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Ashley had put all thoughts of Jago Marrick behivet three years ago
when he had disillusioned her to totally aboutrhigives for marrying her.
She had grown a hard shell and learnt how to figdntown battles in the
business world and she was proud of her achievemBuat now a problem
faced her that she couldn't conquer and it seeimadJago was the only

man prepared to help her--at a price. Every instwid Ashley not to trust
him. But had she really an alternative?



CHAPTER ONE

A CAR door slammed, and high heels clicked acrbespaving stones
with brisk impatience. As the glass doors of theveong office block
swung open, the security guard got to his feetubisally impassive face
registering faint surprise.

‘Miss Landon--we weren’t expecting you. back footrer ten days ...’

He was left gaping after Ashley Landon’s retreatiagk as it pursued an
openly stormy passage to the lift, and with a shiegreturned to his
cubicle.

‘Someone’s for it,” he remarked to no one in paic.

The lift stopped at the sixth floor, and the doglided open to release the
sole passenger. She was a slim girl, slightly abmeslium height, the
sculptured lines of her elegantly bobbed black faimg emphasis to her
pointed chin and high cheekbones. Her clothes w&pensive, but sat
awkwardly on her body, as if she’'d had other thiogsher mind when she
put them on. And the muted beige of her skirt aaak¢t did nothing for
her clear, pale skin, or her green eyes, glintiogy fike an angry cat’s.

When she reached the door marked ‘Company Secrstayflung it open
and walked in without knocking with the air of owbo has the right, past
the startled typist, and straight into the inndicef

Henry Brett was on the telephone, and he lookedfrowning at the
unceremonious opening of his door, his face clgamstantly when he
saw his visitor.

He made a swift excuse to his caller, and repldusdeceiver, coming
round his desk, hand outstretched.

‘Ashley, my dear, you're back already. That's woridi



‘Hardly the way I'd describe the disruption of miyst vacation in three
years,” Ashley rejoined crisply. ‘But the signalsemed too urgent to
ignore. What the hell's going on?’

Henry Brett sighed, steering her to a chair. ‘Acaker,’ he said succinctly.
‘Marshalls are making yet another bid for our skare

‘They must be mad,” Ashley said, dropping her athe floor beside her.
‘They got a very conclusive answer the last timeyttried it, and nothing's
changed.’

‘I'm afraid it has,” Henry said levelly. He pressaduzzer on his desk, and
spoke into the intercom. ‘Jean, could you rustlsoame coffee?'

‘Not for me,” Ashley cut in.

‘| think when you've heard me out, you're goingrteed some stimulant,’
said Henry, his genial face sober. ‘I can’t hidérdm you, Ashley. This
time they mean business, and they could succeezbréing to the recent
soundings' I've been taking, they could have a nitgj@f our board on
their side.’

There was a brief appalled silence, then Ashleg, skienry, you can’t be
serious! Why, last time, every member of the boams solidly one
hundred per cent behind Landons.’

‘They were solidly one hundred per cent behind yiatiner,"” Henry said
grimly. ‘But Silas has been dead for two years, aear. And you must
remember that quite apart from the fact that hisqeality could carry
anything through, most of the board owed him atgdeal. After all, he'd
put the majority of them where they were, and toainted-then.’

‘But not any more.” There was a painful constriotim Ashley’s throat.
‘My God, Henry, | know I'm not my father, and nevean be, but I've
done my best to run the company exactly as he woave done ...’

‘No one would deny that.” Seated on the edge oflbsk, Henry sent her a
compassionate look. ‘“You've done everything andertbat anyone could
expect, but the fact remains...'



‘The fact remains I'm not a man,” Ashley said watimirthless smile. ‘And
the board-hidebound traditionalists every one efrithave never believed
a woman of my age is capable of running a propsgtielopment company
the size of Landons.’

Henry looked embarrassed. ‘Hang it all, Ashleywi#s Silas’ own view,
and you know it.’

‘Yes,” she said in a low voice. ‘But Henry, I'vedd so hard to be the son
he wanted-I really have ...’

‘No one could have done more,” he assured her warfBut it was a

responsibility Silas never wanted you to have.dswhat damnfool rule of
your grandfather's that only a member of the famiguld become
company chairman that had him hidebound. That wag .w He stopped
in sudden embarrassment. ‘Oh, damnation!

‘It's all right, Henry,” Ashley said in a level voe. ‘I won't fall apart at the
seams if you talk about it. My God, it was overethyears ago!

‘All right then,” Henry said quietly. ‘That was wHhye wanted you to marry
Jago Marrick. As his son-in-law, Jago would havedmee chairman after
Silas-the strong man at the top the board wanted.’

‘Oh, Jago was that all right," Ashley bit her lih.was as husband material
that he failed to meet requirements. But that'snate past. He's settled in
the States now, and probably on his way to hisrskaallion.'

‘Or even his third," Henry said wryly. He pauseBut I'm glad to hear
you’'ve managed to put the whole sorry businessngeyou. | had to think
very hard about bringing you home at this time.’

‘But why?' She looked at him blankly. ‘This is ame&rgency. Where else
would | be?’

Henry cleared his throat. ‘You see, there’s anothetor. Giles Marrick
died very suddenly, only a few days after you feftthe Caribbean.’



‘Jago’s cousin?’ Ashley frowned. ‘I'm sorry. He waskind man! She
stopped abruptly. ‘Oh, | see-Jago came back fofuheral.’

‘And not just for the funeral,” said Henry with sade of heaviness.
‘Rumour has it that he intends to stay. He’'s Glesrick’s heir, of course,
so the Manor and the estate now belongs to hirmpadh | believe the
widow has some kind of life interest in it.’

‘Yes.” She managed the monosyllable from a taubahr‘At least, until
she remarries.’

‘Which probably won't be long,” Henry conceded. ‘@blooking woman,
and years younger than Marrick himself, of course.'

‘Years,” Ashley agreed quietly. Although Jago haglained the position

to her during their brief engagement, it had alweyst her a pang to think
that when he finally owned the beautiful Georgiaude, Erica would still

have the right to live there-Erica, with her sulbipnde good looks and
malicious tongue.

Mentally, she gave herself a little impatient shakBe Manor was no
longer any concern of hers. The loss of Landons was

She said crisply, ‘Don’t look so concerned, Herrgot over Jago a long
time ago; Let's get back to the main priority. Hdid you know Marshalls
were sniffing round again?*

‘Movement of shares. And then Clive Farnsworth adgi me privately
that he was being pressed to sell his holding, wadhed me that a
majority of the board would be in favour of accagtMarshalls' offer.’

‘It's unbelievable!" Ashley made a small sound @gaist. ‘Why, everyone
knows what my father thought of them. He said thesere
sharks-jerrybuilders creating modern slums.’

‘He was right," Henry said bitterly. ‘Which is whiiey want Landons, of
course, to confer a cloak of respectability on rthaperations. It's the
company name they want as well as its assets.hButreal ace in the hole
is their new managing director, a real dynamo leyshund of him. | gather



he reminds some of the older board members of %ifes) he was young.
That's the enticement-the kind of strong male leglaip they're used to.’

‘My God, what an attitude!” Ashley expelled her &ftte in a small harsh
sigh. ‘It belongs in the Ark.’

‘I can't deny that, but we can’t dismiss it eithedis gaze met hers
squarely. ‘We have a real problem here, Ashley. Gderd aren’t just a set
of dyed-in-the-wool male chauvinists. They're amdoabout our recent
performance.’

He broke off as the door opened and Jean Hurst ¢gaméth a tray of
coffee.

It was what she needed after all, Ashley discoverady, as she accepted
a cup of the dark, fragrant brew, and sipped itejudly.

When they were alone again, she said, ‘Was it dedile? Did Marshalls
wait for me to go to Barbados before they made theve?’

Henry looked slightly taken aback. ‘It's possiblEhey must know that
loyalty to Silas’ memory still exerts quite a hold.

‘So-we fight.” She lifted her chin. ‘What am | ugainst, if it came to a
straight boardroom battle?’

‘| think you’'d just lose,” he admitted, and she el

‘I can’'t bear it! To see everything Grandfather a8das worked for
just-handed over to a cowboy outfit like Marshaly God, I'd do
anything-anything, to stop it happening.’

‘I hope you’re not contemplating a sex-change,” femade a heavy-
handed attempt at humour.

Ashley grimaced. ‘Coupled with an operation to maketen years older?
Don't tell me that isn’t part of the problem.’



‘You're just not what they're used to,” Henry sdiickdly. ‘To most of their
generation, women are wives or secretaries, casieimould from birth.’
He paused. ‘And I'm afraid many of them see youymuiation of your
engagement to Jago Marrick as a sign of-feministalility. They worry
that it might break out again some time.’

‘Oh, no,” she said with soft bitterness. ‘My brusith Jago was a one-off
thing-never, | pray, to be repeated.” She put hgr down on the desk.
‘When | broke off my engagement, | don’t think Silaever really
understood, or forgave me. He thought the endfigdtihe means, and that
| was just making a silly fuss about some trivildagreement. He didn’t
know ...” She stopped.

‘Didn’t know what?’ Henry prompted sympathetically.

She was silent for a moment, then, ‘Didn’t, knowwhtotally unsuited
Jago and | were,” she said stiltedly. She smiledtlfaas she got to her
feet. ‘I'm going home now, Henry. | need to thirBut thanks for the
timely message. I'd have hated to have been vatedfexistence in my
absence.’

‘That's. what | thought,” he said unhappily. ‘They’pressing for an
emergency board meeting next Thursday. Between arathen I'll see
what | can do in the way of persuasion or prestuighange a few minds
to our way of thinking! He sighed. ‘But it's goirig be an uphill struggle.’

‘We'll win,” she said. ‘We have to.’

Her words evinced a confidence she didn't feel. Meod as she drove to
her flat was one of dejection.

She’d never envisaged becoming chairman of Landbus,that didn’t
mean she was prepared to see the company takenfrnajer.

Oh, Silas, she thought fiercely, why didn’t you paiee me better?
Perhaps he would have done, if he’d lived to tpe old age his bounding

energy had seemed to promise. If he hadn’t colthpgéh a heart attack
while exploring a possible site for developmentl dred in intensive care



an hour later, before Ashley could even get tobedside. Her first act on
assuming control of the company had been to complet deal for the
land. Nothing spectacular, but surely a sign torést of the world that it
was business as usual.

Her flat occupied the top floor of a purpose-bbilock, which Landons
had erected some ten years previously, and waseest to a real home
she had ever had.

Her mother had, unbelievably, died giving her hidhd Silas, dazed by
grief, had instantly sold the house they had livedogether. Ashley’s

earliest memories were of a changing landscapeotél fsuites, and a
shifting population of nannies. Silas travelled theuntry, and she,

perforce, travelled with him until she was old eglodo be despatched to
boarding school.

She had understood quite early in their relatignghat she seemed to
make her father uncomfortable, and had assumedsthecause of some
painful physical resemblance to her mother. Grdgsdle came to realise
that, whether he was aware of it or not, Silasmeskthe fact that his only
child was not the boy he had planned on. Yet he feacr made any
attempt to alter the situation by marrying agaithaugh he had enjoyed
various discreet liaisons over the years, seemantggily content with his

nomadic existence, the only awkwardness occurringnnhe was obliged
to have Ashley with him.

She had spent many dull hours reading, watchirgyvigbn, wandering
round strange towns, watching other people’s lives a distance, until at
last, when she was sixteen, she had rebelled,nsngted on accompanying
him on to site. He had been openly reluctant at,flsut when he saw she
was adamant he had acceded, and slowly a neworgdatp had been
forged between them. He had started by being seé@bout her interest,
but he answered her questions with total franknesd,she had learned a
great deal simply by being with him.

But he had been by no means preparing her to ta&e foom him. His
plans for her future had been very different, as bad suddenly, and
painfully, discovered.



In her small elegant bathroom, she stripped andvetesd slowly, letting

the water pour through her hair and down her b&he dried herself
without haste, and wrapped in a fresh towel, sasiylg, wandered back
to the bedroom and stretched out on her bed.

She felt infinitely weary, but sleep eluded het jie same. There was too
much on her mind, she thought, punching the pilléwad if she was
honest, the problem about the takeover wasn’t fosgrm her thoughts as
it should have been.

Jago, it seemed, was back, and possibly plannirsjatp She had banked
very heavily on never having to see him again,ifoioeé was really going to
be around as a permanent feature, she didn't see this could be
avoided. It wasn’t that large a town. Nor could #eve. This was where
Landons had its head office, so she couldn’t renmatter how much she
might want to.

Not that there was any logic in that, she castayatrself scornfully. There
was no reason why she and Jago should not meepernfectly civilised

manner. She’d got over that heartbreaking, despesalolescent love for
him a long time ago. He couldn’t hurt her againwéat was she afraid of?

The million-dollar question, Ashley thought ironliga

She bit her lip, savagely. As a future wife for amlike Jago Marrick,
she’d been a disaster, but as Silas’ successothehght she had enjoyed
a modest success. She had felt desperately isoddtéidst in her new
eminence, but she had listened carefully, and nfatleuse of all the
experience and expertise which had been offered.

She sighed. Yet in spite of all her efforts, thadalostill didn’t trust her, or
have any real confidence in her, and all her buirekcurities were
burrowing to the surface, nagging and gnawing atrhi@d. She was not
quite twenty-two, after all, and not very old to ¢i@ng battle for her share
of the market place-a fact of which Marshalls welearly well aware.
Their board obviously regarded the present takeattempt as no contest,
and if she was honest, she could see little wastagdping them.



If it was any other company, she thought ruefulyt stories of Marshalls’
shoddy dealings and poor workmanship were rifdv@ihdustry, and they
had already brought a libel action against a wetwn satirical magazine
which had lambasted them over a new shopping cethireatened with
structural collapse. They had won their case oecarticality, but with

derisory damages.

Yet they were still wealthy enough, and endowedwitfficient clout to
be bidding for Landons. They knew that their oniyaicce of success was
appealing to the inherent greed of human naturel. ghareholders, in this
respect, were just as human as anyone else.

The sudden trill of the phone beside the bed sthfibr, and she stared at it
resentfully, wishing she’d had the foresight tocdisnect it. She waited for
the caller to get tired of waiting, and ring offuthit didn’t happen. Few
people knew she was back, she thought, so perha@as iHenry calling to
apprise her of some new development. And it waardhe wasn't giving
up, so she lifted the receiver.

‘Hello,” she said grudgingly.

‘So you are back.” Jago’s voice, low, sardonic, totdlly unmistakable. ‘I
presumed old Henry would have pushed the panioiiy now.’

‘| think you have the wrong number,’ she said wildl don't know what
you’re talking about ...’

‘Yes, you do, Ash, so don’t play games. Accordigthe hints and
rumours in the financial columns, Landons haveresgg problem. | think
we should talk.’

‘Well, 1 don’t.” In spite of herself, her voice snded ragged, his deliberate
diminution of her name rousing memories she woattler have denied. ‘I
don’t need your help.’

‘I thought three years might have matured you, Asé,jibed at her. ‘But
it seems you're still the same prickly schoolgmyrsing your hurt pride.
And ‘for that, you're prepared to see Landons gwrddhe drain. You
amaze me!’



‘That isn’t true,’ she said stiffly. ‘If you haveng helpful suggestions, then
you should get in touch with Henry. I'm sure he'd glad to hear from
you.’

‘Although you're not.” Jago gave a low laugh. ‘Welllsuppose that was
too much to expect under the circumstances. Butwitilbe hearing from
me, Ash, and sooner than you think. | had the geta@dmiration for Silas,
and I'm not prepared to see his company go to téfar the sake of past
differences between the two of us.’

‘I like “past differences”," Ashley said contemptsty. ‘It's a good blanket
term to cover your mercenary agreement with myefatand your flagrant
infidelity?’

‘Oh, it covers a damned sight more than that,’ &id pleasantly. ‘But I'm
glad you approve. It's a start anyway. I'll be s®eiyou, then.' The line
disconnected briskly.

He had never, Ashley thought, as she replacedwerreceiver, been one
for prolonged farewells.

She sat up, nervously hitching up her towel, asighoJago was in the
room with her, his tawny hazel eyes observing hatesof disarray with
that overt sensuality which had so disturbed heinduheir brief, ill-fated

relationship.

He’'d called her a prickly schoolgirl, and she suggmb he had a certain
amount of justification, remembering how she had/oesly shied away
from any physical advances he’d made to her. Nehdhe fact that she
had fallen head over heels in love with him hadnbalele to mitigate her
panic-stricken recoil from any real intimacy betwethem during their
engagement.

And if she had been frightened by the unknown passshe had sensed
were tightly leashed in his lean male body, thee bhd been utterly
terrified by the wild unbidden reaction of her owmocent flesh to his
lightest touch. And there was no one to help hetewstand or cope with
these new and overwhelming sensations. The sexagdundessons at her



school had described the mechanics, but said rp#iout the emotions
which should accompany such experiences, and Ashleyusemistress
had given muddled, embarrassed talks about thelgmnsbinherent in
‘leading men on’, quoting current rape statistiaed advising ‘keeping
oneself decent for marriage’.

And Silas’ values, she had discovered when shereaded herself to
mention the topic to him, were equally rigid. Pyritas what a man looked
for in his future wife, he had told her flatly, astle could learn anything
she needed to know from her husband when the tamec

When Jago held her close, she felt totally confubed body at war with
her mind, which insisted that such an intensitgiotion must be wrong,
even in some way abnormal.

Eventually, it seemed easier to keep Jago at alength. Or at any rate
simpler, she amended hastily, because it had e easy.

She had supposed naively that Silas was right,thatdonce they were
married everything would be different. That wearihago’s ring, having

the right to call herself his wife, would bring altcsome fundamental sea-
change in her. Only she had never had the opptyttonfind out.

The wedding had only been a few weeks away whernatdinally found
out the truth about the kind of man she was magry$he hadn’t seen Jago
for several days, not since they'd spent an eveaintye theatre together.
Afterwards, he had suggested she go back to hiswktat him for a
nightcap, and she had shrunk immediately. It wasgather too secluded
and intimate an environment for her to cope widglihg as she did, and
she’d heard herself babbling some feeble excusat. Jdgo had recognised
it as such was evident, although he had said nptiBat his mouth' had
tightened, and he had driven her home with almastygerated care,
depositing her on her doorstep with chilly courtesgt even bothering to
bestow the most chaste of goodnight kisses.

Ashley told herself he was being unreasonable,thadshe wasn’t going
to be the first to make amends, but as time passéeut a word from

him, her need for reassurance got the better ophde, and she tried to
telephone him. When there was no reply from thge flae told herself he



was probably staying at the Manor, as Giles liked Ho from time to
time.

But when she drove out to the Manor that evenihg, feund only Erica
Marrick at home. She was sitting in the big drawiogm, stitching at a
piece of tapestry set up in a frame in front of, leexd Ashley, who had no
skill at sewing, watched in fascination as the ihequerced the canvas
over and over again.

Later, when Ashley allowed herself to recall thatrible evening and its
aftermath, she was to remember above all thatrghineedle, stabbing in
and out, and feel as if it was her own flesh thatas wounding.

‘I'm sorry you've had a wasted journey,” Erica saichen the usual social
pleasantries had been observed. ‘It might have hesar to ring first, and
check where he was.’

Ashley forbore to mention that she’d been tryingcémtact Jago for two
days. She said, trying to sound casual, ‘| supposéve no .idea where he
could be?’

Erica chose another strand of thread. ‘None atnayi,dear. Giles is only
Jago’s cousin, not his keeper. Jago’s an adult .nk#decomes and goes
here as he chooses, and we don’t ask any indisguastions. Much the
best way, | assure you.” She threaded her needégo’ doesn’t actually
live here yet.’

‘I know,” Ashley said huskily. ‘But | thought-lI gahe impression he was
spending more time here these days-using thedflaer less.’

‘I hardly think so.” The needle stabbed again. &kfall, it's the one small
piece of bachelor independence which hasn’t beedeer yet, and he’ll be
anxious to hang on to that as long as possiblepuldvimagine. He’s
sacrificed quite a lot already,” she added almasually. ‘I hope he finds
Landons is worth it.’

Ashley’s brows drew together. "I don’t quite undars ...’



‘How wise of you,’ purred Erica. ‘It's always so @tubetter to respect the
conventions in these matters, and pretend the agarihas been
arranged-such a telling phrase, | always thinkfersonal rather than
business reasons."

Ashley felt as if a hand was slowly tightening rdumer throat. ‘Are you
insinuating that Jago is marrying me only to gastake in Landons?’

‘Hardly a stake, my dear.” The deadly needle wanamd out, doing its
work. ‘After all, you're an only child with neithehe physical nor mental
capacity to become a-a captain of industry. Yodtndg naturally, needs
someone he can trust to run the company eventw@adtywho better than a
son-in-law and as you were-gratifyingly ready tormaim, and Jago is
extremely ambitious, everyone’s satisfied.’

There was a silence. Ashley said flatly, ‘I doregdibve you.’

Erica laughed. ‘Of course not. Why should you? Amnd have nothing to
worry about. Jago will never forget that you're Og& daughter, and be
less than attentive, but you must remember to ahaw-a little leeway

now, before the noose tightens for ever. So whytdamu go home like a
good girl, and wait for him to call you. I'm sure lwill, eventually. He

tends to have a fairly strict sense of duty,’ stiéeal blandly.

Some guardian angel must have protected' Ashlegamnightmare drive
to his flat, because she remembered nothing about i

All the way there, a voice in her head was whisggri‘lt can’'t be
true-can't be true ...’

And yet suspicion, once planted, was growing; l&eveed in the sun,
sending out deadly tentacles to smother and cliike had to see Jago, to
confront him, and find out once and for all thelrgath behind their
marriage.

Because, she had to admit, the romance had beehirlavind affair. She
hadn’t seen a great deal of Jago while she wasiggouwp, but after Silas
had decided to seek a permanent home base near ¢bepany
headquarters, they had begun to come into contfitteach other.



At first, she had been full of shy admiration, gaecand tongue-tied
whenever he was around. As he shared her fathefegsional interests, it
was inevitable that they should meet. Sometimesvag kind to her, at
others, he teased her unmercifully. Gradually, stmo spite of herself,
her admiration turned to a kind of hero-worshipd &imen, bewilderingly,
to something much deeper.

Ashley had found she was aching for a glimpse af,hand agonising
when this was denied her. She was ecstatic whemotieed her-once he
gave here a lift home from the library, and shediwn it for weeks-and
miserable when the passenger seat in his car e liiy one of the leggy
blondes he seemed to favour. Not that he was alahysome by any
means. A lot of the time he was away, pursuingcaiger, immersed in
one of the civil engineering projects for whichhe trained at university.

‘He’s going straight to the top, that lad,” Silaadhremarked more than
once with unveiled satisfaction.

But Jago’s ambitions and professional abilities ited for little with
Ashley. For her, he was the focus of all her roncadteams, and when,
right out of the blue, he had rung and invited teehave dinner with him,
she had thought she would die of delight.

But she had lived, and it was the start of an idyderiod in her life. Jago
dined her, and danced with her, partnering hereahis, taking her on
picnics, and visits to the theatre and cinema.

And when, after six heady weeks, he had askedoheratry him, she had
said ‘Yes’ eagerly, with no thought of dissimulatioGratifyingly ready,’
Erica had said mockingly, she recalled with a shofenausea. But it was
no more than the truth. She’d been foolishly, dijméady to allow herself
to be handed over in exchange for the Landon empire

As she drove, a lot of pieces seemed to be comoggther in an

increasingly terrifying pattern. ‘She remembered tmpatience in him,
coiled like a spring, when she had drawn back ftbengrowingly explicit

demands. of his mouth and hands, so different fittengentle restraint he
had displayed during the early days of their cdnipts



Before he was sure of her, said a small icy vaideer brain.

If he’'d really cared for her, wouldn't he have begrepared to make
allowances for her inexperience? she asked herself.

And more troubling still, he had never actuallydsen so many words that
he loved her. He wanted to make love to her, invaay she would permit,
but all he had said when she agreed to be his wis, ‘Darling Ash, Ill
try and make you happy.’

She’'d been more than content with that at the timue,now it seemed a
disturbing omission.

At first when she rang the doorbell at his flate $hought he was still out
somewhere, and she was just about to turn awagfeatiwhen she heard
the sound of movement inside.

The door opened, and they faced each other. Heetbtderible, was her
first thought. He was pale, and his eyes were [dbot] and he seemed to
be wearing a dressing gown, and nothing else.

She said anxiously, ‘Jago, are you ill?” She tooktep forward, to be
arrested by the sour reek of spirits on his breltiwas something she
hadn’t encountered before with him, and it alared

In his turn, he was staring at her as if he didmdw who she was, and
then she saw a dawning horror in his eyes.

And in the same instant heard a girl's voice sayimgh plaintive
impatience, ‘Sweetie, aren’t you ever coming bagkbed? Get rid of
whoever it is and ..." She appeared from the bedromearing nothing but
the coverlet from the bed draped round her, noaetf@ctively.

The hand was round Ashley’s throat again, tightgnsgueezing...

The girl came forward to Jago’s side. Her eyeseldad hard as nails,
flicked over Ashley dismissively.



‘They say three’s a crowd, don’t they, darling?i©that the way you like
it?’

Jago slumped against the door jamb with a muffledq

Ashley wanted to stamp her feet. She wanted to, kackash out with her
hands, and tear with her nails, and scream. Sheéed/do damage them,
both of them, physically. Mark them as they had simed her emotionally.

Nausea rose, hot and acrid, in her throat, andwhed and ran down the
stairs, not waiting for the lift, and out into tle&ill of the night air. She
leaned against her car, retching miserably, ungasiho might see her or
what conclusions they might draw. Then, as soashaswas sufficiently in
control of herself, she climbed into the drivingseand started the engine.
She didn’t go home. She drove out of town, and dawthe river, parking
in the very spot where Jago had proposed to h#ingswhite-faced and
burning-eyed until dawn.

When she finally returned home, she brushed asdéalther’s reproaches
and anxious queries, saying merely that she’d bateghinking to do, and
needed to be alone. When she’'d added that she evésnger going to

marry Jago she and Silas had the worst row of tivess.

‘But you can’t throw him over for some whim! heidhged at her. ‘My
God, girl, only last week you thought the sun, maaomd stars all shone out
of him! And | need him. | need a strong man to tiamdons after I'm
gone. As your husband he can become chairmanmaéieAs soon as | met
him, | knew he was the right man.’

‘Right for me?’ she wanted to ask, wincing. ‘Or elgrright for Landons?’
But she’d never voiced the query.

Her magnificent solitaire diamond ring she’d serdclb to Jago by
company messenger, with a note stating bleakly ghatnever wanted to
see him or hear from him again.

And nor had she, Ashley thought wearily, until ndtil that phone call,
like a bolt from the blue.



Not only was her company at risk. With Jago’s netiner precarious peace
of mind was threatened. And that, frighteninglyersed a great deal
worse.



CHAPTER TWO

AFTER a while, when she felt a little calmer, stited the telephone and
dialled.

‘Martin Witham, please,” she told the receptiorngto answered. ‘Tell
him Miss Landon is calling.'

She was put through with flattering promptness.

‘Ashley!” Martin sounded pleased and surprised. $\dn earth are you
back so soon?’*

‘Clearly, you haven'‘t been reading the financiag@s' she said lightly.
‘Let’s just say a state of emergency's been detlangl it seemed better to
return.'

‘My poor sweet!" His voice was warm and concerrigdant to tell me all
about it over dinner at the Country Club tonight?’

She laughed. ‘That’s exactly what | hoped you’'d,'sslye teased. ‘Pick me
up at eight?’

‘I'll be counting the minutes,” he promised.

She felt better after that. His voice had reasstexgdhelping to take away
the sour taste the earlier call had left.

She’d been seeing Martin for a couple of months;esine’d arrived from

London to join a local ,firm of solicitors. Afteago, Ashley had tended to
steer clear of any kind of involvement, but Martiad persuaded her to
think again, although he had made it dear fromfitisé that he was in no

hurry to rush into any kind of serious relationshg’d been divorced, he
told her, and was still licking his wounds, butweuld be glad of some
female companionship.



It was an arrangement which suited them both veeyl.v&ince Silas’
death, Ashley had been lonelier than she caredn@mber, and Martin’s
friendship had buoyed her up, just when she negaedst.

And she needed him now, she thought ruefully.

Martin had not told her very much about his maeiaand she was equally
reticent on the subject of her broken engagemeniv, dhe supposed, she
would have to tell Martin that her ex-fiancé waglbén town, throwing
fresh attention on an episode she had hoped wasdoeér for ever.

She felt depression closing in on her like a clamj gave herself a swift
mental shake. Sleep was what she needed, and 3bedmade herself an
omelette in her compact kitchen, eating every sdian curled up on the
living room sofa, emptying her mind, and relaxingy iImuscles until her
intrinsic weariness had its way with her.

When she woke, she felt perceptibly better, reedshnd even relaxed.
Which seemed, she thought, to bode well for thenienge ahead. She
applied her usual light make-up, sprayed herseisldy with Amazone
then zipped herself into a new dress she’d boughirpulse during her
West Indian holiday. It was the colour which hatleated her originally-a
clear, vivid emerald, enhancing her eyes.

Her one beauty, she thought critically, as sheeignd twisted in front of
the mirror, trying to decide whether the dress was extreme for the
sedate delights of the County Club. Certainly, #ressover bodice
plunged lower than anything she had worn beforel, e back of the
dress bared her from the brief halter round hek mdmost to the base of
her spine. For a moment, she was tempted to chatmgsomething more
demure, something that reflected the muted budikesmage she tried to
project these days. Then she tossed her head, gnlagirglossy hair swing
challengingly.

To hell with it, she thought recklessly. Since thght of Jago’s betrayal,
she’d lived a kind of half-life. Perhaps it was ymight that his return
should signal her emergence from her self-imposegsalis-proclaiming
to the world at large, as well as himself, that sbdonger carried even the
flicker of a torch for him.



She’d been a fool to react like that to his cdik $old herself angrily. She
should have been civil but indifferent, insteadetfing him know he could
still get under her skin. Well, she would know betiat their next
encounter-if there was one.

Martin’s expression when she admitted him to taewtas evidence, if she
needed it, that her change of image was a suc&adsit reminded her too
of how little thought she’d given to her appearaacer the past couple of
years.

‘The new me,’” she explained. ‘Do you approve?’

‘I'm not sure if “approve” is the word I'm lookindor,” Martin said
carefully. ‘May | kiss you, or will it spoil your ake-up?’

Ashley went readily into his arms. She was accustbrto the light
embraces they exchanged on meeting and parting, wdreh Martin
deliberately prolonged and deepened the kiss, stteemo demur. Perhaps
it wasn'’t just the outer shell she needed to chasige thought, submitting
passively to the ardent pressure of his mouth os he

She waited for some answering surge in her owndldt it didn’t
happen. Probably she was still too tired and caafHialance by the past
twenty-four hours to be able to conjure up much oésponse, she excused
herself, as they left for the Club.

It was already quite crowded when they arrived. tMahad booked a
corner table, away from the dance floor where adipiece band played
quietly.

‘The usual wide choice, | see,” he said wryly, hagdher a menu. ‘Steak,
steak, scampi or steak.’

Ashley smiled at him. ‘And | keep telling you thatthe height of
sophistication in this neck of the woods,’ she églas

‘So you do,” he muttered. ‘What’s it to be, then?’



‘Melon, please, followed by a fillet steak rarem@dium, and a side salad.’

“And I'll have the same,” Martin told the waiter.isHhand reached for
Ashley’s across the table. ‘We never seem to askrigthing else. Maybe
we should make it a standing order.’

‘Maybe,” Ashley returned neutrally. She returneck thressure of his
fingers, but his words troubled her, seeming tmaicga permanence she
wasn’t ready for. She was relieved when the comiens took a less
personal turn. Martin was engaged in litigation kyand he gave a droll
description of some of the cases he’d been defgndimle she way away.

