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The first time Alex Leeward had seen him, he'd app@ with the sunrise,
astride a white horse, But reality had hit -- handhen she'd discovered that
he was Marcus Wakeford, the man who'd dumped btarsind affected her
father's health. But having had her money and metizket to England
stolen, Alex's only way of getting home was to wbdck her passage --
helping Marcus transport his horses, Her only sa&fg home was to make
certain that neither the magic of France nor thgmaaism of Marcus would
seduce her into forgetting that this man she casoleasily love was the
enemy.



CHAPTER ONE

THE girl rose suddenly from the screen of rushesghihhid the lower part
of her body, her honey-toned flesh glistening frdra fresh water of the
stream that ran into the lake at that point.

The rider, who had approached silently over thea takeside ground,

unheard and unseen, reined in his horse, watct@ngdnoss the narrow arm
of water that separated them. Ondine... he thowgit, the shadow of a

smile. But living Ondine, not the water-sprite bétlegend. She was real,
and all woman.

Beside her there was a dead tamarisk, its gnamedk tand limbs
emphasising the golden, rounded beauty of thesgiised arms as she
lifted her hair away from a touchingly vulnerableck before letting it fall
again. The sun was breaking through the early mgrmiists now and
shining bright and brazen, striking answering fieem the cascade of rich,
dark copper that fell luxuriantly on to the slendboulders.

He had a momentary strong male urge to see thdraoed by that vibrant
hair, the curves the white bikini-top covered, thgs that would surely
equal the shapeliness of those arms. But the uegequickly disciplined.
He had no desire to have this flesh-and-blood Gntim and see him in the
role of voyeur. The moment should remain what itswane of the
Camargue's lasting images to take back home te®uath him. He turned
his horse, then spurred it rapidly to a gallop,catng now about the splash
of its hoofs through the shallows.

* % %

Alex Leeward turned to look into the sun after h#meking the cause of the
sudden noise that had alerted her and shadingreen ggyes with a wet
hand. An involuntary smile curved her lips as she the white jeans, white
shirt, white horse with flying white mane and tdihe White Rider...she
thought, unconsciously naming him as he had naraedHis speed startled
the flamingoes at the far end of the neck of wakeey rose with raucous



cries from their mud-pie nests, circled in agitafithen streamed off in the
direction of the sea, necks stretched out, legdinga pink plumage
unbelievably bright against the blue of the sky.

Their noisy departure in turn disturbed a grougvibfi horses which, up to
then, had been peacefully grazing. They came spigashrough the reedy
shallows, gathering speed towards the girl unélgpray from their passing
showered over her. White, with the flying manes #aits of the White
Rider's horse and wide, flaring nostrils, they wareunforgettable sight
with their brown foals running between their flaghhoofs.

The rider, a small figure in the distance now, &hlwBost out of sight. The
one alien note in his dazzling gear, the blgakdian'shat he was wearing,
had slipped off to rest on his shoulders, and tHesgw the glint of gold
from fair hair as he rose rhythmically in his sadd|l

For a few brief moments he had been part of theierzghis wild place,
part of something that enchanted her. But enougfamdiful dreaming.
Someone who was stranded, penniless, her monefieaneturn ticket to
England stolen, should be dealing with practicditi not flights of
imagination.

She went purposefully back into the desegaddian's cabanevhere she
had spent a far from comfortable night. What shetbado now was finish
getting dressed and then embark on the escape sctieah had been
suggested to her last night when she was broughitg@abane.If the
scheme was valid, she would be able to work her ek to England. If
not, it was a case of back to the drawing board.\&s definitely not going
to phone home for help. Her parents had barelyvezed from a trauma
with one daughter and could well do without prolbdewith the other. An
embassy might help, though heaven only knew howliarwould have to
go before finding one. And how on earth would ségetg it with not a franc
to her name, not even the price of a modest caiifiglecroissant for today's
breakfast?



An hour or so later, wearing jeans and a jade,sdnd carrying her soft case
with a duffle-bag slung over her other shouldee)XAlvas standing checking
the board at the entrance tonas,as she had learned to call the farm
properties dotted around the Camargue. Yes—thistheasne, the Mas de
Malmont. And it was obviously into the tourist busss in a big way, for the
board announced that English, German and Spanish spoken for the
convenience of guests taking part in the horséagitolidays in which the
Mas specialised.

Immaculate white fencing bordered the drive she alasut to turn into.
Beyond the fencing, in the distance, Alex could segroup of black
Camargue bulls, yearlings, she guessed from tiegr sorralled and most
likely waiting to be branded. They were bellowinigeit unease and
apprehension across the spiky saltwort. She shiverngtle, sharing their
unease as she walked.

She hoped she looked respectable. Everything hae lae matter of
guesswork since there had been no such thing asrer mm the deserted
cabane.She had brushed her jeans well, and her shirtfrgak. Her hair
had been washed at the hotel where she had sgeprtetious night before
disaster struck, and it was good-humoured enoutgkocare of itself after
skilful cutting without the need of much fussing.dny case, there wasn't
athing she could do about her appearance, so gjig as well get on with
things and forget it.

Trees screened the property. She went through #mehfound herself in a
central yard with the graceful farm building sumding her on three sides.
There was a sign indicating an office on the rigliéx put down her case
and duffle-bag near the wall, and, feeling a ripgflapprehension, knocked
on the door and went in.

The grey-haired French man with a healthy outdanntho was sitting at

the desk looked up and enquired how he could halpMhen she asked for,
'‘Monsieur Mark,le visiteur anglais,’as instructed by Liz, who had not
known the man's surname, he got up and openeddowian the far side of

the office away from the courtyard, and shouteBrench that Alex had no

difficulty in understanding.



'He, Mark! You've struck lucky! There's a pretty littedhead asking for
you.'

Then, grinning at her, he excused himself and wénacross the yard to
enter the building opposite by a door in the faneo, leaving Alex alone
with her apprehension.

The place was very quiet, and the stables acressoilrtyard were standing
empty, their doors wide open. A bronzed, leathepking man in
traditional blue overalls was mucking out at auesty pace. The holiday
riders must have left early on their daily trek.ridmusly, now that she was
SO near either salvation or drawing a blank, Alexupied her mind by
counting the pots of flowering geraniums along\a opposite, then the
panes of glass in the office windows. Any futilenthto keep herself calm.
At last she heard footsteps approaching and the afabe office began to
open.

Someone spoke, and whoever was opening the dqupestdack into the
yard to answer something that the worker in thilesaopposite had said to
him, coming into view from the window. Alex was ahb get a good look at
his back view and saw gleaming fair hair curling iato a suntanned neck.
He put up a hand to run his fingers through it, trede was the same glint of
gold sunning over a bronzed well-muscled arm. Disbmgly she realised
that her eyes were moving slowly down over a daggfiwhite shirt tucked
into the trim waist of white jeans. In this landMéditerranean dark heads
and olive skins, it was improbable that there cdugdtwo men with this
colouring, and both of them addicted to dressing/lite. With the unreal
feeling of stepping into the fantasy world of fat)lehe realised that she was
looking at the White Rider. She was sure of it. Astee could feel the
knowledge setting her pulse racing and the palmkeofhands growing
damp as her green eyes widened, unable to teaséhes away from him.

Then he turned, and from the leafy screen of a imgeijg plant through
which she was looking she saw his face for thé finge and the imminent
encounter switched from the realms of the fabutouose of the darkest
nightmare.



She knew him! God, how she knew him! Not from tlaglier encounter,

which had hardly been an encounter at all, but feormuch closer and
infinitely more shocking and world-shattering faynihvolvement. It was as
well that the stable hand detained him again, fier couldn't have spoken,
so petrified were the muscles of her throat withghock of the sight of him.

He was the man who had jilted her sister Elainey wd split their family
life at the seams and come perilously close to xemgoher father from it
permanently, for the pain and shock of what hapgpén&laine had brought
on a devastating coronary from which John Leewaad Wcky to have
made a heart-breakingly slow recovery.

The man she was here to ask a favour of was a Makeand the

Wakefords and the Leewards had cut off all socaltact two generations
back. Indeed, it was because he had discoveredtthiaie belonged to the
hated Leewards that this man had dropped AleXsrdike a red-hot coal.
Alex had never actually met him, but she had seemplmotograph. Elaine
had shown it to her and sworn her to secrecy, fudilfof bravado, half

terrified of the family reaction to her budding agbnship with the least
eligible man in the world from the Leeward viewptoin

He moved towards the door again, and the paralyatshad rooted Alex to
the spot dissolved in a wave of hot fear. She dredaown and pretended
to be occupied with the lace of her trainer, desjgeto put off the
face-to-face encounter. She had seen enough to khatvhe had not
changed much. On a purely physical plane theretheasame glossy sweep
of loosely waving fair hair, bleached even fairewnby the sun of
Provence. There was a power in the regular featbegdifted them beyond
the realm of the merely handsome, a firmness infawéne and a squaring
of the chin that made a very positive statementigpersonality. He looked
every inch a man who knew what he wanted and winemgas going. That
he also knew what and who he didn't want Alex'sesisad found to her
cost. It was the eyes that said most about himy,&Gssessing windows of a
soul that it was wiser not to look into.

Alex wanted to be wrong. If she blinked slowly, iebahe look up and see a
different face in front of her? Someone who lookkd a Wakeford, but
turned out only to have a superficial likeness?\8ifled for it to be so. She



saw his feet in burnished riding boots enter heddfof vision and knew that
she could put off the moment no longer.

He spoke, and it seemed wrong that his voice shoeildeep and one that if
she had not known who he was she would have thqlgasant.

‘The Lady of the Lake, | believe!'

'Sorry?' She rose to her feet slowly, unconsciobslghing back the bright
hair that had betrayed her as surely as his haayset him, pretending
bewilderment at the mode of address.

He walked round to the desk. 'l saw you bathinthenstream earlier this
morning. You can hardly claim not to have seen fiver dhe racket the
flamingoes made.' The grey eyes were cutting tHrdweg pretence with the
cold certainty of steel. 'l take it your reluctartoeown up to remembering
the incident stems from the fact that you had a frght in thecabane!
Well, you're certainly not the first to take adwege of the Malmonts in that
way, and | don't suppose you'll be the last. In ease, there's no need to
think up an excuse. It's no real business of mine.’

Alex seized on the present like a lifeline. It véasmuch safer than the past.

She swallowed and spoke more steadily than shedwoave believed
possible. 'l did spend the night there. Only orghiand there was a good
reason for it. | left the place exactly as | foundt wasn't locked.'

'As | said, it's no business of mine.' His deeg&avas calm, impersonal,
dissociating himself from her peccadillo with adlian of the uncaring ease
with which he had severed his relationship withiriga

He sat on the edge of the desk, his undisguisediggrof her making her
feel uncomfortable. His eyes, now that he had leddrimself on to the
desk, were level with hers. Her mind raced, trytogfind some magic
answer to the question of what she should do. \tthatl shebearto do was
more like it. She was fairly sure that there wasraason for him to
recognise her as Elaine's sister. She and Elaime nat at all alike in
feature, and her own copper hair was far removad flaine's dark brown



bob. Probably he didn't even know that Elaine hatseer. But as sure as
Eve gave Adam the apple, he wouldn't want to hayghéng to do with her
if he did know who she was. It would be far too esidable and distasteful
for him. So if she could bear in her turn to use,jsomehow she must tread
her way carefully around that one.

'Well?' he prompted. 'You asked for me by namedeustand. So what can
| do for you? More to the point—what makes you khircando anything
for you?'

The problems of negotiating a return to Englandhwit a franc to her name
reared again in her mind. Alex swallowed, and tth@kplunge. If she could
pull it off, she would use him and discard him, dnat might have a bitter
satisfaction of its own, drop him as he had drogplathe. There would be a
certain flawed justice in that.

'I understand you're travelling back to Englandchvétcouple of Camargue
horses?' she said.

The surprisingly dark eyebrows rose a fractionrr€z.' And what business
is it of yours? the grey eyes seemed to be congepiut he wasn't going to
help her to stumble through what she had to say.

'I—I heard that you might be needing someone te gou a hand with them
on the journey.. .with feeding and stabling andreigseng. That sort of
thing.'

"You were wrongly informed, I'm afraid. All the arrgements were made
some days ago. There's no job going, if that's whathave in mind.' His

reflective gaze rested on her. 'Someone's beendngou on, it seems. Who
was it?'

'Liz—when she showed me where ttabanewas last night.'

Now she had his interest. He stood up, a frownofuimg his forehead.
‘Then you've seen Liz since | have. Perhaps you gige@ me some
indication of where she is? She was supposed tarbend early this
morning to see to the horses. I've had no ridetifersecond one.'



Being in possession of knowledge that she couldlgesas opposed to the
weight of the past that must remain shrouded inresgcgave Alex's
confidence a kick- start.

'When | last saw her," she said with malicious eatuess, 'she was on the
back of her boyfriend's motorbike, heading for &srViaries-de-la-Mer."

'She waswhatV His voice was dangerously quiet but his meaning
crystal-clear. Someone—in this case, Liz- had nohfs interests before all
else. He glanced quickly at the Rolex on his wti3id she by any chance
pause long enough to say when she intended to bk fsam this
unscheduled little trip?"

Alex's green eyes met his. This was the crunch.

'l don't think she will be back. In fact, | knowestvon't. That's why I'm here.
She told me you were going to need help.'

The grey eyes were icy now. 'Are you telling me giee's walked out on the
arrangement we had?"

'‘Not exactly. She's just.. .changed it a little.’

‘The devil she has!' He took a couple of impatsteps towards the window,
then rounded on Alex, so that it took all her salfitrol for her not to flinch.
'And who talked her into it? You?'

‘Certainly not," Alex said with spirit. 'She mayweasuddenly realised that
staying on in the Camargue was a possibility, ostoe knew that | was
available to take her place. | don't dispute tBat.the desire to stay on was
already there. She has this French boyfriend, laings were getting rather
serious with him. She really wanted to spend mione tvith him, you see.'

'On the contrary, | most certainly do not seesdid, his voice chilling. 'The
only thing that | see at the present moment is thimthad contracted to
travel back with me, doing absolutely essentialkvénd now, without a
word of explanation, she has disappeared off tbe éhthe earth. | have this
old-fashioned belief—which no doubt kids like yore dight-years away



from comprehending—that promises are meant to pg ket broken. And
if there's to be a change of plan, | certainly tlerpect to be informed of it
by a complete stranger who has nothing whatsoewdw tvith the situation.’

Talk of keeping promises was rich, coming from higx thought fiercely.
His own promises to Elaine had broken under thegesf nothing more
sinister than a name.

And who was he to talk of her as a 'kid'? Who dé&l think he was?
Methusalah?

Before she could open her mouth and fall into a tvteher own anger's
creating, he rounded on her again.

'Who the hell are you, in any case? Why shoul#e tgour word that this is
really what has happened?'

When he had known Elaine, Alex's own name, Alexandrad been
shortened to Sandie, a left-over from schooldayex Asshould be safe
enough.

'‘Alex." She had a flash of inspiration. 'Alex Waithe shortened surname
balanced the abbreviated Christian name he nowespbimself. Elaine had
always referred to him as Marcus Wakeford. If held@hoose to be plain
Mark, then she could be the equally curtailed Alard. The name was far
enough removed from Sandie Leeward to put himtafdcent, if by some
remote chance Elaine had happened to refer toAvat.as far as taking my
word for anything is concerned,’ she went on witkeydignity, ‘that won't
be necessary. Liz told me that she had left arletteexplanation in her
bedroom here. She anticipated your reaction.’

'My entirely normal reaction,’ he said curtly. Hadhe quickly for the door,
pausing only to say. 'Wait here, please. | intenfind out if we are talking
about a situation that really exists before waséing more time.'

When he had left the office, the shock of who he \Wwa Alex with full
force. She could do without all this hassle, sleigint fervently. It was bad
enough to be marooned here, but not bad enoughhenty make her fight



through this man's hostility—and not only his. ldam for him was equally
strong. And what would she get for waiting? Therexiely doubtful
privilege of spending days with a Wakeford—not jaisy Wakeford at that,
but the very one whose treatment of Elaine meatthte had more stacked
up against him than the whole of the rest of hmiliaput together. Their
crimes against the Leewards were shrouded in te&srof history as far as
Alex was concerned, but his were within recent mgmand only too well
documented. She had only to look at her fathec's fa see them staring at
her in the strain left by his illness.

She made an instant decision and left the offieekif®y up her case and
bag, she walked hurriedly through the trees andldeta@ff at a spanking
pace down the drive, her copper hair bouncing arehisiing behind her.
Let the man find himself as much in the soup asasi® Let him start from
square one to sort out his problems as she wag gwimave to do with hers.
She wanted none of him, and the same applied tR&émge Rover Liz had
said he drove, and to his horses, which she hopedohld have the devil's
own job getting back to England. How yuppily preieas to come all the
way down to the South of France to buy a coupleoo$es, anyway. Surely
there were enough perfectly good horses in Englidod like a Wakeford
to make life difficult—for himself as much as father people.

She hadn't reached anywhere near the main road theeRange Rover of
her thoughts sped past her and stopped with amscoéayres, slewing
untidily across the dusty surface of the driveront of her. Mark Wakeford
stepped down.

'Yet another female who changes her mind as fretyuas her underwear,
are you?'

'Having second thoughts is my privilege,' she szhlher voice steady.

He read her intention and moved to one side tokblher attempt to pass
him.

'Might | ask where you are thinking of going?'

'‘Away from here," Alex said simply. 'That, agammy privilege.'



'Forgive me if | find that surprising. As recentlg five minutes ago you
were very much interested in doing the precise sip@06

"That was then. This is now.'

They glared at each other until he breathed ouatreptly. 'Don't you think
this is all rather childish? I would have thougit'& irresponsible behaviour
might have given you the urge to show that some &oiare capable of
behaving sensibly--'

'‘Back in the office | was classed as a kid," Alaieirupted caustically.
‘Thanks for the promotion.'

He went on, ignoring her, 'l hadn't finished witbuy You put a proposition
to me which | had neither accepted nor rejecteds ¥auld have done me
the courtesy of waiting for my answer.’

It isn't always wise to leap into the unknown watproposition. | have firm

ideas about what | don't choose to subject myseHnd I'm afraid that your
attitude comes under that heading.' Alex faced bguarely, green eyes
flashing.

‘Typical redhead!" he sneered. 'A temper to matehr pair.'

Alex picked up the case which she had put dowsariie here in good faith,
thinking that | could save you trouble and step itite gap Liz left. You
changed my mind for me. There's nothing more tede.'

He reached out, took the case from her and putrtyf down on the ground
again. 'l think there is. Calm down and listen te.rhet's not be stupid
enough to burn bridges before we see whether ihinlig possible to cross
them to our mutual convenience. You gave me a rathgleasant surprise
with your revelation about Liz. Perhaps | reactéitle strongly.’

'Put rather more simply, | expect that means yolo&cetime to realise that it
could be far more difficult than you thought todisomeone to help you
with the horses," Alex said sceptically.



'Interpret it any way you like. Something tells that your willingness to
step into someone else's shoes means that youwe tieget back to England
by this means is as strong as my need for helptivéhorses.'

Alex shrugged. 'Maybe. But not at any price.’

He gave a brief nod. 'So perhaps we would both iservto take time to

reconsider.' He turned and opened the Range Rqes&enger door, and
somehow, although she hadn't really meant to dessaaly thing, she found
herself getting in while her bag and case were atbiw the back.

Perhaps her departure had been a little hot-heatlechersuaded herself as
Mark Wakeford drove on to the main road so thatdw@d turn full circle
and head back down the drive towards the farm.&thas no doubt that if
she could get over her reservations about beingiied, however briefly,
with him, he could be very useful to her. And shaswequally sure that she
could perform the job Liz had been scheduled tevkry bit as efficiently
as Liz would have done it.

This time he drove straight round to the back ef fdrmhouse, and when
they got out of the Range Rover he showed hertable under a pergola
heavy with bougainvillia and waved her into a seat.

'If 1 go and organise some coffee, do you think gan suppress the urge to
run away again?' he asked.

'l can't very well run anywhere, can 1? You've ledkmy luggage in your
car.'

He gave a brief smile in a way that revealed hepeafectly aware of what
he had done, and why he had done it.

'So | have. How observant of you. Coffee, thenohivbe long.’

He went into the house. Alex tried to convince BEthat she was not being
some kind of crazy fool even to contemplate tramgliwith this man.

Nothing was arranged, she told herself. They weneggto talk about it, that
was all. She watched the bulls in the distancehayg tvere thrown and



branded, glad that she couldn't see in detail §xadtat was going on. It
looked a violent business. She had the uneasynie¢hat there was
symbolism in it, but she didn't want to think expadtow.

'Here we are.' He put a tray down on the tableantfof her. 'l take mine
black, with two sugars.' Pouring coffee was evijewbmen's work.

Alex saw to the coffee, putting milk in hers, hevuth watering as she saw
that there was a dish pgtits pains au chocolathe first coffee of the day

did its bit to soften her attitude, tpetit paininto which she bit doing a little

more.

'l must say," Mark Wakeford said reflectively, laad at her over the gold
rim of his green cup, 'l find it hard to understandy Liz should have
agreed to help me get the horses back to Engla@anamute and hared off
with this French Lothario the next.'

'It wasn't a sudden whim. It was more a coming tlogreof circumstances.
She said she had grown very fond of Francois dwempast few days, and
once she knew that | was willing to take her platieat-l had a very good
reason for needing to do so, in fact—it all sloti@d place.'

'She might have had the courtesy to tell me petsowhat she was up to.'
'l think she felt you might try to dissuade her.'

'She was right.'" He put his cup down, refusing tegll she offered.
'However, we're stuck with what she's done nowlkds get down to
business. Whoever comes with me needs to know stitees doing. Before
you get too enthusiastic about filling the gap, meé¢ tell you what's
involved.'

'Liz told me, actually.’

‘Nevertheless, | shall tell you again. The ide@itake the journey through
France as steadily as possible, driving no mone tiae or four hours a day
and giving the horses a good break and plenty efagse. | can see it taking
at least three days to reach the Channel coadtapermore." He went



methodically through all the details Liz had alrgdidted, concluding with
the blunt warning, 'It isn't going to be a picridon't know how the horses
will react to travelling, so I'm not booking ahedtl.may be a case of
sleeping rough wherever the night stop happensetoHe gave her an
assessing glance.

‘That isn't something that would worry me," she $avelly, then, as she saw
his expression change to one she couldn't fathdm, aslded, 'Is there
something wrong with that?'

'l was merely thinking that both you and Liz seerong to make rather
sudden, thoughtless decisions. She hares offletblue on the spur of the
moment with someone | don't think she knows veryl.wéou profess
yourself ready to spend upwards of three dagnad nights:-he placed
emphasis on the 'and nights' before going on —anhan you know even
less. One can't help feeling that in today's wgwd should both know
better.'

Alex looked him straight in the eye. 'l know mysdifet's good enough for
me.'

He held her gaze for a moment, then shrugged.

"No point in debating minor issues for the momeu—that's the good
reason you referred to? The one that makes yoeeao to take Liz's place?

She thought he had missed what she had said oadbia. But apparently
he missed nothing. She felt such a fool of circamst, but she had to tell
him.

'l had all my money stolen at the festival in SegatMaries-de-la-Mer. All
my money, my travellers' cheques, and my retuketid'd met Liz and her
friends earlier in the day and stayed with themwtatch the gypsies'
procession. There were masses of people down lgeth# see the statues
carried into the water, and when | discovered thytwallet was missing |
knew at once that it was going to be impossiblentbwhoever had taken it.
Liz and co took me to the police station, and ebenght me dinner
afterwards. The rest—well, you know what happered.h



'Oh, yes," he said drily. 'And | know exactly wigati expect to happen now.
Your motives are crystal-clear. You expect thahalsconveniently step
into the role of timely provider of meal ticket atrdvel warrant.'

'In return for services rendered,’ she retortedldyi 'l presume Liz wasn't
doing three or more days' work for nothing. It ouighbe worth a passenger
fare across the Channel.’

He gave her a scornful look. 'Don't worry. If yautired, you'll be paidf.'

'‘Apart from necessary expenses, | wouldn't toucpeany,” she said
emphatically.

'Is that so? And | suppose if you got your handa &nife you'd cut that pert
little nose off to spite your face.’

'Please don't be patronising,' Alex said stiffly.

"You take things very seriously.'

'Only as seriously as they are meant.'

He pushed his cup across the table. 'I'll havesbebnd coffee now.’

With heightened colour Alex refilled their cups. $\&he wasting her time?
Damn fate for putting her in this position. .Whyutdn't it have been an
absolute stranger taking horses back to England-esnewith no painful,

unpleasant echoes from the past? They drank tofeecin silence broken

only by the distant bellowing of the yearlings. M®, she thought with
feeling.

'Of course, if you can't handle a horse, you'llnmegood to me," Mark
Wakeford said at last.

'I'm not afraid to put my ability to the test. I'udden all my life.'



'‘But these horses haveiseenridden all theirs. They're comparatively
newly broken. And they're Camargue horses. | dearit anything adverse
to happen to either of them on the way back.’

'‘Any more than | should want anything adverse fgplea to me,’ Alex said
crisply.

"That too, | suppose.' There was no doubt whaotter of rank was in his
opinion.

'So this is what | propose,’ he went on. 'You siayhere for the rest of
today, during which time | shall satisfy myselftasyour competence as a
rider. If I'm satisfied, we set off as | had pladrniemorrow. How does that
strike you?'

'It sounds fair enough," Alex said grudgingly.

‘Then let's get on with it. You'd better come anektrHenriette Malmont.
She'll let you use the room Liz had--' he gaveddirect look as he rose
'—s0 whatever happens you'll get a more comfortalgat than the last
one. And, if nothing comes of today's trial, atskeyou’ll have a little more
time to find whatever other solution to your prabkmay prove necessary.'

Alex stood, looking defiantly at him. 'l shall cope

His mouth twisted sardonically. 'l don't doubt@ne of today's women...
ready for anything, however unwisely.'

He turned on his heel and she followed him intohtbese, her eyes on the
taut white shirt stretched over his broad shoulddrisking how little he
knew what truth he had just spoken. She was a afassflicting torments.
Was it really worth throwing herself into this pot@al volcano of bad
feelings, just to get a lift home? Could she biegself to be civil to this
man who had so much to answer for as far as helyffaras concerned?

She was going to have to be a damned good acfrebe iwas to see it
through, because the last thing on earth that Matakeford must find out
if she did manage to bring herself to work for hiras that he was actually



doing a favour for—and, perhaps even worse fronpaist of view, having
a favour done by— a Leeward.



CHAPTER TWO

HENRIETTEMALMONT, a plump, dark-haired, unflappable-looking woman,
was busy doing what looked like a dozen differetisj at once in the
kitchen. She listened to the account of Liz's depar her only reaction
being a smile, a philosophical shrug, and the comim8he's young! You
must expect anything of the young, then nothingisses.Voilal' Alex was
very welcome to take over Liz's room, she said. [Dthe moment, and she
would be taken to it.

Mark Wakeford, having arranged things to his satisbn, which gave
Alex's lip a strong desire to curl, left them, saythat he would bring the
luggage up to her room later. When she had contgptbetwo hugeartes
aux pommeshat she was in the throes of filling with neatlyerlapping
slices of apple, Henriette took Alex through thpitglly Provencal long
dining-room with its huge table capable of seatihlgast thirty people, and
led her out into the corner of the courtyard. Thehey turned into a
concealed staircase leading to the rooms overtéides. At the top of the
stairs, bed- linen was collected from a cupboand, Alex was asked if she
would mind making up her own bed.

'I'm happy to do anything to help," Alex told hkamkfully. 'It's so good of
you to let me have the room.’

'One goes, one comes—it's the way of life hereriridde said simply.
Then, with a few instructions about the whereabaofithe bathroom and
laundry- room, she excused herself and hurried babler kitchen.

Alex looked thankfully round her quarters for thght. What a change for
the better from theabaneHer room was one of half a dozen or so opening
off the corridor. It had a cool, tiled floor, codoloured, the inevitable and
necessary shutters at the window, and pleasantlesipme furniture.

She stripped the bed and remade it with the bagtion bedlinen she had
been given. When she had taken the dirty linencatonthe end of the
corridor, she came back and leaned on the sileobpen window, staring



down into the deserted courtyard. Marcus Wakefppkared, startling her
into drawing back slightly. He was carrying twodaif tack, and as she
looked down on his gleaming head and easy strieg Atknowledged the
ripple of something that was far removed from Hibgtrunning through
her. Grudgingly she admitted to herself that shddcanderstand just why
Elaine had become so involved with him. Even kn@wiis actions and the
consequences of them, Alex could still see that&®the sort of man who
drew even the least susceptible woman's eye artlesghagination of the
more vulnerable of the sex smouldering.

He dropped the tack at a stable door, and lookeahdofirst in one

direction, then in the other. Alex realised thatwes conscious of being
watched, and, disgusted with herself for being f@bugh to react to his
undeniable physical attraction, she moved hurriaghgy from the window
before he looked up and saw her, and sat on theSyexlhad no doubts
about her ability to handle a horse, but handliMgakeford, and especially
this particular Wakeford, was a different mattetirefy.

Meeting Marcus—or Mark as he seemed to call hintseV—had brought
back all the anxiety she had felt on Elaine's Hetvab years ago. She
couldn't help reliving that time now, all that haabpened painfully vivid in
her mind:

Alex had been in her last year of training as aspitierapist, and she had
only begun to find out about the potential disastaiting to happen in her
sister's life when she came home for the Easteddn.

With one failed teenage marriage behind her, Elgiemotional life was a
matter of prudent concern for all her family. It svabvious from the

moment that Alex saw Elaine on the Wednesday bé&aster that her sister
was in a highly charged mood, and it soon becanfegqiby clear that a new
boyfriend was the stimulating factor. But Alex waszzled by the vague
way Elaine referred to him. It was uncharacteristic

'Important, is he?' she asked.



'He could develop into something really serioudalt. I'm not sure that he
already hasn't done just that.' Elaine soundeth@sgh she meant it, but,
again, she gave no concrete information.

‘Then how come we don't get to see him?' Alex asiexdtly. "'You don't
usually draw this kind of discreet veil over yoavé-life.'

'Ah, but this is different.’ Elaine looked hesitgrdt her sister, then seemed
to make up her mind. 'If | can't tell you, who clatell? I'll show you a
photograph that nobody else has seen.’

They were in Elaine's bedroom at the time, and Al@s intrigued to see
that the photograph was taken from beneath thedipaper of the bottom
drawer in the dressing-table. Elaine passed oespliotograph almost with
reverence. Alex looked at the face of the man. iAtifirst she was relieved.
Not only was he undeniably worth looking at, theras a strength and
firmness about the face that reassured.

'Well, lucky old you!" she said. 'He's gorgeous.\Wmnder you keep him to
yourself! What's his name? Adonis?'

There was no laugh from Elaine. Her answer wasluterious.

'Do you swear not to tell anyone until | say itgesto do so? If you don't,
I'm telling you nothing.'

'‘Come on, Ellie! I'll swear anything you like to dw just what the big
mystery is.’

'I'm serious,' Elaine warned.
'So am I. | won't breathe a word to a soul. Now eam! Give!'

'Prepare yourself for a shock, then. His name isciv&' Her eyes held
Alex's. 'Marcus Wakeford.'



Alex's voice came out as a squawkVakeford!One ofthe Wakefords?
You've actually fallen for a Wakeford? Oh...my goess! That'll certainly
put the cat among the pigeons as far as the pasntoncerned.’

'‘Never mind the parents,’ Elaine said ruefully:sFi've got to tell Marcus
that he's been going out with a Leeward for the paigple of months.'

"You mean he doesn't know?' Alex's heart sanka# turning into another
of Elaine's foolishnesses. She looked at her Sdteridly defiant face with
a mixture of love and despair. 'Of course. Your eavouldn't mean a thing,
would it?' She sank down on to the bed. Elainerhadied almost straight
from the schoolroom, and taken less than a ye@ptent at leisure. She was
now divorced, but still used her married name,drdpecause she was in
the same job that she had first taken as Elainkevsc

Alex's green eyes met the worried blue ones obister.
'Oh, Elaine! You've got yourself into a pretty hegaituation, haven't you?'

Elaine pulled a tragic face. 'l know. At first iew all a bit of a private laugh,
but now I don't feel like laughing any more. I'mmggpto tell him, truly. But
in my own time, and without any interference frommily until I've sorted
things out with Marcus. | don't give a tuppenny ddor the fact that he's a
Wakeford. As you said, he's gorgeous. And not dhbt—he's such a
terrific person. Really, really nice. | just knot¥ ibe all right.'

Alex didn't care any more than Elaine did about fidumily feud. Two
generations back a Wakeford had by devious meaasepted their
grandfather Leeward's marriage—a marriage arrafgethoth love and
land— and snatched the intended bride with heitoeial dowry for
himself. In those days it had been a life and desdtter. Their grandfather
had lost the land, but he had not rested until be back the woman. It was
the briefest of victories, though. The unhappiness. moral scandal in
those days and the unrelenting attempt of Fran@gafdrd to reclaim his
wife had resulted in the distraught woman's suidstgh men were fierce in
their sense of wrong, and no reconciliation betwtenfamilies in that
generation could be dreamed of. Alex understoodl thae and Elaine,
when they had talked about the matter, had evecet®u that seeing the



Wakefords prosper with their ill-gotten land whtlee Leewards made a
very modest living could make their father bittéwoat what might have
been his. But it seemed to have little to do whttnh. Their grandfather had
eventually married again, and happily. They andr tta¢her had resulted
from that marriage. Grandfather Leeward had diddrbehey were born,
so they had known none of the injured parties. IBurevas time to let the
whole sorry business sink into oblivion? In anyezadbe Wakeford family
had moved away from the little West Sussex townrevheth families had
lived for generations, so the heat had of necegsitg out of the situation to
some extent. But letting sleeping dogs lie wadfemint matter from lying
with them.

