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To my family: With all my love
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‘God places the solitary in families,’ comforting words from the Bible … families, by blood, by obligation, by necessity,
         by desire … and sometimes, if one is very lucky, by love. It is a word that implies solidity, a rock-solid foundation, a place
         to go home to … to grow out of … to grow away from, and yet to remember and hang onto … the echoes never leaving one’s ears
         or one’s heart, the memories carved like painted ivory, from a single tusk, delicately coloured in brilliant hues, and softer
         ones, faded sometimes, so dim as to be almost forgotten … and yet never to be totally forgotten or left behind. The place
         where one begins, and hopes to end … the thing one works hard to build on one’s own … the pieces like building blocks reaching
         high into the sky … Family … what images that conjures … what memories … what dreams.
      






PROLOGUE 1983


      
      The sun was so brilliant nearly everyone was squinting, though it was only eleven o’clock in the morning. The tiniest of breezes
         ruffled the women’s hair. The day was so beautiful there was a kind of agony to it, an amazing silence, and all one could
         hear in the silences were birds, a quiet chirping, a sudden shrieking, and the overwhelming smell of flowers … lily of the
         valley, gardenias, freesia, buried in a carpet of moss. But Ward Thayer saw none of it and he seemed to hear nothing at all.
         His eyes had been closed for several minutes, and when he opened them, he stared for the longest time, almost like a zombie,
         looking colourless, so unlike the image everyone had of him … had had for the last forty years. There was nothing dashing
         or exciting or even handsome about Ward Thayer this morning. He stood immobilised in the brilliant sunlight, watching nothing.
         His eyes closed again; he pressed his eyelids tightly together, and for a moment he wanted never to open them again, as she
         had not, as she never would again.
      

      There was a voice, droning softly in the distance, saying something, sounding no different than the hum of insects buzzing
         near the flowers. And he felt nothing. Nothing. Why? Why did he feel nothing, he asked himself? Had he felt nothing for her?
         Had it all been a lie? He felt a wave of panic wash over him … he couldn’t remember her face … the way she wore her hair …
         the colour of her eyes … his eyes flew open brusquely, tearing the lids apart like hands that had been clasped, skin that
         had once upon a time been grafted. The sun blinded him in an instant, and he saw only a flash of light and smelled the flowers,
         as a bee hummed lazily past him, and the pastor said her name. Faye Price Thayer. There was a muffled popping sound to his
         left and the lightning of a camera flash exploded in his eyes, as the woman beside him pressed his arm.
      
He looked down at her, his eyes adjusting to the light again, and suddenly he remembered. Everything he had forgotten was
         reflected in his daughter’s eyes. The younger woman looked so much like her, yet how different they were. There would never
         be another woman like Faye Thayer. They all knew that, and he knew it best of all. He looked at the pretty blonde beside him,
         remembering it all, and longing silently for Faye.
      

      His daughter stood tall and sedate. She was plainer than Faye had been. Her smooth blonde hair was pulled tightly into a knot,
         and beside her stood a serious-looking man, who touched her arm often. They were on their own now, all of them, each one different,
         separate, yet part of a larger whole, part of Faye … and of him as well.
      

      Was she truly gone? It seemed impossible, as tears rolled solemnly down his cheeks and a dozen photographers leapt forward
         to record his pain, to put on front pages around the world. The grieving widower of Faye Price Thayer. He was hers now, in
         death, as he had been hers in life. They were all hers. All of them. The daughters, the son, the co-workers, the friends,
         and they were all there to honour the memory of the woman who would never come again.
      

      The family stood beside him in the front row. His daughter Vanessa, her bespectacled young man, and beside him, Vanessa’s
         twin Valerie, with hair of flame, a golden face, a perfect black silk dress which clung to her breathtakingly, her success
         stamped on her unmistakably, and beside her an equally dazzling man.
      

      They made such a beautiful pair one had to stare at them, and it pleased Ward to see how much Val looked like Faye. He had
         never noticed it quite so much before, but he saw it now … And Lionel, who looked so like her too, though more quietly. Tall,
         handsome and blond, sensual, elegant, and delicate, yet at the same time proud. He stood staring into the distance now, remembering
         the others he had known and loved … Gregory and John, lost brother, treasured friend. He thought too of how well Faye had
         known Lionel, better than anyone perhaps. She had known him better than he knew himself … and as well as he himself knew Anne,
         standing beside him now, prettier than she had been before, so much more confident, and still so young, in sharp contrast
         to the grey-haired man who held her hand.
      
They were all there in the end. They had come to pay homage to all that she had been. Actress, director, legend, wife, mother,
         friend. There were those who had envied her, those she had driven too hard and wanted too much from. Her family knew that
         best of all. She had expected so much of them, yet given so much in return, driven herself so hard, gone so far. Ward remembered
         it all as he looked at all of them, all the way back to that first time in Guadalcanal. And now here they were, a lifetime
         past, and each of them remembering her as she had been, as she once was, as she was to them. It was a sea of faces in the
         bright Los Angeles sun. All of Hollywood had turned out for her. A last salute, a final smile, a tender tear, as Ward turned
         to glance at the family he had built with her, all of them so strong and beautiful … as she had been. How proud she would
         have been to see them now, he thought, tears burning his eyes again … how proud they were of her … finally. It had taken a
         long time … and now she was gone … it seemed impossible to believe when only yesterday … only yesterday they’d been in Paris
         … the South of France … New York … Guadalcanal.
      






      
GUADALCANAL 1943






      
      
      CHAPTER 1

      
      The heat of the jungle was so oppressive that just standing in one place was almost like swimming through thick, dense air.
         It was a presence you could feel and smell and touch, and yet the men pressed forward wanting to see her … to get closer …
         to see more … Their shoulders were tightly compressed, as they sat there, side by side, cross-legged on the ground. In the
         front, way up front, they had folding chairs, but they had run out hours before. The men had been sitting there since sundown,
         baking, sweating, waiting. It felt like a hundred years that they’d been sitting here in the thick jungles of Guadalcanal
         and they didn’t give a damn. They would have waited half a lifetime for her. She represented everything to them right now
         … mothers … sisters … women … girlfriends they had left behind … women … Woman. There was an almost audible purr after nightfall,
         as they sat there, talking, smoking, rivulets of sweat pouring down their necks and backs, their faces glistening, their hair
         damp, their uniforms sticking to their flesh, and all of them so young, children almost … and at the same time children no
         more. They were men.
      

