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Chapter 1

 


It was the dawn of a new decade and all of
Hollywood was partying. War had been declared in Europe a few
months earlier but no one in America was taking it too seriously.
Everybody seemed certain it would all be over in a few
months.

  As midnight approached the throng of the colony’s elite
celebrating at the lustrous Trocadero nightclub were all on the
dance floor counting down the seconds. Wild cheers broke out as
they welcomed in 1940 to the traditional strains of Auld Lang
Syne. Champagne corks popped, streamers were strewn over
almost everything, and passionate kisses were shared around the
entire room.
   Louis B.
Mayer, boss of the powerful MGM studio, was surrounded by a bevy of
gorgeous young women, each one hoping to make a lasting impression
on the movie magnate.
   In
the midst of the hubbub, Roy Temple, Hollywood’s most loved matinee
idol, lifted his wife Irene off the floor and twirled her around in
a merry spin. As well as the new year, they were celebrating the
anniversary of their wedding four years ago to the day. Irene felt
that her life couldn’t be happier. She had a handsome husband who
was the life-blood of her existence, and despite the fact that
women all over the world swooned over him, it was her that he
loved. Of that she was certain. And to her mind that love had been
sealed two months earlier when she had given birth to
twins.


                                     
   *******************************


Gina Summers’ hand tightened around the telephone
receiver. Her affair with Roy Temple had been over for a year and
until this moment each had kept their word and not tried to contact
the other. The cauldron of gossip was always on the boil in
Hollywood, they knew. And as two of the biggest stars of the day
even a hint of their past indiscretion could spell
disaster.
   “Gina,” said
Roy breathlessly over the wire, “I have to talk to you. It’s
urgent.”
   Gina tried to
regain her composure but her voice still shook. “Roy, what’s this
all about? We made a pact, remember. No contact.”

  “I know, I know,” Roy said hastily.
“But listen. We’ve been robbed. Last night while we were out
celebrating the New Year. The police have only just
left.”
   “I’m sorry to
hear that,” stuttered Gina, somewhat bewildered. “But how does that
concern me?”
   “Gina,” cut
in Roy, his voice now a sharp whisper, “it’s the letters. They’ve
taken the letters!”
   Gina
went cold. She could feel the muscles tightening in the pit of her
stomach. “You don’t mean the letters I wrote you?” she
asked incredulously. “Don’t tell me you kept them!”

  “Yes, I'm afraid I did. Somehow I
just couldn't bring myself to destroy them. Anyway I have to see
you. I’ll make some excuse to Irene and meet you at Avalon Gardens
in around forty minutes.”
   Gina looked at the clock. It had just gone nine. Although
she'd had a late night, too, heralding in the New Year, her head
was clear. She was only a light drinker so she had no hangover to
contend with. “God,” she said, “what if someone sees us
together?”
   “Disguise
yourself as best you can. I’ll park near the Oak Crescent entrance.
Make sure there’s no one around then jump in the car as quick as
you can. We can drive off to the hills. We won’t be seen up
there.”


Gina climbed out of bed, her mind racing, and
began to dress. She sprinted down the stairs and went into the
breakfast room.

Her maid, Marly, was surprised to see
her. “You’re up early, Gin, after your big
evening out. I didn’t think I’d see you till much later.” She
looked at her employer more closely. “You look awful pale. Is
everything all right?”
   Marly, short and plump, with a happy disposition, had been
with Gina for five years and each held a great affection for the
other.
   “Something’s
cropped up,” Gina said. “I have to go out for a while. I need some
strong coffee.”
   “Coming
up,” said Marly as she lifted the pot and poured the dark liquid
into a bone china cup decorated with a colorful oriental design.
She sensed Gina’s tension as she placed the coffee in front of her.
“Want to talk about it?” she asked, raising her
eyebrows.
   Gina shook her
head. “Not just now. Anyway I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about
really. Everything will get sorted out.”

  But she was worried, and
Marly could see it. She put it down to the telephone call. She’d
heard the ringing when she came up from the cellar but just as she
was about to pick up the receiver the ringing had stopped. At first
she thought the caller had just rang off, but now she realized,
Gina must have answered it in her bedroom.

  Gina gulped down the coffee and lit a
cigarette. “I’d better get going,” she said. “Not sure what time
I’’ll be back.”
   “Don’t
forget you’ve got a lunch engagement with that young Hollywood
reporter, Elaine Ellison. Remember you asked me yesterday to call
you in case you overslept after the party last night.”

  Gina groaned. “Oh God, I forgot about
that.”
   “Do you want me
to phone her and say you can’t make it?”

  Gina blew out a puff of smoke. “No,
no. If she’s anything like Hedda and Louella that would only put me
in her bad books. She’’d come gunning for me.”

  “Let’s hope she’s not like them,”
retorted Marly. “That’s the last thing this town needs, another
power-wielding gossip columnist.”

  “Well, I’d better not chance it. I’ll
be back in time; I’ll make sure of that,” Gina told her as she
donned a scarf and dark classes and headed for the
door.


Gina drove to Avalon Gardens and parked on the
opposite side to Oak Crescent. She got out of her car and looked
around. Too early on New Year’s morning, it seemed, for anyone to
be about. Most of the colony would still be dead to the world, she
mused as she made her way along the deserted path. Because of her
acute anxiety she failed to notice the scent of the many flowers
which blanketed the gardens. On any other day she would have soaked
in the fragrance and delighted in the canopy of color but today her
mind was still racing with the news Roy Temple had earlier
imparted.
   She spotted
his car parked under an exceptionally large palm tree, and after
checking again that there was no one about she hurried over and
climbed in.
   Roy already
had the engine running. As soon as she closed the door he sped off.
He turned to look at her once they were underway. “I’m sorry, Gina,
to drag you into this. I know it was stupid of me to keep those
letters but I just couldn’t throw them away.”

  The nearness of him disquieted her.
The magnetism of the muscular physique, the dark eyes with their
look of quiet longing, and the face so beautifully proportioned it
could have been chiseled by Michelangelo, had not diminished. Nor
had the charisma that enchanted every
woman who came into contact with him. She had tried to quash her
feelings for him but now she found all the old emotions stirring
again. The urge to touch his cheek with the back of her hand and
run her fingers through his coal black hair almost
overpowered her. With a supreme effort of will
she kept herself in check. She forced herself to sound
businesslike. “You’d better tell me what happened.”

  Roy sighed, and his big shoulders
slumped. “Irene and I were out celebrating the New Year and our
wedding anniversary. We left the twins with Irene’s parents and
gave the servants the night off. When we got home I discovered that
one of the ground floor windows was open.
At first I thought nothing of it. Realized I must have missed it
when I locked up before we left. When we got upstairs to our
bedroom we found Irene’s jewel cases tipped on the floor. They’d
been emptied, of course. Then I found some of my
own things—diamond cufflinks and a gold watch—had
been taken, too. “I looked around the rest of the house and some
cash I’d stashed in the drawer of my desk in the study was gone.
That wasn’t the worst of it though. The bottom drawer, the one I
always keep locked, had been forced and
the letters stolen. Losing the jewelry and money means nothing but
those letters in the wrong hands could be explosive. Naturally I
said nothing about them to the police.”

