to those.


Soon both  their backs were aching, and Brad
reminded Zaira gently that she had promised they would go to the film.  They had just enough time to gulp a
quick cup of coffee before they walked over to the cinema.  


Brad paid for the tickets, and put
his arm lightly around her waist as he led her down the dark aisle.  Something must have reminded him of the
afternoon with Zoe, for he removed his hand quickly almost as though it had
been burnt, and he sat stiffly in the rather uncomfortable seats, trying to
avoid any physical contact with her.


Zaira sighed and tried to
concentrate on the film. It was beautifully made, and she could see Brad
visibly relax as he viewed it. 
They story was very romantic, and in some cases positively steamy.  Zaira felt herself go hot all over as
the dark haired man and red haired woman made love, and she wondered if that
would be what she and Brad would look like together.  


But no, he was much more perfectly
formed than the actor, and her body thrilled at the thought of his flesh
caressing hers as she watched.  


Fortunately the scene soon came to
an end, but it had left a searing image in her mind of she and Brad together,
and she longed for it more than anything else in the world.  Zaira guessed he had probably spotted
the resemblance himself; what could he be thinking now?


She had no clues as they silently
walked back to the apartment building together, and though Zaira longed to ask
Brad, she knew he probably didn’t want to talk about the film at all just
yet.  He was weighing the whole
thing up with a professional eye, and would not be interested in any of her
remarks.  


Once they were in the apartment
she went straight into the kitchen and put on some cocoa, and silently he sat
down on one of the kitchen stools beside her.  She put the steaming mug down in front of him wordlessly,
and sat beside him on the other stool.


To her relief, he took a drink and
finally spoke.  “So much beauty,
the light, color, everything. 
That’s what I’m after.  And
the woman, exquisite, the love between them captured so vibrantly,” Brad added
softly.


Zaira looked into his emerald
eyes, and knew she was lost.  His
lips came down over hers in a kiss both powerful and soul-shatteringly gentle.  He caressed her mouth and forced it
open with his searching tongue.  It
was Zaira who finally broke away, covering her mouth with her hand to steady
her nerves.


“I’m sorry Brad, but this isn’t a
good idea.  We hardly know each
other, and I'm still married. And you're living here, but we have a project to
work on.  I don’t want things
getting too complicated.”


Zaira wondered how she had the
strength of mind to say this when every single nerve-ending in her body was on
fire, but then she was really only taking her cue from him.  Hadn’t he said essentially the same
thing to Zoe today?


“You’re right, I apologize.  It must have been the film.  I’ll see you in the morning,” Brad
said, slamming down his mug, his face inscrutable, and he left her in the
kitchen feeling completely bereft.


Zaira tossed and turned in bed for
ages, her whole mind and body acutely alert to his presence in the room next
door.  She knew that in spite of
her words, things had grown impossibly complicated, and she loved him, wanted
to make love with him.  However
much she tried to rationalize her feelings, she longed for him with terrifying
intensity which increased with every passing moment.




 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER NINE


 


 


The next morning Zaira awoke
early, feeling restless.  She
decided to have a long bath to soothe her frazzled nerves, and after drying her
hair, she put on her jeans and her best T-shirt, and went into the study to do
some work on her lecture notes. 
After about an hour, she was satisfied that she had covered all the
topics she would be doing for the next month, and so could concentrate more
fully on Hamlet
and the screenplay.  


She was tempted to start more work
on that, but decided Brad would begin to grow suspicious of the speed she was
working at if she kept churning out page after page.  Besides, glancing at her watch, she saw it was already ten
o’clock, so he was bound to be up and about soon.  


Zaira suddenly thought it might be
a special treat to have a full breakfast. 
She couldn’t remember the last time she had had bacon and eggs, and so
she busied herself in the kitchen, and soon the apartment was filled with the
most delicious aromas.  


It was enough to awaken the
interest of Brad, who came out of the bedroom toweling his damp hair as she set
the table in the living room.  Zaira’s mouth opened in awe at the masculine beauty of his
naked torso, and his long well-muscled legs.  With only a pair of boxer shorts on, he was magnificent, and
she longed to run her hands down the smooth chest, with its light sprinkling of
hairs.  


“Morning!” he said with a
smile.  “Something smells
wonderful, though you shouldn’t have gone to such trouble.”  


“It will be ready soon, so you can
get dressed first,” Zaira hinted.


For once she saw Brad look a
little self-conscious. “Sorry, you’re quite right, I didn’t mean to embarrass
you,” he muttered, backing away.


“Brad, I’m not embarrassed, it was
just a suggestion.”


“Your wish is my command,” he said
with a theatrical flourish and a bow, as he disappeared back into his room. 


Soon he reappeared wearing a pair
of khaki slacks and a black shirt. 
His hair glistened in the sunshine 
which poured in through the window as he seated himself and drank some
coffee.  He had the screenplay in
his hands, and said, “You know, I’m getting really excited about this now.  It was only a dream before, but it’s
suddenly become a reality.”


“If you like, we could go around
some of the galleries today looking for props and ideas,” Zaira offered.


Brad shook his head.


“No, today is devoted entirely to
ourselves and to some fun.  We're
going to buy some things to make the place more cheerful, and I’ll take you out
to lunch somewhere.  Although with
this huge breakfast,” he said, indicating the full plate she placed in front of
him with his fork. “So I think we'd better make that dinner.”


“Well, I should do some work
today,” Zaira stated, trying to get out of the meal invitation.


“No, my dear, today is Sunday, and
besides, I heard you this morning typing away, so you’ve done enough work.  Just think of the things you’d like to
get for this place, make a list or something, and as soon as we’re finished
eating, we’ll go on a spending spree.”


They headed down into Greenwich
Village, and looked in many of the galleries and furnishing shops.  They had the same taste, bold
geometrical patterns in even bolder colors, and it wasn’t long before their
arms were filled with packages. 
They got some tapestries, throw covers and cushions for the sofa and
chairs, and a new bedroom set for Brad with matching curtains.  They found some wonderful lamps, and
Brad even insisted on buying a few long gypsy skirts for Zaira.


“But when would I wear them?” she
protested.


“Whenever you like, to be more
comfortable.  They suit you, with
that flaming auburn hair.  You
should wear it down some time,” he suggested.


She felt herself blush crimson.


“Sorry, I’ve stuck my foot in it
again, haven’t I?  I know it’s none
of my business.  I just wish you
wouldn’t act as if you were over the hill and your whole life was over.  You ought to go out and have fun.
You’re not even thirty yet, are you?” 


“Yes, that’s true.  Maybe you’re right.  Thank you for the skirts. I don’t want
to seem ungrateful, I just don’t want my life cluttered with lots of useless
things I don’t really need.”


But Brad paid no attention to her
protests, and in the next shop he bought her a rainbow of blouses to complement
the skirts he had just bought.


They soon realized they would have
to go back to the flat and drop off their purchases if they wanted to go
shopping for any other things, so Brad hailed a taxi and soon they were back in
the apartment.  


They had a quick cup of coffee,
and headed back out into the bright September sunshine.  There were many people milling about
the streets window-shopping. To prevent them from getting separated, Brad tucked
Zaira’s hand into the crook of his arm as they walked along.  The gesture seemed so right, so
natural, as did chatting about all the things they saw.  


Brad spotted a poster shop, and
soon he had picked out several framed impressionist prints, which he asked to
be delivered to the apartment the next day.  Zaira was delighted; they were beautiful and she was amazed
at his generosity.  He had brought
so little with him from California, that it was obvious he liked to travel
light.  It appeared he was intending
to leave everything behind for her when he left.  


Zaira suddenly grew sad at the
prospect, for leave he would, eventually. 
She tried to push the grim thought from her mind, but Brad could sense a
change in her mood, and put his arm around her.


“You’ve been overdoing thing,
Zaira, so I’m going to cheer you up. 
How about an ice cream for starters?”


Zaira tried to point out that they
had had a huge breakfast, but he pulled her gently by the hand into an Italian
ice cream parlour, and ordered her a banana split with three different flavours
of ice cream and tons of whipped cream on top.  He had a chocolate sundae with cream, and teased her like a
playful little boy.  He dabbed
whipped cream on the end of his nose and tried to lick it off, he pretended he
was going to start a food fight with her, and took tastes of her ice
cream.  He dug into his own dish
with the spoon, and insisted on feeding her himself. It was all very amusing
and strangely intimate, and in spite of herself Zaira could not remain aloof
from his charms.  


“Come now, you're being silly,”
she scolded, but broke into another fit of giggles as Brad made faces at her
and said, “Do you want to see me wiggle my ears?”


She shook her head, and they stood
up and walked out into the blazing sunshine again.


“There now, that wasn’t so bad,
was it?”


“The ice cream was lovely,” Zaira
answered honestly.


Brad said, “No, I meant enjoying
yourself, having fun, laughing.”


She looked up into his eyes, and
saw his emerald green ones gazing down at her with an intensity that made her
shiver in spite of the scorching sun on her skin.


“But Brad, you're not going to be
here forever to cheer me up.  I
have to get by the best way I can, on my own.  It’s not that I don’t appreciate what you’re trying to do,
but the worst thing in the world would be for me to come to rely on your—your
friendship,” she said, struggling for the right words.  “Otherwise I might wake up one morning
cold and alone just like before, and I don’t want that to ever happen again.”


Zaira walked on ahead of him, and
it was some time before he caught her up, she had stormed away so rapidly.  She hoped he couldn’t see the tears
glistening behind her glasses.  She
loved him, wanted him so badly, yet she could not allow herself to trust
him.  He had someone else, and
lived three thousand miles away in a world light years beyond her own.


Brad put his hand on her shoulder,
but she shrugged it off, and when he called her name, she refused to look at
him.  In truth Zaira couldn’t bear
to, for she was afraid she might weep, or expose her longing.


“Zaira, will you please stop
running away!  Give me a chance at
least!  Don’t make me out to be a
monster when I’m not.  Maybe I’ve
gone too fast for you, but I’m so used to getting my own way.”  He held her by the shoulders and shook
her gently.  “You and I are
friends, if nothing else, and I would want that to continue no matter where in
the world either of us are.”


Brad cupped her chin and forced
her to look up at him. He could see the fear in her eyes.  He tried to find the words to tell her
part of what he felt in an honest way. 



“Look, I’ve never been one for
serious relationships, so the words don’t come easy.  I can’t really talk about how I feel.  All I know is, I want you more than any
woman I’ve ever met, and if you’re frightened, just try to stop and think for a
moment about how I feel.”  


Brad paused briefly to take a deep
breath, and declared, “Absolutely terrified would be an understatement.  I’m confused.  Since coming to New York, I feel as though I'm on a
rollercoaster of emotions, and I don’t always do or say the right thing for
everyone concerned.  But I
understand how you feel, and I won’t push you.  You know where to find me if you want me.”


Brad kissed her full on the mouth,
and she felt the sensation flow through her with all the force of a
waterfall.  Zaira clung to him
desperately, trying to get a grip on her shaking world.  But soon they became aware of people
passing by, with some even whistling and shouting, "Get a room!" and
so he let her go with a laugh, and said huskily,  “Supermarket?”


Zaira put her hand on his arm to
steady herself, and they soon found themselves in the large cool
air-conditioned store.  Zaira tried
to concentrate on the shopping, planning meals in her head for the next few
days, but she seemed to be floating in a cloud. Brad propelled her and the cart
silently.  He looked at the labels
occasionally, but for the most part he just held things up and she either
nodded or shook her head.


“If you like it, get it,” she
would insist, but he would tell her it was only a suggestion.


“I was going to cook tonight,”
Brad said, “but it is so hot, I think maybe it would be nice to go out, just
for a change.  It’ll be a pretty
busy week coming up, with lots of work for both of us.”  Brad began to load the food onto the
conveyor belt at the checkout with her help.


If only he knew, Zaira thought with a groan,
realizing that her rehearsal schedule on top of the lectures and the screenplay
was going to be punishing.  So long
as nothing interrupted the routine, they would get through, but it would be
cutting it close for the performance on Saturday night.


She tried to protest as he
insisted on paying for all the shopping and pushed her into a taxi, while he
loaded all the food into the trunk of the car.


“Really, Brad, you’ve already paid
the rent for months in advance, and now you’ve bought months worth of food!
Where am I going to put it all?” Zaira complained halfheartedly.


“You’ve got plenty of cupboard
space in the kitchen, and what you have in there at the moment wouldn’t feed a
sparrow.  And I can tell you hardly
do any cooking, because the place certainly doesn’t look and smell as though
you do.  So the first thing I’m
going to insist is that my screenwriter takes better care of herself, and that
means proper food for both of us.”


They went up the elevator with all
the bags, and soon they were both busily loading the cupboards and
refrigerator.  Then they turned
their attention to unpacking the shopping they had done earlier for the apartment.



Zaira was impressed with the new
additions, which made the whole place look much more like a comfortable home.


Zaira helped Brad remake his bed
and put up the curtains, and as she put the new lamp on the bedside table she
caught a glimpse of a photograph in a silver frame.  Brad must have seen her staring, for he sped across the room
and put it face down in the top drawer. 



“The lamp looks lovely there,” he
said.


Zaira was overwhelmed by curiosity
and  anger.  So that gorgeous blond creature was the
woman who had won his heart.


Zaira turned away from him and
tried to sound normal as she said, “Well, that's it for now, so I think I'd
better go do some work.”


She reached the door and was just
about to leave the room when he said, “Don’t forget, dinner later.”


“No, Brad, I don’t think so.  Too much to do.  See you.”


Zaira went into the study and
stared at a blank screen for several minutes.  She felt raging jealousy coursing through every vein and
artery, and for once in her life she really didn't know what to do.  She felt desolate.  How could she possibly compete for him
with a woman like that?  He thought
she was a dowdy frump, a mere friend, nothing more, for all his kisses.  


Maybe Brad was right.  Maybe if she fixed herself up, and
stopped her pretence of being Zoe Dominick, she might have a chance of making
him realize she was not only attractive, but intelligent. And vice versa. And
of course, Zoe Dominick was an actress. 
She could fit into his world; if only he were interested in them
both.  


Zaira thought of a dozen different
ways of trying to tell him the truth, but no matter how she looked at it, she
could still imagine him with a cold look of hatred on his face.  


In the end, she was forced to
reject the idea of revealing everything. 
She didn’t want her whole fantasy world to come crashing down around her
just yet.  Soon enough he would
find out the whole truth, and then she would probably lose Brad forever.




 


 


 


CHAPTER TEN


 


 


Hours later, Zaira heard a tap at
the door.  She clicked a few keys on
her computer to save her work before telling Brad to come in.  He looked at her searchingly as he
entered, and she thought for a moment he was worried.


“I’m making great progress on this
today, so if you don’t mind, I think I’ll just carry on,” she said in a neutral
voice.


“I was wondering if you wanted
something to eat,” he said casually.


She shook her head, and carried on
typing.


“Can I see what you’ve done so
far?” he requested, but again she refused.


“I don’t want to stop to print it
just yet.  Give me a few minutes.”


Brad walked out of the room
silently.


Zaira breathed a sigh of
relief.  His presence filled the
room, and as often as she told herself she was not going to be drawn to him
again, there seemed to be a vibrancy he gave out which she found irresistible.


After about another hour Brad
returned, this time with a plate of hot Indian food on a tray.


“I always keep my promises,
Zaira,” he said softly.


She could sense a hidden meaning
in his words as he smiled down at her. 
“Thank you, it looks lovely. 
Here, I’ll save and print this, and then eat it. She clicked a few keys
deftly, and then asked him if he’d eaten yet.


“No, I was hoping you’d consider
joining me,” Brad replied, turning away from her slightly as if he expected to
be refused.


“Well, this old thing makes an
awful lot of noise, so go put mine on the table, and I’ll start the printer and
then join you.”


“Great,” he said, smiling
boyishly. He whisked the plate off the desk and trotted out the door in a
second.


When Zaira came out of the study,
she saw that he had put a tablecloth and napkins on the table, and even found
some candles for her candlesticks. 
There was a bottle of wine on the table, and he poured her a generous
glass.


“It looks super, thank you,” she
admired, as he pulled the chair out for her and sat her down.


Zaira suddenly realized she was
hungry, and ate heartily, even asking for seconds of the scrumptious
chicken.  Brad chatted about a
couple more ideas he had had about the costumes, and showed her a few sketches.  Then he made a large pot of coffee and
they sat down in the office together. 



“My goodness, you’ve got to be the
fastest worker I’ve ever seen,” he marveled.


Again Zaira felt guilty about
deceiving him.


Brad made comments on the pages
which had just been printed. 


Zaira decided to go back over the
other pages he had already marked and type in all his additions.  She could use a good working copy, to
clarify in her mind the things Brad was looking for.  She needed to suit the words to the moods and settings, and
even to herself as an actress.


As Zaira typed, she glimpsed Brad
occasionally as he stooped his head down over the papers and scribbled, and she
reflected again how easy it was being with him.  Even in this tiny room, she felt completely at home with
him, in spite of the sexual tension she felt every time she took in his
breathtaking masculine beauty.


 Zaira could not recall ever having worked so closely with
anyone before, let alone a man.  In
all the years she’d had with Jonathan, they had never sat down together like
this to work out their problems, even when she had been an equal partner in
their ad agency.


“Great, this is brilliant stuff,”
Brad praised enthusiastically when he had finished reading the sheaf of
papers.  “The Dark Lady is
wonderful.  Intelligent,
headstrong, beautiful, in spite of Shakespeare’s protests, and she is so
complex, it’s like she’s two women in one.  You know, the one staid  and sedate, the other vibrantly daring and alive.  But when she falls in love, it's with
the one man who can satisfy both aspects of her personality.”


Zaira stared at him wordlessly,
and wondered if there was mockery in his green eyes.  But no, he seemed to be perfectly sincere, and for a moment
she was almost tempted to tell him the truth about her own split personality
which had come about by error more than design.


But Brad was completely engrossed
in the script, and she remembered once again that the show had to go on as far
as the production of Hamlet was concerned. 
On Saturday night, she would be free to tell Brad the truth, and then
she would get to see how sincere his praise really was.


Zaira carried on adding, deleting,
correcting, until Brad looked up and said, “You must be exhausted.  You’ve been at it all day.  Don’t you teach tomorrow?”


“I’m all right, I get bursts of
activity like this sometimes.  My
first lecture isn’t until eleven, so I can have a lie in if I want to.”


“Well, you didn’t have one this
morning, because I heard you up and in the bath at seven, so it’s my turn to do
the coffee tomorrow.”


“Don’t worry about me, if you have
to teach.”


“I do, at nine, but I’ll be back
at ten, and I’ll look over the new copy then.  I don’t have rehearsals until the afternoon, which may go on
all night until we're good enough.”


“What’s your leading lady like as
a director?” Zaira asked mischievously.


“Zoe is wonderful at everything
she does,” Brad said softly, and then shook his head and looked at her.  “But she’s too glamorous for me.”


“But you’re a Hollywood director!
All she did was write a bestseller!” Zaira protested.


“Yes, but that's no mean
feat.  She probably comes from a
rich Southern plantation family and is spoilt rotten. And I know, you're going
to tell me that I too come from a rich family, but I don’t know, she just seems
too perfect somehow, and she certainly isn’t as intelligent as you.”


Zaira’s temper nearly
erupted.  So he thought her alter
ego Zoe was a spoilt rich girl, a snob, and dumb in the bargain.  And he had been comparing them!  But her temper cooled when she realized
that she had come out the winner, and not the lovely  and glamorous Zoe. How very strange, Zaira thought, as she
sought to even up the contest.


“Certainly any dealings she has
had with me, she hasn’t been the least bit snobbish, and I know she doesn’t
come from a rich family at all. 
She just wrote the book, and it became successful.  She went to university the same as me,
and she's very hard-working from all that I’ve seen.”


Brad nodded, and shifted uneasily
in his chair.  “Well, you obviously
know her better than I do, and so as you say, I ought to give her the benefit
of the doubt.  I suppose she has
lots of men around her though, or is married already?” he asked, trying to
sound uninterested, but she could see he was rubbing his hands together
uneasily.


Zaira paused for thought, and then
said, “So far as I know from the couple of times I’ve met her, she's not in the
least a man-eater.  She certainly
wouldn’t let a man near her unless she was completely serious about him.  She had a bad marriage in her youth,
you see,” she explained smoothly, when Brad looked up in surprise.  


“So she tells me she’s been off
men completely since then, although she did mention having met someone very
nice recently in the past.  It
wouldn’t be you, would it?” she asked slyly, and watched and waited for his
response.


He looked rather flustered, and
stood up.  “I can’t imagine her
thinking of me like that.”


“That’s true,” Zaira said with a
wicked smile.  “I can’t imagine
herself allowing business and pleasure to get mixed up.  She’s far too sensible.”


Brad gazed out the window for a
moment, and then shrugged his shoulders. 



“Come on, now, we have better
things to do than discuss Zoe Dominick and her love life,” he said huskily, and
gathered the papers together none to deftly into a neat pile.


“Lack of love life, you mean,”
Zaira said, and pretended to be absorbed in her screen.


“Are you planning to stay up all
night?” Brad said, coming up behind her and resting his hands on her shoulders.


“I’ll finish this part, then have
a hot drink and go to bed.”


“I tell you what, I’ll make it,”
he offered, and kissed the top of her head before he left the room.


In truth Zaira was exhausted.  As soon as he had gone she saved her
work and turned the computer off. 
She rubbed her aching eyes, and put her head down on the desk. She felt
cold and bone tired, and couldn't summon up the energy to go next door.   She could feel herself drifting
and floating, and she heard her name called once or twice by a deep thrilling
voice.  She whispered a name in
reply, and felt her lips and forehead brushed gently.  


Zaira felt warm strong arms around
her, and raised her arms around the muscular neck as she was carried she knew
not where.  An incredible softness
and warmness enveloped her, and she stretched herself out and shivered with the
cold and desire caused by the nearness, the maleness of the presence beside
her.  She felt her hair smoothed
back and a hand run down the length of her curves before sleep captured her
completely and she became oblivious to everything around her.




 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER ELEVEN


 


Zaira struggled to open her eyes
the next morning, as she heard the loud buzzing of her alarm clock signaling
the start of another day.  She
moved her hand, and smoothed it over a massive chest, and then, searchingly, up
the neck to the thick silky hair. She moved closer, and suddenly realized she
was not alone, but in contact with a figure which could only be male.  Brad!


He was looking down at her, and
his green gaze caressed her confused grey one in the dim half-light of the bedroom.  His arms came up around her, and he
kissed her gently but firmly.  She
tried to wriggle free, alarmed at the nearness of him, and the complete
confusion she felt as to how she had ended up in such a position despite all of
her attempts to fend him off.


Zaira pulled her head back far
enough to avoid his kisses by arching her back, but this only made the
situation worse, for it brought her lower body into even closer and more
intimate contact with his solid maleness, which burnt into the softness of her
stomach like a red hot poker.


“Brad, please! What are you doing
here!” Zaira gasped.


“Calm down,” he whispered, “it was
an innocent enough mistake to make.”


She still struggled to get free,
but he soothed his hands down her back, and pulled her head towards him to tuck
it next to his chest.  He eased the
lower half of her body away so that she could breath more freely, but she still
felt deeply embarrassed and aroused by the incredible body she had caught herself
caressing in her sleep.


“I’m sorry to give you such a
start, but honestly, I went into the study to give you your cocoa, and you were
sound sleep.  Rather than leave you
there all night, I brought you in here to your own bed. But you were shivering,
so I just lay down for a few minutes with you to warm you up.  I guess I fell asleep. I swear I didn’t
do anything to take advantage of the situation.”


He began to pull away, and Zaira
unthinkingly reached out to him and held him by the collar of his unbuttoned
shirt.  She looked up into his
green eyes as they loomed over her, and she said, “No, I’m sorry, it is a bit
odd, but honestly, I'm sure you were only trying to be kind.”


“Thank you. But you know, I'm not
that chivalrous after all.  As long
as we’re here, we might as well make the most of it,” Brad said with a grin.
His mouth took hers in a fiercely possessive kiss which sent her mind
reeling.  


Zaira tried to struggle, but he
bundled her so tightly to him, that she could only loop her arms around his
neck, and her body pressed itself closer to him of its own accord.  He ran his hands down her sides,
cupping her full breasts, which he began to nibble at through the fabric of her
blouse.   He shifted his weight,
and his hand slipped down between her thighs to knead the sensitive flesh
there.  An incredible wave of
pleasure overwhelmed her, and Zaira could hear herself cry out in a voice she
didn’t recognize as her own as she shuddered weakly under him.


“Brad! Stop! Don’t!” she rasped
huskily, but it was too late, and she caught a flash of his green eyes as they
looked down at her in wonder.  He
kissed her softly on her mouth and cheeks, and kissed away the tears that had
sprung from her eyes, as she floated back down to earth.


God, what must he think of me, Zaira wondered miserably as he
kissed her once again and eased himself off the bed.


He sat on the edge of the bed, and
held one of her hands in both his own. 
“I’m sorry, that went a bit too far.  I didn’t want to take advantage of the situation, but I
ended up doing it anyway.  I need
to sort things out with you, but it’ll have to be later.”


He got up and left the room
without a backward glance, and Zaira felt she had driven him away with her
undisguised passion for him.  Damn
him, he could have just got up, instead of playing his little games with her to
test his power over women.


Zaira waited until she heard the
apartment door shut before she ventured out for a cup of coffee, which she took
back to her room.  She stripped off
the clothes she had worn the day before, and stood under a hot shower until her
skin tingled.


Just as she came out of the
bathroom, she heard the doorbell ring. 
She wondered if Brad had left something behind, but then she remembered
that the posters he had bought were supposed to arrive that day.  She pulled her dressing gown tightly
around her and put on her spectacles. 
Her wet hair hung loosely down her back, glinting red in the sunlight as
she opened the door.


