


NO PLACE TO RUN

Jane Donndlly



He must have been mad to follow her here

Just when all Lucy's dreams were about to come wiik her engagement
to Sir Giles Lessing, Matt Lomas tracked her down.

Well, Lucy vowed, if he was looking for the woma@'drknown on Strona,
she no longer existed. The remote Scottish Islaaddeen a different world.
And Lucy had been a different person.

Besides, Lucy needed more than skin-deep attrattiagamble away an
already secure future. She could only hope Mattlédutry to make her
remember.



CHAPTER ONE

Lucy GILLINGHAM picked up the mail in the hall that Wednesday nmgyn
sorted the letters for her father and mother,tlefim on the hall table and
carried her own out to her car with her.

With a few minutes to spare she drove out of thagm then stopped the car
and opened her letters. Two were from local friemdsigratulations cards
'wishing you both happiness', and there was ar letien a girl who hadn't
yet heard about the engagement. Newsy chat, andahted to know, 'Is
itstill Giles?'

The last envelope contained neither card nor lgtist a magazine cutting
that fell from her nerveless fingers. It was thetymie of herself and Giles at
that charity do last month, and written in black-fg beneath it, 'So that's
where you've been hiding'.

The shock of it hit Lucy like a slap across theefaShe sagged back in the
driving seat, staring at the cutting that had #regtd under the glove
compartment as if it was poisonous. Which, indéexhuld well turn out to
be.

Then her mind jerked into action. Who else couldehgent it? Someone
who hadn't been in touch for a while? A little jokem an old friend ?
Maybe theravasa letter. But the envelope was empty, her nameaddtess
written in the same handwriting that she didn'bggase, and the date stamp
smudged so that she had no idea where or whersiposted.

Of course she knew who had sent it. And now he krnbaw she was. Cindy
Gill, she had told him, Lucinda Gillingham wasmit from that. There was
no mistake about the photograph, which was too @anfifelike, and she
was wearing the Victorian keeper ring, the goldewrkie: that showed
clearly, too; Matt had seen her wearing it. Theesgenplenty of keeper rings
about but it was part of the proof that this wasdgirl he had met on Strona.

She locked her fingers together to stop them skyakihe keeper was the
only ring she was wearing. Giles was giving her &:legagement ring on
Saturday. Dear God, Giles!



Matt had nothing to do with Giles. It was anothel, @nother life. But now
Matt had found her and she had to keep him awagxptain him, and
keeping him away might be easier than explainihghe could only find
him. How could she start on that ? Matthew Lomasmfixed address. He
had her address, which would have been child'swithythe information in
the caption, and this cutting was for openers, W for sure. There would
be more.

She closed her eyes and she heard him laughingkrgeher father would
be coming out of the house any minute, and heectdin in the driving
mirror looked distraught so that even her fathet,am observant man so far
as she was concerned, was going to ask, ‘Are yoiglai?"

She turned on the ignition and put the car inta gesy carefully. She could
have an accident, shaken up like this. She had tstepdy, to get to the
office and carry on normally, and when she was pesscky decide what
was to be done. But she sat in the office car farlanother five minutes,
pretending to read a report, before she felt upalking in.

TheEdgeford Heraldvas a giveaway weekly paper, its staff housedainsst
in the local office of the old and well-establish8thffordshire Evening
Chronicle.Lucy's five workmates were there when she arriGalleagues
and friends, especially Jackie Allen, a petitet ped pretty girl of Lucy's
own age. As Lucy had landed one of the most ekdilalchelors around, the
least she could do for her best friend, Jackiedeared, was choose her
for bridesmaid and see that there was a sexy agtedbest man.

Jackie was already seated the other side of tlye laworking table she
shared with Lucy, and that was covered with shettsext week's paper
with possible sizes of ads, some filled, some ndhnkgh queries. Jackie
greeted Lucy, as she had done yesterday mornirgl, Was Giles picked
his best man yet?' 'Not yet.'

It was all Lucy could do to smile as she hung learlst linen jacket on the
hat rack in the corner. There was a memo on héldierg pad. She saw it
from across the room and came towards it frownnegding, 'Matthew
phoned'. Only when she sat down and picked it gpid, 'Flatters phoned'.



That was a hairdressing salon, regular advertideusy handled their
account. It didn't look at all like Matthew and dtea to stop this.

She lifted the phone and dialled their number graks to Karl, who gave
her next week's special offers. 'Oh, and by the,v@ongrats,' he added
chirpily.

‘Thank you.' There had been no public announcegedriiut the news had
spread on the local grapevine, and if a strangerecato town and asked
after Lucy somebody would tell him before long tislte had just got
engaged to Giles Lessing, Sir George's son. Shil amagine Matt's
sardonic grin. She had said she was a hard-up mgdiil. Well, shevasa
working girl, and she had no idea how he wouldtigacher engagement or
to anything else. All she knew for sure was tha&t wlould see him or hear
from him very soon, and when she put down the plaotkit rang again
immediately she nearly leapt out of the chair.

'My, you're jumpy this morning." Kathleen Jacksptymp and matronly

head of the department, smiled. 'Not getting weglgliiters already?' Lucy

pretended to join in the laughter. She could haled on any of them for

help in any way, but how could she explain Matt laento them when she
couldn't explain him to herself? Nobody could hie§s. She was cornered,
and all she could do was wait for his next move.

Right now everybody seemed to have marriage in nifahleen came
back from the Wednesday morning conference to lsalythey wanted a
picture of Lucy and Giles. 'Our ad-girl weds lotgadoon." Well, Giles was a
small tycoon and almost everybody who got the giwssapaper pushed
through their letter box had heard of Lessing Etedts, and Sir George
was chairman of the district council. 'Do you hare?' Kathleen asked.
There were plenty of snaps but the only professipietograph was the one
that had caused all the trouble, and if Lucy neasy that again it would be
too soon. 'We don't have anything that would prafte said.

She got through the day on tenterhooks, pickingeatunchtime salad and
letting Jackie chatter on. Jackie was sitting widr back to the window
while, outside, the square of the little town waled with the stalls of a
Wendesday market.



A man walked in the crowds in the sunshine, tatl eith dark curly hair,
and Lucy couldn't take her eyes off him. She stathat Jackie stopped
talking and stared, too, first at Lucy and themitog to see what Lucy saw.

He had gone, round that stall over there, and dyjumped up and ran she
might catch him. She needed to catch him and talkrh, only it probably
was not Matt. Like the writing on the pad she wasirsg him in everything,
and she wasn't sure that her legs would carry her.

'What's the matter?' Jackie leaned anxiously a¢hestable. 'You look as if
you'd seen a ghost.’

Lucy said, 'l thought it was somebody | knew butdtsn't,’ and Jackie went
off on another track, asking, 'Do you believe iogfis?'

'‘No." Lucy forked up half a dozen baked beans aadarherself swallow
them, thinking, but I believe in haunting. Evercgn opened that envelope
this morning I've been haunted by Matt Lomas, anebuldn't surprise me
to look up now and see him beside me.

All day he haunted her. She had appointments dah@gfternoon, visiting

shops, a factory and an office, and more than sheg¢hought she glimpsed
him. But always when she looked again there wdseemobody there or
someone with very little resemblance to Matt. Abe had come home, all
the time she was waiting for the phone to ringe&ivas collecting her at
seven, but even under the running water of the shdver ears were
straining for the sound of a ringing bell.

Hearing Matt's voice would be traumatic, but it Webmean that she had
made contact. If he rang now she could arrangeetet tim tomorrow. Until

she did see him she couldn't decide about Gildes@&iight have to be told
and then he would ask questions and God knew wéidt hake of the

answers.

But there was no phone call. Giles arrived promptig she ran out of the
house as soon as she heard his car. Sinking iateettt beside the well-built
pleasant-faced man she was safe for a while. 'Waereve going?' she
asked.



'l thought a meal at home. You look tired." Herseyeere large, tip-tilted,
fringed with dark lashes, but tonight they werevyeliddded and against her
mane of copper hair her skin was drained of coltfuthe work's getting too
much for you,' he said solicitously, 'hand in yaotice. You won't be doing
it much longer anyway.'

Her job was hardly a great career, although sheyedjit, and if she married
Giles she would have a full-time job as his wifiesthe married him. She
loved him, she wanted to marry him, but suddengrehwas this shadow
between them.

I'll tell him tonight, she vowed. Enough to prephim. That is the least | can
do, although I would give ten years of my life net@ set eyes on Matt
Lomas again.

Giles's penthouse apartment in his parents' horakl d reached by the
main staircase, but usually he used the narroveerssat the back of the
house, which ended now in the spacious hall-en¢ranc

The big living-room had been planned by a top desmig It was
contemporary, comfortable and very stylish. In tiieing section a dark
mahogany table was laid for two, food ready forgbeving. 'Drink?' Giles
was already pouring two pale sherries into twoddemglasses, and she said,
'Please,’ needing something to boost her courage.

He handed her a glass and she looked into his lighy eyes and
remembered eyes that were dark as pitch.

| must tell him, she kept telling herself, but sleeildn't think how to start.
'When | went away in May | met this man and I'mentig him to turn up
any time now.' Giles would wait, not bothered ushie went on.

'‘And he could make things difficult because--' ksawhat would have to
come after '‘because' that was the trouble.

They helped themselves to gazpacho followed byshéhon steaks and
salad and then a lemon sorbet. They drank chiliee and Lucy took more
than usual. The food she hardly tasted, and the diein't help. They were



draining their coffee cups before she blurted ‘dlgy many girls were there
before me?'

Giles was talking about her joining the golf clulldhe needed a moment to
adjust. Then he shrugged, dismissing her predeessone that mattered.’
"You've never asked me about my past.' 'Becausekiiown you all your
life." He thought she was joking. 'So | know aluysecrets, my darling.’

He stood up and lifted her to her feet and kissxddnderly. She needed her
wits about her; the wine had been a mistake. Slsdwao state now to start
explaining and excusing herself. 'l think | shogtdhome,’ she said.

He was still holding her in his arms and now heégsher again, deeper and
urgently. 'Not yet," he whispered, and he was drgwier towards the open
door of the bedroom. Maybe she should have gonausedetting him love
her should prove that she belonged to him and bodwelse. But she found
herself pulling away.

He thought it was a playful tussle and smiled aaid,sYou are home,' but
then, seeing the whitening of her lips and theitensf her body, 'Darling,
whatis the...’

She said miserably, Tm tired, it's been a long'daywas a rotten excuse,
and she knew that Giles was undecided whether t\ddslouddle and coax
her or accept gracefully that she was not in anlgvnood.

She should have been. She should have had nothihgromind but how

much she wanted this man she was going to mardysla@ could have burst
into tears thinking what a mess it all was. He wastrying to draw her

towards the bedroom now. He was looking at herdikl®ctor. "You do look

all in. If this goes on you really must quit yoobj'

'I'm sorry," she whispered.

‘Not to worry. Come on, then.' She sensed hisédjpride although he hid it
well enough. On the way home he turned on the adiorand when they
drew up in front of her home he kissed her and, skv@ got to go up to
Manchester tomorrow and I'll probably stay overhigiiow take it easy,



darling. I'll see you on Saturday; it's going todsepecial day for us.' She
was getting her ring on Saturday and the day shioellspecial.

'l love you," she said.

'Of course you do.' He smiled and kissed her agathdrove away as she
put her key in the lock. The door of her fathetlisdg was open. As she
crossed the hall Laurence Gillingham, dandifiecaidark blue smoking

jacket and smoking a cigar, came to stand in tiedd doorway.

'Had a good evening?' he called. 'Splendid.' 'Ggodd.'

If Giles chucks me, she thought, you'll never feegine for letting your rich
son-in-law get away. Her head tossed on the pitleav night until it began
to ache, and she fell asleep trying to still thelbiing.

There was nothing that mattered in the mail nextng. It will be a phone
call, she thought. He'll ring my home. If he ririgaight | shall make it plain
that |1 don't ever want to see him again and thatvidappened on Strona
meant nothing at all.

She ate alone that evening, settling for a bovdafp. The phone did ring
twice, and each time her heart seemed to stoprigeatid then race so fast
that when she picked up the receiver she felt ghifgiill. Both callers were
cut off with the same excuse, "I'm just on my way io a terrible rush,’ but
at eight o'clock she was still waiting and listenin

This was pathetic. She couldn't go on like thist #®hen it rang again it
panicked her again and she decided, if this ismitthat's it for tonight. I'm
getting out of the house. I'm going spare sittiegeh sweating it out.

It was Aunt Maud, who understood how busy she wadh just getting
engaged but wanted to know how things were goinigrdrat was she doing
this evening?

'Not a lot right now," said Lucy.



‘Then come and have a bite of supper,’ said Auntdyldve got something
to tell you.'

She had probably been to another auction sale anyg hoped she wasn't
thinking about wedding presents, but she said,, 'alesght. I'll walk down.’

She heard the phone ringing yet again as she lsdfitant door. She rooted
in her bag for her keys, fumbled with the lock aad down the hall to
answer it. As she put her hand out the ringingstdpbut she picked up the
phone and listened to the dialling sound. Thenstés@med it down again
and leaned against the wall, feeling wrung outth#d rate she'd soon be a
nervous wreck and Giles would decide she was unbathas well as frigid.

She walked down the hill into the town, the brekitieag her red hair and
cooling her flushed cheeks. The door of Aunt Mabhdsse was open, and
she walked in. Usually she called, 'I'm here,'tbaotght she came in quietly.
There was no one in the parlour. It was cool infdténg light, and Lucy
stood before the old mirror smoothing down her kath both hands. She
didn't want Aunt Maud seeing her looking as thosgimeone had been
chasing her.

This old mirror reflected, as always, not quiteotiser mirrors did. In its
mottled surface her face was always misty and dikanTonight it was all
eyes—shdooked haunted—and through the windows behind her in the
green of the gardens, something moved like a ghost.

Her mouth fell open and she almost tripped intoftteplace, peering into
the mirror as though what was happening was irethgnen she turned her
head slowly, looking sidelong into the garden.

Of course she wasn't seeing ghostswidsin Aunt Maud's garden, and now
he was just outside the window, looking in at t@in, he was real enough.
The dark hair springing back from the wide forehdhd dark eyes and the
long mouth. He wore a light-coloured T-shirt andne over the lean body
she knew so well, and at the sight of him in thesllieesh rage boiled in her.
How dare he send anonymous messages worrying heofduwer mind,
coming down here and telling Aunt Maud lord-knewath



She was so furious, she was shaking. She couldyrart back the window
latch and push up the bottom half of the old-fasbtsashcord window to
lean out and snarl, 'What the hell do you think'sdoing here?'

He sat on the windowsill and swung long legs irite toom, landing as
lithely as a cat, and she jumped away as if he aveciald her if he touched
her, although she should have had the sense te stiovback. This was
breaking and entering. He'd make a good cat bur§le remembered how
surefooted he was, scaling rocks, reaching dowratd her up beside him.
'I've come for my wife, of course," he said.



CHAPTER TWO

Lucy had been looking for peace and quiet when she wwahe island. As

long as she could remember her father and mothkleldaa cat-and-dog life.
They were a popular pair. He was a lawyer, holdegyears at bay with just
a slightly thickening waistline and a distinguishedich of grey at the
temples. Sylvia was willowy, blonde and beautifabegh to have a string
of admirers, and they kept up the sham of theiriage because it suited
them both.

They did most of their rowing in private. Over tyears their daughter had
tried to shut her ears to raised voices and slagaors, but they made her
wary of marriage. Since she was seventeen she dad botching up
proposals and propositions without seriously cogrsm) any of them.

At twenty-three she was strikingly attractive; wgarents as good-looking
as hers it would have been odd if she had been.ptaMay she was dating
Giles, but only as a close friend, and a partidyl@rocious set-to at home,
when her father found several of her mother's whydis in a bureau,

suddenly hit a nerve and triggered a migraine.

She had to get away. 'If | don't have a break fitoem," she told Aunt Maud,
'there'll be murder done. A lighthouse would beeni©r a trip up the
Amazon where no one could get hold of me." Suddieclyme to her. 'How
about Strona?'

That made Aunt Maud sit up and purse her lips. ' be on your own there
all right. Why don't you find a comfortable hotel?'

'I'll take Strona,’ Lucy said.
‘Then | should take a good book," said Aunt MautieWGiles suggested he
might manage a few days off to go with her, Lucy@sdd like that, but

some other time. Right now | need to get away femarybody.’

'Even from me?' He was hurt because he thought thakitionship was
coming along nicely, but she had told him, "Youadehit. It's dead rugged.



All I'm going to do is sleep, and walk and swinthé weather's good. If it
isn't I'll sit in the window and watch the shee avish | hadn't gone.’

'‘And think of me?"
'Of course.'

He wondered if she was going to prove to him tleatiould miss her; she
was adamant that she didn't want company. Aunt Ndwethed to check that
the cottage was empty, and Lucy moved quickly,iteafor Strona within
the week. The last time she had visited the iskattlbeen over fifteen years
ago, after Aunt Maud went touring the Scottishgsfell in love with them,
and bought herself a holiday home that was ceytgaing cheap.

She had described it in glowing terms and persuddeg's parents, with
Lucy, to take the trip up with her for a week's figmholiday. It had to be a
week because the ferry only ran on Saturdays, donogind trip that meant
touching down at Strona in the morning and agaithénevening.

When the Gillinghams had disembarked at the lanthiayg it was not a
promising start. They had difficulty persuading\&glto get out at all. A
drizzle of rain had made the broken stones of ¢ty pnd patches of sea
moss covering most of them treacherously slippyg,tae only buildings in
the little harbour were ruins half buried in theds

Sylvia had been in a state of shock for a goodnentes while Laurence
and Lucy carried the baggage and Maud strode ovingga walking stick,
naming the birds that were wheeling overhead, afjhd_ucy was sure that
the one she called a kittiwake wasn't.

'Where is the cottage?' Laurence had wanted to know

It was not far from the shore. One storey and lofiigirey granite. Maud had
produced a massive key, opened the door with aiflo@nd stood back.

'‘Now what do you think of that?"



Lucy had thought it was like something out of alha@agged and old, with a
big stone fireplace and black pots. Her mother d¢igdn a croak and then
just stood there, swaying slightly.

'‘Where is everyone?' her father had asked. Theyon&d passed a few
sheep.

Aunt Maud had said, 'Indoors, | should think, oday like this. There are
more cottages, holiday homes. Before the clearanteourse, there were
crofters, but then the land was given over to theep.’

'What clearances?' Sylvia was finding her voicdewiiaud applied a match
to the dark mass in the fireplace from which cloefissmoke promptly
belched. She had said scornfully,

'What did they teach you in that fancy finishindhaal of yours? The

clearances of 1850, of course, when the islanders Worced out of their

homes and shipped off across the Atlantic. A vexsty business. Whipped
on to the boats some of them were.'

"You mean they didn't want to go?' Sylvia had beenedulous. 'I'd have
thought they'd have been fighting to get off. ledymwill.'

She had been as good as her word. When the hiiflehsid come into sight
again that evening she had been on the jetty dalhtisignalling it in. It had
been a depressing day and Sylvia was not facirghd, nlet alone a week,
stuck in Maud's foul little cottage on the godfiesa island.

For once she and Laurence had agreed with each dhad had admitted
that she had bought the cottage when the sun waimghbut she herself
would stay because the weather was going to impivey had all trooped
down to the deserted landing bay, but Lucy had thaak when her father
called, 'Come on, Lucy.’

'l want to stay,’ she'd said, and they'd left héhwardly a backwards
glance, ducking undercover down to the saloon @eckoon as they had
stepped on board, although Lucy and Aunt Maud hexked in the rain until

the little steamer was almost out of sight.



In spite of Maud Beale's premonition the weathet $tayed wretched, but
they had set off most days squelching over the hraugf, climbing the
gentler hills. They had spent time on the beacloranthe ghost village that
had been fishermen's cottages until the soft saadsovered them.

At night, by the peat fire and the light of oil lasy Maud had told Lucy tales
of the isles. Some were history, some she had nugpd@s she went
along—she had an imagination that had always rurnhéo weird and

wonderful—and Lucy had listened entranced.

On the following Saturday as they had waited onjétty, still in the rain,
Aunt Maud had said, 'It wasn't too bad, was itd ancy had replied
fervently, 'It was lovely. Can we come again?'

By then Maud Beale's rheumatism had been makiedf fidt and she had
given a non-committal grunt.

Nobody had mentioned Strona to Sylvia for a lontetafter that, and when
Lucy said in May that she was going up there flavadays a look of horror
came into her mother's eyes.

'Does Maud still have that hovel? | used to hagatmares | was a castaway
on that island.’

'l rather liked it," Lucy said.

When she stepped ashore this time the sun wasighidot much else had
changed, except that drifting sands had alteredptteern of the ghost
village on the beach. Others got off the boat, smme with binoculars,
obviously bird watchers, and a group with boxepmvisions. Sunshine
made all the difference, and she opened the dotbreofottage with a little
nostalgic thrill.

It looked exactly the same as fifteen years ageoaden table, dresser and
chairs, a small Calor gas cooker and a sink ufpéyig old fireplace, and a
bedroom half divided into a small bathroom.



She had brought a sleeping bag which she droppdtedmed, and then she
unpacked clothes and the bag containing her weeigply of food. The
cottage was clean. Sometimes it was let throughgamt. A fire was laid
with kindling and a little coal, and there were pemuares stacked by the
fireplace. If the weather held camping-out wouldflog, because goodness
knows it was rugged.

Lucy was wearing jeans and trainers and a scamnktwdite striped shirt.
She didn't need to bother changing and within neésghe was outside the
cottage, looking all ways, deciding where to gdedi with the elation of
freedom.

She could remember exploring the little bays andesavith Aunt Maud,
mostly staying on the lower slope*, but now sheld@o where she chose,
and if she was unlucky enough to have an accidemétwere others on the
island. She spied tents pitched and she passedcadda cottage with a door
ajar and a curl of smoke rising from the chimney.

She was looking for the singing cave. Some of thwees were honeycombed
with wind tunnels and Aunt Maud had taken her mte that made echoing
melodies when you hummed a tune or sang a few .nbtey had trilled
away, and in her child's mind the music of the daag been pure magic.

In the singing cave was the ring of rock, a holéhmrock through which a
couple joined hands, and that had been considesediraling as any
marriage vows. Aunt Maud had shown it to her. S $tood on tiptoe to
stretch her arm through, and Aunt Maud had chuchied said, 'Mind it
now, you never know what will grab you," and Lucgdhsquealed and
jumped back.

She reached another bay, walking along the beachmsling over the
rocks. The sun sparkled on the water and there avaprinkling of
holidaymakers. It was very different from how itdheboked under grey
skies through the eyes of a child. Deliberatelysng out the others, intent
on retracing and recalling the steps she had tgkars ago. One cave did
seem to stir a memory. Light filtered in, and amtmgboulders was a cleft
rock, the fissure wide enough to take clasped hands



When she called, 'Hello!" it echoed and she wassiraure this was the
cave. She called again and listened again, andstieewent to the split rock
and put her nand through. At the same moment slseaware of being
watched by a man standing in the mouth of the cave.

'‘Lost somebody?' He strolled in. 'l don't think yewgoing to find them in
there.' She jerked back so fast that the backrdfitwed scraped on the rough
surface.

It was absurd, calling to nobody and shaking hamis rocks, and she
didn't need to explain, but she said, You don'vkiiee story of the singing
cave and the ring of rock?'

'l know it." She was rather surprised it was noAant Maud invention.

'Well | think this is the cave.' She was certaiwribat she had been brought
here, even when he said 'No.’

Still, the story was genuine. Aunt Maud had judtipin a handy setting. 'l
could take yoloo it," he offered, and, because she had nothingtelse
with what was left of the day and she would likdital the authentic article,
she thanked him.

Out of the cave in brighter light she saw him molearly. He was tall,

broad-shouldered and narrow- hipped, and as thagduo face each other
she thought his was a face that might have beearedawith its high Red

Indian cheekbones and the strong hard planes ahthéh and jaw. Late

twenties, early thirties, tough. She asked, 'Do lyaihere?'

'On the island? Nobody does. There are a few hpldenes, a few under
canvas or sleeping on the beach while the weatheod. Where are you?'

'In a house by the landing bay.’
'‘On your own?"

It might not be smart to declare yourself a gidred but she said, 'Yes.'



I'm Matt," he said. 'Matthew Lomas.' He waitedtier name. There was no
reason not to tell him but she heard herself sad{CGill," and perhaps he
noticed her hesitation because he left it at that.

'Follow me,' he said. They climbed the cliffs; e was on her face and
hands, and the warm wind smelt of the sea. No woAdat Maud settled
for a cave down there, she thought, it's a roughsotamble. She parited,
"You're sure you know where we're going?'

He wore an open-necked check shirt. His skin waised to mahogany and
she was sure he was the same dark tan all overn\Wherinned it took
some of the hardness from his face and she bedandh because she felt
like laughing. 'In the old days," he said, 'thegdito get the whole wedding
party up here.’

'l hope it kept fine for them.’
'Not often. You don't know how lucky you are, gegtiweather like this.'

'l do. Last time | was here it never stopped rani&verything looks
different in the sunshine.'

He reached down to drag her up, and as she lanekidebhim she was
sharply aware of his closeness and jhe strengthisohand around her
fingers. 'In here.' He still held her hand as tegyirmed through a narrow
gap off the ledge of rock into a cave.

'Helloo," she carolled into the darkness. 'Anybdayme?' The echoes
harmonised.

It was a small cave but there was enough lighetoance her eyes got used
to it, and she peered around for the ring of rédhkis one," he said.

The rock did have an almost round hole right thiotlge middle and she
wondered it hadn't been carted off to some museurther. It was thrilling
to see and touch and imagine lovers coming here @rdmitting
themselves to each other with a clasp of handmrnifebody hummed a few
bars of music they could have had a choir of eclim@svn in.



'l thought my aunt might have made up the stoilye' &n her fingers round
the rough edge of rock. 'She told it to me whemwsee here years and years
ago. She does have a lively imagination but I'ndgts true. Did they
always get married that way on this island?’

As he knew where the ring was, he might know mouait—and he did.
'For a few years before the clearances the youlkgwere forbidden to
marry unless they emigrated, so they married withring of rock. Like
gypsies jumping hand in hand over the campfire.’

He could be a gypsy, dark in the shadows.

She said, 'Well, thank you for bringing me hered &he put her hand
through because it was irresistible, gasping whisrfihgers closed over
hers. He loosed her within seconds and they bathhked and the singing
cave took up their laughter. Outside the sun whlsstbright that she had to
close her eyes against it.

From then on a magic seemed to seize her, as ifahéallen under the spell
of the island. In Matt she found a fantastic comanHe took her walking,
climbing, swimming, and everything had a sharpeyeeds if she had been
only half alive before.

After a shower of rain there was a rainbow, Lucg haver seen colours like
it. And then the sun came out again and, as thegnahe rocks, it was so
hot that she was glad she had brought suntan Ithipugh she had only
tossed it into her case as an afterthought. Mgt dier with slow, sensuous
hands; it was bliss, but there was no urgencysrattitude. He thought she
was attractive but he never pressured her.

That first night they went back to her cottage atelbread and cheese and a
tin of ham from her store cupboard, and afterwaklasked, ‘May | stay?'

But when she said, 'I'd rather you didn't," he said

'Fair enough. I'll see you tomorrow.' They partathwo hassle at all.



He came, mid-morning, bringing fruit and a packétbgscuits and a
replacement tin of corned beef, so he had storegwbere. Nights he must
go back to a cottage or a tent or a cave. Oncepleof men were climbing
a hill, coming towards them, and he drew her backdown in the heather.

She said nothing. She lay, looking at him quiziycalntil they were well
past. Then she asked, 'Friends of yours?'

'Yes. Do you want to meet them?"
'l don't think so.’

She didn't want to meet anyone else. Matt washallcompanionship she
needed. Theirs was a relationship without pastuturé, but she waited for
him each morning with an absolute certainty thaivbald come.

On their second day they walked for miles and endex cove where she
flopped down on the sands. She had a swimsuit uadeess but when he
said, 'Coming in?' she shook her head.

'Give me a break.'

He seemed tireless. He left her and began to ctimebrocks, swift and
surefooted, and she watched lazily. By the timevag at the top, silhouetted
against the skyline, she was sitting bolt uprighiading her eyes with her
hand because it was dawning on her what might cwere

Before she could shout, which probably wouldn'téhatopped him, he had
dived from what seemed to be an incredible heigltas a perfect dive and
he surfaced and took off in a strong fast crawlkHew exactly what he was
doing although he had given her a heart-stoppingema.

Lucy watched him swimming out. He was not showifiglée was superbly
fit, a powerhouse of energy, a man to reckon wAild for alt she knew a
bigamist or a bank robber on the run, because eWwer fearned much about
him.



She didn't tell him much either. She told him nothihe didn't ask any
guestions. There seemed to be an unspoken agreémaemeither pried,

and it suited her; she didn't want to swap pastisbackgrounds. When she
stepped on that ferry on Saturday, Cindy would e¢a®xXist.

But they were not like strangers. They talked gaaild the silences were
natural; it was as though they had known each dtireyears, so that the
here and now could be savoured and nothing elsteredt

When he came out of the sea, shaking water allloeershe asked, ‘Do you
always jump off cliffs?"

'It's safe there. There are no underwater rocks.'
T was thinking of walking in,’ she said.

She waded into the waves. It was bitterly cold simel shivered, but ducked
and swam and he swam alongside her. In Giles'sdgaiol they often

swam together, more or less matched for speedtamdr&, but she would
be no match for Matt at this game. Not that theyensmpeting.

Out in the bay they clambered on to a rock anddshexl back in from there.
She dived higher in the days that followed but mewé course, from

anywhere near the top of the cliff. If | stayed flimmer | might manage
that, she thought, but she couldn't stay and sh@tdiay it.

Friday brought the shower of rain and the rainbaw then the sunshine
again, and she lay with her chin on the edge aici pool. The sunlight
made green glittering patterns from weed and s#fedlike an old mirror,’
said Lucy. Like the mirror in Aunt Maud's parlouive got this old aunt,’
she began to tell him, looking down into the rodolp 'Well, she's a great-
aunt actually—she's well into her seventies—andsshet an old green
mirror in a green room. | used to think it was &Wis glass when | was a kid
and that if you stared into it hard enough and adshard you'd get your
wish. But it didn't work often. | had better luatling Aunt Maud what | was
wishing for. She was always a great one for callipghe magic. A bit of a
witch herself.'



Once started on Aunt Maud she went on; he finistiedg her and lay
beside her, smiling because Aunt Maud was a calbahfaracter. 'She loves
auction sales. Her house is jam-packed with steffabse she swears she
gets the vibes, knows what's been cherished andyiisg out for a good
home. She lives in what used to be the old schidw. stone arch over the
entrance is carved with 'Remember thy maker ird#yes of thy youth'. She
lives in what was the headmistress's house, amdtkigee was just one big
schoolroom. It's well - over fifty years since iasvused for that. Now they
have jumble sales and church bazaars and sometdintisso in it. The rest
of the time it's full of junk. A couple of years @aghe took in some art
students and they painted some murals for her wloigk as though they
just chucked pots of paint at the walls. | thinkytldid. They left at the end of
their course and she still won't admit it was ataks.'

One tale led to another and when she finishedweg both laughing.
"You should write a book,' he said.

'Who'd believe me?'

'What do you do for a living?'

Talking about Aunt Maud hadn't mattered, but shim'tiwant to talk about
herself. All that would come round again soon etowyp she said,
deliberately offhand, 'I'm a hard-up working gitl.work in an office.
Nothing exciting.' She jerked herself upright, loawkacross the beach at a
couple who were walking along the sea'’s edge, tiream in a bright yellow
halter-neck dress, and, changing the subjectt itssm incredible week for
May? Wouldn't it be heaven if we had a scorchingser?’

You're leaving tomorrow?"

'Yes.'

‘That doesn't give us much time," he said, putangand on her bare

shoulder, and she felt the shock of it down tofimgertips and toes, because
this touch was different.



Or was it? Hadn't every touch been like this ? khgdhands, walking,
swimming in deep water and lacing cold wet limbsadHt it been
lovemaking almost from that first morning? Althoulgd had said 'See you
tomorrow," each night, and she had slept alond) egght she had been
surprised when he went.

Now time had almost run out. They went back todbttage after the sun
had set and a little wind had blown up from the sea she brought out all
that was left of her stores. Most mornings Matt hadved with a bag of
something or other, so there was a mixed colleatiothe wooden-topped
table.

They opened the tins and tipped out the contemtdviait made a ceremony
of uncorking a bottle of wine and setting it in teddle of the table to
breathe. Lucy pottered around barefoot, pretendimg was preparing a
party. Doing silly things like cutting up tinnedngiapple into bites and
making patterns with a bag of crisps and slab eesk. And they lit a fire.