  The knot in Gina’s stomach tightened
even more. “Who could have known the letters were there?” she
asked, her edgy tone betraying her ragged nerves.

  Roy turned his eyes away from the
road to look at her. “No one knew they were there. The burglars got
lucky, that’s all. They saw the desk drawer was locked, and thought
there must be something valuable in it. They break it open and find
a bundle of letters. Probably didn’t know
what to make of them at the time so decided to take them along with
them. It won’t be long before they realize they’ve found the goose
that laid the golden egg.”
   Not even her suntan could prevent Gina‘s face from looking
parched. “Blackmail?” The word was barely audible.

  “Blackmail!” said Roy with emphasis.
“These jokers will twig to the fact that we’ll be ruined if details
of our affair gets out to the gossip columnists. And it will be
especially bad for you. The public is unforgiving when it comes to
a famous female star having a fling with another woman’s husband.
And on top of that, now that we have the twins, it will be ten
times worse. Irene will be portrayed as the loving wife and mother,
and you as a despicable home-wrecker, a modern day
Jezebel.”
   Anger flamed
through Gina now. She knew Roy was right. She would be branded a
scarlet woman and bear the brunt of the public’s fury while he
would get away with just a few scratches. Irene, too, would take
his side and blame her for everything. Her parched face began to
turn a lively red. And she had been the one that had
broken it off because of the overwhelming guilt that had eaten away
at her. It was Roy who had wanted it to continue. “Jesus,” she
snapped, “you men get away with murder.”

  “Yeah, I know,” said Roy. “It isn’t
fair. The world is full of hypocrisy. But that doesn’t alter the
situation. We have to make some plans.” He turned off onto a dirt
road and drove to a clearing surrounded by trees where he pulled
up, switched off the engine, and looked hard into Gina’s eyes.
“It’s going to be rough, honey, but if we hear from these guys
we’ll have to play ball.” He lifted his hand and was about to touch
her on the shoulder but checked himself when he saw the stiffening
of her body.
   Gina’s
reaction had been a self-preservation mechanism. She was afraid
that his touch may open the floodgates of her feelings for him. She
fumbled for a cigarette. Roy lit it for her, then took one out of
his own packet for himself. “So it’s a waiting game,” she
said, blowing out a stream of smoke. “We
just sit around like patsies until they tell us what they
want.”
   “Gina, honey, we
have to talk about money. We’ll have to have some cash available if
they do call. I don’t know what your situation is but most of my
money is tied up in property and other investments at the moment.
It would take some time for me to liquefy my assets. The insurance
for the jewelry won’t come through for a while, and Irene will want
most of what was stolen replaced anyway." He shook his head
despondently. "This couldn't have happened at a worse time. I've
just sent a sizable advance off to Irene's parents for a summer
house they want to buy up in Maine. That took the last of my ready
cash. We can only hope that the demands of whoever has the letters
won't be too high.”
   “They’ll be high,” sighed Gina. “The newspapers and fan
magazines have been full of the fact that I’ve been the top
moneymaking star for the past two years. They’ll want a big slice
of the pie, you can bet your bottom dollar on that.”

  Roy’s brown eyes lacked their usual
light. “Gina, I’m sorry for dragging you into this mess,” he said.
“Our affair wasn’t just a liaison for me; it was the real thing. I
couldn’t seem to let go. I guess that’s why I kept the letters.
Marrying Irene was a mistake. If I‘d been
single when we met we could have married and had a good life
together.”
   Gina could
feel her defenses faltering. This was the last thing she wanted to
hear from the man she hadn’t been able to stop loving. During their
time together she had often wondered what had attracted him to her.
After all, as she was the first to admit, she wasn’t one of Hollywood’s most beautiful women. Her small,
round face with its gray-blue eyes and full lips was attractive,
she knew, and her auburn hair with its silky sheen always fell into
place without any professional attention. She had a good body, too,
but she wasn’t in the same league as the
colony’s true glamour queens: the Lamarrs and the Lombards. Yet the
man who sat beside her, one of the most striking men in movies, had
chosen her over them. And now, a year since their parting, he was
still professing his love.
   She spent a few moments gathering herself before she spoke.
She couldn’t succumb to his charms again, she decided. If that
happened there would be no turning back. She wouldn’t have the
strength to tear herself away from him again. “You’re not to
blame,” she told him, trying to keep her
voice even. “Like you said before, these guys got lucky. I guess we
just have to play the waiting game until we hear from
them.”
   “That’s what it
amounts to, I’m afraid,” said Roy, his large eyes looking into
hers.
   Gina could tell he
wanted to take hold of her hand but she sat stock still. “We should
be going now,” she said, looking at her watch. “I’ve got a luncheon
appointment.”
   “Okay,”
Roy said simply. He straightened up and started the
engine.











Chapter 2

 


The restaurant was Italian. Although not as
popular with the Hollywood elite as some, it nonetheless attracted
its fair share of celebrities. Gina was shown to a table where a
tall, raven haired young woman was seated. She got to her feet and
welcomed Gina.
   Despite
being weighed down with the trauma of the morning, Gina put on her
best face. “So glad to meet you, Miss Ellison,” she said, holding
out her hand to the young reporter.

  “The pleasure’s all mine, Miss
Summers, I can assure you. But please, won’t you call me
Elaine?”
   “I will if you
call me Gina.”
   “It’s a
deal,” Elaine said.
   The
two women exchanged some small talk. Then Gina said, “You know it
won’t be easy for you breaking into the Hollywood gossip scene.
Hedda Hopper and Louella Parsons rule the roost there. I can’t see
them taking too kindly to a newcomer.”

  Elaine’s attractive face took on a
serious look. “I’m not a gossip columnist. I like to think I have
some ethics. I want to do human interest stories, and I’m sure
Hollywood will be full of them. For example, it’s thirteen years
now since talkies began. Some of the silent stars made the transition but dozens didn’t. What
happened to them? What are their stories? And what about the stars
the infamous columnists you just mentioned shot down? Surely they
have a right to present their side of the story to the
public.
   "Another angle, too,
is the career paths movies have opened up for women. They‘re being
given the opportunity to make international reputations for
themselves and a shot at earning enormous salaries. After all, the
professions in general, let alone the money-spinning and
status-building ones like law and medicine, are closed shops when
it comes to the fair sex. But movies are giving women an avenue to
showcase their talents. They can almost compete on equal terms with
the men.”
   Gina
unexpectedly found herself warming to the solemn young woman in
front of her. Perhaps there were some honorable people left in the
world, she thought. “You have a unique way of looking at things,”
she said. “I can see that you’re going to give journalism in
Hollywood a remarkable boost.” She added with a faint smile on her
lips, “Where do I fit in with all this?”

  “I want my first major story to be on
what Hollywood’s hardest working star does for sick kids,” Elaine
said with her engaging enthusiasm.