'l know we think it's all in the past, but the tirs... can you count on
Marcus feeling as relaxed about the situation asle® Alex asked her
sister.

Elaine's answer was almost confident. 'I'm pratg $1e will. | think we're
both too far into the affair for anything else tatter...' Her eyes sparkled
wickedly. Elaine never remained down for long. @héhe reasons she was
always getting into trouble was that she seemeabiaigle of remembering
how easily the last disaster had come about. 't sayg Sandie,’ she said,
giving Alex the strongest of desires to shake tbhesense out of her, ‘it
certainly adds a bit of an extra thrill to thingsis "forbidden territory"
business.’

‘Just don't play with fire for so long that you emgl getting your fingers
burned,’' Alex told her worriedly, and rather proptedly as it turned out.

It took Elaine weeks to come clean to Marcus, ahdmshe at last did the
end result was, as Alex had feared, disaster. Stiebt foreseen the extent
of it, though.

The first Alex knew of it was when she got a dissed phone call from her
sister the night before she was due to come hotee fafishing her final
exams at the hospital. Elaine told her that sheawtse airport, on the point
of taking a stand-by flight to America.



It was all over between her and Marcus. Her voies wroken, tight with
stress and smothered tears. She didn't want t@baliat it. She had been a
fool. She was not at all proud of herself. All shanted was to get away.
She would write—but not to talk about what had leaygal between herself
and Marcus. She just wanted to forget that. It Washed with, and she
wanted no questions from anyone. What she wantsdaweew life. She'd
made a pretty rotten job of the old one so far.

Before Alex could break into the agitated flow aings from her sister, she
heard a background announcement over the airpomola and with a
quick, 'My plane—must be off," Elaine was gone.

It had been left to Alex, she found when she adikieme, to explain the
situation to her parents. Mrs Leeward, distressednaystified by her elder
daugh-r

ter's hasty flight from home and country, listertedAlex's account and
responded with distraught sympathy.

'Oh, my poor Elaine! The foolish girl! She must Baween devastated to
find that stupid business still had so much powteraall these years. |

couldn't understand why there had been so mudterete about the current
boyfriend, but you know how it's been since thaadtrous first marriage of
Ellie's. We've all tiptoed around afraid, treadorgeggshells. How on earth
shall we tell your father? Oh, Sandie!

'Suppose this Wakeford man hadn't cared about lthequarrel... How
would you and Daddy have felt?' It was a uselesstipn now, but Alex
felt compelled to ask it.

Her mother's eyes, dark with distress, looked hecs. 'It was never my

qguarrel in any case. | just married into it. Budan't honestly believe that
your father sets much store by it these daysidfMarcus had been a good
man, I'm sure he would have accepted him. | knawould.' Her sweet face

convulsed with grief. 'As it is, I'd rather like kdl him.’



'He's obviously no good at all." Alex's words wérter. She loved her
foolish sister. 'He's turned out to be as hostite @rejudiced as any
Wakeford has ever been.’

Mrs Leeward had been right to dread telling herbansl. An outburst of
bitter rage against the Wakefords was followed lyght made horrific by
the coronary he suffered in the early hours. Hevered, but only just, and
was forced into early retirement for which he wesslthan well-prepared
financially. The old family home of three generasmf Leewards had to be
sold, and now Elaine and Alex's parents lived small house on an estate,
about which they didn't complain, but the girls wribat the best that could
be said was that they tolerated it. The old lifd bane.

It was a year before the family saw Elaine agajnyhbich time, as they had
learned from her letters and phone calls, she wgaged to an American
whom she brought over to meet the family. It wasdfore inappropriate to
make any attempt to rake up the past, and doubliy $be light of Mr
Leeward's health. Against all the odds, they weskghted to find that
Elaine seemed at last to have found the right rnath in her own opinion
and in theirs. Now, two years later, she was hgppgrried, and her first
child, a boy named after her father, was the appthe family's eye.

Marcus Wakeford's name had never been mentioned,dg# in Alex's
memory he remained the man who had changed theeadmher sister's
life, putting the Atlantic Ocean between her and faenily, and almost
ended the life of their father. She hated him. @liequarrel had taken on
new life.

A knock on her bedroom door roused her, and whenagened it the
eminence grisef her thoughts was there, holding out her twasbag

‘Thanks,' she said curtly, her mind still seethwrith memories.

‘Just a moment--' He stopped her closing the dodrim. 'l want to speak to
you.'



Grudgingly Alex opened the door a little wider, lglidin't invite him into
her room. The past was too strongly with her.

'Yes?'

''ve made arrangements for the rest of the dayll Yallkke a couple of horses
out, and you can have ample opportunity to showtwba can do.' He

looked her objectively up and down. "You'll be rgjht in those things. |

expect we can borrow a hat for you.'

'No need to do that," Alex said crisply. 'l have evith me. And I'd prefer to
get into a pair of jodhpurs. I've got those as well

'Very convenient. You borrowed them from Liz, | poge.’

'‘No. They're my own. The first part of my holidaysvspent riding in the
Vercors.'

He conceded nothing. 'Sounds promising—but youilegygst to convince

me. Come on down as quickly as you can.' He tuamebistrode off down
the corridor. Feeling ruffled, Alex shut the doardafished her stretch
jodhpurs out from the bottom of her bag.

They were the most cruelly honest of garments gom@ with bulges to
hide, but on Alex's slender curves they only sela®dn enhancement. She
changed the green shirt for a stone-coloured cattegater, pinned back
her richly coloured hair with a tortoiseshell slidiethe nape of her neck,
pulled on her short boots, and headed down to #ud, yher riding hat
swinging from her hand.

Right, Mr Doubting Wakeford, she thought. Don'tnthiyou're going to
have fun at my expense.

The two horses in the yard, held by a young boy whs talking to the
grey-haired man Alex had seen in the office, wesaigprise. One was a
bay, and huge, the other, a little smaller, wasebagld.



Mark came out of one of the stables and walkedssdam join the men, and
the eyes of all of them turned on Alex as she aggred, the two
Frenchmen looking at her with obvious pleasure, KM&vakeford's

expression less readable.

Alex indicated the horses. 'What's this? | thoyght had bought a couple
of Camargues.'

'l have. And you'll only ride those if you prove tioe that you can ride
these," he answered smoothly. 'l told you that ongés were fairly newly
broken, remember, and in any case Camargues &eedif. Andre here has
kindly agreed to lend us two of his excellent tiekkhorses. Zizi is yours--'
he slapped the piebald's rump '—and Pepin's mimey'fie well used to the
kind of riding we'll be doing today.' The last comm was made with a
significant look at the other two men, whose brgads hinted at some
kind of in-joke. Alex ignored it, and concentrated making friends with

Zizi, who seemed amiable enough.

" Vous desirez monter, mademoisglldndre Malmont held out joined
hands. Alex put a foot in them and sprang lightip iZizi's saddle, where
she paused to fix her hat before walking the htosthe other end of the
yard. There, she adjusted the stirrups. Her legse whviously longer than
the last rider's. Then she came back to the wajarioup.

'So far, so good," Mark said, vaulting easily iRtepin's saddle and patting
the nut-brown neck. 'Now— let's see what you callyedo. A toute a
I'neure,Andre.’

'‘Amuse yourselves well,' the owner of the Mas samhreful English, again
with that 'l know something you don't know' smile.

Mark rode level with Alex, and she saw that he wasring the black
gardian'shat again.

‘That won't be much protection if you come off¢ &aid, caught looking at
him.



'l don't come off." It was said quietly, but witbhpgeme male confidence.
They were coming round the left-hand side of thenfaow, and entering a
long, narrow enclosure. He urged his horse intotaaind called to her, 'Just
do what I do.’

Alex followed him, turning as he did at the far esidhe field and following
him back over the stretch of rough ground. After $iecond turn, he stepped
up the pace to a gallop, so that for the next engths of the field they were
travelling through the cloud of dust raised by tharses' hoofs.

At the next turn, instead of slackening pace, lweeased it and took the
fence without warning. Alex followed suit, Zizi sazg easily over the bars,
and when Mark called over his shoulder in mockiogess, 'Still up?' she
pointedly used his own words of only moments ageeply, 'l don't come

off.!

She dug her heels into Zizi's sides, urging thesdn@o pass him, but he
caught the rein and with a commanding, 'No neeshtov off,’ slowed them
down to a steady walking pace again.

'Well, | can see you're out of L-plates,’ he sabhically.

'l told you | could ride." Alex was still smartirfgom the fence, which she
thought had been unfair and even potentially damgeof him.

He glanced sideways at her and read her expression.

'If the jump's niggling you, forget it. Zizi couttb it in her sleep. We haven't
come anywhere near the unexpected yet.'

Then | shall just sit back and expect the unexgaktshe told him coolly.

They went past the branding corral. The branding oveer and the yearlings
released to go and hide in their usual hauntstheusmell of burning hide
and hair was still in the air, making Zizi and Repitch their ears and
whicker softly.



‘This riding holiday of yours..." Mark Wakeford dasuddenly. 'Were you
alone?'

'No. With friends.'

'Did you lose them as well as your money? That dsesnd like
carelessness.'

She glanced at his mocking face. 'No. | didn't lasgone. They had less
holiday than | did. | stayed on for a few daysee the Camargue. Does that
clear up that little point?'

'Very reassuringly. Was it worth it, the staying?oifhis place isn't
everyone's cup of tea.'

'| think it's wonderful.'

'In spite of everything?"In spite of everythinghi§ morning when the
flamingoes took off and sent the horses gallopiasgt pne— well, what can
you say about a sight like that?"

'l saw them, remember.’
'It was unforgettable.’
You're speaking to the converted.’

She shot a quick look at him, a little startledvidyat had almost been a
normal conversation. He sat astride his horse snwhiite gear like some
goodie from a Western. He was looking at her framdex the forward-
tilted brim of his hat, and the summer-bleachedn&ss of his hair was
dazzling in the sunlight. He looked so sure of lalhs.so much one of life's
favoured ones.

'‘Obviously," she replied drily. 'lt's a heck of aywto come shopping,
otherwise.’



The grey eyes were veiled. 'Ah, but there's a icelday in my family who
has very persuasive ways. She saw the fmn Blanc—you know
it?—and nothing else would do for her but a Camartgorse.'

'She was fortunate to have a husband who couldepaadher desires,’ Alex
said.

He gave her a strange kind of look. 'The young laiy
guestion—Rebecca—is only seven. Not, of course,Itheuld deny any
wife of mine the pleasure of riding one of the Cagnas if she wished.’

Alex was doing sums. The only answer her ment#hraetic could come
up with was that he must have married someone wWieady had a
daughter. Or have been involved with someone bditaime came on the
scene, and gone back to her with the belated iotewf doing the right
thing by his own daughter. Whichever was the clasey seven-year-old to
make such demands and have this man travel théhlendrance to fulfil
them, she had to be a very spoiled brat indeed.

"You're a highly indulgent father," she said, hace tight with disapproval.
Then she reminded herself that, no matter whathaggpened, Elaine was
now perfectly happy. She had better remember that @ot let her
resentment and critical faculties get out of h&fte had to get on with this
man on the surface if she was going to travel with.

They had reached the main road where they apprdacherse-box parked
under the trees. They stopped at it, and Alex dtidte obvious.

'For us?'
'‘Good guess.'
'‘But it's not yours?"

"The one | brought over? No. Mine's the towing @i This belongs to the
Mas.'



She dismounted as he had done and took Pepinsweite he opened up
the back of the box.

Since we could easily ride back to the Mas, | tékeve're going on
somewhere else,' she probed.

'Right again.' He glanced mockingly at her. "Yodrdi think that was it, did
you?'

She shrugged. 'I'm in your hands. So where areoveg@'

'Patience. You'll find out eventually." He jumpealch from the box. Zizi's
ears had flattened. 'Let's get her in first. KeepiP back for a moment.'

Zizi was coaxed in and rewarded with a hay bagirPfefiowed calmly and
got his travelling rations too. Mark fastened tlo& lthen he and Alex got in
the front.

'Is it far?' she asked with studied innocence.

‘Not very... But we want the horses nice and frieslthis afternoon.’ He
paused. 'And they'll probably be glad of the boxhatend of the day,’ he
added maddeningly, implying much but giving litheay.

Alex made a mental vow to give him the satisfacbbfobbing off not one
guestion more, and it was quite a while before toid the silence as they
drove along the flat roads.

‘Tell me, what do you do with yourself when youia getting into tricky
situations abroad?’

Apparently it was fine for him to do the questianii'm a physio,' she said
briefly.

‘A physiotherapist? I'd never have guessed.’

‘There's no reason why you should. We don't gédbdat with our job
specification.’



His grey eyes rested on her briefly. 'Such a vérysgal occupation. A
hands-on business. You don't strike me as beingygieewho would find
that easy.'

'How can you possibly know? It's little more thamheour since we met.’
'I'm rarely wrong about the kind of vibes peopleegout.’

Alex's heartbeat quickened in alarm. Her hostivigs getting through to
him. She was not being careful enough. She forcadike.

'Maybe this is a first. In any case, physiotherspyy work, and | enjoy it.
Perhaps you have no experience of what it entails.’

'Only a brief encounter with a sports coach. Whgin a different class
from submitting oneself to the attentions of a emth’ There was a pause
while Alex studiously ignored what he had said.WNyou're thinking that
that was far too sexist a remark for your taste pbserved calmly.

'Well, wasn't it?'

'Factual, | thought. But then, I'm not as keyedompthese issues as you
women are.'

‘That's probably because you don't find yourse#f Hutt of them," she
retorted.

They had left the main Aries road now, passingya@st which Alex was
not quick enough to read, so she still had no deare they were going.
But suddenly, as they rounded a bend in the roaetevthere was higher
scrubby vegetation than the average, she saw libe¢ tvas a crowd of
people in a vast field ahead, and seconds latek Miarve off into it and

drew the horse-box up in line with a host of others

At the far end of the field there were bulls, ropEt— a black mass of
them, milling around. People on foot and on horskbaere thronging
everywhere, and Alex realised as she jumped dovan tiere was a
mouthwatering smell of barbecued meat in the air.



'l think we'll get ourselves something to eat fifldie horses will be happy
enough with their hay bags,' Mark said. 'Hungry?'

Alex was ravenous, but conscious of the fact thatlsad no money. 'Not
really. You go ahead," she said casually.

He looked hard at her. 'l expect to provide yothvatod, you know, if that
answer comes from misplaced pride.’

"You have no idea how maddening this situationois rhe," Alex said
passionately.

'Oh, yes, | have. I'm looking at you.' His tone &@e more bracing. 'Oh,
don't be so ridiculous. You're practically droolidgcan tell. And you're
going to need all your strength this afternoon.’

The oblique, taunting remark was the last straw.

'If you really feel like doing me a favour, you dddet these hints that
something dreadful's coming up rest,' she saidu'féaoing to have to tell
me what's on the cards sooner or later. | canwvdik then.'

'But it's killing you, isn't it?' He gave a cool &) then took her arm and
began to steer her through the crowds. '‘Come oay Hon't believe in
gueuing in these parts. Just act very determined.’

They collected delicious-looking kebabs and fragrdss of lamb, cartons
of salad, a crusty 'flute' and a bottle of red wiaed finally some golden
peaches before working their way back to the hofgesk opened up the
box and put a folded horse rug on the flap. Thagag out their picnic
lunch, and got to work on it.

The bouquet of the wine was intense from its stagdh the hot sun. The
meat had been marinaded in a magicblend of hexbsits) and there were
succulent local olives in the salad. Alex gave @i to the seduction of a
feast of flavours.

‘All right?' Mark queried.



'Perfect. Thank you very much.'

I'm actually having a picnic with this Wakeford mamd managing to keep
a civil tongue in my head, she marvelled. There seasuch to see around
them that talking was not really necessary, angtbdasure of the food and
sunshine more than made up for the undesirabléiigen her companion.
She was sufficiently mellow when he gathered upbibitle and glasses to
return them, to manage to say again, "Thanks, Mgukge civilly.

‘Actually, it's Marcus,' he told her, and the namegnforcing his identity,
gave her a stupid jolt. 'l cut it short over heesduse, much though 1 like
the Malmonts, | can't stand what they do to my naMahhrcewse,he
said, with wicked and what she supposed was faiclyurate imitation.
'‘And before you say it," he went on, 'l know | mertheir language too, but
their version of my name makes me feel an uttel fiimey, and everyone
else, can cope perfectly well with the abbreviatedsion. We'll get the
horses out when | come back. It's almost time.hvdisignificant look to
irritate her, he launched into the crowd.

Alex watched his fair head, higher than those sumding him, her eyes
seeming reluctant to leave his progress througltiineds. Several of the
women he passed, whose dark eyes also followedaviiakently were prey
to the same problem.

She got up impatiently and made for the toilet.t&ihen she returned,
Marcus was bringing Pepin out. Zizi was alreadghet to a hook on the
side of the box.

'l wondered if you'd done a runner,’ he said oveshoulder.

'I'm hardly in a position to do that, am 1?"

‘That implies that you would if you could. Feeliagprehensive?'

'Interested, actually,’ she said coolly.

'In that case, I'll give you some information. Yeuabout to take part in an
abrivado.Know what that is?'



'‘No. But I'd put any money on the chance of ouclklaiends at the end of
the field being involved in it.'

'‘And you'd be right. You're about to learn what ltke to have the job of
taking them from one place to another. All you hawvelo is keep up with
the rest of the riders, as close as you can, andtgahe crowd. You won't
have the option of doing anything else, really. Bwre's nothing to worry
about. Zizi's done this many times before. Justentrate on keeping on
top of her, in every sense. If you're game, | thilsktime we were off. Want
a hand up?'

Alex refused his offer and unhitched Zizi beforeumting unaided. Bulls!
She wasn't going to let him see it, but she fgitrapensive to say the least.

As though at some hidden signal, the crowds wettehgdhemselves out to
pre-arranged positions—people on foot to the eddleedfield, riders to the
centre. There was an air of excitement that wassiitangible.

A group of Camarguegardians in distinctive dress and carrying the
customary trident were heading off up the fielduoere the bulls moved
restlessly.

‘They're going to pick out the animals they wane Wén't get involved at
this stage,’ Marcus said.

Somehow, theyardianshad separated seven or eight bulls from the herd,
and the fence was being replaced to keep theatsdy enned. The riders
formed a tight ring round the beasts, herding tliemwn the field, and as
they neared the waiting horsemen one by one tleesridheeled and joined

in until a tight pack was surrounding the centraiecof bulls.

Alex and Marcus were swept up and along with tis¢, @nd the pounding
pack gathered speed as theycircled the field ttaidbe cheers and catcalls
of the onlookers. Then the gate into the road,edo®r the start of the
abrivado,was flung open and the tightly packed riders dredrtcharges
streamed out along the road, heading heaven oy kvhere.



Alex's hair flew out like a copper pennant as gioeiched low over Zizi, her
riding hat forgotten in the strange excitementhad bccasion. She found
herself uttering the same wild cries as the sumog riders. It was

primitive, savage, wonderful!

She and Marcus were towards the end of the pattlegientered the streets
of a village. The thunder of hoofs and the bellgyvod the bulls and shouts
of the riders were amplified by the thick stonelwaf the houses, and soon
cries from onlookers crowded into doorways and wwmsl added to the

pandemonium.

Suddenly a group of youths burst out from an all@yand flung a volley of
missiles into the riders. Something hit Zizi on ttleeek, exploding in a
cloud of white, and she reared in alarm while Alexght to control her and
hang on. She might have managed it too, but fofabethat a motorbike
started up in the alleyway, and someone revveghigine to capacity.

Zizi reared again, whinnying and flailing wildly the air with her forelegs,
in danger of overbalancing.- Alex took the only g&iof action and let
herself slide over the horse's rump to the gro&ine landed with a jarring
thud to the bottom of her back, but she was upsiplirsecond, snatching at
Zizi's reins and directing a stream of abuse oegrdhoulder at the boys.
They were actually laughing at her, and the hegtt@moment brought out
her English and completely annihilated her Frenmt, her meaning was
clear enough. She achieved nothing, though. Theglgneent on laughing

in her face.

Marcus had been carried forward with the forcehef ¢harge, but he had
wheeled round and was back with her almost as ae@ie was up on her
feet.

'‘Are you hurt?" He jumped down, and for a momertkéa slightly
concerned. Only slightly, though, and not for loHgs shirt was clinging to
his chest and his forehead was filmed with swehe Jardian'shat was
hanging by its thongs down his back. Even as Alemxed her anger on him,
she had the mortification of a flash of recognitioh his rugged male
attractiveness. Then, as quickly as his concerwag gone, and she was



feeling as angry with him as with the yobs who lhadught her off her
horse.

'‘Not hurt—furious!" she stormed, waving her freanatowards the
spectators. 'Those louts threw something at usk ab@izi—she's covered
in white stuff. Morons!" she shouted over her sbeul

To her increased fury, Marcus merely grinned inrtdeection and gave a
dismissive wave of his hand.

'‘C'est la premiere fois pour mademoisgllee called, and his tone was
almost appeasing.

'‘What difference does the first time make?' shelsdat him, brushing
Zizi's neck and raising white clouds that madedoegigh. 'Flour! That's what
it is. Savages!

Marcus turned to her firmly. 'Stop that. You ddmibw what you're talking
about. Are you scared to get up on Zizi again, loat®'

She was up and glaring down at him almost befordde finished the
sentence. He vaulted easily into Pepin's saddle.

'‘Come on, then. | expect we've missed the endisp#rticular run, but we
may as well see our own finish through.'

That was it, then, Alex thought bitterly, angry naw her own behalf as
well as Zizi's. She had come off her horse. He ddhink her unfit to take
care of one of his precious Camargues if she ctuldope with a
well-schooled horse. She was just wasting time fromw on, hanging
around with him—but what could she do about it? §heed daggers at his
back as she galloped down the street after hint tinaty began to meet the
other riders making their way back for a second run

Marcus did not turn his horse, confirming Alex'sropn that she had been
written off for the journey back to England. Instelae dismounted and
attached Pepin’'s reins to a rail in front of a higddl. Miserably, Alex did
likewise. Then she realised that they were outsiball ring.



'I'm having nothing to do with bull fighting," slsaid emphatically. 'l think
it's barbaric, and | totally disapprove.’

'‘Calm down, hot-head," Marcus told her steadilpu'Ye in the Camargue,
land of long-lived, cherished bulls. Come over aade a reviver after your
unfortunate experience, and I'll explain.’

They threaded through the groups of people who wexking for the bull

ring and found a cafe in a nearby square, wherebddeft her sitting at a
pavement table under the trees and made for theteowithout asking

Alex what she wanted. | shall just refuse to driiik, don't like what he

brings, she told herself mulishly. But when he me¢d he was closely
followed by the waiter, who put two misted glasségresh lemon juice,

cold and delicious, on the table. Perfect, Alexutjia grudgingly, and about
the only thing that was perfect right now.

'Now," Marcus said, 'let me tell you about the bafjour.'
'Don't bother. | know | came off. No need to rumit Alex said.

'I've no intention of rubbing anything in. | saw atthappened. | was there,
remember? But don't go on holding it against tlis lpou were berating.
They were only doing exactly what they are suppaseatb at arabrivado.’

"They werewhat!" Alex said incredulously.

‘The general idea is that spectators do their lbgst to break the circle of
riders and engineer the escape of a bull. They asg means
whatsoever—noise, harmless missiles, personal @otaftion if they're
foolhardy enough. It was only a paper bag of fldlex. No big deal. Zizi
was surprised, that's all. Not hurt.'

And what about my behind? Alex was thinking hofljaat was jolly well
hurt. And she'd have a bruise to show for it tomatrtoo.

'Why on earth didn't you warn me, then?' she asiadly. 'Wasn't that
rather an omission?' ‘'Rather an omission' showeemendous
self-discipline. 'Bloody moronic' was what she wsaging inside her head.



‘Not at all. | wanted to see how you would hantlie tnexpected,’ he told
her smoothly. 'Warning you would have prevented tttzance, but it
wouldn't have ruled out some kind of surprise. Youldn't have foreseen
the exact incident. Zizi would still have been geged off.'

'Well, now you've seen how | handle the unexpetc#ddx said bitterly.

'So | have.' He sipped his lemon juice. 'And notwie tell you about the
next event.'

With an effort she tore her mind away from heribderdisappointment and
followed what he was saying.

There would be no swords, no blood deliberatelylshehe bull ring. The
aim of the contest between man and beast was tathemg of the
cocarde—the red rag fixed to a string between the horreach bull—Alex
learned. But this was no mean achievement. Physigiity to the nth
degree was called for, and if it fell short the yggumen going in the ring
were the ones who would get hurt, not the bullsyT¢et on until a second
run of bulls and horses raised the dust in theestthen made their way to
the bull ring. There, in spite of her general fieglof frustration, Alex found
herself beginning to be carried along on the ero#et of the watching
crowds as theaze- teursentered the ring, and one by one made the most
daring and spectacular attempts to retrieve theteolcocarde.There was a
double barrier round the ring, and once or twidrith got so carried away
by its charge that it leapt the inner barrier aftexrazeteurand circled the
narrow passageway before being let back into théesb area.

After the professionals, amateurs were invitedoinry their skill, and the
youths who had managed to unseat Alex were fitsttime ring.

'Vous aussi, Anglaisthey taunted Marcus, whose fair head made him an
obvious target in the tiered seats.

'C'est une invitatio®' he called back, getting to his feet, to theghelof the
crowd.

"You're surely not rising to that crazy suggestigi@x protested.



'It's a friendly invitation. Where's your nationgkide?' he told her
dismissively, and in seconds he was in the ringndoéanded the metal
hook each of theazeteursused in the attempt to snatch ttuzarde.

It was soon obvious how much skill had been demmatest by the experts.
Alex found herself holding the edge of her seattaswatched. One by one
the amateurs owned themselves defeated and |eiagit the ring, until only
Marcus and one other man remained. It was Marcusheld the eyes of the
watching crowd as he wove and side-stepped, judgawh move to the
split- second.

Suddenly a delighted roar went up from the crowe hidd got theocardel
In an instant he had leapt up on to the inner éaraind was brandishing his
trophy, then he strode across the gap to the bateler and stepped down,
dropping the red¢ocardeinto Alex's hands.

"The spoils for the lady," he said. His suntanri@a was glistening evidence
of the effort he had expended, as was the damghbawssed back.

Alex had been applauding and cheering as loudthesest, and when the
boys who had so angered her shoutéide les Anglais\across the ring she
actually waved theocardeand laughed in acknowledgement before turning
to Marcus. As her eyes met his, she realised wsthoak of disgust just how
carried away she had been. She had wanted himnto Wwad felt pride in
him. She dropped back into her seat then, knowiagfor the moment she
had forgotten both who she was, and who Marcus Was sister and her
father, silent, accusing ghosts, seemed to glitiedsn them.

'Well done,' she said with dull politeness.

'Luck," Marcus said simply. 'l think we'd bettel @za day and end on a high
note.'

‘Better that than being upstaged.’ Yes, that wagh&hat was a way of
talking to him that left her feeling comfortable.



'‘Quite. And there's also the little matter of thealwe're due to eat back at
the Mas. | don't want to inconvenience the Malmamtgmore than we have
done already.’

He didn't refer to the following day at all as thhege back to where the box
had been left, and from there drove back to the. Masd later, when they
were seated round the huge dining-table with tHeeroguests eating
Henriette's mouthwateringcassoulet and tarte aux pommes,the
conversation remained general. Alex let the babbkound wash over her
once Marcus became involved in conversation wighpgérson on his other
side. Tomorrow loomed over her, one huge questiarkntHer brave talk of
coping this morning seemed empty now as she coméaapborrowing
money to get herself home. From whom, though? Aayoather than
Marcus Wakeford. But she was not exactly spoiledFwice.

At the end of the meal, Marcus turned to her.

'Well, isn't it about time you came to meet youarges?'

The implication of what he had said washed overfthea moment. 'There
isn't a lot of point, is there?' she said, themppgéa.'Your chargeshe had
said. Her green eyes were luminescent with hopé.dBted she believe
what she thought she had heard?

"You said... you called them my charges. Doesrtiedn--'

'It means the horses you'll be helping to look rafietween here and
England. What else?’

Relief washed over her. She was going to earndtarr journey. She was
not going to have to beg.

'‘But | came off Zizi,' she said.

'Of course you did," he replied impatiently. 'lfuybadn't, rearing as she did,
your weight could have brought her down.'



Alex sighed with a mixture of relief and exaspearati'You could have told
me thatthatwas what you thought at the time."

He seemed genuinely amazed. 'lt never occurredeahat you didn't
realise that was what | was thinking. Come on!tétk her arm and led her
away from the table.

In the shadowy paddock the two Camargues were vamiteghostly, but
they came over to the fence as soon as they hearcls! calling them, and
seemed eager to respond.

‘This is Lasco. He's named after the Lascaux cale=e his ancestors
decorate the walls.' Marcus fondled the big horsa's, a smile of complete
gentleness on his face, the sort of smile thatlight years distant from the
taunting expression he had through the day direatdutker, Alex thought.

'‘And this dainty madam is Mistral.’

It was love at first sight as Alex caressed thelshmaise's velvety nose. The
white head nodded as though in greeting, and ttedligent eyes were
gentle as they watched her every move. The longewhane and tail were
still now, but Alex could imagine how they woulg fhut in motion. She had
completely fallen for both Camargues, and theyast would ensure that
there was something bearable about the next few. day

It was not of the horses, however, that she folerddif thinking as she lay
in bed that night. Her mind replayed over and oxegntlessly, like a film

loop, the scene in the bull ring with Marcus, leathletic, and utterly

riveting to watch. She heard his voice again..e"Spoils for the lady’, he
had said, like some medieval knight after a jogstournament.

Some joke that was, she told herself. He was nghitnwilling to suffer for
undying, courtly love. He was the man who ran awWwide man who found
love disappeared when the ground in which it gresv@d unsuitable.

The redcocardewas on the table by her bed, glowing in a patch of
moonlight coming in through the open shutters. hegpd with her



obsessive thoughts, Alex got out of bed and droppedgiece of red cloth
into her rubbish bin. Enough of that nonsense.

A sleepless quarter of an hour later, though, shesmeaking shamefacedly
out to retrieve it. It was only a souvenir, aftér & souvenir of an occasion,
not of a man. There was surely no harm in keegiog those terms.



CHAPTER THREE

ALEX sat in the dining-room, tantalised by the smefre$hly baked bread.
She might look cool and fresh in her yellow trogsand white baggy shirt,
but there was no denying that she felt rather dpgreive about the next few
days. Being on the road alone with Marcus woulddsly different from
being here where there were people to defuse arsyote between them.
The room was quickly filling up with holiday-makewho didn't look to
have a care in the world. She envied them theefoze laughter.

The redcocardewas burning a hole in her conscience. She hadihe\ler
the waste-paper basket in her room yet again toisimg, but once more
had given in to the urge to keep it. She had teldélf that it would act as a
reminder that its winner was symbolised by red ftanger. But,
maddeningly, the image of how he had looked whewde it refused to
leave her mind.

She was asked if she wasn't eating and said tleatwsis waiting for
someone. On the stroke of eight Marcus came ireadbm, one hundred
per cent rugged male, ready for action in jeans @any round-necked
T-shirt, his fair hair sleek and sculptured froma Bhower. Without looking
round he went into the kitchen, coming out withcavbof coffee, and took
an empty place near the kitchen door.

Mortified at having waited for someone who obvigusiasn't giving her a
thought, Alex hung on for a moment or two, then enfat the kitchen to get
her own coffee. He was unaware of her as she caste put was looking
directly at her as she came out.

'Haven't you got an alarm clock?' he asked, lookimigtedly at the hands of
the wall clock which now stood at five past eight.

Alex coloured. 'I've been here some time.'

‘Then why didn't you get on with it? Breakfast efsservice here. The
Malmonts have quite enough to do with the horsékiatime of day.’

'l thought perhaps | should wait for you.'



'No need to stand on ceremony.' He got up andgull¢ the chair opposite
to his. 'Sit down. I'll go over today's route wytbu.'

'l already have a seat over there," Alex said rhiylis

‘Then change it." The steely grey eyes threatemedble if she disobeyed,
and, fuming inwardly, she sat down.

He sat opposite her, sipping black coffee andrageat her while she busied
herself with buttering an end piece of loaf andeagding it with cherry jam,
trying at the same time not to feel so tense.

'l suppose it's inevitable,' he said at last.

She looked across at him, and was momentarily desrted by the clear
grey eyes, dark-fringed, surveying her at closetgum "What's inevitable?'

"That there should be moods to match the hair.'

Alex put down her knife with a clatter, irritatidoubbling up again. 'If you

only knew how tedious it is to be labelled by tlodoar of your hair. | wish

to goodness--' She stopped suddenly and a cold $n@kee out over her.
She had been going to say, | wish to goodnessd born a brunette like
Elaine. She had come within a hair's breadth ofvisig her cover. 'l wish

people wouldn't,’ she finished lamely, then add&bswap it for any colour

in creation!

'‘Green, for instance?' he asked laconically. 'Dma'toolish. If you've been
given hair the colour of beech leaves in autunsnnitit only ungrateful to
divine providence—it's the height of stupidity toefend you'd have it
otherwise.’

Alex was wrong-footed by the almost complimentahygsing, and took
refuge in facetiousness.

' "Beech leaves in autumn"! | suppose you mearaddycrackly!



He gave her an unsmiling look. 'l thought nineti@snan was above fishing
for compliments.’

'‘And | thought | was unhooking one and throwingatk," she said.

The grey eyes held hers for a moment. 'Ever gédcdbmart alec"? Or
should | say "smart Alex"?' he asked, and befoeecsluld answer he put a
map on the table and opened it up sideways onadtth of them could
read it. 'Enough of nonsense. It's time we got cokwThis is the route |
hope we'll cover today.'