She hadn't bothered with that before, the weatlaer s® warm, but tonight
Matt coaxed a flame from the kindling, sitting gdegged and blowing
until the peat caught, and when it was dark thiethé& lamps.

The windows were deep-set. Other nights she hdatbout at the stars but
this was the first time that the wind was blowiragdhenough to bring up the
sand in a faint swirling cloud.

When the meal was over she stood at the windoviremgyht, this is how it
must have started for those cottages on the béalditle sand at first. Matt
was just behind her; when she swayed back a fragie was leaning
against him.

She was caught in the spell of the past. This hbadéhardly changed since
the clearances. The lamps and the furniture woalc lbeen the same and
the peat fire in the hearth, and she half turnedhlead to rest her cheek
against the man's shoulder. She had married hithdxyng of rock; other
lovers had gone back to cottages on Strona—maybinisoone—and
considered themselves one flesh until death dich tpart. His lips brushed
the nape of her neck and she turned to him, putimber arms and pulling



his face down to hers. She felt his smile and tigency of his body. The
wind howled in the chimney. Maybe the ferry woulat sail tomorrow and
she would have to stay.

But not for long. The ferry would come and she wdogih, and Matt was no
dream lover. He was a virile man of flesh and blaod, back home after
tonight, what would she do if she found she wagpaat?

That shattered the fantasy. What an idiot she wae playing with fire like
this.

'Please, let's wait until we're away from herdink it would be wonderful,
but not here. I'm scared to take this kind of riSk, pleasedon't.’

He could force her, no doubt of that. They werealdNobody would hear,
nobody would know. And she would get most of theni because she had
been criminally provocative and daft as a brusheWshe realised he was
not angry—his expression was one of rueful amusémshe sniffed back
the tears, going limp with relief, swallowing besather throat seemed to
have closed up as her nerves had tightened likeomares.

‘All right," he said. 'Don't look so scared, youla cornered. We'll wait ...'
She had hiccups now ... so long as you don'trgrout tonight. I'll settle
for the rug in front of the fire.’

Oddly the hiccups helped. She sounded so sillyibgraway, and now she
knew she was safe she began to smile. 'Sorry dbisut-as well.’

‘They say a shock's the cure.' He smiled and theng yoking and it was
good again.

'Please, no shocks. I'll hold my breath.' She digpping a hand over her
mouth until the hiccups subsided.

Now he seemed more a protector than a threat amdcal* 'l wouldn't
dream of turning you out." There were sheepskirs fugt the stone floor
would make a hard mattress. 'I'll take the sleepiag and you're welcome
to the rest of the bed.’



‘Thank you.'

In the little bedroom she squirmed into the slegiag zipping it up to her
chin and from the doorway Matt said, 'An all-ovdrastity belt, that's
protection. Shall | turn out the lamps or are yoarsd of the dark too?"

'Who, me? Not at all." The acrid smell of oil lingd as he came through the
darkness, the bed creaking as he lay down besridslipping an arm under
her head.

It was comforting to curl close. Those few momemt®n every nerve and
muscle had been at panic pitch had drained hemgitreso that this quiet
embrace seemed almost like the ebbtide of pas$be. could almost
believe they had made ecstatic love and were ndtndrto sleep.

'Will you come with me?' he said.
'What?' She would have been asleep in seconds.

He was looking down into her shadowed face andaehtl hardly keep her
eyes open. 'Tomorrow, will you come with me?’

'Yes."' She nestled against him, her cheek agamshlest so that she could
hear his heartbeats.

She woke when he touched her. He was standingjéods bed, and it was
morning because it was light. 'Hi," she said slgepi

He kissed her lips but as she stirred he moved atebing her, 'I've got to
collect gear. I'll be back.'

She snuggled down again for another hour or sd tuatsn't easy to get back
to sleep. It was Saturday, the day the ferry carhey would be expecting
her back tomorrow night and she had promised Mett/gould go with him.

She remembered that. She had not dreamt it. Butaiid do no such thing.

Last night had shown how she could lose her head lnwm, and he was a
man about whom she knew nothing. Her parents Hegh feor each other at



first- sight. Her mother had walked down a staiecasa hunt ball and her
father had said 'Who is that? I'm going to marry.'Hdarry they did, six
weeks later, without a thing in common but theiauch and their selfishness.
Lucy was going to be very sure, before she letdiefall in love, that the
relationship had firmer foundations than skin-datpaction.

Every other morning she had pottered around,,fbllgscontented, but this

morning she packed and cleaned and rehearsed ndatosild say to Matt.

It came to 'Goodbye. | know | said there would heafterwards but there
won't. You might have a wife and family. I'm suherte's someone waiting.
And | have to go home because there are those rehwaiting for me.’

But the pull between them was fierce and she hspedould resist it when
they were face to face. She looked at her smadl gfiluggage and wished
she could pick it up and run away. She stood irdth@way, looking out to

sea. There were boats out there. Sometimes maodts bame into the coves;
she might hitch a lift off Strona. Although she twbhardly dash around the
coast trying to find an obliging crew.

But she could catch the ferry this morning whemaide its stop here prior to
half a dozen other islands, some with airstripsfendges that could get her
to the mainland. Or at any rate away from Matt.

She wrote a note: 'Thank you for everything. | Badvely holiday. Good
luck and goodbye, C." and waited. If he came befioeeferry she would
have to tell him it was goodbye, and she was almeost he would take it
calmly.

When she thought about it, the previous nightshaivatihe wasn't burning
up for her. He fancied her, yes, he thought thelurdinished business, and
be would be puzzled and probably disappointed.d@uourse there were
other girls for a man like him. In no way was she tight one, any more
than he would be right for her once they were lodfisland.

He was taking his time and she was glad about¥iaen she saw the ferry
coming she locked the door and put the note undtree. Then $he hurried
to the end of the jetty where the water was deep cdear, hoping she
wouldn't hear him calling her. She didn't look backil she was on board.



She saw the little group that had disembarked wglkiong the beach, and
Aunt Maud's cottage, closed and quiet, and no aidvatt at all.

Her getaway was a panic flight. He might know songeavith a boat
anchored off Strona, he could come looking fordleng the ferry's route,
so she had to put real distance between them. &paid for her passage,
she asked the quickest way to the mainland, thepat®d it out
island-hopping, and only felt safe when she wasdlihgralong in a train that
<was taking her to Glasgow and a flight to Birmiaghthe next day.

She stayed overnight in a Glasgow hotel. A hot etkbath seemed to wash
deep until all that was left of Cindy was the faimark of the rock graze on
the back of her hand. She was too tired to eat rotibler evening meal and
went back to her room, unaware of the glances lldwediners, some of
whom looked curiously at the tall, lovely girl, Wwither mane of bright
coppery hair, suntanned and grave-faced, who htadleae and left her
plate almost untouched.

The hotel bedroom was impersonal but it was lwaitgr the cottage, and
the bed was a big improvement on the sleeping bdglee ancient mattress.
Last night she had slept in Matt's arms and tonstiet would not think of

Matt. Tomorrow she was going home. She sighed asted her cheek
against the cool pillow and fell into an exhaustezkp until the phone rang
with her early morning call.

She had left her car at Birmingham and she drogesdif home. Her mother
and father seemed pleased to see her. 'l mustssay,Sylvia, 'you look
remarkably well, considering. Will you be going tingere again?'

'No," Lucy said emphatically and Sylvia laughed.

'Well, it's done no harm. Giles rang last nighas what time we expected
you back. He sounded as if he couldn't wait. | gauld call him.’

Lucy rang Ivory Grange, Giles's home, and Gilesnaned as if he was
waiting for her call. 'l missed you," he said.€ltveen lonely without you.'



'Me too,' she said. 'l missed you, too," and she lwaarified, thinking of the
risks she had run. If she and Matt had been loskeswould have been
racked with guilt and apprehension now. As it was\was ashamed of lying
in her teeth.

'Do anything interesting?' Giles asked. 'Meet ady3o
'Only the sheep,' she said. 'They were looking.wvell

She never mentioned Matt. She said she had hadyavieek and she had
been lucky in the weather. She reassured Aunt Mhadthe cottage was
OK and a week on her own had done her health amgeea power of good.
She could hardly say, 'l met this man as soorgasthere. | know his name
but he never told me anything else, although weavieegether every day and
for one night." So she told them what they expettetiear and nobody
suspected anything because Giles Lessing was thenam in her life.

For a while she wondered if Matt might try to trdms. It worried her. From
that week Giles had become more possessive andlovimg—putting her
on a pedestal because he tended to idealise wonhen mattered to
him—and it would have shattered him to hear thatreld been anything but
alone on Strona.

But days passed and weeks merged into monthsatif®me went on as
usual, only now she had Giles to turn to and Matt & dimming memory.
She hadn't given him a thought in ages. Until thagazine cutting arrived,;
since then she had hardly thought about anythisw ehd now he was here.

Come for hiswife? What sort of crazy talk was that? She said, That
rotten joke.'

He smiled. She didn't know much about him but stemkwithout any doubt
at all that he was capable of anything. 'Who'srjgRI he asked.



CHAPTER THREE

'THEN you are raving mad," croaked Lucy. 'Where's Aunt Maud?ttMa
jerked his head towards the door, which meant sdreemelse in the house.
'What have you told her?'

‘Nothing."'
'Whatare you doing here?"

She heard Aunt Maud coming, heels clattering onflhgstones of the
passage from the kitchen and bangles jangling.rbsed to open the door
wider and take the tray she was carrying. 'Intredugourselves, have you?'
said Aunt Maud, all smiles, so it seemed Matt haoid her.

She was a tall woman, her still-dark hair cut inge and bob, her flowing
dress all colours of the rainbow, and she woresaorément of gold chains
and bangles. This room was like the rest of thesbpfull of clutter, and as
he looked around for somewhere to deposit thelttery said, 'Put it here,’
taking a bowl of wax fruit and a moth-eaten stuffedet off a sidetable.

'I'm Matthew Lomas," he said, 'and you must be L@dngham.’
She closed the window and switched on a light awided to hear what was
coming next. She could always say, 'Cindy Gill wies met before," but

she was blurting out nothing until she knew whas \gaing on.

'Isn't she beautiful?' said Aunt Maud and Matt sdikhforgettable. May |
call you Lucy?' Lucy's face flamed.

'What else would you call her?' said Aunt Maud merr
He was holding out his hand. 'How do you do, Ludyis is a pleasure.’
'‘Not an unexpected one,' she muttered. She wothdrrhave kept her hand

to herself but she had to reach out, and as hgerfinbrushed his he Caught
and held them hard for a moment.



'We were both expecting you,' said Aunt Maud, 'ewdnt your advice.'

Lucy had felt the electricity when he touched hsfre would not let that
happen again. She sat down on one of the littlergptush Victorian chairs
and looked at Aunt Maud and sounded amuskly. advice? What's
happened to the crystal ball and the tea leaves?'

Maud Beale's friends swore by her as a fortuneertedhd she usually
shuffled the cards when she had any problems ebgel that she had
many. She was comfortably off and enjoying lifeclzicouldn't remember
being consulted much.

'Pie?" Aunt Maud sliced into the steaming savouey and handed out
dishes. 'Preserves, pickles, help yourselves.' Vi&iged until they were
sitting with their plates, then she said, 'Mattheants to buy the cottage on
Strona.’

'Does he now?' Lucy looked straight at him, butface could have been a
mask for all it told her. '"Why?"

The obvious answer. It was a fairly sound proparg he wanted a cottage
on the islands. He had been looking for some tinteia the end had come
back to Strona.

'What tipped the balance?' asked Lucy. 'It's hattuypick of the islands.’

'‘Because Matthew's family came from Strona,” Aurdulfl explained.
'‘Before the clearances.’

'Really.' That could be true, but Lucy's eyebroaserand, 'They did?' was a
guestion.

'‘Don't you believe it?' he said. She shrugged.
'l find it hard to believe that your ancestors wbhé shifted from their land

and packed on to boats, if they were anythingyike." Aunt Maud, who had
just speared a pickled onion on her fork, waved the air.



'All that was a long time ago. The question nowdsyou want to keep the
cottage?"

'Me ?' Lucy never wanted to see it again but sligdaound reasonable and
detatched. 'Well, it isn't as though you ever gahgye yourself, and how
long is it since any of your friends did?' Maud Beaas as hospitable with
her holiday home as she was with this house. Slsealveays putting up
friends here but Lucy couldn't remember the lastetishe had heard of
anyone visiting Strona. She summed up, 'Nobodykymww uses it. Do you
want to sell?' She looked towards Matt again. 'mét are you offering ?*
She would be glad to see it go but if he thoughw/ae getting it for peanuts
he could think again. The figure sounded reasorafdieshe said, 'It's your
cottage, love. It's up to you. It can't be muchmfnvestment; | should think
the lettings hardly cover the expenses.’

'l thought you might want to go up again some tirsaid Aunt Maud.
'Perhaps take Giles with you. Even perhaps on lgoneymoon.’

Lucy would have choked if she had been trying taleapie. As it was she
had to gulp before she could say, 'Giles would ha@an you imagine him
in that bathroom? It's primitive.'

Then she wished she hadn't said that, becauseatheobm led off the
bedroom; Matt knew them well. Aunt Maud gave a #tyochuckle,
probably visualising Giles.

'He's very fastidious,' Lucy countered wildly. "W'we earth gave you the
idea I'd want to take him to Strona?'

Matt had put down his plate. He was leaning fonaard this should be
interesting. Aunt Maud said, 'l know you neededeak from the family

when you went up there to be on your own, but yeatwo make up your
mind about Giles as well, didn't you?' She soundisé and knowing, and
she was usually astute. If the week had workedasutucy expected, she
would have spent a lot of time thinking about Gil@endering whether she
was falling in love with him and he with her. Aswitas she had almost
forgotten he existed until that morning.



'‘And you did make up your mind," said Aunt Maudthmhe triumph of
someone who can prove her point, '‘because aftecgme back it was all
Giles, wasn't it? Nobody else for either of yoweathat. And now you're
getting married. So | thought you might want toetékm to the cottage, on a
sentimental journey.'

Aunt Maud was often an embarrassment to her pabenthis was the first
time Lucy had wished her out of the way. 'A sentitaéjourney,” Matt
echoed, as if he had never heard the phrase befatethought it was
charming. 'If | buy the cottage you can be my gsiest

Don't play cat and mouse with me, Lucy signallede $ooked at him
through narrowed eyes and she could feel her owathmieardening. ‘No
need,' she said harshly. 'l wouldn't be seen deétkiplace.’

She heard Aunt Maud gasp, 'Why, you sound like yoather!" Her face
was bewildered, and Lucy thought wryly that if lpsychic powers were
real, and not all in the mind all these years, tigtrge of animosity must
have knocked her back.

Because Lucy had wanted to hit the man. She was madlent girl, she

hated violence. Who in their right mind didn't? Bigt had given her three
nerve-racking days and now he was laughing atmerthe strain of still not
knowing how to deal with him was telling.

Aunt Maud did not need to be psychic to be shoaktetthe sight of Lucy
snarling at a man who seemed to be a well-manrstraager. We must talk,
Lucy thought. | must get him alone and find out jykat his game is.

She drew a slow steadying breath, and pulled asogetic grimace. That
was an overstatement, but | don't think Giles awdl lbe going up there, so
don't hang on to it on our account. Although, iluydo decide to sell, of
course you'd be getting another valuation.' Smijishe asked Matt, 'When
did you turn up with this offer?’

‘Yesterday.'

'‘And you're hanging around, waiting for an answer?"'



‘That's right.'

'Where are you staying?' Somewhere else, she hdypoedf came as no
surprise when Aunt Maud chipped in, 'Here.

'So the sooner you make up your mind, the soorikbleeon his way,' said
Lucy and Aunt Maud, who had quite recovered henitspisaid cheerfully,
‘Not until he's finished the garden. He's cuttihg tawns for me." Her
regular gardener was on a three-week holiday amdridss was growing.

'Well, that shouldn't take long," Lucy said.

She had to stay a little while longer. A quarteanfhour should do it but in
the meantime she sat there, drinking coffee antdipgser food around the
plate and trying to keep the conversation casual.

'‘Matthew's in the building trade,’ Aunt Maud deethr 'Reconstruction.’
Lucy would have plenty of questions to ask once thvere alone, but in
front of Aunt Maud she was showing no interest.

'And now he's doing odd-job gardening,” she saidy.garalking of
gardening, is that card from Joe?'

Aunt Maud's old gardener was at Eastbourne witll&igyhter, her husband
and their children, and the card on the mantelpiesas
scenes-of-Eastbourne. Aunt Maud brought it downlarmay read it to pass a
few minutes.

Then Aunt Maud said, 'The gardens of Ivory Grangegre Lucy's Giles

lives, are out of this world." She went on to didscthem as if she was
taking Matt around the roses and through the wgdsasten to the little folly

of a pagoda on a hill overlooking the terrace dredpool.

He listened with suitable admiring murmurs untikliburst out, 'It's a nice
garden. There are lots of nice gardens and I'm ywoue not particularly
interested in this one.'

'Do they throw it open to the peasants?' he endgravely.



'Pity you missed last month for the local hospitdde said. She stood up and
replaced Joe's card, propping it carefully aganstbony elephant. Til have
to be going. Giles is in Manchester tonight; he®mg to ring me.'

He might, although he had not said so. Matt gasiphe did and suggested,
'‘Can | see you home?"

‘Thank you.' If he had not offered she would hasked.

'‘Come and show me your ring," said Aunt Maud. "getiit tomorrow, don't
you?'

'"Yes | do, and | will," Lucy promised. 'Now, coufdu spare a moment? I'd
like to speak to you.'

TU be in the hall." The little room was stockectlike Old Curiosity Shop,
but Matt moved quickly through without disturbingtl@ng. Except me,
thought Lucy. He had her so confused that she doaNe staggered. When
he closed the door she said, 'I'm not happy aboustaying here, even if it
is only for a couple of nights. A stranger who jkisbcks on your door. For
all you know he could be a right villain.' She addiesperately, 'There are a
lot of them about these days.

'I'm sure there are.' Aunt Maud was unperturbedt. ri8t Matthew. After I'd
talked to him for a few™ minutes | knew that | sltbbe quite safe and
comfortable letting him stay. The vibrations, yowh.'

'l get vibes, too," said Lucy, 'and mine are giving warning signals.'

'‘Now you're mocking,' said Aunt Maud. 'Matthew's raght, and a very
knowledgeable young man, too.' She looked acrosgktss-fronted corner
cupboard, in which she had a collection of browmenaottery, none of it
less than a hundred years old. 'When he saw myamd? he recognised it
right away.' Three of the old gin bottles were anaed shoulder to shoulder
facing outwards, crude models of Queen VictoriahnJdaVesley and
Palmer-the-Poisoner, brown and shining like caraandltreacle toffee. 'He
knows about Staffordshire pottery,’ said Aunt Maud.



Lucy bit her lip, undecided whether to say, 'He wadecause | told him
when | was telling him all about you and this house

Of course Aunt Maud felt he was no stranger, anghbma.ucy should
explain why, but first she had to get him alonee &issed Aunt Maud's
leathery cheek, getting a pleased little startugbsse because although they
adored each other Aunt Maud had never been thdyadd, and warned
her, 'Don't sign anything until you see the colothis money.'

He was at the front door. Lucy would not have bgerprised to find him
close enough to the parlour to be trying to eawgsdHe was probably
unscrupulous enough and the old doors were walpgdhe would not have
heard much if he had.

She set off fast up the road. There were still folbund and she wanted the
scene to be quiet and deserted before she facedShiiing beside her he
said, 'You're in a hurry to get back for that phoak.'

‘Yes.'

'Is the wedding date fixed yet?"

She and Giles had discussed it earlier in the webkn Giles had worked
out when it would be easiest for him to take a brfeam the business and
had come up with the middle of May. 'We thought Magid Lucy who
would have said 'No' if she had had her wits alb@nt because Matt said
then, 'May's a good month for weddings, but you 'mo@ going to Strona
for the honeymoon.’

She gave a derisive 'Ha!

'Where will you be going?' He sounded like an ieséed friend, and she
kept a stony profile towards him as she strode on.

'Probably to see the Taj Mahal.’

"That's a tomb.'



‘A very beautiful one. Would you mind shutting ugtibwe get out of town?
| live here. | know a lot of people. | don't waatdreate a scene and | think |
might when we start talking. So please will youtwautil | get home.'

‘Are you asking me in?'

'l am not.' She walked on, fast and silently. Slamted to escape but this
time she had nowhere to run and as they walkederneven brushing
against each other, she was as conscious of hthroagh she was pressed
against every inch of his body.

'How far?' he asked.

"Ten minutes at this rate. I'm sure you know thdress. The Gables, Shady
Lane.'

Under that picture he had read, 'Among the gueatsnda Gillingham,
daughter of solicitor Laurence Gillingham of EdgefoStaffordshire, and
Giles Lessing, son of Sir George and Lady Less@@fcourse he knew her
address, whether he had walked up to take a lotilegilace or not.

She said no more and neither did he as they leflittte town and climbed
the hill to reach Shady Lane, edging the heathlah@annock Chase. Once
all the houses up here had been designed for pmspand large families,
but changing times had swept most of them away.Qdlages, a handsome
Victorian house in a large garden, was one oféledriginals still standing.

As Lucy walked through the tall wrought-iron gatatt said, 'Do | get to
meet the rest of the family?"

‘Not if | can help it.'

Her father and mother had been out when she canfienm work and
probably would not be back until late. The onlyhligy in one of the
downstairs rooms, she had left burning, but shevaasisking taking him
into the house.



Night had fallen by now, the grass and the high edges were silvered
with moonlight and she led the way away from thi-tiacle drive and the
three stone steps leading up to the front doossing the lawn to a stone
bench set in an alcove of hedge.

She sat down and looked up at him. 'Well?' she. 8aldy did you come
after me?'

'l wondered where you'd gone.’

There was a life-size statue beside the bench, dettthg from the original
landscaping of the gardens. A Grecian-style figufre drapery-clad woman
with— Lucy had always thought—a smile that seemiedster with that

blind white stare.

Matt was examining the statue while he was tellingy, ‘Not enough to do
much about it, although | did see the agent whe tle¢ cottage. He said a
relation of Miss Beale, the owner, had been theseweek. Miss Beale was
an eccentric old duck. He'd never seen her himsiedfd only been up once
since she'd bought it, but he did have dealings tatr.'

So he could have found her any time. She saids fid@ppened as soon as. |
left.'

‘Yes. Maud Beale was Great Aunt Maud, but you wek@imdy Gill. You
sounded as if you'd plucked that name out of tiinYsou weren't telling
anything about yourself, and you didn't hang arosaing goodbye. That
note sounded final enough, and as you know, I'naawho can take no for
an answer.'

Her cheeks burned in the darkness. He sat dowddohsr, but not touching
her, stretching long legs and clasping hands behimtiead, as if the stone
seat was more comfortable than it was. He couldwve been more relaxed.

'‘But,’ he went on, 'would you believe it, in a dst'g waiting-room | opened
a magazine and there you were smiling away. Gresait Maud Beale's
wandering girl. | was in for a check-up and | gatl@an bill, and | got up
from that dentist's chair feeling pretty good. Hsaalmost as though you'd



brought me luck. | wanted to see you again. | woadl@hat you were up to
these days. Just curiosity, you know.' He smiledythick flashing smile that
would have had her smiling back if she hadn't dgted it. 'So | got an
Edgeford directory and | looked up your father'drads, then | looked up
the Beales. There were three Ms and one for theStitaolhouse.’

He wouldn't need to ask the way; if he walked dolenhigh street he'd find
it. She said indignantly "You don't want to buy tiudtage.’

'l do. Straight up, it's a genuine offer. I've béaoking around most of the
summer. Besides, I've a weakness for eccentricdatiks; I've enjoyed

meeting Maud. She told me all about you withoutewgn having to ask. |
just picked up that photograph of you in the silirame and said, "What a
beautiful girl"." He sighed deeply, but it was rgartfelt. He was still

smiling, even if his smile was rueful. 'l came tate. You've got your future
planned. Everything's working out for you.'

She believed it was a whim that had brought hine hEmding that cutting
and deciding, for the hell of it, to look up 'Cin@jll'. And there was no
reason why his bid for the cottage should not beugee. Aunt Maud who
had only visited the place once since she had latyghight well be open
to offers.

Lucy hoped fervently that his offbeat humour woulok tempt him into
sticking around and rocking the boat for her.

'So how long are you staying?' she demanded.

‘Not long." A few days would be enough to do aololamage if he was that
way inclined and she said worriedly,

'l should tell her you tracked her down through e that | told you all
about her on Strona. An expert in Staffordshiregugtmy foot, recognising
Dr Palmer! He was another plausible devil.’

'Do you mind," he said cheerfully, 'l hope you'# suggesting I'm in his
league. They hanged him. And why didn't you tet?he



He didn't need an answer to that and her voiceshiali and sharp with
exasperation. 'Because | was supposed to be dlawoeldn't even let Giles
go with me; | said | had to be on my own.’

His drawl emphasised her edginess. 'We didn't fganeet, and we hardly
went around mugging the campers; it wasn't Bonnte@yde up there. No
sex either. A blameless few days and the nightleat $ogether you were
swaddled up to your chin.’

He might laugh but she couldn't. Hearing him sag 'hight we slept
together' made her blood run cold. She made hesgetk calmly. 'I've told
nobody about you because there was nothing taotdlif | have to say we
met on Strona | will. It could be awkward for meddii see you don't get the
cottage, but | would prefer you to keep your maaliat. Will you?'

'‘But of course.' He sounded the most reasonabteeaf her request granted
as soon as asked. 'If you'd written on that notelgti me, "Now I'm going
home to the man I'm going to marry, goodbye andtdaf me," | wouldn't
have asked about you. And when | saw that magdidihave thought, good
luck to you, Cindy-cum-Lucinda. And | wouldn't berh.’

She believed him. She hoped. Why should he caosbl& for her? She had
done him no harm. And he looked and sounded sinééier a moment she
said, 'Can | say it now? I'm going home to the rfiangoing to marry,
goodbye and don't call me.’

'‘Good luck to you, Cindy-cum-Lucinda.' He movecdtranally closer, until
there was hardly any distance between his facehargland she seemed to
be breathing the coolness of his skin. The heatdligha car came sweeping
round the drive. It stopped in front of the housd a man and woman got
out. Sylvia's long blonde hair and her silvery dreBsimmered. She tossed
back her hair and they heard her laughing. 'Wina&?t Matt asked.

'My mother." At his start of surprise she said, $ke tells everybody, she
was a child bride.’

Sylvia had been twenty-two when she married, buthéa moonlight she
looked younger than Lucy. "Your father?' said Matt.



‘A verygood friend of both of them,' said Lucy as theptewent into the
house together. She stood up. "Thank you for seemdrome. And, well,
thank you.'

"You've nothing to thank me for,' he said, andlstyged that had no double
meaning. Just now she was almost sure he had beewg d¢go kiss
her—lightly enough, a goodbye kiss, but she wowdstehbeen a fool to
believe there was no danger in him. When he gotnfolding himself from
the bench, she realised again how tall he was.

'‘Goodnight,' he said and she watched him go, likdlagk panther she
thought, across the grass and through the opes; detebreath escaped in a
silent whistle of relief.

He had promised to keep his mouth shut, and shddhbe feeling safer for
the first time since that cutting had fluttered tonher lap on Wednesday
morning. In the moonlight the statue smiled itsastye smile and Lucy
shivered and clasped her arms tight around herseithed by a sudden
chilling conviction that there was nothing in thend to laugh at.

In the house the drawing-room door was open, lggliting into the hall,
and as Lucy passed it her mother called, 'Hell@rfghing all right?'

'Yes,' said Lucy, and she said hello to the madoca farmer she had known
all her life. He had a soft spot for Sylvia and hawehped at the chance of
giving her a lift home from a party that she wamling tiresome.

‘Jack gave me a lift,’ her mother told Lucy. "Ydather was enjoying
himself but | was getting one of my headaches.' @Wways looked fragile
and appealing and Jack, ruddy-faced and weighftegfi stone, said 'Poor
little girl.’

Sylvia favoured him with a lingering smile and Lusiyggested, 'Coffee?’

He deserved something she supposed for bringinge8ybme, although he
probably considered the smile was ample rewardy luinew that Sylvia
thought he was a bore, but admiring men were nepces® Sylvia
Gillingham. She believed that their attentions kémr young, and



something certainly did. Possibly the time and nyostee spent in beauty
salons, health farms, and exclusive fashion stores.

Lucy quite liked Jack. When she took in the cotfag he was chuckling at
a spicy bit of gossip Sylvia was relating. She Wwagyhing, too, and he
wiped his eyes and said, 'Your mother's a caution.’

Lucy poured their coffee.
'What's all this about then?' Jack said. 'Ouelittlicy getting married.'

'I'm losing my baby,' said Sylvia, and now her gmias misty. 'It's hard to
believe, but of course we couldn't be happierlien both. And Giles is the
dearest of boys.'

At thirty-two, Giles Lessing was no boy, but he whae one they would have
chosen out of all Lucy's admirers. Right from thistfdate when he arrived
to collect her her father was always jovial andmether flattered him and
sent little messages to his mother.

Giles thought they were a smashing pair, lovingyLas their only child as
much as his parents, especially his mother, datddra. They did love her,
but she had always known in her heart that shedawoti rely on them. Even
when she was a child Aunt Maud used to say, 'Tak&h a pinch of salt,’
when holidays or outings were planned togetherabse as often as not
they ended up going their separate ways and naitlieem taking Lucy. Or
when they promised to turn up at schools for casaard speech days. Even
to be around for her birthday. But she had newedd for material things.

Laurence Gillingham was head of the firm of soticst and when Lucy took
a secretarial course after leaving school there beh some discussion
whether she might move into his offices. But thead been no vacancy at
the time and she had ended up on the local freebie.

She was a natural as a salesgirl—chatting up custmnshe usually
managed to sell advertising space—and she wroets of news and
gossip for the editorial pages. She liked her wshle had friends and dates,
and until she started going around with Giles shad thought she might



well end up unmarried. Much better that than thedkof marriage her
parents had. Aunt Maud was a spinster, still wegtthie ring of a young man
who had never seen his twenty-eighth birthday,leerdife had been happy
and busy. She showed no signs of being lonely.

But Lucy believed now that with Giles there wasrgvaope of a true and

lasting partnership. Last Saturday night she hadecback with Giles and

told her parents, 'Giles has asked me to marry himd, she had never known
them so proud of her. From then on she really wes tarling daughter.

Now Jack Powell was teasing her. 'lt seems no sim&e you were a skinny
little kid.'

'l still am," she said gaily, although her skinsisidiad long ago developed
into long lovely legs and a tall slender strengtid the child's small, pointed
face had a vivid beauty in the woman.

'I'll say this and I'll stand by it," said Jack,theugh he was facing hecklers.
"Young Giles Lessing might have had his pick oftH®ut he chose the right
one. You've done very well for yourself, my gal.'

Sylvia's smile vanished. Jack, as usual, was keetagtless oaf, emphasising
that Giles had done the choosing, and she saidamithcid sweetness that
went right over Jack's head, 'It took Lucy quitehale to make up her mind;
Giles isn't the only man who's wanted to marry'her.

Jack chuckled, winking at Lucy. 'Let him chase ymiil you caught him,
eh?’

You're a male chauvinist,” said Lucy. 'And nertdiyou can make your
own coffee. I'm off to bed; | need mybeauty sldépstart going off | could
lose him yet.'

Her mother made a snappish little sound of disagrand Jack Powell
laughed until his three chins wobbled as Lucy tle&m to their coffee and
went out, closing the door behind her.



Of course everybody thought that Lucy was doind feelherself, marrying
into the money that was Lessing Electronics, nekhe for the small manor
house and instantly elevated into the social stapdof being the
daughter-in-law of Sir Giles and Lady Lessing. Ténasre the reasons why
her mother and father thought that Giles was 'gaaakt of boys', but they
were not Lucy's reasons for marrying him.

In spite of the two she had left in the drawingfrpmut here in the hall the
house seemed empty. The ticking of a grandfatliekalas the only sound,
and as she climbed the stairs she thought, nathioffirst time, that this
house was much too big for a family of three thaswabout to be reduced to
two. And that her father's complaints about itsaggkmade sense.

Last month there had been a roof repair when sdesdaiiad slipped and rain
had started seeping in. 'This place is costingtarie,’ he had moaned. 'One
of these days it will come tumbling down round ears.’

