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Francesca had been married to Oliver Ransom foreh@s. They started
out as a poor but happy couple, passionately ia.|But as years went by
and Oliver became more and more successful, thggrbdrifting apart.
Oliver spent most of his time in London while Frasca was tucked away
in a beautiful house in the country. Now that tlaity son was sent away
to boarding school despite her protest, she feltifeewas lonely, empty
and purposeless. It was the last straw when Otwaltd not make it home
for their 10th wedding anniversary. She was fedwih their phoney
marriage. She would no longer be taken for grange decided on an
impulse to leave her husband...



CHAPTER ONE

FRANCESCA stepped back from the dining-table andesged it from a
little distance, smiling at the sheen of highlyiplbéd silver, the scallops of
lace on the cloth, the crystal bowl of dark recesom the centre.

‘Looks really romantic, doesn't it?’ Mrs, Hine samside her, cramming
her apron into her carrier bag as she spoke.

‘Yes, doesn't it?’ agreed Francesca, her dark lelyes switching to the
other woman’s face. ‘Thank you for staying on ste leo help me get
everything ready.’

‘That’s all right, dear. It was a pleasure; | hojel have a lovely evening.
That duck smells delicious already; I‘'ve left tHeeries on the side to be
reheated in the microwave, and the oranges in Gkdachier are in the
fridge. | think that's everything...ooh, | nearlprfot.. .” Mrs Hine
rummaged in her bag again and pulled out a largelepe. ‘Happy
Anniversary, Mrs Ransom.’

‘Oh . . .thank you. . .you’re so kind.” Francescdlgd out the big, glossy
card and smiled, very touched. Mrs Hine observedeéxpression with
satisfaction.

‘I'm glad you like it. Now, sure you wouldn’t likee to stay and serve the
dinner, and wash up afterwards? You don’t wantdaushing in and out
on a special night like this. . .’

Francesca laughed softly, mischief in her eyess‘Mme, when we were
first married | couldn’t afford to have anyone tmok or clean for me. | did
it all myself, and enjoyed doing it. Thanks foresfhg to stay, | appreciate
all the help you give me, but tonight I'd like t@ave my husband all to
myself. | won’t even bother about the washing-upidgbt, it can be done
tomorrow.’

Mrs Hine winked. ‘I get you. Mr Ransom’s always tthaisy, isn’t he? Be
a special treat to have him all to yourself for@né/ell, enjoy yourselves.’



She bustled out, the front door banged to behirrd dr&d when she had
gone Francesca carefully placed the card amongh#ralful already
standing on the white marble mantelpiece abovéirthglace.

Few people had sent them anniversary cards, fepl@é&new it was their
anniversary, and she was quite content with theaulse the cards which
had come were all from people she loved and kneedder. She did not
want an avalanche of cards, like those which caavh €hristmas, from
business connections of Oliver; customers or sapplpeople who worked
for him or bought from him, or had met him socially wanted to-all the
hordes of London acquaintances her husband seemdthvie. Oliver
apparently knew hundreds of people, most of whoamégsca had never
met. His secretary usually dealt with the straigiwird business cards
sent to his London office, but there were stillraag many who wanted to
claim a more personal relationship and sent thards to his country
house, to be opened and gazed at blankly by hie. \idach year there
seemed to be more of them, and they increasingtk some of the
meaning out of Christmas, for her.

There was no anniversary card from Oliver himdait, he had sent her the
dark red roses she had arranged so happily onitimeretable, her hand
tender because, although she often received baug@idiowers from her
husband, for once she could be absolutely certainad been Oliver
himself who had chosen these, not his secretaeystiper-efficient Miss
Sylvester. Only Oliver knew that the first flowdrs had ever sent her were
dark red roses, which had cost far more than héaafiord at the time.
She had scolded him, tears of pleasure in her égrguse they needed
every penny of his salary for more essential thithgs roses, but he had
kissed her and said, ‘One day I'll send you so miaed/roses you'll be
smothered by them.’

Eyes fixed in memory, she stared at the mantelpigtt®ut seeing it for a
moment, then suddenly focused on the Victorianlkckstanding between
the cards and gave a cry of horror at the timeveDlwould be home any
minute and she wasn’t dressed yet! She flew usties, unbuttoning her
blouse as she went, turned on the shower as slik teberest of her
clothes, then carefully fitted a shower cap overlilende hair and stepped
under the lukewarm jets of water. She had timed thihole operation



perfectly, and now she was running late and woakiehto hurry over this
very important part of the evening. Damn!

She stiffened as the phone began to ring. Now, whs that? She had
intended to set the automatic answering machirenalst do that as soon
as the phone stopped ringing. Thank heavens Olan’t home yet. It

would almost certainly be for him--at weekends<alere mostly for him-

-and she did not want anything to distract him frioemn tonight. Stepping

out of the shower, she took off the plastic camog&hher long hair free,

wrapped herself in a loose, white towelling rolgmaring the insistent

ringing until it stopped, and then rushed downstaind switched on the
answering machine. Any further calls would be reted and could be
dealt with tomorrow.

She went back upstairs into her bedroom and genthelled herself,
putting on the white silk lingerie she had earéd out on the bed; a lace-
trimmed bra, a lacy teddy, suspender belt, matchshg, ultra-fine
stockings. She was quite tall: a slightly built |gwith pronounced
cheekbones, large, deep-set blue eyes, a widdy ¢ mouth. Viewing
herself before she slipped into her dress, sheedigbhver her lack of
curves. She was too thin, her breasts small, iferahicely shaped; she
lacked the sort of sex appeal she would love t@hav

People always said blondes were sexy, but theytdmean her type of

blonde. Her hair was so pale it was almost silsbe wore it long because
Oliver had often said he preferred it that way. lears now she had
wound it on top of her head in an immaculate chighecause Oliver said
it made her look elegant, and if she couldn’t Iea@ky she could at least
look elegant for him. The reflection she was staahwas too familiar; she
had been looking like this for so long, she couldamember the last time
she had made any changes to the way she lookedt, laaadl been Oliver’s

preferences which dictated her appearance, althdulgad been an age
since he had paid her any compliments, or indeedenamy comment on
how she looked.

Was that what was wrong with their marriage? Thek laf surprise?
Maybe she should have her hair cut in a new stig@p totally different
clothes, change her image? She turned her headwtns and that,



imagining herself with short hair, in vivid, flampant clothes . . .then
laughed and picked up her white silk dress to sttepit.

This, too, was elegant, a classic design whichheldther slender body in
Grecian folds and suited her hairstyle to perfect©Oliver hadn't actually
picked it out, but she had done so with his tast@ind, knowing he would
approve.

Now she wryly considered it. Well, it wouldn’t stte world on fire or

make men gasp with desire at the sight of herjtbués very suitable for
the wife of a very wealthy and important businessm@as that how she
wanted Oliver to see her tonight, though? She puthead to one side,
grimacing.

Maybe she should take off the dress and just weauhdies? They were
sexier, at least! She pictured Oliver's expressioshe opened the door
looking like that!

‘Happy tenth anniversary, darling,” she could saytting her arms round
his neck. On their very first anniversary, actualg had found her in the
bedroom getting dressed, taken one look at heremttlsrough black

undies, and had swept her off her feet and cahiedver to the bed. They
had never bothered with dinner in the end, justlsad at midnight on cold
chicken and salad, but Francesca knew that was wdaigely to happen

tonight. The fire in their relationship had gonet tang ago. Well, ten

years is a long time, she thought, then lookededtvatch, frowning.

Oliver should be here; perhaps traffic leaving Lamchad been heavier
than usual? He was driving himself home. In town useially had a

chauffeur, since parking was such a problem, andaited time for

someone else to drive, drop him somewhere and ¢@atie for him when

required, but when he came home he always drovehsgshed vintage
Jaguar, now fifty years old but kept in perfectaition with loving care.

She sat down at the dressing-table, applied foiodadusted powder over
it, added a little blusher, painted her lids witauwe eyeshadow, brushed
her lips with coral pink, then assessed herselfnagaefore adding some
jewellery: a gold torque around her neck, a matghiracelet for one wrist,
small gold stud ear-rings. Well, she looked ratmere striking now! She



sprayed herself generously with Oliver’s favouitench perfume, which
he always brought her back whenever he went abadi hurried back
downstairs.

She paused in the panelled hall to listen for theistakable note of the
car, but only heard the rustle of wind among theasyores in the garden
until the phone rang, making her jump. It cut ositlee machine came into
operation and she relaxed again.

Where could he be? He had said he would be honsevsn, and it was a
guarter past. The smell of the roasting duck waremoonounced; she had
better go and check on it before it burnt.

She went through into the kitchen, put on an alledwping apron to
protect her dress, and slipped on oven gloves.dlick was coming along
fine; she put it back into the oven but adjustesltdmperature downwards
as Oliver hadn’'t got here yet. Duck was her somgofirite, too; she
always cooked it for Jon on his birthday, but Heedi it stuffed with
oranges and served with orange sauce. Oliver peefasherries. On the
table stood the vegetables which she would puborobk as soon as her
husband arrived; French beans, carrots, mange-tout.

Mange-tout was another of Jon’s favourites. Shesedder son badly; her
days had revolved around him since his birth. She been perfectly
happy and busy down here in Sussex while Oliver swagy abroad, or

working in London, because Jon needed her, and Sla¢thand Oliver

wanted a tranquil country life for their only chil@his was a beautiful old
house; Jon loved it as much as she did, had hag@ytchildhood, and she
didn’t regret for an instant deciding not to liveliondon. But now that Jon
was away at boarding-school she was increasinglglyo She had always
known that Oliver meant J on to go away to schdo¢nvhe was eight, and
she usually accepted all her husband’s decisiotisowi argument, but

over Jon going away she had fought him.

Oliver had been surprised; almost incredulous. las & very important
man now. He employed hundreds of people who alpgoinwhen he said
jump. People didn’'t argue with him-least of all rosvn wife! When

Francesca said she did not want Jon to go awagChiad stared, his black
brows jerking together, his grey eyes cold with atignt disbelief. He was



a very tall man, with an incisive, angular facet uvas his personality
which was most dominating, and Francesca had halitamon all her
courage to challenge him.

‘You know I've had Jon’s name down there since las & year old. Don't

be ridiculous. He'll soon settle down. Other boys @hy shouldn’'t he?

Unless you've been putting silly ideas into his cheand telling him he

won't like it there?’ His narrowed eyes had stabbetier and she had felt
like running away.

‘Of course | haven't’ she had protested nervouslgt had stood her
ground in the face of Oliver’s displeasure, whicbhably surprised him
even more. ‘I haven’t said a word to him, but h&ssmall, too young to
go away from home yet. Can't it wait another year?’

‘Eight is when all the other boys start there.’"\@li's mouth had been hard
with insistence. ‘Jon’s quite mature, he’ll copeor try to make a baby
out of him.’

That word had silenced her, pain had flared indeek blue eyes and she
had bent her long, slim neck, her throat closingnguish. Oliver had won
because she couldn’t bear to say another syllalittpugh she doubted if
Oliver realised' why she suddenly capitulated. e sure he would not
knowingly have hurt her. He had used that word auttthinking.

Jon had gone off to boarding-school looking verpakmand helpless to her,
leaving this house cold and empty, and herselfautlan occupation. She
had had a few scrappy notes from him since; it dednas if he was
gradually getting used to being away from home,dweain if that eased her
mind a little she was still lonely.

She had never been able to have another babyJaftearrived. She had
hoped for years, she had even had tests at aityexilinic, but there

seemed to be nothing wrong with her; the doctotddrtt explain why she
had got pregnant with Jon within weeks of beginrimdyry for a baby, yet
now seemed unable to do it again.

Oliver had never been as eager for another chilshaswas; he had been
happy enough just having his son. He'd felt Fraoaeshould stop



worrying about getting pregnant again and concentoa Jon. They had
plenty of time, he said; they could think about theo baby once Jon was
older. But as the years passed and he became mormere successful,
and more and more busy, he and Francesca sawni@$sss of each other,
and that second baby remained a shadowy dreanefor h

If she had had other children, especially if shd had a daughter, she
wouldn’t be feeling so low, because someone wotildneed her, but, as
it was, she had decided that she must do sometihicigange the pattern of
her life. She must either have another baby oageb. Life couldn’t go on
the way it had lately, or she would go crazy.

The phone began to jangle again; after the thimd) rihe answering
machine took over. Francesca took off her apronvaent slowly to the
window to look down the drive to the high iron gateThey were
electronically controlled and had been made by ohelliver's own
companies. When he arrived he would operate theterontrol in his
car, and the gates would swing open for him.

Turning, Francesca stared at the phone, bitingliperOliver was now

nearly half an hour late. That would not surprise &ny other evening, but
he had promised faithfully not to be late tonigh& knew she was cooking
a special meal, timed exactly for eight o’clockdatis was their tenth
wedding anniversary, for heaven’s sake! It wasny ather day of the
year!

But what if something had gone wrong? What if thiesephone calls were
from Oliver explaining that he would be late? Heuldohave had an
accident, he could have broken down on the way hdmngthing could
have happened.

She leaned over to rewind the machine, then pl#yednessages recorded
on the tape, her body taut as she recognised theaws voice.

‘Mrs Ransom, I'm so sorry. . .” Miss Sylvester hadoice dripping with

charm; it matched her luscious appearance. Sheawadhead with feline
green eyes and the smile of a cat that had stol@easne else’s cream. ‘Mr
Ransom has been called to an emergency board me€lirre has been a
serious incident in the Welsh factory. He askediongpologise and say he



would be home as soon as humanly possible, butonatait dinner for
him.’

Francesca sat down on the nearest chair and drdpgredead into her
hands while the other woman’s sweet voice murmored

‘Such a pity. . .your anniversary, isn't it? | hopau liked the roses. I'll be
in touch as soon as there’s news.’

The second call was from her father-in-law. ‘Frapist heard on the news
that one of Oliver's factories has blown up. Let k@ow if there’s
anything | can do. I'll be at home all evening!

She lifted her head, her eyes dark with tearsngryo smile. Typical of
Harry, to have heard so quickly and to guess whaduld mean. He didn’t
say so, but he was offering to come round and kespcompany while
Oliver hared off to Wales. Harry knew how much s$tael been looking
forward to this anniversary weekend; he knew howd hawould hit her
when she was cheated of it.

The third call was from the local newspaper, trytagget hold of Oliver.
She got up and reset the machine before the Paegsagain; they would
mostly be ringing his London number, especially tiagonal papers, and
Oliver had Press relations officers to deal witlnth but Francesca did not
want to talk to anyone who thought of ringing here.

She went to the window again and watched a hamegin climbing
through the dark sky. She wouldn’'t see Oliver theekend. He would be
off to Wales; perhaps he was already on his wasetlghe had a fatalistic
sense of hopelessness.

It had been her first real chance for ages to getth herself, talk to him,
make him see how she felt--and now it would passthimgs would go on
as before. Oliver would be as busy as ever. He dvdulve down some
weekends, but usually he would bring guests, ingmbrpeople he wanted
to impress, clients he wanted to charm, foreigitasis who were dying to
see the picture-book England this house represéntedme people.



She sat on the deep window-seat, staring into teant-walled drawing-
room with its English chintz at the windows and eong the deep,
‘comfortable chairs and sofa. A restful room, wéhtraditional English
Axminster carpet on the floor. All around hung weatdours Francesca
herself had painted: views of the garden, the tihdbered house, black
and white, the red roof crooked with age, framedtsntrees, the river
swirling just below, and in the distance the smauwtth of the green and
white downs running to the sea a mile beyond here.

She had spent many summer days happily paintingatrriverbank while
Jon fished or swam in the river, or lay on the grasside her, reading a
book. She remembered her tranquillity then with aneholy. Things
would never be the same again.

* % %

When she played back the tape of telephone messagemorning after a
lonely breakfast, she discovered that Oliver hadeéd, gone to Wales.
Miss Sylvester smoothly conveyed his apologiesragad said he would
be in touch himself--as soon as he could find the tto ring! Francesca
sat and watched autumn leaves blowing along thdegapaths. Soon it
would be winter. She felt cold already.

She couldn’t stay here a minute longer. She hagtt@way and think. She
picked up the phone and rang the London office sNhiglvester could give
Oliver a message from her, for a change.

Miss Sylvester wasn't there. She was in Wales WittRansom, Francesca
was informed.

She slowly put the phone down and stood up, shmgerit was getting
colder by the minute. It was nine o’clock. At terrdvHine would arrive
and ask questions Francesca did not feel up toeaimsyv

She ran upstairs and opened her wardrobe, pulled faw things, packed
a case without really thinking very much about wéta¢ was taking, put on
a sheepskin-lined suede coat and went out throbghkitchen to the
garage where her car was parked, pausing en rontednough to write
Mrs Hine a short note explaining that she was gaiwgy for a few days.



Just as she drove out of the garage she saw Mes dilocking the side

door in the stone garden wall. Francesca didn stoeven slow down.

She drove on, gave Mrs Hine a wave and shot oaugtr the gates which
closed automatically behind her, aware of the oldeman staring after

her, eyes wide. No doubt news of the explosion meé& had reached the
village. The local grapevine worked efficiently. é&jhmight even know

Oliver hadn’t come home last night.

Well, now they would have something else to tallowb When Oliver

finally did ring, Mrs Hine could tell him Francesbad gone away. How
would he react to that? Or perhaps he wouldn't. ibéalye would just shrug
and go back to the more important subject of higany. Miss Sylvester
would soothingly advise him not to worry, no douMiss Sylvester

certainly wouldn’'t be worrying. Oliver had once ¢dhat he often talked
over problems with his secretary; she might bershghto look at, but she
also had a mind like a man, tough and incisivehdw said in admiration.

Francesca wished she had someone to talk overgpnsblith, someone
she could trust the way Oliver trusted Miss Syleeslf her parents were
still alive she could go to them, but her mothed deed six years ago, and
her father had followed within a year. Francescsseul them, especially at
this moment. She had loved her parents and oftshedi Jon had known
them. He barely remembered his grandfather, andhdtdremember his
grandmother at all.

Francesca had no brothers or sisters, either. aheihyf hadn’t been a close
one; she had an uncle in Scotland whom she neveraad an aunt in
New Zealand, who occasionally remembered to seDdresstmas card--but
apart from that her only family was Jon and Oliver.

She could go to Harry, of course, but, fond thoslgé was of him, he was
Oliver’'s father and she couldn’t talk frankly tonhithis time. It wouldn’t
be fair to Harry. He thought the sun shone out lofe®.

Where was she to go? Come to that, she thoughtywwhere was she
going? She had merely driven without thinking, amoanatic pilot, and as
she looked about she saw that she was now on threlmadon road and
heading towards the capital.



Well, why not London? It was a, big place, easgéblost in London, and
she needed to get lost for a while. She had tdkthamd although the
country was a quiet place it was harder to be atbaee. People were too
friendly. If you were alone they came up and tie@det into conversation.
They noticed things, asked questions, tried to 6ot who you were and
what you were doing there, miles from anywhere. dan was very

different. You could drop dead in the street in don and people would
politely step over you and pretend there was ngtbithd about lying there
on the pavement getting colder and stiffer by theute.

She reached the city just before noon and checkedai charming if small
hotel in a back street behind Oxford Street, invtgy centre of the West
End. She had picked it at random while she wasrdyiaround because it
had an underground garage right next door wherecshkel park her car
overnight. At tremendous cost, of course, but asti@ would be safe.

Her room was furnished in Laura Ashley style and wary comfortable.
She unpacked, making a face over the odd thingshatlepacked. Well,
she could always buy ,anything else she neededeiGlias very generous;
she had an ample bank balance and several credg. ddoney wasn’t one
of her problems.

That afternoon she walked around London, windowppihg and

exploring the central area. She didn't know Londweell; she was a
country girl who came from Romney Marsh in Kent,iehhwas where she
had met Oliver, shortly after her eighteenth bigtyhd She had been
working in a village library while she waited to ¢m art college later that
autumn. Oliver had been visiting his father in Ryel had dropped in to
her library to look up some local history. He hated her out for lunch
and three months later, instead of going to artegel she had married
him.

It had been that fast, that overwhelming, for baftthem. She knew Oliver
hadn’t intended to marry so soon--he had been dhder her, but he hadn’t
yet begun to make the sort of money his company latas to make. He
had needed every penny he could scrape togethdrach@ven persuaded
his father to mortgage his house, and Harry mug half expected to lose
the money. He hadn’t, of course. He had long aganhbepaid and now



held valuable shares in the company, but ten yagosthe company had
existed only in two minds, those of Oliver and péstner, Matt Keilner.

Matt was the inventive genius behind it all; heateel the electronic
gadgetry Oliver marketed with such flair and suscédhey had been at
school together and were close friends, which wagrising in itself,

because Matt was very much a backroom boffin, aher type who rarely
emerged from his workroom and was scared stiffsotifer people.

Francesca only knew him vaguely.

Occasionally, over the years, Oliver had winkledttMat of his shell and
dragged him home to lunch or dinner, quite oftefirst in their poky little
two-room flat in Maidstone during the first year thieir marriage, when
money was so tight, and then to each of their hamasn as the company
grew and prospered and they moved up- market they ended up at
Lambourne five years ago.

Success had come quite fast. Electronics was admssiwhich moved at
the speed of light, and Matt was a brilliant mahy f@nd inarticulate,
clumsy and uncertain in human relations, but bhgtyi clever. Francesca
felt quite at home with him when she did meet hibacause she didn’t
need to feel that Matt expected anything more oftlh@n she had to offer.
She was shy, so was he; she didn’t find it eagyake small talk, nor did
he. They sat in silence together and listened taiendt had amused
Oliver.

‘You two are a matching pair!” he'd teased thenfirat, then as time went
by he was rarely at home himself for long and lop@ed bringing Matt.
The two men still worked closely, and the compamag \still dependent on
them both-on Matt’s inventions and Oliver’s busmeapacity.

Francesca stood still on the pavement, thinkingpkReswerved round her,
exclaimed irritably, ‘Do you mind?’ or ‘Excuse me8She hardly heard
them as she processed an idea. Suddenly she sewagds the road and
hailed a passing taxi.

The company headquarters had recently moved intodgern office block
in the eastern edge of the City of London. Fraredsad only been there
twice: the day Oliver signed the lease and tookalmer Matt out to lunch to



celebrate-and one day when she and Jon were slrowndgthe two floors

which the company occupied. Oliver had invited thémt he had been
detained on urgent business and it had been Matt sWiowed them

around. He was never as shy with Jon. Children mees alarming to

him, perhaps. He had taken them out to lunch ias&fbod place; he and
Jon had vied with each other to eat the most begéosi and drink the

most milkshakes. Jon had had a great time, ancc&saa had enjoyed the
day, too. She always liked to see her son lookirag happy. Matt was a
nice man. Jon thought so. She did, too.

That afternoon, Matt had told them quite a lot ddomself in one way or
another, she remembered, looking at her watch adéx had mentioned
casually that most days he went for a walk to cleamead at around four
o’clock in the afternoon, and stopped off for admirand a milkshake
before going back to his workroom. He might havelenthat up for Jon’s
benefit, but on the other hand he might have toddttuth.

It was a quarter to four when her taxi deposited dwg@side the office
block. She walked to and fro on the pavement, wagcthe main entrance,
now and then looking at her watch as time tickest pathout any sign of
Matt. The uniformed commissionaire noticed her @ade over to the
great plate-glass door to stare out at her. Fraadeslted in front of a shop
opposite and stared into the window with her backhe road. She could
still see the office block reflected in the glafee commissionaire walked
away. She saw him salute casually as a joggingdigeent past him and
emerged into the street.

It was Matt; a very tall man in a green and creeaukt suit and green track
shoes, his brown hair ruffled and untidy, his bémbing easily in practised
strides. Francesca ran after him, calling his naam he slowed and
turned to stare, then stopped dead.

‘Francesca?’ His brown eyes were wide with surpri&fee saw a scar on
the side of his cheek and remembered him tellingtfat it was inflicted
years ago by a very bad-tempered pet monkey. Mua#d animals, even
when they were unpredictable.

She caught up with him, smiled shakily, noddingelld, Matt.’



He stared down at her, pushing his windblown haakbfrom his face and
frowning. ‘Are you looking for Oliver? He isn’'t herhe’s in--’

‘Wales. | know. | was waiting for you, not Oliver.’

‘For me?’ His voice was comically incredulous, asfte laughed more in
affection than amusement. Matt was really ratheleanng. She liked that
shyness of his; he was more human than Oliver. Bie more her sort of
person; she and Matt were both less able to fdeethian Oliver had
always been.

‘Yes, for you,’ she said. ‘I need to talk to youai¥l | need your help.’

‘Is something wrong?’ Concern shaped his puzzlexegds it Jon? He
isn't illI? Has there been an accident? | know wherget in touch with
Oliver in an emergency--come back inside, up tooffige.. .’

She shook her head as he tried to pull her backridsvthe office block.
"No, it isn’'t Jon, it's nothing like that. | justeed to talk to you, Matt. Can
we go somewhere quiet where we won't be interrupited

‘My office?’

‘No. Didn’t you tell Jon that you had a beefourgemewhere around here
every afternoon?’

He looked startled. ‘Did 1? You do have a good mgmtt's true; there’'s a
little place half a mile from here. | always jogetk and back and stop half-
way for a hamburger and milkshake. | never eatHundess Oliver drags
me off with him; it breaks up the day too muchikelto work through the
day until mid-afternoon, then have an hour off, areen | get back I'm fit
for another four or five hours’ work before | gorhe.’

‘I've been walking around for hours, Matt. I'm detakd. Could you skip
your jog today, and just walk at my pace to thst-faod joint? Would you
mind? You can jog back after we’ve talked.’

‘OK,” he said, and they set off side by side. Skl Matt eyeing her
sideways, waiting for her to start talking, but ®trow it was much harder



than she had imagined it would be when the idesh ame to her. It had
seemed simple, then. Now she had cold feet.

‘Bad business; this explosion in Wales,” Matt safter a silence. ‘Oliver
doesn’t know yet whether it was carelessness antarent design fault in
the equipment. If it's the latter, we’re in trouble

‘It must be very worrying,' she said, only thenkow at the events of the

past twenty-four hours from Oliver’s point of vie®he had been so busy
concentrating on her own problems and fears theahskin’t thought about

what was happening to Oliver. ‘Nobody was killdthugh, were they?’

‘Two people were injured. Thank heavens, it wastaldss serious than
we’d feared at first, but any problems with thecaienic equipment can be
potentially disastrous for us. Bad publicity for’us

‘That's why Oliver had to go to Wales at once,’ stoeepted flatly.

‘Exactly.” They slowed in sight of the restaurantich was almost empty.
Matt gave her a boyish grin. ‘I'm starving. | netemk I'm hungry until |
get here, then my stomach starts clamouring ford.foA Pavlovian
reaction, I'm afraid. How about you? Eaten today?’

‘Yes, but I'll have a cup of coffee with you.’

‘Fine. You sit down at a table while | get the fodtlant a doughnut or a
hot apple turnover?’

‘No, thank you.” She picked a table in a quiet esrand sat down. A
moment later, Matt joined her, carrying a tray obd; french fries,
hamburgers, strawberry milkshake, coffee. He sawnd@nd handed
Francesca the coffee, then began eating hungriig. Sirred cream into
her coffee and waited for a moment to let him $ag¢ehunger a little. No
wonder he was so thin, his face angular and boeyolsViously didn’t eat
a proper diet. She told him so a little scoldinghd Matt grimaced at her.

‘Don’t you start. Oliver's always nagging me abouny diet. That isn'’t
what you needed to talk about, is it? Oliver didg&hd you to nag me into
eating at regular hours?’



‘No,’” she said huskily.

He finished one hamburger and carefully wiped Imgdrs on a paper
napkin, then looked up at her thoughtfully. ‘Whsitwrong, Fran? | know
something is, | can see it in your face. You'reepahd you look far from
happy.” He looked down again, cleared his thro#tl automatically

wiping his fingers, although they were quite cleerw. ‘If | can help, just
ask, you know I'd do anything for you,” he muttereda low voice, and
she was very touched.

‘Thank you, Matt.” She kept her eyes lowered. ‘Irdeed your help. | want
you to get me a job.’

‘A job?’ He looked totally astounded, staring at.he
‘With the company,’ she added, and Matt took anlaadreath.

‘I don’t understand,” he said, after a long paus®hy ask me? Why
haven't you asked Oliver?’

She looked up again and their eyes met. Matt frawi@r have you? Did
he refuse, is that it? Fran, I'm sorry, but | canterfere between you and
Oliver, you must realise | can't.’

‘I haven’t even breathed a word to Oliver,” shadsdiknow how loyal you
are, Matt, and how long you and Oliver have beesdddends.’

‘Since we were ten years old,” he said, as if sba’'tlknow all about it.

‘I know, and | know that's why you wouldn’t tell méhe was having an
affair with anyone? She watched Matt’s face inieatid saw the shock in
it, the redness rising under his skin.

