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On the strength of a brief holiday romance wittedgy Lord, Catriona Muir
left her quiet Scottish home and set off for Londomly convinced that he
would want to marry her. But of course by the tishe arrived Jeremy had
forgotten all about her. Instead she found heliseiblved with his uncle
Jason--who was even more out of her league thaemyehad been.
Attractive, rich, a sophisticated man of the worddson presented a far
greater danger than his nephew--how could she ldgssope with his
devastating attraction? Hadn't she better hurrk baScotland before her
life was ruined altogether?



CHAPTER ONE

'LASSIE, are you sure?' Mrs McGregor, her ample form weapgecurely in
a flowered pinny, paused in her task of kneadinggtip and stared at the
slight figure on the other side of the big kitctiahle.

'Quite sure,’ Catriona Muir said, with a firmnebsg svas | far from feeling.
'I—I simply must get away. The Mackintoshes wantard possession as
soon as possible, and now | the house is sol@| bfeif | don't belong there

anyway.'

'Don't belong?' Mrs McGregor attacked the dough weénewed vigour.
'‘Away with you! In your own aunt's house where yeere brought up as a
bairn?'

‘The Mackintoshes own it now," Catriona remindedwi¢h a pang. It still
hurt to think of it. The big grey house standinglb&om the road had been
home as long as she could remember. Ever sindacinthe parents who
were just vague pictures in her mind had beendillea car crash and
Auntie Jessie, her father's unmarried sister anttidda's only living
relative, had descended on her and carried her toattke tiny village of
Torvaig on the west coast of Scotland.

Now, eighteen years later, Aunt Jessie too was ,deam] Muir
House—surely, as she herself had ruefully said, ntost unsuccessful
guest-house in Scotland—had been sold to a Glasgaple.

'‘Aye, they own it," Mrs McGregor retorted. 'But fusw long?' She dropped
the dough back into its bowl. 'If a fine woman liBessie Muir couldn'a
make the place pay, then it's no likely that paiiiesom and her man will
do any better. This is the wrong place for sumnuartbers, my dear, and
that's the truth of it. We're too far away from tFéfilliam and the Islands
and the things folk come to see. It's a family lepulat. It's crying out for
bairns and laughter, and itll no take kindly toatthone and
her—improvements.' Mrs McGregor invested the lastdwith incredible
scorn. 'A discotheque in the basement! Have your dward such
nonsense?’



Catriona smiled unhappily. 'l think she's beingtéelunrealistic.'

'‘And so are you.' Mrs McGregor folded her arms gaded at Catriona
sternly. '‘Chasing off to England after some ladbat's never given you a
thought all year.'

Catriona flushed and her green eyes grew stormy.

‘That's not true,’ she protested. ‘Jeremy didmtecthis spring, | know, but
he has written to me.’

'Not for several months he hasn't,' retorted Mr&kegor with all the calm
assurance of the sister of the village postmistrésgl don't jut that Muir
chin at me, my lass. There's no one in this villag anything but your
good at heart, and they'd all tell you what I'mirigl you now. A few
moonlight kisses by the sea-loch don't make a ageri

She nodded emphatically at Catriona, whose cheeks flaming.

'Och, we've all been through it, lassie,’ she Wenkindly. 'First love's a
grand thing, but it doesn't last. Whenit's realeloyou'll know, just as |
knew with Mr McGregor.'

Catriona looking at the round plump face with tsanet of wispy grey hair
and visualising the balding taciturn Mr McGregodHta repress a desire to
giggle, in spite of her annoyance What did Mrs Megar know of the
sweet and tender secret she and Jeremy had simatkdtimagical few
weeks the previous year when he had come to Toosaig walking torn-
and stayed and stayed until his time was up, andhdteto return to
university?

Thinking of Jeremy with his crisp dark hair anddhaing blue eyes brought
a tightening to her throat and a mistiness to lges.eThey had shared so
much. They had walked, sailed and swum during tlgmdéen days that

seemed as if they would last for ever.

One night they had attendedaeilidhin a neighbouring village. Catriona,
who played the guitar and sang folk songs in Ehglisd Gaelic, had been



one of the star turns, and later as they drove hiontkee back of Angus
Duncan's van along the narrow single track roatt Wie clumps of grass
growing in the centre which was Torvaig's only neahaccess with the
outside world, Jeremy had drawn her close.

'l never knew you could sing like that," he whiggkrhis lips against her
ear.

Catriona, more used to her aunt's affectionatetb&ss and the villagers'
forthrightness, had blushed.

'Oh, it's nothing,' she said awkwardly.

'‘Nothing!" Jeremy cast his eyes to heaven. 'My lavéondcn you'd be a
hit. You've got real talent, and you don't even Wnib. The record
companies are always crying out for something reewl, those songs you
sang in that outlandish language. . .'

"The Gaelic is not outlandish!" Catriona flaredhdA wish | could speak it
properly instead of just being able to sing a fewgs in it.’

'‘Okay, okay," Jeremy said placatingly. 'But it deesind strange when
you're not used to it. | think that with the propacking and promotion you
could be Scotland's answer to Nana Mouskouri.'

'I'd be more flattered if | knew who she was,' (@aia said, resting her head
sleepily on his shoulder.

‘Seriously, Trina," he put his fingers under hencforcing her to look up at
him, 'you shouldn't waste yourself in this wildesseYou'd have far more
chance in London."'

'Wilderness?' Catriona faced him bewilderedly. ,Betemy, | thought you
liked Torvaig.'

'l do like it,;" he said. '‘But | like it because y@uhere. Without you, |
wouldn't have spent a second day here. It's toetdar me. | like some
action.’



Remembering this now in the homely warmth of theQvigor kitchen,
Catriona felt her spirits plummet. It was the odlfference they had ever
had. When he had finally gone back to London, eegramised to return
the following spring, if he could. But Easter hahe and gone and no sign
of him, and then shortly before Whitsun, Aunt Je'ssill-used weak heart
had finally given way, ironically enough as she watching one of her
beloved sunsets over the western sea.

It was Jeremy's parting words that Catriona haderebered in the
bewilderment of grief, when she had realised thathtouse would have to
be sold to pay off various creditors, as well asniortgage which she did
not feel capable of shouldering.

'Here's my address.' He gave her a folded piepadr. 'Keep it safe. If you
ever need me, that's where I'll be.’

They had kissed and she had clung to him, her Yeee with tears,
promising to wait for him. At first his letters hatbme often and hers
returned as eagerly. Then the frequency beganlter,falthough he still
talked of the time when they would be together gsvalow, if she faced it,
five months had gone by with no word. Catriona batved her pride by
telling herself that Jeremy was busy with his stadand that he had
important exams coming up, which, as he'd saidnirearly letter, could
make all the difference to their future togethemwas this, and the address
carefully treasured in her trinket box at homef tied decided Catriona on
her next course of action, now that she was alone.

She looked up from her reverie and found Mrs Mc@regatching her
concernedly. She smiled back at her.

'It'll be all right,” she said. 'l know it will. tan't bear to stay here with
Auntie—and the house—gone like that. And | candrbi® see what the
Mackintoshes are going to do with the place eitBesides, London will be
an adventure, and Jeremy will be there." She sraigih, more gaily. 'I'll
send you a piece of wedding cake.'

'So | should hope—when you find a husband,' Mrs Mg@r said a trifle
caustically.



She confided her misgivings to her husband ovepeautnat evening.

'‘But she's set on it,' she added, and sighed. twosc gey long way to go,
just to have your heart broken. | doubt yon possi knows what she's
getting herself into.’

A week later, standing completely bewildered in thestle of Euston,
Catriona was wondering exactly the same thing. Tbe&se from the
loudspeakers, the roar of the traffic outside, tiedshouting and banging
on the station itself as trains arrived and departided her with
unreasoning panic. After the silence of Torvaig,evehthe hum of the
telegraph wires was often clearly audible evemérhiddle of the day, she
felt as if her eardrums would burst. What was woeseryone but her
seemed to know exactly where they were going. Slhaxed the crowd to
the barrier and gave up her ticket.

Outside in the sunlight, she felt even more uncotabde. Jeremy's address
was tucked safely in an inside pocket of her leash@ulder bag, but she
had no idea how to get there. Awkwardly she shiftedrucksack on to her
other shoulder and leaned her guitar case agaim&wasvendor's stand
while she tried to take stock of her surroundirigsst of the money she
possessed in the world—just under two hundred pewvdas safely
locked up in a small cashbox in her rucksack, hattsead kept a few pounds
in her handbag for emergencies. Catriona decidetuliy that the first
emergency was now. Picking up her guitar, she vdatkeposefully to the
gueue of people waiting for taxis. But when hentcame, she found to her
astonishment that she was calmly elbowed out ofnidne by two smartly
dressed men. She stood indignantly on the pavewetching the last cab
draw away, and a certain grimness crept into hpression. As another cab
pulled up, a fur-coated woman stepped forward, HingsCatriona aside.
Catriona swung her rucksack and there was a stay#dp as its bulk
encountered the fur coat. The woman tottered, meamgnoff balance, and
Catriona squeezed past. 'Mine, | think," she gaidhing her guitar case on
to the back seat. She sat back feeling a littléygat her discourtesy, but at
the same time faintly victorious. If this was howndoners conducted
themselves, then a Muir could do just as well!



'Where to, ducks?"'

'Oh." Catriona produced Jeremy's slip of paper @mhed it through the
glass partition. The driver looked at it and whadtl'It's quite a way.' He
turned and studied his passenger, from the atteagtass of curly dark hair
on her shoulders down over the duffel coat and-ftimg levis to the
well-worn brogues. 'It'll cost you.'

'l have money.' Catriona lifted her chin at him.
'Suit yourself, love," and he let in the clutch.

By the time the journey was over, Catriona wassiok with nervousness to
worry over-much about the amount on the meterpaltgh one corner of her
thrifty soul registered a momentary squeal of aygras she handed over the
fare and added a generous tip.

'Shall | hang on?' asked the driver, apparently edoby the unexpected
gesture.

Catriona looked up at the house where the cab aklieldh It was not quite
what she had envisaged, being a narrow terracddimmiwith peeling
stucco. The paintwork needed renewal, and the fyarden was untended.
Almost unconsciously Catriona's nose wrinkled. éiswot the rendezvous
she would have chosen for an ecstatic reunion datemy. She bit her lip
uncertainly. She wished now she had written to imirdvance telling him
that she was coming. She acknowledged now, standitite dirty street,
that she had been secretly afraid that he mighibtdgter her. For a moment
she found it hard to remember even what Jeremyeldtike, and again that
odd sense of panic gripped her. She turned toritierchesitantly.

'Perhaps—you would wait.'
She mounted the short flight of cracked steps and the bell.

'Probably not working, love," the driver calledat®) on the door instead.’



Catriona complied with his advice, and after anlesglmoment or two the
door was flung open. She was confronted by a tliman in a soiled blue
nylon overall, her hair in rollers under a yellohiféon scarf.

'No vacancies,' she snapped, and made to closmthieagain.
Catriona stepped forward with a determination ghatwas far from feeling.
'I'm looking for one of your tenants, a Mr Jerenord.'

'‘Are you now?' The woman's eyes appraised Catrismggestively,
lingering for a moment at her waistline. 'Well, yreutoo late, dear. He's
gone.'

'‘Gone? Where?' Catriona felt the world spin roumd. This was one
development she had failed to take into accouhenplanning. Jeremy had
told her she would find him here and she had betidvim. She fought to
remain calm.

'He left about three months ago. A nice Indian lgem&n’'s got the room
now." The woman waited for a minute. 'Well, if thadll, dear, | must get
on.'

Catriona moved impulsively. 'Did he—was there amyvarding address?’

'‘Now let me think. Some do, and some don't, of ®@uAnd there's a few
who don't want to be traced.' She gave Catrional&cious smile. '‘But I'm
sure that won't be true in your case, ducks. Yoil e, while | see.' She
disappeared to the rear of the musty hall and weatigh a door.

Catriona, fighting her tears, stood forlornly oe 8tep. What if there was no
address? She supposed there would be a hostel $enmeeghe could go to

for the time being. Perhaps the driver would knb\e.seemed kind. Yet at
the back of her mind were all the warnings sheehal heard about trusting
strangers in big cities. She had never felt moveg| even at Aunt Jessie's
funeral, for there the unspoken sympathy of theakthe village had been

like a rock for her to lean on. Here there was ne and nothing if Jeremy

could not be found.



'Here we are, lovey.' The woman was coming backyri$hing a piece of
paper. 'Mr Lord—11 Belmont Gardens. | thought I ldotecollect him
saying where he was moving to.'

'Oh, thank you.' Catriona took the papfer, reagjdimat the woman's hand
was remaining outstretched. For a moment she weddér she was
expected to shake hands, then she realised. Fiyssire dug into her
shoulder bag and produced a pound note. Beforeaiid say anything, it
was gone from her hand and tucked away into a patkbe nylon overall.

‘That's very good of you, dear, very good.' The @wnineamed at her. 'Now,
if you were wanting a room, my first floor frontgsving notice this week.'

'‘No," Catriona said quietly. 'No, thanks. | mustgoeng now." And she ran
back down the steps to the waiting taxi. She gheenew address to the
driver.

'It's from the sublime to the gorblimey with yourlghe commented, as the
cab drew away. '‘Dead posh, Belmont Gardens.'

Catriona didn't find this piece of information peamlarly encouraging
either. She realised for the first time how liglee really knew about Jeremy
and his background. She knew that he was an oiilly, @nd that both his
parents were living, but little more.

It had never occurred to her during those happy soaked days in
Scotland to probe too deeply. Nor had she specutatemuch while they
were apart. She had preferred to remember the \waofrtis kisses, and
the glow in his eyes when he looked at her ingkatet way that seemed to
shut them off from the rest of the world even wiaghers were there.
These things were somehow more real than Jeremyigdyf Jerejny's
friends and the rest of his life in London in whafyet she had no part.

She realised of course that she would have to abegart in them, but
Jeremy had fitted so easily into her background sha had few doubts
that she would slot as quickly into his. Now sheswmat so sure.



Looking out of the cab window, she realised thadiney were in now was a
marked improvement on the one where Jeremy uskketdHere, the rows
of houses were tall and ¢ spacious and trees ditigestreets in neat lines.

The taxi turned right, swerving into a small squdrethe centre of the
square was a tiny railed-off park, with lawns, seatd flower beds. The
houses that surrounded it were tall and elegarit daficately wrought

iron railings in front of them. Many of them hadndbw boxes filled with

gay flowers, and Catriona could not help a litthly of pleasure and
surprise.

‘Told you so,' the driver commented smugly. He dopawith a flourish.
'Here we are, ducks—number eleven. Shall | bring gear up?"

'I—I can manage, thank you.' Catriona was feeliagyous again. As the
taxi drew away and vanished round the corner, alhalmost as if she just
lost a friend. Her palms felt moist and she wipeeht down the sides of
her jeans, before shouldering her rucksack andrmmakp the guitar case.

'Here we go,' she thought, gazing up at the wlatade of the house. A
scarlet front door confronted her and as she cdutite six immaculate
steps which led to it, she noticed a gleaming bledlsurmounted by a
name-plate in the wall.

The stark black lettering on the card seemed o ¢ed at her. 'J. Lord,' she
read with relief, and pressed the bell.

Almost immediately she heard steps inside the hoasd her stomach
muscles contracted. She licked her dry lips, cdimgpher instinct to run

away as quickly as she could, now that the momieintith was here. . But it
was a small woman, neatly dressed in a dark frockagpron, who opened
the door this time, and looked at her inquiringly.

Catriona tried to speak with an assurance she avdsoim feeling.

'Mr Lord, please.’



'‘Well, | don't know, I'm sure, miss.' The womanHKed at her searchingly,
taking in the shabby coat and the rucksack. 'lexpecting you?'

'Yes,' said Catriona, mentally crossing her fingkrwasn't really a fib, she
told herself. Jeremy had said she could come atiene; 'Please tell him
Miss Muir is here.’

The woman held the door open and stood back tevallatriona to enter.
'‘Come in, Miss Muir. I'll tell Mr Lord. Perhaps yaulike to leave your
luggage in the hall.’

Catriona felt almost embarrassed to do so. It wamaious hall with a black
and white tiled floor and gleaming white walls. &reed chest stood against
one wall supporting a,tall Chinese vase. She putuduksack and guitar in a
corner, where she hoped they would not be notiead, followed the
woman to a door on the right.

'Will you wait here, miss?' the woman asked, andri@z nodded
speechlessly. She had never seen such a room. allsewere covered in a
heavy cream paper and this colour was repeatdaeihick fitted carpet.
The floor- length curtains and luxurious suite werea matching fabric
which combined shades of sapphire and jade, amib@at who had always
been told by Aunt Jessie, '‘Blue and green shoulémige seen,’ gasped at
the effect this produced. The few other pieces wmifure—some
occasional tables and a rosewood cabinet—were o$lyi@ntique and a
cream marble mantelpiece bore a collection of esttpuChinese porcelain
dogs.

Catriona began to feel bewildered. What had Jereango with all this
luxury? She had never thought that he might be, rmit what other
explanation was there for a life-style which wagdrel anything she could
have imagined? The shabby chintzes of Muir Houskrtewver seemed so
far away.

Desperately she stared around. Oh, why had sheT@hat a fool she had
been! There was no place for her here. The contrasteen her own
near-pennilessness and her present surroundings asniliation. And
worst of all, one of her shoes had left a dirty knam the carpet.



Tears sprang to her eyes, and she hurried towaelgidor, but almost
simultaneously it was flung open, and Catrionadthltith a gasp.

Regarding her was a tall man. He was wearing a sifitldressing gown,
and a towel was flung carelessly over one shouldsrfeet and legs were
bare and one lock of damp- looking black hair huluyvn across his
forehead. He put up a hand and brushed it impétiantay from the coldest
grey eyes that Catriona had ever seen.

'Who are you?' she asked shakily. It was too mitie long journey, the
lack of sleep, the first disappointment, and nois ttiter stranger looking
her over as if she were an unprepossessing remmnanbargain counter.

‘That's rich, coming from you,' he commented, voece that matched his
eyes. 'According to you, Miss—er—Muir, I'm expegtiyou.'

Catriona fought back the tears that were threagetonoverwhelm her
completely.

'‘Not you—Jeremy,' she said dolefully.

‘Jeremy?' He gave her a long look, then closeddtdw behind him. 'l
suppose | should have known. And what brings yoate

Catriona stared at him helplessly. 'Doesn't—doéenlive here?'

‘No, by God, he doesn't,’ was the forcible rephhat gave you that idea?
Did he? I'll break his damned neck if. . .'

'No—oh, no. It was his landlady—his ex-landladwttis. She said he'd left
this as a forwarding address. And when | saw hisenan the card at the
door, I assumed . . ." Her voice tailed away unawtably as he looked her
over with a certain grimness.

‘Not his name, young woman. Mine. And this is nat,fand down the hall
iIs my bedroom where | now propose to return nowt tties little
misunderstanding has been cleared up. | did agadeleremy could have
his mail sent on here for a short time, but that eazer long ago.' He opened



the door and held it, waiting for her to pass tiglauSo if you'd be good
enough to collect that weird clutter in the coraéthe hall, we can go our
separate ways.'

In spite of her distress, Catriona's temper begaisé¢. She had never been
treated so summarily in her life before. Aunt Jessouldn't have behaved
to a stray dog like this man was treating her,tebaght furiously. Her first
reaction was to do as he requested and stalk obisdfouse and his life
without a backward glance. And yet he could obvipielp her to find
Jeremy, which at the moment seemed more importemt $alvaging her
pride.

'I'm sorry to have intruded," she began awkwartflyou would just give
me Jeremy's present address, I'll be happy to gawvén peace.’

'Out of the question,’ he said abruptly. ‘Good nmgn'What do you mean?"
Catriona faced him, openly indignant. ‘Are you sgyyou won't tell me
where he is?'

'Very perceptive,' he said smoothly, and Catriarayéd to slap him hard
across that dark sneering face. 'Now, on your waylittle orphan of the
storm.’

'I'm not--' Catriona began to deny hotly, when titusk her with the
suddenness of a blow that he was quite right. Skeeam orphan now. She
looked at him mutely, unable to restrain her teamglonger.

'Oh, for God's sake,' he said bitingly. 'Do yownkhl haven't had that trick
tried on me a hundred times? Only it's never workdte past, and it's sure
as hell not working now, darling.’

'I'm not your darling!" Catriona rubbed her eyegovously with a scrap of
handkerchief she had found in her coat pockdtiriktyou're despicable!’

'No doubt you do. But just remember, you got yolfiisehere under false
pretences, so don't start complaining when the gg@ats tough.' He
gestured her towards the door.



'It wasn't false pretences,' Catriona protestexskéed for Mr Lord. | thought
it would be Jeremy.’

'‘And instead it was me.' He pushed his hair baginthis forehead again,
almost wearily. 'A nasty shock for you, no douloigl any advice to you is to
go back where you came from as quickly as possihdeget over it.’

'l can't go back,' Catriona said quietly. 'Whatsren | came here to find
Jeremy and | won't leave until I've seen him. Ardl mot be very pleased
when | tell him how you've treated me,' she addddile vindictively.

But far from being perturbed, he merely smiled igin

'l don't think I have much to fear from that quaftee said. 'Tell me, why do
you want to see him so urgently?’

‘That's my business.' Catriona tilted her chinatefy.

'On the contrary, you've also made it mine. Besidssmother has been on
at me for years to take a proper avuncular intenefte boy. Oh, | forgot,’
he added satirically, as Catriona's eyes flew Isthito his face. 'l didn't
introduce myself, did I. I'm Jason Lord, Jeremyisle.’

'l didn't know Jeremy had an uncle,’ Catriona saihbly.

'‘Well, he didn't tell me about you either, so weués. Well, Miss Muir, I'm
waiting.'

Catriona thrust her hands into the pockets of bat t hide the fact that
they were shaking. She met Jason Lord's scornéyl gyes with a flash of
her green ones.

'In that case he probably hasn't told you eithatrwe're in love and going to
be married,' she said. , He had been lounging ragligently against the
door, but at that he stiffened instantly. His eyent over her again, not
with the same contempt as before, but assessin@lneost stripping her,
while the colour rose in her cheeks.



‘You're going to marry Jeremy,' he said slowly. &Vim hell's name gives
you that idea?"

'He did. Last summer.'

'Which was a long time ago.' He looked at her wryAnd where was
this—er—troth plighted, may | ask?'

‘At Torvaig.' He still looked blank, so she expk 'It's a little village on
the west coast of Scotland. It's not very well knplwut Jeremy found it
while he was touring, and he stayed on.’

'I'll bet he did!" There was an almost savage mothe muttered words.
'‘Now will you let me see him?' she begged.

'No." He spoke almost reflectively. 'In fact | thiit's even more imperative
that you use the other half of your return ticketl aake yourself back to

Torvaig and forget you ever knew Jeremy.'

'I'll do nothing of the sort!" she raged. 'l haveght to see him. I've come to
London and I'm staying no matter what you say.'

'Look," he came to stand in front of her and grigpper

arms tightly,-his eyes bleak as a winter's daw, télling you for your own

good. Forget him and go home. Can't you take mydviar it that it's the

best thing to do?'

'l wouldn't take your word for what day of the watkvas," Catriona said
angrily, and his hands fell away from her so quicklat she swayed a little,
feeling oddly dizzy.

'What's the matter?' he asked.

'I—I'm sorry. It's so warm in here.'

‘Not that warm. Have you had anything to eat?'



'l had a few sandwiches on the train." How long #uat seemed, she
thought tiredly.

‘That must have been a great comfort,’ he saidastcally. 'Well, you'd
better take that appalling coat off and come with'm

‘To see Jeremy?' she asked hopefully.

'‘No," he said witheringly. 'To have some breakfsefbre you pass out on
me. | want you leaving here on your own two legs, carried out on a
stretcher.'

Catriona was just about to fling his insulting offeck in his face when it
occurred to her how hungry she really was and hainbetter she would
be able to continue the battle if she was fed. 8oermeekly than she felt,
she allowed herself to be shepherded through thedéhe rear of the
house and a large shiny kitchen.

It was a poem in gleaming ceramic tiles and stamigeel with gadgets
Catriona had only ever seen before in magazinengst Remembering the
old-fashioned sink and scrubbed wooden drainingrdbdmack at Muir
House, she felt a stab of envy. It seemed so utfairAuntie Jessie had had
to struggle with her work, while this unpleasantnhad been living in the
lap of luxury with hardly the need to lift a finglr himself.

'Mrs Birch!" he called, and the woman who had athditCatriona came
bustling in.

'‘Can you organise some breakfast for this starumogsel?' He indicated
Catriona with a casual wave of hishand and she hetnivith fury. 'Bacon
and at least two eggs, | think. Oh, and porridgecaidrse. She's from
Scotland.'

'Porridge, sir?' Mrs Birch gaped at him. 'Wellohd know if. .

'‘No," Catriona interrupted hastily. 'l don't eatrnige.'



'Heresy,' Jason Lord said solemnly, but he washlizuggat her, she knew.
'‘Well, grapefruit, then, and lots of coffee, Mrs, Bnd I'll have some as
well." He turned to Catriona. "You'll be quite safigh Mrs Birch. I'm going
to finish shaving and get dressed.’

Before Catriona could reply, he vanished.

Mrs Birch was setting out plates and cups and @adrcould already smell
the bacon sizzling in the pan.

'Is there anything | can do?' she asked shyly.

'l can manage.' Mrs Birch gave her a quick glahshould sit down before
you fall down, lovey. You're as white as a sheet.’

Catriona complied shakily. 'l—I've had rather acho

'Well, 1 wondered, though it's not for me to sagould have told you he
doesn't like seeing people so early in the mornfkgd when | saw that
guitar | said to myself, Elsie, | said, she hagatta prayer, poor little soul.'

'My guitar?' Catriona echoed bewilderedly.

'He doesn't do musical acts, lovey. It's all curedfairs and documentaries.
| thought you'd have known that.'

And as Catriona continued to stare at her in amaménshe tutted
impatiently.

'Well, you do know who he is, don't you?"
‘All | know is that he's Jeremy's uncle,’" Catri@umitted.
‘Lord above!" Mrs Birch cracked the first of thegegnto the pan. 'He'sa TV

producer, dear. He doétere and Nowon a Monday, apart from anything
else. And his documentary on alcoholics last yealag award.’



'I'm afraid I've never seen much television,' @ata said quietly. 'We didn't
have a set at home.’

Mrs Birch was obviously as staggered by this &afriona had suddenly
grown a second head.

'Well, there's a thing,' she said at last. 'Anddiveas me thinking you were
pestering him for a job.'

Catriona coloured. 'Oh, it's nothing like thatg staid.

'I'm pleased to hear it." Mrs Birch set half a g@fapit frosted with sugar in
front of Catriona and lowered her voice confiddhtidYou see, dear, the
better known he's become, the worse it's got. Afigirls just think he's the
key to fame and fortune and heaven knows what.ridéek so many people
in television, you see, and one word from him canall sorts. I'm glad

you're not one of them.' She beamed approvinglyadtiona, then turned
back to the cooker. 'Now you get started, becausad nearly ready.’

Catriona had almost finished her eggs and bacothdéyime Jason Lord
returned. In a silk-textured dark suit he lookeé@remore forbidding, she
thought, and had to fight an urge to flinch aslie@n to the stool next to
hers at the breakfast bar.

‘That's better," he remarked coolly. 'You're bemigrto look more like a
human being.’

Mrs Birch put two steaming cups of coffee down lo@ bar and hurried out
of the kitchen to her other chores.

"You've placed me under an obligation to you--TiGat began stiffly, but
he interrupted.

‘Then repay it—please—by going home."

'l have no home.'



"You just thought you'd move in with my nephew.sHone was glacial
again.

‘No," she answered wretchedly. 'lI've told you—wgbtig to be married.'
He glanced meaningly at her ringless hands. Y aifreially engaged?’

She hesitated miserably,, unwilling to share eaat @ her precious secret
with this man. Then, very slowly, she undid thetiop buttons on her white
shirt blouse and pulled out the silver chain sheewound her neck. There
were two metal objects hanging on it—a small key asilver ring set with
a cairngorm. A cheap enough trinket, but Jeremylwadjht it for her one
day in Fort William.

'Until | can afford a proper one,' he had whispeagdhe put it on her finger
and kissed her. She had thought she would die mfihass, and some of
that remembered joy lingered in her face as sheneked the ring to Jason
Lord in the soft curve of her palm.

There was a long silence. Then, 'l see,’ he saa\nice devoid of any
emotion. She looked at him, puzzled, but his ey@®weiled as he looked
down at the thin trail of smoke from the cigardtedd lightly between his
fingers.

"You will let me see him, won't you?' Her voice vwdsading.

'Yes.' He stubbed the cigarette out with suddetenae. 'Yes, Miss Muir,
you win. I'll take you to him this evening.'

'Not till this evening?' She couldn't believe hmtary, but at the same time
this apparently unnecessary delay jarred on hdry Wét now?’

'‘Because he's away. He'll be back this evening-+abiber's giving a party.
| didn't intend to go, but now | will and I'll takeu with me.’

'‘But | couldn't let you do that," Catriona saicbate. It was not at all how
she had planned to see Jeremy again, at a paihsagdackground where



she would be an interloper. 'I'd be a gatecrashed. besides, | haven't
anything to wear.'

‘The eternal cry of woman, but in your case it dqukt be true,’ he said, his
eyes flicking over her dismissively. 'And you wortle a gatecrasher.
You'll go as my guest. Marion always expects mbring a girl-friend to
her parties.’

Catriona felt a quick surge of revulsion at theaidé¢ being taken for his
girl-friend.

'I'm sure there are other people you'd rather ‘take,said awkwardly.
'Dozens," he retorted. Suddenly he leaned forwadl las long fingers
brushed the small curve of her breast. Startled, lled away, feeling

oddly as if she had been scorched by a sudden flame

'Don't be a fool," he said. 'Give me credit foittkel more subtlety in my
approach than that. I'm just curious to know wheg is.’

It was the key that shared the chain with the ring.
‘That's just the key of my cashbox,' she saidla lervously.
'‘Cashbox?' he queried, with raised brows. 'Whdt-dagx?'

So perforce Catriona found herself telling him ab&untie Jessie and the
sale of Muir House.

'So when all was settled | had about two hundrechgs altogether. | spent
some of it t>f course on my ticket and on a tagetp But the rest is in a box
in my rucksack,' she added, noticing with alarn beawas frowning again.

'You've been carrying all the money you possesthenworld around
London with you all morning!" he said with ominotem. 'And supposing
you'd been robbed? Dear God, girl, you're not safee allowed out!

'l can look after my money and myself," Catriona sadignantly.



'‘Can you now?' he said softly. 'So much so thathlander into a strange
man's flat, make all kinds of demands and staybfeakfast without any
thought of what you might have to give in return.’

'I'm quite willing to pay you--' she began, butdienced her by placing an
authoritative finger on her parted lips. An oddvehiran through her. She
had never been touched, she told herself, by ansloadéoathed as much as
him.

'‘But supposing | asked for payment in kind rathantcash?' His eyes held
hers and she was aware that her breathing hadeqedknvoluntarily.

'I'd scream for Mrs Birch,' she found herself sgyivith amazing calmness.
'You assume she'd be on your side. Well, she piplvatuld. She has a
weakness for waifs and strays." With an insoucidhatinfuriated her, he
let the key and ring drop back inside the neck ef &hirt. They felt
disturbingly warm from his fingers and again shi tieat unaccountable
shiver.

'‘Well," he slid off the stool, 'studio for me, apeld, | think, for you.'

'‘Bed?' Catriona gasped.

'Of course. Don't tell me you got much sleep on titzan last night.’'
'No—nbut | can't sleep here.

'Why not?' he asked. 'And don't start behavingdikénysterical virgin. I've
already told you, I'm going to work. I'll get Mrarh to wake you around
two-thirty and I'll be back at three to take yowgping.'

'‘Shopping?’

'Must you repeat everything | say?' he said witldigd patience.

'‘But | don't need to go shopping.' Catriona thowdggperately of her small
store of money. She could not go to Jeremy conlgletapty-handed.



'Oh yes, you do. You need a party dress,' he saillyc Before she could
argue, he was gone, and a moment later she heafibttt door slam.

Catriona leant on the breakfast bar. Her head wablbing, and she pressed
her finger tips against her forehead with a liilgh. He was everything that
was detestable, she thought, and he seemed tatpkeverse delight in
unnerving her. Only the thought that when eveniame he would take her
to Jeremy stopped her from grabbing up her thingsranning away as fast
as she could.

'‘Come along, lovey."' Mrs Birch's voice was kind.nige lie down is what
you want. You'll feel better in no time.’

Catriona found herself in a small bedroom furnisimechuted browns and
yellows with a thick continental quilt on the siagbed. It was incredibly
soft and warm and she felt an almost sensuousati@xas she stretched
out under it.

‘A good sleep,’ Mrs Birch was saying somewhereng lway off. 'A good
sleep.’

Catriona slept.



CHAPTER TWO

SHE was awoken by a hand on her shoulder. Mrs Birabutdoor clothes
was standing by the bed, holding a small tray.

'Coffee, miss,' she announced. 'Mr Lord will bekbac
soon. I'd be ready if | were you. He hates being keiting.'

Catriona was sorely tempted to proclaim her totdifference to Mr Lord's
likes and dislikes, but she knew that under theuairstances, that would be
churlish.

‘The bathroom's just across the hall, and I'vecpean towels in there in
case you want a shower,' Mrs Birch went on. 'Notkat's all, miss, I'll be
getting along."'

‘Thank you. You've been very kind,’ Catriona sanderely.

'It's been a pleasure,” Mrs Birch replied brightlyhope we meet again,
miss. And if | might say so'—she lowered her voomfidentially—'l
wouldn't wear the jeans, miss. Not up West anywye for the Kings
Road, but | don't suppose you'll be going therad Ahe was gone.

Catriona finished her coffee and slid out of belde Tinpopular jeans and
her shirt were lying on the dressing stool andmstleed them up, her face
a little mutinous. All she had in her rucksack weve cotton dresses she
had made last week, and some woollen sweatersingolser dark hair
determinedly from her face, she marched off to fimelbathroom.

She was brushing her hair back into a ponytail sexcuring it with an
elastic band when Jason Lord returned. She heandcme whistling
down the hall and pause outside her door, andlerad her shoulders.

‘Are you ready, Miss Muir?' he called.



'‘Quite ready.' She picked up her duffel coat andkedhto the door.
Somewhat to her surprise, he gave her a mockimgagrshe emerged into
the hall.

'l like a girl who sticks to her principles,’ hencmented as his eyes ran
over her. 'Come, Cinderella, you shall go to thié'ba

Her blood boiling, she followed him to the frontat@nd down the steps
to the sleek cream-coloured car that awaited thlason Lord held the
door open for her and she subsided a little awklyardo the low tan
leather seat on the ; passenger side. She starad@d at the dashboard,
wondering what the various buttons and dials coeldor.

'Do you drive?' He slid into the seat beside hed ficked the ignition
expertly. The car started immediately, and theyepuhway.

'l had a few lessons, but | never took the test.'

‘A pity. It's an advantage, wherever you happdivey

he said.

'Perhaps Jeremy will teach me.’

'Perhaps he will," he returned noncommittally.

Catriona tried to make note of each turn they tdmi, she was soon
bewildered. The streets were wider now, and th#idravas getting
heavy. The houses were giving way to shops toogaribley drove along

Catriona saw signs

advertising more theatres and restaurants thanhsdeever dreamed
existed.

''ve never seen so many people,' she remarkedsmply, then regretted
sounding so naive.



"You should see it on Sundays. It's almost as @sidtorvaig,’ he said. 'And
what's more, I've seen a vacant parking meter. t¥ergo.'

A few minutes later, Catriona found herself in y&dshop. Jason Lord's
hand was under her elbow, urging her forward thihodlge crowds

thronging the counters, as she caught tantalislimgpges of exquisite

displays of scarves and handbags and sniffed ewoibtirs as she was
whisked through the cosmetics department.