Her mother had said, 'Why don't you sell it?' Bigre was no call any longer
for houses like this, not even from property depels. There were still 'For
Sale' notices outside new houses in Shady Landtamds unlikely that
anyone else would want to invest in another srmaklllestate. 'Because you
missed your chance, of course,’ Sylvia had sne&ngpical.'

Now, as Lucy reached the top of the creaking sdagcshadows seemed to
make patterns like cracks on the walls and shegtiout could fall down.
Not because it's old but because nobody cares @&bttutould come down
like a house of cards because it's got no foundstibhat was what she and
Giles had. An understanding that had foundationshuch they could build

a future.

He did phone her. She was lying in bed, tryingeadra book, when the
phone rang and her mother called upstairs, 'LudgsG

Sylvia was still in her silvery dress but she hatkéd off her shoes and her
hair looked mussed. Lucy could hear the televisiot she asked 'Has Jack
gone?' as she came down the stairs.



'Of course he's gone,' said Sylvia. 'l can't takeenthan five minutes of him.
| wouldn't have given him coffee. Just a thank wma on your way. I'm
watching an old movie.'

She looked like a star from an old movie hersaltcy suggested, "Why don't
you go to bed if you've got a headache.'

'Headache? Oh, that. No, I'll see the film out.'

When her father came home there could be a slangaigh, but Lucy
would be in bed with the door shut, although shbesil as she sat down on
the bottom of the stairs and cuddled the receiudrsaid, 'Hello, darling.’

‘Just saying goodnight,’ said Giles.
'Had a good day?'
'Fairish. Anything happened to you?'

She said 'No," although Matthew Lomas coming baxtk her life was
hardly a non-event. Giles would hear that somebedgted to buy Aunt
Maud's cottage but it wouldn't surprise him thaty.had not mentioned it.
It was a small cottage, a small business dealshadould not start talking
about it now, she would put it off until she sawnhiShe told him that Jack
Powell had given her mother a lift home from a ypart. and he says that
you must have had your pick of the girls becausergsuch a lovely fellow,
but he thinks you chose the right one.’

Giles laughed. She could usually make him laughsdié she brought out
the sunshine. He said, 'Of course | did. Even alik'$ got enough sense to
appreciate a good woman when he sees one.’

'It's my mother he thinks is the good woman,' shié gaily. 'He thinks I'm a
skinny little kid, and my mother was sighing abtaging her baby. Maybe
you're cradle- snatching.’



She could hear herself talking rubbish and the nourof Giles's laughter
and his voice. Before he hung up he told herpélaround about seven. I've
booked our table.'

'I'll be ready,' she said. 'Night, darling."'
'‘Dream of me.’

'l always do.' That was not true but it was whatvaated to hear. Tonight
she hoped she would sleep without dreaming aballshe was still awake
when she heard her father's, car and, a little, laganging doors. So they had
had words before they went to their separate rooms.

She had never shared a room. From her cot shededib this room, the
nursery, where the bed had changed but not thé&dteruntil Aunt Maud

had come round with a delivery of pretty white godd bedroom furniture
she had just bought at an auction sale.

The room she shared with Giles would be in Ivorgrige and it would take
some getting used to, sharing a room, a bed. WHeewords began blurring
on the page Lucy put her book down, lay in the desk, and tried to
imagine Giles was beside her, that if she reaclede would touch him.
She even mumbled, 'Goodnight, my darling," andsttshe slept.

She woke listening. Something had woken her, a ledifound like
movement in the room, and she groped blindly ferlibdside lamp, staring
around with wild dazzled eyes. Even when she kriieewbom was empty
she was still breathing shallowly, her ears stragni

She could hear the wind; a window must have basgetewhere or a door.
Nobody was coming up the stairs or standing jusside her room in the
dark deserted corridor. But she could not rid Hergehe feeling that Matt
was near. It was imagination, her conscience tioglfier. He was at Aunt
Maud's sleeping soundly, not dreaming or thinkihe.

But in the end, after she had switched off thetlighe had to get out of bed
and go to the window. Pressed against the windemérshe looked down
into the gardens as if she might see him lookingaufer. There were



shadows down there, too, but none of them movedwEsg not there.
Perhaps a nightmare had woken her. something &bmra. And it was the
time of night when problems loom largest. Matt wagroblem that could
disrupt her life, bringing it down like the houséaards. She tossed and
turned. Her mind was buzzing until her head wasngcand she knew that
she never was going to get back to sleep.

She got out of bed again and went into the bathramaning the little wall
cabinet and taking out the bottle of sleeping pillsey were prescribed for
Sylvia who claimed to have spells of insomnia aked a few to hand. Lucy
never used them but tonight she tipped out onesauadlowed it with half a
glass of water. In the morning she would no loriggefeeling desperate and
trapped because of course she was not, but rightshe needed to blank
out. Which, as she was unaccustomed to tranquslis@e promptly did.

She woke with a head that felt heavy but in themmgy light everything was
clear and uncomplicated. All that mattered was thid¢s loved her and
today he was going to put the ring on her finget thould show the whole
world she was loved. It was going to be a wondetthy, and nothing and
nobody was going to spoil it.

She heard the sound of her father's car startingsughe came out of the
shower in the bathroom. He was off to meet Sir Gean the clubhouse of
the Beaudesert Golf Course and, from the blue ghessaw through her
window, it would almost certainly keep fine for the

Since Giles had decided he was serious about L8oy,George and
Laurence Gillingham had begun playing together legfyy but this would
be their first game since Giles had actually adkady to marry him. Both
men were pleased about that. Both mothers, tagadtnice to be pleasing
everybody. Even Aunt Maud's cards forecast healkthheppiness when she
insisted on reading them for Giles a few weeks &pe. hadn't seen Matt in
the cards. There had been no mention of a dark mReading Giles's
fortune, she had come up with a clutch of heartscaamonds and nothing
at all to worry about.

Lucy went downstairs in a bright cotton dress, legged and sandalled.
She was wearing no make-up and her hair was brusbse. In the kitchen



her mother was drinking coffee and reading the pgpeer face discreetly
prettied, lashes darkened, cheeks and lips brighteBylvia never emerged
without her makeup. 'Nothing in the post,’ she sadLucy filled and
switched on the kettle. 'You slept late didn't yoBRe sounded accusing.
Saturday was Lucy's day off but she was -Usuallgaty riser. 'l thought
we might go shopping.' Her mother needed no exfarsgpending money
but she had one now. 'We ought to start on yowsseau. You haven't got
much that will be suitable for when you're Gilesite.'

'Oh, I don't know," said Lucy. Sylvia was a lalsgieb ; she only went for the
exclusive names, while Lucy shopped around for wgh#ed her and what
she could afford. The few designer items in herdnaye had all come from
nearly new shops. She hadn't the cash for big spgrahd she was not
asking her father to subsidise her. She would kryttousseau when the
wedding was nearer. 'Not today,' she said, andrédier mother could start
arguing, 'Aunt Maud's had an offer for the cottage.

Sylvia looked blank. 'The cottage? You mean heish8u
‘The cottage on Strona. Somebody wants to buy it.'

'Oh, that," said Sylvia. 'Good. Horrible little p&a'

'She hasn't made up her mind yet. He's waitindgpéoranswer.'

'Well, she'll have to read the tea leaves, worfskaid Sylvia. 'l hope they
don't tell her to give it away. I'll have anotherpcof coffee while you're
making yours and then if you're not coming I'lldfé’

Housework kept Lucy busy all morning and in themafbon she did a batch
of baking. Betty, married and with teenage childreame in three days a
week, but this house had been designed for ahiataff and Lucy fought a
never-ending battle to keep it clean and tidy.

After she had taken the last tray of small cakdsobthe oven she shut the
kitchen door and went upstairs. The rest of the tumtil Giles called for her
at seven, she was devoting entirely to hersedinyione knocked on the door
they could go away again. She was going to wastukeout of her hair and



the flour out of her fingernails and make herselNely and silky and
sensuous for tonight.

She bathed in her mother's bath oil, and gave aerahbeauty treatment
with conditioner and hot towels. Lucy's hair wasays healthy and shining
but she was enjoying the cossetting. She painted fingernails a

gold-flecked bronze that flattered her tan and spelong time fixing her

face and her hair.

Giles liked her with her hair up and she pinndaigh, with tendrils falling
over her smooth cheeks and emphasising the baratist of her face. Her
dress was a knock-out, too. An apricot chiffonttéang and fluid when she
walked, cut low so that the antique gold earringd the matching collar
Aunt Maud had given her for her last birthday shdweadvantage.

Last Saturday when Giles had asked her to marryédtithe same restaurant
and over the same table they had booked for tongfie had looked fine.
She had put in the usual effort before an evenutganmd if she was not the
most attractive woman in the room she was a closear-up. But tonight
she was going to be special for him, and when pleeaed the front door and
he saw her it was all worthwhile.

"You look sensational,’ he told her. She went mgoarms in the empty hall
and thought how warm and safe he made her feel.

'We could stay home," she said. 'l could find atleo@lthough | can't
promise it would be champagne.’

'l can,' he said. 'lt's all waiting for us.' Giless an orderly man, he liked
arrangements kept and he had tonight planned. Sasirday's dinner for
two, in a very expensive restaurant that had jpshed, had ended in coffee
and brandy and Giles suddenly saying, 'l think at®ut time we got
married.’

She had been expecting that. She hadn't knowmntieeotr the place but she
had known from all manner of things that some daywould ask her to
marryhim, and after hardly any hesitation she had saidjkidthat.'



He'd kissed her hand and said, 'l should have Itaugng along.'

'Did you think | might say no?' she had teased,Heuhad answered quite
seriously, 'Of course | didn't. We'll do this aganext Saturday, and | will
bring the ring.’

She had been asked during the week, 'Where's ymuPrand she had said,
'l get it on Saturday." And when her friends wariteknow, '‘What's it like?'
she had told them to wait and see.

She was waiting to see herself and Giles was kgeapumtil the meal was
nearly over. 'Have you got my ring?' she whispesden the waiter had
taken their order and moved away. Giles smiledreodted and patted his
pocket.

'Can | see it?"

'All in good time.' He was kind and generous ancehpyed little games
like this. With inner amusement Lucy felt that gteuld lisp childishly,
'Pretty-please,’ but she imagined Matt's sard@nighter, and suddenly that
joke would not have been funny.

She said, 'Aunt Maud's had an offer for the cot@mg&trona.’
‘A good one?’

'It seemed reasonable.’

'Is she selling?"

'She's thinking about it." The wine waiter reacttesr table, showed Giles
the label on the bottle, poured a little, and Giesnt through the routine of
tasting and approving. Lucy might have gone oraig 8 met the man who
wanted to buy when | was up there," but this sihigburbance had broken
the continuity. She was not sure now that she ceaidthat in the right
offhand way; Giles was not particularly interestedAunt Maud's old
cottage.



He wanted to talk about their home, how his baghafiartment in Ivory
Grange could be enlarged for a married man. Heblegeh giving it some
thought, and Lucy listened and said it sounded wdnd

Their table was shielded from the rest of the rdoymaceiling-to-floor trellis
and some exotic climbing plants, almost like a giévroom. As Giles
elaborated, 'We can make a guestroom out of otteeddttics, knock down
the wall at the end of the living-room and makeigger kitchen," she
nodded, imagining it all.

It was good being with Giles, and in the home he tualding for her there
would be no angry voices, no arguments. She aterteal of avocado
souffle followed by grilled Dover sole in a glow cdbntentment.

And when the coffee was poured, and the brandysgtaplaced beside the
cups, and Giles brought out the ring and set thertable, his hand covering
it, she must have looked as thrilled and brightdeg® a birthday child.

'Show me,' she begged. He held the ring out to dret,she stared at the
brilliant half hoop of five graduated diamondswhs a family heirloom, of
course, and Giles said, 'lIt was my great-grandnmnsthe

It is beautiful.’
He smiled, 'My mother says, you can't go wrong wligtimonds.'

So it was coming with Lady Lessing's blessing anas-tucy's mother had
been saying ever since Giles started dating Lugginawith his mother's
blessing— Alys Lessing had exquisite taste.

Giles picked up her hand and put the ring on hageifi. It stuck on the
knuckle, needing slight pressure to get it on, lamcly gasped, not just at the
size of the diamonds, but because it was too tighishe looked down her
finger seemed to be puffing over it and Giles s#idioesn't fit, does it?’

It felt like a tourniquet and she had to admit 'B®'she tried to ease it off.
Heaven knew how it had slipped on; there was noingavback. She licked



it and tugged but the ring remained firmly embeddedl all the time her
finger was swelling.

Giles took her hand, looking as flushed as thedfingnd she protested, 'l tell
you | can't get it off and it's no good pullingékas hurting her and doing
no good, and she had to bite down the giggles Iseda@l was - really upset.
He had meant this evening to be romantic and pteafet now in his eyes it
was spoiled because the ring was the wrong size.

He babbled, 'l should have checked, my motherwasll sure it would fit
and | said | was. You always seemed to have sugHitile hands.’

'‘About average.' Lucy felt a rush of sympathy affieicéion for him. '‘But it's
a beautiful ring and this doesn't matter; it carfiked.' She wondered how
long you had when the circulation was cut off befgour finger went blue.
Would the ring have to be damaged? An heirloomyllagssing would not
like that.

Her finger was throbbing and the ring wasn't shiftiA waiter coming
round the trellis to offer a refill of coffee sawlady in distress while her
companion was tugging at her ring. He stood aglahstost dropping the
coffee-pot. '‘Could we have some butter?' Lucy gaspe

'‘Ah, you want to get the ring off?' He backed awag she grinned.

'He thought you were taking it back. You'd brougtet here to wine me and
dine me and get your ring back." But Giles was amaused. The waiter
reappeared with several pats of butter and hoveyetpathetically while

Lucy greased her finger and tried to wriggle thegyroff, and Giles looked
hot and bothered.

They got it off at last, but it took time and ittgbe attention of more helpful
members of the staff. A waitress brought a bowdrashed ice which took
down the swelling and when a final dab of buttéd she ring over the
knuckle there was almost a restrained cheer.

The staff then retreated and Giles put the welaged ring into a
handkerchief and into his pocket. He couldn't gétaf the restaurant fast



enough. He hated scenes and whatever interpretaisput on what had
just happened—whether it seemed like a lover'srgquar whether they
thought he had proposed with a ring the < girl doskver wear—he had
looked a. fool.

The restaurant was in another town. It was possiblene would recognise
him, but he was sure the staff had been asked hdme twas all the fuss
behind the trellis. He settled the account and niadthe exit, deliberately
avoiding looking anywhere else, and Lucy slippedhand through his arm
and squeezed and would have smiled if he had loakéer.*1 feel like a
Cinderella who couldn't get into the slipper,’ shel brightly.

'Yes,' said Giles.
Out of the corner of her eye she saw the table evhanan sat alone. Matt

raised a glass as she turned her head and shehamddworn his shoulders
were shaking with silent laughter.



CHAPTER FOUR

'DARLING,' said Lucy, 'so it didn't fit. That's no big delatan wait another
few days.’'

'If 1 was superstitious I'd say it was a bad omeaid Giles morosely. "Your
Aunt Maud would.’

"That is nonsense.’

They were in his car, driving towards Lucy's horaad Giles was still
convinced that the waiters and probably half theedi had been laughing
behind his back.

Lucy had been laughing, too. When the ring camslwgfhad given a hoot of
triumph and he was sure she was suppressing giggteéshey got outside
the restaurant.

She was serious now. At some traffic lights whenuneed towards her he
saw the shadow on her face and said mournfullgptiled our evening.’

‘That's another nonsense.' She leaned back irragrer head thrown back
and her eyes closed as if weariness had suddexiiyped her. 'As hitches
go," she said, 'believe me, that was nothing.’

Her voice was harsher than he had ever heard itf@nd moment she
seemed unreachable. Then the lights changed, b#teénda car hooted and
they moved on, and after a while he said, "Yougety of course but you're
disappointed. | promise you'll have your ring intmoe at all. The right size
this time.'

But it was not disappointment she was holding iacgéh it was anger. Matt
had followed her to that restaurant tonight. Auraud knew where they
were going and she must have told him. What hacesgpected him to do,
stroll up and introduce himself and join the payg?soon as Lucy could get
to a telephone the lines to Aunt Maud's would ddng.



With her hair colour she was often asked if shed&smper and she could
always smile and shake her head because shettlidk'she had. She hated
rows; she heard enough of them at home. She avardganents whenever
she could, but since Matthew Lomas had reappe&eetad discovered that
she could be very angry and very raucous.

She had almost marched over to his table in tretweant and told him
what she thought of him. She would do that, butwithh Giles beside her.
Giles had been mortified by a silly little thinggéi a ring getting stuck on her
finger, and if he had to learn about Matt a slaggmatch in a crowded
restaurant would be no way to tell him.

'What?' she said, because Giles was talking toamerhe repeated.

‘That ring, does it fit your left hand?' The onilyg she was wearing was the
keeper. She pulled it off her right hand and slgpen to her engagement
finger. 'Put it in my pocket," he said.

Perhaps she should warn him not to be in too muaty o get the diamond
hoop changed because she might not be wearingitaf. When she came
back from Strona she should have said, 'There people around. | met
some.' Then, when Matt came, she could have ¥ad, | met him.’

But she had said nothing and Giles would only haveok at him to know
why. He had the physical impact of good looks, andthlete's body, but so
had other men. What set him apart was the exciterhengenerated.
Mornings on Strona she had waited for him to aragethough the day
couldn't start until he did, and when he came @& heaen like an electric
charge in the air. Maybe it was energy. Or devilm@&ut Giles would
dislike and distrust Matthew Lomas and from thexevould surely come to
distrust Lucy.

When they reached her home he said goodnight. dtlataish and he was
seeing her in the morning when the photographerduasat the Gables to
take their photographs for the 'Our Bride of thaiY picture in Lucy's paper.
If she had coaxed him into the house he might ltlramged his mind but
she said, 'All right," and brushed his cheek wahbldips.



She stood on the steps watching him drive awayt. riight it had been Matt
disappearing through the gates, after he had peahtisr it was goodbye.
Some goodbye when he was spying on her tonightl&iked down at her
strappy gold sandals and considered walking dowAuiot Maud's, then

telling her the facts and waiting for Mr Lomas. @itlwas too late and she
was not dressed for walking alone through the night if she could slip

into the house and through into the garage shalarmie down. The front

door opened as she put her key in the lock andnogher called, '‘Come in.
We've been waiting for you." She peered past Liere's Giles? We
heard the car.’

'Didn’t you hear it drive away again?’

'Oh." Sylvia pouted. She was wearing a peppermeagrgsuit that Lucy had
not seen before so her day had not been wastedlLways father was
smiling as they reached the open door of the dganaom. Then he too,
asked 'Where's Giles?'

'He went home,’ said Lucy.

'Everything all right?' There was concern in higcealthough he had never
worried about her until Giles Lessing had wanted he

She said, 'Yes."Show us the ring," her mothergaiig, coming round from
behind Lucy and looking down at the bare hand. é¥en hand flew to her
face, and she stared through splayed fingers. oLt have a ring.'

It didn't fit,’ Lucy explained. 'He thought | haddainty little hand like his
great-grandmother but | didn't." Sylvia pealed vgitish laughter.

"You know what | thought? | thought he'd changesirhind. I'm a ninny.
Well, tell us what it's like.'

Her face was bright with anticipation as she cudedike a kitten on the
sofa, and Laurence relaxed in the dark red leah®chair that was his
favourite seat.



Nobody Lucy knew had parents who looked as godees this could have
been a scene of happy family life in a TV movier Bee moment the

warmth and the affection were real. They were hapggther and proud of
her and she wished it could always be like thi®e St down on the rest of
the sofa and described the ring.

'Five big diamonds, but it was a little ring, andyot stuck on my finger,
which started swelling. We needed a dish of battera bowl of crushed ice
to get it off. Now he's taken the keeper ring totge right size.'

They were both smiling but when she said, 'Gilesdthink it was funny. It
did create rather a scene,’ they both looked s&riou

'Giles is a very sensitive young man," Sylvia daadtily, 'and I'm sure you
didn't make a fuss.’

'No more than | had to to get the ring off," saiety. 'My finger was turning
blue.'

'Yes, well ..." Sylvia gestured vaguely as thouginuld have been better for
Lucy to suffer in silence and never mind about #yony rather than
embarrass Giles. Then she cheered up and beanmedrance and urged,
'‘Now tell her about your day.'

The last Lucy knew he had been off to play goltwsir George and he was
looking very self-satisfied. 'Did you have a go@irgg?' she asked. 'Did you
win?"'

'Old George did; I'm no fool." Laurence chucklee@- i/as the better player;
perhaps he had let Sir George win. 'We were talkumgjness,' he said. He
had a glass containing a little whisky on a snedlé beside his chair. Now
he raised the glass and sipped as though he wssngp@aomething and
announced, 'George is thinking of buying the hduse.

‘This house?' Lucy gasped. 'What for?'

'Who cares what for?" trilled Sylvia.



‘They'll knock it down, of course,' said Lauren€2: let it fall down, but I
don't mind telling you that the price we were dsging will make a lot of
difference to our future.' He drank the rest ofwlnesky like the cat with the
cream.

Lucy asked in a husky little voice, 'Is he onlyeirgsted in the house because
Giles is marrying me?"

Her father thought that was obvious. 'Well, he wloitlbe buying it on the
open market. It might be passed off as a tax lagstls hardly a viable
business prospect. He's taking it off our handsabse we're family now.'
He beamed fondly at her. 'It was the best day'«wou ever did when you
brought Giles Lessing home.'

'‘And | don't mind telling you,' Sylvia said, lookjrhard at her husband and
then around the big high- ceilinged room, 'thavih'dknow whether | could
have stood another winter here, or whether I'd e off to somewhere
warmer.'

There was a threat there, although she said §.gHile drain on resources
from this old house could have parted them in tite & can't get out of here
fast enough,' said Sylvia as though there were dratbe window, and she
uncurled herself and went over to Laurence andi@tha kiss on the top of
his head. 'Suddenly everything's working out, sdid.

That was what Matt had said last night—'"You've ymir future planned;
everything's working out for you'—but more than {/sown happiness was
at stake now. The sale of the house was good nessorrow she would
tell Giles how pleased she was about it. He hadettioned it but she
presumed he knew that his father had been goibgrig up the matter with
her father that morning.

'‘And your father thinks Aunt Maud should sell tlndtage,’ said her mother.
'She's never had an offer before and she's lucgttthis one.’

'Like us," said Lucy. She yawned and stood up. &iffegs are pouring in and
I'm off to bed.’



They followed her, she heard them come up, buugkeessed and washed
and gave them time to settle for the night befohe gut on her
dressing-gown and went down again. Matt shoulddo& by now even if he
had stayed until the restaurant closed.

Aunt Maud's phone was in her kitchen. She mighthlibere mixing one of
her hot milk nightcaps with whatever flavour shadad tonight. That
varied from a pinch of salt to a slug of whisky.tBuwas Matt who
answered and Lucy kept her voice low, althoughlitites were out on the
landing and the bedroom doors were closed. ShedadkeAunt Maud
there?'

'She's gone to bed. Have you ever had nutmeg imhiot? She's left me a
mug of it and it's not a flavour | can recommend.’

She ignored that and said briskly, 'She'll havevéat then. You'll do for
now. Why were you at Boulders tonight?’

'For a meal.'
‘Now that's what | call a coincidence. Fifteen mil@wvay and you just
wander in? And how did you get a table? I'm suey'te booked up on

Saturday nights.'

‘A cancellation,’ he said. 'l was lucky." None bist mattered; she was
wasting time.

'Why did she let you do it?' she snapped.

'Hold on. Maud didn't send me;' she didn't knowaswvthere. | asked her
about the places around and she mentioned Bouldkese Giles proposed
to you last week and you were going this evenimg §aid they specialised
in seafood, which is a weakness of mine.' She Kmewvas grinning, 'Pity

about the ring.'

'How do you know about that? Who told you?'

'Didn’t you notice the hush?’



'What hush?'

'You've got a very carrying voice. When you screegHl tell you | can't get
it off and it's no good pulling,” that stopped mosthe table talk. After that
most of them were more interested in what was gomfpehind the screen.
And when the butter and ice were rushed in '

'l don't believe a word of this.' But he must haeard what she said and the
rest of the action would have sounded hilariougrgpersed with her gasps
and cries. If Giles knew he would be highly indighabut she wanted to
laugh so badly that she nearly put down the pho@egause she was doing no
laughing with Matt.

'Fine upstanding young man, your Giles,' he shwlahted to see him.'

'You wanted to embarrass me.'

'l wouldn't have come up to you. | wouldn't evenédiacknowledged you.
Although he did look like a man who embarrasseslyeand not much
sense of humour either.'

She found herself saying stupidly, 'He does haeasesof humour. He can
be very funny.’'

'‘Not the same thing,' said Matt.

She made a belated attempt to keep this convermsstiort and sharp. 'I'm
not standing here discussing Giles with you. Jtast sut of my way. Just
keep right away from me.’

'Right," he said, and she put down the phone. Tamwmoshe would tell Giles
about Matt, emphasising that their meeting on Strbad been brief and
impersonal. Nobody could prove anything else, iil she called Matt's
bluff she was wide open to blackmail.

She went downstairs next morning to find her mothed father already
drinking coffee together in the kitchen, not a thithey often did, and
discussing where they would go when the house wlds-<hey had to stay



local, because of Laurence's business. Sylvia bhgkenger than ever in a
pale blue silk dress, her eyes shining, brimmingrowith enthusiasm.
Laurence, casual in sports gear—it was squash at dlub this
morning—also seemed to have shed years. The haalsleden a burden on
his shoulders and now it was lifting.

'Hello, poppet,’ he greeted Lucy. 'Sleep well?'
She said yes, although she had had better nights.

'We're looking through the property pages,' sardhi@ther. A Sunday paper
was open on the table. 'But there doesn't seem émything round here. I'll
get in touch with some estate agents tomorrow.'

'Don't you think we should wait until we're surésthouse is sold?' Lucy
ventured and got protests from both of them. Lacgeknew what old
George had said and that was good enough for hitviaSould not bear to
waste a minute.

'We've got to know where we're going and there'sigoh to be done. Not
only that, but the wedding's in May. There aretfadl preparations for that.
The time will fly, it will simply rush by.’

Lucy heard her mother's voice getting higher areddliock ticking on the

kitchen wall, and suddenly it seemed to her that words and ticking

quickened, faster and faster, into a single higbkheid note. She had the
oddest sensation, as if she was on a roller-coastexr runaway horse,
something that was rushing her willy nilly into gkdew what. And she

heard her name called.

'‘Lucy!" It was her mother, or maybe her father, and thea®n ebbed and
the clock ticked its separate seconds. 'Are yougit?' asked Sylvia.

'Yes.'
'Of course she's all right,’ said Laurence. Hengi@ihis coffee cup, picked

up hisSunday Timeand said he would see them later. Sylvia reacbexta
the table to touch Lucy's hand.



"You're cold,' she said, her voice rising agais thme in surprise.

It was surprising because the morning was warmtl@adoom was warm.
Lucy managed a small smile. 'Over- excitement,dsgu

'‘Could be a summer chill." Sylvia leaned even fnrtforward, mouthing
rather than speaking aloud, 'You're not pregnant?’

‘No, | am not.'

'Giles's mother would have a fit if you were and dem't want her turned
against you.'

'Don't worry," Lucy said wearily.

Her mother, looking relieved, hastened to add,e$ils a lovely man
but—well, he does have rather a mother-fixationl, #tit's only wedding
nerves you've no problems.’

You think not, thought Lucy. She said, 'The phoamirer's coming at ten.’

'‘And brides-to-be are supposed to look radianigl Sglvia, because there
were shadows under Lucy's eyes and it would belafvdhe was catching

something. Odd viruses were always around andatagsno time for Lucy

to be falling sick.

Sylvia had immediately discounted her panic that deaughter could be
pregnant. The girl had too much common sense ala$ @ias hardly the

passionate type who might have swept her off hetr fdaybe the fuss and
the excitement were telling on her but it wouldvi@rse than a nuisance if
stress affected her looks. Sylvia thought beautg atirimportant in a

woman and Giles Lessing had not married Lucy yet.

Fred the photographer arrived a few minutes beBles. A lanky, balding
young man, he wanted to get this job over with—he lais wife had other
plans for their Sunday—but before he had time tohee impatient Giles's
Daimler was turning into the drive.



Sylvia and Laurence greeted Giles as if he wasafdend they hadn't seen
for ages, and he kissed Lucy and told her she egdgrig lovely.

'‘Come on, lovebirds," said Fred. 'Let's get thmsasbn the road.’

Giles looked askance and Lucy reminded him, Tsigred Owen. He's
come to take our picture for tierald.'

'Yes, of course.'

Giles was not photogenic with his pleasant bluatifees but he had agreed,
and he let Fred take over with fairly good grackey were photographed
sitting side by side on the sofa—'Just look intcheather's eyes.'" And
outside under the cedar tree—'Put your arm roundTimat's right. Give her
a kiss then.’

Giles did not, but he did look at Lucy with deefeafion and she thought
how dear he was and how much she loved him, agdiwith all her heart to
show that when she looked at him.

‘That should do it,' said Fred, with what he coesed a good selection in the
bag. He winked at Lucy and patted her cheek amddGdes, "You're a lucky
guy, she's a cracker. I've always fancied her doimgetotten.'

'‘Now he tells me.' Lucy laughed, but when Fred draway Giles said, 'He's
very familiar.'

'He was joking,' she protested.

'l didn't like it." She almost said, 'Oh, don'tdmestuffy, he's mad about his
wife," but Giles went on huffily, "You belong to mew and | don't like other
men leering at you.'

'We're workmates,' said Lucy.

'Not for much longer,' Giles said.



Sylvia said quickly, 'Isn't it marvellous about th@use? You do know about
the house?"

Giles did, and he also knew of a superb apartnagingctively located, that
they could get at a very low price. Lucy thouglitplbelong to him and | can
understand that he would object to me having ajirtgs with the likes of

Matt. But it also seems that | can't even takerdlgeibbing from the likes

of Fred.

She might have been on the defensive today bedsrseonscience was
raw, but it seemed that Giles was becoming evererpossessive. He was
cheerful and complimentary and in good spirits louty felt that he kept a
tightening hold on her. His hand was either on &en or round her
shoulders and she wished she could stop thinkiagthiat was all it was, a
light pressure, nothing like the shock of sensatiat Matt's touch released
in her.

She was lunching at Giles's home. Her mother wakiang out, too, and her
father was off to his club, and they all partedwgiiles and friendly words.
In the car Giles turned on music, the sun was sgiand everything was
almost too good to be true, and she wondered agairagain if she would
do better to let things ride. Open confession mighgood for the soul but
she doubted if it would do her relationship withHeSimuch good. In the
meantime the sun shone in a bright blue sky andsGilas humming more
or less in tune with the music, and when they reddtiory Grange the front
doors were open as though everyone beyond thoss d@s waiting for

them.

The house was white stone four-storey Georgian, rtiost desirable
residence for miles around, just as Sir Georgelawty Lessing were the
cream of local society. As Giles and Lucy walket ithe hall, Alys Lessing
came forward to envelop Lucy in a scented embrace.

Alys never failed to live up to her position. Wikter silver hair, always
smoothly and beautifully styled, her couture clstlamd her honest belief
that she and her menfolk were a cut above almostyeme, she was a
natural for lady of the manor. She had decidedytthe same time as Giles,
that Lucy Gillingham might be the girl for him. Tieehad been other girls,



of course, but Giles did not realise how much heelieen influenced, for his
own good, into cooling those relationships. Lucysveasweet girl, pretty,
helpful, bright, and it was time that Giles wagls®j down.

His mother stood back, smiling and gracious. 'Arfthina very charming
dress. But then, you always look charming.’

‘Thank you," said Lucy.

'What a pity about the ring. But you'll have it yesoon and next Sunday
we'll have one of our little parties, a little detation.’

During this hot summer there had been several lypaches here, with a
buffet set out in the orangery, and guests loungaingund the pool,
sunbathing and swimming. Friends, business contectployees and local
celebrities had mingled and Lucy had helped assGilgirlfriend, moving
around, seeing that plates and glasses were fidledon Sunday she would
be wearing his ring, one of the family now and amager in the background.

"You invite who you like," said Alys. 'We'll make @ list," she went on, ‘only
don't let Maud start telling fortunes.'

That was a little joke. Maud Beale was too bizéoreAlys Lessing's taste,
but she was a good-hearted soul and a little egcigpin the elderly could
always be laughed off. Maud had not been the prnobiaen Alys realised
her son could become serious about Lucy Gillingham.

Now she said, 'Run along, dear. You'll find youh& somewhere around.
Lucy and | want a moment to ourselves.’

