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Chapter 1




When Blaze awoke she found herself lying on a silken soft surface amid the seductive scent of strange perfumes. A cool night breezethe air of the desert, exotic and amorousstroked her naked flesh. Naked? A soft cry escaped her voluptuous lips as she realized the truth. Where were her clothes? What unknown hands had stripped them from her helpless body? Where was she?


Lamps carved of alabaster gave enough light to answer the last question. Overhead a silken canopy shielded her from the night sky, a patch of which, glittering with stars, was visible through the open flap of the tent. Scarcely had she realized this when the stars were blotted out by a dark form. Stooping, he entered the tent, and Blazes white hands fluttered, trying in vain to conceal her softness. It was the Arab who had stared at her so boldly in the bazaar. Intense blue eyes studied her over the folds of the kaffiyeh that hid the lower part of his face. You are no Arab, Blaze gasped. I know those eyesyou areyou are



Your husband. The kaffiyeh fell away; it was indeed the face of Lance, Earl of Deptford, his chiseled lips curved in a mocking smile. Come to claim the rights you have so long denied me, my love. The disguise disturbs you? Off with it, then. And he flung the robe aside.


Blazes eyes moved from the bronzed chest, seamed with the white scars of a hundred duels, to the narrow waist and flat, muscled abdomen, down to


Jacquelines eyes bulged. My God, she said aloud. Its The Lusful Turk.


It is?


Jacqueline looked up from the pages of Slave of Lust. The stewardess stood beside her, trying to read over her shoulder. Obligingly she held the book up so the girl could see better.


The young womans eyes lit up. Its the new Valerie Vanderbilt! I havent read that one yet. But I just love her books, dont you?


Jacqueline inspected the cover of the paperback. Blaze (the streak of silver in the midnight blackness of her flowing locks had given her her name) reclined on silken coverlets, her softness discreetly veiled by the broad bronzed body of the Earl of Deptford. The title and the name of the author were printed in brilliant scarlet letters.


Valerie Vanderbilt, Jacqueline repeated. I must admit this is the first of her books I have read.


Shes divine. The stewardess sighed voluptuously. They say shes really a countess or something, but she doesnt use her title because her noble family has disowned her on account of shes had so many love affairs. This one is about a Turk?


You misunderstood my reference, said Jacqueline. She glanced at the cart, with its rows of bottles and glasses, whose progress along the aisle of the plane had been interrupted by the stewardesss literary interests. Are you by any chance selling drinks? Ill have Scotch. No. Ill have a double.


It was an unseemly hour for alcoholbarely eight A.M.but as the airlines had learned to their profit, some passengers resorted to liquor in an effort to dull their fear of flying. Jacqueline was not afraid of flying. What she wanted to dull were her critical faculties.


Her reminder of duties unfulfilled was reinforced by a chorus of requests from nervous customers nearby. Murmuring an apology, the attendant filled Jacquelines order. When she gave Jacqueline the glass, a pair of miniature bottles, and a small package of petrified peanuts, Jacqueline said, You can have this when Im finished, if you like.


Really? Oh, thats really nice! But you wont finish it before we get to New York.


Oh yes, I will.


Well, that is really nice of you. Books are so expensive. I read four or five of them a week, and that really adds up, even though my friends and I exchange when we


A wild-eyed businessman in the seat ahead leaned out into the aisle, waving a five-dollar bill and babbling incoherently.


Yes, sir, right away. With a smile at Jacqueline, the girl moved on.



Jacqueline refreshed herself copiously but decided she still wasnt prepared to return to the perfumed canopied tent. I should have ordered three drinks, she thought. At least I can be sure of getting the attendants services from now on. Four or five of these books a week? If all the examples of the genre resembled Slave of Lust, it was a wonder the hard-core readers could talk at all, much less frame a coherent English sentence.


She turned her gaze to the window. There was nothing to be seen except an undulating blanket of gray cloud. It had been raining when she left Nebraska. It had rained in Nebraska every day for the past two weeks. The farmers were tearing their hair and the local papers carried dire predictions of crop failuresrotting corn, mildewed hayhigher prices, and general despair. Jacqueline had lived in Nebraska for three years, and in her experience the farmers were always complaining and food prices were always going up. It was either too hot or too cold, too wet or too dry. She had no great opinion of Nebraska or the agricultural community, and in this particular spring she had had far too much rain to suit her. It was one of the factors that had prompted her passionate outcry the previous Sunday, as she stood at the window of her apartment watching raindrops pelt the puddles on the balcony.


Ive got to get out of this backwater before I lose my mind!


Backwater is not inappropriate, her friend replied, putting his stockinged feet on a hassock and reaching for his glass.


Where do you want to go?



A city. Jacqueline gestured dramatically at the window. Beyond the red brick college buildings, empty fields stretched endlessly to the horizon. Any city. Preferably one where it isnt raining.


Cairo would seem to be your best bet. Or Rome.


I cant afford to go to Europe.


Her companion, Professor James Whittier, head of the English Department at Coldwater College, watched her with a faintly malicious smile. Her tall, upright figure was as slim as that of a woman half her agenot that James had ever been officially informed of that number, but since she had two adult children he knew she must be over forty. Her thick auburn hair had not a touch of gray, and James, who was well acquainted with Jacquelines hair and with the products women use to conceal that particular sign of aging, would have sworn she employed none of them. She was wearing a hostess gown in glowing peacock colors, green shading to aquamarine, azure and cobalt, with which he was equally well acquainted, and the relative age of this garment, coupled with her last statement, roused his curiosity.


I thought you were going abroad this summer.


So did I.


What happened?


Jacqueline swung around to face him and glowered at him over the tops of her glasses. The fact that she made no effort to restore them to their proper place on the bridge of her nose was a bad sign. Jacquelines glasses were a barometer of her feelings. Slippage indicated strong emotion, often of a negative variety.


None of your business, James. Youre the nosiest man Ive ever met! Do you know what your students call you?


I know what the female students call me, James said, passing a complacent hand over his waving white locks and smiling his famous crooked smile.