He didn’'t answer that time, just stared back at hes mouth tightening.
His silence was as good as a reply, and Francesya's filled with the
anguish she felt. She looked away, blinking to stepescape of the tears
which were burning under her lids. Matt would hétéf she cried. He
hated this already; he was stiff with embarrassraadtmisery.



‘I'm not 'going to ask you anything like that, Matshe said, letting him
off the hook. ‘But will you give me a job? | carstand it down in Sussex
by myself a minute longer. I'll go crazy. | missnJso badly, and the house
runs like clockwork. I'm not needed there any maesept in the holidays
when Jon’s home. If | could have another baby ghhbe different, but |
can't, and I'm bored and miserable. | got married young, | think. |
missed a lot and I'd like to catch up on things.rfivioa London, have a flat
up here, meet people--’

‘What about Oliver?’ Matt burst out, looking distight.

‘Oliver?’ Francesca looked through the window & blusy street. Her dark
blue eyes were remote now; she had forced all leislgns of pain back
below the surface, hidden them away. ‘I've leftv@h,’ she said quietly.
‘And | am not going back to him.’



CHAPTER TWO

SHE spent the following day going around Londonking for an
unfurnished flat, and finally found one in a Videor house in Finchley, a
northern suburb close to the wooded heathland afpg$tead. The flat had
two rooms: a small bedroom with a cubicle of a b@mim leading off it,
and a sitting-room which housed a minute kitchemidj-room area on one
side of it. After the spacious elegance of Lambetuthe flat seemed tiny to
her, but she had lived in smaller places in the, & knew she would get
used to living here.

There was an antique shop on the corner of thetstassing it on her way
back to her hotel, Francesca spotted a Victoriaaisedlongue in the
window and pulled up on impulse. She parked andt Wweaok to the shop
just as the owner was getting ready to close. He amiable enough to
stay open a while longer while Francesca inspeitteded velvet-covered
chaise-longue. She bought it and several othersitevhich she felt

matched it: a Victorian oak sideboard and a roatdetof the same golden
wood and the same period, and a faded and ratfesdibare Persian rug.

‘Will you deliver these tomorrow?’ she asked as kBarded him her credit
card, and the shopkeeper looked doubtful, scragchis head.

‘Depends where you live.’
‘Ten doors down from here,” Francesca said, smiling

‘Oh, in that case, sure.” He took her signed voudral grinned back at
her. ‘Morning or afternoon?’

‘Late afternoon? Around four or five? I've got d to do tomorrow.’
On her way out she noticed a basket chair, butdddcshe had bought

enough furniture for the sitting-room. The less &lag in that room, the
more spacious it would seem.



‘You can have that at half-price,” the shopkeefed.s'lt's a Lloyd Loom
chair with the original cushions in it,” He smiliggvatched the struggle in
her face, murmured, ‘It's a bargain at that prieed saw her weaken.

'I'll write you a cheque for it,” she said in wrefkat.

‘You can pay me when | deliver the stuff tomorroleg said, waving her
out of the shop and locking up after her.

She had an appointment with the personnel depattngm morning. Matt

had fixed it; Matt was surprisingly efficient whdre put his mind to

something. Francesca was going to be using heremaidme, and she
gave as her address the flat in Finchley. Matt dladously ordered the
personnel manager not to be too inquisitive. Shewkifrrancesca was
Oliver’'s wife but that fact was never mentionedjerd, the woman gave
no sign of curiosity, nor did she stare or seentiqdarly interested.

Francesca gave her full marks for discretion amdgsisional ability.

‘We’ll want three references,” Miss Dilney said,nldéng her a printed
form to till in, ‘Standard practice, I'm afraid. Weeed to be sure we're
taking on someone trustworthy.’

Francesca gave three references: Matt, her fathiemi, her solicitor in
Sussex. She listened carefully as Miss Dilney empththe contract she
would be asked to sign, and also such mattersxeath national insurance
stoppages from her monthly pay cheque, all of wiceme as novelties to
Francesca.

Life was rather more complicated than she hadgedliShe had jumped
into this without thinking it out, or having anyed what it would entalil,
but she was becoming hourly more sure she was diogngght thing.

She might have gone on for years down in Susseftingrfurther and
further away from Oliver without knowing what waagpening to them.
She would have been desperately lonely and unhappd/,heaven knew
what the final outcome would have been. Divorce8, Yeobably.

She could have talked to Oliver, but what good wdbht have done? He
wasn’t going to change the way he lived and workedywas obsessed with



building this company. He would have soothed ha&rhaps, or been
irritated with her for making such a fuss. He wotlave jumped to the
conclusion that she was angry because he hadnéduup for their tenth
anniversary; he would impatiently have explained/\uk had had to go to
Wales. Even if she had said that she understoad d@hd that it hadn’t
been the root cause of her decision, merely tlggeri which made her
realise that her marriage was virtually over, Qliweuldn’t have believed
her or taken what she said seriously,

He hadn’t taken her seriously for years; she hadyatewith the wallpaper
of his life, along with Lambourne, Jon, even highé&. The things that
really mattered to Oliver were up here, in Lond®his was where Oliver
lived. Their home in Sussex was a place he visdad,she and Jon people
he visited; they were peripheral to Oliver’s rearid, the business world
in which Miss Sylvester and Matt belonged and wheheer most truly
existed, was most himself, a self Francesca diknoiv.

She had been living in a fool's paradise, rememigethe man she had
married ten years ago, loving him blindly, and $flidly believing that he

was still the Oliver Ransom of today. He wasn’tt kdiver had gone for

good, she had come to see that at last, and tretwg she was here in
London, why she had left Oliver. She couldn’'t liveth that phoney

marriage a day longer.

She had lunch with Matt; not in a fast-food plakis time but in a very
good French restaurant, near Covent Garden. Mattastually wearing a
dark lounge suit and his brown hair had been stgteti was well-brushed
and glossy, but he still looked uneasy in a smiaigiexd shirt and silk tie.
He kept fiddling with the tie and shifting in hisat, hardly able to meet
her eyes.

‘You look very elegant today, Matt,” Francesca sauwith a smile at his
discomfort. Matt was really very sweet, and she watermined to be
cheerful today. She had spent enough time broodshg was going
through with her plans and she meant to enjoy Hertethe suit in my
honour?’ she asked him teasingly. ‘I'm flattered.’

He almost spilled his lobster bisque in his emlsmmeent, and Francesca
patted his hand across the table.



‘l just want to say thank you, Matt. | really appige everything you've
done for me. You were the only person | could thafiko ask for help--
isn’t that a confession? My one real friend, arfthVe to share him with
my husband! | hope | won't have caused any troud@eveen you and
Oliver, anyway. Put all the blame on me; don’t gelawith him over me,
Matt, will you?’

He looked gloomily at her. ‘I'll try not to.” He di not sound very
optimistic about the prospect.

‘Have you heard from him today?’ She wondered iiv€l knew yet that
she was not at Lambourne--or had he been too louspd her? She had
left the telephone switched on to the answeringhim@gc Miss Sylvester
might have left any number of her honeyed messagésunless Mrs Hine
switched off the machine or answered it when igradliver might not yet
know she had left home.

Matt nodded. ‘We talked for half an hour early timsrning.’

‘He’s still in Wales, though?’

Matt nodded. ‘He’s terrifically busy, Fran, sortiogt what happened and
what has to be done now. He asked me to talk toifybbad time, make
sure you're OK.’

‘You didn’t tell him | was in London?’

Matt shook his head. ‘You did say you didn’t wamhho know yet.’

‘Yes.” She smiled gratefully at him. ‘Thank you.h@&n, looking down at
her plate, ‘And he has no idea I'm not at home?”’

Matt grimaced. ‘Il doubt it, or he would have bedifedent. He just said he
hadn’'t been able to get you on the phone and twesn'’t time to keep
trying, could I ring you for him. He mostly talkedbout the explosion. It's
a very disturbing business, you see, Fran. Oliseigk with worry, try ‘to

understand . . .’



‘I do,” she said, sighing, as the waiter profferadmixture of fresh

vegetables. ‘Don’t these look delicious? Do you edmere often, Matt? |
haven't been to Covent Garden for years and | iastiognised the place;
it's charming, isn’t it?’

Her sudden change of mood had thrown Matt at finstil he realised she
was acting for the waiter’'s benefit. He muttereansthing about liking
Covent Garden’s atmosphere and shops, and Franagisssd.

‘Oh, yes, | can’t wait to wander around and takbak at some of the
boutiques. | have some heavy shopping to do owenéxt couple of days,
to furnish my flat. | bought some antiques--theytreing delivered this
evening--but | still need masses of things, froecelc bulbs to tea towels.
I’'m not bringing anything up here from Lambournen lgoing to buy my

own stuff. |1 only hope | can persuade the shopkeep®’s delivering the

antiques to help me arrange them the way | wamhthée seemed quite
obliging, so | may have struck lucky.’

‘So long as he doesn’t think he has!" said Matgwining. ‘Maybe I'd
better be there when he delivers this stuff? Setiaggyou’ve got a man in
the background will scare him off if he does hawy &eas about you
being a woman on her own. London isn’'t the counymyl know, Fran.
You're going to have to be careful. | don’t wantstmare you, but a woman
living alone can be a target. You have got a cbaithe door of this flat, |
hope? If not, I'll fit one for you tonight. In fackll look the place over and
suggest some security measures.’

‘You're very thoughtful,” Francesca said wryly, \wiag he hadn't said any
of that, because she was going to feel nervous wherhad moved to her
new flat and was alone at night. The dangers ofrifeondon for a woman
on her own hadn’t occurred to her until now. ‘Thamdu, Matt, you're a
darling,” she said, though, because she knew hatmesl. ‘And if you do
have the time, please come--I'll even provide suppka sort. It will have
to be a scratch meal, I'm not ready to give a $alde dinner party yet. But
| could do a spaghetti with a simple tomato sauwresandwiches and
coffee . . . Which do you prefer?’

‘Sandwiches would be fine,” Matt said, and she letjand made a mock-
furious face at him across the table.



‘| see-you don’t trust my cooking!

He looked aghast. ‘Oh, no, | didn’'t mean. . . l'abvays enjoyed your
cooking, but | don’t want to put you to any troubW&hy don’t | bring the
sandwiches? | know a great delicatessen near floe.ofll pick up some
of their sandwiches on my way.’

‘You won't. This is my treat. Anything you reallyate, or shall | just make
a selection and hope you like something?’

‘| eat anything,” Matt said.
‘Except my spaghetti?’ she teased.
‘| can see you'll never forgive me for that!’

Matt hurried back to the office after their lunahdashe wandered around
the narrow streets surrounding Covent Garden’svadket hall; she found

several bargains, which meant that she did not tiadube or the bus to
Finchley, as she had planned, but hailed a taxiclwhost far more but

was far easier.

She would have to watch the pennies in future,ghotiaxis would be few
and far between. She meant to live on what sheedashe wouldn’'t take
money from Oliver. From now on she was going tdrakependent, learn
to stand on her own two feet, which meant striatneeny, and oddly
enough she was quite excited by the thought. Whey were first married
they had had to think twice before they spent momey that had been
fun, especially as she and Oliver were sharingyeiierg both at work and
at home. In those days everything had been fungedorthat. She had been
‘rapturously happy, and she was sure Oliver had bee.

While she waited for her new furniture she put endid jeans and a well-
washed blue sweater and scrubbed out the flatyéinainded her of earlier
years, too, when she had to do all her own houdewks soon as they
could afford it, Oliver had insisted that she mheste help in the house. He
had wanted her to have a nanny for Jon, too, kaithsia fought him over
that. She loved looking after her baby, for onaghiand for another it was



really her only occupation by then. Oliver wouldl@t her go on working
for the company, and he wouldn’t let her do the dsowork either. No
wonder she had made Jon her full-time work!

She worked in a hurry, to be ready by the timefthmaiture arrived, and
was soon flushed and a little grubby, her hair giscafrom its usual
immaculate chignon, long blonde tendrils curlingvddher hot cheeks. But
for once it didn’t bother her how she looked. Matiuldn’t even notice--
he never really seemed to see anything much, heswadsorbed in his
own thoughts; and it didn’t matter what the mamfrthe antique shop
thought.

The doorbell went and she ran to answer it, wigieg wet hands on a
towel, expecting the shopkeeper, although it wagettquite four o’clock,
then smiled in surprise at the sight of Matt. ‘@&llo, Matt, you're early! |
thought you were the man with the furniture. Comeé i

But he didn’t move, just stood transfixed, starasgif he didn’t believe his
eyes, and Francesca realised she had been wreogpoesing he wouldn’t
notice the way she looked. She smiled an apologynat

‘Sorry if I look a sight, but I've been doing sorakeaning. Would you like
a cup of tea? | would, I've just finished and whmking of putting the
kettle on. | can't ask you to sit down until therfiture arrives, but at least
the stove is working!

‘You look fine,” he said gruffly, looking down wial his hand came from
behind his back and was thrust out at her. It laeldrge bunch of amber-
coloured chrysanthemums, their scent over-poweaimdymelancholy with
their familiar, unforgettable reminders of autunnmoke and falling leaves.

‘Oh, thank you. How thoughtful you are, Matt. Flowalo make a place
feel more like home, don’t they? And | love chrydemums, especially
this colour!” She lifted the great golden flowers lier face and inhaled
their scent. sighing with involuntary nostalgia.ot@eous smell, too. I'll

put them in water right away. | haven't got a vge¢, but | bought an
earthenware milk jug this afternoon in Covent Garaéiich will be the

perfect home for these? She grinned at Matt ateshine way into the flat.
‘We’ll have to have our milk out of the carton?!



Matt followed her into the sitting-room and staradound, his face
appalled, while she was filling the green jug withter and arranging the
flowers in it. ‘Fran! This is worse than | expectetbu can'’t live here!

There isn’t room to swing a cat.’

‘I haven'’t got a cat, and if | had | wouldn’t swiriig It sounds a cruel thing
to do.” She smiled over her shoulder at him. ‘Ddah& flowers look great
in this jug?’ She placed it on the windowsill whéine dying sun lit the sky
behind the great, glowing blooms. Matt and Franmestared, then she
turned away. ‘Well, how about that tea? Do you ntiagling it in a mug?
I'm still in the process of getting my home togettzend one of the things |
bought in Covent Garden today was a mug tree wkhmaigs on it. |
thought I'd make do with mugs instead of cups aadcers for the
moment. | also bought six second-hand earthenwlatespin a junk shop.
They let me have half a dozen for five pounds, fzalty gave them to me
because several of them had hairline cracks, leytrenterribly pretty, and
| was delighted to get them.” She was talking tastfand too much,
because this was a tremendous step she had takeshanwas feeling
nervous, even though she was sure she was doimigkitehing.

‘I don't like this, Fran,” Matt burst out. ‘You ddnbelong in a place like
this. Lambourne is the right setting for you, teathere you belong.'

An angry flush crept up her face, her dark bluesefj@shing at him. She
had been feeling unsure of herself a second age;heo resolve stiffened
and her chin went up. ‘I'm a human being, not afect | belong to
myself, and | no longer want to live at Lambouraey more than | want to
live with Oliver.’

‘Look, Fran,” Matt said jerkily, ‘I realise it's mee of my business.. .’

‘No, it isn't’ she snapped. ‘This is my life, ngtours, Matt--so please
don’t say anything else,’

He looked even more unhappy. ‘I have to! Oliverg aidest friend and |
care very much about you, too, Francesca. | caglp thinking you're
making a terrible mistake, leaving Oliver. You wbite happy being
alone, living in town; you're a country girl, thathow | always picture



you--in the garden at Lambourne, among the flow@rs.a hot summer’s
day when I'm working and the city’s humid and sticKve often thought
of you cutting roses and wandering across thoseetfiaus lawns in a big
straw hat with a trug over your arm. | don’'t suppds/e seen you
gardening more than a couple of times, but it stnaky mind, that picture
of you, and I'd hate to think of you living in dtle box of a London flat.’

Francesca’'s eyes opened wide in astonishment.olitlatirst was so unlike
Matt! She couldn’t believe he had really said ndafrom his flush and
lowered eyes, neither could Matt! But he was $dilking huskily, even if
he wasn'’t looking at her. ‘The city would be allomg for you. You're just
not used to this sort of life; you'll be miseratieng alone in this poky
little flat.’

The doorbell rang again and she hurried to answyegrateful for the

interruption. This time it was the man deliveringy fiurniture. Matt helped
him carry the chaise-longue, sideboard and tablethgp stairs to the
second-floor flat, then the shop keeper went bdokeafor the basket
chair. When he returned he presented Francescaawither dusty amber
glass Tiffany lamp with a brass stand which he ¢eded up in the seat of
the chair. She was surprised and delighted; the lams charming and
perfectly matched the other things she had chosen.

‘It would be valuable if it hadn’t been broken aménded rather badly,” he
told her cheerfully. ‘As it is, I'll throw it in wh the rest.” He looked
around the flat. ‘The furniture already looks astibelongs together! |
hope you’ll be very happy in your new home. Popgain some time. I'm
always getting new stock, and I'll be happy to keep eyes open for
anything that fits in with all this.’

When he had gone, she slipped into the bedroonhdage, and then set
out a meal on the oak table. She hadn’t made sahd®ai She had bought
a stick of French bread and some Brie and Camembbith she served
with a bottle of white French wine. Matt seemee@mqoy it.

‘I must say, | like your idea of bread and cheeke!'grinned, sinking back
into the basket chair, his long legs stretched @Wiiver must be crazy,
risking losing you--" He broke off, grimacing, dsethot colour rose in her
face. ‘Sorry,” he muttered.



‘Don’t be silly, it was a nice compliment,” she daThey had been steering
clear of any mention of Oliver, and Matt had emassed himself as much
as her. ‘Tell me more about this job,” she suggkdtechange the subject.

‘Oh, well, Oliver- He stopped again, pulling a é&c'l can’t talk about
anything without mentioning his name, can |?’

‘He’s important to both of us,” she drily agreedheScould guess what he
had been going to say. Oliver had often complathatMatt was stubborn
about having secretarial help. He was intenselyesige and afraid anyone
who knew too much would sell his latest innovattona rival company.
When necessary, Matt borrowed a secretary from snee

It was because Francesca knew Matt's views thathsldecontacted him
and asked him for a job. She knew there was ore,tifeshe could only
persuade Matt to let her do it, and she was sur Wauld trust her. He
had known her almost as long as Oliver had; he ksteawvouldn’t sell the
firm's secrets to anyone. Her only worry had bedrethver Matt would
believe she could do the job.

‘Thanks to Jon, | know my way around the comparggsnputers,’” she
murmured. ‘His room is crammed with the compangte$t products, and
| picked up the bug from him over the years.’

‘I'm not really sure what you'll be doing,” confes Matt. ‘Except that
you can take a lot of the routine, like paperwarft,my hands. I've never
had a secretary of my own before.’

‘We'll invent the job together,” she said, curling on the chaise-longue
and stretching with a yawn. She was tired. It heeinba long day.

Matt was watching her with a smile. *You look veslggant on that!

‘It was meant for more elegant times,’ she saidarawhat she was losing
even more of the pins from her chignon, her blohd& half tumbling

down her back. She couldn’t be bothered to tidyHa@r again tonight; in a
moment they would be leaving the flat. Matt hadnpised to give her a lift



back to her hotel on his way home. ‘Do you wanttheocup of coffee?’
she asked politely, but he shook his head andmodt u

‘T'll help you wash these things up before we go.’

The doorbell rang and Matt stared at her, his broaggther. ‘Expecting
someone else?’

She shook her head, puzzled. ‘Maybe it's a neighb@anting to borrow a
cup of sugar?’

‘Or the friendly furniture salesman hoping to fincu alone!” Matt
scowled, making for the front door. ‘If it is, I'boon see him off I' He
pulled the door open, his brows heavy, then he Iskednback into the
room, while Francesca watched in startled surgosan instant until she
realised, who had arrived.

Icy grey eyes were taking in the way she lookeil, Iging on the velvet
chaise-longue, her blonde hair loose around hes, fde softly flowing
caftan creating an intimate atmosphere which wadedimed by the
remains of their French supper, the two red cantthesempty wine bottle,
Matt’s jacket flung casually on a chair, his tiedone, his shirt collar open.

‘They say the husband is always the last one towkn®liver bit out
between almost clenched teeth, and Matt lookedflsaly went pale and
then dark red, gabbling protests.

‘You've got it wrong, Oliver, it isn’t what you thk, we were just going, |
mean, nothing whatever happened, | was only helrag move in. . .’

‘Don’t lie to me, you bastard! Oliver snarled, alept at him. Matt didn’t

even have time to get out of the way. Oliver hinthefore he knew what
was coming and Matt crashed backwards and sat dmwhe floor in a

corner, shaking his head and looking dazed.

‘Stop it”" Francesca was on her feet, trembling #énythg to hide her fear
as she faced Oliver. ‘Leave him alone! He wasnglthe truth. We aren’t
lovers, we're just friends . . .’



‘Do you think I'm so stupid I'll believe a lie likéhat?’ sneered Oliver, his
eyes contemptuous.

He took a step towards her and her breath caugtht alarm, but she
shakily answered, "It's the truth! Matt had beeiphg me move into my
new flat. ..’

‘Your new flat!" snapped Oliver, looking around hirhis black brows
crooked with distaste. ‘And who is paying the rdniyonder? The same
guy who was helping you move in, by any chance?’

Her face pale, she shook her head angrily. ‘Do@’tiiculous! I'm paying
the rent.’

‘With the money from this job he invented for ydusuppose?’ Oliver
sheered.

‘With the money | shall be earning, yes, and Madind invent a job. He
needs a secretary, you always said so.’

‘Damn what | always said! If he wants a secretéay,can get someone
else. He isn’'t getting my wife!’ Oliver's voice ttkened, his face
becoming a sculptured mask: stone features harduandmpromising,

eyes so cold that they burned. ‘How long has inbgang on, that's all |

want to know? How many years, behind my back?’

‘For Pete’s sake, Oliver,” Matt said unhappily, tgeg to his feet but
staying well out of range of Oliver’s fists. ‘Yo't really believe that I. .
.that Fran. . .would do that to you?’

Oliver ran a hand through his black hair and Fracaesuddenly realised it
was wet; it was raining in the streets but she hddrard the sound of rain
drumming on the windows until now, when she looke®liver’s rain-wet
hair and at that instant heard the sad, troublmumd of rain outside. ‘Why
not? It happens every day-some poor bastard findutgthat his wife is
sleeping with the swine he thought was his beshii’

Francesca looked at Matt's agitated face and bitipe'Matt, I'm sorry to
have dragged you into this. | wasn’'t expecting aimg like this, or I'd



never have asked you for help. You'd better gosTisin’'t your problem,
it's mine, and | think Oliver and | have to sorbitt alone.’

Matt hesitated, eyes anxious. ‘Are you sure? Yoy need me. . .’

He shouldn’t have phrased it like that. Oliver sgguound on him, teeth
bared. ‘You heard her! Get out of here--or do Iénto/throw you out?’

‘Please go, Matt,” Francesca said hurriedly, af@fidnore violence, but
Matt was getting angry too, now. He had aggressiohis eyes and was
squaring up to Oliver, his hands curling into fistém not leaving her
alone with a violent bastard like you! When sheal tole she was leaving
you | was taken aback and couldn’t understand whryow I'm beginning
to seewhy! | never had you down as the type to knockwife about, but |
can see | didn’t know you at all. You're capableaaithing in one of your
vicious tempers.’

‘What the hell are you talking about? Has she y@d | beat her up? I've
never laid a linger on her, but I'm damned wellngpto beat the daylights
out of you, mister!” Oliver's broad shoulders were tense, lnsly stiffly
poised to hit him again, and Francesca hurriedlywedobetween them,
facing Matt, her dark blue eyes pleading with him.

‘I don’t want any more trouble, Matt. Please, I'rary grateful to you for
sticking up for me, but I'd rather you left now aled me talk to him alone.
Don’t worry, he won’t hit me; he never has. That'tisvhy I'm leaving

him, but | can’t be totally frank with him while yae here. I'm not
discussing my marriage in front of someone else| swst ask you to
leave, and thank you for everything you've triedltofor me.’

Matt stared uncertainly at her, then nodded. ‘GKjou say so, Fran, but
I'll sit outside in my car until he’s left, and yfou need me just give me a
yell and I'll come running.’

Oliver’s mouth went crooked with rage. ‘“You'll comenning, will you? If
you do, I'll be ready for you!

Matt gave him an angry stare, but turned on his duee left.



For a moment after the front door had slammed $Dliter and Francesca
didn’'t move or speak. They stood there, staringaah other, and the way
Oliver looked at her made her blood run cold. Hisrowed, distasteful

eyes moved over her slowly, from her flowing blortter to the casual

intimacy of the caftan down to her stockinged f&te had kicked off her

shoes before lying down on the chaise-longue, hatigerfectly innocent

action now added to the evidence against her we@4 eyes.

‘A pity | didn’t arrive half an hour later,” he drded coldly, his gaze lifting

to her face again. ‘I might have caught you in ledether, and you
wouldn’t have been able to lie your way out of tiveduld you? Although

| can’'t see why you’re bothering to lie, since yappear to have walked
out on me anyway. Will | be hearing from your siaic soon, or do you

expect me to start divorce proceedings?’

‘I have left you,” she admitted quietly. ‘I suppogau got this address from
your personnel department?’

‘My secretary heard the gossip this afternoon wkbka got back from
Wales.” He caught the lift of Francesca’s head laisdip curled. ‘Yes, the
gossip has started, but then, that was what youedamwasn't it? To cause
scandal, make me look ridiculous in my own firm?2u¥malk in there with
my partner and get taken on as his secretary wimleaway, and my
employees all start whispering and wondering ihdbw what's going on!
When Janice rang | was knocked sideways but, thaakens, | had the
self-control not to give away how surprised | whkkeld my tongue while
she was talking, and pretended to know all abou#tstsoon as she’d hung
up | tried to ring you at home, but of course yoeren't there, were you?
The answering machine has been answering calld&gs, and | should
have realised something was wrong from that.” Hmwfred, his eyes
lowered. ‘Well, | did, of course, but | thought yatere sulking because |
hadn’t been able to get home for our wedding amearg. | suppose that
was what pushed you into leaving?’

‘It was the final straw.’

Oliver looked at her, his mouth impatient. ‘I'm sgrbut | had no choice. |
had to go to Wales!’



‘| realised that. I'm not saying you were wrongdo, but I've had enough

of the way I've had to live for the past few yearsu're never home. Oh,

yes, you always have excellent reasons for hawngréak dates, change
arrangements, but what it comes down to is thatel in the country and

you live in London, and we never see each other.’

His frown cut deep lines in his forehead, his geggs hard. ‘So you turned
to Matt for company, is that what you're saying?’

‘I'm not having an affair with Matt! Will you leavlim out of this?’

‘How can | do that, for heaven’s sake? | alwaysvkie fancied you, right
from the start, but it never occurred to me thabuldn’t trust him with
you. I'd have sworn Matt was too decent to makéag for you behind my
back.’

‘Matt hasn’'t done anything of the kind! When youwdnft show up last

weekend, | decided | had to get away. | came tadbarbecause | wanted
to be somewhere lively. | was depressed and fedl'ap.more | thought

about it, the more | realised that our marriagenftadeen a real one for
years. | was just part of your window-dressingelikambourne. | was
there to look pretty when you had important clieltsmpress, but you
only came home when you brought guests with yoe. rEst of the time |

was left down in Sussex alone, and now that Jam&syaat boarding-school
I'm completely alone, day after day. | arrange fo® and sit on

committees and help at charity functions. . .b'stan empty life and I'm

sick of it.’

His face had changed as she spoke, his eyes nagowiihis has all
happened since Jon went off to boarding-schoololnkyou didn’t want
him to go, and | can understand that you miss Mou should have said
something, not brooded over it and cast me as itleénvof the piece! I'll
try to get home more often in future, and therets reason why you
shouldn’t come up to London whenever you like; dme shopping, go to
the theatre, or out to dinner. You're a free agsith Jon away. | think
that's an excellent idea, and--'

‘No,’” she interrupted flatly. ‘I don’t want an oczianal trip to London, and
it's too late for you to promise me that you'll tty get home more often.



You swore you'd be home for our tenth wedding aersary, but there
was an explosion, and you had to break your pramise

‘| thought you said you understood? | couldn’t hiipt!

‘I know, but it would happen again. Next time it wd be another crisis
somewhere else, but whatever the reason it woulahntigat | was alone
when you had promised to get home, and there weildothing for me to
do but accept it. Well, 've made up my mind. Ib’'tshappening again. |
want a life of my own, | want to live it in Londoand | want a job as
interesting and absorbing as yours!’

Oliver’s lips curled back, his grey eyes glittefadously. ‘Not in my firm!
| won’t have you working there!’

‘Matt has given me a job with him, and I'm keepihy
‘Matt had no right to give you a job.’

‘He’s your partner, he had every right.’

‘I run the company, not Matt.’

