


WANTING HIS
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Good mother material

Finally free to follow her heart, Verity Maitlané returned home. Home to
Silas Stevens, her first and only love. It's evidegis still bitter about her
choosing a career over marriage. But what of his detrayal? After
declaring undying love to her, he obviously hadvetited before taking
another woman to his bed. He daughter is clearfproo

The motherless, defiant young girl touches Veritggart. Can she persuade
Silas that she would make a good mother to thiklchkine child she so
wanted to give him?



CHAPTER ONE

VERITY MAITLAND grimaced as she directed the long nose of the
top-of-the-range BMW sports car she was drivingtigh the outskirts of
what had once been her home town.

It may have been over a decade since she had atgieft but, from what
she could see, nothing much seemed to have charggdhken why should
it have done? Just because so much had changleer iife, that didn't
mean...

The car was attracting a good deal of covert attenand no wonder: from
its immaculate shiny paintwork to its sporty wheasl its sleek soft-top
hood it screamed look at me...admire mentme.

She would never in a thousand years have delibgrat®msen a car so
blatantly attention seeking and expensive andihddct, only bought it as a
favour to a friend. Her friend, a modern wunderkispawned by the
eighties, had recently taken the decision to 'daehand move herself, her
man, and her two children to a remote area of twtiSh Highlands where,
as she had explained ruefully to Verity, the BMWulbbe a luxury she
simply couldn't afford. What she had also not balele to afford had been
the time to look around for a private buyer preddoepay a good price for
the almost new vehicle and so, heroically, Veray Istepped in and offered
to buy the car from her. After all, it was hardl/though she couldn't afford
to—she could have afforded a round dozen or soaaew/had she wished.

Along with the nearly new car she had also acquraa the same friend a
nearly-new wardrobe of clothes, all purchased fRond Street's finest.

'I'm hardly going to be wearing Gucci, Lauren, RradDonna Karan where
we're going,' Charlotte had sighed, 'and we arsanee size.'

Well aware, although her friend hadn't said so dadpite her cheerful
optimistic attitude, that her 'downsizing' had heen totally voluntary and
that money was going to be tight for her, Verityl leajuably picked up on
Charlotte's hints about selling off her wardrobal drad stepped in as
purchaser.



She could, of course, have simply offered to gieefhiend the money; as a
multimillionairess, even if only on a temporary isashe could after all

afford it, but she knew how Charlotte's pride woloddhurt by such an offer
and their friendship meant too much to her fortbersk damaging it.

‘After all, it isn't just me who's being done a favour,” Charlotte had
commented enthusiastically as they had stood tegeththe large bedroom
of her soon to be ex-Knightsbridge house, viewirggity's appearance in
the white Gucci trouser suit she had just pulled on

'‘Now that you've sold the business and you aremtiggto be working
non-stop virtually twenty-four hours a day, youyang to need a decent
wardrobe. You're going to have to watch out fotudne hunters, though,'
she warned Verity sternly. 'l know you're in yohirties now, but you're
still a very attractive woman...'

'‘And the fact that I'm currently worth over fortyillon pounds makes me
even more attractive," Verity suggested dryly.

'‘Not to me, it doesn't,’ Charlotte assured her @ittearm hug. 'But there are
men...'

'Please.. You sound just like my uncle,’ Verity told her.

Her uncle. Verity was thinking about him now as sheve through the
town and headed out towards her destination. Itdeseh an ironic touch of
fate that the very house where she had grown upruhd guardianship of
her late uncle should have been one of the oneassthée agent had sent her
details of as a possible house for her to rent.

When people had asked her what she intended twagtng finally taken the
decision to sell off the business she had inherftedch her uncle—a
business which she had been groomed by him to reaanad) run virtually
from the moment she had gone to live with him faeilog her parents' death;
a business which she had been brought up by hiookoupon as a sacred
trust, as the whole focus of her life and as somgtfar, far more important
than any personal desires or needs she might hawehagl told them, with
the calmness for which she was fabled, that sshHarhad made no plans.



That she simply intended to take some time outrdeoto give proper
consideration to what she wanted to do with theokker life. After all, at
thirty-three she might not be old, but then neitiwas she young, and she
was certainly wise enough to be able to keep her aunsel—it was not
completely true that she hadn't made any plansh8telt was just that she
knew exactly how her advisers, both financial ant&onal, would look
upon them.

To divest herself of virtually all of the money di&d received from the sale
of the company was not a step they would considdl thought out or
logical, but for once in her life she wanted tovawat felt right forher, to be
motivated by heiown judgement rather than simply complying with the
needs and demands of others.

She had fought a long battle to retain ownershighef business—not
because she had particularly wanted to, but becgheséad known it was
what her late uncle would have expected—nbut thtikebaas now over. As
she herself had known and her financial advisedswearned her, there had
been a very great danger that, if she had not tedeme of the excellent
offers she had received for the sale of the busjrgd®e could have found
herself in a position where a sale had been fouped her. She had at least
managed to ensure that her uncle's name remainkedlito that of the
business for perpetuity.

Verity frowned, automatically checking her speedhs realised she was
approaching the local school and that it was tha tn the afternoon when
the children were coming out.

It was the same school she had attended herdélbugh her memories of
being there were not entirely happy due, in thenme the fact that her
uncle's strictness and obsession with her sch@alegrhad meant that she
had not been allowed to mingle freely with her shaates. During the long
summer evenings when they had gone out to play,hsitehad to sit
working at home under her uncle's eagle eye.

It had been his intention that her father, who Wadked alongside him in
the business and who had been his much youngdrdoyetould ultimately



take over from him, but her father's untimely deladld put an end to that
and to the possibility that he might have furthieitidren—sons.

Her uncle's own inability to father children hacchesomething that Verity
had only discovered after his death and had, stigested, been the reason
why he had never married himself.

She was clear of the school now and the housebéamme more widely
spaced apart, set in large private gardens.

Knowing that she would shortly be turning off theaim road, Verity
automatically started to brake and ten secondswats all too thankful that
she had done so as, totally unexpectedly, ousafal newsagent's a young
girl suddenly appeared on a pair of roller bladg&sjded and shot out into
the road right in front of Verity's car.

Instinctively and immediately Verity reacted, braggisharply, turning the
car to one side, but sickeningly she still heamdappalling sound of a thud
against the front wing of the car as the girl cdtl with it.

Frantically Verity tugged at her seat belt withntding fingers, her heart
thudding with adrenalin- induced horror and feaslas ran to the front of
the car.

The girl was struggling to her feet, her face deasas Verity knew her own
to be.

'What happened? Are you hurt? Can you walk...Yesgabbled the frantic
qguestions, Verity forced herself to take a deepthre

The girl was on her feet now but leaning over ide sf the car. She looked
all right, but perhaps she had been hurt intern&iyity worried anxiously
as she went to put her arm around her to suppaort he

She felt heartbreakingly thin beneath the bulkiregdger clothes and Verity
guessed that she wouldn't be much above ten. legregres were huge in
her small, pointed white face, and as she raisetidrad to push the weight



of her long dark hair off her face Verity saw walthrill of fear that there
was blood on her hand.

'It's okay,' the girl told her hesitantly, 'it'ssjua scratch. I'm fine really... It
was all my fault... | didn't look. Dad's alwaysdlite me...'

She stopped talking, her eyes suddenly brimminiy tegrs, her whole body
starting to shake with sobs.

'It's all right,” Verity assured her, instinctivetigking her in her arms and
holding her tight. "You're in shock. Come andmithe car...'

Glancing up towards the shop the girl had just cdrom, she asked her
gently, 'Is your mother with you? Shall I...?'

'l don't have a mother,' the girl told her, allog/ifierity to help her into the
passenger seat of the car where she slumped bexckyds closed, before
adding, 'She's dead. She died when | was born.déali have to feel sorry
for me,' she added without opening her eyes. 'ltaoimd because | never
knew her and I've got Dad and he's...'

7 don't feel sorry for you," Verity assured herliad with an openness that
she could only put down to the fact that she tocs wsaffering the
disorientating and disturbing effects of shoclgst bothmy parents in a car
accident when | was six.'

The girl opened her eyes and looked thoughtfullyeat Now that she was
beginning to get over her ordeal she looked vesit aind intelligent and, in
some odd way that Verity couldn't quite put hegénon, slightly familiar.

'It's horrid having people feeling sorry for yoan't it?' the girl said with
evident emotion.

'People don't mean to be patronising,' Verity resied. '‘But | do know what
you mean...'



'Dad told me | wasn't to go outside the garden gnrotfiers.' She gave
Verity an assessing look. 'He'll ground me for agpsobably for ever.'
Verity waited, guessing what was coming next.

'l don't suppose... Well, he doedmveto know, does he...? | could pay for
the damage to your car from my pocket money and...'

What kind of man was he, this father, who so p&tentade his daughter
feel unloved and afraid? A man like her uncle, ppg? A man who, whilst
providing a child with all the material benefits be she could possibly
want, did not provide the far more important emagiloones?

'‘No, he doesnthaveto know,' Verity agreed, 'as long as the hosgjiats
you the all clear.’

‘The hospitaP' The girl's eyes widened apprehensively.

'Yes, the hospital,’ Verity said firmly, closingrh@wvn door and re-starting
the car.

She would be being extremely negligent in her éstya responsible adult if
she didn't do everything within her power to makeesthe girl was as
physically undamaged as she looked.

'You have to turn left here,' the girl began arehttooked closely at Verity
as she realised she had started to turn withouiheetions. ‘Do you know
the way?'

'Yes. | know it," Verity agreed.

She ought to. She had gone there often enoughertincle. Before he had
moved the company's headquarters to London, thblyhigpecialised
medical equipment he had invented and designedthéa tried out in their
local hospital and Verity had often accompanied bmhis visits there.

One of the things she intended to do with the mdnay the sale of the
company was to finance a special ward at the halsmimed after her uncle.
The rest of it... The rest of it would be used qualy philanthropic ways.



That was why she had come back here to her old home, to take time
out to think about what she wanted to do with thst of her life and to
decide how other people could benefit the most fn@mlate uncle's money.

When they arrived at the casualty department ofhibgpital they were
lucky in that there was no one else waiting to dmns

The nurse, who frowned whilst Verity explained whatl happened, then
turned to Verity's companion and asked her, 'Righet's start with your
name.'

It's.,. It's Honor—Honor Stevens.'

Honor Stevens. Verity felt her heart start to pluenrwith the sickening
speed of an out-of-control lift.

She was being stupid, of course. Stevens washtithsual a name, and she
was taking her own apprehension and coincidenctatdo assume that just
because of a shared surname that meant...

'‘Address?’ the nurse asked crisply.
Dutifully Honor gave it.
'Parents?' she demanded.

'Parent. | only have one—my father,” Honor begamaklye 'His name's
Silas. Well, really Silas Stevens.' She pulledca fand looked at Verity, and
unexpectedly told her, 'You look..." She stoppemhkéd at her again
speculatively, but Verity didn't notice.

Silas Stevens. Honor was Silas' daughter. Why dh éadn't she known?
Guessed? She could see so clearly now that therresdse had found
Honor's features so oddly familiar was becausenst®eSilas' daughter. She
even had his thick, dark, unruly hair, for heaves&ke, and those



long-lashed grey eyes—they were his, no doubts about it. That
disconcertingly level look was his as well and...

‘Are you feeling all right?’

Verity flushed as she realised that both Honorthedhurse were watching
her.

'I'm fine," she fibbed, adding dryly, 'but it is@very day that | get an
out-of-control roller blader courting death undey car wheels.'

And it certainly wasn't every day that she leartieat that child was the
daughter of a man...afieman... What would Honor think if she knew that
once Verity had believed that Silas' children wookdhers, thashewould

be the one to bear his babies, wear his ring, dmaréfe...? But that had
been before... Before her uncle had reminded hehefe her real duty lay,
and before Silas had told her so unequivocallyhlegtad his own plans for
his life and that they did not include playing sed¢diddle to another's
wishes, another man's rules, another man's business

'‘But | can't just walk away and leave him, lealjeVerity had protested
shakily when Silas had delivered an ultimatum to lt¢e needs me, Silas,
he expects me to take over the business...'

'‘And what of my needs, my expectations?' Silasasked her angrily.

In the end they had made up their quarrel, butveigks later her uncle had
announced that he had made arrangements for Iger tton America where
she would work for a firm manufacturing a similaange of medical
equipment to their own, since he believed the agpee would stand her in
good stead when she took over his own businessh&héeen tempted to
refuse, to rebel, but the strictness with whichhlad brought her up had
stopped her—that and her sense of responsibildydary towards not just
him but the business as well. The twenty-year géychvhad existed
between him and her father, despite the fact begt had been brothers, had
meant that her father himself had been a littlawe of him, and Verity,
entering his household as a shy six-year-old sugidereft of her parents,
had been too nervous, too despairingly unhappy tneloss of her mother



and father, too intimidated to even think of reipgll against his stern
dictatorship so that the seeds had been sown dindref to be taught by him
to obey.

Later, away from his oppressive presence, shethaed to mature into her
own person, to feel able to make her own judgemantshave her own
values and she had known then, tried then...lh&dtbeen too late...

Quickly she veiled her eyes with her lashes justase either Honor or the
nurse might read what she was feeling.

'We'll need to take some X-rays and of courseldiee to see the doctor,
although it doesn't look as though anything's wrottge nurse assured
Verity.

You'll wait here for me. You won't leave withoutemwill you?' Honor
begged Verity as the nurse indicated that she avédlow her.

'I..." Verity hesitated. She too knew what it wie Ito feel alone, to feel
abandoned, to feel that you had no one.

"Your father—' the nurse was beginning firmly, blgdnor shook her head.

'‘No," she said quickly. 'l don't want... He's awawn business and he won't
be back until...until next week,' she responded.

The nurse was pursing her lips.
'Look, if it helps, I'll wait...and take full respsibility," Verity offered.

'‘Well, | don't really know. It is most unorthodothe nurse began. 'Are you a
relative, or—?"'

'She’'s...she's going to be my new mother," Honbindoefore Verity could
say anything, and then looked pleadingly at hethashurse looked ques-
tioningly at Verity, seeking confirmation of whdteshad just been told.



'I...I'l, er...I'll just wait here for you,"' Vegtresponded, knowing that she
ought by rights to have corrected Honor's outragemitruth, but suspecting
that there was more to the girl's fib than a megsird to short-circuit
officialdom and avoid waiting whilst the hospitalrtacted whoever it was
that her father had left in official charge of her.

It baffled Verity that a parent—any parent, malefemale—could be so

grossly neglectM of their child's welfare, but $imew, of course, that it did

happen, and one of the things she intended to ttoher newfound wealth

was to make sure that children in Honor's situatvene not exposed to the
kind of danger Honor had just suffered. What Vewignted to do was to
establish a network of secure, outside- schookeptive care for children

whose parents for one reason or another simplydaoatl be there for them.
She knew that what she was taking on was a mamtaski) but she was
determined and it was also one that was extrenesy @ her heart.

It was almost an hour before the nurse returnel tanor, pronouncing
briskly that she was fine.

'l run you home," Verity offered as they walkbdck out into the early
summer sunshine.

Honor had paused and was drawing a picture in tisewlith the toe of her
shoe.

'What is it? What's wrong?' Verity asked her.

'Er... Dad doesn't have to know about any of thigs he?' Honor asked her
uncomfortably. 'It's just... Well..."-

Verity watched her gravely for a few seconds, hearhgoing out to her,
although she kept her feelings to herself as slaehier quietly, 'Well,I'm
certainly not going to say anything to him.’

Wasn't that the truth? The thought of having amghi anything
whatsoever to do with Silas Stevens was enoughing her out in a cold
panic-induced sweat, despite the fact that she dvdahrly have loved to



have given him a piece of her mind about his appmalheglect of his
daughter's welfare.

"You're not. That's great..." A huge smile splindds face as she started to
hurry towards Verity's car.

When they did get there, though, her face feltteelas she saw the dent and
scraped paintwork where she had collided with #re ¢

'It's a BMW, isn't it? That means it's going toexpensive to repair...'
'I'm afraid it does,' Verity agreed cordially.

She sternly refused to allow her mouth to twitcto ianything remotely
suspicious of a smile as Honor told her gravelwyill pay you back for
however much it costs, but it could take an awfldlyg time. Dad's always
docking my pocket money,' she added with an aggdexpression. 'lt isn't
fair. He can be really mean...'

You too, Verity wanted to sympathise. She knewadlbut that kind of

meanness. Her uncle had kept her very short of ynaieen she'd been
growing up, and even now she often found it diffica spend money on
herself without imagining his reaction— which walsysher cupboards had
been so bare of designer clothes and the car stledhaen before

kind-heartedness had driven her to purchase Clelsld@MW had been a
second-hand run-of-the- mill compact model.

'l get my spending money every week. | wanted teeleproper allowance
but Dad says I'm still too young... Where do yame®' she asked Verity.

Calmly Verity told her, watching as she carefullgmorised the address.
'‘Can you stop here?' Honor suddenly demanded uygexttding, when
Verity looked quizzically at her, 'l...I'd ratheoly didn't take me all the way

home...just in case...well...'

'l won't take you all the way home," Verity agre®di I'm not going to stop
until I can see that you get home safely from whieneparked.'



To her relief Honor seemed to accept this rulitighang Verity to pull into
the side of the road within eyesight of her drive.

'Will there be someone there?' Verity felt boundsé her.

'Oh, yes," Honor assured her sunnily. 'Anna wilthere. Anna looks after
me...us... She works for Dad at the garden centrenw'm at school... |

won't forget about the money,’ she promised Veiigmnly as she got out
of the car.

'I'm sure you won't,’ Verity agreed, equally sesigu
So Silas still had the garden centre.

She remembered how full of plans he had been fah#n he had first
managed to raise the money to buy it. Her uncletdesh scornful of what
Silas had planned to do.

‘A gardener?' he had demanded when Verity hadtfildthim about Silas'
plans. 'You're dating a gardener? Where did you ime&?”'

Verity could remember how her heart had sunk winenheid been forced to
admit that she had met Silas when he had come thealgardens at the
house. She had hung her head in shame and disthess her uncle had
demanded to know what on earth she, with her backgt and her
education, could possibly see in someone who madaveds for a living.

It isn't like that,” Verity had protested, flyinlp the protection of her
new-found love and her newfound lover. 'He's beamiversity but...'

'‘But what?' her uncle had demanded tersely.

'He.. .he found out when he was there that it wagmat he wanted to do...'
'What university has taught me more than anythisg,eSilas had told her,
'is to know myself, and what | know is that | wolidte to be stuck in some

stuffy office somewhere. | want to be in the fragh growing things... It's in
my blood, after all. My greatgrandfather was a gasd. He worked for the



Duke of Hartbourne as his head gardener. | dearttto work for someone
else, though—I want to work for myself. | want tayba plot of land,
develop it, build a garden centre...'

Enthusiastically he had started to tell Verity ablout his plans. Six years
older than her, he had possessed a maturity, aulmagg which had
alternately enthralled and enticed her. He hadessmted everything that
she had not had in her own life and she had faitenpletely and utterly in
love with him.

Automatically, she turned the car into the narroad that led to the house
originally owned by her uncle—the house where sheé grown up; the

house where she had first met Silas; the houseendter had tearfully told

him that her responsibility, her duty towards hercla had to take

precedence over their love. And so he had maroetksne else.

The someone else who must have been Honor's méthenust have loved
her a great deal not to have married for a secone. tAnd he had quite
obviously cherished her memory and his love forfaetonger than he had
cherished his much-proclaimed love Far, Verity acknowledged tiredly as
she reached her destination and drove in througlothate wrought-iron
gates which were a new feature since she hadilivéet house. Outwardly,
though, in other ways, it remained very much thenesaA large,
turn-of-the-century house, of no particular aesthegppeal or design.

Both her uncle and her father had spent their bbid in it but it had never,
to Verity, seemed to be a family house, despitesite. Her uncle had
changed very little in it since his own parentsattie and to Verity it had
always possessed a dark, semi-brooding, solitarytatially unlike the

pretty warmth she remembered from the much smialiefar happier home
she had shared with her parents.

After her return from America her uncle had sold tilouse. His own health
had started to deteriorate, during Verity's absesoédie had set in motion
arrangements to move the manufacturing side obtissness to London. It
had seemed to make good sense for both he and/¥enhove there as
well, Verity to her small mews house close to tiverrand her uncle to a
comfortable apartment and the care of a devoteddiameper.



Stopping her car, she reached into her handbapéddteys the letting agent
had given her and then, taking a deep breath, aheug and headed for the
house.

She wasn't really sure herself just why she hagdeamto come back, not just
to this house but to this town. There was, aftemalthing here for her. no
one here for her.

Perhaps one of the reasons was to reassure hetedhevasnow her own
person—that she had her own life; that she wadlyifrae; that she had the
right to make her own decision. She had done hgrtduher uncle and to
the business and now, at thirty- three, she stoadith® threshold of a whole
new way of life, even if she had not decided, as geite what form or
shape that life would take.

'What you need is a man...to fall in love,' Chaddtad teasingly advised her
the previous summer when Verity had protestedithahs impossible for
her to take time off to go on holiday with her freeand her family. 'If you
fell in love then you would have to find time...'

'Fall in love? Me? Don't be ridiculous,’ Verity helkided her.

'Why not?' Charlotte had countered. 'Other peopte—even other
workaholics like you. You're an attractive, lovirlgyable woman, Verity,'
she had told her determinedly.

‘Tell that to my shareholders,' Verity had jokeddiag more seriously, 'l
don't needany more complications in my life Charlie. I'veregldy got
enough and, besides, the men | get to meet anterested in the real me.
They're only interested in the Verity Maitland whthe head of Maitland
Medical...'

'Has thereeverbeen anyone, Verity?' Charlotte had asked hetygeéAny
special someone...an old flame...?'

'‘No. No one,' Verity had lied, hardening her heagainst the memories
she'd been able to feel threatening to push padbadlriers she had put in
place against them.



She'd had her share of opportunities, of coursetesdamen who had

wanted to get to know her better—but...but shereackr really been sure

whether it had been her they had wanted or thenbssj and she had simply
never cared enough to take the risk of finding 8te had already been hurt
once by believing a man who had told her that medoher. She wasn't

going to allow it to happen a second time.

Squaring her shoulders, she inserted the key heddck and turned the
handle.



CHAPTER TWO

As sHE stepped into the house's long narrow hallway. tydslinked in
astonished surprise. Gone was the dark paint andllgcglark carpet she
remembered, the air of cold unwelcome and austsapproval, and in their
place the hallway glowed with soft warm colourstunal creams warmed
by the sunlight pouring in through the window hafwup the stairs. The
house felt different, she acknowledged.

Half an hour later, having subjected it to a th@toinspection, she had to
admit that its present owners had done a wondgfubf transforming it.
Her uncle would, of course, have been horrifiechldmt the luxury and the
total impracticality of the warm cream carpet thavered virtually every
floor surface. Verity, on the other hand, founddath heart-warming and
deliciously sensual, if one could use such a wdrsdua something so
mundane as mere carpet. The bedroom carpet, foanoes with its
particularly thick and soft pile, was so warm-loagithat she had had to
fight an urge to slip off her shoes and curl heeliaes into it. And as for the
wonderful pseudo- Victorian bathroom with its hugdgep tub and
luxurious fitments, not to mention the separatensdraoom that went with
it—it was a feast for the eyes.

'It's the best we've got on our books,' the agadttbld her. 'The couple who
own it had it renovated to the highest standardifihts company hadn't
transferred him to California they would still beihg there themselves.’

Well, at least she had plenty of wardrobe spaceityacknowledged a
couple of hours later, having lugged the last ofduitcases up the stairs and
started to remove their contents.

It had been Charlotte who had decided that theyldhoave a ceremonial
clear-out of all the plain, businesslike suits ¥ehad worn during her years
as Chief Executive and Chairperson of the company.

"Throw them out!



Verity gasped in shock as she listened to whatIGhamwas proposing.
‘They're far too good for that. That cloth...'

..will last forever. | know. | remember you telj me so when you
originally ordered them—and that was five years.'ago

‘Just after Uncle Toby died, yes, | know,' Verigreed sombrely.

'l hated them on you then and they don't have dugepn your life now,'

Charlotte reminded her, adding, '‘and, whilst wenethe subject, | just
never, ever, want to see you wearing your hairggina— especially when it
looks so wonderful down. Nature is very, very unfahe continued. 'Not
only has she given you the most wonderful skinyrdile to die for and

naturally navy blue eyes, she's also given you thest glorious

honey-blonde hair. It's every bit as thick and gongs-looking as Cindy
Crawford's and it curls naturally...'

'‘Cindy who?' Verity teased, laughing when Charlb#gan to look appalled
and holding her hands up in defeat as she admitteahkay. | do know who
she is...'

'What you need to do is to cultivate a more natural, apgrable ook,
Charlotte counselled her. 'Think jeans and whitste navy blazer and
loafers, with your hair left down and just a smidgd make-up.'

'‘Charlie," Verity warned, telling her friend, 'I'eeen in business far too long
not to recognise someone trying to package anfiersale.’

‘The only persoryouneed selling to is yourself," Charlotte countertde
lost count of the number of men I've introduced y@who you've simply
frozen out... One day you're going to wake up aur yovn heading for forty
and—'

"Is that such a very bad deal?' Verity objected.



‘Well, there are other things in life,’ Charlotte reminded her,dafve
watched you often enough with my two to know hovedjyou are with
children.’

It wasn't a subject which Verity wanted to purshet even Charlie, who
was arguably her closest friend, knew about Siaistiae pain he had caused
her, the hopes she had once had...the love sherftadgiven him, only to
have it thrown back in her face when he had masadeone else, despite
telling her... But what was the point in going basler old ground?

She had been nineteen when she and Silas hadBtstwenty-two when
he had married—someone else—and what time theynhaddogether had
been snatched between her years at universitpwetl by a brief halcyon
period of less than six months between her finighiniversity and being
sent to America by her uncle. Halcyon to her, thas. For Silas?

Face it, she told herself sternly now as she hhadast of her spectacular
new clothes into the wardrobe. He was never resdijous about you,
despite everything he said. If he had been he'd Damne as he promised.

Tl love you forever,' he had told her the fitsne they had made love.
You're everything I've ever wanted, everythingill ever want...’

But he had been lying to her, Verity acknowledgeded/ed. He had never
really loved her at all. And why on earth he hadaemaged her to believe
that he did, she really could not understand. Herever struck her as the
kind of man who needed the ego- boost of makingaeconquests. He was
tall, brown-haired and grey-eyed, with the kingpbksique that came from
working hard out of doors, and Verity had fallenome with him without
needing any encouragement or coaxing. She hadinisgied her first year
at university and come home for the holidays tal imm working in her
uncle's garden. He had introduced himself to her lamd watched her
quizzically as she had been too inexperienced,besotted, to hide her
immediate reaction to him, her face and her bodgtihg a deep vivid pink.

Verity tensed, remembering just how betrayingly tveer-sensitive young
body hadrevealed her reaction to him, her nipples undemtee thin tee
shirt she had been wearing hardening so that sthénstinctively crossed



her arms over her breasts to hide their flauntiagtanness. He, Silas, had
affected not to notice what had happened to heoarembarrassed she had
been by it, tactfully turning his head and genthecting her attention to the
flower bed he had been weeding, making some eatyxed comment
about the design of the garden, giving her timeetmver her equilibrium
and yet, somehow, at the same time, closing thardie between them so
that when he'd started to draw her attention teheargpan of the garden he'd
been close enough to her to be able to touch herasen with his hand.

Verity could remember even now how violently shed hguivered in
immediate reaction to his touch.

Fatefully she had turned her head to look at hienwide-eyed gaze going
first to his eyes and then helplessly to his mouth.

He had told her later that the only thing that &expped him from snatching
her up and kissing her there and then had beefe&isof frightening her
away.