Dont waste that crooked smile on me, Jacqueline snapped. Mr. Buttinsky. No, I think my favorite is Granny Jimmy.


Granny, is it? Come here and let me show you


Im not in the mood.


Hmmm. James decided this was not the time to remind Jacqueline of the nicknames the students had invented for her. She thought of herself as a detached, ironic observer of life. The fact was that she was just as inquisitive as James and even more inclined to interfere in other peoples business, when she felt her advice and assistance would improve mattersand she almost always felt they would. However, she believed wholeheartedly in her self-image and would have been outraged at any suggestion that it was inaccurate.


It would also be inadvisable, James knew, to ask any more questions about Jacquelines change of plan for the summer. She must have had financial reverses. He wouldnt get anything out of her; she was maddeningly tight-lipped about her personal affairs. Almost unfeminine, James thought resentfully. Hed have to find out some other way.


We could go to New Orleans for a few days, he suggested. Or San Francisco.


It always rains in San Francisco. Im going to New York.


I?



I.


So its come to this, James mourned. The first crack in the wall of love. The first wilted flower in the bouquet. The first


Additional metaphors failed him. He picked up his glass and drank.


Jacqueline sat down in the chair opposite his, nudged his feet off the hassock, and put her own in their place. The first sour grape in the fruit salad of togetherness.


James knew he was not the first man in Jacquelines life; he wasnt even sure he was the only man in her life. Their affair had been conducted with the discretion demanded by the university, whose midwestern trustees still had a pathetic faith in the traditions of a vanished era. Ostensibly he and Jacqueline were co-authoring a textbook. The briefcase James carried whenever he went to her apartment brought nudges and knowing grins from his colleagues and pointed comments from the students, who were less inhibited. But those who laughed would have been surprised to learn that the briefcase actually contained three chapters of a textbook. Sometimes he and Jacqueline even worked on it.


Yet the relationship had gotten into a rut, and James knew it. He sat in the same chair he had occupied for the past fourteen Sundays, in stocking feet and shirt sleeves, with the Sunday papers strewn around and the breakfast dishes still on the table. Presently they would wash the dishes, and then go out to dinner at the Old Redde Barn. All the pleasures of marriage without the attendant inconveniences. James liked the arrangement. Apparently Jacqueline didnt.



She began sorting through a stack of clippings and papers. Im going to a writers conference, she announced.


Business deduction?


Naturally.


But you arent a writer.


Jacqueline indicated the briefcase. Were writing a textbook, arent we?


Slowly, James said. Very slowly.


Anyway, I am a librarian. Library, books, writers. Even the fascists at Internal Revenue can follow that connection.


James grinned. Jacquelines feud with the local IRS office was a campus legend. Once she had tried to deduct her new television set on the grounds that her professional duties required her to watch writers being interviewed on the Today show.


What conference are you attending? he asked diplomatically.


Jacqueline flourished a newspaper clipping. The Historical Romance Writers of the World. Its the only one I could find. The ABA meetings were last month, and the ALA is meeting in Birmingham. I wouldnt be caught dead in Birmingham.


The Historical Romance Writers, James repeated. Ah. I see. Have you read any historical romances lately?


Not lately, no. I loved them when I was young. The Prisoner of Zenda, Gone with the Wind, Forever Amber.


Ah. Forever Amber.


Its not a bad book, Jacqueline said.



No.


Whats the matter? Jacqueline looked at him suspiciously. Youre smirking, James. I know that smirk.


Im not sure the IRS will buy it, thats all. University libraries dont stock many novels. Especially romantic novels.


Then Ill have to write one, Jacqueline said. Actually, thats not a bad idea. Someone told me they are selling very well these days.


Oh, they are. They certainly are. Well, that sounds like an excellent idea. Lets see; two weeks in New York, back here by the Fourth of July; you should have a manuscript finished before Labor Day.


Your classroom wit is wasted on me, Jacqueline said coldly. Im well aware of the fact that writing a book is not the easy job laymen believe it is. But with all due modesty


Im sure you could do it. James studied her for a moment, then nodded. Yes, you could. When are you leaving?





He drove her to Omaha. On the way they chatted about college business and the weather, but Jacqueline was not deceived by Jamess amiability. He was still smarting over her refusal to let him accompany her. Just like a man, she told herself. Their egos were so fragile, they took everything personally.


James made no reference to his hurt feelings, but demonstrated them by driving so slowly Jacqueline began to fear she would miss her plane. When she remonstrated, he said cheerfully, Oh, theres plenty of time, and indeed they reached the gate several seconds before the loudspeaker announced the last call for Flight 576. Told you wed make it, James said. Have a good time. Heres a little farewell present.


Jacqueline took the wrapped parcel. Books? How nice, James.


You said you hadnt read any historical romances lately. These are two of the hottest sellersor so Im told. Chastely James shook her hand. He smiled. It was a broad, evil smile, as overpowering as that of the Cheshire cat. The lower half of his face was swallowed up by it.


And that is how Jacqueline Kirby, assistant head librarian of Coldwater College, B.A., M.A., scholar and self-confessed intellectual snob, found herself in possession of two volumes entitled Slave of Lust and Crimson Bloom of Love.





Contrary to popular opinion, librarians are not prim, unworldly spinsters, isolated from the modern world; nor are university librarians unacquainted with what is loosely termed popular culture. If you prick them they bleed, if you drop in on them unexpectedly you may find them engrossed in a soap opera or a copy of Playgirl. It was pure accident that Jacqueline was unfamiliar with the publishing industrys latest and hottest fad. I dont buy books in supermarkets, she had been heard to say. I buy grapefruit and toilet paper in supermarkets. In fact, she bought very few books. A librarian doesnt have to buy books, in supermarkets or elsewhere. Books are the one commodity of which librarians have more than enough.


