


OUTSIDER
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Her own father had sold her out!

When Natalie Drummond s father was told by the alott "take it easy,"”
she expected him to give her a full partnershipi;mWintersgarth training
stables. After all, she'd been running it succelysfuhile he was in the
hospital.

But when he came home her hopes were completehedase had sold the
partnership to Eliot Lang, the handsome notoriolaylqpy of the horse
racing world.

Despite the immediate and unwanted attraction Mafelt for Eliot, her
resentment at her father's betrayal continueddw gEspecially when Eliot
seemed to think that she was part of the deal!



CHAPTER ONE

OUTLINED on the hillside against the morning sky, horserael looked as
if they had been carved from stone. Only the ertapeze, ruffling the
mare's mane, and blowing a tress of copper haosacthe girl's cheek,
revealed that the silhouette was composed of #eshblood.

Below, in the valley, it was business as usuahat\Wintersgarth racing
stables. From her eyrie, Natalie Drummond could tbeesecond string
going out for exercise. It was a world in miniatuoperating as if by
clockwork. She drew a swift, satisfied sigh.

My world, she thought. My world as it's never béefore.

She would have been down there, riding out withntkeses, under normal
circumstances, but today she had begged off, ta@d Mévett the head lad to
handle the exercising himself. She was too exctmamuch on edge to be
around highly strung and volatile thoroughbredsn8of her unease would
undoubtedly have communicated itself to them, anted problems.

She ran an affectionate hand down the mare's nAtlereas dear old
Jasmine, of course, was too mature and too equahiare, she thought,
smiling, as she glanced at her watch.

It was time she was getting back. They might alyda’e phoned from the
clinic to say her father was on his way back, dreganted to be there when
he arrived. It would probably be tactful to chamge of her riding gear too,
she acknowledged wryly. They would have a leisulgtgh to celebrate the
fact that Grantham Slater's heart attack had oelgnba mild one—a
warning shot, Doctor Ellis had called it—and thatwas home and safe
again, and afterwards, when he was feeling warm raatiow with her
stepmother's incredible cooking, she would talkhim about what the
consultant had said.

| can do it, she thought, as she turned Jasmine thre track which led back
to the stables. I've proved | can over these pasksa: Grantham can't just
dismiss me as an office clerk any more.



Somehow she would make him see that his absurddicej about making
her his full partner had to be abandoned.

The consultant had been forthright when he'd tatkeBleattie and herself.
'He's made an excellent recovery.' He flicked leis pagainst the blotter on
his desk. 'But, inevitably, there are going to hevbe some changes in his
regimen, changes which he won't like. He's a detmdhman, and a
successful one—a brilliant trainer of steeplechadbey tell me. Well, I'm
not suggesting he retires, but he has to find a evdgking life very much
more easily than he has been doing if he wantsdaaa recurrence of his
problem.' He looked at Natalie. "You're his onlyl¢hMrs Drummond?’

She nodded. 'My mother died when | was small. Sh& expecting another
baby, but there were complications.'

'‘But you do work for your father?’

'Yes, but up to his illness, | was only a secretadid the correspondence,
manned the phone, and did the book-keeping anduatxb She looked
down at her hands, tightly clasped together in lagr. 'Grantham's
rather—old-fashioned. He's never allowed me taelved in the training
side at all. He never even encouraged me to rideadIto have lessons at
school.' She gave a constricted smile. 'But yott t&nborn and brought up
in a racing stable without absorbing a certain amaf expertise. I've
managed to put mine to good use while my fathe&nhll.'

He smiled at her. 'I'm sure you have.' He turneBédattie. 'And you, Mrs
Slater. Are you involved in the running of the $¢sbas well?’

If she hadn't been so worried, Natalie could haskapsed in gales of
giggles at the look of sheer horror on Beattiet® fdler stepmother .was a
warm and lovely lady, but she regarded all horséflgith acute misgivings,
and never went anywhere near the stables if shie belp it.

Beattie accompanied her husband to race meetingsyikg that her
elegant, expensively clad presence beside him waaffamation of his
prosperity, but she usually stayed away from tradpek.



Now she said weakly, 'I'm afraid not. Do—do yownthi should be?'

'l think someone will have to be," the consultattimed. 'It's essential that
your husband starts to share some of his resptitisi He looked again at
Natalie. 'It would seem, Mrs Drummond, that yourréhe ideal position to
do this—your family commitments allowing, of course

Natalie lifted her chin. 'I'm a widow,' she saideily. 'Apart from Beattie
and my father, | have no family. I'll be glad to @batever | can to help
Grantham.'

'If he'll let you,' Beattie observed frankly asyhdrove home."If" is right,’
Natalie agreed, her fine brows drawing togetheshesslowed for a traffic
light. 'Ever since they allowed him access to anghdie's been calling Wes
with instructions each morning." She grimaced. tlFwately they've
invariably been the same instructions that I'daalyeissued, so Wes just
agrees to everything—and on we go."' She sighee@. dDthese days I'll have
to tell Grantham I've been running things whilesh®en away, but I'm not
looking forward to it.'

'l don't suppose you are.' Beattie was silent foraanent. ‘I've never been
able to understand why Grantham keeps you chamedat office desk.
Doesn't he realise you have the same feeling fisetiiour-legged monsters
that he has himself?'

'He knows.' Natalie let out the clutch and they swuwff again. 'l thought at
first when he refused point blank to let me workhathe horses that it was
just plain sexism. He's never employed girls ingtables in any capacity,
after all. But it seems to go deeper than thae' [@used. 'l hoped—when |
married Tony—that his attitude might soften, but seemed more
determined than ever to keep me out of thingodk tme quite a while to
realise that he saw in Tony the son he'd alwaydeudar an heir apparent
for Wintersgarth. All | was needed for was to—casrnythe succession.'

‘Nat, my dear!" There was shock as well as compassi Beattie's soft
voice.



'Do | sound bitter?' Natalie asked ruefully. 'Welhas, even after Tony was
killed. Father seemed to blame me for not beingmaat." She forced a
smile. 'If I'd been a mare, | think he'd have sokl'

'Or found a better stallion,’ said Beattie thouglhyf
Natalie nearly stalled the car.

'Or even that," she agreed, her voice quiverinigie 'As it is, there's no one
left but me, and somehow | have to persuade himake the best of it, and
take me into full partnership. My God, good womeairters aren't exactly
unknown in steeplechasing! And | could be good—dwmt.' She sighed. 'It
isn't my fault | was born female.’

Beattie shot her a dry look. 'Some people mighamgt as a distinct
advantage.'

'‘But then you're prejudiced,’ Natalie returned eftanately.

The memory of the exchange made her smile as sleeJasmine sedately
under the archway into the stable- yard, glanciogiad her as she did so.
Everything as far as she could see had been hontdusual pristine state.
The boxes were gleaming, the gravel had been rakebithere was a busy,
excited hum round the place.

All the lads, she knew, were looking forward toisgener father restored to
health, and back where he belonged. Grantham 3iatkthe reputation of
being a hard man in many ways, and an exactingaraplbut he was also
fair, and paid good wages for good work.

'We know where we stand with the boss,' Wes had erplained it simply
to her.

Well, the boss would have nothing to complain okwle did his round at
evening stables, as he undoubtedly would, thougitalid as she rode
Jasmine into the second, smaller yard and dismdunte



Beattie was talking optimistically of persuading hasband to take it easy,
but Natalie was sure he'd have other ideas.

She led Jasmine into her stall and began to unsddl It had done her
good to ride out, helping her to get things intespective, see how best to
tackle her father.

He was a logical man, she thought, as she begamugh Jasmine down.
When he realised how well she'd coped in his alesdretd change his mind
about having her as a partner. Besides, what reate did he have? For
once in his life, Grantham Slater would have to bowircumstance, instead
of bending it to his will as he usually did.

'Excuse me, Miss Natalie.' The voice behind herarteat jump. She'd been
too preoccupied with her own thoughts to hear Bextséh's approach. '‘Mrs
Slater's been on the phone, asking for you. | gashf off Jasmine if you
want to get up to the house.’'

Natalie forced a smile. 'It's all right, I'll seehier myself, thanks.’

Watson lingered. 'l thought you might be in a lhiadwurry. It's a great day,
after all.’

She nodded, and concentrated her attention on dashmping he would

take the hint and go. She'd no idea why she dida'Ben Watson. He was
quiet and polite, and Wes had no complaints abmsuivbrk, but there was

something... something about the way he lookedeatwhich had made

Natalie wish more than once that she was severhémtaller, and a couple
of stone heavier, and looked like one of the hor8¢she same time, she
told herself she was probably imagining things. Histude to her was

always respectful—even deferential.

I've just taken agin him, she thought ruefully, dadew by the sudden
slackening of some inner tension that he had degart

When she got to the house, Beattie was rushinglalining room with a
vase of flowers.



'Would you believe it?' she flung at Natalie. 'Ghem's just rung to say he's
invited two extra people to lunch. Bang goes ouegiamily party!

'Oh, Beattie!" Natalie was taken aback. 'That'skkad of him, it really is!
Did he say who they were?'

Beattie flapped an agitated hand. 'Well, there'ddiréw Bentley, for
one—and he did mention the other name, but I'vgodfiben.' She paused. 'l
just hope there's enough food.’

Natalie sent her an affectionate grin. 'Of counsed will be. Judging by last
night's preparations, you could feed the entire beship of the Jockey
Club, if they turned up, let alone Dad's solicaod some unknown quantity.
Is there anything | can do?"

‘Not really." Beattie secretly revelled in domesgtitses, her stepdaughter
suspected. 'Although—darling, you might put on esdr'

'I'd already planned to.' Natalie grimaced. 'l tasaint to give Dad any cause
for complaint, today of all days."

She was thoughtful as she went up to her rooneelined odd that Andrew
Bentley was coming to lunch on Grantham's first datyof the clinic. Was
he coming as legal adviser, or family friend? slomdered. If it was purely
a social visit, then Liz would probably be cominghahim, and that would
explain the extra person. But that can't be, sloeight rather restively.
Beattie and Liz are friends. She wouldn't forget tlame of Andrew's wife,
no matter how much of a flap she was in.

She showered swiftly, then dressed in a simple nsiviytwaister—a

compromise, she thought as she tugged a comb thieergangle of copper
hair, between the ultra-feminine clothes Granthaefegored her to wear,
and the businesslike exterior she wished to preStm toyed with the idea
of putting her hair up, but decided that would berying the new efficient

image too far.



Excitement always made her pale, so she addedieigusl amount of
blusher to her cheeks, and a modicum of shadownfthasise the lustre of
her green eyes under their sweep of dark lashes. *

Daddy's pretty little daughter, she thought withniy as she surveyed the
results of her labours. Only not a cipher any mbu¢ a force to be reckoned
with.

She heard the sound of a car on the drive, andtfig¢ihe window. It was the
hired vehicle Grantham had insisted on, havingasipély turned down his
wife and daughter's offers to drive him home thdwese

'Women drivers!" he'd snorted. 'I'm not in line émother heart attack, thank
you!'

'‘Chauvinist," Beattie had teased, squeezing hid kath love, but Natalie
found her own smile rather fixed.

Now she hung back a little, waiting for her fathed his wife to enjoy their
reunion in a certain amount of privacy. Or was #raexcuse, because the
thought of facing Grantham on his own ground waddsualy a daunting
one?

Natalie squared her shoulders and went downstairs.

Grantham was ensconced in his favourite chairerditawing room. He was
a big man still, although he had lost weight sihiseillness. Here and there
in his thick grey thatch of hair, a few streakscopper like Natalie's own
still lingered. He had a strong face which couldkdarsh, but was now
relaxed in the pleasure of seeing his home, andviiés again. His smile

widened for Natalie.

'‘Well, my girl?'

‘Very well, thanks." She stooped and kissed hinmd'A/ou look fine
yourself.'

He gave her a derisive look. 'A dramatic improvenwnlast night, eh?’



‘A dramatic improvement every day from now on,' e him steadily. 'As
long...'

'As long as | do what the doctor tells me," hestireid for her, his tone quite
amiable. 'Well, I intend to, lass, | intend toellad a shock, and | don't mind
admitting it. | didn't think it would happen to nf&o there'll have to be some
changes.' He gave her an enigmatic look. 'And ilhieyblve you.'

Natalie's heart skipped a beat, but she kept herevievel. No girlish

excitement, she told herself fiercely, and no ghowg gratitude either. I've
worked for this moment, and I've deserved it. dudpht perhaps we might
talk after lunch,' she said.

'l can say what I've got to say now.' He pauseslippose Beattie told you
I've asked Andrew to lunch.’

'Yes, she did." Natalie ruffled his hair. 'Bit oflaty trick, landing her with
last-minute guests.'

'She can manage,’ said Grantham calmly. 'And | ecaid get things
settled—put on a proper footing without delay. Ovgraee queer folk. They
don't like uncertainty.’

Don't | know it! Natalie said silently. The hoursd spent on the phone
reassuring a whole list of them that it's busirsssasual,, and that there's no
need to take their horses away so close to theddtdre jumping season.

Aloud, she said, 'There haven't been any real pro!

'l should think not,' he said with a touch of hid asperity. 'They know
when they're well off, most of them. | train wingsein this yard, not
also-bloody-rans.' He glanced at his watch. 'Whekadrew? | told him to
be here by twelve. It's these damned motorways—rtheyways digging
them up.'

Natalie's brows shot up. 'But Andrew doesn't havese the motorway,' she
pointed out mildly. 'He's coming from Harrogate.'



' know he is. It's t'other one, driving up fromrha bourn. Andrew's
bringing him here.' Grantham's tone was short.

'From Lambourn?' echoed Natalie, frowning. 'Whithieworld's coming all
that distance?"

'Eliot Lang.'

'‘Good God," Natalie said slowly. "The playboy oftiNiaal Hunt racing, no
less! And why is he venturing this far north?"' ldges widened. 'ls he going
to ride for us?'

Grantham snorted. 'Of course not. He's retirada#t all over the papers two
months since.’

She remembered now. It had caused quite a sensatiom of the country's
top steeplechase riders and a former champion yoak@ing in his early

thirties. She'd absorbed the information and theoatided it as having no
significance to her.

Now, suddenly, she wasn't so sure.
She said, 'Then what is he coming for?'

'He's coming because I've asked him to,' said dtkef. 'It isn't a decision
I've made lightly. If | were still on my own in &f I'd probably have said
hang the doctors, and carried on as usual. Bue'th@&eattie to think of
now.' His face softened. 'We've only been marned years, and | don't
reckon on making her a widow quite yet, so I'm gdmbehave myself, and
take the advice I've been given as if | was gratefuit—which I'm not.
These are my stables, and | built them up from wbat grandfather left,
and I'd no thought to share them with anyone exegpown kith and kin.
But with Tony gone, and no grandchild to thinkldiad to reconsider. And
they tell me | need a partner to take the weighthi$é place off my
shoulders.’

Natalie knew what was coming, and was terrifiedtbghe said urgently,
'Dad, | could...'



‘That you couldn't." One brief phrase smashed heginds to smithereens.
"You know my views, and they haven't changed. dn@enan—someone
who knows jump racing, and can stand shoulderdalsler with me. Lang's
never ridden for me, but I've always respected l@wen if he did get his
name into the gossip columns more than | caré/f@il, a lad must sow his
wild oats, | suppose. Anyway, the papers said hethvaking of going into
training, so | got Andrew to contact him, and weagreed terms. He's
buying a half share in Wintersgarth.'

She felt numb. There was a fold of her dress betvire fingers, and she
was pleating and unpleating it endlessly as sleel to assimilate what he
had been saying.

The weeks of struggle, of trying to prove herdadfd all been in vain. While
she'd been working her guts out through all therd@siod sent to keep
Wintersgarth together, Grantham had been makingowis plans. Plans
which totally excluded her, she realised.

She ran the tip of her tongue round dry lips. 'Aitht's going to happen to
me?'

Her father looked at her as if the question suegrisim. 'Well, you'll do
your normal job, same as always. He's quite amertalihat.'

She said thickly, 'How good—how very good of him.'

'‘And you'll be provided for in the long term, natlly, if there's need.'If there

was need... Natalie's head reeled. All her lifédsheen totally dependent on
her father. At school, she'd opted for a commemoalse rather than pursue
an academic career so that she could work in didest office. Because in

those days, naively, she'd thought that might beotin the door to better

things.

And marriage had changed nothing. She had met Booytly after her
father had employed him as stable jockey on arretaand the wedding had
taken place two months later, which meant thereewsvo of them
dependent on Grantham Slater instead of one. Tadybleen a more than
promising jockey, and he had enjoyed the fruitsisfsuccess, living for the



present. After he had been killed, she discovered been living on
overdraft. She had paid it off, but the way thetddtad been incurred still
rankled... She closed her mind abruptly, and fodwsewhat was happening
here in this room, right now.

'l suppose | must be grateful for small merciesleast | still have a roof
over my head.'

‘There's no need to take that tone.' His voice peressive. 'And don't tell
me you'd thoughts of filling my shoes here, becdus®w it already. And

you know my opinion on the subject. Or did you khanheart attack would
soften my brain as well? The stables are no placgdu, Natalie. They
never were, and they never will be, so make yomdmp to it. And keep off
the backs of my thoroughbreds,' he added. 'A tim@o | phoned here to be
told you were out with one of the strings. Thafpstas of now, although |
won't deny you the exercise you need. Maybe olohiiaess bit tame for you.
I'll find you a good hack...'

'‘No, thanks.' Natalie shook her head. ‘Jasmine mgtvery well.'

An hour ago, barely more, she had sat on thawftitl the world at her feet.

Now, everything she had ever wanted had been ssthtlay from her and

given to a stranger, although that was surely anomeer applied to Eliot

Lang. His career and lifestyle had been describesften in the newspapers
as to make them totally familiar.

Unlike Tony, who had been an apprentice, Eliot Lhad started his racing
career as an amateur. He'd enjoyed a meteoric ssjceédhich hadn't
prevented his wealthy family protesting volubly whée became a
professional. And he had been making headlines swee. He'd spent
several seasons riding for Kevin Laid- law, andhthad left in a blaze of
publicity and innuendo which said that Laidlaw ltasimissed him because
he couldn't keep his hands off his wife. The Laidlahad vehemently
denied the rumours, but Eliot Lang had said 'No memt' and gone to ride
for Duncan Sanders, who was divorced. At least filoan on he'd seemed to
keep away from married women, perhaps becauseeohdinsewhipping
Kevin Laidlaw was alleged to have threatened hithwBut he had never
maintained a low profile. The good life was thexed he enjoyed it, in the



company of a succession of models and actressas, ofie them
distinguishable from their predecessors. And astme time, he took more
winners past the post than his rivals thought deckls cottage in
Lambourn had been the subject of a colour spreadSunday supplement.

Her mouth curling in distaste, Natalie thought,IH&id Wintersgarth dull.
Aloud she asked, 'Does Beattie know what you ir2énd

She was thankful when her father shook his hededttie had known, and
not told her, that would have been another betraad she felt bruised
enough.

She got to her feet. 'I'll go and see if we've goy of Andrew's favourite
sherry.'

‘That's a good lass.'

That was what he approved of, she thought biteslghe went out into the
hall—her ability to deal with small domestic detaito shelter him from
unwanted phone calls from querulous owners.

In the kitchen, Beattie was stirring a pan of sooghe Aga. She said over a
shoulder, 'Have a look at the dining-room, andrtedlif it's all right.' Then
she saw Natalie's white face and blazing eyeshantbbne sharpened. 'Nat
darling, whatever's the matter?’

‘Eliot Lang,' said Natalie. The man whose name fgogot.'

'Why, so it is.' Beattie shook her head. 'l knewvas something familiar.
He's some kind of jockey, isn't he?"

'He certainly was,' Natalie said grittily. 'Now $ig/oing to be some kind of
trainer—here.’

Beattie's lips parted in a soundless gasp, thernushed back to her soup.
There was a prolonged silence, then she said,iBete does that leave
you?'



'‘Back at square one, where | apparently belongy ®mow have two
bosses.'

Beattie said half to herself, 'He told me he haslugprise, but it never
occurred to me..." She stopped. 'Oh, my dear chitd,so sorry! It's so
cruel—so unnecessary.’

'So unacceptable,’ Natalie completed. 'If I'm gdimdpe a dogsbody, | can
find another office somewhere— preferably as fanfracing as possible.’

Beattie transferred her pan to the simmering p&tte. said, "You don't mean
that.'

'Oh, but I do," Natalie said bitterly. 'I've hacbegh. I've tried my damnedest
for Dad, but I'm never going to measure up to thendard he
wants—because | don't even know what his critemga and | suspect he
doesn't either.’

'All the same,’ said Beattie, 'you mustn't leave.'

"You think I'd stay and watch that—that racetracki®o help himself to my
inheritance?' Natalie asked fiercely. 'Over my deadly!"

Beattie said quietly, 'If you leave now, like this;ould be over Grantham's.'
She sat down beside Natalie at the kitchen ta¥le!ré not supposed to
expose him to any kind of upset—the doctor said so.

'He probably wouldn't even notice I'd gone—until Wwanted his letters
typed, or found the owners weren't paying theistah time.’

‘That isn't true, and you know it," Beattie saidndly. 'He loves you, Nat,
although | admit he has a very strange way of shgwi. He has
this—fixation about women working with horses." $faeised. 'l think one
of the reasons he fell in love with me is that dknothing about the beasts
except that they bite at one end, and kick at therd She smiled at Natalie.
‘There were a lot of women after him, you know, whad strong
connections with racing, who'd have been ablelkadtehim about horses in
an intelligent manner. Coral LeFevre, for one.'



In spite of her wretchedness, Natalie felt her kpsve in the ghost of a
smile. 'The Black Widow? What makes you think that?

‘The way she still looks at him,' said Beattie dymjp know that a lot of your

father's friends and colleagues were horrified whemmarried me, when
there were so many more suitable wives around.tl@&heght for a minute.

'‘But my attraction for your father was mysuitability,somehow. We met at
a concert he'd been dragged to, and he didn't thatd thought the Derby
and the Grand National were the same kind of fidets never minded it. In
a way, I'm part of the same fixation. I'm happyhmty music and my

cooking, and that makes Grantham happy too. | exiplain it." She gave
Natalie a level look. 'l sympathise with you, evetgp of the way, but | love
Grantham, and | won't have him upset for any reasowever good. If you

really want to leave, wait a few weeks until héfsrsger, and feelings have
cooled. You can't quarrel with him, Nat. | won'oa it.’

There was a long silence, then Natalie said divsry well. You're right, of
course. I'd never forgive myself if there was a yroand it
caused—problems." She shook herself, and stoo@upl can't sit at that
table with Eliot Lang and eat lunch as if nothiragthappened. Make some
excuse for me, Beattie, please. Tell them I'veaggbkadache, or bubonic
plague, or something.'

Beattie groaned. 'I'll do my best—but, Nat, youhé&x won't be pleased.’

Natalie opened the kitchen door. She said, 'l psergbu he'd be even less
pleased to hear me tell Eliot Lang to go to hell.’

That, she thought, was relatively mild comparedchwihat she'd really like
to say to him, so why was Beattie sitting-thereklng as if she'd been
frozen?

She turned to walk into the hall, and cannonedgsttanto six foot of bone,
sinew and muscle, standing there on the thresAsldnusually strong arms
steadied her, she thought confusedly, Andrew? eafised in the same
moment that it couldn't be. Andrew was only mediugight and distinctly
pudgy. Whereas this man, she thought as she thakri@d step backwards,
hadn't a spare ounce of flesh anywhere.



Her face burning, she looked up to encounter haeyeed regarding her with
no expression whatever.

'‘Now, why should you tell me any such thing?' €idt Lang.



CHAPTER TWO

NATALIE wanted the floor to open and swallow her, butemained
disappointingly solid, so she rallied her defences.

'l think that's my business,' she retorted, han thied dangerously. 'Perhaps
you should remember what they say about eavesd®mplle Lang," She
realised his hands were still gripping her uppersamot too gently, and she
stiffened. 'And will you kindly get your hands offe!

He released her so promptly it was almost an in3ilén he was walking
past her, the thin, tanned face relaxing into desmi

'‘Mrs Slater?' He held out his hand to Beattie. 8onry for this apparent
intrusion, but your husband thought you might resténheard Mr Bentley's
car arrive, so | volunteered to find you." He lookeund him, his smile
widening. 'Not that it's any hardship,’ he addepregatively. 'Something
smells absolutely fantastic!'

'It's just ordinary home cooking," said Beattiehwitodest untruthfulness, as
she shook hands with him. Her candid grey eyesdddkm over. 'You look
as if you could do with some.’

He laughed. 'You could be right. I've spent so maegrs living on
starvation rations to keep my weight down, thath#rd to believe | can now
eat as much as | want.’

There was a pause, then Beattie said with slighktrxeardness, 'And this, of
course, is my stepdaughter Natalie.'

He turned back towards Natalie. 'How do you dosdid with cool civility.

The swift charm which had bowled over Beattie, eemed, could be
switched on and off at will, Natalie thought witbrntempt.

She returned a mechanically conventional greetirey) excused herself on
the grounds that she had to see to the drinks.



Her retreat was in good order, but when she wasysalone, she found her
heart was pounding as if she'd taken to her heelsled from him.

It was infuriating to realise she had been betragtmsuch a schoolgirlish
piece of rudeness, but at least Eliot Lang now kaente unequivocally
where he stood where she was concerned, she thoeifigutly.

Andrew's greeting was rather less ebullient tharalijshe realised as she
took the drinks into the drawing-room. He knew, @obetter, how
desperately keen she'd been to join Grantham gahiser, and she thought
she saw a measure of compassion in his gaze,sxgdpped genialities with
her about how good it was to have her father bagekna and how well he
was looking.

Gradually she recovered her composure, and by ithe Eliot Lang
accompanied her stepmother into the room, she blag@meet the rather
searching look he sent her with an appearanceast, lof indifference.

She found, to her annoyance, that she was statioppdsite him at the

dining-table, although the conversation was geremaligh to enable her to
avoid having to address him directly. Her fatheswahis most expansive
and relaxed mood, making no secret of his deligtiteasuccess of his plans.

Naturally, as the meal wore on, the talk turnedatting, and Eliot Lang's
past triumphs, although in fairness Natalie haddmit the subject wasn't
introduced by him, and he seemed reluctant to dstieem, commenting
instead with open wryness on his failure ever tte ra Grand National
winner.

'It's only one race,’ Grantham leaned back in harc'And that last Gold
Cup of yours must have made up for everything.'

Eliot Lang laughed. He had good teeth, Natalie ceolj white and very
even. 'lt was Storm Trooper's race. All | had tonds sit tight.'

'Don't denigrate yourself, lad. He nearly wentat tast fence, thanks to that
damned loose horse. You held him up, and took hirh@rantham shook
his head. 'A great win—a truly great win.'



Natalie stole a covert look at Eliot Lang under lashes, trying to visualise
him sweat-streaked and mud- splashed. In the daldgant suit, its
waistcoat accentuating his slim waist, the gleara silk tie setting off his
immaculate white shirt, he looked more like a ssstd City executive.

And he was undeniably attractive, she thought tésign if you liked that
sort of thing, his good looks only slightly marrbg the slanting scar that
slashed across one cheekbone.

It was a tough face, the cleft in his chin, and fii@ line of his mouth
emphasising the ruthlessness and determinationhwiad always been a
hallmark of his riding. 'Fearless’, she recalledillmgly, had been one of
the adjectives most often used by the sports griter

With a faint shock, she realised he was watchingimdis turn, a faintly
cynical smile playing round his lips. Natalie treersed her gaze hastily
back to her plate, trying to control her confusion.

He probably thought she was another potential cesijushe thought
scornfully. Well, he would soon discover his migtak

Beattie was speaking. 'After all the success amrdetttitement, Mr Lang,
aren't you going to find training rather—mundane?"

He smiled at her. 'Won't you please call me Elatd the simple answer to
your question is—no, I'm sure | won't. I'm lookifagward immensely to
joining you here at Wintersgarth.'

'‘But you're still quite young to have retired frddational Hunt racing,’
persisted Beattie. ‘Grantham says you still hadsyewinning in front of
you.'

He shrugged ironically, 'Perhaps.’

'So how could you bear to turn your back on it, wigeu were still at the
peak?'



He was silent for a moment, the straight dark brarswvn together. 'l

suppose it was a question of motivation,' he sdika 'l had a couple of bad
falls last season.' His hand went up and touchedstar. 'They rather
brought home to me that | was over thirty now, trad letting horses stamp
you into the mud was not the way | wanted to spzarti of the next decade.
| had to start thinking about a new career, anidveent to stay with horses,
training seemed the ideal answer.' He smiled. '‘@deaade up my mind, it

really wasn't that hard to walk away.'

Natalie said, '‘And will you find it just as easywalk away from us when
you've had enough?'His brows lifted. 'This isntwvlam, Miss Slater. It's
strictly business. I'm investing in Wintersgarth.’

'I'm sure we're all very grateful,’ she said. 'Nbat we need your
money—we've always made out financially. But itgtunal |1 should be
concerned about your—er— motivation. After all, yan't exactly have a
reputation for fidelity.'

‘Natalie!" It was a bark from her father, his fahanderous. He turned to
Eliot. 'l must apologise for my daughter. Sometirhes tongue runs away
with her.'

'On the contrary,’ said Eliot, 'If she has misgipanit's best that they're aired
now.' He leaned across the table, his hazel eyesgomto Natalie's. 'My
partnership with your father isn't just a flashtlre pan, Miss Slater. I'm
coming to him to learn from his genius, and mayleticbute some skills of
my own, and it's for the rest of my life." He addi#dy, 'I'm sorry if that
doesn't fit the image you seem to have of me.’

She was furiously aware she'd been cut down tolsizn expert.
She said, "That's—reassuring. But you live in that®. Your life has been
based there, near the bright lights. Aren't youngao find Yorkshire quiet

and dull?’

'Even the brightest lights can pall.' He looked aetl 'And | was born here,
you know, although admittedly it was more by acoididhan design. My



parents were staying with friends during the humieason, and had totally
misjudged the possible time of my arrival.’

Everyone was laughing with him, enjoying the slatkg of tension,
although the glance Grantham bestowed on Natalis wanatory,
promising a tongue- lashing later.

She wished now she'd kept quiet. There was obwaoathing to be gained
from confrontation.

'What will you do about your lovely cottage?' Beatisked. 'Keep it for
weekends?'

'‘No." Eliot shook his head. 'l've already told afi¢he local agents to put it
on his books.' He paused. '‘But you're not goirtgettumbered with a lodger,
Mrs Slater. I'm quite self-sufficient, | promise woand your husband
mentioned something about a self-contained flat thegarages that might
be suitable, at least on a temporary basis.'

Natalie said sharply, 'The flat? Dad, you didn't"

Grantham's florid face adopted a moderately apolog&pression. ‘Maybe
| should have talked it over with you, lass, buélhad other things on my
mind." He turned to Eliot. 'My daughter's name isfmond, actually. She
was widowed three years ago, but the flat in qoestivas built to
accommodate Nat and her husband originally.'

Eliot's eyes surveyed Natalie's bare hands brigfsn he said, 'I'm sorry, |
didn't realise. Naturally if it's going to causesMdrummond any distress,
I'll willingly look for an alternative.'

'‘Nonsense," Grantham said robustly. 'The fiat'sethend it's empty. Nat
never goes near the place. Anyway, have a look, @nd see what you
think.'

