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Cheryl Maitland has left her provincial home town  for a career in commercial art in London. If she has flaws, they are the totality of her ambition and being inordinately fascinated by the work of Kent Gordon, a cartoonist whose daily newspaper strip is published in seventeen countries. But Kent is rich and famous and spends most of his time at a private retreat in the distant South Pacific. It’s unthinkable he should seek Cheryl out with a special work proposition in mind... Even more unthinkable that he should claim she’s his fiancée and snare her into signing a two-year contract compelling her to work exclusively for him at his island hideaway! What can he be up to? The explanation is a mystery to all except his closest associates, who include his twitchy agent Harvey Robinson and his tongue-clicking secretary Lois Rimmer. And it doesn’t help Cheryl one bit that Kent is charming ... and as stunningly handsome as a movie star playing a Viking pirate. On their first meeting she’s left dry-mouthed and tongue-tied. Away from her home and friends, how will it all end?
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CHAPTER ONE

THE WATCHER
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“CHERYL, will you please come away from that window and finish with the bathroom? We’ve got less than ten minutes before Mike’s here.”

Sue’s request brought a sigh of exasperation from her flatmate. But Cheryl loosened her grip on the bath towel that swathed her trim body and strode back across the living room, long legs flashing through a swirl of pastel blue terry.

“Sorry, Sue. He’s still there though, isn’t he? And it’s irritating me.”

“I don’t exactly feel comfortable about it either.”

Sue’s dark brows lowered in a frown. “You’re right... It really does look as though he’s watching the flat.”

Cheryl’s voice floated from the bathroom, clinging hints of a Northumbrian accent enhanced by her anxiety and the echoing acoustics of the narrow, high-ceilinged room.

“It’s the second night running – and tonight we’re going out. What on earth do you think he’s after? Is he planning to break in?”

Sue realised Cheryl was more than just irritated. She tried to make light of her friend’s fears. “That’d be a joke. He’d have to be crazy to pick our flat – there’s nothing worth taking!”

Though very far from being a dull girl, Cheryl didn’t respond to Sue’s jollying.

“But imagine it. A stranger poking through your personal property. It would be like being seen without your clothes on.”

“Which is how you’ll have to go to the party if we’re going to leave on time!”

“No I won’t. Here, zip me up, please!”

Cheryl swept back into the living room. She clutched the shoulder straps of a colourful, green silk dress. It was her meagre wardrobe’s greatest extravagance. It had been bought off a street-market rack but was up-to-date in cut and colour.

Sue looked relieved. “Oh, fast work! You look perfectly gorgeous. Perhaps I didn’t need to chivvy you along after all.”

“I wouldn’t say that.”

Cheryl grinned impishly. “You know, I’m going to miss your bullying when we leave here. You’re so much more practical than me...”

Cheryl and Sue were facing a big upheaval. Redevelopment meant they would shortly have to move out of their North London flat over a small shop that sold newspapers, magazines, cigarettes and confectionery. Sue, who was soon to marry Mike Perkins, planned to go back home and live with her parents for the interim. But Cheryl’s plans were typically less clear-cut.

She had recently split with a boyfriend of four months’ standing and had no intention of returning to her northern home town. She had a pressing need inside her to express her own individuality.

What Cheryl really wanted to do was draw cartoons, but she had enough sense to realise she wouldn’t be able to support herself with freelance work unless she could sell it on a regular basis, perhaps to one of the few remaining publishers of children’s comics.

To that end she’d recently submitted samples of her comic drawings to an agency that represented artists in this specialised market. Every day when she collected her mail from the shop downstairs she eagerly shuffled through the bills and circulars, hoping to receive an encouraging answer.

So far she’d been disappointed. Was she being over-ambitious?

“Come on, Cheryl! No time for dreaming. Here’s Mike’s car drawing up now.”

“What about nosey parker? Is he still prowling on the corner?”

Sue grimaced. “’Fraid so. Pity your hero here isn’t a guard dog!” She picked up a huge toy lion off the bed settee with a mock growl.

The curly-maned lion served as a case for Cheryl’s nightdress, but his roguish original cavorted daily through the panels of a popular newspaper strip cartoon in seventeen countries.

“Bubbles isn’t my hero!” Cheryl corrected her laughingly, and went to take the toy off Sue, who whisked it away.

“Liar!” she teased. “You let him share your bed, don’t you? And you’re always drawing his picture.”