Ashley leaned back in her chair, enjoying the faage of the white wine
she had asked for as an aperitif, her eyes idlyréng the room as she did
So.

‘And when the magistrate asked if he had anythingay, the idiot came
back with “But the car always stalls if | drive l#ss than sixty, Your
Worship”,” Martin was saying, then his voice sharpe. ‘Ashley, what is
it? Are you all right?"

Her whole body had tensed, and she could feelldedldraining from her
face. Standing in the doorway, looking round themmpwas Jago Marrick.

Her first, instinctive thought was how little he dhahanged in the
intervening years. The breach between them haadhtefhark on him as it
had on her, but then why should it? she asked Ihdnsierly. No ‘doubt
he’d regretted the loss of Landons, but he waseess in his own right as
Silas had always predicted. Ashley had been nothinge to him than a
means to an end.

But it was unfair, she thought, digging her naioi the palms of her
hands, that his physical appeal should not havendihred, Outwardly, he
was still the man she'd fallen so helplessly irelowth.

The lean, graceful body, the lightly curling browair, still worn rather
longer than convention demanded, the cool, inciBnes of nose, mouth
and jaw, had lost none of their impact, thrustingr hnto sudden
unwelcome turmoil.



With a superlative effort she fought for control.

‘It's all right,” she said, forcing a little laugland inwardly thankful for the
comparative seclusion of their table. ‘I-I'm jegtged still, 1 suppose.
Perhaps | should have had a quiet evening at home.’

‘Well, you still can,” Martin assured her promptiVhen we’ve eaten, I'll
drive you back.” He smiled at her. ‘Some cosseiighat you need.'

She doubted whether she needed anything he hathehbut now was not
the time to be talking about that. She felt sudgédéikke an animal, caught
in a snare with the hunter drawing closer ...

Get a grip on yourself, she adjured herself, dyeand savagely. So he’s
here. It's a public place, and he has as much tighise it as you. But
there’s nothing he can do to you any more- nothing.

Martin said with a faint groan, ‘Oh, hell! One dietfirm’s most important
clients has just come in, and he’s heading this. wakall have to be civil
at least.’

Ashley knew with a sense of sick inevitability wihevould be, and nerved
herself, her hands clenching into fists in her lapr face schooled to
impassivity.

‘Good evening, Witham,' Jago stopped beside thblet She made herself
look up, her face stretched into a polite smilechlfelt like a grimace. He
wasn’t alone, she saw. Erica was beside him, ethéneblack chiffon,
clinging to his arm. The grieving widow'’s first pidbappearance, Ashley
decided ironically.

Jago was looking at her now, his brows lifting witlint cynicism as he
assimilated her appearance.

‘Ashley,” he said softly. ‘What a charming surptise

‘You know each other?’ asked Martin. ‘I was jusbabto introduce you.’



‘No need,” Jago assured him. ‘Ashley and | are asduaintances, aren’t
we, darling?’

‘You could say that,” she said shortly. She looksakt him to Erica.
‘Please accept my condolences on your sad lossMdrsck.’

‘Such a terrible shock,” Erica sighed delicatelut life must go on.
That's what dear Giles would have wanted.’

Remembering the big, bluff man with his boomingglauAshley thought
this was probably true. At any rate, it absolvedc&from most of the
conventions of mourning, she decided cynically.

‘Won’t you join us?’ Martin offered, to Ashley's tror.

‘We’d be delighted,” Jago said smoothly, and she tliebite back a gasp of
sheer anguish. But nothing, could be done; a wartes already hurrying

to lay two extra covers. Ashley’'s sole consolatwas that Erica seemed
no better pleased by the situation than she waselgejudging by the

expression she had seen fleetingly cross the wildovely face, and the
way her fingers were curving possessively on Jagjeave.

Well, everyone looks for consolation in their owmyy she told herself,
and turned an artificially radiant smile on Martin.

The meal was a three-dimensional, Technicoloredhtmigre, with full
stereophonic sound. The steaks, when they arrmede excellent, but
Ashley might just as well have been chewing her wapugh an old
handbag for all the enjoyment she derived from.hEastly, she declined a
dessert when it was offered, and coffee too, prathiat Martin would take
the hint, and whisk her away as he’d promised.

But Martin wasn't in the market for hints. Obliviewo any undercurrents,
he was leaning back in his chair, being expansingethoroughly enjoying

himself. Taking the opportunity to impress an intpot client, Ashley

thought, then chided herself for being unkind.

She glanced up, and found Jago’s eyes on her.hdeagsalised resentfully,
wasn’'t even making an attempt at pretence. Opemllyumashamedly, he



was staring at her, insolently studying the shapkeo breasts under the
flimsy bodice, and to her shame and horror sheddwer body reacting to
the calculation of his gaze, the nipples hardeming thrusting against the
soft cling of the fabric. And, worst of all, sheutd tell by the slow smile

curling his firm-lipped mouth that her involuntasyousal had not gone
unnoticed.

Mortified beyond all bearing, she stared down &t tdble. What kind of

person was she to allow herself to be excited byok from a man who

had treated her as badly as Jago had done? Shewseal remembering

that he had always had that effect on her, no mati& hard she’d tried to
resist it. Even in company, one lingering glanaarfrhnim had been enough
to melt her bones, and send sweet fire coursingugir her veins. It was
only later, alone with him, that the problems haarted, shame at her
body’'s own urgency freezing her into frighteneddity when he tried to

kiss and caress her.

But that was something she neither needed nor @waoteemember, and
she tried to turn her attention elsewhere, gazingh@ couples moving
round the dance floor in time to the music.

Jago leaned towards her. ‘Would you like to danbe?asked courteously.
Her voice was stony. ‘No, thank you.’

‘Oh, go on, darling,” Martin urged jovially. “Yourilow you love this tune.’
Had she really admitted that to him? she askedeliedespairingly. How
could she-when it was a song she’'d danced to vago bver and over
again in those first heady days?

‘Then that settles it.” Jago was standing besidechair, reaching for her
hand, drawing her inexorably to her feet before ahdd utter any further
protest.

She couldn’t free herself without making some kifidcene, and her spirit

quailed at the thought of that, so numbly she adidwim to guide her
through the encircling tables to the dance floor.



‘I'll try not to touch any bare skin,” he said danically, as he drew her
into his arms. ‘But the design of your dress makeasther difficult.”

She flushed angrily. ‘Don’t!

‘Why so sensitive?’ he jeered. ‘You can't help liethe way you are, any
more than | can. And you certainly never wantethéaouched-by me, at
any rate.’

Ashley shrugged, trying not to flinch from the gasf his cool fingers,
making herself move to the music with him. ‘Why gingp the past?’ she
asked shortly. ‘It was a long time ago. I've chahgBrobably we both
have.’

‘In your case, the change is formidable," he saitys ‘What’s brought
about this new sophistication? Witham?’

‘Perhaps,’ said Ashley, lifting her chin. ‘If itany of your business.’
The tawny eyes glittered down at her. ‘Going to nparm, Ash?’

‘Now that really is none of your business.' Ashlgtyher lip. ‘I'd like to go
back to the table, please.’

‘When the dance is over.” He swung her round, gehtit inexorably,
making her realise it was impossible to be fredaut undignified hassle.
‘And isn’t it natural that | should be interestedyiour plans for the future?
After all, they once involved me quite intimateifyyou recall) g 4

‘I'm not likely to forget,” she said scornfully.’d have said you’d totally
forfeited any right to enquire into my private litdnd while we’re on the
subject, how did you get hold of my phone numbé&rfeix-directory.’

‘Let’s say a little bird told me,” he said. ‘Youem®m rather besieged at the
moment. | thought you might welcome a friendly call

‘Then you miscalculated," Ashley said bitingly.dbn’'t need your interest
in my affairs, business or personal. In futuredkrieave me alone.’



Jago gave her a meditative look, his eyes hoodbdt isn’t as easy as it
sounds. I'd say we were bound to run into eachratha place this size.
Don’t you think we should at least practise being to each other?’

Ashley tried to quell the inner dismay his wordsked... He seemed to be
confirming that he would not, after all, be retumgito the States, just as
Henry had suggested.

‘It's a small town indeed,’ she said.” And ratheniting, I'd have thought,
for someone of your ambition. | imagine you canaitMo go back to
America.'

‘Then your imagination is playing you tricks,” haid pleasantly. ‘I'll be
happy to discuss my plans with you, Ashley, but newot the time. |
didn’t ask you to dance in order to have a sertalks’

‘No? Then | can only assume you intended to anney 18he shook her
head. ‘I'm sorry, Jago. The most | can call on vehgou're concerned is
indifference. If anyone’s suffering from any kind aggravation here
tonight, then it's probably your cousin Erica.'

‘Oh, 1 think Witham is managing to keep her entiedtd,” he said casually.
‘Although he’s a bit of a dull stick.’

‘He’s a decent person,’ Ashley said levelly. 'Altigh | suppose decency is
a quality that couldn’t be expected to have mugteapfor you.’

‘Or to you, my sweet vixen,' His mouth curled. ‘Buasked your to dance,
Ashley, to find out if the change in you is any mdhan skin deep.’ His
hand at her back increased its pressure suddembid her towards him
across the slight decorous distance that sepatia@®d Bringing her body
into intimate, objectionable contact with his.

Ashley gasped, her eyes flashing green fire at has, she tried
unavailingly to pull away. Her lips parted in a st which was fated
never to be uttered as Jago’s mouth came down & warm, firm, and
shamelessly sensual.



Her senses reeled under the suddenness of theighsl&ler body seemed
to be melting, her legs no longer able to suppertdnoperly, the blood in
her veins moving slowly, thick and sweet as hores,she fought for
control.

The kiss seemed endless and she had to curb thecin® yield, to
respond, to explore his mouth as avidly as he wagisg the secrets of
hers. It was a temptation that had to be resistedl @osts, and she knew
it, even though her body was overwhelmed, trembiuiidy the surge of
unsatisfied longing within her.

But she had to remember that he cared no moregionbw than he had
three years ago, a small desperate voice in hat Wwaaned her. He was
trying to score points, that was all. To let thesyatching them know
that the breach between them, once a nine-day wondes either healed
or no longer important.

When at last he took his mouth from hers, it wathwpen reluctance. The
music had stopped, and only a smattering of apeldtem the other
dancers filled the amazed and questioning silermena them.

Still dazed, Ashley let Jago lead her back to #idet aware of the barrage
of fascinated and curious looks and murmured resmékowing them.
She/ was aware too that the couple awaiting thetimeatt table didn’t share
that general fascination and curiosity. Martin ledkemused and sullen,
and Erica was plainly furious, although she wadismgraciously enough.

Muttering an excuse, Ashley grabbed her bag, andener way to the
refuge of the powder room. Luckily it was desertaag she sank down on
one of the padded stools in front of the mirror a@tared at herself. Her
eyes looked twice their normal size, and she haalis¢trap of colour left.
She touched the bare, swollen outline of her mauith fingers that shook
slightly.

Jago had made no concessions at all, either tpabsage of time which
had separated them, or to the fact they were inulaliq place. His
behaviour, by any standard, was unforgivable. Spened her bag,
fumbling a little as she retrieved her compact é&ipsdtick and tried to



repair some of the damage he had wrought, whilmwehend anger built up
inside her.

How dare he behave like that! she raged inwardig. &frogance was
appalling. But so, honesty reminded her, had beemn reaction.

She couldn’t go back in the dining room, she thoughtlessly, to face the
stares and speculation, and Jago’s silent triurSple. would have to get a
message to Martin, telling him she had a headactievanted to go home.
But when she emerged, she found Martin waitinghéa

She pinned on a smile. ‘Ready to go?’

‘More than ready.’ His voice was pettish, and shethered a sigh. His
hand gripped her elbow almost painfully as theykedlto the car park, but
he said nothing more until they were in the cad an their way.

Then, ‘What was that 'all about?’ he wanted to kmestively.

‘Do we have to discuss it now?’ Ashley stared onfrof her.

‘I'd say so. | don’t appreciate being made to l@ofool in public.’

‘If it's any consolation, | don’t think that wasdhmain intention.” Ashley
bit her lip. ‘Jago was trying to-prove a point, amelchose a rather drastic

way of doing it, that’s all.’

‘Old acquaintances, he said.” Martin’s mouth turmkdvn at the corners.
‘It seemed more than that to me.’

His tone demanded an explanation. Ashley hesitiieéd moment, then
said reluctantly, ‘As it happens, Jago Marrick wias man | was engaged
to a couple of years ago.’

‘Good God! Martin, always the most careful of drrg, actually took her
eyes off the road to gaze at her while he assiedldahe information. ‘I
hadn’t the slightest idea ...’



Ashley sighed. ‘I thought someone would probablyenamentioned it.’

‘I suppose everyone assumed you would have toldyoweself." Martin
sounded injured. ‘Didn’t you think I'd want to knoyou’d been-involved
with one of our top clients?’

Ashley looked down at her interlaced fingers. ‘Hdgnt was a period of
my life | preferred to put out of my mind altogeth&ago was in America,
and Giles Marrick could have lived for another tthiyears, as far as |
knew.” She moistened her lips with the tip of lergue. ‘But what does it
matter, anyway? It's over, and has been for a tong.’

After a long pause, Martin said carefully, ‘A cakabserver tonight might
query that.’

Ashley forced a smile. ‘I think tonight was a crimetween Jago’s idea of a
joke, and his wish to tell the world there’s no den any bad feeling
between us.’

‘And is that the case?’

She bent her head in affirmation, trying to push ofi her mind the
memory of that cynically passionate kiss, and hesought reaction to it.
He said judiciously, ‘Well, it's never easy to gmter these things, as |
know to my cost. Were you very much in love witmhdarling?’

‘I'm not sure | even knew what love was,” Ashleydstonelessly.

He seemed content with that, and to her relief,n'didnsist on
accompanying her into the flat as she had halefitaHe accepted her
excuse that she was still dog-tired after her fligind went off, promising
tenderly to phone her the next day.

Ashley fell into bed like an automaton, but sthiescouldn’t sleep. She lay
for what seemed like hours, staring into the dasknédidn’t she have
enough problems? Jago’s re-entry into her life wasomplication she
didn’t need.



Or perhaps the trouble she felt brewing through Wwas simply a figment
of her overcharged imagination. He had his own difel responsibilities
now, with Erica not the least of them, judging loyight's showing. He
wouldn’t have time, let alone the inclination tatldas ex-fiancée.

Surely their lives could run on parallel lines, eexrossing the path of
each other. And on this comforting reflection, §ihally dozed off.

She was woken the next morning by the prolongegingof her doorbell.
Groggily, she pushed back the covers and grabbedhdp robe, trying
through the clouds of sleep to remember if the mik needed paying.

As she opened the door, she stiffened, her whalg baut with outrage as
she recognised her visitor.

‘You again! she exclaimed furiously, and tried stam the door in his
face, but Jago was too quick for her. His arm claghpound her waist,
lifting her totally off her feet as he stepped i@ narrow hall. As he set
her down again, the door was already closed bdtimd

Ashley gritted between her teeth, ‘There’'s reallp end to your
presumption! May | know how you discovered my addrer have | the
same little bird to thank?’

Jago tutted. ‘You sound very crotchety, my sweebn’t think late nights
agree with you. Are you alone, or should | lurkcdeetly in the sitting
room while Witham makes his escape?’

‘If there’s any vanishing to be done, you'll do' he said tersely. ‘Get
out!

‘When I've said what | came to say.” The hazel ejmsked her over
mockingly. ‘Or did you think last night was all tieewas to it?’

‘It seemed more than enough for me,” Ashley snapfbéeé caught sight of
the long case clock in the corner. ‘My God,” shal dalteringly, ‘it isn’'t
even eight o’clock yet! What the hell ...’



Jago produced a carrier bag, ‘I thought we'd haweging breakfast,” he
said briskly.

‘You thought what?’ Words failed her.

‘A working breakfast,” he repeated kindly. ‘Theyveaa lot of them in the
States. I'm supplying the food.’

‘Well, don’t expect me to cook it. | never eat bd=est anyway.'

‘Then you should.” He gave her another more seagcthook, and her
hands moved instinctively to tighten the alreadyuse sash of her robe. ‘It
occurred to me last night, you can’t afford to l@sgy more weight. Will

you show me where the kitchen is, or shall | finkyi trial and error?’

‘You'll get out of here now! Ashley raged. ‘And ke your lousy food
with you!

‘Your ways of expressing' yourself don’'t seem toénamproved over the

years,” Jago said coolly. ‘The food is fresh-grapif eggs and bacon, and
bread for toast. You don’t have to lift a fingeust eat-and listen to what |
have to say.’

‘There’s nothing you have to talk about that | wamhear.” Eyes sparkling
ominously, she faced him, her head held proudif.hig

‘Not even when the subject under discussion is basehnd its
guestionable future?’ he asked.

‘There is no question about Landons’ future,” Astdenied sharply.
‘Now there we differ," he said quite gently. ‘I'cays that without some
pretty fancy footwork on your part, Marshalls a@ng to snap you up,

and cheap at the price. Is that what you want?’

‘Of course not,” she said impatiently. ‘But it's soncern of yours.’



‘I's my concern.” There was no amusement in hisefalhe hazel eyes
were cold and inimical as they rested on her. §$Sileas my good friend,
remember?’

‘I'm hardly likely tot forget. I've often thought ia pity you couldn’t marry
him yourself.’

‘And I've often thought it a pity you weren’t smaak as a child, until you
couldn’t sit down for a week,” Jago said bitingiMow go and get dressed,
unless you want to spend the morning in that tigveka dressing gown.
I'll call you when the food's ready.’

She said shakily, ‘If | were a man, I'd throw youto

‘Don’t be silly, Ash.” He tapped her hot cheek lighwith his forefinger.
‘If you were a man, | wouldn’t be here, period.’

She wanted to tell him not to call her ‘Ash’, butsuddenly seemed
infinitely safer to go to her room, and put sometlés on as he’'d
suggested.

She dragged on jeans, not new, and a sweater whitiseen better days,
dragging a comb ruthlessly through her black h@wosmetics she left

severely alone. Jago was not to think she had takgnrouble with .her

appearance on his account, she told' herself vefithme

The kitchen was full of the scent and crackle ofinig bacon and
percolating coffee, and in spite of her anger, Aglsl nose twitched in
appreciation as she entered. Jago was standingh&yhob, slicing
tomatoes. He too was wearing jeans, she noticedcltse-fitting denim
accentuating the length of his legs and the leannésis hips. The cuffs
of his shirt were unbuttoned and turned casuallgkb@vealing tanned
forearms. He made her trim kitchen seem crampedlefsthought
resentfully as she unwillingly took a seat at thral breakfast bar.

‘Here.” He poured coffee into a mug and pushedibss the worktop to
her.

‘Thank you,” she acknowledged stiffly.



‘And three bags full to you.” He gave her a longHo‘Unless you relax
your attitude, lady, and fast, we're going to getvhere’

‘Well, that suits me down to the ground,’ said Ashtoldly. ‘As | haven't
the slightest wish to make any kind of progres$wiau.’

‘So, hurt pride and resentment still rule, O.K. Yaten't prepared to
swallow either or both for the sake of Landons?’

‘I'd give whatever | had to in order to save thengany," Ashley retorted.
‘I've already given the last couple of years of hig. Apparently for some
of the board, this isn‘t enough. | don’'t know wimadre they want-blood,
presumably.’

‘No,” he said, ‘I think they want the assurancettbandons will continue
to be the dynamic, thrusting concern that Silasemad

‘You seem very well informed," said Ashley coldbyitting her teeth, as
she complied with his signal to start on her grapef'Perhaps you're also
aware that Landons had a record profit last year.’

‘That’s true,” he admitted. ‘But accrued from thejects that Silas set up.
You've kept the company ticking over, and you'véivred the goods, as
no one could wish to deny. But your forward plagnis lousy. There've

been a number of tenders you should have gonentbrgat-but haven't.

Silas went out and sold Landons in the market platse was the arch-
instigator of all time. Those new civic buildings iown were a case in
point. The council never thought on that scalelusilas sold them the
idea. Now no one can imagine how they ever did autithem. And you

can repeat that story over and over again up amch dbe length of the
country.'

‘We have plenty of work,” Ashley protested indigtigin

‘For the time being-but how much of it is new? Howany of your present
contracts have you fought for and won?’ He shoaskhaad. ‘This is what
concerns the majority of the board, Ashley, anthair place, I'd probably
share that concern.’



Ashley bit her lip, looking with disfavour at thdafe he was setting in
front of her. ‘I can’t possibly eat all that,” sheotested.

‘You'll eat it if | have to hold your nose and fedeed you,” Jago told her
forthrightly. “You're going to need all your streting lady, and besides, we
have other more important issues to argue about fiad.” He took his
place beside her and began to eat with relish &srebistered with
annoyance. His presence in her Hat, his intrusida her life was an
outrage, but he seemed unconscious of the fact. '

‘So why are you interfering?’ she asked sulkilytticlg into her bacon, and
noting crossly that it was done to a crisp, jusshs liked it. “I suppose
you’ve come here to give me some good advice. Vialime tell you, |
don’'t need ..’

‘Mere advice won't get you out of the hole you're’iHe reached for a
piece of toast. 'l think the situation calls fothex more drastic action.’

‘And you, of course, know exactly how to cope wilie crisis,” she said
derisively.

‘| could get rid of Marshalls for starters.' Jagbibto his toast.

‘How?’ His confidence needled her.

He sighed. ‘By persuading the board to reject tbtar.’

Ashley put down her knife and fork. ‘But why shouliey do any such
thing, particularly on your say-so?’ she demandedtédly. ‘My God,

you're not even a member of the Landons board!’

‘But | could be.” The hazel eyes looked coolly aficectly into hers. ‘In
fact | could be chairman-if you and | were married.



CHAPTER THREE

IN a voice she hardly recognised as her own, Asgksped ‘That-has to
be the most insane idea I've ever heard!’

‘On the contrary, it makes a lot of sense.” He ehead the gall to go on
eating, she realised dazedly. ‘Think about it, @rydusing your head,
instead of your hormones. It was what Silas alwaiended, after all.’

‘I'm only too well aware of that,” she said rigidlyit was a very nice,
businesslike arrangement for you both, until youoveeéd your
other-proclivities to get in the way.’

‘Ah,” Jago said softly, ‘I thought we wouldn’'t gédar before that thorny
subject was dragged kicking and screaming intoligiie of day. You
never gave me a chance to explain at the time.apsrnow you might
allow me a few words.’

‘The fewer the better." Suddenly she was hurtingirggevery image from
that terrible night etched on to her memory in agjog detail. ‘Although |
fail to see what possible explanation you can carpewith for your
conduct.” She paused theatrically. ‘Ah, | know. Tlady was your long-
lost sister-or your maiden aunt twice removed segkhelter for the night.
Is that how it was?’

‘No,” he said, his mouth curling. ‘The situation svexactly as you read it.
And before you ask-no, she wasn’t an old flaméyegitl’d picked her up
in a bar earlier in the evening. Satisfied?’

‘Please spare me the sordid details,” Ashley samirdully. ‘I don’t want
to hear them.’

‘What did you want to hear, | wonder?’ he askedicgity. ‘Some cosy lie,
designed to make you feel better, and whitewashvtiwe incident? Not a
chance. | offered an explanation for what it’'s wpkiut no excuses.’



‘There is no possible excuse for what you did,” shel bitterly. ‘And you
have no right to walk back into my life, and-propios me in this
insulting way.’

‘The word is proposal,” Jago interrupted sardoiycal proposition has a
totally different connotation, although you woultlkhow anything about
that, my little Puritan. You froze me off so mamyés during our brief but
eventful engagement that it was a miracle | didiétfrom frostbite.’

‘Oh, | see,” exclaimed Ashley, heavily sarcastithén it's all my fault. |
should have allowed you to seduce me when you watot@nd then this
little local difficulty would never have happened.’

Jago pushed his plate away. ‘Seduction,” he saellie ‘was never what |
had in mind. All I wanted from you, Ash, was aléthuman warmth-a
sign, however fleeting, that when we were marrigaly’d welcome my
arms round you-enjoy going to bed with me. All It geas one terrified
hysterical rebuff after another. Is it any real wenthat my courage failed
at the prospect of a bride who turned to stoneyetwere | came near her?”’

‘And human warmth was presumably what the ladyhenldar had to offer,’
said Ashley, her heart beating harshly and disculgd

His smile was twisted. ‘No, it was slightly moreaththat. In fact, she
made it quite clear that she fancied me rotten thatwas balm to my soul
after having you fight me off night after nightid$ was the Mad Rapist. |
don’t go in for one-night stands as a rule, but sheght me at a weak
moment, and | was more than ready to enjoy whatwge offering’ He
paused. ‘Now you know everything.’

‘What a pity all | had to offer was Landons.” Aspldrank some coffee.
‘And what a pity you wanted not just the cake, thé icing too. Getting
control of the company eventually wasn't enough you-you wanted
passion as well. It never occurred to you that ghhinot feel particularly
passionate towards a man who was using me onlysaéspaing stone to
being chairman of the board.’

There was a silence. He said at last, ‘Franklyjtnogver occurred to me.’



‘You were clearly too used to finding your attracts irresistible,” she said
savagely. ‘And | was young and naive, and easilgnea, or so you
thought. But | soon realised what the score was.’

‘My congratulations on your perspicacity,” he saohically. ‘But if you
expect me to bow my head and creep away in shamuecan think again.
It alters nothing as far as I'm concerned. In faicglmost makes things
easier. You came to terms once with being mared-dndons. Why not
again? After all, you said only five minutes agaiybgive all you had to
save Landons. Well, all I'm asking is our joint resnon a marriage
certificate-nothing more.’

Ashley laughed. ‘You expect me to believe that?’

‘Believe what you please,’ he said curtly. ‘But fitYle experiment at the
Country Club last night told me loud and clear thathing’'s changed
between us, that you wouldn’'t countenance me asver lat any price.
Well, | can accept that. Three years ago | trievém you into becoming
my wife in the fullest sense of the word, and ®@il&o at least now we
know where we stand. And didn’t Silas always sayrhotto was “The end
justifies the means?’

‘Yes,” she said huskily. ‘He always used to sayt.tlBut | don’t believe
that any result could justify what you're proposiyhy are you doing
this?’

‘'ve told you-I liked Silas, and | respected himdaeverything he was
trying to do. If you hadn’t turned up at the flagat night, we'd have got
married and struggled along somehow for the sakeantions. In fact, if
I'd been around to take some of the pressure aff Kilas would probably
still be here now, and don’t think | haven’t blanmagself for that. Perhaps
this is my way of trying to make reparation.’

‘But everyone will know why we’re getting married’ .Even in her own
ears, the protest sounded stock and feeble.

‘What will they know?’ he asked. 'They’ll know thae had some kind of
rift three years ago, and parted. And now, oldet aiser, we're together
again.” He gave her a wintry smile. ‘Our tender eack at, the Country



Club won’'t have gone unremarked, you can bet. Amyaamotely
interested in our private affairs will take it fogranted that our
reconciliation began there and then.” He pauseceéeits the next board
meeting?'

‘On Thursday,” she said helplessly. ‘But ...’

‘Well, that gives us enough time if we apply fosecial licence. We need
to present the board withfait accompli’

‘Wait,” Ashley said desperately. ‘You're talking at everything was
settled-agreed between us, and it isn’t.’

‘But it will be,” he said. ‘Think of it as at means an end, Ash. You may
not be able to stomach the thought of me as a hdslbat | swear I'll give
you nothing to complain of as a business partiite.held out his hand.
‘Shall we shake hands on a deal?’

Slowly and reluctantly, Ashley complied. ‘There mbe some other way,’
she said, half to herself.

‘If you're thinking of presenting them with Witharim my place, then
forget it. He may be a wow in court, but he’d be ofi his depth with
Landons, and with you.’

She looked at him, her jaw dropping in shock asrshestered his words,
and realised that she had never even given Masgetand thought.

Instantly she rallied her defences. ‘How easily ybsmiss my personal
happiness-' she began.

‘Is it centred on Witham? You amaze me, darlingefEhmust be more to
him than meets the eye, if he’s found the way té goaur icy little heart.'

‘Because you failed,” she lashed back, ‘it hardigams that no other man
is capable of success. Even you can't be arrogeough to believe that!’



Jago inclined his head politely. ‘So it's only mguth that you find
abhorrent. Well, we live and learn.” He glanceduawb him. ‘This is a
pretty flat. You should make a handsome profit wheun sell it.’

‘I have no intention of selling it.’

‘Then you'd better form such an intention,” he spieasantly. “Your home
will be with me at the Manor.’

‘No! she said hoarsely. ‘I won't live with you'...

‘Now you’re being absurd,” Jago said shortly. ‘Qarivate arrangements
are our own affair, but as far as the rest of tleldvis concerned, this is a
normal marriage. And in normal marriages husbamdsveives share the
same roof. We are not going to be the exceptionl idake myself clear?’

‘As crystal." Ashley glared at him. ‘Has it occuir® you that there’ll be a
third party sharing our roof as well, and that sh&y not welcome me at
the Manor in any capacity?’

He shrugged. ‘That’s a bridge we’ll cross when wene to it. Anyway, |

don’t anticipate that Erica will be at the Mandrthiat much. Giles left her
comfortably provided for, and she’s always had a §@travel which he
didn’t share. There’ll be nothing to stop her now.’

Ashley remembered the possessive hand clamped foahmh, and
thought-nothing, except the fact she wants younésself.

Aloud, she said, ‘Erica and | have never been #st bf friends. Perhaps |
should mention that.’

He smiled faintly. ‘No one’s asking you to fall ineach other's arms. |
imagine you can manage being civil to each othelirfated periods.’

‘That,” Ashley said tautly, ‘might depend on hownlted the periods
were.’

Jago frowned impatiently. ‘Why look for snags?’ &sked. ‘Erica is my
concern. I'll handle her.’



‘Of course,’ she said. ‘And that will make everytyiall right.’

He sighed. ‘Let’s agree this isn’t a situation eitlof us would choose," he
said. ‘But the prime concern is to stop Landonsigpeswallowed up by
those sharks from Marshalls. Do you want to see jamily’s name used
to dignify the kind of jerrybuilding they go in fer

‘No,” Ashley admitted in a low voice. ‘But this- nréage you're foisting
on us isn’t going to be easy.’

He said flatly, ‘Very little is in today’s world. @'t worry, Ashley. If it
becomes totally impossible, then we’ll take thecgast way out. You're
not being sentenced to life imprisonment with me.’

‘I'm grateful for the reassurance,” she said tosglg But she didn't feel
grateful as she began to gather the used croclaggthter. She felt
frightened, and defeated, and out of her depth. ke three years of
slowly and painfully becoming her own woman, oftliag to control
Landons, might never have happened. In Jago’s mreseshe seemed to
revert to the bewildered girl, just out of childltpaand torn apart by her
emotions.

Oh, it’'s not fair! she thought desperately, as fsimebled with a handful of

cutlery. Why couldn’t she practise the indiffererioenim she professed?
And why, after all this time, was she still hurtjrapd hating him for what

he’d done to her?

She ran hot water into the sink, and added deterdago came to stand
behind her. His nearness was disturbing, she thphghbody rigid as she
registered the warmth of his breath on the badieoieck.

‘So I'll make the necessary arrangements. We’'ll'nteried on Thursday
morning, first thing, before the board meeting.’

‘And divorced in the afternoon, after it she waahtto say. Instead she
heard herself saying quietly, ‘That would probalybest.’



She could still hardly believe what was happeniige was selling her life
for the sake of Landons with no more emotion ttiahé’'d been making a
dental appointment.

‘I'll be in touch,' he said. There was a pause, shéd tensed, terrified that
he was going to touch here-put his hands on harldérs, and turn her to
face him.

She couldn’t face him. She was afraid he would tbadconfusion in her
eyes, and she could afford no evidence of frailthese Jago was
concerned.