A huge figure, nearly as big as
Brad pushed past her, and in her outrage she didn’t stop to look at the second
man standing in the doorway.


“Who do you think you are, barging
in here like this?” Zaira demanded, but one look at the man’s hawklike features
and green eyes told her who it was. 
Cormac Clarke.  Cormac
Clarke, the famous Hollywood legend, Brad’s father, was standing in her living
room while she dripped all over the carpet.


“I was told my son lived her,
though I can hardly believe it. 
All this university nonsense must have gone to his head if he’s slumming
it here with the likes of you,” Cormac declared with a dismissive glance at
Zaira and the apartment.


“Slumming!  How dare you!  I live here, and am working here with Brad on the screenplay
of his latest film, if it’s any business of yours!” Zaira responded hotly.


The cold green eyes, so like
Brad’s yet so different, looked her up and down as if she were a morsel about
to be devoured.  “I can see that
isn’t the only thing you and I have been working on together,” Cormac sneered,
and she felt naked despite the thickness of her terry robe.


“At any rate, I lost interest in
all his little affairs years ago, so if you’d be so kind as to fetch him out of
bed, I want a word with him in private. 
You can go about your business.” 
The contemptuous emphasis on certain words made her feel lower than a
prostitute. Zaira bristled at his injustice towards Brad as well.


“I’m sorry to disappoint you, but
he's out teaching and I’m not sure when he’ll be back.  You can check his bedroom for yourself
if you like, or our office. Now if you will excuse me, my students are eagerly
awaiting my lectures, so I have little time to spare with an ill-mannered,
unwelcome guest.”


Cormac looked surprised at her
news, but narrowed his eyes in a sinister fashion as he towered over her and
demanded, “Do you know who I am?”


“Any fool could guess from your
resemblance to Brad, though I think I’m right in saying that it’s obvious he
must have got his pleasant personality from his mother,” Zaira quipped.


She saw the flashing green eyes
lighten in amusement.


“So since you know I'm Cormac
Clarke, and you're the screenwriter, you should meet Clarke studios lawyer and
accountant, Jonathan Wyman.”


Zaira looked at the tall, thin
stranger with grey hair. The shock of recognition took her breath away.  She saw the all too familiar sherry
brown eyes glint warningly, and she heard herself say in an unnaturally
high-pitched tone, “Pleased to meet you.”


“I’ve heard all about this Dark
Lady project through the grapevine, and I'm here to tell Brad I'm not putting
the company’s money into such a complete waste of time,” Cormac declared
arrogantly.


“Have you read it?” Zaira
demanded, turning all her attention back to Cormac in an effort to avoid
falling apart completely.


“No,
but—”


“Then you obviously don’t know
what you are talking about.  For
one thing, I think the book is great, and I'm only the screenwriter,” Zaira
asserted, stoutly defending all her work, “and for another, your gossips got it
wrong.  Brad is paying for the
whole project himself out of his share of the profits from his last film.  That’s how much he believes in it.  So if you’ve come all the way here from
LA to browbeat him, then you might as well just get on the first plane back!”


Cormac stood silently observing
her, and then he smiled slightly and tried a different tack.


“Well, I was on my way to London
on business, so I thought a stopover would be useful under the
circumstances.  In view of your
heated defense of the project, even though it is entirely prompted by selfish
motives on you part, I'm willing to consider that he's not wasting his time so much
after all.  But perhaps I want to
be in on it.  If it is as big as he
seems to think, maybe Clarke Studios, with myself as head of the project,
should buy the rights from the author.”


“She’d never sell them to you,”
Zaira stated coldly.


Cormac quirked one eyebrow.  “You know the lady then?”


“Yes, I do, and I know she
wouldn’t consider letting a huge studio ruin everything she has ever worked
for.  There is such a thing as
artistic integrity, you know,” Zaira asserted, eying him with contempt.


“Fine words, my dear.” Cormac
smirked patronisingly.  “I think
you’ll find that it’s only another phrase for getting the highest price
possible.  Everyone has a price,
and I’ll find out Zoe Dominick’s.”


Zaira was outraged, and simply
said, “It will be a great pleasure to see you eat those words one day, Mr.
Clarke.  Now really, I must insist
you leave. Otherwise  I shall be
late for my lecture.  We academic
peasants have to work for a living, you know.”


“Well, I shall leave Jonathan for
a moment to scribble a message for my son, and then we shall trouble you no
further for the present, Miss, er—”


“Darcy, Zaira Darcy, Mr.
Clarke.  Goodbye.”


“I’m going on to the hotel now,
Jonathan, so leave a message and those papers that need signing, and I shall
see you shortly.”  Cormac marched
out, and Zaira suddenly found herself alone with her husband.


She sat down in the nearest chair,
and ran her fingers through her hair.


Jonathan busied himself with some
papers he had taken out of his briefcase, and said conversationally, “The boss
wants me to organize a business meeting with Brad and Miss Dominick for eight
o’clock at Tavern on the Green. 
Since you’re working with her, can you get hold of her?  We tried through the publisher, but he
was very cagey.”


“I can, but it would be a waste of
time,” Zaira said quietly, drained of all emotion except surprise.


“Nevertheless, I shall expect her
there at eight.  Mr. Clarke is
leaving first thing in the morning for London, and he wants the business with
her and Brad settled.”


Zaira sat in silence for several
more minutes, and then she stood up to confront him.  


“This is like something out of one
of Brad’s films!  You disappear, we
all think you’re dead, and then you turn up, safe and sound, under a new name,
working for one of the richest and post powerful corporations in America.”


“You know what I’m like, Zaira,
ambitious, and the ad agency just seemed like small time to me after a
while." Jonathan shrugged nonchalantly.


“Oh really,” Zaira sneered, “and
did the thousands you stole from the staff, the clients, from me, did that seem
like small time to you as well?”


Jonathan’s eyes glittered
dangerously, as he demanded, “And where do you fit in here?  You can’t complain. You’ve obviously
done well for yourself.”


Zaira rounded on him. “Ever since
you left, I've had the police going through my life with a fine-toothed com.
I've struggled night and day to pay back the money you stole. If I’ve survived,
it’s been by sheer hard work and determination to right all the wrongs that you
committed.  I never knew such
poverty existed until you abandoned me. If it weren’t for the university, I
wouldn’t have known where my next meal was coming from!” 


Jonathan shook his head and said,
“It couldn’t be helped.  I’d had
enough.”


“And I’ve had enough of your deceit
and selfishness!” Zaira raged. 
“What’s to stop me from telling Brad exactly who you are?”


Zaira knew she was in trouble when
he felt the lapels of her dressing gown grabbed, and she her feet barely
touched the floor as he pulled her to him.


“If you do, I shall make sure you
go to prison as well,” Jonathan threatened.  “I’m making good money, and have plenty of power, so there’s
no need for them to know about my past impetuousness, is there?  If you say one word, Zaira, so help me
you’ll regret it for the rest of your life.”


Zaira struggled to get free of
him, repelled by the closeness of the man she thought she had once loved, and
it was with great relief that she heard Brad’s key turn in the lock.  


She heard his footsteps pause and
his voice grate out, “What the hell is going on here!” as Jonathan released her
and she pulled her dressing gown more closely around her trembling form before
facing him.


She could feel Brad’s eyes upon
her, accusing, and then he blinked and recognized the man standing behind her.


“Wyman, what are you doing here in
New York?” Brad asked coldly, still eying the two of them for the least sign of
guilt.


“Why, here on business with your
father, old chap, about this new project. 
He wants to meet with you and the author tonight at eight.  It’s all written down here, and there
are also some papers for you to sign,” Jonathan said smoothly.  “And now if you and the charming
er-lady, will excuse me, I’ll be off for my next meeting.”


Jonathan hastily picked up his
briefcase, and vanished out the door in a second.


Zaira was already backing into her
room before Brad grabbed her by the shoulders and bit out, “Well, I’m sorry I
didn’t satisfy you thoroughly enough this morning, but did you really have to
resort to the first creep who came knocking on the door for a bit of sex?”


Zaira couldn’t believe her ears,
and all the pent up fury over the abuse she had taken for the past half hour
caused her to lash out.  She
slapped his angry face so hard she could see the imprint of her hand on his cheek,
and she fought like a wild thing as his strong hands tried to contain her.


“You bastard,” she hissed, “get
your hands off me!”


She clawed and even bit him while
she screamed every abusive word she could think of, until finally he slapped
her, and she crumpled to the floor like an old rag doll.


When he came to a few minutes
later, Zaira was cradled in his arms on the sofa, and he was wiping her face
with a cold cloth.  She opened her
eyes, and saw his face very near hers, his eyes pained, his cheeks damp. 


“God, Zaira, I wished I could have
cut my tongue out before I said such a thing.  Please forgive me,” Brad whispered.  


She eased herself off his lap and
tried to stand, but she swayed so much that he reached out a hand to support
her, which she knocked away.


“No, just don’t touch me, and
don’t say anything.  I’ve had a
couple of nasty shocks this morning, and you were the last straw.  Leave me alone.”


“Not until you tell me what the
hell has been going on here this morning!” Brad insisted.


“In a nutshell then, your father
called me a whore, and your accountant treated me like one."


"My
God, did he—"


"I've endured worse. But
that's not the whole of it."


"It's
bad enough, and I've made it worse—"


"No, your father has.  Their whole purpose in coming here was
to talk you out of “The Dark Lady” project.  When I defended you to those swine, then your father
determined that they would buy the rights from Zoe Dominick and cut us out of
the project altogether,” Zaira told him in a near-whisper.


“They can’t, Zoe wouldn’t let
them! My God, no wonder you’re upset,” Brad exploded.


“You father is convinced that
everyone has a price, and that Zoe is no different, hence the dinner tonight,”
Zaira said quietly.


“Well, I hope we shall all prove
them wrong, then.”


“Maybe he is right.  Maybe we do have a price, but often we
pay out more than we ever receive,” Zaira murmured, more to herself than
Brad.  


Zaira shuddered at the thought of
Jonathan back in her life again, and the harm he could do to herself, and even
Brad, in his position of trust as the accountant at Clarke Studios.


“Look, I’m sorry about what I
said, and about hitting you, Zaira. You were hysterical after the way Wamn
manhandled you, I can see that. When I get my hands on hi—"


"No!  Don't! Just leave it."


"But Zaira…."


I said leave it!"


"Come sit down and we can
talk it through,” Brad apologised, trying to hug her close.


She pushed out of his embrace,
even though it was the only place in the world she wanted to be at that moment.
The only place she could deluded herself into feeling safe, at least for a
little while…. But no.  There was
nothing but a web of lies, with a fat spider within weaving them into only it
knew what knots.   “There’s
nothing to say Brad.  I think it’s
all been said now.  Besdies, I’m
late enough as it is ,” Zaira said. She went into her room and locked the
door.  


She pulled on her suit hastily,
still trembling. She had just enough time to put up her hair before she grab
her purse and briefcase and ran out of the apartment, slamming the door loudly
behind her.




 


 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER TWELVE


 


Zaira tried to pull herself
together after all the nasty shocks of the morning, but the sense of threat
grew stronger rather than weaker the more she thought about her whole
situation.  Her husband Jonathan
was capable of anything, she knew that now.  Did she tell the police, and go to prison, or keep silent
and run the risk of him harming her or Brad in some way?  


But even if Jonathan did go to
prison, and she were able to convince the court of her innocence, he would come
to find her sooner or later, of that she was sure. And after all, he was still
legally married to her.  Zaira
pulled her thoughts together to focus on the implications of this issue.  Maybe she could exact a price from him
for her silence, her freedom.  She
could make sure he didn’t contest the divorce on the grounds of desertion that
she would be entitled to soon.


But soon wasn't soon enough for
her.  And what would Brad think of
her if he found out she had kept silent about them harboring a thief in their
midst?  But if she did tell the
authorities he was back, and went to prison because Jonathan would surely lie
to try to implicate her in his fraud, she would never see Brad again.


How did she feel about losing
Brad?  She recalled the ugly scene earlier
that morning with a shudder, but understood his jealousy and rage.  His feelings about her were becoming
all too clear, though it wasn't flattering to either of them that he wanted her
so passionately, even when he was in love with the gorgeous blonde in the
photo.


But maybe it wasn't so much
jealousy over her, but a level of male competition that caused Brad to behave
so irrationally.  She could sense
an obvious dislike of Jonathan, and his being his father's right hand man after
what had to be only a short  time
must have grated on Brad's nerves. 



Whatever way she looked at it, it
was her worst nightmare. Just when she had finally started to get back  up on her own two feet, and had got the
chance of a lifetime working with Brad Clarke on some many different levels,
least of all the personal, her estranged husband had once again done something
to rip the rug out from under her. 


She wished she could stop shaking;
it wasn't like her to be so upset, she had had hard times before. Now the
magnitude of all she would lose terrified her. The fame and fortune meant
nothing. No, it was the fact that a future with Brad seemed now so utterly
beyond reach.  She could have won
his heart, made him sure of their relationship, made him see that all they
shared was a solid foundation to build a future upon, whatever he thought his
feelings were for the lovely woman he had left behind on the West Coast.  But now the happiness she had shared
with Brad for a few short, blissful hours, had been snatched away cruelly, leaving
nothing but a cold emptiness it its wake. 


Zaira sighed heavily. She knew she
had to say something soon, but so much was riding on her getting through this
week in one piece. She would try to disguise her unease, and find the right
time to tell Brad the whole truth. 
But not just yet.  She
couldn’t face his anger and contempt now.


Zaira tried to make a convincing
appearance as Zoe Dominick in the rehearsals that day, but she was a dismal
failure.  She just went through the
motions, and was relieved when they decided by five o’clock that they had all
had enough.  


Brad was his usual charming self
with her, although she sensed a certain amount of concern.  She had decided to wear dark glasses to
avoid his penetrating gaze; she knew only too well that she was not looking her
best, and there was a haunted look in her eyes that she knew had not been there
when she and Brad had been together only yesterday.  


She had been so happy then, had
been so full of the joy of living ever since Brad had come into her life.  Now Zaira realized it would all be lost
soon, and with it perhaps everything she had worked so hard to build for
herself out of the ruins of her old life.


“Zoe, what is it? You look pretty
down today,” Brad remarked her, when all the others had gone and they were
finally on their own.


“Nothing, darling,” she said, with
a particularly affected Southern drawl.   “Far too much partying all weekend, of course. Just a
teensy bit hung over you know. But then with my glamorous lifestyle, life is
one big party.”


Zaira flashed him her most
flirtatious smile, and stroked his shoulder in a fairly provocative
fashion.  She was sure it would get
rid of him, but instead he moved closer and said angrily, “Come off it, this southern
belle routine won’t wash with me.  I
don’t know why you’ve suddenly decided to play Scarlett O’Hara instead of
Ophelia, but you're not really like this at all.  So stop the games, and get serious.  We have to be perfect on Saturday to
make all this hard work pay off. So for everyone’s sake if not your own, stop
hurting yourself.”


“What makes you think I’m doing
that?” Zaira responded with an arrogant toss of the head.


“I know how lonely it is at the
top.  Surrounding yourself with
idle people and pleasures just to pass the time and escape from yourself isn't
going to work, honey.  You can’t
escape from your inner demons. You can only bring them out into the light.  It takes courage, but your real friends
will be there to help.  All of this
partying is just fluff, but what's worse is  that you’ll drive away the people who really do care about
you if you keep up with these silly pretences,” Brad warned.


Zaira cringed, and her heart went
out to him for his confession about his own personal life, which for such a
proud man could not have been easy to make.  But she knew he had said it to try to help her, and he was
to be pitied for being so completely taken in by her act.


“Do you care about me, then?”
Zaira asked softly.


“Yes, damn it, I do," he
sighed, running his fingers through his lush dark hair, and leaving his hand on
his neck to massage it.  Then he
flung it wide. "Damn it, Zoe, I’ve tried to avoid you, to tell myself you
and I have nothing in common, that we hardly know each other, that I’m already
in love with a wonderful woman whose little finger is worth more than all of me
put together, and then I see you again, and my heart turns over.  


“It’s like the moth being lured to
the flame that destroys it.  If I
made love to you, I’d be lost.  The
new life that I’ve created, that’s made me happy for the first time ever, would
be shattered. The worst of it is you're an important part of that new
life!  It’s like being torn in
two.” 


Before she could say  a word, Brad caressed her arms and
pulled her to his hard chest.


“I’m sorry, Zoe,”’ Brad said
sadly, “I can’t get you out of my head, but I can’t risk letting you into my
heart.”


“Couldn’t you try?" Zaira
dared to whisper as she gazed up at him in the half-light, even though she knew
it was wrong to keep hoping that either she or Zaira would make a difference to
his feelings for the alluring blond in the photograph.


Brad pushed her away then, and she
was sure he was going to leave her alone in the shadowy changing rooms. Instead
she watched him slam the door and come back to her with a look of raw hunger on
his face.


“Zoe, I mustn’t try, but I can’t
live without you either,” he said, his voice quaking.


Brad’s mouth swooped down on hers
in a flaming kiss. Her whole body rose up to meet his as she began to unbutton
the front of his crisp denim shirt.  


Her true feminine nature sprang to
life under his caresses.  Zaira was
weary of denying herself for so long what she had known from the moment she met
Brad was meant to be.  He peeled
off the blouse and trousers she was wearing, while she unbuckled his belt and
undid his slacks in a frenzy of desperation.  They tumbled onto the small couch, arms and legs entwined in
an embrace so tight Zaira thought she would stop breathing.  


She caressed him boldly, and could
see the strain in his face as he sought to take control of the situation.  She planted frenzied kisses and nips
along the smooth column of his throat, down to his magnificent chest and
midriff.  Emboldened by his ardent
response, she dipped her head still further and ran her mouth up and down the
entire length of him, her tongue teasing and arousing him to a fever
pitch.  


She reveled in the power she had
over him, the incredible sensation of knowing he desired her so much he
couldn’t help himself.  His fingers
found the moist centre of her, and she felt her desire pulse through her like a
seismic tremor.  He tangled his
other hand in her hair and forced her head up, gasping, “No, it’s too
good.”  


Zaira ran her hands over him
wickedly, until he bucked and twisted in an effort to manoeuvre her onto him.  She moved up over him, and her long
hair caressed his chest and face. She brought her breasts level with his
mouth.  He teased each crested
globe with his tongue and teeth, until she sank onto him with a sigh.  He filled her powerfully, and she
thought he would go on forever into her with his massive stroke. Her body,
unused to such delights, poised on the brink for a moment, then took over with
an urgency which shocked them both.


“Brad!” Zaira gasped as she moved
on top of him and his hand held her hips until he pressed into her still
deeper.  He shouted out hoarsely as
he poured himself into her with a shudder which Zaira feared would split her in
two.  Wave after wave of pleasure
washed over her, and she could hear his heart hammer next to her ear as she
climaxed against him in great shuddering burst. 


After what seemed like an
eternity, she could hear his heart slow, and she felt able to move.  Still imprisoned against him, she moved
her upper body slightly to look up at him.  He kissed her deeply, and smiled.


“I knew it would be an experience
making love to you, but something so superlative has left me bereft of
speech.”  


He smiled and kissed her, and she
ran her fingers through his hair and fondled his cheek lovingly.   She too had known that he was
special, the one true love of her life, but never in her wildest dreams had she
known that love could be like that.


Brad moved inside her again, and
all thoughts fled as he began his rhythmical assault upon her senses.  Zaira clung to him with a feverish abandon
as he drove her to peak after peak of excitement, and for a moment she wondered
if they would be locked in their passionate embrace for eternity.  


Zaira longed for him to lose
control, to be completely fulfilled as she herself had been.  She ran her hands along his entire
body, and fondled him with gentle firmness as she withdrew slightly, teasing
and enticing him, until he grew impatient and turned her over with him on the
couch, so that she was lying on her back now.  He entered her with a hoarse cry, and she watched his face
as he threw his head back, caught up in the tumult of his release inside
her.  She climaxed again with him,
the thrill of their mutual enjoyment was so great.


He lay on top of her panting, and
she soothed him with her hands, which stroked his back and magnificent head of
hair, and traced his face, until she felt him kiss her hand.  He propped himself up on an elbow and
smiled at her lazily.


“Well, my love, much as I would
adore a repeat performance, it’s late. 
We’d better be going.  We
have to meet my father at the Tavern on the Green soon, and it wouldn’t do to
keep him waiting.  He and I have a
few things to settle once and for all.”


“But Brad, I’m not suitably
dressed to meet you father, and I dread to think what my make-up looks like.”


“The hell with it, I don’t care
what he thinks.”


“Yes, my dear, but I do.  You go up in a taxi to fend him off,
and I’ll come as soon as I’ve gone back to my place to change,” Zaira
suggested, trying to get rid of him so he wouldn’t catch her at the apartment.


“I’ll come with you,” he insisted,
nibbling an ear lobe playfully as he nuzzled her neck.


“No, Brad, I have an awkward
roommate at the moment, so I’ll just meet you there, all right?” Zaira said
hastily.


“Of course,” Brad agreed, and after
one final lingering kiss, he withdrew from her and began to clean up at the
sink and then dress.  She briefly
admired his nakedness in the half-light of the changing room, before pulling on
her own clothes hastily.  


They kissed again and again before
he finally hailed a taxi and waved goodbye to her. Zaira immediately fled
around the corner to change at the apartment.  


She had one good dress, a midnight
blue velvet cocktail dress with thin shoulder straps, which showed off her
lovely figure and gorgeous long legs to perfection.  She jumped into the shower, her whole body still tingling
with Brad's touch and the incredible lovemaking they had shared. She quickly
towel-dried herself, trying not to linger sensually on her all too aroused
flesh.  She wriggled into her
dress, then brushed her hair until it crackled, and applied her makeup quickly
and to good effect.  


She certainly looked glamorous,
she thought, taking in her appearance in the full-length mirror on the back of
her closet door. She felt as though she were floating, she was still so
blissfully aroused. But then she reminded herself that this was not going to be
an intimate dinner for two with Brad, but a power one with his father. As her
blood thrummed in her veins, she felt more than a match for anyone.  


She straightened her shoulders
with determination. She put her earrings in her lobes and found a small black
bag to go with her high-heeled shoes. 
She checked her appearance once more, then flung open her door and
marched out of it and her apartment with steely determination.


Cormac Clarke was not going to be
an easy man to deal with, especially when he discovered that there was no way
in the world she would betray Brad to him. But she had everything to fight for
now, and she wasn't giving up her Dark Lady project, or the man she loved,
without a fight.  




 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


 


 


Zaira sailed into the restaurant
feeling as if she could dare anything.   She couldn’t wait to see Brad again, and was even
looking forward to doing battle with Cormac Clarke.  She immediately spotted Brad across the crowded room, and
she could see that he was looking harassed and irritated.  But when she came close to the table,
he jumped up and smiled, his gaze caressing her own intimately in an unspoken
question.  She gave a slight nod,
and he smiled, kissed her on the cheek, took her hand and sat her down at the
table next to Cormac. 


“Father, this is Zoe
Dominick.  Zoe, this is my father
Cormac, who is here on a flying visit to see how my project is going.”  Brad laid stress on the word ‘my.’ 


But Zaira barely heard a word he
said as the sherry brown eyes across the table bored into her with unmistakable
amusement not unmixed with jealousy. 



Brad had hold of her firmly by the
hand, and it was pretty apparent even to his father that this was the woman who
had turned his son’s head.  Zaira
had not even stopped to consider that Jonathan would be there.  What if he said something to the
Clarkes?


Cormac’s hostility was all too
apparent in his shimmering green eyes, so similar in colour to Brad’s, yet so
cold and harsh.  But then Cormac
began to relax and chat to her amiably. 
If she and Brad were a couple, it would be pretty difficult to snatch
the project out from under his nose, and in truth, Cormac hadn’t really wanted
to do that anyway.  He had merely
welcomed the opportunity to see Brad, to pose him a challenge.


Secretly, Cormac admired his son,
who was so like him and yet so infuriatingly different.  Cormac watched Brad as they ate their
meal, as his son kept up a flow of easy conversation with Zoe, and even played
the kind host with Jonathan Wyman, whom Cormac knew Brad disliked.  Cormac wondered once again why he
resented his own son, why they never seemed to get on, and then realized that
he envied Brad.  Envied him his
innocence, his decency, which Cormac had sacrificed early on to further his own
career.


Cormac could see now that Brad
would never be like him in that respect. 
Did he really want him to be? 
As he saw his son laughing and smiling and kissing the girl’s hand, he
was reminded of Brad’s mother, and how they had looked in the first days after
having met and fallen in love.  No,
all the glamour and prestige was worth nothing without people to share it with,
and now with his wife and only daughter dead, Brad was all he had left.


“Well, Brad,” Cormac said, trying
to make his voice sound cold, “I must say the glamorous host is never a role
I’ve seen you play before.  I hope
Miss Dominick isn’t too dazzled by your charms, however, for it's time to get
down to business.”


“I also play the role of Hamlet,
father.  It’s a pity you can’t come
to see us.  Zoe is my Ophelia,”
Brad added with a smile, and in spite of himself Cormac was moved.  They looked so happy together.


“How nice for you.  Just don’t make the mistake of sending
her to a nunnery.  Not that they’d
take her,” Cormac added sardonically, and then wished he hadn’t fallen into his
usual sarcastic way of cutting people down to size.


Brad sucked in his breath, and Zoe
turned hostile violet eyes on him.


“Yes, Mr. Clarke, I think it is
about time that we got down to business. 
I don’t wish to seem ungrateful after the lovely meal you’ve given me,
but really, Brad has told you that you are wasting your time.  It was only with the greatest
difficulty that he persuaded me to agree to “The Dark Lady” being made into a
film at all.  Now that I have, and
have signed my contract with him, I have absolutely no intention of backing out
and selling the rights to you.”


“But what if I offered double,
triple, what Brad is giving you?” Cormac inquired in a hard, business-like
tone, while he admired the girl’s spirit as he observed her under veiled lids.


