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"Mr. Mescal, will you marry me?"

They were the hardest words Cleo had ever sawdadtout of desperation,
not love, that she proposed to her dynamic boske Mescal.

Cleo could see no other way out of her predicanoerto safeguard her
family, but she was nevertheless surprised wheaghheed. There was just
one problem--Jude wanted a real marriage and emildr

Jude was undeniably attractive, and very soon @ead her emotions
involved. She just wished she knew what Jude'svastivere--and how he
felt about their marriage.



CHAPTER ONE

JuDE MEscaAL walked through the office and Cleo thought, as khd
thought so many times before: he moves like a aatmean, moody,
magnificent cat.

She had heard other adjectives ascribed to thdé ekexutive of Mescal

Slade—cold, remote, terrifying. But one of the mauyantages of being
the personal assistant to the most powerful maona of the City's most
prestigious merchant banks was a certain degraevafnerability. Jude

Mescal didn't frighten her; nannies were rareliafiof their charges, they
knew them too well. And that was how Cleo sometineggrded him—as a
difficult but gifted charge.

He appeared to be in one of his thankfully raredf@le moods this morning,
she decided with a serene half- smile as she rtbtedvay his secretary,
Dawn Goodall, cringed at her desk. The way theteed@dle-aged woman
was lowering her head, hunching her shoulders maytto look invisible
made Cleo forget her own problems just for a moment

Jude paused at the heavy, highly polished doohdbitner sanctum, his
office. He had failed to issue his customary cambd) mornings, and the
black bar produced by the frowning clench of bratet thundered down
above the almost startling azure of his eyes aadditeful line of his nose
attested to his ill temper even before the wordg, SEeing no one today,
Cleo. Cancel all appointments. Understood?' weredoleout in that husky,
slightly gravelly voice that had the power to maken the chairman of the
board look as though he felt like a five-year-otdhos first day at school.

‘Certainly, Mr Mescal.' Cleo dipped her smoothesihblonde head, feeling
the expertly cut wings of her hair brush againg prerfect ivory of her
pointed face, hiding the amused smile that hovarednd the full, curved
contours of her mouth. It was obviously going toope of those days.

'‘And bring in the Research file on Chemical Holdindgle slewed round
quickly on the balls of his feet, the blue steelht$ eyes turning Dawn
Goodall to stone at her desk. 'And if anyone froimstFUnion calls, I'm



unavailable until the lunch appointment we arranfigetomorrow. Got that,
Mrs Goodall?'

An agonised squawk was the nearest Dawn could getan
acknowledgement, but Cleo chimed in, ultra-sweet smooth as silk, '‘As
rumour has it, First Union have been shopping ao@ould tomorrow's
lunch be the preliminary to a hostile bid?’

She hadn't been able to resist that dig, and fooment the muscles of his
wide shoulders tensed beneath the dark silk andamghiting, then his

mouth quirked acidly. 'No one makes a bid, hostileotherwise, for an

efficient house. And Mescal Slade's one of therémyers. Your job is safe,
Miss Slade. For the moment. Bring that file through

In the silence following the thud as heavy mahogealoged on its frame
Dawn let out a pent-up breath,

‘The file's right here. | had it brought up fromdearch first thing. And
rather you than me. I'd ask for a transfer to wasir attendant if | didn't
need the money | get sitting here." She scowledtgping error and Cleo
picked up the file, shaking her head,

'You're a damn good secretary, otherwise you wotibdrsitting there,' she
told the older woman. "You've only been working lian for three months,
you'll soon learn to ignore the iceberg image. ldessveetie underneath.’

'If you say so.' Dawn didn't look convinced anddigrned away, going into
her own small office to collect her notebook, tiie from the Equity and
Research department tucked under her arm.