“Well, it’s good practice...”

Sue giggled. “I won’t ask which ‘it’ you mean – the drawing or the bed-sharing!”

“Sue!” Cheryl retorted with mock indignation. “You know perfectly well what I meant. If I could draw cartoons even half as well as Bubbles’ Kent Gordon I wouldn’t grumble.”

“I’d say you wouldn’t, that clever Kent Gordon must have made a fortune,” Sue said, and added stoutly, “But you’re clever, too, you know.”

Cheryl smiled wryly. “Optimistic rather than clever.”

Sue scoffed dismissively at that and tossed Bubbles back on to Cheryl’s bed. “Off we go then or Mike’ll think we haven’t seen him and start tooting.”

They went downstairs to where Mike was waiting by his faithful old mini.

“Hop in, can you?” he said, holding a door open. “There’s a guy over there giving me odd looks. Maybe he thinks I’m obstructing the traffic. He’s got the look of a copper about him.”

Mike gave Cheryl a broad grin and Sue a quick kiss on the cheek as they ducked into the car. His amiability sat on his generous frame as comfortably as his casual red sweater and black dress jeans.

How lucky Sue was, Cheryl thought wistfully. Mike wasn’t her type, yet she liked him for his never-failing good humour, his kindness and generosity.

Sue rejected his suggestion about the watcher scathingly, confident he wouldn’t take offence. “They don’t have plainclothes policemen watching for parking infringements. We think he’s a prowler with designs on our flat.”

Mike’s twinkling blue eyes widened. “You’re kidding me!”

“We are not – but let’s forget about it for now, shall we?” Cheryl said emphatically.

Mike glanced round at her keenly as he took the car away from the kerb, then gave a quick shrug.

“Well, if you say so, though if you and Sue reckon the guy’s up to no good, we ought to do something about it.”

There was no arguing with Mike’s logic, Cheryl acknowledged. What she didn’t want was to spoil what promised to be a carefree evening with a circle of acquaintances from the office tower where she and Sue worked.

“We’ll see if he’s still hanging around when we get back,” she compromised. She expected that would be well after midnight. Surely he would be gone by then. Unless he was some kind of crank... She suppressed a shiver as scary snatches of horror movies and newspaper crime reports flashed through her mind.

Mike shrugged again. “OK. And if he is we ring the police.” Despite his easy-going manner Mike was a stickler for doing the right thing.

From time to time Cheryl couldn’t help wonder at her good luck in having a flatmate with such a reasonable person for a fiancé. There must be times, she felt, when she was in the way, yet never did Mike show anything but unforced courtesy towards her. Sue, she knew, could hardly wait to be his wife and Mike must feel a similar frustration. They were so completely in love.

If Roy Bingley could have shown half Mike’s restraint she might still have had her own escort for occasions like this. But no, Roy had tried to rush her into the kind of relationship she hadn’t been ready for, and she preferred not to remember the night she’d finally escaped his hot clutches.

The incident had brought home to her that she and Roy hadn’t really been meant for one another after all. Emotionally they’d been on different wavelengths.

Sometime, somehow, there would be a man who could kindle the spark of the fire she instinctively knew was in her. But he wasn’t Roy, who left her blood cold and unstirred. That was the most charitable explanation to offer.

From now on she’d be wary. She would avoid deep and unwise involvements and keep things light with the opposite sex.

Until that right man came along, of course!

The excuse for tonight’s party was a house-warming. A friend had moved to a modern semi-detached in a once semi-rural village on the Essex border long since all but absorbed by the town of Harlow.

The party proved disappointing. Too many people crowded into a lounge not designed for their number or the output of the audio system. Conversation in the kitchen, where many of the women sought refuge from the noise, was of the clucky sort.

Cheryl wasn’t interested in debating the merits of breastfeeding, nor colour schemes for the redecorating of the baby’s bedroom. She was the last person to believe life should be lived vicariously discussing the minutiae of others’ comfortable ruts. So she spent most of the evening in the crowded lounge.

She pressed herself tightly into a corner, nursing successive alco-pops to unpalatable warmth, viewing frivolities through a pair of very singular eyes.

The unattached male who tried to latch on to her was an opinionated junior bank officer. His plummy voice soon cracked under competing with throbbing dance music and he had to abandon his overtures. Thank goodness, Cheryl thought.

She felt dissatisfied and a little bored.