      
      By 1943, they had been here for longer than they cared to remember, and everyone wondered when the war would end – and if
         it ever would. But tonight no one thought about the war, only the men on duty had to worry about that. And most of the men
         waiting for her now had bought out of being on duty for the night with every kind of currency they could lay their hands on,
         everything from chocolate bars to cigarettes to cold hard cash … anything … anything to see her … they would do anything to
         see Faye Price again.
      

      
      As the band began to play, the air wasn’t thick so much as sultry, the heat no longer oppressive but sensual, and they felt their bodies stir in a way they hadn’t in a long, long time. It wasn’t
         just hunger they felt for her, it was something deeper and more tender something that would have frightened them if they had
         felt it too long. They felt the first stirrings of it now as they waited … waited … every moment seeming an age as a clarinet
         began to wail. The music wrenched at the gut and was almost painful, and every face, every man, held his breath and was still.
         The stage was empty in the darkness, and then suddenly, dimly, they saw her, or thought they did … it was impossible to be
         completely certain, a tiny spotlight sought her in the distance. It found her feet and there was a flash of silver, a sparkle
         in the distance, like falling stars in a summer sky … the shimmer of her body as she approached them made their guts ache,
         and suddenly she stood there before them. Blinding perfection in a silver lamé gown. There was an audible sigh from the men
         who watched her, a perfect blend of desire and ecstasy and pain. Her skin was like the palest of pink velvet in the dazzling
         silver gown, the long, blonde hair was almost the colour of ripe peaches and she had worn it down. Her eyes danced, her mouth
         smiled, she held her hands out towards them as she sang, and her voice was deeper than any woman they remembered. She was
         more beautiful than any they had known. She moved and the gown revealed endless, exquisite flesh, the pink perfection of her
         thighs.
      

      
      ‘Oh God …’ one voice murmured in a back row, and around him, half a hundred young men smiled.

      
      They all felt that way about her, had for years. They hadn’t believed it when they’d been told she was going to do a show
         for them. She had been doing shows like this halfway around the world. In the Pacific, in Europe, in the States. A year after
         Pearl Harbor, the guilt had overwhelmed her, and she’d been touring off and on now for more than a year. Recently, she had
         stopped to make another film, but she was back on the road now … and tonight, she was here … with them.
      

      
      Her voice had grown mournful as she sang to them and, in the front row, the men who watched could see a pulse beating in her
         neck. She was alive … she was human … and if they had reached across the makeshift stage, they could have touched her … felt
         her … smelled her flesh. It made them almost keen just to watch her, and seeming to look each man in the eye as she sang, Faye Price let no one down.
      

      
      At twenty-three years of age, Faye Price was already a legend in Hollywood. She had made her first film at nineteen, and from
         there had rushed headlong into success. She was beautiful, striking, and so damn good at what she did. She had a voice that
         ranged from molten lava to melted gold, hair that shimmered like a I golden sunset, green eyes like emeralds in an ivory face.
         But it wasn’t the features, or the voice, or the texture of the skin on her long narrow frame that belied the softly rounded
         hips and full breasts, it was the warmth that lit her from within, the brilliance that exploded in her eyes, the laughter
         in her voice when she wasn’t singing that enthralled the world. She was a woman, in the best and purest meaning of the word.
         She was someone men wanted to cling to, women wanted to stare at, children loved to look up to. She was the stuff of which
         dream princesses were made.
      

      
      From a small town in Pennsylvania, Faye had made her way to New York after graduating from high school, and had become a model.
         Within six months she was making more than any girl in town. The photographers all loved her, her face was on the cover of
         every major magazine in the country, but secretly she admitted to her friends that she was bored. There was so little to it,
         she insisted; all she had to do was stand there. She tried to explain it, and the other girls looked at her as though she
         were mad. But two men recognised what she was: the man who later became her agent, and Sam Warman, the producer, who knew
         a gold mine when he saw one. He had seen her pictures on the magazine covers and he thought she was pretty, but it was only
         when he met her that he realised how fabulous she was. The way she moved, the way she looked into his eyes when she talked
         to him, her voice, and he knew instantly that this one wasn’t looking to get laid. She wasn’t looking for a damn thing, not
         outside herself, Sam instinctively suspected. And everything Abe, her agent, said about her was true. She was fabulous. Unique.
         A star. What Faye Price wanted, she wanted from within. She wanted a challenge, she wanted to work hard, she wanted to try
         anything they’d let her … and he did. He gave her the chance she wanted. It wasn’t difficult for Abe to talk him into that.
         Sam brought her to Hollywood and gave her a part in a film. It was a small part, and as it was written, it was not an overly demanding role. But somehow she managed to get under the skin of the writer; there were times when he openly admitted
         she drove him nuts, but she had got what she wanted out of the part, and what she wanted was very, very good; good for the
         movie, and for her. The part had been small but gutsy, and a light shone through Faye Price’s performance that took people’s
         breaths away. There was something magical about her, half girl, half woman, from elf to siren, and back again, drawing on
         the full range of human emotions, sometimes only using her facial expressions and her incredible deep green eyes. That part
         had won her two others and her fourth film had won her the Oscar. Four years after her first role, she had done seven films,
         and in the fifth one, Hollywood had discovered she could sing. And that’s what she was doing now, singing her guts out for
         soldiers halfway around the world. She gave her guts and her heart and her life to these men, just as she did with everything
         she attempted. Faye Price was no halfway person, and at twenty-three she was no longer a ‘girl’ in anyone’s eyes, she was
         all woman. The men who watched her on the stage knew that about her. To watch Faye Price move, to hear her sing, to see her
         before you was to feel what God intended when he created woman. She was the infinite … the ultimate … and tonight every man
         who watched her longed to touch her, just for a moment … longed to be within the circle of her arms, his lips gently pressed
         on hers, his hands in the silky blonde hair … they wanted to feel her breath on their shoulders … hear her moan softly. There
         was a sudden groan from one of the boys who watched her and his friends laughed at him. He didn’t give a damn.
      

