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CHAPTER
ONE

'LUKE Devlin?'

Fizz Beaumont
pushed a distracted hand through the heavy mop of chestnut hair
that obstinately refused to be confined by a pair of antique
tortoiseshell combs that had once belonged to her mother.

Irritated by
their uselessness she abandoned them on her desk and scooped her
unruly hair into an elastic band with one practised movement before
her father's continued silence alerted her to the fact that this
was more than a social call to discuss a letter he had received
that morning.

She looked up.
Edward Beaumont, tall, handsome, elegantly-tailored heartthrob to
the blue rinse brigade, looked unusually awkward and her eyes
finally dropped to the letter he was holding in his hand.

'Who is Luke
Devlin?' she asked. 'What does he want?'

'I think, my
dear, that he's already got what he wants,' her father replied,
heavily. 'He's taken over Harries Industries.'

'Harries?
You're joking,' she began, then realised with a chill feeling in
her stomach that had nothing whatever to do with the February wind
finding its way through every corner of the old sash-cord window,
that her father was in deadly earnest. 'But how could he take over?
Harries isn't for sale. Where's Michael? Surely he isn't just
letting this happen?' The questions tumbled out but her father
clearly had no answers. 'I've never even heard of the man,' she
finished, as if that would put an end to such nonsense.

Edward Beaumont
pulled a face, sympathising with his daughter's bewildered
reaction. 'It seems that not many people have, at least not until
it's too late. He keeps a very low profile.'

'Low is about
right,' Fizz responded, with warmth. ‘Belly to the ground, low.
There's hasn't been so much as a whisper---'

'He moved very
quickly according to Michael. Apparently it's something he does
particularly well. But since he now controls this radio station's
major sponsor, I suggest you keep any opinions about his business
methods strictly to yourself.'

Still confused
at the suddenness of this turn of events Fizz clutched at straws.
'Are you absolutely certain? It's not just some
misunderstanding?

'I'm afraid
there's no doubt about it, Fizz. Michael phoned me late last night.
And the news room have just received a press release.' He threw the
sheet of paper embossed with the impressive letterhead of Broomhill
Bay's largest manufacturer onto the cluttered desk that separated
them, stuffed his hands in the pockets of his superbly tailored
jacket and stared at the ceiling as if washing his hands of the
whole affair. 'I thought it would have taken the new man a few days
to get around to worrying about details like us. But this was
delivered by messenger a few minutes ago.'

A small chill
ran through her veins as she reluctantly reached out to pick it up.
It was brief and brutally to the point. In the current economic
climate the new management of Harries Industries was forced to
"rationalize" its generous sponsorship of sport and the arts in the
town. And since the support for Pavilion Radio was an informal
arrangement between Michael Harries and Edward Beaumont, the
company would be making immediate changes.

Fizz Beaumont's
wide forehead creased in a puzzled frown. 'What does this mean?'
she asked. 'Informal arrangement? Harries have been sponsoring us
since we first went on air. Michael was totally on board.' It was
on the strength of Michael Harries' financial support that she had
borrowed so heavily in order to go ahead with her plans for the new
restaurant this year.

Her father
continued to avoid her eyes but his eloquent shrug spoke volumes.
'It was a gentleman's agreement, Fizz. Michael and I have been
friends ever since school and a handshake seemed---'

'Some
gentleman!' she exploded. 'Some friend if he's sold us out without
warning!'

'It isn't his
fault,' her father declared indignantly. 'He didn't have any
choice.' His actor's voice vibrated against the walls of her small
office, but she had lived with his role playing for far too long to
be intimidated.

'Then whose
fault is it? You were the one who assured me that I had no need to
concern myself with the details!'

'I know.' He
cleared his throat. 'I'm sorry, Fizz. I never foresaw this
situation. Apparently Michael's been selling off his shares for
months in an attempt to keep the company afloat until things got
better. They didn't...'

He raked his
fingers through the thick mane of hair, beautifully distinguished
by silvery wings at his temples and paused momentarily. Her father
had played so many parts in his long career on the stage that he
simply wore the one that was most appropriate to the occasion.
Recognising the prelude to his "betrayed Lear", Fizz hurriedly
intervened.

'And this…' -
she glanced at the letter again - '…this Luke Devlin has been
buying them?' She felt a surge of anger that someone could have so
insidiously been able to gain control of Harries Industries without
a fight, without having to stand up and declare his intention.

'Michael was so
relieved to sell the shares at a decent price he didn't give a
thought to the possible consequences.'

'Oh, lord,' she
murmured, suddenly stricken with guilt that in her concern for the
station she hadn't given her father's oldest friend a thought. Her
life was being made more difficult, but Michael had lost a company
that had been founded by his family generations ago and which had
been the prop and mainstay of manufacturing employment in the town
ever since. What about the men and woman who worked in the plant?
Would they still have jobs to go to this morning? Tomorrow morning?
'I'm sorry, Dad. I know that Michael's been a good friend to us.
This isn't his fault. Everyone's been hard hit in the last couple
of years.'

And it was
true. The painful fact she had to face was that the fault was
entirely her own.

If she hadn't
let her enthusiasm run away with her wits she would have made
certain the generous sponsorship her father had negotiated was
watertight but he’d made it clear that this was something she
didn't need to bother her head over. She’d been sensitive about
intruding on an agreement between two old friends.

'Do you think
this man realises the implications for us if he withdraws
support?'

'I don't
suppose he cares. Why should he? He's an outsider, a stranger.' Her
father seemed momentarily to lose his poise and for once, look his
age. 'Michael asked me to tell you that he is truly sorry.
Apparently when the takeover move came, it all happened so quickly
that there was no time to warn you.'

'I didn't
realise that the company was in difficulties. Did you know? If only
he had given us an idea of the trouble he was in.' Fizz stopped.
There was no point in saying what she would have done had she
known. She had to deal with the situation now.

Without the new
bank loan they could have managed. They would still manage. What
she had to do was persuade Luke Devlin that Broomhill Bay would be
a poorer place without its radio station. And have a convincing
answer when he asked, as she knew he would, why he should be
expected to support it.

She had to be
positive. It might all just be a storm in a teacup. A standard
letter to all Michael's good causes and there were plenty of them.
Over the years the town had come to rely heavily on the Harries
family.

The Beaumonts,
too, were always there to help raise funds, but the big money had
always come from the Harries, both the family and the company. But
not any more.

Mr Devlin was
clearing the decks and he certainly hadn't wasted any time.

She gestured
towards the letter. 'I suppose we shouldn't judge the man before we
hear what he has to offer,' she said.

Edward Beaumont
shrugged imperceptibly. 'Maybe this is all just a formality,' he
said, giving voice to her thoughts. 'I'm sure he'll cut back, but I
can't imagine that he'll withdraw his support entirely.'

Fizz re-read
the letter carefully but there was no comfort to be found in the
stark words. Michael's cheque was due within days. Without it the
station's own soap opera, as well as live coverage of local sports
events for the following twelve months, would be at risk. Without
those programmes the station franchise was at risk but the new
chairman of Harries Industries made it quite plain in his letter
that he expected changes to take place without delay.