‘Do you?’ she asked softly, arching her brows ah.hiCould you do it
without Matt?’

‘Of course,’ Oliver said curtly, then his stare demed. ‘And what exactly
do you mean by that?’

She smiled with mockery. ‘If Matt left, the firm wita be in trouble, and
you know it.’

‘Are  you threatening to talk Matt into leaving?" i@r asked
incredulously.

‘I was merely making a point. You and Matt are beisential to the
company, and Matt has every right to appoint hig etaff.’

‘Not without consulting meY’



‘Do you consult him before you make staff appointse

Oliver was getting very angry; his face was all @éarhis skin dark red, his
eyes points of steel. ‘Are you trying to make mgelony temper? Because
you’re doing a fine job; just carry on like thiscayou’ll be the one who's
in trouble!’

‘Don’t threaten me, Oliver,” she said quietly, ded with his reaction.

He took a step towards her, then turned and waklkedy, his hands
clenched at his sides as if he wanted to hit hee Batched him prowl
around, staring at nothing, until he came backeto Wisibly controlling his
temper.

‘All right. What exactly do you want, Francesca?uYseem to have made
careful plans for your future--what plans have yoade for mine? A
divorce?’

‘Not yet, no,” she said coolly, meeting his eyesghwut a flicker of
expression in her face: ‘I want a separation; we take it legal, if you
like, or wait and see how we both feel after a feanths.’

His face smoothed out, his voice was level. ‘And’'y® going to take this
job with Matt.'

‘Yes.” Well, he seemed to have accepted that nowway. So far, so
good. Francesca didn’t yet risk a sigh of reliefivould tell him too much
about her secret uncertainty.

‘And you plan to live here?’ Oliver glanced aroutid room, his mouth
twisting.

‘Yes.’

‘Alone?’ he bit out.



‘For the moment, yes,’ she said with limpid franksemeeting the dart of
his stare. For a moment she thought he was goirtgrtoviolent again,
then without another word he walked away and tbetfdoor slammed.

He had gone. She had won. Francesca sat down dlothes if her legs
had given way beneath her. She should have feltnphant, but she
didn’t. She felt cold and frightened and very alone



CHAPTER THREE

FRANCESCA wrote to Jon that night, telling him tis&e was going to be
working in the company from now on and that she ld@nostly be living
in London and had taken a flat. Her arrangemertt Wiatt had been that
she would take her time off whenever Jon was hawm school, so she
promised her son that she would still be able emddots of time with him
when he was on holiday. She didn’t mention that sk asked his father
for a separation, nor did she breathe a word admatrce. Jon was too
young to be burdened with such things. Her lettas warefully vague and
she hoped it wouldn’t worry Jon too much.

She rang his housemaster’s wife next day and exgdaihe change in the
home situation, knowing that the school preferr@drnow at once about
anything that might affect a boy’s mental state.

‘And what about the future?’ the other woman askadd Francesca
sighed.

‘I have no idea; I'm living day to day at the momeput if Jon does seem
upset over this give me a ring and I'll come ategrand bring his father
with me. My husband doesn’t want Jon unhappy angertttan | do; we’ll
be able to put his mind at rest together?

‘Oh, so you and Mr Ransom are on good terms?’ ttecbther woman in
relief, and Francesca smoothly said, ‘Oh, yesoofse!’

When she had rung off she made a face at her oaunghits--she and
Oliver Could paper over the cracks in their relasioip for the benefit of
their son, but it would be mere folly to try to @ee themselves that way.
She curled up in bed in her hotel room, hoping desiply that she was
doing the right thing, but plagued with doubtswhs a long time before
she got to sleep.

Next day she was busy shopping for other furnisire would need: a bed,
chest of drawers, a mirror for the little bedrodmthat room, too, she was
only buying absolute essentials and spending #s titoney on them as



possible. They were all delivered that afternoam &y the evening she
had moved into the flat. She wandered from one rtmthe other, faintly
incredulous at being here, and yet satisfied wahimg achieved so much
in such a short time.

She switched on the radio and began to get hemdaht supper: a salad
with cheese and some fresh fruit. She sat dowrhaitlittle oak table,
picked up her knife and fork, and jumped as somebaeged in a
peremptory way on her front door.

Oliver? she thought at once, flushing and droppeagknife and fork. She
didn’t know if she felt up to another argument wiiim tonight. While she
sat there, hesitating, there was another briskdaih her door, so she got
up and reluctantly went to answer it.

It wasn’t Oliver at all; it was Matt, in a sweatnd jeans. ‘Oh, hello,” she
said, and stepped back and waved him past hethatfbat.

‘Are you OK?’ he asked, looking around the roomfashecking that the
place was safe.

‘I'm fine, thanks,” she said blankly as he lookatbi the bedroom from the
door. ‘Matt, what on earth are you doing?’

‘Making sure Oliver isn't here,” he admitted rudfl his shoulders
relaxing as he grew certain they were alone. ‘Heme through a meat
grinder this morning. We've often argued in thetpasit this wasn't an
argument--it was full-scale war. | don’t think ludd face him again for a
while.’

‘I'm sorry, Matt, | didn’t want to get you into auqrrel with Oliver!
Francesca looked unhappily at him and Matt smiledrdinto her dark
blue eyes and hesitantly touched her cheek witHiager.

‘Don’t be daft!

‘No, I'm serious--it was selfish of me to ask yawr help, knowing how
Oliver was likely to react.. .’



‘I'd have been offended if you'd asked anybody eBen’t worry, Oliver
may make me nervous but I'm still glad you cameni, and | shall just
tell him to go to hell if he tries to push me ardwagain. Look, | won’t stop
long, Fran; I just came in to make sure you dich¢eéd any more help here
and to ask if you still felt you could start work Monday.’

‘No and yes,” she said grinning. ‘No, | don’t neady help, thanks, and
yes, | shall be starting work on Monday.’

He smiled back and glanced at the table. ‘Sorrg, Idinterrupt your
supper?’

‘I hadn’t started it, | was just about to!” Francaslooked hard at him.
‘Have you eaten? Join me, there’s plenty of satadad and cheese--it
isn’t cordon bleu stuff, I'm afraid, but you're very welcome to shat with
me.’

Matt looked at the food, looked at the door, looktdhis watch. ‘Thanks,
Fran, it's a tempting thought. . .’

‘But?’ she asked with amusement as he looked atdtdwe again. ‘You
have another date?’

‘Good lord, no! He laughed at that idea.

‘Then why are you looking like at lemming wonderimdpether or not to
jump off a cliff?’

He laughed again, looking startled. ‘Is that hodk? Well, | don’t know
about the lemming bit, but jumping off a cliff walbe a piece of cake
compared to facing Oliver if he walked in and found here again.’

Francesca wasn'’t surprised to find out what wasingaklatt so jumpy.
She said coldly, ‘Il am not expecting Oliver.’

‘Nobody ever expects Oliver, that’s the secret isf $uccess,” Matt drily
said. ‘He always takes people by surprise.” Headrto the door. ‘I'm not
a coward, but Oliver in a nasty mood can be veaynaing, so | think I'd



better go, Fran. I'm glad you're OK and everythisgworking out for
you.’

She opened the front door for him, and on the lagndi middle-aged man
paused to smile at them both.

‘Hello, are you my new neighbours? I'm from theditcabove--Geoffrey
Parker!

‘Hello.” Fran shook hands with him, murmuring hevroname and adding,
‘And this is a friend of mine who was helping mevaaon. . .’

‘Oh, | see.” Mr Parker nodded to Matt. ‘Well, | rmgou’ll be very happy

here. It's a nice place to live, we're all frienglgople. . . His voice tailed

off as there was a thud of hurried feet on thestéinen Oliver shot into

view and came to a standstill as he saw the ftibeip outside Francesca’s
front door. Mr Parker gazed at him curiously. Msiiffened as Oliver’s

narrowed gaze flicked over both of them before mgwn to Francesca’s
face.

She lifted her chin in defiance, turned to Matt aadd, ‘Well, thanks for
dropping by, Matt. See you.” He looked uncertaiintym her to Oliver, but
she didn’t wait for him to work out what to do. Sémiled politely at Mr
Parker and said in a cheerful voice, ‘Nice to hawet you, Mr Parker.
When | have a flat-warming party, | hope you'll cem

‘Love to,” he said, sounding fascinated by the gemhatmosphere since
Oliver arrived.

She smiled again, stepped back into her flat amdlyi closed the front
door. Safely inside, she stood there, listening, Heart crashing into her
ribs, deafening her so much that at first she aelgy dimly heard what
was happening on the landing outside the door.
‘Well, must be off,” Mr Parker’s voice murmured.

‘Yes, so must I,” Matt said in relief.



She heard one of them going down the stairs, apd/ kihwas Mr Parker as
she picked up a low growl from Oliver.

‘What are you doing here after what | said to ylois morning?’

‘I don’t take orders from you‘,” Matt said, keepitgs voice down so that
she had to lean her ear against the door to hear.

‘About my wife you damn well do!’

‘If Fran needs my help, she’ll get it, whatever yoink.’

‘If she needs help, she can ask me!’

‘You're the last person she’d ask,” Matt said stilyi and Francesca heard
the rough intake of Oliver's breath. Even througti@sed door she could
pick up the waves of hostility between the men, sinél couldn’t let Matt
get into a fight with Oliver over her, so she pdlke door open and both
of them looked round at her, their faces dark tieeiy eyes belligerent.
‘Matt, please go--l want to talk to Oliver,” sheidgaand Matt frowned at
her, hesitating. ‘Please, Matt,” she begged, andhragged and walked
away down the stairs.

Oliver moved towards her but she barred the watening to the slam of
the outer door as Matt left the building.

‘I'm not inviting you into my home, Oliver,” she shcoolly once she was
sure Matt had gone, her blue eyes lifting to meetgrey stab of his.

‘Your home?’ The phrase seemed to infuriate hins; fostrils flared and
his mouth hardened into a straight line as he dtaréer.

‘From now on, yes!’ she said, staring back andgieig to be intimidated.

His lips unclamped enough for him to mutter iciiwell? You said you
wanted to talk to me.’

‘Yes, | do, about Matt. . .’



‘I'm not discussing another man out here where aeyoould overhear
us!” he bit out, then took her arm in iron fingeasd before she could stop
him, had thrust her backwards into the flat.

Francesca wrenched herself free with fury and $eegtint of satisfaction
in his eyes. He was pleased with himself for havorged his will on her!
That made her so angry, she turned on him, hoasteyting, ‘Yes, you
enjoy pushing people around, don't you? That's wbatve been doing to
Matt--threatening him with all sorts of reprisats helping me!’

Oliver slammed the front door behind them. ‘He hasbusiness coming
between me and my wifel’

‘He’s done nothing of the kind. I left you and canopeto London without
Matt knowing anything about it. Don't try to kid yoself that Matt has
caused the break-up of our marriage, becauseotgroe. If Matt didn’t
exist, | would still have left you.’

A lightning flash of rage shot from his eyes and blacked into the sitting-
room, her heart in her mouth. Oliver followed heaitense prowl that held
all the threat of a jungle animal tracking preyartgesca felt her nerves
crackling like a forest fire, but by the time shenied to face him again she
had got herself under control once more, her déuk byes cool as they
surveyed him.

She couldn’t doubt his anger because she had ileft Ibut how much
wounded ego, hurt pride was involved? How muchhdiadeally care about
her? Those were questions she did not intend thiaskeven if she ached
to know the answers. She had meant to shock amtestam by her
sudden decision to go; his reaction didn’t surphieg it was what she had
been expecting, knowing Oliver.

What she didn’t yet know was whether or not she $laaken him into
looking at their marriage with new eyes. Time amadbihhad blurred their
relationship; Oliver hadn't really seen her for igeavas he ‘seeing’ her
now? Did it matter to him that he was losing harwas he in such a
temper simply because one of his possessions waseqly walking out
of the door?



Quietly, she said, ‘Just stop picking rows with M#hat's all. Oh, there’s
another thing... I've written to Jon. . .’

Another flash of rage, and her body tensed asdwhezl out to grab her.

‘You've done what?’ he snarled. ‘I don’t want Jomagged into this
squalid business!

‘Don’t shout at me! And anyway, | was very carefuhat | said . . . just
told him that | would be working in the companyrfraow on, and that |
was going to live in London during term-time. I'dready discussed
holidays with Matt and arranged that whenever Jas tome I'd be free
to look after him.’

‘In this little box of a place?’ sneered Oliverstgaze shooting around the
room in contempt.

‘He might find it fun to sleep on the chaise-longoe a few nights,’' she
said, looking away.

‘Lambourne is his home and that is where he’ll sbleis holidays!” Oliver
insisted. ‘If you want to see him, you’ll have to slo at Lambourne.’

‘You don’t hold all the cards, Oliver, so don't igiae you do!" Francesca
lifted her head to stare angrily at him. ‘Don’téerme to make this a legal
fight for custody of Jon. He would be the one wiuffesed most from
that.’

‘Don’t threaten me, Francescal’

‘You're the one who goes in for threats. | waneasible compromise. . .’
‘Compromise?’ The word was spat at her; his haigigdned, biting into
her flesh, and he shook her backwards and forwsmdgolently that her

hair came tumbling down, the long blonde strangmd around her face
and tangling in his fingers.



All the blood seemed to drain out of her face;sis icy cold and shaking
one minute, and the next she had slumped in higpgteer slender body
swaying forward as her legs gave way beneath &. d&in’'t hear Oliver’s

startled gasp or feel his arms go round her, bineakfted her off her feet
to carry her over to the chaise-longue she begamsto surface from that
brief lapse into darkness and for a few secondsfbigbtten where she
was or what was happening. She lay there with dlosges against
Oliver’'s warm, breathing body, and a quiver of pl@& ran through her.
She knew who was holding her, she breathed in dh@libr masculine

scent of his body, recognised the hand below hek bad was aching with
desire as he laid her down on the cushions and keside her, pushing
the ruffled hair back from her face, rubbing hends saying her name
anxiously.

She kept her lids closed, afraid that if he looked her eyes he would see
the betraying passion in them. Oliver mustn’'t sgspleat he could get to
her that way. He was ruthless enough to use suoWlkdge.

‘Fran,” he whispered, picking up one of her wristss, fingers pressing into
it. He was taking her pulse and she heard it theeadif, thundering in her
ears, racing around her veins. The rush of it sedexmeouble as Oliver put
a hand on the side of her neck, feeling for thesgpahere. The cool brush
of his fingers on her skin was intensely pleaswatyl she would have
opened her eyes then, but how could she let himvbed the caressing
movement of his hand was doing to her?

There was a long silence and she felt him watcharg his eyes seemed to
burn her skin, and she was having difficulty breaih Oliver’s fingers
drifted down her throat and lay in the small, gatdow just above the rise
of her breasts; they slid downwards and with a klsbe felt him undo the
top button of her shirt.

She jack-knifed up to a sitting position, very fiesl, her knees up to her
chest, clasping them with her chin on top of th&ine still couldn’t meet
Oliver’'s eyes, so she said huskily, ‘I think yougdtter go now.’

‘You fainted,” Oliver said in a disturbingly silkyoice. She could feel him
watching her with bright, intent eyes.



‘I'm fine. I'll be OK when I've eaten--it was jughat I'd forgotten to eat
all day and | suppose it caught up with me!” Shehsd he would move
away so that she could get up, but he stayed wiesreas, much too close,
and with that worrying look on his roughly chiselleace. She was afraid
that Oliver had begun to pick up the sensual readtiside her.

‘You forgot to eat?’ His voice rose angrily, andestelt his body tense
again. Her body picked up every tiny signal frors; lii was only his mind
she couldn’t fathom. ‘How could you be so stupid#iit a child knows
better than that. You've been running around Londibrday without any
food inside you? And you want to come to live heme,you own? You
aren’t fit to do it.’

She bristled at that and was able at last to fawe lher chin up, her dark
blue eyes sharp. ‘I'd have been fine if you hadofted your way in here
and started bullying meY’

He had the grace to look confused. ‘Bullying you@id nothing of the
kind!

‘You know you did. | fainted because you attackesl’'m

‘Attacked you?’ His voice soared and his black sawet. ‘Now you're
being ridiculous. | gave you a little shake, likest . .” He grabbed her
shoulders and was about to shake her again whaneheher eyes and
froze, grimacing. ‘OK, I'm sorry if | triggered youaint,” he muttered.
‘Let me make amends. Have dinner with me.’

‘I've got a perfectly good meal on the table watfor me. If you'll kindly
go, | can eat it.’

He glanced at the food and made a scornful fackat?® Only fit for
rabbits.’

‘It suits me, so please go, Oliver.’

‘You aren’t being very consistent. You claim yott lme because you saw
nothing of me, but when | ask you out to dinner ytaun me down!



‘Over the past three years the only times I've egan you was in public. .
.at dinner parties, or receptions or balls, in Lamdand even in our own
home only when you brought guests down to Lambouwitte you. | don’t
want to see you in public any more, Oliver.”

He slowly ran a glance around the room. ‘Is thivgie enough, then?
Why don’t | go and get some Chinese food and veiidire it here?’

She was tempted, but it was too soon. Every instianed her against
agreeing. She shook her head. ‘Not tonight. I'dirl want to have a light
supper and go to bed early.’

‘I like that idea very much,” he drawled, a glimt his grey eyes, and a
fever ran through her veins, but she swallowed fanded a tight little
smile.

‘Goodnight, Oliver.” She was at the front door kreftne could catch her;
she opened it and stood there, defying him, aret afppause he shrugged
and walked over towards her, but then paused, mgoldown with
tormenting amusement in his smile.

‘I'm only going because you fainted earlier andytee you need food and
some sleep. Next time you won't escape this easily.

‘Goodnight, Oliver,” she merely repeated, and hughed and went.

Francesca went to bed early, but she did not shesp she dreamt all
night, erotic and sensuous dreams which she renrechlvdth confusion
in the morning. It must have been the cheese,dtéerself. Cheese was
notorious for disturbing sleep patterns.

She looked into her new mini-refrigerator and dedidshe had to buy
some food that morning. All she had at the momeas whe barest
essentials, and if Oliver was going to drop indapper unexpectedly over
the weekend she wanted to have something speaéfietohim.

She would get some smoked salmon and fillet stéakemed an age since
she’d cooked for him. When they were first marrad living in their
poky little flat she had loved cooking his mealsgying his food as thriftily



as possible. She had been happy to walk a couplailes to buy the
cheapest cuts of meat which she would then spendshenderising and
cooking slowly so that they tasted as good as thst expensive steak, and
she haunted markets to buy the freshest vegetabthe lowest prices. She
sighed with regret. Oliver had become accustomededdest, in food as in
everything else, and perhaps that applied to thmewoin his life, too? She
had become too everyday and dull for him. It lookedif Oliver now
preferred a woman as glitzy and spectacular asd&yilvester.

Pain made her close her eyes and bite down onghter $top the cry which
tried to escape. Stop it! she ordered herself. I&dtk already faced this
possibility--why else was she here? But, so fae sbuldn’t be sure how
Oliver really felt. He had been so angry when higdnd out that she
proposed to leave him and live alone in London,kwor the firm! Yet his
rage did not mean he still loved her, nor did dy& that he was not having
an affair with someone else. She had to be cehtam Oliver really felt,
what he really wanted, before she made up her mirat to do.

She wasn’t about to make a fool of herself by agkdtiver outright. She
was going to find out for herself. If Oliver wasuvirag an affair with that
woman, she would soon know; once she saw the twbearh together it
would be blatantly obvious to her. After all, shadhbeen married' to
Oliver for ten years and she knew so much about auan if recently she
had begun, to think he had changed radically, wéifferent man from the
one she had married. She might no longer be sue adr was thinking,
but her body still vibrated to the music of hisdahat was what would tell
her if Oliver was making love to someone else.

Of course, she would pick up other evidence. Theas bound to be

gossip in the firm; she had seen from Matt’s fdw he suspected it, but
he was far too loyal to tell her anything--not tisae would ask him to
betray Oliver. That wouldn’'t be fair. Men had theszhoolboy codes; a
wise woman understood and didn’'t upset their trihikudes. At times

they seemed to her almost simple-minded, but ngthias ever that

simple.

She wasn’t simple, either, although Oliver had appiy begun to think
she was. Both her actions and her motives at thenenb were very
complex; she had decided to come to London pastlinid out the truth



about Oliver and his secretary, but partly for teasons she had given
both men. Now that Jon wasn’'t at home most of theetthere was

nobody in the house all week. Nobody needed het,aawoman had to

feel needed.

Matt rang as she was about to go shopping. ‘Ifustight you might like
to know Oliver has had to fly to Glasgow,” he santhviously believing
that he was giving her very welcome news. It wasvels he couldn’t see
her face.

‘Not another explosion? she asked, her voice sligbtugh.

‘Some union trouble on the building site of the nBaottish factory. He
may be away a few days. What do you plan to dowiskend, Fran? |
thought | might drive through Windsor Safari Pdrkye lunch somewhere
around there, on the river. Will you join me?’

‘That’s very kind, Matt, and some other time I'dvéoto, but | have to go
down to Lambourne to sort various things out.” 8hd just made up her
mind to do that, in truth. She didn't want Matt get into the habit of
asking her out, and this let him down lightly fdret moment, but in
addition, with Oliver hundreds of miles away it idibe quite safe for her
to go back to their house for the weekend withaitdp afraid he would
arrive there too.

‘Could | drive you?’ suggested Matt at once, bug¢ giently said that she
had her own car and, anyway, she had too much tdodm there to be
able to entertain guests. Matt reluctantly acceptexddecision and rang
off, saying he would see her on Monday, then.

The roads leading to the Sussex coast were as etbaglever, and it took
Francesca several hours to reach her home. Lambtaoked so beautiful
in the autumn sunlight that her spirits rose &elitbut her disappointment
because Oliver had flown off to Scotland lay on tleest like a stone as
she went upstairs to her bedroom and sorted thrbegltlothes to decide
which she would take back to London with her.

She packed several cases and then had lunch kitthen, picking out a
tin of vegetable soup which she ate with some brispds, followed by an



apple she picked from one of their own trees inlittke orchard at the
bottom of the garden, and a small piece of Chedil@ese from the
refrigerator.

The house was immaculate; Mrs Hine had not skinty@edvork while her

employer was away, and when Francesca had finisteedmeal she

washed up and tidied the kitchen again. She dimténd to leave any
traces of her visit for Mrs Hine to clear away. Stendered around the
house feeling lonely, and stood in her son’s roamshing Jon was there,
touching his neat rows of books, his carefully aged toys. Everything
was outwardly so perfect; this was a glossy shouskebut it hadn’t been
a home for a long time and she wished she was ibdogndon in her tiny

flat.

She watched television that evening; it took hendnoff other things, at
least, and after a couple of hours of it she wertted early, but couldn’t
get to sleep. She lay there listening to the famidounds of the Sussex
countryside: the breathing of the wind in the tre¢ke distant cry of a fox,
the haunting echo of a hunting owl somewhere ne@hg had adjusted to
the sound of London traffic at night; coming baokcbuntry sounds was
disturbing, and even more so was the darkness.olmdd&n there was
always a golden glow, a sulphurous light in the #&igm the miles and
miles of street-lamps. Here there was only thetlighm the stars and a
moon moving through cloud; the trees around thesbonade this a garden
of shadows.

Tossing and turning, Francesca wished she hadrdbaek to London. She
hated going to bed in this great, empty house. 8as afraid of the
loneliness, the silences, the darkness.

Her body suddenly stiffened and turned icy coldske heard a sound
below; a creak, furtive, immediately stilled.

Was that someone downstairs, or had her own feaeiwld her into
hearing what wasn't really there?

She lay there, trying to listen yet deafened bylibating of her own heatrt,
her eyes piercing the shadows in search of. . taha



There it was again! Definite, this time. Someone weeping about in the
hall.

She swung out of bed and switched on her bedsmdp, laer hand shaking
as it groped for the old golf club she had keptdhfer several years, in
case someone broke into the house. What if thedatrhad a gun? She
very carefully picked up the phone from her bedgmide and began to
dial the local police, then realised that she wettingg no dialling tone.

Oh, lord, he’s cut the phone lines, she thoughttimmithe phone down,
then picking up and trying again. Still no diallitape. There was no doubt
about it. The line had been cut.

That was when she realised the creaking was geiunder and coming
closer. The intruder was on the staircase. He vweasing up here. She
grabbed for the stupid, lace-frilled négligé on #@ra& of her bed, and ran
shakily to her bedroom door, to push the bolt htvefere he got there.

As she reached the door, though, someone elseoggtand it began to
open.

Francesca threw herself forward, using her full gheiin a desperate
struggle to shut the door and bolt it. She wasthneg rapidly, harshly,

almost deafening herself, except that she could ¢tbar breathing outside
as the man opposing her used his own body to gweskdor her way. He
was the stronger; she was no match for him. Higsopweight slowly

began to tell. The door was gradually thrust widad wider until she
couldn’t hold it any longer, and had to fall bagkipping her golf club in

one hand while with the other she uselessly grasipedacy edges of her
delicate, more or less transparent négligé as thdoghide what lay
beneath it.

‘I've called the police! she lied in a shaky vojdeer eyes huge, swimming
with terror, the blue irises very dark against Wwaite skin, as her opponent
crashed through into the room.



CHAPTER FOUR

‘IT'S only you! the intruder said as he skiddedastop and stared at her.
‘I thought you were a burglar. You're lucky | didriit you first and take a
good look at you second!’

The voice almost made her heart stop. She frozth@rspot. ‘You?’ she
got out. ‘You?’

‘Stop making owl noises and tell me what you'rendphere,’” Oliver drily
said, sitting down on the end of her bed, his simdtéck cashmere coat
open over one of the Savile Row suits he liked &amto impress new
clients.

‘Never mind what I'm doing here!” she bit back, eamsed. ‘The question
is--what are you doing here?’

‘This is my home,” Oliver murmured, the glint ofrdanic amusement in
his eyes. ‘I never walked out of it. You were theeavho did that, so you
must forgive me if I'm slightly taken aback to fiyu back here so soon
after telling me you had left for good.’

She flushed to her hair, her eyes hating him. dutfht you were in
Glasgow!

‘I was. | flew up there on the first shuttle thisming and flew back this
evening. | meant to stay in London, but for sonmesoa | decided to drive
down here.’ His eyes were wandering over her ameddstin’t like the way
they were doing it. She clutched her négligé tigha@d Oliver observed
the little movement, his mouth twisting.

‘After ten years of marriage, isn't it a little &afor such mock-modesty,
Francesca? You're acting like a virgin schoolgirl.’

‘Oh, shut up!” she snapped, glaring, and he laughed



‘What’s the matter? Did | hit a nail on the headclhg? Do you feel like a
virgin suddenly? | wonder why? Is it me or Matt whas made this
miraculous difference to you?’

She felt like stamping her feet; rage was tearlmgugh her and making
her tremble. At least, she told herself it was rageet out of my

bedroom!” she shouted at him, and Oliver eyed hesugh long, black,
drooping lashes, mockery in every line of him.

‘Your bedroom? Haven’t you got your possessive pums muddled up,
darling? This has always been our bedroom.” Hedstgw and shed his
,black cashmere overcoat, tossed it over a chairb@&gan to take off his
jacket.

‘Well, it isn’'t now,” Francesca said, alarmed, Inying to hide it. ‘Get out
of this room at once, Oliver. | want to go baclbea.’

‘Don’t let me stop you,” he softly said, unbuttogirthe sleekly fitting
waistcoat and dropping that over the back of thaarch

‘This joke has gone far enough! ’ she said huskllglon't find it funny,
anyway.’

‘It isn't a joke.” He was undoing his shirt; shews#he gleam of tanned
brown flesh, the' wedge of black hair trailing frdns chest downwards.
She swallowed helplessly, a hot surge of sensuateavess hitting her.

‘You are not sharing my room, Oliver!” She couldb&lieve he meant this.
Oliver might be a lot of things, but he had neveeibthe type of man who
would force himself on an unwilling woman, so thied to be an elaborate
tease, but it was one which was scaring the heélbbuer and she wished
he would stop it.

‘This is the room | meant to sleep in tonight,” ¢molly said. ‘This is the
room | have always slept in. | see no reason fanghg that just because
you have unilaterally decided our marriage is oude had taken off his
shirt now; he sat down on the bed again, ignoriag and started to take
off his immaculately gleaming black shoes.



I'll make up a bed in another room,” she repliedoving to the door.
Oliver didn't answer. He had dropped one shoe aad vemoving the
other. Francesca looked back at him, biting her'yn’t undress in here.
Wait until 've made up the bed for you next door.’

‘Not for me,” Oliver shrugged. ‘I'm sleeping in heet

‘Oh, stop it"" seethed Francesca, marching badkinoand grabbing up his
neatly piled clothes. ‘Come on, you are sleeping deor!

‘You can sleep where you like, but | am sleepingelieHe stood up and
with a stab of alarm she saw him pull his trousdts

That was when she gave up the struggle and fledwihg his clothes on
to the floor as she went. Her mood was not impravecdearing Oliver
laughing as she slammed the door shut.

