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He wanted her, but did he love her?

Jake Seton was all wrong for Ashley Calder. He was old, too
sophisticated, too wealthy -- his social sphereféamdrom her own. And he
was engaged to be married.

Even her cousin Karen had seen the signs and wasiddy. "Be careful,
won't you? He's less vulnerable and more experéetitan you. Don't get
involved with him."

So forget him, Ashley kept telling herself--and &stty tried. The trouble
was that Jake wouldn't forget her...



CHAPTER ONE

THE frosty afternoon sunlight was casting a final mwllglow over the
rooftops as Ashley Calder turned into Bewford'stH&freet and saw the
small hotel ahead of her. Already it signified hgraed unconsciously her
step quickened as she thought of the glowing fineelwwould be burning in
the grate of her aunt's living room and the honsehell of baking which
always drifted from the kitchen. This was somethshg had never been
used to. She had been too young when her mothettalremember much of
what had gone before, and although her father bad tis best, their home
had lacked a woman's touch.

The Golden Lion Hotel was a stone-built, attradfiveeathered building
that blended well with the row of tall, somewhatl-6hshioned shops of
which it was an integral part. It had a history.ttt was said that once some
prominent member of an exiled royal family had takefuge there on his
journey north to Scotland and safety, and althaagbkh of the building had
been renovated it still maintained that aura oftast that was so evident in
knotted floors and low oak beams. In the few weshs had lived there,
Ashley had already acquired a sense of attunem#émthve place. She loved
history and she was beginning to find her memaoieser life in London
less painful to contemplate. Her aunt and uncle beeh so kind to her",
sharing her grief over the sudden death of heefaind making her feel as
much a part of their family as her cousins, Markl &aren, that the future
which had looked so black eight weeks ago was béginto have
possibilities again.

All the same, it had been quite a wrench leavingdam, leaving everything
and everyone she had ever really known to coménnior¥orkshire to live
with an aunt and uncle she could scarcely remendterhad met them once
before, when she was five years old. But that wadve years ago now, the
time when her mother had died and her sister andhiband had come
south for the funeral. She had been too young theppreciate any family
differences, but as she grew older she sensedhthganism her father felt
towards her mother's sister. In any event, he lodémcouraged Ashley to
keep in touch with them, and distance had lentatheteent. It was only now,
after the kindness they had shown her since bafogmed of her father's
death, that Ashley had begun to wonder why heefdtad not wanted her to



get involved with them. Perhaps he had been afteg would take her
away from him, she mused. Perhaps he had sensetth¢hguality of their

life was so much warmer, and that Ashley might haaponded to it, used
as she was to a somewhat emotionless existence.

Now Ashley shook her head. Surely her father hadbetieved that she
would leave him alone. She would never have doae 8he had loved him
too much, even if sometimes she had suspectedtbatould never take the
place of her mother in his affections.

But that was in the past now. Her future was heréBewford, and she
swung lightly through the arched entrance to tHebtexd yard at the back of
the small hotel.

Her aunt was in the kitchen and looked up smilingy/ Ashley, came
through the door bringing a chill gust of cold waith her. 'Hello, love,' she
greeted her. 'Have a good day?"

'Hmm." Ashley came over to where Mona Sutton wasapng lemon icing
over a batch of small cakes. 'Can | have one aeth&unt Mona?'

Her aunt raised a resigned eyebrow. 'l supposérsmugh where you put it
all, I don't know."' She surveyed her niece's slefigare with a shake of her
head. '‘Aren't you afraid you'll get fat? Heavenardf only has to look at
cakes and pastry and the inches seem to appeaadig'm

Ashley chuckled, swallowing the rest of the lem@orgge with obvious
enjoyment. 'I'm just lucky. I guess.’

'Yes." Her aunt sounded less than convinced. Indpénion Ashley's

slenderness owed more :0 lack of food than anythlag. When she first
arrived in Bewford, Mona had been appalled at How $he was, and only
now, after several weeks of good wholesome foods s¥e beginning to
have a bit of flesh on her bones. 'Did you tell $/kncaid about the job at
the library?"

Ashley unbuttoned the thick duffel coat she wasnmgathrowing back the
hood so that the heavy swathe of corn- gold hambted in disorder about



her oval face. Then she perched on the edge obfathe draining units and
said: 'Yes, | told her.’

'‘And what did she say?' Mona stopped what she wiag do look at her.
Ashley shrugged. 'l think she was disappointed.’

'Oh, Ashley!

'Well, | know she hoped I'd go on to university--'

'So why don't you?' Mona stared at her.

Ashley bent her head. 'Do you want me to?'

'Love, it's not for me to say. It's what you wamtb that matters. You know
there's no question of a money problem. The mooey father left is more
than enough to pay for your education--'

'l know,' Ashley sighed.

'‘Don't you want a career?"

'‘Being a librarian is a career.’

'l know that. But, Ashley, you're only seventeed alieady you've got three
"A" levels. That means something.’

'It means | swotted harder than everyone else...'
'No, it doesn't." Mona wiped her hands on her aplomeans that you've got
a damn good brain. And | know your father would entpyou to use it to

your best advantage.’

'Yes, my father would," Ashley nodded. Then shédaat her aunt. 'Aunt
Mona, will you tell me something?'

If | can.'



'Why—why did | never see you in—in those yearsrafteafter Mummy
died?'

Mona sighed. 'Oh, | don't know. We lived so farraplasuppose,’ she said
quickly.

'Was that all it was?"
'What else could there be?'
'I'm asking you, Aunt Mona.'

Mona looked uncomfortable now. 'Ashley, it's alltime past, and your
father's dead--'

'So?'

'Oh, child!" Mona made a helpless gesture. 'Yotlrdiawas a good man. He
did his best for you. He did his best for Delia—youother." She paused.
'‘But—well, he was a possessive man. At least sad@elia was concerned.
She and |—well, we'd been pretty close before sbe mgarried, but
afterwards—your father didn't encourage us to ndetwanted her all to
himself.' She shook her head. 'Then they had ythought that would make
a difference, but it didn't. Your lives and oursefg crossed. When Delia
died, we did meet. We came to the funeral, as ymwk We wanted to help
him then—we even offered to have you if it wouldphat all. But he was
furious at the suggestion. He said that you and/éld manage, and I'm
afraid he became as possessive with you as hedsadviith Delia.’

'‘And yet he never really wanted me around," murchix&hley wonderingly.
'Selfish people are sometimes like that," said Myunatly.
'Yes.' Ashley understood now.

Mona frowned. 'Ashley, tell me honestly—what do yeant to do? About
going to university, | mean.’



Ashley looked up. 'Honestly?' And at her aunt's, s went on: 'l want to
stay here, with you—with Uncle David —with Mark aKdren. |—I don't
want to go away.'

'Oh, Ashley!" Mona came towards her, putting hendsaon the girl's
shoulders. 'Do you mean that?'

"You've all been so kind to me," Ashley explainedtty. 'l love being here. |
feel—at home.'

‘This is your home."'
'So I'd rather get a job in Bewford and stay here.'

'‘But Bewford County Library isn't the same as wogkiin some big
complex--'

'It doesn't matter. I've always wanted to do lipretork, and if it doesn't
work out—well, | can always go to university latean't I? There's plenty of
time.'

Mona nodded, her eyes unusually bright. 'Of coursge is, love," she
agreed, turning away. Then, more briskly: 'Now, ywa going to go and
change out of those school clothes before tea?’

Ashley straightened. 'What time are we eating?"

Mona shook her head. 'Food again!' she scoldedl-gaduredly. '‘Well, let's
see. It's half past four at present. | think | dddwave it on the table for five
o'clock. Then your uncle can enjoy his meal betpening up. Mark won't
be in until later. He said he wanted to go up &oHiall before coming home.'

Ashley nodded, moving towards the door into thé. hdrk was employed
by the Setons who lived at Bewford Hall. They witre largest landowners
in the district. County people, Aunt Mona calledrth but she said it with a
trace of affection. Like everyone else in Bewfdndyt were concerned with
the affairs of the community, a situation which Rghsometimes found



hard to accept, coming as she did from a distndtandon where it was
possible not to know one's next door neighbour.

The staircase to the upper floor of the Golden hM@s narrow and twisting,
and led to a landing from which all the bedroom rdogpened. Once the
small hotel had catered for an occasional payirgsguut in recent years
the Suttons had needed all the rooms for their vsm

Ashley shared Karen's room. It was the largedt®bedrooms, the only one
in fact which could accommodate twin beds. Shediduist expected some
resentment from her cousin, but fortunately Karexsnit like that. She was
a gregarious sort of girl, open and friendly, glidomeone of a similar age
to talk to, and it was Ashley who sometimes wistied Karen went to bed
to sleep instead of to gossip into the small hours.

Karen was a couple of years older than Ashley,wititout her academic
ability. She had left school at sixteen and nowkedrin the Post Office.
She had a steady stream of boy-friends, most ofnwAshley had only
heard about, although she had met Frank Coultermidin of the moment.
He worked in the local garage and had the reputatiobeing the local
Casanova. From the first, Ashley had disliked hatthough she had to
admit that part of her repugnance towards him weestd, the fact that he
had once attempted to make a pass at her when Ma®out of the room.
She had been quite angry at the time, and she hH¢greth would soon find
someone more reliable.

Ashley had friends of her own at school, of botkese but no one special.
She wasn't interested in the casual physical ogighips indulged in by
most of the girls she knew, and found more enjoynrebooks and music
than petting on some street corner.

In the bedroom she stripped off the navy skirt eadligan, the white blouse
and navy and red striped tie which formed the unifoof Bewford
‘Grammar School before rummaging through a drawepailling out a pair
of shabby jeans and a scarlet sweater. The jeaest@ated the slenderness
of her body, the curving length of her legs, witile ribbed sweater drew
attention to the rounded swell of her breasts.



As she brushed her hair, she pulled a face atdflection in the dressing
table mirror. She was used to her appearance andsgarticular virtue in
long, slightly slanted green eyes or a warm, baduthouth with a full
lower lip. She secured the heavy swathe of hain wito elastic bands so
that a coil fell over either shoulder and then vatbhrug turned towards the
door.

Her aunt was in the dining room laying the tabletf@ir evening meal, and
Ashley automatically took the cutlery from her detjan setting the places.
Her aunt smiled and took the opportunity to relaxa moment, lighting one
of the infrequent cigarettes she smoked throughbat day. She was
throwing the match into the grate when her hustkwamae through from the
bar.

'‘Well, well," he remarked mockingly. 'Is this atiiyve got to do?"

David Sutton was a man in his early fifties, talldaspare- framed, with
thinning fair hair and twinkling blue eyes. He wiae exact opposite of
Mona, in fact, who was inclined to plumpness lilee aughter, and whose
hair and colouring were definitely dark.

Now Mona regarded her husband with impatience.'ogot to be joking!
she retorted, casting a resigned look in Ashlelyection. "You see! | can't
even have a cigarette without being caught out!

Ashley smiled. This good-natured badinage was dungtshe had not
experienced before coming to live with her aunt andle. Her father had
taken life much more seriously, and when she hatidome to Bewford she
had been concerned at the apparent constant $tzdefoct between these
two. But as time went by her concern gave way tasament as she realised
that their relationship was based on warmth anctrstdnding and nothing
they ever said to one another during these petly &rguments penetrated
the strength of their real feelings.

David Sutton turned to Ashley then, saying: 'Do ylonk you could come
and put some bottles out for me later on? We'raingnshort on ginger ales
and tonics, and | could do with a few bottles olustin the bar.'



Ashley nodded eagerly. From time to time she rek&td the shelves when
her uncle was busy, although he wouldn't permitdigerve behind the bar.
'Of course. Do you want me to do it now?'

'No, later on will do,’ replied her uncle, reachfoghis pipe from his jacket
pocket.

'l should think so, too," exclaimed Mona. 'The lhas just got home from
school. She's hungry, aren't you, love?'

Ashley wrinkled her nose doubtfully. Obviously heunt had chosen to
forget that not too long ago she had been chidergfdr eating too much.
Changing the subject completely, she turned toumete and said: 'I've
decided to take that job at the library after Bastéthey'll have me.’

David looked up from filling his pipe. 'Have you?e looked pleased. 'I'm
glad.'

'‘Are you?' Ashley felt all warm inside. She liftedr shoulders and let them
fall again, spreading her hands in an encompaggstre. ‘Well, so am |’

Karen didn't finish work until five-thirty and byhé¢ time she got home
Ashley and her aunt had usually finished the maahng up of the evening
and the Golden Lion had opened its doors to itopat David had a couple
of women who helped in the bar in the eveningsthrg arrived about six.
They were two young married women, supplementingrthusbands'

income by working in the evenings when their husisacould look after

their children. Ashley didn't know them very weditybut Mark had told her
that the husband of one of them worked for the I&gtmo.

Ashley looked forward to Mark coming home. They glaing well together.
Although he was twenty-eight he had not as yet shawy inclination
towards marriage and seemed to find his young nogsite adequate
company. He had taken her to the pictures a cafgienes, and once to a
horse sale at a nearby estate. But mostly he setmnfed the horses more
absorbing, and Ashley, with her own love of soldéwahd the fascination of
academic things, could appreciate this. Perhapswhswhy they got along
so well - because they each had other interests.



Ashley was coming along the hall later than evenireg arms filled with the

small bottles of soda water, dry ginger and toréc imcle needed, when
Mark came through the door which led from the cetibjard at the side of
the hotel. It had begun to snow earlier on andeffaglinted on his fair hair.

Ashley started to say: 'Are you frozen--' when sae that her cousin was
not alone. Another man had followed him into théehca man as dark as
Mark was fair, with the kind of tan impossible tchaeve in these northern
climes.

Mark grinned. 'What's this?' he queried, indicatithg bottles. 'Secret
drinking?'

Ashley's lips twitched. 'Hardly. Your father ne¢dem. Excuse me--'

'Wait!" Mark glanced round at his companion. 'Tlasmy cousin, Jake.
Ashley, I'd like you to meet Jake Seton.’

Ashley could have wished that Mark had waited wsfig¢ had shed the load
of bottles before introducing her to his friendt buvas too late now to do
anything about it. Instead, she was forced to stieck and offer a greeting,
her face almost as red as her sweater.

'Hello, Ashley!

Jake Seton's voice was low and deep, his eyegldistly intent between

the longest lashes she had ever seen on a maifhiguashes were unusual,
they were the only effeminate thing about him. Heswall, taller even than
Mark who stood a good five feet eleven in his spakih a lean, yet

powerful body. He was not handsome in the acceggade of the word, but
Ashley thought, even with her small knowledge, thatre was little doubt

that some women would find the deep-set eyes, #ushhplanes of his
cheekbones and the somewhat thin lips attractiicdeb8rns grew lower

than his earlobes, while dark hair lay thick andeth against his head,
brushing the collar of his suede jacket. He appktreise no hair dressing
and consequently it looked glossily healthy. Sheugit he looked about
Mark's age, but she couldn't be sure. Either wiayas nothing to do with

her.



Realising that she had been staring, she turne¢ awambarrassment,
making some comment about her uncle waiting for libttles, and she
sensed, rather than saw, Mark and his companialogo the hall and enter
the private lounge at the back. In the bar, Davittd® regarded her flushed
cheeks with some amusement.

'What's happened to you?' he asked, putting thie dfdus hand against her
forehead. 'You running a fever or something?'

Ashley unloaded the bottles on to the floor behihd bar and began
stacking them on the shelves. 'Of course not,dsiméed swiftly.

David looked down at her bent head. 'Well, someaesponsible for that or
I'm a Dutchman!" he declared.

Sighing, Ashley rose to her feet. 'Mark's just cdroee.’

David frowned. 'So what did he say to you?'

'‘Nothing. He—er—he wasn't alone.’

'l see. Who was with him? Don't tell me he's brdiggime girl home!'

Ashley moved her shoulders reluctantly. 'No. It wasnan, actually.
Someone called - Jake Seton.’

And only as she said the words did realisationisfitentity come to her.
Seton was the name of the people who lived at BelMitall. Sir James
Seton was Mark's employer. Jake Seton had to be selation.

Her uncle was grinning broadly now. 'Oh, I'm begmgnto see,’ he
chuckled, much to her annoyance. 'lt was Jake \b&esto you, was it?
Yes—well, the lassies get a bit hot and botherednaife’s around.

Ashley assumed a defiant stance, her thumbs tuokedthe low belt of her
jeans. 'Do they really? Well, | was just embarrdsteat's all.’



Her uncle nodded thoughtfully. 'Of course. You wbave met him yet. But
you'll soon get used to seeing him. He and Marlgaral friends in spite of
the differences in their backgrounds. | hadn't ti¢lhat he was back.'

In spite of herself, Ashley was curious. 'Back® shhoed.

'Yes. From Austria. Jake's been away about six syeleguess. Just after
Christmas a group of them went on a skiing holiday.

'l see." That explained the tan, she supposed.l,"\Wlel you need any
more—bottles, | mean?"

David looked at the neat rows. 'l don't think sie. You go and talk to
Mark and Jake. Where's Karen?'

'She's gone out with Frank.’

Her uncle grimaced. He could have wished his daugivas more like
Ashley when it came to choosing her friends. 'Aght," he said now. T'll let
you know if | need you later.’

Ashley nodded, but when she left the bar she stather hesitantly in the
hall, wondering whether she dared to go up to dbemrinstead of having to
join her aunt and the two men in the lounge. She lvevering near the foot
of the stairs when her aunt came out of the lowtgging the door behind
her, obviously on her way to the kitchen.

'Oh, there you are, Ashley,' she said, when shdlsagirl. 'I'm just going to
make some coffee. You go in there and speak to diadkMr. Seton.’

Ashley smoothed her fingers over the rounded knibthe end of the
banister. 'l—er—I was just going upstairs, Aunt Mgrshe murmured.

Mona frowned. 'Why? What's wrong with you?'

‘Nothing's wrong. I—well, | knew Mark had a guestd I thought I'd go and
read--'



'Oh, get along with you!" Mona clicked her tongugpatiently. 'It's only
Jake! Go on into the lounge, and stop talking sughsense. | shan't be
long.'

Heaving a sigh, Ashley crossed the hall and opéimedounge door. Both
Mark and Jake Seton were settled in the easy chhiesther side of the
blazing fire. They looked relaxed and comfortatded Ashley felt as
though she was interrupting them when they lookedtither entrance.

Jake Seton got immediately to his feet, indicatirggchair. 'Would you like
to sit here?' he asked.

Ashley closed the door and quickly subsided insonaller chair quite close
by. 'No, really, thank you. I'm perfectly all righére.’'

‘Very well.'

Jake exchanged a glance with Mark and then resumsegarlier position.
For a few awkward moments nobody said anything avithtever
conversation had been going on before Ashley'saeoér had clearly been
broken up. Ashley shifted uncomfortably. She shdwgte insisted upon
going upstairs.

But then Jake drew out a slim case of cherootsodfieded them to Mark,
saying: 'Mark tells me you're still at school, Ashl

Ashley flashed a quick look in Mark's directiont Ine was leaning forward
to light his cheroot from the lighter Jake had feadd and didn't notice.
'Yes, | am,’ she replied, rather tersely.

Jake lay back in his chair inhaling deeply on titeatco. 'And what do you
intend to do afterwards? Go on to university?'

Ashley tugged a strand of her hair. 'l don't treok —well, | shall probably
take up library work. That's really what | wantdo.'

‘Library work,"' considered Jake thoughtfully. "W&ein Bewford?"



'‘As a matter of fact, yes."' Ashley didn't altogetbare for this interrogation.
Jake nodded. "You like it here, then? You come ftammdon, don't you?"

'Mark seems to have told you an awful lot about deesn't he?' parried
Ashley, feeling not unreasonably impatient.

Jake smiled then, a lazy attractive smile that seeto attack her in that
vulnerable region below her ribcage in a curiou$gurbing way. 'Actually,

he didn't tell me that,’ he confessed charmindavid—your uncle, that
is—told me you were coming to live with them befbleft for Grussmatte.'

'Oh!*

Ashley dug her nails into the moquette upholstéiyes chair arm, refusing

to look at her cousin who she sensed was annoydgdher now. And as

though to prove this point, Mark got to his feedtjthen and said: 'As Ashley
seems averse to talking about herself for oncel] slea have a drink?

Jake—your usual?’

Ashley looked up. "Your mother's making coffeek gixclaimed.

'So?' Mark looked down at her penetratingly, anddyes dropped before
his. 'Is there any law which says we can't havadot

Ashley didn't bother to reply and Mark opened thenlge door. 'Shan't be a
minute, Jake.' He flicked his gaze to Ashley. dtiyget into difficulties with
this monster, just yell.'

After the door had closed behind him, Ashley fettrse than ever. At least
when Mark had been present the onus had not besnher as it was now.
Forcing herself to meet Jake Seton's somewhat ahgase, she said: 'Do
you like skiing, Mr. Seton?'

'Very much.' He inclined his head.

Ashley sighed, looking down at her probing fingagain. 'And is that all
you do?’



'Ski?' Jake studied the glowing tip of his cherdotonder what you would
say if | said yes.'

Ashley looked up defensively. 'l shouldn't say amy. It's nothing to do
with me.’

Isn't it?' Jake's eyes were narrowed now and shddict read their
expression. 'But | detected a note of cynicismaaryoice.’

Ashley was taken aback. 'l think you're mistaken.'
Jake shrugged. 'Very well. If you choose not tesparit." 'Pursue what?'

He drew deeply on this cheroot again. 'You askedtwlse | did. In fact, |
believe the question wast did anything else.'

Ashley moved uncomfortably, wishing she'd nevertsththis. Changing
the subject entirely, she said: 'It's very cold #wening, isn't it? Although |
don't suppose you find it any colder than Austria--

'‘Come and sit by the fire, then. You said you wkreold earlier on," he
remarked.

Ashley shook her head. 'l—I meant outside.’

'l see.' He paused. 'Tell me, do you know Gruss&fhatt

'‘Grussmatte?' For a moment she was all at sea.

'Yes, Grussmatte. In Austria. You said you didrjpext | would find this
climate any colder than Austria. | wondered how ymew I'd been in
Austria.'

Ashley flushed brilliantly. 'Er—as a matter of fatincle David told me.’

'Did he indeed?' Jake's eyes were intent betwesethitk lashes. 'And were
you discussing me with your uncle?"



'l—no—at least, not really." Ashley's nails werenast penetrating the
mogquette as the pressure increased.

'‘But you did listen when he spoke to you, didnt¥/o

Ashley decided the only way open to her was attdiciou're trying to tie
me up in knots by proving that | was discussing with Uncle David--'

Jake lay back in his chair, his expression mildtulgent. 'Now why would
| do a thing like that?' he mocked. 'You seem pisfeceapable of doing it for
yourself.’

To Ashley's relief, Mark chose that moment to réeesethe room. 'Oh, good,
he exclaimed. 'You're talking to one another. | igtbns of a pitched battle
being waged in my absence.’

'Don't be silly, Mark!" Ashley was curt. 'What'ssP

Mark was handing her a tall glass laced with icbesy and he grinned.
‘Taste it! | think you'll like it. It's just poter@nough to give the lemonade a
kick.'

Ashley sipped the liquid experimentally. It wasidielus, but she couldn't
recognise the flavour.

'l think it looks like Advocaat,' remarked Jake afmwing a mouthful of the
amber liquid Mark had given him.

It is," agreed Mark, subsiding into his armchaaia with a tall glass of
lager. 'A golden drink for a golden girl"'

'Mark!

Ashley felt more embarrassed than ever, but asabet arrived with the
coffee she was saved the need of having to pagrjuatiher comments from
either of them. Conversation became general awdstnot noticeable that
Ashley played very little part in it. She was carité sit in her chair and



drink her coffee and remain silent, absorbed asvghg with her own
thoughts.



CHAPTER TWO

ASHLEY was almost asleep when Karen came noisily intdo#troom and
switched on her bedside lamp.

'‘Ashley?' she hissed in a stage whisper. '‘Are ymka?'

Ashley sighed. She had thought that for once Kareuld see that her eyes
were closed and not disturb her, but she shoulé kaewn better. Rolling

on to her back, shading her eyes with her armsalte 'Do you realise it's
almost half past eleven, Karen? I'm tired. Whayoo want?'

Karen gave an apologetic smile. 'Sorry, love. llyethought you were
awake.'

'l was,' admitted Ashley. 'What is it?"

'l just wanted to talk to you," exclaimed Karenginaing to get undressed.
'‘Guess what? Frank's got a new car!'

Ashley raised her eyes towards the bedroom ceilgwyper! Is that all?’
'Don't you want to know what it is?' Karen soundesppointed.
Ashley gave a resigned gesture. 'All right. What4s

'It's a Triumph Spitfire. A gorgeous little spodar, and can it move! We
went for a run in it this evening, and it was timg—really thrilling"’

Ashley blinked. 'Great. Have you just got back?'

'Well, I've just got in," replied Karen insinuatiye'We got back about half
an hour ago.'

'Fine." Ashley rolled on to her side again. 'Cgo ko sleep now?"'

'l suppose so." Karen plumped down on to the sideepbed to take her
tights off. 'What did you do this evening?'



'‘Nothing much.' Ashley's voice was muffled.

'Exciting!" Karen was sarcastic. 'Honestly, Ashn'ttqou ever get sick of
staying in all the time? | mean, I'm sure Franklddix you up with a blind
date--'

'No, thanks!" Ashley turned so quickly that shelguail the blankets out of
the side of the bed, and mumbled irritably as sighed them in again. 'l
don't need Frank Coulter to get dates for me. larfgatly capable of
choosing my own boy-friends.’

Karen pulled on her pyjamas. 'So why don't you reawe"

'l do have friends,' protested Ashley. ¢

'‘But you don't go out with them—at least, not alangway.'

Ashley sighed again. 'Look, you live your life alfiblive mine.’

'l just want you to have a little fun, that's aKaren climbed into bed.
Propping herself on one elbow, she studied hericoastically. "You
should, you know. You're very attractive.'

‘Thank you." Ashley wished she would hurry up amd put the light.

'Don't you want to get married?’

'Oh, Karen, honestly!" Ashley had to smile. 'l devant to get married for
years yet! I'm not eighteen even. | intend to waitil I'm—oh, | don't
know—perhaps thirty, before | tie myself down wathome and children--'
"You're forgetting the most important part.’

'What's that?' Ashley frowned.

‘A husband, of course. Or were you planning to hehviédren and bring
them up yourself?'



'Don't talk rubbish!" Ashley wrinkled her nose. Y&now what | mean.
Besides, | may never get married.'

'‘No. That's true." Karen flopped back and foldeddrens behind her head.
'‘But | want to. I've never been particularly intesl in a career.’

Ashley nodded. 'And do you think this—associatiathwrank is serious?'
Karen shrugged. 'l don't know. Sometimes | think @od then he does
something or says something and—well, | wondere' &lew the covers up
to her chin, tipping her head on one side to Iddieacousin. 'Mum said that
Mark brought Jake Seton home with him this evening.

Ashley was glad of the rose-shaded lamp to hidecbleauring. 'Yes, that's
right, he did.’

Karen rolled on to her side, facing her. "Whatybd think of him?'
'Who? Jake Seton?'

'Who else?' Karen's tone was dry.

'l—er—he seemed very nice--'

‘Nice!" Karen gasped. 'Love, a man like Jake Setarid never be described
as—nicel!'

'Why? Isn't he?'

Karen gave an exasperated snort. ‘Ashley! If youamtmds he
charming—intelligent, friendly, even, then—yesuppose in those terms,
he is—nice. But that wasn't what | meant. Didnli ylwink he was attractive?
Oh, I know he's a lot older than you, but even'so..

Ashley hunched her shoulders under the bedcowées, 1 suppose he is,’
she admitted reluctantly. A slight smile touched hgs. 'Why don't you
marry him if you find him so devastating?'



Karen grimaced. '‘Chance would be a fine thing! K¥eayyou don't suppose
I'd be bothering with someone like Frank if | sesty thought | stood any
chance with Jake Seton, do you?'

"You can't love Frank, then," declared Ashley farlte. 'Or you wouldn't be
interested in anyone else.’

'Yes, but the Setons are something else," exclaifaedn defensively. 'l
mean, they really are different. It's only thateJakd Mark have known one
another since they were at school together, aneli3adways so friendly to
Mum and Dad that makes him seem approachable sam@&lhe rest of the
family aren't like him. Oh, they're friendly enoyghsuppose, but in a
different way—a less personal way, if you know whatean. They're sort
of— oh, you know—aloof—lords of the manor—that softthing. They
know everyone, of course. They speak to everyong.yBu're always
conscious of the gulf between them and us—it'scaakbarrier somehow.'

Ashley was intrigued now in spite of her tiredneéssd you say—Jake
Seton went to the same school as Mark?"

'Only for a short time," answered Karen, rubbing hese thoughtfully.
‘Jake's a couple of years older than Mark, but ideattend the County
Infants for three years before going on to premetHh don't know how they
became friends, but they did—and it's stuck—whiakissa lot for Jake,
actually. 1 don't think his family approve. So & they're concerned, this is
one of the local pubs, and if Jake comes hereghéeit down to the alcohol
on the premises, not the company.'

'‘And—and Jake is a son of Mark's employer, is tiggut?"

'‘Notason, lovetheson! IK has two sisters, but no brothers. Sir Ja8eton

is his father. | suppose Jake will inherit theetithe day. His name is James,
really, but he's always been called Jake to avondusion.'

'l see.' Ashley digested this. 'I'm surprised hetsmarried.’

'He will be soon.' Karen's mouth turned down at ¢cbeners. 'The social
occasion of the year is planned for the last waekune.'



Ashley frowned. 'What do you mean? He's gettingriead?’
‘Naturally." Karen expelled her breath noisily.

Ashley suddenly found the conversation rather lgpri®h, well,' she said
shortly, 'you'll just have to make do with Franlgnit you?'

Karen watched her cousin roll herself in the covard prepare herself for
sleep. 'l suppose so," she agreed slowly. 'Donitwant to know who he's
going to marry?'

'Not particularly." Ashley was abrupt. 'Oh, Karér,goodness' sake, put out
the light. I'm tired. | want to go to sleep.'

During the next couple of weeks, Ashley thoughtyvidtle about Jake
Seton. The weather was unusually cold for earlyddavith heavy falls of
snow blocking the roads, disrupting bus and trairvises. The moorland
farmers who gathered in the Golden Lion on markgsdalked incessantly
of the shortages of animal foodstuffs and theditfies of lambing in these
conditions. Ashley herself seemed to spend her tiuneying from home to
school and then home again, and felt no desir@toug in the evenings as
Karen did.

One afternoon, when a watery sun was fighting adp$attle with the
freezing temperatures, she was walking home frdma@awith a girl-friend
when a sleek, dark green sports car slid to abdeside them. They were
scarcely a hundred yards from the school and sttAishley thought it was
someone who wanted directions. But then the neamsiddow was rolled
down and she found herself looking into Jake Set@ace.

'Hello, Ashley," he said, almost as if he had elgubto see her. 'Can | give
you a lift?'

Susan Knight, the girl who had been walking withr, hdrew back
awkwardly, obviously recognising Jake, and Ashiely émbarrassed.



'l—we don't have far to go,' she replied brieflfhank you all the same.’

Jake's lips thinned. 'I'm going that way anywag,shid, thrusting open the
door. 'Get in!

There was such authority in his voice that Ashlmynid herself responding
to it almost automatically, merely giving Susanagologetic smile before
stepping forward and climbing into the luxurioushisde beside him. He
leant across her to close the door with contrdiledness and for an instant
she could smell the heat of his body and a faaugiof Havana tobacco, and
felt the hardness of his arm against the softnlssrdoreasts. Then the force
of unrestrained power beneath the bonnet of thevaarpressing her back in
her seat as the car swept forward.

She had been in quite a number of cars during traparatively short life,
but never one like this. Everything i bout it wasa®th and expensive, and
even without the scrawled identification along sisle she would have
guessed it belonged to some exclusive stable ¢biubuilt sports cars.

Within seconds they had reached the end of Casde Lad turned into the
High Street, and Ashley's fingers tightened onbrefcase as he drew up
outside the Golden Lion.

‘Thank you," she managed, and looked round foddloe handle.

Without a word, Jake leant across her again andgttupen the door, and
with a nervous smile she swung her legs out anodstqn. She turned to
close the door and found him sliding across hertsegimb out at her side,
tall and disturbing in a black leather battle jaakeer black suede trousers.

'Well?' he challenged, looking down at her, and ddtected impatience in
the word. 'That wasn't so bad, was it?'

'No."' She looked down at the toes of her shinylbbaots.
'‘But you didn't want to ride with me, did you?'

‘No.'



'Why not?' He was clearly perplexed.
'l—Susan had to go home alone.’
‘That was Tom Knight's girl, wasn't it?'
‘Yes.'

‘Then, as | recall it, they live along Westbrookraee. She was about to
turn along Westbrook Gardens, which is not your atall.’

Ashley looked up at him. 'How do you know?'
'Her father used to work for us.'
'Oh, | see." Ashley resumed her contemplation otdwes.

'So would you like to tell me the real reason wby gidn't want me to give
you a lift?'

Ashley looked round. The Golden Lion was in a pmeni position in the
High Street and standing here beside the unmisiakabs of the sports car
they were attracting quite a lot of attention frtate afternoon shoppers.

'Oh, please,' she began. 'l—I expect | was sumbtisesee you there, that's
all. Look, I'm freezing standing here. Are—are ymming in?"

‘Are you inviting me?' His eyes probed hers witktalibing intensity.

'Me?' exclaimed Ashley ungrammatically. She movest Bhoulders
helplessly. 'Isn't it Mark you've come to see?’

'So far as | am aware, Mark is at work,' replielleJaasily, his thumbs
tucked into the low belt of his pants.

Ashley was at a loss to know what to do. She was@t to dealing with
men, and particularly not with a man like Jake 8e8he shifted her weight
uncomfortably from one foot to the other, not knegvivhat to say. Then, as



though taking pity on her, or perhaps it was simplgt he was tired of
waiting for her to make a move, Jake suddenly sfeddnis broad shoulders
and with a slight bow of his head walked rounddas and swinging open
the door climbed behind the wheel. There was atstigueal of protest from
the tyres as he drove away, but Ashley scarcelgtergd it. Her heart was
pounding so loudly she couldn't hear anything else.

Her aunt was in the kitchen as usual when sheathtbe hotel, and gave her
niece a surprised look. 'You're home early," sheagxed. 'Is it snowing
again?'

Ashley shook her head, turning away to get heesdtink of water from the
tap. 'No. No—I got a lift actually.’

There was silence for a moment as she swallowédheadjlass of water, but
when she turned back to her aunt she saw she waisigvéor further
explanations.

'It was Mr. Seton. He gave me a lift.’

Mona Sutton raised her eyebrows. 'Jake?'

"That's right." Ashley unbuttoned her duffel cadt.go and get changed--'

'Wait a minute!" Mona bent to take a tray of saesamls out of the oven.
Putting them down on top of the cooker, she adtgdat did he say?’

Ashley shrugged. 'Nothing much.’

Mona sighed. 'He must have said something. Hoviheidome to give you a
lift?"

'l don't know." Ashley fidgeted with the toggletrsings of her coat. 'Susan
and | were just walking along when— when he stopped offered.’

Mona frowned. 'And where is he now?'

'l expect he's gone home.' Ashley turned towaresltior.



Mona clicked her tongue. 'l wonder why he didnihean. It's not like Jake
to be in the vicinity and not call. Oh, well..."&Shegan lifting the sausage
rolls on to a wire tray to cool. 'Perhaps he waa hurry.’

'Perhaps he was," agreed Ashley quickly, and wandfdhe door before her
aunt could say anything else.

But in her room the incident could not be dismissetightly. She knew that
Jake's reasons for not coming into the hotel hadidao with her attitude,
and she couldn't help feeling a little guilty. Aftl, she had absolutely no
reason to behave towards him as she had, and shetkat the rest of the
family would not be at all pleased if they discactthe way she had reacted
to his kindness.

As she changed out of her school clothes into bealuattire of jeans and a
sweater she tried to find excuses for herself. Helenher feel uneasy,
unsure of herself, and the knowledge that evergse regarded him with
what she felt was an unwarranted show of affecitiotated her. He was
only a man when all was said and done, and justusechis name was Seton
it did not make him some kind of god in her eyessiBes, she didn't want to
have to feel grateful to him for anything.

During their meal that evening Mark volunteered itifermation that Jake
had been away for the day. 'There's some talk ad®lutg that land where
the old sawmill used to be," he said. 'l think Jaleat to Leeds to find out
about conditions of tenure, development—that sbithiog.'

Mona looked up with interest. 'Oh, then that's whiee'd been when he
picked Ashley up,’ she decided.

'Picked Ashley up?' Mark was puzzled. 'What are tatking about?'

'He gave your cousin a lift home from school tHtermoon," explained his
father.

Mark looked at Ashley in surprise. 'Did he? Thaswand of him.'



'Yes, wasn't it?' Mona smiled comfortably. '‘Butchén't come in. | expect
he wanted to report back to Sir James.'

'Yes,' Mark nodded. 'Well, Ashley? What did younthof the Ferrari?'

Ashley shrugged, determinedly keeping her eyesomplate. 'Is that what it
was? | didn't notice," she lied.

Mark chuckled, shaking his head. 'It's just as vtellas you and not Karen
he gave a lift to. She'd have been making soméhimg of it by now.’

They all laughed and Ashley forced herself to jbiem. But she wasn't at all
happy about the situation, and she half hoped Waki#d come to the hotel
that evening so that she could assure herselhthbad not taken offence at
her words.

However, Jake did not come to the hotel that exeaimndeed for almost a

week, and each succeeding day that passed madeyAsiore than ever

convinced that she was responsible for his abs&tmewas tempted to ask
Mark whether he had spoken to his employer's sainshe could hardly do

that without attracting attention to herself so bhd to wait in impatience,

hoping for the best.

Then, six days later, she was stretching up tefaatnew bottle of vodka
into its place in the wall fitment behind the bahem a voice she was
programmed not to forget said: 'ls the amount e$Hl you're exhibiting
designed to increase the thirst of your customers?"

Ashley swung round abruptly, hastily pulling dowre tshort green sweater
which had ridden up leaving a smooth expanse ofifhigare. Jake was
seated on one of the tall stools at the bar, aagstoothed her hands down
over her hips nervously, conscious of a disquietieigse of pleasure in just
seeing him there. The bar was quiet at this hotme@gvening and her uncle
had left her in charge for once while he went deavithe cellar to bring up
some crates of beer.