He traced the roads through Aries and Avignon ternetthey joined the
autoroute then north a little way.

'Provided things go well, we'll come off the motasnhere at Loriol.'

He had nice hands, she was noticing, slim and brewith long, tapering
fingers. She couldn't stand stubby fingers. Andniaigs were well-shaped.
Well cared-for too. She became aware of what slsedwang, and reminded
herself sharply of who he was. He might have nareds, but he had a rotten
lukewarm heart. She tuned in on what he was saypmgdding her
concentration into life.

‘'The Malmonts have given me addresses to heaBdadunately their riding
contacts spread over quite a bit of France, s@ikeep to schedule we'll not
have to hunt around for a field to put the horgses-ar ourselves, for that
matter. | shan't want you to do any of the drivimgt you can keep an eye on
the map and make sure we're not going astray wherewot on the
autoroute.’

'Fine.'

'‘Are you packed?'

'‘Absolutely ready.’

'I'll bring your bags down, then.'



'No need for that. | don't have a porter everywheme.'

'‘As you wish. Bring them over to the stables. Ned¢o look for the
Malmonts. They'll be over there.’

The Range Rover was already loaded with balesyftdags of horse nuts,
plastic water carriers and buckets. Alex fitted heggage in with some
difficulty, aware of grey eyes watching her, an@wing that Marcus, who
no doubt saw quite clearly that a bit of assistanught have been
appropriate, was deliberately refraining from affgrit a second time.

'Want to try out Mistral before she goes aboardsked.
'If you're in no hurry.'

'l wouldn't have made the suggestion if that wée ¢ase,” he said with
heavy patience.

They took the tack out of the Range Rover and waund to the paddock
where Mistral and Lasco allowed themselves to bdlsa.

‘A couple of tips--' Marcus said as Alex was altounount.

Her colour rose. 'Oh, come on! | thought I'd proveyself yesterday.' She
sprang lightly into the saddle.

He looked up at her, his expression inscrutable.dfg then.'

Alex pressed her knees into the little horse'skBatnstantly, Mistral took
off at the speed of light, like no other horse Alad ever ridden, swerving
at the fence and careering back towards Marcus hatdestepped discreetly
but unhurriedly back out of the path of the whiridi Alex pulled on the
reins, and equally suddenly Mistral halted in saetay that it was a miracle
that her rider didn't sail over her head.

'The two little tips were—go easy on the reins, godgently with your
knees," Marcus said with infuriating matter-of-faets. ‘It might be
advisable in future to take the time to listen #ndk before you act.'



The little horse was tossing her head, her whitenendazzling in the
morning sun, and Alex could have sworn that thess l&ughter in the dark
eye that rolled up at her.

Marcus sprang into Lasco's saddle and walked hitmaefsmooth as silk.
Alex's second start was considerably better tharfitse

"The thing about Camargues is that they are vesgomsive,' he told her,
rubbing it in. 'The lightest touch conveys what yeant. No need to pull on
them as you might on a hard-mouthed old hack.’

'l think | shall remember that," Alex said tightly.

After a good gallop both horses went into the batheut objection. Alex
felt that she was beginning to understand Mistkad myself...she thought
with some shame, making a mental resolution nteteso quick to fly off
the handle in future.

Farewells and thanks said to the Malmonts, thepfeheading for Aries.
'When were you expected back?' Marcus asked wienhidd been on the
road for quite a while. ‘It has just occurred to that the few days delay
could mean you're late back for work. Should ydutbe hospital?’

'No problem. As a matter of fact, at the momentehen't a hospital.’

He looked enquiringly at her.

'The cottage hospital where | worked has just do$ee old story—Ilack of
funds.' Her voice reflected her sadness about ltheng of the dear little
hospital both she and the patients had loved sdymuc

'So you're out of work as well as out of money?"

'I'm not out of money. | just haven't got the meahgetting hold of it at the
moment. But yes, | am out of work, unfortunately.'



She heard the disapproval in his voice as he wentrredible! You lose
your job, and waltz off on holiday as though youdlfitaa care in the world.'

‘Not really," Alex said coldly. 'A certain amount thought went into the

decision. But | had booked this holiday and | saweal reason to cancel it,
or to let down the friends I've been riding witmddwhile | have been away
I've given a good deal of thought to my future. $tfl not sure what | intend

to do. In my field there are openings in industayhletics and private

practice as well as in the health service. | daténd to rush into anything,
since a change has been forced on me."

He was silent for a moment, digesting this. Thesdid, 'So you can do it.'
Alex looked puzzled. 'Do what?'

‘Think first, act later." He glanced sidelong at.HAnd give a reasoned
answer without losing your temper."'

She bit back a contentious reply with some difigubnd looked
determinedly out of the window.

'Open it if you're too hot,' he said, his face geag and Alex knew that,
though she might have controlled her words, thla aoisangry colour to her
cheeks had betrayed her.

'Is that Aries we can see in the distance?' shedasith careful steadiness.
'If it is, concentration's going to be called fohe map looks complicated.’

'l hope you're capable of giving a more informatiterpretation of the map
than that," he said coldly.

‘The place name comes over the centre. | can‘hgihiag about that. Apart
from saying that you need to follow the 570, I'madbss.'

‘Just as well one of us isn't, then," he said l@ediy.

They drew nearer to the lovely red circular towaes and both fell silent
as Marcus drove unerringly through the historig/.ciGlimpses of the



amphitheatre and other historic monuments flashest, mnd eventually
they were through and on the road to Avignon.

'Sorry," Alex said briefly. 'l wasn't much use ther

‘At least you had the sense to keep quiet andhmotvt hysterical wrong
instructions at me,' he said calmly. 'In any c&ge&s | know. But you can
swot up Avignon before we get there, if you like.'

Alex bent over the map, concentrating, her shinomight hair falling
forward to screen her face. 'l think it looks fasimple,’ she said cautiously.
'‘And in any case--' her voice brightened '—therb# signs for the
autoroute,won't there? All we'll need to do is follow them.’

A hand came out to scoop back her hair, and Mdooked pityingly at her.

'Forget the map. | never yet met a woman who coeddl one. Let's just
hope you can do better with the horses. You mighivall put your head
back and leave me to get on with it. We'll stophatfirst service station on
theautorouteto stretch our legs.'

Seething with unspoken retorts, Alex put her hesakland closed her eyes
but she didn't go to sleep. She was too busy bngodin how malign fate
was to have brought her and Marcus together. Gbb&ifor some purpose?
The possibility of some kind of revenge on Elairealf floated into her
mind. She would never again have such an oppoytumit the trouble was
that Marcus held all the cards. He was the bosshddethe money and the
means of getting back to England, while she wasi@gnt on him for
everything. No doubt if she displeased him too muehvouldn't hesitate to
dump her at the roadside. She wriggled, frustratethe thought.

'Uncomfortable?’

She opened her eyes but was careful not to lobkrat'No, not at all. Just
restless.’ She watched the hot road unrolling emtflof them, promising
herself that if a good opportunity presented itsélé would seize it. She
owed it to her sister.



They had to park in the heavy vehicles sectiohaservice area, and took it
in turns to go off and find refreshments so tha borses were not left
unguarded.

Marcus went first, at Alex's insistence, and shengpl the door wide and sat
on the Range Rover's step, her eyes closed arfddgeturned up to the sun.

"Take your horses on holiday with you, do you?'

She opened her eyes to see a young British loiverdopening up the cab
of the vehicle next to them.

'Not so much take them as bring them back,’ stie 'Jdiey're presents from
the seaside.’

‘Some presents!'
'‘Some seaside!"

He grinned at her. "All right for some. All | gat do is shift breakfast
cereals.'

'‘Better than moving them around England in the, thiough." A wide sweep
of her arm indicated the blue skies and sunshine.

‘True." He leaned against his cab, prepared to talkat's your name?
Mine's Gary.'

He was friendly as a puppy, with an open face thetunpleasantly pushy
type at all. '‘Alex," she said.

‘Alex," he repeated, considering. "That's nice. Vdgriece of chocolate?' He
reached into the cab and brought out a familiatidribar, breaking off a
piece.

‘I don't believe this!" Alex eyed the make. 'Whichme first, the brand
preference, or the television advert?'



She was taking the offered piece and they were laatfhing when Marcus
appeared round the front of the Range Rover, kis figll of disapproval.

'I'm back,' he said curtly. "You can go now.’

' will, in a minute, when I've eaten my chocolathe said carelessly.
"You've heard of lorry drivers and Yorkie bars? étethe original.’

'Really? You won't be too long, will you?' he spaintedly.

Alex stiffened. The lorry driver's eyes went fromecto the other of them,
his face amused at Marcus's disapproval.

'l be as quick as is humanly possible,’ she Mé&tcus, turning slightly so
that he was excluded, since his only interest sdgmbe in terminating the
harmless exchange of pleasantries. 'How long duesip up to the coast
take you, Gary?'

'All being well, | shall make the last crossingrfraCalais tonight. Which
reminds me, I'd better be on my way if | don't weminiss it." Tactfully he
turned aside with a cheery wave.

Alex waited to wave him off, just to make her poititen without another
look at Marcus headed for the service buildings.hidé been insufferably
rude just now, and it would serve him right if #@pt him waiting. Wisely,

though, once she had had a few minutes to calm diowre coffee queue,
she decided that it would not be diplomatic to hargund too long. In no
more than fifteen minutes, she was back at the car.

Marcus was reading a French newspaper he mustimaght in the shop.
As she got in, he passed it over to her, indicatingarticle with a lurid
headline about a murderer who had struck once @autorouteand was
thought likely to repeat the offence.

Tell me if you need it translated," he said byiefl

'My French is adequate enough for me to see whattiout. I've no desire to
read it in detail," she told him.



"You should. It might convince you that it isn'taedly advisable to let any
Tom, Dick or Harry pick you up when you're on toad.’

‘It wasn't a question of picking up. Gary was dequly harmless, friendly
British lorry driver, just wanting to say hello &fellow countryman.’

'Woman' he corrected significantly. 'And even the foulesurderer has
been known to speak pleasantly to the next-doghheur, remember.’

She laughed disbelievingly. 'He was only offering apiece of chocolate,
for goodness' sake!'

'Did no one ever warn you never to accept sweets Btrangers?"

'Yes—when | was a child. It may have escaped yatice, but | am no
longer in the pre-school age-group.'

His eyes swept over her. 'lIt hadn't escaped my@otie said shortly, but
the way he said it summoned the angry colour tacheeks again.

'If you go on about it much longer,' she saidhdlkbegin to think | have as
much cause to be worried about you as you thinkhae to be worried
about a perfectly innocent stranger.’

‘A bit of prudent wariness wouldn't come amiss.'sHeéted so that he could
sit round sideways and give her the full benefihf piercing grey stare.
'I've told you already that | think you assumettar easily that a course of
action is safe. This might suit you very well, btithe moment you're in my
charge. | would be grateful if you wouldn't attagburself to every stray
male who comes within sniffing distance.'

'Do you realise how incredibly rude that soundd@xAasked hotly.
'Of course. | meant it to have a certain impact.’
She looked away from him, staring straight aheaduijh the windscreen.

'Well, your efforts are all quite unnecessary. bknhow to take care of
myself. I've made sure of that.’



'And what does that mean?'

'It means that I've been through a series of seifftte classes.’ She gave
him a brief, significant glance. 'Anyone having adeof making me the
subject of an article like this lurid one you'vegsim me would have quite a
surprise, | can assure you.'

'Sounds good. But | would prefer not to see prdaf.dHe switched on the
engine, indicating that as far as he was conceteethatter was settled and
the subject closed. Very smoothly, his mind as awdithe horses' comfort
as it had appeared to be concerned about her sHfetydrew away from
the parking space and headed fordah&routeagain.

That had all sounded very responsible, very rodggornond chivalrous—if
chivalry could be cloaked in such rudeness, Aleught. What it was far
more likely to indicate, though, was that the illieus Mr Wakeford was
not used to any female turning her head away fracm &nd towards
someone else in trousers. Well, they would see tath@ai. She had no
intention of obeying that kind of order. She migletworking for him, but
she was not having her whole personality mouldediiby Especially not
by him.

Private thoughts occupied both of them for severitds until Alex felt that
someone had to break the silence, and it mightedisoe her.

'Won't Mistral and Lasco find life a bit limited agt ponies?' she asked. 'l
mean—Cam argues are used to working, aren't they?'

‘They'll work for me. | keep sheep.'
‘You're a farmer?'
'You sound surprised.’

She was. Elaine had told her he was an accounpamtthat was an
explanation she couldn't give.

'l had you down for one of the professions,’ shé san-committally.



'‘Well, I'm only a part-time farmer. It's more ohabby, but a demanding
one. Rounding up the sheep and checking up on tieen they're spread
out over the South Downs should be enough to giv&r and Lasco a
sense of purpose.’

'So if that's your hobby, what's your real job?'

'‘Adding up. Or rather, making sure that other peauald up properly. | have
my own firm of accountants with branches spread twe south-east.’

‘That's more the sort of thing | pictured you doing
'Dry and dusty?"
'‘Now who's being a smart alec?' she asked sweetly.

He slanted a cool grey look at her. 'Nothing snadxbut that. 1 merely
understand how your mind works.'

That was a state of affairs that gave no comfoléxAeturned to the safer
subject of the map. 'Only one more exit to go, thershall be at Loriol," she
told him.

'In that case, | suggest we settle for a late lwacln we arrive at this place
the Malmonts have picked out rather than stoppinthemoadside.’

‘That's fine by me.

'As soon as we leave thetoroute keep your eyes skinned for a shop where
we can pick up something for a picnic lunch tomarraorning. It will help

if we don't have to do too much hunting around kefgetting on the road
again. We're provided for today. Henriette gaveanteamper that looks as
though it could feed a dozen people.’

"You don't know the extent of my appetite!'

'If it were more than a normal healthy one, thasthpurs of yours wouldn't
have managed to keep the results of any excesses.se



Alex blinked, but held her tongue. She had not baware that he was
inspecting anything but her riding ability yesterda

They noted several useful-looking shops in theagiis they went through,
and soon came to the riding stables where they t@espend the night.

They were given a friendly welcome and directedatpaddock where
Mistral and Lasco could be safely al-lowed to rusef The owner
apologised for the fact that there were no avasldd@drooms, but offered
them the use of any of the bathrooms in the hosders as they chose the
hour between seven and eight when guests would the idining-room. He
told them of several restaurants in the area, iatetll places of interest they
might like to go and have a look at, then hurriéfdleaving them to see to
the horses and set up camp.

It was much easier to relax when there was songthido, Alex thought as
they set about the various tasks. They both watetidd pleasure as the
horses, delighted to be out of the box again, klake their heels and raced
around the field, full of the joy of freedom. Byettime the picnic lunch was
spread out, Alex was feeling more at ease thamatideen at any point up
to now, and actually found herself talking to Maowithout weighing
every word she uttered.

Henriette had certainly gone to town on the pidaicch. There was a
delicious onion tart, with huge juicy tomatoes t \gith it, more of the
morning's bread, a variety of cheeses, and a ba$ketit. Marcus brought
out a bottle of Clairette de Die from a cool-bagd @ahe dappled sunlight
through the leaves of the tree they sat underea¢dlge of the paddock was
the final touch to lull Alex into being more herfseldangerously herself—
and totally unaware of it.

So when Marcus suddenly said, "You know, you remaedf someone, but
I'm damned if | know who," it came as a terriblech Alex knew that while
she might not look very much like her sister therere the inevitable
similarities of expression, the mannerisms comnmwrhe family. Such
things could betray almost as easily as physikahkss.



'l must have a pretty universal kind of face,’ sael, recovering as quickly
as she could. 'I'm always being told that | havewabte somewhere.’

He was staring at her, frowning, his grey eyes ghtiul. ‘No, it's not the
way you look. It's more the—the sort of atmosphargou, if that doesn't
sound corny. | just feel that we've met before e Ngdven't, | know. I'm sure
| wouldn't have forgotten that hair if we had.’

'‘No. We've never met." She was glad that she csajdthat with utter
conviction. But how to put him off further? 'I'm &ex born and bred. Are
you? Perhaps it's just a similarity of background.’

'Maybe so.' He looked unconvinced but he let thregdeous subject drop, to
her relief. 'More fruit?'

'l couldn't eat another thing.' She jumped to leet,fglad of the chance to
get moving again. 'I'll clear these things away.’

‘There's a bowl and water in the back of the R&meer. While you do that,
I'll see to our sleeping quarters.'

She had not really given much thought to that,nmw, as she got on with
the small amount of washing- up, Alex knew thaway would she share a
tent with this man. If that was his idea, then beld think again. She would
empty every bale of straw and bag of horse nutobtite car and sleep in
there—or under the tree. She was prepared not ke whificulties to some
extent, but sharing a tent with him was beyondlinit.

What she saw when he called her over to the RangerRthough, was not
a tent, but two hammocks slung from a tree to op@esnds of the car.

‘There we are. Who needs bedrooms?' he said, giviagf the hammocks
a push so that it swung violently.

'Firstly, what happens if it rains? And secondlyelnever slept in a
hammock,' she said warily.



'Well, tonight's your chance to find out what lt®. As for the prospect of
rain, you can forget that. The paper | prudentlydid assures me that we're
going to have to go on putting up with sun and dless skies at least until
we cross the Channel.’

'I'm relieved to hear that. But a "thirdly" has ooed to me. What happens
if you turn over in your sleep?'

You either do it right, or you fall out.'" He gaeslight smile, and she
thought with a shock, That's the first time he's@dhat directly at me.
'Surprisingly, it doesn't happen often,’ he wentéau never fall out of bed,
do you?'

'‘No. But the bed's got four feet on the ground. W], we shall see!" She
was mentally resolving that if his head was towdhastree hers would be
towards the Range Rover. She didn't want to beadlybeyeball with him
in the moonlight. The picture that conjured up \8asgrotesque as to be
funny. She gave a little involuntary private chuchklt the thought, and at
once he said with a frown,

‘There it is again, the feeling that | know you.'

"You do—for at least twenty-four hours now," shiel satchily.

'No need to get grumpy again. You were beginninget@almost human.’
'Didn't anyone ever tell you that it's not exagllgasing for a girl to be told
that she's more or less one of a production run—anandividual with a
claim to being unique?’

'‘No. But in any case, twenty-four hours with youd l@nvinced me that
there isn't much apart from a four- legged aninidhe equine species that
does please you. So | suggest we take the horsderahe afternoon; it's

likely to lead to less controversy than conversatio

'Nothing I'd like more," Alex said crisply.



They were back to square one again, and squangasthe safe place to be,
she thought as they saddled Mistral and Lasco.fdfcd Wakeford and a

Leeward the pleasant chat and cosy friendship otleer and women could

enjoy. They were chalk and cheese, cat and doghMod South Pole. She
would do well never to forget it.

When they came back after a couple of hours' ridihg next hour was
spent carefully picking out the horses' feet aradlieg and watering them.
Then Marcus settled himself in one of the hammoukih a brief
announcement that he was going to indulge in @ssié¢ex got a paperback
out of her bag and went to sit under one of thestr&he was not going to
experiment with the hammock for the first time willose cool grey eyes
looking on in amusement.

It was very hot, and inevitably there were inquisifilies. Alex waved them
away as she read, longing for the sea they hadééind.

She raised her head, becoming aware of a soundlhieaihad not noticed
until now when all was still. Running water. Theneist be a stream near
by—or maybe even a river. There was nothing shddvdie more than a

swim to cool down. A paddle would be better thathimg.

She glanced across at the hammock. Marcus wastikriis gardian'shat
tilted over his eyes and partially covering hisefaBhe watched the gentle
rise and fall of his chest, sure that he was fsiste.

She went cautiously over to the Range Rover, canefito move anything
in such a way that it would set the vehicle rockizagd managed to extricate
her bathing costume from her bag. Then, with anajloéeck glance at the
sleeping figure, she made for the gate in the pekldad climbed over it so
that there should be no creak to rouse Marcusn8éeed a little time alone.

The path led away to the left through an orchdrdntinto another small
field at the far side of which she could see thsltilof water. The river at the
point where she arrived at it was shallow and naidych accounted for the
fact that she had heard it over quite a distanoevBien she walked along
the path she soon reached a place where the barkshigher, the river
narrower, and the water deep enough to swim imyghmot so deep that she



couldn't see the stony bed and know that it was eabugh. There was no
house and no human being in sight. Quickly Alexngjeal into her bathing
costume and did a shallow dive into the water.

It was delicious. She swam upstream against thdegarovement of the
water, then back again to venture further downsirea little flotilla of
ducks approached her, inspected her with beady agdgpassed on. When
she floated on her back for a little while, lettihg river take her along with
it, her stillness was rewarded with the brillialsish of blue as a kingfisher
darted down to the water a little further upstreAtex felt refreshed in both
body and spirit when she eventually decided thdtavee coolness was
becoming coldness, and reluctantly got out at thiatpvhere she had left
her clothes.

She had forgotten to bring a towel, but by the tgine had walked under this
powerful afternoon sun as far as the orchard shddmuee dry and able to
change back into her clothes. She slipped her &aadaand, picking up her
things, headed back towards the paddock.

She only just managed to get her trousers and shilefore she saw
Marcus open the paddock gate and come out intootbleard to stare
around. It took no second glance to detect thatwhe in the grip of
formidable displeasure.

'‘Where have you been?' he demanded.

'‘Swimming. There's a lovely river down there.'

'Is it too much to ask that you should make youdentions known?' His
voice was far more chilling than the water of thver. She must remember
to annoy him again when she felt in need of beiagled down, Alex

thought flippantly.

"You were asleep. | didn't think it necessary t&kevgou—nor did | think
you would appreciate it.’

'Don't you mean that you never gave it a secohdisght? You just took off
the moment the idea occurred to you.'



Alex had had enough. It was high time they got igssie of what she could
and couldn't do cleared up. 'Is there any reasonlwghouldn't? It seemed
like free time, and as far as | was concernedughd| was justified in using
it as such. | wasn't aware that | was supposedtohwyou sleep, I'm afraid.
That particular duty didn't feature in your littl@groductory talk.'

His jaw tightened. 'Do me a favour and cut outftippancy. | thought I'd

got this point across to you earlier on today,dpparently not. As long as
you are in my employment, | am responsible for yauant to know where

you are, and what you are doing. Is that clear?’

'It's clear, but it's also highly unnecessary.XAlegan to walk away. 'l grew
out of the need for a nanny years ago.'

He seized her arm, stopping her. 'And you havet'toge now," he said.
'You've got a man, taking a man's responsibilgesously.’

For a moment green eyes and angry grey ones lotked, Alex shook
herself free from his hand.

‘All right. Point taken, if not fully understooch future, I'll rouse you from
the deepest sleep to make my intentions known.'

'Oh, no, you won't," he said with quelling firmneS&ou'll wait until I'm
awake before you take it into your head to do angth

‘Very well,' she said stiffly. 'Is there anythinige?'

‘Yes. If you want to take advantage of the offeadfath, now's the time to
do it. I shall do likewise, and then we'll go amtif somewhere to eat.’

'How nice," Alex said with false enthusiasm. Arjddt hope there isn't any
cream in the vicinity or it'll be bound to turn spshe added mentally.

Marcus was back at the paddock before her, andahehat while she had
put back on the yellow trousers and white shirtisdd been wearing all day
he had changed into well-fitting grey trousers anehatching fine cotton



shirt, the cool colour a perfect foil for his tadneskin and fair
hair—something which no doubt had not escapeddtisen

"You've changed,' she said, stating the obviousadn't realised that we
were going anywhere special.’

He raised his eyebrows. 'l hardly think any friemidhe Malmonts would
direct us to a transport cafe. And before you $ii@ng on all cylinders, that
remark was not intended to imply any criticism dfiat you're wearing.
You'll do as you are.'

Alex had no intention of meriting such lukewarm coents on her
appearance. 'l'd rather be a little more suitableg'told him firmly. "You'll
have to go and watch the horses for a moment t® mie time to change,
though.'

‘Trust a woman to make a fuss over clothes," hig saiher unfairly in the
circumstances, but he strolled away to stand atesdistance, his back
towards her.

Alex ferreted in her bag, knowing exactly what gfas looking for. She had

made two pre-holiday purchases that had cost harrmnand a leg and a
little bit more, but both had repaid well by allowgi her to roll them up, put

them in a plastic bag and stuff them anyhow intodase, and take them out
days later to find them without a single crease.

She took out the jade-green halter-neck dress aongvquickly changed into
it. Then, slipping into the Range Rover's passesgat and flicking down
the mirror, she quickly pinned back her hair withotantique combs
someone had given her for her last birthday. Alaeiche pale lipstick that
best suited her colouring, and she was ready. 8ltexlover to Marcus and
told him as much.

He came back, and gave her a slow head-to-toe look.
'Expecting the Ritz?' he said briefly. A compliment an insult? Alex

couldn't care less. Even if it was his idea of mpliment, he could toss it to
the four winds and she wouldn't lift a finger tdatait.



The little restaurant which they reached afteridgwp through the rounded
green foothills of the Vercors was perched on itie sf a precipitous slope.
There were panoramic views out over the rollingntorside below from
their table on a terrace whose walls were heavy bougainvillaea. As they
ate darkness fell, but the scene over which theldd was no less lovely as
lights starred the floor of the valley, mirroringose in the sky above, and
the last traces of the spectacular sunset lingesidithuetting the jagged
mountain peaks.

The waiter who served them seemed to jump to timelgsion that they
were a genuine couple, and nothing Marcus did setwalisillusion him.

Indeed, Marcus behaved with such apparent charnmeasyl good humour
that even Alex fell prey to it and managed to forfye a while that this
evening was something she should be enduring,moyieg.

As they savoured each successive dish from the erridnenu, and drank
the wines Marcus chose, Alex grew more and monaat@d, more like the
Alex her friends knew and not the prickly, defemstveature that being with
Marcus Wakeford had turned her into.

Marcus reacted to her glowing face and bright, léug eyes in such a way
that it was not surprising that their relationshigs wrongly assessed, not
only by the waiter but by others whose eyes wegavdrto Alex's vivid
head. Both of them enjoyed the evening far more thay had anticipated.

As they went out of the restaurant, other customene coming in, and
Marcus put his arm round Alex to draw her asideregjahe terrace wall so
that people could pass. Instead of letting herhg®,grip tightened as he
turned her round to look out over the valley sa ta could point to a
shooting star that dazzled across the sky.

'Wish! You'll never have a better chance!" he said.

They were alone now for a moment, and they watthedtar die away in
silence.

'Did you?' he asked softly.



Alex had not so much formulated a wish as felt gueayearning—a regret
that the atmosphere of the meal they had just diwad been false, that he
was who he was, and she was someone who shouldimexebeen able to

pretend that she was enjoying being with him, nanefor the sake of

appearances. Because she had been pretending, g’

She looked up at him, reluctant to answer. 'Ndtyeahe said slowly.

‘That makes two of us. Difficult to think of anytlg to wish for at the
moment, isn'tit? It's been a good evening,' he SEhank you for sharing it
with me.’

Then, while she still looked up at him, locked ih&r bittersweet thoughts,
he drew her closer and kissed her... and shertetlhfelt as though he was
trying to kiss the shadows from her eyes, the thoéasadness from the
curve of her lips.

She realised with a wave of guilt that she wasmaking any attempt to
withdraw, and she stiffened in his arms, rigid wstheame and disloyalty.
What was she doing? What was she thinking of? Howldcshe?

'Cold?' he asked.

‘A bit. Tired, too." Space and mountain air betwé&sm restored her to
sanity but didn't remove the pall of guilt.

Afterwards when she sat silently beside him as tthewe through the
darkness back to the riding stables she thoughtlhloae few seconds had
been the most foolish of her life. While his lipgene warm on her eyelids
and mouth, she had felt, This is real. Not theadisfamily past with its
bitterness and rancour. Not, though she was ash&mhk it, the more
recent hurt and rejection suffered by Elaine. Nagnethe damage to her
father's health—and that was the most shaming titaafcall. Nothing had
seemed more real than that moment—and she had dvénte go on
forever.

It hadn't, of course. It had died as the shootiag Isad died, and now she
was regretting it, fully aware of her mental betiagf her sister and her



father. Marcus was regretting it too, she felt.whes as withdrawn now as
she was, and whatever had flared between themnedxist longer. She was
glad, she told herself fiercely. After all, whatdhé& been but a bit of
ephemeral night magic?

Back in the dark paddock, with the ghostly figuogsMistral and Lasco
swaying drowsily near the hedge, she was relieyeehviMarcus said that he
was going over to the house to see about his dithat they could get an
early start in the morning.

She was quixotically glad, too, when her hammoc&whher out on to the
hard ground at her first attempt to get into itisTis where | should be, she
told herself, glad to be some kind of martyr, ese@mic one. Back down to
earth, feet and all the rest of me well and truiytlee ground. She was more
successful at her second attempt, and by the tiareld came back she was
tucked into her sleeping-bag, not asleep, but abiEnswer his, 'Are you
comfortable?' with a drowsy murmur that said asnpfaas words that she
had no intention of being disturbed.

She heard him moving around, preparing for bed tlaewl grunting with the
effort of getting his long legs intohis own slegpinag. After a moment or
two, he said softly, '‘Goodnight, Alex.’

She murmured an incoherent goodnight, and there thas silence apart
from the occasional blowing breath of Mistral arekto, and the rustlings
of the night world.

Alex felt safe again, cocooned in her sleeping-tvey,eyes and her mind
closed to the mysterious, treacherous witchcraftstairs and sunsets.
Tomorrow there would be the bright light of day wh@u saw quite clearly
exactly where you were going. Her lips tightenedhwiesolve as she
thought,And with whom.



CHAPTER FOUR

ALEX opened her eyes to find Mistral's head nuzzling biewing warm
breath on her neck. She wriggled an arm free ofdhegping-bag, and
rubbed the white nose before gently pushing tkle litorse away.

She realised that there was movement beyond ther dilimmock and
adjusted her position cautiously so that she ceetlwhat was going on.

Marcus was getting dressed. She lay prudently stdkching the smooth
bronze curve of his back as he stooped to pullisnjdans. His legs, as
brown as his back, were well-muscled, his thigingjland powerful. He had
slept in the briefest of underwear, something si ¢ontemplated doing
herself. Now, conscious of the sneaky once-overvg giving him, and

realising that had she been first out of bed thmes&reatment would no
doubt have been meted out to her, she was glateatdtton pyjamas she
had on. But she went on looking.

If you were assessing him on purely physical greute was certainly a
most attractive man. As he fastened the belt ojgaiss, she was fascinated
by the movement of the muscles of his back undat tihonzed, velvety
skin. And there was the way the early morning surck gold from the hair
on his arms as he moved.

She became fully aware of the nature of what skhefegling as she looked
at him, and burrowed down into her sleeping-bagittinlg out the sight of
him.

Oh, Elaine... she thought desperately. What arraitger | am. | know all he
has done to you, and | find myself as near as damenfancying the man.
What's wrong with me? First last night, and nowobed'm fully awake here
| am ogling the man like any common voyeur. I'mpiesble.

'‘Awake, are you?' He was standing close to her haskprand she had the
option of meeting eyes she would prefer not to mgat now, or looking at
his upper half—still stripped to the waist.



She took refuge in rubbing her eyes so that sh@tdidve to look at any part
of him. 'Only just.’

'How did you sleep?’
She yawned.

‘Not long enough, apparently,’ he said ironicallge light behind him was
having the effect of creating a nimbus round tretzting fair head of his.
He looked like some kind of sun god—sun devil, sberected herself,
closing her eyes against the sight of him.

'What time is it?' she muttered with affected sieegs.

'Six o'clock—but don't blame me for waking you. k& Mistral. However,
since we are awake, there's no point in hangingrataf, that is,' he added
with heavy irony, 'you ever manage to get your eyse."'

He had moved away and was reaching for his spoagevhich he had hung
on a branch of the tree the hammock was attacheédew wriggled herself
upright and contemplated the next move.

'How on earth do you get out of this thing?' shieeds panicking as the
hammock rocked wildly.

He gave her a mocking look. 'With prudence. Impglsinovements are
definitely not on.’

Alex waited until he was almost at the gate, thégnapted to extract herself
from both sleeping-bag and hammock at the same. fithe hammock
cheated and flung her on to the ground on all fdues sleeping-bag on top
of her. She tossed it aside, and glanced appreledpsicross the field to see
Marcus watching her from the other side of the gate

'‘Go on, laugh! she called crossly, all feelingobf/sical attraction towards
him dissipated. 'It would have been more civiliségou to give a sensible
answer to a question in the first place. The wrdctining did that when |
attempted to get in last night as well.'



'Remind me to give you a demonstration tonight,rdda said, his face
deadpan. 'l didn't realise it was such a problem.’

She was so angry for a number of reasons thatshenbled to her feet
forgetting all about the hammock and found her faeted in its web. She
heard a disbelieving, 'What next?' from over byghte, but by the time she
had extricated herself Marcus had gone.

At least it was safer to be a buffoon than an dlpécomantic interest, she
thought savagely, rolling up the sleeping-bags simiving them in the

Range Rover.

She armed herself with her own toilet things amélclothes, and walked
over to the gate to watch impatiently for Marcustsirn.

When she came back from the house, fresh andmgstns and a navy and
cream striped Breton shirt, her mood as cool aspeearance, Marcus had
saddled both horses.

'We may as well give them a bit of a work-out befare leave,’ he said
amiably. 'They'll go into the box all the more witily, and with luck we'll
come across somewhere with fresh croissants amekecon offer.’

'As you like. Have you locked the car?'

'‘No." He tossed her the keys. 'Do it, will yowalu're putting your things in?
Thanks for stowing the bedding, by the way.’

'It's what I'm here for, isn't it?' she said, heice clipped.

He was looking assessingly at her as she cametbadistral and handed
him the keys.