Assisted by libations of spiritous liquids, Jacqueline read on, in growing fascination, unaware of the landscape opening up below as the clouds gradually dissipated or of the wistful glances of the flight attendant who passed from time to time, lusting after Slave of Lust. The girl was not far away when Jacqueline closed the cover of Crimson Bloom of Love. Catching the hopeful gaze fixed upon her, she smiled, and the stewardess hastened to her side.


Can I get you anything, maam?


Jacqueline considered the offer. I guess I can survive without more Scotch. Sit down a minute, if you have the time.


Oh, I couldnt sit down. Were landing in half an hour.


Ive finished Slave of Lust. And this one as well. Would you like them?


Oh, thank you. Are you sure you dont


No, I dont, Jacqueline said decidedly.


I havent read this one either. The attendant gloated over Crimson Bloom of Love. Valerie Fitzgeraldshes good, but not as good as Valerie Vanderbilt. Of course Valerie Valentine is my all-time favorite. Dont you love her?


I dont know her, Jacqueline said, dazed by a superfluity of Valeries.


Oh, youre in for a treat. Shes the greatest. Shes going to be guest of honor at the conference. I want to go, so bad, but Ive got to work. Maybe I can sneak into Manhattan for one session.


Im going, Jacqueline said.


You are? Lucky you. Oh, butI didnt thinkare you an author? What name do you write under?



I havent had anything published yet, Jacqueline said. Im planning to call myself Valerie von Hentzau.


Thats a good name.


I thought so.


You look like an author, the young woman assured her. I mean, you look like you could be glamorous if youI mean


I write for an older readership, Jacqueline said seriously, as the girl blushed and stammered. Some of us still remember the love affairs of bygone days; it is my aim and my ambition to recreate those moments for those who are now too decrepit to engage in them.


There was no sensible answer to this, and Jacqueline received none; with a doubtful smile the stewardess retreated, clutching her books to her breast. Jacqueline settled back and reached for her purse. From its cavernous depths she took a copy of Love in the Ruins, hoping its astringent style would cleanse her palate of a surfeit of lust. Yet there was an anticipatory gleam in her eye as she heard the pilot announce their imminent landing. The conference promised to be a source of utter delight. She could hardly wait.



 

As the airport bus jostled through the thickening traffic toward the city, Jacqueline looked out the window with fond nostalgia. It had been three years since she left the East Coast for the pastoral charm of Americas heartland. There had been good and sufficient reasons for her decisiona chance to succeed the amiably senile head librarian at Coldwater (who was still hanging in there, in defiance of all predictions); the high cost of food and housing in the eastern United States; and the proximity of Jacquelines children, now adult and theoretically independent, but inclined to inquire too often and too solicitously into dear old mums habits, finances, love life and refrigerator. They visited, almost always accompanied by members of the opposite sex, and Jacqueline had begun to detect ominous portents of future grandmotherhood. When they materialized, as they surely would in time, she planned to be a thousand miles away. She had no violent objection to the state itself or to babies in general; nevertheless, distance seemed a sensible precaution, and it would have been too flagrantly insulting if she waited until the condition was actually upon her before running away. Now, however, she felt she was returning to her spiritual home.


The bus disgorged most of its passengers at Grand Central Station. Drawing a breath compounded equally of satisfaction and carbon monoxide, Jacqueline lifted her suitcase and began walking. It was almost noon, and she knew the futility of trying to get a cab at that hour. Besides, her hotel was at Fifty-third, only a fifteen-minute walk.


By the time she reached Fifth, she had fallen back into the old city-dwellers strideweaving expertly through breaks in the crowd, darting across streets against the light whenever traffic halted. Needless to say, this skill necessitates total concentration, and is one way of distinguishing the Manhattanites from the tourists. The latter, buffeted and bewildered, gravitate toward the store fronts, where they are shielded on one side at least from the madding crowds. Jacqueline was tempted by the display windows, especially those of the bookstores; Coldwaters single shopping mall contained no comparable charms. But she resisted. She had barely time to check in and change before attending the opening event of the conferencea formal luncheon at which the mystery guest of honor would be introduced.


She had not been able to get a room at the Harrison Hotel, where the conference was being held, but hers was right across the street. Furthermore, it offered a vacation special rate at a price considerably less than was usual. The room was standard American motel in decor and arrangement: two king-sized beds, shabby wall-to-wall carpeting, and a bedside lamp immovably fixed in a spot that rendered reading in bed an exercise in eyestrain. The view from the thirty-fifth floor took in the greenery of Central Park and the spires of the skyscrapers bordering it. The park left Jacqueline unmoved; she was surfeited with trees; but she spared a few moments to gloat over the tall buildings and the wonders they containedwonders of which she had been long deprived. Saks and Altmans and Lord and Taylornot that she could afford to buy clothes at those establishments, or at any of the delightful specialty shops on Park and Lexington, but even window-shopping would be a pleasure after the cut-rate boutiques of Coldwater Mall. The museumsthe Guggenheim, the Cloisters, the Metropolitanthe Mets new Egyptian galleries were open, as well as the American Wing, and there was an exhibit at the Costume Institute she wanted to see. But man cannot live on museums alone, and Jacquelines tastes were eclectic. She would have to consult friends in the city about the new places, nightclubs and cafs and bistros, for fashions in those fields change rapidly and she knew her old hangouts would probably have disappeared. Even that charming gay bar on Seventy-ninth, where she had had so many friends


With a sigh she turned from the window and began unpacking. Halfway through Slave of Lust she had begun to suspect that her clothes werent going to suit the mood of the conference. There wasnt a ruffle or a diaphanous blouse in her suitcasenor in her closet at home, for that matter. She would have to see what she could do about the problem later; for the moment, a tailored linen suit must suffice. She left the top two buttons of her blouse unfastened, arranged her hair in romantic coils and clusters, and picked up her purse.


The last act wasnt as easy as it sounds. Though Jacqueline asserted that her purses were no bigger than the ones some women carried, they were undoubtedly bigger than the ones most women carried. They tended to bulge oddly, and no one, including Jacqueline, was ever entirely certain what was inside them. The student body at C.C. had regarded Jacquelines purses with superstitious awe since the day of the graduation exercises, when she had produced an umbrella, a raincoat, and a pair of rainboots from her bag. This would not have been so surprising in itself, but for the fact that the weather forecast had promised clear skies with no chance of precipitation. The ceremonies were outside, and when the clouds opened up, Jacqueline was the only participant who wasnt drenched.