Natalie didn't want to hear any more. She pushe# har chair and stood
up. 'l won't have coffee, Beattie. | have to telmphthe feed merchant.' She
sketched some kind of smile round the table. 'if'yexcuse me... ?'



The office was a big, cluttered comfortable roomg¢ a seemed like a
sanctuary to Natalie as she sank into the chaimbeher desk. She had
letters to reply to, messages on the answering imadh listen to, as well as
the call to the feed merchant, but for a momentcshid deal with none of
it. The thought of Eliot Lang taking over the hombkere her marriage to
Tony had started out with such high hopes sickéreedAlthough she might
have felt differently if she'd liked him, she adied, biting her lip. Or would

she?

When she had moved out, to resume life in heraddrin her father's house
after the funeral, she'd turned the key in the laskf she was closing off a
part of her life. It had never occurred to her thamight have to be
re-opened. They had never needed the flat. Thehadgheir own block,
and Wes had a cottage in the village.

She supposed she should have seen it coming, &liasim't...

She shivered, then drew the phone towards her agdnbto dial the feed
merchant's number. In deference to Beattie's wjstes would carry on
here until Grantham's health was assured, but shenwould be off and
running, she told herself grimly. And she wouldrstaoking round to see
what jobs were available without delay. Granthanaldind he was not the
only one who could hold his cards close to his thes

Her father came into the office half an hour latene had half expected
Andrew and Eliot Lang to be with him, but he wasn&. He walked past her
into the inner office, which was far smaller, andrenluxuriously appointed,
and which he kept for entertaining favoured owners.

'‘Come through, will you," he said over his shouldes he disappeared
through the door.

Oh, hell, Natalie thought, as she rose to her féetv I'm for it! And | swore
| wouldn't upset him.

She picked up the ledgers, and carried them througi her. She said
meekly, 'l thought you might like to see the acdsubad.'



‘All in good time,' he returned. He reached forbigesilver cigar box, drew
it towards him, then with a resigned air pusheaitay again. 'l feel
undressed without them, damn it," he muttered, themsed sharply on his
daughter. He said grimly, 'Disappointment is oneghNatalie, although it's
fair to say you built your own hopes up. | nevet.@ut bloody rudeness and
cussed- ness is another, and it has to stop. D@aKe myself clear?' He
paused. 'l was at fault over the flat business,latinit it, although | didn't
know you had any sentimental attachment to it.iBaistanding empty, and
I'm paying rates on it, so it might as well bedesold. And there's no reason
why Eliot shouldn't use it while he looks for hismplace. Is there?'

He waited, while she shook her head, slowly angctahtly.

‘That's settled then." he leaned back in his cta&liot's joining us here,
Natalie, whether you like it or not, my girl. Wesed the papers after lunch,
SO you're going to have to make the best of it,ibyou've any sense, you'll
get on with him." He gave her a dry look. ‘A lolagses seem to take to him.
No reason why you can't too, even if he has put ypose out of joint.'

'Do you really think it's that simple?' she askétedy.

'l think you're making difficulties where there arene,’ he retorted calmly.
Tl tell you something. Eliot's more than readymeet you half-way. He'd
probably be glad of some company—someone to showttie countryside
round here.'

Her lips parted in disbelief as she looked dowhi@t "You're not serious?"

'I'm not joking either.' He shook his head. "Youdeen living like a nun for
the past three years, Natalie,and don't tell medifigrent. But you can't
grieve for ever, lass, so why not get out a bit-e-lalittle?' He smiled. "You
never know, you might...'

'‘No!" Natalie exploded. 'Oh, | know what you'rentting, and if wasn't so
nauseating, it would be ridiculous. Your first atf@ at matchmaking
worked, so be content with that. There'll neveabether. Eliot Lang is the
last kind of man I'd ever want to be involved withs—type revolts me. If



he ever touched me—I'd die!" She stopped with té&e ligasp, looking
anxiously at her father, but he seemed perfecthypmsed.

'‘Well, if that's how you feel, I'll say no more.ehpicked up a paperweight
carved in the shape of a horse, and began to tty itvi'But there's no

accounting for taste, | must say. He's got my Beatting out of his hand
already," he added with a faint grin. '‘But you'oeng to be civil to Eliot, and

you can start by showing him round the yard—andltie

'Is that an order?' she asked huskily.

'If it needs to be," he said genially. 'Now, ofuygo.'

Eliot was waiting by the tack room. Leaning agathst door, his hands in
his pockets, enjoying the warmth of the afternaam e looked relaxed and

very much at home.

'‘Ah," he said lazily. 'My guide." He looked at thench of keys dangling
from her hand. 'Shall we have a look at the ftat?'

She was taken aback. '‘But don't you want to segatte—the horses?’

''ve done my homework," he said drily. 'l know wharses are in training
here, what they cost, and what the next seasop&stare. Any more | want
to know on that score, | can ask Wes Lovett, whencbmes back for
evening stables. | don't want to intrude on hisetimith his family.'

'l can tell you anything you want to know.'

‘All right," he said. Tell me, Mrs Drummond, whnatikes you tick. And why
I'm so clearly not the flavour of the month.’

Natalie looked past him, remembering Grantham'stgtes, and measuring
her words accordingly.

She said abruptly, 'You were—a shock. | had no i@antham was
planning to take on an outsider as a partner.’



‘Then what did you think he'd do? Carry on as thimg had happened? As
if that attack had been a figment of his imagina®io

The note in his voice stung her, and she flusinam.of course not. But there
was an alternative.'

'What was that?' he asked. 'As a matter of acadiemeiest, of course.’
She said baldly, and ungrammatically, 'There was me

There was a long silence. Then Eliot said, 'Evenglsuddenly becomes
much clearer. Well, well. So you see yourself asamer of champion
‘chasers, do you, Mrs Drummond?’

'Yes, | do. For years I've been begging my fatbayive me a chance—ever
since | left school. When he was ill, 1 thoughwits an opportunity to show
him that | wasn't—a useless female, but prove Iccaun things here.’

'l see.' He gave her a meditative look. 'I'm gtaldear natural concern for his
well-being wasn't allowed to stand in the way ofiyambition.’

Her voice shook. 'You're deliberately misunderstagdhe. Of course | was
worried—worried sick. But it wouldn't have improv&tantham's chances
of recovery if I'd simply—sat back and let the ygadto pot.’

He nodded. 'And on the strength of that, you exgubtd be made a partner
in equal standing with your father in these stablés gave her a long look.
‘Lady, you're living in a dream world. You shoulddw, none better, just
how many million pounds you have on the hoof irstplace. Do you
imagine, in the long run, the owners are goingitoust their treasures to the
care of an inexperienced girl, however eager tm2&low old are you, by
the way?'

'I'm twenty-three,' Natalie said stormily. 'And yoauldn't be more wrong.
When Dad was first taken ill, a number of the ovsngot edgy and started
talking about removing their horses, and | talkeeht out of it. | persuaded
them | knew what | was doing. So some people wezpgred to have faith
in me, even if you and Grantham want to—shut me out



He said quietly, 'Calm down, Mrs Drummond, and tak&érm grip on
yourself, because I'm afraid I'm going to havehatter another illusion. No
amount of sweet-talking from you kept those hotsa®. Grantham gave
me a list of those most likely to waver, and | maday business to ring
them, and tell them what was in the wind. That what convinced them,
darling. Not your well-meaning intervention.'

She tried to speak, to say something, but no weradd come. At last she
said hoarsely, 'l don't believe you.'

He shrugged. 'As you wish, but Grantham will canfuvhat | say.'

There was a pause, then he added more gentlytHBrd's no question of
wanting to shut you out, on my part at least. Nslgll we take a look at the
flat?'

Natalie felt humiliated to her very soul as shekedlin front of him. If her
attitude to Eliot had wounded his delicate malagyrithen he'd had his
revenge in full, she thought wretchedly. At thedijmshe had thought it was
next to a miracle when one owner after anotherghemhed her back to say
that perhaps they'd been hasty...

The flat entrance lay round to the side of the ¢pagage block. Natalie
unlocked the front door and stood back. 'I'll weete," she said.

Eliot gave her a wry look, seemed as if he was atmwspeak, then thought
better of it, and went up the internal staircase.

Natalie knew an ignominious urge to run away art® lsomewhere, while
his back was turned. He'd robbed her of everythmog, not just the
partnership which she recognised would probablyendnave been hers
anyway, but also of her pride in what she had dmrsd her achievements
while Grantham was ill.

Oh, it had been cruel of him! Cruel, she thought,teeth savaging the soft
inner flesh of her lower lip. 'Cruel to be kind' svane of Grantham's
favourite maxims. Clearly Eliot Lang belonged tce tkame school of
thought.



He was gone a long time. She was thankful thatyévelg had been

removed, every stick of furniture, every ornamerd keepsake. She would
have loathed the idea of him touching her thingsngi her chairs and
table— her bed.

The thought struck her like a blow, her mind flimgh from the images it
presented, reviving memories she'd thought werandot. Tony, she
thought wretchedly. Oh God—Tony!

Footsteps coming down the stairs gave sufficientnimg for her to
compose herself before Eliot rejoined her.

He said flatly, 'You don't leave many clues. Thiaicp is totally—empty.'
He sent her a narrow-eyed stare. 'Are you Tony Dnond's widow?'

'Yes, what of it?"

He shrugged, still staring at her. 'l should haw&eithe connection before,’
he said, half to himself.

'‘Are you—qgoing to live there?' She had to know.

'Oh, yes, | think so," he said almost casually.I'fsclearly not desecrating
some private shrine. And it's big enough to takaesof the furniture | want
to bring up from Lambourn.'

'‘Good,' she said. 'Then everyone's happy.'

‘A slight exaggeration, wouldn't you say?' he desdvINow I'd like to see
the kind of accommodation the lads use. Is thasiptes?'

'Of course,' Natalie said ironically. "You're thesb, after all.’
Eliot Lang shot her a sideways glance, but madesply.
He was silent too as she showed him the block Gaamthad built a few

years before, with its big kitchen and recreaticgaeon the ground floor,
leading up to small, economically fitted single s upstairs.



'Each room has a handbasin, but there's a comnsaoater block at the
end,' Natalie told him, niggled that he wasn't mapenly impressed.

‘Just showers?' he asked. 'No bathrooms?’

'Yes, there are two, leading off the shower room.’

'Do they lock?"

Natalie shrugged. 'l suppose so. Is it important?’

'l think privacy can be very important. The bedrgoai have locks, | see.’
'Yes, and they can be opened from the outside haster key in case
someone's taken ill." Natalie stared at him. "Wy bbsession with locks

and bolts?"

'I'm thinking of offering someone a job," he saidily. 'So | want to make
sure certain standards are observed.'

'My God!" she exclaimed derisively, "What are thegd to—the Hilton? Let
me tell you my father spent a fortune on this bjcakd it's regarded as a
model.’

'Oh, I've no real criticism to make. All too oftlxds are allowed to shift as
best they can while the horses get the five-séattnent.’

"You don't approve of that either?' she demandeiy.ta

'l think there's reason in all things,' he retutned

She glanced at her watch. 'Perhaps we should nmvEhe lads usually go
down to the snooker club in the village this aftemn, and they'll be back
shortly. With your passion for privacy, you'll umd&and they may not care

to find us snooping round their sleeping quarters.’

His mouth twisted slightly. "Then let's go on wilfe tour.’



"You mean you're actually going to let me tell yawout the horses?' she
marvelled. 'I'm honoured!" She paused, a small firpwckering her brow.
'‘But | don't usually go into the yard empty-handed.

'We won't today,' he said. 'l begged some carrota fyour stepmother. | left
them in the tack room.’

As they walked back under the arch, Natalie wasttytconscious of Eliot's
presence beside her, looming over her, a shaddvenrpersonal sun. He
must have gone very hungry a lot of the time topkbes weight to a
reasonable level for his height, she thought vitnaty.

She hated the way he looked around him as theyedakdong. It
was—proprietorial, as if he'd already taken charge.

Well, he could be in for a shock. He was only theigr partner, and he
would find, unless she missed her guess, that Baanhad every intention
of remaining firmly in the saddle.

Eliot said, as if he'd broken in somehow on heugfs, "Your father has
made quite a name for himself in schooling diffidudrses.’

'Yes,' she agreed. 'He's fantastic with them.'

'I'm sure he is,’ he said. 'What a pity one caplyathe same techniques to
difficult women.’

He opened the tack room door and motioned her abfdaich with a faintly
mocking gesture. He was smiling.

But not for long, she thought.
‘Tell me, Mr Lang,' she said, poisonously sweet those teeth your own?'

'Indeed they are, Mrs Drummond," he said grav@ould you like me to
prove it by biting you?"



She saw the bag of carrots on a shelf, and wasajflad excuse to move
away from him. 'No, | wouldn't.’

'What a pity," he said. 'Because it's time somaoade a mark on you,
sweetheart.' He'd followed her, and as she reafdrdtie carrots, he took
her by the shoulders and turned her to face hiokjmy up her slim, ringless
left hand and studying it, brows raised. 'Becaus® unfortunate Tony
doesn't seem to have left much of an impressioanynway.'

Outraged, Natalie tried to pull away from his grakpt go of me!’

'Why?' he jeered. '‘Because you'll die if | touchi’y¥dHe mimicked a falsetto,
and smiled cynically as her lips parted in a soesslgasp. 'Well, let's risk it
and see.' -

She tried to say 'No', but her protest was stifledhis mouth descended on
hers. He was thorough, and not particularly gerntlié.the antagonism
between them was' there in the kiss, but chargedosive with some other
element she could neither recognise nor analyse.

When at last Eliot released her, flushed and blkesdh she took a step
backwards, leaning against a cupboard, aware #rdegs were trembling
so much she was in real danger of collapsing offidioe.

Eliot's hand reached out, half cupping her brdaistfingers seeking the
place where her heart hammered unevenly againsitser

"You see?' he said drily. "You survived, after all.

Was this survival, Natalie thought dazedly, thipgiing confusion of mind
and body? This strange quivering ache deep insateshe had never known
before? And all this for a kiss that hadn't bedéasa at all, but some kind of
punishment.

Mutely she stared up at him, seeing the mockerg &ddenly from the

hazel eyes, watching them grow curiously intenhigshand moved with

new purpose on the swell of her breast, his fingeeking the tumescent
nipple through the thin dark blue cotton of hersdre



And was as suddenly removed. He said, 'l think axelcompany.'

In a disconnected part of her mind, Natalie hehedsound of voices, the
crunch of boots on gravel. Wes, she thought, aadthers coming back for
evening stables.

Eliot reached past her and retrieved the bag abtsaarHis arm brushed
against her, and her body wentrigid. He was awérthe reaction, and
smiled sardonically down into her white face.

‘A piece of advice, Mrs Drummond,' he said lightip. future when you
want to slag me off, keep your voice down—unless want to suffer the
consequences.’

He walked away, leaving her still leaning agaihst¢upboard as if she had
neither the strength nor the will to move.



CHAPTER THREE

As sooNas she had pulled herself together, Natalie wemt the house and
straight to her room, bypassing Beattie who coutdheard humming
happily to herself in the kitchen.

And in her room she stayed, until a couple of hdatsr Andrew's Jaguar
pulled away, with his passenger safely on board.

When she ventured downstairs, Beattie was alondandrawing-room,
sipping a sherry, and putting a few stitches imeag of embroidery with an
air of satisfaction that was almost tangible.

'I've persuaded your father to have a rest beforeed,' she told Natalie
happily. 'l asked Andrew and Eliot to stay, butythead to get back.' Her
eyes twinkled, and she lowered her voice conspigdhp 'Andrew told me
that Eliot didn't travel up here alone. Apparerite/has a lady companion,
booked into the International Hotel." She pursed ks with mock
primness. 'Blonde hair, apparently, and a figuke & Page Three girl. |
think Andrew was quite envious, poor old thing!

Natalie forced a smile, as she poured herselfrikdili suppose voluptuous
blondes are going to become part of the scenery frow on.' She tried to
speak lightly, but the words sounded stilted, loutunately Beattie seemed
unaware.

'One thing's certain,' she said. 'Nothing will elberthe same round here.’
To Natalie, the words sounded like a prophecy @inao

That night, as she was brushing her hair, she fetedvas studying herself
in the mirror, almost clinically. Her face, natdygbale under the cloud of
copper hair, was like a small cat's with its gregas and high cheekbones.
Not the face of a woman at peace with herself therte was little wonder
about that. For the rest of her— medium height wiflgure on the thin side
of slender.



About as far removed from a Page Three girl asag wossible to get, she
told herself in bitter self-derision. And as thaaswvhere Eliot's tastes lay,
that would seem to guarantee her immunity in theréuas long as she
behaved herself.

He had things to settle in Lambourn, so he woulthe't returning to
Yorkshire immediately, which would give her a breayj space to come to
terms with the change at Wintersgarth.

He had commissioned Beattie to engage a local deogrfirm to repaint
the flat, and would be sending up a list of thecéxalours he wanted on the
walls. The quiet neutrals she had chosen were Hdeangshed for ever, it
seemed.

Over dinner, listening to Grantham and Beattie uBsog their immediate
plans, Natalie had broken in abruptly.

'Did you know he might be bringing some extra stath him?'
'He mentioned it, yes,' Grantham nodded.
'You didn't mention we were up to strength?'

He smiled broadly, 'At the moment, lass, maybe.duéxtra pair of hands
won't hurt—and there'll be more horses to see to.'

'Oh, of course,’ she said, heavily sarcastic. Jgaing to be deluged with
owners wanting us to take their horses now thatgtieat Eliot Lang is
coming amongst us. No doubt he told you so himself.

'He's had a couple of approaches from people idesmr for," Grantham said
mildly. 'What's odd about that?'

She bit her lip. 'Approaches are one thing, firfexs are another." She
looked at him anxiously. 'Dad, don't go overboavitl, you?'

He shook his head. 'l had a heart attack, mymatia brain seizure!'



Natalie wasn't particularly reassured. She sdidg; d4nd | mean if—these
extra horses come, where the hell are we goingtehem?'

'In the new extension.’
'‘But that's only at the outline planning stageg' plotested.

‘Not any more."' He poured himself some more coffeset the architect on
preparing detailed drawings last week. Permissibe’a formality.’

'‘And financing?' she asked huskily. 'We're still yipg off the
accommodation block and...’

'‘And I've got a partner now. A partner with mondye gave her a genial
wink. This is going to be his pigeon, not mine ssap panicking.'

The conversation had only served to bring homedtale with increasing
emphasis how potent a force Eliot Lang was goingetat Wintersgarth.

Oh God, she thought savagely as she got into bleg can't there be some
sort of time slip? Why can't we go back to the timaéore Grantham had his
heart attack, when everything was normal—and s&ke2%/itched off her
light and settled herself for sleep, but it proedasive. She found she was
being tormented by vivid mental images of Eliot gdaocked together with
his voluptuous blonde in some Harrogate hotel room.

When she did at last fall asleep, for the firsteiin many months she
dreamed of Tony, and woke in the morning to firmr$eon her face.

The internal phone in the office rang and Natatisveered it, her mind still
fixed on the farrier's bill in front of her. 'YeBeattie?'

‘The removal van's arrived,’ her stepmother annediigumphantly. ‘Do
you want to join me in a good pry?'

Natalie stifled a sigh. 'l—I haven't really got &rh



'Well, never mind.' Beattie sounded disappointeiccheerful. 'He's going to
ask us to dinner when he's sorted himself out,abitve can see everything
then.'

Hurrah, Natalie thought bleakly, as she replacadréeeiver. The date on
the calendar had been circled in red for quite stme now. There was no
way she could forget that today was the day Elio&lfly moved into
Wintersgarth.

He'd been up several times in the intervening plestaying at the pub in the
village. He had attended the planning hearing whemmission for the

stabling extension tfad been given, without proldeas Grantham had
predicted. He had checked on the progress of therdrs, and the firm
he'd employed to install a new kitchen.

'I've seen the drawings,' Beattie had disclose@gailt looks more like the
deck of a space ship than a kitchen!" She'd gilverAga an affectionate pat.
'I'd be afraid of pressing the wrong button!

Natalie wasn't the world's greatest cook, and thma&ry arrangements at
the fiat had been basic to say the least, buillitgstled her that he was
making such sweeping changes. But then everythendidh seemed to find
some raw spot, she thought ruefully, particuladysa far he hadn't seemed
to put a foot wrong. She was ashamed to acknowldgehe'd harboured a
secret hope that Wes and the lads would resenthachjooked forward to
seeing him cut down to size in some subtle way.iBwdn't happened. He
seemed to have hit the right note with them, a$ wieryone. Except
herself.

She went back to the farrier's bill, but she cotildoncentrate. All she could
think of was that the flying visits were over. Eliwas moving in, for good.
And she would have to start thinking seriously d@buoaving out.

She had dreaded having to face him again, aftsetfew searing minutes in
the tack room. She'd expected some pointed remirdkrok, a drawled
remark. She'd been on edge waiting for it. Butiit happened—yet.



Perhaps Eliot had also had time to come to terrtts avfew things too. His
attitude to her was polite, but briskly businesslikle still, to her father's
amusement, addressed her as Mrs Drummond.

You're very formal, the pair of you," he'd chidedially. But it hadn't
changed a thing. Natalie was as much a thorn ifidsh as he was in hers.
But she wasn't driving him out of the only homedhever known, she
thought bitterly.

At half past twelve, she closed the office andtsthup towards the house
for lunch. The furniture van had gone, she saw, Blat's Porsche was
parked outside the fiat.

As she approached, a girl got out of the passesemrand stood obviously
waiting to speak to her. A mass of curling blondé& hung to her shoulders,
framing a full- lipped smiling face. She wore abdll wool dress, tightly
cinched at the waist with a leather belt, thus dngwattention to
well-shaped breasts and rounded hips. Her long Veg®e encased in
high-heeled patent leather boots.

'Hello," she said. 'I'm Sharon Endicott. Do yownkhiyou could show me
where my things are to go? Eliot was going to,Hausvent up to the house to
speak to Mr Slater, and he hasn't come back.'

Natalie swallowed. She said feebly, 'How do you diax Natalie
Drummond.'

The other girl nodded. 'l thought you would be ¢ 8oked around. 'It's nice
here.'

‘Thank you,' Natalie managed feebly. She still dottlassimilate that Eliot
had actually brought his mistress with him. It sednso—so blatant,
somehow. And it would go down like a lead balloomhvthe locals, who
were a pretty staid lot.

'‘Can you show me, then?' asked Sharon. 'I'd likgetounpacked, before
everything creases.'



'Yes, of course. But wouldn't you prefer to wait idr—er—Lang?"

'It doesn't matter.' The girl shrugged shapely &ters, grimacing slightly.
'He's probably forgotten all about me," she cowfigdéthout rancour. 'l
wasn't supposed to be coming with him today, buad free, so | thought |
might as well, and save on the train fare latesuppose I'm a bit of a
surprise.’

You can say that again, Natalie muttered undebheath. Aloud she said,
'Have you just the one case? Then you go up here.’

Making no attempt to conceal her reluctance, sthéhle way up to the flat. It
was like stepping into a different world from theeosshe remembered.

The big sitting-room was russet now, and the woodblfloor had been
sanded and polished. There were no easy chaieg as §he could see, but
two large sofas, deeply cushioned in cream hide. i8iticed an antique
writing desk, and a tall cabinet, beautifully imlabefore she turned towards
the bedroom.

The walls here were gold now, a warm shimmeringuolhat seemed to fill

the room with sunlight, even though it was overcagside. There was gold
embroidery too on the predominantly cream quilteddpread which had
been flung over the wide bed. That, and the faarethvere curtains hanging
at the windows, revealed that Beattie hadn't bdae & restrain her

curiosity.

Natalie said, 'This is where you'll—sleep." She pissl herself for
stumbling slightly over the word.

Sharon looked as if she'd been sandbagged as zb@ gaund her. She said
slowly, 'Bloody hell.'

Perhaps their relationship had been confined tarttpersonality of hotel
rooms up to now, Natalie thought. Sharon was glesirdken to see the kind
of style Eliot enjoyed at home. She was rathernaldsack herself.



She said, 'Well, make yourself at home. The kith@rst down the hall.'
She hesitated. 'I'm sorry you've been forgottelsdée—Mr Lang, I'll jog his
memory.'

'Oh, don't worry about it." Sharon still soundedeath 'The horses come first
with him, | know that.’'

She didn't sound as if she minded either, Natabeight, as she went back
downstairs and emerged into the air. She stood faoment drawing deep
gulps of it into her lungs. She felt curiously abgs purposes with herself,
and told herself it was seeing the home she hadetavith Tony so totally
changed.

If Eliot was up at the house, she would go bacth&office, she decided
rather feverishly.

She turned the handle and walked in, stopping desaHl|iot got up from the
edge of her desk where he'd been sitting, and watkeards her.

'So there you are,' he observed. 'l thought perpapsl gone to lunch.’

'‘No." Natalie lifted her chin. 'As a matter of fadive been seeing
your—friend safely bestowed.’

'Oh." He looked faintly surprised. 'Well, that wgsod of you. Has she
settled in all right?'

'I'd have thought that was your concern rather timane,’ Natalie said
shortly. 'Why don't you go and see? The bed's mpded waiting for you.'
She saw the dark brows snap together ominouslyckapged a hand over
her mouth. 'Oh God, I'm sorry! Pretend | never shat. It's none of my
business anyway what you do.'

'l second that," he said coldly. 'Perhaps yd€édgood enough to tell me
what the hell you're talking about.’

‘Sharon.' Natalie picked up a sheaf of papers aokield at them as if they
were important. 'l—found her hanging round waitfagyou, so | took her



up to the flat. She—er—she goes very well with tiezor," she added
desperately into an increasingly icy silence.

Eliot said, "You took her up—to nfiat? In God's name, why?' He closed his
eyes for a moment. 'No, don't tell me. Let me gu8ée's female, under
fifty, no hump, no squint, therefore | must be mgvan affair with her. Is
that how it reads?'

She felt herself beginning, hatefully, to blushd aarned away. 'As | said,
it's really none of my business. This is the niaeteighties, after all...'

'Oh, but Sharon's very much your business,' he said a kind of awful
calm. 'That's why | was looking for you—to give ythese.' He handed her
an envelope. He' said savagely, 'Sharon's insurearck Mrs Drummond.
Her P45, and her references. Beddable though stwubtedly is, | draw the
line about sleeping with employees.' His voice taeged into a sarcastic
drawl. 'Sharon's a stable lad, Mrs Drummond, abtbady good one. She
was with a trainer | rode for regularly near Newpudrhe horses she looked
after there, however, are coming here next weekpffered her the chance
to come with them. | made her no other kind of pfédthough heaven only
knows what she's thinking now." He took the enveldpm Natalie's
nerveless fingers and tossed it on to her deskl v | suggest you get her
out of my bedroom, offering whatever explanatioerse good to you, and
over to the blockhouse, where she belongs. And, lpbel and | will have a
little talk.'

Natalie pressed her hands to her burning face.sémy—I'm sosorry. It
was just—she was there, and Andrew said you'd Imotigs blonde to
Harrogate...' She broke off, staring at him impigly.

‘Then Andrew wants to be a damned sight more dig¢said Eliot shortly.
'‘Now on you way, and let's see if you're as goa@édiring damage as you
are at causing it.'

In the end, it was easier than she could have hdpeaion good-naturedly
accepted her stumbling excuses about 'a mistake' veas willingly
shepherded to her rightful habitat.



'l knew it was too good to be true,' she said haspait her case down on the
narrow single bed with its colourful patchwork cove

'l expect you're hungry.' Natalie prepared to makesty departure before
Sharon asked any awkward questions about her afigecommodation.

‘There's plenty of stuff in the big freezer in thiehen which you can just
heat up in the microwave.'

'l find my way about. Don't worry about me," $tia assured her, as she
unfastened her case and began to take out hesthing

I'm not worried about you, thought Natalie as sla@lenher way belatedly to
the house for lunch. I'm wondering what Granthamoisig to say when he
hears he's had a girl lad foisted on him!'

But the expected eruption was not forthcoming.

'It's not what | like, or what I'm used to," Graathh admitted when she
tackled him. '‘But these horses coming next weekbsaawkward beggars
by all accounts, and Eliot tells me she handlemtlike an angel, so I'm
prepared to give her a fair trial.'

A fair trial, Natalie thought wretchedly. A fainai for her, but never for me.

Beattie said, 'l suggested to Eliot that he lunchigd us today, but | think he
wants to get the feel of his new home.' She smiladade his bed up for a
welcome.' She gave Natalie a wicked wink. 'lt'sestyvbig bed—for a

bachelor!

Natalie was on the point of saying she'd seeruitréalised the admission
would involve her in explanations she didn't feshal to giving.

She said shortly, 'Perhaps he kicks like his danimedes,’ and turned the
conversation to the forthcoming Women's Institiaadicrafts exhibition in
which Beat- tie was heavily involved as a committeamber.

But there was no way she could avoid the promisgéerview with Eliot
later that afternoon. It was unpleasant but melgifiorief. She was told



curtly to consult him before leaping to any morddweonclusions, and’
dismissed as if she'd been a naughty child.

So much for her resolution to avoid rocking thethd#ing her remaining
time at Wintersgarth, Natalie thought, as she dangly into her chair.
Perhaps, this time, she had learned her lesson.

The two new horses arrived the following week, amde installed in their
boxes by a frankly ecstatic Sharon. Their namese wérunderbird and
Cupbearer, and they were the property, she toldlidabf Oriel Prince.

‘The actress?' Natalie was intrigued in spite o$&lé

There couldn't be two of her," said Sharon witledain amount of feeling.

'Old bitch. Well, she's not old,' she amended densiously. 'And she's in

America just now, thank God, or she'd be up héwmedi rat up a drainpipe.
Fancies Eliot something rotten, she does.' Shdaegigtf hey were supposed
to have something going a while back. She usedrneeadown while he was
schooling the horses, and it was "Darling this" &Ddrling that" and her

hands all over him. Then she took up with some thigarab.'

Natalie recalled in time that listening to gosgipnfi Sharon was hardly a
dignified occupation. She said, 'l don't care ¢ $akes up with the entire
United Arab Emirates as long as she pays her tr@ibills,” and went back
to the office.

Eliot's arrival in the locality had been enoughao$ensation, she thought
with a wry grin. If predatory ac-tresses startecscgeding too, the
neighbours might never recover!

Already the invitations to cocktails and dinnerd hetarted to pour in,
particularly from families with unmarried daughteedthough she had to
admit he was being selective about those he aatepte



'l can do without the social whirl," he'd told Gifaam, although he accepted,
as her father did, that a certain amount of saraji was inevitable for the
sake of public relations.

But if Natalie had expected him to spend every swgerseeking out
whatever entertainment was available locally, slhs wrong. Apart from
one foray to the village pub, where he'd playedstasth the lads, he had
seemed content to stay at home, getting the featvay he wanted it, and
playing music.

Beattie had been given the freedom of his hi-fi ewbrd collection, and
had come back starry-eyed. They had similar tagteppeared, and were
already talking of joining forces to attend thetfi@oming concert season in
Leeds.

"Which will let you nicely off the hook, my darlirigsaid Beattie, dropping a
kiss on her husband's head.

Natalie had hoped that Beattie's talk of a houseway dinner at the flat had
been imagination, but she was wrong.

