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All that glitters

When Jerome Dower stole her heart, her dignityteratar, Rhea suspected
his brother might know the whereabouts of his wrettsibling. Though
normally a woman who always landed on her feeg timme one of them
actually broke and Rhea found herself Leo Dowaenlsauited houseguest.
And his bride.

Leo's offer to make good on his brother's failednpises prompted Rhea's
decision that a brief marriage with a hefty setgdatmight be just deserts
for the Dower family. And with Leo to look at--revge might be very sweet
indeed.



CHAPTER ONE

PUTTING down her suitcases, Rhea massaged her aching aimes.,
shifting her bulging shoulder-pack into a more seqosition, she retrieved
the cases and continued walking.

Anger had kept her going through all the hours shathad been travelling,
and it was that same anger that spurred her on on@widing the tiredness
that seemed to increase with every step. In hécases she carried all the
worldly possessions that fate, in the form of thew,l financial
establishments and other people's trickery, haavalll her to keep.

Now she was on her way to find someone, a man sif®had been told on
reliable authority, cared nothing for others, anhven in particular; who
was harder in nature than granite and who toolkakfé came, using it to the
full and, when he had drained dry that particulagpezience—for
‘experience’, she had been advised, read ‘womauntirepit, and her, out of
his mind and his life, moving on to the next... anel next.

She wished she knew where to look for him. He Ijwdek had been vaguely
told, here in this village in the Yorkshire Daldts. name was Cuttingbeck,
but there was no one around from whom she couldias&tions. Not a soul
walked along the dusty road, nor stood in any dagriw the fitful sunshine.

As she walked, her feet dragging now with tirednassound impinged on
her ears. It rang like iron striking iron, hammeriand pounding, then
stopping with a clatter. Skylarks sang in brilli@hbrus overhead and from
behind a gate in a flower-filled cottage garderog darked fiercely.

The rhythmic hammering started again and, cityluariced though her
hearing was, it could still interpret the meanirighmse sounds. They told
her that, somewhere nearby, there just had to toege, a blacksmith's,
maybe, with someone working there from whom shedcask the way.

Optimism being an essential part of her charastex felt her heart lift at the
prospect of an end to her journey—a long train-ndethwards from the
environs of London. After which, having missed bus with, apparently, a
wait of three hours until the next one, she hadr@deal alternative but to



start out on the three-mile walk which, she hachbhaeérmed by a station
attendant dubiously eyeing her baggage, stretchdgen that station and
the village of Cuttingbeck.

Now and then she had rested, even climbing ovadibpked farm gate and
falling asleep with utter weariness in the breaayshine in the corner of a
field. After a series of sleepless nights, not &ntion weeks of hassle and
worry and emotional devastation, fatigue had finalught up with her.

Unfortunately, as she had climbed back to the rtedold and rickety iron
gate had rocked beneath her and her foot, havumgdfa precarious perch
on a bar, slipped and twisted awkwardly as it h& ground. She had
dropped to join it, rocking to and fro with the paihen, biting her lower lip,
rested back on a suitcase, hugging her throbbiog fo

Pausing now, putting her weight on her undamaggdbea tried to locate
the place from which the hammering, which had stopagain, had come.
To her relief it was resumed, and she tracedthéancient stone- built barn
which stood only a few yards distant. So the mankaid to be a man,
because, she reasoned, surely no woman possessedtsength as the
person working inside that building appeared toekatriad not gone away.

Hovering in the open doorway, she saw the man pasibe leaned over the
anvil, hammer held aloft, postponing the strike iathe had become
conscious of the presence of another human being-stmaperhaps cut off
some of his light?—but unwilling to shift his eyeorin where it was
pinpointed, and turn to investigate.

She hadn't said a word, had scarcely breathedhéwstrike was abandoned
and the hammer lowered. The man looked over higldbq registered her
presence and turned fully to face her.

It was a moment which, to Rhea, seemed to be frozéme. She would
never forget her first sight of him. He was talifwthick black hair, and
stripped to the waist, his torso highlighted antioed by the fire burning
in the wide, blackened grate behind him. He was,lgat muscled, his
waistband sitting low over hips that boasted nenea pinch of spare flesh.



'Yes?' The hammer found a clattering place on ade@odable, the coke fire
spitting as if irritated by the workman's strayatgention.

Rhea tried to speak but found her lips were dryvikig her tongue across
them, she cleared her throat. 'I'm sorry to hateriapted you, but--'

He reached for a black T-shirt, pulling it on, tistrolled towards her, hands
in the pockets of his work- grimed trousers. It vitzen that she felt the full
force of his eyes. They were a steely grey, pigrcamd telling of a
formidable intellect, revealing an interest thatsveisinterested yet coldly
sensual, but whose message held no gladness. dilte)l me what you
want, it said, then go.

Near as she was now, Rhea became aware of howebks and arms
gleamed with a moisture imparted by the heat from fticking flames,

combined with the sheer physical effort the man lbeeh expending. His
upperlip held a sheen which clung to the dark roegk of a jaw that
seemed not to have felt the scrape of a razor fmoa many hours.

His eyes lowered to the suitcases she had droppte tground, taking in
her shoulder-bag and her untidy brown hair, notingr general

dishevelment. She held his gaze and, despite theoedinary havoc it was
causing inside her, tried to read his reaction, Buind only an

uninformative blankness.

'I'm sorry to interrupt you,' she said again, 'Bot new to the area,’ a
self-evident statement which, she supposed, metitedaintly satirical
flick of his brow, 'and I'm looking for someone. &k was no one else
around to ask, so | took a chance and came over g | have to babble
so0? she reproached herself, but the man's wholealer seemed to have
reduced to rubble her powers of verbal self-ceigprsHis name is Leo
Dower, and I'm told he lives in Cuttingbeck. | weneld if you'd heard of
him?' The faintest pause, then, 'I've heard.' Des$r injured ankle, which
had begun to ache alarmingly, a smile of sheegfriiher face. 'So maybe
you could direct me to his house?' He let the gorestang in the air and
she wondered if it was his way of saying no. 'l-ekperately need to talk
to him--'



'‘Business or--' his eyes did a quick raking job Rmea's reflexes quivered
with a cocktail-mix of both excitement and angeipteasure?’

She could not stop the hectic flush. Male this noartainly was, but,
instead of his innuendo annoying her as it shawldier consternation it
made her heart beat faster.

‘Certainly not the latter,’ she returned indigngritlut,’ her shoulders lifted,
'l suppose it could be categorised as businessbiisJust in time, she
stopped herself. She had no intention of giving yavwmay more than
necessary to this arrogant, not to say abrasiaaegr.

His eyes flicked with a faint disparagement to bases. 'You look as if
you've come to stay for a year. Is this man expgggou?' His voice was
even and cultured, bearing no overtones of a redj@ccent.

'Well, no, but... Anyway, I've got no intention @imping myself on him
uninvited. In all the circumstances, I'm sure Hield me very unwelcome. |
thought I might book a room at the local pub. @dfsomewhere that does
bed and breakfast.'

A piece of coke rearranged itself meaningfully,nthessed and flared. It
seemed to be calling the man back to his work.

'OK." He appeared to relent, approaching the dogrimaishing past Rhea,
whose skin through her cotton jacket prickled alagly as his bare arm
made fleeting contact with hers.

He lifted that arm and pointed. It was, Rhea nateghassing, liberally

sprinkled with a layer of dark hair. 'See that Hougack along the street,
branching off to the left? It goes down to the riv€ross by the stone
bridge—you see it?—and his cottage is just ofhleft. You can't miss it.'
He turned back to her. 'He won't be there, buttdenthat worry you. Just
open the door and walk in." His smile mocked herrigd frown. 'It's the

custom in these parts.’

'He won't mind?'



'‘Believe me, he's not the kind of guy to worry @ray or the other.’ His gaze

moved to her hair and, with a curiously familiarwvement that unnerved

her, his hand reached out, his fingers pluckingetieep brown strands and
making a capture. He held it up. '‘Grass? How come?'

There was no need for her to explain, but she"ditien you feel you can't
take another step without a rest,” she told hiructant to confide any
weakness to a man with such obvious strength, difdtlbdy and mind, 'you
find somewhere, anywhere, to do what your braid,yaur body, tell you. |

saw an empty field. My feet and legs took over frivere.'

Plainly comprehending, he moved his mouth in thaldance of a smile.
Thanking him for his directions, Rhea picked up ¢eses.

He was pulling off his T-shirt even before she ntbwavay, seemingly
anxious to return to his work. She felt that heckatl her as she followed
his directions, her tired legs dragging as sheefiver painful foot to take
its share of her weight, not to mention the burdeher cases, resisting the
urge to turn round to check whether her suspicias @orrect.

A silver birch, moving gracefully in full summeregn, lifted itself high by
the bank of the boulder-strewn river which passétiwa forceful stone's
throw of the cottage.

The road went on its winding way up the hill thatl lacross the bare
moorland, but, obeying instructions, Rhea descerfdeah the bridge,

leaving the road by an uneven track which led dawra lawn whose

boundary was the stone-strewn path bordering Yee. ri

Pausing, she looked at the cottage—more of a ragnblio-storeyed house,
really—with its slate-covered roof, its stone-sill@indows tall and wide, a
trellised archway interwoven with wild roses emiséiing the main
entrance door.

‘Just open the door and walk in," he'd said, saghpist that, but knocking
first, in case the owner had returned without th@nger's knowledge.



Silence greeted Rhea's tentative, 'Mr Dower, atehgme?' To make quite
sure, she repeated the question, louder this timeagain there was no
reply. The cases thumped from her stiffened finghes shoulder-pack
hitting the carpet beside them, her undamageddamadaking the strain.

The owner of the cottage, judging by its furnistsingell used but of good
guality, was most decidedly not poverty-strickeut, this she already knew.
Something inside her responded appreciatively éodbuntrified fabrics
covering the sofa and easy-chairs, the theme felibwhrough in the
curtains, all but one of which remained pulled asrfsom the night before.

With a sense of daring, Rhea limped round a lowdeoaable, a rack from
which magazines spilled, and a couple of footstpdéd high with books,
and pushed wide the curtains covering the remaimimglow. The late
afternoon sunlight flooded in, filling the room adazzling her tired vision,
making her acutely aware of her own fatigue.

Looking around, the feeling still strong of havimgspassed, she sank on to
a sofa, glad most of all to be able to rest heslthing ankle. Only now did
she allow herself to lift her trouser leg and irtpthe damage, aghast at
what she found. Her ankle had swollen, her fo&ewiise, having become
puffy and increasingly difficult to move within hehoe.

Rhea knew she should bathe it, bandage it everielbghe had no right to
do even that in a stranger’'s house. When she had fomewhere to stay,
she told herself reassuringly, she would try anghirethe damage with
some plaster from the small first-aid kit she @awith her.

The tranquillity that came with the peace and galledround her was to her
troubled senses like a stroking, soothing hantipatjh, closing her eyes,
she could not prevent her thoughts from turningnrthemselves.

The past returned like a slow-motion playback,rmttin colour. It was all

in black and white, with the brightness turned damd the contrast badly
adjusted, the pictures that followed each otherelentless procession
comfortless and bleak.'What use are you to me nawfan's voice said.
'Why should | hang around now there's nothing foritme? What have you



got to offer except what all women have got? Angnad them know what
to do with it a darn sight better than you.'

'‘But right from the start,’ she whispered back,rified and totally
unbelieving, 'you said you loved me.'

'Of course | said that. What man wouldn't, to d gith all that lovely
money behind her? Devoted parents, her rich dadtdggion her, naming
her his heiress. Some heiress!" He seized her éddrsulhalf shaking her.
'‘And to think I held off all that time, because "Mmy and Daddy" were so
strait-laced and old-fashioned that they might io@tfrom their sight, not to
mention their daughter's life. So | reminded mys®&kry time | got within
smooching distance and nearly overstepped the etk Rhea Hirst's
future fortune was worth holding off for.'

'Why, you--!" She tore away and lifted her han@ghg his cheek. In his
fury, his lips had almost disappeared, but sheheidfear and stood her
ground. 'Get out,’ she spat, 'out of this housecam@f my life. | never want
to see you again!

‘That's OK with me, pal,' he answered, and ranideitgetting into her car,
firing the engine with the keys with which she hadrusted him. 'If you
want this great bit of engineering back," his haadhe through the opened
window and stroked the car's bodywork, 'contacttinneugh my solicitor.
Except that he won't tell.'

The.engine roared under the pressure of his fibgiou want payment for
this car," he shouted, 'my brother will oblige. $Helling in it." He reached
into a pocket and threw an envelope through thedewn 'There's his
address. But give him warning that you're comingnivyou? Otherwise
you might walk into an embarrassing situation. Higt jovesthe opposite
sex. But I've told you that before, haven't 1? 'BRbéea. Thanks for all the
happy memories we never had!'

Tearing off her engagement ring, she ran acrosshandd it into the car
through the open window, then watched helplesslyesown car—it had
become hers when her father had died, being dllstie had managed to
salvage from the wreck of her life—became a meeelsin the distance.



She awoke to sounds that seemed to be muted sotdas mawaken, a

disturbance of air cooling her and making her awétbe dampness on her
cheeks. With the back of her hand she tried totbruaway, but her eyes
seemed to be intent on supplying yet more.

A shuddering sob came from her depths as she afwthk@nd the figure of
a man floated into her still misty vision. He waarsg down at her with
neither condemnation nor welcome, nor even witlprésg... Of course he
wasn't surprised to see her, she told herself Bhafpis was the man,
wasn't it, who had directed her to this cottagef, pdging by the taut line
of his mouth, he seemed more foe than friend. Swinger legs to the
floor, she sat upright.

'‘Are you Leo Dower?' she demanded.
'I'm Leo Dower.'

'Why,' she challenged, 'when | spoke to you inftinge, didn't you tell me
who you were? Why did you pretend to be someore®els

His smile held no mirth. 'l didn't want you to tuand run. There are too
many questions needing answers, Miss Hirst. Likeera's my brother
Jerome?"

"You know who | am?' Unsteadily she got to her [femtrreptitiously
favouring her uninjured foot. His hand reached aie back of it
succeeding in reducing the dampness on her chea®wers had failed.

‘Nursing a secret sorrow?' he queried, with moreatym than sympathy.

She shrank from the contact, slight though it heent but the smooth skin
of her cheeks seemed to have a mind of its owetdined the faint impact
of his touch as if it had actually liked it.

'l know. Jerome sent me an assortment of photogwgfof himself with his
arm round you. An engagement portrait such as tpvih a mite
old-fashioned parents demand.’



His hair was damp, which indicated that he had sned while she had
slept. He pushed his hands into the waistbandeadidink trousers into which
he had changed. His potent cleanliness made hemeore conscious of her
dust-laden self, and she found herself longingafdrath, for a change of
clothes, for a mirror. Then she'd be able to tidy long hair and apply a
little make-up and show this sardonic individuattehe had more feminine
attractions than at that moment he seemed to cemsiek possessed.

'So where's Jerome?' he pursued.

'l wish | knew, Mr Dower,' she snapped. 'He owes+n#, yes, he owes me.
If I ever come across him again, I'll make him pagh-

A cry escaped her and she fell forward, her facenpting with pain. He
caught her, holding her away from him by her arRtsea cursed herself for
her stupidity. Forgetfully she had put some weightto her injured foot,
and the agony was such that she felt she couldyhaedr it.

All the same, with her head rigidly high, she brhber shoulders to pull
from his hold, refusing to display any kind of waaks in front of this
macho, sardonic creature. But through sheer fofdeabit she used the
damaged foot yet again and, with an anguished dgelspgainst him. This
time he permitted the contact, tolerating her aamsthey clamped for
support around his waist.

Her head drooped this time, her cheek of its owsortfinding a resting
place against his chest, the drumming of his Heareath her ear reminding
her of the rhythmic hammering she had heard ashaleapproached the
forge.

An image of his torso, moist and tough and musatei had been when she
had first set eyes on him, flashed before her egmed,a strange excitement
coursed through her, a feeling she suppressediaddt had arisen.

'OK," he eased her from him, 'you can switch cgfrighteous indignation. It
takes two to land you in the mess you're in. Se hede you pregnant.
When's the child due?'



She jerked away and stared up at him. "What child?’

'Oh, come on, now, Miss Hirst, there's no needeteady with me. | know
my brother as if he were part of me.' He releasgdahd she forced herself
to remember to stand on her good leg. "You think'rgothe first young
woman in that kind of trouble that he's pointedny direction?'

Rhea could only stare at him.

'So you're shocked, horrified at what I'm tellinguy he went on, plainly
having no intention of sparing her. 'He'd given yoring, you're thinking,

which surely meant he was genuinely in love withi¥die put on such an
act of devotion you don't believe me?' He shoolked slowly. 'l know his

ways. He's a smooth talker, my brother, the kirad women fall for by the

dozen.’

'l think," she answered fiercely, knowing she diad once fallen for that
'smooth talk’, 'that you're the most arrogant, eagant-minded individual
I've ever--'

'Let's be realistic, Miss Hirst.' There was a fampatience in his tone. 'You
think you're the first—er— lady to come runningrtee for that reason?
Then think again.' He held up his hand, his fingedscating four. 'So far,

that is. You want payment for services rendered?&@Kerome knows only
too well, I'll oblige. All the others went away &died with the sum of

money | offered them."’

'Oh! You're no different from your brother!" Herrfthitched to make
stinging contact with his cheek as it had with dests. 'You're both as
callous, as unscrupulous, as uncaring of peomelsfjs as each other!

'‘Uncaring?' He seemed really angry now. Those gyeg held the flash of
steel. 'You call my offer of help amcaringact?'

Rhea took a sharp breath. Maybe he was right, mewhe own eyes he
wasdoing his best to right the wrong he thought hether had inflicted.



If only she hadn't injured herself, she frettedonity she could pick up her
belongings and walk out.

"You have the effrontery to call me callous,’ heswaying, 'when I'm doing
the honest thing, uninvolved though | am, and aifgryou cash as some
kind of reparation for the coming total disruptiminyour life- brought about

not by me, but by my brother?'

‘Thank you for your kind gesture,' she answeredllgyv'but--' There is no
child, she had been about to say, but at that mbhegruninjured leg started
shaking under the stress of keeping her uprightstiedsank back on to the
sofa, white-faced with pain.

He frowned down at her, and she remembered thaollel not know the

reason for her distress since the leg of her jaahthe swollen flesh around
her foot and ankle. If she could manage to stak&isfintruding questions
and remain there for an hour or two until the singlsubsided, she would
probably be able to make it to the local inn and faw days make her way..
.where?

In the depths of the nightmares that had followehe's departure, when
she had felt so utterly alone, the idea had taketh of seeking out this
unknown relative, as Jerome had suggested. Somédbdtuy Dower family
owed her, and who better to make that paymentttiehbrother called Leo?

'OK.' Leo's voice was hard. He plainly thought that show of pain was
staged for his benefit. 'Let's quit the melodramatutine, shall we? Then
you can tell me what it is you want.’

She knew now, beyond doubt, what she wanted. Itrexsnge—revenge
for all the unhappiness and misery that his brotiaerinflicted on her... for
the lies, the double dealing, the fraud he hadgieafed and the destitution
she now found herself in, but, most of all, for thay he had emptied her
life of feeling, of meaning, of love itself...

'Strange that my brother cagbu adrift,’ Leo was saying, arms folded,
expression malely appreciative, although overlaithwa measure of



contempt. 'Yet not strange. Amber eyes that shodll a man, yet they're
cool enough to make him shiver. | wonder why.'

He considered her for a few moments.

'A face the shape of a heart," he went on, 'butowit the warmth that keeps
that vital organ beating.' He shook his head. 'Hew | believe what I've
heard? That this time my little brother had hit jgeekpot? He'd got himself
engaged, he said, to a girl who had everything. oy was she sexy, he
told me, but she also had a fortune behind heniéed, of course, he said,
that he was nice to her daddy and watched his Bteplaying the
old-fashioned gentleman, in public at least, towdh# daughter whom the
father, not to mention the mother, worshipped.'

Hearing Jerome's exact sentiments confirmed bypitiless man, hearing
the truth as Jerome had so cruelly spelled it otheé weeks following her
parents' deaths, hit Rhea like a hammer blow. Sthddy she vowed, get
even with the Dower family as unscrupulously, akudatedly, as its

younger son had robbed her, Rhea Hirst, of allshathad held most dear.

'Except,’ Leo Dower went on, his dark gaze rakiag ft's plain he didn't
keep to his resolve. | could never in a million ngeamagine my brother
playing the "gentleman” where his girlfriends.bdg your pardon,’ with
sardonic courtesy, ‘'fiancees... are concerned.’

The telephone rang distantly and Leo, with a BEsttuse me', opened a
door which, Rhea noted with a turn of the headgeapgd to lead into an
inner hall. Stairs could be glimpsed rising to tipper floor. Her heart sank.
In pain as she was, how could she hope to make tihat staircase to the
bathroom?

'Sonya!" His voice carried clearly, and to Rhearls ¢here was no mistaking
the softening of his tone. 'The gates are cominggafine. Timmy thinks
he's cracked the problem of the mechanism. Tonighg?, maybe, maybe
not. I'll get back to you on that.'

There was a pause and Rhea could see Leo's fiapedthead turn in her
direction as he leant against the wrought-irorsraflthe banisters.



'I've got a "problem" of my own right now,' he wamt. Rhea was sure she
heard a high-pitched groan. 'Yeah, another of Jemrast-offs has just
presented herself on my doorstep.' He had maddtemgat to lower his
voice. 'Strangle my brother?' He laughed, and & stach a good sound that
it sent shivers up and down Rhea's spine. 'Maytik dbne day. As you and

| know, he does have this compulsion to keep pivis virility. . ,One
more of his little bundles of joy sent my way annhight just, next time,
send the lady back and force Jerome to face uis t@$ponsibilities and the
consequences of his actions.' He turned away, log/éis voice at last and
conversing about private matters.

How | wish, Rhea fretted, wincing at the pain in feot which, instead of
receding, was growing by the minute, | could gdrigver to that door and
slam it shut. So the macho older version of Jerdwaer was still
convinced she was in 'that certain condition'?hiet, she thought, her head
resting back, her mind trying to fight the agony imury was causing, not
only to her foot now, but to the rest of her body.

It didn't matter what he thought, because befong lshe would be on her
way again, although heaven knew where. It was alsvibat her journey
had been in vain. Leo Dower knew no more of Jermwbereabouts than
she did. Which meant that he couldn't retrieve daarfrom his brother's
illegal possession any more than she could. Bug, atmitted again, all
these things had not been the only reason why sldentade the trek
northward to a man she had never met.

A curious kind of instinct, dredged up from bened#tie floor of her
subconscious mind, coupled with an overpoweringjtioin, had instilled in
her a conviction that, after the upheaval and tinesil that life in the past
few months had flung at her, the place she waglirag towards, unknown
to her though it might be, was a kind of blissfahstuary, beckoning her on.



CHAPTER TWO

'IF YouD like to freshen up,' Leo Dower stood before hemds in the
pockets of his dark trousers, 'the bathroom's @psthirs. Unless you've
already found your way there?"

Rhea shook her head. 'Do you,' she asked, herréingfjessed, 'have a
cloakroom downstairs?'

He looked faintly puzzled, then shrugged. 'If yotdllow me, I'll show
you.'

Gritting her teeth, Rhea made to stand, tentatipelying some weight on

her injured ankle. She just managed to suppres$sieks but a strangled

gasp of pain did escape her throat. She knew tharshe couldn't make it
anywhere, not a single step, under her own steanatWas more, she had
to face the appalling fact that it would take mtran the couple of hours
she had estimated for the swelling, which was noawding her shoe to

bursting point, to go down.

'What the hell--?' He had returned to stand intfadrher as she sank on to
the sofa again. She unintentionally glanced dowd,tee followed her gaze.
Crouching, he lifted her left foot, the undamagee,ahen pushed up the
other trouser-leg.

'Please,’ she gasped, white-faced, ‘just—just tmunch it!"

'For...God's...sake!' He stared at the ankle areRBaw with horror the size
it had swelled to. 'How far did you count on gomgh that?' His hands
sprang to action, sliding beneath her, easing bdy lsideways so that her
legs were resting on the sofa.

His tone might have been harsh, Rhea reflectedaabstly, but his hands
which, as she had withessed from the door of tmgefopossessed the
strength to hammer and bend and fashion objectsfonttn, were so gentle
that she almost wept.



A couple of tears did escape, she could not stemtiShe had been tired
before, but fatigue plus agony was, as she was#sing, almost too much
to bear.

Leo stood abruptly, fingers spread on hips, jawshrforward, eyes
narrowed. 'When?' he asked. 'Where and how?"

Haltingly, she explained how she had rested inctir@er of a field. 'As |
climbed back, the gate wobbled under me. It wasdaan its hinges and
rusty, and my foot lost its hold when the bar | wtending on broke. The
gate went over with me. | did rest it back intogelén case the sheep got out,
but--'

"You mean you carried on walking?'

'l had no alternative, had 1? Anyway, it didn't hguite so much then.' She
turned away. 'I'm sorry—it's not really your contedust drive me to the
nearest pub or hotel and I'll take it from there."’

‘The nearest hospital, more like it,’ he countegdadhly. His hands slid
under her again and he lifted her, making for tireer hall.

'Where--?' she asked, holding her head stiffly gigrithen realised with
some embarrassment just where he was taking hermpudbed at the
cloakroom door with his foot and slid her down. Steod on her uninjured
leg, her hand against the wall.

'Call when you're ready,' he threw over his shauddehe walked away.

Beneath her pallor, her skin was suffused with pihdugh and hard his
exterior might seem, she thought, not to menti@itimer man too, but he
didn't seem quite as devoid of finer feelings asde had made him out to
be.

'Where are you taking me?' she asked a few mortegatsas he put her into
his car, a low-slung, clearly expensive vehicleahhstood in the rear yard
that gave on to the road.



‘The nearest hospital. | rang the local doctor landaking his advice.'

'‘But, Mr Dower," she protested, 'there's no needdo to put yourself out
like this. | wished myself on you. I'm not eveniawvited guest.’

'What kind of a guy do you think | am that you amsu can ditch you, my
brother's girlfriend, in the condition you're in?"

What condition? she wanted to ask, but decidedttib §o. The answer was
obvious anyway. Closing her eyes, she felt the paish over her.

The second time Rhea walked into Leo Dower's halsewas on crutches.
‘There's no need for you to stay,' she had told dsnthey had waited for
attention at the hospital.

He hadn't even deigned to answer, striding abauinhiting area, picking
up, skimming through and discarding magazines, stadng through the
windows as ambulances came and went.

Once or twice he had come to sit beside her, thmgWwimself into the chair
as if it had done him an injury. Rhea had felt shaldn't blame him for
resenting the situation into which she had plunged but if it hadn't been
for his brother, she had reasoned, she wouldrthdreat all, would she?

Now he walked beside her, watching her slow, uncotable progress as
she gritted her teeth and did her very best to keefoot, which a cast now
embraced from knee almost to toes, from any comidictthe ground. It was

no easy matter, she discovered, doing even suichpdesthing as lowering

herself into a chair.

Hands in pockets, Leo looked down at her, and agaked her head and
sought his eyes she felt again the same kind afksa® she had experienced
at their first encounter. Try as she might, howesee still could not read
his thoughts. But, she told herself, she didn'tneedid she?



Being apparently too polite to express his feelimgsvords, inwardly he
was almost certainly cursing her presence, noteaotion her link with his
brother. No doubt he was trying to work out a wayidding himself of her
as quickly as he could arrange it.

‘Thank you for all you've done,' she said, to gatrhind at rest about her
immediate intentions. 'Now, if you would be kincbeigh to give me a drink
of water, then take me to the hotel--'

'What hotel?'

'‘As you can see, I'm able to walk now,' she gedttoehe crutches, 'after a
fashion. | don't expect it will take me long torle@o manoeuvre myself up
and down the stairs. So--'

He stood unmoving, just staring down.

'l can't stay here,' she remonstrated, her vosieg; 'not for the two weeks
they said I'd have to keep the plaster on.’

'Do you really believe I'd turn my brother's fiaraaut?"

I'm not his fiancee," she cried, 'nor even his girlfrieridlon't you
understand? He's stolen my car, taken things thetlly value that I'd
packed in it. Not only that, I'll never forgive hifor all the other things he's
done. He's wrecked my life, he's--'

'OK, OK, he's a miserable swine. That's what theerst called him. I've
heard it all before.' Leo's broad shoulders litted fell. 'If you'll excuse my
saying so,’ he said coldly, 'if women—and, appdyenyou are no
exception—are so stupid as to line up to be illduaied pushed around by
types like my brother—who, to me,is so transpayeatit only for his own
ends—that's their fault. What puts my back-up & tre always sends them
to me to pick up the pieces.’

'You," Rhea raged, goaded almost beyond enduraypdeisbdismissive
manner, ‘are just as unfeeling and uncaring as poother, except that



you're even more macho.hlate him, do you understand? And because
you're so like him in character, I--'

"You hate me too." Another shrug. 'l can take ihywdon't you recite the
usual list of accusations? I'm a cold fish, heastlenade of stone, et cetera.
Take it or leave it, that's my way. All the sameulye staying here.' He went
through into the inner hall, returning with the eashe had asked for.

She drank thankfully and greedily. It was the fiigtiid that had passed her
lips since very early that morning.

'‘Another?' He took the proffered glass, smilinghigi as she nodded. "It
seems | might have to warn the water authoritiémton the alert in case the
reservoirs run dry.' He returned with the filledgs. "There's a bed made up
in the guest room. You can have that. And," hisdhthrust out, covering her
mouth as she made to protest, 'you should have nyldorother "no",
shouldn't you, before he landed you in your presszgs?’

Once again she frowned, about to ask, What messh whce again she
realised what he was implying. She stayed silemenEf she told him, she

reasoned, that there was no way he could be nighisi assumption about
her 'condition’, that there had been no true intyr@etween her and Jerome
because Jerome had had his own selfish, and setésted reasons, Leo
Dower wouldn't have believed her.

Their evening meal over, Leo stood, hands in hikets, and looked down

at her. He had cooked the food, carrying in a lallg so that Rhea could eat
from it while still seated on the sofa. He had garher and, having switched
on the television, consumed his meal while watclaipgogramme about the
history of art.

'l won't apologise for the informality,” he haddsdooking a little mockingly
at her from across the room, 'but it's my way. Bgiog to the moneyed
classes as you do--'

Rhea shook her head. 'Did. Past tense.'



His cynical smile dismissed her statement. 'If ragygoing ways go against
the grain—your grain, then--' An expressive shrisgnissed any objections
she hadn't even thought of making.

Now she said, 'There's no need to look at me geuf like to send me
down the nearest rubbish chute. If you want to kee date with your lady
friend, please don't let me stop you.'

His eyebrows flicked up and down, then he seemeadake up his mind.

Surprising her, he bent to pick up the containepaihkillers which the

hospital had prescribed, shook out two on to a papsue he had pulled
from a nearby box and left them on the low talfler you, should you need
them in my absence," he said. Then he pocketecbtitainer.

"You can stop looking outraged,’ he added, rattiivegconfiscated tablets.
'It's merely a precautionary measure.'

'‘But I'm not like that," she protested. 'In my vjdife is for the living. And
I'm a fighter. 1 don't give in to adverse circunmstas--'

'l had noticed," he commented drily.

'‘And," she went on, 'no matter how much of a megdifeamight be in I'd
never take anything that might bring it to a praimatend. | assure you, Mr
Dower--'

'For God's sake," he broke in irritably, 'makeeoL| am, after all, almost
your brother-in-law." She started to protest tfaias so wrong, for some
strange reason not liking the 'brother' idea ottke Ibit, but he went on

unperturbed, 'Maybe you wouldn't take drastic messsdin your normal

state, but bearing the scars as you do of my brsth@suse, I'm taking no
chances. The others who came here--'

'But I'm not--'

‘Not like them? I'm taking no chances.’



I'm not pregnant, she had been going to confdsstatbut he had prevented
her from doing so. It was her business anywaytaldeherself. 'If it makes
you happy,' she tossed at him with a long-suffesiigd, leaning back.

He considered her again, and under his intensdirsgrshe felt her toes
curling and her palms growing moist. There was laotec quality in his
eyes, something in them that made her squirm ars itwgide, then let the
tension snap, reaching out and...

'‘Before you go,' she burst out, wanting to disthastattention from her and
to give herself time to bring her wayward reactibask under her reason's
calmer control, 'would you mind bringing me a glabwater, in case | need
to take the two tablets you've beerkgud as to allow me to keep?'

He obliged, from the door advising her with a haffile not to get drunk on
it.

Rhea's head sank back and she let the silences dntipty cottage wash
over her. Her reaction to Leo Dower both puzzled w&orried her, and she
wished more than ever that she had been able toouabf his life as easily
as she had walked into it.

Staying right where she was, she knew instinctivesld greater dangers
than the world outside could ever offer. Dangeheo equilibrium, which
she had only just regained after her devastatipgmences at the hands of
authority and the powers-that-be, and, most ofoalé man's unscrupulous
behaviour.

Also, danger to her future well-being, not physidalt to her inner peace,
which she was still struggling to rediscover, bhiieh so far had eluded her.
One thing she knew for certain: the man who hatyasked out of the door
wouldn't give that peace back to her.

Operating the remote control, she tried to forger hroubles by
concentrating on the film. In spite of everythirstpe found it so gripping
that, when it was over, she returned with a shockeality and pain. The
grandfather clock told her from the inner hall thatas eleven o'clock. It



also told her that the effect of the two painkijitablets she had taken some
hours before had worn off.

Swallowing the two that Leo had left her, she drdrkwater, then looked
around. No man, she thought with unusual cynicisoyld leave the arms
of his lady love—and she was convinced that thg tadled Sonya to whom
he had gone was just that—before the early hotiisdeed the man in
guestion ever left his lady before morning dawned.

Since she was too uncomfortable to stay where stsefar the night, she
gave the low table a small push to clear a sphee, slowly swung first one
leg, then the other, to the floor. Having encowdennly a little pain, and
therefore feeling pleased with herself, she readibedhe crutches and
levered herself to her feet.