Fuming, but helplessly unable to do anything abboot, she made up the
bed in the next room, hating him for the mockeryis eyes as he’'d taken
off his clothes. That had been a striptease witliffarence. He had been
tormenting her. Oliver might have been a remoteband for years now,
but when they were first married they had been lwifghssionate lovers,
and he knew everything there was to know abouséesual reactions. He
had known exactly what he was doing to her; hetimed it like someone
throwing knives at a helpless victim.

She was so tired, too. She yawned angrily, smogttiown the duvet, and
suddenly caught sight of Oliver reflected in thes$ing-table mirror. He
was leaning on the doorframe, his long, lean bodw mMore or less
covered up by black silk pyjamas, the loose Jamasgde jacket open to
the waist, revealing the muscled power of his claest shoulders. The
very sight of him bothered Francesca, but what dretth her even more
was the way he was watching her bend across theheedwn body only
too visible through the floating transparency & tieégligé and nightdress.

Stiffening, she swung to confront him with enmf@et out of here! Do |
have to use violence to prove my point?’



He smiled crookedly. ‘I brought you something yait Ibehind in my
room.” His hand came from behind his back; it held the golf club to
her. ‘I thought you might feel safer with this neéatyour bed,” he mocked.

She wasn’t going any closer to get it, so shegtasted back.

He waited, still offering the club to her. ‘What®d scared even to come
and get it?” he mocked, and at that she stampedamc snatched it. She
wasn't letting him think she was that frightenechoh.

‘Very polite,” murmured Oliver.

Francesca said, ‘I hope you noticed how heavyrbeis. . .any man who
comes in here will get that over his head.’

‘In that case, I'll have it for now, said Olivesnatching it back. He
dropped it on a chair and grabbed Francesca's daaulinstead. ‘You
omitted to say thank you!

Her pulses went crazy. ‘Don’t you dare. . .” shgdein a helpless way,
but his mouth closed over hers before she couidHithe threat.

Her lips were parted as his kiss possessed theenfesthher treacherous
eyes shut and the burning ache of desire begin dewp inside her body.
Oliver's hands slid down her arms, yet at the séime jerked her closer
so that their bodies touched, her skin beneattirtigile drifts of lacy silk
be- coming aware of the heat of his hare chessprgsgainst it. He was
kissing her intimately, his tongue exploring herishanouth. One of his
hands closed on her back and forced her even closeslid a leg between
her thighs and she couldn’t stop the weak moanxoitement escaping
from her throat.

Her head fell back, she felt his arm around herybsdpporting her as he
arched her over it. She was shivering, her moutly lkissing him back.
She had one hand tangled in his hair, grippingmioat violently; her other
hand was on his neck, caressing, fondling, moviogvrd the smooth
column of his throat to his bare shoulders, toughhre ripple of muscles
under that brown skin. As her palm pressed intochisst she felt the fast
beating of his heart increasing, growing louder #ubler. He slid the



négligé off her shoulders and it floated to thefl&he felt the frail straps
of her nightdress fall down over her arms. Oliventhis head and his
mouth touched her naked breast, his tongue howaton her hard nipple.
She stood, trembling, her eyes opening, dark dstsionder her pale lids,
her mouth swollen and rose-pink from the force of kisses. He was
softly sucking at her nipples and his hands watkehstsy; her nightdress
was slipping down, down.

In the mirror she saw them both; her eyes, darkemi¢id pleasure and
hunger, saw the two bodies entangled, the female maked, her skin
glimmering and smooth, the male half clothed, lmdybhard with desire.

If he was having an affair with another woman, doogé make love to her
like this? Francesca thought on a wave of helpkEssHe might have put
his work first, been so busy that he forgot abartfbr days on end, but he
must still love her, after all, and the shock ofding that she had left him
had changed him, surely?

Oliver picked her up in his arms and swung towdh#sbed, and she let
her arms go round his neck, yielding, her body wana trembling against
him.

As Oliver put her down on the bed a sudden noisgenthem both jump.
Oliver straightened, his head lifting to listenethhe looked down at her,
his eyes glittering, a black frown pulling his brevogether.

‘Who the hell is that?’
‘It was the doorbell,” Francesca said blankly.

‘I know that! Oliver snapped as the bell rang agadouder and for longer
this time. ‘Who were you expecting? he asked betwas teeth, and she
stared up at him without understanding what he mnaaiirst.

‘I wasn’'t expecting anyone!’ Then she looked dayedIthe bedside clock.
It was nearly two o’clock in the morning. She tuirieer blue eyes back to
Oliver's scowling face and realised what he hadhbeglying. She went

red. ‘What do you mean, who was | expecting?’



‘You know who | meant!’

‘No, | don’t. I'm not in the habit of inviting anyee to call in the middle of
the night.’

The bell rang again, even louder. Oliver glaretieat tying the wide sash
of his Japanese pyjamas as he stood erect by thegbgnacity in the jut
of his jaw.

‘It won’t be Matt, then?’ The question had the gtof sarcasm.

‘No, it won't’ Francesca had forgotten she was ewkintil that moment,
as icy grey eyes raked contemptuously over her fiead to foot. Having
been reminded, though, she clutched at the duvkivaunnd herself into it
with trembling hands while he watched her, hisclipling.

‘Who else would come here at this hour?’

She looked at him with dislike. ‘Why don’t you aremwit and find out?

Whoever it is obviously has no intention of goingag.” Far from it; the

ringing was almost continuous now, and she coulit Bemeone banging
on the door panels too.

Oliver turned on his heel and went, and Francesayat loff the bed and put
on her nightdress and négligé, then tiptoed taltiee to listen. Oliver was
walking across the hall to the front door. She didam open it, heard a
man’s voice speaking, but couldn’t quite distinguilse actual words.

One thing she was certain about, it wasn't Matte Toice was vaguely
familiar, though. It had a local burr.

She crept to the banisters and leaned over to]isted saw a dark blue
uniform. She knew whose voice it was then, but wigs the village

policeman calling on them at that hour? His runtpliones drifted up to
her, slow and methodical, quietly soothing.

‘Thought you were both away, sir, in London, nopected back for a
while. I'd been keeping an eye on the place wheairove past on my
nightly round, so when | saw lights | thought I'dtter check. | had a look



at the car outside, wasn’t sure if it was yourd, &sithere were lights in
various rooms | felt | should just make sure naghiwas wrong. Sorry to
have disturbed you.’

‘Not at all, Officer,” Oliver said in a carefullyghite voice. ‘I'm grateful to
you for taking so much trouble to protect my house.

Francesca tiptoed away from the stairs, back tob#wroom. She closed
the door softly, and then she bolted it. She gt med and put out the
light, then lay down, listening as the front dooasmshut again, noisily
bolted. She heard Oliver’s tread on the stairsychéam halt outside her
door, try to open it, fail, heard him breathing rtheand knew he was
thinking, trying to work out how to get her to opéagain.

He knocked quietly; she didn’t answer.

‘Fran, open up...don’t you want to know who it wake asked, then
waited for a reply. After a moment, he said wrylywas the local bobby;
he knew we were both away and the lights made bspisious.’

Francesca closed her eyes and lay motionless.

‘Fran, I'm sorry,” Oliver said huskily. ‘I lost memper, | didn’t mean the
crack about Matt.” He pushed at the door, knockedlér, raised his voice.
He was getting angry now and she smiled in therdess

‘Why don’t you answer? Fran, are you in there? yoa OK? If you don't
answer me, how do | know you haven’'t done sometkingid? Open up,
Fran, just let me see you're OK.” He paused andedaibut she made no
sign of any kind, and when he spoke again his veiase louder and more
furious.

‘Do you want me to break this door down? If youuss to answer, I'll
have to.’

She refused to answer. If he wanted to do somestumd, let him.



He kicked the door, which shook. She heard Oliweeas in a muffled
voice; he was barefoot and the door was mahogdre/h8ped it had hurt.
She laughed--and there was a silence outside time.ro

‘Damn you,’ Oliver said, close to the door. He poued it and the panels
shook, then she heard him walking away back ta theilroom. His door
slammed; her door shook in sympathy. Francescgatbpmiling and lay
for a long time staring into the darkness, her bobwrning with bitter

frustration. Her only comfort was that Oliver mées¢l the same.

She finally fell asleep at around three, and wakédar the birds singing

in the autumn sunlight. The house was silent; @limest still be asleep.

She frowned, biting her lip as she realised thaichahes were in the other
bedroom. She wasn’t going in there to get them!InT$tee remembered the
cases she had packed and taken downstairs. Shteuskd bed and put on

her néglige, crept to the door and opened it. ldisr dvas firmly shut; she

listened for a moment before softly making her wayhe hall where the

cases stood. She opened one and extracted sorhes;ltiten made a dash
to the bathroom on the ground floor and locked di&ns there.

She showered and .dressed quickly, then went hokitchen to make

some toast and coffee for herself. She was sititripe kitchen table deep
in thought ten minutes later when Oliver walkedithe room. He was

fully dressed, too; not as formally as he had béennight before, but

casually, in an olive-green tracksuit. His grey ®yeere needle-sharp as
she looked coolly at him across the room.

‘Going for a run?’ she enquired, her coffee-cupspid in both hands
while she took another sip.

‘Just had one! he said curtly, and she should haatised he had been
out. His black hair was windblown, all over thegaahis skin had a fresh,
high colour, and he was breathing roughly.

He walked over to touch the coffee-pot with oneglamdex finger, testing
its heat.



‘It's ten minutes old, and not very hot any morghe said, not moving or
offering ,to make him a fresh pot, her blue eyesit as Oliver turned a
threatening gaze on her.

‘I want to talk to you,’ he said through his teetfm going up to have a
shower, then I'll have my breakfast, and we’ll talfits out. I'm not very
hungry; just a boiled egg and toast, and coffee."

Francesca didn’t answer; she just took anothefrsip her cup and gazed
at him over the rim of it, her eyes cerulean, irewicHe considered her for
a second, then went out and upstairs.

As soon as she heard the bathroom door close,ahgagnd went out into
the hall, collected the suitcases and took themt@uter car. She loaded
everything rapidly, went back into the house andtauphe bedrooms to
make sure she had everything she needed. She trearshower stop,

heard Oliver moving about in the bathroom, and,fleldsing the front

door almost silently.

As she drove out of the gates she glanced into ihg wirror and saw
Oliver's face at the bedroom window. Even from thistance she could
pick up waves of rage.

She was safely back in her new flat by mid-morniAty.the traffic was
going the other way this morning; out of Londonwdoto the Sussex
coast. The roads leading to London were half-enapty she made good
time.

She rang Matt in case he took it into his headiteeddown to Sussex.

‘I'm back in London, and Oliver is at Lambournehiestold him, and Matt
made a whistling noise.

‘When did he get there?’

‘Last night, late. Apparently he solved whateveohpem you'd been
having in Scotland, so he flew back at once.’



‘And found you there?’ Matt sounded concerned; las & very sweet man
and she was grateful to him for caring. ‘What hayga®’ Matt asked, and
she lied.

‘Nothing.” Well, as it happened, by sheer chancd good luck, nothing

had happened, although if the village bobby halde&n so conscientious it
might have done. If he hadn’t turned up at thatigeemoment she would
have slept with Oliver last night, and her bridbelion would have been
over. She knew what that would have meant; she dvbel back in the

same situation once more, and nothing would haee bhanged.

‘I suppose Oliver was exhausted after a round ltkig that,” Matt said.

‘Flying to Glasgow and back, handling a strike vohg down to Sussex
after landing back at Heathrow--and all in one ddydon’t know where he
finds the energy!’

‘Neither do I,” she murmured, face startled, thimkiof Oliver’'s intense

lovemaking last night. After a day like that! Itdrét occurred to her
before; she had always taken Oliver's ferociousrggndor granted, but

now she realised with shock just how extraordir@y husband must be.
She had been so obsessed with her own erotic resgonhim that she
hadn’t thought about how .he was feeling. Had hmedack, highly

charged, needing sexual release to bring him ddvem a day of tension
and argument? Had it really been her he wanted@ddtd any woman

have seemed desirable to him?

‘Have lunch,” invited Matt, as she might have expd¢ but she gently
refused, saying she was tired after her trip.

‘I'll see you tomorrow,” she said, ringing off, arght for a long time
staring at nothing, wishing she understood whatem@tver tick. When
they were first married she had been too youngskosach questions; she
had been crazy about him, had worshipped the grbendialked on, and
whatever he wanted was what she wanted too. Heoldas of course; she
knew she hadn’t been his first love, although he hars. He hadn’t gone
into any detail, he hadn’t mentioned names and lsdoin’'t asked any
guestions at the time because she had been too mdolie to want to
hear about him with any other woman, but he haa sk about having
had several love affairs before they met. Nonéneft had really mattered,



he had said. She was the only one he had ever avaotenarry, and
knowing that had made her so happy that she hashéduthe past aside.
Oliver was hers now, that was all that counted, e thought blissfully,
and set about making herself the sort of wife sae ©liver wanted
without once asking herself what sort of husbarel\santed. Why should
she, when she had the perfect husband already?

She had put Oliver on to a pedestal, she suddesdiised. She had
accepted everything he said and did as perfecth8Henever really seen
him too clearly. How could you see someone whadlifae above you on a
pedestal?

It was time she did, though. If her marriage wasuuvive this crisis, both
she and Oliver had to start seeing things in a défgrent way.

Next morning, she was naturally feeling very unsafeherself as she
walked into the office building and presented tleeusity man with her

identity card, but on her way up in the lift shenreded herself that Matt
would make her first few days easy to cope withwmeildn't be a hard

taskmaster. That was why she had gone to Matt étp. I[Ehe knew she
couldn’t possibly deal with working in Oliver’'s gaosf the firm, among all

those highly trained girls, most of them years ygrmthan her, and all of
them skilled and professional. She had had sometse@l training; she

could type and do shorthand, she could file andatoe bookkeeping and,
thanks to her son and years of living with Olivehe knew quite a bit
about computers and would have no difficulty opagaainy of those made
by the company.

All the same, she hadn't actually worked in anc#ffor years. She had a
lot to learn and would need patience from Matt. she walked into the

office she had a brave smile ready for him, but tMeds not in sight.

Instead, she found Oliver's secretary sitting atlesk, rapidly sorting

through a pile of mail.

Francesca halted, her backbone stiffening. Janyidee§ier glanced up,
gave her a cool smile. ‘Good morning,” she saiéntpointedly looked at
her watch. Francesca looked at her own. She wkde'tlt was just before
nine, and Matt had told her to be there at ninéoolc



‘Secretarial staff are expected to be at their sldsknine o’clock,” Janice
said in her honeyed voice, wearing that iceber@ sfile which always
made Francesca feel like thiganic trying to steer clear of disaster.

‘It's just nine . . .” Francesca stared at her \wahs the hands shifted *. .
.now,’” she finished as the hour registered. Shkddaup, offered Janice a
smile a charming as her own. ‘And | am here,’ slid.sBut you are at my

desk, which makes it difficult for me to be at it.’

‘I have been sorting Matt's mail for ages,” Janszed, her voice implying
that she meant to go on doing so, as well, in sitferancesca’s arrival.

‘Well, now that I'm here that's one little chorefofour list, anyway,’
Francesca cooed. ‘I know how busy you are. Dom'trle keep you.’

Janice stayed in the chair, tapping her long, aimfngernails on the
desk. Her smile had frozen to her face. That mauelifference to her
beauty; she was too striking, with that lusciougfe and flame of hair.
Janice Sylvester was the type of woman who didk& her own sex and
was what was known as ‘a man’s woman’. She radisegdappeal, but she
had brains, too. Oliver had often said that Jah@aeé a tough mind, and
Francesca believed it. Those hostile eyes wereecland hard; diamond-
sharp eyes with no softness anywhere in them. Skd ter sex like a
weapon, Francesca thought.

‘Before | go back to my own office, I'd better tajgeu through the routine
of the office. As | say, it's best to begin withetlday’'s letters: skim
through them and sort out any you feel Matt shaald, ask if he wants to
send an answer, take it down in shorthand or gatthirecord it on the
dictaphone if he prefers to leave it until lateyp@ out any letter which
must be sent at once.’

She took a breath and Francesca thought she wasgasgo she opened
her own mouth to ask a question, but before shédcget out a word
Janice was talking again. ‘Of course, you'll answesr phone and keep a
permanent eye on the fax machine and on the vadoomputers used for
internal memos. If anything comes in on them, pouat and file to show
Matt as soon as possible; don't forget 'to make $i& sees any messages,
naturally. You will also file anything Matt askswydo file, or leaves lying



around, and he is given to doing that much tooueatjy. He has no
security sense. You must never leave this officetgranless every filing

cabinet, every scrap of paper, is safely lockedTins is the nerve centre
of the firm, as Oliver. . .Mr Ransom. . . alwayysaAs she said Oliver’s

name her eyelids flickered and she lowered theefliprigiving Francesca
a quick glance through her lashes.

She did that deliberately, thought Francesca, hestctight with jealousy
and suspicion. She wanted me to know she callsblyiims first name; that
he isn’t just her boss, that there’s more to inttizat.

Struggling to keep her feelings hidden from theeottvoman’s watchful
eyes. Francesca pretended not to have noticeddlitgeichte slip of the
tongue, however.

‘I'm sure | can manage,’ she said, although shesdaghe was going to be
able to remember half of what Janice had told Denice had talked so
fast, in such a brisk, clipped voice, without pagsio let her ask questions,
but Francesca would have died rather than admihisowoman that she
didn’t understand every word she had said, couldgntiember all of it, or

felt at all inadequate for the job.

Janice didn't want her here; that had been obvimosy the moment
Francesca walked in and found the redhead sittirilgjad desk. She wants
me to fall flat on my face, Francesca thought. Welon't. ‘I'm going to
do this job, and do it well, if it kills me, andnlee Sylvester can take her
long red talons out of my man, too. Oliver belobhgsne, and it is time |
reminded her of that fact.

She smiled charmingly at Janice. ‘Thank you so nfaclall your help, I'll
tell my husband how kind you've been, Miss Sylveateooking at her
watch she added, ‘Good heavens, talking of my mbéd’'s nearly a
quarter past nine, now, Miss Sylvester. He'll thiptwu're late! You'd
better hurry back to your own office.’

Janice Sylvester gave her a vicious look from stgneyes, but she left, in
something of a hurry, her curvaceous body swayirnigpbthe door without
another word from her. Francesca stared after ktardislike, grinding her



teeth, then an idea hit her. She picked up the @loonthe desk and dialled
Oliver’s internal number.

He answered on the first ring, his tone brusques?®

‘Oliver?’ She pretended not to be sure it was Hbot, of course she knew
his voice at once, just as he knew hers.

‘Francesca? Where are you?’ He sounded surprised.

‘In Matt’s office,’” she said, and quickly added,jtist wanted to thank you
for sending Miss Sylvester here to show me the gope was very
thoughtful of you.’

There was a silence, then he slowly said, 'Tha&s Dhope she was a
help.’

He hadn’'t known Janice Sylvester was coming heeehddn’t sent her,
Francesca registered, although she had alreadgepias much. He wasn’t
admitting it because she had rung to thank him,lé&edmost men he was
an opportunist, but Francesca suspected he woutdri®is about Janice’s
motives, and that was just what she wanted himetoQdiver might not
realise exactly how ambitious his secretary waswas clever enough
where business was concerned, but he could be &nl &wol about
women.

‘Have lunch with me,’ Oliver said, and Francescaletito herself.

‘I don’t think | should go out to lunch today. | ed time to get used to
working here. | brought sandwiches and an apple.’

‘Come up to my office and eat them with me,” halsationce.
‘Sorry, Oliver, but | only have enough for one!
‘I'll send Janice out to buy some sandwiches.’

She laughed softly. ‘Ask me another day.' She wagnaatically tidying a
fine, stray strand of pale blonde hair back inta bkignon, her eyes



amused and tender. Men were so odd. Deny them bomeand they
would move heaven and earth to get it, but the lfamand the habitual
they forgot about for months on end. She was tednptesay yes; she
wanted badly to see Oliver again. She couldn’t $topking about what
had happened on Saturday night. It had hauntedreams for two nights,
left her burning with frustration, but she knew stwmuildn’t give in yet.
Oliver still wasn’t taking her seriously enough.eStad to be firm.

The door clicked and with a start of surprise siukéd up. Matt had come
in and was staring at her as if totally amazedwleer there.

‘Oh, I must go,’ she told Oliver hurriedly. ‘Mattasmts me.’
‘Damn Matt, he has no right to want you,’ Oliverdsan a harsh voice.

She laughed as if she thought he was being fulgijy! You know what |
meant! Bye.” She replaced the phone and smiledait &tross the room.
‘Good morning, boss.” Her smile was cheeky, hersayancing. ‘You look
as if you'd forgotten | started work today.”

‘I had,” said Matt ruefully. ‘It's so hard to belie it. When | walked in and
saw you, | did a double-take.’

‘I know..l saw your face.” Francesca had the gigglad Matt laughed, too,
sitting down on the side of her desk and staringeat shaking his head.
‘This is so unbelievable--but I like it. Welcomeaatnd, Fran. | hope you're
going to enjoy working here.’

‘I'm sure | am.” She was determined to enjoy ite skas here to stay, and
the sooner Oliver and Janice Sylvester realisetrtbtning was going to
drive her away, the better.



CHAPTER FIVE

FRANCESCA rapidly discovered that, although Mattswander the
impression that he did not have or need a secrebagy of the secretarial
staff had always spent a few hours a day in hie@fithecking on the fax
machine, the telex, the various computers arouedwlls of the long,
silvery-grey-painted room. Even Oliver hadn’t reall how much his own
office staff had to do for Matt, they were far tdiscreet and efficient, but
they welcomed Francesca with open arms.

Janice Sylvester might not want her around, but dtleer girls were
delighted to have someone else doing all Matt’'skwand they willingly
helped Francesca to settle into the job. She bewmefficient at the
routine part of the work each day that soon shebeg find herself with
time on her hands. As she was not the type to dmgiryg idle, if she had
nothing left to do, she usually joined Matt in hisrkroom. He was always
totally engrossed in whatever he was doing; anehadeemed unaware that
Francesca was in the room. His workroom had a bmrgh cluttered with
keyboards, display units, a wide range of hard softlvare, and atone end
a draughtsman’s desk, at which he worked when Isege&ting his designs
down in rough before transferring them to the strebere he could juggle
endlessly with them with the magic of computer tiep.

Matt didn’t sit on a chair so much as ride on oadeather chair which
swivelled in any direction and which had wheeldgterlegs. Matt straddled
this chair like a horse and as he worked wouldesfiom one end of his
bench to the other and all around it. He lookedhéo like a little boy,
whizzing happily around the bench, the tails of Wisite laboratory coat

flapping.

If you spoke to him, he often didn’t hear you. tfuygot through to him at
last, he stared blankly as if you spoke a foremmglage. When he was
working, Matt was in another world. It could beun#ting, but it made

him quite an easy boss to work for; he was no effycant.

Francesca was fascinated by computers, too, andgaidnto the habit of
spending most of the afternoon with Matt, at fasta silent observer and



then gradually as an extra pair of hands. Once Mattused to her
presence, he started asking her for help in whateyevas doing, and very
soon she was as involved in his latest projeceasds.

Naturally, the rest of the staff were curious. 3las their boss’s wife and
yet she was working for Matt, not him, added to akhiJanice had made
sure everyone knew that Mrs Ransom was not liviitg faer husband any
more. The reactions of the staff varied. Some womvere sympathetic,
others made it clear they thought she was a fogiv® up such a luxurious
life to work in an office. As for the men, they weeither guarded and
wary whenever they saw her, or they made a fupgass.

She dealt with the flirts easily enough by mentignOliver in a pointed

way. That got rid of them. Janice was not so easgelal with. She was
becoming arrogant, openly hostile, because she swasure Oliver's

marriage was finished. She despised Francesca add that obvious. For
a clever woman, Janice, was being rather stupidrag always a mistake
to underestimate an enemy. Francesca had no wmrenfi making that

mistake. That was one reason why she was herenddro

One lunchtime, Janice walked in and found sevdrdiesecretaries eating
a sandwich lunch with Francesca while Matt wasasubne of his jogging
trips.

‘What's going on?’ Janice icily enquired. ‘You @irshouldn’t be in here.’
‘This is our lunchtime! Patti, one of the typistaid sulkily.

‘And | invited them,” Francesca said, her chin up der blue eyes dark
with anger. She knew Janice was trying to humilia¢e in front of the
others. Damn her, who does she think she is? sligjli.

‘With Oliver. . .Mr Ransom’s . . .permission?’ ped Janice, and this time
she was using Oliver’s first name for the benefithee other girls, rather
than Francesca.

‘I don’t need to ask my husband’s permission tatengomeone into my
office to share my lunch! snapped Francesca.



There was a stifled giggle from Patti, and Janieg/ss looked daggers at
her. She knew the other girls were smiling bec&waacesca had won that
point, and she didn’t like publicly losing a skishi

‘They need to ask my permission, however, befoeg thiander into a high
security area! Mr Ransom is very insistent aboutigty for the research
department, especially when Mr Keilner isn’'t aclyparesent. Other firms
are more than capable of a little industrial spying

Francesca calmly said, ‘Actually, it was my husbandea that | should
ask the other girls to show me the ropes at first!

Janice stared at her, turning a strange shade ad. pwell, | suppose as
you aren’t really up to this job, even their helmymbe useful,” she
muttered furiously. ‘But | want them back at thdesks on time, or there
will be trouble.” Head high, she swept out, andnEéesca laughed.

Patti looked worried. ‘Fran, | know it's none of rbysiness, but watch out
for Janice. She’s a nasty piece of work.’

Francesca shrugged. ‘Never mind her! What weresaying about a flat
warming party, Heather?’

‘Tonight, around seven,” Heather promptly said.d®&ad | moved in at the
weekend; this is our first real home. We've beamting a flat, but we’re
buying this place, and it's marvellous. Right by thver, on the Isle of
Dogs; the builders only just finished it and wely@ a terrific view.’
‘Yuppie territory,” said Patti.

‘Ted and me like it Heather informed her loftil{f.ed’s in the City,” Patti
told Francesca, who smiled at Heather.

‘That sounds like a good job.’
‘Oh, it is. Ted earns very good money. Will you ashBring a friend.’

‘And she isn't inviting Janice!” said Patti whenaficesca hesitated. ‘So
you needn’t be afraid of meeting her there.’



‘I'm not afraid of meeting her anywhere,” France$estled, and saw the
other two exchange looks.

‘Well, you ought to be!’ Patti said bluntly, and &tber said, ‘Oh, sssh,
Patti!’

‘What do you mean?’ Francesca asked Patti, whodd@k Heather.

‘If you don't like the way | tell her things, yowelt her!" Patti said rather
sulkily.

Heather flushed. She was a friendly girl with brokadr, light blue eyes
and a very kind heart. She had been married a yeas, in her early
twenties, and reluctant to get involved in whatewas going on between
Oliver Ransom and his wife.

Patti was eighteen and with no such inhibitions.eWihdeather couldn’t
bring herself to say anything, Patti blurted it.out

‘Janice fancies Mr Ransom!’

Heather anxiously dived in, too. ‘Nobody thinks faacies her, though.
Don't get the wrong idea! She met Patti's roundidish, frank brown
eyes. ‘Well, they don’t’ she argued.

‘Men can never resist temptation,’ Patti said darkl

‘Take no notice of her!” Heather said to Francedgl.Ransom wouldn’t
look twice at anyone else, I'm sure it’s all justsgip!

So there was gossip? thought Francesca, her helgirigs She hadn’t been
imagining things; there was something going on ketwOliver and Janice
Sylvester. Humiliation stung in her throat. It waad enough that he had
cheated on her, but for everyone to know aboutdient seem worse.

‘Some people always want what belongs to someose!’ etaid Patti.
‘Janice can make most men jump through hoops ag'd blored with easy
conquests. It gives her more of a kick to steaba fnom his wife.’



‘If she can!” Heather hurriedly said, an eye onrfeesca’s pale face. ‘But
she’s too obvious about it, if you ask me! Mr Ransmuch too clever to
be taken in by Janice.’

Both girls jumped as Matt loped back into the @fipanting a little, his
forehead dewed with sweat and his skin overhed#edthrew himself
down on a chair, groaning. ‘I could kill for a caldnk.’

‘Tll get you some water,” said Francesca, gettindher feet. She smiled at
Heather and Patti as they edged towards the ddee. you!’

‘Don’t forget tonight!” Heather reminded her, pusfpia scrap of paper
over the desk. ‘That’s our address. Seven o'cl®t&ase do come.’

‘I'll try,” Francesca smiled back.

Matt glanced round as they closed the door beladt ‘Who were they?”’
‘Heather and Patti.” Francesca had got him a takkgof ice-cold water
from the fridge in his workroom. He took it and $waved some, sighing
with pleasure.

‘Do | know them?’