Jude Mescal had a reputation for being an icelzewgell-oiled automaton
plugged into his work; remote as a god on top ofn@lus, occasionally
breathing fire and thunder down on the heads sklelseings, but not often
enough for it to become cause for justifiable caayl

When she had been appointed as his personal assistaar ago, with her
degree in economics safely in her pocket and heethfascination with the
world of merchant banking, she had known she chalddle the Frozen



Asset—as Jude Mescal was popularly and irreverdatywn. She had
countered cool cynicism with a disregard that wasa way negated by her
slightly amused smile, met his rare temper outlsussth total equanimity,
did her job faultlessly and enjoyed the keen wagkih his incisive brain,
even, latterly, anticipating the way his mind wojuthp. They made a good
team and she was, quite possibly, the only oneedddl Slade's employees
who wasn't openly or secretly afraid of him.

He was standing at one of the windows, looking edlten she walked
through. An undeniably attractive hunk, she thoughbnsequentially as
the cool, smoky grey of her eyes appraised thedtinez shoulder and back,
the supple leanness of hip and length of leg. WWgaWorldly, with a brain

as quick and sharp as a rapier, he was one of iyt @ost eligible

bachelors, never without a beautiful woman at hde svhen the occasion
demanded such a decoration, and never—Cleo had wnatde wry humour

and a somewhat incomprehensible feeling of satisfae-looking other

than politely bored by the adoring postures andcardf the woman in

guestion.

Rumour had it that Jude Mescal was wary, saw atham as mercenary
gold-diggers, that he merely used them before tloe§yd use him. Idly, she
wondered what it would feel like to be dated sdgilay Jude. Sheer hell, she
decided, if boredom was the only emotion that lablaut of those
remarkable eyes. But if those eyes were to warmsekual awareness, to
intimacy...

'Sit down, Miss Slade.' The command was abruptandidn't turn. So Cleo
sat, taking the chair angled across the huge le&dpped desk, smoothing
the silver grey fabric of her designer suit over kreees. There it was again,
'Miss Slade' for the second time this morning. Aretbby her dig about the
prospect of a hostile takeover bid from the Ameribankers, First Union?
Possibly. Cleo sucked in her breath. So the bithr'drelish the prospect of
being bitten!

As if the intensity of her gaze had penetratedosd of absorption at last,
he turned, his eyes briefly flicking over her, mayifrom the top of her
groomed silver- blonde head to the tips of her agpely shod toes.



'Right. To work. Let's see if the findings from [Rasch coincide with my
gut reaction about CH.’

He kept her hard at it for over an hour, probinghfer reaction to the report,
the complicated balance sheets spread out befere, thntil Dawn came
through with the coffee-tray, putting it down orettdesk and sidling out
apprehensively when Jude eyed the offering aswere an intrusion of an
unspeakably vulgar kind. Although Cleo had triedréassure the older
woman, Dawn didn't appreciate that when he wasossgd in his work he
was on another plane entirely; it was nothing peaito

And Cleo, pouring from the chased silver pot, sdidtinks,' not meaning
the coffee, of course. 'l wouldn't advise a cabug into that little lot, let

alone our valued Trade Union clients. Can't thirikysthey showed interest
in the first place.’

Jude grinned, his whole body appearing to relaxea®ok the cup she gave
him, stirring the brew reflectively although he kaaeither sugar nor cream.

'‘Absolutely right.' He looked pleased with her, afihas if he were about to
pat her on the head, as if he had been testing lseme way, finding out if
her judgement of market trends was sound.

He needn't have gone to the trouble, she thought,cbol, liquid eyes
betraying not the slightest hint of her inner anmuset as she sipped her
coffee. The idea of a literal pat on the head wasy enough in itself; Jude
Mescal never descended to personal levels. He exasetmote, too cool.
And she made it her business to know her chosdegsion backwards and
inside out. She wasn't big-headed about it, it swagply in her, bred in the
bone, so the idea that he might have been teséingdd to be amusing. He
shouldn't need to be told that a Slade, as wellMescal, had banking in the
blood.