Aside from its other advantages, the purse could serve as a defensive weapon or a form of battering ram if circumstances required. Jacqueline used it in the latter capacity when she emerged from the hotel into a crowd that filled the sidewalk. Traffic on Sixth Avenue was backed up for blocks, and the noise level was even higher than usual for Manhattan at midday.


The light at the corner turned green as Jacqueline reached that point, and the frustrated drivers increased the volume of their complaints. Horns blared, voices rose in passionate invective. A taxi nudged the bumper of the car ahead; the driver of the latter vehicle, an elderly woman with lovely white hair, put a distorted face out the window and commented forcibly. Her words were inaudible to Jacqueline, but apparently not to the taxi driver, who replied in kind, and in Spanish. Jacqueline made a mental note of several words she had not heard before. The driver was blessed with a voice of penetrating shrillness.


The problem seemed to be the cross street. The intersection was blocked by two vehicles of distinctly unusual appearance. Both were open convertibles, of a vintage no longer commonly seen on American highways. Both were pinkbright shocking pink.


Jacqueline could see only the hood of the second car, but she had a good view of the first and its occupants. The driver was obviously a native New Yorker; unperturbed by the complaints hurled at him, he stared straight ahead, bored and detached. The passengers were not so blas. One of the women was visible only as a mop of brassy yellow hair; she had slumped down as far as she could go without actually kneeling on the floor. The other woman was a redhead, of indeterminate age and remarkable plainness. Embarrassment, or sunburn, had turned her face a strange shade of red that clashed horribly with her pink bonnet, pink gown, and pink gloves.


The third person in the carJacqueline stood on tiptoe so she could see better. At that moment the young man rose, displaying his attire in its full glory: a white shirt open to the navel, with billowing sleeves; tight black trousers; a red satin cummerbund; and a black cape, lined in scarlet. Its sable and red folds flapped as he raised both arms and saluted the audience, which returned his greeting with a decidedly ambiguous howl. Some spectators laughed, some scowled, and all the taxi drivers swore. A voice somewhere in the area of Jacquelines left elbow let out a gasp and a comment that included the word hunk.


Jacqueline looked down. When she wore heels she was almost five feet ten inches tall; the girl who had sighed was a good six inches shorter. Catching Jacquelines eye, she giggled and shrugged.


Who is he? Jacqueline mouthed.


Who knows? Hes gorgeous, though. Must be one of those writers. She gestured at the hotel on the opposite corner.


Of course, said Jacqueline, enlightened and enraptured. Rudolph Rassendyll, Zorro, Edmond DantesRomance isnt dead after all.


Huh?


Definitely a hunk, Jacqueline said.


Sunlight glistened on the mat of black hair displayed by the youths open shirt. The convertible jerked forward. He sat down, more suddenly than he had intended. He was smiling broadly.




Jacqueline decided she had better get moving too. If the occupants of the pink automobiles were the guests of honor at the luncheon, that affair would probably not start on time, but she wanted to get a good seat. She crossed Sixth Avenue without difficultynothing vehicular was movingbut before entering the hotel she paused for another look at the procession. It had now edged forward far enough for her to see the second car in line. It was an antique Cadillac convertible, complete with tail fins, and in impeccable condition. Its owner, who probably belonged to the austere and select group of classic car collectors, would have been appalled at its present appearance. It had been decorated like a float in a Thanksgiving paradeor rather, a Valentines Day parade. From grille to tail fins the vehicle was draped with white cotton lace. A gilded cupid had replaced the original hood ornament. To the side door someone had affixed an insignia, like a coat of arms: paired golden hearts surmounted by a crown and flanked by more gilded cupids.


There were three people in the backseat. One was a balding middle-aged man. His face was as bland and disinterested as those of the drivers. The second was a gray-haired woman who looked like a suburban housewife. The third


Beauty is, to a great extent, in the eye of the beholder and defined by personal taste. True beauty is rarer than diamonds and more remarkable. Few of the famous lovelies of stage and screen deserve that accolade; makeup, lighting, and, above all, the hypnotic hyperbole of press agents and publicity firms, create a false image that has nothing to do with beauty itself.



The girl in the pink convertible was beautiful. Sitting between the two older people, she looked like a rose in a row of zucchini. She had it allthe bone structure, the coloring, the perfect skin and sculptured features. The hair tumbling over her shoulders and clustering in soft curls around her face was not yellow or blond or fair, but pure red-gold; its strands shone like the finest silk threads. Her face was heart-shaped, curving delicately from rounded cheeks to a small pointed chin. She was wearing a low-cut blouse or dressJacqueline could see only the upper part of her bodyof pure white, with a soft frill that framed a slender throat, and bared arms as perfect as those of a Greek statue of Aphrodite. But her beauty was not classical; the rose-petal cheeks and rounded curves were more reminiscent of the painted beauties of Boucher and Fragonard.


The parade moved forward another foot. The cries of the onlookers rose to a decibel level ordinarily achieved only by certain punk-rock groups. A red-faced policeman hurled himself into the fray and was swallowed up by the cabdrivers, who had abandoned their vehicles and were advancing on the convertibles. Reluctantly, Jacqueline tore herself away.


A list of scheduled activities posted in the lobby of the hotel directed her to the mezzanine, where registration for the Historical Romance Writers Conference was taking place. Here Jacqueline found a cloudburst of pink and white, lace and paper hearts, and a few gilt cupids. Across from the registration table, which was draped in pink crepe paper and manned by three hard-eyed females in pink pinafores, was a row of publishers display booths, with such names as Wax Candle Romances, Long-Ago Love, and Moonlight Love Romance. Moonlight apparently specialized in Valeries; Jacqueline saw several copies of Slave of Lust and a pile of books bearing the name the stewardess had mentioned as her favoriteValerie Valentine.