Do we? thought Lucy, and watched Giles walk awathwiry amusement.
Sir George and his son ran a thriving business aluaty from the works
Alys Lessing was boss. She treated both of theifntlagy were small boys,
but she was caring and Lucy found it rather endegari

Now she was walking upstairs and Lucy dutifullyldeled. She knew the
house fairly well, Giles's apartment best of ali, this was the first time she
had been into the master bedroom. From the deepfpihe white carpet to



the rich patina of furniture and fittings, everywhespelled wealth and
luxury. Lucy could easily have found herself stgraround, which would
probably have been considered ill-mannered. Th& fime Giles had
brought her home she had said, 'What a perfeckindm house,' and Lady
Lessing had said, 'Oh, yes,' in chilly tones ashié& thought Lucy was
coveting it.

Since then Lucy had avoided overpraising anythivpat she had been
brought in here to see was lying on the bed, foidddaves of yellowing
tissue paper. Alys asked, quite anxiously, 'Do lyave a family veil?'

So this was another heirloom, like the ring of liiag diamonds. 'No," said
Lucy. Her mother had married in a stylish gown drad. In wedding
photographs Lucy's parents had looked stunningrasfars, but there was
no thought of putting anything aside for a futueaughter to wear at her
wedding.

‘Then you must wear this,’ said Alys. 'You'll be fourth generation.' She
raised it reverently from its wrappings. It waseabtiful veil, embroidered
with lovers' knots and flowers in tiny seed peadsam- coloured now
rather than white, and well preserved althoughatl to be fragile as
gossamer.

Alys was handling it carefully but Lucy gasped, vidHawful if it fell apart.’

'It will stand one more wearing and then perhapsavehave it made up into
a christening robe."’

Lucy stood mute; she dared not think that far ahead

'‘Come and see.' Alys indicated a cheval mirror lainc crossed to it. Alys
draped the veil over Lucy's head and shouldersLamg held it in place
with fingertips. She was almost afraid to toudh itase it disintegrated. 'l've
been saving it for Giles's bride, of course," sAigs, talking to the
reflection, 'and I'm so glad it's you.'

Lucy looked at the face of the girl in the mirrardawondered why Lady
Lessing could not see worry there, smiling a forsenile.



But Giles's mother's smile was happy enough. 'ltaomd telling you, my
dear, that | don't have much time for modern girls.

'I'm a modern girl.’

'Of course you are, but you're not one of the wilés.' She laughed at the
very idea of Lucy running wild, and Lucy took offe veil that smelled of
cedarwood and had to be stored in the open ceddraloest at the foot of
the bed. 'Please take it,' she begged. 'It's satibdaand so delicate.’

You'll be a beautiful bride." Lady Lessing beganfald and rewrap the
billowing cloud. 'And something else | don't miredling you now and this
will be our little secret. | did have some doubtsfiest. 1 know I'm
old-fashioned but I've always had a horror of sehr@iles takes after me in
that, and—forgive me but, well, there's always talla small town about
anyone who--'

'‘Aunt Maud?' Lucy burst out laughing. 'Oh, I've eetrieard of Aunt Maud
causing acandall admit she does make herself felt on all thoserodtees
and since the murals on the schoolroom walls tbarhasn't been too keen
on holding the jumble sales in there.’

She was talking rubbish but suddenly Alys Lessoagooned in wealth and
respectability, seemed incredibly stupid.

'Oh, no," said Alys. 'Not Maud. Your mother.' Ligclips set and Alys said
placatingly, 'She is such an attractive woman, $oe& young. She always
has.' She touched her own lacquered hair and lhaxyght, you're jealous.
'‘But she does have rather a flirtatious manneratidst | wondered if you
were—well, as lively and as popular as she is. @irge, as | got to know
you better | knew that you would take your marriggers as seriously as |
do myself, and that my son's happiness would ksl you.'

She got up stiffly from replacing the veil in theest and let the lid drop with
a little bang. Lucy would have given anything to dlde to say that her
mother was worth a dozen of her, and perhaps S@ilimgham was. But
she was popular and lively and by that Lady Lessieant that she was
outrageously attractive and imprudent.



Lucy knew instinctively that Giles's mother hadestigated her. Discreetly
of course, talking with friends, making casual d@nqs, but all she would
have learned was that Lucy had had boyfriends boerhat amounted to
much and never a breath of scandal. So she coudd the heirlooms, the
ring and the veil. Lady Lessing was acting as i€ dtad paid her a
compliment.

'My goodness,’ she said quite merrily, 'the men bél wondering what's
happened to us and we have other guests for ldtochand here we are
having our litle chat. | do wish the ring had beke right size. There are
others, of course, but Giles chose that one anduima he knows what your
taste is. Oh, you're very right for each other,degr.’

Lucy wondered if this had also been a warning aldt was expected of
her in the future. She liked Giles's mother. Shd kavied him that
single-minded devotion and very soon she had lelaira Alys approved of
her. Giles had told her, 'My mother likes you,'tguearly on. Everybody
knew that Sylvia Gillingham had a racy reputatioand it was
understandable that Alys might be concerned, buag tactless to mention
it. These last few days Lucy had found her tolegathceshold slipping.

She walked downstairs, listening to Alys. In thaike it was usually Alys
Lessing doing the talking. Now she was saying, ‘@Quber guests are Robert
and Marion Brownlow, the Dean of Wichfield Cathddrad his wife. The
wedding will be in the cathedral on the fourteeoitiMay.'

Lucy knew that the Brownlows were coming to lunald ahe knew the date
of the wedding, but she was beginning to resens Algssing's assumption
that everything would be done her way. She wasnéyy to see Giles's
mother as complacent and prejudiced and stupid.

The Dean and his wife were none of those thingd,thay congratulated
Giles and Lucy warmly. They were a good advertisgnier marriage,
having just had their ruby wedding and looking saln it.

'May's a lovely month," said Marion Brownlow, a Haome horse-faced
woman with a warm and charming smile.



'It's the best time for Giles to take a holidaynfravork,' said Alys.

Lucy imagined the effect if she said, 'May coulddmeunlucky month for
me. Last May | got married on Strona and that hasme me much good.'

Across the table at Ivory Grange everybody wasoodghumour and good
form. Good food was served, the talk flowed easihyd nobody saw
anything wrong in Lucy. She answered brightly wisée was spoken to,
and nobody noticed that the rest of the time she quaet.

Windows overlooked impeccably tended gardens armay was seated so
that she only had to raise her head to look out. f8hind herself studying
shadows, her eyes caught by the slightest movewtent a bird flew low or
a breeze stirred the leaves of a tree. She knewMhat would not be out
there, but she felt his presence and it scaredddrat she hardly tasted the
food she was swallowing.

What it really came to was that she couldn't stopking about him. She
was here, with her new family and friends, andradltime she was looking
for Matt. She looked at the Brownlows and they weoe, they really were.
Then she looked at Sir George and Alys and Gilestb@y were nice, too.
She was going to spend the rest of her life witle€siand if she did tell him
that she had met Matt before the worst thing sheédcdo was add, 'And
since he tracked me down | haven't been able thigetut of my mind, day
or night.'

After lunch they sat out on the terrace and aftevhde Giles and Lucy
wandered off, around the gardens. Behind theliiesige he kissed her and
she kissed him back. Then she asked him, 'How ddagxe me?' Through
her mind went Elizabeth Browning's lines for herbRd: 'How do | love
thee ? Let me count the ways. | love thee to tipghdend breadth and height
my soul can reach.’

'How?' Giles thought it was the wrong word. Thegjiom surely was why?
'‘Because you're very beautiful,’ he said, 'and semget.' She looked at him,
her eyes still questioning. 'And we're very hapmyether and we'll have a
good marriage.'



He stroked her hair and ran his hands down herldémuand back, pressing
her closer to him, and she wondered if soaringasgstould grow from this
comforting closeness so that nothing else in thddmweould matter. She
asked, 'How do you feel when | kiss you?'

‘Good.’
'l don't set fire to your blood?"

‘That sounds rather uncomfortable." He was smiiihper and there was
none of the power that could have drawn her and kégether like two

planets on a collision course. She wished he wdasde control for a

moment, but Giles would have died of shame at besnght in any state of
real intimacy, and somebody else could come stigplound that hedge.

He said, 'Mother showed you the veil.'

'It's beautiful, but very fragile." They walked ¢through the rose garden,
holding hands. 'We had a little chat,' she told.Htha raised an eyebrow at
that. 'She said she wasn't sure about me at Tirstt' made him smile again.

'Not for long.’

'If I had had a past I'd have been out of the ng' She smiled as she said
it.

'Mother's old-fashioned,' said Giles.
'So she said.'

He defended her hastily, '‘On the whole her stargdarelthe right ones. She's
always given me good advice. Her reasons for loyimg are some of the
reasons why | do. She's an idealist and so am I.'

He turned her towards him, speaking gravely andiddy. 'l love you
because | can trust you. | know you'd never lim&g or cheat on me. You're
good." Then he smiled again. 'As well as being saubful. Mother was
right. You're the one | was waiting for.’



She got away late afternoon when the Dean andifeshad to leave. They
were passing the end of her road and she saidst Ioe going soon, too. I've
got some work to finish tonight. An article | hawehand in in the morning.’

Giles said that of course he would run her backfhere wasn't much point
in both cars covering the same ground. Lucy kisdkthe Lessings and as
they walked towards the Dean's car Giles askeé,yAu all right?'

'A bit of a headache."

‘Too much sun. You should wear a hat.’

The afternoon had seemed very long. She couldaxtrehe needed to get
away. When the Brownlows dropped her at her gaenstved, smiling, and
then walked slowly towards the house.

It was empty. There was no answer when she calagpne in?' from the
hall, and she went up to her room and flopped dowithe bed. Staring-at
the ceiling didn't help but one thing was cleare Booner Aunt Maud made
up her mind about the cottage and Matthew Lomasdein, the better. If he
and Giles ever met she was on a slippery slope.

She went down again into the hall and dialled Adatud's number. 'Hello?'
said Maud Beale, who always answered the phorfeshe expected to hear
something interesting.

'It's Lucy. Have you decided about the cottage'yet?

'l think | shall let him have it.'

'l think so, too," said Lucy. 'When will he be leay?’

'Would you like to talk to him? He's here.’

‘No, thank you.' She was sure Aunt Maud was waligigphone in Matt's

direction. She put her own phone down and whenaitgr almost
immediately she ignored it. If the sale was settiedhad no excuse for



hanging around and she did not want to talk to I8he had nothing to say
that she had not said already.

She made herself a cup of instant coffee and westde, where the sun was
still shining, to sit in the shade of the cedaetead drink it. It was a big
garden. Once there had been garden parties hedd trerquet matches
played on the lawn. There was still a tennis cbuttold Joe was gardener
here, too, and by the time he got back from higlagk the grass was going
to be too much for him. They would have to get Soody in to cut it
although, sitting here, drinking her coffee, Luaypposed she should be
trying to get the lawnmower going herself.

She wasn't keen. It was a brute of a machine; dmdyseemed to have the
knack. But she wheeled it out of the shed, turheddn' switch and began to
yank the pullcord. Half a dozen jolting jerks hgrdhised a- splutter and
when the engine did finally catch it chugged thegtd of the lawn and
turned on her when she tried to get it round to edrack. Well, that was
how it felt. Somehow her hand was wrenched andbher fingernails was
bent back. She let go with a howl of pain.

The engine stalled and stopped and she surveyesplienail. On her ring
hand, too, the hand that would be on display ang thow, so that took care
of the next fifteen minutes; she would be doin@jair job. She sat at her
dressing-table, gluing and patching, and then spainted the gold-flecked
varnish to hide the flaw. At the end it looked fingo long as she
remembered it was brittle.

When the varnish was dry she put on a thick pagavfiening gloves and
went out to have another go at the wretched molvehould have been
replaced years ago. She started off again, jerthegpull cord, getting a
punishing kickback but no spark until she was gagfpor breath. When the
cord whipped out of her hand, sending her off-batashe snarled, 'Start,
you perisher," and, still sprawling, kicked it.

'So you're the girl who beats up lawnmowers,' b4att. "You've flooded the
carburettor.'



'l don't know about flood it, I'd like to drown'iShe propped herself up on
an elbow, cupping her chin in her hand. 'l suppasefell out of the trees.
And don't say Aunt Maud sent you.'

‘All right, | won't.'

'Did she?’

'She said you wanted to know when I'll be leaving.’

"Well?'

'Is that what you want?'

Of course it was. She spoke slowly, deliberateith & slight pause between
each word for emphasis. 'l—want—you--' But whensteted to grin she
finished hastily, 'to shove off.' He went on grimai

‘Shall I look at your lawnmower first?'

She would like to see it knock him flat. 'How kihshe said.

'Give it a minute.' He sat down beside her on tlasg and she nibbled her
jagged nail—it had broken, of course—and asked Wé&re you going?'

'I'm painting the schoolroom for her first.'

Not before time, but it was not what Lucy wantethéar. She sighed deeply
and a silence settled that was not bothering hine. Ibloked very
comfortable, and when he did get up he did it reloity.

As he switched on the mower she said, 'Don't blan@df it kicks you in the
teeth.'

'Of course | shall blame you; you kicked it filSobme on, mate, do your best
for me and I'll keep her off you." He was strontj@m she was, yanking the
cord, he gave it a firmer steadier pull, and he n@isgoing to tire either,



although it seemed to catch maddeningly quickly ighet healthily while
he stripped off his shirt and tossed it on to tress.

Now it was a pussy cat, positively purring, makiogely long straight lines,
better than Joe had managed for years. Lucy wattineas he went to and
fro with that easy animal grace and thought, | kryowr body better than |
know Giles's. | know how brown and strong it is d&gv the muscles move.
| don't know your mind right now, but | could fomlyself that | do, and that
that was why | came back here, because you weregngom

She had no business lolling around feeling relexad contented and she
was about to get up when the mower stopped. Thaavgaty, with the back
lawn almost finished. She said, 'l told you it iesperamental.’

'It's out of petrol. Have you got any?'
'l don't think so.'

‘That's it then.' He sat down again and said '8b&ed me her photograph
album this morning. You as a child.’

Like the doting grandmother. Lucy grimaced. 'Thatsinhave been very
boring for you. | remember some of them.’

‘There was one of you lined up after a school plasad little face, trying to
smile because your parents hadn't turned up andwwe the star of the
show.'

She could imagine Aunt Maud leafing through theualb becoming
sentimental and confiding. God knew, Lucy's chilothevas none of Matt's
business and she said, 'l don't remember thdiguwgh she did, vividly.

He went on. 'She said, "l only hope Lucy isn't miaig for security”.

It was too bad of Aunt Maud to discuss her likes thith a stranger, and
anyhow security was not a bad thing. She said goMIhere on earth did
she get that idea?’



'She said that Giles is reliable, and your parargs't.'

It shocked her that Aunt Maud had told him she &éaer been neglected.
Nobody else said that and it was a long time sincenattered; at

twenty-three she was capable of looking after hierSke said, 'Aunt Maud
was always fanciful and she's getting worse. Giled | are getting married
because we love each other.' His eyes gleamedseaittething that could
have been laughter or scorn, or even anger.

'‘Not because the Lessings are loaded?' he saly, softl it happened again,
the urge to hit him so that her open hand almasi toswipe at him. She
looked at it in mid-swing as though it belongeddonebody else, and jerked
it down. 'Why did you run out on me in Strona?ds&ed. 'Why didn't you
stay to say goodbye?’

'‘Because it was easier just to go.'

'Do you always take the easy way out?'

Why not, if there was an easy way? But she couldok him in the face
because she knew that he would consider compraarks®d of cowardice.
‘Not always,' she said.

'‘But you're not telling Giles that we've met beftre

'Maybe | should? | think you will. As you saidwis nothing. | could have
forgotten I'd seen you until you reminded me.'

He had said she was unforgettable, dwedmostcertainly was, but she
managed a cool, dismissive expression, sittingetheands looped around
her ankles as he lounged beside her shirtlessraiidg.

"You don't think that's possible, do you?' she &aittly. "You think you're the
man no woman could forget. And do stop laughingialbbse | am getting
very bored with this situation.’



'It's livening up,' he said and she saw what hela@sang at. Or rather who.
Giles was coming towards them over the newly catsgir ‘'Now's your
chance to tell him," said Matt.



CHAPTER FIVE

MAYBE Lucy should have stayed where she was, sittinghengrass.
Scrambling up looked like guilt and brushing hertsttown looked worse,
but she did it automatically as soon as she saasGWatt didn't move and
Giles came striding towards them with an expressi@t could only be
described as bullish.

She was neither writing an article nor nursing adaehe; she was sprawling
on the grass with a half- naked man, and Gilesdvady right to glare. She
said brightly, 'Hello, darling. What are you doingre?’

To which he inevitably replied, 'What are you?"

'This is Matthew Lomas," she said, playing for tim&nd this is Giles
Lessing, my fiance.'

The men acknowledged each other, Giles with a nod. Matt said,
‘Congratulations,’ without making it clear who haswcongratulating.

'Matthew has been cutting the lawn for me," Luclglbed on. 'Old Joe's on
holiday and he's been cutting Aunt Maud's grasselau finished that?"

‘All done,’ he said.
'Well, he's nearly finished the lawn," said Lucy.

'Well,' said Giles, 'get on with it, my man.' Mgtit up; taller, broader than
Giles; the idea of him being anyone's man but his was absurd.

She said, 'We've run out of petrol, and Matthew ssgardener. He's staying
at Aunt Maud's while she decides whether to sall thie cottage on Strona.’

She could not get out the words 'where we met iy’ Mdthough she half
expected Matt to say that.



Instead he said, 'I'm painting the schoolroom farow and hoping she'll
knock it off the price.' He picked up his shirth&s thinking of turning it
into a museum.'

Lucy yelped 'Awhat?'

‘A small museum of local history and local trades."

Giles looked at Lucy, who shrugged. 'First I'verdeaf it.'

'Sounds a crackbrained scheme,’ said Giles.

'Whose idea was that?' asked Lucy.

"You'd better come down and ask her. Nice to hageywu,' he said affably
to Giles. 'I've heard a lot about you.'

Giles didn't know what to make of that. He gruntedeply and Matt strode
off across the lawn. 'What's he mean, he's hedad about me?' Giles
muttered 'From you?'

'From Aunt Maud," said Lucy. That was probably trexen if it was part of
alie.

'‘And he's staying with her? Does she know him?"
'He wants to buy her cottage.’

'So you've told me.' Giles was getting impatieBtit 'what does she know
about him, apart from that?"

‘Not much.' The knowing was all on Matt's side, amte he had arrived in
Edgeford Aunt Maud had been filling in the gaps Hon. Now it seemed
she had plans for the schoolroom that Lucy susgderteild include Matt.

'l don't like him," Giles declared. 'He's not thedkI'd let into my home. A
very rough type.' Distaste flickered across hiefdde was miles off the
mark in his assessment of Matt, but the dislike imainctive and just as



Lucy had feared. 'l must say,' Giles warmed toghisvances, 'l didn't like
coming round the house just now and seeing yowe twéh him. | couldn't
believe it.’

She could have said, 'We were only talking," butrhimd was full of other

scenes and how Giles would have . reacted to tBemdled up in bed

together, for instance, and how near she had corteking as her lover the
man Giles would not let into his home.

'Have you met him before?' he asked.

‘At Aunt Maud's.' That was her chance of confesgmme for ever. Now she
would have to bluff it out.

"You didn't know he was coming here?’
'‘No.'

'She's always been foolish, your aunt,’ said GilBsit I'd say she's
overreached herself this time."'

Lucy bit back a denial that Aunt Maud was fooli$he could be very
sensible, but on the other hand she could be witdpractical and this idea
of opening a museum posed problems. She said milhe room's big
enough for a display centre and the house is $techdl she could half fill it
with what she's got. And she is a member of thallbistory society. They
might like a little museum.’

'I'm not talking about the museum,’ Giles snappéd.talking about that
man she's taken in. | might have a word with hewuabim. After all, she is
an old woman on her own.’

Lucy said, 'She wouldn't listen to you," and Gilesked surprised and
offended. He was not used to his opinions beingngth and Maud Beale
had always greeted him affably. He had taken igfanted that she admired
him and respected his judgment.



'She's stubborn as a mule,’ said Lucy, becauseati@nd because the last
thing Lucy wanted was Giles getting involved in @miiyg connected with
Matt.

The sun was setting and greyness was creeping tbeegarden. She
wondered crazily what would happen if she ran aftatt. He wouldn't have
got far. Out through the gates and a little way dd®hady Lane. If she
called him and ran and caught him up would the ey brighten and birds
start to sing again ? She said, 'Let's go ingeging cold. What brought
you?'

"You left in such a rush. When | told them you lsatieadache from too
much sun mother said she thought | should come dowlnrmake sure you
were all right.’

‘That was sweet of her."’

Inside the house Giles said 'You are a goose,tayeun?' He drew her
towards him and ruffled her hair. 'l can see BV& to be keeping a close eye
on you.'

"You will?' Her voice squeaked slightly.

"You're too naive, my darling. Why do you think$tépped off his shirt?"
'‘Because it's sweating work shoving that old mdwer.

Giles shook his head, smiling down at her. 'ShowifigHe's a womaniser.'

'Maybe,' she said, although the sight of Matt pegbto the waist was hardly
likely to shock her or surprise her.

'So you keep away from him," said Giles. 'Promige' m
'If I can.'

'‘Good girl. How's the headache?'



She had asked her mother that last night and Sylheadache had been an
excuse, too, so that was something Lucy and hehendtad in common.
Giles's mother could start totting up if she kn&ill with me,' said Lucy,
'but under control." She wished she could saydhgesabout her life.

Giles stayed until her parents came home aboughdiour later. They had
been looking at the apartment Giles had told thbouathis morning and
they were more than interested. They sat in th&idgaroom, drinking
coffee and talking about the advantages of modemmigng and heating,
while Giles told them about his plans for the ttgwf conversion of Ivory-
Grange.

He was surprised that Lucy had not mentioned homoiild be when they

set up home together, and he went into detailsambie had last night with
Matt practically within earshot. She would have edetter to have stopped
at Matt's table and introduced him as the man vatbrnade an offer for the
cottage. Giles had wanted to get out of the reatdland might have taken
some stopping, but Matt had been fully and rathal-wiressed, so far as her
brief glance could tell. Seeing him shirtless segtoehave convinced Giles
that he was a thug on the make.

'Don't you like that idea?' asked Giles and shksexhshe was biting her lip
and she might have been frowning. She had losthalihway through his
description of a room that would be a guest's badrd@y now he could be
anywhere; she hadn't been listening. She madelhsmsige and say, 'Of
course," and her mother said quickly,

'Of course you do. It all sounds delightful. Has s#id you Aunt Maud's had
an offer for the cottage in Scotland? We think sheuld sell it; it's never
been any use to her. Another of Maud's mad iddémmuegh that one was a
long time ago. She may be getting some sense ialti@ge, and taking the
money.’

‘Talking of mad ideas,’ said Giles, 'did you kndwe's planning to open a
museum?'

After a moment of astonishment they both laughetisaid, \WWhat?'



'In the old schoolroom,’ said Giles.

Sylvia shrieked.

'What's she going to put in a museum, apart froradtie"’

‘A small local museum,’ said Lucy. 'Local things;dl crafts.’
'Who told you this?' asked Laurence.

‘The man who might buy the cottage,’ Giles said:sldtaying at her house
and working on the schoolroom. He was here just.now

'Here? Why ?' That was Sylvia, asking Lucy and themng to Giles. It was
Giles who answered, 'Mowing your lawn.'

'‘Aunt Maud sent him," said Lucy, meeting their lléaces. 'He'd done her
lawns and it would have been too much for Joedkléawvhen he got back.
So— Matthew came up.'

'‘Matthew?' Sylvia echoed softly, and Lucy wondesbether her own voice
saying his name, had betrayed anything.

'‘Apparently Lucy had already met him at Miss Besglsaid Giles and Lucy
felt the apprehension in the air because thereneagdoiibt about Giles's
disapproval. 'l met him for the first time tonightvas not impressed. | didn't
like his manner at all. | hope he doesn't take athge of the old girl.'

Or even of the young girl, thought Lucy, and fedr lthroat constrict,
hysterical laughter rising in her. She said shakilye ran out of petrol. A
pity because the mower was going well.'

'Will he be back?' Sylvia's concern came over dijarp

'l didn't know,' said Lucy. .

'l strongly advise against it,’ said Giles. 'Hauskr me as a rough type, a
tough customer. I'll send one of our gardeners dolinrey both thanked him



and Lucy wondered what would happen if she saml)™é a fine upstanding
man yourself. What about you pushing the mower®' igtagined Giles,
shirtless and pink-skinned, puffing as he pushed, this time a giggle
surfaced, and Giles asked, 'What's the joke?'

She coughed. 'Just a tickle in my throat. That wobk very kind, if you
could get the grass cut. It would be a big help.’

"You should have mentioned it,’ said Giles. He géahat his watch. 'l must
be going.' He kissed Sylvia, and Laurence got wppar an affectionate arm
around his shoulders, saying,

‘Goodnight, my boy. We really appreciate what yodoing for us.'

He didn't mean the grass cutting. He meant takieg2ables off their hands
and finding them a luxury apartment that was a &argbecause their
daughter was marrying the son of Sir George Lessing

So do | appreciate it, thought Lucy as she went @itles to his car and he
kissed her goodbye. She was in his | debt and skemat begin to wonder if
the price she would pay was too high.

'What the hell was that all about?' her father deaed when she came back
into the drawing-room. He was flushed now and se $yvia, two bright
spots of colour on her cheekbones. The momentdbedaosed on Lucy and
Giles they must have started to panic. 'What's lgeémg on? What did he
say to Giles?'

'Whois he?' shrilled Sylvia. 'You never mentioned him.'

Lucy said quietly like someone repeating a les$da's the man who wants
to buy the cottage. He's staying at Aunt Maud'slevBhe makes up her
mind. He's painting the old schoolroom and he's\lekeng the garden and
she must have suggested he came up here and datvost'Her father gave
a bark of laughter. 'Maud sent him to mow the l&dwWgen has Maud ever
bothered about our grass growing?'



Her mother asked, as if she dreaded the answhle-sthis Matthew—a
good-looking man?' If Lucy had said no it might égwut Sylvia's mind at
rest but it would have been a very clumsy lie.

'Yes," was the only answer she could give.

'Did he come up here to see you?' Her father atfama. what did he say to
Giles? Giles didn't like his manner. What manners hat did go on out
there?' He was hectoring her as if he was in cawdt out to break down
someone in the witness box. It would be too croeééli them about Strona,
but he deserved a shock.

She looked him straight in the eyes, with a chgiehe had never seen in
her before. 'I'll tell you what happened,' she s&idame back from Giles's
home and | was trying to get the mower going mys&kn Matt walked in.’
She saw her mother's lips frame 'Matt', and she& aeriSo he took over. He
mowed the lawn, and we were sitting talking untderdedar tree when Giles
arrived. Giles's manner wasn't all that good. Hié kéatt to get on with the
mowing and what seemed to have worried him mosthatdviatt had taken
off his shirt and that he's quite a hunk. Therenkaauch talking. A couple
of minutes at most. No rowing, nothing like thdatwias all low key, but
Giles took an instant dislike to Matt.'

You didn't?' said Sylvia. 'No.*

Her mother looked across at her father, signalleaye this to me, and
Laurence Gillingham marched out of the room likean who has to move
fast before he loses his temper. Sylvia tried torgeerself more coffee but
the pot was empty. She picked up her cup with dregsnd turned it in her
hands', reminding Lucy of Aunt Maud reading thelézeves. "You wouldn't
do anything silly, would you?' she said.

'Like what?"

'Don't be so aggravating. You know what I'm talkagput. Like letting this
man get ideas about you. If he was attracted tol ymon't say Aunt Maud
wouldn't encourage him; she can be a real olddodlGiles was pretty mad
just now.'



'l noticed,’ said Lucy.

Sylvia set down the cup again with a bang thalkehit in the saucer. 'Well,
keep away from him," she ordered, 'and keep away funt Maud, too.
She's cracked enough to be certified and I'm baginto wonder if you've
got the sense you were born with.'

Rows in this house were commonplace but Lucy wakemmiddle of this
one. She turned to go. She couldn't stand herg loeuled and accused.

'Lucy," her mother called. 'Oflease!'and she had to look back.

Sylvia's eyes were brimming with tears. She blinkedlashes, as long and
dark as Lucy's own, and a tear rolled down herkh¥eu can't know what
it means to us,' she said, 'getting out of thisskoand getting some real
money for it, and we're so pleased that you're ymagrGiles. Don't spoil it.
Please show some sense and don't let it look aglthyou're playing around
or Giles's mother could finish things.' Sylvia ve&sired, and pleading.

'l do know the score,’ said Lucy, 'and | would e to get on the wrong
side of Giles's mother. She gave me a lecture tadbayit how much she
hates scandal and how she hoped being populanatgdoesn't run in the
family.'

'Oh,' said Sylvia, getting the meaning of that.

Lucy immediately relented and smiled, saying, 'Dao'ry. It isn't going to
happen.’

In her bedroom, that phrase ran through her h&adlrecurring refrain ... it
isn't going to happen, nothing is going to happeand she felt alone and
lonely like an old woman who had missed all hemdes of happiness.

In the morning she couldn't shake off her depress&he made up and
dressed and she looked bright enough, but shdrighed, as if her sparkle
and exuberance had gone.



Once again her mother and father were downstaicgdhaer, and they both
put on expressions of determined cheerfulness vghenwalked into the
kitchen. Her father cleared his throat. ‘Made aobian ass of myself last
night. There was no call to start bawling you &grry, poppet.’

Apologies from her father were something new andyLsaid, 'That's all
right.’

'Somebody should see Maud,' said Sylvia. 'GilesMsnavhat he's talking
about. He's a businessman, and if he thinks thatmmght be conning her
somebody ought to do something about it.'

Lucy couldn't resist 'Shall I?" and both of theraqtically leapt on her. Lucy
was to keep away. It was her father her mother meat Lucy. Laurence
had a busy day ahead of him, a busy week, but ldovixy to make time to

go down to the Old Schoolhouse. Now though, hetbda off to the office.

He drained his coffee and put down the empty cughbeylate with the toast
crumbs and the smear of marmalade. Lucy could yasthember them
breakfasting together, and now it was two successiornings.

'l hate this kitchen," her mother said. It was déhioned, but it did get the
morning sun; the breakfast room had damp patch@sgbing over to the
apartment again today to get some ideas for curtama carpets. I'm really
going to enjoy that. Why don't you come with me?'

'l can't. I'm working.'
Her mother pulled a face, 'That little job of yodi@esn't matter now.'

Perhaps not, but she needed the routine of it. &\&tike was working she
knew exactly what she was doing.

Lucy spent the morning calling on her customersguBsing their adverts,
showing them artwork suggestions, and mid-afterrskenwas sitting at her
table making notes when Jackie whistled softly laisded, 'l saw him first.’

Lucy looked up and felt as if she had stepped anlift shaft. Matt had just
walked in. The office was crowded and noisy andhkesn, who had the



most imposing desk as head of department, wasrigakaquiringly at him.
The full length of the room was between Kathlede'sk and the table where
Lucy and Jackie worked. Lucy couldn't hear what Wwesg said but she
was not the only one watching; every female healtinaned. "Who ishat}'
gurgled Jackie.

She didn't expect an answer; she expected him éosk@nger to Lucy, too.
Lucy would have liked to scream, 'Get out of hdregause whatever excuse
he had hevasfollowing her. He spoke for a few minutes. Kathldéistened,
then called, 'Lucy’, and Lucy got up.

Matt watched her walking towards him, moving betwé#® desks, and for
the life of her she couldn't break the eye conta&n when she reached
Kathleen's desk and was right beside him. "You'tlidlhus Miss Beale was
opening a local museum,' said Kathleen.

Lucy shrugged. It was an effort to turn her headaimls Kathleen. 'l don't
know much about it. She's having the schoolroormtpdi and she's
probably going to put some of her oddments in @ eall it a museum. But
you know Aunt Maud, it could end up as a strip club

Kathleen laughed. 'Get along with you. It soundsergsting. She wants an
ad in for the next four weeks asking for bygones.'

'She shouldn't be buying more junk,' said Lucy.

'If it's junk,' said Matt, 'it should come cheagthaugh she's hoping for
donations: old photographs, turn out your attia$ @ellars and see what you
come up with. A collecting box for charity at thead. The local history

society are meeting tonight and I've come | toasmut getting in a notice
asking anyone interested to contact her.’