Although he now seemed marginally more relaxedptteewas back in the
deep husky voice as, his coffee-cup empty and ttee of a refill waved
aside, he asked, 'How is John Slade?"



The question didn't surprise her too much; them l@en close business
connections for decades between the Slades antdieals. Since her
parents' deaths ten years ago her Uncle John matheulargely family-
owned finance house, Slade Securities, until alecofpyears ago when he
had been forced to retire after a near- fatal hedatk.

'Not too good,' she replied sadly. Her uncle hacbbee her guardian after
the deaths of her parents, the only person to ¢féerany comfort at all
during those eatrlier, lonely years. 'He has to thkegs very quietly. We've
been warned he mustn't get excited or upset.’

'‘And your cousin Luke?' Jude's eyes, over stedplgdrs, were cool, astute.

Cleo hunched one shoulder, 'Coping in his fatret€ad, as far as | know.
Keeping his nose clean, | hope.'

It was fairly common knowledge that a spiteful gen a gossip column
concerning a brawl Luke had been involved in atesowtorious West End
nightclub had been responsible for his father&skeind most serious attack,
and Cleo could sense the condemnation in Judess kyke was brilliant in
his way, but emotionally immature, and his fatherswt the only person
who thought it was high time he faced up to theoesibilities he now
carried. Running a successful finance house dendamdee than a clever
mind and financial bravado.

Thankfully, Jude let the subject drop, instructititgve a word with Chef. |
want tomorrow's lunch arrangements to be perfeothiNg ostentatious,
just the best. You know the drill. And have evenythyou can lay your
hands on pertaining to First Union on my desk iti &a hour. And make
sure I'm not disturbed. Oh—and Cleo--' this asvgag already on her way,
file and notepad neatly gathered, thinking witbwach of satisfaction that he
did have the jitters about the Americans 'have lunith me. One-thirty?'

Her heart dropped to the soles of her feet andrsgui back up again
because the mention of lunch, today, gave henasiek feeling indeed. But
her answering smile was tinged with polite regegctly right, as she told
him, 'I'm sorry, Mr Mescal. But I've a prior apptirent. | would break it if |
could, but it's not possible.’



If he was disappointed, he didn't show it. Butsfas. If she had been free to
lunch with him it would have meant that she dithae that prior date with
Robert Fenton.

Robert was the last man she wanted to see, buttdiephoned

invitation—more of a command, really—late last riighd been dark with a
threat she didn't want to speculate about too ge&fut until all the cards
were down. She couldn't understand why he wantsdader and, knowing
him, she had been worrying about it all morningeyhad parted far from
amicably, so why was he insisting they met?

She signed the routine letters and memos Dawndiidr her desk, made a
couple of brief inter-office phone calls regardihg details of First Union
which were to be sent up, pronto, then took the tbf the executive
dining-suite, the back of her mind ticking over tis€ of precise instructions
for Chef, the front of it occupied with regret oube missed opportunity to
have lunch with Jude.

They lunched together fairly frequently, sometingd@sed at his home in
Belgravia, and she always enjoyed the occasionsuddd them to put his
mind in neutral, allowing it to digest some problenother, a decision that
had to be quickly and correctly reached—no margirefror. She used them
to get to know him better, an exercise she fousdeimsingly fascinating. It
was essential, she told herself, to know what mamwes boss tick. And
during those quiet interludes she had gained aaraeshe firmly believed,
unique insight, catching glimpses of his droll sens humour, the

underlying deep humanity of the man. And she fatimadi liking for the man

himself had been added to respect for his remagkadalin.

Latterly—although there was nothing personal inshe always assured
herself—she had found herself wondering why, ataipe of thirty-sue, he
had never married, never come close to it as fasuk$le probings had
allowed her to gather. Because, subtle as they, Wheeesteel shutters had
always come down decisively whenever he had sdmsedhs in any danger
at all of giving away more of himself than he irded to do.