'Lift or escalator?' he asked, then quickly, 'lonrg, I'm treating you like a
child. But you look so damned young in those jeaith your hair tied
back.'

'l know—Iike a waif,' she retorted, already morarthconscious that she
seemed to be the only person in jeans in the whalkesive building. 'And
I've never been on an escalator.’

'Up we go, then.' He steadied her on to the mostagcase. 'Hold on to me
if you like."

‘The rail is quite adequate/ she returned stitfign spoiled it by stumbling
as they stepped off at the top.

Her feet sank into a thick carpet, and somewheiftensasic was playing.
Everywhere there were clothes, displayed on modeimed on wire
frames, hanging on rails and circular racks. Sheshfe was dreaming, and
then another more demoralising thought struck 8&e caught at Jason
Lord's sleeve. 'My money! I—I left it in the ruckda

'Well?' He looked tall and forbidding as he swuoadook at her. 'What of
it?"

Catriona gestured awkwardly around her.

'l haven't enough with me to pay for anything Here.



'l never suggested you should. Now come on. Welgtta get through.' He
sounded impatient. 'First things first. We don‘em\xknow whether you'll
find a dress you like here.'

'‘But they must have hundreds of dresses," Catgasped.

"You're an unusual woman if that makes any diffeegnhe said. 'Ah,
there's the person we want.' He propelled Catrionards a grey-haired
woman in a smart black suit, standing by a raicoéts studying some
papers. 'Hello, Mrs Cuthbert. We need your help.’

'Mr Lord." The woman smiled charmingly, then turntedCatriona. 'My
word!" she said.

'‘And that's putting it mildly.' Jason Lord took @aha by the shoulders and
pushed her forward. 'She's going to Mrs Lord'sypaith me and she hasn't
a thing to wear. What can you do for her?' Mrs Gathstudied Catriona,
now flushed with humiliation.

'‘Well, there are possibilities," she said cautipu$Vhat does she need?’

‘'The works." Jason Lord released Catriona and stepack. 'And her hair,
Mrs Cuthbert. | don't know who attends to my sistelaw, but. . .'

'It's Miss Barbara,' said Mrs Cuthbert. 'I'll phahe salon now and see if
she can squeeze another appointment in.'

'Fine.' He consulted his watch. 'Shall we say #staurant in two hours?'

'I'll send her to you," Mrs Cuthbert promised. @ata raged inwardly.
They might have been talking about one of the dunfigyres standing
round the department, she thought furiously. Arst juho was going to
pay for all this? She still had to find somewheréve until she and Jeremy
could be married. She could not afford to spenddayer little hoard of
money on a party dress she did not need. But Jasals tall figure was
already disappearing, and Mrs Cuthbert was lead@rggently but firmly
to a fitting room.



Later that evening, Catriona stood in front of théror in the small
bedroom at the flat and looked at herself in freigbelief.

The dress was almost the same green as her eyegsdow bodice cut
square across her small breasts was covered wattklg crystals with
narrow matching shoulder- straps. The straighhsirt reached the floor,
hiding her delicately strapped high-heeled sand&ke was really
Cinderella, she thought wonderingly. Her hair, ekpdérimmed, had been
set so that it hung smooth and shining to her sleps] just turning up at the
ends. She was lightly made up, with eye-shadownaascara used just as
the girl in the beauty salon had shown her, andipgiglowed a pale rose.
A small evening bag, studded with crystals, laytloa dressing table. She
picked it up, and putting the long stole that mattthe dress over her arm,
went down the hall to the room where she had nssinjaord.

He was standing leaning on the mantelpiece, wigtaas in his hand. He
looked up as she entered, and she paused nervaaisityg for some barbed
remark. But the silence stretched on endlessly, shd felt oddly
disappointed.

'Would you like a drink?' There was a formal natdais voice. ‘'No—thank
you.'

'Right." He finished what was left in his glass @l it down. 'We'll be off,
then.' He took the stole from her and placed ihtbler shoulders. She was
acutely aware of his touch on her bare skin anded@way restively.

They drove for a long time in silence. Catrionatksgealing looks at her
companion, but his eyes were firmly fixed on thad@and all she saw was
his hard profile. He too had a chin, she noticatj a nasty habit of

expecting his own way to match it. Which reminded of the worry that

had been nagging her all afternoon even throughé&eidered enjoyment
of choosing the dress, and its underwear and amtessand the hair-do
and beauty treatment that followed.

‘This dress is outrageous,' she informed him.



'l wouldn't say so.' He still did not look at h#.little more revealing than
you're probably used to, that's all.'

'l didn't mean that, and you know it,’ said Catadmotly. 'l mean the price.’

'‘Don't worry about it," he told her lightly. 'Aftail, it's in the family, isn't it?
And Jeremy's mother has an account there, as yguhawe gathere/d. We
could charge it to her, if you'd rather.’

'We'll do no such thing-—' Catriona began, then Beaips twitch. 'You're
laughing at me again,’ she said uncertainly.

‘A little," he said. "Why not forget about the cosit all, and start thinking
about what you're going to say to Jeremy. Surafdimore important than
anything else. Concentrate on the dialogue, darking forget the props.
They're just incidental.'

'l wish you wouldn't call me darling!

'l know you do.' He sent her a swift glance, onekmg brow raised. ‘And
so—darling—I do it all the more."

‘Just to annoy me?'
"You do rise to the bait so beautifully—and so tagy," he said.

Catriona lifted her chin and stared through the ds@meen into the
darkness. Jeremy's parents, she had learned,jlisedutside Staines near
the river. She supposed that one day she wouldrb#idér with this route,
and with the house they were bound for. Now shetd¢hlly at sea, and it
frightened her to realise that she was wholly ddpah on this stranger
beside her. After all, she only had his word fahét there was a party at all.
He could be taking her anywhere.

The car slowed steadily, then turned through agfaivhite gates and up a
shallow drive.



Catriona saw the lights of a large house and hieerdteady beat of music
close at hand. There were a lot of other cars plarkéhe drive and on the
gravelled sweep in front of the house, and sheqgsétly as Jason
manoeuvred his vehicle into one of the remainirarsp.

When he opened the door for her, she sat stil fooment, marshalling her
courage.

'Cold feet?' he inquired.

'I'm perfectly warm, thanks,' she returned, dehbsly misunderstanding
him. His hand closed round hers as he helped heofdhe car, and for a
moment she almost returned the pressure of hisf&gut just in time she
remembered who he was, and the treatment she leadfdxeed to put up
with from him, and snatched her hand away.

'‘Come along then, Miss Muir," he said, and shesiatled to hear the harsh
note back in his voice. 'This is what you wanteek®lthe most of it.'

Inside the house, Catriona was startled to finditotmed maid waiting to
take-their coats.

'Don't worry," Jason murmured. 'She's not permastefft Just hired for the
big occasion.’

He guided her expertly through groups of chattiaggse in the hall into a
large room with a bar at one end. Catriona notited French windows
stood open at one side, leading apparently to admgervatory.

‘There's Clive—never far from the drinks,' he rekedr 'Brace yourself,
darling, you're about to meet my respected brotre,Jeremy's papa.’

Clive Lord was shorter than his brother with sllghteceding hair and a
developing paunch. He looked much older than Jasmrbut in his smile

Catriona thought she could detect a reminder @ndgr and she warmed to
him.



'l don't think I've seen you here with Jason beforave I,
Miss—er—Muir?' he asked, handing her a glass filléth a glowing red
liquid.

'Please call me Catriona,' she said, smiling upmat and ignoring Jason's
sardonic smile.

'l don't suppose you know how honoured you are/eClhe murmured.
'When's the big moment, by the way?'

'‘Oh—shortly." Clive looked round in a harassed neanh don't see the
need for all this fuss. We had the same nonsen¥erkshire last week.
But you know Marion—not to be outdone, of course.’

'Of course,’ Jason agreed smoothly. ‘Come on, negswe don't want to
miss anything.'

Catriona felt her temper rising. 'What's going ost®e asked heatedly.
'Where's Jeremy? | must see him alone for a few embsti

'We're going to see him now. | should put that hewg concoction Clive
gave you down if | were you. There'll be champaigrthe next room.’

'l don't want any champagne,’ Catriona insistecatrwildly.

'Oh, but you must. It's traditional, and the fya& beginning.' He drew her
across the hall into a room packed with peopleakl quite true—there was
champagne, and Catriona took the glass she wagedffalmost
mechanically.

‘That's the ticket.' Clive appeared beside themmibgg ‘Now | must do my

stuff, | suppose.' He went off through the crowal gust as Catriona was
turning to Jason, demand to be taken to Jeremycat 'vaming on her lips,

sudden hush fell.

Startled, she looked round, and then—at last—sheJssemy. He was
standing at the end of the room with two women. Ohthem, Catriona



was immediately convinced, was his mother. Shetalhand fair-haired,
wearing an dress, and stood toying nervously wathrimgs.

Although she was smiling, Catriona had the feelingt in repose Mrs
Lord's face would have a rather peevish expressiod,she felt slightly
chilled. At the same time she was registering idaleusly that the other
woman—nhardly more than a girl, in fact—was clingipgssessively to
Jeremy's arm. He was in evening dress, and hehaaed off his beard and
cut his hair. He looked quite different, Catriohaught with dismay, then
he turned to the pretty, rather plump blonde at gige, smiling at
something she had said, and his smile made hinfathédiar reassuring
Jeremy again.

Clive's voice rang out over the room.

'‘And now, everyone—friends—if you'll raise your ggas, we'll drink a
toast to Jeremy and Helen. Long life and every meggs!

Catriona stood numbly, her fingers clenched rotnedsiender stem of the
glass as Jeremy bent and kissed the girl, who draihel held up her left
hand so that everyone could see the glittering diahting adorning it.

Catriona gave a little choking cry. The room dip@ed blurred and she
heard her glass smash to the parquet floor asughed and fled. A startled
maid stepped forward, as she gained the hall.

'Excuse me, madam--' she began as Catriona bealtylib wrestle with
the ornate ring that served as a front door hartke.hands were slippery
with perspiration, and she felt hysteria risinghwther. Then Jason's hands
were gripping her shoulders, and his voice wasngagalmly, '‘Come into
the conservatory, darling. It's cooler there, aod won't catch a chill as you
might outside.'

His grip was inexorable. It was like trying to tdege from a vice, and

Catriona did not have the strength to smuggle amenShe allowed him to

lead her across the room they had first enter¢detid-rench windows. He
lifted one of the long beige velvet curtains, ahd passed through like an
automaton.



Ordinarily Catriona would have delighted in the maexotic scents and
sights around her. Hanging lamps had been festoatreds the glass roof,
and the lights were reflected back from the barfikgassy leaves and petals
and from a tiny sunken pool. Small brightly coladifesh darted among the
pebbles and the lilies, and Catriona stood watchimgm, her mind
registering with complete detachment every swifvemoent and ripple of
the water. In spite of the more than mild atmosehsie felt icy cold.

'Here.' Jason appeared, holding a glass whichrbsttimto her hand. 'Drink
this, and don't drop it this time. Caterers' glass® an expensive item, as
you being a thrifty Scot should know.'

Obediently she swallowed some of the amber ligthdn choked as the
powerful spirit caught her throat. It was a violeavival, but it was what
she needed, and it gave her the courage to face him

"You knew," she accused, her voice almost breakvfogt knew!

'Of course | did." He set one foot on the low patag the pool, and took a
brief sip from his own glass.

‘And you didn't tell me?'
'‘No.'

'How could you be so cruel?' she whispered, hes ayel throat smarting
with the tears she wouldn't allow to fall.

'l had to be cruel—to be kind," he said. His datefwas angry as he stared
at her. 'l did my level best to scare you off, &b igd of you, even. | told you
to go back to Scotland, but no. Nothing gainsayssMiatriona Muir once
her mind is made up, does it?'

'Why didn't you tell me the truth?' she askednigytio control her trembling
voice.

He looked at her steadily. 'Because nothing on $edfth would have
convinced you that it was the truth. You had Jereast as the hero, and



me, most definitely, as the villain of the piec&yAvarning | had given you
about Helen's existence you would have dismisseldagsg an ulterior
motive, though God knows what makes you think bbar any towards
you,' he added.

She stood silent for a moment, torn between thepisf what he had said
and the misery that was threatening to engulf her.

'Here,' he said quietly, as if he sensed her steuggd passed her the white
handkerchief from his breast pocket. This unexmgkctnsideration was
the final straw. She sank down on to a wicker laurand let her tears have
full rein at last.

To her relief, he made no attempt to touch herrtajpam taking the
remains of the brandy from her. Except for the sudihre of his lighter as
he lit a cigarette, she was hardly aware of hisgmee.

Eventually, as her self-control returned and theig ; sobs began to
subside, she sat up slowly, dreading that he wdngdwatching her,
mocking her woebegone appearance, but he was netitatg by the side
of the pool, staring down at the immaculate toerwd of his black shoes.

She forced herself to sound calm. 'Who is she splga

He glanced up. 'Helen? Oh, the original poor litibda girl. Her father's in
wool—the family live near Bradford. She met JeramiKitzbuhl a couple
of years ago.’

'If he's known her all that time, how could he haeen | the way he was
with me?' she said slowly.

He shrugged. 'As you may have gathered, I've neadrmuch time for
Jeremy. He was damnably spoiled when he was a. ¢tdtzh't think Clive

ever realised how much until it was too late. Masaa bit of a fool, and
I've never thought her feelings go particularly mlego maybe Jeremy |
takes after her.’

‘Just like that,' she said unsteadily.



'What do you want me to say?' he countered, harstdyall been a terrible
mistake, and it's you he really loves? And all y@awe to do is go back in
that room looking like

the Queen of Elfland and he'll be yours for everefib
'He did love me," Catriona whispered, her lips toéng. 'He did. | know it.'

'l daresay he did in his way for a while—if thattsy consolation. But | can
promise you this, even if he did love you as yoliehed, he still wouldn't
give up Helen's money for you. And Marion wouldetthim either.’

"You devil," she said very distinctly.

He gave a slight laugh. 'Poor Cinderella! All thaywto the ball to find
Prince Charming's turned into a pumpkin, and yoteha go home with
Bluebeard.'

Catriona stared down at the handkerchief she wiadialding. It had his
initials in the corner, she noticed,-and she redathat Jeremy's had been
the same. Her eyes began to prick again.

'Oh no," Jason Lord said decisively, and stoodlwe. had enough of that,
Miss Muir. You've probably raised the humidity iark already and killed
off Marion's prize specimens. Now we're going tesdme straight talking.'

'What is there to say?' she said hopelessly.tIcas't understand why you
brought me here—like this.' She touched the shirmgéength of her skirt
with distaste.

‘Then you're even less perceptive than | gave yeditdfor,' he said coldly.
‘That charming piece of nonsense you're weariaglisguise. Do you think
anyone here tonight gave you a second glance exxepin extremely
attractive young woman? If I'd just given you thiglieess and allowed you
simply to turn up in those damned jeans and theltsack, it would have
made a nine days' wonder for all of them in theréhat what you wanted?
Everyone staring at you, and laughing—becauseweyd have laughed,
make no mistake about that, my child. Okay, sowsheen humiliated, but



no one knows that except the two of us. Oh—andwgrethink,' he added
sarcastically as she turned startled eyes towanasIithink he caught your
misguided exit just now. He looked as if he'd josén pole- axed anyway.
But to everyone else, you're just Jason's newwgirgther you like it or not.’

'l must leave,' she said.

'Presently. We still have things to discuss.’

'l have nothing to discuss with you, Mr Lord," staéd quietly.
He threw down his cigarette, stubbing it out with $hoe.

‘All right," he said. "You're hurt and you're andpgcause I've brought you
down from Cloud Seven with a jolt. But you'd haveeb forced down
eventually, Catriona, don't you see that? You ctorieondon of your own
free will, and you saw Jeremy as you insisted angldNow it's time to pick
up the pieces. You weren't just crying for Jereast pow, you know. You
were crying for first love and all it means. Wdiitst love isn't everything.'

'Oh, | believe you,' she said with bitter sarcagm.sure you're an expert. It
must run in the family.'

"You little bitch," he said slowly. 'But even if yowere right, at least |
conduct my affairs with women who know what therscis. | don't take

sweets from babies. Only a child could have bekerntan by someone as
callow as Jeremy.'

'l suppose | deserved that,’ she said wearily. B#ld out her hand.
'‘Goodbye, Mr Lord. It's been salutory, if nothirlgee'

He ignored the gesture. 'How do you intend to ldsare, and where do you
propose to go?"

Catriona was taken aback. 'There are taxis, | ssgapdnd hotels.'

‘There are,' he agreed. 'But only if you have moAeyl some of the more
respectable hotels also like you to .have luggage.’



Catriona was silent. It was like playing chess vathexpert, she thought.
Every move she tried to make was anticipated aockied.

'So let's look at the alternative,” he went on ¢alnGo upstairs and repair
your make-up and have the inevitable confrontatuth Jeremy. Oh yes,’
he took her chin in his hand as she flinched innt@rily, 'you can tell him

what tale you like, as long as it's not the unwarad truth. Don't let him
have that satisfaction. And then I'll take you hopré&le intact.’

It did not occur to Catriona until she was sittingone of the elaborately
furnished bedrooms, renewing her lipstick, thatodatord had not
specified precisely where 'home' was.

As he had predicted, it was inevitable when shergete from the
bedroom that Jeremy was waiting outside.

‘Trina!" His face was white, and he moistened Ips Inervously. 'l
couldn't believe it. What on earth are you doingeRéVho brought you?'

Afterwards Catriona was amazed at the way thepliargy so readily to her
lips.

'Oh, | know it was mean,' she said, smiling radyaat him. '‘But Jason
and | just thought what a joke it would be if —ted up, like a skeleton
from the past. And your face was marvellous wheno gaw me. |

wouldn't have missed it.’

Relief was struggling with incredulity on his fac¥ou're Jason's girl?"
he queried sharply.

'‘Quite correct." Jason himself joined them, lookfagtly amused. "I
don't think you realise just what you've let slipaugh your fingers this
time, dear nephew.’

Jeremy laughed uneasily. 'Oh, Trina's an angel.'ldeh't blame you at all.
It was just such a—surprise.’



'‘Well, the world's fail of surprises,’ Catriona gajaily. 'Poor lamb, |
should have let you know | was here, but Jasorhbedly given me time
to breathe since | got to London.'

Jason came to stand beside her, dropping his aimtyiiacross her
shoulders. She felt the usual urge to draw awatywas forced to stand
still in his embrace, trapped by her own pretergige noticed he was
carrying her stole over his arm.

'‘Are you leaving already?' Jeremy asked, his vsiap with curiosity.
'Why, yes.' Before Catriona could move, or protdagon bent and kissed
her slowly and deliberately on the mouth. 'It'sdjm think, that all good
little girls were in bed," he went on, smiling dowato her outraged eyes.

Jeremy flushed, and he looked at Catriona with stakable speculation.

'So that's how it is. Fine. Be happy," he saidhwat fair attempt at
nonchalance.

'‘Besides,' there was no disguising the amusemedason's voice, 'Sally
would never forgive me if | kept Catriona out t@bd.'

Jeremy looked at him quickly. 'Sally Fenton? Isnaristaying with her?
|—see.'

'l doubt it," Jason said lightly, and took Catrisnaand. ‘Come on, love,
time to go. Tell your mother I'll phone her,' hedad to the nonplussed
Jeremy as he led Catriona away.

In the car she turned on him furiously. 'How dayed?'

'How dared | do what?' He was infuriatingly unreéflas the car moved
down the drive and nosed out on to the road.

'Paw me in that insulting way!" she raged, and fuaber incensed by his
laughter.



"You flatter yourself, Miss Muir.' He flashed hesaift glance. 'Surely that
can't have been the most strenuous embrace yoxperienced. | must
have a word with Jeremy.'

'Oh, shut up,” she said bitterly. 'At least withredey | never
felt—besmirched.’

Something came and went in his face, but his veaiae still amused. 'I'm
sure you would have done—in time."'

She sought for a retort that would silence him arofor all, but none was
forthcoming, so she retired behind a hostile tigtpted barrier of silence.

Jason Lord seemed totally unconcerned. He hummatthss of tunes,
commented on the road conditions and eventuallly aitourteous, 'l hope
you don't mind," switched on the radio. It was eeiign station. Catriona
could not recognise the announcer's accent, bumtiséc they were playing
had an oddly soothing quality. The street lightd #re white lines on the
road became fused in a soft blurring of consciossnkler head slipped
sideways on to her companion's shoulder, and reaating became soft
and even.

She was floating on a cloud, weightless and cagefferemy was beside
her, his kisses light as Highland mist on her f&at®my warm she was, how
safe. Then a shadow came between them, and somemnshaking the

cloud, which was break-' ing up and dissolvingvdis Jason Lord, his face
satyr-like. 'Come down off Cloud Seven, Miss Muig'was saying. 'Come
down. Come down." And his hands were hard on hauslders, shaking her
so that she tried to cry out, only the cloud wadfiimg her.

Gasping for breath, she struggled out from underGbntinental quilt to
find Jason Lord standing over her with a cup andtesa

You are a violent little thing in the morningsg bommented sarcastically.
'Do you want this coffee in bed or over it?'



Catriona stared at him for one panic-stricken mdméren huddled the
quilt over her bare shoulders.

'It's all right,” he said with studied patience's’lonly your dress that's
missing. | assumed you wouldn't want to ruin itsbgeping in it, so | put it
on a hanger in the wardrobe."'

'You did—what?"

'Oh, grow up,' he snapped. 'You surely don't thivgke's anything indecent
in that boned effort and long waist slip you're vigg There were women
at the party last night showing twice as much.'

Catriona was crimson from head to foot. 'Do youadrtlling me what I'm
doing here?' she inquired icily.

'With pleasure.' He sat down on the edge of the toduer immediate alarm.
'You're here as a very temporary lodger, and as sgol can get Sally
Fenton on the telephone and talk her into takinggm, you're leaving.'

Catriona quivered. 'l don't know that | care tghssed on like an unwanted
package,' she began.

'‘And | don't know that you have any choice,’ heintpted. 'l happen to
know Sally is looking for another girl to share lyitnd it could be a way
out of the woods for us both. I'm not happy atitlea of you drifting out

into the city jungle with no one to keep an eyeyon.'

'I'm not a child,” Catriona said defiantly.

'Oh, no. Your actions have been characterised by y@turity since you
got off the train,' he retorted.

'‘But | don't know this Sally," she protested.
"You know her as well as most girls who share flaese days. Often they

just answer each other's ads. In your case, it'sloneg the arranging
instead of a newspaper. And I'm sure you'll likéySa



'Well, that makes everything all right, doesn'tst¥e said, trying to emulate
his sarcasm.

'Only you can do that," he told her. "You say yauehnowhere to return to
in Scotland. You may as well iive up to the stoogtold nephew Jeremy
and try enjoying yourself in London for a changelhdl help you find a
job of some kind. She's an actress, so she's adeding herself temporary
work between engagements.’

'l see.' Catriona stared unseeingly at the patiarthe quilt. ‘All right, I'll
give it a try. And—thank you,' she added with diéfity.

'Well, let's not strain common civility any furthehe said, but he was
smiling. '‘Come on, drink this while it's still hot.

Catriona accepted the cup meekly and began toS$ip.allowed Jason
Lord to reach the door before halting him with aeveyed, 'Oh, Mr Lord.
Forgive me for asking, but is Sally—one of your wenf'

She expected an angry outburst, but instead hedeagainst the door,
smiling lazily.

'‘No, as a matter of fact, though I'm flattered loyiryin- * terest," he said.
'‘Can it be because you imagine you've joined tketert ranks yourself?'

In spite of the sheltering quilt and her quite adeq covering beneath it,
Catriona felt naked under his insolent gaze.

'If so, let me disabuse your little head of anyhsmotion." His voice
lengthened to a drawl. 'As | told you last nightldn't take sweets from
babies, especially when they're asleep. Among dthiegs | require of
"my women", as you so elegantly put it, is thatytheleast remain awake
and give me their undivided attention. You faillwsth counts.'

And the door closed behind him, as the pillow, édrith all the force
Catriona could muster, thudded against it.



Almost in spite of herself, Catriona found that $iked Sally Fenton on

sight. Sally was small and red-headed with delicadbile features and an
impish smile. Her eyes were dancing as she flurg dipe front door of the
flat.

‘Jason, angel!" She flung herself rapturously it Y ou've saved my life.
Ever since that idiot Jill went back to Birminghalfwe been desperate.’

' 'Careful, Sal." Jason disengaged himself and aeglinting look at
Catriona. 'You'll be giving Miss Muir the wrong @lé

'Miss Muir? Oh, surely not. It's Catriona, isn;tjust like in Robert Louis
Stevenson,' Sally said gaily, taking her handea&? come in and say you
like it and that you'll stay for at least a litiidile. | need the extra rent—not
to mention the company.'

'Don't tell her that," Jason admonished, sittingrenedge of the table and
lighting a cigarette. 'She's a Scot and intenselgey-conscious.'

‘That's not true,” Catriona began indignantly, trerbsided as Sally
exclaimed, 'Oh, just ignore him. He says the mepgiading things about
everyone. But we have to forgive him because he'snportant—aren't
you, darling?' And she wrinkled her nose at him.

‘Not important to you, at any rate, Sally," he shity. 'I'll fetch Miss Muir's
things from the car.’

'‘And we'll make up the other bed,’ Sally said. "Bedroom's only tiny, I'm
afraid. | hope you haven't got too many clothes.'

Catriona swallowed. 'I've hardly got any," she dthkdi

'Oh." Sally swung round and regarded her for a nmnell, that's super.

We. can go shopping. Don't look so frightened—yon'thave to spend the
earth to create a good effect. And it will be nod@pplying to the agency
| go to in jeans,' she added practically. 'A trousdt, perhaps, but those
have rather seen better days, haven't they?’



It was impossible to take offence, Catriona thowghtisedly, as she helped
Sally unload sheets and covers from an old-faskidslanket box that
doubled as a window seat in the little bedroonsgite of its size, it was gay
with cheerful wallpaper and sparkling white paindahere were pretty
turquoise curtains at the window.

'Here's Jason with your stuff,' said Sally, tuckimga corner of the
bedspread. 'Give him a hand while | empty a coaptirawers for you.'

Catriona went back reluctantly into the living roamtime to see Jason
depositing her guitar case on the floor besidetab&e. Her rucksack was
there already, and so were a pile of silver dregeb marked with the name
of the store they had visited the day before.

'l think there's some mistake," Catriona said dyick
'What have | forgotten?' He straightened, eyeing he
Catriona pointed at the boxes. 'They don't belonge.’

'Don't be a fool," he said curtly. 'Of course theyours. What earthly use
could they be to me? And don't say | could giverthi® one of "my
women" or | swear I'll turn you across my knee gnek you the hiding
you've been asking for since | met you.'

'l wasn't going to say that,’ she said quietly.t'Bican't accept these
clothes. You must see that. |—I can't afford to paythem just now
either, as you know. | only took them to begin wittause | thought that.
.." her voice trailed away miserably.

"You thought Jeremy would pay for them as your haslj he finished for
her. 'But as | told you, it's in the family. Of ase--' his voice took on that
drawling note she had come to dread—'if you ingistrepaying me in
some other way, I'm sure we can come to some anaaigt.'

'Please don't," she said with difficulty. 'l waatthank you for everything,
and you don't make it easy.'



'l don't make it easy for myself either," he angdabruptly. He came over
and stood looking down at her. 'Thank me, thengdie, smiling faintly.

She lowered her eyes hurriedly to the faded patberrihe carpet. 'I'm
much obliged to you,' she said eventually.’

Jason gave a swift, impatient sigh. 'Don't be $dud brusquely. 'I'm sure
Cinderella would never have said that to Bluebe&@uabdbye, Catriona.
Keep in touch." And he was gone.

'Now you see him, now you don't,’ said Sally chdrfrom the doorway.
'Old Moira will certainly have to go some, if simands pinning him down
for life.'

'Moira?'

'Of course you don't know. Stupid of me,’ Sally skiwn on a
battered-looking armchair and sighed. 'Moira Ddmeean. She's playing
the lead in the TV play I'm in, and at the momdmd's hell-bent on letting
us all know it. And now she's got her beady eyelason. She's been
sticking to him like glue ever since casting.'

'Does he produce plays as well as his other w&@&®iona asked.

'‘No-o0." Sally looked at her oddly. 'Didn't he exp®aWell, perhaps not.
Anyway, he's in and out of our rehearsals quitet o one reason and
another, and I'm afraid one of the reasons coulltea.'

'l suppose she's very attractive,’ Catriona said.

'‘Absolutely gorgeous. She's a redhead like methais about all we have
in common. We're supposed to be sisters in the ptagur colouring had to
be similar, | suppose,’ Sally said. 'It's a maowglchance for me as long as
| don't let Moira goad me into walking out or anydndaft.’

'Is she that bad?' Catriona was sympathetic.



'She gets us all down at times—except Jason. Henioket anyone,

especially a woman, get to him to that extentlySsdid. '‘But she can be
really nasty. | suppose she's the sort who wowddsbn your foot if she

thought you had a corn." She got up briskly. 'Nowave a rehearsal in
about an hour. I'd better show you our splendidhiah.’ She whisked back
a gingham curtain in one corner to reveal a min@atsink and cooker
crammed into an alcove. 'Food in left-hand cupboandler fridge. Soap,
cleaning stuff and everything else in the other. g/ questions?’

'Is there any room for them?' Catriona laughed.

‘Not really," Sally twinkled back at her. 'l am glgou're here. Are you
going to have a few days' sightseeing and genejalment before you
look for a job? | should.’

Catriona looked at her doubtfully. 'If that's adjht.’

'Of course it is. I'll try and get you a pass te seund the TV centre too.
Perhaps you could watch the dress rehearsal fopldye I'm sure Hugo

wouldn't mind—he's the producer. I'll mention ition.'

'l don't want to be any trouble...'" Catriona begi#fidently, and Sally
grinned at her.

‘That's not what Jason said about you on the ptlosenorning. He said
you were a permanent thorn in his flesh— a litbet8sh thistle.'

'‘And he,” said Catriona clearly, 'is quite the moatrogant,
detestable—creature I've ever met.'

‘That's because you haven't met Moira," said Sally.



CHAPTER THREE

THE rest of the week passed in a buzz of sightseein@dtriona. To Sally's
amusement she bought a guide book and settled tbowsit all the places
that had hitherto been only names to her.

"The Tower?' Sally gasped. 'I've never been thane, I've lived within
twenty miles of London all my life.’

‘Then you should be ashamed,' Catriona told hdr mick severity. 'lt's a
fascinating place—all those stones steeped intyisdoist think of all the

suffering that's gone on there down the centutiestears and blood that
have been spilled there.'

‘There's enough blood and tears at the TV centestane for a while,’ said
Sally with a groan. 'Keep up the good work, darlizugd I'll try and make it
to the Zoo with you at least. | can't resist tharbé

Under Sally's guidance, Catriona had made one @ntadest additions to
her wardrobe and a dark green trouser suit witleevsless tunic top had
proved a favourite buy. Sally had shown her too bowlow-dry her hair
into the style she had worn at the party and eragmd her to experiment
with cosmetics in the day-time as well.

She had put the boxes with the evening gown aret attiicles on top of the
wardrobe, and to her relief Sally had never quasticher about them.

Nor did she hear from Jason Lord, although he bladher, 'Keep in touch.’
It was one of those meaningless phrases, likedrggpual 'darling’, she told
herself. For the first few days, she had tensetl g@aw® the phone rang, but
it had always been for Sally, and Catriona foundg&léin the odd position
of not knowing whether she felt glad or sorry. Stwild tell herself
vehemently that if she never saw Jason Lord agamwguld be too soon,
and yet at the same time it was not pleasant, ainedf to be completely
ignored.

She was homesick too in many ways. The air of Larféti thick after the
sparkling clarity of Torvaig with its sea and heathladen breezes. The



anonymity of the place distressed her too, commgnfa closely knit
community where a kindly interest was expressedni@'s most mundane
doings. Catriona soon gave up searching the fddbe people she passed
in the street for some trace of friendly recogmitio

Above all, she missed the sunsets and the blagimel jcolours that used to
herald twilight over the western sea. Aunt Jesatktbld her when she was
a child that it was possible to pick up amethystd sapphires in the hill
burns, and Catriona had been convinced for a long that these jewels
were really pieces that had broken off the sursetsbeen washed ashore
by the whispering tide.

Jeremy and she had spent one rainy day wadingeimbtine burns looking
for precious stones, she recalled with a pang.tiBey had found nothing,
which made the little ring he had bought her intRéfilliam doubly
precious. She still wore it on the chain roundrresk because she could not
think what else to do with it. To wear it openlysvaut of the question, but
she could not bear to throw it away either.

Sometimes at night, when the noise of the trafime between her and
sleep, a sudden wave of misery would sweep overadmer she would cry

into her pillow, fearful of waking Sally. In a washe welcomed the tears.
She felt this continual longing for Jeremy provieattJason Lord was wrong
with his cynical remarks about the transitory nataf first love, although

why she felt it necessary to justify her emotiamshis way was something
she did not probe too deeply.

Sometimes, as she wandered alone among crowdedaberies and
museums, she let herself daydream that Jeremy waser. Once in fact
she had stepped through a doorway in the Natioadefy and seen him
standing there, his back to her, studying a catedot§ was only when she
ran to him and touched his arm and a strangeesttaned and stared down
at her that she realised her mistake and steppeddbashing hotly.

She still could not believe he was entirely losthey. Money had never
seemed all important to him during their time tbgetin Scotland. And if
that was all that was binding him to Helen, he daitlll be brought to see
that he was making a tragic mistake.



Jason had been right about one thing at leastiesladled, wincing. If she
had not seen Jeremy and Helen together at the gagywould never have
believed it.

Sometimes she wondered guiltily what Aunt Jessialevbave said if she
had known her niece was hankering after a man wasoopenly pledged to
another girl. Aunt Jessie had always regarded gagament as being as
binding as the marriage itself, and had clickedtbague disapprovingly
over the feckless modern habit of breaking engag&neithout a
backward glance.

Catriona supposed this was why she still thougldeoémy as belonging to
herself rather than to Helen. The little ring th@lt lay between her breasts
had been a symbol of something she thought wostdda ever.

She told herself things would improve when sheagpmtb and had more to
occupy her mind. And she was soon to start worky 8ad taken her along
to the agency she used herself between actinganobisCatriona blessed the
long evenings when Aunt Jessie had shown her tygrdgthe intricacies of
book-keeping while she was still a schoolgirl. $lael been given a typing
test at the agency and had impressed Miss Shaveuthervisor, with her
speed and accuracy.

Miss Shaw looked Catriona over and nodded as ifws® satisfied about
something.

'What sort of a job are you looking for, Miss Muighe inquired. 'A
temporary post to start with—or would you prefemsdhing with a degree
of permanence about it?' She began to go throeghdaindex file. There is
something here, as a matter of fact, that | feejhmisuit you. The
Henderson Trust is looking for a general officeistast.’

'Is it a big organisation?' Catriona asked a |dfdprehensively.

Miss Shaw's eyes twinkled. 'On the contrary, my dBae Henderson Trust
was set up only a few years ago to provide a héstdlomeless people of
all kinds. If you took the post, you would be wargiat the hostel itself for
the director, Mr Milner.’



'He may want someone with qualifications," Catrieaal dubiously.

'l don't think you'll find him too exacting," MisShaw promised her. 'Most
girls seem to want glamour jobs these days—air-tiomihg and luncheon

vouchers—and I'm afraid the Trust doesn't fall ithtat category at all. The
money isn't quite as much as a City office woulg pdher, but | have a
feeling that you might find it congenial, and itiMielp you find your feet a

little if nothing else.

She gave Catriona a green card to present at thst &t nine o'clock the
following Monday morning and wished her luck.

Catriona thought Sally had forgotten her offer tow her round the TV
centre, but she was mistaken. Sally raised theestlyhile they were
washing up one evening.

'We're having a complete run-through tomorrow withi sets and
costumes prior to recording," she said. 'l spokElugo and he said you
could come as long as you were quiet as a mouse.'