As she stood admiring the decor, Jacqueline was accosted by a mustachioed man in a three-piece suit who inquired, You looking for an agent, honey? I represent


Jacqueline took his card. After all, one never knew.


Another booth, some distance from those of the publishers, had the rickety homemade look of a display at a high school craft fair. Ruffles of pink and white crepe paper framed a tottery arch with a banner on which someone had laboriously and ineptly printed the name of the organization. It appeared to read, Walentine Lowers of America. Jacqueline wondered which of the teenage girls gathered around the booth was the calligrapher. They appeared to be a fairly representative sampling of their age group; some were slim and pretty, some were chubby and homely, and most had braces or acne or both.


Jacqueline advanced on the registration table, receipt in hand. Fans? she inquired, indicating the Walentine Lowers.


One of the secretaries glanced up from the checks she was sorting. Jacquelines dignified appearance seemed to impress her, for she said apologetically, I assure you, they arent representative of our readers. If my advice had been followed, they wouldnt be here. They should have been made to buy tickets, like everyone else.


Her more kindly colleague said, Most of them dont have the money. You know what Mrs. Foster said about fans: Keep them out, but keep them around. Yes, miss? Are you an author or a publisher?


Jacqueline reflected. Presumably the alternative category was fan or miscellaneous. Neither appealed to her. Author, she said, and was presented with a blank name tag, a program, and a sheaf of tickets, one for each of the events of the conference. Taking a pen from her purse, she printed her name on the tag: J. KIRBY; and stuck the tag to the pocket of her suit. It was shaped like a heart, and was bright red.


The decorations of the automobiles and the mezzanine should have prepared her for the ballroom, where the luncheon was to be held, but Jacqueline was momentarily taken aback. Standing in the doorway, she stared appreciatively. It wasnt so much the hearts and the paper lace and the tinsel cupids; she had gotten used to them. It was the balloonshundreds of helium-filled balloons, pink, red, white, and a few purple, clinging in clusters to every conceivable point of attachment and floating free like miniature flying saucers. Jacqueline batted a pink balloon out of her path and went in.


Most of the seats were fillednot surprising, since it was almost twelve-thirty, and the luncheon was scheduled to begin at noon. At the far end of the room, on a platform decked in red velvet and (of course) pink paper hearts, was the table reserved for the speakers and the mystery guest. There was not an empty chair at the nearby tables, but Jacqueline spotted one chair occupied only by a mink jacket and a purse. Stopping behind it, she nudged the occupant of the neighboring chair.


Excuse me. I believe this is my place.


As she had suspected, the implication that the seat was reserved had been a bluff. Faced by effrontery even greater than her own, the owner of the mink jacket gave in with no more than a glare and a muttered Well, really! Jacqueline returned the glare. The woman wore an authors red name tag pinned to a dcolletage exposing shoulders that should have been concealed from public scrutiny. Her dress was chiffon, printed with huge red roses on a pink background. Her features reminded Jacqueline of a vulgar midwestern adage that refers to the back end of a horse.


Jacqueline slipped into the vacated chair, put her purse under the table and her feet on the purse, and opened her program. Her perusal of that document was interrupted by a timid voice inquiring, Do you know if smoking is allowed?


Jacqueline turned to contemplate the speaker, who was seated on her left. The girl looked no more than eighteen. Soft brown hair framed a round, ingenuous face. Her snub nose was liberally freckled and her horn-rimmed glasses magnified a pair of gentle blue eyes. Her dress matched her eyes; it had long sleeves and a modest boat neckline. Jacqueline, an avid collector of mail-order catalogs, had seen the same garment advertised. The text assured the prospective purchaser that she would look every inch the lady. In this case at least the claim was correct.


I dont see any signs forbidding it, Jacqueline said.



But there arent any ashtrays.


There were also no waiters within hailing distance. Jacqueline retrieved her purse from the floor. After fumbling for a while she produced a tarnished brass box and removed the lid. You can use this.


Oh, but


Its meant to be used as an ashtray. Jacqueline sighed. I still carry it, even though Ive quit smoking.


Oh. I was about to offer you


Thanks. Jacqueline grabbed for the cigarettes. I quit smoking once a month, she admitted.


Her new friend scrutinized her name tag. Im afraid I havent read any of your books. Oh, but you probably use a pseudonym.


No. Jacqueline inhaled blissfully. Im not a writer.


But your tag


I lied.


Oh!


You wouldnt lie, would you? The girls tag was also red. Her name was Susan Moberley. I havent read any of your books either, Jacqueline said. Unless you are Valerie Vanderbilt.


I wish I were. Shes a big name. Im just a beginner. My first book is coming out this fall.


Ill be sure to look for it. Whats the title?


I was going to call it This Blessed Plot. Its set in England during the reign of Richard the Second, so I got the title from


I know the speech.


Oh. Anyhow, my editor decided it wasnt a very good title. She wants to call it Dark Night of Loving.



I see.


Her noncommittal tone brought a blush to Sues freckled cheeks. It isnt that kind of book, she said defensively.


How many rape scenes?


Two. But they arent really


Got any sodomy? Jacqueline asked. Incest? Sado-masochistic orgies, whips, chains, dismemberment?


Sues face was scarlet, matching the balloon that had dropped onto the table. Jacqueline took pity on her. You must be very poor, she said in a kindly voice.


I dont know why you think


What do you do for a living, Susan Moberley?


I teach school. Sixth grade.


It figures. Where are you from? Iowa, Kansas?


A little town in Nebraska. Youve never heard of it.


I wouldnt bet on that, Jacqueline said morosely.


You Easterners always assume people from my part of the U.S. are hicks. Were just as familiar with


Sodomy, incest, and whips. No doubt you are. But you seem to be possessed of a reasonable degree of taste and intelligence. Doesnt the image of woman as willing victim featured in books of this kind disturb you?