She made straight for the stairs and, grittingteeth, climbed painfully up
them. Now and then she stopped for breath, forogrgelf to look neither
up, for discouragement, nor down, through fear,intak to the top, feeling
beads of moisture on her forehead and clammindssrihands.

Walking along the landing, by elimination she fouhd guest room. It was
soberly furnished in browns and dark greens, itpery practical rather
than pretty. The bed, as Leo had claimed, had Ineste up, and she
wondered how many overnight visitors he entertathatihe found it worth
his while to keep the room in a state of readiness.

In the bathroom along the landing she looked vatiging at the tub, but in
her present state there was no question even i tis¢ shower. Washing
herself as thoroughly as she could, she took altram a pile which she
found on a chair.

By the time she had managed to remove her clothesnage about in her
cases for a nightdress to wear, pulling it on amétisg herself sideways
beneath the bedcover, she had, she discovered,ugssesery scrap of
energy she hadn't even realised she possessed.

Bed was a haven, a paradise of softness, and stie sk, totally
exhausted, into its welcoming comfort. But, trysag might, sleep escaped



capture. The events of the day built up in her miomitk on relentless brick,
into a wall that had to be scaled before the lorAgedstate of

unconsciousness was achieved that would give Bpiteefrom the pain of
her injury and rest from the commotion of her thiotisg

There was the rustle of the breeze through leamdsttee sound of water
flowing, which told Rhea that the guest room ovekied the river, and was
therefore at the rear of the cottage. There weherobight sounds too,
unfamiliar to her suburban-accustomed ear, sourfdshwwere no doubt
natural to the countryside, but which causétdisaonof fear to run down her
spine.

The scrunch of car wheels swerving to a halt orptirking area at the front
of the house made her still- alert brain go interdvive. Despite the fact
that her reason told her that, since midnight hestl $truck on the clock
downstairs, it was probably Leo returning, her imagon, in conspiracy
with her almost helpless state, made her fingeaspgythe bedcover in a
trembling hold.

As swift footsteps took the stairs, she forced ¢léte face the truth—that it
hadn't really been the fear of an unknown strangeuding with ill intent,
but the imminent reappearance on her particulanescé her host, Leo
Dower. In her tired and defenceless state, shaufetual to him in every
way.

'Miss Hirst,' he shouted, 'where the hell--? RH&a--

All she could do was to stare as Leo Dower strotie the room. 'It's you,'
she managed hoarsely, her mouth dry with the festritadn't completely
left her.

'Of course it's me," he threw back, hands on Wgko else could it be? Or
did you hope it was Jerome returned to hug youggénitent bosom?’

Rhea stared back at him, resenting his vigour, lwvhad not diminished in
spite of the late hour, the muscularity of his 8uNhich, because of his
height, he carried so easily, the powerful lifeafiog through him which,



unless she built impregnable sea defences arowntlithulent femininity
within her, might break out and surge towards s@gamping her totally.

‘Tell me something,' he said conversationally, iftddhis arms, but Rhea
was sure that underneath his smooth manner thexrenee than a spark of
irritation, 'how did you get yourself into this b&d

'Well," she returned, aware that she was beingguative, 'no knight on a
white charger came to my rescue and carried me hpreceeded upward
in the usual way. | trod one stair at a time--'

'Don't try and be clever, Rhea. Suppose you'd migsar step, or fallen?'

'Don't worry; because | as good as wished myselfan | wouldn't have

sued," she retorted, wishing he would go. Withidzeriers down and fatigue
clamouring to be indulged, as each second passeddmeed to her to take
on the substance of a great rock to which she naigig in the aftermath of

the storms which had so recently battered to pidegslife as she had
known.

His lips thinned at her provocative reply, but hayed silent. Then it

occurred to her just why he was so concerned abeutvell-being. She

gave a mental shrug. If he chose to classify hén wiose others he kept
referring to—his brother's 'cast-offs’, he had lsioaily called them—then

that was his prerogative.

Anyway, she decided, now was not the time to lettthth come pouring
out. The story was a long one, with many twists @mds, and, anyway, it
seemed that he couldn't bear to hear one word spagainst his beloved
brother. And she had, she reflected, so much t &ghinst Jerome Dower
that it would fill a book.

It was late too, and she could hardly keep her epesi. The painkilling
tablets seemed finally to be taking effect andsleeckoned at last.

'If you really want to know,' she murmured drowsgutting him out, it
was sheer will-power that got me up here. | told,yber eyes fluttered
open, but she could not see his expression beteubad switched off the



light, 'I'm a fighter. If | weren't, Mr Dower," h&oice was a tired whisper, 'l
can assure you, | wouldn't be here now. | meagour house, with all I've
got left in the world scattered around your guestm...'

Rhea knew he was puzzled by the tone of her viidieat happened to the
alleged fortune?’

"Alleged" is right, Mr Dower...'

Through the mists of the sleep that was claiming $tee heard him go.

She heard herself crying out, felt a hard hand isigahker, not roughly, but
sufficiently to bring her out of the nightmare.

Her head was throbbing along with her heart andihgiry. She was

enfolded in arms that were tenderly strong, offgran haven from the
terrible dream she had fought to get out of. Skheddherself succumbing to
the seductive comfort of those arms, letting theket over her problems,
solving them and offering the security and love lsaé so recently lost.

In unbuttoned shirt and trousers which he seeméaye hastily pulled on,
Leo sat sideways on the bed. His face was so hagrdespite the half-light,
Rhea could see the ruggedness of his eyebrowsyahdiis nostrils flared,
the thick sensuality of his lips... And as if thadren't enough, there was the
fine mat of chest hair, the muscular fitness oftarso...

'What are you doing?' he growled. 'Fantasising lthmtlerome and willing
me to kiss you as he must have done many timesthg@aoot oblige a lady
by acting out her fantasy, hm?'

His broad shoulders had shrugged as he had spakdriRhea could detect
in their action the character of the man as highemohad described it.
Harder than granite, Jerome had said, taking woareh leaving them,

taking life as it came, with not an atom of sentitni@side him.



All this time he had been lowering his mouth tovgalers. Her head had
had plenty of time to turn itself away, her mouihake avoiding action, her

body to stiffen, but none of those things happeiestead, her hypnotised

eyes watched his lips approach, her brain recagnibie consequences, but
giving out no frantic signals to avoid them atcabts.

He had slipped his arms under her shoulders aiydhélifted her the rest
of the way, his lips touching lightly all over hethen, without warning,
pressing down and taking them over, prising opeardry and making free
with all the welcome they found there and whichtfo life of her she had
not been able to withhold.

Panic made her heartbeats thunder in her chesd.rmun, she told herself,
shouldn't be doing this, he had no right—and, foe tsake of her
self-respect, she had no right to let him."Whaodali$h little brother I've

got," he commented, his voice dry, as he "heldalery and looked her over
quizzically, 'to walk out on everythinthat youwould be able to offer a
man.’

So it had been a game to him, the kiss that hagp@ated her to something
very like the foothills of heavenly heights? It ré¢al then to register on

Rhea's dazed brain that the owner of the armshiblat her, that mouth

which had relentlessly demolished her barrierstanodight her dulled and

deadened senses back to leaping life, was Jertmnmtteer, and as such as
much her enemy as Jerome had become.

She began to struggle, attempting to extricateetferom his hold.

'Let me go,' she got out, panting with a residuaitement so pleasurable
that it frightened her. 'l don't want any other nbemof the Dower family to
touch me ever again!

Another shrug—the action was becoming familiar— &ed complied at
once, letting her sink back on to the pillows. Heketed his hands and
stood tall and aloof and indifferent in the semikai@ss. She told herself
agitatedly that, as he had disengaged from her,bbdy hadnot felt
deprived and disappointed.



"You were screaming with fear," he said tonelesglyu were crying out for

your parents. You loved them, you said, and whyjitdidve to happen?' His
voice was so unemotional that it helped to banish tears that would
otherwise have started all over again. "Wherelrag how?'

'My parents? They died,' she answered dully, jreae crash." She took a
dragging breath. Their own plane—a small one. Mthdér was at the
controls. They were on their way to the South @nee for a holiday, just
the two of them. They never got there.’

He stayed silent, looking down at her, expressiscrutable.

'It's a recurring nightmare that | have,’ she vaenslowly. 'l dream I'm with
them..." She turned her head away.

After a long silence, Leo said, 'And Jerome—aftedsa he left you?
Despite the fact that you were bereaved, that yere warrying his--'

'He left me," she broke in quickly, wishing he wanit keep referring to

something that just was not true. 'He left me,' peeated, 'taking my car
and all the things | had packed in it. Which is wigame to you—to find

him and get my property back. But it seems | wasting my time, because
you don't know his whereabouts either. So," shikesiglonging to sleep
now, 'as soon as I'm able to leave your housdd'bn my way.’

‘To-where?'
'Who knows? If | knew, Mr Dower, I'd tell you.'

Between his teeth he said, 'Leo.' There was arattpills and he took her
hand, apparently with the intention of placing tiablets on her palm. The
sight of the diamonds sparkling in the half-lighogped him. ‘Jerome’s
ring?' he asked sharply.

‘No. I threw that back at him—literally." His expsgon seemed to change
and she guessed he was smiling. 'This belonged toather. She had a lot
of jewellery—my father showered her with it. Thegmn so in love.' Her
voice wavered and she cleared her throat. 'Mogtveént to pay off debts,



but | managed to salvage some pieces. Somelwéiityoice cracked, 'was in
the car that Jerome took.'

Leo swore under his breath. All this time he hatratinquished his hold on
her hand. In spite of herself, and her statemeait $he wanted no more
contact with anyone named Dower, Rhea found théuggsimpersonal

though it was, strangely comforting. In all the appy weeks that had
followed the loss of her parents, there had beesnedao offer her sympathy
and understanding. Advice and guidance and prafeskiassistance in
abundance, but no human warmth, nor comfort.

'Is the pain bad?' He indicated her injury.
'Yes,' she whispered. 'The bedcover—it seems so/hiea

Two tablets dropped on to her palm and he went aasaghe had guessed,
to fetch water. 'Need help with taking them?"

He did not wait for her answer. Sliding his arm éa&th her back, he eased
her into a semi-sitting position. One by one shektthe tablets and,
thanking him, handed back the glass. He loweredlbarly, but something
perverse inside her had not wanted the contacido e

He went away again, returning with a pile of pilwPushing aside the
bedcover, he placed them each side of her legirdyaipe cover over them,
easing down her nightdress which, to her embarrassrhad ridden high
over her thighs. His quick glance at her flushezkfeold her nothing.

‘That should help to take the weight," he saidnftiee door, he added, "You
can stay here for as long as you like. The Dowearilfayou so dislike owes
you at least a roof over your head.’

'Please don't lgtour conscience be troubled by my circumstances, Me--'
made a belligerent movement '—Leo,' she correffldre's no need to take
the sins of your sibling on tgour shoulders.' Powerful and near- irresistible
though they are, a wilful voice whispered. Resyngr head on those could
become habit- forming... He's worth two of Jeromg, persisted
tormentingly.



'OK, Rhea,' he strolled indolently back, 'so yown'tidike the brothers
Dower. You bear a grudge and you've declared Ws.'glance slanted
down to where her middle would be underneath thercdl guess | can't
blame you. But cut the sarcasm, will you? Becausmild pay you back in
the same coin, and lady, if | did, I'd carve youngde.'

He had changed in a fraction of a second from difiermcquaintance to
implacable enemy. Rhea had begun to look to himafameasure of
reassurance, for some kind of security, for a helpiand in the wilderness.

Now she realised what a mistake she had madetingdtis kindly actions

encourage her to allow her feelings to come baatatdious life. She had
sworn to hate him because of his relationship tonde. And hate him she
would go on doing, because otherwise, her insigidt er, she could well
be hurt, torn apart, all over again.

She gritted her teeth in an effort to harden hérgleén with dismay felt
tears gather behind her eyes. Try though she didldsing her eyelids
tightly, nothing was able to stop the tears frontlisg over.

There was a sound like breath catching, then heébesading over her. 'Look
at me, Rhea.' He flicked the tears away with a{s&ndned finger. 'It's been
a hell of a day for you, so we'll call a truce, hiMig finger hooked under her
chin and his mouth found hers again. But this tthne kiss was like one
passing between a concerned parent and a freifdl ch

'I'm in the next room if you need me. Goodnight.’



CHAPTER THREE

RHEA woke late, so late that it was almost lunchtintes By there for a few
moments listening to the country sounds—birdsoheg, river's singing
coming faintly in through the opened windows, dats$ sheep bleating.

Together they combined to tranquillise and soo#lewing her to forget

for a few precious minutes the twin pains of pastl gresent. Then,
knowing she could not delay getting up any longbe moved into action,
taking her time, going out to the bathroom, reckgron Leo's being out at
work.

Which, as she discovered on descending the shtainging on for dear life
to the banisters with one hand while the other gaddo hold the crutches,
was right.

A note was propped against the toaster.

Make free with whatever. For Pete's sake, don¥stgourself or the
generation to come.

Her instinct was to crumple the paper becausesdaise assumption about
her condition, but she spared it, reluctantly rexsigg its caring tone, even
if it was tinged with the sarcasm he had promigedse against her should
she try to use it first on him.

She was resting on the crutches in the centreedtivtng-room, wondering

what to do with the rest of the day and hatingitiigry and pain that made
her so immobile, when approaching footsteps madstiiten. Leo had left

his work to see how she was managing? More lilgiig,told herself acidly,
to make sure she was not damaging any of his preg@uoperty.

'Hi." A man of around fortv stood in the doorwayf @edium height,

sandy-haired, he was casually dressed, with a maameatch. He seeded
surprised—no, Rhea thought, that was too mild adwéstonished was
more accurate. 'Oh, dear,' he seemed amused, wilh&onya say? I'm

Nathan Oxley, Leo's friend.’



Rhea nodded, summoning a smile. '‘Good morning, Mey>—I'm Rhea
Hirst. And the lady called Sonya need not "say'thimg. I've no intention
of supplanting her, or any other woman, in Leo Didsvaffections.’

She hopped painfully towards the settee and weh#ip of the newcomer,
who stepped swiftly across to offer a hand, sankrdwith some relief.

"You might as well know, since you say you're LeowRr's friend," she
smiled tiredly up at him, 'that the family Dowepsmy hate list.’

'Hey,' Nathan Oxley took her up, seating himsealegiays on an upright
chair, 'Leo's a great guy. What's he done to desareh censure from a lady
I've never heard him even mention before?’

It isn't whathehas done.' Rhea stroked the leg cast for sometihidg. 'It's
what his brother's done...' Too late she realibedriterpretation he would
put on such a statement, and, from his slightly @amnassed expression, she
knew he had.

For heaven's sake, she thought, how many othes hatl Jerome sent
packing as he'd finally sent her? Astiehad been engaged to him...

‘Jerome. Ah." Nathan's pause spoke volumes. 'Belysithe frowned at the
cast, 'Jerome wasn't also responsible for that?"

plain what had happened, feeling more at easkerstranger's company
than in Leo's.

'So, for more reasons than one," Nathan said s|oisyp's taken pity on
another of Jerome's casualties. Only this timer@'®nly had to--'

He hesitated, finding his fingernails unexpectadtgresting.

‘Taken pity.' Rhea noted Nathan's words. She wduidne associated Leo
Dower with any form of sentiment, not even sucheasily provoked
emotion as pity. Anyone who mismanages their ligdg could hear him
saying almost as if he were present, as she hadese® mismanage hers,
deserved what they got.



She took Nathan up. 'Not only had to pay me off-at'thwhat you were
going to say, wasn't it?—but also had to put measpput up with me,
whichever you prefer, for the duration of my immia?'

He ran his hand lightly over the dark polished wobdhe high chairback.
"You sound like one hell of a sore and disappoipidon. The others, Leo
said, didn't seem to care a damn, just as long asls prepared to help them
out of their predicament. Every one of them wasnding, they told him, to
rid themselves of the consequences of their actibihen a day's work for
them, he reckoned. Which, Leo being the kind of imais, infuriated him."'

What kind of man? she was going to ask, but heritéenddd mind
suppressed the question. She didn't want to kngtheuy about Leo Dower
as a person. He meant nothing to her, nor woulkvke

There had been genuine concern in Nathan's vonck Rénea felt herself
warming to him. Leo's friend he might be, she thdugut his surname was
not Dower, and that made all the difference.

'I'm more than sore and disappointed, Mr Oxley, Imuatuch more,’ she told
him.

'Do you think you could call me Nathan, since egrss you're likely to be
here for a while yet?'

'If you like. And I'm Rhea.’

He smiled. 'Rhea. The others,' he continued wihheme, 'were, or so Leo
said, hard-bitten bi--Sorry, ladies.'

'‘Does Leo know you're here?' she asked, partihange the subject.

He nodded. 'l popped into the forge during a bifeak my work. He told
me that if | paid a visit to his cottage I'd findather surprise package that
had been delivered to his doorstep, courtesy ainder Sorry," as he noted
her heightened colour, 'to be going on about thigest. He actually asked
if I'd mind making sure you were OK.'



‘A caring Dower? | just don't believe it.’

'Yes, well... | can understand your feelings, maluding Leo in your low
opinion of that family..." Nathan shook his he&dhén you get to know him
better--'

‘That's something | don't intend to do, Nathan.'

'Pity." His shoulders lifted and fell. 'He's a drequy, and a superb
craftsman.’

'Does he work for his uncle?' she asked, then agved herself for showing
even a passing interest in the man.

" With his uncle—a subtle difference. Timmy Dower's adjotnl-fashioned
blacksmith. Leo's alter ego's a businessman.’

"You mean he's taking time off from his real work?'

Nathan nodded. 'He believes that a man's—not to tiomena
woman's—inner needs are as important as his—or material needs. So
now and then he says to hell with the pursuit oéitteand position and
takes a few months off to refresh his spirit." Natlglanced at her. 'Didn't
you know any of this? Didn't Jerome tell you?"Hedty ever talked about
his brother,’ Rhea answered slowly, ‘except onomeasion when he gave a
none-too-tasty character reference.’

Nathan smiled and after a small pause asked, 'Budrypain?' He nodded
towards her foot.

'Yes, but | try not to think about it. | wish | h@tbeen so stupid as to cause
it to happen. | wouldn't be here now..."

'Hey," Nathan glanced at the carriage clock onmtletelpiece, 'it's coffee
time.'

Rhea made to rise. 'I'll get it--'



'Oh, no, you won't,” Nathan joked, getting to testf 'I'd know my way
round this place blindfold, so I'll do the honours.

'‘What's your line?' Rhea asked as they sippedeaifie nibbled biscuits.

'I'm a potter. You must come and see my place gomee That is, if you
could see it—my house, | mean— for the chaos ldind work in.'

Rhea smiled. 'Doesn't your wife complain?'

Nathan studied his hands. 'My wife upped and I€fn currently
partnerless.' Subject closed.

Rhea sensed that he didn't even want her to offapathy. 'Pottery,’ she
said instead, 'the making of it, has always fasemhane--'

'‘Cosy twosome,' said Leo from the doorway, givirge® a fright, but not
startling Nathan in the least.

"Talk of the devil,’ Nathan said.

'Which you weren't,’ Leo remarked, strolling innda in pockets, his solid
frame encased again in black T-shirt and dark, work trousers. 'l heard
the conversation from the invitation to visit yqace onwards.' He looked
inscrutably from Rhea to his friend.

Nathan smiled. 'Want to make something of it, pal?'

‘Not if the lady doesn't." His glance brought tlmdoar rushing to Rhea's
cheeks. Not only was his look overtly sensual,Hitvas insulting her by
assuming that because she had been Jerome'sgulshe was the type to
run after any man.

As he moved nearer, Rhea grew annoyed with het idach insisted on
trying to run the two-minute mile. This man, shedrtelling it, means
nothing to me... or you. Understand? But it corgmhiio ignore her sharp
reprimand.



'Would you like some coffee, Mr Dower?' she askédr tone as
matter-of-fact as she could make it.

He reached out and fitted his hand threateningiydaher neck, tilting her
head back. She felt herself shiver alarmingly,nigyio suppress the tingle
that ran up and down her spine. 'L-e-0, Leo," heltsput. His clasp

tightened. 'Say it.'

'Leo.’ It came from her chokily, her eyes fightimg. It was Nathan's turn
then to look from one to the other.

'I've already discovered, Leo," he remarked, {tbat guest seems to bear an
enormous grudge against the Dowers. You must findefreshing to
discover a lady who isn't chucking herself at yimeat.'

'Only to be trodden on in the true Dower traditioRRea queried with an
over-sweet smile.

'l,' said Nathan, draining his cup and rising, 'hatter be making myself
scarce. A war seems about to break out betweetwamiand I'd hate to get
caught in the crossfire." He left, saying he hagbyed meeting Leo's

'surprise package’, and repeated his invitatidthiea to visit his place some
time.

Pouring coffee, Leo turned to Rhea, eyeing herotisertingly over the rim
of his cup. Her disobedient gaze strayed, contetmgldhe well-formed

arm muscles, the layer of dark hair from his wrigtsvards, the way the
T-shirt moulded to his solid frame.

Then she told her eyes to stop being swept tovtaedwhirlpool, because, if
they didn't, she would surely drown there. Coultimty, she asked them,
see the word 'Danger’ flung across the dark vahatwas his physique, his
ambience, his entire personality, drawing her eleser?

"You were getting on well with Nathan Oxley.'

His voice was edged and her eyes sparked defiantly.



'‘Better than with you, you meanfe seems a very easy person to get on
with.'

He ignored her provocative emphasis. 'Added to o€ course, you don't
possess this grudge against him that you've gansigae name Dower?"'

‘The two brothersnamed Dower,' she threw back, the rancour in her o
voice surprising even herself. 'Jerome and--' Ssina@ge restraint held her
back from completing the sentence.

'‘Leo?' He seemed unduly annoyed. He crossed td stdront of her. 'What
the hell have | ever done to you?'

‘Just—just being Jerome's brother is enough.’
'How can an apparently well-balanced woman getrspugiced?'

'He told me things about you, like..." Dared shé&su'were--' Once again
something made her hesitate.

'l was--?' His eyebrows arched, his lips twist€&ah on.’

"You cared nothing for others, particularly wom¥ou took life as it came,
kind of shrugging it off. You were as hard as gmamnd used every
experience- women, Jerome said he meant—to the théh put it—

them—behind you and moved on to the next, and é¢xé .t

'Wow!" It was a long-drawn-out, sarcastic sound.d#&ned his cup and
clattered it down, anger in the gesture, but theas only a silky rebuke in
his voice as he commented, 'Has he given me a giptestimonial! A truly

brotherly one. Have | so far, in your opinion, liveip to my callous
reputation?'

No, a voice whispered. Rhea looked down, movingihgred leg, then
wishing she hadn't. 'l—I don't know you well enoug, do |, to answer
that question? And,' she challenged him, 'l doénd to hang around here
long enough to find out.’



He found a footstool, lifting her leg on to it, sy another cushion behind
her back for better support. Startled, she stapealt tnim.

'‘Uncaring, eh? Self-orientated? Others can go g he stood in front of
her again, hands on hips, 'when I've finished wigm?’

She frowned up at him. 'l didn't say that. It wasirybrother.’
‘Nevertheless, you believe it.'

She looked away. "Thank you for your thoughtfuln&sg please, don't go
overboard in trying to please me just to prove ¥oair brother's opinion of

you is wrong.'

'l could," his eyes narrowed dangerously, 'takeeption to your colossal
impudence.’

'OK, so throw me out. I'll manage to cope. I've pheablems to overcome in
the recent past that were much more difficult thmarely having to
incorporate a leg in a cast into my daily life.rieice rang with defiance,
her eyes carrying on the fight.

Leo considered her, his expression unreadable aaipgein the end to let
her challenge go.

'So," he said slowly, 'no acquittal for the Doweks¥reassessment of your
prejudiced judgement of them?'

'‘No. But there's nprejudiceinvolved, only brutal facts to back it up. And
please don't try and plead your brother's cause.dtm't know what he...
You just don't know.'

'Rhea, look at me."' She forcibly suppressed theeshiat took hold at the
piercing gaze that met hers. 'Did he force yowse Ithe child?’

It actually seemed to matter to him! 'Of course'not

she returned, "how could he, when there was no--?"



Child, she had been about to say, when he brok®©fngourse," with an
inexplicable bitterness, 'no force was necessargilse there was never any
need, with big brother Leo's bank balance alwageetko come to his—and
his assorted girlfriends'—rescue."

The rear entrance door opened and a short, gregehaian in an overall
and tweed cap stepped in, nodding and smiling wgitat affability. He
removed the cap, stuffing it into a pocket.

Didn't he know, Rhea pondered, wondering at hismtlarand apparent
acceptance of her, who she was? Hadn't he heard ti@low status that
had been conferred on her by Leo Dower as meredyasrhis brother's
throw-away women?

'Rhea Hirst, Timmy, my uncle,’ said Leo, his casleweeping gesture
concluding the casual introduction, 'my fatherttiher. Beware of the lady,
Timmy. She snarls and bites anyone with the nameebo

‘No, I don't,;’ Rhea exclaimed, taking an instakih{j to the newcomer. 'Not
everyone.'

There was, she noticed, a family likeness, a taiwit of Jerome about him;
a trace of Leo too, although the older man's faag eveased with sympathy
lines, which meant that the comparison ended thkem's character
contained not an atom of sympathy—hadn't she beened, and hadn't she
seen it for herself? Also, Timmy Dower lacked hidee nephew's hard
resolution, the rocklike determination that flanedLeo's eyes. 'I'm very
selective,’ she added, 'in the people | put on atg hst.’

Tirhmy chuckled loudly, his pale eyes seeking thofskis nephew. 'She's
either an impudent baggage, this young lady, Leshe's got real guts, to
pit herself against you.'

'l think the latter, Mr Dower." Timmy waved Rhedtxmality away.
‘Timmy,' she amended. 'Becaukeyhave been well and truly tried in the
last few months.’

She flashed Leo a belligerent look. 'l don't thin&y were found wanting."'



'It's plain Rhea knows her own worth, lad," Timnayds easing his small
frame on to the chair Nathan had recently vacated.

'l wasn't meaning to boast, Timmy," Rhea explainiegk, in the past few
months I've really and truly had to come face tefaot just with life, but
with myself. | had to trust someone, and sinceetlveas no one else | could
turn to | just had to trust me.’

'Leo’s told me about you, lass," Timmy said sobeéfligout your accident.
About you and Jerome...'

That hadn't been what she had meant, but she ticbrmect him.

'It's shocking, Leo,” Timmy was saying, 'the wayodee plays around,
messing up young women's lives. Crazy," he scrdttie head, 'the way
they let him. And to think of the little mites he--

'Procreates and runs away from, yes," Leo brokgimly. 'If | knew where
the little s--' he glanced at Rhea, then continueldeggar was, 1'd wring his
neck, then I'd give him an ultimatum. Marry theektmother- to-be of your
child, or I'll throw you off my list of charities.'

'For heaven's sake,' Rhea's voice hit a high flotguldn't want to marry
him. I hate him nowhate him!'

To her horror, she burst into tears, her shouldbeking with sobs. She
hadn't the slightest idea why it had happened.tsiteno feelings left for
Jerome Dower. The sofa cushion beside her gaveaanghfamiliar arm

went round her shoulders.

‘There, there," an understanding voice said, 'dopnlike that, lass. | expect
you're in pain with your ankle?' She nodded. "Welerything'll turn out
right, you'll see. Leo will make sure of that. tt® bad, Leo, what Jerome's
done.' The shocked voice quavered. 'Isn't therewaayof tracing him?"|
don't want him traced!" Rhea exclaimed throughtears. 'l don't care if |
never see him again. All | want is my car and teespnal belongings I'd
packed in it. Jerome can go to--'



'Uncle, let me..." An exchange was made, a bidaékjer figure positioned
itself beside her. 'We understand your reactiorgaRlthe resentment you
feel at Jerome's treatment after all there's beeémd®zn you. And you were
his fiancee, for God's sake.’

There was a gasp of surprise from the older maou 'Mean he'd even
proposed marriage, then went off just like that?'

'He's let me down,' Rhea's voice emerged thicldypnfbetween her hands,
'as no one in the whole world has ever let me dobgfore.'

An arm came round her whose potential strength weg@nt messages to
her reflexes to give in to her instincts and sudeumthe reassurance and
security it offered. She was urged sideways, aedlgin't resist. Her heated
forehead found a hard, broad sanctuary beneathwas a pounding drum

similar in noise and rhythm to the hammering thed lyreeted her as she
had walked down the village street the day before.

A wide-spanning hand rubbed up and down her baekgesture similar to
that of a mother—or a father- comforting a childerHeaction to the
comforter's touch was, to her dismay, anything dhildish. Her reflexes
jumped to life, her skin seemed to shiver and &nghd her eyes, which had
been closed, came open.

Her head eased back and she gazed into the piegarggthat had brought
her limbs and, almost, her heart, to a stop tlet fime she had met and
locked with it.

She searched those eyes, watching as a momengdtyosisensual light
overrode the detached concern. Then it had gonet bad left her senses
reeling. And her heart afraid. She mustn't, she belrself she must ndet
either herself or her emotions become entanglédearnnvisible, dangerous
net that billowed around this man.

Intuition told her that, if she were ever to befgolish, there would be no
way out, she would be caught for ever, because &anan like this there
would be no merciful hand throwing her back inte #ea, into the outside
world.



His jaw had ridged under her seeking gaze, hismauscles had tensed and
she sensed that for some reason he was angry, éinche&r too. She
separated herself from him and he leaned back, &vlded, expression
grim.

‘There's not much resemblance, is there,” Timmykebrato the brittle
silence, 'between him and his brother? | expedt wes what you were
looking for, dear.' There was sympathy in his tdfiee nose, maybe, the
eyes...'

'‘Not the eyes!" The words burst from her, surpgdiwer listeners and even
herself with their vehemence.

'‘Same colour," Rhea remarked more calmly, 'but--'

How could she explain? 'Jerome's aren't so—sofidy@® analytical, so...'
Exciting, electrifying,inviting... She couldn't say those words aloud, so she
lifted her shoulders as if lost for words. 'So ¢adtie finished, with a daring
glance at Leo.

Timmy laughed. 'She's got you taped, lad,' he comtede 'All fact and no
fantasy, all brain and no heart, that's what otkaysabout him.'

But | know, Rhea thought, that underneath that stonyagsipe exterior,

something—a spark, a smouldering ember—exists tjigen the right

circumstances, could fire a woman's femininity idesat, eager life. Hadn't
others noticed? Surely his women friends had gledpwhat she had
sensed... ngeen?

But then a man who held himself as aloof from eomtfrom any depth of
feeling, as it was perfectly obvious Leo Dower diadhuld surely take his
lovers coldly and clinically, no matter how warnaliyd fervently they might
respond te his lovemaking?

‘Thanks, Timmy,' Leo said sarcastically, 'for caming in our guest's mind
everything she's been told about me by my dearherotGot your
sandwiches?"



Timmy reached into the pocket of the dusty jackethhd hung over the
chair back, pulling out a packet.

'‘Cheese and pickle," he informed then. 'They alwags | made them
myself, as usual.' He sighed. 'l miss your auntie'ger hand with fillings,
Leo. | miss her more than anyone will ever know.loAg pause, then,
pulling himself out of his unhappiness, 'Wheretagecans of beer, lad?’

Leo disappeared to the kitchen.

'l lost my wife," Timmy told Rhea, peeling the wpap from the sandwiches,
'‘a year ago." He crumpled the paper. 'We're a clasrily, the
Dowers—what's left of us," he added, tearing athank of sandwich and
chewing it reflectively. 'Leo’'s mother died when Wwas ten. His father
brought in another woman, name of Andrea, then texadly married her.
She and Leo—they never hit it off, and she nevenmsasl to take to Jerome
either.’

Rhea listened, half of her not wanting to becaheeetmust be no softening
of her attitude towards the Dower brothers, theottalf so interested that
she could hardly wait for Timmy to continue.

'Which meant,’ Timmy went on between mouthfulsat'theo turned
protective towards his brother and shielded hirmftbe harsh words meted
out to them both by their stepmother. Their fatthésrrie—Horace, short
for--' Rhea nodded '—never seemed to notice, hesovagrapped up in his
work. Ran the Dower steel fabrication business.’

Even Rhea had heard of the Dower Corporation ande she name could
hardly be called a particularly common one, cowdtlunderstand why she
had not connected the two brothers with it.

'So Leo and Jerome have always been close,” Tinonglweded. 'You
understand, lass?'

Again Rhea nodded. It explained a lot of thingerdihe never told me
anything about his background,' she remarked.



'He wouldn't, would he? Not to a young lady he meévended--'
'‘But we were engaged!" Rhea exclaimed.

Timmy shook his head. 'lt might have meant a loyda, Rhea. It didn't
mean anything to Jerome, | can tell you that, fonde though | am."

'Does Leo's father still--?"

'Run the Dower Corporation?' He shook his headjryshe crumbs from
his clothes. 'In name, maybe, but he b--' he cte&is throat, glancing
sideways at Rhea '—he buzzed off to the Bahamdashigtsecond wife. He
leaves it all to Leo now. Who leaves it to his dgpuhen the urge comes
upon him to throw it all aside for a few months goid me in the forge. It's
his first love, the forge—isn't it, Leo? Ah, tharikss his nephew handed
him a beer from the tray he had carried in. "Whaiua the lady?'

'‘No alcohol for her. Fruit juice,” said Leo decdy, and gave Rhea a
prepared drink. Rhea guessed the reason at oncleinh. ¢hink whatever he
likes, she thought with a mental shrug. In two lareé weeks she'd be
leaving and he need never know the truth.

While Timmy demolished an apple, Rhea watched asdlieed hunks of
bread from a long French loaf. He added a churdheése, then quirked an
eyebrow and asked, 'Rhea, you like? Yes?'