“It wouldn’t make the slightest
bit of difference.  I trust Brad,
whereas I don’t trust you.  I know
he will make the film with dignity and artistic integrity, and not turn it into
a Hollywood blockbuster.”


“May I point out that that's all
he has ever made before?  Pulp,
rubbish, trash, every picture.”


Brad bristled, but Zoe jumped to
his defense.  “And whose fault is
that?  You tell me you run Clarke
Studios, so you
are the one who's to be blamed for commissioning the rubbish in the first
place!


“In any case, he now has the
financial success to get out from under your shadow and do what he really wants
to do, and his first great picture in a long line of many will be “The Dark
Lady.”  But then, that’s why you
resent him and me. Because you know he is independent now," Zaira accused
Cormac in a softer tone, and her violet gazed locked with his hard, flat one.


He gruffly said, “Nonsense,” but
even Brad could see that he was blustering.  


Cormac tried to get the upper hand
once more. “You drive a hard bargain madam, so I shall offer you five times
whatever Brad is paying you, and under the exact same terms of the contract
that you signed with him, and him as director.”


Even Brad was shocked, and put a
hand on Zaira’s arm.  They both sat
in stunned silence for a moment. Then Brad urged gently, “Think about it, my
dear.  It is a great offer, and it
couldn’t change anything, except how much you’d get.”


Zaira shook her head. “No Brad,
under no circumstances would I accept your father’s offer.  I trust you. I don’t trust him or
Clarke Studios, who could sue me if I didn’t go along with their way of doing
things, and even you wouldn’t be able to protect me then.  No, if he’s willing to poach the
project right out from under your nose, then he’s not someone I’m willing to
work with.”


Brad’s pride shone in his eyes,
but he wanted what was best for her as well. “But the money, Zoe, think...”


Zaira’s patience snapped.  “When are you people going to realize
that I refuse to be bought?  Money
has its uses, but that’s as far as it goes.  It doesn’t make me happy, and what you offered me will be
fine.”


Cormac’s eyes gleamed, and Zaira
could sense his patronizing attitude. 
She burst out heatedly, “Look, the only reason I wrote the damned book
in the first place or even considered your offer, was that my husband’s
business collapsed.”


  She caught the brown eyes glittering at her, and she faced
Jonathan squarely.  


“If it hadn’t been for me being
left abandoned and in dire straits, we wouldn’t be sitting around having this
conversation.  With the money Brad
will be giving me for the rights and fees, I will clear the last of my debts
and free myself of the past once and for all.  So don’t waste my time trying to convince me to get mixed up
with an even worse pack of vultures than I did the last time!” Zaira said
contemptuously, and the brown eyes shifted away from her.


Brad stared at her but said
nothing.


Finally Cormac broke the
silence.  “I’m sorry, my dear, I
didn’t mean to upset you, and I appreciate your honesty, even if it is terribly
unflattering to my ego to be referred to as a vulture. I hope you and Brad have
every success with the project, and I wish you well.  Now, if you don’t mind taking a turn around the dance floor
with Mr. Wyman, I have a couple of things I’d like to say privately to my son
before I leave for England.”


Zaira’s eyes widened, but Jonathan
was already standing with his hand held out. As she walked across the room she
could see every eye turn upon them. 
True, in the old days, they had been a striking couple, and even though
Jonathan was deliberately trying to make himself older by dyeing his hair grey,
he was still a good looking man. 
He put his arm possessively around her waist as they walked, and then
pulled her into a tight embrace once they were on the dance floor.  


Zaira struggled, but he laughed
with wry amusement, and said, “I've had to sit there all night while that
bastard pawed you.  I’m your
husband, or was it a vulture, but in any case, just hold still and enjoy it.”


Zaira looked up at him and spat,
“That’s all I ever got to do when I was married to you, though the enjoyment
was certainly lacking.”


“You bitch,” he said in a
deceptively soft voice.  “Do you
want me to drag you out of here and prove you wrong?”


“Just because all your other women
never complained doesn’t mean I have to flatter your male ego as well.  I’m not going anywhere with you, so
don’t waste your time.  The only
thing that would give me pleasure from you is a divorce.  That’s the price of silence I’m
demanding,” Zaira stated boldly.


“But what about the price for
mine?  That's a great game you’re
playing, and I marvel at your acting skills.  Two separate women getting money from the project.  I like the accent.  You always were good at making fun of
mine with your usual New York snootiness. 
The hair and eyes are pretty good as well, though your own auburn is
better.  So just what game are you
playing?” Jonathan demanded.


“I know you won’t believe it was
an innocent mistake, but it all came about playing Ophelia with a black
wig.  I told you, I didn’t trust
Clarke Studios, and when he met me as Zaira Darcy and told me he was planning
to film Zoe’s book, and would I consult as an academic, it was too good to pass
up.  I needed the money, as you
well know. “


“And which one is he in love with
then? Zaira or Zoe?  Or both?”


“Neither,” said Zaira, shaking her
head sadly.  “I’m sure he has
someone else back in LA, so he and I are just good friends.”


“Is that what you’d call it?”
Jonathan ground out, as he held her tighter.


“Look, Jonathan, I gave you the
best years of my life, and you threw me and our marriage away for the sake of
your greed and ambition.  If you
want to tell Brad about me, go ahead, but I’ll have a few things to tell him
myself, and damn the consequences to everyone,” Zaira threatened angrily.


She took a ragged breath, and went
on relentlessly, “I’m tired of all the games, the secretiveness in my
life.  I just want to be me from
now on, and as soon as the performance of Hamlet is over on Saturday, and the
screenplay finished, Zoe Dominick will cease to exist.  Brad will never forgive me anyway, so
it doesn’t matter.  But if the
project gets finished, then it will all be worth it, and Brad and I will never
see each other again.”


“Fair enough,” Jonathan replied,
but she could still see a predatory look in his eyes.  “I won’t contest any divorce you arrange, and I won’t tell
the Clarkes, for the moment anyway.”


“Not unless you want me to tell
Brad everything,” Zaira reminded him once more. 


To her horror a deep voice behind
her said, “Tell me what, Zoe?”


Jonathan finally released her from
the intimate dance hold, and sneered, “Your turn with her now, old boy,” as he
walked off the dance floor.


Zaira couldn’t speak, and after a
few moments he gathered her into his arms and pressed his hips against her
until she blushed in confusion and embarrassment at his obvious desire.


“I don’t know what you two were scheming
there, but I don’t like it.  Stay
away from him, he’s bad news to women. You look so gorgeous tonight, every man
in this room would like to get his hands on you.  But you're my woman, so don’t you dare forget that!  No man is going to handle you like that
ever again, do you hear me!  Only
my hands, my lips will ever touch you again,” Brad whispered, now smiling at
her for the first time, though his eyes still glittered dangerously.  


His mouth moved down to take hers
in an exhilarating kiss, and her fingers itched to caress his naked flesh once
more.


“You have no need to be jealous,”
Zaira said shakily as she pulled her mouth away and shivered with passion at
the suggestive remarks he had made. 
She remembered their afternoon of lovemaking with a vividness which made
her blush.


  “He was just asking me about the screenplay.  I suppose Zaira should have a contract
with the publishers as well, just to make everything legal and above board,” she
improvised.


Brad shifted his body away from
hers uneasily. “That’s true, I haven’t been looking after Zaira’s interests
very well.”


“I’ll arrange a meeting with Matt
then,” Zaira offered.


“No, I want to take care of this
personally.”


Zaira wondered why he had gone so
cold all of a sudden, and she tried to press up against him.  Finally he looked down at her, and
kissed her briefly.  “Come on,”
Brad said, “I don’t really feel like dancing.”


When they got back to the table,
Jonathan was nowhere in sight, and Cormac was sipping coffee but looking rather
irritated.  Zaira looked for some
sign of warmth from Brad, but it was evident he had other things on his
mind.  Perhaps seeing his father
had reminded him of the girl he had left behind back in California, and so she
decided to make a graceful exit before he felt obliged to offer to take her
home.


“Well, thank you so much for the
evening, Mr. Clarke.  I’m sorry to
have wasted your time, though I am of course flattered that you should be so
interested.”  


She held out her hand in a
business-like manner, but he held it in his two large hands and stared down at
her with a look Zaira almost thought was kind.


“The pleasure has been all mine, I
assure you.  Not many people stand
up to me, least of all a chit like you. 
Your friend Zaira warned me you couldn’t be bought, so you can send my
compliments to her, and apologies that I was such a beast this morning.” Cormac
smiled.


Brad offered to take her home, but
she could see it was only a token gesture, so she said smoothly,   “No, of course not, Brad, you
stay here and chat to your father, and I’ll see you at rehearsals
tomorrow.”  


Zaira made what she hoped was a
dignified exit, though inside she felt as though she were dying.  




 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


 


 


All the way home in the taxi,
Zaira replayed the events of the day in her mind.  After such an incredible afternoon, when she’d felt as if
she meant something to him, and such a romantic dinner, suddenly, it had all
changed in a most depressing way. 
Brad had become so distant, it was as if he’d already begun to regret
their love-making.  And yet he had
been so attentive at dinner, right in front of his father.  Zaira felt so wretched, she just wanted
to get into bed and cry herself to sleep.


But there was still the small
matter of her appearance to take care of, so as soon as she got into the
apartment, she tore off her cocktail dress, and stood under the shower,
scrubbing the black out of her hair vigorously.  She knew Brad would be home soon, and would wonder why she
was having a shower at this late hour.   


She gave her hair a quick going
over with the dryer before tying it back in a knot, and took out her
lenses.  She checked herself in the
mirror to make sure she’d scrubbed off the last traces of make-up, and soon
heard noises outside the door.  She
flicked off the light and got into bed, and hoped he would believe she was
asleep and not try to talk to her about the events of the morning, which seemed
a lifetime ago.


But then she heard the doorbell
ring, and she jumped up.


Zaira padded over to the door
wearing nothing but a filmy night dress, and heard Brad say, “Zaira?  I’m sorry, I forgot my keys.”


She let him in, and he looked at
her briefly before turning away. 
“I’m sorry I woke you,” Brad whispered as he tried to skirt past
her.  


But Zaira was desperate for
answers from him as to his sudden change in mood, and asked, “Well, how were
rehearsals today?”


“Fine,” he muttered. He sat
heavily on the sofa with his head in his hands.


“What’s wrong, Brad?” Zaira knew
it was cruel to pry, but she hoped that maybe if he confided in her as a
friend, she might find out the truth once and for all about the beautiful blond
girl in the photo. 


“Nothing really, it’s just been a
long day, and I’m bone tired,” he sighed. She daringly went over and began to
massage the rigid muscles in his neck and shoulders.  


At first Brad stiffened, and said,
“There’s no need to do that,” but Zaira 
assured him that it was no trouble.  Eventually he relaxed and began to enjoy it, and the tension
eased from his face.


“Do you want to talk about it?”
she asked softly.


“Not just at the minute, Zaira,
though we’re going to have to settle a few things between us soon.  I’m not thinking straight about
anything at the moment.  Just when
it all becomes clear in my mind, something happen which knocks my whole life
spiraling out of control again,” he said quietly, holding her hands which
circled round his neck.


“This business with your father,
is that what's got you upset?” she whispered, nuzzling her cheek against him
unconsciously.


“Not really, though I must say it
surprised me a bit.  No, Zoe stood
up to them, just like you said she would. 
But you and I need to talk to the publishers about a contract for you.
I’ll arrange a meeting with Matt Wolf for tomorrow night, for dinner as a
special treat, if that’s all right.”


Zaira was rather alarmed.  What on earth could she wear?  She only had the one good dress to go
out in, and Brad had already seen that on Zoe.


“There’s no need, really, I mean,
I could just go up to their offices and sign the papers. There’s no need to make
a fuss,” she said, trying to pull away.


Brad held on to her, and swung her
around by one arm so that she landed in his lap.  “Now don’t be silly, it’s my pleasure.  It’s the least I can do to thank you
for all the hard work you’ve done.”


He kissed her lightly, but the
warmth of her through her flimsy covering soon urged him to press his kisses
further.  He ran one hand down the
length of her, and then raised his hand up to remove her glasses, which Zaira
took from him before looping her hands around his neck.


Suddenly Brad pulled his mouth
away and stood up so abruptly, Zaira nearly fell.  Only her arms around him stopped her from tumbling onto the
floor, and she gasped, “Brad!” 


Instinctively he grabbed her by
the arms to steady her, and she could see the light in his eyes as he looked at
Zaira briefly before running his hands up and down her arms and then turning
his back to her.


“I think I must be going out of my
mind,” Brad said raggedly, running his fingers through his lush hair.  “Every time I come within ten feet of
you I become completely without scruples. All my good intentions about not
taking advantage of our living in the same place and working together go right
out of the window.  I want us to
stay friends, I don’t want to hurt you, and now I have.  And what’s done can’t be undone, even
if I wanted it to, which I don’t. 
It just doesn’t make sense,” Brad groaned.


“Brad, you haven’t hurt me.  If I desire you too, you’re not hurting
me,” Zaira pleaded.


Brad shook his head and whispered,
“No, you don’t understand.  And I
don’t understand myself.  I’ve
never used people before, I’ve never been in love before.  I think I am now, but if I am, it’s
sheer hell at the minute.”


“Do you want to talk about it?”
Zaira offered, hoping he might tell her all she wanted to know.  She felt sick inside at his rejection
of her as both Zoe and Zaira, and wanted him to put her out of her misery once
and for all.  She had to know who
this woman was tearing him apart, even if by finding out she hurt herself more.


“Brad, keeping it locked up inside
you won’t help,” she urged.  “I’m
your friend no matter what.”  Even
if you leave me forever, she added silently, and prayed that this was not what he was about to
tell her.


“Thanks, Zaira, really, but I
don’t want to talk about it yet, not until I’m sure.  I’ll tell you tomorrow.  And speaking of tomorrow, we have that dinner to go to, so
get your beauty sleep,” he said with a smile, though his voice was still tight,
and his stunning emerald eyes looked haunted.


“I’ll see you in the morning,
then, Brad,” Zaira said sadly, as she whispered across the floor, her nightgown
trailing.


“Zaira?” Brad said softly, and she
turned to face him once more, pushing her spectacles firmly up onto the bridge
of her nose to see him better.


“What is it, Brad?” she whispered,
trying to keep the pain and longing out of her voice.


“For what it’s worth, these have
been the happiest days of my life here with you.  I want you to know that ever since you and I met, I’ve never
known such happiness existed.  I’ve
tried to bring the joy of living back into your life, and the funny thing is,
you’re the one who brought it back into mine.”


“This sounds suspiciously like a
goodbye to me, Brad Clarke,” Zaira said, trying not to cry.


“Every ending is a new beginning,
isn’t it?” Brad shrugged.  “I don’t
know. I’ll wait and see.”


“All right, but you will let me
know your plans, won’t you?” Zaira said frostily, and closed the door before he
could say anything more.


Alone in her room, Zaira felt the
weight of despair crush her heart. 
Just when she had been so happy, when they had made love to each other
with a fervor which had convinced her she meant something to him, now he was
talking about leaving!  And the
other woman?  Who was she?  What hold did she have over him that he
couldn’t break free of?


And what of the project?  If he went back to California, what
would happen to “The Dark Lady”? 
Would he change his mind about it? 
But no, he had paid handsomely for it.  What of herself as actress? She hadn’t signed a contract for
that yet.  Maybe he had decided to
replace her with the gorgeous blond on the West Coast?


Zaira cursed herself for being so
foolish as to trust all his promises. 
When it came right down to it, Brad was probably just as ruthless as
Cormac.  After all, he had tried to
persuade Zoe Dominick to accept Cormac’s offer from Clarke Studios, as if he
didn't expect her to owe him any loyalty at all.


But what possible reason could he
have for that?  Only one that she
could think of: to make sure she was paid off handsomely, before he got her out
of his life once and for all. Was he treating her as nothing more than a brief
fling best forgotten before he returned to his real life in California?


And now, Zaira was getting the
brush off as well, with all this talk of contracts.  He had just used her, was making sure she was paid off, and
then he was disappearing off to LA, never to be heard from again despite all
his protestations of friendship.


Zaira felt a gnawing in her
stomach that had nothing to do with passion. No, it was a cold, steely
determination. She was not going to lose Brad. She refused to accept defeat
that easily.  Whoever that girl
was, she was three thousand miles away, while Zaira was here with Brad.  If she had to fight dirty as either
Zaira or Zoe, she was going to make it as difficult as possible for Brad to
leave her behind.




 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


 


 


Zaira woke early in a determined
frame of mind.  She pinned her hair
up tightly, tugging it back with a vengeance, and planned her strategy for the
day.  She left the house at seven.
Though she heard Brad’s voice call to her, she marched out the door and down
the stairs haughtily.  She was not
going to feel sorry for him, or oblige him any more. With any luck, the
hard-to-get approach would to make him come running.


Zaira planned out her day of
lectures, and decided that she could afford to skip rehearsals.  Brad could do the directing for a
change, and it was the other members of the cast who needed the practice.  Today she would go out and find a suitable
dress to wear tonight.  She rang
Matt at his home, and told him of Brad’s plans.


“This whole situation is getting
very complicated. When are you going to tell him who you really are?  Surely he’s proven himself trustworthy
by now?” Matt protested.


Zaira told him briefly of her
altercations with Cormac over the contracts, and Matt whistled.  “I wouldn’t say it means you can’t
trust him, but I would watch my step. 
But Zaira, you are going to have to tell him the truth soon. If he finds
out on his own he’s going to go through the roof. Then the whole project will
be over.”


“Don’t worry. I've invested far
too much time, effort and passion in this whole affair with Brad Clarke to let
it all slip through my fingers,” she said grimly.


“Affair?  Zaira, what are you trying to tell me?” Matt sounded
surprised but also pleased for her.


“Nothing at the minute, Matt, but
I’ll let you know when I know myself.”


“Well, darling, nothing would make
me happier, especially after that fiasco with Jonathan, but you will be careful,
won’t you.”


Zaira debated as to whether she
should tell Matt the whole truth about Jonathan being back in her life as
Cormac's accountant. She decided it was just too risky, and would only make him
even more concerned.


“Don’t worry, I can handle myself.  And as soon as the play is over on
Saturday, I shall tell him.  If he
tries to break my contract, any of my contracts, I’ll bleed him dry,” Zaira declared.


Matt chuckled for a moment, but
when he spoke again his tone was serious. 
“Zaira, I sympathize, but really this is most unlike you.  You’ve always fought fair, no matter
what.”


“Maybe I’ve learnt not to be so
naive and trusting,” she said harshly. Then she sighed, and said more softly,
“But since when has love ever been a fair fight?”


Matt laughed. “I hope you win
whatever you wish, Zaira.  I’ll see
you at One Fifth at eight, then? If Brad calls I’ll say Zoe arranged it.”


“Great, I’m off shopping for a
dress now.  And I think I’ve got an
idea for a new novel, but I’m not sure about the ending yet,” she said wryly.


“Well, your bank balance is pretty
healthy now, and I’m sure that you only owe another five thousand, so go out
and enjoy yourself.  You deserve it
after all you’ve been through for the last year and a half.”


Zaira glanced at her watch and saw
she still had plenty of time before her first class at nine, so she got started
on the synopsis of her new book, which oddly enough started with a meeting in a
lobby.


Then she wrote out some lecture
notes for her units on Shakespeare, and soon she had finished a scheme of work
for the rest of the term, which she would type up later when she went
home.  


The battle stations were
clear.   Now all she had to do
was finish the screenplay before Saturday, when she would confront Brad with
the truth once Hamlet  was over.


 


After her lectures finished at
twelve, Zaira rushed uptown to the more expensive boutiques in an attempt to
find a suitable dress for herself. 
Her suits were well-cut, but even so she saw several of the sales ladies
shake their heads in despair at finding something glamorous for an absent
minded professor.  


Finally she found the perfect
dress hanging in the window of a very exclusive gown shop.  She felt completely intimidated as she
eyed the other customers, who were all swathed from head to toe in fur.  


“That fox was probably
electrocuted, you know,” Zaira muttered under her breath. The elderly harridan
eyed her with contempt.


“Can I help you, madam?” the woman
behind the counter inquired, almost as if she thought it would be a waste of
time.


“Yes, please, the black velvet
gown in the window in an eight, quickly,” Zaira said arrogantly. She had the
satisfaction of seeing the dismissive woman scurry to fetch the dress.


It fitted beautifully.  It had long tight lace sleeves, which
began at the sweetheart neckline of the dress.  The bodice was tight-fitting, and pushed her breasts up to
an enticing curve, while at the same time hugging in her narrow waist.  The rest of the gown swept down to the
floor in a long cascade of black velvet, which whispered seductively as she
swept up and down the floor in front of the mirror.


“It certainly suits, madam,” the
woman replied in awe, for the dress did indeed seem almost made for her.


“If madam would like the name of a
good hairdresser?” she suggested politely. Though Zaira was sorely tempted, she
shook her head.  She could have a
new dress, but couldn’t do anything with her hair, or else Brad might get
suspicious.  He had never really
seen Zaira Darcy with her hair down or glasses off, and wouldn’t now until
Saturday night.


“No, thank you, the dress is
fine.  I’ll take it.”


Once she had changed, the woman
took the dress to be wrapped. While she waited, Zaira spotted some low black
suede pumps and an elegant evening bag with a pearl clasp which she decided
would be perfect as well.  The
woman beamed at her  when she paid
for it all in cash, and showed her out the door like royalty, much to the
annoyance of the old woman in the fox fur.


Zaira was feeling jubilant, and
went back to the apartment to continue her work on the screenplay.  As she came in the door, she heard the
phone ring, and knew it would be Brad.


She heard his voice on the other
end of the line, but he didn’t sound his usual cheerful self.


“Hi, it’s me, I’ve rung Matt Wolf,
and he said for us to meet him at One Fifth at eight, if that’s all right.”


“Fine, Brad.  Do you want to come here first, or
shall I meet you there?”


“Well, I was going to come home,
but I’m at rehearsals, and Zoe hasn’t turned up.  She hasn’t rung or anything, has she?”


Zaira smiled to herself, and said,
“No, no word from her.”


“Damn, I need to see her right
away, but I’m tied up here.”  


She heard him breath heavily down
the phone, and knew his stress level was rising rapidly.  “I’ll just do as much as I can with the
others and see you at eight.”


“Any message for Zoe if she
rings?” Zaira asked wickedly. 
“Should I get her to ring you at the theatre?”


Brad hesitated for a moment, then
said, “No, it’s nothing that can be taken care of over the phone.  Just tell her I need to see her
straight away to sort some things out, and that she can come to the theatre or
the restaurant.”


Brad rang off, and Zaira’s
curiosity was overwhelming.  What
was so urgent?  Something about the
project?  Or maybe his father had
persuaded him to go back to LA? 


Zaira was furious at the thought
of all her hard work going down the drain. She returned to the study with a
sense of burning determination. 
She was going to finish the screenplay today if it killed her.  She wanted to make Brad realize that this
project meant everything to her, just as it had once done to him before Cormac
had started to interfere.


Zaira turned on her computer, and
soon she was ruthlessly slashing out parts, adding others, and working as
though her life depending on it in a frenzied burst of activity.  She did not pause to reflect or debate,
but worked on the script continuously with a cold rationalism which even
surprised herself.


Zaira paused only to make a huge
pot of coffee before resuming her efforts. As she sipped a cup, she reflected
for a fleeting moment that maybe Cormac had been right after all. Her price was
high.  It was nothing less than
happiness with Brad. She loved him beyond reason, and was ruthlessly determined
that he would not go back to LA. 
Or, if he did, it would be with her by his side.


 


As Zaira got up to check the
printer several hours later, she wondered briefly what her life would be like
if she did go to Hollywood to live with Brad.  Would she be able to fit in?  They came from very different worlds.  But why should he be ashamed of her? She
was intelligent, talented, well-educated. While it was true that she did not
have money now, she had the ability to make money if she wished through her
writing.  


People might find out about her
past with Jonathan, but that had not been her fault.  He had been the criminal, not her.  Others might gossip that she only wanted Brad for his money,
but then she could prove them wrong there by continuing to work hard in her
career.  She could lecture at any
one of a number of universities in California, and continue to churn out
bestsellers.  No one had to know
she was poor, or if they did, she could simply point out that it was her own
integrity which had made her so.


Zaira knew it would be glamorous
out in LA, but then Brad seemed a genuine person with fairly simple
tastes.  He did not seem to enjoy
parties, if his behavior at the university function was anything to go by. He
had settled down to life at the university and in the simple apartment
quickly.  He worked quietly with
her for hours on end, and was always thoughtful and kind.  Surely he couldn’t be that different in
Hollywood.  Surely all the nonsense
printed in the gossip columns was just that, nonsense to sell their papers.


Zaira worked on at a furious pace,
and as she neared completion of the screenplay, her confidence grew.  She knew in her heart of hearts that
the screenplay was good, the best thing she had ever done in her life, and she
wanted Brad to be proud of her.  As
she typed “The End” with a flourish on the last page, and flicked the buttons
for it to print, she looked at her watch and realized with dismay that it was
already ten to eight.


“Damn,” she muttered, and left the
machine running while she dashed into the bedroom and pulled her dresser open. She
found a pair of silky black stockings, and a lacy black bra and matching
slip.  She pulled the dress off the
hanger where she had placed as soon as she had got in from the shop, and donned
it quickly.  


While she zipped it, Zaira slipped
on her new shoes. Then she went into the bathroom to put in her clear contact
lenses and her fake spectacles. She wanted to be able to watch Brad closely
tonight for any signs of double dealing on his part.  She quickly redid her hair into a neat but rather fluffy
swirl on the top of her head, and raced back out to fetch her bag.  As a quick afterthought, she looped her
usual pearl earrings into her lobes, and then ran down the steps of the
apartment building, hoping for any sign of a cab.


