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She was thrilled at the prospect. Frances Wildiadj & passion for history,
and delving into the family archives of the aristdic Curthoys would be
pure pleasure. And, working for Harry Curthoys iflél a childhood
fantasy. Hadn't she once worshipped from afar #shicig young lord? But
Frances was no longer a silly schoolgirl. She wasure, levelheaded and
engaged to a wonderful man. And Harry, too, hachghd. He had become
jaded and, why, he wasn't even particularly goodilogd He couldn't
compare to her handsome fiancé. Soon, though rtatieer guilty surprise,
she found this was not entirely the truth....



CHAPTER ONE

THE small car nosed cautiously along the narrow, helilged road and the
girl at the wheel frowned as she peered throughdhesluicing down the
windscreen, half convinced she must have takewtioag turning at the
last crossroads. For more than a mile there had lbeesign of any
habitation, only high hedgerows and leafless trees.

Admittedly it had been over five years since h@&vpyus visit, and then she
had travelled by coach and it had- been spring,vaaan with sunshine.
Which was no doubt why everything looked so différeaow, she told
herself firmly, as she concentrated on steeringbibrgowed Mini Metro
clear of the worst of the craterlike puddles.

Her spirits rose considerably a mile or so furtheras the hedges gave way
at last to walls of honey-coloured stone and thadycsuch as it was,
straightened out somewhat. She gave a sigh of esjen confirmation that
she was on the right track, a final bend broughttbetall stone pillars
flanking wrought-iron gates embellished with linkeabital Cs, the cypher
of Curthoys Court. One of the gates stood hospitaipen and Frances
drove through it with care, relaxing once she gairntbe tree-lined
carriageway beyond, which she remembered as winfdingnore than a
mile through wooded parkland before it reachedhihgse.

In her effort to be punctual Frances found she alesad of herself. With
half an hour to kill she looked about for a plagestop, eventually parking
under the complex branch system of a giant beeeh which offered some
protection from the downpour. She switched off idretion and unpacked
the picnic lunch provided by her employer, CarolWapier, grateful for the
salad-filled granary roll and plentiful steamingffee. The food not only
helped pass the time, but quelled- the butterflidsabiting her middle
region at the prospect of the coming interview. ldeer trenchantly she
lectured herself on the subject of keeping calmvas difficult not to feel

tense when she wanted the job so badly.

Her eyes grew sombre as she thought of her laskaifess so far. Since she
had graduated from university in the summer, tadiayerview was the first
in answer to her countless applications for workémn chosen field. If it



hadn't been for her stop-gap job at Glebe Houslengaafter the Napiers'
four-year-old son, Frances was quite sure she wbale gone spare at
times during the past few months. Fortunately tapisrs were kind, and by
a strange coincidence it was through working fenttithat she was actually
here at this minute, on her way to what hopefulightbe her first job as a
bona fide archivist.

She poured the last of the coffee and smiled waglyhe thought of the
improbable fairy godmother instrumental in gettihgr the interview.

Edward, or Eddy, Napier was an artist of some eeputd an altogether
noisier, more colourful personality than his saticibrother, with a habit of
descending unheralded on the Napier household fewalays whenever
the urge took him—complete with Flynn, his Irishlflhound, and whatever
female he happened to have in tow at the time.nhbst recent stay had
been utter chaos from start to finish.

Even so, life would still have been moderately bbb but for the sudden,
unwelcome fancy the artist had taken to Frances.\Way and another she
had been heartily thankful when red-bearded Eddlydtauptly taken off
with his sulkyinamoratato the South of France 'to paint olive groves and
drink wine in the sun'.

Frances was only slightly regretful that she cotldranage to feel more
grateful to Eddy, since he was the one who had embdake owner of
Curthoys Court to give her the interview. He wasotth friend of Harry
Curthoys, and when he learned the latter was ird redean archivist
prepared to take up residence at the Court forilewtne promptly asked
Harry to give Frances first chance at the job leefeven advertising it.
Caroline Napier, frankly amazed by her trying bestin-law's
thoughtfulness, had been very excited when sheegass the news, since
she knew only too well how much Frances wanted su@b. Added to
which Caroline was also very much aware of howfbered lonely the girl
was feeling these days since Chris Bradley, Frasmbeyfriend, was miles
away in Edinburgh.

As Frances thought of Chris, which was somethiregdsti most of the time,
her eyes softened and she took out his most reatestto read again. It was
his usual brief, cheery little note about his warld his hectic social life,



telling her to keep her chin up, something was lddorturn up soon and he
would see her at'Christmas. Nothing very sentimeal@ut Chris, she
thought philosophically, nor was he the world's tqposlific correspondent,
which was understandable of course since he whaspo Nevertheless, the
spate of letters from him had quite definitely sémirdown to a mere trickle
compared with the first weeks of their separat®ime brightened a little as
she thought of writing to Chris about her visiQarthoys Court and telling
him all about the interview, whether she was swfoé®r not—but she
would be successful, she assured herself fiercely. Sisewilling to work
for peanuts, mere pocket money, however little,clvhmight just be in her
favour if the owner of Curthoys Court was reallytesd up as Caroline
Napier seemed to think. And he must be if he ne¢d@gen his house to
the public to keep it going—even to the point ofrendering his last
bastions of privacy in the shape of his famousalprand family archives in
an attempt to attract more income from parties tidents and
schoolchildren. Which was where Frances came ngeshe needed an
archivist willing to work for the pittance which wall he could reputedly
afford.

Frances looked at her watch impatiently, anxiougetiothe interview over,
but there were still a few minutes to go. The tagig she wanted was to
appear over-eager byarriving too early, though whs consumed with
curiosity at the thought of meeting Harry Curthos$.one time he had
featured very regularly in the gossip columns ef popular press, and her
father had been prone to voicing strong disappro¥aich young idiots
with nothing better to do than cause disturbanoegstaurants and make
nuisances of themselves. But to an admiring twgker- old, Harry
Curthoys had been the epitome of glamour and exeite, all the more so
because he was relatively- local—Curthoys Court wray about twenty
miles from the Warwickshire village where Frandesd. She took an avid
interest in the young heir, secretly cutting ouvspaper photographs and
pasting them in a scrapbook hidden in a shoebdemwardrobe, utterly
captivated by Harry's wild mop of blond hair and Wide, white smile. She
had been racked with adolescent jealousy by eveeyas the countless
pretty girls photographed with him.

It would be interesting to see what he was like nthwugh Frances had
been very surprised to hear that he was still unetar According to
Caroline, Harry Curthoys was hard up because, adhdhe house and



estate had been entailed on him, his father hadllethe money in trust
until his son and heir married. Under the circumsés Frances would have
expected the fascinating Mr Curthoys to be hotlyspad by every
marriage-minded female of his acquaintance, unte#fssourse, as she had
suggested to a stunned Caroline, his preferenceedemore towards his
own Sex.

Frances chuckled at the memory of Caroline Nap#rsked face as she
packed the remains of her picnic lunch away andkedicherself up,
wondering if Harry Curthoys might be interestech&ar that she had been
to his ancestral home before, and on more tharoc&sion. The first time
had been as a school prefect-in-charge of a pétile girls, with no time
to stand and stare Even then the sixteen-year-alices had been instantly
enslaved by the charm of Curthoys Court, which nahd more lived-in
than most of the other such homes in the area. smee charm had been
powerful enough to lure her back alone a few datex| to look over it at
her leisure. It had been spring then, very diffefesm today's November
gloom, and after the bus had dropped her at thesgdte had wandered
along the daffodil-lined carriageway to the house IDorothy on the
yellow-brick road, in search of the Wizard of Oz.

The high spot of that particular day, however, baen the visit to the small
family church, which was hidden from the house bgease yew copse.
Frances had lingered there alone for some timéirigoat the effigies on
the tombs of Curthoys ancestors in the side chatlebf them resting in
supine stone piety, hands clasped, faces raiskdaween, and dogs at their
feet. Most of them were battered, not just by theages of time, but by the
attentions of Cromwell's Model Army, and some & thscriptions were
almost indecipherable. But Frances had hovered then lovingly until
her attention was suddenly distracted by a shifthéafternoon sunlight.

Her breath had caught as a shaft of light struckrdfsom a narrow arched
window to illuminate another tomb. This one was cih off by
wrought-iron railings, separated also from the bystomposition, artistry,
and even the gleaming white Carrara marble frontlwitiwas fashioned.
In awed silence the young Frances had crept formdascination until her
fingers grasped the railings, her eyes wide witmaes. Unlike the other
stiff effigies, this figure had no look of deatlh.was a man asleep: young



and graceful, reclining in an easy, relaxed atétwdth his back turned to

her he lay on one side, one knee drawn up, the tbestretched out, his

head in the crook of his arm and a book lying gpshbeyond his hand, as
if he had dropped off while reading. No armour obes here, but high

cuffed boots, breeches, and a shirt with marveljoasecuted lace at the

wrists and deep collar, where his hair fell in éistlled lovelocks to hide

his face. The effect was so eerily lifelike thaakeces had been gripped by
the certainty that she had only to reach out a hatwlich him and he would

wake.

She had gone back during the summer holidaysquasit the tomb again,
and her disappointment had been acute when she found thectch
permanently closed to the public. Too shy to askréason, Frances never
went to Curthoys Court again, and in time transiiner affections from
marble heroes to the more normal, flesh- and-blatdciions of Chris
Bradley, the boy next door.

Her face set in determined lines, Frances stanedar and set off along the
winding carriageway to the house, windscreen wiparsking overtime
against the pouring rain. It was a chilly, dreaay,dno daffodils now, and
she shivered as she parked the car in the couryadchurried across the
bridge that spanned the moat. When she rang thefole gatehouse an
elderly man opened the door and looked at her litepquery, quite
obviously taken aback at the sight of the smallpdigure in trenchcoat
and slouch hat.

'‘Good afternoon,’ she said. 'My name is Wilding.@dirthoys is expecting
me.'

There was a slight pause, then he smiled politetiylad the way across an
inner courtyard and though the formal garden tdevy oak door Frances
remembered.

‘This way, miss, please," said the man, and ushleeednto the small

entrance lobby. But instead of continuing into great hall, as Frances
expected, he tapped on a door to the right marke@tEe and opened it in
answer to a voice from inside.



"Your two-thirty appointment, Mr Harry,' the mannaunced, and showed
Frances into a shabby, functional office dominditea huge, battered desk
piled high with papers and ledgers. A tall, slimmma a formal suit rose
from behind it and stood staring at his visitorunconcealed surprise.
Frances was conscious of a similar reaction asateHarry Curthoys in
the flesh for the first time. The tow-headed halker with the reckless
smile had undergone something of a sea-change ipeérs since she had
last pasted his photographs in her scrapbook. Tdrewtno waved her to a
chair after a courteous word of greeting had fair,ht was true, but it was
shorter and more disciplined now, and the narrokghb eyes held a
guestioning, assessing look far removed from thegHang challenge
Frances remembered so vividly. He sat down agahlminbdethe desk,
frowning a little.

"You are Frances Wilding?' he asked at last, in a,ligrgwling voice of
considerable charm.

'Yes,' said Frances blankly, wondering who elsertaggined she could be.
'I'm Harry Curthoys. How do you do?'
'How do you do?"

He leaned back in his chair, fingering his chiortfive my surprise, but I'm
afraid | was rather expectingr Wilding," he said after a pause.

Frances shot a startled look at him. 'Really? Baighed my first name in
full.’

'‘But your handwriting doesn't indulge in loops, Milding, so | mistook
the "e" of Frances for an "i"

'l see.’

He smiled a little. 'Somehow I took it for grantgmli were a man, anyway.'



Frances smarted with disappointment, convinced yH&urthoys was
about to turn her down. 'If your interest lies oimlymen, Mr Curthoys, |
won't waste any more of your time and will leave yo the next applicant.’

She rose to her feet, then stood still, arrestethbysudden rap of his, 'Sit
down please, Miss Wilding.'

She sat. Harry Curthoys tilted his head back, logkat her down his
aquiline nose.

'My interest, as you put it, is not solely in memaly, either professionally or
otherwise. I'd say my tastes are fairly normal]lyedhe reason for my
surprise just now was that although Eddy Napiedt bai knew this history
graduate with a passion for archives, somehow berohe forgot to
mention you were a girl.’

Frances looked sceptical. ‘My acquaintance withNdpier is slight, but |
doubt very much that he forgot. His little jokel $ay.'

'Very likely." Harry Curthoys studied her in silenfor a while. 'Now that
we've established the fact that yane feminine would you mind taking off
your hat?"

Frances minded quite a lot, but since she badlytedatie job she took off
her damp felt hat, as requested, revealing clogeped curling black hair
above a face that grew warm as the man opposikedbber up and down.
Like a farmer at a cattle sale, she thought, daed trard to sit still under the
bright scrutiny.

‘The problem is, Miss Wilding," he said eventualilyat | need an archivist
who lives in, with the idea of getting the projeéitthe ground as rapidly as
possible. Bates and his wife, who virtually run thlace, occupy the
gatehouse, but | actually live in the house aland, | rather think there'd be
raised eyebrows if | asked you to sleep at the Cewen in this day and
age. You're much too young and pretty.'

Frances looked at him, perplexed. '‘But should yanswer me suitable for
the job, isn't there a village where | could puttgpub, or something?'



‘Not, I'm afraid, on the salary | propose to offeu. Which will probably
change your mind about the job anyway.' His voamkton a bitter tone as
he named the very modest sum Frances could exXpse worked for him.
'Which will give you some idea of why a history duate with no previous
experience was what | had in mind," he concluddy.dr

'Glad of a job at any price.' Frances smiled at &ind his eyebrows rose,

"You should smile more often, Miss Wilding," hedseasually. -Now, shall
we establish a few facts? From your letter you sielea@l for what | have in
mind, particularly since your special interest hagh the Stuarts. We have
quite detailed records of the Civil War period keretherwise, | warn you,
the rest of the stuff is in something of a shamble$ needs a fair bit of time
and patience to sort out. The point is, would yeurtterested in the job at
the less than lavish salary | mentioned?"

Frances made no attempt to beat about the buslcaiif live in, yes. If not,
no.'

'l see.' Harry Curthoys stared down at the pen &g wlling between his
fingers, then looked up at her. 'ifdnarrange something | take it you would
like to undertake the work?"

‘Yes.'
‘Then could | just ask one or two questions, Miskling?'
'Of course.’

'Would you mind telling me why a young girl like yaes so keen to get a
live-in job? We're a bit off the beaten track hexay know. Not much in the
way of entertainment.’

'I prefer to be away from home,' she explainedheeiin a job that pays
enough for me to have a place of my own, or somgtbn the lines of what
you're offering. To be frank, I've been applying fobs ever since |
graduated and so far I've been unlucky, which iy We been with the
Napiers, looking after their small son. That's Hownet your friend, Edward



Napier. But young Sam will be starting school aff#ristmas, and they
won't need me any more.'

'Why exactly are you so desperate to get away frome? Are your parents
unkind to you—forgive me for being personal.’

Frances shook her head, smiling. 'Not at all. Andpgarents aren't in the
least unkind to me, quite the reverse. My fathaesn a widower for years,
then recently he married again. Jasmine—Jassy teisu@ research
chemist, like my father, beautiful as well as clevend they're both
idyllically happy, but--'

'‘But you feel a trifle extraneous at the moment.’
'Exactly. They need time to get over the honeynsiage.’
Harry Curthoys smiled. 'Doesn't take long for sqraeple!’

Frances shook her head. 'I'm willing to bet it ol Dad and Jassy. Not," she
added hastily, 'that they're pushing me out, famfit. In fact Jassy's got
quite a thing about the wicked-stepmother syndrddog personally | think
it only fair to give them time alone together, whis the way | shall want it
when | marry.'

'Which brings me neatly to the next question.' Esitated. 'Since you are a
girl,' he went on with care, 'surely there mustsbene male in the offing
somewhere who's likely to raise objections if yime here?’

'l do have a boyfriend. Chris graduated in the semiike me, but he's an
accountant and got snapped up by an Edinburgh déwan before he'd
qualified.’

'Edinburgh, eh? A fair trip for a date with hisyadve!
'l don't expect to be seeing very much of him fartéle,’ said Frances. 'Not

before Christmas, anyway. My private life would g@et no problems, Mr
Curthoys.'



'Fair enough. Can you type, by the way?'
'Yes. My father paid for a six-week course for nueirtg the summer.'

Harry Curthoys nodded approvingly, then sat for hilevin silence,
obviously thinking hard. Eventually he jumped te feet.

'‘Look—can you hang on here for a few minutes? h'tee long.'

'Yes, of course.' Frances waited a little afterdber closed on the tall, slim
figure, then got up to peep through the small wimdast in time to see him
disappearing into the gatehouse. She sat down ,agamscious of how
badly she wanted this job, how much she wantedaid w this beautiful
house, occupied with the past she loved so mucheaan getting paid—a
little—to do so.

Frances clenched her hands in her lap and sensilgnaprayer that Harry
Curthoys would find some way round the problem @i Isleeping

arrangements. It was rather surprising that heidered it any impediment
at all in present-day society. But presumably heuped a fairly feudal

position in the local hierarchy, in which case gt girl living under his

roof, no matter how innocently employed, would @bly be the subject of
adverse comment in certain circles even today.

Frances looked up, her tongue anxiously betweertgsth, as the outer
door banged and Harry Curthoys came back intodbmrfollowed by an

elderly woman with a kind face and a frankly amfidgire swathed in a
flowered overall.

'Miss Wilding, this is Mrs Bates, my housekeeplee,'announced and sat
down again behind the desk.

Frances smiled diffidently and said, '"How do youl dos Bates?'
The woman regarded her steadily for a moment oy thven nodded and

smiled warmly. 'Very well, miss, thank you." Shargied across at her
employer. 'I'll just bring in some tea then, Mr Har



His answering smile was brilliant, reminding Framaavidly of the old
newspaper photographs. 'Thanks, Dolly—any scones?'

The woman chuckled as she went out, and Harry Gystlet out a sigh of
relief.

'l think the problem's solved, Miss Wilding, sulijég your consent. My
housekeeper has just given the gold seal of apptoyaur tenancy of the
guest-room at the gatehouse, which means you cdnamaol eat over here
in the Court, then sleep the sleep of the chastieruolly's roof at night.
Would the arrangement appeal to you?'

It sounds ideal," said Frances, rather amusedemtgbvetted by the
housekeeper. 'What would have happened if Mrs Badsgiven me the
thumbs down?'

He gave an apologetic shrug. 'I'd have had to thgdin. Dolly's been here
for ever—she was in charge of the nursery origynétlen graduated to head
cook and bottle- washer once my father died andsthd' had to be
drastically reduced. I'm still "Mr Harry", you no&, whereas my father was
never anything but "sir" or "the master" to all siaff to the day he died. The
staff was a sight more numerous in his day, to.'fate darkened and he
changed the subject by asking when Frances coaid st

'I'd like to give the Napiers at least a week'saeo

'Make it two, which will bring us up to the twentlytrd. Does that suit you
?' He got up and came round the desk, and Franses molding out her
hand.

‘Thank you, Mr Curthoys. I'll be here at nine then the twenty-third.’

Harry Curthoys grinned disarmingly. ‘No need tokehhands yet—you
haven't had Dolly's tea.'

Frances felt an electric tingle of excitement rarotigh her as she finally
realised this was actually going to happen. Shilyreeas going to work
here at Curthoys Court. She followed her new englagross the entrance



hall and Harry Curthoys threw open the doors ofgreat hall, whistling
softly as he caught sight of the newly lit log firethe large, carved stone
fireplace emblazoned with the coat of arms of thetlidys family over the
mantelpiece.

'l say, you are honoured. Dolly's put tea in h&tet her usual practice, |
might tell you.'

'l amhonoured,' said Frances with sincerity, and gabedit her in delight
at the lofty, beautiful chamber, which despite ¢gii@ndeur of the massive
oak chests beneath the windows, and the portradspaceless Brussels
tapestries on the panelled walls, was wonderfullglcaming. Deep,
hide-covered chairs were drawn up to the greattiheaith its leaping
flames and piled log-basket, and the low table Imearas laden with Mrs
Bates's version of tea.

The lady herself appeared at that moment and hetdher hands for
Frances's coat.

‘That looks very damp to me, miss. Let me take dry off" in the kitchen
while you have your tea.'

Feeling a little self-conscious in the plain sweated skirt she had chosen
as suitable interview wear, Frances sat down befaréea tray in response
to her host's wave of the hand. The tray was enosmand besides the
silver tea service and fragile Coalport china, bedshe promised scones,
still warm from the oven, butter, jam, cream, a Bem cake encrusted with
almonds and a plate of toast fingers spread withtl&®an's Relish.
Frances regarded the array with anticipation, seai she was hungry,
when Harry Curthoys snapped his fingers suddenly.

She looked at him questioningly.

"Your eyes,' he said, and helped himself to a scemeading it liberally
with jam and cream.

'Yes?' prompted Frances warily, as she began totpauvith rather more
composure than she actually felt.



‘Tortoiseshell,” went on her host conversationadlyd licked his fingers
inelegantly before putting several pieces of taashis plate. "When you
first opened your eyes fully just now | could se#el light streaks in the
brown irises— very unusual.’

Frances giggled spontaneously, and relief spreadlor companion's face
as he heard it.

‘That's better," he said in approval. 'You redilgidd smile more often, you
know. You looked positively forbidding when youiaed.'

'l was nervous, and a bit put out because you sgeémwant a man,’ she
said defensively.

'l wish you wouldn't keep on saying that!"
Frances chuckled again, and nibbled some toasty 8¢ery, Mr Curthoys.'

‘That's another thing.' He leaned forward and belchis cup for a refill. 'l
answer to Harry much better than Mr Curthoys.'

She eyed him doubtfully. 'Do you think that's shiga since I'm an
employee? Perhaps | could call you Mr Harry likes\Bates.'

He took the cup of tea from her and sat back, siggkis head emphatically.
'‘No way—because I'm certainly not calling you Migélding, Miss
Wilding, unless you're hellbent on the idea, ofrsetli

She laughed, feeling unexpectedly relaxed in thapamy of this casual,
charming man, who was nothing like her preconceided of him. 'If you
prefer it then, of course, first names it shall be.

'‘Good. In any case, this employee business isfarbitom the mark really.
If you can sort out all the family records in retdor the pathetic salary I'm
paying you, | see the arrangement more in the lojra personal favour
from a friend.' His eyes lit with a cajoling gleaiindon't suppose you'd care
to have a shot at cataloguing the library while'seat it, Frances?'



'With pleasure." The more time she could spend wathGys Court the
better, as far as Frances was concerned. She dasbhgry eye at the
fruitcake. 'Could we start on that, do you thinklbbks delicious.’

‘That's why it's here. Dolly will be mortally offdad if we send anything
back untasted.' He frowned at her. 'Did you hawelamch?'

'‘Not much. | was a bit nervous, as | said.' Frarsaspled the cake with
appreciation.

'‘Good grief—of me?’

She gave him a very direct look. 'I've made dozeihspplications to
anyone remotely likely to need the services ofrahigist, Mr Curthoys--'

‘Harry.'

'Very well. Harry. They all turned me down. Which why | was not
over-confident when | drove through your gates #fisrnoon.’

'‘And you were depressed because your man had ffoareddeft you, too, |
expect?'

‘Not left me. Merely gone to work in Edinburgh,'esborrected, and he
smiled in apology.

'I'm not renowned for my tact, Frances. You'll neechake allowances for
me.'

Frances was fairly sure that most people wouldiverghis man almost
anything, and had done so all his life, exceptsbg, the father who had
put such stringent conditions on his heritage.

Tl keep it in mind,' she told him.
'‘By the way, don't come early on the twenty-thing 'said suddenly. 'It's a

Sunday, and the one day of the week at this timtéefyear | try to have
something of a lie-in.'



'Of course. Shall | start the following morning?'

'Is it out of the question to come later on the d&y? If you came in the
afternoon | could show you the ropes, see if yomtvanything moved.
Bates can tell Mason, the gardener, and one ofalis will supply the
muscles. Then we can have dinner together and alounake a start on the
Monday morning while I'm away at my office in th@mn. I'm a working
man during the week. | only wear my landowner hawveekends.' There
was a wry quality to his smile that touched a clemthewhere deep inside
Frances, and she smiled shyly.

‘That sounds fine. Sunday the twenty-third, then.'

'‘Come about two, while there's still a bit of liganhd I'll show you over the
house,' he suggested. 'Now I think I'll have anostiee of cake.’

Frances cut it and put it on the plate he held out.

'‘Actually I've been over your house before,” shefessed. 'More than
once.'

Harry's thin face lit with interest. 'Really? Whemas this?"

'l came in charge of a party of little schoolginleen | was a prefect. | was
the one with the printed list of information, reagliout the objects of
interest with one eye, and watching no one brokghamgy with the other.’

He chuckled. "You said visits in the plural, sosumably you came back.'

Frances sat back in her chair, a little drowsy fritv@ heat of the fire. 'l
came back twice afterwards on my own. The placedrmaéxtraordinary
fascination for me, particularly the church. Butemh came back the last
time the church was out of bounds to the public lagidn't come again. |
used to dream about the tomb of the sleeping ntamas so hauntingly
beautiful | couldn't get it out of my mind. Why dydu close the church?’

Harry's mouth went down at the corners.



"You hit on the right word when you said hauntiAg.elderly lady got shut

in the church by mistake after the house was clémetthe day. She almost
died of fright before her friends realised she wassing. She swore that
the effigy rose and stretched like a man wakinguogh she

passed out from sheer terror.’
'Did he turn round?' asked Frances involuntarily.

Harry stared at her in wonder. 'My dear girl, @'snarble effigy. It neither
got up, turned round nor danced a Highland Flingg Whole episode was
in the fevered imagination of an elderly, paniceken lady, but the
incident roused so much public interest | refusedgen the church to the
public after that. | needed the money— still do—baoit so badly | cared to
have my home turned into a peep-show for sensaéiekers because of Hal
Curthoys.'

'Wasn't he the one who fought in the Civil War?"'

‘The very same. Yohavedone your homework!" Harry jumped up to kick a
log back into the heart of the fire, and stoodistadown as the flames
curled round the dry beechwood.

'What happened to him?' asked Frances. 'The badkhsadied not long
afterwards.’

'He just died. No one was able to explain it at tihee. An eye-witness
account says he ate a large meal and wanderedtouhe June sun to read
in the rose garden at the back of the house. He dffchis jerkin and lay
down in shirt and breeches to read. Some time liedawife went to look for
him and found him asleep. Only he wasn't asleepvétedead. | suppose it
must have been a coronary, a heart attack, btieiopinion of the time it
was felt that God—or the devil—had called Hal tmlone hot afternoon.
His beautiful grieving widow immediately commissazhthe tomb and had
it put behind bars in the church, where it hasesddgr three hundred years.
When | opened the church to the public, Hal enjogebrief burst of
notoriety again. But not any more. The church islowoger used for
services, and Bates, who is not given to flight$amicy, cleans the place



once a week and that's that' Harry turned a sawmdr dn Frances. 'And if
you don't mind I'd rather you gave the place a vindeh yourself. | don't
want any more incidents like the last one on myscance.'

Frances felt a pang of disappointment, but kepo iherself. '"Were you
named for Hal Curthoys?' she asked.

Harry grinned. 'Yes. My father had no truck withpststition. Against my
mother's wishes | was christened Henry—the firstti@ys since the
unlucky Hal to bear the name, but always knownas\ at her insistence.’
He sighed. 'l miss her a lot.'

'Has she been dead long?' asked Frances genthhefsurprise she
received a broad grin in response.

'She's not dead, Frances. After my father diedvsti@ on holiday to the
States, where she met and eventually married Dédeacroft, a retired
lawyer, who makes her very happy. My only regrethit | don't see as
much of her these days as I'd like.'

Frances smiled and rose to her feet, rather distnimyend it was later than
she thought. 'l must go, Mr—Harry. | promised td gack for Sam's
bath-time and the nightly boat-race. | won lasthhigo he's thirsting for
revenge.'

Harry chuckled, and rang for Mrs Bates. 'You likédren, Frances?’
‘Better than some of the adults | know!"
'Do you want some of your own?'

'Chris and | won't be able to set up home for itiiaie yet, but when we do
| hope to have two or three.' Frances laughed.sBoreferably, after Sam,
because he's so gorgeous. Blond and blue-eyedoaageglic-looking no
one believes what an imp of Satan he really is# &inned as Mrs Bates
came hurrying into the room with the now dry trecwmdt. "Thank you so
much, Mrs Bates. | gather you're willing to put agewhile | work for Mr
Curthoys.'



"It will be a pleasure, miss. Would you like to ske room now?'

‘That's very kind of you, but I'm in a rush to gatk to the little boy | look
after. | promised, so | mustn't be late. And I'mestihe room will be lovely,
Mrs Bates, even without seeing it.'

Mrs Bates withdrew as the master of the house sawdw archivist to the
door and walked with her through the gathering digskhe courtyard
beyond the gatehouse where Caroline Napier's Migtrddwaited. Harry
stood as Frances unlocked the door and got in,libehas she

wound down the car window.

'l hope you'll be happy working at Curthoys Cottances Wilding.' He
looked down into her upturned face and smiled.ybw think you will?*

' know | will,;" she said simply. 'l only hope ydufind my work
satisfactory.’

She smiled at him and reversed the car until it p@isting in the right
direction, and for the first long straight stretwhdriveway each time she
glanced in the rearview mirror she could see th@ $igure of Harry
Curthoys silhouetted against the lights of the lyatise, as he watched her
drive out of sight.



CHAPTER TWO

THE time before Frances's departure from the Napiesdlaold went by like
lightning. Sam was inconsolable at first and todétaf coaxing round, but
was eventually won over to the opinion that bigdbke him didn't need a
nursemaid to look after them, though he remindeshées a dozen times a
day of her promise to visit him at Christmas. Shietevat length to Chris,
who wrote back congratulating her on her new jahd avaxing very
enthusiastic on the subject of his own. He wasispax flat with a fellow
accountant from his firm and enjoying his life inetbeautiful city of
Edinburgh very much. There was so much to do aegdhsewrote, and a fair
amount of studying to get through somewhere albegiay, but he missed
her, looked forward to seeing her at Christmas,iarlde mean time wished
her lots of luck with the new job.

After a painful parting with young Sam, Francesrg@ecouple of days with
her father and Jassy, both of whom did everythiey tould to include her
in the charmed circle they inhabited so blissfutigether. Matt Wilding
teased his daughter about the suitability of H&uythoys as an employer,
warning her of the dangers of living in close proity to a handsome rake
of Harry's mettle, even if he had reformed.

Jassy quite openly said that Harry Curthoys soumdtger nice. She gave
Frances a new scarlet sweater to wear under tlepskia jacket bought by
Matt for his daughter, so that Frances felt wellipged for her new venture
when they drove her to Curthoys Court on the foblgwember Sunday
afternoon.

Jassy adored the place on sight, her eyes brigigtewvien more when Harry
Curthoys emerged from the gatehouse, dressedaldamooting jacket and
moleskin trousers. She and Matt were quite obviowsintent to hand

Frances over to him.

Harry smiled at Frances in friendly fashion as ekgd up her suitcases
and took them into the gatehouse. 'Feel a bit gg@ow your people have
gone?"



‘Not in the least,"' she assured him. 'I'm usedtmlgyes. | had to board at
my school after my mother died, so | learned tinbdependent quite early.'

He made a face. 'So did I, only | went away to stidhen | was eight. |
don't know who cried more, my mother, my sister i@ge or me.’

Mrs Bates appeared, scolding as she saw Harryicgrthie cases. 'Put
them down at once, Mr Harry. Bates will take thgmmua minute. I'll just
show Miss Wilding her room, then she can come giitaback to you
before the light fades."

'Right, Dolly. Take your time, Frances,' he addedually, and strolled
back across the inner court, leaving Frances tovidher new landlady up
the narrow stairs to the upper floor of the gateieou

'‘Bates and | sleep in the front room overlookingplark," said Mrs Bates as
they reached the landing. 'Here's the bathroom{tasdvill be your room,
overlooking the inner court and house. I hope Ik suiit.'

As she stepped into the room Frances was ablestoead/rs Bates with
complete sincerity that it was everything she cowidh for; sprigged
curtains and bed cover, Victorian pine furnituneg &wo latticed windows
framing views of the house and inner garden.chiarming, Mrs Bates. |
shall be very happy here.’

Mrs Bates smiled, gratified. 'Thank you, Miss Wilgi--'

'Won't you call me Frances, please?' 'l don't kttwav | should do that. Mr
Harry might not approve. Now you'd best get backito, because he
doesn't have much spare time, poor boy.'

Frances hurried back across the courtyard to tgeobk doorway of
Curthoys Court. She pushed it open hesitantly,reefmossing the entrance
hall to peep into the great hall, where Harry waswled in a chair near the
fire, surrounded by Sunday papers. He sprang tteatsas he caught sight
of her.



'Right then, Frances Wilding. Let's get on straighy, shall we, then we
can get back to the fire and have tea.'

Hands thrust in the pockets of the long Aran candigdded to her sweater
and skirt, Frances accompanied him with anticipatr@discovering the
house with all the pleasure of renewing acquairgamith an old friend.
Harry took, her up the stairs at the end of thé firat, through bedrooms
which each had a different history—and a red silkerlooped at one side,
ready to stretch across when the house was ogée fmublic.

Harry's own private rooms were in a small wing ebtbso visitors, and he
led her past it to a gallery lined with portraiteder a barrel-vaulted ceiling.
They arrived finally in a solar with a beautifulread fireplace, and oak
panelling lining its stone-faced walls. Beyond &agpiral staircase leading
up to the attics. Harry produced a torch from lusket when they reached
the first of them, and led Frances into a long re@my inadequately lit by a
single electric light bulb hanging naked from actor

Frances stood rooted to the spot in wonder atitite of deed boxes, tin
trunks, cardboard cartons crammed with papers, rtieceup in great
bundles, old ledgers, everything stacked haphagzardy old way. To the
lay eye it was daunting dusty chaos, but Francesdyaith glistening eyes,
and gloated.

‘Never been touched?' she breathed, not lookittgeahan beside her.

'Virgin territory. Untouched by human hand, at tefas years. | wouldn't
answer for the attentions of mice and birds, tho®yme of the stuff may
be in a pretty grim condition.’

Frances drew in a deep breath of pure bliss. m'sin@nd." She glanced
about her doubtfully. 'The light's not terribly gbap here, though.'

Harry turned off the light, then switched on thectband put a hand under
her elbow to lead her back down the spiral stoaiecstse. '| must make one
condition, Frances. For the time being I'd prefau o work in the attics in
the mornings only. You get a decent light most daygil about
one-ish—comes from the window you didn't even moéitthe end.’



‘No, I didn't. Who would with that treasure trovarsg them in the face?'

He laughed. 'Come on. We'll have a quick look rotlneddownstairs rooms,
then I'll get busy with the toasting fork.'

The great hall took up a large proportion of theugud floor. Otherwise
there were the kitchens, the formal dining- roonrm@ning-room which
Harry kept as a private sitting-room, and aftéhé coffin room.

'Coffin room?' Frances said, startled.

‘They used to keep the dead there until they weriedh. Now it's about to
undergo a transformation and become the munimemnt teecause it's next
door to the library here." And Harry threw opendloer of what, to Frances,
was one of the most beautiful rooms in the houBeis'was done by
Edward Curthoys, about 1756. It's said to be onéhef most perfect
examples of early Gothic in these parts.'

The room was lined with oak shelves surmounted wattved finials, and
filled with leather-bound volumes side by side wittodern novels and
books of every description. In the deep, squarediaglow twin terrestrial

globes flanked a tooled leather-topped desk, artdarcentre of the room,
on the exquisite Savonnerie carpet, stood an abé tand four chairs with
grospointseats.

'But this is not open to the public?' asked Frances

‘Not yet. | need a catalogue and inventory dors.fidarry thrust a restless
hand through his thick fair hair. 'l need so mamngs. Sometimes | feel
like Canute trying to order back the tide. But ddéat' me bore you with my
problems.'

'Mr Curthoys—Harry—I think | should tell you Mrs |dger gave me some
rather personal details about you before | cameufthe money being tied
up in some wawntil you marry, | mean.’



'‘And you can't help wondering, in common with adbother people, why |
haven't galloped full pelt to the altar with thesfiobliging female just to
release the money.'