Shaking pieces of washed lettuce from a dish, aegol them on her plate,
adding a whole tomato, then hesitated as he reaitiee spoon for a small
brown onion. He looked at her, his brows archeguery.

l—well, I--'

'If you're worried about the residual aroma,’ hid, 9@ the accompaniment
of Timmy's deep chuckle, 'don't be.’

'‘Well, if you're having one...' Then she stoppeioaring deeply. She had
strayed into forbidden territory, and he took hemith a sardonic smile.



'Rest assured,' he remarked, 'there's no wayel'Kiksing you today. Nor
you me. OK?'

Rhea nodded, blushing, annoyed at the way herskair always let the
world know her feelings. And why, she asked hert@éasperately, do you
have to hammer as fast as a woodpecker at a trektr

''ve been telling this young lady a thing or twboat you,” Timmy
announced to his nephew. 'Put her in the picturatstiwhat they call it
nowadays, isn't it? Seeing as how she's goingadywe the next generation
of Dowers.' The crunch of his apple sounded louthendifficult silence.
'You and Jerome—inseparable, you were. Which is wdrpme's always
running to his brother for help. Isn't that so, Reo

'Is it?' Leo answered flatly, bringing an end te hincle's revelations.

'Is this," Rhea ventured later over the coffee WwHieo had made, 'your
usual lunchtime routine? You eat here--?'

Timmy shook his head. 'We go to the Dog and Badu#st days, don't we,
Leo? Meet our pals there. We came back here todakeep you
company—Leo's idea.'

‘That was very nice of you both, and I've enjoygdoiffered Rhea, 'but
please don't worry about me in future.'

‘Think nothing of it, lass. Would you," Timmy loaket her doubtfully,
‘would you come with us sometimes?"

‘To the Dog and Badger? I'd love to.’

'She sounds as though she means it, Leo," said {,imomng to wash his
hands.

'It's something | never did with Jerome,' she s&vly, as Leo cleared the
debris.

'Have a ploughman's lunch or go to a pub?"



'‘Both. It was always the best restaurants. He negemed to tire of the
formality, the slightly exotic food that some okth serve, the subservient
waiters. | tried telling him I'd like to go somewkeelse, but--'

‘Jerome loves playing the wealthy tycoon," was 4 &obtherly comment,
‘even though his intellectual powers could neveserahim up to that
standard. Where did you meet him?' Hands in hikgtsc he slanted a
glance down at her as she reclined lengthwayseadfa, both legs resting.

‘At one of those "best" restaurants.’ She smiledlyaat the irony. ‘At the

bar. | was with my parents. We'd gone there foelalration meal. It was
my mother's birthday—her fiftieth." Rhea pausedabse it pained her to
remember that her mother had seen only one mdtelby after that.

'So Jerome got talking?' Leo prompted. 'He usuhils.'
‘To my father, yes.'

'With his eye on you. And you returned his intergsting him come-on
signals?’

'No, | didn't. I--'

'Oh, come on, Rhea! You must have given him sontewwagement. He
asked you out, and you went? Which is how it ajare yes? | know by
heart Jerome's routine in his pursuit of the ogpasex.’

Timmy returned, pulling on his jacket. 'I'll be pffeo. See you again, lass.’
He smiled in a kindly way. 'l can tell you've gobra pain from that foot
than you let on about. No hurry, Leo. Take youretim

'Is it hurting?' asked Leo. 'Why didn't you say®' ptoduced the bottle of
painkillers, but Rhea shook her head.

As the door closed on Timmy, there was a heavpsde' There was more to
it than that," she said slowly. 'My father was he&d big company, an
up-market clothing chain.'



'‘Daniel Hirst?' Leo queried with some surpris&e'lbought their clothes
myself in the past. Couldn't discover what happdoddte firm.’

‘They were bought up,’ Rhea answered heavily.dt the name the buyers
were after. The company itself was hardly worththmg. It was on the
verge of collapsing even before my father's ddatiygh | didn't know that
at the time.'

'S0?' He dropped into an armchair, seeming impatvéh her silence.

‘Jerome made such an impression on my father afitbiameeting that he
offered him a job—general manager. Jerome jumpéd at

'l can imagine,’ said his brother drily. 'He told something about his future
father-in-law giving him a plum job.’

Rhea nodded. 'We became engaged very quickly. Afsautmonths later,
in fact. Then, seeing him—and trusting him—as tisife son-in-law, about
which Jerome did nothing to discourage his expextat Dad promoted
him.'

"You fell in love with my brother?' Leo's face, dikhis tone, was
expressionless.

'Is it surprising if | did? Good-looking, charmingoving. Told me | meant
the world to him. Bought me presents."

'l can understand your bitterness, Rhea, but wdmehe dozen have fallen
for his wiles. | would have thought,’ Leo said eefively, 'that an intelligent
girl like you--'

'Intelligence doesn't come into it,’ she returniedrgly. 'But you wouldn't
know, would you, with your cool and clinical appebato all matters
affecting the heart. Heart to you,' she realisexivgais speaking too fiercely,
'means this," she touched her chest with her'$stnething that keeps a
human being alive, nothing to do with emotions|ifegs...'



'OK, you hate me.' He shrugged and rose. 'I'levgiyou of my obnoxious
company. In an emergency, you can always ring méiatnumber.' He
found a telephone pad and scribbled on it, handitayher. 'It's the forge.’
With that, he was gone.

The room, which had seemed so cosy, seemed taiithghe emptiness he

had left behind. Rhea told herself firmly to stagry so stupid. She wasn't
really missing his vital presence. Because of heapacity, she had grown
dependent on him, on his latent strength, on thestgance his presence
offered.

There couldn't possibly be any other reason. Cthdde?



CHAPTER FOUR

LATER, Leo rang, startling her. Rhea almost dropped phene as she
picked it up.

'‘Leo Dower's house.'

'Is it, now? Whadderyouknow!" Rhea visualised Léal#talising solidity
leaning indolently against some support, his stranguth curved
sardonically. 'Seems I've got myself a real livevegring machine.’

'What do you want?' she asked, annoyed becauke abtind of his voice
her heart had done its usual ballet- dancer's leap.

'‘Could you feed yourself this evening? I've goaged

Why did her heart jolt now like a car doing a crasbp? 'Yes, | could.
Thank you for calling.’

His sarcastic laughter rang in her ears long dféelhad gone. It was a long
evening. She took some cold meat from the fridge arade a salad,
hopping around and holding on to the modern kitaeits. She wriggled

on to a high stool and ate sideways on at the basbkar, her leg propped
stiffly on the footrest.

Using one of the crutches, she managed to waslighes, finding the
dishwasher too awkward to cope with in her, presemit. For an hour or
two she watched television, then, aware of a gémeeing of discomfort,
she decided to attempt a shower.

The nurse at the hospital had said that, if she wvaeful, this was
permissible because the leg cast, being made @terwrepellent material,
would stand up to a wetting provided she didnivalthe water to trickle
down through the gap at the top.

There was a shower over the bath, with curtairedfito slide all round the
bathtub, which pleased her, just in case Leo atrbexk early and came to
seek her out. Although there was no way, she wasiggethat he would tear



himself from the arms of his beloved Sonya un@ darly hours at least, if
then.

Securing her nightclothes under her arms, she libppafully with the
crutches into the bathroom. Getting into the ba#is wasier than she had
thought. A conveniently placed soapdish becamefulisem to hold on to.
She had never had a one-footed shower beforeovedrquite difficult, but
as she reached to turn the shower off she rejaicdte resulting feeling of
cleanliness.

Turning, standing on her good foot, she faced tblpm of getting out of

the bath. She bent down to rest her hand on tlegisigtnding to seat herself
on it, reversing the process of getting in, but Iské not reckoned with the
slipperiness of the shower gel still clinging ta Bkin through hurried and
insufficient rinsing.

To her horror, she felt her foot slipping slowlypiad) the base of the bath,
and, unable to save herself, she landed with a bihatpjarred her spine.
She tried in vain to get up, looking round helpgssd wishing she had
never attempted to have the shower unaided anganssed.

Then her reason told her that even if Leo had bleer® she wouldn't have
allowed him into the bathroom to help her, not unaley circumstances.
Now she would have to make the best of it and #taye, all night if
necessary, until help arrived. That it might weline in the form of a hunk
of a man with powerful arms and a lashing tongue kardly dared to
contemplate.

Seizing her sponge-bag, which she had placed, hegetith the towel,
within easy reach, she lowered herself until she lyiag flat, elbowing the
sponge-bag so that it acted as a pillow. She spileadowel over her,
wishing as she did so that the sun's warmth hagted longer. She must,
she thought, have drifted off, since she was jeldaazk to consciousness by
the sound of a car half skidding to a stop.

The entrance door was flung open and she startstiiver. There was a
pause, the proverbial calm before the storm. Fepsspounded the stairs,
then came the explosion.



'Rhea, where inhell's nameare you?' In two seconds he was in the
bathroom, dragging aside the shower curtains aarthgtdown at her. He
had blanched and his breath came in short, angsfdtMy God, | thought
you'd--'

'‘Gone? Or,' she suggested, trying a smile but desany that her mouth was
shivering too, 'got so desperate | tried to...2 Shook her head slowly,
except that it juddered at the movement. 'I'veaalyetold you, I'm not like
that. | face my problems—and solve them.'

'So,' colour normal now, hands on hips, his angeirlg been overtaken by
ironic amusement, 'how did you intend solving thike problem?' His eyes
were travelling the length of her as though sheevear interesting and rare
species of Homo sapiensthat might be reported to be nearest
anthropological society. He actually seemed torfjeying it.

The towel had slipped to one side and, damp thdugiw was, she grabbed
it and tried to cover her vital parts. But she doltlstop shivering. She was
tired and cold, and, in her present plight, theregl foot was showing no
mercy, turning on a nagging pain.

Leo left the bathroom and she thought he had watke@n her. Forgetting
her promise to herself that she wouldn't even alaw into the room, she
cried out, 'Please, Leo, don't leave me like this!c-cold and t-tired and--'

He returned, his smile taunting, in his hands ahyelry towel. 'Can't do
without the Dowers, can you?' he mocked, lookingm@at her again and
missing nothing of her curves and mounds and qgihgsical attractions.
'Hate them though you do, you've got to admit thaye their uses.' He still
made no move to remove her from the bathtub. 'Stesy mercy.' The
words rumbled around his chest. 'What conditionl dhimpose for getting

her out of her predicament?'

'‘None, Leo.' She stared up at him, eyes wide, teldlftering. 'I'm not—I
don't—I can't." | know what he'll think, she tolérkelf frantically, but |
don't care.



'OK, message received.' His expression tightenedsd¢¢med angry again.
He gave her the towel, which she wrapped arounselfeas best she could.
Then those arms scooped her up and held her agaimst the leg
imprisoned in plaster protruding at an awkward an@he gave a great
sneeze, her body jarring with it.

It was late, and her rescuer's jaw was dark witblde shadow. Rhea felt
the totally forbidden urge to run the back of hagérs over it. That urge
had come from nowhere, and she told it that thatwdaere it must return.

Beside her bed Leo let her down, threading herfallye¢hrough his hands.
Rhea was thankful that the towel was around heveNleeless, the pressure
of his palms in over-sensitive places made her gkickle beneath the
shiver that still had her teeth chattering.

Without warning her of their intention, her armi$eld to cling to his solid
frame. Her body started shaking again, almost dutcantrol. His
enveloping arms pulled her to him, and the warnfithim flooded through
her, steadying the trembling that frightened in iittensity. Her head
bumped against his shoulder, her fingers grasppgeuarms that were
rock-hard beneath the cotton shirt he wore.

'S-sorry about this,’ she managed, compressinguieering lips.

He tipped her chin, looking at her keenly. 'What'sng?'

'C-cold." Her tired amber eyes stared worriedlyatghe face that was
becoming alarmingly familiar, and not only becaitg®re minute traces of
Jerome. 'l c-can't stop shivering.'

Lips tight, almost forbidding, he helped her sliter nightdress down her
body, his touch, like his glance, coolly impersonghen he folded the
covers down, turned her so that she sank on tbedeand lifted her legs,
easing the covers over her as she reclined aghmgillows.

'Five minutes.'



He took three, giving her a cup of hot milk andtsgphimself, arms folded,
on the bed while she drank it. 'How's the injuh&asked.

'Making itself felt." Shivers banished at last, shand she could speak
without stammering.

‘Tablets?' Reluctantly Rhea nodded. Counting oat tve pushed the bottle
back into his trouser pocket. ‘Just what the dootdered.’

‘There's no need,’ she protested, 'to dole then tald you--'
‘This Dower is taking no chances where the nexegsion's concerned.'

She closed her lips over the denial that sprangyeiree Leo made the false
assumption that the 'next generation* of Dowers arathe way. Anyway,
if she told him the truth before her mobility retad, he might throw her
out, and she needed his help too much at the mameisk that.

As soon as the plaster was off, as soon as shd walik normally again, she
would be gone. She couldn't stay here any longemething was

happening to her emotions. Every time the man slieherself she hated
came into view, they behaved crazily. Every timeere that she thought
about him... Like the teeth-chattering shock treat heen so frightening in
the way it seemed to have taken hold of her, sehineght of her emotions
getting beyond her control worried her immensely.

When she left this house, that problem would beexblThe Dower family
would be left behind, going out of her thoughts antlof her life. Forever.

Gritting her teeth four days later, Rhea made lwav svay over the bridge
and along the road to the forge. She had seenlitiéyf Leo since he had
rescued her from the bath. He had left for workH®ytime she had struggled
down to breakfast. He had not returned for the iempmeal, staying out
late, she presumed, to get away from her.

Well, she told herself acidly, his dislike of heasvheartily reciprocated. He
was Jerome's brother, and that was enough to neaksake him for life.



Over the ringing of the anvil and the striking loéthammer came the sound
of voices. A woman's laughter mixed in with a mat@sper laughing note,
jokes striking sparks, words tossed between friem#dsmning nothing to an
outsider.

Which was exactly how Rhea felt as, supported loychéches, she stood at
the door gazing into the semi- darkness. The fis# flickering shadows all
around. She was hot and tired with the concentraésdh- gritting effort
that the walk from Leo's cottage had demanded.

Lounging back against a wooden table, Leo stiffeasthn of beer halfway
to his mouth. His female companion was seated,demsn up gnome-like,
on a battered stool.

'What the hell are you doing here?' Leo asked, lmgethe can and
straightening. "You're supposed to be resting wvatlr feet up.'

So he's annoyed with me for spoiling his tete-a-teith his girlfriend. 'l
got-bored," she told him, ‘and anyway, | needeckiecise.’

'Sonya,' Leo sketched a brisk introduction, 'RheatHRhea, Sonya Selby.’

'So, Leo,' said the lady, unfolding her legs argpeatting Rhea as if she
were of a different species, 'this is the "Jeroast-off" you were telling me

about?' Slowly, encased shoulder to ankle in ardsient pink outfit that

emphasised the dimness of the interior, Sonya appea. 'What a clever
girl you are,' she remarked, eyeing Rhea from tofo¢, 'to have outdone
your fellow sufferers and discovered a way theyeméought of, of getting

Leo to accommodate you not just financially butgbally.'

In the background, the coke fire spat and crackkedRhea's anger. 'If you
think, Miss—Mrs?—Selby, that | deliberately injured/self so as to play
on Mr Dower's sympathies--' She switched her figayge to Leo. 'Is that
what you think too? That | fell off that farm gaiad broke some bones to
force you to take me in?'

Leo took a drink, head slightly back, eyes watchful



Goaded by his silence, Rhea flung at him, 'No ansmieich means that you
do.' She made to swing round, but a crutch setthed stray piece of iron on
the floor and started to unbalance her. Leo watleatching her by the
shoulders, steadying her.

She twisted out of his hold, lifting burning eyesis. She had had her fill of
his touch the other evening when he had rescuedrdwer the bath. She
couldn't stand what it did to her, the way it pldya her senses and lingered
in her mind. 'Will you tell me, please, where Natltaxley lives?' she asked
him.

'Down in the village.' Leo's eyes narrowed. 'Why?'
‘To seduce him, that's why!" she retorted.

Sonya's laugh rang out. For a few frightening sdsopa lightning-strike of
fury flickered across Leo's eyes.

‘You don't really think | meant--?' Rhea chokekrthYes, he does, she
thought, he thinks exactly the same of me as hefdidose 'others' they all
talk about. Well, let him!

She added more calmly, 'He invited me to call on hny time. I'd like to
see his work. Any objection®)r Dower?'She knew she would anger him
by using his surname, but she didn't care. Tworafjane, she thought,
looking from one to the other, wasn't fair, but'dield her own come what
may.

'His place is about half a mile on from here," Sototd her, plainly anxious
to be rid of the irritating outsider. 'On the left you enter the village.'

Into two mugs she poured tea from a large pot. Riog¢ad that she had not
been invited to join them and accepted the snulbh witmental shrug,

consoling herself with the thought that every dagt tpassed brought her
nearer to release from the leg cast and her exit these two people's lives.

'I'll drive you," said Leo, going to the door.



"Thanks, but no. As | said, | need the exerciseth\&@ saccharine-sweet
smile, she bade goodbye to his lady friend.

Her instincts, too finely tuned where he was conedy told her that he
stood watching as she moved with painful slownéssgathe road. When,
after a few moments, she paused for breath, sheduhoping he was still
there. At that moment she would have given anytharghe lift he had
offered, but he had gone.

The morning sun shone warmly as, a short whiler|atee paused again,
wondering if she could make it to Nathan's. A gagpraached slowly and
she stood to one side of the narrow country road.

The vehicle stopped and the driver wound down thedew. 'Hi, there,
Rhea,’, said Nathan. 'Just got a phone call from. [®ne temporarily
disabled lady is on her way to pay you a visit,'sh@&l. "For heaven's sake,
go and meet her. She's making such slow progregminful to watch her.™

'I'm surprised,” Rhea commented, thankfully easiagself with Nathan's
help on to the rear seat, 'that | touch any patteaf Dower's feelings, but
I'm sure he resents my presence so much, "pain™-#se neck"—would,

| suppose, be the one word he'd associate with me!'

'Don't you believe it,' remarked Nathan good huredly. 'Any unattached
male would be glad to have someone as decorativattiractive as you in
his house, even for a few weeks.'

‘Attractive? Using crutches?'

Nathan's glance moved momentarily to the drivingran as Rhea shook
her head, then stifled a sigh. "You just don't knNathan. | hope,’ she went
on, changing the subject, 'you don't mind my takyoy up on your
invitation to visit you.'

'Delighted,” he said, driving along the villageestr and turning into a
parking area adjoining a grey stone cottage bouredn equally grey
stone wall.



The entrance door led into a living-room which, sheted, was
welcomingly, although somewhat shabbily, furnishétbr could it be
called tidy. Was this what Nathan's wife had rionfr she wondered, chaos
such as this which so often went with creativeraags artistic ability? Or
had something deeper and more serious undermieed¢tationship?

Making sure she was comfortable, Nathan made seajagyénerally trying
to make her feel at home. She found that surpiigiagsy, experiencing
none of the awkwardness and restraint that tiedidedngs into knots in
Leo's house. Here, she felt she was welcome. Thieegknew she was not.

Nathan took her into his studio. Tables and sheke¥e covered with partly
finished work. Here again there was a generalfaintdiness. To one side
stood a stool pulled up to a solid-looking tablaro®y a potter's wheel,
hand tools, pots of varying sizes holding colouligdids and powdered
chemicals and, close by, a pair of clay-caked ruphmses.

'My kiln," said Nathan, pointing across the roone Bpened its door,
revealing the pieces awaiting firing. In a displegbinet were finished
products, table-lamps and vases, dishes and orig/manldren’s night
lamps- hollow earthenware tree-trunks with tinynaais peeping from
holes.

‘There are different types of pottery,' he expldjidepending on the clay
used and the temperatures at which the articleBrace'

Rhea nodded. 'Such as earthenware, stoneware|gorce
"You know?'

'Mm." She pointed to the brilliant colours he haedion some of his work.
"Your designs—they're really attractive,' she comiaé. ‘Do you, like me,
get them from nature, or do they come out of yaad?'

‘They're not my work. My—er—uwife added those.' Addipause, then, 'It's
over, Rhea, whatever others might say. I've noetegWell, very few.'
Nathan looked at her. '"You said something just ttat puzzled me. About
the source of these designs.'



Colouring a little, she played back her own wotdke me she'd said.

‘There's an awful lot you're not telling us, istiere,’ he remarked, his
interest apparent, ‘about Rhea Hirst's abilities?'

They were in the living-room again, Rhea seated settee with her injured
leg on a footstool. What shouldshe tell him? Théht? She felt she owed it
to him since, of the people she had so far metaadbeen the most pleasant
and friendly.

She opted instead for the partial truth. 'l can render and weave.'

'‘Ah—nhobbies." He smiled, satisfied with his own laxg@tion. 'You've
probably read craft books?"

'Yes, | have.' That at least was true.

He drew some volumes from his packed shelves. &\llifew some more
tea, have a look at those. We've got a craft ggmipg in the village. You
might like to come along some time."'

Rhea smiled, her eyes still on the colourful padesertainly would," she
raised her voice to reach him in the kitchen, Ibmbn't be around here for
much longer. The moment | get rid of this leg cBléthe on my way.’

'Where to?' He was placing her tea mug on a haaidg.t'Or are you going
to tell me it's none of my business?’

'‘No." She stared at the book, not really seeinflite honest answer is, |
don't know." She closed the book and saw Nathamserned frown. 'I'll
land on my feet, Nathan, like a cat's always atleigpedo.’

"You're no cat, Rhea.' He removed the book, thidlher hand, inspecting
her nails. 'No claws, like the others Jerome Dagwl@yed around with, then
chucked aside.’

‘Thanks.' She spread her hand against the badk.oYbur hands are large,’
She commented with interest.



‘A potter's hands.' He turned his palm to hersu'vieed the width and
strength to control and form the clay on the ptstesheel.’

'Sorry to break things up,' said a cynical voiafrthe doorway, 'but I've
come for my guest.’

Embarrassed, Nathan detached his hand from Rhehfseed his visitor.

Leo's hand lifted to rest against the doorframsgpuiproval in every line of
him. 'A word of advice, pal. If you don't want amérloper to ruin the
romance in your life, you shouldn't leave your doorthe catch.’

'‘Come on, Leo," Nathan protested, 'you've misinédeo and you damned
well know it. | was merely telling Rhea that...'

'Unlike her predecessors, she was clawless. | Hdagd's glance sliced
down, hitting Rhea, making her shiver. 'Don't yelidve it, Nathan. | guess
that, being among new acquaintances, she's bekerdrest behaviour and
the claws have been sheathed. She wouldn't wabg tbrown out in her
state.’'

'‘Don't you mean "condition"?' Rhea asked over- fiyee

His eyelids drooped. 'Don't provoke me—I can getilyeunpleasant if
pushed too far. Nathan will bear witness to that.’

‘Leave me out of it, pal. I've got enough trouldésmy own. Tea?'

‘No, thanks. When my house guest has finished heri,be on our way.'
It was an order, given with a little too much auttyofor Rhea's liking.
Nevertheless, she drained her mug and lowered dgertd the floor.
"Thanks, Nathan, for our interesting chat and favging me your work.'
He helped her to her feet and handed her the @sitcbon't forget my

invitation to the group. Did you know, Leo, thatuy@uest was clever with
her hands? Her hobbies are embroidery and weasiregiold me. Isn't that



right, Rhea?' It was and it wasn't, but Rhea ofoedhe non-committal
course and nodded. 'I've been trying to persuadlatend our group.’

She was standing now, crutches in place. 'If onleile more mobile...'

‘Then you wouldn't be here.' Leo's expression iatpb§o much more than
his words conveyed. You'd have gone joyfully onryaay like all the
others, it said, with a large cheque to pay intarylbank account at my
expense.

'l can't wait, Mr Dower, to make my getaway,' shepged acidly into the
sudden silence. 'Thanks again, Nathan, for the Tealeo, she added,
"You're waiting to take me home?"

'Home', she heard herself say, and coloured unatebly. The last thing
she must do, she told herself, was to look upos nin's cottage as her
home.

He had noticed her slip, of course, and the mockerpis eyes only
increased her confusion. His car was more comftartidlan Nathan's, more
roomy and smoother-running.

'If you dare to say,' her voice rose over the tapedic, 'so you're not just a
pretty face, I'll--'

Thump me? Try, Rhea, try. | retaliate when prowbkén unexpected
ways. As my brother has no doubt told you, whereveational behaviour's
concerned, | don't run true to form.’

Classical music filled the conversational silenoélthe broke it with, 'As
the daughter of a wealthy man, | guess, you wouldive needed to work?
Which meant that your hobbies took up most of youe?’

'l gather,' she answered, tight-lipped, 'that yws&ying in a roundabout way
that educationally I'm a moron?'

'‘No," he answered with mocking emphasis. 'No doubt Hing-school
rounded off your corners and taught you how to-¢ctakv to draw'’



'How to beclever with my handsJust how patronising can you get, Mr
Dower? Anyway, | see no reason to tell you anythabgut myself. Our
acquaintance is going to be so short that my &sliteither mental or
manual, can be of no concern to you.'

Something inside her erupted. She craved to brealy,a0 get out, escape
from the disturbing, disrupting aura of the manitesher. The country
guietness outside beckoned and, in itself, offesadctuary from the
destructive force beside her.

'l want to walk," she got out, her hand on the dmdch. 'I'm not staying in
this car a moment longer. Let me out, please.'iHaadt stop, so her wilful
hand opened the door.

'For God's sake," he shouted, stamping on the prakat the hell do you
think you're doing?'

'G-getting away—f-from you.' Rhea swung out herdjsy, with her hands
lifting out the injured one and struggling free tbe car's confines. The
crutches were on the rear seat, but with one leégfoaction she could only
stand there.

After a few moments Leo joined her. 'Don't you dayeand put me back in
the car!" Rhea cried.

'l wouldn't dream of manhandlinglady against her will," he returned, his
emphasis implying that she was the very opposite.pdiled out the
crutches and handed them to her one by one.

When she was ready to move, he returned to thamérdrove on. He's
going to leave me, she thought, furious with hérfeelhaving given in to
such a foolish impulse. How could she have expeatgdsympathy, any
understanding of her state of mind, from such anan

To her astonishment, he stopped. When, slowly aadfyly, she had
caught up with the car, he drove on again, waibinge more, staring ahead,
moving a short distance, then halting a third tifis. cottage was in view,



for a normally mobile person within easy reach, tmut her, every step
bringing pain with it, a tantalisingly distant goal

'Please go," she said through her teeth, deternorgtbw her independence
of him. 'I'm OK. I'll manage.'

With a dismissing lift of the shoulder, Leo compligith her request,
driving on and disappearing to park in his bacldyar

Weary from her earlier walk and with her laborioeorts now, she
continued doggedly on, mauling her lower lip in effort to stop it

trembling. But trembling she was when she reachedcottage, fumbling
with the catch and steeling herself to take onctia his mocking laughter
as she entered.

He was not there. The place seemed empty, anddla@sed on to the
settee, white-faced and low-spirited, angry botthwverself and with him
for doing what she had asked.

Lying back, she closed her eyes, only to open thgain, having sensed a
presence. The trembling hadn't completely receded.

'OK, so crow if you want to,' she challenged. tirad, I'm exhausted. I'm a
fool to have left the car.' Her eyes came to bigsie. 'l don't care, do you
hear? | don't care about anything...'

'Not even about Jerome?"

Was that what he thought was upsetting her? Theatsis still in love with
his errant brother?

‘Certainly not abouhim." Which, no doubt in Leo Dower's mind, implied
that if it wasn't her unrequited love of Jerome thas the cause it was the
'trouble’ that he had supposedly brought on her.

She leaned back, eyes closed, feeling composuwienretet a battle still
raged within her—of wanting to fight this man, {@tging for comfort from
those powerful armgAnd not just his arms.



Her eyes flew open to rest on his mouth, his swkatk black hair, the
darkly defined eyebrows, and those eyes, thosettlinggall-seeing eyes,
that held secrets she, Rhea Hirst, would never.hear

To her horror, tears sprang, but she dashed themy,amshing her limbs
would stop shaking, not just from shock now, bwinirsome deep-down
inner knowledge, so new, so frightening that she berself it must never
be allowed to erupt to the surface of her mind.

He was handing her a drink, his face expressionldssalcohol was potent,
but she finished it and handed him the glass ag/lgl calmness returned.

'I'm fine, thank you. You can call off the survailce of my physical state.’

Even to her own ears it sounded ungrateful, b repeated to herself this
time, she didn't care, she just didn't care. Del?sh

The telephone rang in the living-room one eveniisgRhea watched
television. Alone, she wondered if she had timi tihve crutches into place
and answer it before the caller gave up.

As she hauled herself upright and adjusted thecloest Leo materialised
from nowhere, taking the call. There was a roonth cottage which he
kept locked but in which, while at home, he spdot af his time. In the few
glimpses inside which Rhea had been allowed tochnat seemed to be
fitted out as an office.

'‘Leo Dower.' Rhea thought she must have imaginedsttarp intake of
breath until he clipped, 'Jerome? Where the helyau? You land me with
yet another of your peccadilloes, then make a bfeakt. It's time you
acknowledged your responsibilities and came badk @irculation. So
come on, brother, give.'

Leo beckoned to Rhea, who made it across to stasiddohim.



'l don't want to talk to Jerome,' she whisperea@rsely. "We've got nothing
to say to each other.’

‘Just listen,’ said Leo, operating a switch ontétephone, at which Jerome's
amplified voice came over loud and clear.

' take it from your statement,’ he said, speakiogly, 'that you had a visit
from—er—a lady called Rhea, Rhea Hirst?"

'l did. She's still here.'

'Oh, dear," with false sympathy. "You mean you hd\eeen able to pay her
off like you have the others? Now | wonder why?'

His tone implied that he knew the answer.

"You'd agree with my description, would you?' hentven. 'A lady. She's
made an impression on you, has she, so you haashthe heart yet to tell
her to go? You'd better cut her loose, brothemiaroShe's bad news.'

There seemed to be the faintest note of urgendyisinvoice, which his
brother appeared to pick up, raising an eyebrow.

'She injured her foot—her ankle," Leo said. 'Simefdaster, partly disabled.
Get it, Jerome? She's here until she's able to wadided again. And I've a
mind to keep her here until you come and get lem do your duty by
marrying her.’

There was a minor explosion at the other eékthrry her? You must be
joking! What do you take me for?"

'Yes, marry her and accept the responsibilitiesghternity and fatherhood
bestow on a begetter of children.’

Jerome gave a prolonged, choking cough.wAvhat? he stammered,
recovering. 'She told yothat?' He swore, making Rhea flinch. 'For Pete's
sake, | only told her to get some money out oftyopay for the car I—er—
bought from her.’



'He stoleit,' Rhea intervened under her breath, but nolistened.

'So she's used the oldest trick in the book, hagstsle cunning little bi--'
Jerome checked, then amended '—beggar, to gettiedhe knot.' A pause,
then a different, more persuasive tone. 'lf yoatsekeen, Leo, to give the
new generation of Dowers the benefit of a fatherl@is—or her, as the case
may be—rightful name, why don't you marry her yeiff3

Rhea expelled a furious breath and swung a cratahndve away. Leo's
hand came out, grasping her arm, holding it.

'‘Ask her, Leo, see what she says. You never knawlyak, pal.' There was
barely suppressed laughter in Jerome's unrepentace. 'She's so hard
up—did you know that?—she might say yes for the @yenyour
money—in the bank. No doubt she's guessed by noat whvealthy guy
you are. Oh, and tell her I'll pack up her thindgeund in the car and send
them on. Bits and pieces of jewellery—junk, of s®sF'

‘They were my mother's!" Rhea hissed furiously.

'‘And her squares and rectangles of weaving—tapsstras the grand name
she gave them—plus something she called "batiks. $tee told you, Leo,
what an accomplished littlady she is? Must ring off—this call's costing
me a fortune. Say "hi" to my darling ex- fianced| you?'

'Where are you, Jerome?' Leo rapped out.

'Ah, that's a secret. You won't find me walkingithie noose that's waiting
to strangle me.'

'What noose?"

'Why," a long-drawn out laugh, ‘'marriage, of couese thefatherhoodyou
talked about. What else?' There was a click, tilence.

Rhea stifled a gasp. Jerome had played along wathrbther's assumption
that she was expecting a child, which meant thatidea was now fixed,



hard as cement, in Leo's mind! Released at last freo’'s hold, she swung
herself back to the settee.

Leo proceeded to walk up and down, hands pockegiadsing at the
windows which, at each end of the room, overloottesl rear and front
gardens. He seemed to be fighting a battle, oritvasger? But if anyone
has a right to be angry, Rhea thought, | havealt she who had suffered at
Jerome's hands, not Leo.

'Even now you won't condemn him, will you?' Rheaust thickly into the

silence. 'I'm the one you've branded as no goodjust passing through
your life, so | don't signify, do 1? You're no ddwdyguing inside your head
that blood's thicker than water. Brother means ntlose brother's cast-off
woman, so you accept his word against hers. Whadl,'own head lifted

proudly, 'l can take it, all the blame, all the sere. I've taken so much in
the past few months; a little more, for a littlad@r, won't break my spirit.'

He came to stand beside her, and she felt theiplhct of him, his power,

his magnetism. His very posture seemed to threhtsmegs slightly apart,

his strong thighs, his wide hips, lean waist abthewaistband. So much
masculinity had her senses swimming, but she rdftseaise her head and
meet his eyes. All the same, she had to. His hantkoout and tilted her
face, fastening around it so that she had to laokih the eye.

'So there's an idea.' The cynicism mouthed bywistéd lips clashed with
the strange bleakness in his hard, handsome faicee' my dear brother
Jerome refuses to do his duty, will you take meg/@asr husband, Rhea
Hirst?'



CHAPTER FIVE

HIDING her moist, bunched fists, Rhea did not, could answer. Speech
had deserted her, her thoughts becoming scramkked kecret message.

Her hatred of Jerome became paramount, pushingrréat® second place.
And since, by all accounts, this man in front of heade it his business
constantly to connive with his brother, pacifyingdgpaying off the women
the brother had wronged, that hatred spilled ovemicompass Leo Dower
too.