"You looked so young and innocent that | was afsgd might... | was
afraid that if I let you see just how much | wantexli, I'd frighten you,
terrify the life out of you,' he had told her raydyeeks later, as he'd held her
in his arms and kissed her over and over againwtheshe had secretly
wanted him to and equally secretly been afraidhleanight that first day in
the garden.

Looking back with the maturity she had since gajrsé could still see no
signs, no warnings of what was to be or the fudiremity of how badly she
was going to be hurt.

She had believed Silas implicitly when he had todd that he loved her.
Why should she not have donE®, after all, had been the one who had
pursued her. courted her, laid seige to her hearhar emotiom her life.

That first summer had been a brilliant kaleidoscopevarmth, love and
laughter, or so it seemed looking back on it. Sheé $till been talking to
Silas hours later when her uncle had returned hberebags still standing
on the drive where the taxi driver had dropped tlzm her off. She had



been blissfully unaware of just how late it had rbemtil she'd seen her
uncle draw up.

'Still here?' he asked Silas curtly, nodding disimily to him as he turned
to Verity and demanded frowningly, 'l should hakeught you'd have too
much studying to do to waste your time out hereajtye’

Chastened, Verity bade Silas a mumbled 'goodbyktianed to follow her
uncle into the house. But when she went to pickepbags, Silas had got
there first, gathering up the two heaviest casethasgh they weighed a
mere nothing.

To Verity, used as she was to the far more frainfe of her elderly uncle,
the sight of so much raw, sexual, male strengthdizzsy/ingly exciting.

Her uncle lectured her over supper about the neetdr to allocate time
during her summer vacation for working hard atdtadies.

'Of course, you'll come to the factory with me dagrthe day,' he informed
her, and Verity did not attempt to argue. Everydw} since she had turned
sixteen had been spent thus, with her learningyeaspect of the business
from the factory floor upwards, under her uncleisaal eye.

But fate, it seemed, had had other plans for hee fbllowing morning
when she went downstairs— her uncle always insisteteaving for the
factory well before seven so that he could be thefere the first workers
arrived at eight—she learned that her uncle hadived a telephone call
late the previous evening informing him that thenfs Sales Director had
been taken to hospital with acute appendicitis,civimeant that her uncle
was going to have to step into his shoes and ftiiegdViiddle East to head a
sales delegation.

He would, he informed Verity, be gone for almoshanth.

'l shall have to leave you here to your own devidestold her. 'l can't have
you going into the factory without my supervisidtiad this happened a
little earlier | could have made arrangements fau yo come with me. It
would have been excellent experience for you mfgrtunately, it's far too



late now for you to have the necessary inoculatasrsfor me to get a visa
for you. Still, you must have brought work homehaybu from university.'

'Yes,' she agreed meekly, eyes downcast, her keddenly bounding so
frantically fast against her chest wall that sHegdesitively light-headed.

Even with her uncle gone she was still unable tnawledge the real
reason for her excitement and sense of freedonfonber sudden decision
to work in the sitting room which overlooked thetpaf the garden which
Silas had been working on the previous day anddarva pair of cotton
shorts which showed off her long slim legs.

Silas arrived within an hour of her uncle's departand from her strategic
position in the sitting room Verity was able toaietly watch him as he
worked. As the day grew hotter he stopped workidgenod up, stretching
his back before removing his soft cotton tee shirt.

Dry-mouthed, Verity watched him, her body shakinghwthe most
disturbing sensation she had ever experienced.

'Lust," she told herself angrily now as she foltiezllast few pairs of briefs
and put them neatly into one of the wardrobe drawer

Lust: she had been too naive to know just whatvlzet or how powerful it
could bethen.All she hadknown was that, no matter how hard she tried to
concentrate on her work and the words on the padeont of her, all that
she could really see was Silas' image imprinteti@reyeball.

At lunch time she had gone outside to offer hinola crink and something
to eat. Gravely he had accepted, following her thkitchen, and it had
only been later that he had admitted to her thahdw brought his own
refreshments with him but that the opportunitypgersd some time with her
had been too much of a temptation for him to resist

Over the light salad lunch she had quickly and oesly prepared for
him—Verity had possessed very few domestic skillose days; her uncle
had considered that learning them was a wastenef when she was going
to take over his business and they had a housekesdjpdived in, but who



fortuitously was away at that time taking her annperiod of leave—
Verity had listened wide-eyed whilst Silas had diesd to her his work and
his plans.

"That's enough about me,' he announced gruffly wiheynhad both finished
eating. 'What about you? What do you intend to db your life?’

'Me? I'm going to take over my uncle's businessyity told him gravely.
‘That's what he's training me for. I'm the onlygoer he's got to inherit it,
you see. It's his life's work and—'

'His life's work, butyouhave your own life and the right to make your own
choices, surely?' Silas interrupted her sharpligreetelling her pointedly,
'My parents originally wanted me to train as a dobkar my father, but
they would never impose that kind of decision on m& would | allow
them to...'

T...my uncle... My uncle took me in when my parenmése killed," Verity
explained low-voiced to him. 'I've always knownttha expects me...that
he wants me... I'm very lucky, really, it's a worfdeopportunity...'

'It's a wonderful opportunity if it's what you rgaWwant,” Silas agreed,
‘'otherwise it's..Is it what you want, Verity?'

... I... It's what's expected of me,' Verity tdloh a little unsteadily. It was
proving virtually impossible to concentrate on whatwas saying with him
sitting so close to her—close enough for her timtensely, embarrassingly
aware of his body and its evident physical masdayliits tantalising male

scent. He had asked her permission to 'clean fgrebsitting down to lunch

with her and his discarded shirt was now back on.

Every time she dared to look at him she was swéptsuch an intense and
heightened awareness of him that she could feefaeer starting to flush
with hot self-consciousness.

'What'sexpectedf you? Listen," Silas commanded her, reachingamak
taking hold of her hand.



keeping it between his own with an open easinesshwiobbed her of the
ability to object or protest. ‘No one has the righéxpectanything of you.
Youhave the right to choose for yourself what you dthwour life. It is
your life you're living you know, and not your uncle’s.

Verity bit her lip.

'I... I know," she responded uncertainly, ‘but...'

'I'm having a day off tomorrow," Silas told heraaolging the subject. 'There's
a garden that's open to the public twenty milesyawlavas planning to go
and see it. Would you like to come with me?'

Shiny-eyed and flushed with delighted happinessityaodded.

'‘Good," he told her. Tl pick you up at ninethit's okay.'

Once again Verity nodded, not trusting herselfteak.

Silas was still holding her hand and she had tattbgfore he released it,
giving her a rueful smile as he did so.

Of course, she didn't do any work for the resthef day, nor did she sleep
that night.

Three outfits were tried on and discarded befolasSirrived to pick her up,
and she blushed betrayingly at the appraising kaogave her as he studied
her jeans-clad figure and the neat way the deniggéd her small firm
bottom.

Jeans. How long had it been since she had wornraopéose? Verity
wondered grimly now, as the rest of her underweiaep the items she had
already put away.

She had acquired a couple of pairs from Charlaksigner labelled and
immaculately tailored.



"You could have taken these with you,' Verity haokt@sted when Charlotte
had handed them over to her.

'What? Wear Lauren wherge're going? Do you mind? The jeaii8 be
wearing now are a pair of sturdy 501s," she had Writy, her face
breaking into a wide grin as she had caught siflie raised-eyebrowed
look her friend had been giving her.

'Oh, 501s. Poor you," Verity had commented dryly.

'Well, they might be "in" fashion-wise but they aleo ideally designed for
working in and, besides, the Lauren ones are gi.tl can barely move in
them. They'll fit you much better—you're slimmeanhl am right now.’

Jeans. Verity went to the wardrobe and pulled tbamtouching the fabric
exploratively, smoothing it beneath her fingertips.

The jeans she had worn on that first date withsSikd been a pair she had
bought from her allowance. Thus far, she had nathwleem in front of her
uncle, knowing that he would not have approved.hdd been a rather
old-fashioned man who had not liked to see womearivg ‘trousers'—of
any kind.

Courteously Silas had held the door open for hehempassenger side of his
small pick-up. The inside of the vehicle had bepotlsssly clean, Verity
had noticed, just as she had noticed that Silasarng®od and considerate
driver.

The gardens they had gone to see had been spechacuautiful, she
acknowledged, but she had to admit that she hagaidtas much attention
as she ought to have done to them, nor to Silggaeation of how the
borders had been planted and the colour combirsiiothem constructed.
She had been far too busy studying how he was reastl, far too busy
noticing just how wonderfully dedicated to her taskure had been when
she had puhim together with such spectacular sensuality. Evenviay
he'd walked had made her heart lurch against bgyand just to look at his
mouth, never mind imagining how it might feel tolassed by it...by him...



'What's wrong? Are you feeling okay?' Silas askedat one point.

'I'm fine," Verity managed to croak, petrified afrhguessing what she was
really feeling.

He had brought them both a packed lunch—far mat®y tand enjoyable
than the mealshe had prepared for him the previous day, Verity
acknowledged, assuming, until he told her otherwtisat his mother had
prepared it for them.

'Ma? No way,' he told her. 'She believes in udaihg self-sufficient and,

besides, she works—she's a nurse. My two brotherba@h married now

and I'm the only one left at home, but Ma stilists on me making my own
packed lunches. One thing she did teach us allasse, though, was the
importance of good nutrition. Take these sandwichksy're on wholemeal

bread with a low-fat spread, the tuna provides wenyortant nutrients and
the salad I've put with it is good and healthy.’

'Like these," Verity teased him, waving in fronttofm the two chocolate
bars he had packed.

Silas laughed.

'‘Chocolateis good for you," he told her solemnly, adding withwecked
smile, 'It's the food of love, did you know th&t...

'Want me to prove it?' he tempted when Verity shioekhead.

He enjoyed teasing her, he admitted later, but Wkagnjoyed even more,
he added, was the discovery that beneath her shghegossessed not just
intelligence but, even more importantly, a goodsgesf humour.

They certainly laughed a lot together that firstnsuer; laughed a lot and
loved a lot too.

She could still remember the first time he kissed it wasn't sunny that
day. There was thunder in the air, the sky brasslyoaercast, and then late
in the afternoon it suddenly came on to rain, hyogdting drops, causing



them to take refuge in the small summer house akyards away at the
bottom of the garden.

They ran there, Silas holding her hand, both aithersting into the small,
stuffy room, out of breath and laughing.

As the door swung closed behind them, enclosingn timethe half-light of

the small, airless room, Silas turned towards bershing her hair off her
face. His hands were cool and wet and, withoutkihop what she was
doing, she turned her head to lick a raindrop off,tan instinctive, almost
childish gesture, but one which marked the enceothildhood, turning her
within the space of an afternoon from a child tecanan.

Even without closing her eyes she could still visgathe expression in
Silas' eyes, feel the tension that suddenly grippedbody. Outwardly,
nothing had changed. He was still cupping her fde®y were still standing
with their bodies apart, but inwardlgverythinghad changed, Verity
acknowledged.

Looking into Silas' eyes, she felt herself startiogremble—not with cold
and certainly not with fear.

'Verity.'

Her name, which Silas started saying inches fromfaee, he finished
mouthing with his lips against her own, bisdyagainst her own. And there
was nothing remotely childish about the way shehed out to him—for
him—Verity remembered; nothing remotely childishaditin the way she
opened her mouth beneath his and deliberatelyeidviim to explore its
intimacy. They kissed frantically, feverishly, wpesing incomprehensible
words of love and praise to one another, she madamgll keening sounds
of pleasure against Silas' skin, he muttering rawlizer that he loved her,
adored her, wanted her. Over and over again thesedliand touched and
Verity felt incandescent with the joy of what shasxexperiencing; of being
loved; of knowing that Silas loved her as muchteslaew she loved him.

They weren't lovers that day. She wanted to bas3hook his head, telling
her huskily, 'We can't... | can't... | don't havecould make you pregnant,’



he explained to her, adding gruffly, "The truti sould wantto make you
pregnant, Verity. That's how much I love you akddw that once | had you
in my arms, once my body was inside yours, the@\way | could... | want
to come inside you," he told her openly when sb&dd uncertainly at him,
explaining in a low, emotional voice, 'l want tovieahat kind of intimacy
with you. It's man's most basic instinct to regatehimself, to seed the
fertility of his woman, especially when he loves he much as | love you.'

'l... I could go on the pill..." Verity offered, b8ilas shook his head.

'‘No," he told her gently, 'taking care of that sidé things is my
responsibility. And besides,’ he continued sofflypking around the
cramped, stuffy summer house, 'this isn't realbyrilght place. When you
and | make love | want it to be...l want it to Ipesial for you... perfect.'
Verily moistened her lips.

'My uncle is still away,' she offered awkwardly.éWwould...'

'‘No. Not here in another man's house. Yes, | krfwaw it's your home, but
no, not here," Silas said quietly.

'Where, then?' Verity breathed eagerly.
'Leave it to me,' Silas told her. 'Leave everythimgne...'

And like the dutiful person she had been raisdzktehe dipped her head and
agreed.



CHAPTER THREE

THE doorbell rang just as Verity had finished her wiag. Frowning, she
went downstairs to answer it. Who on earth coultt the? She certainly
wasn't expecting anyone.

She was still frowning when she opened the do@mall gasp of shock
escaping her lips as she saw who was standing #mere@ecognised him
immediately.

'Silas!"

Instinctively her hand went to her throat as shedirtoo late, to suppress
that betraying whisper of sound.

'Verity," her visitor responded grimly. 'May | conm"
Without waiting for her assent he was shoulderiisgNay into the hallway.

'How...how did you know | was back?' Verity manageesk him huskily.
Was it possible that he had actually grown tadled broader in the years
they had been apart? Surely not. and yet she coumember him ever
filling the space of the hallway quite so imposingéfore. He might be over
ten yearsolder but he wastill as magnetically male as she remembered, she
recognised unwillingly. and perhaps he hadrn his sexuality very
carelessly, softening it with the tenderness amsicieration he had shown
her.

Now... She took a deep breath and tried to steadyittery nerves. Now
there washothingremotely soft nor tender about the way he wasifapht
her. Far from it.

'l didn't until | did a check at the hospital amsuhd out thatyou had
accompanied Honor there. What the hell kind of geiEe you, Verity?
First you damn near run my daughter over and tloerdgn't even bother to
let meknow that she's had an accident. What am | saylikg®w exactly



what kind of woman you are, don't I? Why shoule ISoirprised anything
you might choose to do, after all | know?'

Verity couldn't utter a word. What was he sayingRatWwas he trying to
accuse her of doing? She... He made it sound agltrghe had deliberately
tried to hit Honor, when the truth was...

'l did what | thought was best," she told him cpollhere was no way she
was going to let him see just how much he had daughoff guard, or how
agitated and ill-equipped to deal with him she altyfelt.

Thinking about him earlier had done nothing to pregher for the reality of
him. She had been thinking about, remembering, ingoman in his
twenties.Thiswas a mature adult male in his late thirties antha who...

'Whatyouthought was best?' He gave her an incredulougjgydaok as he
repeated her words. 'Didn't it strike you that amét's father | had the right
to know what had happened? Didn't it cross thad &tile mind of yours
thatyouhad a responsibility to let me know what had hagpe After all,
you used to be very big on responsibility, didnduy Oh, but | was
forgetting, the kind of responsibility you favouredas the kind that
meant—'

'l didn't get in touch with you because | had neaidhat you were Honor's
father until we got to the hospital,’ Verity intgpted him quickly, 'and by
then...'

By then Honor had begged her not to let her fathew what had happened
and, additionally, untruthfully told both her arfietnurse that Silas was
unavailable and out of the country. But she celgawvasn't going to tell
Silasthat. Against all the odds, and ridiculously, she fettestain sense of
kinship, of female bonding with Honor.

Female bonding with a ten-year-old? And she was supposed to be

intelligent? Charlotte was right—skl&l need to get a grip on her life.



'Presumably, though, you knew by the time Honor inf@rmed the nurse
that you were going to be her stepmother,’ he informedwhigr deadly
acidness.

She was surely far too old and had far too mudacseitrol to be betrayed
now by the kind of hot- faced blush which had bggthher so readily all
those years ago, but nonetheless Verity found lenseriedly looking
away from the anger she could see in Silas' eygs@ating her toes into her
shoes as she fibbed, 'Uh...did she...? | reallytdemember... the casualty
department was busy," she embroidered. 'l just edatd make sure that
Honor got some medical attention—'

‘Liar." Silas cut across her stumbled explanatioa brutally incisive voice
that made her wince. 'And don't think | don't knemactlywhy you laid
claim to a non-existent relationship between us.’

This was worse than her worst possible nightmamsevby far than the
most embarrassing and humiliating thing she cowler énhave imagined
happening to her, Verity decided. She cook&lerremember feeling so
exposed and vulnerable, so horribly conscious e@frigaher deepest and
most private emotions laid bare to be derided anded. No, not even the
first time she had had to stand up in front of lae uncle's board of
directors, knowing how much each and every oneheimt must secretly
have been resenting her appointment as their leagé¢he person to whom
they would have to defer.

In that one sentence Silas had torn down, tramfikgtened, all the delicate
defences she had worked so hard to weave togeathprotect herself
with—defences she had created with patience andh-tg#ting
determination; defences she had bonded togethér goibd humour and
cheerful smiles, determined never to allamyoneto guess what she was
really feeling, or to guess how empty her life stmes felt, how far short
of her once idealistic expectations it had fall®ther people's compassion
and pity were something she had always shrunk fiachgently rejected.
Her lack of a man to share her life, a child torstteer love—these had been
things she had determinedly told herself she wagoiag to allow herself
to yearn for. She had hkfe, herfriends,herhealth.



But now, pitilessly and brutally, Silas had desadyhat precious, fragile
peace of mind she had worked with gentle deternanab achieve.

Silas had guessed, unearthed, exhumed the pitifiel $ecret she had so
safely hidden from other eyes.

Bravely Verity lifted her head. She wasn't goingléb him have aotal
victory. Something could be salvaged from the wagek the destruction he
had caused, even if it was only her pride.

‘Contrary to what you seem to think—' she began,dmnece again Silas
wouldn't let her finish.

He cut her off with a furious, 'l dorthink. | know.You let the nurse believe
that you had the right to sign Honor's consent fbeoause you thought it
would get you off the hook, that that way you watidhave to face up to
what you had done, nor suffer any potential legalsequences.

'My God, what kind of woman are you to be driving carelessly in a
built-up area in the first place, and at schooldeg time? But, then, we
both already know the answer to that, don't we’hSnendane matters as
children's safety, children's lives, simply don'atter to you, do they?
You've got far more important things to concernrgelf with. How many
millions are you worth these days, Verity? No dathiait car outside is just
oneof the perks that comes with being a very rich \aom

'Funny—I knew, of course, that the business cams¢, §econd and third
with you, but | never had you down as a woman wéeded to surround
herself with all the trappings of a materialistiestyle.’

Verity gave him a dazed, almost semi-blind look. avhwas he
saying—something about her car? About her wealthifdh't matter. All
that mattered was the intense feeling of relief fgtieon realising that he
hadn't, after all, meant what she had thought leni@ant by that comment
about knowing why she had not refuted Honor's getoas claim that she
was soon to become her stepmother. That he hadtihshe had allowed
his daughter's fib to stand so that no questionddcbe asked about the
accident, not because secretly she still yearnedsfill wanted...



'My God, but you've changed," she heard him bregtlangrily. "That
car...this house...those clothes...'

Her clothes... Verity pushed aside her euphorissen relief—there would
be time for her to luxuriate in that later when sfes on her own.

'I'm wearing jeans,' she managed to point out ietgelf-defence.

'‘Designer jeans,' Silas told her curtly, noddingha direction of the logo
sewn on them.

Designer jeans? How had Silas known that? The Si@sremembered
simply wouldn't have known or cared where her @ethad come from. The
Silas she knew and remembered would, in fact, have beennfare
interested in what lay beneath her clothes ratieer the name of the design
house they had originated from.

Quickly, Verity redirected her thoughts, tellingrhidryly what her own
quick eye had already noticed.

"Your own clothes are hardly basic chain storef stuf

Was that just a hint of betraying caught-out colseeping up under his
skin? Verity wondered triumphantly.

'l didn't choose them,' he told her stiffly.

Then who had? A woman? For some reason his admissak all her
original pleasure at catching him out away from, Marity acknowledged
dismally.

'l suppose you thought you were being pretty clewerthat you'd got away
with damn near killing my daughter,’ Silas was dediag to know, back on

the attack again. 'Well, unfortunately for you a.friend of mine just

happened to see you at the scene of the accidérsh@&ntook a note of your
car's registration number.’



'Really? How very neighbourly of her," Verity get 'l don't suppose it
occurred to her that she might have been more lysefuployed trying to
help Honor rather than playing at amateur dete®tive

'Myra was on her way to a very important meetinge's on the board of
several local charities and, as she said, she chaidly expect busy
business people who are already giving their tioneel inclined to make a
generous cash donation to a charity when its chesgn can't even be on
time for a meeting...'

Whoever this Myra was, Silas obviously thought esfualot of her, Verity
reflected. He made her sound like a positive angel.

'You aren't going to deny that yowereresponsible for Honor's accident, |
hope?' Silas continued, returning to the attack.

Verity was beginning to get angry herself now. Hdaved he speak to her
like this? Would he have done so had he not alréaxyvn her, judged
her...had she been a stranger? Somehow she doitibtéd was being
unfairly critical of her, unfairly caustic towarter because of who she was,
because once she had been foolish enough to laveanid he had been—
Quickly she gathered up her dangerously out- otrobthoughts.

Deny that she was responsible? Butlsheén'tbeen responsible. It was... On
the point of opening her mouth to vigorously infanm just how wrong he
was, Verity abruptly remembered her conversatiah Wonor and the little
girl's anxiety. Quickly she closed it again.

'It wasanaccident was all she could permit herself to say.

'‘An accident caused by the fact tlyatiwere driving too selfishly and too
fast along a suburban road, in a car more propEs$ygned for fast driving
on anautobahn,or in your case, probably more truthfully, for shig off
amongst your friends.'

Verity gasped.



'For your information,' she began, 'l bought tlaat.c On the point of telling
him just why she had bought the BMW, she suddehbnged her mind.
After all, what explanations did she possibly dvwa? None. None at all.

'l bought that car because | wanted to buy it— beed liked it. No doubt
your friend prefers to drive something ecologically sound, estdand

economical. She has a Beetle, perhaps, or maylaeeéulty looked after

Morris Minor which she inherited from some agedtaurshe suggested
acidly.

'‘As a matter of fact—not that it's any businessyadirs, Myra drives a
Jaguar. It was part of the settlement she recenaeh she divorced her
husband... But I'm not here to talk about my freend my private life. You

do realise, don't you, that | could report you hie police for dangerous
driving?’

Immediately Verity froze, unable to control her eegsion.

'Yes, you may well look shocked," Silas told hemdy.

"You can't do that,' Verity protested, thinkingHdnor.

'‘Can't I? I've certainly got a damned good mindaithough, given your
cavalier attitude towards the truth and the faat there were no witnesses
to thewhole event, no doubt you'd manage to find a way ofieating

yourself."

'‘Me cavalier with the truth? That's rich coming frowuy Verity retorted
bitterly.

'‘What the hell do you mean by that?' Silas chabderger.
Verity glared at him, her own temper as hot asbis. After all, she could
hardly remind him that he had once told her he doker; that he would

always love her; that there would never be anydse e

'Why have you come back here?' he demanded abruptly



Verity turned her face away from him so that heldot fully see her
expression.

'l grew up here. It's my home town,' she reminded duietly.

'Sentiment. You've come back out of sentiment. Myl Gow | really have
heard everything!

'My roots are here," Verity continued, praying thathing in her voice or
her expression would reveal to him how very, verycmhis cruelty was
hurting her.

'Roots, maybe," Silas allowed in a biting voiceut' you're hoping to
revisit the past or resurrect old—'

'I'm not hoping to do any such thing," Verity imtgsted him passionately.
'So far as I'm concerned, the past is the pasthertd exactly how I intend it
to stay. There'sothingin it that | miss.’

'‘Nothing in it that you miss and certainly nothingt that you ever valued,’
Silas agreed.

And then to Verity's shock he suddenly took a stegards her.

'Silas.' Dizzily Verity moved too, but not back amwfeom him putting more
distance between them as she had planned. Noathsteat she actually did
was take a step towards him. A step that broughwtikin intimate reach of
his body, within his private body space, and claseugh to him not just to
see the dark shadowing along his jaw where hisdogauld grow but also
to reach out and touch it, to feel it prickling ag her palm as she had done
all those years ago, the first time they had shareeld together, and she had
woken up in the opalescent light of a summer magnmthe euphoric
knowledge that he was there beside her, that sthéhleablissful, awesome
right to simply turn her head and watch him asléptsknowing that he was
hers thatshewas his, that nothing and no one could cause toepart—
ever.

Silas!



Verity closed her eyes. She could feel the deepyem, heavy thud thud of
her own heartbeat, pounding through her body ienrgummons. Was it
thatthat was making her feel so weak, so... ?

'I'm warning you, Verity, stay away from me. Stayt of my life...'

The ugly words hit her like blows aimed vicioushta her unprotected
vulnerable emotions. Instinctively she tried totpod herself from them by
wrapping her arms around her body, but Silas wesady turning away
from her and heading for the door.

' mean it," he warned her as he paused to op&taty out of my life.'

She must be suffering some kind of shock, Veritgidied dazedly ten
minutes later as she slowly made her way back upsta

Stay out ofhis life? Did hereally think he needed to warn her off, that she
didn'tknowthat there was no place there for her, no loveetfa her?

Numbly she stared out of her bedroom window ana ihé garden below.
From this window she could just about see the aiahe little summer

house where they had sheltered from the rain, ahdd been here in this
room, if not on this bed, that she had lain dregniar foolish, idealistic,

heated, adoring, loving, girlish dreams of him.

And it had been here too that she had lain in #ys @fter he had fully made
love to her, feeling and believing that the reatifyhis lovemaking had far,
far outstripped even her most feverish and sensaatliting daydreams.

It had been here too in this room, this sanctufat,she had come after that
dreadful quarrel when he had challenged her tostbetween her love for
him and her duty to her uncle, and here too thath&ld cried her tears of
relief and happiness when he had told her, withorsmand regret, that the
last thing he had wanted to do was to hurt het;tbging her had hurt him
even more and that, of course, he had understaidskte had to at least
attempt, as a matter of duty and honour, to actetier uncle's wishes.



'It won't be for long,' she had promised him ash&eé held her face and her
tears had flowed down onto his hands. 'Americatieally so very far away
and when | come back...'

'When you come back I'm never ever going to letgoiuof my sight again,’
he had told her savagely. 'If you weren't so danstedborn | wouldn't be
letting you go now.'

'l have to go,’ she had wept. 'l owe it to my uncl&nd yet she had known
even as she had said the words that a part ofdtdiohged for him to snatch
her away, to refuse to allow her to leave him,hmwever implausible it
would have been, insist.

"You could come with me,’" she had even suggested. could work over
there...'

'‘Come with you? As what?' He had balked immediateljing her, 'I'm a
independent man, Verity.dan'tlive on your coat tails and, besides, what
about our plans to buy the small holding we visitest week—to develop
the garden centre...?

Verity closed her eyes now and leant her hot faeenst the cool glass.

'I'll wait for you," he had promised her when shd Feft. 'I'll wait for you, no
matter how long it takes...'

Only he hadn't...he hadn't waited. Hadn't loved kedn't given her the
wedding ring nor the child he had promised heragsnately and, she had
believed, so meaningfully.

Oh, God! Had he guessed just now in the hallwaynshe had stepped
towards him instead of stepping away, just what gaisg through her
mind, her body? Howeasyit would have been for her to...? Had he known
that a foolish, idiotic part of her had actuallytight that havasgoing to
kiss her, that he hadantedto kiss her? That that same foolish, idiotic part
of her remembered with such aching intensity that tvas exactly how he
used to move towards her when...?