'‘Good evening, Mr. Seton,' she greeted him politely



'Hello, Ashley." He inclined his head. 'How are You

'‘Oh—oh, I'm fine." Ashley's fingers gripped the bary tightly. 'Can | get
you a drink?"

'l thought your uncle didn't permit you to servenlls.’
Ashley flushed. 'He's not here right now--'

'‘No. | had noticed." His tone was dry as he drewaocase of cheroots and
put one between his teeth. ‘Leave it. | can wait David gets back.’

Ashley sighed as he lit the cheroot, pushing hegdis into the hip pockets
of her jeans. The fact that he was right, thatumete did not approve of her
attempting to serve customers, irritated her. 1§ ®anoying always to be
treated as a schoolgirl—even though she still was &ut she would be
eighteen in a month, and some girls were alreadyi@dsat that age.

Jake studied her mutinous expression tolerantlyn'tirown so. I'm not in
any hurry.'

Ashley made no reply, turning away to take a clatid dust the glass
shelves behind the bar. She was tempted to askvhyrhe hadn't been into
the hotel before this, but it was not up to hegiestion his movements.

‘Tell me," he said suddenly, 'do you have to ginéoGrammar every day? |
thought Mark told me you'd already passed your esxam

Ashley straightened, her green eyes mirroring heprsse. 'l don'haveto
go,' she admitted. 'But as I'll be leaving soo8he shrugged awkwardly.

'l see.' Jake looked down to flick ash into thg.tf@o you feel like taking a
day off?’

Ashley stifled a gasp. 'A day off?' she echoedwiy?'

Jake continued to take an immense amount of iritereéise burning end of
his cheroot. 'l thought you might like to come tosale with me on



Thursday," he said quietly. 'lt's at a country leous Swaledale. As |
understand it, they have a particularly good lijprar

Ashley put down the cloth she had been holdingsaactd disbelievingly at
his bent head. "Why—why are you asking me?' sheufot

He looked up then, and she saw his eyes were go¢ylack as she had at
first imagined. '‘Because | thought you'd be inti@$ he replied. 'Are you?'

Ashley moved awkwardly. 'l—well, yes—of course limerested. But--'

'‘But what? I'll ask your uncle if you want me tos la perfectly harmless
invitation. | don't think he'll object.’

Ashley glanced over her shoulder. 'Perhaps not.’
'‘Well? Do you want to come or don't you?"'

Ashley shook her head. 'Who else will be going?'
'Who else?' Jake looked impatient. 'No one elsg?wh

Ashley sighed. 'l don't understand why you shousthtnto take me." She
moved her shoulders helplessly. 'Particularly aftefter...’

‘After what?' Jake's eyes were intent. 'After tlag wou spoke to me the last
time we—met?'

'Well—yes.'

'l don't hold grudges.' He drew deeply on his cber®o you?"

'l don't know." Ashley was uncomfortable. 'What—ivvél people say?'
'People?’ His lips were drawn in now.

'Yes, people,’ she insisted, spreading her habaisk, | know | don't know
Bewford as well as you do, but | have noticed h@opte talk.'



'‘And how will they find out?’

Ashley's eyes widened. 'My uncle and aunt will kdow

‘All right." His eyes narrowed. 'Don't tell them.'

Ashley felt the first twinges of alarm. 'Are youiseis?'

'If you've got qualms, don't tell them.' Jake sadhbored.

'‘But—nbut I couldn'nottell them.'

‘That's up to you, isn't it?'

'‘Don't you care?'

‘Not particularly.’

Ashley turned away. She felt almost sick with react She had no idea
what his real thoughts on the matter were or whdtlkevanted her to tell

anyone or not. And she simply wasn't the typedddi her aunt and uncle
about something so important. How could she preter# going to school

as usual when in fact she intended going awayheday with Jake Seton?
She drew in a deep breath. He shouldn't have dsedde shouldn't have
placed her in such a position. She hadn't the e to deal with it.

Taking another breath, she turned back to himgsi$ter uncle came into the
bar carrying two crates of light ale.

'Hello there, Jake," he exclaimed warmly, whendve\who was seated at the
bar. 'Long time, no see. Ashley been looking after, has she?'

Jake nodded. 'How are you, David?"
Ashley's uncle pushed the crates of ale beneathahwith his foot. 'I'm all

right, | suppose,' he answered with a grin. 'dllietter when this weather
improves a bit. Still, at least the snow seentsaiee disappeared at last.’



Jake stubbed out his cheroot. 'Yes. Things aréngditack to normal.’

'Have you been away?' Clearly David Sutton hadusdms about querying
Jake's prolonged absence.

'‘As a matter of fact, | have.' Jake rested hisvetbon the bar. 'There were a
couple of functions | had to attend in London, d@abara had some
shopping to do, so we were away three days.'

Barbara! Who was Barbara? Ashley stood slightly behind bacle
wondering whether she could be one of the sistareiiKhad mentioned. Or
was she his fiancee? After their conversation f@wamoments ago, it was
all rather unpalatable somehow. How could he stehand blithely talk
about the things he had been doing when only msnok¢ore he had asked
her to spend a day with him? Or was she of such littlportance that he
could dismiss her in much the same way as he wauatuld?

Her uncle seemed to remember she was still thetdwaned to her. 'You
can get along now, Ashley,' he directed with a enillhanks for keeping an
eye on things while | was away.'

He turned back to add a couple of cubes of ice taas containing a
generous proportion of whisky which he pushed actbe bar to Jake as
Ashley moved towards the door which led into thé &tthe back of the

hotel. Was that all? she thought dully, aware ofistense feeling of

disappointment now that it seemed that all chaiegpending the day with

Jake was slipping out of her grasp. Wasn't he g@atng to mention the

invitation again?

She glanced back once and her eyes met his ovantlod the glass he had
raised to his lips. There was an enigmatic gleatheéngrey depths and she
thought there was silent mockery there too. Shekgumied her step and had
reached the doorway when he called: 'Are you cortorigaybury with me
on Thursday, Ashley?'

She halted, and swung round, her eyes going tariee, who had stopped
what he was doing to raise his eyebrows. 'What®'the asked, frowning.



Jake swallowed another mouthful of his whisky befsaying: 'l've invited
Ashley to come to a sale with me on Thursday—in |8dade. It's the
Fallow House at Raybury.'

Ashley supported herself against the door jambl ten't know whether |
should go, Uncle David,' she murmured unevenly.-iMflat do you think?"

David Sutton was clearly unprepared for such a tipres'Well, 1 don't
know, lass,' he admitted, his gaze flickering déullyt towards Jake. 'You
do have your school work to think of...'

Jake finished his whisky and toyed with the gl&Ssie day more or less
won't make a lot of difference, will it?' he commneh 'Ashley says she's
leaving soon anyway.'

‘That's true.' David looked troubled. 'All the samperhaps you should ask
your aunt, Ashley. She's better equipped than ndedale these things.'

Ashley hesitated, aware of the deepening twisai@'$ mouth. Obviously
he considered the whole affair unnecessary andlishil What was he
asking, after all? Just a few hours of her time—#ordher benefit. She
would love the opportunity to wander round thediyrof some old house.

'l would like to go, Uncle David," she assertedkim@ a decision. '‘And
taking a day from school presents no problems.’

David shook his head. 'Well, | suppose it's for y@say,' he murmured. He
looked at Jake. 'Why do you think this sale witeirest Ashley?’

Jake pushed his glass towards the other man, ihicthat he would like
another. 'She likes books—libraries. As | underdtén there's quite a
comprehensive library for sale.'

David measured more whisky into Jake's glasse'l st picked up the ice
tongs. 'And how far is this place— Raybury?'

'Fifty—maybe sixty miles. It's near Richmond. | stibthink Ashley would
enjoy seeing something of the countryside aroume.he



David handed him his glass again. 'No doubt," meeded dryly. 'Well, lass,
are you going?'

Ashley nodded. 'If you don't mind.'

Her uncle gave her an impatient look before turtiagk to Jake. 'What time
do you expect to leave?"

'l thought about nine-thirty, if that's all rightittv you.' He looked towards
Ashley, and she nodded, bending her head to akeigiercing penetration
of his eyes. 'The sale's not till noon, but we lcark round beforehand.’

Ashley felt an unwilling sense of .excitement. $baldn't help it. It was all
so totally unexpected, and after the way she had berrying about Jake
Seton this week it was doubly tantalising. But #breed herself to calm
down, feeling angry that she should be getting satdd over something
which he obviously regarded with little concernwHs just an auction sale,
when all was said and done, with a lot of mustytimdks to browse through,
and that was why he was taking her.

Leaving the bar, she made her way to the loungeener aunt was sitting
knitting. Both Mark and Karen were out for the eingrand Mona looked up
smilingly when Ashley entered the room.

'‘Come in, love," she greeted her. 'Has your ungishfed in the cellar?’

'Yes.' Ashley subsided into the armchair oppodits.cosy in here, isn't it?'

'Hmm." Her aunt bent to take another ball of waoht her knitting bag.
"You can put the television on if you'd like to.’

'No, thanks." Ashley crossed her legs, swingingfonerestlessly.
Mona looked at her. 'You seem distracted. Is somgthrong?’
Ashley coloured. 'No, nothing." She reached for agazine and flicked

through its pages without interest. Then, taking Il by the horns, she
said: 'Would you mind if | took a day off school ®hursday?’



Mona's busy fingers stilled. 'Why? What do you wando?'
'l—I've been invited out for the day,' said Ashtayefully.
Mona looked surprised. 'Invited out? Who by?'
'‘Actually—Jake Seton.'

There, it was out. Ashley closed the magazine ahaigh her hands curled
tightly on top of it.

'With Jake?' Mona was clearly perplexed. 'When—isathow have you
spoken to him?'

She didn't appear angry at the news and Ashleyegadhconfidence. 'He
was in the bar just now. There—there's a sale ofiesold house at
Raybury--'
'‘Raybury?"

'Yes. And as there's a library, he thought | migdhinterested in going with
him.'
Mona began to knit again. 'Really? And what did gay?’

'‘Well, at first | wasn't sure—but then, after Ifgb&en to Uncle David, | said
yes.' Ashley looked anxious. 'Do you mind?'

Mona shook her head helplessly. "Why should | mi6¢i2 looked up again.
'l suppose it was kind of him to ask you. Did youratt is—you didn't
insinuate--'

Ashley's colour deepened again. 'l knew nothingiahaintil he mentioned
it,' she denied fiercely. 'Oh—oh, | wish I'd negaid I'd go now!

'Why?' Mona put her knitting aside. 'Don't be sillyn sure you'll have a
lovely day. Is Miss St. John Forrest going, too?"



'Miss St. John Forrest?' Ashley was at a loss. "s\that?’

‘Jake's fiancee—Barbara. Barbara St. John Fokesten't you heard her
name mentioned?’

'l don't think so." Ashley shook her head, buttesdid so she remembered a
few minutes ago, in the bar, when Jake had merditreg name and she had
wondered whether it might be his sister.

'‘But you did know he was engaged?' Mona was adtdign't you?'
'Yes. Karen told me.'

Mona seemed satisfied with this news. '‘Good. Welly'll have to speak to
Miss Kincaid tomorrow and tell her you won't bedn Thursday, won't

you?'
'l suppose so.'

Ashley sounded less than enthusiastic and hemgawether a little impatient
pat on her hand. 'Stop looking so depressed! Jdkieak after you. And at

least you can be sure of one thing—he wouldn't lzesked you to go with
him without mentioning it to Barbara first. Justgoed enjoy yourself.'

Ashley opened the magazine again and tried to citrate on a feature
about making the most of your hair, but her mindnitaon it. She was
thinking of something her aunt had said—that Jakealdn't ask her to go
out with him without first discussing it with highcee.

This information should have pleased her—it shdwalde reassured her that
his invitation was considered and deliberate, astchrspontaneous impulse
which might be regretted later. But instead, sHe riav and indignant,
reluctant to be the unwilling recipient of his matising generosity.



CHAPTER THREE

THEY had been climbing steadily for several miles, whén Jake suddenly
pulled the car off the road into a parking area)l&g saw that they were at
the head of a steep bank which wound down intovdikey. Spread out
below them was a carpet of colours—trees and fiedattered farms and
close-knit villages, all dwarfed from this altitud® faint mist still lingered
to shroud the distant hills, but the sun was gagirstiength by the minute
and had already melted the rime frost from the bealgs.

The engine of the car was suddenly silent and ratten look at her
companion, Ashley looked about her. Even at thmaratively early hour
there were motorists about, and several had pdrkesl to buy hot drinks
from a mobile caravan that stood a few yards away.

'‘Well?' said Jake unexpectedly. 'Have you nothingaty for yourself? You
haven't opened your mouth since we left Bewford!'

Ashley was forced to glance round then, and sheechdwer shoulders
indifferently, looking down at her hands claspedhén lap. 'I'm sorry. | just
had nothing to say.’'

'l see.' Jake's mouth had a sceptical curve. 'Doyant some coffee?’

Ashley looked towards the mobile caravan. 'lf yoiké some, I'll have
some--'

'Will you?' Jake sounded annoyed, and thrustingndpe door he climbed
out, slamming the door behind him so heavily thahl&y's head sang with
the sound.

She watched him walk across to the caravan, talllean in close-fitting
navy pants and a cream sweater. His hair lookdttpkarly dark in the pale
sunlight, and although it was bitterly cold sti# seemed unaffected by it.
He returned a few minutes later with two plastipcand she leant across
his seat to thrust open the door from the insid¢hab he could climb in
again.



He handed her one of the steaming cups of coffdeshea sipped the liquid
gratefully. It was very comfortable in the warm,dapking out on the sunlit
day, able to enjoy the scenery without sufferisgess pleasant aspects.

Jake finished his coffee quite quickly, and puttimg cup down lit a cheroot,
exhaling the aromatic flavour of tobacco into tlre &he silence between
them seemed infinitely more pronounced now that Wehicle was
stationary, and Ashley began to experience a fgelimervous tension. She
had never really been alone with a man before saeccouldn't help feeling
apprehensive.

At last he half turned in his seat to look at laerd said: 'Why did you come
with me? It's pretty obvious you're not enjoyingisgelf.'

Ashley looked down at her half empty cup of coffe¢hy do you say that?'
she parried.

Jake uttered an expletive. 'You know damn well whmight as well be
alone!’

Ashley felt terrible. 'I'm sorry.'

Jake shook his head impatiently. '‘Are you?' He pedpash from his cheroot
into the tray provided. 'What | can't understand-ghy did you agree to
come? No one forced you. | just thought you mighowit. As it is, | doubt
whether either of us is going to do so.’

Ashley shifted unhappily in her seat. 'l—did wamtbme.' she insisted.
'Did being the operative word, | suppose.'

'Yes—no—oh, no! That's not what | meant to saye &oked at him
helplessly, her green eyes slanted and appedlingt think that—perhaps

you shouldn't have asked me!

Jake's eyes narrowed. 'Why not?'



'Well, | suppose because—because you're—well—wha 9e," she
murmured lamely.

"You mean because I'm so much older than you ardsegause I'm engaged
to be married—or because my father employs yousioGU

Ashley coloured. 'A combination of all three, | poge.’

'l see.' Jake took a long draw on his cheroot aed pressed it out with
savage movements.

"You—understand, don't you?' Her voice was uneven.

'What's to understand? It all comes down to theestlmimg, doesn't it? You
wish you hadn't come because you're bored--'

‘That's not true!" Ashley's eyes were stormy now.

Jake made an impatient gesture. 'Then tell me mlyaige, my fiancee and
my money has to do with us going to see a librdty miles away?'

Ashley felt angry. He was deliberately misunderditag her. He must know
what she meant. 'Because | don't like being pateahi she got out at last,
trembling at her own temerity.

'Patronised?' Jake glared at her. 'Who's patranign?’

You are!" Ashley's nails bit into her palms. 'Waadea was it to take me to
Raybury? Yours—or your fiancee's?'

'My God!" Jake lay back in his seat in disbelifhat the hell are you talking
about? You know whose idea it was—mine! It was eored in the bar of
the Golden Lion.'

Ashley took a deep breath. 'But why? Why me? Why Karen, for
instance?'



Jake hunched his shoulders. 'I've told you. Becatiseught you'd find it
interesting. | didn't realise there was going taheanquest into my motives
or I'd have had something prepared.’

Ashley stared unseeingly through the windscreeseél’
'Does that satisfy you?"

She shrugged. Did it? Was she satisfied now thekesbw that Jake had not
discussed his intentions with his fiancee befokengsher out with him? She
ought to be. And why did she need that reassuramp&ay? She was trying
to read more into his invitation than he had ewdended. And why?
Because she was childish enough to want him thieeas an equal and not
as a schoolgirl.

Jf.ke swung round in his seat. 'l think we'd begietr on,' he said shortly,
‘unless you'd rather go back!

Ashley bit her lips. 'Of course | don't want to back," she exclaimed,
stretching out a hand impulsively towards him. Hsearm was hard
beneath her fingers, the muscles taut, the helaisdfesh tangible through
the soft wool, 'took, | know you'll probably thitikn stupid, but—well, Aunt
Mona said that no doubt you had discussed the ofleaviting me with
your—your fiancee, and |—I didn't--'

She shook her head. 'Well, | didn't like the ideaang— discussed!

"You mean | have Mona to thank for this?' he quksiarcastically, resting
his elbows on the steering wheel.

Ashley's fingers probed his arm almost involunyarilAre you—very
angry?'

He looked down meaningfully at her hand and shdilpasithdrew it,
linking her fingers together in her lap again. 'het angry—just irritated.'
He sighed. 'l should perhaps point out that | do mave to clear my
movements with Barbara. If | choose to invite youatcompany me to a
sale—anywhere—that's my decision, and no one glse's



Ashley bent her head, her hair falling like a gilleirtain about her cheeks.
'If you say so.'

'‘Damn you, | do say so!" He turned the ignitionhagontrolled violence.
‘Shall we go?'

Ashley nodded, and the sleek sports saloon swungdrim a circle to merge
into the stream of traffic.

They drove down Sutton Bank and followed the wigdimad to Thirsk,

entering the small market town just after ten-thiAshley looked about her
with interest. In spite of the fact that she ankkJaere still saying little to
one another, the atmosphere between them hadisagrily changed, and
she no longer felt like an unwelcome encumbrance.

A few miles beyond Thirsk they joined the main k«unad north and for a
while Jake had to concentrate on his driving. Haratled the powerful car
expertly and without seeming effort, and Ashley wastent to relax inside
her seat belt and enjoy the ride.

They left the motorway just before Scotch Cornakirtg the Richmond
road for a short distance before turning off foyRary. Traffic was sparse
on these country roads, although they did passoort@o vehicles which
Ashley thought might conceivably be on their wayte sale.

It was nearing eleven-thirty when they ran throtigg village of Raybury,

and Ashley was enchanted by the tall houses flgntkia village green, and
the ducks on the pond. Daffodils were bloominglutahes, and in spite of
the cold the trees showed definite signs of nesv lif

'What a pretty place!' she exclaimed, and Jakecghmdulgently at her.

'You think so?"

'Hmm. Don't you?'



'Oh, yes, | like it," he nodded. 'l used to comeehee lot at one time. The
father of one of my friends at university was thikkage doctor here. That
was his house—there, can you see?’

He pointed to a tall white-painted building witletimetal plate still on the
tall gatepost, and Ashley leant forward to see dner brushing his.

'Oh, yes,' she smiled. 'Isn't he here any longer?'

Jake shook his head, as she sank back in her'Beats father retired to
Spain about five years ago, | believe, and Ben éiihnsmarried and lives in
Scotland. He's a doctor, too.’

'‘And didn't you want a career?' asked Ashley impalg, and then pressed a
hand to her mouth as though to stifle the words.

Jake slowed to pass some children on bicycledefiends what you mean
by a career,' he replied, without rancour. 'l ded gy degree, if that's any
saving grace.’

Ashley looked apologetic. 'I'm sorry. It's nonenof business.’
Jake's lips twisted. 'No, it's not, is it?"
'Do you mind?' Her eyes were challenging.

For a moment his gaze held hers and then he wesd@o look back at the
road. 'No," he said quietly, 'l don't mind.’

It wasn't what he said, but the way he said itt thade something inside
Ashley stretch and expand and send prickles of ewesms out to the

extremities of her body. He had such an attractiee, she told herself,

trying to analyse her enjoyment of his company. $imeplest thing was

made to sound as though it was for her ears adometo imagine him saying
more intimate things caused a surge of heat toterolser palms and dry her
throat. Oh, God, she thought suddenly, I'm enjoyimg too much. It was

only a casual outing, after all, with a definite'pose in mind, and she was
imbuing it with attributes of a much more persaonature.



Fallow House stood behind a high brick wall atehd of the village. It was
not a particularly attractive dwelling, made of grstone, with several
unsightly chimneys and a welter of outhouses tackeid the main building
with an absence of design or balance. There wereraecars already
parked when Jake brought the Ferrari to a smoolthomathe gravelled
forecourt, and almost before he had opened his daoan came hurrying
down the steps of the house towards him.

The newcomer was of medium height, which meant Jake was much
taller, and had a decided paunch beneath his welbunge suit. He looked
about fifty, Ashley decided, and his wispy brownrhaad been combed
across the bald patch that was obviously the béresdife. But he was
certainly delighted to see Jake and shook handshirih warmly.

Pushing open her door, Ashley climbed out, shigeer a sudden gust of
wind probed the buttoned fastening of the red ldosise was wearing.
Flared cream slacks were warm against her legsshadent to pull her
suede coat from the back of the car. The coat \ads green, edged with
cream fur along the collar, cuffs and hem, anddadrm hood which she
drew up over her ears.

Jake saw that she had got out, too, and excusingghii from the other man
for a moment, pulled his own sheepskin jacket fiiben Ferrari. Then he
locked the car and said: 'Shall we go inside? \ida&i just as easily there.’

The smaller man nodded, his gaze flickering spé¢iels over the slim girl
at Jake's side. Ashley wondered whether he knewaBarand was perhaps
conjecturing on her relationship with Jake.

There were quite a lot of people in the draughty dfahe house, standing
about in groups talking, and Jake spoke to a nurabérem. Ashley got

quite accustomed to being mentally appraised imatelyi after Jake had
been greeted, but she couldn't help feeling slghbthbarrassed by the
closeness of their scrutiny. However, Jake seewotatlyt indifferent to their

interest in his companion, and apart from introdgcher to Walter

Beswick, the man who had joined them on their atyithe made no
concessions to their curiosity.



Wandering round the house at Jake's side, listenihgs conversation with

the other man, Ashley gathered that there wererakevaluable pieces here
among a rather motley assortment of old furnitlireere was, for instance, a
seventeenth-century walnut cabinet, with lots olbrdrawers decorated
with floral marquetry; an Adam table carved witlms heads that Ashley
found quite fascinating; and a magnificent fourtpoed in the master
bedroom, which according to the catalogue dated b@adhe eighteenth

century.

It was at least eight feet wide and perhaps sesenif length, and fitted
with a modern mattress Ashley thought it would bpesbly comfortable.

Jake, who had been examining an oak chest whiclstaasgling against the
wall in the same room, turned to find her strokiing scrollwork on one of
the bedposts with a rather faraway look in her eyéater Beswick was on
his hands and knees beside the oak chest, tryifigd@ny deterioration in

the wood, and for a moment they were virtually alon

'What are you thinking?' Jake asked, in her eal she started in surprise.
'Oh—it's you!'" she exclaimed, aware that her heaas thumping
unnecessarily loudly. 'l was just thinking—what @per bed this would
make. Don't you think so?' She bent and pressegdliing flock mattress
that presently covered the solid base. 'With amtemattress, of course.’

Jake folded his arms and studied the bed thoughtfthmm. A bit
cumbersome, don't you think? And much too big fog person.'

Ashley made a deprecating gesture. 'l wasn't mganifor myself.'

'No?' Jake raised his dark eyebrows. 'For me, tivenfthink my fiancee
would like something like this in our bedroom?"

Ashley bent her head, her enthusiasm for the pfadeng. 'l was just
speaking metaphorically,’ she said.

'Metaphorically?' murmured Jake, in admiration.viNihat's a very good
word. What does it mean?"



Ashley opened her mouth to tell him and then closadain at the mocking
glintin his eyes. Turning away, she said deteraliyniéWhere is the library?
I'd like to see it.'

There was silence for a moment and she waited iypdéashim to reply.
But when he did," it was something entirely diffetr€lf you'd like the bed,
I'll buy it for you.'

Ashley swung round then, her eyes wide and alari@d.no! No, thank
you." Apart from the practicalities involved, sheuld just imagine the
gossip if it ever emerged that Jake Seton had hdugtha bed. Then she
faltered, tipping her head on one side, tryingetdrhis expression. Was she
taking seriously again something that could onlyabfke? 'You're not
serious, are you?'

Jake's arms fell to his sides. 'Why not?'

Ashley shifted uneasily from one foot to the othérell, because—where
would | put a bed like that?' She tried to laugid &ailed abysmally.

"You'll be getting married one day. I've no doutrhe arrangement could be
made to store the bed until then--'

'‘No!" Ashley looked down at her hands, up at hird #men down at her
hands again. 'Thank you, but no.’

To her relief Walter Beswick came to join them therarking something
down in his catalogue. He was nodding in a satsfiay and Jake said:
'What do you think?'

'Oh, | think so—very definitely," remarked Waltgratting Jake on the
shoulders. 'Shall we go downstairs?’

The library was quite extensive, with a comprehanscollection of
classical literature as well as many modern novatsong the rarer
volumes was a first folio of Shakespeare's playd,aaGerman Bible which
Jake told Ashley was a common constituent amonds lootlections. The
most valued item was an illuminated manuscriptstliating one of the



books of the New Testament, and this was kept &mentthe others and no
one was allowed to handle it.

But Ashley was quite content to browse throughrdst of the books, and
she was glad she was able to do so when a growplleictors finally
annexed Jake and took him away to see some pantinigh were stacked
indiscriminately at the bottom of the staircase.

She glanced at her watch. There was a decidedigvinéeling now in the
region of her stomach, and she was not surprisdtover it was half past
twelve. Jake had said the sale was due to stadaat, but obviously he had
been mistaken. She sighed. Perhaps she shouldbleee her aunt to make
them some sandwiches. It seemed apparent thatvitreynot going to have
time for any lunch.

The sale eventually began at one o'clock, stawitigthe smaller items and
gradually progressing to the larger ones. A roomt been cleared at the
back of the house and chairs were provided foregheso wanted to sit
down. Ashley found herself with Walter Beswick, fraldozen other men
separating her from Jake, and she sat rather ddjgan one of the hard
wooden chairs wishing she had the effrontery tchpher way through to
Jake's side. But he seemed absorbed, and she ofeltyaqung and

inexperienced to act any differently.

All the small moveable items for auction were broumto the room, but
Walter took the time to explain that the buyersenexpected to examine the
larger items before the sale and bid for them fitbiln numbers in their
catalogues.

There were quite a number of paintings, mosdy aistand landscapes,
which even Ashley could see were practically wagkl But there was a
picture by Gauguin which appealed to her very mwsig she was not
surprised to ' discover that Jake was interestat] ino. The bidding was

brisk, but she was disappointed when Jake droppécmd another man

bought it for what seemed like a reasonable sura.v@8shed she had been
near enough to commiserate with Jake, but whenstextaught a glimpse
of him he didn't appear too concerned.



The library came next, and as expected the illutathananuscript caused
quite a stir. But afterwards, apart from one or guditions which were sold
separately, the majority of the books were boughé loealer from Leeds.
Ashley felt quite sad at the thought that they werde taken from their
shelves where they had no doubt rested togetheyefars and years to be
sold independently over the counter in some seamitibookshop.

The afternoon drew on. Ashley was feeling terribyngry. She had only
had a slice of toast and a cup of tea before Igatiat morning, and apart
from the cup of coffee they had bought at the tbfwiton- Bank, nothing
since. She should have made sure she had a goakfdstbefore leaving,
but she had been too excited to eat much then.

As far as she could see, Jake hadn't bought a soirfigr, and she wondered
whether they were staying until the end. It wasadly three o'clock, and the
windows were misty now, evidence of the chill aitside. There was still

all the furniture to start on, and her spirits savllen she considered how
long that might take. Surely none of these peopteiad any lunch. Didn't

they need nourishment?

She uncrossed her legs and crossed them againg tryi stimulate her
circulation. It wasn't cold in the room, but it wviswarm either, and the
continual sustainment of one position was aptiftesther limbs.

‘Are you ready to go?'
She, had been unaware that Jake had left his axtgnees and come to
stand by her chair. She looked up at him uncommathgly. 'l thought you

wanted to bid for the furniture,’ she whisperedsunprise.

'‘Walter knows what I'm interested in,' replied Jakdow tones. 'Don't you,
Walter?'

Walter Beswick got to his feet. 'Of course. Are yeaving now?'
Jake nodded, flicking back his cuff and examinimgwatch. 'It's half past

three. | don't want to be too late back.' He gldmoeaningfully in Ashley's
direction.



Walter nodded understanding”, but Ashley got toféetrrather indignantly.
"You don't have to leave on my account,’ she dedlar

Jake half smiled, his lean face disturbingly ativac 'Don't I? That's good
to know.'

He patted Walter's shoulder, and conveyed silesttuntions, and Walter
moved his head slowly up and down. 'I'll ring yombrrow, Jake,' he said.
'‘About ten?'

'Fine." Jake indicated that Ashley should precente till be seeing you.'

Walter smiled, his well-rounded face beaming. "Ymill. G'bye. G'bye,
Ashley.’

'‘Goodbye, Mr. Beswick." Ashley tried to appear &pobmposed, but didn't
quite make it. She felt worse now than she had ddrie start of their
journey, and she was convinced that she was drggdigike away from the
sale at a time when he would have been most inéetes

Outside, the cold air stung her cheeks, and shieduacross to the Ferrari,
holding her coat collar closely about her throakeJunlocked the car doors
and she quickly got inside, not even pausing te tdkher coat as he did and
throw it carelessly into the back. She sat hunaled her seat, her knees
together, her whole attitude emanating disapproval.

Jake closed his door and looked sideways at hean Tie sighed. 'Now
what's wrong? You're a very transparent creatus@ey. You don't make
any attempt to hide your feelings, do you?"

Ashley tugged distractedly at the fingers of hezdmigloves. 'You know
perfectly well what's wrong," she exclaimed. 'Yeubanly left because of
me. You said so.'

Jake shook his head. 'lI've left, as you put itabsee I've had enough. |
wanted to leave. Do you mind? I'd have thoughtd/be' dying of hunger by
now. Did you think | was going to starve you?'



Ashley made an involuntary gesture. '‘But you havembught anything!'

'Haven't I?' His eyes narrowed. 'I'm not dissasivith the way things have
gone, so why should you be?'

'‘Because if | wasn't here, you would stay!

'‘Ashley, if you weren't here, | shouldn't have cgmbe stated
disconcertingly, and left her to ponder on thatastarted the car and drove
smoothly out of the stone gateway.

The light was fading when Jake eventually pullefdtioé road into the car
park of a large, well-lit building, which lookedther like a country house.
He had driven fast down the motorway and she hadrbéo think that he
was hoping to reach Bewford in time for an evenmmgal. The pangs of
hunger had been stilled by the motion of the aad,she had her thoughts to
occupy her.

The engine was switched off and Jake said: 'CorhBromungry. They do a
damn good steak here.'

Ashley hesitated. 'But ought we to stop?' she gquesd. 'l thought you were
in a hurry to get home."

Jake sighed, somewhat impatiently. 'You know, youthe most
argumentative female | know," he said, reachinghiercoat. 'Why should
you imagine | was in a hurry to get home? Did | say’

'‘No," she admitted. 'But you drove fast down theanavay.'

'l always drive; fast on motorways—and besides hitlmgry. Aren't you?'

Ashley pressed her lips together, giving him a eatBheepish smile.
'Ravenous!

Jake shook his head, and thrust open his dooreatiding he was not about
to comment, she did likewise.



Frost was already glinting on the ground in plabes fortunately it was dry
and there was little danger of the roads beconuynglihey walked across to
the lighted entrance of the building, and as thalked, Jake explained:

‘This used to be a manor house, about twenty wegrsThe chap who owns
it went to school with my father. Unfortunatelystiamily ran into financial
difficulties and money was pretty tight, and thatswvhen Paul—that's this
fellow's name—nhad this brilliant idea of turningetplace into a sort of
country club. They owned the land adjoining it,rexw they provide golf
and tennis, and swimming in the season.’

Ashley was intrigued, but when he had finished kpeg she ventured: 'But
won't this man—this friend of your father's—thinkodd? | mean—you
coming here with someone other than your fiancee?"

They had reached the entrance and Jake took hexradrpushed her rather
roughly ahead of him into the building. Ashley veasprised, but when she
looked round she saw his face was grim. Howeveditie't say anything
right then, but took off his coat and handed it#receptionist standing in a
cubicle by the door. Ashley hesitated and thentslog took off her coat and
did likewise.

‘The cloakrooms are through there," he remarketicating an alcove to
their right. 'Shall | wait?'

Ashley was about to say that she didn't need taheseloakroom when a
feeling that perhaps her nose was shining witrctie occurred to her. "All
right,’ she agreed, in a small voice, and walkedyawith as much elegance
as she could muster.

At this hour of the evening, the cloakroom was dese It was very
attractive and luxurious, with pink and gold fitnierand lots of long
mirrors. Ashley regarded her reflection without agment, critically
examining her cream slacks for creases which ougfhtio be there. The red
blouse looked reasonably crisp, but she wishedhslkdechosen to wear a
pendant of some sort. She seldom wore jewelleysae thought her throat
looked a little bare for dining out.



Her nose, thankfully, was not shining, but she sime®d some cleansing
tissues over her skin and applied a light foundatiter lipstick was almost
the same colour as her hair when it glinted indhdicial lights, and her

long lashes required no further darkening. Sheadggcomb through the
tangled thickness of her hair and had to be satisfiith the end result. She
thought she didn't look too bad considering sheliesh out all day.

A hollow little rumble in her stomach reminded lieat she had still had
nothing to eat, and gripping her bag tightly, stfethe cloakroom and went
in search of Jake. He was still standing wheréhslodeft him, but he was no
longer alone. Two people were talking with him, mldhe- aged man and
woman, and judging from their appearance, Ashlessgead that they were
probably the owners of the place.

She crossed the soft carpet of the hall almosityiebut when Jake saw her
coming he half turned and said: 'Here's Ashley hdlen, to her alone: 'All
right?’

Ashley nodded, trying to appear cool and sophitatalrhese people were
friends of Jake's family and she didn't want tohieh down by behaving
childishly. 'Thank you, yes,' she answered, lookihthe others. 'l was sure
my nose was shining. You know how it is when ong lb@en out all day.
One feels an absolute hag!

She sensed rather than saw Jake stiffen besidmhact, she was avoiding
looking directly at him, and she was relieved wika woman smiled
understandingly. She was rather an attractive wosian and elegant, with
immaculately styled blue-grey hair," and a youtlyfuinlined face. 'Yes, |
know, my dear," she exclaimed. 'And it's been dd,dwasn't it? | expect
you're simply dying for a drink —something stromglavarming!

Ashley's shaky bubble of confidence exploded. 'Wiadk," she murmured
awkwardly, realising belatedly that they were bowodmagine she was
over eighteen. Her eyes went appealingly to Jakenbw he chose not to
acknowledge it.



'As you've probably guessed, this is Grace and Padman, Ashley,' he
said. Then, to the others: 'l was telling her alyowtr success with this place
on our way here.’

'Hello, Ashley.' Paul Freeman's hand was reasdyriitgh. He was a big

man, as tall as Jake but much broader, with .masa@Hloulders which
would not have looked out of place on a wrestlenear you've been to a
sale at Raybury.'

'Yes.' Ashley strove to appear composed. ‘It wag veeresting—although
| didn't buy anything.’

By general consent they all began to move towdresocktail bar, and as
they walked Ashley found Grace by her side.

'Have you known Jake long?' she asked, and Ashbeydo't be sure
whether the question was loaded or not.

'No, not long," she conceded. 'l haven't lived @amBrd very long. My—my
father died a few months ago, and now | live withuncle and aunt.’

'l see,’ Grace nodded slowly. 'You know Barbaraonfrse.’

'‘Barbara?' Ashley played for time. 'You mean—Jaketscée?' She shook
her head. 'Not personally—no."’

Grace's narrow brows ascended. ‘No?' She glancedl rat Jake talking
quietly to her husband behind them. 'l thought yodi' She folded her
hands. 'She's my niece, you see.’

Ashley was astounded. 'Is she?' she murmuredyaiHtbw nice. I—they're
getting married soon, aren't they?'

'Yes. In June.' Grace looked more relaxed as sbieesfit will be a lovely
wedding. They're such a handsome couple, don'thialk?"



As Ashley had never even seen Barbara, she cocdéiyhadge. But she was
sensible enough not to volunteer that kind of imfation, and merely smiled
as though the question was purely rhetorical.

As they entered the cocktail bar, a waitress agukeaith some query about
the evening's menus, and Grace excused herseld tand attend to it.

Ashley was somewhat relieved at her departure when Paul Freeman
himself went behind the bar to mix their drinkssrdissing the bartender's
services, she was forced to cast an appealingitodéke's direction. Surely
he was going to say something. After all, aparinfranything else, she
wasn't accustomed to alcohol.

But Jake was aloof, his eyes barely registeringonesence as he indicated
that she should take one of the tall stools befidebar. Ashley hesitated

only a moment and then gritting her teeth she getcm the circular leather

seat. If that was the way he wanted to play itntslee wouldn't disappoint

him, she decided defiantly.

A frosted glass of some tawny liquid was set imfrof her, chinking with
ice, and Paul stood before her saying: Try th'atalspeciality of the house.’

Ashley took one final look at Jake before complyibgt he was lighting a
cheroot with lazily controlled movements and showed the slightest
interest in her plight.

With a sinking heart she raised the glass to hes &nd swallowed a

mouthful. Its sharpness caught the back of heatrand she had to cough to
relieve the choking sensation it evoked. Puttingmdhe glass she looked
up into Paul's expectant face.

'Well?' he said. 'What did you think?'

'Oh—oh, it's lovely," she lied, her vocal chordseslded and needing
clearing again. 'What is it?"

'‘Ah, that would be telling," smiled Paul with obugsatisfaction. Then to
Jake: 'What'll it be? Mother's ruin or a drop af tiard stuff?'



Jake seemed to find something in Paul's face ratimersing, and he had
difficulty in articulating. But at last he saidc&ch would be fine. But not a
large-one. I'm driving. | have to limit my alcoholintake—haven't |,
Ashley?' and he gave her a sidelong stare.