“Did you enjoy yourself?” Sue asked later as they took the main road back to the city.

“Oh, it wasn’t too bad,” Cheryl replied. She wasn’t ever a wet blanket. With Mike at her side Sue would have been blind to the evening’s shortcomings, she knew.

Contrary to Cheryl’s earlier expectations they were back outside their flat by a quarter past twelve. She’d put the suspected prowler to the back of her mind, but as they entered the street her eyes started probing the shadows of nearby doorways and her pulses quickened.

“He’s not there,” she said in a voice full of relief.

“Who’s not – oh, you mean the mystery man,” Sue said as though he was the furthest thing from her mind, which perhaps he was. “Well, we’ve got nothing to worry about then, have we? Here, I’ll let you go up.”

Sue got out of the car and tipped her seat forward to let Cheryl out from the back. “Won’t be long but don’t wait up for me, will you? We’ll probably go round to Mike’s place for a nightcap.”

Cheryl switched on the lights in the living-room and kitchen. The flat seemed as deeply silent and empty as always when she was there by herself. What she did next was a complete departure from her normal behaviour. On impulse, she went into Sue’s unlit bedroom and crossed quickly to the window.

She looked out. The brake lights of Mike’s car were just coming on as he reached the next turning, where he would go right. But the red glow that caught Cheryl’s eye was not from the car. It was a tiny glimmer. The tip of a cigarette.

The mini swept round the corner and the smoker stepped out into the pool of light under a street lamp. He’d been standing in the shadows of a barred, disused gateway in the high wall surrounding a church.

It was the same man they’d seen earlier, Cheryl was certain. The same man who’d been watching yesterday, too. He looked thoughtfully after Mike’s car. He looked up at the flat.

Cheryl’s heart beat faster and she stepped back from the window quickly, illogically concerned he would see her, though his gaze was directed at the lighted windows.

Peering cautiously from behind the cover of the open curtains, Cheryl saw him toss his cigarette butt into the gutter with an air of finality. Then he strode away briskly. Moments later, she heard a car engine cough to life nearby. It sounded as though it had been standing cold for a time and the choke was in operation. Cheryl waited but the car didn’t come past the flat. The sound receded in another direction.

Cheryl got ready for bed. She was glad the watcher had left and felt very tired. She wondered if she should leave a note for Sue under the Bubbles magnet on the fridge door where she’d be sure to see it. But she decided it was unnecessary. Sleep would be far away and she’d lie awake agonising over the meaning of it all until Sue returned.

She was wrong. More tired than she thought, the last thing she remembered hearing was Mike’s car drawing up outside, then she was deeply asleep.

*        *        *
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CHERYL WOKE AROUND eight-thirty the next morning. Momentarily she was startled by the patterns of sunlight on the ceiling. Had her alarm failed?

Then she remembered it was Saturday and she didn’t have to go to work. She relaxed and turned on the bedside radio, keeping the volume low so as not to disturb Sue.

After a few minutes she sat up, yawned, pushed back the loose russet hair that fell across her forehead, threw off the covers and got out of bed.

She went into the kitchen and made some coffee which she drank from her favourite Bubbles mug. By nine she had breakfasted and dressed and still Sue’s door was shut. With no one to bounce them off, her thoughts went back and forth in her head like a tiger in a cage.

Really she should be getting stuck into something. Sooner or later she would have to start flat-hunting. Or if she wasn’t going to do that today, she could be polishing her drawing skills.

Instead she was still fretting over the man who’d been watching the flat.

Perhaps there was some mail to take her mind off it. For the past few weeks she’d been living in hope of receiving an encouraging reply from Robinson’s Press Art Services. She was sure the samples she’d sent to the agency had been the best cartoon work she’d ever done.

Though it was immodest, she felt Kent Gordon himself could scarcely have bettered some of the black and white work. She’d finally mastered the delicate technique of feathering and details such as shadows, wrinkles and shine marks were bringing life and dimension to her characters.

She crept out of the flat leaving the door ajar and went downstairs to the newsagent’s.

Shopkeeper Tom Simcock was dealing with a customer’s query about her bill for paper deliveries, but he caught Cheryl’s eye as she went to the pigeonhole where he put the flat’s mail.

“Hi, Cheryl, hang on half a mo’, can you?” He gave her a friendly wink and turned back to his customer.