'‘No," Verity protested despairingly beneath heratire’'No...please, no...’
But it was already too late, already the memoriesewflooding back,
swamping her. The first time he had made love ta.liHeéhe could remember
it as clearly and intensely as though it had omlygened yesterday.

They had been out together for the day. Anotheit s a famous
garden—Silas, as she had discovered by this tines & passionate
advocate of the importance of good garden structure

‘Not having a proper structure to me is like..likeell, imagine trying to
clothe a human bodly if all the limbs had simplyrmetick on haphazardly
here and there and everywhere, or if a house hadl designed simply by
adding one room next to another...'

And he produced books and then drawings to showtyVier reinforce his
point. Completely head over heels in love with tbgnthis stage, Verity
acknowledged that she was probably spending loggeing adoringly at
the way his hair curled into his collar and floppmcer his forehead than
studying the designs he was showing her, but stieda board all that he
was saying and she was as impressed and excitezl\aas by the elegant
simplicity of the gardens they went to see.

'Every garden has a right to be properly desigiedibld her passionately,
‘and you only have to read one of Sir Roy Strobgtsks to see just how the
concept of good architectural design can be traresfdo even the smallest
urban garden.’

They were sitting eating their sandwiches at theeti
'Mmm..." Verity agreed, smiling lovingly at him.

And then he put down his sandwich and removed fhens her, and took
her in his arms and kissed her lingeringly and yegyy thoroughly, but
very gently, before lifting his head and lookingrr her love- dazed eyes to
her kiss softened mouth before telling her rawfpu don't know what I'd
give right now to be somewhere alone with you arage...'



Very slowly he reached out and traced the shapbeoflips with his
fingertip.

'Perfect,’ he whispered tenderly.
'‘Good architectural design,' Verity whispered teagly back.

'‘Better than that. The best," Silas told her solgnut then the laughter
died out of his eyes as the tip of his finger tadkhe centre of her bottom
lip and Verity could feel it and him starting toagle with need—a need
which she fully reciprocated.

'‘Couldn’t we do that—be together?' Verity asked huskily.

They talked about becoming lovers but Silas toldthat he had applied the
brakes to his plans to find them the perfect hidealecause he wanted to
waituntil he was sure it was what she wanted—he weémt she
wanted—and that he didn't want to rush her.

'We could...there's my bedroom,’ Verity boldly o&f@ her home again. Her
uncle was away on another trip. The Sales Directappendicitis had
proved more problematic than his doctors had firgbected, causing a
delay in his recovery, and her uncle had had te taler his duties and was
consequently away on business far more than usual.

'No, not there," Silas answered firmly, 'but if yrewsure...’

His hand was holding the back of her head, cargdsn scalp through her
hair. Shivering with excitement and emotion, Vestyiled tremulously at
him. The look in his eyes made her face burn—and wibh the
embarrassment of coy self-consciousness of a ysongan who was still a
virgin.

'I'm sure,’ she told him positively. 'Oh, Silag) Bo sure...'

'l want everything to be right—special,’ he tola geuffly. 'I've looked into
some of the hotels in the area and | could boak reeom—for tonight...’



'Oh, yes, yes," Verity breathed.

Tenderly she reached out and touched his facan@etie warmth of his
skin beneath her fingertips, the hard firmnes$efldones and muscles that
lay below it. She might not have been physicallpexienced, She might
never have had a previous lover, but she had rsesdriear nor trepidation,
simply a deep inner knowledge of how right this walshow right Silas
was!

Silas found them a hotel several miles away froe garden they had
visited. Small and privately owned, it was settsrown gardens but, for
once, after they had booked in, Silas showed nnaten to explore.

'l...] thought you might like to...to see the garsle Verity had protested a
little uncertainly once they were alone in the room

Silas shook his head quietly, locking the door betarning back to her.

'No. Right now there's only one thing | want to dog garden | want to
explore," he said softly, and Verity knew from thay he looked at her, his
glance slowly caressing every inch of her, jusicdyavhat he meant.

'l...what...? | don't know what to do," she tolanhiinally and honestly,
blushing and then laughing. 'Well, | do, at lea$timk | do, but...'

'‘Come here," Silas commanded her and, her coldiunigh, Verity walked
unsteadily into his arms.

They had kissed before of course, and touched atéily so, but never like
this, Verity acknowledged as Silas kissed his wawly along the soft line
of her lips and then, repeating the gesture hentadle earlier, pressed the
pad of his thumb to the centre of her bottom lymdrily nibbling the tender
flesh he had exposed, his arms tightening possdgsivound her as Verity
trembled in response to his touch. His tongue siovdressed the inner
sweetness of her mouth as hers did his and thelotwy and rhythmically
sucked on her tongue and taught her to do the saims.



As she repeated his sensual, intimate caress,y\Mamitld feel the jolt that
ran through his body and the sexual hardening emgbsal that went with it.

Wrapping her arms around him, she pressed hetstlaf close to him as
she could get, instinctively rubbing her body lghn against his and
making little purring sounds of pleasure as shesdicher eyes closing.

'Verity, Verity,' she heard Silas groaning as taads gripped her waist half
as though he was going to put her slightly awaynfi@m, but then he

changed his mind, his hands sliding down her bodyup her buttocks and
grind his own hips into her receptive body.

A delicious shiver of pleasure convulsed her andsSiemoved one of his
hands from her bottom to gently rub and knead eénhgth of her spine in a
caress that was so tenderly soothing that it magt&yopen her eyes and
look dazedly up at him.

'l don't want to take things too fast,' Silas to&t rawly in response to her
unspoken question. 'This will be your first timeddrwant...| want to make
it perfect for you—in every way, Verity.'

It will be," she promised him, knowing as she sptike words that they
were true, with some deep rooted primal feminingdem that didn't need
to be analysed or questioned.

Gently and lovingly, Silas undressed her, pausirgatess and kiss each bit
of flesh he exposed, but once he got to her bred&tsty felt his
self-control beginning to slip away. As he slowiycted one taut, hard,
flushed nipple with the pad of his thumb she knewasn't just her who
was trembling so violently in sensual reaction.

‘These are the most beautiful...you are the masegething | have ever
seen,' he whispered throatily as he picked hendpcarried her over to the
huge king-sized bed.

'More perfect than one of Sir Roy Strong's gardevierity teased him
remembering their earlier shared humour.



An answering smile crinkled the corners of his rhoahd momentarily
lightened the passion that had darkened his eybs &sased back, 'Who's
Sir Roy Strong?’

Their laughter immediately banished whatever smtdeling of
self-consciousness Verity felt she might otherwiaee had and very soon
her fingers were equally busy as Silas', if nobhpes quite as patient, as she
tugged at the buttons of his shirt and then cldsadeyes in mute pleasure
when she had finally revealed the tanned male esgpahhis chest.

Lovingly she buried her face against him, closieg éyes and breathing in
his scent before delicately licking at the smatld@ntation in the middle of
his chest, discovering the faintly salty male taktg¢ was exclusively his.

'Verity," Silas groaned.

'l want to," Verity protested. 'l want to know eyéit of you, Silas. | want to
hold you, touch you, taste you. | want...'

"You don't know what you're saying,' Silas warned h

But gravely and seriously and suddenly completalyltaand mature,
suddenly totally sensually a woman, Verity told lgmetly, 'Oh, yes, 1 do. |
want you, Silas,' she told him, lifting one of lniands and placing it first
against her heart and then against her sex,saliag,' and 'here,' and then
finally lifting his hand to her temple and repegtsoftly, ‘and here.’

'With all my heart | thee love," Silas whisperedlaaking hold of her hand
and pressing a kiss into the palm before placirag@inst his chest. 'With
my body | thee worship.’

Watching her eyes, he placed her hand intimatelfismwn body. Verity
drew in a quick sharp breath of feminine appreciatand urgency, the
pulse in her wrist thudding every bit as fiercetythe pulse she could feel
throbbing through the urgent shaft of male fleske shas touching.
Instinctively her fingers closed over him, delidatiearning and knowing
him, whilst Silas continued in a thickly changedoe lifting not the hand
that was holding his sex with such feminine tendssnand love, but her



other to his own forehead. 'With my mind | thee tnam with everything
that is me | commit myself to you now, Verity. Noth ever can and ever
will break the bond we are forming between us tbnitlothing..."

‘Nothing..." Verity repeated softly, and beneathfimgertips she could feel
the hot, hard shaft of his sex harden even fudherbegin to pulse in ever
fiercer demand.

The first time he entered her Verity cried out, mopain but in exultation,
clinging passionately to him, welcoming him withiar with a heart full of
love and joy, her emotions so charged and heigbtéma the feel of him
within her, the knowledge of the intimacy, the ldtey were sharing, the
bond they were creating, brought quick, emotioeats to her eyes.

Seeing them, Silas immediately cursed himself uh@gebreath and started
to withdraw from her, believing that he had hurtr.h@uickly Verity
reassured him, explaining in a choked voice thavas the pleasure of
having him within her that had caused them, andhmpain.

Later he told her that what they had shared wastlesbeginning of the
pleasure he intended to give her, the special sémstimacy they would
share.

'Youare myspecialgarden, Verity," he told her as he lovingly caeelsker
warmly naked body. 'My most private, secret garddyere what flowers
between us is special and magical and for us alone.

'‘And which, one day, hopefully will bear fruit," ¥igy continued, picking up
on his theme as she blissfully ran her fingertipaml his spine, revelling in
her right to touch him and to be with him. 'But fat a long time yet," she
added drowsily. 'And | don't suppose that Uncleylaill want me to have
more than the most basic maternity leave...'

'‘Maternity leave?' Silas checked her, his body satjdtensing as he started
to frown. 'l know you've said that your uncle exggegou to work in the
business once you've finished university, but sumhat's happened
between us changes that? I'm not so sexist thatld to prevent you from
working if that's what you want, but...'



It isn't a matter of what | want, Silas,' Verigld him slowly. 'My uncle
expectsne to work alongside him in the business and tbéake over from
him. It meansverythingto him...'

'More thanyouor yourhappiness,' Silas challenged her. 'Or are yondrip
tell me that it and he mean more to you than mecamathildren...?"No, of
course not...but | owe him so much and he...’

'More than you owe our love?' Silas demanded.

They were on the verge of quarrelling and Verigyss filled with hot, hurt
tears. Couldn't Silas understand ha¥icult things were for her? Of course
she wanted to be with him. How could she not do?

'Please, don't let's spoil things by fighting," slegiged him. Although she
sensed that he wanted to continue their discussistgad he gave a small
sigh and said, 'No, you're right. This isn't thedi..nor the place...’

'Make love to me again, Silas,' she urged him, ianeasn't until many,
many months later that she was mature enough togmese how
dangerously she had begun the habit then—a wayoidiag the issue and
sidelining it, and Silas, by distracting his attentaway from the future
through lovemaking. In fact, it wasn't until Silasnself accused her of it
that she was forced to recognise just what shedwig) and by then...

'I'll love you for ever. You're everything I've ewsanted, everything will
ever want," Silas promised her the following mognas they lay entwined
with one another in bed, her body still sleek aathd from the passion of
their recent lovemaking.

Only it hadn't been a promise which he had kegtatt been a promise he
had broken, just as he had broken her heart anasalonoken her.



CHAPTER FOUR

HER first impression that the town hadn't changed b@en an erroneous
one, Verity acknowledged as she dumped the supkemearrier bags on
the kitchen table.

She had spent the afternoon exploring her old enwient before calling in
at an out-of-town supermarket to fill her car wpktrol and buy some food.

The layout of the town centre might essentiallyieesame but many of the
small shops she remembered from her girlhood hae,giw be replaced
with what she privately considered to be an overasentation of building
society and estate agents offices. The pe- desigon of the town centre
itself, though, she had to admit, was an improvémend she had
particularly liked the way shady trees had beemtplh and huge tubs of
brightly coloured tumbling summer bedding planteugred artistically
around them. Along with the strategically placeddsees, they had created
a relaxed, informal, almost continental air to tbhen centre, which today
had been heightened by the fact that the warm sume&ther had meant
that people had been able to eat outside the squsaneeral restaurants and
cafes under the umbrellas decorating the tableglaaids on the pavement.
It had been disconcerting, though, to read frommallsplague that the
square had been re-designed by Silas as a gifettotvn.

If the town centre itself had looked disconcertynghfamiliar, then so had
the faces of the people she had seen around heh&hnever made any
really close friends during her school-days. Thgime imposed by her
uncle had prevented that, but there had beenvgimise company she could
have enjoyed.

Tonight she would ring Charlotte, she promised ¢lérgs she started to
unpack her provisions. It would be good to hearemélly voice. She didn't
want to think about the consequences of the fadtdhe of the few adult
voices she had heard since her return had beeafthet ex-lover and that it
had been far from friendly.



A ‘friend’' had told him about the accident, he bald her tersely. What
exactly didthatmean? The term ‘friend’ applied to a member obgiposite

sex could cover so many possibilities. Anyway, whguldshecare who or

what this woman was to Silas?

Removing the jacket of the Gucci trouser suit she wearing, she opened
the fridge door.

Wearing Gucci to do the supermarket shopping wesaps a trifle over the
top, especially outside Knightsbridge, and evenenespecially when the
suit in question was white and had featured exthgpreminently in all the
glossies early on in the season, but having ginem Charlotte's pleas and
bought the dratted thing she could hardly leabauitging in her wardrobe...
Even so... She had fully registered the severabl@aakes she had received
from other shoppers, women clad in the main iroilgy suburban women's
uniform of immaculate neat jeans, white shirt andynblazer.

She supposed her hair didn't help either, she adkdged, flipping it back
over her shoulder, then taking a clip from her gd@nd pinning it up. She
had worn it long ever since she could rememberaAsenager she had
wanted to have it cut but for once her uncle atas3iad been unanimous in
their veto—albeit for very different reasons. Heclke had always insisted
that her hair was neatly tucked into an old-fasattun—the kind he
remembered his mother wearing—whilst Silas... Sikd whispered to her
that first night they had shared together that du flantasised about taking
her hair and wrapping it around his body, feelitg supple silkiness
caressing his skin.

She had made that fantasy come true for him, é\afieihad blushed a little
to do so that very first time.

In the years that had passed since then, she Hadasthad her hair

cut—trimmed occasionally, yes, but cut, never—amdil she had sold the
company, in obedience to her uncle's wishes shekeaad/s worn it rolled

into an elegant knot.

She had lost count of the times Charlotte had toquersuade her to wear it
down.



'I'm too old for long, loose hair," she had pragdsteterminedly.

'‘Are you crazy?' Charlotte had argued back, addigye you seen the
latest round of jeans ads— the one featuring tlo& bi@w of a woman with
hair down to her waist? She's seventy and she'sxmake hell of a positive
statement about the way women have the right to @erselves, besides
which she looks absolutely stunning. If | had higdte yours— thick,
wavy—there's no way you'd ever get me to hide iyain business, big
business, men view long hair on a woman as a sigweakness. It's
probably some kind of Narcissus complex,” Verityl tamarked wryly.
‘They see long hair and immediately they think,8h.gotcha...she's going
to be spending more time in front of the mirrorrtha front of any sales
figures, and then they start rubbing their handstioer in glee because they
think they're going to put one over on you.'

'Oh, yeah. Let me tell you something, lady," Ch#&elbad corrected her after
she had finished laughing. 'The reason they'reingdiheir hands together
in glee is because they're thinking, Wow, thatteesevoman, | want to take
her to bed...’

'In other words to them long hair equals bimbotimic.weakness.'

'Why do | get the distinct impression that somewhsome time, some man
has hurt you very badly?' Charlotte had asked timgly. But Verity had
simply shaken her head. The past, her past, wgdyssomething she was
not prepared to talk about—not even to her closiestd.

One thing Verity had noticed, though, when she Ib@eh out, and it was
something that had caught painfully at her ungurdelnerable emotions,
had been the number of couples shopping togethed—ran all of them
young. Seeing the loving, tenderly amused looksoogple had exchanged,
as the man had reached up to a higher shelf foesong the woman had
wanted and she had surreptitiously stroked hishtingilst he did so, had
made Verity look away in hot-cheeked sharp awarenéthe emotional
emptiness of her own life. It didn't have to bettivay. Once she had had
time to think, to assess and to plan; once shenbedally involved in the
charities she intended to set up with her uncl@sey, then there would be
no time for painful regrets about what might haeern



It was seeing Silas that had unsettled her soedwsitigly, she told herself
angrily. Seeing him and listening to him making gbooutrageous
accusations against her.

She stiffened as she heard the doorbell ring. Theareno reason for her to
think that it might be Silas, of course, but justase... Forcing her face to
assume the expression she normally reserved fdodhedroom—the one
that said 'Don't evemhink about trying to mess with me'—she headed
determinedly for the front door and yanked it open.

'Honor," she squeaked in startled surprise. 'Whaearth are you doing
here?’

'l got my pocket money today and I've come to pafirst instalment of the
money | owe you for the damage to your car,’ Haiodal her sturdily,
adding before Verity could say anything, 'May | @m? It's so hot...'

'Yes. Of course. Let me get you a cold drink," Yedffered, leading the
way to the kitchen. 'Did you walk here?'

'Mmm..." Honor mumbled as she took a deep gulpnefited orange juice
Verity had poured for her.

'Mmm...real juice!" Honor exclaimed blissfully. "Waerful, but it's very

expensive,' she told Verity sternly. 'Dad won't bi+he says | waste it
because | never finish it and it's too expensivebHys it when Myra comes
round, though.' She pulled a face.

'‘Apparently she likes it for breakfast—not that'shever stayed overnight.
She'd like to, though. She thinks | don't know winet game is but | do—a
woman always knows,' she concluded wisely. 'Shetsven get married
again and she wants to marry Dad. He'd be mad didhe-she's poison.’
Honor pulled an expressive face. 'She didn't eilenthe new clothes |
made him buy, and | know why—she doesn't want atigrowoman

looking at him.'

Honor had chosen Silas' designer clothes! But Verityntlidave time to
digest this information properly before Honor wastmuing, 'l've tried to



warn him but Dad just can't see it... | supposedret see the truth beneath
all that make-up she wears. She hates kids as Welk's why she left her

first husband. | know... But Dad thinks it's becabge wouldn't let her get

pregnant...'

Verity gave her a wary look.

'Oh, it's okay, Dad didn't tell me that. He's aagr@ather, the best, but we
don't have that kind of relationship. He's prettycim for keeping what he
thinks of grown-up things to himself, but I'm nokid...and I've got my ear
to the ground. She's just not good enough for him.'

'How old are you exactly, Honor?' Verity asked fantly, automatically
refilling the now empty glass Honor had extended.

‘Ten..." Honor told her promptly.

Ten going on ninety, Verity decided. Did Silas hawy inkling of how his
daughter felt about her prospective stepmother®vsimelered. At least she
now knew exactly what the word ‘friend’ meant wtasgplied to Silas'
relationship with his tell-tale girlfriend.

'I'm starving,’ Honor told her winningly, 'and Dadjone out for dinner
tonight. | don't suppose...?"

Her aplomb really was extraordinary for someong/@ang, and perhaps
Verity ought to very firmly remind her of the agepthat lay between them
and the inadvisability of inviting herself into ethpeople's lives—but she
liked her, Verity acknowledged, and even iisa weakness within herself
she simply couldn't bring herself to dent that Ilnous youthful pride by

pointing out such facts to her.

'I'm afraid | can't offer you anything to eat,’ she replied gravelgtead,
intending to tell Honor that she rather thoughttthar father would
disapprove of them having any kind of contact vaitte another— and not
just becausdne obviously considered that she had more or ledsusdy
practically run Honor down, thanks to the eviden€dis 'girlfriend’. She



amended her private thoughts to say gently instéaghs planning to eat
out.'

'Oh, good.' Honor grinned, telling her franklyhdte cooking too.'
Verity blinked.
'Honor, Idon'thate cooking,' she protested. 'It's just...'

‘There's a terrific Italian place just opened upoinn. Italian's my favourite,
| love their ice cream puddings,’ Honor volunteered

Totally against her better judgement, Verity knéattshe was weakening.
'Mmm..." she agreed. 'l like Italian too...'
Woman to woman they looked at one another.

"You're right," Verity heard herself saying, alditto her own bemusement.
'Why cook at home when you can eat Italian somesvhkse?'

What was she thinking? What was sleng?Verity asked herself grimly
ten minutes later when she had parked the careiicilvn centre car park.
There would be hell to pay if Silas ever found ahe acknowledged
fatalistically, frowning a little as she waited fidonor to get out of the car
before activating the central-locking system.

That wasn't by any chaneehy she was doing this, was it? To get at Silas?
She was way, way above those kind of childishaittht manoeuvres,
wasn't she? Wasn't she...?

'It's this way," Honor told her, happily linkingth&m through Verity's.

"You should wear your hair down," she advised VYesgriously as she
checked their reflections in a shop window. 'Méee lit,’

'Uh-huh...er...do they?'



Heavens, what was wrong with heBhe shouldn't be the one acting
flustered and self-conscious, Verity derided hérsel

‘The purpose, the point, of being a woman is ngiléase men or to seek
their approval,’ she told Honor sternly.

'‘No, but it sure helps when you want your own wajonor told her
practically.

Verity gave her an old-fashioned look. '"Your fatbame to see me,’ she told
Honor quietly. 'His...friend...Myra...saw the acand and told him about it.’

Honor grimaced. 'Yes, | know. He hasn't groundedtimeugh, but he was
pretty angry about it. He just got angry, thougicduse he feels guilty that
he can't be there all the time for me," Honor tfodd with a maturity that
caught at Verity's sensitive heart. 'He worries wbme—I worry too,’
Honor admitted unexpectedly, showing heart-rendinigerability as she
confided reluctantly, "It isn't much fun—not haviagnother. It hurts a lot
sometimes.’

'l know,' Verity agreed quietly.

For a moment they looked at one another and theroHold her quickly,
'‘Look, the restaurant's here,’ directing Veritytergion to the building in
front of them. 'Don't let them give us a bad tgblg because we're two
women eating alone without a man,' Honor hissedetaty as they walked
inside.

‘Two what...?" Verity started to question, but thmeaitre d'was already
approaching them and, mindful not only of Honot&rrs admonition but
also of the fact that as a potential mentor—nanemtion role model—to
the young girl, it behoved her to set a good exangiie looked him firmly
in the eye and said, 'We'd like a table for tweagk. That one over there,'
she added, pointing to what was obviously thest'iable.

Without batting an eyelid thmaitre d'swept them both a small bow and
agreed, 'Very well, Madam, if you would just follone.'



‘That was good,' Honor acknowledged gleefully wtiesy had been seated.
'‘No," Verity corrected her wryly with a grirthat was Gucci,' she told her
flicking her fingertips over her suit. ‘It isnust long hair that men are
susceptible to, you know," she pointed out drdblgfore picking up her

menu. 'Ready to order?' she asked Honor severaitesitater.

'Mmm..." the young girl agreed.

Raising her hand discreetly, Verity summoned rtretre d'waiting until
Honor had given him her order before giving her own

'Oh, and I'd like a glass of the house red as Wéinor included decidedly.
The maitre d'was visibly and seriously impressed, as well hghinbe,
Verity acknowledged as, considerably lesssé@gave Honor a thoughtful

look.

'Er...with water,"” Honor amended hastily, obviousgnsing the veto that
was about to leave Verity's lips.

'It's okay,' she told Verity defensively when thaiter had gone. 'Dad lets
me—he says it's important for me to grow up leagnimow to handle
alcohol. He says it makes for less mistakes later.’

'Dad said that you used to live here, in town,' tfacommented to Verity
once they were eating their starter.

'Er, yes. Yes, | did," Verity agreed.
'Did you know him then?' Honor asked her.

Verity paused, the forkful of food she had beetinkf towards her mouth
suddenly unappetising for all its rich, deliciounsedl.

'Er...no, | don't think so," she prevaricated. Homch had Silas told his
daughter? Not the truth. How could he?



'Did you know my mother?' Honor asked her, stagtlverity with the
unexpectedness of the question.

‘No. No, | didn't,’ she told her truthfully. Podrilkdl, and shevasa child still,
for all her quaintly grown-up ways and determinedependence, Verity
recognised. It couldn't be easy for her, growingvithout any real personal
knowledge of the woman who had given birth to her.

'She and Dad met when he was staying in LondonrioHdold her
pragmatically, 'so | didn't think you would. | dolgok very much like her.’

'‘No, you look like your father," Verity agreed, hezart suddenly jolting
against her ribs as the restaurant door openedttendubject of their
conversation walked in, accompanied by a woman whikamty didn't
recognise but who she guessed must be his 'fiéyidi.

'What is it?" Honor asked her innocently.

"Your father's just walked in," Verity told her wangly, but to her surprise,
instead of reacting as she had expected, theditllsimply dimpled a wide
smile that caused sharp alarm bells to ring inty®srbrain.

"You knewhe was coming here,' she breathed.

'It's the "In" place to be seen, but Myra won'tveey pleased thate'vegot
the best table," Honor told her sunnily.

No, she certainly wasn't, Verity acknowledged, glyi@ssessing the other
woman's angry-mouthed expression, and, what was,werity suspected
that it wasn't simply the fact that the best tatdesn't free that was angering
her. Their presence—full stop— Verity rather guessed hadrg gefinite
something to do with the other woman's ire.

In any other circumstances the sternly condemnddolySilas was sending
her would probably have had her scuttling for thé, e/erity reflected
ruefully, but she could hardly leave Honor to faee father's wrath alone,
even if perhaps she did semi-deserve it.



Silas was heading for their table, having bentie&d to say something first
to his girlfriend, who was now standing glaringigigsly, not so much at her
as at Honor, Verity recognised with a strong swfgerotection towards the

young girl.

'Mmm, this is yummy... Hi, Dad," Honor acknowleddest father, turning
her head to give him a wide beam.

'Would you like to explain to me what thell you think you're doing?' Silas
asked Verity in a dangerously quiet voice, totafjgoring his daughter's
sunny greeting.

'Riccardo gave us the best table, Dad,"” Honor efesit on, apparently
oblivious to both Verity's tension and her fathéuy. 'Verity said it was
because of her suit. It's Gucci, you know, butrikht was probably because
Riccardo fancied her. He likes strawberry blondgls¢ added warmly to
Verity. 'That's probably why he never gives Myrgamd table," she told her
father, whilst Verity closed her eyes and sent opeatal prayer, not just for
her own safe deliverance from Silas' very evidesthut Honor's as well.
'He doesn't like brunettes... Dad..." She pausédipusly before refilling
her fork '...do you suppose Myra dyes her haiiihktshe must because it's
such a very hard shade of dark brown. What do hikt Verity?'

Verity gulped and shook her head, totally incapablmaking any kind of
logical response. She was torn between giving waye fit of extremely
inappropriate giggles of feminine appreciation obndr's masterly
undermining of a woman whom Verity could see quitainly she
considered to be a rival for her father's attentaomd a rather more adult
awareness of the danger of her own situation astchjw little Silas would
relish the fact thatshe was the one to witness his daughter's artful
stratagems.

'What are you doing here, Honor?" Silas turnedigalaughter to ask with
awful calmness.

'l.,.l...er...invited her to have dinner with mégrity began, immediately
rushing to the little girl's defence, but Honortranspired, didn't need any



defending—rather she seemed positively to enjoytcauher father's fury,
looking him straight in the eye.

'l invited Verity to have dinner with me,’ she tdler father challengingly. ‘It
was the least | could do after—'

"The leastyoucould do?' Shaking his head, he turned from Hom&ferity
and told her acidly, 'First you damn near kill mgudhter with your
dangerous driving and then you, God alone knowslmt means, persuade
her to have dinner with you. What were you integdimdo? Trick her into
changing her story just in casditl decide to report you to the police? You
run her down and then—'

'‘No, Dad... It wasn't like that..." Honor pushedagvher plate and looked
quickly from Verity's white face to her fatherls..'It wasn't Verity's fault...
l..." She swallowed and then continued bravelyyds mine...'