'It's absolutely none of my business, but, wellddaes rather seem the
logical thing to do.’

'‘Are you offering yourself for the sacrifice?' hekad, eyeing her with
interest.

She swallowed hard. 'No, Mr Curthoys, I'm not. Mgrmage plans are cut
and dried already.’

Harry laughed and flipped another muffin on a pldtgvas only teasing,
Frances—I rather enjoy seeing those striped cgt's @f yours pop open at
me. Unfortunately it's a little more complicatecuththat. I'll tell you all
about it some time. Mind you, | once very nearlyspaded a lady to take
the plunge, but she changed her mind at the elevendr, as it were. Very
embarrassing it was, believe me.’

'l feel for you,' said Frances in a heartfelt tone.
He looked across at her musingly. "You know, Ikhyou really mean that.'
'1do.

"You're a nice little thing, Frances Wilding. Wejkt on well together, |
think.'

When she was unpacking later Frances gave hersedtking smile in the
swivel mirror of the pretty dressing- table. So ifaCurthoys thought she
was a 'nice little thing', did he? Rather a put-dpnot that it mattered. He
was rather nice himself, if it came to that. Noamg as good-looking as
Chris, of course, who was dark-haired and heawijt land would make
two of Harry Curthoys. In fact, feature by featuteere was nothing
strikingly good- looking about her employer at alhich made it odd that



the impact of his charm was so immediate. His liggatwling voice and

sharply cut features were nothing wonderful, yeewladded to his slim,
wiry physique and flippant, whimsical manner, itsmeery easy to see why
women found him so irresistible. And yet no one sadpped him up,

despite the inheritance that apparently came with dutomatically once

the knot was tied. Very odd.

Frances curled up on the bed with the pillows stddkehind her and began
to write to Chris, giving him her first impressiors the place and
scribbling at length about the tangle of recordsdbeen presented with to
unravel. She finished up by telling him she wasuabo dine with her new
employer, who was very charming and friendly, etresugh she couldn't
help wishing Chris were her dinner companion irgtea

To her rather guilty surprise Frances found this wat entirely the truth
when she was facing Harry Curthoys across a sata# hear the fire in the
morning-room later that evening. She was quite hagp be in his

company. Mrs Bates had wheeled in a heated tratbeyaining the food,
served them with soup, then left them to help tredwes to the rest.

'l find this the best arrangement, from my pointvidw and hers,' he
explained. 'I'd rather she didn't hang about figsewer me, and | just put
everything back. in the trolley afterwards and Wliteaut to the kitchen for
her to deal with the following morning.’

Frances regarded him with some amusement. 'Yousteshattered my
illusions, you know. I'd never imagined the scidnam ancient family
dashing about with a dinner trolley!

Harry laughed. 'You'd have been much more impressdmy father, he
was the ultimate autocrat. Wouldn't have been dead doing anything so
infra dig, | can assure you.’

Frances put their empty plates back in the trodiegt took out the joint of
beef and dishes of vegetables for the next course.

"You know, it's rather nice to have company atdhmer table," went on
Harry as he began to carve. 'Not that I'm homeyewigiht, of course. | get



invited out quite often and a fair amount of my ibass is done socially
over a meal.'

Frances took her plate from him and helped hersdlfittered parsnips and
roast potatoes, adding Mrs Bates's splendid gradyaaslice of Yorkshire
pudding. 'What about my time off, Mr—Harry?"

He shot her a surprised look. 'l hadn't given thaught. Evenings and
weekends at the very least, and if you want monestire we can come to
some amicable arrangement.’

'Would you prefer me to be away every weekendpatctl just stay at the
gatehouse sometimes?' she asked diffidently.

Harry Curthoys put down his knife and fork and keduforward to look into
her face. 'You can stay here all the time, if yantyFrances. | just assumed
a young thing like you wouldiantto be away to the bright lights at the first
opportunity.’

'Not really. Not much fun without Chris, to be heheéAnd it's not the back
of beyond, I like it here. Besides, it's only a parary job really, isn't it ?
When do you reopen the house to the public—Easter?’

He nodded.

‘Then | should have something for you to put opldig by then, if it's only
one particular period, like the seventeenth ceritiggid Frances with
certainty.

Harry looked delighted. "That would be marvelloifsyou could just
manage something about the Civil War it would iekp.’

'I'm sure | can safely promise that. I'm an entistson that particular
period. | always felt a sort of love-hate reacttonboth Charles | and
Charles II. They were so different. And one caalpladmiring Charles | if
only for his dignity at his execution.’



"He nothing common did or mean upon that memoraddene”. |
remember doing that poem in school." Harry grinaeter. 'l particularly
liked the bit "when he the axe's edge did try"Hd@l!" she retorted.

She took a hot blackcurrant pie from the trollegt arplatter of cheese from
a small table nearby and looked at Harry queryingdhich would you
like?'

'‘Both. But you're not here to wait on me, Frances.'

' don't mind.'

'l shall get spoilt,’ Harry remarked. 'I'm not usedll this attention.’
Frances gave him a sceptical look. 'That's stretckthings a bit far, Mr
Curthoys. Would | be impertinent to mention thaisked to read bits in
newspapers about you once upon a time? I'd sawtitever else you've
lacked in life, attention wasn't on the list!"

His face took on a comic look of dismay. 'Unkindbu/shouldn't believe
everything you read in the papers, you know. And lBeen trying so hard
to make a good impression, too. | didn't realise mych-maligned
reputation had already upset the applecart for me.'

It didn't. When | was twelve or so | thought yoer& too glamorous for
words.'

'‘Glamorous! Ugh!" He looked at her from narrowedsy

‘And now?'

'You've changed a lot since then.’

'Isn't that the truth! | feel centuries older—thaygrobably not that much
wiser.' Harry got up and wheeled the trolley to tlo®r. 'Sit by the fire,

Frances. I'll be back in a minute.'

'Oh, but couldn't —'



'‘No, you couldn't. Sit.'

He grinned and went rattling of into the distandalevFrances stretched
out in the deep chair, wondering what his lady-lénael been like. His
flancee had been a bit stupid to turn down Harrstl@ys, Frances felt. He
wasn't Chris, of course, but she enjoyed his compary much, none the
less.

When the door opened it was Mrs Bates, bearingyadtr coffee. 'l thought
I'd wait until you'd finished for once tonight, Migrances. Mr Harry's on
the telephone. He won't be long—says you're to patit

‘Thank you."' Frances smiled warmly at her. 'Thas walelicious dinner,
Mrs Bates.'

The woman smiled, obviously pleased. 'I'm glad gojoyed it. Now, I'm
to give you breakfast at the gatehouse because aviryHjoes out quite
early as a rule. What would you like?'

‘That's very kind of you, but | don't eat much lixfaat. Toast and tea will
do, honestly.'

'No wonder you're so small,’ said Mrs Bates ingjisaval. 'Never mind, I'll
bring you a nice bit of lunch in the library wheouwve finished in the attics
tomorrow. Mr Harry says you're not to stay up thedfter one.'

'‘And Mr Harry means it,’ said that gentleman asdrae in. 'See she keeps
to it, Dolly.’

'l will, never you fear. Goodnight, Mr Harry. Goagdht, Miss Frances.'

Harry looked at Frances with mock awe after MrseBatad gone. "Miss
Frances"”, no less. You're honoured. When Annabet—tddy | almost
managed to drag to the altar— stayed here she \vesysa "Miss
Hayward". Dolly's a stickler for etiquette and thlat." He stretched out his
long legs with a sigh, looking rather weary. 'l W@®ee you until tomorrow
evening, so ask Bates for anything you need, ang iflon't have it he can
ring me and I'll bring it home.'



'I'll need a portable typewriter in time, but nattili | have some sort of
index to list. I'll need to get things together &owhile first.'

They chatted companionably for over an hour. Hgaye her a rundown
on the routine of the house when it was open toptitdic, and told her
about the type of properties his firm handled, aneturn Frances filled in
a little of her background at York University anertbrief spell with, the
Napiers. A little after ten she rose to go, conssidhat her host was
beginning to look decidedly weary and dark underdies.

'It's early yet, Frances," he protested polit&lgVvertheless | think I'd better
be on my way. | don't want to keep Mr and Mrs Bdtem their bed—or
you. | gather you make an early start in the masin

He grimaced. 'Necessary evil, I'm afraid. Sometimbsen my alarm jerks

me out of bed on these cold, dark mornings | yéara hot, deserted beach
in the sun, with nothing to do but lie on it allyddt's the sybarite in me, |

suppose.'

'A pleasant thought," agreed Frances, and wenthimhthrough the great
hall and into the smaller entrance hall beyond'@oodnight, then
Mr—Harry. I'll see you tomorrow evening and makeport on my finds.'

He opened the big door and held it for her. 'Bé syou safely inside the
gatehouse, Frances Wilding. | need a word with 8atryway.'

Their feet crunched on the gravel as they wentssdte inner court, which
looked almost unreal as fog wreathed the iron seemndhich housed the
outside lamps. Trails of the thick white vapour gumthe still, cold air and
Frances shivered a little, hugging her arms achesschest. Harry put a
hand under her elbow and ran with her to the gatstchammering on the
door for admittance. Mrs Bates threw it open, cingkin disapproval at
Frances's coatless state, and shooed her upstattarey, said goodnight
and went into the parlour to talk to Bates.

'You get undressed and pop into bed." Mrs Batetedmindly and went
downstairs, leaving Frances to hurry through heparations for the night
as obediently as if she were one of Mrs Batestmdorcharges, thinking it



was small wonder Harry Curthoys still jumped toylkden his old nurse
commanded it, even if he was lord of the manoralhthat.

She put out the light and stretched luxuriousiytie comfortable bed,
thinking of Chris who had always known where he gaisig and what he
wanted to do—no waffling about for him. He intendedbe successful and
make money, and no doubt would, which was justelk @as his future wife
was never likely to earn much. Their only argumerdad been over her
choice of career. Chris had wanted her to do sangeiikely to bring in
more money, but Matt Wilding, having known him srzhildhood, made
it clear in no uncertain terms that his daughtes fiee to come to her own
decisions. Frances smiled at the memory and cunedeady for sleep,
warmed by the thought that Christmas was only avieeks away and she
would soon be seeing Chris again.

Next morning she was up early, already dressed/éok when Mrs Bates
tapped at the door with her breakfast tray.

"You mustn't run after me with trays!" Frances est¢éd. 'l can come
downstairs and fetch it—or, better still, eat bfeakdown there with you.'

‘Certainly not, Miss Frances.' Mrs Bates lookedcklkd. 'It's no trouble.
Just leave it by your bed when you've finished Ratés will collect it later
after he's seen to the fires over at the Courtustnget over there myself
now—I have help in from the village on Mondays. Goamd see me in the
kitchen when you're ready to make a start angit# you the keys to the
attics.'

Frances had finished her breakfast, tidied her ranchmade her bed long
before eight-thirty. Ready for the day in jeans armm sweater under a
fisherman's canvas smock, she took her tray dowsstad, not bothering
with a coat, ran across the inner court and weottime house. She made
her way to the kitchen, knocked on the door andtweto find Mrs Bates
cooking on the outsize electric stove, her huslieeding the Aga with fuel
and Harry Curthoys sitting on one end of the husgeubbed-top table,
swinging his legs and drinking orange juice.



'‘Good morning.' Harry jumped down from the tabfeilsg, and held out a
chair for her. 'You're an early bird, Frances. Yeulot due to start until
nine, you know.'

'l just came to get the keys. | thought you'd hgeee, Mr Curthoys.'

He frowned blackly at her at the formality, and datvn beside her to
demolish the plate of bacon, eggs and mushroom$/tsaBates set before
him.

'I'm off to look at a house in Sutton Hardacre thi@ning. The appointment
was made originally for eleven o'clock, but theghang up at the crack of
dawn and asked if .I could get there by nine-thgtythere's no point in
going to the office first. | must ring my secretanyd tell her of the change
of plan. Good thing, really, I'll have time to sgmi started before 1 go.’

The Bateses left them, to start on the choreseofitty, and Harry offered
Frances some toast when they were alone.

'No, thanks. I'd already eaten quite a lot befararhe over.'

'Not enough to suit Dolly. You've made quite awiih her, by the way,' he
added. 'She thinks you're a very nice- manneredgtady, not pushy and
covered with makeup like some she could mention.’

Frances gave a husky little giggle. 'l sound exeegsdull!’

'l wouldn't say that,' said Harry cheerfully anchjped to his feet, going to a
rack that held a row of large iron keys. Theyltéabelled, Frances, should
you need any of them. Here is the bunch for the edbms, so if you're

ready we'll go up.' He collected a powerful torobni a shelf and led the
way from the room, turning immediately up a narfbght of stairs Frances

hadn't noticed before. 'The back stairs, which aat steep,’ cautioned
Harry. 'So watch your step.'

'l suppose this was the route the hot water tragigh pre-bathroom days,’
commented Frances.



Harry paused as they reached the narrow spiralingam the attics.
'Seriously, Frances, if you do need anything broughhere or taken down,
ask me or Bates or anyone who's around. Pleaseattamhpt it yourself.'

'I'm stronger than | look!

'Possibly, but | don't want you breaking your nedkile juggling with a
trunk full of Curthoys household accounts, so melaave the strong-arm
bit to the rest of us.' His face was serious, arahées nodded gravely in
response.

'OK. I'm really quite sensible.'

'It must be hard convincing people of that, when @k so much like a
pet kitten!

Frances stared at him, open-mouthed, and HarryhGyst laughed
indulgently.

'Hasn't anyone ever told you that before?"

‘No." She looked away, embarrassed. 'Perhaps yod apen up now, so |
can geton.’

He unlocked the attic door promptly, peering in&y Face in contrition.
'Oh, Lord, now I've put my foot in it again, haud@’

Frances made no answer as she preceded him indashe cluttered room,

her fleeting annoyance banished instantly by thellsoh paper and ink and

old leather. Her nostrils flared slightly with anpation, and she drew in a
deep breath of satisfaction as she became suddesilyesslike.

'If you could just put the torch on that cupboaverthere, I'll clear this
table to work on, and do you think | could haveitaHen chair of some
kind--'

You can have anything you want,' Harry said ingyarbut | thought the
idea was to bring some of this stuff down to workim the library?'



'l be just fine—really." Already Frances's atien was elsewhere as she
began to clear the table. Harry watched her inamysement for a moment,
then went to the door.

'l leave you to it, then. Shout for Bates if ynaed anything.’

'What? Oh, yes, | will—thanks,' said Frances aldgeahd plunged back
into her perusal of a bundle of ancient, mouseiribbhousehold
accounts, not even noticing when her new employkrugged
philosophically and left her to the potent fasdimaif the past.

Frances worked steadily all morning, only surfagimgmentarily to drink
the coffee Bates brought her at eleven. She was tpken aback when
Mrs Bates came up to the attic promptly at onefotkat lunch was ready
in the library, where Miss Frances was to worktfar rest of the afternoon
as Mr Harry had instructed.

'Oh, but Mrs Bates, couldn't | just finish this-Bit

'‘No indeed, Miss Frances. For one thing you'll leatour death of cold up
here. Just look at your hands—quite blue they &rern the look on her
face Mrs Bates was in no mood to be gainsaid. j¥sutell me what you
want carried down and Bates can see to it. Thercgawvork in the library,
where it's warm. Bates has a nice fire going imehe

'‘But everything's so dusty, Mrs Bates—I can't gagsiwork on that
beautiful table,’ protested Frances as she meekbwied the stout figure
down the stairs.

"'l put some holland covers on it. You can sprdsem over the carpet too,
if you like," panted Mrs Bates, and gave Francawsiée of approval as they
reached the back hall. "'Though I'm very pleases®you're so thoughtful
about such things.'

After a much-needed wash, Frances settled at the slorouded library
table, warmed by the leaping flames of a log fseshe enjoyed creamy



leek and potato soup and a slice of hot mushroarfotdunch. Afterwards
Bates carried in the chest Frances had requestedobght down for her
afternoon's work.

'l must apologise, Miss Frances,' he said breatlyle$m afraid | let the
chest slip on the back stairs—missed my footinghenbend.’

Frances jumped to her feet in concern. 'Did you hourself?'

'‘No, no, miss." He examined the chest anxiouslye 'id's taken a bad
knock. | fancy there's something heavy inside, tahimx of some kind.'

Frances went down on her knees and opened the whbstare, finding
that the false wooden lining of the lid had beelmsgred by contact with
an old deed-box crammed down on the ledgers anerpéeneath it.

‘Not too much harm done, | think. Everything's veeatly packed in here.
| shall spend a very interesting afternoon goinguigh this lot." She ran a
hand lovingly over the chest, which was a veryrpl@ooden affair, sturdy,

but hardly an item of luggage she would have exgukatCurthoys to own.
The initials L M were carved on the lid, and Fraceyed them

speculatively, curious as to their origin.

Bates watched her indulgently. 'You look as thoyglu're enjoying
yourself, Miss Frances,' he observed.

'l am,' she assured him, 'thoroughly! The contefthis particular chest
are in the best condition of the lot, apart frora tontemporary records.
Someone in the mid- seventeenth century made a wmeiiculous
chronicle of life at Curthoys Court right up to ttime of the Restoration,
from just a cursory glance through.' She lookehiat hesitantly. 'Forgive
my curiosity, but have you been here long?'

'Most of my life, Miss Frances, except for a spelthe army at the back
end of the war. My father was butler to Mr Harffggher, and | became his
replacement when he died. Before that I'd beemfantand helped out
generally under my father's eye—and a right oldardre was, too. Harder
on me than the rest of the staff, but | daresdiditme no harm.’



'So you were here when Mr Curthoys was born?' 'Wess. He and Miss
Charlotte spent a lot of time in the kitchen and 8tables when my
wife—who was their nanny then—turned a blind ey& ®r Curthoys

disapproved, but Miss Nadine, Mr Harry's mothelydaughed and told
me not to let them be nuisances." Bates smiled nisoa@ntly, then
recollected himself. '‘But I'm keeping you from yauork, Miss Frances.
My wife will bring you tea later on.’

Frances would have liked to hear a lot more aboeichildhood of Harry

Curthoys, but forgot him almost at once as sheedkinto her treasure
trove, which was what the contents of the trunkvpdboto be. There were
ledgers, leather-bound, with pages yellowed andedogd by time, some
of the ink very faded but most of the entries deljible. Then came

miscellaneous deeds, neatly rolled and tied, mah@tords, estate books,
game books, garden books, household accounts,atstinplans, the list
was endless. It was all there, a painstakingly demmied account of a
period of great turbulence in the Curthoys famiktdry.

Eyes glistening, Frances took everything out cédisefputting it into date
order as she went, until the chest was empty. Sh#dmnever have known
that the chest contained something else if Batds'hfallen and damaged it
as a result, something that would have remainedignidehind the false lid
which had splintered and broken to reveal a glingiseddish leather, soft
as silk to the touch. Frances gently drew a slimklfoom its hiding place.
Taut with expectation she opened it, her mouthngdyyvith excitement as
she read the words, Arabella Curthoys. Her Joufiréz6.

Here were riches indeed. This must be the diaritemiby the wife of the
mysterious, fascinating Hal Curthoys, who had ldawn on a summer's
day and died at the very time he was restoredsaife and family after
fighting for his king. Frances itched to fall onettbook and devour its
contents, but some scruple held her back. Shesfedhgly that Harry
Curthoys should see it first, give her the go- ah&&hich was probably
silly under the circumstances—she was being pag tthrough everything.
Nevertheless this slender volume of such powetfuieawas different. She
laid it to one side, and applied herself to theeottontents of the chest.



It was all so absorbing, and presented such algldapicted portrayal of

life under Charles Stuart, that Frances came badké present with an

effort when Mrs Bates came in with a tea tray adl her to wash her hands
with all the brisk kindness once employed with yguiharry Curthoys and

his sister Charlotte.

She told Harry about the book while they were eplater that evening.
‘A diary!" Harry leaned forward and whistled, hisahforgotten. 'Whose?"
‘Arabella Curthoys,' said Frances in triumph. 'slalife!’

He sat back, and surveyed her with eyes narrowgtetoming slits. 'And
what does the fair Arabella have to say?'

'l don't know yet. | thought you'd prefer to lodktlae diary first.'
'Why?" asked Harry blankly.

Frances shrugged, embarrassed. 'lt seemed suchrsangle thing to
read—particularly when it's been hidden all thisei Deeds and household
accounts are one thing, but | thought you mightiketme to read anything
as private as a diary until you've had a look #tst.’

'My dear girl, you havearte blancheo read anything you like," he assured
her, 'but since you've been so good-mannered tak#l a look at the diary
together. You never know, it may shed some lightle mystery of Hal
Curthoys's death."



CHAPTER THREE

FrRaNcEshad carefully dusted the slim leather book whenfehnd it, and
now, as she handed it to Harry, she was conscigais af the same feeling
of reluctance experienced earlier. To read theewsifprivate confidences
seemed such an intrusion, even though the ladpé&ead dead for well over
three hundred years.

Harry's face fell as he eagerly opened the bodadthdcofirst page, and he
stared in frustration at the ornate, faded script.

'Hell's bells, how is one supposed to decipher [thti3 Look at all these
fancy curlicues, and the letter "s" written asrifsome places!" He turned
rueful eyes on Frances. Eyes, she realised, that neg¢ dark brown as she
had thought but very dark grey, like pewter, noeytlvere seen at close
quarters. 'Well?' he demanded, and she jumped.

Tm sorry.' She flushed. 'What did you say?'

'l said you'll have to read aloud to me if I'm gpio understand it," he said
patiently. 'Where were you for a moment? Back ie geventeenth
century?'

'Yes,' lied Frances hastily, and turned her atentd the journal, which at
first appeared to be a fairly uneventful accoundaily life at Curthoys
Court at the time, with mentions of the husband wias expected home
soon from Oxford.

'Hal sends word," wrote Arabella, 'that he has acumped for the estate.
By this means he may purchase both peace and panidorone single
payment according to the value of our lands.’

'l knew he did that, of course,’ said Harry. 'Alt bbeggared himself to do it
when Cromwell ordered the King out of Oxford. Theuke had already
been sequestered, anyway—stripped to the boneebRdlundheads. All
the ornaments and tapestries and more portabléutemwere taken. Most
of what's here now dates from the Restoration odsvar



'Must have been awful for poor Arabella, left aldnecope with all that,'
said Frances with feeling.

‘There'd have been some servants left, of courgeptherwise Arabella

was singularly alone in the place for that peribidl's father and two

younger brothers were killed at Edgehill, and histmer only survived

them by weeks. Anyway, that's ancient history, Eegnlet's see if she tells
us anything new.'

'My little Ned has been sick this fortnight,” wrofgabella, 'but is now
recovered and makes much noise again.'

Harry grinned. 'Nothing changes, does it?"

‘At noon,' went on Arabella, '| must set out foitése. | shall not send L., |
must see him myself, warn him of Hal's return. D&ad, how shall | bear
it--'

There was no further entry for that day, nor f@& $sleveral days afterwards.
Then came more commonplace references to househatide, but then,
in an unsteady, smudged hand:

'Hal is come home. Little Ned and all of Curthoysu@ rejoices."’

'Except, it would seem, the fair Arabella,’ saidiaand turned a cynical
look on Frances. 'Are you getting the same vibesfthis diary? Do you
agree that Hal came home to something less thegptarous reception from
his wife?"

Frances nodded thoughtfully.

‘This man she had to warn. Could it have been an®v

'Very probably. Perhaps Arabella found her chadtéyd to bear in Hal's
absence.' Harry's face looked bleak. 'Women cacthbegeable creatures.

Maybe she found a Roundhead more to her taste WwhildRoyalist was
away.'



Frances made no comment, and went on poring ovabeNa's script,

which grew less legible as page succeeded pagee S@me blank, others
held only references to routine matters. Then candate in June, when
Arabella had written:

'Hal is bitter, changed. He sleeps no more in ny beannot be sorry. How
can |, when it is not my lawful husband | desirengtside, but only he who
is forbidden to me."

Then more trivia followed before another, impassientry.

'l know Hal to be angry, wounded in his heart anchis manly pride.
Sometimes | fear what he will do. But | cannot, dnnoot. Life is
insupportable. | desire only one man's touch. kark with longing. Sweet
Jesu, how may | bear it—'

Frances drew a deep breath and let it out agawlysl@Poor woman. She
was desperately unhappy.'

'So was Hal, by the sound of it," retorted Hatfyst imagine coming home
from the wars to find someone else had been ergaie privileges he
fondly imagined were being saved for himself!"

'‘And of course Hal would have been scrupulouslybe& all that time
himself, no doubt," commented Frances drily.

Harry's face relaxed, 'No. Of course he wouldn®. dhe would have
expected it of him.'

'Not even Arabella?’

'It seems as though Arabella had other fish to Tilyere was sarcasm in the
light, drawling voice.

'From the anguish coming through from these pageddelings for this
other man were more than a mere passing fancyl' [sa@nces tartly.
'Perhaps she really loved him. After all, her neaye to Hal Curthoys



would probably have been one of the usual arraadfads of the time—
maybe she didn't care for him very much.’

'From what she says, though, Hal seems to havel dareher all right.
"Wounded in his heart", she says, and she wagdadfavhat he'd do.'

'Is that why he committed suicide?'

Harry speared her with a bright look of astonishim¥®vhy do you think he
committed suicide?'

'‘Because his tomb is railed off in the church. Bhathat happened
sometimes, if the suicide was of good family andvabeing buried at the
crossroads.’

'‘But it was Arabella who had the railing put up,fas as | know," said

Harry. 'I'm sure you'll find a mention of it in tmecords somewhere. The
tomb attracted so many people the railings weretede against the

over-enthusiastic public—officially, at least.’

'Interesting,” commented Frances, and looked ulgeati the open,
leather-bound volume in front of her. 'And you'aver seen or heard of
this book before?"

'‘Never knew it was in existence. It's probably bstrtk in the lid of that
chest since the writer hid it there. Though why shiky creature failed to
destroy it beats me.’

'Let's see if we can find out. The initials L.Meam the lid of that chest so
it couldn't have been Arabella's—too plebeian fer, lanyway.' Frances
riffled through the pages. 'There's not a lot mardéere. Shall | go on?'
Harry leaned back in his chair comfortably. 'Byratans, Scheherazade. It
reads like a thriller." Hurriedly Frances returtnedhe ornate handwriting,
which grew wilder and less easy to decipher bypége. It was plain that
Arabella Curthoys had needed a confidante despgrated the only one
whose discretion she could rely on was her diatytsBappeared as if she
had stabbed the paper with her pen as she scréetddnermost feelings
on the thin pages.



The picture grew clearer. The anonymous lover, len@abbear the thought
of his lady available to her husband's embrace,dmadggled a phial of
poison to his love, and she, in anguished obedjdraxk given it to Hal in

the jug of ale she took him in the garden as hedaging in the sun. She
had left him to drink it alone, and he had diedt By no means in the
graceful pose of the figure on the tomb.

'l forbade Ned or the servants to disturb him, ditdreturn myself later.
Not to mine own dying day shall | forget. | straighed his limbs, that were
drawn up and twisted in mortal agony, and | turnisdace, oh, sweet Jesu,
his face that had been so pleasing, until it wdsmthe crook of his arm.
Only then did | scream and cry for aid and senébLthe doctor. | have
paid a terrible price for my love, and can tellytilese blank pages of my
sin. Soon shall I burn this book, and with it abmmory of this blackest day.'

Frances's voice grew huskier than usual with tkefew sentences, and
there was dead silence in the room when she fidishe

After a time Harry shook himself, like someonerryito wake from a bad
dream. 'My God," he breathed. 'Why did Arabellagndurn her diary? She
can hardly have wanted a load of dynamite like tzatging about for all
and sundry to see.'

Frances felt oddly chilled, and rose to go ovethi fire, holding out her
hands to the blaze. 'Perhaps she gave it to thiswhoever it was, for safe
keeping.' Something occurred to her. 'Did Arabellar marry again, by the
way?'

'No, she didn't. In fact she died only a year oafter Hal.'
'Did she have any joy of her lover at all thenyda think?"
'l hope not.' Harry gazed at her absently. 'YouvknBrances, Arabella

probably had Hal's tomb railed off to indicate thet death was suicide in
order to kill any suspicions anyone may have felards herself.'



Frances shivered. 'So not only did she kill heblansl, but she let him die
unshriven, and left him with the slur of suicidevesll, which was pretty
heavy in those days. Not very nice, our Arabella.'

Harry went over to the desk and inspected the otsmitef a tantalus
standing on it. 'Have some brandy, Frances. | caoladwith one after
Arabella’s revelations.'

Frances normally disliked brandy, but for once slas grateful for the
warmth the spirit gave her. Harry stood besidedyahe fire, gazing down
into the flames.

'l wonder who this lover of hers was,' he said mgisi. ‘From all the frantic
secrecy do you think the chap was one of Cromwels

'Hardly likely, considering they were Puritans gmétty down on sin of
any kind, let alone adultery and murder," Franaestpd out.

‘Then he must have been one of the so-called lovdars, a bailiff, even a
groom—perhaps you'll find out something when youhgough the rest of
this stuff." Harry smiled at her warmly. 'You've deaquite a spectacular
start, Frances Wilding. If this is the sort of thiyou come up with on your
first day what are you likely to find as you go émonder?"

Frances sipped her brandy, then shook her heaéasmgly.
'Nothing so riveting, | should think, at least totyou, perhaps. | find &ll
riveting, but not everyone shares my passion ferdaily minutiae of the

past.'

‘That's for sure.' Harry gave a great yawn, arwheé Frances put down her
empty glass.

‘Time | was off,' she said briskly.
Harry made no attempt to detain her, presumab&nam®us to get to bed as

she was, but to her surprise he led Frances towlaedstairs as they left the
library.



'‘Let me show you something before | walk you bawk said, and beckoned
her upwards to the long gallery, which looked rattheunting late at night,
despite the lights he switched on as they reachddei went over to the
great stone fireplace half-way along the room am$ged another switch.
Several portraits were illumined by the lights sareged above them.

"Voila,' said Harry, and made a dramatic bow to the tadgne side of the
fireplace. 'May | introduce you? Miss Wilding, Ladyabella Curthoys.’

Frances moved forward to gaze up at a woman witistylised beauty of a
typical portrait of the period. Glossy jet- bladkglets threaded with pearls
framed a face whose beauty might have been blanndpbthe eyes, which

were lambent with melancholy. Frances looked atyHamestioningly.

'Was this...?'

'Painted during the period between her marriagetb@dirth of her son.
Not very cheerful, is she?' He took her by the anai led her to the portrait
on the other side of the fireplace, the head aondldlers of a man in his late
twenties. Hal Curthoys. There was a lack of ostemtabout the painting
that appealed to Frances strongly; no silks andssgtist the fine lace of
the trimming on the collar of his shirt, one sngald earring in the ear just
visible through the fair hair that touched his ddets. And the face was
more than a little like Harry's. Even the watchfugry expression on the
finely cut features was similar, as though life et Hal Curthoys a
difficult hand to play too. Which it had, thoughtaRces in sympathy, a lot
worse than Harry's, one way and another.

'So there they are,' she said softly. '‘Both of themie so young.'

'Hal got the raw deal, but for Lady Arabella anlgdemise was no more
than her just deserts, by the sound of it," he figidantly.

‘Lady Arabella?’
'‘Daughter of an earl. Quite a catch for Hal, whad ha title, even if the first

Curthoys did come over with William the Conqueror—so it's always
been claimed.' Harry switched off the portrait tgland waved Frances



ahead of him as he plunged the gallery into daskrieler rank would have
helped protect her, even if anyone had harbourgdsaspicions. No one
would have voiced them about an earl's daughter."

Frances nodded thoughtfully. 'Above suspicion bythbirather than
character. Did the Curthoys line come down unbrdkem father to son?'
she added, as they went downstairs.

'Lord, no. It swerved all over the place, cousind aecond cousins, sprigs
of noble houses who changed their names to maeyd#éughter of the

house when there was no son to inherit. But someleWwe managed to

survive up to the present day.' Harry helped Frauocewith her coat, and
gave a dispirited shrug. 'lt's from now on thamgfsi are likely to "get rocky.

I'm the only male of my generation. Charlotte, & korrow, is unable to

have children. So there we are. End of story.’

Frances kept her eyes on the way ahead as th&stdéps crunched over the
gravel of the inner court. 'But surely you'll maawye day?'

Harry laughed. 'l suspect you're an incredible notica Frances. Just be
thankful you and this accountant of yours have yown neat little future
mapped out.' They had reached the light outsidgdkehouse by this time,
and the mockery in his eyes was plainly visibleath see you now in your
stripped-pine, pseudo-Georgian executive lovenegth your 2.4
children...-'

"You're patronising me,' she cut in, and rang therioell.

His face sobered instantly. 'Frances—please--'NBist Bates opened the
door to them, and he halted, mid- sentence.

'‘Goodnight, Mr Curthoys," said Frances quietly, amiled at her new
landlady. 'The meal was lovely again, Mrs Batesodught.'

Frances went up the narrow stairs, slightly appkdsethe dismay on
Harry Curthoys's face as she left him, but dampgenedertheless, by his
picture of her future with Chris. He had made itllyclinattractive,-and she
frowned thoughtfully. Perhaps it was a bad idegeabtoo accustomed to



loftier things like dining at Curthoys Court as atter of course, as if she
were Harry's guest rather than his employee. Frmmon it might be wiser
to keep to her proper place and eat her dinnbeagdtehouse each evening.

Smarting a little, she undressed at top speed #etclsed out in the
welcome warmth of the bed, turning to Chris's pgaaph for reassurance.
Soothed at once by the familiarity of the dark niblieatures, Frances sat up
again to reach for her writing pad to tell him abber day, then leaned
against her pillows, biting the tip of her ballpbjmen, frowning as she
thought about the evening. The revelations of Ladbella had dominated
it, and without being able to mention that at thiage there seemed
surprisingly little to write about. Which was oddormally she had no
problem in finding something to write about to Ghihowever humdrum
her day, and today had been anything but humdraeway and another.
After writing a few lines she gave up. The letteuld wait a day or so.

Next morning Frances made a point of being up gy she was downstairs
before Mrs Bates could climb upstairs with a ti@gnsequently she ate her
toast and marmalade at a small table in the winalotve parlour, looking
out on the moat and rolling parkland beyond whiles Bates went over to
the Court, to cook Harry's breakfast. It was velgapant to sit with the
morning papers at leisure, knowing she had at Easiour before starting
her day's work. She was on her second cup of tdadaap in the book
reviews when a loud knock on the door interruptedamd Harry Curthoys
strolled in, dressed for the day in a formal b, sartorial effect somewhat
marred by the muddy rubber boots worn with it.

'‘Good morning," he said warily, and smiled. 'Gdioiga run?"'

'‘No fear! Good morning, Mr Curthoys.' Frances sthderenely. 'The track
suit is strictly for insulation purposes in thaatt

'Which is why I'm here,' he said at once. 'l'veeslsk chap to come along
today to fix up a light-cluster for you up theredal'll bring home one of

those portable gas heaters with me tonight. Imtban time stay by the fife
in the library and content yourself with the recfibm the chest.’

'Why, thank you. It's very kind of you to go tosaich trouble.’



'Nonsense. Not much point in hiring an archividtlét her freeze to death
in the attic!’

Frances got up, eyeing his rubber boots curiot&he. you expecting mud
on your travels today?'

'I'm just taking a look at the fir trees on thethdooundary before | start
work. We supply Christmas trees— and holly and letiseé to the
neighbourhood to bring in a spot more income toet$tate.' Harry paused,
and leaned in the doorway, looking at her quizircdl see I've been
relegated to Mr Curthoys since my remarks about yature last night. |
didn't mean to be offensive, | was just envious.'

'Envious?' Frances raised an eyebrow.

'Yes.' He pushed himself away from the door. '8¢ &nd well organised.
No millstone like this place hanging round your ket

'‘But you love your home!'

‘True. But the place drains all my resources &l time just to keep it
ticking over, without all the repairs and improvertel'd like to make.'
Harry sighed and ran a hand through his hair. y&orbore on about it like
this, must be damned off-putting. Anyway, am | Bagain, now, please?’

Frances looked non-committal. 'Frankly | think iigit be better to keep
things on a more formal footing. | could eat my iseaver here in the
evenings—:—'

'Why?' he cut in. The grey eyes were suddenly add-CAre you afraid |
might get ideas on thdroit de seigneuline? Lust after your nubile young
body?'