After what seemed an eternity, she felt him moveygwand a moment
later she heard the decisive closing of the framrds he left.

Ashley found she was gripping the edge of the sink, her knuckles
white with the strain. Slowly she unclenched hends making herself
move away from the sink, and out of the kitcheroittie living room,
where she collapsed on the sofa, her body suddemigless.

She looked around at the pleasant room. Her homeingronment-her
world, slowly and painfully put together from théepes of the old one.
Soon to be hers no longer.

She said aloud with fierce desperation. ‘There nigssome other way.
There must bel’

Henry Brett’'s house was a pleasant red-brick wlth gardens sloping
down to the bank of the river. As Ashley parkedtbe gravel sweep in
front of the house, Shelagh Brett, who was beddurgplants in one of the
borders, straightened and gave her a cheerful wave.

‘Ashley dear, how nice! she exclaimed, coming otethe car. ‘Have you
come for lunch?’

Ashley shook her head with a rueful smile. ‘I dothink so, thanks,
Shelagh. | don’'t seem to have much of an appetite.’



‘Oh, this business with Marshalls," Shelagh saithwnmediate sympathy.
‘Such a worry for you! Henry was so sorry to intgrtr your holiday, but he
felt it was the only thing to do.’

‘Henry was right.” Ashley looked about her. ‘Is &wund? Could | have a
quick word?’

‘When last seen, he was tinkering with the mowshgélagh admitted with
a wry grin. ‘That thing spends more time in pietteen it ever does cutting
the grass! But | suppose that’s the nature of gdesty

Henry was in the far garage, wielding a spannekitgy flushed and cross.
‘Damned thing,” he was muttering.

‘Darling,” his wife said, ‘why don’t you admit dedi¢ and invest in a new
one? Or would you miss these weekly battles?’

Henry got to his feet, wiping his hands on his i@amicand disreputable
trousers. ‘Absolute nonsense,’ he said flatly. ‘“Thimg is perfectly good.
I'll have it running properly in no time.’

Shelagh laughed. ‘He’s getting incredibly meanigmdid age,” she teased.
‘Do you think he’s paid enough, Ashley?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous,” Henry said shortly. ‘Let’salve some coffee on the
terrace.’

While Shelagh poured the coffee, Ashley made staditl asking about
their elder child Jeanne, now at university, andngpColin who was due
to take A levels soon. She was genuinely intereSbd’d always liked the
Bretts. After her gipsy-like existence with Silabeir home had often
seemed like a sanctuary to her, a place of towrgg. Shelagh was a
serene and smiling woman, whose openly admittedripes were her
husband and children.

How nice, Ashley thought, as she sipped her cotfekhow such stability.



After a while the telephone rang, and Shelagh eedtuserself, saying it
was probably a message for her about a forthcojuimgle sale.

Left alone with Henry, Ashley felt an awkward sibenpressing down on
her. She made a few commonplace remarks aboutatuem while she
searched for a suitable opening.

'What is it, my dear?’ asked Henry at last. ‘Hassthing happened?’

Ashley moistened her lips. “You could say that,&skgreed carefully. ‘I
may have found a way of avoiding the Marshalls ¢ake.’

‘Have you indeed?’ said Henry, after a pause. ‘Am know what it is?’

‘Everyone’s going to know eventually,” Ashley shgagl. ‘It isn’t the kind
of thing you can keep secret.” She took a deeptltnré&denry, I’'m going to
marry Jago Marrick.’

Henry sat up with a jerk, spilling some coffee. fhaation!” He mopped at
the cushion on his chair. ‘Ashley, this is no jakimatter ..." .

‘I'm perfectly serious.” Ashley stared past him tioe flicker of water

beyond the smooth lawns. ‘He-he came to see mentiring, quite early,

and we-we talked the whole thing through. And ldredp see it was the
only way. As you said yourself, he’s what the boaaht-a strong man at
the top. If anyone can talk them round from recomdngy the Marshalls
offer to the shareholders, then it has to be Jago.’

Henry looked in deep shock. ‘Ashley,” he said figintyou don’t know
what you're saying. People don’t do things likesthi’

‘Not in the normal course of events.” Ashley stadimvn at her hands,
trying to imagine a gold ring on her wedding fingand failing utterly.
‘But saving Landons is the kind of situation whichlls for extreme
measures. | thought you’d understand.'

‘Understand?’ Henry almost exploded. ‘For God’sesatirl, you hate the
man! I've seen your reaction each time his nameb®en' mentioned. |
don’t know what he did to you-heaven knows | domé&nt to pry, but it



was obvious to anyone that you'd finished with Hon good. Why, even
yesterday...’

‘I know, | know.” Ashley bit her lip. ‘But at leasthis time | have no
illusions to shatter. Our marriage is going to bmeans to an end. Nothing
more.’

Henry was staring at her as if she’d just growreeoad head. ‘Child, no
company on earth is worth that sort of sacrifice® iHade a clumsy
gesture. ‘We’ll sort something out with Marshalfsist on retaining some
kind of control ...’

‘No,” Ashley said steadily. ‘Over my dead body. daand | have reached
an agreement, and that will stand.’

Shelagh returned at that moment. ‘Such a fuss diidag a hall for a few
hours!” She paused. ‘Why is Henry spluttering? Hesscoffee gone down
the wrong way?’

Ashley shook her head. ‘I've given him some unwelemews.’

‘You've made him redundant,” Shelagh said amialiherhaps we can get
a new mower with the golden handshake.’

Ashley bit back an unwilling laugh. ‘No, it's notig like that. | simply
came to tell him | was getting married, and he daegpprove.’

Shelagh frowned at her husband. ‘That's rather ymgguous of you,
darling.” She turned to Ashley, her face anxiohbo's the lucky man,
my dear? That young solicitor, | suppose.’

‘If only it were!” Henry broke in thunderously. ‘8fs going to marry Jago
Marrick.’

Shelagh’s eyes widened. She said softly, ‘Oh, Ashbnd took her hand
in both of hers.

‘Don’t encourage her” Henry almost howled. ‘It's anness-sheer
madness! Why, they haven’t even spoken to eaclr tthéhree years.’



Shaken, Ashley looked at him. ‘I never thought ybreact like this,” she
said. She tried to smile. ‘Why, | even thought ight be you who'd given
him my address and phone number. He must have hlgon tfrom

somewhere.’

‘Not from me,” Henry said bleakly.

As Ashley put her coffee cup back on the tray, sheght sight of
Shelagh's face, a mixture of guilt and embarrastnfene caught her
breath.

‘Shelagh, it was you, wasn't it?'

Henry sat bolt upright, staring at his- wife. ‘You®e groaned in disbelief.
‘Whatever possessed you to do such a thing?’

Shelagh sighed. ‘Because he asked me, | suppdse,sad quietly. ‘I
wasn’t going to tell you, Henry, because | knew ymuldn’t approve. But
I've never forgotten, Ashley, how much in love whim you were once.
When you parted, and he went away, it was as ifesor@ had switched off
a light inside you.” She paused. ‘Engagements adh difficult, edgy
times. Sometimes people quarrel over quite trithadgs, and each of them
is too proud to make the first move. | never knetnatvhad gone wrong
between you, but when Jago telephoned me and &skedhe could get in
touch with you, it seemed like a new beginning f@mu both.” She'
squeezed Ashley’s hand. ‘And | was right, it seel'nsso happy for you.’

‘You had no damned right to interfere!” Henry almesared, his faced
flushed and furious. ‘Why the hell did that felldwve to come back here
now? | was afraid you'd do something idiotic-that’y | was so reluctant
to send for you.’

Ashley stared at him in bewilderment. She’d neveensHenry so upset
before, and certainly never heard him shout atgjmel

‘I'm sorry,” she said miserably. ‘I didn’'t expecby to be delighted, but it
seems all I've done is ruin your day. I'd better' go



‘I need a drink,” muttered Henry, and strode ingoor

Shelagh tried to smile. ‘I apologise, Ashley. | dd&mow what's the matter
with him. Worry, | suppose. If I calm him down. KBebeen short with all
of us recently.’

‘| didn't realise he disliked Jago so much,” Ashtmnfessed.

‘Neither did 1" Shelagh bit her lip. ‘I'm sure hdoesn’t, Ashley. He was
all in favour when you were engaged to him befoithink he’'s probably
just concerned for you, that you're being hastyllldeme round.’ |

‘I hope so,” Ashley said quietly. She got to heetfel'll see him at the
office on Monday.” She paused. ‘I'd like him to kethe news to himself
for the time being.'

‘Of course,” Shelagh acceded immediately, but hmref still looked
anxious as she waved Ashley off down the drive.

Ashley felt frankly disturbed as she drove back amg the town. She
hadn’t expected Henry’'s' wholehearted approvalhier decision, but she
hadn’t been prepared for such outright condemnadithrer. And yet she’'d
believed that Henry was as committed to the samatif Landons as she
was herself. That he would be as willing to grasarg straw.

But his reaction had jolted her into a fuller coetpension of what she was
doing.

After Jago’s departure, she had been almost inza,daoving restlessly
between one trivial chore and the next, until at the once beloved flat
seemed too claustrophobic to endure. The need dce diier incredible
secret with someone had been an impelling one. dlevwished she had
said nothing.

She parked at the side of the road, and sat hudgngglf, trying not to
tremble, as she realised what she had committexlfiéo. How could she
so easily have allowed herself to be talked infatal step like marriage,
and to a man like Jago who had already demonsttetedas incapable of
fidelity, or any decent feelings, for that mattesRe reminded herself



bitterly. And what hope could there be for any tielaship based on sheer
necessity on the one hand, and cold-blooded amimiicthe other?

Jago enjoyed power. It was something she had résedyim him from the
first, but it was familiar to her, because it wagjulity he shared with
Silas.

By agreeing to marry him, she had offered him aldiegbower, not merely

over Landons, but over herself. He'd offered hihsed her business

partner, nothing more, but could it really be as@e as that? she asked
herself desperately.

Could she bear to go on living under the same smoflago, day after
lonely day, and night after sterile night, with lmioiy to look forward to
except the possible, painful amputation of divalwend the bleakness of
their life together?

‘No,’ she breathed aloud. ‘No, | can’t. | can’t!’

If her marriage was the only way to save Landomsn tthere was another
candidate. Jago might have dismissed Martin, bwvde a successful man
in his own field., Why shouldn't the board find hanceptable? He might
be new to the world of property development, butbeld learn, has she’'d
done. And if she belonged to Martin, she would d&fe from Jago for ever,
she thought feverishly.

Exactly what it would mean to belong to Martin, sheuld not allow
herself to dwell on too deeply. She liked him, @&mjoyed his company,
and wasn't that altogether a better basis for ampaent relationship than
the delirium of joy and pain she’d known with Jago?

Martin’s home was one of a small terrace of lateor@an red-brick
houses. His car was parked outside, instead ofienldck-up garage he
normally used, indicating that he was about to gb Brobably to see her,
Ashley thought, bracing herself resolutely. He was good man,
trustworthy and reliable. The kind of' husband mastnen would dream
of, even if his first marriage had foundered. Ireaf his scant references
to its failure, he had once said that his wife Hadnd him dull, and



resented the hours he’'d spent trying to establishchreer as a newly
gualified solicitor.

As she stopped the car, the front door opened aadirMcame down the
steps to the pavement, carrying a small suitcaselobked preoccupied,
and Ashley called to him twice before attracting hitention. He came
over to the car, forcing a smile.

‘Ashley, | tried to ring, but there was no replyplanned to write you a
note. | have to go away for a few days-perhapsdohg

Her heart sank. She got out' of the car. ‘Is somgttvrong?’

He said quietly, ‘My-ex-wife telephoned. It's Clajrour little girl. She's
been ill-measles, and there are complications; Apply she’s been
asking for me.’

‘I'm so sorry.” Ashley put a hand on his arm. ‘Gfwrse, you must go at
once.’

‘Yes,” he acknowledged unhappily. He roused himselfi looked at her.
‘I'm sorry, darling. | had all sorts of plans fdni¢ weekend, but | knew
you'd understand. And it's nice to see you,” heetidYou don't often

come round here; Was there something special yoteda’

‘No.” She shook her head. ‘I just-happened to binéarea, that's all.’

Martin kissed her briefly, his mind obviously eldewve. ‘I'll be in touch as
soon as | get back,” he promised, and went ovarstown car.

Ashley didn’t wait to see him leave. Fate had ta&drand in her affairs, it
seemed. Martin was no longer an escape route, batassed man driven
by ties and responsibilities from the past. It wa$air and selfish even to
attempt to burden him further.

She too had ties from the past, she could neitvealeenor forget. Jago had
come back, and she was in his hand, as helplespasn.

But, between them, they could save Landons.



‘That,” she told herself, ‘is all that matters.” dmvished with all her heart
that she could believe it.



CHAPTER FOUR

It was not, by any stretch of the imagination, Wexlding Ashley had ever
envisaged for herself.

They'd done their best with the room, Ashley thaudétachedly, looking
at the banked flowers, and the velvet-covered shair front of the
registrar’'s desk, but it remained an office-a qléglace, she decided, for
the enactment of the business agreement she hadJagwo. She would
have hated the hypocrisy of vows made in church.

There were flowers in her hands too, a charmingng@ment of tiny
orchids and white rosebuds which Jago had presénoteer with an ironic
glance at the beige suit which had been the fisgtshe’d taken from the
wardrobe that morning. What had he expected heretar? The wild silk
and organza in which she’d dreamed of enchantimgthiee years before?

She might not look like a bride, but she didn'tIfeke one either. She
hadn’t given herself time to think about what sheswloing. She had gone
to the office each day, dealt with correspondeme&jsed to issue any
statement on the Marshalls takeover bid to the sPrasd listened to
Henry’s daily pleas to her to think again.

‘Disaster,” he’d said, running a hand through hasrhand making it stand
up in unruly spikes. ‘Sheer disaster, Ashley, | bégou ...’

And she’d replied each time, from some frozen pldeep within her, ‘It's
the only way. It's what Silas would have wanted.’

She had seen Jago only fleetingly, to make thessacg arrangements for
obtaining the licence. The rest of the time, shatwe ground at the flat,
which no longer seemed to belong to her. It wasaaly on an agent’s
books, and potential buyers seemed to be lining up.

The furniture she had chosen with such loving ceoeld be going to a
saleroom. There was no place for it at the Manber& was no place for
her either, but she wouldn’t allow herself to thafout that.



She tried not to flinch when Jago took her hand pmidhis ring on her
finger. The registrar was saying the final wordepking at them
expectantly, waiting, she supposed, for Jago te lkes. He bent his head,
and she lifted her face obediently, feeling theshrof his lips like ice on
her own.

She stole a glance at her husband, as he gothiatoar beside her for the
drive to the board meeting, wondering at the cawifidence he exuded.
This marriage was, after all, only the beginningpwNthey had to win
_over the hard- headed businessmen waiting at lremgh@ersuade them to
reject the Marshalls offer. The possibility of tai didn’'t seem to occur to
him. She was the only one who was afraid, shesedliand not just of
failure.

He looked magnificent, she was forced to acknowdedijs dark grey suit
was superbly tailored, the silk shirt and discyeetbber tie equally
immaculate. By contrast, she felt drab, but hathat been her intention?

The security guard’s expression was curious whew #nrived.
‘Good morning, miss. The other board members are.'he

She said a quiet, ‘Thank you,” and walked to tffte Jiago at her shoulder.
She did not look at him or speak as 'they rodeoupe sixth floor.

As they walked down the corridor, Ashley could hélae murmur of
voices from the boardroom, and squared her shaulder

As they reached the doorway, Jago said softhhifik this is appropriate,’
and took her hand in his. so that they enterediegeunited.

It was a long room, dominated by the portrait daSiLandon which hung

over an ornate fireplace. The fire was unlit, e toom felt close and

oppressive as Ashley walked with Jago to the hdathe table. She

glimpsed the expressions on the faces of the alinectors as they passed.
She saw amazement, disbelief, the beginnings ofpoceimension, and in

Henry's case, a kind of resigned despair.



She had prepared a little speech, and she delivieredth strained
composure, telling them that Jago and she wereiedaignd that she was
resigning as chairman of the board in his favour.

An incredulous silence followed her words, thenv€lFarnsworth spoke,
offering a few stilted words of congratulation, which the others joined
more or less reluctantly. They were all clearlynsied, except Henry, who
seemed sunk in gloom.

Jago was speaking now, his voice clear and ingisiue Ashley couldn’t
concentrate on what he was saying. Her. gaze kepidering to the
massive portrait of her father.

She thought, I've done what you wanted, Daddy, dmtyou know the
cost? Do | even know it myself?

It seemed to her that the harsh mouth was satés lof approbation. It was
a scene Silas would have appreciated, she thoutftiyathe son-in- law
he’'d always wanted taking over the reins from thaghter he’'d doubted.
A wave of sudden desolation swept over her. Shenmade Landons her
life. What did she have to take its place?

She was aware of a silence, and came out of herieawith a slight start.
‘Dreaming,” someone said with a chuckle.

They had always been wary of her in the past, but there was a new
'indulgence in the air. Clive Farnsworth said, ‘Were just saying-er-Mrs
Marrick- that you'll obviously have other mattehan board meetings to
occupy you today. There’s not the slightest need/éa to stay. No doubt
there’s going to be some hard talking.’

They were all standing, she realised, and someas politely holding
open the door. They wanted her to leave, she thpstymned.

She said, ‘But I'm still a member of the board.'

‘No need to worry yourself about that today,” Andgsient told her with
heavy paternalism. ‘I'm sure we’ll all be happy drcuse you from any



further part in the day’s business. You can leawar proxy vote with your
husband, naturally.’

‘Naturally,” Ashley repeated with heavy irony. Inkddy, she was shaking
with rage. She’d only stood down as chairman. Tdn’t reduce her to a
cipher-someone of no account. She was still Sdasghter.

She said icily, ‘I prefer to remain and cast my ovate.’

There was an awkward murmur, silenced by Jago gagmoothly,
‘Perhaps we could have a brief adjournment, gemteniive minutes
while | have a private word with my wife.’

Ashley watched them file out of the room. When theor had closed
behind them, she turned on Jago furiously.

‘What the hell’'s going on?’

He said calmly, ‘You're an embarrassment, darlivigur presence inhibits
them, and their wish to speak 'freely about thed¥alis offer. They’'ll find
it easier to be honest-to say what's on their mirfdou leave.’

‘You mean they want to criticise me-the way I'veeherunning things
since Silas died.” She was very pale.

Jago shrugged. ‘I'm not a clairvoyant,’” he saidrlgo'But it's possible.’
‘| can take it.” Ashley lifted her chin proudly.
‘I'm sure you could,” he said drily. ‘But could the’

She exclaimed passionately, ‘You can't treat me tikis! My God, Henry
said they were hidebound, but | never thought ...’

‘Henry was right.” He looked faintly amused. ‘Doné&ke it so personally,
sweetheart. This is your wedding day, after alleyrtcan hardly be
expected to know you’d rather spend it here, againout the company’s
future, than at home planning all the ways youoéng to make me happy.



They're trying to spare your blushes, Ash,” he abldardonically. ‘Why
don’t you spare theirs, and go quietly?’

Her hand swept up involuntarily to strike at hinut lne caught her wrist
before any blow could land.

‘You don’t do that,” he said gently. ‘Not now-nove¥. Not unless you
Want me to reciprocate, and with interest. Andrdhathink spanking you
comes within the parameters we've set ourselves dar future

relationship. Now stop being a damned nuisance, latid play this

particular meeting their way. When we’ve won, we ctart re-thinking
what role you're going to play in the set-up. Bulass | do win, we may
both end up out in the cold, and you won’t helpabgnating half the board
by insisting on your rights as of now. Do | makesely clear?’

‘You knew this would happen! she accused, her @diembling.

‘I guessed it might,” he said coolly. ‘As you'd Fadone, if you'd been as
much on the ball as you like to think. In the sanay, I'd probably have
spotted the first signs of discontent long beforardhalls made their
offer.’

‘So wise, so all-seeing,” she snapped angrily. “Xoaow everything, don’t
you?’

He smiled a little. ‘No. For example, | wouldn'tyeput any money on the
certainty of you turning up at the registrar’s offithis morning.’

‘What choice did | have?’ Ashley shrugged, her greges sparking at
him. ‘After all, nothing matters except Landons.’

His mouth curled. ‘If that's so, then why not allone a free rein to save
it? Well, are you going or staying? We can't kebpnt waiting much
longer.’

She said, ‘I'll go. But | won't forget this.’



‘No,’ said Jago, a muscle flickering in his jaw.offgetting isn’t much in
your line, is it, sweetheart? Or forgiving eithdté took his car keys from
his pocket and tossed them to her. ‘I'll see yaarlat the Manor.’

‘Where | wait, | suppose, like a dutiful wife," skaid bitterly.

‘Yes,” he said. ‘No matter how little appeal it méwave for you.” He
walked over to the door, and opened it, waitinghwaold civility as she
walked past him into the corridor.

The adjoining room was loud with talk, and thickiwecigar smoke. Ashley
walked past it without a second glance, aware safdtlen embarrassed lull
in the conversation as she did so.

As she reached the lift, a voice, over-jovial ardhed slightly louder than
the others, said, ‘Sent her home to warm the keghJ

She didn’t catch Jago’s reply, but the burst ofcssted laughter which
greeted it made her smart all over as the lift gailesed on her, and it
descended rapidly to the ground.

She was still hot with resentment when she drovéhapManor’s curving
drive. She parked in front of the house and got afuthe car, looking
uncertainly up at the imposing facade. Odd to thmakv she had once
dreamed of living here. Now, every instinct shesessed screamed at her
to take Jago’s powerful car and drive it anywhenél uhe petrol and her
nerve gave out.

But she couldn’t do that. For the sake of Landshg, had to endure living
here, somehow.

The front door opened, and the spare figure of NBton, the
housekeeper, appeared at the top of the shallght ftif steps, suggesting
she was expected.

'‘Good morning, madam.” The woman’s smile was vimggdirs Marrick
is waiting in the drawing room.’

‘My cases-’ Ashley began, but Mrs Bolton held outeand for the car keys.



‘That will be attended to, madam.’ Her eyes sldkesiays to give Ashley a
swift head-to-toe scrutiny. She went on, ‘I 'hope farrangements are to
your satisfaction. You'll appreciate that the netMr Marrick gave us was
extremely short.’

‘I'm sure everything will be fine,” Ashley said rteaily. She had never
cared for Mrs Bolton on her former visits to the fda She had been
Erica’'s choice, she recalled, employed when Gilesrrdk’'s old
housekeeper finally retired.

As she walked down the hall towards the drawingrothe years seemed
to fall away, and she was the nervous, uneasyspiel had been then,
desperately seeking Jago and reassurance. It tibakeacourage she
possessed to walk into the drawing room. She haléeted to see Erica
engaged on her everlasting needlework, but insgbadvas standing at the
french windows, staring out at the gardens, andksmgowith rapid, almost
nervous movements.

She swung round as Ashley entered. She lookedditdyebeautiful in an
exquisitely cut grey skirt, and a matching silkrghner blonde hair swept
with casual chic into a gleaming topknot. Her eysthey met Ashley’s,
were venomous.

She said, ‘The happy bride.” She gave a small Harglh. ‘My God, when
Jago told me the news, | thought it was an extiaarg joke!” She stubbed
the butt of her cigarette viciously into an ashytrére you quite mad?
Didn’t you learn your lesson three years ago?’

Ashley said, with a composure she was far fromirgel‘l learned
everything | needed to know three years ago.’

‘And you've still been fool enough to marry him!riEa shook her head in
disbelief. ‘I wouldn’t have credited you with a tador blood sports. Or
did you think Jago had forgiven or forgotten theywau threw him over
last time? Because | can promise you that he halsotuld almost feel
sorry for you.’

Ashley bit her lip. ‘I prefer not to discuss my mage...'



‘Marriage?’ Erica interrupted stridently., ‘What mage? This time he
isn’'t even pretending he cares a damn about yois. ¢t Landons, just as
he always wanted, and he’s had to take you witBut.when he’s wrung
the company dry, he’ll throw it on the scrap heapd you, Ashley dear,
will be there with it. He’s a cold-blooded, singteénded bastard, and he
wants his revenge for being jilted so thoroughlseéhyears ago, | don’t
envy you one little bit. Or did you think you wegeing to live happily
ever after?’

She walked over to the sofa and picked up a jasketh matched her
skirt, thrusting her arms into the sleeves. ‘Anavrith be on my way, and
leave you to enjoy your honeymoon in privacy-if@njs really the word
I’'m looking for.’

‘You're going somewhere?’ Ashley hid her relief.

‘For a day or two. For the sake of appearancesaBrsmile was catlike,
calculating. ‘But I'll be back. This is my home tef all. And believe me,
dear, it's going to stay mine. No one wants yoweh&o Jago, you're just a
necessary evil, so if you were hoping for anythéle, you're due for a
disappointment.’

“I’'m not hoping for anything.” Ashley didn’'t everalise she had spoken
the words aloud until she saw Erica's smile widen.

‘How very wise! Keep remembering that, and you rhijglst get out of this

affair without too many broken bones. Although pegt Jago will keep

you around for what's termed “a decent intervalleaist.” She picked up
her bag. ‘We’ve waited for each other for a longdj’ she added almost
casually. ‘A little more patience won’t hurt eithefrus.” She walked to the
door, then looked back. ‘If you need some lightdieg for your wedding

night, | should just check through the groundsdonulment. It's always

best to be prepared, after all.’

Ashley listened to the fading click of her heelsvdothe hall, heard her
call something, presumably to Mrs Bolton, then segred the slamming of
the door.



She groped her way forward as if she was strugghngugh fog, and sank
down on the sofa, her legs shaking. She hadn’'t@ggdeErica to make her
welcome, but she hadn’t anticipated quite suchablaanimosity either. So
she hadn’t misinterpreted the air of possessiofdgstaticed Erica exhibit

towards Jago that night at the Country Club. Esid@ne of voice, her

smile, had said louder than any words that sheJagd had been lovers
while Giles Marrick was still alive, and it was gnsome mechanical
observance of convention which was keeping themt ajpav.

She didn’'t even know why she should be surprisetl,she was. In fact,
she felt sick with shock, and an uncontrollableszehran through her.

‘Your cases have been taken up, madam.” Mrs Bo#ippeared in the
doorway. ‘Perhaps you’'d like to see your room nbunch will be served
at one. | hope you don’t object to a cold collation

Ashley felt chilly enough. She rose to her feetuassg her slender
shoulders. ‘I'm afraid | do object,” she said ewenl've had nothing to eat
this morning, and I'd prefer a hot meal of somedkitam and eggs would
be fine-served in about twenty minutes. And perteagaeone would light
the fire in here.’

Mrs Bolton looked totally affronted. ‘At this timaf year, madam, the fire
is never lit until the evening.'

‘Never until now.” Ashley met the older woman’s gte. ‘Find me some
matches, and I'll do it myself.’

Mrs Bolton’s lips tightened until they almost dipaared. ‘That won't be

necessary, madam, [I'll give the necessary instsostand about

luncheon.” She paused. ‘May | suggest that youudiscany permanent
changes you may be contemplating in the runninthisf house with Mrs

Marrick-Mrs Marrick senior, that is. | mention itebause-your husband
gave orders that everything was to proceed as .usual

‘Perhaps it's a little premature to be talking abpermanent changes,’
Ashley said quietly. ‘But when | do decide on sonireg, you'll be the first
to know.’



She saw shock in the other woman’s face. ‘And nevhaps you’'ll show
me my room,” she added.

She’d never been upstairs at the Manor before h&sasalked up the stairs
behind Mrs Bolton, portraits of past generationdviairricks looked down
on her-the interloper-with blank indifference.

The housekeeper opened a door, halfway along aoarfMr Marrick
gave orders that this room should be prepareddar snadam.’” She stood
back, letting Ashley see the prim single bed. ‘Bpehyou would confirm
that his instructions were correct.’

It was her turn to triumph, Ashley thought, swallog: ‘Perfectly correct,’
she responded coolly.

‘I presume the door in the corner leads to a batnro

‘Yes, madam.” Mrs Bolton turned away. ‘If you'llese me, I'll go and
speak to Cook. Please ring the bell if you reqamgthing.’

Left alone, Ashley looked wryly round her. It wakel every other room
she had occupied since childhood-well furnishedeneluxurious, but
strictly for sole occupation only.

Jago, she thought, had meant what he said, amduld have been relief,
yet somehow it only served to heighten .her serissadation. Erica’s
words rang in her earsThis time he isn’t even pretending that he cares
The muscles of her throat felt taut suddenly, dmete was a burning
sensation behind her eyelids. She, fought the wesskback savagely. It
had been an emotionally charged day; and it wasiddo get to her
sometime. But she wasn’t going to cry. She hadioined herself to shed
a single tear on Jago Marrick’s behalf since thghtthree years ago. She
wasn't going to start now.

The afternoon passed with agonising slowness. HaalnAshley found,
didn’t help at all, but sat like a concrete wedgmewhere in her abdomen.



She sat in the drawing room, listening to the dragkof the burning logs
in the hearth, and straining her ears for the safralreturning car, or the
telephone.

She was tempted more than once to call the oficedtf and see if anyone
knew what was happening in the boardroom, but shest the temptation
aside. Whether the news was good or bad, she wmad soon enough.
When Jago returned...

She bit her lip, trying to quell her inner disquias Erica’s words came
sidling back to torment her. But she had known wbaéxpect, she told
herself vehemently, trying to rally her spirits. eThbrospect of sharing a
roof with Jago might be a daunting one, but it wasmarriage she’d put
her name and hand to that day. It was a busineasgament, no more,
and when it had served its purpose, it would end, she would be free
again, to live her life on her own terms.

Free, she thought restlessly, adding another lotheofire. Have | ever
been that? First there was Father, and then thaseLandons. I've been
alone, but never really free.

She looked blankly down at the glint of the ring loar otherwise bare
hand. And now she was more bound than ever.

When Mrs Bolton came to ask her rather ostentdifaatsout her plans for
dinner, she opted for a tray in her bedroom. Thesbkeeper's face
showed no surprise at her choice. Clearly the woheain't expected her
to suggest an intimate meal for two, to be servégnwher bridegroom
returned.

There was a selection of books in a small revolvmogkcase: classics,
mixed with magazines and periodicals on sportingtens and estate
management, and a smattering of current bestsatiggaperback, which
were presumably Erica’s choice.

Ashley picked oufane EyreThere was no madwoman hidden in the attics
at the Manor, but its unfriendly atmosphere seetodalend well with the
dour goings-on at Thornfield Hall. And Miss Eyrgigctical approach to
her troubles suited her mood.



She watched the early evening news on televistam tried to take some
interest in a wildlife documentary, but found hérs@able to concentrate.
The evening stretched bleakly ahead of her.

| might as well go to bed, she thought.

Accordingly, when Mrs Bolton brought her dinnerytréo her room,
Ashley was already bathed, and in her nightdredsra@ioe curled up in the
one easy chair the room boasted, beside the steetlie fire.

‘Will there be anything else, madam?’ Mrs Boltorwrup a table and set
the tray upon it.

‘No, thank you.” Ashley hesitated. ‘That is-has Marrick telephoned?’

Mrs Bolton’s smile was edged with something thatldohave been
malice. ‘There has been no message at all, madaodrigght.’

Her solitary meal of soup, followed by lamb cutjetempleted, Ashley
leaned back in the chair, allowing her feeling ofeq repletion to comfort
her. Although why she should be in need of comfgle wasn’t too sure.
She’d gone into this situation with her eyes ugadter all. The terms of the
bargain were quite clear.

It was just that she hadn’t expected to feel sox@lo

She’d never felt like it before, not even on thaght three years before
when she had wrenched Jago out of her heart, hadyal thought, her life
for ever. Not even, heaven help her, when Silad.die

Tomorrow, she thought. Everything will be differeamorrow.