'I'm going to have a rest tomorrow night," her stegher announced as she
dished up the roast, with accompanying Yorkshiredding, which
invariably put Grantham into a good mood. 'We'rardj with Eliot.’

‘All of us?' Natalie took only one potato, feelingr appetite deserting her.
'Yes, of course,' said Beattie briskly. "Why, daliyhave other plans?’

'Why, yes.' Natalie improvised swiftly. 'l thoudlt go into Harrogate to the
cinema—the new Meryl Streep is on.’

‘And will be for the rest of the week." Granthanfaltled his napkin. 'If
Eliot's making the effort to cook us a meal, |13&s8) can make the effort to
eat it. It's time you two saw each other outsides¢hoffice walls, anyway.'
He encountered a look from his daughter and sastiljpa’Now I'm not
asking you to marry him—ijust accept his hospitalyd be pleasant about
it. That isn't too much to ask.’



Natalie cut up her food and pushed it round heeptaa pretence of eating.
The office was safe, neutral territory. MeetingoElon his own ground,
watching him play host in what had once been hendhovas a frankly
disturbing prospect. But one it seemed she couldwaid.

'Oh, are you wearing that dress?' said Beattigodmatedly when Natalie
came downstairs the following evening.

Natalie glanced down at herself. 'What's wrong vitithit's a little basic
black, the ideal thing for informal dinner partietite- saleswoman told me
so herself.'

'Yes, but how many years ago?' Beattie asked glgotbiarling, it's really

time you went through your wardrobe, and treatedrself to some new
things. You're so slim and your hair's gorgeous—gould wear some
really exciting things.'

'If | had anything exciting to wear them for," Nls&asaid drily. 'When | do,
I'll consider it.'

She'd deliberately chosen the black dress becauwszsion the drab side.
She wanted Eliot Lang to see that her eveningvgasfjust an extension of
her subdued office persona. Then perhaps she'dpéeds any future
invitations.

All the same, she felt absurdly self-conscioushasfellowed Grantham and
Beattie into the russet living- room. There wasaatumnal nip in the air,
and Eliot had kindled a log fire in the hearth. Sbeed the scent of
woodsmoke. Tony had never cared for open fires,ptamng they were
messy, so they'd used a three-bar electric modedad.

She sank down on to one of the sofas, watchindetigng flames as Eliot
served drinks.

'My own invention,' he told her, pouring out thentants of a cocktail
shaker. 'I'm thinking of patenting it as the Wisgmarth Wallbanger.'



'Or fuel for Concorde,' said Beattie after a caugtisip. ‘This is lethal, Eliot!
What on earth is in it?'

‘Let that be my little secret,’ he said solemnlg.lbloked at Natalie. ‘Care to
take a chance, Mrs Drummond?"'

'‘Now this is damned ridiculous," Grantham said ééully. 'We're out of
office hours now, so let's drop all this "Mr andd¥lnonsense. Her name's
Natalie, lad, and you know it.’

'Yes, why not?' Eliot said slowly, his eyes fixed ber face. 'Shall we

declare a truce?' He held out his hand, compehiggto respond. As his
fingers closed round hers, Natalie found hersetfelabering with an odd

inward shiver the last time he'd taken her hand—ssadnds later, taken her
mouth...

For a long moment, the hazel eyes looked enigmgtidawn into hers,

holding her gaze as steadily as his hand claspesl fen, as if some
unseen chain had been snapped, she was freeifigsterBeattie asking him
if the picture over the bureau was an original.

She'd wondered what kind of a cook he would turntowe, and the tiny
chickens, with their delectable fruit stuffing, athee wine-rich sauce soon
gave her the answer. Even her father, who had keewn to express
opinions on 'fancy foreign muck’, was reduced tprapative grunts. And
the blackberry mousse which preceded cheese aridecwfas equally
delicious.

'‘Congratulations.’ Natalie added her contributionthie general plaudits.
‘There seems to be no end to your talents.’

His oblique grin told her that he'd caught thetfaridity in her tone. He said
quite gently, "You don't know the half of them.’

| think, Natalie decided as she leaned back indmair, away from the
candlelit dinner table, to conceal her swift, invatiary blush, that | shall
have 'l must not cross swords with Eliot Lang'da#td across my forehead.



Beattie was gathering her resources. 'Now, Eliat,dgou must let me wash
up for you. I insist.’

"There's no need,' he shook his head. 'All | hawwtis load the dishwasher."

‘Then I'll do that," she said briskly. 'Give meaati to clear the table, Natalie,
there's a love.'

Natalie hastened to comply. She would rather b&h#d with activity, she
thought, than because Eliot's sardonic gaze hddeal quite explicitly that
he could remember every detail of those momentisartack room.

She was on her way back to the living-room for haotioad when she
noticed the bedroom door was open and light wasipgunto the dim
hallway. Feeling like a thief in the night, she padisit the door for another
look. The bed was flanked now by two small but sblyemade walnut
chests of drawers, each carrying asilk-shaded larhp.room seemed to
glow—to beckon, she thought, her mouth going drghasrealised she was
no longer alone. Eliot was standing beside her,nndfee'd thought he was
safely in the living-room talking to her father.

She said nervously, 'I'm sorry, you must think dfinforgivably nosy..."

He cut across her stumbling words. He said harsigs it like this—the
room—when you slept here with Tony Drummond? Wadtinniture in the
same place?'

The question was an outrage, she thought. He hadjinip no right in the
world to ask her about such an intimate subject.lige parted to tell him
SO.

She heard herself say, 'No, it was quite differéhe—the bed was on the
other wall, beneath the window.'

Eliot nodded abruptly, his eyes never leaving laef. He said, 'That's
good. | want it to be different. | don't want ewe slightest comparison to
be drawn—when you come here to me.’



His hand touched her face in a caress so fleatlatglie thought afterwards
that she'd imagined it.

Then he turned and left her, stunned and speec¢klesig after him.



CHAPTER FOUR

NATALIE lingered over breakfast the next morning, and dounerself
inventing excuses for not going immediately dowth®stable office as she
normally did.

The rest of the previous evening had passed offowitincident. In fact,
Natalie kept asking herself if that moment in tlesgage hadn't been some
bizarre hallucination. When she eventually returtcetthe living- room with
Beattie, she found Eliot had reverted to being raventhan the courteous
host to them all.

He'd been wasted in National Hunt racing, Natalie berself furiously. He
should have been an actor—or a chameleon. Fortyn@m@antham and
Beattie were enjoying themselves so much that tthen't notice her
protracted silence, or at any rate didn't questioBut she was thankful
when they reluctantly took their leave, just befeleven.

Now she glanced at her watch, and decided sheyreallldn't delay any
longer. With any luck Eliot would already have r&hdout to exercise.

But luck wasn't running her way. The string wasygnkt making its way
out of the yard, and up towards the moor. As Natphssed, Sharon led
Thunderbird out of his box. Her usually sunny snule greeting was
subdued.

Natalie paused. 'Is something wrong?' She glanc@tdunderbird. He was
stepping well, and he gleamed with health. 'Hé'sgtit, isn't he?'

'He's thriving. He seems to love it here.' Sharesitated. '‘But | think I'm
going to have to leave.'

'Oh!" Natalie's heart sank. Sharon's employmentWattersgarth had
represented the first chink in Grantham's chauvamsiour. 'l—I suppose it
is rather quiet here. Are you lonely?'

'Oh, no."' Sharon shook her head vigorously. 'Eveigoreally friendly, and
Wes's wife Chris has gone out of her way to makde®gkat home.'



‘Then what is it?' Natalie persisted.

Sharon glanced round, but no one else was withigshea She said, ‘It
sounds really stupid, but in the blockhouse, tsead®eeping Tom—at least
| think there is.'

'Oh." Natalie digested this for a moment. 'What @sajou think so?'

Sharon sighed. 'l was in the bath two nights atfcked the bathroom door
as | always do, but | caught the edge of the tamndhe key, and it fell out of
the lock. I just left it, because | was in a biediurry.' She paused. 'l was just
washing my hair when | had the weirdest feelind stemeone was looking
through the keyhole at me.’

Natalie bit her lip. 'Did you hear any voices—sraggg?'

'‘No." Sharon shook her head. 'l could have copdld thhat—asked them if
they'd seen enough, told them to grow up—but itntdike that. It was
just—silence."’

'What did you do?"

'l just stayed where | was,' Sharon admitted rigfilrhere was plenty of
lather, what with the shampoo and that. Then ewadiytufelt that whoever
it was had gone.' She shivered. 'The water waskgottien, though.’

'Well, | can only apologise,’ said Natalie. 'Butgse don't do anything hasty.
Maybe it was just an isolated incident and...'

‘But it isn't," Sharon interrupted unhappily. 'Lagiht someone tried to get
into my room. | thought I'd have an early nightitera couple of letters

home, and | just had the little bedside lamp onllWmust have dozed off,

but I woke up about midnight. I turned over to slithe lamp off, and | saw
the door handle turning, ever so slowly, and thelerdoor moved just a bit
as if somebody had pushed against it, testing vendétkvas locked.'

'Which it was.'



'Oh, yes, | always turn the key when I'm on my owhmy last place, |
shared with two other girls, and I'm in with mytsrsat home.’

'How long did it go on for?'

'‘Quite a while." Sharon paused. 'Well, it seemieglili, but | dare say it was
only a minute or two really. Whoever it was juspkéwisting the handle
backwards and forwards. And this time | did spéakid "Who's that?" ever
so loudly, and | heard someone run away.' She sheokead, her candid
eyes fixed on Natalie's face. 'But it gave me a,tand | didn't like it.’

'l wouldn't have liked it either,’ Natalie admitiedith a grimace. She
thought for a moment. 'Have you any idea who itdde? Have any of the
lads...'

'‘Come sniffing round?' Sharon supplied. 'Not redliy older than a few of
them, and | made it clear at the start, withouhdeiasty, that | was here to
work, and | wasn't interested in anything else.’

'‘Obviously someone interpreted that as encouragem&ialie said with a
sigh. 'If we can get this sorted out, would yoybepared to stay then?'

Sharon looked doubtful. 'l don't see how it casdred, without causing an
awful atmosphere, and | wouldn't want to do thasiBes, even if | did find

out who it was, he'd probably say he meant it k@ But | don't want to

leave, and that's the truth.’

'Then leave it with me—please.' Natalie patted dren. 'And now you'd
better get off, or Wes will be shouting at the pdius.'

‘At last!" Eliot snapped impatiently, as she erddte office. He was sitting
on the edge of her desk, one booted leg swingingefs drumming briskly.
'l began to think you'd decided not to work today.'

‘| almost did,’ she said shortly. 'Is it somethimgent?'

'Rather more essential than your gossip with Shanersaid brusquely. 'I'd
like you to call the vet, and ask him to look atiglatroyd's Lad. He cast in



his box last night, and is going lame. | don't khi's too serious, but | want
to make sure. And would you also give the buildetdast for me. | want a
start made on those new loose boxes.'

'Yes, sir. Right away, sir." Natalie sketched autgal 'And | was not
gossiping,’ she added hotly. 'Sharon had a problemwanted to talk over.'

‘Then she should bring them to Grantham or mydwedfyeturned. 'We pay
her wages. Besides, you have problems enough aofown. What was so
important as to keep Thunderbird hanging rouncheytard for nearly ten
minutes?’

'I can handle it.'

Your faith in your abilities is so touching, swieeart. Is she unhappy? Is it
the lack of night life?’

Although she was still smarting from his jibe, Netdelt her lips twitch
involuntarily. 'Far from it,’ she said drily. 'Sooree's been spying on her.
Peering through the bathroom keyhole—trying her @gamight—that kind
of thing.' She paused. 'Sexual harassment is thetjgphrase, | believe.'

Eliot said something rude and succinct under resibr. "Well, that can stop
before it begins,' he said angrily. '‘Does she liagdeast idea who it is?'

Natalie shook her head.
'Do you?' The question was sharp enough to makguimgr slightly.

'Er—no." But it wasn't altogether true. She herbeli been made to feel
uneasy, more than once.

‘That could have been spoken with more convictighot gave her a long
look. 'Is Sharon very upset?’

'‘Upset enough to be talking about going back dooutt!®'



His lips tightened. 'That's not going to happere'Stoo damned valuable to
be driven away by some adolescent with his brairss pants.' He walked
to the door, then swung back towards Natalie. y@utwon't deal with this.

I will.'

'Do you think you're quite the right person to takis high moral stance?’
Natalie asked coolly.

His brows lifted. 'Snooping round keyholes has nelveen my style,
darling. If 1 want to look at a girl taking a bathmake sure the tub's big
enough for two."'

Natalie's cheeks warmed faintly. She looked dowthatpile of unopened
envelopes in front of her. 'l didn't mean that.dant—you're quite adept at
sexual harassment yourself.'

'In what way?' He leaned against the door jambleshad all the time in the
world.

"You know quite well,” she protested. ‘Last nightuy made an
unpleasant—an unforgivable remark.’

'‘Ah," he smiled. 'But that wasn't harassment, dwgzat. That was a
prophecy.'

She tore open one of the envelopes, ripping itsets in her haste.

'Kindly understand this,” she said, her voice ghgki'Under no
circumstances will | sleep with you—ever!

His smile widened. 'Who mentioned sleeping?' henmuwed, and went out,
slamming the door behind him.

Natalie seethed, she simmered, she was incandesitemage.

Why do | do it? she wailed inwardly. Why do | segsalf up?



Well, it would not happen again, she promised Hersgdter all, it was
damaging to allow herself to be upset over what way a little cheap
teasing. Because Eliot had no serious intentionartds her. Curvy blondes
were his type of woman, not skinny redheads. It juasthe type of man
who couldn't resist verbal advances to anything gkirt, and she despised
him for it. She despised all men who needed wonwras people but as a
boost to their macho egos.

She glanced down and saw that the pencil she'dii#dimg had snapped in
two in her taut fingers.

She took a deep breath, and tossed the pieceshmtevaste basket. She
could not afford to let him get to her like thatag From now on she would
be deaf to the promise in the cool, drawling votbe, amused invitation in
the hazel eyes. And eventually, when he was fagead lwall of blank
indifference, Eliot would, she hoped, transfer &tlvances to some more
willing lady.

Or should she try shock tactics, with the truth®k.bim straight in the eye,
and say, 'lt's no use trying to seduce me, beddusenmune. | know the
kisses and the sweet talk for what they are—thebbitgd-up to the big
let-down. All during my marriage | tried to enjogxsand failed completely.
| used to dread going to bed at night. | used &y ghat he'd leave me
alone—not touch me. Our whole relationship wasarshand as a wife, |
was the biggest phoney of all. In fact, my husbatebt words to me before
he stormed out of the house that day' were, "tilg ywn fault, you frigid
little bitch!™

The old nausea, the old trembling began all ovarmagnd she pressed her
hand convulsively over her mouth. Eliot Lang hadcgeded in reviving
memories she'd hoped were buried for ever. Memtrashould have been
buried.

Memories that would be...
She telephoned the vet, who said he would callyahdt afternoon. She

called the builder, who said work on the new loas&s would be started
the following day. She dealt with the mail, moviiige an automaton.



It would be healthier, she thought, to concentmateher other grievances
where Eliot was concerned. The way he'd dismisgednivolvement with
Sharon's problem, for instance, still rankled.

He might be the boss, but he was still a compaatiranger to the yard. His
relationship with the stable lads was predominaatlyorking one. Most of

them had been at Wintersgarth for some time, s@# natural she should
know more about their lives and personalities thamlid. She knew which
of them were courting local girls, and which ofrihpreferred to spend their
free time adventuring in Leeds. And she also haddminine instinct to go

on.

I'd bet a month's salary | know who it is who'stpgag Sharon, she thought
as Ben Watson's image presented itself. It wassttthe way he looked at
her. There was a television and video set in tloeestionroom at the

blockhouse, and she'd heard whispers of late-bigletmovie sessions, with
films Ben had brought back from his day off. And tiat long ago she had
found two of the youngest lads goggling over giniagazines of the most
lurid and explicit kind. When she'd questioned thather sharply, they had
admitted Ben had lent them to them. These wergshiittiot had no means
of knowing.

And it was herself that Sharon had turned to, a@leso help her she would.

She rested her elbows on her desk and rested imeorcter clasped hands,
as she pondered what to do. It would be uselesstase Ben directly.

Sharon had seen no one, and there was no actuél goadl he would need

to do would be to protest his injured innocence.

Although a confrontation might warn him off fromyafuture prying, she
thought dubiously. But he would still be aroundslg and distasteful
influence, especially on the younger and more isgiomable lads.

And she couldn't simply request Grantham to fira,has there was nothing
wrong with his work. His horses were well turned, @and Wes, who was a
stickler for standards, had no real complaints abbom, because she'd
checked during Grantham's absence.



But if he could be caught in the act, she couldstritbat he was dismissed.
The trick, of course, was catching him. She thodgha while longer, then

nodded. She would see Sharon later during thepexgid before evening

stables and tell her what she had in mind.

And all Sharon had to do was agree.

'l feel a real fool," said Sharon, three nightedatMaybe | imagined the
whole thing. There's no need for you to botherranye, Miss Natalie. Why
don't you give up, and go back up to the house?'

Natalie smiled as she put her flashlight down enlédside table. 'Because
| refuse to be defeated so easily," she returliédive it one more night, and
if there's nothing we'll assume that Mr X has giugnn disgust.”

Sharon lingered, frowning. '‘But | know Eliot wouldiike it if he knew,' she
said abruptly. 'He was talking to me about it aidgay—asking if there'd
been any trouble, and telling me | was to go sliaig him, if so. | didn't
know where to put my face.’'

'Oh, he won't mind,' Natalie said mendaciouslywiNoff you go, and get a
good night's sleep."

After another doubtful look, Sharon departed teetak temporary quarters
in one of the unoccupied rooms, as she'd dondéolaist two nights.

It was all a bit like Fourth Form pranks in the mioNatalie thought with
self-mockery, as she stretched out on top of Staitwed. Going up to her
room at the house on the pretext of having an eaglyt, then creeping out
later without being seen, and making her way dawthé blockhouse. Only
there was no midnight feast to look forward to,ydmburs of uneasy dozing
as she waited vainly for the unlocked door to ogerd when it did, and the
flashlight had revealed who the unknown molestes,8he had rehearsed a
short but pithy speech, culminating in an ordeptesent himself at the
office in the morning for his cards.



She sighed, as she moved into a more comfortaldiigou At least her
scheme had given her a chance to test the ladsiaeodation at first hand.
Didn't they say you should always sleep in your aspare bed before
offering it to a guest? she thought, grinning toskH.

Well, there was nothing the matter with this begkreif it was narrower
than she was accustomed to.

She hadn't much in the- way of camouflage cloteeshe'd put on a black
velvet lounging suit which she'd bought on impukseg never worn, and
she'd tied her hair up in a black silk scarf. Sfmaaved this now, shaking the
copper waves over her shoulders, and turned orrt®ible, watching the

door. In her heart she was beginning to agree ®ithron that she was
probably wasting her time. Ben, if it was Ben,, \adoave taken fright when

Sharon called out, realising that she was a gitthwihealthy pair of lungs
who could scream the block down if her assailadtdat into her room. And

he knew she kept her door locked, so he'd be addoy again, and she was
an even bigger idiot for thinking so.

She heard the others come up to bed, heard ths, jleesmall scuffles and
‘goodnights’ before everything went quiet for tighh

And eventually, Natalie's eyelids drooped, andtsbeslept.

To be woken by a hand, stiflingly over her moutler ldyes flew open, her
body rigid with panic, as she registered the vaeubgspering gloatingly in
her ear.

"You want it, don't you? That's why you left youwod open, because you
knew I'd be back. You want this." His other hanabgd obscenely under the
velvet top, and Natalie's body jack-knifed in sheevulsion. She bit
violently at the smothering hand, at the same tmaking a grab for the
flashlight.

He swore disgustingly, and hit her across the $adeard her head sang. But
the flashlight was in her hand, and desperatelyctibked on the switch,
sending a beam of light straight into Ben Watsstastled eyes. He blinked,
flinching away, and it gave her the chance to paslay the clammily



exploring hand and roll across the bed. She stqndkeeping the light
trained on him.

She'd forgotten everything she intended to say.tbélish seemed to be all
over her. She felt polluted. Her voice crackingg shid, 'Be at the office
tomorrow, Watson. You're leaving. And don't askdaeference."

For a moment he stiffened, then he switched oméduside lamp and stood
staring at her.

'‘Well, well," he said softly. 'If it isn't Miss Tf#e-nosed Natalie herself! Miss
Iced Diamond.'

'‘Never mind that,' she said sharply. 'Get out o&hand be glad | don't have
you charged with attempted rape.’

'Rape?' There was something more than a snees wolue. ‘It wouldn't be
rape, you bitch, and you know it. You ask for It,ad you, walking round,

flaunting yourselves, thinking yourselves so bloduiyh and mighty.' His
voice thickened. 'What's the matter? Were you jealSharon might be
getting something you weren't? Well, you only hadip me the wink. I've
always fancied you, but you knew that, didn't yotreating me like | was
dirt.'

"You are dirt.' Natalie kept her voice steady vatheffort. 'Now get back to
your own quarters.’

‘All in good time.' He was far too much at eases #iought with sudden
fear. 'We're on our own. You can drop the playragrti know what you
need. It's been a long time, hasn't it, since hinaband of yours picked the
wrong time to use that unmanned crossing? You'en leissing it. And
now, here you are.' He giggled, and the hair rosthe nape of her neck. 'It's
like backing a bloody outsider and winning the tjgiekpot.' He started to
move towards her. 'So let's forget about me leawhgll we? By tomorrow
you might not want me to.'

Natalie lifted her chin. 'Keep away from me, Watson



‘Try and make me—Drummond.' His tone was viciodsu've robbed me
of my bit of fun, so the least you can do is madkepito me.’

She'd never noticed before how stocky he was, hoadsshouldered. She
took a firmer grip on the heavy flashlight. She teaihto scream, but the
muscles of her throat didn't seem to be workingerly. She'd heard panic
could do that to you, but she'd never believedii that moment, with Ben
Watson closing on her, grinning, running his tonguend his lips.

As he reached her, she swung the flashlight at hirnhe grabbed her wrist,
twisting it cruelly, making her gasp with pain. Skieked at him, but the
light-soled shoes she was wearing made little isgoom. Her struggles just
seemed to amuse him.

He threaded his hand through her hair, pulling head painfully
backwards, and she felt his mouth, hot and wehesrexposed throat. And
this time she did scream, a strangled thread afdou

Then the door erupted open, and the room seemelisiycfull of people.
She saw Eliot's dark, furious face, then Ben Watsas tumbling
backwards, lying on the rug, with a trickle of bébcoming from the corner
of his mouth.

Eliot caught Natalie by the shoulders. 'Are youraht?' His voice was
hoarse, totally unlike his own. She nodded weakigd to say something
and failed.

‘Take her,” he said to Sharon, who had stayed timardoor, looking
hangdog. 'Sit her on the bed and put her head batwer knees for a
moment or two while | deal with this scum.’

Natalie saw him reach down, jerking Watson to kit oy the front of his
shirt, and closed her eyes, feeling sick.

'Don't,’ she managed to croak. 'Oh God, don't! desshim out of here. Get
rid of him.'

The hazel eyes were blazing. 'I'm calling the @olic



'‘No, you can't. We have to think of Grantham. I—enk press charges. Just
make sure | don't have to see him again.’

There was a loaded silence, then Eliot turned sar@h 'When Miss Natalie
can walk, take her back to the house. Mrs Slatklaak after her.’

'She'll be in bed.' Natalie found she wanted tsbhimto tears. 'We mustn't
wake her.'

'Don't be a damned fool," he said crushingly. 'Himayou think | knew you
were missing?' He gave Natalie one last furiouk,ldoen left the room,
propelling Ben Watson in front of him.

'He isn't half mad," Sharon said gloomily. 'I'mmggpito be in dead lumber
tomorrow.'

'It is tomorrow."' Natalie hauled herself wearily her feet. 'It's all right,
Sharon. I'll tell him | talked you into it, that ydad no choice.’

Sharon didn't look wholly comforted. She saidhdught | heard something,
so I'd come out into the corridor to see, whendrae up those stairs like a
crazy man. He said, "She's here, isn't she? Dotfiebto lie." She shivered.
'l thought he was going to kill me!'

| know he's going to kill me, Natalie thought desgently as she made her
way back to the house, where Beattie was waitingioasly, the
drawing-room fire already re-kindled. She listenedappalled silence to
Natalie's stumbling story, then went and fetchedahglass of brandy. She
also had one herself.

'l need it,’ she said grimly. ‘Nat darling, didrou realise the risks you could
be running? You could have been raped!

Natalie shuddered. 'Yes, | know that now. But imow, I'd always looked
on Ben Watson as someone— vaguely unpleasant—thefdittle weasel
who'd get his kicks through playing at Peeping Ttimever occurred to me
he could be—dangerous.'



‘Thank God Eliot turned up when he did.'

'l—suppose so.' Natalie looked down at her glaks. said, 'Why did you
contact him?'

Beattie looked thoroughly embarrassed. 'Mother hmestinct,’ she said
reluctantly. 'l went to your room to see if you leaty paracetamol. | seemed
to be starting a headache, and I'd run out. lifelias odd your bed hadn't
been slept in, when you'd made such a thing abawing an early night.'
She flushed. 'l could see the lights were on intEliflat—and | thought that
was where you were," she went on in a little rastojding Natalie's gaze. 'l
don't know what made me phone him to check. ldeltawful busybody.
After all, you're a grown woman with your own ltie lead, but | just felt so
uneasy—because it washite you.' She paused. 'And I'm so thankful | did
phone. Eliot seemed to know at once where you'd be.

Natalie bit her lip. "You thought I'd got some gdriittle assignation going?
Beattie, how could you?'

Beattie looked bewildered. 'But it wouldn't havebe&o extraordinary,' she
insisted. 'l thought the two of you seemed to btirge on much better

together at the dinner party. And he is increddttyactive, Nat. | wouldn't

have blamed you at all, although Grantham mightehahe added with a
little grimace. 'The poor darling thinks he's gsiifing in the Victorian age

where his womenfolk are concerned.’

‘Then he doesn't have to worry," Natalie said lyieMy own ideas are
pretty antediluvian too.' She swallowed. 'l fin@mazing that you can be so
horrified at the idea of Ben Watson—mauling me,agstept that' Eliot Lang
could have been—degrading me in exactly the sanyeg wa

Beattie sat bolt upright. 'Nat!" Her voice shodikisn't the same thing at all,
darling.’

'Isn'tit? It seems so from my viewpoint. One fiatao worse than the other.’

Beattie put her glass down very .slowly, as shesiclamed her reply. "You're
still upset, darling,’ she said, 'or I'm sure yaulin't be saying these things.



You've been married. You know that there's a vatogtween making love
with a man in a state of mutual desire, and beingeduor the gratification
of some selfish, violent lust.’

Natalie said quietly, 'Is there? I'll have to taf@ur word for it.'" She put
down her glass and rose to her feet. 'Thanks éobthndy, Beattie. Perhaps
it will help me to sleep.’

If anything could, she thought as she went upstaiith the prospect of
Eliot's anger to face in a few hours' time.



CHAPTER FIVE

NATALIE'S eyes felt as if they'd been rubbed with sandpapet,her head
ached as she went into the office. The door tarther room stood ajar, and
Grantham's voice raised and angry came boomingdghro

'l always said no good would come of employingdassnd | was damned
right! It's just putting temptation in the way, ang cost me a good lad.
Well, the girl can go too. I'm not having any mofehis kind of bother!'
She heard Eliot say quietly, 'No.'

'I'm glad you agree with me.’

'l don't. | was responding to your suggestion tBdtaron should be
dismissed.'

There was a pause. The lull before the storm, Mathbught, bracing
herself.

'What the hell do you mean?' roared Grantham.
'‘Exactly what | say. Sharon stays.'

'And who the hell are you to tell me what to davig own stables? I'll have
no lax discipline here!'

'I'm your partner," Eliot returned coolly, 'not seranderling to jump to
attention whenever you raise your voice. And I'misiad that Sharon did
nothing to lead Watson on. Therefore | don't inteéadallow her to be
penalised. And that's my final word on the subject.

'Is it? Is it, by God? Then let me tell you..." Gifeam’s voice was rising to
ominous levels.

Natalie pushed the door wide and walked into tleeroGrantham, red with
anger, turned on her. 'And what do you want?'



Natalie lifted her chin and looked him straighthe eye. She said, 'If Sharon
goes, | go. Ben Watson didn't confine his attergtiimnher alone, Dad. And |

can promise you, | certainly didn't encourage tang I'm sure Sharon didn't
either.' She touched the tip of her tongue to gy [Eliot is quite right.’

Eliot glanced down at the riding whip he was hoidinhis face
expressionless.

Grantham sat down heavily in his chair. She saw vatief the worst of the
florid colour-begin to fade from his face.

‘Are you telling me that—scum dared to make advatzeny daughter?' He
struck the desk with his clenched fist, jarringilaes tankard stuffed with
pens. 'If | could get my hands on him ...’

Natalie glanced at Eliot in alarm, and was reaskbyehis faint shake of the
head. Ben Watson, it was clear, had already leftt¥¥sgarth.

She said steadily, 'Sharon may not be your daughi¢ishe's an employee,
as | am, and entitled to the same kind of respedtpotection. If it's not
forthcoming, there's no point in my remaining heitber.’

Grantham glared at her. 'Don't you dictate to mggim!'

'l wouldn't dream of it. But Beattie will—if | teher that you've been getting
worked up and shouting your head off, in spitellofhe promises you made
the consultant." She put a teasing note in hereydiat Grantham was not
mollified.

He said heavily, 'l never thought I'd see the dagnvi'd be crossed by a lad
half my age.' He gave Natalie a look. '‘And blackethby my own flesh and

blood.' He pointed at the papers on his deskniecdown to do the entries
for Wetherby, but you might as well take over—as yeem to be doing

with everything else!" He got up and strode outhaf room, slamming the

door behind him. The heard the outer door bang telout

Eliot said drily, "'The honeymoon would appear tamker.'



Natalie said defensively, 'You can't blame him. sHalways been in
charge—always number one. He's never deferred ytonan not even the
owners. It's hard for him. You have to make alloees’

'l thought | had been doing,’ said Eliot. 'Othemniisis little blow-up would
have come much sooner, believe me. If Grantham eglaatyes-man, a
subordinate rather than a partner, he should hgweached someone else.’
He paused. 'But thank you for your unexpected suppo

Natalie looked down at the floor. ‘It seemed trestd could do—after last
night.' She swallowed. 'l—I was very relieved te geu.' Her voice became
husky. 'And I'm sorry that Beattie—jumped to cosams about where |
was. It won't happen again.’

'How true," he said sardonically. 'I'm sure youldoli wait to disabuse her
mind of that particular notion." He paused. 'Tek,ndid you know that
Watson was going to be your uninvited guest?'

'l didn't know," she said. 'l couldn't be sure. Boad this feeling about him
that | couldn't explain—a prejudice, really.'

Eliot flicked his riding whip gently against hisegiming boot. 'It didn't occur
to you to—share this feeling with anyone?'

It didn't seem fair when | had no proof,’ Natadigid defensively. 'And
naturally, | didnt want to agitate my father unessarily." She stopped
suddenly. '‘Oh!’