Her chin went up. 'That hadn't even entered my hieaérely thought that
since you are my employer it would be more fittihg-



'Fitting?' There was a wealth of bitterness inMaige. 'Just say point blank
you'd prefer eating alone. You needn't wrap up sandiination for my
company in fancy terminology.'

Dismayed, Frances made an awkward little gestuagpology. 'That wasn't
what | meant at all. | enjoyed eating with you verych indeed. But when
you painted your little picture of my future it h&r brought me up with a
jerk, reminded me not to get too used to diningpatCourt as if it were my
due, when my real life will be nappies and fishgérs, with the oddoeuf
bourguignonwhen we have people in to dinner." Her eyes appefar
understanding, and Harry's face softened.

'Silly child. Which is what you look like this mang in that gear." He
smiled and turned to go, then as an afterthougghyway, you're relieved of
my company tonight. Rotary dinner in Astcote.’

"That's wherdne must have lived,' said Frances, diverted.
'Who?'
'‘Arabella’s lover.'

'Oh, yes, of course. She had to go to Astcote tm\Wwan Hal was coming
back, didn't she?' Harry looked at his watch. ‘BI&$ have to go. Would
you hang on in the library until I get home frone tbffice this evening—I'd
like to know how you get on today.'

Frances was thoughtful as she lingered by the windweatching as the
battered Range Rover disappeared from view downb#mds of the
driveway. There was a lazy, casual air about H&usthoys that was very
deceptive as to the true nature hidden behindhe dwner of Cufthoys
Court was a more complex personality than he apgeamn first
acquaintance: under the friendliness there waiglaténing implacability.

A few minutes later she settled herself contentedlyhe library table,
surrounded by ledgers and account books of evesgrigigion. Before
beginning on them she read through Arabella's mluragain with
concentration, to see if any further light couldtbeown on the dramatic



circumstances of Hal Curthoys's death. After sitegwed over the pages
for some time, nothing new emerged beyond the tfeatt Ned Curthoys,

Hal's young son and heir, was a delicate boy, ptonfequent iliness.

Frances's eyes narrowed, and she leafed quickbughr several pages,
more accustomed now to the ornate hand. The cppgdared stricken with

something or other every few days, as far as shlel coake out. Admittedly

there had been little relief for illnesses then dmely herbal remedies;
painkillers were non-existent and the sufferer just to grin and bear it.
And poor little Ned seemed to have suffered moaa timost.

Abandoning Arabella’s confidences, Frances turoele less dramatic, but
no less fascinating entries in the ledgers recgrdie daily routine of a
family living through the balmy days of the King®®ace in the reign of
Charles 1, right through the Civil War and the sohde of Cromwell that

followed it. She found no mention of anyone whonsee remotely eligible

to be my lady's lover.

Frances was so engrossed that she merely smiledielyagin
acknowledgement when Bates brought her mid-morrinffee. He
returned to the kitchen to report favourably on ybeng lady's industry,
and Mrs Bates had to shake Frances by the shoultsan she took her her
lunch tray later on. Frances stretched and yawaseiffing the fragrant
aroma of piping hot vegetable soup enthusiastically

'Mm, smells marvellous, Mrs Bates! | had no ideatl¢ time—I'm
starving.'

The housekeeper's face took on a carefully casyakssion. 'l expect a
pretty young thing like you must have lots of bagfids. Don't they mind
you being shut up here?'

Frances shook her head. 'Only one boyfriend, MredBaand he's just
started in his first job in Edinburgh, so we'réheata long way apart to see
much of each other at the moment.’

'What does he do then, this boyfriend—that's if gon't mind me asking,
of course?'



'Not in the least. He's an accountant.'

'Very respectable,’ approved Mrs Bates. 'Mind y&ilbe nice for Mr Harry
to have a bit of company for a change. Not much life for a young man
like him, really, living here on his own.’

'He's got you Mrs B.'

The woman chuckled. 'That's as may be, but he reeadfe of his own, but
ever since that Miss Hay ward behaved so badlynol lthink Mr Harry's
off the idea of marriage altogether. Very fond ef,ihe was. Of course, she
had a pretty face, but handsome is as handsome Idkss'

Frances was seized with an ignoble urge to learrerabout the fickle
Annabel, but Mrs Bates was already making enquigiesut dinner and
where her young guest would like to eat it, an@éraft while went off,
leaving Frances to the inventory she was making.

She was still hard at it at six when Harry Curthstysde into the library and
plucked the pen from her hand.

'Hey! When | asked you to wait here until | camenled didn't mean you to
work all the time.' He raised his eyebrows at thaklof excitement on the
face turned up to his. 'What is it? Found somestreg or something?'

'l think 1 know who he was,' she answered withaeiamble, and held out
Arabella’s journal, which had paper markers inters@d among the pages.
‘There—Iook for yourself.'

Harry took the book, frowning as he flipped throutje marked pages.
'What's the big deal ? They made preserves herearidved a new gown
from two old ones another day. Slept badly—oh, cond it, Frances, the
woman's writing sends me cross-eyed. What exatibyldl be seeing for
myself?’

"You're missing the significance of certain routiteens that keep cropping
up, Harry. Look--." She came round the desk andel@aver the journal.



'Here's the first, "Ned feverish today." Then amewf days later "Ned had
putrid throat", then "Ned troubled with itching,caso on."

Harry looked sideways with some amusement at lushéd, triumphant
face. The short dark curls were standing on enth@sgh her fingers had
been raking through them, and a smudge of dirt drsibed her small nose.
'All right, cleversticks, what's the answer? Was fair heroine poisoning
her son as well, do you think?'

'‘No, no," said Frances impatiently, 'but I thinle stsed his dodgy health as
an excuse for frequent visits from young Dr Verneyio replaced his
infirm father early on in our little tale. Who walijjuestion regular visits by
the physician to the local big house, particulavhen the heir to the place
was plagued by what seems to be a much- publisis&ty constitution?"

Admiration dawned in Harry's eyes. 'Of course! Andoctor would have
had access to my lady's chamber at any old tintl, wa adverse comment
from the household, into the bargain.’

'Particularly as Lucy, Araballa's maid, appeatsaee acted as go-between.'
Frances beamed at him. 'Dr Verney must have prdviie lady with the
poison to putin her lord's ale, and thewould have been the one called in
to examine Hal's dead body and diagnose death fratural causes—I
believe seizure was a word that covered a multitdidans at the time. Neat,
wasn't it? There would have been no query aboussHaldden demise,
which would probably have been attributed to theghions of his efforts,
fighting for his king, and the subsequent joy arditement of his reunion
with his wife and son.’

Harry clapped vigorously. ‘Bravo, Frances. | thyoki've cracked it!

'It's only supposition, Harry,' she warned. 'Buinfrthe entries in Pegler's
ledgers--'

'Pegler?'

‘The steward. You can see the payments made rggadar'young Dr
Verney" as he was called--'



"You mean the lover was getting paidmoneyas well!

Frances smiled widely, then sobered. 'But notdogl He hanged himself
some time after Hal's death. There's an entrydcetfect, because Pegler
noted the new doctor's name and made a passing €siman the
unfortunate circumstances of young Dr Verney havatgn his own life,
"to his father's great sorrow".’

Harry whistled. 'Why do you think? Conscience?'

'How about blackmail? The maid, Lucy, was the ohe Wnew everything,
so she's the likeliest candidate. She must havedfthe diary and hidden it,
then demanded money from the doctor, and possibljylLArabella as
well.'

'My God, it beats one of those Jacobean melodrasad,Harry, and went
over to the desk. 'Here—have a sherry. You desamee

'l thought you were going out.'

'l am, but | can spare a moment to toast my erduidite sleuth.' He raised
his glass to her. 'Your health, Frances Wilding.'

Frances smiled absently and sipped the sherrygla@ced up'at him. 'This
is sheer supposition, you know, no real proof.'

'‘But it doesn't half hang together. I'm positivei'ye hit every nail bang on
the head. Arabella was, quite, literally, a tfeexme fataleHal died, the
doctor died-—'

'‘Oddly enough so did Lucy, not long after Dr Vern®ggler mentions
paying for the coffin for one Lucy Manders who d&addenly of, guess
what? A seizure!

'Did she, by God!" Harry stared at her. 'Do youpage our Arabella
bumped Lucy off too?’



'More than likely if she was blackmailing her mests, and keeping the
diary hidden as a sword to hold over Arabella'sdhéiamust be her chest,
Lucy's, | mean, by the initials L.M. on it, and tdery was hidden in the
lid.'

'So Arabella died without ever recovering it." Hashook his head. 'She
must have gone off her rocker, thinking it couldntwp any time in the
wrong hands.'

'Maybe that's why she died so young.' Frances digBet that we'll never
know. | can't find any reference to Arabella's tea¢yond "the bare fact
that it happened. And Ned, it seems, survived.'

'He certainly did. In spite of all the mollycoddiifne grew up to be a right
old reprobate. Had two wives, eight legal childael a suspicious number
of Curthoys lookalikes in the neighbourhood as welarry put down his
glass and perched on the desk, one leg swingiryg lie we back on
informal terms then, Frances? | think | heard yayildarry there when you
weren't thinking.'

Frances made no reply, suddenly conscious of hgrithnds and generally
rumpled state.

'‘Now you've gone all shy on me,' observed Harrygl similed cajolingly.
'Why do you object to an informal relationship?'

'l told you. You're my employer--'

'Oh, not all that again! Keep it to Harry—pleasa®Avou'll only be called
upon to dine with me two or three times a weekiohgse. Is that such a
hardship?' His eyes danced wickedly, and France® ¢a the conclusion
that it would be no hardship at all, quite the reeeIn fact she was fairly
sure she would be much envied by most girls of deguaintanceAnd
Harry's.

'‘No," she agreed, giving in. 'No hardship at all.’



'‘Good.' He stood up, stretching. 'I'd better havmth and get out the old
black tie. Formal do tonight. But let me walk yoer@ss to the gatehouse
first.'

'No, really.' Frances sat down at the desk agkdnliKe to leave things a
little tidier first, then I'll run across on my owican hardly come to harmin
your own courtyard, and I'm not frightened of tlzeld'

Harry gave her a friendly smile as he strollechiadoor. 'Independent lady.
See you tomorrow, then.'

Frances nodded, smiling, and returned to her paftehred been a very
fruitful day, she thought with a satisfied sigh—amdery busy one. An
evening on her own would be quite welcome. Not thaher with Harry
Curthoys would have been an unpleasant prospeatibede really was a
very friendly, charming man, and she could thanKuneky stars that he had
given her the job.

After the exciting revelations of the first daytaro, Frances buckled down
to the less dramatic attractions of the recordsnidéd for display first; the
period of the Civil War which was the best documedntaind in better
condition than any others prior to their modernrdetparts. She spent her
days very happily, completely absorbed in her warld the evenings were
just as pleasant, whether she dined with Harryl@ys at the Coyrt or from
atray in her room while she read or watched thieapte television brought
with her from home.

Once Frances had reassured her father that shepeviectly happy at
Curthoys Court she stayed there without a breategbfor the occasional
trip to Astcote or Oxford to do a little shoppirigwas only a short time to
Christmas, and Frances was looking forward to gatiently, eager to see
Chris again and tell him all the things she foundhard to write in her
letters. It was one thing to murmur breathlessgtevthings in the actual
heat of his embrace, but to write them down in datwbd on paper was
quite beyond her.



Harry Curthoys handed over a month's salary on ibee 1st, brushing
aside her protests about having worked only pakaember.

"You'll need it for Christmas presents,’ he s&dgard it as a little bonus for
your discoveries about Arabella. God knows, it'salbthat much.’

Frances was grateful and assured him that addedrtbed and board her
salary was perfectly adequate, and went off to slamefully for Christmas
gifts the following weekend. There was an anciewntiid Minor estate car
in the stables, and to her delight, Harry insisteel borrow it whenever she
wished, as long as she treated the old car witrerts

Her life was so busy and her work so interestimgnEes hardly noticed at
first when Chris's letters grew less frequent, eneh when she did she was
unperturbed. There had been many periods in theg telationship when
communication broke down, mainly at exam times, Brahces assumed
Chris was finding life demanding in the big outsrderld, particularly as he
was going on with more studies some evenings idétsrmination to forge
ahead with his career. He wrote that he was plestsetiked her job, hoped
her employer was kind to her, advised her not tagewrapped up in her
mouldy old archives, and he was looking forward skeeing her at
Christmas, though he would only be home for a dayvo since he had to
get back to work before Hogmanay. Reading betwbenlihes Frances
smiled, fairly sure Chris had something lively ihep for his first Scottish
New Year's Eve. His letters were similar to her palmatty accounts of his
daily life, with no searing words of love, not byyastretch of the
imagination the type of epistles to sigh over aadip with pink ribbon.

On the Sunday before Christmas, Harry took Frafoes walk to the
section of the estate devoted to the fir trees wntte public. She watched,
fascinated, as families made their choices andymois-cheeked children
swarmed everywhere, already infected with pre-@ias excitement.
Since trade was so brisk Harry immediately pitcimeand lent a hand. The
day was crisp with frost and very bright, and cosos had come out in
droves. Not only for the trees but for the hollglanistletoe on sale.

'‘Nothing like utilising our natural resources," Hasaid in an aside to
Frances.



'‘Can | help, please?' she asked eagerly, notitiagMason, the gardener,
and his two assistants were run off their feet.

'OK, yes. You take the money for us, then.' Witheaiting for an answer,
Harry turned away to organise a new routine, leative elderly Mason and
one of the lads in charge of the packing, whildhbped the other boy to
carry the trees and stow them in car boots andohracks. Frances was
utterly fascinated by the trumpet-shaped metal tub@ which the boy
pushed the tree, trunk first, so that it emergeii&son at the other end
neatly encased in polythene wrapping. Not thatrgttemuch time to watch
after the first minute or two. The money came irftiyvand she was kept
busy with tying up great bunches of holly and neisté briskly, laughing
with the customers, when the same jokes kept necuabout free kisses
from the saleslady even from respectable fathersgnded by their young.
Despite the cold she soon grew very warm and abmatlber sheepskin
jacket and worked, like Harry and the others, ieat@r and trousers, her
feet warm in thick socks and rubber boots. She dracdhmed a scarlet
woollen cap over her curls to match the sweatesyJaad given her, and
received several good-natured compliments fromocasts who told her
she looked like the spirit of Christmas.

'More like a little robin, in my opinion," observeétarry, when the morning
rush was over. He helped her into her coat andhledigat her flushed,
bright-eyed face. 'Quite a saleslady you turned@bk, Frances.'

'l enjoyed myself enormously this morning,' saidriees as they went at a
brisk pace through frost-rimed fields in the dirextof the Court. 'Thank
you for letting me come.'

'l should be thankingou,'Harry retorted, 'or paying you overtime, at least.
When do you want to leave for home, by the way?'

'Is the day before Christmas Eve all right? Clgisaming home then.'
'Who am | to keep you from your lover? Go soongwoifl wish.'

'‘No. The twenty-third will be fine.'



'Right. Stay over New Year, I'll be away at Chddtfor Christmas, and |
gather Bates's niece is coming to spend a day @oter the holiday with
them at the gatehouse.'

'Yes. Mrs Bates asked me if I'd mind her sleepmgiy bedroom, which
was very nice of her. Itser spare bedroom, after all.'

'Mine, actually,’ said Harry without emphasis. ‘Ahgbu'd prefer it kept for
your sole use they can all move over into the CtmurChristmas.’

Frances stared at him, horrified. 'Heavens, nbjudt take all my things
when Dad comes to collect me--'

"You can borrow the Morris, if you like. Save ydather a trip, and you can
use it to run about in at home.'

Frances hardly knew what to say. 'l really donowr- you're much too
kind--'

'Drivel," he said cheerfully. 'l won't need it. Eait.'

On impulse Frances stretched up to kiss his clvel@kh was icy cold to her
lips, then jumped away again quickly, embarrasseldeagrinned from ear
to ear.

'If that's the response to a clapped-out old Mpwmisat would you do if |
could lend you a Porsche?'

'Refuse,’ she said promptly, and laid a theathieald on her heart. 'l am not
to be tempted by such lures, kind sir.'

Harry twirled an imaginary moustache and took thachin his to kiss it.
'‘Ah. Fair maiden--' He broke off in consternatiah& saw her hand, which
was criss-crossed with fine cuts and smears ofl drieod. 'Good God, how
did you do that?'

‘Holly.'



‘Then come on, let's run for it and get you scrdbba&th antiseptic or
something, Dolly'll have my head if you get an otfen.’

'Don't fuss," panted Frances as he hauled hersatitesstable yard at top
speed. 'My tetanus shots are up to date and | me¢enfections.'

'‘And you're not going to start now, if | can heipiHe pushed her through
the door into the big kitchen, where Mrs Bates stasing something on the
Aga.

'Mr Harry! Wherever have you been?' she begananily. This risotto is
just about ruined!’

'‘Never mind that, Dolly. Where's the first-aid bbox?

Lunch was forgotten as Mrs Bates exclaimed at wee gmall scratched
hands Frances was made to hold out for inspedtamvery short time the
wounds were bathed and anointed, and the risattedat the kitchen table
to save time, which arrangement met opposition fMdm Bates at first,

though she thawed when she heard how good thet@basdree trade had
been.

‘Took quite a bit of cash, Dolly darling,’ said Hawith relish. 'Every little
helps.’

After lunch, Frances retired to the gatehouse foath and a lazy time on
her bed with a book before beginning to wrap the<iinas gifts bought a
few days previously in Oxford. There was a box igacs for Bates and a
porcelain pot filled with hyacinths for Mrs Batdmth of which had been
relatively easy. Harry's gift presented a probldéithad been difficult to
think of a suitable present for a man who was aradiction in terms,
simultaneously hard up and yet possessor of moaetibgl things than
most. In the end Frances had opted for the inexpemad frivolous and
bought a checked yellow Rupert Bear scarf in saiblwShe looked at it,
hoping he wouldn't think her mad, and wrapped itriedly in shiny,
holly-sprigged paper before she could change herdmiriting ‘from
Frances' on the label with a decisive flourish.



Later, over dinner in the morning-room, Arabellapgped up again in
conversation—as she had rather a habit of doing.

'Such a damned shame | can't make use of whatoymaf Frances,' Harry
said, sighing. 'But | can't say I'm keen to pubfstts of such lurid variety
about my family, even if they are three hundredyedd.'

'‘And they're not facts,’ Frances reminded himt-'gispposition on my part.
We can't prove anything beyond the fact that Adabattually killed Hal,
and | don't imagine you're keen to publicise that.’

"You're dead right. There was enough uproar'ovétasatime. | don't want
any more sensation seekers begging to spend theinighe church.' His
lips curled in distaste. 'Anyway, they'd be disdpfeal if they expected Hal
to wake up and take a stroll. The poor old lad p@isoned. No romantic
rubbish about falling asleep on a summer's afterndcs dear lady wife did
him in good and proper, didn't she?"

'From the records it's obvious she commissionedtéhg with almost
indecent haste—probably desperate to foster therpiof the sleeping
figure in the public mind locally." Frances gavertjasome syllabub, then
served herself. 'Oh, and yesterday | came acrossitay in the admirable
Pegler's books...'

‘Yesterday?' Harry looked up sharply. 'Why the &tawere you working on
Saturday? You're not supposed to work at weekends.'

'l don't see why not if I've nothing else to doeérkthin tilted defensively.'
"You were out for the day so | just carried on.'

"You'll be too tired to enjoy Christmas!'
‘No, | won't. | love what I'm doing, and besiddgre's such masses of it to
go through. But--' She hesitated, a slight flustumimg beneath her clear

olive skin.

'‘But?' he prompted.



'Well, the—the longer | work the more you'll haveplay me,' she blurted.

'‘Good God, I'm nothat hard up, Frances!" He shook his head reprovingly
and held out his dish for a second helping of pogldiMy firm is very
successful, I'd have you know. In fact, if it wetdar this white elephant of
mine I'd be very nicely off, thank you.’

'Have you ever thought of selling it, or givingatthe National Trust?' The
moment the words were out Frances regretted theagay's face took on
an expression as unfamiliar as it was forbidding.

‘This is my home, Frances.' The lazy drawl was gam@& he spoke with
clipped emphasis. 'While | have any breath leftnynbody, or a penny to
my name, the place stays Curthoys property, euveay and stone of it.'

An awkward silence followed his statement, and Eeanbegan stacking
plates on the trolley, feeling very much like a neeruit hauled over the
coals by a superior officer.

'I'm sorry," she said quietly without looking at rHa 'lt's none of my
business, of course.’

Harry relaxed at once. 'l didn't mean to bark at,yérances. You only said
what all my friends have saidd nauseummany times before. It's just that
somehow or other, since I've had to go out and ldgeep the place, it's
come to mean more to me than it ever did beforenvb@ok everything for
granted.’'

Frances tried to conceal her deep breath of reliedyly taken by surprise at
the depth of her dismay at Harry's displeasurean understand that only
too well, even after being here myself for suchharstime. It's such a
harmonious house.’

Harry nodded. 'The only room in the entire plac#goh't care for is the
master bedroom. It's always seemed such a gloodwpom to me, and my
mother wouldn't sleep there either, no matter havelmmy father tried to
persuade her, apparently.’ . 'Is it where Arabgbald have slept?’



'l don't really know—probably.'

'Perhaps some of her anguish and guilt and so enpewaerful enough to
leave traces of her feelings behind--'

Frances broke off, smiling sheepishly at the lonlarry's face. "You think
I'm talking nonsense.'

He shrugged. 'Not really. I'd have been very scaptat one time before
reading that damned journal, but now, after all faession and grief coming
across so loud and clear over the centuries—vetls, $ay I'll keep an open
mind." Harry yawned suddenly, and apologised. 'Muste been all that
fresh air this morning.’

Frances rose at once. 'Time for bed, anyway.K&ltlb make an early start
tomorrow since it's my last day for a bit. I've mar less earmarked the
stage | hope to reach before I go.'

'‘Don't overdo it, Frances. The stuff will all beitireg when you get back.'

Harry walked with her to the outer door, which Hagkn constructed in
1423 for the grand sum of thirteen shillings andesgence, he told her as
an afterthought. Frances ran a hand over the weathienbers with a little
sigh of appreciation, then insisted on walking bégk herself, deaf to
Harry's protests as she ran across the frosty laoquirtyard.

As Mrs Bates opened the door to her, Frances glbac®ss to see Harry's
tall slim silhouette still in the doorway of the @ and raised her hand in
response to his wave before going inside the gasshoShe was still
puzzled by his abrupt reaction to her questionsjais as though she had
touched some private wound, and suddenly, thatenyshattered more to
her than the long-ago murder of Hal Curthoys.



CHAPTER FOUR

THERE were no more dinners tete-a-tete with Harry Cuwhbefore
Christmas. All his time up to the holiday was futBken up with social
engagements, as it had been for the previous weaelooFrances didn't see
him at all until the morning of the day she wasvieg for home, when he
invited her formally to breakfast before he left Fas office in Astcote.

'‘Couldn't let you go off without marking the ocaasi he said, and pulled
out a chair at the table in the morning- room. pwisists you eat a proper
breakfast before you make the journey home—and dasg it-on the
roads. Icy patches, according to the radio.’

Frances found that once she had made a reluctamtost the perfectly

prepared food she was actually quite hungry, amsh éble to carry on a
conversation with her host, which would have swsextiher nearest and
dearest. She was not known for her vivacity fingtg in. the morning.

'‘Going straight home?' asked Harry, who was taghdinout three times the
guantity of food facing his companion.

‘No. I'm lunching at the Napiers' to deliver my {Stmas present to Sam—a
car which transforms itself into a robot when isha wall/

'‘Sounds fun for Sam, but death on the Napierstiortdecoration!" Harry
passed her the toast-rack.- 'Perhaps you'll seg Edgier while you're
there.'

Not, thought Frances, if | see him first. 'Possitdye said out loud. 'But |
won't stay there too long.'

'As you can't wait to fly to the atms of your lover

'Exactly, she agreed serenely. 'lt's been quita@gince we saw each other
last, so we'll have heaps to talk about.’'



Harry shook his head, his eyes gleaming wickedlizeat 'If | were your
swain and hadn't seen you for a month or two, c@ati®n would be the
last thing on my mind.’

Frances could feel the heat rising in her cheeaid baisied herself with the
coffee-pot. 'Chris and | grew up together,’ sheineed him. 'We were good
friends long before we—we

'Ate of the apple?’

'Found we wanted to get married,’ she corrected lkmad changed the
subject by handing over his present. 'Just a kitl@ething to wish you a
happy Christmas, Harry.'

His face went blank as he took the gaily wrappeckage, then his eyes
came up to meet hers with a look in them that deeghdrer colour even
more. 'How very sweet of you, Frances. My instiadb say "you shouldn't
have"”, but I've always considered that a very wefid response to
someone's generosity, so I'll say thank you vergimndeed instead. May |
open it now?"

Searing doubt gripped Frances about the suitalofitthe scarf, and she
heartily wished herself miles away as Harry unweapfi. He tore at the
paper as eagerly as a small boy, and lifted outhleeked yellow scarf with
a crow of such spontaneous delight Frances sagligtie avith relief.

'A Rupert Bear scarf—wonderful!" He jumped up frbrs chair to give her

a smacking kiss on the cheek before slinging thg sound his neck, where
it looked very incongruous against the formalityhef dark suit. 'I'll wear it

always—even in bed.'

'l hope it goes better with your pyjamas than whidt suit!"

'It won't clash, anyway—I don't wear any.' His gwas so disarming
Frances could only laugh with him, then he lookedismay at his watch.
'Lord, look at the time—it passes too quickly inugyacompany, Frances
Wilding. Hang on a minute, though, must dash upsta&Vait here °



Frances drank a second cup of coffee while Harrg asaay, absurdly
pleased that he had so obviously liked the scasf.réhction had been too
genuine for mere good manners, and she smiled @appeared in a hurry,
carrying a small package, which he handed to heer avgraceful little bow.

'Happy Christmas, Frances, and thank you.'

The cube-shaped package was wrapped in glittedltyaaper tied with red
ribbon, and had a gift-tag in the shape of a robin.

'Reminded me of you,' said Harry with a grin.

Frances undid the ribbons with care, trying naetr the heavy foil paper as
she took the wrappings from a leather box. Shedjarz#, hesitating.

'‘Go on,' he urged. "It won't bite you—open it.'

Frances obeyed, to find a miniature inside. Thellsmgald-rimmed oval
held a portrait of a youth in his late teens; atgauth long flaxen lovelocks
falling over a deep lace collar and russet satat.cbhe face was painted in
a stiff, stylised manner, but it was instantly rgaisable, even though it
lacked the world-weary expression of the older mvlnse portrait hung in
the long gallery.

'Hal,' she breathed, and touched the miniature waitloving fingertip.
"Young Hal, before his world fell apart.’

'Painted just before his wedding day, when he virset@en years old. There
are one or two more, actually— miniatures werestigpshots of their day,
of course. Someone, probably Arabella, was resturemough to bury

them, with other items ofjewellery and whateverdgtihey had, in the

vegetable plot, before Cromwell's men arrived teetthe rest. Don't you
like it?'

Frances literally lusted after the miniature, bad lyrave misgivings about
accepting something that was the property of thethoys family. 'It's
exquisite, Harry, but--'



'l could have given you boring perfume, or whatewert my instinct told

me you'd like this better. Unless I'm much mistaleun have rather a thing
about Hal Curthoys, so I'd like you to have thisdsepsake of your time
here at the Court." Harry reached out and laid rad Hghtly on her arm.

'Please accept it, Frances. It isn't as if it wameElizabethan Hilliard, or
anything. The artist's unknown, and it's really oogreat intrinsic value.’'

She hesitated a little longer, then reached upuoht her lips fleetingly to
Harry's newly shaved jaw. 'Then thank you. It'stejthe most beautiful
present I've ever had, and I'll treasure it, always

Harry looked delighted as he picked up his briegcasd shrugged himself
into his long riding raincoat. 'Great. I'm glad yreupleased.' He threw the
yellow scarf over his shoulder with panache. "Thel@v do | look?'

'Fantastic! Though it was intended more for walk/d to the King's Arms
than wearing.to the office.’

'‘Nonsense. Just the thing for the well-dressedesaggent!" He paused in the
doorway. 'lI've told Bates to see to the oil in kharris, but it might be wise
to check it yourself from time to time while you'sevay. Have a safe
journey and a good Christmas, Frances, and enjarsgt with your—with
your family. See you next year!

Frances smiled warmly. 'Right. Have a happy timergelf, too, and thank
you once again for Hal's miniature. He's so bealuti

'l think you're in love with the chap, Frances!
'No, just very sorry for him. Life wasn't very kind him, was it?'
'He was probably a drinking, whoring ruffian wha &s just deserts!

Frances clapped her hands over her ears. 'l wstehi— let me keep my
illusions, please, Harry"

"They're quite safe with me,' he said, suddenlgsdBnd now | really must
dash. Goodbye, Frances. Take care.’



'‘And you, Harry. Goodbye.'

When she was alone Frances sat for some minutgsjgoking at the
miniature. There was a lordly air about the faiuyn that of a man very
certain of his place in the world, and the hauglytys seemed to hold her in
complete fascination, until Mrs Bates arrived tedk the spell.

An hour or so later, Frances left for home filledhaanticipation. She drove
first to the Napiers' home to lunch with Carolimala wildly excited Sam,
who tugged Frances with him on a tour of the Chrést decorations in the
house, and showed her all the chocolate ornamentkseotree before she
was allowed to eat. Caroline was eager to heartdif@at Curthoys Court,
and very pleased to learn how well Frances wasngetin with the
job—and with Harry Curthoys. It was quite late refé-rances could tear
herself away, after an exchange of gifts and ansolpromise to visit Sam
again to see what Father Christmas had brought him.

Frances arrived home to a loving welcome from héndr and Jassy, and
was swept into the warm, familiar house which sekwddly small now
after the grander scale of Curthoys Court. ButGhestmas tree was in its
usual place in the hall, already surrounded bysmfgpackages, a wonderful
smell of cooking was in the air, and her dark,aative father looked so
happy and relaxed with his beautiful, blonde wifiattFrances rejoiced,
suddenly aware that it was very, very good to badwo

'How's life with the upper-crust then, Fanny?' éebBlatt Wilding.

'Great.' Frances assured him, and gave her nemestber a kiss. 'No need
to ask how life is with you two, one look is enough

Jassy smiled happily as they sat down to enjopssgbf sherry. '‘Can't speak
for Matt, of course, but from where | am marriagguist wonderful—can't
recommend it too highly! Only | wish | didn't hathes nagging feeling that
I've pushed you out in the cold.’



'Rubbish,’ said Frances forcefully, and leaned &dao touch Jassy's hand.
''ve been away from home ever since | startedchateusity, really, and |
never expected to stay here once | found a job apyso stop imagining
you're the wicked stepmother, woman. Now, what'shenprogramme for
the holidays?'

‘Jassy's parents arrive tomorrow, otherwise itisgaon normal,’ said her
father, and began to ram tobacco into his pipes '‘Bhadley was in this
afternoon, by the way.'

'Oh, yes, is Chris home yet?'
‘Tomorrow, apparently. His mother said he couldv@ke it today.'

'‘Some boring function to do with his job," saidsjeguickly. ‘Now do tell all
about Curthoys Court, and Harry Curthoys himself-hésas nice as he
seemed that first day? Does he fill the place gittgeous females and have
weekly orgies and so on?'

Frances laughed, swallowing her disappointment GVeis, and proceeded
to disabuse Jassy of her ideas on life with Hamytl@ys, then gave her
father a run-down on the work she was doing. Shieedawith such
animation that Matt Wilding exchanged a relieveoklavith his wife as his
daughter ran upstairs to her room to unpack. Neith¢hem had relished
telling Frances that Chris would be a day late.

'Hardly worth his making the effort to come homeuht said Jassy crossly
as she added the finishing touches to their dinHerarrives tomorrow then
leaves at the crack of dawn on the twenty-seventh.'

Matt lounged against a counter-top, watching apateely as his graceful
wife moved about the kitchen. 'Well, they've knowach other since
kindergarten—I suppose he expects Frances to kakgstlike that in her
stride.’

'Hm.' Jassy scowled as she peered into a steamunggan. 'Takes her for
granted, in my opinion.’'



Alone in her room, Frances felt much the same vahad been a bit
dampening to hear Chris's change of plan at trartdhShe shrugged and
decided to forget about it. No doubt all would bglained when he did
arrive. She appeared so high-spirited during ditimetrher father and Jassy
were completely reassured, especially as laterhen dvening Frances
received a phone call from an old girlfriend askireg to join a crowd of
friends at the local. Frances went off in the Morind spent a cheerful,
rowdy evening catching up on everyone's news, a@lfidg a little about her
own new job—which prompted much teasing about gédlanaidens and
wicked squires—before the party broke up and sbheednome.

Her father and Jassy were waiting for her witheathdd expressions as she
went into the sitting-room, and Frances looked frome to the other
uneasily as she sat down.

'What's up? I'm not in too late, or something, &msl it smacked-wrist
time?'

'Of course not.' Matt took hold of Jassy's hand.

Something had happened to Chris. Frances went aoliiher smile was
forced on her small, pointed face. 'So?'

Jassy gave her a tremulous smile. 'I'm pregnaandes. We're going to
have a baby.'

Frances flew at them, trying to embrace them bbtnee in the wild joy of
her relief. 'But that's absolutely wonderful--" Stissed and hugged them
then stood back. '‘But why on earth didn't yourtedl earlier, over dinner, or
something?'

‘Jassy was afraid you mightn't care for the idszagl her father, managing to
look triumphant and embarrassed at the same time.

'It's fabulous news, Jassy," said Frances. 'I'npleased for you—super
Christmas, present for Dad! When is it due?"



‘June. I'm giving up my job next month.' Jassy sthiadiantly. "You know,

| don't mind in the least. | thought | would, buséems pending motherhood
changes one's outlook along with one's shape. WBec&an be resumed at
some later date if necessary. I've been a workirdog nearly nine years,
so it's rather nice to be doing something elseadt-something a lot more
creative!

Matt Wilding came back with a bottle of champagared all three sat up to
the small hours, toasting the impending happy eveit Frances could
keep her eyes open no more and fell into bed &pdike a log until mid-

morning next day.

All three Wildings slept late, which turned ChrigtenEve into a frantic rush
of last-minute shopping, wrapping of presents,fstgfthe turkey, making
mince pies and lunching in the middle of it all e Chinese take-away
young Mrs Wilding fancied so violently that her basd went off
immediately to fetch it.

Jassy's parents arrived in the late afternoonigadty, energetic pair who
insisted on more champagne the moment they heayl were to be
grandparents, and it was a convivial party thahawly sat down to a very
late dinner. Frances joined in with all the laughaed jokes, but couldn't
help glancing at her watch every now and then. Whetelephone rang she
flew from the table to answer it, shutting the dmiroom door on the noise
before picking up the receiver.

'Frances? Hi—it's Chris.’

'Hi! Where are you?'

'In a service station somewhere south of Carllsgjet held up—nbit of a do
at work, so I'll be late, I'm afraid. | just rangymmother and asked her to pass

on the message, but she insisted | ring you ritysel

Thank you, Mrs Bradley, thought Frances, and madeféort to sound
unconcerned.

'OK, Chris, thanks for ringing—see you tomorrow.'



'‘Good girl—knew you wouldn't make a fus3ao.'

And ciaoto you, Chris Bradley, thought Frances, silentigning. She put
the receiver back, took a deep breath, arrangexy @mile on her face and
plunged back into the revelry in the dining-room.

'Hey, you lot," she said cheerfully, 'l hope yous# some wine for me.’

Frances passed an unquiet night, and woke earlymesning, rather like
the small Frances in the past, who couldn't waiCforistmas Day to begin.
She got out of bed, yawning, and went to the wintdowrane her neck to
see if Chris's car was in the Bradleys' drive, brehthed a sigh of relief
when she saw it parked in full view. So he was haimast. She relaxed and
stretched, anticipation for the day beginning toiaside her as she looked
forward to seeing Chris again. It seemed aeong s$hwir parting. It would
be fun just to talk endlessly, hear about his jeb,him about hers, make
arrangements for the weekend she was supposed tepdding in
Edinburgh soon.