There wasn’t one in sight, so Zaira
scooped up her long dress with one hand and ran as fast as she could across the
park, exciting much comment as she raced past.  She hoped she would have enough time to check her hair in
the ladies’ room before going in, but as she neared the restaurant at a
slightly more sedate pace, she could see Brad standing outside looking around
for her anxiously.


“There you are!” Brad said with a
huge smile, which suddenly turned to a frown as he studied her closely.


“What’s the matter?  It’s the best dress I have,” Zaira
said, stung by his seeming displeasure.


“No, it’s not the dress,” he said
shortly, and then said, “It’s um, well, just that I was a bit worried about
your being so late,” in a rather flat voice, as he moved to put his arm around
her.


Zaira felt a tug at her hair, and
Brad say in a hard voice, “Oh dear, look what I’ve done.”


Zaira’s hair tumbled down around
her shoulders, and he felt Brad flick it into a mass of wave which cascaded
down her back.


“I’m so sorry, Zaira, it was
terribly clumsy of me.  I’ll just
take out the pins and you can wear it down.  Come on now, Matt Wolf is waiting for us.”


Before she could protest that she
wanted to go to the ladies’ to re-do her hair, he had whisked her into the
restaurant and seated her next to Matt and across from himself.


“I’m so sorry Mr. Wolf,” she
laughed shakily. “But I was working on the screenplay and completely lost track
of the time,” she added in her crispest English accent, and held out her hand
in a formal way.


“Quite all right, Miss Darcy.
You're to be commended for your enormous dedication to the project,” he said
with a warm smile, his eye twinkling with mirth.


Her stomach gave a lurch, and she
prayed Matt wouldn’t give her away inadvertently.


Brad moved to pat her on the
shoulder and say, “It’s amazing how hard she works,” but again, he seemed very
awkward this evening, for his fingers hooked onto her spectacles again, and
they dropped onto her lap.


“Gosh, I don’t know what’s come
over me this evening,” Brad said, looking astonished, though his emerald eyes
were as hard as the stones they resembled.  


“It’s all this rushing
around.  But then you’re eyes are
probably tired, Zaira, after all that work today, so just leave them off,” he
urged. He took them out of her nerveless fingers and put them in his
pocket.  


Amid her feeble protests that she
needed them, he shook his head.


“Just relax and enjoy
yourself.   I get the feeling
I’m seeing a whole new you tonight." Brad smiled, his teeth glinting
wolfishly. 


Zaira began to panic at the
thought he might have finally recognized her.


But he turned to the waiter and
placed their order, and seemed perfectly charming and at ease.  


Zaira began to relax again.  Surely if Brad suspected, he wouldn’t
sit there chatting so happily as if he hadn’t a care in the world.


But soon the conversation took a
dangerous turn, and Zaira was once again on her guard.


“So Matt, how long have you know
Zoe?” Brad asked conversationally.


Matt answered, “Since even before
we went to university here together.”


“That’s interesting, so she went
here with you, and Zaira?”


Matt cleared his throat, and Zaira
didn’t know here to look.


“And Zoe’s interest in
acting?”  Brad continued.  “Did she always do that?”


“Er, no, it’s a recent hobby, I
think,” Matt managed to get out.


“Have you ever done any acting,
Zaira?  I’m sure you’d be quite
good at it if you tried,” Brad said, and smiled down at her again with a flash
of white teeth which seemed almost sinister.


“No, I've never really acted very
much, some at university,” she muttered, and tried to concentrate on the food
in front of her.  She had suddenly
lost her appetite, and gulped the wine to ease the painful lump in her throat.


But then Brad began to talk of
other things, like his life in Hollywood, and in spite of her fears she could
not help but listen attentively to all the things he told her about himself and
his life in California.  She had
been wondering only a few hours before what his life was like, and now here he
was laying the whole of his life open before her.


“I have a house on the beach at
Malibu, on some pretty spectacular cliffs, just next to my father’s.  Dad and I used to get long well, but he
can be very domineering at times. After my mother and sister were killed in a
car accident three years ago, he began to get even more cantankerous.  


“It was almost as if he had lost
two people he loved, and the pain was so great that he never wanted to go
through it again.  So rather than
us getting closer, he pushed me away, maybe through the fear of losing me as
well, one way or the other.  I’ve
tried not to disappoint him, and I've never come close to having a marriage or
children until now.”


Zaira felt sick as she heard him
say he was near to being married, and put her fork down loudly on her plate
with a clatter that made both men turn to look at her.


“Sorry,” she murmured.  “Go on.”


“I’m hoping this project will make
Cormac see my worth once and for all, and maybe get us closer together
again.  Maybe my wife can show the
crotchety old man that no one can live without love.  It’s taken me nearly thirty years to find it out, so maybe
Dad can learn from her too.”


“Well, congratulations, Brad,”
Matt said in a hearty tone, but he looked uneasily at Zaira, who seemed close
to tears.


They drank their coffee in
silence, and then Brad said, “Well, Matt, now that you and Zaira have got
together, I'll leave it to the two of you what contract you wish to draw up for
the publishers.  And now, if you'll
excuse us, we both have lectures to give tomorrow, so we’ll be off home.”


Before Zaira could say a word, he
placed a wad of money on the table, and took her firmly by the elbow.  He hailed a cab at the corner, and
pushed her in.


“I’m sorry, but it has been a long
day, and I just want to get home,” Brad declared, taking her hand firmly, his
voice brooking no refusal. 


Zaira leaned helplessly against
him in the taxi, numb with all she had learned.  He was leaving her, getting married, going back home to
California forever.  It was too
late.  She had lost him.  


Yet despite Brad's talk about
settling down soon, he  caressed
her fingers with his own, gently yet possessively, and kissed her softly as the
car pulled up to the curb.  All the
way up the elevator he kissed her, stroking her hair and her eyelids, and
cheeks, nuzzling her ear playfully until she was on fire.


He kissed and caressed her with
his hands all the way down the corridor, and ran one hand up and down her back,
pressing her closely to him in an intimate embrace which left her in no doubt
of his desires. With his other hand he unlocked the door, and switched on the
light.  


Pleasure turned to pain as Brad
slammed her up against the wall and ground out, “The game is over, Zaira, Zoe,
whatever you’re called!  I want the
truth, and I want it now.”




 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


 


 


Zaira gasped at the fury in Brad’s
green eyes, and she stammered out, “It—it wasn’t a game, it just happened.”


“Just like our making love
yesterday just happened?  No, it
don’t believe it!  The clothes, the
hair, the accent, even the eye color, were all deliberately changed.  It was a flawless performance, apart
from your earrings, the only slip you’ve made all these days. It didn’t just
happen!  You deliberately tricked
me at every turn, and I want to know why now!” Brad shouted, shaking her.


Zaira trembled as his fingers bit
into her soft flesh roughly, and her eyes filled with tears at the mental as
well as physical pain Brad was inflicting upon her.


“Do you have any idea what you’ve
put me through?  I’ve been going
crazy!  Was it all just for the
money or what?” he grated harshly.


Before she could reply, he kissed
her angrily,  before finally
letting her go.


Brad threw himself down on the
sofa, and she could see him shaking with rage.  Zaira clung to the wall, and knew this would be her only
chance to tell him the truth.  He might
not listen, he might get up and walk out of the door forever, but in spite of
her pride, she had to try.  She
braced herself and moved over towards the sofa.  


She knelt down by his feet, and
said pleadingly, ”Brad, I know what it seems like, but just think about it for
a minute.  You and I bumped into
each other completely innocently in the foyer that day, and then at the party
in the evening.  You told me you wanted
my help to persuade Zoe Dominick to let you film the book.


  “It just seemed to good to be true, after everything I had
been through for the past eighteen months.  It seemed the perfect solution to all my financial problems,
but I couldn’t be sure whether or not you were trustworthy.  I was touched by your sincerity when
you chatted to me that night at the party, and I had already made up my mind to
let you have the rights before you ever came to the theatre.”


“So you were just playing a game
with me after that.  Well, if it
was all so innocent, then why the disguise!” Brad shouted. 


She grabbed his hand and held it,
forcing him to listen.


“Then Matt had made the
arrangements for the meeting, and you met me in my costume and wig, and didn’t
recognize me at all as the girl from the night before.  I was a bit miffed really, that you
took me for such a frump, that you couldn’t see that we were one and the same
person.”  


Brad opened his mouth to argue,
but Zaira continued, “And then you offered me the consultation, the acting, and
the screenplay to Zaira Darcy. It all seemed too good to be true, and I was
cautious, as anyone would be with so much on the line.  By the time I knew I could trust you,
it had all got a bit too complicated. And I do admit it, after everything I've
been through with my soon to be ex husband, the money was too good to be
missed. But it wasn't only that. 
The chance to turn my  own
book into our screenplay for the amazing film I know you're going to make of
'The Dark Lady' was a dream come true. 
So I played along with everything, and even got the added bonus of you
offering to play Hamlet.”


“Matt knew everything, didn’t he?”
Brad demanded, trying to wrest his hand free.  “Christ, I felt like such a fool tonight.”


“He was only going along with it
to protect me.”  Zaira took his
hand in both her own, and looked up at him longingly.  “Matt and I talked about it today, and he tried to convince
me to tell you before you found out fory ourself.  But I told him I didn’t want anything to ruin the Hamlet production, and that I would tell
you on Saturday night as soon as it was over.”


He shook his head from side to
side, but the scowl on his face had become less frightening.  


“Honestly, Brad, I don’t blame you
if you never want to see me again, which is why I skipped rehearsals today and
worked the entire afternoon to finish the screenplay.  You are entitled to that if nothing else.  Even if you hate me, you can still go
ahead with the project if you want, back in Hollywood.  You were telling Matt, and you’ve been
telling me all along, that you’re in love with someone else, so I won’t blame
you if you want to forget all about teaching here, and go home to California to
make the film.”


Brad looked at her in surprise.


She forced herself to go on, “I
know it’s awful my deceiving you all this time, but even when I came to trust
you, it seemed easier to just continue the deception until all our business was
out of the way.  I’m free of the
past now.  I’ve paid off all my
debts thanks to you, but I owe you a lot more. You’ve made me live again.”


Brad looked down at her, his face
inscrutable. 


Zaira summoned up all her courage,
and told him the unvarnished truth. 
“It’s hard to explain, Brad, but the Zaira you first met was my act, my
creation, not really Zoe, though I think you’ve helped create her.  Zoe is the real me I’ve never been able
to let loose, until you set her free. The physical appearance of Zaira is the
same apart from the hair and eyes, but Zaira the academic I manufactured out of
a need to feel safe and protected from the rest of the world.  You think Zoe is the fake me, but Zaira
Darcy is the real fake.  I’ll
understand if you never want to see either of us again, Brad, but I want you
know how much I’ve loved every single moment we’ve ever shared together.”


Her eyes filled with tears, and
she started to get up off the floor, only to be pulled into his lap.


“And which one of you made love to
me the other day?” Brad whispered softly. 
“I want to meet her again.”


Her grey eyes locked with his
green, and she could see the embers of desire alight.  “It’s me, Zaira. 
I’ve wanted you from the moment we bumped into each other in the foyer,
Brad. I couldn’t stand seeing you always running away.  I had to make love with you, even if I
regretted it for the rest of my life.”


He kissed her searchingly, and
murmured against her lips, “Do you regret it, Zaira?”


“How could I?  It’s all I could have ever wanted, and
more,” Zaira sighed against his cheek. 
“But I sensed last night that you had regrets.  You told me there was someone else....”


“Ah, that again.  You said it before, but there never has
been any one else but you.”


Zaira struggled to get out of his
lap, and once her feet were squarely on the floor she ran from him.  “But you said there was, and besides,
you even told Matt you were getting married!  Now you’re the one playing games with me.”


“Zaira, listen…” Brad urged, but
she put her hands over her ears and 
tried to retreat into her bedroom.


“No more lies between us.  The truth has to come out once and for
all.  I’ve seen the photo of the
gorgeous blond by your bed that you tried to hide, so don’t lie!” she shouted.


Brad laughed as he shook his head
sadly, and stepped into her bedroom before she could slam the door in his
face.  “That isn’t the other woman.
It's a photo of my sister.  I
didn’t want to show it to you, I didn’t want to talk about it, but now you know
that she was killed in that terrible car accident with my mother three years
ago, so even that secret is out in the open,” Brad said huskily.


“Your sister!”  Zaira gasped. She stared at him for a
moment. His grim expression told her he was completely sincere. 


“The only rival for your
affections has been you,” Brad said, as he put his arms around her demandingly,
and the zipper at the side of her dress parted.  


"Brad—"


“I’ve tried to fight my feelings
for Zoe knowing I was in love with Zaira,” he said with a sigh.


Still she struggled against him,
not believing he could be serious.


“I loved Zaira first, from the
moment I saw her and she told me off in the elevator. Then I met Zoe, so
similar in some ways, so different in others.  I was drawn to her irresistibly, and after the fight I had
had with Zaira that morning, I thought I had ruined my chances forever,” Brad
confessed, a small grim smile playing about his sensual mouth.


“I tried to keep my distance from
you, but couldn’t.  It was just too
strong for me to control,” she whispered, as her dress dropped to the floor and
her bra after it.


“So beautiful,” Brad
murmured.  “I thought of Zaira only
after making love to Zoe, and was going to have to break it off with her.  But I wanted to be sure of what Zoe
felt for me before I hurt you irrevocably.  I had cheated on you even though I loved you, and felt a
complete swine,” he said in an anguished voice, as he stroked her bare breasts
and shoulders in admiration.  Zaira
shivered with pleasure as his lips traced a line down her neck to her breasts.


“But I couldn’t give you up
either, I loved you so much as well. 
The pain was more than I could bear, and I was sick at the thought of
telling you tonight that I was leaving you,” Brad murmured hotly against her
skin.


He pushed her onto the bed, and
with a couple of deft movements, stripped her bare, and feasted his eyes on her
hungrily.  Zaira thrilled at the
feel of him pressed against her naked flesh, and began to unbutton his shirt
with fumbling fingers.


“If you hadn’t worn those earrings
tonight, I might have done something we would have both regretted.  I almost ran away back to LA, I was so
frightened.”


“Frightened of what, Brad?” Zaira
murmured, kissing him tenderly.


“Frightened of hurting the three
of us.  But now I know it’s just
you, and I am going to get my revenge for all the hell you put me through,
thinking I was in love for the first time in my life, but with two women.  You’ve driven me insane for the past
week, and now I’m going to do the same to you.”


Zaira’s eyes widened in fear as he
eased himself off the bed and stripped naked.


  “Brad!  I’m
sorry!  Please don’t be angry!” she
pleaded as he laid hands on her.


Brad chuckled.  “I’m not angry, but the game is mine
now, and I still haven’t had the truth. 
Well, I am going to drive you out of your mind until you tell me.”


“Tell you what?” she gasped in
alarm, terrified that he might know something about the situation with Jonathan
and think she was party to it.


He placed a trail of molten kisses
down her neck and breasts, and parted her thighs to cover her pulsating centre
with his mouth.  


Zaira arched her back wildly, and
thought she would tumble over the brink. 
But Brad lifted his head, and said throatily, “Not so fast. You still
haven’t told me, and I won’t stop, nay, I won’t let you out of this bed, until
you do.”


“What do you want me to say?”
Zaira gasped, as he resumed his intimate kiss. His fingers toyed with her
innermost centre until she writhed in ecstasy.  His mouth moved up until he stroked with her breasts,
running his tongue over them expertly. 



Zaira pressed down against his
hand, seeking release, which was again denied.


“That’s cheating, my dear, you
still haven’t paid the price,” he said, withdrawing from her.


For a moment she panicked,
thinking that he would get out of the bed entirely.  Her whole body was on fire; she would die if she didn’t
become his.


“What is it you want?” Zaira
ground out in frustration, and rubbed her hand over her brows to block out the
sight of his incredible green eyes. 
She gasped as he lay fully on top of her, his maleness probing her
intimately.


He pulled her hand away from her
face to look straight at her, naked desire flaming in the green pools.


“Tell me you love me as much as I
love you, or I’ll keep you here until I force you to say it,” Brad rasped out.
His mouth came down on hers in a crushing kiss before he pulled way, barely
able to control his longing for her.


Zaira was stunned, but reached out
for him and wrapped herself around his broad back and showered him with kisses.


“Well, my darling, “ Zaira
whispered, “actions speak louder than words, but if you want to hear it, I'll
be happy to tell you the whole truth now. 
I love you beyond anything else in the world, Brad, and I’ll never let
you leave me.”  


Brad moved to embrace her, but she
forced him to roll over and pressed him back down onto the soft bed. “You
obviously have a short memory, so I’ll have to show you all over again just how
much I do love you.”  


She smothered him with kisses, and
tried to remember all the thing she had done to him the day before in her
passionate abandon in the theatre.


“Zaira, don’t!  I can’t!” he cried.


She quickly slid down the full
length of him, as his body rose up into hers with an urgency which matched her
own.


“I love you!” Zaira gasped as his
passion erupted, and she felt herself hurled into oblivion.  Her shudders left her completely
breathless and exhausted, and she lay on Brad and marveled at the warmth and
joy she felt.


Much later she felt him turn over
on his side and withdraw from her slightly.  She felt the covers pulled over her, and her hair gentled
back from her face, before  his
arms locked even more tightly around her. 



Zaira opened her eyes briefly, and
saw him gaze down at her with such tenderness, that she moved her mouth up to
his for a kiss, her tongue caressing his lips sensually.


“I love you, Brad,” Zaira sighed,
snuggling into him drowsily.


 As she drifted off to sleep, she felt him kiss her.  “And I love you, Zaira, always.”




 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


 


 


The rest of the week flew past in
a whirl of happiness.  Zaira knew
true love for the first time, and she and Brad were inseparable.  Now that there were no longer any
secrets between them, they grew closer and closer with each passing day.  The only time they were apart was when
they had to give their lectures. 
Otherwise, they shared everything, romantic candlelit dinners,
excursions around the city, and most importantly, their rehearsals for Hamlet.


Zaira and Brad worked on their
production tirelessly, rehearsing as many hours as they could manage until they
were satisfied that they couldn’t get any better.  Zaira did not have any serious hopes of winning the Drama
Festival awards, but she would be satisfied with an honorable mention.  At any rate, she was planning on having
a wonderful time at the cast party after the performance, when she and Brad
could relax, unwind, and have a bit of pressure taken off them for a change.


Not that the pressure would be
taken off Zaira—once she was finished with Ophelia, she was going to have to
start rehearsing for “The Dark Lady,” for Brad was insistent that they should
go into production as soon as possible in the winter.


Zaira protested,  “But what about my university
commitments?”


“If we do as much of the
preparation as we can now, we’d be able to run through the whole film smoothly
in a matter of only a few weeks, over Christmas, when you get several weeks off
anyway,” Brad insisted.


Zaira became more alarmed as he
bandied about big Hollywood names for the two male leads.  Even though they had never heard of
her, most aspiring young actors would have given anything to be in a Clarke
film, and the diehard Hollywood stars weren’t far behind in trying to wangle an
audition.


Brad put them all off as
diplomatically as possible, however, for it was obvious he was reluctant to
make a journey back to California if it meant leaving Zaira alone.


“Really, Brad, you ought to go,
I’ll be fine,” Zaira said for the hundredth time, as yet another phone call
came through about the two parts. 


“I'm happy here, with what I'm
doing at the university and with you. I don’t fancy getting caught up in all
the Hollywood swirl again just at the minute.  We will finish the Hamlet, then have a bit of a rest.  I refuse to jump at Wyman’s beck and
call, and go running back to LA. 
He can handle it all until I'm ready to go back.  It is, after all, what we pay him for.”


“If that’s what you want,
fine.  But maybe you really should
go.  I would never try to hold you
back from your career, darling,” Zaira sought to reassure him, uneasy at the
thought of Jonathan handling all the Studio’s important business while Cormac
was away in England.


“I know that, and I certainly
could never accuse you of holding me back!  In fact, you've made me what I am now, thanks to your book
and your love.  If it hadn’t been
for you, none of this would be happening now.  This is going to be the biggest boost my career has ever
had, and I have you to thank for that,” Brad murmured, before kissing her passionately
as they walked to the theatre on their way to their performance.


“And you've made this Hamlet possible,” Zaira sighed.  “God, I hope nothing goes wrong.”


“It’ll be wonderful.  It has a fantastic director, so I
hear,” Brad teased.


“I wish I could be as confident as
you are,” Zaira laughed, squeezing his hand.


“When I’m standing next to you, I
feel I could take on the world,” Brad vowed, and kissed her once more before
disappearing into the changing rooms. 



The other plays in the competition
had already been seen by the judges, and Zaira had a sinking feeling that being
the last production in the Festival was actually going to put them at a
disadvantage.  They would be judged
more harshly for having had more rehearsal time, and surely it could not have
gone unnoticed that the world-famous director Brad Clarke was involved in the
play.  Many judges would probably
reckon it wasn’t an amateur production at all, but Zaira for one didn’t care.  She knew they were all good, and even
if they didn’t win, it had been a fabulous experience for everyone.


Zaira felt her competitive streak
grow as the woman playing Gertrude the Queen was openly flirting with Brad
backstage.  Her nerves were already
at fever pitch, but seeing the man she loved being caressed by another
predatory female was more than she could stand.  She issued last minute instructions with a voice that could
have cut glass, and her grey eyes glittered like stones.  She took a deep breath to steady
herself, and then the curtain rose.


The performance went like
clockwork.  Everyone was
word-perfect, and the costumes, make-up, and lighting were as professional as
anything she had seen on Broadway. 



The desire and longing crackled
between Zaira and Brad in their scenes together, and Zaira was the picture of
despair as the mad Ophelia, pining away for the man she loved.


But worse than having to perform
on stage was being forced to sit in the wings, issuing last minute instructions
and advice, and praying all would go smoothly.  Zaira could barely take her eyes off Brad, and her heart
turned over every time he spoke. 
His deep voice thrilled her, and the sight of him in the duel scene was
enough to set her quivering with barely suppressed desire.


Zaira loved Brad body and
soul.  He possessed her life so completely,
she could scarcely remember what her life had been like without him.  She felt the urge to pinch herself, to
convince herself it was all real, not just a dream.  The tears welled up in her eyes as Brad played his death
scene for all it was worth, and suddenly the play was over.  


Zaira blinked with the tears
shimmering in her eyes, and the house lights were coming on full, as the
audience broke into rapturous applause and calls of "Bravo!" Brad
came backstage for her, and led her by the hand to take her curtain calls as
both Ophelia and director.  


Zaira was stunned with the volume
and length of the applause, and the roar that went up when she was made to take
a bow by herself.


Then Brad and the others came back
on stage, and Brad shouted to her above the din, “I think we’ve done it.”


Zaira shook her head, and said,
“Impossible,” but Brad merely smiled and said, “I’ll bet you anything.”


The standing ovation continued for
several minutes more, until Zaira was convinced she was going to melt under the
spotlights.


Finally they were able to get off
stage, but only briefly, for several photographers arrived to take individual
shots, and some of the whole group. 
Zaira lost sight of Brad in the throng, and went backstage on her own to
change into her midnight blue cocktail dress.


She gratefully removed the wig and
shook out her hair, and then carefully removed her greasepaint.  


In a way Zaira wished that she and
Brad could just disappear, be alone together somewhere, but it wouldn’t be fair
on the others.  They would all have
to go up to the university club to await the announcement of the winners, and
congratulate and commiserate after that. 
Zaira resigned herself to an evening of polite conversation, and
disappointment not untinged with pride. 
They had been damned good, if even if she did say so herself.  


She idly wondered who would win
the competition, as she waited for Brad in the foyer.  He soon came out, looking freshly showered and grinning from
ear to ear.


“It was brilliant!  Did you here that applause?  I think I could get used to doing more
work for the stage, if it gives me such a buzz,” Brad said, as he lifted her
and spun her around and around before kissing her until she was breathless.


“Brad, put me down!” Zaira
giggled, as he lifted her higher up into the air on her shoulders as though she
weighed nothing, and said to the others, “I give you the best director of the
evening, Zaira Darcy!” 


Everyone cried, “Here, here!”


The cast crammed themselves into
several waiting taxis, and sped to the university club to get in a few drinks
before all the other people arrived for the awards ceremony.


They found a long table for all of
them, and soon the table was full of bottles of wine, pitchers of beer, and a
dozen champagne bottles Brad insisted on buying.


“Don’t you think you're being a
bit premature?” Zaira cautioned.


“Don’t be silly.  Even if we don’t win, I think we all
deserve a treat after all the hard work we’ve put in.  And besides, I have a feeling you're going to win an award,
so don’t spoil my joy at your success by refusing the champagne.”


“As if I would!” she laughed.  “I just hope you get an award. It would
never have been possible without you.”


As the ceremony got under way,
Brad held Zaira close, and she was enveloped in a huge bear hug as she won the
awards for best actress and director. 



But his whoops of delight were
matched by her own, as Brad was announced best actor in the drama festival.


Brad looked genuinely stunned and
thrilled as he went to receive the award, and the audience gasped as they
recognized him as the Brad Clarke, and applauded all the more tumultuously.


Finally, Zaira found herself
crossing her fingers as the list of nominees for best play were read out, and Hamlet was on the judges’ list.  She nearly fainted as they announced it
had won, and Brad had to go up on stage with her to accept the award, so
unsteady did she feel.


She opened her mouth to make some
form of acceptance speech, but the words failed to come.  Finally, Brad stood close to the
microphone, and said, “As you can see, she is so delighted she’s at a loss for
words, for once.  Thank you all so
much for this wonderful token of recognition  of all our efforts, and I would just like to say, I think
everyone who has participated in the festival is a winner anyway. I’m only
sorry we can’t all have trophies to take home.  Thank you, and on behalf of the entire cast, good night.”


The table exploded into rapturous
cries as they brought the trophy down off the podium, and the champagne corks
popped in unison.