'What did you say?' Catriona smiled, secretlyl#dlibt the idea of visiting
the studios.

'Oh, | said you were the image of a "wee, sleataly'rin’, timorous

beastie"," Sally responded, grinning. 'Rehearsatssat one-thirty, so we
can have a good look round beforehand. And wevengdunch there,’

she added. 'By special invitation.’

'Oh. From whom?' Catriona asked, intrigued.

'‘Can't you guess?' Sally looked surprised. 'Oh ecofhit, love. It's Jason,
of course. Who else could it be?'

Catriona felt stricken. She was aware that her fFeckflushed, and that
Sally was looking at her in amazement.

'Do we—have to?' she asked in a low voice.



'‘Well, yes—no. | mean, | don't see how we can getod it." Sally was
obviously perplexed. 'I'm sorry, love, | thoughtuy enjoy it. | thought
you were friends.’

‘That's not the word I'd have used," Catriona dalgl.

'Oh dear.' Sally looked downcast. 'I've never pdplbeit he did bring you
here, so | assumed . . .

'l can guess,' Catriona said a trifle shakily. 'Bwas never anything like
that, Sally. I—I swear it wasn't.'

'‘Well, I'll believe you," Sally said cheerfully.uBl honestly don't see how
we can dodge round this lunch. I'm a strugglingesst, after all, and it is
his . . ." She stopped, red-faced, and went ondullyr ‘He is an important
producer.'

Catriona wondered what Sally had intended to say,decided with a

mental shrug not to pursue the point. Instead glteed and said, 'Don't
worry, Sally. | can stand one lunch, | supposet dsisong as | don't have
to be alone with him.'

Sally gaped at her. 'Well, you must be alone ifiigehat,’ she said at last.
'l can't think of any other girl | know who woultigive anything to be alone
with Jason Lord.’

Catriona smiled wryly. 'Perhaps that's why,' shd, saore lightly than she
felt.

She was still on edge the next day as she and\8alked the short distance
from the underground station to the massive glasscancrete complex
that was Home Counties Television.

At the same time, she was conscious she was lodlandpest in a scarlet
two-piece with a pleated skirt and short- sleeaké¢t worn over a white
silk shirt. Jason Lord would find her very diffetérom the shabby waif
who had arrived so unexpectedly on his doorstephar had masqueraded



in borrowed plumage at his behest, she thoughtfitmedittle chin jutting
defiantly.

She felt less confident when the time came to ffesswvo security men on
the door, but they waved the two girls through vaitiy a cursory glance at
their passes.

'‘We'll go up to Drama first so that | can drop #hdkings off,” Sally
remarked as they waited for the lift, indicating tsmall cream-coloured
vanity case she was carrying.

Catriona felt an immediate stir of interest. Thaygl she had watched over
the past week or so were some of the things sheehpyed most on
television, and she was keenly looking forwarddeisg Sally in her new
role. She had read the script and cued Sally vathesof her lines, so she
was quite familiar with the story.

'It's about the strain on a family when the eldérttee two daughters
suddenly returns home for her younger sister's wedid an old flame of
hers,' Sally had explained. 'lIt's a powerful pieteriting, but it has quite a
strong vein of humour in it too.'

'Who wrote it?' Catriona asked, idly glancing & tille page.

'Oh, it's a complete unknown, writing his first plaSally said, a little
hesitantly. "They call him Jon Lisle.'

'What's wrong?' Catriona glanced at her, puzzléd. ot some deadly
secret, is it?"'

'Of course not." Sally gave her arm a reassuringeze. 'It's just that he
doesn't seem to want any personal publicity, tladit's

Now, as they went up in the lift, Catriona said mghy, 'l wonder if he'll be
there.'

'Who?' said Sally.



"Your shy Mr Lisle. I'd love to meet him, Sallysjuto tell him how good |
think his play is. Surely he wouldn't mind that.’

'We-ell," Sally frowned a little. 'If | see him|llintroduce you, | promise.
How about that?'

‘That'll be great,’ Catriona agreed, her eyes sbini

She was keenly interested in everything she saw ey emerged from
the lift. As well as a large studio, where the dets Sally's play were
waiting, there were make-up rooms and a bustlinglusde department.

'‘Generally we're allowed to wear clothes of our akoosing," Sally told
her. 'The main thing the wardrobe is supplying fiee this time is my
wedding dress.'

Catriona was introduced to a tall balding man baggy navy sweater with
large holes in the elbows who turned out to beermsurprisingly the

director, Hugo Desmond. If he was not entirely asriGna had imagined a
dynamic television executive to be, she had to admi had a most
charming smile and a wonderful deep voice.

'Don't be deceived. Hugo appears to be very gdmtliehe can bellow like
an ox when he's angry," Sally said wryly.

The next hour or so was taken up with looking aberrest of the centre.
Catriona was introduced to so many people thapstiptly-lost track of
most of their names and faces as soon as they nwvesihe regretted in
many ways that she could not share some of heteement with her friends
in Torvaig, but they saw so little television— thevas a set at the manse
which worked irregularly—that her experiences waomléan little to them.

One disappointment was a good-looking young newsrcabe had made a
point of watching each evening.

'He's much smaller than | imagined—and differesit¢ said rather sadly to
Sally, who smiled understandingly.



'It's an unreal world, I'm afraid," she said, wihslight wave at their
surroundings. 'We're just creators of illusion tiaé time.' She glanced past
Catriona and her pretty face hardened. 'And talkingeations, here comes
Moira.'

Catriona longed to turn and stare, but she kesetfestrictly under control.
She was glad she had, when a husky and very feenwoice said from
beside her, 'l thought Hugo had placed an embargsightseers, Miss
Fenton.’

Moira Dane was tall, with a figure just bordering ®@oluptuousness,
becomingly encased in a black velvet trouser blat.violet eyes examined
Catriona minutely, then dismissed her as an obvimurentity.

'l don't think he intended a complete ban, Miss é)aisally replied
smoothly. 'He just got a little annoyed with visg@t every rehearsal.’

A faint colour rose in Moira's cheeks.
'‘Well, I'm glad he's being a little more reasonalslee said with a shrug. '‘As
it happens I'm meeting a cousin of mine for luraoid I'm sure she'd like to

watch the run- through as well as your little fden

Her last inflection had an unmistakably questionimgte, and Sally
hastened to repair the omission by performing fdinteoductions.

‘Catriona Muir?' Moira repeated. 'Now | do belidvee heard that name
somewhere before. | wonder where it could have been

"You must be thinking of someone else, Miss DdPa&tfiona said steadily. 'l
only arrived in London last week.'

‘Nevertheless--' Moira shrugged again. 'It will @back to me eventually.
Things always do.'

'‘No doubt,” Sally said shortly. 'Well, you must ege us now. We're
lunching too." And she swept Catriona away.



'Does Hugo really dislike visitors?' Catriona askeadiously once they were
out of earshot. Sally grinned a little.

'He doesn't care for Moira's visitors very muchg setorted. 'They won't
keep quiet during scenes, and they do incredibigy$hlike asking Jan the
production assistant to bring them coffee. Hugoggmid and mad and said
he wasn't providing free entertainment for gapintpokers any more, but
he was very sweet when | asked if you could coroeal

Catriona felt relieved, but at the same time shaenkthe concession had not
pleased Moira, and she hoped their paths wouldmsis again during the
afternoon's important rehearsal.

The studio canteen facilities were housed on tpeflamr of the building.
There was a cafeteria section at one end, pasitiaff from the restaurant
which had waitress service.

Both sections were already quite crowded when #rayed, but Sally led
the way unhesitatingly across the thick carpet wgtorilliant geometrical
pattern in red, gold and black.

'Mr Lord's table, Molly," she told the waitress wtame to meet them, and
they were shown at once to a reserved place bwihdow. There was a
breathtaking view over the city and Catriona wasnsdrying to spot
landmarks and find the blue ribbon of the Thameasdwig its way in the
distance.

'Oh, Sally, I've never enjoyed myself so much in iifg,' she said
impulsively, turning to look at her friend, who wgs/ing the menu the
same kind of rapt attention she had been payindatm#scape. 'The only
blot on it is having to be nice to that Lord man.'

'Well, don't let that spoil your day,' a voice #mew only too well chipped
in curtly, and Jason Lord swung himself into thedlfcthair at the table.
"You've never allowed good manners to stand inwhg before, Miss
Muir—why bother now?"



Catriona was blushing to the roots of her hair. Isebeen guilty of a piece
of schoolgirlish rudeness, and had been well refoaid.

'l didn't know you were there,' she managed at last

'I'm sure you didn't." He handed her a menu. "Whatur pleasure, Miss
Muir—or do you prefer another bite at the hand thegnds to feed you?"

'Stop teasing her, Jason," Sally said chidinglpu™now what they say
about eavesdroppers, anyway.'

'Oh,I'm used to hearing no good of myself, arer@tinderella?' He smiled
at Catriona, who glared back at him, hating the orées the nickname
invoked.

Sally laid down her menu. "You choose for us, Jagonl just remember
that wedding dress is a tight fit even when I'vd ha lunch!

'‘Okay. How does prawn cocktail, followed by a steald green salad,
sound?'

'Fine," said Sally immediately. Catriona wantedsject the suggested meal
out of hand, but she was hungry and anxious natp&get Sally, so she

murmured something acquiescent and stared at thermpan the damask

cloth until the first course arrived.

Jason appeared to ignore her silence, tinningadste Sally with talk on
topics to do with their work in television. In spiof herself Catriona began
to watch him covertly as they ate. He was wearib{ua denim shirt with
the sleeves rolled casually back to reveal tanoeshfms. A broad leather
belt fastened his matching hipster pants. He wamtae casually dressed
than any other man in the room, and, she was fdaadmit to herself, by
far the most attractive too.

Just then Sally bent to get a handkerchief fronblagr and Jason, lounging
in his chair, tinned to Catriona. Their eyes metdoe challenging instant,
and she felt that odd shiver of awareness curl deavibackbone. Although
she had been forced into a situation of unexpeciauacy with him, he



was still very much an unknown quantity, she realisShe could not
believe that firm, rather thin-lipped mouth had dbed hers, even in
pretence. There was something completely inimieivben them, she
thought. They had disliked each other on sighthaalgh she had been
forced to be grateful to him in a number of wayscei But that did not
mean she had to like him any the better, she tetddif.

'‘And what have you been doing with yourself?' Heedscasually, and she
flushed, unwilling to tell him about her sightsegixpeditions.

Sally supplied the answer. 'Oh, Catriona'’s the detapourist. | don't know
how many pairs of shoes she's worn out tramping fikelson's Column
down to Buckingham Palace and back. But she stantk on Monday, so
it'll be weekends only from now on, I'm afraid.’

'‘Gather ye rosebuds while ye may," he quoted mgbkifLucky girl, Miss
Muir, to be visiting London for the first time. Wend to forget how
exciting it can be. Are you fond of excitement?eTdrey eyes held hers
with a kind of veiled insolence.

'If it's the right sort of excitement—yes,' Catr@oanswered quietly.

'‘Ah." He pushed his empty plate away and studieddoe. 'But what is the
right sort? Mightn't you have to sample the wrong as well before you
can find out?'

His eyes travelled over her again, and she expagteronce more that
curious urge to shield herself with her hands.

Sally broke in impatiently, "Well, | hope you bdthow what you're talking
about, because I'm blowed if | do. Ask the waitresdring the trolley,
Jason. I'm going to have a meringue, and to héfl thie wedding dress.'

Catriona was thankful to be spared Jason's undlvaiention, and she
made a mental resolution to keep out of his wagnfrow on. She found
him far too disturbing in a way she could not coeffand.



She was just finishing her slice of raspberrywath whipped cream when
Moira Dane's voice exclaimed, 'Darling! So thisvisere you got to.’

She bent to kiss Jason's lean cheek.

"You're absolutely wicked,' she went on. 'l leftsarts of urgent messages
at Reception about lunch today.'

‘A prior engagement.’ Jason took her hand anditiidalm to his mouth.
'‘Anyway, | thought my attraction for you only begafter the hours of
darkness.'

'Honestly!" Moira gave a little giggle like oozithgney. "You'll shock poor
Helen.'

Up to then, Catriona had paid little heed to Msiredmpanion. She had
been too involved trying to sort out her own unetedly mixed feelings at
the interruption and Jason's attitude to the womha bent so intimately
over him. It was not difficult to guess their rébaiship, she thought, What
had he said? That he didn't take sweets from bablel, Moira Dane was
certainly a very grown-up lady, and if Jason wasilang himself of any
sweets that were going, it was certainly nothingdawith her.

But now, with a start, she recognised the fairgwagirl being introduced to
Sally. It was Jeremy's fiancee whom she had glichgse briefly but so
drastically at the party. For a moment panic wellpdnside her, then she
felt Jason's eyes on her, bleak with warning.

'‘And this is Miss Catriona Muir," Moira turned terh'A great friend of your
future in-laws—or some of them, at least."

Catriona put down her coffee cup with a sick feglirfshe realised
fatalistically that Helen must be the cousin thatitd had spoken of earlier,
and by the malicious look the two of them had gxsthanged it seemed as if
Jeremy had been more than frank with his fiancemitabis relationships
before his engagement.



'It's a small world," Jason drawled into the awldvaitence. He rose and
shook hands with Helen, who was peeping ratherycaylhim through

heavily mascaraed lashes. 'I'm sorry we didn't ntleetother evening,
Helen, but there were such crowds around you, udho I'd save that
pleasure for a rather more private occasion.'

His slightly raised brows and the smile he gaveiimglied that he did not
consider the present occasion private enough eiiner Helen gave him a
conscious smile.

‘Jeremy did tell me about his wicked uncle. | sémathe meant,’ she said
archly, and Jason laughed.

Catriona suddenly felt an overwhelming urge to psca

'l think we'd better be going--' she began, reagfon her bag. As she did so
her sleeve caught her half-filled cup and knockedver, spilling the
contents on to the white cloth.

'Oh dear! What a mess,” Moira said lightly, as iGa#&, hot with
embarrassment, pushed her chair back and stood up.

'Oh, love, it hasn't spoiled your clothes?' Sallydssympathetically, and
Catriona shook her head, trying to regain her casupn

'What a fuss about a little accident,” Jason conteaesardonically. '‘Run
away if you wish, Miss Muir, but they don't hangpke for spilling coffee,
you know.' He seemed to take a positive deligmhaking her feel gauche,
she thought furiously, and turned on him with heem eyes flashing, but
before she could speak, he laughed easily andrteokrm.

'‘Come on, darling. I'll show you the office whergdt all my inspiration.
Sally has to go to Make-up now and you'll onlyibéie way. Isn't that right,
Sal? Goodbye, Helen. I look forward to having ysw@aaniece. See you later,
Moira.'

And he walked away casually, his fingers tight asds round Catriona's
wrist.



'Don't make a scene here," he murmured. 'My rosousidproof, and you
can let off steam in there.' He paused to sigrbitiéhe waitress brought
him, then continued a leisurely progress to therdanswering greetings
from other diners as he went.

As they waited for the lift outside the restaurdm, produced a pack of
American cigarettes from the pocket of his shid &hone. Catriona stood
massaging her wrist where the marks of his finggearly showed and
maintained a hostile silence.

'Remind me to type out a quote for you before gawé," he remarked as the
lift began to descend. 'lt's the one about tanglelds and deception.'

"You need not bother yourself. | know it alreadatriona said stormily.

‘Then you'll agree it's apt.' He allowed her tacpde him out of the lift. 'My
office is down here on the left.’

'‘And it can stay there!" Catriona retorted, knowihgt she was being
childish but too angry to care much. 'I'm goindinal Sally.’

'‘Not now," he said decisively, and took her hamairmagShe has to get ready
and Hugo's tolerance of spectators is limitedtdke you up to the studio
before the rehearsal gets under way. In you go.'

He pushed open a door and Catriona glared helplassim for a moment
before entering the room.

It was not a large room and the main item was &,dsething in papers.
There was a portable typewriter, pushed to one gdding with several

telephones and an intercom system. A shelf ovedtbwith books, mostly

of a reference nature, she noticed, and two fitimiginets stood in gleaming
splendour against one wall. An expensive leathat a@s flung over the
only spare chair—a low black leather and chromaimfiason picked up the
coat and slung it casually in the general directban empty coat-stand in
the corner.



'"Take a seat,' he invited, and flicked a switchtenintercom. 'Two coffees,
Diane."

‘Not for me," Catriona protested immediately.

'Oh, stop arguing. You spilled most of yours and gould do with some
kind of stimulant. You look like a ghost,’ he ohgst a little cruelly. It
seems to be my fate to be around you at momertssis. I'd hoped to meet
you in a relaxed mood today.'

"You hoped to meet me?' She stared at him in fdistelief.

'Why not?' He glanced at her, his brows raised) tane to sit on the edge
of the desk. "You're very attractive, Miss Muir, las sure you know. I'm
also sure you have hidden charms as well—if evaraftow anyone close
enough to discover them.'

'l consider you've been quite close enough,’ sitk bar voice shaking a
little.

'Oh?' He stubbed out his cigarette in a huge osixtiay. '‘Because | once
kissed you and removed your dress— not simultarigdus

Catriona stared at him, her face crimson. 'l wonaerre not ashamed to
remember that.'

'‘Shame has never featured very high among my enwtioe told her drily,
as the door opened and a tall dark girl wearingehtuged glasse s cane in
carrying a tray of coffee. There was silence a-riCaheiped herself to
sugar, and refused the biscuits that were prowd#dda shake of her head.
Then Diane let: the room -Tier a quiet word of tkefrom Jason.

It was Jason who spoke first once they were algaaa

'l like your outfit.'



It was on the tip of her tongue to tell him shed Imo thought of him when
she put it on, but then she remembered what shbdedthinking when she
arrived that morning and bit back the retort witslightly raised colour.

"You blush delightfully too," he went on smoothlyconfess I'd forgotten
girls still could at your age. How old did you sgyu were?"

'l didn't say," she said curtly. 'But I'm twenty.'

"You look younger,' he said briefly, swallowing sercoffee. 'Especially
when you sulk.'

'l am not sulking--' Catriona began indignantlyenhstopped, realising how
ridiculous such an argument could only become.

‘All right," he held up a mocking hand. ‘We'll calltruce. | don't want to
figure as the villain of the piece on your day dArte you enjoying it, and
have you seen everything that you wanted?’

'I'm looking forward to seeing the play later ahe admitted. 'lt's a good
story, and | think Sally is going to be tremendbus.

'l think so too. I've a lot of time for young Sdi¢ said. 'You two get on all
right?’

'Isn't it obvious?'

'‘Obvious conclusions aren't always the correct pheseturned.

'Yes, | like her very much.'

'I'm pleased," Jason said coolly. 'After all, yavé a lot in common, or
haven't you confided in each other to that extet?'yCatriona stared at him
wide-eyed and he nodded. 'That's right, darling-esdgr of course.
Although Sal managed to get out heart-whole,' lteedd

'l had no idea,' Catriona said numbly.



'Does it make any difference?' he asked. 'lIt adgtdiasn't to Sally. She's
fairly shrewd and she soon saw through Jeremyought perhaps if you
discussed things with her, you might end up feeéngtle less sorry for
yourself.'

'l haven't discussed it with anyone. It's not sdnmgt I'm particularly
anxious to have known,' Catriona said quietly.

He shrugged. 'As you wish. But this isn't reallyatvhbrought you here to
talk about.' He paused. 'Do you remember sayingnyjtemded to repay me
for the dress and other stuff?'

'Yes.' Catriona looked at him a little apprehengiv&ut | don't start work
until Monday and ...’

He raised his hand again, silencing her. 'l doeammoney,’ he told her, his
smile widening as he took in her instant look @fral and the instinctive
stiffening of her slender body. 'And | don't meahatvyou seem to think,
either. Making love can be a gift—but never theasgpent of a debt. I'm
afraid what | have in mind is far more prosaic. Hax® you at housework?"'

Catriona was too taken aback to answer for a miniléson paused,
obviously expecting some response, then gavdaihtpatient sigh.

'l ask, because you could help me out of a real fayou wanted,' he said.
'Mrs Birch, poor soul, has slipped and fallen anband sprained her wrist.
She'll be out of action for some time and the iBathaos without her.' He
paused again and eyed Catriona. 'l can't do withowioman around, |

suppose—even if not for the purpose you seem foesiis

'‘Can | get this straight?' she demanded, her vgugeering a little. "You
want me to come and clean your flat for you evexyxi

'Oh, not as often as that,' he said hastily. 'Bybu could pop round and
straighten up for me until | can make alternativeamgements, I'd"be
grateful. But if you think the suggestion is anuits. .'



'Oh, no," Catriona said quickly. 'I'd be glad to itloI'm quite used to
housework. It would be no bother at all.

‘Then it's a bargain. Consider all debts paid ih' tde slid off the desk and
held out his hand, his eyes compelling her to rethe gesture. She rose in
turn and touched his fingers awkwardly, wishingt thize did not find the
slightest physical contact with him such a distagbgxperience.

'It doesn't seem right, though,' she said, hethiemd puckered slightly. 'The
dress cost such a lot and this is so little tordeeturn.'

'So little?' he echoed mockingly. 'l can't thinkaofe other girl | know that
I'd care to ask—or trust to do it. And you don¥éé#o worry about having to
endure my company for two days running," he addedpdly. 'l shall be
here at the studio all day. You can get on in yawn way and eat when you
feel like it. There's masses of food jn the fridigkes Birch stocked up just
before her accident.’

‘Thank you," Catriona said, feeling foolish. Fomament her imagination
had created a scene she did not care to contengbldéeson working in his
study, while she cleaned and prepared meals anc roeffee. It was
somehow a more intimate picture than the nighthgttespent in the flat.

'l shall be gone by half past eight. Can you martagg or shall | leave the
key with the other tenants?' he asked.

"Il be there before you leave,' she assured Ml | find everything in the
kitchen?"

'Yes, I'll show you round before | leave. | knowewh everything is even if
I'm not much good at using it,' he said, grinnifidnere are some rubber
gloves as well, | think.'

'Oh, I never use the silly things,' she said, sipegiaore lightly than she had
felt inclined to do in his presence previously.

'‘No." He reached out deliberately and took her hagain, studying the
small rounded palm and slim fingers. This is akimy hand all right.' He



traced one of its lines with his fingertip. "Thesyiour heart line, Catriona. It
looks remarkably steady. | don't see Jeremy aoijou?’

Catriona wanted to pull away, but instead she sgzaihg down at the floor
while the silence between them became almost tengib

‘Catriona.' His voice was low, and the teasing mads still there but subtly
altered in some strange way. 'Shall | tell the istaol go to hell and stay at
home tomorrow?'

'‘Aren't you forgetting? Lovemaking is no way to payebt,' she flung at
him almost wildly, shocked at her own reactionsdldhe forgotten who he
was and his utter ruthlessness in getting what dreted? Besides, she still
loved Jeremy, she told herself desperately, so thisysudden traitorous
longing to feel Jason's body hard with desire ajairers, his mouth
irrevocably dissolving her shyness away?

He released her hand abruptly, and she flinched the anger in his eyes.

'l thought we'd agreed the debt was paid,’ he $aah't worry, Catriona. |
won't ask you to pay again.’

The intercom sounded and Diane's voice said, Tidkeshave rung down,
Mr Lord.'

'Fine.' He switched the machine off, and turnedCtadriona. 'That was
Hugo's all-clear. We can go up now.'

‘Are you going to watch the run-through too?'
'Why, yes," he said coolly. 'l too have an inteneshis play, you know.'

Catriona supposed he meant Moira Dane. The adtegbsnade it clear in
the restaurant that there had been more than menel$hip between them.
Well, Catriona thought bitterly, she would not atid the lists of his
conquests, no matter what tricks his experiencé wither women had
taught him.



'Well, come on," Jason said impatiently, his hamthe@ doorhandle. 'This is
what you came here for after all, isn't it?"

But as she followed him to the lift, Catriona foumetself wondering if that
was now altogether true.

Somewhat to her surprise, she thoroughly enjoyedl rthearsal that
followed:- She sat with Jason but not near himhaproducer's box. Hugo
and his assistants sat at a control panel in fobrda bank of television
screens, communicating with the cast and floor meanathrough

microphones.

In spite of her instinctive dislike of Moira, Caina had to admit she was a
fine actress. She was playing a basically unsynapaticharacter, but she
managed to invest it with a kind of pathetic digrat the end. Sally's role as
the younger girl could have been insipid by corttrast was saved by the
excellence of the writing, Catriona realised, adl we Sally's very good
performance. She was sorry when the play reaclseonic climax and
Hugo called for a break.

He came over to her and smiled kindly. 'Enjoyh&?asked, and she nodded
mutely.

'If you want to pop up to the canteen for a coffemy's your chance. Sally
has to go along to Wardrobe to get something dtwetahat damn silly
train they've given her and | want to run throudgeva things again. Can you
manage to find your way up there on your own?’

Catriona assured him that she could. For one hst@mpping moment, she
was afraid that Jason would accompany her. He thelgtudio door open
for her as she left, but to her relief went ofthe opposite direction without
a word.

Catriona decided to use the cafeteria this time. &itlected a coffee and a
portion of gateau and carried them to an emptyetdlyhlike the restaurant,



this part of the room was furnished with tablesared in a teak laminate
with comfortable bench seats on each side.

The cafeteria was barely half full, and Catrionauaed herself by seeing
how many people she could recognise fromher breguaintance with
television. She was trying to place one shortrfan whom she associated
with a panel game of some kind when Moira's voaid,sMay we join you?'

Catriona looked up, startled. Moira had a young mh her this time. His
light brown hair was even longer than Jason's aedwbre a rather
Victorian-looking moustache. His suit was a pal#emcolour, and his shirt
was brown and gold with a matching tie.

‘This is Roger Hunt,” Moira said carelessly as tlsay down. 'He's a
columnist with theEvening Globe.'

This meant little to Catriona, but she smiled gbjitand shook hands with
him, a little confused by the openly admiring lol& gave her. But his
manner was pleasant and after a few moments icohigpany she began to
feel quite relaxed.

"You haven't much of an accent for a Scots lass;ommented.
'Well, my mother was English and my father spenstned his time south of
the Border," Catriona answered. 'Besides, we dpehd all our time saying

"Och" and "havers", you know.'

'Oh, I'm not criticising. Your voice is delightfwith that faint underlying
lilt,' he said.

Catriona was not used to quite so personal renfeoksa stranger and she
drank some coffee to mask her growing embarrassment

'How long have you been in London, Catriona? | wely/you that?'
'l suppose so,' she said, wondering why he shoala . After all, they

were never likely to meet again. 'And I've only ibe@e London a short
while," she added, faltering a little as she meir® speculative gaze. That



was the trouble with telling lies, she reflectedsenably. You had to

remember exactly what you'd said, long after it beased to matter. What
had she told Jeremy? She knew she had given hinmitression that she
and Jason were well acquainted. And what had deHelen, for her in turn

to pass on to Moira? The whole thing was turning ia crazy spiral to

disaster, she thought dazedly.

'Well, you've been a busy girl for a comparativevoemer,'- Roger Hunt
said, tracing the design on his saucer with anfidgger. 'Jason Lord's scalp
isn't bad going for a country mouse.’

'Scalp?' Catriona stared at him indignantly. 'I'dknow what you mean.'

'Oh, come off it, love. You're not going to give mhat "just good friends"
routine, are you?'

Catriona felt increasingly bewildered. '‘Good frishdias hardly how she
would have described any part of her relationshtp @ason, she thought.

'l don't know what you've heard,’ she began. 'Rt assure you . . .'

'Oh, we've heard enough,' he said lightly. 'Dadklso overcome, sweetie.
After all, this is swinging London and not Ben Caldekie, or wherever
you come from. So you're shacked up with Jason [forda while. It
happens.

'‘Besides,' he went on, during the small shockedgathile Catriona tried
to collect her whirling thoughts, 'No one blamesi.ylowish | had whatever
it is Jason's got. I've never been the irresistype.’

'‘But it wasn't like that,” Catriona broke in urggntlt was only one night,
and that was all a mistake . . .’

He laughed, and Moira joined in with a forced &ir eyes veiled behind
her incredibly long lashes as she watched Catfionadering.

"Your mistake, petal, certainly not Jason's. Hovesdbe do it?' and he
whistled appreciatively.



'‘No!" Catriona felt as if she was in a nightmarem®&how she had to
explain, but without mentioning the part Jeremy Ipdalyed in all this.
Moira and Helen would have no more to gloat over.

'You see, | got myself stupidly stranded," shedtagain. 'Jason found out
and offered to put me up for the night. It was vand of him—and that's all
there was to it,’ she added with a touch of desiperas the pair opposite
her continued to smile.

Moira leaned forward. 'Tell me, Miss Muir, was tlisfore or after you
appeared at his nephew's engagement party weafagedli model? Who
supplied that, | wonder?'

'‘Well, he did, but I'm paying for it.’

'‘Well, that's a new twist." Moira produced a jewdlholder from her bag
and began to fit a cigarette into it. It doesedlly match with the picture of
Jason as a pattern of chivalry offering sheltdrdameless damsels either."

'‘But he did—and now I'm doing his housework for hiwhile his
housekeeper is away ill," Catriona said all inshriand was rewarded with
complete silence from her two interrogators.

Roger Hunt's eyes were round with almost comicgirsse. ‘'Incredible,’ he
commented at last. 'lt's so way out, it must be,tand it gets better and
better.' He turned to Moira, who sat stony-eyedfipgi rather jerkily at her
cigarette. 'l think our nasty suspicions have dtme lovely creature an
injustice, my darling. We thought she was Jasaést fancy and she turns
out to be the cleaning lady instead. What a diseypment!" He looked at
Catriona and smiled. 'When do you put your pinnytban, love?’

'l start in the morning,’ Catriona said wearilyeStas at a loss to know how
she had ever got involved in all this. All she'd ihado was get up and walk
away, she told herself. She hadn't been obligednswer any of their
insulting questions. But at least they knew thehtmow, and wouldn't
regard her as one of Jason's cast-off mistresses.



'Fine." Roger drained his cup and glanced at histwwatch. Time |
returned you to Hugo, Moira my pet. We'll postpang little chat to
another less fraught occasion. Coming, Catriona?'

'‘No," Catriona said steadily. The thought of confiace to face with Jason
after what had just happened appalled her. 'l—aktkill go on home now, if
you'd just tell Sally.'

'Of course,’ said Moira. She gave Catriona a brgthile pid moved off.

Catriona watched them go. The ugly little encouhtadt ruined the day for
her. And what was Moira's part in all this? Juatgeasy—or did she have a
particular reason for wanting to know Catriona'aaxelationship to Jason?

Riding home on the underground, Catriona had theé amhviction that
Moira would have preferred her to admit that she $lapt with Jason, and
so was firmly in his past and no longer part oftbenpetition.

'As if | ever was,' she thought wryly, and wondevwdd, the-reflection was
not nearly as comforting as it should have been.



CHAPTER FOUR

CATRIONA didn't have time to feel embarrassed when sheeariat Jason's
flat the following morning. She had overslept aféestrangely disturbed
night and so missed the tube train she had waateatth and was forced to
wait several minutes for the next.

Jason was waiting in the hall, his leather coat dn® shoulders, smoking
impatiently.

'So you've come,' he said rather coldly, his ep@sggover her, taking in the
familiar shabby jeans and the black polo-neckedassve

'Did you doubt it?' she countered.
'l began to wonder.'

He led the way into the kitchen and gave her atdwiéfing on where to
find all the things she would be most likely to dee

'Do what you think is necessary,' he told her. @uwt't touch the papers on
my desk in the study. I'll sort them myself tonigAhd don't take it as a
personal affront. Mrs Birch has exactly the sanstructions,’ he added
irritably, as Catriona bit her lip at the harshnieskis voice.

'I've written the studio number and my extensiortt@npad by the phone.
Ring if you get into difficulties,” he said, and svgone.

The flat seemed very quiet when she was alone.v@&mered around
getting acclimatised, and decided to make a stadason's bedroom. She
found fresh fitted under- sheets and pillowcasethéwell-stocked linen
cupboard and began to strip the big bed. It wasnals task, as the only
coverlet was a continental quilt, similar to theean the other room where
she had slept.

Its cover was luxuriously patterned in black aridesiand Catriona admired
it as she made the bed and patted the quilt istoeplShe decided she would
try her hand at washing the bed linen. Her tripdhéolaunderette with Sally



had conquered any misgivings about the automatshing machine in the
kitchen. She collected the bedding, and towelsttegeand looked round
for Jason's pyjamas. After she had searched tinedoah for them without
success, she realised that he must sleep withent,thnd the realisation
made her feel hot with embarrassment. It was typodahis lack of
convention, she thought.

By ten o'clock, the bedrooms and bathroom werekfpgrand she was
ready to start on the living room. First, she $8lé deserved a cup of coffee,
but after dubiously eyeing the gleaming electriccpkator, she decided to
stick to the instant variety that she found inltaek of a cupboard. She was
just adding milk and sugar to her brew when therlelb rang. Catriona
hesitated. She had not been told how to deal vallers, but on the other
hand she was in a way deputising for Mrs Birchsts® marched to the front
door and threw it open.

She was amazed to see Roger Hunt and another aratirgj on the step.
"You!' she commented unwelcomingly.

'Surprise, surprise.' Roger moved forward, his bandked into his trouser
belt. He gave her a charming grin. 'Are you gom¢gt us in, sweetie?"

‘Certainly not." Catriona made to shut the doot,unaccountably Roger's
foot was in the way.

'Oh, come on, love, have a heart,' he said. 'Aflert was you gave me the
idea. We're running a feature on pretty girls wharnetheir livings
in—er—unusual ways, and we'd like you to be onthem—if you'll let us
use you.'

'‘Use me?' Catriona stared at him. 'What in thedvoah you mean?'

"You know." He sounded impatient. 'A few carefuijosen words—a
couple of pictures and a nice little fee for yow# decide to run the piece.’

'‘Absolutely not!" Catriona was horrified/



'‘But why? There's no harm,' he urged. 'Just a fewt@s of your time, that's
all.’

There was a click and Catriona saw that the othem mas lowering an
efficient-looking camera.

'‘See—painless,’ Roger said airily.
"You had no right to do that!" Catriona flamed.

'Well, you just say the word we want to hear andlilitall be above board,
won't it,’ Roger said calmly. '‘Greg and | areniteh® upset you, love. We
could help each other. We get a feature, and yduageheque which
probably wouldn't come amiss.'

'‘But | don't do this for a living," Catriona proted. 'l start my real job on
Monday.'

"You worry too much,' Roger said soothingly. 'Th&esuch a thing as
artistic licence, you know. And you're here withuypinny on as promised.’

'If | say yes, will you get it over with and goZi@dona asked wearily, and he
brightened.

‘Naturally." He walked past her into the hall andkied rouitd. ‘Nice place,
Greg. Lord by nature as well as name, by the |Idakiags.' He turned to
Catriona. 'Is that coffee | can smell?’

'l suppose so," Catriona sighed, pushing her lzak n defeat.

While they were drinking their coffee in the kitcheshe made an excuse
and went to Jason's study. It was important tdhgegreement to this, she
thought as she dialled the number he had leftwBigin she was put through
to his extension, there was a setback in storenébamswered and told her
that Mr Lord was watching the recording@hder the Skinthe play Sally
was in, and couldn't be disturbed. Catriona pupti@ne down With another
sigh.



Back in the kitchen she submitted to being photolged transferring the
washing from the machine to the neighbouring turdbier, then obediently
pretended to vacuum the sitting room carpet. ButrwRoger decided a
bed-making picture was required as well, she refell

'I've already made the beds. It's ridiculous, ' @iutested.

‘Artistic licence, sweetie. | did warn you.' Rogishered her firmly towards
Jason's bedroom where she posed wearily, smoatienguilt and shaking
up the pillows, while she answered questions froogd® on her life in

Scotland and her views on London. Then, tilting blein in a way Mrs

McGregor would have recognised, she called a halt.

'I'm supposed to be working, and you've taken wqugh of my time,' she
said firmly.