‘They work in Oliver’s office and they’'ve done loté work for you, too.
Sometimes | think you go around with your eyes Shut

‘Not in traffic,” he said, then roared with laughtg his own joke.

‘You're just a schoolboy at heart!” teased Franegsand he abruptly
grabbed her by the waist, pulling her down on ®l&p.

‘Never say that again!” he grinned, his face jusi\ae hers.

She put a hand up to push him away; he caughtopped laughing, and
suddenly kissed her palm. ‘Fran . . ." he whispessdl she looked at him
in shocked anxiety, realising that this was noamg any more. This was
serious. She had never seen that look on Mattés lbaore.



Neither of them had heard the door open, but thay heard it slam.
Matt's head lifted, he looked across the room atiftesed, letting go of
Francesca, who could not stop herself rolling aéflap on to the floor. It
was hard, and she gave an involuntary squawk akislie

‘I'm sorry, Fran,” Matt stammered. ‘Are you hurtetime help. . .’

She scrambled to her feet before he got to heipngtpast him at the harsh
lines of Oliver’s face. His grey eyes glitteredniolten anger.

‘Sorry to interrupt such a tender moment!” he s@rland she felt like
running away. Oliver’'s rage seemed to fill the vehadom.

Matt swallowed, but didn’t back off. ‘I know whatmay look like, Oliver,
but don’t jump to the wrong conclusion. . .’

‘T'll tell you what it damned well looked like!” GVer took a step towards
him.

‘We were only playing about,” Matt stupidly saidpdaOliver breathed
heavily, his hands clenching at his sides.

‘Playing about? Is that what you call it?’

‘Don’t come in here throwing your weight around'ralRcesca said
fiercely, and he turned dangerous eyes on her. Bdoek of her neck
prickled with tension, but she defied him silentigr head thrown back.

‘You seem to forget,” Oliver grated, ‘you're stithy wife! And this is my
firm you work for! What if one of the staff had el in here just now
and caught you and Matt? There’s enough gossipiashieaven knows! |
don’t want the whole firm to know that you're hagian affair with Matt.’

‘I'm not having an affair with Matt!" she threw blacenraged. ‘Although if
| wanted to have an affair with him it would be roysiness, not yours.
You've been flying about all over the world withniee Sylvester for years
and getting away with it. You’ve no right to predatelity to me!’



Oliver stiffened, his eyes locked on to her, ansl bwdy worryingly still.
‘Janice?’ he repeated slowly. Francesca starechisteyes and saw an odd
flicker in them. Oliver wasn’t laughing off the ta@ccusation; he was
alert to what she was saying, waiting to hear mmrdind out how much
she knew or had guessed. That was why he was sbagdmsiness; he had
a strong instinct for self-preservation, for pigkinp nuances, homing in
on unspoken thoughts. He wasn’t giving himself away admitting
anything yet. He was going to let her show him ith@de of her head
before he let her glimpse anything of what wentr@ide his!

‘I'm not blind,” Francesca said hoarsely. ‘| knovhat's been going on and
I’'m not accepting double standards. I'm not askimgany confessions, |

don’t want to hear about it, but just don’t crashere threatening me and
Matt because you think we're doing what you’'ve bdeing for goodness

knows how long"

Oliver still didn’t say anything, just stood thereyes hard and brilliant,
body tense, his face carved into an unreadable .nsdekbitterly wondered
if he was going to deny it; to lie. If he did, sheuld hate him even more.

Matt was looking uncomfortable, shifting from ormof to another. This
conversation was getting far too personal for hide began edging
towards the door and Francesca quickly caught diokis hand.

‘Don’t go, Matt. He’s the one who'’s going.’

Matt threw Oliver a nervous look and Oliver gaventa chilly, menacing
smile in return.

‘I'm” not going anywhere,” he denied. ‘This convat®n is just getting
interesting. | suggest you go and change out of ymack suit, take a
shower, cool down. You look very hot and botheMdit.’

Although he used Matt’s name, it was in no friensityrit; he said it softly,
in threat, and Matt looked even more uneasy.

Francesca felt guilty; she was being selfish, ask¥att to support her
against Oliver, knowing it would only cause troubktween the two men.
They had, after all, been friends since they wdnédieen; she couldn’t



remember a real quarrel between them and sherdgrtad not want to be
the cause of one now.

‘Yes, you must need a shower, Matt, after that lang’ she said.
Matt still hesitated. ‘Sure you’ll be OK alone witim?”’
‘Do you want a punch on the nose?’ Oliver enquired.

Matt ignored him. He said to Francesca, ‘If you twvare, I'll stay and
make sure he doesn’t bully you.’

‘You seem to forget whose wife she is!’” Oliver spag.

Matt looked at him then. ‘You're the one who kedépggetting . . .that's
why she left you!’

Oliver took a step towards him and Francesca hilyripushed Matt
towards the door. ‘Go and take that shower, ancclgahged, I'll be quite
OK. I can handle him.’

Matt obediently left the room and Oliver stood thevatching her with a
crooked little smile curling his mouth.

‘So. . . you can handle me, can you?’
‘With one hand tied behind my back,’” she said, dtiead.

He laughed abruptly, looked surprised, then frowri¥du've changed,
you know. You almost seem like a different womaandfrthe one |
married.’

‘After Jon was born you left me down in Sussex &rgiot about me! |
didn’t stay the same all these years. People dbonhanged, but you were
never there to notice.’

‘That isn’t true! Whenever | could get to Lambouifioe a few days | did,
but | was very busy. | was building the company] awasn’t just doing it
for myself, | was working for you and Jon, too. \'¢hiwas slogging away



in town, | liked to think of you and Jon at Lamboey leading an idyllic
life. Don’t you think | often wished | was thereot?’

She laughed bitterly. ‘No, | think you were havimgich too much fun up
here in town!

‘Oh, for pity's sake, Fran,” he broke out, staratcgher angrily, ‘you don’t
think | was hitting the nightspots every night, gou? Or dating other
women? Is that what this is really all about?’

‘That isn’t what | think, | never said it was! Ddrtist my words, Oliver.
| didn’'t leave you because | suspected you of gvihup in town every
night, and you know it.’

‘Why did you leave me, then?’

‘I've told you over and over again, but if you issl’ll say it once more. |
left you because | rarely saw you, and when | aid glways had a crowd
of other people with you. | left you because ournmage hadn’t been a real
one for years, and | was bored and lonely and aider She paused, her
eyes angry. ‘Come to think of it, | never reallft ipou at all. You were the
one who left me, years ago. You left me withoutirsgyyou were going,
you kept up a pretence that we were still marred,in fact we’'ve almost
become strangers. That's why I've changed withaut goticing it. How
could you notice anything about me when you wekenaround?’

‘Give me a chance to notice you now,’ he said gpfifroking her cheek.

‘No, it's too late, Oliver!” She slapped his handay, but he merely
shifted it to her waist.

‘You wouldn’t have responded the way you did at baurne last
weekend if you were indifferent to me,” he whispgreis lips brushing her
throat, and Francesca shivered in involuntary nespo

‘I was half asleep, | didn’t know what | was doiriggt go of me, Oliver!
Someone might come in... Matt will be back any renu . He was
kissing her ear and the beat of her blood almosafethed her, but she
fought against the way he was making her feel.a$ wot part of her plan



for Oliver to make love to her every time they watene. Somehow she
had to keep him at a distance before things gobbliand.

‘Ah, yes, Matt!" he said, his hands closing on kbpulders to hold her
away so that he could stare accusingly down intddee. ‘Matt. . .tell me
the truth-what is going on between you two?’

‘Nothing!” she protested automatically, but herldblue eyes shifted away
guiltily. Matt had startled her today. She had alsvéhought of him as an
old friend, someone she trusted like a brother!dShever suspected that
he might think of her in any other way, but wherdHessed her hand after
he’d pulled her down on to his lap he had lookedheat differently, and

Francesca was disturbed by it. This was sometheghsdn’t bargained
for!

‘No?’ Oliver's narrowed eyes probed her avertedefd@hen why were
you sitting on his knee when | arrived, and why ybd both look guilty?’

‘We looked surprised, not guilty!’ she protestedypimg she sounded
convincing. She didn’t yet know what was behindwag. Matt had acted,
whether he had just felt a passing impulse of eita or whether
something more lay behind that look, that kiss. @rieg she was sure
about--she wasn't telling Oliver anything!

‘Hmm! Oliver considered her, his face thoughtfulnother question
intriguing me is why you chose to get a job in rmnf Why not work for
someone else? There are plenty of jobs in London.’

‘Not for someone who hasn’t worked for years. Mgrséarial skills need
brushing up; | need practice, and experience. ldmtuexpect a strange
firm to give me either. And anyway, why shouldnwobrk for our firm?’
Her eyes challenged him. ‘You seem to forget howchmlput into the
Firm for the first few years, both before Jon wasnband afterwards,
when | used to work while he slept in his pramha office. | helped build
this company. If we get a divorce, I'll be entitled half your share in the
firm, anyway, and | think the company owes me jbiis'

Oliver’'s mouth twisted, he laughed tersely. ‘Do yoaw?’



‘Yes,” she said, head up and eyes direct.

He stared down into those deep blue eyes in sijéhea slowly nodded.
‘Maybe.” He smiled with sudden charm, the harddiog his face relaxing.
‘I have an important appointment in ten minuted, Have to go. Have
dinner with me tonight.’

She felt her mouth go dry at the prospect. She terapted to spend the
evening with him, it was very hard to say no, ha said it, coolly. ‘Sorry,
| have another date.’

His face stopped smiling, became hard and darkasgay. ‘With Matt?’
he enquired, and there was cruelty in his voicéhéntwist of his mouth, in
his glittering eyes.

‘With a friend,” she said, the hairs on the backhef neck rising at the
barbaric look in his face.

Oliver was a hard man, a possessive man, a manatibus, acquisitive
instincts which had driven him all his life. Thatsvwhy he had done so
much so quickly; why he had built this firm, put npw factories all over
the place, acquired the firms of some of their $naluppliers, bought and
sold houses at bewildering rapidity until they eshdg at Lambourne. He
might not love her, but he felt he owned her; slas Wis property, and he
would fight to keep her, as much to stop some othan getting her as
because he really wanted her. The minute he’d tmolig was losing her
he had begun to fight to keep her. She wasn't gedeiThat might be his
idea of love. It wasn't hers. Oliver still had & to learn about love, and
she was going to teach him.

‘A friend? What friends do you have that | don’taw?’ he asked. ‘Or is
this someone you've picked up in London?’

‘Yes,” she said coolly. ‘Exactly. Someone I've ns@tice | came here.’

‘Who is he? Where did you meet him? What's his rain@iver fired the
guestions at her and she didn’t answer, shakindpéead at him.



‘Stay out of my private life, Oliver. You've keptarout of yours for years;
why should | let you into mine?’

‘I haven’t had any private life, damn it!”

She couldn’t help a little spurt of laughter at resentful expression. She
almost believed him, but it wasn't relevant, anyway

The door opened and Matt walked in, halting at slgt of Oliver still
with her. ‘Oh, hello. . ." he muttered.

‘Get out!” Oliver ordered.
‘Stay, Matt!" Francesca countered, and Oliver tdrhes grey eyes on her.

‘Are you deliberately trying to make me really ay@ryou’re going the
right way about it, but you may be sorry when its late.” He turned and
walked out, slamming the door behind him.

Matt stared after him, scowling. ‘I've always thduiga hell of a lot of
Oliver, but he’s pushing me too far! Who does hekfne is, talking to me
as | if were the office boy?”’

‘I'm sorry, Matt,” Francesca said gently, becaube svas very fond of
Matt and it ‘upset her to see him look so upset.

‘It isn’t your fault, Fran!” Matt said at once, slimg down at her. ‘You
aren’t responsible for the way Oliver is made.’

‘No, you are,” she said with rueful amusement, sad Matt’s face stiffen
incredulously.

‘Me? Fran, how can you say that? I. . .’

‘Matt, Oliver's trouble is that he’s made too mustoney, too fast. It's
gone to his head. And he wouldn’t have made all thaney if it weren’t
for you. This whole firm runs on your brains, ndtv@r's. Any competent
manager or accountant could have marketed youtuptsdonly you could
have invented them. Oliver has ceased to see Hwmtis so used to



everyone he meets thinking that he’s the linchgithe organisation that
he has forgotten how much you put into the firm.’

Matt stared at her, eyes thoughtful. She smilddrataffectionately.

‘And if Oliver could hear me, he’d kill me,” sheidain wry appreciation
of what she was doing.

‘Yes, he probably would,” agreed Matt, rubbing arttb along his chin as
he grinned back at her. “You're right, of coursedd may seem dumb to
you, but I'm not that naive. | know how much thenggany needs my
ability to come up with new ideas all the time, baiso know that Oliver
is a brilliant salesman and organiser. Fran, hawe gver thought what
would have happened if | hadn’t set up in busineisis Oliver? I'd have
worked for another company, who would have cheatedblind. All I've
ever been interested in is my work. I'd probablyédaold away my rights
in everything for peanuts, without ever realisirgvhmuch money was at
stake.’

She nodded. He was right, he would have done, lzere twere plenty of
people who would have taken him for every penny tbeuld get out of
him.

‘Oliver has been fairness itself to me,” Matt said.

She met his eyes and flushed. ‘I didn’t suggeshdu cheated you, Matt!
That wasn’'t what | meant.'

‘No, | know, | understand what you meant--Olivesh®egun to think he’s
a damn sight more important than | am, just astheesl to take you for
granted, too. But it was Oliver who set up this pamy on borrowed
capital which we repaid to the bank that lent iisolong ago, Fran. He has
always treated me scrupulously, you have to give that. It was Oliver
who split the shares between the three of us, danitremember?’

‘The three of us!” Francesca’s eyes widened an#edead, her lips parted
on a gasp of shocked memory. She had forgotterthibaghare capital had
been divided between all three of them right backhe first year of her
marriage. Oliver had done that for excellent actiognreasons which had



meant little to her then, since all they had beeariag was a large debt
owed to the bank, and she had been so busy withdavbaby later, and
then with caring for Jon, that she had never thooglit again, apart from

dutifully signing pieces of paper which Oliver pntfront of her from time

to time.

Matt was watching her, frowning. ‘Yes, don’t younrember? You own a
third of the company.’ He laughed. ‘On paper, aste

‘So | do,” Francesca said bitterly, realising astlavhy Oliver was so
desperate not to let her go. She owned a thirdetbmpany; he could not
afford to divorce her or he would risk losing fircgad control. She had
begun, to hope that Oliver still loved her evehefhad been having some
sort of secret relationship with Janice Sylvedtts.had been so disturbed
by talk of a divorce; what else was she to think?

‘What's the matter?’ asked Matt, puzzled by thedwihisery in her blue
eyes. ‘Fran, what on earth is wrong?’

‘I'm a fool, a blind, naive fool,” she said, angmth herself, then she met
Matt’'s bewildered stare and sighed. There was riotpo explaining to
Matt; he was as much one of Oliver’s victims aswhs!

‘I wish | knew what you were talking about,” Matid.

‘Never mind .” Francesca grimaced. ‘Matt, are yaind anything tonight?
Feel like a party?’

His face brightened. ‘With you? Any time.’

She laughed, then looked quickly at him, her eyesetain-he had been
joking, hadn’t he?

Half seriously, she said, ‘I hope I'm not going lave trouble with you
too!’

Matt laughed, then frowned as he thought over what had said. ‘What
do you mean, me too? Who has been making a nuisdinbaself?’



‘I like the quick way you jump to conclusions! Sheet his searching stare
and smiled ruefully at him. ‘Don’t worry, | can cepvith them all. It's all
this gossip. ..some of the men seem to think I'desperate need of some
male company now that I've split up with Oliver.’

‘Damn cheek!” Matt exploded, bristling. ‘Tell me wtand I'll soon knock
some sense into them.’

‘You won't need to. . .l just gently dropped a hihat Oliver wouldn'’t like
it, and they melted away into thin air.” She gawa la mischievous smile.
‘You see, even Oliver has his uses!



CHAPTER SIX

HEATHER'’S new flat was ultra-modern and really fap small for the

number of people who had crammed into it for theypdVhen Francesca
and Matt arrived before the rest of the crowd, Heatproudly showed
them round. It didn't take long--you could walk rmlithe flat and see
everything in two minutes--but Heather was thriltedits with everything

in the place, and Francesca envied her that hajgpy. $he remembered
how it had felt, ten years ago, when she and Olhagt moved into that
poky little flat with a wonderful view of gasworkand endless roofs and
chimneys.

‘It's lovely,” she said to Heather, who beamed.
‘Well, at least it's our own, and it's a start.’

‘You'll be as happy as larks in it Francesca sdften the first wave of
people arrived and she and Matt were soon boxedartorner, a glass in
one hand and something slightly odd on a cockt#étk sn the other,

talking to vaguely familiar people about the weathke latest hit in the
West End, a serial running on TV.

At one point she whispered to Matt, ‘When we fastved, | thought how
tiny the flat was--have you counted heads lately3wear there were fifty
people in this room alone. Now | know how a sardewds in a can.’

'Shall we go?’ Matt asked, raising his voice abthe thump and wail of
the music Ted had just put on his music system.

‘If we can fight our way to the door! she shouteatk, thinking that it was
just as well that nobody else, as yet, had movaathre other flats in this
newly erected block. Heather and Ted had no neigftsbim complain, but
the noise was deafening.

Matt pushed and shoved to clear a path for thewh tlaey finally reached
the front door again only to find themselves confirng Oliver and Janice
Sylvester, who were just arriving. Oliver was renmgyv Janice’s short



white mink jacket; she was glancing back at himrdwex shoulder, her red
mouth curved in an alluring smile. Neither of thad noticed Francesca
yet.

Matt gave her a concerned glance and she shrugdech agrimacing. He
was a very sensitive man, but she wished he wauldatch her all the
time.

When she looked towards Oliver again, he had godeJanice was alone.
No doubt Oliver was taking her jacket into the timgdroom where all the
coats had been laid. Francesca moved hurriedlyrtsshe front door to
escape before he came back.

Every man in sight was staring at the dress Jamias wearing; its

stiffened black satin cups half covered her bredsis her shoulders and
arms were left bare. The rest of the dress was deduio her like a sleek
black skin, and above it her red hair burned agdies very white skin.

Francesca couldn’t deny that Janice looked sexyciassy all in one; she
wished she could, but she couldn’t.

Janice saw her a second later, gave her a triunmhpdak and said softly,
‘Hello, Matt,” kissing his cheek.

Matt looked taken aback, as if Janice had neveekifiim before.

‘Is it a fun party?’ Janice asked the air betwe®a tivo of them. She had
not greeted Francesca, except to run a dispardgolgover her. It was
Matt who politely mumbled something about havingyeat time.

‘We have to go, though,” he said. ‘Can’t find TedHeather! Will you say
goodbye to them for us? We have to rush, we’reHis. invention ran out
and he looked blank. Janice’s smile widened, hes eat-bright.

‘Going out to supper together? How sweet. Of couibemake sure
Heather knows you’ve gone.’

‘I bet she will,;” Francesca said to Matt, as thegaped out into the crisp
autumn night air. The block of flats lay at the exfda narrow street; just



beyond it gleamed the river, black in shadow, antea with reflected
light from buildings and street-lamps.

Matt looked down at her, puzzled. ‘What do you nigan

‘Janice will enjoy telling Heather we were so boxeel walked out on her
party. She likes puncturing other people’s balloons

Matt was aghast. ‘You don’t really think she’d ssgmething spiteful?
Poor Heather. . . I'd hate her to think we left dese we were bored. . .
hang on a minute, Fran, I'll just run back and gapdbye to Heather
before Janice can hurt her feelings.” He turned eawmkd back, while
Francesca watched him ruefully. What a dear Mats,wand what a
wonderful husband he would make some lucky girk, the girl would
have to do all the work. Matt was not the forcejyle.

There were cars parked all along the road, moshefdrivers probably
here for the party. Francesca walked along to wMat had parked and
contemplated the way a red Ford had parked bungé&umper behind
him. There was another car right in front. How Wttt going to get out?

A footstep behind her made her stiffen. She swurty with a leap of the

heart, found herself facing Oliver, very tall aedmh in a black evening suit
and crisp white shirt. Only then did she glimpse #teek outline of his

Rolls parked in grand isolation right under a sttamp for protection in

this neighbourhood. He must have come out her@dk Janice’s mink

jacket safely in his car. With such a crowd at plagty, it might not have

been very sensible to leave it lying in a bedrooratiended.

He looked as surprised as she felt, then smiledth was the secret date
you wouldn’t tell me about? I'm glad | put in anpgarance now. | was in
two minds, but | gather it was expected of me, andon’t like to
disappoint the staff on these occasions. Very exgitfor Heather.
Remember our first flat?’

She nodded, aware of the drift of his grey eyes bee, and wishing she
had put on something more exciting than a rathewplsi cut blue silk
dress. She hadn’t wanted to outshine Heather; Aftethis was Heather’s



big night, not hers. She still felt the same, the Enew she couldn’t stand
comparison with Janice in her figure-hugging blaakin.

‘ like you in blue,” Oliver said softly. ‘I alwaydid, remember?’

She flushed, her long, pale neck bent, the smadtrery chignon leaving
most of it bare, and shivered at something in bise:

‘Cold? We'd better go in. It is rather chilly ouete.” Oliver slid a hand
under her arm, watching the vulnerable curve ofdmeek with a smile in
his eyes. ‘The days are getting shorter. It willQGeistmas soon and Jon
will be home. Looking forward to it? | am. We mayee have some snow;
we did a couple of Christmases ago, remember? des hbve snow at
Christmas, and | thought I'd buy him a sledge igect really freezes over
and he gets some sledging on Hammer Hill. | woritldre will have
changed much. He'll have grown an inch or two, aaywHe smiled
down at her, urging her towards the block of flats.

‘I'm not arriving, I'm leaving,” she said coldly,ery glad she wasn’t going
to have to watch him with Janice at the party. @ow that she had
appeared, would he pretend to have come on his Mdo@ld he give

Janice some secret signal to stay away as lonp agfe was around?

‘So soon?’ He raised his brows, eyes amused. ‘Nphloere you wanted
to talk to? Well, come back now, for a few minut&ge’ll put in an
appearance and then go to dinner somewhere special.

She shook her head. ‘No, thank you, | can’t.’” Stenfl it hard to speak at
all, she was so angry.

Oliver frowned, glanced over his shoulder at tlghtied windows of the
flat, from which a babble of voices and the crapap music came. ‘No, |
suppose you wouldn’t want to go back after leavingpk, wait here for
me. I'll just dash in, say hello, and apologise fiot being able to stay. It
won't take two minutes, then we’ll find somewhereatto eat.’

She considered his face icily. When he said hegeasg to dash in to say
hello and apologise for not being able to stay, tWiereally meant was



that he was going to tell Janice that he was lepkigr there and going off
with his wife. Francesca would like to see Jani¢at® at that moment!

He hadn’t mentioned Janice, to her, of course. babt he imagined she
had no idea that he had actually brought the agirehere. Did he think
she was blind, deaf, dumb, stupid? Or that othepleewere? How long
did he think he could get away with an affair wianice without anyone
catching on? Most of the London office staff wanehat flat. They knew
he had arrived with Janice and they could put two @®vo together pretty
accurately.

‘I'm waiting for Matt, actually,” she told him in #at voice. ‘He went back
inside for a moment, but he’ll be out soon.’

Oliver's brows dragged together, she saw his mbatten into a straight
line. He shot another look at the flat's windowsern back at her remote
face. ‘You came with Matt?’ he repeated, soundingradulous. ‘You
actually arrived at an office party with my partheot me?’ He lowered
his voice, but the note was just as harsh. ‘Whatyau trying to do to me?
Isn’t there enough gossip already? What will pedplek when they see
you going out with Matt, not me?’

‘No doubt just what they think when they see yoingdo an office party

with your secretary, not me,” said Francesca wittebemphasis, .and saw
his face tighten, those grey eyes narrow on he. f&es,’ she said, ‘1 saw

you and Janice arrive together, so you can stopemuleng, you came

alone!

‘Don’t be ridiculous!’ he snapped, scowling. ‘Ihis the same thing at all. |
drove Janice here straight from the office. Sheld/bave had to get a taxi
if I hadn’t given her a lift.’

Francesca laughed sarcastically. ‘Very plausibkeept that some people
might think it rather odd that you are both wearewgning dress. Is that
what the best people are wearing for the officeehdays?’

‘We both changed before we left, obviously! ' sa@iver in biting
irritation, his body tense.



‘For a little office party? When you only meantgop in for a few minutes
and then make your excuses?’

A dark streak of red ran over his cheekbones asdehes glittered. His
voice had become even more incisive; he was baratiing his teeth to
clip out his words now. ‘As it happens, there’s teo party later tonight, a
reception at the Savoy, given by one of our Americontacts, a
multinational combine who are interested in the meimi portable Matt
has been perfecting. | meant to go on to that atihing in here.’

‘Taking Janice with you, of course,” Francesca muned, and got a
furious glare from him.

‘She is my secretary!
‘And rarely far from your side!’

Oliver’'s hands shot out and seized hold of her afmss fingers digging
into her and making her wince. ‘I know what youlne to! Don'’t think I'm
stupid. This is a cunning little plot, isn’t it? Mavant a divorce, but you
don’t want your affair with Matt dragged into iy you’re trying to make it
look as if you only started seeing Matt after yourfd out | was involved
with Janice. If you can do that, it cancels out ryafidelity, and the
financial settlement will be all in your favour. Ifim not bloody careful,
you'll end up owning more of my company than | d&ry clever, my
love. Did you think that up, or did Matt?’

‘Neither of us thought up anything! Only someonétwa mind as devious
as a snake’s could accuse us of such a cheap plenfingers tightened
and she burst out, ‘Let go of me, that hurts!” 8fexl to drag herself away,
flushed and shaking with rage. ‘If you think youndaully me into doing

what you want, you don’t know me'

‘You're right, | don’'t know you,” Oliver mutteredstaring down into her
face, then he bent his head rapidly and kissedvitarbruising insistence,
the power of the kiss forcing her head back urdil $tretched throat hurt.
She tried to fight, struggling and hitting backhan, but that merely made
him more determined; his powerful body overwhelrhed and even as he
hurt her she was shuddering with aroused pleasuréna contact, her



breasts swollen and aching as he crushed her clbiserrage and hostility
between them had turned into something else; momitive, intensely

erotic, a volcanic desire exploding through themthband making

Francesca’'s head swim. Her hands attacked, andheldit her nails dug
into the nape of his neck, ran up into his black.ter body writhed as if
in agony and she was groaning under the brutal ddraghis mouth.

‘I don’t know you,” Oliver whispered again, hoangelvithout lifting his
mouth from hers. ‘But hell, | want you. I've gothave you tonight--come
back with me now, let me make love to you, Frari. His hands were
sliding over her, caressing her back, her brebstswaist, the soft curve of
her hips, down over her thighs, and as he touchexd his breathing
thickened and grew louder; she felt him shakini,tfee red-hot brush of
his skin on her own and triumph sang in her blood.

She closed her eyes to enjoy the moment, leaningmonShe wanted him

just as badly as he wanted her, but she prolorfgeddstasy of frustration,
the deep-seated ache of need. She would tell hiemrmmoment, yield, go

with him to relieve this terrible desire, but natyShe shivered under his
pleading caress, felt his lips trembling against ineuth, her throat, and
thought how long it was since Oliver had touchedlike this, wanted her

with such hunger.

‘I want you, darling,” Oliver muttered. ‘Can’t yosee how much | want
you?’

But another voice cut through that husky murmuwas a cool voice, very
self-confident, even arrogant, and the sound ofatle the heated blood
drain from Francesca’s face, made Oliver stiffed fatl silent.

‘We aren’t staying long, either, we’re going ontte Savoy, the voice
said from the steps of the block of flats.

‘The Savoy? Sounds very glamorous. I've never lhBere,” Matt’s voice
answered.

Oliver let his arms drop, and he stood still, bneag as if he had been
running, his grey eyes, darkened with desire, watchrancesca.



'‘Come home with me,’ he repeated in an urgent vehnis@Quickly, say yes
quickly; we can get back into the car and go befoey see us.’

She was as cold now as she had been hot a momeniSahg looked

bitterly at him; he had made her forget for a whsllee had so nearly given
in to her own desire, but luckily she had been relad in time and Oliver
wasn’t winning this round after all.

‘Janice is looking for you,” she said, smiling dgld’And Matt’s looking
for me.” She didn’'t wait for him to answer; she ked away, skirts
rustling, and the sound of her footsteps on theepent made Matt turn,
his face clearing.

‘Oh, there you are! Sorry to take so long, | cotilfind. Heather for ages.
Stupid of me not to unlock the car so that you dait in it while you
waited--you must be frozen standing about in theestall this time!’

‘I'm OK,’ she said huskily, aware of Janice watadiwith eyes as hard as
jade. ‘I had company,’ she added deliberately ageDtlowly walked over
to join them, then she slid a hand through Mattte and smiled up at him.
‘Shall we go?’