She shivered a little in the cold, and turned tediack into bed, dislodging
something that fell with a little thud to the flo@he switched on her lamp
and saw a bright red woollen sock lying on theifie@h "Frances" written
on it in glitter. A lump rose in her throat as sbek the sock back into bed
with her. It was packed with thoughtful little gifta tortoiseshell propelling
pencil, a tiny box of assorted eyeshadows, the toatee sock, a minuscule,
leather- bound copy of Shakespeare's sonnets kartawk with her name on
it, a lipstick in the muted shade Frances liked,sl in the toe a tangerine,
a bright new fifty-pence piece and a chocolate é&a@hristmas.

Frances sat gazing at the array for some timegyes wet as she tried not to
think of the contrast between Jassy's thoughtfslreesl Chris's cavalier
attitude. She gave a loud sniff, then jumped ouienf and dressed quietly,
determined to do something useful for Jassy irrmetdhe stole downstairs
and made herself a cup of coffee to drink while ghepared all the
vegetables for lunch, aware that all the expernd #as should be done



immediately before cooking, but ignoring them. Typdeas different. The
idea was to prevent Jassy from getting over-tiretthe kitchen.

There was no sign of Chris until Frances returnaahdr from church with
the others. He was waiting for them on the doorgtegparms full of parcels
and a broad grin on his dark, good-looking facee Tnin was a little
sheepish as Frances got out of the car, but she mactomment on his
tardiness and chattered away happily as they atit wedoors to have
drinks, check on the turkey, and exchange predseftye hearing about
Chris's new life in Edinburgh. He sat on the sta#fege and animated next to
Frances as he drank beer and entertained everytinanecdotes of his life
in Edinburgh.

'‘And how's life among the nobs?' he teased, grghatrFrances. 'Do you fit
in well with the rich and aristocratic?"

'Yes, very easily. Only Harry Curthoys is more tagsatic than rich—he
works hard for a living."'

This prompted a barrage of questions, not only f@ms but from Jassy's
parents, who lived only a few miles from Astcotedawere deeply
interested in the struggles of the young owner é¢epk Curthoys Court
going. Eventually, Chris shot to his feet.

'My God, is that the time! Mother'll be on the waitipif I'm not back on the
dot for the ceremonial carve-up. Thanks for the bB&@Wilding, see you all
later.Ciao, Frances.'

He was off before Frances could do more than bhirgurprise, and she was
hard put to hide her indignation. He might at |éwste given her the chance
to walk to the door with him for a snatched kisfobe he went home, she
felt, but her mood soon evaporated in the preparatfor the meal, and it
was late afternoon, feeling over-full and generalhticlimactic, before
Frances had time to think. Her father had takemnhiaws for a stroll while
Jassy had a rest on her bed, and Frances satmkheesitting-room, staring
into the fire, aware of an uneasiness she finaly to acknowledge.



Chris was different. Changed. It had been more dikeunion with a big

brother than a lover. Even his present to her laréhe hallmarks of

something chosen in a hurry with no real thoughh&r tastes, which he, of
all people, should have known only too well. Shel lsearched for an
antigue map of Warwickshire for Chris, and hadatried for him to hang

on the wall of his flat, while his gift to her hdten a bottle of a heavy
French perfume she disliked, and which had obwviolisén gift-wrapped in

the shop. She sighed heavily, and went off to lepeaceful soak in the
bath, taking the historical novel Jassy's mothedrdigen her, in an effort to
avoid thinking about Chris for a while.

Later, when the house was full of friends, Chriswree life and soul of the
party, organising charades, helping Matt with thaks and handing round
food, quite obviously bent on avoiding a momennalwith Frances. She
received far more attention from one of her faghgmior colleagues, and
assuaged her hurt by flirting with him shamelesdlyevening. It was well

after midnight before the party broke up, and cegain, Chris left quickly

with his mother, only pausing to arrange to seenéea the following

morning for a drive and drink at the local.

Frances was ready and waiting when Chris tootdai®horn next day, and
ran down the drive, determined to behave as theughything was normal.

"You look very nice today,' he said, as they droffe
'So do you,' she retorted. And he did, in a hanttddh Aran sweater that
made him look ruddier and healthier than ever. "Wefinitely don't look as

though you spend all your life crouched over colarahfigures.’

He laughed heartily. 'l don't. | play rugby andasjuy, go for a run every day,
weather permitting. Must keep fit.'

'How about the social life?'

'Fair,’ he said cautiously. 'l go out for a drinkthwone of the other
accountants from the office quite a bit. How abmu?"



Frances gave him a thumbnail sketch of life at Igy$ Court, and would
have gone on about her interesting work on the lfanecords but for a
dampening lack of attention on Chris's part. A giaat his profile sent her
spirits plummeting as she saw the absent, rather igrok on his face.
Frances trailed into silence as they reached &ktof road she knew well.
A little further on there was a lay-by giving a wieof the river Avon
winding peacefully through a landscape of fields:eéSenough, Chris drove
into it and stopped the car, turning in his sedbtk at her. At one time,
Frances would have considered this the signal fasten her seat belt and
fall into his waiting arms, but not today. Chrisdhiarought her here for a
purpose, and if she were honest with herself skleahfair idea of what it
was— had been expecting it deep down ever sincateisarrival home.

'Out with it, Chris," she said bluntly. 'What's wg?'
He sighed. "You guessed something was up, then?'

'I'm not stupid. Shall we say | suspected it, anfddd against hope | was
mistaken.' Frances felt vague surprise to heaeheatking so calmly when
she was shaking so much inside it was hard taikit s

'Frances—oh, Lord." Chris groaned and turned awagtdre miserably
through the windscreen. 'l suppose | should haw¢ samething in my
letters, but that seemed a shabby way of doingy¢hilhe thing is--'

'You've met someone else.’

He nodded, unable to meet her eyes. 'The accourgardut with at night is
a girl.'

Frances tried to concentrate on the view, willirgrslelf not to cry, to
scream, to fly at Chris with her fists, to pleadhahim to say it wasn't true.
This just couldn't be happening, she thought iready. There had always
been Chris. Always. The thought of life without himas insupportable.

'l didn't mean—didn't want to hurt you, Frances Very fond of you, you
know that. But with Isla it's different. The momenaid eyes on her | fell
like a ton of bricks. And she felt the same aboat th my amazement, yet



she's so clever, so utterly gorgeous, long, chestaw, eyes that change
from green to blue--'

'l get the picture,’ interrupted Frances brusquetgble to bear any more.
'Don't worry, Chris. You couldn't help falling iove." My mistake was in
thinking you were in love witime,she added silently.

'My mother's very embarrassed about it,’ went onisCShe was very
uncomfortable at your place last night.'

Frances was more concerned with her own feelinfaatnoment, and had
no time to spare for Mrs Bradley's.

'Is—is Isla the reason you were so late gettingd®m

He nodded. 'Yes, and the reason why I'm going baiegk today. We're
getting engaged on New Year's Eve,' he said boldly.

The words acted like blows on Frances. 'lt's &etdtidden,’ she said faintly.
"You haven't known her long.'

'‘Long enough to be sure, though. We both knew righin the very
beginning.’

She smiled sadly. 'You used to sagwere too young for anything like that
for years yet.'

'l know." Chris put out a large hand and crushesl @nhers. 'But with Isla
it's different.’

Frances winced, pretending his grip hurt, and dulier hand away. 'If
you're driving back today you'll need to get awagrs The forecast's not
too good.'

'Frances--'

‘Start the car, Chris.' She drew in a deep, ungtbeshth and stared blindly
through the window. 'l—I just want to go home."



Chris looked at her uncertainly, biting his lipm'isure you'll find someone
else in no time, Frances. You're a great- lookiinlg lgnean, there must be
dozens of blokes who'd be only too keen to stepnmy shoes at the drop of
a hat.’

His clumsy efforts at comfort only lacerated Fragiedeelings even more,
and she gritted her teeth, refusing to meet hsdotey brown eyes. Take me
home, Chris, please. Now!

The note of desperation in her voice finally gatotigh to him, and he
started the car, but all the way back he went ah@nin his attempts to
mollify her and justify himself. Frances said noitiat all, trying to block
her ears to his explanations and apologies, anggdnout of the car the
moment it stopped. She looked Chris straight ingye and held out her
hand.

'‘Goodbye, then. I'm glad you told me at last, thotay the life of me | can't
imagine why you didn't come clean sooner.'

'l didn't want to spoil your Christmas,' he muttereeddening, and tried to
give her a hug, but she pulled away. '‘Can't welsifriends then, Frances?"

'Of course.' She gave him a proud little smile.t'Boneed a little time to
adjust to the idea, that's all. Safe journey b&ke turned away and ran up
the drive to the door, then halted and looked katdkim. 'l forgot, Chris,’
she called. 'Happy New Year.' Even from a distaRcances could see him
wince, and felt a bleak sort of satisfaction. Tisée opened the door and
went in, putting on a brave smile to face the ather



CHAPTER FIVE

FRANCES, would have given much to go straight back to Gays Court,
but since that was out of the question she didbkst to behave normally
and avoid plunging the entire household into glommece the news was
broken to Jassy and her father. Jassy was wildiginant at first, and Matt
Wilding only marginally less so, but when they readl their attitude was
only making things worse for Frances they stoppdkirtg about Chris
altogether, and took Frances out as much as pessibl

Frances, however, quailed at the thought of tagaiogg with them like the
spectre at the feast, and rang Mrs Bates at thet,Gasking if it would be
terribly inconvenient if her lodger were to take ngsidence again earlier
than expected. Mrs Bates sounded gratifyingly ¢hédid, Mr Harry was still
away, her visitor had gone and she and Bates vasequiet on their own,
so Miss Frances was very welcome to go back as a®she liked.

With a sigh of relief Frances packed her bag artk veer father and Jassy
farewell, deaf to their worried protests.

'I'll be better on my own for a bit, truly,’ shesaged them. 'l need to lick my
wounds and get myself together, Harry Curthoysiilsasvay so | can get

back to work and occupy my mind with the past, \wha¢ the moment is

rather more attractive than the present.’

Matt Wilding held her close. 'l don't like to thirdé you alone on New
Year's Eve, little one.’

'‘Much better for me than trying to be jolly at ydurees- up, Dad.' Frances
smiled gamely. 'And at least I'll avoid runningan¥irs Bradley at odd
moments. There's a sort of belligerent guilt abdwrt attitude that's rather
hard to bear at the moment. It's nobody's fauteradll. These things
happen.’

'l just wish it hadn't happened to you, that's h#,said grimly.

As the Morris went on its sedate way she heavedeat gigh of relief,
conscious at the same time that she was not oging@oodbye to her



family, but to an entire slice of her life. Therasva void where once there
had always been Chris, rock solid in her backgrohd now Chris had
Isla and Frances was on her own, and it was paiagulf a physical chunk
of herself had been torn away to leave a gapingwoHer whole attitude
to life would need rethinking, she thought bleaktywould be 'I' instead
of'we' in future. The sunshine only served to uteher melancholy, and
Frances was relieved when she reached the gateartifoys Court. She
drove slowly down the bends of the drive, her spilifiting as the house
came into view, welcoming and utterly beautifulsifhouette against the
setting sun.

It was very pleasant to receive a warm welcome fthenBateses, to be
away from everything that reminded her of Chrisshe unpacked in the
pretty little bedroom that already had the stamphef own particular
domain. Frances put the photographs of Jassy atdakieé her mother on
the dressing-table as before, but the one of Gtads been left at home,
along with the unwanted bottle of perfume—which syasad been
instructed to pass on to the Save the Children dteeras a raffle prize at
their next coffee morning.

Frances was tired enough to enjoy eating her supp&ed while she
watched a film on television and then read her baold in some odd,
unexpected way it was a relief to be able to feisenmable if she wanted to
instead of having to put on an act all the timesMBates came up to the
room late at night with a beaker of hot chocoléteering to chat a little
before she went to bed.

You look worn out, Miss Frances," she commentedkihg at the girl's

pale, tired face. "'Too many late nights, by thé&lobyou. Mr Harry'll be the

same. It's always lively at Miss Charlotte's pladeexpect he won't be too
sorry to get home."'

'When's he due back, Mrs Bates?'
‘The second. Opens up the office the day afters' Bates took the beaker.

‘There. Now you get a good night's rest and ontyugewhen you feel like
it."



'l thought I'd start work again tomorrow, Mrs B.'
'Oh, I don't know about that! What will Mr Harryysa

'He won't know unless we tell him!"

Curthoys Court had central heating which maintaitnedhouse at an even
temperature most of the time, but Frances was degqateful for the
roaring fire Bates lit in the library for her to vkathere next day. During the
afternoon it began to snow just as Mrs Bates brbungh tray of tea.

'It won't affect us much, as | always make surevgvplenty of supplies,' she
informed Frances. 'Sometimes it's hard to get egdar as the village when
the snow keeps up.’

It was oddly cosy working in the library with theaping firelight and the
snowflakes falling thick and fast past the leadaddews, and Frances
plunged into her work with deliberate concentratiaflad that the
painstaking effort required gave her mind no freedw think of other
things. Just after six she tidied the dust-shedtdde a little, leaving
everything ready for the next day, placed a guarttant of the fire and
switched out the lights just as Bates came tofsseeiwas ready to go back
to the gatehouse. He had a waterproof ready toymrther shoulders, since
the weather was rapidly deteriorating.

'It's already quite treacherous underfoot,’ he e@dyand put a hand under
her arm as she picked her way across the innet,a@asping as a sudden
gust of wind blew a flurry of snow in her face.

'‘Not very nice,' Frances panted, and stamped le¢rffiee of snow in the
passageway outside the gatehouse. The wind hovded & like a banshee,
and Frances was glad to get inside to the warmthcaeerful comfort of
Mrs Bates's parlour. That lady clucked over herthexs bedraggled state
and brought a towel to dry the damp black curlsicivleven in the short
distance from the house had become plastered twé&ss head. As she



rubbed energetically, Frances sniffed at the wdntaroma coming from
the kitchen.

'What a fantastic smell, Mrs_B. What is it?'

‘Nothing fancy, just my steak and kidney pie witbm& nice fresh
vegetables. Once you've had your bath I'll bringyowar tray.'

Frances smiled cajolingly. 'l don't wish to intrubet could | eat down here
with you and your husband, just for tonight? | domnd the kitchen, and it
is New Year's Eve.' Suddenly she very much wantedoemyrather than a
solitary meal in her room.

'Why, of course, Miss Frances, with pleasure. Angpthing like you should
be out at some party, not here on your own." Mte8hecame brisk. 'We'll
lay the table in here and open up the bottle ofewBates got in for
Christmas and forgot. We'll make it a special omrgsjust the three of
us—very nice for us to have company to see in tbw Mear.'

And very pleasant it was. Frances put on the damsmiBenetton sweater
dress Jassy had bought her for Christmas, withrd#laek stockings and
slender-heeled black suede shoes, adding her '&atji#rof antique pearl
ear-drops in honour of the occasion. Mrs Batesagxd at the sight of her,
saying what a picture she looked, and Frances detturdly pleased,
particularly when she saw that both Mr and Mrs Bdttad also dressed for
the occasion, the latter in her good black dresstha former in his best
grey suit. The table was laid with the best choamdles, even Christmas
crackers, and they sat down to beef soup and astehkidney pie, wearing
absurd paper hats and laughing at the feeble jokéke mottoes from the
crackers. The wine and firelit warmth soon madefiags fly in Frances's
cheeks as she ate the homely, delicious food, laadbsgot to be miserable
for a fair proportion of the evening, particulanjpen Mrs Bates brought out
old snapshot albums after dinner and showed Frarceges of Mr Harry
and Miss Charlotte from cradle to college gradumatithe latter's crowning
glory was her wedding photograph, which showeddsea tall, fair bride,
very like her brother, smiling from a mist of tuked flowers alongside her
tall, burly bridegroom.



'l just wish Mr Harry would follow suit," sighed llrBates, and urged
Frances to more coffee. 'Have a drop of brandy; iheiar, it helps keep out
the cold.’

Snow outside or not, Frances was glowing like @ m$er warm dress, and
enjoying tales of Harry's childhood, when suddelyhree of them shot to
their feet in alarm at the sound of squealing sdk#éiowed by a loud crash
outside. Bates ran from the room to investigatean€es would have
followed suit, but Mrs Bates held her back.

'‘Bates will have taken his shotgun, Miss Franceanit let you go out there
until we know what it is.'

Both of them stood, tense, then at the sound afegoirom the stable yatd
Mrs Bates relaxed visibly.

‘That's Mr Harry," she said, and patted Francat®shoulder, telling her to
sit by the fire again. 'l don't know what he's dphrere tonight when he's
supposed to be at a party, Fm sure, but Fd bedteif $ie needs anything.
You stay here, dear. | shan't be long.’

Frances was wild with curiosity about the crash, dsiher hosts seemed
dead against her going outside she stayed wherevaheintil Mrs Bates
came back looking flushed and distinctly put out.

'What is it?" demanded Frances.

'Mr Harry skidded in the snow as he drove and @dshto the stable door,
but he's quite all right. So is the car, but tladk doors will need rehanging,
| shouldn't wonder.’

'‘Can | do anything?'

'‘No, dear. Fll have to leave you for a few minuBates has gone to draw up
the fire in the library over at the house, and Frstjslipping over myself

to take some of this soup for Mr Harry.'

'Why has he come home?' asked Frances curiously.



'l couldn't say, dear.' Mrs Bates pulled on het ema picked up her basket.
'From what | could see bed's the best place fordtithe moment.’

She hurried off, and Frances pulled a face leth@mnown. She could hardly
barge in over at the house unasked, even if she egrsumed by curiosity,
so she went into the kitchen to wash up the ditimegs instead. She had
just finished when Bates returned.

'Mr Harry's not very well. My wife's a bit worriedlpnown him from a baby,
of course. Tends to fuss over him.’

Frances hesitated. 'Would it be any good if | werdr to see him, do you
think?'

Bates shook his head doubtfully. 'l really coulddy. Myself, | think he
could do with cheering up, if you fancy having atsét it.'

‘Then Fll try. | can always beat a strategic retiiehe's not well enough to
want company.' Frances ran upstairs to collecsheepskin coat, and went
down to find Mrs Bates had returned, looking upset.

'‘Bates says you're going over there, Miss Frariag<go get him to drink the
soup, would you? He might do it for you. He judtitme to go to bed and
leave him alone.’

‘Then why don't you?' said Frances gently. 'Perlhapsld have a key and
let myself back in, then you can both go to betrdHarry kicks me out I'll
be straight back anyway, but if he'd appreciateesoampany I'll stay for a
bit.'

The key was handed over with gratitude, to her r&gp Obviously both
Bates and his wife worried over Harry Curthoysfdmiwere the son they'd
never had, and were pleased with Frances's ofteglfn

'Is he hurt?' asked Frances.

'No, nothing like that—more depressed,’ said MreBaaguely.



Frances went across to the house gingerly on lgér lieels, annoyed with
herself for forgetting to change her shoes, andredtquietly. Bates had left
lights on here and there, but even so it felt etrigvalk through the big
shadowy rooms alone so late, and Frances was@ladc¢h the library. She
paused outside the door, leaving her coat on a,dh&n knocked loudly
and went in.

Harry Curthoys was sprawled in one of the wing haear the fire, staring
into it. His face was thrown into gaunt relief dyetleaping flames, and
when he turned to look at Frances the faint smiléhis face was not the
friendly, casual one she was accustomed to, baina $ardonic lift of his
lips.

'‘And what in blazes argoudoing here, Robin Redbreast? Or are you one of
those im-imaginary figments people talk about?' Wige was thick and
slurred, and informed Frances instantly of oneesalpoint the Bateses had
omitted to mention. Harry Curthoys was not ill pjured, he was drunk.

'‘No. I'm real.' Frances advanced slowly from thedslws into the flickering
light from the fire and sat down on the chair opfgoBblarry. 'Why are you
sitting in the dark?'

'Suits my mood," he said solemnlyfed| dark." He peered at her with
half-closed eyes. 'Can't understand why you're .h#tle New Year's
Eve—you should be out celebrating with your lover.’

'He's in Scotland and | came back to work. | thayglu wouldn't be back
for a day or two yet.'

He nodded sagely several times. 'So that's why game—thought |
wouldn't be here.’

Frances didn't bother to contradict him in his preesnood. 'l thought you
would be seeing in the New Year at a friend's party

'‘Couldn't stick more than an hour or so. Came h@&he--stopped off at the
King's Arms and had a drink or two with Jim.'



Or even half a dozen drinks, thought Frances, udddowvhether to feel
sorry for him, or just amused.

‘Jim told me to walk home, but | didn't. My privatead anyway. Couldn't

harm anyone on that, could 1?' he asked plaintiv€hpuble was, too much

blasted snow. Got in my way. Misjudged the stablers. Had a little crash.

Did Bates tell you?'

'He didn't need to. | heard it.' Frances got upspect the tray on the desk. It
held two flasks, one of soup, the other presumabfiee provided by the

efficient Mrs Bates.

'How about tasting some of this soup?' asked Fraridead some earlier on.
It's very good.’

Harry shook his head, eyeing her malevolently. yIdent you over to make
me drink the bloody stuff, | suppose.’

‘No, they didn't. | suggested coming to see if gdike some company.
Perhaps I'd better go back.'

'‘No! No, don't go yet. Talk to me.’

'Very well." Frances sat down composedly. Harrypdtap for a moment,
swayed a little and decided to sit down again. Hes wearing a dinner
jacket, but his white shirt was open at the neckblack tie dangling and his
hair was wildly untidy.

'I'm a little under the weather," he informed héhwdignity.

"You mean you're sloshed," she said bluntly.

Harry glared at her, then shrugged indifferentlgright. Sloshed.
Sh—stoned, and other terms not fit for delicate ear

Why?"

'What do you mean, why?"



'For all I know it may be an annual habit of yotoget smashed every New
Year's Eve, but if not, then why tonight? And whg gou come home?"

Harry's slightly unfocused eyes rested on the gefigure in the red dress
for some time, then a cunning smile spread ovethimsface. 'I'll tellyouif
you'll tell me."

‘Tell you what?"

‘The real reason why you came running back herenvamy red-blooded
female ought to be out merrymaking on New Years.Ev

Frances regarded him calmly, then shrugged. Hetragtvell know now as
later. 'l got jilted," she said flatly.

Harry's smile gave way to a look of maudlin symgatho! Not by the
accountant? Oh, bad luck. | can sympathise. Thgt'season too.'

She frowned. 'You mean you got jiltadain?'

'No, no, no." He shook a finger at her impatientlywas doing the
crossword, you see.’

‘The crossword.'
'In the morning paper,' he said patiently.

'l know the one. | do it myself quite often, budibesn't make me hit the
bottle if | can't finish it,’ said Frances reasdgab

'‘Ah, but what do they print just above the crossior
‘The births column.’
'‘Bullseye!" Harry clapped in approval.

'So?!



"This morning what do you think caught my eye whilas juggling with an
anagram?'

'No idea. Tell me.'

It was right there, in black and white—to Annabahd Hartley
Breckenridge a son. son\Isn't that a joke?' Harry thrust a hand through hi
hair and looked round wildly. 'l need a drink--'

'‘No, you don't,’ said Frances firmly. 'Go on abAunhabel—she was the
lady who jilted you, wasn't she?"

He nodded, an ugly set to his mouth. 'The very same
'And you're upset because she's married someanaralsgiven him a son?'

'‘Upset! Hah! It's the bloody great irony of the yelle let out a mirthless
crack of laughter. 'She wouldn't marry me and hayson, would she? Yet
she swore she was in love with me! Then she mathiesdoddering old

moneybags Breckenridge and promptly presents hith an heir. It's

enough to make you laugh, isn't it?"'

Frances studied his bitter face gravely. 'Do ydulgte her so much, then?'

Harry shook his head impatiently. "You're missing point, my little robin.
But then, you don't know the punchline of the joke.

He stared into the fire in morose silence for gtawy interval, until Frances
began to wonder if he'd forgotten she was thereebentually he began to
talk again, his voice less slurred than beforey law, rapid monotone she
had to lean forward to hear clearly.

'l was a bit of a lad in my youth," he began. 'Nwrse than anyone else—no
drugs or anything heavy, just fast cars, partiets,dhe odd argument with
waiters, a few chairs smashed up—you know the &fritiing.’

‘Not first hand," she said drily.



'‘Quite. Well, my father got pretty fed up with nfdreatened to cut off my
allowance and all that, but | had some money obmg at the time, left by
my grandmother, so his threats didn't carry muchitciThen, just before |
finished at Cambridge my father fell off his hordast fell off, would you
believe. Must have had a giddy spell, or somettbagthe horse kicked him
in the temple and that was that.' Harry ran a lvased his face and was silent
for a moment, then went on more slowly. 'l loved father, and | knew
quite well he loved me, for all his views on didicip and all that. What |
never realised until his will was read was the eit# his passion for this
place. The house and estate were entailed on rge/aginbut the money
was his to dispose of as he wished. From his tilias crystal clear that he
was afraid, if | inherited young, I'd spend evenython fast living in general
and let the Court go to rack and ruin. So aparhfam annuity to my mother
and a small legacy to Charlotte, who was alreadyiath he left the bulk of
the money in trust.’

'Until you marry?"

He sighed. 'No. Until my first son is born. Notldri-son.He obviously felt
this would settle me down, make sure | joined tlamks of the
serious-minded. My first reaction was a blindingthbat he hadn't trusted
me sufficiently to assume my responsibilities wities time came. Then |
got angry and decided to earn the money myselfh \ttié remains of the
legacy from my grandmother, and a sum my mothested on putting up, |
set up as an estate agent in Astcote where | khevCurthoys name still
carried some weight, and after several years, dodad hard graft, | began
to do nicely, able to keep the old house in reasienaick, with a skeleton
staff in the winter-and a few more in the summeaseohdecided to open the
place to the public to earn some of its keep. Tlheet Annabel.'

'So what went wrong?' asked Frances.

‘The terms of the will had never been made pulllig, | knew it was
generally held that | had to marry to get the moaynabel told me she
knew all about the strings attached to my inheciggiand would be happy to
marry me. Like a fool | deluded myself into beliegishe knew the truth,
was willing to marry me and live in comparativegduced circumstances
until the necessary son arrived.' Harry smilededit ‘It was only when



Mother arrived for the wedding and congratulatech@wel on being such a
good sport about having babies until she achievesbra that all was
revealed. We were having dinner. | shall neverdemk in orange sauce
again without seeing the utterly appalled expressio Annabel's face.'

'She thought she just had to walk down the aislkittdhe jackpot," said
Frances prosaically.

'‘Absolutely." Harry grinned evilly. 'Before you ddu say Jack
Robinson—whydoesone say Jack Robinson?— Annabel had given me
back the ring, with reluctance, and departed, bot fo get a notice in the
paper that the wedding was off. Next thing | kndwe'd married Hartley
Breckenridge—old American banking money. She evestamto me. Told

me he was rich enough to give her anything sheeda@nd old enough to
make children out of the question. Her mistakeesslshe's planted a
cuckoo in the Breckenridge nest. The fact reméias if she'd marriethe
that son could have been mine and I'd have the yndoeepair the roof.’

Frances regarded him thoughtfully, undecided whdttagry was grieving
for his lost love or the money. 'Why haven't yokess someone else to
marry you?"'

His look was derisive. 'For what it was worth, Isana love with Annabel.
Since then I've never met anyone else | fanciedrghany life with—and
even if | had, who would be fool enough to agreeeohtold my touching
little story?'

Frances shook her head sadly. 'Where | come fremiimpler. One falls in
love with a man and just marries him—if he asks-ardipss of his
expectations.'

'Sounds like Utopia.'

'No. It's a small village near Warwick.'

Harry chuckled and got up to inspect the trayhitik | could eat some of

this soup now. My outpourings have made me hurigyyapologies to you,
Frances. Must have bored you to tears.'



'‘No indeed. | found it almost as fascinating asdstbry."'
‘Thanks for the "almost"! Have some soup?’

‘Not for me, thank you. | ate an enormous meal withBateses.' Frances
looked on with approval as Harry filled a mug wstkaming soup and took
it back to the fire to drink. 'Feel a little betteyw?'

He smiled ruefully. 'If you mean am | sober nowather think 1 am. Which
reminds me—God, I'm a self-centred lout! You sad'gt been jilted. Tell
me what happened.'

She looked away. 'Nothing to make a fuss about--'
'Like me, you mean!'

Frances gave him a crooked little smile. 'Let's Isdign't get drunk and |
brought the Morris home in one piece, anyway.'

Harry sighed. 'Only myself to blame. Now, why hésstfool of an
accountant broken it off?'

'The usual reason. He found someone else—a ladyatant he met at the
office. They're having an engagement party rigist thinute.’

'Hell's bells!" Harry stared at her appalled, tigen up quickly. '‘Come on,
Frances, let's have a drink. Several, in factN&sv Year's Eve, and since
we both have sorrows to drown, | vote we drown thegether.’

'Have some coffee first,' she advised.

'‘Anything you say." Harry filled two cups from tHkask, then added
generous measures of brandy, and in silence theypgang the hot liquid,
both of them content to stare into the flames imganionable silence until
the church bells began pealing in the distance.

Harry pulled Frances to her feet and poured maaedy into two snifters.
'Let's drink a toast, Frances. May the New Yeandhappiness to us both.’



'Happiness to us both," she echoed and tosseukafietat brandy in one gulp,
as Harry did, then gasped for breath.

He laughed indulgently as she spluttered, then tomkglass and put it
down, his head on one side as he regarded heriguagty. 'Am | to be
granted the privilege of a kiss to welcome in thewNyear?'

Frances blinked, then smiled diffidently, and hepdher face to be kissed.
Harry Curthoys was only a little over six feet t&ut he had to lean down
quite a way to kiss the mouth offered up to himrsstingly. Putting his
hands lightly either side of her waist he benbiach her mouth gently with
his own, which lingered involuntarily before he wdrback a little, his eyes
meeting hers., Frances breathed in sharply, hermpgrting as she saw the
startled look on his face, then she shut her elyjpdly as he bent his head
and kissed her again, much less fleetingly.

There was nothing hurried or perfunctory aboutthg his lips coaxed hers
apart then deepened their pressure, and Franaebigterly still as he drew
her closer and slid a hand down her back to fitdoely into his as he leaned
over her, his mouth moving in a way that made passible not to respond
as his tongue slid along hers, and her breathimckguoed in answer to the
rhythm of his. The arms holding her tightened,rtieaith on hers grew more
demanding, and wildly Frances tried to remembet th&s was Harry
Curthoys, not Chris, that he had drunk far mora tlvas good for him, and
was making use of her as substitute for his preciwonabel, and several
other reasons why they shouldn't be doing whatwerg doing. Only it was
so wonderfully comforting, positive balm to her wais, to be held like this
and have her hurt kissed better. When Harry fina#id her a little away
from him Frances blinked up at him, dazed.

'Should | say I'm sorry, Frances?' he asked, inrsteady, husky voice.

'l don't know."' She looked down, staring hard attthes of her black shoes.
‘Are you? Sorry, | mean?'

'For kissing you, definitely not. But if | annoygdu, upset you in any way,
then yes, | am.’



'You didn't.'

'I'm glad.' He put a gentle fingertip under hemctund lifted her face to look
into her eyes. 'Happy New Year, Frances.'

She looked for a long moment into the narrow gregsebelow the
dishevelled fair hair, then relaxed. 'Happy New iy étarry.’

He smiled, in a way that recalled pictures of tbtter, devil-may-care
Harry of old, and waved her to her chair. They@sre not about to black
my eye will you stay and talk a while?"

'Yes. Only let's not talk about, well, sad thingsll me what happens at
Curthoys Court when it's open during the summegtwdnd of Christmas

you had with your sister, what type of properties gell--'

'Done,' he said promptly, and poured more brandieir glasses, laughing
at her wary expression. 'We'll sip these very sjpirien we won't be lured
into further temptation.’

‘Temptation?'

He scratched his nose, eyeing her candidly. "Wiélll were really
honest—do you want me to be honest?'

Frances gave it some thought as she took a siprdirandy.

'Yes, | think so.’'

'In that case | feel | should explain that the kistg now was meant to be a
cheery little peck, short and sweet to mark theasiwn. There's not much
point in trying to deny it didn't turn out quitéé that.'

‘Very true.'

'In fact, | could have gone on kissing you indeétyi if I'd thought there was

any chance of your letting me.' His eyes gleamey lvaght over the rim of
his glass.



'l didn't offer much resistance,' she pointed out.

You were taken by surprise. But then," he addedwas I. Kissing yous
very surprising.'

Why?"

'Your response was quite a shock to my system—msgnblood pressure
rocketing sky high.’

Frances shot a worried look at him. 'l didn't hamgthing to do with the
response. It just happened.'

'Does it happen every time?'
"You've only kissed me once."

'With anyone else I'd take that as an invitationHight, pax.' He held up a
hand at her indignant scowl. 'l know you didn't méathat way. I'm just
curious to know if that same reaction occurs evieng you're kissed.'

Frances had been kissed as much as most girls,tismsewith her
co-operation, sometimes not, and by Chris a grealt ds was only natural,
but none of the kisses had ever startled her ite gloe same way. A kiss was
just a kiss, as the song said. Except when HarrhGys practised the art,
apparently.

'‘No, not every time,' she said evasively.

There was an odd look in Harry's eyes. 'Only on Near's Eve, perhaps?'
Frances smiled. 'There is something special atshdnng in the New Year,
isn't there?' Then she sobered. 'This one hasrhesnunusual than most, |

think, one way and another.’

'‘Are you very unhappy, Frances?' The tenderneddaimy's voice was
almost her undoing, and she had to swallow hard.



'I'd be lying if | said no." She lifted her chincdasmiled valiantly. '‘But | know

perfectly well that the hurt will lessen as timeegmn. It's just that it's a bit
difficult when the man in question happens to et door to one's family.

Embarrassing all round.’

‘Then don't go home for a while. Stay here overteekends as much as
you wish," he suggested.

‘Thank you. | will." She smiled gratefully, themmembered a happier piece
of news. 'By the way, my father and Jassy are theemoon—there's a new
little Wilding in the offing next June.' She bitrhigp as a shadow passed
over Harry's face. 'I'm sorry. You can't want tahabout more happy
arrivals.’'

'I'm very pleased for you.'

There was silence for a while after that. Harrynsee to retreat into the
depression of earlier on, and Frances cursed herlagk of tact. 'Have |
made you miserable again by talking about babsgs?/entured, and to her
relief he laughed.

'No, of course not. Actually | was thinking abol troof, and which bank |
should rob to pay for the re-leading that's needed.

'Is it that bad?"

'Yes, Frances Wilding. It's that bad. | must firme way to raise the
money, and soon, at that.' He smiled ruefullyplagise. You wanted to
talk about pleasant things and here | am, deprgssanhell out of you.'

'If it helps | don't mind," she assured him. 'Whesaid "pleasant things" |
think | meant anything other than our respectivelives.’

'How right you are.' Harry reached over and toppgetder glass. 'Let's forget
about old flames and concentrate on Frances WildimyHarry Curthoys.

May their shadows never grow less. Your healthnéea.' He raised his
glass and drank deeply.



Frances eyed the contents of her glass with misgjthen told herself that
once a year a little over-indulgence was permissiShe toasted the man
watching her. 'Your health, Harry.'

'l suppose you wouldn't care to come and sit orkn@e?' he asked.
Frances sat up very straight. 'That's the drirlirigl'
'No, it's not, it's me. Harry. Well—would you?"

Frances gave his request all the due solemn coasime of three glasses of
brandy, which was two more than she had ever diutier life. 'l think |
would like to sit on your knee, but that's probabécause Fve had far too
much to drink.'

'Very likely," he agreed gloomily. 'l must say #'bit deflating to learn you
have to be stoned out of your mind before you fimelattractive enough to
sit on my lap.’

'No, no, you misunderstood me.' Her eyes widenddnmatingenuously. 'l
know very well that | do want to sit on your knaedbe cuddled a little, but
sober | wouldn't have dreamed of admitting it.’

'l would dearly love to—cuddle you a little," heicsaoftly, and made no
move from his half-supine position in his chairutB/ou'd have to come
over here of your own accord.’

"You expect rather a lot, Mr Curthoys.’
'‘Not expect. Hope.'