And Cleo pushed through the swing door into the aontate kitchens,
feeling fraught because she knew full well thatclurwith Robert Fenton
would be no pleasure at all.

The restaurant Robert had suggested they use waey/,pexclusive and
secluded, and she looked at him across the beiga-tovered table and
wondered what she had ever seen in him.

At twenty-seven, three years her senior, he wasrfig@lly good-looking.
His mid-brown hair was a little overlong but supggrbut, his clothes of
good quality but a little on the flamboyant siden@pared with Jude Mescal
he was a shadow, lacking the other man's stremgtlslaeer presence. Cleo
wondered why such a com- parispn should have canteet mind, and
unwillingly remembered how when her cousin Luke hdtbduced her to
Robert Fenton at a party two years ago she hadjthhdie was the cat's
whiskers.

Coming to the end of her final year at the LSE kshé had little time for
dates. But what time she'd had had been spentRalbert, his seemingly
effortless charm helping her to relax.

With her Finals behind her at last and her sighisdf on joining Mescal
Slade in whatever capacity offered, she had seen ofdrobert. Until, her
brief infatuation dying an inevitable death on éerergence from those long
years of dedicated hard slog, she had at last beguealise that Robert
Fenton was not quite what he seemed. The imaghdsedo project was at
variance with the man inside the skin. And with Bges wide open at last
she had discovered that she rather despised him.

Nothing was said until their order had been taketh then he told her, his
hazel eyes sly, 'You're looking more beautiful tleuer, Cleo, my love.
Work obviously agrees with you. | must try it sotimee.'

Cleo didn't deign to reply; she was in no mood#éaile flattery and she was
no longer amused by the way Robert seemed abféotd &he best things in
life, even though he had no visible means of supfre was no longer the



naive, emotionally backward student who rarelyetifther nose from her
books for long enough to look around and find obatpeople were like.

'Why was it so vitally important that we meet?' sleenanded, echoing the
words he had uttered over the phone last nightiadhe he had used very
different from her own cool, almost disintereste.0

He leaned back in his chair, looking at her wittylayes.

'You haven't acquired any finesse since | saw getHwhen was it? About
ten months ago?"'

She ignored that. She hadn't needed finesse tditellto go and take a
running jump. And yes, it would have been aboutremths ago. She had
been Jude's PA for just over two months, still yeattle to believe her good
fortune in hearing through the grapevine that thefcexecutive's then
personal assistant would be leaving to have thg bBab and her husband
had been longing for. That she had landed the jlofoa formidable list of
applicants had still been responsible for the wglow of achievement that
had totally negated the blow of discovering exabtbyv perfidious Robert
Fenton was. Not that she had still imagined hersdlfve with him at that
time; she had simply been annoyed by her own lagkdgement.

Cleo drank a little of her dry martini, smiled awvaiter placed her order of
smoked prawns in front of her, then raised an irepatyebrow in Fenton's
direction. She was in no mood for games.

'It's brass tacks time, is it?" He read her mobdeéd money, my love.
Rather a large amount of the stuff. And you aregao have to divvi up.’'

She might have known! His primary interest in Is#e had discovered, had
always been financial. But the wealthy were alwpyesy to the avarice of
others—Aunt Grace had drilled that into her oftanigyh!

'Like hell I am! And if that's all you wanted toyse me, I'm leaving,' she
said softly, a distant smile hovering around heuthdoecause she wasn't
worried, not then. She reached for her bag, ndingito waste one more
second on this importuning louse.



But he caught her wrist across the table, his fimpearting. To force him to
release her would cause the type of public scemeasimorred, so she
subsided, fury tightening her mouth.

'Very wise.' Fenton's voice was suave as he grhdigdéased his hold on
her. 'Eat your nice prawns, duckie— this might ta@me time. You see, it
concerns that pillar of respectable society, yaamcdgUncle John. Though
he's not so good, healthwise, | hear.’