'Why not?' said Lucy tartly. The more the mertier.
Kathleen's eyebrows rose because Lucy was notlysmalppish. A display

of instant hostility would start tongues waggingLsicy forced a smile. 'Do
you know each other?' asked Kathleen.



There was silence and then Matt said, 'Hardlylat@ doing some work on
the old schoolroom.'

'‘Lucy must do a little write-up for next week'steah," said Kathleen. 'Then
if the museum gets off the ground we'll do a realtdire.’" Lucy's lips parted
to say something that would get her out of that,thare was nothing she
could say. She was the obvious choice, so she'Sail.'

'I'l-give you some details," said Matt.

‘Thanks. You're the expert on antiques aren't ygapecially Staffordshire
pottery.'

'Marvellous stuff,’ he said. 'l can't get enouglit.of

By now everybody was watching them. Voices werehbdsand when a
phone rang it sounded unnaturally loud and the womho answered it
could be heard all over the room.

Lucy sat down at her table and Matt stood just fxelier, leaning against
the wall. She wished there had been a spare cheduse this meant that he
was looking down at her, which was almost as distgr as if he was
touching the nape of her neck. She turned a pagerofotebook, reached
for a ballpoint pen and asked, 'What exactly isahgng for?"

‘A small museum of local interests." She wrote tlwatn. 'Somebody called
Bernard Beddows is preparing a map of the towheturn of the century,
naming shops and landmarks.' She made a notetptdbaShe was having
her work cut out keeping the writing steady, aneemwbkhe did glance up it
was to see Jackie, chin cupped in her hands, iingjgaptly as though she
was thrilled to bits by these plans for the oldasttoom.

In fact Lucy could think of nothing less likely ioterest Jackie than a
museum. Matt was the attraction, his lazy voice dtiiking looks. Meeting

Lucy's ironic gaze, Jackie grinned and looked baichatt and said, It

sounds fascinating. A little museum; what a smagfkdea. | wonder how |

could help. By the way, I'm Jackie Allen. Who aoaiy'



'Matthew Lomas.'

You're new in town?'

'Yes. I'm painting the schoolroom for Miss Beale.'

'‘And staying in the Old Schoolhouse,' Lucy saidndyi

‘Are you two old friends?' Jackie couldn't creditcly having a friend like
this and never mentioning him, but there did sesivetsomething between
them, some sort of tension. She was dying to heabaut him, especially
what plans he had for passing the time besidegipgitine old schoolroom.
'We met at Miss Beale's on Friday," he said an#lidaaid 'Really ?' as if
that was good news. Anyone could tell what she thisking and hoping.
Next she'd be asking if his family lived near helide-his wife? But Lucy
hoped her friends would not get too friendly witlat¥l If they did he might
talk, or at least decide not to move on too soon.

She shut her notebook and stood up. 'l should kiega&unt Maud about
this. Are you coming?'

She didn't need to look back. She knew he was bghind her and that as
soon as they left the room everybody would stadkirtg. On her way down
the stairs she said, 'There was no need to tuat tine office. She could have
phoned that ad in.'

'l suppose she could. But then | wouldn't hare sd®ere you worked.'

Out in the street she made for Aunt Maud's. "WIsatone of your business.'
'‘Good crowd are they, your workmates?"

'l get on with them all very well. Especially widlackie.’

'The one fascinated by museums who wondered howalid help?'

‘The one who was wondering how she could find bybu're married.'



"You can tell her,' he said, 'only on Strona.’

She was darting across the main road when helsatidnd it brought her to
a sudden standstill so that a van braked. Matpgdper elbow and yanked
her out of the way. 'Let's live," he said.

'What do you mean, only on Strona ? Are you gomigll anyone that?'
'‘No." But he still held her elbow.

She muttered through clenched teeth. ‘Let go of armg looked around
instinctively to see if anyone she knew was watghiem.

He put his hands in his pockets and drawled, 'Sareyam. Next time I'll let
the bloody van hit you.'

' might have preferred that,"' she said idiotically

Aunt Maud's front door was ajar and the smell af paint reached Lucy as
she walked in. She followed the sound of voices ihie parlour where
Maud Beale was in conference with two of her creneewoman who was
almost bouncing up and * down in her chair withheisiasm, and Bernard
Beddows, retired bank manager and chairman ofoited history society.

Lucy was drawn into their happy circle. They cotii@vait to get started on
Maud's new project and tonight the society wasrga meeting and Lucy
would be coming, of course. Matt had not followed imto the room but she
was sure he would be at the meeting.

If somebody else had been painting the schoolroamy lwould have
thought it was all quite a lark. It was going t@yide Aunt Maud and her
friends with action and interest. Lucy could harcdiynplain that it would be
too much for Aunt Maud because she never had auple recruiting
helpers, and if it didn't work out she could alwalsse down and hand back
the exhibits.



But Matt was involved, so Lucy was racking her bsaito think of
arguments against. She said, 'Don't overdo it amt go buying things you
can't afford.’

She was talking to Aunt Maud, but Bernard Beddolesred his throat,
reminding Lucy that he was Maud's financial advessi could be relied on
to watch her interests. 'What's it going to coduta the schoolroom into a
display centre?' Lucy persisted. 'You can't jushiptne walls and call it a
museum.'

'‘Come and see.' Maud Beale swept out of the parpesful as a child with
a new toy, opening the door fromthe wide entrana# imto the old
schoolroom. In there the junk had been moved tosihe and there were
ladders, brushes, tins. The ceiling between thh highed beams and the
walls had been painted pale peach. It was an ingpnent on the
psychedelics.

'Very pretty,' said Lucy. 'Did he do it?"'

'Matthew? Yes. And when | saw how nicely it was aogron | thought it's
always been wasted space and | should be using sbimething.' She had
bought this property fifty years ago, and plannedpen an antique shop
with the man she was going to marry. But he had dieen a ship sank and
the old schoolroom had never had a real purposattiiéw suggested a
museum,’ she said.

'What has it got to do with him?'

Maud Beale chuckled. 'Well, I've always been a nwglve collected
enough to fill a museum. And you were asking howcimthis is going to
cost? Now that's Matthew again. That's what he.dde's a builder and a
carpenter; he can do everything we need doingre.he

'For how much?'

'‘Bernard says we're getting him cheap. Matthew Baylsenjoy doing it and
| think we're lucky.'



'l think lucky is not the word," Lucy muttered. 'Bléoo handy by half.
Gardener, builder. He came up and did our lawn—kmow that?' Aunt
Maud did.

'‘And I'm glad Giles didn't hear what Matt told nmuid said, that | could be
marrying him for security. | don't know what youneehinking of, showing
Matt those old photographs and telling him | wadeprived child who
nobody loved.'

'Did | say that?' Maud seemed to be finding a fiawhe perfect paintwork
of one of the walls. She was frowning at that rathan facing Lucy. 'Well,'
she said truculently, 'his mother does chooseitlisignds.’

'You never said that as well?' Lucy would neverenbelieved that Aunt
Maud could be so indiscreet.

'‘Now that is true,’ which Maud Beale seemed to iclemsll the defence she
needed. 'Poor Charlotte Machim got her marchingrmsrdecause she'd seen
a bit of life before Giles started taking an instri@ her.’

'‘But that was years ago.' Charlotte, a beauty qweéma roving eye, had
been married and divorced and married again shere t

'‘And the girl who worked in their offices ..." AuMaud seemed to know
more about Giles's past than Lucy did '... her fiamasn't good enough for
her ladyship.'

'Stop it!  won't listen to another word." Lucy hiaglard enough local gossip.
'Giles's mother has always been very nice to me bkelher very much, but
if you want to wreck my life you're going the righiy about it. | love Giles.
You know that so why are you doing this?'

'‘But it took you so long to make up your mind.’

'So what's wrong with that?' Only long enough tckenaure. She had her
parents' example to prove that marriage shouldbastished.



'l knew as soon as | saw Martin,' said Maud Bediat he was the one |
could have lived with all my life." She had liveerhife alone but Lucy could
imagine the girl she used to be, too heavy-featdoedbeauty and yet
beautiful.

There was a photograph of her Martin upstairs byd/&bed and Lucy said
gently, 'l know.' She was going to insist, 'l deddGiles,' but Maud sighed
and said,

'It was as though we knew each other so well. Avadis how Matthew said
he felt when he first saw you.'

That was Matthew's little joke. That was no firseeting in the green
parlour on Friday night, and Lucy tasted bitternidss acid in her mouth.
She could have safdwe learned all but the naked truth of each othmer o
Strona,’ but she was glad now that she had told Mawad nothing of that. It
would only have made her more concerned that Giight not be the love
of Lucy's life. She could decide that Matt's finglibucy and turning up like
this was written in the stars. And although shedikiles well enough she
might think a dark handsome stranger was more réman

Lucy had to make the whole thing seem ridiculoMgell, | don't feel
anything about him," she said, ‘except that hesfier with the gift of the
gab, and he's got a nerve if he thinks I'd lookénat him." Her scornful little
laugh was genuine; she had summed him up neatyyw&ht on, 'He isn't
half the man Giles is," but thought she should dtepe because that she was
not so sure about. She said quickly, 'Giles didlixien so much that he made
me promise to keep away from him. So long as rex's hshall stay away.'

‘There's no need for that," Aunt Maud protested_bay felt there was every
need.

‘Tell him to stop playing silly games,' she safdthd you stop, too. No more
talk like this, and | don't want you discussingé&Silor me with him." She
patted Maud's shoulder, half hug, half a slighksehand walked out of the
old schoolroom hearing Maud sighing deeply.



| love Giles for all sorts of reasons, she remindecelf as she went towards
the door, while Matt means nothing but trouble.rEhs no contest, but | am
keeping away from him.

As she opened the door into the street she lookekl IShe had not meant to
but it was as though someone called her name. Notadl There was only

Matt in the hall at the bottom of the stairs and khew he had not spoken.
Neither of them moved. Their eyes met for a brieihment $nd oh, it was

there, the pull between them that was drawingdwatds him. She couldn't
speak. It took all her strength to back off throdlgé door and pull it shut

behind her. She almost ran, dodging the walkertherpavement, flashing

quick smiles at folk she knew, and she was half-Wwayne before she

remembered her car in the office car park.

She didn't go into the office. She drove home, lanthat time she was calm
and in control again.

Next morning Jackie announced that she had attetidedeeting of the
local history society last night as press, and\@dnteered to help almost
any evening. Her eyes danced as she declareda 1éal turn-on, is that
museum. Sexiest set-up I've seen for a long time.’

Jackie was a charmer, and if she made a dead déafoit might defuse the
situation for Lucy. Of course there was no hineaflousy in Lucy's flare of
irritation, it was just that she did not wish toreeninded of Matt in any way.
She said, 'I've got enough problems without geitinglved in Aunt Maud's
latest. Don't tell me anything about it, and ydaétter write the write-up. Do
you want to come to my engagement party on Surrdapd the swimming
pool at the Lessings? Everybody bring a friend assvimsuit.' There were
five on the staff so that was ten guests for Ladgding's list.

It was true, Lucy did have enough to think aboutatwvith the wedding and
everything. She was not going near Matt; she wadetting herself think
about him. She managed to keep those resolutiorikdaest of the week.

On Friday Giles met her out of work and drove herteoThe weather was
holding, the forecast for Sunday was fine and hmt Alys Lessing had
supervised all the arrangements for the party.sGiMas in good humour,



telling Lucy about a deal his father had brough&od that they might soon
be putting business in the way of her father's.firm

It all sounded encouraging, everything was goingssmothly. As they
walked into the house there was this week's boudliregg a bowl on one of
the hall tables. Ever since he had started datungy L Giles had sent her
flowers. They came from the local florists and walveays beautifully fresh
so that sometimes the house seemed to be fuleof.tBhe had suggested he
changed the order to a monthly one, but Giles hatlteey were charged to
company expenses anyway so they might as well ldaas a standing
weekly order.

Betty Miller, their help, was waiting, coat on,time kitchen. She had been
coming here for nearly a year, which was a receahbse staff rarely stayed
long. Usually they left, saying that Mrs Gillinghawas all right but you
never knew where you were with her from one dajnéonext. But they all
liked Lucy.

Betty greeted her with, "Your mother isn't back'y@b Betty had been kept
hanging around because Sylvia had not settled tiphveir before she went
out. This often happened and it was thoughtlessy ldived into her purse
and apologised and Betty said that was all righly she wanted to catch the
shops.

‘The roses came,’ she said. 'l put them in thelimwé arid | took last week's
lot into the drawing-room." Giles was still in timall, and Betty looked
through at him and the flowers. 'Beautiful, aréingy? | think he's lovely.
You are lucky.' Then she hurried off with her shiogbasket.

'Will you have a cup of tea?' Lucy asked Giles.just making myself one.’

‘Tea would be fine," he said, and she brewed aapdtcarried it into the
drawing-room. He took the cup she was offering hmmked and sugared to
his taste, and suddenly she was remembering #nedisThe cottage was as
rough as this room was elegant, but the memoumdfilier with the piercing
pain of homesickness. These porcelain cups werghetighin; there they
had drunk from mugs. Giles put down his cup and& #&bang case from his



pocket; this man, with his smooth pink hands, wdsfarent breed from the
man she had married in the ring of rock.

'Let's see if it fits this time," said Giles. It sva very fine ring. He admired it
himself, holding it so that it caught the light bef he reached for Lucy's
hand. But she couldn't lift her hand and give ihim. It lay heavy and cold

and he had to lean across. He smiled, squeezinfjngers, and now of

course it was a perfect fit. ‘It looks good on ybie, said.

This was the kind of ring that was phoney ninetyentimes out of a
hundred, but not when it had belonged to Gilessdmother. Lucy had a
small fortune on her finger. She said, 'lt's gotgebut I'll be terrified of
losing it. Or suppose a stone falls out?'

'It's insured, of course, and why should you la8d want you to wear it;
you'll soon get used to it." He sat back, lookingher approvingly. 'My
mother has some very fine pieces and some of théraui you very well.’
Lucy had a crazy vision of herself standing likeClristmas tree being
circled by Giles and Lady Lessing, who were pinnamgl draping baubles
on her.

She said, 'Heaven knows what they'll say to thisak.'

Giles picked up his cup of tea again. 'l do thikiyshould be handing in
your notice there. What with the wedding preparetiand getting our home
ready, you'll have plenty to do. | don't want yowrw out before the
wedding.’'

The wedding was months away. She would miss hekmates and clients;
she didn't want to leave until she had to. 'My meotigrees,’ said Giles, as if
that should clinch it.

Lucy murmured, with a flash of mischief, 'l coulevays give Aunt Maud a
hand with the museum.'

'Don't be silly, darling," said Giles pompously,dafor the second time
she*bit back, 'Don't be stuffy." She should be asth of herself. She
couldn't resign just like that, but Giles only wedhther to give up her job



because he was considerate, and she must not betefuoy She took the
teacup out of his hands and put it on the floor pmidher arms around his
neck. "You are a very nice man,' she said. 'I'ny itezky.'

He kissed her warmly but without passion. After, &llwas still broad
daylight and the doors were open, and when theghanyg it was disturbing
nothing. If it had been Lucy would have let it rjfzut at the second burr
Giles said, 'The phone," as if she might have glaad.

'So it is,' she said.

The caller was someone she had invited to the emgewt party, asking
about wedding gifts, and if the list was ready lhseathey didn't want to
duplicate. Lucy stalled, thanking the woman who \uas parents' friend
rather than hers. 'We haven't got round to anythkegthat yet, but we're
looking forward to seeing you on Sunday.'

'Such a lovely house," burbled the woman, 'and such people, the
Lessings. It will be the wedding of the year roinede. Youhavedone well.'

Somebody is going to say that very soon, thougletyL.and | am going to
scream. This time she said, 'Thank you. Well, ggedhl Sunday." She put
down the phone just as her father opened the froot.

Giles's car outside had been enough to cheer ughe@ Gillingham and he
went straight into the - drawing-room to greet hivihat's she giving you?
Tea? Have a real drink, my boy.'

Giles gave a smiling refusal. 'l may be drivingutBaurence Gillingham
went to the rosewood cabinet that housed bottles poured himself a
generous Scotch. He took several gulps before traosan and declared,

'l needed that.'

'‘Bad day?' asked Lucy.

‘A long one," her father said.



She wondered if he was drinking more these dayshadealways been a
moderately heavy social drinker, although he cdwdtll it; she had never
seen him make a fool of himself. But he had knodb&ck that whisky as if
he really needed it.

'‘Look." She held out her hand so that her fathaldconot miss her ring, and
he almost spilled the little whisky remaining irs fylass leaning forward to
admire it.

‘That is a very handsome ring."'

'My grandmother's," said Giles as if it still bey@d to her, and Lucy
thought, she'd have to wear it on her thumb n@bien stretched to fit my
working woman's hands.

Her father and Giles were carrying on like a muadthiration society, her
father saying that Giles was exactly the man heldvbave chosen for his
daughter and Giles declaring that Laurence Gillamghwould be a
father-in-law in a million. They both exuded saiigion.

Of course Lucy was included in all this. Her fatkessed her and said that
she was going to make Giles as proud of her asaieahvays been—that
was a laugh, although she was sure he believennit And Giles kept an
arm around her, holding her close to his side.

She looked down at the flashing ring on her ragrabby hand and said, 'l
must wash and freshen up. | did come straight fvasrk and there were
some last- minute flaps. It's usually a bit stieky tacky on Fridays.’

'Don't be long," said her father and Giles saitisha always looked fresh as
a daisy. She ran upstairs and shut her bedroom 8bertook off her ring
and left it on the dressing-table before she wetat the bathroom.

Her father and Giles would find things to talk aband when her mother
came home she would join in, adding her gaieth&happy scene. Or she
could dash up here demanding to be shown the aimg)that would please
her because five big diamonds were more than yeerage engagement
ring.



Lucy got into the bath instead of showering, addanigerbal essence and
swishing it around, pinning her hair high because sould hardly excuse

taking time to wash and dry it before she went dagain. She was going
deliberately slowly. She wished she could be afona while, although she

had no more decisions to make, no options left. Nt had to pretty

herself and go downstairs wearing Giles's grander&thing.

She put the ring on last of all. After dressing amaking up and brushing her
hair she slid it on her finger, and looked at hedtection: tip-tilted green
eyes and wide soft-lipped mouth. It was a sensumowgth, she supposed.
Her lipstick toned with her golden tan and coppleayr, and she ran the
point of her tongue between her lips, tasting #uwetfperfume. Then she said
aloud, 'l wouldn't have said | looked like a ddisy.

Her mother was home. It was her voice Lucy hearghascame down the
stairs. Lucy had a smile on her lips.

She had smiled wryly at her own silly joke befdne tirror and kept the
smile there so that she walked into the drawingrwdooking how they
expected to see her. 'Show me," her mother guStedtook Lucy's hand *
and went into transports of delight. 'Oh, thatasggous!

'My grandmother's," said Giles smugly.
'‘An heirloom, of course,’ said Sylvia.

'‘Can | have my keeper back?' asked Lucy and Glgsped hands to his
pockets.

'Sorry, I'd forgotten that.' He had to hunt foamd Lucy heard herself say,

'My grandmother's,” because, although its valua'dicompare with the
diamond ring, it had belonged to her father's mothent Maud's sister, and
she liked it and wanted it. When Giles finally ®shit out she put it back on
her right hand.

'Giles has been telling us,’ said her father, tieahinks you should give up
your job.’



‘There's no hurry," said Lucy.

'l wouldn't say that.' Her father was opening albaif wine. He poured a
little, sniffed and tasted, and, appearing satisfiegan to fill glasses. Lucy
wondered who he would have complained to if it baen corked. 'From
what | hear the next few months are going to beéit\e¢our new home, for

instance.'

'l won't be doing the building, will | ?' said Lueynd she could understand
Giles's irritation.

'Well, of course you won't, darling, but there plenty of things you'll be
consulted on.’

Like carpets and curtains and d6cor and designtigyplans were drawn up
and would be approved. When Giles had described dpartment it had
sounded like &ait accomplj and Lucy knew that she would not be expected
to have an opinion that did not coincide with Alysssing's choice. She
didn't mind much. It would be a fantastic home ahe would be lucky to be
living in it. As everybody kept telling her, shedhdone very well for herself.

They talked about the party on Sunday, who was egrand how fortunate
they were with the weather. And about the weddifilge reception at my
home, we thought,' said Giles. 'If that's all righith you.'

By May her parents wouldn't be living here, andyw@range would make a
superb setting. 'Lovely,' said Sylvia.

Lucy kept smiling and Giles kept an arm around Tieey were all enjoying
themselves. Her father told funny stories aboutdiegs he had attended
and her mother played up to Giles, pealing witlykdar at his jokes. It was
all very merry and Lucy kept smiling.

But time went slowly for her. It was plain that stwed Giles were going
nowhere else tonight, so she went into the kitcah got a meal together
out of the freezer. They ate sitting around thendjsroom table.



When the clock in the hall chimed eleven Giles kExblkat his watch,
eyebrows rising, and said, 'l never realised it thas late." Lucy thought, |
would have believed dawn should be breaking, butn@ther and father
both seemed genuinely astonished. Sylvia wasls#ly and chattering,
making a token show of helping with the washingfipr Giles hacl left and
Laurence had gone upstairs.

What she would be wearing on Sunday was still ogicigpSylvia's mind,
whether she should buy something new tomorrow,Lalmy went patiently
over at least a dozen things hanging in her matheatrdrobe that would be
striking and suitable.

Grudgingly Sylviaagreed, but immediately brightersdthe prospect of
wedding outfits. 'l shall certainly go to town fitvat. You'll be in white, of
course.'

'I've already been measured for the veil," saidyLl&nother heirloom, and
going off-white if that means anything.’

Sylvia giggled behind her hand, 'If it does, keepegabout it." She sobered
at once, 'Oh, it's such a comfort to know you'ffe gath Giles. He's really a
man you can trust, and he idolises you, he toldoudlid he say idealise?
Well, they're both the same thing, aren't they?'

'No, they are not,' said Lucy. She thought it wdnddidealise and that was
not as comforting as her mother imagined.

She took off her ring before she went to bed artdtfmn the dressing-table.
Next morning it was waiting for her. It was the d&iof ring you felt you
should dress up to; with Lucy's casual Saturdathekof jeans and T- shirt
it did look like a well-made fake, although everggowho knew the
Lessings would know that Giles's bride would ordyflashing around gems
that were the real thing.

TheHerald arrived with the morning papers. Lucy had seefr@l's shots
and been happiest with the one selected, whichawasy good photograph
indeed of Giles and herself. It was on the frorgegyacross three columns,
headlined by Kathleen 'Our ad-girl to wed localoyw’, and with some



flattering copy about them both. Jackie's storycdl museum in old
schoolhouse’, was running on page three.

Lucy drank her coffee and ate a bowl of muesli with picture of Giles
smiling up at her. Her father came into the kitgheedmired the photograph
and left to see a client. Her mother came downveent starry-eyed over it.
Sylvia had an appointment with her hairdresser odld be taking the
paper along, although nearly everybody would haenst as the copies
were given away.

Tm going to the library," said Lucy.

She had to invite Aunt Maud to this engagementypdparties round
swimming pools were hardly Aunt Maud's thing bu¢ shust be asked, so
on her way to the library she would call at the Stdhoolhouse. Besides, she
was curious to see how it was all working out.

Matt might not be there. If he was, there woulatheers around so she could
keep her distance and somebody else between tHendi® not want him
getting the idea that she was so scared of hindatenot show her face.

She walked down into the town, which was full oftday morning
shoppers, saying hello to the folk she knew. &dikyour picture,’ she was
told, but she didn't stop to chat because sheyrdall want to get down to
Aunt Maud's and find out what was going on. Andshe expected, the
answer was plenty.

Cars were parked all along the road outside thediolhat wasn't unusual,
parking was always tight in the middle of town esplly on Saturdays, but
she recognised several as belonging to Aunt Mauéisds, and as she
reached them a woman popped up from behind thedbdwetr car carrying a
cardboard box.

'Isn't this a splendid idea?' she called gaily,segbining behind her
spectacles. 'I've brought a goffering iron andtgpny's cap. Did you know
there used to bé dlacksmith's forge where my house is?'



'No,-I didn't," said Lucy. She followed the womatoi the house. It looked
as it had often done when Aunt Maud's committee® weganising jumble
sales: full of busy folk.

In the schoolroom the smell of paint was still penig A couple of students
from the polytechnic were marking one wall into ams, and as Lucy
walked in from the hall Aunt Maud swooped on hethbught you'd be
down today,' she said. 'That's where the plansggw be. How Edgeford
was at the turn of the century. Look at this.’

She handed Lucy a duplicated copy of a detaileckepoé research on which
the chairman of the history society must have spaomths. There were
houses and shops and small factories that hadhexhisng before Lucy
was born. A roller-skating rink, that had becompi@ure palace then a
bingo hall and was now a DIY store. Coalmines andkiwvorks were
marked on the hills, and Gaskin's Wood, where theder was.

‘This was the village school, of course.' Aunt M@labed with a forefinger.
'The houses in Shady Lane were just being buikrd@hk yours.'

'‘And we're copying out the church births, marriaged deaths for 1900,
said the lady with the pit pony's cap, 'so thatoar@ywith their roots here can
come back and look up their family. That could béeya tourist attraction,

couldn't it?’

It could, in a small way. The history society hadught in their bygones,
asked around among their friends, and in the paroe chairman was
accepting contributions and handing out receipts.

Matt came into the schoolroom. Lucy had her backh&door, standing

with Aunt Maud pouring over the plan, but she kiewas there before she
turned. The room was fairly full and most of therara/chattering, but she
knew.'Hello," she said, and she knew he was the rests®was here.



CHAPTER SIX

MATT came across, wiping greasy hands on a paper tamnell_ucy asked
'What have you been up to?' in just the right clatsunee.

Tutting a tandem together. Actually it's in goodkni

‘The 1900s were a bicycling age,” Aunt Maud dedlafehere was a local
club called the Edgeford 'Ooligans.’

'‘Good grief," said Lucy faintly.

'l hear your house is on the map,' said Matt.

'Ivory Grange is too far out,’ said Aunt Maud. "&ig this ring of yours?'
Lucy had her left hand in the pocket of her jedd®w she rather reluctantly
drew it out and the women gathered round becawesedh knew her and
most of them knew the Lessings. There was a chafrasimiration. They
had seen the newspaper, too, and they thoughtithegwas good, and
when was the wedding going to be?

'In May," said Lucy.

'We're hoping to open the museum in May,' said Adatd.

'May is going to be a very busy month," said Matt.

Sue, one of the art students, a thin, eager gt Wwer hair in rainbow
colours, asked hopefully, 'Are you staying till nfzé

'‘No," he said and Lucy told herself that was afeli
It was several minutes later that she found hefaelihig him and he said, 'l
can understand why you're drooling at him in thhbtpgraph. You're

thinking of the size of the ring.’

'Don't be absurd,' she said coolly.



Bernard Beddows came loping in, his bald head piithk excitement. He
was waving a couple of brass rollers indentedsh §hapes.

‘Just look at these. Used for making sweets,' fanred them, ‘in the
boiling room behind the Beehive Stores in Markee&t Mrs Hodkiss has
just brought them in. Aren't they a pretty pair?"

'‘Come and see my etchings,' hissed Matt out ofdineer of his mouth.
"Your what?' said Lucy.
‘The tandem.’

While everybody was admiring the brass rollersasgieed Aunt Maud about
the party. Aunt Maud said she'd heard all abdutiither rheumatism played
up by swimming pools. 'Well, it will be rather aush,' said Lucy, and she
went with Matt into the garden. The shed door waencand the two-seater
bicycle did look well preserved.

'Does it go?' she asked.
'l was just going to try it out. Shall we?"

He wheeled it on to the grass. The garden waawh knd trees, apart from
a few flower beds. There was space enough to a@end but Lucy

hesitated and Sue, who had followed them, dartedai@ squealing, 'Let
me! I've been dying to ride on this.'

"You can have the next trip,’ said Lucy, managmget astride. The saddle
was hard and she had difficulty keeping her feethenpedals. Then they
were away, wobbling and weaving. The pedals wengggoriously and she
clutched the handlebars' and kept her head dowey €incled the flower
beds, narrowly missing the trees, with Lucy lurchfrom side to side and
never quite getting her balance.

When her feet slipped from the pedals she kept thuened out and stuck
out, and Matt pedalled on between the trees didtiem of the garden, until



she shrieked, 'I'm falling," and toppled into tbed grass. It could easily
have been the other way, into the nettles.

‘Are you all right?' Matt propped the bike agaiastee and reached a hand
to help her to her feet and she began to laugh.

'First time I've been on a hike, let alone a tandem

'l believe you.' His grip pressed the ring, makimgr wince. Sue came
between the trees smirking and said happily, 'Yamea cropper.'

Lucy had landed hard enough to knock the air oteofand she gulped for
breath. 'It's bad enough getting on and off in éhélsose long skirts must
have been murder.'

'‘My turn now,’ said Sue.

‘Later," said Matt. He wheeled the bike away and Skipped along beside
him. Lucy stayed where she was, brushing the drass her knees and
bottom. She seemed to do a lot of that when sheaveasd Matt. He put the
bike into the shed and Sue went on talking, hartb@v head a bobbing
splash of colour. Outside the shed she put a harniscarm but Matt turned
her towards the house and walked back to Lucy.

'Watch it," she said when he reached her. 'Sheloa@a’ day over fourteen.'
'She’s nineteen.’

'‘Don't bank on it," she said darkly, although shewit for a fact.

He looked towards the gate in the wall. 'Shall @a/k them to it?'

'l do have other things to do but | don't need canyp

He pulled the rusty bolt and lifted the latch; theges creaked because this

gate was not used much. 'Let's walk over the moidiey're almost like
Strona.' He caught her hand again and she couldnkedife force flowing



into her. Her fingers wanted to stay laced in laadand her feet wanted to
run with him.

'‘Come with me?' he said, but she jerked her haray.aw

'I'm going nowhere with you. By all means take akwaver the hills
yourself, and if you come to a mineshatt, drop in.’

Silly, childish talk! How stupid she sounded! Shenwvback into the house
and through the hall, calling goodbyes and almastiing into Jackie who
was coming out of the parlour.

'‘Small world," said Jackie. "Thought I'd call iBhe gave Lucy a knowing
grin. 'Where is he?'

'He was in the garden,’ said Lucy. 'And if you wantide on his tandem
you'll have to join the queue. The one in therdwatinbow hair is first.'

'Eh?" said Jackie. Lucy laughed, and went out efhtbuse still laughing
although she was not particularly amused.

It was a small world all right. In the library shealked slap-bang into
Charlotte Machin-that-was. It was some time sitey thad seen each other
and Charlotte's congratulations seemed genuine.elfes gleamed when
she saw the ring but there was a little glittem@dlice in them when she
advised Lucy, 'Don't choose the steamy stuff. Algssing wouldn't like it.'
She was talking about library books and Lucy cotiltmnk of a reply.
Charlotte added, 'l wish you luck, it's Snow Whtiey want up there. But
then | suppose you are, aren't you?'

Lucy took out a book calleBassion's Pricavith a cover of writhing nudes,
which was hardly her taste, because Charlotte edteel prudish, but she
proved herself not a prude but an idiot.

Her mother was home when she got back. 'Been tibtlaey, darling, what
did you get?' and when Lucy showed her Sylvia's @jidened. She did not
like the look of that. If Lucy was developing at&aor sexy, books Sylvia
could not believe that she was fantasising abol@sGi



Lucy was not fantasising about anybody. She wagpikgea rein on her
thoughts and her emotions. She skimmed throughreke of the day,
superficially serene, talking and smiling. Three h&fr mother's friends
called that evening and went into raptures overrithg, and when Sylvia
told them the house was as good as sold, they thougassucha good

idea that Lessing Electronics should take it over.

During the evening Giles phoned and he and Lu&gthilor a while. He was
collecting her after breakfast because she washtiséess at this party,
although all she had to do was tell his mother whe had invited. 'l can't
believe our luck with the weather," he said. §tsg to be another beautiful
day.'

'Of course it is,' said Lucy. Later, as she lalged waiting for sleep, the heat
was as oppressive as a blanket over her headpamaiastinct seemed to be
warning her that a storm that had nothing to db the weather was coming

Usually Lucy liked parties. She was good compamgdgfun, and usually
she had a good time. But she was apprehensive #bhsuine, although her
friends were coming, and those who would be hentts when she was
Lucinda Lessing. Nothing could go wrong with theaagements, nothing
would dare; Alys always used the same caterershancdhousehold staff
were paragons of efficiency. But Lucy got readyhie morning feeling that
she should be keeping her fingers crossed.