'Precisely,’ he said levelly. 'I've just had to meinGrantham, and now it's
your turn. Whether you wish it or not, Natalie, Imare, and | intend to
remain herd. The sooner you come to terms withfdwt the better it will

be for all of us." The hazel eyes looked at hedlgolLife is complicated

enough without having to cope with your resentmsitént and verbal, day
in, day out. I thought I'd warned you off involvirygurself any further in

this Peeping Tom business, but | should have knthah after one word
from me, you'd do as you liked. You could have citesl me over your
intuition about Watson, but that never occurregdo, did it?"



Natalie's cheeks burned. She stared down at tipeo$tcarpet. ‘No.'

Eliot said very wearily, 'Exactly. If your stepmethhadn't chanced to go
into your room, you could have been very serioasyaulted. You could
have been raped. And you can imagine the effettvibald have had on
Grantham's heart condition.'

She bit her lip. "You don't have to say all thisaB tie's already...'

'Beattie couldn't be hard on you if she tried,sh&l brusquely. 'And that's
what you need. Just be thankful I'm confining miyselvords alone. What
I'm tempted to do is give you the bloody good hidyou so richly deserve.’

'How dare you!" she said hoarsely.

'‘Quite easily, sweetheart, believe me." The whipkéd again. 'You're

headstrong, Natalie. You like to take the bit betwgour teeth and run, and
last night you nearly charged into disaster. Antwas just down to me, I'd

probably let you," he added dispassionately. 'Buybur father's sake, and
Beattie's, | can't allow it. So regard this as yioal warning, lady. Do the

work you're paid for, and don't meddle in what ahdesoncern you.'

'So I'm just the office girl," she said unevenly.

'For the present,’ he agreed. 'Until you can prygsgr judgement can be
trusted.’

She flung her head up. 'And who says | have td yrmis? The builders may
have started on the new extension, but where arkdises which are going
to fill it? We haven't been exactly stampeded bw mavners since you
joined us.'

'‘Nor do we want to be," he said calmly. 'Until thew boxes are built,
anyway. But you don't have to worry, Natalie. Tloeses will come. Now,
I'd better get on with those entries. If you couldtle up some coffee, I'd be
grateful.’

He didn't look up again, and after a moment sheeiiand left the room.



She found she was breathing far too quickly, amnddrehead and the palms
of her hands felt damp and clammy. She leaned$ecand against the bulk
of the filing cabinet, trying to regain her equilimm. If he'd shouted and
sworn at her, she could have understood it betez.was used, after all, to
weathering Grantham's storms. But Eliot's cool,aantaconic approach left
her bewildered, and oddly crushed.

She'd behaved like a complete fool, and he'd lekhew it. And the only
crumb of comfort she could derive from the wholeetwhed episode was
that it seemed, at last, to have killed off anysiant desire he might have
felt for her stone dead.

But somehow, even that was no longer the reasseiiamould once have
been, she thought with a little shaken sigh. And,tleat discomfiting
reflection, went to put the kettle on.

Grantham seemed subdued in the weeks that folloWsate were no more
confrontations between Eliot and himself, howetematalie's relief. And
Eliot's attitude towards herself had been as cogitgfessional and
businesslike as she could have wished.

But the last thing she expected was for Granthaenmtmunce out of a blue
sky that he and Beattie were going away the folhgmveekend to visit
Beattie's sister in Worcestershire.

'She's been asking us to go for long enough,’ Heened. 'And it's unfair to
Beattie to keep turning her invitations down.’

Natalie stared at him. 'But there's racing at ltas$tark next Saturday. We
have three entries.’

'Well, Eliot can manage.' Grantham didn't meetdyer. 'After all, what's the
point of having a younger man as a partner if ltaatax—take things a bit
easier sometimes, tell me that?'



Natalie wasn't prepared to tell him anything at Blbr the first time, it

occurred to her that Grantham might seriously besicering a kind of

semi-retirement. Up to then, she had believedtbatather would hang on
tooth and nail, fighting every inch of the way @&ain control over what he
still regarded as his.

This new departure, she thought, stemmed from thagteement over
Sharon, and for a moment she felt a flicker of tguilondering if her
intervention that morning had influenced his dexisi

But if he was genuinely easing up, it could onlyftaehis ultimate benefit,
she told herself decisively. Nor was there any tvayvould retire altogether
while there was breath in his body.

'‘And I've told Eliot you'll go to Lassiter Park Wwihim," Grantham added too
casually.

'You did what?' Natalie shook her head in disbelief

'What's the problem?' her father rumbled. "You usedave enough to say
when | didn't let you go. Made me think I'd bligthtgour life.'

She said, 'That was—different."

'I'm damned if | see how,' he said. 'Well, you ganand do the social thing
with the owners and their wives. They like that &hot will have his hands
full with the horses.'

Natalie began to protest, met his fulminating garel subsided. There was
no point in arguing, she thought, and if it was aogsolation, Eliot would
be no more pleased to have her foisted on himgharwas. And it was only
one day they had to spend together. Eliot raratyecap to the house except
for the odd meal or cup of coffee, and she ceganduldn't be cooking for
him during Beattie's absence.

Eliot came into the office while she was engrogsdtie wages ledger, and
stood looking down at her.



"1 hear I'm to have the pleasure of your comparth@races,' he remarked
expressionlessly.

Natalie said defensively, ‘It wasn't my idea.’

'l never imagined it would be.' He gave her a deacclook. 'On the other
hand, a day in the fresh air might do you good. doun't seem to go out
much.'

She put her pen down. 'Please don't feel sorrgnfarl'm not a charity case.'

His mouth tightened. 'Nothing was further from rhgughts,' he assured her
shortly. '"And I'm sure you can think of a last-nmnm@mexcuse to remain here,
if you really put your mind to it.'

As he turned away, she said huskily, 'I'm sorryl'treally like to go. It's
been ages since | saw any racing, except on tedavis

He looked down at her. 'Then we'll consider it aragement,’ he said
quietly. "There isn't always an ulterior motiveawerything | say to you.
You've been looking rather pale in recent days;qfal. You don't always
need to keep your nose quite so firmly fixed toghiadstone. You make me
feel like a slavedriver.’

She said, 'It's probably that whip you carry ad ttme.'

For a moment he looked astounded, then he burdaonghing and placed
the offending item ceremoniously on her desk.alldmave to watch that,' he
said, and disappeared.

Natalie found she was smiling over the PAYE severalutes later, and
rebuked herself hastily.

Just because he chose to exert his charm whemgasheoncerned, it didn't
change a thing, she reminded herself defensivelyd A was oddly
disturbing that he'd noticed she was looking peakiien she'd been
convinced he'd barely spared her a second glatelg.la



She opened her desk drawer, took out a small poukedr, and studied
herself for a moment. The fact that she hadn't siefi since Ben Watson's
departure had taken its toll of her, she had toitadrhere were shadows
under her eyes, and her cheekbones looked mordargnnthan ever.

She sighed. Perhaps she would see the doctoroget sf the sleeping
tablets he'd prescribed after Tony's accident. Andnic too, maybe. And
she quelled the un-bidden thought that a day asiteasPark with Eliot
might be just what she needed.

The following Saturday was a mild day, with a mistyxn gleaming through
the bare branches of the trees. Lassiter Park tvadng course, but its
facilities were excellent, and a big crowd had battracted to watch the
racing.

Grantham had driven off the day before, not witheidst-minute struggle.
t'll be -the first meeting I've missed since loke my shoulder,” he'd
declared belligerently, then glared at Eliot ag ivas somehow his fault.
'You've got that list of instructions?'

Eliot nodded impassively. It had, Natalie refle¢teith a smothered grin,
been read over to him so many times, he probaldwkhby heart.

'‘And tell Clark Johnson to give La Margarita anyea@se over the first half,
or she'll run herself out of steam!" Grantham lvedid from the car window
as Beattie drove him firmly away.

Now, in the parade ring, Eliot was presumably dqgirgj that, she thought,
watching him chat to Clark Johnson, a baby-faceeérrjust out of his

apprenticeship. And if Clark did what he was tdl@, Margarita could

provide Wintersgarth with its first win of the aft®on. She hoped it would
happen. The owner was there with his wife and gersans, all bubbling
over with excitement.

Eliot himself looked very relaxed, but he must b#esing a certain amount
of tension, Natalie thought. He'd been very quietlee drive down to the
course, closed up in his own thoughts. Or maybpistedidn't like to chat
while he was driving. Natalie had been well contiensit and admire the



October countryside rather than maintain her hia#f potentially awkward
conversation.

Once they arrived at Lassiter Park, she had hagléeted to be left to her
own devices, but instead Eliot had escorted h#dredsaddling boxes, so that
they could both see how the horses had settled e journey. Now,
half-way through the afternoon, she had to admd dene his best to make
her feel she was part of the team, instead of aranted encumbrance.

Although he would undoubtedly have had a much béttee if she'd not
been so constantly at his side, she thought adidhad almost seemed at
one point as if every woman at the meeting had rsadee excuse to come
and speak to him, a number of them with distinptlydatory gleams in their
eyes. And she had to concede an unwilling admm&tothe way Eliot had
dealt with all this attention. He had been politd aufficiently charming not
to dash any lady's hopes, but that was as farrasligone. And he'd made a
point of introducing Natalie to each and every ohé¢hem, without, she'd
realised, mentioning the fact that she was himpag daughter.

'Am | your chaperon?' she had asked after a whtieiggling with her
amusement.

'Perish the thought,' Eliot returned, slanting ek&d grin at her.

'‘Well, if they decide to award a prize for the miosted female under forty, |
know who'll get it," she said wryly.

Eliot turned and looked at her, a slow comprehenstare which took in all

of her, from the swirl of copper hair piled up ogrlnead to the toes of her
chestnut- coloured boots, including the brand ned/\zery expensive suit
she'd treated herself to in moss green, velvetsgdte, with its straight

skirt and gently bloused jacket.

He said quietly, 'It isn't the only prize you'd woday.'
She felt swift, embarrassed colour flare in heretise and hurriedly

transferred her attention to her race card, hogiegperately that Eliot
wouldn't think she'd been fishing for some kinccompliment.



Because she hadn't dressed for him, she thoughtssmily, but for the
credit of Wintersgarth as a whole.

Now, as he came back to her side, she looked uginépa smile.

‘Shall we go back to the stand?' He put a handrumeteclbow, guiding her

through the throng of people. As he did so, thegeéace to face with a tall,

pretty girl in a fur coat. As she saw them, all todour seemed to drain out
of her face. She said, with a little gasp, 'Eliot!"

He said unsmilingly, 'Hello, Michelle," and keptigg.
'Eliot, wait a minute. | must speak to you.'
He sighed, then turned to face her. 'Not now, 'die gently.

'‘But | want to tell you how sorry | am. All thodargs in the papers. | was so
humiliated...' Her voice tailed away breathlessly.

'l was sorry too," he said levelly. 'Now, let'sMeadt at that. If Kevin sees you
talking to me, there'll probably be a scene wetth bather avoid.’

Natalie had been listening in bewilderment to éxshange, but suddenly it
all made sense. In the stand, as they awaited rtheuacement that the
horses had come under starter's orders, she Shat, Was Mrs Laidlaw,

wasn't it?"

'Yes.' The firm mouth was grimly compressed.

It seemed safer not to ask any more questions, éwdte'd been able to
think of one, she thought ruefully. ‘Are you stilllove with each other?' was
the most obvious, and the answer to that seemedllgqcliear. The
encounter had been unexpected and painful fordifdtiem. And somehow
her own pleasure in the day had been diminished.

Even La Margarita's win by a short head wasn'ttobaly joyous event it
should have been, although Eliot's relief was atrtenggible.



'Is it as nerve-racking as being a jockey?' askatdli as they went down to
the unsaddling enclosure.

'It's worse," he said ruefully. ‘When | rode, | liad trainer to blame if the
horse didn't perform well. Now the buck stops Hdte. glanced at her. 'l
hoped you backed her?'

'Of course,’ she said, and spoiled it by addinaglBEvay.'

'O ye of little faith!" But the teasing note wasghtly off-key, as if his
thoughts were elsewhere.

The Besants were overjoyed at their win, fussindyllaagarita outrageously,
and insisting that Eliot and Natalie join themhie bar for some champagne.

As they walked into the bar, she heard Eliot mut@in hell!" half under his
breath.

Kevin Laidlaw was there, standing a few yards avilayn them, and
engaged in what was clearly a furious argument avttdl, heavily built man
in a tweed overcoat.

‘The joys of training," Eliot observed laconicadly they made their way to
the Besants' table. 'If you win you get champadfngou lose, you get the
rough edge of the owner's tongue.’

‘That was Terence Strang, the newspaper proprigtasn't it?' asked
Natalie.

Eliot nodded, his face closed. 'Kevin trains hisolehstring—for jumping
and the Flat," he said.

'‘And you used to ride them?’
‘At one time. But I'm glad | wasn't on any of théns afternoon. One fourth

place, which should have been first, one falled amlisappointing seventh.
Not the kind of results Mr Strang would be lookiiog.'



ABut even the best horses have their off days.aliatried to be fair to
Kevin Laidlaw, who was still having a very tryingnie, and under a great
deal of public scrutiny.

‘Sometimes off days can be habit-forming,' Eliotl saeditatively.

The Besants were clearly more interested in celieigréhan the rest of the
programme, and after a few minutes Eliot excusetsaif to supervise the
saddling of Likely Lad in the next race. Nataligplbd he would come back,
but there was no sign of him, not even when the veas over with Likely
Lad a promising second. Natalie thanked the Bedanttheir hospitality,
and went in search of him. It was the last racthefday, and Wintersgarth
had no runner in it. Natalie went down to the raisl looked around, as the
horses cantered down to the start. Perhaps hekltgoa put a bet on, she
thought, or was waiting for her in the stand. Slmeed and was scanning the
stand, shading her eyes with her card, when a fedinon her arm and she
looked round in surprise to see Kevin Laidlaw gigrat her.

'Where is he?' he demanded aggressively.
Natalie freed herself. 'I'm sorry?'

'Oh, don't play games with me," he shot at heru'¥ame with that bastard
Lang—I saw you. And now you're on your own. So vehisrhe?"

'l don't think that's any of your business.' Na&tdlegan to walk away, but he
grabbed her shoulder.

'On the contrary," he almost hissed at her, 'itvniigg very much my bloody
business!

'Mr Laidlaw!" Natalie shook him off. 'People ar@king at us.'
'How do you know who | am? Did he tell you?'

Natalie sighed. 'He didn't have to,' she said p#iie'We've never met, but
I'm Grantham Slater's daughter.’



‘The devil you are!' He stared at her, then snoliéehsively. '‘Consolidating
his position, is he? Making sure everything's seywmicely?’

Natalie winced away from the words, and the whikyes on his breath.
She said curtly, 'Think what you like," and tooK tifrough the crowd,
dreading the possibility that he might follow her.

Judging by the state he was in, he'd probably sihengreater part of the
meeting in the bar, she thought with distaste. dader Terence Strang had
been so openly furious! She wondered if he'd alvieen a heavy drinker,
or whether his drinking had been induced by prodessd stress—or some
more personal problem. Like having an unfaithfulewi

She shut her mind to that. Whatever the reasowasan an ugly mood, and
maybe she should warn Eliot. She began to searthodfieally, and after
five minutes she found him. He was standing inghadows of the block
housing the changing room and weighing-in facsiti¢tle wasn't alone.
Michelle Laidlaw was with him, and she was in tears

Natalie halted abruptly, staring at them in sh@tke heard Mrs Laidlaw say
brokenly, 'Eliot, for God's sake have a little mygtrc

He returned flatly, 'It's impossible, and you knibw

Natalie thought, | shouldn't be listening to tt8e tried to retreat, but her
unguarded movement attracted their attention, &eg both turned and
looked at her.

She saw Michelle Laidlaw clap both hands over heuatimin horror.

She heard herself say baldly, 'Your husband's tmpkor you, and he's
drunk." Then she turned and ran, leaving them haget



CHAPTER SIX

ELIOT caught her easily before she'd gone more thaw gdeds, his fingers
digging into her arm as he seized her and pulleddwnd to face him.

'Where do you think you're going?' An angry musttkered beside his
mouth.

'‘Anywhere,’ she said jerkily, trying to pull awawim him. 'Don't you think
you'd better get back to your ladylove?'

"You don't know what you're talking about!

'Oh, don't I?' She lifted her chin, furiously awéwer voice was quivering.
'I'm not a chaperon. I'm the cover for your sordfthir with a married
woman. Well, | hope her husband finds you—and kegaku senseless!

‘To hell with this!" His voice was molten with ragiém damned if I'm going
to be condemned twice for the same offence—esedig you—and
particularly as I'm not guilty anyway.'

His hand urged her forward, not gently. She twistedking for Michelle
Laidlaw, but she'd disappeared. 'Leave me alonedré/are you taking me?'

‘To the car park. You can sit in the car and cabmvrdwhile | see the horses
safely loaded. Then we'll talk.'

‘There's nothing to talk about.’

'Oh, yes, there is, but if you don't want to taley can listen at least. And
here's the first thing you can consider. The faat Kevin's stinking drunk,

and Michelle is weeping all over me has nothinddavith any non-existent
love affair between us. It's because Terence Sisatadfing his horses away
and sending them to us instead. So chew that over!

Natalie sat in the Porsche, trembling with tempagring through the
windscreen. She felt like a naughty child, senth&r room. It was
undoubtedly exactly what Eliot wanted her to f¥eééll, if it was intended to



make her more malleable, so she'd listen fo ani-aad-bull explanation
he chose to put forward, he would find he'd madeaae mistake.

When at last he came to join her, she didn't Iaokim, but continued to
stare rigidly ahead of her.

He said, 'Are you prepared to listen to reason now?

"Your reason?’ she asked with bitter contempt.nbdndeaf, Eliot, or blind. |
saw Michelle Laidlaw with you.'

He smiled grimly. 'Blind with prejudice where I'mrmcerned, wouldn't you
say? | hope you're never called for jury services Mrummond. You're far
too quick to pronounce sentence.’

She bit her lip. 'Well, say what you have to sang ket's get going.'

'Very well," he said harshly. 'l repeat—I was newetove with Michelle
Laidlaw, or she with me. And | never laid a finger her while | was riding
for her husband, or at any other time. And Keviowa it.’

Natalie sent him a disbelieving look. "'Then whyrdidhe deny those stories
when they appeared in the papers?'

'‘Because he preferred people to think I'd madesa aaMichelle and been
kicked off the premises, than find out the reakoeg’ he said caustically.
'He probably started the rumours himself, as arcstey.'

'So what was the real explanation?"

Eliot was silent for a moment, his mouth compres3dwn he said, 'He
wanted me to pull some horses for him." He sawdtartled look, and

nodded. 'Yes, he wanted some races lost. He haohdim problems,

although he wouldn't specify what they were, andtheight he could

persuade me to lose on the favourite so that hiel tick another runner at
much better odds, and clean up.'

'‘And you wouldn't do it?"



'What do you think? | told him | wasn't preparedrigk an enquiry, and
losing my licence—apart from the fact that theres wa guarantee the other
horse would win for him," he added cynically. 'lmieded him that at the
beginning of our association I'd told him | roddyaio win. Anything else is
unfair to the owner, and more than unfair to thiestol said if he'd changed
his mind about the rules of play, he could findthaeo jockey, and | walked
out.’

'And he—made up that story? But why?'

‘To make sure if there was any mud-slinging, hisdfidl would land first.
He leaked the story somehow, then denied it in sualay everyone was
convinced it had to be the truth. Anything I'd saiter that would have
looked like a lame attempt to save face.' He laddtashly. 'And the mud
stuck all right. Owners and trainers with attragtivives fought shy of me
for quite a time, and that cost me financially—amaotionally as well." His
mouth twisted. 'l was living with someone. We'd lnedo talk about the
future—making it permanent. When the scandal breke,couldn't wait to
move out. She said there was no smoke withoutSioethat was the end of
that—and when the papers picked it up, it seemeddd the final
confirmation of Kevin's story.'

The bitterness in his voice was authentic. He wlimg the truth, Natalie
thought with an odd pang.

She said, 'I'm—sorry that happened.’

'It was probably for the best. What relationship eeork without trust?’
He-paused. 'But it's clear from what Terence Stsad today that Kevin's
been using a more amenable jockey. And he's lehtoty of Strang's horses
lose, today being the final straw. If that fall wgenuine, I'm a Dutchman,
although | don't suppose it can be proved.’

'‘And Terence Strang wants Wintersgarth to train hosses?' The full
implication of what he had said earlier was jushca home to her.

Eliot smiled faintly. "'The jumpers to begin witmdamaybe the others later.'



'Did you know he was going to be here?"

'l had a good idea he might be," he said shoHkyrang me last week to ask
my opinion on one of his horses I'd ridden as ayear-old, and why it had
developed all kinds of apparent faults since.nished seventh today.' His
mouth curled. 'He didn't tell Kevin he'd be comitmywatch them run,
otherwise the results might have been rather @iffer

Natalie's thoughts were running ahead. She saltht'S a lot of horses.’

He nodded. 'That's why we need those new boxeseg/tn¢en so dubious
about.'

You—knewhe'd send them to us?'

'l thought he would—unless Kevin came back to bissgs.' He sighed. 'His
financial problems are going to get a damned sigitse from now on, and
that's why Michelle was pleading with me. She wdmee to persuade
Strang to leave his horses with them.’

'‘But you couldn't do that...’

'‘As no doubt you heard me telling her," he agraad,she flushed.

'Yes,' she said in a subdued voice. 'l seem to matheer—jumped to
conclusions.’

'‘And not for the first time.' There was a pausenthe said quietly, "You
really think I'm National Hunt racing's answer tasanova, don't you?'

She said in a stifled tone, 'l don't think abouitiall?

'Liar," he said softly. 'Every time a woman spog&entie this afternoon, |
could see your mind working overtime, wondering thiee I'd laid her?

Her mouth tightened. 'You're not exactly an injunatocent in that
respect—or no one would have believed Kevin Lai@aw



'I'm not a virgin," he returned with a touch of rkery. 'But then you'd hardly
expect me to be, at thirty-two. But I'm no sexualete either. If I'd really

spent the amount of time in bed I'm credited witthnever have had the
energy to win all those races?

Her colour deepened. 'l really don't want to disdihgs?

"Then we'll change the subject? Eliot started thgiree. 'But if Kevin

Laidlaw was looking for me, it was because I'd sedihis principal owner,
not his wife. And now let's go and celebrate? Hdesirat her. 'T'll let you
have the pleasure of telling Grantham about oestaicquisitions?

Natalie returned his smile rather shyly. 'I'll pleonim as soon as we get
back?

She had expected him to drive straight back to ¥vagarth, and was
surprised when he pulled off the A1 and drove tgtothe lanes to a large
house standing in substantial grounds.

Natalie saw there were other cars parked outdMdeat is this place?

'A restaurant. | told you—we're going to celebraiginning with dinner. |
telephoned from the course to book a table.'

A day at the races was one thing, dinaedeuxquite another, Natalie
thought as he came round to open the passenger door

She said, 'I'm not very hungry.'

‘Then you can watch me eat,' said Eliot equablycc8ss always makes me
ravenous. Now, are you getting out of the car,@i dave to carry you in
there, cave-man style?'

It was said laughingly, but there was purpose enhtazel eyes, and Natalie
scrambled out hastily, walking ahead of him withtlaé dignity she could
command.



They sat at a lamplit table studying their menustalNle's had no prices, she
noticed, wondering how Eliot had heard about théc@. It was discreetly
opulent, and clearly very expensive.

When they had given their orders to an attentnaatre d'hotel,Natalie
excused herself and went to the powder- room gh&e up. She washed her
hands, and deftly re- pinned a few errant straridsawm. She adjusted her
lipstick, deciding as she studied herself that @&svall that was strictly
necessary. There was more colour in her cheeksttteae had been for
months, and an unaccustomed sparkle in her eyessk®ugged off her
suede jacket, shaking the creases from the sleétlee cream silk shfrt she
wore beneath it, eyeing the effect critically ir tlmirror. She wished she'd
had the opportunity to change, but it seemed shddumoave to go for a
casual smartness instead. Her hand lifted and usrtkdof the shirt's tiny
buttons, then moved down to the next, before shgpstd short with a little

gasp.

What on earth was she thinking of? she asked levddly. She'd never
ever shown that much cleavage—not even when skeed first married,
and Tony had urged her to dress more daringly. Gamvs what Eliot
would think if she went back to the table lookiiigelthis, she thought, her
flush deepening painfully as she made haste toneegs usual decorum to
her appearance.

When she made her way back to the table ratherlienshe found
champagne on ice awaiting her.

She sank into her chair. "You really mean to calehrdon't you?'

Eliot grinned lazily. 'It's what we started on witle Besants. Why change a
good habit?’

It was a wonderful meal, from the colourful chickand pepper terrine
which began it, to the sizzling lobsters in theine and cream sauce.
Afterwards, Eliot opted for cheese, while Nataleempled out-of-season
strawberries in a filigree pastry basket.



'I'm glad you recovered your appetite,’ Eliot sailt- ily, as the waiter
refilled their coffee cups.

Natalie sighed with happy repletion. ‘It's a pitg ean't do this every time a
new owner sends us his horses,’ she said dredhelyblushed. 'l mean—I
didn't mean...'

'Don't apologise.' Eliot reached across the tadetaok her fingers in his. 'l
think it's a fantastic idea.’

He wasn't exerting the slightest pressure—she dwanéd released herself at
any time, and she knew it. Yet suddenly every iotlskin on her body
seemed to be warning, tingling. Natalie stared dawrthe tablecloth,”
aware as never before of a strange, heated thrieéripulses.

She said in a choked voice, 'It's rather lateinktlve should go.'There was a
pause, then Eliot nodded, and signalled to theewnaReleased, she clasped
her hands together in her lap beneath the shéltee@loth, willing the odd
trembling to stop.

Wintersgarth was still a fair distance, she redlias she sat beside him in
the car, in a darkness which seemed too enclosedntimate altogether.

She touched the tip of her tongue to dry lipselfdas to stop the car in one
of these lanes—and kiss her—there wouldn't be at gteal she could do

about it.

But to her intense relief, he had no such intentidmrey were soon on the
main road, and heading north again.

Indeed, rather to her surprise, they were backeastables before she knew
it. As he switched off the engine, Natalie saidtesdly, "Thank you. That
was—very nice.’'

'It was indeed," he said gravely. 'But it's notroyet. Come round the yard
with me, and make sure everything's closed uphiemnight, then we'll have
a nightcap.'



Natalie hesitated, every instinct warning her tluse, but the thought of
letting herself into the solitary darkness of thmuse wasn't particularly
appealing, so she accompanied him silently as hd fwem box to box,
checking their fastenings.

When he'd completed his rounds, she said rathatiessly, 'l think I'd
better go straight home—if you don't mind...'

'One last drink," he suggested. 'Then I'll walk yagk to the house.’

She bit her lip. 'Well, just one.’

She stood in the russet-coloured sitting-room, irigel absurdly
self-conscious, listening to the chink of glasse®] the smothered pop of a
cork.

She gasped. 'You said—a drink,' she protested.midoé champagne!'

'It is a drink." Eliot handed her the fizzing gla#ss not obligatory to finish
the whole bottle, unless you want to.' He touchisgjtass to hers. 'Cheers.’

Then he moved away to where the hi-fi was housed.

There was music in the air—not classics this tibng, a woman's voice,
husky and sensuous, and unfamiliar to Natalie.

'Who—who is that?' She sat primly down on one efdbfas, smoothing her
skirt over her knees, relieved that Eliot had madeattempt to sit beside
her.

‘Carly Simon,' he said. "Your musical education lbeen sadly neglected.’
She took a sip of her champagne. She thought,lticeally get addicted to
this stuff. Aloud she said, 'We didn't even haveaord player in the house
until Dad and Beattie were married. She says hBilsstine, and proud of
it.'

'‘And Tony wasn't interested either.'



She shook her head. 'Dad and he thought exaclg-alon a number of
things.' She leaned back against the soft cushieabng relaxation spread
through her like champagne bubbles. There wasraarfithe grate tonight,
but the heating was on, and the room was warma# strange, but she felt
more comfortable in the flat now than she'd everedahen she lived there.
She drank some more wine, closing her eyes andrlabgothe music,
letting that flow through her too, until she beganfeel as if she was
floating.

Eliot said softly, '‘Come and dance with me.’

Her lashes lifted slowly. He was standing in frohter, smiling faintly as
he looked down at her. He had discarded his jeakéttie, and unbuttoned
his waistcoat. Her eyes widened as she saw hetildskling his glass.
'‘Aren't you going to put that down?".

He shook his head. 'It's only drinking and drivihgt's illegal. Drinking and
dancing is fun. Try it." He took her unresistingitiaand drew her gently to

her feet. "You do dance?' His voice was teasing.

'l used to." A lifetime ago, she thought, when kvgameone else entirely.
When | dreamed that love led to marriage, and lmegsgsi ever after.

It wasn't something, she discovered, that you foffae slow, sultry rhythm
of the music captured her, and she began to mbwty at first, but then
with more confidence, humming the melody undedneath. Eliot matched
her step for step, every sway of the hips, eveny & the body.

She held out her glass, and he refilled it, andoggan to giggle.

‘This is so silly.’

'‘And why not? Life's a pretty serious business nbghe time.'

‘That is true." She drank some wine, tipping hexdhgack ecstatically. 'Oh,
that is so true.’



Eliot took her hand, and sent her spinning genilsyafrom Him, then drew
her back again.

'Now that was clever,' she said solemnly.

'We're a gifted pair." He ran a finger down herdgusleeve. 'Aren't you hot
in this thing?"

Terribly, but | have this problem with a glass.’
He took it from her fingers. 'Consider it solved.’

The buttons on her jacket were usually stubborhtdnight they seemed to
slide open. She wriggled her arms out of the sleesed dropped the jacket
on to the sofaVoila!'

He bowed slightly and handed back her glass, aagwlent on dancing. He
made her spin round again, his hand on her waist,she laughed, then
sighed as the mood of the music changed and slowed.

Somehow, she'd finished the rest of the champaagne,Eliot took the
empty glass from her and put it down, with his oWwhey stood facing each
other, barely moving, then he reached forward nigikioth her hands in his
for a moment, then sliding his fingers up her sillkd arms to her shoulders,
and up again, stroking the side of her throat, thedsensitive area beneath
her ears. Then his hands moved again, and Nagalised he was taking the
pins out of her hair. She felt the soft weighttalescend on the nape of her
neck, and shook her head to free it properly.

'Mm," he murmured in soft approval.

He clasped her waist lightly with both hands, drayer forward a little so
that their bodies were almost touching, but notegulis fingers were warm
and very strong through the silk that veiled hensKis eyes were half
closed as he looked at her, and she realised éofirgt time how long his
lashes were. He seemed to be waiting for somethfogher to touch him
of her own volition, some instinct told her. Andesheeded to touch him
because there was a warm, wild current runningutjinoher veins, and



turning her legs to water. She put up her handscand to his shoulders,
her eyes widening as she experienced their harc¢utaugy for the first
time.He bent his head, and she felt his lips gdnthghing her hair, then her
forehead., brushing the soft concealing tendrildeas

She was enclosed in a bubble of warmth and sensaisohis mouth trailed

tantalisingly over her closed eyelids, and alongdieekbones, caressing
the tip of her nose, the curve of her cheek, thetpd her chin, but not her

lips—never her lips, and it was killing her. Shenteatl to be kissed—needed
it more than she needed air to breathe. Her hdadpead his neck, fingers
locking as she drew him down to her.