Roger lifted a hand. And we've a deadline to caschye'll leave you in
peace. Thanks for your co-operation, my sweet.' tan@atriona's surprise
and annoyance, he kissed her carelessly on thé&.chee

"The nerve of him!" she muttered, as she closeddlbe behind them.

The interruption had held her up for over an hawt a half she realised
with annoyance as she set to work again. But bly a#ternoon, there was
only Jason's study left to do, she realised thdlykfu

It was an attractive room, carpeted in deep reziyialls lined with shelves
of books. The centrepiece was the desk, even nttmet with papers than
the one at the studio had been, Catriona thougshh@sacuumed the floor-
length curtains. Though her hands itched to tidynth she obeyed her
instructions implicitly and contented herself witlusting all the-other
available surfaces instead.

She had just changed the nozzle on the cleanerebstiarting on the carpet
when it happened. As she straightened, the hardie @leaner caught the
corner of the desk and a pile of papers went casgad the floor.



'Oh no!" Catriona went down on her knees and bedgagather them
together. As she did so, she noticed at first ilocsty and then with
growing interest that the sheets she was holding typed like the pages of
dialogue in Sally's script. As she looked more elpsshe realised that it
was part of a play and she began to read. The stenlead chanced on was
a confrontation between a woman and her husbanchatigust discovered
she had been unfaithful to him. The man came acasssa boorish
individual, and yet as the scene progressed, hef @nd hurt came
compellingly through. It was powerful stuff, andt@@na was so engrossed
she entirely failed to hear the front door openang] only realised she was
no longer alone when the study door swung openJaadn said grimly, 'l
thought | asked you not to meddle with anythingloat desk.’

Flushing painfully, she scrambled to her feetidnt mean to pry,’ she said.
'l knocked some of the papers on the floor by aadidnd started to read as
| was picking them up again. I—I couldn't put indn Please forgive me.’

‘There's nothing to forgive," he said shortly. Hddhout his hand for the
papers and she passed them to him, feeling likelded child.

'l didn't know you wrote plays. | thought you omhade documentaries and
things like that,’ she said.

'‘Nobody knows, except Hugo and the select few.'dde realisation
dawning in her eyes and nodded. 'Yes, you're rightthe Jon Lisle whose
work you so much admire, according to Sally." Hps lcurled a little in a
mirthless smile. 'If you'd known it was me, youmrachtion would have
been lessened, no doubt.’

‘No, it wouldn't,’ she said, facing him. 'l thikknder the Skis marvellous
and I'm sure everyone else will too. And this ooel@ be even better.'

He came round the desk and took the papers fromMaybe it could at

that," he said, almost absently. He gave her atailé. "The important thing
is that no one must know who | am. | want the pkaybe judged on their
own merits and not for anything | may or may noténdone in the pastin a
totally different field. Can you understand that?'



'Yes, | think so,' Catriona said thoughtfully.

‘Then I'm in your hands.' He looked squarely at Mghat are you going to
do?'

'l shan't do anything," Catriona said, puzzlednthight dawned. 'You
mean—you think—that I'll tell everyone!'

'Well, it would be the perfect revenge if you fgttu needed one,' he said,
lighting a cigarette.

Catriona stared at him helplessly for a momentn tsiee moved to brush
past him and away, tears pricking at her eyelids.ceilught her arm in a
merciless grip.

'Where do you think you're going?"

She struggled. 'Let me go!

‘Try not to be such a fool," he said calmly. Helgniher round to face him
and studied her. 'What's the matter? Did the suggelsurt your pride?’

"You had no right to say what you did," she flared.

'Perhaps not," Jason agreed. 'l just had to make that was all.’

'‘Now that you are sure—please may | go?'

'‘Not yet,’ he returned equably. 'Now that my gustgcret is out, and
presumably safe with you, you could be a great kelme." He gestured
towards the littered desk. 'It will take me hak thight to do this on my own.
How about it? Are you a secretary bird as well asme help?’

Catriona paused for a moment. She could recoghatefriom Jason Lord
this was almost an olive branch and some of hentegent began to fade at

the unexpectedness of it.

'I'd like to help,' she agreed quietly.



'Fine." His voice was equally quiet. 'Shall we gferted?'

At first they worked in silence, but gradually Jadmegan to talk to her
about television drama, and the impact he was lgadpimake when his play
was shown.

'‘Are you hoping that playwriting will take over fro everything else
completely one day?' she asked, rather shyly.

He smiled. 'lt's too early to say. I'd like somgical reaction toUnder the
Skinbefore | start looking to the future, though Hggseen the first draft of
the new play and he seems to like it and want t.do

'l don't suppose writing plays makes an awful fanoney either,' Catriona
said doubtfully.

His lips quivered slightly. 'Spoken like a canny&bte said. 'But you can
forget any romantic visions of me starving in argafor my art. | have
interests in several of my brother's companiesl do have a source of
income apart from my TV work. But at the moment kmuite heavily

committed to my documentary work, so | shan't bmiog to any snap
decisions.'

"Your brother is much older than you, isn't he2riGaa ventured.

'Eleven years. | was definitely an afterthoughe'@¢yed her. 'Planning on
becoming an interviewer, Miss Muir? | must find lage for you in my
team.’

'Oh no," she said, blushing fierily and trying tabdue the unwelcome
thought that in this softer, almost teasing moodweas devastatingly
attractive. She wondered what her reaction woulkkHzeen if they had
simply met as strangers at some social gatheringstye had not been
forced to regard him as the uncle of the man skedothen she chided
herself for being naive. If her search for Jereragl hot led her to his flat,
their paths would never have crossed. His world pespled with women
like Moira Dane, who knew all the arts of attragtanman's attention.



She watched him covertly as he sorted through af sli@apers, frowning a
little.. He was an entirely different type from dey, she decided, although
there was a faint family resemblance. Jeremy's ¢ were still boyish
in many ways, but Jason Lord looked totally mald &tally adult, she
thought, studying his firm-lipped, rather sensuabuth, and the
uncompromising lines of his cheekbones and jaw.salaehe was glancing
at her, his brows raised inquiringly, and hastiguaped her gaze back to the
notes in her lap, giving herself a mental kick las did so.

It was several hours before the desk was finalsamd, and all the
papers—typescripts, notes and correspondence temblénd filed in the
small cabinet under the window.

Jason straightened with a groan. 'lt's time we' &te, said. His eyes
narrowed as he looked at Catriona. 'Did you haydamch?’

'l forgot,” she admitted, and he sighed in exaspera
'Right, grab your coat and we'll go out."

'l can't go out like this," she protested, indicgther shabby jeans and the
high-necked black sweater.

'Why not? They constituted almost your entire walpgrat one time.'

'l know that," she said unhappily.

'‘But it won't do any more, is that it? Oh, countrguse, what have we done
to you?' He was silent for a moment. 'Is it realbur clothes that are

bugging you, or do you not want to repeat the éssting experience of

eating in my company?’

She flushed like a peony, remembering the luncty@drthe studio. 'It's just
my clothes."

‘Then that's easily settled. There's a good Itadlaoe, not far from Sal's. I'll
take you there to change first as long as you steelbe quick.'



Swearing it was one thing, performing it quite dmof Catriona found as
she looked over her small stock of clothes, womgdgewhat to wear. In the
end, prompted by Jason's impatient pacings initeglroom only a few
feet away, she decided on one of her newest pugshasnidi-length skirt in
violet wool worn with a white silk blouse with lorfigll sleeves, fastening at
the back with a mass of tiny buttons. She thougbtread managed to fasten
it quite successfully, but when she reached thestmpfound she had only
one buttonhole left for two buttons and had totstgain. She had to twist
herself to see in the mirror and her arms wererimagg to ache as she
worked away. She groaned out loud when she reaisettad again missed
a button almost halfway down.

If only Sally had been there, but she had leftte hmsay she had gone to the
cinema with a friend from drama school days. Caaibegan awkwardly to
unfasten the blouse again when Jason rapped doetlreom door.

'What in hell's name are you doing?' he calleduY@®got three minutes to
get out here.’

Catriona immediately became all thumbs. 'I'm soslye called back. 'I'm
having bother with some buttons and . . .’

Her voice died away in sheer shock as the bedrammnwlas flung open and
Jason stood surveying her.

'My God," he said disgustedly. 'Is that all?’

He was across the room and fastening them befaecstld say or do

anything to prevent him, and instantly all her lo&tkles rose. The nerve of
him, marching into her room like this without "saah as a by your leave!

she raged inwardly, standing completely rigid inagt@mpt to ignore the

warmth of his fingers on her bare skin.

‘There," he said as the last button was secured.

‘Thank you," she returned stiffly. "You're verydin



'I'm very hungry," he said. 'If you'd given me awshfive minutes ago, we
could have been eating by now.'

'How foolish of me." Catriona picked up her bagirthe bed and walked to
the door. She gave him a cool, sweet smile. 'I'sh fwt used to having a
man to help me dress, I'm afraid.’

'‘But | thought as I'd once undressed you, you'derak exception in my
case,' he said, and grinned unpleasantly as tleircthared in her cheeks.
"You've a short memory, haven't you, darling? Téxt iime it happens ['ll
try and make it more memorable for you.'

Mortified tears sparkled on her lashes, as shedtan- potently at him. 'l
don't know how you can remind me of that awful nigshe said in a low
voice. 'l feel nothing but shame when | think of it

‘Then you're a fool. If anyone should have anyetggit's myself.’
'What have you to regret?'

‘That | let you sleep alone." His mouth curved sarchlly at the sight of her
startled face. 'After all, | meant to jolt you aftcaring for Jeremy. | might
as well have made a good job of it while | was dhiou

'‘And you really think that one night with you woutdve —cured me?' If
she hadn't been so angry, she could almost hagbdduat the insufferable
arrogance of this creature, who imagined he wasrasistible to women.
"You flatter yourself, Mr Lord."'

'Do 1?" He was beside her and she found herseli ivdr last coherent
thought wondering why she had ever thought his eyies'y when they
could glow with such a strange and unfamiliar light

He took her by the hips and pulled her towards hgnmding her body
against his own so intimately that she cried outoutrage—a protest
instantly stifled as his lips came down on hers.



And what had any kiss she had ever received toitthotiars achingly sensual
exploration of her mouth by his, until tremblingbyt inevitably her lips

parted to his insistence. For a moment, even tlea tried to rebel as the
kiss deepened to a shattering intimacy she hadrreéneamed of, then
blindly, wordlessly, she succumbed, her shakingleawining themselves
in his dark hair.

His hands slid from her hips to her waist, therbpbthe quivering nerve
endings along her spine. She felt as if even threiathing had become part
of each other. That without his mouth and body sgdsagainst hers, she
would wither and die in some strange never-knowg.wa

As if she was in a dream, she felt the buttonb@abiack of her blouse give
way under his fingers, shivering as he caressed&ed flesh, his hands
lingering over her shoulders and the base of heathas he eased the soft
silk away.

She clung to him still, trembling at the sensatitieswas so knowingly
arousing, yet wanting him to go on touching herth/é sound that was half
a sigh, half a groan he lifted his mouth from heamd stared down into her
flushed face. He raised his hand and gently tréoedines of her jaw to the
pulse in her throat, then followed the slender lofeher neck to the
vulnerable hollows at its base. And paused.

Catriona glanced down and saw his fingers curvinmnd the silver chain
that held Jeremy's ring.

Their eyes met, his puzzled and with the firstristyy of anger in their
depths.

"You can't still be hoping,’ he began. 'Not even yath that incredible
optimism of yours . ..

She tore herself out of his arms, her hand clogimtectively over the ring.

'l suppose to—a man of the world like you'—she mimdephrase sound
like an insult—'a word like fidelity or loyalty hdstle meaning.’



'‘Applied to Jeremy, they're practically meaninglesse said slowly.
'‘Applied to yourself. . He looked her over andlips curled sardonically.

Crimson with anger as well as shame, she pulleddesened blouse up
over her shoulders. How could she have let himw-of all people behave
like that? No one, not even Jeremy, had ever besnified to kiss or touch
her in that way. She had always had too much ssfiect—Aunt Jessie had
seen to that. Now she felt confused, as if her ekohle of values had been
turned upside down by this witchcraft he had workader body.

Her eyes filled with tears, as she struggled vamih her fastenings.
‘Let me,’ Jason spoke quietly.

'Don't touch me!" she breathed, her temper fighforgprecedence over
guilt and confusion. He bent his head and turnedpily away, thrusting
his hands into his pockets.

After a moment's hesitation, she pulled off theubl altogether and
snatched up the black sweater she had worn edugging it over her head
with shaking hands. She could not look at him, ditdnot even want to
know if he was .looking at her. She still could naterstand how she had
come so near to betraying all her carefully heldgples—and with a man
like him. He must think that her feelings were laall®w as his own. He had
a low opinion of women anyway and she was forceadiit that it would
be difficult for anyone—even someone less cynitent himself —to
believe that she could still carry an aching héartleremy and yet allow
another man to make passionate love to her.

She was suddenly afraid she was going to bursttedos, and she sank
down on the edge of the bed, covering her face gthhands. Her whole
body was still in turmoil from his caresses and titeacherous physical
weakness he had engendered was also affectingrodioas.

‘Catriona,' he came and squatted in front of ieyou won't look at me, at
least listen.’



"You have nothing to say to me that | want to héder hands were pressed
so tightly over her eyes that little scarlet flanseemed to be flickering
inside her lids. 'And | hope I never have to setsegn you again either!

He gave an exasperated sigh. 'You can't forgivéommaking you see the
truth about Jeremy, you stubborn little fool. Youshhave your illusion to
cling to despite all the evidence.'

'What do you know about truth?' Her voice tremblAtleast what Jeremy
and | felt for each other was fine and clean, kat | . .'

Jason swore suddenly and violently, gripping herdsaand dragging them
away from her face. Dazedly, she stared at him.

‘Tonight," he said, and his voice was too quied, ¢controlled, 'tonight, |

nearly became your lover—there on that carpet oe lom this bed. It
wouldn't have mattered much, and | know damned weNould have

mattered even less to you, so don't start carrgimgas if | was some
despoiler of innocence. And no matter how you melydk yourself about
your feeling for my errant nephew, under your weleught-up exterior,
my sweet, you are all woman, so stop punishingatis for something that
didn't happen anyway.' He paused. 'Or are you pingsme because it
didn't happen?

Catriona wrenched her hand free and hit him hardsae the face, then
stopped, appalled at what she had done and feh&uhe might enact some
reprisal. Jason got slowly to his feet and stoatilty down at her, his eyes
chips of glazing steel.

'Enjoy your punishment,’ he said softly, and weatrf her. She heard the
outer door close behind him and hugged her armsuteimely across her
body, trying to suppress the long, deep shiverrdrathrough her.

The small hard shape of Jeremy's ring pressedhetdflesh. He might
belong to Helen now, but his ring was hers antlefcould no longer regard
it as a love token, then, at least it would beliartean to keep her safe.



But from whom? a sly inner voice seemed to be gskkFrom Jason
Lord—or from herself? And to that Catriona coulddfino answer, either
then or in the long night that followed.

She still felt listless as she made her way toriew job the following
Monday morning. She and Sally had spent a quiekerak shopping for
groceries and cleaning the flat, and on Sunday hiaelytaken sandwiches
and had a picnic lunch in Hyde Park, followed lrewsy evening playing
desultory Scrabble and watching television.

In many ways Catriona blamed herself for what happened with Jason.
She acknowledged that she had wondered what itdimrilike to be in his
arms. Well, now she knew, and much good the knayddthd done her. At
least now she had proved to herself exactly wivan tos relationship with
a woman took, she thought bitterly. He had saidestward things about
Jeremy, but was he any better himself? At leagtndgrad never tried to
seduce her. If a small voice inside her pointedtioait that was because she
had been on her guard against allowing any suahtgn to develop in the
past, she ignored it. She told herself resolute it was just as well she
had found out what Jason was before she got dgydghs about him in her
head, although she didn't allow herself to spetifg exact form her
‘'silliness' might have taken.

The most hurtful part of it all was that no mentadrthe word 'love' had ever
passed his lips. Catriona had always been led lievieethat men with
seduction on their minds always told a girl theyeld her first. She
supposed she should be grateful that Jason hadylenespect for her
intelligence not to try such a well-worn subterfugénh her, but all it made
her feel was cold and empty.

She wondered about returning to Scotland, but wiaatthere for her there?
She had no home now, and no job, both of which \&eadlable to her here
in London, even if peace of mind was not. It seeased one chapter of her
life had closed, but as yet she had no idea wiesifutiure could hold for her
apart from heartache.



Her rather sombre thoughts kept her occupied dutinegride on the

Underground and the short bus journey which toaskdthe wide tree-lined

road where the house belonging to the Trust waatsitl. Catriona was glad
in a way that she had decided to take this joleatsiof plunging into the

hurly-burly of a big general office where her heare condition might

have been more obvious and she might have becaabjéct of unwanted

speculation by the other girls.

In spite of her emotional dejection, Catriona caudd help enjoying the feel
of the sun on her face as she walked along or fedimg vaguely gratified
at the appreciative wolf whistles from a group obrlamen busily

renovating a house, as they caught sight of hem 8fjure in the grey
pinafore dress and scarlet shirt.

When she arrived at the Trust, identifiable by akkshabby board nailed to
one of the gate pillars, she was a few minutey esarhe had time to look
the building over before she went in. It was adahguse, even from the
front, and she could see it extended well intogtminds at the rear. There
was a prevailing air of shabbiness, in spite ofdbeious fact that someone
had recently been busy with a paintbrush. Everuh&ained eye could spot
missing slates and chimney stacks that neededingip Catriona sighed,
remembering what an uphill job it had been to kiglesir House sound and
weatherproof, quite apart from in good decorativeeo. She went up the
wide stone steps to the front door, which stood @ja peeped into a large
un- carpeted hall. Somewhere she could hear thenoruwsf voices and the
rattle of cups and cutlery, but she could not idgnthich of the several
doors that opened off the hall the noise was corfirng.

To her left, a wide flight of stairs, also uncagmktled upwards to a long
landing, while ahead of her a dark- seeming paskabt® the back of the
house.

Catriona hesitated, then called, 'ls anyone theré@le tentatively.
'Hang on. I'm coming!" a man's voice called inyeflne of the doors on the

left of the hall opened and a young man appearedv&s of medium height
and stocky build, wearing paint-stained corduramusers and an ill-used



dark green sweater. He carried a tea towel in aralland had another
tucked round his waist like an apron.

"You've caught us washing up, I'm afraid,’ he sédn | help you?'

'I'm Catriona Muir.' She fumbled in her shouldeg laad produced the card
from the agency.

He smiled delightedly at her. 'That's great. ToHmmest, | wondered
whether—but never mind. Come on in.’

He crossed the hall and flung open the door oppasshering Catriona into
a large sunny room that looked as if it had beerentty hit by an
earthquake. The main furniture was two massivefadtiioned dining room
tables which had been extended to their fullesitéin©ne of them carried
an equally old-fashioned-looking black typewriterhefe were files
everywhere, especially upside down on the floortri@aa noted with a
feeling of resignation, and more files protrudedidily from the open
drawers of two big wooden filing cabinets. A whitgpboard, used to store
stationery, also stood open and in turmoil.

Catriona turned to look at her companion. His ¢jpgked ruefully. 'I'm not
very well organised, I'm afraid," he said with" dstating understatement.
'I'm Andrew Milner, and if you want to just walk baf here and forget
about it, | shall quite understand.’

Catriona managed a faint smile. 'Oh, | don't tHinklikely to do that.’

‘The typewriter came out of the-Ark, | think," hent on rather sadly. 'And
we haven't a photo-copier, just an old duplicatat spits ink at you when
you least expect it.' He looked doubtfully at hietltes.

'‘Well—perhaps there's an overall somewhere, ifehn use the thing,’
Catriona suggested.

'Yes, of course. I'm sure Jean would . . . well'lyt®ve meeting her shortly
anyway. You must think I'm mad telling you all thisut the truth is that
your predecessor had very different views of wimadfice should be like.



She stuck it for three days, which | suppose wazdgaf her under the
circumstances, but there were—problems.’

'Well, I've got” something to tell you, Mr MilneCatriona began to jut her
chin, then decided it wasn't necessary afterlale bnly ever worked as a
secretary before for my aunt back in Scotland, may not live up to your
requirements.’

His smile was cheerful and not diffident at allh;®ut I think you will," he
said. 'In fact, | think I'd prefer someone whotigst filling in time between
executives.'

Catriona smiled too and put her handbag down onathie. "Where would
you like me to start?’

'Well, first of all—it's Andrew, please, not Mr Niiér. And | hope you don't
mind being Catriona. We try and cultivate a pratfprmal atmosphere at
the Trust—all part of the work we're doing. And thext thing is probably
this." He dived into the stationery cupboard ancrg®ad holding a jar of
coffee and a bag of sugar. 'There's a gas ringtbeee and the kettle is full,’
he told her. 'I'll go and get the milk.'

Over steaming mugs of coffee, he told her more ath@uwork of the Trust
itself and how it had been originally set up.

‘James Henderson was a tremendous character, vem-td-earth and
humorous, but full of compassion as well. He kneracly what he wanted
for this place, but unfortunately he died beforeedlly got off the ground,’
Andrew said regretfully. 'The Trust is now admierstd by his widow, Mrs
Alice Henderson. | daresay you'll be meeting heonsoThe note of
constraint in his voice was not lost on Catriona.

'Who uses the centre?' she asked as they left tomraof the building.
Andrew shrugged.

'‘Almost anyone needing a shelter of some kind. Hesse families,
unmarried mothers, battered wives, teenagers whe llet home for some
reason, husbands or wives who have done the sametignes we find out



why, often we don't.' He gave her that warm sngaia 'And if they don't
volunteer, we don't pry.'

He hesitated, then went on, 'There's a social watk to it, but I'm not
pushing that at the moment. Soon, | hope to staldibg up case histories
and try to do some sort of study to find what kafighressures make people
break loose. But | had to wait until | could getremne in the office that |
could trust, and that the residents could alsd.t&mme of them are here for
quite some time and continually changing faceshm dffice make them
wary. Jean who looks after the housekeeping sidergiself have been here
since the centre opened.’

As they toured the building, Catriona could nophebticing the dilapidated
state of many of the rooms and their furnishings.

'l suppose money is always a problem?' she askgg, stot wishing to
seem too critical of something she had not fullgnedo grips with.

'We're more fortunate than many organisations lscawe have a regular
income of our own. Mr Henderson made over a magsveof his personal
fortune and investments to finance the Trust." Theye standing by a
window looking into a big untidy back garden with avergrown lawn.

Andrew sighed. 'You're going to work here, Catriss@myou might as well
know. Inflation has hit our income pretty hard fact there were hints that
we might have to do without help in the office, alinis why, in a way, | was
surprised when you actually materialised.’

He smiled ruefully. 'But there will have to be cit®ther ways, and this I'm
afraid will mean goodbye yet again to aH-serts terations and
improvements I'd hoped for, although it's true ag & might not have got
them anyway.'

'‘But if the money was there . . ." Catriona waszfad.

Andrew gave her a straight look. 'lt's Mrs Hendersbe said quietly. 'She
doesn't really approve of the centre and never $las's quite open about
it—believes Heaven helps those who help themselkas. she doesn't
agree with the rathexd hocway we rim things here. She calls the residents



inmates—not to their faces, | hasten to add—ants$ feshould summon
them for morning prayer and grace before meals.'

'‘But that isn't your province, surely.’

'In a way | suppose it is, from her point of viele dragged aside the collar
of his sweater, revealing the clerical collar beéheé&hope it doesn't put you
off.!

‘Not in the slightest, although you're not like amynister I've ever met,’
Catriona laughed.

He quirked an eyebrow at her. 'I'll take that asmpliment, perhaps. Now
come and meet Jean. There'll be a fair crowdarkifthen part of the house
and they'll eye you a bit at first. But don't tnydapush things and they'll
soon treat you as part of the furniture.’

Catriona did find the sudden silence that greeegdhtrance with Andrew
rather unnerving. She was not used to being thestye of so many eyes,
but Jean's pleasant smile as she turned from tileecavheare large pots of
an appetising-looking stew were simmering, soongemsated. She was a
slightly plump girl, in the way that good cooksaaftare, with softly curling
brown hair, and Catriona took to her at once.

It was soon arranged that Catriona should sharenidday meal at the
centre in return for lending a hand with the seg\amd clearing away.

'I'm afraid you get roped in for everything in thiace,’ Jean said
apologetically. 'Have you had any nursery schogleeence, by any
chance?"

'Sorry, no,' Catriona laughed. 'Have you a lotaifryg ones in just now?'

'Yes, but it may not last. Things can change qaipadly in a matter of days
as people readjust and move on.' Jean's tone veagl pind Catriona
thought she was probably an ideal person to bdange of such a fluid
set-up as this appeared.



Later, as she helped Jean set places at the lesitetr tables in the rather
bare dining room, she asked for some help in iigng the current crop of
residents.

'l could tell you their names, but | doubt if yousmember. They'll start
approaching you themselves in a day or two andlymabably get the
story of their lives along with their names—excfptMitch, that is.’

Catriona's interest sharpened. 'Who's Mitch?'

Jean laid a knife and fork rather precisely on plestic table covering

before replying. That's just it. Who is she? Slebdves as if she has
amnesia, but Andrew and | are not convinced. Skesmbshow any of the
genuine symptoms. She arrived in the middle ohilgat three weeks ago
carrying a guitar in a case and that was all.’

'Does she play the guitar?'

'Not since she arrived, to my knowledge. If yourgo the lounge you can't
miss her. She sits in the corner cuddling the dhiiéng. One of the
youngsters asked her to give them a tune soon diterarrived and she
nearly attacked him. Andrew had to step in fast.'

‘That's quite an unusual happening, then?'

'Violence? Yes, thank heaven. When you considert whaixed bag of

people we accommodate, it's a wonder that it doasppen more often.
Usually people welcome some sort of contact, howswperficial, with the

other residents. But not Mitch. She's left sevemiyne now—and she
shows no sign of wanting to stand on her own feehove on. It's a bad
sign, I'm afraid. We have had our tragedies inpta&t, but | don't want her
to be one of them."

Jean's voice was serious and Catriona waitedanc! for a moment or two
before asking, 'How do you know she's called Mitch?

'We don't.' Jean lifted a tray of plastic beakevgfa cupboard and began to
set one at each place. 'She had a nightmare ohesagn after she came



here—woke everyone in her room screaming "MitchicMi' Wouldn't or
couldn't explain, of course, so we decided to ball that for reference
purposes.' She sighed. '‘Andrew would like to putihetouch with Dr
Winters, the psychiatrist at the General, but hesdt feel there would be
much point until we can make at least some sobrefkthrough with her
ourselves. She totally rejects the idea of any kifidreatment at the
moment, and we don't put pressure on anyone herehestkmate.'

Catriona felt oddly curious about the enigmaticdiiand was conscious of
real disappointment when the girl failed to showfapthe midday meal.

After it was cleared away, she and Andrew begama&e inroads on the
chaos in the office and she was amazed to finddwekly the time passed.

She got home before Sally, who was rehearsing apteynfor a lunchtime
theatre club and had warned she might be late.

Catriona measured out spaghetti and assembledntiredients for a
bolognese sauce, before deciding that a bath ahdrapoo were what she
needed after her dusty afternoon. Half an hour,lates felt cleaner and at
peace with the world as she sat on the hearthrdgeinold red dressing
gown, busying herself with hair-dryer and brush. eW¥hthe doorbell
sounded, she groaned a little. Sally was pronerget her key when other
considerations were paramount. She padded to theasml flung it wide,
gazing with astonishment at the young man stanalvigvardly outside.

'Hello, Catriona,' Jeremy said eventually. 'l caa bve called at a bad time.
Can | come in?'

'l suppose so.' Catriona gave the belt of her ediightening tug and stepped
aside reluctantly to allow him into the flat.

He glanced around. 'Sally not in?'

'I'm expecting her at any time." Catriona was amaadind how controlled
her voice sounded in spite of the turmoil inside ker weeks now she had
longed for this moment, had hungered for the sagitt sound of him, and
now he was here.



He walked over to the fireplace and stood lookiogd at the rug. Catriona
had forgotten how attractive he was and she stoedarms folded tensely
across her, watching him and remembering with fgggh how happy they
had been together.

With a sigh, he pulled a packet of cigarettes afighder from his pocket
and offered them to her. She shook her head ahtldree for himself.

'Did—did you want something?' she asked diffidgntiien he showed no
sign of breaking the silence. He turned and lookeder, the usually
laughing blue eyes dark with trouble.

'l shouldn't be here, Trina, and | know it, buatlito come. I've tried to keep
away ... | really have. | don't know what to sayéa.'

'What is there to say?' Catriona asked wearilywas my own fault, Jeremy.
Women's magazines are full of advice to girls ndiake holiday romances
too seriously, and | did. You don't have to fedllgabout it. . ." Her voice
tailed away miserably.

'‘But | do." He came over to her and stood lookiogvil into her face. 'l
wasn't just amusing myself. | loved you. | meangrgthing | said, and |
wanted to marry you . ..'

'l don't think you should say any more," Catrionteirupted him. She felt
suddenly desperately uncomfortable. 'Don't forgetne engaged and . ..'

'Forget it!" He gave a short, mirthless laugh.et Little chance to do that.
Helen's been staying with us and she and Mothex Hame nothing but talk
about weddings and houses and furnishings untillds—break out.'

'Women like to talk of such things." Catriona fédtfensive about her own
sex. 'lI'd have thought that was what you would haaeted too.’

'Me?' He shook his head. 'l don't know what | wana. | had it all worked
out when | came back to London, but once | was backrything started
to—crumble somehow. All there seemed to be was vaoxk more work,



and when that eased off, Mother had Helen waitidg.looked at her, his
mouth wry. 'l see it now. Why couldn't | see itiRé

Catriona lifted a hand and pushed it wearily thfobhgr still-damp hair. 'l
don't know what you want me to say,' she said upihapYou've made
your choice, after all.'

'l think 1 had it made for me," he said quickly.

"Then you must be a fool.' Catriona spoke shanmptipvaithout weighing her
words. 'lt's a poor sort of man that lets his wofokndecide his whole
future rather than stand on his own feet. .Sheshasked into silence by the
expression on Jeremy's face. She could see attbatshe had hurt and
offended him, and she realised with a pang thaag the first time that she
had ever been openly critical of him. It occurredhér, too, judging by what
Jason had once said, that open criticism by anydnkis actions had
probably been lacking in Jeremy's life up to now.

'l thought you'd understand at least." He soundaahaed.

‘There's not a lot to understand,' she spoke mac#igally. "You did ask
Helen to marry you, after all, and people don'thiat in this day and age
unless they're in love. If you're having secondutitas now, they'll pass, |
daresay.'

'l just don't know you like this." His voice wasngenely perplexed.

'Perhaps I've had time to grow up a little sinGg summer in Torvaig.' She
tried to sound gentle, but some of the hurt of &gtk came through the
simplicity of her words.

'Is that what my dear uncle's been doing—helping gow up?' he asked,
and she winced at the unexpected spite in his tdbhes was a side of
Jeremy she had never seen before. She wantedoackitit him, but she did
not know what to say. He was nearer the target ligaknew, she thought
painfully.

'How did you come to meet him?'



'l was looking for you. Someone, your former lamdlagave me his
address.'

'Oh—yes, I'd forgotten." He looked at her frowningiBut | still don't
understand ... | mean, you're hardly Jason's type.'

'Hardly," she said. Her throat felt constrictedut'Bhen | did think | was
yours, and | was wrong about that too.'

He pitched his cigarette stub into an ash-trayrandhed for her. 'Oh, Trina,
my sweet!'

She stepped backwards, trying to avoid his enogchrms in a kind of
panic. 'Jeremy—no! It's not right, please!

He didn't listen. 'Trina, ever since that nightllyeen thinking of you—of
nothing else but you. Let me kiss you, sweethgéegse. | won't be able to
bear it otherwise.’'

Even as his lips touched hers, Catriona heard, ethheart sinking, the
perennial cry of the spoiled child in his words., @hat was the matter with
her? She was in Jeremy's arms, his passionates kigse raining on her
face. She should have been in the seventh heaveh,instead her
predominating impulse was to pull herself free.

'What's the matter?' He stared down at her, his flashed, puzzled by her
lack of response.

'What about Helen? That's the matter,' Catriond, $ait she was not even
sure that was true any more.

'I'll think of something. Sweetheart, you must tnoee.' He tried to take her
in his arms again, but she evaded his embrace.

| did trust you, something inside her was screamimgsted you enough to
leave everything | knew and come hundreds of mites this

concrete—prison of a city! Her hand crept to heuthas if she had spoken
the words aloud. She knew she had been unfairtodve home and that the



changes in her life had certainly not been entif@yhe worse. She thought
of the centre and the challenges it presentedpaddan and Andrew with
whom she might become close friends. She thought Safly's
companionable gaiety. And then her mind closed daefasing to yield to
the next image which came unbidden and unwelcoasting away the
dark sardonic face of the man who had taught hemm brief lesson the
meaning of response.

'l think you'd better go,' she told Jeremy, a sliggtraying quiver creeping
into her voice. 'Sally will be home any moment and

'I know." Jeremy seemed mollified. 'Scottish prefyi You haven't changed
as much as you think, sweetheart.’

He took her hand and pressed a kiss lingeringtyhet palm:Au revoir,'he
murmured. 'We'll meet again soon.'

When he had gone, Catriona sat down on the batsotdand tried to
assemble her thoughts into some kind of coher&toehad blamed Jeremy
for being fickle, but was she, in fact, any bet@rite, being in his arms had
been her whole world. Now she was appalled at Wwerindifference to his
caresses. | wanted him once, she thought bewiltjeraat did | even know
what wanting was?

She could not believe what had happened to hey shert a time. She had
thought her relationship with Jeremy had been tepething. Now she was
forced to recognise that its completeness had bedmream that could not
withstand daylight's harsh reality.

She realised too that if things had been differgme, might in all innocence
have married Jeremy and lived a contented lifaymhis of the sharp sweet
agony of physical passion as Jason had made herikno

She buried her face in her hands, biting savagehealip, telling herself
she would have been better off without that knogéedBeyond that she
refused to think.



And now, it seemed, whether she wanted or notndeveas back in her life,
and she was at a loss to know what to do abolitvitould be wrong, she
thought, to encourage him and perhaps cause home#&k with Helen when
she was so uncertain about the possibility of aiyré relationship between
them. She would have to see Jeremy again, but otefms this time, not
his, and make this clear to him.

She got up rather drearily and went to the kitchlove to preparthe
evening meal, telling herself that fatigue and rerngere what ailed her and
all would seem better in the morning.

But as she sliced onions and tomatoes for the shecehoughts were still
elsewhere until a sharp pain across her thumb asaigly recalled her
attention. Gingerly she ran the cold tap over the wincing. This was
another item to the account of the Lords, she thostprmily. It was an
appropriate name for them—Lords of Creation as theydoubt thought
themselves.

She threw the knife into the sink with a clatter.

'‘Damn them both," she said tensely. 'I—I wish &dar met them—either of
them.'

But as she pressed her hand fiercely to her mduwilas not her own blood
but the warm, sensual pleasure of Jason's moutlshieeseemed to taste.



CHAPTER FIVE

NEARING the end of her first week at the centre, Catritelaa certain
satisfied weariness. The office was now in appéegnider, and she and
Andrew had begun to rough out a scheme for degaiéind filing the
eventual case histories.

She had undergone her first battle with the bawld duplicator and
emerged slightly ahead and, which was best, shéégun to get to know
some of the centre's residents.

Now, when she went into the kitchen or any of tHeeorooms they used,
there were guardedly friendly greetings and ondéwar of the younger
women asked her name and where she came from.

‘That's a pretty name,’ said Mrs Lamb, an exhaustedling woman in her
early thirties whose husband had left her pennilegh three young
children. 'l read a book called that once. At s¢litomas,' she added hastily,
as if apologising for any kind of superiority.

'l had a holiday in Scotland once, with Mum and Dadda chimed in.
'‘Smashing it was. Didn't half rain, though.’