She was wearing a multi-coloured sundress anddakipellow swimsuit.
When she was ready she let herself out of the haodesat on the stone seat
by the marble statue waiting for Giles. He had Keptword about getting
the lawns mowed for them, sending down both a gendand an up-to-date
mower. The grounds of the Gables looked better thlaen could ever
remember and she felt a little regret that bulldsasould probably be
ploughing and razing before long. The future ofrieck-Grecian lady was
uncertain, too. Lucy's parents would hardly berngkher along to their
modern apartment. Perhaps a spot could be founteioin the acres of
lvory Grange. In gardens that size she would havdlyoticed.



'‘Loocee,’ her mother carolled as she came tripgingss the lawn. 'l thought
you'd gone.' Sylvia was in a shell-pink kimono, hair drawn back in a
bandeau of the same colour and her face gleamitiy avimoisturising
cream. 'l still can't make up my mind what to we@he sounded as if this
was a momentous matter.

Lucy said firmly, 'The white dress,' because she na@t getting into that
again.

"You really think so?' Sylvia was doubtful but wHarcy said, 'Giles will be
here any minute,' she scurried back into the htmugeit on the rest of her
make-up before facing anyone else.

Giles did arrive before long. The sun was well Tphey could not have
ordered a better day. This summer had been mosltiey days, and there
was the old saying 'happy the bride the sun stongsvhich might work as
well for brides-to-be, but sitting beside Gilesinsking along, Lucy found
herself scanning the blue skies for clouds.Sheleh to parties at Ivory
Grange before. Dinner parties, coffee morninggjgmaround the pool. But
she was the star attraction at this one, and Gitasther gave her a quick
glance that took it all in, from shining copperrtaitoenails painted bronze
in strap sandals, before she smiled and kissedrtketold her how pretty she
looked.

Alys was in the orangery, an ornate glasshousddaasothe house. Italian
statues and pots had been imported, their placelsanged for over two
hundred years, and now palm trees grew high, maggeshsias bloomed
and honeysuckle and jasmine scented the air.

The buffet ran on centre tables down the centteebrangery. Alys walked
round, giving a final touch to flower arrangemeradjusting the lie of a
spoon. One of the girls who was there to help \lih waitressing had
known Lucy for years, and as Lady Lessing sweptdyal as royalty, Diane
winked at Lucy. Unfortunately Alys looked back Bat moment, quelling
Diane with a glare that almost convulsed Lucy.

Diane rolled her eyes skywards as Lucy walked oAlys's wake, giving
Diane a sympathetic grimace. She was here todslydw everyone what a



dutiful and suitable daughter-in-law she would &he knew that. By
accepting Giles's ring she had accepted that a®ptoe bargain.

The invitation was from mid-day until six o'clodit Lucy's parents were
expected earlier and their car was the first tovariSylvia was wearing the
white dress, a fine lawn, very simple and very esgpee, although not so
long ago she would not have taken Lucy's adviceathes or anything else.
As always she looked stunning.

Sir George and Laurence Gillingham hailed eachrdike brothers and
George's eyes brightened at the sight of Sylvia, 3ylvia, lovely as ever.
It's easy to see where Lucy gets her looks.'

Lucy did not look much like either of them, and &hew that although Alys
was smiling she would have preferred Sylvia's srulde less seductive
when she told George he was even more handsoméighbhandsome son.

Sylvia kissed Giles then and it was almost one hdamily. '‘George is set

on making an announcement.. Alys sounded as ifdsearsmall boy with a

party piece ... so you and | will have to welcame guests, Sylvia, and then
Giles and Lucy will make their entrance at twelNaazk.'

Like Cinderella in reverse, Lucy thought; and h# guests were here today
because Lucy had won her prince. Her hand heldiles'§, she went with
him to wait offstage until their cue came. Theyostoshielded by the
curtains of an upper window, watching the terraltith guests. She said,
'l suppose there's no chance of eloping?’

Giles laughed. 'The mothers would kill us.’

Mine wouldn't, she thought. Mine just wants me neakito you, although,
yes, she does want to buy a wedding outfit. ‘VilaWle to be patient,’ he said,
and kissed her without mussing her hair.

This was a room she had not been in before, a spalbur with
watercolours on the walls. She looked at the pestwntil Giles said, 'l
should think they're all here. We'd better go dowaw she had to face



them and she tensed as Giles reached for heri¢ghli?' he said, and she
forced a smile.

'Stage fright.'

Of course, she was joking. Lucy got on well witlopke, but maybe today
was different for her because she had moved usdbal ladder. Giles
would have indignantly denied being a snob, butdw@d understand Lucy
being overawed at the prospect of stepping out aswhis wife-to-be.
‘Nothing to be frightened of.' He slipped her h#mdugh his arm and patted
it. 'I'll be right beside you; I'll always be witlou.’

Alys was standing at one of the long drawing-roomdows that opened on
to the terrace, and as Giles and Lucy slipped tioroom she hurried to
meet them. 'Come on now, everybody's waiting far.y8he pushed the
windows wide and George turned as his wife andsswhLucy came out of
the house and stood beside him on the top stdpedétrace.

It washotout here. Everybody must be dying to get intogbel. The blue
water shimmered and Lucy found herself staringt aather than at the
guests. The chatter was dying down because Sirgégperspiring in his
lightweight suiting, was making hand signals forequ

When he got it, he boomed in his chairman-of-tle&art voice, 'Thank you
all for coming, it's good to see you. And now lget a very pleasant
announcement to make and you know what that isréMeelcoming a
daughter into the family. Our little Lucy.' He galer a fatherly hug. 'And
sheis our Lucy because she's agreed to marry this rapeaton of ours.
Take him in hand, eh, m'dear? So, friends, | gme §iles and Lucy, and |
hope you'll join me in toasting their long life ahdppiness.'

Corfcs started popping and all around Lucy glasser® being filled and

raised. Among the voices she heard Jackie calbd®n you, Luce," and she
looked across the pool to where Jackie sat, raifiegglass she had just
taken from a tray being carried round. Matt stoeditbe her. Lucy should
have known Jackie would bring him.



She had known. She had kept away from that windegabse she hadn't
wanted to see him come. She drank from the glassvals holding herself,
then realised that somebody had hold of her hamtvess oohing and
ahhing over her ring.

Then they had to move around, displaying the r&fting congratulations
from everybody. Some of the guests said they had b&pecting it, which
they probably had because Lucy and Giles had beig @round together
for a while and his parents obviously approvedhef match. Nobody was
surprised to hear that the newly weds would badjvn Ivory Grange. Lucy
even overheard one woman say, 'She should do naratg Alys has got her
trained.’

Lucy's own friends showed no cattiness; they wdlreledighted for her.
Kathleen, who had come with her husband said, pehbis doesn't mean
we'll be losing you too soon,' and Giles replied,

'‘Well, you know how it is.’

Jackie said, 'Aren't you lucky, coming into allstPi and Giles took no
offence because he knew she was including him. Heesaw Matt and
stopped smiling.

'l hope you don't mind, I'm representing Miss Bealaid Matt.

'Of course not,’ said Giles stiffly. "'You're welcem

‘Thank you.' Matt held his glass. 'Long life,’ lagds the toast Sir George had
proposed. His eyes met Lucy's. 'And all the hagsn®u deserve.’

Lots of them said that, it was a cliche, and it waml this time in a warm,
friendly fashion, but Lucy felt that the smilingcla was a mask and the
automatic thank-you died on her lips.

She moved on, Giles beside her muttering, 'What'siding here? Why
should Miss Beale send him?"'



'l don't suppose she did," said Lucy. 'He's wittkigg the girl from work.
She's involved in this museum idea and she's gattwolved with him.'

'Well, | don't like him," said Giles as he turndmbaming, to accept the
congratulations of an influential business acquaioe.

Lucy could not have been faulted that day. She avaplendid hostess,
keeping the guests happy, seeing they were suppitbdfood and drink,

talking and laughing and answering questions: abimeitwedding and the
honeymoon and the home that was being preparetidaor in the top floor

of the big house.

Matt did not come near her and she kept well away thim, although she
saw him, usually talking to somebody. For a gogdrtenutes it was Alys
Lessing and that gave Lucy some anxious momenesngght have joined
them to hear what he was telling her, but they werae distance away and
she was cornered by a very boring politician, wias wroning on to Giles's
smiling agreement with everything he said.

Alys was smiling too, and talking while Matt lisexh She didn't look as if
she was hearing anything alarming, although the tese Lucy came up
against her she would not have been surprisedet@a sightening of Alys's
lips. But Alys smiled at her fondly; whatever tlopic of talk had been it had
put no doubts into her mind about Lucy.

The pool filled. Lucy and a good half of the guedianged into swimsuits,
oiling themselves against the hot sun. Her mothet father sat fully
dressed on the terrace with long, cool drinks, @amimg couple that any
daughter should be proud of.

The pool was more of a social asset to the Lesshagsanything else. Lucy
had seen George splashing around like a walrugtdueing this long, hot
summer but she had never seen Alys enter the vaateven in a swimsuit;
and although Giles often swam with Lucy she kneat $he could have
outpaced him. Today Sir George had removed hisjatut nothing else,
and Giles was for sunbathing.



Jackie and Matt were among the office set. Growgas dtayed together,
Lucy's friends and the Lessings' circle. Here dratd the edges blurred.
Laurence Gillingham was a member of the same d@sbSir George, they
and Sylvia moved in the same social strata. But. #ssings had the money
and counted themselves the real aristocracy.

Lucy's friends were for the main part way down liee This was the first
time most of them had been invited to Ivory Graagd it was a good party,
only needing somebody to push Lady Lessing intodwep end to make it
perfect.

Jackie lay topless, face resting on folded armslewMatt oiled her back,
and Lucy wondered if he was remembering Strona. \Bag not. She
blocked it from her mind and concentrated on maegagrotective cream
into Giles's shoulders. He had his father's flaanplexion that freckled
rather than tanned and she worked the cream welitina practised touch.

When she put down the cream Giles reached fordo@zing lotion and she
looked up to see Jackie sit up. For a petite gckie was fairly busty. Alys
Lessing's guests knew better than to go toplesshdrber pool but Jackie
neither knew nor cared, and she was quite capdhbleviting Matt to oll
front as well as back. In Alys's eyes that woulddsgamount to an orgy and
Lucy felt that a dip in the pool might be the easigay to distance herself.

She said, 'I'll take a swim first,’ and slippedoirthe water. Jackie was
behaving badly. She would not have stripped dafti@iocal swimming pool

and it was exhibitionist here; she was doing isbock. Lucy needed the
cool water because she was feeling hot and indigr&re swam below
surface the length of the pool, came up and ovemsiing on her back in a
fast crawl, turning and retracing her course. Wélesm saw Matt swimming

beside her she said, 'You left the lady half done?'

It never occurred to her that she might have resehtatt's hands stroking
Jackie. She only knew that suddenly a topless guastfunny. Even Alys
Lessing must have seen worse than that in herlsrave

'You finished the feller?' said Matt.



'‘Absolutely.’

There were about a dozen other swimmers in theraatkaround the pool
it was crowded. The noise of splashing and voicewded what they were
saying for everyone else as they swam along togetitehe said cheerfully,
'l shouldn't have thought you'd have been worriedleat Maud might be
spending when all this had landed in your lap.’

She said, 'l don't want anyone cheating her, tladl{'sand | don't entirely
trust you.'

'l can't think why. I'm not the one who travels andn alias.' She raised her
head then but nobody was close enough to be Iigexiihough any number
smiled and waved when she looked around. She wagamg to make a
move today that was not noticed. She went undervegi@n and came up,
again face to face with Matt. He said, 'If thingg tbo much for you when
you'it walled up in your ivory tower, put a lampthre window and I'll climb
the ivy.'

‘There isn't any ivy.' Just ivory-painted wallst Bhe looked up at the dark
windows.

‘Then put in a fire escape.’
'Some fire escape if it brought you up." Water fedim her hand and the
diamonds flashed in the sun. She gasped, Oh, myy Iticould slip off. |

shouldn't be swimming in it.'

'Surely he's got the right size by now.' But shes saimming for the side
and hauling herself out.

'What was that about?' said Giles. 'What did hetlsaigot you out of the
pool like that?"

'l remembered my ring." She clutched her hand, wwogirthe stones. 'l
shouldn't be swimming in it.'



Giles laughed. 'Well, you can't take it off todag, you'd better keep out of
the water." She towelled herself dry and he oiled bnd they joked and
chatted with their guests, and when the guestsedtdo leave everyone
agreed that it had been a really lovely day.

All the clearing up would be done by the caterexd the staff, there was no
tidying up by the family in the Lessing househadd Lucy and Giles and
their parents went upstairs to Giles's apartmeherd were easy chairs
there, it was comfortable and luxurious, and &litiow it might be when

Lucy and Giles were married and entertaining. Alifio by then all the

alterations would have been made.

Work was starting next week and the family—'Welt@ae family now' as
George kept reminding them— toured the empty roarhige the future
layout was described for Sylvia and Laurence.

"This will be the nursery,’ Alys said, opening alo®r.
‘Mother!" said Giles.
'‘Well, I'm not too crazy about being a grandmotlrestded Sylvia.

Lucy had heard it before. She knew just how it g@isig to be, and as soon
as things started happening of course she woutlritled. But this evening
her imagination wouldn't work. These were emptymesome of them used
for storage, and she could not visualise them dngravay.

In Giles's apartment it was easier. She made cdfieee in the little
kitchenette and served it. They all agreed thatpduty had been a great
success. Lucy's parents complimented Alys, who @iddimodestly that she
did have a flair for that kind of thing and she ugbt the wedding
arrangements should be getting under way.

'Oh, you're so right,' said Sylvia, breathlesslgd' | shall need your help and
advice. It would be nice to have the reception hByethen we might be in
our new home, which is exactly what we want butlgnoé course. And
Alys, George, Giles, all of you," she gave all tlessings a tremulous smile,
'l can't begin to tell you how thankful we are.’



They smiled away her gratitude. 'Glad to be abledip,’ said Sir George.
‘All in the family,' said Giles.

Everyone seemed relaxed and content, and Lucgsitn a footstool by
Giles's chair, thought, it may be an ivory towet there's security here and
in their way everybody in this room loves me.

When her father said they should be going home #dyd, ‘Not yet, surely.’
But the time was right. Laurence Gillingham waswoly a social animal to

outstay a welcome and Alys Lessing's protests weteneant to be taken
seriously.

Lucy was sorry. She got up to go with them and pthésl to Giles as they
followed the others to the stairs, 'l wish | costdy.’

'So do |, he whispered back. 'But you know howghaeents are.' He meant
his mother. Lucy hadn't necessarily meant in higsrre-there were enough
spare bedrooms in the Grange—although, yes, shenkadt up here, shut
in safe with Giles, away from danger. 'I've a bday tomorrow," Giles was
telling her. 'And an early start.'

'Of course.'

'‘Come on, Lucy," her father called. It was likeeso from long ago when

he had called to her on the landing bay at Stréfia.voice had been

impatient then, comen, child, stop dragging your heels ... but now iswa
bantering and indulgent.

She sat in the back of the car while her mothertwear the highlights of
the day and her father agreed that everything lead most satisfactory.

‘That girl Jackie made a show of herself," said/i@ylwhose own conduct
had been perfect so she could sit in judgement.

'It's happening everywhere,' Lucy excused Jachagéessness, but her
mother said primly,



‘Not in public at Ivory Grange.'
'‘Not much, | should think, in private," said Lucy.

‘Not funny,' said Sylvia. 'And what were you taliiabout with the man who
wants to buy Maud's cottage? We met him, he's araraall right. But what
was he saying to you in the pool?’

She should have said they were talking about tttag® or the museum, or
she couldn't remember, nothing in particular. ladtshe said, 'He wants me
to run away with him," because she couldn't contiagnrecklessness that
suddenly descended on her.

There was dead silence from the front seat. Therddtieer said, 'l take it
you're joking.'

'Definitely not funny,’ said her mother, 'and ddettanyone else hear you
say anything like that.'

Nothing more was said for the rest of the jourriByeir reflections in the
driving mirror were glum, although when they reatti®e house and got out
of the car Sylvia cheered up, yawning and stretgrand declaring herself
worn out. 'But | did enjoy myself. It's been a gatay.'

Laurence had a full schedule in court tomorrow.vimt straight upstairs
and Sylvia soon followed. Lucy had nothing elsdadout get ready for bed
herself. She took off her ring and left it on théld table in the
drawing-room then went into the kitchen and wadtesthair at the sink. By
the time she got upstairs the bathroom was emplytla® doors into her
parents' bedrooms were closed, no light showingadbem.

She was not tired, she was restless. In Gilesirapat she had felt safe and
settled, but here she was in a mess and a muddherlown room she sat
cross- legged on the bed, fluffing her hair withaad-drier. Half the time
things seemed to be moving too fast, everythingpbtier control, and then
too slowly. If Giles had said today, 'Let's getpeaal licence,' she would
have said yes, and then it would have been sdtitegiver. She wished he
had let her stay so that she would not be alone hew, but Alys Lessing



would not have cared for that and although Gilegleed at his mother's
old-fashioned ways he always humoured her.

But he was a kind man, a good man. Today he hdd_taty, 'I'll always be
with you,' and that was what she wanted most fraarriaige. The Lessings
were a close, united family and she wanted to Ibegbahat.

She went down to the phone, still blow-drying hair fand rang the Grange.
Giles answered, pleased and not surprised to hexavdice. 'Just saying
goodnight; and it was a lovely party.'

They talked for a few minutes and he said, 'l wish were here.'
'I'm missing you, too. What are you doing now?'

‘Nothing.'

"You wouldn't like to come round?'

'It's after midnight." Suddenly he sounded tired. thd told her he had to
make an early start in the morning and of coursaidhet want to get his car
out and drive all this way, especially with the icba that somebody would
want to know where he was going. It was a stupacid

‘Just a thought,' Lucy said. 'Not practical butcethought.' He chuckled as
he realised she didn't mean it after all.

‘A very nice thought. I'll see you this evenintpue you.' He added, "There's
nothing wrong, is there?"

'Now what could possibly be wrong? It was a lowidy. 'Bye, then; | love
you.' She put down the phone and sat lookingfat & moment. 'l love you,'
she said softly again. 'Oh, | do hope | love you.'

Upstairs she finished drying her hair and got iatootton nightshirt. She
would not try to sleep until she couldn't keep éxggs open and she was not
taking sleeping pills again. She opened the libkagk and started to read
with her radio playing softly. It was a racy readmetimes unintentionally



funny enough to give her the giggles, but the satess of the night made
her restive and she got up to pull back the custain

She had kept the window shut because her lighateecting flying insects,

and there was a host of moths in all sizes fralyideeating against the
glass/Like me, she thought wryly, daft enough tcstyaight for the flame.

'‘Believe me, gang,' she said, 'it wouldn't be wdtttshe jumped as a small
pebble hit the window.

Giles, bless him, had come. She could hardly believlhis was probably
the first really rash, impetuous thing he had el@me, but he must have
realised she needed him and she was touched dlntesirs because he was
tired and it was late and he had come. She switoffeithe radio, slipped
into a short white terry-towelling jacket, and aptl out of her room.

She had never gone to meet Giles like this befode iihe was breaking the
habits of a lifetime and turning masterful and passte, maybe he would
sweep her off her feet some time and head outwh tewith a marriage
licence in his pocket. Maybe not, but who'd haveutght he would have
been throwing pebbles up at her window?

She opened the front door very quietly, although whs sure no one else
was awake, and called 'Hello' on a whisper. 'I'mysdout I'm glad you
came.' Then she squawk&tbu!' in a totally different tone, because Matt
was standing there.

'Had a row with Giles?"

'‘No.'

‘Then why are you apologising ? | suppose it wdss3jiou were expecting?’
'Why are you hanging around?’

'l want to talk to you.'

'No:



'Who are you expecting?'

'‘Nobody.' She was not. She should have known @itedd not come, but if
she shut this door Matt was probably going to knaichkt and the best way
of getting rid of him might be to let him in andgay her piece. 'A fine time
to be calling," she said, 'but all right, come ndavatch you don't knock
anything over.'

A crash down here would wake her parents, and tiféethere would be no
talking but an awful lot of shouting. She closeeé thoor after him and
headed for the drawing-room. With that door shettsinned on a table-lamp
beside the vase containing the last bouquet byttardly wilted at all.

'Who's the flower arranger?' asked Matt.
‘They're from Giles.'

He looked exaggeratedly impressed. 'He gives yaomdnds, he brings you
flowers.

She heard herself say shortly, 'He doesn't briegnthiThey come from a
shop and they're charged to the firm," and shetdidow why she said that
except that it was true. She demanded, 'Just weatoa trying to do?'

You shouldn't be marrying Giles Lessing.'

Why hadn't Giles come when she called him? Altha@igle did and found
Matt here it would be the end of the world. He wbabt come and she
should be offering up a prayer of thanks for that.

Matt stood with the light of the lamp throwing harshadows across his
face. 'Whyare you marrying him?'

She said savagely, 'You see yourself as God'dgiftf you?' It was obvious
that he knew he could get most women; Sue andelaaiie both drooling
over him. She went on, 'You expect girls to ruremafyou and I'm a
challenge, I'm the one who ran the other way. Bat $trona spell hasn't
travelled, so count me out.'



His eyes were unreadable. 'You haven't answereduastion.’

"You asked that before and | told you before. Elbvm."' She was conscious
of the length of bare legs and the shortness ofdo&et. As she had been in
a skimpy swimsuit all afternoon that was illogibalt she sat down now in a
little chair, holding the terry towelling at herrttat and across her breasts,
keeping herself hunched and huddled. He sat dava,im a chair facing
her.

‘They'll stifle you,' he said, 'those | talked oolay.'

"Il survive. | want security and the cherishitat Giles gives me, and he
loves me. | know what you want with me and | ddmhk you would do me
any good.’

He almost seemed to agree. He said wryly, '‘Compar&iles | don't have
much to offer. You would be taking a chance.’

‘A leap in the dark.' That phrase had always stharkas frightening. 'No,
thank you. And please stay away from me.'

'‘Because Giles Lessing's wife must be above suspidie drawled. 'Hail,
Caesar!'

'‘Something like that." She should not have let imta the house. 'And this
isn't a good idea either. | must be losing my mihdaust be the book I'm
reading.’'

'What book?"

'l got it out of the libraryPassion's Price.’

He burst out laughing. 'And what is passion's [®ice

‘Total exhaustion, | should think, from the wayythe carrying on." She
couldn't help laughing too, and once she had statie couldn't stop. A gale

of laughter swept over her and she was gaspingreath when she heard
her mother call her name.



That stopped her laughing. The door into the hal & crack ajar, the latch
had not clicked, and Lucy jumped up. 'Hide," sheutined wildly and
hurried out into the hall, this time closing theod@irmly behind her.

The light was on upstairs and Sylvia stood at ¢ipedf the staircase. 'Lucy?
Is that you down there?'

'Yes," said Lucy. 'l couldn't sleep. | washed my had came down to get a
drink and I've got the radio on.'

'l couldn't sleep either,’ said Sylvia and Lucyugbt, if she decides to join
me | switch out the drawing-room light and get im#o0 another room and
get Matt out of the house somehow. 'I've just bieethe bathroom for a
couple of pills," said her mother. 'l thought | sltbget to sleep at once but
they should do it. And you shouldn't be wanderirapad at this time; you'll
look a hag in the morning. | can always stay in.bed

'‘Goodnight,’ Lucy called and watched her motheagpjiear in the direction
of her bedroom before she herself went back to.Migtwas standing by the
little table with the lamp and the flowers where $tad left her ring. He had
the ring in his hand and he looked across at hdrhés» mouth was hard.
'"You're careless with your goodies,' he said.

'I'm not. | knew I'd left it there. | told you tade. There'd have been some
real hysterics if my mother had walked in on you.'

He put down the ring. 'l was spoiled for choiceolildn't decide between the
vase and the bureau. Behind the curtains neversseewmork in any of the
films I've seen.’

'You've got to get out of here,' she said.

'Window? Back door?’

'‘Better wait a few minutes." Her mother could baking through a window
or even listening for Lucy to come upstairs. Temues and the sleeping

pills should be working and then she could cheek the coast was clear
and bundle him out somehow.



He drawled, 'So how do you suggest we pass thétime

She heard herself say, 'Well, I'm not leaving ytana in here with the
silver,” and thought she was joking. This was aatiicl game they were
playing. She added 'You could sit down and tell soenething about
yourself.’

Maybe Aunt Maud knew more than Lucy did; he wamtiMn her home. Of

course he could spin any tale he chose, it woulddsy to come up with
something that could not be checked, but she sah @mnd waited. Matt sat
down and said, as if he was giving the facts tmerviewing board, 'l spent
my first ten years on a coal barge on the GrandotrCanal. | don't

remember my mother. My father died when | was elesed that's when |

went up to Scotland to live with my mother's brotide had a house on
Rynish. Five years later | was on my own agairg time for good. Stop me
when | start to bore you.'

'Do go on. We've reached sixteen. How old are yaw™nThirties?’
‘Just turned thirty, but | worry a lot.'

He was laughing at her and she asked, 'What havbsgen doing for the last
fourteen years?'

‘This and that. Taking the chances as they come.'

'Which adds up to nothing much. And you've gotribeve to come round
here and tell me | shouldn't be marrying Giles.'

'You shouldn't. He'll run to fat.'

'He will not." Giles was very like his father btitnouldn't matter, they were
both nice men.

'‘And it's me you want,' said Matt, and those quietds were the body blow
that silenced her. Her lips curved in the shape srhile, and she shook her
head, slowly, as if someone else was turning itekvhe stood up she was



on her feet, too, still smiling the frozen smileanks outflung against
whatever was coming.

He took two paces towards her and she couldn'tstek. Her hands had no
strength to hold him off, and as he wrapped hissaaround her she looked
up into his face, the high cheekbones and thegtean mouth, and it was
as if she had been waiting for him ever since StrdMaiting and starving.

She touched his mouth witterfingertips and whispered, 'This isn't fair.'

'What is?'

She had no will, no strength. She was lost in a vabandonment of
happiness so that nothing mattered beyond this.nvithey slipped down
together she surrendered eagerly to his touchefsgnd lips caressing, and
the rising urgency in her blood made a roaringendars.

A bell rang and went on ringing. The phone in tla#l. Matt said, 'l don't
believe it.’

She had to stop it. She dragged herself up, clugchat a chair for support
and staggering into the hall. 'Hello,' she croaked.

'Did | wake you?' It was Giles. 'l can't get toeglenyself.' She felt weak and
weird. The floor beneath her wasn't steady anchaldeio shake her head to
clear it before she could follow what he was sayiWéell, | have been to
sleep but now I'm lying here wondering if thereaisything the matter
because you didn't sound yourself earlier.’

It was as though icy water had been tipped over3iez said, 'I'm all right,’
and closed her eyes, shutting out everything. skmy you were worried
about me,' she said.

He said that was all right then and wished her gagid. Lucy put down the
phone and bit hard on her underlip, her head bawétshe felt Matt's hand
on her shoulder. At the same time from the tophef $tairs her mother
started to scream ...



CHAPTER SEVEN

Lucy's father arrived while her mother was still screagnifle was in
pyjamas, and his greying hair, which always seethézk and healthy,
looked wispier ruffled by sleep. For the first tittey both seemed old.

It was the biggest rumpus this house had ever knoampared with this
her parents' rows over the years had been milgyidisanents. They both set
up a shrill chorus of horror as they came downrsthes. 'What's going on ?
What are you doing ? Are you mad ? How dare you® Elmuld you?'

Matt's hand was still on her shoulder. She push&®m her and cringed
away from him because this was terrible. 'Go! Riems'

The revulsion in her voice was for herself, nottiom, but he didn't move
and her father was shouting, 'By God, | could kdlu, seducing my
daughter!”

He was seducing her, but she had not been fighiihg.could have stopped
him but now she couldn't look at him.

'Get out,' her father roared, 'and if you ever cdraek here I'll blow your
head off.'

You don't have a gun, Lucy thought stupidly. Yob&ve to borrow one.
Giles has a gun. She was shaking now and her mstheeched, 'Or if you
say a word about this.’

She knew that Matt was looking at her, althougtahgwered her mother,
You'll be glad to hear that there's nothing td't€hen he said, 'Lucy.' But
she kept her head turned away and he said, 'Caflyoa need me.’

She knew her father went to shove him becauseitig'lsshouldn't if | were
you," in a voice that sent shivers down her spane, then her father rushed
to open the front door and slam it behind him. Wtteey both started up
again Lucy put her hands over her ears but it ¢ouk@ep out their voices as
their faces were thrust into hers.



'Did you know he was coming?' her mother moutheoudh white lips.
'No.'

'‘But you came down and let him in." That was hérda 'And look at you,
nearly naked. What were you expecting?"

'He said he wanted to talk." She wanted to creegyalwut her father ranted
on.

'What kind of fool believes that? Talk about what?'
'He doesn't want me to marry Giles.'

'‘And I'll tell you why." The ruddy flush of rage waebbing. He was
beginning to look haggard and ill. 'Because heasksMaud up, and she's got
a nice little property and a decent bit of castkédcaway and he thinks
you'll be coming into some of it. And this placeedo't look too bad, either.
He's a fortune-hunter.’

A seducing fortune-hunter. There went one of tloéspbf Passion's Price.
Although Aunt Maud's money might be a temptatioa tnan who took the
chances as they came and who knew that he cogigetria chemical
reaction in Lucy that could blow her mind.

Her mother said huskily, 'He didn't—did he?"

'l was saved by the bell." She almost laughed amndrtother slapped her
face, a light stinging blow, and shrieked, 'Doet Qysterical.’

'Why not?' said Lucy, thinking, you wanted to datthnd | deserved it.

You'll keep out of his way if | have to lock yoy,uher father said. He
wasn't shouting now, the blow had shocked them all.

'‘Go back to bed, said Sylvia. 'You heard him, mghhappened. Come on,
Lucy,' She put a trembling arm round Lucy's shod@dthough she looked
as if she needed supporting herself, and ted heghder back into the



drawing-room. 'I'm sorry | did that," she saidwéas getting hysterical
myself.'

She poured two brandies with shaking hands and eathesat beside Lucy
on the sofa.

'Did you take those pills?' Lucy asked.

‘Yes.'

‘Then don't drink that.'

'Oh, the hell with it!"" But Sylvia thought againtivithe glass at her lips and
set it aside. 'He didn't--' she had to swallow esMbefore she could get the
word out '—rape you?'

'‘No." It had been a million miles from rape.

'‘But if the phone hadn't rung would you--'

‘Yes.'

‘Then we have to be sensible about this. It wast it never does.’ Sylvia's
sounded like the voice of experience, weary and '#&dhappened to me
lots of times." She gave a pale shadow of her emniigasmile. 'Men often
make fools of themselves over me, so | can handBut perhaps it's never
happened to you before so you're flattered ande¢nsing your head. | did
warn you to keep away from him and tonight, thas weadness. If he started
talking to anyone ... If Giles hears... Or his neotht doesn't bear thinking
of." She looked scared to death.

'He won't talk," Lucy said.

'Oh, lord, | hope not," said Sylvia fervently. 'Butu won't take that kind of
risk again, will you, and you will keep away frornmt?’



Il keep away.' She felt that Matt would keep swio. 'Call me if you
need me," he had said; if she did call she woule ha be more desperate
than she could imagine.

'Of course you will," said her mother, looking lamgly at the brandy glass.
'‘George is putting business your father's way. ¥Yatlrer's going through a
bad patch.'

So he had been telling them for years; her motkgttavagance had always
been a problem. Sylvia sighed now. 'l know I'mmaich of a help but we've
always managed, it's always worked out, and nowganarrying Giles its
going to be all right. Lucy, yohaveto marry him.'

Lucy drank her brandy, but it didn't make her gy better and she went to
bed with her self-esteem at an all-time low. ShetleaGiles down, she had
let Matt down, and she was sorry for her parewots, $eeing her and Matt
like that must have been as harrowing for theni silsd had been hauled in
for robbery or discovered peddling drugs.

In a way she was an addict. This longing for Maswan addiction. | caught
a fever in Strona, she thought, and all | can dawigat it out and one day |
shall wake up cool-headed and cured. She wishethadhdeft Strona with
Matt instead of running away. She wished she ccalg to Giles now,
'Please take back your ring and let's just be dseagain for a while because
| am sick of a strange fever.’

Giles would think she was mad. Once she returngdiihg it could be the
last she would see of him, and she hadn't the geurarisk it.

She slept fitfully and next morning went downstaadind her father in the
kitchen. 'About last night--' she began.

'‘Nothing happened,’ he said, which considering gedormance he had
given was a mighty understatement. What he measit'aet's forget it," and
although there was no hope of that Lucy was preparg@retend.