      
      ‘Holy Moses … ain’t she fantastic?’ The boy’s eyes lit up like a child’s at Christmas and the men around him smiled. For a
         long time they had watched her in total silence, but after the first half hour, they could bear it no more. They screamed,
         they hooted, they keened for her, they howled. And when the last song ended, they screamed so long and hard that she sang
         five or six more songs for them. Though they couldn’t see it, when she left the stage there were tears in Faye Price’s eyes.
         It was so little to do for them, a few songs, a silver dress, a flash of legs, a hint of womanhood shared among a thousand
         men in a jungle night, five thousand miles from home. And who knew how many of them would live to go home again? The thought of it always tore at her heart. It was why she had come here, why she had to do this for them. And in the
         months she had done it, she allowed herself to appear more of a siren than she ever did back home. She would have died before
         wearing a dress slit almost to her crotch in L.A., but if that was what they wanted here, and it was clear they did, then
         that’s what she would give them, what harm was there in giving them a little make-believe pleasure from the safety of a stage?
      

      
      ‘Miss Price?’ She turned quickly as one of the C.O.’s aides spoke to her as she came off the stage. They could still hear
         the men screaming for her, and she could barely hear the aide’s voice even here.
      

      
      ‘Yes?’ She looked exhilarated and distracted. Her face and chest were wet with perspiration, and he thought her the most beautiful
         woman he had ever seen. It wasn’t just that her features were perfect, it was that you wanted to reach out and touch her …
         hold her … she exuded something he had never felt before, at least not at such close range. A kind of magic mixed with glamour,
         a sensuality that made you want to kiss her, without ever stopping to ask her name. She was about to leave him and go back
         out to the men begging for her, and instinctively he reached out and touched her arm. He felt everything within him quicken,
         and then he felt foolish for his reaction. This was ridiculous. What was she after all? Just another film star, dolled up,
         done up, and if everything about her was so convincing, it was just that she was better than some of the others at the artistry
         she created. It was all an illusion, wasn’t it? … But he knew it wasn’t as his eyes met hers, and she smiled at him. There
         was nothing fake about the woman who stood there. She was precisely who she was. ‘I’ve got to go back out there.’ She waved
         towards the din, mouthing her words as she spoke carefully, and he nodded, shouting his.
      

      
      ‘The C.O. would like you to join him for dinner.’

      
      ‘Thank you.’ Her eyes pulled away from his and she left him and went back to give the men another half hour. This time she
         sang songs that amused them, including two in which they joined her, and at the end a ballad that made them all fight back
         tears. When she left them, she did it with a look that seemed to envelop each one of them, like a goodnight kiss from their
         mothers … their wives … the girls back home … ‘Goodnight, friends … God bless.’ Her voice was husky and suddenly the din had turned into silence. Almost no one spoke as they left their places, and quietly
         went home to bed. Her words rang in their heads for hours. They had screeched and applauded, but they had been ready when
         she left them, and now they wanted to go back to their bunks and think about her, letting the songs roam in their heads … remembering
         her face … her arms … her legs … the mouth that seemed to kiss them, and then exploded into laughter and then grew serious
         again. They all remembered the look in her eyes when she had left them. They would remember it for months. Right now it was
         all they had. And Faye knew that. It was her gift to them.
      

      
      ‘She’s some woman.’ The words were spoken by a thick-necked sergeant, and were unlike him. But no one was surprised. Faye
         Price brought something special out in each of them. Their guts, their hearts, their hopes.
      

      
      ‘Yeah …’ An echo voiced a thousand times that night by the men who had seen her, and the men who hadn’t, who had been forced
         to be on duty, tried to pretend they didn’t feel cheated. And in the end, they didn’t have to pretend at all. Her request
         was unusual, but quickly granted, and the C.O. was obviously surprised when he heard of it. He had even assigned his aide
         to take her around. She had requested permission to tour the base, to meet the men on duty that night. By midnight, she had
         shaken hands with everyone. So that the men who hadn’t seen her performance had met her face to face instead, looking into
         those incredible green eyes, feeling the strong, cool hand she extended, smiling awkwardly at her words. And in the end, each
         one felt he had special … those who had heard her singing, and those whom she had come to see instead. Suddenly, men were
         sorry they hadn’t been on duty, so that she would have come to see them. But all in all, everyone was pleased. And at twelve-thirty
         she turned to the young man who had taken her around the base, and she saw something warm and friendly in his eyes. He hadn’t
         looked that way at first. But slowly she had won him over, as she had everyone else. He had wanted to say something to her
         about it all night, but there had never been quite the right moment. He had been so sceptical about her at first, the cool
         Miss Faye Price from Hollywood … who did she think she was, coming to show off to the men on Guadalcanal? They’d been through
         enough, they’d seen it all. They’d already survived Midway and the Coral Sea, and the hideous naval battles it had taken to win and keep
         Guadalcanal. What did she know about it? Ward Thayer thought to himself as he first looked at her. But after all these hours
         at her side, he had begun to see her differently. She cared. She cared a lot. He read it in her eyes. Watching her meet the
         men’s eyes, totally oblivious of her own charms, reaching out only to them with something they had never felt before made
         you care about her as well. There was a kind of warmth and compassion about her that in turn enhanced her already incredible
         sexual appeal. There were a thousand things the young lieutenant wanted to say to her as the night wore on, but it was only
         after she had finished her rounds that she seemed to notice him at all. She turned to him with a tired smile, and for an instant
         he wanted to reach out and touch her hand, almost to see if she was real. He almost wanted to comfort her. She had had a long,
         hard night. But then again, they had had a long, hard year … two years.
      

      
      ‘Do you suppose your C.O. will ever forgive me for not making it to dinner with him tonight?’ She smiled tiredly.

      
      ‘He may be heartbroken, but he’ll live.’ In fact, the lieutenant knew that an hour or two before, the C.O. had been called
         into a secret meeting with two generals who had arrived by helicopter that night. He would have had to leave Faye anyway.
         ‘I think he’ll be very grateful for what you did for the men.’
      