Changes.

Why didn't he
just say what he meant instead of playing with words?

'Surely he just
can't back out of a commitment at this late stage,' she was driven
to protest, 'even an informal one?'

'I imagine that
even if it had been a legal commitment he would have been within
his rights to change things.' Of that she had no doubt but a legal
document would have given her more protection. If only he had told
her the truth.

Fizz fumed
helplessly. A gentlemen's agreement, indeed! She could hardly
believe it. Two dear old-fashioned gentlemen, friends doing
business together on a handshake; it was bound to lead to
disaster.

And the station
franchise was up for renewal within months. If they failed to meet
their programming agreement it was possible that they would lose
it. Worse, since the relaxation of ownership rules, they were wide
open to a takeover bid.

One consortium
had already bought up several nearby stations and was turning out
non-stop pop music so that without the station “idents” it was
almost impossible to tell which station you were tuned into.

The whole
concept of independent broadcasting by local people for local
people was beginning to look very shaky. She had been so determined
to make her station different, special. With the help of her family
and the generous support of Michael Harries she had succeeded. Now,
at the moment when she had expanded her business base in order to
make the station self-supporting, to avoid having to rely so
heavily on sponsorship, she was in danger of losing it all.

'What will
happen to Michael?' she asked, in an effort to keep her own
troubles in perspective. 'Will he be all right?'

'He was putting
a brave enough face on it, going on about how glad Alice is that
he's retiring early, how great it will be to spend the winter at
his place in the Algarve and play golf all day. But you know how he
felt about the business. He loved every brick of it and everyone
who worked for him.'

And now it was
owned by some anonymous financier who wouldn't care a fig about the
generations of lives invested in it. A man who wouldn't care about
anything other than a snappy return on his investment.

She dropped the
letter on her desk and walked across to the window, rubbing at the
cold glass misted with their breath.

The view of the
bay curving away into the distance, the town nestling beneath the
hills rising behind it, the sea in all its moods rarely failed to
inspire her, even on glowering winter days when the waves battered
remorselessly against the pier. This morning, though, the sea and
sky were uniformly grey, the hills blotted out by cloud, the town
misted by a heavy drizzle. A dreary February day.

'What do you
think he means by changes?' she asked, finally, turning back to
face her muddled little office. It always looked so much worse on
the rare occasions when her father deigned to climb the stairs from
his own, far more opulent office on the mezzanine floor.

Her father, her
sister, her dead mother, all had that same star quality that
eclipsed everyone and everything they stood near, making the rest
of the world look just plain shabby.

'I don't know.
Maybe this Devlin fellow just wants to put things on a regular
footing,' he suggested, hopefully.

'And if he
doesn't? If he just wants to be rid of us? Can we fight it?'

She had to face
the possibility. Far more than a possibility. Then, as her father's
shoulders slumped uncharacteristically, she was sorry she had
asked. He obviously felt bad enough without her rubbing salt in the
wounds.

'How much can
the station stand, Fizz?'

She gave a
little shrug. 'The sports coverage and Holiday Bay are the major
items of expenditure. Given time I might be able to put together a
package, but there isn't another local company who could take on
the sole sponsorship of one of those, let alone both. Not right
now. Not at such short notice.'

'But you can't
drop them, Fizz,' he warned. 'It was part of the franchise
agreement. Live drama and live sport. It gave us the edge over the
competition and the Radio Authority could fine you, or decide
against renewal this summer if you drop them.'

'It might not
take that long. We still have staff contracts, salaries to pay.'
And if they lost the programmes, they’d lose the advertising
revenue. It wasn’t a solution.

'Is there money
left from the bank loan?'

'Not to spare.
There are enough bills from building contractors to paper my office
walls.'

'Just as well
it's so small, then,' her father said, in an effort to make a light
of the situation.

She conceded a
smile. 'Yes, I suppose so.' Very small and very shabby. She wasn't
a star and didn't need a glamorous setting in which to shine. 'But
it's the bank loan that will be the main problem. If only I hadn't
gone ahead with the restaurant. I should have waited another year.'
She let it go. Her father had no interest in the financial side of
the station. He lent it his name and his stature to Pavilion Radio,
the rest was up to her.

'You just need
a good season, Fizz,' her father said, trying to be kind. He
continued to run on optimistically, but she wasn't listening, she
was too busy thinking.

In a worst-case
scenario, assuming Harries' sponsorship was totally withdrawn it
would take a lot more than optimism. It would need a great deal of
patience and understanding from the young merchant banker who had
been so flatteringly eager to provide the loan for the new
restaurant in the restored Pavilion.

Flattering
eager to take the relationship rather further than banking, if she
had given him any encouragement. Her sigh was imperceptible.

It had seemed
such a brilliant idea. How could it possibly fail?

They already
had an informal chat and music show live from the foyer of the
Winter Garden every morning in the summer season and on Saturdays
in the winter. It had seemed so simple to capitalise on an audience
already in a happy mood, to offer good food with the best view in
Broomhill Bay and a gift shop full of locally made souvenirs,
including their own Pavilion Radio merchandise to spread the
word.

It would make
money, she knew it would, but it would take time. She had worked so
hard and it had all been going so well. If they could hold on until
Easter came, bringing the first visitors.

She turned to
stare once more at the letter on her desk. 'Devlin has asked you to
phone him. Have you done that?'

'Not yet. I
thought you should do it.'

'Me? Don't be
silly, he'll gobble me up and spit me out. I'll come with you of
course, but it's probably better that he thinks he's dealing with
you.'

Everyone
thought she was station manager in name only, had been given the
job by her father because he felt sorry for her. Because she didn't
have the talent of her glamorous big sister. Because she was the
only Beaumont who couldn't act.

She preferred
it that way.

And her
father's sheer physical presence was usually sufficient to
mesmerise people into doing what he wanted. Her father's expression
suggested he had other plans.

'At least until
we can work out what his mood is.' She tried wheedling.

'Fizz, darling,
I'm up to my eyes with the joint schools' production of Much Ado
just as the moment. And my new television series is facing a bit of
a crisis.'

'What kind of
crisis?'

'Financial.
What other kind is there? A couple of the backers have pulled out.
I've got to find someone else or put up the money myself.'

In other words
don't ask me to help with the cash flow?

'And Claudia
telephoned last night in a bit of a state over the film she’s
making with Sean Deveraux, so I've got to go up to town today.'

'Dad,
please!'

'Look, darling,
I know absolutely nothing about running the station and a man like
Devlin will see through me in a second. I really think it would be
better if you went up there and put all your cards on the table.
Michael trusted your judgement, why shouldn't he?'

Michael had
just lost the company his family had built from nothing. It wasn't
much of a reference. Her father had picked a hell of a time to step
back and leave her to prove she could handle it.

Hidden away in
her office she managed the station, made decisions and kept the
advertisers happy. Only two or three people knew the truth, that
Pavilion Radio had been her idea, her baby.

Like all babies
it was hard work. The hardest work had been to convince a bunch of
hard-nosed bankers that they should lend her the money to develop
the restaurant.