There was no space between them any more. Sheressed against him,
absorbing the hurry of his heartbeat, the suddegutarity in his building
through every pore, every nerve-ending in her okn.s

'Kiss me."' Had he said it, or was it her own potemépoken longing she
heard?

His tongue stroked her lips, parting them, then rhsuth was on hers,
moving softly at first, then more deeply, fuellitige strange aching need
inside her in a sensual commingling of moist, utdiea. She drank thirstily

from that fire, answering it with her own.

When Eliot lifted his head, she moaned in disapjpoemt.
'Oh, God," he said hoarsely. 'My sweet...'

He poured a rain of tiny, burning kisses on heuupd face, and her throat,
while his hands moved with bewildering swiftnesdeasing the buttons on
her cuffs, then up to the shadowy vee at her theoat down between the
small, high breasts, uncovering her. She felt binges of silk on her skin as
he pushed the shirt from her shoulders. The ziphen skirt rasped
downwards, and she clung to him as he guided heofoilne imprisoning
fabric.

He went down on one knee to take off her long haadsling her almost
casually of her tights as well. When he got tofeet again, she swayed



towards him, the tips of her lace-covered breasgigg the wall of his
chest.

His hand twisted in her hair, tipping back her headl he kissed her mouth
again with a passion and a hunger that demandeshaapment. Her head
was spinning, the race of her blood sounding Ilikentler in her ears. His
fingers slid down her spine to find the small metakp which fastened her
bra. He drew the straps down her arms, freeinglneasts from the

concealing lace, covering the tumescent peaks m#hands, his fingers

teasing the nipples into an agony of pleasure.

Was it the same for him? she wondered as her owdshimund their way
inside his shirt to begin a first, tentative expkion.

He kissed her as she caressed him, letting her khosugh the silent
command of his mouth that he wanted more—much nfia® her.
Trembling, she pulled and tore at his clothing¢digering him, adoring him
with her hands, drawing a throaty groan of pleafnara him. He kissed her
breasts, circling the hot, engorged peaks withidrigue, his hands stroking
down her body, removing her underskirt and briefsfadne was brushing
aside some gossamer cobweb.

He sank down on to the softness of the carpet, idgatver with him, his
mouth locked hard to hers, his hand parting heghthi the long fingers
gentle, almost teasing as he caressed her, theaesly, not gentle at all.

She cried out as he entered her, pierced, tramsbyea pleasure so intense
she thought she would die.

But she was alive, gloriously, superbly, shattdsirajive. Reborn, Natalie
fell, entwined with him, into some nameless, ersllasd of delight.



CHAPTER SEVEN

NATALIE woke slowly in a room filled with sunlight, awaas she uncoiled
herself of an incredible sense of well-being.

She hoped drowsily that it had nothing to do wite wildly erotic dreams
which had assailed her during the night.

God knows what part of my subconscious they weeelged up from, she
thought, half amused, half guilty, as she stretd¢aaduidly, and opened her
eyes—to find it wasn't the autumn sun flooding lestw her own familiar

curtains that gave that golden glow.

Not her room, she thought, dry-mouthed, her boaeZing into swift
rigidity. And, oh God, not her bed either.

Slowly, hardly daring to breathe, she turned hexdhe

Eliot had pushed the covers away during the nighty Natalie had an
uninterrupted view of his tanned shoulders, andahg, naked length of his
back. Every atom of air in her body seemed to Imeressed into one stifled
gasp of horrified disbelief.

No dream, she realised, as a burning blush of sltameumed her whole
body. It had been all too real. She'd let Eliot¢.@our champagne down her
as if it was going out of fashion, and then she—eshe

She pressed a clenched fist against her mouth. Mewes intruding now,
reminding her remorselessly of everything that hagpened the previous
night.

And all she wanted to do was crawl away somewhededse, before Eliot
woke and saw her. Before he started remembering too

He'd been drinking as well, she thought feveristilghe—quietly slipped
away, and later, when they inevitably encountemsthether, she was her
usual cool self, « maybe—just maybe he'd think be'@n dreaming too. At
least she could try.



She began to move with the utmost caution, edgamguMay gingerly to the
edge of the bed, knowing even as she did so theastall futile. That she
should have made her escape hours before.

Because Eliot was awake. She watched him stirtchti@nd turn, one arm
already seeking her, lazily scooping her back actbe bed to the warm
curve of his body, as he smiled down into her @édaeyes.

'‘Good morning,' he said softly, and his hand lifteccup her breast in a
gesture of total familiarity. 'l don't think | remmder a day which promised
as much.’'

Natalie said hoarsely, 'Let go of me. Let go of moa/!"

The straight brows drew together as he studiedlishned face.

'‘Now why should | do any such thing?'

'‘Because I've got to go." She tried to push awayé#nessing hand. 'I've got
to get out of here now.'

'It's Sunday,' he reminded her. 'The horses dantilg to exercise today.
We've hours before anyone starts wondering wheranee He bent and
kissed the bare curve of her shoulder, grimacingh#y as his stubble-
roughened chin left a faint mark on her skin. ifldke a deal with you,
darling. I'll shave, and you make some coffee, aetl come back to bed
and discuss our plans for the rest of the day.'

Natalie tried unavailingly to struggle free of Imsprisoning arm. She said

raggedly, "You think I'd stay here with you—youeutbastard? You took
advantage of me last night...’

He lifted himself on an elbow and stared down at beows lifting, the

intimately teasing smile dying out of his eyes. $#&d slowly, "There's a
sweet old-fashioned expression.' He paused. 'Angradge that was taken
last night was utterly mutual, and you know it. Bhahow you the marks

you left on me to prove it?' He began to push tieesaway, and Natalie
shrank.



'No, just leave me alone. You're vile! You got nrarck—you know you
did. You made me drink too much champagne, andybhanr-you..

'‘Now you're being ridiculous.' His tone altered¢dmae almost curt. "All in

all, | doubt whether you drank more than half atlbotluring the entire

twenty-four hours. Quite within your capacity, Hdve said, but enough to
relax you sufficiently to forget a few of your daethinhibitions.' His gaze

held hers. 'lIt wasn't just alcohol running througbur bloodstream,

sweetheart, but a healthy dose of sexual frustrathon equally potent

additive, or didn't you know?"'

'l don't want to know,' she said on a little anpei sob. 'l don't believe you.
I—I've never behaved like this in my life beforen God, I've got to get out
of here! I must have been crazy to trust you—tgdet come anywhere near
me. And now I'm going to feel dirty for the restroy life!"

There was tension in him now, swift and dangerous.

'Why, thank you," he said too courteously. 'Perhgps should have
considered that last night before falling into nigna quite so willingly.'

'I—I didn't!’

'Oh, yes, you did." He smiled at her in insolenhirgéscence. 'l always
sensed, my lovely Natalie, that once the ice craclee spring floods would
come roaring free, and how right | was! You weregdieg to be
kissed—touched, but if you'd decided to call a bakny point, | wouldn't
have argued. It was you making the pace, ladymet

‘That isn't true!’
'‘Ah, but it is. And anyway, what's the problem?' $steugged a shoulder.
'We were consenting adults, in private, and we adm@tach other. It's not

exactly a new situation.'

‘Not for you.' Natalie's voice shook. 'Oh God, klwvi never had to see you
again, you—you swine!'



'‘And you, my sweet, are a hypocrite—if we're cglimmes,' he retorted
tersely. 'Why, even now..." He let his thumb braklwly and insinuatingly

across the quivering peak of her breast, bringehder nipple to taut life.

'You see?'

Natalie bit on the inside of her lower lip untilesttould taste blood. 'l
thought—I told you to let me go."

'‘But | don't take orders from you, darling, eithprofessionally or
personally, remember?' He paused. 'Besides, ydlatiening eagerness to
leave suggests this may the only opportunity Vérehave to enjoy you, so |
may as well make the most of it.’

He moved, the lean body sliding over hers in expliemand.
"You're disgusting! Shock held her rigid beneath.h

'If you say so."' He sounded almost casual. 'In wbhase, | can dispense with
the—er—usual preliminaries. Why don't you closeryeyes, sweetheart,
and think of something else—or someone else, if yoefer. Keep
reminding yourself that Terence Strang is still dieg us his
horses—although | suppose you could blame thagdar—downfall." His
breathing quickened. 'Ah, God, you feel so goody\Wbn't you relax that
iron will of yours, and join me?"'

She said, 'I'll see you in hell..." and stoppedwitgasp, her body reacting
swiftly and urgently to his invasion of her. Horedl and ashamed, she
fought for control, for rejection, closing her higanind and senses to a
possession which threatened to overwhelm her. Ardaon.

When, at last, his body shuddered violently inttshehe had not betrayed
by a word or a movement the agony of need he hgdretered within her.

‘Thank you,' he said eventually, politely. 'It didtcompare with last night's
performance, of course, but beggars can't be chmbse



She said huskily, terrified that the savage, bgr@ohe of desire inside her
would become apparent in her face, 'May | go novaveHyou—finished
with me?’

Eliot lifted himself away from her. 'Yes—damn yolHere was a controlled
violence in his voice which made her flinch.

She looked round the room. 'Where—where are myeftplease?’

He shrugged shortly. 'In the other room, with miieu have a convenient
memory for details you prefer to forget.'

She swallowed. 'Well, would you mind—looking théet way?'

He sent her an incredulous glance, then startiedigih. 'Yes, | would mind,’
he mocked. 'You've got a beautiful body, darlirign going to enjoy every
last glimpse of it.’

Natalie's instinct was to run for the door, covgrirerself as best she could
with her hands, but she knew that would only make Ibok and feel
ridiculous.

She pushed back the covers and stood up, not ¢éaecirgg at him, moving
proudly, gracefully and unhurriedly, closing thedbmom door behind her.

But once she was safe from Eliot's appraising stsine abandoned all
pretence of dignity, almost flying to the sittingem, wincing at the scatter
of garments all over the carpet.

Her memory wasn't convenient at all. It was far tead, she thought,

flinching from the sight of Eliot's elegant shiritkwv half the buttons torn

from it, as she huddled into her own clothes. Ahd far from empty

champagne bottle gave her no comfort either. Higradiction of her claim

that she'd been drunk had a certain justice, stegnesed wretchedly. She
hadn't had that much, but it had gone straighetdhead.

She shook her head, as she forced her feet intodods. It wasn't the wine,
she thought miserably. It was Eliot who'd gone tr lmead. She'd



thought—all her previous experience suggested—shat was immune
from sexual attraction. But now she knew very ddfaly, and the
realisation would haunt her for a long time.

She managed to leave the flat without anyone sdeingand went straight
to the office, where she typed her resignationlafidt on Eliot's desk.

Then she went back to the house, and up to her.r8bmn stripped, letting
her clothes fall into an untidy pile. Presentlyteafshe'd had a bath, she
would fetch a plastic sack and bundle them int8lite never wanted to see
any of them again—not even her boots, which weaadinew.She soaked
herself, immersed in hot water up to her chin,rfearly half an hour, then
washed her hair, digging her fingers into her scalp

It was a futile gesture, and she knew it, but sbeded to do something
which would make her feel like her own person agaistead of Eliot's
possession—his plaything.

She was on edge for the rest of the day, watchie@ath that led to the front
door, half expecting his arrival, his invasion ef Iprivacy.

But she was left severely alone. At lunch time, ebeked and forced down
some leathery scrambled eggs, and, when evening, i@ hunted through
the freezer for a single portion of one of Beattidelicious casseroles,
although she did it less than justice.

She tried to catch up on some reading, and whenpiéed, to watch
television, but she couldn't relax, or prevent mm@nd turning relentlessly
back to the events of the past twenty-four houing. I8pt finding the image
of them being slowly and relentlessly re-createdsg her aching mind.

It was so totally out of character, she wailed irdy Her brief experience
of married life had taught her quite unequivoc#iigt sexual matters left her
cold. Her wedding night had been painful, both ptgisy and emotionally,
and matters between Tony and herself had neverowedr She'd been
alarmed and revolted by his insistence on enforkiagights, in spite of her
shrinking. She'd believed she was incapable ofdbponse he'd demanded,
in some way incomplete as a woman.



'It's like making love to a bloody waxwork!" Tony®ice, bitter with
disillusion, came back to her over the years, d&edshivered, wrapping her
arms defensively round her body.

So how could she possibly have wanted—have encedrabpot to do those
things to her?

She must have been mad, she thought, and now shHae with the
humiliation of it.

She tried to make some plans. She had a few sagnghe could afford to
support herself while she looked round for work.t Bt locally, she
thought. She would get as far away from Winter$gasgtit was possible to
go without falling off the edge of the world.

And she would have to find some convincing storgetmncile Grantham to
what he would undoubtedly see as her defectionthgheght, biting her lip.
A clash of personalities? Or irreconcilable diffezes, as they said in
divorce cases. But would her father accept that—vamdd Beattie's shrewd
eyes see through it?

She groaned to herself. Why hadn't she listendletovarning voice in her
head last night and come back here, decoroushalme? She would have
been spared all this—dissimulation.

And she would also, she realised, as the dark heors on, have been
spared the misery of physical frustration whichtfee first time in her life,
kept her tossing and turning in heated restlesdoessost of the night.

She put on a black skirt and a matching sweatepedbss and elderly, with
the sole merit of buttoning high to the throat, tbkkowing morning, and
scraped her hair back into an elastic band at #pe of her neck before
going down to the office.

She was early, but Eliot was there before her,imgafor her, his dark brows
drawn together, his mouth set in an uncompromisiney



'l got your letter.' He held it up between fingedathumb as if it was
distasteful, then tore it across and dripped tleegs into the waste-basket.

‘That's an empty gesture.' Natalie faced him, keeper voice steady with
an effort. 'I'm leaving anyway, at the end of theel:'

He shook his head. "You're paid a salary. | thivét entitles us to a month's
notice, and I'm sure that will be your father'swigs well.' He paused. 'As a
matter of interest, how do you intend to justifyuyaeparture?’

She said tautly, 'I'll think of something.’

'Why not try the truth?' The hazel eyes bored tédsaly into her pale face.
‘That having enjoyed yourself with me all nightuystarted hating yourself
in the morning.'

'Isn't it bad enough for me to know what | did2 sisked wearily. 'Do you
really think I'd hurt Grantham by letting him kndla¢ behaved like a slut?’

'Is that how you regard yourself?' There was anraxtd in his voice. 'lt's a
hard judgement for letting yourself be human foceh

"You make it sound so simple!'

'‘Because it isn't that complicated.' Eliot tookepgowards her, halting, his
frown deepening incredulously as Natalie backedyady God!' He flung
up a hand. 'All right, I'll keep my distance. Buvant you to know, Natalie,
that | don't regret a thing that happened the atingint, and you shouldn't
either." His mouth twisted. 'The aftermath wasmlttipularly admirable,
perhaps, but your hysterical assertions that I'dangu drunk and forced
myself on you got under my skin. Anyway, runningegw-either from me,
or from yourself—won't solve anything.'

'You can't stop me," Natalie averred unevenly.

'No, but when Grantham asks me why you're leaxasdye assuredly will, |
can tell him."' He paused. 'l don't think he'd belascked or as upset as you



think. He might even see it as a way of cementungpartnership for good
and all.'

It was like a nightmare repeating itself.

She said hoarsely, 'No. You've made your contrétt @Grantham—and I'm
not part of the deal.' Dear God, not again. Nat time.

What the hell do you think I'm suggesting?' he ddi@rshly. 'Some bloody
dotted line, with you on it?"

She shrugged. 'lt's been done before." And to heewsinted to screarAnd
to me.

Eliot was silent for a time, then he said, 'OK gietr| ever mentioned it. The
deal is this—you stay here in return for my silenBecause while it
wouldn't cause Grantham any great grief to knoved¢'duced you, it would
hurt him deeply to see you walk away.' He paugedd T'll play my part,
Natalie. I'll make a conscious effort not to toyolu, or—intrude upon your
personal space in any way. Will that satisfy yob@ dther night is—closed,
finished, forgotten. A temporary aberration on bsitfes.' He looked at her
watchfully. 'Well, shall we declare a truce—for Gitaam's sake?"

Natalie said in a muffled voice, 'l don't seem &wda great deal of choice.'
She moved behind her desk and sat down. 'Do yoe &yaything else to say,
because | have work to do—and I'd rather like talbee.’

His glance was cynical. 'What you'd really likdas me to vanish from the
face of the earth.' He shook his head. 'I'm ngbgred to oblige you that far,
but I'll guarantee to keep out of your way as mash can. And Grantham
will be back later today, which will release yoart my exclusive company
anyway.' He went out of the office, closing the dbehind him.

She watched his tall figure cross the yard and metthe arch, then she
slumped into her chair, hands shaking, body tremgbli



She felt as if she'd been reprieved. She knew waywell—she'd known
from the beginning what Grantham was hoping forthis very office, that
first day, he'd been none too subtle about it.

He might huff and puff, but he would be secretliiglded if he learned that
Eliot and herself were involved in an intimate telaship—would insist
righteously on it being legalised...

Her mind closed, wincing, against the prospect.dakeady been locked
into one marriage with a man who cared more fonthéen chance than he'd
done for her, although she hadn't realised itrat. fiBut she couldn't allow it
to happen again, because this time she wouldn& hasingle illusion to

sustain her. Marriage to her would simply increl@bet's share, his control
of Wintersgarth. Grantham might have barred hemftbe running of the

stables, but she was still his heiress. And shenedsnger the starry-eyed
innocent who believed such things didn't matter.

It was what Tony had married her for, after alg #ought wearily. He'd put
on a good act for a while, until he became too théoebother any more.

And herself? Well, she'd been carried away by bigdhn good looks, by the
glamour that he was a rising star of National Haotng. But had she really
loved him any more than he'd loved her? Would®trslve found some way
of overcoming her aversion to his sexual advanéeshe had loved him?
And wouldn't it have been more than her pride thas hurt when she
eventually found out about his infidelities?

For three years now, she'd kept all these queskimhked away at the back
of her mind. Now Eliot had released them, openeaiva private Pandora's
box to scrutiny.

Suddenly everything had changed, she thought. Andsgite of his
assurances, nothing would ever be simple again.

‘Natalie, come and look at this horse.' The soudrtko father's voice from
the doorway made her start guiltily and thrustlgtter she'd been reading



back into its envelope, and back into concealmerdrayst the pile of mail
in front of her.

She got to her feet. 'Another delivery from Mr 8@’ Over the past seven
weeks, the new extension had been finished, andhtinees had been
arriving. Their transfer had caused a lot of comimaemd speculation in the
sporting papers, and it was widely rumoured thatikKéaidlaw might be
declaring himself bankrupt before too long.

'Ay, his latest acquisition, the big, awkward devil

In spite of her inner preoccupations, Natalie cotildhelp wondering
whether Grantham was referring to the animal oovtser.

'What's the matter with it?' She followed him inb@ yard and under the
arch to where the lads were gathered in a semearound a horse box.

‘Just about everything. The previous owner breccttiehimself. He had a
son who wanted to ride as an amateur, it seemantam shook his head in
disapproval. '‘But he didn't know how to break ibgerly, and it was too
much for the lad, so they put it up for sale, and of Strang's agents bought
it. And now we have to cope with the result,” hdextiwith obvious relish. 'It
tried to kick its way out of the box before we abglet the back down, and
then it nearly bit a chunk out of young Micky. Elgowith it now, trying to
calm it down.'

Natalie's body clenched in swift automatic reacti@h.' She turned away
with an ostentatious shiver. 'It's rather too gttitlis morning to stand about
watching Mr Lang be his usual brilliant self. Tele when it's over.' She
turned away, ignoring the look of disfavour Gramthgent her, and began to
make her way back to the office, but a shrilly gecwhinny and a sudden
plunging of hooves made her swing back again, ite g herself. Hidden
by the archway, she watched dry- mouthed as Ebeked his wild-eyed
sweating charge down the ramp into the yard. Médstr clearly didn't like
his new surroundings, or the silent audience am@ghim, because he lashed
out vigorously with his back legs, with Eliot hangion to him, nothing in
his face or attitude to suggest he found this biel@n any way untoward.



‘There's gipsy somewhere in the lad's genes,' Gaanhad said more than
once, and Natalie knew what he meant. It was nodeohe'd been able to
get the best out of so many of his horses, on histew becoming champion
jockey, she thought, as she watched Midstreamimrciestively. He
seemed to cast some kind of spell on even the ivadtempered and
recalcitrant mounts. When Midstream rode out ta@ge, she knew exactly
who would be on his back.

She stayed, peeping round the wall until the rgaand plunging animal
began to subside, and Eliot turned him to lead tuirhis new stable. She
despised herself for hiding round corners like,thig she had to admit Eliot
had kept to his pledge, betraying by neither wavdlook that they'd ever
exchanged more than the common courtesies. And slo@e her best to
play along with that too, which meant that formipgrt of an admiring
crowd when he was exercising his gifts on a new exuitable horse was
strictly taboo.

As soon as Midstream was safely bestowed, Eliotldvba wanting coffee

for himself, and the driver of the box, and thewdt had travelled with the
horse— although a lot of good he'd been, Natabeght caustically, as she
filled the new coffee machine and switched it on.

She was on her way back to her desk when the t@heptang.

It was a woman's voice, collected and businessikee was ringing, she
announced, on behalf of Miss Oriel Prince.

'l understand you have two of her horses in traihishe went on. ‘Miss
Prince plans to visit them when she returns toaBriin a fortnight's time. |
presume this is in order?’

'Perfectly.' Natalie grimaced at the receiver. Ongnsited all the time, and
were generally welcome, but Sharon with open dishea/been predicting
this descent since the newspapers had announcedtie Prince had
signed a contract to make a mini-series for telemigh the near future.



'Why couldn't she have stayed in America?' Shaazhdrumbled. 'It's not
the horses she's coming to see anyway,' she a@theddoesn't give a damn
for them, except when they win for her.'

Natalie had murmured something non-committal amdett away, aware
this was the kind of discussion it was unwise to igeolved in. The

woman's voice had taken on a trace of uncertaWintersgarth—where is
that precisely?' Natalie gave patient directionkjctv were clearly being
written down at the other end. When she'd finishied,other woman said
with patent disapproval, 'It's a very long way fraondon.’

‘A lot of places are,’ Natalie agreed levelly.

She had replaced the receiver, and made a ndte pfojected date of Miss
Prince's visit in the diary kept for the purposégw Eliot walked in.

‘The coffee's nearly ready.' She kept the usuairaéy in her voice, and
avoided looking at him directly.

‘Thank you."' He sat down. 'Can you check whendhatned Micky had his
last anti-tetanus. He claims he can't remember.'

'In that case, he probably needs a booster. Hs hgeetions.' She walked
towards the table in the corner, where the paragatiarfor coffee-making
was set out. The aroma of the freshly-percolated/bvas filling the air, and
Natalie found she was wrinkling her nose as shemalsked the cups, trying
consciously not to breathe in. She'd never notbeddre what a nauseating
smell coffee had. And on the thought there was dden lurch in her
stomach, a bitterness in her throat, and gaggihg, ran for the tiny
washroom.

She just made it to the basin, her hands clutctigngool porcelain as she
retched weakly over and over again. In the middlét,owith a kind of
embarrassed horror, she realised Eliot was begide h

'‘Go away,' she managed, before another paroxysrverted.



'Presently.' He ran the cold tap on to his handkefcwrung it out, then
gently wiped her forehead and lips, as she clungeshg to the basin.

He said, 'Don't move. I'll get you a chair.’

She wanted to protest, but it was altogether easiaccede, and she was
thankful to sit down. Her legs seemed to have lisersformed into jelly,
and her head felt as if it didn't belong to here 8tas aware of Eliot wiping
her face again, then he left the washroom, clogiegloor, and leaving her
gratefully in peace. She could hear voices in tifieeg and could only be
thankful they hadn't arrived a few minutes sooner.

The next time the door opened Beattie was gazirigegther face twisted
with concern. 'My dearest girl! What is it?"

Natalie shook her had, wincing. 'Something | atexpect. | feel all right
now.'

'It's more likely to be a virus.' Beattie surveyssl with misgiving. "You
look like a ghost. Anyway, you're coming home witle to lie down. Oh
yes, you are, my girl." Firmly she stifled Nataiprotest. 'The boss's orders.
And if you're no better tomorrow, I'll get DoctorsBop.'

'Tll be fine tomorrow. I'm fine now," Natalie satksperately. 'And | have
things to do. I've hardly started on the morningl raiad..."

Beattie said something vulgarly and cheerfully dgssiwe about the
morning mail. She put an arm round her stepdaugimetifted her tenderly
to her feet.

As they reached the office door, Natalie tried amdp back. 'l really ought
to...'

‘Later,’ said Beattie, and meant it.
In spite of her inner misgivings, Natalie founghiéasant to be tucked up as

if she was a little girl, with a hot water bottleater Grantham came in to see
her, walking gingerly as if approaching a deathbed.



'l thought there was something up when you moatedtathe cold.' He
frowned at her. 'It's not like you to be ill.’

'I'm not ill." She smiled at him, recognising trencern under his words. 'l
feel a total fraud lying here."

'Well, Beattie says you've to stay where you &eesaid, and that settled the
matter.

When he'd gone, Natalie lay staring at the ceillmgy, mind beginning its
journey on a new and frightening treadmill. Evetijushe dozed, and when
she opened her eyes, found Eliot standing by tdeIbeking down at her,
his face expressionless.

'How are you?' he asked quietly.

I'm fine." In spite of the fact that she was wegria long-sleeved,
high-necked print nightgown, Natalie had to resisturge to draw the
covers up to her chin. 'lt—it was just a passinggh

'l doubt it." He sat down on the edge of the beslelyes never leaving her
face. 'Morning sickness in pregnancy rarely passegasily as that.' He
reached into his pocket, and took out the lettefdsheen reading earlier,
tossing it on to the bed between them. 'Or wasdblt of your test going to
be your little secret?"



CHAPTER EIGHT
THEREWwas a long and terrible silence.

'‘Well, answer me,’ said Eliot. 'Did you have arngirtion of telling me |1 was
going to be a father?’

Natalie found a voice from somewhere. 'How—how dgoe read my
letter?'

He shrugged. 'l didn't mean to. | thought I'd helpp by going through the
correspondence and dealing with anything vital.'fkté&ed the envelope
with his finger. "This—was amongst it all, and &dat before | realised what
it was.' His face was unsmiling. 'And when | didliee, the ethics of the
situation became irrelevant. Now, will you answey gquestion. Were you
going to tell me?’

She said huskily, 'No—no, | wasn't.’

His brows lifted. 'You didn't think I'd find it aharginal interest to learn you
were carrying my child?"

Her chin jutted defiantly. 'To use your own wordsthe ethics of the
situation became irrelevant. Anyway, how do youwrit’s yours?'

His voice was icy. 'Oh, stop pretending, NataliediA who was as shy and
virginal in her responses as you were that firsetwith me doesn't sleep
around. And your reaction afterwards did not, fignkuggest you were
going to leap out and grab the first man you sawhat you could compare
notes about us.’

She bit her lip. 'Well, it doesn't matter. It makesreal difference.’

''d have said it made one hell of a lot of diffece.’

She shook her head. 'It's my problem. I'll deahwtit!'ll think of something.’



There was another silence, then he said carefBy,something”, | hope
you don't mean an abortion.’

Her mind winced away in shock from the uglinesstioé word. No,
something screamed in her mimdbt that—never that...

She didn't meet his gaze. 'l suppose—it's a pdisgibi

She wanted him to go—to leave her to think. Herdniefused to work
properly while he was standing over her, like judgée accuser in one.

"You seem to have everything all worked out," Edioserved at last. 'If that's
what you're considering, | can see why you weten'ttoncerned about the
morning sickness.'

Natalie was feeling sick again, but the cause waphysical. He
thought—he really thought she was capable of copl&img such a thing.

'l can explain the sickness away as food poisowing virus," she said
quietly. '"And you don't have to be concerned eithidat—incident is still
closed, finished and forgotten. Nothing changet'tha

'All neat and tidy," Eliot remarked shortly. He dgothis feet. 'But | hope at
least you'll let me help with any necessary arrargggs. It's the least | can
do in the circumstances.'

‘There's really no need.' Natalie turned on todnde, away from him, as if
settling herself for sleep. 'I'm just sorry you hadind out.’

When she heard the bedroom door close behind hanreath was expelled
from her taut body in an enormous sigh of relief.

He'd looked very odd, strained and pale, she thippgimching at her pillow
to make it more comfortable. Was this actually fingt time one of his
sexual encounters had ended in an unwanted pregh&ucely not.

She closed her eyes wearily. Certainly he'd spaltsut the possibility of
her—qgetting rid of the baby very calmly.



She laid a hand gently, protectively over her abelonBecause it was a
baby—a small human being, and not merely progftabf were needed, of
how ruinous a night's casual sex could be.

Ever since she'd missed her first, regular pesbe;d tried to tell herself it
couldn't be true. That her sensible, well-orderdouldn't have plunged
into chaos because of one bitterly regretted nighit nature wasn't
interested in the whys and wherefores of lovemaksige thought, or in
subsequent regrets, however sincere—only in thdime@tion of the
species.

She sat up, pushing her hair back from her faoga$t no good lying here,
imagining she was going to get some sleep. Shdavaso on edge to rest.
She might as well get dressed, she thought, ambga to the office. Apart
from anything else, she needed to make an appaonttwitgh the doctor, to
check on her general health.

She glanced down at the coverlet, and stiffenede Tétter—her
letter—about the pregnancy test wasn't there. Yietdsseen Eliot put it
down on the bed. She moved the covers, hunting,fand looked on the
floor, but there was no sign of it.

Perhaps he'd taken it with him inadvertently, dimught, and bit her lip.
Eliot rarely did things inadvertently.She threw balge covers and got out
of bed, dressing hastily in jeans and a high-neckeedater. She had
difficulty- with the zip on her jeans and lookednoat herself with disquiet.
Already, it seemed, her body was changing, adapdifity new occupant.

She ran downstairs into the hall, just as the digwioom door opened and
Beattie emerged, laughing. She saw Natalie andrnée widened. "You're
up,' she said with pleasure. She called back l@aaom, 'Grantham, she's
here!" She put her arm round Natalie's unresistaigt and drew her into the
room. 'Darling, we're so happy for you. So delighfier you both.'

Natalie gave her a confused look. 'l don't undaedstashe began, and
stopped dead as she saw Eliot, lounging on theomiadat.



Her father got up from his chair. 'So, what's this hearing about you, my
lass? Going to make me a grandfather at last, @u@'yHe put his arms
round her and hugged her. He said fondly, 'l suppasiould be angry with
you both—come the heavy father. But you're notfits¢ couple to enjoy
your honeymoon before the wedding, and you wonthbdast, | dare say.
Now, sit down, girl, sit down.’

She was thankful to feel the edge of the sofa lianbar before she
collapsed.

She said, 'Will someone tell me what's been gonfgj o

Beattie said gaily, 'l suppose it was awful ofastart talking wedding plans
without you, darling, but we're all so excited, @aildn't help ourselves.'

'Excited?' Natalie's voice sounded hollow. She déablup, met Eliot's
enigmatic look across the room. She said, onla §tgh, 'You—told them?"'

'‘Well, of course he told us,” Grantham broke in atgntly. 'It was the
honourable thing to do, after all.