      
      ‘It means a lot to me.’ She spoke gently as she sat down on a large, white rock in the warm night air and looked up at him.
         There was something magical in her eyes, and there was a strange tug in his gut as he looked down at her. It almost hurt to
         look at her, she brought up feelings that he had wanted to leave behind him in the States. There was no room for that here,
         no time, no one to share the feelings with. Here there was only killing and misery and loss, and anger sometimes, but the
         gentler emotions were too painful now, and he looked away from her as she stared at the back of his head. He was a tall, handsome,
         blond man with broad shoulders and deep blue eyes, but all she could see of him now were the powerful shoulders and the wheat-coloured
         hair. There was something about him that made her want to reach out to him. There was so much pain here, they were all so
         damn lonely and sad and young … and yet with only a little warmth, a touch, a hand on theirs they came alive, and they laughed and they sang … that was what she loved about these tours, no matter how tiring they
         were. It was like bringing new life to all of these men, even this young lieutenant, who was so tall and proud as he turned
         to face her again, obviously defending himself, or trying to, against all that he felt, and yet not quite able to shut her
         out after all. ‘Do you know, after spending the whole evening with you,’ she smiled up at him again, ‘I don’t know your name.’
         She knew only his rank, and they had never really been introduced.
      

      
      ‘Thayer. Ward Thayer.’ The name rang a distant bell, but she didn’t know why and didn’t really care. He smiled at her, and
         there was something cynical in his eyes. He had seen too much in the last year and she sensed that easily about him. ‘Are
         you hungry, Miss, Price? You must be starved.’ She had performed for hours, and had been touring the base, shaking hands,
         for three hours since. She nodded now, with a shy smile.
      

      
      ‘I am. Do you suppose we should go knock on the C.O.’s door and ask if there’s anything left?’ They both laughed at the thought.

      
      ‘I think I can dig something up for you somewhere else.’ He glanced at his watch, as she looked at him. What was there about
         this man? There was something about him that kept making her want to reach out, to ask him who he really was, to find out
         more. There was something one couldn’t know, and yet which one sensed about him. But he smiled up at her now, and he looked
         young again. ‘Would you be terribly offended if we check out the kitchen? I’ll bet I can get you a real meal there, if you’d
         like that.’
      

      
      She held up a graceful hand. ‘A sandwich would be great.’

      
      ‘Let’s see what we can do.’ They headed back to his jeep, and drove swiftly to the long quonset hut where the men’s meals
         were prepared and, twenty minutes later, she was seated on a long bench faced with a plate of hot stew. It wasn’t what she
         would have picked for a hot jungle night, but she was so hungry and it had been such a long night that the steaming concoction
         actually tasted good, and Ward Thayer had a plate of it too. ‘Just like “21” eh?’ He glanced at her with his cynical grin
         again and she laughed.
      

      
      ‘More or less … except it’s not hash …’ she teased and he winced.

      
      ‘Oh God, don’t say that word. If the cook hears you, he’ll be only too happy to oblige.’ The two of them laughed again, and
         Faye was suddenly reminded of midnight suppers after school proms back home and suddenly she began to laugh harder as she
         looked at him, and he cocked an eyebrow over the handsome blue eyes. ‘I’m glad you’re amused. This place hasn’t struck me
         as funny in well over a year.’ But he looked happier now. He was enjoying her company and it showed and, nibbling at the stew,
         she explained it to him.
      

      
      ‘You know … just like after the prom … when you have breakfast in some diner at five am … this is sort of like that, isn’t
         it?’ She looked around the harshly lit room and his eyes followed hers and then searched her face again.
      

      
      ‘Where’d you grow up?’ They were almost friends now. They had been together for hours, and there was something about being
         together in a war zone. Everything was different here. Faster, more personal, more intense. It was all right to ask questions
         one would never have asked anywhere else, and to reach out in ways that otherwise one wouldn’t have dared.
      

      
      She answered him thoughtfully. ‘Pennsylvania.’

      
      ‘Did you like it?’

      
      ‘Not much. We were dirt poor. All I wanted was to get the hell out, which I did, the minute I graduated from high school.’

      
      He smiled. It was difficult to imagine her dirt poor anywhere, and least of all in some hick town.

      
      ‘What about you? Where are you from, Lieutenant?’

      
      ‘Ward. Or did you forget my name again?’ She blushed as he teased. ‘I grew up in L.A.’ He seemed loath to add more; and she
         wasn’t quite sure why.
      

      
      ‘You going back there after … afterwards?’ She hated the word ‘war’, and by now so did he. It had already cost him a lot,
         too much; there were wounds now that would never heal, even if they weren’t the kind she could see. But instinctively she
         knew that they were there.
      

      
      ‘Yeah. I guess so.’

      
      ‘Are your folks there?’ She was curious about him, this sad, cynical, handsome young man, with the secrets he didn’t want
         to reveal, as they ate their stew in the ugly, brightly lit mess hall on Guadalcanal. There were stiff blackout covers on
         all the windows, so the impression was that there were no windows at all. They were both used to that.
      

      
      
      ‘My folks are both dead.’ He looked evenly at her, something dead in his own eyes. He had said the word too often by now.

      
      ‘I’m sorry.’

      
      ‘We weren’t close anyway.’ But still … her eyes searched his again as he stood up. ‘More stew, or something more exotic for
         dessert? They tell me there’s an apple pie hidden somewhere.’ his eyes smiled and she laughed.
      

      
      ‘No thanks. There’s no room in costumes like this for apple pie.’ She glanced down at the silver lamé dress, and for the first
         time in several hours, so did he. He was getting used to her looking like that. It was different from Kathy of course … so different
         in her starched white … and eventually, the fatigues she wore …
      

      
      He disappeared for a moment and then returned with a small plate of fruit and a tall glass of iced tea. It was more precious
         than wine here, ice being almost impossible to make. But he had filled the glass with the precious ice cubes, and she had
         been on tour often enough to know what a rare gift this was. She savoured each mouthful of the chill drink as a few men came
         and went, staring openly at her. But she seemed not to mind. She was used to it. She smiled casually at them, always turning
         her eyes back to Ward, and now she had to stifle a small yawn, as he pretended to look crushed and shook his head, mocking
         her. He teased a lot, and there was something funny about him. And at the same time something sad.
      

      
      ‘Funny, they always do that after talking to me. I put them to sleep every time.’ She laughed and took another sip of the
         iced tea.
      