With her father
at her side to give the bankers confidence she had managed to pull
it off. But she had known exactly what was required that day.
Facing the unknown alone was something else.

'He probably
just wants to be buttered up by the famous Edward Beaumont. That
might be all it would take,' she said quickly, well aware that her
father had a weakness for flattery. 'Even the most hard-boiled
businessmen have their weak spots.'

'If he had been
a hard-boiled businesswoman,' he joked, 'I might be of some use to
you. As it is I'm just an old ham actor. If you hadn't coached me I
would never have convinced those bankers that I knew what that
restaurant deal was all about.'

'I can coach
you again,' she pleaded, feeling the tide of panic rising to her
throat. She didn't want to step out into the spotlight. He couldn't
expect it. She still needed time.

'You're the
brains behind this outfit, Fizz. You don't need me you know. Just
believe in yourself.' He reached out, lightly touched her cheek.
'And your face is so much prettier than mine that I'm sure you'll
be far more effective at buttering him up than I could ever be.' He
glanced at his watch. 'Of course if you need me I'll try and help,
but I must go now.' Pausing in the doorway he turned to her. 'You
know this is your station, Fizz. You made it what it is. It's up to
you to fight for it.'

She stared at
the door he had so carefully closed behind him. Had there been an
almost audible snip as he had cut the umbilical cord?

He had been
pushing her for months, insisting that when the licence came up for
renewal she must publicly take on the role of chief executive of
Pavilion Radio. She had resisted, preferring to hide beneath her
father's famous name, let him step forward to take the applause and
the praise and the awards that occasionally came their way.

Now he was
using this crisis to drive her out into the open, make her fight
for her station. It was her baby that was being threatened and
knights in shining armour being thin on the ground these days, a
girl had to fight her own battles.

Slowly she sank
into her chair, reached for the telephone and gripping the receiver
until her knuckles whitened, she dialled the number at the top of
the letterhead.

'Good morning,
Harries Industries. How can I help you?'

'Good morning.
This is Felicity Beaumont calling from Pavilion Radio,' she said,
investing her voice with a confidence she was far from feeling. 'I
would like to speak to Mr Luke Devlin.'

~ ~ ~

If it had been
Luke Devlin's intention to make life as difficult as possible for
her, he could not have chosen a better time to drop his
bombshell.

'Felicity
Beaumont?'

Fizz
immediately recognised the smooth tones of the local bank manager.
'Mr Nicholson, what can I do for you?'

'Deposit the
sponsorship cheque from Harries Industries?' he suggested, without
bothering with the niceties of polite conversation.

She had been
expecting the call. The takeover had been reported on their own
news programmes in great detail, as well as in all the local
newspapers. Speculation about redundancies and cuts was rife and
the town had a jittery air, which had inevitably infected the radio
station.

Several times
in the last week staff had abruptly stopped talking when she
entered a room.

'There is going
to be a sponsorship cheque isn't there?' Nicholson continued. 'It's
ten days until the end of the month and I don't have to remind you
that the salaries will take you a long way over your overdraft
limit.'

'I am aware of
that, Mr Nicholson and I have a meeting scheduled with Mr Devlin
later this week to confirm the details of Harries sponsorship with
the new management.' More truthfully, she was still waiting to
speak to the wretched man and if her fingers had been crossed any
more tightly they would have broken. 'I don't anticipate any
difficulties.'

She winced as
she replaced the receiver. Despite her determination to see Luke
Devlin at the first possible moment, his secretary had been evasive
about an appointment, merely assuring Fizz that he would be told of
her call. She could do nothing but wait and gather her ammunition.
Checking and double checking the portfolio that had convinced the
financiers to loan the money for the restaurant and gift shop, and
the photographs of what was now an expensive reality.

There were
pages of careful costings, conservative estimates of return on
investment. She had a sheaf of photographs and news cuttings
showing sponsorship banners at sporting events and listening
figures for Holiday Bay and she hadn't wasted her time while she
waited.

She had been
looking for alternative sources of sponsorship from likely
companies, but the reaction was the same from everyone. With the
future of Harries Industries in question, no one could afford to be
relaxed. As the largest employer in the area any cutbacks would
hurt local businesses. And the invoices for the January Sales ads
wouldn't be sent out by the advertising agencies until the end of
the month.

Not that anyone
would be in a hurry to pay them.

She glared at
the phone. 'Ring,' she instructed it. 'Go on, damn you, ring!' It
immediately responded with a low burble and for one disbelieving
second she stared at it. Then as it rang again she snatched it
up.

It was her
father.

'I was just
checking to see if you had managed to speak to Mr Devlin yet.' He
was a good actor, but even so she could detect the note of anxiety
that had crept into his voice.

'Not yet,' she
said, rather more brightly than she actually felt. 'I suppose we
must come pretty low on his list of priorities right now. I'll let
you know as soon as anything happens.'

'Well, it's in
your hands, Fizz.' Yes, she thought, putting down the receiver.
That had been made more than clear to her. But she wasn't
complaining. Her father had already done more than enough to drag
her back from the abyss.

The telephone
rang again.

'Fizz
Beaumont,' she said, matter-of-factly.

'Good morning,
Miss Beaumont. Luke Devlin returning your call.' His voice was
cool, distant and not particularly encouraging. He must know why
she was calling but he waited, leaving her to do all the work.

She forced her
face into a smile, knowing that it would come through in her voice.
'Thank you, Mr Devlin, that's most kind of you when I know how busy
you must be. I received your letter—'

'Did you?' he
interrupted, smoothly. 'That's odd, I don't recall having written
to anyone called Fizz Beaumont. It seems unlikely that I would
forget such an unusual name.'

Fizz could have
kicked herself. Instead she forced laughter into her voice,
congratulating his wit. 'I meant of course the letter you sent to
my father. Since I am the station manager and deal with all
financial matters, he naturally passed it straight on to me.'

'I see.' The
words conveyed a world of meaning. That her father had been less
than polite in passing on his letter to a subordinate. That he
wasn't used to dealing with chits of girls when it came to
business. Something more that she couldn't quite put her finger
on.

She dropped the
laughter. It clearly hadn't impressed him one bit. 'My father is
deeply involved with the city's youth theatre at the moment, as
well as other projects that have first call on his time. And he
prefers to leave all financial matters to me.'

'Even when it
concerns the fate of his radio station? Dare I suggest that
excessive sponsorship has made him just a little flabby in his
attitude?' Again that dismissive edge to his voice. Fizz felt the
slow burn of anger darken her cheeks.

'The fate of
Pavilion Radio concerns him very deeply, Mr Devlin. He could come
along and give you a convincing portrayal of a high-powered
business tycoon if you feel that is your due. But that's all it
would be. A performance. He did you the courtesy of assuming you
would want to deal with someone who actually knows what they are
talking about.'

'And you do?'
Once again she caught the undercurrent in his voice. Dislike? She
drew her brows together in a puzzled frown, but he gave her no time
to dwell on the possibility, or wonder at it. 'Well, since you have
been nominated as spokesperson, Miss Beaumont, I suppose you will
have to do. Please be at my office at twelve o'clock.'