She shifted restlessly on her cushions, starintgeasingle glowing bar of
the electric fire. But first there was this evenitogget through, and this
interminable waiting for the phone to ring, or 8@nd of the front door to
tell her Jago had come back. She tried to readhbutattention, all her
senses were attuned to his return, and she coutdmtentrate on the
printed words which, after a while, began to swimfront of her eyes.



Sighing irritably, she let the book drop to theofland put her head back,
closing her eyes. She was tired, she realised siyddeorn out from the
emotional turmoil and tension of the past week. Avdasn't over yet...

She awoke suddenly to darkness. She sat up slatvbtching cramped

limbs, and swearing mildly under her breath. Staity meant to rest, not
actually fall asleep. The fire was still burningpopiding the room’s sole

illumination. She pressed the switch 'of the larhp bad been using, but
nothing happened. The bulb must have failed.

Wondering what the time was, she got to her fedt@added over to the
door. Her hand on the other light switch, she hésit for a moment, then
turned the handle quietly and looked out into tiens corridor. Darkness
there too, except for a thread of light showingamtie door at the far end.
Mrs Bolton had not described the layout of the leglit Ashley assumed
it was the master bedroom.

And presumably, the master had returned.

Her feet made no sound on the thick carpet, asnsheed towards the
betraying light as if it was a beacon. Her knockloe door panels sounded
startlingly loud in the quiet house.

There was no immediate response, and she washost & turn away
defeated, when the door was flung open and Jagwocwed her. He had
clearly been taking a shower, because he was wgeairobe, and
towelling the excess moisture from his hair. Hisvils drew together when
he saw her.

He said coolly, ‘Is something the matter? It’'s late

‘I know that.” Ashley swallowed. ‘The-meeting mustve gone on a long
time.’

‘Yes, it did.” The hooded hazel eyes, the enigmé&tice gave nothing
away. ‘Perhaps we could discuss it tomorrow.’



‘I want to discuss it now,” Ashley said sharply.idD’t it occur to you that
I'd be waiting to hear?’

‘It occurred to me.” His mouth curled. ‘As the salbject of your concern,
Landons must be very dear to you.’

‘It is,” she said stonily. ‘As | wasn’t allowed tattend the meeting as |
wished, the least you could have done is tell matvilappened as soon as
you got back.’

He lifted a shoulder. *Your room was in darknedsydu’'d woken and
found me in your room, my motive might have beeneropto
misinterpretation.’

‘Not by me,” she said tersely. ‘For God’s sake te#l. Did they turn down
the Marshalls offer?’

‘Eventually,” he said. ‘And-just. It was a bloodgar thing.’
‘Oh, thank heaven!” she whispered.

‘I suppose that's a suitably abstract target fourygratitude,” Jago said
harshly. ‘A word of thanks to me would be to muclhask.’

She said stiffly, ‘Naturally, I'm grateful.’

He smiled, not pleasantly. ‘There’s nothing natadabut it, my sweet. But
the fact remains, that however little you may rtelis you are beholden to
me. | had to fight damned hard all along the lar&] it's not over yet.’

‘But you said they’'d refused ...” Ashley began.

‘So they did,” Jago agreed levelly. ‘But | know P&iollings who'’s just
taken over as Marshalls’ managing director. We wateuniversity
together. He’s not a guy to give up the campaignply because he’s lost
the first battle. | suspect he has other weapons.’

‘I don’t understand.” She stared at him, biting her



‘Nor do I-completely? He draped the damp towel wbhrs shoulders, and
gave her a look compounded from patience and baretidowever, I'd
find comprehension easier, I'm sure, after a ngylgleep.” He leaned
towards her suddenly, the hazel eyes mocking aedapory. ‘Unless you
insist on staying and offering me some other fofretaxation?

She jumped away like a scalded cat, and hearddughl
‘| thought not.’
Ashley stared at him. “You've been drinking,” stezased.

‘Some of the board, anxious to assure me that theégen against the
Marshalls offer from the first, took me out formall celebration, yes.’

‘I see.” She gave a wild little laugh. ‘I was hesiedt up in this damned
mausoleum, worrying myself sick-with never a wordnf you, and you
were out-carousing!

‘Now that's a sweet old-fashioned word,” Jago daititly, but his eyes

had narrowed. ‘But it was rather more inhibitedntilaat my sweet. They
were far too anxious to see me restored to the afmsy loving bride to

turn it into a full-scale session. After providimge with a little Dutch

courage first, he added jeeringly. ‘I think thesltfI'd need it. How well

they've got to know you!

There was a sudden flare of colour in her face. &hé angrily, ‘They
don’t know me at all, and neither do you.” She &atnstumbling over the
hem of her robe a little, and went back to her room

She shut the door, and leaned against it for a mgnteying to control her
rapid breathing.

They'd won. This soulless bargain she’d made waitpoJhad been justified
after all. She should have been jubilant. So whddenly, did she feel so
desolate?

I’'m tired, she told herself quickly, that’s all. Shntied the sash of her robe
and slipped out of the bulky thing, dropping if @&s a chair as she made



her way to the bed. The mattress was soft enoughdscovered, as she
slid under the covers, but the sheets felt chil anwelcoming, and she

grimaced slightly as she gingerly stretched oubat,fsending a longing

thought towards her electric blanket left behindhat flat. She would fetch

it tomorrow, she thought. If she had to live inrsthobuse, she would at least
be comfortable in it.

But you don’t have to live here, a small inner wieminded her. The
company’s safe. And your marriage was an expedudmth can now be
dispensed with.

Ashley twisted on her pillow, forcing it to submims with a vicious thump

of her fist. What was it Erica Marrick had said-sihing about the

annulment? Prompted, she supposed, by the sleepiaggements .Jago
had ordered-the separate room, this horrid, nalittesbed.

She sat up furiously, pushing her hair back fromfaee.
I’'m never going to sleep, she thought.
And, as if in response to her thought, the rooradd with light.

For a moment she was dazzled, blinking involuntagainst the
unexpected glare. Then, out of the dazzle, came &agrying, Ashley saw
incredulously, a bottle and two glasses.

Open-mouthed, she stared at him. ‘What-what aredging?’

He seated himself on the edge of the bed. ‘Thetfattyou’'d been left out
of the celebration seemed to upset you,” he sdidpst casually. ‘So |
thought some champagne might be appropriate-pkatiguas this is our
wedding night-nominally, at least.’

‘I don’t want any champagne,’ she protested. Sheankan overwhelming
urge to grab the edge of the sheet and haul ibupet chin. He was too
close, she thought frantically, aware that the hayges were studying with
open appreciation her slender shoulders, bare exeephe straps of her
nightgown, and moving downwards. S



‘Of course you do,” he said briskly. ‘It's the besimedy in the world for
the kind of incipient nervous breakdown you’ve béawing this evening.’
He smiled at her. ‘Besides, you like champagne, Aslyou always did.’

She was trembling inside. She remembered with &nlaharity the first
time she’d drunk champagne with him. It was thehhitpey had become
engaged. Her father had produced the bottle, garssisting they drank a
toast. Jago had lifted his glass in salute, his eyriling at her, and she’d
thought her heart would burst with joy.

It was hammering now, but with a very different ¢ioio.
‘Perhaps I've changed,” she said curtly. ‘Now, gkeget out of my room.’

‘The room belongs to me,’ he said. ‘Like everytheige in this house. My
home, Ashley-not a mausoleum. Now, drink your wine.

Silently she took the glass he handed to her, gggprg an urge to throw it
at him. Silently she sipped at the pale, bubbliqgitl, feeling its golden
warmth caress her throat.

‘That’s better,” Jago approved, and topped up hessy

‘No more!” There was panic in her voice, and shpdtbhe hadn'’t heard it.
It wasn’t just the wine she was refusing, althouglmeld an insidious
danger all its own, but the whole situation witk @nforced, unwelcome
intimacy. It wasn't a large room, but the walls reeel to be narrowing,
closing in on her, making her acutely aware of pig/sical nearness,
oppressed by it. She wanted to move her legs, temvksomehow, it was
safer to keep perfectly still.

‘Relax,” Jago advised mockingly, but his glance waarching. ‘You're so
tense you're about to fall apart.'

She said between her teeth, ‘Is it really any woRde

‘Bridal nerves?’



‘Hardly,” snapped Ashley. She took another hastgllow of champagne.
Oh, why the hell hadn’t she locked her door? stgedaat herself. Or,
better still, why hadn’t she waited it out downetaiwhere at least any
encounter would have been conducted with them tutithdressed-where
she would have been able to keep him at a safendist

"You don't feel like a bride?’ he questioned sikil'But you should,
Ashley. It's supposed to be a once-in-a-lifetimessdion, after all.’

"Not necessarily,” she returned sharply. ‘When t¢benpany’s problems
have been finally settled, | intend to make afitiemyself. It could include
marriage.'

‘You're already married, sweetheart-to me.” His amiwas still smooth,
but there was a note in it that triggered her degemechanisms, warning
her to tread carefully.

‘Yes-well,” she said lamely, ‘there's no real ragasall the same, for us to
feel-tied in any way.’

‘Why, darling,” his drawl was exaggerated, ‘are yelling me there was
no need for me to rush home to your side tonight?’

‘None at all,” Ashley retorted, stung. ‘You shouldve stayed in whatever
bar you were drinking in. Who knows, you might h&eend yourself
another willing lady.’

She saw a betraying muscle flicker in' his jaw as barb went home.
‘Instead of which | came back to my unwilling wifdye said quietly.
‘Shall we talk about my reasons?’

‘No.” Her mouth was dry. ‘Jago, I'd like you to gibease,” she added with
a trace of desperation.

‘You told me you'd changed.’ His face was an enigtia intrigued. You
certainly sound the same, Ashley-still as reluctanhave me anywhere
near you.'



‘I thought we’d already established that,” she daitihgly. ‘Leave well
alone, Jago. God, knows, you've got what you wanted

She stopped abruptly, the words choking in herahas she absorbed the
heated glitter in his eyes.

‘How do you know what | want?’ His voice was sombaémost harsh.
‘That's something | could never make you understémd God help me, it
hasn‘t stopped me wanting to try!”

He took the glass from her hand, spilling someas€ontents on the quilt.

‘No!” She sounded like a child, frightened and plieg@, when she needed,
more than ever, to sound like a woman in controlhefself, and her

destiny. But that control was splintering as Jagotliowards her, his face
fierce with desire. Her little apprehensive cry vasled at birth as his

mouth took possession of hers.

There was no tenderness in him, she realised,ajusiging hunger that
demanded satisfaction. A satisfaction which her glgsical starvation

yearned to yield, to share. When he’d kissed halevthey were dancing

at the Club, she’d had to fight not to respond. Ndve temptation had
doubled. The cool, clean smell of him seemed talbshe could breathe.
The realisation that they were both next door tkedathe remembered
weight of his body against hers, pressing her dowm the bed-all these
things were conspiring against her, underminingsiteer necessity of her
resistance to him.

And the first wildness of that ravaging kiss watemhg too, gentling
almost magically, its violence being supersededabyarm and perilous
subtlety. She could have gathered her forces tut lige anger in him,
perhaps, but now it was an agony to remain passvas lips and tongue
caressed hers, coaxing a response with silken cygen

Her hands hungered to lift to his shoulders, tahom to her. She could
have withstood anything but this slow ravishmenther senses, she
thought dazedly.



When he lifted his head and looked down at her,stheed back at him,
unable to speak, to voice her resistance. And perisamething of her
inner bewilderment showed in the wide green eyesaiise for a moment
his finger stroked the curve of her cheek in awgesthat was almost like
reassurance.

There was no mistaking the expression in his oweseyis gaze was
burningly intense, heavy with need. The silencaevbeh them seemed to
quiver, as Jago slid his thumbs under the fragiaps of her nightdress
and slid them from her shoulders.

‘I need to see you.’ His husky voice was barelyrasper.

Ashley was trembling suddenly, remembering. Thiss wme of the

intimacies she had always shied from-his desil@a& at her, to uncover
her body for his intimate regard. No matter whatspasions Jago had
used, what assurances 'he’d offered, she had ablprbacked away as if
she’d suddenly found herself teetering on the exfggme precipice. She
knew, of course, that Jago was trying to coax harad the shallows of

passion into its deeper waters, yet it had nevemse possible to tell him
she. was already out of her depth and drowningeirféelings for him.

Now she was aware of all the old tensions, her faifithg to cover her
bare breasts, but this time he was too quick foy ¢degpturing her wrists in
his hands and anchoring them to the pillow on eisige of her head.

Heated colour rose in her face and she closedyes; @er head threshing
from side to side.

‘Let go of me!’
‘No,” he said quietly. 'Not this time, Ash.’

Her heart was hammering so hard, it felt bruisedmbhering so loudly,
she could hear it. t

Then, suddenly, she was free. Shocked, her eygfpen, her lips parting
on a little startled gasp as she clawed at thetspea#ing it protectively
across her nakedness.



And then she heard the hammering again. No physiaaifestation on her
part, but merely someone knocking at the bedrooar,dhe realised with
a sense of utter absurdity.

Jago turned towards the door, his expression almgngf impatience and
disbelief.

‘Yes?’ His tone was not encouraging.

‘It's the telephone, sir.” Mrs Bolton’s voice wagghed a little higher than
usual, but it was totally expressionless. ‘Mrs N&k#or Mrs Erica, |
should say. She apologises for disturbing you ays &'s important.’

Jago swore under his breath, pushing his dishevélgr back from his
forehead. He got up from the bed, tightening ttsd sd his robe.

‘I'd better go,’ he said half to himself, then gtaad at Ashley, a wry smile
curling his mouth. ‘The lady picks her moments!

Yes, Ashley thought. And she always will.
Aloud, she said, ‘Please don’t keep her waitingrgnaccount.'
That checked him. He gave her a guarded look. ‘Asten to me ...’

"No,” Ashley managed, although her throat was gfiiag with pain. Only
a moment ago, she thought dazedly, a moment agbumelermined her
defences with his kisses so that she’d wanted e gim everything he
could ask of her. But all Erica had to do it seenveaks call...

Humiliation burned in her. Hadn’t she learned amghfrom that sharp,
bitter lesson of three years ago?

She said, 'I've heard enough. I've asked you tede&erhaps now you'll
go, and have the grace to stay out of this roorfutimre.” She paused. ‘I
may be obliged to live under this roof, but it doésnean | have to put up
with being-mauled by you!



For a moment his face darkened, and she was éertifiat she’d gone too
far, then his mouth twisted sardonically.

‘How inconsiderate of me to trespass on your mdydpreserves,' he said
mockingly. ‘I'd hoped the passage of time might éawoftened you, that
under the ice and the resentment there might baranyiving woman.
How wrong can anyone be,” he added with a shrug.

Ashley lay watching, as he crossed the room andt wenh without a
backward glance. As he’'d walked away before, shenged herself, then
turned on to her face and lay like a stone. *



CHAPTER FIVE

ASHLEY woke the next day with a headache-a sura gt she hadn’t
slept properly, she told herself as she lifted élérsp to one elbow to
survey the morning. Although, in view of what hadnispired the night
before, it was a miracle she had slept at all.

Sunlight was spilling through a slight gap in thetains, and frowning a
little, she glanced at her watch. Then with a neaff{elp, she pushed away
the covers.

It was late-terribly late, at least an hour anda# hfter her normal rising
time. She'd neglected, she thought crossly, toNgl Bolton what time

she should be called, but surely the woman’s comesmse should have
told her what office hours were like.

By the time she had showered and dressed, sheeatsgf slightly more

human. The house was already busy when she amdimedstairs, and she
returned the greeting of a woman in an overallghotig the furniture in

the hall.

The dining room was empty, although the big tabdes wet for one. Ashley
checked, her brows snapping together. She turnddcame face to face
with Mrs Bolton, who had materialised silently froeomewhere. Like
some Demon Queen through a trapdoor, Ashley thousifting the
annoyance that the woman seemed to provoke in her.

‘Good morning, madam. May | get you something?’

Ashley gestured at the table. ‘I'd like some breakf she said quietly. ‘If
you'd be good enough to lay another place.’

Mrs Bolton inclined her head. ‘Certainly. You asgecting a guest?’

‘Why, no.” Ashley was taken aback. ‘I thought Mr Mak would be
having breakfast and ...’



Mrs Bolton permitted herself another of her vinggamiles. ‘Goodness
me, no, madam! Mr Marrick had his breakfast and fief the day some
time ago. He gave orders that you were to be aliawesleep on.’

‘I see,” Ashley managed, her hands curling intasfis the folds of her
flared grey skirt.

And she did see, she thought furiously. It was &aolugh being excluded
from the board meeting yesterday in that high-hdnglay. God only knew
what kind of a march he was stealing on her thisning. But certainly his

decision to leave her resting hadn’t been motivétedhe simple milk of

human kindness.

She said with all the calmness she could conjuréTiqen perhaps | could
have some toast and coffee. And make sure in fuhatel’'m called at the
same time as Mr Matrrick,” she added. ,She glantéakawatch. ‘I have a
busy day ahead, | can't really afford such a ltdet.$

Mrs Bolton bowed her head in acquiescence, busimele had a derisive
tinge' as she left the room, and Ashley had thénigeshe hadn’t been
fooled for a minute.

She walked to the window and stood looking ouhatdun-washed garden,
her fingers drumming restlessly on the pane. I'migher, she thought

angrily. Jago has taken over my company, and Btitaowns this house. |

belong nowhere.

It was uncanny, but even Landons felt different $8las conscious of it as
soon as she arrived. Conscious too of the stares vamspers that

proclaimed her hasty marriage was the talk of tlazgp Or were they
merely surprised to see the bride on the first amgrrof what was,

ostensibly, her honeymoon? she wondered ironically.

She was glad to gain ,the sanctuary of the big®ffuite which Silas had
always used, and she had inherited. She sank datwrthe high-backed
padded leather chair behind the desk and closedy®srfor a minute. She
had to forget about the events of the past twemty-fhours, she told
herself, and revert to being Ashley Landon, gie@axive. She had dictated
letters before she left on Wednesday evening, hectthad been no time



to sign them since. She would do that first, thexkena start on the figures
the costing department had supplied for the Crargrpooject.

She pressed the buzzer on her intercom. ‘Brinchénlétter file, please,
Katie. I'll sign them while you dig out the Craigmnedfile for me.’

‘Yes, Miss Land-I mean Mrs Marrick.' Katie's cortiem sounded flurried.

'‘Ashley was tempted to say, ‘Don’t worry, it was aren bigger shock to
me,’ but she refrained.

When Katie came in with the letters, she lookedasgeher usually bright
smile muted. She stood watching nervously as Ashklkesnmed through
the neatly typed sheets, appending her signatugadb in turn. And if she
thought it was odd that she was still using herdaainame, she made no
comment.

When Ashley had finished, she blurted out, ‘Mrs Mz, the Craigmore
file-it's gone’

‘Gone?’ Ashley replaced the cap on the pen. ‘Gohere?’

‘To Mr Marrick’s office, with the rest of the filedHe had the security men
up to move everything this morning. It was doneobefl arrived." Katie
shifted from one foot to another. ‘I thought yolekn’

‘I'd forgotten,” Ashley said calmly, after a pausehe even managed a
smile. ‘I've had rather a lot on my mind.” Her pedswere drumming
madly. ‘Which room did Mr Marrick decide to usetire end?’

‘The empty one at the end of the passage,” Katpplsed eagerly. ‘The

one that used to be a store room. And he’s gotBsun from the typing

pool working for him.” She paused uncertainly.sltiot a very nice office
for him. Just a couple of desks and chairs, andfiling cabinets.” She

hesitated again. ‘I think Mr Farnsworth suggestedhould use this room,
but Mr Marrick said he didn’t want to inconveniengaai.’

Big of him! Ashley thought furiously.



She stood up. ‘Fine, Katie. That will be all fond

When she was alone, she took along incredulous &oknd her. The
chairman’s office, she thought, with its thick cetrand panelled walls, and
enormous curving desk. All the trappings of powettuced in one stroke
to a facade, a sham. Jago had taken control, dndeleto rot in this big

empty room.

‘Over my dead body,” Ashley said grimly, and alo&he got to her feet,
thrusting her shaking hands into the pockets ofjaeket, then marched
out of her office and along the corridor. The da@s shut, but she could
hear the murmur of voices inside, and she openeditior and went in.
Jago looked up from ‘behind his desk with a thundsrfrown.

‘I thought | gave orders-’ he began, then stoppAd, Ashley,” he said,
getting to his feet with cool civility. ‘I wasn’txpecting to see you here
today.’

‘Weren’'t you?’ Her smile was a brilliant, but heyes sparked at him.
‘Now where else should a working girl be but at k®wHullo, Sue.” She
nodded at the secretary, who was obviously bewaldlenotebook and
pencil poised for further dictation.

Jago glanced at her. ‘We’ll resume presently, Shie,told her pleasantly.
‘Perhaps you could rustle up some coffee for ushliew the door had
closed behind the girl, he added drily, ‘Sit dowkshley, before you
explode.’

‘Don’t tell me what to do, you bastard,' she sagidly. ‘What the hell do
you mean by removing all the files from my suite?’

‘Familiarising myself,” he said. ‘With the compasyturrent and future
projects.’

‘It didn’t occur to you to ask me?’
‘Frankly, no.” His voice was dry. ‘I felt I'd prolidy had as much co-

operation from you as | could expect-as last ngbived.” The hazel eyes
watched sardonically the faint tinge of colour trege in her cheeks.



‘That ,still doesn't justify your totally high-haed ...’

‘Oh, spare me the moral splutterings.' he said lWedfhere was no easy
way of doing it, Ashley, and Landons’ problems &e pressing for me to
tiptoe round your sensibilities any more than | ddwe. Yesterday you
resigned as chairman, and | took your place. It mtas nominal

appointment, and | intend to fulfil each and eveope of my

responsibilities’

‘Implying that | didn’t?’ Her voice shook.

‘Implying nothing,” Jago said flatly. ‘We've hadithout already, Ashley.
You did your best, but you were out of your deptbnf the start. Silas
hadn‘t time, unfortunately, to teach you half thengs you needed to
know.’

‘Such as?’ she flung at him.

‘Such as the kinds of things you can't find betwdle@ covers of a file.’
Jago resumed his seat. He was in shirt sleeves almeady noticed, and
now he put up a hand to tug irritably at the knbthis tie, dragging it
loose. ‘To know who, when and how to trust, forrapde.’

‘Silas wasn’t such a genius at that,” Ashley dashatter all, he trusted
you.’

Jago leaned back in his chair, looking at her dpégely. ‘So he did,” he
drawled. ‘I suppose it's useless for me to suggestdo the same.”

‘| discovered all over again last night how muctah trust you,’” she said
bitterly. “You promised me that any marriage wowldly be a business
arrangement.’

He inclined his head slightly. ‘That's true-but dmb one tell you, my
sweet, that you can sometimes mix business withspie?"

‘No pleasure for me, | assure you!



‘Unnecessary. You made your thoughts on the supgdectly clear at the
time.” His mouth twisted a little. ‘However, it wasir wedding night, and
it would have been very unchivalrous for me ndtave-tried, at least.’

She shrugged. ‘If you have any other chivalrous ulsgs,” she said
sarcastically, ‘kindly strangle them at birth. Amdw | want my files
back.’

He shook his head. ‘No, Ashley. The files are stgyhere. One of the
reasons | chose this room was because it contaiasydarge safe-unused.
You knew that? | thought not. A locksmith is comitigs afternoon to
change the combination. From today the files, @afijgdhose concerned
with tenders, and projects still in the planningg®, will be stored in
there.’

‘My God,” she said slowly, ‘the new broom reallyefointend to sweep
clean.'

He smiled grimly. *You'd better believe it. And fronow on all files taken
from this office will be signed for in a registehigh Sue will keep.’

‘Oh-Sue,’ she said derisively. ‘May | congratulgteu on your choice of
secretary? If she wasn’t blonde with good legs, sight still be in the

typing pool.’

There was a silence, then Jago said wearily, ‘Sofmgour remarks are
beneath contempt, Ashley. | didn't “choose” Susamt@ in any sense. |
simply asked the Personnel Manager to send up ewéchgirl was next in
line for promotion. It turned out to be her, anoh lHamned if I'm getting
rid of her just to silence your waspish remarks.’

Ashley said sweetly, ‘I'm sorry if I'm wronging youago, but with your
track record ..." She shrugged. ‘And now if yowshhow me this register,
I'd like to sign out the Craigmore file.’

‘I'm afraid not,” he said briefly. ‘I'm using thanyself.’

‘But | was working on that! She stared at him, agh



‘You were,” he agreed. ‘But it's a tender we badled to win, Ashley,
and I'm not at all happy with some of the figures.’

‘My own thoughts exactly,” she said tautly, herlsailigging into the
softness of her palms. ‘And I'm quite capable afidiang it.’

He opened a drawer in his desk and produced a sfigadpers. ‘Then
perhaps you'd like to have a close look at these.'

She flicked through the sheets he handed her, rogrshlifting. ‘But these
are finished with. They're all past tenders ...’

‘Did Landons get the work?’
‘No,” she admitted. ‘But ...’

‘But nothing.” His voice held finality. ‘Look thrah them, Ashley, and
find out why Landons lost. I'd like a written repor

The silence between them stretched, quivering watision. At last she
said savagely, ‘Yes-sir,” and lifted her hand ipaody of a salute. She
looked round her. ‘You seem rather cramped henesdmeone of your
ambitions. Are you quite sure you wouldn’t prefertake over the main
suite, along with everything else?’

He gave her a level look. ‘Thanks-but no, thanksay have suited Silas,
but | find all that panelling rather oppressive-nuot style.’

‘| see,’ she said wonderingly. ‘And what exactly@ur style, Jago?’

‘You, my sweet, will be the first to find out.” Heached out and picked up
the file in front of him. ‘Now, if you wish to comue this cosy domestic
chat, may | suggest you join me for lunch. Because I'd like to get on
with some work.’

Ashley was in the corridor, almost without realgsshe’d been dismissed.

Sue Burton was coming towards her, carrying a ti@i, Mrs Marrick,
you're leaving.” She gestured at the cups she \aayiog. ‘I'm sorry I've



been such a long time over the coffee. I'm stillding my way around on
this floor.’

Ashley took hold of herself with an effort. ‘It'dlaight,” she said. ‘I-I'm
not thirsty.” Not for coffee, anyway, she addeesily. Blood, perhaps.

She went back to her office, shut the door, buzatie and told her she
was not to be disturbed for any reason, then hutst tears. She wept
silently, her head bowed, and the tears scaldimgpbke face. Henry had
warned her, but she hadn’t listened. Erica hadt&lher, but it had been
too late. Jago, it seemed, had the reins in hiddhand was bent on driving
her down. Landons had the strong man at the topctmpany had
wanted-but what place was there for her? He'd takaarything, and left
here with nothing-treated her as if she was som@ijclerk, as if the past
two years counted for nothing.

But then they didn’t, she thought. Jago’s memorytweack further than
that. It hadn’t pleased him to be jilted, and ne@wias ,taking his revenge
by humiliating her in every possible way.

Her buzzer sounded, and she started. ‘Er-yes?éa@dtlher voice sounded
steady enough.

‘I's Mr Brett,’ said Katie. ‘I gave him your mesga but he wants to see
you anyway.’

There was a pause, then Ashley said dully, ‘Sendihi’

She had no secrets from Henry, she thought, asirsé@ her eyes. Or at
least, not many.

He came in looking glum, an expression that shagdn concern when
he saw her.

‘My dear child, what's happened?’
‘Everything,” she said tightly. ‘Go on, Henry. Séytold you so”. You're

entitled.” She looked down at her hands, clencloggther in her lap. ‘I
was too naive to realise that when | resigned, lesrman, | was also



relinquishing every scrap of control | possessedhs company. | now
know; better.” She marshalled a smile. ‘And | sugpd’s the habit of new
régimes to pile all the blame on to the old onescokdingly, I'm doing

penance for my sins of omission with an office 'gijbb. Perhaps, if I'm
very lucky, he may let me choose the next lot @infd for the reception
area.’

Henry said heavily, ‘I don't think anything will ev be the same again.’
He paused. ‘That was a marvellous performance ke gasterday. You
missed a treat. He’s got the board eating out©hhnd.’

She thought, And last night, he nearly had metteBy she said, ‘Perhaps
they’ll turn on him in the end too.’

‘Not if he comes up with the goods, they won't.’ ¢ roused himself.
‘And that’s what it's all about.’

‘Yes,” she said tonelessly, ‘I suppose it is.” Shieher lip. ‘Did you want
to talk to me about something special? If it's camp business, perhaps
you should go down the corridor.’

He smiled at her. ‘It's social. Shelagh would liteeinvite you-and your
husband-to dinner next week. She hoped Friday wdidda suitable
evening.’

‘It's fine for me. | have nothing planned.” Ashlegn a finger along the
graining of her desk. ‘I'll mention it to Jago tghit at-the Manor.” She
couldn’t bring herself to say ‘at home’.

‘And there’s one other thing.” Henry's face wasfule’l've been asked to
mastermind your presence and his in the boardrbasratternoon at four.’
He coughed. ‘A couple of presentations. Weddintsdibom the board, and
the office staff.’”'

Her face showed her dismay. ‘Must 1?7
‘Oh, yes.” Henry nodded his head vigorously. ‘le #tyes of the world, my

dear, you're man and wife, whatever the privatdialifties you may be
undergoing.’



‘Yes.” She swallowed. ‘And he has put Marshall$light-as we wanted.’
‘| suppose so.” He frowned a little.

"You think they'll try again?’ She remembered tdago had hinted the
same thing.

Henry hesitated. ‘I don’t think they're altogethmepared to take “no” for
an answer,” he said guardedly. ‘As a matter of,fawtas in Jago’s office
earlier this morning when the switchboard put & ttebugh to him. It was
from Paul Hollings, that new managing director aarbhalls that | was
telling you about. Apparently, he and your husblnow each other quite
well.’

‘So Jago told me,” Ashley confirmed.

‘Did he?’ Henry looked startled. ‘Well, | suppose has a great many
business contacts, but | must say that this paaticone-surprised me a
little.’

Ashley smiled faintly. ‘Oh, Jago is full of surpes’ she said with irony.
Not all of them welcome, she added silently.

When Henry had gone, she pulled the sheaf of papasrds' her with a
grimace, and began to read through them. She resrenhithe first project
very well. Landons had been invited to tender f@ building of a new
leisure centre and sports complex in a depressest icity area. It was a
prestige development, and the kind of scheme these woted for, and
they had been confident their tender would be aedep@\shley frowned as
she recalled the shock wave that had gone thronghcompany when
another firm had got the job, and the continuirgniors when it had been
discovered to be a subsidiary of Marshalls. '

In fact, all the tenders Jago had given her toysthdd been lost to
Marshalls, she realised, and by a gallingly slemdargin each time.



We didn’t lose by much, she thought defensively. bize can win all the
time. We offered a reasonable price, but Marshafiped us at the post.
These things happen.

She bite her lip. Yes, she argued silently, but wtiee favourite for the
race keeps coming second, maybe there should aguiry. Perhaps |
should have called one-looked into the estimatgaudment, tried to find
out where we were going wrong.

With a sigh, she pulled a notepad towards her agab to jot figures.

In spite of herself, she found she was becomingrésted in her tiresome
task. When Sue Burton phoned to say Jago was doitgnch and had
asked if she would join him, she refused quiethyisg she way busy, and
intended to grab a sandwich at her desk.

Although she was not very hungry, she thought, idgdghe point of her
pencil into the paper. But even if she had been stieer impersonality of
Jago’s invitation would have robbed her of any éippehe had.

As the time for the presentation approached, shet weo the small
private washroom adjoining her office and carefudligd methodically
removed all signs of strain and grief. She keptakerup kit there as a
standby, and she applied cosmetics carefully, gtadonce that they
existed to hide behind.