  Gina was startled. “What makes you
think I do anything for kids, sick or otherwise?” she asked. Her
eyes appraised the reporter.
   Admiration shone in Elaine‘s eyes. “Because five years ago a
piece of equipment you donated to the children’s hospital in L. A.
saved my young brother’s life. When I talked to the staff they said
anytime they needed something you wrote them a check. I did
some further investigating and found that your
good works didn’t stop there.” Elaine was surprised to see that the
color had risen in Gina’s cheeks. The disclosure had embarrassed
her.
   Gina shifted
uncomfortably. “That’s not something I want to publicize,” she
said. “What I do for the kids is my business. I don’t want it to
get into print.”
   Elaine
smiled as she said, “You know, Gina, I should be disappointed
because there goes my story. But somehow I’m not. You’ve just grown
even taller in my eyes.”
   The color deepened in Gina’s cheeks but she looked with
affection at Elaine.
   The
waiter came to take their orders. Although she had no appetite when
she arrived, Gina found that it was now returning. She ordered
pasta and some garlic bread and so did Elaine.

  They sipped wine until their meals
arrived, then ate in a comfortable silence.

  Gina looked up as a hand touched her
shoulder. It was the suave English actor, David Niven.

  “Gina, darling,” he exclaimed. “What
a stroke of luck seeing you here. I was going to call on you
tomorrow to say goodbye but something else has cropped up that I
couldn‘t put off.”
   “Goodbye?” Gina looked blank. “Where are you
going?”
   Niven turned up
a corner of his mouth in his customary smile. “Back home,” he said.
“I’m going to join up. We’re at war you know.”

  “But, David, you can’t be serious,”
said Gina. “By the time you get there it will all be over. You’ll
just be wasting your time.”
   “I’m not so sure,” Niven said, smoothing a finger over his
thin moustache. “I’ve got a gut feeling it’’s going to blow up into
something big. Hitler’s got great ambitions, and if my country
comes under attack I want to be there to defend it.”

  Gina couldn’t help but respect him
for his decision. ““I’ll miss you, David,” she said. “You take
care.” She gave him an affectionate kiss.

  “Will do,” he said. “I’m so glad I
got to see you before I go. But now I must dash. It’s all rush,
rush, rush at the moment.” He turned to Elaine. “I’m so sorry for
breaking in like this. Please accept my apologies.”

  “There’s nothing to apologize for,”
Elaine assured him. “I wish you all the very best.”

  He thanked her, gave them both a
little bow, and was gone.
   “What a brave man,” said Elaine looking after him. “Thank God
the war is across the other side of the Atlantic. I couldn’t bear
to think of our country ever coming under attack.”

  “Yes, he’s brave,” said Gina. “But I
still think he’s wasting his time. And no country would ever be
stupid enough to attack us. We’d annihilate them if they
did.”
   They finished
their meal but neither wanted dessert. Gina asked Elaine about her
work as a reporter. Elaine admitted that up until recently she had
just been assigned minor stories. Her boss, though, believed in her
potential and had given her a foot up the ladder. Now she was being given a shot at the prestigious
‘star circle’ as they called it in the newspaper industry. When
they parted both sensed they were on the verge of a what
could be a fine friendship.










Chapter 3

 


Gina felt drained when she arrived back at her
Bel Air home. She had held herself together for the lunch but now
the stress of the morning was beginning to resurface. As she rubbed
her forehead she wondered what had distressed her the most—the news
of the stolen letters or seeing Roy again
at such close quarters.
   “You’re back,” said Marly, as Gina entered the kitchen. Marly
was stirring mixture in a bowl. “Thought I’d make a wholesome,
tasty banana cake,” she said. “I'll whip up some lemon icing too
and top it with coconut flakes.”

  Gina nodded and smiled at her
thoughtfulness. She knew that Marly was aware that something was
worrying her and the cake was a nice gesture on her part. “Right
now I’d settle for some aspirin,” she admitted.

  “There’s a bottle in there.” Marly
pointed to a middle drawer.
   Gina tapped out two onto her palm and swallowed them with
some water.
   “Ready to
talk yet?” Marly asked.
   Before Gina could answer, the phone began ringing. Gina stood
rooted to the floor, afraid of who might be on the other
end.
   “I’ll get it,” said
Marly, putting down the bowl.
   “No, it’s alright,” Gina said, admonishing herself. It
can’t be Roy, she thought. It’s
too early for any ransom demands. She lifted
the receiver and said “Hello.”

  Gina cringed as the familiar voice of
Hedda Hopper came over the wire. “Gina, my sweet, what are you up
to? I heard you were lunching with that intrepid young reporter,
Elaine Ellison today. Now what was that all about I wonder. Not
holding out on me, are you? Is there
romance in the air? Been dating someone on the quiet, have you? You
know I’m the first one you should be calling if you’ve got some
juicy gossip to impart.”
   Gina felt like banging her head against the wall. This is
all I need on top of everything else, she thought. “No romance
and no gossip, Hedda,” she said emphatically. “It was just Elaine
introducing herself. She wants to get herself known around town.
Wanted to let me know her angle is human interest stories if any
crop up that I think she might be interested in.”

  “Did she now?” There was an acerbic
note in Hedda’s voice. “Well, young Miss Ellison is about to find
out just how hard it is for anyone to get a toe-hold in this town
in the newspaper industry unless they’re working for
me.”
   “Go easy on her,
Hedda,” Gina urged. “You know she can’t possibly pose any threat to
you. She’s only young. Why don’t give her a break?”

  Hedda’s ire was up. “Of course I know
she doesn’’t pose any threat to me. I’ve got more power than anyone
else in the history of Hollywood. Even the studio bosses cow-tow to
me. I just don’t want renegades leaving their footprints on my
turf.”
   Gina tried to
placate her with some soothing words. It was foolish to make her
angry, she knew. She turned on as much charm as she could muster
under the circumstances. Her head throbbed and her throat was dry.
After several more minutes and a swag of honeyed words she rang off.

  “Gossip,” she said disgustedly as she
flopped down into a chair. “In that woman‘s hands it becomes like
the Black Death felling all in its path.”

  “And you’ve got a secret you’re
afraid she’ll find out about.” It was a statement, not a
question.
   Gina looked up
sharply. “Yes,” she admitted, ““I’ve got a secret.”

  “Care to share it?”

  Gina nodded. “Yeah. I need to talk
about it to someone and you’re the only person I know I can truly
trust.”
   Gina related the
details of her affair with Roy Temple. She told how they had met
covertly during that time at a house in the canyon that belonged to
a friend of Roy’s from New York. A friend who used it only
sporadically during his infrequent visits to the West Coast. And
she told of the letters she’d written.

  “I knew there was someone because of
the way you kept coming and going at odd hours,” Marly said. “I
also knew that whoever he was he must be a married
man.”
   Gina’s face showed
surprise. “How did you know that?”

  Marly let out a sigh. “By the guilt
in your eyes. I could see you were riddled with it. That being the
case I deduced that the guy was married.”