"Yours? But Myra said—'

'It happened exactly how you'd warned me it wolthhor ploughed on
doggedly. 'l did just whatyou told me not to davds on my blades and |
didn't think to stop or look and then | lost cohiad—'

'Is this true?' Silas asked Verity coldly.

For a moment Verity was tempted to lie and takeblhene, but before she
could do so Honor was speaking again, reachingamtduch her father's
arm.

'Yes. It is true, Dad,' she told him quietly. Ilm sorry... Please don't be
mad. I...I went to see Verity because | want tofoayhe damage to her car
out of my spending money. It was my idea for usdme out for dinner...'

'Honor. Youknowthe rules. What on earth...? You wetgposedo be
going straight to Catherine's from school and sigyhere tonight.’

'l know that, Dad, but today Catherine said that dent and uncle were
coming to stay and | knew it was going to be a fasort of thing... | didn't



want..." She hung her head before saying gruffiyast wouldn't have felt
right being there."

As she listened to her, Verity's heart went outhw. Underneath her
amazingly streetwise exterior she was still, adera very vulnerable little

girl at heart. A little girl who had never knowretlove of her mother; a little
girl who quite plainly and understandably was jealy protective of her

own place in her father's life, to the extent tia quite obviously did not
like the woman who she had told Verity was angtmtpecome her father's
second wife.

'l think perhaps we should go, Honor," Verity inemed, gently touching
the little girl's arm, summoning the quiet strengthvill she had often been
forced to use in her boardroom battles. It had nbeen Verity's style to
assume the manner of a ‘'man'—th&egeother ways of making one's point
and any man, anyone, who thought that she couldulieed or pushed
around just because she didn't hector or arguequackly discovered just
how wrong they had been.

' haven't had my pudding,’ Honor reminded hertsgpbut Verity could see
that she was glad of her protective intervention.

'I've got some fruit and ice cream,’ she told befpre turning to Silas and
looking him straight in the eye as she said, "Yoquite right, lshouldhave
checked with you before bringing Honor out—that wag mistake.
Yours..."' She paused and reminded herself thatkatior as an interested
audience, never mind thmaitre d'and the now very obviously fuming
Myra, this was not the time nor the place to pouat wherehe had gone
wrong or what his misjudgement had been.

'I'm quite prepared to drive Honor round to heerid's, but | wonder if she
might be permitted to finish her supper with me?'

'Oh, yes, Dad. And then you could pick me up froerity's on the way
home," Honor interrupted her eagerly. 'I'd mucheatdo that than go to
Catherine's.'



'If your pudding is ordered, then I'll ask thmaitre d'to bring another chair
and you can stay with Myra and me. | takgou'vefinished your meal,’
Silas demanded of Verity coldly.

'‘No. She hasn't... She hasn't et pudding,’ Honor told him indignantly,
adding, 'Besides, | domtant to be with you and Myra, you know she
doesn't like me...'

'Honor," Silas began warningly, twin bands of argeginning to burn high
on his cheek-bones, although, as Verity could ske, herself was more
alarmed by his fury than Honor.

'‘Look, what'sgoing on? When are we going to eat?'

All three of them looked up as Myra finally grewetil of waiting on the
sidelines and came to join battle,

'I'm sorry," Silas apologised, giving her a warmilsmBut Myra wasn't
looking at him. Instead, her eyes were flashingniveay signs in Verity's
direction, narrowing angrily as she studied Vesisuit.

'l was just explaining to Honor that she couldgimher meal with us," Silas
told Myra.

'What? But you're coming back with me so that | shaw you that video
I've got of my cousin’'s wedding ..." Myra protestddrting a fulminating
look at Honor.

'If | stay with you, can | have cappuccino to fmigith?' Honor asked Silas.

'Er..." Silas was looking uncertainly from his dhteg's face to his
girlfriend's. In any other circumstances and witty ather man, Verity
knew she would have felt quite sympathetic towdids As it was, tucking
down the corners of her mouth so that no one cse&dthe smile curling
there, she caught Honor's attention.

'Remember the Bible story of Solomon?' she askedittte girl sotto voce.



'‘Solomon?' Honor whispered back whilst Silas andravyemoved

themselves slightly from the table to engage intwbaked like a very

heated conversation. 'Oh, you mean the one wheréwtbh women both
claimed the baby and Solomon threatened to cottwo and let them have
half each?' Honor asked her.

‘That's the one,' Verity agreed dulcetly. Honomined and then suddenly
burst out laughing as she saw Verity glance owsatds Silas.

'Oh, but Dad isn't a baby,' she protested.

'No, but hds your father and sometimes loving someone meatisgehem
make their own decisions,' Verity told her gently.

'‘But she's not right for him,"” Honor protested, ahén shrugged her
shoulders. 'Okay.’

'Dad...'
‘Honor...'
Verity waited as they both started to speak and bwgh stopped.

'If you're sure you don't mind giving Honor supped keeping her with you
until I can collect her,’ Silas told Verity distnt

7 don't mind at all," Verity responded truthfulpgding as she smiled at
Honor, 'In fact, it will be a pleasure.’

'‘Goodie... There goes Myra's plan for showing mihda the tempting
prospect of getting married via her cousin's wegdiideo,’ Honor exulted
several minutes later as she and Verity exited réstaurant, Honor
clutching a huge double portion of rich ice credmattthe now-besotted
maitre d'had insisted on giving her complete with a bowicef to keep it
chilled until they got home.

'l shouldn't be too sure about that," Verity warhed 'Myra looks one very
determined lady to me...’



'‘Determined she might be, but Dad is catastroplhy-o#d-fashioned about
me going to bed early on school nights. There\waphe's going to be able
to go home with Myra tonight.'

Verity stopped walking and swung round to glanagedulously at Honor.
'Did you deliberately plan all of this?' she asked bluntly.

Honor's face assumed a hurt expression.

'Me... I'm ten years old," she reminded Verity.

"Yeah...but somehow you seem so much older,’ Vezggonded feelingly.

As they walked in amicable female companionshipatals Verity's parked
car, Honor allowed herself to relax.

Part one of her plan was working. What would Vesiy, she wondered, if
she told her that she had recognised her straighy @n the day of the
accident from a photograph of her she had fourtteinfather's desk? Her
father needed rescuing from Myra and it was higretiHonor had already
decided, that she had a mother—one of her own afglos

She looked sideways at Verity—why had she fibbemlitihot knowing her
father? She was tempted to ask but she decidegfit ime best not to rush
things so much...not yet. Honestly, grown-ups, tiveye so slow... But it
was just as she and her friend Catherine had adiérethis afternoon when
she had jubilantly told her all about Verity. Sommes grownups didn't
know where their own best interests lay, so it et as well that she,
Honor, was here to show them.

What she needed to do now was to keep her fatllelMgra apart, but if her
plans worked out as she knew they would that simiulgrove too
difficult— Catherine had her instructions!

Verity gave her a surprised look as Honor suddsinqyped a small, slightly
grubby hand into her own and beamed a huge smi& bpr.



'It's no good trying to get round me like that,'ridewarned her severely,
adding untruthfully, 'and, besides, | can't makepcecino...'

'‘No, but | bet Myra can," Honor told her. 'She weally frothing at the
mouth, wasn't she?' she observed dispassionately.

'Honor..." Verity warned, and then spoiled it bgldenly giving way to an
uncontrollable fit of the giggles.

'Verity...just a moment, please...

Verity's body tensed in shock as she heard Silimgaut curtly from
behind her. She had already unlocked the car fooH get inside it and
now, as she too saw her father, Honor opened the do

Silas shook his head and told her crisply, "Yoy sthere you are, please,
Honor. | want to have a few words with Verity..grivate!'

Verity wasn't sure which of them looked the moreyaaherself or Honor.
What shevassure of, though, was that she could feel hertkimng a very
definite shade of mollified pink as Honor, afteledook at her father's stern
'l mean business' expression, quietly closed tissgrager door of Verity's
car.

Equally reprehensibly feebly, Verity discovered ttlshe herself was
moving several yards away from her car, mirroring way that Silas was
moving out of Honor's potential earshot. Just t&ensure that Silas knew
and understood that, unlike his daughé@ewas not someone he could talk
down to or tell what to do, before he could telt ihatever it was that had
brought him hotfoot out of the restaurant and afway Myra's side, Verity
demanded coldly, 'Please be quick, Silas, | stMldn't eaten my pudding.’

'Ice cream?' His mouth took on a mocking twist.I'Aamember it you were
always more of a cheese and biscuits woman and—'

Immediately Verity's eyes flashed. How dared heimerher of the intimacy
they had once shared; of everything they had oeea b one another, now
when he...?



'Is that why you came running after us—to remind me bechuageed for
ice cream over cheese and bisculisftastes have changed, Silas...just like
yours..."

But sharp though her words were, for some unacedlmtreason, as she
said them, Verity discovered that she was lookibhghia mouth and
remembering...

A shudder of self-contempt shook her as she acledyed justvhatshe
was remembering, her eyes darkening as she did so.

Did Silas remember that ice cream they had sharddng ago, and, if he

did, did he remember too the way he had teasetyheffering her the last

mouthful of it and then, when she had taken itsikig her through the

icy-cold taste, his lips, his mouth, his tongue vstvet-hot and sensuous
against her lips, and then when the ice cream hatkdhis kiss becoming
sopassionate that had practically melteber?

Her face on fire, Verity made to take a step backnfhim, but to her
consternation Silas immediately reached out to be&ap his hand grasping
her upper arm in a grip she knew it would be imgmedor her to break.

'Verity," he began, his voice unexpectedly thick dnsky as though...

Quickly Verity cast a lash-veiled look at him. Slyrlis own colour was
slightly higher than it should have been?

Because he was angry? It certainly couldn't be usxcée was aroused,
could it?

Unexpectedly he gave his head a small shake, aghhivying to dispel
some unwanted thought, and when he spoke agaimoite was much
crisper.

'Honor is ten years old...a child... | don't waat betting hurt..." he began
warningly.



Immediately Verity took umbrage. How dared he ssgglkatshe might
hurt Honor?

'If you're implying that I might hurt her," sheddiim furiously, ‘then you're
wrong. In fact, if you believe that Honas being hurt | should look far
closer to home for the source if | were you.'

There was a moment's shocked pause before he dedhendisbelief, ‘Are
you trying to say that | might hurt her...?" «

Taking advantage of his momentary lapse in conagatr, Verity pulled
herself free of his grip and started to turn towgatte car.

'Verity, | haven't finished—' she heard him sayigously to her, but

Verity had had enough—more than enough if the wenyblody, her senses,
were still responding to the memory of that shaoedcream so long ago
was anything to go by.'Oh, but I think you havke sorrected him through
gritted teeth and then stopped abruptly, shockedigcover that for some
reason all his attention seemed to be focused ombeth. Instinctively she
raised protective fingers to her lips, *sher whabelyp starting to tremble.

'Verity..." she heard him saying roughly, but sheak her head, unable to
listen to whatever it was he wanted to say, whatéwther contemptuous
criticism he wanted to hurl at her unprotected tear

'‘Go away, Silas,’ she demanded shakily. 'Go batkyra...'

And without waiting to see his reaction she hurgedckly towards her car
and opened the door.

'What did Dad want?' Honor asked uncertainly séverautes later, once
Verity had negotiated their way out of the car park

'Er...he wanted to tell me that you weren't to hto@ much ice cream,’
Verity fibbed, making up the first excuse she cahidk of.

‘Not much chance of that. By the time we get backwill all be
melted...gone..." Honor told her in disgust.



Gone...like their love... Verity bit down hard oartbottom lip. Ice cream
and Silas' kisses. Funny how sharply painful theetast things could
sometimes become!



CHAPTER FIVE

'IT's gone ten o'clock,’ Verity told Honor worriedly.tHought your father
would have been here by now— you said he wouldatitwou to be out
late.'

'Mmm... | know."'

Honor seemed far less perturbed about her fatabsence than she was,
Verity noticed, which surprised her. She would h#weught that, given
Honor's obvious dislike of Myra, she would have dae at least a little
anxious about the fact that Silas was quite obWwolisgering with the
woman rather longer than Honor had originally irsted.

Perhaps Myra had prevailed on him to take her haftez all, and, once
there, no doubt she had insisted that he remaia foghtcap and of course,
whilst he was drinking it, she had no doubt putlevideo. 'Just so that he
could see a few minutes of it." And then, of coursevould be a small
step—averysmall step for her kind of woman—from that to tumgnidown
the lights and refilling Silas' glass, insistingtkhere was no need for him to
rush and that surely Honor could miss a morningctibol for once...

Verity could virtually hear the enticing personaj@ments she would purr
into his ear as she slipped onto the sofa besmeahd placed her hand on
his jacket, supposedly to remove a bit of non-existluff, before sliding it
up onto his shoulder and then caressing the bahlsafeck where his hair
curledthick and dark. Verity closed her eyes. Shddcremember so clearly
just how that felt—howshe had felt, how just the intimacy simply of
touching him like that had made her go weak atkihees, all melting,
yielding, wanting womanhood.

'Verity, are you all right?'
'What...? Er..." guiltily Verity opened her eyeser, yes...' she fibbed,

hot-cheeked, hurriedly getting up so that she caudid meeting the
innocence of Honor's eyes.



'Perhaps we should ring the restaurant,’ she begaiedly. 'I—'

'‘No... No... | don't think that would be a goodadedonor instantly denied.

'l mean, Dad was so angry, wasn't he? And...' Bgpite what she had said
Verity couldn't help noticing that Honor herselddkeep looking at the

silent telephone.

'Perhaps he's been delayed...a flat tyre or sontetikie that," she offered
comfortingly.

'How long is your hair?' Honor asked, moving tloeinversation away from
her father's late arrival.

‘Er...

‘Take it down now," Honor urged her, reaching autwweak some of the
constraining pins from Verity's hair before sheldmtop her.

Suspecting that the little girl was more disturbbg her father's
non-appearance than she wanted to admit, Veritg gav

'Oh, it's lovely," Honor told her in open and hdredmiration when all the
pins were finally removed and Verity had quicklylpd the small brush she
kept in her handbag through her soft curls.

'It's getting too long. | should really have it ¢Merity said ruefully.

'Oh, no, you mustn't,’ Honor told her, gently singkher fingers through it.
Verity felt her heart jerk and then almost stop.c@na long time ago, a
lifetime ago it seemed now, Silas had touched her hairlikestthat and

spoken similar words to her.

'‘No, don't ever have it cut,’ he had whisperedeo tlove it so much—I
love youso much.’

Instinctively she closed her eyes.



'What's the matter? You look awfully sad," Hondd taer.
There was a huge lump in Verity's throat.

'I—' she began, and then stopped as the phonerdlyadag. Honor reached
it first but, a little to Verity's surprise, she we for her to pick up the
receiver.

‘Verity?'
There was no mistaking the crisp tones of Silagezo
'Yes. Yes, Silas...'

'Look, | can't talk now. There's been an emergelrtyat the garden centre.
The police called me out. Someone reported sertngders trying to break
in. So far we haven't found any signs of anyoneatbooks as though | could
be tied up here for some time. Honor..."

'Honor's fine with me, unless you want me to tadetb her friend's," Verity
assured him as calmly as she could. Why was het heating so frantically
fast, her pulse racing, her mouth dry, her wholéyb®acting to the sound
of his voice as if...as though...?

‘No. It's probably best if she stays with you. htldknow what time I'm
going to be through here...'

'Don't worry," Verity assured him. 'She'll be finere with me. Would you
like to speak with her?’

Without waiting for his response, she handed tlweiver over to Honor,
before walking over to the window and putting handts to her suddenly
hot face.

What onearth was the matter with her? She was reacting likes..&
woman in love... A deep shudder ran through hepolssible. No. No way.
Not again. Not a second time.



'‘Not a second time what?' Honor asked her curiously

Wide-eyed, Verity turned round and looked at héae Badn't heard Honor
replace the telephone receiver, never mind reatisgdshe had spoken out
loud.

'Er...nothing... Look, it could be some time befgoeir father gets here. If
you want to go to bed...'

'‘No. Well, yes, perhaps that might be a good idéanor allowed. 'l haven't
got anything to wear, though,' she reminded Verity.

‘That's okay, you can sleep in your undies forgbpi Verity told her
practically.

'l don't very much like the dark," Honor said asythvalked upstairs. "Will
you...will you stay with me until | go to sleep?’

Once again Verity was reminded of the fact that ¢tomas only a very
young girl—a motherless young girl—and Verity héfré@mew what that
meant and all about the private desperate teagsl anto one's pillow at
night. Tears for the love and want of a mothertasara mother's care.
Honor had her pride, Verity could see, but sheatsak as well that she also
had her vulnerability, her need to be reassuradnéed to be mothered.

'Yes, of course | will,;" Verity agreed warmly, gig her hand a small
squeeze.

'I'm not very keen on the dark myself,’ she added.

In the end it was another hour before Honor waallfinn bed—Verity's
bed, since it was the only one that was made upsamzk Honor had
announced that she liked Verity's room best ofBdicause it smells of you,'
she had so engagingly told Verity.



Who could resist that kind of persuasion? And ti@ second time, Verity
had been all too intimately reminded of hearing étnfather make just
such a similar comment, although in a vastly défgrcontext—a context
far too intimate and personal avenallow herself to think about in the
presence of anyone else, never mind Silas' younghder.

'Why not? Why don't you want me to?' he had aslexdtickly when she
had tried to push him away the first time he haul s head towards the
most intimate part of her body.

'‘Because...because..." Awkwardly she had strugglegkplain how both
shocked and excited she had felt at the thouglteofg caressed so, sp
personally by him, of having his lips, his moutigskthe most delicate and
sensitive part of her body.

'It just doesn't seem right,’ she had told him spakthe end. 'l mean, it's...'
Pleadingly she had lifted her gaze to his. 'Sil@an't...it's..."

'It's just another way of showing you how muchvdogou,’ Silas had told
her gently. 'If you don't want me to then | wohlif | want to enjoy the scent
and taste of you—the real you—so much, Verity. bnwhat you're
thinking...how you're feeling...but | promise ydat it will be all right.'

'It seems so... It makes me feel so...so nervodsfaid and so...excited at
the same time," she had confessed. 'All sort afisyuand...and...'

'It makes me feel the same,' Silas had told her dieep voice. 'Only even
more so. Will you let me, Verity? | promise I'llogtif you want me to. It's
just..." He had paused and looked deep into hex, eyaking her heart thump
against her chest wall in great shuddering thuds.

'l want to make you mine in every way there iskliow you so completely;
to love you so completely.'

And when eventually he had lain her tenderly onlibéé and bent his head
over her body, when she had felt his tongue tiglgermming the very

centre of her sexual being, Verity hadn't wanted tu stop at all, not at all,
not ever, as she had cried out frantically to hinewthe racking paroxysms



of pleasure had seized hold of her, caught herngbdsslodged from her
mind any thought she might ever have had aboutvaoting the pleasure
that Silas had been giving her, the intimacy...

'Verity...'
With a start Verity dragged her mind and her thasidiack to the present.

'It's a very big bed, isn't it?' Honor told herismall voice. ‘Do you always
sleep in a big bed like this?"

'M...mostly," Verity confirmed.

'It must feel very lonely. Haven't you ever wantedget married, have
children?' Honor asked her.

'It's after eleven o'clock," Verity warned her, esittpping the question,
knowing that the only honest answer she could geewas no answer to
give the ten-year-old daughter of the man whose slile had hoped to be.

'Stay with me," Honor whispered again, a small harekping out from
beneath the bedclothes to hold onto Verity's.

Watching her ten minutes later as she lay nex¢tpVerity felt a tug of love
on her heartstrings so strong that Honor's smailt hmight actually have
been physically wrapped around them.

'Stop it,' she warned herself sternly. 'Don't yatedstart daydreaming along
those lines... Don't you dare!

Very gingerly Verity eased her arm from beneath éttansleeping body. It
ached slightly and had started to go a little nuBisconcertingly, though,
she discovered as she slid carefully off the bée, actually missed the
warm young weight of Honor's body.



The knowledge that she would probably never mangy lzave children of
her own had been something she had pushed to tthedbadher mind in
recent years. A child or children that she wouldeéh@® bring up on her own
had never been an option for her—her own childhbad given her
extremely strong views about a child's need togeelre and, to Verity, the
kind of securityshehad craved so desperately as a child had comeatlly
wrapped up with two parents.

In the early years after her breakup with Silasdshad virtually only to see
a young couple out with a small child to feel petavith misery and envy.

Another woman, a different woman, might, on leagrtimat the man she had
loved, the man who had promised always to love e, married someone
else, have hardened her heart against her own @matind made herself
find someone else, built a new life for herselfhwét new man in it, but
Verity had never been able to do that. For onagtthe business had meant
that she simply hadn't had the time to form nevatr@hships and for
another... For another, for a long time she hadstehurt and betrayed, so
convinced that Silas was the only man she could leve, that she simply
hadn't tried.

But there had still been that sense of loss, timallssharp ache of envy for
other young women who'd had what she hadn't: a tmdave and their
child.

But now she felt she was far too mature to giviauch feelings.

'What rubbish," Charlotte had told her forthrightgcently when she had
brought up the matter and Verity had said as madtet.

'For one thing you are not even in your late tegtiand for another, women
in their early forties are giving birth to theirdt child nowadays. Neither

can you start telling me that you can't spareithe aind that the business is
too demanding—you dortiavethe business any more.'

'l don't have a partner either,’ Verity had feltbd to point out.



‘That could easily be remedied," Charlotte had tadd firmly, 'and you
know it!'

'Perhaps I'm simply not the maternal type.' Veniyg shrugged, anxious to
change the subject.

'‘Come off it," Charlotte had scoffed. "You know i adore you.'

And she loved them, Verity acknowledged now astgiteed towards the
bedroom door, but something about Honor had toutteeceart and her
emotions had really shaken her.

Because she was Silas' child?

If anything, surely that should make her resentdislike her and not...? It
was certainly plain that Myra did not feel in tleast bit maternal towards
her intended future stepdaughter. Was it Honordlieske didn't like, or did

she perhaps simply resent the fact that she waphysical evidence that
Silas had loved another woman? Myra certainly hagtnick her as the
emotionally insecure type.

As Verity opened the bedroom door, Honor moved & kleep and
muttered something. Holding her breath, Verity e@itintil she was sure
she had settled down again and, leaving the bedimon open and the
landing light on, she went quickly downstairs.

It was gone twelve. How much longer would Silas be?

Her discarded suit jacket was lying on the chaierehshe had left it.
Automatically she picked it up and folded it neattynoothing the soft
fabric. Her uncle would have thoroughly disapproveid her buying
something so impractical in white and in a delibatexurious fabric.
Clothes to him had simply been a necessary préityiceerity could still
remember how surprised and thrilled she had beemwhe and Silas had
been walking through town one day and he had stbpy@e outside a
boutique window and, indicating the dress insidéd her tenderly, 'That
would suit you..."



The dress in question had been a silky halter- egbeifair, backless, the
fabric scattered with pretty feminine flowers, ahtlad also been a world
away from the type of clothes she had normally wetardy jeans, neatly
pleated skirts, dully sensible clothes bought urtier stern eye of her
uncle's sixty-year-old Scottish housekeeper.

'Oh, Silas, it's lovely," she had breathed, 'Bsifar too...too pretty for me...'

'‘Nothingcould ever beoo pretty for you,' Silas had returned softly, adding
huskily, 'Not pretty enough, maybe...'

'Oh, Silas..." she had whispered, blushing.

'Oh, Verity," he had teased her back but, latetheaweek, when he had
arrived with a present for her that had turnedtoute the dress, the look in
his eyes when he had persuaded her to modelhifohad made her blush
for a very, very different reason.

She had protested, of course, that he shouldrét banrght her something so
personal nor so expensive.

'Why not?' he had countered. 'You're the womarvé,ldhe woman I'm
going to marry.'

She had been so young and naive then, assumindetthtaccepted that
even as Silas' wife she'd owe it to her uncle taslbe wished and take her
place in his business. She had known too, of coting¢ Silas hadn't been
happy about the silent but ostrichlike way she t@avinced herself that it
would all work out and had pushed it to the backef mind. Silas would
surely come to respect her point of view. They wgoaing and in
love—how could anything so mundane as duty comedest them? She
had been too dazed with love and happiness to ghasSilas might still
see her role as his future wife in a far differegitt from that in which she
did herself.

Through the sitting-room window Verity saw the higgltts of a car coming
up the drive. Silas! It had to be.



She opened the front door to him, putting her firigdner lips as she warned
him, 'Honor's asleep.’

He looked tired, she recognised, deep lines eteltadr side of his mouth
and tension very evident in the way he moved afll@ved her into the
house. For some inexplicable reason these inditatbthe fact that he was
no longer a carefree young man in his twentieseg®ed rather than
detracted from his masculinity, Verity realisedy heartbeat quickening as
the adrenalin kicked into her system and sent @esof dangerous emotion
racing through her veins.

'Was everything all right at the garden centre@'agked him shakily as he
followed her into the kitchen.

Best not to look at him. Not yet. Not until she heatself fully and properly
under control. Not that that shuddery, all-too-fi@nisensation within her
bodymeantanything, of course, it was just...just... Wellesertainly didn't
want him looking at her face and recognising amghhat might possibly
be familiar to him.

'Well, there were no signs of anyone having brakérsilas told her tiredly.

'l checked and then double- checked the placelandlarm and everything
seemed okay, but the police say that they hadiaitietip-off that the place
was being broken into and it always leaves you ywog: You know the sort
of thing—create a false alarm and then when allftise has died down...
We've got a hell of a lot of valuable young plahire at the moment, plus a
delivery of antique garden statues which I've asglfor one of my clients.
It's insured but..." He changed the subject. "Thdok looking after Honor
for me.' He stopped and grimaced as his obviouslgtg stomach gave a
protesting growl.

"You're hungry.' Verity looked at him. 'Would yakd something to eat...?'

He started to shake his head and then stopped asomach gave another,
louder, protest.

"It isn't anything much,' Verity warned him withouéiting for him to make
any refusal. 'Just some pate and French bread...’



Behind her as she busied herself at the fridgeityweould hear him groan.

‘That sounds marvellous,' he told her, admittihg, famished and | missed
out on lunch altogether today.'

'‘But youhaddinner," Verity began as she removed the patesanc salad,
‘and you always used to enjoy lItalian.’'

'So did you... Remember when | flew out to New Ytwlsee you and you
took me all around the Italian restaurants yousgaliered...?'

Verity looked at him.
'Yes,' she agreed huskily. 'Yes, 1 do.'

It had been a brief, a far too brief, visit—a chdlgght he had managed to
get, involving only a two- night stay, his visitsarprise to her on her
birthday.

She had cried with joy when he'd arrived and st dreed again—wept
with misery when he had left, but those tears reehinothing to the ones
she had cried the day she had read of his mantag@meone else.

'‘Unfortunately Myra isn't as keen on lItalian fo&llaam and after... Well,
we left the restaurant shortly after you—the caline through from the
police on my mobile before we could order."

'Itisn't much,’ Verity told him again as she ph plate of pate and salad she
had just prepared onto the table in front of hind #men went to cut the
bread.

'‘Not much! It'swonderful,manna from heaven,' Silas told her fervently.

'‘Cappuccino?' Verity asked him quizzically as shaded him the bread
basket.



It had always been a bit of a joke between therhtieehad loved the rich
chocolate-sprinkled coffee so much. She didn't neegiess where Honor
had gother sweet tooth from.

'Mmm...this pate's good. Did you buy it locally#taS asked her.

Shaking her head, Verity turned away from him. Dteswhat Honor had
assumed, she was, in fact, a very good self-tacmik.