      
      ‘If you’d been up since four o’clock this morning, you’d be yawning too. I suppose you officers hang around in bed until noon
         around here?’ She knew it wasn’t true, but she liked teasing him; It quenched some of the sadness in his eyes and she sensed
         that he needed that. And he looked at her oddly then.
      

      
      ‘What makes you do this, Faye?’ He suddenly dared to use her first name and he wasn’t sure why, but it felt good on his lips,
         and she didn’t seem to mind. She said nothing about it anyway.
      

      
      ‘Some kind of a need I guess … to repay all the good things that have happened to me. I never really feel I deserve it all.
         And you have to pay your dues in life.’ It was the kind of thing Kathy would have said and tears almost filled his eyes. He
         had never felt that kind of a need, to pay ‘dues’, to repay anyone for how fortunate he had been. And now he didn’t feel fortunate any more anyway. Not since …
      

      
      ‘Why do women always feel a need to pay dues?’

      
      ‘That has nothing to do with it. Some men do too. Don’t you, in a way? Don’t you want to do something nice for the next guy,
         if something good happens to you?’
      

      
      His eyes grew rock hard as he looked at her. ‘Nothing good has happened to me in a hell of a long time … at least not since
         I’ve been here.’
      

      
      ‘You’re alive, aren’t you, Ward?’ Her voice was soft beneath the bright lights where they sat, but her eyes bore into him.

      
      ‘Sometimes that’s not enough.’

      
      ‘Yes, it is. In a place like this, that’s a lot to be grateful for. Look around you every day … look at the boys wounded and
         crippled and maimed … the ones who’re never going home at all …’ Something about the tone of her voice bore straight to his
         heart and for the first time in four months, he had to fight back tears.
      

      
      ‘I try hard not to think about that.’

      
      ‘Maybe you should. Maybe it’ll make you glad you’re alive.’ She wanted to reach him, to touch the place that hurt so much.
         She wondered what it was, as slowly he stood up.
      

      
      ‘I don’t give a damn any more, Faye. If I live or die, it’s all the same to me and everyone else.’

      
      ‘That’s a terrible thing to say.’ She looked shocked and almost hurt as she stared up at him. ‘What could possibly make you
         feel like that?’
      

      
      He looked down at her for an endless moment, silently begging himself not to say anything more, and suddenly wishing she’d
         go away. But he stared at her; she seemed not to move at all, and suddenly he didn’t give a damn who he told. What difference
         did it make now? ‘I got married six months ago, to an army nurse, and two months after that she was killed by a fucking Jap
         bomb. It’s kind of hard to feel good about this place after that. You know what I mean?’
      

      
      She sat frozen in her seat, and then slowly nodded her head. So that was it. That was the emptiness she saw in his eyes. She
         wondered if he’d always be like that, or if he’d come alive again. One day. Maybe. ‘I’m sorry, Ward.’ There wasn’t much else
         one could say. There were other stories much like this, some worse. But that was no consolation to him.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry.’ He smiled a quiet smile. There was no point dumping it on her. It wasn’t her fault. And she was so different
         from Kathy. Kathy was quiet and ordinary and he had been so desperately in love with her. And this woman was all beauty and
         flash, worldly right down to the tip of every brightly polished nail. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to tell you something like
         that. There are thousand stories like that here.’ She knew that there were and she had heard most of them before, but that
         didn’t make them any easier to hear. She felt terrible for him, and as she followed him slowly back out to the jeep, she was
         glad she hadn’t had dinner with the C.O. after all, and she told him so, as he turned to her with that quiet half smile of his that
         somehow appealed to her, more than any smile she’d seen in Hollywood, at least in the last year or two.
      

      
      ‘That’s a nice thing to say.’

      
      She wanted to touch his arm, but she didn’t dare. She wasn’t just Faye Price the actress now, she was herself. ‘I mean it,
         Ward.’
      

      
      ‘Why? You don’t have to feel sorry for me, Faye. I’m a big boy. I can take care of myself. I have for a long time.’ But she
         saw more than that. She saw what Kathy had, and more. She knew how desperately hurt he was, how lonely, how shocked still
         by the pretty little nurse’s death … his wife … it had happened two months after they got married, to the day, but he didn’t
         tell Faye that bitter detail as he drove her back to the tent she’d been assigned. ‘I still think it’s damn nice of you to
         come out here to see the men.’
      

      
      ‘Thanks.’

      
      He stopped the jeep, and they sat looking at each other for along time, each with a lot more to say, but no way to say it
         here. Where did one start? How did one begin? He had read about her affair with Gable years before, and he wondered if it
         was over now. She wondered how long he would pine for the army nurse he had loved.
      

      
      ‘Thank you for dinner.’ She said it with a shy smile and he laughed as he opened the door for her.

      
      ‘I told you … it’s just like “21” …’

      
      ‘Next time I’ll try the hash.’ They were back to joking again, it seemed to be the only route open to them, but as he walked
         her to the door of her tent, and pulled the flaps back for her, there was something more in his eyes, something quiet and deep and
         alive in a way he hadn’t been a few hours before.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry I told you all that. I didn’t mean to lay my troubles in your lap.’, He reached out a hand and touched her arm
         as she looked at him.
      

      
      ‘Why not, Ward? What’s so wrong with that? Who else do you have to talk to here?’

      
      ‘We don’t talk about things like that.’ He shrugged. ‘Everyone knew anyway.’ And suddenly the tears he had fought back before
         sprang into his eyes again, and he started to turn away, as she grabbed his arm and pulled him back.
      

      
      ‘It’s all right, Ward … it’s all right …’ And the next thing she knew, she was holding him tight, and they were both crying,
         he for a dead wife, and she for a girl she had never known, and a thousand men who had died and would continue to die long
         after she went home. They cried for the agony and the waste and the sorrow that was inescapable here, and then he looked down
         at her, and gently smoothed a hand over her silky hair. She was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, and it struck him
         as odd that he didn’t even feel guilty for thinking that. Maybe Kathy would understand … maybe it didn’t even matter any more
         … she was never coming back to him … he would never hold her or touch her again … and he would probably never see Faye again
         after that night. He knew that too, and wished he could go to bed with her. Now. Before he died or she did, or time ended
         the spark they felt as surely as any bomb.
      