Before Sue could reply, the lady in mink, who had been eavesdropping, exclaimed vehemently, Now I do agree with you wholeheartedly. I never allow my heroines to be exploited. They are independent, sexually liberated women who control their own destinies.


An animated discussion followed. All the authors at the table agreed with the speaker in principle and in practice. Their heroines were all independent and sexually liberated. They admitted, however, that lesser writers sometimes fell into this trap.


Jacqueline was not sufficiently familiar with the genre to be certain that the speakers were lying, but she caught strong echoes of methinks she doth protest too much. Becoming bored with the conversation, she stopped listening and amused herself by batting at the balloons, which were sinking slowly toward the tables as the helium leaked out of them.


Im starved, Sue muttered. When do you suppose were going to eat?


God knows. Jacqueline reached in her purse. Would you like half my candy bar?


As they munched, Jacqueline added, I suppose the guest of honor has been held up. There was a massive traffic jam outside when I came in. The center of it appeared to be a pair of pink convertibles.


The woman in mink chuckled maliciously. Thats typical of Hattie. She probably forgot to get permission from the police to stop traffic for her stupid procession.


She wouldnt forget, said another woman across the table from Jacqueline. She asked, and they turned her down. Naturally. So she went right ahead without permission. Naturally.


Hattie? Who is she? Jacqueline asked.


You dont know Hattie? My dear, you are really out of your milieu. She organized this conference. Shes head of the Historical Romance Writers of the World.


Good gracious me, Jacqueline said humbly. I didnt realize. Is that all she does for a livingorganize conferences?



Her informant cackled like one of the witches in Macbeth. Hattie Foster is an agent, dearie. The agent. All the top writers in the field are in her stableVanderbilt and Valentine and Victor von Dammall of them. That gives her a monopoly.


Really? Jacquelines curiosity was genuine. The undercurrents of nonacademic publishing were unknown to her, and she was interested in almost everything.


Think about it, dearie. Not one of the big namesall of them. If a publisher wants to make money in this market, he has to deal with Hattie, and she drives a hard bargain. That means she can pick and choose among the new writers. Most of em would kill to have her handle their work. Stupid jerks.


The speakers name tag was pink. It was not difficult to deduce that this category included agents; the bitterness in the womans voice was heartfelt and personal. The lady in mink, who had shown signs of perturbation during the agents tirade, exclaimed, with a nervous titter, All the big names, Pat? All of them?


What? Ohoh, no. Not all. The agent got her face under control. Uhladies, you all know the famous Rosalind Roman, Im sure. My client.


Dear PatHattie isnt the only agent who counts, ladies.


There was an uncomfortable pause. Then everyone started talking at once. Under the noise Sue said, out of the corner of her mouth, Bet Rosalind is one whod kill to get in Hatties stable.


An outburst of trumpets sounded, ending in a dying groan as someone switched off the tape too soon. A velvet drapery behind the platform lifted, and in marched the gray-haired woman Jacqueline had seen riding with the beautiful young girl. A ragged and somewhat ironic cheer greeted her. Perhaps the guests were cheering the imminent arrival of food as much as they were welcoming the head of the Historical Romance Writers.


She looked like everyones Aunt Hattiebeaming smile, twinkling eyeglasses, and a massive motherly shelf of a bosom. Wisps of hair escaped from her untidy gray bun. In a cooing Virginia accent she welcomed the guests, hoped they werent dyin of starvation, laughed merrily at her own wit, and introduced the guests of honor, who emerged one by one from behind the velvet drapery and took their places as Hattie eulogized them. The hairy-chested hero in the black cape was Victor von Damm. He was followed by Emerald Fitzroy, author of Love Blooms at Twilightthe redheadand then by Valerie Vanderbilt. Jacqueline would not have expected the author of Slave of Lust to be shy, but evidently Valerie was; her brassy wig still hid her face as she scuttled to take the chair Victor held for her.


A breathless pause followed, broken only by the growling of empty stomachs. And now the moment youve all been waiting for, Hattie cried. Our mystery guest. Can you guess who she is? Can you believe our luck, girls? Here she isthe Queen of Love in personthe most popular, most beautiful, most talented writer of historical romances in the whole big worldValerie Valentine!


The moment Jacqueline had been waiting for was the arrival of something to eat, but not all the guests were as cynical. A storm of applause greeted the appearance of the beautiful young girl with the rosy-gold hair. Exquisite in white organdy, she glided to the platform on the arm of a tall, impossibly handsome man wearing white tie and tails. He bowed her into her thronelike chair, next to Hatties, and took his place beside her.


Hattie reached for the microphone, but her comments were drowned out by the rush of dozens of waiters. They were already late and they wanted to get the tedious job over and done with. Food was slammed down on the tables, wine sloshed into glasses, and Hattie sank back into her chair.


The food was ladies luncheon classicchicken  la king, one cold roll per guest, limp lettuce with bottled French dressing. The dessert was the pice de rsistanceheart-shaped tarts with four glazed strawberries peering coyly out from under a coating of plastic whipped cream. Then the waiters stormed the tables with carafes of tea and coffee, and the guests, sated if not satisfied, turned their attention from food to intellectual sustenance.


Whos the man with Valeriemy God, Jacqueline said piously. How can you tell them apart?


Valerie Vanderbilts fans call her VV, Sue said. Valentine uses her last name. Thats her lover, the Earl of Devonshire.


The Earl of Devonshire is eighty-four and has been happily married for sixty years to the Queens first cousin.


Really?


I havent the faintest idea, Jacqueline said. But Ill bet my last buck that creature has not the slightest connection with the British aristocracy.


Maybe hes the Earl of Devonbrook. Something like that.


My God, Jacqueline repeated.


I guess it is rather awful, isnt it?


Awful? Jacqueline fished a limp purple balloon out of her coffee. I havent enjoyed anything so much in years.





The post-luncheon speeches were mercifully short; as Hattie merrily admitted, they were running a wee bitty behind schedule. She had only a few tiny things to say.


Clich piled upon clich, culled in the main from the romantic poets. Who knows better than we that love conquers all? cooed Hattie.