Ashley was furious. He was deliberately making @irher. He knew she
wasn't old enough to drink alcohol in hotels andntoy clubs. What was he
expecting her to do? Own up to Paul Freeman? Atthaitshe was a minor?
Her fingers tightened round her glass again. &g wouldn't do it. She
would play him at his own game. After all, she wbbk eighteen in a few
weeks, and the sooner she learnt how to take vaeineéspirits, the better.

She swallowed another mouthful of the liquid in gkss. It was horrible,
but at least this time it didn't make her coughteygsp much. Maybe if she
had a cigarette that would soothe her throatltigigte raw at the moment.

'May | have a cigarette?' she enquired, of neibimer of them. .
Jake's eyes swung in her direction. 'l didn't kiyow smoked.’
'‘But then you don't know everything about me, do¥she countered.

Paul drew a case out of his pocket. 'Have one ao&rhne offered. 'They're
Turkish, I'm afraid, but | like them."

Determinedly stiffening her resolve Ashley took oofethe gold-tipped
cigarettes and put it between her lips. Jake ftidkis lighter and held it out
and she leant towards him, steadying his hand kéthown. His skin was
cool and firm, reassuringly steady in a world tlat she drew on the
cigarette became decidedly unsteady. Her starjlesl iegistered annoyance
in his, but she had little resilience at that motrterchallenge him. Instead
she drew back, gripping the bar with one hand arghing she had not
started this ridiculous charade. Obviously the lad¢@he had consumed on
an empty stomach was responsible for her giddinasd, the Turkish
cigarette made her feel sick.

She slid off the stool abruptly. 'Excuse me!" sh@naged, and ignoring
Jake's: 'Where are you going?' she hurried unsyeadioss the bar, out



through the arched entrance, and over the seemiagiyexpanse of hall
carpet to where the sigmdies’ Cloakroonoffered a blessed haven. Once
inside, in its pink and gold luxury, she soughtashtray and got rid of the
strong Turkish cigarette before resting her forehs&aakly against the cool
tiles that provided a splashback for the washbagifisough she still felt
sick, she was empty inside, and as the dizzinebsided only nausea
remained.

What a fool she had made of herself, she thougsermably, and all because
Jake had been angry at her suggestion that thegdepmight find their
relationship strange. What she had half acceptEntde/as impressed more
firmly upon her now—Jake regarded her as he woedgnd the cousin of
any of his friends—with indulgence and kindness fighdly interest. She
was to blame for reading more into his motives tharhad intended, for
trying to behave like a woman of the world. Thaswlze last thing she could
claim. In fact, by behaving as she had, she hadcextl her real age by
several years.

A sudden knocking at the cloakroom door brought hpright and
trembling, hastily taking a look at her reflectioopnscious of being
unprepared to face anyone right now.

'‘Ashley! Ashley, are you in there?'

It was Jake's voice, and Ashley's lips parted. €%;yI'm . here,' she
stammered. 'l—I won't be long."’

'l want you to come out now," stated Jake grinf{y once.’
'I—I can't. I'm—I'm doing my hair--'

'‘Now, Ashley!'

NP

She was completely unprepared for what happenetd ibg door swung
open and he stood in the aperture, glaring at Hex.gaze raked her



tear-filled eyes, her pale cheeks and tremblingtimaihe way her fingers
tugged revealingly at the strap of her bag.

I knew it!'" he exclaimed harshly. 'You're hidimgvay in here like a
frightened mouse! What in God's name were you phgnto do? Run
away?'



CHAPTER FOUR

AsHLEY moved her shoulders in a jerky fashion. 'Of comstg’ she denied.
'l—l—do | have to give you my reasons for using theakroom? | should
have thought they—were private.’

'Rubbish!" His tone was flat. "You dived in hekesla fox down its hole. And
why? To powder your nose? | don't think so.’

Ashley bent her head. 'If you must know, | feltksit
'I'm not surprised.’

'Of course. You wouldn't be, would you?' she derednthen, anger
inspiring a little courage inside her.

'What's that supposed to mean?'
You know!"
'Do 1?' He was deliberately obtuse.

Ashley looked down at her feet again. 'Why didntu ytell—Mr.
Freeman—that | was under eighteen?'

'Why didn't you?'

Ashley shrugged. 'How could 1?'

‘After the way you acted? | agree.’

'What do you mean—after the way | acted?' Ashlayest at him.

'‘Are you going to deny you tried to behave like—widte someone you're
not?'

'l didn't want to embarrass you, that's all,’ sbelared" stiffly. 'Taking out a
schoolgirl"



'If | choose to take out schoolgirls, that's myaaff
'Mrs. Freeman is your fiancee's aunt.’
'l know that.'

Ashley stared at him tremulously and then lookedyawWe—we can't
stand here talking--'

'We appear to be managing quite successfully,'engarked, folding his
arms.

‘That's not what | meant, and you know it," Ashdeghed.

‘Then come out of there," he advised, standingeasdhat she could do so.
Ashley hesitated only a moment and then with unasssys she did as he
asked, and the door swung closed behind her. Faidlynno one appeared
to have noticed what had been going on, or pertiepEreemans had made
sure no one noticed, thought Ashley, with unusyalasm. But right now
she was feeling utterly depressed. .

'‘Now,' he said, taking her upper arm firmly betwé&énfingers, 'l suggest
we go and do what we intended to do when we ariezd.’

Ashley's eyes were startled. 'What's that?"
'Eat!' he stated briefly.
'I—I don't think | could eat anything--'

'Don't be silly." His tone was that of a parentroemng a child. "You only feel
sick because you're empty inside."’

‘That drink | had made me feel sick,' she accusdig.h

‘Are you sure it wasn't the cigarette?' His tone wéd. 'I've never heard of
anyone becoming intoxicated on ginger cordial aydhsvater!



Ashley halted abruptly, almost at the entrancé¢aéstaurant, looking up at
him disbelievingly. 'You mean, that was—that wdstalas?’

Jake's expression was lazily indulgent. 'Now yalndithink I' would allow
Paul to risk his licence by serving alcohol to aonj did you?'

‘Then—you told him how old | was?'
Jake nodded.
'‘But why did you let me go on believing that youlh&?'

Jake's lips twisted. 'l didn't want to spoil yoerformance. And it was quite
a performance, wasn't it?"

'Why, you—you--' Ashley wrenched her arm out ofdrasp. 'What a rotten
thing to do!

'Well, you were the one who was concerned aboutaputation, weren't
you?' he reminded her. 'Would you have had thenkaes think you

were—I don't know— something else, maybe?’

'What sort of something else?"

Jake looked down into her puzzled face. 'Would lyelieve—my mistress?"
Ashley's face flamed. He had put into words sometkwhich hitherto even
she had been loath to contemplate. Perhaps besamseinsidious demon
inside her welcomed the wanton connotation.

She fought to banish such thoughts. 'You can'ebewss?' she protested.

'Why not?' He flexed his back muscles wearily. “Yamsuredly don't look
like any schoolgirl in that gear."'

His gaze shifted away from her and Ashley drew epdareathHow do |
look, then?she wanted to ask, but had not the courage te@vbiétnstead,



Jake seemed to take this as an end to the coneeraad indicated that she
should precede him into the restaurant.

There were one or two other diners even at thily daur, but they were
shown to a table near the long windows. A centapief miniature
daffodils and crocuses was illuminated by a sirtglek red candle, and
combined with the concealed lighting above the miiogl near the ceiling
gave the place a rather intimate air.

A white-coated attendant came to take their order Ashley studied the
huge menu she had been handed without really séefdge started when
Jake spoke to her, but nodded at his suggestisteak and french fries with
a prawn cocktail to begin with.

The meal was delicious, as Ashley had known it wdnd. The prawns were
thick and juicy, and the steak was grilled exaesyshe liked it. Although
she began by being sure she would be able to eat oioit, her naturally
healthy appetite was revived by the dry white wimet* Jake had ordered
and she found herself eating enthusiasticallyreplete until the last morsel
of raspberry gateau had been consumed.

As they ate she asked him rather tentatively abmiuction. It, at least,
was a safe subject, and she was fascinated bybwl&dge of antiques and
their origins.

‘That Gauguin painting,’ she ventured, toying Vi wine glass. 'l thought
you gave up too easily.’

Jake half smiled. 'Really?’

'Yes. Oh, I don't know a lot about painting, of rx®) 55but | thought the.
price it was sold for was very reasonable, didoi?

Jake nodded. 'Very reasonable,’ he agreed.
'So why didn't you buy it, then? | mean, you cdudde gone a little higher,

couldn't you?' She flushed. She was getting outenfdepth again. Jake's
finances were nothing to do with her.



But he didn't seem to mind. 'The painting is mihe,'stated quietly. 'Or at
least it will be by the end of the day.'

'What do you mean?' She was confused, her grees eyde and
unknowingly appealing.

'‘Auctions are not always what they seem, Ashleweddd you heard of
arrangements being made between dealers? Of piawatiions after the
public one?'

Ashley frowned. 'Vaguely.' She paused. 'But is bgal?'

Jake shrugged. 'lt's expedient. Why should we Ity for something
which between ourselves we could sell for a mush &xorbitant price?'

'Yes. But you're not a dealer, are you?'
'‘No. But Walter is.’

'l see." Ashley traced her nail round the rim af glass. 'l must seem very
stupid.’'

Jake made no reply to this, but his eyes wereylamicking as he began
talking about his travels abroad, changing the extilgntirely. He was an
interesting raconteur. She had not realised hovelyide had travelled and
she found herself questioning him about the plaedsad visited, fascinated
by his knowledge of cultures and customs. In neetahall it seemed they
were drinking their coffee at the end of the méake taking his strong and
black with a balloon glass of cognac to accompany i

He glanced at his watch as Ashley refused a secopaf coffee, and said
rather dryly: 'Are you aware that it's after seven?

Ashley looked at her own watch. '‘Goodness! Sa'iBise smiled. 'The time
has flown.'



'l take that as a compliment,' he remarked Yaziking to his feet. '‘But |
really think we must go. Your aunt and uncle wal getting anxious about
you.'

Ashley stood up reluctantly. He was right, of ceursler aunt and uncle
would be getting concerned about her, but there avaswful dejected
feeling in the pit of her stomach when she considéhnat in a little over half
an hour their day would be over.

The Freemans were in the hall as they left, talking group of new arrivals,
but Paul turned when he saw them and said: 'Ergay meal, Ashley?’

Ashley nodded, rather shamefaced. 'Very much.’'

'l hope we didn't upset you too much earlier otdeal Paul gently. ‘It was
only funning.'

She shook her head and went to get her coat wkensn's voice hailed
Jake. 'Jake! Jake Seton! Fancy seeing you hereta/gtgarbara?’

Ashley was conscious of an intense feeling of enalsament as a small dark
girl in a red trouser suit and a fur jacket caugistarm. But Jake seemed
quite at ease. 'Hello, Angela,' he greeted heratysul didn't know you
knew this place.’

'Of course | know it. I've been here with Babs.gAla frowned and looked
all round. 'Where is she? She is with you, isret’h

'No." Jake took his sheepskin coat from the recafdi and proceeded to put
it on. 'Angela, I'd like you to meet Ashley Caldashley, this is a friend of
Barbara's— Angela Thorne.'

'How do you do, Miss Thorne?' Ashley shook hanétisctantly.
'Hello." Angela Thorne regarded her unsmilingly.eifhto Jake: 'l don't

remember Barbara ever mentioning anyone by thaerafshley. It's most
unusual, isn't it?'



'It is rather," Jake smiled. 'Well, don't let usepeyou from your friends.
We're just leaving. Ready, Ashley?'

Ashley nodded, conscious of the other girl's afgmgi stare, but with
another casual word of farewell, Jake was urgingahead of him and they
emerged from the warmth of the hall into the fraganight air.

The Ferrari was cold, but the engine fired instgrathd Jake drove smoothly
out of the car park. He had not taken off his db& time, and Ashley
huddled inside hers wondering whether that lasbenter had really meant
as little to him as he pretended.

When a couple of miles separated them from thetcpohub, he said: 'Why
do you let people upset you? Angela Thorne meattsngpto me.'

'She'll tell your fiancee that she's seen you—wmit'
'So?' Jake sighed. 'Ashley, | fully intend to Bdlrbara myself.'

'Oh, | see.’ Ashley turned her head to stare othietide window. She was
being foolish again. Of course he would tell hamfiee. And why not? It had
been a perfectly innocent expedition.

All too soon it seemed the lights of Bewford wersible below them and
Jake accelerated along Grange Road before tunmiaghe High Street and
bringing the Ferrari to a searing halt outside@wutden Lion.

Ashley reached for the door catch, but before shedcopen it, Jake had
stretched across her and prevented her from dainglis arm was hard
against her yielding body, as it had been oncerbefand Ashley felt a
devastating surge of emotion at his nearness. 8l thvave sworn the
pressure was increased deliberately for a momedtiren he flung himself
back in his seat, a grim expression marring his features. Looking down
at his hands curved about the bottom of the stgevimeel, he said:

‘Thank you for coming. Goodnight.'



Ashley was all weak and breathless. 'G-goodnigsite stammered,
fumbling with the door catch. 'And—and thank yow:Ilhave enjoyed it.'

'‘Good.' He looked up then and although he obviohatyhimself in control
there was something in the depths of his eyes whigbkened Ashley's
movements and sent her hurrying put of the car.

She turned on the pavement and slammed the dodrwdhout another
word the Ferrari surged away, its tail- lights nfitnating the High Street
until it disappeared round a bend in the road. @méy did Ashley move to
enter the hotel, her whole system a churning mbasspoessed emotions.

Her aunt was in the dining room when Ashley entehedouilding, but she
heard the sound of the door closing and came tavkeavas there.

'Oh, Ashley!" she exclaimed, her plump face beamuiy relief. 'l was
getting so worried about you!"

Ashley forced a smile. 'Why? You knew it was a levayy to Raybury.' She
kissed her aunt's cheek. 'But thank you anywaycdong.'

Mona gave her a quick hug. 'l was just clearingtéiide. | left your meal in
the oven and the table set in case you were humigey you got home—oh!
Has Jake gone straight home?'

'Why, yes," Ashley nodded.

‘Thank goodness for that.' Mona led the way inkichen. 'I've had his
mother on the phone twice asking if | knew wherevias.’

'His mother?' Ashley was astonished. '‘But why?'

Mona bent to take a dish out of the oven. 'Welpaapntly they're having
some sort of dinner party this evening and Jakeexpscted to be there.’

'l see." Ashley found it difficult to swallow. 'Scse what did you say?"



'Well, | told her as much as | knew. That you'd @tm Raybury and | didn't
know what time you'd be back. | said | didn't thydu'd be late, though.'
Mona placed the dish of tuna pie on the kitchefetdlb won't take a minute
to heat the sauce. Are you hungry?’

Ashley sighed. 'Not at all, I'm afraid. We—we hadrer on our way back.’

'Dinner!" Her aunt was astonished. '‘But what aklalkie's mother's dinner
party?'

Ashley nodded uncomfortably. 'l know. But | knewtimag about it.'

Mona shook her head. 'Oh, well, it's none of myirlmess." She looked
regretfully at the pie. 'l suppose this might hgafor our lunch tomorrow.’
She grimaced, and then looked back at Ashley. 'Soa—ttid you enjoy
yourself?'

'Very much." Ashley undid the leather fasteningshen coat. ‘It was very
interesting. It was a terribly old building withtéoof ghastly Victorian
furniture. But there were some good pieces—antiguagopose. And there
were lots of people there.' She was forcing heteedh enthusiasm that was
hard to make convincing in her state of mind. Butunately her aunt was
too concerned with Jake's misdemeanours and thefahe tuna pie to ask
too many difficult questions.

The difficulties came later that night when Kareame home, bright-eyed
and eager to know what happened.

'l told Rita Ferris that you had gone to Rayburynwlake Seton and she
didn't believe me!" she declared resentfully. 'Juait until she finds out
from someone else! She'll be green with envy!" drehed confidingly on
the side of Ashley's bed. 'Well? What happened?’

Ashley sighed. 'Nothing much. We went to the s@le.spent—oh, | don't
know—perhaps four hours there, and then we cameh@in—and we had
dinner at some country club on the way.'



'‘Nothing much!" echoed Karen. 'You call that nothmuch! Gosh, even
going out in the Ferrari would satisfy me! You lyatat! What did he say to
you? What did you talk about? Did he make a pagsu?’

'Of course not." Ashley was hot and embarrassed hdsv—he's not like
that.'

‘All men are like that," replied Karen, with wogdtynicism. "They all want
what they can't have.'

'You're not suggesting that Jake Seton wants nee,yau?' demanded
Ashley, propping herself up on her elbows.

Karen gave this some thought. 'l can't make up nmgljrshe confessed.
'Well, | can make it up for you! He knew | was irgsted in books—in
getting a job at the library. He thought I'd likegee a private library—and

that's all!’

Karen looked at her askance. 'Oh, really? And dothimk if he knew a post
office was coming up for sale, he'd take me totsat®'

'Karen, you're just being silly. That's not the saimng at all.’

'‘No, perhaps not." Karen got up from the bed arghbeo take off her
clothes. 'All the same, you have to admit, he dessm to enjoy your
company, doesn't he?'

Ashley flopped back on her pillows. 'I—I don't know

Karen pulled a wry face. 'Of course you do. Whatwondering is—what
will his next excuse be?'

'What do you mean?'

'‘Well, he gave you a lift home from school, didré? And he came into the
bar to see you--'



'He didn't know | was in the bar!" Ashley was intagt. 'He knows I'm not
allowed to serve in the bar!

‘All right." Karen tipped her head on one sidertigps that was accidental.
But who's to say he wouldn't have come round akddagou anyway?'

"You're making mountains out of molehills," saichkey crossly, pulling the
bedcovers up to her chin. 'He's probably bored'stlad.’

'‘Bored?' Karen fastened the buttons of her pyjalegt. 'Why should he be
bored? He has plenty to do.’

Ashley looked reluctantly over the blankets. 'Liideat?’

Karen sniffed. 'Are you really interested? | thoudghe subject was
beginning to bore you.'

Ashley gave an exasperated sigh. 'Don't be so m&amkried. 'What does
he do with his time?’

'He's the chairman of the company, of course.’
'‘Company? What company?' Ashley was confused.

‘'The Seton company, of course." Karen was impati&ou surely didn't
imagine Jake could run a Ferrari on the profitenftbe estate, did you?'

Ashley propped herself up again. 'What sort of ess is he in?"

Karen sank down on to the side of her bed. 'Banlpngperty—that sort of
thing. I've heard Daddy say that the Setons owrt wioBewford, one way
and another.’

'l had no idea.' Ashley lay back on her pillowdravn drawing her dark
brows together. She was remembering her convensatith Jake that
morning when she had made those ridiculous commambsit him not
having a career. What must he have thought of her?



Karen turned back her bedcovers. 'No, well, | denppose he would
mention it," she remarked, climbing between theetshél've heard that he
never wanted to join the company, but his fathsisied. He's the only son,
you see.'

Now Ashley was interested, and Karen was closingelyes. 'Don't go to

sleep,’ she exclaimed, leaning across the spaoeedettheir beds to tug
Karen's covers. 'Just tell me—what did he want® d

Karen opened her eyes and from the mischief glegnmntheir depths,

Ashley guessed that she had closed them delibgrathy do you want to

know?' she asked, with irritating innocence.

Ashley heaved a sigh. 'Does it matter? I'm curithest;s all.'

Karen yawned. 'It's late and I'm tired.'

Ashley's face mirrored her disappointment and besin relented.

'Oh, all right,” she said. 'He went to Cambridgel ayjot a degree in
languages. He wanted to be an interpreter.’

'l see.’

Ashley lay back again. It fitted, of course. Histeirest in other
countries—the amount of travelling he had done—#tisnate knowledge
of development and intellect overseas. But hiseflatiad wanted him to
follow in his footsteps.

Karen turned on her side. 'Ashley," she said quietl

'Yes?' Ashley looked at her.

'l don't quite know how to say this, but—well, eeful, won't you?'

Ashley looked away. 'l don't know what you mean.’



'Yes, you do. Ash, Jake Seton is a lot older tlanare, a lot less vulnerable
than you are, and a whole hell of a lot more exeed than you are.
Don't—get involved with him.’

Ashley tried to appear amused. 'You're taking litnalich too seriously,
Karen. I've told you--'

'l know what you've told me,' said Karen, turningto her back. 'Oh, well,
don't say | didn't warn you!'

She reached for the switch on her bedside lamglredoom was plunged
into darkness. Within minutes, Ashley heard hersaos steady breathing,
but she was far from sleep. Although she was twedbrain simply refused
to stop functioning. The events of the day weredioarply etched upon her
thoughts to allow her to relax.

What had happened when Jake finally arrived home® Itls mother been
really angry? And if so, what had been his rea@iBemembering the way
he had dismissed unfavourable reactions to thaéingushe couldn't help
wondering whether he had deliberately delayed étisrm to frustrate his
parents. But why? For what purpose? And why makeaparty to it?

She rolled on to her stomach and bunched up Hewysil burying her head
in them. She must stop thinking about him. Todag haen a day out of
time. It was hardly likely to be repeated, andsbener she accepted that the
better.



CHAPTER FIVE

DuURING the following week, the weather got considerab@rmwer, and the

scent of spring was in the air. Trees and buslaetedtburgeoning with new
life, and daffodils grew everywhere. There were bbann the fields, free

now from the grip of snow and ice, and Mark sagt ttne of his mares had
foaled. He offered to take Ashley up to see it, &l politely declined,

making some excuse about having a headache, adidieask her again.
She guessed that he had decided she was only meakouges, but she
hoped he didn't suspect why. But the idea of gamgo the hall, of risking

seeing Jake again, was best avoided.

Then, the Mowing weekend, there was a horse shavisiip. Some of the
Setons' horses were taking part, and Mona suggtsiedshley might like
to go with Mark.

Ashley couldn't refuse. The last time she had gmrtewith Mark she had
enjoyed herself so much that to refuse would hawehis feelings terribly.
So she pretended an enthusiasm she didn't reallyaied told herself that
there was absolutely no chance of seeing Jakeldlyat

And, in fact, Jake was not at the show. But instetdeeling relieved,
Ashley only felt disappointment, and inwardly chddeerself for being so
stupid.

Afterwards she drove home with Mark in one of teate station wagons,
towing a horsebox behind them. They drove straighthe stables, and
Ashley stood about' impatiently, her hands thrasb ithe pockets of her
navy duffel coat, waiting for Mark and the stabley$ to finish grooming
the animals. She saw Mark coming towards her whehsbund of horses'
hooves sounded in the lane outside, and a momimntJake Seton and a
woman Ashley did not recognise, but whom she cgukks the identity of,
rode into the stable yard.

Jake looked good on a horse, the tight-fitting bines accentuating the
muscular strength of his legs as he swung himselthe ground. His
companion seemed equally capable, controlling iména with assured
confidence when it protested at the sudden curgaitrof its freedom.



Jake patted his horse's neck, and with a casuatglowards the woman
who had ridden with him, he walked over to whererl®viend Ashley were
standing.

'Hello,' he said, his greeting encompassing bothern. 'Had a good day?’

'Reasonably good,' replied Mark. 'Prince developdonp and had to be
withdrawn from the point-to-point, but the Lass avdnitoba did quite
well.'

Jake frowned, concerned for the moment with hisédWhat do you think
is wrong with Prince? Nothing serious, | hope.’

'Oh, no. Pulled tendons, | think," Mark assured.hifour mother rode him
to hounds last week and | think it happened then.'

'‘Ah!" Jake nodded understanding, and then his ghified to Ashley. 'And
did you enjoy it?'

Ashley's mouth felt stiff. "Yes, thank you," sheswarred politely. Like a
child having just enjoyed an unexpected treat, thloeight frustratedly,
aware of the limitations of jeans and a duffel ceaden compared to the
expensively styled jodhpurs and mohair jacket thiat companion was
wearing. The other woman had left her horse incierge of one of the
stable hands and had approached them while Jakilkiaxg), and when her
hand touched his arm he swung round, his lips itwggtrangely.

"You haven't met Mark's cousin Ashley, have youpBea?'

Barbara St. John Forrest shook her head. She wasditim height, but her
slender build made her appear smaller, and Aslhleyght she had never
seen anyone more attractive. Her hair was shors#ky shaping her head
like a silver cap, while arched brows ascended a@ak eyes and high
cheekbones. Her mouth was red and rather full,gperiher least attractive
feature, but there was sensuality there and aiceviiulness, too.

'Hello, Ashley,’ she said, assessing the youngémgihout enthusiasm. 'l
have heard Jake mention you.'



'How do you do?' The words stuck in Ashley's thrbat she forced herself
to be polite, conscious of Jake's eyes upon her.

Barbara turned to Mark and smiled. Clearly the @jiposex was of more
interest to her. 'Have you had a good day?'

Mark responded with what Ashley considered wasrareaessary show of
deference, and she moved her feet restlessly, mgsthiey had got away
before the others returned.

'We've been across to High Ingram,’ Barbara wasgdyg Mark. 'l expect

you know the Messiters.' She sighed. 'We wereeavio lunch with them,

and after so much fresh air I'm feeling positivelkhausted, aren't you,
darling?' She turned her attention to her fiance.

Jake shrugged, his hands deep in the pockets dirbeshes. 'Perhaps I'm
more used to exercise than you are,' he remarketingdy, and she gave
him a playful punch, entirely for their benefit, idey decided with
unaccustomed bitchiness. But quite honestly, tlyehdal gone sour on her
and she longed to get away from Jake and his feance

She gave Mark a pointed look and he took the M. must be going,' he
said. 'I'm sure Ashley's starving, aren't you, fbve

The endearment was appreciated and Ashley manatgdt @mile. 'l am
rather,' she admitted, although she doubted veghminether she would be
able to eat much after this.

Jake looked down at Barbara, and then said: 'Wa're loose end this
evening. Why don't you and your cousin come outlioner with us, Mark?'

Ashley was horrified, but no more so than Barbaral&n Forrest. It was
evident in the way her brows suddenly drew togetéwed the startled look
she cast in Jake's direction. But he was not Igplahher now, he was
looking at Ashley, and she prayed that she wouldshow exactly how
embarrassed she was.



However, Mark was apparently unaware of the undezots behind that
seemingly innocent invitation, and after a momentssideration said:
‘That sounds rather tempting, Jake. Are you suue ffancee doesn't mind?’

Jake barely glanced at Barbara. 'We'd be delightexli could join us.’
'Well--' Mark looked doubtfully at Ashley, ‘wouldy like to do that?'

Ashley thought there was nothing she would likes lésit found it difficult
to put into words. 'l—I've got nothing to wear egrotested uncomfortably.
'It's very kind of you, but--'

'I'm sure you've got something suitable,” commegdidde, and she sensed
the reproof behind his statement. "We won't begaimywhere formal.’

Mark was keen, Ashley knew that, and realisedeagaw nothing unusual
in the invitation. After all, he and Jake were ifigs, they had been friends
for a number of years, and now that he had somigotade out with him he
was quite eager to enjoy Jake's company.

With a sigh, she acquiesced, aware as she dicht@#nbara was not going
to like it. She had actually said nothing, butakd was conscious of her
silent disapproval, he chose to ignore it.

'Right," said Jake now, stretching with disturbiragiimallike grace. 'l
suggest we pick you up about seven—at the Goldem, laf course.’

'Fine.' Mark nodded, looking at his watch. "Thatiegi us a couple of hours to
make ourselves decent.' He grinned. 'Perhaps he'thble to return the
compliment in a couple of weeks when it's Ashl&ythday, hmm?'

Jake frowned. 'In two weeks?' He shook his heaals'livoe eighteen in two
weeks, Ashley?"

'Yes.' She half turned away, unable to sustaimptbbing penetration of his
stare. 'Oughtn't we to be going, Mark?'



'Of course.' Mark collected his thoughts. 'I'lltjusake sure Simon knows
I'm leaving. He can lock up.’

He walked away, and Ashley felt bereft of all suppBarbara was eyeing
her with what Ashley felt sure was active dislikat she couldn't be blamed
for the situation. If Barbara had any complaintsrake, she should make
them to her fiance.

The silence between the three of them became loaledension, and Jake
broke it by saying: "You'll be leaving school imeh weeks, won't you? Have
you had an interview at the library yet?"

Ashley shook her head. 'Not yet, no. | have an eppent for next
Wednesday, actually.’

Jake listened with interest. He had the knack i&fatiing his whole attention
towards you so that you felt he was completely ive@ with what you were
saying. 'And if you get the job—what then?"

Ashley licked her dry lips. 'Oh—oh, then I'd probastart work the week
after Easter.’

Jake looked determinedly at his fiancee. 'Did yeartthat? Ashley expects
to start work in the County Library after Easterh& your library books
need changing, you can have her do it for you.'

Barbara gave him an impatient look. 'l don't borrivary books," she
declared sharply. 'l don't have time for reading!

‘Then perhaps you should make time,' observed dighg, and as though
sensing that she had annoyed him Barbara was inategdcontrite. It made
Ashley feel rather sick watching her stroking higstvin a deliberately
intimate way, looking up at him seductively. Sheswzordinately relieved
when Mark reappeared and said: 'Okay, everythiogjanised. Shall we
go? See you later, Jake—Barbara!'



Mona and David Sutton were rather pleased that Ja#envited Mark and

Ashley out for the evening. Ashley speculated tretaunt considered this
latest move a confirmation that his apparent istene her was without

ulterior motivation, but Karen clearly had resermas. When Ashley was in
their bedroom, getting ready to go out later, Kasstered the room
unsmilingly and flung herself on her bed.

'Well!" she said challengingly. 'What did | telly®

Ashley turned from applying eye-shadow to her litfghat about?' she
asked, assuming ignorance.

Karen swung into an upright position, her kneesvdrander her chin. "You
know' she stated, staring at her cousin.

Ashley put down the brush she had been using autheel for her lipstick. 'l
don't.' She frowned. 'Do you think this orange oolsuits me? | just got it
the other day...'

'l told you Jake would find another way of seeir@uy declared Karen
abruptly. 'And | was right.'

Ashley sighed. 'You can't be serious. Heavens, iKdris invitation was for
Mark's benefit, not mine. And besides, why wouldiNant to see me when
he has Barbara St. John Forrest? From the loolerof should think she's
more than capable of filling his needs!

Karen smiled then, albeit unwillingly. 'That waswmusually catty thing for
you to say.'

Ashley flushed. 'Well!" She moved her shouldera aonfused gesture. "You
know I'm right. You've seen her, haven't you?'

'Oh, yes, | know Barbara St. John Forrest. Herlfahave lived around here
almost as long as the Setons.’

‘There you are, then--'



"You can't honestly compare yourself to her!" eeéad Karen, hotly. ‘Good
lord, that white hair is so synthetic! And she'd-efat least twenty-five or
Six.'

'‘Ancient,’ agreed Ashley dryly. 'Honestly, Karemulye talking drivel! |
couldn't begin to match her sophistication, andistaavs it!

'Perhaps Jake's a little bored with sophisticatechen,’ commented Karen,
examining a snag in her tights. 'He's known plénty.

'Karen, will you please stop saying things liketth&shley appealed to her.
'It's bad enough having to spend several hoursieir tompany without
having this kind of inquisition beforehand. | domdnt to go, but what can |
do? Pretend to be ill? Say I've got a headache?'

'Oh, no, you'll have to go.' Karen was laconict 't goodness' sake, see it
the way it is! Not the way you'd like it to be.'

Irritably Ashley swept open the wardrobe door. V8wt do you suggest |
wear? Sackcloth and ashes?’

'It would look better on you than on her!" retorkaten, studying her cousin
critically. 'You know now that Mum's cooking is ping some flesh on your
bones, you're getting quite a figure." She sighledish | was taller and

slimmer™ And | bet Barbara Forrest does, too.'

Ashley ignored her and riffled through her clothé#at could she wear?
Trousers figured strongest among her things neketaschool clothes, but
none of them were suitable for dining out reallar&n slid off the bed and
joined her, her head tipped on one side.

'What you want to wear is that blouse with the &lkeves—the green
one—and a long skirt," she said.

'l don't have a long skirt," said Ashley impatigntive never had any use for
one before.’



''ve got one—two, actually, but one which will gath your blouse,
exclaimed Karen, sliding the doors over Ashley'# lo& the unit and
exhibiting her own. 'Let me see— where is it? Gds,\here we are—do you
like it?'

The skirt was made of black velvet, long and shiiwith only a buckled
silver belt to give it any adornment. It was exadtie sort of skirt Ashley
needed, and she looked at her cousin rather ddiybtfu

'‘But, Karen, this looks new. Have you worn it yaif®'

Karen made a face. 'Actually, no. It's not really style. I. like something
with a bit more—well, with a bit more to it. This too plain for me, but
Mum bought it and | didn't like to say | wasn't ke think secretly she's
always wanted a daughter who looked like you, Hutslae got was a
facsimile of herself." She smiled without rancolear it! She'll be
delighted to think you like it.’

'Oh, I couldn't." Ashley shook her head. 'Kareanthyou, but no.'

‘All right." Karen shrugged and thrust the skirtlkhanto the wardrobe. 'lt's
never going to get worn.'

Ashley hesitated. 'Well, if you really mean that--'

'l do." Karen pulled the skirt out again and hanitléal her. ‘Go on—wear it!
Although why | should encourage you to dress upJfke Seton, | can't
imagine.'

Ashley put down the skirt while she slipped her snto the sleeves of the
green blouse. It was a fine silk blouse that htéeiahad once bought her,
and the memory of him caused a frown to mar hewldos a moment. She
wondered what he would have thought of Jake Satwhthen banished the
notion.

The skirt was a little wide at the waistline, butia secured it satisfactorily,
and the broad buckled belt hid the small alteratiiowas the perfect foil for
Ashley's golden colouring and she knew she had rnea@ked more



attractive. After examining her reflection she watrfor Karen to see and the
other girl let out a low wolf whistle.

'Yes, indeed,’ she commented admiringly. ‘Let Barltgy and improve on
that!'

'For the last time, Karen, I'm going out with Marlenrd that's all. Just
because the others are to be there--' She broles sfiie realised Karen was
simply not listening to her, and shaking her headhad back to her
reflection, fingering the strand of corn-gold hiduat fell over one shoulder.
"You don't think | should do something with my halo you? Put it up, or
plait it?'

'Heavens, no!" Karen was adamant. 'You look suypeuw. have such pretty
hair. Don't hide it.'

Ashley shrugged. 'Oh, well, I'm ready. Shall wedgavn?'

Karen nodded. 'l suppose so. It's ironic, isn'that the one night you're
going out, I'm not.'

'Why not?"
'Oh, Frank and | had a row—I don't expect I'll beiag him again.’
'I'm sorry." Ashley gave her a sympathetic look.

'I'm not," said Karen, with characteristic ebuléen'As a matter of fact
there's someone else | rather fancy.'

'Who?' Ashley smiled.

"You wouldn't know him. He owns the electric shaoghe High Street. His
name's Jeffrey Saunders. He came into the Poste(ffiice yesterday and
again this morning, and he talked to me for agesti-ald Mrs. Verity
shifted him." She sighed. 'l think he would havieedlsme for a date if Mrs.
Verity hadn't interrupted us. He's rather shy, gee, and I'm sure he was
leading up to it.’



Ashley chuckled. 'Well, better luck on Monday.'
'l hope so.' Karen turned out the light and the givts went downstairs.

Ashley's aunt and uncle both admired her outfitvds beginning to think
that skirt was never going to get worn,' exclainvzha, as she recognised
it, and Karen sent Ashley a look which satdld you so.

Mark didn't make any comment when the others weeeet although his
expression was admiring, but when she went out timohall to get her
suede coat with the fur trimming he followed her gaid: "You look lovely,
Ashley," in slightly bemused tones.

'Why, thank you, Mark,' she smiled. 'So do you.’

He was looking rather handsome this evening irua tldunge suit, his fair
hair brushed smoothly, and the scent of shavingriand hair cream about
him.

They were standing smiling at one another, whenside door which
opened on to the yard outside shifted slightly dakie put his head round.
When he saw them, his eyes widened and Ashley ttiosbe saw
something flicker in their depths for a moment wimencontemplated the
intimacy of their situation. Then he pushed therdsiler and allowed his
whole body inside, saying: 'Ah, | see you're ready.

Mark nodded. 'Yes. Where's Barbara?'

'She's waiting in the car. She didn't want to ¢ Jake was casual, too
casual, Ashley thought, guessing that Barbara éfaded to enter the small
hotel. 'Shall we go?’

Mona and Karen came to see them off, but David buay in the bar and
could only call a farewell. Outside in the streetpw cream Jaguar nosed
the kerb, with Barbara St. John Forrest ensconoatdartably in the front.
She smiled faintly at the Suttons and gave themawewbut she didn't
trouble to wind down her window and speak to them.



Mark helped Ashley into the back of the limousimel ahen slid in beside
her, smiling at her in the darkness. Ashley sniiladk, but her whole being
throbbed with awareness of Jake in the seat int fodnher, lean and
broodingly attractive in a dark red shirt and cleatdounge suit.

Barbara was forced to say hello, but her greetiag lrief and thereafter it
was left to Jake to include his other guests iir t@nversation. Ashley was
glad that Mark seemed to notice nothing amiss, lamdnd Jake kept a
discussion about the day's events at Hislop gomtg they reached their
destination, a large hotel a few miles outside eivibrd.

It was the kind of place that neither Ashley norrkfaould have chosen to
visit in the normal way, but obviously Barbara liké and was well known
there. The amount of deference shown to both Jallena fiancee made
Ashley feel rather embarrassed and she was glad,slfter shedding their
wraps, they entered an attractive cocktail bar.

Immediately, Barbara was hailed by a group of pegténding near an

artificial cowl-fire in the centre of the floor, drshe took Jake's arm, and
said: 'lt's Barry and Chris! Come along, darlirts ges since we've seen
them.'

‘Later, Barbara,' said Jake quietly, but Barbdigsspursed with annoyance.
‘Jake, please,' she insisted. 'They're our friewascan't ignore them!'

'l have no intention of ignoring them," returnekelamoothly. Then to
Ashley and Mark: "What would you like to drink?'

Ashley's fingers were tightly clasped round heméng purse. It was going
to be even worse than she had expected, she thaugatably. Barbara
hadn't wanted them along, and she was going to rntaka see it for
themselves—if they hadn't done so already.

Mark gave the bar an awkward examination. 'l dentw. What are you
having, Ashley?’