'Reverted to feeling like that today, have you?"
'l don't know what you mean."'

'Oh, yes, you do. Last night you were almost human.



She gave him a cold look. 'Last night | had ratnéat to drink.’'

"Without which, wild horses wouldn't have draggestrale out of you, never
mind the odd kiss. That's today's explanatiortis i

'Since you mention it,’ she said, looking direettyhim, 'l would prefer no
repetition of that particular part of last nightdecur.'

'No more wine?' She could tell by the light in hEges that he was
deliberately misunderstanding her.

'No more "odd kisses"," she said crisply. If he tednt absolutely straight,
then he could have it. 'You cast doubt on my wisdlemmbarking on this
trip with someone | don't know. Well, I'm wise egbuto know that you
could misinterpret what happened last night. | waspletely taken by
surprise. Please let's have no further embarragdoresither of us.'

'Well, blow me down..." he said sarcastically. 'Athére was | deluding
myself you'd actually kissed me back. What strafgens surprised
passivity can take.'

Alex's face went a rapid scarlet, then pale. 'B&aestious as you like, but
I'm telling you quite clearly that | want no regigtns. From now on, we
concentrate on the horses. You're employing meoti lafter them—
nothing more."'

His expression was almost pitying as he said,dlhad the least idea that
you would so misinterpret a casual kiss in apptegiaof a combination of
things—good food, wonderful scenery, company tlaat turned out less of
a drag than expected—I would have refrained fromsicey you such
maidenly distress.' He folded his arms and stoo&ihg scornfully at her.
"You attach a surprising amount of importance teathing that meant very
little. Believe me, I'd have kissed my grandmothiel’d had one and she'd
been there.’

'I've made my point.' But he was cutting her dowsize by stressing how
unimportant a point it was. Alex could feel herawni rising again. 'If it
seems silly to you,' she went on with as much pedfsession as she could



muster, 'Then | can assure you it's no more ridigslithan the embargo
you've put on my moving two steps away from you. $Mell just have to
learn to tolerate each other's idiosyncrasies.’

She gave a hot-headed leap into Mistral's saddkgof all yesterday's
riding instructions, and caused the little horsstioot off like a bat out of
hell once again. When she had completed a wildiitiaf the paddock and
returned to the starting point, Marcus said crispitis to be hoped | learn
tolerance more quickly than you learn to ride a @agjue.’

There was no reply to outsmart that, so Alex madéfe gate, her touch on
Mistral gentle, her thoughts about Marcus the eraposite. However, the
point about any romantic opportunities their si@mimight offer had been
made, and, pour scorn on the idea as he mightthslught it more likely
than not that he would take it on board. No molgefamotions engendered
by stars and moonlight. No more forgetting who Bewployer was, no
matter how much he might switch on the charm.

He passed her and spurred Lasco on to a gallop.fallewed suit, glad of
the wind in her hair to blow any trace of last rigltobwebs away.

They found a bar open in one of the villages thagspd through, and
tethered the horses to a solid-looking seat iditthe square.

'‘And in case you have any misgivings, | never gdoinseduction over
breakfast,” Marcus said while they waited for theawls of coffee and
croissants at an outside table.

'Let it drop, Marcus,' she replied. 'l think we bé&nhow the score.'

The sun was warm now as the shops and houses cdifiee Mistral gave a
sudden, rasping cough, and they both looked oVieerat

'Has she been doing that while we were riding?'dusiasked, frowning.

Alex considered. 'Only when we first set off, Irtki | blamed myself for
that—giving her such a stupid kick- start.'



'Keep an alert ear to check if it goes on, will youdon't want her
developing anything.'

They carried on eating, their attention half on bweses, but no further
coughing occurred.

'Oh, look," Alex said, 'the grocer's shop is opew,nover there, next to the
boulangerielf you like, | could go over and get something liamch.'

'It would save a stop. I'll see to the bill hereile/lyou do that.’
She stood waiting, embarrassed, until he lookedtuer.

'What's the matter? Do you want more coffee?' kedasl thought you'd
finished.’

'‘No, | don't want more coffee. I—I need some mordyaven't got any,
remember.’

'Of course you haven't. Here--' He brought foldedes from the back
pocket of his jeans and gave them to her, themg®ew awkward the little
transaction made her feel, he said impatiently,nided to look like that. |
forgot, that's all. Get on with it.'

Still feeling as though she had been caught begdilex set off across the
square, conscious again of how dependent she wadéaorus Wakeford.
She couldn't even buy herself an aspirin if she ggbteadache. What a
ridiculous, maddening situation.

She bought bread and slices of Paris ham, halkaob&@amembert, and a
pound of apricots, then went over to Marcus whorefrned to the horses.
She told him what she had got. 'l wondered abotiehubut thought it
would melt. And | didn't get anything to drink.’

That's fine. I've got both butter and wine in aledox in the car.’

'Here's your change. You gave me far too much.bread was sixty francs,
and--'



'l don't want an itemised bill. Put the changehis,tand keep it in your
pocket, if there's room for it." He held somethmg towards her, his eyes
appraising the snug fit of her jeans.

Apprehensively she took a little package from hnmatly wrapped in fine
black paper and tied with gold string. "What's Zhis

'‘Open it and find out.'

She pulled on the string, and opened up the pagderd a little purse in soft
black leather, with two compartments closing wigtichte gold clasps. She
examined it, her face unrevealing, then lookedtupra. 'There was no need
for this. | have pockets. | didn't need a purse.’

'Put the rest of the money you had to ask for safyléy just now in it, then

| shall be spared your blushes tomorrow.' Whenssiihesitated, looking

down at his gift, he said briskly, ‘It takes modnart a tuppenny-halfpenny
purse to buy a woman, if that's what's runningugroyour tiny mind. What

you are holding is a manifestation of pure selfesson my part. Now you
can be entirely responsible for lunchtime provisias we travel, and |
shan't need to give them a thought. Nor shall leh@vwatch another of
those ridiculous displays of embarrassment. Welke—eru going to stand
there forever?'

Alex stowed the remaining notes and coins in thesgpand then met his
eyes as she slipped it into her pocket and bluagaah.

'Oh, throw the damned purse away if it makes yel lfetter,’ he said with
heavy false patience. 'l really don't care one waye other.'

As she followed him on Mistral, Alex's eyes redtealightfully on his back.
Taken at face value, that had been a quite unrergelsst rather nice thing
to do, and it had left her feeling unsettled. Itwebbe so much easier to
remember who he was, and what he had done, if havied consistently
badly. She frowned. But then, Elaine had spokerhiaf as being a
thoroughly attractive person in every way—untiliaa found out who she
was. She slipped her fingers into her pocket td tfee little purse, and
frowned again. What on earth would he say if skethon that he had given



a present to a Leeward? No doubt the charm woufd albit. She
straightened up and gently urged Mistral forwarthtke up ground she had
lost while she daydreamed. Thank goodness he didaily, and she was
definitely not going to tell him.

Back at the field, Mistral coughed once or twiceaiagwhile she was
working her way through the ration of horse nuts sad been given.

Alex's eyes met Marcus's. 'Perhaps she's just ehakm some food,' she
said without conviction.

'‘And perhaps pigs might fly," he said curtly. 'De @ favour. Don't make
consoling remarks. If the horse is going to be,sbtle's going to be sick, and
no amount of looking on the bright side will change

Alex picked up the water carriers. If she coulandnage to say the right
thing, then she'd do something useful. But that enawo, met with
disapproval.

He took one of the containers from her. 'No nedaeta martyr. That won't
improve matters either.' His tone was ungracious.

'Nor will jumping down my throat,' she said withnse justification, she felt.
She stomped off towards the tap in the yard, fodldviey Marcus in grim
silence.

They had joined thautorouteand travelled fifty miles or so, still in the
same silence, before he spoke another word.

'l suppose you think an apology's necessary. taithat's needed for you to
open your mouth again?'

'‘No," she said levelly. 'I'm just letting you fesie peace.’

He shifted tetchily in the driving seat. 'All rigHtconcede that | was less
than civil back there. | just want everything todsel'd planned when | get
back home with the horses. Leading in a coughingclvwasn't on the
cards.’



The pampered brat, of course. And the 'suitablie. wllex wasn't going to
waste any sympathy on them.

'Surely no one is going to blame you for an illileshe said, her tone of
voice conveying her feelings with undisguised aacyr

'It isn't a matter of blame. This was to be a \@gcial occasion. A dream
come true. | want it to be a perfect dream, naraisnightmare.'

'I'm out of my league,' she said drily. 'I've nehad dreams come true on
that kind of scale.

'‘And you don't see why anyone else should eitkehat it?"

He redirected his scowl from the road ahead toamer she decided that
unless they were going to spend the journey inlwbrghe had better do
something to encourage a more positive attitude.

'Look—it's probably nothing to worry about," shé&dtbim firmly. 'And if it
is, wouldn't it be more useful to see a vet rathan brood and row about it?'

He sighed resignedly after a moment and seemedld®.rThe voice of
wisdom. You're right, of course.' This time wherdaked at her he seemed
prepared to switch moods. 'Do something to takemmgd off it, then. Tell
me about your family, your boyfriend, anything. thask. I've had enough
of silence.’

Red lights flashed in Alex's brain. Family. Therasmot muclietenteo be
found in that direction. 'It's a very ordinary fdyrishe said dismissively.
'Mother and father enjoying early retirement, sistarried with a baby, all
of us happy and contented. No headline stuff, lad ¢p say.' Had her voice
wobbled at the mention of Elaine? Or at the menwdnher father's
retirement? She thought not. And he had obligimgbved on to the next
topic.

'‘And the boyfriend situation?'



‘All of them highly medical, needless to say,' shél, relieved to have got
away from the dangerous topics so easily.

‘Them? Does that mean there's nobody special?’
‘They would all consider themselves highly spectial!
'‘But you don't?'

'I'm in no hurry to weed out any particular onenfrthe rest,' she told him.
Then, realising that she was losing an opportunityeinforce the idea that
she was not available, she added—entirely fictd#ipuThere is someone |
might be prepared to feel more seriously about,that will have to wait
until I've sorted out my work situation.’

'What's he like?"

Curse the man and his persistence! Now she haéni someone. She ran
her mind quickly over the medical students and godlctors of her
acquaintance, and found herself quite unable tio @it one from the mass
and slot him into the role of imaginary lover. Thesre all so much
alike—hardworking, hard-playing, strangely schogibb, every one of
them. It would have to be a matter of complete .

'He's older than me. Very tall and broad—but alisbjun proportion,' she
fantasised, warming to the subject. 'He's fair, hisdeyes are grey, and
------------------------------------------------------ ' She broke off, hot under the
collar as she realised that she was slipping intescription of Marcus
himself.

‘The ideal romantic hero,' he said drily.
'Not quite. He's got an attractive kink in his negeere it was broken once
when he was playing rugby.' Marcus had a perfesttBight, almost Roman

nose.

'Thank heaven for the broken nose,' he said, amusbkd fellow was
sounding too fictitiously perfect for words. Andwaevhat's amusing you?'



‘Just the thought of--' she sought hurriedly foraane '—of Ambrose being
considered perfect.’

'‘Ambrose?' Marcus said with mild disgust. 'Now lggstwo handicaps.'
"You think so?' She deliberately made her voicamine 'l rather like it.’

He fell silent again and stayed that way until teypped for a mid-morning
halt near Chalon.

Mistral drank thirstily when they opened up the loxefresh the horses,
and again, while they each waited for the otheh&ve coffee in the

refreshment-room, they heard the dry cough, thmeetmore frequently.

When they drove on, Alex was as convinced as Mataitsall was not well

with the little horse.

It grew hotter and hotter, and as she watched itbektres flash by Alex
shifted restlessly, trying to unstick her jeansrirber legs. Her back, too,
was still suffering a little from the fall she hhadd at theabrivado.Not that

it troubled her for most of the time, but hourghe car tended to make her
conscious of her bruises. Also she had unwiselyhef sunglasses in her
bag, and she had the beginnings of a bad headache.

Marcus surprised her by pulling off the road agsithe refreshment area in
the Foret de Bligny.

'We'll eat now,' he said tersely. 'When we getuproght stop, | want to be
free to get Mistral seen to.'

It was an unjoyful picnic, each of them preoccupilgéx was beginning to
wonder how much time would beadded on to theirrjeyrif they had to
wait for a horse to respond to treatment. She kthew they wouldn't be
allowed to take a sick animal across the Channé. was getting more
complicated by the minute.

The equestrian centre they were heading for proattebr more difficult to
find than last night's stopping place, and by tireetthey reached it Alex's
map-reading was very much given the thumbs-dowaroiyritable Marcus.



When he came out of the long, low white house afpeaking to the head of
the centre, however, he looked somewhat relieved.

'We're in luck,' he said, getting back into thevithg) seat. 'The vet's here at
the moment, looking at one of their horses wittamdged fetlock. As soon
as he's finished with that, he'll examine Mistral.'

'I'm so glad," Alex said simply, and for the fitghe in hours there was no
hostility between them as he turned to her.

'So am |. At least we'll know what it is, and whestlit's likely to be serious
or not. It hasn't been the best of days so farjtRas

Alex felt a certain sympathy. 'As long as thingsrérserious, we can laugh
about it all.’

But when Marcus and the vet stepped down from tnisdabox where they
had left Mistral until she had been examined, Maictace was grave. The
vet headed for the gate, and Marcus came over éwemhlex was stroking

Lasco's neck.

'Strangles,’ he said grimly, and her face instanetifected the anxiety in his.
Strangles was an unpleasant and often dangerourseeitjness involving
fever and throat abscesses. It could even be fatal.

'Oh, no!' she said.

'It's in the very early stages—we couldn't havegbaut much earlier,

apparently—and he says Camargues are pretty rabdstesist it well, so
that's encouraging. He's given her a hefty shantibiotics, and I've got to
drive over to his place now to pick up more dosegive her—he didn't
have enough on him of the right strength. We'lllggat out and unhitch the
box, then we'll leave the horses and get off qyitkl

'| could exercise Lasco while you do that. | denppose Mistral will have
to be ridden until she responds to treatment,shiél?' Alex said. It was not a
purely unselfish suggestion. She couldn't beatttbeght of getting into the
Range Rover again.



Marcus rounded on her. 'For God's sake, how lorgs dbtake you to
understand a simple fact? You are not going cargeniound an unknown
area on your own. Not last night, not tonight, tavhorrow, not any time
while you are in my employment. Are you determitedet lost or raped or
murdered? What is it with you?'

'l understand, of course, that your chief worrfoisyour precious horse, but
| actually thought | was making a helpful offer,le& said, her hackles
rising.

'Don’t imagine that you fool me for one instant.Af4ou really mean is that
you've had enough of being on the road in this sxatpre—correct?' he
said scornfully, infuriating her by being absolyteght. ‘Well, tough. We're
not here for the fun of it. | don't want to driveyefurther either, but it has to
be done.’

‘Not by two of us. | have a splitting headache Bmdnot getting in the car
again.' She plumped herself down on the bank aitieeof the field, glaring
at him. "You're being totally unreasonable. You stp me going off on
Lasco if you insist on making such a fuss, bueast | can stay here and see
to feeding the horses. I'm not trying to get outloing anything. And I'm
sure the horses aren't going to go berserk andpteame to death,' she
added nastily, 'if that happens to be the next it@m your disaster
fixation.'He gave her a filthy look. 'The thing thpauts any potential disaster
on the agenda is your total failure to realise thate are sensible ways of
behaving.'

She jumped to her feet again. 'You can't get muatersensible than going
on a course to make sure you can deal with diffistiations. How many
more times do | have to tell you | can take carmg$elf?’

‘The "all girls together" self-defence classes® $heer in his voice fanned
the flames.

'We had an instructor who was your size,"' she @vadtswiftly.

'Who made sure that it all went like a ballet cJassdoubt.'



Alex's temper finally broke the bounds of contr8he almost danced
around him in rage. 'All right, since you think ykoow it all. Try me out.

Look—I'm turning my back on you. See how far you ilggou make any

attempt to grab me.’

'Don't be ridiculous. Pick a fight with someone yown size.'

‘Afraid of losing your dignity, are you?' she flunger her shoulder at him.
'Or are you afraid that an eight- stone girl migieinage to hurt you?"

‘The reverse, actually,’ he said coldly.
'‘Chicken! Coward!" she taunted.

He was standing there with folded arms, watchingdwking both amazed
and disgusted. Since she was well aware that shg@iag too far, but was
too angry to back down, this only made her evenenanious.

‘The headache seems to have disappeared,' hestatdldly.

‘They always do—when something that's a bigger tlaam a headache
turns up. Come on, be man enough to let me proyeudhat you've been
talking a load of rubbish. Look!" She brandisheddrens in the air, her hair
flying out as she circled him, her back towards ksiifi. 'I'm not looking.
Have the guts to have a go, at least. | can't makach easier for you.'

'Very well, then, since you're hell-bent on makanfpol of yourself.'

His sudden agreement made a stab of apprehensitmagmh her, but she
could do it! Hadn't she thrown her fifteen-stonstinctor and been praised
and made to demonstrate again for the class?

‘Come on, then!" she called boldly.

'I'm coming." His voice sounded nearer. 'And I'mingoto talk myself
towards you if you insist on standing with your béawards me. You shall
at least have the benefit of knowing I'm on my wbgn paces away from
you now. And getting nearer... nearer...'



Alex tensed, every nerve ready and waiting. Thezeewimes when her hair
and her temper blazed in tandem, and this was fahem. She would show
him! She would silence him! Where the hell was he?

His hand touched her right arm, and she reactadritlg, snapping into a
move that was going to demonstrate conclusively Wwoeng he had been to
underrate her.

Instead, she found herself literally flying throutpe air to land on her back
in a clump of deep grass and have every bit oftbreaocked out of her.

Worse, without having seemed to move at all, Mansas astride her,
crouching down over her, his eyes blazing thoughvbice was steely and
controlled.

'‘And how are you going to get out of this, youdittool?'

She had no breath to answer him, and no answevéo And she was not
only winded, but scared.

He stood up and stepped to one side, then reaohd&eif hand and yanked
her to her feet, where, to her shame, she wasddaceling on to him, bent
over and fighting painfully for each breath.

He stood waiting for her to revive, his head turnedook down at her,
watching her, infuriating her, until eventually stianaged to get a couple
of words out along with a nasty pinch of her firgeNot fair!'

His lip curled. 'After the bravado, the whingeinthat figures. With an
attitude like that, you'll live.' He freed hims&ibm her grip. ‘Now perhaps |
can get on with the important business and withdiram this ridiculous

charade you cooked up.'

"You could have told me!" she choked again, but wibre volume.
This time he smiled, a horrid, mocking smile. 'Néxte you feel like

getting yourself attacked, do yourself a favourk®laure that you assailant
doesn't know a bit more than you do.'



When he had driven off, she allowed herself to siolwvn and sit on the
bank. The rotten man must be something like a bitedkin judo, and he
hadn't had the decency to tell her.

He had tossed her through the air like a sack @itpes, the beast. And what
exactly had you hoped to do to him? her conscigmodded maliciously.
Oh! She drummed her heels on the bank in fury, toemd that her
headache had not gone at all, it had merely beensbadowed by her
temper.

She sat there a little longer, feeling thorougtdyrg for herself and more
than a little foolish, then got to her feet. Sheswmt going to feed the
horses. She didn't feel up to heaving anythingradtpoot yet.

Through the trees, she saw the glint of water emwas like a beacon calling
her. But Marcus Wakeford, the idiot, had gone oifwvher luggage, and
therefore her bathing costume, in his wretched Bé&twyer, and lord alone
knew how long he was going to be. Another waveuo§ ivashed through
her. Well, he was not going to stop her having amswShe had

skinny-dipped before, and she could do so now.

The water of the Armancon was like a healing baflex didn't swim
much; she let herself float near the bank for aleylihen trod water, her
eyes closed, just allowing herself to relax, unwiadd cool down. The
sound of the water was gentle and hypnotic. Shel@most allow herself
to fall asleep.

'‘Ask what it would be least sensible for you to dogl I'm certain to know
exactly what you're up to,' Marcus's voice saigingj her the shock of her
life.

Alex panicked and choked on swallowed water, thaderfor the opposite
bank where there were overhanging trees, swimnmagiuwater and only
surfacing when she was at a safe distance.

She was just in time to see Marcus, stripped itime, dive into the river
and reappear halfway over.



'Keep away from me!' she called urgently.

He shook water from his head. 'Don't worry. I'm tiobking in terms of a
repeat performance.’

'Why are you back so quickly?' she asked despgratel

'‘Because the vet only lives a couple of hundredsyatong the road, as you
would have found out if you hadn't leapt to the @osion that it meant
driving for miles.' He swam lazily to and fro, whieg her. 'Why are you
hanging around like Moses in the bulrushes?

'I'm keeping my distance from you,' she snapperk you surprised?' He
trod water, only seven or eight yards away from he fair hair strangely
darkened and sleek.

'Don't overdramatise. | made sure you had the stofssding available.
You're all right, | suppose?’

‘No thanks to you.'

'l presume that you wouldn't have been foolish ghao swim if you had
any ill effects from your—experience.'

'I'm not exactly being allowed to swim at the momem 1?'

‘A self-inflicted punishment. But don't worry. A iglt dip was all | had in
mind. I've had enough now. You would do well to eoout too.’

He swam over to the bank and climbed out, his nfimgnit body—she was
furious with herself for noticing—qglistening as &®od looking across at
her.

‘Aren’t you cold?' he called.
‘Not in the least." Alex struggled to control tHeattering of her teeth. The

river was fast-flowing and deep at this point, amdpite of the heat of the
late afternoon she was by now chilled to the bone.



Marcus dried himself, taking his time. She swarand fro, making sure to
stay at the far side of the river, feeling shrigdlland icy.

"You really should come out now,' he called, stiditching her with folded
arms.

'‘Not yet.' She made her voice as pleasant as pessihe effort to get rid of
him. 'Please don't wait.’

'No problem. There's no hurry to do anything elBag. you really shouldn't
stay in any longer. You'll regret it if you get toold.'

Not half as much as | should regret getting ouhwibu standing there
watching, Alex thought grimly. Oh, what a fool shas! Who but an idiot
would actually think she could get away with thostof caper? Her temper
would be her downfall-was her downfall at this very moment, if the
wretched man didn't decide to go back to the figltke was going to have to
tell him that she couldn't get out as long as he standing there like a cross
between a colossus and a guardian angel. She dtagpenming and
looked over at him, wondering if her face was aals it felt to be, steeling
herself to make her ridiculous confession.

He spoke first. 'This sun's glorious again aftex Water.' His face was
turned up to the glowing sky. As she watched, hetdted his arms
luxuriantly, then slowly lowered them, looking arh'Well, | suppose we
could play this game for hours before you'd givamd be sensible." She
realised that a mocking smile was spreading adnss&ce. 'If | turn my
back, will that solve your problem? I'll be gentimenough to make my
towel available..." He kicked it to the edge of theer. 'You haven't got
one—or anything else the normal person would cansigcessary for a
swim, of course- since | had the luggage with me.’

He had known all the time, Alex thought furiouskgeping a wary eye on
his back as she swam over to the bank and scrarabteteeling hideously

exposed, to envelop herself in the damp beach toevbad 'made available’,
as he put it. He had been deliberately mockingalighe time. She pulled

her jeans and shirt on, tugging crossly as thegg#d on her damp skin.



'l suppose this is your idea of the funniest jokeChristendom,' she said
venomously.

‘Mildly amusing, agreed. Is it safe to turn rourmiw?' he asked politely. 'Or
am | at risk from that temper of yours again?’

'‘No. You're bigger than me. I've learned that lasso

'‘Good." He turned and looked at her, and he wiasrghing now. 'l hope that
makes two lessons well and truly absorbed todaywelPoand
privacy—never assume you have either.' Then, withoather word, he set
off and was back at the field ahead of her, no tdqubpelled by sheer
smugness, Alex told herself crossly.

Cool politeness ruled during the brief time theyraveogether setting up
camp, then Marcus took Lasco off for an evening,rgliggesting that Alex
might like to give Mistral a bit of gentle groomingoth Mistral and Alex
found this soothing and beneficial, and by the tihercus came back she
was able to speak to him without iron bands of-seiftrol round every
word.

''ve been able to arrange for us to eat over atcdntre with the other
guests,' he told her. 'It's been a longer day taalay | don't think either of us
feels like hunting around for somewhere else inaitea.'

Or having ainer a deuxAlex thought, relieved.

They went across to the dining-room at eight-thiAlex welcoming the
prospect of mixing with other people for a whilehefe were two other
English families on holiday at the centre, Marcad been told, and the two
of them were to be put on a table for eight witkitikompatriots.

Who would recognise us from the rest of today'stea? Alex thought. She
was wearing her favourite leggings in a bold alestpaint in peacock-blue

and shades of green, with a white voile tunic. B tied her hair back in
the nape of her neck with a green ribbon, and puhe cluster earrings that
picked out the colours of the leggings. With hetfe strappy sandals after
the trainers that were the most practical weamifost of the journey, she



felt quite festive, and very different from thehat hot or cold bad-tempered
shrew of earlier on.

Marcus too had returned from his bath with an &isimple, restrained
elegance in a fine oatmeal cotton sweater andgaugrdine trousers. As he
drew out her chair in the beamed dining-room antirsgly waited for her
to sit down, the light from the wall-lamp gleamiog his hair, no one would
have recognised the sarcastic, irritating creattre had so annoyed her.

The two English families—an older couple from th&lMnds, and a young
couple from Essex with two children—were good comypand the meal

was excellent. Alex couldn't help noticing how ddycthe children took to

Marcus, and how good he was with them. They draggedway at the end
of the meal to see the ponies they consideredsthbut she observed with
interest that he did not allow the little boy and ¢t do anything or go

anywhere he felt the owners of the riding centreildbanot approve. With

them he had a natural, pleasant authority whiclcltiidren obeyed without
guestion. So it was only family that he spoiledent Alex noted. Everyone
else was kept firmly in place, including her—or ls® thought. But, she
reflected with secret satisfaction, he didn't knatvo she was. In that
respect, she had the upper hand.

The day, though, all in all, had ended far bettantit had run for most of the
time. As Mistral was given her last injection oéttlay, Alex, holding the

torch, watched Marcus's caring expression, and feesed to wonder

fleetingly if a man who cared for animals coulddebad. They prepared
for bed in the darkness in an atmosphere relatimelytral. Marcus even
demonstrated the art of taming the hammock. Buirkeshe got in he put a
slim tube in her hand.

'Put this on those bruises of yours," he said, sigpthat he had not merely
surmised that she was swimming naked earlier orhateactually seen.
Alex was thankful for the darkness. 'l had no igea'd had such a rough
tumble at theabrivado,'he went on. 'You should have told me.’

Alex did her best to ignore the embarrassing sifi¢he situation. 'It's
nothing," she said. 'l bruise easily— mine is tkiatl of skin. But thanks,

anyway.'



He shook his head as he looked at her. "You ridigugirl..." he said, and it
sounded almost like an endearment. She felt hethesd quicken.

Then there was a sudden beat of wings and a flagimite only a foot or
two over their heads, and Alex jumped nervously.

'It's only an owl," he said, as they both watchedhunter disappear into the
darkness.

An owl, or an omen... Alex wondered. The timingitsfflight and its no
doubt deadly purpose seemed to speak to her okdabgnger that stayed
in her mind as she said a quick goodnight and gtwt her hammock.
Despite the anger of the day, and despite all lefiant thoughts and
behaviour, when Marcus's voice had softened apdiesshe had again felt

her at his touch the night before.

The owl could not have timed things better. Sheggtad down in her

sleeping-bag, staring up into the star-studdedkbke&s of the sky, and
forced herself to think through the day, rewritithg script of it. Several

times, on the quiet, she had taken out the litédelpurse and looked at it
with pleasure. Such behaviour turned sour in hedmbw. It had more than
a touch of Judas about it. How could she possiy gratitude, let alone
attraction, towards the man who had created suebchia her family's life?

She had always thought of herself as the sensiidewith Elaine the

vulnerable, foolish sister.

Now she was not sure. She was going to have tohwatcsel—not be
certain of anything, whether it be love or hatisalve could be betrayed, for
hadn't she found herself coming close to embarkimghe path that could
lead to betrayal of Elaine and her father? How Isaied herself for that
now. But what price hatred? Hatred could melt atttine of a voice.

She turned her back on Marcus, and waited soberlsiéep to envelop her
and blot out the depressingly unsatisfactory imafgkerself she was left
with. Memories of accusing school reports floatetagh her mind. Must
do better... Must do better...



CHAPTER FIVE

IF THINGS had seemed bad last night, fate stepped in anck rtfaein
decidedly worse just before their morning departure

Alex had remembered her watch, which was in het cafe, and was
keeping Marcus waiting while she fumbled throughdiethes to find it. In

her haste to end the delay, she threw the unzifyaep back into the
hatchback, where it rebounded and fell out, sgjlits contents on to the
ground. As quickly as that, disasters could happen.

Alex rushed forward to pick things up, her firsbtights being that she
didn't fancy her personal items of clothing beiramdiied by Marcus, but
then she saw him reach for a little maroon book] har heart gave a
frightening lurch. It was her passport—and inside/as her full, her real
name.

'I'll take that!" she said hurriedly.

He stood up, holding it out of her reach. 'Whyast? Afraid | might see the
full horrors of your passport photograph?'

'‘No!" She tried to snatch it from him without amiceess. 'Please don't look.
It's a horrible photograph!" she pleaded, her haarhg like a wild thing.

‘They always are. That's what makes for entertamrme

He opened the passport, and looked at the photogtlagn at her. 'What a
fuss about nothing. It's quite a decent one. Noafual.'

For a second, a desperately hopeful second, slhiglihghe was going to
get away with it. But then she saw his eyes gdh&odpposite page. 'No
mention of distinguishing marks now, otherwise Ighti at this very

moment, be on the point of discovering--'

He stopped, and Alex knew that her game was uphddeseen her name.
He must have done. What else could the suddencsilerean? Nothing



short of a miracle could stop him putting two ama together now. She
crouched down, blindly picking up clothes any otwwhand stuffing them
into her bag. As of this moment, she was in troukderious trouble.

The silence seemed to go on forever. Then at &aspbke.

'Ever get called Sandie?' she heard him ask wallgleslowness, his voice
cold but oh, so full of meaning.

Weak with dread, she left her bag on the groundstmald up to face him. 'l
once was...' she said faintly.

'l rather thought you might have been. Don't tedkmthat would be at the
time when your surname was different too, wouldd'Not plain Ward, but
Leeward. Sandie Leeward. Right?"

She nodded, her heart in her mouth, almost parliggethe look on his
face.

'And something tells me you're not the only younigs\lL.eeward. You have
a sister. Right?'

She swallowed hard. 'Let's not play games, Marltigsobvious that you
know I'm Elaine's sister.'

'‘But the knowledge is so recent,’ he said with aolockery. "You must

allow a little time for me to absorb it. Perhaps st®uld begin by the first
honest greeting that has taken place between @éld out a hand towards
her, rock-steady while hers was trembling furiousyt the rigid muscles

of his face were evidence of how angry he was. 'dowou do, Sandie

Leeward?'

She was so shocked by the sudden collapse of hefultg maintained

deception that she blindly stretched out her hamwhatds his. Instead of
receiving a mocking handshake, though, she waggubughly towards
him, her hand rejected and her shoulders grippée asuck his face within
inches of hers, his features contorted with fury.



'Explanation time.' His voice was icy. 'Why the antbver act? Ashamed of
your name, are you?'

'‘No." Alex's head lifted proudly. ‘Never." She drew all her courage and
looked him straight in the eye for the first timece he had seen her
passport. ‘But | thought a Wakeford might not fingalatable.’
He looked scornfully at her. 'Don't hide behind yfarebears.'

'I'm not doing so. The present generation has gaeple ground for
wariness.'

He pushed her roughly away from him. 'What a geterested, scheming
bitch you are.’

‘That's unfair. To qualify for that description buld have had to know who
you were in advance. And believe me,’' she saidmengly, 'if | had known
that, no circumstance, however difficult, would bawmade me come to you.'

After a moment he said, 'How come you were so tettet | was the man
who had known your dear sister?'

"Your name—uwhich Liz hadn't known in full.'

‘Names are not unique.’

'‘And Elaine had shown me your photograph.’

‘A pity she wasn't moved to show me yours.' Hisgavas taut with venom.
‘There you are, then,” she said simply. 'You dowed any further
explanation of why | didn't feel inclined to use n@al name. You wouldn't
have entertained the idea of travelling away frogt twith me, let alone

back to England, would you?'

'Whereas you, on the other hand, were so desderatdree ride that you'd
stoop to any measure to get it.'



Alex's face lost its pallor as a wave of colour ptimagp her cheeks. 'If you
remember, | tried to leave once | knew who you weweas as bowled over
then as you are now.'

'‘Bowled over? I'm plain angry,' he said fiercely.

'Well, whatever you want to call it. | had to thiok the spot, and it wasn't
easy.' She kicked at a tuft of grass. 'l wish ym@der come after me that
day. I'd have muddled through somehow. Don't thiwvek enjoyed the past
two days.'

‘The fact of who you are certainly casts light dw tswitching from
friendliness to high horse.’

Alex's lip curled scornfully. 'l suppose you thiekery woman should fling
herself at you and say "Yes, please!" as soon agnrgmk your little finger.'

' mean that it struck me as odd that such heawathvee should be made of a
meaningless kiss.'

'Well, now you know," she said curtly. 'I'm Elamsister. That's something |
am capable of forgetting for a misguided secondeuride influence of
moonlight and wine, but not in the cold light ofyda

'How very commendable,' he sneered. 'But I'm fdirggethe social niceties.
Tell me, how is your dear sister?"

Alex's eyes flashed emerald fire in reaction to $hecasm in his voice.
'She's married, she has a delightful baby, and sleey happy indeed.’