Catriona looked at her with a slight pang, recgltimat 'Mum and Dad' were
both dead and that Linda, who had a small baby,teyasy to cope as an
unmarried mother and had recently been turnedfdwgraoom in a lodging
house because the baby cried and annoyed thetettzats.

It was difficult, she thought, to do as Jean hadssdl her several times and
remain as impersonal as she could. Jean and Arsdrenved to manage it so
well—that sympathy without sentiment, kindness withpatronage, yet

they had both assured her that they were oftemfulhcertainties about the
actual practical help they were being to the pewle used the centre.

As she went back to the office, she noticed the d@s standing open and
she could hear voices. She peeped round the ddasaan Andrew looking
unnaturally neat and tidy in clerical collar andckt with a sports jacket



instead of his usual disreputable sweater, standatitger defensively in
front of his table.

'Oh, Catriona.' There was a faint note of religfigvoice as he greeted her.
'Mrs Henderson is here. Could you arrange for sooffee for her and . .

'‘No coffee for me, thank you." Mrs Henderson, a,thpright figure in an
ice blue jersey suit, raised her hand. Her shreattier chilly eyes studied
Catriona. 'So this is the new secretary. She laakiser young. Is she
capable?’

Catriona felt as if everything about her from tregvghe wore her hair to the
length of her skirt had been assessed by the ratkdemitable person
confronting her. She was relieved to hear AndreplyreéExtremely,’ in a
rather dry tone.

'Well, that's a blessing. Come in, young womarrespme you have work
to do." Mrs Henderson turned back to Andrew. 'lifraid | have some bad
news for you, Mr Milner." She delved into a capasienakeskin handbag
and produced a bulging envelope.

Catriona, glancing at Andrew, saw his face stiffisnf he had just received
a blow.

Mrs Henderson handed him the envelope. 'You'llagetfficial letter from
the secretary to the Trust, of course, but | thougk | was in the
neighbourhood | would let you know at once. Thestrannot afford the
sort of financial outlay this type of conversionwla require." She paused,
and said in a slightly gentler tone, 'l am reatiyrg, Mr Milner. | know your
heart was set on this, but in the present econoliniate . . ." She sighed and
shook her head.

Catriona, stricken, knew what Andrew must be feglide had obtained a
number of estimates for converting the entire toprfof the centre which

was at present unused and a maze of small attiegobvarying shapes into
flatlets where homeless families could be accomnsatitogether, instead
of being split up into separate male and femalepsiey units as they had to
be at present. Andrew felt strongly that it wasrddipg for husbands and



wives to be separated in this way, and one of Qadis earliest tasks had
been to type a long and reasoned report suppdtiggonversion scheme
for the Trustees.

She bit her lip, knowing what high hopes he hadthatithe plan might be
adopted.

There was a long silence, eventually broken by Neaderson.

'We don't always see eye to eye, Mr Milner," she. séve never made any
secret of the fact that I'm not totally in favodrtioe centre and its purpose,
but I intend to do my best for it for my late hustds sake. The trouble is
that the sum of money set aside originally for Tmast, though perfectly
adequate at the time, has been eaten away byionflafhe situation is
extremely disturbing, and | think the time has cowteen we must look
round for some alternative means of financing @& if it is to continue
in its present form. Perhaps you would give thetenatome thought.
Otherwise . . .' She gave a deep sigh and shookdaat slightly. 'Well, |
must be going. I'm already late for my next appuoent. Goodbye, Mr
Milner. Goodbye, young woman.'

From the window, they saw her walk down the pathhe car where the
driver was waiting to help her in. The door slamirted engine started and
she was gone.

'Short and sweet." Andrew's voice was ironic, &det to conceal his true
feelings, Catriona thought. 'Well, she turned affe down, but | think |
could do with a cup.'

Tl see to it,’ she said immediately.

In the kitchen, Jean greeted her with a troubledesm

'Was that Mrs Henderson's car just now? That usuadans trouble.’

'I'm afraid it does,’ Catriona sighed. 'Andrew et thumbs down over the
attic conversion.’



'Oh, no!" Jean stared at her. 'But it's so badéded.’

'l know, but there simply isn't the money.' Catagaused. 'Mfs Henderson
was dropping hints too—about the future of the erg@he seems to feel it's
uncertain without outside funds. Is there any wikgetting more money—
apart from the Trust, | mean?'

'Who knows?' Jean sat down at the kitchen tablesheulders drooping
defeatedly. 'We've certainly never had any luckhie past. Andrew has
constantly applied to other charitable foundatiobg{ the answer has
always been that they're fully stretched themselvBbe sighed. The
begging letters go out, but very little cash comedhe main trouble in the
past has been that Mrs Henderson would never atgwiund-raising to go
on. She's always been— well, dog-in-the-manger tapeunitting help

from outsiders. This was her late husband's pgégrrand it had to remain
firmly under the wing of the Henderson Trust, sevnio many ways | feel

we've missed the boat.’'

'l feel sure she's changed her mind now,’ Catrsac slowly.

'Oh, I'm sure too," Jean said drily. 'But is itime to save the centre? It's so
dreadful to think that Andrew's worked all this @mmaybe for nothing. He's
tried so hard and all he's had in return are dis@mpments and
rejections—and from people who are supposed to rbdie side,’ she
concluded with a fierceness that surprised Catriona

'I'm sure it's not too late," she said. 'Perhapsavelaunch an appeal... do
something at least.’

'Hmm." Jean sounded unconvinced. 'But we're nobbtiee big fashionable
charities, Catriona, that can afford to spend moteyget money. We
haven't funds to splash out on the sort of pulylisi¢'d need. Besides, we'd
be like the Babes in the Wood in that sort of getAll we really know
about is looking after people.'

'‘But there are often charity appeals on televisiGairiona began, but Jean
cut in.



'l daresay, but | don't think our appeal is widewgh for that sort of
coverage. Anyway, who do we know in the televisiaorld?' She got up.
'Was it the milk you came for? I'll take it if ydike.' She gave Catriona a
forced version of her usual sunny smile and wehbbthe kitchen.

Catriona remained at the table, lost in thought s plenty to occupy her
mind. Firstly, from the way Jean had spoken it elagious that her feeling
for Andrew went far deeper than merely that of ookkeague for another.
She wondered if Andrew was aware of the fact aqpiovery much that he
was. Even on a relatively brief acquaintance she suae they would be
ideally suited to each other, and she hoped eviegytiould work out for
them. But, on the face of it, things did not loao thopeful. They were
probably the type of couple who needed time tehetr feelings grow and
develop, and their relationship might well be atiéelc if there was
increasing worry over the future of the centrefat, iin fact, were to close
down.

Catriona sighed and got up, intending to returthéooffice and get on with
her interrupted work, but the realisation that Jeanuld be there with
Andrew gave her pause. That could be a situatiogrevthree would most
definitely be a crowd, she decided wryly. Instedite wandered into the big
communal sitting room, usually empty at this tini¢he day, and went over
to one of the long windows. She needed time tokihim try and come to
terms with the idea that had forced itself into feductant brain, prompted
by one of Jean's parting remarks. She caught sfghtnovement out of the
corner of her eye and, turning, realised the rocesnit deserted after all.
The girl Mitch, her guitar clutched defensively @ss her, was sitting on a
low stool in the corner. Catriona had seen herrabar of times during her
week at the centre and had always spoken to héwoutitreceiving the
slightest of responses. For a moment she was tergptgnore her and have
her think in peace, but she knew it would be wrtmg/aste an opportunity
to try and get through to the girl.

'l play the guitar,' she remarked casually. 'Argihg. Do you sing, Mitch?'

She glanced across and was rewarded by the sligdiiake of the head.
‘That's a pity," she went on, 'because that'seyaquitar. It must have cost a
lot of money. Have you had it long?'



Again, after a long pause, that infinitesimal shakée head.
Catriona tried again. 'What's your favourite tue® got several.'

She began to reel off names of well-known folk syt Mitch's face was
unresponsive.

'Do you know this one?' Catriona tried her with tefain of theSkye Boat
Song.'Or maybe this?' On an impulse she switched taracplar favourite
of hers, the plaintive swing of theriskay Love Lilt humming the chorus
until she got to the last phrase, 'Sad am | wittioeg', which she sang in her
warm, clear soprano. And this time there was agesp.

Mitch leapt to her feet, the stool crashing todheund. She still cradled her
guitar in her arms, but her eyes blazed.

'‘Leave me alone, can't you?' Her voice rose alimpsterically to a shriek
and she rushed out of the room. Catriona stared ladr, bewildered by the
reaction. It wasn't what she had hoped for, sheghbunhappily, but at
least it was a beginning—of sorts.

She was still depressed when she got back to aheéhtht night, and Sally
lent her a sympathetic ear.

'What you need,' she announced at the end of ditalref the day's woes, 'is
taking out of yourself. How would you like to godgarty?'

‘A party?' Catriona perked up a little. 'Whose?"

'‘Now for the bad news—Moira's. She's having sonopleeround to her flat
tomorrow night and she's invited me for some olescaason. And | was
told | could "bring my little Highland flatmate" @hg." She grinned at
Catriona’'s instant grimace. 'Yes, | know, but Mginaarties are generally
regarded as fun and you might surprise yourselfeamay it. You've been
looking like Marley's ghost for days.'

Catriona shook her head hesitantly. 'I—I've nothimwear.’



'Liar," Sally said roundly. "What about that Ondthang you've got hidden
in a box on the wardrobe?"

'It can stay there.' Catriona was conscious ofdalen tight sensation in her
throat. 'l—I don't want to wear that again.'

There was a brief silence while Sally studied rerd then she said
triumphantly, 'Of course—you can wear the Mistake.'

‘Thanks a lot!" Catriona was amused, but Sally wasehand at her
impatiently.

'Mistake for me, but on you it could be sensatigredle said, uncurling
herself from the settee and vanishing into the @@dr Her voice came
floating back. 'l bought it foran audition becautsuited the role | was
trying for. Madness, really, because they both @wulhave been more
wrong for me. | didn't get the part and | was stugth the dress. Sheer
disaster, darling, from beginning to end.’

She returned with a drift of filmy whiteness overecarm. 'Try it on,' she
urged, and Catriona complied, a little reluctan®yut once the zip was
fastened and the soft folds of the incredibly &Kirt twitched into place,
Catriona was forced to admit that Sally could lggnti It was a dress for
dreaming in, all innocence and demureness. Themagaeckline barely
acknowledged her shoulders and only hinted atdbheded softness of her
breasts. The wide, semi-transparent sleeves belldte wrists where they
were captured into a narrow ruffle. Anything lesgable for Sally's lively
directness would have been hard to envisage.

She thought almost idly, 'l look like a bride." Buivas not a happy thought
and looking in the mirror at her shadowed eyesrandth grown wistful,
she hated her own vulnerability.

At her shoulder, Sally said gently, 'You don't h&veo, you know.'

Catriona's chin lifted with some of her old defianc

'l go," she said. 'And I'll wear the dress, ihhy. It's beautiful.'



As she hung the dress back in the wardrobe, hetsharre shaking. She
had no doubt at all that Jason Lord would be atr&®party. All she had to
do was seek him out and ask him to help her t@agetppeal for the centre
on television. He had so many contacts in the méaiavould surely know
how to help. She told herself this over and oveimgtrying to convince
herself, to bolster up her confidence when evesfinot she possessed
shrank from such a course of action. She couldetepd he would have
forgotten their last encounter and its stormy egdin

And yet here she was approaching him yet agaimolild serve her right,
she told herself, if she met with total rejecti@ut at the same time, she
knew she had to go through with it for the centsalee. Even if she met with
a downright refusal, at least she would know that lsad tried.

But when she and Sally finally stood in Moira'soped hall, all her
uncertainties allied to overwhelming shyness caauk lbo plague her.

'Helll" Sally looked at her watch. "We're nearlyfteam horn: late and we're
still the first to arrive. What's the betting Mdganot even dressed yet?'

The young Filipino girl who had admitted them tdbkir wraps and asked
them in charmingly accented English to wait in lilieg room.

Catriona gasped when she looked around her. Wadlearpet were a stark
white. Everything else—upholstery and drapes—wai€la glowing red.
Sally sighed.

'Only Moira would dare with hair that colour," sked.

Catriona nodded slowly. The room was spectaculaintapite of its colour,

curiously unwelcoming. But at the same time shedelense of relief that
she and her pale dress could sink into obscurigynag) the walls if she
wished.

Moira, when she appeared, was no less spectatidarher background.
She had chosen a tight sheath of a dress, thenetwlof its predominating
black relieved by narrow golden stripes. It fitteer voluptuous body as if
she had been sewn into it and the deep plungeafebkline left little to the



imagination. Her scent, sensuous and musky, seenféidhe room as she
entered, her hips swinging provocatively beneaghrévealing lines of her
gown.

'Darlings!" A smile which never reached her eyedmoed them both.
Without uttering another word, she appraised the#sses and dismissed
them before sauntering to the enormous hi-fi uitclv almost filled one
wall and switching on something low-keyed and La#merican with an
insidious sophisticated rhythm.

'‘And that's just the rehearsal. Imagine the peréorre!" Sally murmured
under its cover.

Catriona ducked her head to hide her smile as KMowace, insinuatingly
sweet, reached them.

‘Actually, you could be angels and help me. Posmiae hasn't had much
experience with parties and she staged rather madver the canapes
earlier. If you would just pop into the kitchen asek that all is well, I'd be
eternally grateful.'

There was a stunned silence. Glancing at SallyjdDat saw angry flags of
colour flying in her cheeks, but when she spokevibgre and smile were as
sweet as Moira's.

'Of course we don't mind. And if you found us soapeons, we could
always hand drinks round as well.'

It was Moira's turn to redden. 'l think that's gpi little too far,’ she said
coldly, and returned to her task of selecting rdsdirom the crowded
shelves of the unit.

'l knew there was an ulterior motive behind thaitation," Sally muttered
when they were in the kitchen, surveying the traysmouthwatering
delicacies that had been set out there. 'She jastad some extra unhired
help for the evening. I'm sorry to have got youwitiis, love. | thought
you'd enjoy a showbiz party.’



'‘And so | shall—as it's my first and probably mgtlaCatriona gave a
reluctant grin. 'l don't think Moira will forgivetler of us in a hurry for that
crack of yours about aprons!

In many ways it turned out to be quite fun, puttiimgshing touches to the
buffet, as Jasmine was soon kept busy running basrand forwards to
let people in and, seemed pathetically gratefultf@ir help. The girls
gathered that Moira's contribution to the procegslinad been to spend the
afternoon on her bed, giving contradictory ordém®ugh her face pack,
and that Jasmine who had been with her for two weels now looking for
another job.

By the time they returned to the living room, tlatyg was in full swing and
Catriona hung back a little, beset with anothertlmdishyness. The room
seemed incredibly crowded. A space in the middie ibeen cleared for
dancing, and a number of couples were already sWgdyi the soft sinuous
rhythms coming from the hi-fi. Catriona found hdirseglass of fruit juice

and stood quietly in a corner, amusing herselfripyng to match names to
some of the more recognisable faces, but the fagevas really searching
for was not there.

Catriona felt her heart sink. The only reason sk dome to the party was
to see Jason. She had rehearsed in her mind arhastred times what she
was going to say to him, how she was going to pitetbe centre's case in
such a way that he could not refuse to help. Ameag only nervousness at
the possibility of his refusal, she told herseHaleitely, that was making her
heart pound in this oddly fierce way and her bogl told and clammy in
spite of the heat of the room.

She knew she was being a fool to pin so much hopleit idea. A fool to
think he would even listen to her—after the otheereng. But those
memories were taboo, she tried to remind hersslthat aching languor
crept into her limbs again at the thought of hidyagainst hers. She must
forget all about that, as he undoubtedly would.nhan, especially one like
Jason Lord, would want to remember that he had begtted by an
unsophisticated girl, she thought painfully. Andydhould he care, when
there were always women like Moira to give him gtt@ng he demanded?
Women who were not always conscious that their ¢paind and



upbringing totally renounced the kind of permissnedationships that
seemed an acceptable part of Jason's world.

Catriona had never had any difficulty in assimiigtthe strict pre-marital
morality of the community round Torvaig, but, aseslas forced to
acknowledge to herself, this might have been becans serious
temptations had ever presented themselves. Austedestrictures on the
respect a man should have for an unmarried girlrhalied into oblivion
under Jason's lips and hands. And if he had araursgahgs in her flesh that
only he could satisfy— well, that was something sfoelld have to try and
live with. For the moment, the centre and the peoyto depended on its
continuation were all-important, and her pride antbtions would have to
take second place.

Sally appeared at her side. 'Circulate,’ she hjseed/oira will have you
back in the kitchen washing glasses!

Catriona chuckled and was just going to accompatly  meet some of
the theatre club actors she was working with, wadtemwas suddenly aware
of a new arrival. Jeremy, on his own, was stanglirsg inside the door
looking round. Before Catriona could look away osd herself in the
laughing group already closing round Sally, he ta€ein her. She groaned
inwardly. He was the last person she had expeotedd. She had forgotten
that his fiancee was related to Moira Dane.

‘Trina." He reached her side and stood smiling dawrher. 'What a
surprise!’

'l was just thinking the same,’ she tried to saumacommittal. 'Er—where's
Helen tonight?’

'Oh, she had to go north unexpectedly. Her grandemas ill or something.'
'Didn’t she want you to go with her?' Catriona ledlkat him curiously.
'Out of the question, I'm afraid," he said airikar too much on at work. But

| was at a loose end tonight, so | decided to t@theantage of Moira's
invitation." He gave her the smile that had ona tha power to charm the



heart from her body. '‘But how come you're herend%il, didn't know you
and Moira were friends.’

Catriona shrugged. 'l was invited along to makenumbers with Sally, |
suppose,' she answered awkwardly.

He smiled again and toofc her hand. 'Things couldave worked out
better, could they?' he said softly. 'Come and davith me.’

Catriona hesitated, intensely conscious of Mospé&culative gaze fixed on
them from across the room. Quite apart from her gk of inclination,
she could imagine Jason Lord's reaction if he wasrive and find her with
Jeremy.

'‘Come on,"” Jeremy urged impatiently, and with awamd sigh, she
accompanied him to join the other dancers. Thethasy she wanted was
any kind of scene. The tempo of the music was slowsv, and Jeremy
pulled her close, resting his cheek against her hai

'Happy?' he murmured after a moment or two hadseldp

She was at a loss to know what to answer. To lbftilyshe felt on edge
and uncomfortable—emotions she had never expeciegkperience in
Jeremy's embrace. But it did not seem an appregimat to tell him, so she
gave a little unintelligible murmur. Her discomfancreased as he put his
lips against her forehead.

‘Jeremy!" she protested, holding herself away finirm

'What's wrong?' He seemed genuinely puzzled.

"You—you wouldn't do that if Helen was here.’

'‘Maybe not, but she's away.’

'And that makes some sort of difference?"



He shrugged. 'Helen's a big girl now. She knowstwhescore is.' He tried
to draw her close again, but she determinedly hatd away. '‘Oh, for
heaven's sake, Trina, relax!

'Moira is watching us,' she warned wretchedly.

'Let her.' His grin was suddenly malicious. 'Shatther see you with me
than with dear Uncle Jason, anyway.'

Catriona absorbed his words with an odd pang. duwed to her that she
had been doing her best to ignore the fact thatnJasd Moira were more
than friends, and she did not care to inquire tosaty into her reasons. She
did not feel capable of analysing her feelingsth@ recent changes that
seemed to have recently overtaken some of her chesished beliefs. She
had talked glibly of fidelity to Jason, but did sieally know what the word
meant? And what had she been faithful to? A sundream that had played
her false. She had given her heart to a smilirgnger who had promptly
repaid her by betraying her with another girl, arab now apparently quite
prepared to reverse the situation by betrayindifmcee in turn.

What a fool I've been, she thought with a fleefiagg of regret for that lost
summer and its innocence. She was thankful whemtlgc stopped and
she had an excuse to escape. After that she wastatonstantly occupied
dancing with the actors in the group gathered atdbally, and she was
beginning to forget the confused state of her emnstin frank enjoyment of
the party, when Moira's sudden squeal, 'Darlirgtd her what a fleeting
look confirmed—that Jason Lord had arrived at l#stost a lot to look
away again, and try to pretend that Moira was nadhis arms, her body
pressed seductively against his with her red malngady lifted for his kiss.
Instead she managed to smile up at tall, bearded/® was soon to start
work with the Royal Shakespeare Company and werhatting just as if
all her thoughts and senses were not suddenly ntmated painfully
elsewhere.

When finally their eyes did meet as he stood atitimgrovised bar, the
centre of a laughing group, she saw him pauseidradty as he lit a
cheroot, registering her presence with slightlgedi eyebrows. He didn't
look angry or resentful to see her, Catriona thotigéinkfully. Perhaps she



would be able to approach him during the coursthefevening, after all,
without too much awkwardness.

With a suddenly lightened heart, she began to entitne that she and lan
were dancing to, adding the words too as they dzank to her. It was only
when she noticed lan's broad grin, and the appgosmiles from the
couples around them, that she realised that haal\amcompaniment had
been louder than she had intended. Blushing, $apsed into silence, only
to encounter immediate and voluble protests frdmidés, to her horrified
embarrassment.

'Don't stop, sweetie. That was charming.' A taéinble woman took her arm
and propelled her across the room towards Moiraw'lthen, darling. You
didn't tell us we had a new talent among us tordight

Catriona prayed that the floor would open and swaler, but it remained
inimically solid. Moira was smiling, but the look her eyes was glacial.

'Frankly, | had no idea myself,' she said lighBut as opportunity seems to
have knocked for Miss—er—Muir, | suppose we cagritydher a public
performance.’

'Oh, no, | couldn't,’ Catriona broke in miserably.

'‘But you obviously can." Moira looked and soundeded. '‘Robbie there
will accompany you. He can play anything.’

To her consternation, Catriona saw that the plumegpectacled figure of
Robbie was already opening the baby grand pianowdiood at one end of
the room.

‘Tell me the song and the key, darling. I'll do thst," he said cheerfully as
Catriona was ushered unwillingly to his side. "Yeuhe star turn. Can't let
your audience down.’

She pressed her hands to her hot face. 'Well, d&iyow! Know Where I'm
Going?"



He hummed a couple of bars, struck an experimettaid or two and
nodded in satisfaction. 'Ready when you are.

Catriona's flush died away and she was almost @ \&h her dress when
she turned to face the crowded room, now politeighed and waiting for
her to sing. As Robbie began to play the introdurtshe saw Moira sitting
on the edge of the semi-circle that had formedrags standing behind
her and as Catriona watched, Moira turned to hinnnmating something
and he bent towards her, smiling, his eyes on @ariThere was something
in that smile—something sardonic, even derisory-+thade Catriona's
hackles rise. So they were laughing at her—walitmdper to fail and make
a fool of herself in front of all these people. Wshe would just show them!
She lifted her chin and sang: 'l know where I'mngpiAnd | know who's
going with me. | know who | love, But the dear kreowho I'll marry.'

The notes fell warm, pure and rounded into the etgpe silence. She had
chosen the song because it was simple and well knblew, even as she
sang, she realised how appropriate the words wetéd situation in which
she found herself, and the realisation lent hetesan added huskiness and
depth. 'Some say he's black, But | say he's bontly .

She could not look at him where he lounged, hissafoided indolently
across the back of Moira's chair. Instead she fotedther people—on lan,
on the blonde woman who had started it all, evedevamy who was fixing
her with a burning gaze she would ordinarily haveunid an
embarrassment—and sang to them, making them bellesang for each
one of them alone.

When she finished there was a moment's hush, thenwas almost
overwhelmed by the applause. People were callinghfre, while Robbie
sat and surveyed the keyboard with a small, satisfimile. Catriona smiled
and bowed and quietly but firmly refused to singiagMoira did not join in
the applause. She rose and waited for Catriongpooach her, her body
taut in that gorgeous black and gold dress. Cadrtbought with a sudden
sense of detachment that she looked like a crasgebe a tigress and a
queen wasp.



'Well done, darling. Any more party pieces youkelto show us?' Moira's
voice was light, then she turned and walked awathéndirection of her
bedroom.

‘Take no notice." It was Robbie, smiling and togsansignificant wink at
Moira's retreating back. ‘Only room for one staruard here, you know.'

Before Catriona could reply, she was surroundedaksmall crowd of
people wanting to congratulate her and asking & séing professionally.
When at last she was able to tear herself awayfauer felt stiff with
smiling and her throat ached from saying, 'Thani.'y8he went into the
empty kitchen and poured herself a glass of watatching the mist form
and clear on the tumbler.

'So there you are," Jeremy said from the doorwag .wdlked forward,
smiling at her. 'My Trina. | once told you you'd #8ensation. Remember?'

'Yes,' she said, still conscious of that curioussseof detachment.

'‘And that song—it was always my favourite. You rembered that too.' His
breath smelt of whisky as he leaned towards her.

'‘No," she said. 'l'd forgotten that.’'

‘Trina," his voice was reproachful, 'don't tease Ma&u know how | feel
about you.'

'I'm beginning to, | think." She looked at him, &ing the good-looking
features which soon would begin to blur with gooding and
self-indulgence. 'You want the best of both worlds+ch wife and a
girl-friend on the side. Well, that's not what IntaJeremy.’

'What do you want, then?' he demanded sullenly ttMmmish with Helen, |
suppose. Well, perhaps | will, but these thinge tike. You can't expect. .

'‘No." She shook her head gravely. 'l can't expece-alon't.'



She lifted her hand to her throat and tugged asilker chain. The fragile
links snapped, and she took the chain and theitrimgld and put them into
his hand.

Jeremy looked down at them blandly. 'l don't unided.'

'‘Ah, but you will," she said. 'You will." She dratite rest of her water and
put the tumbler down on the stainless steel drgibiard.

'You're upset,' he persisted. 'You've every re&ste, | admit. But I'll make
it all up to you. Now Helen's away, we have a wance to get to know
each other all over again.'

'Poor Helen,' she said. 'But there'll be no neechtesse her any heartache.
You see, | do know you, Jeremy, and | know myself metter than | did,
and things are better as they are, believe me.’

‘Trina." He caught her arm as she walked past bimards the door. 'We
can't talk here. Let's go. Just you and me—the nvaypce was. We'll go
back to your place and . ..'

"No," she said. 'Please take your hand off my arm.’

'‘Now listen--' he began aggressively, and Jasah 840, you listen. She
asked you to take your hand from her arm." He wasihg against the
doorframe, his face enigmatic.

Jeremy opened his mouth as if to speak, looked dbarply at the ring and
broken chain he was still clutching, then swungigybrushing past Jason
through the doorway. Jason stood back to let hiss @and steadied the
violently swinging door with his arm.

It was as if the dreamlike bubble enclosing Catribad suddenly burst. She
was back down to earth, face to face with the mha had every reason to
feel resentment towards her and of whom somehovati¢o ask a favour.

She cleared her throat nervously. ‘I know what ymst be thinking.'



‘Then you must be extremely clever. I'm not eveae sayself.' He walked
past her to the refrigerator and pulled the do@nofi'm not really spying on
you, you see, or protecting you against my neph@nébably drunken
advances. | just want some ice for my Scotch.' idened the freezer
compartment. 'Ah!"

'l need your help,’ she said—too quickly, she knawt he had put the ice in
his glass and was on his way back to the partyshednight never have the
opportunity or the courage to ask him again if fshled now.

Jason looked at her, his mouth twisting sardonjcalln the contrary. The
events of the past half-hour seem to prove thatcasumanage perfectly
well by yourself.'

'l don't mean that sort of help." Her palms feltishand she wiped them
surreptitiously down her skirt. 'lt—it's not for meally.’'

‘Then who is it for?' He held his glass up to igatl apparently admiring
the cool amber of the liquid it contained. 'Malefemale? Or am | being
indiscreet?'

She looked at him, puzzled. His tone was light, thete was something
behind the words that she could not pinpoint.

'Well—male, really, | suppose,’ she said, thinkiighndrew. "Though lots
of other people are involved as well.'

'Who is he?'

How odd that he should ask her that, and not wekfi h was that she
wanted, she thought bewilderedly. But at least he hgtening to her, even
if she did seem to have less than a hundred péotais attention. Nor was
he taunting her about that other evening as shéaldeared he might. In
fact, it might never have happened—might all hagerbsome figment of
her imagination. He was like a stranger, half tdrfrem her, his eyes fixed
on the floor or on the glass in his hand, nevehen Yet once—then—he
had looked at her as if he was etching the sighteofon some inner vision.



She shook herself back to the present, and bedamghato tell him about
the centre and its problems. He listened frowniregdyshe described the
Trust and its shortcomings, and the difference #ratinflux of money
would make to the work Andrew was trying to do ther

Only then did he interrupt. 'But what can | do? ifiot a trustee, and | don't
know anyone who is.’

Catriona shook her head, her cheeks flaming. 'ludght that you
could—perhaps—qget someone to do something for ustetewision. An
appeal, something like that. You know so many peopl’

He gave a small explosive laughelevision! he began as the kitchen door
banged open under the impact of Moira's entrance.

'l see.' Her voice dripped acid. 'Hiding away wotlr little prima donna.
What curious places you do choose for your assmmatJason darling!
Aren't you coming back to the party? We're all dsowithout you.'

'Hush, my sweet.' Jason took a meditative sip ih@glass. ‘Miss Muir is
appealing on behalf of her favourite charity.’

'How touching! You should have said something eariMiss Muir. We
could have passed a hat round after your song.’'

The words were an insult in themselves, but the ionwhich they were
uttered cut Catriona to the bone. She lifted har ahd attempted a brave
imitation of her smile.

'What a pity | didn't think of it. I'll say goodriig now, Miss Dane. Thank
you for inviting me to your party. It's been—quéte experience.’

As she walked past Moira to reach the door, theesstmoved her arm
slightly and some of the liquid in the glass she Wwalding splashed down
the front of Catriona's white dress.

'Oh, no!" Catriona looked down at the soaking stémough a hot blur of
tears. Everything was suddenly ruined —her pledason and now this



lovely dress. And she had humiliated herself fahimg. Jason's scathing
remarks revealed plainly that he had neither faginor forgotten, and the
hurt that was filling her being was not entirelydio with injured pride'.

She started blindly for the living room and standten his hand descended
on her arm.

'I'll take you home," he said.

'No!" she cried, trying to wrench herself free.

'Don't argue, and don't make a scene. You'd beooubur depth in this
company,’ he said. He was steering her quicklyutjnothe laughing,
chattering groups, calling goodnight, respondinghs sympathetic noises
from some of the women when they saw the stateatfidha's dress. She
went with him mechanically, waiting silently whilee fetched her wrap,
damming back the tears as they waited for thetdiftake them down to
ground level again.

They were in the car and driving back to the fiefiobe Jason spoke.

'I'm sorry," he said.

She shook her head. 'There's no need to be.’

‘That crack about your charity appeal was unnecgss$ee said abruptly.
'It's the sort of language Moira understands. §dbthat you're not in her
league.' He glanced down at her. 'And I'm sorryualyour dress too.'
'Well, that certainly wasn't your fault,' she shaltingly.

'‘No?' He smiled faintly.

'‘And it's not my dress. It's Sally's, and that'sivinakes it so—awful." She
could not quite suppress the sob in her voice.

"Young Sal won't blame you. She knows Moira toolweé said.



She looked at him sideways under her lashes, pliztlénis rather edged
reference to the woman he was supposed to be enviith. Perhaps when
your face and body were as beautiful as Moira'sy dié not mind so much
about your character, she thought. It was unlilegly way that the kindness
and consideration for the other person's feelingsAunt Jessie had always
laid stress upon would have any place in their sbntelationship. She
swallowed painfully, hating the picture of them atiger that her
imagination was creating.

When they arrived back at the flat, Jason parkethénstreet below and
switched off the engine.

Catriona looked at him uncertainly. 'Thank youllonging me home," she
said formally.

'‘Aren't you going to invite me in?'
Her uncertainty increased. 'l—l—do you want somiéee?®’

‘Not particularly. | thought you wanted to talkriee about the Henderson
Trust and its problems.’

'l didn't think you were interested.’

'Don't sulk." He reached out and tugged slightlgrag silky strand of hair.
'I'm here and I'm ready to listen. Do | get invite@d'

'Yes,' she said, her heart pounding unevenly athtbeght of being alone
with him again.

Upstairs in the living room, he put a light to thas fire and then walked
across to the kitchen alcove and picked up théekett

'I'll cope with the coffee while you try and salea8al's dress,' Jason tossed
at her over his shoulder.



When she emerged from the bedroom a few minutes, latrapped from
throat to ankle in her dressing gown, he was ptativo steaming mugs on
a tray and carrying them to the settee. He liftechguiring eyebrow at her.

'The label said washable, so | have it soakingld water. I'll just have to
hope for the best," she said. 'Please excuse thé laak.'

‘But it didn't seem worth getting dressed agaiyoad! be going to bed soon
anyway," he finished for her, and laughed. 'Damtp like that, Catriona, or
you'll spill scalding coffee all over yourself.'

She knew she was blushing and sat down at the tpeosl of the settee, as
far away from him as she could get, swathing thasfof her dressing gown
around her feet.

Jason leaned back, stretching his long legs tdirdv@nd closing his eyes.
The only source of light came from a small tabhapan the corner, and the
shadowy room accentuated the planes and angless afank face in a
disturbing manner.

Watching him, Catriona was assailed by a wave mjileg so intense that it
threatened to overwhelm her. Her eyes lingered logdiace, coming to rest
at last on the firm, aggressive lines of his motitte memory of that mouth
and the sensations it could evoke brought a trensuless to her own lips
and a softness to her eyes. She had never knownitwies to want a man
before. Her aunt had always hinted that it was oméyn who had needs and
desires to be assuaged, but Catriona knew nowthisatvas far from the
truth.

'l thought you wanted to talk." His voice held lamyusement and with a
shock of embarrassment she realised he was quateeat her regard.

'What more can | tell you?'
'All the facts. | have a feeling that you've beeiding out on me. So far I've

gathered that money exists to finance this—altiwistnture. All well and
good. So why isn't it doing so?"



‘There simply isn't enough any more,' she said llame

'Is that the real reason—or is cash being delibbrawithheld, perhaps
because the Trust feel there is some sort of wastagnismanagement
going on?'

‘Certainly not!" Catriona spoke indignantly. 'Mrserdlerson may not
approve of the work at the centre, but she woukto®dp to anything like
that.'

'‘Ah," he murmured, reaching for his coffee. 'So Mimnderson doesn't
approve? Then why doesn't she have the Trust wapfAdlrhat seems the
obvious procedure.’

'‘Because she would be betraying her late husbanstes,’ Catriona said
stiffly. '"And that's part of the trouble. Mr Henden thought the money he
had left in trust would be enough, without applytogoutside sources. He
just didn't visualise what inflation was going t.'d

'Epitaph for a philanthropist,” Jason said shot8p what you're all really
attempting is a rescue at the eleventh hour franfrilits of improvidence.'

Catriona looked at him defiantly. "You could pulike that.’

' could put it more strongly still,’ he returnedSurely this
fellow—Milner—who rims the place could see the vhiyngs were going?'

'‘Andrew has other things to think about, apart fraroney," Catriona
defended him.

'‘Lucky Andrew. Tell me, does he know you're askimgfor help like this?"

'Oh, no," she said quickly. 'It was all my own ideal didn't say anything
deliberately in case you refused. But you will kelpon't you?'

He swallowed the rest of his coffee and put theaoypn on the table. 'I'm
sorry, Catriona, | left the magic wand in anotheét.sHe saw her bite her lip
and lifted his hand resignedly. 'I'm sorry—that \ilgs | know, but it's also



true. There is no instant solution to this sopblem. All | can promise is
that I'll think it over and have a word with a f@eople who may have ideas
of their own.' He gave her a considering look. 'Biiink any kind of direct
appeal is out. What we come up with may not be@gtacceptable. Have
you thought of that?'

‘All that matters is that it should work,' she salohost fiercely.

'So the end justifies the means. That's a rutlgdesd of view coming from
you," he said, smiling faintly. 'Does it mean socimto you, then?'

She thought of silent, unhappy Mitch nursing heitaguvith empty eyes,
and Linda with her baby and all the other peoptensfbom the centre was
perhaps the only refuge in a hostile world.