Ashley shrugged. 'Tomato juice, please.’



Jake gave her a piercing stare. 'Tomato juiceguieeed dryly.

‘That's right." Ashley refused to look at him, amth an irritated tightening
of his lips, he turned to Barbara.

"Your usual, Barbara?'
Barbara's lips were thin. 'l suppose so,' she dghertly.

Jake snapped his fingers and a white-coated waieeared at his elbow.
He ordered their drinks, including a Bacardi an#ecor Mark, and then
seemed to force himself to relax as he said:

'Shall we sit down?"

Sitting down necessitated passing the group incmdre of the floor and
Ashley and Mark had to stand politely aside whileytall greeted Barbara
and Jake.

They were all alike, thought Ashley rather wistyulRich young socialites
who had been born to. their unqualified positimtally unaware of any

existence except their own. So many things set thpant—the way they
dressed, the way they all knew one another, the thay spoke. And

Barbara, in her clinging gown of ice-blue crepes¢sr, was very much one
of them, standing in their midst, chattering vivaly about their coming
wedding.

But Jake was soon bored. Ashley could see thd¢aat. He stood to one
side of the group, his hands thrust into his paketnswering in
monosyllables when one and another of them triedréov him into the
conversation. Ashley felt an intense sympathy for, lwhich was stupid in
the circumstances, but a sudden weakness invad&dées when he turned
unexpectedly and looked directly at her. He hacen&oked at her in quite
that way before, and suddenly she sensed that Mdran had suggested
was not so ridiculous after all. She took a deegathr and looked away, and
taking Mark by surprise, said:



'Let's go and sit down, shall we? Er—Jake—JakeBarthara can join us
later. When they've finished talking to their friksy

‘All right." Mark was willing, and signalling to Ba what they intended to do
followed Ashley to a table set in the corner of them, with wide leather
banquettes on either side. "You're right,” he afrekding on to the seat
beside her. 'This is more comfortable.’

Ashley smiled, trying not to look back to where dakas still standing, but
out of the corner of her eye she could see thatdsespeaking to Barbara
and presently they both left the others and can@ndVark and Ashley.

It was fortunate that the two men had the affafrshe estate to discuss,
because Barbara was obviously annoyed at beingrupted and said
practically nothing. She kept looking back over sleoulder and waving at
her friends. Ashley sipped her way through two ttmmjaices, refused a
third and was relieved when Jake suggested that went into the

restaurant for their meal.

To her surprise, there was a group playing in tingehdining room, and a
cleared space at the far end indicated that thex® emtertainment later.
Jake's table was close to the cabaret floor andk Mabbed his hands
together enthusiastically.

'l say, this is nice," he exclaimed, looking rowtdhe busy tables. 'l didn't
even know this place existed.’

Jake took the list from the wine waiter and studis@ontents thoughtfully.
'It hasn't been open very long," he commented dlyséwe'll have some
champagne—you know what | like." This to the aitentvine waiter.

'Yes, sir.' The waiter bowed respectfully and wangy.

Jake lay back in his seat. 'Now, what do you alitta eat?’

The menus were long and written in French, and@shlas glad she had a

knowledge of that subject. There were so many mffecourses to choose
from, many of them delicacies she had hitherto sabd about, that she



found it difficult to choose. Mark seemed to firftettranslation troubling,
and kept leaning towards Ashley, asking her whabua items were.

Barbara engaged the waiter in conversation conogrmer particular likes
and dislikes and finally chose the duckling witamge sauce. It was her way
of showing, Ashley thought, that she at least wasa way intimidated by
her surroundings.

Ashley eventually decided to have lobster and eitident relief Mark said
he would have the same. Jake's expression as lehedaMark's easy
familiarity with his cousin was strangely enigmaaad with a brief shrug of
his shoulders he asked for a steak for himself.

During the meal, the awkward gaps in the convessatprovoked by
Barbara speaking in undertones to her fiance, wevered by the relaxed
music ensuing from the group of musicians on this,dand as people
finished eating they drifted out on to the floord@nce.

Ashley found it all rather stimulating. She had erdlyeen anywhere like this
before. Not even the country club, where Jake h&drt her on their way
back from Raybury, had had facilities for dancifie had never tasted
champagne before either, and although she waspenigitted one glass, it
all added to the illusion of well-being. She cupped chin on her hands and
watched the dancers, totally unaware of the wiséss$ of her expression.

Barbara noticed, though, and gave the youngeragirimpatient stare. 'l
suppose all this-is quite new to you,' she remadaathingly. 'Personally |
can think of places I'd rather be. Bewford is npasicularly exciting place.
Give me London for entertainment every time.'

Ashley turned to look at her. 'l used to live inndon," she said. 'lIt never
struck me as being exceptionally exciting. It'd pig—and impersonal.’

Barbara's grimace was pitying. "You're a little yguo judge, my dear,’ she
retorted, in a bored tone.

'It rather depends what one finds exciting, doett'suggested Jake mildly,
offering Mark one of his cheroots.



Barbara rounded on him then. "You can't find Bedfeuch an exciting
place,’ she declared, '‘or you wouldn't spend schrtioee away from it!

Jake lay back in his chair. 'Places are made upeople-!" he remarked
distinctly, and Ashley saw Barbara's cheeks flame.

Mark seemed to sense that the conversation wagngeog an argument,
and putting down the unlit cheroot he got to hit fend said: ‘Come along,
Ashley. I'm not much of a dancer, but judging by thvay everyone's
moving, there isn't any room for artistry here.'

Ashley looked up at him in surprise. 'Can we dahce?

'Why not?' Mark made their excuses, and drew fer Afm on to the floor.
But when she was in his arms, he added softly:télloyou the truth, |
thought those two were about to come to blows addih't want to be
caught in the crossfire.’

Ashley concentrated on the pale ovals of her agsnst the darker material
of his jacket sleeve. 'l don't think Miss St. Jdhorrest liked having to
abandon her friends,' she offered cautiously.

'Perhaps not.' Mark stood on her toe, and apoldgsence with a rueful
smile. 'But Jake can handle her. He's the onlywam® can.’

'Yes.'

Ashley tried to sound indifferent, but it came difterently, so that Mark
drew back to look down at her in concern. "Youttletting it upset you, are
you, Ash?' he exclaimed, and she shook her headv#s, it's nothing,' he
went on. 'They're always arguing. It's not mearidgdaken seriously. They
think the world of one another really.’

This news should have cheered her, but it didmhelrely served to depress
her. Her earlier excitement seemed to have disipantirely, evaporating
like the bubbles in her glass of champagne.



When they got back to the table, however, it waéirtd that Mark was
apparently correct so far as the others were coedeBarbara was now
confiding something into Jake's ear, and from tag she was leaning close
to him their contretemps might never have happened.

A few minutes later the early floor show was anrmathand Ashley sat in
silence while a male pop singer and a well- knoelevision comedian
displayed their individual talents. They went dowell with the audience,
and even Barbara laughed delightedly at some ahtldeious gossip which
passed for humour. When it was over, dancing beggin and Ashley
looked round dejectedly, heaving a deep sigh. Sekaed someone would
suggest leaving. She felt as if she had had enforgine evening.

She looked across the table at Jake and surpnse&yés upon her, a rather
grim determination in their depths. She looked awayckly, but was
startled into awareness again when his hand desddirchly on her wrist.
'‘Dance with me!" he demanded, in a curiously stdimne.

Barbara was obviously taken aback by her fiancesxpected behaviour,
but she said nothing when Jake released Ashleyss and rose to his feet.
Ashley was trembling. She looked to Mark for guicerbut he was clearly
as shocked as Barbara and could merely shake &isih@ confused way.

Jake was at her side now, looking down at her thitise brooding grey eyes
of his, forcing her to obey his commands. She wias that everyone in the
room must be staring at them, and when he tooktmern a rather cruel grip
and drew her persistently to her feet, there walsimg she could do but go
with him.

The minute dance floor was crowded. Jake turnedpaiédd her into his
arms, her hands against the soft mohair of hislsuithow Ashley had to be
sensible. "What on earth made you do a thing hik&€X she asked forcefully.
"Your—your fiancee is furious!

Jake said nothing for a few moments, drawing hertime anonymity of the
centre of the floor, his hands sliding intimatebwah her back to rest on her
hips. He was holding her deliberately against himaking her
overwhelmingly aware of his disturbing masculinity.



Then he bent his head and rested his foreheadsadpars, and said quietly:
'‘Because | had to. Because if | hadn't got youysath soon, I think I'd have
gone quietly out of my mind. Does that answer yquestion?"



CHAPTER SIX

ASHLEY could not look at him. Her eyes seemed gluedealtrk red gleam
of his shirt beneath the darker material of hikgicShe was half sure he
had not said what she thought he had said, butdidatt stop her from
trembling.

'What's wrong?' he asked, lifting his head. ‘Ara gold?"

Cold?Ashley could have laughed had it not all beenespdrately unfunny.
'‘No,' she managed. 'I'm not cold.'

How could she be cold with the heat of his hardybbdrning against
hers—with the strength of his arms about her—uwlid awareness of his
desire a tangible thing between them!

'I've frightened you," he said flatly. 'I'm sorry.’

Ashley looked at him then and caught her breathmidtier how wrong this
might be she could not allow him to go on thinkthgt.

'‘No,* she said, spreading her fingers against Hisulsler. 'I'm not
frightened. Why—why should | be?'

He looked down at her. "You know why," he repliaall her cheeks flamed.
'We can't talk here, and | want to—talk —to you."'

Common sense reasserted itself. 'l don't thinkslatery good idea. [—I'm
flattered, of course--'

'Flattered! His voice was grim—angry almost. '‘Don't be aydittle girl!

'‘But that's what | am, aren't 1?' she whisperertéily, pressing her hands
against his chest, putting some space between t@eryou wouldn't dare to

say such things to me!" And without another worel sfined and pushed her
way through the throng to the edge of the floortiBytime she reached their
table, she was conscious of him behind her, butde no move to stop her



and she sank down into her seat next to Mark witth@king feeling of
suffocation.

However, Jake did not sit down. Addressing himseffo one in particular,
he said, in what to Ashley's ears sounded boreglstdhthink it's time we
were leaving.' He looked down at Barbara. 'Yes?'

'Oh, indeed," she answered with feeling, gettindp¢o feet and casting a
malicious glance at the younger girl. Then sheddro her fianc£. 'Didn't

you enjoy your dance, darling? | thought you wodlghley was so thrilled

that you asked her, just like | said she would be..

To Ashley's relief, only her uncle was waiting up them and apart from

asking whether they had enjoyed themselves digpraiie too deeply into

the events of the evening. Mark had apparently@edethat the dance she
had had with Jake had been what Barbara had sati#yadance, nothing

more, and what more reasonable explanation coele the, after all?

But when Ashley was lying stiffly between the sisedireathing shallowly
S0 as not to disturb Karen, things did not seemreasonable. There was a
sick feeling of apprehension playing havoc with éotions, and when she
finally lost consciousness some few hours latergiéow was damp with
the frustrated tears she had shed...

During the next few days, she tried to behave ndymawas fortunate that
Karen was more concerned with promoting her owmcas with Jeffrey
Saunders than paying any attention to Ashley'ssetbéppearance, or she
might have become suspicious that everything waasid should be.

On Wednesday, Ashley had her interview at the fibrAlthough she was
still feeling rather raw and sensitive, she wa® dblanswer the questions
put to her intelligently, and her genuine love aloks was sufficient to
convince the governors that she was a suitableicappl for the post.
Afterwards, Air. Holt, the chief librarian, shoolamds with her and said that
he was looking forward to her joining his staff theek after Easter.



She emerged from the building feeling slightly warrthan when she had
gone in, but came to an abrupt standstill whersalethe sleek green sports
saloon parked by the kerb, its engine running.

Taking a deep breath, she turned to walk quicldnglthe pavement, but the
car cruised along beside her and the door wasttbpgen from inside.

'‘Ashley!" Jake's voice was appealing. 'Please—I watalk to you.'

Ashley looked desperately round for someone toceathem, but at this
hour of the afternoon, on a day when most of tlopsiin Bewford closed at
lunchtime, there were few people about.

'‘Ashley!" The car stopped and Jake thrust operddas and climbed out,
looking at her across the bonnet. 'How did therui¢ev go? Did you get the
job?’

Ashley thrust her hands deep into the pockets pshede coat. 'If you're
really interested—yes."

'I'm glad.' He sounded sincere.
'Why?'
'‘Because it means you'll be staying in Bewford.'

Ashley looked away from him. 1 may not like the,|ahe said, scuffing the
toe of her boot.

Jake came round the vehicle. 'Get into the carsdt quietly. '‘Don't make
me beg!

Her cheeks burned. 'And would you?'
'‘Beg? Yes, if necessary.'

'Oh, Jake—go away!"



She began walking again, but this time he caughaime. 'Ashley, | want to
talk to you." His voice was thickening now. 'Whadts wrong with that?
We've talked before.'

Ashley tried to draw away from him, but he was letting her go. 'We're
attracting attention," she protested in a low tdPlkease let me go.'

'l don't give a damn,’ he snapped. 'Ashleyeédto talk to you. Come for a
drive with me.’

'I've been warned about going for drives with sjeamen,’ she retorted.
'l am not a strange man. Goddammit, | took youag-Pury, didn't 1?'
‘That was different. That—was—before--'

'‘Before | made a fool of myself? All right, sayliflon't mind."' His eyes were
hard and cold.

Ashley hesitated. 'Why do you want to talk to me?'
'Get in the car and I'll tell you.'

She sighed. 'Couldn’t we just—walk?"

'‘No.'

Her resistance was ebbing and he sensed it. Wdbtermined hand he
opened the nearside door and urged her insidanglagirmly behind her.
Then he walked round and slid in beside her, sigthie engine and driving
away without speaking.

It was a cold but bright April day. The afternoomsre lengthening, and
although it was nearing four o'clock it was stilhay. Jake took the moor
road, crossing the bridge over the river at theeeafggown, and driving up
the steep bank to where a cattle grid gave acodabg topen spaces beyond.
She wondered where he was taking her when theyedsayfollowing the
winding, uneven track where sheep and goats wecenatant hazard.



Stretches of gorse and stunted bushes bore witoetbee ferocity of the
wind in these exposed places where it was postibtiive for miles and
find no evident signs of human habitation.

Eventually, up ahead, she saw an enormous outcrapok and Jake
brought the Ferrari to a smooth halt in the shaddvts bulk. At close

quarters, Ashley could see that in fact it wasr@mor@ous boulder, but how
or why it should be there she had no idea.

And then she became aware that Jake had half timi&d seat to look at
her, and all other thoughts were driven from herdni

'Well?' he challenged quietly. 'Have you nothingay for yourself?'

Ashley was indignant. 'l understood it was you whented to talk," she
retorted.

'Oh, yea.'

He looked down as he unfastened the buttons ofaitiet of the cream
denim suit he was wearing. Ashley's eyes were dréwrhis hands,
long-fingered brown hands, which she knew couldtep&n without much
effort. Beneath his jacket he was wearing a crallnsisirt, and she thought
how well his clothes fitted him. The fine materdadlthe shirt clung to his
skin in places and she guessed he wore nothingtieneTo her horror, she
found herself wondering whether he had hair orchest, and looked away
in alarm. She had never been interested in theigadyappearance of any
man before, and there was something vaguely wationt even pondering
such thoughts.

He moved then and she felt his thigh against bleesyarmth of his silk-clad
body against her back. Her breathing was becomamgtdcted and the
suffocated feeling she had felt that night in tleeehhad returned in full
force. Why was he doing this? she asked herselpedately. Didn't he
realise that she was aware of him with every fafreer being?

'‘Aren't you warm in that thick coat?' he asked,irsgjaher ear, and she
almost jumped out of her skin.



'What? Oh—oh, no—not very,' she stammered, angth Wwerself for
reacting so violently to him.

'l think you are,' he insisted. 'Take it off.’

Her answer was to draw the collar of her coat clabeut her ears and with
a shrug he moved away from her to rest againstitioe at his side of the
vehicle.

Ashley ventured a look at him, aware that she tegjfetted his removal of
himself. He was "sitting staring moodily down ae thing on the smallest
finger of his right hand, and there was a distuglair of melancholy about
him. Unwillingly, she wanted to do what he had akkand with unsteady
fingers she unfastened her coat and wriggled outt, éifnging it into the
back.

He looked at her then, and the look in his eyesdealks and disruptive. Her
purple woollen skirt had ridden up over her thighd she smoothed it down
nervously, making unnecessary adjustments to tihed edge of her purple
sweater. She was filled with a desire to move closéim, to touch him,
and the knowledge was terrifying.

The raucous cry of a gull wheeling effortlessly otree gorse distracted her,
and she took a deep calming breath. What was tttemwdth her? Was this

what the girls at school whispered about? Was sheetter than they were
—worse perhaps, because apart from other thinge,Wwas engaged to be
married to somebody else.

'Wh-what is this stone?' she jerked out, lookingatithe immense boulder
beside them, trying to ignore the tension betweemt

Jake moved lithely away from the door, one arm @glive back of her seat.
'It's called the Witchstone," he replied. 'lt's ook the last remaining
remnants of the Ice Age. But people are supemsstio these parts, and it's
been endowed with supernatural powers down thesy®&a one can say
with any surety how it got its name.’



'l see.' She fidgeted with the neckline of her gewedt's fascinating, isn't it?
|I—I've read about such things, of course. | remantbee seeing a stone
like it—but smaller —and it was supposed to be deorite—a falling
star--'

His fingers closed round the nape of her neck utiteeweight of her hair.
'‘Be quiet!" he commanded harshly. 'l didn't bringuyup here to talk
about—falling stars— ancient relics! | wanted yolkhow that what | said
the other evening, | meant!

Ashley's lips parted incredulously. She bent hedhso that the veil of her
hair hid her expression. 'Mr. Seton, | think thes lgone too far--'

Hard fingers looped her hair back behind one eat,has hand forced her
face up to his. 'You're wrong!" he stated emphHyicdt hasn't gone far
enough.’

Ashley moved uneasily in his grasp. 'l think yoowsld take me back now,
Mr. Seton.'

'My name is Jake, and you know it!"

She spread a helpless hand. 'Please—Ilook, | dom kow you regard the
girls in—in Bewford. | know your family wouldn't gpove of your

associating—I mean—well, whatever your persondirfge are, I—I'm not
interested." She licked her dry lips. 'I—I can'eap for anyone else, of
course--'

His eyes glittered dangerously. 'Just what thedrellyou trying to say?'

She shook her head. 'You know what I'm trying tg,'sshe exclaimed.
'l—l—maybe in the past the girls you've— you've wme—have jumped at
the chance of going out with you—of being able toasi to their
friends—oh!'

She broke off on a cry of protest as his fingershen nape tightened
painfully. She had never seen anyone look so apgfyre, and a twinge of
fear at the realisation of their isolation prickest.



"You think this is common practice for me, is titadthe demanded savagely.
"You think that | exercise the old rights of thaisg to know the choicest
maiden before anyone else, am | right?"

Ashley was terribly embarrassed. 'l—I didn't sagtth

‘That was what you meant, wasn't it? "Know" beihg bperative word, |
suppose. And are you aware whaiow means, innocent as you are? It
means--'

'l know what it means!" Ashley pressed her palmerder ears. 'Stop it!
Stop saying things like this!'

'Why? Isn't it what you expect me to say?'

'No—yes—oh, | don't know." Her lips trembled. 'Blea—take me home!
|—I don't know what—what you want of me, but—butatéwver it is—it's
no use!" She brushed a hand across her eyes. ffaid al'm
not—experienced where men are concerned.’

'l am aware of that.'" His eyes narrowed. 'I'm nompletely without
sensibilities, you know.'

Ashley drew a shaking breath. 'Then why did yoadpme here?’

'‘Well, not for the sordid little reasons buzzingumd in your head,' he
snapped coldly, withdrawing his arm from behind &ed setding lower in
his seat. 'Old-fashioned as it may seem to yowg hot make a habit of
seducing schoolgirls in cars. In fact, strangelypuwgh, | don't seduce
schoolgirls at all. But when the need for sex isra | prefer the comfort of
a bed--'

'Oh, please!’
'What's wrong? Have | shocked you? | don't see Whw. have one hell of

an opinion of me. I'd like to know what I've done deserve such a
reputation!’



Ashley bent her head. 'Well, there—there's Barbéoa. can't deny that.'
' don't.’

She looked up. 'And doesn't she deserve your /alt

'‘Maybe."'

'Well then--'

'Well what?' He glared at her dispassionately. 1At a human being? Am
| not allowed failings? One failing, at least.’

'What do you mean?'

'What do you think | mean, you frightened child® kalf turned towards
her, his eyes cold and angry. 'Do you want meltyé&? Do you want me
to bare my soul before you? Would that give yobrdl? Is that the sort of
vicarious experience you want?'

Ashley shook her head. 'l don't understand you. '"éouleliberately
confusing me.’

'I'm deliberately destroying myself before you!" Hi¢ out the words, as
though despising himself for speaking them.

Ashley didn't know what to say—what to do. He hiael power to make her
feel the aggressor—to fill her with a sense of cassjon towards him. And
something else— something she dared not acknowledgeto herself.

‘Jake,' she began awkwardly, 'I'm sorry if I'veeaffed you--'

'Offended me?' He gave her a contemptuous statey 8hould you think
you've done that?'

Ashley made a helpless gesture. 'Stop trying termuin the wrong. You are
engaged to Barbara. You can't deny that. So whyauwe-well, being like
this with me?'



'How would you like me to be?' His eyes were shdgebis long lashes.
'Well, like that day we went to Raybury. We—we abtdlk then.'

'‘And we can't now?'

‘No.'

'‘And why do you suppose that is?"

'‘Because—because you've—you've changed things.’

'l've changed things?'

'Well, | haven't.’

'Haven't you?' There was a sensual curve to highmt(ou mean that were
| to withdraw what | said the other evening, yowldogo on being—the
same?’

'I—I don't know. | should remember what had beed.sa
'‘But what of it? If it meant nothing to you, whyirik about it?'

She turned away from him. His reasoning was illagitiow could she
forget what he had said? How could she ignorerttgications behind their
relationship? Andh, God!she didn't want to ignore them!

She felt him move suddenly and a draught of calceaiered the car. She
swung round and found that he had got out, starldwigng across the wild
expanses of shrub and gorse, hands thrust int@pdbkets of his denim

jacket.

She swallowed hard. It was over. All she had tmaw was wait for him to

get back in and he would drive back to Bewford #rad would be the last
she would see of him. She knew it as clearly @h#d been put into words.
And the knowledge sickened her...



How could she let it end like this? Inexperiencaedshe was, surely this
longing for him that she had was more than meresighi/attraction. If she
confided her feelings to anyone they would think sfas mad. After all,
Jake was twelve years older than she was, expedearad mature; using her
as a final experience before the bands of marhagad themselves about
him.

The feeling of suffocation that came with theseutitds sent waves of heat
through her body. She felt as though she was clgokinthe warm
atmosphere of the car. She had to get out. Shéch&de herself of this
awful stifling feeling.

She thrust open her door and got out, scarcelyeawafatake turning to look
at her, a frown marring his lean- attractive f&glee stumbled away from the
car in the opposite direction from where he wasditay, leaving the road to
step through the undergrowth, uncaring that hertdomere getting
scratched in the process. She took great gulpiegths of air, shivering a
little as a chilling sense of despair enveloped her

A blue line on the horizon heralded the deepeniraglews of late afternoon,
and a cool little breeze whistled with eerie mouhméss round the
Witchstone. It would be evening soon. Aunt Mona lddae preparing their
meal, eagerly awaiting news of Ashley's intervidginonly she had gone
straight home—if only she had not come up here—agyeed to Jake's
invitation. The fact that she had not agreed innsany words was
immaterial. He had known she had been unsure seherhad half wanted
to come with him.

Scufflings in the heather a few yards away revetiedthselves as a pair of
grouse, no doubt disturbed by Ashley's progress.riibors were alive with

creatures of all kinds —pheasants and wild fowtebarabbits, foxes; it was
a wildlife sanctuary, disturbed only in the seabgrshooting parties.

She wrapped her arms across herself, knowing tlewweuld have to go
back to the car soon. And yet she put off the mdméiso doing. It was
incredible to think that a little over three montgo she had scarcely heard
of Bewford—Iet alone Jake Seton.



She was so absorbed with her thoughts, so renutetfre world around her
that when another bird came fluttering up out eflieather just ahead of her
she was really startled. She gave a cry and stegp&dardly backwards,
losing her balance as her heel went down a rabhet She felt an agonising
pain as her ankle twisted and collapsed to her kneéh a gasp. The
winter-hard twigs of gorse and thorn hurt her ldgddering her tights and
digging mercilessly into her palms as she triesitee herself. It was the last
straw, but she fought back the tears that camerteyes and was on her feet
again before Jake could reach her. He came stralavgy across the space
between them with obvious reluctance, his suedésbzyanching the brittle
shoots underfoot. He halted just before her, hisseshowing only faint
traces of concern.

‘Are you all right?' he asked curtly, and she naldder head.

'Yes. |—I must have tripped in a rabbit hole or stinng.' She tentatively
tried her weight on her injured foot and drew babkrply as a shatft of fire
seemed to envelop her leg. 'l twisted my ankle.'

Jake considered her appearance critically. "Yol éomess!' he announced,
with some derision, and she caught her breath maditjy.

'So would you if you'd just fallen down a rabbitldénb she declared with
feeling. 'Oh—oh, how gallantYou look a messNot—is your ankle
painful—or can you make it to the car! Nothing Helmr constructive, but
just setting me down in the most cruel way!" Heicedroke on a sob, and
rather than let him see her cry, she turned awdybagan to limp painfully
towards the Ferrari.

Jake followed her, his hands thrust deep into thekegts of his jacket, his
expression brooding. Ashley was feeling quite sigkhe time she reached
the car, and she leant weakly against the bonrishivg she had had the
sense to remain inside instead of venturing adfussnoor. How different
life was from what the novelists would like it te,ishe thought miserably.
In the best traditions of romance, Jake should lsawept her up into his
arms and carried her to the car, comforting hedeey, showing her how
much he needed her. Instead, he had displayed tactlidack of
concern—had even spoken contemptuously to her.



Now he swung open her door with controlled polismnand indicated that
she should get inside. She would have liked to leen able to refuse. To
pull her coat out of the back and tell him she wonmlake her own way
home. But even had her ankle not been throbbinlg avitickening intensity,
she could not have done it. They were miles frowfBed, and the moor at
night was no place for anyone alone.

She straightened, wincing as she did so, and &fittst time he noticed her
pallor and the beads of perspiration on her foréhides eyes dropped down
the length of her body to rest thoughtfully on hekle, and then he said:.'It
really is painful?' in questioning tones.

Ashley clenched her fists. 'Nblo! Whatever gave you that idea?"

He ignored her, and going down on his haunchesigubhands round her
injured ankle. Whether the throbbing heat of thariynpenetrated even the
leather of her boot she could not be certain, Biekpression changed and
he rose abruptly to his feet.

'I'm sorry,' he said, somewhat stiffly. 'l thougyu were playing for
sympathy.'

Her eyes sought his angrily. 'Am | supposed to pictteat as an apology?’
‘That's entirely up to you.' .

She stared at him helplessly, frustratedly awaa¢ she was not reaching
him. He was the same man, and yet he might hawedstanger for all the
effect her remarks had on him.

'Oh, Jake!" she cried despairingly, and as thohghdgonised little appeal
broke through the cold facade he had erected bativesn, she saw the

darkening of emotion in his eyes.

'Get in the car, Ashley!" he commanded, standimdgas allow her to do so,
but she could not let it go.

‘Jake, please! Don't be like this. I—I can't starnd



His fists clenched for a moment. "You can't sta®d he snapped. 'l, of
course, can.'

Her lips parted. ‘Jake, what is it you want of me?’

He stepped closer to her. 'Don't tempt me to shawy sabbit!" he muttered.
'Perhaps it was rough justice—your twisting youklann arabbit hole!"

Ashley gasped. 'How can you be so—so cruel?' stlaiexed, and gripping
tightly at the bonnet she turned away from him.

He moved so that he was directly behind her. Themta of his body
enveloped her, warming her. She could smell thatfaroma of his
after-shaving lotion, and something else—the famtisky scent of his
body, and she succumbed to the desire which had plaguing her all
afternoon, she leant back—against him.

For a moment he was completely still and all shddceel was the strong
beat of his heart against her shoulder. But therh&nds gripped her waist,
sliding possessively round and across her stonparebsing her back against
him with increasing urgency. She felt him tremldehés mouth touched the
smooth curve of her neck, and his voice was thickgewith emotion as he
said: 'Ashley, Ashley— I'm sorry.’

'Don't be," she breathed unsteadily. 'But pleases-kie. Really kiss me...'

He turned her to face him, looking down at her witlubled eyes, but it was
she who was trembling when his mouth finally foineds. 'Relax,’ he urged,
against her lips. 'Open your mouth—don't fight me--

Ashley had never been kissed in passion before.f@ekisses she had
received from the moist lips of boys at school hegelled her, and her
instincts were to keep her lips and teeth clamggdly together. But his
lips coaxed them apart and she forgot all abouthkle, forgot everything
and everybody in a deepening surge of pure physigayment. She was
close against Jake's body, she could feel his msistiaining against hers,
her breasts were crushed against his chest, aridigis were hard against
her legs. His mouth wasn't soft, but firm and colimgdy male, and an



awful wanton weakness possessed her, silencingdmscience. There was
something wholly satisfying about putting her aumsler his jacket, next to
his silk-clad skin, and knowing that she was capalblarousing him like
this.

But at last, with reluctance, Jake propelled henesalistance away from
him, raking his hands through his hair. Now ther@sva definite line of
strain around his mouth, and he adjusted his tte Wvands that were not
quite steady. Then he looked at Ashley, and whieeehsd been half afraid
she would find contempt she found a disturbing éendss, an aching
sweetness that did peculiar things to her nervgsies.

'l think we must get back," he spoke quietly, obeglg trying to behave
normally. 'l can't take you home looking as you A&e'll go to a friend of
mine's and you can tidy yourself before | deliveuyo your aunt, yes?'

Ashley frowned, but Jake was urging her into theata she got inside
obediently, watching him as he walked round toeslial beside her. Her
ankle was not quite so painful as it had been leefand now that common
sense was reasserting itself she had other mofgissiopted tortures to
suffer. The situation had not changed. Just bechedead kissed her, just
because he had shown her that he was not quitsninot of himself where
she was concerned, it did not alter the fact ofelmgagement, the fact that
any association he might have with her could oelypba temporary nature.
Was she prepared to accept that? Was she premaseddpt that because
she felt something for him, something which hitbdrad been unknown to
her, she must always live on the fringes of hig,li€onstantly in the
shadows—the other woman, in fact?

She felt her nails biting into the palms of her ¢mnt was ludicrous. She
was all kinds of a fool. She was allowing her phgkattraction towards him
to blind her to his faults, the way he could sdhgly make love to her
without any apparent thought for his fiancee. Hadb conscience? Didn't
he care that they might be observed together? ®bhateone might
conceivably put two and two together and come uh thie right answer?



Jake was adjusting his clothes to make himself ncorafortable before
starting the car, and she turned to him reluctabtting her lips to stop them
from trembling.

‘Jake--'

'Yes?' He looked at her, his eyes warm and caigssin
'l—l—perhaps you'd better just take me home--'
'Why?"

She bit her lips harder so that a little spurt lmiold showed momentarily
against her white teeth. 'We—we might be seen hegett—it would be
awkward--'

'For whom?' There was coolness in his voice now.
'Oh, for you, of course,’ she cried impatientlyh&vcould it matter to me?’

Jake's expression softened and his arm slid behargd drawing her
resistingly towards him. 'Don't make me show youwatnnfool you are," he
murmured against her hair. 'Right now | might neh&ve as a gentleman
should." He smoothed her flushed cheeks with aipgolinger. 'Don't you
realise | don't give a damn who sees us togethar@nt people to see us
together. | want them to talk about us. Perhaps wigen the news is out, it
won't come as so much of a surprise to them.'

'‘News? What news?' She stared up at him in surprise

‘'The news of my broken engagement, of coursegldener briefly, pushing
her gently but firmly away from him. Then he leéortward and started the
engine, turning the car expertly and driving baaWwards Bewford while
Ashley sat in a stunned silence...



CHAPTER SEVEN

BEFOREthey reached the outskirts of Bewford, Jake tunféthe main road
on to a side turning which ran for some distandevben tall hedges before
coming to a gate markdefivate.Leaving the engine running, he got out and
opened the gate, and then after driving througbedat behind him. Ashley
wondered where he was taking her, who was thisopene regarded as a
friend. But after the statement he had made bééaréng the Witchstone,
she felt unable to voice her anxieties. Instead,sstt stiffly in her seat, sure
this must all be some patrticularly cruel game he playing.

Although she didn't yet know the countryside aroBeavford too well, she
had the feeling that they were now in the SetoatesEhe thought parts of it
looked familiar. After all, she had been there wiflark, and her nerves
tightened in alarm. Surely he didn't intend takireg to the Hall looking like
this!

But to her relief, he turned the car towards ading just visible among a
clump of elms, and as they drew nearer she sawa# avwhite-painted
cottage with a golden Labrador lying lazily on thegeh. However, the dog
came bounding towards them as Jake stopped thanchafter a casual look
in Ashley's direction, he got out and bent to fentle animal.

'Hello, Bess, old girl"" he said, laughing as tleg dried to lick his face.
'‘Where's Joe?"

Ashley hesitated, and then she too got out, winaihigle as her injured foot
encountered the ground. She was overwhelminglyatons of her untidy
appearance, and reached back into the car forda¢r 8he was putting it on
when a man emerged from the cottage and camedbtheam. He was a tall
man, and walked without the aid of a stick, butrhass of grey hair and the
lines on his face belied the fact that he musnli@s seventies. He grinned
welcomingly when he recognised Jake, and hailedhsartily.

'‘Well, well. So you've finally found the time toroe and see me!'



Jake grinned in return. 'lt's only been a coupleveéks, Joe,' he protested
good-naturedly. 'And | have had plenty to do. Yoo | come up here as
often as | can.’

Joe acknowledged this with a wry nod of his head,then looked curiously
at Ashley. She was bending now, stroking the Latmathlking to her
reassuringly.

'Who's this?' he asked, without preamble. The ypth were telling me
about?’

Jake looked across at Ashley and nodded. 'YesjgiAshley. Ashley, I'd
like you to meet Joe Pearson. He's been gamekéapety father for as
long as | can remember.'

Ashley came forward to shake hands with the old,ncanscious of the

penetration of his gaze. For all his age, his @y@® blue and piercing, and
she had the feeling he was assessing her veryutjoiyo But really all that

registered in her mind was the fact that he knevharf—that Jake had
mentioned her to him. What did it mean?

'So you're the young woman who's been causing mystaepless nights,
are you?' he asked disconcertingly, and Ashleynéds

'lI--I don't know about that--' she began awkwardlyd he snorted.

'Don't you? Then perhaps you should.' He glancddks, whose expression
was rather enigmatic, and then nodded towards ottage. 'Well, come
along in. The kettle's on, and no doubt it's bgilits head off by now.' He
glanced down at Ashley's scratched hands and '\&tpt you been doing
with her, boy?’

It was strange hearing Jake being called a boyhéulidn't seem to object.
He took Ashley by the shoulders and pushed herygbatbre him into the
cottage, saying as he did so: 'I'm not respons&he. did it all herself. But
she's twisted her ankle, and maybe some cold wateldn't come amiss.’



Inside the cottage, Ashley looked about her witkrigst. The whitewashed
walls were hung with horse brasses, and there was@mous hearth, with
a black-leaded fire and an oven adjoining it. Theas a kettle singing on
the hob over a roaring log fire, and the flamegpilegup the chimney cast
shadows over the oak settle, and chintz-coveredttuwe.

'Sit you down," said Joe, going to the sink andhimuigp some water from the
one tap it boasted into a bowl. 'Take off her blzat, and let's have a look at
it."

Ashley found herself sitting on the chintz-covesettee, while Jake knelt to
unfasten her boot. 'No—no, really. | can do it¢ photested, and pushed his
hand away, fumbling with the zip herself. Actualtywas much less painful
now, but when she drew off the boot she saw thaag swollen.

Jake shrugged and rose to his feet, and she fouhfficult not to look at
him and go on looking at him. Already her senseseweaping at the
devastating knowledge that he was not teasing HeatHe really did find
her attractive, desirable...

She brought herself up short. Joe was kneelingraiget with a sponge and
a bowl of cold water and was saying: 'Can't yoletal your stockings,
lass? If I'm going to put a compress on that ankiegeds to be next to the
skin.'

'Oh, really, do you think that's necessary?' Sheaged a smile. 'l—it feels
much better than it did.' She glanced round. dbuld just wash my hands
and comb my hair--'

Joe wrinkled his nose at her. 'Now surely you'reguing to tell me you're
afraid to take off your stockings in front of Jalk®e you? You young
people—I thought you were completely without mogeést

‘Not Ashley,' remarked Jake dryly. 'But if I'm mmetway, I'll wait outside.’

Ashley sighed. 'They're not stockings—they're gght



Joe got to his feet. 'Well now, there's a bedropstairs. Do you think you
could make it?'

Ashley nodded vigorously. 'I'm sure | could. Bualhg--'

'‘Come along, then.' Joe was opening a door atdhk of the kitchen and
behind it she saw a flight of crooked stairs legdipward. 'That's the way.
You come down when you're ready. You'll find soroklavater in a jug on
my washstand, and there's a comb too, if you need o

'I-"l have a comb, thank you.' With a flusteredd@d Jake, Ashley made her
way up the stairs, finding a tiny landing at thp foom which opened two
doors. Not knowing which was Joe's bedroom, Ashlgsned the first only
to find a small boxroom, but the second provedadhe one she wanted.

The bedroom was like the living room downstairs. ithashed walls, a
couple of brasses and a hand-woven tapestry afmaus proverb, cotton
rugs on the wooden floor, and an iron double betth \&i fringed cotton
coverlet; plain and simple, but attractive fortakt.

There was a jug and basin on the washstand asatbeaid, and Ashley
washed her hands, wincing at the icy water. Thert@bk off her other boot
and stripped off the laddered tights. She wouldhgme without any
stockings. At least that way she would not drawrdton to her legs.

Thinking about home, she looked at her watch amdtsaher horror it was
after half past five. Good heavens, Aunt Mona wddwvondering where
she was. Her interview had been at three o'clodiatéver would the family
be thinking?