And | agree with him that you should get marriedspon as possible—a
special licence job, if you have to. There ard ptlople round here who
count on their fingers between the wedding andtirestening.’

Beattie said eagerly, 'l can easily manage theptemehere. Eliot said you
both wanted a very quiet affair, with just family.’

'Did he?' Perhaps she'd fallen asleep after all,veas having a nightmare,
she thought numbly. She couldn't really be sittivege, listening to her
marriage to Eliot Lang being discussed as if it wéast accompli.

He'd been too quiet, too calm during their convéraan the bedroom, she
realised now. He must have come straight downsaéaidstold them about
the baby. He knew—everyone knew—how GranthamHelly he wanted a
grandson to carry on his heritage at the stabled.Biot had traded on that
ruthlessly. Because now that Grantham knew abaub#by any hope of



vanishing for the next year, and having the balmpsetl at the end of it, was
out of the question.

She was in a trap, she thought feverishly, andnidilés were closing in on
her.

Beattie said sharply, 'Natalie, are you sure yaukhhave got up so soon?
You've gone very white again.’

Eliot rose to his feet. He said, 'She's been uadet of stress. I'll take her
back to her room.'

As he came towards her, Natalie put up a hand tal Wwan off, tried to
speak, but no sound came. Eliot lifted her bodffytlee sofa into his arms
and carried her to the door.

Grantham said, 'Mind how you go, lad. She's dopb#gious to me now.'
'‘And to me,' said Eliot.

As he carried her upstairs, she said thickly, 'Yobastard. You devious,
conniving bastard!

'‘Actually, 1 was born in wedlock," he said flathnd | intend my child shall
be too. That's what this is all about.' He showddris way into her bedroom
and dropped her on to the bed almost negligengyfaae grim as he looked
at her.

He said, 'Now, you're going to listen to me, yoli-sentered little bitch.
That's my child you have inside you, not some migicant piece of garbage
you can have— scraped out of you, and forget abéut.re not thinking
clearly, Natalie. You're panicking, running for @syand you don't care who
you hurt in the process. Well, there are other [geimpolved in any decision
about this baby—and even if you reject the notlwat 1 might have some
say in the matter as the baby's father, you canttrbel enough to ignore
Grantham's feelings, Grantham's hopes. Or coul@'you



She wanted to scream at him, to deny totally andllff the idea that she
could ever have had the pregnancy terminated.ddsthe said in a stifled
voice, 'But it doesn't have to be—marriage. | coujp away
somewhere—even keep the baby afterwards...'

'With me supplying maintenance and allowed the siocal visit, |
suppose.' Eliot was very white under his tan. Haspd. 'Is it marriage in
general you're opposed to—or marriage to me inqueat?'

She bit her lip. 'Marriage—in general.’

He said, 'ls Drummond's memory still so potent witdu, then? | hadn't
thought..." He was silent for a few moments. Thenshid, rather more
curtly, 'As it happens, this isn't the way I'd hasleosen to embark on
married life either, but the choice is out of oantds. The baby exists, and |
don't think, moral grounds aside, that you're eamatily or rationally
equipped to cope with an abortion. It isn't an idea|d, Natalie. People are
having to compromise all the time, and we probail/no worse off than
thousands of other couples. In fact, we have aaradge, because | really
want to care for you, , and the child. Can't yotiieséor that?'

She said wearily, 'As you say, the choice is owtwsthands now. Make what
arrangements seem best."'

Her chest and throat felt tight, and tears werggstg unexpectedly behind
her eyes. She was afraid of breaking down in fafnhim, afraid of the
comfort he might feel obliged to offer.

Huskily, she said, 'Will you go now, please. Afédl you've got what you
wanted.'

'Have 1?' he said. 'How interesting that you shdhidk so.’
Eyes closed, Natalie sensed his movement away tiem heard the

bedroom door close, and pressed her clenchedofistutsively against her
trembling lips to force back the wrenching sobngsinside her.



Compromise, she thought. Her entire life seemdtht@ been based on it so
far, and this time would be the bitterest of all.

They were married just under a fortnight later.dliathad expected a brief
ceremony in front of the registrar, but Eliot hadisted on the local church.
His parents would expect it, he told her flatly. .

Natalie had looked back at him, almost dazedly.'&Sheen too taken up
with her own problems, her own heart- searchirgspnsider that she was
being drawn into a new and extended family. Hidesnvas twisted. 'It's all

right, they won't eat you! My mother's dream hasrb® have me out of
racing and settled with a family.'

'Do they know about the baby?’

'Yes. They asked, and | saw no point in lying. Ahely realised years ago
that | was never gojng to live my life in the ongerespectable sequence
they wanted, so they weren't that shocked." He esimfhintly. ‘Like
Grantham, they feel that a grandchild in prospeaaweighs all other
considerations.' He paused. 'However, | did givarttihe impression that
we'd fallen-madly in love, and been totally carraaday by our feelings.' He
saw her wince, and nodded grimly. 'So, if you caulahage to dump your
usual expression of having a shotgun held agamstlyead, I'd be grateful.'

Natalie looked down at her folded hands. 'I'll dyp Inest.’

And she did. She kept a radiant smile so firmlylemed to her face that her
muscles ached with the effort. And no one couldk faer appearance either,
she told herself. The cream silk suit she'd foun@ iHarrogate boutique
looked exactly right, even if Beattie had liftediaapproving eyebrow at the
jade silk blouse worn beneath it, and the matckimg on Natalie's wide-
brimmed cream hat.

'‘Green's supposed to be unlucky at weddings.'

Natalie shrugged. 'I'm not superstitious.'



As the racing season was in full swung, and theletacommitted up to the
hilt, she had presumed that after the weddingwidelld go on as usual. But
she discovered that Eliot had booked them in faoaple of days at an
old-fashioned country hotel, sheltering beneatéllarf the Lake District.

It wasn't a honeymoon, she told herself firmly. Bler a breathing space
before she had to move back into the flat. Becthetewas where they'd be
living, as Eliot had made clear.

‘There are no ghosts." The hazel eyes had met Heestly, almost
challengingly.

'‘No," she admitted quietly. Only, she thought, ghest of an unhappy girl
watching her dreams fall into fragments around @nly the haunting
memory of her failure as a woman and a wife.

And those she carried within her.

The send-off from the reception was a muted affampared to the last
occasion, Natalie thought. When she'd left withy,ahere'd been old shoes
and tin cans clanking from the back of the cardit@ take them to the
airport, and the driver had grumbled that they'dabe as he struggled to
remove them. It had been a breakneck drive, tad, Vony still pallid from
his stag night. At the time, she had felt an odd that he'd seemed to need
to get so very drunk in order to face marrying tk'd been ill on the flight
to Malaga too, and on their arrival at the hotéMiarbella he had insisted, in
spite of Natalie's fatigue and hunger, that thegtgaight to bed.

Even now the memory had the power to make her eripgysically and
emotionally.

She shot a nervous sideways glance at Eliot asriweedApart from
exchanging their marriage vows, they had hardlg saore than half a
dozen words to each other all day. And apart frekingy politely if she was
warm enough, and if she wanted some taped musiablenaking no effort
to engage her in conversation now.



She wondered what was occupying his thoughts. Bsi@awas thinking of
the girl he had once planned to marry, who hadathrbim over because of
the Laidlaw scandal. Maybe the fact that he'd diydaved and lost made it
easier for him to accept second best with hertlstieght with an odd pang.

The sun was already setting when they arrivedeit tlestination. Natalie
caught her breath as Eliot helped her from thelteasas a very old building,
whitewashed on the outside, and heavily beamed stathe-flagged floors
inside.

Their room was at the side, with an uninterruptiedwthrough a gap in the
bare trees to the lake. Natalie walked to the windand stared out as if
fascinated by her surroundings. Anything, she thougith a kind of

desperation, to keep her from considering the icagilbns of the big
four-poster bed, with its pretty chintz canopy anserlet, which dominated
the room. The whole room had an air of old-fashibnemfort, from the

solid, polished furniture to the fire burning inetlgrate, although the
adjoining bathroom made no such concessions t@dlein its gleaming
modernity.

She listened to Eliot thanking the porter who heslight up their luggage,
and adding the appropriate tip. Then the door dpaed they were alone.

She could feel tension spreading through her, tigrhier rigid.
'‘God, | want you, Nat,” Tony had mumbled. He hadw&n bothered to
undress property. She remembered his weight 6n ther, desperate

thrusting into her unprepared, unaroused flesh.

Eliot said from just behind her, 'Why don't we leathe unpacking until
later?"

Her hands gripped the windowsill, the knuckles ehit—I'd rather unpack
now.'

'‘As you wish.' He sounded faintly surprised. 'litgbt maybe you'd prefer to
have some tea in the lounge, and go for a walkrbefmner.’



'Oh—yes.' She gestured at the silk suit. 'Butnéked to put something
warmer on.'

'Fine," he said equably. 'I'll wait for you downeta Do you simply want tea,
or can you manage a sandwich?'

She shook her head. 'No—nothing to eat, thanks,idnaged.

He nodded, watching her quizzically. He said, 'Retaveetheart. You don't
have to put on an act for our respective famili@g more. Now, I'll go and
order that tea.'

By herself, Natalie opened her case and hung haegghaway in the
cavernous wardrobe. She bit her lip over the lashs—the white chiffon
nightgown, misted with hyacinth blue flowers, andtamning peignoir,
which Beattie had insisted on.

"You're not wearing brushed nylon or winceyette hmmeymoon,' she'd
vetoed firmly.

Natalie hesitated for a moment, then unpacked'Elgise too. No pyjamas,
she noted, in any fabric. No doubt he was remembehie night when he'd
made her—behave like an animal, and was hoping fepetition. Well, he
would soon discover his mistake, she thought, sendispeculative glance
at the Victorian chaise- longue, upholstered ingame chintz as the bed
which stood near the window. It was intended forehu decorative
purposes, she knew, but it could be put to prdatisa as well.

She changed into a simple pleated skirt in russeed, topped it with a
high-necked cream sweater, and, draping a castkadtjaver her arm, went
downstairs.

"You didn't eat much," Eliot commented criticalgtdr as they made their
way into the lounge for after-dinner coffee. 'A@uyfeeling sick again?'

Natalie flushed, shaking her head. 'lt only happarmasionally. I'm very
lucky, really. I—I suppose I'm tired. Today's beather a strain.’



‘Then we'll have an early night," he said pleaga@t he guided her to a
table not far from the blazing log fire on the witearth.

She hung back. 'Would you mind if | went up nowdoh't think | really
want coffee.’

'If that's what you wish.' He shot her a swift glan"You don't object if |
have some?"

'Oh, no."' Her response had been too quick and ébement, she thought
vexedly as his mouth twisted in sardonic acknowdsdgnt. Eliot took the
key from his pocket and dropped it into her hand.

"Il join you presently," he said lightly. 'Doifidrget and lock the door before
you go to sleep, will you?"

Natalie sent him a weak smile in return, but herheas beating rapidly, as
she went up the stairs. The glitter in the hazelsdyad warned her quite
succinctly that he was capable of summoning theag@nwith a master
key, if necessary.

There were plenty of extra blankets in the wardr@rel she made up the
chaise-longue as comfortably as possible, adding of the fat,
lace-trimmed pillows from the bed.

Then she undressed, put on the new nightgown aigdge and sat down
nervously on the edge of the bed to await her Qraotem.

True to his word, Eliot didn't keep her waiting ¢gpn

He closed the door behind him quietly and leaneadreg it for a moment,
his eyes roving over her in unmasked appreciatibrthe picture she
presented in the cloud of chiffon, her copper l@ise on her shoulders.

Then his gaze went past her to the makeshift bethdwindow, and she
saw him stiffen. He had gone very pale, she saw@,aamuscle flickered
beside his mouth.



She braced herself for an explosion.

He said quietly, 'l went into this marriage in gofaith, Natalie. | meant
what | said about wanting to protect you, and tabyb But | never at any
time intended it to be less than a real marriage.'

Her mouth was dry. She said, 'l—we shouldn't... dbetors say there can
be a risk so early on.’

'I'm not unaware of that," he said bleakly. 'Bediévor not, | never intended
to spend our time here in some non-stop sexualthmraBut | expected
one of the few perquisites of this marriage to lyewife's presence at night
in my bed, in my arms." He walked across and sandweside her, taking
her cold hands in his. He said gently, 'Sweethdaid,is no way to begin.
Sleep with me tonight—please.’

His fingers were strong and very warm as they held. She had a sudden
vivid memory of those same fingers stroking heryhathressing her to
some inexplicable madness, and her eyes dilatpdrniit.

She tore free from his clasp. 'No—I can't. | won't!

Eliot stared at her for a moment, then he shruggelgot to his feet, taking
off his jacket and beginning to loosen his tie. dd without visible
emotion, 'Very well. But | hope that couch is softean it looks. I'd hate for
it to give you backache in your delicate condition.

It was the last reaction Natalie had expected,stnaedfelt her jaw drop.

She said stupidly, 'Me? But | thought you...'

‘Then you're under a misapprehension, my sweetyddan to unbutton his
shirt. 'l intend to pass my wedding night in comfaot squirming around on
a piece of furniture designed for a miniature \arsiof Quasimodo.

Naturally, you're still welcome to join me, if youish,' he added casually.

He smiled at her as he tossed his shirt on toedeabd began to unfasten the
belt of his trousers. 'Besides, don't forget | a1 in Yorkshire. | don't pay



good brass for a bed to sleep on't bloody sofaatt an uncannily accurate
imitation of Grantham at his most obstreperous, thedfact that she knew
an overwhelming urge to burst out laughing madeaherier still.

Her voice shaking, she said, 'Then will you ringegtion and arrange
another room for me?”

Eliot said succinctly, and very definitely, 'No.'

Natalie sent him a look of furious outrage, theregirpast him, head held
high. The blankets felt itchy without the savin@gg of a sheet, and the
chaise-longue was just as hard as he'd predidted]iscovered after a very
few moments. She wanted to turn over and seek iarqossition, but the
light was still on, and the last thing she wanteaswo catch any further
glimpse of Eliot undressing.

At last there was a click, and the room was plurigerla darkness relieved
by the remaining glow from the fire.

His voice reached her mockingly. ‘Goodnight, darliSleep well.’
As if there was any likelihood of that! Natalie thght, grinding her teeth.

It seemed hours before she finally dropped intawacomfortable doze, a
situation exacerbated by Eliot's doft and eventhreg from the bed.

And when she woke, cramped and miserable, the mexhing, she was
alone. She sat up, grimacing, and sending an appselte look towards the
bathroom, but there was no sound of water splasfiihg fire had been
revived and was crackling merrily, she saw, anddingains were drawn
back, revealing that there had been a sharp frogiglthe night.

Natalie draped her arms morosely round her drawknges and tried to
consider what to do next. She could stay wherenst®e but there seemed
little point in that. Besides, she was starvingjih@ eaten so little the night
before.



She got up, wincing, and rubbing various tendentsoon her body. God,
but he had a lot to answer for! she thought, segthi

Eliot was seated at a table in the dining room wimdeating toast and
marmalade, and glancing at thenescrossword.

'‘Ah, here she is now,' he said to the elderly wadr placing a fresh pot of
coffee in front of him. He rose courteously to feist as Natalie approached.
You were sleeping so peacefully, darling, | didrdve the heart to disturb
you," he said solemnly, the hazel eyes dancingewuilgk

She took the seat opposite, glaring at him.

'My wife will have bacon, eggs and all the trimnstidhe told the waitress,
adding confidentially, 'She's eating for two, yowol.'

The woman gave Natalie a motherly smile. 'Well réts2a thing! And |
thought you were newlyweds." She patted Nataligigl shoulder. 'We'll
feed you up.'

She bustled off, and Natalie stared at her husk@hd.said shakily, 'Have
you no shame at all?"

‘Not a great deal,’ he admitted, re-folding hisgrajtHave you any plans for
today, darling, or would you like to join me onaut of the local beauty
spots? No? Well, alternatively, why don't we fintbaely piece of fell and

spend a few hours shouting and screaming at eaein?t

'l don't understand...’ she began.

'It's quite simple. We need to do something to cedtie tension between us,
and a slanging match might be a way of airing a@sentments and
misgivings about each other. But | can see youtdancy that idea either.’
He pushed back his chair and stood up. 'So, itlg yorn to think of
something, my reluctant wife, because I'm damnedyfson or daughter of
mine is going to be born into a situation wherartheother flinches every
time their father comes near her." His voice wamtguout icily, deadly



serious. 'l may be back for dinner, | may not. Yoaun let me know what
you've decided when | do return.’

It was the longest day Natalie had ever spentilshgght. She walked down
to the village and bought some postcards. Shdedrphrt of the way round
the lake. She read some of the magazines the pratélded in the lounge,
but she could concentrate on nothing.

Eliot's bitter words seemed to have burned they it her brain, so that

she could think of little else. And no matter whagntal arguments she tried
to marshal, she was only able to draw one conaluaving agreed to

marry him, albeit unwillingly, she had to try andike the marriage work.

It was almost a relief when he failed to put in apearance at dinner.
Natalie ate grilled trout and drank Perrier watsdn alcohol could be
allowed to cloud the issue tonight.

When she'd finished her coffee, she went out imdfdyer.

'My husband's visiting friends,' she told the reimapst. "When he returns,
will you tell him I've gone up to bed, please?'

She was assured the message would be relayed gantdipvto the bedroom.
She bathed, and scented herself, putting on hbtgown, before switching
off the lamps and climbing into bed, where she daietly, watching the
firelight flickering on the walls.

If peace was going to be declared, there couldodeetter setting for it, she
thought with a little sigh.

Eliot returned about an hour later. Natalie hadhb@éezing lightly, but she
woke instantly as the door opened, and lay tenddiagling as he moved
quietly round the room. She was aware of him usivegbathroom, of the
rustle of his clothes as he removed them, andhifeas the mattress as he
came to lie beside her.



Suddenly that night when he had driven her slowly wildly insane in his
arms seemed light years away, if it had ever haggbam all. Far more real
were the nights of painful, nerve-wrenching subrois$o Tony.

Trembling, she thought despairingly, Oh, don'titdbe like that again. |
couldn't bear it...

His hand touched the curve of her shoulder, absotihe rigidity and the
trembling, and was instantly withdrawn.

He gave a brief, harsh sigh, and turned away fremHis voice was bitter
as it reached her. 'Stop shaking, Natalie, and@®k sleep.’

She turned towards him, her hands seeking him lgliacioss the expanse
of bed which separated them. 'Eliot—I..."

'No," he said. 'No, Natalie. You've made your poldw I'll make mine.
This time | want you to leave me alone.’

His back was turned uncompromisingly towards hke I8y staring into the
darkness, stunned, bewildered, and lonelier thald stver been in her life.



CHAPTER NINE

THEY drove back to Wintersgarth early the following d&y breakfast,
Eliot said bitingly, 'l see no point in extendingrestay here, do you?'

Natalie shook her head, looking wretchedly dowheatplate.

There was a car parked in the yard as Eliot drovkeuthe arch and stopped
near the garages, a Rolls-Royce with a chauffeatedan the front.

'We have visitors, it seems," Eliot said laconigadwitching off the engine.
'Was anyone expected today?'

'‘No." Natalie tried to visualise the diary. Sundegs the day most of their
owners made the trip to the stables to see thegir-bred darlings. Terence
Strang came more often, but he invariably droveskiin

'Well, no doubt Grantham is dealing with them.oElifted the cases out of
the back and carried them up to the flat, Natai®wing.

He put the baggage down in the bedroom and lookledraHe said, 'I'll use
the room next to the bathroom—there's a singleibéidere. I'm sure | can
count on you to make it up for me. You've had semmoractice, after all.'

Colour burned along her cheekbones. She saidt,'Eéiten to me, please...’

'l should have listened to you before," he saidlyucutting across her
faltering words. 'The message was coming over éuticlear, but | chose to
ignore it." His mouth twisted. 'To think | accusgali of being self-

133centred! | had no right to coerce you into theriage, or this baby. But
| was arrogant enough—obsessed enough..." He nmadepatient gesture.
'Oh, what the hell does it matter? The point isrev@hade a mistake, but it
needn't ruin both our lives. I'd prefer you to liveder my roof until the child
is born, but after that we can—rethink the situatio



Natalie hugged her arms across her body. The et warm, but she had
never felt colder in her life. Tony's rejectionher had been painful, but this
was agony, every word a laceration.

She tried to say something, to drag some wordshegérom the wound in
her mind, but they wouldn't come. Nothing—nothingda any sense.

Then from the foot of the stairs, Wes's voice sbdutAre you there, boss?"

Eliot swung round and went out of the bedroom. Mekat is it? Is
something wrong?'

There was a grin in Wes's tone. 'l'd say that dégpdmow you look at it.
There's a lady here—Miss Oriel Prince, the actr8be's come to see her
horses, seemingly, but she keeps asking for yozintham's taken her up
to the house for a drink, to get her out of the widnere's been no work done
since she got here—those daft devils have beedistaround gob-struck!"

Eliot said something sharp and violent under heatdr. 'All right, I'll come
now," he called. He looked back at Natalie. 'l tjitushe was due in two
days' time—or did you get the message wrong?"

Natalie straightened her shoulders, stung at theke=in his voice. 'No, |
didn't,’ she returned crisply. 'The arrangementmwade by someone else on
Miss Prince's behalf. The liaison must have gorengrat that end."

He made an impatient sound and plunged off dowsstlaving Natalie
alone in the golden room.

Slowly she unpacked and put her things away, thanged into cord jeans
and a sweater. She supposed she had better gotdaWe office, where
Beattie had been nobly holding the fort during&igsence, but she lingered,
wandering round the flat, at once so familiar andsange, and trying to
imagine what it would be like living there with &lj but apart from him in
any real sense.

To all intents and purposes she'd been let ofhthek—so why wasn't she
rejoicing? All she could think of was that whendElhad turned away from



her the previous night, it was as if all the warratid safety the world held
had abandoned her too.

She shook her head in self-derision. I'm crazytisbeght. It's my hormones
in uproar because of the baby, that's all.

She was still sitting staring into space half amrhiater, when she heard
footsteps and voices coming up the stairs. A wosnanghter, she thought
in disbelief, staring down in dismay at the eldgelgns.

Oriel Prince came into the room on a gust of pegu8he was of medium
height, but the upswept black hair and the delispi&y heels she wore
made her seem taller. She was wrapped in furs whidn Natalie's
inexperienced eye could see were sables. Her skis flawless like
porcelain, her violet eyes were dark-fringed angihous, and her smile
was radiant, although some of the radiance dimmkttleawhen she saw
Natalie.

She stopped, and said, 'Oh," and it was a qudstidliot who came into the
room behind her.

He said quietly, 'Oriel, | don't think you've mey mife, Natalie.'

"Your wife?' Oriel Prince repeated the words abéfy'd been said in some
alien language. 'But, Eliot darling, no one told yo& were married!'

'It happened only recently.’

‘Then you should have invited me to the weddingg actress said
reproachfully.

'It was a very quiet affair.'

'Yes.' There was a multitude of meanings in thaps monosyllable. Oriel
Prince smiled brilliantly. 'Well, | wondered whatarm the provinces could
possibly have for you, darling, and now | know. 'Shee sweet child, and
we're going to be great friends, I'm sure of it.'



And pigs will grow wings and fly, Natalie thoughetdchedly.
She said, 'Would you like some coffee, Miss Prihce?

'I'd adore some.' Oriel Prince shrugged off thdesalp reveal a woollen
sheath dress the same colour as her eyes, clitggengery curve and contour
of a perfect figure. 'And call me Oriel, won't yoM@ur husband and | are
such very old friends, after all.’

She might as well have said 'lovers', Natalie tiughe implication was

there, direct and unadorned in the casual wordsarA to pierce her, to tear
and rend her to the heart, and aimed with delibenadlice. Clearly, the

romance with the Arab dignitary was at an end, thedbeautiful Oriel had

expected to find Eliot single and available.

She said politely, 'I'll go and see about that @eff

The first thing she would have to do was find e ghought, giving a
despairing look round the immaculate kitchen. Shegabn opening
cupboards at random, her mind elsewhere, whirsegthing.

She found some coffee, and a filter machine, buigio of any filter papers.
She hunted around while the kettle boiled, thehsea with a sigh that she
would have to ask Eliot where they were. She'd Hdpeavoid that. She
didn't want Oriel Prince to know how much a strangke was in her
environment.

She went down the passage to the sitting-room.dbloe was standing ajar,
and she pushed it open, in time to hear Oriel Brgay breathily, 'Eliot, you
fool!

Paralysed, Natalie watched as she moved forwanchistarms, watched the
sinuous curve of her body as she pressed agamsinhblatant invitation,
saw her arms go round his neck and draw him dovietdxiss.

She took a step backwards, then another, herrBsspd against her mouth.
Then she turned and went swiftly and silently bicthe kitchen, and sank
down on to one of the chairs.



From a distance, she could hear someone moanitig, sofd realised with a
shock that it was herself. Pain seized her, ladtexd tore at her. It was
impossible to hurt so much and remain whole—rersaire.

She thought, The baby. I'm losing the baby. Argdall' | have of him.

There was nausea, hot and bitter in her throatshedought it. Fought the
clenched fist in the pit of her stomach, and tregisg, scalding tears.

With a jerk, the world steadied. The inner agomed®=d to a manageable
distance, making her aware that it wasn't physicatigin, letting her see it
for what it shamefully was—jealousy.

She looked blankly across the room.

‘All this time," she whispered silently. 'All thisne, I've been falling in love
with him, and | never realised—not until this mornérad to see him with
another woman to know...'

She shook her head in bewilderment and disbeliefouldn't be true, she
tried to argue with herself. Eliot was the outsjdeno had turned her world
upside down. She had resented him from the momertiad arrived at
Wintersgarth. Apart from that one incredible, disaiss night, she'd fought
him unceasingly.

Or had she really been fighting herself?

She'd told herself so many times that she hated Ibathed his devastating
authority with the horses which even her own fathad never matched,
disliked the teasing mockery with which he'd an®derher overt
resentment, was revolted by the physical attractwrards her he had made
no attempt to disguise.

And yet, at the same time, she'd never felt maneusated—more alive. Her
reaction to the incident with Michelle Laidlaw stadnave warned her to
examine her motives, her emotions more closelyeéts she had ignored
the danger signals and thrown herself recklessbyhis arms.



No, she thought, chewing at her thumbnail, it haoleén the champagne. It
had been the sheer passionate, overwhelming neéeddio and be touched,
know and be known by the man she loved.

A man who had never shown her more than a transiesite. Who had
married her solely to protect his unborn child.

She got up wearily, put cups and saucers on a\idly,cream and sugar,
and made coffee from a jar of instant granules.

There was no danger of them not hearing her cothisgime, she thought,
as she carried the rattling tray along the passaige .almost knocked at the
door before entering—»but not quite.

Oriel was sitting on one of the sofas, legs eldgantd revealingly crossed,
while Eliot was standing in front of the newlyfiite, one arm resting lightly
on the mantelpiece. The atmosphere, Natalie thotagitiy, could well be

described as—Iloaded.

She put the tray down. 'Sorry for the delay." Sio&éd at Eliot. 'We seem to
have run out of filter papers, darling.'

'Oh, it really doesn't matter," Oriel broke in stlixee'l'm sure it will be
delicious anyway. And Eliot and | haven't noticke& passage of time at
all—we had so much to catch up on.’

Natalie wondered what would happen if she tooletitee tray and upended
its contents in Miss Prince's violet lap. Her palgeobbed with the effort to
appear calm, and unsuspecting.

Oriel turned the dazzle of her smile towards Elibsuppose I'll have to
forgive you, darling, for bringing my sweethearsthis backwater. They
seem to be in excellent condition. That ratherysgill who sees to them
seems to know her job.’

'She's an excellent worker in every way," Natadid driefly. And a shrewd
judge of character, she added silently.



Oriel bestowed a vague look at her, as if surprieedear her speak, and
switched her attention back to Eliot, her voicennattely lowered. 'l had a
stopover in Rome, to do some shopping, and | dmédthe Contessa. She
said to tell you that colt Genista is turning oustjas you said—and why
didn't you go and work for her, if you wanted taitrhorses.' She turned to
Natalie. "Your clever husband could have choserstatyles in Europe, | do
believe. And he winds up here, working for thatraatdinary man! Very
worthy, | suppose, but a rough diamond to sayehst!’

Eliot said drily, 'The rough diamond you mentiorppans to be Natalie's
father.'

'Oh!" Oriel clapped her hands to her mouth in dtprehow of penitence.
'My dear, how incredibly tactless of me! Now, hoand make it up to you?
| know. Both of you must—simply must have dinnethwne tonight at my
hotel.' She shrugged. 'l can't vouch for the faddpurse, but we'll just have
to prayit's edible.’

Natalie set down her cup, not looking at Eliot. beh make some excuse,
she begged silently, let him refuse. Oh, please...

After a pause, he said, That's kind of you, Oride'd like to accept,
wouldn't we, darling?"

She was saved from having to reply by the insidtenle of the telephone.
She excused herself, and hurried to answer. [Beattie.

'‘Well, you're a pair of sly-boots, creeping badelihis," she scolded. 'Not
that we're not grateful, you understand. Have ycet that appalling
woman?'

'Yes.' Natalie's taut mouth relaxed into a relucsanile. 'Oh, Beattie, you're
wonderful! You do cheer me up.'

‘A brideon her honeymoon shouldn't need cheering up,’ disgattie. '‘But

acting on the twin premise that the cupboards a&b Wonderful kitchen of
yours are probably bare, and no one can live oa &ene, in spite of what
they say, | thought you might like to have dinnéthws tonight?'



'Oh, I'd have loved to.' Natalie could have weguit ‘you're just five minutes
too late. We—we've got another invitation.'

‘Not to worry," Beattie said cheerfully. 'We'llange another time. And your
father will be down to see you as soon as the ¢sastar.’ She giggled. 'I'm
afraid the glamorous Miss Prince isn't his kindwiner at all. He says that
scent she uses has started up his sinus trouble!’,

Natalie's grin widened involuntarily. 'Well, for om Dad and | are in
complete agreement,’ she said, and rang off.

Back in the sitting room, Oriel was preparing tketdner leave, sliding her
arms into the sable coat which Eliot held for Is¢aying close to him just a
few seconds too long.

She tapped Natalie's cheek with a careless firgjgha went past her to the
door. 'Au revoir, my dear. It's been delightful meeting you. Eliat'sery
lucky man."'

Eliot accompanied her to her car. Natalie carredttay of dirty cups back
to the kitchen, and ran hot water into the sinkilevbhe tried to think what
to do next. Did Eliot have so poor an opinion of heentality as to assume
she didn't know what was going on? she wonderedrlyit Because that
hurt almost as much as the jealousy.

By the time he came back to the kitchen she wassl@at shouting and
screaming point, ready to throw each and everyobtiee carefully washed
dishes at his head, only to discover, as she tumtte him, that Grantham
was looming behind him in the doorway.

'So you're back.' His embarrassed hug was accoetgbbhgia searching look.
'You look pale.’

'l feel fine." She kept her voice light and noncaitteth ‘How about you?'
'l saw the doctor yesterday. He seems satisfigant@am pursed his lips.

‘Though after what I've been through in the paspt®of days, it's a wonder
I'm notback in intensive care. That bloody Midstnegpped young Micky



off, bad-tempered devil, and took off like a bat otihell. We caught him on
the main road—the damned main road, would you belli¢de shook his
head in a mixture of disbelief and admiration. igyhts, he should have
broken his cranky neck. But he can't half jump.’