'I'm so glad to hear that. Success at last, afterfailed marriage and one
failed relationship. It appears that the old saysyue—third time lucky.'

'How can yousaysomething so rude and callous?' she fired at him.

'How can youwdowhat you have done?' he retorted equally quicBiyt you
don't have to answer that one, do you? The anstigks sout a mile to



someone who got to know your sister in the circamses of my meeting
with her. It's obvious that the art of deceptiongin the family.’'

Alex crouched down again and finished stuffing tiengs back into her

bag, then stood up to face him. 'Well, there'singtko be gained by raking
over the past. | presume you'd like me to make thgsarce as quickly as
possible. Unfortunately in order to do that | siaVe to ask you to lend me
some money. You can imagine how little | like dothgt, but it seems the
most simple way out of an unpleasant situatiorbfiih of us.’

‘Turn tail and run? Is that another family charaste you share with your
sister?’

"You're despicable!’
'‘And you're forgetting something.'
‘But I'm sure you'll tell me what it is.' She loakiealefully at him.

"You happen to have entered into an agreement mih Nothing has
changed. | still have two horses to get back td&dy | still need help with
them. Are you telling me that you intend backing naw that your little
deception has been uncovered?'

Now it was Alex's turn to be dumbfounded. She statehim for a silent
second. 'Are you saying that you'll still go alomigh having me with you?'

'It's amazing what one can go along with wheraitisatter of convenience,’
he said unpleasantly.

'I—I don't know how it could possibly work.'

'If you're talking about relationships, nor do utBas far as the job in hand is
concerned, we grit our teeth and get on with itbdlily says we have to
enjoy ourselves. And, judging by your performanadas, you'll find it a
relief to be able to be absolutely open about yawn dissatisfaction with
the situation.’



‘This is one hell of a mess,' Alex said ferventhally agree—but the longer
we hang around, the longer we shall have to eniluveu chose to work
for me, so | say we get the show on the road.’

He left her to stow her own bag in the back ofa&mge Rover and join him
in front. Alex felt terrible at the thought of tluay ahead. More terrible
when she faced up to the thought that it might loeenthan one day—far
more.

'If only I'd known--' she began when the silencedmee intolerable.

'Do me a favour,' he said curtly. 'Just don't sayttdang. Keep it all to
yourself—suppositions, thoughts, apologies—the lot.

'l have nothing to apologise for," she said stiffly

'I'm sure you don't for a moment think you have. W¢h your sister,
self-interest takes precedence over all else.’

Alex rounded on him in the close confines of thedgRover. 'l think we'd
better leave my sister out of it.'

'Well out of it," he said with studied offensiveae$Vhen she runs, she runs.
Right into the Technicolor world of the Americaredm, from what you've
said.'

His voice was so vicious as he said this that Aleew there was nothing to
be gained from arguing. He was arrogant, unfaid—aim view of his
treatment of Elaine—totally unreasonable. But tlvems no point in battling
against prejudice. Better to keep quiet.

It was certainly a far from easy day. Communicabetween them was kept
to an absolute minimum apart from a terse annouanefrom Marcus that
they would be staying that night with friends of m a small chateau in the
Foret de Lyons. Shortly after they entered the tiedibeech forest, he
pulled the Range Rover over to the side of the syatistopped.



'We're not there yet. We have to get something dlefore we arrive,' he
said.

Alex waited warily.

At last he went on. 'l think it's possible—perhapsn likely—that we will
have to stay a day or two with Tim and Christiasiace both horses will
have to be passed by a vet at Dieppe and a detayfmends will be far
preferable to one at the port.’

'l realise that," Alex said quietly.

'Of course. You're the young lady who knows itaten't you?' he gave her
a look full of sarcasm.

‘Not quite all." Her voice was strained. 'l dort/d a clue, for instance, how
we're going to get through the journey in this kaicatmosphere.’

'Exactly. That is precisely why I've stopped. If are forced to accept Tim
and Christiane's hospitality, the least we cangbedhave in a civilised
manner. That means pretending like hell that we tolarate each other.
Even enjoy each other's company. Otherwise we'reggto make life
damned embarrassing and awkward for some verypaicple.'

'l expect | can manage that," Alex said wearily.

'Do you? Of course—you've had a couple of dayssgdrehearsal. I'm
blowed if I know whether I'm a good enough actopud it off.'

She was so fed up by now that she felt the stintparfs, but not for the
world would she let him see how badly his attituwges affecting her. It was
so easy to dislike someone, she thought miserably,so terribly hard to
accept being disliked in return.

'However--' he slapped the steering-wheel '—courtesnands that we at
least make the effort. So, to fill you in a littf€im is English, Christiane
French. He has rather more money than he knows tehdb with, but

instead of rushing around trying to amuse himsefhas bought this



decrepit chateau which no one else would touch witharge-pole, and
together he and Christiane are bringing it backifeo They can't have
children, but other people's children gravitatedaodg them like filings to a
magnet, as do friends and relations. They are tivbhe nicest people |
know, and | don't want anything to upset themhé tlear?’

'Perfectly. | hope they will have no cause to regrg presence.’
You'd better do more than hope.’

He threw the car viciously into gear again and tihmywed off through the
dappled green light of the forest.

The Chateau Ibert seemed to grow from and blend the land. lvy
climbed up its rose-beige stone walls, binding thenhe ground from
which the green leaves grew. The walls themselaelstheir shimmering
reflection over the waters of the moat, and thecbderest cradled the
whole in a clearing of the forest. Alex thought $iael never seen a lovelier
place and even Marcus was moved to speak about it.

'‘Before Tim and Christiane got at the Chateausdié in a voice that was
halfway to normal, 'most of the walls were in theat) and there wasn't a
single habitable room in the place. They had at flgfe caravans for
workmen, friends and helpers—and themselves—forfitlse year. That
was five years ago. It's miraculous what they'veiea@d since. There's
Tim.'

A lean, dark, intelligent-looking man was gettinf§jaride-on mower with
which he had been cutting the grass between thé¢ armhthe trees. He
came over towards them, and Marcus jumped down.

'So you made it, and on schedule. Well done!" HeMarcus shook hands
warmly, then Tim turned the first pleasant smile slad seen in hours on
Alex. 'And who is this?' he asked. 'Do your stiircus.’

'‘Alex is helping me with the horses on the journdyex Leeward...
otherwise known as Sandie,' Marcus said, the madizening to his steely
eyes as he looked at Alex. 'Timothy Hughes, arsolbolfriend of mine.’



'Hello, Sandie. Nice to meet you.' Tim gave Alexaxm handshake.

'Hello—but I'm afraid none of my friends calls manflie these days. I'm
Alex to everyone who counts." And let that find #pet, Marcus Wakeford,
she thought.

‘Alex it is. So it sounds as though you two go bqoke a way.' Tim looked
at them both with interest.

"You could say we have a bit of history behind Mgrcus said coolly. He
looked around. 'Well—where is everybody? Not rugrime place on your
own, are you?'

'‘No—there's the usual mixed bunch here, but pleityoom for all.
Christiane's cousin and her husband and childan fdantes are with us,
but only until tomorrow. Jean-Paul—that's Christiarbrother," he added in
explanation for Alex, ‘will be staying on for anettweek. They've all gone
off to Rouen for the afternoon but instructionsénaeen left with Albertine
about rooms. If you drive through the courtyardhe stables, Marcus, you
can point Alex towards the kitchen and Albertirfert go on through to the
stables and I'll meet you there. I'm looking fordvém seeing these beasts
you've been lugging around.’

‘There's a bit of a story about them, but I'll tgdu later,” Marcus said,
getting back into the Range Rover.

As they drove over the bridge and into the coudyhe said to Alex in the
tone reserved for her in private, 'First hurdle roukt least we have
company. That should sugar the pill.'

'Yes. It was a great relief to hear that,' she sgigally coldly.
He paused long enough to introduce Albertine, wdrae out to meet them
wiping her floury arms on a towel, then left Alexthvthe housekeeper,

saying he would bring over the luggage later.

Albertine, a smiling woman of advanced middle dgal the matter-of-fact,
down-to-earth approach to relationships that Alad bften encountered in



ruralareas. Her awkward English increased the bhaptession given by
her first question.

'‘Alors—madameaid me ask. You and Monsieur Mark—you are lowers
friends?’

‘Neither,” Alex said, colouring. 'Employer and eoyde, actually." She
remembered Marcus's barbed reference to theirristbhough we did
know each other a little before this journey,' allded.

'‘Bon. So you wish two bedrooms?' Albertine said.
'Definitely!" Alex agreed with emphasis that malde Frenchwoman smile.

The room into which Alex was shown was at the baicthe Chateau, and
presumably overlooked the stable yard, becausealid hear Marcus and
Tim down below.

Albertine demonstrated the hanging space in theitlfelly carved yew
wardrobe, pointed out towels on the old-fashiorred-standing towel rail,
and busily turned back a corner of the white ende@d bedcover. Finally
she threw open the shutters to let sunlight irhenwarm autumn colours of
the magnificent antique Indian carpet, then wité words, 'Is more, you
ask, please!" she went back downstairs.

Alex closed the door and sat on a carved, high-dckair, bemused, and
still suffering from the odd sensation of unrolliread before the eyes that
long journeys often left her with. How good it wiashave her own space.
She suspected that she was going to need it. Margid talk of behaving
as though they got on well, but he had made sufardbat there had been
several stings in the tails of his apparently pd@asvords—just for her.

When he knocked on her door a few minutes latehanded over her bags,
grim-faced, she turned down the passed-on offaraip of tea, and, saying
she was tired, told him that she preferred to lzanestful bath before dinner.
He reminded her again to put on a pleasant frbat vithout another word
he turned and left.



After her bath, Alex lay on her bed for a whilertking about the situation in
which she found herself. She hated it. Althoughuhpleasant aspect of it
originated in the business between Marcus and Elammuch of the blame
seemed attributed to herself at the moment. Whernat first met Marcus,
he had been justifiably piqued by the Liz busines$—in spite of who she
knew him to be—tolerable company. She thought efgicnic lunch at the
abrivado, her first meeting with Mistral and Lasco, the meat in the
Vercors... But now the knowledge of who she was tuaded him into a
thoroughly unpleasant, vicious creature who couleh@k at her without
giving the impression that he found her supremadiadteful.

She dressed for courage in a lime-green loosdusilic and narrow black
trousers in the same soft fabric, her hair tieklwith a matching lime and
black striped scarf, and slim ballet pumps on bet.f

Her heart sank as she opened her bedroom doordowo and thought of
the prospect of facing up to Marcus's hostile eagain. Battleship-grey,
they seemed to be now, every time he turned thehrean

In the event there was nothing to dread. Tim, nardJs, rose and came
over to greet her and take her on a conducteddbtine others already
gathered on the west terrace.

Christiane was a petite brunette with big brownseged a mobile, witty
face. She welcomed Alex warmly and asked if she éastything she
wanted, in every way the perfect, easy hostess.yR€mristiane's cousin,
explained in competent English that his wife wak gpstairs getting the
two girls ready for bed before bringing them dowen dinner. Then Tim
introduced Christiane's younger brother, Jean-Paul.

Jean-Paul had double his ration of charm, Alexdbztias he urged her to
try a glass of Beaumes de Venise and took hertovikie drinks trolley. He
was dark, like Christiane, and had eyes that loakectitically— even
appreciatively—at Alex. The change was welcome.tbld her that he
worked for a multinational company and spent a ic@mable amount of
time at the British offices. Since Tim, Marcus dDlaristiane were deep in
reminiscences which he said meant as little todsno her, he suggested a
walk round the grounds, and Alex was nothing ldatlyet away from the



vicinity of Marcus. Remy, invited to go with thesgid he had walked more
than enough for one day, and sprawled comfortablygarden chair.

When they came back from their brief walk, Marcasl time to say under
his breath as Alex passed by him, "You've got geer tiredness, | see.'

'Yes," Alex said, smiling sweetly. 'lt's surprisingw refreshing pleasant
company can be.'

Furthersotto voceacid exchanges were prevented as Remy's wife 3&ere
came up with the children to say hello, and almaisthe same time
Christiane called, 'Aable, tout le mondeThere was a general milling
around of people that separated Alex from Marcue@gain and she found
herself sitting next to Jean-Paul at the tablehentérrace, with Marcus not
quite opposite her on the other side.

Conversation switched between French for the sékbeolittle girls and
English, which all the adults spoke competentlye Talk was lively, and
Alex found herself relaxing.

They had reached the cheese stage when Christianed forward so that
she could see Alex, and with a teasing glance atissaid, Tell me, Alex,
what is your opinion of a man who thinks nothingratelling all the way to
the Camargue just to buy two horses? Don't youkthim rather
extravagant?'

Marcus's grey eyes were watching her coolly. | nsast nothing to show
that | think his wife is pampered and his daugisigoiled, Alex thought
swiftly.

'l think it shows how very much he cares for hisevand family,’ she said.
There was a puzzled silence, then eyes turned oouga

'‘Marcus, what have you been telling this girl?'i€iane asked.

‘Nothing, truly." He picked up his wine glass amdrik from it, watching
Alex over its rim. 'I'm afraid she has a tendermyump to conclusions. |



merely let her keep her assumption that | had appaad, demanding
woman driving me on to indulge her.’

The outbreak of good-humoured remonstrance gave tkiee to get over
her surprise and embarrassment, and she waitaddaroise to die down
before saying across the table, 'So you're selilganht, not indulging of
others, then, Marcus?'

A burst of laughter greeted this, and Jean-Pauhmted a soft, 'Bravo!'
under cover of the general amusement at Marcupsnse.

As far as everyone else was concerned, Marcusitoedd|, laughing with
the rest. But Alex felt him watching her as the hveant on, and she knew
that his surface pleasantness concealed sometiseghat she could read
only too easily in the depths of his eyes when tiegt hers. She
concentrated on Jean-Paul, who made it very pléaséeed for her to do
SO.

'How well do you know this part of France?' he asker.

'Hardly at all," Alex told him. 'I've spent holidayn Brittany, and down in
the South, but Normandy is part of the great unkmdim afraid.’

‘Then we must remedy that,’ he said charminglyngan to list the
attractions of the area. 'Perhaps you would lildriae through the forest
before darkness falls?' hesuggested. 'l know yoe bpent a lot of the day
on the road, but a leisurely run through the treieis the roof of the car open
and the wind in your hair—glorious hair, | must -salie broke off to twist
a shining dark copper strand round his slim browwgdr, giving it a gentle,
teasing tug, then concluded, 'That would be faramagreable, tu ne penses
pas?'

Alex saw that Marcus had noted both the gesturetlamdhtimate form of
address, and felt a flash of pleasure that anattear should so obviously
find her attractive. It applied balm to the hurtli#ing so undisguisedly
hated by a Wakeford.

‘That sounds a lovely idea,’ she said with reatepation.



"Then leave it to me.'

With total assurance that nothing and no one wstaldd in the way of what
he wanted to do, Jean-Paul called across to MaMas;us,mon vieuxyou
don't mind if | take Alex away for a little whilelp you? | want to seize the
opportunity to introduce her to our lovely beecregi.'

Marcus answered smoothly, so smoothly that onlyxAeew the venom
underlying his words. 'What a nice idea. But I'mrge-Alex and | have
work to do. | want the horses groomed and setittid.eyes rested on Alex.
'She may deceive you by looking decorative, butdfraid she's a working

girl.'

'What a taskmaster you are, Marcus. But even wgrigins are allowed
some leisure. We shall have to postpone our outintg then," Jean-Paul
said, amiably enough. When Marcus's attention wasvil elsewhere,
though, he said softly to Alex, 'Is this man jeal@i my attentions to his
working girl, do you thinkma chereAlex?'

'‘Absolutely not!" Alex said hurriedly.

‘Then if not jealous, he is very disagreeablehJ@aul told her. 'He shall
not prevent our little excursion.

Tomorrow, when there are no annoying attentiorigetpaid to his precious
horses, we shall escape. You agree?'

'I'm sure that will be possible. And I'd like itryemuch.' Marcus's baleful
eye turned on her again. 'And now I'd better go ehange,' she said
hurriedly. 'This is hardly the right gear for wangi with four-legged
animals.'

'Indeed not," Jean-Paul said, rising with her,\@hipering in her ear as he
drew out her chair, 'But it's absolutely right foeasing the two-legged
variety.'

She laughed at him, then excused herself and wetd change.



Once she was away from the others, she could giesin to her feelings
about Marcus. After all his pious talk of not emmaasing his friends, how
much effort had he made to ensure that all wenosityg? Damn all, if the
truth were told. She smarted with annoyance awidnehe had deliberately
tried to make her look a fool at the dinner-talfiegling only slight
consolation at the way she had managed to turtaties on him.

As for this cock-and-bull story about the horsegingto be groomed—that
was pure malice. He had thought there was a cithatshe might actually
spend a pleasant hour or so with Jean-Paul, addstepped right in and
thrown cold water on the idea.

On a wave of anger, she pulled on her jeans amtlegfain, and made her
way to the stables. Marcus wasn't there, and shedoher face in Mistral's
neck, letting warm animal therapy melt the knotrage inside her, then
sighed and set to work with the curry comb.

She didn't look up when she heard Marcus cometistables, expecting
him to go straight into Lasco's stall, but insteadappeared at her side.

'I'll give Mistral her injection if you can brealf@ second,' he said curtly.
Alex stepped back without speaking.

In silence he dealt swiftly and skilfully with tHeorse's medication, but
when he turned round his eyes met hers.

'Feeling hard done by?' he asked sarcastically.
‘Certainly not." She resumed the grooming.
'Nothing bugging you at all, then?'

'Nothing worth wasting time on.’

He put a hand in the path of her grooming. 'I'mibgyour time. | decide
what constitutes a waste of it.’



She straightened up again. 'l think you establidte¢bnd all reasonable
doubt that you're the boss,' she said, her toseathing as his. 'Who could
doubt it after this evening?'

He folded his arms and stared at her, a glint béfsation in steely grey
eyes. 'So | was right. You are peeved becausefyattime with Jean-Paul
didn't materialise.'

'You have every right to decide exactly when thesés should be
groomed—even if they were both thoroughly attendedonly this
morning,’ she said in a voice straight from thetNdtole. '‘But the thing |
certainly do take exception to is the way you naimed a pretence of being
married until you could embarrass me in public. yoo really think that
was necessary?"

'‘About as necessary as it was for you to jump éocttnclusion that a wife
existed. | was rather tired of your assumptionghay time.' He ticked them
off. 'l would employ you at the drop of a hat--'

‘That thought didn't last long,' Alex interjected.

'l would turn you down because you had the gumpteomemove your
weight from a startled, rearing horse," he wentigmgring the interruption,
‘and then the peach of them all: | had a demandifeg | let that one stand.
My imaginary married status perhaps made you f&ers

'Or you." Alex looked scornfully at him. 'Thoughuoan hardly have been
under the misapprehension that | was going to fimgelf at you."'

He gave an unpleasant smile. 'Apart from your nadeorting in the
Armangon. | did wonder at that point. But that eairout to be stupidity, not
scheming.’

Alex coloured, just about hanging on to the reihbey temper.

'l can see now, looking back with the benefit afdsight, that you never
actually said anything about the wife | thought y@aad. You had much more



to say on the subject of Rebecca. Just to getebaral quite correct, she
does exist?'

His face darkened. 'You know damned well RebecdsteexDon't play
games on that subject.’

'‘Are you the only one allowed to play games, thééx retorted. 'If your
marital status is a myth, don't blame me for qoestg your fatherhood as
well.'

'l have never claimed fatherhood. If you want me sgell it out
unnecessarily, | will. Rebecca is my brother'sahHler parents are both
dead, so to all intents and purposes she is niitlgewatched her through
narrowed eyes. 'And | don't think a little indulgens out of place, in the
circumstances.’

‘Not if you imagine material gifts can make upvdrat she's lost," Alex said
scornfully.

He grabbed her shoulders and almost lifted hatheffyround as his features
contorted with anger.

'l was telling you, not asking your opinion," headad. 'Always ready with
the smart answer, aren't you Miss Know-it-all? Salag some man's going
to shut you up like this!

And before she could utter a squeak he had crusbednouth under his
own. In the initial seconds of blistering resentméhex knew exactly what
he was doing. He was trying to settle with desgieabale dominance a
situation which was not resolving itself as easidyhewished, and for one
wild, struggling moment she attempted to fight lofh But what started
with anger suddenly took on its own momentum amnelation. Abuse fused
into an explosion of white-hot passion. Alex's hawhdd jerked up to beat
against him, but only once, after which they weozén in shock against the
warmth of his shoulders as he broke off and heldaweay to stare with
heated bewilderment into her own dazed eyes. Netththem seemed to
move, but then he was kissing her again—a diffekemd of kiss—her
hands were of their own volition beginning to slidend his neck, and she



didn't know whether her smothered no had meant,t@anthis, or Don't
stop doing it. All she knew was that will and sers® independence
seemed to have deserted her, and when he let lehregavas as weak as a
kitten.

'Pity 1 won't be around to tell the poor blighteswh quickly he can settle
your hash,' he said, and now she could see onlgiegt in his eyes.

Again! It happened again! Alex thought desperatélprgot Elaine, my
father, everything... She looked at his unrelentirogtile face, and the
thought that all that wild, uncontrollable emotimmght have stemmed only
from herself appalled her. What kind of woman whaes, shat she could sink
under such a riot of feelings for any man, let eltims particular one whom
there was all the reason in the world to hate?céheched down and began
feverishly to gather together all the grooming eguent.

'In a sudden hurry, aren't you?' he asked.

'I'm putting these things away," she said, with tvgledf-possession she could
muster, not looking at him. 'l have no intentiorstdying in here with you.
I'll come down early tomorrow morning and do it whéere's less chance
of interruption.’

She made for the door, but he barred her way fooment. ¢

"You can't go in yet. You're supposed to be workiegnember? If you're
still seething because you've missed a bit of alade with a smart-arsed
Frenchman, I'll ferry you around the Foret de Lyonself.'

The contrast between his unconcealed contempthandeelings that had
just raged through her during that travesty—orplais—of a kiss refuelled
enough of her anger to enable her to look him énetye again.

'I'd sooner you jumped in the moat,' she said, ictgp&n the words. Then,
blindly, she ducked under his arm to escape tadwn.



CHAPTER SIX

CHRISTIANE appeared in the stables just as Alex was finishlagning the
tack next day.

'‘O-0-h!" she said, giving the vowel a very Frengimgathetic sound. 'The
poor girl' She is forced to work day and night histmonster of a Marcus!

Alex smiled. 'Not really. I'm only finishing off vat didn't get done last
night.'

Christiane hung around, chatting, until the tacls Waished, then slipped
her arm through Alex's as they walked round andk bawards the main
entrance.

"You must not take him too seriously, this man vplteoys tricks on you at
the dinner-table. He might act like a great crosarpbut inside there is
another Marcus who is really quite nice, believarinhot.’

Alex made some non-committal answer, but felt gfet knew Marcus far
better than Christiane did.

When they reached the dining-room he was theretingafor breakfast,
looking decidedly military in khaki shirt and traars, with the sun glinting
on his immaculate fair head. Ready for battle a®&ilex wondered warily.
He kissed Christiane on both cheeks, and even rednag'Morning!" in
Alex's direction, but his eyes moved quickly aweyni hers.

Christiane went off to the kitchen, leaving the tefdhem together.

'How was Mistral this morning?' Marcus asked caolly

'l thought she seemed rather better.'

‘Then we'll give her a little gentle exercise. Lasertainly needs it, and the
ground is easy enough around here. Coffee?"



Alex held out her big blue and white cup, knowihgtt his civility was
meaningless, a front for the rest of the houselanid,feeling far from calm
about the prospect of a ride alone with him. Clamns came back with a
basket of croissants fresh from the oven, and in@nys presence took care
of the rest of the time spent in the house. Noe&lse appeared, and when
they had finished eating Marcus and Alex went gltraback to the stables.

The little horse seemed glad to be out and abalkimg happily in Lasco's
footsteps. It wasn't necessary to talk as theyofad the quiet paths
through the forest. Birdsong and dancing, dappledight prevented the
atmosphere from seeming unbearably heavy, and itheyned to the
stables with hardly a word exchanged.

It was Marcus who eventually broke the silencéhay tvere hanging up the
saddles.

'l see you cleaned the tack," he said.

'l said | would.'

'Forgive me for not readily assuming that sayind daing were linked in

your family." He gave Mistral's flank a congratolat pat, not allowing

Alex time for a retort. 'At least she stood up be tride well. That's
something to be thankful for.’

'She found it more pleasant than | did,’ she taid ¢oldly.

‘Then you'll be gratified to hear that | intend isgi@g no more time in your
presence today. Tim has asked me to go and hawak @t some restoration
work on a place about the same age as his belokiate&u Ibert. We'll be
gone most of the day. No doubt you're capablenafifig something to do.’
A devil got into Alex. 'A free day?' she asked cdlu

'‘Now that this bit's over, yes.'

'In that case, I'll probably take up the kind oflean- Paul made last night,’
she said. Jean-Paul whom you described so chaynasggh smart-arsed



Frenchman,remember? she added mentally, givingva@rtcaglance in
Marcus's direction. His face had taken on a thumakelook.

‘Jean-Paul may have other things to do," he sadtllyco

'If he has, I'm sure he will say so. But last nightseemed very anxious to
make sure that | would be given the promised tosoae time that didn't

conflict with my work for you. From what you've dait sounds as though
today would be appropriate.’

'‘As long as you don't make too much of a nuisarfcgoarself,’ he said
nastily. She left the stables quickly. Somethingthé inside of the stable
door with a resounding whack before she had gone than a few paces.
Alex felt a certain vicious satisfaction. If he h#ttown something in
temper, she hoped it had rebounded and hit him.

She sought out Christiane who said that Jean-Radilniot yet shown his
face, but she was about to take him coffee and dvtell him that Alex
wanted to speak to him.

Jean-Paul came knocking at her bedroom door whdenas fresh from her
shower and still wearing the silk kimono Christiahad thoughtfully
provided. He leaned against the doorpost, his &ja@sg in every inch of
her.

'‘Charmante!'was his first word, quickly followed by a kiss bath cheeks.
'In France, we salute each other like this," hd,das expression wicked.

'Do you indeed?' she asked sceptically. 'l thodigist was the land of the
handshake.’

'We do other things with hands.' He seized oneec§ nd brought it swiftly
to his lips, his eyes sparkling with such roguigshat it was impossible to
be cross with him.

'l expect you had some other purpose in knockingngrdoor,' Alex said
patiently. 'l hardly think you're here



because you suddenly felt an urge to demonstratmdred different ways
of greeting."'

'Of course. Christiane informs me that you wishsé® me. You are not
going to ask me to come in?'

'In England we never invite strange men into owrbems.’
He laughed and expressed disbelief. 'What—never?'

'‘Well, hardly ever. And certainly not if they happéo be outrageous
Frenchmen.'

'How strange you English are! Never mind, | shali nold it against you.'
He straightened up. 'So! We are to be allowed tagstoday? Marcus has
had a change of heart?’

'‘Well... he's given me a free day.'

'l am delighted. He had—what do you say?—slept.bn i

'He must have done.’

'‘And what would you like to do today?"

'‘Anything you suggest.’

'O-oh!" He cast his eyes heavenwards and gave tweelvthe same
expressive sound Christiane had invested it wihe'plays a game of
chance, this girl!’

Alex gave him a firm look. 'Anything you suggesbrr the local tourist
schedule was what | meant. You said you would stn@iNormandy. That's

what I'd like you to do.’

‘Then that is what we shall do—and | promise yalekghtful time.Un
qguart d’heure?ust time for me to have a bowl of coffee?



'l be ready,' Alex said.

She had momentary doubts about what a man who carse strong at the
start of a day would be like at the end of it, dlubok them off. Ten minutes
later she was ready, wearing a pale apricot Svatsrt dress, gold tassel
earrings and discreet touches of both makeup anteWimen perfume.
The last thing she wanted to do was bump into Maras she went
downstairs, but that was exactly what happenedstbigped, blocking her
way, and eyed her belligerently, taking in evertadef her appearance.

'l take it from the finery that the outing's on?'

'Was there something more you wanted me to do?R' @dked politely.

'It's a good job there isn't with you done up l&kdog's dinner.’

Alex kept a tight rein on her temper while he staober path, fulminating.

'‘Well—if there's nothing more, I'll wish you a goalady," she told him,
beginning to edge sideways past him.

With a brusque movement he seized her arm andlguigked her back up
the stairs.

'Not so fast. | want a private word before you ge,'said as he opened the
door of her room and went in with her, closing tto®r behind them.

'It's a good job Jean-Paul didn't see this," she daly. 'I've just been
convincing him that bedrooms were out of bounds.'

‘A novel idea for him," he said darkly.
'Oh, it was all very light-hearted. He's no morexdhreat than you are.’

She saw from the look on his face that he had oohd the remark
flattering. She had not intended it to be so.



'If you're capable of taking a warning, | wouldadlvise you to allow
Jean-Paul any rein. Over the years I've heard aqaiteit about his
over-active libido.

No--' he could see that she was about to protest,raised an autocratic
hand to silence her '—hear me out, will you? Jean-is thecadet—the
youngest, the baby of the family. He has been ¢tedsed adored by every
female relative for the whole of his charmed lifereanot only by relatives.
He has the idea as far as any woman is concerm¢dvtiat he wants, he
gets.' He paused.

You mean that he may have it in mind to nip ifite hearest hotel with me
at some point and extend the scope of the reldtipfi'sAlex asked coolly.

He looked displeased. 'If you have to put it salei.’

'Why not? It's a pretty crude suggestion, isn'tNt?point dressing it up in
pretty words.' Green eyes glared into grey.

‘I merely intended to point out that what you miglansider natural
friendliness could be misinterpreted by someona different background.
| wouldn't want anyone to walk into a situationttbeoved embarrassing,
that's all," he said curtly. "You are, after all--'

"Your responsibility," she finished for him with air of delicate boredom.
‘Look, Marcus, don't treat me like a kid from infachool. | don't want to be
looked after by anyone—Ileast of all you—and asfatoday is concerned |
see no need for it. We're going to do a bit of tsghing, that's all. | hardly
think Jean-Paul has it in mind to grab me by thedrad drag me off to the
nearest cave. Nor do I think he's the type todahfiimself on an unwilling

partner.' This last was said with a challengingkltizat conveyed a clear
memory of Marcus's behaviour the night before.

'What about a partner who may start off unwilling bhange her mind with
surprising rapidity?' he retorted with stingingcsam.

'l think that would be my business.'



'‘And as usual you have a closed mind to any suggefstr your welfare.'

'Not at all. You stressed that you wanted goodticela with our hosts. |
have accepted the offer of an outing with the keptif our hostess. How
much more obliging and obedient and open to suggestan | get?
Jean-Paul is not an unknown lorry driver. He'ssamhe stranger I've met in
the deserted countryside. He's a perfectly charmamgl pleasant
acquaintance. And now,if you don't mind, I must gm keeping him
waiting. Don't worry. I'm sure we'll have a lovalygne.' She gave him an
infuriating smile and saw the effect of it in thash of silver in his eyes and
the movement of a muscle in his jaw, then, witloarfce of the full skirt of
her dress, she left him.

Jean-Paul came out of the dining-room as she rdableehall.

'‘Ah! Chouette''he said, expressing approval of her dress. 'Andala that
are good for walking as well. Not just a prettydadon't you say?'

'Does Christiane know we are going now?' Alex asked

'Yes. | have spoken to her. We are quite offict!mademoiselldet's go.’
He was entertaining, charming, and utterly circuaespintil mid-afternoon
in Rouen, when he gave way to what he called asistible urge and kissed
Alex unexpectedly while they were looking at thatsé of Joan of Arc.
What do | feel? Alex asked herself. The answer wasthing. It was a kiss
like a million others, and, expert though Jean-Pauoubt was in the art of
love, he set alight not one tiny spark of the sHaimellicit fire that
Marcus's touch had set blazing in her last night.

Jean-Paul was quick to sense her attitude.

'You are angry?' he asked as they began to walktbabe car again.

She took his hand and squeezed it. ‘Not at all' idowld | be when you're
giving me such a lovely day?"



‘Then it must be a case of no anger, but no ragtiner," he said. 'Don't
deny it,ma petitel am an expert when it comes to the temperatuaekass.'

Alex gave a protesting laugh. 'It's a bit early&otalking of rapture. We've
only just met.'

‘That has nothing to do with the case. If the magithere, time and
circumstance have no meaning.' He looked downrat$wgppose | had been
Marcus, just now...'

'Marcus!' Her voice was full of scorn. 'He can'abme.’

He looked knowingly at her. 'When a lady protesisvehemently, then
there is something in the air.'

'‘Nothing more than straightforward dislike. Our faes have been beating
the hell out of each other for three generations.’

'‘And what have families to do with what happenssMeen a man and a
woman?' Jean-Paul asked scathingly.

‘Jean-Paul! Believe me! We fight like cat and dbghe time.'

'Voila!" he said, as though she had proved the point intéib}y. 'Love and
hate are very close emotions. Love and indifferecmaldn't be further
apart.' He looked accusingly at her. 'Don't tell meehas never kissed you.
How could he resist?"'

At the thought of the previous night, Alex blushed.

'l see that you know more than you are willingdg,she teased. '‘Come and
have some of the tea you English love, and tellabeut families and
guarrels...' he ran a finger over the pink of hezek '... and what causes this
charming betrayal of the words you have so farsediuto say.'

Alex gave way to the urge to talk to someone, ahémshe had finished
recounting the sorry history of Marcus and Elaisan}Paul sat back,
frowning.



'It doesn't sound at all like the Marcus | know draye known for several
years,' he said.

‘Then doesn't it prove how utterly sick he mustehbgen to find that once
again he had been deceived into something by a ereoflthe Leeward
family?'

He looked at her with sympathy. "You have manageqdéce yourself at the
centre of a Montague-Capulet situation, it seenss pelleAlex.’