Harry gazed into her eyes steadily in the shaddvelit room, and Frances
stared back, mesmerised, conscious of a definiteegards him. He lay
back in his chair on the other side of the hedritposture utterly relaxed,
yet she felt the will he was imposing on her asrgjly as though he had her
by the hands, drawing her towards him. She roselglto her feet and
moved across the space separating them.



'l should go home,"' she said huskily.

Harry shook his head and held out his arms. "Té@dt why you got up,
Frances.'

She hesitated, a helpless, pleading look on her fRease--'

He reached up and caught her wrists, and shentellhis embrace, curling
against him as he drew her across his thighs alddhlee close, smoothing
her hair as her head came to rest against hisdgoul

'l won't hurt you, Frances. But | think we both deelittle human contact
tonight. 1 know | do. Just to have you here likis ik a comfort. Do you feel
the same?'

Frances was not at all sure how she felt. It wasgant, and more than
pleasant, to be held close in Harry's arms liks.tBhe was conscious of
warmth from the fire, warmth from the brandy, wanrfrom the security of
the arms encircling her. She sighed a little afteldiher head to tell him, but
his mouth came down on hers and the impulse tckdpéieher. The world
contracted, grew smaller, encapsulated into thismyaecure haven of
Harry's arms, of his mouth moving on hers, his anigts around her. Then
his hand moved and her breath drew in sharply @slm fingers slowly
traced the shape of her breast, their touch burthirmugh the fine wool
until his fingertips closed on the nipple that reséheir touch even through
its covering, and Frances gasped. Harry made lacssbund deep in his
throat as his tongue caressed hers and his brgajhew ragged. When he
tore his mouth away her eyes stared up into hidewiith wonder, and the
little golden streaks in the brown irises shonee liny flames in the
half-light.

'Frances--' he began breathlessly, and at the solihis voice her lids
dropped and she turned her head away, her bodgnsti§ in his grasp.
'‘Don't turn away from me,' he urged. 'Not tonight.'

'What are you asking?' she whispered.



'Only that you stay a little longer, just like thidothing more, | promise.
Not even a kiss. Just simple human contact, omlat mthen we both need
it.'

'So you can pretend I'm Annabel?’

Harry shook his head emphatically. ‘No. Never thigt my idea of good
manners. I'm fully aware that | have Miss FranceklMg here in my arms,
and I'm very conscious of my good fortune. Will ygiay for a bit—please?’

Frances wasn't proof against the entreaty in Haugice, and she sighed a
little and nodded. 'Yes. For a little while.'

Harry Curthoys settled himself more comfortablytve big chair, gently
shifting the girl in his arms until she lay relaxaghinst him, her head on his
shoulder, his chin on her ruffled curls. A log fa@lhd sparks streamed up the
chimney, but neither of them stirred. As otherstle outside world
celebrated the arrival of the New Year with inetathrevelry, the inmates
of Curthoys Court grew utterly still and silent they fell asleep in each
other's arms.



CHAPTER SIX

FRANCES woke because her legs were cold and her neck tifadtsvas
dark, and for a moment she had no idea where skeMen she tried to
move and found she was entwined with a sleepingyHarsuch an extent
that it took some time to extricate herself. Whika 8nally broke free she
hugged her arms across her chest, shivering ifathegrey light that had
begun to steal through the window. Then she wéantsy from the room to
get her coat, afraid to switch on a light in calse woke Harry. The last
thing she wanted was to meet him face to face encthol, cruel light of
dawn. She thrust one arm into the sleeve of hdrtbea hesitated and took
it out again. Stealthily she crept back into thedry and laid the coat over
the sleeping figure, then hurried from the room @mwugh the house,
turning off the lights that had been burning agjhi

She opened the great outer door and gasped asirilehurled a gust of
snowflakes in her face, then closed the door chyefiehind her before
dashing across the court, head bowed against the tearing through the
thin wool of her dress. By the time she reachedjttiehouse her teeth were
chattering and her fingers so numb she had ditfiqétting the key into the
lock. When she finally managed to get the door apenlight went on, to
her dismay, and she looked up into the disapprosyes of Mrs Bates, who
was stationed half-way up the stairs.

'Miss Frances! Have you been out all night?"

It was the last straw. Frances felt weary, depredser head was splitting
and, unless she was much mistaken, quite sure MrssBhought she'd
spent the night in Harry's bed. She burst intosteaibbing her knuckles in
her eyes miserably.

Mrs Bates descended the stairs hurriedly, and stkepirl into her ample
embrace. There, there, don't take on so, my Wélaat is it? Whatever's the
matter? Surely Mr Harry didn't...?"

'‘No!" Frances drew away to explain, her voice cllokeall came out in a
rush, punctuated by sobs: her own unhappiness ©es, Harry's about
Annabel's new son. 'We just talked, and drank soaedy, and the fire was



warm and we just—just fell asleep,’ she finished] aniffed loudly. 'He's
still there in the library.'

'‘But where's your coat—you're like ice, child.’
'l put it over Mr Harry—it was so cold this mornihg
Instantly mollified, Mrs Bates shooed her upstairs.

‘Turn on your blanket then undress as fast as gawaod get into bed while
| make you a nice hot cup of tea.'

Frances thanked her fervently and dived upstansshing her teeth and
washing her face while the electric blanket begadd its work. Minutes
later, in her striped Laura Ashley pyjamas, shedhedi under the duvet,
feeling the warmth stealing through her body wépture and keeping her
mind a determined blank about the events of thbtnigith gratitude she
accepted the tea tray Mrs Bates brought her, antthatbiscuits and took the
aspirins tactfully provided before drinking two cugf tea. Then at last she
settled down to relax in the warm bed. After a wtghe switched off the
blanket and lay watching the snow feathering pastiéaded panes of the
windows as the cold wintry light gradually repladbd darkness.

Frances made her first New Year's resolution adashéhere. She would
avoid brandy in future if the result of drinkingats the irresponsibility she
had shown last night. She must have been mad tdaet Curthoys kiss
her. And she was uneasily aware that 'let' wasaldhat accurate a verb,
either. 'Encouraged’ was probably nearer the midedry had had an
excuse. He'd been fairly tight to start with. Blog $1ad not. She should have
had the sense to come away when he sobered upirthadtiss that was
supposed to wish her Happy New Year should have ixening enough.
But no, thought Frances bitterly, she had to stag aerform her
cork-shoulder act for Harry Curthoys, of courseqd &mok where it had
landed her. Not in his bed, admittedly, which wamsthing, but a night
spent on a man's lap was hardly the type of behaciaculated to foster a
pleasant, impersonal employer- employee relatignskhrances groaned
and turned her face to the wall, and abruptly Ghfece'was in her mind
and she began to cry hopelessly, feeling suddestyWwith no niche in her



life for her to fit into neatly, as once she had.hdow Chris had Isla, Dad
had Jassy, even Harry had Curthoys Court and aigeflace in life.
Whereas Frances Wilding felt like a displaced perso

It was past eleven when Frances woke from a bresfyy sleep that left her
unrefreshed and wondering how to cope with the tuewof events. Would
Harry be different? Awkward with her, perhaps? Caybbe he wouldn't
remember anything about the night before when heewBrances was not
left long in doubt. When she arrived downstair®ne was in the gatehouse,
but her sheepskin coat was hanging over the baekcbfir in the parlour
with a note thrust through the buttonhole. It s&me and see me when
you feel like it. I'm nursing a hangover in the miag-room. H.'

One look at the weather when she got up had deé&idaates on comfort in
preference to elegance, and she was wearing aflewx tracksuit over a
thick sweater, with socks inside her boots to kkepfeet warm as she
dashed over to the Court, huddled in her coat.s&raped her feet outside
before going into the entrance hall, almost callipwith Bates as she went
on into the great hall.

'‘Ah, good morning, Miss Frances—you found your cib&n.’ The man
smiled at her kindly. 'l was surprised to find iaded over Mr Harry in the
library this morning. Dead to the world he was.’

'l still am,’ said a sepulchral voice, and Harrpegred, looking very wan
and haggard as he clutched at his head.

‘Never again,' he said bitterly. ‘Bates, if | askldrandy in future ignore me!’

Bates chuckled. 'Why not take Miss Frances baak tim¢ morning-room
and sit by the fire? | believe my wife has coffeady.'

'‘Best news I've had this morning—thank you.' Haogk Frances by the
elbow. 'How are you today ? Not very talkative tghpalain.'

'I'm all right.’

‘Just all right?’



She nodded, then smiled faintly and he smiled badieved, as he opened
the morning-room door for her. He sniffed ecstditycat the scent of fresh

coffee, and the awkwardness Frances had felt aiuetering him again

evaporated as she busied herself with the cupgngin a dash of milk and

one lump of sugar before giving Harry his.

"You know my tastes already,’ he said, and sat mhls chair, eyeing her
uneasily. 'Frances, did I, er, get out of hand tégit?"

She felt her cheeks grow warm. '‘Don't you remeniber?

He gave her a hunted look. 'l remember kissingamaiholding you in my
arms in the chair in front of the fire. Next thihngnew, Bates was fighting
me for your coat, which | refused to give up withaistruggle, apparently.
Probably thought it was you. He was a bit po-faaieout finding me asleep
in the library in broad daylight still in the DJablack tie, and using your
coat for a blanket. When did you—I mean, how loityyabu stay with me?
Or was the entire episode the product of my drunkegination?'

Frances relaxed. 'No, you didn't imagine it. | didvake up myself until it

was getting light. It was icy cold in the library that time, so | left you my
coat and ran back to the gatehouse.’

'In just that red dress?'

She nodded, pulling a face. 'It was freezing amal a terrible job to get the
key in the lock, then when | managed to open tlor teere was Mrs Bates
on the stairs in the most awesome dressing-gownheit hair in a plait and
a face like thunder.’

Harry groaned loudly and covered his eyes withhhisds.

'So now she thinks you spent the night sleeping mie!"

'l did," Frances pointed out.

He stole a look at her. 'How did you explain?’



She described her tears and her confession andvlis\Bates had become
instantly motherly and comforting.

'Perhaps | should have tried tears—she wasn't s@myforting to me," he
said morosely.

'‘Ah, but | didn't get drunk in the village and drasto the stable doors!
'‘Don't rub it in—I feel low enough as it is!"

'Sorry—didn't mean to be nasty.’

'Frances, | can't visualise your being nasty uaggrcircumstances.'
She grinned at him. 'That's because you don't knewery well.'

Harry's face was thoughtful. 'After last night €fé know you a little better
than | did.'

Frances stared at him indignantly. 'What do younfiea

'Steady on—don't get your feathers ruffled. | metat all that stuff |
poured out into your captive ears last night is etiimg | normally keep to
myself. Must have bored you to death.’

'On the contrary. | only wish there was somethicguld do to help.’

Harry sighed. "You could always drive the getaway for me when | rob
the bank.'

Frances giggled. 'And a lot better than you, if taght is anything to go by!"

'l shall ignore your cruel jibes,' he said withrltg, then grinned. 'Want to
come out and inspect the damage with me?'

'It's time | started work—I'm late enough as it is.



'‘Not today, Josephine—it's New Year's Day, a hglida come and help me
mend the stable doors instead.’

Bundled up in her sheepskin coat, with her woatlgm crammed down over
her curls Frances crunched through the snow withryH® inspect the
damage, which was less than expected considerengdise the crash had
made. She held nails and screws, and stampeddtanfehe snow-covered
ground while Harry repaired the hinges, which hatfesed most in the
impact. Some of the wood was splintered as wetl Mason was the chap
for that, Harry told her cheerfully, and challendest to a snowball fight.
Frances agreed with delight, and gave as good egachin the pelting
match that followed until one particularly accuratessile from Harry
caught her off balance and she landed on her lmaaksnowdrift, gasping
for breath and laughing helplessly. He hauled bid&er feet swiftly, dusting
her down and demanding whether she was hurt, lauicEs assured him it
took more than a mere lucky fluke to put her oudafon, then had to sprint
off in hasty retreat as he threatened to reneattesk.

They were still breathless when they got back ® lbuse, but Harry's
headache was gone and Frances felt a hundred mebetter than earlier,
and they both did full justice to the spaghettbcerara Mrs Bates had made
for lunch.

'l think we're both remarkable,' said Harry, whbeyt were at the coffee
stage.

'Oh? In what way?'

'‘Well, there's you with your very recently battetezhrt, and me with my
wounded pride, and look how stiff our upper lips about the whole thing.’

Frances made a face. 'l wasn't terribly cheerfldmtfinally got to bed this
morning, I'm afraid. But | know very well there's point in wallowing in
self-pity, so I'll just have to get on with life d@think of Chris as just an old
friend instead of—of--'

'‘Lover ?'



‘Not the word | was looking for. | was about to $aygband, | suppose. Not
that we had planned to marry for ages. Yet with, Ishe new lady-love,
Chris is in a tremendous hurry, which is a bit handmy ego.’

Harry leaned towards her and took one of her haAds.you very much in
love with the chap, Frances?'

She looked steadily into the intent grey eyes, tfrewned. "In love"
doesn't seem quite the right way to describe ubgerilt's just that it's
always been Chris all my life, ready to fight mytthes in school, give me a
hand with my homework, teach me to swim—oh, | dentw, it's hard to
explain. | suppose that I'm trying to say that €liras always beehere.
And now he isn't, and won't be ever again, andséty like losing part of
myself.'

Harry's clasp tightened. 'The feeling will paspromise, Frances. | know
it's hard to imagine at the moment.’

'‘No, | know you're right." Frances withdrew her thagently. 'And you're
very kind to listen to my misery and woe.'

‘Not a bit of it—I subjected you to enough of miast night.' Harry's eyes
held hers. 'But when the going gets rough, whenfgelmore down than
usual, don't keep it to yourself. Tell me. | knowaw it's like, so don't be
afraid to admit you need cheering up.'

She smiled gratefully. 'Thank you.'

'Right—now what would you like to do this aftern@orit's stopped
snowing, so we could go for a walk, or we couldaliagome television, or
play records--'

"You don't have to entertain me, you know. | cammekihere to work.’

Harry shook his head decisively. 'Work is out foddy. And I'd be very
grateful for your company, so what shall it be?'



Frances glanced towards the window. 'l think tiseaeglimmer of sun out
there. I'd like a walk, only no more snowballs,gse.’

'‘Done.’

They left the warmth of the house for the diamdbpright light outside and
crunched through the snow of the stableyard tow#ndsdrive, which
provided a fairly secure surface for walking. Fresmcould feel the warmth
rising in her cheeks as they kept up an energatie,jand Harry cast an eye
at the sky and sniffed the air.

'l fancy there's a bit more to come yet—good tHiegme back yesterday
after all. Might not have made it home if I'd lgftmuch longer."'

"You could have stayed with your friends.'

'l know. But | get restless if Fm away from herelfing. | hated being sent
away to school and couldn't wait to get back initbkdays. | used to bring
friends with me sometimes, but | never went to staeir homes, however
much | was asked. | begrudged every second spesy.awnabel and |

used to argue about it. She wanted a house in &mwvell. More of the

bright lights and less of the country air.'

Privately Frances considered Harry was well shaheffair Annabel, but
kept her views to herself as they walked, skirtimghouse in a great sweep,
but always able to see it as Harry led her alongowua side paths that
brought them in a rough circle from their startpaint. Frances realised that
their route would take them past the church, andplse quickened as
unconsciously she accelerated her pace, slithexifigle at times on the
slippery surface of the track.

'Hey!" Harry grabbed her arm as she almost slippei're in a great hurry
all of a sudden. Cold?’

'No, not in the least," she said breathlessly,vaidgéned her eyes at him in
appeal. 'Could we go into the church? Please?’



Harry stopped, and eyed her quizzically. 'Is thhy wou wanted to come
out? To visit Hal?'

'No," she said stoutly, but he grinned, shakindleisd.

‘Liar! | don't have the keys on me--'

'‘Could we go back and get them?"

'Oh, very well," he agreed reluctantly. 'But ib# as cold as--'
'The grave?' she said, giggling. 'Absolutely!

They hurried back to the house, where the kitchrarltstantalisingly of
freshly baked scones and roasting meat. Mrs Batdeetd up expectantly
from the pastry she was rolling out.

'Ready for your tea, Mr Harry?'

7 am,' he said pointedly, 'but this young lady peap visit the church, so
not being one to mock at the religious tendenciestloers | suppose I'd
better take her there.’

'In this weather?' Mrs Bates shook her head impgisaval. "Well, don't stay
too long, Miss Frances, or you'll catch a chill.’

Harry took Frances's hand in his and ran with hengathe path to the
church, which was hidden from the house by a cajsgew trees. He
unlocked the door and turned the heavy wrought-inandle. With a
screeching of hinges the door swung open, and fieh®d on some of the
lights. The dim interior sprang to life and Franstspped carefully over the
memorial stone of a long-dead Curthoys in the dagrwausing for a
moment at the Norman font, where the position efttinge and fastener for
the original cover was still faintly visible. Thénaosphere was heavy with
the smell of old wood and leather, overlaid witlaiat hint of incense even
now, and Frances shivered a little in the cold,clwtseemed more intense
now they were inside the church.



'Don't hang about too long, Frances, it's like emdaleep-freeze in here,'
complained Harry, and jogged up and down on thé¢ tspkeep warm. '‘Go
on, take a look at Hal—which is why you came—arnd3od's sake let's go
back before my blood congeals in my veins.'

From where they were standing at the back of theothFrances could see
rows of pews, the stained-glass window over tharathe surprisingly
simple wrought-iron cross and candlesticks, sonmehinaent boards on the
walls with Curthoys armorial bearings on them, smthe left of the pulpit
the first of the tombs. But she knew only too wibht it was necessary to
walk up the aisle and turn into the small side eh&pfore she could renew
her acquaintance with Hal Curthoys, and now she hveais it was rather
difficult to make the effort alone, since Harry iplg had no intention of
accompanying her. As she went down the aisle skie gaentative look
over her shoulder at him, but he just smiled moglyimnd waved her on.
Frances lifted her chin and marched smartly pastfribnt pew, and then
came to a sudden halt. The side chapel was in daskn

'Sorry," called Harry, and pressed another swittiminating the chapel
and the railed, recumbent figure with a sudden dr#imat took Frances's
breath away. The sheer beauty of the effigy dremlike a magnet, and
without realising she had moved she was clutchhegailing separating the
tomb from the others, gazing at the earthly remircde¢he long-dead Hal
Curthoys. The skill of the sculptor had wrought @morial of such
indolent, relaxed grace there was no suggestideath in the posture of the
body. Even in its deep repose it gave an impressforitality and slim,
muscular strength, and she forgot the cold, seméid an overwhelming
urge to touch, to stroke, to smooth the loveloakayafrom the hidden face.

'‘Boo!" said Harry in her ear, and Frances almaspjed out of her skin.
'Idiot!" she stormed, turning on him, then stopgdedd, her colour high as
she remembered that this was her employer, thewharpaid her wages.
'I'm sorry,' she said stiffly. '"You startled me."

Harry's eyebrows rose as he took her by the afeaice.

‘There's no rule against you bawling me out if feel like it, Frances!



She bit her lip. 'l forgot you were, well--'
Your boss?'

'Well, yes, but the fact that you're the ownerlbtras, and—' she gestured
over her shoulder towards Hal's tomb, '—his desaends well. | didn't
mean to be rude.'

Harry gave her an irritable little push in the diren of the door. 'Don't talk
such rot, Frances. You'll be touching your forelackl curtsying next." He
turned off the lights and locked the door, then wath her back to the
house, both of them slithering in places and gasrthe bite of the rising
wind.

'l don't know that I'd go as far as that," she séuand took a firm hold on
her red knitted cap, which was threatening to tatke

"You'd better not!" he yelled back, and threw offenkitchen door.

From then on life took on a routine that helpediEes no end in her efforts
to reshape her life without Chris. She buckled ddawrher work on the

records with a will, and spent her days utterlycabed in the past. There
were no more dramatic revelations about Arabelld laer crime, it was

true, but even without the passion and anguishehidden diary Frances
had more than enough to keep her interest centraly fon the seventeenth
century, which went a long way towards making hir happier in the

twentieth.

Frances dined with Harry Curthoys two, sometimeselevenings a week,
and on Sundays, unless he were away, he fellletbabit of taking her for
a stroll down to the King's Arms for a pre-lunciméy a practice duly noted
and accepted by the regulars of the pub. Somelgayses's campaign of
rehabilitation suffered a set-back, notably on tbeeipt of letters from
Chris apologising and justifying his change of he@n the first occasion
Harry was home to dinner and quick to notice amdeaty her low spirits,
but when the second letter came Harry was awayFaaces worked off
the effects of Chris's epistle by sheer physiciretip in the attic, sorting



and tidying and delving into trunks and boxes ustié was so tired and
dirty all she wanted was a bath, her dinner anelsle

It irritated Frances to read that Chris apparerilynd her blessing
necessary for his relationship with the clever laedutiful Isla, begging her
to write to him to reassure him of her good wisf@shis future. Some
people wanted jam on it, thought Frances angrily @ashed off a quick
note to the effect that as far as she was conce&®hed could walk into the
sunset with his bonny Highland lassie with no misggs about the welfare
of good old Frances, the girl next door.

‘Are you all right?' demanded her father duringuleekly call from home.

'I'm fine. Working hard and enjoying it very much.'

'‘And your Mr Curthoys—still treating you well?'

'Very well indeed. I'm lucky to have such a fastimgjob. How's Jassy ?'

'‘Blooming. But she worries about you.'

‘Tell her it isn't necessary. Really, Dad.’

'Do we see you some time in the future?'

Frances paused. 'Not yet—not while the weathertBcay. We've had a lot
of snow here.'

'‘But don't the weekends drag, sweetheart?"

'No chance. Don't worry about me, Dad, I'm not gaimo a decline or
anything, | promise you.'

Which was the truth. And the weekends did not diagarry were home
Frances spent some of the time with him. If notwbeked most of the time,
which brought much disapproval from the Batesesrdow her head, but
gave her mind the distraction it needed to avgnhiag about Chris.



As winter finally relented and made way for sprifrgnces saw rather less
of Harry, who seemed to be working himself into ¢neund one way and
another. As the property market began to move ggea he was home less
to dinner, and the Sunday visits to the King's Astgpped too, to her
regret, when Harry began opening his office on &ynchornings in
addition to the rest of the week. He became thimmer less high-spirited,
though unfailingly friendly and courteous to Framoa the now infrequent
occasions spent in her company. Even in his spageHarry was involved
in getting the Court ready for its Easter openimghie public and Frances
missed the evenings spent in conversation withdwer the dinner table,
even though meals on a tray in her bedroom atdatehguse were a thing of
the past since New Year's Eve.

'I'm worried about Mr Harry,' said Mrs Bates oneming. 'He's overdoing
things.'

'‘Always the same just before the house opens,'edgteer husband.
'‘Sometimes | think his father must have been adfitin the head to leave
him this place with no money to run it.'

'l don't know why he doesn't just get married,ddslirs Bates. 'lt would
solve a lot of problems, but that Miss Hayward it off the whole idea
good and proper.’

Frances made no comment, inwardly surprised thigtereof them knew
the precise terms of the will. Obviously only cldamily were in the know,
plus the fickle Annabel, who presumably kept gakbobut them to avoid
appearing in a bad light to her friends.

'Mrs Bates thinks you're overdoing things,' Franicédsrmed Harry over
their roast lamb the following Sunday evening.

He sighed. 'What choice do | have! Anyway, you'fm@ one to talk. | have
it from the same reliable source that you even wokfter dinner last night,
when all sensible people were either out socigisinsprawled in front of
the television.'



Frances was unrepentant. 'The Court will be opethriee weeks and I'm
determined to have a complete display ready orCikie War period by
then, otherwise there's not much point in your waglovertime to get the
coffin room ready to display it in.'

'Muniment room, if you don't mind, Miss Wilding.'
'‘Oops, sorry.'

'‘Anyway, don't try to change the subject. Sature@gnings are taboo for
poring over all those records, Frances.' His thoefwas very serious as he
poured wine into her glass.

'l wasn't. | was in the library, going through tbatalogue I've made.'
Frances's eyes sparkled with enthusiasm. 'Sincentiyearchives ready are
the Stuart ones | thought we could display a feW-areosen volumes of the
same period on the library table. You know, casdletsrewn about as
though someone was in the middle of reading them.’

Harry nodded appreciatively. '‘Good idea.’'

'‘And yesterday in the attic | found a bible boxtthust needs a new hinge
and a new piece of glass in the display lid. Theaftbible will go in there
nicely. Then you have a very old edition of Fox®k of Martyrghat can
lie open on the lectern with the eagle—why are smiling at me like that?'
she demanded.

'Your enthusiasm—it's wonderful!"
'‘But don't you agree it's a good idea?'

'l do, |1 do.' He held up his hands in mock-deferiBelieve me, if it'll attract
more people with entrance money in their hot litizends I'll be delighted.’

'It's bound to, especially school trips and so4ay. history students will be
interested in the reading habits of the Curthoysilfaof the period, which
were probably fairly representative of the tastethe time.' Frances took a



deep breath. 'l haven't mentioned this before,I'bunow fairly sure I've
tracked down the book Hal was reading when he—he '

'Snuffed it," supplied Harry inelegantly, but hyge gleamed. 'How did you
track down that little bit of information ?'

'Well, | can't prove it, of course, but the new k®bought at this time were
recorded by my darling Pegler in the household @actso You have a
number of very valuable editions here, as | s@a, the translations of St
Ambrose and Virgil, which pre-date Hal, but thererg/only two books
actually bought in the time between his arrival leoamd the time of his
death; a new issue ®he Wise Men of Gothaamd a new translation @he
Golden Ass of Apuleiubpth of which are in almost mint condition, except
that the latter has two pages very badly stainetlcascoloured near the
middle, which could be the result of having lairenopon the grass,' she
finished in triumph.

Harry whistled.

‘Then by all means let us display it, my clevetiditsleuth, with a label
saying something like, "Believed to be the bookl, Elarthoys was reading
..."and so on. God knows, I'd like to publish BeHa's diary, but since
that's out, one way and another, a bit of colouteddto Hal's mysterious
demise won't go amiss.’

'‘Couldn't the Astcot&Veekly Gazettdo a piece on it?' suggested Frances.
"You must be a very good customer with all the propadvertising space
you buy. They could write about the new attractiabsut to be revealed at
Curthoys Court, and include details of the booknptete with grass stain."'

'‘Good idea! I'll get Tony Latimer to come along @aakle some photographs,
he's quite good at it, and writes very well. Godws | need something to
draw the crowds—I don't think the roof will survie@other winter. Bates
told me today there are leaks in one of the attiosre the lead has cracked.
All that snow this year was the last straw.'

'What will you do?'



‘A temporary patch-up job for now, but it's onlysg@oning the evil day, I'm
afraid.’

'‘Can't you borrow money?'
Harry smiled bleakly. '"How would | pay it back?’

Frances looked crestfallen, and she sighed. 'Wisdt there was some way
to help.'

"You're doing very well, Frances, more than | cqubdsibly have expected,
particularly in return for the joke of a salarydypyou.'

"You provide bed and board, remember, and | neage hime to spend
much otherwise.’

‘Then you should," Harry said promptly. 'Is thatywfour hair is longer?
Because you don't have time to get it cut?’

She coloured. 'l always have it done in the saraeepat home, and | meant
to get it cut on my next trip to see my father dadsy.’

'Do you have to? Cut your hair, | mean, not visitiyfamily.' Harry's head
tilted on one side as he gave her a considering lbbke it curling round
your ears like that.'



CHAPTER SEVEN

LATER that night Frances examined herself in the mircor her
dressing-table, twisting her head this way and, thet lips pursed as she
tried to decide whether she liked her hair longenat. She had been too
preoccupied to take much notice before, beyondneimg herself to get it
cut on her next weekend home. It softened the anigpibf her cheekbones
and chin at the new length, made her look morerferaj and she shrugged,
deciding to let the glossy dark curls do their dhing for a while, and at the
same time save the not inconsiderable price ofirautaAdded to which,
Harry liked her hair this way, too.

Frances frowned as she got into bed. Sometimesshedered if the events
of New Year's Eve had been a dream, and the Inteflide of lovemaking
one of the imaginary figments Harry had once metib Of course hiead
been a little drunk that night. Perhaps he'd fasgomaking love to her. She
could remember, though, and very pleasant it had lddore than pleasant,
if she were honest. Frances heaved herself oviessly, and thought of
Chris, wondering how he and his Isla were gettilogp@ Like a house on
fire, probably. Not that the idea hurt nearly soclnmow as it had at first.
Harry had been right. The first painful anguish hegsened quite quickly,
though she doubted whether it would have done #wowi the help of the
work she was doing, not to mention the bonus ofyfaicompany. It was
high time she went home again. Frances felt gaiitstaying away so long,
and decided to go the following weekend without fai

Harry offered the loan of the Morris again, andrieées had an enjoyable
time with Jassy and Matt, and was about to leavéherMonday morning

when her father broughtin the post before leavamdnis office. He handed a
couple of letters to Jassy and another to Franesdkissing them both
and hurrying off.

'It's from Edinburgh," said Frances with forebodiagd looked across at
Jassy, who was staring in dismay at the card irhbhed. Her face had lost
colour, and she looked up at Frances reluctantly.

'So is this. It's a wedding invitation.’



Frances tore open her own envelope, and sure enosgle there was a
gilt-lettered card from a Mr and Mrs Logan, invgiher to the marriage of
their daughter, Isla Margaret, and Mr ChristopheadBey on Easter
Saturday.

Jassy got up and flung her arms round Francesshideld have told you
first,' she said fiercely.

'Hey, don't upset yourself over it.' Frances paf@sky's smock gently. 'Or
him. Don't worry, I'm fine—really." She laugheditilé and touched the
card. 'Chris didn't tell me he was marrying thedsslaughter. Miss Isla
Logan, no less—nice work!

'Oh, Frances—does it hurt?"

'Well, yes, a bit. But not quite as much as | thduig would." Frances
sighed. 'l never imagined the wedding would beacgmghough, Jassy.' And
she put her head on her young stepmother's shoataerdet herself be
comforted for a moment or two before pulling hefrsadether to set off for
Curthoys Court.

At first she was angry as she drove, thinking Bhtis was being very
insensitive to expect her to turn up at his weddmng after a while she grew
more rational, realising he could hardly have netted her, either—a case
of Catch Twenty-Two. Since the wedding was in Edngih it was too far
for her father to take Jassy because of the baty,Faances was quite
certain no one would expect the old girlfriend td m an appearance on the
happy day. Too embarrassing for words.

When she arrived at the Court, Frances foundat s peaceful than when
she left. The ladies of the local voluntary senhed arrived in full force, as
they did every year at this time, to give Mrs Batd®lping hand to get the
house in shape for the opening, and Frances waslutded to them all. She
was surprised and very pleased by their keen iiténeher work on the

archives, but eventually excused herself to reti@#te peace and quiet of
her attic away from the hustle and bustle as thgedit ladies, watched over
by Mrs Bates, polished furniture and silver, andtdd ornate picture frames
with loving care.



Despite a pang of disappointment when she heardyhheas away on a
round of auctions, Frances was rather gratefultieropportunity to get
herself together before he returned. Mopping heonge was permissible,
but twice would be tiresome—broken hearts tendegktdooring, unless the
organ in question was one's own. Not that brokes exactly the word for
hers, Frances found; a bit dented, perhaps, ldimashe was sure it would
be as good as new if she worked on it.

Once the ladies of the WVS had vacated the premksaaces returned to
the library to spend long hours at the table, wagkhard over the
descriptions intended to accompany the books [efhan display. One of
her more esoteric accomplishments was the abdityrite in manuscript
similar to that of medieval monks, so with the @fi@é set of special nibs and
some pots of poster paint she was inscribing tiok thhite cards bought for
the purpose, hoping the result would be a pleasanpirise for Harry. Her
hand moved slowly and methodically to make the etreck and thin
strokes, the main text in cobalt blue and the e#gptrnate and embellished
in crimson. She was lost to the world, the tip ef tongue caught between
her teeth, when Mrs Bates interrupted her half-thagugh one morning.

‘A Mr Latimer to see you, Miss Frances,' she anoednFrances looked up
at her absently. 'To see me? Are you sure, MrssBate

‘That's what he said, dear. He's from the Ast¢adzette,and Mr Harry
mentioned doing an article on the library and theniment room, and told
him to ask for Miss Wilding, the archivist.’

'‘But | thought Mr Harry was going to show him roumdself!"
'Well, this Mr Latimer's here now, dear. Says he teasee you today or the
article won't be out in next week's paper, andilitmiss the opening of the

house.'

Frances sighed, glancing down at herself. 'I'mtewibly tidy. Can he wait
in the hall, or something, while | wash—I'm covenregbaint.’

'He'll wait as long as you want,' said Mrs Batdsllo 'You take your time.
I'll bring coffee in a few minutes.’



Frances ran to the cloakroom near the kitchen aokl aff the old shirt she

was using as an artist's smock. Underneath shemaer scarlet sweater,
black ribbed leggings over black lacy tights, arldck suede lace-up
brogues, all of which would have to do. She raomale through her wildly

untidy hair, scrubbed at her paint- stained fingard rummaged in her bag
for a lipstick to add some colour to her face befsine went back along the
stone-flagged passage to the great hall. A marstaasling with his back to

her, examining the coat of arms above the big e His hair was dark
and curly like her own, but longer, he was weaiieans and a leather
waistcoat over a bright yellow shirt, and had a eanslung round his neck.

'Mr Latimer?' asked Frances, and he turned rouedyyblack eyebrows
rising to meet his hair as he saw the small figarfeont of him.

'Are you the archivist?' he asked, patently taksack.

'Yes. Frances Wilding. How do you do?' She heldhanthand. '‘Mrs Bates
said you were from the Astcoteazette.’

He took the hand in his, still staring at her. 'Ax@ really the archivist
researching into the Curthoys records?'

'Yes.' Frances withdrew her hand deliberately.

'l didn't hear you were so young. | imagined twaad spectacles and hair
screwed up in a bun.' His eyes were bold and asgemsd Frances's hackles
rose.

'‘Ah, Mrs Bates,' she said in relief as the doomejge

'Shall | take the tray into the library, Miss Frag@' Mrs Bates cast a look of
disapproval at the reporter.

'Yes, please, Mrs B.'

The man sprang to relieve Mrs Bates of the trayngiher a flashing smile.
'‘Allow me. That tray looks too heavy for a lady.’



His ingratiating manner cut no ice with the lady dqoestion, and she
surrendered her burden with obvious reluctancerasceés preceded the
journalist from the hall.

The reporter set the tray down carefully on theeted section of the table
in the library, where Frances instructed, and ldo&bout him with avid

interest. 'Is this one of the rooms being openedtte first time to the

public?’

'Yes.' Frances eyed his camera curiously. "You yake own photographs?’
'When necessary. Jack-of-all-trades, that's me."

'Would you care for coffee?’

‘Thanks. Black, one sugar.' He prowled round th@moinspecting the
books and furnishings, then turned his attentiotheocards Frances was
lettering. "Your work?'

She nodded. 'What exactly do you want to know, lslirher?’

He leaned against the table casually, looking atdver the rim of the
coffee-cup. 'Tell me about the records you're caingpl

Frances complied, her aloof manner thawing as sheritbed the diligently
kept records of the Stuart and Parliament periandd,explaining that in the
beginning these would be the main nucleus of theiments on display.
The man made swift notes as she talked, askingreiguestions which
encouraged her to warm to her theme.

‘This should make an interesting piece,’ he sdidr aalfan hour or so.
'‘Now let's have a photograph of you at the tablgatovith it.’

'Oh, no." Frances stared at him in dismay. 'Mrrhat, Fm not in the least
photogenic. Besides, it should be Mr Curthoys,met’



‘You're prettier, Miss Wilding.' He grinned and m@ved the tray from the
table. 'Just sit down here and pick up your perif, ysu're in the middle of
one of these cards.’

He pushed her down into the chair at the table,thngst a pen into her
hand.

'All quite painless, | assure you.'

Frances seethed while he adjusted the camera. Wth&@s made no
mention of any photographs of me,' she protestefilgr

'Miss Wilding—Frances—relax!" Tony Latimer's eyekeagned at her
familiarly as he dodged to and fro, searching dwt best angle. 'Now,
smile—no, not like that. Think of something pleasan

At that moment the pleasantest thing Frances cibuidk of was blacking
the reporter's eye. She smiled at the thought tla@anan had the shot he
wanted.