      
      She sat down slowly on the room’s only chair, and looked up at him, as he sat down on her sleeping bag, and they silently
         held hands, a lifetime of words unspoken but deeply felt, as the jungle roared to life in the distance somewhere.
      

      
      ‘I’m never going to forget you, Faye Price. I hope you know that.’

      
      ‘I’ll remember you too. I’ll be thinking about you over here … I’ll be knowing that you’re all right every time I think about
         you.’ And he actually believed that she would. She was that kind of girl, despite the fame and the glamour and the silver
         lamé dress. She had called it a ‘costume’ and to her that was all it was. That was the beauty of her.
      

      
      
      ‘Maybe I’ll surprise you and drop in on you at the studio when I come home.’

      
      ‘You do that, Ward Thayer.’ Her voice was quiet and firm, her eyes still beautiful after the tears.

      
      ‘Will you have me thrown out?’ He seemed amused at the thought and she looked incensed.

      
      ‘Of course not!’

      
      ‘I may try it, you know.’

      
      ‘Good.’ She smiled at him again, and he could see how exhausted she was. She had given so much of herself that night. To the
         others, to him. And it was after four o’clock. She would have to be up again in less than two hours, in order to move on,
         to do the next show. She had been working nonstop for months now. Two months on tour, and three months before that, without
         a day off, on her biggest film so far. And when she went back, there was another film waiting for her. She was a big star,
         and she had a big career, but none of that seemed to matter here. She was just a pretty girl with a big heart, and given a
         little time, he could easily have fallen in love with her.
      

      
      He stood up, almost regretfully, took her fingers in his own, and then lifted them to his lips. ‘Thanks, Faye … if I never
         see you again, thank you for tonight …’
      

      
      She left her fingers in his for a long moment, her eyes holding his. ‘We’ll meet again one day.’ He wasn’t as sure, but he
         wanted to believe her words. And then the weight of the moment was too much for him, and he needed to make light of it. ‘I’ll
         bet you say that to all the guys.’
      

      
      She laughed and stood up as he walked slowly to the tent door. ‘You’re impossible, Ward Thayer.’

      
      He turned and glanced over his shoulder at her. ‘You’re not bad yourself, Miss Price.’ She was just Faye to him now, in his
         mind, it was difficult to remember who else she was … Faye Price … the film star … actress … singer … important personality
         … she was just Faye to him, now, for tonight. His face sobered slowly then. ‘Will I see you again before you leave?’ Suddenly
         that mattered a lot to him, and to her as well, more than he knew in fact. She wanted to see him again too before she left.
      

      
      ‘Maybe we can catch a quick cup of coffee tomorrow morning before things get too crazy.’ She knew the crew had probably been
         up all night, raising hell with the enlisted men, or the nursing staff, or preferably both, singing and playing the band’s
         instruments. It was the same everywhere they went, but they needed to let off steam, and they never seemed to mind staying
         up all night. The crunch would come the next day when they had to get organised to leave, and then suddenly everything would
         be totally insane for two hours before they boarded the plane to the next base. She went through it almost every day, and
         then finally on the plane they would all sleep until the next stop, and then the magic would begin again. She would have a
         lot to do before they left, to help everybody load up, but maybe, just maybe … there would be a spare moment for him … ‘I’ll
         look for you.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll be around.’

      
      But when she joined the others at the mess hall the next day at seven o’clock, he was not there. The C.O. had needed him,
         and it was almost nine o’clock before Ward found Faye standing with the others while their plane warmed up. There had been
         a faint look of panic in her eyes which pleased him as he shrieked up in the jeep, and jumped out to speak to her.
      

      
      ‘Sorry, Faye … the C.O. …’ The noise of the propellers drowned him out, and there were frantic orders being given by the stage
         manager to the rest of the group around her.
      

      
      ‘It’s all right …’ She smiled her dazzling smile at him, but he saw that she looked tired today. She couldn’t have had more
         than two hours’ sleep, and he had had half of that himself, but he was used to it. She was wearing a bright red jumpsuit today
         with platform sandals that made him smile. The latest fashions for Guadalcanal … and then suddenly Kathy’s face flashed into
         mind and he felt the old familiar pain again. His eyes met Faye’s as someone in the distance shouted her name. ‘I have to
         go …’
      

      
      ‘I know.’ They were both shouting above the din.

      
      He grabbed her hand for one moment and squeezed it hard. He wanted to kiss her lips but he didn’t dare. ‘I’ll see you at the
         studio!’
      

      
      ‘What?’ She looked distressed; in all her travels among service men, no one had touched her as this man had.

      
      ‘I said … see you at the studio!’

      
      She smiled at him, suddenly wondering if she would ever see him again. ‘Take care of yourself!’

      
      
      ‘Sure.’ There were no guarantees here. For anyone. Even for her. Her plane could have been shot down on its way to their next
         stop. They all accepted that, realised it, until someone they cared about got hurt … a buddy, a roommate, a friend … Kathy
         … he shook the image from his mind again. ‘You take care too.’ What did you say to a woman like her? ‘Good luck.’ She didn’t
         need much of that, she already had it all. Or did she? He wondered if there was a man in her life, but it was too late to
         ask now. She had begun to walk away with the others, looking back and waving at him. The C.O. had suddenly arrived for a last
         round of thanks, and Ward saw her shaking his hand, as he watched her go, and then she was in the plane, standing in the doorway
         for a last instant as she waved at him, and then the red jumpsuit disappeared from his life, probably for good, he thought.
         He hardened himself never to see her again. It was unlikely that he would, he told himself, as Faye told herself the same
         thing. She found herself looking down at him, wondering why he had hit her so hard. Maybe it was time to go home after all,
         maybe the men she met on tour were beginning to appeal to her, and that could be dangerous … but it wasn’t that … it was something
         else about him … something she had never felt before. But she couldn’t afford those feelings now. He was a stranger to her,
         she reminded herself, and she had a life to live. A life which didn’t include him. He was fighting a war. And she had enough
         wars of her own … on tour … in Hollywood … Goodbye, Ward Thayer, she whispered to herself … good luck … and then she sat back
         and closed her eyes as the plane flew on … but his face haunted her for weeks … those deep blue eyes … it was months before
         he was completely out of her mind. And then he was. At last.
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      CHAPTER 2

      
      Everyone on the set stood in total silence, and tension was heavy in the air. They had waited for almost four months for this
         moment, and now that it was here they all wanted to stop it, to keep it from coming, to make it come on another day. It had
         been one of those magical films where almost everything went smoothly; what seemed like lasting friendships had been made,
         everyone was crazy about the star, and all of the women were more than half in love with the director. The male lead was Christopher
         Arnold, and everyone said he was Hollywood’s biggest male star. It was easy to see why, the man was a pro. And now they all
         stood watching him, in his last scene, speaking softly, tears in his eyes. You could have heard a pin drop all the way to
         Pasadena, and Faye Price walked off the set for the last time, head bowed, real tears streaming down her cheeks. Arnold watched
         her go, devastated … that was it … the final scene … it was over.
      