  “God, was I that
transparent?”
   “Only to
someone who knows you as well as I do,” Marly told
her.
   Gina looked at
Marly and shook her head. “I just can’t believe this mess is
happening. I wrote those letters the times I was away filming on
location. I always sent them to Roy’s private post box at the
studio. I never dared send them to his home. It’s incredible
to think he took them there. Even if he kept the
desk drawer locked there was always a chance he could have slipped
up. God, Irene could so easily have found them. It was a big risk
to take. He’s usually so careful.”

  A trace of annoyance crept into
Marly’s voice. Annoyance at Roy Temple for the carelessness that
had landed Gina in her current predicament. “So now you just have
to sit tight until you hear from the burglars?”

  Gina threw back her head and took a
deep breath. “That’s about the sum of it,” she said at last. “I
suppose I should prepare in advance and start withdrawing some
small amounts of cash from the bank. It might look a bit suspicious
if I take it all out in one hit.”

  “Got any ideas about how big that
amount might be?”
    “I’m guessing around fifty thousand.”

  “Fifty grand!” Marly’s mouth fell
open in shock.
   “I’m
Hollywood’s top money maker at present,” Gina said. Her eyes
hardened as she added, “I’m sure that fact won’t escape the notice
of our burglar friends.”
   Marly put her hand on Gina’s shoulder. Gina clasped her own
hand over it. “Thanks for listening,” she said. “You’re one of the
few real friends I have in the whole world.”

  “You’ll get through this,” Marly
said, trying to put a conviction she didn’t feel into her voice.
“Once these guys get their money it will all blow over. You’ll be
out of pocket but your reputation will still be
intact.”
   “And if it
doesn’t blow over I’ll be run out of town by an outraged
public.”










Chapter 4

 


Elaine Ellison, camera in hand, rang the bell
of the Temple household. She didn’t feel the same air of excitement
she had felt leading up to her interview with Gina Summers but
nonetheless she was still looking forward to an interesting
afternoon. The door was answered by a middle-aged man in a butler’s
uniform. He showed her in and announced her arrival to Irene
Temple. Roy was at the studio filming but Elaine hadn’t expected
him to be there. It was his wife she had arranged to interview
about her life with her famous husband and the arrival of the
twins.
   Irene held out a
hand on which the nails were perfectly manicured. “I’m so glad to
meet you, Miss Ellison,” she gushed. “Please take a seat. Would you
like coffee or something a little stronger?”

  “Coffee will be fine,” Elaine said.
Despite Irene’s friendly manner, something about her struck Elaine
as frivolous. She was reluctant to ask her to call her by her first
name as she had with Gina. With Gina there had been instant
camaraderie. With Irene, she sensed that no bond would develop
between them. She gazed around the room at the numerous photographs
of Roy on his own, Roy and Irene together, and Roy and Irene with
the twins.
   “Family
snaps,” said Irene, as she watched Elaine’s gaze pass around the
room. “I see you’ve brought a camera with you. Do you take your own
photos?”
   Elaine nodded.
“Yes. I’m a pretty good photographer, and this way I know I’ll get
the exact angles I want.”
   Irene continued to gush as she talked about life with her
famous husband. She skirted around how they’d met, saying it was at
a party at a mutual friend’s. She preferred not to broadcast the
fact that they had met at a nightclub where she had worked as a hat
check girl. She was aware of the public perception that girls only
took that kind of job in order to meet wealthy men or men in the
film industry who may be willing to try them out for a movie for
certain favors in return. Instead she told of having been a young
movie hopeful who, when she met Roy, had put her ambition aside in
order to devote her life to him.

  Elaine scribbled notes as her hostess
chatted on. More chaff than wheat, she thought as her
pencil skirted across the page.

  Irene babbled on, “My only grievance
about Roy’s career is that he wasn’t cast in the role of Rhett
Butler in Gone With The Wind. It’s been sweeping all
before it since its release a few weeks ago and is already well on
its way to becoming the biggest grossing film in history. And my
Roy was cheated out of the principal role! He’s much more handsome
and dashing than Clark Gable and a far superior actor so I don’t
know how he lost out. Selznick led us to believe he was the
frontrunner. He kept saying that when he read the book the
character of Rhett made him think immediately of Roy. Roy even
turned down roles in other films thinking he’d be starting work on
Selznick’s production.” She sniffed. “And the Oscars. They say that
Gone With The Wind will be nominated in every category.
There’s talk that even that black woman, Hattie someone, who played
the maid, will get a nomination. A black woman! I ask you!
Just imagine if she walks away with an Oscar while poor
Roy is left empty-handed because Gable wormed his way into the
role.”
   Elaine let Irene
vent her anger for a few more minutes then steered the interview
towards Irene and Roy’s recent wedding anniversary. Irene’s face
clouded over. “We had a wonderful time at the Trocadero. It was a
really giddy evening, but when we got home we found we’d been
robbed.”
   “Robbed!”
exclaimed Elaine. “How terrible. I didn’’t read anything about it
in the papers.”
   “Roy
kept it out,” Irene explained. “He exerted a bit of influence with
the police commissioner. The last thing he wanted was reporters
sniffing around.” Suddenly remembering that Elaine herself was a
reporter, she added hurriedly, “I don’t mean reporters like you. I
mean the nosey type who always want to blow things out
of proportion.”

  “I understand,” Elaine said, not
wanting Irene to clam up.
   “How did they get in? Did they take much?”

  Irene outlined the events of the
evening. “So it looks like they may have got in through an open
window. Roy’s usually so careful about locking up when all the
servants are away. And to make matters worse after we got in the
car to leave he found he’d forgotten his wallet so he went back
inside to get it. If only he’d noticed the window then, perhaps
none of this would have happened. That upset him terribly to think
he’d missed it twice.
Made him feel
foolish. Wounded his pride you know.” She sighed then added, “We
were insured, sure, but one of the pieces of jewelry that was taken
can’t be replaced. It was unique. It had belonged to the
Archduchess Johanna Gabriela, a daughter of the famed
Empress Maria Theresa of the Austro-Hungarian
Empire and a sister of Marie Antoinette of France.”

  “How remarkable,” said Elaine. “I
would have loved to have seen it.”

  “Yes, but will any of us ever see it
again? That’s the question,” said Irene.

  Elaine pressed on until they came to
the subject of the twins.
   This caused Irene to gush even more. She told how proud Roy
was of the new additions to his family, then sent one of the maids
to fetch the sleeping babies. By the time they reached the living
room the tiny bundles were both beginning to open their eyes. “This
is James, and this is little Leanne” Irene announced, pulling the
bunny rugs away from their faces.
   Elaine took
some snaps of them being held by their doting mother. She took one
also of Irene looking adoringly at her husband’s image in a movie
poster hanging framed on the wall.

  When at last the interview came to an
end, Elaine said her goodbyes and took her leave. She was sure she
could put together a story that would absorb her readers. With
divorce so prevalent among movie stars she was more than a little
impressed with Roy Temple’s commitment to his wife and
family.











Chapter 5

 


It was the call Gina was dreading. As soon as
she put the receiver to her ear and heard Roy’s voice her hand
began to tremble.
   “Gina,
they’ve made contact. We have to meet right away. Drive to the
canyon house.”
   Gina was
about to protest but thought better of it. It was probably the
safest venue as things stood. “I’ll leave immediately,” she said, a
note of quiet resignation in her voice.