'On which day?'
she asked with excessive politeness.

'This day, Miss
Beaumont. If I had meant any other I would have said so.' And with
that, he hung up.

Fizz was
shaking when she put down the telephone. So much for putting her
cards on the table and dealing with the man in an honest and
straightforward manner. He had wanted to speak to her father and
considered her second best.

She opened her
mouth, ready to tell the four walls of her office exactly what she
thought of Mr Luke Devlin but it was nearly eleven, the ring road
would be packed with traffic as this time of day and she had to
change.

She had dressed
for the ice-house temperature of her office in the roof of the old
Winter Garden where the heating never seemed to penetrate with any
real enthusiasm. Thick corduroy trousers, flannel shirt, an Aran
sweater with frayed cuffs that she had bought for fifty pence at a
jumble sale.

Hidden away in
her office at the end of the pier, her Eskimo garb went unnoticed
by anyone but the station staff. They were used to it, but it would
hardly impress Mr Luke Devlin with her business acumen. She came
from a family of actors and was well aware of the importance of
putting on a show, wearing the right costume for the part.

The pin striped
business suit that she had borrowed from her sister, to wear during
her negotiations for the loan with the bank, was hanging behind her
office door in readiness for Luke Devlin's summons.

It had given
her confidence to get through the ordeal of presenting her plans to
a group of cynical bankers; hopefully it would carry her with equal
success through the coming interview.

Determinedly
ignoring the cold she stripped off her outer garments and stood in
her navy stockings and silk teddy, peering in the old cracked
mirror fastened alongside the door while she repaired her makeup
and tidied her hair. Then she stepped into the skirt, fastened the
jacket about her, slipped into her high-heeled shoes and turned to
check her rear view.

Regarding her
reflection in the long mirror fastened to the wall, Fizz was
regretfully aware that the suit didn't have quite the same sharp
elegance on her as it had on her sister. She pulled a somewhat
rueful face at herself. What did?

It wasn't that
she was short. Five feet, seven inches was a respectable enough
height. But Claudia had obeyed nanny, eaten her crusts to be sure
that her hair would curl, her cabbage for a perfect complexion and
she had drunk up her milk to grow straight and tall so that, one
day, she would be a beautiful and famous actress like their
mother.

Two years
younger, Fizz clearly hadn't tried anywhere near as hard. Not that
there was anything wrong with her appearance. Her complexion was
clear, apart from a few faint freckles that never disappeared even
in the dead of winter and, although she'd somehow missed out on the
curls, she was perfectly happy with the thick, chestnut hair that
she had twisted into a neat, business-like chignon.

But although
she would never have worn the skirt as short as Claudia did, Fizz
was human enough to envy her sister those extra three inches.

~ ~ ~

Just before
twelve, she parked in front of the impressive head office of
Harries Industries, running through, in her head, the convincing
little speech that she had been preparing since she had received
that bombshell of a letter.

It was
reasonable, thoughtful, understanding.

She would
invite Mr Devlin to come and visit the station, see for himself the
impressive scheduling, the ties with community projects, the fact
that their local sports coverage had won an award that had
reflected handsomely on Harries Industries.

If he would
just give her the chance to say it, she thought, uneasily aware of
a distinct feeling that Mr Devlin might not be in the mood to
listen to her well-rehearsed arguments.

She took a deep
breath and headed for the main entrance.

There was a
glossy new receptionist in the entrance hall. It hadn't taken long
for the new brooms to get to work.

'Can I help
you?' the girl enquired, with a professional smile.

Fizz smiled
back equally professionally. She was playing a part and she was
glad of a dummy run. 'Felicity Beaumont, Mr Devlin's expecting me.'
She signed the visitors’ book and’ while she clipped on a little
identity badge, she smiled at the new girl and asked, 'What
happened to Edith?'

'Edith?'

'She was the
receptionist here for ten years.'

'Oh?' The girl
wasn't interested. 'Maybe she took early retirement.'

A secretary
looked up from her desk as she entered the chairman's suite of
offices. Another new face, older this time. Michael's secretary had
probably taken the same fast track to retirement as Edith.

'Felicity
Beaumont,' she said, announcing herself once again. 'I have an
appointment---'

'Oh yes, Miss
Beaumont. Please take a seat.' The telephone rang and the woman
answered it, listening briefly, then without further
acknowledgement of Fizz, she gathered her notebook and swept out of
the suite.

Fizz waited.
Ten minutes passed while her nerves frayed, began to unravel,
disintegrate. She began to silently rehearse her presentation to
keep her mind occupied. Fifteen minutes. When her watch informed
her that it was twenty minutes after twelve o'clock, she knew that
it was deliberate.

The man was
nothing but a petty little tyrant, she decided, taking pleasure in
this demonstration of his power. His manner on the telephone had
already betrayed his negative attitude towards her and her
father.

It was almost
as if he felt some personal animosity towards them. But that was
patently ridiculous.

He was just a
thoroughly unpleasant man.

Fizz got up and
began to walk around the office, taking deep calming breaths,
concentrating on the paintings that decorated the wall, refusing to
let the man wind her up with such an obvious tactic. But it took a
serious effort of will to uncurl her fingers from the tight little
fists that she had unconsciously made of her hands. She was staring
at a painting of the pier, constructed in 1835 by the first Michael
Harries for the shipment of their goods to the continent, when the
door behind her opened.

She turned
quickly to face the man who held all their destinies in the palm of
his hand but there was nothing in his appearance to reassure her.
His thin, humourless face had the pallor of a man who spent his
time hunched over columns of figures under artificial light.

He looked as if
he had a calculator for a brain and probably hadn't listened to a
radio since the transistor had been invented. But it was her job to
convince him of the importance of his support.

Fizz advanced
swiftly over the thick carpet before she quite lost her nerve and
extended her hand. 'Felicity Beaumont,' she said, introducing
herself confidently with her warmest smile.

'Yes?' He
clutched a pile of folders in both his hands and made no move to
respond to her gesture.

He managed in
that one dismissive word to make her feel both foolish and angry
all at once. Letting her hand fall to her side, she continued to
smile even though she thought her face would crack with the
effort.

'You said to be
here at twelve,' she reminded him. 'I realise you must be very
busy.' She resisted the temptation to check her watch, to remind
him that it was now nearly half past the hour. That would not be a
good start.

But he wasn't
listening. 'Where is Mrs Meynell?' he asked, irritated.

'Your
secretary?' Fizz asked, trying hard to remain cool in the face of
such rudeness. 'She went out a few minutes ago.' He began to
retreat into the office. 'Mr Devlin,' she said, quickly, before he
could disappear again.

'Yes, what is
it?' She hadn't known quite what to expect from this man who
gobbled up companies for breakfast, but she had thought someone,
well, larger in body and spirit. Maybe she was just hoping for
that.