‘Sure,” he said, but gave Oliver a wary sidewaysnge.

‘Hello, Matt,” Oliver said curtly.

‘Oh. . .hi!" said Matt, a nervous look on his face.

‘Enjoy yourselves,’ Francesca murmured to the otiver ‘Come on, Matt,
| don’t know about you, but I'm ravenous.’

‘Yes, OK," he said, and they began to walk awaylyao find Oliver
barring their path.

‘l just had an idea. Why don’t you two join us la¢tSavoy? Francesca and
| haven't celebrated our tenth wedding anniversaty and it's about time
we did.’



Janice didn’t stop smiling, but somehow Francesda'tthink she was in
a very good mood any more. ‘But what about poorthkds party? You
have to put in an appearance or she’ll be so hurt.’

‘I did put in an appearance,’ said Oliver tersdlgaid hello to Ted when
he met us at the door, he knows | came.” He hatdkén his eyes off
Francesca; his stare was demanding, insistentriogdieer to agree to this
dinner at the Savoy. She looked down, watching thirmugh half-lowered
lashes, wishing she could read his mind.

Janice hadn't given up, she merely raised her vafcectave or so, trying
to bring his attention back to herself. ‘But we ddw go to this reception
in an hour or so, and it's vital that we show up fbat, you said so
yourself!’

‘You can go and make excuses!” Oliver snapped.

‘Oh, no, you mustn’'t do that,” said Francesca gofit’s very important
that we sell the new Porta to the Americans, ig'tOf course you must
go to their reception and chat them up. If we mile¢ sale it would bring
in valuable dollars and open up an entirely newkeisfior us.’

Matt nodded eagerly. ‘That's absolutely true, Olivié would be terrific
for us to make a big sale on the Porta. I've gghHiopes for it. If | can get
it right before Christmas, we can go into produttisith it early in the
New Year, and it would help a lot to have a bigeortb fill right away,
wouldn’t it? That would keep risk costs down andamave won't have
any trouble with the bank with an overdraft to acopeoduction. I've got a
strong feeling about this one, Oliver. I'm ironingt the bugs without any
problem, and--’

‘OK, OK,’ Oliver said irritably. ‘This isn’t the the and place for one of
your rhapsodies about your latest baby. And anyway, know nothing

about marketing. Stick to what you do know, justydar own stuff and let
me do mine.’

‘Obviously you must go to the Savoy, Oliver, and'dvenly be in the
way!" Francesca said, her eyes limpid. ‘Good lugthwthe Americans!



This time he made no attempt to stop them, butdtelved them walk over
to Matt’s car, his stare so angry that Francescest felt that it burned a
hole in her back.

She settled down in the passenger seat with adsigtlief, but the ordeal
wasn’t over yet. Matt still had to get out of aweight parking spot. He
gripped the wheel, grimacing. ‘I'm as nervous ak. hevish Oliver would
stop watching me, he’s making me jumpy.'

That was his intention, recognised Francesca, angtdod there, tall, dark
and nasty, sardonically observing Matt's uneasgnaits to get away:
backing and then edging forward, backing and edfgpngard, twisting his

wheel with desperate heaves and groans. In the wimgr Francesca
could see Oliver, his black hair ruffled by thehtigvind, his eyes glinting.

She could see Janice, too, frowning, impatieningryto persuade Oliver
back into the party. She wanted everyone to seeavtierhim, of course;

Oliver might not realise it, but by taking Janiostead of her to this party
he was practically making a public announcemerth#ostaff, and Janice
feverishly wanted him to commit himself.

It wouldn’t bother her that Francesca held a tlifthe company’s shares,
or that in the event of a divorce, especially émcesca should marry Matt,
Oliver stood to lose control of the company. Jamad nothing to lose and
everything to gain if Oliver split up with his wifand she was a very
ambitious girl, that was all too obvious. She hadrbOliver’'s secretary for
several years now; she had worked her way intosdipo of trust at work,
and Francesca was convinced there was a privaatioredhip out of
working hours.

No doubt she could find out for certain. She coaltbage a private
detective who would dig out the proof for her, Bhe felt sick at the very
idea of that. It would be too painful, too humiireg. She would rather not
know for sure than pay someone to follow Oliveruand and spy on him.

With a final gasp of relief, Matt at last manageduncork his car and
slowly drive away. She watched in the wing mirrerJanice slid a hand
through Oliver’'s arm and leaned 'against him, kdrhair a vivid splash of
colour on the black of his evening suit.



Janice would lure him back into the party so thatdtaff could all see her
with him, then she would talk him into taking her the Savoy for this
reception. And afterwards? What would they do &fiat?

‘Well, where shall we eat?’ asked Matt.

Francesca felt too sick to want to eat. ‘I thinkjlist go home, Matt,’ she
said, and he gave her a surprised glance.

‘Oh, but I thought you were hungry?’ He had taken &t her word when
she’d talked about being ravenous. It wouldn’'t esdcuMatt that she had
only said that for Oliver's benefit. ‘Why don’t wgo to the Savoy?’ he
cheerfully suggested. ‘If Oliver and Janice cantgere, why shouldn’t
we? As he said, you never did celebrate your wepdinniversary
properly. Let's go and have caviare and champagram, live it up, enjoy
ourselves!’

She was tempted for a second, then she thoughe avid shook her head.
‘We might run into Oliver when he goes along thiater. No, | don’t think
that’s a good idea, Matt.’

‘Who cares if we do run into Oliver? We've as muigiht to be there as he
has! Come to that, why shouldn’'t we go to this Aicean reception? You
and | are directors of the company; if Oliver igitad, so are we.’

‘Directors?’ repeated Francesca, at sea.

‘Yes, you've been nominally on the board ever siweefounded the firm.
| know you don’t come along to meetings, but yowstdl a director, as
well as a major shareholder.’

They had left the East End of the old City of Londoow, and were
entering brighter-lit areas further west. She saw Ful's rising
majestically between office blocks and stared wiikad eyes at it, thinking
hard.

‘That's something else I've forgotten all aboutenh So I've been a
sleeping board-member for years without doing aglexcept sign papers?
| ought to attend meetings, don’t you think, Matt?’



Matt amiably nodded. ‘If you want to, Fran, why Adtusually do, when

Oliver reminds me, but it's only a matter of forinleave all business

decisions to him; he runs things like clockwork d@here’s no point in my

interfering in what | don’t understand. As he jssid, each of us has his
own territory and we don'’t overlap.’

She laughed. ‘I bet he approves of that attitubiatt grinned. ‘Well, you
know Oliver.’

‘So | do,” she murmured, watching the street-lampetching ahead of
them along the Embankment, on one side the blaekrsbf the Thames
and on the other the towering facades of officeckdo the university
buildings, the turn-of-the-century architecture tbé Savoy, half hidden
among trees.

‘So, do we go to this reception?’ asked Matt, shayvi

At that moment a sound reverberated on the autumtha deep tones of
Big Ben chiming the hour. Automatically, Francegtanced at her watch.
‘It's nine o’clock, rather late for dinner,” sheatight aloud, but Matt shook
his head.

‘I'm sure they’ll still be serving dinner in the ®ir Room. It isn't late by
London standards. Oh, come on, Fran. I'm reallyilog forward to it

now.' It isn’t often | have an adventure! It doesiygood to be impulsive
once in a while.’

‘That’s true,” she agreed slowly. ‘OK, let's do’it6he had acted on
impulse when she’d driven away from Lambourne amde up to London.
She had been taking a calculated risk, and withlaclky it might still pay

off. Why not take another? .

‘And after dinner, shall we go to the receptionSked Matt.
‘Why not?’ She was curious about the American malional which could

be so important to them. She hadn’t met one of tteailly big customers
before, and if she was a director it was time side $he must have been



going around with her eyes shut for years not teeh@alised just how
deeply she was enmeshed in the running of the coynpa

Oliver had been using her to rubber-stamp his @e@s How often had
she dutifully signed whatever he told her to si§h® had never thought of
reading the papers before she signed them, ei8tes. trusted him so
completely, and he had used her utter trust foowis ends. Her name was
part of his machinery, just as the third of therekashe owned was part of
his defence against a takeover by someone elsde\&the was his wife
and stayed obediently down in Sussex, the arrangiesuited Oliver very
well, but now that she had left him she had upsetyhing. No wonder
Oliver was desperate to get her back. She coutdhian, if she chose.

They dined at a quiet table in a corner of the fasnRiver Room, looking
down over the Embankment gardens to the Thamesic€saa was too
tense to enjoy herself; she kept expecting Olivet danice to arrive, but
they didn’t, and when she and Matt left the diniogm she was half
inclined to go home instead of going to the reaptgiven by the
American-headed multi-national company. She eveyaéo apologise to
Matt, yawning slightly.

‘I'm so tired, Matt, I think I'll go home.’

‘Not yet,” he pleaded. ‘Just another half an hautha reception! | haven’t
had this much fun for years.’

She laughed at his boyish eagerness and couldndeeso they asked at
the reception desk and were directed to a largpitadisy suite on the floor
below. Matt surprised her by pulling out an engcavvitation card. He
grinned at her expression.

‘Well, it isn’t often that | get invited to free bae at the Savoy! | put it in
my pocket in case | felt brave enough to come.’

‘Lucky | said yes, then,' she teased as he handedard to the liveried

flunkey on the door. The man gravely asked forrthames, then as they
walked past him into the half-full room, announdbdgm in stentorian

tones that made her jump.



Heads turned, people stared, and a man standirrgbye@ame forward
with a warm smile, his hand outstretched.

‘Mr Keilner? Matthew Keilner? Well, this is a grgaleasure to me. | have
been one of your admirers for a good many yeais,'sa often hoped to
meet you when | was on a buying trip in the Unikddgdom, but you
were always tied up and I've only met your partér Ransom.’

‘Thank you, Mr...?" Matt said, blushing endearinglythis frank praise.
‘Garth,’” the other man said, shaking his hand fyrmi

‘Mr Garth? I'm sure I've heard the name before, Bot afraid | can't
quite place it. . .” Matt gave him an uncertain lemi

‘No, Garth is my first name. My surname is Abbey.’

‘Good heavens, yes! Mr Abbey! Of course, I've he@ld/er. . . Ransom,
that is. . .my partner. .. talking of you many tarie

Garth Abbey was a man of nearly sixty, faintly haldth sharp brown
eyes and the look of a portly cherub. He smiledlatt with indulgence, as
though men of such an original turn of mind coutdftargiven for anything
they said or did, then turned his gaze on Francesca

‘The master of ceremonies announced you as Mrsdrah$Vould that be
Oliver’s wife?’

She nodded, giving him her hand, which he took betwboth of his. ‘“This
is a double pleasure, then,” he murmured, asse$s®ndace and figure
with a courteous display of appreciation. ‘And venexpected, which all
the best pleasures always are. Does this mea®Othvatr, after all, cannot
make it? | spoke to his secretary this afternoon stme seemed sure he
would be coming.’

‘Oh, Oliver and Janice may get here later,” Franaesaid, reassured by
these remarks, but her dark blue eyes darting drbastily to make sure
she wasn’t going to look a fool. Yet if Oliver hadived, Mr Abbey would
not, surely, have asked her if he was coming? “Mwese detained.’



‘Oh, | see. Well, you are very welcome.” Mr Abbdicked a finger and a
waiter arrived with a tray of fluted glasses in ahisparkled pale golden
champagne. Mr Abbey lifted a glass, handed it emEesca.

‘A toast,” he said, giving Matt a glass. He himsdifted a glass
ceremoniously. ‘To your latest project, Mr Keilndfo Porta, a miracle
breakthrough in miniaturised computerisation! Hibarp little eyes
surveyed Matt's face. ‘It is, isn’t it?’

Matt's eyes glowed, but it was Francesca who arsgyesmiling softly.

‘Oh, it is a miracle, Mr Abbey. This is Matt’s masgpiece and it will be in
production very shortly. It is going to sweep theatd, revolutionise the
computer world.’

Matt looked almost shocked; his modesty would reotehallowed him to
claim that much for his latest baby, much as hesdoit. Garth Abbey
studied his face, probing behind it for what wa$/iatt’s mind.

‘So? Is she right, Mr Keilner, or was that just tieual jazz--a big build-up
for something not so very original?’

‘Come and see the prototype in operation next weslg Francesca, and
Matt gave her a horrified look.

‘Fran! Hey, now, we can’t hand out invitations vattt consulting Oliver--

‘T'll settle with Oliver,” Mr Abbey said quickly. Next week? Which day,
Mrs Ransom?’

‘Friday?’ she said coolly. ‘That will give Matt aegk to iron out any
teething problems.’

‘What will?” asked a curt voice behind them, andarkeesca stiffened,
turning slowly to look at Oliver. She was surprigedind that Janice was
not with him. Had she gone home? Or was she heteyibh some other
group of people at the reception?



‘What will give Matt a week to iron out teethingomems?’ repeated
Oliver with clipped impatience when she didn’t aesw

Matt began mumbling an explanation. Mr Abbey saiinsthing, too.
Oliver listened to them, his face hardening, thesuged his angry stare on
Francesca again, his grey eyes icy.

She had made her first move in his private worte Bad made a business
appointment with a client without first consultilgm, and, although he
had been hoping to interest this multinational igitong them a huge order
for Porta, Oliver was furious because she had antezpendently.

His hard face and cold stare told her that she thespassed on his
territory, and warned her that punishment wouldofe) but Francesca
lifted her chin and stared him out, her blue eyeladt. Without a word,

she tried to make it crystal-clear that she wasaiid of him, and he
need not think she was! Of course, that wasn't.tBlee was afraid. She
was absolutely terrified, but she wouldn’t give v@li the satisfaction of
knowing that he scared the living hell out of her.

It was time she came out of his shadow and startaking a place for
herself in his world, whether Oliver approved ot.no



CHAPTER SEVEN

MR ABBEY was a shrewd man and, like most men wha Iag

companies, he was an experienced tactician, naago politician. He
looked from one to the other of them, then smiletbathly and took
Oliver off to meet other people, giving him no cbanto cancel the
appointment to view the Porta prototype, or, indeéedonfront Francesca.

As Oliver walked off, Francesca couldn’t suppressgh of relief, which
he heard. He threw a narrow-eyed glare back oweshwulder as he went,
so that she knew that the repercussions were m@edyponed, they
couldn’t be avoided.

Oliver was furious! She had no illusions about wivas going to happen
when he got her alone. In fact, she was very lubky hadn’t been alone
when he found out. Not that she regretted whathsitedone. After all, it
wasn't as if Oliver didn’t want a deal with thisrapany. He didn’t object
to them seeing the prototype. He would .undoubtédiye shown it to
them if they had asked him. No, he was merely tigibecause she had
had the nerve to make a move without first consglhim.

‘Phew. . .” groaned Matt, fanning himself with ome&nd. ‘That was a tricky
moment! Did you see Oliver’s face?’

‘I saw,” she said, her gaze on the exit. ‘Matt, Yoing, while Oliver's
otherwise occupied.’

‘So soon? Well, I'll drive you home,” he said atcen not sorry to be
leaving, either.

‘No,” she said hurriedly. ‘Cover my retreat, wilby, there’s a darling? If
Oliver looks round and sees we’ve both gone hellalffter us faster than
you can blink, but if he sees you still here hseilppose I'm around, too,
maybe in the powder-room.’

Matt took on the look of a hunted rabbit, his ntvg@gching nervously. ‘Do
| have to?’



‘Please, Matt!" she coaxed, although it was unkindabandon him to
Oliver's tender mercies. ‘But how' will you get hem,

‘Take a taxi, of course.” She gazed at him pledgin®K, Matt? Will you
stay and cover for me, make sure Oliver doesnlo¥e?’

Matt sighed in resignation, and she blew him a.kiss

‘Thanks, I'll owe you one.” She carefully lookedrass the large, opulently
furnished room to where Oliver stood in a circlevegll-groomed well-
dressed business men. He was watching her outeofdmer of his eye.
Francesca wandered idly towards the powder-room, gwetending not to
have a care in the world, and vanished inside.h&shad hoped, there was
another exit, not into the hospitality suite but ato the hotel corridor.
She raced through and was in a lift going back apghte ground floor
within a few seconds.

There was always a queue of taxis waiting outdi@eSavoy. She jumped
into one and was soon heading. along the Strarmljgh Trafalgar Square,
and then northwards to the suburb of Finchley.ds Wate now; traffic was
no longer so heavy, and although it was quite tadce from the hotel to
the street where she lived it did not take as lasg normally would. Just
over half an hour after leaving the hotel she wafelg in her flat and in

bed.

She didn't get to sleep for ages, however, becahse kept expecting
Oliver to arrive. By the time she did drift off, was almost two in the
morning, and when her alarm went she staggereofdutd feeling giddy
and disorientated.

She rushed around, showering, getting dressedidgrcoffee, eating an
apple and some yoghurt, but all the time she fiedt &n automaton. She
had only had five and a half hours’ sleep whereushually had eight.

When she reached her office she found that Matin’hagut in an
appearance yet, either. What time had he managgettoome last night?
she wondered, going slowly through her usual reutinth stifled yawns
and a hammering head.



When the office door opened she looked up, expgdfiatt, and went pale
as she found herself facing Oliver, grim-facedwining; his eyes hostile.

‘I want a word with you,” he bit out, slamming tkeor behind him, and
she winced, her hand going up to her forehead.

‘Oh, please! Don't make so much noise!” she moarniéde got a
headache.’

‘Which you richly deserve,’ Oliver told her, crosgithe room to lean over
her desk.

‘Don’t loom! she muttered, finding his proximitynbearable.

He ignored that, his face inches from hers. ‘Howedgou muscle in on
that operation last night? You could have wreckeel whole deal!” he
grated.

‘I didn’t, though,” she said defiantly.

‘Luckily for you.’

‘There was nothing lucky about it. | knew what Isa@oing.’

‘You've worked here five minutes, but you knew albout something
we’ve been keeping under wraps for months?’ snadlecer. '

‘Yes, that’s right! Matt explained it to me on myst day here.’

‘And of course you understood every word,” he saith icy sarcasm, and
she glared back at him. ‘Why shouldn’t I? | wasom this business from
the ground floor, remember, and I've kept up withatvMatt has been
producing all along. | do understand computersyédjiyou can’'t say |
don’t. I knew how important it was for us all tollsPorta to those
Americans, that's why I invited Garth along to siee prototype!

‘Garth?’ asked Oliver blankly.



‘Mr Abbey,’ she explained. ‘He asked us to call Hignhis first name.’

‘Oh, did he?’ Oliver looked disgusted. ‘What eldd de do? Ask you to
have a little supper for two with him up in hisyaie suite at the hotel?’

‘Certainly not,” she said coldly. ‘We talked bus&senothing else.’

‘That would probably have come later, if you'd stdyaround, instead of
dashing off with Matt.’

He glanced at the door into the workroom. ‘I'll bpeaking to him later,
when I've dealt with you.’

‘He isn't here yet.’

‘Leave him in bed, did you?’ Oliver asked viciousind she threw him a
furious look.

‘I haven’'t seen Matt since last night. When | [d#fe reception he stayed
on. And | am not having an affair with Matt!’

‘Then why are the two of you as thick as thievedfer demanded, and
resentment welled up inside her.

‘Why do you always have Janice Sylvester with yeergwhere you go?’
‘You know perfectly well that she is my secretary.’

‘Well, snap! | work for Matt, that's why you keepeing me with him!
Oliver's teeth met; she watched him rage silergtgring at her, then he
burst out, ‘Well, don’t you ever again take it upgyurself to interfere in a
sales operation! Sales is my department. Matt isharge of research and
development. | don't interfere with his work; | domant him, or you,

interfering with mine.’

‘And what's my particular department?’ Francesdeeds opening her dark
blue eyes at him, her long lashes curling back.



He looked incredulously at her. *Your department?’

‘I do own a third of the shares,” she reminded hamdg he stiffened. She
gave him a triumphant little smile. ‘And | am aettor, although it seems
an awfully long time since | attended a board nmgetl must make sure |
attend them all now I’'m in London.’

Oliver had the look of a man caught helplessly imed, raging and
frustrated. ‘What the hell has got into you? Youing wife! That used to
be enough for you. Why did you suddenly get restiesd want more than
that? What's happened to you, Francesca? You're tnetwoman |

married.’

‘I want to share the running of our company withuyand Matt,” she said
coolly, and watched his jaw drop. ‘The three of started it in the
beginning. I've been stuck down in the country l@mpugh. From now
on, I’'m going to work with you and Matt up here.’

He was staring at her, his face all angles, tigih whock and anger. She
heard him take a long, deep breath, then he askedstically, ‘That all?
Surely you have a few more unreasonable demands?’

‘Just one,’ she said, smiling suddenly. ‘Fire Janiic

His face changed, his grey eyes glittering, wicketh amusement. ‘Ah,’
he said softly, and she eyed him suspiciously. “doeljealous of Janice,’
he taunted, and hot colour mounted to her hairline.

‘Jealous of her? You must be kidding. If you waat,ihave her, see if |
care.” She felt a pain burning in her throat lik@daand her hands curled
into claws, her nails digging into her palms, blé $ield her head high.
She would not let him see just how jealous she \Wwasywasn’t crowing
over her. She hated the smile in his eyes. ‘Justeneber in future,
though,” she grated. ‘Anything you can do, | canbetter! If you want to
be free to have affairs, that means I'm free toouMaren't leaving me
behind again, either in business or any other way.in London and in
this company to stay! On equal terms with you!



‘Come back to me, Fran,” he said huskily, and hearhalmost seemed to
stop. He had stopped bullying, threatening, ordgrite was begging, and
he meant it, but did he still love her, thoughA@s it just the company he
loved and was trying to defend by keeping her, el/be had to go on his
knees to do it?

‘It isn't as simple as that, though, is it?’ sheidsarefusing to be
hoodwinked. ‘If we're to start again, you have gomte-think your attitude
to our marriage. . .’

‘I'm doing that now,” he said, sitting on the edgé her desk, leaning
forward, a hand planted on each side of her heapping her in her chair.
Confused, she looked up into those mocking greg,eged Oliver smiled
slowly at her as he began to take the pins oueonthignon.

‘You look much sexier with your hair down, you know’

‘Oliver! Anyone might walk in . . .” she protesteler face hot as she felt
her long blonde hair tumble down her back.

He grabbed a handful of her hair and tugged to nhakdilt her face up to
him, leaning over her mere inches away.

‘That hurts!” she said, but the words were stifiadher mouth by the
hungry compulsion of his lips, the demanding swessrnwhich turned her
bones to water and made her head spin. Her eygsstleuay back weakly
and kissed him back, her hands clasping his fdee,heat of his skin
burning her palms.

He lifted his mouth and she opened her eyes to Wrokvsily at him.
‘Move into my flat tonight,” Oliver whispered, aifd tremor in his voice.

She quivered, her mouth going dry. It seemed airhife since they had
made love. She wanted him with an urgency that, lutt she needed time
to think. They still hadn’t resolved the problem tuf relationship with

Janice, and until they had she couldn’t trust hitthler happiness again. |

‘What about Janice?’ she asked. 'Tell me the ti@tlver. . .have you been
having an affair with her?’



‘No, darling,’” he said, kissing her throat with hpteading lips. ‘No.’

She couldn’t see his eyes to be certain that wagrtith, but she wanted so
much to believe him. ‘She fancies you,’ she sdibri't tell me you don’t
know that, Oliver.'

He shrugged. ‘She’'s a damned good secretary, th#it'’s know, and |
haven’t had an affair with her, Francesca! Are going to believe me or
not?’ His voice had an edge to it now.

Sighing, she said, ‘Give me more time. | need iokth

‘Think about what, for heaven’s sake?’ The edge becbme an audible
impatience; he was getting angry because she wgisimg in at once.

‘Us, Oliver,” she said, 'l need time to think abagtand whether or not our
marriage can work if we make a new start--and shguit me or insisting
on your own way is not going to make me feel totinijstic about our
future together! | left you in the first place basa you treated me like a
doll in a doll's house. You put me into Lambourned &old me to stay
there. You took my son away from me and wouldsteln when | told you
how much | missed him, and how lonely | was. Youartecame home, and
if you did you had people with you and | felt likehousekeeper, not a
wife. You hardly seemed to know | was alive ovex kst couple of years.
Well, all that has to change. From now on, | wanshare everything with
you--not just your bed, Oliver. | want to work wigfou, and talk your
problems out with you, see you every day, not on@blue moon. That is
the sort of marriage | want. An equal partnership.’

Oliver was staring at her now, his eyes shadows/fdie a mask she could
not read. When she stopped talking, he didn't saytheng for a full
moment, and Francesca wondered desperately whaase¢hinking. Had
he understood, at last, what she wanted? Why shéeftehim and come to
London?

At last he said quietly, ‘You've changed so mucharf; don’t you realise
that? It's making my head spin. You were a shyetjugentle girl when |
married you, and before Jon was born you were siggagate woman in my



bed, but after Jon was born you were so absorbddnin You were a
loving mother, I'm not saying you shouldn’t haveebhebut you never
seemed to have time for me then. All you cared abxas the baby. When
you came to bed you were usually too tired to make, and you were
preoccupied all day. Once Jon was on his feepudht we’d come closer
together again, and we did, for a while, then ytarted talking about
having another baby, and | knew that if we did duwd happen all over
again. Instead of you being mine, you would bershgiou would belong
to our children, not me, so | hoped we wouldn’t édanother baby. And
then that made you unhappy, and | felt guilty, s@eld to give you a baby,
but | couldn’t.’

She stared at him blankly, stunned by all this, &lder gave her a
sombre look, winnowing her long, pale hair with firggers, watching the
silvery fall of it against her skin, his eyes halbsed. ‘Women have no
idea how that makes a man feel. It cut me in halfhade me miserable
and angry. When you started talking about seeidgc#or to find out what
was wrong, that made it worse, because | was afradif | did it might
turn out that | was--" He broke off, his eyes simgit ‘Impotent,” he
muttered thickly, and grimaced. ‘The very word nmskee ill. | got more
and more obsessed with it, and in the end | stoppetng home because
when | went to bed with you one day | was afrawdouldn’t even be able
to make love to you, let alone give you a child.’

Francesca took a deep, shaky breath. ‘That's why game home so
rarely?’

He nodded without looking at her.

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ She looked back over tiears, appalled at
realising how unhappy. he must have been all tha.tShe had seen him
withdraw, harden, grow cold to her, and had utterigunderstood.

‘I couldn’t! The very thought of telling you terrfd me. | was bitterly
ashamed, Fran.’ He leant his head on her shouigeskin burning against
hers, shuddering physically like a frightened hprsed she stroked his
hair, murmuring comfort to him, as she would to.Jon



‘Darling, never mind, shh. . .there’s nothing todshamed about .. . it’s all
right.’

The violent trembling stopped and he lay still,ntag his face into her
throat. Francesca quietly said, ‘If I'd known, @iyl could have helped
you, we wouldn’t have drifted apart like this .l.wouldn’t be surprised to
find out that there was nothing wrong with you Hf mo earthly reason
why you shouldn’t father another child. It was pably all in your mind. It

was your jealousy over Jon and your guilt and tddraving another baby
that was the problem, nothing physical, and what gyeeded was to talk
about it, bring it out into the open. If you habletproblem would have
vanished.’

‘Easier said than done,” he muttered without logkat her. ‘It took a lot
for me to tell you now. | couldn’t have done it twears ago.’

She ruefully smiled to herself. ‘Before I left yorgu mean?’

He straightened and stood up, walking over to tiwdow to look out,
raking back his thick black hair with a hand thatsw't quite steady.

‘Yes, you've cut the ground from under my feet, dugtly admitted with

his back to her. ‘I can’t lose you, Fran. Come btackne. Let’s start again,
with this real partnership you've been talking aboim beginning to

realise that that was the answer all along, for ggogome up to London,
work with me, share every day with me.’

‘And no more babies?’ she asked thoughtfully, wiaighthe line of his
back, the clenched hands at his side.

‘An equal working partnership, you said,” he remadd‘That is what you
want, isn't it?’

‘Yes,” she said, and decided it wasn't the timdeib him her dream of
having at least one other baby in due course. diat come later.

‘Then you will come back to me?’ Oliver said, turgito stare across the
room at her.



‘Give me a little breathing space,” she said, smilat him. ‘We have
plenty of time, Oliver. We aren’t in a hurry.’

‘I am,” he said grimly. ‘I want--’

The door was flung open before he could finish $ettence, and they
both jumped, looking round at Matt staggering itite room under a pile
of modems and keyboards. He stared at them ovet dhaarried, said
uneasily, ‘Oh, hi!" then dived towards the doothis workroom.

Francesca got up. ‘I'd better go and help him.’

Oliver caught her arm. ‘Don’t keep me waiting temd; my patience may
run out!”

She smiled unsteadily at him and he stared dowreamouth, the sound
of his breathing audible, the way he was watchieg haking her head
swim, then there was a crash from the workroom thedsound of Matt
swearing, and Francesca groaned.