Jacqueline was very bored. Not quite sotto voce, she remarked, Oh, what a plague is love.


All for love, Hattie proclaimed. And a little for the bottle, Jacqueline added. Thats from an obscure poet named Charles Dibdon. He said it all.


Sssh, the lady in mink hissed angrily. Sue giggled.


Jacqueline needed no encouragement. Hatties, Love is heaven and heaven is love, inspired, Love is like the measles; we kent have it bad but onst and the later in life we have it the tuffer it goes with us. All the world loves a lover, Hattie insisted, and Jacqueline shook her head as she scraped up the crumbs on her plate. Not me. Comfort me with apples and stay me with almost anythingfor I am sick of love. Sick and tired.



You must be an English teacher, Susan said, as Hattie sat down amid a spatter of applause.


Librarian. Jacqueline spoke absently; as the meal progressed she had been increasingly distracted by the peculiar behavior of Valerie Vanderbilt. Though the latter sat hunched over with her face practically in her plate, she occasionally glanced up when she forked food into her mouth, and the features thus displayed struck Jacqueline as familiar. She ran down a mental list of well-known personalities and half-forgotten acquaintances until suddenly the connection clicked into place. But surely it was not possible. As if tickled by a tendril of ESP, VV looked in Jacquelines direction. The expression of utter panic that distorted her face convinced Jacqueline she was right.


The waiters began grabbing plates and glasses off the tables and the guests of honor retired. VV bolted for the velvet drapery, but her hope of a quick exit was foiled by Hattie, whose stout form blocked the doorway. Jacqueline said, See you, to Sue, and took off in pursuit.


VV saw her coming and attempted to elude her. Jacqueline cut the writer off and backed her into a corner.


Jean. How long has it been? Id know you anywhere, you gorgeous creature!


Youre mistaken, VV mumbled, from under her wig. My name isnt


Jean Frascatti, class ofWell, never mind; Im no more eager to remember the year than you. Is it still Frascatti, or have you



Sssh! Dont say my name!


It would, in fact, have taken a keen eye to spot the familiar features, now twenty years older, under the thick mask of makeup. Jeans complexion was several shades lighter than Jacqueline remembered, and her bright-red lipstick outlined a mouth that was not the same shape as her own. But they had been friends once, and although Jean had changed her appearance she had not changed the mannerisms that define an individual more unmistakably than physical features.


Never mind, Jacqueline said. If thats the way you want it. It was nice seeing you.


Wait. A clawed hand clutched at her sleeve. Oh God, of all the people to run into. What are you doing here?


Im apt to turn up almost anywhere, Jacqueline said, unoffended. What are you doing here? Are you really


Yes. Why deny it? It was a cry of anguish.


No reason I can think of. I gather no one knows your real name.


No one must know it. Jeans voice broke. You promise? You wont tell?


Not if you dont want me to.


Swear. Swear byby Van Johnson.


Jacqueline laughed spontaneously. Id forgotten that.


You had a terrible crush on him.


The snows of yesteryear. Ah, well. I swear by Van Johnson. I suppose, the circumstances being what they arethough Ill be damned if I know what they areyou wont want me to approach you again.



No. Yes. Wait a minute.


Jacqueline waited. After a moment Valerie-Jean said, If I tell you to leave me alone, you will. Wont you?


Certainly.


But Id like to talk to you. Oh God, do I need to talk.


Fine.


But not here. I have to be at some horrible lecture.


Anywhere you say.


After the lecture. Ill meet youOh God! With a shriek she turned and fled, tottering on heels too high for her.


Jacqueline turned to see what had occasioned such consternation. It wouldnt take much; Jean had been terrified of beetles, boys, bats, and a hundred other things.


Bearing down on her was a woman wearing a shabby tweed suit. She was a formidable figureheavy-set and sturdy, with strong features and traces of a mustachebut the ballpoint pen she brandished did not seem terrifying enough to have sent Jean into precipitate retreat. Then Jacqueline reconsidered. The bag hanging from the womans shoulder was as large as her own, and she was taking a notebook out of it. Journalist might have been inscribed across her forehead.


Which Valerie are you? the mustached lady demanded, poising the pen.


None as yet. If I do write a novel, I intend to call myself Valerie von Hentzau.


Not bad. The woman bared her teeth. Then your tag


I lied.



Right.


Jacqueline studied the others tag. For almost the first time that day she recognized a name. D. Duberstein. Are you Dubretta? The columnist?


Thats one of the things they call me. Dubrettas keen black eyes shifted, searching. Wasnt that Valerie Vanderbilt you were talking to?


Im a great fan of hers, Jacqueline murmured.


Oh yeah? Funny. From the look on her face I figured you were accusing her of something criminal.


She seems rather shy.


Shes hiding something. I can tell. I wonder


Jacqueline moved with her, blocking her path. Im a fan of yours, too, she said. I read your column.


How often?


About once in a blue moon.


Thats what I figured. The other woman laughed, loudly and appreciatively. You sound too intelligent to fall for tripe like mine.


I remember one case you covered, Jacqueline said. A couple of years ago. Sexual harassment in the mayors office.


Oh, that. Almost got me fired. My readers prefer scandal about famous people.


It was an excellent series. Jean should be safe by now; Jacquelines motives were almost entirely sincere when she went on, It should have been nominated for a Pulitzer.


Dubrettas features had not been designed to display the softer emotions, and years of a notoriously cynical profession had hardened them even more, but the look she gave Jacqueline struck the latter as rather touching. Pride, gratification, and appreciation lifted the corners of her mouth in a fleeting smile before she said gruffly, Which of the lectures are you attending?


The one on promotion. It promises to be the most entertaining.


Right again. They fell into step together. After a moment Dubretta asked, What are you doing here? Off the record; Im just curious.


Jacqueline knew the off the record assurance was meaningless, but she also knew she was too obscure to rate a mention in Dubrettas column. Unfortunately. The column was considered scandalous and lowbrow in staid Coldwater, whose academic denizens read it greedily on the sly. It would have delighted Jacqueline to appear in it.