Stuffing the torn tights into her bag, she drew automb and dragged it
painfully through the tangled length of her hair.shiver of excitement
would not be denied when she remembered how Jakburged his face in
her hair, had tangled it round his fingers, holdweg mouth to his...

She pushed the comb away, angry at the way heshesibled as she did
so. She must stop thinking about him all the tithevas not good for her
nervous system, feeling her emotions constantdg\egr pitch.



Downstairs, Jake and Joe were talking quietly togretut they both looked
round when Ashley re-entered the room.

'Did you manage?' asked Joe, getting up from lasteemake room for her
on the settee beside Jake.

'Yes, but as you can see, my ankle's fine.'

‘A little cold bandage will just put that rightyidisted Joe, and Jake reached
out and caught her hand, pulling her down beside hi

'‘Let him do it," he murmured softly. 'He wants His eyes rested sensuously
on her mouth. 'What's the rush? Don't you likeeitet?"

Ashley took a deep breath. 'Of course | do. But—Awmt Mona will be
worried. | should have been home a couple of hages'

Jake's thumb caressed her palm. 'She'll have tosgetto it,' he remarked,
with a certain amount of arrogance. '‘And prettynsogou may have a
different home.'

Ashley dragged her hand away from him as Joe cauk to wind a cold

stretch bandage around the injured ankle. Aftemtitial chill of coldness, it

was rather soothing, and she realised that oncéathéeft Jake, once this
over-stimulated feeling of intoxication he wasifiy her with left her, she
would doubtless be glad of the support.

The tea was already made and brewing in a browomptite hearth and even
Ashley knew they could not leave without having so#ind besides, had it
not been for her concern for Aunt Mona, there wasething infinitely
desirable about sitting there in the firelit roodninking tea, with Jake's
shoulder resting companionably against hers.

But at last Jake said they must go, and they aitweethe door together, the
Labrador, Bess, leaping about them.



"You must come again, lass,’ said Joe, shakingeftshthand warmly. 'l don't
get many visitors here, and I'd be glad to see somes young and
attractive as you.'

Ashley smiled tremulously, glowing inside. 'Tharduy Mr. Pearson--'

‘Joe—please!’

‘All right—Joe." She glanced at Jake. 'I'd likectime again. When—when
we don't have to hurry away.'

‘There you are then, Jake. It's up to you.' Josegahe younger man
familiarly on the shoulder.

'We'll be back,' promised Jake easily, taking Agklaand firmly in his.
'‘And—and thank you," added Ashley. 'For the congpres
'It was nothing, lass,' Joe nodded, grinning. '@bee

The Ferrari moved away slowly, and Ashley waved! dhé trees hid the
cottage from view. Then she sank back in her sghhaaved a deep sigh.

'If wasn't so bad, was it?' queried Jake mockingihg she shook her head,
tempted to snuggle against him. She felt warm ancfarted, like a cat, and
her instincts were to show it.

Putting her hand tentatively on his thigh, she :sdiake —can | ask you
something?’,

'‘Anything you like," he replied, putting his haneeo hers.

She paused, still unsure of herself, and he saidtlgu'Do you want
clarification of what I've said so far?'

'Hmm." She nodded, drawing her legs up under hérnaoving closer to
him.



Jake's fingers tightened on the wheel. 'All righhce | met you, I've thought
of nothing else—no one else.' He sighed. 'Sur&ypéen painfully obvious,
the puerile excuses I've made to see you.'

'Karen said that," exclaimed Ashley involuntardpd Jake shrugged.
'Karen's a very astute girl. And more experientehtyou are, | guess.'
'‘But—but you're engaged to Barbara!

'‘Barbara and | are through—finished.’

'You can't be serious!

'Why not?' His eyes darkened. 'Oh, don't worry,nshblaming you entirely
for that. Nor does it place you in any positiorobfigation--'

'‘Obligation!" She stared at him helplessly. 'OlkgJavhat's that supposed to
mean?'

He stopped the car to open the gate they had dnbdgrand not until it was
closed again and they were driving towards the mead did he say: 'l
realise that you're very young—that you may not &l do. But | don't
believe you're indifferent to me either.'

'Indifferent?' Ashley sank back weakly on to heglee'Oh, Jake!" She shook
her head helplessly.

Jake slowed as he approached the major road. "éoel right in one way. |
have—known—one or two women.' He half closed heseiNo—God! I've
known a lot of women. It's pretty common in theclgs | move in.' He
glanced sideways at her. 'Does that shock you?"

She wriggled round in her seat, folding her handser lap. 'Shock me? |—I
don't know. Should it?'



He sighed. 'Virginity is usually scandalised bymirscuity.' He shrugged. 'l
admit, that was what first attracted me to you—yshwness, your outraged
modesty. | wanted to make love to you from the \mginning. | still do.’
Her face burned. 'l must seem very ignorant.'

'Ignorant? No." He half smiled. 'Innocent, yes." Have her another
devastating look. 'l love you, Ashley. And I've pegaid that to any woman
and meant it.'

Ashley's tongue probed her upper lip. 'But—but limal know you mean it
now?"'

Jake's eyes narrowed. 'You don't. You'll have ke taon trust. But I'll tell
you one thing—damning though it might seem in yeygs—if | didn't love
you, you wouldn't still be the innocent creature ye.'

Her eyes were indignant. 'How can you say that?'

He smiled. 'There's a saying about there being ways

They were crossing the bridge over the river andning along the
embankment before turning into the High Street.yTh®uld be at the
Golden Lion in less than a minute and Ashley wasready for it. She
rubbed her moist palms against the sides of het, skid ran a hasty hand
over her hair.

"You look perfectly satisfactory,’ he remarked idrg voice. 'No one will
know unless you choose to tell them.’

Ashley gave him a frustrated look. 'What am | tbtteem?’
‘That's up to you.'
‘Jake—help me!’

'Do you want me to come in with you?'



'No!" She swallowed hard. 'No, not yet. I—l—oh, Jakeewhm | going to
see you again?'

'When do you want to see me again?'

She closed her eyes for a brief moment. 'l donhtwa leave you," she
confessed huskily, and his hand closed over hez kossessively.

'‘Good. That's how | feel. Good feeling, isn't it?'

'l don't know." She glanced round desperately. @avens, we're there.'
She pressed her fingers tightly over his. 'Did yeally mean it? About
loving me, | mean?’

'Want me to prove it?' His mouth mocked her.

She held his gaze for a long moment and then atldwee heart to expand. 'l
think | should like that," she breathed, and thoysn her door.

Jake was out of the car and, round beside her alpedsre she had chance
to retrieve her coat from the back. He took thergant from her, slinging it

round her shoulders and drawing her towards hirh thié two sides. Then
he bent his head and pressed a lingering kiss ombeth.

She drew back from him almost at once, her eydsdahis way and that in
alarm. 'Jake! Anyone could see us!

'S0?' His expression was indulgent. "You shoukdytthings like that if you
don't expect some kind of a reaction- Now, how alolner this evening?’
He consulted his watch. 'In say—half an hour frawn

Ashley shook her head, and as she did so she saenkand Jeffrey
Saunders coming towards them, only a few yardamlisHer heart plunged.
Had they noticed what had been happening betweka dad herself?
Knowing Karen, it would be unusual if they had not.

'Karen's coming,' she whispered fiercely. 'l exjsbet saw us. What will she
think?'



'Do you care?' Jake tipped his head on one side'll'§ave to know sooner
or later, won't she?"

'Well—yes, | suppose so.'

‘There you are, then.' Jake released her and sietto her cousin, feeling
absurdly embarrassed.

Karen was looking absolutely astounded, and Ashden't need to
speculate any longer over whether she had seen ®Bleenobviously had,
and she stared at her cousin with undisguised ieTp:.

But Jake, with his innate confidence, was far frdisconcerted. 'Hello,
Karen,' he greeted her lazily. 'Saunders. How at2y

'l—er—I'm fine, thank you, Jake. Er—you know Jefin't you?' Karen was
curt.

'Sure,’ Jake nodded amiably. 'How's business?’

Jeffrey Saunders was a shy young man, but he kresisply who Jake was
and he smiled in a polite way and said that evergthwas going very

satisfactorily. Jake said: '‘Good' and for a few raota they all stood looking
at one another. Then Karen, realising that Jake masabout to be
intimidated, excused herself and Jeffrey and |ledwhy into the hotel, but
not before she had cast a rather disapproving Inokshley's direction

which conveyed all too clearly what she thoughtaltbe affair.

When the door had swung closed behind them, Assidfyed her weight
from one foot to the other, and said: 'l must goAant Mona will be
positively furious when Karen tells her I'm justside.’

Jake sighed. 'And dinner?'

'‘Oh—I don't think | can.’

'Why?' There was a trace of impatience in his vame.



"You know why. I—I have to go in. | have to telletih what happened this
afternoon. Aunt Mona will have a meal ready for in@an't disappoint her.'

Jake thrust his hands into his trousers pocketsl Ae?’

Ashley looked up at him tremulously. "You know dather be with you.'
Jake half turned away. 'All right, all right. Tomow, then. Lunch?’

"Il be at school,’ she volunteered quietly.

'Is that necessary?'

'I'm afraid it is. I—I have to tell Miss Kincaid valh happened, too.’

'l see. You still intend to take that job at tHadiry, then.’

Ashley frowned. 'Of course.'

'| see.'

'What else could | do?' She stared at him, her ggeabled.

'What indeed?' He walked to the car. 'I'll be sgegiou.’

She watched him slide behind the wheel and thericpawvercame her
inhibitions and she ran to the window, tapping tourgently. He rolled the
window down and looked at her between the long lblEshes, his
expression hard to discern.

‘Jake?' she murmured tentatively.

'Yes." At any other time his tone would have disaged her, but not now,
not knowing him as she did.

'When—when will | see you?' She spoke quietly.

Jake's lips twisted. 'l don't know. When you'refreguess.’



'Whenl'm free!'

'Well, it's not easy to pin you down, is it?"

'Oh, Jake!" She shook her head. 'That's not true.'

'l do have some commitments of my own,' he added.

Ashley felt a lump in her throat. 'I'm sorry." Stuened away. '‘Goodnight,
then.'

‘Goodnight.’

The Ferrari roared away and feeling positively wkedi of emotion,. Ashley
entered the hotel.

Her aunt was in the kitchen with Karen. 'Well, tigsa fine time to be
coming home--' she began sharply as Ashley canoeighrthe door. Then
she saw the girl's white face. 'Why—Ashley? WhafisVhat's wrong? Are
you ill?'

'I—I think I'm going to be sick," announced Ashfeintly, and reached the
sink only just in time.

Karen helped her upstairs afterwards and sat ohetievatching as Ashley
removed her coat. Then Ashley sat down and begaentove her boots,
flushing as Karen noticed she was not wearing myinyd.

'He didn't rape me, if that's what you're thinkiste declared in a somewhat
unsteady voice. 'l—I twisted my ankle and ladderedtights. So—so we
went to the home of a friend of his, and he pwt Handage on my foot.'
Karen shook her head. 'ls it all right now.'

Ashley nodded. 'Yes. The pain's almost gone.uss a little swollen, that's
all. I can take this off.’

'‘But what were you doing with Jake in the firstqa@'



Ashley tugged a brush through her tangled hai=—Heok me for a drive.
To—to the Witchstone. I'd never been there before.’

'Fancy!" Karen was sarcastic.
"You think I'm a fool, don't you?’

'l don't know what to think. | couldn't believe neyes when | saw him
kissing you outside. He was kissing you, wasn't he?

'Did you tell Aunt Mona?'

‘The details, you mean? Heavens, no. | just saidwere outside talking to
Jake. | had to say something. Jeff was with me.'

'Oh, yes.' Ashley turned from the mirror. 'Wherae®"
‘Jeff? He's with Dad. They get on very well togetioe hadn't you noticed?'

Ashley turned back to her reflection, running hergértips across her
cheekbones. 'Well—thanks, anyway.'

'Don't thank me. | want nothing to do with it. jigst like to know what you
think you're doing getting involved with him.'

Ashley sighed. 'l think—I'm in love with him!

‘Glory!" Karen flopped back on the bed, putting her palmnkdr cheeks.
"You must be crazy!

'Why?' Ashley tried to sound unconcerned.

"You know the answer to that as well as | do." Ikgseopped herself up on
her elbows. 'There's no future in it.'

Ashley bent her head. 'He said—he said he'd brdélkerengagement to
Barbara.'



'What?' Karen sat right up then.

'You heard what | said." Ashley tried to quell tii@ng sense of nervous
tension that played such havoc with her physicatideon.

Karen frowned. 'Well, | haven't heard of it. But yba that's not so
surprising. Wednesday is our quietest day, aftér al

'Do you think it's true?' Ashley's eyes were tregbl
‘Don't you?'
'l don't know. He—he said—he loved me.’

Karen gave an exasperated snort. 'Oh, did he? Vgtlne tell you, that
won't be the first time he's said that to a girl!"

'l know. He told me so himself. But he said he nsaathis time."'
Karen grimaced. 'And you believe him, | suppose.'

'l don't know what to believe.’

'‘Are you going to tell Mum?'

Ashley turned away. 'l don't know—I don't know igdn."'

'When are you seeing him again?'

'l don't know that either.’

'Why not?'

'I—I'm afraid he—he left rather—angrily.'

'Why? Because | saw you two together? I've told yxshley--'



'No!" Ashley spoke fiercely. 'Not for those reasons.t@the opposite, in
fact.'

'‘Opposite?’

'Yes. He—he would have come in with me—he wouldehtald Aunt Mona
himself.'

Karen was clearly impressed now. 'You mean thatwashe was kissing
you in the street? To show he didn't care who saw?'

'Partly, | suppose.'

'Oh, Ashley!" Karen shook her head slowly. 'Whyrdidyou let him do it
then?'

'‘Because—because—oh, | don't know. It seemed sogtoee, somehow. |
haven't had time to take it all in myself yet. l-rdeded time to think.'

‘To think about what? Has he asked you to marry?hidaren was eager
now.

‘Not in so many words, no. But | think he might."
Karen raised her eyes heavenwa@lory!

Ashley twisted her hands together. 'Please—daart staking plans. I—I
haven't made up my mind yet.'

‘About what?'
'If—if he—if he should ask me to marry him. |—I dbknow that I'd say
yes.'

Karen got to her feet. 'For heaven's sake, why?véasaid you think you
love him. What more is there?'



'Karen, our lives are so different—have always bserdifferent. I—the

night we went out with—with Jake and Barbara—Manki & | mean. We

went to this hotel--'

'l know. Mark told us all about it.’

‘Yes, well, did he also tell you about Barbara nmgethose friends of hers
and Jake's? | admit, Jake wasn't enthusiastic @autg them, but Barbara
insisted for a while. Well, | thought then that yheere all alike—rich,

experienced, sophisticated! I'm not like that. h'tlevant to be like that. |
want to be me! | might even want to go on workiftgral was married. I'm
not a socialite—I've no desire to be one. And—aaesides, | doubt very
much whether his family would be too pleased--'

'His family have nothing to do with it. You'd be mang Jake, not his
family." Karen looked stunned. 'l just can't bedietz And | certainly can't
believe that you— well, that you'd turn him down.'

"Wouldn't you?'

'Heavens, no!’

'Even if you didn't love him?"

'‘Ashley, you're forgetting something. Money!

'‘No, I'm not. In fact, that's the whole problenm'tist?"

'l don't believe it!" Karen stared at her in frasion. 'l really don't believe it.
I've never met anyone like you before!

Ashley made an awkward little gesture. 'Don't lig!si

'It's true. | didn't know principles still existeal this hard and materialistic
world of ours!'

"You're mocking me.'



'I'm not. | mean it. You flabbergast me, Ashleyuyeally do. Imagine
having the chance to marry Jake Seton and turhichgwn!'

' haven't been asked yet. And I'm still not suhatl'd do if | was," declared
Ashley unsteadily. 'There are too many things tosater. In some ways
he's—well, he's been spoilt by the amount of attartie's always received.
| think he likes to get his own way. | think he afly does.'

'I'm sure of it,’ said Karen, with feeling. 'Deaenjust think—my little
cousin might be the next Lady Seton!

'Oh, don't!" A shadow crossed Ashley's face anéKaut her arm round the
other girl's shoulders.

‘All right, | won't say any more. But you'll have have 105

some sort of an explanation for Mum. You got awaywt "very nicely just
now—being sick and all. But she's bound to wondeen you disappeared
to for the best part of two hours. She was veryi@drabout you, you know.'

Ashley nodded. 'I'm sorry.’

'Well, who was this friend Jake took you to see@l@ut you say you were
there?'

Ashley's eyes brightened. 'Yes. Yes, of coursevds someone called
Pearson—Joe Pearson--'

'The Setons' gamekeeper.’
‘That's right. Do you know him?"

'Vaguely. | knowof him. It figures that Jake would take you thereutyh.
The old man's been like a father to him, so Maslssa

‘Their relationship did seem very close.’



'Hmm,' Karen nodded. 'So that's your excuse. Anitedwnestly, Mum
being Mum, and thinking so kindly of Jake as shesjasn't likely to suspect
that he's been—well, trying to make her ewe lamb!

'Karen, that sounds horrible!'

'l could have used a more intimate word," commeitacen dryly. 'And
really, it can't have been his conversation thgetigour nervous system to
that extent." She smiled wryly. 'l bet he's pregood, isn't he? We must
exchange confidences some time.’

Ashley managed a faint smile, but she knew thatdakething she would
ever do was to tell someone else of her experienithslake. It was just not
possible to share such intimacies with anyone dtrer Jake himself.

Even so, after the way he had stalked off earhes e€vening, there was
every chance that it might be some time beforessiaehim again, and this
knowledge must not be allowed to tear her apart.



CHAPTEREIGHT

AUNT MONA was surprised but not overly distressed to lelaan Jake had
met Ashley accidentally outside the library and b#dred to take her with
him to visit the old gamekeeper. Ashley couldnétend she liked the
deceit, but were she to attempt to explain whatrbalty happened, her aunt
would be even more shocked than Karen had beeshé&apologised for not
being able to enjoy the meal her aunt had prep@relder and made some
excuse about eating something that didn't agrele nat at Joe Pearson's.
The incident passed over, and she breathed a kighed when Aunt Mona
looked at the clock and said she would have toyrasrshe had promised to
go to a whist drive with a friend of hers.

Ashley went into the lounge. Mark and Karen wemrré¢h and so was Jeff
Saunders. They sat casually round the fire talkipgut the latest group to
hit the pop scene, and during the conversationéystliscovered that Jeff
played the guitar. Mark laughed and said that aremiag Jeff must bring
the instrument round and play for them.

Knowing how shy Jeff was reputed to be, Ashley dedihe would do this,
but she was glad that at last Karen seemed tofbawe herself a boy-friend
who was intelligent as well as attractive. She hathed that Jake had been
more like Jeff—financially at least. But then slggashed the thought. Jake
was Jake—and if she loved him she would have temdbat. Accept his
faults as well as his virtues—his weaknesses akasdiis strength. It was
because he was the man he was that she loved tutale Jeff was good
company, he didn't generate the kind of exciterttgttwas always present
when Jake was around.

She was not aware that Mark was speaking to hergame an apologetic
little smile when he reached across and snappefinigisrs just under her
nose.

'l was asking whether Jake said anything aboutegmown tonight. Karen
says you saw him this afternoon.’

Ashley maintained her composure with an immensertefif self-will.
'Why, no. Were—were you expecting him?



Mark shrugged. 'l thought he might call in," he &tkd. '‘But | expect he has
other commitments. After all, if he was out alohes tafternoon, no doubt
Barbara has insisted on his company this evening.'

Until that moment Ashley had given little thougbtwhat Jake might be
doing that evening, but now it troubled her. Whees he likely to be? With
Barbara? Even if their engagement was broken, e still seeing one
another? She was a friend of the family as welliagx-fiancee. And he had
two sisters who probably liked her very much.

A stab of what she recognised was jealousy, pullesanple, caused a pain
like a knife in her stomach. What if there was soneeelse—someone other
than Barbara? A man like him was bound to havetpleh admirers—
women such as he had spoken about—women who sashame in
enjoying a man's company for its own sake—enjowitiggr, more intimate
pleasures...

Her nails bit into her palms. She was being indgdioolish thinking such
thoughts. She had no hold on Jake Seton, "just &sth no hold on her, and
what he did with his time was his own affair. Blltthe same, the mere idea
of him with another woman was sufficient to show tiet she was not so
much in control of her emotions as she would likkéhink she was.

Mark got to his feet. 'Let's have a drink," he sg83gd, and Ashley said she
would help him get them, glad of the chance to Ipeit own personal
anxieties to the back of her mind. Her uncle washa bar as usual, and
when he saw Ashley he came to the hall door, aitd sa

‘Just the person | want to see. Get me a dozecstomill you, love? | think
they'll see me through the rest of the evening."

Ashley nodded, and went to get the bottles fronstbheeroom at the back of
the hotel. When she came back she entered theshardothe counter, and
was about to bend and put them on the shelf whesah Jake, seated at the
bar, a glass of whisky between his fingers.

Her immediate instincts were to ignore him and psdaom his sight as
quickly as she could. She had changed while sheupstsirs into her usual



attire of sweater and shabby jeans, and her hartied back with a black
ribbon. She felt drab and unsophisticated compiaréds lean elegance and
she stood staring at him, unable to think of amgtio say.

He studied her with his usual intent gaze, bueRkf@ession was unreadable.
However, he inclined his head and said: 'Hello,|&gh

'H-hello!" She was breathless, and she'd donemmthi

Her uncle looked round. 'Oh, there you are, AshRit.them down, girl. Or
have you suddenly been paralysed?'

Ashley flushed. 'No, of course not.' She bent &nalst the bottles on to their
shelf. 'ls—is that all you need?'

'l think so." David was looking at her strangely.something wrong?'
'‘No.'

She shook her head and turned to go, and as sise,didke said: 'Can | see
you for a moment, Ashley?’

She half turned, looking awkwardly towards her ent—I suppose so. Do
you—want to come round?"

David regarded them both frowningly and then witehaug he bent and
unfastened the gate and lifted that section ob#ravhich gave access to the
room beyond. "You'd better come this way,' he contetedryly, and Jake
slid off his stool and walked through.

Ashley led the way into the hall, and then haltedextainly. Jake was
looking particularly disturbing this evening. Heswaearing a velvet suit in
a particularly attractive shade of dark blue, amal front of his white shirt
was a mass of fine lace. She had never seen araarelvet suit before, and
if anyone else had mentioned such a thing she waolddoubt have
considered it rather effeminate. But there was ingtleffeminate about
Jake, and it made her even more conscious of herapwearance.



'Well?' she began nervously. 'What—what do you ®/ant

Jake looked down at her silently for a long minanel then he reached for
her, drawing her determinedly towards him, curvimgy body into his.
‘This--' he groaned thickly, and then his mouth arasers and she ceased to
think of anything else but him.

'l had to come back," he muttered, against her.nkedidn't intend to. Not
tonight. | was going to teach you a lesson by stagiway. But you're under
my skin—I can't keep away from you—'

Ashley felt a sensuous weakness as the soft velvéis jacket rubbed
against her midriff bared where her sweater hateddrom her jeans. The
fine material was like a caress against her skie &uld feel every hard
muscle of his thighs through its yielding texture.

'Oh, Jake, I'm glad you did," she breathed aghisshouth, and then started
as she heard Mark's voice. He was coming out dbtlngge in search of her
and unwillingly she dragged herself away from Jakegothing her sweater
with trembling fingers.

Mark came out of the lounge looking impatient, bistexpression changed
when he saw Jake leaning negligently against thiebwahe bar door.

'Hey, Jake!' he exclaimed, with obvious pleasurkisnvoice. 'Ashley, why
didn't you ask Jake in? Come on, man. We're jugnhbaa drink. You can
join us.'

Jake looked wryly at Ashley and then straightetiedidn't intend inviting
myself in," he remarked. 'Are you sure I'm notudtng?’

'Of course not.' Mark threw open the lounge dd@oming, Ashley?’

Ashley hesitated. She was aware that Jake was wgttler closely and
wondered whether he was angry with her for behagsmgyuiltily when
Mark appeared. But quite honestly, it had beemaaluntary reaction and
now she half wished she had stayed where she widstagveryone find out
how she felt about him.



She nodded her head in answer to Mark's query atidh&r head down
walked ahead of them into the lounge. She hear@éraswiftly indrawn
breath when she saw who was following her, ancegdarself on the small
two-seater couch to one side of the fire whereastteMark had been sitting
earlier. But now it was Jake who came to sharatht ter, close beside her,
smiling at her cousin.

'‘What'll you have, Jake?' Mark had a tray of betad glasses. 'l can offer
you gin, whisky or lager.'

‘A lager will do fine." Jake relaxed against thif stpholstery, one arm

resting lazily along the back of Ashley's seat. fainthis is nice. Not going

out tonight, Karen?'

'No." Karen was brief.

Jake inclined his head. 'l don't blame you. léstet to rain.' He turned his
attention to Jeff. 'By the way, did you get plammhipermission for those
extensions?"

Jeff leaned forward. 'As a matter of fact, no.’

'Why not?'

'l believe there was some talk about a light olasion.'

'‘Behind the shop?' Jake shook his head. 'That @hli@uho problem.’

'l understand it was Mr. Ferris who objected.’

'Who? Graham Ferris?' Jake frowned. 'Is that @fifiCi

Jeff sighed. 'More or less.'

Jake considered the toe of his suede boot. Vi lzaword with my father. |
can see no reason why permission shouldn't beegtant



'l say, will you?' Jeff flushed. 'That's awfully @i of you. I'd be very
grateful.’

Jake shook his head and turned to look at AshAdlyright?' he asked softly,
and she nodded, warmth welling up inside her atdbk in his eyes. He
picked up a strand of her hair and threaded itudfinohis fingers. 'What
would you call this?' he mused, apparently uncatireg Jeff and Karen
were both watching him in astonishment. 'Blonde®i@o

'Does it matter?' Ashley was embarrassed.
'It might. If someone had to do a description afi.yo

'Well, it doesn't come out of a bottle, if that'sat you're wondering,' she
declared quietly.

'l know that.' He smiled into her eyes and theavedid his gaze to linger a
while on her mouth. It was an almost tangible contand when his arm
dropped about her shoulders, drawing her closeing she did not resist.
Her fingers lingered against the fine lace of Higtdront and he looked

down at them and then into her eyes again. It waddiberately sensual
message that passed between them and Ashley kaaviaway from him

before the desire to reach up and pull his headndmwvhers overcame
everything else.

Unfortunately Mark chose that moment to come towalem with their
drinks, and he stopped short when he saw Jake'sasmond Ashley's
shoulders, and her hair gleaming sofdy againsd#r& blue velvet of his
jacket.

Speaking more loudly than Was necessary, he stede 'you are—here are
your drinks. A lager and a tomato juice.'

Jake released Ashley to take their two glassesyaging as he handed her
the thick red liquid. "Tomato juice!" he exclaimedih feeling. 'Don't you
want anything stronger?'



'‘Ashley's only seventeen,' stated Mark, with maygrassion than Ashley
had ever known him display.

'l am aware of that." Jake's tone was mild. He @aokouthful of his lager,
apparently unperturbed by Mark's attitude. 'But'lshe eighteen next
Tuesday.'

'How do you know?" It was Karen who voiced the goeshat trembled on
Ashley's lips.

'My father is—as I'm sure you know—a member of @maincil. He had to
see the applications for the post at the libratgoked at his files."

‘The devil you did!" Mark looked annoyed. He wasiohlsly finding it very
difficult controlling his feelings, and right nowshley sensed he needed
some sort of an explanation.

Jake swallowed half of his lager, and then he tm&ed to sense Mark's
antipathy. Looking up, he said: 'Aren't you goingit down, man? Or have
| taken your seat?"

'‘As a matter of fact you have.' Mark was coldlydmue.

'‘But don't get up--' This as Jake was about to frize the couch. 'After
you've finished your lager, I'd like to have a wevidh you. Outside, if |
may.'

Ashley felt terrible. 'Really, Mark--' she beganj Bake silenced her with a
slight shake of his head.

'Sit down Mark, for goodness' sake." Karen spokegatimently. "What's the
matter with you?'

Mark clenched his fists, making no attempt to dtimk glass of lager he had
poured for himself. 'This is between Jake and maeK. You mind your
own business.’



'l won't." Karen looked angrily at him. "You're niads a fool of yourself. If
you're annoyed because Jake had his arm aroundyAstun't be. Can't you
see—she likes it!"

'What the hell is that supposed to mean?"'

'Karen, please--'

Ashley tried to stop them, but it was Jake who todeais feet, finishing his
lager, and wiping his mouth with the back of hisndha

‘All right, Mark,' he said pleasantly. 'I'm ready.’
‘Jake--'

Ashley's voice was horrified, but he turned and enactalming movement
with his hands before following Mark out of the d@md into the hall.

The door closed behind them and Karen breatheghao$irelief, but Ashley
couldn't sit still. She rose restlessly to her faed walked across the room,
hesitating near the door and then turning backedite again.

'Relax.' Karen sounded resigned now. 'Mark's nalguith his fists, and I'd
back Jake against him any time.'

"You don't think—you don't think--'

'—that they're fighting? No. Oh, I think Mark mighave taken his chances
with another man if he thought you were being fdoleut Jake--' She shook
her head.

‘That's why he was so angry, | suppose. Becautigriies a lot of Jake, and
he'd hate to lose his friendship.’

'So what do you think they're doing?' Ashley prddser fingertips to her
lips.



'l should think Jake is putting him straight, wautd/ou?' Karen frowned. 'l
must admit | had my doubts about him, even aftey@h told me—but
now..."' She gave Jeff a helpless smile. 'What dotlomk?'

Jeff pursed his lips. 'l don't think it's for mentake any comment,’ he said
politely.

Karen wrinkled her nose at him. 'Politician! Stilyvas kind of him to offer
to speak to his father about your extension.’

'Yes, it was.' Jeff nodded. 'He's really a veryemtan.'

‘Nice?' echoed Karen dryly. 'Yes, | suppose yould/@maynice. That's not
the word I'd use." She chuckled. 'Oh, Ashley, did gee Mark's face when
he saw Jake's arm around you?"

Ashley didn't answer. She was too concerned witlatwias going on
outside, and when the door suddenly opened agaistepped forward
eagerly, halting as her uncle came face to face met.

'Oh, there you are, Ashley," he said. '‘Come andrmgesome more crisps,
will you? I've 'never known a Wednesday night tasbébusy, and the girls
don't have time to get them.'

‘All right.’

With an apologetic shrug towards Karen, Ashley agganied him into the
hall, glancing round apprehensively, expectingge 3ake and Mark at one
another's throats.

But they were not about, and she was forced tondayat the boxes of crisps
that David wanted from the storeroom. When she daamck there was still
no sign of them and she went into the lounge epgepecting to find them
there, but as there was only Karen and Jeff, lgssirthe corner, she came
out again, quickly. Surely they couldn't be outsiglee thought uneasily.
Surely it hadn't come to that!



She went into the kitchen and waited, putting aa khttle and setting out
cups on a tray for later. Aunt Mona always had @ aucocoa before going
to bed. Then she went back into the hall againletehed. But the only
sound was the steady hum of noise from the bar.

She became really anxious, twisting her hands begetwalking up and
down. Where were they? What was going on? Whatla&d said to him?
And what had been Mark's reaction?

She was as jumpy as a cat and when the outer geaed she swung round
in alarm, only to relax into nervous weakness assslw Jake's lean features.
Ignoring the man behind him, she rushed towards saying: "Where have
you been? What have you been doing? I've been sied®

Jake put his hands on her waist, holding her intfad him but apart from
him. 'Calm down," he advised lazily, a smile toaghthe corners of his
mouth. 'We've only been in the bar having a drogether.’

Ashley's gaze moved to Mark and she saw a ratheapssh expression in
his face. 'That's right, Ashley,' he said, thrugtms hands into his trousers
pockets. 'I'm sorry. | behaved like a boor. I—I eeimagined...'

Jake shook his head. 'No sweat,' he commentedyguigiok, honey, I've
got to go. It's late—after ten. And you've got saitomorrow.'

Ashley's lips drooped. 'It's early," she protested.

"You know you're not usually late to bed when stfiool tomorrow," said
Mark.

Ashley gave him an impatient look. 'Since when hgwe made yourself
responsible for my welfare!" she flared.

Mark flushed. 'I'm not making myself responsible jyour welfare. You
know I'm right.’



Ashley turned back to Jake, wishing he would stolding her away from
him. She badly wanted to feel his hard body agdiest. She wished Mark
would just go away and leave them alone.

But he didn't, and Jake released her before tuiomgrds the door. 'I'll see
you tomorrow," he said softly, and she nodded, cions of a lump in her

throat. She had to stand there while the door dlbséind him and then she
marched mutinously towards the stairs, fightingkitae tears that trembled
on the brink of her eyes.

'‘Goodnight, Ashley.' Mark had followed her and wasting for her to go
upstairs before going back into the lounge.

Ashley took several stairs and then turned to gliasen at him. 'What did
you say to him?' she demanded hotly.

Mark frowned. 'Why, nothing much.’
‘Then what did he say to you?'

'He told me that he and Barbara have—split up. Th@aengagement's off,
for the moment--'

'For the moment?'

Ashley sounded horrified, and Mark hastened onill;\Weadmit he didn't
actually say that. Not in so many words. But itilsag/s possible that it is
only a temporary thing, isn't it? | mean, he andbBea have known one
another for such a long time. It's conceivable thay need a break--'

‘A break!" Ashley almost choked. 'Oh, Mark! Why taou mind your own
business, like Karen said!'

And with that she turned and ran headlong up thesstnot stopping until
the door of the room she shared with Karen hadmkagnbehind her.



Inevitably, the following morning she felt terrible

She had slept fitfully after taking four aspirimsan attempt to force sleep on
herself before Karen could come to bed and stkim@sgjuestions, and when
she woke her head ached abominably.

Fortunately, Karen overslept, and the two girlsem®o busy getting ready
for their individual occupations to find time fohatter. Mona, too, thought
that Ashley's pallor was a hangover from her nao$#ae night before, and
didn't press her to eat a lot at breakfast.

The morning dragged before Miss Kincaid sent far, hed when she did
Ashley went without enthusiasm to answer the sunan&@me knew the
headmistress would not be keen on her settlingdoh a mundane post.

'You have an excellent brain, Ashley," she sai@asly. "You Could quite
easily get a degree and take up some sort of wgiiydeaching yourself.
Don't you want to use your abilities to their bedvantage? | have teenagers
here, boys as well as girls, who would give theie ¢éeeth to have your
opportunities, and here you are, throwing them awagre was never any
doubt about your being accepted at the libraryyTieve the sense to realise
the advantages you are offering them.'

"You're very kind.'

'I'm not kind at all,’ exclaimed Miss Kincaid. 'lI'simply being honest, that's
all." She walked across to the window of her stadg looked out over the
playing fields of the school. Then she turned amd:sThere is one more
thing, Ashley.’

'Yes?' Ashley tipped her head on one side.

'It has to do with you—you personally.’

'Oh, yes?'

'Yes." Miss Kincaid was obviously finding it diffitt to put what she had to
say into words. 'Ashley, this morning | was toldtthiesterday afternoon you



were seen with Sir James Seton's son, outsidedlte®GLion—your home,
in fact.’

Ashley stiffened. She might have known Jake cowdd get away with
something like that without their being observealding her hands together
in her lap, she said: 'Yes, that's right.’

Miss Kincaid's brows drew together. 'There was mshee continued dryly.
'l was told—you were kissing. Was that an exaggaratl sincerely hope it
was. I've always considered you a sane and serggibldshley, not given
to irresponsible behaviour—like getting involvedihwva man, many years
your senior, and one moreover who is already erdygmsomebody else.'’

Ashley looked down at her hands. 'I'd rather nii adout it, if you don't
mind.’

Miss Kincaid clicked her tongue. She was a womahenforties, tall and
angular, the epitome of the school-marmish spinskaracterised in so
many novels and so rare to find today, and allifeeshe had striven to instil
a sense of knowledge into minds brainwashed bynmagic and television.
But in Ashley she had sensed something else —alitiségs—an
intelligence that had endeared itself to her. $sellAshley, she wanted her
to do well, and in her view the girl was throwingréelf away in a dead-end
job because she was infatuated by a man who wauiddsried to someone
else before the summer was over. Everything insete@ecoiled from such a
relationship. She had never been involved with a,raad while she would
not wish her unmarried state on anyone she haddhtbyze Ashley would
make a success of her career before settling dowratriage.

'Very well," she said now. 'l can't force you.'
Ashley rose to her feet. '‘May | go?'

Miss Kincaid sighed. 'l suppose so. But do thinlowbthis carefully,
Ashley. Don't do anything your father would not éavished you to do.’

Ashley thought over what the headmistress hadasaghe ate lunch in the
canteen with Susan Knight. In one way, Miss Kinocaas right. Her father



would have wanted her to go to university, but thas because he had had
little time for her himself, and she had felt haggti in an academic
background, immersed in her books.

Now it was different. Now she had a home, a reahé&dor the first time
since she was a child, and-she didn't want to ijwe for the loneliness and
austerity of a bedsitter in some distant placesafiing.

She noticed Susan was looking rather morose tad,paishing her own
troubles aside, she said: 'What's wrong, Sue? Haw avith Barry?"

Barry Lester was Susan's current boy-friend, aibaypeir year, who was
hoping to become an engineer when he had compieted’ levels.

Susan shook her head and pushed her plate asitieallx, no.' She paused.
'‘Ashley, there's a rumour going round that you—#lmat're involved with
Jake Seton. Is it true?’

Ashley flushed. 'Oh, Susan,' she murmured unhappily

'Why didn't you tell me?' Susan sounded hurt. "&/e®ver had any secrets
from each other, have we? | mean, I've told yoalatiut Barry, haven't I?*

Ashley sighed. 'l—I couldn't discuss it with anyoBesides, | don't even
know what there is to discuss.'

Susan gave her an impatient look. 'Well, do befahréve lived in Bewford
longer than you have, and | know Jake Seton. Helliry Barbara St. John
Forrest and you'll be left high and dry, no mattbat he tells you. Heavens,
they've been together for years. The only amatingytis that they haven't
got married before this. Still--'

She gave Ashley an old-fashioned look, 'l don'psige marriage will make
much difference to their relationship, if you seleatvl mean.’

Ashley looked down at her plate. 'l can guess.’



'‘Well! It's obvious, isn't it?' She wrinkled hers®oat the dish of watery
macaroni in front of her. 'By the way, did you $lee picture of them in this
morning'secho?’