  Roy greeted her when she arrived. She
hesitated a moment before stepping inside. When she did the
memories flooded in as she knew they would. Within these walls she
had experienced the ultimate in passion and joy. And guilt. The
atmosphere unnerved her.
   Roy was watching her closely. “Walking in here had that
effect on me, too, Gin. Every precious moment we spent together
came rushing back.”
   “No,
Roy, don’t,” Gina admonished. ““Don’t talk about the past. It’s
dead and gone. Let’s just get down to business. Tell me about the
ransom demand.”
   “You’d
better sit down,” he said, and led her to the living room. Once she
was seated he went on. “They phoned home. Said they had some
documents I’d mislaid. They’ve given me three days to raise the
money. I’ll get another call then with instructions about how to
get it to them.”
   Gina’s
heart was pounding. She drew in a deep breath then asked, “How
much?”
   Roy looked at her
then dropped his gaze to the floor. “Two hundred
grand.”
   Gina sprang to
her feet. “What! Two hundred thousand! They can’t be serious! I
won’t pay. Do you hear? I won‘t pay!”

  Roy’s voice was gentle as he said,
“Two hundred grand or they auction them off to the gossip
columnists. I don’t need to tell you what will happen if they ever
fall into their hands.”

  Gina’s head was spinning now with a
dozen different thoughts. She rubbed her forehead. Her outburst had
been propelled by her initial outrage. Two hundred thousand was a
princely sum even to a high earning star like herself. But she
would have to pay, that she knew. Otherwise it would all be over.
Her career would crumble.
   “I know how distressing this is, Gin,” Roy said. “These
vermin have got us in a corner. But if you can cover the ransom
I’ll repay half of it back to you when I liquefy some of my assets.
But as I told you before, it will be some time before I can get all
that underway.” He lit two cigarettes and handed her
one.
   Gina inhaled
deeply, then blew out a stream of blue smoke. She sat back down and
tapped her hand on the arm of the chair. “I feel as though we
should do something,” she said, defiance creeping into her voice.
“Perhaps we should go to the police. They might be able to keep
their investigation quiet. Why don’t we sound them
out?”
   “Gin, honey, you
know as well as I do they couldn’t keep something this big under
wraps. There would be leaks. It’s far too risky.”

  Her defiance gone as quickly as it
had come, Gina buried her face in her hands. She felt Roy’s hand on
her shoulder and quickly straightened up. “I’ll get the money,” she
told him. She stubbed out her cigarette and stood up.

  Roy took a step towards her but she
turned from him and hastened to the door.




                                                   
*****************************


The sun shone warm on Elaine Ellison’s face as
she paused in front of Grauman’s Chinese Theatre. She stood looking
at the newest imprints of celebrities in the pavement. Just under
three months earlier she had witnessed young Judy Garland being
cemented into immortality after being catapulted to international
stardom as Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz. Elaine caught
sight of Gina Summers leaving the Hollywood Roosevelt Hotel over
the road. She waved and ran across to meet her.

  “Gina,” she said, “this is a real
treat running into you.” She was a little taken aback at Gina’s
pale complexion and thought, too, that Gina didn’t seem all that
glad to see her.
   “Why,
Elaine, how nice to see you again,” Gina said, recovering herself
and extending her hand to the reporter. “I’ve just been giving a
talk to a film interest group. I never thought I’d get away, they
had so many questions. Anyway, what are you up to?”

  “Oh, just soaking up a bit of the
Hollywood atmosphere. By the way, did you see my spread in today’s
paper about Roy Temple’s family?” Elaine noticed Gina’s complexion
turn even paler and wondered what could be worrying her. She put
her hand on Gina’s elbow and asked, “Are
you alright, Gina? You don’t look very well.”

  Gina drew in a deep breath. “Yes,
yes, I’m fine. Just a slight headache,” she lied.

  “How about a coffee? Would you allow
this lowly reporter to shout you one?”

  A smile broke on Gina’s lips. “By all
means. But let’s go to one of the cafes around the corner. Not so
many prying eyes.”
   Elaine bought a newspaper on the way and showed Gina the
spread on Irene Temple as they sat sipping their coffees. She
proudly pointed out the photos she had taken and Gina
complimented her on her skill. She went on, “One
thing that Irene mentioned to me has been left out. She told me in
confidence but I know it won’t hurt to tell you; it’s only the
general public they want to keep it from. Their house was robbed on
New Year's Eve.”
   She
told of the open window and Roy missing seeing it twice in one
evening. “He went back inside because he’d forgotten his wallet but
still failed to notice the window. He’s having a run of bad luck.
My editor has some stockbroker friends. He was telling me that he’d
heard that Roy had made quite a few bad investments in recent
times. Also, because he thought he was a certainty to get the role
of Rhett Butler in Gone With The Wind, he took out some
big loans. Word is he’s up to his ears in debt. You’d never know it
to look at him. He always appears so composed and
self-possessed.”
   Elaine
wondered why Gina seemed so thunderstruck. “Gina, there is
something wrong, isn’t there? I could sense it as soon as I saw
you. Won’t you tell me what it is?”

  Slowly Gina’s eyes began to focus
again. She looked at Elaine. “Something unexpected cropped up a few
days ago, and it’s been on my mind ever since. I can’t tell you
what it is just now. I need time to think. I’d better get on
home.”
   Elaine touched
Gina‘s arm. “Okay, fine,” she said. “But if I can help in any way
at all please let me know. I mean it. That’s not just a throw away
line. Call me any time of the day or night.”

  “Thanks.” Gina squeezed the hand
resting on her arm. “I’ll keep your offer in
mind.”











Chapter 6

 


When the three days were up Roy phoned Gina to
tell her to bring the money. “I’ve been given instructions where to
take it,” he told her.
   Gina, briefcase in hand, met him once again at the canyon
house.
   He grabbed her by
the shoulders as she walked through the doorway. “Have you got the
dough?” he asked.
   Gina
inclined her head towards the briefcase.

  “Good girl,” he said.

  “What are the instructions?” Gina
asked.
   He took a last
drag on the cigarette that was almost burned down to the butt,
threw it into the grate in the fireplace, and said, “I drive to a
meeting point at nine o’clock tonight, up in the Hollywood Hills. I
hand over the money, and they hand over the letters. Don‘t worry,
honey. This nightmare will soon be over.”

  Gina sat down on the sofa and passed
the briefcase over to him.
   He opened it and pulled out the top layer of newspaper, then
all the rolled up balls of paper under that. He spun round to look
at Gina. “What is this?” he demanded. “Gina, this is no time for
games.”
   Gina’s eyes were
blazing as she retorted. “No, it’s time for the truth! There never
was a robbery, was there? You set it all up. When you went back
inside for your wallet you snatched the jewelry and other odds and
ends yourself and hid them someplace safe. You probably even
jimmied the lock on your desk drawer earlier in the day to save
time so all would be in readiness for the ‘robbery.’
You’re the blackmailer. With your failed investments and
heavy debts you thought up a way of
fleecing me of two hundred grand. Well, it didn’t work buster.
You’re not getting a red cent!”