Im a librarian, she explained. I wanted to come to New York, and I needed a business deduction.


They followed the last of the luncheon guests out of the room. Ive got to powder my nose, Jacqueline said. Perhaps well meet again one day, when all this is over.


Dubretta grinned. Ill save you a seat.


Youre wasting your time, Dubretta. I will never betray Valerie Vanderbilt. Wild horses couldnt drag the truth from me.


She and Dubretta parted with expressions of mutual esteem.


Jacqueline was in fact powdering her nose when she realized that among the faces reflected with hers one seemed to be staring at heror rather, at her mirrored image. This was not another ghost from the past; the face was young enough to be a daughter, or even a granddaughter (Jacqueline winced) of the class ofShe tried not to think about the date.


The girl would not have made a prepossessing granddaughter. A thick coating of foundation failed to conceal past scars and present eruptions, and heavy eyeshadow, inexpertly applied, made her look as if she had been punched in the nose. The tiny eyes, plump cheeks, and blobby nose completed the resemblance to a homicidal pig Jacqueline had once known, Hammerhead Jones by name. Mr. Jones had reduced Hammerhead to chops the previous February, with the enthusiastic approval of his friends and neighbors.


Jacqueline turned from the mirror to find herself nose to nose with this apparition. She stepped to one side. The girl stepped to one side. She was a big girl, as tall as Jacqueline and considerably wider. The dress she wore did nothing to minimize her bulk, though it was beautifully made and looked expensive. Yards of pink dotted swiss swung from a ruffled yoke, with puffed sleeves as big as balloons.


Yes? Jacqueline inquired.


I want to talk to you.


Do I know you?


Im Laurie Schellhammer.


What a coincidence, Jacqueline said, thinking of Hammerhead.


Huh?


Never mind. The girls tag was white. If youre a fan, you have the wrong person. Im not a Valerie.


I know that. Laurie looked scornful. Im Laurie Schellhammer, president of the Valentine Lovers of America. I know all the big writers.



What do you want from me, Laurie Schellhammer?


Are you a new writer?


No.


Laurie made a grab for her as Jacqueline tried to get past her. Listen, I dont know you, so I figure you must be new in the business. I want to warn you. Stay away from that woman. Shell try to get you to tell her things. Shes trying to smear all the writers. Especially Valentine.


What woman?


Duberstein. Laurie spat the word as if it tasted rancid. Shes a bitch. A cheap, dirty bitch. Didnt you read what she wrote about Valentine yesterday? God, it was such a cheap shot


I get the idea, Jacqueline said. Reaching in her purse, she handed Laurie a tissue. Here. Youre drooling.


Automatically Laurie applied the tissue to the trickle of saliva running down her chin. God, I hate that woman. You stay away from her. Shell crucify you. Shes trying to crucify Valentine. Well, I wont let her get away with it. Ill stop her. I wont let her.


Jacqueline made her escape, leaving Laurie muttering and dribbling.


The lecture room was filled, but Dubretta saw Jacqueline and beckoned her to the seat she had saved.


Isnt this fun? she inquired sardonically.


Im enjoying myself.


Then you must have a weakness for weirdos.


I doif you mean people with unorthodox opinions about obscure subjects. Theyre much more interesting than so-called normal people.



Ill point out some of the nuttier types, if you like.


That would be nice. I cant imagine why youre being so sweet to little old unimportant me.


Cant you? They exchanged smiles, then Dubretta sobered. To tell you the truth, its relaxing to talk to an innocent bystandersomeone who has no ax to grind, and a measurable IQ.


Pour it on, Dubretta. I love flattery. But Jacqueline sensed that there was a degree of sincerity in the columnists statement. Praise of a writers favorite work is the surest way to her heart, and proof of superior intelligence.


Speakers and guests began to take their places on the platform. True to her promise, Dubretta identified the more important of them. The white-haired octogenarian who supported her wobbling steps with a cane was Rosemary Radley, author of Sweet Sensuous Sixteen. A shambling hulk of a man with the frontal development and long arms of a gibbon was Amber Graustark, author of the seventeen-volume De Toqueville saga, which traced that fictitious and doom-laden family from medieval England to nineteenth-century Mexico.


Amber? Jacqueline repeated.


Several of the top romance writers are men. Dubretta added cynically, This is one of the few professions in which the male sex is at a disadvantage. The readership is ninety-eight percent female, and publishers think they prefer books written by women.


What about him? Jacqueline indicated the hairy-chested hunk.


Von Damm? Hes one of Hatties brighter ideas. Dubrettas voice was grudging. She figured a handsome, sexy male would go over well, and she was right. His real name is Joe Kirby. Heyyou two arent related, are you?


No. Believe it or not.


I never believe anybody without an affidavit, and sometimes not then. Dubretta made a note in her book. Joes an out-of-work actor Hattie set up to play the part. His so-called books are ghostwritten by various bored housewives from Brooklyn.


She didnt bother to lower her voice, and several of the women in the row ahead turned to stare at her. One of them said, in a well-bred Bostonian voice, I beg your pardon, miss, but you are mistaken. Victor knows a womans heart as few men can; he writes every word of his wonderful books.


Dubrettas face split in a wide, froglike grin. She said to Jacqueline, Get the picture?


Im beginning to, Jacqueline said, fascinated.


Hattie bustled onto the platform and took her place behind the podium. The buzz of conversation died. Dubretta fumbled in her pocket. What the hell did I do with my cigarettes?


Her search dislodged a flutter of miscellaneous itemscrumpled tissues, business cards, coupons for coffee and soap, and a pink, heart-shaped name tag. Jacqueline bent to help her recover the objects. As she was about to restore them to their owner, she glanced at the name tag. It was not, as she had supposed, a forgotten extra. Across its width someone had scrawled a message.


Stop it, you dirty bitch, or youll be sorry.


The accompanying sketch was as badly done as the lettering on the Valentine Lovers sign. It might have been meant to represent a cross. Jacqueline didnt think so.
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