‘Actually, I made it myself,’ she told him truthifyland she could see what
he was thinking from the way he looked from hig@t® her expensive and
impractical white trousers.

'Not wearing this,' she told him slightly tartly.

He had almost finished eating and had startedoterfragain. 'I'd better go
up and get Honor,' he told her. 'I'm sorry you Botded with her this
evening... It's one of the trials of being a singgeent that...'

'Yes. It must have been hard for you, losing yotfie W erity forced herself
to acknowledge.

'Nowhere near as hard as it was for her to loséfeenor Honor to lose her
mother," he countered harshly, before adding eggaiinly, as he glanced
at her unhanded wedding finger. 'Obviously, yougeer married.’

'No," Verity agreed coolly. 'The business—' sheapedput Silas wouldn't
allow her to finish.

He interrupted her with a harsh, 'Don't tell mknow.. .remember?"

He started to get up as Verity reached to remowe pate, her hair
accidentally falling forward and brushing his fasethey both moved at the
same time.

Immediately Verity tensed, lifting her hand to pum&r hair off her face, but
Silas, on his feet by this time, got there firdteTsensation of his fingers in
her hair was so familiar, so intimate, that shéimetively closed her eyes.



'Verity..." she heard Silas groan, and then thd marute she was in his
arms and he was kissing her with a fierce, hungngry, passion that
brought her defences crashing down so that immagiand helplessly she
was responding to him, the years rolling back sb she was a girl again, so
that they were a couple,pair again, so that there was nowhere that it was
more natural for her to be than here in his amathing that was more
natural for her tdeelthan what she was feeling right now, nothing iswa
more natural for her twantthan what she was wanting right now.

Beneath his mouth and hands her body threw ofsttaekles she had so
sternly imposed on it—he was hers again and shéisaslers to reach out
and touch, as she was doing right now, slippingdfimngertips into the gap
she had miraculously found between the buttonsisrsimrt, feeling the
solid, familiar heat of his skin. Without realisimghat she was doing, she
unfastened one of the shirt buttons that was ptengeher from touching
him as she wanted to do.

Beneath his mouth she made a small, contented solutgumph and
pleasure at being able to spread her hands fubly ok chest with nothing
in the way to bar her sensual exploration of hisedaskin.

He felt so good, so Silas, so wonderfully familide even tasted just as she
had remembered. Automatically Verity pressed clésdrim, shuddering
deliciously as she felt his hands slide down hexklta cup her bottom,
lifting her even deeper into his body.

She could feel the urgency, the hunger, the nedtieiway he touched her,
running his hands over all her body as he continteediss her with
increasing passion.

The kitchen was full of the sound of their heigl@@reathing, the electric
crackle of hands against cloth, the silky whisgfeskan against skin.

'It's been so long,' Verity whispered emotionalgivieen their kisses. 'I've
wanted...'

I've wanted you so much, she was just about to al,suddenly she
stiffened. From upstairs Verity heard the bathradmor open. Silas must



have heard it too because he immediately releasedaying tautly, 'This
shouldn't be happening. Blame it on the frustratibthe evening...'

The frustration? Verity's hands were shaking sohmalne had to hold them
out of sight behind her back as she came back dowearth with a
sickening jolt.

What was Silasayingto her? That it wabis sexual frustration at having to
leave Myra which had caused him to kiss her?

For a moment she thought she was actually goirgetsick. A pain, like
red-hot twisting knives, was shredding her emotiddigas hadn't been
thinking abouther at all. All that passion, all that need, all thatntingshe
had felt in him, hadhotbeen for her at all and she, like a complete jdhiat
virtually been on the point of telling him, revedito him...

Turning away from him so that he couldn't see heefshe told him quietly,
'Honor's obviously awake.'

'I'll go up and get her," Silas announced curiliganks for looking after her
for me.'

'l didn't do it foryou," Verity told him fiercely. 'l did it fother.'

She still couldn't risk turning round. She dargn'$t in-case... Just in case
what? Just in case Silas guessed what she hadthie&mg...feeling...
wanting...? His pity was something she couldn'trbels scorn and his
rejection would be hard enough to stomach—almosthasl as the
knowledge that for the second time he was rejedtergn favour of another
woman, letting heknowthat he simply didn't want her—but if she should
look at him now and see pity in his eyes...

Quickly she headed for the kitchen door.
'I'll show you which room Honor's in," she told himithout looking at him.

Honor was back in bed when Verity pushed open guzdom door. When
she saw her father she smiled winningly at him.



'‘Can | stay here with Verity tonight?' she asked.

'‘No, you can't,’ Silas denied sharply, softenirggd@nial by explaining, 'I'm
sure Verity's far too busy...'

"You're not, are you, Verity?' Honor appealed.
Verity hesitated. What could she say?

'Perhaps another time,' she offered as Silas gathgr Honor's clothes and
stood waiting determinedly with them.

The house felt empty once they had gone.

Oh, but how could she have been so stupid as toeact like that just
because...? No wonder Silas had felt it necessanake it clear to her that
there had been nothing personal in that kiss heyivath her. She could feel
her face starting to burn with humiliation and pais she began to tidy up
the kitchen, a small item on the floor caught har. &rowning, she bent to
pick it up. It was a button—a man's shirt buttoer iface burned even more
hotly. She must haveppedit off when she had... Quickly she swallowed.
She had never been driven by her sexuality andwhen she and Silas had
been lovers she had always been the more passireepaShe could
certainly never remember having virtually rippec tbhirt off his back
before. Angrily she put her hands to her hot fat¢e last thing she needed
was for Silas to start thinking that she was hgdnme kind of torch for
him...that she stilvantedhim, that she was stupid enough to still be hgrtin
over the way he had treated her.

From now on, when they metif+they met—she was going to have to make
it very clear to him that tonight's kiss was sonmahas little wanted or
relished by her as it had been by him!



CHAPTER SIX
'Dad.’

'Mmm..." Silas glanced down at his daughter's lasashe sat next to him in
the car.

'When Verity lived here before, were you friends?'

'What makes you ask that?' Silas questioned heplgha
‘Nothing.' Honor smiled, looking up at him. 'Wellere you?'
'No." Silas told her curtly.

‘Yes. That's what she said.'

Silas frowned.

'She's very pretty, though, isn't she?' Honor ool sunnily. 'Riccardo
certainly thought so.'

'Very,'" Silas agreed through gritted teeth. As aingp girl Verity has
possessed a natural, wholesome, sweet prettingtsasa woman she had
matured into someone whose subtle sensuality...

His favourite plants were always those that toditie bit of knowing;

whose attractions were not necessarily flashingdiple at first glance. He
had never liked anything overblown nor obvious afedity... Just now,
kissing her, he had been overwhelmed by the urgehé® memory of a
certain night they had spent together in the heaepsmall New York flat
when, during their lovemaking, she had wrappeddgs around him and...

Tonight, watching the way she had moved in th&lysivhite suit she had
been wearing, remembering just how lovely and dgsaky and feminine
her legs were...



'l really like her and she's going to by friend," Honor informed him. 'Can
| invite her round for tea tomorrow?’

'What? No, you can't. You've got school in the mmayrand homework.'
‘No, | haven't. We're having a leave day—I told Yast week.'
'What?' Silas looked at her and groaned.

'Honor, why on earth didn't you remind me of thatlier?' he demanded.
''ve got a site meeting in the morning that | tant off.’

"You should have left me at Verity's," Honor toldnhpractically. "You'll
have to ring her and ask her if she can look aftetomorrow.'

'What? No way. What about Catherine?’

'No." Honor shook her head firmly. 'She's got hamtaand uncle staying,
remember?'

Silas groaned again.

When Honor had been a baby he had employed a simces full-time
live-in nannies to take care of her when he wabealte, also taking her into
work with him when he could, but the situation wasre complicated now
that Honor was growing up. For one thing she wasemely independent
and diabolically good at getting her own way sd fimaling the right kind of
person—someone firm enough for her to respect ahgigung enough not
to be too restrictive with her—was proving increagy difficult. Anna
helped out when he could spare her from the gacdatre, but they were
too busy just now for her to be away from the czatt day.

His last housekeeper had left after Silas had niagin that she was
employed to take care of Honor's needs and naivians and since then he
had been relying increasingly on a patchwork offlaapard arrangements,
getting by on a wing and a prayer and the gooaesfof kind friends.



If he hadn't hit such a busy patch with the businee would have had time
to advertise and sort something more permanenbatigs it was...

'l expect Myra was really cross when you had tede® go to the garden
centre," Honor commented.

Silas gave her a wry look.
‘Just a little," he agreed.

The truth was that Myra had been furious. She watsanparticularly
maternal woman. In fact, her own two sons from rharriage lived with
their father and his new partner. Silas knew pésfeeell that becoming his
wife was Myra's goal but being Honor's doting stefimr was the last thing
the woman wanted.

She was a woman who, as she had told him quitdygerd a very high sex

drive—so far, despite all the encouragement sheghazh him, Silas had

kept their relationship on a purely platonic fogtifPerhaps he was out of
step with modern times, but sex for sex's sake swasething that didn't

appeal to him. It never had, which was why...

Silas looked down again at his daughter's dark .h&adcalways when he
thought of Honor's mother he was filled with a mpet of guilt and regret.

Neither of them had ever imagined when Sarah hateed Honor that
giving birth to her would result in Sarah losing lb&vn life. If they had...

It had been Sarah herself who had suggested thgtdhmould have the
pregnancy terminated—neither of them, after alj baen thinking of a
baby when Honor had been conceived—nbut Silas heslipéed her not to
go ahead with it.

'l can't afford to bring up a baby,' she had taid frantically.

'l can,' Silas had replied.



A week later they had been married and just oveersenonths after that
Honor had been born.

Forty-eight hours after giving birth Sarah had bdead despite everything
that the doctors had done to try and save her.ihgptiad been able to stop
the massive haemorrhaging which had ended heatit in the end, the
doctors had told Silas that there was simply ngthihey could do, that no
amount of blood transfusions were going to helpt trer body was too far
in shock for them to be able to risk any kind ofeegency surgery.

She had died without ever seeing Honor.

It hadn't been easy in those early years beindlytotasponsible for a
motherless girl child. His own parents had beemestand living abroad,
and he had been determined that since he was ldamdy parent he-was
going to be as involved in her life and as mucéréhfor her as he possibly
could be, and so he had learned to change napjphesvflinching, to bring
up wind and to correctly interpret what all thosigedent baby cries meant.
But then, almost as soon as he had mastered thogdexities, Honor had
found new ways to tax his parenting skills—wad &tiding new ways to
tax them, he admitted ten minutes later as he adhear upstairs to her own
bedroom, newly decorated last year for her birthégayce she had
announced that the 'Barbie’ colour scheme and d#whad insisted on
having for her sixth birthday was now totally paasd far too babyish for a
girl of her new maturity.

In its place her room was now resplendent with yhérg necessary for a
devout and ardent fan of the latest popular 'gifd.

'l really like Verity," Honor told him drowsily alse was tucking her up. 'l
wish...'

'‘Go to sleep,’ Silas said.

He had reached the doorway and was just aboutitohsaff the light when
she called out, 'Da-ad.’

'Yes.' Silas waited.



Honor sat bolt upright in her bed and eyed himosesly. "You do know,
don't you, that I'm getting to an age where | needave a woman to talk
to?'

Silas wasn't deceived. Honor, as he well knew, @ouh rings around a
woman four times her age— could and, exasperatinglhy often did.

"You know what | mean," Honor stressed. 'There thmnegs | need to
know...girl-type things...'

Silas gave her a sceptical look. He and Honor hadys had a very open
and honest relationship, no subject was taboo letviieem, and he had
assumed that when the time came the subject of t$ofoirgeoning
womanhood and sexuality would be one they wouldecefh together.
Honor, or so she was implying, had other ideas.

'Go to sleep,’ he advised his daughter thoughthsipre switching off the
light and going downstairs.

He only wished he could go to bed himself, but aé fome paperwork to
do. The landscaping business, which he had builfraqm nothing, had
thrived— two years running he had won critical agcul from the judges at
the Chelsea Flower Show and he was now fully boakedvith design
commissions for the next eighteen months.

Add to that the garden centre side of his busiaadst was no wonder that,
increasingly, he was finding it difficult to jugg#dl the various demands on
his time.

It had hurt him more than he liked to think abotgrenow when Verity had
made it plain that taking over from her uncle ia husiness meant more to
her than being with him—hadulrt him and had damn nedestroyechim. It
wasn't that he was arrogant enough to think thatoman, his woman,
should not want to have a career or run her ovenilifwas just... It was just
that he had assumed that their relationship, the&, had meant as much to
her as it had to him and that...

Plainly, though, he had been wrong.



'‘Give me time,' she had begged him, and becaubah®ved her so much
he had.

'l have to go to New York," she had told him. 'Blitoe back... It won't be
for ever and there'll be holidays.' But too manynthe had come and gone
without her coming back and in the end he had tieewne to go to her. A
meagre forty-eight hours was all they had had togret-all he'd been able
to afford to pay for and he had only managed tkatbse he had picked up
the short break as a special tour operator's bargai

'Don’t make me wait too long," he had begged her.
'Please understand,' she had asked him.

Finally, pushed to the limits of his pride and luge, he had given her an
ultimatum.

'‘Come home, we need to talk,' he had written tolngrshe had ignored his
letter—and when he had rung her apartment a stramgle voice had
answered the phone, claiming not to know wherensise

He hadn't rung again and then, four weeks latehdtemet Sarah, and the
rest, as they said, was history.

The local paper had carried several articles abeuty's uncle five years
ago when he had died—he had been, after all, plplihb town's most
successful and wealthy inhabitant—but Silas ha@nexpected that Verity
would come back.

If it hadn't been for that incident with Honor aheér roller blades, he
doubted that they would even have seen one andthdre wished to God
that they hadn't. Tonight had resurrected too mpawyful memories.
Grimly he switched his thoughts back to the present

He was going to have to find someone to take ciHonor tomorrow. But
who? He had used up all his credit with his nortbabysitters'. If worse
came to worst, he would have to take her to thdegacentre with him and
ask Anna to keep an eye on her.



He groaned. Sometimes she made him feel as oldedlsusklah, and at
others her maturity filled him with both awe angeghension.

Earlier this evening, walking into the restaurantl &eeing her there with
Verity, he had felt such a confusing and powerfiktore of emotions and
when they had both looked at him, identical womaekpressions of
hauteur and dismissal in their eyes, he had felth&d felt... Grimly he
pushed his hand into his hair. They certainly mad@midable team.

A team... Oh, no. No! No! No way. No way...

Silas looked enquiringly at Honor as she replabedé¢lephone receiver as
he walked into the kitchen.

She looked enviably fresh and alert in view of Hate it had been when she
had finally gone to bed last night.

'I've just checked with Verity,' she told Silashvé very grown-up air as she
poured herself some cereal, 'and she says it's fokaye to stay with her
today. I've arranged for her to come and collecttten o'clock.’

Silas opened his mouth and then closed it againgoidg to make himself
a cup of coffee, waited until he had poured thdifmpivater on the coffee
grains before trusting himself to speak.

‘Correct me if I'm wrong, Honor,' he began pledsatiiut | rather thought
that | was the adult in this household and thaswh | am the one who
makes the decisions.'

'l knew you probably wouldn't have time to drive meer to Verity's,'
Honor told him virtuously, ‘that's why | askbdrif she could coméereto
pick me up.'

'Honor!" Silas warned and then cursed under hiatbras the phone rang.



By the time he had dealt with the call, Honor haatima strategic retreat to
her bedroom.

The phone rang again as he snatched a quick guifs afow cold coffee.
Sooner rather than later he and Honor were goirave a serious talk—a
veryserious talk.

Honor waited until her father had gone out, leavireg in the temporary
care of their cleaning lady, before making her sdorall of the morning.

'It's me," she announced when she heard her f@atdderine pick up the
receiver. 'Guess what?'

'Is it working?' Catherine asked her excitedlyd'®our father...did they...?'

'‘Both of them are pretending that they've never lme&tre,’ Honor told her
friend. 'l haven't told them about finding that pigraph. | got Verity to
take me out for supper last night like we planned-tht same place where
Dad was taking Myra. You should have seen her face.

'What, Verity's? Did she look as though she siiied him? Did he—'

'‘No, not Verity," Honor interrupted her. 'l meant you should havense
Myra's face—she was furious.’

'l bet she wasn't too pleased later when your @adhgit phone call about
the garden centre being broken into either.' Catbagiggled.

'Mmm...that worked really well. Tell your cousifi pay him what | owe
him when | get more pocket money. | can't stay len phone too long.
Verity's coming round for me at ten. I'm spendihg tay with her. When
she gets here we're going to do some womanly bgrdin

'What's that?' Catherine asked her uncertainly.

'I'm not sure, | read about it in a magazine.nkht's when you sit round and
talk about babies and things," Honor told her gsand



'Oh. I'd rather talk about the boys," Catherin@nmfed her. 'Are you sure
that your dad's still in love with her?’

'Positive. Last night they were kissing,’ Honowomfhed her smugly.
'What? Did you see them?"

'No, but Dad had got lipstick on his mouth.’

'It could have been Myra's...'

'‘No. Myra wears red. This was pink...'

'But if they really love one another like you tatte, how come he married
your mother?’

'l don't know. | suppose they must have fallen dust think, if | hadn't
found that photograph I'd never have discovered &atVerity knew each
other before. | can't wait for them to get married.

'Will you be a bridesmaid?' Catherine asked hetfulig.

Tll be the bridesmaid," Honor responded firmly, unaware dbach of
wistfulness in her voice too.

‘They'll go away on one of those honeymoon thimgslaave you at home,’
Catherine warned her, retaliating for Honor's comirabout being ‘the'
bridesmaid and squashing her own hopes of waftiogindthe aisle
alongside her friend in a cloud of pink tulle. Digsll Honor's chivvying,
Catherine still retained regrettable fondnessHeirtshared Barbie days.

'My uncle left Charlie at home whdreremarried.’
‘No, they won't," Honor said adding, 'Verity wouldver let Dad leave me

behind. She's so exactly right.' She smiled hapjitpuld tell the moment |
met her.'



Catherine knew from experience when her friend'asdmvas on other
things.

''ve got a new video," she told her. 'We could avatt together on
Saturday...’

'‘Maybe,"' Honor hedged. 'l might not be very well...
‘Not very well? What do you mean?' Catherine deradnd

'Wait and see,” Honor responded mysteriously, keefmiding quickly,
'Verity's just driven up, I've got to go...'

'‘Daddy said to say thank you very much for lookdfiger me," Honor told
Verity in a serious tone when she had opened th ttoor to her. 'He said
he was very, very grateful to you and he couldntik of anyone he could
trust more to look after me."'

Verity blinked. To say she had been surprised teive a telephone call
from Honor asking if she could possibly spend thg with her because she
was off school and Silas had to go out was somgtbii@an understatement.
After what had happened between them last nighinghgd have thought
that shewas the last person Silas would want around higylter—and
around himself.

What kind of a fathewashe exactly, if he could so easily entrust his only
child to a woman he himself did not even pretendik®? she wondered
critically as Honor skipped off to collect her coat

Thoughtfully she waited for Honor to return.

"Your fatherdoesknow that you're spending the day with me, dodsX
she questioned her dryly.

Honor gave her an injured look.



'Of course he does. You can ring him on his mabyeu like...'

‘No. It's all right," Verity assured her, addind-patively, 'I'm not used to
looking after little...young women... What wouldwlke to do?"

'‘Could you take me shopping?' Honor asked herofftchave any nice
clothes,' she confided. 'Dad isn't very good atitogiyne the right kind of
things. She looked down at her jeans and tee ahdftttold Honor, 'l think
sometimes he forgets that I'm a girl.'

Honor couldn't have said anything more guaranteedtch her own heart,
Verity acknowledged. She too had suffered from hegsdy inaccurate
male assessment of what kind of clothes were daitaba young girl.

Even so...
"Your father..." she began uncertainly, but Hormrok her head.

'Dad won't mind,' she answered Verity excitedle'lHbe pleased. Heates
taking me shopping. In fact..." She paused and §@réy an assessing
look, wondering how far she should try her luck.tNoo far if that
unexpectedly shrewd question Verity had asked aeiee was anything to
go by. 'Well, hehas been saying that he would have to try and find
someone—a woman—to take me out shopping." Hon@dyagz pleadingly

at Verity.

'Wouldn't Myra...?' Verity began cautiously.
But Honor immediately shook her head and pulledca before informing
Verity tremulously, 'Myra doesn't like me... | tkishe...if she ever married

my father, she would try to send me away...'

The horrified look Verity gave her reassured Hotowerything was going
to work out. Verity was going to make therfectmother for her.

Prior to receiving Honor's telephone call Veritydhaanned to spend the
day working, and a couple of hours after she haklgoi Honor up she was



beginning to wonder if working might not have prdvi® be the easier
option.

They were in the pre-teen department of a well-wkma@hain of clothes
shops, Verity waiting outside the cubicle area sthilonor tried on the
clothes she had chosen.

'‘And | thought havingeenagersvas bad,' another woman standing next to
Verity groaned. 'My youngest...' she nodded indimection of one of the
changing rooms '...isn't speaking to her fatheabse he refused to allow
her to have her navel pierced. She's eleven negkw®o far, the only
clothes she's said she'll wear are the ones th&ther will have forty fits if

he sees her in, and I've got to admit he does &gaent. Of course, we all
know that fathers don't like to see their littlelggrowing up, but—'

'Verity, what do you think?' Honor demanded, sudiglemerging from the

changing cubicle dressed in a tiny cut-off top tblaing lovingly to her

mercifully still flat chest and a pair of stretclydra leggings in a mixture of
colours that made Verity's eyeballs ache.

'It's... I don't think your father will like it vgrmuch,' Verity began.

But she was out-manoeuvred as Honor informed hemilst) 'No, | don't
suppose he will, but you'll soon be able to talk hound.’

Shecould talk him round? Verity opened her mouth tresh closed it again.

'Honor..." she began, but Honor was already disappgin the direction of
the changing cubicle.

It was another three hours before Honor pronourtdelf reasonably
satisfied with her purchases, declaring that she huagry and suggesting
that they made their way to the nearest McDonald's.

They were settled at a table when Honor asked whget most searching
guestion yet. 'Have you ever been in love?'

Verity put down her cup of coffee.



'Once,' she admitted quietly, after a few long sdsochad passed. ‘A good
many years ago.'

'What happened?’ Honor asked her curiously.

Verity focused on her. What on earth was dbmg? This wasn't a suitable
topic of conversation to have with a ten-year-attleyen when the girl was
the daughter of the man she had loved—especialgnwhat ten-year-old
was the daughter of the man she had loved, shesated herself
quickly—and vyet, to her consternation, she stillarde herself saying
huskily, 'He...He married someone else!’

'Perhaps he married someone else bedaeg®ughtyou'dstopped loving
him," Honor told her quickly. 'Perhaps he reallyl #dves you,' she said
eagerly.

Verity started to frown. It was quite definitelyrte to change the subject.

'It's half past four," she told Honor. "What timeé gou say your father would
be back?'

Silas' meeting had ended a little earlier thandwkdnticipated, and since he
needed petrol he headed for the large out-of-towpesnarket where he
normally did his grocery shopping.

Catherine's mother was heading for the checkout witull trolley-load
when he walked in. Smiling at him, she asked, Y@idr aunt enjoy seeing
Honor? Catherine was disappointed that she coudthytwith us after all.'

Silas frowned.

'I'm sorry?' he began and then checked. What gxaeis going on? Honor
had toldhim that she couldn't stay at Catherine's becausdriead had
family visiting, but from what Catherine's mothexdhjust said she seemed
to be under the impression that it wdsenor who had had the family
commitment.



'Oh, and thanks for the invitation to dinner nexiek, we'd love to come.'

The invitation to dinner...? Next week? Silas ogehes mouth and then
closed it again. His daughter, he decided grimlgsgoing to have some
serious explaining to do.

It was five o'clock when Verity finally pulled int&ilas' drive, empty
thankfully of his car, but she knew she couldnttage until he returned
home to care for his daughter. Besides, Honor waseeling very swell.

'My stomach hurts," she told Verity.
'I'm not surprised. Yodid have two milk shakes," Verity reminded her.

'It's not that kind of pain,’ Honor came back qiycKt's the kind you get
when you feel sad and...and lonely.'

Once they were inside the house, though, Honor endgdemembered
something she had to do outside.

'"You stay here,' she told Verity, pushing openkitehen door. 'l won't be
long.'

The kitchen was generously proportioned and comlidet In the adjoining
laundry room Verity could see a basket perchedprof the tumble-dryer,
a pile of clean laundry next to it as though soneeload pulled it from the
machine and not had time to fold it.

Automatically she walked through and started to @im@ut the crumpled
garments. Honor's underwear and school clothes.and.

Her fingers tensed as she picked up a pair oinsalé briefs, white and well
styled. Her hands were trembling so much she alrdospped them.

Quickly she put them down as though they had sdatée. She could hear
Honor coming back.



'l bought Dad those for Christmas,’ she told Vemigking up the briefs.

'I'm learning to cook at school. You should havendr parties and invite
people round.’

Verity looked at her.

'Dinner parties?' she questioned warily.

'Mmm... Catherine's mother has them all the timesd @as saying last week
how embarrasseukefelt because., he wants to invite them round batde
doesn't have anyone to help him. | mean, he's mally with the food, but
it's the other things, isn't it?* Honor asked hamnestly. "The flowers and
the...the placements. Myra says that those areirgrgrtant.’

The placements. Verity bit her inner lip to keep m@uth straight. It would
never do to laugh and hurt Honor's feelings. Tist time she had heard
someone referring to the importance of their plaeetisihad been at a stuffy
Washington diplomatic dinner.

'Er...yes,' she agreed. 'Well, I'm sure that Myoaild be only too pleased to
act as hostess for your father.'

'She can't,’ Honor told her quickly, 'It's... Cathe's mother doesn't like
her... Perhaps you could do it?' Honor suggested.

Verity's eyes widened.
‘Me? But..."
'l don't know how well you can cook, but | couldme

Verity automatically continued to fold the laundiyow she stopped and
turned to Honor.

'Honor," she began gently, 'l don't think—"



'Dad's back, | just heard the car,’ Honor inteedpter, adding quickly,
'Don't say anything to him about the dinner partye doesn't like people
thinking that he can't do things.’

Outside the kitchen door Silas hesitated. Jussitite of Verity's BMW had
raised his heartbeat. What the hell was the matitr him? Hadn't he
learned his lesson thirst time around? Eleven years ago Verity had
rejected him in favour of her uncle's businesstanaias a fool if he allowed
himself to forget that fact.

Even so, the sight that met his eyes when he yipalthed open the kitchen
door was one that made him check and curl his lraioda hard warning
fist. Verity and Honor were standing in the laundigom deep in
conversation, Honor holding the end of the sheat Yrerity was busily
folding.

'Dad always says that it's a waste of time to ith@am because no one but us
ever sees them.’

No one! Verity's heart gave a quick thud. Did timgian that Myra and he...?
Or was it simply that he discreetly chose not tarsta bed with his lover in
the same house where his daughter slept?

'‘Dad!" Honor cried, releasing the sheet as shehsaviather and bounding
across the kitchen to hug him with such very euvidi@re that Verity's heart
gave another and even more painful lurch.

It was so obvious, watching the two of them togethet just that Honor
was Silas' daughter but also how much they loveslasother. There was
nothing false or artificial about the way Silaschkls daughter.

‘Thank you for helping out,’ he told Verity formalll—'

'Dad, Verity took me shopping. Just wait until ygee what we bought. |
told her you'd pay her," Honor hurried on, 'but stiléwouldn't let me have

some of the things | wanted. There was this topthede leggings..." She
began enthusiastically explaining the eye-poppimgemble to Silas before
adding, 'But Verity didn't think they were my cotsu



Over her head Silas' eyes met Verity's.