'No!" she said vehemently. 'Haven't | just beelimiglyou how impossible it
is for there to be anything other than dislike begw Marcus and myself?'

He took her hand, planted a light kiss in its pang closed her fingers over
the spot. 'Very wellma petite,he said soothingly. 'You are not the least bit
in love, if that is what it pleases you to thinkow let's forget the
unfortunate subject and enjoy ourselves again.'

It was late when they arrived back at the Chatdi@u dining at a riverside
restaurant at Les Andelys, a setting made dranbgtia gathering storm
piling clouds in the sky and whipping up waves lo@ Wwater.

Albertine was the only one at the Chateau. Remyfamdly had left for
home during the course of the day, and the othadsgone to aon et
lumieresome miles away.

Alex went over to check on the horses, though Aiberinsisted that they
had been fed and Mistral had had her night-timectipn, and as she came
back it started to pour down. There was a certaahamnus satisfaction in
the thought of Marcus getting soaked somewherdéndark night. She
excused herself and went up to bed, leaving JeahviRdching a late film
on television.

Once she was in bed, the thoughts to which Jeahdkal given life

returned to the forefront of Alex's mind with fd@rce. It wasn't true, it
couldn't possibly be true, that there was anythwegween herself and
Marcus other than a kind of basic physical respamsier part. A response



that reflected nothing but shame on her, and wiviaf to be stamped out at
all costs.

She applied reason to the situation. She had loediong without a serious
boyfriend. That was it. One kiss from a passablsaetive man, and her
hormones ran riot, no matter who he was.

So why did the same set of hormones behave with sestraint when
Jean-Paul kissed her? Answer that one, smart Alex,mind taunted
unpleasantly.

She turned over and buried her face in the pillplagued by a host of
worrying thoughts while the rain beat a tattoo mgaithe shutters until
finally she fell asleep.

She was roused by the most violent crack of thuskehad ever heard. The
storm must be right overhead. She sat up, seeiagotitliant flash of
lightning through the chinks of the shutters. Timentder cracked again and
there was the sizzling, searing hiss of electriedything itself frighteningly
close.

The horses! They would be terrified.

Alex leapt out of bed and ran for the door, pullorgthe silk kimono over
her mouse-appliqued pyjamas. The bedroom doors a@ea as she ran
along the corridor. She had no idea what time & wahow long she had
slept, but the rest of the party were not backSké went swiftly downstairs
and ran through the rain round to the stables.

Mistral and Lasco, who normally slept lying dowis# to each other in a
way that was quite individual to them, were stagdinddled in a corner of
the stall, whinnying restlessly, and when the ighg flashed again Alex
saw the whites of their eyes as they rolled in.fear

'It's all right, little ones,’ she told them. "Yu'safe in here. It'll soon be
over.' She dug out a couple of apples from the satke next stall and fed
them to the two horses, then stood between themand on each, talking
softly and calmingly to them. She could feel thepirckened breathing, and



worried that it would aggravate Mistral's cougheStould stay with them
until the worst of the storm had passed over, suided.

After a while, when the thunder had lost the warfsits violence, Lasco
settled down on the straw and Mistral, after adfitrestless shuffling,

followed suit. But as the little horse made herselinfortable a brief fit of

dry coughing plagued her. Alex drew over a blarded sat down beside
her, carrying on with the soothing murmur of tafidahe gentle movement
of her hand over the rough white coat. Graduakligihtning began to flash
less fiercely. It was dark and warm in the stablex's head drooped and
rested against Mistral's flank. Just a little longiee would wait. Just a few
minutes more until she was sure that Mistral wagypg to cough again...
It was really very comfortable sitting like thisjtiv her head rising and
falling gently as the little horse's breathing grea¥ém. The storm rumbled
and rolled away into the distance, and the stalle fwil of drowsy peace.

Alex stirred at a sound which could have been laena then lapsed into
sleep again. It was something like the soft, cangs®uch of lips on her
forehead that really began to wake her. She pwt bpnd and felt a face
close to hers, wriggled sleepily and said in a-kalfjhing murmur without
opening her eyes, 'Jean-Paul! You're incorrigible!"

'‘Wake up, and get up! a voice that was definitety Jean-Paul's said
harshly.

Alex's eyes flew open, and she saw Marcus stano\eg her, a paraffin
lamp in his hand. His hair was glistening wet, @&eathe shoulders of his
Barbour jacket. The familiar expression of totalpdeasure was on his face.

'You!" Her heart gave a sickening jolt as she sedlithat it was his face she
had touched just now. 'You're dripping on me!" dad, hiding her
confusion in accusation as she scrambled to her¥emi're wet through.’

'‘And definitely not lover-boy,' he said sarcasiigal



Alex blushed at his reference to the manner ofwesing, and her hand
went involuntarily to her lips. 'l thought ' she gam, then stopped
suddenly. If she

said somebody she had taken for Jean-Paul hadikissgthen that implied,
since Marcus was the only person there, that shgimad he had done so...
and it had been such a gentle, tender dream kisgjnd he would never in
a million years give her.

"You thought what?' he said curtly.

'‘Nothing. | was dreaming.’

'‘Walked out here in your sleep, did you?'

'Of course | didn't." Alex was beginning to regaier senses. 'The storm
woke me and | thought the horses might be frighdefidney were very
disturbed so | stood and talked to them for atbén Mistral coughed, so |
got her settled down and stayed on for a whileustnhave fallen asleep. Is it
very late?'

"Two o'clock." He looked round suspiciously. 'l gume you're alone?'

'Oh, don't be so ridiculous!" she snapped, switghin the attack. ‘And
talking of the ridiculous, why on earth did youiit in the pouring rain all
this time?"

‘Theson et lumierstopped when the extra sound effects got too niah.
our crazy hosts insisted on going to a Viethamestaurant afterwards

where we steamed the place out. We shall probdladeaelop pneumonia.’

‘Jean-Paul and | were back here at ten-thirty,5aleevirtuously. 'Have you
seen him? He was going to watch a film that wentiiil the small hours.’

'Yes, | have seen him, unfortunately,” Marcus sditi barely suppressed
fury.

'What do you mean, "unfortunately"?"



He looked balefully at her. 'l suppose the fool W dying to tell you about
it if 1 don't. When | went upstairs, your bedroowod was wide open and
you were nowhere to be seen. The bathrooms werg/eamu | knew you
weren't downstairs. So | jumped to the obvious kicn.'

'Only obvious to someone with a mind like yours.dAdid what?' Alex
asked coldly.

'l did what any responsible person would have ddnéarged into
Jean-Paul's room ready to knock him into the middieext week--'

'What an appallingly silly thing to do!" she exohead, exasperated.

‘That was more or less Jean-Paul's verdict, onlydsea bit less inhibited in
his expression of it.'

"You're lucky he didn't go for you,' she said, wighJean-Paul had done just
that.

He sneered. 'He wouldn't dare. Mauling women's gabisuimit.'
'He, at least, behaved impeccably today.'

'I've only your word for that." They glared at easther until Alex turned
angrily away.

'I'm going back. This is a pointless conversatiamn't know why you came
over.'

He followed her to the door. 'Look out, and yosdbn know.' He flung the
door wide, and where before there had been a nmuhtadroad walk off
which the stable yard opened Alex now saw thaethppeared to be just an
alarmingly extended moat.

She gasped involuntarily. 'What on earth's happ&ned

‘Tim's bright idea of channelling a stream into theat to keep it fresh has
gone wrong. The culvert can't take the water awayaat as it comes



flooding in.' He looked down at her feet, on whstte was wearing a pair of
flimsy mules. 'Suitably shod, aren't you?'

He made a move towards her and Alex recoiled natyolDon't touch me!’

He looked scathingly at her. "What do you thinkavéin mind? Before your
imagination runs riot, let me tell you my only int®n is to carry you back
to the house. The power's gone as well. With nlot lfgpm the windows
you'd be likely to end up in the damned moat ydtirse

'l can take these off and paddle,’ Alex said hdlyie

'Don't be ridiculous.’ Before she could protestifar, he hoisted her up into
his arms. For a moment he paused, looking downeatirn the fitful
moonlight as though he had forgotten what he wapased to be doing,
and then asked, his voice a degree or two sofdrete did you get this
silky thing?"

'Christiane lent it to me." She felt stiff and aveed, fiendishly embarrassed
to be held by him. And her heart was pounding sd lthat it seemed
impossible for him not to hear it.

'It's a deal better than those pyjamas with thesaan that you seem so
fond of." He hitched her up and said irritably,y ot to imitate a sack of
potatoes. Put your arm round my neck and hangaot, gou?'

Alex did as she was told, glad of the darknesseastépped out into the
night. She tried to hold her head stiffly away fréwm, but he nudged it
back against his shoulder with his hard chin aratled, 'Give me a chance
to see where I'm going, can't you?'

Neither of them spoke until he put her down atttigeof the steps into the
Chateau.

'‘Good job you're not overweight,” he said prosaicdiooking off his
Wellingtons against the edge of the top step.



They went into the hall where someone had left allslamp burning on a
low wick. Beside it there were two lighted candles.

'Do you need a drink to warm you?' Marcus asked.

She still felt far too conscious of the feel of tnarmth, of the pulse in his
neck as her face rested against it in that uneggdeantimacy.

'‘No, thanks," she said, avoiding his eyes. 'I'lsggaight up.’

‘Take one of the candles. It should give enoudit figr you to see your way
upstairs.’

'Yes, thanks. Goodnight.' She felt as awkward andue-tied as a teenager.

'‘Goodnight," he said indifferently. But after a ptaiof seconds he called,
almost fiercely, 'A pretty memorable time he gawe,\did he?'

She stopped and looked down at him, at the warmh gbhis hair, drying
now, and at the grey eyes staring angrily up at her

She felt a rush of tears to her eyes, and had ambelming urge to cry out
that nothing Jean-Paul could do could affect henash as the precious few
seconds while he, Marcus, had carried her back trerstables and she'd
felt the roughness of his end-of-the-day skin aeernbaware of the strong
beat of his heart and the pine-fresh smell of th&pshe had used. The
strength of her feelings frightened her. How wcugdeact if she gave him a
truthful answer like that? She tore her eyes awamy fhis and said lamely,
‘It was just a day out..." then hurried up the daighrcase.

He had been concerned about light. There was enligighfor her to see
where she was going in this house, but the futuhattvas a different
matter. The future suddenly seemed more dark amadgland complex
than it had ever been.

It was no use fooling herself any longer. She weseegoing mad or she
was falling in love with the man who should be tiigect of her hatred.
Perhaps she was doing both. Why him? Whyhak him? The question



shrieked in her tortured mind. She loved her sester her father, didn't she?
She hated what Marcus Wakeford had done to theerellvas no need to
guestion that. But here she was, in spite of jtagdparently unable to stop
this crazy course she was on. She sat on her b imoonlight, feeling
more frightened than she had ever been in heatiteclinging to the edge of
the mattress as though her grip on that were thetbimg that could stop
her falling off the world.



CHAPTER SEVEN

ALEX spent most of the night trying to face up to latesof mind and heart.
Admitting that there was something about Marcustilaascended all the ill
feeling between them and called forth an unwantedfiaghtening response
from her was one thing. Reconciling herself to thét she felt on her
sister's and father's behalf because of it wasiite g different category.
Full daylight found her still awake and wretchealg @er mirror showed her
a pale, worried face with dark shadows under hes.e8he didn't want to
face any of the others at breakfast, and wentgstraver to the stables, only
to be tracked down there by Marcus.

Her heart gave the usual dizzy lurch at the sigmira but she was able to
disguise it by pretending not to know he was therthe doorway watching
her.

'Why no breakfast?' he asked, forcing her to loplkand acknowledge his
presence.

'I didn't feel like it.'

He took down the saddles and passed Mistral'stovieer. 'That's all right,
then. We can get off to the vet's straight awayebs' he added drily, 'you
don't feel like riding either.’

‘That's not an option. It's my job. But I'm gladiink you consider Mistral
fit to be ridden again,’ she said quietly, busyuegself with the saddle.

Half an hour later the vet confirmed that thedittiorse was indeed much
better, and said that he was sure that they watd ho trouble at the port if
they decided to be on their way in the morning.

That's good," Marcus said with evident relief. Ideked at Alex. '‘And |
know you'll be glad to be on your way again.'



'Very glad,' Alex echoed, torn between relief & pinospect of the end of the
ordeal and a cruel stab of pain at the thoughhefitevitable parting from
the man who had had such a profound effect onrhetiens.

For the rest of today, with a bit of luck she coké&p out of his way, then
tomorrow they would be crossing the Channel witly aafew more miles
on English soil to cover.

She was thunderstruck when Marcus said suddentheys were riding
back, 'Once we've made calls home to let peoplevkmben to expect us,
we'll go off for the rest of the day.'

'‘Whatever for?' Alex asked, stunned into rudengsbd unexpectedness of
the suggestion.

He gave her a withering look. 'For a very good reasoaun a workforce of
over a hundred in one place and another, and déalGod knows how
many times as many clients. Everything operatesosithg pleasantly,
efficiently. I'm blowed if I'm going to arrive honfeeling that a pint-sized
girl can never fail to get under my skin and rufflg temper. I'll make you
pass a few civilised hours with me, I'm damned iWwén't. And I'm

suggesting a day out—not a session in a torturebbg for God's sake!'

'‘But--' Alex began.

'‘But nothing. We're going to see if we can manadeetpolite to each other
for an hour or two. So kindly hold your tongue gnd up with it.'

‘Not a very promising beginning,' she said drily.

He glared at her and trotted ahead on Lasco. Mistoke into a trot too,
and Alex wondered wretchedly how on earth she ve@rsggto survive this
latest ordeal.

There was no reprieve back at the Chateau whereddommended a little
restaurant in a neighbouring village, and told thefra walk they could do
after lunch if they felt so inclined. He was botiedally and metaphorically
up to his neck in the moat, and as soon as she kneas to be their last



night Christiane promised them a party. Full of rgyension for both the
party and the unwanted outing, Alex eventually igptd the Range Rover
beside Marcus.

The pleasantness of the surroundings in the qlittlatrestaurant helped,
and the food certainly lived up to Tim's recommeimha They ate a
delicious pate de campagne maisdollowed by pheasant cookeal la
normandeon a bed of apples, cream and Calvados, and aecoetpby a
delicious mixed salad with walnuts. But the atm@sphbetween the two
eaters fell far short of the standard of the faddrcus kept up a flow of
polished conversation as though he were entertaimibusiness guest, but
all Alex could think of was the hopelessness of such alienated people
attempting to achieve anything like a sociable ajphere. And, worse than
that, she felt that the ghosts of her sister andféher were invisible
spectators, and her eyes slid away from Marcusenwie, with a kind of
fierce determination, would have held her gaze.

She hoped and prayed that he would decide agaims $uggested walk,
but that was apparently another challenge thattbaae faced. Seeming
preoccupied now, but still determined, Marcus |ée tway through

countryside washed clean and fresh after last 'sigtdrm. The hot morning
sunshine had dried up the rain as though it haémieeen. The path took
them up a hill and out beyond the trees to a rdwgly point, from which the

lush green rural landscape could be seen in @ttans.

There was a grassy hollow a few feet down the appsgle of the slope,
and they made for it, sitting down to look theit ifn silence, Alex thinking
thankfully that this farce of a day must soon berov

At last Marcus spoke. 'Since we'll be on our wandaow and you'll be
meeting Becky at the end of the day, there's sangetrshould tell you.'

Alex looked at him. 'Yes?'

'l have the impression that you think her a spdied.’ The words sounded
harsh though they were said in a neutral, almostemaf-fact way.

'l haven't said any such thing," Alex demurred.



'‘Not in so many words.' He gave her an ironicakldBut, with a face as
transparent as yours, you don't often need to lisebahat you're feeling.'

‘Then | wish you wouldn't do it for me. Unexpresseelings are private.’
She wondered how much her face had given awayrdieleéngs for him.
To know that he was aware of how she was beginturigel about him
would be the ultimate humiliation.

To her relief he said, 'lt's Becky's feelings tbahcern me most right now,
with the prospect of you actually meeting her tormar On our first night at
the Chateau you pretended to need confirmation ld thild's
existence—though how that can be when you haveoably discussed me
at some length with your precious sister | faitéz.'

'Elaineis my precious sister!" Alex said in hot defencepoggling quickly
to the sarcasm in his tone. 'Just as Becky is poegious Becky.'

He looked searchingly at her. 'But the questiosklayself is, are you cast
in the same mould as your sister?'

'How can | not be? We have the same parents, the &amily name, the
same upbringing.'

'‘And feelings? Do you share your sister's feelihgs?

Oh, yes, Alex thought bitterly. | share her feeing every respect, even to
the extent of beginning to love the same man, Imtcrazier than she,
because | have her word for it that there's noréufar a Leeward and a
Wakeford.

'Inevitably, on some subjects. Not on all,’ she séth difficulty.

‘All right. Let's take the subject of physical digdy. Becky is quite badly
handicapped. Would you prefer not to be confromigd that?"

The question struck her as being so outrageous ghat responded
indignantly, 'How can you ask something like tha&pend most of my



working life with people who have one disability another. Would |
choose and stay in that kind of work if | couldrope with it?"

'l had to ask,' he said unrepentantly. ‘When thugesti of Becky first came
up, we didn't get round to that particular aspét.got...side-tracked, if you
remember.’

Did she remember? Would she ever forget that nigtite barn... the way

he had silenced her when she'd implied that congpiexgsa child who had

lost both parents with lavish gifts might not be #imswer? She was trying
desperately hard to forget how she had reactdthtdkiss. One kiss—it was
no big deal. She ought to be able to forget it. Bhst.

'‘Becky has been handicapped from birth," he wasggon. 'At the moment,
she couldn't walk without the calipers she weardoth legs.' His voice
softened as he went on almost huskily, 'The hapdeaurely physical. In
no way does it affect her spirit. When it comesheer guts, she's larger and
more sound than life. | imagine that slightly chesghe mental picture of
her that you have.’'

'l think you must derive real pleasure from inqugtime," Alex said in a
choked voice, looking down at her clenched hands.

'l have no thought of insulting anyone. But thereathing | wouldn't do to
defend and protect Becky from any more hurt. Lés flung enough at her
already.' He looked out over the countryside, asthde playedround the
corner of his mouth. 'She wouldn't like to hearsag that—and the simple
truth is that | quite honestly don't think of herteeing handicapped most of
the time. When you meet her you'll understand v@8he's not an object of
pity. She's a plucky little gir—a born fighter. at's the image of her that
stays in the mind—not what she has to fight against

'What happened to her parents?' Alex pretendee ahdsrest in a clump of
grass on the side of her away from him. She wasgdber own bit of
fighting at the moment. The way he talked aboutch&rge and the picture
he painted of the little girl who was so differdrdm the child she had
imagined almost had her in tears.



‘They got caught up in one of those inexplicable-piips in fog on the
motorway. Killed instantly.’

Alex swallowed with difficulty. 'And Becky survivéd

'She wasn't involved. She was in hospital at tine trecovering from one of
the many operations she's had in her short lifee dad Tricia had been
there with her, of course, but there were thingy teeded from home, and
once she was over the worst they drove back toeue<xollect them. They

were on the way back to London when it happenedkBavas used to

hospitals, but, as you can imagine, this operdiasleft her with different

associations from the rest. She's due to go imagaibout six months from

now. You can picture the danger this time. Shelsggto be remembering

that hospital is linked with the loss of people #hees. That's why, when

she developed this passion for a Camargue hotdsejded she should have
one. Maybe if she can fix her mind on getting bcker beloved horse she
won't be dragged down by other thoughts.'

When Alex didn't answer, he turned to look at hed saw the tears
brimming over from her eyes.

'Don't cry,' he said, almost gently. 'Becky doesrytfor herself. She'd hate
anyone else to cry for her.'

Alex gave a huge, gulping sob. 'For God's saket d@nnice to me!' she
choked, the crying beginning in earnest.

‘Alex!" Forgetting who she was for a moment, itreed, he put an arm
round her and held her against the smooth cottdnso$hirt, stroking her
hair and letting her cry her fill. She felt morenfesed than she had ever
been in her life. Why was she crying? Partly foclBe but also for the mess
in which she found herself. Everything Marcus tbler about himself
chipped away at the picture she had previouslydiddm. It had been so
easy to hate him before she knew him, but everytaiof every day made it
more difficult to hold on to what she ought to keling about him. She felt
as though she had been disloyal to him now, asasgeib her family.



In desperation she turned and clutched him likeghtened child, burying
her face more deeply against his neck. At first $toaight his arms had
tightened round her, but then she realised thawvae firmly if gently
holding her away from him.

'Let's not go over the top,’ he said almost humslgolobviously totally
unaware of the turmoil of emotion ravaging her.

Alex's confused feelings veered again and eruptéary. Her face red, her
eyes streaming, she said in irrational contradictid everything she had
just been thinking about him, 'Of course, | sholwéde remembered. The
Wakefords don't have feelings. Only a coldbloodeapacity for
decision-making.’

His expression changed. 'ls that your considerethi@p?' he said
dangerously. 'Yet another of your clanging mistakest's see if | can
convince you otherwise." There was only time fobrgef, frightening
glimpse of blazing eyes, then Alex was pushed kackhe turf and his
weight was pressing the breath out of her. His imgatothered her cry of
alarm in a kiss that punished as roughly as any lalod seemed to go on
forever until she thought she would suffocate.ast | breathing harshly, he
released her and sat up, looking contemptuouslyndmvier.

'Was that good enough for you?' he asked scathingly

‘That wasn't feeling!" she flung at him as shersblad away in undignified,
clumsy haste. 'That was brute strength. And | nizate.'

'Give you what you ask for, and you don't wanYdu're as changeable and
unpredictable as your sister.' He stood up. 'Bleat it appears to have put
an end to the waterworks. So perhaps we can dotkomgeiseful and finish
this damned walk.'

He waited until she had scrambled to her feet, getroff down the hill.
Alex followed, calling after him when she had thedih to do so, her voice
tight with fury, 'l would like to go straight bacglease.’

'‘Don't worry!" he shouted angrily over his shouldére had enough, too.’



What hurt more than the bruised lips, the hurtgrghe thought in her room
at the Chateau as she did her packing, was the ledges that even that
humiliating memory was something she apparentlytecgto hang on to.

She had caught herself fingering the little foldematches she had slipped
into her bag in the restaurant where they'd edigin awkward lunch. It was
a publicity gimmick with a line drawing of the piresque little stone
building.

Contemptuous of herself, she put it away with thé cocardefrom the
horns of the bull—the 'spoils for the lady'. Renarg] both of them, not
only of a shining fair head and grey eyes that@ga from silver-warm to
flint-cold, but of her own feeble loyalty and in@pt treachery. Maybe as
reminders of the latter they were worth keeping.

She sighed heavily, and covered the pathetic Igtdavenirs with more
prosaic items. If only she had never met Liz, bsckhe Camargue. Any
amount of difficulty in getting home would have bg@eferable to finding
herself in the same position as her sister—easilyjitched by an impossible
man. Only how much more foolish was she than Elahtlealong she had
known from Elaine's sad example that nothing goodicc come of this
association between a Leeward and a Wakeford. Ahdlsge had allowed
herself to be burned by the fire she should neage Iplayed with.

She sighed again. No matter. It was almost ovemdroow was for
England, home and sanity. And the chance to findfdhere was truth in
the old saying 'out of sight, out of mind'.

Christiane had refused all offers of help with gaety food, saying that as
one of the guests of honour Alex should come dowfind everything a

huge surprise. The sitting-room and dining-roomeneut of bounds, she
was told, and her only option once she had seémetéeeding and comfort
of the horses was to take as long as possible theeprocess of getting
ready.



It was, therefore, aoigneeand elegant Alex who emerged from her room at
seven-thirty, determined to hide her shatteredtdphind an impeccable
appearance. She was wearing her other big summerngse, a slim-fitting
black sheath that left her shoulders bare, its lemguare neck evolving
into straps that crossed the smooth sun-kisseds$kiar back to fasten with
the dress's only ornament, two chased gold buttégsinst the dark
simplicity of the dress her hair shone like buretsitopper. Apart from her
gold chain, she had limited her jewellery to Mexi@arrings in the form of
clusters of tiny gold bells. The delicate soundyth®made seemed
other-worldly. She thought fiercely thatany otherld would be preferable
to her own at the moment.

Tim hurried over as she entered the sitting-roémgading his way through
the dozen or more guests assembled, and takirrgumed to meet everyone.

"You would never think, to look at this vision ofdwty, that she is capable
of working as hard as any man in a stable, would?ybe jokingly asked the
last couple to be introduced. Jean-Paul overheard.

‘Certainly not. Link her with unicorns, not horsesd that would be far
more credibleTu es belle ce soir, princesske said softly in Alex's ear,
expertly drawing her aside.

'Putting on the old Gallic charm tonight, are ydean-Paul?' Marcus said,
joining them in time to hear the compliment. Thekan his eyes was at
odds with his pleasant tone of voice. He turned\liex. '‘Good evening,
Alex. Sophistication for you, | see.’

'Is that the Englishman's idea of a flattering reklalean-Paul mocked, one
hand curving round Alex's arm in a proprietorialywao wonder you
English girls come to the Continent with an aisti#rvation about you.'

‘Starvation? | thought it was a look of distastedt) the verbal froth they
hear," Marcus said coolly. 'They haven't had a diat from the cradle,
remember.’

Jean-Paul laughed good-humouredly, but there v@sch of malice in his
answer. 'Since there is such understanding betweerfellow-English, |



shall try out some of my pretty words on Alex dgrisinner, and see what
she makes of them. Oh—do | see my sister tryingatoh your attention,
Marcus?'

When Marcus turned to look in the direction Jeaal|Rvas pointing, the
Frenchman, with a finger to his lips, whisked Akxay through the door
towards the dining-room.

Alex had been feeling like someone caught on adbi@td where cross-fire
was about to break out. She could sense that Mavaaseady for a fight
with anyone. He had belligerence emanating fronryegere and she was
glad to be away from him, but she had little pateerfor Jean-Paul's
badinage.

'l don't remember promising to be your table conaat dinner,’ she told
him.

'‘No table—it's a buffet. But you would have agréegartner me if | had
asked, wouldn't you?' he said unrepentantly. 'Howdyou resist me?'

'Very easily. But | can't resist Albertine's lovdbod, so I'll agree to have
you as an incidental accompaniment.’

'‘Belle et cruelleVhe said. 'An intriguing combination and one it \ebhe
amusing to study. But first let's eat. Do not, bg tvay, look in Marcus's
direction while doing so. His expression would lieely to give you
indigestion.’

Several times as the evening progressed Alex cadghtus's dangerous
silver gaze resting on her, but he didn't seek haroexchange with

Jean-Paul. Nor did he make any attempt to come hrezafor a long time.

She told herself she was glad of it, but she wagmenaware of his exact
position in the room, never without the slight useeaf wondering what he
was thinking.

Tim had strung lights between the trees to the wete Chateau and run
an extension across the moat so that he couldnplesyc for dancing. Alex



was in great demand, and Jean-Paul made surehiapsnt much of the
time pressed against his eager young frame.

'Do you have to do that?' Alex asked as he gaveaHst of excessively
Gallic attention when they danced close to Marcuktas partner.

'Why not? | may be on to a loser with yona bellebut | regard it as my
mission in life to stir up as many Englishmen asside." He caught and
ignored a particularly malevolent look from Marclinless | am mistaken,
though, our dear Marcus has taken as much stiasrige can put up with for
one evening. He is heading towards us with anfagreat determination.
Prepare yourself for actioma chereAlex." He swung her round with a
flourish, laughing down into her face.

Marcus tapped him on the shoulder. 'On your wagn<Faul. This is my
dance." He was smiling as he spoke for the bewéfthe surrounding
couples, but the smile was strongly contradictednaydangerous light in
his eyes.

Jean-Paul took a further couple of steps. 'And wHaton't agree?'

Marcus's smile took on the character of a barintgeth and his voice would
have sliced through metal. 'l shall chuck you mnfoat. Don't doubt it for a
second.'

Jean-Paul prudently relinquished his hold on Al&ken, since | have no
desire for the two of us to look ridiculous, andcg you put it so nicely,
Marcus..." he said, stepping aside with a knowingklat Alex and a
mocking bow in Marcus's direction.

‘Throwing your weight around again, Marcus?' Aleleged tensely as he
took her none too gently into his arms.

'No more than he deserves, the posturing, selfreggting twit!" he said

viciously. His hand on the bare skin of her badkcéd her nearer to him,
and his voice was harsh in her ear. 'Since yoweea lcloser to your French
admirer than a sticking plaster for the past twocgs, perhaps you could
stop giving the impression that we're two repellinggnetic poles.’



‘That's just what we are, | thought," Alex said, Iver body refused to obey
her mind and imperceptibly she allowed herself aftesr against him.
Allowed? Who was she fooling? She couldn't stogélérfor she was no
longer a free agent when she was close to Mardus.was powerless to
remain stiffly hostile under his touch. -

Why should it be? she asked herself desperatetliggsmoved slowly in
time to the music. Was it the attraction of thédfdden? Was the impossible
always more appealing than the readily available® ew how useless it
was to allow any reaction to Marcus to take herdwet she seemed unable
to help it. Neither loyalty to her sister and father sensible concern for her
own welfare seemed to work against the bewildeasgpault on her senses
when he touched her. The sooner they were on ey tomorrow the
better. But even while she strove to cling to thmught her body was aware
in every fibre of how perfectly it fitted againgshand how much it would
like this dance to go on forever.

The record ended and another began. Alex madesutcessful attempt to
free herself from the arms that held her so detezdiy.

"You've won your point against Jean-Paul. Why insisgoing on dancing
with me?' she said helplessly.

"To convince everyone that all's well. It's a greatty and we're having a
wonderful time," he said, his voice sarcastic. Hesped her still closer

against him, and even with the evidence of hisilitgsh her ear the contact

was bittersweet to her, not repugnant as it shbalkk been. One record
gave way to another, and without speaking the tiibb@m danced on. As

the third record came to an end, Alex felt his gelease her and looked up
at him as though in a daze.

‘That should have done the trick," he said, looklispassionately down at
her. Thank you for the pleasure, Miss Leewardhirik we can rejoin the
rest of the party now.’

He didn't come near her again until the guests e&éng and Jean-Paul,
Tim, Christiane and the two of them stood wavingdjught, watching the
car lights illumine the trees one by one, and thiga way to darkness. They



turned indoors to do a perfunctory tidy- up befgoing to bed, leaving the
serious washing-upuntil morning, 'After you've gp@hristiane told Alex

regretfully, adding as the two of them collectecasges from the
sitting-room, 'It's been lovely to have you hereope—no, | feel sure—that
Marcus will be bringing you back to see us agaiiotgelong.’

'‘No, he won't, really," Alex said forlornly. 'Thtsuly was just a business
arrangement. As private individuals, we're polesrap

Christiane put her head on one side, considerimx Alith amusement. 'l
saw you dancing together. Body language speaks tihanewords.'

Alex blushed. 'But it can lie. | was half asledptts all.’

'Ma chere Alex,' Christiane said with tolerant amusementkibw an
English expression that answers your excuse parfetkell it to the
Marines"! However, we shall see.’

Side by side, not speaking, thinking their indiatlthoughts, Alex and
Marcus stood leaning on the rail of the ferry, vaatg the French port
shrink and fade into the distance as the stretadeafon which the ferry left
its wake increased. In Dieppe the vet had pronaliboéh horses fit, and the
long journey with them was almost over.

'Have you decided what you're going to do?' Maesked abruptly. 'As far
as work is concerned, | mean.’

'More or less. | want to stay in hospital work, drghall try to get another
post in the National Health Service.’

"You surprise me.'
'Why? The NHS trained me, after all.’

He looked impassively at her. 'l thought you mightne down in favour of
self-interest and go for the money in private miegic



'Well, you were wrong," she said tiredly, not rgsto the offence implicit in
his words.

They watched the gulls over the wake in silenceaforoment or two.

'‘Becky must be feeling excited right now," Alexdsaventually, beginning
to find the silence heavy.

'She made me work out exactly how long it woulcetak from Newhaven
to the house. She also made it clear that we'reateg to arrive on
horseback, not towing. Can | ask you to go alony wWiat?"

Alex glanced at him. "You're the boss.’

"You've been very helpful,’ he said stiffly. 'lI'orgy it's turned out to be such
a long trip back.'

She shrugged. 'That was nobody's fault.'

He straightened up. 'We're nearing the end nowyapnyAnother three and
a half hours to the harbour, then a drive that sa@ém nothing after the
distance we've covered. I'm going to get some eofimming?’

Alex's eyes were still on the fading coast of FeanNot just yet. I'll come
down in a while.'

He left her without any further attempt to persubdeto accompany him.
In all probability he was as relieved to leaved&&she was to have him go. It
was so hard to be near him. But they were on asBrhoat, heading for
British shores. Once they were back in Sussex wtierequarrel of the
Wakefords and Leewards had its roots, then the diirof confusing
emotions in her would be seen for what it was—ttoelpct of a foreign land
and of unwanted proximity... a glancing blow froate.

They had crossed on the one forty-five boat—thst flossible after the
formalities of the port. It was early evening whiay docked in Newhaven,



and the sun was low in the sky by the time theydragn across the county
towards the Cuckmere Valley where Chessetts, Marbasise, nestled in a
fold of the Downs.

Marcus put on higardian'shat as they prepared for the triumphal ride over
the last stage to Chessetts.

'‘Another promise | had to make," he said ruefultylooks a little out of
place here, don't you think?'

Alex, struggling with her private memory of thesfitime she had seen him,
a strangely unreal, almost mythical figure in hisite clothes, on his white
horse, with the blaclgardian'shat in stunning contrast with the bright gold
of his hair, made no reply.

The house was long and low, with a rambling oldtavia climbing over its
door and across the white stucco between the groand first-floor
windows.