‘I must go. . .” She ran and Oliver stood there ddiew seconds, then left
too, the door slamming behind him. In the workroshe found Matt on
his knees gingerly picking up and inspecting wheahlad dropped.

‘Anything broken?’ she asked, kneeling beside horhéelp.

He shook his head. ‘Don't think so.” They got teeithfeet and piled
everything on his workbench in a space Matt cleaetbng the usual
clutter of electronic gadgets and parts. ‘Oliverantemper?’ he asked,
sitting down on his chair and picking up an eyesglao that he could
inspect the wiring on a modem.

‘No, not this time.’

‘Was he complaining because we fixed an appointrfagrGarth Abbey to
see Porta?’

‘He started out by complaining about it, but | doiliink he really minds.’



Matt looked relieved. ‘Oh, well, thank the lord ftnat! It makes me
nervous having Oliver breathing fire behind methé time.” He glanced
up at her, grimacing. ‘But I'm going to have my Waut out getting Porta
running perfectly by Friday, let me tell you?’

‘You'll manage it with one hand tied behind yourcka she said, and Matt
looked flattered, grinning.

‘Thanks for the vote of confidence, but | shall did®th hands, so | won't
be tying 'one behind my back!

She laughed at his joke dutifully, brought him eeff then left him to his
work while she got on with her own. Over the nesw fdays Matt worked
at an even more hectic pace than usual. He wasysltiere when she
arrived in the morning, he was always at his workibewhen she left in
the evening, and she strongly suspected that ifhstie returned in the
middle of the night she would have found him there.

During the rest of that week she did not see miicliver, either, because
he had to fly to Brussels on business. At least tinne he had not taken
Janice with him. Francesca met her from time t@tim corridors, or lifts,
and they gave each other frozen glances, but Jar@seobeing very careful
at the moment. She had stopped making those banketiations. Had
Oliver said something to her? Francesca wonderatiflzen couldn’t help
wondering what had really happened between Olindranice.

She had been half joking when she'd told him shatedahim to fire
Janice, but part of her felt that her marriage \@agver be safe while the
redhead was around. Janice wanted Oliver, too.jé#dous eyes admitted
as much, silently, whenever she looked at Francesca

Oliver had sworn that he hadn’'t had an affair wadr, but had he been
lying? Had he now told Janice the affair was over,the time being at
least?

Francesca wished she could be sure of him, bueOlas secretive--look
at the way he had hidden from her his feelings ahauing another baby.



She had had no idea what was going on inside laid bk these years and,
although he had told her about that now, what leégehe hidden from her?

If he had had an affair with his secretary, shete@ro know about it,
even if it was over. He might not ever intend tgsume his affair with
Janice, but if she was still working for him Janieas the type to keep
putting temptation his way. Would she accept the @frtheir affair?

Whatever the truth, Francesca felt she had to kabvef it before she
could feel able to trust Oliver completely.

He flew back on the Friday morning, determined ¢opbesent when Mr
Abbey arrived. He came straight to Matt’'s workro@nd found him
hunched over his machine, still making tiny adjustts, running tests.
Francesca heard Oliver’'s voice as she came baok lfiaving coffee with
several of the other girls. Her heart turned owsaking her feel quite sick,
and she took several deep breaths before she mterthe other room.

He straightened to look round at her, looking talen ever, his black hair
smoothed down, his cashmere overcoat over his adchiig pinstriped suit
very elegant.

‘Hello,” she said shyly, and he smiled, the gregsewarm.
‘Hello.’

Matt went on working, quite unaware of the atmoseha the room, the
way the other two were looking at each other.

The phone rang in her office, and Francesca flednwer it, her smile
going as she recognised Janice’s high-pitched voice

‘Is Oliver there?’ Janice asked peremptorily, ‘Reaen told me he was in
the building and he isn’t here; is he there?’

‘Yes, I'll get him,” Francesca said coldly, put dowhe phone and went to
find Oliver. He gave her a quick glance as she 3amdce wanted him, then
went through to her office. She did not follow; sttayed with Matt, trying
hard not to listen to Oliver’s voice in the otheom.



He came to the door a moment later, said curthe ‘4jot to go. I'll be back
when Abbey arrives.’

Francesca did not look at him; neither did Mattowlarely knew he was
there. After waiting briefly, Oliver strode out.

Mr Abbey arrived ten minutes later; they rang fraeteption to tell
Francesca, saying that they hadn’t been able talgetigh to Oliver’s
office yet; he had had an urgent call from Hong ¢@md they dared not
interrupt.

‘I'll come down and get Mr Abbey,” Francesca saigkave it with me.’

She went down, and found Mr Abbey waiting. He sthille his cherubic
way when he recognised her, offering his hand. ‘®Resnsom, this is a
pleasure! How are you?’

He chatted all the way up to Matt's floor, an eflsy of small talk she
had no difficulty answering. She escorted him tatMavorkroom, offered
to make him coffee, took in two cups which both naéisently put down
on a table before going back to their absorbedudson of the new
portable computer. Francesca watched them wrylgn thurried back to
her own office and tried to ring Oliver, but hiadi was still engaged. She
then rang Janice, but although that phone rang dyohmcked it up.
Francesca, hesitated, frowning. Oliver would beofus if he was not told
at once that Mr Abbey was in the building. She teathake sure he knew.
She would have to go to his office and tell hinperson.

She went in to tell Matt where she was going, iterely nodded and
waved her away, so she rushed along the corridak®the stairs, running
all the way.

Janice was not in her outer office, which explaidy she had not
answered her phone; she must be having a coffed-bre

Francesca opened the door into Oliver's office, mrega to mouth her
message to him silently if he was still talkingtbe phone.



He wasn’t, though, and she froze on the spot, ggdgain tearing through
her as she stared across the room. Oliver wasatiohg on the phone.
Janice was not having coffee. She was sitting ame®$ lap, her arms
around his neck, kissing him passionately.



CHAPTER EIGHT

FRANCESCA must have made a sound, a gasp perhdyadf-stifled cry
of jealousy and pain, although she wasn’t awareoving or reacting in
any way.

All the same, Oliver must have heard her, becagssuddenly put his
hands over Janice’s wrists and pulled her arms d@ushing her away
from him.

His head lifted, was thrown back, as if to escdygenhouth still hunting for
his own; he flashed a glance towards the door.cdamas laughing
carelessly, snuggling into him, but over her vibreed head he stared
across the room at the white-faced woman in thewdmy His face turned
a dark, startled red; he looked guilty, disturbasl,well he might. He had
been caught red-handed. He couldn't lie his wayobtiis.

Pulling herself together, Francesca said huskM, Abbey is here.” She

didn’t wait for Oliver to respond; she didn’'t wattt hear what he had to
say. She had seen enough to be utterly certain @tiver was not lying to

her again.

‘Francesca!’ he said in a deep, harsh voice adigihed on her heel, but
she ignored him and closed the door carefully lethier before she went
back to Matt’s workroom.

It was foolish to feel so shaken and betrayed. I&tesuspected all along,
hadn’t she? She had begun to wonder months agalgouiay Oliver’s lack
of interest in her, by his long absences and Hid i@noteness, picking up
the malice and dislike in Janice’s voice whenevsytspoke on the
telephone. It had all pointed to one answer--thiwe® was having an
affair with his secretary--and everyone had beapping hints since she
started work here. Matt had betrayed his suspicibyshis unhappy
expression every time the subject of Janice cam®liger lied but always
looked so self-conscious when they talked abouségsetary, and Janice
herself, of course, had wanted her to know, hadtigally thrust the truth
at her. It was in Janice’s interest for the affaibecome public knowledge.



Janice was a clever, ambitious girl; she wantedentban the role of
Oliver’'s mistress, she wanted to be his wife. Welgybe she would get
what she wanted now.

Francesca paused outside Matt’s door, taking a biessggh and fighting for
control of her expression. It wasn’t until she vgase she looked perfectly
normal that she opened the door and joined tharawo.

Mr Abbey looked up, smiled. ‘Ah, Mrs Ransom! Thssa very impressive
machine Mr Keilner has here! I'm very stuck by tisgy it runs, but the
proof of it is going to be whether it is as eagibrtable as he claims.’

She managed a bright smile in reply and went avéin¢ workbench, said,
‘May 1?’ to Matt, who grinned back at her, then datvn and began to get
out of the program they had been running. Once Wad done, she
withdrew the disk they had been working on, swittlof the computer,
unplugged it, coiled the lead into the base of WidJ, slid the carrying
box over the screen, fitted the keyboard into a& gidcket, locked the
entire thing in place, lifted the handle and stapd She walked to the door
carrying the computer in its box while Mr Abbey avdtt watched her.

At the door, she turned. ‘Notice, it took me lekart two minutes to get
this far from actually being in the process of @beig the computer,” she
said to Mr Abbey, who nodded, then Francesca walta@cly back to
him, and handed him, the box to demonstrate hdut itgvas.

He took it and weighed it in one hand, nodding. &mmg. But you would
need a power source to operate it?’

‘Or you can switch over to the rechargeable baserihey run forever if
you keep them topped up by plugging them into tlagnmfor a few hours
between use.’

The door opened abruptly and Oliver strode in,f@ures taut and grim,
his eyes skimming the room in search of her. Shgtibto keep control of
her face and voice, and managed to win.



‘Here’s my husband,” she said coolly to Mr Abbeyhowvent forward to
meet Oliver, one hand outstretched in greetinglevhe still carried the
computer in the other hand.

‘This is one hell of a toy you have here! he imfead Oliver, shaking
hands and quite unaware of the other man’s scavelgd impatience at
having to be polite to him.

‘Oh, thank you, yes, isn't it?’ Oliver said, showia sideways look at
Francesca, his black lashes half cloaking his gyeg.

'‘But it isn’t a toy,” Francesca said quickly, and Mbbey turned back to
her, that cherubic look on his face again. '

‘Well, now, | don't see many business men travgllthe world with one
of these in their luggage, or taking along theicretary to operate the
thing, and if we can’'t sell it in sufficient numiseto the business
community who do we sell it to, except as a toy?”’

‘Business men will carry it,” Francesca insisteld.will be invaluable to

them, both to key in information they need to relcavhich can later be
transferred to the office computer, on disk--andhsd while they are away
they can send material directly to their office quiter, via a telephone
link. Let us show you. . .’

She politely relieved him of the prototype and Mag¢gan to demonstrate
that aspect of Porta. Oliver stood slightly behirdncesca, his shoulder
almost touching her, and she was very aware ofatitmrs coming from
him. He might want to sell the new portable to Mbb&y, but at the
moment he was finding it hard to concentrate. Fatisih and tension came
from him in waves, and Francesca decided to gey @asaoon as possible
before she had the unavoidable clash with him.

‘Porta may be small and lightweight, but she hasi@nse capacity,’” said
Matt happily, enjoying himself. His latest projeeas always the best thing
he had ever done, and for- the moment Porta wadré@én come true. His
eyes shone and whenever he met Francesca’'s eysmiilesl, his face
radiant. He was delighted with Mr Abbey’s reactiexsgn though the other
man was looking hard for some defect in the machitatt didn’'t mind



that. Porta was being tested and, if Mr Abbey ddl some flaw in her,
Matt would be only too happy to work like a slavatiuhe had corrected
the error.

Mr Abbey didn’t forget Francesca; half his quitasaing questions were
directed her way and she usually managed to answereven if at times
she had to look at Matt enquiringly to make sure wfas giving the right
answer.

‘You really know your stuff, Mrs Ransom,” Mr Abbe&pngratulated her at
one point. ‘You three make a good team."

A few hours ago, that would have been music todas. Now she had
difficulty smiling.

Oliver was watching her, so she held back the gigbatening to escape.
She was not going to give him the satisfaction mdwing how much he
had hurt her. Matt was explaining another speaaltiuire of Porta; Mr
Abbey was bending beside him, listening intentlyiv€y caught her arm
and Francesca stiffened, shooting him a contemptlemk, silently trying
to free herself without attracting Mr Abbey’s atien.

Oliver jerked his head towards the door, mouthi@gme outside!

She shook her head and managed to pull free. A& she moved further
away, so that she was now within Mr Abbey’s eyelkmwing that Oliver
wouldn’t hassle her if the other man could see wrat going on.

Oliver’'s brows met, black and heavy above his naea grey eyes, but he
made no further attempt to get her on her own. rAdtenoment, he said,
‘Mr Abbey, will you be free to lunch with me toddy?

‘That would have been delightfull Unfortunately, Have another
appointment, but | hope we can get together fochusome other day
before | go back to the States?’ Mr Abbey lookeHiatwatch. ‘In fact, I'm

grateful you reminded me . . .l have to leave \wgn or | shall be late.
Mr Ransom, can we get down to facts and figureshbve seen enough
of what Porta can do to be sure it is what we’verbeoking for. . .if the

price is right, of course! The product has to sebhe public at a price they



feel comfortable with! Pitch it too high and howewearvellous it may be,
they won't buy--but I'm preaching to the convertéd) sure.” He smiled,
that cherubic charm masking a shrewd mind, ande®Dlwarily smiled
back, undeceived by the other’s wide eyes and édaknocence.

‘Come along to my office," invited Oliver. ‘We cayet down to details in
comfort.’

‘Thank you.” Mr Abbey courteously shook hands wittancesca and then
with Matt, thanking them both for their time anduble, then followed
Oliver out of the room.

‘Nice guy,” Matt said cheerfully. ‘He really knowss markets, too; he was
telling me some fascinating stuff while you werengoThe Japanese are
pretty advanced in my field; we’ll be lucky if welsPorta to that firm.
Great opportunity for us!” He swung back along Wwsrkbench and began
operating Porta again, whistling through his teeth.

Francesca stared out of the window, seeing thasklyehad turned grey
and it looked as if it might rain. The weather nhat her mood; a bleak
weariness seemed to have swept down over her. Anytennow Oliver

might come back, and she couldn’t stand the thoafhaving to listen to

him lie. She despised him; her heart ached.

‘Matt, can | have the rest of the day off?’ sheaaskbruptly, and he swung
round to stare at her, his expression a mixtuiatern and surprise.

‘Of course you can-is something wrong? Aren’'t yeeling well, Fran?’

He got up and she almost burst into tears at mfegeess; her lip trembled
and Matt looked horrified. ‘Fran! Good heavens, tMsait?’ He put his

arms around her and she leaned on him for a seaohdo, tempted to
cling, to confide, then felt Matt rest his cheek bar hair, his arms
tightening.

‘Darling Fran,” he said huskily, and she turnedidjgher hidden face
stricken. She had never meant to hurt Matt, to erage him to grow too
fond of her, but for days she had secretly beerreawrat his friendship
was becoming something else, and she was asharhedsi®uld have
made it crystal-clear that she didn’t feel anything a sisterly affection for



him. She had been hoping it would never need tedi#® but the moment
she had hoped to avoid was here, and what on waglshe going to do?

Her brain raced, looking for a way out that woulaves Matt's face,
somehow make it possible for them to go on beirmpds.

‘Tell me what's wrong,” Matt whispered, his lips ber hair.

She was already on the verge of tears; she let doene, sobbing audibly.
‘Oh, Matt...it's Oliver...’

‘What has he done to you?’ Matt growled, soundiagy\aggressive.

‘| just wish | didn’t love him so much,” she whigee, and felt Matt
tighten. He stood still and she gave another Igte. ‘| can’t help being
jealous over Janice.. .they're having an affaknow they are, but | can’t
stop loving him just like that. . .you can’t showé off like a tap. Well, |
can’t. 'm a one-man woman, even if at the momé&htike to kill Oliver.’

Matt still had an arm around her, but he was n@éorkissing her hair, or
holding her quite so tightly.

‘He isn’'t worth crying over, he’s a selfish bastadde muttered thickly,
then pretended to cough to clear his throat, andamg so let go of
Francesca, who hunted for a handkerchief, wipedelies, blew her nose,
her body half turned away from Matt so that he dmdt see her face. She
could not see his, either, which gave them botle tbm don protective
expressions.

‘I thought I'd drive to Jon’s school this weekendlie said quietly, still not
looking at Matt. ‘I can visit Jon, take him out fardrive and some lunch.
But don'’t tell Oliver, will you? He mentioned sorhetg about visiting
Jon, and | don’t want to find myself forced intthaeesome. I'll make sure
| get there really early, then | can drive off willon before Oliver can
catch up with us. Oliver can see him some othee.timvant Jon to myself
for a few hours. He may be worried about what’speaying at home; you
never know what boys are thinking. If he sees meyill reassure him.
Promise me you won't breathe a word, Matt.'



‘I won't,” he said flatly. “You can trust me.”

She smiled at him then, sadness in her eyes asawediffection. ‘I do,
Matt, you know that.’

She should have been more careful with him, keplistance between
them. It had been selfish and thoughtless of heletdMatt's feelings
change without doing anything about it.

She couldn’t say it was a complete surprise; sliebegun to sense that he
was looking at her in a new way. He hadn’t everegiter a second look
before. Oh, he had liked her, maybe Oliver wastrighout a hidden
attraction--Oliver knew Matt far better than shd,dind Oliver was a man,
he might well pick up such secret feelings in arotman! But it wasn’t
until he thought she had left Oliver for good, amals available, that Matt
really felt free to let himself be attracted to.Hde was that sort of man; he
had simple, traditional attitudes, and Francescairgdl them in him. Matt
was the faithful type; he had a strong code of fhitgrade wouldn’t betray
a friend by trying to steal his wife, any more th@would betray his wife
with other women.

A pity Oliver was not more like Matt!
‘I'll tell Oliver you asked for the day off to bugome clothes,” Matt said.
‘Good idea! That will put him off the scent for dile, anyway.’

‘But you'd better go now before he comes lookingyou!” Matt sounded
more like himself. He would soon get over her; feislings had not had
time to put down deep roots and, as Matt did ngipsse she had any
suspicions, he would not have to feel guilty orf-sehscious in her
presence. He could revert back to his old cheeffigndly self--as a
disguise at first, and then quite naturally whea pretence became the
reality.

‘See you on Monday,” she said, and hurried awaye B&ant back to her
flat to pack a case. She was about to leave wherptione rang. She
hesitated, staring at it, then decided it wouldnliger to answer it so that
Oliver would believe she was still in London.



‘Hello?’ she asked huskily.

‘Francesca, we are going to talk, whether you iila not,” Oliver’s deep,
insistent voice said.

‘Leave me alone! she whispered, tears at oncekipgcher eyes at the
mere sound of his voice. She ran a hand over teralngrily; she was not
going to cry over him. Matt had been right--Oliwesisn’t worth it.

‘You know I'm not going to do that,” he drawled, caof course she did
know. Oliver had too much to lose if she left hiAe would fight like a
trapped tiger to hold on to his company.

‘I don’t want to talk to you. You lied to me!’

‘No, Fran! | know what it looked like, but you'rerang! | tried to tell you
at the office, but you wouldn’t listen. You jumpe the wrong
conclusions. | wasn’t kissing Janice. . .’

Francesca laughed contemptuously. ‘| must see tciap then, because |
sure as hell saw you kissing her?

‘No!" he said with impatience. ‘Just listen to melook, we have to see
each other. I'm tied up all day, but I'm free tl@gening. . .have dinner
with me.” He was so sure she would; his insolenedarher eyes flash. He
must despise her to think she would be such a pesho

She had seen him with Janice on his lap, her arowsd his neck. She had
seen them kiss-and yet Oliver still thought he dquérsuade her she was
wrong? He must think her an utter fool. Her facenled with humiliation.

‘I'll pick you up at seven,’ he said .with casuatagance, and she seethed.
The very sound of his voice made her want to thitungs.

‘I don’t want to see you! she hissed. ‘I won't apthe door!’

Oliver coolly said, ‘See you then,” and put the pbadown. She flung
down her own receiver and glared at it, shakindp\aitger. That was what



he thought! How dared he be so damn sure of hifig@ifso insultingly
sure of her? Well, he was going to learn different.

She picked up her case and headed for the doohemcar. When Oliver
arrived at seven tonight to pick her up he coutd the doorbell until hell
froze over. She wasn’t going to be there. She witting time and distance
between herself and Oliver. That would given heretito work out what
she really wanted to do, how she was going to tdaer in future.

Jon’s school was in Yorkshire. It would take hewutsoto drive up there,
and she would need a short rest en route, so sieedeo stop for lunch at
a country pub on the way.

She made a simple meal: a stick of French breag|extion of cheeses,
and a plate of mixed salad. With that she just kiramneral water,
followed by one cup of coffee.

The break at least made the journey seem shoniierad she drove on
northwards the weather worsened and with faintetgxshe watched the
leaden sky sagging low over the flat Midlands tigfowhich she passed. It
was very cold, too. She was wearing a sheepskindrjacket which kept

her warm enough, but she felt the chill of the einwind on her face with

the window open, so she closed it and turned updlaging in the car.

In London it was easy to forget the rigours of wmtbut it was almost
December and those heavy grey clouds might heradd.sShe glanced at
her watch, frowning. The further north she weng tolder it would

probably be-and the likelier the chance of snow.ulfcshe reach her
destination before the first flakes fell?

It had not occurred to her that snow might alrebdyfalling in the north,
but as she reached the top of a very steep hilcabght a glimpse of the
landscape spread below her, stretching away int&share, and the entire
countryside was white. Hills, moors, dales, allagied in snow; trees
dressed with it, as if for Christmas, bushes buned, and, like the cars
and houses, disguised by it into strange, bewitdeshapes. Francesca did
not recognise the landscape under the snow, amedstiowning. The
faint rays of the dying afternoon sun glittered sitvery branches, icy
windows, lakes and streams rapidly freezing over.



It would grow even colder as night fell and thehtigf the sun vanished.
The roads would ice up; driving would become daogerand she hadn’t
yet reached the village where she had meant to Stag/had rung to book
a room before she packed, and hadn’'t had any prableecause at this
time of year few people were on the road or vigitithe village. In
summer, it was different, because this was an afrgmeat natural beauty
and attracted many tourists in the season.

When she and Oliver had brought Jon up here tahgeschool during the
summer holidays they had all stayed at a delightimlintry hotel; a
seventeenth-century coaching inn which had beemaredgad with a new,
modern building at the rear of the old one, buiglesd in a careful period
style to match the rest.

It was the only place to stay within easy drivingtance of the school, but
the village, like the school itself, was off the imaoad, buried in the
countryside, and Francesca had an uneasy feelaigbth the time she
reached the turning off the motorway it would bekdand the roads would
be glassy with ice.

Perhaps she should turn off now, find somewhere telstay tonight, and
see how the weather looked tomorrow morning?

She slowed, hesitating. She hadn't let Jon knowgdee coming, although
she had rung the school and warned them that shé&wry to get up to
see Jon that weekend. She could still change hed-Abut she wanted to
see her son. She missed him; she had to be suwash®K. She was going
on, however bad the weather. Only another hoursaAedvould be safely at
the village inn.

But an hour later she was hunched over the driwihgel, peering rather
helplessly through whirling snowflakes at a stranghite landscape, lost
on roads she could not recognise or find on her.r8ap kept catching a
glimpse of lights somewhere ahead, but the twiststarns of the narrow
lanes never seemed to lead to any houses, andashgeiting frightened.
Her fuel was low; she hadn’t found a garage foorggltime and she was
afraid she would run out before she reached tha&gélwhere she would be
staying.



It couldn’t be far now, surely? She swung roundiadbcorner and almost
ran smack into a van coming down hill towards hEne van veered
sideways to avoid her, horn blaring, the lights@idazzling her.

Francesca took avoiding action, too, jamming on bexkes. The car

skidded all over the road but eventually stoppeae Switched off the

engine and leaned on her wheel, pale and shakyerlriving mirror she

saw the van'’s tail-lights disappear on down the Bilence descended; the
snow blew wildly against her windscreen, blanketing

She waited a minute to get her nerve back, thetcked on the ignition.
The engine coughed weakly, but the car did not.star

‘Oh, no! she muttered, trying again, her foot & taccelerator to catch
the slightest burst of life. Another feeble spltitig; she desperately tried
to nurse it into real power, but it died and afteat she couldn’t even get a
splutter out of it. The car wasn’t going anywheXeither was she.

She was stranded here, in a snowstorm, ‘on a lonefgmiliar road, with
no idea where she was or how far it was to theast¢&iouse.

She sat with her hands on the steering wheelnlisge staring through the
blinding snow. What on earth was she going to do?

Stay here and freeze to death? Get out and tryntbthe village? You
could die of exposure walking across unknown coside in weather like
this; it would be safer to stay in the car. A vamdhust driven past.
Another car might come along any minute, and medavahe would just
have to make herself as warm and comfortable asalid.

She had slung her case into the back of the carestmed over and opened
it, found several sweaters, a pair of jeans, sow@len socks.

She put them all on and crammed herself back ietosheepskin, which
then only just managed to button up. There wasrtanaravelling rug

folded up under the back seat. She drew that upetachin and huddled
down under it, half hysterical at the thought ofvghe must look. But she



was warm! Who cared how she looked? Nobody whoerexttwas going
to see her.

She stared out into the flying snow until her egkeszed and her lids felt
heavy. They slowly closed and she drifted into l& $laep, then woke with
a jerk of shock.

She mustn't sleep. She had to stay awake and sdetftat if a car came
along she could flag it down. But that was eased gshan done; the
warmth and silence combined with her weariness #ftelong car journey
made sleep dangerously attractive. She kept dyifvifi into a doze, then
snapping awake, but it was a losing battle; finakky head slid sideways
against the leather seat, and sleep won.

She slept so deeply that when another car caméndydisl not hear the
muffled note of the engine. Nor did she hear thresk& to a halt, or the
snow-blurred footsteps of the man walking back éerpin through her
window.

He walked round the car and climbed in throughpesenger door, closed
it behind him and leaned over her to stare, cdsefulushed a strand of
blonde hair back so that he could see her faca,lifted the travelling rug
and ran his eyes down over her sleeping body.

Francesca still didn't wake up. What finally gotrdhgh to her sleep-
drowned mind was the movements of his hands; theghted her throat,
paused, stroked downwards. He watched her, arglitthis eyes, smiling

oddly, as if waiting for her to wake up. His hantkept up under her
sweaters. His fingers were cold; her breasts wemremwShe came back to
consciousness like a salmon shooting up throughweger; gasping,

shocked. Her eyes opened as wide as they couldietce the strange
snowlit gloom in the car, and then she screamed.



CHAPTER NINE

‘STOP screaming, you stupid woman! It's meY’

‘I know that! Why else do you think | screamed?afirsaid coldly. ‘Just
get your hands off me.’

‘Why the hell should I?’ Oliver snarled, glaringtar, but his hands came
out into the open where she could see them. ‘Yolicky | didn’t slap
you awake.’

‘I'd rather you had!

She was glad to see that that really annoyed harsddwled at her. ‘Don’t
press your luck! I'm so angry with you | could kau right here and now.
What in hell’s name did you think you were doingg@king by the side of
a road and then going to sleep, leaving the donlscked! Haven't you
any common sense? You were lucky it was me whodoyou first. It
could have been someone dangerous.’

‘Wasn't it?’

The irony was wasted on him. ‘Don’t be stupid, Frdne said, brushing
her dry tone aside. ‘And another thing. . .whatsgssed you to drive up
here on a day when the weather forecast was fardlils and blocked
roads in this area?’

‘| didn’t listen to the weather forecast, it newecurred to me that it might
snow this early in the winter.” She looked at theirkng flakes still
obscuring the landscape, then frowned as sometigegoccurred to her.
‘Come to that. . .what are you doing up here todég@ were talking of
having dinner in London tonight. What changed ymimd?’ Her blue eyes
darkened with surprise and anger. ‘Did Matt teluyoShe saw Oliver’s
eyes flicker slightly. ‘He did, didn’t he? How cauhe? He promised he
wouldn't.’

‘Matt didn’t want to break his promise. He hadftw, your sake.’



Francesca made a low, angry sound, her face stoi@fy yes, of course,
it would be! Typical male thinking!’

‘You ought to know Matt better.” Oliver's brows veea hard black line
above his grey eyes. ‘He was in my office talkirgpat the Porta order,
and | turned on the stock market report to listethe latest share prices.’

She laughed shortly. ‘What has that got to do vithtt breaking his
promise to me?’

‘Tl tell you, if you'll let me! We caught the taiend of the news, and that
was how we heard about the blizzard conditionsarg.H saw Matt’s face,
he went quite pale and was obviously very worrietk didn't’ say
anything, but I've known him since we were at séchoemember. | can
almost read. Matt’s mind at times.’

‘Do you think | was born yesterday?’
‘Sometimes there’s no other explanation for yoazgrbehaviour?

‘You expect me to believe that you read Matt’s thiois and guessed | had
come up here? You've suddenly developed powerselefpathy?’ Her
biting tone made his mouth curl impatiently.