Ashley's head jerked up. 'P-Picture of who?' shmstered.

'‘Jake Seton and Barbara St. John Forrest.'

Ashley shook her head, trying to clear the confudrom her brain. Jake
had been at the Golden Lion last night...

Yes,a voice inside her mockeBut he left very early, didn't he?

She forced herself to speak calmly. 'I—I slephis tmorning. What picture?
Wh-where were they?'

Susan frowned. 'lt was one of those Rotary Clubiaif At the Carlton
Arms.’

'‘But when was the picture taken?' Ashley insistesteadily.

Susan looked at her with concern. 'What's wrong@rédooking awfully
pale. Are you all right?'

'Yes, yes, I'm perfectly all right. When was thetpie taken?"

'Well, last night, | suppose. It's usually the poerg day's events that are
reported, isn't it?' She hesitated. 'Ashley, whattng? You look ghastly.'

'‘And you say—they were together?’

'Who? Jake and Barbara? Well, they were on the gdnowgraph. | don't
know whether they were together or not. He didavehhis arms around her
or anything.'

'l see.' Ashley swallowed hard. She pushed hee @lside. She hadn't had
much appetite to begin with. Now she felt positysick at the thought of
food.



Fortunately soon afterwards they were joined byryhester and a few of

his friends and Ashley's silence was not so natiee&he managed to smile
in the right places and was inordinately relievetewthe bell for the end of
the lunch break was rung.

However, as she and Susan left the school thatreyeshe saw the sleek
green Ferrari parked just outside the gates antidsat began to pound so
loudly she was amazed that Susan couldn't hear it.

'He's waiting for you, | suppose,’ Susan observgly.d

'Yes. Yes, | suppose so." Ashley's mouth felt paaicifhey had reached the
school gates now and her instincts were to turnganidack into the school.
Anything to avoid talking to him after what she Hadrned at lunchtime.

But of course she had to go on. The sleek salo@) ataacting a great deal
of attention, particularly from the boys, and shendered how he dared to
come here knowing the kind of speculation his presavould cause.

Susan patted her shoulder. 'See you tomorrow,saigesignificantly, and
walked away.

Ashley nodded. There was no avoiding him now amd/#ds as nervous as a
kitten. She hesitated uncertainly by the gates.tWtiar some reason best
known to himself he had not come to meet her? Hawldcshe walk over to
the car and ask him what he was doing?

Her dilemma was resolved, however, when the dodhefcar was thrust
open and Jake got half out, beckoning to her. Shiked towards him and
he said: 'Hello," before getting inside again aldirgy across into his own
seat. 'Had a good day?’

Ashley glanced round, conscious of being the cyreost all eyes as she
levered herself into the low squab seat and slamifmedloor behind her.
Then she glanced across at him. 'It was all righg'replied politely.



Jake leant forward and started the engine, pudlimgy with his usual surge
of speed. Then he looked back over his shouldersamdt ‘That should
provide a common topic of conversation for afteméea, shouldn't it?"

Ashley looked out of the windows at the swiftly pag houses. 'You
shouldn't have such a conspicuous vehicle if yom'tdwant to be
recognised.’

'Did | say | didn't want to be recognised?' he a@mgl) his tone mildly
rebuking.

'No, but..." She sighed. 'Have you had a good day?'
'I've had a busy day. I just got back from Leed§drahour ago.’
'‘Leeds?' Ashley was momentarily diverted. 'On bessf?'

She asked the question innocently enough, butdbeld have bitten out her
tongue for being curious. After all, the Setong’ge business was nothing
to do with her. But Jake didn't seem to take it tiay.

'We own some land, over towards High Ingram—whéee dld sawmill
used to be. My father wants to sell it—for devel@ot There's been some
difficulties concerning the tenants' rights, ane Ibeen trying to iron them
out. | think it's going to be pretty straightforgrom now on.’

Ashley bit her lip. They had almost reached thed@olLion. 'I'm sorry," she
said awkwardly. 'l mean—uwell, it's nothing to dalvme. | didn't mean to
be inquisitive.’

Jake gave her an impatient look. 'Don't be silig,'said, and his tone was
definitely reproving now. 'You have every rightask a perfectly innocent
guestion. Besides, | thought it might be of intetesyou.’

It was. It is.'

The car was drawing to a halt outside the hotel astley wished
desperately that she was not always so edgy wieanabk concerned. But he



had said nothing about the night before and shilgmt ask. What was he
thinking? Why had he come to meet her? She shaud hsked.

The car stopped and she gathered her belongingthrgn her lap. 'Thank
you,' she said stiffly. 'lt—it was kind of you toemt me.’

'Is that all you have to say?'

'‘Well—well, what else is there? | mean, was themme reason why you
came to meet me? Something you wanted to—to tel me

Jake half turned in his seat towards her. 'Theiavaason, yes.'

Ashley's heart plunged. Had he come to tell het lieaand Barbara had
made it up? That their engagement was valid agai€”wondered with a
sense of desperation how she would bear such @ thin

But Jake didn't seem tense. On the contrary hdazdg relaxed as he said:
'l have an invitation for you. From my mother.'

"Your mother!" Ashley was astounded.

‘That's right. It's a perfectly normal developmeMy parents—my
family—want to meet you. That's natural enought is?

'Is it?" Ashley moved her shoulders in a confusestige.

'Of course it is.' Jake swung round in his seapitag his fingers impatiently
against the steering wheel. ‘Ashley, what is ihwibu? The minute | leave
you, you seem to change. Last night—well, last nighought we under-
stood one another...’

Ashley reached for the door handle, but he waskguithan she was,
capturing her hands in his and preventing her esedfortlessly. He was
closer now than he had been before, and his wagattbfanned her cheek.

'Well?' he challenged. 'I'm right, aren't 1? Sonmedls wrong. Somebody's
said something or done something, and you've déd¢ide | have nothing to



say in the matter.' He looked down at her mouth oln frankly sensuous.
'‘Ashley, what is it you want me to say? That | Ig@a? | do. That | need
you? | do. That | want youGod—do you doubt it?'

Ashley drew a trembling breath. "You were with Baeblast night," she
accused unevenly.

Jake stared at her, his eyes narrowing disbeliguifyyho told you that?'
'l didn't have to be told, did 1? There's a pictofeyou together in this
morning'sEchd No wonder you looked so—so—well, no wonder youeave

wearing that beautiful suit! It wasn't for my behefvas it? It was for
some— some Rotary affair!’

Jake studied her unhappy face for a long momeen, ie raised one of her
hands to his lips. 'Oh, Ashley,' he said, shakisghead. 'Do you have so
little faith in me?"

Ashley's lids flickered upward and she looked ihis eyes. 'Were you
there?'

‘At the Rotary dinner-dance—yes. | went there déaving the hotel.’
'Oh!" She struggled to take her fingers from hig, e wouldn't let her.

'What's wrong with that? | was supposed to be theright o'clock. As it
was | arrived about ten-thirty.’'

'With Barbara?"

'‘No, not with Barbara. Though why | should havesway that, | can't
imagine." He shook his head. 'Ashley, I've told .yBarbara and | are
finished. She knows that as well as | do. It's aniyatter of time before the
news is made public.'

'But—but--'



'Look, these Rotary affairs are local events. Therdsts as well as the
Setons are expected to put in an appearance.phibtegrapher happened to
take a picture that included both of us, that'smypffault, is it?'

'‘But why didn't you tell me that you were going?'

'l didn't intend to go,’' replied Jake quietly. 'Bdter talking with Mark--'
'‘Mark? What did he say?"

Jake shook his head. This and that." He lookeddampatiently at the
milling shoppers thronging the street. 'Ashley, yoill come to dinner
tomorrow evening, won't you? My mother is expectyog.’'

‘Tomorrow evening?'

Jake sighed. 'Yes. | can't see you tonight. | hawspeak to Warren Forrest
about the development plans.’

'Warren Forrest? Is he—is he some relation--'

'He's Barbara's father, yes. And no doubt I'll Baebara, too. But | shan't
touch her, if that's what's worrying you.'

'She might—she might make the—the advances.’

Jake's expression was wry. 'l think Barbara anadieustand one another in
that direction.’

'Was she—I mean--' Ashley's cheeks burned. 'Was yshe—your
mistress?' There, it was out, and she dared nktdbhim.

He considered her downbent head for a moment ardtta tilted her chin
upward. 'Yes,' he said, honestly, 'she was. Buteslnmet you I've never
even looked at another woman, let alone anythisg.’el

Ashley felt an overwhelming sense of longing fanhiShe badly wanted to
show him how she felt, and on impulse she leanatde/him and pressed a



swift kiss to the corner of his mouth, putting n@nd behind his head to
hold him closer for a moment. Then she turned andst open her door,
climbing out before she felt compelled to do sonmggleven more reckless.

Jake got out more leisurely, slamming his door amatding in
acknowledgement of a greeting called to him fromoss the street. He
came round to Ashley's side and took a firm grignenwrist.

‘Tomorrow—ryes ?"
'Wh-what time?"

'I'll pick you up here at seven. We usually havialdr before, dinner. It will
give you an opportunity to meet my parents and istgis before we eat.’

Ashley nodded. 'All right. But what do | wear?'

Jake smiled gently. 'Nothing formal. A dress—a.sAitrouser suit, if you'd
rather. | don't care what you wear. You look bealin anything.'

Ashley's lips tilted. 'Thank you.' She glanced dver shoulder. 'l should go
in now. | don't want to alarm Aunt Mona a secomadeti’ She bent her head.
‘Think of me— tonight!'

Jake looked round them and then with an impatieoxement urged her

ahead of him up the cobbled yard at the side ofithel. Once they were out
of sight of the road, he pulled her into his armd @ossessed her mouth
with almost desperate hunger.

‘There," he said at last, pushing her away, histmstrained. 'Does that
reassure you?"'

Ashley nodded tremulously, and after giving herthapdevastating look he
turned and left her.



CHAPTER NINE

OVER their meal that evening, Ashley told her aunt andle of her dinner
invitation.

. Her aunt was obviously flabbergasted and starbdran amazement. 'But
why?' she exclaimed, at last. 'Is Mark invited &9V

'‘No." Ashley shook her head.

‘This has to do with Jake coming here yesterdagiagehasn't it?" her uncle
said perceptively.

Ashley nodded.

'So what's going on? Jake's marrying that Forrgbktigwon't have him
messing around with you!'

Ashley sighed. 'He's broken the engagement.’

'What?' Her aunt looked even more astounded. 'ByfviNot—not because
of you? Oh, Ashley, you're not— you're not in triaylare you?'

Ashley had to smile then. 'No, Aunt Mona, I'm naégnant, if that's what
you're afraid of.'

‘Then what's going on?' Mona pushed her plate eztksaind salad aside.
‘You've quite put me off my tea. | think you'd leetexplain. From the
beginning.’'

'‘Now, Mona...' Her husband gave her a reproving.loo

'Well," she cried defensively, 'l knew nothing abibu

'l don't mind telling you,' exclaimed Ashley, cupgiher chin on her fists.
'l—we--' She paused, searching for the right wol&e were attracted to

one another—from the beginning, | think. Now—nouhink I'm in love
with him.’



'What about him?' demanded her aunt. 'Is he invattleyou?'
'He says he is--'

'‘And you believe him?'

'‘Mona!' David spoke impatiently. 'Give the girl lsance!

'‘Well, I've never heard anything like it! Sir Jangeton's only son and—and
my niece! It doesn't sound possible! Ashley, ane are there's not more to
this than you're, admitting?"

Ashley felt her face going red. 'Nblo! Aunt Mona, | wouldn't lie to you.
|—-I—I've never--'

'Of course you haven't.' Her uncle put a reassurargl on her wrist. "Your
aunt's shocked, that's all." He shook his head butle are. But | did see the
way he was looking at you last night, and—wellavé heard a rumour--'
'‘But you never said a word! Mona accused him hotly

'l would have done—if I'd thought it was the truth.

'‘Well? What was it?'

‘Just that Jake and Barbara were—well—splitting up.

'l don't believe it." Mona got up abruptly from ttable. 'Ican't believe it.
Why, they've been going together for years--'

‘Too many years,' commented her husband dryly.ton know what they
say about familiarity?'

'l know, but—but Ashley!" She turned to look at tjid. 'Don't you find it
all—rather overwhelming?'

Ashley bent her head. 'Of course | do.’



'‘And has he asked you to marry him, then?'
'‘No. No, he hasn't.’
'Is he going to?'

'l don't know." Ashley looked up helplessly. 'AiMobna, it's only a dinner
invitation, not a declaration of intent.'

David nodded vigorously. 'Yes, that's right. We'raking far too much fuss
about it. For heaven's sake, Mona, leave the igined’

Mona gave him a killing look and then went to cahg teapot to the table.
As she poured out cups of the steaming beveragesasti: 'And you kept all
this to yourself. Didn't you think we had a rigbtknow what was going
on?"

Ashley bit her lip unhappily. 'Of course | did. Budw could | tell you? 1—I
didn't know myself, not really—until yesterday.'

'Of course!" Mona plumped down into her seat. 'Qirse, Jake met you
from the library, didn't he?' She shook her he&add 'that was when he told
you he'd broken his engagement?'

'Yes," Ashley nodded, stirring her tea.

'Imagine it!" Mona couldn't leave it alone, in gpif her husband's warning
glances. 'Our niece—and Sir James Seton's son!slsiek her head. 'I'd
like to see Lady Seton's face when she has to gseas$ her son's in-laws!
'‘Aunt Mona, please!' Ashley's hands were clenchémi're anticipating too
much.' She sighed. 'Even if—even if -Jake shouldnas to—well, marry
him, I—I don't know whether—whether | should accept

Mona was in the middle of taking a mouthful of teal she choked on it,
gasping:What?'

"You heard the girl,’ declared her husband shalidlyw leave her alone!



'‘But, Ashley--' Her aunt gulped and wiped her mowiitth her handkerchief.
'‘Ashley, whatever are you saying?'

‘There's a great gulf between Jake and me," exqulakshley carefully. 'His
way of life and mine are totally different--'

'Not sodifferent!’

‘Totally different," insisted Ashley quietly. 'l alise that. The women he
knows have always been used to plenty of money—+Hainestandard of
living. They're quite happy just being decorativiEhey play golf, |
suppose—do charitable works." She shrugged. 't iomestly know how
they fill their time. But | don't think | shouldke it. | have a brain—I want to
use it, not become a—a cabbage!'

'A cabbage!' Her aunt was shocked. 'Ashley!

‘Well, | can't help it

'‘But what about a home—a family? You want childmon't you?'
Children!

The idea was intoxicating. There was something lgegigturbing about
imagining herself bearing Jake's children, but@ighed temptation aside.
There was more to marriage than having children.

'Of course | want children,’ she said now. 'But—8lant Mona, try to
understand how | feel! | don't want Jake to margyjost to provide an heir
for the Setons! | want him to respect me, to respayg ideals—my
opin-ions! | should want some sort of freedom wherame to funning our
home, and I certainly shouldn't want half a dozemwants running after my
every wish!'

Mona shook her head disbelievingly. 'l don't bediév | thought I'd heard
everything, but | hadn't. Imagine considering taghdown marrying Jake
Seton! It doesn't bear thinking about.’



'Mona, please! Leave the girl alone!" David soundegry. 'She knows her
own mind best.' He studied his niece thoughtfultyseems to me that Jake
knows what he's doing. After the women he's useabssociating with, you

must be a refreshing diversion. | wonder if he isesl exactly what he's
letting himself in for.'

Ashley felt the corners of her mouth twitching. inDavid was always so
calm, so reassuring. He reduced everything to igedities and she was
grateful to him for his good sense.

However,-the following evening no one could reasar when it came to
contemplating her coming confrontation with the ddefamily. She had
never met a tided person before, and she was afha&dvould say all the
wrong things and make an absolute fool of herstfyv would Jake react if
his family didn't like her? How would she reacslie didn't like them? It
was terrifying, and her hands were trembling as spplied a
honey-coloured lipstick. What would she say to tReédhe wasn't any good
at small talk. Apart from anything else, she wasséd to it.

The bedroom door opened and Karen came into tha.roo
'He's here,’ she announced blandly. 'Are you neadgy?'

Ashley swung round, checking the front zipper af pents. 'Don't | look as
though | am?’

Karfen frowned. 'You're wearing a slack suit?’
‘Yes. Why? Don't you think | should?' Ashley wasians.

Her cousin considered her appearance. '‘Well, ybwareusers,' she admitted
slowly. 'But isn't a suit a bit— ordinary?"

Ashley looked down at the cream flared pants witleirt matching
back-vented jacket. 'Do you think so?' She touctiesl collar of the
flame-coloured blouse she was wearing with thenthdught it looked
quite—attractive.'



'It does. But I'd have thought that long black tstkiat you wore before—and
perhaps that blouse," Karen sounded doubtful.

'Oh, Karen!" The last thing Ashley wanted was teehto worry about her
appearance on top of everything else. 'l don't kmdat to think. Do you
think both his sisters will be there?'

'It sounds possible, although Hilary, she's thengeau of the two, she's still
at university.'

Ashley sighed. 'Karen, universities are finishedtfee Easter break!" She
smoothed her hands down over her flat stomach.ydorealise | know
nothing about his family except for what you'vedtohe. What's his other
sister called? And how old is she?’

‘Jennifer? Oh, she must be twenty-four or five.ylieeboth older than you
are.'

‘Then why aren't they married—or Jennifer, at [@ast

'Don't say that," warned Karen quickly. 'Jenniferswengaged about three
years ago. Her fiancé was Malcolm Ainsley, thermrgdriver.'

'‘But wasn't he--' Ashley halted and nodded. 'He kileed, wasn't he?"

‘That's right. Only six weeks before the weddindph't remember it myself.
| mean | was only about fifteen or sixteen at tiae. But Mum told me
later on, when | started asking the same sort estipns as you've jus;
asked.'

'Yes. It was in all the papers.’” Ashley turned fgegherself another
dissatisfied appraisal. 'Lord, why did | ever agreg¢his? |—I don't even
know why I'm going.'

"You're going to meet Jake's parents, aren't yph@agdpens in all the best
families.’'



Ashley grimaced. 'l know that. But—well, what's fh@nt? Jake and | may
never ..." She shrugged her slim shoulders. 'Whydod things just go on
the way they were? Meeting his parents seems sde+#s@l, somehow.'

Karen gave her an exasperated look. 'You're makithgt way. Gosh, I've
met lots of boys' parents.'

'Have you?' Ashley sounded uncertain. 'But nothisé circumstances, |
suppose.'

'No. I'll admit no man has ever thrown over hisnfiae for me!'
'Oh, Karen!'

'Stop worrying! Hell, if he looked at me like heolks at you, | shouldn't feel
anxious about a little thing like meeting his pasen

Downstairs, Ashley found Jake waiting in the loungéh her aunt and

Mark. He looked relieved when he saw her, howeared she paused to
wonder exactly what had been said. His eyes seghifis approval of her
appearance, and she felt a little of the tensionwgoof her. So long as he
was satisfied, what else mattered?

'What time will you be home, Ashley?' Aunt Mona edk as she
accompanied them to the door.

Ashley felt uncomfortable. 'I'm not sure,” she sdabking to Jake for
confirmation. 'But not late.’

'l should hope not.' Mona was reproving. 'After gbu're not used to late
nights.'

Jake inclined his head good-humouredly. ‘And | & commented.
'Well, aren't you?'

'l guess so." He pushed Ashley ahead of him outhef door. 'Don't
worry—AuntMona, | shan't keep her out after midnight.’



Ignoring Mona's startled reaction, they walked ddlencobbled yard to the
street where the Ferrari was parked, and onceenki#le gave her another
appraising stare. 'Very nice,' he remarked, leatomgards her and kissing
her cheek. 'Hmm, you smell good. What is it?'

'‘Chanel. It's my birthday present from Mark. He gav to me this
evening—for this special occasion.’

'‘Some special occasion,' observed Jake drylyjrggatie engine and leaving
her to wonder exactly what he meant by that.

Bewford Hall was reached by a private road throingtBewford estate. The
estate itself stretched to the outskirts of towd as well as acres of moor,
there were farms and smallholdings tenanted byethiate workers just as
there had been two hundred years ago when theudalfirst built. The Hall
was backed by a copse of pine trees and stoocearth of a long drive
flanked by paddocks. It was an attractive Georpiause, and in the mellow
light of an April evening was looking at its bestwas not as large as Ashley
had imagined, but it was big enough to bring aswfgapprehension to her
nervous system.

A grey Bentley was parked on the forecourt, andrafbserving Ashley's
interest, Jake said: 'My father's," in quiet tones.

He parked the Ferrari beside the other car, and slagd, unnecessarily:
'‘Well, we're here!’

'Yes.' Ashley took a deep breath. 'Oh, Jake, Imifitd!

'Don't be.’

Jake opened his door and slid out, leaving heothkéwise, and she felt a
sense of disappointment. Although he had seemeasqideto see her

initially, since leaving town he had become siland morose, and she
wondered whether he was regretting bringing hee.h&/hat if he was



ashamed of her—of her inexperience, her lack ofistipation? And apart
from that cool kiss when they got into the car bd hot even touched her.

Her door swung open and she looked up to find hoidihg it for her. She
swung her legs round and stepped out, and he clbsabtbor behind her. He
was looking particularly dark and saturnine thiemwg in a dark blue
lounge suit with a navy shirt and tie, and she tjiduhow « well the dark
clothes suited his present mood.

They went up several shallow stone steps and Jaded the white-painted
door. They entered an attractive oak-panelled haith a soft,
amber-coloured carpet underfoot. A staircase, @s®lled, led to the upper
floors of the building, and Ashley could see awliac window illuminating
the first landing. The house was warm from an effitheating system, and
there was a mixed but distinct aroma of Havanadodand beeswax.

As Jake closed the door behind them, a man of enchéate age appeared
through a door at the back of the hall and camgréet them. Ashley's
nerves tautened. Who was this? Surely not Jaké'srfa

Jake allayed these fears by saying: '‘Good eveliagjes. Where are my
parents?’

'‘Good evening, Master Jake." Barnes' sharp eyesssest Ashley very
thoroughly. 'Sir James and Lady Seton are in trady, sir.'

‘Thank you.'

Jake nodded a dismissal and putting his hand beAsaley's elbow led her
across to another door, panelled in a darker o#hk, avlong gold handle.
Ashley looked up at him once, but he didn't rethen gaze. He merely
pressed the handle, and the door swung open al#zeho

Urged on by the hand at her elbow, Ashley was fbrte enter the
book-lined room which at first glance seemed fillaith people. She
trembled visibly and Jake's hand fell from her allas he moved to her side
to perform the introductions.



The group of people resolved themselves into a imiddyed woman and a
somewhat older man who must be Sir James and LatiynSAshley
decided. There were also a woman in her twentias,might be Jennifer, a
younger girl, who judging by her resemblance tceJakist be his youngest
sister, Hilary, and a youngish man whose identitg sould not begin to
guess at. There was a definite air of antagonistimamoom, and she had the
feeling that their arrival had interrupted someuangnt which had been
going on.

Jake took her first to his parents. Lady Seton reaBning gracefully on a
low couch, and her husband was standing nearb¥ygdcis to the screen that
concealed the empty firegrate. They were an imgposouple, but Ashley
was relieved to see that neither of them were fiyndaessed.

Lady Seton however viewed her appearance with tleess friendliness,
which became obvious when she said: 'l understandwork in a public
house, Miss Calder.’

Ashley forced herself not to retaliate. To reduus first meeting to a verbal
sparring contest was unthinkable, and her voice cwas and polite as she
replied: 'No, Lady Seton, my uncle and aunt kesmall hotel. I'm still at
school.’

Sir James was less hostile. He gave her a thorapgtaisal, and then said:
"You're the young lady who has recently been appdito the new post at
the library, aren't you? What are you doing takipg position like that with

the kind of qualifications you've got?’

Ashley's lips parted in surprise. Then she remeatbehat Jake had said.
His father had had access to her application whigld given a
comprehensive account of her abilities to date.

"You mean why am | not going on to university, Jimes?"

He nodded.

'‘Well, until the end of last year | fully intendéaldo so. But my father died
and | had to come north and live with my aunt andet Since then, they've



made me so welcome, | feel little desire to upragself again. | like living
in Bewford--'

'What she means is—why should she work hard toesehsome small
success for herself when Jake is apparently avellalvawled Hilary, from
her position on the arm of her sister's chair.éAé#ll, everyone knows he's a
much more desirable achievement!'

‘Hilary!"

Her father spoke angrily, and although Ashley colildee Take's face she
knew he was angry, too. She herself felt terriBlee had expected nothing
like this.

'‘Well, isn't it true?' demanded Hilary, refusinglde quelled. 'Anyone can
see she's got an eye to the main chance--'

'Leave the room"

Sir James's voice was no louder than before, leubtbssage was only too
clear.

'‘But, Daddy--' Hilary got reluctantly to her festanding there before him,
slim and youthful in a plain navy skirt and red juen, her hair straight and
dark like Jake's. She must have been about twe yéder than Ashley, but
she behaved much younger.

'Hilary, | will not have you speaking like that front of a guest in my
house!" said her father grimly. 'Now, | will giveoly the opportunity to
apologise at once or you may, as | have said, l#s/eoom and have your
dinner upstairs!

‘James, isn't that rather harsh--'

Lady Seton defended her younger daughter with gaiient frown, but her
husband was not prepared to be lenient.

'Hilary knows better than that," he replied coldWell, Hilary?'



Hilary pressed her lips together mutinously. Thiea shrugged. 'All right,
all right, I'm sorry.' Her gaze flickered over Asiilin a way that conveyed to
the younger girl only too clearly that she was rhyepaying lip service to
her father's dictum.

Jake, who had stood silently through this, now rdoi@vards his other
sister, introducing Ashley with cool indifferencBut to Ashley's relief,
Jennifer was in no way like her sister.

'Hello, Ashley," she greeted her smilingly. 'Yousnbe getting a terribly
biased view of this family. Believe me, they're hatf as bad as they seem.’

Ashley smiled. She thought she could like Jennlfet,at the moment she
was hardly in a position to judge. In this hoséitmmosphere any friendly face
would appear as a lifeline.

The youngish man turned out to be Gerald Sawyeierzd of Jennifer's. He
was apparently a solicitor in Bewford, and his ne&anwas that of an
interested bystander and nothing more, much toey&htelief.

Everyone but Jake and Ashley already had a drindt,veith what Ashley
felt was an enforced show of geniality, Sir Janssed her what she would
like. She hesitated uncertainly, and was relieveémdake said: 'l think a
sherry would be suitable, Father.’

Sir James nodded. 'And you, of course, want Scotch.

'If it's not too much trouble," agreed Jake, tps bwisting rather mockingly,
and Ashley saw his father respond to the gesturevak obvious that
whatever else was present in this room, Jake anéather shared a good
relationship.

'Won't you sit down?'

That was Jennifer. She patted the chair beside dretswith a backward
glance at Jake, Ashley went to take it. Right nele had never felt so
remote from him, and she wished he would look atpneperly and show
her that he had not suddenly become the stranggppgesared. He fitted into



these surroundings. His clothes, his attitudesy#weg about him had been
influenced by his upbringing, while she felt hoslg out of her depth.

‘Tell me, Miss Calder, how long have you known rag3

Ashley's head jerked up and she encountered Lathn'Seintent stare.
'Er—about six or seven weeks,' she answered awkyvard

'Six or seven weeks,' echoed Lady Seton, inhaliitly delicate precision.
'Not very long, you will agree.’

'It rather depends on the relationship, doesn'tMgther?' Jennifer
challenged, with a reassuring smile in Ashley'sdion.

Lady Seton gave her elder daughter an impatiemtcgla'l would accept
that, Jennifer. Nevertheless, you have to admiterwltompared to
other—relationships, it is a very short time.'

Ashley wished Jake would say something. He hadmpaaied his father
across the room to the drinks cabinet which staodne corner and she
could hear the low murmur of their voices in thekground.

Now Jennifer said: 'If you're talking about Jakessociation with Barbara,
then of course | have to agree. But quite honesthjways thought they
were taking a little too long to get to the altar.'

Lady Seton ignored her daughter. 'You're only swam aren't you, Miss
Calder? Don't you think you're a little young te-beell, involved with a
man so much older?’

Ashley sighed. 'l shall be eighteen in four dayset Lady Seton. And |
don't feel so much younger than Jake.'

Jake turned then and came towards her with a gfasiserry in his hands.
He gave it to her and she looked up into his epeealingly. But he turned
away, and a slow-burning flame of resentment sptgngiside her. How
dared he bring her here and ignore her like this@ldh't he hear what his
mother was saying? Didn't he care?



'‘Nowadays men marry women young enough to be taighters and no
one takes the slightest notice,' remarked Jenmifieity. 'Besides, looking at
Ashley, | doubt very much whether Jake took heriatgeconsideration, did
you, Jake?'

Jake had taken a glass of Scotch from his fathemeas drinking it slowly,
one hand thrust into the pocket of his jacket aditieso.

'l believe you're nine years younger than my fathegn't you, Mama?' he
enquired lazily.

His mother frowned, running a smoothing hand over immaculately
styled hair. She must once have been as dark asohebut now her hair
was streaked with grey, albeit in a most attracives.

‘That was different, darling,' she insisted. "Y@ather and | had known one
another for several years before our marriage. dsistjust as you and
Barbara--'

'l can't imagine why everyone is talking about name!" Ashley suddenly
broke out jerkily, almost snapping the slender sigimher wine glass
between her fingerd. don't want to get married for years yet!'

Dinner, was served in an attractive room overlogkire gardens at the back
of the house. It was getting dark by the time thiégat around the long table
and the servants had lit two candelabra and pldead beside the bowl of
tulips and narcissi which graced the centre otabée. Silver cutlery and cut
glass reflected in the polished wood, while whitgkins stood stiffly at
every place.

Since Ashley's precipitate announcement the coatiershad been stilted,
but general, with Ashley herself taking very ligdart in it, and although she
told herself she was relieved she knew she was®o¢ thing she had
achieved and that was to arouse Jake's awarenkessagjain, although now
she refused to acknowledge him.



Choking over mouthfuls of a vegetable consomme,astked herself why
she had done such a thing. It had been an embaieas$o everybody, not
least to herself, and she squirmed inside whencshsidered how Jake
might react when they were alone together agairt, 8he told herself
fiercely, she had had justification. After all, thehad been no talk of
marriage between Jake and herself, and he haddvaght to leave her to be
catechised by his mother while he ignored what geasg on.

The consomme was followed by roast beef, and thasea lemon souffle to
finish which melted in the mouth. Ashley ate liftteowever. Her appetite
had been depleted by the events preceding theandahe noticed that Jake
ate little, too.

She was relieved when the coffee stage was reacitethey left the dining
room to seek the more comfortable chairs in theeHognge. This was a
room Ashley had not seen before and she silendyradrthe cream velvet
upholstery of the couches and armchairs, the lample drapes at the
windows and the cream carpet underfoot. She wakingoup at an

enormous painting of some horses hung above theistaly carved

fireplace when she realised that someone was sirkside her and
glancing sideways she encountered Sir James'sicalizpuntenance.

‘Chiari," he commented, nodding towards the paintidave you heard of
him?'

Ashley shook her head. 'I'm afraid not. I'm quitehalistine when it comes
to art.’

'‘But do you like it?"
'Oh, yes.' She smiled. 'l love pictures of animiigouldn't exactly say they
made the best subjects, but their fines are scadipge—you can almost see

the muscles rippling under the flesh.’

'Very good." Sir James smiled. 'l like that. Musalgpling under the flesh,
eh? | must remember that.’



Ashley found herself relaxing a little. 'Thank yd@ut I'm sure you're just
being kind.'

Sir James slanted her a look from beneath bushysoralthough he was
balding on top, there was an abundance of hairfowéis neck and in the
heavy sideburns which grew down his cheeks.

'‘And don't you think it's about time somebody shdweu a little kindness
here?' he asked disconcertingly.

Ashley flushed: 'l don't know what you mean.’

"Of course you do. | know my wife. | know my daugls. | also know my
son—although perhaps not so well.' He sighed. viaat not let what Helen
says upset you. She's got some bee in her bonoet ddke jilting Barbara,
but | say better now than after they're marrie@.'drew a thick cigar out of
his top pocket and placed it between his teethl. rie, did you mean what
you said? About not wanting to get married for g@ar

Ashley licked her dry lips. 'l don't know.'
"You just wanted to spike Helen's guns, was ti?at it
'Something like that," she admitted awkwardly.

Sir James shook his head. 'Well, Ashley—I may yall Ashley, mayn't I?'

And at her quick nod, he went on: 'I'd advise youhink very carefully

before committing yourself. Oh--' he held up a harehot because | have
anything against you personally, but—well, | shaottidike to see you get
hurt, and | know my son well enough to know thatheurt one or two

women in his time. That's not to say he's not algnan—or could be with
the right handling—but you'd have to be absolutelstain you were able to
do it before making any decision.’

Ashley looked at him curiously. 'And don't you tkihcan?'

Sir James studied her upturned face for a long m@jrand then he frowned.
'l don't know. I'm not sure what to think. I've eeknown Jake do anything



so—so impulsive before. He and Barbara—well, treelgivown one another
since they were children together. It's always meaccepted fact that one
day they'd get married. And now this! Oh, Jake@ ba#ner girls, I'm not
denying that, but it's never been anything seridysu know what | mean.’

'l think 1 do." Ashley nodded. 'So?"

'Well you tell me. He's brought you here, hasn? heroduced you to his
family. He's finished with poor old Barbara. I'dlicdnat pretty serious,

wouldn't you? At least so far as he's concerned.’

Ashley shivered. "You could be right.'

Sir James looked down at her. 'You knew all thisady, didn't you? I'd say
you know my son pretty well yourself." He half sedil 'I'll say this—I've

never known him so morose and bad-tempered—orrigaki appetite. Did

you notice this evening? He scarcely touched maef.'

Ashley linked her fingers. 'It sounds so definiteesh you.'

Sir James looked up at the painting again. 'Dosgrithat mare on the left
of the picture? That's Sophia. Would you like te ker?"

Ashley's eyes widened. "You own the horse?'

'Hmm. | bought her after I'd bought the paintinigeS in foal at the moment,
but she's still an exquisitely beautiful animal.’

Ashley spread her arms. 'l'd love to see her,esictaimed simply, and Sir
James nodded.

'‘Good. You must come back tomorrow—in daylight— aredl go down to
the stables together. You can tell Mark I'm goimgliow you the horse.'

'What horse?"

Ashley had been unaware of anyone's approach, aygped up in what Sir
James had been saying had she been, but now shdutedd and



encountered Jake's lean face, dark and broodidgy@tra little impatient as
he looked at both of them.

"Your—your father's going to take me to see ondisfhorses,' she said
carefully. 'Sophia. The mare in the painting.'

'Really?' Jake regarded his father dourly. 'And nwisethis going to take
place?’

‘Tomorrow," said Sir James firmly. "You don't midd, you, Jake? You can't
keep this delightful female all to yourself all tthee.’

Jake's eyes were cold as he looked down at Astlesve to go to Leeds
tomorrow, Father, as you very well know,' he stdikedkly.

'‘Does that matter?' Sir James seemed to be enjbwitiog his son. "Your
presence isn't essential, is it?"

Jake took a deep breath. 'And how is Ashley tchge?"
'l send a car for her.'

'She'll be at school.’

'On Saturday? | hardly think so, Jake.'

Jake's lips thinned. 'l see.’

'Oh, stop looking so boorish!" exclaimed his fatsleortly. 'She can stay for
lunch, and then she'll be here when you get baok'$ithat?'

'Do | have any option?' Jake took Ashley's upper laetween his fingers in
a grip that hurt. 'Come and have some coffee, Ashl& have to be leaving
soon.’

‘Leaving?' Ashley was surprised.

'‘Leaving?' echoed his father. 'So soon?'



'l promised her aunt Ashley wouldn't be late basid Jake grimly, and that
was the only explanation he gave.

As she drank her coffee, Ashley was aware of Jakejsr like a cloud about
her, and when he rose indicating that she shoultkdwise, her legs felt
curiously unready to take her weight.

She said goodbye to the other members of the fasmiyling at Jennifer and
giving Lady Seton and her younger daughter ratloditeplittle grimaces,
and then after bidding a warm goodbye to Sir Jashesaccompanied Jake
to the door. It was not until she was outside shatremembered she had not
said goodbye to Gerald Sawyer, and mentioned ¢hisike.

'He'll survive,' he growled ill-temperedly. 'Gettime car. You can't go back
now.'

The Ferrari tore up the gravel of the drive as ttueged and swept away at
speed. Ashley ventured a tentative glimpse at lactwand was astonished
to see that it was only a little after nine. Didkdantend taking her straight
home at this hour? Her heart sank. What an end imperfect evening!



CHAPTER TEN

ASHLEY paid little attention to her surroundings as thdeyve away and it
was not until Jake got out of the car to open & gad then close it again
behind them that she realised he was not takingdinectly back to the hotel.
But she was loath to question him; his mood didemaburage curiosity and
she sat in silence wondering where he was taking @ece, when she
thought she recognised her whereabouts, she thbeghiust be taking her
to the stables to see the mare himself and thuarthws father's plans, but
that was not his intention. Lights glowed in thetdnce and presently she
saw the cottage nestling among its copse of tiéedad brought her to the
gamekeeper's cottage.

When the car stopped, Ashley heard the Labradas,Bearking. She had
obviously heard the engine. Jake thrust open his dod then glanced at
Ashley, his expression hidden in the gloom.

'‘Come on,' he directed, without making any explanat'Joe will have
guessed who it is.'

Ashley hung back miserably, wondering why he hamkeh the company of
the gamekeeper in preference to his own family undble to voice the
guery. 'Don't you think it's rather late--' she &egincomfortably, but Jake
ignored her, getting out and slamming his door foeim.,

She had no option but to get out, too, and shev@t him up the path to the
door with some misgivings. However, these were lduidispelled when
Joe opened the door.

'l thought it was you, boy," he greeted Jake warr@pme along in. And
Ashley, too. How's that ankle of yours, lass?'

In the warmth of Joe's living room, Ashley assuned that she had had no
more trouble with her ankle, and Joe ushered theth to the couch and
went to put on the kettle. There was a deliciouslkaf soup, or stew, from

a pan resting near the fire and Ashley wonderedmhartably whether they

had interrupted his supper.