A nice mask, she decided judiciously when she’dasliad. And if herd
eyes were rather too bright, and if the smile onlips had been painted
there, she doubted whether anyone would notice.

Jago was waiting for her as she walked down thedwmrtowards the
boardroom.

‘Another act in the farce,” he observed sardonycads he took her hand.
‘Try and look as if the radiance was more than sldap, Ashley.’

She glared at him, then schooled her featuresdaspht anticipation as
they entered the boardroom together to an outofiegbplause.



Accepting the gifts was less of an ordeal than eskfgected. Ashley was
able to unwrap the heavy silver tray from the memilwé the board, and
the pretty china coffee service from the officeffstand exclaim with

genuine pleasure while Jago made a speech of thian&t but humorous
and drawing peals of delighted laughter from tleidience.

‘That was-kind of everyone,” Ashley said stilteaWen they were alone.

‘And quick off the mark,” Jago agreed. He pickedthp tray and studied it
with a slight frown. ‘Although, of course, this ishe kind of thing you
can pick up in a day.” He Sent her a sardonic ldaknagine this has been
waiting in a strongroom somewhere for just this patieus
occasion-probably for the last three years.’

She could think of nothing to say to that but, ‘Oh.

‘I'll see these things get safely back to the hgusewent on. ‘But | shan’t
be joining you for dinner tonight, although in tkecumstances that’s
probably a relief. In fact, | shall be away mosttu weekend.’

She stared at him. ‘I see. May | know where yogoeng?’

‘| think that’'s my business, don’t you?' he askéshpantly. ‘Although I'm
flattered by your interest, naturally.'

She wanted to say, ‘Are you going to be with Erida’t she forced the
words back. She would not degrade herself by agksig thought
painfully,

She said quietly, ‘“You're free to go where you gkeeof course. But won't
people think it-odd, if we don’t even make a pretemof spending some
time together.’

His brows lifted. ‘My dear Ashley, | wouldn’'t dreawf asking you for
such a sacrifice. And what people are you talkibgua, anyway? Mrs
Bolton and the servants? | think they've probabhlawh their own
conclusions already.’



‘Undoubtedly,” Ashley said grittily. ‘But that doe$ mean | want to be
dumped at the Manor, like another unwanted gifi¢ added, stabbing a
finger at the silver tray.

‘And an unwrapped one at that,” Jago jeered sadiyg] colour washed her
face.

‘Don’t,” she said unevenly. ‘This-marriage was yadea, not mine, and |
won't have it used to humiliate me.’

‘Wouldn’t it be more humiliating to have to playettpart of the devoted
wife all weekend?’ he enquired satirically. ‘| casay I've been impressed
by your acting powers so far.’

‘I do my best,” she said coldly. ‘But | won't spetite weekend alone in
that hateful house.’

Jago’s face darkened. ‘There was a time when yeedidhe Manor,” he
reminded her. ‘You thought it the most beautifulke on earth, and you
couldn’t wait to live there.”"

‘I was a naive child then, Jago. | didn’t look bsldéhe surface and see
things, as they really were.” She lifted her chiMot a mistake | intend to
make again.’

I'll go along with that,” he said coolly. ‘Talkingf looking below the
surface, how did you get on with those tenders?’

| haven’t finished going through them yet,” shedsdefensively.

‘I didn’t expect you would have,” he said. ‘But youust have formed
some kind of impression.’

She shrugged slightly. ‘All right-I'd have said tligures we arrived at
were the right ones.’

‘So would I,” he agreed. ‘Interesting, isn’t it?’

‘Frustrating.’ Ashley said shortly. ‘As we didn’imw



‘A temporary situation,” Jago said quietly. ‘Asriténd to ensure. | like to
win, Ashley, and don’t you ever forget it.’

‘I'm not likely to,” she said tightly. She glanced her watch. ‘Well, |
suppose | may as well go back to the house. Thewlsing else to keep
me here,’

He was silent for a moment, his glance almost vearire looked at her. ‘If
the thought of your own company tonight is so ietable, how do you
fancy playing hostess?’

‘Hostess?’

He said, ‘I'm having dinner with Paul Hollings tghit. I'd planned to take
him out somewhere, but | can always change my plans

‘Paul Hollings,” she said slowly. “‘The managingetitor of Marshalls?’

‘The very same.” He watched her. ‘It occurred to tm&t he might be the
last man on earth you would ever want to meet. §ermhe suggested a
rendezvous, | opted for neutral territory.'

‘No need,” said Ashley. After her conviction thatgd was spending the
evening with Erica, Paul Hollings seemed very mtioh lesser of two
evils. ‘Invite him, by all means. After all, Siladways used to say it was as
well to know one’s enemy.’

‘How true,’” he said. ‘As long as you know who yaememy is. I'll leave
the arrangements for the evening to you, then.ld®atr in mind, darling,
that you're a radiant bride. No shapeless suitslatige colours tonight,
please. But on that dress you wore at the Courltrig.C

She gasped in outrage. ‘Are you implying that I'tl&now how to dress?’

‘| think it's an instinct you prefer to suppress shof the time,” he said, the
hazel eyes flicking wryly over her. ‘No one lookiray you today. for
instance, would guess what a lovely body you'rerntgdinder all that dull
grey wool.’



She was blushing, she realised angrily. She sadobh ‘A compliment
from an expert? Please don’'t expect me to be feadte

‘I don’t’ Jago said mildly. ‘It wasn't really muctof a compliment.’
Amusement glinted under his eyelids. ‘But then Vdrdt been allowed to
look too closely, have |, my sweet?’

Ashley bit her lip. ‘I can't believe that's as geme hardship,’ she said
coolly. ‘Be content with your other conquests, Jagou won't add me to
them.'

‘Even though I've just warned you | like to win?idHdvoice was light, but
it held an undernote which shivered across hereaendings. ‘I lost out
with you once, Ash. | don't intend it to happen iagaHe paused
tauntingly. ‘Still want me ‘around this weekend?’

Her mouth was dry, and she was trembling insides&ld he’d lost out,
she thought wildly, but hadn’t she lost too? Ldstlee warmth, love and
laughter her girlhood had promised-the anguishi®bletrayal turning her
to stone. Only stone could crumble, as she'd dismx to her cost the
previous night.

Wasn't it safer, as common sense and reason weearsig at her, to
back down and spend the weekend virtually alone?

She flung her head back and saw him watching herdérisive smile
anticipating her flustered retreat.

She heard herself say, ‘I'm not worried,” and wighgth all her heart that
it was the truth.



CHAPTER SIX

SHE had plenty of time to panic as she got ready ¢vening. She had
expected to be too busy to think too deeply, bet greparations for the
dinner party were completely out of her hands. Ueeted guests at the
last minute, she was given to understand, wereawelty at the Manor,
and would be coped with.

Ashley was grateful to Mrs Bolton, but she wishédre same that all that
grim efficiency could be swapped occasionally fdittke human warmth.

After much heart-searching, she had decided to wearemerald dress.
She had little else that was suitable, she thoughitewing her wardrobe,
and if there were to be many dinner parties, sheldvbave to buy some
more clothes.

But at future dinner parties, she thought, Ericaidhave returned, and
would expect to act as hostess. Ashley bit her $pe would not be
spending money on playing second fiddle.

But tonight she took her time, making sure her makaevas faultless, and
her hair swinging in dark glossy wings almost to $ieoulders. When her
dress was on, she stood looking at herself in tinemcomposing herself,
drawing her self-command about her like a cloak.

Jago was waiting in the drawing room when she widown, his foot
tapping in restless impatience. The formality of évening clothes added
an edge to his already potent attraction, whichk ther by the throat,
startling her. She threw her head back defensiwdgying him to guess at
the strange, secret flare of excitement, as hison@d gaze travelled over
her appraisingly. He gave a brusque nod.

‘Thank you.” His voice was expressionless. There \wapause, then he
said, ‘Would you like a drink?’

‘A dry sherry, please.” She sat down, smoothingftilds of her skirt. As
he handed her the small glass, she asked, ‘Winag'$aul Hollings like?’



‘When we were at university together, he had tipaitetion of being a go-
getter. He’s certainly come a long way in a shonet’

‘You clearly have. a great deal in common.” Ashkajid acidly, as she
sipped her drink.

Jago looked at her levelly. ‘Perhaps. | thoughimight be valuable to
discover how much. Hence the invitation when heyremsay there were
no hard feelings.'

‘Do you believe that?’

‘Hardly. | know what I'd feel in his place.” Jagaahk some of his own
whisky. ‘It should make for an interesting evening.

‘And he’s coming alone,” Ashley mused aloud. ‘Isihé& married?’

‘Divorced,” Jago said succinctly. ‘I don’t thinktded domesticity was his
scene.'

‘He’s hardly unique in that point of view.’

‘Is that a dig?’ He sat down beside her, making dartely conscious of
the proximity of his long muscular thigh to thekgilgreen folds of her
skirt. She had to restrain an impulse to shy awahat could be more
domestic than this-my wife and | enjoying a drioigether while waiting
for our guest to arrive?’

She could think of all kinds of things, but she @uamised by remaining
silent, and taking another sip of sherry. It ocedrto her that Jago could
sense her inner discomfort, and was amused by it.

It was almost a relief to hear the sound of thentfrdoorbell, signalling
Paul Hollings’ arrival. Jago got to his feet in oslew, lithe movement,
then reached down for Ashley’s hand and pulledulpetoo, so that for one
pulsating, tingling movement she was caught agdiimst breast to breast.
Then, as suddenly, he let her go, and moved towaedspening drawing
room door.



‘So this is the enemy camp! Paul Hollings was smgilwryly as he came
in. He was a tall man, and very fair with the kisfdjood looks Ashley had
always associated with Robert Redford. His hanppgd Jago’s. ‘It's been
a long time, and after that stroke you pulled yrelste, |1 could wish it had
been longer! He turned to Ashley, his smile widgniMrs Marrick, thank

you for asking me to your home. Our companies nmayi\als, but we, |

hope, can be friends.’

‘I hope so,” Ashley said politely, letting her haneimain neutrally within
his firm grasp.

‘| always knew it would take an exceptional girltempt Jago away from
bachelorhood,” Paul Hollings went on, just as if theught their hasty
marriage had taken place for romantic reasons rdtien expediency.
‘Perhaps you could work the same kind of miracle fee, and find a
woman who’d be prepared to put up with me. Theyalime it's time |
tried again.’

‘How brave of them,” Ashley said coolly, taking lkdeer hand. He was as
charming as all get out, but she wasn't fooledhidén’t got to the top of a
concern like Marshalls by exercising his charnfitiéd him as well as his
elegant dinner jacket, but could, she thought, deasily discarded. But
she could do a line in charm herself, if requiradgd she smiled back at
him now, turning on both batteries. ‘I'll certaingee what | can do. Do
you prefer blondes or brunettes?’

His expression didn’'t waver by a fraction, but &hew she’d disconcerted
him. ‘I'd say brunettes if Jago hadn’t snapped I most attractive one
around. He seems to have all the luck these daysmihe may change,’
he added casually.

‘Perhaps,’ Jago broke in levelly. ‘Is it still whkigwith ice?’

‘Of course.' Paul watched Jago move away to fetehdrink, and turned
back to Ashley. ‘What a pity,” he said softly, ‘tha didn't come to

Landons myself to conduct the negotiations. Yoy seeone told me just
how lovely you were.’



Ashley smiled at him, veiling her eyes demurelyhvher. lashes. ‘Do you
really think it would have made any difference?’

‘It might.” He looked at her mouth, then let hiszgatravel deliberately
downwards to the thrust of her breasts. ‘You wdigtieve this, but my
information was that you and Jago were yesterdagigs.” He gave her a
rueful look. ‘I should have seen for myself, insteaf letting him steal a
march on me like this.” He shrugged. ‘But it's omlyemporary setback.’

It would have pleased her to fling the remainingrshin her glass straight
in his face, but she kept smiling. ‘That we shaV& to wait and see,” she
said lightly. ‘Here’s your drink.’

The conversation changed to general topics, thenteo swapping stories
of mutual friends, but the little confrontation hadnerved Ashley. Paul
Hollings must be very sure of his ground to show hnd so clearly, she
thought uneasily.

Dinner was excellent, with sole fillets in a lighteamy sauce following
avocado vinaigrette, and preceding succulent dougkltooked in the
English style with green peas and apple sauce. ngagpiple Shortcake
completed the meal, and Paul Hollings laughinglglided cheese. It
should have been a totally pleasant meal, but Ashibes unable to relax or
enjoy her food. At this rate, she was due to eméxga her marriage with
chronic indigestion, she thought with unwilling hoan.

She excused herself from the table and went offhéo drawing room,
leaving the men alone to enjoy some port. She badton the television,
and flicked through the channels with the remotetrcd device, trying to
find something to catch her interest, and failiSe wondered what they
were talking about. If it was business, perhapsséioelld have remained to
hear what was being said. Jago might have movedideways in the
company, but she would show him she was still @agfdo be reckoned
with.

‘You seem to be having grim thoughts," Paul Holiragcused laughingly
as he walked into the room. ‘I hope they're noedied at me. It's just
occurred to me that I'm intruding unforgivably oowy honeymoon.’



‘Well, please don’'t worry about it.” Ashley roseagefully, and rang for
coffee.

‘Oh, but | do.” He sat down, giving her a long splative look. ‘If you
were my bride, | wouldn’t be sharing your comparithvanyone else.’

‘Please don't play games,' Ashley said coldly. ‘Dgretend you don’t
know why Jago and | got married.’

He grinned. ‘You're your father's own daughter, AshLandon! I'm told
he believed in plain speaking too.’

‘That was certainly the impression he liked to giveshley agreed coolly.
‘Meaning | should look beneath the surface?’” Hisows rose
guestioningly. ‘Is there any real need? I'd muckthea have you as a

colleague, Ashley, than an adversary.’

‘I'm afraid that's too much to hope for.' She santestless glance towards
the door. ‘Where is my husband?’

‘Making some kind of urgent phone call. He senttmensure you weren’t
feeling neglected.’

Or to make sure | wouldn’t interrupt the phone ,cahley thought with a
hollow feeling.

She lifted one shoulder in a slight shrug. ‘Helsa}s so busy.’

‘I shall have to see if | can’t devise a way ofigiy him more leisure.” Paul
Hollings’ eyes glinted.

‘I don’t think he’d take very kindly to that,” shreturned.
‘Perhaps he wouldn’t have a choice in the mattee,'’came back at her

smoothly. ‘After all, your board is just delayinget inevitable, and our
next offer won’t be nearly so generous, believe me.



She shrugged again. ‘But as it's going to be refudehardly see that
matters.’

‘I wouldn’t be too sure.’” His voice sharpened, tredvet touch slipping a
little. ‘A company facing possible liquidation seeiny port in a storm.’

Ashley’s heart missed a beat, but she laughedijigiBut Landons is
nowhere near liquidation.’

‘Not yet, perhaps, but these are early days.” Tuthlessness was overt
now. ‘How much work can you afford to lose to ug;, dear? | know, even
if you don’t. Just think back on all the projectse’'ve squeezed you out of
lately, and we haven’t even been trying.” He paudedchow, for instance,
you're after the Craigmore contract. So are we, \&@alte going to get it.
And that'’s just for starters.’

‘So-war is declared.” She was glad to hear shedsdinletached, and even
faintly amused.

‘It doesn’t have to be war,” he said intently. ‘Weuld call a truce right
here and now. We could renew our offer, and youlccaecommend
acceptance to your board. I'd see that neither ymuJago would suffer
financially. Isn’t that a better proposition thamatehing your markets
disappear from under your nose until Landons. iglwpeanuts? After all,
we both know if you don’t get the Craigmore devehgmt, you're going to
have to start laying off some of your workforce. dAthat will be the
beginning of the end.’

Ashley kept smiling, but her heart was hammeringleritly now. It was
galling to know that Paul Hollings had a point. Uandons lost the
Craigmore project, it would be a blow they could afford.

She said, ‘And just how long do you think you canog undercutting usf?
It must be costing you too.’

‘The margins aren’t that great,” he reminded h&e ‘regard it as an
investment. Why don’t you sell, Ashley, while yaillhave a commodity

worth the name? Because | should warn you thatcgmlt count on Jago’s
everlasting support, even if you are married to.Nive go way back, Jago



and I, and he likes to get his financial irons olthe fire in plenty of time
When he realises Landons is finished, you won’théeefor dust. He gets
bored very easily, especially with failure. If han& win, he looks round
for fresh pastures-but I'm sure this can’t be asl secret to you.’

Her eyes flew to his, 'What do you mean?”’

He looked faintly surprised. ‘“You were engaged ita bnce, weren’t you?
You must have discovered a few things about him.’

‘A few,” said Ashley, recovering her cool with affat. ‘Of course, Jago
doesn’t allow anyone to know everything.'

Paul Hollings laughed. ‘He must be a very compédabridegroom!” He
paused. ‘Now, if you belonged to me, I'd want t@heverything with
you.’

She smiled gracefully, ‘Perhaps I'm complicated,'tsbe said, as the door
opened to admit Mrs Bolton with the coffee tray.

She was thankful to see Jago walk in behind hdr]dss than pleased to
hear him say, as the housekeeper set down theanayiurned to leave,
‘Mrs Erica has left her earrings behind. Perhaps gauld dig them out for
me.’

So it had been Erica he’'d been calling, she reglipain striking at her.
She reached hurriedly for the coffee pot, busyiagsélf with the cups to
cover the moment.

She had half expected Paul Hollings to raise thgesti of the Marshalls
takeover again, but to her surprise it was neventimeed. It was social
chit-chat, touching lightly on economics and thétmal situation, without
so much as a hint at the rivalry between the twopamnies.

Ashley contributed little to the conversation. Angeas uncoiling slowly
inside her, tightening the muscles of her throatlimg her fingers into
claws. And it had nothing to do with the fact tdago was clearly planning
to meet Erica during the next couple of days, sie herself vehemently.
How could she possibly be disturbed by the confiromaof something she



already knew? No, was Paul Hollings’ jibes thataJagght be prepared to
sell out Landons, if the price was right; and rumck were setting her on
edge. That was the important issue-not some passigal infidelity.

Her mouth felt dry as she remembered that Ericaleaelled the same
kind of contemptuous taunt. Jago wanted his revesbe’d said. But
when he’s wrung the company dry, he’ll throw ittbe scrapheap '.The
words echoed and re-echoed in her mind. Couldoghiwhat had prompted
Henry’s warning too? Did they all know somethingwdfich she remained
in naive ignorance?

If it was true-oh God, if it was true... Her fingeturled round the delicate
porcelain cup as if she wanted to crush it to powde

The pretty mantel clock struck the hour, and Panllifys got to his feet,
smooth phrases of regret on his lips.

‘I'm convinced I've thoroughly outstayed my welcoras it is,” he said,

refusing Ashley’s tight-lipped offer of a nightcagde took her cold hand
and lifted it to his lips.Au revoir,” he added lightly. ‘I'm sure we shall be
meeting again very soon.'

Jago accompanied him out to his car. Ashley stopdihe fireplace,
drumming her fingers on the mantelshelf.

‘May | clear the coffee things, madam?’ Mrs Boltoad made one of her
ghostlike appearances.

‘Yes,” Ashley said abruptly, her mouth compresdest, eyes stormy.
The housekeeper, sent her a sidelong glance. ‘e hegerything was
satisfactory, madam. Cook does prefer more noficthare are to be

guests, of course.’

Tll try and remember,” Ashley was aware of theriogity in the other
woman'’s eyes, and strove for a normal tone.

‘Then if there’s nothing else, I'll say goodnightIrs Bolton’s departure
was as quiet as her arrival.



| suppose that's one of the things | don'’t like abber, Ashley thought.
The way she seems to glide about the place, soythanever hear her
coming. She’d make a wonderful spy.

She heard the front door slam and Jago’s swiftlestdoming down the
hall. He walked into the drawing room and closesldbor behind him, his
eyes speculative as he watched her.

He said softly, ‘So-what’'s been burning you up ttee past hour, or is it a
secret?’

Her voice shook slightly. ‘I don’t like your friend

Jago shrugged. ‘I didn’'t make it a requirements ldyes narrowed. ‘What
has he been saying to you?’

‘Not very veiled threats of starving us of work limte’re bankrupt, among
other things.’

‘Hm.” Jago came forward, putting up a hand to tug, black tie loose. ‘I
get the impression it's these “other things” whiafe really bothering
you.”

She said, ‘Can he do what he’s threatening?’

If it was a plea for reassurance, it fell on staypund. Jago’s mouth
twisted.

‘It's possible. You know the way things have be@ing, or you do now
I've alerted you to the fact,” he added with a &ra@f grimness.

‘He’s competing against us for the Craigmore tender

‘Naturally," Jago retorted crisply. ‘I hope you ditfall apart when he told
you as you seem to be doing now.’

‘I am not falling apart,” Ashley said ,between heeth. ‘Aren’t you even a
little bit disturbed by what I'm telling you'?’



‘It's hardly news.” His voice was clipped. ‘Did Heave anything else to
say? | can’t believe what you've been telling malddave provoked such
a strong reaction from you.’

She moistened her lips with the tip of her tondgtie-he said if Landons
went broke you'd walk away. Was he right aboutZhat

The look he sent her was compounded from irony @derision. ‘Going
down with a sinking ship may be very gallant, dagli but it makes no
business sense at all. Does that answer your qu@sti

‘Only too well.” She felt deathly tired suddenl\5d much for your loyalty
to Silas’ memory which you said so much about!

‘But I'm also a realist.” The hazel eyes were hardl watchful as they
rested on her pale face. ‘However, the real trgctoiprevent the ship from
sinking in the first place. That's what we needctmcentrate on. Or don't
you agree?’

‘You know my feelings,” she said sharply. ‘Why elde you think | sold
myself into this mockery of a marriage? | thoughtbought your loyalty
to Landons with the chairmanship of the board." §aee a little harsh
laugh. ‘I'd forgotten, you see, that if you were &ale once, you could be
so again.’

‘Ah,” he said softly. There was a silence. ‘Did Pmention a figure?’ he
asked almost casually.

‘He suggested the terms could be generous, fordfaik.’
He smiled reflectively. ‘He doesn’t know you-does Harling?’
‘But he knows you,” she said. ‘He said you “go waack”. Presumably he

could be expected to know what you'd regard as yausonal equivalent
of thirty pieces of silver.’



His smile widened. ‘He may have done, once, but prige has risen
considerably since then. Well, aren’t you goingagk me, darling? The
million-dollar question?’

‘If you don’t really care about what happens to dams," she said slowly,
‘why did you marry me?’

‘To get you into bed,” he drawled, insolently. ‘Dbipretend you don’t
know. You've been as aware of it as you were tlyess ago, when you
were driving me crazy with your touch-me-not tasticwas prepared to be
patient then, Ash, prepared to give you time to edmterms with your
own sexuality, but | failed. You never turned to,nmey sweet, never
offered anything of your own accord. But you wilshley-that is if you
want me to go on fighting for Landons for you. Besa you won't win on
your own-you know that. But I'm no knight in shigimrmour, darling. 'm
a mercenary. If I'm to go on winning your battlesyant payment in kind.’

‘You said it would just be an agreement,” she $aidrsely. ‘My name on a
marriage certificate ...’

He shrugged. ‘I know what | said. I, also mentiosednething about the
end justifying the means. Didn't it occur to yowatttan be interpreted in
all kinds of ways?’

Ashley began desperately, ‘Jago, | trusted you...'

He shook his head, his mouth curling. ‘I don’t thso. You weren't really
surprised when | showed up in your room last nightve hadn’t been
interrupted, all the arguments would have beenesetby now. Well,
tonight no one’s going to interrupt us, and youwyang to start learning
about what it means to be a woman-my woman.'

‘I don’t believe this! Her dark hair swung violdptas she flung back her
head in defiance. ‘You can’t mean what you're sgyin

‘I've never been more serious.'

In spite of her brave words, she knew he was spgakie truth. There was
a cold purpose in the lean incisive face whichfiet her.



She said huskily, ‘And what about Erica? How whiesfeel, if she finds
out? You don't really want me. You have a futur¢hwher. Are you going
to jeopardise that?’

Jago shrugged. ‘But she’s not here, darling. Anckeitainly won't tell
her-will you? Not that it would matter,” he addeghcally. ‘I'm sure, in
her way, Erica has even fewer illusions about naa tyou. And if you're
about to appeal to my sense of decency, forgeedause it doesn’t exist.'

Her lips felt numb. ‘Do | have no choice in this?’

‘Certainly,” Jago said mockingly. ‘Would you prefer make love here on
the floor or in bed?’

Ashley stared at him. "“You disgust me,’” she whisger

‘Tell me something | don't already know.'" He soumdamost bored.
‘You're prevaricating, sweetheart, and I'm gettingpatient. Well, shall it
be here or ...’

‘Upstairs.” Her voice was barely audible.

‘Very well.” He walked to the door and opened ie Was smiling, but his

hazel eyes were inexorable as they rested on herfgpee and quivering
lips. ‘Shall we go up, then-darling?’



CHAPTER SEVEN

SHE went up the stairs ahead of him, her headtngld moving carefully
so that she would not stumble. That, in some ridicst way, was
important.

When they reached her door she hesitated, but @aiga hand under her
arm and led her down the corridor to his own room.

The lamps on either side of the massive bed had beas though in
invitation, she thought bitterly.

Jago said softly, ‘Alone at last.’
‘| hate you,’” she burst out, and he nodded slowly.

'It's possible. My God, you must have had some weofor putting me
through the torture of the damned three years &gl left me with an
ache in my guts, and now, willing or unwilling, yoeigoing to ease that
ache for me. You can start by taking that dresslofivly.’

Ashley wrapped her arms round her body. ‘You abtuekpect me to
degrade myself ...’

‘With Landons at stake?’ he broke in softly. ‘Tiesthe price you have to
pay, darling. You start learning to please me, god start now. Unless
you’d prefer me to undress you?’ he added casually.

‘No.’” Her voice cracked.

‘Then don’t keep me waiting any longer,” he advisedlly, but with faint
amusement dawning in his face. ‘Don’t look so &&it, Ashley. A lot of
women make a good living taking their clothes offfiont of complete
strangers every day of their lives. They survivel ao will you. Or doesn’t
Landons mean that much to you after all?’ He pausduhll | ring Paul
tomorrow, and tell him that we’ve decided to recoemeh acceptance of his
next offer to the board?’



‘I'll see you in hell before that happens,’ shedstiickly. She reached for
her zip, jerking it downwards, dragging with shakinands at the fragile
folds of her dress until it lay in a shimmering ped her feet. She kicked it
contemptuously away and faced him. ‘Satisfied?’

‘Far from it,” Jago returned drily. He beckonedoi@e here.’
Her moment of rebellion was over. She went to himreductant feet.

She said huskily, not meeting his eyes, ‘You've-Hiated me. Isn’t that
enough?’

It isn't even the beginning,” he told her flatiyi know all about
humiliation, Ashley. Remember how you made me crawimy knees to
you?’ His voice deepened in savage self-mimicryshiey darling, let me
touch you. | won't hurt you, | swear. | won't doydhing you don’t want.’
He laughed harshly, ‘But it never made any diffeeendid it, you cruel
little bitch? You enjoyed hearing me plead, lovathing the knife. Only
now it's my turn. Before I'm through with you, I'going to make you
want me every bit as bloody badly as | ever warnyed, my reluctant
wife.’

As he reached for her, she closed her eyes, sgutitin out, but he ignored
the tacit rejection, the long supple fingers stngkalong the vulnerable
line of her shoulders, and down to her taut, ndkedsts.

Ashley stifled a gasp in her throat as his handsped her, the thumbs
stroking in insolent torment across her nipplese #hs rent by a sensation
of pleasure so powerful it almost resembled paind & terrified her,
demonstrating in one succinct lesson what she apabte of feeling, and
more. And proving, she realised, that the wild,sseh cravings which had
always so alarmed her were not dead, as she’dvbdliebut merely
dormant, waiting for Jago’s caress, as an early édowaits for spring
sunlight.

Her whole body shivered, but in delight now as tieched her, and she
had to sink her teeth into the inner softness ofidwer lip to stop a little
moan of acceptance and surrender rising in heathro



The cool, clever hands slid down her body in adnmg voyage of
exploration which seemed to miss no tumultuous eupint, no
clamouring nerve ending, hardly even checking as last remaining
covering joined her dress on the floor. Then thessing fingers were on
her spine, urging her towards him, making her awaith a shock of
shamed excitement that he was still fully dressieel brush of his clothing
tauntingly abrasive against her total nakedness.

Slave girl mentality! she lashed herself in selfiemnpt. She flung her
head back and looked into his face, her eyes sgarki

‘Damn you,” she muttered out of her aching thraaid Jago laughed
softly, and bent and put his lips against the jegkpulse below the smooth
line of her jaw.

Against her skin, he said huskily, “You take mydileaway, Ashley. Now
it's my turn to take ...’

He pulled back the covers on the bed, then lifedfily into his arms and
put her down on the yielding mattress, his eyesetliag with open hunger
over every line and curve, from her rose-tippedadt® down to the
shadowed mystery of her thighs.

As he turned away to shrug off his dinner jackethl&y flung herself on to
her side, dragging her arm across her eyes, tityirghut out, along with
the sight of him, the reality of what was happertmger.

She could always fight-make him take her by folng, a little shudder of
recoil pulled her back from that particular bririkesides, from the very
first time Jago had ever taken her in his arms,hste been aware of the
lean whipcord strength of his body, and the obvioestraint he had.
always practised towards her. Like a lion in a ¢cagjee had thought
then-only, now, the lion was free, and the riskisf anger was more than
she dared kindle.

It was with her mind she had to oppose him, andumbulent senses, with
their traitorous clamour for fulfilment. When, ast, she felt the slight
shift of the mattress under his weight, as he ctmke beside her, her



mind dizzied into blankness and her nails clengbeadfully into the palms
of her hands.

He touched her bare shoulder, his questing fingeregnising the sheer
rigidity of the delicate bones and muscles, andléstheard him sigh
faintly.

He said quite gently. ‘It seems you have anoth@iceh You can either
meet me halfway, or you can carry on being theiwigacrifice. But |
should warn you now, Ash, that | want you very ladind I’'m going to
have you, whatever you choose to do.’

His grip tightened, making her turn towards hinrciiog her to read the
stark purpose in his unsmiling eyes. He took hadkan his, uncurling the
taut fingers, his brows snapping together as hetsauittle crimson weals
scored into the soft flesh. He drew a breath, tlaésed her hands, so that
he could touch the angry marks with his lips.

His voice husky, he said. ‘Oh God, darling, let fon’t fight me. Don’t
make it be like this.’

‘And how else can it be?’ She hardly recogniseddven voice. ‘You've
broken faith with me, Jago, over and over agairu ¥an hardly expect me
to fall into your arms. Do what the hell you wartan’t stop you. But for
God’s sake, get it over with.’

He smiled slowly into her eyes. ‘Is that what yoyckefer? I'm sorry to
have to disappoint you, Ashley. I've waited a lainge for this, and |
intend to enjoy every minute of it. You, of coursayst do as you please.’

He bent his head and put his mouth against hesg lightly, his tongue
stroking the soft outline of her lips with tantalig gentleness. His hands
were gentle too, but very sure as he caressedkirer l4e knew exactly
how and where to touch, to arouse, to inflame teatiiess longing,
reminding Ashley bitterly exactly how he had leatnkis undoubted
expertise.

It added steel to her resistance, turning dullipégdo determination. She
had endured his betrayal and loss. Now, she woudidire his possession



off her, somehow, combating her reeling sensestlanavild urging of her
awakening flesh.

But it was unfair, she screamed silently at themyaswirling universe of

pleasure that threatened to overwhelm her. It viisstithat she should be
so vulnerable, so totally at the mercy of her resgs. It would. have been
so much easier to hate him if he’d been casualuaedring-even brutal.