'How's Micky?' asked Natalie.

Her father snorted. 'Broken collarbone, and selmmsright. Just sheer lack
of concentration. Claims something shone in hiseye

Eliot's brows lifted. 'Did anyone else notice armyj?’

'Of course not. There was nowt to notice," herduattetorted testily. 'It's
never their own bad riding with these lads whety tipet thrown.'

Eliot said slowly, 'Micky isn't usually a bad riddre paused. 'And it's bad
news that he's going to be out of action for a evhie're going to be
damned short- handed.’

'Well, there we did have a bit of luck," Granthaardsvith satisfaction. 'This
other lad turned up yesterday— said he'd heard e wxpanding and
wondered whether there might be a vacancy.’

Natalie stared at him. 'But we never take on cadlila that,' she objected.

'He's not some fly-by-night,' said Grantham impdatie 'He's been working
up in a small stable in Northumberland, but thanags retiring at the end of
the season. He's got his cards and his refereticgghtand tight. They're in
the office, waiting for you.' He exchanged a lookhwEliot. ‘And while
we're on the subject, you may as well know I'm ailsiag for another
secretary.'

'‘But why?'

'‘Because Eliot and | think you should start to tdiegs easy," he said flatly.
You're too thin, for one thing.'

'I'm as strong as a horse!" Natalie protested tigiio



Grantham was unmoved. 'And a lot of funny things bappen to mares
when they're foaling, as you should know, my d¢at. you're going to be
wrapped in cotton wool. You're going to rest moraid-@&at more too. |
want my grandson to be born strong and healthy.’

Eliot's tone was mild, but there was an unholy mled amusement in his
eyes as he looked at his father-in- law. 'Has tuoed to you that
this—er—colt you're expecting could turn out tozbltle filly?'

At any other time, the look of dismay on Granthafase would have
appealed to Natalie's sense of the ridiculous bob,she was feeling too
bruised for laughter.

She said tautly, 'Would you please stop talkingualboe as if | was a brood
animal! And I'm not impressed by all this—talk ehtler loving care. You
don't want me involved in the stables in any way+nreven
marginally—either of you!

Her voice rose hysterically, and Eliot's face sedemmediately.

He said, 'Natalie, that isn't true. The work youisionvaluable, and | know
you're capable of more. No one's trying to shut got) believe me. When
the baby's born...'

'Oh, yes,' she said bitterly. 'The scrap of hunyaatound whom the
universe revolves. The excuse to shuffle me othtosidelines. Well, I'm
beginning to hate this baby—almost as much asd bath of you!'

She burst into tears and ran out of the room, iggadner father's outraged
bellow, 'Natalie!

She flew into the bedroom, slamming the door behierdor good measure,
before flinging herself across the bed. She weyil @t the tension,
wretchedness and misery of the past weeks seenfadédbeen purged out
of her. Somewhere amid the storm of tears, shagtitahe heard Grantham
leaving, but she couldn't be sure.



The door didn't open for another half-hour, howetiot came in carrying
a cup and saucer which he placed beside the bed.

'I've brought you some tea,' he said.

Natalie struggled to a sitting position, scrubbireg wet cheeks defensively
with a handkerchief. 'I'm not an invalid.'

'No," he said grimly. 'A pain in the neck woulddmore apt description just
at the moment.'

She might have expunged some of the bitternesshbéuttemper still
remained. She gasped, and her hand swung backgatmimake contact
with his unsmiling face, but before the blow coulhch its target, his
fingers had closed implacably round her wrist.

His voice was like steel. 'Forget it, Natalie. Yaon't hit me now, or at any
future time, because | can't retaliate—much asdhiniike to," he added
icily.

He released her almost contemptuously, and sauyour little outburst
just now, I've already come to terms with the thaett I've ruined your life.
So say what you like to me—although I'd prefer youreserve your
strictures for when we're alone together. But leawar father out of it. He
has nothing but your well-being at heart, and hesdt deserve to be hated
for that.' He paused. 'Now, wash you face and drink tea. You're going to
dinner tonight, not a funeral.'

Natalie said, 'I'm not going anywhere tonight. $taying here.'

His brows snapped together. 'What the hell aretgtking about?’

She said coldly, 'I'm not a complete fool. | knowitg well tonight's
invitation doesn't really include me. It was onktended—for form's sake.

Well, | haven't the slightest wish to intrude oruy@eunion with your—
lady-friend.’



Eliot said sharply, "You don't know what you'rekiaty about. Of course
you're coming with me.'

Natalie shook her head. 'No, I'm not. It's you shWants—your
unencumbered presence. Well, go to her.'’

He sat down wearily on the edge of the bed. 'Ngtalever pretended you
were the first woman in my life. But, for God's sakhis is history you're
talking about. That—episode was over a long timz'ag

'Well, Miss Prince doesn't seem to think so. She practically eating you
with her eyes this afternoon!

'She probably did the same to Grantham,' he sdid thknd to Wes—and
every other lad in the yard. It's part of her stockade—as natural to her as
breathing.'

She said breathlessly, 'But | bet she didn't kissnham—or any of the
others. Or are you trying to tell me that's parhef stock in trade too?"

Eliot was very still. 'No, I'm not trying to telloy that.’

'‘Good." She was shaking inside. 'So now you know Mdon't believe your
protests, Eliot—and why | won't be joining you. édly be in the way. At
least..." She stopped abruptly.

‘At least—what?' His voice bit.

At least Tony never made me meet any of his nmesgeset alone have
dinner with them,had been the unspoken words which had leapt so
betrayingly to mind.

She said drearily, ‘It doesn't matter.’

'‘No,' he said, too quietly. "You could be right.'

He got up and went out of the room, slamming thar dehind him. Natalie
sank back against her pillows. The inner tremblWas spreading through



her entire body now. She hadn't meant to say ail 8he'd meant to be very
calm, very controlled. To invent some minor ailmeatheadache, more
nausea, a pain in her back-- something to keepthesme.

Something, too, which might have kept him at helesshe confessed to
herself. She was beginning to realise how and whyeswomen used vague
ill-health as a weapon to hold over their husbahdads. One hint that she
wasn't feeling well would have been enough to adus concern, even if
that concern was for his child rather than hersélé thought, wincing.

She began to drink some of her tea, grateful focansoling warmth.

It was beginning to occur to her that she mightehplayed straight into
Oriel Prince's hands. That the actress's invitatomer, her whole attitude,
might have been intended to provoke this very readh her. She groaned.
Hadn't she learned anything from those bitter yesits Tony?

She shook her head. By the time she'd realised whatgoing on, their
marriage had been virtually over anyway.

She bit her lip. She hadn't fought for Tony becals hadn't wanted him.
That last appalling, fatal row had been sparkedwffurt pride rather than
any deeper emotion. She'd come to terms with thagtilt and regret a long
time ago. If she'd let him go he would probablyabee now, and married to
the woman he was leaving her for.

Yet within a few hours of realising she loved Elishe was passively
surrendering him to another woman, instead of finghtor him.

| should be going with him, she thought, sittindthgoright. | should be
playing her game—using the body language, sittlngecto him, fluttering
my eyelashes, touching him all the time—Iletting kieow that I'm the”»
lady with his ring on her finger.

And at the same time I'd be telling Eliot, withewards, that | love him and
want him.



Faint colour rose in her face as she contemplateat that would lead to.
Perhaps tomorrow she would wake in his arms ingbiden room. And she
would see to it thereafter that they were neveteplaagain, she told herself
vehemently. She would be all the wife, all the wark#iot would ever want.

Starting now. She scrambled off the bed and daghix® wardrobe, rooting
through it until she found what she was looking for

It was a simple floor-length gown in emerald gredhk, with heavy gold
embroidery round the deeply slashed neckline. thkevelvet lounging suit,
it had been another impulse buy which she'd inlstaegretted, but now the
dress seemed to have endless possibilities. Shéegteher dressing gown
and the minimum underwear the dress required amdl twehe bathroom. A
damp towel on the floor and a tang of cologne madlr revealed that Eliot
had been there before her. She listened, but deedd no sound from the
room next door. She ran a bath swiftly, and washétd equal speed,
splashing cold water on her face to remove anyeling marks of tears.
Tonight, she thought, she was going to look radfankilled her!

She rehearsed silently what she would say wher &lime to say goodbye
to her, and ask her to change her mind, as she kieemould. She would
keep it simple and down to earth, she thoughthsao there would be no
more misunderstandings.

»

Back in the bedroom, she made up her face with, @eentuating the
colour and shape of her green eyes with shadowiaed and painting a
clear bright coral on to her lips. She slid thesdrever her head and brushed
out her hair on her shoulders, then stared at lhe8® looked exotic, she
thought with satisfaction, and distinctly provoeati

Then she sat down and waited. The minutes dragastl gnd she began to
glance restively at her watch. Where was Eliot?yTWweuld have to be
leaving very soon.

She waited a while longer, then went along to tenr he was using, and
knocked on the door. There was no answer, and aftesment, she turned



the handle and looked in. The room was empty, tb#hes he had been
wearing earlier lying across the still unmade-ug.be

Natalie turned, and almost run down to the sittimgpm. It was empty too,
the fire banked up behind a spark guard. She swatlo The flat was
quiet—too quiet. All she could hear, apart from famt crackling of the
logs, was the sound of her own rapid breathing.

She went slowly to the window and looked down tigtouhe gathering
darkness at the place where the Porsche had laeetrgj since their return.
But she already knew it would not be there.

Eliot hadn't come to say goodbye, or to persuadéohgo with him. He had
taken her quite cynically at her word, she realdazkdly, and gone to meet
Oriel Prince, leaving her here alone, and morenhtaeged than she'd ever
been in her life.



CHAPTER TEN

SHE STAYED Where she was, staring sightlessly out of the awwntbr a long
time, the she quietly turned and went back to tiden bedroom, and took
off the beautiful dress, replacing it with the jeaand sweater she had been
wearing earlier. She went into the kitchen and taolapple from the bowl
of fruit in the centre of the table, cutting it eanguarters before going
downstairs.

Evening stables was over, and the horses setttébddmight, as she slipped
into the second yard and made her way to Jasntioe!sShe saw the mare's
head turn as she approached, and the eleganifeassiler name was called.

Natalie fed her the apple, and laid her cheek agéne soft muzzle. Sharon
exercised Jasmine for her now, as Grantham haad gitrect instructions
that she wasn't to ride any more while she wasaneig She'd been disposed
to argue, but had thought better of it, remindirgsklf that her mother's
early and tragic death must be colouring his tlmgkialthough he never
talked about it openly.

'l miss you,' she whispered. Horses were such upboated beasts. They
didn't hurt you, or betray you— unless they wereilsp, imperious and
bad-tempered like Midstream, that was. But he whksvaunto himself, as
befitted a future champion. Because that was whatrfdoubtedly would
be. Already his progress was being followed in theing columns, and
predictions were being made which Grantham rageer,oand Eliot

shrugged away in displeasure.

Natalie stayed talking to Jasmine for a few morautes, petting her and
rubbing her neck, then she turned away with a gighping visibly as a
shadow detached itself from the surrounding shadamnds came towards
her. It was no one she'd seen before.

'Who are you?' As she stared at him, she had ttidemding she'd seen him
before.

'Roland Bakewell, miss. | only arrived yesterdappH | didn't startle you.'



'Well, you did,' she said rather shortly. 'What yoa doing?'

'l left my jacket in the tack room—qgot all the wiagck to the digs before |
realised. Really mild it is tonight.'

'Yes.' Natalie went on staring at him. She saidy#h't we met before?’

'Oh, no, miss. I'd have remembered.' He gave piasant smile. 'But they
say everyone has a double, don't they?'

She shrugged. 'l suppose so. Well, goodnight, Riol@n is it Roly?'
‘That's what the other lads call me, miss.'

‘Then | will too. Now get back to your digs, or yibbe late for supper.' She
watched him disappear, then turned back toward#aheith another sigh.
Her mind must be playing her tricks, and small wemd

She was half tempted to go up to the house for eomout Beattie would
want to know what had happened to the dinner itigitashe'd mentioned,
and she didn't feel equal to inventing a plausésplanation. And her
stepmother clearly thought the marriage was garigeta great success. She
wouldn't want to hear it was on the rocks already.

There was some cheese in the refrigerator, anthade herself a sandwich,
and washed it down with a glass of milk. She waeddyack into the sitting
room and turned on the hi-fi. There was a tape lmft's in the machine

already, and the sound of Roberta Flack singing fiist time ever | saw

your face' filled the room. Wincing, Natalie swiezhit off. She didn't need
reminding of the first time she'd seen Eliot, adad him, or lain with him.

She found some nice safe Debussy instead.

And when she'd had as much music and as much nasslias she could
stand, she went to bed.

She heard the case clock in the passage chimeghtdoefore she finally
fell asleep, only to wake with a start a couplehotirs later. She sat up,
wondering what had disturbed her, and saw a cratighd under the door.



And yet she had switched all the lights off befooening to bed. So Eliot
had not spent the whole night with his lady.

She pushed back the covers and got out of bedjimiggaoftly over to the
door, and listening. She thought she could heananwesy faintly in the

distance, and after a brief hesitation she opeheddbor and walked,
barefoot, down the passage to the sitting-room.

The door was closed, but the music was stronger &t pushed opened
the door and walked in. Eliot was sprawled on drite@sofas, his long legs
stretched out in front of him, jacket off and t@$ened, his eyes closed, and
his hand clamped round a tumbler containing a gersameasure of whisky.
The decanter, Natalie saw, was on the floor atdat

She didn't think she'd made any sound, but his eyesed, focusing on her
as if he was having difficulty in remembering whesvas.

She said inanely, "You're back.'

'So it would seem.’' He frowned. 'What is it? Whg gou wake up? Did |
have the music on too loud? Or are you not feelialy?"'

'I'm all right." She sat on the sofa opposite, tugker bare feet under the
hem of her sprigged Victorian-style nightdress.

'Did you have a pleasant evening?' As soon as s®Xdd the stupid
guestion, she could have bitten her tongue out.

'How kind of you to enquire," he said too courtdpushad--' the pause was
deliberate, she knew, 'a fantastic time. Shall ingo details for you?'

'‘No," she said tautly.

There was a silence. Eliot watched her, a cynigalesplaying round his
mouth. 'How sweet you look tonight, my dear wifée drank some of his
whisky. ‘Like some innocent schoolgirl—a little gin, untouched by
human hand. Except that you're not a virgin, ang garling? You've been
married before to a man called Tony Drummond, and yiou're married,



for want of a better word, to me. So why, when dkat you, do | get
"virgin" in word association?' He thought for a memh then nodded. 'l
remember—it's because you can't stand my touchimg wr coming
anywhere near you.'

Natalie said in a low voice, 'Eliot, please.’

'Eliot does not damned well please,’ he said wtit Ditterness. 'If you
don't like the conversation, Natalie, you can alsvgy back to bed. I've had
a surfeit of female company this evening already.’

Now, she knew, was not the time, but if she renthsikent she might lose
her courage altogether. And the words she had redeearlier that evening
were there, begging to be spoken.

She said, 'Eliot, | came to say | was sorry—abbathitoneymoon—and--'
she swallowed, 'and everything that's happenea $inc

There was a pause. Then, 'Your gracious apologquslly graciously
accepted, darling,’ he said. 'But if you're waitinogme to grovel in return,
.you'll wait a hell of a long time.'

‘No, I didn't intend that. I—I shouldn't have bebd\as | did, said the things
| said. I—I blame myself...’

'Well, you can stop grovelling too," he said bruegu'lt's neither pretty nor
necessary.'

'‘But | need to make you understand.' She lookedhdatviher hands, locked
together in her lap. 'In spite of everything, cavét begin again—make a
fresh start?’

There was an even longer pause. 'Now, why should/ave to do that?' he
asked politely.

Because | love you.



She looked at him, at the mockery on the dark faocd,swallowed back the
words, twisting a fold of nightgown between nervéingers.

She said, 'For the baby's sake—maybe we should try.

'‘Ah, for the baby." Eliot reached for the decanliberally topping up his
glass. 'That, of course, makes all the differenide.'drank some of the
whisky, staring down into the glass. Then he saictty, 'Go to bed,
Natalie. We'll talk some other time.'

'Why not now?' She bit her lip.

He looked at her derisively. 'Because, my darlingm in the process of
getting drunk—not a condition that lends itselstrious conversation. So,
on your way, sweetheart, there's a good girl.’

She said quietly, 'Don't treat me like a child.'

'Why not?' he jeered. 'It's altogether safer theating you like a woman, as
we both know to our cost.’'

Uncertainly, Natalie got to her feet. She said 8fzaldre you planning to
ride out to exercise tomorrow?"'

‘Naturally. I never allow a mere hangover to gethie way of my duties.’
'‘But you won't ride Midstream—uwiill you?'

'l certainly will." He sent her a cordial smile. Will be interesting to see
which of us is in the bloodiest mood.'

‘That's madness!" she protested. 'You'll be ininstdte to ride him. You
have to have all your wits about you—you've saigaarself.'

He shrugged. 'Then call this a change of tactiesid®s,’ he swallowed
some more whisky, 'l might even fall off and break neck, which would
be the solution to all sorts of problems. You caetgert to being a widow—



all the status of marriage, without any of the maistasteful obligations.
And my money as a bonus. It should suit you verlf.we

Natalie said quietly, 'If that's what you thinketh's no more to be said.' She
walked to the door, stumbling a little over the heithe nightdress.

Back in the bedroom, she closed the door and leagaidst it for a moment,
trying to regulate her breathing. What a fool sthe'dn to think that a single,
simplistic approach could solve all the problem$seen them. What a
crass, naive idiot!

She undid the small pearl buttons at her throat \aalked over to the
window, opening the casement and taking deep,fgtapelps of the cold air
which streamed in.

She'd spent a lot of nights at this window in eartlays, sitting out Tony's
increasingly delayed returns from race meetingse'dShexperienced
bewilderment, shock, hurt, and finally anger asirthmarriage had
deteriorated into bitter recrimination.

"You don't think I married you because | fell maoiyove with you?' Tony

had asked derisively that last evening, as he tlarehange of clothing into
an overnight bag. 'l quite fancied you at first; bonarried you for a stake in
Wintersgarth. But the game isn't worth the candieraore. I'm not hanging
round here, getting frozen to death in bed eachtnjgst so that | can step
into a dead man's shoes some time in the unforelsekedure. Jan's divorce
settlement is big enough to keep us in comfortafeery long time. She's
thinking of buying a pub, anyway, and she'll neeel tm help her run it

eventually.'

She had looked at him with contempt, seeing withcrtess clarity the
weakness and self-satisfaction that underlay thasei good looks.

She'd said, 'You're lucky, Tony, finding anothemltigy idiot to lap up your
little-boy charm. But it's beginning to wear vehyrt, so don't count on it
happening a third time when Jan throws you out.'



‘You're not throwing me out.' He'd been shakindhwétge as he zipped up
the case, cursing obscenely because somethingaughtan the fastening.
'l was leaving you anyway. You think I'd live argnger with you, you...'

He'd stormed on and on at her, heaping insult ealinwhile she'd faced
him, outwardly calm, but inwardly cringing.

When he finally left, closing the door behind hintlwa slam which made
the whole flat reverberate, Natalie had sunk dowrhe floor because her
legs wouldn't support her.

Tony, her husband, had finally left, and althoulgk bad told him to go, she
should have been devastated. Instead she hadnfepalling sense of
relie—and found herself wondering if the unknowanJwould be as
delighted to have him moving in with her as he sadonfidently averred.

But that was something none of them would ever kilimy's driving, like
his riding, had always verged on the reckless, thatlnight he had taken
one chance too many, his car ploughing into the sfch goods train on an
unmanned crossing.

Her father had grieved for Tony, and she had altbhien to do so, keeping
the truth about his flagrant infidelities a closergt. She told herself she had
to be partly to blame for the failure of their taaship. She should have
recognised her initial feeling for him for what MWwas—a brief,
soon-to-be-burned-out infatuation. But once marrste should have made
more effort to make the marriage work, especiayimtimate side. Her
abysmal failure in this direction made her belithet Tony could have been
right—that maybe she was incomplete in some waggpable of being a
real woman.

What she hadn't bargained for was Eliot—the outsi@®ming into her
life. Or for that one wild, passionate night whitlad taught her the
devastating truth about herself and her own seitgual

She sighed, leaning her forehead against the claglsgrelishing the
stillness of the night. And the next morning shaeshicked and run from
him, like a frightened animal seeking sanctuary.



She stiffened suddenly, frowning because the slemaside was being
disturbed. There was something alien in the pattéthe night, something
that should not have been there. Somewhere—dinmgslnto the
distance—the unmistakable ring of a horse's hooves.

Natalie leaned out of the window, listening fevilys straining her ears as
she tried to gauge distance and direction. Therraméor the door, almost
flinging herself down the passage and into thdngittoom. Eliot was
standing by the hearth, looking down into the flamEis head turned
abruptly at her tempestuous entry, his eyes widgmnncredulity as she'
ran towards him. The glass went flying, its corgestattering on the carpet
as he strode towards her. He caught her by thdddmsuyjerking her forward
savagely into his arms.

He said harshly, 'l told you to go to bed, Natalfeu shouldn't have come
back. You shouldn't be here..." His mouth fastenadhers, urgently,
hungrily. His hands scorched through her nightdressking the contours of
breast and hip and thigh, as his lips tore fromtheresponse she could not
deny him. But as her need for him drove her settstee brink of fainting,
and rose like a sob in her throat, some remnasaity still remained.

'Eliot.' She could barely control the words, uttegm coherently. '‘One of the
horses is loose—I heard it!"

He was very still suddenly. He held her away fram,his eyes searching
her face.

He said, 'Is—that what you came to say?"
As she bowed her head in silent acquiescence, esdrel Inim sigh, briefly
and bitterly. There was a silence, then he salds Tiorse—you're sure you

heard it?'

‘Ninety-nine per cent sure,” she said huskily. djgened the bedroom
window, you see, and at first | didn't realise whagas hearing.’



Eliot nodded, but she knew he didn't really belibee Security was always
so tight in the yard. At evening stables each nityig fastening of each box
was always checked.

He said, 'I'll take a torch and have a look.’
‘Shall | phone the police—warn them?'
‘Later, if it's necessary.’

Natalie went back to the bedroom and dragged onsjeend a sweater,
sliding her arms into a quilted bodywarmer.

When she entered the yard, she could see Eliots tooving. She went to
join him.

‘Anything?'
‘Nothing,' he said curtly.

She flushed. 'l wasn't imagining it—I know | wasr8he paused. 'Have you
looked at the new boxes?'

'l checked them first," he said impatiently. He keal into the small yard,
Natalie following, and swept the torchlight roundAt the end of the block,
one of the doors swung open on its hinges.

Eliot swore furiously under his breath. He mutterelw the hell...'

'Oh God!" Natalie clapped her hands over her mdlith.Jasmine's box. It
must be my fault. | came down tonight and gave dmme apple, like |
always do. | must have leant against the boltpdgd it somehow.’

Eliot said grimly, 'l fail to see how, but we'llstiuss that later. The thing
now is to get the horse back.' He paused. 'Cardyiee the Land Rover?'
She nodded. 'Go and get the keys from the officd,get the thing out. I'll

fetch a halter.' He added more gently. 'She cant lgot far. We'll catch her,
and I'll walk her back.’



Jasmine wasn't young any more, Natalie thoughthasheaded the Land
Rover down the long private drive that led to tbhad from the stables. It
was unlikely she would have put on a great burspekd. They'd probably
find the horse grazing at the side of the road,asseired herself out of the
welter of guilt which assailed her.

But there was no familiar shape moving on the verge whinny of
recognition.

She said, 'Which way?' and Eliot shrugged.
'We could toss a coin. Let's try left first.'

Natalie drove carefully, peering through the wirrdsn. After a while she
said tautly, 'This is hopeless. We must have gbeevrong way.’

'I'm afraid you're right. We'd better turn round.’

They had driven back, past the entry to the stalthen Natalie saw ahead
of her the blaze of headlights cutting the night. skhe said, with a gasp,
half to herself, 'Oh, | prayed there wouldn't bg @affic. She's not good in
traffic, she never has been.’

Even as she spoke, she heard the distant cradbrehing glass, the sound
of shouting, a girl screaming.

Eliot groaned. He said tersely, 'Drive.’

It was a Ford Sierra. It had slewed across the svatlhalf mounted the
bank, narrowly missing a tree. The headlights vieeo&en, and the offside
wing was a mess.

Natalie took this in almost involuntarily. She st dark shape of the mare
lying in the road, making frantic efforts to rismd pulled in at the side,
slamming on the brakes. As she fumbled with therd&diot's hand
descended on her arm.

He said, 'Stay here, darling. Let me go and look.’



She'd heard that note in her father's voice on rtiae one occasion, and
knew what it meant. With a sob, she dropped hed lieavard on to the
steering wheel.

He wasn't gone long. She looked at him, saw thgyession in his eyes and
said weakly, 'It's bad—isn't it?"

Eliot nodded. 'She's broken her leg. And I think Bas other injuries.’
Natalie made a little sound in her throat.

He said, 'There's a cottage a bit further down. dilash woke the people
there, and one of them's ringing the vet now, aedblice.' He paused. 'The
couple in the car are very shaken up. They're yolyng. They were coming
back from a party. The girl was driving, so she&t on orange juice all
night. It seems she adores animals and she's négdierical. Her
boy-friend can't cope, and neither, frankly, cawill you come and talk to
her, try and calm her down.’

The girl was sitting on the verge, crying monotosigwvhile her dishevelled
young mar. fussed over her. He let Natalie takglaise with evident relief.

The girl took Natalie's hands into a grip that htitts your horse, isn't
it—your husband said so." Her voice was choking.couldn't do

anything—that's what's so awful. | just couldn'thddn't had a drink all
night, I wasn't even speeding, and when | camedah@ corner, there she
was in the middle of the road. I—I swerve evenfedgehogs. | tried—I did

try..."

Natalie put her arm round the heaving shouldersu "tould have been
killed yourself,' she said gently. 'Just be thahkfat you're both all right.'

'But what was shdoingthere?' the girl asked unanswerably. She began tc
sob again. 'And Daddy's car— what will he say whersees it?'

A procession of people began to arrive—the vetpthiee, and ambulance
to take the young couple to the nearest casugtgrtteent for a check-up, a
breakdown van for the crippled Sierra.



In the middle of it all, Eliot came over to Natall®ne of the policemen is
going to drive you home," he said quietly. 'lI'veplexned that I've been
drinking, and undoubtedly over the limit.'She knetvat he was trying to
spare her, and got to her feet. 'Won't they nestérsients?’

'Yes, but not this very minute.'

The policeman could not have been kinder. The worsinent came as
Natalie climbed down from the Land Rover, and sasvunused halter still
waiting in the back. The policeman took one lookhat white face and
quivering lips and put an arm round her. He s&ldme indoors, love, and
show me where the kitchen is. I'll make you sona€ te

They were on their second mugs when Eliot returriéid. face looked
haggard under his tan as he came into the kitdhertame over to Natalie
and dropped to one knee beside her chair. He saitlyg'Are you all right?'
She nodded wordlessly, and he pressed her fingefttyswith his. "Why
don't you go to bed for what's left of the nigHli’ske the officer out.’

She was too weary, too heartsore to protest. Inbddroom, she found

herself shivering uncontrollably as she undressedpait on her nightdress
once more. The bed felt vast and chilly, a desewthich she was stranded
alone. She lay listening to the sounds of leaveitakhe closing of doors.

She heard Eliot's returning footsteps pause outsgdeloor. She said, 'I'm
awake.'

He stood by the door and looked at her. 'Can lyget something?' He
looked round. ‘Do you have any sleeping tabletsrgudlisers?'

'No." She sat up. 'Eliot, will you tell me aboytgtease? Did she suffer?'
'No," he said. 'Derek’s a terrific guy. He wouldave allowed it.'

'Yes." There was a silence, then she said, 'l $eelterrible—like a
murderess.' 'Don't say that. Don't even thinklig.came and sat down on the

edge of the bed, taking her hands in his. 'Natatia,can't unbolt a door by
leaning on it, you know that.'



'But what other answer is there?'

'l wish to God | knew.' He gave her a strained smi@oodnight. Try and get
some rest." He made to stand up, but she clunigrto h

'Eliot, don't leave me. Stay with me—please!

His mouth tightened. He tried to release himsalfrfrher clasp. 'You're
upset. You don't know what you're saying.’

'l do—1I do," she told him desperately. 'Eliot, dualve to beg you?"

There was a silence. Bitter hazel eyes lookedimpdoring green ones, and
he sighed.

'What do you think I'm made of—stone?' He kickefdhié shoes and shed
the waterproof jacket he was wearing, before lylog/n beside her.

Her heart was beating so rapidly it hurt. She sdden't you going
to—undress properly?'

'No," he said curtly. 'I'm staying, and that's it.’

His arm held her, her head rested on his shouldgrit was far from the
reunion she'd dreamed of.

From now on, Natalie thought, her mind driftingsésep closed down on
her, she would make do with reality.

But when she eventually opened her eyes to theligit of day, much,
much later, she found that reality was waking umalonce more.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

'DARLING,' Beattie said. "You must stop blaming yourseltan't be good
for you, or the baby.’

Natalie sighed. 'l can't help it,’ she said quietlyn almost thankful Dad's
taken on a new secretary. It means | don't hage toear the yard—I don't
have to see Jasmine's empty box.’

'‘But you didn't do anything. You weren't resporsiliEliot proved that,
surely? He showed you it was impossible for yohawe dislodged the bolt
in the way you described.’

'Yes,' Natalie said neutrally. 'He's been—uvery labaut it all.'

And if kindness had been all she wanted from hime, thought detachedly,
she would have been happy indeed. As it was...

She went on, 'And it's proved something else taswell. Daddy was right
all along when he said | wasn't / tough enoughhierkind of life. Ilt—it
doesn't even seem to matter any more.'

Beattie patted her arm. That's because you'renbaxibaby, and that's
absorbing all your attention." She chuckled. 'ti8l different once it's born.
You'll be in there slugging, fighting for your ritgghall over again!'

Natalie thought|] wonder...
'How did your ante-natal check up go?' asked Besat-

Natalie shrugged. 'Fine—apparently. I'm in excelleealth, and so's the
baby, although | don't know how they can tell. Véxt even got a bump
yet.'

She flushed slightly as she remembered the doatbe€srful, '‘And it's all

right to resume normal marital relations, Mrs Laifigjou haven't already.
There can be a slight risk in the early weeks sonest, but that's behind you
now. Be happy. Enjoy your marriage and your preggan



But that was easier said than done, she thoughichadly, when Eliot
hadn't even crossed the threshold of their bedrgome the night of
Jasmine's accident.

He was invariably polite when they did encountesheather—considerate
even—but aloof, creating a barrier that she seamadle to penetrate. And
he never touched her, even accidentally. Indeedebmed to go out of his
way to avoid physical contact with her.

Although she had to acknowledge that he had plemtyccupy his mind

these days. A number of owners, including Terentang§, had been
concerned when a brief story about Jasmine's adcidal appeared in the
papers.

In fact Mr Strang had descended on them like adatbolt, demanding to
know what kind of set-up allowed valuable horsesowm on main roads in
the early hours, and what guarantee there wast tivatuldn't happen again.