'I'm sorry my
father can't be here to talk to you in person, but I did explain
the reason. And you did ask me come and see you. She indicated the
portfolio lying on the chair beside her. 'Please let me show you
what we are doing at Pavilion Radio before you make up your mind to
stop sponsoring the---'

'Miss Beaumont,
I'm afraid that you are labouring under some misapprehension. I
cannot help you.' And he turned away, heading back towards his
office.

That was it? No
chance to put her case, just a few words exchanged in a secretary's
office? Oh, no. Not good enough. Not nearly good enough.

'Won't you at
least listen to me?'

The man stopped
with a sigh, clearly out of patience with her as he regarded her
slightly flushed cheeks, the way her breast rose and fell a little
too rapidly beneath the smooth navy cloth of her suit.

'I suggest you
save your appeals for those foolish enough to listen, Miss
Beaumont. I really haven't the time to waste on such nonsense.'
With that he retreated into the office and for a single shocked
moment Fizz remained where she was.

It was a long
time since she had come so perilously close to losing her temper.
Really losing it and demonstrating the aptness of her pet name that
had started as her sister's lisping attempt at Felicity, and stuck
because of her habit of going off like a rocket when her emotions
were inflamed.

The bubble of
outrage that now rose to her throat warned her that she was still
quite capable of exploding.

What on earth
did the man think he was playing at? He had invited her to his
office, kept her waiting interminably and then dismissed her
without even the pretence of listening, the courtesy of a hearing.
And he had the nerve to criticise her family's manners!

She didn't stop
to consider the wisdom of her actions. She had nothing to lose and
she certainly wasn't leaving without giving this man the benefit of
his character. Snatching up her portfolio, she followed him through
the pair of tall, ornately carved doors that guarded his sanctum
and closed them behind her with a sharp click.

Half way across
the vast room he turned, clearly startled by her presumption, but
she gave him no time to protest before she launched her attack.

'I realise that
a gentleman's agreement means very little these days, Mr Devlin.
But you asked me to come here and the very least you can do is
listen to what I have to say,' Fizz launched herself into an ardent
plea as she warmed to her theme. 'Pavilion Radio has given this
town real local radio. News, documentary reports, sport, natural
history programmes about the local ecology, good investigative
reporting. It's given the people a voice and no other independent
station has a wider range of programmes. No other station of its
size has its own local soap opera, or children's programmes---'

'I have no
children,' he replied, indignantly. 'And if you're so successful I
don't see why you need sponsorship at all. If you can't pay your
own way...' He made a dismissive gesture, clearly considering the
matter beneath his lofty attention.

Fizz snapped.
She had spent three miserable days pouring over her figures trying
to cut everything to the bone. But the truth of the matter was that
there was only bone left.

'You might be a
brilliant businessman, Mr Devlin,' she said, 'very plump in the
pocket. But I have to tell you that you're very thin in the heart.'
The man's eyes did not even flicker, but in any case she was beyond
stopping. 'Well, I hope you're happy counting your money. That it
will keep you company when the Scrooge mentality has won, local
radio is reduced to endless pop music and the pier has crumbled
into the sea. Because it will be your fault. And I'll make sure
everyone in this town knows it.'

For a moment
after she had finished speaking there was utter silence. Then a
slow hand-clap from the door made her spin around and for a
fraction of a second, it seemed, her heart stopped.

Then it
happened. Light the blue touch paper and stand back. Fizz. Whoosh.
Rockets. Catherine wheels. Roman candles. Her insides lit up like a
firework display.

The man whose
square shoulders appeared to fill the opening was somewhat taller
than average, six foot two, or three maybe and although still some
way short of his fortieth year, there was no doubting the air of
authority that sat on his shoulders as easily as the smooth cloth
of his elegantly cut grey tweed suit.

His hair,
thick, straight, almost black, was brushed back from his face to
expose a wide forehead, dark brows that jutted over a pair of slate
grey eyes. His mouth, when it smiled, would be wide and the lines
etched into his cheeks would deepen in a way that would warm the
coldest heart.

He wasn't
smiling now, although a certain sardonic glint in those eyes
suggested that he might have gained just a little amusement from
her indignant outburst.

'Don't call us
and we promise we'll never call you,' he said, as he moved away
from the door and walked towards her.

Rooted to the
spot, Fizz remained bereft of the power of speech while he walked
slowly around her, apparently fascinated by the severity of her
business suit.

'You've dressed
for the part, I grant you,' he said. 'But it takes more than a
costume to play a part. And someone should have warned you that
there's no room for emotion in business. Tell me, Miss Beaumont,
what production was that thrilling speech adapted from? Little
Nell? Maria Marten and the Red Barn? It certainly had all the
elements of melodrama.' He paused and finally looked straight down
into her eyes. 'Or do I mean farce?'


CHAPTER
TWO

'LUKE. Thank
goodness. Will you explain to this young woman that I am not
interested in her radio station? I tried to explain, but she
wouldn't listen.'

'Don't worry,
Phillip. If you'll give us a few minutes, I'm sure I can persuade
her to listen to me.'

Luke? This was
Luke Devlin? Fizz paled, shivering despite the warmth from a more
than adequate heating system. She had no idea who the small, grey
man letting himself quietly out of the office might be, only that
he was not Luke Devlin. And that she had just made an exceptionally
large fool of herself, a fact the disturbing man at her side
immediately confirmed.

'I'm sorry that
the bulk of your performance was wasted on the wrong person but
Phillip is using my office while we decide the future of Harries
Industries.' He didn't look sorry. 'I have been told that your
father occasionally broadcasts drama on Pavilion Radio. If that was
a demonstration of the standard he aspires to, Miss Beaumont, then
perhaps the sooner the franchise moves into more professional
hands, the better.'

Professional
hands? What the hell did that mean? She made a supreme effort to
close her mouth. Devlin was not the kind of man to be won over by
her impression of a gold-fish out of water. The fact that he had
managed to deprive her of the power of speech twice in as many
minutes was no bad thing. She loathed rudeness and this man had
studied under experts.

Rudeness made
it so much easier to quell her treacherous body's leaping response
to that first elemental power charge.

'I'm not an
actress,' she protested. 'I'm---'

'On that, at
least, we are in total agreement,' he agreed, cutting smoothly
across her. 'Although the possibility that you were just being
yourself is, if anything, even more appalling.'

Fizz opened her
mouth to protest that every word she had spoken came from the
heart. But having paused at the sight of him, that same heart was
now galloping in a wild and furious attempt to make up for lost
time. The man had simply taken her breath away. Not with his words,
although they were bad enough, but there was a rock hard,
unyielding quality about the man and she felt as if she had just
run into him at ninety miles an hour.

'You are Luke
Devlin?' It wasn't a question. Merely a gambit, an attempt to gain
a moment to catch her breath. She had immediately sensed the man's
power and now it was clear that he was a two-fold threat. She
buried her fear in attack. 'Why on earth didn't he say who he was,
instead of letting me blather along---'

'Did you give
him the opportunity?'

Fizz felt her
cheeks tingle slightly as they responded to this challenge with a
blush. This was getting serious. Furious with herself for betraying
her discomfort, for letting the situation run away from her and
giving him control of the conversation, she attempted to justify
her mistake.

'I called him
Mr Devlin and he responded.'