Thank you, he mouthed silently before turning liiergion back to Honor
and telling her gravely, 'I'm sure she was right.’

'Well, that's what | thought because her own cletire so beautiful,” Honor
agreed. 'Don't you think she looks luscious in that, Dad?’

Luscious...

Verity could feel her face starting to grow warmta® identical pairs of
eyes studied her Donna-Karan- clad body.

'She certainly looks very...elegant...and succésSiuas agreed quietly.
But somehow, instead of sounding like a complimérg, words sounded
much more like condemnation, Verity recognised grim

'l was just telling Verity how much you want to lesa dinner party,' Honor
chattered on, apparently oblivious to the tensimwing between the two
silent adults. 'She said she'd love to come arulywl and it will help her to
get to know people as well, won't it?' 'Honor...'

As they both spoke at once, Verity and Silas loakieoine another.

'‘Now you're both cross with me..." Bright tearsrahiered in Honor's hurt
eyes as her bottom lip wobbled and she turned éeet way.

Verity was immediately filled with guilt and cortion. Out of her own
embarrassment and reluctance to have Silas thatlstte was deliberately
inveigling her way back into his life, she had imedently hurt Honor.

Silas looked less concerned but he was still frogni

‘This dinner party," he began, ignoring his daughteear-filled eyes. 't
wouldn't be the same one that Catherine's motfamnred me she would be
delighted to attend, when | bumped into her in shpermarket earlier,
would it, Honor?' Honor gave him a sunny smile.,'©an they come?
Good... Catherine's mother is a brilliant cookg stformed Verity, 'and—'



'Honor!" Silas began warningly.

Quickly Verity picked up her handbag.

'l think I'd better go,’ she announced quietly.

'‘Go? Oh, no, not yet. | wanted you to stay for suppionor pleaded.
'I'm afraid | can't... |... | have another appoietiy’ Verity fibbed.
Honor's eyes widened.

'‘But this afternoon you said that you were staymgpnight by yourself,
she reminded Verity in a confused little voice.

'I'll see you out," Silas told her, shooting Hoaaguelling look.

‘Thank you once again for looking after Honor,‘tble Verity formally as
he accompanied her politely to her car.

Verity daredn't allow herself to look at him butdskenly he was striding
past her, examining the front wheel of her car.

‘You've got a flat tyre,’ he told her sharply.

Disbelievingly Verity looked at her car.

'l...I've got a spare,’ she told him, but he wakstg his head,

‘That won't do much good,' he said curtly. 'The back'sfiat as well.
They've both got nails in them," he informed h€ou must have driven

over them.'

'Yes, | must,' Verity agreed, shaking her headt IBlon't know where. If |
could use your phone to ring a garage...'

"You can, but | doubt you'll be able to get it filxentil the morning,’ he told
her dryly. 'It's more likely the garages round heikall be shut now.’



Helplessly Verity studied her now immobile car.

How on earth had she managed to run over two nailed-where? She
certainly hadn't been aware of doing so, nor ofidg anywhere where she
might have expected loose nails to be lying ongtioeind.

'Let's go back inside. | know the local dealet,dlve him a ring," Silas
suggested.

Silently Verity followed Silas back into the house.

Watching them from the sitting-room window, Honourrgptitiously
crossed her fingers. So far, so good—the plan talgem together was
working beautifully. It had been hard work drivitigpse nails into the tyres,
though—much harder than she had expected.

'You can'tdo that,' Catherine had protested, her eyes widenia mixture
of shock and excitement when Honor had told hertwha had planned to
do.

'Watch me,"' Honor had challenged her, bravado acoyéer brief twinge of
guilt at what she had to do.

Verity waited in the kitchen with Honor whilst Sslavent into his study to
ring the garage. When he came back his expressaasrgvave.

‘The garage can't come out until tomorrow, I'm idfravhich means that
you're going to have to spend the night here.’

Verity opened her mouth to protest and say thiag¢ i€ouldn't run her home
she could get a taxi, and then, for some inadmessitxd dangerous reason,
she found that she was closing it again.

'Oh, good, now we can play Scrabble and you canesimy bedroom,’
Honor was saying excitedly.



'Verity can sleep in the guest bedroom,' Silasaegu crisply, 'and as for
Scrabble—'Verity smiled. Honor had told her eariiethe day how much
she enjoyed the game.

''d love to play with her,' she interrupted Sipaifically, adding truthfully,
'It's always been one of my favourite games.'

'Yes. I... | enjoy it as well," Silas agreed.

Her heart hammering too fast for comfort, Verityndered if that slight
hesitation in his voice had been her imaginatioad Hhe, as she had
momentarily felt, been about to say that he remeetbkow much she had
enjoyed Scrabble?

Ridiculous to feel such a warm, fuzzy, sentimentappropriate surge of
happiness at the thought.

'l still can't understand where | managed to pipktinose nails," Verity
commented, shaking her head.

They had just cleared away after supper and Hoadmgjone upstairs to get
the Scrabble.

'Where they came from is immaterial now," Silanpad out. "The damage
is done...'

'Mmm..."

'More wine?' Silas offered her, picking up thel $tdlf-full bottle from the
kitchen table.

On the point of refusing, Verity changed her miwhat harm could it do,
after all, and since she wasn't driving...? Thelnegy had eaten had been a
simple one of chicken and vegetables, preparedlay ®ith Honor's rather
erratic assistance.



It had touched Verity, though, when Honor had iteglon dragging her out
to the garden with her so that they could find sdlowers to put on the
table.

'Dad, when you have the dinner party, you'll haveige the dining room,’
she told her father whilst they were eating. dtibw you the dining room
afterwards, Verity,' she informed Verity with a wam to-woman look.
"You'll need to know where everything is.'

'Honor," Silas began, 'l don't think—'

But Honor refused to listen to him, turning instéaerity and demanding
passionately, "You will do it, won't you, Verity?eBse,' before telling her
father, "You don't understand. hateit at school when the others talk about
the parties their mothers give. | can tell thaytteeall feeling sorry for me. |
know that Verity may not be able to cook, e can have just as good a
dinner party here as they have.’

After such a passionate outburst, what else cowddty do other than
swallow her own feelings and give in? Silas, shepeuated, must be
swallowing equally hard—nharder, perhaps, if thevinong look on his face
was anything to go by.

"You had no business inviting Catherine's motherfather round, though,
no matter the circumstances ...' Pausing, Silaskshis head before adding
sternly, 'No business at all. But since ywave,| agree that we can hardly
tell Catherine's mother the truth. Please don'l fieat you have to get
involved, though—' he told Verity.

'I'd be happy to help," Verity cut him off, lookitgm straight in the eye as
she told him quietly, 'l know how Honor feels, baf, course, if there's
someone else you would prefer to act as your hastes

She waited. Would he tell her that, by rights, Mgaght to be the one
hostessing his dinner party? And what if he did?/\&thould that concern
her?



'‘No. There's no one,' he denied before adding,si8es, this will bédonor's
dinner party, | suspect, not mine...'

'You can choose the wine, Dad,' Honor informed imi& kind voice. 'That's
the man's job. What will we do about food?' sheedskerity excitedly.

'We'll sort something out,” Verity promised her Ishishe mentally
reviewed which of her favourite dishes she shoaldes

In London she had had little time for giving dinparties, but when she had
they had been occasions she had thoroughly enjoyed.

Good food, good wine and good friends—most of albdyfriends; they

were a recipe for the very best kind of entertgniBut she didn't know

Silas' friends and the situation was bound to bt lbmcomfortable and

awkward. He was being polite about it now, just fes had been

good-mannered about the accident to her tyrestentict that he had been
forced to offer her a bed for the night. But thegtbknew how he really felt

about her.

Quickly now, Verity reached for her wine and toottesep gulp, grimacing a
little as the wine's sharpness hit her palate.

'You never did have much of a head for alcohollasSicommented,
watching her.

Silently their glances met and held.

‘That was over ten years ago," Verity finally masthgo tell him huskily.
'My...tastes have changed since then.'’

'Here itis...'

Both of them looked round as Honor came bounditgtime room carrying
the Scrabble.



CHAPTER SEVEN
'RIGHT, time for bed...

'Oh, Dad, justone more game,’ Honor protested, but Silas was already
shaking his head.

'You said that last time," he reminded her sternly.

Diplomatically Verity busied herself tidying up tHetters and putting
everything away. Honor had needed no allowance®ruader and she had
thoroughly trounced them, not once, but twice—ppshaecause in Verity's
own case, at least, her concentration had beenondiee words that Honor
had formed than matching them, she admitted, gugldncing away from
Honor to the board.

Love... Tiff... Quarrel... Mama... Surely she wasng over-sensitive in her
reaction to seeing those words? After all, Honoevikmothing about the
past, their shared past.

Quickly Verity broke up the words and folded theatzh

"You will come up and say goodnight to me, won't'’JoHonor begged
Verity, adding determinedly, 'l want you both tax@®up...together...'

Verity couldn't bring herself to look at Silas. tead she went to wash the
empty coffee mugs whilst Silas took Honor upstairs.

She was just about to remove their wineglasses Wwaarame back down.
‘No, leave those,' he told her. 'We might as weith off the bottle.'
'l just go up and say goodnight to Honor,' Vietibld him huskily.

Standing in the kitchen on her own whilst he'd bagstairs with Honor had
given her too much time to think, to rememberretgret...



If things had been different Honor could have bleerchild... If things had
been different... If Silas had not rejected héi.... If... But what use were
'ifs'? No use whatsoever to an aching, lonely, rjiegrheart. A heart that
still beat ridiculously fast for a man who had hiigdo badly.

Honor was lying flat beneath the bedclothes, hér &aark mass on the
pillow. Automatically as she bent to kiss her iegtnoothed it back off her
face.

'l do like you, Verity," Honor told her softly. Wish you could be here with
us for always...'

Sharp tears pricked Verity's eyes. She wasn'tlyogaillible, and she was
perfectly well aware that Honor wasn't averse tagisoft soap and flattery
to get her own way, but for once there was no ristathe very real
emotion in the little girl's voice. The real ematiand the real need, Verity
recognised.

Honor was looking, if not for a mother, then cartaifor a mentor, a role
model, a woman with whom she could bond. None kbetter than she
herself just how it felt to be on the verge of ygumomanhood without any
guiding female influence in one's life, Verity ackviedged. It was one of
the loneliest and most isolated places on earth-estinas lonely and
heartache inducing as being without the man yougnazh your heart to.

Her uncle, although providing for her material vae#f, had been oblivious
to the emotional needs of a young girl, and Vagtyembered with painful
clarity how she as a young adolescent had triedetately to attach herself
to the mother of a school friend, and then, wheat tad been gently
discouraged by the woman in question, she haddunstead to one of her
schoolteachers. But both women, although kind arthg, had had their
own families and their own lives, and their distagcof themselves from
her had left Verity feeling even more bereft thafobe—and not just beretft,
but sensitively aware of being gently held at aadise.

Honor, she suspected, although on the surfaceyadiféerent girl from the
one she had been, was going through a similar stégee was no doubting
Silas' love for his daughter, nor his caring pageooncern for her. He was,



Verity could see, a father who was very activelyoived in his daughter's
life, but Honor was making it plain that she wantéagloman'sinfluence in
her life as well as her father's.

"You will stay the night, won't you?' she whisperexv, clutching Verity's
hand. 'l want you to be here when | wake up inntleening...'

'I'll be here," Verity promised her.

'l like your hair best when it's down,' Honor tdidr sleepily. 'It makes you
look...more huggy. Catherine, my friend, has gat brothers and loads and
loads of cousins...' Her eyes closed. Very gehttyjty bent and kissed her.

For all her outer layer of sturdy independenceidmshe was still very
much a little girl. Silas' little girl.

Quietly Verity got up and headed for the bedroorardo

Alone in the kitchen, Silas allowed himself to sefar the first time since he

had come home. He didn't know what kind of gamed#dinought she was

playing by inveigling Verity into agreeing to hasgi that damned dinner
party, and the only reason he hadn't given heroeotlyh dressing down

over it was because he was well aware that shedzathed that sensitive
and delicate stage in her development where hgebaing pride and sense
of self could be very easily bruised. He would hav&alk to her about it, of

course, and explain that she had put Verity in & wmbarrassing and

difficult position.

It had been hard to guess exactly what Verity's feglings about the
situation were. She had developed a disconcertialgn, distancing and
very womanly maturity which, very effectively, dreaMine over which no
one was allowed to cross, but he certainly knew hewas going to feel,
sitting at the opposite end of the dining tablerfrieer whilst she acted as his
hostess. It was going to be sheer hell, total gargaan evening filled with
excruciating pain of 'could have beens' and albbse his darling daughter
wanted to be on a par with her school friends.



Well, he couldn't blame her for that. It was alft@and parcel of growing up.
Honor was getting ready to grow into womanhood simel was making it
clear to him that she wanted a woman in her lifpattern herself on.

He had, at one stage, wondered if Myra—but the qgifdinem would never
accept one another.

Had Verity been anyone other than who she was $gested that by now
he would have been thanking fate for bringing Im¢o itheir lives. It was
glaringly obvious how Honor felt about her—and rjast from the
determined way she was attaching herself to Velfitye was honest with
himself, which he always tried to be, without thespto cast its unhappy
shadow he knew perfectly well that, had he beertinge¥erity for the first
time now, he would have been instantly and immedtjiattracted to her.

She had still, despite the life she had lived, ano# soft and gentle
femininity, an aura of natural womanly strength deel with compassion
and love.

He found it hard to picture her as the head of Hirmillion-pound business
making corporate decisions based purely on prafitscompletely without
emotion. It wasn't that he doubted her skills altas, it was just that, to
him, even now, she still possessed that certaineiung that made him
want to look after her and protect her.

Protect her? Was he crazy? Sted all the protection she needed in the
shape of the material assets she had chosen dimvéte.

'It's my duty, | owe it to him," she had told hiad$y when she had allowed
her uncle to part them and send her away to New,Yart those had been
words he hadn't wanted to hear.

Last night, holding her in his arms, kissing hé&3he'd been back less than a
week and already... He wasn't going to make theesaistake he had made
last time. This time he was going to be on his dward stay on it...



He had known, of course, of her uncle's plans fenity's future and the way
her uncle had deliberately fostered and used hamgtense of duty for his
own ends.

One of the first things he had decided when heftvadd himself widowed

and the father of a baby girl was that he wouldenewer manipulate her
feelings and cause her to feel that she was intddbi for anything in the

way he had witnessed Verity's uncle manipulating.he

But, naively perhaps, he had assumed that Verdyshared his feelings, his
belief that their future lay together.

'Do you love me?' he had demanded, and shyly sthaddded.
Had she ever loved him or...?

'l be back soon from New York and then...then @@ be together,' she
told him.

And he had taken that to mean that she had waotedtry him, and share
his dream of establishing a business together.

He could still remember the sense of excitement@ite he had felt the
day he had first taken her to see the small runrdmarket garden he had
hoped to buy. She had seemed as thrilled and exastdim.

‘There's a real market locally for a garden ceaire a landscaping service,
but it won't be easy,' he warned her. 'l've beeouth all the figures with
the bank and for the first few years we're goingawe to plough back every
penny we make into the business. | won't be ablautous a big house or
give you a nice car.’'

'l don't care about things like that," Verity agslihim softly, making one of
those lightning changes she could make from agidiveteto a woman's
maturity and shaking his heart to its roots in phecess. It fascinated and
delighted him, held him in thrall with awe to bewileged to see these
glimpses of the woman she was going to be. Sheswgentle, so loving, so
everything that most appealed to him in a woman.



'l don't care where we live just so long as wegether...'

'Well, | should certainly make enough to suppowtife and our child, our

children..." he had whispered. It was all he wariteh. His parents were
away on holiday with friends and he took her honité Wwim, making love

to her in the warm shadows of the summer evenimgwhs twenty-seven
and considered himself already a man; she was yweTd.

'I'm going to see the bank manager tomorrow,' hispened to her as he
slowly licked and then kissed her pretty pink firtges, 'and then I'm going

to put a formal offer in on the business. Onceoitiss, we can start to make
plans for our wedding.'

He thought that the quick tears that filled herseeywere tears of love and
pleasure—she often wept huge silent tears of blder their
lovemaking—and it was only later that he realishdttshe had wept
because she had known that, by the time he wasather of the small plot
of land, she would be on the other side of therita

Silas warned her repeatedly that her uncle wasgr separate them, that
he had his own selfish reasons for not wanting themmarry, but Verity
refused to listen.

Her uncle wasn't like that, she protested, whigeetl. He didn't push the
matter, thinking he knew how vulnerable she wasy haich she needed to
believe that the man who had brought her up did casre about her than
his business, not wanting to do anything that mpghtéentially hurt her.

Hurt her! Didshecare about hurtingim when she ignored his letter, his
pleas to her to come home? She didn't even cargyhrio write to him and
tell him that it was over. She simply ignored l&tédr.

And then her uncle called round, supposedly to oye plants but in
reality to tell him that Verity had decided to stay in New York for a
further year.

The business wasn't building up as fast as Silak éxpected. He was
struggling to service the bank borrowing he hademakut to buy and



develop the garden centre, and when his bank manelgehoned him a
week later to inform him that they had had an anumys offer from
someone wanting to buy the newly established gacdetre from him he
was so tempted to take it, to move away and mdkesh start somewhere
else. What, after all, was there to keep him indhea any longer? His
parents had decided to retire to Portugal, andnlegvkhere was no way he
could bear to live in the same town as Verity ostoedid return to take over
her uncle's business—hbut then fate stepped inwthgohim a wild card-

He had obtained tickets for the annual prestigidiselsea Flower
Show-—two of them—Dbecause he had assumed by tlagvérity would
be back from New York and he had wanted to takenigrhim.

Almost, he decided not to go. He had lost his |lawe] it looked very much
as if he could soon be losing his business as tudikhe tickets were bought
and paid for and so he set out for London.

He saw Sarah when he was booking in at his hobed. v&as staying there
too, a thin, too pale girl who looked nothing I¥erity and whom, if he was
honest, he felt more sympathy for than desire. atimpts to pick him up
were so obvious and awkward that he had took pither and offered to
buy her a drink. She was, she told him, originfdtyn Australia where she
had lived with foster parents, and she had contenggland trying to trace
her birth mother.

Whilst living in London she had met and fallen mvé with a fellow
Australian who had now left the country to contirhie round-the-world
tour, refusing to take Sarah with him.

'l thought he loved me,’ she told Silas sadly, Hrutlidn't, he was just using
me.'

Her words and her sadness struck a sombre chdnchvitlas. In an attempt
to cheer her up he offered her his spare ticketiflower show, which she
accepted.

They spent all that day together and the nextpalih there was nothing
remotely sexual between them. Silas simply didrét that way about her.



Verity was the only woman he wanted. Emotionallynight hate her for
what she had done to him, but physically, at najbhe in his bed, he still
ached and yearned for her.

Even now he still didn't know what prompted hinktck on Sarah's door
the second night after they had met. She didniwankis knock but when,

driven by some sixth sense, he turned the handigpashed open the door,
he found her seated on the bed, a glass of watardrhand and a bottle of
pills on the bed beside her.

He shook her so savagely as he demanded to knowrtaowy she had taken
that it was a wonder her neck didn't snap, he agladged later.

'‘None," she told him dull-eyed, 'not yet...'

‘Not yet. Not ever!" Silas told her sharply, pidgkiap the bottle and going
through to the bathroom to flush the contents dtdwerlavatory.

When he came back she was crying soullessly intbéreds.
'Don't go,' she begged him. 'l don't want to bemynown.'

And so he stayed and, inevitably perhaps, theysleadout of compassion
and pity on his part and loneliness and need os\ her

In the morning they went their separate ways, kit before Silas had
insisted on giving Sarah his telephone number atiihg her own address
from her.

He was concerned enough about her to telephorestsgon as he got home
and to ring her regularly twice a week after that.

Always, at the back of his mind, was the conceat #he might succumb
and try a second time to take her own life. Shetblthim sadly that when
her boyfriend had moved on she had felt she haumpteft to live for. His
own pain at losing Verity had enabled him to untéerd what she had been
feeling. He had counselled her to think about retuy to Australia and her
foster parents and friends, and she had promisedhe would think about



doing so, and then he received the tearful telephcall that was to
completely change his life—to change both theiediv

She was pregnant, she told him, an accident. Skseowahe pill but had
forgotten to take it. He was not to worry, she sale intended to have the
pregnancy terminated.

Silas reacted immediately and instinctively, takthg first train to York
where she was living.

'l can't afford a baby,' she protested when hehetdhat he didn't want her
to have a termination.

‘This ismybaby as well as yours," Silas reminded her somb¥le could
get married and share the responsibility.’

'‘Get married?Us...! You and me? But you don't... It was just sex," she
protested shakily.

Just sex maybe, but they had still created a rfeseditween them, and in the
end she gave way and they were married very quektlyvery quietly.

From the start Honor had been an independent, fthebrld. Until she had
started school Silas had often taken her to wottk \Wwim and the bond
between them was very close and strong. She had atlout her mother, of
course, and Silas had told her what little he krnmwt,until recently she had
always seemed perfectly happy for there just tthbdwo of them.

He had named her Honor as a form of promise tohStrat he would
always honour the bargain they had made between theut the welfare
of the child they had created first, and he belietteat he had always
honoured that bargain.

He could hear Verity coming back downstairs now.

'I... I'm sorry about...about the car...' she tald awkwardly as she walked
into the kitchen.



'It's hardly your fault,” Silas pointed out.

'Do you plan to stay in town long?' he asked héitgdp as he handed her the
glass of wine he had poured her.

I... I'm not really sure yet.'

Silas frowned. 'Surely the business—?' he beganybrity cut him off,
shaking her head.

' sold it... It was either that or risk being finy taken over. | plan to use the
money to establish a charitable trust in my uncial®e,’ she told him.

Silas fought hard not to let his shock show. Whad Ihappened to the
woman who had put the business before their lovefltyY must have
changed dramatically—or perhaps weakened. Quicklcdught himself
up. There was no point in allowing his thoughtsréwel downthatroad, or

in hoping,wishing—what? That she had had such a change of hearrearli
that their love...that he had been more importanhdr, that they could
have... Stop it, he warned himself.

'It must have been hard for you, making the degisiosell," he commented
as unemotionally as he could. 'After all, it's bgear life...'

Her life. Had he any idea how cruel he was being? Veritydeoed. Did he
know what it did to her to be told by him, of aéqple, that her life was so
cold and empty and lacking in real emotion? SHiestd her spine and put
down her glass.

'No more tharyourbusiness has been yours,' she pointed out quietly.

It wasn't true, of course—his work had been sometthat he loved, that he
had choseffreelyfor himself, whilst hers... Not even with him cdwhe be
able to discuss how it had felt to finally step énam beneath the heavy
burden that the business had always been to higeltéree, to be her own
person for the first time in her life.

Verity drew in her breath with a small hiss of pain



'l think I'd like to go to bed,' she told him shgkilt's been a long day.’

Meaning, of course, that she didn't want to spendtane with him, Silas
recognised.

'I'll take you up,' he told her curtly.

The guest room, Verity discovered, was more of allsiprivate suite on the
top floor of the house in what must have originaiben the attics—a pretty,
good-sized bedroom with sloping ceiling and its dvathroom plus a small
sitting room.

'l had this conversion done for Honor," Silas infed her. 'She's getting to
an age where she needs her own space and her maoypr

As he turned and walked towards the door Verity datrong compulsion
to run after him and stop him.

'Silas...'
He stopped and turned round, waiting in silence.
'‘Goodnight,’ she told him shakily.

'‘Goodnight,’ he returned.

After showering and brushing her hair, Verity crémio bed. It felt so
strange being here in Silas' house. During thesydey had been apart she
had resisted the temptation to think about Silakvainat might have been.
She thought she had learnt to live with the pairt,9@eing him again had
reawakened not just the pain she had felt buteailbkther emotions as well.
She couldn't possibly still love him. Hadn't sharteed her lesson? Verity
could feel the back of her throat beginning to aefté the weight of her
suppressed tears as she closed her eyes and haliself to go to sleep.



CHAPTER EIGHT

SiLAs woke up abruptly. There was a sour taste in histimmfrom the wine

he had drunk and his head ached. Swinging hisdegef bed, he stood up
and reached for his robe. His weight was much #mesnow as it had
always been but his body was far more heavily neasthan it had been
when he was in his twenties—the work he did wapaesible for that, of

course. Shaking his head, he padded barefoot ¢attlea landing and into
the bathroom. He needed a glass of water.

He was just reaching into the bathroom cabineafoaspirin when he heard
a familiar sound. Putting down the glass of watehhd been holding, he
walked quickly towards Honor's door. When she wasger she had often
woken in the night in tears, frightened by some imaxhster disturbing her
dreams, but when he gently opened her bedroom slo®was sleeping
deeply and peacefully.

Still frowning, he glanced towards the stairs tledtto the guest suite.
The noise was clearer now, a soft, heart-tearibfisg. Verity was crying?

Immediately, taking the stairs two at a time, Sitasried to her room,
pushing open the door.

Like Honor she was asleep, but unlike Honor hezsigasn't peaceful. The
bedclothes were tangled and the duvet half ofbdak exposing the creamy
softness of her skin. As he realised that, like,lshe slept in the nude, Silas
hastily willed himself to ignore the temptationlet his gaze stray to her
body, concentrating instead on her pale, tear-atkiace.

Without her make-up and with her hair down she é&mbko different now
than she had done at nineteen and, for a momentethptation to gather
her up in his arms and hold her close was so stittaidhe had to take a step
back from the bed to prevent himself from doing so.



In her sleep Verity gave a small, heartbreakirtglitry, fresh tears rolling
down her face from her closed eyes.

Silas could remember how rarely she had cried, In@ave and independent
she had always tried to be. Once, when they hadrejleml about
something—he had forgotten what, some minor disagesnt—she had
turned her face away from him in the car and hethadght she had been
sulking until he had looked in the wing mirror asgken the tears streaming
from her eyes.

'l didn't want you to see me cry,' she had told nen he had stopped the
car and taken her in his arms. 'lIt hurts so much.'

‘The last thing | want to do is hurt you,' Silaslhald her and meant it.

In her sleep Verity was reliving the events of firel summer of her
relationship with Silas. After the two days theydhgpent together, New
York had seemed even more lonely than ever. Th& slue had been doing
with her uncle's old friend had been mentally angsprally demanding and
yet, at the same time somehow, very unsatisfyihg. l&adn't got the heart
for it, Verity had acknowledged. Her heart had bgieen to Silas. Just how
empty her life had been without him had been brotgime to her during
the two days they had spent together. Then, shefdladlive, whole,
complete... When he had gone... It had been lessdlweek since he had
flown home, having begged her to tell her uncle #iee had changed her
mind and that her future now lay with Silas.

'l can't do it," she protested.

'It's business, Verity," Silas argued, 'that's WAlk're human beings with
feelings, needs... | miss you and | want us towbether.'

'l miss you too,' Verity told him.

Initially she had been supposed to be spending foanths in New York,
but the original four had stretched to eight arehthwelve, and every time



she mentioned coming home her uncle procrastinatedl said that,
according to his friend, there was a great deaksiidnad to learn.

Sometimes the temptation to tell him that she syngoluldn't do what he
wanted her to do was so strong that she almost igateeit, and then she
would remember how he had taken her in.

Although it had never been discussed between thenity had the feeling
that her uncle blamed her for her father's deaghaiti her mother had been
on their way to collect her from a birthday paite $1ad insisted on going to
when they had been involved in the fatal accidenicky had killed them
both, and she felt as though, in taking his plabe,was doing some kind of
penance, making some kind of restitution.

She had tried to say as much to Silas but he algatyso angry when they
discussed her uncle that she had simply not belntaldo so. And her
uncle seemed to dislike and resent Silas as muStilassdid him.