      
      ‘That’s a wrap!’ the voice shouted, and there was an endless instant of silence, followed by a shriek, and then suddenly everyone
         was shouting, laughing, hugging, crying. There was champagne for the entire crew, and it rapidly turned into a raucous party
         with everyone talking at once, wishing each other well, hating to leave. Christopher Arnold gave Faye a powerful hug, and
         pulled away a moment later to look deep into her eyes as he held her.
      

      
      ‘It’s been a joy working with you, Faye.’

      
      ‘I’ve enjoyed it too.’ They exchanged a long, knowing smile. They had been involved with each other once, almost three years
         before, and she had been hesitant about doing the film because of that. But it had worked out beautifully. He had been a perfect
         gentleman from beginning to end, and other than a glimmer of something more than recognition in his eyes on the first day, this was the first sign of their old liaison. It hadn’t got
         in the way of their work at all during the entire three months of making the picture.
      

      
      He smiled at her warmly as he took his arms from around her. ‘I’m going to miss you all over again now. And I thought I was
         over all that.’ They both laughed.
      

      
      ‘So will I.’ She looked around at the rest of the cast, happily raising hell, and the director, passionately kissing the set
         designer, who also happened to be his wife. Faye had enjoyed working with them both. Directing had fascinated her ever since
         she had started acting. ‘What are you going to do now, Chris?’
      

      
      ‘I’m leaving for New York in a week, and then I’m sailing to France. I want to spend a few days on the Riviera before this
         summer is entirely over. Everyone tells me it’s too soon for France but what have I got to lose? I hear nothing’s changed,
         except for a little rationing.’ He looked rakish for a moment as he winked at her. He was twenty years older than she, but on
         him it looked more like ten. He was probably the best-looking man in town, and he knew it. ‘Care to come with me?’ As attractive
         as he was, he no longer appealed to her.
      

      
      ‘No thanks.’ She gave him an airy smile, and then wagged a finger at him. ‘Now don’t start that again. You’ve behaved yourself
         through this whole picture, Chris.’
      

      
      ‘Of course, that was work. This is different.’

      
      ‘Oh is that it?’ She was about to say something to tease him, but suddenly the chaos around them seemed to heighten and a
         page ran onto the set screeching something Faye couldn’t discern. For a moment, panic registered on a number of faces, and
         then shock, and then there were tears, and Faye still hadn’t heard what had happened. She pulled at Chris Arnold’s sleeve,
         her eyes anxious. ‘What did he say …? What …?’ Chris was speaking to someone to his right, and Faye was straining to hear
         above the din.
      

      
      ‘My God …’ He turned to her with a look of amazement. And then without thinking he pressed her to him in a huge hug again,
         and she could hear his voice tremble when he spoke to her. ‘It’s all over, Faye … the war is over. The Japanese have surrendered.’
         It had ended in Europe only months before, and now finally it was all over. Tears sprang to her eyes, and she was crying as
         she hugged him back. Suddenly everyone on the set was crying and laughing, others had joined them, and fresh cases of champagne were
         opened. Everyone was shouting now. ‘It’s over! It’s over!’ No longer the film … but the war.
      

      
      It felt like hours before she left the set to go back to her house in Beverly Hills, and the pain of finishing the film was
         long since gone. It had been totally eclipsed by her joy that the war was over. It seemed amazing. She had been twenty-one
         years old when Pearl Harbor was bombed, and now here she was, twenty-five years old, grown up, a woman, at the summit of her
         career.
      

      
      This had to be the summit; she told herself that every year. She couldn’t imagine anything improving from this point on. How
         could it? And yet it had. The roles got better and bigger and more important, the praise more lavish, the money more unbelievable
         each year. The only blemish in it all came when her parents died. It made her sad that her parents were no longer alive to
         enjoy it with her. They had both died the previous year. Her father of cancer, her mother in a car accident on an icy Pennsylvania
         road near Youngstown. She had tried to get her mother to come out to live in California, after her father died, but she hadn’t
         wanted to give up her home. So now she had no one. The little house in Grove City, Pennsylvania, had been sold the year before.
         She had no sisters or brothers. And other than the faithful couple who worked for her in the handsome small house she had
         bought in Beverly Hills, Faye Price was alone. She seldom felt lonely though; there were too many people around her for that.
         She enjoyed her work and her friends. And yet, it was odd not having any family now. No one she ‘belonged’ to. It still surprised
         her that she had become so successful, and her life had become so lavish, in such a short time. Even at twenty-one, when the
         war had broken out, her life had been different. But now, ever since her last USO tour two years before, things had settled
         down. She had bought the house, made six films in two years, and although she had intended to go on tour again she had never
         had the time. Life seemed to be an endless round of premières and publicity pictures and press parties, and when she wasn’t
         doing that, she was getting up at five o’clock in the morning and going to work on a film. Her next picture was scheduled
         to start in five weeks, and she was already reading the script for hours every night before she went to sleep, and now that
         she had finished the film she’d been working on, she could really get down to work. The new one was a sure Oscar for her,
         her agent had told her. But she always laughed when he said that … it was a ridiculous thought … except that she had already
         won one, and been nominated two other times. But Abe insisted this film would be a big one, and Faye believed him. In an odd
         way, he had become a father figure to her.
      

      
      She turned her car right on Summit Drive, past Pickfair and the Chaplins, and a moment later reached her own home as Bob,
         who spent his days in the little gate house, opening the gate for deliveries and friends, or for Miss Price herself, ran out
         with a smile for her.
      