'l behaved stupidly,” she said. 'It won't happesirag



'‘Good girl,' said her father. 'Bit of a misundenstiag.’'

Not really, she thought. Everybody understood thteagon, and this
morning | understand that | have to marry Giles badaithful to him in
every way. And | will. I promise | will.

She rang Aunt Maud from a call box on her way tokAzecause she did not
want anyone overhearing her. She said, This timmean it. | can't come
down to you again while Matt Lomas is in your hauBe you know he
came up here late last night?"

‘Yes,' said Aunt Maud.

'‘And there was &erybad scene.’

'Yes.'" Aunt Maud knew some of that, too. Not allipffor sure, but she
sounded subdued.

'When is he leaving?'

Aunt Maud couldn't give a date but she did offide won't be here all the
time. He's going to do some buying for me.’

'‘Buying what?'

‘Things for the museum.’

'Well, get receipts,’ Lucy said shortly. 'And I'd \eery happy if you'd get rid
of him." ' In the office that morning they were a#llking about the
engagement party and what a super do it had b&ed.you're having the
wedding reception there, aren't you ?' said Jatkileat's it going to be like?
They don't spare the expense. I've never had ee@hre before. You will
ask us all, won't you?"'

'Only if you keep your jumper on," said Kathleen.

'‘And the wedding reception is the bride's pareetponsibility.'



'‘Bet you Alys Lessing picks the menu,' said Jacknel got no takers.

Everywhere Lucy went that day she seemed to mexdl@aevho had seen
the photograph in Saturday's paper. Friends, sli@mguaintances, all said
she and Giles made a handsome couple. There wasteagsing and a lot of
good wishes. She was working and busy but she ladsaxhen it was time

to go home and for a little while she could stoplisign and acting as if she
hadn't a care in the world.

She did have cares. Life was good and would gétihdtut while Matthew
Lomas remained within her orbit she had problenisat Evening she went
with Giles and her mother to see the new flat.dswabout five miles away
from Shady Lane, in a fantastic modern complexloo&ing a bend in the
River Trent. Her mother showed her round as if asvalready furnished
with the pieces they would bring from their old Beu The rosewood
cabinet there, and my little sofa,’ and Lucy thdugtvas like the apartment
at lvory Grange, empty rooms that others were gethirough different eyes
from hers.

The emptiness was inside her, too, although shedsslienthusiastic. 'It's
going to be lovely; it will be just right for yoit.was clever of you to find it.’

She smiled at Giles who was holding her hand, ansgnhiled, too, pleased
that Lucy was pleased.

She saw nothing of Matt that week. She didn't gar tiee Old Schoolhouse
and she kept out of town as much as possible. Hestilathere though and
his name came up.

'So what about the best man?' Jackie asked agalmaw Lucy could tell
her that a cousin of Giles was flying in from Aneariwith his wife. Jackie
sighed. 'Just my luck. And your aunt's lodgeriis@aying hard to get.'

'l wouldn't have said that,’ said Gail. "You seertede doing all right on
Sunday. You're still round at the schoolroom ingkienings, aren't you?.'

Jackie was. 'Sometimes he's there and sometimsa'tydut | can't get him
to take me seriously.' She sighed again, then gdniitie makes you laugh,



though, and somebody always finds you a job. lgndackling like a hyena
and polishing some tatty bit of brass.’

Lucy didn't talk about Matt at all. She just smilathen Jackie said, 'l
suppose he isn't Miss Beale's long- lost grandstsn8eems to be very well
in down there," and said,

'Of course not.'

But at the end of the third week there was no eseag she had to face him.
Saturday afternoon she had a phone call at honeevdibe was familiar but
she couldn't pinpoint it until he said 'Bernard Beds here,’ then she asked
anxiously, 'Is Aunt Maud all right?"

'Very well indeed, but | would like to see you omnatter relating to Miss
Beale. Without prejudice, you understand, andtstraonfidential.’

After that, of course, her car was in his drivehwit minutes. The door
opened while her finger was still on the bellpusle. drew her in, neck
stretched as he peered to left and right, andrstswords were, 'l shouldn't
like your aunt to know about this. Professionaleathyou understand.’

Lucy understood why he was nervous-Mr Beddows waglly a quiet
gentleman, while Aunt Maud could be a very loud/lgghe said, 'Yeges.
What's going on ?'

'It's this young man,' said Mr Beddows, and that wa surprise. He led the
way into his sitting-room. 'Can | offer you anythih A glass of sherry
perhaps?'

‘Just tell me," Lucy begged.

'Please sit down." So he thought she was due &hroak. 'This Matthew
Lomas is a very exceptional young man.’

He paused and Lucy said, 'Agreed, but what about Maud?'



'l was her bank manager,’ said Mr Beddows, 'anih Isall her financial
adviser.' Lucy knew all that and resisted the umsenap 'Gebn with it,’
when he came at last straight to the point. 'Batrsds just withdrawn a large
sum of money without consulting me. Shares thatewaeking a good
return. She won't tell me what she wants the méoegnd | have to say this,
| think that Lomas may be persuading her to inuesiome scheme of his
own.'

'Is she spending it on museum exhibits?' Lucy sstgge Aunt Maud had
said Matt was doing 'some buying' for her. But MidBows was emphatic.

'‘No, we've had an excellent response. By the tirmeopen we're going to
have more than we can display.’

'How much?' said Lucy and he developed anotheclkattithe ethics.

'l can't give you the figure but it is a considdeabne, and the young man
does have influence on her. You haven't been meantly, have you?' He
looked at her reproachfully and produced his trwaml. 'So you may not
know that she is changing her will.'

Aunt Maud's will had been made when Lucy was a plaaying the bulk of
her estate, except for personal gifts, to Lucylaerdparents. Now Lucy said,
"You think she's putting Matt in?' and Mr Beddowgissolemnly,

'l think, and I've heard others say it, that now's@ marrying Giles Lessing
you've got no time for Maud. If she has lost yoa slay feel she had found
a replacement?' He made that a question with ragebirows.

'Things aren't what they seem,’ said Lucy 'butkhemu for telling me what's
happening. I'll go and see her and | promise | tnaention your name.'

She waited until late evening for a better chariggeting Aunt Maud alone.
She should have been going out for a meal withsGGlbeit Mr Beddows's
revelations had to be dealt with, so she pleadethan headache and felt
guilty when Giles was sympathetic rather than stisps.



In fact the headache was genuine. Things weredakimasty turn; she was
facing a grim confrontation and she wished shedctakte the paracetamols,
go to bed and pull the sheet over her head. Shakigdtwo painkillers, but

then she had to wait until ten o'clock before caydownstairs and letting

herself out of the house.

Both her parents were out; if they came back be$tve did they would
presume she was with Giles. She walked towardgddwa and the Old
Schoolhouse with head and stomach churning.

She could not go on letting Aunt Maud be foolee likis. She had to tell her
about Strona. Afterwards, of course, it was updovahat she did with her
own property. Lucy didn't care about that, but bhd to be told that Matt
had known all about her before he knocked on her dod moved into her
home.

There were lights burning in the hall and in theqa. The schoolroom was
in darkness and the street door was locked. MawdeBepened it when

Lucy knocked and her face lit up. Then she saw lsueypression and asked
‘Are you all right? You don't look very happy.'

'Matt isn't here, is he?"'

'‘No." But, as Lucy breathed a sigh of relief, 'Hgdstairs.’

Lucy drew her out of the hall into the parlour,djthat was empty. 'l hoped
he'd be out of the house because I've got a coofessmake that concerns
Matt, and | should have said this weeks ago.' $bkesslowly now, feeling
the weight of responsibility. 'He didn't just cordewn here about the
cottage. He may want to buy it, | don't know alibvat. But when we met in
here and he was supposed to be falling for mesttsight, well it wasn't the
first time. We'd met before.’

'On Strona,' said Aunt Maud.

'He told you?"

'Yes.'



'‘And that | talked about you and that was why ttediin so well because he
knew so much about you?'

'Oh, yes,' said Aunt Maud. Of course he had told lhevould be the smart
thing to do, and Matt was nothing if not smart.

The door opened and he stood there. He said,uptitd heard your voice,’
and Lucy felt the blood draining from her face uittseemed she would
faint. It was horrifying, the way nothing matteretien she was near him.

She said through tight lips, ‘Listening on the iagdwere you?"

‘Nice to see you,' said Matt. The smile didn't rehis eyes. He stood just
inside the room and Aunt Maud was leaving themsiolp the door behind
her. If she thought she was matchmaking she cduldmhore wrong.

Lucy snapped, 'l hear you've been managing veshnwithout me. People
are saying she's lost a niece and found a nephew.’

His sympathy was a taunting sham. 'Why, that'galecrl know how much it
matters to you what people say, how sensitive yewahout public opinion.
But, face facts, you have dropped her since youenawto exalted circles.’

He didn't think the Lessings were special. Shentddsmore from resentment
than remorse and spoke through gritted teeth.biben keeping out of your
way, not hers, although it sounds as if | shouldehbeen watching you.
Because | think you're getting money out of her.’

'Do you now?' he drawled, eyes gleaming.

'‘Well it damn well looks like it," she said furidys'She drew out a packet
this week and nobody knows where that's going. Do know? And
surprise, surprise, she's changing her will. Novatwihould you have to do
with that?' His face was inscrutable and she almostamed, 'Well, say
something!

He said contemptuously, "You've got a miserabtie lihind. You don't give
a toss about her, just where the money's goind,5ha gasped as if she was



strangling. There was so much she wanted to saglhbiine words had gone
with her breath.

She turned her head and stared unseeingly intaniher, fighting for
breath. He was denying nothing, just lashing ouneat

'You're getting what you want with Giles, easyriyj and you're just what
the Lessings want, a house-trained bitch, handAsdong as you stay to
heel you should be safe enough, but God help yoyouf stray. And
remember this ...'

She saw him in the mirror—his face was a devil'sad ber eyes blurred so
that for the first time everything in the room wdistorted into a green hell.
She ran out of the room as he shouted, 'l couldecama get you one night,
you'll never be sure you're free of me," and ouhefhouse and through the
streets and up the hill, and she didn't stop runoimtil she was inside her
own home. Even then she looked into the shadowsediall and up towards
the top of the stairs as if somewhere he might aitivg for her.

She never thought she would sleep that night. Sldeegsed and washed
and crawled into bed, still shivering. She heamldar come and the sound
of her parents' voices, but she had locked the because she couldn't face
her mother peeping in to ask if she and Giles letldhgood time, and she
lay in darkness and over and over again she helaatl Matt had said.

It was unforgivable, even if she had just accuseddi being no better than
a thief. Although one day when Lady Lessing wasquasing her or Giles
was patting her head she might just sit up and ®leg.stuffed her fist in her
mouth, her shoulders shaking.

He hadn't denied having the money. He hadn't dekmedving about the
will. He had just turned on her, and the best fafhtdefence was attack.
Aunt Maud could have been easy pickings.

She remembered the ring. His expression when sth@dme back into the

drawing-room and caught him with it in his handstie had been a minute
longer in the hall, talking to her mother, would lh&ve pocketed it? She
could not have accused him without admitting whexdad been at dead of



night, and when she had made that crack aboutasirig him alone with
the silver was it because, subconsciously, sheudistd him?

Whatever the facts, she could hardly have madggebimess of things. She
should have kept her head and not started hurtogsations, but that was
because she was scared of the power that Mattweadher. If he had put his
arms round her at any stage she could well havs buo tears.

Tomorrow she would be cool. She would go down ggaecause of course
she was not deserting Aunt Maud now she was may1@ifes. She would

ask her about the money, and she would try to tbfrdome way of keeping
Bernard Beddows out of it.

Right now her whole body was aching as if she hehlibeaten up. She hurt
all over, nerves and muscles strained and knothed, she did deep

breathing, relaxing from the toes up. But everyetishe woke in the night

she was still aching.

Next morning the headache could have started afyalme had not taken
things quietly, and as soon as she came downstarsang Aunt Maud. If
Matt answered she would try to salvage a littlendig They had both said
things that would have been better unsaid. Neitbaex likely to apologise,
but there might be an armed truce.

It was Maud, and Lucy said, 'It's me. I'm sorryakded off like that but we
had words. Did Matt tell you?"

'He said it was time he was moving on.'
'Well, yes,' said Lucy.

'He went early this morning.’

Lucy gulped. 'Went where?'

'l don't know. But he said he won't be back.' Maadnded sad about that. 'l
liked Matthew, | shall miss him.'



If he had the money he might have run with it duthe will was being
changed to include him he would surely have stayednd. Maud sighed. 'l
think we've seen the last of him.' Now it was owrd he had gone; Lucy
couldn't believe it.

She asked 'What about the cottage?"
"You didn't want me to keep it, did you?' said Mabde settled that.'

'Oh!" So there was no reason to keep in touch.Bitell you what the row
was about?"

'‘No. He went upstairs and he didn't come down timty'd gone and then he
said it was time he was moving on.'

Until they'd gone? Lucy croaked, 'There was nobeldg there, was there?"

'Hilda Bowen and Mary Ridgway were in the kitchesajd Maud, naming
two of the biggest gossips in town. 'They camewite Matt was shouting
at you.'

‘They heard?' Of course they had heard ... | coalde and get you one
night, you'll never be free of me ...

'I'm afraid so," said Maud.
'What did they say? What did you say?'

'Well," said Maud, setting the scene. 'You slamniedfront door behind
you and Matthew went up the stairs two at a time lslary said, "I know
who he reminds me of, Laurence Olivier as Heathtldnd Hilda said,
"Was that a lovers' quarrel?” "Never," | said.'

Lucy could not have come up with anything muchdyéterself on the spur
of the moment. How could words like that be expdir? 'If there had only
been one of them," Maud went on, 'l might have ysed her she hadn't
heard right. Or read the cards and warned her daayers and damages.'



‘They'll talk, of course,’ said Lucy.

'Knowing them,' said Maud, 'l expect they have.’

She had better tell her parents before anyonedstseand she found her
mother still in bed, sitting up and yawning. 'l wasout with Giles last
night,' said Lucy. 'l went to see Aunt Maud.'

'Oh, Lucy!" Sylvia's exasperation jerked her upright.

'Where | had a row with Matt. A shouting match.’

'l don't believe it.' Lucy had promised to keep gram that man, but a
blazing row meant being involved with him.

'‘Believe it,’ Lucy said gently. '‘But he's gone néVe. didn't leave an address
and he isn't coming back.'

'Who says he isn't?'
'‘Aunt Maud.'

'Maud has a lot to answer for," said Sylvia withlreenom. 'Was there
anybody else there?'

'Mary Ridgway and Hilda Bowen.' Sylvia fell back aer pillows again
croaking,

"Those two old crows! Why didn't you broadcastittvoudspeakers? How
are we going to explain this? What do we say?'

'Say I've got a double,’ said Lucy, and her masheowl of rage followed
her out of the room.

She went walking over the hills. If she kept cle&the house until Giles was
due to arrive there would be less time for recrations, although when
Giles did arrive he might have heard that yet agdien she was supposed



to be nursing a headache she had been in an adireat®unter with
Matthew Lomas.

There would have to be explanations and apologieshe did have one less
worry than yesterday. Matt had gone. 'l could cand get you ... you'll
never be free of me ." had been anger talking. l&ra threat like that was
more lasting than a blow. She would remember tlvosls long after a
bruise would have faded.

Her skirt caught on a gorse bush, snagging whendshgged it loose
without looking down. Suppose he turned up at tleelding, where the
congregation is asked if anyone knows any just e&das stopping the
ceremony, and said, 'The girl in the heirloom offie veil married me on
Strona a year ago.' She was letting her imaginationwild, but she had
always known that he was capable of anything.

Supposing she said to Giles today, 'l have a ddovan who might step out
of the shadows one dark night. They tell me hefeegand he won't come
back, but that was why | was tearing along the hsgieet last night; |
thought he was after me.' But the quarrel she dielwith Giles that day
had nothing to do with Matt. The cause was muchemmoundane than a
demon lover.

She came out of the bushes, where she had litdva#y hiding, as he got
out of his car in front of the house. 'Let's gbg¢ said. They were driving
down to Stratford to spend the day with businassdis of the Lessings who
had a boat moored on the Avon, but Giles was segrat her eagerness to
be away. He waved at her parents, watching fromwindow, and asked,
'Headache better?'

'Yes, thank you.'
'It's the job; you never used to have headachesbéen telling you it's too
much for you. And I'm not at all sure it's suitghifiting for advertisements,

chatting up all sorts.’

Lucy tried to joke. 'We've got a very nice clasglagnt and | like the work.'



'I've just seen your managing director,’ said Gilgisoring the interruption.
'l told him you were quitting."'

'When it's time to hand in my notice | would pref@do it myself, thank you
all the same,’ she said, unnecessarily loudly.

'As long as you stay to heel you should be alltyidghatt had jeered. Giles
looked at her now as if she was a tiresome pupmidisg her with rising
irritation when she refused to admit he knew best.

Lucy cancelled her notice. She did like her job thatt was not her reason
for hanging on to it. She might be going to nedukitause from Sunday her
settled future suddenly looked uncertain.

On Monday night she had a call from Bernard Beddew® was anxious to
know if Maud had any inkling that he had played thele. He had heard
about the row between Matthew and Lucy. Nobody sektm know what it
was about and Maud had declared herself as puasleshyone. Matthew
Lomas had left town, that was all Maud knew. Mauabwot interested in
gossip, so nobody risked it within her hearindh@ltgh it was a safe bet that
the story was going the rounds and losing nothindpe telling.

'‘Aunt Maud doesn't know, said Lucy. 'She wasntharoom.’

'He was very angry, | gather,” said Mr Beddows ushed tones. 'Did
he—admit anything?'

'‘No, he was just angry.'

She heard his slow intake of breath. 'Oh, deagal he threatened you, and
| fear he could be a dangerous man. But | did fieel somehow she was
being taken advantage of and that you should kish&.thinks a great deal
of you.'

'l think a great deal of her,’ said Lucy. 'And y@eacret's safe." She could
have added, which is more than mine.



Jackie came into the office with a tragic face nexirning announcing,
'Matt's gone. They're saying you had a row with.Nivimat was it all about?'

'Something and nothing," said Lucy, which was latlytwere getting. Even
Jackie looked into Lucy's eyes and realised thame thought the
dangerously charming young man had had an eyeeom#in chance with
old Maud. Some thought he had fancied his chandéslwcy, which were
of course nil since she had just nailed Giles lrggsi

It made lovely gossip and by Tuesday it had reachest of Lucy's clients,

so that all day she was getting either curious $omkdirect questions and
trying doggedly to defuse the situation. Nothing tome would do that, but

she must give Giles an explanation, which she wgatdound to some time
that evening.

He collected her from the office to take her upihome to see two days'
demolition on the new apartment, and talked athulgh the journey about
an invitation they had for Friday night. Folk wh@wd be there, how she
should dress. He had never had any objectionsetw#ty Lucy dressed, but
since Sunday he had not been quite so confidenhshbwwould always do
him credit.

And his mother, waiting for them, looked even maearied than he. The
gossip had reached her before him, which was unfate and made Lucy
wish she had interrupted him and made her confessithe car.

'I've just heard a very curious thing," said Alj$hat on Saturday night that
man who is staying at Maud's was shouting at yaying he was coming
back one night to get you. Was he drunk?’

Giles's jaw fell open, and he brought it togeth&hwa snap.

'l don't think so," said Lucy. '‘But | wasn't hapdyout his influence on Aunt
Maud. She's been drawing out a lot of money.’



'l said that,’ said Giles. 'l didn't trust him. @alay night? That was when
you went to bed with a headache and couldn't meét m

It got better," said Lucy, 'so | went to see Alviaud." She saw the
suspicions ticking over in his head and she couldame him. Alys said
sombrely, 'They are saying that he sounded likaragry man but you ran
out of the house looking guilty;'

This time Giles's jaw fell open and stayed openet€ has been no kind of...'
Alys Lessing gave a little dry cough, clearing h#roat '... no
encouragement offered by you to this young man? géue him no reason
to think you could be ..." another cough, althosigé could hardly have been
putting this more gently '... interested in him?"

'Of course not.' Giles snorted, and his motherdditio him with a sad, sweet
smile.

'Some women don't seem to realise when they areylgbvocative, my
dear. Still, I hear that the man has left town &nalot returning.’

Lucy said nothing and Alys went on. 'l have nevegrbone to interfere, but
| do find it distasteful hearing that someone whk@iactically one of the
family has been involved in a public brawl.'

Mary and Hilda were all the public any brawl woulded, and then Lucy
had hared up the Saturday-night high street, gipeeagognisable as Giles
Lessing's bride-to-be. She began to say, 'I'm sountil Alys sighed.

'Of course, you are your mother's daughter.'
Then Lucy snapped, 'That's fairly certain and tBemet much we can do
about it,' and disapproval settled over Lady Legske a black hooded cape

from which her furious face glared.

She'll never like me or trust me again, thoughty,@nd although it didn't
really matter she said, 'I'm sorry.’



But Alys could not bring herself to speak and Gilest ahead silently up to
his apartment. When they got there he said, 'Youpset mother." She
certainly had and she had upset him, too; sheagmoh, 'Sorry.’

'Do you think he's been getting money out of MisalB?'
'Honestly, | don't know.'
'‘And that was what the argument was about?’

That was how it had started but she could hardiyite what Matt had said.
She said, 'He's a forceful character. The discoggoo out of hand, and I've
got a quick temper myself.'

'You have?' Giles was surprised to hear it, anga$ another cause for
concern. It alarmed him and afterwards she thotigiithe often looked at
her speculatively, waiting, she supposed, for & putburst.

Four weeks passed, a long slow month. The histmies/'s enthusiasm for
their little museum was unabated. Aunt Maud wasyeng that, and
although the others talked about Matt, missingdmergy and charisma,
wondering what he was up to now, Aunt Maud nevemntioeed him.

The gossip was dying down, with nothing to refagiithough when Lucy

called at the Old Schoolhouse she was sometime=datlshe had heard
from him. She said, 'No, why should 1?' and nobtalgt her why because
there was something unapproachable about Lucy tteese even when she
was smiling.

Her parents sensed it. Neither of them had evar perceptive about Lucy's
emotions but now they had stopped harassing hey fidfused to listen to
the gossip. Giles was still phoning and fetchingy,uhe flowers were still

coming and she was still wearing his ring. Syl therself and everyone
else that everything was fine, and Laurence lodkaghard and hoped to
God it was.

Lucy took each day as it came, because for theptést was how life had
to be lived. But when Giles collected her from tBables that Saturday



afternoon to take her up to Ivory Grange to see timw future home was
progressing she thought, what a charade this isbdte know we're never
going to live together here or anywhere else. inheart she supposed she
had always known that and in the last month theibgs had shown it, too.

Lady Lessing had avoided Lucy wherever possibletaah distinctly chilly
during their brief meetings. Sir George seemeckttryaing to keep out of it.
She only saw him twice in that month and both tirheswas gruff and
embarrassed, exchanging a few words and clearihgapidly. Giles

appeared to be in a constant state of anxiety ag felt sorry for them all.

Poor Giles was realising that yet again he hadowtd Miss Right and very
soon he was going to suggest they should both Wediaecond thoughts.
So far as Lucy was concerned the engagement was lmytehe had been
kind to her and she wanted to leave him his pk#ewould take a jilting far
harder than she would, and for her parents' saialshnot want to make
enemies of the Lessings. If it could end withoutebness, that would be
salvaging something from a relationship that wasnaed. And once Giles
had set her free she would begin to live her life.

The air in his apartment tasted of dust. He waskeaping up here any more
but he was still using the living-room and he paouséff drinks as soon as
they got in. 'Just finished your last week,' helsai

Lucy put her drink down. For a moment she thougjet\was being handed
her notice as the future Mrs Lessing, but he wikéntpabout work and she
said, 'Well, no, I'm not leaving.'

Giles sighed deeply and drank deeply. 'You've chdyipe said. "You're not
the girl I used to know, but I'm still preparedmarry you," and she couldn't
check a drawling, 'Gee, thanks,' that brought shflio Giles's face. But he
drained the glass and said hoarsely, "You're He&Uti

They had rarely been alone together this monthielliteads of sweat were
breaking out on his upper lip and forehead anddssuddenly on top of her
in the armchair where she sat. She stiffened éflex of revulsion, shoving

with fists and knees, and he got up as quicklyeabdd flopped down and
blustered, "You've got to get yourself together,ginly’



She was together; he was the one stammering dimdyfabout. "You should
count yourself lucky I will marry you with your falp.' He was being too
pompous for words and she asked with mock concern,

'‘Now would that be my mother or Aunt Maud who'seofiing your
sensibilities?"

'Oh, them," Giles sneered. 'They're the least af yoawbacks. I'm talking
about your old man and the fraud squad.'

Suddenly it was deadly serious. She could hardiyogethe words, 'What
do you mean ?' and Giles muttered about ways aatsie getting the gen,
and needing to investigate before Lessing Eleatsowiith their reputation
could get involved. And learning about somethingf thailed very close to
misappropriation of funds.

She could believe it. That kind of thing did happeler father did have

business worries and not many scruples. She waallegbut not really

surprised, and although she couldn't marry Gileswshs touched that he
was prepared to stand by her if these kind of rusiawere circulating.

He said, 'As we're buying the property, that shgive him a chance. But if
it did come out he could end up in prison and ty@uid have to finish with
them.'

He meant, disown them if a scandal broke, but shddcnot see Alys
Lessing accepting the daughter of a man who watirgkbankruptcy, and
worse. 'What does your mother say?' she asked.

'She doesn't know. We'll keep it from her if we .tdmcy gripped her
fingers together and said shakily,

'l don't think | could face waiting for your mothtr find out my father's a
swindler. Charlotte Machin said you want Snow Whigehere, but if you

brought her home your mother would ask some funugstions about those
dwarfs.’



‘That's crazy talk,' said Giles as she took offrthg and put it carefully on
the arm of the chair.

"You'd better have this back,' she said and shetsawelief in his eyes.

He didn't follow her. He had seized the chancesoape she offered, and as
she closed the door he almost collapsed into the.dhwas the heat and the
dust up here that were making him feel sick, he himself, and not because
he was ashamed of the way he had failed Lucy.

Lucy walked about a mile before a Land Rover, waittarmer she knew at
the wheel, picked her up. He was a large, kinadigurious man, and saw
nothing peculiar in Lucy Gillingham taking a walkle discussed the
weather with her and the state of the crops andpdi@ her on the outskirts
of Edgeford. She went to the Old Schoolhouse.

There were people there but she said, 'I mustdatku,' and Aunt Maud got
up. Bernard Beddows watched anxiously.

Perhaps Maud Beale was expecting something likeltbcause she went
upstairs to her bedroom, one of the few places @hebody would disturb

them, and waited until they were inside with themolosed before she
asked, 'What about?"

Lucy held out her ringless hand and Maud gaspeal) aven't lost your
rng?'

'l gave it back. Now I've got to tell my mother dather and that's going to
be one of the worst moments of my life. They'lita terrible state. I'm not
sure now that Sir George will buy the house, arld€Gias just told me how
desperately we need the money.'

Maud was not surprised. Even when Lucy told hez,shlys the fraud squad
could be in," she only said,

'l wish | could do more. | suppose | could sell Hoaise.'



Lucy flung her arms around héNo!" But she wondered what Aunt Maud
had done already and asked, 'Did you let him haweesmoney the week
before Matt left?’

'‘Nobody's got to know about that. Bernard, wasSt¥e didn't wait for an
answer. 'But there was no sense in Laurence waititijl was dead when
he needed it now.

'l thought you might have given it to Matt,' Luaid. That astounded Aunt
Maud.

'What!" You didn't say anything like that to Matthew, giou? That wasn't
why he upped and went?'

'What did you think the reason was?'
'‘Because he didn't want you to marry Giles.'

'Why didn't he say he wasn't getting money from?ydwcy wailed. 'That
was all he needed to do. I'd have believed him.’

'Didn't see why he needed to, | suppose,’ said Mautd. 'Well, it wasn't a
very nice way to be carrying on, was it? Accusiimg hke that.'

‘Nor was the way he carried on,’ said Lucy. 'Do jaue any idea where he
went?'When she was free of Giles, she had alwaysnpd to find Matt
again, even if it meant going back to Strona andpiag out on the cottage
doorstep, but Aunt Maud said, 'I've got his addmes&ynish somewhere. |
think there's a phone number.’

Joy hit her first, and then panic. She turned tbeplker round on her finger
and kept her eyes on it and said in a small voyamy wouldn't ring him for
me, would you? I've got to go home now and tellmother and father. I've
got to keep calm, but if | hear Matt's voice | abaftack up.’

She raised wide eyes in a white face and Aunt Maud, 'He might not be
there, but what message?'



He might not come. He had had no time at all foenteen he left. She said,
‘Just that I'd like to see him, and that | need. il did once say he'd come
if | needed him.'



CHAPTER EIGHT

Lucy needed somebody on her side during the hourddhatved. When
she got home her father was in his study and hénenavas dressed for an
evening at the theatre, looking ethereal in mistig b

Sylvia had always been slim, but now Lucy realiskd was thinner than
ever, and there was apprehension in her face wiestumed to look at Lucy
walking into the drawing-room. She had obviously fiee strain of recent
weeks, t00.

'l can't marry him," said Lucy, 'and he doesn'twamarry me.'

'Why?" her mother whispered and she had to bethelduth.

'We were wrong for each other, and he didn't Ileelboks of Father's books
when they did a spot of espionage.’

'What are you talking about?' Sylvia pushed past fo@ning towards the
study door. Lucy stared at a flower display, angdwbthat Giles would
remember to cancel them, until they came backthitaoom together.

Her father said heavily, 'You've let us down.'

'How bad is it?' Lucy asked. 'Giles was talkingatitbe fraud squad.’
'‘Good lord, no. Some speculation that didn't wank ®&lothing | couldn't
have handled, given time and the breaks.' He salcaen, almost offhand,
but his face was grey.

'How far did Aunt Maud's money go?'

'It helped, getting my share of the will in advanber heart's in the right
place, old Maud's. The money for this would havegoclear. | thought
George Was dragging his heels. Are they still goinmgugh with the sale?’

'l don't know," Lucy admitted and Laurence saichwveary cynicism,



'Pity you couldn't have kept Giles happy a bit leng
'‘And cheated him as well?' said Lucy.

The doorbell rung, startling them all like a pisshlot. Sylvia whimpered,
‘They've come for me. | can't face anybody.’

'l tell them,' said Laurence and Sylvia cowemdthe couch, her face in
her hands, while Lucy stood helplessly by until ta¢her came back.

'l told them you were off colour," he said, andha same flat voice to Lucy,
'l did it for you, you know. For your mother andwo

He had done it for himself, too; he enjoyed thedjlie as much as anyone.
Lucy had never cost him much. Sylvia sobbed an@s his wife he went to,
sitting down beside her, putting an arm around becy said, '‘Aunt Maud

offered to sell her house for you.'

Sylvia went on crying and Laurence said, 'We cotilién her do that," but
Lucy thought, you might, even though it might kigér.

At last her mother said hesitantly, 'l supposegauidn't try again? Go back
and tell Giles you--'

'No," said Lucy. 'For the very good reason thatuldn't bear him to touch
me.'

She went to her room alone and left them toget®iee. did not know what
plans they were makings but was very much afraadl ttiey were counting
on Aunt Maud's house. If there was evidence of gnaractice it would not
be long before everyone who had invested througtdtleer's firm would
be clamouring for their cash. She couldn't see whatcould do or what the
future held. She was heartsick and weary, onlyagemf one thing. She
knew with crystal clarity that she loved Matt anduld continue to love him
through all the days and nights of her life.

Sunday was a strange day. Her father ate no bistakid left early, and she
wondered if he would be calling at the Old Schoab® Every time the



phone rang she held her breath, but it was newss ¢ Matt, and she
answered calls for her mother with the excusedhatwas unwell.

Sylvia stayed in bed, heavy-eyed from sleeping @itid looking genuinely
ill; and Lucy answered calls for herself—there wégourse nothing from
Giles—by pretending that everything was as usuamdrrow everyone
would know but today she told nobody anything.

Even the old house itself seemed to reproach temad in disarray because
Sylvia had been selecting what she was keeping rédjeets were marked
with chalk crosses and Lucy began polishing thelner@& would still have to
be a sale; maybe they would fetch more if they émbgood, and she had to
do something.

She prepared no meals. She couldn't have eatehesmdother wanted no
food. Sylvia sipped a little orange juice, and ¢éheras nothing that Lucy
could say to cheer her up. When Lucy said anytkimg turned her head
away.