'That is
because we share the same name. Phillip is my cousin. Like the
Beaumonts, we Devlins value family ties.' But the twist to his lips
suggested that any similarity between his family and hers was
purely coincidental. He glanced at the desk piled high with files
and littered with spreadsheets, then gestured to a sofa near the
window, indicating that she should sit down. 'You are Felicity
Beaumont?' he continued, when she didn't move. 'Fizz,' he added,
thoughtfully.

'Two cases of
mistaken identity in one afternoon would be pushing coincidence a
little far, don't you think?'

'Yes,
definitely a Beaumont,' he murmured. 'Your manners betray your
origins.'

'And keeping
someone waiting for the best part of half an hour is the height of
politeness?' she snapped back.

His sharp look
warned her that she was pushing her luck. 'A deputation from the
staff asked to speak to me. I took the view that their concerns
were more important than yours. Perhaps you disagree with my
judgement?'

Fizz positively
cringed with embarrassment. The situation had been bad enough to
start with and she had already made it considerably worse by
berating some anonymous accountant. No, not anonymous. Another
Devlin, as if one wasn't enough. And trying to score a cheap point
had only made her look stupid.

'No,' she said,
quickly. 'Of course they were far more important.'

'I'm glad you
realise that. Understanding what requires urgent attention and what
can be dealt with at leisure is a skill that anyone in business
neglects at their peril, Miss Beaumont. Perhaps you should remind
your father of that fact.'

Beneath the
professional smile she cursed her father. Why on earth did he have
to choose this particular moment to throw her into the deep end? If
he'd come to the meeting he would have distracted Luke Devlin,
given her a moment to study the man. Work out what made him
tick.

'As I
explained, he is very busy---'

'Too busy to
lift a telephone? Spare an hour of his time?'

'He's directing
a joint schools production of Much Ado About Nothing,' she offered.
It was a lame excuse. She knew it. Devlin's expression suggested
that he was of the same opinion.

'A school
production? And that takes the great Edward Beaumont every minute
of his day? Or am I supposed to be impressed with his altruism? The
Harries family and the Beaumonts. Public benefactors incorporated,
with the town stitched up between them.'

'It's not like
that,' she said, indignant on her father's behalf and Michael's. 'I
just meant---' But he wasn't listening to excuses.

'That's just as
well. I know very little about the theatre, but I do know that it
isn't a twenty-four hour a day job. He would impress me far more by
spending his time managing his business.' His hostility had an
astringent quality that stung her, clearing her head like a blast
from a bottle of smelling salts.

'He's an actor,
Mr Devlin. That is his business. The radio station is mine.'

His eyes
flickered over her, missing nothing. 'I'm afraid it will take more
than padded shoulders to convince me that you know what you're
talking about.'

She opened her
mouth to protest, but closed it again. She hadn't come here to
argue with the man, but to impress him with her business acumen. So
far she had made a lousy job of it.

'For goodness
sake sit down, Miss Beaumont,’ he continued, irritably. ‘Now you're
here, you might as well say your piece. I'm sure you've been
rehearsing for days, but I won't be performed at.'

Despite the
lack of warmth with which it was offered, this wasn't an invitation
Fizz was about to refuse. Presented with a second chance to state
her case there was no point dwelling on the bad start she had made.
Instead she made herself smile. It wasn't as hard as she had
expected.

'If I had
thought you wanted a performance, Mr Devlin, I would have sent my
sister. She's the actress.'

'So I
understand.' There was a slightly ironical twist to his voice. 'I
look forward to meeting her some time soon.'

Meeting her?
That sounded promising. And the sooner the better. Claudia would
pull out all the stops for a man like Luke Devlin. In the meantime
Fizz wasted no time in obeying his instruction to sit down, quickly
lowering herself onto one end of the sofa.

Its smooth
leather exterior was deceptive. The horrid thing swallowed her up,
leaving her struggling for her dignity with a skirt that in the
mirror had seemed demure enough, but was suddenly far too short. Or
maybe it was just that her legs had rather more thigh than she had
realised.

Luke Devlin
relieved her of the portfolio she was still clutching awkwardly and
occupied the far corner of the sofa, settling back with the ease of
a man perfectly at home with himself and his surroundings.

Fizz,
struggling with her skirt, wished that she was still wearing her
comfortable cords; the suit certainly hadn't made the hoped for
impression. Quite the opposite. As he flipped through the contents
of the folder, outwardly oblivious to her difficulties, she could
have sworn that behind that detached expression Mr Devlin was
positively enjoying her discomfort. But when he looked up, eyes the
colour of rain-soaked slates levelled at her expectantly, his
thoughts were unreadable and Fizz made a mental note never to play
poker with the man.

She caught her
bottom lip between her teeth. Her mind was wandering again. She
didn't have the faintest clue how to play poker. And the idea of
playing anything with Luke Devlin was so immediately disturbing
that she switched the thought off before it could get out of
hand.

'Mr Devlin, you
know why I'm here,' she said, dismayed to discover that suddenly
her voice was more breath than substance.

'You're here to
part me from my money,' he said, matter-of-factly.

'I'm here to
convince you to continue this company's support of Pavilion Radio,'
she replied, evenly, refusing to be put off.

'Right now this
company doesn't have any money spare to support anyone or anything
but itself.' He glanced at his watch. 'But you have fifteen minutes
of my time so I suggest you don't waste any more of it.'

Despite his
lack of encouragement, Fizz felt the tiniest surge of optimism.
Luke Devlin was clearly not a man to prevaricate. If he had decided
to cut their sponsorship completely, he would have said so and
shown her the door.

No.

He wouldn't
have wasted even fifteen minutes of his time. He would have simply
stated the position in a letter and told his secretary to keep her
out of his hair.

Hope blossomed
and she resisted the urge to give her skirt another sharp tug.
Saving the station from financial disaster was far more important
than her dignity. And if a couple of extra inches of thigh would
help, she wasn't about to begrudge it.

Instead she
briefly outlined the history of her family's involvement with the
pier, the disastrous storm that had put its viability in doubt and
Michael Harries determination to save it, calling on his old friend
Edward Beaumont for support when it seemed that it might have to be
demolished. And the idea of reviving the pavilion, giving it new
life as the studio for a local radio station.

'The idea was
dreamed up by the two of them?' he asked.

Public opinion
subscribed to that view. There didn't seem any point in disabusing
him.

'Michael was
excited by the idea. Did you know that it was the founder of
Harries Industries who built the pier in 1835? He used it
originally to ship the goods made in his factory to the continent.
Before that everything, passengers and merchandise, had to be
ferried out to the cross-channel packets in rowing-boats,' she
pointed out, but this attempt to win his sympathy made no
impression on Luke Devlin's lean, hard features and she quickly
ducked her head, leaning across to point out the projections for
the next three years.

'What is this?'
Luke Devlin pointed to a figure and their hands collided, his cool
touch setting off a minor earthquake in her midriff.

Fizz almost
leapt back and his curious look at this overreaction did nothing to
calm the after shocks that continued to reverberate through her
body.