  Roy shot her a look of utter
surprise. “Gina, what’s gotten into you? What’s put these crazy
ideas into your head? You don’t know what you’re
saying.”
   She leapt off
the sofa and thrust her face towards his. “Don’t I just! I’ve
finally got you all figured out.”

  Now Roy’s eyes were blazing. “Well,
you’re smarter than I gave you credit for but I still intend to get
that money. I’ve got the letters, remember?”

  “And where does that leave you?” Gina
shot back. “You’re implicated yourself!”

  Roy’s usually handsome face was
screwed up into an ugly contortion. “There are three letters in
there that with a little bit of doctoring I can make seem as though
they were written by a woman obsessed with a man she can’t have.
I’ll turn it all on you. Say you kept harassing me to ditch my
wife. You were fuelled by the prospect of breaking up my marriage.
You won’t have a chance. You’ll be dead in the water.”

  Despite her fury, some of the wind
went out of Gina’s sails. She knew Roy was right. He could twist
the meaning of those letters around to fit in with his lies. He
would come out of it as the honorable husband fighting a demented
woman to keep his marriage together. She would be the home-wrecking
whore.
   Roy lit another
cigarette. He could see her evaluating the situation. “Admit it,
Gina. I’ve got you over a barrel. There’s no way out. And by the
way, your antics have just cost you another fifty thousand. The
price of the letters is two fifty grand now. Have it here by 3
o’clock tomorrow or start watching your career disintegrating the
day after.” Before she could answer he stormed out the door and
sped off in his car.


The first thing that struck Marly when Gina
returned home was the bright glow of anger and fear in her eyes.
“You need a brandy,” she said, leading her into the living room.
She sat her employer down in an easy chair, then went to the bar
and poured out a drink. “What’s the low-life done to you
now?”
   Gina had told
Marly about her meeting with Elaine and Elaine’’s revelations about
the state of Roy’s finances. The two had discussed the implications
of this together and both had come to the same conclusion: that Roy
himself was the blackmailer. Although in agreement with Gina’s plan to confront him, Marly was a
little concerned about what his reaction might be. She had pleaded
with Gina to let her go along with her in case he became violent
but Gina had refused. If things turned ugly, she argued, she didn’t
want Marly caught up in them.
   With the same anger and fear in her voice that glowed in her
eyes, she related the details of her confrontation and Roy’s
counterattack.
   “So
you’re going to pay up?” Marly asked, her contempt for Roy Temple
audible in every word.
   Gina nodded. “He’s got me cornered. Either I pay him his
blood money or I start packing my bags. If the gossip mongers get
hold of those letters they’ll turn me into box-office poison
overnight. I’ll never be able to perform in front of a camera
again.”
   As Marly scooped
up Gina’s glass to give her a refill Gina’s eyes clouded over with
pain. “How could I have ever loved that sewer rat?” she asked. “Why
didn’t I see him for what he was—a cunning, self-serving
opportunist?”
   Gina’s
distress tugged at Marly’s heart. “Love is blind,” she answered.
“Anyway, he would have only shown you his best side. And you’re the
sort of person who always sees the good in people. You don’t go
looking for the bad.”
   Gina buried her face in her hands and wept a torrent of
bitter tears.











Chapter 7

 


Roy Temple, in a state of high nervous
tension, sped along the dusty road on his way to the canyon house.
The top of his convertible was down, and the fierce sun was blazing
directly on his head but he was too preoccupied to notice the heat.
It was 2.30 pm. In thirty minutes he’d be meeting Gina. He had no
doubt that this time she would have the money with her. He’d called
her bluff. The corner of his lip curled up. He’d soon be taking
home a cool quarter of a million.

  He saw the sudden flash of a small
animal as it ran onto the road and swerved to miss it. The front
right-hand wheel of the car hit the sharp edge of a rock on the
road’s shoulder and the tire blew out. Roy cursed as he got out of
the car to examine the damage.
   Hurriedly he took the spare wheel and tools out
of the trunk and went to work. He unscrewed the bolts and removed the damaged wheel. Before
turning to get the spare from the rock that he had laid it against
he took out his handkerchief and wiped his hands which were
slippery with perspiration.
   He tossed the handkerchief onto the rock but the hot wind
blew it into a crevice between that rock and the one behind it. He
slid his hand down to retrieve it and too late heard the rattle of the coiled snake. Two fangs pierced his
palm as the riled snake tried to shake off the handkerchief. Before
he had time to pull out his hand the fangs struck again, piercing
the tip of his middle finger.
   Roy, his face panic-stricken, fell to his knees holding the
wrist of his injured right hand in the fingers of his left. The
pain was immediate and agonizing. His heartbeat increased
threefold, and his breathing became labored. Every breath, it
seemed, had to be fought for. A feeling of nausea welled up inside
him, and his whole body went weak. Everything around him seemed to
be swimming. He staggered towards the convertible and fell over the
door into the back seat. The more he tried to focus his vision, the
more blurred it became. As he lay helpless in the hot sun he
slipped into unconsciousness.


The sight of Roy’s Cadillac on the side of the
road caused Gina a moment of confusion. What was he doing there?
she wondered. Had his friend from the East Coast come back
unexpectedly? Did he have to keep her away from the house? But as
she pulled up behind it she saw that the car was jacked up and
realized he must have a punctured tire. It wasn’t until she got out
of her own car that she saw him sprawled across the seat in a very
sick state.
   She opened
the door and bent over him in alarm. “Roy, Roy, what’s wrong?” she
cried, shaking him hard. She could hear his labored breathing. Her
eyes ran up and down his body but saw no wound. His arms were flung
out above his head. Suddenly she caught site of his bloated hand.
It was almost twice its normal size. She ran to the other side of
the car to get a better look. Horror creased her face as she
noticed a pair of puncture marks. “Snake bite!” she exclaimed. “Oh
Jesus!” She looked franticly around hoping against hope that she
would see a car coming towards them. But they were on a back road
which was rarely used.
   Once again she looked at the stricken figure. She climbed
into the car and worked feverishly to position him so that the
poisoned limb would be kept lower than his heart. She then ran to
the trunk of her car and removed a rug and some rags. She tied one
of the rags lightly around Roy’s wrist
then flung the cashmere rug over him. It was evident he’d gone into
shock and preventing the heat from escaping his body was critical.
She wasn't sure that the sun could do the job on its own. Because
he was so big and heavy she knew it would be hopeless trying to get
him into her own car. The phone at the house wasn’t connected, and
there were no pay phones for many miles. She would have to get him
to a hospital fast, but it would have to be in his own
car.
   Perspiration was
pouring down her face, and she fought to keep her panic under
control. She stepped back and surveyed his Cadillac. There was
nothing for it, she decided but to finish the job herself. She
rolled the replacement wheel along to the jacked-up front end of
the car then tried to lift it. It was even heavier than she had
anticipated. She only got it a few inches off the ground, then
dropped it again. She cursed loudly. She would never be able to
lift it and hold it long enough to get it into
position.
   Roy’s
breathing was becoming louder and more labored. She looked in at
him again. His face was beginning to turn gray yet she couldn’’t
help him. She couldn’t lift that wheel. She cursed again. He was
going to die, and she could do nothing to stop it from
happening. Her mind was on the twins, thinking of
how they didn’t deserve to lose their father like this at such an
early age.
   It was then
that she saw the wheel with the damaged tire that Roy had removed
earlier lying on the road, and it gave her an idea. She heaved it
upright then rolled it along to the raised side of the car and
placed it down flat beneath it. She then rolled the good wheel on
top of it and let out a sigh of relief. From there she could
position it onto the spokes protruding from the hub without having
to lift it. She maneuvered it on, placed the bolts over the spokes,
and tightened them with the tire iron. After removing the briefcase
with the cash from her own car, she jumped into the driver’s seat
of Roy‘s. She spun the Cadillac around and sped towards the nearest
hospital which was a good hour away.