'Perfect!" he announced jubilantly.

Something about the man's entire personality sehdes's teeth on edge,
and she longed to see the back of him. 'If youiwstied, Mr Latimer, I'm
extremely busy, and would like to get on.’

The flashing, impertinent smile was trained onférblast. 'Just one thing
more. Harry said you'd take me along to the chtwdht me have a look at
it."

'Mr Curthoys said that!" Frances found it hard étidve.
'He knows old churches are a hobby of mine, ardlisauld have a look at

this one while | was here since he's not opening this season.' He busied
himself with his camera as he spoke. 'My speciak@st is in hatchments,



and he says the ones on the church walls are plarticfine.'

With utmost reluctance Frances left the journaisd went to the kitchen
for the necessary keys.

‘Mrs B., this reporter says Mr Curthoys actuallyggested | take him
round the church,' she said unhappily. 'Do youkthireally should?'

'l expect so dear. Mr Harry said last weekend somewould be coming
from the Gazette,and that you'd see to him and show him round." Mrs
Bates took a bunch of keys from the row of hodkeré you are, but don't
be long, your lunch is nearly ready.’

'‘Not a moment longer than | can help. The man'd h& up too long
already.' Frances sighed, and went off to condoatyTLatimer along the
path to the yew-screened church.

'Interesting building,” he commented as they reache 'l like the
embattled tower. Fifteenth century?’

'Yes.' Frances unlocked the door. 'The nave iseeathirteenth century,
and the chancel much later, early seventeenth.s®hehed on the main
lights of the church and stood by the font, arnided, while the reporter *
walked quickly down the aisle. As he came levehwite side chapel he
glanced at Frances casually.

'‘Any light for this part?'

Lips compressed she pressed the necessary switdhJ@ny Latimer
whistled, his eyes glistening. 'So that's the geltelal tomb!" He fairly leapt
towards it, and Frances tore after him, almostasureg her protests as
flash bulbs popped and Tony Latimer almost dancegdaating delight as
he took several shots of the tomb before she gogdent him. Frances
caught him by the arm, shaking with rage.

'How dare you!" she spat. "You were supposed tk toand the church,
not photograph it. All that nonsense about hatchisrenyou haven't



looked at them. This tomb was what you were aftesn't it?' She lunged
for his camera, but he laughed, eluding her easily.

'Hey, cool it, sweetheart. These shots are for my private pleasure only.
Completely off the record, | promise you. Now woulgset a local bigwig
like Harry Curthovs, and me just a hack on thellogg? I'd lose my job.’

'l hope you're telling the truth,” she said icéyd jerked her head towards
the door. 'Now ['ll see you off the premises, Mtiieer, if you wouldn't
mind.’

'I'm going, I'm going.' He went down the aisle befber, his hands raised in
mock surrender, and Frances marched after himglswg off lights and
closing the door with a reverberating thud. Sheddrthe key in the lock
with finality and waved the journalist ahead of.her

'Please leave quickly, Mr Latimer. | want to makeesyou've really gone
before | get back to work.'

He grinned at her infuriatingly. 'Has anyone toddiynow cute you are when
you're angry? No? | envy Harry Curthoys. Must beyy@easant having a
tempting little morsel like you to whip his, ercogds into shape.'

With murder in her heart Frances kept up a stolense until she spotted
Mason the gardener digging in one of the flowerbeds

'‘Good afternoon, Mason,' she called. 'Would yokibd enough to show
this gentleman to his car, please.’

'Right you are, Miss Frances.' Mason was eldedyyvery burly, and stood
six foot three in his muddy boots. He dug his forkhe ground and came
towards them, brushing the dirt off his hands.sTay, sir.'

Tony Latimer glanced at the girl's rigid face ahdugiged. 'If | must, | must.
Thank you for the interview—nter alia.”

'‘Goodbye," said Frances tightly, and turned onhesl to match into the
house.



She had no opportunity to confide her misgivingeulihe interview to
Harry until the weekend, when he burst into thelgatise early on Sunday
morning while Frances was eating a solitary brestkdi& the parlour table.
He looked pale and tired, and his bloodshot eya®g@tangrily into hers as
he thrust a newspaper under her nose.

'Have you seen this?' he demanded, with no predinas.

Frances swallowed a mouthful of toast and eyegéper apprehensively.
‘No, I've been reading tifgunday Timemagazine.'

'For once you may find this less exalted bit ofrf@lism more interesting.
Here.' He pushed the paper into her hand and Fsaae it was folded to
the gossip column and her heart sank. Most ofohentn was devoted to an
article by one Don Ryder, and above it were twotpt@phs: herself,
smiling dreamily across the library table, and thier was of Hal
Curthoys's tomb. 'Remember Harry Curthoys?' saaéption, after which
the reporter proceeded to jog the public's memeggrding the aristocratic
young roisterer in his college days, his lack oheypnow he had inherited
his estate, his abortive romance with Annabel HagivBreckenridge, and
how these days the charming unmarried scion o€imghoys family had a
pretty pet archivist under his roof to grace hisiiment room, and possibly
other more private rooms into the bargain. 'Rumioas it, Harry must
marry," hinted the reporter, 'to get the money DQabidt in trust. Big
mystery, therefore, why the beauteous Annabeljitter hero. Bigger still
why Harry's still a bachelor. Maybe little Miss Aigist will hit the
jackpot—or is there some well-hidden secret whyriiarclinging to his
single status? Of course, he's always got the famoonb to draw the
crowds; remember the lady who swore Harry's ancestioup and walked?
Even I'm not sceptical now I've seen him for myself

Frances laid the paper down, feeling sick. One ktdRarry's incensed face
made her feel even worse.

'‘Now tell me why you let Don Ryder over the doopstbe ground out.



'l didn't know who he was.' Frances fought to keepvoice steady. 'Mrs
Bates just said the reporter had arrived from tecdteGazetteand that
you'd told her he was coming."'

'Surely you realised this wasn't the right man?"
'How was | to know ? | just assumed he was theyomementioned.'

"You assumed! Couldn't you have asked?' He flungyalw stare angrily
through the window. 'So how much of that—that drolid you tell him?"

'‘Nothing." Frances could feel her own temper bdgimmo rise. 'l merely
gave him a few details about the work I'm doing."'

'No titillating details about Annabel and so on?"

'Of course not! You can't believe I'd do that!df svhy didn't | tell the man
exactly how the money was left?"

"You may have done, for all | know. God knows wiogydidn't hand over

Arabella’s journal and finish the job." he saidlisgust. 'Not that a bona fide
poisoning would probably be as interesting to samdike Don Ryder as

the sickening innuendo he deals in. The swine ewanages to infer that
either I've got you in my bed as well as in my nmuent room, or that

Annabel threw me over because I'm bloody well gdg!'swung round, his
eyes glittering at her in rage. 'And to cap ityall actually let him into the

church!’

Frances sprang to her feet, stung by his injustlde. gave me a very
convincing story about your recommending him toisgee hatchments in
particular. Then before | realised what he intentheti begun taking
photographs of the tomb. | tried to take his canaavay from him, but he
prevented it and promised me the shots would béheffecord and he just
wanted them for his own personal pleasure.’

'How could you be so bloodyullible? | suppose you realise now that we'll
have hordes of people queuing up to get in hetehiasting to see that
blasted tomb again—not to mention wanting a lookat Or you.' Harry's



nostrils flared with distaste. 'l might as well apthe church officially
again—no point in keeping it locked now. Perhapsuld put a notice up
"Visitors of a nervous disposition are not advise@nter". That should do
the trick. They'll be stampeding to get in. | coalthrge extra—might even
take enough to pay for a few square feet of leafl'ro

'l had no idea the man was from a national papaid Frances in
desperation. 'l honestly believed | was just givihg localGazettea few
facts about the archives, as we agreed.' She dtiagsaper viciously. "This
man hasn't used one word of the information | gawe All he wanted was
the photographs.’

Harry shrugged coldly. 'Whatever you did or saikesano difference now.
The result is there in black and white in newspnimthich far too many
people take for the gospel truth, you naive liftlel.’

Frances went white. 'l shall leave here at oncepafse,’ she said proudly.

There was a sudden, appalled silence in the robmvas only by sheer
willpower that Frances kept her eyes steady asstdred in defiance at
Harry, who looked for a moment as though she haidt ien a blow in the
stomach. Then his head went up and he stared dmsyprdminent nose at
her, his face as deathly pale as hers.

'‘No way," he said with violence. 'l demand a mantigtice at least so that
you can finish some of the work you came here tb do

Frances felt sick inside. 'Just as you wish, ofseuNow if you'll just stand
aside I'll get over to the library and put the $imng touches to the items
going on display. After that I'll be able to workthe attic all the time until |
leave.' And keep as far out of your way as | pdgsian, she added silently.

'Very well." The hostility on Harry's face trangfoed him into a stranger as
he swung round and strode from the room withouttaerovord.

Frances sat down limply, utterly bowled over by faet that Harry's
easy-going, casual charm was very deceptive, addahi unsuspected,
rock-hard core beneath. Where had his sense of tnupeen this morning?



Not to mention the sense of fair play his expensst®ool was supposed to
have drummed into him, she thought, smarting wifhistice. Men! Frances
gave an inelegant snort. Who needed them ? Attaf bér life-long chum
tore off after the first pretty girl he met in mew job, why should she be
fool enough to expect any special consideratiomfktarry Curthoys, who
had known her for a mere month or two. And asHat Vvile reporter—Matt
Wilding would have been startled to hear some efwlords used by his
daughter to vent her wrath on the head of the yestsig Don Ryder.
Grinding her teeth in impotent fury, she tried tondort herself with the
thought that there was still her work to fall back As she had learned over
the past few months, it was a very effective anedyn hurt feelings. And
shewashurt. She liked Harry. Or had. Now it would befidiilt to go on
working here under the circumstances. Nevertheless apparently
considered she owed it to him, and of course stheH#'d been very kind to
her in so many ways, which only made his blindeasoning reaction to
the newspaper article all the more shattering wiempart in it had been
entirely innocent. Stupid, admittedly, but innocprst the same.

During the morning Frances completed the manusmgimes she'd been
working on, and set them out alongside the reletsanks not only on the
library table, but in the muniment room along witle archives. There were
manuals on hawking and land tenure, a handbooketatv, a copy of a
guide to the posts callefihe Carrier's Cosmographygy a man called
Taylor, and her own patrticular favourite, a jokeob@ntitledThe Merry
Jests of the Cobbler of Canterbudokes she could use, thought Frances
dispiritedly, and packed up her pens and pots ioitpa

Everything was now in readiness for Good Fridag, day of the opening,
and she heaved a sigh of relief, thankful thatshdd now retreat to the
attics for the remainder of her time at Curthoysi€oand stay there, like
Rochester's mad wife ilane Eyrelt occurred to her that there would have
to be a new arrangement about meals, too, and ehieoff to the kitchen to
talk to Mrs Bates and ask if in future she couldrea dinner every night at
the gatehouse.

'l shall be going home at weekends from now on, Blfsadded Frances,
trying to sound brisk, 'but if you and your husbamaht some peace and



quiet during week nights | can easily have my dimarea tray in my room in
the evenings.'

'Miss Frances!" Mrs Bates stopped beating cakeumgxh a basin and stared
at the strained face of the girl. 'Whatever's wfbhgaw Mr Harry storming
off this morning and you left most of your lunchhéf's he been saying to
you?'

It seemed best to explain to her about the repater his scurrilous
behaviour; then Frances fetched Swnday Podor Mrs Bates to read. 'Mr
Curthoys blames me for all that,’ she said sadiywanhted to leave right
away, but he considers | owe him a month's nasice’]l work up in the attic
until then. There's more room up there now, andibather's warmer.'

'Mr Harry has a bad temper, but he rarely losekdse days. I'm sure he
didn't mean to upset you,' said Mrs Bates, worried.

‘Then | hope never to see him wherdeesmean it," said Frances with a wry
smile. 'Anyway, | won't be dining over here any madrthink I'll go for a
stroll in the park now— it's quite pleasant outsifleen I'll go back to the
gatehouse, Mrs B. | won't start anything new today.

'‘But what about your tea?'

'I'm not hungry, thanks. I'll make myself a cupghe gatehouse when | get
back.'Frances collected a windbreaker from herdmedrand went out to

walk briskly in the rather pale sunshine. There wesiff breeze and she
ducked her head into it and forged along at a rppik, trying to keep her
mind blank as the exercise sent the blood glowlaggher veins. But she

couldn't help wondering where Harry was spendimgatternoon, since he
was usually home by this time on Sundays. Wheregeavas it was nothing

to do with her, she reminded herself, and joggesk Iva the gatehouse to
make her Sunday call home, which was more prolorigad usual, since

her father had read the article in the paper, aasl wery uptight about the
inferences regarding his only daughter.

'Maybe you'll have another one soon,' said Franoes) "attempt to divert
him.



'Not yet. Jassy had a scan on Friday and not enBaby Wilding doing
well at this stage, we actually know he's a boy!

'‘Amazing—the things they can do these days!

The happy news succeeded in diverting Matt froreats to sue thBunday
Post, to Frances's relief, and she rang off before hddcbring up the
emotive subject of how Harry was taking it.

After an hour in the bath with a book, Francesdadinclined to get dressed
up for the sole purpose of eating her dinner afag in her room. Since the
Bateses were going to evening service in the wallidgurch she would be on
her own for the evening, and decided to get intopygamas and catch up
on some correspondence in bed until it was timeato She was scribbling
away to Caroline Napier when the door banged dainssand Harry's
voice shouted up the stairs. 'Frances? Are yoleig?'

She sat rigid against the pillows, willing him to gway.

'Frances?' he yelled again, then to her dismayheap the stairs two at a
time and knocked on her door and threw it open.

'Why didn't you answer me?' he demanded, standitigei open doorway.

Frances slid under the bedclothes, her face ho$tileped you'd go away,’
she said bluntly.

Harry looked at her, contrition in the narrow greyes. 'l've come to
apologise. Grovel. Anything to make up for the wayent for you this
morning.' He ran a hand through his hair distrdgtéidead the article, went
up like a rocket and dashed over here to take ftavuyou in sheer
bloody-mindedness. I'm sorry. Deeply sorry. Whegot to Astcote this
morning | rang Tony Latimer—the genuine article—dmedtold me some
flashy chap was in his place this week saying he wafree-lance
photographer keen on taking some shots of localesgeincluding some of
the Court. He lured one of the typists out for iakiand no doubt was well
primed with information by the time he got to you.'



Frances merely stared at him in stony silence.

'l know what you're thinking," he said heavilysHould have believed you
without needing confirmation from someone else.’

'‘Something like that.'

'Dolly gave me a right dressing-down when | camen&o he went on
morosely. 'Told me how you had to be persuadededtse swine at all, and
how worried you were about taking him to the chueltl of which | should
have known perfectly well." His face looked ble#kwas just that | was so
poleaxed when | saw your face smiling at me froat ttamn rag, well, | just
hit out in reaction to that poisonous rubbish almurtrelationship.'

'Whereas we're just good friends,' she said witlkeoudtion. 'Or were.'

Harry winced. 'I'd like to think we still are—if yocan manage to overlook
the scene | made this morning, that is.’

After her day of utter misery Frances found shenita®ble enough for that
yet. 'I'll try," she said non-committally.

'Does that mean you're willing to come over toltbase to dinner tonight?
'No, I don't think so.’

Harry stood very erect. 'You mean I've put mysekidnd the pale,’ he said
very quietly.

'l just think it's better if we stick to our prop@aces in future. Yours is over
there." Frances waved a hand towards the windowamkeng the Court.
'Mine, for a little while, is here, until | finistine job you're paying me to do.'

Harry's mouth compressed. 'l hurt you very badign'dl 1? It's this blasted
temper of mine. I've learned to control it prettgiMihese last few years, but
just once in a while it breaks loose and gets #itebof me.’



'It doesn't matter,' she said coolly. 'But for anmemt this morning | felt like
a serf with my neck under the heel of the overlord.

He breathed in sharply. 'That's hitting below tkeé!b

'Possibly. But it's how | felt. And as | have ndeintion of ever putting
myself in that position again I'll keep to my safethe fence in future.’

'l see," Harry's eyes locked with hers for severainents, then he gave an
odd, formal little bow and left, closing the do@tind him with great care.

Frances lay with hands clenched until she heardl&éave the house, then
she indulged in a few relieving tears, blew herenbard and resumed her
letter-writing. She was so successful in her deiteaition to carry on with
her task she was deep in her third letter whenbglscame aware of much
coming and going below stairs. Eventually the Bagesould be heard
upstairs getting ready for church, then Mrs Bategped her head, in its
best hat, round the door and informed Frances ineedwas in the oven
and would be ready in about five minutes. Would stied fetching it
herself, and they would see her later. Francesddddio finish her letter,
and it was a good fifteen minutes afterwards whenleard footsteps on
the stairs again. Her blood ran cold at the thotigditit was dark now, and
anyone could have come in unnoticed if the Batbselsforgotten to lock
the door. Her heart was in her mouth as the bedrdoon began to open
gradually, then her colour came back in a greatasiHarry, now in a light
blue jersey and elderly jeans, backed slowly ifte toom bearing an
enormous wooden tray. Without a word he placeeiy \carefully on the
dressing-table, then turned to a goggling Franndslecked out a starched
white napkin with a flourish.

'‘Allow me, madam,' he said, poker-faced, and plumpp the pillows
behind her before spreading the napkin over thetduv

'What on earth do you imagine you're doing?' deredridtances irritably.

'Role reversal. Now I'm the serf and you have thgeun hand,’ he informed
her and whisked away to fetch a plate arranged wdfpetables, roast



pheasant and game chips. He set it before heradlthurish, handing her a
knife and fork.

'But | can't—"

'Yes, you can,' he contradicted. 'There's onlyaaieh—I'm going to sit on
the end of your bed and eat mine with you. Not g8yxaerflike, I'm afraid,
but I'm starving, and you must be too. Dolly saal yeft your lunch and
didn't have any tea.' He began to eat with conagatr and waved at her to
do the same. Frances stared at him helplesslyshergged in defeat and
began to eat, largely because she found she waasjinsingry as Harry.

'Does Mrs Bates know you're doing this?' she askaidtinctly.
‘Sort of.'

'What do you mean—sort of?"

'She was under the impression we were going td@anstairs,'
‘Then why are we eating up here?’

'l though I'd nevegetyou downstairs in the mood you were in earlied an
as | was fading fast from malnutrition Itook thenirsto the enemy's camp,

so to speak.' Harry paused, fork half-way to hisithpand looked at her.

'Only I'd much rather we weren't enemies, Frances.'

Suddenly the ridiculous aspect of their situatitmuck Frances and she
choked with laughter, then began to splutter a®eseh of food went down

the wrong way. Harry jumped to his feet to dumpgiée on the tray, then
rescued hers. He thumped her on the back untit@hiel breathe again and
beg for mercy, eyes streaming. When order was nexstand they had

resumed eating, Frances asked how on earth therdirad managed to
travel so far and stay so hot.

'l bought Dolly a microwave. Had the chance of gogng cheap. | brought
it over this evening, plugged it in anabila, two hot dinners. Couldn't
manage serving dishes and all that, though. Hadtd all on the plate and



hope for the best.' He grinned at her. 'Good jab $kunk Ryder can't see us
now.'

Frances chuckled as she waved a hand at her bldiewvhite striped
pyjamas. 'Not reallfemme fatalgear, Harry.'

Harry gave her a rather wry smile. 'I'm not surggtee with you there,
somehow, Frances Wilding. You look pretty fetchiogne.’

She handed him her plate, flushing a little. 'lllyedon't know why Fm
having dinner in bed like an invalid anyway. | wasout to get up when
your fairy footsteps frightened the life out of me.

'Why wereyou in bed, Frances? Were you feeling ill?’

She looked away. 'No. | went for a walk when I$tmed in the library, then
| had a bath, and suddenly it seemed like too ntoeible to get dressed so
| crawled in here. To lick my wounds, if I'm honést

Harry flinched. 'The ones I inflicted.’

Frances nodded, not trying to contradict what wayg the truth. 'But now
I'd better get up before Mr and Mrs Bates get bacdkn't want to offend

them.'

‘There's a gateau thing here, or cheese and lsisbuitl haven't made coffee
yet.'

'Let's eat the rest downstairs. | feel an uttardrlying here.'

Harry opened the door and collected the tray. 'Wll come over to the
house to drink coffee? Please?’

Since they'd had dinner together, and in her bedrabthat, Frances saw
little point in refusing. 'Yes,' she said after ament's thought.

‘Thank you." He smiled at her, looking gratifyinglglieved, and went
downstairs with the tray.



Frances jumped out of bed and dressed hurriedigircrimson wool dress,
dragging a comb through her hair at top speed.sHigring eyes and pink
cheeks came as rather a surprise when she sawefhection in the
mirror—a very different apparition from the wan atere that had stared
back at her before she got into bed.



CHAPTER EIGHT

LATER, when they were lounging either side of the maymiomom fire after
praline gateau and coffee, Frances could almost magined the episode
of the morning had never happened, and said so idly

'l wish it hadn't,’ Harry said with feeling. 'Put down to temporary
malfunction of the grey cells. It pulled me up pyetharp when you talked
about leaving, though.'

‘Afraid you wouldn't find someone else willing tawi up in the attic?' she
asked teasingly.

'‘No. Not quite. I—well, let's say it brought todif seed that had been about
to germinate in my brain for some time.' He tookideep breath. 'Frances,
| want you to listen carefully. Hear me out.'

Frances stiffened. Harry's profile was outlinedrghyaby the flickering
firelight, which emphasised the hollows beneatichisekbones as he lay in
a half-reclining position in the tapestry-coverdthic. One of his hands
rested on the arm, and Frances kept her eyes dartheslim fingers and
the heavy signet ring that threw back red-gold mieas the flames caught
it. 'I'm listening," she said quietly.

'Frances, are you still yearning for your lost [@\Vee asked, surprisingly.

It wouldn't do much good if | were. He's gettingammed on Easter
Saturday.'

Harry straightened, staring at her. 'That's a bitlq When did you find
out?'

‘At home last weekend. | received an invitation.'
'Were you shattered by the news?"

She shrugged philosophically. 'A little. But I'vetgised to the idea now. |
shan't go to the wedding though.’



There was silence in the room for a while, thenriaeleared pretty sharpish
his throat rather noisily. 'Frances, you know nafsivhat there is to know
about me— including the rotten temper you cameggnest this morning.

You know | need to marry, and you know the termghaf will, and you

know how desperately | need money.’

Frances sat very still, her eyes wide as she gaizddrry's tense face.

'l think you know what I'm about to say," he wentjerkily. "This morning,
when you said you were leaving right away, | waattened. My temper
braked to a grinding halt. Believe me, the red ngisared only | just
couldn't seem to express myself very gracefulthatime! I've grown used
to having you around, Frances. Hell—you may nobgecse it as such, but
what I'm struggling to get out is a proposal.' ldessed a hand as Frances
opened her mouth to speak. 'Now | know very well glon't love me, but |
hope in time you could at least grow fond of mest &is—as fond as | am of
you. We get on well together, share a lot of theesanterests, and you said
you liked children. Because, of course, that'ssihag, I'm afraid. | mean,
would you be willing to have a shot at giving mean? From my own
personal point of view I'd be more than happy teeha daughter, anyway,
but as you already know, an heir would make lifet&asier all round. God
knows, I've no aversion to hard work, but | just’téind a way of earning
enough to keep this place going indefinitely." azame to a halt, giving
her a hunted look. 'Lord, this is a hellishly unaortic sort of proposal.' He
turned away to stare into the fire, making no retjder an immediate
answer. Frances was very grateful, since for tine toeing she seemed tp
have been struck dumb.

You're very young,' went on Harry heavily aftexlaile, still not looking at
her. 'Probably the thought of tying yourself dowratvirtual stranger with a
view to getting pregnant as quickly as you can dbvesund like a very
attractive proposition.'

Frances considered the idea objectively. The fa@hhad been very hard to
find since she graduated, and there was a gredefjap her life by Chris's
defection. One way and another marriage to Harmtioys could be the
solution to everything and, if she were entirelynést, by no means as
unattractive a prospect as he seemed to think.



'You've taken me by surprise, to say the least,s8ld after a lengthy pause.
'l never imagined--'

‘At least you didn't come out with a straight meirry twisted in his chair to
smile at her whimsically.

'Very true. Look, would you mind if | had a litttene to think about it?'
'‘As much as you want. Talk it over with your famiifyyou like.'

'‘No, | don't need to do that. This would have tonwe own decision.'
Frances put her head on one side and gave him ry flitle smile.
'‘Besides—from a father's point of view you're ayvgood catch for any

girl.'

Harry gave a wry laugh, 'l don't know about thaty#ay,' he jumped to his
feet, 'let's have a drink. Brandy, Frances?"

'Last time | drank that | fell asleep on your lap!

'Why do you think | suggested it?' he said prompilythink you were
wearing the same dress, too.'

'So | was.' She hesitated. 'I'd like some brandlydfe's some ginger ale to
mix with it.’

‘Certainly, madam.’

'No good, Harry, | just can't see you as a waiter."'
'Why not?'

"You look exactly what you are."'

'l don't think Fm going to like it, but tell me whisam anyway.’



"You look like Harry Curthoys of Curthoys Courtggmwhen you're dressed
in denims, or stoned out of your mind.' Francedestrcheekily as she took
her drink from him. 'Blood will tell, as they say.’

Harry grimaced as he poured himself two fingersiogle malt whisky from
the bottle Charlotte had given him.

'If you're right | may have a drop or two of Aralaéd in my veins, which
will do me no good. You'd hardly fancy marrying amwith murder in his
genes.'

'‘No problem. Things are different now. If you wahte get rid of me you
wouldn't have to resort to poison, you could justocte me for

non-fulfilment of my conjugal duties, or physicalelty, or whatever else
might have turned you off me." Her eyes sparkletth \mischief over her
glass and he laughed as he sat down again.

'How long will you need to come to a decision #rilasked presently.

Frances regarded him directly. 'There are one ompwints I'd like to clarify
before | make up my mind.’

'What, exactly?"

'Say | produced a girl each time | became pregraupposing | were
willing to go on trying for a boy,' she began preally. "You'd be worse off
than ever. No money and even more mouths to feed.'

'Perhaps | didn't make myself .clear," he saidtbyuig# meant you need try
only once. You could have a divorce after thabifi yiked—I mean, if you
had a girl and didn't fancy another try.’

'Oh, yes, and what about the child? Do I just pibauad leave my daughter
with you?' Frances fixed him with a very challerggitook, and Harry
spread his hands, sighing.

'Sorry. I'm not thinking straight after the incidéis morning. All I know is
that when you said you were leaving it felt likeiae-pack thrown in my



face.' He smiled at her. 'If you go, FrancespHllosing the greatest source
of comfort I've had in my life for a long time."’

'‘Comfort!" She giggled. 'You make me sound likeadth shoe—quite a
compliment.’

Harry got to his feet and began prowling roundrtiem. 'From my point of

view it is a compliment. | am comfortable and re&ldxwith you around.

You're such a restful creature, Frances, nothiagefic or restless about
you. Not like Annabel, who was always on the gogdieg parties and

theatres and nightclubs which | just couldn't affon money or energy.'

'‘But physically she turned you on,’ put in Frances.

Harry stopped his prowling, 'Yes. She did. Shefg eautiful. | missed her
badly when she took off so abruptly.’

Frances nodded thoughtfully. 'In bed, you mean.'

He turned away, frowning. 'Yes. We were very confyhatin that way, at
least." Swiftly he came to crouch beside her cvadar gather her hand in his.
'Frances, if you have reservations about that sfdearriage |1 wouldn't
trouble you more than absolutely necessary. | nvgaicould go on being
good friends just as we are now, only we'd be ebligp share a bed now and
then—for obvious reasons.’

'‘And you'd be saved the expense of my salary, sbe,teased.

'My God! You don't think that has anything to ddwit?'

'No, no, of course not." She laughed and toucheddmd lightly. 'Now, I'm
going to finish my drink and you can escort me bicthe gatehouse, and

I'll sleep on the idea.'

Harry leapt to his feet in one graceful movemanteén will you give me
your answer?'

'‘Are you home to dinner tomorrow night?"



"'l make a point of it." He hesitated, fixing heith a rather unsettling look.
'‘But there is one thing | feel | must stipulategevthough it may influence
your decision. | know you were hit very hard whbis iman of yours found
someone else, and I'm fully aware of the efforta'y® made to get over
him. | want you to be my wife very much, but makemistake, Frances, I'd
rather you turned me down if you can't get Chrisajyyour mind. No man

wants a wife who yearns for some other chap, pdatty at, well, certain

private moments.'

"You mean, when making love.’

'‘Absolutely. I'm only human. | promise never to kanafter Annabel again
if you marry me, on condition that for you it's tseme with regard to Chris.’'
Harry's eyes held hers very steadily. 'ls whata&king impossible?'

Frances returned his gaze unwaveringly. 'I'll thablout it, and if | find that
it is | shall say no, | promise.' She drained Hasg and stood up, suddenly
feeling weary. 'lt's been quite a day, one wayratlger. | think I'll go to
bed.'

'‘Back to bed, you mean.' Harry chuckled as he kighge on with her coat.
'l hope I'm left in more peace this time than | waslier on!

'Oh, come on! How many people get dinner servetam in bed?'
'Especially by Harry Curthoys!'

'On the last point only you, Frances Wilding.' lawok her hand in his as
they went through the dimly lit house, and wherytreached the entrance
hall he stopped and turned her to face him. 'lfryamswer is no tomorrow
night | shall never feel entitled to ask for a kagmin. So while we're still in
a sort of no man's land shall we kiss and makeropegply?’

Frances looked up at him consideringly for a momtiein held up her face.

He drew her to him, but instead of kissing herdid his cheek on her hair
and held her tightly.



'I'm sorry | hurt you, Frances,' he murmured. 'Hgwe really forgiven me
for getting the wrong end of the stick?"

She nodded, her face buried against his sweakerglthe feel of it, and
liking the scent of him too. No overpowering aufaftershave or cologne
for Harry; he smelt of expensive soap and freshnath the faintest hint of
whisky.

'Say it then,' he ordered, and she raised her lseating at him.

'Yes, | have. We won't talk about it any more. $ &'rget about it entirely,
only you might cancel delivery of tieunday Posas a gesture.’

'Done," he said, laughing, and kissed her smilingtim He raised his head a
little to look into her eyes then held her closed &issed her again. Frances
relaxed against him involuntarily, responding iway that sent tremors
through Harry's body.

'‘Come back to the fire," he said unsteadily aftashde, and Frances came
down to earth.

'‘Once was an accident,’ she said, breathless,armaghusky little gurgle.
'If Bates found you asleep in a chair in the magragain it could be a bit
hard to explain, especially if | were still on ydap this time.’

Harry grinned wickedly. 'You'd have to marry me rtheyou'd be
compromised!

'People don't get compromised any more.' Francghéd and made for the
door. 'Now, are you escorting me back or shalkint@cross the courtyard
on my own? | don't mind.’

'l do." Harry banged the outer door behind him amd teer by the hand,
glancing up at the sky. 'That moon's fairly new—Hslva make a wish?"

They stood hand in hand, staring up at the moailémce, then resumed
their walk.



'What did you wish for Frances?"
'One mustn't tell, or it won't come true.'

‘Then mum's the word,' he said promptly. '‘Becawgant mine to come true
more than anything I've wanted in a long time.’

'Except Annabel?'
'It's bad form to keep throwing up a chap's pakirat' he said severely.

'Yes, sir, sorry, sir.' Frances tugged at the cumlger forehead, and bobbed
him a curtsey as they reached the gatehouse. 'Betpm your honour,
won't happen again--'

'‘Wretch!" Harry grabbed her and shook her hard, hmiec Mrs Bates's
disapproval when she opened the door to them.

'Mr Harry! Whatare you doing? Let Miss Frances go at once!'

'Yes, Dolly," said Harry, grinning, and stood backying Frances an
outrageous wink. '‘Goodnight, Frances. GoodnightlyDo

As the two women bade him goodnight Harry turnedydoback to the
Court, then he glanced at Frances, his face agrsgtlous.

‘Tomorrow night, then, Frances.'

She nodded gravely, and went indoors with a curMsBates, smiling at
her reassuringly. 'Mr Harry's persuaded me to teweenaving dinner with
him again when he's home in the evenings.'

'‘And a very good thing, too.' Mrs Bates was planmelyeved, and shooed her
lodger upstairs with promises of a hot drink onoe was in bed.

Frances was glad of the soothing hot chocolatdhasat propped against
her pillows, thinking hard. Did she really want he Harry's wife? The
answer to that was relatively easy. It would bedifficult task to become



fond of Harry. Very fond indeed. In fact, if she éhonest, she already
was. But was she fond enough to rush into mothethqaite so
precipitately? That was the burning question. Ahéré was Harry's
stipulation too, which was fair enough. No man weana wife who was
mooning after someone else, however platonic theiagg might be. After
thinking it over Frances came to the rather suimisonclusion that in
Harry's company lately she seldom thought of Curell. Admittedly there
were times still when she missed Chris badly, Imly when she was alone,
and not all the time then. The discovery made &er duilty. In only a few
months she seemed to have grown used to beingwritbloris far more
easily than she would ever have believed possabie jt was pretty obvious
that Harry Curthoys had figured largely in her neay.

Thoughts of Harry and his proposal occupied Frariaesnto the night
despite her weariness. It wasn't every day oneivetea proposal of
marriage, and she felt strongly that her first meeria fair amount of
attention. Chris had never asked her in so mangsv@he had just taken it
for granted that they would marry one day. Yet hd hopped the question
promptly enough to his Isla, thought Frances blgaWlhich was a fair
indication that he had never really been in lovehverself at all. Fond of
her, certainly. She bit her lip, her eyes narroweakry had used the word
fond, too. It would be marvellous to have someoespdrately in love with
her for a change, in place of all this lukewarmméartable affection she
seemed to inspire in the opposite sex. Not thaethad been much of the
lukewarm about Harry's kisses tonight. On the @gtrThe chemistry had
been just the same as on New Year's Eve, instanuarand intense for the
few moments their lips and bodies had been in contbshe needed a
deciding factor to give Harry an answer, perhajs $hme chemistry was
the one. Finally, Frances settled down to sleepfident that after a night's
rest she would know what to say, one way or anpthermoment she woke
in the morning.

'‘Well?' demanded Harry the following evening. HélgaliFrances into the
morning-room when she arrived for dinner, and dase door behind her.
She was rather touched to see that he was dressddless casually than
usual on their evenings together, in a tan, chefadabt new to her, with his



thick, ash-fair hair smooth for once, in contrashis face, which was set in
tense, anxious lines. It was impossible not to fgetified, yet Frances
found it hard to come out with her answer in cdlmbld. She smiled at him a
little diffidently as he took her jacket.

'‘Could we talk a little?' she asked. 'Clear upva feints first?'

Harry turned away at once to pour sherry. '‘Doesrtigan you have cold feet
about it all—were my terms a bit off-putting?'

‘Not really." Frances accepted her glass and sippitle before going on.
'Harry, you spoke last night of divorce, if evevdnted it.'

'Yes.' He sat on the edge of the chair oppositel@iced at her intently. 'l
meant it, | would release you any time you wisHedings didn't work out.’

'‘But you seemed to assume that once we were maaneddhad—had

cohabited, pregnancy would automatically followddtesn't for everyone,
you know. | might not be able to deliver the goadsbe crude.' Frances
stared down into her glass, unable to meet his.eyes

'Frances,' he answered quietly. 'We have no waknofving for certain
whether we will have children together if we maiByt personally I'm sure
of it. Why shouldn't we? We're both healthy, norfmaian beings.' He rose
and pulled her out of her chair, holding her haimdkis. 'So give me a
straight answer, Frances. Is it yes or no?'

Frances met his eyes squarely. 'As long as youoirggnto this with your
eyes open, Harry, then it's yes.'

His grasp tightened. 'And Chris? He's not likeljaion a shadowy third in a
menage a troign our household when you marry me?"

'‘No, Harry, | promise. I'd be lying if | said heddit still mean something to
me—I've known him too long for that,’ she said adlyd'But from now on,
as far as I'm concerned, he's just an old friena'svisomeone else's
property. So if you still want me | shall be veryroured to marry you.'



Harry looked long and hard into her eyes, thenexinénd held her close.
'When?' he demanded. 'How soon?’