His consideration in putting himself out to obtamedical attention for
her—yes, of course, she was grateful for thattmobention his offer of a
roof until she had recovered from her disabilityyt Buch gestures arose
only from his sense of duty, from his feeling ofightion to her because of
her supposed treatment at his brother's handsthAsm@roposal of marriage
arose from these sentiments too.

‘There's no need, Mr Dower,' she said at lastettgour conscience drive
you to take such a step as to offer marriage toesom you despise, as |
know you despise me.'

He looked at her sharply, but, to her curiousleise disappointment, he
did not deny her statement. He walked by.

'No doubt,’ came from him bitingly, 'in your eyesd_Dower would be a
poor substitute for the man you really want." Heughged, walked away,
came back. 'Get this, Rhea. No Dower is going tbdre outside marriage
if I have anything to do with it.'

"You—you mean you're so determined to give the—n#he Dower you're
SO convinced is on its way a name that you'd evewilling to sacrifice
your freedom?’

Those broad shoulders lifted and fell. "My freed®@hie returned to stand
in front of her. 'What a curious expression! Ingheimes, freedom, like a
marriage, comes and goes.’



‘All right, then, for the sake of your family nanysu'd actuallytie yourself
to a woman you don't love and whom you look on watdmtempt, and
always will?'

He stared unreadably into her eyes.

'So," as if she had not spoken, as if she hadljcagreed, 'you will marry
me. Then, when the child is born and is registased Dower, you'll be free
to do as you wish. Go or stay. A divorce would be way of dealing with
the situation. Separation, any other variatiors,'dioulder lifted, ‘it doesn't
matter to me.'

So, Rhea thought, her mind still reeling under fingpact of his

suggestion—or had it really been an order?—Jercaxebleen right in one
thing, even if he had been wrong in all the othéen did take life as it
came... and went. Putting any woman out of his naimdl moving on to the
next and the next...

'I'd give you an allowance,"' he was saying, 'sidfitto cover your needs
and that of Jerome's--'

‘There isn't going to be a child,’ the declarabarst through her unguarded
lips, 'so will you stop--?'

"You will not take that step,' he rasped, eyes darkight, 'do you hear? You
came to me for help because my brother refused doepa his
responsibilities. | am therefore taking full resptmlity for you on his
behalf.' He walked away.

So he had misunderstood her outburst! Well, hescence was clear, she
had told him the truth and he had chosen to disbelit. He returned, his

eyes holding hers. Unable to stand his penetragiaze, Rhea looked

elsewhere, but that look still burned through, ls® covered her face to shut
it out.

A hand touching her hair made her shiver. That rsdiddslowly down her
cheek, leaving a tingling trail. The pulses in heck leapt as. his fingers



crept over her throat. The effect of his touch s@slectric that it frightened
her.

Hands fastened under her armpits and drew hentfeée Still she refused
to open her eyes. If only her breathing would ewat filling her lungs
instead of manifesting itself in short jerks, simakher.

Arms with the power to forge hard metal into flogsishapes pulled her to
him. Lips, firm and cool and totally masculine,iol@d hers, and she found
her errant self responding, allowing her mouth écchught and tantalised
and played with, then completely possessed. Hes dregan to let her
down, lifting and clinging as her body swung thigyand that as the fancy
took the arms which held her.

‘That," he said thickly, as her eyes sprang widedassmayed at the way her
inner sexuality had responded to—worse, actuadaboratedwith—his,
'is all I wanted to know."'

He walked away again, leaving her strangely coldl iamwardly trembling,
her leg, the one that had supported her, so wesdkstte feared she would
fall if she didn't find her seat again.

'I'd respect the fact that you're expecting Jersictald,” he said coolly, as if
the kiss had never happened, ‘which means thatutdibe a marriage in
name only. I'd ask nothing of you, no sacrificiatsaof intimacy, or
so-called love. You would simply wear my ring ungdur life after the
event settled down and you found yourself ableotfgecwith your changed
circumstances. Then I'd release you. No recrinonatino conditions to be
fulfilled. At a time convenient to us both, the mage would end.’

There won't be an 'event'! The words shrieked ensier head. But hadn't
she tried just now to tell him the truth, and hatie' misinterpreted? So her
lips stayed sealed on her secret.

"You wouldn't want for anything,' he was saying.

'Not even—even after the divorce?' she broke irh waitbitterness that
surprised her.



'‘Not even after that. Nor for the rest of your life

Divorce?Her inner self was actually contemplating accephiis proposal?
Why not? a voice whispered. Then it came to her tikunder from a clear
blue sky— what better way, she thought recklegslyyreak that revenge
she longed to have on the Dower family...a kingafment to her by them
for all the misery and un- happiness that its yeungpon had brought
crashing down on to her head?

She released the breath she didn't even realiseahbolding.

'Yes,' she answered, eyes bright, head held Higimarry you. For all the
reasons you said.'

Two days after the cast was removed from Rhea;stihegwedding took
place. During the ceremony the best man, Vince Adia old friend of
Leo's, took care of the walking stick which Rhak seeded.

Nathan was there, acting as one of the witnes®ss luncle Timmy being
the other. To Rhea's immense relief, there wasgmd Sonya.

Rhea's cream-shaded dress was fashioned to fooshlape, and if Leo, in
his swiftly appraising glance as she had walkedlsiadown the stairs, had
wondered at her persisting slimness, he had madmmonent. Her satin
shoes matched the dress, likewise the cream shbarr around the navy
wide-brimmed hat which framed her face.

Where the wedding breakfast was concerned, hablestrea true bride, both
loving and loved, she could not have asked for m@ta fashionable hotel
in the town, among flowers and bridal decoratiadghsy were served with
choice dishes and wines. Champagne, the best, dloased, to Rhea's
astonishment, Leo had even taken the trouble teradvedding cake. A
miniature loving couple, made of icing, stood arswdrls of sugar flowers.

The handful of guests whom Leo had invited insidtest the bride and
groom stood together, knife poised, while cameraegpped and whirred.
Rhea did her best to hide her embarrassment, pler evanting to cry out,
Don't bother, please. This is a phoney weddingdarét love each other at



all. But, to her dismay, the other part of her veanit to be real, to be
meaningful and truly loving, followed by a fulfilg, not an empty
marriage.

Laughter and warm feelings filled the room, joHasgely at Leo's expense,
flying back and forth as the wedding breakfast pgeged. Carrie, Vince
Adley's sister, tall and curly-haired, kept smilig Rhea as if for
encouragement, making her acutely aware of hertewsion and lack of
spontaneity.

Seated beside her, their arms brushing now and tlemseemed to have
noticed.

'‘By marrying me," he whispered, his mouth closéeo ear, 'you haven't
signed your death warrant, merely taken my naméhiisake of things to
come. Nothing's permanent, and nothing's changeepéyour name. Will
you play out your role as the happy bride, withwathout the blushes, for
the next hour or two at least? If it's any helpy ymok beautiful.'

Rhea turned to him, secretly pleased by his congligralthough she knew
it to be false. 'There's really no need to flatber,' she responded tartly, then
caught a look in his eyes that set her pulsesngapiad he been sincere,
after all? Her smile broke through like the sunnirbehind a blanket of
cloud.

‘That's better,’" he murmured, turning her by theukters and placing his
cool, wine-tinged lips on hers. From the men thges an ironic cheer,
while the women happily applauded.

Now, seated beside a silent and strangely preoedupeo, Rhea leaned
back tiredly, staring out at the passing scendrwads the state of her
emotions that troubled her most. Even now, jusikinig about that careless
kiss he had given her simply to please their awdieahe found her heart
beating faster, the touch and taste of his moutteos lingering alarmingly.

"You did well." His abrupt praise broke into hevege, startling her.



"You mean you've discovered an unexpected sidee@f she returned, still
staring out. 'You're surprised to find that | caterplay? You asked me to,
remember?'

He shrugged, accelerating to climb a hill. 'Whateéwfter a pause, 'You
rose to the occasion.’

‘Thank you,' she responded stiffly, then removethiag twisting to place it
on the rear seat.

The rice had rained on them, confetti floated dowres of '‘Good luck!
following them. Plainly their guests had managedotad themselves into
believing it was a love match after all.

'My parents,” Rhea found herself explaining, 'lobeding people around
them, and they entertained a great deal. My matikéered from indifferent
health, so sometimes | took her place. All my etloba my home

environment, conditioned me into acting the spatklhostessno matter

how I might feel.'

Eyes on the road, Leo remarked, 'You must tell amestime.'
‘There's nothing to tell." But there was, so munat it would fill volumes.

There would be no honeymoon. She had insistedisrirtm the start, and
Leo had merely shrugged in his usual offhanded wWaythey crossed the
ancient bridge spanning the river, something desplé her leapt at the
sight of Leo's cottage.

In the few weeks that she had lived there, she seasetly forced to
acknowledge that she had grown to love the placasiWV it ironic, she
asked herself, as Leo parked in his usual plae¢ stie had come to feel a
deep affection for this man's home, if not for ti@n himself? Sensitivity to
his presence, acute and disturbing though it waes,tsld herself firmly,
must not be mistaken for anything but irritation.

The country silence came rushing in through thenedevindows.



'Rhea?' Steel-grey eyes, resolute and inscrutalitees usually were, rested
on her face. He reached out and removed somettangthe silky tendrils,
holding it out. The gesture reminded her of the i@y had first met, when
he had extracted a piece of grass from her hair.

Now it was a piece of confetti, tiny, heart-shapatijich he placed in the
palm of her hand, closing her fingers over it. Blo&ed at it and put it in her
purse. She never wanted to lose that minusculd;hearas a symbol of

something which she knew for certain would for everbeyond her reach,
but keep it she would.

Taking her other hand, Leo looked at the ring whickouple of hours
earlier he had placed on her wedding finger.

"You may kiss the bride."' The traditional wordgted into her mind. And,
in front of the wedding guests, he had done soe8wesoftly...and totally
without passion. All the same, her lips still fédat kiss as if it had only at
that moment been placed there.

'Yes?' It seemed that it hadn't been a questiare e shook his head. 'I--'
She moistened her lips.

‘Thank you for what you've done, but--'

Now, a voice shrieked inside her head, tell him thehtrutell him this
minute.The revenge you planned to have on the Dower Yarmow you
legally wear his ring.. .this is it, your moment wiumph, of glorious
victory. 'But--' It wasn't necessary to marry mecéuse there's no new
Dower on the way... The words stuck fast, almoskaiyg her.

Leo swung open his door and came round to helpiteThe moment had
passed, the time for confession receding into #uidpround. The relief was
so strong that it frightened her. It didn't meand-@¢P?—that, for some
reason she couldn't fathom, she was actually glhdve become this man's
wife?



In the living-room he left her and went upstaieming down in T-shirt and
jeans, his working clothes.

'If you need my help for any reason,’ he said,ugex] to the telephone, 'you
know where to find me.’

Rhea sank back in the chair, anticlimax swamping Be this was it
--marriage to Leo Dower, a house full of silencéf Tlamour—for what?
conversation, companionshipyel—was all in her head. With the aid of her
walking stick, she pulled herself up the stairs sloavly divested herself of
her wedding outfit.

The hat she replaced carefully in its box, thesleesl jacket she slid on to a
hanger. Pulling off her shoes, she stared at tlantheir shiningyvirgin
newness. Drawing a shuddering breath, she drew liiackrm and hurled
them one by one through the open window.

Hours later she stirred to darkness, her face daitipthe tears that had
shaken her slender frame until an exhausted sleep dieimed her.

Something had disturbed her and, opening her shessaw Leo, frowning
down at her. He held up the shoes, one in each Hdod@ come?' he asked
with a hint of amusement. 'Did they jump out ofitlewvn accord? Maybe
they fancied a riverside walk in the dark withchgit owner?'

She had to smile. 'l was letting off steam.’

'‘Some steam! Do you blow your top every time youygeirself married?’
'Every time," another smile, less shaky this tiw&hout exception.’

'Was | your imaginary target?'

'Yes,' she answered. And the circumstances, aenkrything you don't

know about. She became conscious of her partlyassdd state, her silk
slip having ridden high above her thighs.



Seeming to notice her embarrassment, Leo droppedhbes and slid his
hand beneath her thighs, easing the silky fabnerddder mouth opened on
a gasp, but she masked it with a strangled 'Don't!

His touch was electric, stinging her violently ligeshock from the mains.
Never, she vowed, would she let him touch her agésneffect was so
devastating that she did not dare to imagine whabuld do to her if she
ever... he ever...

'For God's sake, I'm your husband!' He seemed abgtyso was she.

'In name only," she hit back. "You'd ask nothingy yromised. If—if you
want me to regard you as a man of principle, assgmm to think you are,
then keep that promise. It was the basis of thisiage contract we entered
into.'

‘Then why have you been crying?'

Why? How could she answer when she didn't even Kkrergelf? She sat up
slowly, to give herself time. 'Because--'

I'm not Jerome?"

'‘No, no!" But let him think that, she chided hef,sélvas as good a reason as
any, wasn't it? 'My foot,' she added for good measu

"It still hurts?'

She nodded, averting her eyes from his overpowenasgculinity. Looking
at him in the semi-darkness, she felt somethingitegstir inside her, some
deep, inexplicable feeling... Surely it wasn't asgeoflonging?Of course it
wasn't. Fatigue, more likely, reaction to the laday, and all that it had
contained, meaningless though it had been.

‘That," she temporised. 'And—and other things.’

To her relief, yet perversely to her disappointméetturned, his measured
footsteps carrying him away.



He had breakfasted and gone by the time Rhea nexdedy downstairs.
She wondered, on this first day of their marriagkether he would bring
his sandwiches and his uncle Timmy as he had ofireeday there, but he
did not.

"Morning, dear." Mrs Litton, Leo's twice-weekly pellet herself in and
smilingly surveyed her employer's new wife. 'Nicedding, was it, love? |
bet you looked fit to eat in that dress | saw haggin the door of your
wardrobe!" She inspected Rhea's face. 'Your faobttrstubling you? You

look a bit pale.'

Swiftly Rhea turned on a brilliant smile, doing Hest to fit Mrs Litton's
idea of a radiant bride. 'You're right about mytfdmt otherwise I'm fine,
thanks.'

The lady help, romantically satisfied, went aboet Ibusiness, getting
through her work with extra speed. Did Mrs Dowend# Mrs Litton asked,
leaving a light lunch on a tray nearby. 'My dauglgad her kiddies are
coming for a couple of days.'

Mrs Dower, startled by being thus addressed, andtimgato declare that
inside she was still Miss Hirst, said she-didn'hdnat all.

Late morning the postman delivered a heavy boxguwlglly carrying it into
the cottage. 'From foreign parts,’ he commentenhtipg to the stamps and
the postmark.

'Foreign’ to people living there, Rhea knew, cosdnetimes mean from
another part of the country, but this time it haglamt exactly that. The box
had been mailed in Singapore, and Rhea guessedaido had sent it.

Herewith your rubbish, but you won't get your cack It's mine
now, safely locked away. Don't | deserve it afiergthing? Tell my
brother not to jump to the conclusion that if hegdr everything and
flies over here he'll find me. I'm en route, amd ot telling where.
Has he married you yet? | guess he has. He'skdestfor doing the



right thing. Unlike me, | hear you say. Hope yoyogrthe patter of
tiny feet. Ha! Happy memories, yes? Jerome.

At the last brash phrase, Rhea almost tore theimmishreds, but restrained
herself. Leo had a right to see its contents. Sa® neaching into the box,
surrounded by the items she had already withdraviien there came a
knock and the turn of the door-handle.

'How's the newly-wed?' asked Nathan, looking witteiest at the articles
scattered over the floor.

Rhea knew that for Nathan she didn't have to puherblushing bride' act.
He, like Leo's other close friends, knew the trothyhat they assumed was
the truth.

'Happy now I've got my things back,' she answeged{uring to the articles
all around her. Her mother's jewellery she hadiedmp to her room and
locked away.

Nathan did not ask 'back from whom?' 'Hey, what'tha?' he exclaimed,

kneeling beside Rhea and gazing around as if héduadl buried treasure.
'Whose handiwork is this? And this?' He picked igrgs of unfinished

embroidery, squares of hessian and linen, rougtcis&e on graph paper,
triangles of canvas, lengths of material both pémd dyed.

'Mine," Rhea told him with a smile. 'Just experitsewith designs and
colours.'

‘A hobby, you said. Craftsman that | am, lookinghese I'm not fooled,
Rhea. .You're a professional." He spoke almost siiwgly, and Rhea
laughed.

'Maybe, maybe not. I'm qualified enough to makéviad at this kind of
work. Even to teach it if | want.'

"You're a dark horse, Rhea. Why?'



She shrugged and shook her head. Nathan knew Heemgrigh not to
probe. The door opened yet again, and Rhea's meaty leapt sideways as
Leo strolled in. Eyes narrowing a fraction, he gkehfrom one to the other,
then at the contents of the box.

Rhea thought he deserved an explanation. 'Jeraméhsen back to me. He
kept his word.’

"You sound surprised.’
'l have reason to be,' she murmured, picking uguare of fabric.
'No car? Or rather, promise of its return?’

She shook her head, handing him Jerome's note. gdéamning it, he threw
it aside. 'l get the feeling it's coded.’

Rhea looked up quickly, but he said nothing. Thamwas, for her peace of
mind, too quick on the uptake.

Nathan rose, pointing. "That girl has been pulling wool over our eyes.’
Rhea's heart leapt again. Had Nathan guessed beatdt seemed he
hadn't. 'All this—this work, it's all hers. Woulay believe?’

'OK, Rhea, enlighten us.' Leo's voice was low aachpgelling, and she

found herself saying, 'I'd have told you, but drdt somehow seem relevant.
I've got a degree in art.' She looked directlyeb.L

"You-have?' said Nathan, sounding strangled.

'So." Leo this time. 'Why the mystery?"

Tingles ran down her spine and she wished she gealdl his expression.
As his hand came out to help her up, she jerkesumprise. He did not

release her hand, clasping it in a handshake. n&éscaaftsman to another,
Rhea Hirst, welcome to the club.’

Distantly she heard Nathan say, 'l echo that.’



Leo had called her 'Hirst', but it didn't matteerHheart nearly danced for
joy. For the first time ever, she glimpsed warnmh_eo's eyes, the merest
flicker, but to her it was as warming as a firecotold day. He released her
hand.

'Yes, well," said Nathan, looking from Leo to héfas he thinking that, in
spite of everything, the man who now called himbelf husband had some
feeling for her after all?

How wrong he would be, Rhea thought.

'l just called in to say "hi"," Nathan added. 'tm my way to the town.' He
smiled broadly at Rhea. 'Wait until | tell the gpoabout the accomplished
lady we now have in our midst! They'll welcome yaith open arms.
You—er—' with a quick glance at Leo and making fioe door '—you
won't let them down, will you? What | mean is, yoagree to meet them?'

'Of course. I'll be delighted to meet them all.tMA defiant lift of the head,
'With or without Leo's permission.’

'What was that supposed to mean?' asked Leo whémaiNd&ad gone,
picking up Jerome's note again.

Rhea's shoulders lifted. 'Nathan seemed to thisk ttow we've gone
through a marriage ceremony we operate as a singlerhat we can't bear
to be apart, that we tell each other our movemamas-'

Leo, reading the note, did not seem to be listeriihtappy memories,™ he
qguoted. 'Which means that, whatever you may saytaymmur association
with my brother--'

'He was being facetious. There may have been haippss, but my
memories of him now and everything to do with hira the very opposite
of happy.'

"You really do bear him a grudge for what he digaa, don't you?'



'Who wouldn't?" she retorted. 'He changed the eouws$ my life
completely..." Then she realised what he had mé&mtwve're back to the
'baby’ issue, she thought miserably. Some time sherwould have to tell
him.

To her relief, Leo changed course.
'What was the make of your car? The one he "bortWe

'One of the very few that might well keep its valaile being locked
away.'

‘A Rolls? You owned a Rolls-Royce?"

'It was my father's, the only thing | managed toage from the mess.' Why
did she feel she had to defend herself? 'l tholidbtd you. The entire
business toppled. It was failing for some time befoe, and my mother,
died.’

For the rest of the day, Rhea worked on the iteensnde had returned to
her. With Leo's iron and with loving care she peesthe specimens, then
labelled them methodically.

Looking up from her work, she realised not onlyttblae was hungry, but
also that she was still alone. She made a lightesujpr herself and, having
cleared away, stared out at the darkening moorland.

Pulling on a jacket over her T-shirt, and pushiegfeet into walking shoes,
she found her stick and went outside. She loolgid, rieft, then right again.
Something drew her that way, over the old stonggeriand down the road
that led to the village. And the forge.

If he was not there, she would swallow her prigejind herself that he was
a free agent, despite the ceremony they had gooegh, and force herself
not to be jealous. After all, Sonya Selby had agdeal to offer a man. Why
should he leave her arms to return to the womahakdemarried simply to



protect the new member of the Dower family he wasmvinced was on its
way?

If Leo was there—well, she'd turn back, wouldn&3f elling herself that at
least she knew where he was. The telephone? Td&iadh said, she could
use if she needed him. Which she didn't and, ddehtrself, never would.

He was there—the ringing strike of hammer on me&tdd her that in
advance. So why were her feet still carrying her..oand into the
semi-darkness?

His back was to her, but he paused, hammer raaseflsensing, as he had
the first time, that she was there. He turned,rejaat her just as he had
before.

Flickering and uncertain though the interior of thé forge was, the impact
on her senses of his height, his muscled breduhshieen upon his torso,
was even greater than that first time.

As if drawn by an invisible force, Rhea went towsahim and stood leaning
heavily on her stick. Why had she come? If he adka she wouldn't
know. All she did know was that she had forciblyhtwd herself back from
going to him, touching his chest, moving his arniilub encircled her,
putting her lips against his...

Slowly his hand released the hammer, its clattedimgeher shiver—or was
it the look in his eyes? He did not, on this oceaspull on his T-shirt out of
courtesy and politeness.

"You want me?' His tone was clipped, discouraging.

She came to her senses. Of course he did not wahehe! 'No. Thank you.'
She turned to go.

‘Liar." He moved to cut off her retreat. 'Yaantme. And you want this.'

His arms swung her round, her stick hitting theugich There was no mercy
in the way he roped her body to his, no considemnat the way his mouth



descended. There was a world of sensuality in #nehis lips crushed hers,
his tongue rasping against their tender skin whi# submitted and allowed
him thrusting access. Without restraint he plundeéhe secret moistness of
her mouth, disregarding her throaty cries, onlgmghg and softening when
her resistance died away and she melted into him.

His head lifted, although his lips remained in ling contact with hers.
"You wanted that," he said thickly. "You wantedtttelromancedid you, to
sweeten your memory of that sham marriage ceremwry shared
yesterday?'

'No, I--' She shook her head, only to hear him tadgep in his throat.
'Don't lie again, lady. | gave you what you came fo

Or--' he drawled, drawing away enough to look daivher warm, upturned
face '—am | to regard that as just a preliminary to

'No! You'd be breaking our agreement, breaking yeand.' If he made love
to her now, he would guess— what would he guessat\WWhe hadn't
allowed even herself to guess, nor even to thiduabYou can keep your
lovemaking!" she heard herself cry. She struggbefiiete herself and he let
her go, his expression sardonic. 'For your bedugififriend," she added,
retrieving her stick. "You think I'm not intelligeanough to have guessed?'

His broad shoulders shrugged off her questions. yoti're intelligent," he
said sarcastically. 'I've never doubted that.' litedd to replenish the fire.

Rhea found her eyes upon his back, closing theroefye until she had
managed to discipline the feelings the mere siffiisomoving unclothed
torso aroused.

Desperate to bring the emotional temperature dawmotmal levels, she
moved around the uneven stone floor. Sensitivdnéoatmosphere of the
place, she could almost swear she could hear thenyihg of horses of
olden times.



With a professional eye, she studied the metdilapss that were scattered
about the place.

It was the artist in her that asked, 'Are theségtissexperimental, or part of
a whole?'

'‘Both.' Leo moved to stand beside her, and onli Wie greatest difficulty
did she keep her reactions to him on an intellégiizme.

'l didn't realise there was a place for a forgmodern life.’

‘A fair comment, coming from a suburbanite, as g1’ No criticism there,
just a simple observation. 'But you're not along¢hinking that by a long
way. My uncle Timmy has enough work to keep hinngdor a long time
to come.'

'Which is why you break away from your businespoesibilities now and
then to help him?"

'Who's been talking? Nathan? Yes, | guessed. t fist’come here to help
my uncle. To me, it's a relaxation as well as ablyo@immy says it's an
obsession with me." His broad shoulders lifted. at#ter, he's glad of my
help." After a moment he added, 'lt's the consthatlenge, having to fulfil
tricky orders, that | can't resist. Not to mentiavith a quizzical lift of the
eyebrow, 'as you will no doubt appreciate and ustded, the demand on
one's creativity, that keeps me tied to it.’

'l understand,’ she replied fervently. 'l feel tbamstant drive myself.’
'l guessed that.'

Rhea revelled in the way he was confiding in heking to her as an equal.
'What kind of things do you make?' she asked.

'We repair the kind of objects that people treasike much-loved spades,
gardening forks; things people value, like old llestt Obvious items like
horseshoes, forged door hinges, window catchesefmvation jobs. Once



Timmy and | rehabilitated a wind-battered cockémi an ancient church
tower.'

'‘And creative work? Like those gates | heard ydkirig about to Miss
Selby?'

'‘Decorative folding iron gates. Larger contracke lihat, yes. They're what
interest me most.' Leo wandered back to his wdtls & traditional
coke-fired forge," he explained. 'Timmy and | deddgainst changing to a
more up-to-date gas-fired model.'

He turned towards the flames, their scarlet heatidg over his tough arms.
Rhea watched him at the anvil, and winced as hdledrwith nonchalant
assurance pieces of red-hot metal he had drawn thierfire. Sparks flew
and she held her breath as the incandescent radnictying ever closer to
his horrifyingly vulnerable skin. Why she shouldmwyoin case he got hurt,
she didn't know, but worry she did.

She sat on a battered wooden upright chair, hekimgastick leaning against
her side. Her ears rang with the sound his hamtné&es were making,
reverberating around the wide, low-ceilinged buigdiand ricocheting
against the stone walls.

His face drew her eyes, the intense concentratiall its angles illumined
by the glow of the white-hot metal he was manipngatHis full lips, which
only a few minutes ago had been crushed against Wwere compressed by
the determination with which he handled and colddolthe object he
hammered into submission. He leaned forward, thteb® produce the
shape he required, his wide shoulders curving #jighis flesh gleaming.

Rhea was certain he had forgotten her presencesdmé minutes later,
apparently satisfied with the form he had createdyut down his tools and
looked up, as if he had been perfectly aware oftreewhole time. Taking a
towel from a pile, he rubbed at his moisture- ladeck and shoulders,
drying his arms and lifting them, revealing thegbats of hair, moving the
towel downwards to skim over the curling mat ondtisst. Discarding the
towel, he looked at her, and the words he spoke werturn her whole
world upside down.



‘Tell me something.' He moved to stand in fronthef, arms folded, his
physique daunting, although a flicker of a smiledght a momentary
softening to his expression. 'l guess | should lesked before, but typically
man-like, as a woman would no doubt say, it slippgdmind. When is

Jerome's child due to be born?'



CHAPTER SIX

RHEA's heart began to pound, her breaths wrenched franfuhgs. This,
she told herself emphatically, was the moment st been longing for.
This was the moment when she wreaked her revengfgedDower family,
the revenge she had sworn to have from the timemkes treachery and
fraudulent behaviour had been revealed to her.

It had been a reckless revenge that she had entbagan, she saw that
now. How could she have chosen such a way of achieving her dBulis?
didn't she deserve some reparation for the havocpan Jerome had
caused in her life? The way he had contributed e father's financial
downfall? And, eventually, to her parents' deattisshe had chosen this
way of evening things up with the Dower family, she really be
blamed?

Leo stood there, towering over her, his expressioreadable in the
shadowy semi-darkness, and she realised whailaléegrror she had made.
Like a lightning flash, her intuition revealed terithe real reason she had
agreed to marry this man.

Beyond a shadow of doubt, when she was about torben out of his life
for ever, she knew that she had fallen in love Wil Dower the moment
she had set eyes on him... and that she loved lnre than she had ever
loved another living being.

Her mouth had grown parched, her throat rough teiision. She answered,
'I'm not expecting Jerome's child." As he didn&nseo comprehend, she
added, slowly and clearly, 'There isn't going tabdmby.'

It was as though he had become carved in stonpark $eapt from the fire.
Even if it had started a blaze Rhea doubted if baldvhave stirred. Then
slowly, gropingly, he picked up his T-shirt, witheshanical movements
pulling it over his head. Eyes a steely grey, thaklin them frightening in
its intensity, he said, 'Are you telling me thatiytost" the child before you
came here, then proceeded to pretend you wereatilfing it?'

Rhea shook her head. Whewouldhe understand, accept the truth?



‘Jerome didn't make me pregnant--'

His lips tautened into a snarl. 'But someone eldetden you pretended it
was Jerome's?’

'‘No!" she almost shrieked. 'Don't you see? I'veenexpected a child. I--' It
had to be said, and right now.

She swallowed hard. She didn't love this man, sitedhhim, didn't she? So
why wasn't she enjoying her revenge, instead ofigtg there attempting to
explain her actions? 'l married you," she flungiat, 'to get even with the
Dower family, because of all the terrible thingsoiee did to me, to my
life.’

'‘And you're trying to tell me those "terrible thgigwere completely
unconnected with a pregnancy that my brother ca&u€dd no, that won't
wash. | can't believe what you're saying. I've beerthe receiving end of
too many demands for payment for the expectatiahkarth of Jerome's
unborn but oncoming offspring, careless as hend,as the women have
been that he's chosen to sleep with.'

''ve never expected Jerome's child. You have lieveme!
He moved nearer, face twisted with anger. 'Whem d&en it in writing in
the note he sent you? Where he referred to théetpaittiny feet” to come?

To me, that can mean only one thing.’'

He had taken Jerome's note seriously! 'He was gokiro. He knew the
situation--—'

'Did he?' His hands on her arms forced her to @et. fDid you tell him
you'd had an abortion? Istftatthe true situation?’

'‘No, because, | keep telling you, it wasn't true!
'Yet you came here, accepted my hospitality, wdudde accepted my

money if I'd offered it to you as | offered it tbh the others? Then gone on
your way if you hadn't hurt yourself and been forte stay here? Not to



mention,' cuttingly, 'accepting my offer to maruy A novel way, you no
doubt thought, of not just taking the very generbasd-out | gave to the
others— to you, cocooned by your father's wealthjng amount, no
doubt—but, as my wife, gaining limitless accessntyg bank account?
Which meant,’ with a sneer, 'that I'd be able tepkgou in the comfort to
which you'd grown accustomed.’

His fury, all the more powerful for being contrallevas at white heat, more
dangerous even than the incandescent metal hefdvewthe fire. As he
spoke, Rhea was sure that sparks flew, hitting $eating her skin. How,
she asked herself again, could she have been 8shf@s to choose this
man as her means of wreaking revenge?

'My God,' he was saying, 'at least those other wowere honest. At least
they admitted bluntly that they wanted—would be ptetely satisfied

with—the lump sum Jerome had promised would coreg thay. Better

educate as you were, you were far more cunningemiteyou?' His teeth
snapped and he seized her shoulders, then conteasptuhrew her from

him. He walked a few paces. "You rid yourself abdee's little burden, then
came--'

'For the hundredth time, | didn't!" she cried. 'lne¢ tell you something.
Your wonderful brother Jerome is a fraud, a thaef,'Murderer' she almost
said.

He swung round. 'Call him names, would you, nantes tould be
actionable, simply because he broke the engageasnergtole your car?’

She shook her head, realising how useless it wiagtto break down in his
mind the high wall he had erected around his brtthategrity. There
seemed to be no way open to her of getting hincteat the truth.

Hadn't his uncle Timmy told her their family stohgw protective Leo had
been since childhood towards his younger brotheridsv could she ever
expect him to believe anything but good about Jefom

'I'll pack and leave,' Rhea told him heavily.



You will?" he rasped. '"You realise that would lwknéting your guilt,
tacitly agreeing that I'm right in accusing youhafving had an abortion
prior to coming here? And of accepting my propa$aharriage under false
pretences?’

'Would that matter? | wouldn't be here to heargbssip.' Rhea lifted her
shoulders. How bitter her revenge tasted nowsl yuant to get on with my
life. And—' she raised her eyes to his —and aljow to get on with yours.’

Leo moved closer, holding her gaze. 'Exactly whg,asked curiously, ‘did
you marry me?'

'‘Because I--' The truth so nearly burst from her!

But even if she had told him she loved him he wdwdse laughed in her
face. 'l told you why." There was a long sileng@K, you win," she

conceded falsely. 'l was after your money. Andubefulness to me of your
position in life," she threw in for good measufus$ the benefit of the
Dower name.' She had meant to sound cynical, lwainite out levelly as if
she had honestly meant it.

He nodded as if he had believed every word. Howigrashe thought, that
he'd accepted her lies as the truth, yet whenatiédid him the truth he had
regarded it as a lie.

'Where would you go?' he asked.

'On leaving here? Youth hostels, cheap hotels.’

'Not back to Jerome?'

‘Jeromé Oh, no, thank you. | wouldn't know where to fimch, would 1?'
Too late she realised that he had probably takenvbeds to mean that if

she had known of Jerome's whereabouts, she woutthed no hesitation
in joining him.



Hands deep in pockets, he regarded her for a lomg. tShe grew
uncomfortable under his scrutiny and stood up,hieacfor her stick. His
hand came out, taking it from her.

''ve come to a decision,' he declared, tight-lghp¥ou’ll remain here as my
wife—which you are—for as long as it takes for marriage, shall we say,
to be "given a chance"? Then, despite our "effpitstan appear to be
failing. Then | might—might—reconsider the position.'