A number of others had asked the same thing. Anel Prince had removed
her two, insisting that Sharon go with them. Natalad been really sorry to
see her go, but Sharon had been cheerful enough.

'‘Going back to Lambourn means I'll be nearer timeil{g' she said. 'And |
knew she wouldn't leave well alone.' She gave Masatryptic glance. 'Not
once she found out Mr Lang was married. Sort of—enezd her incentive.'

Natalie had smiled dutifully, but she though, it didn't...

And there were other problems too—the continuinglipity about
Midstream and his potential, for one.

'You can't go up on the gallops these days forspnes with cameras
jumping out of the gorse at you,' Wes said gloomily

Even Grantham had acceded grudgingly that maybéyRdidall could be
attributed to being dazzled by a camera lens ralizar carelessness.



And in a fortnight Midstream was to compete in fist major race since
coming to Wintersgarth—the Whitstone Cup, and he aleeady, because
of the newspaper stories, being heavily backed.

As she walked back to the flat, hands tucked im® pockets of her
sheepskin coat, Natalie wondered whether Eliot @gk her to go wjth
him to watch Midstream. He had never suggestededimeir marriage, that
she accompany him racing. It seemed that she weasutisider now.

She'd thought he would be up on the gallops forstemnd exercise of the
day, but when she walked into the kitchen he wiisgiat the table.

'Oh." Natalie halted. 'Did you want to speak to ab®ut something? I'm
sorry—I was up at the house with Beattie.'

'Yes, 1 guessed that. I've just made some cofferild\you like some?’

She wrinkled her nose. 'Perhaps not. It seems tbéenly thing that still
makes me feel a little bit sick.' She paused.W 8# doctor this morning.
He says everything's fine.'

'‘Good." His tone was polite without any real warmth

Natalie bit her lip. 'I'll go and change, and makstart on lunch. We're
having goulash today," she went on, making an tetimrspeak lightly.
'‘Beattie's been giving me lessons, you'll be relieto hear.’

'Will it stretch?' he asked. 'Calum Carmichael'sicay down this morning
to have a look at Midstream, and I'd like to beeatd offer him a meal
afterwards.'

'Yes, of course.' He couldn't be more formal, Natdlought miserably, if
she was some newly engaged housekeeper. Exceghtfidtprobably have
had her cards by now. She was still no culinaryeetx@nd although Eliot
offered no overt criticism, he still often cookdwtevening meal himself.
'I'll try not to burn anything," she joked weakbyt he didn't return her smile.



He picked up an envelope and slid it across thie tabher. ‘Do you know
this house?' he asked.

The envelope contained several typed pages, andhbar of photographs
in colour. Natalie's eyes widened incredulouslyshe spotted an estate
agent's logo.

'‘But this is Highbeck House!" she exclaimed. 'SuMls Grosvenor isn't
selling?"

'It seems she has to. She's well into her eightied,she's had a couple of
falls lately, so her daughter is insisting she nsawewith them.' Eliot spoke
shortly, as if his mind were elsewhere. He lookedNatalie. 'l was
wondering if you'd be interested in living there?'

Her heart skipped a beat, as she remembered whlasdid about making
other arrangements when the baby was born.

'‘By myself?'His mouth tightened. 'No, I'd planned loving there too,
although the house is probably big enough for ugntontain separate
establishments, if that's what you want."'

'l didn't say that." She began to turn over thet@i@aphs. 'Poor Mrs
Grosvenor! She'll miss her home, and her lovelygar

'Well, think about it, and let me know if you'ddiko look round it at least. It
hasn't come on the market yet in the strictestesestswe have a few days'
leeway. Certainly, we can't go on living here. Boe thing, it won't be big

enough when the baby comes. And for another..stbigped abruptly.

'Yes?' Natalie shuffled the photographs back iheoanvelope, not looking
at him.

Eliot was silent for a moment, then he said, 'Befoe were married, | said
there were no ghosts here. It was a typically amnbgemark, and | apologise
for it, because it's evident that this place daaseh—hang-ups from the past
for you that I've totally failed to exorcise.' Higes met hers. 'You'd cleared
away every physical trace of him—of your life tdgat You weren't even



wearing his ring when | met you—but Drummond's slvadtill hangs over
you, doesn't it?'

Natalie sighed harshly. 'Yes,' she admitted, 'l-psgp it does.’

He nodded. 'l can't—I don't blame you for that. Yeere his wife. Perhaps
he showed you a different side of himself from ¢ine he displayed to the
rest of the world.' He paused, his face harderiMgybe if I'd been able to
like him, | could understand this—continuing loyalbf yours. But he

wouldn't want you to mourn for ever—to waste alliyavarmth and spirit on
a dead man.' He took a breath. 'l swore to myselouldn't pressure
you—that I'd give you all the time you needed.l&éleghed harshly. 'l hadn't
realised what sheer hell trying to be noble co@dlfdon't know how much

longer | can take this—non-life we're living.'

The bleak words jolted Natalie like a blow to thiesr She stared at him
incredulously, her lips parting in wonder. She sslmvly, 'Is—that what
you think?' then stopped, as a laughing voice éidatp the stairs.

'Eliot my boy, where the hell are you hiding? Cashegvn and show me this
devil horse I'm to ride for you!'

The breath was expelled explosively from Eliot'sgs. '‘Calum,' he said
with resignation. He got up from the table, giviNgtalie a frowning,
guestioning look as he went to the door. 'We'rbeng, Cal"

Calum Carmichael came into the kitchen like a Wrest vibrant breeze.
'Well, Mrs Lang.' He grabbed Natalie's hand andemhiit to his lips. 'So
you're the poor soul who has the job of turning tkprobate into an honest
man. God, Eliot, but your good taste is sickening!"

Natalie's head was whirling, her emotions in chbasa bubble of reluctant
laughter escaped her. Calum's buoyant charm wesstible.

Eliot was grinning too. 'Subtle as ever, | see! @beil horse in question is
saddled and waiting for you, my son.’



Calum whistled. 'You mean you want me to get obask now? And | was
thinking I'd make his acquaintance in the paradg.ri

‘Then think again,' Eliot advised caustically. Heked over Calum's elegant
tweeds with a raised eyebrow. "Though how you exjeecde looking like
an ad for Harrods men's department...'

'‘An envious spirit is a terrible thing,' said Calsadly. ‘As it happens, | have
my gear in the car. I'll tell you what it is, Mraihg—this sadist only wants to
put me up on this horse so I'll be thrown on mefecthe mud in front of my

flancee. A nice sedate drive in beautiful countitgsis what | promised the
woman.'

'Please won't you call me Natalie?' She smiledmat ¥\nd if your fiancee's
with you where is she?'

'In the car, learning her place,” Calum said irtbgarAll fillies need the
same treatment—the masterful hand on the reingdtie¢ouch of the whip.'
He winked at Natalie. 'l say this because sheslsaiut of earshot, the
harpy. Shall I bring her up to you, then?'

The harpy turned out to be small, chestnut-hairetlarvaceous, wrapped
in a fun fur. She kissed Eliot with the ease oblhfriend, then turned with
a shy smile to Natalie, introducing herself as @adbrton.

When the invitation to lunch had been proffered aamtepted she
immediately offered to help with the preparation.

'‘Aren't you coming to watch me make a fool of miygel this monster?’
Calum demanded reproachfully.

'We'll come up later." She slapped him affectiolyaia the rear. 'Off you go,
and if you do fall off, make sure the wretched aadirdoesn't step on
anything vital. We're getting married at the endhaf jumping season,' she
confided to Natalie as they were left alone.

'l hope you'll be very happy.' Natalie thought thveguld be. They both
seemed to have open, out-going personalities, wdthaCathy was the



quieter of the two. But the way they looked at eatther, the open love
accepted and returned, twisted an envious kniféeén soul. She said
curiously, 'Don't you worry—when Calum has to raddifficult horse?’

'All the time," Cathy admitted calmly. 'But it'ssHiving, what: he does, so |
have to accept it." She looked at Natalie questgin "You didn't have the
same problem, did you? You weren't going with Ekdten he was a
jockey.'

'No." Natalie emptied a tin of tomatoes into a howl

'l thought | hadn't see you around," Cathy mude#new most of Eliot's
girlfriends.’

Natalie poured olive oil into a pan and began tathe Trying to sound
casual, she asked, 'Did you know— the girl he yeadrried?'

‘Camilla." Cathy paused in her onion chopping td migorously. Yes, |
knew her, and if you ask me he had a lucky esc@pedidn't like any of his
friends, and we weren't keen on her either. Shehaad in glove with his
mother, trying to make him give up horses and becsomething in the
City like the rest of his family. Eliot— can you &gine? She was a
lovely-looking girl, though," she added fairly. '‘@&rvery sexy—always
giving Eliot looks as if she wanted him to jump loer there and then. But
they didn't have much going for them apart from. s&xe knew he wasn't
going to give up racing and live life on her terrasd that's why she threw
him over. That daft business over Michelle Laidlaas just an excuse.'

She grinned at Natalie. 'Have | covered everytHing?

Natalie flushed. "You must think I'm awful—pumpiggu for information
like this.' She began to brown the first cubes eaim

'It's not awful at all. It's natural you'd want kaow.' Cathy brought the
onions over. 'But if you're thinking Eliot marrieggbu on any kind of
rebound, forget it. He got over her with indecesdtle, as Calum put it.' She
looked at Natalie. 'Someone said you'd been malpeéate, but that can't be
true. You're too young.'



'l was young when | got married,' Natalie explainet® was a jockey too.
His name was Tony Drummond. You might have known.hi

Cathy shook her head. '‘Before my time, probably. yaiu divorce?"

Natalie shook her head. 'He was killed in an acttii&€he saw something
small and pinched in Cathy's face suddenly, anc@duhstily, 'In a car
accident. Otherwise, we would have been divorced.'

Cathy looked at her meditatively for a moment, teba said, 'Well, you'll
be all right with Eliot." She paused. 'Is that$t?all we go up to the gallops
and see how they're getting on? We can take Caltan’s

She took her welcome for granted, Natalie realisid a pang.
She said quietly, 'Yes, why not?’

Up on the moor, the air was clear and crisp. Gamttvas there standing by
the Land Rover, rubbing his hands vigorously togetlidis brows rose
when he saw the girls, but he didn't offer anycires about their presence.

‘That damned Roly just up and went,' he told Natgtumpily. ‘Not a word
to anyone, Wes tells me. Serves me right for brepkny own rule and
taking on a casual. Well, he needn't send for lusey, because he won't get
it." He nodded at Cathy. 'Midstream's tried eveigktin the book to get
Calum off so far, but none of them have workedsHéfmost as bonny a
rider as my son-in-law," he added kindly.

The two girls exchanged amused glances, then Qa#tinped Natalie's arm.
'Here they come now.'

The horses swept into view at an easy, controllater. Midstream was
trying to force the pace, but Calum was holding mmkeeping him level
with Eliot on another black, Prince Igor.

Above the subdued thunder of the hooves on thd shrbthere was another
sound, like the crack of a whip.



A horse screamed in pain and terror, and Princeslgmooth onward rush
was suddenly, hideously interrupted. He plungedraacked frantically, then
took off at a headlong gallop, leaving Eliot lyingptionless on the ground
behind him.

Natalie couldn't move. She stood, her hand athreat, as the line of horses
was pulled to a startled standstill. She was awar®thing but Eliot, lying
still. How many minutes ago had Cathy told her dlim't have the same
problem now that he was no longer a jockey? shedeim@d stupidly.

Calum had already dismounted and was bending amer3udden energy
filled her, and she ran, stumbling, to Eliot's side

She said to Calum, almost whispering, 'He's dest, he?"

'Like hell he is,’ Cal retorted witheringly. '"Yoe'just winded, aren't you, my
boy?'

'‘But Prince Igor kicked him—I saw it!"

'Well, what's a little kick between friends? Headhworse,' said Calum
robustly. '"Now don't you start passing out on ui$l' g

Eliot groaned, and muttered something suspicioolscene.

‘That's terrible language for a dead man.' Caluahdcoot quite disguise the
relief in his tone. 'Cuddle him, Natalie. Thatlngy him round quicker than
anything.'

Natalie went down on her knees beside her husbaedismbent body,
lifting his head gently on to her lap.

‘Eliot—look at me, darling! There was mud on Hieek and forehead, and
she began to gently wipe it away.

Eliot's eyes flickered open, and he looked up at B®n't look so scared,
sweetheart.' He produced the words with an obvedtet. 'These things
happen. Has Wes caught that bastard yet?'



'Prince Igor?' Natalie was confused. On the peemather awareness there
was shouting and scuffling going on, she realised.

'No." Eliot sat up wincing, and holding his ribEhé swine who shot him. An
air rifle, 1 think.'

'So that's what it was!" Calum whistled. 'Now whald that to a
good-natured beast like old Igor? Now if he'd ghetthug | was riding...'

Eliot's voice was stronger. 'Perhaps he thougttalde' And they exchanged
glances.

'Hold hard,' said Calum suddenly. 'They've got somaé

'‘And | could make an educated guess who it isdtHauled himself to his
feet, then pulled Natalie up beside him. His aremibher, they waited for
the struggling, blaspheming figure being draggedatras them.

'Ben Watson?' Natalie found her voice. 'You?"'

‘Yeah, me.' He glared at Eliot. 'And what's Mr Millaire Strang going to
say when he hears his future champion’s got atpellem?'

'He won't hear it." Eliot's voice was steel. '‘Besmit didn't happen. Your
sidekick should have hung round a bit longer, therould have told you |
wasn't riding Midstream today—that his jockey wagg to be up instead.
And what's our mutual friend Kevin Laidlaw goingsay when he hears you
shot at the wrong horse?' He turned to Wes. 'Takedown to the stables
and keep him there until the police come. Has somgone after Igor?’

'Robbie’'s gone, boss.' The look Wes turned on Waitsxs blood-chilling.
'Maybe we should have a shot— at rearranging yeatufes, you little
weasel. The boss could've been killed!"

'Pity he wasn't,’ sneered Ben Watson. He sent idaajloating grin. 'Did
better with your pet horse, didn't we, you bitch!"

'You let Jasmine out?' She couldn't believe it.



'Roly did. He's my cousin, and he worked for Laidldefore he lost
two-thirds of his horses, thanks to you. | didedlise we looked so much
alike, until shestarted in about having seen him somewhere beftosey
little cow!"

Eliot's face hardened. He said curtly, 'Let goiai.h

'‘No!" Natalie laid an imploring hand on his armoftX hit him. He's not
worth it.'

'‘And that's more than the truth,’ said Calum witiregjdisgust. ‘Leave him
for the lads in blue, Eliot, for God's sweet sakad let's get your wife
home, and give her some brandy.’

The next few hours seemed to pass in a blur foaldatShe was aware of
the police arriving, and statements being taked hemn father saying that the
vet had easily removed a pellet from the flank obmpbewildered Prince
Igor, and he'd soon be as good as new.

She obediently drank the prescribed brandy, and@tee of the goulash
which Cathy practically forced down her throat, bothing seemed real.
She knew that Eliot had telephone Kevin Laidlaw &id him curtly that

Ben Watson had confessed everything, and he totthinawve allegations to
answer.She found she was hugging Cathy and Caluhprmising them

they would all get together very soon.

Then suddenly, everyone had gone, and the bubhlarehlity which had
enclosed her burst. Suddenly it was just Eliot aeelf, facing each other
across the fireplace of the sitting room.

She moistened dry lips with the tip of her tongi® you think Kevin
Laidlaw's mad?' she asked.

Eliot shrugged. 'Desperation can drive people de@ame strange paths,' he
said.

She nodded. '‘But why Jasmine?"



'Oh, that had nothing to do with Laidlaw. That vegsece of private spite on
Ben Watson's part, aimed more at you than theestahlthough it caused us
a lot of trouble and bad publicity.’

Natalie shuddered. 'That's sick!

'It's a sick world." He got up, wincing slightlyWhat a hell of a day!

His grimace of discomfort had not been lost on I&ne said, 'Eliot,
shouldn't you go to the hospital for a check-up—axs?'

He said patiently, 'I've already told you a dozenes, | haven't broken
anything. I'm just a bit bruised. Do 1 have topstad prove it to you?'

'Yes,' she said-baldly.

Their eyes met in a tingling silence.

Eliot's brows lifted in faint amusement. 'Here—anov?" '

‘Not," Natalie swallowed bravely, 'necessarily.’'

He continued to watch her, a disturbing gleam s hazel eyes. Then he
said casually, 'l think I'll have a bath, to takeng of the aches away.' He

added gently, 'A Scotch and soda would make an abe@mpaniment.’

The parting smile he sent her was hardly more thandly, with a touch of
speculation.

Natalie gave him ten minutes, then she poured sehieky into a tumbler
and added a dash of soda.

She thought as she went down the passage, He dtiesk'l'll do it. He
thinks I'll bottle out. But this time | can't...

The bathroom door stood invitingly ajar, and shehea it open and walked
in. Eliot was lying back in the water, eyes closk@, head pillowed in a
folded towel. At her entry, he looked round, higmsise evident.



"Your drink.' Oh God, why did she have to feel stebusly shy?

‘Thanks.' He extended a wet hand, clearly expettergo bring it to him.
Awkwardly, Natalie trod across the carpet and hdritie tumbler to him.

He raised the glass in a mocking toast. 'You'ré dbilsurprises today,
darling. First | wake up with my head in your lamd now you're bringing
me drinks in the bath. What next, | wonder?'

She flushed. 'Don't—torment me, Eliot.'

'Is that what I'm doing?' he questioned drily. 'Bati didn't come here to
hear me ramble on. You wanted to inspect my bruideslieve.’ He drank
some of the whisky, then set the glass down omithef the bath, before
pulling himself lithely out of the water. He poidtéo some discoloration on
his ribs, before turning so that she could seeladantusion on his left hip.

'Satisfied?' His gaze met hers in undisguised ehg#, as he reached
casually for a towel and began to dry himself.

He was waiting for her to retreat, to back off evenv.
Huskily, she said, "You know—I'm not satisfied.’

Eliot dropped the damp towel to the floor. He pitkep his robe and
shrugged it on, belting the sash round his waist.

'So what do you want from me, Natalie? Sex? Thatsple. I'm
desperate—crazy for you, as I'm sure you know.'

She shook her head. 'l—I don't think I know anyghamy more. If you feel
like that, then why have you left me alone all thegeeks? Why haven't
you... ?'

'‘Because | was frightened,' he said harshly. 'Eeiggd that I'd look into
your eyes and see none of the things | want toFseghtened that you'd turn
away from me, reject me like you did that firstéinrHe flung back his head.



'I'd rather never touch you again, Natalie, thanysei consumed by guilt the
next morning, because you'd been unfaithful to Tonymmond's memory.'

Her voice shook. 'But that isn't true! I—I tried tigll you so this morning
before Calum arrived. Perhaps Tony does haunt otendi in the way you
think.'

He reached out and took her hand in his. '‘Cometelhadne about it,’ he
invited gently.

At the bedroom door, Natalie hesitated, but Elretdher past it, and down
to the kitchen. He seated her at the kitchen tatblen went to the
refrigerator and poured her a glass of chilled milk

'Here.' He set the glass in front of her, befoedisg himself opposite to her.
'Keep your strength up with this. Now tell me abDaimmond.’

She sipped the milk. 'You—said you didn't like hiill you tell me why?'

'I'd prefer not to. I'd already broken faith wittyself by saying that much.’
He paused. 'Why did you marry him?"

/

'‘Because he asked me,' she confessed, staring aotkie table. 'I'd only
recently left school. I'd never really had a propeyfriend, and Tony—just
swept me off my feet.' She laughed awkwardly. "Bhaterrible cliche.’

‘It can happen.' Eliot's eyes never left her faBat eventually one's feet
generally touch the ground again. Is that what bapd?’

She nodded. 'lt—it was all a sham. He didn't lovee he was just setting up
a future for himself. He thought as Grantham'siselaw he'd be the natural
choice to take over at Wintersgarth eventually. Andould probably have

happened. Grantham—Iliked him.’

'Did Drummond tell you this?'



'l managed to work it out for myself. He soon gotdad with pretending to
be the devoted bridegroom.' Natalie bit her lipe-still fancied me, |
suppose. During the first months, he—never leftalome.' She shuddered
uncontrollably. 'l tried to be—the sort of wife hanted—really | did.’

'He didn't give you pleasure?’

She said with an effort, 'He said it was my fathigt there was something
lacking in me. That | was frigid. I— I bored him.’

'Was that when he started playing around?"
She looked at him, startled. "You knew about that?'
Eliot said expressionlessly, 'He had a very big tholet's leave it at that.'

‘At first he was quite discreet,’ she explainedt ‘&ter a while, he couldn't
be bothered. He met this woman, who was a littieldier than he was. She
was divorced and had plenty of money. He boughtahlet of expensive
things, and paid for them with the money in ounj@ccount. | didn't know
until the bank rang and said they couldn't putulgtomy cheque for the
electricity bill because there weren't any fundg] we'd already exceeded
our agreed overdraft. I—I didn't even know we haé.doNhen Tony came
home, | tackled him, and we had a terrible row.dd& if | was short of
money, | should ask my father. I—told him to go.\M&s on his way to Jan
when he was killed.’

'No wonder you reacted as you did when Granthamiestgoushing us
together,' he remarked. 'You must have thoughtd taered with the same
brush—that I looked on you as an extra asset &xeired with my share of
the stables." He shook his head. '‘God forgive meidih't realise your
self-esteem was so low!" His voice roughened. '@a yever look at
yourself, my lady, my love? Don't you know how bigali you are, how

utterly desirable?’

She stared at the table. 'But I'm not your type.'



He said gently, 'Natalie, from the moment | saw,Jjomas lost. It had never
happened to me before—that genuinep de foudrd.couldn't believe you

didn't feel it too. When you were so hostile, itsdi&e a slap in the face. And
yet when we were in the tack room, and | kissed, ybuvas almost

overwhelmed by what | felt for you. | thought—I ¢duake her now, and
she wouldn't stop me." He laid a hand over hehat's true, isn't it?'

Natalie said wonderingly, 'Yes—oh yes!" She gawe hiwavering smile.
'‘But | was disgusted with myself. I'd never feltyinng for Tony, and |
thought I loved him. You, I disliked.’

'So | gathered,' he said drily. 'l went back tordgate, trying to figure out
whether you were an angel or just a plain hellddten | couldn't reach a
decision, | tried to get you out of my system im thost practical manner |
could devise.'

"Your Page Three girl," said Natalie with a litsigh.

'l could have strangled Andrew for spilling the bgabout her," he said
grimly. 'l was very unfair to poor Lynn. She wastgushrewd enough to
realise she didn't have my—undivided attention, laadhurt by it. And you
continued to play havoc with my love life. Whenel/gyok another girl out,

| started fantasising about you.'

He shook his head. 'And when | came up here, galworse. Sharing an
office with you, and having you treat me like adgpwas sheer torture.
Every time you pushed your hair out of your eyesgrossed your legs, |
broke out in a cold sweat. But by then I'd realigedas more than physical.
| wanted all of you, heart, soul and mind. And Intetd to be everything in
the world to you as well. It killed me to know thgbu'd belonged to
Drummond first.'

She said, 'l never did—not in the way you think.'

'l know that now. And that first time in bed witlby, | wondered. Because
there were moments when you seemed so—surprisediewsiddered by

pleasure that | might have been the only man yewed known.' He sighed.
'l honestly never meant to seduce you that nightahe. | had a plan of



campaign all mapped out without one reference tbil&. My only chance
of getting you to care for me seemed to be—makmgsee me as a human
being instead of a lust-crazed zombie.

'An old-fashioned courtship was what | had in mihthought, "She wants
to be more involved in the training side. Wellahcarrange that, and maybe
she'll be grateful to me. That would be a starhatfday at the races was
meant to be a cautious step in the right directida.grimaced. 'But | didn't
bargain for finding you so—sweet and willing in ragms. It was like being
handed paradise, gift-wrapped, and | couldn't r@sis

He paused. 'When you were asleep, | lay lookingpat and telling myself
that you had to be in love with me— that you cotiliave given yourself
like that if you hadn't cared for me. So 1 decitiedondense the courtship
into twenty-four hours, and ask you to marry merdareakfast. Only, in the
event, there was no breakfast.' He groaned. 'Gadldought I'd blown it
completely, lost you for ever, and | only had m¥selblame. | didn't know
it was possible to suffer so much. And the worsit @fas | had to endure
weeks of you behaving as if the most wonderful nfimy life had been
some bloody social misdemeanour, never to be egfda again.'

'l was in shock,' she admitted. '1 had—Iliterally-verebehaved like that in
my life. Through you, I'd discovered a whole newesto my personality
which until then I'd denied existed. | was too sfrako be grateful.' She was
silent for a moment. 'Did it never occur to youttyau might have made me
pregnant?’

'It did indeed,' he said. 'But as it was practicaélie only accusation you
didn't hurl at me that morning, | decided that youst be on the Pill, or
something. | didn't really suspect until the moghyou were ill. And then

when | went through the post..." His mouth tightené thought, "She'll

marry me now, if | have to kidnap her first." | cothered waiting a few days
to see if you turned to me of your own accord, ldkrtew in my heart that
you wouldn't, so | took the initiative.'

'l hated you for that," Natalie said in a low voice



Eliot cupped her face tenderly in his hands. 'hditlke myself very much.
But | wanted you at any price, so | couldn't compla

‘The run-up to the wedding was murder. You obvipesiuldn't bear to be
alone with me, which didn't augur well for the hgm®on, even if it was
going to be the fairly platonic affair I'd planneédvas going to treat you very
gently—just persuade you to trust me enough toeslaabed with me,
nothing more. | thought if you got used to sleepinth me, eventually you
might want more.’

‘Then—why did you turn away from me that secondhtily

'‘Because you were scared witless," he said bluhtiguched you, and you
started shaking like a leaf. | thought, "I'm supgmbso love her, and I'm
doing this to her!™

Natalie said, 'l wasn't frightened of you, Eliotnl® of myself. | suppose
even then | knew that | loved you, but | wouldmltrat it. | was terrified of
failing again— of failing you." She swallowed. Tm honest, I'm still
frightened.’

Eliot said, 'My sweet love, you can't fail. Youtree other half of me, don't
you know that?' He walked round the table anddifter to her feet, smiling
into her eyes. He whispered, '‘Come with me, now.'

In the bedroom, he removed her clothes slowly anderly, pausing, as he
laid each garment aside, to kiss her and cares®dwyr. When she was
naked, he held her away from him and looked afdrest long moment, his
eyes so warm and loving that she felt the lastegaof shyness and
uncertainty dissolve away.

He said softly, 'With my body | thee worship.’
He was gentle with her at first, showing deliberatstraint, until she

showed him with her hands and her mouth that she ma@ longer
afraid—that her need, her craving for him was &snise as his for her.



She moaned with joy as her body opened for hingedaound him. Locked
together, lips drinking fromeach other, arms angslentwined, they
rediscovered together the rhythms of love whiclobgéd to them alone,
remembered how to draw out their mutual pleasuresi to the edge of
pain.

He'd called her his other half, but now both halese melded together to
become exquisitely, shatteringly one.

A thousand sensations, each one more intenselibdast, were blooming,
coming to flower inside her. Natalie was burningltimg, consumed in a
white heat of delight. And just before existencasssl to exist altogether,
she called out his name, and heard him answer her.

Slackened, totally pliant, she lay in his arms, ineuth touching the curve
of his shoulder, while her index finger drew litdeeamy patterns on his
chest. She said, 'How did | ever think | could Wwighout you?'

"You didn't—not seriously,’ said Eliot, eyes clos&@u just took longer to
realise it than I'd hoped,' He paused. 'Of coudgsar Oriel's intervention
didn't help.'

'When | saw you kissing her, | wanted to die.' 8tded fiercely, 'l wanted
her to die!'

‘Actually,’ he said, 'she was kissing me, and i'gestayed a second longer,
you'd have seen me step away from her.’

'‘But you accepted her invitation to dinner," shatgsted.

'For us both," he reminded her quietly. 'l couldeflieve it when you refused
to go with me. It was as if you were pushing me imér arms.’

'‘But you went just the same.' Natalie's mouth ®dsh remembered pain.
'‘Darling." Eliot rolled over, kissing her deeplydapassionately. 'Of course |

had to go. She was an owner, and | reckoned sheewtited to that
courtesy, but that was all. During the evening lehaét be known that she



wanted me to take up again where her last loveddfadff, and | declined
politely. She said she was sure I'd change my naind,if | didn't she'd take
her horses away. | said she must do as she plelhseds a pretty short
meal.'

‘Sharon said that was why she'd done it," saidlidataoughtfully.
'My God!" Eliot stared at her half appalled, hatfssed. 'I'm beginning to be
glad she left. | don't think | care to have my—sabproclivities discussed in

the yard—especially by my wife.'

She made a penitent face, running her hand sloswiinchis body, lingering.
'In future I'll discuss them only with you, darlihg

He gasped. 'When can the next round of talks begin?

'As soon as you like.' She arched delicately ag&ins, then gasped in turn.
'Heavens, as soon as that?'

This time it was a warm and leisurely coming togetlike being rocked on
some tideless sea in each other's arms.

'How can it be so different, and yet so wonderfiNatalie marvelled
drowsily, as the world steadied to its normal pace.

'‘Because I'm a genius, and not just with horsdmt Ereturned promptly,
snuggling her into his arms and resting his chifmenchair.

‘The conceit of you!" she laughed. 'Just be glad yibs are bruised already!
'l am—very glad," he said. 'One minute | was béindden into the ground,
the next, | was lying in your arms. | began to kkirmaybe there's hope.
Perhaps she does care for me a little.

'More than a little." She held him tightly. 'Ohjdg] if I'd lost you...'

'Hush, darling.' His lips brushed her hair. "Yodrdi lose me. Instead we
found each other at last."



'Yes.' She was silent for a moment. Then, 'Did yoean what you said
about letting me help with the training?'

'Yes," he said. 'But not while you're pregnantwibuldn't be fair to
Grantham.'

She turned to look up at him. 'Is there somethidgr't know?'

Eliot said gently, 'It was your mother, darling.eSloved to be round the
horses, even though your father had begged her tateful. There was an
accident one day, and she was badly kicked. Timuysshe lost the baby,
and eventually died. It explains why Grantham's agisv been so
over-protective with you. He's always been terdfignat history might

repeat itself. He kept saying to me, "She's adl ot".'

'Oh!" Her voice was distressed. 'Poor Daddy! Witytdk never tell me?’

'l think he still finds it too painful—blames himg& some way for what
happened. He never intended telling me—it slippgdy chance during the
row we were having over his insistence on hiringes, secretary. | said it
would break your heart to have to give up work sons and he got
agitated—and out came the truth.' He kissed hatlig'But we'll talk him
round between us. Anyway, | have a feeling he'sogsly considering
permanent retirement, at Beattie's request. And, tbecourse, I'll be the
one who needs a partner. A working partner, of @®uhe went on almost
idly, as his hand sought her breast, tantalisimfpdirdening peak. 'l seem to
be reasonably well catered for in other—er—respects

Did you say something, my beloved?' he added solisly, as Natalie
choked.

'No.' Her voice quivered with love and amuseméhit | expect I'll think of
a few things—over the next fifty years or so.’'

Eliot wrapped her even closer in his arms. 'Yobgen reading my plan of
campaign,' he murmured contentedly, and kisseddn.