Her father's car returned when dusk was beginrmorfglt. As the shadows
lengthened Lucy had begun to wonder if they wouwldresee him again.
Absconding was no more incredible than embezzieghaps he had left
them to face the music. She would need all hengthefor that, because her
mother would certainly go to pieces. Or run offtwihe first eligible man
who offered.

Lucy had gone into the kitchen, made herself a sheandwich, and was
sitting on the edge of the tableforcing hersel§wallow it. Trying to keep

up her strength with a cheese sandwich was prathefic, but if he did not
come back tonight she must not have a swimming Iheaduse she had
starved herself all day.

She was gulping down a mouthful when she hearddriand she was still in
the kitchen when he walked in. He moved like a nmashock. 'He's down
there,' he said. 'Matthew Lomas. At Maud's.'

She raced out of the house. She heard him cadly!Llout she had gone. She
couldn't wait to get out her car and she dareddnet anyway. Her head



was swimming now and she was shaking like a lebalbthat mattered was
that Matt had come, so from now on nothing wastéodble to face.

She ran through the town again, and she was géaddbr was shut because
that should mean that all the history society werteflocking in. Aunt Maud
opened the door, just a little at first, then wadeugh to let Lucy through.
She was grinning like the Cheshire cat. 'We're kepg dark,’ she said
gleefully. 'We don't want company yet. He's in plaglour; I'll just get a cup
of tea.’

She went down the hall, and Lucy opened the parttnor and saw a
stranger. It was Matt, but in suit, collar and tie, looked different. "You
came,’ she said.

'l told you to call me if you needed me.' He souhds if this was some sort
of business meeting. She put a hand out but he dnowenearer, and her
hand fell to her side because this was not Madtlat

'Why did you come?' she said.

‘To put things right." The only way he could pungs right was by being
Matt again. They had parted in anger and she dwaud taken up from there
but how could she plead with a stranger?

'How?' she said.

He sounded weary. '"You should know, if anyone duégh money, my
mercenary little love.' His eyes were as hard asrtitks of Strona. 'Have
you talked to your father?'

'He just—said you were here.’

''ve made him an offer for the Gables, subjeatdotract. I'll probably turn
it into apartments or a small hotel.'

Put things right with money, he had just said. 8$leed, 'Do you have the
capital?' and thought that he probably had. He egp¢he door and called,
'Maud, you have told her?'



Aunt Maud's voice came clearly. 'Told her what?'
‘That I've got the money?"'

'Matthew's a very successful man," Aunt Maud callack. 'And I've done
his horoscope and the sky's the limit. The teasipeeady.’

'l can produce more down-to-earth figures,' saidtMa
'Why didn't you tell me?' Lucy asked.

She didn'tcare but why all the secrecy? She felt as if she heda long,
hard race and finished last. She sat in the neahast and he sat by the
window. It was getting dark, it was time the ligkatsre on.

He said, 'l never said | was a loser. | make a gend living, and in another
ten years I'll have healthier balance sheets thar_éssings. But | didn't
want it to matter that much. | had a crazy ided svane time, when | said
"Come with me", you would, without counting the tos

'‘By the way, how did it end between you and Gilé&as it because your
father's firm's in difficulties?"

She could not tell this man with the lean, harefalt ended for me because
| am in love with you," so she shrugged and saidatvith this and that
Giles went off me. But yes, the idea of a scaneally scared him. Whgre
you helping us?'

It must be because he felt something for her, butdid, 'l shouldn't like to
see old Maud sold up. I've always had a soft spatér.' And, in answer to
Lucy's puzzled look, 'Since last May. | followeduydown here when you
left Strona and called on Maud. We talked about od left it that if you

ever mentioned me to her she should give you myeasdd You didn't, but
Maud and | kept in touch.’

'She knew about the ring of rock?'



'She knew we'd met on Strona.' He grinned. 'Thghtmot have been the
genuine ring. Nobody knows for sure, but it's mesgiand I've been in
every cave on Strona. I've been taking a boatrmretever since | went to
Rynish when my father died.'

He crossed long legs, sounding as though he wasmgakall talk while
they waited for the tea tray.

‘The house was my uncle's. He was a recluse attibéas, and he taught me
a lot. The old family house was turning into a ruaat | kept it standing.
After he died | borrowed and went on working, aravi his grin was
cynical, 'it's my home and my headquarters and stime impressive as
Ivory Grange.'

She said, 'Marvellous,' and it was, although sloeilshhave known that the
confidence he generated was justified. Of coursevhe no loser. 'No
wonder you could help get a poxy little museumtb# ground. You were
playing games. And with me.’

‘Not entirely," he said. 'l wanted you from the nemnl first set eyes on you.
The ring of rock might be phoney but the lust weel.t

She didn't need anyone to tell her that, but wethihwas love and she said
quietly, ‘It must have been. It brought you downelie

‘That it did," he admitted, and laughed at himskthust be very conceited,
because there were times when | thought | couldiduGiles without
mentioning hard cash.’

Even now she couldn't say the money didn't mattedidn't to her, but
without it her father would go to jail and Aunt Mamight lose her home.
She tried to smile. 'My father looked like he'd rthd shock of his life.
Worse than last night when | told him Giles and&&orge knew he'd been
fleecing the customers. | suppose he was preparethét, but he never
expected to get an offer from you and it will be #iss of life to my mother.
Thank you. | hope I'll be able to repay you someetl



If he would touch her the right words would comat, lbe made no move and
she said with what she felt was pathetic provooatldm | part of the
bargain?’

'No, thank you," he said cheerfully.

‘That's a relief; | wasn't sure about that. Are yaaying?' She almost
sounded amused.

'For a few days.’
'How do you manage to take time off from work?'

'l don't." Perhaps he had for a while on Strorthpagh most of the week he
could have been commuting to the mainland; and fnene there was fast
transport anywhere if you could pay.

'My father would be very impressed by the suit. didbjpround here is going
to recognise you.' Her words sounded to her liksbfes rattling in a tin can.
"You'll be wanting to look the house over, of caurs

'Of course.’
'l hope you don't find anything hidden that makegood for nothing.'

‘That can happen,' he said grimly and she wondéhedmeant her with her
'mean little mind'.

She jumped up to switch on the lights as Aunt Meawhe in carrying the
tray. 'All our troubles are over,' she said witlfioeced gaiety,' 'so long as we
don't have death-watch beetle in the Gables. ldomake a nice little hotel.
You must recommend it to the folk who visit the ewus.'

She must shut up. She was sounding a bigger faibldogninute. She wanted
to get away, but not back home where they woulebending her that Matt
had been attracted to her so maybe she coul@stiiup with a rich man.



She said, 'I've had a grim day and | don't muchtwago back. Could | have
my little room tonight?'

Over the years Lucy had stayed occasional nights doed now Aunt Maud
said, 'Of course you can. You know it's always yegt you. Well," she
amended, 'I've only got to get the sheets out dindol it right now. Pour
yourselves some tea.'

Lucy lifted the pot, which seemed heavier than Ysarad Matt said, 'You
wouldn't be staying because I'm here?"

'‘No." It was all she could do to keep the pot sge&the poured a stream of
amber liquid very carefully into a cup, biting Hgrwith concentration and
to stop it trembling.

‘The house is the only deal you're getting.’

'‘Don't worry,' she said. 'Nothing else is on offwur yourself some tea.' She
took her cup without bothering with milk, lemonsargar, and went upstairs
after Aunt Maud, into the little room where she Isathetimes cried herself
to sleep as a child.

Maud was starting to make the bed and Lucy wenthdotlne other side,
tucking in the sheets. When they reached the whitéé Maud said,
'Matthew said you hadn't wanted him to know who yare on Strona and
you never mentioned him at all when you came bsak,couldn't very well
say he'd been here, could I?' Lucy shook her hedd/&ud made a show of
getting the quilt just right. 'l spoke to him oretbhone once or twice and he
always asked me how you were, and | sent him thatggraph out of the
magazine and told him you and Giles were probaétiirgy married.

'He did want to buy the cottage, | did sell it tmhbut I think you were what
brought him down here. Right away he wasn't suaé @les was the man
for you." Maud was facing it out now, looking Luicythe eye, and nodding
to show her own agreement with everything she vegmng. 'And | was
never all that sure about Giles myself, althougbrgvody else kept saying
what a good match it was for you." She gave thelingda final pat.



'‘Anyhow, everything's working out for the best. Yauhanded Giles his
ring back and Matthew's here. Third visit, thinshéi lucky.'

'Put it another way," said Lucy. 'Giles took higgrback and Matt turns out to
be loaded, but | don't think he sees himself agresaation prize." She
smiled widely. 'And | like being free again, so gde don't interfere any
more.'

Aunt Maud must stop kidding herself that Matt hasne back to claim
Lucy. 'We're just friends,' Lucy said tritely. ibd't get much sleep last night
and I've been on tenterhooks all day, so wouldgoud if | had a very early
night?'

The little room seemed a bolt-hole where she cshid the door and curl up
and sleep. She needed sleep, and Aunt Maud fuesedwhile then went
downstairs and left her alone. She had a few batgsdiere, a nightshirt in
one of the dressing-table drawers, some make-ugnather drawer. She
went to the bathroom, undressed and washed.

Matt was here. Ruin and disgrace no longer threateand when she was
rested she would appreciate what a relief that &asnow the only thing on

her mind was that Matt was here. She loved hingriggdd to him; some

time the guard of his pride must slip so that sbeld be able to reach and
touch him.

She could hear the undertone of voices below. Timrs be visitors in the
house now; it would be all over town tomorrow tidtt was back. She
thought of the witchy mirror in the green room aadthost believed she
could draw an enchantment around her that woultgldrim to her.

She slept and in her dreams she must have doneditatise she woke in the
night and stretched out a hand for him. | dreamedh$ on Strona, she
thought, head thrown back on the pillow, tearsistjdiown her cheeks.

It had to be late. There was no sound of voices ama through the window
the stars were thick in the sky. It felt like thead of night, and, when she
switched on the little bedside lamp long enougbhteck her watch, she saw
that it was.



Matt was here. She had often felt his presencédpsrshe carried him with
her, in her heart and her mind, but now it was ysjglal fact. He was under
this roof, just along the corridor, and she wondefée was awake.

If he was, perhaps he was thinking of her. Shaupatlasping her hands
around her knees, hair falling around her facestss tried with fierce
intensity to work the spell, every nerve in helioglto him.

She watched the door and willed it to open. Sheginel herself slipping
out of her body, floating the little way to his mpstanding beside his bed
and beckoning.

'‘Come," she whispered, but nothing happened; tiliepaignals were
plainly not going to work. She was no great shalsea witch, but she didn't
lie down again; she couldn't have slept. This igist, she thought. The
magic's still there, iis, and we should not be apart when we could be
together with no more misunderstandings.

Heart thumping, she came out of her room into tlemtshouse. Not that a
house as old as this was ever' silent. There wieraya creakings and
rustlings as though the house stirred in its slekgp.eyes were used to the
dark and she made her way carefully along the tadpeorridor, dodging
the squeaking boards.

She passed the next door to her room and reach#ts Biaor. Aunt Maud's
room was down at the end of the bathroom.

Suddenly it was surprisingly cold, so that she sleweld in her cotton

nightshirt and felt her skin go clammy. The hous,t have cold spots; this
chill was inside her, and as she reached the do®rkeew that she was
scared. She was sure she attracted him still. Tdt la&as an overpowering

natural force but if he was determined to resish& had no doubt that he
could.

It was one thing to be refused when you could piekte shrug it off with a
smile, but if she went to his bed and he sent heayathat would be
horrendous. She had to be more subtle than thisva$estaying for a few



days; in that time she could surely find some wawin him back, but she
couldn't offer herself naked and defenceless.

Her fingers had stiffened on the latch and she dremhand away, stepping
on to a floorboard that creaked. She froze for anemt. The door opened
and Matt looked out.

When she jumped back he glared. There was no wibrer for it. If she had
been inside his room and he had looked at herthie she would have
shrivelled up. 'l hope you weren't calling on rhe,'said.

She had just decided that would be self-destructgire said, 'Have you
forgotten? The bathroom's at the end of the passageshe walked on and
got into the bathroom before the shakes got her.

He would have turned her out. She would have fehewvorse after that,
and heaven knew she felt wretched enough now.

Rejection hurt with a searing pain, that she haected Matt, more than
once, so maybe he had ended up hating her. Shedbdzken prepared to
give up anything for him when he seemed to havaingtbut himself to
offer, and now she knew he was a man of propedwas eager and loving.
That was how it seemed, and it did not look godak &d not know how she
was going to prove that she was not a gold-diggdrreever had been. She
did not know if he would ever believe that she vaoldve lived with him in
the cottage on Strona, and fished for food, andvgreegetables on a
seaweed bed.

She ran back to her own room and the boards crdsdmehth her feet. If he
had heard that creaking board outside his doordutdcnot have been
sleeping soundly. But that was small comfort. Slas wot fooling herself
now that he would have been thinking of her ...

Aunt Maud and Matt were in the kitchen when Lucyneadown. She had

heard them and stayed upstairs until the last misatthat she could dash
down, gulp a cup of coffee and run. She had qudayaahead of her, and
sitting at a breakfast table listening to Aunt Maurdl looking at Matt was

no way to steady her nerves.



She would be back this evening and pray that thimgsld be easier then.
She lied, 'l overslept. What are your plans foatctd

'I'm coming up to your house,' said Matt.

She crossed her fingers ostentatiously. 'I'll Heaw that goes after work.'
She would have to go home tonight; she was not Sugewanted to sleep
here any more.

'We had a millstone delivered yesterday,' said Adatd, spreading honey
on her toast. Lucy's eyebrows shot up.

"What ?' A thunderbolt yes, a bolt from the bloet amillstone?

‘There used to be a windmill by Crocketts' farnynAMaud explained. ‘It
burnt down over seventy years ago but they've giuenone of the
millstones.'

'Fancy. Lovely," said Lucy. 'A millstone.' She dwi her coffee cup. 'Have
you seen all the stuff that's come in since youeware? We haven't been
idle in your absence.'

When she looked at Matt she wanted to say, 'Srhileeatouch me,' but his
eyes never softened so she said, 'Bye, love," tt Maud and kissed her
cheek, and over Aunt Maud's head she said, 'Gogdby®latt, thinking, |
said goodbye to you the night my father orderedoutiand I told you to go.
Matt never came back; what shall | do if he newers?

She had to go home for her car before she wenbt&.\Whe house doors
were open and she scooped up her handbag andrckgaléed, 'It's only me
and I'm going to be late for work. I'll see youstlevening.'

Her father, fully dressed and looking anxious, caloen the hall from the
kitchen.

'It was a genuine offer,’ she said, 'and he does tiee money. He'll be up
here today. | must go.'



She got her car out of the garage and drove ietaubual parking spot, and
ran up the stairs into the office. They were alirth) discussing what they
had done over the weekend. Lucy dodged questiathdigtened to Gail's
account of fitting a new fridge in her kitchen. Thgork started.

It was almost half an hour before Jackie noticed Lhucy was not wearing
her ring. Jackie and Lucy were at their table, inglover the sheets for next
Saturday's paper, when Jackie whispered, 'Wheoels yng?' as if this
might be some distressing secret.

Phones were ringing so that nobody else overheatd.acy said, 'It's off.'
'Not the wedding?' Obviously the ring was.

‘That, too," said Lucy.

'Oh, I'm sorry." Jackie's face puckered with pityhy?'

‘Irreconcilable differences,’ Lucy intoned.

She didn't look heartbroken and Jackie tried ke [jttke. 'Like his mother?’
‘That was about fourth on the list,’ said Lucy, dadkie was almost sure she
was not putting on a brave face. 'And talking ¢dtiens,’ Lucy said, 'Matt's
back at Aunt Maud's.'

Jackie's expression of delight changed almost inmelgl into a knowing
leer. 'So, you break off your engagement and Madick! I'll bet he was top
of the list." Lucy shook her head but Jackie want'$o that's why | never
made any headway. | always thought there must belsody elseand |
thought it might be you."’

'‘Don't bet on it," said Lucy. 'He's doing a propeltal down here.’

'Doing what?' Jackie's head was bowed and clodeuty's; both girls
seemed to be considering the mock- up papers.



'He could be buying our house and turning it intcsraall hotel or
apartments.’

'Don't tell me he's got money as well? Oh, wallyppose this means Giles is
on the market again, too.'

'So far as I'm concerned.’

Jackie grinned. 'If I get in quick | might catchmhon the rebound. Although
any girl in her right mind would fancy Matt morejem without the money.'
She cackled with laughter and Kathleen called dtwerroom,

'What's the joke?"

"You'll never credit it," Jackie chortled, 'but redaughing because Lucy has
given Giles his ring back.'

The others didn't laugh; their faces were shockellsgmpathetic. But there
had been rumours, and when Jackie went on to exiblat Matt Lomas was
back in Edgeford and probably buying the Gillingh&ouse, then they
believed that Lucy had handed back the ring rattaar that Giles had jilted
her.

Jackie teased, 'How about another picture this @€€ur ad-girl with
tycoon two?"

Kathleen was horrifiedJackie!"

It was a poor-taste joke and Lucy cringed, but ublig she had to keep
smiling.

On Mondays she went the rounds of her usual clidabody noticed that
her ring had gone, but a few asked, 'How's Gilas@&'then she had to say,
'I'm sure he's fine but we've decided we're ndiirgeinarried. 'Then they
said they were sorry and she said, '‘Don't be.’'

She didn't go back into Edgeford for her lunch hoostead she bought a
salad bap and a carton of milk in one of the véggand parked off a road



overlooking the hills. When she was quiet like the knew that there was
more than a chance that Matt would go away andrreawe ‘Come with me,’
again and her eyes misted, beginning to sting.

She fished for a tissue and blotted her lashesassmtier lunch, thinking, |
shall follow him. Somehow | shall think of a wayftdlow him.

Her parents were home when she arrived there waftek and they both
seemed to be in a daze.

'He likes it," said her father slowly. 'His surveyare coming tomorrow but
| don't think any major flaw would have got pasinhiHe went all over. |
shouldn't think he misses much.'

'I'm sure he knows a weak spot when he sees @] 8Cy.

Her mother was dressed and made up and pretty; adpreven had a meal
ready. Lucy went upstairs and changed out of yeaies clothes into a pink
linen button-through dress and a linen jacket e same shade. They sat
round the table in the little dining-room. The $idard carried a chalk cross
but the table and chairs had been scheduled fomgevith them. They ate
a quiche that Lucy had cooked and put in the freard that Sylvia had
defrosted and heated up.

Subject to tomorrow's verdict Matt would like theut as soon as possible,
which couldn't have suited them better. The newtapgt was unlikely
now but there should be enough left over to fintheahere, and in the
meantime they could stay with friends. Aunt Mauduldoalways have
Lucy.

When she said 'Maud’, Sylvia sounded quite sentah&ecause it had not
been a charming layabout that Aunt Maud had intteduo Lucy; it had
been a charmer with excellent prospects.

'He arrived at Maud's while | was there," Lauretote Lucy. 'Maud was—
well, we were both upset.’

'He's doing it for you, isn't he?' said Sylvia, &ng her misty smile.



'He won't lose on it," said Lucy. 'He doesn't lo&rd if he's doing it for
anyone else it's for Aunt Maud. He's fond of hee. didn't want her to be
sold up. He told me.'

‘That's sweet of him," said Sylvia. '‘But of couthes does make all the
difference.’

To everything, thought Lucy. We're saved and thaltes a change. But now
Matt's plans do not include me, and that is alikrmlifference.

'He couldn't wait," said her mother. 'But | sai¢tofirse you'd be going down
to Aunt Maud's this evening.'

'Of course,' Lucy murmured.
Things were humming again in the Old Schoolhouse.

They had come along to say hello to Matt, but theg heard that Lucy had
broken with Giles Lessing and that was anotherar&sr coming. To ask
Maud, or to see for themselves, just what was gomg

When Lucy walked in all the faces swivelled towatds and curiosity
seemed as thick as fog in the air. It must haviedddo them as though Lucy
and Matt were glad to see each other. He was stgradia table by one of
the windows, going through some old posters henehdeen until now, and
when she came into the room he called, '‘Come asiddobthis.’

She went to him, smiling, and he held the curliejowving poster flat on
the table. It was an advertisement for bicycleatuieng a simpering lady in
long skirts and leg-o-mutton sleeves and a musgdang man with a
waxed moustache. 'Bicycle for Strength and Bedtutyad and Lucy said, 'l
like it.'

'She looks a strong girl, doesn't she?' said Matt.

'‘And isn't he a beauty?"



They carried on like that, seemingly together, lnuty knew there was an
unbridgeable void between them. She went out tahseemillstone propped
up against a tree and so covered with green masg ttould have been part
of the lawn, and declared it looked fine where @#swand she couldn't see
why they couldn't leave it there. Matt agreed vinén.

‘Things went all right today?' she asked him. 'Mdthér seemed hopeful.’
'l think so. It's quite a sound property.’

They were talking quietly. They walked away frone thillstone, and she
said, 'They'd love to be out by the end of the w&&kn things move that
fast?'

'Yes.' They were watched, walking and talking, &ndwing nods were
exchanged by Aunt Maud's cronies.

When the others went home, so did Lucy. She sagdvabtuld be down
tomorrow and Matt said he might see her then, tooieiant nothing at all.
They were completely apart from each other ankeftsed to get closer she
knew that he would handle her in the way he hadt deth Jackie, refusing
to take her seriously and leaving her with no haipail.

Matt was not around after all on Tuesday night.siBess," Aunt Maud
explained. By Wednesday night everyone knew thatvhe buying the
Gillingham house, and Bernard Beddows was the amg who was
worried.

There were fewer of the history society there ordidésday evening, only
those who actually had a job to do. Matt was hgipmput up some shelves
and Lucy was cutting sandwiches in the kitchen wBemard came in, did a
quick check that the room contained nobody elsd,asked in low urgent

tones, 'lIs Maud buying your house?"

'Matt is," said Lucy, 'and not with her money. Hens property and a
flourishing business.' Bernard had been so condeorehis old friend that
she had to put his mind at rest. 'She gave thaegntmnmy father; it was his



share of her will. That was why she was changingiitd Bernard Beddows
said that that was all right then, because it wagrsg in the family.

He liked Matt, and he was relieved that his sugpisiwere unfounded. Now
it seemed that Lucy and Matthew were getting togresimd he added archly
'‘Although Matthew might be family before long.' Buhen Lucy looked at

him he felt that he must be getting old, becausseleened to be blundering
from one gaffe to another ...

Lucy was the only one sleeping in the house in $hache that week. Her
parents were with friends and, although there wasyls room at Aunt
Maud's, she said she preferred to stay the weelkndugr own bedroom.
Nights were bad enough as it was, full of regretd bpngings, without
knowing that Matt was only a minute away. More tlate, in the small
hours, she might have gone to him and said, 'l oot have married Giles
and | was coming to look for you before | knew ymad anything but the
clothes you stood up in. Because | love you.'

But every time she saw him she knew that he woatchave believed her,
and at least she was sparing herself that hunoifiati

On Saturday the house was full until evening. Dyrihe week the
auctioneers had made lists of lots, and on Satumteyning the
pantechnicon drew up. Sylvia and Laurence hovereahna while furniture
and packing cases containing small items were tbatleard to be taken for
temporary storage.

Earlier Lucy had looked round her bedroom and atid could all go to
auction. Wherever she went, and whatever happerteerf would be a fresh
start, so that when the removal van rolled awaybegiroom was the only
room in the house that looked more or less theitMagd for years.

She went upstairs after waving goodbye to her mcdhe father and the
couple they were staying with. She had been invaledg but her mother
had said, 'Lucy will be going down to Aunt Mauda)d Lucy had said,
‘Thank you, but | am fixed up.'



She could only stay here another night or two dwed it would have to be
Aunt Maud's or some obliging friend. When Matt wéntould be Aunt
Maud's without any danger. Except that Aunt Maudilidoe perpetually
harking back to Matt, refusing to believe that matchmaking had come to
nothing.

Which it had. Lucy was beginning to accept thate 8fould have given
years of her life to put the clock back a few weéktting here in this room,
she could almost believe that the rest of the howese unaltered, and that
she might run down the long hall and open the dwoal call to Matt. And
that he could be waiting for her.

But outside this room everything had changed, ameilhnshe came down the
stairs now she imagined how it would look as a siatel. Something
rather special, she supposed, and she thoughtydevaf he's got staff lined
up. If he needs a receptionist, with secretari@ihing and handy in the
kitchen.

She might work here, stay here; she could keepuaoh that way. Because
every time she thought, | give up, | shall neverlgm back, a voice in her
blood cried,No.’

The statue of the Victorian lady with the baskeffraft still stood in her
alcove of hedge waiting for the auction sale, andyLstrolled across the
lawn towards her. 'We're both on offer," she saidg | think you stand a
better chance than | do.' Matt had put his hand themarble hand that first
night; now Lucy touched the cold fingers. 'Wish imek," she said.

It was a cosy scene in Aunt Maud's parlour. AuntutMand Bernard
Beddows and another couple were playing a handidfjé and taking a
glass of wine. When Lucy looked in they were prepoed, although they
all smiled at her and Aunt Maud said, 'Oh, helleard

'Is Matt here?'

'He's in the garden, cleaning up the millstone.’



She expected to find someone else around; she ¢taullly believe the

silence out there. Of late there had always seeaméd eyes watching and
ears cocked to every word she said. But this egesie walked over the
grass towards the tree and nobody called to her.

Matt was kneeling, scraping the surface of thestahe with a small palette
knife. Lichen had peeled away in a pile of greeipst leaving the surface
mottled and discoloured, and she said, 'l thinkdd it better with whiskers
on.'

'Soon grow a new crop.' He was in casual clothezs)§ and open-necked
shirt, but she still could not reach him. She satm on the grass.

'l came to see you about a job, if you do operhthese as a hotel.’
'Doing what?' He went on scraping.

'Receptionist? I'm good on a telephone.’

'Very well, if that's how it works out.'

'‘Can | scrape a bit?' He handed her the paletfe amd she eased a little
more lichen loose, and babbled about today's relmosad that the
Victorian statue was going for auction. Unlessairse he fancied keeping
her as a feature of the gardens.

'Why not?' he said. 'She fits in where she is.’

There was nothing between them but the lightesal&f The gulf was as
wide as ever and she thought, I'm sinking in quackishere and | can't even
cry for help. She dropped the little scrapper aadcslae stabbed with her
thumbnail at a peeling piece of moss inside thg, she brushed Matt's hand
and saw his face.

It whitened beneath the tan. He was holding hedhteir fingers locked,
and she stared and saw the mask ripped away ahdtwitery trace of his
iron control. In his eyes was such naked appealttigatears she had held



back all week filled her own eyes and she whispéeledas the true ring of
rock on Strona.’

'It had to be.' He stood up, lifting her, presdieg fingers to his face, and the
next moment she was in his arms, clinging to hinf e had dragged her
from quicksand. 'Don't cry," he begged.

'I'm not." But tears were streaming down her fadey turned away from
the house, the windows and possibly the watchésarm around her, and
she gulped, 'Where are we going?"

‘To Strona.’

‘All right.’

'Perhaps not tonight." They went through the gatéha bottom of the

gardens and to where his Porsche was parked. Byheowmnascara was in
her eyes and she was blinking and sniffing as hehpuinto the car and
found her a wad of tissues.

She covered her face, mopping frantically, and éoblap to see a woman
she knew across the road goggling at her. Besidelat said, "What do you
think she's making of this?'

Giggles surfaced, catching on the tears, makingchegh and then laugh.
'Let's go and tell the lady you want her," she.said

‘That | do.' He kissed her wet cheek and she latpethe last remnants of
eye make-up, pulling down the mirror flap to trélce floating specks.

'l look awful,’ she said.
‘Not to me.’
He was the one man with whom she would never haveréetend.

White-faced and red-eyed, she was still beautifilitn, and even the idiot
things she had done didn't matter any more. Asdney up before the dark



and empty house, she called across to the pale sifape statue, 'It's all
right. You're safe now.’

'We're all safe now,' said Matt.

She took a key from her pocket, opening the fraarddropping her jacket
on a chair. Everything in here was a reject alkwwgito be auctioned. In the
drawing- room, curtains were drawn at one of thedeivs. There were still

sofas and chairs but darker shapes showed updbkd faallpaper. Pictures
and ornaments had been cleared away and it felindised in as a

waiting-room. It was here she had lain in MattmsrHe was remembering
too, reading her mind, and he said, 'lt isn't Ii'stlove as | have never in my
life loved anyone else. Let me look at you.' Hedher gently. "When you

said "love" and meant Giles it went through me lkenife." His eyes

devoured her and she looked back at him with theessweet hunger, but
for now the touching and the kissing were comfoid aeassurance. They
were together and savouring the wonder of it.

She said, 'l couldn't have married him. | was st&wghone you in case you
said you wouldn't come back, but when | asked Adaud to | didn't know
you could buy the house. | thought we might liveSirona. That's how |
wanted it to be. Like Strona again.'

'So did I,' he said. 'Oh, God, so did I.

'In the dark, it was."' They were standing by a windnd she reached to pull
the heavy brocade curtains close so that hardlyigihtcrept into the room.

‘This could be Strona,' she said. 'Why didn't yay gou hadn't had Aunt
Maud's money? | would have believed you.'

'l heard you talking to her and | thought you'd eoamd you were going to
say you'd finished with Giles. As soon as | saw yknew you hadn't, and
then you accused me of robbing poor old Maud. Ictbave killed you.' His
fingers were on her throat, caressing, his lipsddsthe soft beating pulse,
and he said, 'No, | couldn't. No way could | evamh you. But | got out and
| was not coming back.' He smiled; she saw thahéndarkness. 'And then
Maud rang and said you needed me and | came rurtémeg since you took
off from Strona not a day has passed that | havéwaoaght of you again and



again. Not a night when | haven't dreamt of yodaar awake aching for
you. When you were outside my door last Saturdgitni nearly grabbed
you. | would have done if you hadn't jumped awég & scalded cat.’

She flung her head back now, in exasperated laughieu glared at me.
"You wouldn't be calling on me,"” you said." She nciked his deeper voice,
striking an attitude and sending something flyinthver elbow.

'Don’t smash up the goods,' he said. 'Your old snaminting on them.’

She opened the curtains a crack, switched on § bgial righted the little
table she had just knocked over, then sat dowmesafa, slipping off her
shoes. 'Actually,’ she said, 'when | started ddvercorridor | was calling on
you. But then | panicked and then | ran.’

'Don't run again.'

He sat besides her, an arm around her so thatesdtkedh against him and
they both knew her answer, a fervent, 'Oh, | preniisvon't." She asked
wistfully, because this was the start of all hearteches, 'If J hadn't run in
the first place, from Strona, what would have hagpenext?’

'l had that planned.' He was rueful, too, but nbeytcould smile about it.
'I'd selected the food and the wine, the room veasly, champagne and
candles. It's an old manor house. I'm proud @y I'd hoped you'd take to
it."

'It would have been a lovely evening,’ she sighed.

"It will be," he said. '"We've time to make up for.'

'‘Aunt Maud will swear she saw it all in her crydpall.’

'‘Don’t knock Maud. When | asked about you she adveayd you were well
and happy but she never sounded too sure. Thewrsite to tell me you
were getting married and sent me that cutting af, yamiling at Alys

Lessing's blue-eyed boy, and | had to get down. Magid will be guest of
honour at the wedding in a new pair of gypsy eggin



She shifted in the crook of his arm. "&ie married.' She took her keeper off
her right hand and put it on her left. 'Does tbaklbetter?’

‘Talking of rings,' he said. 'l nearly smashed tiva the Lessings gave you.
But right now we're talking of weddings. You knove've married, and |
know we're married, but we'd better humour them.’

'l love you,' she said and the dark flame in hissawas a blaze that dazzled
her. She opened her arms and just before he Kiesedanaged to say, This
is a horsehair sofa, not very comfortable.’

He finished the kiss, which took a long time arftibher limp, then he said,
‘Shall we book into a hotel?

‘There's one room upstairs that's not so bad.’

She hadn't had a night's rest in that bed this w@le& might not have much
rest tonight but the hours of waking would be p&®adAlthough if she
didn't get off this sofa right now she would not gat of this room. 'Yes?"
she said.

'‘Whatever you say.'

As they came into the hall the phone rang. Matkegicit up, listened and

offered her the receiver. He went on towards tlh@ctse and she heard
Giles's voice. Incredibly, he sounded placatorythBes they had been
hasty, he said. The top buttons of her dress wedane and she began
unfastening the rest with the phone against heelclamd Giles's voice

buzzing in her ears. She said, 'No, you were rightyould never have

worked. We didn't love each other," and cut offdcbenection. Then she laid
the receiver on the table and ran up the staits tie lovely dark and Matt's
waiting arms.