'Yes,' she said simply. 'lt means a lot.'

She thought she heard him sigh, but she must hesme imistaken because
when she looked at him he was smiling again, attuhpleasant, sardonic
smile that always disturbed her.

'‘And in return?' he asked softly.

'I—I don't understand." She shook her head sligkdlyhat her hair swung
like a silken veil between them.

'l thought you were the girl who didn't like to lreder an obligation.' He got
up. In the half-light, he seemed taller than eWéet, if | do come up with
something, you'll be deeper in debt to me than.eMed a day's housework
will hardly cover it this time—so what did you havemind?"

Catriona swallowed. The room seemed so quiet suygldest she thought
she could hear the sound of her own tumultuoustiveais. Why was she
hesitating? Every nerve, every pulse in her bodyg tedling her that she
wanted him. And yet not like this—a casual encoyrgemething seemed
to cry inside her, prompted by a brief transitosside on his side, and
supposed gratitude on hers. But perhaps this Wwaseaé was for her. She



might want more, but she was still sane enougled¢ognise that she could
be crying for the moon.

'‘Well?' he prompted quietly.

She rose slowly to her feet, automatically tightgnithe belt of her
housecoat with fingers that shook. He stood, higllaesting lightly on his
hips, watching her walk towards him, but he madatempt to touch her,
even when she was barely inches away from him.

She paused uncertainly, looking up into his facging to read his
enigmatic expression.

'I—I'll do anything you want," she said huskily.

He reached out and lifted the heavy fall of haickoitom her face, letting
his hand stroke her throat and the delicate lineeofjaw.

'‘Convince me,' he whispered.

Mutely, she lifted her face and he bent to herglarng her mouth with his in
a kiss that was as light as a drifting leaf. Hismdhanoved under her hair,
clasping the nape of her neck, pulling her tow#ids as his kiss deepened,
lengthened and possessed. His hands slid the lefidgtar body from her
shoulders to her hips, moulding her against hima show, sweet fusion that
made her tinglingly aware of his desire for her.

'See the effect you have on me,' he whisperedbbiséed, hiding her face
against him, but he slipped a hand under her ébioing it up so that they
could kiss again, before he lifted her in his aamd carried her to the settee.
Lying half beside him, half across him, she gauws&léup to Jason's kisses.
His mouth explored the contours of her face, tleased the pulse in her
throat. His fingers caressed her bare neck, lingesver the faint mark the
chain had made when she snapped it.

'So you didn't need it after all," he murmured.



'I've worn it for so long, | feel strange without she confessed, aware that
her voice was trembling.

'Wear this instead.' He bent his head and predgsedduth to the shadowed
hollow between her breasts where Jeremy's rindaiad

A long, sweet shiver ran through her entire body,ib spite of herself she
felt a growing tension building up deep inside IB&yond this was the point
of no return, and she was frightened of her owrxpeeence and the
demands that might be made of it.

Jason's lips and hands were suddenly asking qosstoiw which she no
longer had the answers and finally, with a littig of protest, she twisted
away from the urgency of his caresses and stunibléer feet, wrapping
the housecoat round her body in an instinctiveugesif protectiveness.

‘Catriona?' He got up, raking reluctant finger®tigh his dishevelled hair.
'Darling, what is it?"

'I—I don't know." Her voice wavered, sounding steal and unfamiliar.
'I—I just—can't. . ." She broke down, covering faare with her hands.

There was a long, grim silence. When at last shéuved to look up, he had
moved away to the opposite side of the firepland vaas standing, smoking
a cigarette in quick, jerky puffs.

She felt sick with shame, and her body ached wiiktfated emotion. A
sudden longing for reassurance swept over herladsved towards him.
‘Jason?'

'‘Oh God—no!" he exploded. He stepped backwardswihg up a hand as if
he was warding her off, and Catriona paused, sltbakd dismayed. 'Not
again, thank you. | don't know what effect thispsgm policy of yours is
having on you, my sweet, but it's playing hell witly nervous system, so
kindly keep your distance.’

‘Jason—please. You don't understand . . .'



'l understand all right,' he said. "You can't beperly grateful until you
know the full extent of your obligation, and yoef¢hat gratitude has gone
far enough for one night. Well, consider all dg#sl and in full. | never did
like the instalment system, and where sex is comekiit's just sheer bloody
disaster.’

'No!" He was at the door, shrugging on his discardddjabut she reached
him and gripped his arm, preventing him from tugnihe latch. "You must
listen to me!'

His mouth curled impatiently. "You have my undivddsttention.'

She looked up at him, her eyes enormous with t€dosl think I've just
been—teasing you, stringing you along so that iybelp me. But it isn't
true. Oh, | know you talked about my being undeohbligation to you, but
you can't imagine | let you—Kkiss me because | felbligated.'

‘Then why?' His voice was cynical. 'I'd like to kmavhat you did feel—if
anything.'

It would have been the easiest thing in the wdrhtto have cried, 'It was
because | love you'—the easiest, and yet the myxissible. The only sine
thing in a reeling world was that he must nevervkrabout this foolish,
hopeless love he had engendered in her. She dikinoet which reaction
she would find harder to bear, his mockery or liig. p

'‘Well, why?' he prompted, his voice harsh.

'l don't know." She stared unhappily down at thepeta ‘No one had ever
touched me like that—or kissed me— before, and I-Atea... | thought. . .’

'My God," he said slowly. He put his hand underdien forcing her to look
up at him again. 'Didn't it occur to you that yoere playing with fire? That
there's only one inevitable conclusion when a makes love to a girl as |
was to you?'

'l didn't think at first," she whispered. 'And thevhen | did think—I was
frightened . . .’



'l see.' He was silent for a moment. 'Did you find so repulsive, then, or
did you merely think | was such a selfish brutet thavouldn't guess
how—innocent you were and be gentle with you?'

'Oh, no.' She twisted her hands in the folds ofguosvn.

‘Then | can only conclude that it wasn't just vmagi misgivings that made
you back off like that, and that you haven't tole tine whole reason. Is there
something else—something that you're keeping fraefi'm

'Yes,' she said miserably, knowing that he only twaldok into her eyes to
see the shaming truth.

'l thought so,' he said quietly. 'It explains g tdesn't it? That scene in the
kitchen with Jeremy—even your motive for askingfimrehelp as you did.'
He gave a short, mirthless laugh. "You know, yallyéhad me going there
for a while. | thought you wanted me, when all yoere after was a lesson
in loving. Well, next time choose someone else you naive little
experiments or you may find you're out of your ¢e@Bhe cried out in hurt
at that, but his voice went on relentlessly. 'Stickhe surface emotions,
darling, like that pretty song you sang so sweiethyght. But leave love out
of it. That's too wild a melody for the limits ywa' imposed on
yourself—musically and emotionally.’

If he had struck her, the pain could not have lggeater, she thought dully
as the door closed behind him.

She walked back to the sofa and sank down on & rlimpled cushions still
bore the impress of his body, and with a little msae buried her face in
them and wept until she could weep no more.



CHAPTER SIX

CATRIONA was dry-eyed but still wide awake an hour laterewl8ally
tiptoed into the bedroom.

'I'm glad you're not asleep.' Sally switched onldmp on the cabinet that
stood between the two beds. 'Whatever happenedoat’®? Everyone's
dying of curiosity. The story is that she threwrenki all over you.'

Catriona sighed. 'She did spill one down me," shmitéed. 'l don't know
whether it was deliberate or not.’

'‘Well, if it wasn't this time, it will be next—anshe'll probably use vitriol.’
Sally's voice was muffled as she tugged her dress lver head. 'She gets
you round there as the hired help and you turntimoevening's sensation.
Then, to cap it all, you walk off with the man iarHife. I've never seen her
in such a temper! | don't envy Jason making his@eath her tonight, but,’
she chuckled, 'no doubt he has his methods.’

Catriona lay very still, trying to assimilate whed just been said.
'He—went back to the party, then?' she managedhheat dry.

‘Naturally." Sally got into bed and clicked off thight. 'After all, his
invitation would include breakfast as well.'

'l suppose so.' Catriona had no idea how her vamoéd sound so normal in
spite of the pain that seemed to be tearing hat.apa

'Well, at least no one can ever wonder what theyisesach other," said
Sally, punching her pillow into shape. 'And I'mesihisn't marriage. Even
Moira has enough sense to realise that she's wastintime trying to pin
Jason down—so she settles for what she can gety&tned. '‘Goodnight,
love. Happy dreams.'

'‘Goodnight,’ Catriona returned almost inaudibly.



She was still pale and heavy-eyed when she retumeark at the centre
the following week. Both Jean and Andrew exclainmcer her wan
appearance and she obediently accepted the aaptticup of coffee they
pressed on her, but firmly declined the suggedtiah she should go home
again. Work was what she wanted, she thought. Songeto occupy her
mind and create the physical tiredness that wookble her to sleep at
night.

News at the centre was depressing. Andrew hadvextei letter from the
local authority notifying him that the house washi looked over by a
building inspector within the next few days.

"This could be the crunch," he said worriedly. {hey condemn the place
unless we can carry certain vital work out.'

Catriona remained silent. She was glad that shenbadaised Andrew's
hopes in any way by telling him she intended to aon's help. It would
have been awful to have had to confess what aréaituhad been, and
impossible to explain why.

Andrew was speaking again. 'There'll be a meetingetrustees later this
week. I'll have to attend and let them know thecepasition.' He sighed. It
isn't a task | relish.’

'What will you do if the centre has to close?' @& asked.
He shrugged. 'Go back to parish work, | suppose.'

'‘And Jean?' She watched him carefully, and hadéahiefaction of seeing
him flush.

'Well, she's very highly qualified, you know," haids awkwardly. 'She
would have no trouble in getting another post gfref mean, if she didn't.
.." His voice tailed off and Catriona bent over typewriter, hiding a smile.

The morning was as busy as she had hoped. The phogeconstantly,
usually proving to be social workers urgently sagkhccommodation for
people, and several new arrivals, including two i@ with young



children, actually took up residence. In the miduflé all, the police arrived
to pick up a young man who had arrived over thekerd, after absconding
from Borstal, and the builder looked in to annoymvagh a certain gloomy
relish, that the usual patching-up job on the wa$ no longer adequate and
that an entirely new roof was what was needed.

Jean and Catriona were having a belated snack kittthen when two men
appeared in the doorway to ask where the pianonaased.

'Oh, lord!" Jean jumped up. 'I'd forgotten all abibult had better go in the
big sitting room, | suppose.’

As she hurried out to the hall, she explained twiQ=a that the piano was a
gift from a local youth club which had been forttenanough to acquire a
better one. It was indeed a very battered-looknsgyument, with the ivory
missing from a number of the keys, but as Catrtaed a few experimental
chords, it seemed to be in tune.

'‘Mrs Lamb will be delighted," Jean remarked. '‘Agpdlly she used to play
in a pub at one time, so | daresay we can look doiwto some live
entertainment in the evenings.’

'l could always bring my guitar along," Catrion&eoéd rather diffidently.

‘That would be marvellous.' Jean looked at herkdyicBut don't feel you
have to. You work quite hard enough in office howithiout coming back in
your own time.'

'I'd like to." Catriona picked out a soft minor cthdoefore closing the piano
lid. 'l don't have a lot to do in my spare timeheSaw Jean watching her
with a concerned expression and gave a determméed. sl must get back

to work.'

But as they came out into the hall, they saw thayyet another visitor. Mrs
Henderson was standing in the hall, her neat, bpfigure cast in lines of
disapproval.



'‘Good afternoon, Miss Haydon,' she greeted Jeam,gane Catriona a
glacial look. 'And how long do you normally take #olunch break, young
woman?'

'l have an hour," Catriona told her quietly.

'She usually takes less, but today she was givie@ tmand on the domestic
side,’ Jean intervened, and Catriona looked agjta¢efully.

'l see." Mrs Henderson sniffed slightly. 'The Trdstes not pay office
worker's wages to domestic staff, Miss Haydon. d nay doubts as to
whether a full-time office assistant was really essary, although Mr
Milner assured me she was. If Miss—er—Muir dodsante sufficient work

'Oh, but | do," Catriona protested. 'lt was justt tthe piano arrived and we
were trying it.'

She realised at once she had said the wrong tMrggHenderson's mouth
grew tighter than ever.

'A piano—what piano?' She listened to Jean's egfitamin silence with no

relaxation of her attitude. 'l suppose the gift watended as an act of
kindness," she said at last. 'But | feel the Tesstshould have been
consulted before it was accepted. After all, Misg/étbn, this is intended to
be a shelter for distressed persons, not a sdaial Elowever, as it is here
now, | suppose it had better stay. Perhaps it letkibbe locked during

working hours.'

Catriona flushed angrily at the implication, buad's voice was tranquil as
she replied, 'Of course, Mrs Henderson. I'll sei¢'to

Mrs Henderson turned her gaze back to Catrionaytdantend to resume
work at all this afternoon, young woman?' she agfadally, and Catriona,
her face flaming, walked ahead of her into theceffiAndrew, who was
sitting at one of the tables, sent her a sympathaik, but it also contained
a warning, and she bit back the protest that wamsliling on her lips. Mrs
Henderson did not seem to like her very much agag, and no useful



purpose would be served by antagonising her furtblee sat down at her
typewriter and fitted paper and carbons into itvekaggerated efficiency.

Andrew had risen and welcomed Mrs Henderson, oifehier a chair.

'‘Well, Mr Milner, and have you had time to thinkes\the proposition that
has been put to us?'

'Frankly, I've thought about nothing else since yelephoned.” Andrew
resumed his own seat. 'lt's come rather as aiooit the blue.'

'It has, indeed,’ Mrs Henderson said with a trdagiom- ness. 'And you are
sure you are not responsible?’

'Quite sure." Andrew shook his head. 'Oh, I've thedirthe programme, of
course, but | can't imagine why they should warfetdure the centre on it.'

'On the contrary, | consider that some tribute yod®ar husband's unfailing
generosity is long overdue. He certainly never ix@tkethe recognition he
deserved in his lifetime.'

'‘No." Andrew was silent for a moment. '‘But—forgimee —is this the
purpose of the programme? My understanding wasitheds the centre
itself—alive and working—that they wanted to film.'

Catriona sat as if she had been turned to storeetushed and her eyes met
Andrew's with a mute question. He nodded.

'It's true, Catriona. Incredible as it may soundsMlenderson has been
contacted by a television producer who wants tdufeathe centre in a
forthcoming documentary.’

‘That—that's wonderful." Catriona’'s response wéalyomechanical. She
did not ask which television station or even whipfogramme was
involved. She did not have to ask. She knew.

'Please don't imagine you will be appearing orvtsien, Miss Muir," Mrs
Henderson said acidly. 'The image is the impotiant, as the young man



who spoke to me was saying, and | want ours tdf bieecserious Christian
work that goes on here to help the—er—under-pigéte | certainly don't
wish to give the impression that it is merely at4lesme for mini-skirted
trendies.’

Catriona glanced down in surprise at her own keegth skirt, but she

decided it would be unwise to venture any retodsiBes, she had other
things to concern her, apart from Mrs Hendersomé&stalisapproval. She

began to type again, feeling she was in a dreawadtsurely too much of a
coincidence for the approach from the televisiompany not to have come
from Jason Lord, yet at the same time she couldlyhaelieve it. She had

told herself so many times since that disastroesieyg that she could not
expect ever to see or hear from him again, anthati¢otally discounted the

idea that he might still be prepared to help theree She felt she only had
herself to blame for this—that she should have kntvat a personal appeal
from herself was bound to be misunderstood, thdason's cynical world,

no one gave anything for nothing. So what explamatias there for this

apparent change of heart? She could think of none.

'What puzzles me,' Andrew was saying, 'is how th&yon to us in the first
place.' Catriona tensed slightly..

'l am more gratified than puzzled.' Mrs Hendersmser shaking the creases
out of her skirt. 'lt proves that our efforts heage not going entirely
unnoticed, and that someone has realised we heafeable contribution to
make in helping to plug some of the gaps left leydbcial services and the
government.’

Andrew looked a little taken aback at hearing wiiate virtually his own
words quoted back at him. Then he cleared his throa

'While we're on the subject of plugging gaps,’ he&l sawkwardly, 'the
builder was here this morning and he left thisneate for doing the roof.
It—it's rather costly, I'm afraid. | intended tonskeit on to the Trustees
tonight, but as you're here ...



Mrs Henderspn took it and gave it a perfunctorygéa 'I'll see it is put on
the agenda for this week's meeting,' she said.aButve warned you, Mr
Milner, | can hold out no hope for outlay of thim#t being sanctioned.'

'l thought in view of the fact that we'll be havily cameras descending on
us shortly--* Andrew began, but Mrs Henderson cut i

‘They will hardly be concerned with photographir troof,’ she said
coldly. 'Besides, | have no wish for the centreptesent a misleading
appearance of affluence.’

'l don't think anyone will mistake it for a luxuhptel." Andrew's voice was
equally cool.

'l hope not indeed." Mrs Henderson put on her glovleunderstand the
producer or his assistant will be calling on youthe next few days to
arrange the filming. I'm sure you will give themuyao-operation.’

‘Naturally, 1 shall do my best." Andrew escorted teethe door and they
went out together, leaving Catriona alone withthebulent thoughts.

Her first impulse was to hand in her resignatiorg ao avoid the pain and
humiliation of having to face Jason again, but sdadised this would be
unfair on Andrew. If she went, there was no guaarihat she would be
replaced, in fact Mrs Henderson's attitude sugdetite opposite, and
Andrew had enough to do without having to type &eeép the office
accounts. She sighed. The only alternative seembd to make herself as
unobtrusive as possible while the programme wasgomiade. They would
both be busy, after all, and it should not be toficdlt to keep out of his
way. Besides, he would have no more wish to sed¢hagr she had to see
him, she told herself defiantly and tried to igndhee hurt that rose
involuntarily at the thought.

She forced her concentration back to the work siedwing and was typing
busily when the office door reopened and Andreweanwith Jean.

'‘Look at her!" Andrew teased. 'Not even the prospEbeing on television
can shake our Catriona. She takes it all in hetestr



Catriona sighed inwardly, but she was relieved #ret gave at least an
outward appearance of tranquillity. She was evererti@nkful that she had
given no hint to Andrew that she could be involvadthe decision to

televise the centre. He and Jean would naturallgus®us and .she could
imagine the sort of cross-examination that, with test intentions, she
would be subjected to. Eventually there would bestjons that it would

hurt too much to answer— explanations that it woeidbarrass her too
much to give. A little voice inside her remindedr hbat these would

become inevitable when Jason arrived at the cantlét became clear that
they knew each other, but by then she might havadosome kind of

defensive armour for herself. At the moment shieté¢ally vulnerable.

She dragged her attention back to the other twabttz@ conservation which
had now switched, more prosaically, to the giftha piano.

'l think we ought to christen it with some sortpairty," Andrew suggested.
'What about it, Catriona? Can you organiseiidh for us?'

'No problem,' Catriona said promptly. 'But will @yene want to join in?"
'Mrs Lamb certainly will, for one,’' said Jean. 'Sbend a stack of ancient
sheet music in the stool, and she's been practeiag since. Haven't you

heard her?'

Catriona hesitated. 'l was thinking of Mitch, adtyieDo we ask her to take
part?'

'‘No harm in asking, | suppose,’ said Andrew. 'Bdouibt if you'll get an
answer.'

Jean sighed. 'Yet she must be interested in musetse why the guitar?'
'I'd like to think you were right." Andrew gavelmht frown. 'So far no one's
managed to persuade her to touch as much as @ sitnce she's been here.

| sometimes wonder if it is hers, or if she evenws how to play it.'

Catriona had been wondering much the same thirggh&t observed Mitch
a few times since their encounter the previous waeek although the girl



cradled the guitar as though it was precious to $tex did not hold it as a
musician would. It was a mystery, she thought, maivering Mitch's pale,
ravaged face and her air of hostile withdrawal.

Sally greeted the idea of theeilidh with enthusiasm when Catriona
mentioned it as they ate their meal that evening.

‘Let me know when it is, and I'll come and bringnsoof the others as well,’
she suggested. 'lan and Barbara both sing, amdshef us could maybe do
some improvisations. Could be very therapeutie 'added largely, waving
a salad-laden fork.

Catriona was amused. 'For whom?'

Sally laughed back at her. 'Everyone.' She eyedddat 'You look as if
you could use some therapy yourself, love. Whats u

Catriona looked down at her plate. ‘Nothing."'

Sally shrugged. 'Have it your own way. | won't p§he gave Catriona a
narrow look. 'On second thoughts, perhaps | wilbuYe not pining for
Jeremy Lord, are you?'

‘Jeremy?' Catriona gasped, then flushed hotly.n@h; really. Nothing like
that.'

‘Then it's worse than | thought." Sally spearetivarsof cucumber with an
abstracted jab. 'Falling for Jeremy is like gettifhg in February—one of
life's minor hazards and nasty while it lasts—wHiatkily it doesn't. But if
itisn't Jeremy then it must be someone else.g&ened. 'And | was hoping
you'd fall for lan.’'

Catriona smiled faintly. 'He's—very nice.’
'‘Ugh! That sounds more like a verdict than an apifi Sally made a

comical grimace. 'Poor lan, he deserves betterttretnBut something tells
me this is not a good time for girlish confideno&e you feeling very raw?’



Catriona nodded, not trusting herself to speak.

‘Then we'll change the subject. How do you feelualt@aving a third girl
here?’

‘A third? Catriona was diverted in spite of hers&here would we put
her?'

'‘Amazing as it may seem, there is just room inktedroom, although the
chest of drawers would have to come in here. atliee club is looking for
a new place and she'd like to join up with us.diVd help with the rent and
also be company for you when | go on tour, whichldde quite soon. But
| told her there was nothing doing until I'd corniedlyou.’

‘'The more the merrier," Catriona agreed. 'I've Injeciion.’

'‘Good—then I'll let her know." Sally pushed hett@laway and leaned back
in her chair. 'Robbie came to the club at lunchtiotiay. He was looking for

you.'

'‘Robbie?’

Catriona wrinkled her brow.

"Your accompanist at Moira's party. He's been smgour praises to some
of his contacts in the profession, and it seenlid get you an audition. It

might mean a job in a club he has an interest inpasgntly they use a lot of
new talent.'

'l don't think | want that," Catriona said slowly.

'Don't be mad, love. It could be your big break.tHi@ks you have a real
voice in the making.’

Catriona shook her head. 'l don't fool myself, ysdllvas a big hit at home,
but here in London girl folk singers are ten a penii stick to the job I'm
doing, and sing for pleasure.’



Or for pain. 'l know who | love, But the dear knomiso I'll marry.'

'Well, any way.' Sally hunted in her bag and praala small business card.
'Here's his phone number, just in case you chaagemind.’

'l don't think | shall." Catriona accepted the cand tucked it into her purse.

'You certainly stick to your guns!" Sally gave #ldi sigh. 'If | had your
principles, 1 think I'd be forever tripping overet.’

'‘Mine aren't always very comfortable,” Catrionadsdorlornly. 'But
sometimes they're all | have.'

The next couple of days dragged by and Catrionafeédge each hour she
spent at the centre. It was inevitable that théhémming visit from the
television crew should be on everyone's minds ana the main topic of
conversation, but she found it no help at all togezace of mind. She found
she was beginning to look towards the window etieng a vehicle drew up
in the street outside, and chided herself for beitigulous.When the blue
and white vans with their 'Home Counties TV' siginew up outside the
centre, it was almost an anticlimax. The tall fegurer eyes instinctively
sought was not among the gang of cameramen, segoddists and other
personnel who came tramping into the building, tedéh equipment. The
man who appeared to be in charge introduced hiraséHarfield Lucas, and
although Catriona eavesdropped shamelessly onnisirey conversation
with Andrew, she did not hear Jason Lord's nametioreed once, although
she ascertained that the film on the centre wand#d for theHere and
Now programme which he produced and presented.

"The film will be followed by a live studio discusa in front of an invited
audience,’ Lucas told them. 'We hope that repratiees of other charitable
organisations will be there, as well as your ovgidents and staff. And Mrs
Henderson will be interviewed, of course.’



He put a hand on Andrew's shoulder and steeredcduitmof the room,
talking volubly as he went. A few minutes laterads head popped round
the door.

‘They're "familiarising themselves" with the pldche said rather faintly,
dropping into a chair. 'l just hope the wiring ctand it. | have a feeling that
when they plug in that equipment, we may all bldy-kigh."'

Catriona sighed under her breath. Sooner or laten®uld have to confess
the part she had played in all this disruption, thloeight. It was all a far cry
from the short, dignified Sunday evening appeal $iael originally
visualised.

Andrew reappeared, looking harassed. 'Is thereamaghof any coffee,
Jean? They probably all drink gallons of the stuff.

'I'll come and see to it now.' Jean jumped up,theg went out together.

Catriona applied herself to typing the centre'soants for the Trustees'
meeting, the following day. She was so engrossatighe failed to hear
anyone enter the room and only the uneasy feehagj $he was being
watched eventually caused her to lift her eyes fr@mwork.

The girl Mitch was standing behind the door, hatayun her arms. She was
very pale, and her eyes, as they met Catrionaketbhunted. Catriona bit
her lip. She had not gauged the effect the intrusibcameras and crew
might have on someone like Mitch when she had ekeldaon this crusade
for publicity.

Trying to sound casual, she said, 'Have you poppidre for some peace?
| don't blame you. There's a chair over there, betwthe filing cabinets.'

She removed her work from the machine, and begaéck it through,

studiously avoiding looking at Mitch, but a flickef movement told her
that Mitch had taken the chair she had pointed lBot.a while there was
silence, but eventually Catriona had to go to tagéanery cupboard to get a
fresh box of envelopes. Mitch was sitting, staraighe floor, her hands



loosely clasped round her knees. The guitar wasistg on the floor beside
her, resting against one of the cabinets.

Catriona paused. 'That's a genuine Spanish gisitétrjt?' she asked, trying
to sound friendly without being pushing. She wa#ed was rewarded with
the slightest affirmative movement of Mitch's head.

'l have a guitar too, but it's nothing like as gasdhat one,’ she said, after a
pause. 'Could I—could | have a look at yours?'

It was almost like standing on the edge of a preejaiting for the puff of

wind that could send you to destruction. She rensetbthat Mitch had

been driven to violence once already over this geiitar. She was only the
office typist, for heaven's sake. Why was she gymplay psychologist to
this girl who could well be seriously disturbed?eSiaited uneasily,

expecting Mitch to snatch the guitar up and nursgainst her in the usual
way. For a moment Mitch's hand went out, half pttely, then she

withdrew it again.

Catriona tooka deep breath. 'May | look at it?'

A long, long pause. Then that barely discerniblé again. Catriona felt as
if she was tiptoeing on eggshells as she walkedsacto the guitar and
picked it up. Mitch went on staring at the floos & she was totally
oblivious to what was going on. Catriona triedraaéive chord and winced.

'It's very out of tune," she said. 'You ought toetut, Mitch. It's a shame to
leave it in this state—a lovely thing like this. Bou know how to tune it?'

She looked down at Mitch and found the other gayss fixed on her with a
strange intensity, but she did not move or make sagy. Catriona tried
again. 'Shall | time it for you?'

She made a few swift adjustments. 'Now listen.'@again her fingers
touched the strings, and this time they sang for$iee stilled them and put
the guitar back on the floor beside Mitch.



'We're going to have a bit ofceilidh here one night,' she said. 'Why don't
you come and bring your guitar? We'd love to hear glay it.'

'No." It was a ragged breath of sound. Mitch picipdhe guitar and lifted
herself from the chair in one panic- stricken moeam She flew to the
door, only to find her way blocked.

'l beg your pardon,' Jason's voice was courte@use atood aside to let her
pass. He watched her flying figure disappear ustakes and tinned back to
Catriona, his brows lifted inquiringly.

'I'm looking for Mr Milner,' he said.
Catriona swallowed. 'lI—I'll go and find him for you

‘Thank you.' He took off his leather coat and hiiran the back of a chair,
before wandering across to the window and stanidioking out, with his
back turned to her. They could have been strangshe, thought
incredulously. For a dreadful moment, she thoudta sight burst into
tears, then she managed to control herself aretljr chin. If that was the
way he wanted it, then that was fine with her.

She found Andrew, looking hunted, in the kitcherd anld him the
programme producer was waiting in the office, befbelping Jean serve
the remaining coffees and explain what was hapgetoithe residents who
were around.

Mrs Lamb was inclined to be belligerent. 'Well, ane asked us if we
wanted it,' she said. 'I'm not going to be treditedan animal in a zoo, thank
you very much.'

Calming ruffled sensibilities and soothing apprehiens took some time,
and when Catriona eventually went reluctantly badke office, Jason had
gone. But her feeling of relief was short-lived.dkew informed her that
there was to be a script conference that afternad that Jason had asked
if the centre would provide secretarial back-uphiasown girl was off sick.



'l told him | was sure it would be all right," Aredv said, a belatedly dubious
note creeping into his voice. 'Do you think you @ape, Catriona? He
seems a pretty high- powered operator.'

Catriona sighed. 'l haven't much choice, haveh@'said tautly.

She felt icy with nerves as they all gathered roand of the tables in the
office that afternoon, but the anticipation prowsdrse than the event.
Jason briefly outlined the format of the filming peoposed, and asked
Andrew if there were any additions or criticism \wanted to make. The
emphasis was to be on the residents, and theh®leentre was playing in
their lives at a time of personal crisis. It wagsmacry from the tribute to the
late Mr Henderson that his widow had envisaged,ri@a thought,
masking her amusement.

'‘Coupled with this will, of course, be the crigisthe centre's own affairs.’
Jason stared down at the pencil he was holding.

'l wouldn't put it quite as strongly as that," Aewirsaid rather stiffly.

'‘Oh?' Jason raised his brows. 'And how preciselylevgou put it? You see,
Mr Milner, we've been doing some homework. We'vaken to some of the
trustees, apart from Alice Henderson, and als@moesof the local council
officials. Their views coincide. They feel the cerds days could be
numbered, unless the situation alters radicallysoah.'

Catriona stared down at her notebook and the heatr&nd symbols swam

meaninglessly in front of her eyes. She felt likelaks. What had she told
him so recklessly that night? That the end justiiee means. She was no
longer sure of that.

‘There is a problem with cash,” Andrew admittecetiyi

'l think it's more than a problem, Mr Milner," Jassaid almost gently.

'From what I've been told, the Trust is almost lerdk/e also been told that
a rescue operation to attract more money could st@arted a long time ago,
but for the—intransigent attitude of Mrs Hendersemnself. Am | correct?’

He paused, but Andrew made no reply. ‘It seemd tat'



Andrew gave him a steady look. 'l suppose thisarplthe sudden interest
of the media in our affairs—like vultures in at theath.'

Jason eyed him ironically. 'What do you expectMiner? This place and
the work you do here isn't exactly unique, you kndye could have put the
spotlight on a dozen such places—but we chose paliyou never ask
yourself why? You know the situation better thagjaare. Perhaps it's time
you faced up to it realistically.’

He looked down at the notepad in front of him. ¢@firse, it's still not too
late. If you want us to go . .

Catriona sent Andrew a stricken look. He might Iia the angle that the
programme was going to take, but it might be tlasit and only opportunity
to arouse public interest in their plight. If Andréurned it down, she could
see no hope for the centre or the people who degeoal it.

Andrew shook his head slowly. 'l don't think theoicke is mine," he said.
'We need any help we can get, whether there angstattached or not, and
we'll grant you—every facility.’

"Thanks.' Jason's tone was noncommittal. 'Welld Wwetter make a start.'

Catriona felt physically and mentally exhaustedlzes pulled the last sheets
out of the typewriter two hours later. The confeehad made demands on
her capabilities, and no concessions had been r@dder lack of
experience. But she had struggled on doggedlygpgélsing to allow her
to admit that she was having difficulties underodiés mocking gaze. She
had a strong feeling that the speed at which teeudsion had been taken,
interspersed with the instructions that had beemosl carelessly flung at
her, had been intended to show how inadequate akgbwut this had made
her all the more determined not to ask him to slown, or repeat anything.

'Finished?' His hand came over her shoulder, ragclr the papers, and
she started violently. She had not heard him etiteroffice. She was
disturbed by his sudden proximity as he stood lklhier chair, reading
through the notes, and she made herself draw amayjng her chair
slightly, so that there was no tantalising physamaitact between them. She



glanced up at him involuntarily as she did so, sad by the slight twist of
his mouth that the movement had not gone unnoticed.

'Very neat," he said briefly, tossing the sheetklmm the desk. 'I'll take the
top copy with me tonight, and you can give a cartmobucas, if you will.'

'Of course,' she said colourlessly, wishing tha sbuld adopt the same
impersonality towards him.

'Right," he glanced at his watch. 'l have a fewetst when you're ready.’

He began dictating almost before Catriona had timepen her pad and
reach for her pencil. It was more like an enduraese than dictation, she
thought furiously.

'I'd like those to go tonight," he said casuallyewhe had finished. 'They
shouldn't take you long.’

Catriona stole a surreptitious glance at her owtchvand saw resignedly
that it was past the time she should have lefh@one. She stifled a sigh as
she assembled papers and carbons.

'I'm not keeping you, am I?' His voice was blaBdit 'your—er—boss did
promise me every facility and . .

'It's all right,’ she interrupted flatly, windinge paper into the machine. She
forced herself to concentrate on the task in haniing herself to ignore
the fact that Jason had drawn up a chair, and bakipfeet up on the edge
of her table. But the knowledge of his scrutiny mdeer flying fingers
stumble, and she flushed with annoyance and endsanent as she was
forced to take a fresh sheet.

"Would you mind not watching me?' she appealedsit |

'I'm sorry.' He raised his eyebrows. 'Diane isnitagso sensitive. She's used
to me breathing down her neck.'



Catriona remained silent. Was that meant to imgte wondered bitterly,
that Diane had been on equally intimate terms hirth and yet was able to
transfer their relationship to a purely businesgifg in the office? If so, it
required a degree of sophistication that she simjlynot possess. She was
tormented by her constant awareness of his maggulin

'l seek out Jean and see if | can raise somi&eeofHe got to his feet,
stretching. 'Would you like some?'

Perversely ignoring the cravings of her empty sicimahe shook her head.

'l see. I'm to get out and keep out.' His voice ked¢ then paused as if
awaiting her retaliation, but she made no replyaftel a moment she heard
the office door close behind him.

By the time his letters were completed and readyi® signature, he still
had not returned and Catriona was forced to goesrch of him. She
eventually ran him to earth in the kitchen, sittatghe big central table and
chatting to Jean and some of the women residents&mb among them.
Judging by the rapt look on Mrs Lamb's face andithg she seemed to be
hanging on his every word, Catriona surmised tHatex earlier feelings
about being an animal in a zoo had been forgotenl, she was not
altogether surprised when Mrs Lamb excitedly rex@ahat she and her
family were to be the subject of one of the in-tapterviews that Jason had
planned for the programme. Catriona saw Jean smdevink and smiled, a
little resignedly, in response. It was inevitalidatt Jason would win, she
thought. She should be glad that his victory hadmmuded herself.

He accompanied her back to the office and she wajteetly while he
checked the letters and added his bold, uncompnognésgnature to them.

''ve made you late,' he said abruptly. 'Can | gige a lift?'

‘No, thank you.' She was glad she was folding ¢itierds and putting them
into their envelopes. It gave her an excuse to kegpace averted.

"You'll be quite safe,’ Jason jeered. 'l rarelyeramen while I'm driving.
London traffic doesn't permit it, for one thing.’



She flushed unhappily and ventured a glance at'Rilease don't be funny.'

'Is that what | am?' he said. 'I'll take your wawdit, though I'm sure as hell
not laughing.’

He reached out suddenly and took her arm, brulsgmdlesh under the hard
pressure of his fingers. 'Catriona.’

She was frightened—frightened of the suppresselénce she could hear
in his voice, and the equal violence of her owrctiea to this relatively

minor physical contact with him. She ached withrtleed to turn to him, to
press herself against him—and with the absolutees®ty to do the

opposite—to stay aloof and give no hint of the fartihat even his slightest
touch could create in her.