Cheryl shuffled through the day’s mail – a couple of bills and a postcard from a friend of Sue’s holidaying in Majorca, and a typewritten letter addressed to herself. She brought it to the top with slightly trembling fingers. The postmark was London, EC4. This had to be from Robinson’s Press Art Services!

She had a mad urge to dash back upstairs to open it immediately but knew that would be rude to Tom. So Cheryl stood, turning the good-quality white envelope this way and that till Tom broke the spell.

“Sorry about that, love, but there’s something a bit funny I wanted to ask you about.”

“Funny...?”

“Well, peculiar like. There was this fella came in here yesterday asking questions about the flat. But I got the idea later on he was pumping me for info about yourself.”

“Oh!”

“’Course, I gave ’im a flea in the ear, politely enough though.”

Cheryl forced herself to speak with a calmness she didn’t feel. “I see ... and did this man say who he was?” She knew it had to be the mysterious prowler.

“No. I thought at first he might be a friend of yours from up north... But it seemed unlikely. He didn’t have the right accent and he behaved more like a debt collector or something.”

Cheryl couldn’t begin to wonder what the “or something” might be, and was annoyed to think that a stranger’s prying might threaten to damage Tom’s opinion of her.

She sighed. “Tom, I haven’t a clue who this man is, or what he’s up to, but I think it must be the same person who’s been watching the flat for several days. Sue and I are quite worried.”

Tom frowned ferociously and grunted. “You don’t say! Well, we don’t have to stand for that. Next time he comes lurking around here, he’ll have some questions to answer.”

He thumped a big clenched fist on the counter. The gesture reminded Cheryl that he was a former amateur boxer of minor note, even though he was nowadays carrying too much weight in the wrong places.

“Don’t get yourself into trouble over us, will you?” she pleaded hurriedly.

Tom laughed at her sudden concern. “No fears. But now I know where I stand, there’ll be straight talking, I promise you.”

Another customer came into the shop.

“We’ll have a yarn about it later, eh?” said Tom.

Cheryl went back upstairs, pushing the prowler determinedly to the back of her mind in anticipation of opening the letter.

Sue was putting bread into the toaster. “Late nights don’t really agree with me,” she groaned, rubbing her eyes. “Don’t let me stay out after midnight again, will you?”

Cheryl smiled to herself. “Sue dear, you know you don’t mean that,” she said brightly.

Sue peered at her questioningly. “You sound as though you’re about to burst into song. What’s the excitement?”

“Post!” Cheryl seized a table knife and slit open the expensive envelope. Her eyes lit up as she scanned the few brief lines.

“I’m getting somewhere at last, Sue. Listen to this: ‘Our director, Mr Harvey Robinson, would like you to telephone me to make an appointment to see him at your earliest convenience.’ It must mean he liked my samples. Probably he’s going to offer me work!”

Sue took the letter from Cheryl’s nerveless fingers and forced her bleary eyes to focus. “Great ... great...” she murmured. “Don’t count your chickens though, will you?” she cautioned. “They haven’t committed themselves to anything beyond seeing you.”

After that the erratic toaster intervened. It wasn’t until the smoke and the smell of burning had gone that they came around to the topic of the prowler and Cheryl’s new information from Tom Simcock.

“I can’t imagine what Tom thinks he can do...” Cheryl finished doubtfully.

“He’ll find a way to help, I know he will,” Sue assured her. “He’s got a real soft spot for you, has Tom.”

Despite her professed confidence in Tom’s capabilities, Sue was as astonished as Cheryl when less than an hour later one of Tom’s delivery boys came thumping up the stairs to the flat. With flushed cheeks he told them they were wanted urgently in the backroom behind the shop.

“It’s a man,” the boy breathed as they went down. “Mr Simcock saw him across the street an’ got me to tell him he wanted a word. Then he told me to get you.”

The unusual errand had filled the boy with an air of expectancy. But Cheryl could only feel apprehensive.

Their entry into the small carton-lined room made it crowded. Tom and the stranger, who were sitting either side of the table that filled a third of the space, stood up. The paper boy bobbed behind the two girls, propelling them forward like an energetic sheepdog.

“All right, lad, you can run along now,” Tom told the boy firmly, and Cheryl saw his face fall and read his mind. He wasn’t going to be in at the kill he’d sensed was coming.

The stranger thrust a big hand towards Cheryl. “Miss Maitland, I believe.” He sounded sure of himself and his gaze was unwavering. He looked older than he had from a distance and he had the physical stamp of a policeman or ex-policeman. His handshake was solid. “I’m Arthur Gilbert.”