'l don't know," she said breathlessly. ‘I hadntttgat far.'

Harry snatched up their glasses and proposeda tbasis, Frances. To our
mutual happiness.’

"To us," echoed Frances smiling, and drank with imfected by his soaring
spirits.

'Oh, Frances.' He pulled her into his arms. "Thank I'm very conscious of
my good fortune.'

‘Talking of fortunes, I'll do my best to increasmuys for you.'

'‘Ours, Frances, ours! And at this moment | dom# tao hoots about any of
that. It's enough to know I'm going to have yountyside to help fight for
this place.' Harry checked suddenly. "Yamcare for the house, don't you,
Frances. Understand how | feel?'

'Yes, Harry.' She gave him a whimsical smile. Tgtoif | were the jealous
type | fancy it's not the fair Annabel I'd be wany about—it's Curthoys
Court!

Harry laughed and took her in his arms again. Bdt, | can't kiss and
cuddle a house, Frances. In that area you win haos." And he picked
her up and sat down with her on his lap and promedd kiss her so
single-mindedly neither of them saw the door opeheard the rumble of
the dinner trolley as Mrs Bates wheeled it in.

'Mr Harry! she exclaimed, scandalised.

Harry stood Frances on her feet, laughing at haetcface, then gave his
old nurse a hug. 'Congratulate us, Dolly—we're gambe married.’



And a month later they were, though sometimes dutine weeks
beforehand Frances was quite sure nothing wouldelaely on time.
Curthoys Court was opened to the public on Gooddyrias planned, the
church included, since Harry had decided to takeaihge of Don Ryder's
unsolicited publicity and reap some benefit fromBiéfore that there was
the family get-together when Charlotte, Harry'desisand her husband,
James Colville, plus Matt and Jassy, came for tkekend, and Harry
invited a few local friends in for drinks on therf8iay to meet the bride and
her family.

Charlotte Colville was an older, feminine versionHarry, to Frances's
relief, and very pleased about the wedding. 'Altioue the poor old darling
had someone nice to keep him company in this plabe, declared, and
hauled Harry and Frances off to the telephonertg tiheir mother in the
States, resulting in a disjointed, happy convessatvith Nadine Bancroft,
who was unashamedly wild with excitement over tew$) and promised to
be at the Court well in time for the big day.

The conversation over the dinner table between tiethat weekend was a
lively, animated affair, with everyone getting oery well with each other,
particularly after consumption of the very fine gundy James had brought
as a present for the occasion.

'‘Are you wearing white?' Charlotte asked Francematstage.

'Of course,’ said Harry promptly, and turned grateto Matt Wilding. 'It's
very good of you, sir, to let us have the cerembrye instead of in
Warwickshire with you.'

Matt smiled at his daughter's glowing, happy fdtteywould have been
rather a shame to deprive your people locally aEwathoys wedding.
Besides, | know Frances prefers it this way.'

'Indeed | do,” she agreed, and cast a mischievdascey at her
husband-to-be. 'Particularly since | coaxed Hawyldt us have the
ceremony in the family church.’



James Colville chuckled. 'Pity you couldn't sedkéts, Harry, with a bride
and that famous tomb for attractions.'

‘James has no romance in his soul," said his \adé/sand leaned towards
Jassy. 'The date won't clash wytburbig day, | hope?'

'No, no—it's weeks before his nibs is due to puamappearance,’ Jassy
laughed. 'My main problem will be finding some kiofcdesigner silk tent to
wear; 1'm getting rounder by the day!

Frances and Jassy did their shopping together,cawith the money Matt
gave his daughter for a wedding present, sincevsisanoving into a house
where literally nothing was necessary in the wayfurinishings and
ornaments to start her new life. Frances had neaerso much to spend at
one time in her life before, but even so chosetioeisseau with great care,
with an eye to practicability in the future. Eveer lwedding dress was not
the fairy-tale confection her father had in mindg, the frilled taffeta
creations offered to Frances just didn't suit her.

‘Need to be tall, Jassy," she sighed, and triedvory organza instead.
Ankle-length, with a floating skirt hemmed with isatibbon and a tucked
satin sash for her slender waist, the dress hadtahmg hat in stiffened
organza, its wide brim satin-bound like the dress.

Enthroned in a gilt chair to watch as Frances taedhe dresses offered to
them, Jassy gave a sigh of bliss as she saw thenas'Don't try any more,
darling, that's the one.’

Afterwards, over lunch, Frances asked Jassy how Bfeslley, Chris's
mother, had reacted to the invitation.

'‘Convinced you're marrying Harry on the rebound$sy looked at Frances
anxiously. 'Are you?'

'‘No," answered Frances calmly.



'Do you love him?'
'I'm very fond of him.’
'Fond!" Jassy frowned. 'Fond's not much good in loee.’

Frances shook her head reprovingly. 'I'm not adwakk you should be saying
such things to me, Mrs Wilding. Anyway, I'm faidyre things will be quite
all right in that department, if you're really wesw.'

"You mean you've been to bed with him already.’
‘No, | haven't! But—how can | explain--'

'When he kisses you it's pretty obvious he'll beféective lover,' suggested
Jassy.

Frances looked at her absently, suddenly awardftbaime for finding out
was fairly close at hand. 'One way and anothardesely hope so,' she said
cryptically.

Once Curthoys Court was open to the public, liferal.

Despite vigorous protests from Harry, Frances addekto the attic on open
days, and only emerged again after the last viesdrgone. Easter was very
warm and sunny for once, and the field which dodilale car park was full
of cars for the entire holiday period. Whether @sadue to the wedding
announcement, the piece in Don Ryder's columrhefdct that the church
was once again open to the public, wasn't cleathgunet results were very
satisfying. The tea shop in the stables did angariade selling Mrs Bates's
scones and cinnamon buns, and Frances occupieelfhensthe day of
Chris's wedding by giving a hand in there, and rgaddo avoid thinking
about the ceremony in Edinburgh quite successfully.

'If the crowds keep coming at this rate | might ggtnew roof without any
help from my father's money,' said Harry one evgnin

‘Then you wouldn't need to marry me," said Frapcesptly.



Harry looked at her consideringly. 'Oh, | don't knd've rather got used to
the idea now. Besides, my mother arrives in a faysdand she'll give me
hell if she gets home to another cancelled wedding.

Frances winced secretly. 'Mm. A bit repetitious.'

Harry put a hand on hers, all the teasing over.yBwwant to back out?
There's still time.'

'No.'
'Neither do I. So stop making silly suggestions!'

Frances would have liked something a lot more rdiman the way of
reassurance, but Harry instantly reverted to hisgubantering self, and
made no further attempts at any lovemaking, eitheyond a kiss each night
before he took her back to the gatehouse. Sometih®ss relationship
seemed much too platonic to have any great chdrszeoess as a marriage,
in Frances's opinion, though common sense toldtheas better to have
friendship as a basis than mere physical attraetitin nothing to fall back
on once the first heat of passion fizzled out. Ntwedess just a fraction
more heat and passion would have been reassuring.



CHAPTER NINE

AFTERWARDS whenever Frances looked back on her wedding day,
always seemed to pass in a happy, dreamlike segquahnevents, seen
through a golden haze like a Zefferelli film. Thexsce itself was at noon,
in a church transformed by the masses of springefte gathered from the
gardens and parkland of Curthoys Court. March sneshoured radiance
through the windows, adding lustre to the brighitdgaf the daffodils and
seeking out the white glimmer of Hal Curthoys is kecluded corner. But
on this day of days, Frances had no thoughts teedpa the past. All her
concentration was focused on the warm clasp ofyahand on hers and
the solemn, awesome vows they made to each otfeelibe altar. When
the moment came for Harry to promise to love, horaoa .cherish her his
fingers tightened on hers and she looked up at lnheart missing a beat
as there was a moment of utter silence before Haggan to repeat the
ancient words.

His face lost some of its colour, and the lookisxdyes made her tremble as
his voice altered, deepened and grew husky as de tia commitment to
her with a deliberation that rendered the vows éegamade in response all
but inaudible as she took Harry for her husbande figst of the service
passed in a daze, not even the flurry of kissind) @ngratulating in the
vestry as they signed the register doing much teejpate the spell that
seemed to hold her in thrall as she tried to stileamystery of that moment
when she and Harry had looked at each other in $angeof recognition
that she was at a loss to define.

The couple were watched by a congregation whiclkgzh¢he church to

capacity, while still more crowds of people frone tvillage waited outside

to greet the newly married pair as they emergedl tine¢ spring sunshine.
Harry, now the ceremony was over, was plainly puttiland waved his top
hat to them all, his face alight with the well-knowmile as he led his bride
through the throngs of well-wishers on the way biacthe house.

As they reached the inner court to wait for the ofshe wedding party to
catch up, Harry's first words to his new bride wenexpectedly prosaic.
‘Are those shoes up to a hike like this, Frances?’



She blinked, looking down at the fragile satingéys, still slightly dazed by
the experience in church. 'l don't suppose they-ad they're rather pretty,
don't you think?'

'Exquisite—Ilike the rest of you.' Harry's eyes w&aecing as they rested on
his new bride. 'But I'm not convinced | shouldndvl given you a
piggy-back on the way home, just the same!’

The ancient, time-worn beauty of the house providbd perfect

background as the couple posed for the weddingoghaphs in the

obliging sunshine, and the following day most c# tiational newspapers
carried a picture of the tall, fair-haired groonadaing down at his small
bride in her charmingly simple dress and hat, glsiivory rose held in her
gloved hand. When the photo session was over Hdeflighted the

onlookers enormously by picking Frances up andyocagrher into the

house to the great hall to take up their positibe®re the fireplace to
receive their guests, and Frances was kissed amgratalated until her

colour was bright from all the attention. But esn some inner part of her
was still unable to take in the fact that she yealas the wife of Henry

George St John Curthoys, and had promised to legelherish him for the
rest of her life.

But one thing Frances was very aware of was thetsts happy, and by the
look of him so was Harry. While he was engaged iapad-fire exchange
with Eddy Napier and James Colville, Nadine Baricd#tached herself
from Matt and Jassy and a group of Wilding relagi@md drew her new
daughter-in-law aside. Nadine was a very elegamhavoin her fifties, with
expertly cut greying hair that had once been as @aFrances's own. Harry
and Charlotte had inherited their looks from tlfi@iher, and this small, slim
woman was the exact opposite of everything Frantad pictured
beforehand.

'Harry says you know everything about the termghefwill, my dear," she
said. 'l can't tell you how pleased and happy Ithat he's found a girl
willing to marry him with all faults, so to speak.’



'Faults?' Frances smiled serenely and shook hek. Heés not Harry's fault
his inheritance was left with such stringent coodi, and he works so
terribly hard to keep this place going that I'myaiglo happy to try and help.'

'Even to the point of trying to produce a son amsas possible?' There was
sympathy mingled with humour in Nadine's magnificdark grey eyes.
'You're very young.'

'I'm twenty-two, Mrs Bancroft—not all that youngadal love children.’
Frances gave a little shrug. 'And if | don't aclkei¢ive desired son I'll be very
sorry for Harry, but not for myself. My family's heealthy, so | won't miss
what I've never had. But | know Harry hates to theehouse suffering any
neglect.’

'His father was a very unrelenting man in some wagd never gave me an
inkling of the wretched proviso he added to thel.wNadine's eyes
hardened fleetingly. 'If had known I'd have done my utmost to dissuade
him. Even my small annuity had strings, you know—ramarriage. But |
gladly gave that up to marry Dexter, who, as you $@e, is a warm, loving
man, even if he's not all that plump in the poci&te gestured towards the
big, tanned man chatting so easily to Francesiivek. He looked genial
and good-tempered and plainly worshipped the gramévhich his wife
walked. 'l only hope Harry is as good a husbangbtoas Dexter is to me.'
She leaned forward suddenly and kissed her newhtlauop-law's cheek,
then smiled and changed the subject by askingdiaild of the honeymoon.

A honeymoon was not on the agenda, in actual Faatfjces confided. The
wedding had been arranged for one of the three alayeek when Curthoys
Court was closed to the public, and apart fronnigithe other two off from
his job, Harry had asked Frances if she minded ppostg a real
honeymoon until later in the year when the propenigrket quietened
down. Frances had assured him she had no objeadtalh she had reached
a very interesting stage with the archives and diel quite pleased to get
on with them. Harry's face had been a study. Hea idad been to spend a
couple of quiet days together just getting usetemg married, he had
informed her, not to drive her back up to the dtiee moment his ring was
on her finger.



Frances laughed as she told Nadine about his iatiggnand Harry turned
back to her at once, sliding an arm round her waist

'‘Well, Mother?' he demanded. 'What do you thinkhef new chatelaine of
Curthoys Court?'

‘That,' said Nadine with mock severity, 'is noaetful question, my son. It's
traditional for us to dislike each other on sightt not, Frances?"

'l hope not!" Frances smiled with beguiling confide. 'As far as I'm
concerned | think I'm very fortunate in my choidexmther-in-law.’

Soon afterwards the Napiers, including Eddy, camnealy their goodbyes.
Caroline gave Frances a quick hug, then stood Wesrkface wreathed in
smiles.

'We've left Sam with Charles's mother, so we masbgck before the poor
old darling expires with exhaustion." She gave aevaround her at the
ancient, impressive hall thronged with peoples '#ll so wonderful,
Frances, like a fairy-tale.’

'With me in the role of fairy godmother," put in dgdNapier, his eyes
gleaming at Frances in a way that made her hadkles'Give credit where
it's due! If it hadn't been for me you two wouldvee have met.' He was
shorter and more heavily built than Harry, and desghe conventional
morning suit worn for his function as best mari| stanaged to look raffish
and overpowering with his shock of red hair andldbard that was longer
since Frances had last seen him. She gave him,aoaylittle smile.

‘Not a role I'd have cast you in myself,' she muedu 'but thank you for
recommending me to Harry in the first place.’

'My pleasure.' Eddy bent his red head and kissetidind she surrendered to
him unwillingly. 'Not that | had the least idea hawvould turn out. | was
under the impression you intended marrying somiellebod sweetheart.’

'‘But she changed her mind," cut in Harry swifths 'you can see, she
married me instead,’



'‘And very glad | am that you did,' he told Frantasr that evening, when
the last of the guests had finally departed, aadtidal pair were eating the
belated, special supper Mrs Bates had prepared suth loving care.
Afterwards they sat in the morning-room over coffelgatting just as they
had done on so many evenings. Only this was nmargievening, as
Frances was disturbingly aware, however much sée to pretend it was.
For one thing they were dressed differently, nahasilk organza and grey
formality of their wedding clothes, it was truelshe was in one of her new
dresses, and Harry was wearing a suit, and, tigebiglifference of all, they
had dressed at the same time in the rooms theydvatiglre from now on as
man and wife.

For Harry the change was minimal. He would merelgharing the room he
had slept in since he inherited. Originally usedduests, since it had its
own dressing- room and bathroom, the small suitetha advantage of a
self-contained situation in a small wing that cobkl completely cut off
during public days. Frances had tried her bestmdeel ill at ease when
Harry ushered her into his big bedroom, with itewiof the moat and
spinney, but since he immediately retired to thessging-room to change his
clothes, and conducted a matter-of-fact convensatioough the half-open
door while he did so, the fleeting moment of awkiveass was smoothed
over painlessly as Frances substituted moss-gi&dnrshe ivory organza.
She gave Harry a smile of gratitude when he sttdilack into the room,
knotting his tie and telling her to get a move eriteough this were the habit
of years instead of their first night together.

‘Nice welcoming smile, Mrs Curthoys," he commenteges gleaming.
'Stunning dress, too.'

‘Thank you, Harry. For being so understanding, amerou may have to
make allowances for me at first. But I'll get uded—to everything as
quickly as possible." Frances touched her handawyd cheek, and he
turned his head to kiss her palm.

'Of course you will," he assured her. 'And rememiberonly real difference
now is that you'll be sleeping here instead ohatgatehouse.’



It might be the only difference, but to Francewas one that loomed very
large in her mind at that moment, taking precedevee everything else to
such an extent she hardly knew what she ate dstipger. It was a relief
when it was over and they were settled by theBages had insisted was
necessary. Frances sighed as she relaxed in her cha

'I'm more glad than | can say that you did marry img&ead of your
accountant,' repeated Harry.

She turned her head against the chairback anddatilem. 'It's a bit early
for statements like that.'

‘Not in the least." Harry took off his jacket andbsided again into his chair.
'l don't foresee any change of opinion. Not everygpuld want to hear me
rabbiting on about roof repairs and whether thereémeating system is
likely to pack in.’

'Heavens, is it, Harry?' she asked, startled, anchiuckled.

"You see? Instant gratifying interest!

'Prompted by the fact that | feel the cold!

Harry grinned lazily. 'l guarantee personally to @bl can to prevent
hypothermia becoming a problem for you.'

Frances went bright red, and looked away, and Hamyped to his feet.
'Spot of brandy," he said briskly. "That's what yeed.'

She giggled. 'Dr Curthoys's remedy for all ills!

He laughed and handed her a glass. 'Up you geatgrmenanded.
Frances did so, grumbling. 'l was very comfortdabére, Harry.'

He sat down in her place and pulled her down ordpis'l think we'll both
be happier like this. I will, certainly, for obvieweasons, and perhaps if we



snuggle up together and chat about our day, orevkaelse comes into our
heads, you may relax and forget the jitters whietvary obviously bugging
you. Am | right?’

Frances relaxed against him, comforted at oncehbyphysical contact,
since there was nothing in the least importunatéénway Harry held her
close, and she forgot her nerves in her appreaiati¢iarry's comments on
some of the confections worn by the feminine guests

'All those hats," she said idly. 'l was very impexs by the one Mrs Bates
was wearing.'

'Fearsome thing, wasn't it! Dolly's up in the clsugou know, Frances. |
think she had you earmarked for your future roterttinute she laid eyes on
you in the office, even if you did look like a droed rat.'

‘Rat!’

'Kitten, then." He hugged her closer. 'You probaggealed to her maternal
instincts.’

'Hm." Frances twisted round to look up at him sjeorely. 'Were you sorry
for me too? Is that why you gave me the job?’

'Sorry for you! The kitten impression wasn't sodat, in fact. You spat and
showed your claws pretty sharpish when | saiddd & man in mind for the
job." He looked down his prominent Curthoys nosénext "You all but
suggested | was gay.'

"You might have been, for all | knew."'
‘Thanks a lot. Have you changed your mind since?"
'Yes.' Frances sipped at her brandy. 'After atiséhold newspaper stories

about you when you were young can't all have beengv There was a girl
draped round you in practically every photograph.'



Harry shifted her a little so that he could reach lis own glass. 'There
weren't that many, | didn't spend my entire collegeeer drinking and
womanising, I'll have you know. | emerged with @ in geography. Not
as exalted as your history degree, but respectimdegh to astound my
family. Unfortunately my father died beforehandhermight have relented
over the money.’

'In which case you would now be married to your &loel, and | would
never have met you,' finished Frances solemnly.

Harry said nothing for a moment or two, then hischeurned her face up to
his. 'Very likely," he agreed softly, which was a ffrom satisfactory
response from Frances's point of view. 'Nevertlsgleég went on casually,
'‘Annabel is married to her moneybags, your old chsirehackled to his
Scottish lady-love and we—why we just have eaclemtand we shall just
have to make the best of things, shan't we?’

Frances never made the protest that rose to tsesilyge Harry stifled it by
kissing her with a finality that indicated very ply he intended to start
making the best of things at that very moment,sande she was well aware
that her co-operation in this particular area vaa@sain reason why she was
now Harry's wife, Frances let him, with a passivitat brought Harry to a
halt almost immediately. He raised his head to ldokn at her eyes.

'Please, Frances, don't jlstme make love to you. | want the response you
gave me that first time, on New Year's Eve.' He adimgertip delicately
down her cheek. 'Don't just lie there as thoughdjacting payment for
this.' He touched the heavy gold band on her finger

Frances felt guilty. 'l didn't mean to, Harry, bwgaid you'd need to make
allowances for me. I'm not really all that goodras sort of thing.'

He frowned and held her closer. 'What sort of tAing

Frances flushed painfully and tried to turn herchaaay, but Harry kept his
hand firmly beneath her chin so he could see ter. fa



'Well—Chris used to get impatient because | wdsgenh on the sex thing. |
liked the kissing and the touching and so on, dutmit came to the rest of
it | was a great disappointment, | know, which ish@ably why he didn't

want me in the end.’

Harry swore under his breath and reached out aricartihhe decanter. 'Here,
have some more brandy." He made her swallow quitefsy mouthful
before allowing her to curl back against him. Femtelt better at once as
the warmth of the spirit spread through her, likihg steady beat of Harry's
heart beneath her cheek, and the clean, familamtsaf his skin, and she
wriggled a little, sliding her arm around him a® sfurrowed closer. 'That's
more like it," he said rather breathlessly. 'Nowatighall this nonsense about
being no good, for God's sake? Absolute rot. Youewe in the least
disappointing the last time | had you on my lag likis—and don't sayou
didn't like it because I'm a bit more experienaethis particular field than
you and | know damn well you did.’

Frances nodded. 'l did. | admit it. But you an@ver got beyond the kissing
stage. You'd probably have been just as disapmbageChris if we had.'

‘Then there's only one thing to do. Let's go to bed find out." Harry
pushed her to her feet and kept her firmly in treok of his arm as he put
out the lights and led her through the house testaies where he paused, a
rather wicked smile on his face. 'l know | shouickpyou up and carry you
in the best tradition of all fictional heroes, butarn you now that if | sprint
up there with you in my arms and carry you allway to our room, there'll
be no question of anything more than a kiss anatdle, my darling bride,
because that's all I'll be fit for!"

Frances laughed as Harry took her hand and pukedip the staircase.
Suddenly his words seemed exquisitely funny and lsgan to laugh
helplessly, unable to stop. Harry eyed her in alasnhe opened the door of
their bedroom.

'My God, you're not going to have hysterics nowe, you?'

'No," she gasped, and leaned against him weaklyalTright, really.’



'‘Good.' He bent to scoop her up and carried hesadhe room to deposit
her in the middle of the bed. "That much, dear thearwell within my
capabilities,” he informed her with a grin, thewdéved himself beside her
and began to kiss her, gently at first, then witgr@aving heat and intensity
that put an end to her laughter very effectivelis kiands, which had been
roving over the thin silk of her dress, slid beheaato find the curve of her
breasts, his fingers teasing streaks of fire fram riipples that made her
open her mouth to him with a sudden gasp of agdn@easure and
instantly his tongue slid within to probe the ssdtret places and entwine
with hers. Frances felt his body tense and his $iahdke as he slid the dress
from her shoulders and smoothed it away until agen the brief ivory satin
underwear bought to wear beneath her wedding drzssy slid away and
propped himself up to look at her, smiling downhat flushed face and
bright, uncertain eyes.

'What is it?" he asked softly.
'Should 1 still be wearing my shoes?'

Harry threw back his head and laughed delightettiign ran his fingers
delicately up her thigh. "Why not? Very erotic, donmed with stockings and
suspenders.'

'So I've heard.' Frances smiled with growing caeriice, aware that her
inhibitions appeared to have drowned in her lasttimfol of brandy. She
stretched deliberately, and Harry's eyes narroidedoegan to take off the
rest of her clothes with fingers that shook andvgckimsy in his haste, and
she helped him, deeply gratified when dark, unfeaniolour rose a long
Harry's cheekbones. The shy invitation in her egade him swallow hard
as he stripped himself of his own clothes withtéahg speed and flung
himself down again beside her to hold her close.

'‘Are you cold ?' he asked, as he felt her tremb&ret him.

‘A little—but you said you knew a remedy for thatie reminded him
huskily.



Harry chuckled breathlessly and embarked on assefidelicate, nibbling
kisses all over her face. 'l thought you said yewem't very good at all this,
Frances.'

'l must be honest and say that with you | seemiki® ik much more
than—than previously,' she admitted, whereuponyHattto kissing her so
fiercely that it was some time before she contintiéd from now on that
the problems usually arise, Harry.'

'l think they won't," he said positively. 'In fatt, bet you anything you like
there'll be no problems at all. If I'm wrong you gee pearls | was keeping
to hand over on our first anniversary. Agreed?’

Frances gave a smothered little laugh and surreddesr mouth to his. To
her surprise and delight what followed bore aselitesemblance to her
limited experience of lovemaking as vintage champagpes to lemonade
as her entire body caught fire in response to ovend) skill of Harry's
seeking mouth and hands. Her own hands grew usgithtthe need to
explore and caress, and she felt a fierce joy asyldamuscles tensed
beneath her tentative fingers and he gave a slaspaf almost unbearable
pleasure as their bodies finally merged in a unipossible to resist an
instant longer. Skill, or lack of it, was forgottas she became submerged,
overturned in the flood of sensation that sweptheadlong to the blissful
culmination she had secretly believed happened wnlction. Frances
clung to Harry convulsively as the storm broke, &decheld her fast as the
shock-waves receded and at last she lay still fde buried against his
throat as their breathing quietened and their beats slowed.

After a long, long interval, Harry stirred a littl&Sorry," he muttered, 'I'm
afraid you don't get the pearls.’

Frances stretched a little, still dazed and womdgrand parted her lips
against his throat as she laughed softly. 'l though So what shall | give
youinstead?"

'Let me see now . .." He paused, pretending tadenshen ran the tip of his
tongue round the delicate, sensitive whorls ofdar Frances shivered, her



fingers digging involuntarily into his back. 'Justhis.’" Harry moved'
against her, and she gave a stifled little moan.

'Now?"

'Now!

It was much later when, only half-surfacing froneeg in the darkness,
Frances woke disorientated, dimly conscious of ram laeavy across her
waist.

'Chris?' she mumbled indistinctly, still half-agteéhen the arm holding her
withdrew with a sudden violence that brought hexktsharply to full recall
of where she was. And who was beside her. The Bglapped on and
Frances stared, stricken, into the frosted furplamry's eyes, their hostility
giving his face the look of a stranger.

'‘Bad manners, darling," he drawled, and ice drifpath every word. 'Not
polite to mutter other men's names on your weddigbt, Mrs Curthoys,
ma'am. Particularly that one. You made me a prongg that you would
not—remember? | have a strong objection to shampguptial couch with
a former lover, unreasonable though it may seem."

Frances tried to move away but he held her by tine and jerked her face
up to his, and her eyes widened in swift resentptbeir flecks flashing fire
in the lamplight.

'I'm notyour first choice, either," she reminded him proudly.

'‘But | wasn't burbling about Annabel my sleep, little cat. | knew damn
well who | was making love to ..." Abruptly the iceHarry's eyes changed
and they grew molten with a look that made Frane=able. 'Perhaps I'd
better help you clear up any last lingering cordosiegarding bedfellows,’
he muttered thickly, and his mouth came crushingrdon hers as he
pinned her beneath him.



Frances resisted fiercely for a moment or two,ifowas useless. Harry was
surprisingly strong, and what's more he was imatmg rage, and she gave
up the fruitless contest after a while and freedrheuth to whisper drily,
‘Turn off the light.Please!’

His soft laugh raised the hairs along her spinke, 0, Frances. No mistakes
this time. Open those cat's eyes of yours and &ake.Lookat me! That's
better. | want you to see very clearly jugtois making love to you. This is
your lawfully wedded husband. Harry. So remembeiutnre—or I'll be
obliged to keep jogging your memory, won't I? Now-kenam 1?*

Frances clenched her teeth and moved her head asfaging to answer,
and he slid away from her. For a moment she tholglitad relented, then
she felt her knees pulled apart and let out a lepansredulous cry at the
weight of his head between her thighs and the fldraeshot through her
entire body as she felt his tongue in a caresshaldenever experienced
before.

'Oh, please—stop!" she gasped. "You mustn't—yoli.can

Harry raised his head and shook back his hairdk & her in triumph as he
saw the shock on her face. 'Oh, but | must—ana /) e&ad he resumed his
caresses to such effect that, utterly humiliated Hey own lack of
self-control, Frances burned in the throes of mak she was helpless to
prevent.

Almost at once Harry slid up the bed and dragged ihi@® his arms,
breathing raggedly as he forced her face up tomtis ungentle fingers.
'‘Open your eyes,' he commanded. '‘Open them nowgc&saand look at me.’

With a frantic sob she obeyed, sinking her teetih Iver bottom lip.

'‘Well, well," he said derisively. 'l rather fanchit on something new to you
then, didn't I?' He shook her slightly. 'Didn't I?*

She nodded disdainfully and turned her head awan | go to sleep now,
please?’



'Oh, no, not yet,' he drawled. 'You, er, enjoyedrgelf all on your own
then, kitten. Now it's my turn." And he began tokm#ove to her all over
again, and to Frances's shame and outrage broegho lulfilment once
more before giving himself up to the convulsivegsiare of his own release.



CHAPTER TEN

'LETTER here from Eddy Napier,' remarked Harry over brask& month or
so later.

The day was warm, early though it was, but it waissummer heat which
made Frances so disinclined to linger in bed innleenings. On that very
first morning she had been up and dressed longédeéfarry, establishing a
routine she had kept to rigidly ever since. It sedmatterly pointless to lie
there in bed when she woke at dawn every day, ¢dtem before. Frances
detested that first moment when her mind woke ftolythe prospect of
another day of keeping up appearances in frontledrqpeople. Even Mrs
Bates never seemed to suspect that things werguitetas they should be
for the newly weds, because Harry was so skilfuadopting a loving,
affectionate manner towards his bride when anydse was present. He
dropped it quickly enough the moment they were aldmwever, she
thought bitterly. There had been no nonsense abepérate bedrooms,
either. That was something else Harry had madéadrgiear right from the
start, and since Frances was only too consciolgebbligations in this
area she never offered any argument on the subjecgver refused to let
him make love to her, which was more often thanhgttedreamed possible
before her marriage.

Frances was determined to keep to her agreemént to provide Harry

with the son whose appearance in the world wouldase his father's
inheritance and, hopefully, at the same time reldas mother from the
bitter-sweet anguish of her conjugal duties. Theags she could feel
sympathy for the dead Arabella. She had been teduby her husband's
attentions too—though not in remotely the same waythe present
Curthoys bride.

To Frances her wedding night had been a watershea mere matter of
hours her life had abandoned its former course takdn off in a new,
uncharted direction, and it was one of life's bilitle ironies that the very
night which had ousted Chris from her heart fortafle also resulted in
estrangement from her husband before their newiop&hip was even
hours old. At some time during those first ecstat@mments in Harry's arms
Frances had been overwhelmed by the discoverystiatoved her new



husband utterly. She had liked him from the stanfjpyed his company,
grown to respect him considerably, but on that néwdoe forgotten night
his tender, consummate skill brought to life a ptglgpassion she had never
even dreamed she was capable of feeling, and wihne the realisation
that she loved Harry in every way possible. Shdiseé now that her
feelings for Chris had been those of a girl folog.liHarry Curthoys, for all
his casual, understated charm, was adult; a mawary sense of the word,
and she loved him as a woman loves a man, and vdouldr the rest of her
life.

It was a thought which brought little joy. Anotheason for her weariness
was the constant battle she fought to keep himgmorance of her
new-found feelings towards him. Sometimes, durimg night, when he
wrung every last response of which she was capabie her gasping,
writhing body, she drew blood from her bottom Igpshe bit it hard to keep
back the words of love that yearned for expresasshe stifled her moans
of pleasure in his arms. Theirs was a fiery, waslleoming together, with
none of the delicacy of that first idyllic experean Tenderness had been
supplanted by savagery as Harry took the revengedémed to crave night
after night for that one first unconscious sligloé tongue that transformed
a loving friend into an implacable, demanding lolgrnight and a polite,
casual stranger by day. Frances's mouth turned dowarbitter little smile
as she stared at the letter she was holding. Littekarry Curthoys was like
being married to Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. She lookedand coloured a little
to find Harry regarding her quizzically.

'‘Amusing letter?' he enquired.

‘Just Jassy going on at length about the perfeadfohhomas Matthew
Wilding. Quite the most wonderful baby ever borrmc@ding to his

mother." Frances put the letter down quickly, thkject of babies hardly
one she cared to discuss at the present timesdfng—you said something
about a letter, too.’

'From Eddy Napier,' repeated Harry patiently. 'Hid to come and stay.
Says he appreciates accommodation in the housiicsiitl when it's open
to the public, but is perfectly happy to put uptlé gatehouse. Any
objection?'



Frances shrugged indifferently. 'No, of course Ask Dolly how she feels
about it.’

'I'd rather know how you feel about it." Harry heldt his cup for more
coffee and Frances filled it, thinking how tiredlbeked. There were dark
marks beneath the eyes that rarely seemed to samyemore. The
exhausting nights and work-filled days were makangrark on both of
them, as she knew only too well from her own mirror

'He's not my most favourite person, | admit, bus lmme of your oldest
friends,' she said coolly, 'so ask him along byreans.'

Harry looked at her curiously. 'Why don't you likien, Frances?'

'No patrticular reason.’

‘There must be something!

Frances returned his look levelly. 'lt's not waglking about really, but if
you must know | suppose it's because I'm not owerfaf men who regard

anything young and female as fair game."

Harry's eyebrows rose, and the corners of his mwtched. "You mean
Eddy made a pass at you?'

'Several. He seemed to be under the mistaken isiprethat | was at the
Napiers' to entertain the famous visiting artishea than look after Sam.
Frances's eyes kindled at the memory.

'What exactly do you mean by pass?'

Frances eyed her amused husband disdainfullywéiyl entertaining to you
no doubt, but to me, as an employee of the Napiensas extremely
awkward. Men like him should know better than tossi@bout with the
servants.'

'Oh, come now, Frances! | don't suppose for a moiedy ever thought of
you as a servant—-just as an attractive girl. Aranf time immemorial



Eddy Napier's first instinct when near a pretty girto grab. What did he
do?' he added curiously.

Frances looked away uncomfortably. 'At first it wast a squeeze of the
waist whenever | couldn't avoid passing him onlémeling. Then one day
the ghastly female— Sorcha something—he'd brougght vm persuaded

Caroline Napier to take her shopping. Sam was lgagimap and Eddy
Napier ran me to earth in the utility-room at Gléb®use and shut the door,
knowing we were virtually alone in the house.'

Harry's face darkened. 'And then?'

'l happened to be ironing. | put the iron down antand. His left hand as it
happened, but | wasn't discriminating. It could jas easily have been the
one that wields the brush.’

Harry whistled. 'My God! Eddy never told me that.'

'Hardly surprising." Frances gave a mirthless laugle howled like a
banshee, woke Sam, who began to roar, so | hagiéteq Sam down, slap
a burn dressing on Eddy's left hand and a Scothblsinght, and by the time
the others came home the three of us were playitig$am's train set in
apparent amity. Eddy and his lady went off to Feasieddenly next day, and
after that | never saw him again until the wedding.

Harry scratched his chin, looking at her warilyddy wants to paint your
portrait.'

Frances stared at him incredulously. "You're nobas!
'He intends it as the wedding present he's newvengis.'
'‘But you can't want a portrait afie,Harry!

'Why not?' he said carelessly. 'There usually powdrait of the Curthoys
brides.’

'l haven't seen one of your mother.’



'l gave it to Dexter for a wedding present.’

'Oh." Frances sighed wearily. 'But it's differestfar as I'm concerned. |
mean, our marriage is just an arrangement--'

'Which probably makes it no different from all oti@urthoys marriages,’
he said caustically. 'l don't suppose many of ywaedecessors married for
love, either, unless one counts my mother, andntdbtink her initial

feelings for my father survived very long.' He juedpup restlessly from the
table. 'Whereas yours for me never even got offjtbend at all, did they?"

"That's not fair--'

'Fair! All's fair in love and war, so they say.itld't think it particularlyfair
when my loving bride murmured someone else's nammayi ear on our
wedding night either, but that's how the cookiendnles, dear heart. For
better for worse, | think we both said, and nowrevstuck with it

'You can always divorce me,' said Frances, tigipdd.

Harry smiled at her tauntingly. 'On what groundsii&nows, you don't
refuse me my conjugal rights, or whatever the té&smAnd | believe
infidelity needs to be a little more physical thidoe mental variety you
indulge in.'

'l don't indulge in infidelity of any kind! How martimes do | have to keep
saying the same thing? Once and once only | saig'€mame--'

'In my arms, in my bed, and during the course afwedding night,” he
broke in bitterly.