'‘But a divorce,’ Rhea cried protestingly. 'You pieed--'

‘After the birth, | said. But, according to yougth won't be a birth, will
there? Which absolves me from that promise." He adowwards her,
making her skin prickle, standing close enoughhfarrto feel his breath on
her lips. Part of her wanted to back away, but thaalcitrant other part
wanted to close the tiny gap that separated them.an

‘You've sold yourself, Rhea Hirst," he said, hiccgdow, tone menacing,
sending drissonof fear through her nervous system, ‘into my kegpBy
marrying me, you don't know what a dangerous gamevg embarked
upon.' In the half-darkness and the ruby glow ftbedying fire, he looked
devilish and dark and handsome, with a hardnests dhased an icy
sensation to shiver all down her spine.

'It's—well, it's just a matter of sitting it oushe said, affecting a careless
shrug, 'long enough to convince your friends andhimurs that we're not
compatible. You've just said as much. Then I'llaxy things and get out
of your life.’

'In my time, my dear wife,’ the endearment was chargetl sarcasm,
scraping her nerves, 'in my own time. Not yours.'

He pressed against her and she thought his arnesomering round her, but
it was his eyes that stroked her lips, not his finpaid she forced herself to
guell the treacherous uprush of disappointment.

"You've got to let me go,' she heard herself ptiigs'You take life, and
women, with equal ease. Jerome told me so, anagh fny comparatively



small knowledge of you, I've seen that he was ri@d why is it so
important that you feel you have to convince yarquaintances that you're
putting yet another woman out of your life?’

"You believed Jerome, those stories he told yowabw®? You didn't for
one minute think they might simply be brotherly coents?’

They just had to be true! Yet, as she had discoveieromenhadlied to her
many times. Any thought that the 'stories’ might lme true filled her with
dread, a sense of being captured, imprisoned fertdhé might never let her

go.

"You mean—the women in your life," she asked, ‘treepever come and

gone?' Leo stared down at her, still disturbinglyse. Since he didn't

answer, Rhea assumed that that side of his persmtaty was, as far as she
was concerned, a closed book. 'All the same, yaleragpromise about this
marriage of ours and--'

she suddenly remembered '—as Jerome said in l@sywmt're a stickler for
doing the right thing--'

'It all depends, doesn't it, what that "right tHimgight be?'

Unnoticed, his arms had crept round her, holdinglbesely. Now they
were tightening and his head was lowering slowiy,dyes on her lips, his
hand pressing against the back of her head, arikedcaround her slender
waist. 'And this," he murmured, his eyelids drogpirs the "right thing" at
this moment. Don't you agree?"

Rhea felt the late-evening stubble abrasive agagrsskin, his wide mouth
playing with hers, persuasive and persistent, pgurtier lips, his tongue
invading and withdrawing until her inner mouth abhdéungered for the
taste of him. Yet she didn't want him kissing réddn't want her body to
succumb as it was doing, loving the touch of hischan her breast.now
had it got there?

The telephone broke through her gasp at his stgokimgers' audacity,
demanding attention. Eyes pin-points in the firagleit was dark outside



now—nhe uttered a curse and turned to silencernditon top sliding down
into place as he withdrew his hand.

'Yes?' shot curtly into the phone. 'Hi, Timmy,' ddgrtolerant, but polite.
"You want something?'

Timmy's voice came over loud and clear in therssk. "You still there at
the forge, Leo? You OK? | saw the light from the firom my window and
wondered if you'd left and forgotten to put it 6ut.

'I'm here, Timmy," long-sufferingly. 'I'm OK.'

‘Isn't it time, lad, you...?" A thoughtful pauséou alone? Or is Sonya--?"

'My wife, Timmy, mywifeis with me.’

'‘Ah." Silence, then, 'Isn't it time she was homd easting? What with her
foot still not back to normal and the babby onnts/?'

Through teeth that were gritted, his nephew offerétiere’s no baby
expected, Timmy, there never was.'

'No—no babby? You can't mean it?' The disappointnremis voice cut
Rhea to the heart.

'‘No child on its way. Rhea's come clean. She'sn@dhe truth at last. All
this time she's been lying to--'

Rhea's hand shot out, taking Leo by surprise armmingethe phone. 'l've
never lied, Uncle Timmy," she cried, 'l tried tefli Leo that | wasn't
pregnant, but he- he wouldn't believe it.’

"You mean—you don't mean, dear, you—wédist it before you came
here?'

‘That's what Leo kept thinking | meant. Uncle Timhspe declared, 'l only
ever came here because Jerome had told me hisebretuld help me
financially, until | found my feet again after.ftex...' But Timmy wouldn't



believe what Jerome had really done, any more tieanwould. To them
both, Jerome was the tops, a 'good lad’, who coeNer do wrong.

‘That Jerome," he sighed, 'that other rascal ephew of mine," at Timmy's
tone, and listening to Timmy's choice of words Rkeaw she had been
right in guessing that Dower would defend Dowerpmatiter what, 'he's bad
to women, that he is." No censure there, just ahtoaf indulgent
amusement. 'He treats 'em like he gets chewing fgum a slot machine,
then throws 'em away. And he had to do it to yaard Rhea could almost
see him shaking his head. 'After getting engageatn too. Are yoisure,
lass, there's no--'

Leo turned the tables and seized the phone froma'Rl@suspecting hand.
You have to accept it, Timmy. She's not pregnant.’

Timmy hadn't finished. 'What about your marriage?® It's hardly begun.
Even if your reason for marrying the lass doesxi$tenow, you'll surely
give your marriage a chance? You aren't going na $er away, are you?'

'‘Can you think of any good reason why not?' Led tumhed to eye her,
apparently amused by her heightened colour, hégriation.

'She's a good lass, Leo, that's why," came Timomytgesitating answer,
‘whatever she might or might not have done. Shiect wou need. Better for
you by far than that Sonya. You'll be a fool if letiher go.’

'I'll bear your advice in mind, Timmy,' Leo drawlé@hanks for ringing and
checking up. Everything here's OK." Cutting the, dalt still speaking into
the unreceptive mouthpiece, he added, 'When a waels me she's
married me merely to use me as a weapon of revehgegets everything
that's coming to her." Slowly he replaced the remreand leaned back,
fingers pushed into his waistband, and fixed heh i steely gaze. 'Got
that, Miss Hirst?'

'Who's breaking the moral rules now?' Rhea hit padkiriated by his
arrogance, but most of all worried by the implioatibehind his words.
"You promised you'd ask nothing of me. Now you§eaod as threatening
to break that promise.'



‘That promise was made before you told me the .tfltourse | wouldn't

have touched you if you really had been expectargrde’s child, either

before or after. Now you tell me it's not so?' KHersed yet again to be
wanting confirmation.

'l repeat, it's not so. I'm not pregnant, neverehagen.’

His broad shoulders lifted and fell. 'OK." A longyse, as if he were
weighing up the pros and cons. 'So, as my lawfulded wife, and in view

of the outrageous reason you've given for takinghaprole, as | said, you
take the consequences. No holds barred. Any narmmaalneeds a woman
now and then. One day,' his mocking glance rakedslemder figure, 'l

might want you.' His tone implied 'if | could eviering myself to touch

you'. 'And if | do--" Another shrug. "You'll be tleeto gratify my needs,’
was, Rhea knew, his unspoken innuendo.

How could she ever have thought she loved this nfarfifare of hatred
came burning through the emotion she had told Hevss love. It had, she
argued, been the only way she had been able toleicey married to
him—fooling herself into believing she loved him.

She saw him once again as a Dower, one of whonalnealdy wrecked her
life as she had known it. She refused to allow isver to repeat the
devastating exercise.

'"You,' she exploded, fear mixing with a frighteningnton excitement,
'you're as unscrupulous as your precious brothiee! Dower family," she
stepped forward and clicked her fingers in his fakcdon't give that for
them. No one, not everlrowertakes me against my will. Not even the man
who, for a short time only, calls himself my hustn

Lips drawn into a thin line, Leo reached out andgtd her wrists, jerking
them to her sides and pulling her body against3t& gave a choking cry.
In stepping forward to balance herself, she hadhviedently used her
injured foot.

He seemed to think that it was because his griprardher wrists was
inflicting pain, but he did not give an inch, fangi her head back with the



pressure of his mouth. Again she took into heihaxicating taste of him
as his merciless kiss ground into her lips, leavingm throbbing and
quivering with tension. She sagged against him,hiead on his shoulder,
finding a fleeting sanctuary in the strength andir@mfort of him.

When he saw in the flickering half-light how whishe was, he jeered,
'‘What's wrong? Don't my kisses please you? Dory timeasure up to
Jerome's?"

'My foot," she managed, biting her lip with pairdasinking weakly down
on to the stone-flagged floor, her arms extendeldeasvrists remained in
his hold.

Cursing, he lifted her, gathering her into his ar8ise tried to tell her head
to stay upright, tried to scold it when it rootatte again for the shoulder it
seemed to have developed a sudden liking forngegiiere with a perverse
contentment all the way outside. This man was henw, she lectured the
suppliant self over whom she strangely seemedve ha power.

He lowered her with an aloof kind of care on to thar seat and drove her
home.

In her room, he looked down at her as she satehdld. 'Will you be able to
manage, or do you want my help?' he asked distantly

Angry with herself for allowing her body to be fedl by his momentary
softening towards her, Rhea stared up. 'l woulticept your help if it came
with a fortune,’ she declared belligerently.

But she just had, hadn't she? she reminded hesdie strode from the
room. She had been accepting his help from thesbdayhad arrived on his
doorstep. And, she was forced to acknowledge, shddago on needing
that help for some time to come.



Nathan discovered her ten days later seated olkea feee-trunk near the
river bank. With her left hand she held a drawirgulol firmly on her lap,
while with her right she sketched the river scene.

'Hi," he said. 'l was passing and thought I'd ikalMind if | join you? Just
carry on.' He sat beside her. 'Tll do my best twodisturb the artistic
equilibrium.’

'‘Be my guest,’ she answered with a smile. 'I'm doly glad to have
company.’

He frowned. 'Feeling lonely? What about your husbarHe's around, at
the forge every day.'

He's not my husband, she wanted to say. Insteaarsiveered with a shrug,
'Yes, he's around.' Let Nathan make what he likélsad, she thought.

Leo had indeed been around. He had filled the gettheen within her
hearing, her sight, near enough to touch if shegtadched out her hand.
But scarcely a word had passed between them. ¥esyas feeling lonely,
she could have confided to Nathan.

At night, she and Leo had gone their separate wiéiisa polite 'goodnight'.
Rhea usually went up first, using the bathroom kjyito avoid meeting
him there. He came up much later, and she had fbarself listening to his
footsteps, trying to work out his movements, womdgwhether this—this
was the night when he... But he hadn't. The dodri®ffoom had always
closed firmly behind him. It was as though they everere acquaintances,
and she had to acknowledge that it was wearingdiogm, almost to
screaming pitch.

She couldn't hide it from herself any more: tha¢ stould almost have
welcomed that demand on her as his wife which, ¢kehing in the forge,
he had hinted that he might make one day. Anytlshg,thought, to release
this pressure that was building inside her, tormegnher; anything—a
guarrel, even—to be able to put into words the miagnfeeling of
resentment, of anger, of—yes, she had to acceph ef/frustration. Let
him get it over with, she had found herself thirgkih could grit my teeth



and allow him nearer to me than | ever allowed derothan I've ever
allowed any man...

‘That's good,’ commented Nathan, looking over heukler. ‘'That's great.
Is it a sketch in itself, or--?"

‘A design for a batik wall-hanging. The bridge fastes me—its shape, its
brickwork, its enduring strength despite its age.’

"You're filling the scene with birds and plantsttihacan't see anywhere
around. Artistic licence?'

Rhea laughed. 'I'm adding interest and colour. Awgement.' She stopped
work and looked around. 'What | don't feel it's bk to capture in a
picture like this, and I'm not even going to tig/the naturally subdued light
of the countryside, the flowing tranquillity.'

'The peace and quiet,’ Nathan offered, 'that ssathired-up emotions?"
She looked at him curiously. 'You understand?’

He nodded. 'Only too well. | guess,’ he took a lbngath, ‘tell me if I'm
wrong or intruding, that you're finding a certa@lationship as difficult to

cope with as | found my—certain relationship.’

He was, she realised, talking about his separ&toon his wife. "You're not
wrong, Nathan. Or intruding.'

There was a long, comfortable silence. Rhea resumeedvork, adding,
erasing, shading in.

'When--' He hesitated, taking a breath, startirgrgdWwhen the—er—event
happens, what will you do?'

Rhea did not hesitate to enlighten him. 'There tm#an "event", Nathan.'
He made a startled movement. 'lt was never a pbgsibA
misunderstanding—crossed wires. You know?'



'‘Ah," as if he understood, although her softly spolstatement hadn't
explained a thing. 'Tonight," he said at last,ré&fsean informal meeting of
members of the local craft club—coffee and biscuit¥e'd be delighted,
Rhea, if you'd come along. We usually take whateveall piece we're
currently working on, keep ourselves occupied. ¥iddley's place. Il

call for you. Unless you've got other plans?’

Such as going places with my husband, he meanta Rffided in. She
shook her head. 'Leo spends every evening at tge-feor so he says.’

He got the implication. 'Sonya—she's a bitch."

Rhea's heart sank. Had she really thought Nathadveet her mind at rest,
telling her he knew for certain that there was mghbetween Leo and
Sonya Selby? But why should she care? If Leo wasiraaing his liaison
with his girlfriend, she reflected, at least thapk him from making
demands on her.

Leo had not returned home by the time Nathan cétledler. Which meant
she had had no opportunity of telling him wherewhs going.

'Vince Adley and his sister Caroline—you know thémsked Nathan as
they drove away from River Cottage. 'Of course gloy he remembered,
'they were at your wedding. Vince was Leo's besh.nfdey run this
guesthouse, Moorview. They've got a big room tle¢ys$ use for our craft
meetings. This evening we'll just be a small group.

Moorview was large, with a feeling about it thatswas friendly and
welcoming as its owners. Vince embraced Rhea las ifad known her all
his life, while his sister took her hands, laugyngeminding her brother
that Rhea was a married lady.

‘Thanks for coming,' said Caroline.

‘Thanks for inviting me," Rhea answered, surprised a little daunted by
the interest and frank curiosity in the other petgpfaces.



'It's not often," Vince declared loudly, 'that wet g real live professional in
our midst.'

'Vince, you're embarrassing Rhea," Caroline pretesCome and sit with
me,' she added. 'And I'm known to my friends agi€dtfave a coffee, and
a biscuit. Go on, be a devil—they're home-made.’

As Rhea chewed appreciatively, a young woman asked across the
room, 'Is it true you've got a degree in art?"

'‘Applied art, specialising in textiles," Rhea amethdsomewhat startled by
the efficiency of the village grapevine.

'l told them, Rhea," Nathan explained. 'Hope youitdaind.’
'Don't let it put you off," Rhea answered, laughihget I'm no more skilled
in my line than all of you are in yours.' She lodkgound the semi-circle of

bright, friendly faces. 'What do you all do?"

'‘Come on now," Vince ordered in a joking, militargice, 'confess by
numbers. And introduce yourselves while you're &lidu

'I'm Maisie Kelney,' said a middle-aged lady. 'lbemtvork. And this is my
daughter Joanie. She helps me.’'

‘Tommy Scott, clock restorer,” a bespectacled yoomnag seated beside
Joanie stated.

‘Mildred Smith, and | make corn dollies."
So the dozen people announced themselves andctaéis. They all held
small samples on which they were working. The cosat®on became

general and Nathan, seated on the other side &, Réfdled her cup.

Nathan crossed the room to continue his discussitnTommy Scott and
Carrie admired the piece of embroidery Rhea haddirbalong to work on.



'I'm a knitter, by hand, not machine,' Carrie tbkt. 'l find it relaxes me
after a busy day caring for our guests. Would yBu.She hesitated,
lowering her voice and colouring a little. 'I'd delighted to knit anything
you want, Rhea, in the way of oultfits for the balyst make a list and--'

‘Carrie!" Rhea had to cut her off. In an inexplieatyay it hurt having to
enlighten her. 'There's no baby coming. There nenast' Carrie's face fell,
as Rhea had known it would. Hadn't even Nathanvwedehe news with
barely hidden disappointment? Not to mention Uiighemy. 'All the same,
| really appreciate your offer.'

Carrie nodded, starting to speak, but changingrhied. The telephone rang
on a table behind them, and Vince sprang to angw@s eyes swinging to
Rhea.

'Yes, Leo, your wife's here. Want to speak to her?'

Rhea's heart sank, having just caught the shouthenangry crash of metal
on metal. Vince moved the receiver from his eas hrows arched
comically. Then he shook it and listened again, ingak face and replacing
it in its cradle.

'Oh, dear, one furious husband checking up on his'smwhereabouts.
Didn't you tell him, Rhea?'

'‘Obviously not, Vince, and it's none of your bussgé his sister
reprimanded.

The evening passed too quickly for Rhea's likingt dhly was she enjoying
the company of people who could, in a sense, sheakwn language, but
she couldn't forget Leo's minuscule, but none ¢ise resounding explosion
of anger.

When Nathan, taking her home, invited her in fao#ee first, half of her
wanted to accept his invitation. The other, monesg#e half, however,
made her shake her head. 'I'd better get backsaste

'OK, another time,' he answered understandingly.



Leo's explosion on the telephone was nothing coetpaith his anger as
she entered the front door. Furious and formiddigestood in the doorway
of the living-room, his shirt unbuttoned and pulfege as if he hadn't been
able to bear its constriction. Since it was neagssa go through the

living-room on her way to the kitchen, Rhea hadchoice but to draw a

deep, steadying breath and face Leo's anger.



CHAPTER SEVEN

REMINDING herself that the best form of defence, or so Hag, was attack,
Rhea made a pre-emptive strike.

'How could I tell you,' she challenged, her browesflashing, ‘when you
weren't here?'

Leo thrust a thumb in the direction of the telepidithere was that.'

‘That's true, and it did actually occur to me tib yau, but | told myself you
wouldn't care where | went or if | never came bathkd don't deny it," her
voice rose accusingly, 'when you know it's truas Bhger seemed to be
increasing with her every word, but she overrodeaaning voice and
plunged on, 'You're never here. When you are, yeattme as if | don't
exist.'

Stop! her better judgement urged. You're as goaelisg him you care,
which you don't, you don't... Useless trying tqpstow she had started.

'Day after day,' she went on, 'evening after exggnyou take yourself off to
the forge. Your uncle Timmy was right when he sgd were obsessed
with black- smithing. Or is it the most effectiveaywyou know of getting
away frommetOr," dared she? yes, she dared, 'maybe it'slgdyrfriend
you're obsessed with. Is it her you go to, notftinge? | bet she welcomes
you each evening with open arms, which you go imithout a single
hesitation, a single qualm--'

One stride and he had seized her by the upper arms.

'‘Accusing me of adultery, are you?' he snarled,eljiss spitting like the
forge fire. 'Because, if so, put it in writing, alidlsue the hide off you!'

‘That's right," she cried wildly, struggling in maio free her arms from the
clamp of his fingers, 'talk like a true Dower! Tageople's money away
from them, leave them with nothing. Ask your worfdebrother what I'm
talking about. As for you and your extra-maritafities--'



He slammed her against him. Jaw thrust forwardyrbend out, 'So you'd
rather my activities weretra- marital! That's OK by me, lady. Lead the
way to your bedroom. No, on second thoughts, whstevame making the
journey? Over here," moving her towards the setwak do very nicely. A
little farewell get- together, before | leave.'

'Leave?' she asked, closing her eyes to hide xéstgn'You're—leaving?'

'Not for good, dear wife," he rasped, 'althougldaabt you're disappointed
to hear it. On business, to London. But don't etryhopes rise. I'll be back.
And demandinghis, like any man in his right mind who's been parteadrf
his beloved.’

He held her from him far enough for his hands tk feer cotton top over her
head, pull down the straps of her bra and, de$gitegasps and protesting
cries, fasten his mouth with a relentless, erotissgssion over her
burgeoning breasts.

Urging her backwards on to the sofa, he came dowmop of her, the
muscled weight of him robbing her of breath, thecto of his hands and
sensual movement of his lips inflaming her and nopliner of any wish to
repulse him.

On the contrary, she wanted—she actually wanted-enfold him in her
arms, stroke his hair, arch against him, whispsrrna@me. She heard her
own voice murmuring it, felt her own body slowlyceumbing. ..heard the
screech of the telephone splintering the tensi@hcaoling the white-hot
atmosphere to zero. Leo's head lifted, and witlwraeche broke contact and
picked up the telephone, his other hand runningutiin his hair. Rhea
pulled on her cotton top and hated herself forimgrassioned response to
Leo's love- making. Except, she told herself, thae' hadn't come into it.
She couldn'tovea man she hated. Could she?

'Yes?' Leo barked into the phone. He listened, fienvand rapped out,
'Where the hell are you now?'



Dismayed, Rhea sank on to the sofa, guessing thditig of the caller.
Agitatedly, she picked up and shook the cushiorckvktill bore the imprint
of their two heads.

Leo must have activated the voice amplifier, sideeome's answer came
over clearly. 'Now that'd be telling.’

'Cut that out, Jerome. You can't spend the regbaof life wandering the
world." Leo rubbed his chest hair abstractedly.&8¥\#re you running away
from?'

'Has she been talking?' There was a trace of gnxi¢he question.
'She?' Leo asked coldly.

'My ex-fiancee, now your wife. | heard via the graime that you married
her. So how are you liking her—er—charms, pal? Agimas | did? |
taught her a thing or two."'

Jerome burst out laughing, and Rhea clapped hafshawver her ears. It's
not true, she wanted to cry, but Jerome was tal&gagn.

'l expect you know by now,' he went on as if he evenjoyinghimself,
‘about her non-existent pregnancy. Caught you yiaktin't she? Or did
she own upbeforemarriage, but, being the gentleman you are, and—er—
because of what she told you, you kept your promimkegot spliced to her

all the same? One thing | know, you wouldn't hasrrad her for love.
Still," in an amused, throwaway tone, 'you can gb\divorce her, can't you,
when the time's right?’ 'Both brothers,' Rhea eéxad, unable to stay silent
any longer, 'tarred with the same brush! Unscrugsjlonanipulating--'

'What's she saying? Never mind," Jerome remarkaathy, 'l guess she's
kept quiet about—um—certain things; otherwise ydeédjumping down
my throat by nowCiao, brother,sweetsister-in-law.'

The call was cut with a clatter. Leo turned, haimdgockets, head slightly
lowered. 'What things?' he asked.



| won't be intimidated, Rhea vowed. There's noiartke whole world now
who'll stand up for me except myself.

"You're not interested in my past history,’ shensmed boldly. 'l drifted into
your life temporarily, and I'll drift out of ipermanentlyAs your brother
said, you can divorce me when the time's right.’

'Stop prevaricating and answer my question.’

'How do | know,' her eyes defied him, 'that youndran league with him?
Look how neatly you both had that business of hisnen tied up. He
played around with them, then he sent them to gquay them off.’

'So?'
'So how do | know you weren't his partner in crime?
'What crime?’

Even now she could hardly bring herself to talkwhb 'I'm surprised you
don't know. But then he wouldn't have told you, Wdwe? Wanting to keep
on the right side of his big brother. You wereegtll, the one who got him
out of his woman troubles.’

He stood in front of her now, arms folded, legsnfir placed. The rest of
him towered. Tall as he was, he made the ceiliegidew. He waited with
a false patience, his face unreadable in the subdlesv from the table
lamp.

'I--' She looked at him, looked away.

‘Take your time. We've got all night.'All night? Wavould she sleep after
what had taken place between them before the ptamg® Then her mind
played over the events of the past, resentmentniaty Why should she
have a guilty conscience over marrying Leo outevenge? Especially on
the terms he had set out as a basis for their isgafr Surely she had
deserved some form of reparation for what Jerondedoae to her family,
her life.



And telling Leo the truth didn't mean he would be& her. Remember, she
told herself, he's a Dower, and the Dowers stigietioer regardless. Not
once during Jerome's calls had Leo got really angty him. Which surely
proved—didn't it?—that he was on his brother's ,sidways had been and
always would be, judging by what Uncle Timmy hattltber about their
past.

'Why shouldn't | have sought payment for what Jeraid to my life?' The
bitter words came tumbling from her of their owrcad. "Why shouldn't |
have sought revenge for the way he behaved--?'

"You distinctly told me,' Leo interrupted, frownirfithat Jerome hadn't made
you pregnant.’

'Which was true. It's his fraud I'm talking abdui fraudulent activities.'
‘Fraud!

‘Yes,fraud. And theft.' She leaned forward, rubbing at hedenkhich still
pained her, like the events of the past whichwaildn't let her rest. 'If | tell
you, will you believe me?'

‘Try me." He joined her on the sofa, reclining, srextended, head turned
her way.

Rhea-'enlarged the space between them, while Léthea the action with
narrowed eyes.

She rubbed her neck, which had begun to ache wétness, pushed a
distracted hand through her hair. 'Jerome wangladyla position in the
family firm--'

'Daniel Hirst?'
She nodded, '—by becoming engaged to me. Likingnder—he had his

charms,’ she admitted wryly, 'and seeing him asutige son-in-law, my
father trusted him implicitly. Jerome abused thast.'



Rhea stole a glance at Leo, seeing his half-clesed and wondered if he
was asleep. 'Are you listening?' she thrust ingosilence.

'He betrayed that trust, you were saying. How?'

He was, she realised, fully alert, watching heefdwer mouth, her every
agitated action.

'No doubt you won't believe me, and Jerome woultydeyet again if he
heard me.' She sighed, recalling every unhappyldéthtell you, all the
same. Slowly but surely he bled the firm's finandegs He not so much
pocketed the company's money as moved it in shioNeisto an account
with an overseas bank.’

Leo was listening now. He got to his feet, walk@dand down.

'‘No one,' Rhea went on, eyes closed, seeing thapatearly it hurt, 'no one
ever discovered how much, or where, or how hetdahid he wasn't telling.
He denied everything, as his legal adviser told tordo. The money was
never recovered.'

Leo stood at the window, staring into the darkness.

'l was left with the private mess, the public dglgke said. 'Only when
everything had been sold that could be sold, theséothe paintings my
father had bought, all his investments cashedsémnsngs swallowed up,
was | able to settle those debts."

"You were left with nothing?'
'‘Not even anywhere to live. All my worldly goodsdrried in the cases and
backpack | took with me. They're up there now,' géstured overhead, 'in

the room you've allowed me to occupy.'

Leo broke the long silence. 'Until Jerome camehanscene and started to
do as you've just alleged he did--'



There it was again, the doubt, the 'Jerome coulabderong' attitude of his.
Alleged,he'd said, not proven, as the judiciary had deGitting Jerome
off; Jerome, who had been so clever, allowed tk\irak, able to keep his
money, free of all responsibility for the compargésnise.

'Until then," Leo was saying, 'the company, DakHiiest, was thriving?'

'No—1I did tell you. It started going downhill jubefore Jerome joined the
firm. Which is why my father was so eager to appdmm. His
son-in-law-to-be, filling the place of the son heidver had—he was
delighted with mywonderfulfiance, he trusted him implicitly. He'd save the
firm, my father said, with his new, young ideas.’

He must have heard the bitterness, but he didarmothwent.

'Even if Jerome had been honest,’ Rhea went omptitdn't have worked.
The customers who had patronised Daniel Hirst gbftdly in the past
noted the new direction the firm was taking andregped their annoyance
by drifting away. The young people didn't turn uptheir droves as my
father had hoped, and the slide down became aarsra.'

'On whose recommendation did your father appoirdrde?'

'His own. He produced his own CV, forged his owferences. A pack of
lies, as | found out later, after my parents hadldiat least Dad was spared
that. Jerome had made up his own qualificatiorss,"@st experience" in
management and finance. They were all phoney.'

There was another long silence, giving Rhea timestiect. Recalling the
past and talking about it brought it all back.dtbstirred up all the bitterness
and rancour she had felt when it was all over amdnde had walked away,
leaving her with nothing but his brother's addi@ss a promise of payment
on demand.

'So now do you see,’ she challenged, ‘why | vowegkt my own back on
the Dowers in whatever way | could?’

Leo came to stand in front of her, tall and braags glacier-cold.



'‘And that way was handed to you on a plate, w#&&nBy me. OK, you've

been through a hard time, | accept that, but wiganhlt find it in myself to

forgive is your ruthless decision to use me asab yhad really been
expecting Jerome's child. Used me,' he pulled p&o stand in front of him

and she quivered inwardly under the lash of hisegniis blazing eyes,
'deviously, as a weapon of revenge, to hit badesime for all the harm he
did you.’

'‘And my family,' she put in swiftly.

'A big debt, wasn't it, to seek reparation for? Wwhich | paid. OK, so I'll
pay in my own way, by keeping my promise to fund yhile you bear my
name and live in my house.. .but also by makiogpay—for your ultimate
freedom from me.’

'‘But you promised!" she cried, hearing the threat guessing its meaning.

‘That promise,' he released her arms with a jeak $hook her, ‘was made
null and void when you confessed you weren't pregrdive already told
you that. From now on, Rhea, as far as our relghig’s concerned]l be
the one who calls the tune. Do you understand?’

White now, and reeling inside under the impact isfviords, Rhea went
slowly to the door. If he ever made love to heepslwith herno holds

barred,as he had threatened, she would never be abldadrbm him her

true feelings, her need of him, both physically amehtally. She realised
again how reckless she had been in using Leo Dasener means of
revenge.

‘Thank you," she said, turning, ‘for giving me afrmver my head,
temporary though it is. And for listening to me.dAfor believing me.'He
made a cut-off movement, but she climbed the st&s weary and too
dispirited to take any more of his anger that night



Rhea filled the days of Leo's absence by concemyain her work. Mrs
Litton continued to come twice weekly, and compairthat there was
hardly anything for her to do.

'You've done it all, Mrs Dower. And you're everraach easier to tidy up
after than your husband.’

Rhea laughed, wondering what Mrs Litton would $ape told her, I know
hardly anything of my husband's way:,. We live sefgalives...and it
getting me down." The thought escaped her conikel & wild animal
breaking free of its cage.

It isn't, she told herself frantically, it's whatvant until we finally part. I'm
not missing him. Imustn'tbecome involved with the man | married, either
emotionally or in any other way. What's more, | Woshe decided,
switching her attention to her work. I'll carry k@eping him at a distance. |
won't everthinkabout him.

All the same, he intruded on her thoughts, and éahthe temerity to
appear in her dreams. Sometimes, rather than metitio her sleeping
hours, she would fling out of bed and reach forwerk, pieces of which
littered her room.

Evenings were the hardest part, when she wasairdded up with her own
company. When Nathan rang a week into Leo's absanatng her to join
the crafts group at the Dog and Badger, she jurapétk idea.

'I'd like to put a suggestion to you,' he said, gt not elaborate. 'I'll be
round in ten minutes.’

'I'd rather walk there, honestly," Rhea assured Hils a beautiful evening,
and | love the exercise.’

With some reluctance she turned her back on thelamabthat stretched
into the far distance, green and brown and goldetiné setting sun, and
opened the door of the pub.



Shouts of welcome greeted her from the dimnessefiriterior, the low
wooden beams causing even Rhea to lower her higtd.a

' "When the cat's away"," Timmy's joking voice caout of the shadows.
'Hello, lass. Missing your other half?’

'Yes, | am.' The admission came off the top of nead, she told herself
firmly, not from her heart. Nathan patted the engggce he had saved and
she eased her slender frame into it. Carrie dasaither side.

Timmy laughed at Rhea's uncensored admission, lplbglieving it. He
swallowed the contents of his glass and thumpeadwvin on the bar counter
where he stood. 'I'll tell him, that | will," heganised, patting her shoulder as
he passed her on the way to the door.

'Please don't,’ she pleaded, but her words wetr@nldise general hubbub.

'Glad you could make it,’ remarked Carrie, leanioggvard and talking
across Nathan.

'‘Good to see you," commented Nathan, his eyes @ppng her scarlet
cotton sweater and matching trousers. Flatteringmy ego, Rhea
considered, but perhaps just a little too appre@ator a comfortable
friendship. Carrie's bright gaze told of a toucleonfy, and maybe a trace of
jealousy? Or is it my imagination? Rhea wondered.

Vince, who had been chatting to the girl behindlihe placed a drink in

front of Rhea. 'lt's alcoholic. You're not on thagen, | hope, as well as
virtually living in purdah?' was his joking commesd he put the glass in
front of her. 'All creative artists such as we ‘ageeryone pretended to bow,
'need to come out into the world now and then ¢tbaege their imaginative

batteries. Tell that husband of yours to open ther @f your gilded cage

and throw away the key.'

Rhea joined in the laughter, but she knew how rkésta/ince was to think
that Leo actually wanted tkeepher. She had no doubt that the greatest
moment of his life would be when she walked outisfcottage for the last
time.



'Have you heard," Carrie asked, capturing Rhetentain eagerly, 'about
the craft show we're putting on next month in thert? We've hired a hall
with an entrance on to the main street.’

'We've done it before,’ Nathan put in, ‘and it'srba roaring success. We
charge a small entrance fee, put a notice outsidesiaback and wait for the
custom.’

'We usually do well, get a lot of interest from tog/nspeople and tourists
alike.'

'Would you like to exhibit?' enquired Vince, gettinp to buy more drinks.
'We'd reserve a stall for you.'

Rhea, who had been smiling from one to the otheddad happily. This

camaraderie, this sharing of interests, was somgthe had never known
in the life she had left behind. 'I'd love to," stweswered simply, and
watched as Carrie made a note of the date and, glassing the scrap of
paper to her.

Nathan reached into a bag at his side. 'This istier thing | wanted to talk
to you about," he said, producing a couple of itefzottery he had made.
‘These are plain and simple, straight from the hainthe potter. But it
occurred to me that--'

"You'd like me to add some colour?' asked Rhea poeinending at once.
'‘Decorate them, in other words?' The kind of thiagr wife used to do? she
almost added, but thought better of it. Nathan wotilwant to discuss his
personal affairs in public.