‘I'm not claiming supernatural powers, just logiedaa touch of what they
call female intuition, although it can be just asit/ experienced by men. |
put two and two together, in other words--realided’s school was in the
blizzard area, remembered that you had gone offiouit warning this

morning and that we had talked about spending &evektwith Jon soon.
All that--and Matt’'s face as he heard about thakrenowstorms around
here-made me jump to a conclusion. | asked Matighit-Has Francesca
gone to visit Jon at school?-and he looked confasetimumbled that he
didn’t know what | meant, so | told him that if d&ln’t give me a straight
answer to a straight question, and anything hagp&mgou on your way
up here, I'd cut him into tiny bits and feed himthe pigeons.’



‘Oh, big man! she coldly mocked, and Oliver gaw la menacing look
meant to make her knees tremble. Francesca justdstack in defiance.
‘So Matt caved in and told you?’

He grabbed hold of her and shook her. ‘Will youpstalking to me like
that? Matt was worried about you. So was |. Whyydo think | drove up
here like a crazy man, on roads like skating riakthe end? | had visions
of your car skidding, turning over in some ditch .. and then | saw it
parked at the side of the road. For one minut@ught you really had had
a bad crash--until | saw you, then | parked, antdeca@ver to make sure
you weren't injured.’

She gave him a bitter smile. 'And that’'s why yod lraur hands inside my
sweater when | woke up, of course!’

Oliver's eyes glittered angrily. “You don’'t seem tealise how stupid
you've been! If it hadn’t been me who had found ,ygau might well have
woken up to find yourself in very dangerous companjpst wanted to
show you what could have happened to you!

She laughed scornfully, her face disbelieving. ‘@Gbw you claim you
were only teaching me a lesson?’

‘And | hope you learnt it! Next time you find yoe$ alone on a lonely
road, lock the car doors and don't fall asleep. 'Veleen lucky.’

He was still gripping her shoulders, his fingergtimg. She struggled
furiously, looking up at him with hatred. ‘LuckydWwake up and find you
mauling me? Keep your attentions for Janice Syhresgtdon’t want you
anywhere near me!'

‘Listen to me, Fran.. .” he began, his eyes wany, dhe wasn'’t listening,
never again.

‘I don't want to know! I've heard enough of youes to last me a lifetime.
You don’t pull the wool over my eyes again.’

‘Fran. . .” he began again, and her temper boilezt;zshe hit him, as hard
as she could.



She heard the deep, savage breath he took; saskihigurn white with
rage. She should have been scared by that, bitashsghe felt a queer
stabbing triumph, because Oliver was no longeregestmuch in control of
himself, he wasn’t Mr Invincible, Mr Superman angnma--he was coming
down to her level, the human level, the place wiyerecould get hurt and
hurt back.

She waited for him to explode in anger, thinkingdsecond that he might
even hit her back, but instead he swooped like ekhaking prey--his
mouth primitive, devouring, rending her, making bkake with that secret
beat of the blood which was the bond between viaimd predator. His
mouth was hot, it melted her flesh; she tried degpéy to hold out, but it
was not really Oliver she was fighting, it was bam desire for the silken
sweetness of their bodies twisting in the dark,ithensity of that moment
when she reached the peak of pleasure and fell wards, moaning,
crying out in agonised happiness. She despise@lhe8sie had summoned
all her reason, all her intelligence; and Olivesvigpassing them to speak
to her body.

He kissed her yielding mouth softly. ‘Fran, youditen now, won't you?’
he said, his voice thick with satisfaction.

She had forgotten everything else for a moment(wer hadn’t. She had
gone crazy, but he hadn't lost his head at allhBe just been putting her
into the right mood to listen to more of his pldusilies. Well, she wasn’t
going to listen to them! He need not think he haahw

She brought her teeth together on his lower lip @hger almost went
through the roof of the car.

‘You little bitch!” he swore violently. ‘What theéil did you do that for?’
He sat up, letting go of her, his face incredulaask with angry blood. He
ran a fingertip over the graze on his lip and tipeered at his finger
through the gloom in the car.

‘It's bleeding!” he said in shock.



Francesca opened the door and dived out, ran tewasdcar. Snow blew
around her, her feet skidded and slid. The blizaaed worsening; the
wind was stronger, the snow thicker. She heardedbhouting behind her;
she ignored him, climbing in behind the wheel of bar. He had left the
car-keys in the ignition; she removed them and edsthem into her
pocket just as Oliver pulled the driver’s door opeain.

‘Get out of there!’

She shook her head, and when he tried to draguteshe clung on to the
steering wheel, her face stubborn. Oliver suddestlgd of her, his eyes on
the ignition switch.

‘Where are my keys? What the hell do you think yeylaying at?’

‘You can have them back when you've brought my aggover here and
locked up my car. We'll swap car keys and you ceamedme on to the
hotel.’

He stared, eyes hard, then slammed the door shiogd on his heel and
strode back to her car. Francesca sighed. in etdthuslief and put her
head down on the steering wheel. She thought Ighgiof a warm hotel:

hot drinks, food, a comfortable bed.

She heard Oliver slinging her case into the caggened the driver's door
again, held out her car keys. ‘Move over!’ he bdrkes she silently
exchanged them for his own keys, and Francescaowgstoo happy to
obey.

Oliver dropped the tartan rug into her lap befoeecimbed behind the
steering wheel. Francesca snuggled down into thenvialds and closed
her eyes, glad to be able to leave the drivingito tinder these arctic
conditions. The car slowly bumped along, she waarawf Oliver tensely
concentrating beside her, leaning forward to watweh road ahead for
warning headlights coming towards them. Visibilgas very low and she
knew it couldn’t be any fun for him, but she fedtfer with Oliver at the
wheel. He was a very good driver; she knew she Wwasall bad herself,
but Oliver had the edge on her. His reflexes wastetr, and he had nerves
of steel.



She yawned, and Oliver glanced drily down at @éomfortable?’

'Yes, thanks,' she said. ‘All | need now is a gifihk to help me get off to
sleep.’

Oliver leaned forward and opened the glove compamtma small light
illuminated the inside.

‘Help yourself,” he said, as she sat forward toestd the small hip-flask.

‘What is it?” She opened the flask and sniffed utaiely. She didn’t drink
much and wasn’t sure about the contents.

‘Brandy.” Oliver swore as headlights blazed inteitheyes. The car
skidded sideways and almost went into a stone aga#l lorry passed them
at a dangerous speed. Oliver shouted an insult #fie driver, and

Francesca took a dubious taste of the brandy, ginga

‘Do you want some?’ she asked Oliver, who raisednows.

‘Are you kidding? | need all my wits about me tgpeowith this driving.
I’'m not drinking until get to the hotel.’

Francesca took another sip of brandy; it was warthslid smoothly down

her throat, leaving her feeling even more relaxad aomfortable. She
closed her eyes and drank a little more. Oliveaisweas far more luxurious
than her own, of course. The leather had an opsi®ell; the seat was so
deeply upholstered that she was sinking into ie Tibating worked better,
too. She drifted softly into a doze, her head siglsideways until it came
to rest on something firm and warm.

When she woke up the car had stopped moving, tgmenvas switched
off; she dazedly looked around and Oliver had g&ie was alone.

She rubbed a small circle on the windscreen to pagrand saw lights;
they were parked beside a building and she savgra swvinging in the
wind, but driving snow had blanked out whatever wpamted on it. It
looked like a pub, judging by the leaded windowsd ancosy look about



the place. It wasn’t the hotel she had been matingshe was certain of
that.

She heard footsteps, the door opened and Olivéeetban at her. ‘Oh,
you're awake! | didn’t want to disturb you if thejydn’t have any rooms,
but we're in luck. Out you get. I'll bring the lugge.’

Francesca got out of the car just as the icy wath¢hed a new attack.
Bent almost double, she ran to the lighted doorsfas could just see, her
face lashed by stinging needles of snow, her taetting from the cold.

She dashed inside and sank down, panting, on amakdbench whose
leather-covered cushions were faded and threadhdesv men sat around
an old-fashioned bar, pints of beer in their fiJtsey stared stolidly at her
in the heavy silence.

A middle-aged woman in a clean white apron cammfsome inner room
and gave her a polite smile. ‘Good evening, Mrsd®am I'm Mrs White,
the landlady here. No night for travelling, is i&he sounded as if she did
not approve of people travelling anyway, and Fraoaesmiled back rather
stiffly and explained.

‘We were visiting our son, he is at boarding-schosdr here . . .’

‘So your husband said. Well, we don’'t usually takernight guests, this is
just a pub, you know, not a hotel, but on a nigke this | wouldn’t turn a
dog away.’

Francesca wasn't sure if that was a joke; she comiged with a weak
smile. *You're very kind, thank you...’

Mrs White did not smile back. She looked as if sbhasidered more than
the occasional smile rather frivolous. She was avjeangular woman
with stern eyes and a rather grim mouth. Francésaad her distinctly
nerve-racking.

‘You'll want to go straight up to your room,” shaid, as Oliver appeared,
carrying Francesca’s case, and there was a de$oitening in her manner
now that he was there. Mrs White was, it seemedas woman!



‘Come this way,” she said, leading them out of blae and up some dark
and winding stairs. ‘There’s plenty of hot water tbat bath you said you
were wanting, Mr Ransom, and | can have a good hook&ed meal on

the table whenever you're ready for it .” She thifer@ancesca a sideways
look of faint disapproval. ‘Nothing grand, mind-sjuplain home cooking:

a steak and kidney pudding with vegetables, anal there’s baked apples
to follow.’

‘Stuffed with dried fruit and brown sugar?’ Oliveasked with what
Francesca considered to be a greedy note in hig voi

‘Oh, aye,” Mrs White said, opening a door on thediag at the top of the
stairs. ‘And | serve my apples with whipped creaBhe had warmed up
considerably by now; her eyes approved of Olivehowput on the

hungriest look he knew.

‘| can’t wait,” he said, and Mrs White beamed anhi
‘Have your bath first, and come down in an hour.’

She vanished back down the stairs, while Francessalooking blankly
around the large, gloomily furnished room. It heldVictorian bed of
enormous proportions with a carved wooden bedheadbalbous legs.
The red velvet cover on the bed matched the cwriginhe high windows.
The room was chilly, but Oliver was kneeling atastvhearth, lighting a
carefully laid fire.

‘Is this my room or yours?’ Francesca asked aaradlshot up through the
elegant pyramid of pine cones balanced on logs mimdeed by a nest of
coals.

‘I hope this chimney doesn’t smoke. She swore @ntj’ said Oliver,
admiring his work with his head to one side. ”

‘Oliver! Whose room is this?’ Francesca asked, arible suspicion
gnawing at her insides.

‘There is only one guest room in the place,” Oligaid casually, getting to
his feet.



‘I don't believe you! I'm going down to ask that wan for another room,’
Francesca said, turning to the door.

‘I wouldn’t,” said Oliver.
‘I'm sure you wouldn’t!’” she seethed, eyeing hintlwintense dislike.

‘She only gave us this room because | assured beweve married. She
told me she didn’'t approve of casual sex.’

Francesca gave him a freezing glance. ‘Nor do Iclwis why | refuse to
share a room with you!

‘If you go down and tell her we’re not the respétyaconventional couple
I've been at great pains to make her think we she]ll turn us both out
into the snow!

The fire was leaping up the chimney now; the blazé heat reached her
and made her aware of the coldness in her veryshdblee was tired,
Oliver was tired.

‘And I'm starving,” Oliver said wistfully. ‘I refus to be cheated of that
steak and kidney pudding, or the delicious bakedespwvith cream.”’

‘I'm not sleeping with you!” Francesca said bitigrstaring at the vastness
of the velvet-draped bed. It looked so invitinglynafortable; she was sure
it was a feather bed and the thought of sinking ihand going to sleep in
a firelit room was too tempting to resist.

‘T'll make myself a bed by the fire,” Oliver saiédnd began to undo his
shirt.

‘What do you think you're doing?’ She backed, hedy tense, but he
gave her a mocking glance from under his lashesingmas he pulled off
his jacket and then his shirt.

‘I'm going to be first in that hot bath!” He vanisti through a far door and
she heard the sound of water running, then Oligarecback, his lean body



naked except for a pair of blue briefs. She swatidwher mouth dry,
hurriedly looking away as he unlocked the smalleétiing case which was
all he had brought with him. He took out an immateily ironed white
shirt and hung it in the great carved oak wardnwb&h matched the bed.
Then he fished out a clean pair of socks and sdeam cinderpants.

Francesca turned her back on him and began to kmgaown things, her
pulses beating a violent tattoo every time he mot2an’t take all the hot

water!” she muttered crossly as he came far toseglesending shivers
down her back as she involuntarily caught sightisfbare thigh, the black
hairs roughening his long legs.

‘We used to share our baths,” drawled Oliver inr@etof nostalgia.

She pretended not to hear him, but she remembeaed iher heart twisted
in pain. They had been so much in love in thosst fyrears of their
marriage. They had rarely been apart: had workgether, lived together,
slept together.

‘We could share this one,” Oliver tempted.

She went on hanging clothes up, her back to hird,ater a moment the
bathroom door closed. She heard the water stopmgnheard him climb
into the bath with a splash. He always overfilled bath. If that water had
overflowed, he could explain it to the grim Mrs WéhiFrancesca hurriedly
began to strip and then put on her dressing-gowanK heavens she had
brought the warm one, which buttoned discreetlggoneck; a pretty blue
robe made from fluffy angora wool.

Oliver re-emerged just as she was feeding theniitte fresh logs from the

woven willow basket by the hearth. Her face fluskfredn the flames, her
long hair plaited and dangling down her back, daeaed round and drew
a sharp breath at the sight of him wandering actbsesroom.. .totally

naked. She averted her eyes, got to her feet, rgathg her change of
clothes from the bed, and darted towards the bathrdoor.

‘What's your hurry?’ Oliver mocked, laughing.



Her teeth met. She slammed the bathroom door, amddown on the side
of the bath, fuming. If he was acting this way ntwefore dinner, what was
he going to be like later, once she was in bed?

Oliver banged on the door. ‘Don’t take too longbdnt my dinner?’

She ignored him and took as long as she choseimgphkkuriously in the
wonderful hot water. Mrs White had a rather Vicdoritaste in bath salts;
she had a choice of either lavender or pine-scemted. Francesca could
smell the pine Oliver had picked. She chose lavenliematched the
demure little white blouse, the prim navy blue pdelaskirt and the string
of pearls she had decided to wear this evening.

Oliver contemplated her wryly before they went dawminner. ‘Now you
look like a respectable married young lady,” heségh ‘Mrs White will be
pleased!’

‘I don’t care what either you or Mrs White think$lfancesca made for the
door. ‘And, anyway, what was wrong with the waydsadressed before?’

‘In those jeans and sweaters?’ Oliver said softpening the door for her.
‘Oh, no, you looked far too mysterious and sexyyWow did Mrs White
know you were my wife? A blonde in tight jeans andome-hither smile?
You could have been my girlfriend!

‘No, | couldn’t,” she snapped. ‘I've got more sense

Mrs White saw them enter the bar and came to niesh.t She showed
them to a private dining- room where they ate akmgether. There was no
pretence of glamour; no candles on the table,owsdis or silver. The food
was plain English cooking, but it was very goodd ahey were both

hungry. They didn’t miss the trappingsamirdon bleu eating, and after the
food they lingered over their cups of strong insteoffee. The snow had
stopped falling outside; the lights of the publauke gave the brilliance of
a stained glass window to their reflections in¢hestalline snow.

Oliver congratulated Mrs White again when she cameemove their
coffee-cups; a polite reminder of the time. Franaewas stunned when
she looked at the clock to see that it was only past ten. It felt like the



middle of the night. So much had happened that 8hg.had lost all sense
of time.

She yawned. Mrs White said approvingly, ‘Your wigetired, she’ll be
wanting to get to bed.’

‘Goodnight, thank you,” Francesca said, yawningiragrelplessly as she
made for the stairs.

Oliver came up behind her; the old wooden staieaked under his
weight. A deep-toned long-case clock chimed somesyhee quarter past
ten. Francesca had left her nightdress on thedbeddpicked it up and went
to the bathroom to change again. She took her tbmgshing her hair,
cleansing her face, cleaning her teeth, then slke@expthe door into the
bedroom and Oliver was carefully piling ash on lte tire to keep the
warmth in all night. He got up as Francesca ransacthe room in the long
white Victorian-style gown, all frills and ruffleand lace.

She was disturbed by the way he looked at hergyes had a worrying
gleam in them. She wasn’t going to let him undeemiver, though. She
pretended not to notice.

‘You can have the bathroom now,’” she said distamtbt looking in his
direction as she slid between the sheets. She &x}ptem to be cold, but
while she and Oliver were at dinner someone--Mrst&Yipresumably-had
been up to put hot-water bottles in the bed and viiry toes found
themselves reaching down into delicious warmth. $fneaned with
delight, ‘Hot-water bottles!” and snuggled downy heavy eyelids closing.

‘What did you say?’ Oliver asked, pausing on hiywathe bathroom.
She yawned explosively. ‘Hot-water bottles. . hie bed. . .heavenly.’
‘Well, you can hand them over,’ said Oliver. ‘Yowmt be needing them.
You've got the bed, and I'll be freezing on thediloOh, and don’t go to

sleep just yet--1 want two of those pillows andttavet bedcover, too.’

‘When you come back from the bathroom... Francesasl, yawning
again, and Oliver seemed to accept that becausartighed and she began



to sink into a deep, consuming, blissful sleepwidts, she thought, like
being swallowed by a vast marshmallow. The bed sesoft and warm
and deliriously soothing, and she was very, vepgti

Some time during the night, she began to dreamstmatwas in bed with
Oliver, cuddled up to him, pressing her face ingdmnest, so close that she
could hear the strong beat of his heart deep irtsglebcage. Francesca’s
lids fluttered, her lashes brushing against hint. lgps parted, her tongue-
tip licked his nipple, tasting the faint saltinesk his flesh, her hands
stroked downwards over the taut flanks and flalyhettil her palm felt the
curl of wiry hair, and then Oliver groaned thickigaching for her, and
Francesca woke up to find him naked in her arms,dudy hard and
insistent.

She gave a harsh, wordless cry of protest, thenlasgid, ‘What are you
doing in my bed? You promised to sleep on the flbonight have known
| couldn’t trust you.’

‘I spent hours on that damn floor until the fire weout and | started
getting cramp and aching all over from the draughder the door,” he
said, his mouth sulky. ‘And your bed looked so wama comfortable, and
it seemed big enough for six, let alone two. YoueMast asleep, | didn’t
think you’d notice until morning, and by then it widn’t matter anyway.'
He looked at her through his lashes, a glittehosé grey eyes, his mouth
curving in triumph. ‘And | didn't make advances you, darling. You
made them to me, and very inviting you were, tab. .

A burning flush crept up her face; she looked awegmbling. She had
given herself away; she was betrayed and therenwhsdy to blame but
herself. Oliver was not going to listen to any @ési breathing audibly, he
began kissing her throat, his hands exploring evieeye, leaving a trail of
fire across her flesh which all her cold commonsgerould not put out.

‘Darling, you've driven me almost out of my mindwiant you badly-tell
me you want me, tell me you love me,’ he hoarsdiyspered.

She felt his hands move and caress, his palms ngp@r bared breasts,
and her white flesh ached with rioting blood, hepptes hardened
unbearably, but she wouldn't give him the admisdierwanted. He might



have won this battle, tonight, she knew her owngstig desire was too
urgent to be denied this time; she could not gdigitting him, she wanted
him too much, but only tonight, only now. There vedways another day,
and the war wasn’t over yet.

His body slid over on top of her; he had pushecheplong, puritanical

nightdress and she was naked from the neck dovwkgdnand trembling

helplessly as she yielded to him. His lips weraltaard hot on hers with all
the power of the conqueror; she resented it, hendpumph; and yet a
bittersweet sensuality swept through her and slie hierself arching

hungrily to meet the dominating thrust of his fle§he stopped thinking
and was clamouring and open, moist to receive thke im that primitive

rite. Oliver entered her and she clasped his batk both hands as they
rode on the bed; Francesca stifling her moans easpire on his bare
shoulder, shuddering and biting him, past tryinghtde from him the

piercing ecstasy climbing inside her.

She had never felt such sensual intensity; they dacys been good
lovers, but their lovemaking had never been thissjpaate, and her wild
cries almost deafened her to Oliver's gasping madnsatisfaction. Her
heart was still beating like a sledgehammer wherdiapsed on to her,
his breathing ragged as he slowly recovered.

Francesca lay with his head on her breast, statirige ceiling, filled with
the usual sadness as her passion ebbed away, nthird€i nothing.
Suddenly her blue eyes' opened wide as she way hitealisation.

Neither of them had used a contraceptive! It hathadpened too quickly;
the last thing she had intended was to sleep witreOtonight, and when
she woke up to find him in her bed it had beenlabe.

Oliver sleepily kissed her bare shoulder, thenedhikis head to kiss her
mouth. ‘I love you, Fran," he whispered.

She gave a little heave and he rolled off her, tb&nup, leaning on his
elbow to frown down at her.



‘Fran, | need to get some sleep. I've hardly hag @might. While you
were snoring in this bed | was trying to get cortdble on that draughty
floor, so can we talk about whatever is bugging yothe morning?’

‘In the morning | am going to see a lawyer aboig thvorce.’
‘There won't be a divorce,’ Oliver said sharply.

‘Do you really think that just because we had sexdoing to forget that |
saw you kissing Janice?’

‘You saw Janice kissing me!

Francesca gave him a contemptuous look. ‘Oh, steedoherself on you,
did she?’

‘Yes, that's just what she did! | was just sittibghind my desk one
minute, with Janice standing next to me, and the& second she had flung
herself on my lap and was kissing me!" Oliver gdatecowling. ‘I didn’t
know what the hell was happening until after yowalked in . . .then you
rushed out and | saw Janice’s face and knew tleatsist have seen your
shadow on the glass in the office door.’

‘What?’ Francesca stared fixedly at him, eyes widgn

‘How long did you stand outside the door?’ Oliveked, and she thought
back.

‘I can’t remember...half a minute, maybe. | pausedisten, in case you
were talking on the phone, | think.’

‘And Janice saw your shadow, and thought this waaschance to get her
own back. . .’

‘Get her own back?’ repeated Francesca, watching Wwith an almost
painful concentration.

‘On me,’ said Oliver, his mouth twisting.



‘What had you done to her?’
‘Fired her?’

Francesca was still trying to make up her mind Ww&ebr not to believe
him. Oliver was clever and plausible; that was wleywas such a brilliant
salesman. What was he trying to sell her? How ntiuth was there in this
story?

‘Shrewd move,” she said sarcastically. ‘But tocela¥ou should have

broken up with her weeks ago when 1 first camedadon. | only had the

vaguest suspicions then; you could easily have inoad me | was crazy,

we could have got back together again then--nonolktoo much, Janice

made sure of that. | hate the thought of a divdimeJon’s sake, if not for

our own, but | can’t forgive you, Oliver, not aftadl these lies and

betrayals. It's over...” She wanted to cry as shid &; it made her heart

crack as if it was breaking inside her, she lovied &nd hated him because
he had hurt her more than she could bear.

Oliver tried to put his arm around her. ‘Fran, day) don’'t, he muttered
unsteadily. ‘You still love me, we just proved that -

‘We proved | still enjoy sex with you! I'd probabBnjoy it just as much
with some other attractive guy’

Oliver breathed hoarsely. ‘I don’t believe that .you couldn’t . . . I'd kill
you if | thought . . .” He lay there in silence famoment, then said flatly,
‘I swear to you, | never had an affair with Jariice.

‘Oh, please! No more lies!” she said furiously.
Oliver sat up in bed, still naked, his body taus, face dark with anger.

‘How can | prove it to you, for goodness’ sake® I&ll a question of
whether or not you believe me, isn’'t it? And if yoan't accept my word,
after being my wife for ten years, you really datiink very much of me!
I'd be wasting my time trying to convince you tladthough | liked Janice
and we got on well, as far as working together wenever had an affair



with her. I've never slept with her or even reatlgted her, not in the
personal sense.’

Francesca sat up, pulling her white nightdress dover her body, feeling
more at ease at once, now that she was coveredidsieh from him.

‘What does that mean, for heaven’s sake? How dodgteé someone--but
not in the personal sense? Can you date someoresamally? Or do you
mean it was personal, but it wasn’t a date?’

The sarcasm irritated him. He ran an impatient hdmdugh his thick,
black hair, smoothing it down where her urgent éirsghad so recently
ruffled and dishevelled it in the wildness of thewemaking.

‘It isn’t easy to put into words--’
'I'll bet!” she interrupted bitingly, and he glaratiher.

‘Can you let me get a word out? Janice was my sagreand a damn good
one, too. | had to see a lot of her. It's unavoiddbr a boss to see a lot of
his secretary, in the office and out of it, butvias never personal; never
just us two alone, certainly never with sex in mimad romance, or

whatever name you want to give it. It was alwaycefbusiness: dinner

with clients, receptions, cocktail parties, trifgaad.’

‘Oh, yes, those trips abroad . . .just you andcigrstaying in some hotel?’

‘Once or twice, maybe, it was just the two of ust ho more than that.
Usually there was a whole team of us, and anyw&gidlyou. . .there was
never anything but business, Francesca! | nevemddmvell slept with
her!

‘Maybe you hadn’t got that far,” Francesca saidykiag into the angry
grey eyes and feeling a queer little tremor rumdigh her. He was very
convincing, and she wanted to be convinced, butnivabat just the

danger? She was hoping he would convince her.

He had fired Janice, she was going, and Francesew khat all his
attention was focused back on herself, which wasra/ishe wanted it to



be. Hadn'’t that been her plan in joining him in don? Oliver belonged to
her. She had talked Matt into giving her a job Isat tshe could be near
Oliver every day. She had never meant to let hinwgbout a fight, and
Janice had known that, just as she had known #matel wanted him, too,
and would fight for him.

‘| suppose you're going to tell me you didn’t edamow she fancied you?’
she mocked, and Oliver shrugged.

‘I knew she liked me. She made it pretty obviondaict she was rather too
obvious about it. Men like to be the ones who do ltanting; they don’t
like to feel like they are being hunted. Janicesellame too hard; it was
beginning to annoy me.’

‘If it annoyed you, why did you keep her on?’ Frasca said at once, her
face unbelieving.

He gave her an ironic smile, his grey eyes glearbigtgveen black lashes,
like water hidden behind dark reeds. ‘She was algearetary, as | said. |
was reluctant to have my working arrangements upsstbecause the
stupid girl had designs on me. . .| could handieall enough until you left

me and she thought her big chance had come.’

Francesca frowned, suddenly sorry for Janice. Hadaally loved Oliver?
Or had it all been ambition and a desire for tla¢ust of his wife?

‘What will she do now?’ she asked flatly.

‘I've fixed her a job with one of our clients in Kgo. They were looking
for an English executive, to handle English deatsnf their end. They
wanted a man, but | talked them into taking Jani¢kink she’ll be quite
pleased, once she has thought about it. If shesnmuakd, she’ll rise in that
company. They reward merit, and Janice is clevel stirewd. | think
she’ll go a very long way.’

‘As long as she stays there,” Francesca said.

‘She’s out of our lives,’ Oliver promised.



‘She’d better be.’
‘Fran, | love you,’ he said seriously, looking irtter eyes.
‘I'm not living at Lambourne any more.’

‘We’ll live in London during the week, and go batk Lambourne at
weekends,’ he promised.

‘Except when Jon is home from school,” she told.Hide will want to be
at Lambourne for most of his holidays. But whilenlin London | want to
go on working. | am not going to be bored out of shyll again. | want a
job.’

‘Well, | had an idea. . .” Oliver said. ‘| wonderédyou would like to take
over Janice’s job?’

She hadn’t expected that, and bit her lip. ‘I wiamking of running the
advertising and publicity side, actually. You origive one girl doing it,
and she isn’'t very good. | have ideas I'd likerjpdut. | don’t just want to
be a secretary all my life. | am a director and ajam shareholder,
remember?’

‘You frighten me,” Oliver said, staring at her. ‘tanuch control over my
company am | going to have left in a few years'd@jrhwonder?’

‘We started the company, didn’'t we? The three of. ugou, me and Matt.
You didn't mind sharing everything then. Why be lsathered about it
now? And | did a good job with Mr Abbey, sellingr®oto him, didn’t I?’

‘OK, OK, I give in,” Oliver groaned, taking her fa®etween his hands and
kissing her hard. ‘Run whichever department yoa!liRo you want mine?

| wouldn’t dare try to stand in your way. But, dagd, can we get to sleep?
| can hardly keep my eyes open, and if we're gdiogtake Jon out
tomorrow we are going to need all the energy wegee’

She kissed him back and cuddled close to him, rinis @round her again,
his chin pillowed on her head. She had got him bauo# she was never
going to let him drift away from her again. She iniisbe greedy, of



course; she had been given so much when she was afie had lost
everything; but there was just one more thing sivgeéd for . . . and
tonight she felt somehow that it might actually pep. This was such a
special night, with the snow blowing outside and gassion and warmth
flowering in this room. A magic night, on which aldy might be

conceived . . .Francesca held on to her man angegréor one more

miracle.