While she waited for news of Roy’s condition,
Gina phoned Marly from the hospital and told her what had
happened.
   After her
initial shock, Marly blurted out, “Getting his just deserts, that’s
what. You should have left him there,” she added.

  Gina smiled. “Now you don’t mean
that, Marly. You couldn’t have left him to die any more than I
could have.”
   They spoke
for a few moments more then rang off.

  An hour later the doorbell chimed in
Gina's house and Marly went to answer it.
Standing there was Elaine Ellison. Elaine introduced herself
and asked to see Gina.
   “She’s not here,” Marly said, then a thought suddenly struck
her. “She’s at Juniper Hospital. Just spent half the afternoon
trying to save Roy Temple’s life. He went and got himself bitten by
a rattler. You’ll get yourself a great story if you hurry on over
there.”
   “What!”
exclaimed Elaine. “Roy Temple bitten by a rattler! How did it
happen?”
   “There’s no
time for talk. You get on over there before the other reporters get
wind of it,” Marly instructed.

  “I’m on my way!” Elaine turned on her
heel and sped to her parked car.


Dr. Williams came into the waiting room after
several tense hours and looked with respect at Gina who was there
alone. When Irene had arrived at the hospital some time earlier she
had been in such an hysterical state she had to be sedated. She was
fast asleep in the room next to
Roy’s.
   “Looks like he’s
going to pull through,” Dr. Williams told Gina. “We’ll have to keep
him under close observation for a while yet, but I think the danger
period is over.“ He ran his hand through his graying hair. “It was
touch and go for a while though because he got hit with a double dose of venom. He must have got that
critter awful mad. If it hadn’t been for your quick action he’d be
dead by now.”
   Gina
looked into the tired eyes of the man in front of her. “You mean
the snake bit him twice?” she asked. "I only saw the marks on the
tip of his middle finger."
  “His palm was pierced as well," Williams told her. "He’’s
very lucky to be alive.”
   “That’s astounding,” said Gina.

  “Yes, and so are you, Miss Summers.
You took real good care of him. You should be very proud of
yourself.” He patted her shoulder. “You can see him in a little
while,” he added, then went back to his patient.

  Gina let out a sigh of relief. The
twins wouldn’t be robbed of their father. She was about to flop
down in a chair then suddenly thought, The letters! She
wondered if Roy had had them on his person but remembered that he
was only wearing a short-sleeved shirt.
“His car!” she exclaimed, then went running off to where it was
parked.
   She flung open
the glove compartment and made a frantic search inside but found
nothing. Hurrying around to the back of the vehicle she opened up
the trunk. All that was there was her own briefcase with the cash
which she’d thrown in earlier and the tool box. Her heart began to
race as she searched the box but it held nothing but tools. She
lifted the rubber mat off the floor and peered beneath it, but it
was not been harboring the booty either. Sighing in frustration she
removed the briefcase then went around and opened driver’s
door.
   She slid her hand
under the seat but turned up nothing. Leaning over to the
passenger’s side she slid her hand under that seat also. The nail
of one of her probing fingers came into contact with the jagged end
of a spring and caused a painful split. She cursed and pulled her
hand out quickly. She could feel the panic rising inside her.
Summoning her willpower she pushed it down and tried to keep her
thoughts rational. Her eyes scanned the car again looking for a
hiding place that she might have missed.

  Her hopes raised as an idea suddenly
came to her. She dropped to her knees and made a minute inspection
of the undercarriage but no package was hidden in its midst. When
she got to her feet again her spirits were at their lowest ebb. She
took a cigarette out its packet, lit it, and inhaled deeply. A
great weariness enveloped her as she sat down heavily in the
passenger seat. She sat stock still for several minutes staring
into space. It wasn't until the tip of her cigarette burnt down and
she could feel the heat on her fingers that she snapped back to
alertness. Ash had dropped onto her lap unnoticed, and now she
brushed it off her dress with irritated strokes.

  She took one last drag of the
cigarette then pushed open the long wide chrome-plated ashtray and
stubbed it out. Just as she was about to close it again her pulse
quickened. Pulling hard on the ashtray, she removed it from its
slot and looked to see if there was a space behind where the
letters could have been stuffed. Once again luck deserted her.
Defeated, she picked up her briefcase, climbed out of the car, and
slammed the door. She began to make her way back to the hospital
where Roy Temple lay still holding the trump card.

  Her footsteps were leaden as she
walked up the path. She turned to take one last look at the
convertible then let out an exclamation.

  Startled onlookers watched as she ran
hastily back.
   She jerked
open the trunk, removed a screwdriver from the tool box, then
feverishly went to work pulling out the back seat ashtray from its
casing. Next she maneuvered the screwdriver around the casing
itself and levered it out. Then she saw it. A brown paper bag
resting in a small, hollowed out space below. She took hold of it
and tipped out its contents. Looking at the envelopes addressed to
Roy Temple in her own hand made her tremble with relief. She
counted them. Twelve. All there. Next she removed the sheaves of
paper from each to make sure he hadn’t replaced them with blanks.
But he hadn’t exchanged them. She had the originals. The sudden
release of the pent up tension made her eyes smart with
tears.


Gina returned to the waiting room and was
astonished to see Elaine Ellison there, camera in hand. “Your maid
told me what had happened and said I should come and get myself a
story,” she said, in answer to Gina's surprised look.

  Gina smiled inwardly. She realized
what Marly’s reasoning was. A big spread on how she had saved Roy’s
life would have put paid to his blackmail threats even if he still
had the letters. She began to relate the events of the afternoon to
Elaine, leaving out the fact that she was on her way to meet Roy to
pay him his blackmail money.
   Elaine took down every detail, marveling at Gina’s presence
of mind in positioning him in the way she did to ensure his hand
was lower than his heart, affixing the bandage, keeping his body
heat from evaporating, and changing the heavy wheel.

  When Dr. Williams came to get Gina to
take her to see Roy, Elaine began phoning her story back to her
paper.
   To Gina’s relief
Elaine hadn’t asked what she was doing out on that lonely road
in the first place. At least now, she
reflected, she would have time to concoct a story if anyone
did ask.