On the couch she sat stiffly, her hands foldeckini&p, and when Joe turned
she thought she saw his eyebrows ascend in a repleeulative manner.
Jake was sitting on the edge of the couch, his $pgsad apart, his hands
resting between, and it was obvious from theitwadgs towards one another
that all was not as it should be.

'So?' Joe broke the awkward silence which hadrfal¥ou've been up the
Hall?'

‘Yes,' Jake nodded.

'l see.' Joe digested this. 'So you won't be hyrigen?’

'No, thank you," Ashley answered him quickly, Heoat constricted.

Jake sighed. 'Something smells good. What is it?"

‘Just a little broth I've been cooking. D'you waome?'

Jake hesitated, and then he shrugged. 'Why not?"

Ashley looked at him fiercely. Would he take thd olan's supper?

As though becoming aware of her scrutiny, Jakeedithen and captured
her gaze. 'What is it?' he queried. 'Do you thimé asn't enough for both of
us? | assure you, he has.’

Ashley looked away. 'I'm not hungry, that's all.'

Joe rubbed his gnarled hands together. '‘Well, Jakdettle's nearly boiling

and the tea's in the pot. The dishes are on tlggdral there's bread if you
want it. I'll leave you to it.'

'L-leave us?' stammered Ashley.

'Yes, lass. I'm away to my bed. It's getting ontéor o'clock, and | need my

beauty sleep.’ He chuckled. 'Now, don't you botisyut washing up the
dishes afterwards. I'll do -them in the morning.’



Ashley looked at Jake, but he showed no surprideels sudden departure.
'Really,’ she began uneasily, 'there's no neegdoito go to bed.’

'Oh, but there is, lassie. I'm tired.' He patteddi®ulder as he passed on his
way to the door which opened on to the stairc&de. by the way, Jake, you
won't forget to let Bess out before you go, wilugo

Jake rose to his feet. 'Of course not, Joe. Andrktha

Joe merely grinned, and opening the stair door Haela both goodnight.

After the old man had made his way upstairs andthumds of his moving
about in the bedroom could be heard, Ashley roge to

'l think it's time | was going, too," she declatesimulously. 'As you told
your father, you did promise Aunt Mona that | wautde late.’

'Don't be silly." Jake didn't look at her. He wemthe saucepan containing
the broth and lifted the lid. "This smells delicsotYou must try some.’

Ashley clenched her fists. 'Jake, | want to go hothéhis is your usual
practice, bringing girls here, I'd rather not knalout it.'

Jake straightened. 'l do not briggls here. I've never brought a girl before.
However, | did warn Joe thatemight be coming.’

Ashley sighed. 'Well, I don't want to stay.'
'Why?'

"You know why. Oh, why did you take me to meet ytamily? You didn't
really want to. You regretted it the minute | gotle car.'

"That's not true.'

‘Then what is true? That you ignored me, that yawbur mother ask me
guestion after question--'



"You must have expected something like that.'
'Yes, maybe. But | also expected your support.’

'My support?' Jake's nostrils flared impatientiy '‘God, Ashley, I've had
my fill of being told what to do so far as you aancerned!

'What do you mean?"

Jake tugged at the hair at the back of his neaa'tDyou really know?'

'No." Ashley was looking perturbed.

"You knew Mark spoke to me," muttered Jake angrily.

'Yes. But—but what did he say?’

'What he actually said isn't important. The conisrihat he considers you
too young to know your own mind— an opinion whithave learned this
evening, is apparently shared by your aunt as'well.

'‘But--'

Ignoring her interruption, he went on: 'If you'deielike Karen—if you'd
been swayed by the fact that my fatheSisJames Seton, by my—social
position, let us say—they might have acceptedut. & you appear not to
be—have in fact voiced doubts about our associatitimem—they feel that
any attraction you might have towards me—if it dam called such a
thing—must only be transitory, a fixation towards@der man due to the
unexpected loss of your father!

‘Jake!" Ashley stared at him in horror. 'Is thige®?'

'I'm not in the habit of lying," he returned brustyu ‘Now, shall we have
some of this broth--'

‘Jake!" Ashley's cry was agonised. 'Oh, Jake, dmys



Jake turned away. 'Yes, so am |.' He went to thie tahere Joe had left a
tray and two dishes and an uncut loaf of breadleast try the broth. Joe
will be most offended if you don't.'

Ashley stood motionless for several seconds anad she moved, going up
behind him and sliding her arms round his waistnftzehind. His immediate
stiffening was off-put- ting, but she refused todpeerted.

‘Jake,' she murmured, resting her cheek againdtduk. 'Please don't be
angry with me. If I've voiced any doubts aboutit's only because | want to
be absolutely certain that—that what we're doinggist.’'

Her fingers encountered the fastening of his stmd on impulse she undid
two buttons and slid her fingers inside next to Wem hardness of his
stomach. It was a tantalising experience touchimg like this, and she

could tell by the increased tenor of his breathirag he was not un- moved
by what she was doing.

But he moved abruptly away from her, turning angrgaviolently: 'I'm a
man, Ashley, not a boy. If you want time to plagward, then | suggest you
find someone else.’

'Did | say | wanted to play around?' she protested.

‘Not in so many words, no. But it's obvious, ist?tYou said yourself you
had no intention of getting married for years!

'Oh, Jake!" Her hands moved appealingly. 'You nlustw that that
wasn't—well, it was just bravado!

Jake leant back against the table. 'l think it wasant to hurt me," he said.
'Why did you want to hurt me, Ashley?’

'Oh, I didn't—at least, | just wanted to show ybattyou couldn't treat me as
you did!"

'How did | treat you? | don't recall being cruelytmu.’



"You—you let your mother say what she liked.’

'l was merely leaving you to form your own opinieras | had been
requested to do.'

'What's that supposed to mean?’

'‘Ashley, your aunt, and Mark too if it comes tottheanted to be sure that
you'd be free to make your own decisions. Theyigedlthat | could give
you an entirely false impression of the way thirgmly are. They asked me
not to influence you, one way or the other, towallou to form your own
judgements. That's all | did." His lips twistedutBvhat did you do, you silly
little girl? You blew everything sky-high. You mada absolute fool of me!
Ashley felt sick. ‘Jake, | don't know what to say--

‘No, | don't suppose you do." Jake straightened.

'‘But you've never—you've never mentioned marriagene,’ she cried
defensively.

'Did | have to.'
'I—I think so."

'Why? You knew how | felt about you. | was hardikeély to ditch Barbara
if all I wanted from you was sex!'

‘Jake!'

'It's the truth and you know it." He ran a weargdhacross his eyes. 'Maybe
your aunt is right—maybe you are too young. Oneglié certain—in spite
of everything, your opinion of me hasn't changea i?"'

'l don't understand--'

Jake shook his head. 'You don't trust me. No mhatier| try, you still don't
trust me.’



'do. 1 do!"

‘All right, then.' His eyes narrowed. 'Stay with toaight.’
Ashley's cheeks blazed. "You mean—here?’

'Where else?'

'I—I can't.'

'Why not? Don't you want to?' His eyes droppedudmshgly down the
length of her body.

'lt—it's not a question of what | want. -My aunt—daancle—they would
never permit; me--'

'Ring them. Tell them my mother has invited yostay there overnight.'
'I—I couldn't.'
'As | said, you don't trust me.’

'l do trust you? Oh, Jake, what is it you want meay? Will sleeping with
you prove | trust you? I—I thought you respected-ine

'Oh, God"

There was such a tone of self-loathing in his véia her eyes were drawn
to his face. But he did not look at her. Insteatightened the knot of his tie
and glanced broodingly at the broth.

'Shall we go?' His voice was bleak. 'l don't hawg appetite for food!"

Ashley had no option but to agree. He had openedidior and she walked
miserably down the path while he attended to thg'sdaeeds. Then he
turned out the lights, locked the door and pusloetskey back through the
letterbox.



He came to the car and got in without a word, dtltbagh she ached to
plead with him her throat was choked with emotiBhe glanced at her
watch once as they approached the lights of totmvag only a little after
ten o'clock. It didn't seem possible that that alhg was. It seemed hours
since they had driven away from the Hall— hourssidiake had told her he
thought her a silly, immature child!

She glanced tentatively at him. He was concengatim his driving and

seemed unaware of her presence, while she had Ibeserso aware of him.
She went over the events of the past few minuteshaand again in her
mind, wondering whether he had been serious whehaldeasked her to
sleep with him. The curious thing was she felt nibere at his

suggestion—only an aching longing, and she knew hbda he behaved
differently, had he enforced his will upon her, steuld have responded
gladly.

She wished in desperation that this evening hadmasen, that they could
go back to the day before when she had been so/h&pp had behaved
stupidly—carelessly— and for what? Because she Hhagen
piqued—because she had childishly imagined he wgkecting her.

She drew a trembling breath. He was right. Shesiys—and childish. But
what now? What price her vain boasts of a careerird#fpendence? What
were they when compared to her feelings for Jakewhatever else this
evening had taught her it had revealed one cetftamg— she was in love
with him, hopelessly, desperately in love with hiemd nothing could
compensate her for that.

He parked the car outside the Golden Lion, makimgttempt to help her
out, and she got out slowly, half expecting hirsag something—anything!
But he didn't. He leant across the passengerdwesed the door after her and
drove away without even giving her a chance togadnight.

The hotel was still noisy with the evening tradd &shley stood in the hall,
wishing desperately that she could just go up todem. How could she tell
Aunt Mona she had had a good time when she hadn't?



As though on cue, her aunt appeared at that motoeking surprised when
she saw her niece. 'Hello,’ she exclaimed. 'Whave lgou come from?"'

Ashley heaved a sigh. 'We just got back," she nethag
'We? Where's Jake?'

'He—nhe's gone.’

Mona shrugged. 'Well? Did you enjoy yourself?'

Ashley stared at her, her lips moving wordlesslye she just burst into
tears.

Mona was horrified. 'Ashley! What is it? What's wg? Oh, heavens, Jake
didn't—he didn't--'

'No, no,no! Nothing like that." Ashley shook off her aunt'srdorting arms.
'We—we had a row, that's all. Do you mind if | gobed?'

Mona hesitated. 'Did you meet his family?’

'Oh, yes, of course | met his family." Ashley cld$eer eyes for a moment,
calming herself. 'Aunt Mona, why did you think itag/ hecessary to say
anything to Jake—about —about me?’

Mona looked taken aback. 'Did he tell you | did?"

'As a matter of fact | asked him! Aunt Mona, I'nt aachild! | do have some
sense, you know.'

Mona sighed. ‘Ashley, what | said was that | thaygiu were a little young
to get involved—seriously—with someone like Jake.'

'‘But why? Why? I'm not immature, am 1?'

'Well, you're not experienced, are you?'



'What does that mean? Experienced? Do you thinlerK&é experienced,
running around with a different boy every weektkt what I'm lacking?'

'‘Ashley, don't get so upset! Karen—well, Karen's lilee you. And she's
two years older. Besides, if you've had a rowlpgstause | happened to give
him a piece of advice, then it doesn't say much--'

'We didn't row about that!" exclaimed Ashley telytu'Oh, Aunt Mona,
what am | going to do?'

Mona looked round and seeing they were alone %2aune into the kitchen
and have a cup of tea.'

Ashley hung back. 'I'd rather go to bed.’

'‘And cry your eyes out—I know. Come on. A cup d teill do you good.
Then you can go to bed and get some sleep!

But Ashley did not sleep. She spent a restless mogising and turning and
awoke the next morning feeling terrible. She gotanp dressed in purple
trousers and a navy sweater and was washing tlefast dishes when
there was a knock at the outer door.

Her heart leapt. Was it Jake? She rushed to theatmbthen stood back in
surprise at the sight of a man in chauffeur's unifo

'Miss Calder?' he enquired politely.
'Yes." Ashley still couldn't think who the man was.

'I'm Sir James Seton's chauffeur, miss. | undetis&inJames is expecting
you at the Hall.'

Sir James! Ashley put a hand to her lips. Of cautgehad promised to send
a car for her this morning to go to the Hall and 8& mare, Sophia!

'‘But—but I'm not ready,' she stammered.



'l wait, miss.'

The chauffeur bowed his head politely and walkedygwand Ashley closed
the door leaning back against it weakly. She walslesaning there when
Mark came into the kitchen and he looked at hesunprise.

'Who was that?' he asked.

'It was Sir James Seton's chauffeur,” murmuredeystdluctantly.

'Sir James's chauffeur? Who—Parker?'

'If that's his name, yes.'

'What's he doing here?' Mark was astonished.

'He came for me. Sir—Sir James asked me to thetkalmorning. He—he
has a mare in the stables he wants me to see—Sophia

‘Sophial!" Mark shook his head. 'Yes, | know SopBia. why is he showing
her to you?'

‘There—there's a painting in their lounge—it sh&eophia and two other
horses.’

‘The Chiari group, | know."' Mark frowned. 'And hiéeved to introduce you
to Sophia? What about Jake? Is he not coming fo?‘yo

Ashley's mouth felt dry. 'Jake's away today, |dedi’
"You believe? Don't you know?"'

'‘No." Ashley clenched her hands. 'Oh, Mark, if youst know, Jake and |
had a row last night. Now, please, | don't wartatk about it any more.'

Mona and her uncle were not unreasonably surptsdearn that Ashley
was going to the Hall again.



‘Aren't you afraid Jake will think you're runninffea him?' asked Mona
practically.

‘Jake's away," replied Ashley, smoothing a col@srligp-lustre over her
mouth. 'I—Sir James asked me for lunch, but | $tsaay. I—I expect I'll be
back in an hour or so.’

'Why go if you don't really want to?' asked Dawvitpiatiently. ‘Ashley, you
don't have to pander to the old man's wishes, yauk

'l know that." Ashley half smiled, pulling on heregle coat. '‘But actually he
was very nice to me, and | don't like letting hiowah.'

‘All right." Mona gave her a reassuring smile. ‘Ahdlake callsl'll tell him
he has competition.’

'‘No! No, don't do that." Ashley was quite urgemgd anot until she had
spoken did she realise that her aunt had only jwébaémy.

It was quite an experience riding in the back a ilver- grey Bentley
through the streets of Bewford. The car attracteshion wherever it went
and she wondered whether anyone recognised hee iveick. Probably not.
In the shadows she could have been either of Jsiké&ss.

Sir James met her as the Bentley pulled up atrtre €oor of the Hall, but
he was not alone. His younger daughter was with himd Ashley's nerves
tightened as she stepped out on to the gravelteddart.

'‘Ashley! My dear!" Sir James shook her hand smijinggwas beginning to
wonder whether you'd refused to come after all.'

'I—I'd forgotten,” murmured Ashley apologeticallyl wasn't ready
when—when your chauffeur arrived.'

'Well, never mind. You're here now." Sir James ggahsideways at his
daughter. 'You've met Hilary, of course.’

'Yes."' Ashley managed a smile. 'Hello, Hilary.'



Hilary Seton sniffed. 'Hello,' she answered ungrasly. Then to her father,
'‘Can | go now?'

'Oh, yes."' Sir James nodded to his chauffeur agra $hid to Ashley: 'Hilary
is going over to the Forrests'. She and Barbanaguaash together.’

Ashley forced her face to remain composed. 'l see.’

But she was relieved. She had thought that Hilaxy i@ accompany them to
the stables.

After the Bentley had turned and driven away, %imds indicated the
paddock ahead of them. 'We'll go this way,” he ,sadd Ashley
accompanied him through the gate and across theuuls

One of the mares cantered up to them and Sir JaEnaed some sugar in his

pocket and held it on the palm of his hands forahienal to nuzzle. Ashley

was less easy in the animal's company. She wasn%ex to horses as Sir
James and they seemed awfully big to her.

The stables, of course, she had visited beforeshademembered that last
occasion with disturbing clarity. Jake had beeraged to Barbara then and
they had ridden into the yard together, so handsaimdeconfident.

Sophia was white, all white, with soft eyes andeatlp appearance. She
seemed to take to Ashley, but that might have lmsrause the girl had
sugar lumps and an apple for her. Ashley restethé@d against the horse's
neck and realised for the first time how easy iuldobe to gain comfort
from the undemanding devotion of an animal. Sophedfections were
given freely, and she asked no questions or exg@ctgthing in return.

Sir James watched Ashley closely, and when theytHef stables, he said:
'‘What's happened?'

Ashley was surprised. 'Happened?' she echoed.

'Yes. You're different this morning. More emotigredmehow. Did my son
do something last evening after leaving here?"



Ashley shrugged, brushing her hands together tthaoh of traces of sugar.
'Of course not. I'm so glad you asked me here.Have enjoyed myself.’

Sir James frowned. 'You're talking as though yoorré¢he point of leaving.
My invitation was for lunch, too, remember?'

'I'm afraid that's impossible.’
'Why?'
'l promised my aunt and uncle I'd be back for luhch

'Phone them. Tell them you won't be. Besides, vakée back later. He's
expecting to see you, isn't he?"

Ashley sighed. 'You might as well know—Jake andd ka row last night.'

'l guessed as much.' Sir James didn't sound sedoris

Ashley looked at him curiously. 'How could you?"

‘Tell me, Ashley, do you love my son?'

Ashley hesitated, then she nodded. 'Very much.’

'Does he know?'

Ashley shook her head. 'He thinks I'm silly—anddikh!

'Does he?' Sir James sounded less than convimseghpose that's why he
didn't go to bed last night—why | found him this mimg, flat out in the
chair, an empty bottle of cognac beside him!

Ashley's lips parted. 'Do you mean that?'

'Of course | do. Dear God, Ashley, Jake's in lowh wou. There's no point
in attempting to deny it. He's gone away this mugnheavy-eyed and



morose—in no mood to do any business for me! Gan'tput him out of his
misery?'

Ashley pressed her hands together. 'If only | cbuld
'Well, it seems to me that only you can.'

'‘But—but last night—I mean, he said that I'd maded of him, that I'd
blown everything sky-high!

'l doubt very much whether he meant it. At any rateen he arrived back
here after taking you home, there was one hellroind’

'About—about me?'

'‘About the way you were treated—yes. Ashley, add you last night, my
son is not the easiest man to understand. But ymt kmow how he feels
about you!"

'l think I'm beginning to," she breathed, a serfsgadl- being warming her
from inside. 'Oh, Sir James, |—I felt so awful whemrrame here this
morning, and now—now--'

'‘Now what?' he prompted.

'‘Now, | think I love you, too,' she answered shggmile tilting the corners
of her mouth.

Sir James looked well pleased. 'So. Let's get badke house for coffee,
and afterwards you can telephone your relatives tetidhem that I've
insisted on you remaining here for lunch, right?'

‘All right," Ashley nodded, and there was a liglssen her step as they
walked back to the Hall that not even the prospéancountering Lady
Seton again could dislodge.

Lunch was not quite the ordeal she had imaginedryias not back, and
Lady Seton had obviously been warned not to satharg/unpleasant. She



didn't unbend, she didn't address any commentstljired Ashley, but at
least she didn't make the younger woman feel ti@tvsas an interloper.

Afterwards, Ashley was left to her own devices, afigr examining the
books on the shelves in the library, settled dowth & copy of Tennyson's
poems. Sir James had shown her into the librarg, lead then excused
himself on business grounds, while Lady Seton veéhto play golf. As
there was no sign of either Hilary or Jennifer, ldsghiWas quite content to
browse the hours away till Jake's return. She pdthis reactions when he
found her there— she rehearsed what she would sdynm—and then
smiled when she realised that all she really hatbtevas show him that she
loved him and tell him that she would marry himsasn as he could get a
licence.

At four o'clock, a maid brought afternoon tea amel news that Sir James
would join her in a quarter of an hour. Ashley palitea for herself and
nibbled at one of the delicate cucumber sandwiph@gded. It was exactly
the sort of afternoon tea one imagined was senvedplace like Bewford
Hall, and she was smiling to herself when Sir Jaca@se in.

'Hmm, this is nice," he commented, viewing theaative picture she made
curled in one of the huge armchairs. 'Jake shdut@énong now. | expected
him back half an hour ago.’'

Ashley poured him some tea. 'l expect he founcetiveas more to do than he
had expected,' she said. 'Er—cream and sugar?'

'Please. But don't tell Helen. When she's aroyosdtlihave milk.'

It was very pleasant in the library with its longlwet curtains and the pine
trees outside creating an illusion of greenery ywvbere. After the noise
and bustle of the hotel it was doubly relaxing aAdhley sighed
contentedly.

Sir James looked her way. 'You're not worried,yane?'

'‘About meeting Jake, you mean? No. |—I can't waitiim to come.’



Sir James nodded approvingly. 'Good. Good." He tmakhis watch and
looked at it frowningly. 'Five o'clock. He shouldve been here an hour ago.
Where the devil is he?'

By five-thirty, Ashley could feel every nerve inrhieody straining at the
ends. Where was Jake? Why didn't he come? Surealguidn't have found
out she was here and decided not to return urdihsia left, could he?

Hilary returned home a few minutes later, the Badl arrival causing a
surge of excitement, swiftly followed by a sensedekpair. She looked
guestioningly at Ashley's and her father's anxitaces, and then said,
without her usual maliciousness: 'What's wrong? \Afleyyou both looking
so worried?'

"Your brother hasn't got back yet,' replied hehdatquietly. 'Have you seen
his car?'

Hilary hesitated, and for an awful moment Ashlegutht she was about to
say that he was at Barbara's. But then, after tmpét her father, she shook
her head. 'No," she admitted frowningly. 'l haves@en him since this

morning. So what? It's only a quarter to six.'

'He should have been back before four,' stated&ives forcefully. 'If he
doesn't come soon I'm going to ring Hastings. Rexlne was later leaving
there than | thought.'

But even as he spoke the telephone began to rohgldary rushed across to
answer it. 'This will be him, you'll see,’ she @eel scornfully. 'Shall | tell
him hisgirlfriend' is here waiting for him?"'

'Give that phone to me!" Sir James had reacheddhehe lifted the receiver
and without a word she handed it to her father.

For a few moments neither Ashley nor Hilary saw pasticular change in
Sir James's face, but gradually, as whoever waskspe went on, his
cheeks paled, and his mouth thinned, and he saughtir as though his
legs would not support him.



Ashley waited only a moment longer, and then skbed to his side, going
down on her knees, pressing one of his hands betaé of hers. 'What is
it? What is it?' she pleaded. 'Sir James, it's,Jak& it? What's happened? Is
he hurt? Is he dead?’

Her heart was pounding, her blood was running thictuggishly, through
her veins, and she felt so sick she didn't know Bbes could stand it. She
scarcely listened to what Sir James was sayingwbah he finally replaced
the receiver, she looked up at him with torturedsey

‘Jake's had an accident,’ he said slowly, througbdbess lips. 'On the
motorway, near Ripon. They've taken him to therméry nearby. He's not
dead—or dying, please God! But he's very, very'ill.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

ASHLEY's eighteenth birthday came and went almost unnatiSéeé lived
through those early days in an agony of self-reiciation, blaming herself
for Jake's accident, for his state of mind whict baused him to take less
care than usual. Her aunt and uncle pointed outhbahad not been to
blame, that another vehicle had swerved acrossathieal reservation of the
motorway and caused a pile-up, but Ashley was caad that had Jake not
been so tired he might have taken evasive actitimi

And it certainly seemed as though the Setons thosigtioo. Ashley still
shrank at the memory of Hilary's accusations inlittrary at Bewford Hall
immediately after Sir James had given them théblernews.

In truth, Sir James himself had said nothing todegriment, but he had not
attempted to silence his younger daughter, andlazad way had instructed
that Parker should take Ashley home.

Ashley had wanted to protest—she had wanted tq stago with them
when they drove to the infirmary to see Jake, Butomrse she had not.
Instead, she had gone back to the hotel, a paégeséd replica of herself.

She had spent that evening huddled in a chairititing room and nothing
and no one could arouse her. She had telephonedfileary and been
given the news that it was too soon yet to issyebatietin on Mr. Seton,
and in any case who was she? The family had irtstiibat no information
was to be given to the press, and it would be athesif she contacted
Bewford Hall in future for news.

The following day, Ashley had telephoned the Halilnost before anyone
was about, and a maid had told her that Mr. Jakk Head surgery the
previous evening and that Sir James and Lady Sene still at the
hospital. This information had driven Ashley almbsintic, unable as she
was to find out why he should have needed surgeny,she had spent the
whole of that day in a state of shock.

Eventually, of course, the strain of not eatingliahg on her nerves, took
its toll of her and by Monday evening she was stae of collapse. Only



then did her uncle telephone the Hall and insistetheing connected with
Sir James. What passed between them, Ashley newed fout, but at least
her uncle had news when he came back to her.

'He's going to be all right," he said heavily. 'Baethas multiple injuries and
God knows how long it will be before he's up andwtlagain.’

Ashley was lying on the couch in the living roorey leyes red-rimmed and
enormous in her pale face. 'Can | see him?' shgedoegremulously.
'Did—did you ask?"

'Yes, | asked," answered her uncle with a sight. 3uJames thinks it might
be better if you didn't see him at the moment. Hetsa pretty sight--'

'Do you think | care?' Ashley propped herself ugtaadily. ‘Uncle David,

didn't you explain? Didn't you tell them that—that sorry—desperately
sorry?"

'Of course | did.' Her uncle perched on the edg&hefcouch beside her.
‘Listen, Ashley, try to understand. At a time likés relatives have to have
preference, surely you can see that.'

'‘But what if Jake wants to see me--'

'If he did, then—then I've no doubt they'd tell you

'You think he doesn't, is that it?"

'Well, you have to admit, Ashley, it's possible.uvdidn't exactly part on the
best of terms, did you?'

Ashley caught her breath on a sob. 'No.'

David stroked the heavy hair, lying so lifelesstyagnst her cheek. 'This
won't do, you know, Ashley. You've got to pull yself together. Jake's
going to be all right. Accept that. Whatever isviextn you—well, no doubt
that will be resolved in good time.'



Ashley nodded slowly. 'I—I suppose you're right.'

'l know | am.' David got up. 'Now, | suggest you geng to bed and [I'll
have either Mona or Karen bring you un n hot dfink.

Her family were unbearably kind to her. No one,exn Karen, reproached
her for her weakness, and over Easter weekendathegnt out of their way
to make things easier for her.

But then on Easter Sunday evening there was anpented visitor. She
came late—after the doors of the small hotel wéosed and they were
having their final drink of the evening.

Ashley had been on the point of going up to bee. &d made a determined
effort to appear relaxed all day, but the strairs Wwaginning to tell and she
longed for the solitude of her own bed, even thaslgghwould cry herself to

sleep as she had done every night since the atciden

David went to answer the door and when he came daaldshley saw who
was with him, she let out a cry of fear. It wasnlfar, and to Ashley that
could only mean one thing...

'What's happened?' she demanded in tortured tbtedake, isn't it? Oh,
God, he's not dead, is he?'

Jennifer looked compassionately at her, noticinglégs air of fragility, the
hollow cheekbones, the haunted eyes, and then ame ¢owards her
determinedly and put her arms about her.

'‘No,' she murmured soothingly, 'no, he's not deidwants to see you!'

Ashley swallowed with difficulty. 'Why? Is—is he ithg?'

Jennifer shook her head, albeit rather sadly. tisehope not," she replied,
and now her voice was choked. 'No, Ashley, but hatsa relapse--'

'No!" Ashley's hands pressed in agony against her lips.



'—and he is asking for you,' finished Jennifer guiéWill you come?’

'Will | come?' Ashley looked round desperately. dOfirse I'll come. Just let
me get my coat.'

Her aunt shook her head anxiously. 'Are you takieg Miss Seton?'

'Yes.'

'Does Sir James know?' That was Mark, his faceusly strained.

Jennifer hesitated, and then she nodded. 'Yesgateyuietly, 'he knows.'
Ashley fumbled her feet into her shoes, pulled lma guede coat over the
shirt and trousers she was wearing. She didn'ebetith her hair—or with
make-up. She just wanted to be going.

Jennifer, calm and elegant in silver sables, turtfae you ready?'

Ashley nodded.

'‘Good. Then shall we go?'

The drive to the Chalfont Infirmary in Jennifertaal sports car was long
and to Ashley agonisingly slow. But Jennifer wasaegeful driver, and she
had no intention of ruining her brother's chancesuwvival by crashing
with the one person he most needed to see.

On the journey the two girls spoke little, but heyt neared the Infirmary,
Jennifer said: 'l should tell you, Jake asked four gs soon as he recovered

consciousness a week ago!

'What?' Ashley stared at her profile disbelievingBut —but why wasn't |
told—why wasn't | permitted--'

'My mother refused to allow you to be involved--'

'But Sir James--'



'My father was in a state of shock. I've never kndwm so shattered by
anything. He was in no state to stand up to my erothen. She's a very
determined woman, Ashley.'

'‘But it was her son's life!" Ashley protested.

'‘No. Not then—not really. It's apparently quite coon for a patient
recovering consciousness after an accident to asksdmeone they've
known—sometimes years before. No one imagined uildvanake any
difference to his eventual recovery. And—in faatel in the week when he
began to recognise voices, he never even mentymadthame.'

Ashley looked quickly at her. 'Recognise voicek®'echoed blankly. "What
do you mean?"

Jennifer glanced at her and then her fingers tiggd®n the wheel. 'His eyes
were cut by flying glass. They're bandaged at tbenent and of course he
can't see anything.' She sighed. "You must be peddar a shock, Ashley.
You mustn't be squeamish.’

Ashley clasped her hands tightly together. 'I'mstpteamish,’ she declared.
Then: '‘But about his eyes, Jennifer—are they vadiybinjured? Will his
sight be impaired?’

Jennifer swung the car off the motorway and théipeed a slip road until
Ashley saw the sign for Chalfont. 'Why do you ds&t?' Jennifer frowned.

'I'm just facing facts. I'm not a fool, Jennifer.'

'l never thought you were.' Jennifer shook her h&add we have to be
prepared for that possibility.'

Ashley closed her eyes for a moment. To imagine bdikded did not bear
thinking about.

'Does it matter?' Jennifer was asking now.

Ashley looked at her. 'Are you serious? Of coursedtters.’



'In context, | suppose it does. But allied to otherore important
considerations it's of small account. All that cems me is that Jake should
survive.'

Ashley caught her breath. 'Oh, yes,' she whisparedeadily. That was
what concerned her, too.

The room Jake was occupying at the Chalfont Infiymrgas as comfortable
as any hospital room could be, but without the #aswvhich filled it with
colour during the day it maintained a clinical aafanonymity. There was
something chilling and impersonal about the narmm bed, the neatly
folded pristine white sheets, the plain woven beeksg, the progress chart
suspended from the rail. It was a feeling that er@sanced by the bottle of
drip-feed which was hanging at the head of the &ed which was attached,
by the means of intrusive little tubes, to Jakefedrm.

Ashley hesitated in the doorway gathering her reseof strength. She had
an overwhelming desire to cry, but that would h@edpone, least of all Jake.
Somehow she had to go through with this in a codl@nfident manner. If
she revealed her inner anxieties to him she coettabssly prejudice his
chances of recovery.

All the same, and in spite of Jennifer's warningkels appearance had
shocked her. The upper part of his head and faseswathed in bandages,
and his nose and lips looked drawn and grey. Heweasing pyjamas, but
above the top button she could see the beginnifigjseoplaster cast that
swathed his chest, very white against his tanned akhangover no doubt
from one of his frequent trips abroad. His armsliaaply against the plain
woven coverlet, his hands without animation.

A great surge of love and compassion swelled witlein and at a nod from
the doctor who together with the Sister in chardettos ward had
accompanied them to the bedside she stepped fommatdovered one of
Jake's hands with both of hers.

‘Jake?' she began timidly. 'Jake, it's me, Ashley!



She felt a lethargic response beneath her fingexs she gathered his hand
into hers, gripping it tightly. ‘Jake! Jake! Ohkdawhat have you done to
yourself!'

Her voice almost broke, but she saw his lips mawe lzer own emotions
were held in check as he articulated slowly: ‘Ashshigy!

'Yes—yes, it's me!' she cried eagerly. 'I'm here.’

'‘Ashley!" He said the word again, his tongue prghhis lips disbelievingly.
'‘Ashley—is it really you?'

'Yes, it's really me!" She lifted his hand and teddt against her cheek.
'‘Can't you tell? Don't you know my voice by now?'

His hand suddenly assumed a life of its own. It etbexploringly over her
cheek, her ear, her throat; then it moved backetoféice again, lingering
against her lips.

'‘Ashley!" he said, and there was a satisfied aacegtin the way he said it.
It is you!

His hand suddenly fell limply to the coverlet ansl lnead seemed to drop to
one side. Ashley was horrified, and she turned sgdreyes to the doctor,
who came forward and drew her gently but firmly gfram the bed.

'It's all right, Miss Calder," he assured her cglndut she hung back,
protesting.

'Is he unconscious again--'

'Mr. Seton is asleep,' explained the Sister. 'Etren slightest exertion
exhausts him at present.’

'‘Are you sure?' Ashley was not convinced.

‘They're sure, Ashley,” said Jennifer, her own eygber moist at that
moment.



'But will he wake--'

'Eventually.’ The doctor gave a slight smile. §gest you and Miss Seton
go with Sister Lawson and she'll provide you witime tea. You can come
back later.'

Ashley nodded a trifle dazedly. She was beginnintgél rather exhausted
herself, and she realised it had been even moge gifain than she had
thought. Her legs felt all weak and wobbly and sles quite glad when
Sister Lawson took her arm and led her out of th@r and across the
corridor into her own small office. The office wiainitely more cheerful
and friendly than the clinical room they had juet,|with chintzy curtains
and comfortable leather chairs.

A probationer provided them with a tray of tea éimeh Ashley asked how
long they expected Jake to sleep.

'It's hard to say," said Sister Lawson, frownirlg.might be just a few
minutes—it could be several hours. | suggest youware here overnight.'

'Oh, yes, of course, if | may.' Ashley was eagBut 'could | just ring
my—my relatives? They may be concerned about me.’

Jennifer looked surprised. "They know where youy Ashley. Surely they
won't worry.' She shrugged. 'They've probably goneed.’

Knowing Aunt Mona as she did, Ashley felt certdaattshe at least would
not be in bed. 'I'd really rather make sure," sisested.

'Very well." Jennifer sat back in her chair, sigpimer tea. 'Perhaps you're
right. | expect I'd do the same in the circumstarice

Aunt Mona was waiting for Ashley's call as Ashleadifelt sure she would
be and accepted that her niece would be stayirig &tospital overnight.
Right now Ashley could have wished that her aurg mearer. Although she
liked Jennifer and was grateful to her for tellingr about Jake asking for
her, she was not family, and at times like thesaeanber of one's own
family could be an enormous comfort.



Although Ashley and Jennifer were given beds ind& svard neither of
them bothered to get undressed, and Ashley lay fwakalert to every
sound from the room adjoining.

At about three o'clock, Sister Lawson came for &gain, and when she
entered Jake's room he must have heard her bdvassél: 'Ashley? Is that
you?' in distressingly urgent tones.

Ashley rushed to the bed, flinging herself down her knees beside it,
pressing her face to his hand. 'Yes, I'm here bsb&thed. 'Oh, Jake, darling
Jake, what a terrible shock you gave us!

Jake's lips moved in the semblance of a smile.,'eisl, didn't I?' His jaw
tightened and he made an effort to pat the bedn&ecome up here. Sit
beside me.’

Ashley scrambled to her feet and perched on thedithe bed, taking care
not to jolt him, and he raised his arm and cuppedniape of her neck with
his fingers, drawing her head down to his.

I'm—I'm frightened | hurt you," she whispered, diofj back, but
considering his weakness he exhibited an immenseouaim of
determination.

‘Just let me kiss you,' he said unsteadily, andrsde no further protest, but
supported herself with a hand on either side obbidy.

His mouth was warm and it trembled against hers.tfl never known him
so vulnerable and the knowledge inspired a deside everything she could
to help him get well again. Whatever his injuriée slidn't care, and if—
pray God it was not so—he should be blind, thervghi@d be his eyes. But
now was not the time to think things like that. ¥imeust just concentrate on
inspiring a will to live inside him.

'I—I love you, Jake," she murmured chokily, and &lea shudder pass
through him.



His hand tightened momentarily on hers, and thexg avquestioning tilt to
his lips. 'Do you? Do you really?'

'Oh, yes,' she exclaimed vehemently. 'l think lagls/have.’

A few minutes later Sister Lawson came back to fimat her patient had
fallen asleep again, his cheek against Ashley'ds.han

Ashley must have slept during the latter hourshef night because it was
daylight when she opened her eyes again and shd bear a barely

suppressed altercation going on in the corridorsidet the side ward.

Blinking, she slid off the bed, noticing that Jderis bed was unoccupied,
and went to the door, opening it reluctantly. Tlécgs were louder now,
and a sense of apprehension gripped her. Jakeleemand father were
standing in the corridor with Jennifer and it waslly Seton's voice raised in
anger which had apparently awoken her. When sheAshley, her face

contorted with rage, and although Jennifer hacheatd Ashley's approach
she turned, guessing what had happened.

'‘Good morning, Ashley,' she greeted her with arstchsmile. 'I'm sorry, did
we wake you?'

Ashley licked her lips. 'l—I'm not sure. What tinge it? My watch has
stopped.’

Sir James drew out his heavy gold watch and exairitnét's a little after

ten,' he advised her quietly, and Ashley was astedn'After ten?' she
echoed. 'Oh—Jake? How—how is he?' Her eyes dapieebdingly to each
of them in turn, but it was Jennifer who answered liHe's all right--'

'No thanks to you!" snapped Lady Seton grimly,cirey her anger towards
the younger girl. 'How—how dare you come here? tdave you interfere!
If it hadn't been for you Jake would never have théglterrible accident!

‘That's not entirely true--' began Sir James, asigh empowered to
intervene, but his wife ignored him. 'You have nasibess here, Miss
Calder! I should be glad if you would arrange taMe as soon as possible--'



'Mother!" That was Jennifer, her hands tightly clesd.
'Don't you realise? Ashley saved Jake's life--'
'Oh, what nonsense!

'It's not nonsense. When | arrived here last egtiiay were on the point of
telephoning you that Jake had had a relapse—tlzatctmnces weren't
good--'

'‘And that's what you should have done!
'What? And have Jake die--'

‘Jake wouldn't have died,' hissed Lady Setonhdice seen to that. You took
it upon yourself to go against my express wishes--'

'l had to." Jennifer's voice was low and angry,dw#n so the sound carried
in the tiled corridor.