'‘Or otherwise adorn them, yes. Would you be willinge asked eagerly. 'To
collaborate, | mean?'

She handled the pottery, admiring its lines, caerandy Nathan's
proposition. 'It would be a new venture for meg sldmitted with a smile,
'but yes, I'd love to have a go.' She frowned. ‘ffbeble is, | don't have a
workplace, only the--" She checked herself quickly.



She had been about to say, 'only where | sledpigtéhe world that she and
Leo did not share a room!

‘Not even a table,' she filled in hurriedly, ‘tosa@round on with my batik.'
She felt she'd said enough. Much more and she rbiglgfiving away the
true state of affairs between herself and Leo.

‘There's a--' Nathan stopped himself too, realidingt they could be
overheard by other customers.

'l could clear a table in my workroom for you," Miéd Smith offered. 'It's
only covered in bits and pieces for my corn-doliyriv’

‘That's very nice of you, Mildred," Rhea acknowledlg

'No, no," Nathan intervened, 'l was going to saf there's a spare area in
my studio that | could let you have. You've seeRltea. You remember it?
You could make as much mess with your batik or edt as you liked.
Also, you'd be on the spot if there was any depismbe made, such as
colour and so on. There's a folding bed in the rooon if you ever want to
work too late to go home.' Here Vince whistled lijuehd shook his head in
mock disapproval. Nathan caught Rhea's hand. 'Hmwtat?'

He was so excited that Rhea would have found ficdif to refuse even if
she'd wanted to. 'Wonderful! Fine by me,' she ansgijeher eyes shining.
‘Just as long as you don't mind my mess.'

'Shake on it, pal." And they did, Nathan holding Inend just a little longer
than necessary.

'Hi, there," said Vince to the couple who had grgered. The man, who was
tall, dark and business-suited, ducked to avoiddivebeams. 'Your wife's
being seduced by a friend of yours.'

Leo's eyes were cold as they rested on Rhea'sefiusite. She could not
hide her pleased surprise at his return, untilsstve the woman at his side.
So that was why Sonya had been missing from thagelin the last few

days! She had been with Leo in London.



Ice, as cold as Leo's appraisal, began to formrarder heart. She told
herself she should have known that Leo's relatipnsglith his girlfriend
was still on the agenda, despite his marriage.rAdtke it was an empty
marriage, which was how she wanted it, she tolddikrso why should she
feel as if she wanted to cry?

'How did you know where to find Rhea?' asked Cargéancing
uncomfortably at Nathan's hand which was still &dkvith Rhea's.

' met my uncle Timmy, and he told me my wife waseéh She was missing
me, he said. It seems he was wrong.' Leo's glgeiaé moved from the
half-filled glass in front of Rhea to her hand whidathan, for some reason,
refused to release.

Sonya's arm slipped through Leo's. 'My tongue, imgtl she
stage-whispered, 'it's dry as a bone!" She nudgedtbwards the bar
counter. He nodded briefly and moved at her bidding

She can have him, Rhea found herself thinking, f@'snine, nor | his. To
hide her agitation, she reached out for Nathanttepothat still stood on
display, running her fingers over it. Her eyes slidheir own accord to the
two figures at the bar. Sonya was in conversatiibh an acquaintance, but,
to Rhea's profound shock, Leo was leaning backnag#ie counter, drink
to his lips, eyes narrowly and assessingly on hisrwife. She shivered
under that implacable, faintly lecherous regardeSbat he was mentally
undressing her, layer by layer, until he laid baveonly her naked self, but
her most private thoughts, her very soul.

One day, she knew for certain, he would make ibbsness to break down
the invisible barrier between them and, coldly tientlessly, make her
his—hadn't he said as much?—if only to prove himigation over the

woman in her. What frightened her most was thatmatter how many

times she told herself she hated him, that womarhan wanted his

lovemaking with a piercing longing that was slowlyt surely eating away
at her equilibrium, her very peace of mind. Bug sbwed, when that time
did come, she would fight him every inch of the way



CHAPTER EIGHT

'ANOTHER drink, please, darling," Sonya was saying, and, teming his
back on the assembled company, but most of allaR&k, on herself,
obliged.

She wasn't consciously intending to leave, butlégs made their own
decision, pushing back the chair. Taking leaveasffiends, she made for
the door.

Nathan, following her example, left with her. 1dke you home,' he offered,
leading the way to his car.

‘Thanks, but | think I'll take a walk. | needtd et away', she had been
going to say, but amended it to "... the exercise.’

Nathan looked worried. 'At this time of night?'

Rhea looked at the clear blue sky, splashed aevithssunset colours. "It
won't be dark for a while. I'll be OK.'

Still anxious but respecting her wishes, Nathavelrff with a wave.

Alone, Rhea shivered as the cool of the eveningfpated her thin jacket
and plain cotton trousers, but the lower tempeeatlid not deter her. She
did need to get away, to sort herself out, herghtsj her feelings.

Soon the straggling line of cottages ended, thd ahianbing up on to the

moors. Rhea loved the sweeping line of them, tratie gentle slopes as
they lifted to meet uneven escarpments rising laigth, as daylight faded,
menacingly in the near distance.

This was a beauty, a freedom which a town dwellehsas she had always
been knew nothing about. To live among these ferdést of her life with a
man she loved—she would ask for nothing more. Hécgnscious mind
made a correctiontheman she loved. No, no, she disputed it, she loed
man,no manHow could she, after the man she thought had Itnezdchad
treated her and her family so badly?



Leaving even the drystone walls behind, she tredsfiringy surface of the
moors themselves, straying from the road, loshéngdast. Deciding to rest,
she sank down on to the hard, tussocky groundingdmack on her hands.
Pictures arose, and sounds from the past, supesingpthemselves over
the intense peace and beauty around her. Shelldgrigth and closed her
eyes.

'My dad and my mother!" she had shrieked, thronopgn the door of

Jerome's office in the heart of London. 'The potiame to see me at work.
Oh, Jerome, Jerome, my parents, they're--' shal dwardly get the words
out '—the policewoman told me—they're dead!

She had rushed to his side as he had sat at his gtesping his arm and
shaking it. 'For God's sake, Jerome, tell me hacdream, that it isn't true!’

Jerome had risen, looking at her with horror anuetbing very like fear.
'Of course it's not true.' He had glanced at higkwdThey've reached the
South of France by now. Your dad's an experiendet] pe'd take all the
necessary precautions about landing, followingtlad instructions from
ground control. The police have just got the wroagie, that's all.’

He had satisfied himself, but not Rhea. She'd shmrkhead madly, sick
with anguish, bewildered by the attitude of the rahe was going to marry.
‘They're dead, | tell you!" she'd cried. 'The poleouldn't make that kind of
mistake. They gave me a description of his plamkismumber, and they're
all correct.'

Instead of his arm going round her shoulders, @ feached out to the
telephone. A call or two later, during which RhealIstood trembling at his
side, he'd replaced the phone slowly and lookdaeatwith anxious, and
strangely wary eyes.

'It's true,’ he'd told her. 'They crashed as tigy@ached the Channel. Your
dad must have realised something was wrong. Hetterfaa some woods,
obviously hoping to soften the landing, but it didide'd paused, then in a
deadpan voice added, 'I'm sorry to hear it, Rhgad&gpest condolences.’



'Is that all you've got to say? You don't careydo? Either for me or about
them!" she had accused. 'If you did, you'd be Ingladne, comforting me,
telling me you'd see to everything. For heaverke séqerome, you're going
to bemy husband!she had cried. "You've told me you love me. levadd
you, Jerome, but now I—I'm beginning to wonder...'

'Hush,' he'd soothed, his arm around her now buerbmther than lover,
'you're being hysterical. It'll all come right, yibgee.'

She had drawn away from him then, in horror. 'Aihe right?' she had
shrieked. 'When my parents atead® How can you be so unfeeling?' She
had stared at him as a terrible thought had ocdufv®u never did what
you'd promised to do, did you? You didn't do a Eirging about--'

The sound of a car on the moorland road nearbyebiratio her nightmare
thoughts. If | lie still, she thought, wiping aw#e tears that just wouldn't
stop coming, the driver won't see me. But it seerttesl driver had,
apparently spotting her even in the darkness thdthidden the moors as
she had been lying there, leaving only their oetleneath a clear turquoise
sky and the rising moon to see by.

Her heart pounded as a tall, unmistakably masctiguee loomed in the
semi-darkness, striding, angry, standing over lhéook no more than two
seconds for her to recognise him, but her headlsmeded up rather than
slowed.

He must have contacted Nathan, believing him teehaken her home,
discovering from him not only her intention to gor fa walk, but the
direction she had taken. So what, she thoughg fidd come to find her? It
meant absolutely nothing. It was in his own intesés find her, wasn't it? A
missing wife, lost on the moors at night through hegligence, as others
would see it, would sit sorely on his conscience.

'Sunbathin@' was his caustic comment as he watched her sihdshake
her long hair to free it of pieces of last yeaesther. 'Or should | coin a
phrase and call it moonbathing? What the hell atedoing here? Are you
so suburban-minded, so ignorant of country waysoathink it's safe to



come up on to the moors in the late evening, on, fatbne, without
adequate clothing or footwear or a torch?'

'Why should you care?' she challenged, rubbingdherp cheeks with the
back of her hand. 'I'm just an encumbrance to ymarried you under false
pretences, remember? If | lay here all night ared dif exposure, no doubt
you'd be glad--'

He reached down and secured her wrist in a gripoof pulling her to her
feet. 'Don't play with me, lady, don't provoke roe,you might get more
than you--'

He saw her wince. 'What's wrong?' Dumbly, she jgaid her foot, and he
flashed a torch down. 'For pity's sake, you've ltuaigain?' She nodded.
Then the torch beam showed him her tear-stained fdwurts that much?'
She shook her head. 'So what have you been cryiep @©r should | say
who? Sorry now you married me and therefore afezet to pursue your
relationship with Nathan Oxley?’

"That's ridiculous! He's OK, he's a nice man, but--

'So who caused those tears?' Hooded eyes fixeérfiade. 'Don't tell me,
let me guess. Jerome.’

It was so true that she found herself noddingjs®ea too late just how he
would interpret the admission.

'So," his lips thinned, 'although he let you doweated you abominably,
you're still missing him, are you, missing his arims lovemaking?'

He disregarded her fiercely shaking head. His diftesl to encircle her
waist, wrapping her so tightly to him that she kadtruggle for breath. His
mouth was so near to hers that she felt its moveasehe talked. 'Don't fret,
my lovely. I've already taken his place in youelito I'll take his place in
your bed. And," he moved her slightly to one shabat better bed than the
moorland we're standing on?'

'Leo, please don't. | know you're only fooling, but



'‘And that's where you're wrong, my heart." A bdabigndearment, but so
cynically spoken. 'I'm deadly serious. We're ehtir@lone. Few people
come up here in the darkness. And even if we'ra,seenan and woman
lying together, people would jump to the usual ¢asion—in this case, the
correct conclusion. So no one will disturb us.'

She tried again. 'Leo, not now, not here. B\r.lt would be a meaningless
act." She was frightened now, by the look on hig féhe cold intent in his
eyes as they gleamed in the moonlight.

He bent her slowly, and, although she stiffeneckgist the pressure he was
imposing on her much frailer frame, her knees beatkhnd she found
herself lying beneath him. The woman in her leaiph yoy to find that this
man, at last, was where often in her dreams shenhagine him. But her
reason cried, Hold him off, stop him somehow...

Summoning all her strength, she twisted and turfiaiing with her legs,
even managing to bite his hand as it held her $ttte

‘Little bitch,' he hissed, lowering his twisteddipnd covering hers with
them in a kiss that robbed her of any strength hsm left. His mouth,
merciless in its intent, worked at hers until tipayted, allowing him all the
access he was demanding.

Somehow his hand had found its way inside her notbp, capturing a
breast and fastening punishingly over it, then oulausly gentling,
moulding, moving across to stroke the other. Hiangie of tactics was
almost her undoing, and his mouth absorbed herd&rindy breaths, his
tongue discovering her inner sweetness, his free hi&ing to caress her
throat.

'Did Jerome do this to you?' his lips asked agdiess. 'Did he get through
your defences, take what he wanted, as he didallithe others? And like
them, did you give him all he asked and more? Did fyght him like you're
fighting me?'



'Yes—no."' He was giving her a breathing-space,vameh her dazed but
still rational mind told her to take but which remnotions didn't want. The
fight was within herself now, and she was tornwo.t

Anger came to her rescue, and provided her withatmenunition with
which to return his fire. 'While you were away esdpat, 'did you do this to
Sonya Selby? Did you share a hotel room and maletoher every night?’

Slowly Leo loosened his hold, staring into her mowashed face, his
expression dark and unfathomable. He rolled onidcsidle, lying back, a
hand cushioning his head. If Rhea had expectechildshe was bitterly
disappointed.

'If 1 did, what of it? Our marriage is barren, tlyau can't deny. Look at your
response to me just now. | married a frigid wondadn't I, Rhea Hirst?'

'No!" Her denial was like the cry of a wounded aaliri'm not that, I'm not!"

"You're cold, you're frigid," Jerome had accused, shifting away from her
petulantly in the car, on the sofa in the sittiogim while her parents had
slept. 'lIt wouldn't even be any good undressing adi taking you to bed.
To function as a man, | like a woman with fire, wdpits and scratches, then
throws herself at me. My God,' he would get upyestlisgustedly down at
her, ‘it wouldn't even be any good, would it, soiitg) you up with alcohol?
You'd just get drunk and fall into bed—alone. Whiad | get myself
engaged to you for?’

She hadn't known then, but she subsequently and@atingly had learned
that particular answer. Yet here was another Ddwether making the
same accusation, calling her unresponsive and.calden with all her heart
and soul she longed to make love with him, joinhwhim in a true and
lasting andloving relationship. Yet the very terms of their marriage
precluded that. They'd married for expediency, imgtlelse.

She hadn't really loved Jerome—she'd realised |tmgt before the final
split. Puzzled by her own inhibited reactions te tihan she called her
flance, she had wondered if the fault lay with bam personality. She



started to compare her relationship with Jeromé wie one that existed
between her parents.

There had been no mistaking that they had lovet eteer, from the way
they'd caught each other's eye, hugged each attltbespur of the moment,
even held hands sometimes while walking. Yet it Haelen three

cataclysmic events in her life to wake her up @ tituth—that she didn't
love Jerome, never had, never would. Nor did he loer.

Rhea walked beside Leo to the car parked at theésida Her ankle still
hurt a little, but she was darned if she was goanigll him.

Preoccupied, he moved slightly ahead, then turneticing her plight.
'What's wrong? Old trouble come back?' She noddedjgging it off.
When she was level with him, he placed a suppogmgaround her waist.

'I'm all right, thanks," was her snapped respdmsehis hold only tightened.
'Much more and I'll carry you,' he clipped.

At once Rhea tolerated his help. If he picked hershhe wouldn't be able to
stop herself clinging to him, wouldn't be able ¢gist the attraction which
his own particular aroma had for her, couldn't dtepcheek from nestling
against his shoulder.

What am | going to do, she asked herself as shimlbgd later in the dark
silence, about this love for Leo Dower that's takech firm hold inside me
that | know I'll never be able to uproot it andlese it with love for any
other man on earth?

Finding no answer, she twisted and turned, unalrest. Her watch told her
that two hours had passed since Leo had left hdeadoor of his office.

"You're starting work,' she had asked him, 'at tinie of night?' Then she
realised how 'wifely' the question must have sodnde

‘That was my intention," he answered, leaning agaive door-frame, in his
eyes the coolly indolent look with which he hadaetgd her through the



semi-darkness and smoky atmosphere of the pub.,"Wdnye you got a
better idea?'

She knew what he meant and cursed herself for aréehtly providing the
encouragement he had plainly detected in her iimmapgestion. But had it
truly been innocent? she asked herself as shaifiete stairs. Of course it
had, she told herself. In fact, the sooner the dasr closed between her and
his mocking amusement the better.

Switching on the bedside lamp, she flung out of.b®thnding at the
window and staring into the darkness, she forceskifeto face the fact that
the woman in her, having been awoken from her lslegp in those
passionate moments on the moors, was not onlyingfustubbornly to

return to her slumbers, but was threshing aboutateimg to be noticed and
pandered to—by the man who cared nothing for hat,viho had so

carelessly and so implacably aroused that femininivt in love, nor even
affection, but in anger and cynical retribution.

She would do some work, she decided—no, better thanh she would
assemble and pack everything she would need i todgo her work at
Nathan's place. As she piled brushes and cuttiolg end pieces of fabric
into a suitcase, she heard the creak of a floochoar

Freezing with a primitive kind of fear, she listdn@he door-handle turned
and, with agitated hands, she pressed the conteots firmly into the
bulging case and lowered the lid. Springing to feet, hiding the telltale
case, she faced the newcomer.

He entered slowly, staring at her with a look thetther pulses racing. She
tugged ineffectually at the neckline of her finenfanightdress, aware that
against the light it was semi-transparent, andoagted herself for not

having had the forethought to pull on a robe.

'We have, | think you'll agree," he said, his egagying out a leisurely
reconnaissance of her outlined shape, 'some unédibusiness to attend to,
you and I.'



In the semi-darkness, he looked overpoweringly bamok. He wore
creased denims that hugged his thighs and a natgncehirt from the
opened neck of which sprang a patch of curling dirch matched in
colour the evening's growth of stubble.

All Rhea's instincts were telling her to stay rig¥tiere she was. Since she
couldn't physically escape him—he stood, handss) blbows jutting out,
a barrier in themselves across the path to the-dsbe had no alternative
but to keep him at bay with words.

'‘Unfinished business? |—I don't know what you mesine lied. 'I'm sure
you finished yourbusinessactivities to your complete satisfaction back
there in London with Miss Selby.’

'‘Are you being deliberately obtuse?' Leo moved Blawwards her. 'Or
maybe you're baiting me?'

One step, two... her feet took her backwards, dvag him. She awarded
them full marks for initiative, but they were oltahase with the rest of her
body. The one thing in the world she did not wandd® was run away.

'‘Because if you are, you'll get more than you baeghfor. And," he halted
in front of her, 'if you don't stop looking at me & | were something
unpleasant from a waste-disposal site, I'll--'

'I'm not frigid, Leo." Horrified, she heard the werburst from her. To his
ears they must sound like blatant encouragement.

You aren't? You know that for certain? You anddez--'

'‘Not Jerome!'

"You've had other men? This is getting interestihg,responded, deeply
sarcastic. 'ls my beautiful wife about to confdss $ecrets of her romantic

past? Or," his eyes gleamed, ‘'was it all so mechbandunromanticthat it
turned you sexually cold?'



'What you're saying is pure invention on your patie declared. 'All the
same, you—Yyou mustn't make love to me, Leo.’

'‘Mustn'??’ His brows drew ominously together. "What is2Htsrst you try
and assure me you're not cold, which is come-onbeurmne. Second, you
stand there," impatient fingers untied the bootkwaulder-straps and eased
the nightdress to waist level, 'telling me, youslband, that inust nomake
love to you, my wife? Did you honestly think," ndwe palms caressed her
milky-white breasts, and her eyes closed at thevavelmingly pleasurable
sensation he was creating, 'that ours would be @hér-and-sister
relationship? Despite my warning that, sooner t@r|d'd make you pay for
using me as your means of revenge against Jerome?'

Leo didn't wait for an answer. He swept her intdrms and dropped her on
to the bed, tearing off his shirtand throwing iidas Bending over her, he
made short work of removing her nightdress, tosgitayjoin his discarded
clothing.

In his eyes as they surveyed her nakedness, starnegh she might, she
could perceive no warmth and certainly nothing latapproaching love,

only desire and sensuality, a feeding of his mpleetite before swooping
on his prey.

'Please,’ she protested hoarsely, 'not like thas!dsldly and deliberately, as
if I... as if | were--' She found she couldn't golwecause to her dismay her
voice had grown thick with tears.

For a fraction of a second, his eyes closed. Hke ¢odeep breath and let it
out slowly. Rhea guessed he had put a brake aswmanasculine reflexes,
and experienced a rush of gratitude for the walydteanswered her plea.

Discarding the rest of his clothes, he droppeddeesier. He pulled her
round until she was lying intimately against hindame felt the full impact

of his aroused masculinity. With his forefingernkiped away the tears that
had escaped from beneath her eyelids.

He ran his palms over her tingling skin, wound legs around hers and
lowered his head to suckle and tease at her hattderasts. Her fingers dug



into the muscles of his upper arms and her thrpahed on a shuddering
gasp.

His head came up and he covered her parted ligshist probing mouth,
exploring deeply until her body tensed with a dedinat had nothing
whatsoever to do with revenge or retribution andrgthing to do with
taking and giving and loving.

His lips moved down, following a tantalising trafound her ears and down
her throat, where her breasts caused a fiery dorersdie suckled and
nipped alternately until she could hardly breatbethe pleasure he was
giving her. On the trail again, his breath creadtated path down, down
to places that throbbed unbearably under the ogistanf his tongue, his
hands joining in the piratical assault on her segaasibilities.

His head lifted, only to come up against the rastraf her hands gripping
his hair—anything, she thought, to help her withdtahose alien yet
unbelievably pleasurable sensations he was arousthon her.

His head went down again and he imprisoned heridis erotic, delving
kiss. Parting her thighs, he stroked and coaxedeasdd an intimate path
into the warm and pulsating essence of her. Shpedast his forced
intrusion and he took her breath into him, pausamgl, she sensed,
restraining his own instincts, giving her time txept him.

She felt his muscles tense beneath her curlingfégnd his arousal of her
began all over again. Taking his time now, withtitlp and a tingling
excitation of her feminine responses, he touchetistroked and invaded
the most secret areas of her writhing body, raikgrgdesire and her passion
to fever pitch.

At last her gasps and breathless cries of 'Oh,splgdease,'must have

drawn some mercy from him, since he took pity on hethe same time
giving free rein to his own driving male needs. Messly and with a cry of
pure delight she followed him every step of the v&maring with him at last
to a golden summit of wild and joyful fulfilment.



She awoke to an empty place beside her and thel sdwvater running. As
she stirred and blinked, easing her luxuriouslyteoted body and mind
into gear, Leo appeared in the doorway, hair wanhfthe shower, a towel
slung carelessly over his still damp shoulder, wedring nothing else at
all.

Rhea's heart jolted. Gazing at him, at his fit ande body, the blatant
masculinity that had swept her to a kind of earpidyadise only a few hours
before, she felt her senses stir all over again.

He strolled to the bedside, pulling back the cowgernd looking down at
her. She grew overwhelmingly conscious of her naked and, to his
mocking amusement, colour suffused her cheekseagasted up at him.

'‘Now you know,' she remarked, using speech as aoiapuntering the
almost unbearable desire he was arousing in hebyukwoking at her like
that, 'that you were wrong in your accusation thaas frigid. I--'

'Poor Jerome! No wonder he--'

'He what?' she demanded, swinging her legs tdadloe &nd seizing a wrap
from a chair. 'The next time he phones, ask himhy\Widn't you take what
an engaged man usually--?"

'I'm asking you.'

'Do all your acts of lovemaking,' she challengedsexely, knowing the
answer but not wishing to give it, 'end with yonterrogating the woman
who's allowed you to share her bed? For instahee,eyes flashed fire,
"How many men have there been before me?" Arghefs virginal, "Why?
Hasn't any man desired you enough to storm yowendels?™

He seized her wrists and forced them behind hery Aore insults, lady?’
Her wrap fell open and he eased her backward$idad lowering, his lips
making free with her breasts. His arousal of her ¢tarted all over again.

His head so intimately near her, his deliberatdamght on the still-tender
flesh, made her want to push him away, but togdtiey had an effect on



her so potent that she forgot her vow of vengeanddelt herself longing to
kiss the dark hair at his nape and the tannedafiins neck.

He moved her back on to the bed, pushing her dowlrpatting himself on
top of her, and began to make love to her all again. When the time came
for him to repossess her, there was not an atamstdtance left inside her,
and again she knew the sheer delight of erotidlfugit, clinging to him
and returning his kisses and glorying in the fekethe essence of him
flowing into her.

A clock chiming somewhere in the house roused thaerd, he rolled from
her, lifting her upright with him and kissing hezeply, holding her to him
and staring into her radiant face.

Letting her go, he pulled the wrap around her thiofp body and picked up
the towel, winding it round his waist. He took tamdering round her room,
glancing at her possessions.

Secretly she watched him, his potent masculinitynagnet she was
powerless to resist. She had never, until nowgletl it possible to love
one's enemy, but now she knew. She lotreslenemy on whom she had
sworn revenge for what his brother had done to ¢tex,loved him with a
strength that shook her to her very core.

He moved to leave, coming up against the suite#senhich she had been
cramming her work. The catches were not fastenddranlid was propped
half open.

Her heart nosedived as he stared down, pushinghistibare foot at the
fabric spilling out. Slowly he turned, and Rhea ghat all indulgence, all
warmth had been wiped away.

Narrowed eyes sliced into her. 'Thinking of leavArigemember to give me
an address for forwarding, won't you?'

Rhea shook her head. 'You've got it wrong, Leoniinleaving. |I—I meant
to tell you. Nathan's offered me space at his studiere | can make as
much mess as | like. | couldn't do that here inryanitage, and anyway you



haven't got a room to spare, a room that's—thattalde. 'Anger forked
across his eyes, causing her to falter. 'And,wsdm@ on, 'there's the lighting
aspect to consider, not the artificial variety, daylight...'

He approached with measured steps. 'Did you ask me?

'For—for permission? Of course not. We're free &geyou said." She
brazened it out. 'That was the condition under Wwhienarried you. We
agreed to live our separate lives--'

'‘Ask me," Leo persisted as if she hadn't spokiesycih a room existed in this
cottage?"

Where had the wonderful feeling gone, the toge#ssnthe sense of
belonging to this man?

'‘No. Nathan made the offer, and | couldn't thinlaony reason why | should
refuse." Attack, her other self was urging, domfedd! 'But, Leo," she
pretended bewilderment, 'you surely argedlous?'She knew she was
goading him by his indrawn lips, but she went reskly on. 'Of Nathan
Oxley? | might as well be jealous of Sonya SelBgcusingly, she added,
'I'd have greater reason to be, the way you gormarovith her, travel with
her to yourbusinessappointments, come back with her and flaunt her as
your woman at the local pub in front of all thdagjers.' She had to stop, her
heart was pounding so. At the look in his eyes,vglieted to turn and run,
but pride kept her there.

He stayed silent, but she wished he had shoutgddrat her accusations,
telling her she was wrong in her assumption thariteSonya were lovers.

‘J-Jerome was right about you,' she flung at hiritated beyond words at
his silent domination of the conversation, 'youetak with a woman, sleep
with her, then, when you're tired of her, ab-abanber. You two make a
good pair, don't you? I'd—I'd begun to trust yoapl.| don't know why. |
thought you possessed a quality that was so mugaile aependable and
trustworthy than your brother, that placed you haad shoulders above
Jerome. But | was wrong, wasn't 1?'



He did not deign to answer her questions. 'Sinc&ewiato character
analysis,' his eyes castigated and at the sameradkesl with a sensual
indolence her figure beneath the flimsy wrap, 'tao play at that. Let me
rip yoursto pieces. You lied to me.' He mouthed the acausatowly and
clearly.

'What about? The non-existent pregnancy?' she hookup. ‘It wasyour
invention, not mine.'

'‘But you played along with my assumption. You uiethe, as a means of
gaining access to my bank account, to the comfatisacurity | could offer,
to a return to the social and financial status taat eluded you since the
break-up of your life as you knew it.'

'--' She was shaking her head when the telepheme r

'Who?' she heard Leo bark from his room. 'Nathae®?Y No friendly
greeting ensued, just another bark that summonetb tiee phone.

'Hi, Nathan. Collect me and my things? That's oiicgou. Give me an hour
and I'll be ready when you arrive.'

Replacing the receiver, she turned, defiance irelges, but Leo had gone.
The cottage seemed to shake with the slamming loditine front door.

It took Rhea no time at all to settle down to herkvin Nathan's studio.

Carrie, who told her she was often in and out ahida's place, helped her
unpack, placing her books and illustrated volumastlte shelves that
Nathan had allotted to her.

Intrigued, Carrie and Nathan watched her arrange dssortment of
equipment, smiling at the double saucepan whicé,tsld them, she used
for melting the wax she had bought from a spedciataft shop.

'l could have provided you with cooking facilitiedyathan declared,
puzzled by the appearance of an electric hotplaiemRhea told them was
a vital part of her work.



‘Thanks,' she said with a smile, 'but | like tofkes®y mess, like my tools, in
one place.’

Carrie inspected the fabrics she had brought, tinellles of cotton, silk and
linen. She pored over the batik designs which Ri@d sketched in a
notebook.

'Would you make me a skirt some time?' she askstdully. 'These designs
are all so unusual and attractive." Rhea promisatshe would.

It was easy, Rhea discovered, working with Nathathe room. As he

fashioned his models and shapes, he became sdbabsirat it was as

though sometimes she was there on her own. Tisatfy, he showed deep
interest in her work, listening to her explanaticaared watching as she
worked, invading his kitchen with his permissiorgxwng the fabrics, then

dyeing them to the shade she required.

He took her home and she told him she had feltieapipat day than for a
long time.

'‘Can | take you for a meal, Rhea?' he asked witlueh of wistfulness.

She thought of Leo, arriving home to an empty heusfer last night,
surely he would break his routine of working latéhee forge and join her?

She shook her head. 'It's a nice thought, Natbha,answered, 'but’
'‘Another time? OK.'
'What about Carrie? I'm sure she'd love to be sfuilonce.’

He shook his head. 'This time of the day, she's\gvbusy waiting on her
guests.' He drove off with a wave.

Pushing open the door, Rhea stopped in her traekswas there before her,
and her heart leapt at the thought that their dese last night had meant
more to him than just a passing satisfaction ofnmsculine desires. But a
glance across the room changed all that.



His girlfriend lounged on the sofa, a glass in I@nd, her relaxed attitude
boasting of a familiarity with Leo's cottage that Rhea firmly in her place
as an interloper and temporary resident. Her outfis a slinky kind of

trouser suit, exotic flowers grown large, splashadross a black
background.

Then Rhea realised that Leo too was dressed asligras his guest, which
could only mean that they had a dinner date. Howdcehe have thought
that last night had meant anything to him, thattine away from her had for
him seemed as long as it had for her? Just howsfdglromantic could she
get?

If that, Rhea thought defiantly, swallowing hereinse disappointment, is
how he's playing it, so can I. She nodded briefh5anya, who looked
somewhat put out at the touch of hauteur in hetdsss manner, said
'Excuse me' to Leo, who stood in front of the phamal dialled.

Leo, whose hand also held a glass, watched théistalaction, leaning
back against the cabinet that held the telephone.

‘Nathan?' Rhea asked, injecting a warmth into loécevthat must have
brought a smile to Nathan's face. That meal ydarei me—does the
invitation still stand?’

You bet," Nathan answered. 'How does the Black &tike you? OK, ['ll
make a booking and call for you. Half seven? Heyed® I'm sure the sun's
rising instead of sinking. Will you have to repbrst to--?"

'My prison warder? No, Nathan,' with a murderoaslil of the eyes at Leo,
'he doesn't consult me about his moves. Why shbathsult him?' She
disconnected with a crash and flung out of the room

'‘Black Bull be darned,’ Sonya was saying on anasiph of laughter. 'l
could heaNathanpawing the ground in anticipation! What's it likirling,
to have a rival in love?"First,’ came Leo's ragpeply, 'you have to be in
love to have arival in it.'



His cynical statement was, Rhea thought, her lipveging, like a
well-aimed missile crashing against her back. Aindhe hadn't been so
stupid as to leave the voice amplifier switchedtbey wouldn't have heard
Nathan's replies.

For Nathan's sake, Rhea smiled and talked aninyatediughout the meal.
Since most of their discussion ranged around traits, it wasn't difficult
to sound enthusiastic. What Nathan did not know tlvashalf the time her
mind was on Leo and Sonya. Helyhusband, she found herself thinking.
Yet he had gone off with another woman in fronhef very eyes! From her
bedroom window she had watched them leave, Somyaisclinging to
Leo's.

Nathan took her home, returning her thanks witlsa &n the cheek. Rhea
hadn't cared if Leo had been standing at the windmher defiance was
pointless. The cottage was empty.

She went to bed, but could not sleep. It's the old,story, she thought
bitterly, rejected wife hoping against hope that imsband she loved would
come home to her after all. Why should | take ittbe chin? she asked
herself, irritable with tiredness and a terriblaseof rejection. Pulling on a
gown, she ran upstairs and down, disconnectinghelltelephone points.
Even if he rang there would be no answer to his,cahd he could put
whatever construction on that that he liked. Evaiywshe slept, dreaming
that she lay in Leo's arms and that he whispered avd over again that he
loved her.

She awoke to daylight and pouring rain, convinded teo had stayed the
night with his girlfriend. He certainly hadn't reted home. His room was
empty, and she stared at his undisturbed bedneshattered inside.



CHAPTER NINE

THE telephone rang as Rhea reconnected it. It justdnbe Leo. Her heart
sank when she heard Nathan's voice.

'Like me to come and get you?' he asked. 'Thistveeat

‘The river level's risen,' she told him, telling¢ef to accept the fact that
Leo had spent the night with his girlfriend. Theiras that kind of marriage,
wasn't it? 'l can see it from the bedroom windowariks for the offer of a
lift. The answer's yes, please. Ready in half air.ho

Uncle Timmy was munching lunchtime sandwiches atRiog and Badger
as she preceded Nathan into the bar. Her heatt tbap dived. Leo wasn't
with him. Lifting his tankard, Timmy didn't quite anage to hide his
worried look at the sight of her coming in with Rah so, while Nathan
ordered, Rhea made straight for Timmy's table. rihing, she decided
firmly, would make her ask where Leo was. All tlen®, she couldn't help
wondering...

Hanging Nathan's damp jacket, which she had tat@n him, around the
back of a chair, she divested herself of her owmging it across the back
of her own chair.

'It's still raining,’ she offered as a conversatiarpening.