Roy’s skin still had a grayish tinge but he
looked vastly better than he had the last time Gina had seen him.
His chest rose and fell evenly. No longer was he fighting for
breath, or for life itself. Some of the swelling had gone down on
his hand, and for the first time she saw
the set of puncture marks on his palm.

  Dr. Williams leant over and whispered
into Roy’s ear, ““Miss Summers is here to see you.”

  Roy’s eyes flickered
open.
   Gina took a few
steps closer. “Hello, Roy,” she said. “How are you
feeling?”
   Roy gave a
weak smile. “Sick,” he said.
   “But not as sick as you were before, my boy,” Williams
quipped.
   “Get some
sleep,” Gina said. “I’ll come and see you tomorrow.” She slipped
quietly out of the room.










Chapter 8

 


Elaine’s paper had gotten the scoop. Gina and
Marly sat reading the story of how Gina had saved the life of
matinee idol Roy Temple who had been bitten twice by a riled
diamondback rattlesnake. There was a picture of Gina at the
hospital and another of the doctor who had
treated him. Elaine had also been enterprising enough to drive to
where Gina’s own car had been left abandoned and taken a photo of
it and the wheel with the punctured tire.

  It wasn’t long before the story was
flashed around the country, and the world. The phone never stopped
ringing with callers singing Gina’’s praise, and an avalanche of
congratulatory telegrams began arriving as well. And so did the
reporters. They pressed Gina for interviews while their
photographers took a plethora of shots. The radio stations, too,
were full of Gina’s heroics.
   Gina drove out to the hospital after lunch and found Roy’s
room full of reporters.
   “We tried to keep them out,” a harried nurse told her, “but
it was nigh on impossible. They were like a battery of artillery
tanks; they just kept on coming. Mrs. Temple recovered and spent
the morning with him then went home to get the twins. Now that Mr.
Temple’s on the mend she thought it would be good for him to see
them.”
   As soon as Gina
entered the room the reporters pounced on her with a barrage of
questions.
   “Guys, guys,”
she pleaded, “let me say hello to Roy first.”

  They stood back so she could reach
the bed.
   The color had
come back into Roy’s face. “Glad to see you’re looking better,
Roy,” she said, then added in a stern tone, “Don’t ever do that to
me again, do you hear?”
   Roy knew she wasn’t just talking about the drama with the
snake. He looked up at her with sheepish eyes. “I guess I was
pretty stupid, ha?”
   “Not
very pleasant falling victim to a pit viper, is it?” remarked Gina,
her voice heavy with insinuation.

  Her meaning didn’t escape Roy. “No,
Gina, it’’s not. I know that firsthand now.”

  “Mr. Temple,” called one of the
reporters, “do you want to say a public thank you to Miss Summers
while she’s here with you?”
   Roy cleared his throat. “Yes, of course, boys. I want it to
go on record just how grateful I am to Gina here for bringing me
back from the brink. It was her quick actions that saved my skin.”
He added, “How about you guys clearing out for five minutes so I
can have a private word with her?”

  The room cleared
quickly.
   “Gina,” Roy
said, “I really am sorry but I was desperate. I was terrified of
how it would look if the debt collectors came after me. The house
would have had to be sold and my car confiscated. Hedda Hopper and
Louella Parsons would have had a field day castigating me in their
columns. I tried to think of other ways of coming up with the
money. The blackmail attempt was the last resort.”

  Gina’s eyes showed her disgust. “I
never thought you could dream up something so vile. And by the way
I found the letters behind the ashtray. You sure had them hidden
well. I suppose that’s where they’ve been all along, away from
Irene’s prying eyes. I came to realize that they never were in that
so-called ‘locked drawer’ in your desk. You wouldn’t have risked
having them in the house. That little hiding place in the car was
the safest option. Anyway, they‘re nothing but pulp now. Nobody‘s
eyes will be ever see them now.”

  Roy hung his head.

  “You know, Roy,” Gina went on, “you
only had to ask. If you’d come to me with the truth I would have
loaned you the money. So you see, there wasn’t any need to resort
to your despicable tactics.”
   Roy rubbed his good hand over his eyes. “Oh Gina,” he sighed.
“What a stupid fool I’ve been. And all my treachery has gotten me
nowhere. It almost cost me my life, and I’m still deeply in debt. I
guess you reckon that’s poetic justice.”

  “Something like that,” Gina replied.
“But I guess I’m just as big a fool.”

  Roy looked up at her sharply. “What
do you mean by that?”
   Gina sighed. “I mean that despite all my misgivings and my
fury at what you did I’m going to lend you the money anyway. I keep
thinking of those kids of yours. They’d be the innocent victims if
the debt collectors and gossip columnists came after you. You’re
still a top star; there’’ll be plenty of big contracts coming your
way before too long. You can pay me back when your bank account is
back in the black. It will all be done legal, though. You won’t be
able to wriggle out of repaying me.”

  Relief and gratitude mingled in Roy’s
eyes. “You’d do that for me? Gina, I can hardly believe it. When I
came round after being bitten and they told me how you’d saved my
life I started wondering if perhaps it would have been better if
you’d just left me to die. Everything looked miserable. In debt up
to my ears; about to be publicly shamed; the repercussions for my
career and worst of all for my family. Now thanks to you I’ll be
able to get back on the rails.”

  Gina gave him a contemptuous look.
“Jesus, Roy, it’s time you started facing life square on. We’re all
hit with problems from time to time but we don’t turn into pit
vipers. Get a grip on yourself. Show some guts for
once.”
   Before Roy could
answer she went to the door and ushered the reporters back into the
room. “He’s all yours,” she told them. Without bothering to turn
and say goodbye she went down to her car and drove
home.


Marly greeted her with the news that she was a
national hero. “There’s even a wire from the President,” she told
her, her voice crackling with excitement.

  “The President?” Gina’s forehead
creased in bewilderment.
   “Franklin Delano Roosevelt! The President of the United
States!” Marly pressed the telegram into her hand.

  Gina read it through twice, hardly
able to believe her eyes.
Dear
Miss Summers, all of Washington is talking of your remarkable
deeds. Mrs. Roosevelt and I want to offer you our sincere
congratulations. You are the personification of the intelligent,
resourceful young American woman. We are all so
very proud of you. It would give us the
utmost pleasure if you would consent to dine with us at the White
House in the coming week. I will send a plane for you if you take
up our invitation.
It was signed
F.D.R.
   Marly
laughed. “Thought you were a celebrity before all this happened but
just take a look at you now. You’re the talk of the town, and
you’ve got Mr. Roy Temple to thank for it all. The irony of
it!”
   Now Gina laughed.
“I think that might be the last time Roy tries to get the better of
‘intelligent, resourceful young American women’—or any other women
for that matter. Now let’s break out some champagne and get
deliciously drunk!”

 

The
End










From the same author on
Feedbooks


	All That
Jazz (2010)
While enjoying a few days off work, Sydney newspaper reporter
Rusty Linden encounters a mystery woman at a jazz festival who
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A story featuring iconic Rowe Street, Sydney. The little
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