They had no sooner turned into the curving driventla small figure

appeared in the doorway and came hurrying towérels t The calipers she
had on both thin legs seemed no impediment. THe almost flew over the

ground until she stood fearlessly in the path @&f two horses. She was
slight and delicate-looking with dark, curling haied back in a single

bunch and wide, excited eyes.

As the horses stopped, she went straight to Mistnal reached for the
horse's bridle. The white horse lowered her heqdigitively to investigate

the vivid little face turned up in delight, blewfggpinto the child's neck, and
gave a low whinny. Her hand fingering the long whihane, her face
pressed against the warm muzzle, the little gieéretd a soft, expressive,
'0-0- o-h!’

Marcus and Alex dismounted, and Marcus said, hie tamused, 'Well,
hello, Becky! No need to ask what your prioritieg!a

'‘0-0-0-h, Uncle Marcus!" she said, her voice mudffegainst his midriff.
'She's perfect!" She reached out to Lasco. '‘Andayeuoo!



Marcus looked down at her, grinning broadly, ars#gmed to Alex she was
seeing a different man, uncomplicated and gentl.rido doubt that
they've found favour with you, young lady.’

For the first time Becky seemed to become awasfdeot and gave her a shy
smile.

‘This is Alex, who has looked after Mistral all ttwvay home. She'll be able
to tell you all about her vices and virtues,' Marsaid.

'Hello, Becky." Alex smiled reassuringly. 'Don't mg—she hasn't got any
bad points as long as you remember to go easyeoledis and reins.’

‘That's lucky. My wimpy legs will suit her very wethen,' Becky said quite
unselfconsciously. 'May | ride her round to thebkta, Uncle Marcus?
Please! Anna and | have got both stalls ready mitis and hay and water
and everything.'

'Where is Anna?' Marcus said, looking towards thask. 'l thought she
would have been part of the reception committee."'

'She's had to go away,' Becky said carelesslyrélha letter telling you
about it.Pleasemay | ride Mistral?'

‘Just a minute. Who's here with you, then, if Arsmet?"

'Mrs Ellerton’s been here all day. It's all rigtgally, Uncle Marcus. Please
may |[--'

He swung her up into the saddle. 'Just round tcsthlele, then. And with
Alex leading you, because this saddle isn't rightyfou." His eyes were
worried when he turned to Alex. 'Do you mind? | irfugd out what's going
on. Anna's the king-pin around here.’

Alex took a firm hold of Mistral, with Lasco's btelin her other hand. '‘We'll
be fine. When you're ready, Becky.'



'On second thoughts, put the horses in the padfitwake time being,' he
called after them. 'I've a feeling that there waettime to exercise them
properly tonight.’

When she and Becky got back to the house, Alexdctell at once that
Marcus was very worried, but he frowned and quietignalled no
guestions, and talked to Beckywhile she had hetiteddrink. Becky
wanted Alex to come upstairs and see her bedromihyas half an hour or
so before he was able to tell her of the crisis Was on his hands.

'‘Anna’s sister has had a heart attack, and thevedse else but Anna to sort
things out for her and fix home care etcetera. &lesn't see herself being
back for a week. I've phoned the agency we got Arora—fortunately |
had an emergency number—but it doesn't look veoymming. All their
regular people are in jobs, and two of the emerg@enicses are down with
flu. Damned tiresome.' He ran a distracted haralin his hair then looked
at Alex. 'But you must be wanting to be off. The@'good meal waiting, it
seems. They're ringing back from the agency, sowgat as well eat.’

The agency call came halfway through the meal. Maoame back looking
grim.

'No go, I'm afraid. The only offer they could maie the next week was
someone from Tuesday to Thursday. That's not maol.d simply have to
be able to get back to work on Monday and haventinale week free. I've
got two big audits to set up.'

'What about the lady who stood in today?'

'Mrs Ellerton? She works for other people too. oslamergency was fine
since it's Saturday, but she can't scrap her ab@mitments for a whole
week.'

He helped himself to raspberries and ate in sildoce@ moment or two
while Alex was preoccupied with her own thoughtse S/as about to speak
when he said, 'l can think of one or two local geapgho might take on the
job for a week. When we get to the coffee stalieéake mine into the study
if you don't mind and do a bit of ringing round.’



While she sipped her coffee, Alex could hear hinkimg one call after
another, and by the sound of it not meeting with surccess.

''ve never come across so many busy people,' idebgterly as he came
back into the sitting-room. 'They've all got holydabooked or visitors
coming or engagements solid throughout the weeklobked at her. 'Look,
don't let this hold you up. It's not your problefii.run you to the station
when you're ready.’'

She poured him more coffee, then took her couragmth hands. 'l can
think of someone who isn't busy.' Even as she shekenind was saying to
her, You're being an utter fool. Don't do it. Bet fips paid no more heed to
her mind than her body had done the night beforenndhe was dancing
with Marcus.

He looked enquiringly at her.
'Me," she said simply, her heart pounding.

He stared at her, then said dismissively, 'You mealh, but | don't think
either of us would relish the idea, would we? hkhihe past few days have
been problematic enough without prolonging theagitun.'

Having keyed herself up to make the suggestionx Alas crushed by his
attitude.

'l wasn't exactly contemplating a treat,” she shdrtly. 'l was merely
making an offer to meet the circumstances.'

'l realise that.' He frowned in concentration. fehare still friends who
might be willing to have Becky on their premisdgugh they couldn't live
in here. Too much livestock of their own to takeecaf.'

‘Are you rememberingour recently purchased livestock? Farming Becky
out would mean separating her from Mistral and ba§&o soon after their
arrival, wouldn't that be a refined form of tort@re



He looked hard at her. 'Be any more persuasiveyantl convince me that
you'd actually like to stay on.'

"You can forget that idea," Alex said ferventlyy'kaining encourages me
to respond to an emergency, that's all.’

He stood there, lost in thought for a moment méhery the Harcourts,' he
said at last, and left the room. Alex wished she h@ver made the offer.
Right now she felt just as strongly as he did sha had had enough and was
a fool to contemplate more.

He came back almost instantly, obviously withoutihg phoned anyone,
his hair ruffled.

"You're right about the horses. Look—do you re#iipk you could bear to
stay on? | hate to ask you, knowing how you feelualthings.'

‘You didn't ask. | offered. And yes, | could begrshe said quietly, adding,
because his attitude had been hurtful, 'In any,cas€re not going to be
around, are you? That should simplify matters.’

'Flattering, as always,' he murmured. She ignoner] suddenly dog-tired.

‘And now, if you don't mind, I'd like to get rid tfese dishes and then go to
bed. Perhaps you'll show me where | can sleep.'

'‘Before | do that I'd better go and pick up the gkaRover or you won't have
your mouse pyjamas. You needn't bother with theedisWe can do them
tomorrow, if you're tired.’

'Washing up doesn't bother me. | just don't fé& hanging around making
conversation,’ she told him bluntly.

His face darkened but his voice was restrainedy'Vell. | shan't be long.’
Alex carried out the coffee things to the kitch&hat on earth had she

done? Another week of wishing she were miles awag, having it made
obvious that her feelings were returned with irdely Marcus Wakeford.



What had got into her to persuade her to makecthat offer? She clattered
the dishes, knowing full well the answer to the sjiom. And there was
nothing noble about it, in spite of her high-flowwords about training and
responding to emergencies. Until she got Marcuwdisctant, lukewarm,

last-ditch response to her suggestion, she hadrhe&mated by something
much less worthy than the desire to be helpful.réHead been a mad
wish—and how she regretted it now—for the experenicthe past days to
go on, for their ways not to separate.

Well, she had been a fool, and now she was goihg\e to pay for it. It was
to be hoped that she could meet the cost.



CHAPTER EIGHT

APPREHENSIVEabout the week ahead, Alex was awake early nertinm
The house was still and silent, and, after lyingwebily watching the sheep
on the lush green hillside she could see from hedew for a while, she
decided to go downstairs and familiarise herselthwihe kitchen
arrangements before the actual need to do anyihitiggre arose.

She found that Anna had left a list of remindersutBecky's various
special items of equipment for school, and a hélpfiggestion list for

meals, indicating what food was available in treefier and what would
need to be shopped for. Obviously Anna was an mehgefficient woman

who could think straight even when in the middledfeart-attack situation.
The kitchen was orderly, the cupboards fresh ahd &verything pointed

to the fact that the standard of care provided bgaAwas something to live
up to.

When she had laid the table for breakfast it wasoat eight o'clock. Alex
made tea and carried the tray upstairs. On tharlgrehe poured the first
cup and knocked on Marcus's bedroom door. There neagnmediate
answer, so she knocked again a little louder. &tilfesponse. She became
aware of the sound of running water from one of bla¢hrooms, and,
presuming that was where he was, Alex opened tbegioetly and went in
to put the cup of tea on the bedside table.

She had gone in without hesitation, so it was alshlwhen she saw that
Marcus was still in bed, lying on his front, hieéaturned towards her and
one arm flung up and curved round his fair hea&. Sbod looking down at
him, thinking how strangely vulnerable his faceked with the lines of

command or disapproval she was used to seeing smabthed away by
sleep. His mouth had an almost tender curve tand, his eyelashes were
thick and long against his cheek.

Stifling the urge to smooth back his hair, to r@m hand along the smooth
brown skin of his shoulder, she put the cup dowretuon the bedside
table, wondering whether to draw the curtains aakleshim, or just go. The



decision was made for her. The tiny noise of the @uthe wooden surface
close to his head roused him where the knock ordtioe had failed. He

stirred and opened his eyes, and just for a sesbadhought he was going
to smile at her, but it was only the confused rieacof someone caught
between sleep and waking. As soon as he realisedwahl in his bedroom,
his face took on the familiar, closed look and he g abruptly, saying,

'What are you doing in here?'

'l was awake early. | made tea.' She indicatedtipeat his side.

'So you did. A sure sign we're back to civilisatidte reached out to pick it
up, watching her broodingly as he took the firstjarink.

Alex had gone downstairs in her pyjamas, not haaidgessing-gown of her
own with her. It was certainly not the first timbeshad seen Marcus
stripped to the waist as he now was, nor was ifitketime she had had a
conversation with him before getting dressed. Botv,nthose same
conditions, transferred from an open field to tladf-hight of his bedroom,
created a different atmosphere. Alex felt that bad done something
indiscreet, provocative almost. She felt thatwas thinking on those lines
as his grey eyes looked steadily at her.

'l thought you were in the bathroom—that was wtoaine in. | knocked
twice,' she said, going over to the window and dngwback the heavy
cream curtains. '‘Becky must be up already. Some@sen there.’

She was over-emphasising the point, drawing atiertb what she would
have liked to gloss over. Her renowned pyjamas thighcartoon mouse on
them seemed suddenly thin and clinging insteaceoént.

'Haven't you got a dressing-gown of your own?'sked, as though reading
her thoughts.

'l didn't bring one with me.

'If you look in the wardrobe at the left-hand sigeu'll find a green Paisley
effort I've never worn. You can use it while yolere.'



Feeling rebuked, Alex took out the dressing-gowd gt it on quickly. It
reached the floor, and its sleeves hung down bdiewhands. It was
certainly decent.

‘Thanks,' she said briefly, making for the door asiting up the sleeves as
she went.

'‘And Alex--' She paused, looking back at him. 'No

need to aim for Brownie points by bringing me tedhe mornings. You're
looking after Becky, not me.’'

She flushed with annoyance. 'l made tea for alisof
'‘Becky doesn't drink it.'

'l wasn't to know that. I'll remember in futurent@ake early morning tea for
myself only. You needn't have forced yourself tonkithat if you didn't
want it,' she said to emphasise the fact that kdeskamed keen enough to
enjoy it. She marched back towards him. 'I'll téke cup out of your way.'

'‘And one more thing," he said while she was turmingo towards the door
again.

She stopped and looked mutinously at him. "Yes?'

'‘Something has been worrying me rather. | thinldveetter clear the air on
the subject before we get too deep into a misutalieigrg. Anna will
definitely be coming back here.’

'Well, of course she will. You said she would beagior a week.'

His grey eyes looked steadily into hers. 'lt ocedrto me that with your
need for a job and the comparatively pleasant easiaf this one you might
be inclined to see this week as an opportunityetaapead of the opposition.
Thinking along those lines would not be a good idea



Alex stared at him in outrage. 'Do you really thmlke capable of scheming
like that?'

"Your sister seemed to keep her mind firmly ondwen interests. It may be
a family characteristic you share.'

‘Thinking like that reflects more discredit on ythan on me," she said
passionately, but keeping her voice low out of eoncfor Becky. 'l
wouldn't consider working here permanently for agis ransom. In fact,
after a start to the day like this, I'm beginnilmgwonder why on earth |
offered to stay on at all.'

The door was suddenly pushed open. 'Hi, everyb@bgky's bright voice
said. 'Here you all are!

She was in her pants and vest, her thin legs briagede clumsy-looking
calipers, but her face shining bright and eager.

'l take that back,' Alex said softly. "There's regson.' Then, walking away
from him, she said, 'Morning, Becky,' in a complietdifferent tone.

Becky caught her hand. 'Alex, Uncle Marcus—I| wd@tsuch a nuisance
again, | promise, but Mistral's been here twelvareoow, and | haven't
ridden her properly with my own saddle and evenghSo can we go out...
quickly?’

Alex saw Marcus's face change as he greeted hi smee. 'What an
impatient sprog you are! We shall have to see véretthlex can bear the
thought of riding before breakfast.'

'Don't count me in," Alex said firmly, flashing hialook that said nothing
could appeal to her less than staying a momenteloimghis company. 'l
shall make breakfast while you two go out." ShéedfBecky's dark hair.
‘Then when you come back ravenous everything willdady.'

"You'd better go and put some clothes on, BeckyeHgou washed
properly?' Marcus asked the child. She was bobbipgand down in
excitement.



'Oh, Uncle Marcus! Of course | have. I've been wagshmyself properly for
agesnow.'

'Run along, then." Alex was following Becky, butdadled her back again.
‘Just a minute, Alex.'

'l would have thought everything had been said tleatds to be said,’ she
told him, still smarting from his attitude of ormyoments ago.

He swung his long legs out of bed, and hitchedhgpliack silk pyjama
trousers he was wearing, standing then with hisigan his hips, looking at
her.

'Perhaps a little too much was said. My experiefogur sex has caused
me to suspect everyone's motives. If | was wromyamr feelings are hurt,
| apologise.’

'| assure you there's no need to confuse me withsister,” Alex said
unrelentingly. 'When this week is up, you won'tché&etell me to go. I'll be
on my way, and not a minute too soon.’

'If you choose to brush aside an apology, so béét,said, apparently
unconcerned. 'Changing the subject, as far asitlmgrgoes, | wasn't

suggesting you come with us for a social outingait to show you the best
routes to take, then I'll know you and Becky ateaight together when I'm

otherwise engaged. So I'd be glad if you would ceng/our displeasure
and come along.’

'As always, you're the boss," Alex said stonily] kft his room, closing the
door behind her with exemplary gentleness whiléirigeshe would like to
slam it in his face.

You knew he was like this, she told herself angnihjle she dressed. From
the moment you heard Elaine crying down the phgoe,knew what kind
of a man

Marcus Wakeford was, but like a fool you had talfout for yourself.



But behind the anger was deep hurt that a man whldl ¢took at Becky with
such tenderness should have such a different sefpoéssions for her. And
still she had this desperate longing for him tcelber. She had no shame, no
pride, no loyalty to family. Just a crippling, hdiaiing desire to be loved.

The fresh air and Becky's infectious enthusiasnitferride did something
to make Alex forget her hurt. It was difficult temain miserable on the
smiling Downs under the forget-me-not blue of the. s

Marcus was riding a big bay, Alex was on Lasco, Badky was covering
twice as much ground as the two of them on Mist&de had quickly
learned the degree of control the little horse meghl and now she came
cantering back towards them to circle and falletween them with a sunny
smile at each.

'Isn't this lovely?' she said, riding along sedatel a moment. 'We're like
Mummy Bear, Daddy Bear and Baby Bear. A real farmilizen she was off
at a canter again, leaving Alex smiling cynicaltylge innocent words, and
Marcus frowning, she saw.

'Perhaps | should have prepared you for that paati@ttitude,’ he said.

Alex stiffened. 'You don't think I'm in danger @&king what a child says
seriously. Come on, Marcus! It was a thoughtlebddish remark. She
didn't mean it.'

'l wouldn't be so sure about that. Becky has beeth® marriage trail on my
behalf more than once. She's not to know how paatity inappropriate the
idea would be in this case.’

He was saying nothing she did not know herself,Hisitcold statement of
the facts still wounded.

'Don't worry. I'll make sure she knows my intelisshvolved with someone
else,’ she said curtly.



'‘Becky may appear older than her years in some,Wag/svent on, doggedly
pursuing his theme, 'but she's the only one asbtleool without a mother
and that makes her vulnerable. It's a blank sle¢égmhined | shall fill— and
that's one reason why | wasn't keen for you to stayApart from any
assumptions on her part being distasteful to yoey tould end by hurting
Becky.'

'l think you've made quite sure that I'll be awaf¢he situation,” Alex said
coldly. 'But what about Anna? Doesn't she get aered for the role?’

'‘Anna’s twice your age. More of a grandmother. Ahd doesn't care for
horses.' He looked sidelong at her. 'Unfortunatgby—I imagine—come
close to a child's ideal. Young, pretty, a ridex,ao crown it all, someone
who appears like fairy-tale magic from the sea vathvhite Camargue
horse.’

'I expect Becky will gradually learn that marriagepends on two people
finding each other acceptable.’

'l expect she will," he replied expressionlesshnd that's an entirely
different can of worms from a child's fairy-stogs we well know. We'd
better catch her up. She's getting too far ahead.of

In every way, Alex's bitter inward voice added.

The first chance for Alex to establish her 'otheevinvolved' status came
when Marcus suggested a drive to a favourite tgasiter that day for
Sunday afternoon cakes.

'l stay here, if you don't mind," she said cdlsu&nowing that Becky was
looking expectantly at her. 'l want to write to Arabe.’

'Who's Ambrose?' the child asked, instantly alert.

'My boyfriend.’



'l don't like his name," Becky said forthrightly.
'‘Becky, that's rude,’ Marcus warned sternly.
'Sorry. May | see his picture?'

'I'm afraid | haven't got one,’ Alex was forcedattmit. 'l didn't have a lot of
room in my holiday luggage.'

There was the briefest pause. 'Why didn't he gbabiday with you?'

Alex was beginning to believe Marcus's assessménhe diminutive
creature now grilling her as 'older than her years'

'‘Doctors can't always have a holiday when they waet' she said.
'Didn't he want you to wait until he could go te theaside too?"

'‘Becky," Marcus said, coming to the rescue, 'if gouon asking questions
much longer we shan't get our cakes and Ambrosét wenhis letter.' He
took the child's hand and firmly led her towards door, his glance at Alex
saying, Didn't | tell you?

Later that night after Becky had gone to bed, lemathed the subject of
payment, which angered Alex as she had intendedffegrof help to be just
that, not an extension of paid work.

'l offered to help out as a friend,' she said, e&grg the word as soon as she
had spoken it.

You know perfectly well that | can't allow you t that." It sounded as
though he was pointing out how impossible it wadim to consider her in
that light. She flushed with embarrassment.

‘Then pay me whatever you think appropriate foewvant," she told him
tersely.

'Of course | don't regard you as a servant--' lyaube



'l don't want to talk about it," she flung at hiflake your own mind up
since you have created the problem. Don't expedbmegotiate like a shop
steward.'

He looked freezingly at her. 'l see you are deteeahito be as difficult as
possible.’

'Only as difficult as you force me to be.' This dirih could not be said that
she closed the door gently.

It was as well, she decided, that Marcus had sumspweek. She saw little
of him. He ate out and came in usually after sltedmne to bed. But on the
rare times when they did meet without Becky's surfitg influence, the
atmosphere between them was no better.

The house itself wove a spell round her. Chesskitisd from 1785, that
much she knew from the date stone over the froat.diche house had the
nooks and crannies and steps up and down thaedréde charm of an old
property, and it was furnished delightfully. Thegbsquashy chairs and
sofas with their loose covers had been chosendiofart, but the items of
antique furniture looked as though they had bedectesl for love of the
craftsmanship that had gone into their making. Macstudy had shelves
of modern novels as well as the classics, and AtxXdn't help noticing
that, however great their differences, they shar¢aste for several crime
writers. There was a silver-framed photograph os thesk, and the
inscription identified the smiling couple in it Becky's parents.

Alex stood looking at them, saddened at the thowjhsuch laughing

enjoyment of life being no more. At least they cbrédst assured that their
daughter was being well taken care of. No unclddcéeel more genuine

affection for his niece than Marcus felt for Beclkyowever much Alex

might hold against him, she certainly had to grant that.

She loved the house, and however hopelessly, howeeagionally, she
loved the man. She spent the hours when she wagroown performing
small tasks that unwittingly were evidence of thitewers in his study,



tempting supper trays that as often as not wereulefouched, clothes
beautifully laundered.

'Playing the wife, are you?' she asked herselfndatly when she realised
what she was doing. 'Fool! Traitor! Shameless fdihd on Wednesday
night she deliberately left no supper tray.

Perversely he came in before she had gone to bedstee was forced to
offer to make him something.

'Something easy, if you don't mind. A sandwich.' flkeg himself into a
chair after switching omNewsnightand she went off to the kitchen to cut
slices from a new granary loaf and fill them wittiaken.

'Stay and drink it with me," he said, soundingdoce as though he meant it,
when she had poured coffee and picked up her owmoctake upstairs with
her.

‘All right. Just for a moment or two.' She sat domarily on the edge of her
chair.

'‘Becky all right?’
'She's fine. Fast asleep now.’

"Il look in on her when | go up to wash the ciyst off. Did she do her
homework?

'It was a bit of a joint effort. Sums.’
He smiled. 'Wednesday's usually a bad day. Goo@eddty.'

Newsnightcaught their attention for a moment or two, andemwiAlex
glanced across at him she saw that Marcus's eyesclesed. He looked
very tired, and, as on that first morning when Bad been watching him
sleeping, his guard was down. He was still holdimgy coffee-cup in one
hand, tilting at a dangerous angle.



Her heart filling with loving concern for him, shgot up and gently
attempted to take it from him.

The long eyelashes fluttered and opened, and he lgava smile of such
unexpectedly genuine warmth that her foolish, eagart began pounding.
No... she told herself sharply. It means nothingu¥e someone in a dream,
that's all.

'Sorry," he said. 'lt's been a hard day. It's gegao open my eyes and find
you here. Not very complimentary to have them aoseough.’

'‘Being complimentary isn't something that has festustrongly on the
agenda between us, is it?" Alex said quietly.

He seized her wrist, the smile disappearing and dyes flashing
dangerously. 'You never miss a damned trick, d&@Yyou

She concentrated on not reacting to his toucharltdelp being realistic.
More coffee?"

He let her go, his face wiping clean of feeling ahasing to her. 'I'll help
myself when you've gone up.'

He might as well say, That will be all, Alexandsie thought with the
miserable satisfaction of having been right. Theugee smile hadn't lasted
for more than seconds. The vicious feeling of hip gn her wrist would

last far longer.

'‘Anyone phone?' he said as she reached the door.

‘No. | made one call to my parents.’

"You don't have to report on every phone call yakey he said irritably.
His eyes narrowed. 'Did you tell them where youefér

'l didn't go into details,’ she said shortly.



'Don't you wish you'd taken better care of your mghLosing it hasn't
made life easy for you.'

'Or you," she said, meeting his eyes. 'Anyway, whosaid life was easy?"
'My experience so far hasn't proved it so.'

It was as close as they had come to agreemerittimedime they had spent
together.

Alex drove into Eastbourne next day and got herselselection of
publications advertising her kind of job. She hadld something to draw
her mind towards the real future instead of dwgllion a mythical
impossible one. She had taken paper and envelopleser, and sat in a
sea-front cafe to send off a couple of applicatidrisere was no sense of
happy looking forward when she had done so, ontiremry feeling of
satisfaction that she had taken this small step.

Marcus came in that night just before Becky werlitedd. He had a paper bag
which he put in the little girl's hands with thenas, 'Something you've been
coveting, I think.'

Becky opened the bag excitedly and gave a shalélwjht as she pulled out
a pair of pyjamas with a mouse on the front.

'Oh, great, Uncle Marcus!" she exclaimed gleefullpok, Alex—ijust like
yours!" She scrambled up and flung her arms rouact. 'They're lovely!
Thank you. I'll wear them tonight. I'm going to glaém on now.

She went off upstairs as quickly as she could, eladcus brought out
another bag and put it on the table in front ofXAl&his is for you. A token
of appreciation, if you like.'

With some misgivings Alex opened her parcel. A togain silk and lace

came tumbling out—the most stunningly seductivee geen nightdress
anyone could wish to see. But Alex stared at ithemigh a snake had
slithered out of the bag.



A token of appreciation? The nightdress didn't [aocitself as such to her.
What was there about her that he appreciated? tldrcbstand her! Was
this his way of saying that as a person she wasssiple, but the shape of
her, the look of her—well, at least she was deoggatlt was that sort of
nightdress. She turned eyes glittering with prot@sMarcus.

'What's this?"
'I'm sick of seeing that damned mouse crawling &cgour chest,' he said
carelessly, sitting down opposite her. 'You've beearing it ever since we

left the Camargue. It's time it had a wash, anyway.

'Of course my pyjamas have been washed," Alex sathingly. 'I've got
two pairs exactly the same.’

‘Then it's high time you had a change, isn't it?'

She put the soft, beautiful—but, to her, offensigarment back into its bag
and pushed it over the table towards him.

The look of something akin to satisfaction that badn on his face faded.
'What am | to understand by that?"

‘That | don't accept your gift." Her voice roseagtusation. 'You must have
known how inappropriate it was to give me somethikg this.'

'For heaven's sake!' he exclaimed. 'Stop readingnypeovelettish
significance into it. | saw both things in a shoipdow and bought them on
impulse. There was neither ulterior meaning norivedt

'l went to great lengths outside school today twemt Becky's description
of me to her friend Emma as "living with Uncle Mast. If an account of
that sort of gift gets round school, it would bethé same if I'd saved my
breath.’

He looked scathingly at her. 'Does it really mastiemuch what a bunch of
schoolkids babble about?'



'It seemed to matter very much to you that oneqadar schoolkid shouldn't
get any wrong ideas. If Becky's so smart, isn'tghiag to take a present
like this as a very matey gesture indeed?’

In an outburst of temper he swiped at the packethentable and sent it
flying into Alex's lap. 'lt's a matter of completelifference to me what you
do with the thing. Fly it from the hospital flagpolsend it to the local
jumble sale, give it to the dustmen.’

'Don't imagine | won't!" Alex said, holding the bag though it were an
unexploded bomb as she headed for the door.

'Suit yourself. | made a mistake. | hadn't got gown as someone-with the
mind of a Victorian tweeny.'

'Think what you like," she said, her voice pradhjchreaking with anger.
Then she remembered something, not unconnectedgldid to say Anna
phoned this afternoon. She'll be back on Saturday.’

"Thank God for that!"

'‘Exactly!" She went off upstairs, determined nogppear from her room
again that night.

She heard Marcus come up and speak to Becky irober, then go down

and shut himself in his study. Only then did shed felaxed enough to begin
packing the things she wouldn't need again, moshath went into her bag

sprinkled with the tears of miserable reactionwshs shedding.

She had washed and dried her hair and was abaakéooff the green
Paisley dressing gown and get into bed when thaseansoft knock on her
bedroom door.

Hurriedly Alex switched off the light and held Hareath.

'It's no good pretending to be asleep,’ Marcusseveaid softly. 'l saw the
light. Come on, Alex.'



Reluctantly she went and opened the door and ioigd'hwas just about to
get into bed.’

'Look," he said, 'that was a ridiculous quarrelt Worth going to bed on. I've
just made some tea. Come and have a cup.'

She must have looked as doubtful as she felt.

'You have my word that I'll behave perfectly,” Feds and, though she
looked hard at him to find any trace of mockeryigexpression, there was
none.

‘All right, then,' she said slowly, and followedrhdown the stairs. I'm like a
dog that's been kicked, she told herself. Onevgoiftl from the master, and
I'm running straight for the next humiliation.

In the kitchen he poured the tea and pushed a pfatbocolate biscuits
towards her.

'Peace offering. | really didn't mean to upset yBarhaps | could have
chosen a less personal gift. | just saw the nigisslin the window and
thought instantly that it was exactly your cololinere was nothing more to
it than that.’

As she looked into the grey eyes, now holding lvan eo kindly, Alex felt
her wariness melting like snow in summer. 'l expanterdid the reaction.
I—I can't deny that it's a beautiful thing." Somehiie word 'nightdress’
was impossible to say and too emotive by far. Tiohweror, as she spoke
her hand began to shake and her voice to do likewihat on earth was the
matter with her? She put her cup down and turneayameady for flight.

'‘Alex--' He stepped to the other side of her arel@nted her leaving. His
expression was suddenly as tender as the one dackisvhen he looked at
Becky, and its effect was to make her give a lgudjying sob. She scrubbed
at her eyes with the sleeve of her robe.

'l don't know what's happening to me. Temper oneuisi, and tears the
next.'



He was reaching out towards her, and she couldalt o be touched. If he
touched her she would be drawn like a magnet t@db him and cry even
more and make an even greater fool of herself shawas already doing.
All he felt was momentary sympathy, perhaps wittaia old measure of
normal male reaction to a half-dressed female.

She stepped back hurriedly. 'But | expect tearstantlums are par for the
course when a Leeward and a Wakeford get togesier said, turning back
to pick up her teacup.

'Damn the Leewards! Damn the Wakefords!" he said, dxpression
changing so swiftly that it was almost comical—fyane had felt like
laughing.

'l think I'll take my tea upstairs.' Her unnatuyadparkling eyes met his just
as a tear spilled over and ran down her cheekoiBeahe peace offering
becomes a weapon of war.’

'‘Go on, then. Run away!" he said viciously. 'Foe anoment | actually
thought you were going to forget who you are.’

'l don't think either of us is capable of doingtthdarcus,’ she said.

He folded his arms and watched her go. When sheheelathe door she
heard him give a bitter laugh.

'So much for perfect behaviour,’ floated up thestter her.

With dogged determination, Marcus informed her néay that he was
determined not to part on bad terms. He was gairigkie the afternoon off,
so that they could collect Becky from school andagd picnic at Birling

Gap. Only a small picnic, because he intended ggtkie pair of them out for
a meal in the evening. Alex protested that he tithve to do that, to which
he replied that he knew he didn't, but he was dammell going to.

Considering it when he had gone, she thought tiveds all to the good that



Becky should be around for most of the evening. dhlel's presence would
help her own self-control, and ensure that of Marcu

The picnic was fine, though Alex thought her heaould break as she
watched Marcus and Becky investigating one of tfo& pools. They could
both be so dear to her if only... She thoughtttmaimage of them under the
dazzling chalk faces of the Seven Sisters woulgd istdaer mind to torture
her with dreams of what might have been for theatker life.

They were getting ready for the meal out when Maigame to Alex's room
to say that Becky was not well. She felt sick arahted to go to bed.

‘Then we must cancel the table for tonight," Alge him. 'There's cold meat
in the refrigerator.'

'‘Becky doesn't want that. In fact she even phonesl Bllerton before she
told me she was unwell, and arranged for her tg4sitbShe says she didn't
want to spoil the fun.’

Alex was taken aback by such initiative. In fact stas frankly suspicious
of it, she decided after a moment. 'l don't atratid staying here,' she said,
thinking at the same time it wasn't going to beeagy evening.

'‘But Becky would mind—very much.' He looked at bé&ck dress, at the
shining copper hair piled on her head, at thedtahawl trailing from one
hand. 'No. You're all ready. | think we'll go aheasl planned. There's
nothing wrong with Becky that early bed won't cure.

'If you're happy to do that...’

'I'm not exactly happy about anything. It's a nradfechoosing the lesser of
two evils,' he said flatly, turning to go downssair

Alex's suspicions about Becky's motives deepenezhvghe went in to say
goodnight. A face that looked decidedly normautat the sight of Alex's
appearance. 'Uncle Marcus will like that!" she s#idhe black dress. 'lt's
quite bare, isn't it?'



There was no point in saying anything, though, Adexided. Tomorrow it
would all be over and Becky would settle down wittma again.

Neither she nor Marcus was finding the evening ealsg thought as she
met his eyes across the table in the charming aldevcountry-house hotel
he had taken her to. The panelled alcove in whigly twere sitting was
meant for intimacy, but neither of them seemedaeehtheir minds on the
brittle, superficial conversation that was the libely could manage. Alex
was having great difficulty in coping with her fagattlicious though it was,
and both of them had declined a dessert from thgnifieent trolley
brought to the table.

She made a determined effort and raised her gldase's to a trouble-free
future, Marcus.'

He lifted his own glass in a token gesture. 'lfihkl to that, but without
much faith in miracles, no matter how much a chkd Becky and a man
with businesses to run could do with them.'

Her eyes lowered, Alex asked, 'Have you never cdensd doing what
Becky would like—marrying?'

She felt the silence become almost electric, torbken by the snapping of
the stem of Marcus's empty glass as his hand osehatound it. He seemed
unaware of what he had done.

'l only meant that it would be so much easier fou.y' she said lamely.
'‘Becky's right about that.'

'Is that what marriage means to you?' he saiddigrd_ife made easy? All
the problems ironed out?’

'You're twisting a perfectly innocent question.'tBeas it innocent? What
answer had her subconscious been hoping for?