But, of course, Jago was none of these thingsh&sl made clear, first in

words, and now in this infinitely, exquisitely drawut savouring of every
quivering inch of her body with his mouth and harfus wanted her entire
capitulation, and nothing else would do.

Gradually, painfully, she retreated from him dowom& dark, emotional
tunnel to a cold, secret place inside herself, whgre existed in chill
isolation. She made herself think-think about Pé&ldllings and his
threats-about the pages of facts and figures sbaidied earlier that
day-about anything or anyone but the man in bel ingtr.

She succeeded well enough to achieve a kind of ragobptance when, at
last, Jago’s body invaded hers in the ultimateriattly. She had expected
him to hurt her, had in a perverse way wanted paithat she could turn

the shrinking of her flesh back on him in guiltt fudidn’t happen. He was

too clever for that, too patient and too subtle.

Ashley knew a discomfort so fleeting it was ovefobe she could clutch at
it. She heard the soft, triumphant sound he madkisnthroat, felt his
hands slide under her body, lifting her, locking hgainst him. He kissed
her, his lips parting hers in passionate mastdmy,thrust of his tongue
against hers mirroring the increasing forceful dedhaf his loins.

He wasn't gentle any more. He was out of contrdast, driven by a need
so dark and desperate that all she could do waw &lérself to be carried
along by the storm of his desire for her. The cuabtion, when it came,
was violent, his face wrenched, almost defencetssfie cried out, his
body shuddering in release.

Then the taut body slumped against hers, his rdlaveght pressing her
down into the bed. He was the vulnerable one now,iawould be easy to
push him away. But she didn't want to. In fact, ldir instincts were



clamouring at her to take the opposite course,did him close to her
breasts, to smooth back the dishevelled sweat-daedp&air from his
forehead, and touch his face with her lips. It waseaction that startled
her, horrified her, and it had to be dealt with.

She said icily, ‘If you've finished with me, I'dkie to go to the bathroom. |
want a wash.’

She felt sudden tension grip him, and braced Hefeelhis anger, but
when he lifted his. head and looked down at heretieas nothing in his
face but a faint, lazy amusement.

‘To scour the taste and touch of me off you-outyolu?’ he asked
mockingly. ‘I wonder if it's as simple as that. Ass, the question’s purely
academic, because | haven't finished with you, rasling. Not by a long
way.” His voice slowed to a drawl. ‘If your lacklms performance just
now was supposed to turn me off, I'm afraid it Hasmorked. The night is
young, and | have three sterile years to make upHis hand shaped her
breast, stroking the delicate nipple until it pehpeoudly under his caress.

He added softly, ‘Starting now ...” and began t&skier again.

Ashley awoke slowly and reluctantly, forcing hemudging eyelids to
admit the intrusion of daylight.

For a moment she stared dazedly round, bewildesedh® unfamiliar
room, then memory came flooding back, and she paahruptly, eyes
drowsy no longer, but alert and apprehensive.

But she was, it seemed, alone. She occupied thelednbed in solitary

splendour. She bit her lip until she tasted blosdhe events of the past
night came crowding back to torment her. In a sewé devastating

lessons, Jago had taught her that he had mearttyewdat he’d said. He

had made no further attempt to woo her, but insteatiused her as if she
was some instrument designed slowly for his plegsand his enjoyment
of her had been unequivocal and totally uninhihitgte remembered, a
warm wave of colour washing over her body.



And when, at last, he had fallen asleep, one anngfcarelessly across her
body, she had been left to lie awake, shatterebdingcwith physical
frustration in every fibre of her being,

The victor with his spoils, she had thought stoymirying to fan the

flames of her angry resentment when all she reedligted to do was burst
into weary tears. But she had held them rigidlykbate last thing she
wanted was for him to wake and find her crying.

She had won in her way. She had never by word stuge indicated that
she found his lovemaking anything more than a maftéotal indifference
to her, crushing down her starving body’'s needafgmeasement. Yet now
she felt utterly defeated.

She knew exactly what she could expect from nowabher husband’s
hands. The question still to be answered was-hawdcshe bear it?

She pushed the covers away and swung her feeg fitothr, a glance at her
watch showing her that it was already mid-morniSépe collected her
scattered clothes from the floor, then opened thar dautiously, peeping
round to make sure there was no one in sight betoneing like a hare for
the seclusion of her own room.

As she waited for her bath to fill, she took stamkherself in the big
mirror. She had escaped relatively unscathed. Sldeahfew unfamiliar
aches and pains, and some reddened patches orrdastsband thighs
where the faint stubble on his jaw had grazed Ingtr,apart from that she
looked much the same, she told herself-if she tlidok too closely.

She bathed quickly, an apprehensive ear tunedailtitne for sounds of
movement in the bedroom which might signal Jagetarn, then dressed,
dragging on a pair of slim-fitting white cotton e which she topped with
a scarlet cotton T-shirt. She disguised the tellfaliness of her mouth
with lipstick, but there was little she could dooabthe shadows under her
eyes. But then it would probably give Jago’s edilip to have her going
downstairs looking as if she’'d taken part in soregual marathon, she
thought bitterly.



She took some of her anger out on her hair, brgsiiantil it shone, then
started off downstairs.

There seemed to be no one about, although she bealdthe whine of a
vacuum cleaner in the distance. She hesitated eaffabt of the stairs,
wondering restlessly where Jago was. She must Ibese heavily asleep
when he left the bed," because she hadn’t beercioussof his departure.
And if she was honest, she acknowledged, her farenimg a little, ,she
hadn’t expected to find herself alone when she weleehad awoken her
more than once during that long night, his mouthrmvand sensually
insistent. Why hadn’t he told her it was morninghe same way?

‘Good morning, madam. Do you require breakfast fow?

Ashley spun round with a startled yelp, to find Maslton had done her
materialisation act yet again, and was standinghet shoulder, an
unpleasantly avid look in her narrow eyes.

‘Just some coffee please,” Ashley said, grabbingeatpoise. ‘And could
you tell Mr Marrick I'd like to speak to him.’

She was allowed a glimpse of the vinegary smilen @fraid Mr Marrick
has already left for the day, madam. He went imatetyi after breakfast.
Did he not mention it to you?”’

Ashley was very still suddenly. ‘Oh, yes,” she safter a pause. ‘I-I'd
forgotten." She hesitated again. ‘Did he remembetake those earrings
with him?’

Oh, yes, madam.’ The tone was respectful enoughthlieve was a covert,
malicious glee peeping at Ashley from somewhereciwhwas somehow
more disturbing than open insolence would have bgdaund them for

him last night, as the matter seemed so urgent.|d\eu like me to bring

your coffee to the drawing room for you?’

‘Thank you,” Ashley managed as she turned away. eébanv, she found
herself in the drawing room, stumbling across thektcarpet towards the
french windows, flinging them open and drawing deegaths of the cool



spring air. It was a grey morning with a hint ofnran the air, and the
dampness settled on her cheeks like soft tears.

She had not realised, she thought dazedly, thveast possible to suffer so
much. She had promised herself she had wept fgo .fita the last time.

Now, suddenly, a whole new era of heartbreak haheg up in front of

her.

Oh, no! she moaned silently, as pain tore into h@egnching her apart.
How could this be happening? How could Jago, théhléss, the
opportunist, still have the power to hurt her likes?

And she heard the desperate truth ringing throwgthbart, soul and mind.
‘Because | love him, God help me. I still love him.

She stood for what seemed like an eternity, stasiogss the windless
garden with eyes that saw nothing.

She wondered how she could have been such a fodbnecognise the
conflict inside her for what it was-and thought whiny it was that
recognition should have come at this moment, wtehad just been
brought home to her, yet again, that she had ngttonhope for in any
relationship with him. Last night he had possedsadbody, claiming that
last remaining asset Landons had brought him, Bbeght bitterly, and
that was all it had meant to him. His cynical alesethis morning proved
that.

Pride told her that she should be glad she hadtegesihe potent sensual
magic of his lovemaking, giving nothing in returmaking him take,
Because if she had surrendered, given way to tgenay within her, it
would have made no difference. She would still haw&en-alone.

She couldn’t even be jealous of Erica, becauseksbw that Jago would
never truly belong to her either, no matter howspasate their affair. He
had his own priorities, and any woman in his lifeuld have to accustom
herself to occupying a place somewhere down otighd=ven Erica.



For herself, she was thankful Jago couldn’t knawd wouldn’t ever know
about the bruised, vulnerable confusion inside heking him was her
grief, and had to remain her secret.

Shivering, she turned back into the drawing roosmMas Bolton arrived
with the coffee tray.

Ashley said, ‘I see the fire hasn’t been lit again.
‘Mrs Marrick’s orders, madam, are ...’

‘I am Mrs Marrick.” Ashley’s voice was cool and spa‘And while this
cool weather continues, | require the drawing rofir@ to be lit each
morning. Do | make myself clear?’

‘Perfectly clear.” Mrs Bolton’s meagre bosom swelléBut | am used to
taking my orders from Mrs Erica. And | should pomit-madam, that she
will not be pleased to find her instructions betogintermanded.’

‘And nor am |,” Ashley said quietly. ‘I think yound | are going to have to
come to terms, Mrs Bolton, or else a parting ofvlags.’

A mottled flush appeared on Mrs Bolton’s face argka “You have no
right ...’

‘I think you'll find | have.” Ashley poured hersefome coffee. ‘Shall we
say a month’s notice?’

‘You can say what you please!” The older woman ma&king no effort to
conceal her contempt now. ‘It will make no diffecenas you'll find out.
We'll just see which of us is the one who's leaving

The drawing room closed behind her with a slam.

Phew! thought Ashley, leaning back in her chair.e Ttonfrontation
seemed to have blown up out of nowhere, but it beeh inevitable. She
remembered her first shy visits to the Manor a®'3afiancée three years
before, and how gauche and schoolgirlish Mrs Bolbaa managed to
make her feel. But not again, she told herself lytifvirs Bolton was a



born bully, homing in on weakness wherever sheigawt Ashley was no
longer the child she had been. Her mouth twistiedothing else, Jago had
seen to that.

And for a while, for better or worse, the Manor viade her home.

She gave her surroundings a wry look. They mighelegant, but they
were far from homelike. The drawing room alone Ieadklike an

illustration from an upmarket furnishing magazibef it was not cosy in
any way. The only really comfortable room, she lleda had been Giles
Marrick’s study, which he had kept jealously to ketf, and which Jago
now used. Perhaps she too would adopt a room, akd mher own.

Because there was no denying the Manor lacked.H&agt supposed that
was what happened to a house like this when ield¢ke children, and the
pets, and the sprawling family life it had beergorally intended for.

Ashley swallowed past a painful lump her throat.IMbere was nothing
she could do about that, but she could organiseoWwarroom. She knew
where to go too.

There was a small morning room at the rear of thesh, overlooking the
shrubbery. It was dark, and rather cramped, andgily for that reason it
had escaped the glossy patina which Erica had ietpos the rest of the
house.

The furniture was heavy and old-fashioned, and egedlegating to an
attic, she decided critically. She could easilylaep it with some of the
favourite pieces from her flat. She would keep fiaed charm of the silk
wallpaper, however, but add lighter curtains; Ahd sould start now.

Taking a deep breath, she summoned Mrs Bolton alddher quietly that
she wanted the room cleared. She had expectecifustbtests, but apart
from the inevitable tightening of the lips, Mrs Bo showed no sign of
dissent.

She probably thinks a small back room is the bé&stepfor me, Ashley
decided with faint amusement.



She drove into town. The estate agent was notetheg pleased when she
told him she had changed her mind about sellingexifurniture, although
he admitted reluctantly that he hadn’t clearedfldteyet.

And he was pardonably annoyed when she said she nwatonger
interested in selling the flat, but letting it p&utnished instead. It seemed
he had two clients involved in a contract raceaalye

Ashley shrugged. ‘Ask if they're interested in @dkterm lease instead.

‘They won’t be,' he said mournfully. ‘May | know whyou've changed
your mind? Mr Marrick was quite positive that yoanted to sell.’

She caught a speculative gleam in his eye, ancedmibnchalantly. ‘We
talked it over, and decidedpeed-a-terrenear the office might not be such
a bad thing to hang on to.’

It was odd, letting herself back into the flat agdt had only been a few
days since she had left it, yet it seemed likefetithe. And it was a
desirable. property, she thought as she wanderedgh the rooms. It was
no wonder it had been so easy to dispose of. WHeahadn't bargained for
was feeling a stranger in her own home, and sh&tdikle it.

‘Hey!” she said aloud, looking around her. ‘I haitdseen away that long.
And I’'m going to need you to come back to, so dgoii reject me.’

She decided on the furniture she would have aMaeor, and tagged and
labelled it. The agent had given her the phone raunalb a reliable firm
which did small removals, and she was dialling theitmen she heard
someone at the front door. Another interested tglishe thought, as she
opened it.

‘Martin!” She couldn’t have been more taken aback.
He looked in a state of shock himself. ‘Someond #ae flat was up for
sale and then they told me..."He stopped abruptbhley, it can't be true!

You're not-married?’

Mutely, she extended her left hand.



‘Good God!" He leaned weakly against the door jafivtmu don’t waste
any time, do you? | mean, when | went away, | tintigntended ..." He
stopped again. “You must have known.’

She felt sorry to her soul. But there was no wagy abuld tell him that, in
spite of his intentions, their relationship wouldiays have been fruitless.
Because, in her secret heart, she had always ba#ing\for Jago to come
back. She couldn’t damage Martin’s pride by evetihg at that.

She said awkwardly, ‘Would you like a drink? Therstill some here. |
can't offer you coffee because the power’s turniéd o

‘I could do with something,’ he muttered.

Ashley let him in reluctantly, and busied hers@iflfng the remains of the
whisky, and two glasses. She poured him a measuseaich, and filled
her own glass with bitter lemon.

She said too brightly, ‘How’s your little girl? Bet?’

‘Yes-oh, yes. Children shake these things off smkiyt And my-Susan

was always prone to panic rather.” There was afwinsss in his voice.

Martin missed being married, she thought sadly. tHessed being

masterful and reassuring. Only those weren't thaliges she’d been
looking for. Unknown to herself, she liked livingqugerously, she thought
wretchedly.

He said, ‘Of course, | wondered when | saw you Kfadrick together at
the Country Club. But you were so positive thavas all over. | thought |
could trust you.’

His tone irritated her. She said, ‘I didn’t thinlelad reached that degree of
exclusivity. I'm sorry."'

Martin stirred restively. ‘There are all kinds, mfmours flying around. |
suppose you know that.’



She shrugged, and sipped her drink. ‘Inevitablsuppose. Under the
circumstances.’

‘What are the circumstances?’ The note of injuryware pronounced. ‘|
think | have a right to ask.’

'‘And | have an equal right to keep silent,” shedggently. ‘Martin, don’t
push.’

There was a lengthy silence, then he sighed. ‘lomys But you might
have let me know what the situation was, insteal@ttihg me come back
here, thinking that everything between us was firteat we’'d be taking up
where we left off.’

‘It was thoughtless,' she agreed. ‘Let’s just sagyodswept me off my feet,
and leave it at that, shall we?’

‘Perhaps | should have tried that,” he said rugfufle finished his whisky
and got to this feet. ‘~Well, no hard feelings, ksh Am | allowed to kiss
you goodbye?’

The short answer to that was ‘No’, but she didndantvto injure his

feelings any further, so when he took her armsdred her towards him,
she went passively, lifting closed lips to his tou®©nly Martin didn’t see

it that way at all. His mouth fastened on hers difge sucking and

tugging, while his tongue tried insistently to feran entry. Her hands
came up and pushed at his chest with sufficiertefdo let him know this

wasn’t mere coyness. But he was in no hurry taytetshe realised with
mingled dismay and annoyance. He was set on prdvs@oint, making

his mark-showing her that it could have worked tioem. And all she

could feel in return was a muted remorse.

As his hands slid down her arms to touch her bsedsthley stiffened. The
situation was getting out of control, and it wasngoto take one shrewd,
upward jerk of her knee to bring him to his senses.

And as she nerved herself to do it, a voice fromdborway said with a
bite like an arctic wind, ‘| seem to have arriveéchdad moment.’



It was Jago.



CHAPTER EIGHT

MARK let her go so suddenly, she nearly fell ovelis face was so
nonplussed as to be almost comic. He'd clearly rebezed that this was
an important client’'s wife he’'d just been caughtbeacing. Ashley could
have burst into hysterical laughter only it wadnitny. It wasn't funny at
all.

He said, stumbling over his words, ‘I-| ought tg&in ...’

The sardonic expression on Jago’s face riled AsMéyat right had he to
put Martin through any kind of hoop, she asked éléstormily. Or did he
think there was one law for him, and a differen¢ éor everyone else?

She said swiftly, ‘There’s no need, Martin. Goodbged good luck.’

‘Good luck, indeed,” Jago said silkily, as Martimdled past him. ‘I
presume you can find your own way out.’'

Husband and wife waited in silence for the sountheffront door closing
behind him, then Jago said, ‘I suppose | shouldagjpge for my intrusion.
But I'm not going to.” The hazel eyes were harshwondered what the
hell was going on when Jack Macauley phoned, lmigatbout you taking
this place off the market. | didn’t realise you wgranning to turn it into a
love nest.’

‘I'm not,” Ashley said tightly. ‘Martin was just-g&ng goodbye.'

‘Oh, really?’ There was an insolent challenge is Voice. ‘It looked more
like hello to me.’

The colour in her, face deepened hectically. ‘Ddné& sarcastic’ she
snapped.

Jago shrugged. ‘Didn’t last night warn you whaexpect?’



She didn’t know what to say in answer to that, Ise gicked up the used
glasses and took them to the kitchen, rinsing tbeder the cold tap.

Jago followed her. She was all too conscious of wiatching her as she
busied herself at the sink.

She said resentfully, ‘How did you know I'd be h&re
‘Your car was outside,” he said. ‘You're not vergogl at the assignation
game, are you, Ash? You should park several stesedy, and walk if you

don’t want to be caught.’

‘Thanks for the expert advice. I'll try and remembé&he tried to match
the satire in his voice.

‘So why have you decided to let instead of sell?l Ay are the gardeners
at the Manor indoors, heaving furniture all oves liace?’

It was Ashley’s turn to shrug. ‘I decided to takeeothe morning room for
my own use. No one seems to want it, and | wolkiel iome privacy, and
my own things about me.” She paused. ‘| hope yautdibject.’

‘In the daytime, you can do as you please,” Jagw. $8ut the nights are
different, and I've given some orders of my own @tiose. Your clothes
and belongings are being moved to my bedroom.’

‘Oh.” She could feel herself flushing again, andotkéer back rigidly
turned. ‘Was that necessary?’

‘Yes,” he said. ‘Or did you think last night was$ thlere was to it?’
‘I've tried not to think about it at all.’

He gave a short laugh. ‘I can believe that.” Hesgall ‘So-why are you
keeping a stake in this place?’

‘So that I'll have somewhere to go,” she said eyetWhen you get tired
of all these little power games of yours, and dec¢allet me go, that is.’



‘Is that what I'm planning?’ He sounded amused.

‘God knows,” she said shortly. ‘But I'm not lettinthe flat go. 'If
Macauleys can’t find me any short-term tenantsn ttiee place can stay
empty. | presume I'm still going to be paid somadkiof salary from
Landons, so that | can keep the mortgage paymeing.g

‘Of course. As long as you don't make a habit oingsthe place to
entertain other men.’

She turned then, to face him, angry and at bayu‘¥gpocrite! Do you
think for ,one moment | don’t know where you’'ve bdkis morning?’

‘I imagine you do. | didn’t intend to make a searétt.’

‘An open marriage, in other words. Please don'gébithat can work both
ways.’

‘I shan’t,” said Jago, after a pause. ‘Although yoeaction last night didn’t
prompt me to suppose you were planning to flingrgelii headlong into
the sexual deeps.’

Ashley jerked a shoulder. She said clearly, ‘Jeslise you don’t turn me
on..’

Her voice trailed away into a charged silencee#,5Jago said at last. ‘So
it's-anyone’s kisses but mine. Is that it?’

‘Perhaps,’” she said. She didn’t look at him. ‘Ndid, better phone that
removal firm.’

‘Later,” Jago said too gently. ‘After all, they. ghit remove the bed, and |
have a use for it.’

As he moved towards' her, Ashley read the purpodas eyes with real
alarm. She would have retreated, but she was piagaihst the sink, with
nowhere to go.

She said shakily, ‘You're being ridiculous...’



‘Probably,” he said. ‘But what the hell! After all, spoiled your little
rendezvous, with Witham, so the least | can do &kenit up to you for
that.’

‘I hadn’t planned to meet him,” she protested. ‘tHbeen away. He came
round to see me because he’d just heard the néws ..

‘Of course he did.” He took her by the shouldersywdng her towards him,
the hazel eyes hard and mocking as they studietiuséied, pleading face.
‘And then | turned up and spoiled it all.” He shobis head. ‘With my
record, | can hardly object to you having a lifeyotuir own, Ashley. And |
won't stop you using this place either. But whoeyeu bring here, you're
going to remember | had you here first.’

‘You're disgusting!” His nearness was affecting peofoundly. Inwardly,
she was trembling, starting to ache...

‘I'm sure you think so.” Jago picked her up in laisns and carried her
back into the living room, depositing her full lehgon the big sheepskin
rug in front of the empty fireplace. She strugglgdon to an elbow.

“What are you doing?’

‘Your memory can't be that poor,” he jibed, peelithg thin wool sweater
he was wearing over his head and tossing it tosiase ‘What | did last
night, darling, with a few variations on the cehtitteeme, perhaps.” He
dropped to one knee beside her, his hand moving héart-stopping
intimacy over her jean-clad thighs. She gaspedtiaed to twist away, but
he was too quick for her, straddling her strugglbagy with one, lithe
movement.

‘Some animation at last,’" he commented. ‘Last nighbught | was in bed
with a marble statue.’

‘Let go of me!’ she spat at him. ‘Get away from rdamn you!’

‘Not a chance.” He had captured both her wristsna hand, rendering her
virtually powerless. Now he slid his hand .under thidriff of the scarlet



T-shirt, easing it upwards. His fingers found tremgfle clip which fastened
her bra in the delicate valley between her breastd, twisted it open, so
that the lace cups fell away, baring her. He bantl she felt his mouth,
warm and sensuous against her flesh, his tongwsnte@ne hardening
nipple with deliberate eroticism. His lips paidbtrte to her other breast,
then drifted downward over her ribcage, and thegdlane of her stomach
to the waistband of her jeans.

He lifted his head. His eyes, intent, slumberouthwvdesire, held hers
making it impossible to look away.

He said huskily, ‘You taste like heaven.'

He let go of her wrists so that he could free lemgletely from the tangle
of her T-shirt, and she made no effort to fight hider skin was tingling,
unbearably sensitised by the leisurely brush ohtosith.

Last night she had denied herself the pleasureffieeed, her fear of the
unknown bolstering her resistance. But she coultbnger use her sexual
ignorance as a barricade. Her senses were remimaing/ith compelling

urgency just how Jago had felt inside her.

He kissed her mouth, parting her lips without haatel with a little sob,
she responded, shyly at first, then with increasiogfidence as the kiss
deepened, and demanded.

She twined her arms round his neck, holding himregder, enjoying the
sensation of the hard wall of his chest againsstifness of her breasts.

Jago took his lips from hers and began to plant kilsses on her face,
tracing her hairline, her cheekbones, her closexs.eghe found she was
revelling in the swift, sensuous caresses, her haathg restlessly. When

his mouth covered hers again, she didn’t shrinknfits urgent mastery,

but answered fire with breathless fire.

He lifted himself away from her and she felt hisithaat the waistband of
her jeans, and the downward rasp of her zip. Sheetihher arms round his
neck as he eased her slenderness free of thengimgaterial, her body



burning, melting as his fingers cupped her intiyatbefore deftly
disposing of the few inches of lace which still ecad her.

She was quivering in every fibre of her being, elygawaiting his caress,
but she was totally unprepared for the warmth sf rhbuth against her,
exploring every sweet secret of her womanhood.

'‘No!" Ashley reared up in outrage and sheer panic.
‘Hush,” he said. And, gently, ‘It's all right.’

His hands stroked her trembling body, offering phesical reassurance of
his touch, as if she was some small, frighteneadnahiwhom he was

soothing to acceptance. As the shocked rigiditypseéeout of her, he

whispered, 'There’s a journey into pleasure ahéads 0Ashley. This time

| don’t intend to travel alone.’

His lips touched her breasts, moving in insidioggulement from the

heated rosy peaks to the scented valley between, lthd a warm trail

downwards over her abdomen. The lazy brush of lustimtantalised and
beckoned, drawing her from the shelter of her ramgiinhibitions, so

that when he regained his goal she was incapall&tbier resistance. Her
head fell back on the softness of the rug, a Iht&pless sigh rising in her
throat as she surrendered to the ripples of semsafireading through her
tingling body.

The ripples became waves, small fierce storms dfyldedriving her
relentlessly towards some peak of pleasure asnggeamed of.

There was a pulse beating within her, deep andgeaea the universe.
Nothing else existed, or ever had. The pulsatioepdeed unbearably,
drew her down into some vortex, consumed her, thewg her out into a
vast shimmering void.

Jago said, ‘Now,” and took her.

Locked with him in the harsh, driving rhythm of hmssession, new
spasms convulsed her. She heard herself cry ospirgafor breath, torn



apart by ecstasy-felt the great shudder of finalsaconmation engulf him
too.

Reality returned slowly. Ashley was aware of hisighe on her, the,
unheated air of the flat striking a chill againgr lperspiring skin. Jago
moved abruptly, lifting himself away from her, pusih his sweat-
dampened hair back from his face.

Ashley lay still, watching him under her lasheseStanted to tell him
how much she loved him, but shyness paralysednimaking it impossible
to speak. After all, he knew everything about hewnShe had no secrets
left, nor did she want to have. But the hangoveref old fears and
reticences was still there, and she needed reassura

But the harsh, brooding expression on his faceredfdner no comfort at
all. Had she shocked him? she wondered. Had tlinesk of her response
confirmed that she was, in some way, abnormal?

She swallowed, trying to relax the taut musclesien throat. She had to
speak-to ask.

As if aware of her trembling regard, Jago turnesl Inead slightly and
looked at her, the hazel eyes expressionless as lheshed over her
nakedness.

‘So much for your Miss Frigidity act” The firm mdtu twisted as he
reached for his clothes. ‘So-who did you pretemeh$? Witham, or one of
the future dream lovers you plan to entertain Here?

The edge of contempt in his voice stung like a bl@vith shaking hands,
Ashley reached for her own scatter of garmentsnteher dark hair swing
forward to conceal her flushed, downbent face.

‘A dream lover,’ she said.

It was no more than the truth. Jago had alwaysdfilny dream of love she
had ever possessed. It was her tragedy that hehgasnly man she had
ever wanted, or ever would want, and she was gairftave to live with
that.



‘My congratulations,” he said mockingly. ‘I had m#ea you had such a
vivid imagination.’

He got to his feet and walked over to the windotayisg out, his back
turned to her, while Ashley huddled into her clathele said brusquely,
‘Do you want me to drive you back to the Manor?’

‘No, I'll use ,my own car.” She paused. ‘I still\@some things to see to
here in town.’

She could hardly believe what was happening. Ordhat while before,

they had been united in a passionate intimacy abdenbver dreamed could
exist. Now it was over, and they were back in thendane world, as
separate as they had ever been, talking banalities.

Jago shrugged. ‘As you wish,” he said curtly. ‘Bée you at the house
later.’

The door closed behind him, shutting her into thgpty room, reminding
her with bitter emphasis of all those other emjgiymns which would face
her one day-when her marriage was over.

She took her time over her errands, deliberateigyileg the moment when
she would have to return to the Manor, and allptedlems which awaited
her there. She tried to fill her mind with her @afior the morning room,
poring over carpet samples and curtain fabrics, dnat couldn’t banish
Jago from her brain, or the heated recollectiorthef passion they had
shared from her memory. She had given him evergtland now she had
to come to terms with the reality of how little hgift had been valued.
After all, she told herself wretchedly, Jago waseapert lover, virile and
exciting. To him, her capitulation would have beenmore than his due.
But it changed nothing between them.'

Eventually she chose some ready-made curtains attearctive shade of
old rose, added cushion covers to match, and dstmely back to the
house through the lanes.



She took her purchases straight to the morning roemptied of its
furniture, it already looked larger and lighterestecided critically.

She fetched a chair from the dining room, and stoodt to take the old

curtains down. It was a stretch, and the weigtiheffabric made her arms
ache, but she persevered. Her task achieved, icaaparatively easy to
transfer the hooks to the new curtains, then slieegad up the folds of

material and clambered back on her perch. Buttesfaihg the hooks to

the waiting curtain rings was more difficult thameshad anticipated. It was
a fiddly task, and the chair began to feel more muwode precarious as she
struggled.

Ashley gritted her teeth, rising on tiptoe to sectire last hook. As she did
so, the chair rocked alarmingly, and she gave rdedacry, lunging at the
window frame to regain her balance.

From behind her Jago demanded glacially, ‘Whathék do you think
you're doing?’

His hands clamped round her waist, steadying hed kting her
inexorably to the floor.

'Hanging curtains.” Mutinously, Ashley pulled hdfséree, her face
flushing.

‘I thought perhaps you were trying to hang yoursélé said caustically.

‘But | should warn you that fooling around on oldaa's leads more often
to a broken ankle than a broken neck. Why didnit get Mrs Bolton to

help you?’

‘Because | don't like her.” Ashley bent and reteevan errant hook from
the carpet. ‘As a matter of fact ...” She paused.

‘Yes?’

She lifted her head defiantly. ‘As a matter of fashe repeated, ‘I've
given her a month’s notice.'



‘Have you indeed?’ Jago’s brows snapped togetharfrown. ‘Don’t you
think that's something you should have discusset mie first?’

‘You weren’t there to ask,’ she said coolly.
‘Then you should have waited until | was,” he sgiiianly.

‘I don’t see why,” Ashley protested. ‘There are astlihousekeepers in the
world. She isn’'t indispensable.’

‘Erica thinks she is,” he said quietly. ‘So I'maift Mrs Bolton will have to
be reinstated.’

‘You can’t be serious,” Ashley said, after a pause.

‘Never more so.” His mouth twisted. ‘I can’t say $/Bolton is my flavour
of the month either, but to tire her unceremonipusiuld cause all kinds
of problems, which I'd prefer to avoid if possible.

‘You mean it would upset Erica?’

‘You could say that.’

‘And that, of course, must be avoided at all cdsAshley used sarcasm to
mask the hurt.

“Yes.” The hazel eyes met hers directly. ‘Ashldyere’s something you
have to understand ...’

‘Oh, but | do understand-believe me, | do. In fatie only thing that
baffles me is why you married me, instead of waitior her to finish her
period of mourning, if that’s what it is. In fathere was very little need to
wait at all.’

He shrugged, ‘Oh, | think the conventions should be
preserved-sometimes.’

‘You surprise me.” Her voice sharpened. ‘So-why yiddi marry me?’ She
stopped. ‘Oh, but of course, there was Landons.’



‘Exactly,’ Jago said softly. ‘Above and beyond ,alpersonal
considerations, there was Landons.’

She twisted the hook in her fingers, bending it otitshape. ‘So Mrs
Bolton stays. Will you tell her, or am | expecte@'’t

‘I'll speak to her myself.’

‘Good.’ Ashley bit her lip. ‘And during the coursé conversation, perhaps
you could arrange for my things to be put backhmguest bedroom. After
all, if Erica’s feelings are so important to yowuycan hardly upset her by
sleeping with another woman.’

He shrugged again. ‘I think she’s more of a redhan you give her credit
for, he said. ‘But your consideration for her areaane, Ashley. I'm not
sure she’d treat you quite so delicately, if sheewe your place.’

‘Perhaps.” She dragged a ghost of a smile from sdraee. ‘I'll have
to-wait and see, won't I? But in the meantime,réther sleep alone.’