Timmy nodded. 'Cats and dogs.' He lapsed into @hanacteristic silence.
He's still annoyed with me, Rhea thought, for spremdhy lunch-break with
Nathan.

'I've been working hard,' she remarked as a way hsiped, of setting his
fears at rest. She smoothed her damp hair, thereglavith a beer-mat,
jumping when Timmy's hand reached out for her own.

'l can see,’ he said. 'Looks as if you've paintedr ynands as well as the
canvas, or whatever it is you use.’



Rhea laughed and looked up gratefully as Nathaa pédte of sandwiches
and a glass of fruit juice in front of her. "Thas#ours are from the dyeing
process,’ she told Timmy. 'I'm working on a seoigsatiks for the craft fair.'

'Not long now," Nathan supplied, tucking into hia¢h.

'First you wax the fabric," Rhea went on, doingVikse, 'then you dye it to
the colour you want. Then it's drained and driedi-a

‘A craft fair, you say?' queried Uncle Timmy. 'Irtk | heard Leo mention
it.'

'Is he contributing?' asked Nathan, pushing awsghipty plate. 'That'll be
the first time, if he is. Refill, Rhea? Timmy?' Hede his way to the bar.

'Leo’s back at the forge," Timmy said. '"Working &étf into the ground, he
is. After completing those gates, and the celetndast night--'

'What celebration?' Rhea asked tautly.

'Why, the installation of the gates, lass. | thdugiu'd be there, as his wife,
like. But Leo said you—er— well, had another engaget.'" He glanced
across at Nathan's back. 'Said you stalked oug inabie air. Said you were
an impudent, ungrateful little package, and for pirms he'd either put you
across his knee, or--

'Or divorce me.' Rhea, her face scarlet, shot tdde, to the astonishment
of the other customers.

'My dear lass,’ Uncle Timmy extended a soothingdh&éut she evaded it,
'you said it, not me, nor Leo.'

'Rhea, wait a minute," Nathan, returning to thdetatried to reason, 'just
calm down.’

Rhea ignored their pleading restraint. 'OK, sdlet divorce me. Let him.
What's more,' she hauled her jacket on, 'I'm gtantgll him so. See you
later, Nathan.'



She raced along the road towards the fasbkyious of the pouring rain and
the way her shoes were filling as they splashguiddles. She didn't care if
Sonya was there, she didn't care about anythingpgxelling her husband
he could go jump in the river.

Bursting in, she stopped short, her eyes confugedhb switch from
daylight to semi-darkness. Then they cleared amdssiw that he wasn't
there. But Sonya was.

'Hi." She rose from a desk which was tucked awaydorner. 'Oh, it's you,
Mrs Dower. If you're looking for your--' obvioustite word was anathema
to her tongue '—Leo, he's--' her hand waved vagaeggone home.'

'So what are you doing here?'

A slow smile spread across Sonya's face at Rhbkais ef jealousy, and
Rhea wanted to kick herself for handing that pietgiicy knowledge to

Leo's girlfriend. 'Wouldn't you like to know?' Sangrawled, and turned
back to the desk, shuffling paper.

So, Rhea perceived, Sonya Selby provided the elenelp that she, his
wife, hadn't even known he needed.

It was still pouring as she arrived, panting, atdloor of River Cottage. She
scoured the downstairs and was in the hall when d&ggeared on the
landing, wearing only a towel fixed around his wadsswift glance took in
her panting, shivering body.

'What the hell--?" was his biting question.

She made short work of the stairs and put hersdti®level, except that his
height, in comparison with hers, always gave hienatlvantage.

'No, nothell, and certainly noheavenlf it were, you wouldn't figure in it,’
she got out between gasps for breath. 'All | waustly is, if you want to start
divorce proceedings, go ahead—I won't stop yaaltiitie | was on my way,
anyhow. Our marriage has lasted quite long enosdharaas I'm concerned.
Too long, in fact.'



Folding his arms across the whipcord leannesssofridriff, he surveyed

her surveying him. For the life of her she couldtdip her eyes from gazing
at his stubborn jawline, his broad shoulders, hipaase of chest.

Fascinated, she saw the tiny beads of water frenstilower he had clearly
just taken, still clinging to his mat of chest hair

'OK," a muscle twitched in his cheek, 'so whai's i about?'

"You want a divorce, so it's the end, Leo.' Tha ran uncomfortably down
her neck from dripping strands of hair.

'Who said?'

'‘Uncle Timmy over lunch.' He hadn't, she corredtetself, but he had had
time, if he'd wanted to, to contradict her statetr®fore she had rushed
out. 'lt's Sonya you want in your life, not me. Shat the forge now,

working with you, and you want her living with yéao. | could see that last
night a mile off. You took her out for the evening.

'A celebration. We finished the gates and theyedfin place. It was a big
order, and the customer gave a party. I'd haventakewife, but she walked
out on me into the arms of another man."’

"You had your girlfriend with you," she flung badtton't try to deny it. So
why shouldn't | use the freedom of our marriagarsgement and accept a
man friend's invitation? What's more, you stayed tighnwith her. And
you didn't even telephone to tell me you woulde'tiome.’

'Oh, yes, | did." He moved closer, towering over, hes stance intimidating,
his bearing, his muscular solidity almost irreilgtito Rhea's inflamed
senses. Three times | tried, but no reply. Youenart, at Nathan Oxley's
place—all night.’

With the back of her hand Rhea rubbed at the wailecoursing down her
cheeks. 'l wasn't! | was in bed- here, at home—ono, your home.Then
she remembered how determined she had been tovgetwath him, and
had deliberately unplugged the telephone socketscMimeant he wouldn't
believe her, however much she denied spendingigin with Nathan.



'S-so what if | was?' she defied him, not carirgg 8he was making matters
worse. 'You—you were well occupied too, making lewe' Too, she'd
said, which would imply, in Leo's eyes, that shiee& had indeed been with
Nathan. She looked up at him, sick at heart, fegatl by the look in his
eyes.

'‘Ours—ours would be an open marriage, you saidjnagalising too late
how much she was incriminating herself, how herdsastill implied that
she had a relationship going with Nathan.

She shivered under his icy regard, then the tremgbhtensified and she
realised how cold she was feeling, how wet she fnaam her precipitate
race up and down the village street. 'No ties,omddions...'

'No woman,' he rasped, his hands gripping her Hipsman makes a
cuckold of me!’

He propelled her backwards into his bedroom arkkgeher against him,
divesting her forcibly of her jacket. Then his mouit hers, drawing from
her a cry of protest which, as he worked at hex liptil they parted under
his forceful persuasion, turned into a groan ofpd@smixed with helpless
surrender.

Her legs grew weak, her arms crept around his aeckher body sagged
against his, the intimate contact telling her hosuaed he had become. Her
lips throbbed under the stimulus of his kissesmbing as his mouth
gentled slightly, firming again as her resistanearbled entirely away, her
thirsting mouth allowing him all the access he dedwal.

Conquest of an unwilling woman, that was all it wstse thought, gasping
for the air he was denying her. Slowly but surslye at last conceded, he
wasconquering her, imposing his will and his dominatan her.

When at last he let her go, she crumpled at his ée&vet and shivering
human form that must have touched his compassioat his warmth, since
he lifted her up and appraised her shaking body.



'OK, strip," he ordered, waiting, hands on hips, Her to obey him. 'For
Pete's sake," as she hesitated, 'lI've seen yod bakere.' His dark-browed
gaze was filled with reminiscence. Impatient at sleww movements, he
unfastened her blouse buttons and made short wahle @ra beneath it.

Her arms went across her breasts in spite of hiskmg smile at her
over-modest action. 'Leave the r-rest,’ she stamanéut he was deaf to her
plea. They followed the other garments, formingegd pile on the floor.

Plainly the sight of her inflamed him even mored dre swept her pliant
body on to the bed and, tugging away his own meegeer, proceeded to
make devastating love to her.

'You can't, you mustn't,’ she croaked as his lgsogred her throat, her
breasts and beyond, 'not now, not at this timeagf'd

'To hell with the time of day," he returned thickllycan make love to you
whenever | please—remember that. And I"m going @kensure you
remember this. And this. And this.'

She gasped and cried out at the pleasure he wiag) digr, the intimacy of

his kisses, the places he kept discovering thaisaa her almost beyond
endurance. At last she pleaded with him to take It still he kept her

waiting. Relenting at last, he possessed her, laisdatas so complete that
she felt she would die in his arms.

A long time later he rolled off the bed, tuggingr heto his arms and
carrying her into the shower. The water cascaded them, and again he
took her into his arms, only the ring of the telepé preventing him from
taking her all over again.

It was a business call, and by the time it wasfiad Rhea had dried herself
and run to her own room to find dry clothes.

He came in to find her combing her hair. Narrowgdsesettled on the
mirror's image of her face, flushed and radianimfrie aftermath of his
lovemaking.



'Why were you here, when Uncle Timmy said you'dab¢he forge?' she
demanded.

'He must have forgotten I've got an appointmenthwét potential
customer—someone who was at the party last nighadmired the Dower
craftsmanship. He wants something similar for thigagce to his drive.'

‘Are you taking Sonya?'
Leo smiled at the sarcastic undertone. 'Maybe, magib.'

‘All right," she turned on him fiercely, crying ide because the joy they had
just shared, the beautiful actloive,had been to him merely an actlo$t,
'take her. | don't care one way or the otherthesold sordid story, isn't it?"'
she added bitterly. 'l can see it in headlinessBasgo boosted by adoration
of secretary. Takes her everywhere, even to bed.’

His lips thinned, his hands lifted, curling and uring. 'l could do this," he
fitted them round her neck, making her shiver| ‘oould up-end you and
give you a hiding you'd never forget.'

Bravely her eyes held his and his hands aroundduwk softened to a caress,
turning her legs to water as desire tugged atrisedes.

'For your information,' he said on a calmer nd@enya only helps me with
the paperwork as a sideline. She happens to besmgndge with an
established repu-tation.' He put a couple of paetseen them. 'Eat your
heart out, Rhea Dower. You're not the only one witistic ability.'

Jealousy, even stronger than before, fountainemlanker. Sonya, the
woman who has everything, she thought sourly.venelaimed | was,' she
shapped. 'lt also shows—doesn't it—that Leo Dovkerslhis women not
only to be attractive, but intelligent. Good foruydr Dower!'

He smiled at her sarcasm and watched her go tddbe "Where now?"



'It's stopped raining, so I'll walk. Back to Natl&anShe steeled herself for
his black gaze, which duly came her way. Wark. And, unlike you, | don't
mix pleasurewith it.’

Early evening, Leo telephoned. Nathan, hands thicklated with clay,
asked Rhea to answer it. She was wrist- deep instyshe seized a cloth to
hold the instrument.

‘Thought I'd find you still there," her husband¥ce drawled, 'but why the
long delay?"

'In answering? We were—er—otherwise engaged,'etbeted, deliberately
provoking him. '‘Couldn't you guess?’

Nathan shook his head. 'Don't do that to him," linesspered, and Rhea
coloured deeply.

'If | thought you were speaking the truth,’ Leotgpaough teeth that were
clearly clenched, 'lI'd--'

'Why did you call?' Rhea asked, contrite now, boéhle 10 convey it
through her voice.

‘To tell you I'd be late home.'

‘Thanks, but, knowing that Sonya's with you, I'dsoeprised if you came
home at all,' Rhea returned, angry again.

'We've been invited to stay to dinner.' His tonevetd that he too was
angry. 'I'll see you in the morning."'

'Will you?' She ended the call quickly, afraid thatmight detect the tears in
her voice. After the swift and devastating passibtineir middle-of-the-day
love- making, their cold, ill-humoured conversatideft her feeling
shattered. She tried to lose herself in her wouk,vilas glad when Carrie
called round, inviting them to a meal at her andcéis guesthouse.



Rhea spent most of the evening talking to Vincenify to give Carrie the
chance of monopolising Nathan, which she clearshed to do. Rhea could
not understand how oblivious Nathan seemed to b@aofie's liking for
him—more than liking, Rhea was sure.

When Vince offered to give her a lift home, she pau at it, even though
Nathan said he would do the honours. Rhea hadtkegrteasure in Carrie's
eyes as Vince made the announcement, and trustethéhman responsible
for its being there might see it too.

Vince drew away with a wave as soon as Rhea op#medottage door,
although he did not see her hesitate before clasihgo was there, but he
wasn't alone. How, Rhea wondered, could she haga be stupid as to
believe he would be?

His cold stare made her want to sink into the gdylnut she was darned if
she would give him an explanation of her latenesswas almost
midnight—in front of Sonya Selby. Let him think shad been at Nathan's,
let him think Nathan had just dropped her at therd@Vhat's more, she
thought, I'm darned if I'll play hostess to hidfgend!

'I'm tired," she said with a commendable coolnsssyill you please excuse
me?'

'Oh, Rhea—if | may call you that? Must you go? bwsa looking forward to
a heart-to-heart about our mutual subject.’ Somgtuged to the seat beside
her. As if, Rhea fumed, not movinghe'sthe hostess aritn the guest.

Catching the mockery in Leo's gaze, she had toregppthe urge to hit him.

'l adore your skirt, Rhea," Sonya was saying.nl 2 we share a love of
bright colours. Would you—could you make me one lilkat? Not an exact
copy, of course, but something similar?’

Rhea could not decide whether Sonya was really mga&n effort to be
friendly—what wife could ever be, Rhea found hdraglindering, with her
husband'snistress!-er coveted something she knew perfectly well she



couldn't have? Or was Sonya subtly telling hekndw darned well your
skirt is homemade, and what's more, in case yoti Koow, it looks it.'

‘Thanks for the compliment,’ Rhea heard herself 'eay I'm very busy at
the moment making things for the craft fair. I'dy your request in mind,
though. Goodnight, Miss Selby." With a look thatxed defiance with
accusation, she added insinuatingly, 'Goodnighg. [Enjoy your night's
rest.’

The days took on a pattern, with Leo leaving efmyhis work at the forge,
and Rhea staying late at Nathan's. Like her, Natv@working flat out to
make enough pottery to fill his stall.

In between completing her own fabric designs anitlh Warrie's help,
making them up into skirts and tops, wall-hangiagd lampshades, Rhea
kept her promise to Nathan and fitted in the daammaof his ornaments, his
bowls, jugs and flower vases.

Consequently, each evening on returning home, she @ompletely
exhausted, falling asleep as soon as her headvimdrinto the pillow.
Once, she could have sworn her door had openedhahdomeone had
entered, but on stirring and sleepily opening lyeseshe found that no one
was there.

Another time, in the early morning, birdsong awadether, and she turned
on to her back to listen.

Her arm came up against a human form and she abriedtout in terror,
until she discovered what had really awakened hea¥e'd_arm across her
breasts, his demanding hands pulling her towards. e was, she
discovered, naked.

'How...' she croaked '... when...?"

'Did | get into your bed? In the early hours. than can't sleep, he does the
sensible thing—he goes and finds a woman. In g bis woman. Come



on, baby," he commanded, his tongue busy arounddnsy making tingling
trails around them, 'I'm making love to you rigbtd, right now." In no time,
her nightdress was disposed of over the side db¢lde

'Leo, no..." Already she was shivering in antidgaf his caresses.

"You know damned well it's "Leo, yes," he growl&tting his mouth over
hers and stifling any further attempts on her fmadissuade him. She didn't
want to, she discovered; she wanted him with allheart and soul. She
turned into him and lost herself in his overpowgrmasculinity, knowing
his needs now and matching them with her own, rigeler insides
alternately curl and unfurl, while her body achedHis intrusion, yet loving
the torment with which he promised yet withheld tittenate joy, rejoicing
at last in his complete and utter possession of her

When she awoke for the second time, she discovkatdyet again, she was
alone. It was, she thought hazily, like being miagte to by a mystery lover,

one who came in the dark hours and took her, tisapgdeared until the next
time and the next...

Then she reproached herself for being a romantl; because the man in
her life needed her, wanted her for only one readuwa satisfaction of his

male desires. Which was precisely why he had camieet in the night

when, he had said, he had not been able to sleepy BEhorning she hoped
to see him at breakfast; every evening she triedtag awake until he
returned. She began to believe that she had drdeayntshared the same
house, that maybe he didn't exist except in harghts and her dreams!

When she saw him again, it was in the pub one liumeh For days she had
made up her own sandwiches, eating them as shesdiofthis particular
day, she went with Nathan to the Dog and Badgesémdwiches and a
drink.

Leo was at the bar, his back to her, but even shéat thumped and her
muscles contracted with excitement, her body sigutv ache for him.



He turned and caught her eyes upon him. As if ldego@ssed her thoughts,
he smiled, and her heart turned over, but it sagtied itself as she detected
mockery in his eyes.

'Rhea, lass,’ Timmy spoke from a dark corner,difsng time since | saw
you. Nathan, bring her across. Leo, get your wifgriak, will you?' he
shouted. 'And your old friend Nathan too."'

Leo looked with anything but friendly eyes at thamto whom Timmy had
referred, but he obliged his uncle and bought dradkround, bringing them
to the circular table and taking the seat besidevhfe, Nathan having
tactfully joined Timmy on the high-backed wall seat

'‘Busy, then, are you?' commented Timmy, noticinggdh paint-stained
hands. 'Dyeing again?' he joked.

'Partly, yes,' Rhea replied, over-conscious of inggband's interest even
though he was drawing deeply on the contents dbdwes glass. 'Mostly, it's
paint. I'm decorating some of Nathan's pottery.’

'‘After biscuit firing, or before?' Leo asked casyalseparating his
sandwiches and chewing one.

She glanced at him with surprise. She had expéuistlity because it was
Nathan for whom she was working, not informed ieser 'After,’ she
answered, looking at him fully for the first timmse he had joined them.
'‘Before glazing takes place.’

He returned her gaze, and she was intoxicatinglgrawhat their ensuing
silent exchange had nothing whatever to do withsthigiect in hand, and
everything to do with intimacy and passion and r@esi

'Painting with pigments, that is, metal oxides onder- glaze colours...' Her
voice trailed into silence, while her heartbeatscdt deafened her.

"You're talking," Nathan commented with a smilke'someone who's made
pots all her life.’



Rhea moistened her lips, which had become strardyglydragging her
eyes from Leo's. 'lt's only what you've taught rhewt decorating pottery,’
she returned. 'It wasn't part of my degree sylldbus

'You've been a very apt pupil,’ Nathan told hepaapntly engrossed in
estimating the depth of the froth on his beer.

Leo's expression registered irritation-plus, whialst have flowed through
him to his feet, since he rose abruptly, noddednilnggly to his wife and
her companion and pushed in his chair with a alat@®ming, Timmy?"

Timmy nodded, making a rueful face at Rhea, antbwied his nephew
outside. Nathan let out a sigh. Whether it wasadirelief, or an expression
of bewilderment at the ways of husbands and wilkesying in mind his
own experience in that respect, Rhea could not tell

A few days before the craft fair was due to openedfound Leo still at
home when she came down for breakfast. He wor# arslitie and an air of
business to come in the big city hung around him.

'How long this time?' she asked, putting her sigkieart firmly back in
place and anticipating his announcement of yethargberiod of absence
from home.

A shrug of broad shoulders was followed by a clghpé/ho knows?'

'It depends,’ she heard herself burst out, 'onwthien of Miss Selby, no
doubt.’

A quizzical I'm-not-telling eyebrow lifted. 'Who kws?' he repeated with a
sardonic smile.

His arm came out and swung her to him, taking bensch by surprise that
she had no time to erect her barriers. His hangpeaul her face and his
brilliant gaze stared into her wide eyes. 'Anyoneuld think,' he
commented drily, 'that you were jealous.’



She tried to struggle free. 'Not on your life,' shtorted. 'Feel free ttake
any woman you want.'

He laughed at the deliberate double meaning, lavéie head, helped
himself to a long and devastating kiss and letikipig up his executive case
as he went.

The nights were lonely and long, but the work Rhad to get through
before the fair opened kept her hands busy in #yeirde, and at night her
mind preoccupied in between bouts of restless slgep

Two evenings before the opening, she worked witlpawise, except for a
snatched evening meal of soup and fruit and coffee.

Nathan mopped his brow. 'Sorry to mention it, Rheasaid, 'but there are
half a dozen more jugs ready for decorating.'

Carrie worked at a sewing-machine in another rqmuttjng .together skirts
and tops which Rhea had designed and processe¢biSée the others for
the sparse snack, sinking down wearily in the amgluttered chair in the
room.

'I'm glad my knitted offerings are all pressed gatkaged,' she sighed,
'ready for Vince to take to the hall. He'll takd @iese too, Nathan,'
indicating his work, 'not to mention your stuff, & Tommy said he'd help
us with our stalls if we wanted.’

‘Nice of him," commented Nathan offhandedly, 'beitl ibe too busy setting
up his clocks to worry about us.' He smiled at @art'll be your strong
man, love, OK?'

Carrie smiled back, and Rhea rejoiced in the waywo of them seemed to
share some wonderful secret. She had, in facteste that Carrie might
have stayed more than once at Nathan's overnightaah been glad beyond
words.



It did not occur to her then that she also mighy stt Nathan's overnight, but
that was exactly what she did. It was well into imeall hours when she
surfaced and the three of them ground to a halt.

'‘No need to go,' Nathan told her. 'There's a fgldiad over there. Use that,
Rhea. You're almost falling asleep on your feet-tme, Carrie?"

'I've got a spare toothbrush somewhere," Carrég backing Nathan up, and
watching as, with a few quick movements, he masjmae and unfolded the
bed. 'I'll get some bedclothes. It's OK, | know véhthey are, Nathan, love.'
His hand touched hers as she passed him.

Gratefully Rhea accepted all the offers, droppisigep almost as soon as
the light was out. Carrie was there next morninige&schooled herself to
show no surprise, but Carrie caught her in thenkitcmaking the toast.

'‘Rhea, | have to tell you, or I'll burst!" she ddefl. ‘Nathan said | could.
He's asked me to marry him!" She half disappeartrl Rhea's delighted
hug. 'It won't be for a while, because he wantsléar the business of his
divorce out of the way, but he's going to give nimg. Can | see what your
engagement ring's like, to help me decide whatrit@a

She looked at Rhea's wedding finger, which borg anplain gold band.
What Carrie didn't know, Rhea re-fleeted, and neveuld, was that that
ring was there as a symbol of vengeance fulfilled.

'Leo didn't give me one, Carrie," Rhea said simplg.didn't think | was
worth the expenditure, she almost said, but kepbttier words to herself.

‘That's OK,' said Carrie brightly and tactfullyprse couples don't bother
these days. I'll just have to look in shop windowsn't 1?'

‘A bottle of champagne seems to be called for, &attRhea commented
with a broad smile as Nathan entered, reachingoujids his cheek.
'‘Congrats, both of you. I'm really delighted.’

'Don't tell anyone, will you?' Carrie urged. 'Natynot until | tell you you
can. Promise?’



'l promise,' Rhea answered solemnly.

The next evening she stayed at Nathan's again. adyworked all day
setting up the stalls around the hall in the toWris time Carrie went home.
It was, she said, her evening on duty and Vinaglst roff.

The day of the craft show dawned bright and cl€arrie called Nathan,
then asked to speak to Rhea.

'Don't forget the party after the show tonight tr@@areminded her. ‘Wearing
something nice?'

'One of my own creations,' Rhea pretended to btrésiv about you?"

'One of my handknits,’ she answered with a laldbthing like modelling
your own designs to encourage people to place gitder

Saturday crowds thronged the town's streets, andoas as the doors
opened people drifted in.

Timmy sat near the door collecting the entrance eyomhich would go
towards the cost of hiring the hall. The remaindbgy had all agreed,
would be divided between the exhibitors so thaietimse whose sales
were low or non-existent would receive some payrfamtheir efforts.

In a spare moment from the rush of customers, Rla®ed round the hall
to try and judge how the fair was going. Around 8iai Kelney's
leatherwork stall three or four people lingeredilevMildred Smith seemed
to be doing a fair trade in corn dollies.

To her delight, Carrie's handknits were doing sd that she mopped her
brow on catching Rhea's eye. At the stall nextars hNathan's customers
were exclaiming over his decorated pottery angeéimed, parting willingly
with their money.

Then the customers swooped on Rhea's goods adath meant that she
didn't see a couple enter, one of whom paid theaeo¢ fee for them both.



Busy answering queries about her fabric and hagdgsshe did not hear
the woman enquiring the whereabouts of 'Rhea Dewall'.

It was not until the crowd had temporarily cleagghin that she saw the
couple approaching.

‘Now, Rhea," exclaimed Sonya, 'this is a situatdrere the seller can't
refuse a buyer. You forgot my request to you, digou," she went on
over-sweetly, 'to make me a skirt like yours? 8et'eyes flitted from one
item to the other, 'now I'm going to make my choité buy up all your
goods, you won't be able to grumble, will you?'

‘Take your pick, Miss Selby," Rhea commented iedéhtly. 'Just as long as
you don't choose the things people have reservegaid for.'

'Rhea!" There was rebuke in Leo's tone, while animgrflashed in his eyes.

Colouring with annoyance, she flashed right baelkng him silently, | can
dispose how I like of my handiwork. When Sonya ehasskirt with a
design similar to the one she had recently admiRéda made no demur,
waiting as Sonya went on riffling through the fariand pulling a
particularly dazzling design from the pile.

It was one of Rhea's favourites and she hatedi#eeaf its gracing Sonya's
person when made up, but her face was without egjme as she accepted
Sonya's cheque and wrapped the items, handingdkiem

'Hi, Nathan,' said Sonya, moving to the next stall.
‘Thanks for letting me know," Rhea murmured, helfengyes resting angrily
on her husband, 'of your return. With your girlfriein tow, as usual,’ she

couldn't stop herself from adding.

His smile was sarcastic and fleeting. 'l tried mggyou. No answeras
usual."He echoed her words tartly.

'l—I--' Rhea just prevented the hot colour from swéng her cheeks. If she
told him the truth, that she had spent two nightdathan's, he would put an



entirely false construction on the statement. Nauld she tell him that

Carrie had stayed there for one of those nighte.®ldn't tell him either

that Carrie and Nathan were deeply in love and wagaged to be married.
'l guess | must have been tired,” she finished lyeaglketending to be

absorbed in sorting through the goods on display.

'‘Be honest and admit that you didn't answer thenpho case | was the
caller?’

'Maybe, maybe," she answered offhandedly as, tordiesf, customers
drifted round her stall, causing Leo to move onwHase could she have
answered? she asked herself helplessly, but sheadithiss the touch of
scepticism in his eyes.



CHAPTER TEN

THE closing of the doors brought sighs of relief dodthe most part, a deep
satisfaction. Sales had been high and everyonsdiddomething.

'See you back here tonight," people were callinthag left the hall, stalls
dismantled and disposed of, unsold goods boxedakah home.

Rhea was surprised to find the cottage empty, tbkhherself to come

down to earth and remember that Sonya Selby's chaere, in Leo's eyes,
greater than hers. After all, she reflected cyhycak she showered and
brushed her hair until it crackled, Sonya had beerthe scene—Leo's
scene—long before she, Rhea Hirst, had appearéd on

She was searching for her jacket among the otherthe hallstand—her

nostrils picking up Leo's musky and warmly familiacent as she

foraged—when the door opened and he came in.

Finding what she was looking for at that momente&Bwung round, her
expression full of fight, but Leo was alone. He Igahias if he had guessed
her thoughts, then looked her over, clearly likivigat he saw.

‘Colourful and flattering. You should sew a labatoi your creations,' he
commented, 'and set up in b-smess as a fashiogn@esi

‘Joining forces with your girlfriend, | suppose yoei going to add? No,
thank you. If you're hungry--

'I've eaten.’
'With Sonya.'

'With my uncle." His hands on her hips eased hematds him. 'l do
believe—7-' His mouth approached hers, but shggled free.

'l am not jealous!" The words came out slowly antpleatically. But you
are, a tiny voice whispered, you most certainly.are



'l don't know what time I'll be home," she threwepWwer shoulder as she
pulled on her jacket, then dashed out before h&ldasist on giving her a
lift.

She was dancing with Nathan when Leo appearedanddorway. She
faltered and Nathan steadied her, asking, "You OK?"

She nodded and concentrated on the lively stefisgtéerself to pretend

that Leo wasn't there, telling her heart to stopruiing so much harder just
because the man she loved but who did not lovehadrarrived on the

scene.

Dance over, she smiled at Nathan, who returnedsithiée briefly before
allowing his eyes to wander in search of Catrrie.

'She's over there,' Rhea nodded across the roatin Mildred and Maisie.
Want to go to her?"

Reluctantly he shook his head. 'If Carrie and Isen together too much
people will start to talk, and we don't want thisibt yet, not until the
legalities of my affairs have been settled. Yowdderstand, Rhea?"

'Of course | do.'

The music started again, and Nathan's hand wasngoaut to take hers
when another hand forestalled him, one that wamgar, more forceful,
and had every right to tfe, in the circumstancebaAd that hammered and
shaped incandescent metal, arms that wielded heealy, risking injury
and heat-burns, pitting his strength and his wolvpr against even more
powerful forces.

The arms she was swept into held a promise of ditsleght which over the
weeks had become practically irresistible. By amyrof fate, the weapon
with which she had chosen to wreak vengeance omtveers had been
turned on to her, and the hurt it was inflictingsnalmost too painful to
endure.



Fingers tilted her face. 'Solemn thoughts, or aanog that | took you away
from Oxley?'

In spite of herself, Rhea smiled. 'Possibly to fir&, definitely no to the
second.'

'So tell me those thoughts.'
This time her smile defied him. 'Not on your life!"

'l could make you." His eyes were full of meaninigting at past intimacies
and those to come. He seemed amused at her disgm@nfi

'Maybe you could," she concurred, head on one %idejt wouldn't have
any meaning. It would be just a means of satisfying
your...our...passing...um...sensual needs, not tntion a way of
demonstrating your physical domination over me. @arriage was never
meant to contain any adhesive element. Nor,' shistemed her lips which
had become curiously dry under his appraisal, tvase meant to be any
intertwining of our emotions.’

‘True." His glance was hooded. 'That was quite eecdp My wife is
certainly articulate.'

'I'm notyour wife,' she returned tartly, irritated becahedad tacitly agreed
with all her statements.

'So what are you?' He seemed amused. 'My woman?"

'‘No. Sonya's that,” she riposted angrily, becausedidn't dispute her
allegation either by word or shake of the head.

He held her closer, forcing her to dance more iatety with him. Her head
went back and she could not prevent her eyes digngith his, her
fingers digging into the casual shirt he wore, Haghs touching his,
encased in denim.



Amused, he flicked the long leather 'fun' earrisge had bought from
Mildred Smith's stall, touched the matching chokéth fingers that
lingered, making the nerves of her skin dance atcibol, very personal
contact.

'How did the craft fair go?' he asked as their bsdinoved in perfect
harmony.

'For me, very well. I've got a pile of orders, week work ahead. One day,'
she grew dreamy, 'I'd like to start a business pfown." That would be
when her marriage to him came to an end. Her dgssd on the thought so
that he wouldn't see in them the deep distresththeght engendered within
her.

'Rhea.’ He had whispered her name and her eyésrédtopen, her head
tilting back.

As if her lips held a magnet his mouth came dowrd kers willingly
succumbed to his possession. His kiss made heesemsm, an exquisite
ache throb deep inside her. The kiss had no emtitaeffect on her was
such that it was as though she had drunk too muoidxicating liquid,
except that she hadn't touched a drop.

A buzz of conversation at the door turned into Elmmommotion, and Leo
broke the kiss, turning his head, his hold slaagkgnHeart sinking, Rhea
guessed the identity of the new arrival.

For the rest of the dance, Leo's mind was plaildgwehere, his movements
becoming automatic. She broke away from him, tihemotancers moving
round them.

'What prompted that?' he queried, frowning.
'How can you pretend you don't know?' she retof¥éalr girlfriend's on a

telepathic line to you. Why don't you pick up yooental phone and answer
her?'



She hid meant the sarcasm to jolt him so that tuened to her in mind as
well as body, but, to her dismay and disappointmeatook her statement
literally.

'Ill take you at your word," he clipped. 'If ydiékcuse me...'
‘You're not going to leave me standing here?' Rieaeked.

An eyebrow flicked, a mocking smile flirted withshiips. "You don't like

being stood up? OK, so come with me and you'lllide o hear what we
have to say to each other.' He took her hand taheulbehind him, but she
snatched it free. 'It's business, pure and simple.’

'‘Go to her,' she choked, not believing him. 'Gdh#® woman you really
want!" She spied Nathan alone on the edge of tloelating couples and
made a beeline. 'Dance with me, Nathan,' she pletldeugh quivering
lips, and urged him on to the dance-floor.

Leo's contemptuous glance over the heads of thedcroade her shiver
inside, but she moved with Nathan as if there wergreater pleasure than
to be dancing with him. Deliberately she turnedieak to her husband, but
swinging round in the course of the dance, she lsawmoving slowly
round the floor with Sonya. He was listening inkgtd her words, his head
inclined slightly the better to hear her. And thetter, no doubt, Rhea
thought angrily, to inhale her perfume and feel Wwarm breath on his
cheek.

'‘Domestic quarrel?' Nathan asked with an undersigrainile.

'Sort of. Take me home, Nathan," she said, suppgeti®e tears that would
spring, in spite of herself. 'Don't ask why.'

A glance around was sufficient for Nathan to guéhs reason, and he
cheerfully obeyed, first signalling to Carrie, whodded, understanding at
once.

‘Thanks,' said Rhea as he drew up in the parkiagespt the rear of River
Cottage. 'And thanks, Nathan, for helping me. Iméar letting me invade



your studio all this time, not to mention lettingerstay a couple of nights.
You're very good, you know, and Carrie's lucky.e3&aned across and
pecked him on the cheek.

" She shook her head fiercely. 'He's not, Nathaanly you knew the true
situation!'

‘Tell me some time.'
'Maybe. Goodnight." She waved as he drove away.

Searching for her key, she used a small pockeh tmrpick her way to the
front door. As she reached it, a man came fronobtiie shadows behind
her, and she screamed, a hand to her throat.