‘Then let me reply to your innocent question wittyaical answer. | quickly

learned that your sex is far from dreamy-eyed wheomes to marriage. A
man with an attractive house and bank balancerigdane—but a man with

all that and a little niece who may need more d@n the average
child—no go. To quote your own words, not evenifayls ransom" would

make the prospect appealing. A week is as muchyama can take. One or
two encounters with that sort of attitude quickiyt p man off the so-called
fair sex. Becky and | will do very well on our owBut enough about me.
Let's talk about someone who has organised hewdifg advantageously.
Tell me, howis Elaine these days?"

She was shocked that he should mention her sisterie with such sarcasm
in his voice. Shocked even more that in the cordéite conversation they
had been having he should hark back to the endhaf particular
relationship. She answered him very briefly.

'She's fine.'
'One of the lucky ones who has found a suitablenp&?’

'Yes. And you've already commented on that. | diirik there's anything
to be gained from discussing my sister, do you,ads?’

'I'm glad to know she's happy. You can't find fauth that, surely?'

'Elaine's happiness ceased to be any concern of gome time ago.' Alex
was outraged that he should be so lacking in tste discuss the feelings
of the girl he had so ruthlessly discarded.

'‘And yet you still seem to bear a grudge agaimstor what happened over
two years ago.' His eyes held hers, refusing tbhdetook away. 'l find that
strange.’

Alex's anger rose, colouring her cheeks, makingelyes blaze. 'Strange? If
things hadn't happened as they did between youtekide, she would still
be in this country. How do you expect us to fedi@'Smy only sister, and |
hardly ever see her. My parents have a grandcHilal will scarcely know
them.'



‘The fact that Elaine felt she had to run away haslly my fault. If she
couldn't cope with what happened, it was down to lha still around.’

Alex couldn't believe what she was hearing. Howmd@ddwe speak like this?
Only the fact that they were among a crowd of pe@pevented her losing
control of herself. With a superhuman effort shekepquietly.

'I'm not going to discuss what happened between g Elaine.” She
scraped back her chair. 'I'd like to go home, Msr'cu

'Don't you mean you'd like to go back to Chessétis2aid, his eyes cold as
winter. 'Very well. Tonight was a mistake. This wdhaveek has been a
mistake. The biggest mistake of all was my eveingicredence to the idea
that it could possibly work for you to take Lizlape.'

He stood and came round to pull out her chair.

'l agree.’ She struggled to salvage politeness thenwreck of the evening.
'‘Nevertheless, thank you for the meal.’

'‘Supper in a condemned cell might have had the edg¢ he said grimly as
they left the table.

As she got out of the car at Chessetts, Alex trod pebble and turned the
slender heel of her shoe. She fell against Marand,the sudden contact
was her undoing.. .the undoing, it seemed, of bbthem.

In an instant Marcus's arms were round her anéedde protest she would
have made was silenced by his mouth crushing A&z.was powerless as
the blood in her veins, the heart and soul of biee to match his need.

He tore his lips from hers for a second. 'Donk!tdle said savagely, and in
the moonlight she saw that his eyes were dark fahdiis body taut with
desire. 'What use are words to us? Words do nothunglivide us, when |
know that behind all the words is this..." Thenn@es kissing her again, and



the fire of response was blazing through her, ipsrdnd her hands and her
body as eager as his.

He paused, breathing hard, and buried his facesinhhir as though he
wanted to eat her. 'From the start you've drivennmael,’ he panted. 'l've
fought you and berated you and told myself | hgtmd but underneath it all
I've wanted nothing more than to make love to ydd you feel it too,
Alex. You can't deny it. | see it in your eyes, thigan your voice, sense it
like an aura round your body when | come near ta'yo

His head came down so that he could kiss her sboulthe strap of her
flimsy dress was pushed impatiently aside. Sheswvdsng under a welter
of feelings that could only lead to a situationttivauld cause her even more
unhappiness.

'Marcus--' Using all her strength, she pushed agdirs pounding chest,
making him look at her. 'It's no use,’ she said vioece choked. 'The words
are there, whether we speak them or not. The rehspiseparated you and
Elaine is just as much there between you and mis.i$h' she sought the
word '—it's nothing more than madness. And whenntilaginess dies, the
words will be waiting to make themselves heard. g will have
changed.'

His arms tightened round her and his eyes burnedhers. ‘Can you say
that, here, now, so close to me? Can't you feelimosh | want you?'

'What does it matter if | say it or not?' she askid brokenly. 'Spoken or
unspoken, the situation that keeps us apart ig@iag to go away. We both
know that.'

It was as though she watched him die as she sawdleat passion leave his
face, saw the lines of harsh control return ancefies lose their light.

At that moment the door opened as far as the seffetiyp would allow and a
shaft of bright light fell on the drive. Mrs Ellert's voice called tentatively,
'Is that you, Mr Wakeford?'



Alex shrank back behind the sweet cascade of biesgpwistaria. 'l can't
face her--' she breathed, panic-stricken.

Marcus was in control of himself and the situatime more, and it was as
though the fierce, burning man of moments ago lesed to exist as he
said calmly, going towards the door, 'Yes, Mrs ile. Alex has just gone
over to check the horses. Everything all right?dgdar a lift home?"

She heard their voices die away into the house,sathdlessly pushed
further into the shrubbery at the side of Chesshlité until they came out
and got into the car and drove away into the niightshe move again, then
she went silently indoors, past her dishevelledtevieflection in the hall
mirror and up the stairs to her room, knowing 8ta had taken as much as
she could and reached breaking point. She had tt@way, not subject
herself to one more moment's torture with Marcus.

She finished her packing, creeping around quietlyar room, a prey to the
worst misery she had ever experienced. Marcus aaared went straight to

his own bed. After that, knowing she wouldn't sleepink, Alex sat by the

window in the dark with tears sliding slowly dowarlcheeks, waiting for

the first light to appear on the horizon. When ltnghtness was halfway
across the sky, she went with cautious, leaderstieps down the stairs. No
one heard her. She took the Metro she had beemglal week, leaving a

note to Marcus explaining that she could think @itther way of getting to

the station, and telling him that he would find tae in the station car park.
She wrote another note to Becky, saying that shedhgoodbyes, and
saying goodbye to her would have been especiaihfydaShe promised to

write soon, a letter just for Becky, addressedetio h

Then with one last look at the lovely old house dhwve off, the pain of
leaving beyond tears, beyond words, making hettlheavy as a huge stone
in her chest...



CHAPTER NINE

ALEX let herself into the house after paying off tha that had brought her
to her parents’ home from the first train to Kigsby-Sea. No one seemed
to be around. Her father would be playing the euround of golf his
doctor encouraged him to enjoy a cautious once ekwehen a flurry of
splashing sounds from upstairs made it clear that Meward was in the
bath. Seeing her white face and darkly shadowed, éylex was glad to
have time to get a cup of coffee inside her bestwe had to put on an 'all's
well' act for her mother.

The phone rang just as the kettle boiled, and stiee@ up the receiver,
automatically repeating the number.

'So that's where you are,’ Marcus's voice saictirehr.

She put the phone down with as much revulsion aggth she had picked
up a snake by mistake. She couldn't—sbeld notspeak to him. Enough
was enough. Quickly she switched on the answeriaghine, only just in

time, for again the phone shrilled out, and aftex toutine three rings
Marcus's voice, not quite so cool this time, spalearly in the sunlit

kitchen.

'‘Alex—it's obvious that you've reached home satblgugh you might have
been considerate enough to let us know. | havg@ealsto you about the
money owing to you. Please pick up the phone. Akéd is the number of
your bank account, so stop this ridiculous game alwlv matters to be
settled sensibly.’

Money... That was all he was concerned about. Eyepland employee.
Hurt beyond belief that money was the only mattenaining to be settled
between them, she switched off the answering mackihe wanted to talk
about money, she could just about manage to makepngon known on
that subject. More calmly now, but at what cosyatie knew, Alex picked
up the phone when it rang again, and listenedgp™hnat's better--' before
cutting in,



'l don't want any further conversation with you, ieles. You must realise
how inappropriate it is for you to ring my pareritsme. And | don't want
your money. There are some things that simply cabagaid for, and this
past week was one of them. Please don't contaeiyaia.’

Then, without giving him a second's chance to rephe replaced the
receiver for a moment before removing it again l@agting it hanging from
the wall.

Somehow the money issue put last night into pets@edll Marcus had
been acknowledging in those now unbelievable mosneutside Chessetts
was that there was undeniable sexual attractiomdsst them. But that was
not love. A man who loved would not have been selas to suggest that a
cheque paid into her bank account could 'settldarsat Thank God Mrs
Ellerton had called from the door when she had. Sigkt of Marcus's face,
that draining of life she had watched, had almastseded in making Alex
take back every word she had spoken. But she krew that she had
watched nothing more serious than the frustratesdpgiointment of an
aroused man. Today he was ready to pay her offagdt her.

Mrs Leeward took one look at her daughter's patesd face when she came
downstairs, and chatted comfortably while she miadskfast her first
priority. When Alex was sipping her coffee and dibd halfheartedly at a
piece of toast, her mother gently asked, 'Hasahlzehard week, then? You
don't exactly look like someone coming home frogoad holiday.’

'Only hard because | didn't get on with the mamasworking for," Alex
said, avoiding her mother's eyes. 'lt was a casa obnstant clash of
personalities. Not the easiest of circumstances.’

‘Then why on earth did you agree to stay on fotteraveek once you were
back in England?' Mrs Leeward asked, not unreaspnab

'‘Because | sympathised with the staff problem hmdowaiting for him. |
didn't have to like him to do that. And the litgel | was looking after was a
sweetie. Anyway, it's over now. Let's forget abibut



Mrs Leeward knew Alex well, and was sure that theas more to it than
her daughter was willing to admit. But she recogdithe determined tone
of voice, and asked no further questions.

When Mr Leeward came in from golf, looking muchefit Alex saw, he
was more concerned with scolding her for not Igttsim know about her
financial difficulties in the Camargue than withegtioning her about the
days that had followed. Alex told him that she hatwanted to worry him,
and reminded him that she was old enough to sdarheuown problems,
then turned the conversation to her search fomapust.

During the next few days she coped well on thessierfind in daylight. But

at night she had nightmare after nightmare, athein linked to Marcus

Wakeford but focusing at first on other people d¢ddugp in the situation.

Sometimes it was her sister, not the happy wiferanther of reality, but a

weak, fading shadow of herself, reproaching Alexdaring so little about

her that she could imagine love for the man whodsaded so much hurt.
Sometimes it was her father, suddenly made awdnesaecond daughter's
treachery, clutching his heart, his face contowét pain.

One night she had the worst nightmare of all. She an one side of a
yawning chasm that was growing wider and deeperyesecond. On the
other side of it was Marcus, being carried furthwed further away from her
by the greedily growing pit that separated thene Uitter desolation she felt
as she watched him disappear into the shadowsealidad how impossible
it was for her to get to him was unbearable.

She must have cried out in her sleep, because slieename to her senses
she found her bedside light on, her mother bendusy her.

'‘Alex," she said in loving concern, sitting down thie bed, ‘'what's giving
you these bad dreams? This isn't the first timeéwgaried out with such
distress in your sleep. Is there something you diéegl better for telling
me?"'

Night and nightmare brought vulnerability. Once Bad made sure that her
father was still fast asleep, Alex told her motéeerything, and found some
kind of temporary relief in sharing the knowleddmtt was putting her



through such subconscious torture. Mrs Leewardred in silence after her
initial incredulity that Marcus Wakeford and Alelxauld have been brought
together in such a strange way, her face for tisé oé the story calm,
sympathetic, attentive. Alex concluded with thendbling words, 'l must be
the biggest fool in creation. He made no secrét@flisgust he felt when he
found out that | was Elaine's sister. He nevemletfeel for one moment that
he could forget that | was one of the hated Leesardnd yet | went on and
on wanting it to be different between us."

'We don't choose who to love," Mrs Leeward saie i 'If we fall in love
with someone who is suitable, never mind eligilaied who—miracle of
miracles—actually loves us in return, then we autytthe lucky ones.’

'‘But someone who had caused my father to be $o ill!

'Marcus Wakeford wasn't the sole bearer of thagaesibility," her mother

said firmly. 'Elaine played games and lost. Youhéa had been warned by
his doctor for several years to take things eastyhb went on overworking.

And, though it can be said that Marcus Wakeforekction when he found
out about Elaine's deception triggered off evethtat wretched coronary
had been threatening for years—and the ground eed Well prepared by
generations of Leewards and Wakefords with theatelred quarrel." Her
voice was impatient. 'It's high time that old feuds forgotten. It's caused
enough damage over the years.'

‘Try telling that to Marcus,' Alex said miserabdgrubbing at her damp face
with a tissue. 'It's alive and flourishing in hisngh." She made an effort to
pull herself together. 'But now that I've burdeny@adi with the shameful
secret, perhaps | can begin to make myself fotgdiveé got an interview
tomorrow. That's one good thing to look forward to.

'One thing of many, my love," her mother said widmviction.
Alex got the job, a temporary replacement for samee@ecovering from a

sporting injury, but it was something to do, sonmmghto occupy her
thoughts until a permanent post was found.



She exchanged a couple of letters with Becky, nigllherself that the
correspondence would die a natural death on tieedjitl's side before long.
Becky's endearingly misspelled letter was full atval and a forthcoming
gymkhana, the first in which they were to take pdttere was only a
passing reference to Marcus, who was 'very bireBacky language.

There were plenty of people ready to be friendljet new hospital, and
Alex resolutely accepted most of the social inwitag she received. No
sudden miracle happened. Her heart still didnitnseebe fully in anything
she did. Sometimes she could almost see the ghbkrous superimposed
on the person across the dinner- table or partpéren on the squash court.
And every fair male head she saw was an instannosnof him. But she
was filling her time and enjoyment of life would moubt come in due
course, she told herself.

One night, while she was still at her parents' hamee there was no point
in moving until she had a permanent job, she wagrised to answer the
phone and hear Becky's voice on the end of the line

'‘Becky! How lovely to hear you!" Alex said. In raglit was both pleasure
and pain as she pictured the hall at Chessettsyikgahe table on which
the phone stood, and the chair on which Becky wadoubt kneeling. Was
Marcus somewhere there, listening?

The child had a request to make, and went stragit.

‘Alex, it's the gymkhana on Saturday, and Uncle ddarhas a silly old
business meeting. | do want someone who knows Migirwatch us. Do
you think you might be able to come? Please!’

Alex heard the intense pleading in the young voara could imagine
Becky's disappointment that her beloved uncle wdtikkee her ride. But
going back into Becky's orbit herself was somettghg thought it unwise
to do. A sniff and a gulp down the line tore at heart, though.

'Is your uncle there now?' she asked cautiously.



'‘No. He's over with the horses. | do want somebgly cares to be there.
Please, Alex.’

'l expect Anna will be cheering you on, won't she?'

'Yes..." the voice was doubtful "... but she daesally know Mistral. Not
like you do. It's our first gymkhana, Alex.'

‘I think you shouldn't be doing this, though | dmderstand your
disappointment,’ Alex said gently.

'‘Anyone can come to the field. You pay at the ghtdoesn't cost much,
honestly. And it isn't very far for you, is it?ddked on the map.'

There was an expectant silence.

'Please...' the quivering voice urged. 'We've getdate for me to go into
hospital again...'

What harm could it really do? Alex asked herselartis wouldn't be there.
And it obviously meant so much to Becky to have sone around who had
been in on the Mistral story from the start. Buvduldn't do to establish a
precedent.

'‘Perhaps just this once, since it's your first.rilghe stressed, the words
barely uttered before there was a cheer down tbagh

'Oh, thanks a million, million times, Alex. It's anfield beside the road and
there will be big signs." She broke into an excitedcription of exactly

where the gymkhana was to be held, stressing the the events were
scheduled to start. Then with a repeated flurhahk-yous the call ended.

Not wise, Alex reproached herself. But it was daong/. She wouldn't go
back on her word. However, she wouldn't let herseltaught on the hop
again.



Saturday afternoon was gloriously sunny. Alex warburnt sugar linen
dress with flat matching sandals suitable for tieédf and tied back her
glowing hair with a striped black, copper and gstérf. The gymkhana
field was buzzing with pre-event activity when stvéved and parked her
elderly Mini. She wandered through the crowds ofepts, ponies and
children, looking for Mistral's white coat and mane

She spotted her at last at the far end of the.fRétky was immaculate in
riding jacket and hat, her specially adapted joddmovering her 'second
legs' as she called her calipers. She was givilgstaminute touch to
Mistral's already perfect mane, watched by a mbthéooking woman,
presumably Anna, whose face revealed a little efdhxiety Marcus had
told Alex they all felt in case Becky had a fallleA's heart warmed with
real affection for the brave little girl.

'Hello, rider!" she called joyfully when she wadhim earshot.
Becky spun round and flung herself into Alex's arms

‘Thank you for coming!" she said fiercely, thermmurgent undertone, 'You
won't be cross, will you?'

Alex wondered momentarily what was meant by thiargje greeting, but
then, over Becky's shoulder, she had the shattesptanation. A familiar

tall male figure was coming round the corner of blmese-box, someone
with a shining cap of dark gold hair, grey eyed there looking at her with

a quickly masked expression of total shock. Aldk s though the blood
had stopped dead in her veins.

Becky was hanging on to her hand like a leech.

'l forgot to tell you, Uncle Marcus,’ she said wathly the slightest quiver in
her voice, 'l asked Alex to come and see me ridayto

'A strange thing to forget," Marcus said ominoublyt he held out his hand
towards Alex with admirable control. 'Good afternpdlex. This is a
surprise.’



At least he didn't go so far as to use the qualgadjective 'pleasant’. Well,
it wasn't for her either. It was an absolute stummie shock.

What had happened to the meeting that was suppgogeelenting his
attendance here today? She caught Becky's eye amdasflash of
guilt—defiant guilt, but guilt none the less. Dartr-there had probably
never been a meeting at all. She had been duped B¢heming
seven-year-old who would end up in an all-womanl gdcthis rate of
progress. Her eyes returned their own messagedkyBbut it would have
to remain unspoken for the time being.

"You haven't met Anna, have you?' Marcus was sagingothly, carrying
out the process of introduction as though it weperdectly normal meeting.

''ve heard a lot about you," Anna said, the onmlg of them to be truly at
ease. 'Becky hasn't stopped talking about you siaadeft. It was so good
of you to step in and cope with the emergency.'

Alex found her voice. 'How is your sister now? lush have been a very
worrying time.'

'She's improving steadily. | shall be seeing herdaoow to make sure all's
well.'

There was a feeling of total unreality in the &lex couldn't believe that

she had been so foolish as to risk somethingliilee Iif there was a next step
after frying- pan and fire, then this was it. How earth was she to get
through this afternoon? She couldn't turn roundlaade, but that was what
it would be such a relief to do now, with Marcugtiteness hiding the

intense displeasure that was obvious to her, itmétnna, displeasure that
would erupt at some point. Nothing was more celttaam that.

A voice over the Tannoy called riders in the fesgent to the starting point
and Becky thankfully disappeared, followed by Amvizo said she wanted
to have a word with Becky's friend Emma's mothdex® heart gave a
drum-roll of apprehension at the thought of beiefy &lone with Marcus.
Tension was almost screaming in the air betweeam.the



"You shouldn't have come,' Marcus said suddengyctitting coldness of his
voice making Alex jump. 'What on earth was the pgain

'Do you think 1 would have done if I'd known you neegoing to be here?'
she answered equally bluntly.

'It doesn't take much imagination to work out tbatcourse | would be
watching my niece ride in her first event on a riesse.’

'l was given to understand that you had an imporbarsiness meeting
today.’

'So | had. This morning." Alex could feel the siggsed rage waiting to be
unleashed. 'That damned child's done it again,'thstsa? More scheming.
More futile meddling.’ He turned on Alex, his eysely with anger. 'But
you shouldn't have been fool enough to fall for. it.

'Do you think I'm not telling myself that? But whehe said she had got her
next hospital date..." Alex suddenly doubted tbat tHas she?’

'That at least is true,' he said briefly.

'I'm here now. I'll watch Becky ride, then you east assured that | shall be
off immediately after that. I've no more desirenthgou to prolong an
experience that is obviously totally unwelcomeudsrboth.’

There was silence again while they stared at tbecdly concentrating
children urging their ponies along a winding coubstween poles. Alex
wasn't really registering the progress of the r&te doubted that Marcus
was either.

'All I wanted was for Becky not to be disappoinbgdhaving nobody really
involved with Mistral here to see her ride,’ shiglsamarting with the urge
to justify herself.

'‘And you consider yourself "really involved”, dow® There was cutting
sarcasm in his voice. Before she could find an andw that, he went on,
'For God's sake let's concentrate on the racing.e/déracting unwelcome



attention.' He glared at a woman who was eyeingptiveth interest, making
her edge nervously away.

Anna saved the situation by coming back to jointthand Becky's race
started. The three people who cared so much fowhtrhed intently now,

and so far forgot personal matters as to cheeildl/\as anyone else when
Becky came in second—and safe.

'It was worth coming to see that," Alex said witbediant look at Marcus.
'‘But I'm afraid that | must go now. | have othengs to do today.'

'You can't leave yet," Marcus said stonily. 'THebe' a deciding race for the
place-winners. Becky could put on an extra sputit@me first. There's no
point in being here today if you don't see it tlgbu

'Oh, yes—do stay and see the presentation of essteib," Anna added with
genuinely warm persuasion.

Alex stayed on to see Becky hold on to her secdackpoverall, and felt as
though her heart would burst with pride when she g® tiny figure go
forward for her rosette.

"You were terrific!" she told Becky as she huggeddfterwards.

'No, Mistral was.' She patted the horse's necleriAyou glad you saw her,
Alex?'

'l am. But now | must go.’

'‘But there's tea in the marquee!" Seeing her scherokapsing, Becky
forgot the race and panicked. 'Uncle Marcus, malex Atay for tea!'

Marcus's stern look brooked no disobedience.

'‘Alex has other plans for the day. Say goodbyeetonow, after which you
will go over to the marquee with Anna while | tak@ur guest to her car.’'



Becky knew when she had reached the bounds of ggibig behaviour.
Alex was given a subdued hug, and a whispered,s@imy, Alex." Alex
knew that the two words were meant to refer toitiveation, not to the
child's disappointment that she was leaving.

'‘Don't worry," she whispered back. '‘But keep ydang for Mistral in future,
OK?'

Marcus strode beside her in silence as they wevdrtts the car park.

‘This is farcical!" Alex said angrily. 'Do you hat@make it look as though
you're running me off the premises?"

'‘Don't be ridiculous. It would be churlish if | ¢l see you safely to your
car.'

'‘Doesn't it occur to you that | might prefer thatdk of churlishness to a
meaningless display of good manners?’

He gave her a cold look. 'l don't happen to beltling my mind about what
you might prefer right now.'

They reached the Mini at last, and when she haocket it he put a hand
against the driver's door to prevent her getting in

'l hope you realise how unwise it would be for thew be a repetition of
today's happening.'

'Don't worry. There won't be," Alex said ferventiWild horses wouldn't
drag me in this direction again.'

'‘Never trust wild horses. Two such creatures goints this regrettable
position.' He let go of the door and she slid itite seat, desperate to get
away from him.

The engine spluttered once, then refused to showfuather sign of life
despite Alex's frantic turning of the key. She edrg under her breath, and
tried again.



‘There's no point. You'll only finish off the batgeé Marcus said.

'At least we agree about something.' She got aihatpcked up the car and
set off at a cracking pace along the lane.

'Where do you think you're going?' he asked, hisgldegs keeping
effortlessly up with her.

"To find a garage.’

‘There isn't one for miles. And you'll not get angavho doesn't know you
to come out on Saturday afternoon.’

"Then I'll have to walk, won't 1?"

He gripped her arm, painfully. 'Stop being sucbda.fI'll go and tell Anna
what's happening, then I'll bring the car and ran o a chap | know who
will probably come out for me.’

'How wonderful to have such power!'

'Cut it out, Alex," he said sharply. 'Neither ofwants this. Let's just make
the best of it until we've got you on the road agai

He strode off towards the field gate, and once &@ dpone Alex's anger
collapsed and gave way to utter misery. She caubear the way they had
spoken to each other all afternoon. And it stilswaended. Heaven alone
knew how long it would take to get the Mini co-ogtamg again.

Ten gloomy minutes later, the Range Rover drewasgide her.

"You can't just go off and leave two people and@sé to ferry me around,’
she said miserably.

'Get in. Of course I'm not just abandoning Anna Bedky. I've arranged
for Emma’s father to tow Mistral back when theyiael tea. They live close
to here. It won't take him five minutes to take lleishome and then come
back for mine. I'll do the same for him, no douste day.'



Alex sat in silence as they drove along, but dtdas said hopelessly, 'I'm
sorry about this, Marcus. It was a big mistakeutffoone made with the
most well- intentioned motives.'

"Your motives are what | can't understand,' he saidhly. 'Why pretend to
be concerned about Becky? Why not be honest atlooutfgelings?’

'‘But | do care about Becky!" Alex protested vehettyefHow could anyone
know her and not care about her? Why on earth dhgai accuse me of
that?'

‘All moonshine, Alex. You forget that you made et of how you felt
about Becky on your last night at Chessetts. Yet goll keep up this
pretence of affection towards Becky herself. Whadywill that kind of
shallow show do her?’

'What do you mean—I made no secret of my feelingsuaBecky? And
why do you talk of pretence?’

"You said the reason for the break between Elamngenayself still existed.
Nothing could be more explicit than that.' .

'‘And so it does. But what is that to do with Becky® no fault of hers that
you dropped one Leeward like a red-hot poker whenfgund out who she
was, and you're hardly going to deny that you éeelctly the same about
me.'

The suddenness with which he jammed on the brak#sedrange Rover

would have flung her through the windscreen if lshd not been wearing a
seatbelt.

'Say that again!" he said, twisting round in hist$e give her the full benefit

of the blaze of silver in his eyes. He gripped &en. 'You said | dropped

your sister.'

'‘Can you deny it?'

"You really think that's what happened?'



'We both know it, don't we?'
His eyes stared fiercely into hers. 'Did Elainéyel that?'

His intensity was making Alex uncomfortable. 'Shaswoo upset to say
anything. She refused to talk about you at alfagt. But she didn't need to.
She was scared stiff of having deceived you abeutitientity. It was
obvious that she lost any appeal she might havddrascbu the minute she
confessed to being a Leeward.'

‘That's what you believe?'

‘That's what | know," she said hotly. "We've get Atlantic between us and
Elaine to prove it.'

'So when you said the reason that separated Elamhenyself still existed to
separate you and me, you were referring to the tfeadt you believed |
dropped Elaine because she was a Leeward?'

'How many more times do | have to say what we lboibw? You can't
rewrite history, Marcus.'

'Maybe | can't, as far as you are concerned. But gester damned well
can!'

As quickly as he had halted the Range Rover, hedtap the engine and
reversed into a gateway to turn and go hurtlingkleaw, with a scream of
tyres, turn into a different road.

'Where are you going?' Alex asked, now really fregled.

'‘Back to Chessetts.'

"You can't do that!" There was panic in her voice.

'Why, Alex?' He sounded almost gleeful. 'Becauseoiild be painful for

you? Because you rather liked being there and yamnit dvant to be
reminded of that?"



'What's happened to the good manners now?' Alekfseaciously. 'Stop
and let me get out if you're going mad, Marcuson'twant to know."'

'l tell you what we're going to do," he saids koice full of an energy that
was almost manic. 'We're going to telephone thstiesiof yours." He
slammed the brakes on again. "You know her numeu®e got it on you?
Don't say you haven't.'

"You aremad!" Alex said, rounding on him wide-eyed.

'I'm nearer to being sane than | have been sirset €yes on that copper
head of yours.' There was a glittering, wild loakhis eyes.

'You can't seriously talk of phoning my sister d®ng sane in the same
breath.’

'We shall see. Have you got her number? Answequiestion, Alex!'
‘Yes, but--'

'‘No buts." They were hurtling along the road agath Alex holding
grimly on to the edge of her seat.

He had the house key in his hand the second heoutasf the car, and
dragged Alex in after him, plumping her down on ¢hair in the hall and
pressing the button on the phone that would entiglen both to hear the
speaker at the other end of the line.

‘Get her number," he ordered.

'We don't know what time it might be over there.’

'Useless delaying tactics, Alex. It's Saturday mrmugnand there's no earthly
reason why your sister shouldn't have a call fram. Y50 on.’

Stupefied, Alex punched out her sister's numbée \8on't speak to you--'
she was saying when the ringing stopped and Esaunéte announced her



number. 'Elaine, it's Alex,' she said, swallowigd) without a clue what to
say next.

Marcus cut in, 'And this is Marcus. How are yolgige?"

Elaine's voice was flabbergasted. 'Marcus? Marca&kafrd? What on
earth is going on?'

'Plenty. | want you to do something for me. | wgaot to tell this sister of
yours exactly what happened between us two years agt before you
took off for the States, if you need your memonyged.'

'‘Marcus—I don't understand what this is all ab®hy are you and Alex
together?’

"You'll understand, eventually. Right now you daom&ed to." Alex was

looking fearfully at his determined face and he hateyes as he went on
speaking. 'l want you to tell Alex exactly why yand | parted company.
The honest truth. Right, Elaine?’

‘This is old hat now, isn'tit?' Elaine sounded pedbut not upset, and Alex
would have expected her to be furious—indeed, t@ lst|ammed the phone
down well before now.

'No. It's highly relevant. Take my word for it.'

‘Alex?' Elaine's voice asked.

'I'm here.'

'‘And I've other urgent business to discuss with' IMarcus said firmly, 'so
please, Elaine—the simple, straightforward fadissthrt you off. You told
me that you were a member of the Leeward familkeTiafrom there.’

'l don't know why I'm doing this, but here goesdife's puzzled voice said.
'You laughed. You really did laugh.' Alex's eyesi@ned as she stared at

Marcus. 'Then before we could say anything elseptiane rang.' Elaine's
voice gathered steam, but at the same time it d¢esw firm. ‘It was the



police, calling with news of your brother and hisfen. That ghastly
accident. You had to go at once, and | waited at yiat. But before you
went you said... you said you didn't give a damnnfty name, but if |
wanted to go on being involved with you I'd havereémember that from
now on it wouldn't be just you, but you and youother's child. Whoever
intended taking you seriously would have to be areg to take on a
handicapped child of five as well."' Elaine's vaytew more strained. '‘And |
sat alone in your flat and eventually had to admmyself that | didn't want
to do that. And that made me realise that I'd j@aying games again. I'd
made a mess of one marriage. I'd amused myself meischievous with
you. | had to grow up. I've never been so asharhad/self in my life. |—I
told you that in my note.’

Marcus spoke, his voice gentle. 'Well done, Elaife:re ringing off now,
because | need to speak to your sister, but welt bouch. And Elaine—no
hard feelings, of whatever kind. We're beyond thdell beyond it." He
pressed the button that disconnected the lineypathdut pause took Alex's
hands in his and pulled her to her feet.

Alex stared at him, her eyes green pools of indigd(Elaine leftyou?'she
said.

'Exactly as she told you.'

'‘And you don't hate me because I'm a Leeward?'

'Do | look as though | hate you?' He was lookingnet in a way she had

never thought possible. There was tenderness, \waeverything she could

have hoped in the shining grey of his eyes anditiserstanding gentleness

of his expression.

Alex's face became a palette on which the colofirscoedulity, hope, tears
and joy played. With the utmost tenderness Manmaméd it with his hands.

'Now my question, Alex. Only one. When you spokéhef reason keeping
us apart, you didn't mean Becky?



Think hard before you answer, now that the quessom the open and
understood.’

'‘Becky is my idea of a bonus. A bonus on somethirepdy ideal,’ she said
without an instant's hesitation, her eyes brimmiity tears.

'Oh, Alex!" He pulled her into his arms. 'Enoughgofestions. Enough of
waiting. All I want is this!"

His first kiss was a tender, loving affirmationtbé feelings she had seen on
his face. Then something stronger took over andeteaffirmation became
an exultant madness of kisses. They were both Hlesat when Marcus
broke off to laugh triumphantly down into Alex'sogling, radiant face.

"You don't hate me..." she said, half wonderinighlf laughing.

'Did it feelas though | did?' He pressed his face againshdier crushing
her ever more fiercely against him so that shescadcely enough breath to
say teasingly,

'It's going to take some getting used to.'
'Don't worry. I'll give you plenty of practice!’

'l don't mean the kissing. | mean your looking & as though--' She broke
off, blushing, because the words she was aboup@akshad not yet been
spoken between them.

'Oh, Alex!" he chided. 'Don't you know that | haveen loving you and
hiding it from the moment you blazed your adorab@yriating, dazzling

way into the office at the Mas? Before that, eeom the moment | came
across you like Ondine in the stream and thought were the most
beautiful thing | had ever seen. But at first gised too ludicrously instant
to be believable. Then, when | knew who you weteseemed utterly
impossible. Now--'

'‘Now it's really true..." she said in such a tohggful wonder that the lips
that had just spoken were claimed once more by his.



'We have still to tell my parents,' she said dt las

'They'll take one look at your face and believergweord you say. They'll
see your happiness and rejoice in it.'

'And Elaine."

'Elaine is happily married. | shall be even morpgily married. Where's the
problem in that?"

"You really meant it when you said there were noett@rd feelings?’

'My love, Elaine was fun and attractive, but she waver a millionth part of
what you have become in my life. You're the relad lasting thing. The
bitterness | felt for her was because simply bydsiour sister she seemed
to be keeping us apart, colouring your attitudpsjlgg our lives. But now
that's all over. She's the sister of the girl winaek me!’

Alex clasped her arms more tightly round his neat said, 'If you tell me
that this isn't paradise | shan't believe you.’

There was the sound of a vehicle drawing up outsiddhouse. They went
to the door, arms round each other.

A small figure got awkwardly out of the car, noesw them, and stood a
little forlornly on the drive.

'‘Can we make room for one small angel with us ia garadise of ours?'
Marcus asked, smiling.

And together they went out to light up Becky's wlorl