“I suppose I should say something
like it looks like my uncle Egbert,” Zaira laughed, “but it doesn’t have a
head!”


They all giggled over the trophy,
and began to make a list of all the wonderful things they could use them for.


“Book ends, a paper weight, a garden
gnome,” Brad suggested with a grin. "But seriously, I'm delighted. I think
I'm more proud of this than I would be of an Oscar. It's great being part of a
cast, but fabulous to be noticed for my own talents for a change."


Zaira sobered suddenly.  


“Well, I for one don’t think I
should have three of them, so I want Adam and Brian to hang on to two of
them.  The best actress trophy is
plenty for me, and as for the directing, well, you all made my job much easier
by being so brilliant, so here Adam, you take it.”


Adam, the dashing golden-haired
Laertes, was studying drama at NYU, so he was delighted to accept, as was
Brian, who had played King Claudius, and also aspired to be an actor.


“I noticed your acceptance speech
was very professional,” Zaira observed quietly, he eyes locking with his.  “Any chance it was a practice for the
day you get an Oscar?”


“Definitely,” he said, kissing her
on the cheek.  “I'm certain “The
Dark Lady” will be an even bigger winner. 
What about using Adam and Brian as the two male leads?  I think Adam would be perfect as young
dashing Henry, and Brian as the older Will.”


Zaira stared at him in awe.  “Oh, Brad, it would be so wonderful for
them both, you know that, but are you sure?  It’s an incredibly generous thing to do, but....”


“If I can’t support young talent,
who else can?” Brad smiled.  “Shall
I tell them, or you?”


“We both shall, in a minute, as
soon as I kiss you,” Zaira murmured, before his mouth swooped down over hers,
and another whoop echoed throughout the dining room.


 


The party continued into the small
hours of the morning, but Zaira could sense a certain tension behind Brad’s
laughter.  Zaira longed to be at
home alone with him.  Though she
felt wide awake, she suddenly hear him say, “Well, it’s been great fun, but Zaira
is looking exhausted, so I think we will have to be going now.”


“But you must promise to all keep
in touch, and who knows, what about another production next year?” Zaira
promised.  She and Brad said
special goodbyes to Adam and Brian, who promised to start rehearsals the
following week.


There was a loud chorus of cheers,
and then a rousing rendition of “For they are Jolly Good Fellows,” before Zaira
and Brad were finally alone in the elevator. Brad pulled her to him fiercely,
smothering her face and neck in kisses. 
His desire throbbed between them as he murmured, “I can’t wait to get
you home.  The last twelve hours
have been torture.”


“For me too,” Zaira breathed, as
her fingers itched to caress his magnificent bare flesh.


The taxi couldn't get them home
fast enough. Once the apartment door shut, they stripped the clothes from one
another with a frenzy of desire. It was only Zaira’s presence of mind that got
them safely into her  bed, such was
the intensity of Brad’s passion. 
His hands roved all over her, seeking, massaging, filling her mind and
senses until her whole world became nothing but Brad.  


She found herself indulging her
own curiosity, as she ran her hands up and down the length of his body, finding
his erogenous zones, nibbling his earlobes, nipples, and running her hair down
his body in a silken caress which ignited his passion anew.


In the warm aftermath of their
lovemaking, Zaira reflected that she could never have imagined love like this,
ever.  Brad possessed her so
completely, it was almost frightening. 
In less than a week, they had grown so close, Zaira was terrified that
something might part them.  


Zaira tried to tell herself that
her fears were silly.  Brad himself
had promised he wouldn’t leave her, had no intention of going back to
California, unless she was right by his side.


As she drifted off to sleep,
wrapped in the cocoon of his warmth, she smiled dreamily.  They were going to live happily ever
after.  She would move heaven and
earth to make Brad happy, and he certainly seemed to be with the new life they
were building for themselves.  If
this wasn't true love, the emotion didn't exist. For the first time in her
life, she felt completely sure of her life, her future.  Zaira simply would not allow anything
to spoil it for them.




 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


 


 


A crisp autumn day greeted Zaira
and Brad when they awoke the next morning.  They lazed around in bed for a time, chatting quietly about
the evening before, then planning their day.


“You have a shower, and I’ll start
breakfast,” Brad offered, as he kissed her tenderly on both eyelids and her
mouth before swinging his long legs out of the bed.


“That sounds wonderful, but are
you sure you wouldn’t care to join me?”


Brad looked her up and down in the
glowing sunlight.  “You bewitching
creature, I might just do that,” he replied, but then shook his head.  “But if I did, we would ever leave the
house. So you go on by yourself, while I have a look in the fridge.  How does pancakes and maple syrup
sound?”


“Fantastic.” Zaira smiled, as she watched
with gleaming eyes while he pulled on his long bathrobe.


As soon as Brad had gone, Zaira
pulled out some clean clothes, a pair of jeans, a blouse, and a three-toned
striped blue cardigan.   Once
in the bathroom, she showered thoroughly, washing away the last of her
theatrical makeup.  After getting
dressed, she decided to go out to the store to get the newspapers.  Hopefully some of them would be full of
theatre reviews, and mention of their success at the Drama Festival awards the
night before.


Zaira popped into the kitchen and
announced, “Just going out for the papers.  Do you want anything?”


“Yes, you, to marry me,” he said,
pulling her into his arms and holding her tightly.


Zaira was breathless. “Oh, Brad,
this is all so sudden!  I’m not
saying I don’t want to.  Believe
me, I do.”


Her grey eyes locked with his
stunning emerald ones as she tried to explain her innermost feelings.  “I'm sure now, but for one thing, I'm
still  not divorced.  As soon as I have a spare moment, I'll
see where I stand on being awarded one on the grounds of desertion. But in the
meantime, let’s just take things easy, not make any plans which will then fill
us full of more regret if they don’t work out.”


“They will work out, Zaira.  I can’t think of anything that might
make me change my mind about my love for you, and I am a willful man.  As soon as you're free, I’m going to
marry you, do you hear?"


She clung to him as his kiss
filled her senses, until she tore herself away and exclaimed, “Brad! The
pancakes!”


Brad managed to rescue some of
them, but the smell of burning drove her out of the apartment.  She ambled down the street to the paper
shop, and bought the New York Times and a few other papers.  She was just about to pay for them all, when she caught
sight of some of the more low-brow tabloid papers.


She shakily reached out a hand to
unfold the front page of one fully. Zaira’s knees turned to jelly, and for a
moment she thought she was going to faint.


“Are you all right, miss?” the
elderly woman behind the counter asked her.


Zaira was brought back to reality,
and she snatched three or four of the different papers off the racks and paid
for them.


“Sorry, I just remembered I left
the gas on at home,” she apologized, as she ran out of the shop.  But once out of the shop, where could
she go?  She raced into the park
and sat down on a park bench, reading the various articles with a growing sense
of nausea.


Every single paper carried similar
photos of Brad, obviously naked, but in each the woman was different.  The poses could only be described as
pornographic, and Zaira thanked god they were all long distance shots, rather
than close ups.  All the headlines
were roughly the same, hinting that Brad was running a porno ring, which included
child pornography, and that the police were starting an investigation.


Zaira read through the articles
several times, trying to make sense of it all.    She tried to avoid the pictures, and while she
succeeded in ignoring the nubile young females, the face of Brad kept staring
back at her.  


She was numb.  She couldn’t think clearly.    Zaira forced herself to
breath deeply, and held her shaking palms together to keep herself from falling
apart. 


A small voice inside her head told
her it simply wasn’t true, that this couldn’t possibly be the man she had
fallen in love with.  But her more
rational side became angry.  There
it was, in black and white, sometimes even in full color, Zaira thought with a
sickening lurch of her stomach, and she was suddenly spectacularly ill in a
garbage can.


Fortunately the park was quiet, so
no one paid much attention to her as she sat there with her head in her
hands.  


Then a church clock across the
park struck the hour, and Zaira realized Brad would be waiting for her back at
the apartment.  What was she to
do?  How could she show this to
him, confront him with it?  How did
she feel about him now?  She had
loved him, but how could she continue to love a man who exploited people in
such an appalling away?


Zaira was just about to sweep all
the papers into the bin angrily, when something caught her eye in one of the
photos.  She stared at it again,
and then picked up another paper. 
She blinked, blinked again, then held the paper up to her face for a
closer look.


Zaira sat quietly for a few
seconds, her heart pounding as she realized the seriousness of this attack
against Brad.  And where it had
come from.  She had almost believed
the photos herself, and she loved Brad. Even with everyone knowing the wonders of digital
photography these days, the rest of the world was going to condemn him
completely once they saw these damning photos.


“My God,” she said out loud.  “I’m going to lose him no matter
what.  This may not be true, but
what happens when Brad finds out....”


Zaira ran for the nearest payphone
as though her life depended on it. 
She rang Matt at home, and gushed out the story quickly.


“Damn, it, I don’t believe this,”
Matt whistled.  “What are you going
to do?  What has Brad said?”


“Nothing, I’m on the corner by the
park at the minute.  But I’m going
to have to go back and tell him now. 
What if he turns on the radio or TV and hears something?”


“You’re right there, you’d better
not hang around any more.  Go to
him, and get his side of the story.”


“I don’t need to. I know the whole
story. The problem is proving it. I need your help, Matt, to keep Brad
safe.  Can you get away for a
couple of days?”


“Well, yes, I suppose so," he
said in confusion.


“Then give me about an hour to get
ready, and take some stuff for a long trip.”


“Where are we going?”


“I’ll tell you when I’ve decided.”


Zaira raced back to the apartment
building, and the front door was pulled open by a very worried-looking Brad.


“Where have you been?  I’ve been trying to hold breakfast for
you, then in the end I had to eat by myself,” Brad complained.


Zaira clutched the newspapers to
her bosom, and said, “I met up with an old friend, and I've had a bit of
thinking to do.  Come upstairs and
I'll tell you all about it.”


Once they were inside the
apartment, Zaira sat him down and handed him the papers wordlessly.   The roar of shock and anger shook the room as he bellowed,
“I’m innocent.  Surely you don’t
think...”


“I know,” she soothed as she
wrapped her arms around him.  “But
people believe what they see, or think they see, and these photos are pretty
damning.”


“I must go back home now, see if
there's anything I can do to clear myself.”


He started to rise from the sofa,
but Zaira pushed him back down gently. 



“There's no point.  This would be a federal charge,
under-aged girls.  They would put
you straight into prison.  Besides
that, whoever decided to organize this whole scandal won’t let it rest
there.  If that person is bent on
destroying you, there's bound to be more than this.”


“Who would hate me so much?” 


“I don’t know Brad, but the point
is you can’t risk going back.”


“What do you suggest I do then,
just sit around waiting for a miracle?” Brad spat.


“No, I suggest you leave the
country,” Zaira answered quietly.


“Don’t be ridiculous. That will
make it seem as if I'm guilty, like I'm running away!” Brad argued.


“Or it will give you the chance to
stay out of prison, and find out who's responsible.  Your father is in England.  Go to him, explain what has happened, and ask for his help.”


“His help?  He will probably believe me guilty of
every single disgusting thing in those papers,” he scoffed.


“No, he won’t.   He loves you, I know he
does.  I'm sure if you ask for his
help, he'll give it. Just try not to be so angry with him.  If you expect rejection, chances are
you'll be right.  But he's your
father. I can’t see him turning his back on you.”


“I think I should go back to LA.”


“No, you can’t. Do you have a
passport with you?  We’re going to
have to make some arrangements.”


“I’ve got it  with me, luckily.  What have you in mind?” Brad asked,
suddenly looking at her with renewed interest.


“I think you have to get on the
first flight to London, to see your father.  Have you got money or a credit card, know a place to stay
once you get there?”


“Yes, I have a bank account over
there, and we have a flat in Knightsbridge.  But I still don’t like the idea of running away, of not
defending myself.”


“You’ll get plenty of time to do
that later, if need be.  For now,
you can start writing down all the names, dates, places you have been for the
past two months or so.  Any tickets,
credit card receipts, that sort of thing, to account for your whereabouts.  And do you have your ticket stub for
when you came here to New York?”


“Sure I do, it’s a round-trip
ticket.”  He went into his bedroom
and fished it out of a drawer, while Zaira went through her pile of old
newspapers under the coffee table.


Brad showed her the ticket, and
she smiled.  “That’s it.  I’ve got them now, whoever they are.”


“I don’t understand.”


“Just trust me.”


Brad pulled her to him, and kissed
her with an ardor she had never experienced before.  


She asked shakily, “What was that
for?”


“Because I love you, Zaira and I
can’t believe your attitude to all this. 
Never once have you even suspected me, asked me to deny it.  After all, you hardly know me.   It could all be true.”  


Brad watched her face for any
flicker of doubt, but Zaira gazed straight into his eyes and said, “I know you
well enough to be certain it's all a pack of lies.  You would never exploit others like that, and I'm certain
that you have never got involved in anything illegal in your life.   


"No, someone envious of all
you have, of the wonderfully moral and caring man you are, is trying to destroy
your career and happiness.  We
can’t allow that to happen.  But
prison can be a rough place, even for only a short time. I would die if
anything happened to you,” Zaira declared, then added silently to herself, because
of me.


“What’s the plan then, chief?”
Brad asked quietly.


“Start packing, just one bag of
essentials.  You can always buy
more stuff when you get to London. 
I’ll throw together a few things for an overnight stay, and Matt is
coming to fetch us in the car.”


“All right, I’ll go along with it
all,” Brad said, stooping to kiss her. 
“Whatever plan you've got up your sleeve, it has to be better than going
to prison.”


Zaira hastily stuffed a few pairs
of trousers, and some skirts and blouses into a bag, along with a couple of
sundresses.  She pulled a couple of
items off the bathroom shelves, and her toothbrush, then went into the study
for her laptop computer.  She
zipped up the bag, then fetched another holdall out of the closet, and stuffed
in all her newspapers, and then took the bag to the kitchen.  She got out a loaf of bread, cheese,
butter, some hard-boiled eggs, and a few bottles of mineral water.  There was a cake, some apples, and a
few bags of nuts as well, so she crammed it all in, and then made a flask of
coffee.


She cleaned out the refrigerator
of anything that would spoil while she was away, and then they were both ready.


A tap at the door caused them to
scurry around hiding their bags, but Zaira relaxed when she looked through the
peephole and saw Matt standing outside alone.


“Right, I’m ready.  The car is downstairs, and I got out
some cash from the bank, a few thousand, just in case.”


“Bless you Matt, I’ll pay you back
as soon as I can.”


“Just write the book for me when
this is all finished,” he teased, pecking her on the cheek.


“Let’s go, then, but
separately.  Brad, you go down with
Matt. I'll take the stairs and meet you in a few minutes around the corner.”


Zaira took one last look around
the apartment after they had gone, and gathered up her lecture notes and a big
brown envelope.  She scribbled an
address on the front and stuck a few stamps on it firmly, then raced out of her
apartment and locked the door.  


She heard the elevator coming up,
and dashed for cover in the stairwell when she saw two uniformed police
officers get off and head towards her door.


Zaira fled down the stairs and
around the corner as fast as her trembling legs would carry her.


“Drive, Matt, drive!” Zaira
shouted, as she flung her bag in the front and leapt in.


Matt took off uptown, and then
said, “I take it you want to go to Kennedy?”


“No, Matt, I’m sorry.  Too dangerous.  No, we're going to Toronto.”


“What!”  both men gasped simultaneously.


“Sorry, but I knew they would
probably be coming after Brad soon, and we’ve just missed the police now.  They will be looking to make sure he
doesn’t leave the country, especially if they know he has a home in London.  So it isn’t safe to try to get to
London from Kennedy.  


“We'll take it in turns driving to
Toronto.  If we make good time,
we’ll get there late tonight, and there should be an early morning flight Brad
can get on.  The only problem is
crossing the Canadian border, but they might not have any reason to suspect
we've flown the coop.  We'll just
have to act naturally when we get there, and once we are over the border, there
is little the police can do.”


“All right, I can see I haven’t
got much choice,” Brad agreed, “but I don’t want you and Matt at risk.  You should stay here, let me go on by
myself.  I'll pay you back for the
car.”


“Don’t be silly, Brad.  Zaira wants to go with you, and so do
I,” Matt declared stoutly.  “You
stand a better chance if you're with a few more people, than on you own.  They might know about you being with
Zaira, so it will look better if there are three of us.  They probably won’t bother to check up
on us, but if they do, we mustn’t say we’ve come from New York.  Tell them Albany instead if they ask.”


“I’m very grateful for all your
help,” Brad said quietly, before slumping back into the back seat to look out
of the window quietly.


Zaira glanced at him briefly, and
saw he was barely containing his upset. 
She squeezed his knee and reassured him, “It will work out, I
promise.  You’ll look back on this
all one day, and it won’t be so painful. 
You can set about trying to clear yourself in London, with those names,
dates and places, and as we agreed, you can continue with the costumes, props
and so on for “The Dark Lady.”


Brad nodded, and Zaira began to
read the map and plot out a route up to the border crossing at Niagara
Falls.  


Matt drove as fast as he dared,
and every two hours they changed drivers. 
Zaira took the next turn, for she saw Brad was in no state to
concentrate, but after her turn, he insisted he wanted to do his share.  


Matt made sandwiches in the back
of the car, and they listened to the radio in silence.  So far there hadn’t been anything about
a search for Brad, but Zaira knew it would only be a matter of time.


Once Brad had driven for two
hours, Matt said, “We’ll be getting to Niagara soon, so I'd better drive.  It’s my car, they will want to check
the license.  Zaira can pretend to
be my girlfriend, and you my brother-in-law, my sister’s husband, if they
ask.  We are going up to the book
fair in Toronto.  I’m pretty sure
I’ve heard there’s one on either this weekend or next.”


They rehearsed their story for a
few minutes, until Zaira’s breath caught in her throat at the beauty of the
Falls as they came into view before them. 
Brad leaned forward for a closer look, and she could feel his awe as he
stared out of the window.


“God, it’s incredible.  It was worth it to come up here, just
to see this.”


 Zaira’s palms began to sweat as they saw two uniformed police
officers, and two Mounties, waiting for them at the border crossing.  There was a line of traffic as the
drivers waited patiently for their turn, and also paused to stare at the
natural wonder before them.  


Finally it was their turn, and
Matt’s voice was a model of calmness as he answered their questions with a
smile.  They opened up the trunk of
the car, and looked on the floor at the back, but apart from that, they did not
seem unduly interested in them.  


Just as they were about to pull
away, Zaira noticed one of the police officers nudge the others, and he said,
“A couple, red haired woman, dark man,” and moved off in the direction of the
vehicle three cars behind their own.


“Let’s go, now, Matt,” Zaira
insisted in a low voice, and with a cheery wave, they glided past the Mounties
to freedom.


“God, that was close.  They were looking for a couple,
matching our description.  How many
more hours to Toronto, do you figure?”


“About another five, if we don’t
stop.  But we’ll have get gas
soon,” Matt said, looking at the gauge.


“All right, but Brad will have to
lie low in the car, and we won’t stop for coffee or anything.  Once we get to Toronto, we’ll find a
place near the airport, and get some fast food. The fewer people who see him
walking around, the better.”


“Damn it, I’m being treated like a
criminal already!” Brad swore, hitting his fist against the back seat.


“It’s for your own good,
Brad.  You don’t want to really end
up in prison, do you?” Zaira coaxed, hoping he would see reason.


“I know, I’m sorry, it just seems
so unfair you are taking all this trouble.  It is still not too late for me to go to them, explain,” he
argued.


“Explain what?  Those photos look real enough to
convince a jury. Even with people knowing what digital photography and editing
can do, they still thing seeing is believing.  We know your innocent, but the only way to prove that is to
stay out of police custody.  You
must stay free long enough to establish some sort of alibi, find people willing
to stand up for you.  The police
won’t try to solve this case if they think they already have their man!”


“Zaira’s right, Brad,” Matt
chipped in.  “Whether you like it
or not, the American public will hang on every word of this, and it’s in every
paper.  Where are you going to get
a jury willing to find you innocent? 
The photos look like you, and even if they are doctored, it will be very
difficult to get people to believe they're fakes.  You must go to England, see your father, and as Zaira says,
you can work on “The Dark Lady” until you are able to come back again.  This might be a blessing in disguise.”


“I don’t see how, “ Brad muttered,
but Zaira hoped Matt was right.  It
looked bleak, but she knew she would reveal the whole truth and save Brad’s
career and reputation.  Even if it
meant losing Brad forever, she would get the truth to come out.  Even if Zaira ended up going to prison,
she would set herself free of the past once and for all.




 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER NINETEEN


 


 


The rest of the drive proved
uneventful.  Matt mostly sat
silently listening to the radio, while Brad and Zaira were lost in their own
thoughts and fears.  


A short time after midnight, Matt
pulled the car into a motel parking lot not too far from the airport in
Toronto.  Zaira went in to book two
rooms, while Matt parked the car around the side out of the way, and Brad
stayed in the back.  She gave
Matt’s name, and then signed her pen name Zoe Dominick.  She took the keys, but refused help
from the desk clerk to show her to her rooms.


Zaira walked along  the porch to the first room, and got
the door open quickly.  She
signalled for Brad to get inside when the coast was clear.  Then she got their things out of the
car, and handed Matt his key.


“I’ll just go around to that fast
food place I saw before, and get us something hot to eat.  Burgers okay?” Matt asked quietly.


“Fine, thanks for thinking of it,
and for all your help.”


“It’s not over yet,” Matt warned.


“No, I know that, it’s only just
beginning.  But I'm going to finish
it,’ Zaira declared grimly.


Matt nodded and walked off towards
the glowing neon lights of the main street.


Zaira went back into the room and
got out a few things for the morning, while Brad lay on the double bed staring
up at the ceiling.


She decided they had talked
enough, so she left him on his own, until she heard a rap at the door, and Matt
came in with the bags of burgers and fries.  


They ate in near silence, until
Matt said, “I’ll go to the airport tomorrow, and find out what time the flight
goes.  Then I think I should buy a
ticket as well, to make it look like we’re travelling together on
business.  Your only trouble will
be to clear customs the other side of the Atlantic, but I hardly think the
authorities will be alerted over there just yet, and even then, there isn’t
much they can do to you.  Get to
your father, and tell him everything.”


“I’ll do my best, and I’ll pay you
back,” Brad vowed.


“I’m counting on it, next time I'm
in London or Malibu,” Matt joked Then he said good night to them both, and
disappeared out the door.


Zaira lay down beside Brad, too
exhausted to even take off her clothes. 
She could not help the feeling of despair which welled up inside her at
the thought that this would be the last night they would ever spend
together.  Only last night, at the
cast party, they had been so happy. 
Now it had all been swept aside, and there was no way she could ever win
back Brad’s love once he found out the truth.


Brad moved to take her in his
arms, and Zaira nearly wept her despair. 
He could see the tears shimmering in her eyes, and said, “It will only
be for a short time, unless of course you want to come with me.  I know it would let a few people down,
but I would look after you in London, and “The Dark Lady” could go ahead even
more quickly with you working on it full time in London with me.”


Zaira was so tempted to say yes,
but in her heart she knew her path lay in another direction.


“No Brad, I have to go back to New
York, tie up a few loose ends. 
Then I can come out to see you, if that’s what you still want.”


“Of course it will be what I
want.  You aren’t doubting my love
for you, are you?” Brad demanded roughly.


“No, of course not.  You love me now, I know.  But there may be a point in your life
where you don’t want or need me any more.”


  “After all,” Zaira added, silencing his protests with one
finger on his lips, “we do come from totally different worlds, and we don’t
know each other all that well yet. 
Sometimes love isn’t enough to keep two people together.  There has to be trust, shared
interests, as well.”


“We have all that Zaira.  If I had the chance to stay, don’t you
think our relationship would continue to grow?” Brad urged.


“But you would have left New York
in February anyway, gone back to your life in California.  I may not be suited to that.  What I am saying is, I won’t hold it
against you if you see me in a new way, if you come to find you don’t really
love me after all.  I’ve cherished
every moment we’ve shared together, and I never dreamed such happiness could
exist.”


Brad began to kiss and caress her
all over, as he gently removed her clothes and pressed his body against her
ardently.


“It’s not over.  I love you, and nothing will change
that.”


Zaira’s doubts were chased out of
her head as he made love to her with a passion which matched her own.  A small voice inside her head told her
it was the last time, and she let all her inhibitions slip as she made love to
the man who possessed her utterly, body, soul and mind.


They almost didn’t dare sleep, so
precious were their last moments together. 


But Matt came tapping on the door
not long after dawn, and told Brad to get ready for the nine o’clock flight.
After a new silent breakfast of fast food again in the room, they re-packed and
headed for the airport.


As they waited for the flight to
board, Zaira tried to convince Matt to really use the ticket he had bought, and
go with Brad.  


“Look, it will give him a better
chance, and you can let me know in case anything goes wrong.  Talk to Brad’s father, convince him,”
Zaira cajoled.


“But what will you do?  Drive all the way back to New York by
yourself, and just sit and wait?”


Zaira waited to reply until Brad
had gone off to the men's room.  


She told him of her suspicions,
and declared, “I’m responsible for all of this, I’m the only one who can end
it.  I’m going to California, and
one way or another, I’ll blow the whistle on Jonathan.”


Matt tried to dissuade her, but to
no avail.  “Zaira, think what
you're doing!  Jonathan is a
criminal.  He's stolen before, he
is stealing now, and fabricating all sort of lies about Brad.  This proves to me he's totally
unscrupulous.  What do you think
he'll do to you if you get in his way?”


“Matt, I appreciate the concern,
but what other choice do I have? I must go out to the West Coast to stop him,”
she said urgently.


“Zaira, please, go back to New
York, and let the police handle this,” Matt begged.


“I can’t do it, Matt.  I have to help Brad.”


“He won’t thank you for it!  This is a crazy idea.  You could get hurt.  Please, Zaira, let your head rule your
heart on this one.”