He took her torch from her trembling hand and fash upward at his own
face. Stark terror was only fractionally modifieg felief and recognition.

'Oh, God,' she croaked, 'did you have to behaeediwould-be criminal and
give me such a terrible fright?"

‘A would-becriminal?' Jerome remarked lightly. 'l thoughttthia your
eyes, | was the devil in disguise where lawbreakiag concerned.’

Even when they faced each other across the livimgm, Rhea could not
stop herself trembling. She sank into a chair.

"You need a drink, Mrs Dower," Jerome declared, ingpdowards the

sideboard. 'No, don't get up.' She had made no teode so. ‘| know where
the goodies are. | lived here once. What's yourethiNg?' He helped
himself, lifting the glass in an ironic toast. B@w's my big brother treating
you?' He looked her up and down. 'Can't you staisly? Why not? Got a
guilty conscience?"

That was too much to takeGuilty conscienc® she exploded, anger
guelling the remaining symptoms of fright, 'For eals sake, you were the
guilty one, Jerome, not me!’



A car drew up, scrunching to a stop. Waiting, Jexatared apprehensively
at the door.

Leo thrust into the cottage. 'What the hell did yoean, Rhea, by leaving
without telling me?' Then he saw Jerome and fro@@od God! The
embezzler returns!’

Jerome made a face, taking a drink. 'So she'ytaldthen?' he commented
guardedly. 'How much, Rhea?'

'Enough,’ was her equally guarded answer.
"You admit it?" his brother asked briskly.

'‘Admit what? | admit nothing. That's what my lawyeld me to say, at all
times. Even to my owdearbrother.' He raised his glass. 'To old times, Leo.
He drank.

It was, Rhea sensed, Jerome's way of remindinigroteer of the days long
ago that Timmy had told her about, when Leo hadegted Jerome after
their mother had died. And, from Leo's expressiimga saw that he knew it
too, but whether Jerome had touched his sympathyelisas his memory

she could not tell.

Looking from one to the other, she wondered howhstteever thought they
were alike. Maybe they were physically, except thate was a weakness
about Jerome's eyes and mouth, whereas therensagtstof character and
purpose in every angle and plane of Leo's facaca $he loved to touch, to
kiss, a face shieved.

Jerome took a seat as though he belonged, whigirdimbly did, Rhea
conceded reluctantly, certainly more than she. Thenmoved, putting
himself beside her on the sofa. She jerked awal/harlaughed unkindly.

'Still a cold fish, Rhea?' he taunted, draining diess and disposing of it.
'Hasn't even Leo's virile heat thawed you out?utieed to his brother. 'She
went all iceberg on me, Leo, even though she woreing, so of course |
held my horses, as they say.'



He spoke as if he had rehearsed every word, littefendant in court who
had learned his lawyer's briefing by heart.

'It's not my line to take a woman cold,' he blustieon. 'Nor did | want her
running to her precious father, yelling, "He's ipee, fire him, Daddy." |

thought of all that lovely money I'd forfeit by fong myself on her.
Anyway," he looked with amusement on Rhea's agij@=e, 'l stood her
coynesstoically because | knew there were plenty of oix@men | could

have fun with, without recriminations, or losing mgry well-paid job, and
| did.'

'Why, you--!" Unable to contain her fury, Rhea sgrat him, grasping his
tie, tugging at his hair, pulling with all her mighdespite his shouts for
mercy.

"You rotten low-down louse!" she accused, sobbimd struggling as Leo
gripped her shoulders, forcing her away and tddwtr She fought him too,
until he captured her hands and grasped them béleinblack.

She turned blazing eyes on him. 'l hate your brotheate you! | hate the
Dowers, except Uncle Timmy. | don't know how | ex@pught myself to
marry you, Leo Dower.' Yodo, a treacherous voice prompted. You loved
him, that's why. You still do...

'Hey, has she got fire!"' Jerome commented, his fyankly admiring. 'And
| never knew. How does she measure up in--?'

'Don't you dare,' she cried hoarsely at Leo, degpdp free herself, 'don't
you dare answer that question! If you do, I'la"Vain, she struggled, but
Leo held her easily, stilling her violent effortstil the pain of his
restraining hands became unbearable. She lifted s&ined eyes to his.
'Please, Leo, you're hurting!

He released her at once, his face a mask.

Tl tell you something, Jerome,' he said as sivékglown in a chair, away
from them both, but Leo approached her and shaklanaay. He lifted her



hand and indicated her wedding finger. 'This is fireg of revenge. She
married me, letting me believe she was pregnaryoloy-'

'l told you the truth,’ she broke in, 'that | wasn'

'She married me,' Leo went on implacably, 'to Haereown back on you, on
me, on the Dowers.' He moved away from her. 'Shesmblove me, but
what she does love is what | give her--'

'So to speak,' Jerome interposed with a sniggéhiblrother went on, 'The
way my bank balance enables her to live in the wawhich she was
accustomed before you robbed her, or so she alleges

Rhea's head shot up. 'There it is again,' she adcy®ur brotherly instinct
from the past to protect your little brotheklleged,you said. There's so
much evidence to prove he defrauded Daniel Hirat thwould fill a
volume.'

Jerome began to look perturbed. Was he feelingaRlendered, that the
net was closing on him? His expression brighterseifilze had thought of a
way out.

‘There are one or two things you should know alyout beautiful wife,
Leo, and, as your brother, I think | should warm.yo

Leo's cold eyes swung to Rhea, then back to Jeryvied?

'If you slander me,' Rhea warned grimly, 'I'll Sue.

'Where are the witnesses?' Jerome gibed. 'My gibouldn't testify
against me. We were too close as boys.' He walkedtdike a lawyer in a
courtroom. 'l had a drink in the Dog and Badgerlevhwas waiting for you

both to come back.’

He paused for effect, and Rhea's heart began tmdp@s a strange
foreboding gripped her.



"The rumour's going round,' Jerome swaggered ih&a and away again,
'that while this lady's husband was away she $beft couple of nights with
Nathan Oxley.'

'It's not true!' Rhea cried. 'I--'

'You swear,' Leo approached, his face dark withegnihat this rumour's
not true? You spent every night here in this ca®dly-no, not every...'
What was the use, she thought, of prevaricating?viat if | did stay at
Nathan's place?'

'Which was thereal reason why my phone calls stayed unanswered,' he
gritted.

"There you are," said Jerome triumphantly.

'Will you be quiet?' Rhea cried furiously. 'We warerking flat out, Leo, to
get finished before the show. | worked one nightil the early hours.
Nathan invited me to stay--'

'In his bed?' Leo rasped.

'‘No! Carrie was there too.' It could have beenthenp card had she been
permitted to play it, but her promise to her frisngot to reveal their
engagement bound her to silence.

'Sharing your room?'

'No." | used the studio... The words tormentedtbiegue, but she could not
speak them without letting Nathan and Carrie down.

‘There you are!" exclaimed Jerome, eyes shining wmtmph, and not a
little spite. 'What's more,' he confronted her, dgabehind his back, still
playing the prosecuting lawyer, 'are you going émyd Rhea, that when
Nathan brought you home this evening you kissedmd that he kissed
you?'



'It wasn't a kiss,' she corrected, whispering ndwyas just a peck | gave
him, which he returned. | was thanking him for--'

'‘An entertaining couple of nights?' Leo snarled.

'For God's sake," she shrieked, hands coveringeaies, 'it's like being
savaged by two vicious dogs!

Jerome smiled unpleasantly, walking away. 'l regtase.’
There was a long silence while Rhea sat back, @geed, face pale.

"You robbed her, Jerome," Leo pronounced at Mst'll repay her—every
penny, every cent. Do you hear?"

Jerome paled, dropping into a chair. 'l can't.'

Leo swung to him. 'You mean it's all too securedg up?'

'‘No.'

"You've surely got it invested somewhere?'

'‘Nope.' Jerome sat forward, staring at his clasedls. 'l spent it all, Leo,
honestly. That's why | came here.' He shifted urfoaably. 'Cash-flow

problems, so to speak.'

Older brother turned on younger. 'Get out!" Rhehrtever seen Leo look so
angry.

'Where to, Leo?' Jerome whined. 'l thought you @quit up me here for a
couple of nights." Leo's answering stare was smiid that Jerome winced.
He got up slowly, shoving his hands into his jagkatkets. ‘Uncle Timmy
won't turn me out. He's got a heart, unlike yould@wy, Rhea, Leo.'

'‘Before he goes,' Rhea stood, facing them botgrit to tell you something
else, Leo. Something that only Jerome and | know.’



'Rhea, for God's sake...' Jerome's voice tailed/av#he determination in
her eyes.

'Leo, your brother was responsible for my paresesiths. It was his fault
their plane crashed.’

'Do you deny this, Jerome?' Leo queried sharply.
Jerome shrugged, then shook his head, staring attipet.

'When my father flew the plane back from Scotlanthe-last time but one
that he was to pilot it—he told Jerome he was aueailt was developing in
an engine. It was making a strange noise. Jeroomaiped faithfully, at my
father's request, to have it looked at and oveduhul

'‘And he didn't?' Leo asked roughly.
'He didn't. He forgot, he said.’

'My God!' came hoarsely from Leo. 'Get out, Jeroime said at last with a
dismissing movement of his head.

Jerome's feet dragged across to the door, his éxedding to pick up his
travel bag. As the door slammed behind him, Leeds$larshly, 'How sweet
is revenge, Rhea? Is it as cloying as syrup? Os ddaste as delectable as
honey?'

'‘Ask yourself, Leo,' she said thickly. 'You alsomenl revenge on me—for
using you, as you put it. You'd make me pay, yad.'sbler eyes lifted
heavily to his. "You've made me pay, Leo, dearke youpleased? Argou
happy now?'

He came to her that night. Unable to sleep, stedsabthe window, a wrap
loosely around her. She heard the door click skbirtd him and all of her
senses linked like forged chains to hold her respsrback from leaping
with expectancy and delight.



'l want you, Rhea,' he said. 'For the last time,ngogoing to act as my wife.
Then--'

She twisted round. He stood there, arms foldedwelting robe hanging
loose, and nothing beneath it.

Desire flooded through her, threatening to swamptbestop her escaping.
"You can't, not deliberately, not in cold bloodvdn't let you!" She tried to
push past him, but he caught her, swung her ronddgainst him.

As her body hit his, dismay fought a running battith delight. She should
be fighting him, dredging up her hatred for the [@owrothers, resisting
with all her might the sensual onslaught of thisima

Reason lost out. The familiarity of his body, thesky scent of him that
drew her like a magnet, overcame reason and carstmught, allowing
emotion to take control. Her love for him, for eything about him, was
almost her undoing, and her resistance almost dedn@But again her
rational self fought back. She couldn't, she wotldet him take her
knowing how much he hated her, wanting her onlgaimplete the circle of
his revenge, to prove once more his total dominatier ber.

'Stop!" she cried. 'How could you do this to me?"

He answered in deeds, not words, disrobing herfawafluid movements.
He swung her to the bed and stood over her supjoeef looking, arms
folded, while her toes curled and her pulses haradhat the slow, sensual
way he was regarding every part of her.

Desire for him, for his total possession, welledungontrollably, making
her legs restless and her breaths come fasteaudééd, knowing just what
he was doing to her, and the taunting sound dfalighter made her shiver
with apprehension, ydtissonsof excitement coursed through her.

He came to her then, covering her with his bodg, stre moaned with the
pleasure of the intimate contact. He proceededsicertove to her with such
controlled voluptuousness, yet such finesse, bmopdier such agony and



such ecstasy that all she wanted was to becomevitnéhim and never,
ever, to leave him.

At last he relented, taking her with such complatssession yet holding
back the ultimate pleasure for so long that shedhbarself gasping his
name over and over again, pleading with him to mha&e finally and
irrevocably his.

His arms were round her when she fell asleep, &&d lgainst his chest, his
legs intertwined with hers, his body her secutiigy, sanctuary.

Waking next morning, she found herself alone. Lesinhave disentangled
himself from her in the night and walked away frdvar distastefully
clinging arms.

She could tell him now how bitter was the tasteeobnge. But how sweet it
must have been fdrim. He had certainly haldis revenge. He had made her
pay for using him, and pay dearly, because shedisvered to her cost
that it was no longer possible to hate him, nometce fool herself into
believing she did. Through his ruthless yet pasg®riovemaking, his
relentless assault on her senses, her body, hetiomsiohe had made
absolutely sure that she would love him and remenrhioe beyond all
others, for the rest of her life.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

IN THE cool light of morning, Rhea came down to earthd #re impact was
shattering.

She could not stay there any longer, that was amthdclear. She would go
down and confront Leo, demand that he releasedaneradmit that their
marriage, if it had ever been possible to cahdtf was at an end.

There was no sign of him. His bed was undisturbed, this to Rhea could
mean only one thing. When he had left her bed,dtedone to the arms of
Sonya Selby. There was no denying thathad givenher pleasure and
fulfilment, she reflected miserably, but her resgemto him had plainly left
much to be desired.

She rang Carrie, who answered her query like a woms@mewhat
distracted. 'A room, Rhea? For you? Oh, dear,'v&ied, ‘we're full to
bulging. I've even had to get out of my own roona¢commodate a guest.
All I can suggest is that you contact Nathan. Helldho't mind at all letting
you sleep on the folding bed in his studio. Bute&has if the strangeness of
her friend's request had just struck her, ‘for beavsake, why? No, forget
that, |1 shouldn't have asked. Maybe in a coupldayfs we can have you
here, but at the moment we're up to our eyes.'

Ask Nathan? Rhea thought, hesitating. Why ever sbt? asked herself.
Leo wouldn't mind. What had he said last night? the last time, you're
going to act as my wife." Which meant that he hadsed her off his list of
acquaintances.

'Use the folding bed again?' Nathan responded, dsognpuzzled. 'Of
course, but why...? No, forget that. When?'

'Is today OK? Just until Carrie and Vince haveamdo spare. I'll be round
as soon as | can collect my belongings. And thaNkghan, thanks a lot.’

As she was leaving, the telephone rang. She maatestoer, held back, then
lifted the mouthpiece, listening silently. If it w&eo, she would ring off.



'Leo, is that you?"
'‘Uncle Timmy," Rhea answered, 'Leo isn't here.'

'Well, he's not here either, lass. I'm at the fokHgs always here before me,
but not today. Know where he's gone, Rhea?"

'I—I was hoping you'd tell me that, Uncle Timmye'an idea where he
might be found, but--'

'Hm." Timmy sounded grim. 'Some men don't know whey're lucky.'
Which could only confirm, Rhea thought unhappillgatt her guess of
where—to whom— Leo had gone had been correct. "Weedoes come
home," Timmy went on, 'tell him Jerome's left mgagqad. He wouldn't say
where he was going either. They're a rum couplese¢hwo brothers,' he
finished scratchily. 'Tell him | need him to helgmn this job, will you?'

Rhea assured him that she would, but felt bouraditbthat she didn't know
when she would be seeing Leo again. She endedathquickly, in case
Timmy asked her to explain what she meant.

She stayed with Nathan for three nights, not om&risg bis kitchen and his
bathroom, and doing her best to lose herself intoek. She had so many
orders to fulfil that she knew she would have takMong and hard to get
through them.

Even when Carrie and Vince offered her a room ¢doag as she liked, and
into which she gladly moved, Rhea accompanied Nadzh day to the

Dog and Badger. They made no attempt to keepatesthat she had slept
at Nathan's again, and worked in his house eveyy da

There had been no word from Leo. It seemed thdtduereturned to the
forge and helped his uncle finish the project theyl been working on

together. Then he had gone, leaving Cuttingbeck matword to his uncle,

and certainly not to his wife, as to where he cdaddound should the need
arise.



Rhea worked herself to a standstill, refusing teegin to the intense

unhappiness that gripped her. If only, she broaedtantly, she were able
to pick up her bags and walk away as easily ahatleentered the village,
and Leo Dower's life. But with so much work to do,many people eagerly
awaiting her products, she could not bring hergelét them down. Which

meant she was tied to the place until the lastrdrdd been fulfilled.

Besides, she was beginning to suspect that songetl@a happening to her,
something that she must at all costs keep to HerlBatn her suspicions

were confirmed and the restraint she had imposetiesnemotions, her

feelings for Leo, broke down. When she confidedriews to Carrie, who

was chatting to her one evening in her room, shstlinto tears and sobbed
her heart out.

The irony of the situation was almost too muchearblLeo had married her
to protect, as he thought, his brother's child, aosv she really was
expecting a baby, who was indubitably his, he wase-+there was no doubt
in Rhea's mind—in the process of preparing to digdrer.

‘Tell him," Carrie urged, 'tell Leo about the baby.

'And have him stay married to me out of pity? Néhea asserted, wiping
her eyes. She had to tell Carrie... 'He thinks having an affair with
Nathan.'

Carrie looked horrified. 'You're n--1 mean... OlheR, are you?'

'How could you think that of me?' Rhea protestédu’of all people!’ Carrie
said over and over again that she was sorry shiefdasked the question. 'Of
course | like Nathan. He's a good man, and | knowllybe very happy.'

'Tell Leo," Carrie urged, 'tell him about Natharl ame.’

'‘But you want to keep it a secret, you said. Anywiawyouldn't do any good.
Shall | tell you the real reason Leo married meRed explained the
situation that led up to Leo's proposal. 'So yae, s@ir marriage was only
ever meant to be a temporary affair. It had to e time.'



'‘But with a baby coming?' Carrie exclaimed.

'If 1 tell him, I'll be stopping him from gettingpgether again—that is, if he
ever parted from her—with the woman he really wantkis life, Sonya
Selby.’

At the Dog and Badger next day, Nathan gave theratithe bar counter
while Rhea looked around for a seat. Timmy, tuckedy into a corner,
waved to her, and she joined him.

'How are you, lass?' he asked. 'Where have you keeping yourself?
Leo's in London. I've got a letter from him for yeit came this morning.
Here.'

With a shaking hand, Rhea opened the envelope mmyiadded, 'He's
attending a conference—Dower Corporation. He'shief executive, took
over from his father. But | told you, didn't I?*

Rhea nodded, then read the letter. 'Dear Rheahijt'there are matters |
wish to discuss with you. Is it possible for youdome to my hotel,’ he gave
the address, 'on Monday next?' The date and time stated. 'If you cannot
make this appointment, please inform my secretaBoaver Corporation's
head office. Timmy will give you the address. Yqureo.'

Her hands, with the letter, fell to her lap. Thepersonal tone, the legal
proceedings to come—in other words, the first stiepgards a divorce,
implicit in its formal language, had knocked hetesvays.

Nathan stood waiting at the bar, chatting to anftie

"You look so pale, Rhea," Timmy remarked worriedlyyeezing her arm.
'What's Leo said that's upset you so?’

Rhea shook her head. 'He just wants to see més #iatAt the hotel he's
staying at in LondonThat's all?she thought. That's it, more likely, the end
of something that had no real beginning.



'Will you go?' She nodded. 'Tell me, lass—don'iaersf you don't want to.
Do you love him?'

She had to tell this kindly man the truth. 'Uncienny, I'm... there's going
to be--'

'A babby!'His eyes lit up, his hand covered hers on thestabtan't tell you
how... I was so sad when you told me before thexetlvasn't going to be
any child.'

'Promise you won't tell Leo," she pleaded urgently.
'‘But he must be told, lass.’

'‘No, no! He'd insist on our marriage going on, @éndan't, not now. He
doesn't trust me. He might even say it wasn't--'

'His? But it is," Timmy broke in. "You wouldn't hmfaithful to any man,
lass. I'm years older than him and | can tell, h gadge a woman's
character.'

‘Thanks for believing in me, Uncle Timmy. But thersomeone else in
Leo's life, if not mine.’

"You don't mean Sonya? No, no, lass. He'd nevBut.'Timmy's voice
tailed off uncertainly.

'Hi, Timmy,' Nathan said, setting down the drinksl dahe food. 'Sorry for
the delay, Rhea, but they're very busy today. H@alangs going, Timmy?

| hear Leo's gone back to London. | guess helirreto Cuttingbeck. Can't
keep away long from the forge, can he? That youag you've got to help
you, is he OK?"Coming on nicely, Nathan," Timmywared. 'Shows a lot
of promise.' To Rhea's relief, the conversatiomgled course, and she was
able to re-read Leo's letter.



It was strange being back in the metropolis. Theenlevel hit her first, then
the milling crowds, the straight, tense faces. muors, the streams, she
realised, the friendly people she had left behiad lhecome so much part of
her that, in these packed and uninterested stisdeddelt lost.

The taxi dropped her at the hotel and she ent@redigh automatic doors,
hoping Leo would be there to greet her. There vaasign of him, and she
wandered a little aimlessly around the foyer, pagidby the fountain,
watching the spray. She was taken right back teiR@ottage and the
stream which wound its way past it. A voice thaswa familiar it tied her
thoughts into knots brought her swiftly back to Berroundings, her heart
thumping loudly enough to deafen her.

Leo stood, tall and commanding, the focal poird sEmi-circle of attentive
people. They hung on his every word, nodding nogvthen, laughing as he
made a final joke, dismissing them.

The man from whom they deferentially took theirndeavas not the man
Rhea had grown to know and love. This man, immaelyladressed, his
manner smoothly courteous, was a stranger. Onlhhiishad defied the
grooming procedure the rest of him had consenteahid his eyes too... his
eyes which swung towards her as if pulled by samssible magnet.

He took in her suit, navy blue with a touch of $elaand a blouse to match.
The formal outfit had been intentional. Hadn't hegsed his letter as if this
meeting were to be an interview?

As he moved, long-limbed and aloof, towards heg slas for a few
seconds denied the ability to breathe. Those eyesly grey and piercing,
that she had first seen in the semi-darkness ofaityee, played over her,
tearing her apart.

She wished she had never come, never left thesilaste of the moors, the
village that had become part of her.

'I'm glad you made it." His hand came out—he wasadly going to shake
her hand as if she were a passing acquaintancetaHisfelt cool and firm,



with decision and no nonsense in its brief pressdmd not a hint of warmth
or friendship, let alone love.

At least, she tried to console herself, it was § ofatouching him, the only
way from now on in which any form of physical cartt@ould be made.
Divorce meant just that, a breaking of every bamat tied them to each
other.

No, she thought, looking into his implacable fabat wasn't true, because
she had something of him inside her that she daedgh for ever—his child.

'I've booked a table," he was saying. 'Will youdhawdrink while we make a
selection from the menu?"

A drink in the circumstances was what she neededhdw could she tell
him the reason for her request for fruit juice?

‘Nothing alcoholic?' Eyebrows high, he shrugged.

A waiter took their order, then Leo gave her hisraion.

'How's Cuttingbeck?' he asked, tracing with higdinthe reflections on the
glass table-top. Could he, in his mind's eye, keevillage there? Empty,
she wanted to answer, without you. Lonely at nighien the river seems
tearful as it flows through the darkness.

'Fine," she answered aloud.

'‘And your work?'

‘Thriving." Did she have to sound so falsely chd@@rf'Your uncle
Timmy—yes, he's fine too, but he's—I think he'sgimg you.' Oh, God, she
thought, how long could she keep up the pretenoheérfulness?

'l can't see why. He's got an apprentice workimdgfm.'

'He's your uncle, for heaven's sake! There is sacthing as family
affection." Those eyebrows rose again and thetioit in her voice took



even Rhea by surprise. It was the result, she knékeeping such a tight
rein on her emotions.

At Leo's elbow a waiter cleared his throat. 'Yablé is ready, sir, madam.'

As the meal progressed, the small talk dried uger@uwffee in the lounge,
he leaned back against the sofa they shared, awaytfer.

'‘Before we--' He seemed to feel the need to draircip, putting it down.
'‘Before we can get on with living our separatedivee resumed, 'there are
matters we must discuss.’

Rhea nodded, even though she felt her insides ey put through a
shredding machine.

"You told me not so long ago,’ he remarked, 'thatdne thing you would
like to do was to start your own business.'

'l did, but, even though | said it, | knew it woub@ impossible. I'd need
capital, which | haven't got--'

'I'd provide that capital.'

"You? Oh, you mean as a kind of settlement afterdikorce?' Her voice
sounded brittle even to her own ears. She hadrik tfuickly. Any money
that came her way she would need for the babyfaweel Thanks,' was her
cautious answer, 'but I..."

'It's money you can't turn down. I've had someaedecarried out, with
Jerome's reluctant help, into the amount of castodle from your father's
firm, therefore from your inheritance. | intend pay that money back to
you. The car he stole from you is luckily stillact and well preserved. That
also will be returned to you for you to use howeyar wish. If it were to be
sold, the cash could be added to the lump sunehthpaying you.'

Rhea was shaking her head. 'l couldn't take it fyom Leo. I'd written that
money off long ago.'



He sat forward, his hands clasped. 'Will you stofing the hypocrite?' he
grated. 'From the beginning I've been aware thatmparried me only for
what | could give you. OK, so Jerome's non-existntd was not the
reason, which by elimination left only one thingguy eyes on my bank
account. Now our marriage has, as they say, contigetend of its useful
life, you collect. I'm freed from an unproductiveationship--'

Unproductiv® Rhea thought. I'd laugh hysterically if | weranitthe brink
of tears.

'‘And you'll be free to pursue your affair with NathOxley to whatever end
you had in mind.'

'‘Also,' she had to say it, 'you'll be able to m&onya Selby.’

'l have no wish to marry Sonya Selby.’

'‘And | don't want to marry Nathan Oxley!

Eyebrows raised, Leo smiled without amusement.t®Q@nap. Tell me,
Rhea, because I'm curious about it. Why not? Nkndw the answer
already. He's a struggling potter, living hand toutih. He doesn't earn

enough to keep you as I've been able to keep you.'

She had heard that pie-divorce discussions werallysacrimonious, but
surely none had been as bitter as this!

She jumped to her feet. Thank you for the meal,ylou can keep your
money. | wouldn't touch a pennycantof the Dower brothers' money!

Her footsteps took her towards the swing doors!d.aon linked with hers
like newly forged chains and he swung her roundm€to my room.'

‘Not on your--'

Grimly he walked her towards the door which ledhe hotel's residential
wing. Other guests turned idly, hoping for a scemérighten their day.



Rhea calmedher anger until Leo's key turned angvalsen his room, facing
him.

'l want to get one thing clear,’ she declared,ngivein now to her anger. 'l
did not,did not--'

'‘Calm down!" Taking her by surprise, he peeledheif jacket, throwing it
aside. 'l intend this to be a civilised convergatible walked away, and she
made for the door, but he was there before hemjrigrand pocketing the
key.

He removed his own jacket and pushed his handshisttrouser pockets.
'‘Our marriage was never meant to last. Agreed?'

No, no, she wanted to shout, | don't agree. Cadawr kept her silent. This
aloof, distant-eyed man was a total stranger apdvsimted to shake him to
bring back the man she had known, wielding a hamfaeming a red- hot
piece of metal into the shape he desired.

'‘Agreed,’ she answered levelly.

‘Right. I'm ready now to free you, so that you ganyour own way, marry
the man you really want--'

'What man? Can't you understand?' she cried. "Bhecechance thatl
marry Nathan. Ever.' Should she tell? She had peem permission. 'He's
engaged to be married—to Caroline Adley. When his affairs have been
straightened out, they'll marry.’

It was as if Leo had been turned to stone.

'Are you telling me that being married to me hassea you to lose Nathan
Oxley?"

'‘Losehim? How could I, when | nevdrad him? All right, so | slept at his
place. That rumour, as repeated in your presencielmyme, was right in
that respect. But where it went wrong was in deayichat | sleptwith
Nathan. I didn't, but Carrie did. As a result ofig¥h) they became engaged.'



'So?'

'OK, so I'll confess the rest. Then perhaps ydetlime go." Rhea took a
breath. After this, it really would be the end okgything between them.
"You may or may not appreciate that | couldn't fstaging at River Cottage
after you'd gone, so | tried to reserve a roomati€ and Vincent Adley's.
They were fully booked at that time, so | slepNathan's place for two or
three nights.’

Leo looked as grim as she thought he might. Bragskt/went on, "Then |

moved into Adley Guesthouse. Which brings my casitess up to date.

What about you, Leo?' She looked about her. It avhstter than average
hotel room, well appointed and comfortable. 'Wh&udsya coming to join

you? Or perhaps you've told her to go shoppind yati've settled matters
with me--'

Like lightning he moved, and his hand over her rhadit two things—it
stopped her talking and started her body throbisirtige old familiar aching
way. Shehadto break free, otherwise she would break downheuytlainly
had no intention of letting her go.

His hands were on her shoulders now, biting thrainghblouse. 'Tell me
something. When | made love to you, which man werefantasising that |
was—Jerome or Oxley?'

It was too much! Rhea tore away, reaching for aeket, pulling it on, with
shaking hands smoothing her hair. 'Will you stavtocte proceedings,
please?' she managed in tolerably even tones.

'Oh, no. | leave thatrivilegeto you.'

'‘But | w-wouldn't know h-how to.’

'Easy. Appoint yourself a lawyer. He'll do the rest

They faced each other, his eyes coated with fhesg brimming with tears.
'‘Before | go,' she said hoarsely, 'l have to thgol for—for everything.



Taking me in, giving me a roof while my injured tdwaled. For giving me
the shelter of your name when you thought I— thaough

She couldn't go on, because now she whs,wasThe tears spilled over.
She searched madly for a handkerchief in the depthker bag and
scrubbed her face.

'l d-didn't finish my confession," she admitted kiho 'Since we met, there's
never been any other man besides—besides--'

'Who? Besides who?' Leo's eyes blazed into hezB.rile, tell me!’

She simply had to, if she didn't want to be shalepieces. 'You,' she
whispered. 'No one else but you.'

There was a smothered exclamation, and the poweriubrace that
engulfed her felt so familiar and wonderful thag stanted to cry and laugh
at the same time. The heart that she felt had toearfrom her when those
loving arms had turned cold and ceased to holdhaembeen restored to her
body.

'Get this into that beautiful head of yours, Mrsw2o,' Leo decreed
autocratically. "There's not going to be a divomat you from me, nor |
from you. Do— you—understand?' Then she was draxm a kiss that
interfered shockingly with her breathing procesaas,went on and on until
she gasped for mercy.

None was shown, but she didn't mind at all. Norgtid protest when she
was lifted to the bed and a body that she lovedbeyvords joined her
there.

'Oh, Leo, darling,’ she whispered, 'please be ahref

'Why?' he murmured, concentrating on caressing higHips and tongue
the burgeoning breasts that he had uncovered agtaming her blouse.

'We—we mustn't,' she gasped, stroking the backsdidad feverishly, 'hurt
the baby.'



He lifted his head, eyes alight with astonishmert wonder. 'Repeat that,
Rhea Dower, slowly and carefully, so that | caretakn.'

She did as he had commanded, twice more, her ggesdgain, this time
with tears of happiness.

'When?' he asked, lying on his side and strokingsteenach with reverent
hands which had stormed the waistband of her ahkiitinvaded it.

'When did it happen? Oh, Leo, | can't think withuyaning that!" His laugh
was a gloating growl and he went on with his ongtauon her senses.
‘That—that last night, | think." She arched bendathpossessive hands.
'Please, Leo, wait, don't..." He paused for aifraadf a second. 'That last
night I thought you'd taken precautions...’

‘And | thought you had.’

'I'd forgotten. You'd shown so little interest irerthat way that I'm afraid |
lapsed.'

He pretended to be shocked at her oversight. "tiarttuth?' She nodded. 'l
had to keep away from you, otherwise I'd have beaking love to you

every time | saw you. As it was, | could barely xde my own room at

night.'

‘After—after that last time,” she massaged his kleos beneath his
unfastened shirt, 'where did you disappear to7ant—tell me it wasn't
to--?"

'My God, it wasn't to Sonya's. If .you must knoswén now his eyes turned
grim, 'l walked across the moors until | was extbedisthen slept in a barn at
Timmy's place. He never knew. Nor did Jerome, wias sleeping there.
Want to know why?' He held her to him as if sheemerade of priceless
porcelain. 'l could hardly bear the thought of yyane from my life. My
conscience told me | had to let you go, to lead youn life with the man of
your choice...'



'‘But, darling," she whispered huskily, ‘the mamgfchoice had walked out
on me, and to me it seemed as if the world had dona@ end. Especially
when it was confirmed about the baby.'

'My God, we've been fools! The baby. Wait till Timrknows! He
was shattered last time when he knew there wasinygo be another
Dower making an appearance on the scene.’

'l knew that, but he does know, Leo,"' she answheggpily, 'and he
was delighted.’

"You told him before you told me?'

Rhea tried to straighten out the frown betweerblosvs. 'l just had to
tell someone. | thought you'd be annoyed and acmesef trying to
keep you. | thought—really thought it was Sonya y@nted.’

‘Now ['ll tell you the truth. Once Sonya was in hifg. But even
before | met you, she'd gone out of it. She helpsnTy and me with
the office work. She came with me on my businessit@ato do
likewise.'

'‘And in between, she's a designer?"

'She is. | make up some of her work in metal. Wisdhe only reason
she's there sometimes. Talking of the forge, thenerd | saw you--'

'‘No, no, that's my line," she broke in mischievgushe moment |
sawyoul fell in love with you.'

'—standing in the doorway,' Leo continued, trailimg hand down
her thighs, 'l knew you were the one for me. lahfd the only woman
with whom I'd want to spend the rest of my lifeg'ddded with a long
and lingering kiss.

You fell in love with me?' she asked, surfacingnirit at last.



'l did. Oh, yes, | most certainly did. Which, to to¢ally honest with
you, as you've been with me, is why | married yoK?'

'OK,*'she repeated, her eyes shining. 'But suppaseeally been
expecting Jerome's child?'

'If he hadn't wanted it, I'd have adopted it asawyn. Now do you see
how much I loved you?"

A long time later, as they sat on a low sofa inheather's arms, Leo asked,
lips to her ear, 'Tell me, how does revenge taste?h

'Very, very sweet,' she answered, lifting her féme his kiss. 'Not like
revenge at all.'

'How about—Iike this?' he growled, carrying herlbtcthe bed and making
love to her all over again.