'Have you any idea just how wealthy you are gombe?' he demanded of
Verity when she begged him to allow her to retuwmb. "You must be very
careful, Verity," he warned her. 'There are alwggmg to be hungry and
ambitious men out there who will try to convinceuythat they love you.
Don't listen to them.’

'Silas isn't like that,' she protested defensively.

'Isn't he?' her uncle countered grimly. 'Well, Becertainly a young man
with an awful lot of debts— far too many to be atdesupport a wife.'

'‘Come home," Silas begged her.
But she said, 'No...not until | have fulfilled meglat to my uncle.’
Shortly after Silas returned to England, the murafeone of her fellow

tenants in the block where she rented an apartnesatted in her uncle
insisting that she moved to a safer address.



Verity tried to telephone Silas to tell him thaeskas moving but, when she
wasn't able to get any reply either from Silas' bdalephone or the garden
centre, she had to ask her uncle to pass on tohkmmew address and
telephone number.

She knew from what Silas had told her during hsst\that he had several
new commissions and was working virtually eightéenrs a day, which
explained why she was unable to get hold of him.

A month later when she had still not heard from ki finally made herself
acknowledge the truth. She loved him and missed-ineadfully. He was

the most important thing, the most important persoher life, and even

though it meant disappointing her uncle she knewithwas impossible for
her to go on denying her feelings, her love, amgér. She wanted to go
home.

She rang her uncle, who assured her that he haéghas to Silas her new
address and telephone number.

Silas was angry and upset with her, Verity ackndgéal. It had taken a lot
for him to beg her to come home as he had donenandipubt, she had hurt
his pride when she had been unable to say yes.

She knew how little he had been able to affordegithe time or the money
for his spur-of-the- moment flying visit to her,cashe wished she had been
able to tell him then how much she was missing amd how much she
wished she could be with him.

When another two months passed without him gettiiguch with her, she
finally acknowledged the truth. She had lost weighe couldn't sleep; she
thought about him night and day; she ached so adlim that the pain of
missing him was with her all the time. She loveth 8o much that, even if it
meant letting her uncle down, she knew that it ingsossible for her to go
on denying her feelings. There must surely be atalshe could be with
Silas and do as her uncle wished, a way she didana to choose between
them, but if there wasn't...



If there wasn't, then she had made up her mintisisehough it might be:
being with Silas was more important to her tharagieg her uncle. She
wantedto go home; she wanted to be with Silasystmged to be held in his
arms close to his heart; she wanted to hear himgédier in that gruff, sexy
voice he used after they had made love that hellbee and needed her and
that he would never ever let her go. She wantde&w him telling her how
much he wanted her to be his wife, how much he @dititem to spend their
lives together.

Reliving the times they had had together over aret again in the empty
loneliness of her apartment was no substituteHerreality of being with
him.

Without giving herself time to change her mind, bloeked herself on the
first available flight home, without telling anyoméat she was doing. She
wanted to surprise Silas, to see the look in hesaeyhen she walked into his
arms, to show him that he meant more to her thgthang else, than anyone
else, in the world.

Confronting her uncle wasn't going to be easy, lefmw that. She was
twenty-two, old enough to know her own mind andmake her own
decisions.

She bought a copy of the local newspaper whilstrshiged for a taxi to take
her from the station to the garden centre. Withbat, without seeing that
small, bare announcement of Silas' marriage to h@&motvoman, she
wouldn't have known, would have walked into a gitirafor which she was
totally unprepared.

The taxi driver, seeing her white face, was conegrenough to ask her if
she was ill.

Verity looked at him blankly, her gaze returningtie newsprint in front of
her. Silas wasnarried. How could that be possible? He had been going to
marry her. Was she suffering from some kind of madness, skime of
delusion? Was it all just a bad dream? Hoswuld Silas be married to
someone else? There must have been a mistakeetsleyknew that there



was no mistake, just as she now knew the reasdndailence during these
last long weeks.

The pain was like nothing she had ever imagineceegpcing: a tearing,
wrenching, soul-destroying agony that made her waistream and howl
and tear at herself and her clothes, to ease asigecould neither control
nor contain.

She made the taxi driver take her back to theostdfin routeto Heathrow
and a transatlantic flight back to New York sheldalt understand why,
despite the heat of the day, her fingers and tekks$ cold as ice, so cold
that they hurt, her movements those of a very, eityoman.

Back in New York she applied herself to her workthwia grim
concentration, throwing up a barrier around heitbelf she would allow no
one to pass through.

Silas hadn't loved her at all. Silas had lied to Rer uncle was right. From
now on she was going to devote herself to the legsinWhat else, after all,
was there for her?

Fresh tears rolled down Verity's face—the tears Ish@ never allowed
herself to cry during the reality of her heartbretkosing Silas but which
now, reliving those days in her sleep, she hadaveep to suppress.

Silas. Not even in the privacy of her apartment stael allowed herself the
weakness of whispering his name, of reliving adl times they had shared
together.

'Silas..."
As he heard her say his name Silas closed his &ymst him to hear the

emotion in her voice and to see the evidence ofdibieess on her damp
face.



Very gently he reached out and touched her wetkchder skin felt cool
beneath his fingertips, her eyelashes ridiculolasig as they fanned darkly
on her cheek. She was lying half on and half o# thillow and
automatically he slid his hand beneath the napleeofneck intending to
make her more comfortable, just as he often didHonor. But Verity
wasn't Honor, a child...his child... She was a womlais woman...

The shudder that galvanised his body was its owmiwg but it was a
warning that came far too late. He stiffened astyesuddenly opened her
eyes.

'Silas..."
The husky wonderment in her voice held him spelfiabu
'Silas.'

She said his name again, breathing it as unsteasigy uncertain swimmer
gulping air. As she struggled to sit up, the dwskhet further from her body,
leaving it clothed only in the soft silver moonligtoming in through the
window.

Silas caught his breath. In her early twentieststtehad the body of a girl,
slender and gently curved, only hinting at whatould be in maturity, but
now she was fully a woman, her curves were soyisbhsuous that he had
to close his eyes to stop himself from reachingtowbuch her just to make
sure that she was real. He could feel the beadweét beginning to pearl
his skin as he was flooded with hungry desire far h

Even though he had looked away immediately, evetaidof her was
already imprinted on his eyeballs and his emotibls.hands ached to cup
the ripe softness of her breasts, to stroke thewaomth of her belly, to
cover the feminine crispness of her pubic curls, to

The power of his reaction to her, not just sexublly emotionally as well,
shocked him into immobility.

'Silas...'



Reluctantly he opened his eyes as she whisperedamse. Her mouth

looked soft and warm, her eyes confused and unhappiifted his hand to

touch her hair and let it slide silkily through fiisgers, his body shuddering
as he started to release her.

Verity watched wide-eyed, still caught up in theemsity of her dream, her
glance following Silas' every movement. Pleadirgltg raised her hand to
touch the side of his face, her palm flat agaimsjdw where she could feel
his beard prickling her skin.

Silas closed his eyes as he moaned her name uegethrhaunted sound of
denial, but Verity was too lost in what she washddio respond to it. Her
fingertips trembled as she pressed them againsinbigth, exploring its

familiar shape, feeling them move as he mouthednhere. Instinctively

she slipped them between his lips.

Immediately her nipples hardened, the muscles mblely and thighs
tautening as she shook with the force of what she feeling.

Helplessly Silas opened his mouth, his tongue &pessing the smooth
warmth of her fingertips. He could see as well esl her whole body
trembling in reaction to his caress. Holding henahe sucked slowly on
her fingers.

Beneath her breath Verity made a small, familiarkeg noise as she lifted
her other hand to his face, stroking him with frafittle movements, far

more sensual and exciting for all their lack of m@exuality than a more
calculatedly sexual caress could ever have been.

His self-control breaking, Silas caught hold of hands, bearing her back
against the softness of the pillow, his hands napping her face as he
started to kiss her, opening her mouth with his,lipis tongue, feeding
rather than satisfying his hunger for her with passte, deeply intimate
kisses.

As she opened her mouth to him, Verity caught lzasinall sob of relief. It
had been so awful, dreaming that she had lost,3ilgshere he was, with
her, holding her, loving her, showing her that alas safe.



The smell of him, the sight of hirthe feelof him, totally overwhelmed her

starved senses, her body, so sensitive to hinlh#rdireasts were aching for
his touch even before she felt his hands reachigoocup them. Eagerly

she moved to accommodate and help him, shiveringuite pleasure as she
felt the hard familiarity of his palms against taet peaks of her nipples.

Beneath his robe he was naked and it was heaveav® the luxury of
sliding her hands up over his shoulders and dowrack, to feel the solid
male warmth of his skin, hisodybeneath her hands, to have the longed-for
male reality of his flesh against her own, to feelt she was totally and
completely surrounded and protected by him.

'Silas.' As she said his name she moved beneattshéntly inviting him to
increase the intimacy between them.

As he felt her lifting her body towards his Silas@ned. He could feel her
trembling as he touched her and he knew that hestwsng just as much.
There hadn't been this much sexual tension bettireen even the first time
they had made love. It felt as though their bodiese waiting to explode, to
meld, to come together so completely that theyadtoeler be parted again.

She felt so good, so right...so...so Verity. He t@drto touch her, kiss her,
possess her so completely that she would neveblba@leave him again.

His hand touched her stomach and she rose up gaggihst him. He bent
his mouth towards her breast, holding his breatthasstarted to lick
delicately at her nipple, half afraid he might adecitally hurt her as he
forced himself to go slowly, but Verity seemed twé no such inhibitions,
her hand going to the back of his head as shedhite closer to her body
so that his mouth opened fully over her damp nipple

Shuddering, he drew it deeply into his mouth andrtetl to suck
rhythmically on her. Beneath his hand he could teelflesh of her belly
grow hot and damp. Her face was flushed with debgebody trembling as
she made small, pleading cries deep in » her throat

Wordlessly he parted her thighs. The room was lggldugh for him to be
able to see her naked body, and her sex. He ceaiémber how shy she



had been the first time he had whispered to hermowh he wanted to see
her, to look at her. But she had still let him duedcould still remember the
sense of awe and love he had felt, knowing just hmwh she trusted him.

He could see that same trust in her eyes now aed, though he knew he
was deluding himself, it was almost as though tihawknever been anyone
else for her but him, as though her body had nlevewn any other lover, as
though it had memories of only him, his touch, e®d, his love.

Sombrely he parted her soft outer lips, exposiegttret kernel of her sex.
His heart was thudding frantically fast, his owrdpatiff with arousal and
need. He could see her looking at him, silent artttveyed as she reached
out to caress him with her fingertips.

Very gently he touched her, coaxing, caressing.

Verity gave a low, aching groan, her hand tightgraround him. She could
feel her body responding to him, aching for hinhdt been without him for
so long that it needed no preliminaries, hungry aader now for the
longed-for feel of him within it.

'l want you, Silas,’ she told him jerkily. 'l negdu...now... Oh, yes, now...'
she whispered frantically. 'Now. Now...now...'

The rhythm of their lovemaking was fast and interiseir shared climax a
juddering, explosive catalyst of release thattle#im both trembling as Silas
held Verity in his arms.

'Stay with me," Verity whispered to him as her ediad body slid into
sleep. 'Don't leave me, Silas. Please don't leaa/e Mot this time...'

As she slept Silas looked down into her face. She w woman now, a
woman with a woman's needs, a woman's sexualighdfhadn't loved him
enough to put their love first before, she was lydikely to do so now. She
might want him sexually, she might even stay forhae, but it wasn't just
his own emotions she was likely to hurt this tirhis, own heart she could
easily break. There was Honor to consider as well.



'Stay with me,' she had begged him. But she wasrkevho had lefhim.
Shewas the one who had refused to stay.

Very slowly he eased himself away from her, pickighis discarded robe
as he looked down at her.

'Stay with me,’ she had said. As he bent and kieeeadheek a single tear
rolled down her face, but it wasn't one of her own.

Clenching his jaw, Silas walked towards the dolwsiag it quietly behind
him without daring to look back.



CHAPTER NINE

VERITY surfaced slowly from the deepest and most relasiegp she could
remember having in a long time. She stretched loxsty, a womanly
knowing smile curling her mouth. Her body felt @edusly, blissfully
satisfied. Even her skin where the sunlight shoaemy on her exposed
arm on top of the duvet seemed to have a silkeisuseis shimmer to it. She
closed her eyes and made a purring sound of fehaglpiness deep in her
throat as she savoured the novelty of feeling smlgt was as if she had
opened a present, spilling out from it a glowingar&ling, magical gift of
happiness and love. Mmm... Her eyes still closéd, ®lled over and
reached out for Silas.

Abruptly, Verity opened her eyes properly, her beelysing as her hand
rested on the cold empty space on the other halfeobed. Of course. She
had known Silas wouldn't be there in bed beside-erhad Honor to think
of, after all—but the pristine smoothness of thesed pillow next to her
own suggested that he had left her on her own esddy as he could, not
even pausing for a few moments to savour theireciess, and that hurt!

Her happiness and joy evaporated immediately.

Once before, he had left her like this and shevinaken up alone. Then, he
had returned carrying arms full of flowers and lrémgels he had bought
from a bakery in her New York neighbourhood.

Then they had shared a breakfast of kisses andshiadeer bed.

Then...

But this was now and instinct told her that thesogafor his absence from

her bed had nothing to do with any plans he hasltprise her with early
morning flowers or other gifts of love.



She could hear footsteps on the stairs leadingitd&droom but she knew,
even before the door was pushed open and Honaksh#ad appeared
around it, that they did not belong to Silas.

'‘Are you awake?' Honor asked her.
Forcing a smile, Verity nodded.

'l wanted you to sleep wittmelast night," Honor told her reproachfully as
she ran across the room and scrambled up ontodtenéxt to Verity,
snuggling up to her.

Automatically Verity reached out her arm to draw bi®se and hold her.
Her body, which such a short space of time agddéado good, so female,
so loved, now felt cold and empty, her musclesragland tense. But it
wasn'tHonor'sfault that she wasn't her father.

Verity could hear fresh footsteps on the stairs bmtike Honor's, these
stopped halfway and she heard Silas call out, 'Hor®8reakfast...'

'‘Coming, Dad,' Honor called back, scrambling o# tied and starting to
head for the door, and then unexpectedly turninigdcand rushing back to
fling her arms around Verity's neck and give herief little girl kiss.

Blinking fiercely, Verity watched her leave. Thecfahat Silas had not
chosen to come into her room had told her evergtshre needed to know
about how he felt about last night, as though skededany extra
underlining of the fact that it had meant so litbehim.

Fresh tears welled and once again she forced thak, Ibut these had
nothing to do with the tenderness she had feltaatdts kiss.

She might only have the haziest memory of how slteSilas had come to
be making love last night— she could remember wakip to the touch of
his fingers on her face, the warmth of his bodyttexers. Presumably he
must have had some reason to come up to her room.



She might not know what that was, but she cert&ngw why he had made
love to her—made love! Hagkx,she told herself brutally. She might not be
able to remember what had brought him to her betsibe could certainly
remember what had kept him there. She couldn't meade her feelings, her
need of him, more plain if she'd written them aermfoot banner, she told
herself bitterly. He'd have to be made of grandeta have taken what she
had so stupidly put on offer for him.

Sexual desire, sexual frustration, could do all meanof things to a
man—even make him feel the need for a wpman hadtitike, never mind
love, and that was quite plainly what had happéastchight. Silas had used
her to vent his sexual frustration. M@mnderhe hadn't stayed with her. No
wonderhe was keeping his distance from her this morning.

The plain, ugly truth was that he had used herstredchad let him—and not
merely let him but positively encouraged him. Aodhink that when she'd
woken up she had thought... felt... believed...

Would sheneverlearn? She had believed once before that he vad loer,
cared for herabouther, and she had been wrong. Now, here she veagrel
years down the line, still hoping, still feelinggtill loving.

Verity closed her eyes. No. She didt still love him. She could not still
love him. Shewould not still love him. She opened them again ancedtar
dully at the wall. Just who did she think she wiakling? She loved him all
right!

Drearily she got out of bed and headed for therbath. Coming back to
town had been a total mistake. And she was not egainced any more
about her real motives in having done so.

Or perhaps she wadad it been at the back of her mind all the time diat
would see Silas? Even though she knew he was rddaisomeone else?

She gave a small, hollow groan. She had come baci&use this was her
home, the place where she had grown up.

Once she had dressed, reluctantly she made hedovaystairs.



When she pushed open the kitchen door, Honor watedeat the table
eating her cereal whilst Silas stood at the coumigking coffee.

As she walked in he turned and looked at her ag@n filoked quickly away
again.

''ve just checked with the garage. They're gomgnake picking up your
car a priority," he told her, his attention on kie¢tle he was refilling, asking
her briefly, 'Tea or coffee?’

'Coffee, please,' Verity responded. Did he realgdhto ask? Had he really
forgotten how he had teased her in the past aberutitgent need for her
morning caffeine, or was he underlining the facatthalthough her

preferences mattered, they were of as little ingra¢ to him as she was
herself.

'I'll drop you off at your place when | take Hortorschool," he told her as he
made her coffee.

‘Toast...cereal?’
'No, nothing, thanks," Verity told him coolly.

As he brought the coffee to her she deliberatetyetti away from him. He
smelled of soap and coffee and her stomach mueklesed frantically as
he stood next to her. Inside she was tremblingsévechad to wrap both her
hands around the mug of coffee he had broughjustin case he might see
how much he was affecting her.

'When are we going to do the shopping for the dipsety?' Honor was
keen to know.

They were in Silas' car on the way to Honor's sthderity seated in the
front passenger seat next to Silas, at Honor'sterste and very much
against her own inclinations. The dinner party! itjehad forgotten all

about that.



‘That's enough, Honor," Silas told her crisply aghlled up at the school
gate.

As she hopped out of the car Honor said, 'Looketkany friend Catherine.

| want her to meet you,' and then she was tuggpeno/erity's door and
leaving Verity with no alternative other than tdasten her seat belt and go
with her to where the young girl was standing wetgh

‘Catherine, this is Verity," Honor announced impotty. Catherine was
smaller and fairer than Honor and it was plainge which of them was the
leader of their twosome, Verity acknowledged ash€ame gave her a shy
look and started to giggle.

'‘Goodbye.' Honor reached up and gave Verity adiarg before telling her,
'‘And don't forget, will you, about the dinner party

Verity watched her race out of sight with her fddmefore turning to walk
back to the car. Bending down, she told Silas thinothhe open window, 'l
can walk home from here, thank you...'

And before he could say anything she turned smamiyher heel and
proceeded to do just that.

She wasn't going to give him another opportunityhtomiliate her by
keeping his distance from her, she decided prowdyshe lifted her chin
and willed herself not to look back at him.

As he watched Verity walking away through his rei@w mirror, Silas hit
the steering wheel with the flat of his hand.

He was the one who was in danger of being hurt, tejeaised, so how
come it was/eritywho was behaving as though he were the one teelagin
badly?

He had known all along that last night had beenistake and there, this
morning, was the proof of it. Verity was treatinghhas distantly as though
they were two strangers. It was perfectly obvidad she regretted what had
happened between them, and that she intended te imadry plain to him



that neither it nor he meant anything to her. Laight she might have
wanted him, but this morning...

'‘But you promised..." Honor insisted, tears clusteon her lashes as she
stared across the table at her father.

'Honor. I've just explained. | don't have the titagget involved in giving
dinner parties and—'

‘Verity'sgoing to do it...'

‘Verity is far too busy with her own life to want to getolved in ours,' Silas
told her curtly. 'And, whilst we're on the subjdoivant you to promise me
that you won't go round there any more. Verity hasown life to live.'

Watching the tears run pathetically down his daeihtface, Silas cursed
silently to himself.

He hated having to disappoint and hurt her like thit what other option
did he have? The more he allowed her to get inebivigh Verity, the more
she was going to be hurt in the end.

'‘Now hurry up and finish your homework," Silas admsbed her sternly.
''ve got to go out at eight and Mrs Simmonds it round to babysit
you...'

'Mrs Simmonds.' Honor glared at him. She liked éhderly widow who

normally came to sit with her on the rare occasighen Silas went out in
the evening, but she wasn't Verity.

'Why can't | have Verity? Where are you going any®ahe demanded
suspiciously. 'Not to see Myra?'

Silas gritted his teeth.

'No. | am not.'



He knew perfectly well what was in Honor's mindeStad made it more
than plain that she didn't want Myra as a stepmetit that there had
been any real danger of that happening. Myra wasgood stepmother
material, Silas acknowledged, especially not fonétovho needed a much
more compassionate hand on the reins; a much nesregouch— like
Verity's! Now where had that thought come from?

Watching him under her lashes, Honor held her hrelabr her, Verity
would make the perfect stepmother. She remembéeethessage she had
seen on the back of the photo in her father's desk.

‘To my beloved Silas, with all my love for ever aaddiays.’

'Why did they say they didn't know each other, da guppose?' Catherine
had asked, wide-eyed, when Honor had relatedribesdasting fact to her.

Honor had rolled her eyes and told her severeggaidse they're still in love
with one another stupid...'

'How can they be?' Catherine had objected naivéhur father married
your mother...'

'It happens!" Honor had assured her wisely.

'Maybe they just stopped being in love," Cathehad suggested, adding,
'‘Anyway, why do you want to have Verity as youmpst@ther?'

'‘Because..." Honor had told her with quelling dssal.

If she had to have a stepmother, and it seemedlteadid, then Verity was
quite definitely the one she wanted, and so shert@mdhted her own special
campaign towards that end.

Now, though, things weren't going at all accordiagplan and the tears
filling her eyes weren't entirely manufactured. Gled up in Verity's arms
this morning, she had experienced an emotion winchbroken through the
tough, protective outer shell she had created ardwarself. From being
very young she had resented the pity she had sdée eyes of the women



who had cooed at her father and said how hardst tmeifor him to bring up

a little girl like her on his own, scowling horriblat them when she had
digested what they'd been saying. Gradually, skdecbene to see the adult
members of her own sex not as potential allies,dsutdversaries who
wanted to come between her and her father.

With Verity it was different. Honor didn't know wh$he just knew that it
was, that there was something soft and comfortimjlavely about Verity
and about being with her. She now wanted Verityastepmother, not just
to protect her from the likes of Myra, but for helfas herself, and now, just
as things were beginning to work out, here wasféider being awkward
and upsetting all her plans.

His suggestion that Verity might be too busy widr bwn life to have time
for her was one she dismissed out of hand. She kaEwourse, that it
wasn't true. Verityiked her. She could see it in her eyes when she loaked
her; there was no mistaking that special lovingkloBhe had seen it in
Catherine's mother's eyes wharelooked at Catherine and felt envious'of
her because of it.

Silas was driving past Verity's house on his wayneoHer BMW was
parked in the drive. On impulse he stopped his carrand got out.

The gardens looked very much the same now as tbddne when he had
worked in them. There was the border he had beekingpon the first time
he had seen Verity. Grimly he looked away and thenopst against his will,
he found himself turning back, walking across #ngH.

The house might have changed since she had liver] bet the gardens
hadn't, Verity acknowledged as she paused by shepiond, peering into it
in the dusk of the summer's evening.

Her uncle had used to threaten to have it filleccomplaining that the carp
attracted the attentions of a local tom-cat, butitydnad pleaded with him
not to do so. She used to love sitting here watgttie fish. It was one of her
favourite places.



From here she could see the small summer houseewsherand Silas had
exchanged their first earth- shattering kiss.

An unexpected miaow made her jump and then putdred on her heart as,
out of the shadows of the shrubbery, a small, btatlstalked, weaving his
way towards her to rub purringly against her legs.

Laughing, Verity bent to stroke him.

'Well, you certainly aren't old Tom,' she told him as shébatbbehind his
ear, 'but you could be one of his offspring.’

Miaowing as if in assent, the cat jumped up oneodtone edge of the pond
where she was sitting and peered into the darlofabe water.

'‘Ah ha. Yes, you definitelynustbe related to him," Verity teased.

As a child she would have loved a pet but her uhatkalways refused, and
once she had become adult the business had keppdhéusy and away
from home too often for her to feel it would berfmir her to have one.

Now, though, things were different. When she fyalecided where she
was going to spend the rest of her life, theremadbking to stop her having a
cat or a dog if she so chose... A cat, | supposeoiild have to be, she
mused. After all, cats and lonely single women wsopposed to go
together weren't they? A dog somehow or other ssigdesomeone with
friends, a family... a full, vigorous life.

Bending her head over the cat, she tickled behisi@dr.

'Verity..."

'Silas..." Quickly Verity stood up, her stance umkingly defensive as
though she was trying to hold him off, Silas not@slshe held her hands up
in front of her body.

Immediately he took a step back from her.



He couldn't even bear to be within feet of her,erewmind inches, Verity
recognised achingly as she saw the way Silas dsthhimself from her.

'l was just thinking that this cat could be onelf Tom's descendants,’ she
told Silas huskily, trying to fill the tensionedesce.

'Mmm...from the looks of him he very probably BiJas agreed.
‘Look, Verity, | wonder if | could have a few wordsth you.'
Verity's heart sank.

'Yes... Yes, of course,' she managed to agree.aMrait was Silas wanted
to say to her, she could see from his expressiah ithwasn't anything
particularly pleasant.

'It's about Honor,' Silas told her, still keeping tistance from her. 'I've had
a talk with her this evening about...about the lag's...she's been trying to
involve you in our lives... I've explained to hieatyouhave your own life to
live and—'

"You've come here to tell me that you don't wanttbesee me any more,’
Verity interrupted flatly, guessing what he wasatiio say and praying that
he wouldn't be able to tell just how much what Feswsaying was hurting
her.

'l... I think it would be best if she didn't," Silagreed heavily. 'She's at a very
vulnerable age and...'

'Do you think that | don't know that?' Verity tdidn swiftly, her face paling
with the intensity of her emotions. 'I've been &he3ilas,’ she advised him
jerkily, 'remember...?"

It was the wrong thing to say, the very worst théthg could have said, she
realised as she saw his mouth twist and heardchfteetion in his voice as
hp told her curtly, 'Yes, / remember... Honor's igatto her head that she
needs a woman's influence in her life," Silas aaislowly, ‘but...'



'‘But there's no way you want that woman tovie Verity guessed angrily.
'l don't want Honor to bhurt,’ Silas interrupted her bluntly.

Verity stared at him. She could feel the too-faestiof her own heart and
wondered dizzily if Silas too could hear the souinthade as it thudded
against her chest wall.

Was he really trying to imply thahewould stoop so low as to try to hurt
Honor? A child...! Did he really think...?

For a moment Verity felt too outraged to speak.d®lyi she swallowed,
drawing herself up to her full height as she cimgedl him, 'Are you
suggesting that would hurt Honor? Is thatally what you think of me,
Silas?' she questioned him carefully. 'Do you yetiink of me as being
so... sovengeful?'

Half blinded by the tears that suddenly filled bges, she turned away from
him and started to walk quickly towards the holseaking into a run when
she heard him calling her name.

'Verity," Silas protested, cursing himself undes hreath. She had every
right to be angry with him, he knew that. But syrshe could see that he had
every right to protect his child?

'Verity," he protested again, but he knew it was laie. She was already
running up the steps and into the house.

Quickly Verity dabbed at her hot face with the catater she had run to stop
her tears.

How could Silas imply that she would hurt Honor? Holaredhe imply it
after whathe had done to her, the wéae had hurtherl It must be his own
guilty conscience that was motivating him.



She wouldneverdo anything like that. Not to a child, notaoayone.. She
had wanted to help Honor for Honor's sake alone.sdese of kinship with
her had nothing to do with the fact that she wasdaughter.

Hadn't it? Slowly she straightened up and lookeakeaself in the bathroom
mirror. Hadn't a part of her recognised how eashg might have been
Honor's mother? Hadn't she felt somehow honour-thnself to reach out
and help the girl because of that inner knowledge?

To helpher, yes, but thurt her, never. Never... never...