Zaira shook her head
emphatically.  “I'm going to
LA.  Don’t try to persuade me
otherwise.  My mind is made up.  Jonathan is behind all this, and he’s
going to pay.”


“You can’t take him on all by
yourself, Zaira!  It’s ridiculous.”


“I’ll get help.  And with any luck, Brad will persuade
his father of his innocence.  When
you get to London, tell Cormac Clarke to meet Zoe Dominick in California,
secretly, mind, at the Bonaventure hotel in two weeks.  But don’t tell him what it is really
about.  Make him think there is
some problem with “The Dark Lady” project.”


“What if he isn’t in London when
we get there?”


“Then I'll have to find him
somehow, secretly, but he has to help me clear Brad.”


“All right, I'll go to London with
Brad, for a few days.  Hopefully
the authorities won’t be looking for him just yet.  But you be careful, and don’t worry about money or the
car.  I’ll take it all out of your
next book,” Matt teased, “but it had better be a blockbuster.”


“It will be, trust me.”


Brad returned a moment later. 


Matt gave Zaira a few worried
looks, but said nothing of her plan to Brad.


Finally, their flight was called,
and while Brad argued that Matt was making far too may sacrifices for him,
Zaira eventually led them both to the security checkpoint near their departure
gate.  


Matt pecked her on the cheek, and
said, “Be careful, and I will hear from you soon in New York.”


Brad swept her up into his arms,
and kissed her one last time.  Her
knees shook, and the tears began to fall. She reached up her hand to touch his
smooth cheek, and said, “Just remember, I love you, no matter what.”


“And I you, my dearest Zaira.”


Then Brad was gone.  His broad shoulders dwarfed Matt’s own
as they walked up the ramp together, then they both turned and waved.  Brad’s emerald eyes locked with hers in
an intimate caress which sent desire flooding through her, and he blew Zaira a
kiss as he disappeared.




 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER TWENTY


 


 


Zaira sat down on a bench for a
few moments, trying to stop the tears flowing down her cheeks.  Brad was gone.  She had to stop thinking about him,
longing for him.  She had a job to
do, and do it she must.


Before she left the airport, she
rang Raymond Ness in his office, and explained her situation briefly.


“I’m sorry to let you down, Ray,
after everything you’ve done for me in the past, but I've just got some
information about Jonathan which I have to  follow up on so I can get a divorce from him once and for
all.  Can you take the lectures for
me for the next couple of days? 
I’ve mailed you the rest of my lecture notes, so Ann can do them, if
that’s all right.”


“Jonathan, you say. Well, that's a
relief. You need closure on that chapter of your life. Go ahead and follow up,
with my blessings. Do whatever you need to.  The job will be open whenever you come back, and I'm sure my
wife will love to go back to a bit of teaching again.”


“Thank you, Ray, for everything.”


“Be careful, Zaira, won’t
you.  Ring if you need anything.”


Zaira hung up, and went out into
the brisk autumn air.  She read her
maps and then plotted out her route to LA.


 


It took Zaira a week to drive down
to LA, a tedious journey, but one which allowed her lots of time to contemplate
her strategy once she got to California.   She didn’t dare go on the plane, for she was certain
Jonathan would be keeping an eye out for her somehow.  She even planned a fairly roundabout route, just in case
someone was on to her after her crossing through Niagara.  


 Zaira wondered if she should go to the police straight
away.  But she was reluctant,
because there would be no point in trying to protect herself by telling only
half-truths.  She would have to
admit everything she knew about her husband, and hope the authorities would see
that she had every reason to be suspicious of Jonathan being the one
responsible for the campaign against Brad.  


But what if they threw her into
prison, assuming she was guilty also? 
After all, it seemed an incredible coincidence for her to be with Brad
in New York while her husband plotted against him in LA.


Zaira was reluctant to lay all her
cards on the table to the police. 
They would be understaffed, overworked, and wouldn’t be able to give all
the time the investigation would need. 
There were always private detectives, though.  


She wondered if Cormac Clarke
would take Brad’s side. She wasn’t even sure if he would be willing to meet
with her.  Zaira cringed at the
thought of having to admit to him everything she knew.  Cormac would probably despise her, but
that didn’t make much difference. 
All that mattered now was that Brad should be cleared of the charges
against him.


That need grew more urgent as she
noticed the fuller and fuller coverage the newspapers were giving to the story,
and the fact that Brad had disappeared. 
Worse still, they were now adding drugs charges to the previous ones,
and any old enemies he had made were now jumping onto the bandwagon to crucify
him.  There were tales of wild
parties, deviant sexual practices from ex-girlfriends.  Zaira began to lose her confidence in
her plan.


How could she manage to defeat all
of these lies?  Were they being
paid for by someone, perhaps? 
Could she get any evidence?


Zaira had no idea how much private
investigators charged, but she had a great deal of the money left that Matt had
given her, and could always get more. 
So as soon as she got to LA, she checked into a small motel near the
airport, and began to go through the telephone books. She telephoned about a
dozen places, and narrowed it down to three choices, based on how prompt they
had been in their response to her request for help.  


The first building she went to
looked as though it had been condemned for years, and the second was in the
worst neighbourhood she had ever seen. 
Prostitutes milled around the streets, and even knocked on the window of
her car.


The third address was much better,
in a cleaner residential area, and Zaira decided it was the best of a bad
bunch.  She knocked at the door,
and was astonished to see a young woman not much older than herself usher her
in and sit down behind the desk.  


“You told my partner about some
surveillance work you need doing?” the girl asked calmly, pen poised in her
hand.


“Yes, Ms. Tremaine, I need some
help in tracking down the movements of my husband.”


“Divorce?” the girl asked
nonchalantly, convinced she had heard it all before.


“Look, I don’t meant to be rude,
but before I explain everything, I did get the impression that there was
someone else working here, a man?” Zaira asked.


“Yes, I know the same old story,
people don’t want to hire me because I’m a woman.  But I served as a cop for nearly ten years on the Los
Angeles Police Department, until I got shot and decided I’d rather investigate
in the background than be used as a moving target on the front lines.  So don’t sell me short,” the girl
argued hotly.


“I’m not, Ms. Tremaine, it’s just
that I think this is going to take up all of the agency’s time, not just
yours.  So if your partner, and any
other associates are available, it would be useful to have a council of war so
to speak, to see how soon we can get the investigation started,” Zaira said
calmly.


Ms. Tremaine blinked in disbelief,
and said, “Right then, they’re next door. 
I’ll give them a shout.”


She came back a few minutes later,
with an elderly looking man in a dark pin-stripe suit, and a tall thin young
man in jeans and a sweatshirt.  All
three of the family had dark hair and eyes, and were very fit looking.


“This is my father Dave, my
brother Jimmy, and I’m Kelly.  My
mother is in on the business too, Sheila, but she is out at the moment doing
the shopping.  She has a good
instinct for crime, too, so if you don’t think it's breaking any confidences,
then we’ll fill her in when she gets back.”


“That’s fine, Kelly.  I’m Zaira, by the way.”  She began to fish all the newspapers
out of her bag, and went over the story briefly.


“I’m sure you would have to be
blind not to have heard about this story concerning Brad Clarke and the
pornography ring.  I see also now
that they are trying to indicate he is involved in some sort of drugs scandal
as well.  He's gone to England to avoid
being put in prison, and to explain to his father that he is innocent.  To get his help. I'm here now because I
know he's innocent, but I have to help prove it.  I doubt the police are going to spend a lot of time helping
me, because like most people, they probably believe what they see, or think
they see in these photos.”


“So you are trying to tell us that
all these photos, records of financial double-dealings, money laundering,
drugs, porn, are all fakes?” Jimmy sniggered.


“They are, all of them. Very
professional, but definitely fake. 
I have some proof, but need to get more.”


The three of them looked at her
silently for a few moments, before Dave said, “You do realize, it will have to
be good if they are to drop the charges against him.  This new State clamp down on drugs campaign has just been
itching to catch a big fish, and this sucker’s a whale for them!”


“I know, which is why I've come to
you for help.  We can work out
whatever payment terms you like, only we have to act quickly before any more damage
is done,” Zaira pleaded.


Kelly shrugged, and asked, “What’s
the hurry?  They can’t bring him to
trial without him being in custody. 
If he is safely in England, he can stay there until all this blows
over.”


“I think there’s a larger plan at
the back of it all.  Maybe I’m just
being paranoid, but I know the person responsible for all this. He’ll stop at
nothing to get what he wants. I love Brad Clarke, and will do anything to save
him, even if it means going to prison myself.”


“A wife is bound to be loyal to
her husband, but are you sure Mr. Clarke is innocent?  I don’t mean to be brutal, but—” Jimmy said. 


Zaira cut him off ruthlessly. “I’m
not married to Brad.  I’m married
to the man who is responsible for trying to destroy him.  Please, just listen, and try to help
me.”


The Tremaines gazed at her
open-mouthed.  Zaira began to fill
them in on the background to the whole affair, her disastrous marriage with
Jonathan and his disappearance, his financial dishonesty.  


“I was blamed for some of it, but
I never knew of any dishonest practices, though I might have suspected.  I was in England for a large part of
the time.  Jonathan and I grew
further and further apart.  And
yes, I did suspect he was involved with drugs, but never anything like on the
scale they're accusing Brad of now. 
Jonathan must be responsible for all this.  


“When I saw him in New York, he
knew Brad and I were involved with each other, so he could be doing it all out
of simple jealousy.  But there has
to be more to it than that," she argued. 


"What more could there
be?"


"Brad's mother and sister
were killed in a car accident three years ago. Brad is Cormac Clarke’s sole
surviving relative.  If anything
were to happen to him, where would all the money go?  If Jonathan has been making himself the substitute son,
involved in every aspect of the business at Clarke Studios, then if anything
happened to Brad, Jonathan might think he could inherit.  Then, if anything were to happen to
Cormac Clarke....”


“It sounds a bit far-fetched,
really,” Kelly murmured, “but you could just be right.”


“I am, I know I am,”’ Zaira
argued.  “I know Jonathan. He's a sociopath.  If Brad had been arrested, God knows
what might have happened.  Cormac
might have disowned him, so Jonathan could inherit.  Or, Brad might have been refused bail, and ended up
languishing in a prison cell.  


"I’m not so naive.  An accident of some sort could have
been arranged for him there.  With
him dead, Jonathan would definitely stand a good chance to inherit.   If he has dealings with organized
crime, especially drug-dealing, then anything could have happened to Brad once
he was behind bars.  Fortunately, I
warned him in time, and he's safe in London for the moment. But that's not to
say he's going to stay there for long, not when he's burning to clear his good
name and find the bastard who did this to him.”


“Right, we will go along with your
theory for now, since it seems plausible enough, and you know all the players
in this little drama.  But you
haven’t given us any concrete evidence yet that Brad is innocent, just your own
gut instinct.  We need something
more than that if we’re going to help you,” Kelly insisted,


Zaira pulled out a few of the
newspapers with larger photos, and Brad’s airline tickets.  “Look at the photo there.  You can just see, at the bottom, the
date stamp on the photo, small and faint, but they didn't cover it up as well
as they thought. It says the first of September.  This ticket was for the first.  Brad couldn’t have been in two places at once.  I’ve checked.  Journalists snapped him at the airport here in LA as he was
leaving, and again at Kennedy Airport in New York when he was arriving.”


“But these photos could have been
taken anywhere, even New York.”


“I know that, but look at the
shadows there, and there.  Look
with a magnifying glass.”


The Tremaines all stared at the
photo intently.  


“The one on the arm looks like a
Marine tattoo,” Dave said suddenly.


Zaira nodded.  “I know, a friend of mine had one. But
Brad doesn’t.  See, in this photo
there are tattoos also. Covered up with make up, but again, the reflection of
the light and the grainness of the newsprint is making them show up.  Take my word for it, Brad doesn’t have
a tattoo anywhere on his body.”


“Right, we’ll need to get onto the
newspapers to see the originals of these, or contact the Los Angeles Police
Department and the District Attorney’s office if they have all gone to the
state prosecutor,” Dave advised.


“But you'll have to be
discreet.  If Jonathan gets even a
hint that we are onto him, he’ll run, and then we won’t be able to catch him
red-handed.  We’re going to need
twenty-four hour surveillance on him, and he mustn’t see you too often. Can you
manage to do it in rotation, different people, different cars, that sort of
thing?  I’m telling you, he’s
exceptionally clever, and I’m sure with all of this at stake, he’ll be
dangerous as well.”


“We can use some of our contacts,
people we trust, in different cars. 
If he spots us, he’ll have to be a genius,” Kelly reassured her.


“Have you got a recent photo of
Jonathan?” Dave asked.


Zaira handed him a snap from two
years before.  “He is dyeing his
hair grey now, and he’s about thirty pounds heavier.  He also dresses much more conservatively, and I think he has
taken to wearing horn-rimmed glasses some of the time.”


“Well, we’ll send someone with a
camera over to Clarke Studios to get a more recent picture to circulate amongst
our colleagues.  Then it will have
to be a case of establishing some pattern of movement or behavior, to see if we
can get any hard evidence of the set up for these fake photos, who Brad's
lookalike is, and whether or not Jonathan's been involved with drugs,” Dave
declared.


“Thank you, I’m so grateful for
all your help.” Zaira smiled wanly, and relaxed in her seat for the first time.


“But I'm warning you now, Zaira,
if your ex is as clever as you say, he won’t slip up unless he's forced to show
his hand.  He may think he has got
it all going smoothly.  He’ll be
careful for a while. But if he thinks he’ll have to get more evidence, then we
might prod him into incriminating himself.” Dave’s eyes glittered, and Zaira
swallowed hard.


“What did you have in mind,
exactly?”


“I think that the photos
disappearing might provoke him into finding more, don’t you?  Whoever this man is, he looks an awful
lot like Brad.  He’ll be keeping a
low profile now, so we need to find him if we're to prove Brad completely
innocent.”


“Can you arrange for the photos to
er, disappear?


“Well, not exactly, but I have
friends on a couple of the papers who can say they have if we need them
to.  Speaking of which, a few
full-page articles on Brad’s anguished innocence will go down well, stir things
up a bit where old friend Jonathan is concerned.”


Zaira nodded.  “I’ll see what I can arrange.  What about Brad’s father?  Do you think we should tell him the
whole truth, get him to help?


“No point, really.  From what you said, Jonathan will
probably have convinced him of his son’s guilt,” Kelly argued.


“I know, but if I can persuade him
to help me, by taking my evidence to him as well?  Besides, if Jonathan is up to something, making him force
his hand might lead to some very nasty consequences for Cormac if the Clarke
millions really are his target.  I
couldn’t live with myself if something happened to him.  


“And of course, he must have been
working for the Clarkes for several months now, probably over a year from what
I’ve understood from Brad.  God
only knows how much he's been skimming off from the company as their
accountant.  If Cormac can get the
dirt on Jonathan there, he’ll go to prison, where he belongs,” Zaira insisted.


“All right, you can go see him,
but you’ll have to be careful.  If
Jonathan gets even a hint of what you are up to, it could be a disaster,” Kelly
warned.


“I know.  I’ve arranged for Cormac to meet me, supposedly about
business, in six days’ time. We'll see how far we have got by then.  If you can get any more concrete
evidence for me before then, maybe I can convince him.  In the meantime, watch Jonathan, and
we’ll put our other plan of operation into effect if if doesn’t get us too many
results.”


Jimmy left the room to make a few
phone calls, and Zaira said, “Look, all I’ve got is five thousand at the
minute, but I’ll phone New York for more. 
I don’t care what it takes, Brad has to be cleared.”


“That will be plenty for
now," Kelly reassured her. 
"Don’t worry.  But if I
might make a suggestion?  You don’t
know LA, and we need to keep in close contact.  Would you like to stay 
here with us?  We have a
spare room upstairs, nothing fancy, but at least we can get hold of each other
whenever we need to."


Zaira was gratefull for the offer.
“That's really kind of you. If you don't mind, I'd be very grateful, and I’ll
pay you rent."


“We’ll settle on a fair sum for
the work and everything later, all right?” Kelly grinned.


“No, really, I’ll pay whatever the
normal rate is,” Zaira insisted.


“Don’t worry, you'll get an
itemized bill. And for the bargain rate, you’ll get Jonathan Wyman’s head
served on a platter, I promise,” Kelly said with a steely look in her eye. 


"I can't wait. So let me just
get my things from the motel, get settled here, and then the hard work
starts."


"You're the boss."


"Cormac is for the moment. I
hope we can get our proof by the end of the week, but if we can't, well, we'll
go to plan B."


"We'll all do our best. Try
not to worry. Your man will be home before you know it."


Zaira sighed. "I sure hope
so. I just hate to think what we're going to have to do to in the meantime to
get him cleared."


Kelly eyed her closely.  "Just how far are you willing to
go?"


"As far as it takes to clear
Brad, even if it means I never see him again."


"Whoa,
it may not come to that—"


"I know Jonathan. He'll try
to mix me up in this somehow, I'm sure. 
He's too damned clever for his own good.  But I've never cheated anyone in my life, nor used drugs. I
know I have nothing to hide. I just hope Cormac believes me."


"Well, I do," Kelly said
firmly.  "All of us.  Trust me, it will be fine."


"I just hope Brad can trust
me once all of this is over. I should have told him—"


"You didn't want to lose him,
stir up trouble in your life by exposing Jonathan just when things were
starting to fall into place in your life again for the first time. No one can
really blame you for that."


Zaira sighed. "I just didn't
have time to think—"


"Well, with any luck,
Jonathan didn't either."


Zaira turned her anguished grey
gaze up to her new friend's perky freckled face.  "What do you mean?"


"Just that I think, judging
from the bad quality of the photos, that Jonathan panicked, set his plan in motion
a bit too soon. He was probably afraid you were going to tell Brad sooner or
later, and made his move before you could warn him and his father who he really
was.  Trust me, honey, if he's
slipped up anywhere else, we'll make the most of it.  Then your Brad will be back and you guys are going to get
the happily ever after all you writers dream about."


Zaira smiled wanly.  "The Dark Lady is a tragedy, not a
romance."


"Then write a new script,
honey. Because I sure as hell don't want some creep like Jonathan to ruin your
life any more than he ever has."


Zaira stood up from the sofa and
nodded. "You're right. No sense in feeling sorry for myself.  There's too much to do, and I'm damned
if I'm going to let Jonathan gain the upper hand again.  


"I love Brad, and he needs my
help. I'll worry about what happens to me later. Tragedy or romance, what
difference does it make if he isn't a free man shown to be truly innocent.  So let me get my stuff, and then we
don't stop til Jonathan is behind bars where he belongs."


 


 




 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


 


 


Zaira drove over to her motel with
Kelly to pack up her things, and that evening she settled into her room and
went down for dinner to meet Sheila, the mother of the house. 


The old brick house was
comfortable and homey, and the Tremaines all warm and welcoming.  Sheila was a bustling little woman, an
older version of Kelly, and a superb cook.  Zaira was glad she had accepted the offer to stay
there.  It made her feel less
lonely, and so many people coming and going in the house distracted her from
brooding and longing for Brad.  


That night, several other private
investigators joined them for a drink after their meal, and Dave gave them all
copies of the new photos of Jonathan and a rota for surveillance.


Then he gave them a list of all
the people who had been talking to the press, to see if they could lean on them
to tell the truth, as to whether or not Jonathan had bribed them to tell their
lies to the papers.  


A few of the detectives would also
go through modelling agency books to see if they could find any of the people
in the snaps, including the elusive Brad lookalike.


After they had gone, Zaira
sighed.  She knew it would be
difficult to prove Brad’s innocence and Jonathan’s guilt, and there was a
gnawing fear inside of her that no matter how it all turned out, she had lost
Brad forever.  How could he forgive
her for not having told him the truth about Jonathan while she had the chance?


And what would happen when
Jonathan was caught?  Would she go
to prison with him, as an accomplice? 
Would he lie to get revenge upon her, and say she had been in on it all,
both now and in the past when he had fleeced the advertising agency?


Zaira confided her fears to Kelly,
who patted her on the shoulder and said, “There is no way of knowing, is
there?  You just have to be
patient.  But the important thing
for everyone concerned is that you are helping Brad now.  And, you paid back all the money that
Jonathan ever stole in New York. 
How could they possibly think you were a willing party in all this, when
you've behaved honestly throughout?”


“Well, not always honestly.  I didn’t tell them about Jonathan when
we were all sitting around having that cozy meal at Tavern on the Green.  I should have gone to the police
then.  If I had, maybe none of this
would have happened.”


“But they can hardly blame you for
that!  All you wanted was a quick
divorce, freedom from the monster you had married.  Believe me, they’ll understand.”  


Kelly continued, “Zaira, for what
it is worth, I honestly don’t think your telling them then would have made any
difference.  Jonathan would have
had to spend months setting up this whole campaign against Brad, so even if you
had told them the truth, he probably would have gone ahead with it anyway.  


“The only significance is the
timing.  Jonathan probably moved
much more quickly that he intended, just in case you did decided to blow the
whistle on him.  He got careless
over the dates on the photos, which suggests he was in a bit of a panic.  If we can keep him scared, maybe he'll
play right into our hands and slip up again. Then we’ve got him.”


 “I hope you’re right, Kelly.  I couldn’t bear it if Brad were hurt any more than he has
been.  He would die if Cormac or the
Studio were damaged.  But even if
we clear him, there will still be many people convinced of his guilt.”


“Then we’ll just have to
unconvince them!” Kelly insisted.


Zaira looked at her new friend
earnestly, and said, “I can’t tell you how grateful I am for all you and your
family have done.  I was desperate
when I came here.  Now you’ve all
given me hope.”


“All part of the job, Zaira, and
like I said, if we have a hope of catching your ex-husband, we will.”


 


The next day Zaira telephoned
Matt, just to say she was safe, and her plans were working out.


“Listen, I’m not going to talk
long, just in case they're tapping your phones.  Go to Raymond Ness. I’ll post any letters to him, and can
you send them on to Brad.  I don’t
want him to know that I am out here in California, or else he might think about
coming back.  I’ll ring Raymond
tonight at seven.  Be there then if
you can.”


Zaira hung up, shaking with
fear.  What if they knew Matt was
helping Brad?  What if Jonathan
knew about his involvement, and was wondering if Zaira would move against
him?  But there was nothing she
could do about it now.  Zaira just
had to keep a low profile and hope for the best.


 


She spent the next few days trying
to help the team with their work, but it became mind-bogglingly dull after a
short while.  Most of the time they
just loitered around hoping Jonathan would come out of his office at Clarke
Studios for some reason, but even when he did, he usually just ambled around
some of the old warehouses, and after a long day at work, went straight
home.  


There were no suspicious contacts
that they could see, but Jimmy managed to bribe Jonathan’s secretary into
keeping them posted every time he went out of the office.  She would ring his cell phone number
twice. On one occasion, about four days after they had started their
surveillance, Kelly said, “Hang on, Mary rang five minutes ago, and he still
isn’t out here.  Back entrance to
the Studio lot, perhaps?”


Zaira nodded, and pushed her
sunglasses firmly up the bridge of her nose for a better look.  She was fairly well disguised, and
decided to get out of the car for a snoop around.  She grabbed the camera and tape recorder off the front seat,
though Kelly hissed, “No, Zaira, it’s too dangerous!”


But Zaira kept low, lurking in the
cluster of  birds of paradise that
decorated the side of the building, and as she went around to the back, she saw
Jonathan creeping away from the service elevator. She counted to five, and then
followed.  A few more yards took
her to another of the old disused studios, and she slipped inside and kept
close to the wall.  


She could hear two male voices,
and one of them was definitely Jonathan’s.  Fumbling, she switched on her tape recorder, and tried to
set up the camera for a clear shot.   



The other voice said, “Well, so
far people seem to be buying it, but if you want the really hard stuff, you’re
going to have to pay more.  If I go
back inside, my number is up and you know it.  After that, I want an airline ticket out of the country,
someplace exotic like Tahiti.”


“You and the girls will get
whatever you want.  I just need you
to do a few more sessions, and a few more coke deals,” Jonathan replied.


“You make it sound so easy, man,
but why is it I still get the feeling I’m being shafted?  It;s too easy, and besides, you still
haven’t told me what’s in it for you.”


“Money and power, more than I have
ever dreamed.  But don’t try
complaining to me.  You get the
girls, all the dope you want, and your cash and plane ticket to paradise.  Just grin and bare all for the cameras
a few more times, Mike, and I promise, in just a little while, you’ll be free
of all this.”


“All right, but you’d better me
playing straight on this one, because if you aren’t, you’ll be hearing from me,
Jonathan, and I’m not so nice when I get angry,” the man called Mike threatened
softly.


“Don’t worry, just be here
tonight, usual time,” Jonathan ordered brusquely.


Zaira could see a short but
powerfully built man heading towards the doorway where she was concealed.  She slipped out quickly, and hid behind
a row of motorcycles that were parked nearby.


Mike came out, and Zaira
gasped.  The resemblance to Brad
was stunning, were it not for the fact that he was so heavily tattooed, and
several inches shorter.  Also, in
the sunlight, she could see he had dyed his hair to make it look darker, and
she suspected that seen up close, his eyes would be blue rather than Brad’s
stunning emerald green.  He pulled
on his helmet, and started the Honda with a powerful kick.  


As he drove out of the car park,
Zaira began to run for the front entrance of the building, but just then
Jonathan started coming out of the Studio.  Zaira dropped the small bag with the surveillance gear on
top of the seat and pulled on a helmet over her red hair quickly, with her back
to him, and then sat on one of the bikes. 



Jonathan glanced at her briefly,
and she nervously fingered the handlebars.  She accidentally hit the automatic start button, and the
machine purred into life.  Zaira
decided to leave while she could, and the opportunity to follow Mike the male
model was too good to resist.


Zaira sped to the front entrance,
and then shouted into the car window, 
“The fake Brad, on a motorcycle. 
I’m after him.”  