‘I'm sure you would,” he said pleasantly. ‘But I'afraid I'm not prepared
to gratify your whim. I've married you, Ashley, ahavant you in my bed,
physically at least, even if your heart and mind alsewhere. But that
doesn’t mean you can repeat your ice-maiden actieher,” he added,
with a touch of grimness. “You proved very satisbaity a few hours ago
that you're subject to the same urges and lustsiwlirive ordinary
mortals, so | won’t settle for anything less inuiig.” He took her chin in
his hand and looked down into her eyes. ‘Try ae@Ze me away again,
sweetheart, and you'll regret it.” His mouth twidte@nd he gave the bare
room around them a swift, comprehensive look. ‘Mdaite-enjoy your
sanctuary.'

‘I haven’t one,” she said. She took a step forwardgo, | know | made
you angry when | broke off our engagement. Perlyapsexpected me to
be sophisticated enough to-take our relationshipvftat it was, and turn a
blind eye to your other amusements. But haven't gad your revenge?
How long do you expect me to go on-like this?’



He said levelly, ‘Until | decide it’s time to stopll let you know when that
is.'

Ashley moistened her lips with the tip of her toagiWhen you're tired of
me? Or when Erica comes back?’

‘Now that would be telling,” he mocked her. ‘Butllsay a little of both,
wouldn’t you?’

‘Haven’'t you any mercy?’ Her voice shook.

Jago shook his head slowly. ‘I seem to be fresh ajuthat particular

commodity, especially when if involves spending myghts alone.” He

laughed. ‘But cheer up, my sweet. Look at your With me like a balance
sheet. Weigh the credit of keeping Landons inveolagainst the debit of
having to lend yourself to my unspeakable passionse in a while. I'm

sure you'll see where the profit lies.” He ran aesaing finger down the
curve of her cheek. ‘You always did, after all.’

‘Thank you for reminding me,” she said quietly. &thmakes it all worth
while, naturally.’

His eyes narrowed. ‘I thought it might.” He bentdassed her. It was only
a breath of a caress, the merest brush of his mactbss hers, but it
burned her like a brand.

He' walked to the door and went out, without evéraekward glance.

As, she supposed, he would, one day, walk away frem

She sank down on to the shabby carpet, huggingatmas protectively
across her breasts.

Oh, God, she thought achingly. What am | goingd® d



CHAPTER NINE

‘AND we look forward to meeting you on site to diss your requirements
in more detail. Yours, etc.” Ashley switched offr ltkctating machine and
leaned back in her chair.

Another bread-and-butter reply successfully conggletshe thought
morosely. And very dull when used, as she washaor¢al cut and thrust
of decision-making.

She got up restlessly and went over to the window.

A week, she thought broodingly, since she had uaken that reckless
marriage. But they had proved seven of the mosttévedays of her life.
Although not, she was forced to concede, as fdreasvorking life went.
Jago was still keeping her, quite deliberatelyttfmnfringe of things at the
office. She was given routine tasks, but even thslse was aware, were
scrutinised thoroughly.

For instance, she knew that this was the day wherfibal figure on the

Craigmore tender would be decided, but that was dk&nt of her

information. She had attended no meetings, noivede&ny memos on the
subject, and in view of its importance to Landofgure, this was a

ludicrous situation. Jago had imposed a tight neeusty régime on the

whole building. There was a sense of urgency amdgse in the corridors
these days that Ashley had to admit had not albagh present over the
past months, but that did not excuse the fact shatwas excluded from
the top-level decisions that were being taken abbmitompany’s future.

And when she had protested to Jago, insistingstimashould be allowed to
safeguard her interests, he had merely raisedyeibrews and drawled,
"Your interests are mine, darling. Don’t you tross to protect them?’
And had waited, mockingly, as the silence betweéemtlengthened...

There had been many such silences over the pa#t, wealey thought
unhappily. Silence when Mrs Bolton came to tell Himat Mrs Marrick



was on the phone and wished to speak to him-songetkhich happened
with monotonous regularity each evening, so thiboat unconsciously,
Ashley was waiting for the shrill of the telephdoell;

Silence, when Jago vanished, sometimes for houastiate, and returned
volunteering no explanation.

And the most breathless silence of all when shekavieside him in the
morning to find him propped up on one elbow, watghher, the faint
sardonic smile playing about his mouth reminding mere potently than
any words could have done of the passion he hacerhad share the
previous night.

She was allowed no respite. He made love to her it erotic artistry
which made her writhe in helpless shame when stellee in daylight’s
sanity the depth of response he had drawn from her.

And she knew it must amuse him to contrast the selficontained image
she maintained during working hours with the wildl,gsobbing with
abandonment, whom he held in his arms each nightobk, she thought,
an almost clinical pleasure in wringing every laghce of sensation from
her, leaving her drained and boneless on somerbahere of loneliness
and need.

It was moments like these which made her want to ta him, to beg
words of love from him, even if they were only &f@nce. It was moments
like these which made her grateful for the sileneb&h forbade any such
disastrous impulse.

There had been other difficulties too, one of tHdns Bolton’s quiet but
barely concealed triumph at the withdrawal of hetiae. She had never
actually said ‘I told you so’, but her attitude hatplied it at every turn.

The only place where Ashley felt free of her enchiag presence was the
morning room. Her furniture had arrived, and haerbarranged to her
satisfaction, so that part of the Manor felt likente at least. But it was a
very small part. In the rest of the house, she it like an unwanted
guest, and what it would be like when Erica retdreke could only guess
at and dread.



She had asked Jago tentatively whether she couleldadog, only to have
the suggestion vetoed. Jago had been quite blunit &b Erica, it seemed,
couldn’t stand dogs and hadn’t allowed Giles toehhis elderly retriever
in the house, in case Polly did some unnamed dartadgige expensive
furnishings.

‘| see.” Ashley had lifted her chin.

‘I don’t think you do,” Jago had returned weariigut, for the time being,
I'd be grateful if you'd respect her wishes. Bebemne, it would make
things very much easier.’

‘I believe you.” Ashley turned away, icily maskinger hurt and
disappointment. ‘God forbid that | should do angthio upset your cosy
little applecart”

‘Amen to that.” Jago’s voice followed her crisplyust for once, Ashley,
will you credit me with knowing what I'm doing?’

A bitter smile touched the corners of her moutive'lalways credited you
with that, Jago. I'm sure you plan every move yoake | just wish |
could have avoided being involved in your machoradi’'

‘And so do I." His voice bit. ‘But at the moment)si a situation we're
stuck with, so kindly make the best of it, as I'oiry.’

It had been a sharp little confrontation, and d'tslnaken Ashley to realise
that, in spite of his unconcealed enjoyment oftdwty, Jago was also ill at
ease in their taut relationship. It had depressddo, and she shivered a
little now as she stared unseeingly down at théitsstreet below.

A brief tap at her door made her start, and sheetliquickly, forcing a
smile as Henry Brett came in.

‘Sorry to interrupt if you're busy,” he said. ‘Bi8helagh wanted me to
remind you that you’re coming to dinner tonight.’



‘I hadn’t forgotten.” Ashley walked back to her #eend sat down. ‘We're
both looking forward to it.’

Which was not strictly true, she thought ruefullyhen she had mentioned
the invitation to Jago he had lapsed into frowrsilgnce for a while, then
asked abruptly if they could make some excuse.

‘No.” She had shaken her head vehemently. ‘Hen Shelagh are old
friends of mine. He’s looked after me like an uneleer since my father
died, and they’d be hurt if we turned them dowh.gb on my own, if you

prefer,” she had added defiantly.

His frown had deepened. ‘There’s no need for tha, 'said. ‘If you've
already accepted for both of us, then of coursdl we.’

And the matter had been left there.

‘You look pale,” Henry said, frowning a little. ‘hope you're not
overworking.'

‘Far from it.” Ashley waved a hand at the paperworfront of her with a
semblance of gaiety. ‘As a matter of fact, I'veealtly filled today’s quota.
It doesn’t take a great deal of effort, | promissuyIn fact a properly
programmed robot could do it.’

Henry's face grew thunderous. ‘It's a disgrace! rhattered. ‘Ashley, my
dear, I'm so sorry, but ...’

‘But you did warn me,” she completed for him witliaant grimace. ‘Only
| can’t say | expected to be relegated to the S&uwmision quite so fast!’

‘If it's any consolation, you’re not the only onéjenry said sourly. “Your
husband has instructed me to re-examine the fiahreond working

structure of the entire company, and report on bwey could be updated
and improved. And he wants it yesterday.’

Ashley looked at him with compunction. Henry look#ed, she thought,
and harassed. If she could get Shelagh on her owight, she would
suggest they went away for a holiday. He looked he was in desperate



need of a complete break. Immersed in her own tesulshe had forgotten
what a fraught time this had been for him too. Head to bear the brunt of
the early pressure from Marshalls, and she mustonget it.

She asked tentatively, ‘Do you need extra help?cdigd get you a temp,
or more than one. It's what we’ve always done mphast.’

Henry shook his head. “Past” is the operative wory dear. Jago has
already made it clear that he regards this padicptoject as being fully
within the present capabilities of my departmerd-amguote.’ He gave an
irritable sigh, pushing a hand through his thinnlivagy. ‘I suppose he feels
if ’'m drowning in a sea of paperwork and statistitwon’t have a chance
to throw a spanner in any of his works.'

‘Why should he think you want to do that?’ askedhl&y, frowning a little
in her turn.

He shrugged. ‘God knows-except that I'm one of l#feovers from your
father’s era and therefore can’t be expected toaygpof the changes he’s
making to Landons. Silas believed in open managenYeur husband, in
contrast, holds his cards so close to his chéstiificult to know whether
he’s even worked out their value himself.” He sadrt'All this secrecy!
What's he afraid of?’

She said slowly, ‘Jago thinks we've been losingrtaamy contracts lately.’
‘And what, precisely, does he blame for that?' etemanded sharply.

‘I don’t know.” Ashley began to play with the capleer pen. ‘But perhaps
he’s right, Henry. Perhaps our security has begd @on't know.” She

sighed. ‘And maybe he blames me for it, perhaps'sthahy ... She

stopped.

‘What were you going to say?’

She spread her hands helplessly. ‘Perhaps thayshe/imakes sure | don’t
get access to anything important these days.’

‘Haven’t you asked him?’



Ashley shifted some of the papers on her deskiosements restless and
jerky. ‘Not in so many words," she said, after agg ‘It isn’t as easy as
that.'

‘| can believe that,” said Henry with a snap. ‘Suiee doesn’t suspect you
of-industrial espionage?’

She smiled drearily. ‘I doubt it. | think he reganshe as simply inefficient,
which in some ways is worse.’

‘My dear girl" he sounded shocked. ‘Nothing coudd further from the

truth. You mustn’t allow Jago to treat you likeipher. You need to-stand
up for your rights. You were Silas’ daughter befgumu were his wife,

after all.’

‘Provoking mutiny, Henry?’ She smiled with an etfdlyou surprise me.’

‘I don't see why.” He shook his head. ‘| was agaitisis ill-advised
marriage from the first, as you know. | feel yolowaled yourself to be
rushed into it without giving the consequences icigifit thought.” He
paused. ‘I can see you're not happy-indeed howdgaou be?-and it
worries me.’

‘Don’'t be worried.” She gave him an affectionatet Isearching glance.
‘All marriages have their-teething troubles, | sapg, but you mustn’t be
concerned. As it is, you look as if you haven't theéeeping properly for
weeks. | hope that isn’t on my account.’

‘No-no.” Henry shook his head vaguely as if hisubbts were elsewhere.
‘It's just all this extra work. I think | must beeting old.” His lips pursed.
‘And Jago requires a daily report on my progress.’

She said quietly, ‘It doesn’t sound as if relati@me very good anywhere
along the line. Perhaps this dinner party will-oestthings a little. After
all, we're working for a common cause.’



‘Are we?’ he asked heavily. *Sometimes | get th@ression-forgive me,
Ashley-that your husband is working for himself redo But perhaps
tonight will promote a better atmosphere. | cettahope so.’

As he reached the door, Ashley said casually, ‘ilehave you seen the
final tender figure for the Craigmore project?’

He turned abruptly. ‘No-no, | haven’t. Why do yask@’

There was an edge to his voice that bewildered ‘Because | haven't
seen it either, that’s all. And both of us wouldmally have done so.’

He gave a short laugh. ‘Tenders are tantamountassiied documents
these days. Haven't you been reading your memagh't think either of
us are on Jago’s “need to know” list.’

‘But that's quite ridiculous!” Ashley stood up wittesolution. ‘I'm going
to speak to him about it now. After all, both ofwere in on that project
from the first.’

‘So we were,’ he said. ‘But times have changed.b&en made clear to me
that I'm no longer involved in that side of thinggut don’t let me stop you
trying,” he added drily. ‘Do you know the combirati of that safe of
Jago’s?’

She flushed. ‘No-but he has to let me see the tehtdemust.’

‘I hope he will,” said Henry. ‘But | wouldn’'t coundn it, my dear. And'

there’s no point in tackling him about it at onbecause he’s not there.
When | rang his office just now, his girl said helleady left for an early
lunch appointment. And he’s pretty tied up thisafbon, it seems. I'm to
leave my report on his desk.” He patted the foldeter his arm.

‘Tll take it,” said Ashley, putting out her hantAnd I'll tell Sue to fit me
in between the other appointments, if that's whadkes.’

But when she reached Jago’s office, it was to iintkserted. Ashley stood
looking round her in slight perplexity. It was unasnot to find Sue at her



post. In the short time she had been working fgo,Jahe had established
herself as an excellent dragon, and the officenagsy unoccupied.

Ashley wrote a brief note, requesting a few minate3ago’s time when he
got back from lunch, and propped it in Sue’s typer Then she glanced
across at Jago’s desk. It was strewn with papeftichy again, was
unusual, as he preferred to work without cluttendAying on top of the
papers was one of the distinctive blue and goldeid in which Landons
sent out their tenders.

Ashley’s brows drew together. She went over an#tqulat up, skimming
through the contents. Sure enough, it was the @waig tender, she
realised in total bewilderment. But in view of Jagatrictness about
security, what on earth was it doing here whereaayould see it?

Determinedly she picked it up, dropping Henry’'sarpn its place, and
turned towards the door. That would be somethisg she would take up
with Jago when he came back from lunch.

As she went back towards her own room, she spétésdy talking to the
Chief Accountant. She gave him a small wave, dresvaktention to the
folder she was carrying, and gave him a smallntpbant thumbs up
signal.

She sat down at her desk and began to go throwghgires. They were
competently and concisely put together, she thqumittthe actual result
wasn’t so different from her own tentative figure.

No wonder he didn’t want to show it to me, she tiildurather bitterly. |
might have said ‘I told you so’.

She sighed, closing the folder, and buried her facdéer hands for a
moment. Wasn't it bad enough that she and Jago aeds in their
private life? Did the fight have to carry over infee business world as
well? Somehow she would have to convince him the still had a
contribution to make at Landons.

The buzz of her telephone made her jump. Katie, sdidere’s a Mr
Hollings on the line for you, Mrs Marrick. Shalput him through?’



Ashley’s brows lifted incredulously. After a pausie queried, ‘Are you
sure the switchboard got the name right, Katie?’

‘Yes.’ Katie hesitated. ‘Is it someone you’'d ratimet speak to?’
A thousand times, yes, Ashley thought wryly.
Aloud, she said, ‘It’s all right, I'll speak to him

‘You're guarded well,” was Paul Hollings’ greetinge sounded frankly
amused.

‘I think sometimes | need to be,” she said shorilyhat can | do for you,
Mr Hollings?’

‘Always so formal,” he said mournfully. ‘Can’t ydoring yourself to call
me Paul?’

‘I doubt it,” she said. ‘And I'm rather too busyrfsocial chit-chat, so if
you don’t mind ...’

‘Of course,’ he said. ‘This is a big day for bothus. The deadline for the
Craigmore tender, no less. | hope you're prepa®dadcept defeat
gracefully, Ashley.’ |

‘I'm not prepared to accept it at all,” she snapped

He laughed. ‘I can believe that! Let’s call a truaed have lunch together?
‘Why should | do any such thing?’

‘Because | happen to be in the neighbourhood, aedause you,

presumably, need to eat.” He paused. ‘Unless yathierwise engaged, of

course. Won't Jago let you off the leash for orzeling?

‘Jago’s not here,’ she said, and could have bitrntongue out.



‘Better and better,” he said softly. ‘That's how like inconvenient
husbands-absent. So will you take pity on me, aadegmy lonely lunch
table?’

Ashley nibbled at her thumbnail, torn between arde® slam the phone
down and the need to know what he was up to. Gtyioa®n.

‘Where shall | meet you?’ she asked.
‘There’s rather a good roadhouse out towards Agiigriom told.’
‘There is indeed,” Ashley said lightly. ‘We buitt’i

‘Then I'm sure it can be trusted not to come cnaghiound our ears while
we eat,” he said. ‘Shall we say-half an hour?’

She agreed, and heard the click .as his line drsaiad.

She replaced her own receiver slowly. Paul Hollihgd sent flowers with

a polite note to thank her for her hospitality, there had been nothing to
suggest that he intended any further social cofi@vteen them. Yet-now
this.

She went into the washroom and renewed her lipskixking at herself
critically. She was wearing one of her discreeprgmous office suits
today, in navy. He would find her a very differgambposition ,from the
exotic creature in emerald green he’'d met the presviveek, she thought,
her mouth curling in faint amusement as she conhieedhair.

The car park at the roadhouse was filling up whiea arrived, but she
managed to wangle her car into a space near thedanr. An enquiry at
the reception desk in the foyer told her that Miliigs was waiting for
her in the cocktail bar.

He got to his feet, and came to meet her smilindaren’t tell you that you
look as lovely as ever,” he said, as he orderedheglass of white wine
she requested. ‘I'm sure you have some daggerrdiply all prepared.’

His quizzical look forced a laugh from her. *Youlesarning.!’



‘I try.” Paul lifted his glass to her. ‘Here’s tocdoser relationship-in every
way.’,

She lifted an eyebrow. ‘I think I'll drink to younealth,” she said. ‘It
sounds safer.’

‘Always so cautious,’ he sighed. ‘How can | makeuyoust me? Get you
to see that being taken over by my company ise’tbrst thing that could
happen?’

Ashley took a composed sip of her wine. ‘You cashe said succinctly.

‘You're really determined, aren’t you?’ he saidtgof'‘But so am I. Don’t
you think we should be looking for some kind of guomise?’

‘I don't think so.” Ashley kept her voice level. Bu see, Mr Hollings, your
company fails to meet any of the standards my fdtheght all his life to
maintain. | refuse to stand back and allow youateetover his company,
and use its reputation for your own ends.’

‘You don’t pull your punches,' he said wryly. ‘Butike that. | admire a
lady who doesn’t know when she’s beaten.’

‘Is that what | am?’

‘I'm afraid so. The Craigmore tender is as goodoass, and without it
Landons will be in trouble. You can’t deny thathieSremained silent, and
he went on, ‘Now I'm prepared to renew our earbdfier for Landons’
shares on the understanding you call an emergeaaydbmeeting and
recommend urgent acceptance of our offer.” He giedg‘l'd say that was
an offer you couldn’t refuse.’

'l wouldn’t be too sure.” She set her glass backtlum table. ‘You're
beginning to annoy me, Mr Hollings. | think I'll fgo lunch and go back to
my crumbling business.’

‘I'm sorry!” His tone altered, and he put a handhar arm. ‘If | swear not
to raise the subject again, will you stay?’



Ashley sighed. ‘I don’t know why you should want to¢ she pointed out.

‘Because when your marriage to Jago breaks up,nt veabe around to
pick up the pieces,” Paul Hollings said calmly, anmghalled to the waiter
to take their order.

Dazedly, Ashley opted for paté, followed by poaclkatmon with a side
salad, and heard her companion order the same.

When the waiter had moved away, she said, ‘I thiok must be out of
your mindV’

He shook his head. ‘On the contrary. You're a hé&augirl, Ashley

Landon, and you’re not happy. But then how could pe? On your own
admission, your marriage was a put up job to pagibyr board of
directors. You deserve better than that.’

‘From you?’ she raised a caustic eyebrow.

‘Why not? I've made my matrimonial mistake and p&dit. | won't be
trapped into the same error again. | didn’'t enjoyocte, but it taught me
quite a lot.” He gave her a straight look. ‘You bBaw learn to turn your
back on failure, Ashley, whether in business oyaar private life.’

‘I don’t regard my marriage as a failure,” she sstieldily. ‘it was-a means
to an end, that’s all, and it's worked.’

‘Loyal but misguided,” Paul Hollings said mockinglgnd began to study
the wine list.

Ashley had never felt less hungry in her life, Itutvas almost a relief
when the head waiter arrived to conduct them tar tiadle in the green
and gilt dining room.

As she’d noticed on her few earlier visits, the enalesence predominated
in the dining room, and she was aware of franklyous stares as she was
escorted to her table.



Aware, with a prickle of sensitivity, of somethimgore than curiosity in
the atmosphere. As the waiter shook out her naphkthbegan to pour the
wine, she glanced casually round-and froze.

From a table intimately secluded in a corner, Jagked back at her, his
eyes cold with angry conjecture. She saw his compamnd the way she
was leaning towards him, her face wreathed in sngdaw the champagne
bottle nestling in ice beside their table.

Ashley felt her nails curling into claws beneathe tkhelter of the
tablecloth. Her reaction was savage, primitive ckimg. Pain was striking
at her, and she wanted to inflict pain in turn-dmémsat celebratory bottle
over Erica’s smooth blonde head, scratch the trlufmpm her face.

Mark them both, she thought in agony, as they’'vekethme!

With a jolt, she pulled herself together. Paul ks, luckily, was sitting
with his back turned to that corner, and hadn’e slould swear, noticed
its occupants. Or at least she prayed he hadné&.v@&uld have to make
sure that his attention stayed riveted-on her.

‘It all looks delicious," she said lightly. ‘Pertepve should forget our
irreconcilable differences for the next hour, amdy enjoy ourselves?’
She made it sound like an invitation, inwardly desyy herself.

He smiled back, letting his eyes linger with undisgd appreciation on
her lips and breasts. Oh God, he thought he wasismed irresistible!

He said softly, ‘I ask for nothing more-at the marneHe raised his glass.
‘| say again-here’s to our closer relationship.

She lowered her lashes demurely. ‘In every way' abreed, deliberately
echoing his own words, noting the gleam in his eag$e registered the
fact.

She tasted her paté, making appreciative noiseghimg him relax and
bask in her approval. A basking shark, she though&chedly. Because
she didn’t believe one of the reasons he’d forneddor inviting her to
lunch. She didn’'t doubt he still wanted to acquiesndons, and would be



prepared to go to any lengths to do so, but higswed offer made no
sense. Why pay a high price for a company he imterid drive into the
ground? As for his other proposition, she suppdbkatl as a young wife
trapped in a marriage of convenience she was istemol be grateful for
his sexual interest in her, and Battered by it.

She would have, she thought, to find some way olviceing him once
and for all that she wasn'’t interested in any offer might make, either
personal or professional.

The salmon arrived, and hollandaise sauce waseafffer

Paul Hollings was talking, making conversation, atding it well,
canvassing her views on music, the theatre ancruaffairs. Trying to
establish common ground, Ashley thought idly, anehe’d been as naive
as he thought, or even halfway interested in himg lunch could have
been one big thrill from start to finish.

As it was, each mouthful was a profound effort,retteough the food was
good, and the wine like silk against the taut dsgnef her throat.

Looking past him, she saw that Jago was prepadngave, signing the
bill, and helping Erica into her jacket. She watthieem walk towards the
door, Jago’s head bent attentively towards his @mgm, who was
chatting vivaciously, clearly revelling in the gtas she was attracting. He
did not even spare Ashley a glance. As they disagokethrough the
arched doorway, Ashley sank back in her chair, avglie was trembling
violently.

'Is something the matter?’ Paul Hollings had stdpijpemid-eulogy of the
Royal Shakespeare Company and was studying hebetilderment.

‘Everything’s wonderful,” she. said. ‘It was a |ldyemeal. You must
forgive me if | tear myself away.'

If he hadn’t practised so hard at being suavejawswould have dropped.
He made a good recovery.



‘Surely you don't have to go yet? There’s dessed-coffee. Besides-’ he
gave her a smile designed to melt her bones, ‘I-ghans for this
afternoon.’

‘I'm sorry.” Ashley got to her feet, shaking herdae ‘I'm going to be busy
this afternoon. And so are you. You have a visthedry cleaners to fit in,
for one thing.’

This time he looked really blank. ‘I don't followowy ...’

‘Good,’ said Ashley. ‘Let’s keep it that way.” Smeached for the sauce
boat and poured the remains of the hollandaiseesalliover him.

And in the most profound silence since the begigroh the world, she
walked out of the restaurant.



CHAPTER TEN

SHE was still shaking inside when she got back&dffice. She buzzed
Jago immediately, but it was Sue who replied, imiog her that he hadn’t
returned from lunch yet.

Ashley said with an assumption of calm, ‘Pleaserletknow as soon as he
returns.’

Each time her buzzer sounded, she tensed, butsitneaer the message
she was waiting for.

Incredulously, she realised that almost two howd passed. She could
only suppose that as she'd caught Jago with Endaiqly, he saw no
reason to maintain any kind of subterfuge.

She paced up and down, dry-eyed, trying to close mmd against
insidious 'images of Jago in bed with Erica, theidies moulded together
in passion. Unbearable, hateful images scaldingqagher closed eyelids.

She said aloud, ‘I can’t go on like this.” And &iat moment, the buzzer
sounded, and Sue’s voice said, ‘Mrs Marrick? Isomvenient for you to
come along, please?’

She was vanishing discreetly as Ashley arrivedo'3atace was like a
mask, but he could not disguise the angry glittehis eyes as he rose to
greet her.

He said icily, ‘I hope you had a pleasant lunch.’

‘It had its moments." She was determined to plagoiil. She wanted to
scream accusations, burst into tears, stamp aod ttiings, but this was
not the time or the place.

‘I'm sure it did.” His mouth was tight-lipped. Higoice would have cut
chips from granite. “You don’t care to explain wiyatu were doing there
with him?’



Ashley shrugged. ‘I'm astonished you should wankimw. Especially
when | could ask you the same thing-about her.'

‘Ask,” he grated. ‘I'm perfectly willing to tell yo.’

‘You clearly regard frankness about your affairssase sort of virtue,’

Ashley said quietly. ‘It's a view | don’t happen share. | don’t want to
know, Jago. You're a free agent, you can have lwith whomever you

please. But | have the same right too.” She putCitegmore file down on

the desk in front of him. ‘I didn’t come here tass-examine you. | came
to return this.’

His brows snapped together. ‘Where the hell did getithis?’ he almost
snarled.’

‘It was lying about on your desk,” she said. ‘Ohwty you were in too
much of a hurry to get to your lunch engagemeiaiher with your usual
security precautions.’

Oh hell! she thought furiously. That last remarkl lzdl the elements of a
jealous whine.

But Jago seemed oblivious to its implications. Hesed savagely and
slapped the folder with a clenched fist. Then thekéd up at her. ‘And
may | know where it's been since you-acquired it?’

‘I put it in my desk drawer. | think it was as sdlfiere as it was here.’

‘Hmm.” His expression was abstracted. ‘Did anyonew you had it? Did
you discuss it with anyone?’

‘With Paul Hollings, for instance?’ she asked. “Yknow better than that.’
His glance was loaded. ‘I'm not sure | know anythany more. But O.K.,
| acquit you of Hollings. However | really need kmow whether you

discussed the contents of this file with anyonthisa building.’

‘No,’ she said shortly. ‘Is that what you wantecdhar?’



Jago sighed. ‘Not particularly,” he returned curtlit's just an extra
complication which | didn’t need.’

‘I haven't the vaguest idea what you're talking abo

‘I don’t suppose you have.'" His mouth curled. ‘Atftht’'s just how |
wanted it. You on the outside, uninvolved.’

‘And what about my own wishes?’ Ashley demandetn ‘sick of being
treated like an office junior!’

‘Is that how you see yourself?’ he asked flatlyddn’t think office juniors
get wined and dined by our main business rivals] bauld be wrong.” He
paused. ‘Did he mention the Craigmore project ta ydiile you were
playing footsie over the prawn cocktails?’

‘We had other more important things to discuss.’

‘Like the fact that he fancies you?’ Jago asked@mptuously. ‘Don’t let
it go to your head, darling. Because you’d be oha tong line, Ashley,
and he’s a bigger bastard than | am.’

‘| find that hard to believe,” she said. ‘But ash@ppens | wouldn’t have
the gallant Mr Hollings on toast.” In spite of haretchedness, a golden
memory warmed her, and a reluctant smile curvedniauth, ‘Or served

up with hollandaise sauce.'

She glanced at her watch. ‘How time does fly! Uslgsu have any other
letters you'd like me to answer, | think I'll go ddato the house. Please
don’t forget we’re having dinner with the Brettsstievening.’

Jago came round the big desk and caught at herheltimg her. *You're
not leaving yet. There are things we need to haseriaus talk about.’

She felt the warm pressure of his fingers through dlothes as though
she’d been naked, and pulled herself free, her fadeus, her eyes
gleaming cat-like. ‘Take your hands off me!’



‘That has a familiar ring,” he said insolently. ‘@nt doesn’t work any
more, remember?’ He took her hand, his thumb snmogttme gold of her
wedding ring. He said quietly, “You can’t get awiagm me so easily this
time, Ashley. You can’t send this back by messeraysd call it a day.’

‘I'm aware of that.” Her senses were jumping, herve-endings going
mad as they always did even at his lightest totiit I'll do whatever |
need to do to be free again? With a flood of rebék heard Sue’s voice in
the corridor outside, and snatched her hand away.

As the door opened, she turned and smiled at theetsey. ‘I'm just
leaving,” she said brightly. ‘Don’t let him workttonight, Sue. We have
a dinner engagement.’

There was an angry flush staining Jago’s cheek<asehe turned away.
He said, ‘Then I'd better not waste any more tir@et your notebook,
Sue.’

Ashley managed to keep her step jaunty as shetHefroom, but she
slowed when she reached the corridor, almost sinmiohto the wall, as
she fought for control. Tears she dared not she@ winging her eyes,
and every breath she drew seemed torn from heslufge few yards to
her own office seemed endless, a punishing margiadormance.

As she went in, Katie was just putting down theepbne. Her eyes
widened as she looked at Ashley. ‘Are you all rigiits Marrick? You
look terribly pale.’

‘I have a slight headache,” Ashley managed. ‘I ddmnk I'll drive myself
home tonight, Katie. Perhaps you’d get me a taxi.’

‘Right away,’ the girl said, buzzing Reception, It expression was still
puzzled.

Ashley’s head was aching in real earnest by the time taxi deposited her
at the Manor. She paid off the driver and walkedckly inside and
straight up to her room. She wanted some tea,flsitel rang for any, or
even went to the kitchen, she would be bound t@emer Mrs Bolton,



and she wasn’t up to dealing with any of the oldeman’s little pinpricks
tonight.

She took some paracetamol and lay down on thedsitberately relaxing

every muscle. She would get through the eveninggdhsomehow, and
then she would go away for the weekend somewhererenvbhe could

think, make herself face what she had to do ndx. sipposed she would
have to see a solicitor, although inwardly she gath from the idea of

having to tell old Mr Whincliffe who had always lked after Silas’ affairs

that her marriage was over almost before it hadibeg

She’d heard there were law firms which specialisedivorce. She would
try and find out more, consult such a firm, perhapgsey would know how
to make things easy for her. She made a littlehharsse in her throat.
Easy? she asked herself bitterly. What was simipteitacutting the heart
out of her body?

She sighed helplessly, closing her eyes as a waat of weariness swept,
over her, and almost before she knew it, she H&hfasleep.

When she awoke, it was getting dark, and she satbuapptly, peering at
her watch, an exclamation escaping her lips asaWwewhat the time was.