Andrew's voice from the doorway was like a suddelagk of cold water. 'Is
anything the matter?'

'‘Nothing." Catriona pulled herself free as soonshs felt Jason's grip
slacken. 'Mr—Mr Lord was just going.'

She hated the almost pleading note that she knewetared her voice and
she stared down at the floor, unwilling to meebtdasglance but aware that
he was standing watching her, hands on hips. Afteat seemed like an

eternity, he picked his leather coat off the bafck chair, slung it across his
shoulder and, with a terse goodnight to Andrew kewlout.

There was a long silence, then Andrew said quidilg, you want to talk
about it?'

‘There's nothing to talk about,’ she said drearily.
'‘But you and Lord aren't exactly—strangers?"
'‘No," she admitted, her gaze still fixed on theflo

'l see.' Andrew paused. 'It explains a lot, howéver



'l suppose | would have told you eventually,’ shie sinhappily. 'But | have
felt dreadful about unleashing—all this on to ybjust didn't expect it to
happen like this.'

'l know. It just seemed like a good idea at theetirBhe looked up quickly
and saw that he was smiling at her. ‘My dear doh't look so stricken. |
know you've acted with the very best of intenticarsg I'm sure that when
we've all had time to catch our breath, we'll sakven more that the centre
can only benefit in the end. It just takes someéingeused to, when you're
not used to their methods. One thing I'll say fouryMr Lord—he seems to
have some winning ways about him.’

Catriona winced inwardly. 'He's not my Mr Lord,'esbaid with some
constraint.

'No?' Andrew sighed. 'It's all right, Catriona. dmt pry into your business.
| have absolutely no right to cross- examine yoy\aay. Get along home
now. It's going to be another full day tomorrowust hope we all bear up
under the strain.'

'So do |," she said almost inaudibly. 'So do I.'



CHAPTER SEVEN

IT was surprising how quickly they all became useatiédilm crew being in
their midst. Before two days had passed, the canen&crophones and
cables seemed like part of the ordinary furnishiagsl Lucas and the others
were like old friends.

Diane, Jason's secretary, had recovered from hmes and was back at
work, taking much of the pressure from Catriona,owdid not know
whether to be glad or sorry. No matter how muchrslght tell herself that
her feelings for Jason were a total waste of tishe, still could not deny
their existence, and it was difficult to maintaimetaloof pose she had
adopted for her own protection when he was arobiod.that she had had
much opportunity to do anything else. Jason haeredf her no more lifts or
given any suggestion that their relationship haet &@een on anything but a
business level.

She saw less of him too now that filming had star@Ziane worked where
he was, balancing a portable typewriter on anyaserfthat offered, and
rarely used the office at all. Catriona tried tockoher concentration back on
to the run-of-the-mill office routine, mentally kinig herself every time a
strange step sounded in the hall outside and siedbhopefully towards
the door. She was rarely completely alone, howevigch now spent most
of her day crouching, head bent, on the painteth&i chair in between the
two filing cabinets, the guitar never far from Heet. Catriona had been
shaken the first time she had turned to see thatgijirl sitting behind her,
her eyes fixed on the floor, but gradually she bexaised to the almost
noiseless opening of the office door and the galeiffle of feet that
heralded Mitch's arrival.

Eventually, almost in desperation, Catriona begaalk to her. She did not
expect any response and she received none. Shetdegen know if Mitch,

sunk in some private world where any contact seeamehtrusion, was
aware of the reflective monologue which beganrat hesitantly, then with
growing confidence, to bombard her. Sometimes Qadrilistening almost
in astonishment to the jumble of thoughts and contarg on her activities
issuing from her own mouth, decided that she measmad, talking to

herself like this for the benefit of a girl who seed totally oblivious to her



efforts. She was on the point of deciding thatthele idea was a complete
waste of time when Mitch suddenly lifted her heamtl dooked at her.
Catriona's voice faltered while her heart gavedalsn, painful leap. Just for
that second there had been a look in Mitch's eyeshahad suggested that
for the first time she had registered Catriona asparate being. It would
have been an exaggeration to describe it as adlasierest, but there had
been—something, the faintest of communications ggesh but more
hopeful than any of the vague head movements thétbeen Catriona's
earlier experience.

She mentioned it to Andrew when next she saw honelbut though he
was pleased at her interest and concern, she sealthat he was sceptical.

'Don't raise your hopes too high, Catriona," henedr 'Jean and | have
thought several times we might be on the edgelo&akthrough with her,

but each time she retreats back into that shéledd. | don't want you to be
disheartened if it happens to you.'

Catriona kept his words firmly at the forefronthadr mind during her next
encounter with Mitch, but she still felt hopefulhes kept the flood of
inconsequential chatter going, and at times sheMigoth was watching her
with an almost puzzled expression in her eyes, $&meone who has
inadvertently tuned into a foreign radio statiod &trying to recognise the
language.

It was getting harder all the time, finding thirtgssay. Catriona had dealt
with her work at the centre, her friendship withlysand even her visit to
the television centre and her singing debut at MBane's party, and it was
oddly painful to discover how many quite innocusesiiniscences could
suddenly produce their own no-go areas. It would altegether too
tempting to use the silent Mitch as a sounding édar the wild confusion
of her feelings about Jason. She was somehow ¢tz she needed to put
this confusion into words, to hear herself desctit® pain, the loneliness
and the sheer wanting that assailed her day arid. iBgt at the same time
she knew this was not the time and Mitch was famfibeing the right
person to receive these confidences. One day tWheul be someone she
could tell and then she would be healed, she tetdéif.



It was inevitable that eventually she should tuankoto Aunt Jessie and the
days in Torvaig, and this brought its own but dif& pain. It was as if she
was reciting the details of someone else's lifepesme else's experience.
As if the things that had happened to her sinceetehed London were the
only reality, and the thought brought guilt and bderment in its wake. |
am the same person, she cried out to herselflyiléntt she knew it was not
true, and that in a matter of weeks she had chainga@cably from the girl
who had set out with such blithe naivety. Then, lsd& known safety and
security. Now, her only awareness seemed to beweruncertainty, and
she shivered.

But her introspection vanished when she glancedangh caught Mitch
staring at her. She could hardly believe what siwe & the other girl's
eyes—a questioning mixed with anticipation as & #iience troubled her.
She wants me to go on, Catriona thought, buryingoha problems with a
swift rush of exhilaration. She actually wants m@o on. Deliberately she
hid her delight, resuming her usually casual toasisting the temptation
to-look at Mitch too often, seeking a reaction. Meice warmed, became
slightly husky, as she remembered things—theendless evenings, the
impromptuceilidhs the smell of baking bread and oatcakes, the waait
the sea loch where she had learned to swim—eveibubing quay at
Mallaig, the usual focus of holiday treats with Auessie, where she had
stood entranced watching the ferries leave foriglends and the fishing
boats disgorging their hoards in glittering silgbiowers.

She only halted when she realised that Mitch walenger listening, if she
ever had been, but was staring instead over heldddmo her eyes wide and
nervous and her body rigid. Catriona swung round saw Jason was
standing in the doorway. He was leaning againstdib@post, his hands
thrust into his pockets, and he looked as if helteh there for ever.

Catriona felt the colour begin to creep into heefas she nerved herself to
meet his cynical regard.

"You paint an idyllic picture, Miss Muir. Perhapsuw should offer your
services to the Scottish tourist board.’

Catriona bit her lip, 'l do have a job alreadyg shid quietly.



'Indeed you have—and is this part of it?' Jasomagd significantly at
Mitch, who had snatched up her guitar and was alsioon the point of
flight.

'l happen to think so.' Catriona watched Mitch'scppitate departure with
disappointment. It was the old pattern repeatirgglfit she thought
despondently.

Jason watched her go too, then turned back toddatril would stick to
what you're paid for, Miss Muir." He nodded towaitaks elderly typewriter.
"You may break your nails, but your heart shouldam intact.’

Out of sight, her hands clenched involuntarily, lstie answered him
steadily enough. 'Are you trying to tell me noget involved?'

'Well, that is your usual policy, isn't it?' He duwed a packet of cheroots
and lit one with deliberation. 'To stay aloof, andke sure you don't allow
any feelings intrude. Beware, Catriona. The wonmayoiu could be trying
to escape, and that girl could just be the catahggtwill make it happen.’

Hurt prompted her to recklessness. 'You soundrbitte Lord. Could it be
because you failed to be the—catalyst yourself?'

"You flatter yourself, darling." Icy grey eyes sesmto strip her
contemptuously. 'Perhaps | wasn't interested entuglert the necessary
pressure.’

Some black angel made her go on. 'Of course, wiis Mane, you wouldn't
need to exert any pressure—would you?"

"You don't really expect me to answer that. | aglweu to sheathe your
claws, Catriona, before someone decides to clipnther you. Your
praiseworthy efforts with that girl don't make yan expert on human
nature.’

She bent her head, feeling tears prick at the babler eyelids. 'I'm sorry,’
she apologised constrictedly.



'Forget it," he said briefly. 'May | use the teleph in here?"

'Yes, of course.' Struggling for self-control, sheved hurriedly away from
the table. 'Is it private—I mean, do you want mketve the room while you
make your call?'

He shrugged. 'It's up to you. I'm calling Miss Daag a matter of fact, to
invite her to have dinner with me tonight. Perhgms'd like to stick around
and see how much pressure | have to exert.'

She said in a stifled voice, "Thank you—no." She past him and at the
door even before he had begun to dial.

Andrew met her as she crossed the hall, makinth@kitchen.

'Oh, Catriona.' He was looking harassed. 'Lucagsvarknow if we can fix
theceilidhfor tomorrow night. He wants to wrap up the filgjmpparently,
and feels theeilidhwould be a lighthearted contrast to other elemierttse
programme.’

'Heavens!' she stared at him, dismayed. 'l—I didrégine they would want
to film that. Does Mrs Henderson know?"

Andrew's lips tightened slightly. 'l don't thinkeskloes. Lucas and Jason
Lord have both been in contact with her, it seeand, asked her to come to
the centre to be interviewed against its backgreucisatting with the
residents, helping around—that sort of thing. Sfiesed point blank— said
she would prefer to be interviewed at her own hoonejuring the studio
discussion after the programme.' He sighed. 'lkttlshe's making a big
mistake. She's drawn her own conclusions abouw#yethe programme is
being slanted, and I'm afraid she's in for a shidcshe'd only come down
and co-operated, at least she would have been doned.’

Catriona agreed rather forlornly. She wished that idea of theceilidh
could be forgotten altogether, but she realised tthea residents would be
disappointed if she backed out now. Their enjoynagat the fostering of a
community spirit among them was surely more impurthan some future
accusation of attention-seeking from Mrs Hendersbm,decided.



She stayed away from the office for as long ascslud without neglecting
her work. She did not want to run the risk of owating any part of Jason's
conversation with Moira Dane. When she finally wiatk to her desk, the
room was empty and the only sign of his presence tva half-smoked
cheroot stubbed carelessly out in the ashtray. vdBked that emotions
could be stifled in the same way.

She worked late that evening, helping Andrew prepgat another balance
sheet for yet another trustees' meeting.

'l asked Mrs Henderson if the meeting could pogsiblheld over until after
the programme had gone out, but she said she dida'tthat it could
possibly make any difference,’ he said gloomily.

'Oh, Andrew!" Impulsively, she laid her hand on as. ‘It will make a
difference. It must. Isn't the whole thing slantedhow how desperately in
need of funds the centre is?"

"Yes—Lucas hasn't pulled any punches about thdtilainterviews with
the residents have produced some really tellinff.'stde smiled slightly.

‘To be honest, | never realised how much they thbafthe place. We've
never asked for thanks, or wanted them particul&dng taken for granted
is just part of the picture—for Jean and myselft Bte been very wrong
about that. The majority of the people here takihing for granted. It was
something | needed to be reminded about.’

He put the completed sheets into a cardboard folder

‘Thanks for all this. Some of the telly people sti# about. Shall | see if |
can wangle you a lift?'

'No." Catriona shook her head. 'I'm in no greatjhurang Sally and warned
her | was going to be late, and | think we're gdmgiake do with a Chinese
take-away meal tonight.'

She collected her handbag and walked out intoalednly to come face to
face with Moira Dane, strikingly dressed in midrtigiiue chiffon. She
groaned inwardly as she saw hostility replace reitmymn in Moira's



narrowed eyes. If she'd had the least idea thahdaas going to meet her at
the centre for their evening together, she wouletladden somewhere, she
thought.

'You again!" Moira's tone was frosty. 'What are going here?' She looked
round at the peeling paintwork. 'Is this where {oe?’

Catriona held on to her temper with an effort. ‘Niiss Dane. | live with
Sally Fenton," she said quietly. '‘But | work here-the office.'

'l see.' The curves of Moira's mouth became maonda®. 'l wondered why
Jason had picked on this place. | suppose thisteasob-story you were
feeding him in my kitchen the other night?' She eg&er surroundings
another disparaging stare. 'My God, what a dumghdiuld be pulled down
rather than saved—but perhaps that's what Jasoimg ¢o say on the
programme.’

'l don't think so." Catriona tried to suppress $weft alarm that Moira's
words roused in her. 'He's on our side— the whaeare ...

Moira laughed contemptuously. 'The whole crew datwlason tells them,
my child, and Jason does as he pleases. He's rReyaur side, or anyone
else's if it comes to that. He's a journalist tigloand through, and he knows
a good story when he sees it. If he's taking arast in this place, it won't
be on philanthropic grounds, | can promise you.tliZd because he's
discovered something which will translate well inttelevision
terms—mismanagement of some kind—women and chilsliesgping in a
potential fire trap—that sort of thing. He wouldb& bothering with it
otherwise. And whatever it is that he's found,lH®#dw the lid right off.'
She looked at Catriona and her smile was pure masomething tells me,
Miss—er—NMuir, that you're going to wish that yoteld your tongue.’

Catriona was very white. She said slowly, 'l dbefieve you.'
Moira shrugged. 'That's your privilege, my deart 8on't say you weren't

warned. And I'd get Sally to show you where therestaemployment
exchange is. | think you may need it.'



'What does Miss Muir need?' Jason came strollinghfthe back of the
house, his coat flung casually across one shoulder.

‘A better job than this, | would have thought.' Koiurned to him, smiling
easily. 'Can we go now? My skin simply crawls iagds like this.'

He took her hand and carried it to his lips. 'We'tdaave that," he said, and
his voice was a caress, Catriona thought miser&ig.wanted to confront
him with Moira's insinuations, but she decided @&swiseless. If Moira was
lying then he would be pardonably angry, but if alaes telling the truth, all
he need do was issue a denial. Either way, Catwonéd prove nothing.
And if she told Andrew, it would simply burden himith yet another worry,
she thought wearily.

'Darling." Moira lifted her hand to Jason's cheekai smilingly intimate
gesture. 'You haven't shaved—really!"

'I'll shave later.' He took her arm and began taolgter towards the door.
'It's going to be a long evening. Good night, Mi4gir. Can we drop you
anywhere?"'

Catriona shook her head, too unhappy even to r&blg.hung back waiting
for them to get clear before making her own deparand heard Moira's
laugh float back on the evening air.

The anxiety over Jason's motives in making the oh@suary at the centre
stayed with her during a restless night, andfstifig there like a black cloud
as she arrived for work the following day. But dhad little time for
brooding. Andrew had gone out and left some worlhfer, and when that
was completed Jean put her head round the dooawidippeal for help with
the preparations for theeilidh.

Catriona was thankful for the diversion. Mrs Lamizlaome of the other
women were already hard at work, turning out thg sitting room and
sprucing it up for the evening's festivities. Thesas laughter and chat and
occasionally ribald badinage with members of thevision crew and



Catriona thought that whatever effect the documgntaht have on the
centre and the lives of the people who liVed andcked there, at least it had
brought a feeling of hope, no matter how temporé@he centre seemed to
have taken on a new lease of life, and there waaraof cheerfulness and
optimism which had been sadly lacking when Catribad first arrived
there.

And for all this, Jason Lord was responsible, $taught bitterly. He had
made these people trust him, made them believedsethvere to help, and
now he could just as easily destroy that trust thwedspirit of hope that he
had fostered. And if he did, she could blame no lmmeherself. She had
involved him, after all, ignoring his warnings thas solution to the centre's
problems might not be an acceptable one. She gdtfen that his point of
view would be that of the objective journalist—tim@an who listened to all
sides but stayed aloof from personal involvement whose judgment
might be that the centre was a quixotic adventimemed to failure through
the inexperience of its administrators.

She went slowly through to the kitchen where Jeath émbarked on a
massive baking session. Catriona borrowed an dvewrad assumed
responsibility for the sausage rolls. She had asaayjoyed cooking and
baking at home in Torvaig and had often wished 8p#ce in the flat
permitted more than mere basic meal preparation.

‘This is the first party we've ever had at the mehflean said, removing a
tray of small cakes from the oven and transfertivegm with swift expertise
to a wire cooling tray. 'There's never seemed atgteal to celebrate in the
past, but now--' she gave Catriona a quick smileddsnly everything's on
the up and up. Even . . .' She paused suddenlZatrtbna was surprised to
see her blushing slightly. 'Oh, why shouldn't yaai the first to know,
Catriona? Andrew and | are going to be married.’

'You and Andrew—oh, but that's wonderful!"

Jean grinned at her, her blush deepening. 'Yets thhat we think. We've
both known for ages, but Andrew wouldn't ask mekebecause he felt the
future of the centre was too uncertain. But novideds much happier about
the whole thing, and we can start to make somesgéour own.’



Catriona carefully stood the mixing bowl she washiag on the draining
board. 'But if the worst did happen—I mean, if teaitre did have to close
for some reason—it wouldn't make any differenceutdat? You would
still marry Andrew.’

'Oh yes, eventually. But | suppose the diocese avtrahsfer him to parish
work and it would be a matter of waiting until sdimag suitable came
along, and | would need to work as well, for a wlat least.’ Jean was silent
for a moment. 'We will move on, of course. The oemton't be our whole
lives and | don't think it should be. Places likestheed regular infusions of
new blood, new ideas. But we would like to see pitece safely on its
course before we go-'

'‘Are you going to announce your engagement at diny ponight?'

'Heavens, no!'" Jean's face crumpled with amuseni€ney all know
anyway. Mrs Lamb's been dropping hints for dayst Ba're not really
having an engagement proper. One of Andrew's faeadart of a team
ministry in this parish and he's going to marryqugetly one day.’

That would be like heaven, Catriona thought, tokwadf one day hand in
hand with the man you loved to a nearby churchratdn as his wife. Her
hands faltered slightly and she dropped a handfwktd utensils back in the
sink with a clatter.

One thing was certain, it would be most unfair toden Jean at this happy
moment in her life with the doubts and misgivingsiat were pressing on

her. This would have to be her own personal loadie€hief and she would

have to hear it.

Mitch was hunched in her usual place in the offiteen she got back and
Catriona plunged into one of her monologues witeading of relief. She
told Mitch about Jean and Andrew's wedding plams] described the
refreshments she had been helping to make fardiidhand then launched
without preamble into a more detailed account efdlidh itself and the
songs she planned to sing and the part she hopeathbrs would play.



'‘And you must come too, Mitch,' she said breathyeaslast. 'And bring
your guitar. I'm counting on you.'

She glanced at the other girl as she spoke, buth\diemed to have retired
back into her private world and hardly seemed taware she was there.

From the doorway, Jason said drily, 'Do you reatigigine she'll come?"
Catriona swung round to face him, her hand goingeaothroat. He had
occupied her thoughts so exclusively all morningttit was almost
shocking to find him actually there, only a fewtfawvay from her.

Her chin went up defiantly. '"And why not?'

His eyes went reflectively from her to her totgtigssive companion. 'lI'd
like to think you were right. It's an intriguingisation and has all sorts of
possibilities.’

'Within the context of the programme, of courshg said sarcastically,
qguoting a phrase she had heard Lucas use at sotine eérlier conference
sessions.

He raised his eyebrows. 'What else?’

'No," she said quietly.

'‘Meaning?'

'l won't let her be—used, as you've used the fags,bshe said.

He was very still suddenly. 'l wasn't aware of gsaimyone.'

'Perhaps it's so much second nature to you nowythatlon't even know
when it's happening.'

'Don't run away with the idea that being femaleegiwyou some kind of
special immunity.' His voice was low and furiod&u may be able to hand
it out, lady, but are you sure you can take it?'



'‘Quite sure,’ she said almost inaudibly. Insidee shas screaming
silently—there's no way you can punish me any mdte.enough that
you're here and there's this distance betweet'sipuhishment enough that
| don't have the right to your honesty, that | taame to you and feel your
arms round me. She closed her eyes against thepdiwhen she opened
them again, Jason had gone and she was aloneveatfaitch, still silent,
still unmoving, apparently unaware of the tensdeliscene she had
unwittingly provoked.

Catriona began to chatter again, hardly knowingtwha was saying. She
checked when she caught Mitch's eyes on her, grapetstioning, and
realised the salt dampness on her lips was hertears.

Both Jean, and Andrew when he came back a littieevdter, insisted that
she should go home and take something for the bbad#he had invented
on the spur of the moment.

Tl take you," Andrew said firmly, shepherdingrhewards the door,
ignoring her protests that she had work to do.

'‘But the ceilidh-- Catriona resolutely dammed back the tears that we
beginning to well up again at their unquestionimgdkess, furious at her
own weakness.

'We'll get by," Jean assured her. 'Don't forgetryfoend Sally and her
theatre club crowd are coming to help out. You'weedmore than enough
already. Just have a good rest.’

But that, Catriona found, was easier said than dafme at the flat, she
roamed about restlessly doing small, aimless Hitsdging up, washing
some tights, and preparing herself some scramiggs which she did not
want. Later, she went out and bought a newspaper m@ad it
conscientiously from cover to cover without absongoa single word. She
tried to do the crossword and abandoned it iratioh because the clues and
little squares kept merging into a meaningless jemh front of her
abstracted eyes.



At last she got up from her chair, her lips sehwdétermination. She had to
do something positive, or she would be in dire @arg 'giving way'—one
of the cardinal sins as far as Aunt Jessie had beecerned. 'Och, she's a
poor creature—always giving way,' had been heritgide aunt's ultimate
condemnation of anyone who failed to face up ®with her own vigour
and optimism.

But even positive action had its limits. She seerfae#gd with a choice

between going to the cinema or washing her haithénend, the idea of
warm water on her scalp seemed infinitely more ajipg than the stuffy

atmosphere of a cinema and, besides, it mighttbddanish the beginnings
of the real headache that was threatening.

She was just towelling away the excess moisturenvthe doorbell went.

'Oh, no!" she muttered in disbelief. For a momsing toyed with the idea of
ignoring the summons, but she knew that whoevemweaisng would have

heard the radio playing and would know she wasetteerd as if to reinforce
the realisation, the doorbell rang again, perenigt&atriona stifled a sigh

as she trailed to answer it. At least this timavauldn't be Jeremy, she
thought as she flung open the door.

The breath left her throat in a little choking gaspshe looked into Jason's
‘angry eyes. She tried to slam the door, but heta@guick for her. His
hand closed bruisingly round her arm.

'Get dressed, Catriona,' he said. 'You're needed.’

'Ill do nothing of the sort." She faced him defign’And how dare you
burst in here like this without so much as a .. .

'‘By your leave?' he finished for her, derisivelyn'sorry | haven't more
time for the social niceties, but my errand islyaurgent. Now, will you
please get some clothes on and come with me.’

'‘Come where?'

'To the centre, of course." He raised his eyebrdiee ceilidh's in full
swing—going a bomb too. Sal and her friends areglgou proud.'



‘Then you don't need me.' She wrenched her armdlaeng at him.

'How right you are," he said, bitingly. 'As far las personally concerned,
you can stay in this little room and sulk until yai. But there is someone
who needs you— and it's for her sake I'm here.’

'Mitch?' she faltered.

'Clever girl." He took her shoulder and propelled im the direction of the
bedroom door. 'Now, hurry.'

She hung back, resisting him. 'What's happened?nvst tell me . ..'

'‘Nothing's happened. That's why we need you thieeesaid. '"Your silent
friend is sitting on the stairs at the centre. Milr-Miss Haydon, we've all
been out in turn, trying to persuade her to cormamnithjoin us. Milner feels
this could be a big break-through for the girl dragree with him. But she
won't budge—behaves as if she doesn't hear—saést'what your powers
of persuasion can do. You obviously feel that yapproach with her is the
right one, so we'll find out just how successfusitThat girl needs to be in
the room with everyone else. She needs to be pdartls up to you to get
her in there.'

"You're very altruistic all of a sudden,' she flaghstung by his tone. 'And
what do you need, Mr Lord? A spot of real-life deato spice up your
documentary? Will the cameras be on Mitch whencgimees through the
door?'

His lips were in a thin hard line. 'I've never &tvoman in my life," he said
coldly and precisely. 'But in your case I'm prepa@make an exception. |
don't have to explain my motivation to you, butill\way this—filming is
over for the day, probably for good as far as teetre's concerned. We
have as much as we need. Now move yourself, oeasto God I'll dress
you with my own hands."

Catriona fled then, her hands clumsy and shakingles opened the
wardrobe door and fumbled amongst the clotheshiag there, grabbing
the first thing that came to hand. Inevitably itsathe violet skirt and the



white silk blouse, and she stared at them stupatlg moment, the memory
of what had happened the last time she had attelhbpteear them surging

back into her brain. She flung them away acrosé#ueas if they had bitten
her and seized a pair of jeans and a dark roll-eeckveater. Her face was
white as she stared at herself in the mirror, betdid nothing to alleviate

her pallor with cosmetics. Her damp hair she scddmek into an elastic

band, then she grabbed up her shoulder bag an@dvalk of the bedroom

past Jason the door.

He looked her over and his lip curled slightly.ripgear?' he asked evenly.
"Working clothes.' Her tone matched his.

They went down to the car in silence which was naaned as they drove to
the centre.

The big hall was filled with shadows when they\wd and Catriona sensed
rather than saw the slim figure sitting motionlessthe bottom stair. She
made her way to the other girl's side and sat dosaide her. The sound of
music and laughter from the sitting room was piaadible, and Catriona
knew by Mitch's rigidity that she was listening amdare. She put a hand
lightly on her arm, expecting rejection, but it didt come.

'Enjoying the party?' She deliberately did not w&llber voice to be too
gentle. 'You've chosen a funny vantage point, Itreay. It's draughty in this
hall. Aren't you cold?’

She glimpsed the slight movement as Mitch shookhkad.

'‘Well, | am." Catriona pretended to shiver. 'Andéi¢atch a chill, | shan't be
able to sing—and they're all waiting for me.’

She felt she had struck the right note at last—etmy inconsequential tone
that had characterised most of her one-sided ceatiens with the tense
figure at her side.

She tried a little laugh. 'I'm nervous—isn't thatpsd? But | am, just the
same. It was easy singing at home. | knew everyand, they were all



friends. But | haven't many friends in London aimal hot used to singing to
a room full of strangers. If | had a friend therevould be different.’ She got
up slowly, forcing herself to relax, not to betitagr eagerness, the fact that
her nervousness had nothing to do with the audiemitng for her in the
sitting room. Almost casually, she reached her hdowin to Mitch. 'Come
and hear me sing,' she invited quietly. 'l sham'hervous if you're there.'

It seemed like the longest moment of her life as siood there with-her
hand outstretched, waiting. Even then, she couldiyhdelieve it when
Mitch's small cold hand closed round hers and tagyaghey walked through
the dark hall to the sitting room door and the hirigghts beyond it.

No one turned to look at them as they entered,@wtiregistered with an
inward sigh of relief. Unobtrusively, a space waesde for them on one of
the ancient, sagging sofas and they subsided drthankfully. Everyone
seemed to be there—all the residents, Sally, lahsame others she knew
only as faces, and the entire television crew. These all singing too—an
uninhibited version of 'She'll be coming round theuntain' which
everyone—especially the children—seemed to be ergoy

But their arrival hadn't gone unnoticed. When tleags ended and the
laughter and applause died away, Catriona sawdhawas on his feet and
beckoning to her. After only a moment's hesitasba relinquished her grip
on Mitch's hand and rose, threading her way thrabghpeople sitting on
the floor to the front of the room.

'Well, she's come, people,’ lan called encouragitglthe room at last.
'‘Better late than never, | suppose!" He unslungghitar and handed it to
her with a wink and a smile. 'The floor is younsegtheart.'

Someone pushed a stool at her and Catriona hiticbeslf on to it, her
mouth dry and her stomach churning.

'Here's one you all know," she said, only the séighquiver in her voice
betraying her inner turmoil. 'THekye Boat Song.’

They were all silent as she sang the refrain amaclaed into the verse, but
under lan's vigorous but silent encouragement were all with her when



the chorus came ?butid again. 'Speed, bonny bkata Ibird on the wing-
onward, the sailors cry.' The applause was tumu#ipdwarfing even her
reception at Moira's party. She would have to siggin, she knew as she
bowed a little stiffly from her perch. Automaticalher eyes sought Mitch
and she relaxed a little when she saw the girl sithag there in the same
place.

Encouraged, she sang thewis Bridal Son@nd followed it up witiBlack

is the Colour of my True Love's Hairhen, knowing that she had them in
her grip, she put down the guitar and sang unacearag one of her own
favourites,She moved through the Fahe would have stopped then, but
they wouldn't let her go.

'‘Come on, ducks.' That was Mrs Lamb. 'lt's times¢hkids were in bed.
Sing 'em a nice lullaby.’

Catriona's mind ran frantically over her reperta@seshe picked up lan's
guitar again. She played a chord softly,iesi- tantpile she tried to make
up her mind—and then she_ knew What she would 3ing.chord had set
off answering vibrations in her memory. It was skrshe was taking, she
knew that, and it could go horribly wrong, but i@swvorth trying.

'My swan-song, then,’ she announced, making hesselé as if she didn't
have a care in the world beyond pleasing th&he Eriskay Love Lilt.'

Deliberately, she didn't look at Mitch as her firggdound the opening
chords and her voice beguiled its way into thenitdi charm and tenderness
of the old Gaelic song. She saw Andrew sitting dpernth Jean, his arm
round her shoulders, draw her close as he recabnise melody—saw
other faces echoing his smiling recognition roumeltoom, and saw Jason,
his face a dark, enigmatic mask leaning againsivileat the back of the
room.

'When I'm lonely, dear white heart,
Black the night, and wild the sea,
By love's light, my foot finds

The old pathway to thee . . .’



Everything—everyone else, including Mitch—was fdtga as the words
came to her. She might have been alone with Jastreibig room. This
time, she had no inhibitions. All the love, thedvibngings he had aroused
in her were in her voice. She gave herself to tletody as she wanted to
give herself to him, and all the pain and rejectstye had felt in the past
weeks were contained in her words as she sangat8adavithout thee.' She
was so totally immersed in the emotion of the ssing was creating, that
she was oblivious to everything else.

The scream when it came cut shockingly across tledy, silencing her
and sending her fingers sliding into discord. Mitghs on her feet, her
hands twisting in agony, her eyes staring acrassdbm into Catriona's.

'Mitch!" she cried again, and there was a worldl@golation in the sound.
'Oh, Mitch!"

Catriona found herself thrusting the guitar at I8he thought afterwards
she had probably trodden on people in her rusle thé first one at Mitch's
side. Andrew, obviously shaken, was just gettinpisofeet.

She took the twisting hands, trying not to wincetlesy seized hers in an
almost unbearable grip. She looked into Mitch'®fand spoke slowly and
clearly.

'What's your name?"

‘Carol—Carol Barton." It was only a hoarse whispet,Catriona’s straining
ears caught it.

'‘And who is Mitch?' She paused. '‘Carol—who is MXch

Carol's shoulders moved as if she was trying taeslo#f a burden suddenly
grown too heavy for her to bear.

'He's dead,' she said dully. '‘Oh God, he's dead!' ghe began to cry with
long, gulping sobs.



Andrew was there. 'Let's get her out of this crowd, said swiftly. "You
come too, Catriona. Jean, take her other arm.'

Gently but firmly the weeping girl was urged towsittle door. Behind her,
Catriona could hear lan stepping into the breasmguhis actor's skill to
drag the crowd's attention back from what had f#stspired. Before they
had got into the hall, the singing had begun agalit{le raggedly.

There was nothing very new in Carol's story, toldré in the office while
Jean made tea and rang the doctor. She had mét Migcpop concert in her
home town eighteen months before. He was the gatitaith a group, but
he had told her his ambition was to make it ondws as a serious folk
singer. They were playing a number of gigs in nealring towns and she
had followed the group around, just watching argtehing to him.
Eventually when they moved on, she went too. Adtfieverything was
fine— Mitch even obtained a couple of solo bookiagd was able to try
out his folk act. But he didn't have the instardcass he dreamed. One
booking agent told him frankly his value was as+agp—-artistnot a
soloist, and he became self- contained and morose.

"The group finally got rid of him in the end.' Caotasped her hands
round the warmth of her tea cup. 'He—he didn't warknow. Didn't
rehearse--didn't try any more. They got sick. lldo blame them. He was
so moody too, there was no living with him.'

It had been quite some time, she said, before atiedalised the terrifying
reason for these sudden changes in mood he seeinjedtdoo. Even then,
she hadn't really believed it. Not until she hadhidthe hypodermic syringe
hidden in a drawer. She had confronted him withegged him to get help,
and he had premised that he would, but it was th@yfirst of many such
promises.

From then on Mitch's path had led downhill—fastd @arol had been
powerless to do anything to help him or prevent é&ientual total
disintegration.

'He couldn't get work," she said. 'No one wouldctonim, because they
didn't know how he was going to be. He wasn't ggtiny money and he



needed money—for the stuff. | got a job in a sugekmat, but that wasn't
enough. It just paid our-rent and food, and thasnitavhat he needed. He
used to come down to the supermarket and wait &tarfinish work. One
day he got sick of waiting. He hit this woman amnaladped her bag. They got
him, of course, and he had to go to court. He gatspended sentence and
they said he had to get treatment. He said he web&lpromised me.' Her
mouth trembled uncontrollably. 'He said | kept omian—that he couldn't
stand it any longer, and he went. | didn't seefoinmearly three weeks, then
the police came for me.'

Mitch, she had discovered, was in hospital, butwas not receiving
treatment. He had developed acute blood poisoning.

'l was there with him all the time,' she said. Yheuldn't do much for him.
He was too far gone when they found him. | kepnkimng—all the
time—that if | hadn't kept on at him maybe he waltlthave gone. Maybe
he'd still be alive now. They said | could have thigmgs—there wasn't
much. He'd sold nearly everything to get moneythe—stuff. But he'd
always kept the guitar. He thought all the time tvae day he was really
going to make it. Having the guitar was like dtidlving part of him.'

Andrew spoke gently. "Where's the guitar now, Carol

She looked down dazedly as if she expected toifiml its usual place,
cradled in her arms. Her shoulders moved againiledt's upstairs—I
think.'

'Do you want it?' Jean bent over her, her warm €arepassionate.

There was a long silence, then Carol shook her.Hsad she said simply.
‘Not any more.'

The doctor's arrival relieved Catriona from herilvigll during the pitiful
recital she had knelt at Carol's feet, her handtcleéd in that fierce grip.
Now she moved stiffly back into the dark hall, ruighher finger-joints.
The singing was still going on, but she could raEfa crowd yet. She went
down the passage to the kitchen and poured herggdiss of water.



From behind her Jason said quietly, 'All right?’

'Yes.' She made herself speak normally. 'The dsototh her now.'

'l meant you,' he said abruptly.

Catriona gave a slight shake of her head and toothar sip from her glass.

He came over and stood looking down at her. T shdiuhave made you
come here tonight. I'm sorry," he said.

'I'm not." She looked up at him gravely. 'Shesadland told us everything.
Now Andrew can get help for her. Besides, | knevainhmight be doing. |
knew that song meant something to her and | usagelilierately.'

His eyes were hard. 'l didn't get that impressibseemed to me you were
singing from your heart.’

She was silent. He was the last person she cduttiae every word, every
note of music had ached with her wanting him.