Sister Lawson's door opened and she came out lpakinoyed. 'Sir James,
Lady Seton—I'm afraid | cannot have this kind ofwanent going on

outside my patient's bedroom. He might well be aaakd able to hear. I'm
not suggesting he can hear what you are sayinghbuntagonism in your
voices must be evident. As Doctor Lindsay has diy¢ald you, your son is

over the crisis. His condition is most definitetyproving--'

'Is it? Oh, is it?" Ashley couldn't prevent the ugive exclamation.
Jennifer nodded, turning to her. 'Yes. He's gombd all right.'

Ashley felt a surge of relief even while she sentbed other matters were
most definitely not improving. Turning to Sir Jamseke said: 'Thank you
for letting me come anyway. I—I was so glad--'

Sir James's face mirrored his confusion and Jenmifepped forward

quickly. 'My father didn't know, Ashley,' she cos$ed quietly. 'No one
knew. | took it entirely upon my own judgement--'



'It was an unforgivable thing to do!" Lady Setomasét choked, and Ashley
felt worse than ever.

She cast an appealing glance in Sister Lawsorestain and that woman
seemed to come to a decision. 'l agree with Mis®rSeshe said
determinedly. 'Without Miss Calder's assistanceuld very much whether
your son would be in the condition he is in today.'

Lady Seton snorted disbelievingly, but Sir Jame=rea less willing to
dismiss Ashley's part in the proceedings.

'Maybe--' he said slowly. 'Maybe if you had askee, @ennifer, | should
have said go ahead.' He shook his head. "We shadl know. But one thing
| must say, Helen, is that we should be thankinhléys not raving at her.'
Lady Seton half turned away, shaking her head. Wh@nk of what might
have happened,’ she exclaimed, in a taut voice.céldd have been
killed—killed! And why? Because some little hussy doesn't kndvickv
side her bread is buttered!"Helen! Being bittezsitt help!

Lady Seton took a deep breath. 'l can't help litg ®ok out a handkerchief
and touched her lips. 'So much trouble —so muchbted And all since
Jake took up with—with her! There's poor Barbaeding her heart out--'

'l doubt that," muttered Jennifer derisively.

'Hilary says she is.’

‘Hilary would!

Sister Lawson was beginning to look uncomfortatiease—all of you,'
she said. 'l don't think this is the time or pl&zeliscuss personalities--'

'No, that's right," Sir James nodded. 'My deais'tin his wife, 'let us just be
grateful that Jake is going to be all right.’

Lady Seton sniffed into her handkerchief. '‘Buté®h



'Of course he is." Sister Lawson was impatientol,d suggest you all go
along to the staff canteen. I'm sure you couldsgete coffee there--'

'‘Couldn't | see Jake?' asked Ashley, with temerity.

'No, you can't,’ flared Lady Seton, her anger gegtthe better of her again.
'He's asleep, isn't he, Sister?"

Sister Lawson sighed. 'lt's just as well he is,'dgau think?' She gave
Ashley a compassionate look. 'Perhaps later, MaddeC.'

Ashley nodded, but an enormous sense of apprelmensis weighing her
down. Would they let her see him? Would they pesudh a thing now that
it appeared that Jake was on the mend? Sir Jansesweet, but his wife
domineered him, and Jennifer—well, Jennifer would @hat was

expedient. Just as last night when she had neeslelé\A

But perhaps she was being uncharitable. Perhaphathgudged them
wrongly. Lady Seton was opposed to her seeing &y Isut what if Jake
asked for her? They would have to let her see han,twouldn't they?

The canteen coffee was strong and bitter and aitih@shley added two
spoonfuls of sugar she couldn't drink it. Jenrsi@gggested she might like a
bacon roll, but Ashley's stomach revolted at tleaid-ood was the least of
her needs at this moment. She listened to the othiing, every now and
then drifting into thoughts of her own. But she vaagre of the bitterness,
from Lady Seton particularly, and now that theisngas over in some small
part from Jennifer, too. After all, it was only teasy to think that had Jake
not been so disturbed by the row they had hadhidtad spent the whole
night drowning his miseries things might have be#ierent. And who was
to dispute it? Not Jake himself, still so weak &etpless, probably totally
ignorant of the actual events leading up to thetcra

At last Sir James rose to his feet and looked daixthe others. 'It's almost
eleven-thirty," he said. 'Jake may be awake. Il gftabind see. Jennifer, |
think it would be best if you took Ashley home ndshe needs a wash and
probably a change of clothes. There's no pointlliofaus hanging about

here.'



'Oh, but--' Ashley faltered, ‘what if Jake asksrfo?’

‘Then you'll be told, of course,’ said Sir Jamastiyu 'Well, Jennifer? Is that
all right with you?"

Jennifer nodded and pulled on her driving gloveslevhady Seton sat
staring into space. They all had a curiously unagglearance to Ashley and
although she opened her mouth to protest that sldwather stay where
she was in spite of everything, no words would comstead, an aching
blackness seemed to be impinging on the outer esamihher eyes, creating
a kind of tunnel vision where everything and evedypseemed distant and
unreal. She could hear the faint sound of voicasthey didn't seem to be
getting through to her, and when she saw Sir Jaoming towards her she
blinked and tried to ward him off! But then the ¢dkaess became complete
and she was hardly aware of sliding from her chair.

Jennifer was kind on the homeward journey. Perliagpgact that Ashley
had fainted had brought it home to her that thengeu girl was just as
distressed about this affair as any one of Jakefsly. In any event she
assured her that she would keep in touch and detieer to Aunt Mona's
welcoming arms with consummate gentleness.

But Jennifer did not get in touch that day, orrib&t day, nor indeed the day
after that. Ashley was due to begin her work atlittrary on Wednesday of
that week, but no one could have expected her sodio the circumstances.
She" spent her time listening for the telephoneatimgafor an unexpected
caller, and when none came she quickly deterionatedervous fatigue.

The Suttons' doctor was sent for and he prescibddig which not only

revived her appetite but also helped her to sIlEgpn so, she was* not fit
for work at present and the library authorities evaupplied with the

necessary information by the doctor. Apart fronpive her aunt and uncle
about the hotel, Ashley did very little. Her boakslonger had the power to
distract her and she knew her aunt worried abaiathount of television

she was watching. But at least television was urshelmg and it did help to
speed the long hours.



There was an occasional write-up in the press giwdetails of Jake's
progress, and she was relieved to read a coupleeks later that he seemed
to be making a rapid recovery. He was still in itifemary, of course, but
his family expected him to be home in four or fiveeks. Ashley couldn't
wait for that time to come. She was convinced trate Jake was home
again he would send for her or she would make pecésl effort to go to the
Hall, and then

But she didn't speculate beyond that point. Sheddaot. Time had reacted
on her in a most disturbing way, and although skeeherself over and over
again that Jake loved her, that he had told hethgowords had a certain
nebulous quality about them. As the days passedanedord was received

from him or from any member of his family she bedanhave serious

doubts about her own re- collective abilities, aothetimes she woke in a
sweat from a nightmare where she had convinceehénst it had all been

a dream.

She plied Mark with questions every evening whercéime home and in
fact he did supply her with a constant report de3ahealth. Gossip was rife
about the estate, but as yet there had been télke about the broken
engagement. Ashley sometimes wondered whether Bamvas kept in
touch about Jake's improvement and whether shiedikim. After all, she
was a friend of the family, she had known Jakeesthey were children, and
it was natural that she should be as concerned &lbowas anyone else. But
such thoughts did not bear consideration, and Assti®ve not to think of
how much easier it was to persuade a weakened maarhis duty lay in
following the wishes of his family.

Then one morning she couldn't find the daily pagre spent several
minutes searching for it, only to be told by heclerthat he had accidentally
used it to mop up some beer in the bar. She hadsfiected anything. It
wasn't urgent that she should read the paper,wthshe usually did so,
searching for any small item about the SetonsvBigin Jeff Saunders came
that evening to call for Karen he had thespatchthe evening counterpart
of theEcho,and was only too willing to lend it to her.

And then she realised why the morning paper hadmgsteriously
disappeared. At the foot of the front page thers avpicture of Jake, sitting



up in bed at the infirmary, dark glasses hidingeyss. But it was not Jake
which had made her uncle destroy the morning paperas the woman
seated so confidently beside him, Barbara St. Falrest, and the caption
read—Sir James Seton's son, Jake, and his fiancee, Béidzara St. John
Forrest, photographed in the Chalfont Infirmary wdeMr. Seton is
recovering from a car accident...



CHAPTER TWELVE
' WANT a thriller, Miss Calder! You know what IKde, don't you?'

Miss Stewart smiled confidingly at Ashley and Ashieanaged a smile in
return. 'Yes, Miss Stewart,’ she agreed dryly. Yi&ke plenty of dead
bodies, don't you?'

Miss Stewart, an angelic-looking old lady in herlyeaeventies, chuckled.
'Well, my dear, when you get to my age you'll salihat there's very little
excitement in life except what you read in books.'

Ashley nodded and came round the counter to scarshiklves of crime
novels. 'Here's one,' she announced, at l@stad Eye of the Hurricane.
Does that appeal to you?'

Miss Stewart turned the book over, examining thge#if. 'Hmm—this
sounds exactly what | want,' she decided, handibgak to the girl. 'Stamp
it for me, my dear."

Ashley stamped the book and handed it over. 'l lympoeenjoy it, she said.

'I'm sure | shall. See you again on Thursday.' Miss Stewart made her
somewhat faltering way out of the library.

After she had gone, Ashley perched on the edgestiia and began sorting
the overdue tickets into order. It was not her ni@gburite occupation, but
since coming to work at the library six weeks ape fad done almost
everything ... from making the tea to cataloguing new intake of books.
This latter task had suited her best, but she baga complaints. She had
enjoyed the work and while she was here at tharyishe was able to put all
thoughts of Jake to the back of her mind. The ofs she worked with
had known nothing of her relationship with Jakeo8ednd consequently
there were no grounds for gossip or speculation.

Sometimes she wondered how long she could go erthiis, living in the
same town as Jake, knowing the same people. Aemiréswas easy—he
was at home, it was true, but confined to his bét & trained nurse in



attendance— but once he was able to get up and again, then the

difficulties might come. She didn't think she coblehr to stay and see him
married to Barbara St. John Forrest, and all maoheild schemes had run
through her brain. It was too late now to thinkuoiversity this year, but

next year she might decide to try for a place. Aftig lots of people took

jobs for a year before entering university and @laes young enough to
create a whole new career for herself. But how stesto survive another
fifteen months in Bewford without, at some timenming into the one

person she could no longer bear to see?

It was eight weeks since that awful evening whems Ishd seen Jake and
Barbara's picture in theespatcheight weeks since the bottom dropped out
of her world. For she was convinced that a newspameild not print
something that was not factual, not something tlile¢ about people living

in the immediate vicinity, and Jake must have sedimself—and yet he
had done nothing to deny it. So it had to be true!

For a while after that night she had drifted intostate of complete
depression, but then as time went by she begaccapathat her behaviour
was upsetting the rest of the family as well aséler That was when she
determined to put emotion aside and make a nevidifeerself. And it did
get somewhat easier after she took up this jdtedilirary. Everyone was so
kind. They had heard she had had a nervous breakéddnought on, they
suspected, by swotting for examinations—and she $ecame a popular
member of the library staff, noted for her constiars and patient regard
for their customers. They were not to know thatfégrgour with which she
attacked every task given to her was motivated tigsire to lose herself in
her work.

Now she finished sorting the overdue cards andddak the clock. It was a
little after four, a quiet time in the library adgy and most particularly on a
Tuesday. There were only two old gentlemen sitteagling at a table in one
corner, and they were regulars who used the libaarg reading room.

The swing doors opened suddenly and a woman cajrleaking round
expectantly. Ashley paled. It was Barbara , StnJebrrest. OhGod! she
thought sickly, what did she want here? And why Bhd chosen today



when her fellow assistant, Sheila, was off sicld #re Chief Librarian had
left Ashley in charge?

Barbara was looking particularly beautiful todayiwhite two-piece suit of
heavy linen, a red scarf knotted at her throat. sstieng round on her high
heels, and then saw Ashley, slim and nervous behgicounter.

With a flick of her hand against her skirt, she raghed the counter, an
unpleasant smile marring her exceptional good |o@Ws, so you're here,’
she remarked, resting purple lacquered nails apdies plain wooden

surface. 'I'm so glad. | wanted to have a word wath.'

"You wish to join the library, Miss St. John Fotf8sAshley managed to
sound composed.

Barbara's lips twisted. 'Me?' She shook her héag.dear, what would |
want to join a library for? | have far too many aoitments to find time for
reading!" The way she said it made it sound likissaase.

‘Then | can't imagine why you want to see me," Jastiley politely,
fidgeting with some tickets which needed filing.

'‘Can't you? No, perhaps not,' Barbara shruggedhei®e nowhere we can
talk? Privately, | mean.’'

'I'm afraid not." Ashley was suddenly glad Sheiswt present. '| must stay
here. I'm in charge this afternoon.’

Barbara glanced round, cast a disparaging lookeatwo occupants of the
chairs beside the table and then turned back. ;Weluppose we are
virtually alone, aren't we?"

''d be glad if you'd get to the point, Miss Sthdd~orrest. | have work to
do--'

'Oh, have you?' Barbara's nails curved ominoug¥ell, when | tell you
what | have to tell you, | doubt very much whetieu'll feel like working.'



'What do you mean?' Ashley felt twinges of alarnediging along her veins.

'‘Are you aware that Jake is not going to recover dight? That in all
probability he'll be blind for the rest of his life

Ashley was horrified. She stared at Barbara avef @uldn't believe her
ears, and the older girl gave her a rather boredasgal.

'Oh, please,’' she said. 'Don't look so strickés.nivt the end of the world.
Just because the Setons blame you for Jake's atdidwesn't mean that
that's how it really is. | have an open mind myself

Ashley sought her stool, sinking down upon it wgakhre—are you sure
about this?' she asked urgently. 'l mean, is tafgide?’

'How definite can these things be?' Barbara shidiggethough the subject
bored her. 'And how—how is he taking it?' 'Jake?I@ink he's resigned to
it by now.'

'‘But there are specialists—operations--'

'Do you think they haven't covered every possiilit

'‘No. No, | suppose not." Ashley rubbed a hand aches eyes. 'l can't
believe it—Jake unable to see.' "Yes. Appallingit ig?' Barbara wrinkled
her nose.

'‘Appalling is hardly the word | should have used--'

But Barbara wasn't listening to her. 'Of courskad to tell him—tell him
straight that as far as we were concerned, | wasigfn--'

'What do you mean?' Ashley's attention was riveted.

‘Just what | say, my dear. | couldn't possibly ad&smarrying ablind
man--'

Ashley was stunned. 'But you love Jake--'



'l admit, | am fond of him, very fond of him, ashiappens, but I couldn't
countenance spending the rest of my life runniney & invalid--'

'‘But he wouldn't be an invalid. Blind people livermal lives--'

'Oh, yes.' Barbara was scathing. 'Well, | enjoyigg] and skiing and riding
... They're hardly the occupations of a blind man.’

"You could find other occupations--'

'l don't want to find other occupations.' Barbamméd her attention on the
other girl more fully. 'And if | were you I'd malgaire | was out of Bewford
before Jake is on his feet again.’

'Why?' Ashley shivered. 'Why do you say that?"

'Have you no sense? Can't you see that when this gets out—when it's
revealed that you were responsible--'

'‘But you're deserting him!" declared Ashley unsilgad

Barbara gave an impatient exclamation. 'What has ¢fot to do with
anything? | can afford to go away until all thi®ls over—you can't. For
heaven's sake, can't you see that I'm right? Eweryo this town knows
Jake—Ilikes Jake. How do you think they'll feel whbey discover the
truth?'

'‘But why should they discover that—that | had amgho do with it

'‘Because Lady Seton will make sure they do!" saadb8ra vehemently.
"You must know already how she feels about you--'

Ashley drew a deep breath. 'Is—is that all you haveay?"'

Barbara regarded her contemptuously. 'It's aletieto say. Well, what are
you going to do?' She paused, running her nailfoergly along a grain of
wood in the counter. 'l don't know why | shouldt bmight be able to help

you.



'Help me?' Ashley was confused.

'Yes. Help you to find another post—similar to thise—but some miles
from Bewford.’'

'‘But why should you want to help me?' Ashley staaeder.

Barbara's cheeks showed a faint rose colour. 't #oow why. Perhaps |
feel sorry for you.'

Ashley pressed her lips together. 'Thank you, budoh't need your
assistance.'

'Why not?'

'If 1 decide to do anything it will be to go to wersity.'
'‘But you can't be accepted this year. It's Mayaalye
'l know that. But there's always next September.’
‘A year from now!" Barbara was impatient.

'Why not?" Ashley shrugged. 'l think | can put ughwthe situation till
then--'

‘You're a fool, do you know that!" Barbara was Iseahgry now. 'A fool"

'Why should that matter to you?' Ashley was begignio feel faintly
suspicious of Barbara's motives now. Why shouldcgimee here and offer
to help her in finding another job? Surely it wolldve been more in the
nature of things for her to sit back and enjoy A&gH vilification.

Now Barbara's fingers tortured her scarlet glovedon't know why," she
exclaimed maliciously. 'l might have ,known | waasting my time trying
to talk sense to someone like you!



'l think you'd better go." Ashley got up from hdod, albeit a little
unsteadily, and gripped the edge of the countenab@ter your reasons for
coming here, | have to make my own decisions. Hryaisit was well
meant—than thank you—nbut I really do have workaamadw.'

Barbara's lips twisted. 'Well, don't get any idedsplaying the lady
bountiful, will you? | heard of how Jake asked yamu when he was first
recovering in hospital—Jake told me himself. He—ehegghed about it. But
he isn't laughing now—nhe speaks of you with loagHin

'Will you please go!" Ashley couldn't stand any mof this. In the six weeks
she had been working at the library her systemideain to recover from

the series of shocks it had had at the time of'daceident, but now, after
only fifteen minutes in Barbara's presence, sheatelf she was back where
she started from, and twice as vulnerable.

Apparently Barbara realised that the two elderiytigenen seated at the far
side of the room were becoming interested in hisedavoice and without
another word she flung herself across the roontfadoors swung softly to
behind her. Only then did Ashley sink down on to B®ol again and
shudder at the full weight of what the other gatltold her.

Jake was blind—he would never see again—never thisvesports car at
speed, never play a round of golf, never go ridingss accompanied by a
responsible adult ... How terrible—terrible! Andwas all her fault—he
thought that now, and his mother had thought ialkalhg.

She didn't know how she got through the rest ofdhg, but when she
arrived home Mona saw at once that something hpddmeed. In a choked
voice, Ashley poured out the whole story, and Mlistened in silence, for
once unable to offer any panacea for the girl'srngis

'‘But you know it's not true,' she said at last.a¥ns, in the newspaper it
stated clearly that Jake was not to blame in anyfaathe accident. It was
the car that came across the central area—it itiinoadside on!

'l know that's what they said--'



'What do you mean, it's what they said? That's hdappened.’

Karen came in a few minutes later and looked atédshtear-wet face with
evident concern. 'Now what's happened?’' she exethim

Her mother briefly outlined Ashley's interview wiBarbara, but Karen did
not take it in the same way. 'And you believed 'hsré declared, when her
mother was finished, turning to Ashley.

'Why shouldn't she believe her?' exclaimed her protksn't it true? Have
you heard something, Karen?'

Ashley's hopes were lifted and then dashed momlates when Karen
shook her head. 'No. But if you ask me there's nmthis than meets the
eye. Why would Barbara St. John Forrest take thebte to go to the library
to offer Ashley a job elsewhere when for weeks—rerdgven—it's been
obvious she hated the sight of her?'

Ashley looked up. 'l think she wanted to tell meatbJake's blindness. |
think she wanted to make me squirm.’

'Yes, but why? | mean, why forewarn you of someajhmgive you a chance
to escape before the news breaks? It doesn't nealse .S

Mona frowned. "There might be something in what yay, Karen. So why
do you think she went to see Ashley?"

'I'm not sure. There is one possibility.'
'What's that?' Ashley was watching her cousin ¢yose

Karen shrugged. 'Jake may have thrown her out. &ehave told her once
and for all that he doesn't want to marry her. Magbe's afraid that you two
will get together again and she's getting her stofyst. That way whatever

happened you'd think he'd come to you on the retho8he paused. 'And of
course this business about getting you out of Bewight be to lay the

way clear for her again.’



'‘But she said she wouldn't marry a blind man--'

'‘Are you kidding? Barbara Forrest would marry Jdkee was paralysed!
She fancies herself as the next Lady Seton, ang sleechicken to be
worrying about which coop she queens it in!'

Ashley smiled a tearful smile. 'Oh, Karen, you astmtnake me believe you.'
'Well, why don't you go and find out for yourself?'

'‘What?'

"You heard me. Go to the Hall and ask to see Jéke refuses to see
you—well, at least you'll know. You won't constarite wondering whether
it was all just a pack of lies. And one thing's ¢ertain, now that he's blind
he won't come after you.'

'Why not?"

'Well, would you? Would you expect someone to wartie themselves to a
blind man?’

'‘But you just said--'

'About Barbara. | know. But that was different. Yeunot like Barbara, and
Jake knows it.'

'As if I'd care whether he was blind or not," bheat Ashley almost under her
breath. 'l—I'd welcome the chance to look after hioncare for him. I
love him!'

Karen turned to her mother, her own eyes prickiniget cousin's obvious
sincerity. 'Well?' she said, sniffing. "Wouldn'tuydlum?"'

Mona hesitated. 'Go to the Hall, you mean? | damiw. Ashley could be
hurt very badly if—if things are as Barbara saysythre.’



'‘But isn't it better to be hurt once—badly—thansfend your whole life
wondering...?"

'l suppose it might be.' Mona turned to Ashley. aitho you think, love?'

Ashley rubbed her knuckles against her eyes. 'Hiexgér see me. He hates
me.'

'How do you know?' Karen was impatient. 'How do aow anything? For
goodness' sake, Ashley, you've moped about heradaths. Get some life
into you and go! What have you to lose?'



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
MARK took Ashley up to the Hall later in the day.

It was much against his better judgement. Unlilsenhother and his sister he
considered Ashley was taking too much upon hert@t, she should wait
and see developments before doing anything soageskbut Ashley knew
that this was because he cared for her and didnit to see her hurt yet
again.

He parked the Land-Rover on the gravelled forecand when Ashley got
out, said: 'Do you want me to come with you?'

Ashley touched his hand, showing she appreciateddricern. 'No, not this
time, Mark. But thank you.'

'l wait, then," he muttered gruffly, and with apologetic nod she got out
of the vehicle.

She mounted the steps to the white door with seepedation. She looked
down at her attire of navy skirt and plain whiteodde with some
misgivings, but they had seemed suitable somehiowad a mild evening
and the cardigan she had worn thrown round herldamuwas left in the
Land-Rover.

She rang the bell and waited. It seemed only sexbetbre the door was
opened. Had the maid observed their arrival and lasating for her ring?

'I—I'd like to see Mr. Jake Seton, please,’ Aslstayed, forcing the words to
come out clearly and not jumbled as they seeméeiitead.

The maid paused. 'Who shall | say is calling, miss?
Ashley was sure the maid knew her identity. Shedeaded dinner on that
disastrous evening when Ashley had come to the Batlnow was not the

time to bring that up.

'I'm Miss Calder," she replied. 'May—may | comé in?



The maid stood aside unwillingly and Ashley steppd the entrance hall.
She waited there on the soft carpet while the rdadppeared into a room
on her right. Where had she gone? thought Ashl@asity. Who had she
gone to inform? Certainly not Jake on the grourmbrfl He would be

upstairs—in his bedroom. She wondered which roomdeepied. Dare she
dart up the stairs in the maid's absence and fsmdoom for herself?

The opportunity passed. The maid came back. Willi ycome this
way,-Miss Calder?' she requested.

Ashley cast a last despairing look up the staiid thien accompanied the
maid across the carpet and into what appeared & diady. There were
filing cabinets against the walls, a sturdy mahggdask with a leather
surface and seated behind the desk—Lady Seton.

Ashley's spirits plummeted. So she was not to lmevall to see Jake after
all.

'‘Good evening, Miss Calder." Lady Seton rose articated the chair
opposite. 'Won't you sit down?"

'I'd like to see Jake, please,’ said Ashley withppaamble.
'So | hear.' Lady Seton remained standing alsaHhMiask why?'

'Why?' Ashley made a helpless gesture. 'Becauseaubecl want to see
him. Does there have to be a reason?'

Lady Seton sighed. 'Couldn't you have waited ungilson sought you out
again?' she demanded, her voice rising a little.

Ashley frowned. 'Would he have done that? After-eiafthe way you
deliberately kept us apart?' She didn't know hogfskind the nerve to say
such things, but somehow after what Karen had sthdtshe had nothing
to lose— she felt better equipped to deal withsitation.

Lady Seton shook her head. 'Have you ever trisgéomy side of this?' she
asked. 'Jake is my only son. I love him dearly. #eth't want him to throw



his life away on a girl who once the novelty of imgvmoney wore off will
seek her pleasures elsewhere!’

Ashley gasped. 'But—but I'm not like that!" shetpsted.

‘Are you not? How do you know? How do you know hygow'll feel in a
year—five years from now?'

‘Lady Seton, | love Jake. I—I'll never change. fadt , want to be with
him—to share everything with him. | don't care i§ liather cuts us off
without a penny. | can work. | can support us Both.

Lady Seton frowned. 'Support you both?' she repedd® you think a son
of mine would allow that?'

'In—in the circumstances, he might have to." Aslileged away. 'Oh, look,
| know you don't like me, that you blame me for—¥anat has happened,
but—if | could I'd like to make up for that. I—Itlo anything!

Lady Seton sank down into her chair. 'You defeaf' sige said slowly,

heavily. 'My husband warned me that this would lesppthat now—now

Barbara has gone he would not be able to acc§bie-broke off and Ashley
felt a sense of compassion for her.

Leaning forward, her hands resting on the desksaltequietly: 'I'm not like
Barbara. It—it doesn't matter to me. I love Jake.

Lady Seton gave her a curiously uncomprehendinky éoal then shook her
head as though the effort to think was too muchéor

'My husband will be back soon," she said. 'He aildryHare down at the
stables with that blessed mare of his, Sophia.f&ded two days ago.'

Ashley straightened, her heart contracting. Howglago it seemed since
that morning she had come to see the mare.

'What—what was it?' she asked, her eyes brighteniiigtesimally. 'The
foal, | mean?"



Lady Seton sighed. 'A colt." She moved her hanctdsva bell on the desk.
'Will you have something to drink, Miss Calder?tfesy perhaps—or some
coffee?’

Ashley was astounded. Lady Seton offering her sbfreent? It didn't make
sense. And it certainly didn't tie in with what Bara had said.

'I—I'd really rather see Jake," she insisted guiethd with a shrug Lady
Seton acquiesced.

'Very well." She pressed the bell. 'I'll have Maake you up. But please
remember—my son is still not a well man.'

'I—I'll remember.'

Following the maid Mary up the stairs, Ashley codidar her heart
pounding rapidly. The sound was out of all promortio the exercise being
taken and she wondered whether Mary could hear it.

There was a rose-patterned carpet on the uppeintpasid several white
panelled doors. The maid led the way to one of ehasd knocked
tentatively.

Ashley heard Jake's harsh: 'Who is it?" and hat héraost stopped beating.
He sounded so grim—so totally unlike the good-rextuattractive man she
had known. Was this what being blind had done no?iWas Barbara right?
Did he loathe her? In spite of what Lady Seton hdginated? Had his

mother allowed her to come up here knowing thaé Jeduld finish the job

she had begun? Was it her way of achieving a wetédl these thoughts
flashed through her mind, and then the maid thopsn the door and
ushered her into the room.

'Miss Calder, sir,’' she said politely, and wenta@asing the door behind her.

Ashley hovered uncertainly. She had expected Jidkeode in bed, but he

was not. He was seated, in his dressing gown ittsuas at the window, and
at her moment of entry he had his back to herv#n the maid announced
her name, he turned, and Ashley saw he was stdlinwg the dark glasses



she had seen in that picture of him and Barbaralwhad caused her such
misery at the time.

'‘Ashley?' he muttered harshly, almost as thougtokién't believe his ears.
'‘Ashley!What the devil are you doing here?’

Ashley took a step forward. 'Yes. Yes, it's me,eJaghe began unevenly.
'How—how are you?'

In truth she was disturbed by his physical appearaHe was thin, much
thinner than she remembered, and the planes offdeis were more
pronounced, his eyes deeper set between the l@hgpda His tan had
disappeared almost completely, and he looked palenaary.

Ignoring her question, he snapped: 'l asked whatyere doing here. | don't
recall any invitation being issued.’

Ashley looked at him helplessly. Even behind thekttglasses his blind
eyes had a penetrating quality, and she had thenagcsensation that he
could see her uncertainty, faking a step forwahd, said: 'Jake, | had to
come.’

'Why? Why now? What has caused this change of Heart

'‘Change of heart?' She was confused. 'l don't statet. I've had no change
of heart.’

'Oh, | see. This is a duty visit. Well, it wasndcessary. And you can tell
Mark--'

'‘Mark had nothing to do with my coming. Oh, he lgbume here, of
course--"

I know.'

'How do you know?'



He turned, bending his head. 'l think you'd bejterWe have nothing more
to say to one another.' He paused. 'Unless--' ldart ifted and then fell
again when she saw his scornful expression. 'Unlesank you for
satisfying the whim of a sick man by coming to bidside. But quite
frankly, it wasn't such a great favour you did me.'

‘Jake!" Ashley was horrified. 'You don't mean that.
He lifted his head. 'Why not?"

'Well, because—because you have everything toftive She hurried on,
smitten by the way his lips twisted at her wordfeu have, you have! Just
because—just because Barbara—that is—not everyorie her. Not

everyone would do—what she has done.'

Her voice broke, and she was glad he could nohseérushing the tears
from her cheeks. But he must have heard the ematiber voice, because
he said: 'Now what are you talking about, you tbas child? What has
Barbara done?’

Ashley shook her head. 'l don't want to talk ald®atbara right now." She
moved a step nearer. 'Please, Jake, don't be waitpryne. — know you
blame me for the accident--'

Now danger brought colour to his cheeks and shesteaied when he got
suddenly to his feet and stood facing her, swagligtly. 'Don't talk such

utter rubbish," he snapped violently. 'l don't idaamyone for the accident.
The car that came across and hit me had gone cwdrfol —there was

nothing anyone could do. And if that's why you'szd+—to try and justify

yourself, then it's not necessary. | absolve yomfall blame.’

Ashley quivered. There was only a couple of feéiveen them now, but the
gulf was as great as ever. She looked into his, fiagig to penetrate the
glasses, seeing the glimmer of his eyes beyondadt incredible that he
could no longer see her. Although perhaps it was as well. She was
finding it terribly difficult to control her faciainuscles.



' didn't come here because—because of thatyveime on, forcing herself
to speak distinctly. 'l wanted to see you. lf—ityto—to say—I'm sorry.’

"You're sorry?' Jake's jaw was taut. 'For what?'

'For—for everything--' she choked, and then gagseuis hands reached for
her, catching her shoulders and drawing her indtptawards him.

'‘Dear God, Ashley,' he groaned, against her nkstkne kiss you just once
more...'

She raised her face in amazement, her eyes wideanitige passion in his
face—in his voice. His mouth on hers was as hadilamgry as ever, his
lean body was reassuringly warm and demanding.

With a little sob she wound her arms round his reo#t kissed him back,
and when his mouth left hers to seek her neck lamoét she pressed her lips
to his cheek and his ear, murmuring softly to hgslae did so.

It was as though they were starving for one anotnat it was not until Jake

staggered back, seeking his chair again, thatesinembered he was not a
well man. With an exclamation of concern, she waown on her knees

beside his chair, pressing her lips to his hangddjrgers, putting his hands
on her hair, caressing his thigh.

'Oh, Jake,' she breathed huskily, 'l love youyeklgou, | love you...'

He lifted her chin then, and it was almost as tlohg was looking down
into her face. "You love me?' he demanded. 'l fivad very hard to believe.'

'Why? Why?' Her eyes were unconsciously appealMayu must know it's
true.’

Jake withdrew from her probing fingers. 'You ddkriow what you're
saying," he muttered harshly. 'l don't need yogmmathy—your pity!"



'‘Sympathy? Pity?" Ashley knelt before him. ‘Jaki®ved you before you
needed anyone's sympathy. I've told you, I'm ket Barbara. — wouldn't
do what she has done."’

His eyes narrowed. 'And exactly what has she done?’

Ashley lifted her shoulders. "You must know, Jdiewever painful it is to
you--'

'l know that Barbara and | are through—finally thgb. But you knew that
months ago.'

Ashley bent her head. 'You don't have to pretendeoJake. | do read the
papers. | saw what was going on. But | don't cang-

Jake gritted his teeth. 'For God's sake, Ashley, tgethe point!" he
exclaimed, and she was concerned at his pallor.

‘All right." She drew a trembling breath. 'Barb&sldl me. She came to see
me—to gloat, | think. But I didn't take it in theay she intended.’

‘Take what?' He sounded deathly tired.
"Your—your blindness--'

'My what?' Now he was turning her way. She couldavhe was looking at

her. With trembling fingers he tore off the darlagges and she saw his
dilated pupils, the bruised sockets, but an unrkedtee awareness as well.
'I'm not blind!" he bit out savagely. 'God, did $bk you | was?"

Ashley's lips were parted and she was nodding sipessy.

Jake ran an unsteady hand through his hair. 'I'nblnal,’ he repeated. 'My
left eye was damaged, | admit, and it's Still nobmpletely
recovered—hence the dark glasses. But | can seayalearly as | ever
could”



'Oh, Jake!' The tears were running unheeded dowtes cheeks now, but
they were tears of relief, not misery.

Jake calmed himself with difficulty and then, pogtithe dark glasses aside,
bent forward to draw her between his legs. Artitota with evident
difficulty, he said: "You— came—here—thinking—I whaknd?"

She nodded.

'For—for what purpose?'

'To tell you | didn't care. That | would be youresy-'

Jake drew a deep breath. 'Tell me what else Bagaada

'‘She—she said—she had told you she couldn't maiury-y

'‘Because | was blind?"

Ashley nodded, again. 'Yes. l—she said everyonendth me for the
accident, that—that | should get out of Bewforddoefyou were well again
and everything came out--'

‘The bitch!" Jake's voice was harsh. 'Well, let tele you, Ashley, that
Barbara and | were through long before this accitkle sighed. 'l thought
I'd convinced you of that.'

'‘But the picture—the picture in the paper--'

Jake smote his forehead. 'Of course! The pictutie Barbara. Well, what of
it?"

"The caption said she was your fiancee.’
'Did it?' Jake shook his head. 'I'm afraid | didr@dte too much one way or

the other then.' He looked down at her kneelingfidently between his
legs. 'Is that why you didn't come to see me?'



Ashley bent her head. 'Partly.’
'‘And the rest?’
'Did you want to see me?'

Jake's expression darkened. 'That's a pointlesstigng he muttered
harshly. "You must know | did.’

Suddenly everything was going to be all right. Ashtould hardly believe
it. She looked up into his face and her heart wdser eyes.

'‘But no one told me,’ she exclaimed. 'And—and ymother—every
member of your family had made it plain that thegsidered me to blame--'

'I'm a member of my family, and | didn't blame yatiated Jake huskily, his
hands curving round the nape of her neck undeh&ier

'l didn't know that."'

'No." Jake looked down at her and there was arbdisiy tenderness to his
gaze. 'And you came here—expecting to find a bivah!" He shook his
head disbelievingly. 'You would have married me-spite of such a
disability?"

Ashley flushed. 'Of course | would.'

'‘But what about your ideas of independence—a c2reer

Ashley pressed her lips together tremulously. 't&overed I'm not so
independent, after all.’

Jake pressed her closer to him and she slid hex @umd his waist, resting
her head against his chest. 'When | recovered—tiéeaccident,’ he went
on, 'l asked for you —why didn't you come?’

Ashley shook her head. 'l wasn't told until a wisér.'



Jake pressed her away from him, looking down atsearchingly. "You
mean no one let you know | needed you?"'

Ashley shook her head once more.

'My God!" Jake gathered her close again. 'My matiasra lot to answer for.
So how did you get to see me eventually?'

‘Jennifer told me you were asking for me.’

'l see. She came for you, | suppose.'

‘Yes.'

Jake nodded. 'She must have felt a sense of cagsci@nd maybe the fact
that her fiance died in a car accident had somgtturdo with it. She must
have guessed how you would feel." He sounded bi@et my mother—I'm

surprised she allowed it.’

'She didn't,” admitted Ashley. 'Jennifer made theision without asking
permission.'

'It's beginning to make sense.' Jake bent and &subis lips to her neck.
'Oh, Ashley, if you knew how often I've wanted to this. | imagined
everything was over between us. | used to wondgoufd find somebody
else while | was in hospital. At times | wanteckilb you--'

'Oh, Jake!"

'Yes? Primitive, isn't it?' Jake half smiled. 'Bubve you so much ..He
hesitated. 'But Barbara—well, that's something.else

'Why should she do a thing like that?"

'l don't know. Unless she's realised finally thatdan what | say. That as far
as she and | getting married is concerned, it's.'ove



'‘She—she pretended she wanted to help me. Sheoffeead to find me a
job elsewhere.’

‘The devil she did!" Jake's arms tightened about Tigen he gave a faint
chuckle. 'l imagine she thought you would shy oftfte first suggestion of
disability—as no doubt she would have done.’

'Karen thought there was something suspicious abbut

'As I've said before, your cousin is a very astite' remarked Jake, and his
voice was softening now. 'So—what do we do?'

Ashley drew back to look at him. 'What do you méan?

'‘Well? | warn you, it may be months before I'm cdebgly fit again,
but—well, if you're willing, we could get marriedide soon.’'

'Oh, yes—yes, please.' Ashley was eager. Thenrshaéd. 'Mark will be
wondering where | am."’

'Yes. He's outside, isn't he?'

'Of course. How did you know he brought me?"

'My windows overlook the forecourt,’ replied Jakéth a smile. 'You've no

idea how nervous | was when you came in. | couldmtgine why you'd

come.'

‘And now?"'

‘Just try and get away.' Jake stroked her chedkhbte was a trace of his
old arrogance in his voice. 'I'm not going to pnek¢hat you'll find it easy to

begin with—my mother needs time to adjust. Buimpise you, we'll have a
home of our own and you can do in it as you likee® that sound

reasonable?"

'It—it sounds like heaven,' confessed Ashley, lpey trembling.



'Hmm.' Jake's lips curved sensuously. 'And | thifdek will have to wait
just a little while longer, don't you...?"