She threw the camera and tape
recorder bag in through the window of the car, and waved as Kelly pointed to
the right. 


Zaira negotiated the traffic
carefully, as she followed.  
She had been on a bike a few times in her teenage years, and hadn’t
forgotten how to drive it. 
Fortunately, Mike the model had a very distinctive leather jacket, red
with a tiger’s face snarling on the back, so even though she was well behind,
she could still see him vaguely in the distance.  


As she sped along, she could see
the lights up ahead turn red, and she ran right through the yellows as fast as
she could.  Soon she was only five
or six cars behind Mike, who didn’t seem to be in much of a hurry, so Zaira had
to hang back, and prayed he would not spot her trailing him. She waited for a
red light, and then heard a car horn and her name shouted.


“I’m on to him, and I think you’ve
stolen Clarke Studios’ property!” Kelly called to her, and she now took up the
chase after Mike.  


Zaira went more slowly now, but
still pressed on.  She wanted to
back up her friend in case anything went wrong.  Mike was going into a pretty bad neighborhood, and Zaira
gasped and hit the brakes.  She
nearly ran him over as he walked out into the road in front of her.  


For a moment Zaira thought he had
figured out she was tailing him, but he calmly walked over to the opposite
corner, and began talking to a very shifty-looking man.  Zaira had no choice but to drive down
the street. As she turned the corner, she saw Kelly in her car, getting some
clear shots of whatever transaction was going on.


Zaira went further up the avenue,
and then turned down the third side street on her right.  Chances are he didn’t live in this
neighborhood, so she would have to wait until he was headed for his next stop,
which might even be his own home.


Zaira waited with the engine
ticking over quietly at the far street corner, and sure enough, about ten
minutes later, Mike was turning the corner about a block away, and heading
straight towards her back into the center of town.  She was in the shadow of a shop awning, and prayed he would
not get a good look at her. Then she waited a few seconds after he had passed before
she began to follow him again.


Zaira didn’t see any sign of
Kelly, and once or twice she got the feeling Mike was looking over his
shoulder.  She had to think
quickly.  Zaira had only a vague
knowledge of LA’s layout, but she thought she might be able to turn down the
next avenue, out of sight, and still be able to follow him.  She turned off to the left just as she
saw him begin to slow down.  There
wasn’t a traffic light in sight, so either he was stopping because he lived
there, or because he was suspicious. 



Sure enough, when Zaira sped on
down the next avenue, he was carrying on in a straight line.  She breathed a sigh of relief.  She hated to think what might have
happened if he had confronted her about following him.  


As she looked up the next street,
she could see Kelly’s car in the distance, also carefully keeping an eye on
Mike.  He was their best
chance.  They couldn’t afford to
lose the double who had posed for all those supposed photos of Brad.


Zaira remembered the conversation
she had overheard, which she had managed to record.  Mike had been in trouble with the police before.  He might be willing to tell the police
everything for the right offer.  It
was not only urgent that they save Brad’s career, but also stop Jonathan’s
crime spree once and for all.


Zaira lost sight of Mike after a
time, and wondered if he had turned down another street.  She hesitated, before doubling back and
approaching from the opposite direction. 



As luck would have it, she saw him
putting his cycle into a garage as she peeped around the corner.  He had to live there.  Now all they had to do was keep an eye
on him.


Zaira waited for a few minutes
before heading back to the centre of town, and soon Kelly flashed her lights
and got her to pull over.


“Here, you’d better bring that
bike back straight away, only make sure you wipe your prints off it.  I’ve phoned for backup there on our
young friend, and Jimmy is keeping an eye on Jonathan.  We’ll head back to drop off the Suzuki,
then go home.”


Zaira followed Kelly back, and
after they had wiped off all the prints, they starting heading back to the
Tremaines' house.  


Kelly told her off in no uncertain
terms as soon as she got inside the car. 
“You could have really got yourself into a lot of trouble by stealing
that cycle, not to mention following someone all by yourself whom we have every
reason to believe is dangerous.”


“We couldn’t afford to lose
him.  He's a crucial witness to
Brad’s innocence and Jonathan’s guilt. 
I got a tape, and some photos. 
Wasn’t that worth the risk?” Zaira demanded.


“It was great, but he isn’t
stupid.  I’m pretty sure he knew I
was following him, and he might even have grabbed you if you hadn’t turned off
in time.  It was a nice piece of
work, but I do wish you would leave this to us.  It is what you pay us for, after all,” Kelly reminded Zaira.


“I’m sorry, I was just so
frightened that Mike the model would get away.”


“Well, he won’t now.  We can run a check on him, and keep him
in our sights.  Well done.”


“Not only that, but they are
planning to meet again tonight, organize another shoot.  We have to be in there tonight, with a
camera, the whole lot.  Then follow
them all home. If Jonathan is there himself, it will be a huge bonus.  What did those two say to each other on
the street corner?” Zaira asked suddenly, remembering Mike’s first stop.  “Did you see anything interesting?”


“A pretty big cocaine deal, by the
looks of it.  We can get the snaps
blown up, get some samples of fibres and stuff from the inside of that
fascinating jacket he wears.  We
can set him up with the police to make a deal with him, then get him arrested
on his own charges of drug dealing. 
Then maybe he’ll be willing to help us out with everything he knows.”


“Hold off on that just for now
though.  We don’t want Jonathan
running scared if they take Mike into custody.  Besides, if your photos are as good as they say, we could
lean on him ourselves.  With my
photos and tape, it’s obvious there is one huge conspiracy going on here.”


Kelly stared at her, her eyes wide
with astonishment as they pulled up in front of the house.


“From the conversation I overheard
in the Studio, it would appear friend Mike already has quite a record sheet.
The last thing he wants is another spell in prison.  He asked Jonathan for a ticket to Tahiti, one way.  We can go to him, get him to help us
with names, dates, places, for immunity.”


“God, and I thought you university
professors all lived in a world of your own, and now I find you tailing
suspects, cutting deals,” Kelly laughed. 
“Are you sure you’re in the right job?”


“I’m sure.  Thanks for the offer though, but this
is a once in a lifetime operation,” Zaira joked.


“Well, in any case, we’re getting
somewhere, so I would suggest you ring Brad now, and tell him to sell his story
to a reputable newspaper.  We’ll be
in that studio tonight.  You’re
going to meet with his father tomorrow, and then we’ll decide on our next
move.”


“All right, but I’ll go out to a
payphone to call, just in case anyone is tapping the lines in London.”


Zaira placed a brief call to
Brad.  He seemed so far away, she
nearly cried when she heard his voice.


“Listen, Brad, we haven’t got much
time, so here’s what I want you to do. 
Ring one of these newspapers. 
I’ll give you the names and numbers in a minute.  Get them to print your side of the
story.  Say that you've been in New
York all this time, not in LA, and give them the names, dates, places of anyone
you were with.  That will include all
of us in the cast of Hamlet, and I'm sure Adam and Brian will be more than
willing to help.”


“But I don’t see...”


“Just do it, trust me.  It will work out, but under no
circumstances should you consider coming back until you hear from me or Matt
that it is all over.”


“I feel so helpless,” Brad sighed.


“I know, my love, but trust me,
things will work out.  I’ve heard
things about the investigation. 
It’s going well.”


“When I get my hands on the person
who did this...”


“Don’t worry about that now,"
she soothed. "Just concentrate on what you're going to tell the papers
tomorrow.  Listen, what did your
father say when you told him?”


“It was just as I predicted.  Condemned without a trial.  He insists he's going to disown me, but
he’s said that before.  He’s
stormed out of the apartment, gone to a hotel.”


“Oh, damn!” Zaira sighed, now
feeling more certain than ever that Jonathan was going to make his big move
soon.


“Don’t worry, Zaira, the money
doesn’t make any difference to me. 
I still have plenty of money to get by, and if my father has so little
faith in me, then I don’t want to be his son and heir anyway.”


“Brad, he’s your father, the only
family you have, and you would feel terrible if anything happened to him.  So please, for my sake, find him while
he's still in London,  and try to
patch things up,” Zaira begged.


“I don’t see why I should!  This is the one time in my life when
I've ever really needed him, and what does he do? He turns his back on me.”


“Brad, I'm going to have to go
now, so please do those things for me, and I'll talk to you soon.”


“Zaira, I miss you, I miss New
York.  I want to come home.”


“I want you to come home, darling,
believe me.  But it isn’t
safe.  Things will change.  Please, just work on “The Dark Lady,”
or anything you can to take your mind off things, and I’ll speak to you soon.”


“Listen, I’ve tried to ring you, but
haven’t got an answer.  Is there
something wrong with the phone?”


“I haven’t been answering it.  They're tapping the phones,” she
lied.  “I’ll ring again from
another payphone soon.  Take care.”


“I love you, Zaira.


“I love you too, Brad, no matter
what.”


 


Zaira was pensive that night as
she contemplated her meeting with Cormac Clarke the next day.  Certainly he and Brad had had their
differences, but was that any reason to suspect him of all the foul crimes he had
been accused of?  Unless of course
Jonathan was trying to put his foot even more firmly in the Clarke Studios
door, by offering Cormac “proof” of his son’s guilt in other ways?  Zaira felt a grown sense of fear that
she was in over her head, that Cormac was in grave danger, and only she could
help him.  If only he would listen
to her…




 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


 


 


Zaira took her laptop computer
with her to the Bonaventure hotel, and checked into a small suite to wait for
Cormac Clarke’s arrival.  She used
the name Zoe Dominick, and rang the Studio offices to say it was an urgent
matter about “The Dark Lady” project. 



The secretary reassured her that
Cormac had not forgotten the appointment, and also mentioned in passing that he
was just getting back from London, so not to be too impatient if he ran slightly
late.


Zaira was relieved to know that
Cormac had been out of Jonathan’s way in England, but she also wondered whether
it would cause problems for their investigation.  Now that the cat was back, the mouse might not be so free to
play around with his various activities on the side.  But with any luck, Brad’s exclusive might make front page
news, and force Jonathan’s hand.


Zaira wondered if she should get
Cormac to openly declare his faith in Brad in the national press. But she was
reluctant to make Cormac a sitting duck for Jonathan.  Would it not be better, if more dangerous, to get Jonathan
to think Cormac really was intending to make him his heir?  


True, he might try to get rid of
Cormac more quickly, but on the other hand, he might just get careless,
thinking he had won it all.  It
certainly might prevent him from running away until they had enough evidence to
put him behind bars.


Zaira worked on her latest novel,
the story of her and Brad, thinly veiled as fiction.  She typed steadily, but always at the back of her mind was
the knowledge that the happily-ever after ending would not be the one for
her.  As soon as Cormac and Brad
found out who she was, it would be over between them.  Jonathan had won that battle, at least, but Zaira would make
sure he didn’t win the war.


A tap at the door signalled
Cormac’s arrival. Zaira hastily pulled him into the room before anyone could
see her.  She hoped Jonathan hadn’t
decided to come along for the ride.


Cormac stood gazing at her,
puzzlement written in his eyes. 
Zaira took a step back. He was so like Brad in many ways, it was painful
to see him.


“I was told to meet Zoe Dominick
here, but you’re the girl I met in the apartment.  Auburn hair, grey eyes.  Where is Miss Dominick?”


“Please, Mr. Clarke, won’t you have
a seat.  I’m afraid there are a few
disturbing revelations I'm going to have to make today, and that will be the
least of them.”


She briefly explained about her
deception concerning her identity to Brad, and the reasons for it.


Cormac looked her up and down
speculatively for a few moments, and then remarked caustically, “Well, I can
certainly see why my son decided to cast you as the Dark Lady.  You're a consummate actress, I’ll give
you that.”


“I’ve had a good teacher, my
husband, as a matter of fact. Hopefully soon to be ex-husband.  I was planning to divorce him on the
grounds of desertion, and that was the price for my silence about his
whereabouts.  But I can’t keep
silent any more. Not when I'm certain that he's doing a great deal of harm to
you and Brad.”


“Your husband?  I don’t know anyone called Dominick, or
Darcy for that matter, Miss, er-”


“Let’s make things simple, shall
we?  My name is Zaira.  Mr. Clarke, Cormac, you know all these
accusations against your son—”


“If you are going to plead on his
behalf, you’re wasting your time,” Cormac said, shaking his head. He started to
rise from the chair, stiff with anger.


 “No, please, hear me out.  I love Brad, but a lot of this is my fault. You must give me
the chance to tell the truth, even if it means I’ll never see him again.”


“Your fault?” he exclaimed.  “How could it be, unless you’ve led him
into this seamy life. I hardly think that’s likely.  You’ve only known each other a few weeks.  So if he says he's innocent, don’t
believe him.  He's tricked you.
Tricked us all.”


“No, he hasn’t,” Zaira denied
stoutly, but softened her tone rather than risk angering Cormac even
further.  “Please, look at these
photos, tickets, evidence, and then tell me who's being fooled.”


She spread her evidence out on the
table for him piece by piece, explaining each item and its significance as she
went along.  


Cormac looked completely skeptical
at first, as she showed him the photos of Mike the model, and the transcripts
of a couple of odd telephone calls they had recorded from the Studio
office.  


But finally some photos Kelly had
taken the night before at the Studio, for one of their porn sessions, with
Jonathan right there looking on, 
were enough to convince Cormac that every word she had told him was
true.


He sat silently with his head in
his hands for a few minutes.


Zaira was bold enough to go over
to him and touch his shoulder.


Cormac looked up at her and smiled
thinly.  “My God, and all this
time, Jonathan has been convincing me that Brad was skimming money off the top,
doing drugs, and now this smear campaign, with pornography.  But why?  Why is he doing all this?”


“For the same reason my husband
stole every penny from our advertising agency and ran, leaving me destitute,
alone, facing criminal charges. 
Because he's utterly ruthless. He doesn’t care who he hurts, what he
destroys. He found a cozy niche for himself at Clarke Studios, and he aims to
make the most of it.


"I'm sure at first it started
out with him just lining his own pockets. 
But Brad is your only son and heir, after the car accident that killed
your poor wife and daughter.  He
saw an opportunity to hit it big.  


“But when Jonathan came to New
York with you and saw that by some quirk of fate, Brad and I had got to know
one another, and I could blow the whistle on him at any moment, he knew he had
to move fast.  I could have spoiled
everything for him simply by revealing his true identity. 


"I know now that I should
have told the truth, and spared us all this. I admit I made a bad bargain with
him, and for that I'm truly sorry. 
My only excuse is I loved Brad and didn't want to lose him.  Not so soon after finding him, when I'd
been looking for a wonderful man like him my whole life. It was selfish, I
know, but I really didn't see the harm in snatching a few days of bliss til the
play was over and I could think straight, and decide what to do for the best
for all of us."


Cormac's brows knit, but he waited
for her to continue. 


She rubbed the back of her neck
for a moment, then raised her eyes to meet his hard emerald gaze without
flinching.  "Please, you have
to know that I never would have kept silent if I had ever thought there was any
irreversible danger to your family. 
I had no idea my ex would ever stoop to ruining Brad completely, let
alone outright  murder.  I thought that at worst, Jonathan would
have been stealing, but that once I was safely divorced, I would have dropped a
few anonymous tips for you to follow his paper trail.


"But Jonathan knew I would
never keep this true identity to myself if I sensed any danger to Brad.  He could ensure my silence until the
divorce, but after that I could have told everyone he was a criminal. 


"But if he were the head of
Clarke Studios, he would have status, power, money.  Even if I did turn him in, who would care?  I’ve paid back all the clients
anyway.  He wouldn’t even have got
a suspended sentence.”


Cormac nodded, and Zaira
continued.


“I think it’s also jealousy as
well.  I love Brad, but I now know
I never loved Jonathan.  He used my
for my brains, skills, talents, creativity, and when that wasn’t enough, he
moved on.


“Cormac, I know how his mind
works.  I think Jonathan has been
setting up this whole scam for some time. But he got scared of me, and moved
prematurely against Brad.  I think
he wants to be your heir, and once you name him, then something will happen to
you.”


Cormac’s mouth dropped open.


“Can you think of anything he has
done which could lead you to suspect him?”


“That’s just the problem, this all
seems so unreal. I can't think of a thing."


"Are you sure?


He shrugged one shoulder.  "Well, now that you are telling me
all this, the odd thing here and there, but no, not really anything
concrete.  He's just been dropping
hints against Brad, money going missing which he has called to my
attention.  There's obviously
always been bad blood between he and Brad, but Jonathan has always made himself
out to be the injured party.”


Cormac stood up to pace
about.  “But just lately, I had a
heart attack scare, which turned out to be nothing, and he suggested then I
should make my will, with any contingency plans in case something happened to
me, and to Brad.”


Zaira looked at him, appalled at
the significance of Cormac’s revelations. 



“And who would inherit?” she
whispered.


“At the moment, my sister’s
family, but I have a feeling, if he's as clever as you say, he could alter the
will, get it all.  God, we have to
stop him!”


“Wait, let’s think this through,”
Zaira soothed.  “If he knows you
suspect him, we could lose any hope we have of catching him redhaanded.  No, I think we should give him enough
rope to hang himself.  Let him
think that you are
changing the will in his favor. That you never want to see Brad again as long
as you live.  With any luck he’ll
be careless, and then the trap will spring."


Cormac's eyes glinted eagerly.


"But I'm warning you now, it
could be dangerous.  Once his name
is on the new will, there's nothing to stop him from trying to get rid of you
as soon as possible.”


Cormac turned white for a moment,
and looked utterly defeated.  “And
to think I trusted that man, and refused to believe my son when he begged me
for help.  You’ve actually come out
here to try to clear Brad. You’ve given up everything in New York to help him.”
He gazed at Zaira with admiration.


 She blushed. “I had no choice, Cormac.  If I had told you at Tavern on the
Green who
Jonathan was, maybe none of this would have happened.  In any case, there was nothing to give up in New York
compared to what I feel for Brad. 
But I promise, once all of this is over, I’ll be out of his life
forever.”


“Don’t be silly. You love each
other.”


She shook her head. “How can he
forgive me for all this?”


“It isn’t your fault your husband
is a vile criminal.  You’re helping
Brad now. That’s what counts.”


“And you?  What will you do?” Zaira asked.


“I’ll get on to a few friends of
mine, and get a new butler, who can be used as a body guard.  I think the books should be audited as
well, but very quietly, discreetly. 
I shall see my lawyer about the new will, but don’t worry, I shall make
a new one immediately after the fake one leaving Jonathan as beneficiary, and
everything shall go to Brad,” Cormac reassured her.


Cormac rose to leave, and patted
her on the shoulder.  “Don’t worry,
I’ll be careful, and if you speak to Brad, tell him I send all my love, and
will speak to him soon.  It's too
dangerous for me to talk to him now. Jonathan must be absolutely convinced I've
disowned Bad.  Then maybe he’ll
drop his guard.”


“I hope so.  The waiting will be the hardest part.”


“I’ll be in touch,” Cormac
promised.  “And thank you, Zaira,
for everything.”


Zaira made him memorize her
address and phone number at the Tremaines' and said he should wait a few more
days before coming over.  


Cormac agreed, and with a last
handshake, departed with a purposeful stride.


Once he had gone Zaira slumped in
her chair, exhausted.  The long
days and nights had been taking their toll. Though she felt her interview with
Cormac had gone far better than she had dared hope, her battle with Jonathan
was still a long way from being over.


 


Zaira restlessly waited as the
days passed.  Each day brought a
fresh new development, but nothing which would put Brad fully in the clear just
yet.  Kelly and the Tremaines made
a great deal of progress in tracking down the girls they had seen at the Studio,
after the tip-off Zaira had gotten when she’d seen Mike and Jonathan
together.  


They also kept a constant watch on
Mike the model, gathering ample evidence of his nefarious activities all over
LA, even as Brad was making headlines for himself all over London in his
campaign to prove his innocence, that the pictures were all fakes and he was a
decent, clean-living man, not a drugged-up monster.


The drugs charge against Jonathan
was going to be much harder to prove, since so far they had not seen him dealing
with anyone, though his conversations with Mike had about them suggested he was
in deep.  


Zaira wondered how Cormac’s
investigations were proceeding. Late one evening, he finally came to visit.


“I would have been here sooner,
only it’s been difficult to get away, and Jonathan of course can’t be come
suspicious.  I've started up the
audit, in the middle of the night when we're reasonably certain he shouldn’t be
around. It’s turned up some pretty interesting results.”


"Please sit, and tell me
everything. Can I get you a drink?"


He glanced around her small room,
and motioned to a chair. 
"Just that, thanks."


"Please, make yourself at
home."


Cormac sat and sighed.  “It’s is amazing how wrong you can be
about a person.  I placed my
absolute trust in Jonathan. I would have sworn he was honest. Yet look what
he's done to me and my family.  And
Brad.  I've sold my own son short
ever since his mother and sister died, and I’ll regret that for the rest of my
life.”


She was surprised at the
admission, but shook her head. “There’s no point in regretting it. Just do
something about it before it's too late. 
If you love him, tell him, as soon as this is all over.  You can still be good friends.  You’re both very proud men, but also
have the potential for great warmth and generosity,” Zaira said with an
encouraging smile.


“And I've been wrong about you
too, my dear, I don't mind admitting it. 
When I saw you at the hotel so many days ago, I never really thought you
were completely right.  You know
the old saying, “There's no smoke without fire.”  I really thought Brad had deceived you too, maybe not been
guilty of all the things he was accused of, but perhaps some of them.  Now I realize you had complete faith in
him.  You must love him very much.”


She smiled wanly. “I do, but that
doesn’t matter now.”


“It does.  You love him.  At the end of this all, you must be together, however
horrible you feel about what's happened to him at the hands of your ex-husband.  You aren’t to blame for anything
Jonathan ever did. Surely Brad will see you are doing everything to help him
now, and that's what counts."


“Let’s just take this one step at
a time, shall we?” Zaira said quietly, eager to change the subject.


“No, because it's too important,
my dear. It's also the same subject I was talking about, regrets.  I lost everything except Brad in that
car crash.  You know what it’s like
to lose money, but what about love? 
You love Brad.  Don’t give
up on him, or yourself.  You’re
young, and have too many years ahead of you to regret ever letting him go, of
living without him.”


“I only had him for a short time.
I’ll get over it,” Zaira muttered.


“You may, but I won’t, and neither
will he.  He loves you, my
dear.  If you go out of his life,
the light will go out of it as well.”


Zaira shrugged.  “When Brad knows the truth, he’ll
forget all about me.”


“I doubt that very much,
Zaira," Cormac said in a firm tone, "but we’ll have to wait and see
which one of us is right.  Now,
I’ll see you again as soon as I have any more information.”


She twisted her fingers in her lap
and sighed.  “This is all taking so
long, isn’t it?  I’m afraid Brad is
going to get restless and want to come home.  What should I say?”


“Tell him I’ll be in touch when I
think it's safe, when the auditors have enough to convict Jonathan.”


“That won’t help Brad if we can’t
prove the drugs and porn charges.”


“I know, but your people the
Tremaines are doing a great job. If it’s the best we can do, we’ll have to take
it.”


“I don’t think Brad could stand a
trial, Cormac,” Zaira sighed.  “He's
too proud. Plus, the smear campaign has been so extensive, it's bound to go
against him.  No, we have to catch
Jonathan red-handed.”


“All right, we’ll be cautious, but
if we get no results soon, I’m phoning Brad and telling him to come home.”


 


Zaira worried for days about
Cormac’s suggestion that Brad come home. 
On the one hand, the newspapers were now printing his side of the story,
and many witnesses had come forward, including Matt and the entire cast of Hamlet.  


She herself was conspicuously absent
among those witnesses, which seemed odd because she had been his roommate, and
would certainly have known his whereabouts in more detail than mere passing
acquaintances and students, in order to help establish his alibi and that the
pictures were fakes.


Kelly urged her to go to the
papers and police with the whole story of what they knew so far and could
prove. But Zaira was convinced Jonathan would manage to wriggle out of all he
had done with only fraud charges, which would put him in a white-collar prison
for a year or two at best.


“Listen, he's going to suspect if
you don’t turn up.  He'll wonder
why you're reluctant to come forward.   I'm sure he'll have checked that you aren’t in New York
by now.  Matt and Raymond Ness are
the only two people who can give him any clues.  Raymond doesn’t know where you are, so that leaves
Matt.  He might try to trick Matt.
“


“Maybe he thinks I’m in England
with Brad.”


“Maybe, in which case, you can
ring the paper, pretend you're there.”


“All right,” Zaira agreed, chewing
her bottom lip.


“Look, it can’t make things any
worse, can it?”


“No, I suppose not.  I just keeping having this niggling
fear in the back of my mind that I’m missing something here.”


Kelly frowned.  “Like what?”


“I married him. I know a bit about
how Jonathan thinks.  The porn
charges wouldn't necessarily stand up now, since it's been established that
Brad was in New York, not LA. If I come out and confirm it, he'll have to move
on to the next line of attack, the drugs. 
Just what can he do to frame Brad if he is away?”


“Plant them!” they both gasped in
unison.


“If he hasn’t done it
already!  That’s the problem,”
Zaira agonized, running her fingers through her hair.    


“But wouldn’t the police have gone
through Brad's things by now?” Kelly wondered.  “I mean, all they have are those photos of him supposedly
dealing, but they're just as bogus as the porn ones, and Jonathan knows
it."


"He thought the phots would
be enough."


"So when he knows they're
not—"


"He'll go on to plan B."


"Damn," Kelly swore
softly. "He's a clever bastard, isn't he."


"You have no idea."


"Well, Brad would have stood
no chance if you hadn't figured it out and not abandoned him when the first of
the fake photos were published."


Zaira slumped against the back of
the sofa and wrapped her arms around herself, chilled to the bone.  "Don't remind me."


"We’ve got to search Brad’s
house, and Cormac’s and the Studio offices, and then set up security
cameras.  If Jonathan shows his
face, we’ve got him.”