Cheryl was tongue-tied.

“Mr Simcock here seems to think I owe you and Miss Gooding an apology,” Gilbert continued smoothly. “Apparently you’ve noticed me about and got concerned about my intentions.”

Cheryl managed a nod. “That’s right...”

“Nothing sinister, I assure you.” He flipped a business card on to the table in front of Cheryl. “I’m a reputable private inquiry agent. Unfortunately, I’ve slipped a bit in that you’ve spotted me. I’ve been commissioned to prepare a confidential report on you – a profile so to speak.”

Indignant colour rose to Cheryl’s face. “What on earth for?” she demanded.

“That I wouldn’t know. Usually these things are linked to credit risk, the screening of an employee, sometimes marital relationships ... things like that.”

“I see,” said Cheryl bleakly. “And may I ask who’s paying you for this? Frankly I’m totally baffled. Are you sure you’ve got the right person?”

Gilbert shook his head. “Very sure. My clients are a worldwide operation with headquarters in New York. I don’t think I’ve anything to lose by naming them – Amalgamated Features Syndicate Incorporated.”

The thought persisted that she was the victim of mistaken identity, but the name of the company Gilbert gave rang a bell. It was curiously familiar – something she saw every day. Then she placed it. It appeared in tiny print as a copyright line on several newspaper cartoons, usually at right angles to normal text. If you weren’t interested, it was the kind of thing that would hardly be noticed let alone remembered.

Was a logical explanation coming after all?

There was a silence and Tom looked at her inquiringly.

“I don’t follow,” she said. “The name’s one I’ve seen, but what has it to do with me?”

“That I don’t know,” Gilbert told her frankly. “I assumed you’d had some dealings with their London agent, Mr Harvey Robinson.”

The information was as startling as it was enlightening. “I see ... or maybe I begin to,” she mused cautiously. “Tell me more.”

Gilbert shrugged. “There is no more. You’ll have to ask Mr Robinson.”

The detective’s coolness was infuriating but oddly it helped her muster a matching calm.

“I’ll do that,” she said with composure. “It’s unfair to take things out on servants who bring unwelcome messages, isn’t it? But if you see Mr Robinson before I do you can tell him I’ll be taking up his invitation to meet him and I’ll expect an explanation for this – this snooping.”

And so for the meantime Cheryl had to let the matter rest. The offices of Robinson’s Press Art Services would be closed for the weekend, but she would ring early on Monday.

“Be in first. Don’t let on you know about their detective,” Sue advised. “Make your appointment, get along there face to face with this Robinson – then let him have it!”

But by Sunday evening Cheryl’s resolve was weakening. Supposing Robinson had some chance of work to offer her? On the other hand, did she want to do business with someone who could behave so sneakily?

On Monday Harvey Robinson’s secretary took her call brightly and efficiently and arranged for Cheryl to see her employer at 12.30pm Tuesday. Cheryl then arranged with her boss to take an extended lunch break and work late as necessary to compensate. She mumbled about having a personal appointment and hoped he would assume she was going to the doctor’s or dentist’s.

Cheryl couldn’t put the mystery to the back of her mind for more than a few minutes at a time and by Tuesday she’d had three nights of only fitful sleep. She even began to wonder if she had done something wrong. The Amalgamated Features copyright line appeared on Bubbles strips among others.

“Do you think I followed Kent Gordon’s style too closely in my portfolio?” she asked Sue anxiously. “I’d hate them to be dealing with me as a plagiarist.”

She nervously flicked through a fat file of “swipes” – the helpful drawings and photographs she used as references for her own art. She was appalled at how many of them were clipped from admired Bubbles cartoons. Why hadn’t she realised?

Sue just laughed. “Imitation is the sincerest form of flattery, isn’t it? Besides you don’t actually copy them, and you haven’t sold anything yet either.”

The building that housed Robinson’s Press Art Services didn’t match Cheryl’s expectations of a shimmering glass office tower. It was ten minutes’ walk from the Underground – she wondered whether she wouldn’t have done better to go on to the next station – and it was red Victorian brick that had seen better days. Robinson’s offices were on the third floor behind a creaking door with a black-lettered frosted-glass panel.

She gave her name to the receptionist who buzzed for Robinson’s secretary. Cheryl recognised the bright
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