      
      ‘Have a nice day, Miss Price?’ He was ancient and white-haired and grateful for the job. He had been working for her now for
         over a year.
      

      
      ‘I sure did, Bob. Did you hear the news?’ He looked blank. ‘The war is over!’ She beamed at him and tears came to his eyes.
         He had been too old to go to the First World War himself, but he had lost his only son. And now, in this war, it reminded
         him every day of the grief he and his wife had felt way back then.
      

      
      ‘Are you sure, ma’am?’

      
      ‘Positive. It’s all over.’ She reached out and shook his hand.

      
      ‘Thank God.’ His voice trembled and he turned his head to wipe his eyes. But he didn’t apologise to her when he looked back
         into the lovely face. ‘Thank God.’ She wanted to kiss him for all that they both felt, but she smiled, and waited for him
         to open quietly the large handsome brass gates which he kept shined to perfection at all times.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, Bob.’

      
      ‘Goodnight, Miss Price,’ He would come up to the house late for dinner in the kitchen with her butler and maid, but Faye wouldn’t
         see him again until she drove out the next day. And if she chose to stay at home, she wouldn’t see him at all. He only worked
         in the daytime, and at night, her butler, Arthur, drove for her, and would open the gate himself with his key. Most of the
         time, Faye preferred to drive herself. She had bought a beautiful Lincoln Continental with a convertible top, in a deep shade
         of blue, and she was perfectly content to drive around Los Angeles herself. Except at night when Arthur drove her out in the
         Rolls. It had seemed a shocking thing to buy at first, and she had almost been too embarrassed to admit it was hers, but it was such a beautiful
         machine that she hadn’t been able to resist. And there was still a certain excitement as she stepped into it; the rich smell
         of leather everywhere, the thick grey carpeting beneath her feet. Even the wood in the magnificent car was totally unique,
         and finally she had decided what the hell. At twenty-five, her success no longer embarrassed her as it once had. She had a
         right to it, ‘more or less’, she teased herself, and she wasn’t hurting anyone. She had no one else to spend her money on,
         and she was making so damn much of it. It was hard to know what to do with it all. She had invested some, on her agent’s advice,
         but the rest just sat there and waited to get spent, and she was far less extravagant than most of the stars of her day. Most
         of them were wearing emeralds and diamonds to the floor, buying tiaras they couldn’t afford, sable coats and ermine and chinchillas,
         to parade around in at openings of other people’s films. Faye was far more restrained in what she wore, and what she did,
         although she did have some beautiful clothes which she enjoyed, and two or three very beautiful fur coats. There was a white
         fox coat that she adored; she looked like an exquisite blonde eskimo when she buried herself in it on a cold night. She had
         worn it just the winter before in New York, and she had actually heard people gasp as she walked past them. And then there
         was a dark chocolate sable she had bought in France, and a sensible mink she kept for ‘everyday’ … ‘Just my everyday mink,’
         she grinned to herself, as she pulled the Lincoln up outside the house. How life had changed since she was a little girl.
         She had always wanted to have a second pair of shoes, for ‘dressing up’, but her parents had been too poor back then. The
         Depression had hit them hard, and both of her parents had been out of work for a long, long time. Her father had wound up
         doing odd jobs, and hating everything about his life. Her mother had finally found a job as a secretary. But it all seemed
         so dreary to Faye. That was why the movies had always seemed to magical to her. It was the perfect escape for hours and hours
         and hours. She would save every penny she could lay her little fingers on, and then off she’d go to sit in the dark, gaping
         at what she saw. Maybe that was in the back of her head after all when she went to New York to find work as a model … and
         now here she was, walking up the three pink marble steps to her own house in Beverly Hills, as a serious-faced English butler opened the door to her, and in spite of himself smiled into her eyes. He
         couldn’t resist the ‘young miss’, as he called her in private to his wife. She was the nicest employer they had ever had,
         they agreed, and certainly the youngest by far. And she had never acquired what they referred to as ‘Hollywood ways’. She
         didn’t seem overly impressed with who she was, and she was always pleasant and polite and thoughtful to them. The house was
         a pleasure to run, and there was very little to do. Faye seldom entertained, and she was working most of the time, so all
         they had to do was keep things neat and clean, and running smoothly for her, a task Arthur and Elizabeth both enjoyed.
      

      
      ‘Good afternoon, Arthur.’

      
      ‘Miss Price,’ he looked extremely prim, ‘excellent news, isn’t it?’ He assumed correctly that she would have heard, and he
         knew she had when she beamed.
      

      
      ‘It certainly is.’ She knew that they had no sons to fear for, but they still had relatives in England who had been hit hard
         by the war, and Arthur had always been deeply concerned for them. He spoke of the RAF as very near to God-like. They had discussed
         the Pacific theatre as well from time to time, but there would be no war to discuss any more. As she walked into her study,
         and down at the little English desk to open her mail, she wondered how many of the men she had seen were still alive, how
         many of the hands she had shaken were no more. It brought tears to her eyes as she thought of it, and she turned to look out
         into the perfectly tended garden and the pool house beyond. How difficult to imagine the holocaust that had existed over there,
         the countries that had been destroyed, the people who had died. She wondered, as she often had, if Ward was among them. She
         had never heard from him, but over the years, he had never quite left her mind. And thinking of him often made her feel guilty
         that she hadn’t gone on tour again; but there had never been time. There never was. Not lately. Not after her parents’ death,
         and the constant demands of her career.
      

      
      She turned back to her desk now, glancing through a stack of mail from her agent, and assorted bills, trying to force the
         faces of the past from her mind, but there was so little in her present to occupy her thoughts, other than work. She had had
         a serious involvement with a director twice her age the year before, and she realised at the end of it that she had been more in love
         with his work than she was with him. She loved hearing about what he did, but after a while there wasn’t much excitement left,
         and they had finally drifted apart, and there had been no one serious in her life since. She wasn’t given to the usual Hollywood
         affairs, and she had never got involved with anyone unless she truly cared about him. She kept to herself most of the time,
         and avoided publicity as much as she could. For a major star, she led a remarkably quiet life, but she insisted
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