It was
ridiculous. Stupid. He might exude the kind of sexual magnetism
that could be bottled, but she knew what that was worth. She didn't
even like the man for heaven's sake.

'Well?' he
asked, apparently tired of waiting for her answer.

For a moment
her mind went a complete blank. Then she dropped her eyes to the
point where his fingertip rested lightly on the plan.

'Oh,' she said,
collecting herself. 'That's new since we made our original
projections to the bank. When we started the restaurant conversion
we had to clear the storage area of a century of accumulated junk.
We discovered we had far more space than we needed so we've leased
part of it to a dance and fitness centre.'

'You've had to
spend money on repairs and decoration,' he said, picking up the
costs. 'You're not charging enough.'

'It's a new
venture. The rent will be revised next year if it's
successful.'

'And if it's
not?'

'The initial
response has been very good.'

He didn't seem
impressed, but half a rent was surely better than none? It brought
people onto the pier to spend money even in the middle of winter,
and the chef had ensured the lunch time buffet in the restaurant
included the kind of food that health conscious women were looking
for. Not that there was any shortage of takers for the calorie
laden puddings. Expensive calorie laden puddings.

'What do you
intend to do with the rest of the space?'

'I'm working on
it.' She had hoped that the restaurant would be successful enough
to expand into it, but it was too soon to voice that idea. She
needed to see how the summer season went first.

He nodded,
thoughtfully. 'You don't appear to have missed anything.' He tossed
the portfolio onto a nearby table. 'Except, of course for the
possibility that your cosy relationship with Michael Harries might
not last.'

'I...that is,
we...my father and I...hope that you will want to continue to
support us for the coming year, or at least until we can find other
sponsors.'

'I'm sure it is
rather more than a hope. If you don't fulfil your programme
commitments, the Radio Authority are not going to look favourably
on the renewal of your franchise,' he said.

She was
surprised he knew about the Radio Authority, or the way it worked.
She was equally surprised that he was interested in the running of
a very small radio station. But then she supposed a man didn't
reach his dizzy heights of success without taking the smallest
detail into account. And it was the small details that got you
every time.

'Our programme
commitments were made before you took over our sponsors,' she
reminded him. 'The Radio Authority will understand our
problems.'

'Will they?' He
knew she was bluffing. 'Let us hope for your sake they do because
the repayments on the bank loan for the new restaurant must be
making heavy inroads into your profits. You have no experience of
the restaurant business?'

The question
was purely rhetorical. He knew the answer. It was clear that he
knew all the answers. She had assumed he would be too busy with
Harries to worry about the details of the radio station it
sponsored, but it had been a mistake to underestimate the man. He
wasn't too busy for anything that interested him. But why on earth
should he be interested in Pavilion Radio?

He was either
going to support them or he wasn't. It couldn't be worth so much of
his time.

'It's a little
early in the season to start counting profits from that direction,'
she replied, answering the question he hadn't asked, 'although
local reaction so far has been good.'

'Didn't it
occur to you to lease it to someone who knew what they were doing?
Let them take the risk.'

Of course it
had. Once planning permission for the restaurant had been granted
she had been inundated with offers from every kind of fast food
chain wanting to install pizza parlours and burger bars. She had
wanted more than that.

'I wanted to
keep it under my control, to provide something more than a repeat
of every other cheap and cheerful seaside cafe. I've a first class
chef, an excellent staff---'

'And a wages
bill to match I have no doubt.'

'And as soon as
the season begins---' she ploughed on, refusing to be sidetracked,
but Luke Devlin had other ideas.

'That's usually
Easter isn't it? It's late this year, but I'm sure you've taken
that into account.'

As late as
Easter could be. Ten weeks. Ten long weeks before the invasion of
people eager to throw off winter, seventy long days before the
Easter holidays brought children bursting out of school and
families down to the coast to fill the caravan parks and the guest
houses.

'People will
start arriving as soon as the weather picks up a little. The
antique shops in the Wynds bring them long before it will be warm
enough to sit on the beach.'

'And why should
they venture out along a cold and windy pier when the Wynds can
offer them any number of attractive little bistros?' He leaned
towards her, fixing her with a glance that pinned her back against
the sofa. 'Let's drop the pretence, Miss Beaumont and admit that
without my support you're in deep trouble.'

It took all her
self control to keep her voice pitched low, thoughtful.

'The loss of
sponsorship from Harries would be a serious blow, Mr Devlin, I
would be a fool to pretend anything else. It will take time to find
new sources of support. But since you kept your activities very
discreet and Michael preferred to keep his problems to himself I
had no reason to suspect anything was wrong. After all, if your
takeover had been a week later, the money would have been in the
bank right now.'

'You think
you've just been the victim of bad timing?' He shook his head. 'Let
me disabuse you of that fantasy. The truth of the matter is, Miss
Beaumont that if my “activities” had been delayed even for a week,
there would have been no money to put in the bank. In business, as
in drama, timing is everything. And even a local radio station has
to be run as a business if it's to survive.'

Fizz clamped
down hard on her teeth at this. That was precisely why they had
needed to spend so much money on diversification. If only she had
known, or at least been given some warning when things had started
to go wrong…

'Yes, of course
it must.'

She lifted her
chin a little. Luke Devlin was right. She should have known; it was
her job to know that the sponsorship was on a handshake. That their
sponsor was about to go to the wall.

'As you can see
from the figures, the reason for our expansion is precisely that. I
wanted to give the station a broader base to avoid just this kind
of difficulty.' She remembered her intention to issue an
invitation. 'Perhaps you would like to come and look around, see
for yourself what we're doing? Saturday morning is always lively
and you could have lunch with us in the new restaurant. As the
station's guest, of course.'

'No. Thank
you.' Those disconcerting eyes could apparently read her mind.
'Harries Industries is in trouble because the previous chairman ran
it like a philanthropic society and it will take considerable cost
cutting to put it back on its feet. It would be quite wrong to
encourage you to squander your financial resources on entertaining
me, since there is no possibility that I would change my mind once
it is made up.'

Fizz swallowed.
'And is it made up?'

'Yes. It was
made up long before you made your touching little speech.'

'I see.' Could
she have been that wrong? Time was money to this man. Why would he
waste it listening to her?'

'I may continue
with sponsorship for the time being subject to certain
conditions.'

'All of it?'
The words escaped before she could bridle them, her heart
performing a somersault of pure relief. The emotion was intense,
but short lived.

'You might not
care to take it when you've heard my conditions,' he continued, in
the same careless voice.

'Within the
guidelines we'll be happy to provide you with any additional
advertising messages of course---'

'I have no
doubt that you'd put my name in lights above the pavilion if I
asked it.'

'I doubt we’d
get approval from the Planning Committee,' she replied, unable to
hold back a grin.

She felt
glorious, as if some great weight had been lifted from her
shoulders and she was perfectly willing to forgive him his earlier
rudeness. Good grief, she'd walk on her hands down the pier,
somersault its entire length, if that would make him happy.

'I won't bother
the borough council on this occasion,' he assured her. 'My
conditions have nothing to do with advertising.' His voice, cool,
distant, brought her crashing back to earth.