She couldn't stay here in this town. Not after.tBise would ring the agent
tomorrow, tell him that she was terminating hersee@an the house; the
charitable trust she had wanted to establish iruhele's name in the town
could still go ahead—the details of that could kaltlwith as easily from
London as from here. She had been a fool evente bame back. Sheas

a fool. A stupid, idiotic, heartbroken fool!



CHAPTER TEN
'VERITY... Verity... It is you, isn't it?'

Verity put down the shopping she had just been tatwoput in the back of
the car and looked uncertainly at the woman hatfieg her face breaking
into a warm smile as she recognised a girl wholdesh at school with her.

'‘Gwen!" she exclaimed warmly. ‘Good heavens. ldoswou...?'

'Fine. If you don't count the fact that I'm thirtigree, ten pounds overweight
and just about to do a supermarket shop for a Imashad three kids,' the
other woman groaned. 'When did you get back to ®owlou look
wonderful, by the way...'

'Only very recently. |—'

'‘Look, I'm in a bit of a rush now. We've got thelamvs coming round for
supper.' She pulled a wry face. 'I'd love to hapeoper chat with you, catch
up on what you've been doing... Can | give young?i

'Yes. Yes, that would be nice,' Verity acknowledggackly writing down
her telephone number for her before climbing irdo dar.

It was ironic that she should bump into one offéhe girls she had made
friends with at school just as she had decidedist®egoing to leave town,
she thought as she started her car.

* % %

Honor looked sideways at the telephone in the gacdatre office. It was
Saturday morning and, instead of going swimmindhwaatherine and her
mother, she had opted to come to work with herefatile was outside
dealing with a customer. Glancing over her shoyldenor reached for the
telephone receiver and quickly punched in Veritgtesphone number.



Verity heard the telephone ringing as she unlodkedfront door, putting
down her bag as she went to answer it.

'Verity, is that you?'

Her heart lurched as she recognised Honor's voiddeard its forlorn note.
'Honor... Where are you? Are you all right?' sheedsanxiously.
'Mmm...sort of... I'm at the garden centre. Vertgn | come and see you?'
Verity leaned back against the hall wall and closedeyes.

'Oh, Honor,' she whispered sadly beneath her hr&gning her eyes, she
said as steadily as she could, 'Honor, | don'kithat would be a good idea,

do you? I—'

"You've spoken to Dad, haven't you?' Honor demamdedflat, accusing
voice. 'l thought yoliked me... | thought we werkiends...'

Verity could hear the tears in her voice.

'Honor,' she pleaded. 'Please...’

'l thought youliked me..." Honor was repeating, crying in earnest now.
Verity pushed her hand into her hair. She haditetown this morning,
oblivious to the admiring male glances she hadettd as she'd walked
across the supermarket car park, the bright sunlmirnishing it to
honey-gold.

'Honor. Honor, I do... I do...but | shan't be stagyin town very much longer.
| only intended to make a very short visit heretity began, but Honor was

no longer listening to her.

"You're leaving? No, you can't. You mustn't. | nged, Verity." Then the
phone went down.



Leaning against the wall, Verity took a deep breath

Honor looked at her father. He was still talkinghte customer. Sometimes
grown-ups just didn't know what was good for them!

She went up to him.

'Dad, I've changed my mind and | want to go swingniiith Catherine after
all.’

‘All right,’ Silas agreed. 'Give me five minutegiahen I'll drive you round
to Catherine's.’

'I'll need to go home first to get my swimming tips Honor reminded him.
'Fine..." Silas replied.

He was well aware that he was in his daughter'sboats—and why. His
only comfort was that one day she would understamdi thank him for

protecting her. One day...but quite definitely tautay.

'So what are you going to do?' Catherine asked Hmterestedly. They
were sitting in Catherine's bedroom eating Marms#@edwiches and drying
one another's hair after their trip to the leisteatre.

'l don't know yet,' Honor replied in despair.

"You could always try to find someone else to beirystepmother,
Catherine suggested cautiously.

'l don'twantanyone else," Honor retorted passionately. 'Wgatdwant to
change your mother?’

Catherine looked at her.



'Sometimes | would,' she reflected. 'Specially whkle@ won't let me stay up
late to watch television.'

'‘Goodbye, Honor.'

Honor turned dutifully to smile and wave as she got of Catherine's
mother's car.

The latter had just brought her home and Honordcseé her father opening
the front door for her. Dragging her bag behind, lstie headed towards
him.

'‘No kiss for me...?' Silas asked her with forcedgtity as she stalked past
him and into the house.

Honor turned to give him a withering, womanly look.
'Honor, | was thinking, you know that puppy you weh..'
'l don't want a puppy,' Honor told him coldly. 'ant Verity.'

Silas gritted his teeth. He knew when he was bpurgshed and given the
cold-shoulder treatment. How best to handle itBitnations like this he'd
benefit from a woman's advice. Verity's? He checkéduptly. Damn
Honor. Now she'd got him doing it.

'I've got your favourite for supper,' he told healtily as he followed her
into the kitchen.

'I'm not hungry,” Honor replied. 'We're having amd®f-term play at
school... I'm going to be a pop singer but I'm goto have to have a
costume.’

'‘Well, I'm sure we'll be able to find you one,'aSiloffered, ignoring for the
moment the dubious merits of a ten-year-old apegrhanners of a much
older pop-singer star, sensing that he was beithg¢o very treacherous



ground indeed, but not as yet quite sure just wheralanger was coming
from. He soon found out.

‘All the other girls are having outfits made by ithenothers," Honor
informed him.

'Well, perhaps Mrs Simmonds might..." Silas bedpan it was obvious that
Honor was not going to be so easily put off.

‘Verity would know how to make mine," she informed hindbolSilas held
his breath.

'‘Now, look, Honor—' he began, but as he watcheddhigghter's eyes fill
with tears which then ran slowly down her face losed his eyes. This was
the very situation which he had hoped to avoid.

'Honor,' he began more gently, but his daughter igaissing to listen to
him, whirling round and running out of the room argbtairs.

Silas heard the slam of her bedroom door and sighed

Verity...

God, but even thinking her name hurt, and notgusiHonor's account.
Ever since the night she had spent here he hadflgdgimg not to think
about her, not to give in to his compelling, congpeé urge to relive every
single second of the time he had held her in hmmsarevery single

heartbeat...

Closing his eyes, he acknowledged what he had figigimg to deny ever
since he had walked away, leaving her alone in bed.

It was too late to tell himself not to fall intoethrap of loving her again. It
had always been too late, for the simple reasarnn&iad never stopped.



'Honor, I've got to go out for half an hour. Wilby be all right or shall |
phone Mrs Simmonds?’

Honor looked up from the book she was readingak Monday teatime and
Silas had just received a phone call from one &ithstomers who wanted
to see him urgently.

‘No, I'll be fine," Honor assured him instantly.

Honor waited until she was sure her father had dmmiere going into the
study and rifling through his desk until she founaat she was looking for.
Yes, there it was, the photograph of Verity.

Picking it up, she turned it over, quickly readthg message on the back.
Desperate situations called for desperate meassgesring her shoulders,
she went upstairs to her bedroom and packed ad=sokewith a change of
clothes. In the kitchen she added a bar of choediit and then, after
thoughtful consideration, added another—for Verity.

Having packed her bag, she then sat down and \westather a brief note.

Slowly she read it.

'l am going to live with Verity.'

It didn't take her very long to walk round to Vgl but even her stout heart
gave a small bound of relief when she finally ¢@re and saw that Verity's
car was outside. She wasn't sure what she woulel #hawe if Verity hadn't
been in.

The unexpected ring on the doorbell brought Veotthe door with a small
frown.



'Honor!" she exclaimed as she saw the small lanedi 'What...?'

''ve come to live with you,' Honor told her stdlgawalking quickly into
the hall and then bursting into tears and flindiegself into Verity's arms as
she told her between sobs, 'It's horrid not bebig # see you.'

By the time Verity had managed to calm her down whe comfortably
ensconced in the kitchen eating home-made biseuts drinking juice
whilst the cat, who had decided to adopt Verity,maring on her knee.

'Honor, youknowyou can't stay here, don't you?' Verity askeddeantly.
"Your father—'

'He doesn't care,’ Honor interrupted her.

"You know that isn't true," Verity chided her. 'léges you very much...’
'Like you love him?' Honor asked her, looking hieaight in the eye.

Verity opened her mouth and then closed it agaer.lefys, she discovered,
had gone strangely weak. She sat down and wasesdmmely glad that
she had done so.

Honor was rifling through the haversack she hadugit in with her.
Triumphantly she produced the photograph she Hahtcom her father's
desk.

'l found this,' she told Verity, watching her.

'Oh, Honor," was all Verity could say as she staethe familiar picture.
She could remember the day Silas had taken it—stthenday after they had
made love for the first time and Silas had toldlekvould always keep the

photograph in memory of all that they had shared.

‘Not that | shall ever need any reminding,' he Wadspered passionately to
her as he had abandoned the camera and takenhisramms.



'It says ' 'To my beloved Silas, with all my lowe éver and always"," Honor
told her solemnly.

Verity looked away from her.

'Yes. Yes, | know," she agreed weakly.

"You said you didn’knowmy father..." Honor reminded her.
'Yes. Yes, | know,' Verity agreed again.

'‘And hesaid thahedidn't know you, but you wrote here that you |bnve.
Why did you stop loving him, Verity?"

I... It wasn't..." Verity shook her head. 'lt wadka long time ago, Honor.'
'‘But | want to know," Honor persisted stubbornly.

Verity shook her head, but she sensed that Honsntwgoing to be satisfied
until she had dragged the whole sorry story outesf

‘There isn't a loto know," she told her. '"Your father and | were yauhg
thought... He said... | had to go away to New Ytorkvork and whilst | was
there your father met someone else—your mother...'

Silas cursed as he found the note Honor had leftifo. Angrily he picked
up his discarded car keys and headed for the &wr.was coming home
with him right now and no nonsense, and once hégohome he was going
to have a serious talk with her—aryserious talk.

Parking his car behind Verity's, Silas got out aedded for the front door
and then, changing his mind, turned to go arourdbifick of the house
instead.

The kitchen door was half open—Verity had beenidatsanging out some
washing when Honor had arrived. Neither of the twoupants of the room



could see him and Silas paused in the act of pgstyen the door as he
heard Verity saying huskily, 'l thought your fatheved me. | didn't know

about your mother... | suppose | should have gueisd something was
wrong when he didn't get in touch with me, butsitjihought that he...that he
was cross with me because...' She stopped and bleodblkad. 'l came home
to tell him how much I loved him, to tell him thia¢ was right and that our
love was more important than any duty | owed myleinout | discovered

that your father had married your mother.’

Helplessly Verity spread her hands.

'l thought he loved me but he didn't really love atell." Her voice shook
with emotion and the cat stopped purring.

Honor looked up, her eyes widening as she sawdtbeif standing in the
doorway.

Verity turned round to see what had attracted Herattention, her face
paling as she too saw Silas.

For a moment none of them spoke and then Silashedracross the room
and took hold of Honor's arm, saying firmly to hetpnor, you're coming
with me—right now and no arguments.’

He hadn't said a word to Verity. He hadn't everkéab at her, Verity
acknowledged as he walked Honor out of the back,domly closing it
behind him.

She could hear the engine of his car firing. Herchshook as she reached
across the table for the photograph that Honoréiad

Tears blurred her eyes. Tipping back her headbbhked them away. She
was not going to cry...not now, not again...notreve

Catherine's mother looked surprised when she opeedioor to find Silas
and Honor outside.



‘Jane, I'm sorry to do this to you but something/wegent's cropped up.
Can Honor stay with you for...until | can get bdckher...?"

'Of course she can,' she agreed warmly, usheringpHaoside. What, she
wondered, was going on? There had been a lot cdpghing being done
between the two girls recently and Catherine wtgerabviously 'big with
news', as the saying went, announcing importaotlgrtyone who would
listen that she and Honor had a special secret.

Having coldly inclined her cheek for her fatherkiss, Honor marched
inside with all the regal bearing of a grand dowage highly offended
grand dowager, Jane Alders reflected ruefully.

Silas, however, was looking far too grim-faced foer to think of
guestioning him.

Verity was just finishing pegging out the last dfletwashing she had
abandoned when Honor had arrived when Silas canc&, baalking
soft-footed across the grass so that she had tiagnéf his presence until
she suddenly saw his shadow.

'Si... Silas..." To her chagrin the unexpected kludcseeing him made her
stammer. 'Wha... what do you want? What are yonglbere?'

'Do you want the abridged version?' Silas askedtéesely and then,
shaking his head without waiting for her to respdreldemanded abruptly,
'‘Whydid you tell Honor that you came from New Yorkéd me how much

you loved me?'

'‘Because it was the truth," Verity admitted huskiyhy on earth was he
asking her that? What could it possibly matter now?

'No, it isn't," Silas argued flatly. "Yowncletold me thetruth. He told me
that you had asked him to tell me that you did@htnto see me again; that it
was all over between us.'



Verity stared at him. Suddenly she felt extremellglc

'‘No," she whispered, her hand going to her thrdat, that's not true, he
couldn'thave told you that. | don't believe it...’

‘Believe it,’ Silas told her harshly, 'becauser aasure you that he did. Not
that | was in any mood to listen to him. Not théreven wrote to you
begging you to change your mind, pleading with y@uwvrite back to me,
giving what | suppose was an ultimatum in that dterthat if | didn't hear
from you then | would have to accept that it wasrdwetween us.’

Verity badly needed to sit down.

'Is this some kind of joke?' she asked Silas weakly
His mouth hardened.

'‘Can you see me laughing?' he demanded.

Verity shook her head. She could see that he vilagtier the truth, but the
full enormity of just what her uncle had done, dfahe had set in motion,
was still too much for her to fully comprehend.

'l never got your letter,' she whispered. 'Thers awanurder in the apartment
block and my uncle insisted that | had to move Blatpromised me that he
would give you my new address and telephone numbet. waited and
waited for you to get in touch and then, when yln'dl..for a while I... You
were right. Our love was more important than doitgit my uncle wanted.
l... | came home to tell you that. To tell you howch | loved you and...' To
her horror Verity felt hot tears spill down her eke as she relived the full
trauma of that time.

'l read about your marriage in the taxi on the Wasn the station. After that
| knew there was no point in trying to see you¢ &bld him bleakly.

Verity looked down at the grountivhywas he doing this to her, dragging
her through this...this humiliation? What couldniatter now?



'Look, let's put aside the issue of my marriageti@ moment,' she heard
Silas telling her huskily. 'l want to concentrate something else, on
something far more important... Did you really love so much, Verity?'

For a moment she was tempted to lie, but why sheh#® Proudly she lifted
her head and looked at him.

'Yes. | did,’ she acknowledged. 'l..." Quickly siweallowed, knowing that
she could not admit to him that she had never swppving him; that she
still loved him and that, if anything, that love svaven deeper and more
painful to her now than it had been then.

'l didn't marry Sarah because | loved her,' shedh@#as telling her rawly. 'l
married her because she was pregnant.’

Disbelievingly, Verity focused on him.

'‘But..." she whispered, shaking her head. "You dodver do something
like that. You would never make love to someone gan't...you didn't
care about...'

'l didn't make love to her,' he told her bluntly/e just had sex.’'

Briefly, without allowing her to stop him, Silasldoher exactly what had
happened.

After he had finished speaking Verity looked seargly into his eyes.
There was no doubting the veracity of what he hast jold her. Her
stomach felt as though it had just done a fasecyca washing machine, her
heart was banging so hard against her ribs shgliduvas going to break
them, and as for her legs...

'l...I need to sit down,’ she told Silas weakly.

'‘And | need to lie down,' he countered grufflyefarably in bed with you in
my arms with nothing between us, with nothing tpasate us. Oh, Verity,’'
he groaned as he suddenly reached for her, wrap@nm his arms as he
kissed her eyes, her face, her mouth. 'Oh, Vevigfjty," he whispered



rawly to her. 'You are the only woman I've everddythe only woman |
everwill love...!

'No, that can't be true,' Verity whispered baclotigh kiss-swollen lips. ‘It
can't be... Not after the way you left me the othight...not after I'd begged
you to stay...'

Tears filled her eyes and rolled down her cheeks.

'Oh, no, my darling, don't cry. Please don't c®jas groaned, holding her
tight and rocking her in his arms, his cheek preéssgainst her head. ‘It
wasn't like that, it really wasn't. | left you besa...because | was afraid, not
just for myself or for the pain | knew | would feél let you back into my
life, but for the pain | thought you might causendo'

'l would neverhurt Honor," Verity protested fiercely.

'‘No," Silas agreed softly. 'Forgive me for that.’

'She reminds me so much of the way | was..." Véoity him shakily. 'Oh, |
know how much you love her, Silas...and youldn'tbe more different

from my uncle—'

'‘But I'm not enough,’ Silas interrupted her rugfuidding before she could
protest, 'l know, so my darling daughter has alyaatbrmed me.’

'Did you really think that of me...that | might hiyou both...?’

"You'd already hurt me very badly once," Silas retad her softly. 'Or, at
least, so | thought.'

'l felt the same way about you," Verity admittédhurt so much knowing
that when you'd told me you loved me, when you #aatlyou'd love me for
ever, you didn't mean it..."

'l did mean it," Silas corrected her. 'l still mean ierity. Is it too late for us
to start again?' he asked her seriously.



Verity looked at him, her heart in her eyes.
'l... Oh, Silas..." she whispered.
'Let's go inside," he whispered back. 'There'sameltall | want to make...'

Even to make his telephone call to Jane AldergssSifused to let Verity
move out of his arms.

"You stay right where you are,' he mock growletieatwhen she did try to
move away.

‘Jane, it's Silas,' he announced when Catherinetkemanswered his call,
tucking the receiver in the crook of his neck whhe bent his head to
feather a soft kiss against Verity's mouth. '"Watlgk asking too much for

you to keep Honor there with you tonight? | wouldrsk but... You don't

mind...? No, it's okay, | don't need to speak vgh,' he continued, 'but if
you could just give her a message from me, if youlan't mind. Could you

tell her that | think she might be going to get whklae wanted? What she
wanted more than a puppy,' he stressed, smiling.

'What was all that about?' Verity asked him whenhlhd replaced the
receiver.

Smiling at her, Silas said, 'Honor has been beggmpleading with me to

let her have a puppy. The other day when | ill-adgly offered her one as a
peace-offering, she informed me that she didn'ttvaapuppy, she wanted

you.'

Verity looked at him.

'Oh, Silas,' she protested, torn between lauginigtears.

'l want to take you to bed,’ Silas told her huslkslypping her face in both his
hands. 'l want to make love to you, Verity... | wammake love with you. |

want to re-affirm all those vows and promises wa&lento each other years
ago, but if you think it is too soon, if you wantwait...if you feel...'



Putting her fingertips against his lips to silehaa,

Verity told him softly, 'What | feel right now igat | want you. | want you in
all the ways that a woman wants a man she lovéss.Sfou can't imagine
how empty my life has been without you, how—"

'‘Can't 1?" he checked her gruffly. 'There hasreinbe day in the years we've
been apart when | haven't thought about you. Evethe day of Sarah's
funeral... As | stood at her graveside all | coththk was how much |
needed and wanted you.'

'Poor girl," Verity whispered compassionately.

'Yes, poor girl," Silas agreed.

‘Take me to bed,' Verity begged him urgently. 'Talesto bed, Silas, and...'

She didn't have to say any morguldn't have said any more because
suddenly he was picking her up and carrying heatds/ the stairs.

"You are the most beautiful woman on earth," Silaspered extravagantly
as he threaded his fingers through Verity's hair.

Smiling lazily up at him in the aftermath of thdovemaking, Verity
reached out and touched his face, wriggling apptieely against the
muscled warmth of his naked body.

'Hey, don't do that," Silas warned her as he sldugdged the palm of her
hand. 'At least, not unless you want...'

‘Not unless | want what?' Verity teased, delibdyateoving even closer.

‘Not unless you want this," Silas told her huskigking her hand and
placing it against his hardening body.



'Silas, we can't,’ Verity protested unconvincinglylaer fingers stroked
instinctively down the hard strength of the silkpt-skinned shaft of male
pleasure she was caressing.

It felt so good to be able to touch him like thessknow how much he wanted
and needed her, to know how much he loved her.

'Oh, no?' Silas challenged softly, cupping her &trgahis hand and bending
his head to trail tiny provocative kisses all thaywdown from her
collarbone to her navel.

'Don't..." Verity whispered.

'Don't what?' Silas asked her as he circled heelnaith the tip of his
tongue, gently biting at her flesh.

'Don't...don't stop,' Verity breathed.

'I'm not going to," Silas assured her as his heapled lower and his hand
slid between her thighs.

This was bliss, heaven, every delight she had &xmewn or imagined
knowing, Verity decided shakily as she gave in® gentle caress of Silas'
hand against her body and the slow, sensual sealitimouth as it homed
in on the sensitive female heart of her.

The orgasmic contractions gripping her body wefeanything, even
stronger this second time. Just for a second sttty resist them, wanting
to share what she was experiencing with Silashbwvouldn't let her.

'Let it happen, Verity," he begged her, his voltakéng with male arousal. 'l
want to see it happen for you, feel it happen...'

'Silas,' she protested, but it was already too late

With a small cry she gave in to the urgency ofSiidea and her body's own
demands.



'Have you thought...?" Silas questioned her latbgn they were sitting up
in bed eating the smoked salmon sandwiches hedregldpwn to make for
them and drinking the bottle of white wine they ligtided would have to
stand in lieu of celebratory champagne.

They probably looked more like a couple of naugttiijdren, sitting side
by side in the nest they had made of the duvet @itldws, Verity
acknowledged, than adults, but she felt almostdtkd, full of all the
youthful hope and shining joy that she had lostnwhlee had thought she
had lost Silas. She felt, she recognised, likelaagiain, only this time she
was able to appreciate what she had, what theywhtdall the maturity of
a woman.

'Have | thought what?' she prompted, taking a diitthe sandwich he was
proffering her and giggling when he withdrew itteat her teeth grazed his
skin, and then teasingly licking at his fingerstasugh she hadn't known all
along that that was just what he'd wanted her to do

'Mmm..." he retaliated, bending to nibble on hemdimgertips. 'Tastes
good, but not as good as—'

'Silas,' Verity reproved. 'Have | thought what?'

'Well, I don't know about you,' he told her serigu$ut | certainly wasn't
using any precautions.' He shook his head. 'Toutbkftl, that was the last
thing on my mind, irresponsible though it sounds.’

Verity gave him a concerned look.

'I'm not protected from conceiving,’ she admittadding semi-shyly, 'l
don't... Well, there's never been any need, naesinNot since, well, not

since you and ...

The sandwiches were pushed to one side as he &oi lhis arms and
groaned.



'Oh, Verity, | never expected... | couldn't, anld\e you just the same no
matter what... Have you any idea just how much the@dns to me? It's the
same for me, you know," he told her quietly. 'l éit:..’

'‘Not even with Myra?' Verity asked him.

'Most especially not with Myra.' Silas grinned.

'She wanted you," Verity told him.

'Mmm...but she didn't get me. There wasn't anytiiege for her," he told
her seriously, touching his own heart lightly ahdrt adding, 'and so there
couldn't be anything here either..." Verity watclscde touched his sex.

'l thought it didn't work like that for men," wak she could manage to say.
'For some men, but not for me. Perhaps that's vwhysd hungry for you
now," he told her with a soft groan. 'I've got adblonely nights to make up
for...'

'l don't want to get pregnant,’ Verity told himpéadning when she saw the
look in his eyes, 'I| mean, not just yet. Not uktdnor has had a chance
to...to adjust...to know that she'll always be vgpgcial to both of us... We
need time together as a unit, a family... We nedabnd properly together
as a threesome, Silas, before we introduce a nbwibto our family. We
owe it to Honor to wait unthe'sready.’

When she looked at him she saw that his eyes waglet lvith emotion.
'What is it?' she asked him warily. 'Have 1...?"

"You're perfect, just perfect, do you know that?tdld her passionately. 'No
wonder Honor is so determined to have you as lepnstther. Come here

and let me kiss you...'

Smiling at him, Verity complied...



EPILOGUE

'"WHAT are you doing?' Catherine asked Honor curiously.

They were both standing in Verity's bedroom, stiearing their
bridesmaid's dresses from the afternoon weddirgnoaeny which had taken
place in the garden. Honor was writing somethingrdon a piece of paper,
shielding it with her hand as she kept a weather @y the half-open
bedroom door.

Down below them, in the garden. Verity and Silasenmingling with their
guests, Silas' arm wrapped protectively arounahéig wife's waist.

'I'm writing a list of babies' names,' Honor infadiher friend loftily.

'‘Babies names... What forPou won't be having a baby for ages yet,
Catherine told her.

'It's not for me, stupid,’ Honor told her. 'It's #erity.’

'Is Verity having a baby?' Catherine asked heikitggpconfused.

'Maybe not quite yet. But she soon will be now tehe and Dad are
married," Honor told her confidently. think, ifsita girl we should call her
Mel and if it's a boy...I think Adam...'

'Why Adam?' Catherine asked her.

'It's a nice name for a baby brother.’

Down below them in the garden, happily obliviousthe plans that were
being made for their future, Verity leaned a littleser into Silas' body.



'Looking forward to tonight?' he teased her wicked$ he felt the soft
warmth of her body.

Laughing ruefully, Verity wrinkled her nose at him.

"You're the one who's supposed not to be able iitevgetmeinto bed, not
the other way around,' she reminded him.

'What makes you think I'm not?' Silas challenged Née're going to have
to make the most of tonight," he warned her theslast night we're going to
have to ourselves for quite some time.'

'Mmm... | know," Verity agreed, closing her eyeshs dwelt blissfully on
the thought of the luxurious suite at the hotel rehtee had once made love
to her that Silas had booked in their names foir thhedding night. She
smiled as she remembered that on their first dtayetthey had a much
smaller room.

'If 1 ever thought about where I'd spend a honeymaiocertainly wasn't
Disneyland,' he told Verity dryly.

She opened her eyes and laughed.
'No, me neither," she admitted.

'So how comeyouwere the one who insisted that we make the boGking
Silas asked her gently. 'Or can | guess?"

'We couldn't have gone away without her," she Ivirta quickly.
'Maybeyoucouldn't,"” Silas agreed roundly, 'but | certaicdyld!

‘You don't mean that."

'Don't 1?" He gave her a wide, almost boyish ghattmade him look

heartachingly young. 'We must be mad. Thneeksin Disneyland with
Honor in tow...'



‘Either that or we must be grateful,’ Verity ackmesged, whispering the
words into a soft kiss. 'After all, without her...'

'Yes,' he admitted. 'Without her...'

Both of them glanced up towards Verity's open bedravindow where
they could hear the sound of raised voices.

'Well, | think Adam is a stupid name for a babyati@rine was shouting.

'l don't care whayouthink," Honor was retaliating in an equally louzice.
'l like it and he's going to baybrother.’

Her what? Verity and Silas looked at one anotheitsivall around them
their guests started to grin.

'Honor," Silas began sternly.
Verity touched his arm and shook her head.

'Don't say anything to her," she begged him. hkthis is probably my
fault.’

'Your fault? How can it be?'

'She came into the bathroom this morning whilstabweeing sick," Verity
told him quietly.

'You were beingsick...?'Silas stared at her, his face changing colour and
then becoming suffused with tender emotion as bk kwld of her gently
and asked, 'Are you?'

'l don't know...not yet... But Honor seems to henaede up her mind what
shethinks if it proves to be true,’ she told him misf. ‘'She was thrilled—so
much for us waiting.'

Silas gave a small sigh.



'You do realise that this baby is going to makedwnpletely impossible,
don't you?' He groaned. 'She'll never let eitharsofear her or him...'

Glancing towards the upper window and her smalbdaeaghter, Verity
smiled.

'She's going to be the best sister that any babiddwave,' she told him
softly—and meant it.