“I’ll ring Cormac and set it
up.  Let’s hope you're right.  If we see him, film him, we may be able
to put him behind bars,” Zaira prayed.


 


Zaira phoned Cormac, and then
contacted the papers. She told her side of the story, and waited.  She couldn’t quell the sick feeling
inside of her that something was going to go disastrously wrong, and she began
to grow thin and pale, and frequently became ill as the days of stressful
suspense passed.


 


Another week passed, with Zaira
notcing that Kelly was watching her more and more closely. 


One morning she could stand it no
more, and called her friend on it. 
"Come on, Kelly, out with it."


"With what?"


"Come on, I know you well
enough by know to see you looking at me out of the corner of your eye all the
time. So out with it."


Kelly brought two mugs over from the
countertop, and sat across the kitchen table from her. “All right, there is
something."


"Well, come on, tell me
already, will you, before I really start to get worried." She took a sip
of the chamomile tea, gripping the mug with white-knuckled fingers.  


"Zaira, I hate to add to your
worries, but I really think you should go to a doctor.  You’re not looking to well.”


“I’ll be all right, it is just the
worry.”


“I think it’s more than that.  Female problems maybe?” she asked,
looking at Zaira sharply.


“Why no, I’ve missed my...”


Zaira lapsed into a miserable
silence.  “Great, just what I need
now, of all times.”


“Babies have a nasty habit of
popping up inconveniently.  You
could always go to a clinic.”


“No!” Zaira gasped, clutching her
belly.


Kelly nodded. "There's your
answer, then. Your decision about what to do has already been made."


Zaira took a deep breath, and
said, “Wow, you're right. It won't be easy, but it was that simple to make up
my mind. It's Brad’s baby, and I love him.  Even if I never see him again, it isn’t the child’s fault my
life is such a mess.”


Kelly patted her on the
shoulder.  “I know it's just one
more thing added to your list of worries, but it could be a blessing,
really.  It will give you hope,
something positive to look forward to in the middle of all this chaos.  I’ll give you the name of my doctor.
You make an appointment straight away, do you hear?”


“I will,” Zaira said. "Thank
you for telling me.  I don't know
how long I would have fone on in denial if you hadn't spoken to me just
now."


"Don't mention it. Just start
taking better care of yourself, okay? And if there's anything we can do for you
or the little guy, just ask, all right?"


"I will, thanks."


"You see, every cloud has a
silver lining. If not for your ex, we would never have met, and I wouldn't get
to be an auntie. That is, unless you already have—"


"No, no one.  Auntie it is for sure, if you don't
mind my odd extended family of actors and academics too."


"You have a ton of love to
give, so I'm sure it won't be a problem for us all to share you. Just so long
as Brad doesn't mind."


"Oh, Kelly, I'll be lucky if
he ever speaks to me again, let alone—"


"He'll do more than speak to
you, girl, I just know it. Just be patient a little bit longer, and then you
can start telling him the truth. 
And planning a future for three."  


"I sure hope so, and this
side of a jail cell too," Zaira sighed, hugging her friend as the tears
began to fall.




 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


 


 


The next day, the doctor confirmed
she was pregnant. Zaira was so stunned, she could barely take it in.  Brad’s baby.  It was almost too wonderful to imagine.  Zaira immediately began to take better
care of herself, reading up on nutrition and taking more exercise, which  helped take her mind off the
investigation, and how much she missed Brad and longed for him with every fibre
of her being.  


Her own articles defending Brad
appeared in the papers, and Zaira also persuaded Dave to tell the papers to run
the story on the photos being missing. 
If Jonathan wanted to give the police more evidence, he was going to
have to fabricate it quickly, which meant even more opportunity for him to slip
up and add to their growing dossier they could soon hand over to the
police.  


The team watched him like a hawk
for another week, and finally they hit the big one.  Jonathan was filmed buying a very large amount of cocaine
from his supplier down on the docks, and the Tremaines kept the dealer under
surveillance as well.


Then, just when they were giving
up hope, several days later Jonathan moved to plant the cocaine, first at the
office, in a few places around the Studio, and then at Brad’s house.


Kelly got films of all his
activities, including snaps of him at the Studios.


“Listen, if he's planted them, the
police are going to raid there any minute.  I think we're going to have to tell the police now.  If they go in on one of the busiest
days in the Studios, the publicity is going to look awful,” Kelly said to
Zaira.


“But Jonathan’s already thought of
that, don’t you see!  It will be a
side show for all of LA.  No, it
has to go ahead. If we tip off the police before he does, he’ll run for it.”


“But Zaira, think of the damage!”
Kelly begged.


“We have films of him planting the
stuff!   We can handle it if
it ever comes to an investigation. 
But it won’t.  We're going
to have to get more of a link with Brad’s situation than this." She
thought for a moment, pacing up and down restlessly in front of her small
makeshift desk where she had been working on another romance novel to pass the
time while she waited for news from Kelly.  At length she looked up at Kelly.  "Get Cormac out now. Make him go out of town for a few
days so the police can’t drag him into all of this.”


Sure enough, the police raided the
Studios, offices and house in an incredible sweep that made front page news for
days after.


Zaira sighed as she read the
papers, and prayed she had done the right thing in letting Jonathan's game
continue to the bitter end.


 


At the end of a frantic week,
Kelly argued with Zaira desperately, “Please, we have to go to the police.  They're crucifying Brad. Don’t you care
that he's innocent and helpless in all this?  Zaira, for heaven’s sake, this has to stop!”


Zaira tried to remain unemotional,
though her fear was overwhelming. 
She said in as flat a tone as possible so as not to betray her own
unease, “We've gone too far and risked too much to change course now.  If we show our hand, all of this
suffering will have been for nothing. Jonathan will get a few years and be back
out on the streets and after us all again, me most of all. You know it, and I
know it."


Kelly
sighed, and nodded. "But that bastard—"


"I know. But I also know him.
I told you, we just have to stick to our guns a llittle while longer.  Jonathan thinks he’s won.  He is going to get careless.  Don’t let him out of your sight for a
second.  We have to know exactly
what his movements are, where he's going to run for cover when all this blows
up in his face. He won't have any place to run, and he'll be lucky he doesn't
get life once all the charges against him are added up.”


"All right, Hon, you're the
boss. Just make sure you're not sentencing yourself and that baby of yours to a
living hell at the same time."


"It doesn’t matter about me,
but—"


"It does. And it will matter
to Brad too. He may never recover—"


Zaira shrugged one shoulder as if
it didn't matter in the least, though her stomach churned. "Any publicity
is better than none.  He'll be
fine.  He's a great director.  Like I said, once everyone sees what
we've seen, knows what Jonathan has been doing for months, he'll be seen for
the innocent victim he is."


Kelly gave a pointed look at the
phone. "You haven't phoned him in days. Don't you think you should let him
know—"


"I will, thanks.  In a minute. Let me just pull myself
together, okay?"


She patted Zaira on the
shoulder.  "Sure thing. And
listen, I don't mean to come down heavy on you, it's just that—"


"I know. I've been a great
friend."


"One who wants this over, and
to see you all happy."


"Happily ever after for for
novels and the movies, Kelly, not for people like me."


Kelly hugged her briefly.  Zaira accepted the bear hug with a
sigh. 


"Phone him."


"I will. I swear."


"And tell him—"


"Plenty of time for
that."


"Yeah, seven months or
so," Kelly said with a pointed look. 


Zaira sat down at her desk
heavily. "Please, Kelly, one thing at a time."


"I'm sorry. Like I said, I
just want all this to be over and you guys to be happy." She gave a small
wave and vanished.


Ziara pushed back the heavy fall
of hair from her eyes, and reached for the phone.  She dialled Brad's London number, carefully blocking her
own. She calculated the time difference in her head as she heard ringing on the
other end.  She was almost going to
put the receiver down because she did the math and realized she might be waking
him up, but at his hopeful, "Hello, is it you, Zaira, Sweetheart?"
she felt her heart skip a beat.


"Yes, it's me."


"Thank God. I've been so
worried. And thinking, well, I don't know what. All sorts of stupid things.
Zaira, why haven't you called—"


"I was waiting for
news," she said hurriedly, and it was only half a lie she told. She was so
on edge whenever she spoke to him, sure all her secrets would come tumbling out
of her mouth, that she had hardly dared phone.  


“Brad, you’ll see it in the papers,
and I think maybe you should get out of the London apartment, just in case. The
fact is that Jonathan’s planted drugs everywhere.  The police are going to be stepping up their investigation,
and will probably try to extradite you.”


“That bastard! That's it,
Zaira.  I've done as much running
and hiding and I can stomach. I've had enough of him getting everything his own
way while I'm stuck here so far away from you and the life we've built for
ourselves in New York.   I’m
coming home.”


“No, not yet!  It isn’t safe,  Brad."


"But Zaira—"


"Please, Brad, just
listen.  Promise me that you'll
give it a few more days. Then we'll have all the proof we need of everything he
has been doing.  Don’t trust anyone
except me and your father and Matt. 
Don't come home, but get out of the flat now.  Ring Matt if you need anything.”


“Zaira, why is it I can never ring
you?  What the hell is going on?”


“Never mind that now.  Trust me.  I love you.  I
swear, just a few more days, and then it will all be over.”


“Zaira, where are you?” Brad asked suddenly,
realization dawning in his voice.


“Goodbye, Brad.  I love you.”


She put down the phone and lay her
head on her desk, the tears streaming down her cheeks mingling with the ink
with which she had penned her passionate romance about a young college
professor and a handsome Hollywood director.


 


As the sky began to darken, she
rose from her seat to splash her tear-streaked face with cold water.


Cormac appeared a short time
later, and said, “This is a disaster. 
We have to do something now.”


“I think we’ll have to go to the
police with all the evidence.  Only
leave me out of it.  Say you hired
the detectives, and so on,” Zaira urged.


“All right, whatever you say. I’ll
take Dave Tremaine with me.  He'll
know who to speak to, and go over all the evidence with them.”


“Listen, go tomorrow.  But first, tell Dave I want copies of
everything kept, just in case.  We
need some insurance here. Jonathan is far too clever, and the police can be
bought off by a man with as much money as Jonathan.  I want him behind bars where he belongs, and I intend to get
him there.”


“Zaira, the only way to prove it
beyond a reasonable doubt is if he pleads guilty.  There's no such thing as a miracle,” Cormac argued.


“Maybe, maybe not,” Zaira sighed,
then shrugged as she saw Cormac’s eyes boring into her.


“Tell Dave to make two copies of
everything, and be ready to go to the police at noon tomorrow.  And one more thing, can I go to Brad’s
house tomorrow, on my own?”


“Certainly, here’s the key,”
Cormac assented, removing it from his ring.  “But it seems an odd request.”


“It’s just that I have to go back
to New York soon, and I want to be reminded of him one last time,” Zaira said,
trying to sound convincing.


Cormac’s eyebrows raised.  “I have the feeling you're up to
something, but whatever it is, you're not going to tell me.”


“You know what it is.  It’s finished between Brad and me.  You’ll put Jonathan behind bars, and
I'll go back to New York,” Zaira said nonchalantly.


Cormac nodded.  “If that’s what you want, I can’t force
you to stay.  I’ll see the auditors
this evening, and we'll get whatever they have into some sort of shape to
present as evidence. Then we will see. 
I’ll send you some copies as well.”


Zaira said quietly, “Thank you for
everything.  If I don’t see you,
goodbye, and tell Brad—  Well, just
tell him.”


“Believe me, I will.”


 


Zaira sat alone in the house,
almost frightened of the silence, and quailing at the magnitude of what she was
about to do.  The pen shook in her
hand as she scrawled a note to Jonathan on a small piece of lilac-scented
paper.  Zaira had always used that
stationery when she had been away from him in England, so he would know the
note was genuine.  Then she got
together some blank audio tapes, and went over the plans for the surveillance
cameras in Brad’s house.


Zaira patted her stomach softly,
saying a prayer for herself and her unborn child.  This was going to be a struggle for no less than life or
death, and she had a feeling the odds were not in her favor.


 


Cormac did go to the police the
next day with the evidence, but just as Zaira had suspected, nothing
happened.  The police fobbed Cormac
and Dave off with excuses about it not being relevant to their investigation,
since Jonathan wasn’t under suspicion. 



Finally, one sergeant, whose name
Dave didn’t catch, told them to wait while he went over it all with someone in
authority.  They waited for hours,
and when they grew impatient and made inquiries, were told that no evidence had
been submitted.


Zaira’s suspicions were confirmed.
Jonathan could buy anyone for the right price, and all their evidence had been
stolen and probably destroyed.  It
was now completely up to her.


Zaira dressed carefully in jeans,
sneakers, a tee-shirt and baggy sweater. 
It looked odd for the scorching Californian heat, but suited her
purposes exactly.  She checked her
tape recorder for the hundredth time, and drove Matt’s car downtown to a
novelty shop.    


The man in the shop was very
helpful, and Zaira was soon ready to go out to Brad’s house in Malibu.  She was hours too early, but she needed
to be prepared.  She parked the car
a fair distance away down the beach, and walked the rest of the way to the
house.


Once inside the sumptuous
beach-front house, decorated in navy, gold, and cream, she checked all the
cameras to see if they were working, and then spread the evidence down all over
the floor. 


She gazed out of the window and
over the balcony, to where the surf crashed down onto the rocks below.  Would this have been her home with
Brad, if they had ever got married? 



Zaira shook her head.  There was no time for daydreams
now.  She had no future with Brad,
of that she was certain.


A small sound behind her caused
her to look up, startled.  Jonathan
was early, no doubt hoping to lie in wait for her, but she was ready.


“Well, well, Zaira, I couldn’t
believe it when I got your note.  A
charming spot for a reunion, don’t you think?”  He smiled, reminding Zaira of a wolf baring its teeth.


“Charming with the right company
of course. But I would hardly describe this as a reunion.  You can see all over that floor the
evidence that my private investigators have got on you.  I think you should really give yourself
up, and then perhaps they will go easier on you.”


“Your concern is touching, my
dear. But the point is, I have no intention of doing any such thing.  Your so-called evidence was thrown out
of the police station yesterday, so this final copy of yours is a waste of
time.”


“We know where Mike and all the
other models are. We have the drug dealer. They're repeat offenders. It doesn't
matter what you've paid them. 
They'll talk to save their own skins. You can’t escape from this
forever,” Zaira argued, forcing herself to stare into his sherry-brown eyes.


“Sure I can.  Since they're repeat felons, everyone
will think they're lying to save their own skins. That's if anyone in this town
would even bother to try to take me to court. I can run away with the millions
I stole from Clarke Studios any time I like, Honey. But I have bigger game in
mind.  Brad's been completely
discredited, and I’m Cormac’s new heir. 
Once Cormac is out of the way, I’ll have it all.”


Zaira shook her head.  “I’ll go to the FBI, anyone, with this
evidence, to stop you.”


“It’s too late.  I’ve won it all.  Cormac is already dead.  As you will be in a minute.”


Zaira sat down on the sofa, so
numb she barely noticed the gun Jonathan was holding.


“How?” she said, forcing her voice
to project for the benefit of the cameras she knew were filming them. 


“A small fire at Lot 54.  A pity there were so many film
processing chemicals laying around. 
What a dreadful explosion.”


“You're a monster."


"Just a good businessman with
lots of ambition."


"And what do you plan to do
with me, Jonathan?” Zaira demanded, once again projecting her voice for the
benefit of anyone who might be listening. 


“Make it look like suicide, of
course. Insane that you lost me, and Brad turned out to be such a fiend, you
took your own life.  One last
headline in this incredible story.”


“You were no great loss, and
you're the fiend, not Brad."


"Now, now, dear,
temper—"


"Why? You had it all! Why the
drugs, the porn, the theft?  Even
murder?” Zaira shouted.


“The challenge of it all.  I’ve enjoyed every minute of it.  The drugs especially.  You always were a bit of a prude, my dear,
if I may say so,” Jonathan said with a smirk.


Then he pulled her to her feet and
fondled her roughly.  “What, not
even a last goodbye kiss?” he sneered, as she began to struggle against his
embrace.


“I’ll see you in hell first,
Jonathan.”


“And I shall enjoy sending you
there, my dear wife.” He laughed harshly, and brought up the gun, dangerously
close to her temple.


Zaira knew his plans for a neat
suicide would be foiled if she ran. She kneed him in the groin, and shoved him
away.  The gun went off, and she
could feel a sharp pain in her left wrist, and warm blood trickling down her
fingers.


“Damn it, make it easy on
yourself!  I’m going to kill you
anyway. You might as well go quietly. 
Now I’ll have to throw your body in the sea.  Not a nice burial, my dear,” Jonathan called down the hall,
as she raced into one of the bedrooms, aking no effort to favor her wound and
trailing blood all over the cream-colored carpet on purpose. 


No, it was definitely not going to
look like suicide.  The Tremaines
would bring Jonathan to justice for her murder, and Brad would be saved. 


Except that it was his
house...  And might be used as yet
another charge against the man she loved if Jonathan ever figured out that he
was being taped.  


She scanned the room quickly,
desperate now to live.  This room
also had a balcony overlooking the sea. 



Zaira hurried outside, ducking
low. She peered over the railing, 
calculating the distance between it and a low rock shelf.  She saw the ground was higher by the
living room window, so she made a dash for it.


Bullets shattered the glass behind
her as she ran out.


Zaira knew she had only seconds
before Jonathan came up behind her. 
She yanked the living room door open, and tumbled back into the room,
turning to face Jonathan.


“You can’t do this. You and I were
married once. Loved each other. How can you hate me so much?” she pleaded
desperately, in an effort to catch him off guard.


Surprisingly, he hesitated.  “I don’t hate you. Don’t think I want
to do this.  But you’ve been
disloyal to me, and I can’t trust you. 
You love Brad.  You never
loved me.  It’s bad luck really
that the two of you ever met.  I
never intended for you to get hurt. 
I’m sorry it has to be like this, Zaira.  You’ve wasted your time and life coming here today to
blackmail me into changing my mind. 
I’m guilty of everything I accused Brad of, but I'll never willingly go
to prison.”


“Is it all worth it?” Zaira
screamed.  “You used to be a good
person.”


“There’s no such thing, only a
less greedy one than the next man. 
Goodbye, Zaira.”


The gun went off, and the impact
sent Zaira flying.  She clutched
her chest as she began to lose consciousness. Her last waking moments were
filled with the sound of the front door to the house bursting open.  Two more shots rang out, then all was
silence.   


Zaira couldn’t move to see what
was happening, but she was sure she was dying, for she head Brad’s voice in her
head.


“My God, if you’ve killed her!”


Suddenly there was a cry of “Stop
him!” 


The sound of footsteps echoed on
the balcony.  


Feeling herself falling, Zaira’s
world went black.




 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


 


 


Zaira opened her eyes, and looked
up at a bare white ceiling.  The
brightness was so intense, it dazzled her eyes. For a moment she thought
whimsically, “Gosh, I did get to heaven after all.”


She moved her head to look around,
and her gaze met Brad’s emerald ones, glistening with tears.


“Thank God.  You’re alive.  Oh, my love. You’ve given me the fright of my life.”


As Zaira realised she wasn’t dead,
she calmed for a moment, until a new fear took over.


“The baby!  The baby, Brad?” Zaira cried, cltuching
her flat stomach.  


“Sush, it’s all right,” he
soothed.  “You’re going to be
fine.  You haven’t miscarried.   But you have a few cracked ribs,
and a broken wrist.  You’ve lost a
fair bit of blood, and will have to stay in hospital for a while.  At point blank range, you were still
badly bruised even with the bullet proof vest on.”


Zaira sighed as he stroked her
face and kissed her softly on the mouth.


“Why did you do it, Zaira?” Brad
asked quietly, a hint of anger in his voice.


“I started it, in a way, so I had
to finish it.  If it hadn’t been
for me keeping silent about Jonathan being my criminal husband, none of this
would have ever happened.”


“That’s nonsense.  He’d been planning all this ever since
he started working at Clarke Studios. 
We have all the papers and information to prove it.  If anything, you saved us all.  If Jonathan hadn’t got scared that you
would tell us everything, he might not have messed up.”


“Cormac!  Jonathan said he was dead,” Zaira gasped, clinging to Brad
weakly.


“And so he would have been, if
your surveillance team hadn’t spotted what he was doing on the cameras.  Dad did turn up for the meeting, as
Jonathan had arranged, and there was an explosion, big enough to be
convincing.  But Dad went in the
front and out the side as fast as possible.  He's a bit shaken up, but he would love to see you if you’re
feeling up to it, as would the Tremaines.”


“Not just yet.  I want to apologize to you first for
all the secretiveness and lies. 
Jonathan was dangerously clever. 
I knew he had set it all up, had been trying for days to lure you back
to LA with all those calls about “The Dark Lady,” so that once you were in
police custody, you couldn’t clear yourself, or might have an accident.  Then, when the evidence disappeared, I
knew there was no one we could be sure of.  I needed a confession from Jonathan to clear you.”


“Thank God they followed Jonathan.
Kelly had a hunch.   She
checked the cameras in my house on the monitor in the van, and sure enough, you
were there.  It was a damned stupid
thing you did, but I’m grateful, Zaira. 
All those people will be put in prison where they belong, and the police
who were in on it all have been exposed as well.”


“Jonathan’s had it coming for  a long time.”


Brad nodded quietly, but he looked
at her piercingly for a few seconds.


“What are you doing here, anyway?”
Zaira suddenly asked.  “I mean, it
isn’t really safe yet, is it?”


“When I spoke to you, I knew
something was going on. That you were hiding something from me.  It was silly that I hadn’t figured it
out sooner.  I came back through
Mexico, just in case the police were still after me.  I took me a bit longer than I expected.  Thank God I came in when I did.  I was at the Studios with Dad when
Kelly phoned.  If we hadn’t burst
in when we did, Jonathan might have shot you again, and killed you.”  


Brad’s tears choked him for a few
moments, but finally he breathed, “God, it’s been hell without you for the past
few weeks. What would I have done if you and the baby had died?”


“Kelly told you?”


“Yes, and the doctor too.  What a day for surprises. But it’s no
surprise I want to marry you, 
darling. So as soon as you're up out of that bed, we’ll go ahead and do
it.  Then we'll film “The Dark Lady.”  Now that I’m back in California, I’m
not going to let you go back to New York and your old life.  We’ll finish what we started.”


“Brad, it is all finished.  How can you ever forgive me? Besides,
I’m still married to Jonathan,” Zaira protested.


Brad hesitated, looking away from
her for a moment.


Zaira waited in agony for his next
words.  Was he going to agree with
her that they had no future together?


“Zaira, I know you don’t remember
it. I didn’t want to tell you until you were feeling stronger.  I don’t want to upset you, but Jonathan
is dead.  He jumped from the
balcony when the police tried to arrest him.  You’re a widow, and free to marry me whenever you like.”


Zaira’s tears began to fall.  “So it’s really all over then?”


“So far as the past is concerned,
yes.  I’m in the clear, and can go
back to living a normal life.  It’s
the future I’m worried about.  I
love you, and need you, my most precious treasure.  Please, I want you and the baby to make my life
complete.  Free yourself of the
past, and marry me.  I love you
more than ever, Zaira, not less. 
How could I blame you? 
You’ve done everything to save me. You were willing to die for me.  How can you even consider going back to
New York, of making me live without you?”


“Oh Brad, I’ve missed you so,”
Zaira cried, as she threw her arms around his neck and kissed him passionately,
all her pain of past and present finally at an end as the joyful future Brad
was laying out for them both spread before her like a glimpse of paradise.  


 


“The Dark Lady” went into
production several weeks later, and Zaira and Brad were married on the set, in
full costume.  It was an unusual
wedding , an unusual film, and even more unusually, it swept the Academy Awards
that year for all the technical categories, including Best Original Screenplay
for Zaira. To her great delight, Brad was awarded the Oscar for Best Director,
and no one could have been prouder of Brad's achievement than his wife, except
possibly for his father Cormac, now his staunchest supporter for all his films.



“They may have named me Best
Director, my love, and I may be surrounded by hundreds of actors and actresses,
but you're the brightest star in this whole room,” Brad whispered as Zaira
looked around the auditorium in awe. 
“You’re the star I revolve around, like the earth taking all its light
and warmth from the sun.”


 


 Zaira and Brad had settled in New York to teach and work on
the film adaptation of her second blockbuster novel, Star Attraction, They were sure they could never
be happier than they had been since the awards evening, but a couple of months
after fateful evening, on a bright day in June in New York, their son Declan
was born, anf gave a whole new meaning to the word bliss.


It was an easy labor and a quick
recovery.  Eager to take the baby home
and start on the newest chapter in their fantastic romance, Brad couldn't wait
to get his new little family back to their snug apartment where they had fallen
in love nine months before. 


As he wheeled Zaira and the baby
out of the elevator, a lovely young girl with flaming red hair crashed into a
busy young doctor trying to slip in through  the closing doors. 



Brad and Zaira caught each other’s
eye and laughed. 


“Let’s hope they have a smoother
path in front of them than we had, darling.”


“The road to my journey’s end has
been rocky, it's true. But I've had the most radiant star to guide me."


"No regrets?"


"Never. It's all been more
than worth it, my love,” Brad said. He kissed his wife on the lips, a silent
promise of more to come, and played with his son’s tiny hand. "Now let's
go home. I can't wait to get started on the happily ever after you promised
me."


"I love you, darling. Thank
you for everything, the gift of your love, and our son."


"Thank you, Zaira, for the
gift of my freedom, my reputation, and for being the most amazing woman I've
ever met."


"You're welcome, darling. Now
come, your father's waiting to spoil his grandson."


"And I can't wait to give him
at least several more. And some granddaughters too, just like their incredible
mother."


Zaira smiled up at him, her heart
full of love. "The Dark Lady" had brought them together. Her dark
past had nearly torn them apart. Now in the bright light of their love, there
was no shadow to mar the brilliance of their happy future full of passion and bliss.
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