'Poor Catriona!' There was an odd note in his vOidevays fated to fall in
love with the wrong man.'

He knew. The humiliating awareness kept her eyexifon the floor. She
couldn't face him and see—what? Mockery? Pity? 8nddnsion invaded
her body as Jason reached out and drew her tdhoiding her against him
with unwonted gentleness.

His hand came up and stroked her face, then foendtin, lifting it with
firm insistence. He was going to kiss her, and thenself-betrayal would
be complete. With a strength she had not knowrpsksessed, she dragged
herself out of his arms and stared at him, maskergother emotions with
anger.

‘Save your compassion, Mr Lord.' She hated hefgsedounding so young
and breathless. 'Keep it for people like Carol. Béeds it. I—I don't.’



There was a loaded pause. Then, 'As you wish aite is voice flat and
cold, and left her.



CHAPTER EIGHT

IT seemed strange to come to work and find the Homenties' TV vans

gone from the road outside the centre. Strangeadmd how the whole

crew was missed, especially by the people who hladptained most

vociferously at the beginning of filming about theasion of their privacy.

Catriona listened and smiled and agreed, and legivan heartache strictly
to herself.

'My, that Mr Lord was a dish!" Mrs Lamb smacked liygs reminiscently as
she loaded the last article of laundry into theedidspin dryer and closed
its lid. 'If I was a young bit of a thing like yoGatriona, I'd have been after
him like a shot.’

'Girls these days don't know when they're on to@dghing,’ Mrs Waters,
one of the newer residents, remarked enviously.

Catriona, intercepting an anxious look from Jeaaglenherself smile. 'Oh, |
think we do,' she said with an attempt at lightn#éss the thought of all the
competition that we find a bit daunting.’

'Hmm." Mrs Lamb set the drier going. 'Well, | thiffka thing's worth
having, it's worth fighting for. Maybe if I'd fougha bit harder, Bert
wouldn't have gone off like that. But there ag&ie,probably would have.
Law unto himself, is my Bert. Always was.'

'She sounds as if she would be quite ready to hemdoack in spite of the
way he left her,’ Catriona told Jean when they vedoae.

Jean smiled a little. 'l don't doubt it. That's afiehe things Andrew and |
have always noticed—one of the encouraging thingst—people don't
simply write off relationships which have gone wgpreven when to
outsiders they seem a total disaster. You heas giith black eyes and
broken ribs making excuses for the husbands whe tfeam to them.' She
sighed. 'l don't think | possess that sort of cgaraor optimism.’

Catriona_ shook her head. 'Nor me." She pausedv'sHditch—I mean
Carol—today?"



"Very calm--very rational. She's seeing Dr Wintdrs — : — and she's
given Andrew her parents' address in the nortls g@ng to write to them

to see what the chances are of her going back tbesewhile at least. It

seems there was a terrible row when she left ailyinand she's afraid they
may not want her back. | hope she's wrong. Affectand a stable

background are just what she needs at the moment.’

Andrew appeared in the doorway, looking haras$écs Henderson," he
mouthed. 'On the warpath too, I'm afraid. Couldhage some coffee?"

Mrs Henderson's mood seemed no sweeter when Catanmied the tray
into the office. She acknowledged her quiet grgetwth a sniff and turned
immediately back to Andrew.

'‘As | was saying, Mr Milner, | can see no usefutgmse being served by
these people becoming part of the studio audidhtkad been consulted, |
would have said so.’'

'I'm sorry you feel like that, Mrs Henderson." Aewr tried to be
conciliatory. 'But | don't see any harm in it. Afel, they did take part in
the documentary and it will be their only chancede the programme. We
have no television set here, as you know. AnaMt'd.ord’s intention that
the residents should take part in the studio dsouns

Mrs Henderson snorted. 'Mr Lord has a deploralihhanded attitude,' she
said. 'l think he has lost sight of the fact ttegtste people are charity cases.'

'l think Mr Lord knows precisely what these peopie,” Andrew said

quietly. 'l also think he knows precisely how tarhis programme. It's

hardly our place to dictate its format or say hbe $tudio audience should
be constituted.'

'Well, 1 am extremely disappointed in the wholenthl Mrs Henderson
announced. 'l wish | had never given permissiorttierfilming. I'm not at
all sure that | shouldn't forbid the programme ¢asshown.’

'l think it's a little late for that," Andrew sadltily. 'It's scheduled to go out
on Monday evening. Besides, surely any cancellatiaine project would



have to be a Trust decision, and | doubt whetmeeeting of all the trustees
could be convened in time.'

Mrs Henderson glared at him, and remained silent.

After a pause, Andrew went on, 'l must say themmseto be an amazing
amount of interest in the programme from other sesirl've been asked to
take part in a radio forum on the problems of tbméless, and one of the
evening papers was on the phone earlier askingt aiscand our work.'

'Indeed?' she snapped. 'l hope all this publicity the desired effect and
does not simply make people discontented and usfgiat have grave
doubts about the wisdom of the whole undertakirepdsday, Mr Milner.'

'l was afraid of that," Andrew said gloomily, aftdrs Henderson had gone.
'l was hoping she wouldn't find out that everyomoef the centre was going
to be in the audience. Let's just hope she doesfeit to them in public as
charity cases, or there could be a riot.'

'Perhaps that's what this place needs," Catriortterad. 'Well, not a riot,
but some kind of shake-up among the trustees. taey all have her rigid
attitude, surely.’

'On the contrary. | think there are several who idike to have a more
positive say in running things, but no one wantsnmake the first
move—because she's James Henderson's widow aHeritkerson money
that has been involved up to now. It's understaledésuppose—Iloyalty to
the name and all that, but it would be easiertierdentre if she had rather
less control.’

Sally was sympathetic when Catriona recounted thagsdevents over
supper that night.

'Money's the answer, of course,' she said. 'lfttiigt was bolstered up by
outside finance, then Mrs H. could be ushered bthedriving seat.’

Catriona nodded rather unhappily. ‘It seems crioel, she's so—hostile
towards the centre and everything Andrew is tryimglo. Anything she



does comes from a sense of duty, not from anyimeaiest in people. | can't
believe she's the right person to be at the headcbfrity organisation.’

Sally nodded sombrely. 'In her heart, she mighjuiee glad to be relieved
of the job,' she said. She paused, then grinné&haatona. 'How about a
demo at the studio on Monday night—banners withrndiégson must Go*"
on them? Think she'd take the hint?'

Catriona smiled reluctantly. 'l doubt it. She'd lpably close the centre
instead.’

'It's a big week for all of us on television," §alemarked as they cleared
away. 'The centre documentary on Monday, and tag ph Wednesday.
Can't offer you a seat in the studio tdnder the SkinI'm afraid.’

Catriona shook her head. 'I'm—I'm not going tostuglio forHere and Now
either,’ she said constrainedly, and saw Sally®®ws shoot up.

'Why in the world not?' she exclaimed. 'You anddaaren't still carrying
on this weird feud of yours, surely?'

Catriona avoided her glance. 'That's one way dfrmyit, | suppose.’
'l could think of others." Sally was silent for @ment, biting her lip. 'Love,
you frighten me sometimes, you really do. Jeremyg ad enough—but

Jason!

'You have no need to worry," Catriona said steadilydon't have any
illusions about his—kindness to me.’

'‘Does he know how you feel about him?' Sally derednénd Catriona
nodded slowly.

'Oh dear.' Sally turned on the taps in the sinkhwihnecessary violence.
‘That wasn't a very clever move.'

Catriona sighed. 'l know that, but I didn't telihiHe— guessed.’



Sally sniffed. 'How perceptive of him. And what rfoW@ne of those brief
spectacular affairs he's so good at? At least ghinget him out of your
system.'

There was a constriction in Catriona's throat. ®n'td think it
would—somehow."

She lay awake for a long time that night, lookintpia future that became
progressively more bleak and forlorn as she exainiheThere was, of
course, no earthly reason why her path and Jaslootdd ever cross again,
she thought drearily. He would not be coming todéetre again, and she
would stay away from the television studios. Salgs now the only real
link between them and she would soon be going otbar.

An old and cynical saying came drifting back inter Imind. 'Love makes
time pass; time makes love pass.' She -wonderedghghf it was true.

Julie moved into the flat over the weekend andi@adrwas able to push her
own problems to the back of her mind in the uprafare-organising the
furniture and drawer space to accommodate Jukéisgings and generally
making her feel at home.

Catriona had not told Andrew that she was not gtirthe television centre
with the rest of them, but when the subject did eoop on Monday
afternoon, he accepted her decision without comnigurit she felt he was
disappointed in her all the same.

She was just typing the last of the letters hediaen her earlier when rapid
footsteps sounded outside, and Mrs Henderson nthrame She was
carrying a folded newspaper tinder one arm ancethwre bright spots of
colour burning in both cheeks. She ignored Andrempletely, fixing her

inimical gaze on Catriona.

"You're dismissed, Miss Muir,' she said. 'Pleasatgance, and understand
that | shall be writing to Miss Shaw about her agetdn recommending a
person of your moral character to work for a Crarsbrganisation.’

'Mrs Henderson!" Andrew was on his feet. 'You haweight...'



'No right?' Mrs Henderson turned on him, her eyazgibg. 'When she drags
the name of the Trust in the mire along with hen@w

'Please, Mrs Henderson,' Catriona was ashameodntb hfér voice was
shaking, 'you must tell me what I've done."

'"You play the innocent very well, miss. You tookiin Milner, but | never
trusted you from the first. Collect your things étiger and go. | shall wait
here until you're safely off the premises.’

'Mrs Henderson,' Andrew interposed himself betwteem, 'l insist that you
tell me what Catriona has done to deserve this-ddird must warn you
there is such a thing as slander.’

Mrs Henderson tossed the paper she was carrying thie table in front of
him. 'Look for yourself,' she said.

His face bewildered and angry, he began to readCaigona saw the anger
turn to embarrassment and his eyes glance up atswetly, almost
accusingly.

'‘Andrew, what is it?' she begged.

He held out the paper in silence. It was a gossipnen, she saw that at a
glance—items about various celebrities interspevsida pictures. One of
the pictures looked oddly familiar—a dark-haired gtanding clutching a
pillow. Amazed, she stared at it more closely.

'‘But that's me!" she exclaimed. Puzzled, her eyetled on and she saw the
caption underneath.

'Pretty Scots songbird Catriona Muir has foundrafootable nest in the flat
of TV producer Jason Lord. But this talented tweyggr-old isn't there just
to sing sweet lullabies. She lists the domestg-atiedmaking in particular
—among her many capabilities.



'Housekeeping for the much-sought-after Mr Lord sihtkefill her days,
however. When she's finished smoothing his pillogls's to be found
working for the Henderson Trust—a hostel for thenketess.

'Which could explain why Mr Lord's prestigiotikere and Nowprogramme
tonight is taking the lid off this rather lowly dtiiy.

'‘Charity—as Mr Lord and his lovelyau pair would no doubt
agree—certainly begins at home.' Catriona put dpepdown slowly and
stood there, feeling sick. She hadn't needed tbtresaname at the end of the
column to realise who had written this farrago istatrtion and insinuation.
How in the world could she have forgotten? she éiezself despairingly,
recalling the loaded conversation she had onlylypamderstood in the
television cafeteria and Roger Hunt's visit to d&sflat. She had intended
to tell Jason about it, but subsequent happeniagsdhniven it out of her
head.

'It was the Globe that rang me the other day,” Andrew said flatly. '
wondered how they knew so much about us.'

She looked up at him. 'You don't believe this?"

"You're trying to say this reporter is lying?' Midgenderson rapped. 'Where
were you, may | ask, when that picture was taker#® Win fact Jason
Lord's bedroom?’

'Yes,' Catriona nodded unhappily. 'But it isn't tau think. I—I don't live
with Jason. | share a flat with Sally Fenton. She'sctress—you can ask
her. ..

'An actress!' Mrs Henderson filled the word witmee. 'And also a friend
of Mr Lord's, | have no doubt.'

'Yes, she is, but | don't see . . .

'‘And can you swear to me that you have never--' Menderson
hesitated—'spent the night at Mr Lord's home?"'



'l did once, but. . .

You see!'" Mrs Henderson turned to Andrew, spreadway hands
triumphantly. 'She has the effrontery to admit it!"

'Her private life is her own affair,' he said giyet

‘Certainly, while it remains private. But Miss Minas allowed it to become
public property and has dared to involve the nafrieeoTrust in her sordid
intrigues. | repeat, Mr Milner, she must go.’

Andrew stood up very straight. 'Understand thiss Mienderson. Sack
Catriona and Miss Haydon and | will leave as wealbn't believe one word

of this distasteful piece of garbage. | agreaifrtunate that the name of
the Trust should have been draggedin . . .'

'My name too, Mr Milner.'

'‘But Catriona is not to blame for that," he congidas if she had not spoken.
'l can't imagine this was printed with her knowledy consent."

'If you and Miss Haydon do anything so ill-judgédt, Milner, | shall close
the centre down.' Mrs Henderson spoke with coldlifiyn

'Oh, no." Catriona could bear no more. '‘Andrew, yaustn't! These people
need you. | can get another job. She can't saclangeay, because |—I
resign. | couldn't stay, knowing how Mrs Hendersegards me.'

She picked up her handbag with trembling hands.

'l think that is probably the most satisfactoryusmn.' Mrs Henderson sat
down. 'Mr Milner will arrange for a week's wagedwsent to you.'

Catriona shook her head. 'That won't be necessging.'tried to smile at
Andrew's concerned face. 'Goodbye, Andrew. Pleagegysodbye to Jean
and the others for me."

"This isn't the end of it, Catriona.' He took hand. 'I'll be in touch.'



It wasn't until Catriona was on her way back toftaethat she realised she
still carried Mrs Henderson's copy of tk&obe. Sitting in the tube, she
unfolded it and re-read the offending piece. SHede if she had been
kicked. Surely there must be some comeback agaisstind of outrageous
gossip, she told herself vehemently, but her de&awilted when she
studied the photograph. It was such a damning méeeidence. And she
had told Roger Hunt that she was doing Jason'selnar&. But where had
he got the other details—the fact that she sang—Fthet? All the facts
stated in the piece were correct. Her only compl@onld be in the way they
were represented, but even here she was not sher gfound.

The train started off again with a jerk and Cataideaned back in her seat,
closing her eyes wearily. Her only comfort was g@afew people knew her
in London. But the same could not be said for Jablam eyes flew open,

and hot colour flooded her face as the realisdiimst upon her.

She had been solely concerned with the articléstefipon herself. She
had not stopped to consider that she was not tlyepanson involved.
Had he seen the column? she wondered franticabbywbluld know, if
anyone did, whether anything could be done tolpair¢cord straight.

She got out at the next station and found a telepHmoth. She got
through to Home Counties Television and was putugh to Jason's
office, But it was Diane who answered. Mr Lord, stes told, had left
for home some time before.

Catriona left the Underground and hailed a passmgto take her to
Belmont Gardens. They were already pulling intolittle square before
the first doubts about the wisdom of her actionametp creep into her
mind, but she put them firmly to one side as she thee driver. She was
to blame, she knew that. She had talked to thertexpand allowed a
photographer into his flat. Jason was entitledt@xplanation at least.

She bit her lip as she ran up the steps to thexgheafront door and
pressed the bell long and hard. Her heart wasrgeatimercifully as she
stood there, willing Jason to be at home, to ansiaedoor.

At last, the door opened.



'What do you want?' The harshness in his voicewaase than she could
have imagined.

'Please let me in." Her voice was pleading, breathl 'l must see
you—tell you . . ." She held out the crumpled copthe Globeunder his
icily contemptuous gaze. He was turning away. Henkaoing to let her
speak. With all her strength, Catriona threw héraghinst the closing
door, pushing past him into the hall. There sheddum, her eyes dark
with trouble, trying to control her hurried breatgiand calm herself
sufficiently to speak.

For a terrified moment, she thought Jason was goifigrcibly eject her
from the house. Then, with a shrug, he opened dhage door and
ironically bowed her towards it.

The first thing she saw was tldobe,open at the gossip page, flung down
on the sofa. She swung towards him.

"You must let me tell you how it was.’

'Explanations aren't necessary,' he said with d &incontrolled violence.
'Whatever twisted little reasons you may have lwadHis—hatchet job on
my privacy, they must have seemed good to youeatithe. Nothing else
matters.'

'But it does,' she insisted, and to her horror Migon blurred and misted.

'Oh, God!" He spoke with disgusted weariness. ¥eweck in the book!
How many times have | got to tell you that tears'tdework with me?’

'I'm not going to cry.' Catriona thrust back thargseand her chin came up
with some of its old defiance. 'But you won't list® me, and you must.'

He threw himself into a chair and stared at hey,dyes hard and inimical.
"You have my undivided attention.’



So she told him about it—her meeting with Roger tHand his arrival at
the flat while she was doing the housework, alltfiggivings she had felt at
the time.

‘Then—afterwards, it went completely out of my hé&the did not dare to
look at him, to remind him of the events which kéged everything else
from her memory. 'l suppose he must have startdthdoout about the
Trust—and when he discovered | worked there, ittrhase—jogged his
memory. So-he wrote this.'

There was a long silence. Then, 'What kind of d @lmoyou take me .for?'
Jason demanded, and Catriona shrank a: the menacevoice. 'Didn't it
occur to you that if you'.: told me at the begimnimmight have been able to
put a stop to it before it even started?"

'I—I did try to contact you . . .’

'So you said. What was to stop you telling Diang, secretary? She's
perfectly capable of putting the skids under Hurt his breed. That's one of
the things she's paid for.'

'I didn't think of that."

"You didn't think!" he lashed her. 'Oh, you thoughtright. | could even
have put the idea into your head. | said it woddte perfect revenge if you
told everyone | was Jdrsle. But Ididn'tbargainfor this—slime of lies and
innuendo. What possessed you to tell them all tafely not more
publicity for that beloved centre of yours? | dahihk they'll thank you for
this sort anyway.'

'I've got the sack,' Catriona said tightly. 'Thati® reason why | came here.
| thought if | explained to you how it happeneduymight talk to Mrs
Henderson—convince her it isn't true.’

‘The next time | speak to Mrs Henderson will belonair tonight,’ he said.
'What happened? Didn't the stalwart Andrew speakouyou, or did he
back hastily away when he found the goods werenseband?



She looked at him bewilderedly. 'That's a crueigto say!

'Perhaps. Is that why you prefer well-meaning eefials like Andrew?’
He flung up a hand to stop the protest already ifmgron her lips. 'Oh yes,
Catriona, he is ineffectual or he could have sodetAlice Henderson a
long time ago. He has the majority of the othestgas on his side already.
All he needed was to push a little. He's a nice, uy he needs someone
else to do his dirty work for him. Do you see thatyour future role?"

'I've told you, I've got the sack,' she said, heuth trembling in spite of
herself.

He laughed angrily. 'l suppose you'd forgotten thatice has a nasty way
of backfiring. God! | knew I'd made you angry ahéis—but this! What in
hell made you do it? You can't still be angry witte over the Jeremy
business, surely?'

'No." Catriona shook her head dazedly. Jeremy sgéoriee part of another
world, a different existence.

‘Then didn't it occur to you that labelling youfssed my mistress would hurt
no one but yourself? I've never claimed to live l&ksaint, after all, but you
... even when | was holding you, | would have swygou were innocent.'

He stopped abruptly and rose from his chair, hesayarrowing as if a new
and not particularly palatable thought had comhite. For a moment he

stood in silence, staring at her until she feltathkinder his bleak, abrasive
glance.

Then he laughed, softly and without amusement|dingh chilled Catriona
more than his previous anger and she stepped lsduk @ame towards her.

'So that was it," he said, his voice too pleasambok no for an answer,
didn't I, Catriona, when all the time you reallynted to say yes. How
thoughtless of me not to have been more persuaBerdlaps you aren't the
innocent you seemed, but you played the part tdh dagling. | apologise
for being taken in.’



He was reaching for her and she braced her hawydyg to push him away
from her. 'No—Jason. Please! You're wrong. | . . .'

'l think we'll forget the word "no".' She was notatafor his strength as he
pulled her against him. His mouth, sensually pesisga teased the lobe of
her ear. 'Poor little. Catriona! All that wishfliinking, and | really had no
idea. | was convinced you were saving yourself faarriage arid the
well-meaning Andrew, but if it was really my beduyawanted all the time,
darling, you only had to drop me a hint in privateere was no need to take
a half-page ad in a newspaper.'

Catriona was shaking as if she stood in a high wihd words seemed to
sear against her skin, now tinglingly alive undisrdaressing mouth.

‘Jason, you—we mustn't. . ."Why not?' He lifted imehis arms and was
striding with her to the door. 'You invented thetitn. Why shouldn't |
make it fact?'

She kicked and struggled all the way to his roomt he took no more notice
than if she had been a troublesome child. He kitkedloor closed behind
them and carried her to the bed, dropping her almegligently into the
centre of that luxurious black and silver quiltH&Y a pity I'd already made
the bed. But you can always make it again aftersa¥du did say that was
your particular—forte?"

She gave a little protesting cry, but it was smmtieunder the merciless
pressure of his mouth. She could fight no more.shik could do was lie
rigid in his embrace and show him that he was wrdimgit she didn't want
him. ..

It was a silent battle and over almost as soohtelibegun. Catriona's head
was still whispering 'No' even as her body meltedar his expert hands. It

was her own urgency, her own desire she could ngelodeny. She was

returning his kisses, her trembling body acknowlegdpis mastery.

At last, he took his lips from hers and sat up. $faéched him, her eyes
widening endlessly as he pulled off his tie anéwhit to the floor beside the



bed, then began to unbutton his shirt, tuggingeié ffrom his close-fitting
grey denim pants.

‘Touch me, Catriona.' His voice might be soft, ibutas a command, not a
request.

Very tentatively she sat up, until she was halfelimg beside him, then

slipped her hands inside his open shirt. His skas warm and smooth and
the rapid beat of his heart under her fingertigsrsed to echo the thunder of
her own clamouring pulses. Suddenly shy, she patsgdis hands came
up instantly, capturing hers and holding them agjairs body.

He half groaned her name, propelling her back agaive pillows, his lips
seeking hers with a demand that scared and exadtedt the same time.
Catriona lost all sense of time as she lay thetesrarms. Right and wrong
had no meaning any more in a world where the agdity was the weight
of his body, vibrant in its masculinity, againstrsieEvery nerve ending,
every pulse in her body was asking a question fockvJason alone had the
answer.

Then, suddenly, she was alone. For a moment stibdag bewildered, then
she felt her cheeks grow hot as she realised hé imang left her to finish

undressing. But at last the silence in the roomemved her and she lifted
herself on to her elbow and looked for him. He wtmding staring out of
the window, his back turned to her, but he musehasard her movement
because he turned.

‘Jason?' Her voice shook a little as she stretoheter hand, willing him to
come back to her.

He walked to the bed and stood looking down at hgmpring her
outstretched hand.

"You'd better get dressed,' he said curtly.
She glanced down at herself, crimsoning as shiseeldor the first time the

disarray his seeking hands had created, then lesrssught his, dismayed,
as she took in what he had said.



‘Jason—what's wrong?' All her longing for him eathdae the pitiful little
query.

He gave a mirthless laugh. 'Just about everythidgay. Or wouldn't you
agree?'

She bent her head. 'Was it me?' she asked inadow. 'Did | do something
wrong? | didn't know . . .’

'‘No!" His violence startled her. 'Dear God, if yonly knew . . ." He shook
his head. 'lt's not anything you did, Catriona. \that you are."'

She was dragging her clothing together, fumblinthule fastenings with
hands that shook. 'And what am 1?' she appealeidton the verge of tears.

His eyes held hers. "You're what | thought originabe said quietly. 'l
know now—it isn't a pretence, all innocence. K¥albecause you're still a
virgin.'

'And that makes a difference?' She tried hard ttestout it was a failure.

'It does to me,' he said sombrely. 'For one thinmposes limitations which
| don't feel inclined to accept right now. But thare other—less selfish
reasons why | should get you out of here beforeraayharm is done."'

'Is all this supposed to stop me wanting you?'asthed in a low voice.

'l made you want me." His voice was equally quiehrought you here
because | was angry, and that's why I'm telling tgogo. A girl should be
taken in love, not anger— especially the first time

She wanted to tell him that she had love enougloter his anger and her
jealousy of Moira, and every other emotion thatldozonceivably keep

them from each other, but the tears were salt ohgseand the words would
not come.

Jason's eyes looked broodingly down on her. "Yoodhk me one clay.
Passion doesn't heal wounds, you know. It simpBnspdeeper ones. One



day you'll meet a man you can—care for in all ttegysvthere are, and you'll
be able to give yourself to him without regrets' Walked to the door. 'I'll
get you a taxi.'

By the time it was at the door, Catriona had regisome measure of
self-control. It took all the remnants of her pridavalk past him in the hall
as he held the door open for her.

Quietly and without a backward glance she went dthersteps, got into the
cab and gave the driver her address.

As the taxi pulled away, it passed another car wkas just entering the

square. Catriona looked back for one last, hungmypge of him and saw

that the car had stopped in front of the flat. dheupant got out and ran up
the steps to the open door where Jason was waheywas wearing black
with a wide, floating cape and her red-gold hagaghed in the late sunlight.
Sick at heart, Catriona watched Moira Dane go Jatson's arms before the
door shut, closing them in together.

It had been raining for most of the day, a softsgent drizzle which
seemed to penetrate even the most waterproof tifictp Catriona sat by
the fire in Mrs McGregor's kitchen re-reading Sallgtter.

Ten days had passed since her precipitate fligith ftondon back to
Torvaig and the refuge it seemed to offer. Butlshek deceived herself, she
thought, staring across the homely room to theastieg window. There
was no solace for her here. In fact the tormerteasffeelings for Jason
seemed somehow intensified by the very remoterfethe willage and the
lack of diversion.

She had had no very clear idea of what she waggoido in Torvaig when
she had left that morning, bringing the bare esalsnwith her in the old
rucksack. Her clothes and other possessions shadcadhulated, even her
guitar, were still at the flat, and she had writterSally, enclosing some
money and asking her to have them sent on. Shéhbadht vaguely that
she might stay at Muir House, that perhaps Mrs Muaokh might



accommodate her for a while in return for some kétph the housework,

but she was soon disabused of that notion. Busiwassnot brisk enough
for that, Mrs Mackintosh had told her, her thin rfoget in lines of

discontent. She had bought Muir House as a goingera, but she felt she
had been sadly deceived. If things didn't pick opns they were going to
put the place back on the market and away bacKasgBw.

Catriona had almost been ashamed to present hatselfs McGregor's
door, but the warmth of her welcome had overwhelimed She had been
drawn inside, presented with a large cup of stegnéa, clucked and
exclaimed over, and then driven upstairs inexorébhye tiny spare room
with its narrow bed. With amazing tact, Mrs McGredad ignored the
dark shadows under her unexpected guest's wistéd, end her patently
ringless hands. She simply behaved as if the timieondon had been a
temporary aberration from which Catriona was nowtatiully, recovered.

She sent her out for long walks over the hills alwhg the shore, filled her
plate with wholesome food, and waved a dismissiardhat Catriona's
insistence that she must leave and find herselban Glasgow, maybe, or
Inverness.

'‘Och, there's no hurry. No hurry at all," was b svould say.

But she would have to find something to do soorri@aa thought. Sally's
letter had made her feel restless, an all-too-mie&minder of the world she
had left behind.

Sally had been incredibly kind that night, she tjiidu When she realised
that Catriona was determined to catch the firgshtbeck to Scotland the
next day, she had not attempted to argue with hgrnaore or ask any
disturbing questions. And both she and Julie hattamed their curiosity
nobly over the article in th&lobe.

She could not bring herself to watch the televigotoagramme about the
centre. She had pleaded the necessity of an @ghiwith the long journey
ahead of her and gone to bed, only to lie awakee&es straining to catch
any sound from the sitting room where Julie andyS@tre watching it. She



had pretended to be asleep when they eventuallye aguetly into the
bedroom. Sally's whispered remark had come cléarher ears, however.

'l felt quite sorry for that woman, in spite of taeful things she said about
the people at the centre. She was absolutely gestrbdon't think she even
knew what was happening to her.’

According to Sally's letter, things were changirgpidly at the centre.
Following the programme, Mrs Henderson had residregosition on the
board of trustees, and a new trust was being workadto include
representatives of several large charitable fouondstwhich had come
forward with offers of financial help. Andrew anelah were being married
in a fortnight's time, the letter continued on arenpersonal note, and Carol
Barton's parents had come to take her home with.the

'‘And | have orders to tell you that Mrs Lamb's Beas turned up,’ wrote
Sally. '‘Apparently he saw the programme on telewisatnd decided he
missed her and the children. He's working in Mastdre so they're all off
there.

'l don't suppose you saunder the Skinhut it was very well received by the
critics, and Hugo is producing Jason's new ong @athe autumn. There's a
rumour that Jason may give up his documentary wodevote himself to
play-writing, but he's pretty tight-lipped abouetivhole thing.’

Catriona folded the sheets of paper and replaaad th the envelope with a
stifled sigh. If Jason did decide to become atiulle playwright, at least he
would have a ready- made leading lady, she thobitfetly.

The rain petered out towards evening and Catritungging on a thick
sweater over her shirt and jeans to counteractliily breeze which had
sprung up, decided to go for a walk along the shefere supper.

The clouds had lifted over the western horizon tiedsun was sinking in a
blaze of baleful red. She wandered down to the vgatelge and stood for a
long time looking out at the dark shapes of thendk. The softly creaming
water lapped within inches of her sandalled feet arswooping gull cried

out, a harsh melancholy sound that made her shieturn away. This had



been her home for most of her life, but suddenéy/fsltt alien and alone. She
walked back up the beach and paused, surprisedasndark figure was
standing on the grass verge of the shore roadfitdethought was that it
must be a stranger because he did not wave aiodadlr as any of the local
men would have done. Then the first tingle of amass began to slide over
her skin.

She halted abruptly, staring towards him, her ayide and incredulous in
her startled face. As if in answer to her hesitgtibe himself moved,
jumping down on to the rock- strewn sand and stgdowards her. When
he was only a couple of feet away from her, hesdp

'Hello, Catriona,' he said, unsmilingly.

‘Jason?' There was still disbelief in her voicee $gan to tremble. 'What
are you doing here?’

'Sally asked me to bring your things from London.’
Whatever she had expected him to say, it wasmn't tha

'l see,’ she said helplessly, after a moment's epall$ien you're on
holiday—or something.’

'Something,' he agreed. His voice was quite pldabahhis grey eyes held
hers with a relentless unswerving gaze.

Her hands twisted together. 'You've chosen an Bbutie-way place.'
"'The choice wasn't mine, Catriona.' She lookednat & question in her eyes
and he took a swift step towards her, his tone menmg. 'Dear God, do |

have to spell it out for you?'

'Yes.' There was a sudden bubble of exultant jsygiinside her. 'Yes,
Jason, | think you do.’

'I'm here because it's where you are—because tiatie | must be. And if
you run away from me again, I'll still come afteuy and I'll keep coming



until I've won you and taught you not to be afrardy more—of me, of life
or anything else.’'

'I'm not afraid,’ she whispered. The joy was shgwam her face now,
trembling in her smile, shining from her eyes. 'Amd yours if you want
me, Jason. |—I always have been.'

He lifted her in a fierce embrace almost off hetféolding her against him
for a long moment before his mouth found hers. Wheeneleased her they
were both breathless. He placed his hands undehieand lifted her face
to his with rough tenderness.

'‘Now tell me why the hell you ran away from meulkin't believe it the
next day when Sal said you'd gone. | had my woaihglanned—flowers,
theatre tickets, dinners for two—even down to thecgal licence burning a
hole in my pocket at this moment.'

She said, faltering a little, 'A—licence? You wémt— marry me?'

'What else?' he said with devastating simplicite. bént and brushed her
mouth lightly with his. His smile teased her. "Whéter solution is there?
All my efforts at seduction have gone sadly awnhope | have better

fortune on our wedding night."'

She flushed, and buried her face in his shirt witittle incoherent murmur.

‘That had better be an acceptance of my propéssaltiand stroked her hair.
His voice held a tremor of laughter. 'l think a hiyefour-hour engagement
is about all | can stand.’

Catriona kept her head resolutely bent. 'Jasont alb@ut Moira?"

‘That was over a long time ago,’ he said abruptyill saw her from time to
time, but she was only part of the defence | waadrto build against you.'

She glanced at him swiftly. 'But she came to tla¢ tthat day—as | was
leaving.'



'So she did," he agreed calmly. 'She'd been haviogg and liquid lunch
with Hugo and he'd told her he was doing my new.dde'd come round to
see if there was a part for her. She soon lostasten me when she found
there wasn't. She told me something else too—slser@gponsible for that
damned piece in th&lobe.Hunt would probably never have bothered to
write it, but she chivvied him into it.'

'‘But why did she do that?'

'‘Because she knew | would hate it," he said fraflklg were—quite close
for a time, and | think she felt we could be ag8&uat you spelled danger, so
she picked the best way she could think of todal relationship we might
have stone dead.’

'‘But when you left me—after her party, you wentlkotacher then.’

'l went back to the party,’ he corrected. 'But fast Moira's sake. My
executive producer and a couple of others weresthed | wanted to talk
over the idea of featuring the Henderson TrusHere and Nowlt meant
reorganising some schedules, so | had to work féstkissed her again. 'So
you were jealous of Moira, were you? Excellent! Ngawu know what |
went through.'

"You couldn't have been jealous of Jeremy,' shiedawly. 'Right from the
start, you knew that would never work.'

'l wasn't thinking of Jeremy,' he said. 'l thougbti were falling in love
with Andrew Milner.’

'‘Andrew?' She gazed at him, frankly increduloust e loves Jean . . .

'l knew that too. | was so afraid for you, my dagli so convinced that you
were going to eat out your heart for the wrong raldover again.’

'l thought you were sorry for me because you'd geet$ was in love with
you," she whispered.



'‘No," he said. 'l never guessed that. | was sougedith trying to fight my
own feelings, | completely misread the whole sitwatBut after | tried to
make love to you at the flat that afternoon, | krniat | could never be
satisfied with just an affair. 1 knew then that Bmted you with me
always--as my wife. The only thing | wasn't surevas if | could make you
want me as a husband. I'm a bad-tempered devil Gkel my own way.

The only thing | can say in my own favour is thédve you.'

‘That's more than enough.'" She smiled up at him fedent, swiftly
pressing his mouth to the tip-tilted corners of liyes.

'It was Sal who put me on the right track,’ he saidlent round to the flat
and demanded to know where you'd gone. | let reef'deshake it out of her
if I had to. Instead she calmly handed me this giet paper with your
address on it and said that as long as | was cotoifigd you, | might as
well deliver your clothes to you as well. She sawdould save having to buy
a trousseau.' He grinned reminiscently. 'l thinkjaw must have dropped,
because she hit me— quite hard, and called mend,ldelfish idiot, among
other things.’

'‘And where are my clothes?' Catriona demanded.

'In the boot of my car.' He rubbed his chin rusfullt's parked along the
road. | still haven't the faintest idea where l'aing to spend the night.’

She hesitated. 'Well, | daresay Mrs McGregor wdud you a corner.’

'Is that where you're staying?' he asked and, whemodded, gave a swift
headshake. 'No, my darling, | prefer to remainlgafea distance until we're
married. I'm not sharing a roof with you until balhave the right to share
your bed.'

'We-ell—' her eyes danced suddenly, 'there's alwdyg House. Mrs
Mackintosh would be delighted, | know. But you magime back with me
now, Jason. Mrs McGregor would never forgive mé didn't bring you
back to supper.’



'l think | can trust myself for that long,' he saidly. He pulled her against
him hard, making her totally aware of his needier. His kiss was long and
deep, just within bounds of self-control. 'Oh, dag]' he said huskily, 'if you
have any mercy at all, don't keep me waiting mociyér.'

Mrs McGregor was sitting by the fire when they cameand she glanced
up from the mail order catalogue she was reading.

'Well now, Catriona.' The situation was assessamhetwinkling look. 'So
this is your man.'

'Yes,' said Catriona.