'l was half-asleep and hardly knew where | wasg Baances in despair.
'I've told you before, | must have assumed you W&res because he's the
one I've known all my life.’

'‘And the man you were accustomed to sleeping withpurse.’



Frances lifted her chin haughtily. 'What | did befd met you is not really
any of your concern, but since you've insistedwnibhg one microscopic
molehill into something resembling Mount Everesiyynay as well know
that | never have actually slept with Chris at all.

Harry's eyes narrowed. 'l don't believe you,' hd gatly.

'‘As you please.' She began piling the breakfasigthrapidly on a tray.

'‘Nevertheless | might point out that one of thedisantages of living next
door to each other is that one's never really &stecohabit on one's home
ground. It would have embarrassed my father, aagtdreknows how Mrs

Bradley would have reacted. Then at our respecinreersities | shared a
flat with four other girls, and Chris shared witinde men, literally no room
at the inn." She smiled scathingly. 'lt was onlgyuecently that we finally

got to that stage, anyway—I was a remarkably lateetbper in matters of
the flesh.'

'So where did your amorous confrontations takegstabdack of a car? The
drawing-room sofa when your parents were out?' dikaste in Harry's
voice whipped colour into Frances's cheeks.

‘The goings-on of the lower orders must no doultfiteemendous interest
to people like you, Harry Curthoys,' she said, gtubut | don't intend to
satisfy mere prurient curiosity, just the samedihé we made one or two
highly unsatisfactory amatory attempts, and bechassthe only other man
who ever even came near to making love to me | aspphat was the
reason | said Chris's name that night." Her voim®k and she snatched up
the tray, making the cups wobble dangerously.

'Here—let me.' Harry tried to take the tray fromn bet she resisted fiercely,
glaring at him from hostile, wet eyes.

'I might remind you that | don't keep harping abgaudir precious Annabel,
and don't tell me you didn't share a bed with Hienoenough, and probably
dozens of other women besides!

'‘Are you jealous?' he asked swiftly, and a glearnidi eyes for an instant.



Frances swept past him, her eyes derisive. 'Whyeamth should | be
jealous, Harry ?' She went off to the kitchen, abléear Harry's voluble
curses quite clearly as he strode off to the staiolget out the car. Frances
winced as she heard him gunning the engine of #mg&Rover away down
the drive, and washed up at top speed so she takddefuge in the attic,
away from the keen eyes of Mrs Bates.

She dashed angry tears from her eyes as she clidibgiditedly up the
stairs to an attic a great deal less chaotic n@m thhad been when she
started. Mason, the gardener, had put up someesh&lv her, and ledgers
and files were arranged now in orderly rows. A greany documents were
already stored in acid-free ventilated boxes inrdgulated temperature of
the new muniment room, which was better suiteth¢éot than the extremes
of the attic. In the beginning Frances's task lesareed Herculean to her on
some days, but now, after working doggedly for ¢nére time since the
wedding, she felt she could see light at the entti@tunnel.

Today, however, it was almost impossible to conegaton the inventory
she was typing. The scene at the breakfast tallaipset Frances badly.
Not that it was the first, by any means—ever sitiegr wedding night

Harry seemed unable to leave the subject aloneg&meup even trying to
work after a while and put her head down on heisard indulged in a few
tears, as she thought of the other problem troghtiar, in addition to

Harry's hostility. Lately she was troubled by vivilteams of Hal and
Arabella, who seemed inextricably confused withridand herself in their

unhappiness, and several times in the past momthvb&en up, shivering

and terrified in the middle of the night, to findrkelf in some other part of
the house, most often in the muniment room, thattone resting place for
the coffins of the dead.

Frances sat up straight, making a resolution tgeibArabella and Hal

Curthoys, consign them to the past where they lpeldnand concentrate
her energies on putting the present to rights austé’erhaps then the
sleep-walking would stop. The door opened a ligtler to admit Bates, who
came into the hot, airless attic carrying a trathvein insulated jug and a
plate of Mrs Bates's freshly baked walnut biscuits.



'‘Good morning, Miss Frances. My wife thought youwghtiprefer a cold
drink to coffee, since it's so hot today. She's engdu some fresh
lemonade.'

'Lovely," sighed Frances. 'Tell her | shan't wamb tmuch for lunch,
though—it's too warm.'

Bates looked non-committal. 'l believe she mentiobeemething about a
seafood salad, Miss Frances. And Mr Harry rang withessage for you. It
seems he forgot to remind you at breakfast thatdieing with his uncle Mr
Dangerfield in Oxford this evening and is likelylie late.’

Frances found she was rather relieved that Harryldvbe out for the
evening, and when she had finished her stint inatie took a long,
leisurely bath with a novel, not even botheringitess afterwards. Cool and
comfortable in a thin white lawn nightdress andsdireg-gown, she curled
up in her usual chair in the morning-room latertorwatch a programme
about a Saxon burial ground while she nibbled eheese sandwich and
drank more lemonade. When there was no sign ofyHariten she took a
stroll in the twilight before going to bed. It wstdl quite warm and she went
as she was, not bothering to put on a coat sinceriig company was the
guarter-moon which hung in the violet sky. It sedrtee mock her solitary
state, and Frances gave it a withering look asnsrelered aimlessly past
Mason's lovingly tended flowerbeds and bent to tohm stars reflected in
the still waters of the moat.

The air was heavy with the scent of newly cut gsd made her oddly
restless, reluctant to return to the house, andaii@ired further, away from
the gardens and on into the park, deliberatelyotalg the path to the

church. As it came into view Frances halted, frawgna she peered along
the line of yews leading to the door, which wasrogkelight burned inside

and she hesitated, wondering if Bates had forgattéock it. It seemed best
to find out, and she went down the path on silsliyppered feet and went
inside.

'‘Bates? Are you there?' For some reason her quemne out in a mere
whisper, she found, and smiled wryly. There was etbing about the
atmosphere of a church, however small, that disgmd a raised voice.



There was no reply and Frances turned to leave, hiesitated again and
shrugged as she went down the aisle. She could nesist a visit to Hal
Curthoys however often she came into the churclshadvandered into the
side chapel, patting the battered stone effigidséncestors as she passed
on her way to the railing separating his memonmahf theirs. As always,
her fingers closed round the slim iron bars asgslzed through them at the
figure of the sleeping man, and she leaned thedesamy reverie, thinking
sadly of the gallant Royalist who had fought fas king so bravely only to
suffer death at the hands of his own wife.

'l feel for you, Hal,' she murmured. "You deseraduktter fate than the one
Arabella had in store for you.'

Frances shook her head impatiently, and laughedtla &t her own

absurdity, then stooped to reach through the galiior the faded flowers in
the vase placed near Hal's marble-booted feet. i¢hmvmoment the church
was plunged into darkness and Frances's breatbigssf dismay was
drowned by the clang of the door as it closed.

Blind panic overtook her immediately and she turt@edun, calling for
Bates, only to fall headlong over one of the stonebs. She lay winded and
gasping for a moment, overcome by sheer clausttmpliear in the deathly
quiet darkness. After a moment or two she pulleddietogether, telling
herself not to be such a ninny as she tried taugebut a red-hot needle of
pain shot through her ankle and she gritted heh tage she manoeuvered
herself into a sitting position, cursing herself t@ming into the church in
the first place.

For a while Frances fumed in frustration, then bezaware that she was no
longer warm at all. She shivered a little as hesestrained to see, gradually
becoming accustomed to the gloom in the starligtering through the
windows. With determination she looked about hemt®ntate herself
before making a move. She was propped up agamstiimbling stone feet
of one Nicholas Curthoys she thought, by her pmsjtirom which she
could just make out the faint glimmer of the clotithe altar. To her left
she could see, with unnerving clarity, the gleammgteness of Hal's
slumbering figure, illumined by the moon shiningtimough the window
directly above it.



Frances looked away hurriedly, finding that thdingag figure looked far
too lifelike for her peace of mind under the présgrtumstances, and with
an apology to their owner she grabbed Nicholasisesteet and managed to
haul herself upright. Gingerly she put her weighttee wrenched ankle, and
drew in a deep breath of relief. It was sore—irt falurt abominably—but
it was definitely only a wrench and she could heldn it after a fashion as
long as she fought down the urge to run. Feelkeydin uncoordinated crab,
she scuttled as fast as she could to the bacledfttbrch, grabbing the end
of a pew here and there along the way. When slohedahe wall with the
light switches she scrabbled frantically over itilshe found them and with
a sob of relief turned them on.

The mere presence of light was enough to bring desrback to near
normality, and to restore the church, which hadnbaisturbingly eerie in
the darkness, to its normal charm. The door, asagd, was locked, and
after rattling the handle and banging on the timlfer a while, Frances was
forced to resign herself to as patient a wait assipbe until she was
discovered. She felt sure Harry would see the dighthe church when he
came home and realise where she was. In the mmanRiances decided
that the sensible thing to do was to get her wegdhher sore foot. She
gathered up a couple of hassocks from the flooanged them as a pillow
on the nearest pew to the door and lay down cdyeflisposing the long
skirt of her dressing-gown over her legs to keewasn as possible before
she closed her eyes and tried to relax. This waersaid than done. For
one thing she was cold, and for another she wasureromfortable on the
hard, slippery wood of her makeshift couch, andvéweer hard she tried not
to think about it, Frances heartily disliked thgepsience of being locked
alone in the church at night with only the tombsHall Curthoys and his
ancestors for company. She would have given anyttonhear Harry's
voice. She longed for his physical presence witmgansity that came near
to vanquishing her cold and fear, and hugged hms across her chest
fiercely, vowing to be so sweet and wonderful andrg to him in future he
would have no alternative but to respond in kintde Svanted the old,
charming Harry back, the man she had married, adsté the forbidding
stranger who had taken his place since their weddiight.

Time crawled by. Frances tried to hurry it up bgitiag in her head all the
poetry she had learned at school, the lyrics dhalkongs she knew, until at
last, in spite of the dull throb in her ankle ahd sheer discomfort of her



resting place, she dozed uneasily, troubled almosnhediately by
fragments of dreams that flashed through her sugmous like colours in a
kaleidoscope. There was Harry, with smiling eyest tiurned cold and
changed to the dark, guilt-filled gaze of Arabella.

Frances stirred restlessly, half-waking, then bbdk into sleep again as
Hal's face swam into focus. Wearing the proud sefffidence of the youth
in the miniature for a fleeting moment before teetd, aged and grew lined
with disillusion. His eyes, grey like Harry's, dréwr like magnets and his
hand beckoned her to follow him. Filled with dres tried to resist, but in
fascinated obedience stumbled after the glimmdrguge which led her to
the side chapel and drifted through the railindwaitsigh she felt rather than
heard, as Hal lay down and buried his face in thelcof his arm. His other
hand lifted and beckoned, and then there were s@od noise and shock
and Harry was shaking her and prising her fingessé from their
manacle-like grip of the railings fencing in Habsnb.

'What the hell do you think you're doing?' snaitdry. His eyes blazed in
his ashen face as he shook her mercilessly, amt&sadlinked and gasped
and cried out at the pain in her ankle.

'Oh, please—stop it, Harry!" she implored, andeganp into his incensed
face, her face flushing as she caught sight of 8atexious and distressed
behind Harry's shoulder.

‘Are you all right, Miss Frances?' he asked, digjhd. 'l must have locked
you in when | finished my rounds about ten--'

‘Ten!" Harry shot back his shirt-cuff to look as lwatch, it's gone midnight
now.' His anger began to subside as he saw Frahoes, and he took off
his jacket and wrapped it round her. 'God, you rbasthilled right through
to the bone after a couple of hours in this plasen on a warm night like
this. What the devil possessed you to come hdtasatime of night?’

'l wanted some fresh air,’ she said woodenly, \serit for a stroll before
going to bed. It was so warm, | didn't bother watbhoat, and | caught sight
of a light here, so | came to investigate.'



'‘And | never realised you were inside,’ said BateBstress. 'l went to throw
the dead flowers away, you see, and | just camk &ad put out the lights
and closed the door as usual. | had already cheggadside the church
earlier, and assumed it was empty."'

'Which it should have been," said Harry grimly,rtiferced a smile for
Bates, who looked the picture of guilt. 'Don't blagourself, Bates, please.
It wasn't your fault. Blame my wife's fascinatiar the place.’

'Yes, indeed," added Frances emphatically. 'ltavasry stupid thing to do,
and I'm very sorry to have worried you.'

"You cut along, Bates. Tell Dolly all's well, andw can both get a good
night's sleep,’ said Harry kindly, and with a feastl reassurances as to
Frances's well-being Bates hurried of.

'Well,'" said Harry, and leaned against the raifingnces was still clutching
for support. The anger faded from his eyes as thested on her
apprehensive face. 'l really thought you'd runaofél left me when | found
you were missing, you know.'

She frowned Left you? Why?"'

‘The house was empty, the bed hadn't been sleptviiat else was | to
think?' Harry's eyes glinted. 'l even looked uyanr damned attic before |
finally knocked at the gatehouse to see if Dollyewnwhere you were,
which nearly gave her a heart attack. | took it g@eized the opportunity of
my absence tonight to take off.’

'Without any clothes?' Frances asked drily.
He gave a short laugh. 'l was in too much of a @amicheck on your
wardrobe. Somehow | got it into my thick head yogishe home to your

father.'

'Don't tell me you rang him, Harry!'



'‘No. Even |, idiot though | am, stopped short ofigg him a shock like that
at this time of night.'

‘Thank God for that," she said fervently, therhleit lip as she inadvertently
put her weight on the injured ankle.

'What is it?" he asked swiftly. 'Are you hurt?'

'Bates didn't see me when he came back to lockltbech because | was
round here--'

'With Hal, as usual!

'Exactly. And in the darkness I tripped and spravde the floor, giving my
ankle a bit of a wrench at the same time.' Theesstie gave him wavered
uncertainly and Harry cursed and knelt in fronthef on the cold stone of
the floor.

'Which one?' he said tersely, and she raised fleadihg foot in its flimsy
white mule. Harry took it in his hand gently andlped the bones delicately.
'No break, obviously, but a slight sprain, | think's-a bit swollen. Not very
sensible shoes for walking, are they?'

'l never intended to go so far.’

Harry jumped to his feet and looked at her seagihinl didn't pursue the
matter in front of Bates but now perhaps you'lllakpwhy | had to wake
you when | found you here hanging like grim deatkhese railings.’

'l must have been walking in my sleep again,' st ieluctantly, refusing
to meet his eyes. 'l stretched out on a pew atbtk of the church,
intending to stay there until | was found, but ¢éifeadream. | dreamt that Hal
Curthoys was beckoning me to join him—in there.arées gestured
towards the tomb with a shudder. 'Needless to shgir't fancy the idea,
and must have been clinging to the railings to édaing what he wanted.'

"You're utterly obsessed with the man,' said Hagrignly, and stood with
arms folded. 'You said, again. Do you walk in ysl@ep often, may | ask?"



Her chin lifted. 'Only when I'm unhappy, | suppolsgid when | was a child,
but | thought I'd grown out of it completely unitivoke up recently to find
myself in the muniment room in the middle of thght:-'

'What? Why the hell didn't you tell me?' he asked, dppaland moved
nearer.

'l wasn't sure you'd be interested."

'Interested!" Harry controlled himself with obvioeBort. "You could have
fallen, broken a leg—anything could have happened.’

'Sleepwalkers rarely injure themselves, for sorasaa. Besides,' she added
coldly, 'since | don't know myself when I'm abootwalk in my sleep, I'm
hardly in a position to inform anyone else.’'

'What was so wrong about telling me when | was &¥ak

'You haven't been exactly, well, encouraging reigardany personal
confidences of mine lately, Harry, have you?'

There was a charged silence for several seconds Wigir eyes met and
held, then Frances shivered, and Harry took her arm

'Let's go,' he said shortly, and they went slowbyvd the aisle, Frances
limping awkwardly and feeling chilled and miserab& much for her

intention to be sweet and loving, she thought, eleged, as Harry put out
the lights and locked the door of the church. Télemgave a little squeak of
surprise as he scooped her up and began walkirtyg vait towards the

house.

'I'm too heavy to carry all the way back,' she gst#d. 'Really, Harry, you
can't--'

'l can quite easily, but only if you shut up,” wae cavalier response.
‘Conversation is out for the moment. | need my threblarry was right. He
was breathing very heavily indeed by the time hgod#ed Frances gently



on her feet in the kitchen, his eyes filled witmcern as he saw the pallor of
her face. 'Are you really all right, Frances?'

She nodded, her eyes suspiciously bright. 'I'dljkstto get to bed, I think.'

'‘Can you make it up the stairs with just a helgiagd?' Harry managed the
ghost of his old smile. "You don't weigh much, baan't guarantee to get
you up there in one piece if | try to carry youthk way.'

She returned the smile gamely, 'Of course. Stagsasy—I can grab the
banisters as | go.'

Despite her brave words, Frances was profoundlpkiioh when, with
Harry's help she finally negotiated the stairs #mel bathroom and was
safely installed in bed. She lay like a rag dolile/ftHarry went downstairs
to make her the tea she yearned for, too spergreabout anything much
for the moment. When Harry returned she was amtgede the decanter
alongside the teapot on the tray.

‘The cure for all ills, Harry?"

'l wish it were. | can't say brandy's been muclp helme lately, I'm afraid.’
He smiled as he handed her a cup of tea. 'Neveghélhave it on the best
authority that it does wonders for a wrenched ahkle

Harry went off to take a shower while Frances draektea, and she lay in
dreamy comfort, the shock of her experience alréadiyng now she was in
her own bed. She was even able to summon up a smite when Harry
came back in his dressing-gown, his hair slick withter. He poured a
generous measure of brandy into two glasses and oaer to stand looking
down at her for a moment before he handed her btieeqlasses and sat
close to her on the bed.

"You look better," he commented. 'How's the ankle?'
'It doesn't hurt at ail now I'm lying down." Frascsipped some of her

brandy, feeling rather flustered by the steadynegtgéher husband's eyes at
close quarters.



'l definitely thought you'd taken off, you knowg kaid softly.

'‘Because of this morning?'

'l assumed it was the straw that broke the carbatk.’

‘Are you alluding to me as a camel, by any chance?'

Harry grinned. "You know perfectly well what | méan

'l would never leave without telling you, Harrygid Frances carefully, then
hesitated. 'Besides, aren't you forgetting somgthirpromised to give you

a son if I could—remember ?'

'It's not the sort of thing one forgets, Franddarry put out a hand to touch
hers. '‘But | won't keep you to it. If you reallyearnhappy and want to leave
me | won't stand in your way.'

Her eyes met his unwaveringly.

'I'd like to know what you feel on the subject, & Do you want me to
stay?'

Harry touched the tangled curls above her forelada gentle hand. 'If
you like I'll go down on my knees and beg.’

His voice was so unemotional Frances found it ardelieve what she'd

heard, and lay staring up at him, her mind in antuit. She would give her

soul to have him beg her to stay, if he only kniewut lacked the courage to
say so as she tried to interpret the expressibtamy's eyes.

'It's the second time you've given me a shock attttought of your
departure,’ he said conversationally. 'Rememberfitse time, when |
played hell with you about the piece in the paper?'

Vividly.'



'Yes, well, | soon came crawling to ask you to sthgt time, if you
remember. Tonight was ten times worse. | thoughtdyalready gone.’

'‘And you minded?'

'Minded? | went berserk—which is why | never though look in your
wardrobe to see if your clothes had gone—I just nitainctioning
normally.” Harry gave a short, mirthless laugh.just ran round in
ever-decreasing circles looking for you, then tover to the gatehouse to
see if Dolly had any idea where you were. She dedig a trenchant little
lecture to me about looking after you better and Bates and me off to the
church, since that was the only place | hadn'téaokVhen | saw the lights
on in there 1 felt sick with relief, until you waré anywhere in sight when
we opened the door. Then there you were like atghahat white frilly
thing, with your eyes staring right through me as filung on to Hal's railing
like grim death. It was Bates who said you weregs| and | was so relieved
to hear it | lost my temper.’

'So | noticed,' observed Frances. 'For a momemé ththought you were
about to break my neck.'

A genuine smile glimmered deep in Harry's eyesHeffirst time since he'd
found her. 'l wanted to. So don't do it again.’

'l don't walk in my sleep from choice!’

His forehead creased in worried lines. '"How in le@essname can | prevent
it, Frances? Tell me what | can do!

She thought it over carefully, and peeped at hmmfunder her lashes. 'l
can think of one or two things which might help.’

"Then tell me.'

'I'm fairly sure that if you held me in your armraght | would neverwalk
in my sleep.’



The corners of Harry's mouth twitched, and he ldar@arer. 'l think | could
safely promise to manage that without much troubday other
suggestions?"

'If I thought you really loved me, Harry, and sad in a way that convinced
me you really didn't care for Annabel any more, lgartain my
sleepwalking days would be over for good," Frarsad in a rush, and
looked away, the colour rushing into her cheeks.

Harry was silent for so long that Frances stoleck lat him at last to find
him staring at her in dumbfounded silence. Themlee an odd, choked
noise deep in his throat and pulled her uprighiing her by the shoulders
as he spoke very quickly and with great emphasis.

'l admit | was in love with Annabel once, but | eevelt for her the way |
feel about you. | love you, Frances, though it wlooihly be honest to say |
had no idea how much until the moment | slid timg 1on your finger. For
the rest of the wedding service | hardly heard edviloe dean said because |
was so cock-a-hoop with the realisation that | yaa for my wife and how
lucky | was. Which, | suppose is why | saw red wigen muttered another
man's name just when | thought we'd experiencedenltknow how to
describe it. Does paradise sound a bit over th@' top

'No, exactly right," she said breathlessly, thendyes filled with tears and
spilled over to run down her cheeks. '‘Oh, Harry—damish me any more,
| can't bear it!"

He snatched her into his arms and rubbed his fgasst hers over and
over. 'Punislyou’ he said unsteadily. 'lt was myself | was pumigtas well,
and | just couldn't seem to find the words to pings right. Every day I'd
get up and tell myself I'd grovel to you, beg forgiess for being such a
swine. Then I'd get to the breakfast table andethy@u'd be, enthroned
behind the coffee tray without a hair out of pldoeking as cool and aloof
as an iceberg."

Frances gave a little sob. 'Underneath | was d@sepinass of tangled-up
emotions, wanting to tell you | loved you, only yoand had from the
moment you first made love to me that night.’



'What night?' he demanded, holding her so tightoggan to wonder if her
ribs would stand the strain.

'How many wedding-nights am | supposed to have 'red®asked pertly,
and Harry smiled down at her in a way that flooded with relief and
happiness before his mouth was so occupied wiirigshers there were no
more smiles or words for a long, breathless, acstaterval, while both of
them tried to reassure each other of their trubnige without recourse to
the English language to make themselves clear.

Harry raised his head after a while, grinning datiner in a way Frances
had missed badly the past few weeks. 'When it camegdding nights,

Mrs Curthoys, I'm afraid ours was the only one gmlikely to experience,

if 1 can help it. And | humbly apologise for wreoky it with my insane

jealousy.’

Frances drew back, her eyes wide with delight. @érry," she breathed
blissfully. 'Were you really?’

‘Jealous? Othello had nothing on me, | assure lystill am jealous, if it
comes to that," he added gruffly.

Frances's eyes widened. 'Are you really, Harry@' dpeated, abruptly
serious, and touched her hand to his cheek.

Harry caught the hand in his and kissed her findessteeth catching each
pink-nailed tip in emphasis. 'Until | met you, medrt, I'd never been
jealous of anyone in my life—never even realisedatwhn insidious,
degrading feeling it can be. Now, | might tell ydikknow precisely how
Othello must have felt when he smothered Desdemiocauld only too
easily have done the same to you when you muttéeedirong name that
night.'

Frances gave a stifled protest that Harry silernveigd a finger on her lips,
his eyes deadly serious as they stared down int he

'I'm even jealous when | see you mooning over fiatature of Hal every
night while you brush your hair at the mirror ovkere. | begrudge every



moment you spend in thinking about him even, a mhaa's been dead for
three hundred years, God help me!’

Harry!"
'Hilarious, isn't it? Laugh if you want!'

Instead of laughing, Frances reached up to kisssuddenly, surprising
Harry even as he returned the kiss with interest.

'I'm glad," she said fiercel{Glad?'

'‘Wonderfully, gloriously glad! If you can be jealaof a man who's dead, or
even his miniature, then | know it's true. Yiowstlove me.'

Harry crushed her to him, rubbing his cheek ovet aver again against
hers, it's the incontrovertible truth, Frances Goys.'

She drew back to look at him, her eyes luminous.

'‘But | do love the miniature just the same, HaByt not because it's Hal.
The reason Fm so attached to it is that it remme®f you." A look of such
incredulous delight dawned in Harry's eyes thatnéea was affected
deeply, and laughed shakily to disguise it. 'Yowwrhow Shakespeare

described a miniature like this, Harry? He calletihie manacle of love".

if that means | have you chained to me for theagstir lives then | think he
was on the right track—though manacles soundldriki/, sweetheart!' The
old, gleaming smile was back in Harry's eyes agltast, and Frances
relaxed against him in utter relief.

'‘But let's get something straight, Harry Curthogbe said with severity.
'Let's have no more talk of jealousy— about Chrigyr Hal, or anyone else,
living or dead. You have no need to be jealous—éver

'Do you really mean that, Frances?"'



'Of course--' Whatever else she had in mind towgay stifled as Harry's
mouth came down on hers with such hunger that ahdlyhknew what he
was talking about when, some time later, he adikaeliankle was troubling
her.

'What ankle?' she answered, gazing up at him, aadyHlaughed
breathlessly.

in that case, darling, | have a suggestion to make.
She wriggled closer. 'Yes?'

it probably sounds odd, under the circumstances-edml know very well
you've let me make love to you all along---

‘Letyou? Is that what | was doing?’

Harry shook her slightly. ‘Listen to me, woman. thying to be serious.’
‘Sorry. Go on.'

'l just had this idea that we could look on tonightour real wedding night,
because now we know how each other feels—only fankly astounded
that you're capable of loving me at all, afterway I've treated you lately.’

'Very true. But | do love you. Warts and all,’ stssured him lovingly.

'Hey, steady on. That was Cromwell. The Curthoysilfa have always
been strictly Royalist.’

'Don't | know it." Frances shivered and burrowed faee against him. 'l
dreamed Hal was trying to take me with him toniddtsyry.'

His arms tightened protectively. 'Put him out ofiynind, darling. He had
his chance, poor chap, and he chose the wrongd girhost did the same,
but | was given a second chance, thank God, wHenrid you, Frances
Curthoys, and I'm hanging on to you. Forget abdatiuss in future and
concentrate on your flesh and blood husband.'



She slid a hand inside his dressing-gown, smoothiagvarm skin with
pleasure. 'And deliriously happy | am with the agament. You needn't
warn me off marble effigies, Harry. After tonightyranthusiasm for them
has rather evaporated.'

Harry reached out to turn off the light before slgidown beside his wife in
the wide bed, pulling her close with a deep sighete,’" he said in her ear.
"You won't get away from me tonight, | promise you.

'l shan't want to. It's where | want to be, Hatonight and every night.' She
stretched against him, luxuriating in their restbih@armony, and smiled into
the darkness, deciding that now was the perfecat tortell her husband a
piece of news she had been keeping to herselfoimedime. 'Harry," she
began.

'Mm?' he murmured inattentively, his lips against throat.

Frances wriggled in delight, but pushed him awéitla, determined not to
be sidetracked. 'I've been waiting for ages tomhithe right moment to give
you a rather interesting piece of news, Harry . . .

* * %

On a bright sunlit afternoon just before the foliogvEaster the church at
Curthoys Court was once again decked with floweymfaltar to font, this

time for the christening of Nicholas Edward Frartdenry Curthoys. Since
the godfathers, including Edward Napier, RA, preésk themselves
nervous to a man of the honour, young Nicholagplagidly in the arms of

his doting godmother and aunt, Mrs James Colaltethe group clustered
round the font to watch the rector sprinkle holytevan the small pink face,
which emitted a single incensed wail in respong@éandignity.

‘Letting the devil out," pronounced his grandmotivéh satisfaction after
the service was over, and held out her arms. 'R@harlotte, you've had
him long enough. Hand him over.'



'It's quite a step to the house, honey,' said hebdnd anxiously, 'you feel
tired and you give him to me now, you hear?'

Harry chuckled as he lagged behind a little witrarfées when the
christening party was walking back to the housedarelebration lunch.
'‘Dexter will have to fight Dolly tooth and nail féhe privilege, don't you
think? Look at the way she's hovering at Mothdrsutder.’

Frances smiled as she watched. 'I'm glad Dollylsagpy to be in charge of
the nursery again. Once everything was reorganiaéti, Bates's niece
Alison in charge of the kitchen, and all the extedp for the house, she
actually admitted it had all been getting a triie much for her.’

Harry let out a great sigh of thanksgiving. 'l td@lieve it's all happened
sometimes. You, | mean, then young Nick, and thaeye'

‘Not to mention the new roof!'

'My God, no, let's not forget the new roof!" He pad to kiss her and Eddy
Napier turned from chatting up Jassy to shouternth

‘Come on, you two. Less of the canoodling—I'm hyrigr

"You are unfailingly vulgar, Edward Napier," saidr@line Napier severely.
'l can't think why Frances let you stand as goafiath

'‘Because | painted such a superlative portraiteof tlearest sister-in-law,’
said Eddy loftily. 'No other Curthoys bride has releen portrayed with
such supreme mastery, | assure you.'

'Hey now," protested Dexter Bancroft. 'I'm sure'yewlone a great job on
your picture of Frances, young fellow, but it'|Megto be something mighty
special to beat the one Harry was kind enoughivi® me of Nadine.'

'Oh, Dexter,' remonstrated his wife, laughing, andendered her burden
reluctantly to Dolly. 'Anyway, Harry, when are we see this famous
portrait ? Have you hung it up in the gallery?'



'No fear!" Harry smiled smugly. 'It's over the fitace in the morning-room
where | can look at it as much as | like. Whatés pleint in banishing my
wife up to the gallery where no one sees the peotcept the visitors?'

The guests were provided with champagne as Dollg thee baby off to be
changed into something more comfortable than Higjaa lace christening
robe, and then Harry ushered everyone into the imgmoom where a sheet
hung over the portrait on the chimney breast. Wit ceremony he reached
up and unveiled the painting, which was greetetli @ithoment's complete
silence before Matt Wilding cleared his throat atepped forward to shake
Eddy Napier by the hand.

‘Congratulations. You were right. Superlative déss it exactly.'

Eddy gave an expansive bow, lapping up the praspéd on him from all
sides. Frances gazed up at her likeness, hardtytaldelieve, even now,
that the beautiful young woman in the portrait wealy herself.

Eddy had painted her seated in a winged chair.fatled green tapestry
made a perfect background for the subtle pink ofdil& dress and dark
sheen of her hair which curled softly against Hegek and neck as she
leaned slightly over the baby lying on her lap. ®aed touched the string
of pearls Harry had given her when their son was boot waiting for
today, their first anniversary, and she looked tgmf beneath slightly
raised brows in the portrait, as though the onlodiesl just distracted her
attention from her son.

‘A slight departure from the rule," said Nadinetlypfand smiled at her
triumphant son. 'Was it your idea, Harry to havengNick in the picture
too?'

'No. | just wanted Frances,' he said simply, antgeeged the hand his wife
slid into his.

"Young Frances refused to sit for me unless shiel@uddle her son while
she was doing it,’ complained Eddy. 'New territimmyme, babies.’



‘You've caught him beautifully," said Jassy, admgly. 'Just look at his
perfect little fingernails.'

'‘Never mind the fingernails,' said Eddy, aggrievédst turn your attention
to the lace on that blasted christening robe. phatise age-yellowed tint is
murder to reproduce—I sweated blood over it.’

‘Not in vain, young man,' observed Mr Godfrey Dafigkl, and resorted to
his monocle to examine the portrait in detail. 'Dapretty girl, Frances.
You're a fortunate man, Harry my boy. Portrait mhete set you back a
packet, though—I hear an Edward Napier original'tdcome cheap these
days.'

‘This one does," contradicted Eddy gloomily. ‘tig wedding present to
Frances and Harry.'

'Bit behind, aren't you?' said his brother, grignin

'‘Not my fault. Should have painted it ages ago,Hbarry put me olf. Said
they were going off on honeymoon, would you belidvg/as months after
the wedding.’

'Frances needed a change,' said Harry blandlyshepherded the guests
towards the dining-room. 'She'd been working flat on the Curthoys
archives, so | thought it seemed rather a goodtmag off to Antigua for a
week or two and lie in the sun. Now, if you'll gth in I'm sure Eddy and
Matt will provide you with more champagne while fecas and | just check
on our son for a moment.' With a brilliant smiletta¢ assembled company
he whisked Frances from the room and ran withdnéne library and closed
the door firmly.

'l thought we were off to check on Nick," protestadnces, laughing, as
Harry pulled her into his arms.

'Our son is perfectly happy with Dolly for the mambebut his father just
couldn't exist a moment longer without telling lgisrgeous mother how
much he loves her before they join the party.’ Madry removed his wife's
elegant hat and threw it carelessly on the tablerbeissing Frances with



such exuberance she had no alternative but to mesipokind, and it was
some time before he let her go. '‘Are you glad yauried me after all?' he
asked, rubbing his cheek against hers.

'l always have been, Harry. Even when you werewrand out pig to me
there were, well, compensations.’

Harry laughed softly and held her closer. '‘Poortdéd. 1 don't suppose he
ever had this.'

'Perhaps he did in the beginning.'

'Until Arabella fell for the doctor.' He raised Hace to his. 'You don't have
a yen for Dr Nicholson, by any chance?'

Her eyes were lambent with her unspoken answeHang groaned softly
and bent to kiss her. 'l wish we didn't have gutsttunch--'

'‘But you do,' said an amused voice from the doorwayd the sooner you

feed us the sooner you'll be rid of us." Nadinedtiaughing, her eyes soft as
they rested on her son and the flushed girl inahiss. 'l think you've had

quite long enough to see your son, you deceitfyl kkmme and toast your
baby,andthe clever wife who presented him to you so prayipt

Frances smiled reminiscently. 'His father's firgirés to him were, "By
God, young Curthoys, are we pleased to see youpyiblew Year", which
surprised the ward sister no end.’

'Since you came into my life, darling, New Yeansethas become a lucky
date for me,' said Harry. 'Young Nick arrived oa #troke of midnight this
year, and the year before that was quite memotableHe grinned down at
Frances meaningfully, then held out his free armisanother as they went
to join the others.

Frances chuckled. 'What do you have in mind fort idew Year's Eve,
then?'



‘A granddaughter would be nice,’ suggested Nadiyg/, sand the
assembled company in the dining-room looked upuiprise as their host
arrived in gales of laughter as he settled hiskd their places.

The ensuing luncheon party was a lively affair vahliasted long into the
afternoon, and by the time the last guest had lfingbne, and young
Nicholas Curthoys was settled down for the nighias very late before his
parents could relax alone together in peace oveayaof leftovers, while

Mrs Bates kept watch upstairs.

Harry drew the cork from a bottle of champagne keuk from lunch, and

filled two glasses. 'Now we're alone I'd like t@opose a private toast of my
own, sweetheart.' He sat down beside Frances osoflacand put an arm
round her, drawing her close.

'What shall it be?' she asked, sighing contentedly.

'I've been thinking over Mother's suggestion eade, about producing a
granddaughter for her next New Year's Eve,' he, gakier-faced.

Frances twisted in his arms to look up at him,dy&s dancing. 'Really!

'In which case | suggest we drink a toast to—Manefthirty-first.' His grey
eyes gleamed down as her with an audacity that jpiexhra sharp dig in the
ribs from his loving spouse.

'Very well." Frances raised her glass. 'To March thirty-first, then.
Significant, | assume, because it's our son's temiisg day, also our first
wedding anniversary--'

'‘And,' broke in Harry, as he pulled her to her fé®f sheer coincidence,
dear heart, it also happens to be nine monthsstddly—or night—to next
New Year's Eve!'

As Frances and Harry Curthoys climbed the stairasaround each other,
their mingled laughter carried softly through theuke, muted, plangent
echoes of their mirth reaching as far as the loaltey, where moonlight



played on the portrait of Hal Curthoys, giving dasion of warmth to the
sombre painted eyes, as though Hal heard the jes@mwsd and was glad.