She swung herself off the bed and went to the waelrgiving the rail of

dresses a hurried scan. The last thing she wanssdtevgo to a dinner
party, but after tomorrow at least she would be @blstop pretending, she
thought, pulling one of the dresses off its hangéthough not new, it was

a favourite of hers, black lace, low-necked andyisleeved over a sleek
taffeta underskirt, with a sophistication she neetight' to boost her
confidence.

She looked at her watch again. Where was Jagoavehdered. If he
didn’t hurry, they were going to be late, or waattivhat he intended? Or
did he mean to come back at all? The possibiligt the might have
decided to end their marriage there and then hitvhtn the force of a
blow. She laid the dress across the bed and wenthe bathroom, turning
on the shower. She wouldn’t think about that. Sloellds behave as if this
was a conventional evening in a normal marriage, get ready for her

party.



The warm rush of the water felt like soothing badm her skin. With a
little sigh she reached for the soap, then criet asuthe cubicle door
opened abruptly.

Jago said pleasantly, ‘Sorry I'm late, darling. Hei given me up? Let's
save time and water and shower together.’

He took the soap from her slackened grasp, andnbégadather her
shoulders and breasts, shocking her back to lidespeech.

‘Get out of here!’

'‘Nonsense,” Jago said mockingly. ‘Do you realisévevddeen married just
over a week, and you’ve not washed my back for et@’y

‘Nor will I.” Ashley set her teeth, pushing awayshtaressing tantalising
hand which was straying down over her stomachydli won'’t get out of
here, then | will"

‘Your wish is my command.’” Jago reached up anddhei off the spray,
then lifted her out of the cubicle, scooping up thveel she’d left waiting
as he did so, and muffling her in its folds. Sheswaioned against him,
her arms shrouded in the clinging towel, or she ldidwave hit him. Her
feet kicked wildly at his wet shins as he carried. h

‘Put me down, damn you!’

‘When I'm good and ready.” He dropped her on toltled, kneeling over
her while he pulled the wet towel away. Ashley relae purpose in his
face, and began to struggle more violently.

‘Let me go!’

Jago shook his head slowly. ‘That isn't what eitlérus wants.” He

framed her furious face in his hands, and bentkassked her mouth, not
gently, almost forcing her lips apart.



When she could speak again, she said huskily, ‘diegust me. Wasn't
this afternoon’s episode enough for you? How mapoynen do you need
at a time?’

‘For now, | want you,” he said. ‘And | thought yalidn't want to discuss
this afternoon.’

He kissed her again, his hands ridding her of twveet completely, his
fingers trailing the length of her naked body, kilng and inciting. She was
aware of his mastery, alive and responsive to thek dnagic he was
weaving round her, and against which she had nendef With a sob she
put her face against his shoulder, tasting the daoipness of his skin.

He said her name, and entered her, their fusiotosixe, with a hint of
savagery. Her taking was as deep and urgent aswms her need as
compelling. There was no mercy in him, and she a@nbne.

Nothing existed in the world but this man, herdha act of love if in no
other way. The damp, silken brush of his skin agjairers, each heated
male thrust into her satin warmth were driving beyond reason, beyond
coherent thought to some deep and. dreamless Sh&lwas his mate, his
counterpart, offering total completion, as her batghed and twisted
beneath his, her shallow, frantic breathing echdhe harsh rasp of his
own. Her flesh was wrenched, torn apart by sensatiinging to each
other, mouths and bodies locked together, theyhisdidlong through time
and space into the void.

Normality returned slowly. Ashley was floating soneere, her whole
body languid and luxuriant, after the ferocity ofraination. She felt Jago
leave her, lift himself away from her, and her epesv open, enormous,
brilliant in her flushed face as she looked upiat.h

His voice was cool, ironic. ‘I'm afraid we’re goirtg be late for Henry's
dinner party.’

He swung himself off the bed and went into the ki, and presently
she heard water running. Ashley stayed where slse Sfee doubted if she
was capable of movement. She’d wanted him to stdyer arms. Perhaps
then they could have talked, reached some kinchdérstanding.



As he came back into the bedroom and walked ovehdolong line of
panelled wardrobes, she lifted herself on to obewel

She said softly, ‘Must we go?’

He didn’'t even look at her. He said crisply, ‘Unforately, it can't be
avoided.’

He was dressing, pulling on his clothes with sefbnomical movements.

She felt humiliated, raging at herself because sk offered and been
rejected. She collected her own things together dreksed in the

bathroom, the door between them closed, as if &inke, densual madness of
the last few minutes had never happened. She maddlsat her make-up

was immaculate, but there was nothing she couldodbide the heady

glow in her eyes, or tone down her love-warmed.skin

Jago was waiting, with obvious impatience, when famaly emerged. It
was the first time she had worn this dress sined tmarriage, and she
waited for him to say something, give some sigapgdroval.

He said brusquely, ‘Shall we be going? I've broutet car round.’

There was a tension about him, she thought asdree in silence to the
Bretts’. There was a grimness, about the set ofrtuath which she could
not explain-unless he was regretting have madettmher. Perhaps he was
feeling guilty at having betrayed Erica, she thdyzginfully.

Almost before the car had stopped, the door was @pel Shelagh was
waiting to welcome them, her face wreathed in ssnile

‘Of course you're not late,” she dismissed. ‘Anduymoth look marvellous.
| think marriage agrees with you, Ashley.’

Ashley made herself smile in response, aware ob'dagwift, sardonic
glance.



‘Where’s Colin this evening?’ she asked, glanciogind the pleasant
living room.

‘He’s gone to spend the weekend with a friend.’ |&ie cast her eyes to
heaven. ‘They're supposed to be studying togethet,if | know them
they'll be listening to heavy metal records, ratthem getting to grips with
Chaucer.’

‘Oh, Colin will pass,’ Ashley said with a shrug.éHhas Jeanne’s example
to follow, after all. He can't let a girl best him.

‘His thinking does run along those lines,” Shelageed, grinning. ‘One
way he could improve on her performance is by ngita few more letters
home when he gets to university. Jeanne sometigtssweeks go by
without a word, and then we get a few scrawledsline

‘She’s snowed under with work,” Henry broke in, laes poured sherry.
‘You mustn’t fuss so. She’s all right.’

‘It's natural to worry,” Jago said quietly. ‘Do yaever go to visit her, Mrs
Brett?’

‘Oh, please call me Shelagh.” She took the glagsshheband handed to
her. ‘I went to see her in her first year, to makee she was all right. But
each time I've planned to go this year, somethiegnss to have happened
to prevent it. But Henry’s been a couple of timeayen’t you, darling?’
Her face clouded. ‘It was an awful blow when shéntticome home for
Christmas, but she’d got this vacation job in aehoand they couldn’t
spare her.’

‘I think we’ll change the subject,” Henry said bauely. ‘There’s nothing
more boring for guests than hearing long storiesuaitmther people’s
offspring.’

Ashley saw Jago give him a long considering loo&lkTturned to the
economic situation, and after a while Shelagh ex@dueerself to go to the
kitchen. Ashley followed.



‘I hope this evening isn’t going to be a strain fa@u,” she said with a
slight sigh. ‘Jago isn’t exactly Henry’s favourperson at the moment.’

Shelagh tasted the soup simmering on the stoveadded a pinch of salt.
She gave Ashley a wry look. ‘I don’t think anyonéienry’s favourite at
the moment! | don't know what's the matter with hithese days.
According to Betty next door it's the male menogauShe frowned. ‘But
| thought that meant having affairs with girls hiailé age.’

Ashley laughed. ‘I don’t think you need to worryacaib that,” she said
affectionately. ‘I'm sure Henry’s never looked abther woman.”

‘No, he’s always been a family man,” Shelagh agréBdt part of being
that was his temperament. He always used to behserftl and even-
tempered, even during the children’s squabblesaaiodescence. Now, he
seems like a stranger much of the time.’

‘Perhaps he’s still worried about how things aréngoat work,” Ashley
suggested. ‘We’re not out of the wood yet, by areans.’

‘But he always used to talk about the office." &gl pointed out. ‘Now it
seems to be a taboo subject-and not the only dBlee squared her
shoulders determinedly. ‘Let’s think about foodtezl. If you've come
out here to help, you could keep an eye on thasgt@ns for me.’

The meal was excellent. Shelagh, Ashley thoughs, avheavenly cook of
the stockpot, substantial helping variety, and gbhishe had excelled
herself with a dish of small spring chickens brdise wine, and other
delights. Ashley usually amused herself by tryiaglistinguish the various
herbs and flavourings that went into each dish,thah previous dinner
parties at Shelagh and Henry's had always beerxeelaffairs. But

tonight’'s gathering could in no way be describedtlzat, she realised
unhappily. There was tension in the air, almosgitalyg. Jago and Henry
were being civil to each other, she thought vexediy little more. They

were more like antagonists weighing each otherefprb some duel than
working colleagues or a host with an important guskelagh was clearly
making a determined effort to make the evening g and Ashley made
herself rally round in support. But their effortalp seemed to underline
the basic lack of rapport between their husbands.



‘Some brandy with your coffee?’ asked Henry wheaytheturned to the
big sitting room, and the log fire crackling on tiearth.

‘Thank you,” Jago nodded. He turned to Shelagh.atTias the most
delicious meal,” he told her. ‘I shall never douly wife’s eulogies again.
| would hate to have missed it, although at onestiseemed possible-it's
been one of those days, I'm afraid? He paused. ‘Hasry told you
anything about the Craigmore project?’

Shelagh’s brow wrinkled. ‘Not that I recall.’

‘I's a contract we're tendering for,” Jago toldrh& big one, and vital to
our future. It had to go off today. And I'm afraidkept me late at the
office.’

Ashley put down her coffee cup. ‘But it was reattystmorning,” she
protested.

‘Not quite,” Jago said quietly. ‘You see, | wasaltogether happy with the
final figure we’d arrived at, so | changed it, qudrastically, before it went
off.!

There was a crash, as the brandy decanter slippedHenry’s hand and
landed on the parquet floor, its contents spiliogards the thick Chinese
carpet.

Ashley’s mouth was suddenly dry, her heart thump8tge was looking at
Henry. They were all looking at Henry, and seeasyshe did, the fear, the
wretchedness, and the overwhelming guilt in hig pate.

Shelagh began uncertainly, ‘Darling ...” but Jagbin smoothly.

‘Ash, take Shelagh to the kitchen and find somethonclear up this mess.
Henry and | have to talk.'



CHAPTER ELEVEN

‘IT was heroin,” Henry said. It was a long timedgtand they were all
together in the sitting room. He was on the sofeel&h beside him, pale
but dry-eyed, twisting a handkerchief in restlasgdrs. ‘I was as worried
as Shelagh when Jeanne stopped writing, so | wenbd see her without
telling anyone.

‘To be honest, | thought she might have got hergzedfnant. I'd met this
fellow she was involved with on a previous visitdal didn’t like him or

any of his friends. | could see at once that she eiiierent, but at first |
didn’t know why.’” He paused. ‘I should have knowaficourse. They spell
it out for you these days-the signs, the dangaradsy but somehow you
always think in terms of other people’s childrenereyour own ..." He
broke off, his voice cracking slightly.

Then he resumed, more quietly, ‘When | realisedtwiws happening, |
went a bit mad, | think. She’d run up this massverdraft at the bank to
pay for drugs, and they were pressuring her aldlo@he’d been stealing
from shops too-it was only a miracle she hadn’'tnbegught-prosecuted ...’
He swallowed. ‘She wanted to stop-she promiseddgheand | wanted her
to have a chance. After all, she was brilliant; iyeee said so. | couldn’t
let all that go to waste.” He lifted his head, athdefiantly, ‘I couldn’t!’” _

Jago nodded. ‘I can accept that, But how did Mdlsicame into it?*

Henry stared at the carpet. ‘| needed money,’ leewih difficulty. ‘Oh, |
had a good income, but we lived up to it. | suppeseryone does
nowadays. | had to settle the overdraft, and thevas$ told about this
private clinic where they were getting wonderfiduks, not just curing the
addiction, but rehabilitating the users afterwar@sily it wasn’t cheap.
And the most important thing was for Shelagh noknow. She was so
proud of the children-we’ve never had any real f@ois with either of
them before-and so happy too. | couldn’t bear sothat end. | could have
got a bank loan to pay the clinic fees, but | knglve'd see it on our
statements. | didn’t know where' to turn. And thenge evening, | got a
phone call.'



‘From Paul Hollings?’ Jago asked.

Henry nodded jerkily. ‘I'd never met him beforet Ine seemed to know a
lot about me-as if he’d been having me watcheds&ld he understood |
was having some family troubles, and that he’d ties help. | told him to

go to hell, but he called again, and eventuallyrdraged to meet him.” He
laughed, the sound bitter. ‘Oh, he made it soun@asy at first. All he

wanted, he said, was “a friend at court”-someonpléad Marshalls’ case
for a takeover with the board. For that, he sa&ld lbe willing to pay a

retainer. And that's all it was, at first. It waslp later that he started
asking about tenders, getting me to pass on theefsigwe were submitting
so that they could underbid us.’

‘As you did today?’ said Jago.

He nodded. ‘He was really putting the pressure loout Craigmore. He
said it was make or break time. | told him you'dtailed the safe, but he
wouldn’t listen. Then, when | saw Ashley had gotldh@f the file
somehow, | phoned Hollings and he invited her ouuntch, to make sure
she’d be out of the office for a while.’

‘There was no need to go to those lengths,” Jagblsashly. ‘I'd left the
bloody file on my desk, waiting for you. I'd eveivgn you an excuse to
come to the office. You see, | too did not wish mije to be involved.
You'd already used her, and her friendship for ytoo,often as it was.’

‘Or not enough,” Ashley put in softly. ‘Henry, ifoy needed money, why
didn‘t you come to me? I'd have been glad to help.’

His face was wretched. ‘Because | couldn’'t guamantieat Shelagh
wouldn’t find out somehow through you. Ashley, tlast thing | wanted
was to hurt you, believe me. But the Marshalls ¢ake was beginning to
seem so inevitable ...’

‘In that case, why did you warn me about it-bring back from abroad?’

‘He had to,” Jago told her. ‘Because people wergrreng to notice his
lack of action, and comment on it. As it was, heiteas long as possible,



thinking it would be impossible for you to reverde way things were
going. When you came back, the takeover was asafadraccomplias he
could manage. The fact that | was back in town imasnvenient, but he
counted on the rift between us being permanent. néves that we were
getting married must have been like a thunderbolt.'

Henry winced. ‘It was. And Hollings was wild witlury, | can tell you!
But he said if you'd split up once, there was andeait could happen
again, and he’'d work, on that angle. And then fmetet talking about
Craigmore. | told him things were different, thathbught you suspected
something, but he wouldn't listen.’

‘How very unwise,” Jago drawled silkily. ‘Yes, | gssed there had to be a
rotten- apple in the barrel from that first boardeting. Clive Farnsworth.
had come to the same conclusion, and we had aintasesting private
chat when the meeting was over. We decided thethiegf was to supply
you with the rope and let you hang yourself. At sagne time, knowing
how fond Ashley was of you, | wanted to keep her @iuit. She’'d have
had to know eventually, of course, so | tried tegare her a little-drop a
few hints, to cushion the blow when it came.” Hedhhis head. ‘But you
had me worried, Henry. | thought you'd seen the ttd set for you and
sidestepped it. But then when Katie told me yoweeérbin Ashley’s office
while she was at lunch, | breathed again.” He sipedg‘l don’t know what
figure Marshalls are putting on the Craigmore tendet this time we’ll
give them a run for their money.’

Shelagh’s voice shook. ‘And all to protect me. OddGHenry, how could
you?’

He turned an her almost fiercely. ‘Because | thoyglu'd blame yourself,
think you’d been deficient in some way. And you é&at. You've been a
wonderful mother-the best wife a man could wantvanted to preserve
everything we had together, keep it intact for ydual have done
anything-anything ...’

She took his hand and held it.

Jago got to his feet. ‘I don’t think there's angithimore to be said. It's time
we were going.’



Henry looked up at him. ‘What’s going to happen?’

Jago’s brows rose. ‘I think-discreet early retiretnen full pension, don’t
you? Don’t come in to clear your desk. I'll haveuydhings sent to you.’
He paused. ‘Of course, any future arrangements gomme to with
Marshalls will be your own business, naturally.’

Henry said heavily, ‘There won't be any. You've hegenerous. | don't
deserve that.’

‘No.” Jago’s mouth twisted. ‘But | presume that'fiat my wife would
want me to do-for the sake of past friendship.'

Henry looked at her. ‘Ashley, my dear, I'm sorry.’

‘So am |,” she said quietly. ‘More sorry than yd@ler know.’

In the car, silence enfolded them both like a wethley said at last, ‘That
was-awful.’

‘Yes, it was,” Jago agreed. ‘I'd planned to hantlie whole thing at the
office, after I'd altered our tender, and then krége news to you at home.
But when | sent for Henry, his secretary said tafdady left.’

‘Couldn’t it have waited-until Monday?’

‘Perhaps,’ Jago said abruptly. ‘But | don’t wanthback in the building.
He’s done enough damage.'

‘I suppose so.” She moistened her lips with theofifner tongue. ‘And |
never saw it coming-not even when you made me &alaher look at
those other tenders. | never thought of him.’

‘Why should you?’ he asked flatly. ‘Henry was someoyou trusted
implicitly, and anyway | couldn’t prove a thing.had to make him give
himself away-rely on the fact that he was gettungpier by the day.’



She said, ‘Poor Shelagh ...’

‘She’s a tough lady,” said Jago. ‘She’ll pull someg together out of this
mess. Henry should have recognised this, and shasedroblems with
her, instead of assuming that because he’'d gopietes, she would too.’

‘You're hard on him ...

‘He was hard on us.’ His face was set, implacaller God's sake, you
little fool, he almost lost you Landons. Don't ymealise that?’

‘Yes,” she admitted in a subdued voice.

He shot her an edged look. He said, ‘About Hollingsope it hasn’t hurt
you to realise his attentions had an ulterior mefiv

‘He never fooled me for a moment,” Ashley said tjyie

‘I'm pleased to hear it,” he said. ‘Poor Ash, yoavbBn't had a great deal of
luck with the men in your life. A fiancé who coultdnemain faithful for
the duration of your engagement, a father who wehtdaesacrifice you to
his own commercial ambitions, and an old friend vgotd you out.” He
paused. ‘I thought you found Paul Hollings attraeti

Ashley shrugged. ‘In an obvious way, | supposesh®ut I'm not as naive
as | once was.’

He turned the car into the drive. ‘| suppose | $tidue glad to hear you say
so, but oddly I'm not. Although | suppose it willake it easier to leave
you to your own devices.’

‘What do you mean?’ She followed him into the hqu#ee sudden
thudding of her heart sounding an alarm call.

‘I've had an offer to go back to the States,” higl gaurtly. He walked into
the drawing room, clicking on the light, and busladhself pouring two
brandies from the decanter on a side table.



Ashley dropped her wrap on the sofa. Dry-mouthée, asked, ‘Are you
going to take-this offer?’

‘I have no reason not to, although | wouldn't leawatil Landons has
turned the corner, if that’s what you're worriecbah’ Jago lifted his glass
in a mock toast. ‘Il won’'t renege on my businessgattions to you, Ashley.
As for the personal ones-don’t pretend you wouldind it a relief to rid of

me. You've learned to accept my presence in yout, lbeit you don’t

welcome it.’

‘I see,” she said numbly. ‘So what will happen-abdhis house, for
instance?’

‘You can stay here. And if the thought of havingstware it with Erica
concerns you, then forget it. She won't be comiagkhere.’

‘She’ll be going to the States with you?’ Ashlepkaa gulp of brandy.
‘Good God, no,’ Jago said flatly. ‘I'd as soon takblack mamba.’
‘But she said ...’

He put his glass down and came over to her. Histmaas set. ‘Listen,’
he said. ‘I am not responsible for Erica’s fantasienever have been, nor
do | plan to be. In fact one of my priorities, ap@aom dealing with Henry
Brett, has been to get her out of my hair oncefanall. And today | did
it. 1 got her to sell me her life interest in thetage. The negotiations have
been a nightmare. She’s been blowing hot and ealitging every ounce
of drama out of the situation, looking for any exeuo give me hassle, and
jack the price up-yet again,” he added grimly. H@tsher a wry look.
‘That's why | couldn’t let you summarily dismiss ath ghoul of a
housekeeper. If Erica had found out, she’d probhbiye thrown a tantrum
and backed out of the deal. But now you can fie woman with my
blessing.’

‘But you were always with her. You were drinkingachpagne, and you
didn’t come back to the office ...” Ashley’s voiegas trembling.



‘| felt the situation deserved champagne, but thas far as the celebration
went. The rest of the afternoon we spent at theydasy signing the
necessary papers.’

She said, ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

Jago sighed. ‘Because | didn’t want to build uprybapes too soon. She
was threatening to change her mind right up to l#s¢ moment, but

fortunately she’s even more mercenary than shpitisfsl, and | was able

to make her an offer, finally, that she couldnfuse.’

‘I thought you were in love with her,” Ashley whisged,

‘You must be confusing me with my cousin Giles,” $sd courteously.
‘Now he, poor devil, was crazy about her, so muchhst he never even
thought of giving her the hiding she so richly dess.’

‘But she told me,” Ashley said blankly. ‘She let thénk ...’

‘I'm sure she did, and revelled in every minutatgfhe said unsmilingly.
‘But I'm telling you here and now that | have never even a fleeting
moment cherished any warm thoughts for Erica. | wagy for her,
initially, when Giles died, because | thought idHat her harder than she
expected.' His mouth curled. ‘But | soon changed migd. Her plan is
now to be a merry widow in St Tropez, or Marbe#iad bloody good luck
to her.’

He paused, his hazel eyes ironic as they restéworiNo, my sweet wife,
I, for my sins, have always been in lover with yalmost from the first
damnable moment | set eyes on you. And | wantedaoy you more than
I've ever wanted anything in my life, although Inaitl | suffered a slight
check when | discovered you were only marrying menfa sense of duty,
to provide Silas with the successor he wanted &ndons,’

She said hoarsely, ‘But that's what you wantedmet but Landons ...’
'Don’t be insane,’ he said coldly. ‘I hadn’t thegbltest interest in Landons,

nor did | want to be groomed for future stardomtbe board, as Silas
suggested. I'd already made up my mind to take Amaerican job, but



when | told him so he let me know, regretfully ugry plainly, that |
couldn’t expect you to go with me. Why would you g America, he
asked me, when you were only marrying me to enth@duture wellbeing
of the company?’ He gave a bitter laugh. ‘A lottleihgs became clear at
that moment. | realised, for instance, why you é&aoue off every time |
tried to get near you. When | mentioned this toasilhe got very
embarrassed, and said he’d talk to you-make suweky@ew your duty
when the time came. His very words,’ he addedyflatl

‘Silas-said that?" Ashley’s head was spinning d¢yazBut he wouldn’t-he
couldn't ...’

‘Oh, but he did,” Jago corrected. He shook his hehdidn’'t want to
believe it either. You see, I'd kept telling mysdiiat somewhere
underneath that almost hysterical frigidity theraswa warm, loving girl,
and that if | was patient enough, I'd find her.aSilrevelations gave me a
whole new insight into our relationship-one thaankly, made me sick to
my stomach. | felt as if I'd been poleaxed! Afteleft Silas, | went into
town, with the intention of getting roaring, stingidrunk.” He finished his
brandy and set down the glass. ‘The rest, of couse remember, far
more, lucidly than | do.'

‘That-girl ...’

He nodded. ‘Exactly. | have to confess that betwieening the bar and
waking to find myself in bed with a complete strangand you battering
the door down, there’s nothing but a total bluré Bhrugged. ‘Not that it
excuses anything, of course, but | gather from rmshganion’s hostile
remarks before she left that I'd passed out befaldling any of her
expectations. So | was technically faithful to yallalong.” His smile was
self-derisive.

Ashley swallowed. ‘That-night, I'd seen Erica. Sbkl me you were only
marrying me for the company, and that | shouldvalimu some freedom
before tying you down. Finding you with that gidsf seemed to-confirm
everything she’d said.’



There was a silence. Then Jago said quietly, ‘at'sttwhat it was. I'd
wondered, naturally, how you just happened to-typrat the flat like that.
Not that it matters now.’

‘Why doesn’t it matter?’ she asked tensely.

He shrugged. ‘Because it's time we cut our losgasley. | should have
never have pushed you into this marriage. It's bee€isaster from first to
last, and | have no right to keep you tied to neepratter what | may have
said. But when | walked back into your life, andvsgou looking so
anxious, so burdened, all | could think of was ngkit all off your
shoulders.” He sighed. ‘I thought, in my arrogangsy see, that if | loved
you enough, you'd be bound to care for me in retttow wrong | was!
His voice held a kind of weary finality; ‘But yowd't have to worry any
more. | won't inflict my presence on you for mudmger. I'll wait to make
sure we have the Craigmore project in the bag bdfteave for the States,
but now that you haven’'t Henry to contend with, yghould find things
much easier. | could remain nominally chairman e board, if they'd
prefer, but you’ll have your company back againhlag.” He smiled
faintly. ‘And, more importantly, your life.’

Ashley felt as if she’d been turned to stone. Shalit for words, but none
would come. Seeing him turn away and walk towatds door was the
spur she needed. She flew after him.

‘Jago.’ It was barely more than a croak. He swumgnd, the brooding

hazel eyes assessing her pallor, the sharp gtiftezars on her face. She
flung herself at him, clinging frantically to hidhaulders, pressing little
heated kisses on his face and throat, her voicerihty whispering,

‘Don’‘t leave me..." over and over again.

His hands closed on her, not gently, pushing hekwards so that he
could look into her eyes. His face was increduldug, underneath there
was a dawning hope.

He said hoarsely, ‘You-want me?”’

‘I love you. You can't leave me! You have to take mith you!” She beat
on his chest with clenched fists. ‘Wherever youlgeant to be with you.’



He said, ‘You will be,” and it was somehow morerttzamarriage vow.

He picked her up in his arms and carried her tostifa. He sat cradling
her on his lap, his arms wrapped round her, kisdirgears from her face,
murmuring to her until she was calm again. Thery there very still
together, Ashley’s face buried in the curve ofthi®at, his lips against her
hair, closer in some strange way than they had le@en, even at moments
of greatest intimacy.

At last he sighed a little, and cupped her chirim fingers, making her
face him.

‘Three wasted years,” he said huskily. ‘Darling, yHdidn't you tell
me-why didn’t you let me know? You were always stc..’

‘| was frightened,' she confessed.
Jago looked remorseful. ‘Of something | did? Gaedketheart ...’

‘No.” Ashley stroked his face with her fingertip©f myself. I-1 didn’t
know what was happening to me. Every time you tedcime, | seemed
to-go up in flames, and | was overwhelmed.” Shesiad. ‘You see, all
Silas had ever said was that no matter what thenipsive society had to
say, men still valued purity in the women they wgoeng to marry. He
gave me the impression that sex was something entl@oman-just put
up with. I couldn’t tell him that when | was witloy | felt neither pure nor
decent. | was terrified in case | was unnaturadame way, and there' was
no one | could talk to about it.’

‘You could have talked to me,” Jago told her gentlywas going to be
your husband.’

Ashley sighed. ‘I suppose | was a little in aweyofll,” she said slowly.
‘Marrying you was like having every dream come tateonce. | kept
telling myself that once we really were marriedemthing would be all
right. That you'd make everything all right.’



He groaned. ‘I wish I'd shared your certainty,'dzad ruefully. ‘At first, |
told myself you were just shy, but that you'd reilalken you came to trust
me. Only you never did. The wedding was coming @eand nearer, and
you still shrank every time | tried to touch yodé shook his head. ‘My
conversation with Silas was the last straw. Bemddsed with a duty wife
was a terrifying prospect.’

‘How could he have said such a thing?’ Ashley adkelglessly.

Jago shrugged. ‘Because he believed it. He wasoa dpoisiness man,
darling, but his knowledge of human nature leftoatb be desired. He
should have seen that Henry was a potential wedkiti his chain, long

before you took over. Silas was obsessed by Landam$ he assumed
everyone else had to be too, including you. Ourriage fitted his plans,
and the fact that our own plans might be differamuld never have
occurred to him., He was genuinely shocked whesid him | was going

to the States and taking you with me. | think hedstly thought that you’'d
share his viewpoint.'

‘He’d never discussed why | was marrying you,” shél slowly. ‘He was
delighted about it. | thought it was for my sake fiest anyway. Then |

began to wonder-odd things he said about you b&nchip off the old

block”, as if he was congratulating himself on mawengineered the
whole thing. I-I began to ask myself questions. lRstance, why had you
talked about making me happy, but said nothing aibeing in love with

me?’

There was a silence, then Jago said quietly, ‘My.Gdis arms gathered
her closer still. ‘I was trying hard not to frightgou, sweetheart. | thought
if | started telling you even half the things Itfér you and about you, |
might panic you into a complete retreat. You hal@ & forgive me for.’

‘No,” she began to protest, but he laid a silencoayessing finger on her
lips.

‘I should have taken longer over wooing,” he saidtlg. ‘I should have
made absolutely certain that you knew | loved yod svanted you for
yourself. | should have come to you that night ateimanded an
explanation, instead of heading for the nearestngahbar.’



‘I don’t blame you for that,” she told' him, her otb trembling into an
unsteady smile. ‘I was shattered too, after spepkinErica. | wish I'd
made for the same bar.’

‘Erica and Silas.” He groaned. ‘They couldn’t hal@ne a better number
on us if they’d been in collusion! | should havaliged that bitch would

get at you if she could, and protected you befthat's the main reason |
was so keen to buy her off this time round. In csise started sharpening
her claws on you. It never occurred to me that sight have already

begun.’

She said, ‘Jago, why didn’t you come after me-thght?’

‘I did. But by the time I'd dragged on some clothgset rid of my visitor,
and pulled myself together, you were nowhere téobed. And first thing
in the morning, | got my ring back, and a messagaking it clear you
didn’t want to see me again. It seemed you couldait to be rid of me. |
decided Silas had been quite right, and you hay loe¢n marrying me for
the company’s sake, after all. That you were gtablave an excuse to call
the whole thing off. So I told myself | was bett#f without you, and
cleared out to the States.” He smiled crookedlyt‘By as | might-and |
did try, darling-1 couldn’t forget you. Any fragmeaf news about you that
came my way, | used to treasure obsessively. @ged to tell me how you
were getting on. He was always very fond of youdAlmen he died, and |
had to come back, only to find the town and the spapers full of
rumours about Landons and its problems.” He gridadeseemed like a
way to get back to you again, although I told miyseas simply curious
to see if you were prepared to sell yourself a sédone. But it made no
difference. After seeing you at the Country Clubtthight, | was lost. |
had to have you,' his voice grew almost sombre,aby means available.
You looked so beautiful, so sure of yourself, ldtohyself you couldn’t
possibly still be the same innocent virgin I'd lovand lost. Witham was
lucky I didn’t kill him,” he added savagely.

Ashley choked back a giggle. ‘Poor Martin!’

‘To hell with him.” Jago tugged gently at the lobieher ear with his teeth.
‘Save your compassion for me.’



She smiled into his eyes. ‘Oh, | had a different 6 comfort in mind.’
She moved against him with a deliberate and delisahsuality, hearing
the breath catch in his throat.

He said unevenly, ‘Tell me more or even bettel, silow me.’

She kissed him slowly, running her tongue alongcti@e of his lower lip,
feeling his muscles stir and clench under the festative exploration of
her hands.

She was his love, and the realisation made thedbsimg for joy in her
veins, but tonight he wanted her to be his lovexd & would be her
pleasure to please him, to return some of the lielig had taught her. To
let him know beyond question that she belongedrtodompletely, to give
him the reassurance he seemed to need.

Tonight, she thought, their marriage would begindAer heart soared.