'What do you
want?'

'As you must
realise, Miss Beaumont, Harries is in no state to give money
away.'

'It isn't
entirely a one way street,' she protested. 'The public relations
aspect has been very valuable to Harries in the past. Perhaps you
don't understand---'

'Don't I?' His
voice hadn't changed much. Just the tiniest inflection to warn Fizz
that she had said something rather silly. 'That argument might be a
little subtle for the men and women who will be made redundant,
don't you think?'

She caught her
lower lip between her teeth. 'Will there be many?
Redundancies?'

'I can't say
until Phillip has made his report.'

His cousin?
That dry, humourless man. She looked towards the door he had
disappeared through. 'Then heaven help them,' she murmured.

'Phillip might
not be your idea of fun, Miss Beaumont, but I can assure you he has
a highly developed sense of what is right. He won't lightly waste a
well-trained work-force.'

'I hope you're
right.'

'In this
instance you can trust me.'

Fizz, fastened
by his intent gaze was compelled to believe that he meant exactly
what he said. In fact, she was sure that he never said anything he
didn't mean. And he had said they could have their funding.

She frowned.
'And the sponsorship money? You said we could have it. Can I trust
you in that instance too?'

His eyes mocked
her doubtful tone. 'I am prepared to write you a cheque now. My
personal cheque. And I can assure you that I won't require any
public relations, corporate entertainment, or personal publicity in
return. Quite the reverse, in fact.' He paused, briefly, before
adding, 'And if I use your restaurant I will be more than happy to
pay for my own lunch.'

Fizz wasn't
fooled into heart-stopping gratitude a second time.

'But there are
conditions attached to your generosity?' Of course there were.
Nothing about Luke Devlin suggested that he was simply an easy
touch and she had a sudden ominous sense of foreboding. 'Conditions
that I'm not going to like?'

For a long
moment Luke Devlin said nothing, but subjected Fizz to an intense
and level regard from the coolest pair of eyes she had ever seen.
Clear, incisive, ransacking eyes that made her feel transparent.
The eyes of a man who would be very hard to fool. And who would
make you pay with everything you had if you ever succeeded. She
held his glance for as long as she could, matching his
determination until she began to feel slightly dizzy, as if leaning
over the edge of a precipice.

'I think you'd
better tell me.'

He turned away
abruptly as if he too had found the intensity of that exchange
uncomfortable. 'Perhaps, after all, it would be better if I
discussed it with your father. I'm sure that he will be able to
take a less emotional view of my proposition.'

Edward Beaumont
thrived on emotion, it was his life-blood, but Fizz didn't think it
advisable to say so. Luke Devlin had used the word in a manner that
suggested he didn't much approve of emotion. There was no place for
it in business. He had said so.

'But he is not
here, Mr Devlin,' she pointed out. 'I am. And I can assure you that
I am fully empowered to make any decisions on behalf of Pavilion
Radio.'

Her
determination must have filtered through because he turned back to
face her and she met his questioning glance head on, refusing to be
the first to back down. Fortunately he did not put to the test, but
after a moment, nodded.

'Very well.'
But he didn't immediately explain his proposition.

First he took a
cheque book and fountain pen from his inside jacket pocket, then
casually propping one ankle on his knee and using his leg as a
table, he proceeded to write a cheque which he tore from the book
and handed to her.

Fizz took it
almost reluctantly, with a feeling of apprehension. Luke Devlin was
showing her the money. Putting it into her hand. She recognised the
technique. They both knew how hard it would be to give it back, no
matter what he asked. He was banking on that and that made her
nervous. It suggested that he thought she might say no. She glanced
at the cheque and her heart sank further. It was nowhere near the
level of sponsorship she needed.

'Cheer up, Miss
Beaumont. That is just the first instalment.'


'Instalment?'

'I realise that
in the past the sponsorship money was paid in a lump sum. However
this will help to keep the bank manager happy at the end of the
month. Won't it?'

And it would
keep him in control, she realised; make sure that she kept him
happy too.

'This is for
one month? But that means you will be giving us more than Michael
agreed.'

'The additional
sum is to cover the cost of employing another member of staff.'

Fizz met his
impassive gaze. 'Only one? It's an awful lot of money for one
person.'

'Only one,' he
confirmed. 'But I think you'll be happy enough to take her on.'

She. Of course
it would be a woman but why on earth did her heart plummet at the
word? She should be relieved. She recalled the moment she had set
eyes on him, her body's explosive reaction. That instant, almost
cataclysmic, recognition had only happened to her once before. But
if Luke Devlin were involved with someone she was safe from him.
From herself.

'I think
perhaps you had better explain exactly what you want in return for
such overwhelming generosity,' she said.

He paused for
just a moment. 'There is a young woman, Miss Beaumont, an actress.
You may even have heard of her. Melanie Brett.' He paused,
pointedly, clearly expecting some reaction. Not to have heard of
her would apparently be unthinkable.

Her forehead
wrinkled in concentration as she tried to remember where she had
heard the name. 'She's in one of those Australian soaps the teenage
girls love so much, isn't she?'

'You admit to
watching the opposition, Miss Beaumont?'

Unexpectedly,
he smiled. His mouth, as predicted was wide, the lines drawn into
his cheeks deepened and as for heart-warming, it would have melted
permafrost. A very dangerous reaction that had been known to
undermine the foundations of the strongest building. Deep inside
her she could almost hear the ice cracking.

'Of course,'
she said, quickly, determined to ignore the thaw. 'It's essential.
Don't you keep up with your competitors?' She didn't wait for him
to answer. Of course he did. 'Tell me about Melanie.'

'She arrived in
England this morning.' He glanced at his watch. 'In fact she's due
in Broomhill within the hour which is why I'm on such a tight
schedule myself. And she has expressed a wish to guest in your own
little soap opera.'

'She wants a
part in Holiday Bay?' To say she was surprised was the
understatement of the year.

'Just for the
summer.'

Fizz laughed,
she couldn't help herself. 'You're joking!'

His face
remained impassive. 'Why should I joke about something that is
going to cost me a small fortune?'

'But surely she
will be appearing on television while she's here? Doing the chat
shows, that kind of thing?' He neither confirmed nor denied it.
'Oh, come on, Mr Devlin, I don't believe she's even heard of
Holiday Bay. I know the limits of our transmission so you can't
tell me she's been picking it up on her tranny in Australia.'

He responded to
her disbelief with the faintest smile, the smallest shrug that
confessed he had had his bluff called. 'Maybe not. But she'll be in
Broomhill Bay for the summer and I'd like her kept busy.'

Relief that it
was something so simple relaxed her face into a smile. There had
been something about his manner that had made her certain that he
had being going to ask for much more. Something impossible. Even
so, it might not be as easy as he seemed to think.

'If you can
organise a work permit for her, I'm sure we can fit her in. The
publicity would be more than welcome.' With Melanie Brett in their
daily soap they would be fighting off sponsors for the programme,
not begging for them. Luke Devlin must know that. She quickly
dropped her eyes in an attempt to conceal her
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