He tossed back his whisky and soda and clickedirigsrs at the hovering
wine-waiter. Cleo felt ill, and she was worried nobwut there was no
emotion in her voice as she interrupted his coratens with the waiter.

‘There's no way my uncle can be any concern ofsyour

'No?' He tipped his head as he finished orderBuf I am concerned. And
he will be concerned about you— about the stateyafr morals, in
particular. Such a highly moral man, your guardiamear. And your Aunt
Grace is also a pious lady, very concerned wittahely image, with some
justification. A twenty-room mansion in Herts antdank account that must
be touching the two million mark is an image evevolld try to live up to.'

'Will you get to the point?' Cleo snapped, throwifrbalance, thrusting aside
her untouched starter as her main course of sqieaapd.

‘The point? Ah—yes."' He cut into his veal, smiliiglverse reports on your
morals would not faze Aunt Grace. Annoy her, ofrseuy but it would be
something she could handle—especially if the dictld be swept under the
Aubusson. But dear old Uncle John—now there's ainegndifferent ball
game. Two massive heart-attacks already--' He shisdkead in a parody of
sorrow. 'lIf he heard what | could tell him—throutlie gutter press—then
the shock could very well finish the old boy offsgecially when we
consider that the second attack followed rightlon lteels of that naughty
little piece about his son Luke which appearethaDezzi Phipps column.
And we wouldn't want that, would we, my love?’



She wanted to hit him. Sitting at the same tabkl Wwim made her insides
heave. His tactics were blackmail, but he had merbge, and that puzzled
her even more than it worried her.

But that state of affairs didn't last long aftee $hssed, her eyes darkening
with disgust, "You're spouting hotair and garbageli can have nothing to
say about my morals, either way. We dated a fevedih

'Rather more than a few.' The look he gave her rhadskin crawl. 'And |
think my version of the events that led to our krap might make more
titillating hearing than yours. I'd put it abolkdiso: a poor but honest young
man—me--' he dipped his head as she snorted viglé&atling in love with

a beautiful young student. You. A touch promiscyobst our hero
overlooked that—being head over heels, you undaistAnd then the
problems—beautiful student had such expensivedgséeing been brought
up in the lap of luxury. This forces our hero t&daisks with the small
amount he does have—it being common knowledgenithane gets to first
base with the lady without vast expenditure. B s promised to marry
him, so he believes the risks he's taking wortBathe gets deeper into debt:
gambling, loan sharks, you name it. All to keep lday happy. He has to
give her a good time because if he doesn't shdindlsomeone who will.'

Cleo's eyes narrowed and she sucked in a deephbfEHa¢ man was a
lunatic. 'If anyone who knew me, least of all Unétdan, would believe that
trash, they'd believe day was night." She hadletdo enough verbal slime
to sever her connection with her inbred cool caytiout he quelled the
imminent storm with five well chosen words.

‘The Red Lion Hotel, Goldingstan.’

Then he relaxed back in his chair, his meal finishiaising an eyebrow at
the congealing, untouched food on her plate.

‘Not hungry? Pity. However, my dislike of waste teampered by the
knowledge that you are going to pay the bill. Yan afford it. | can't. Now,
where were we?'



"You were trying to blackmail me," she clipped, eice controlled. But she
was shaking inside and there was no way she cosduiide the disgust on
her face, the loathing in her huge dark eyes. ‘Make me sick!'

'‘Now thatissad.' His voice was heavy with sarcasm and thieshat curved
his lips as he refilled his wineglass made her dbudBut | think I'm going
to be able to live with that, especially as yougoing to settle my debts and
get a couple of rather threatening heavies off agkbOh, and by the way,'
his voice was almost a purr as she opened her ntowtategorically deny
her intention of doing any such thing, 'l kept tiagel receipt. Mr and Mrs
Robert Fenton, room four, on the night of the el¢hr@f June last year. And
in case there's any doubt, I'm sure Mrs Galway—wsaember her— the
hotelier's wife who was so obliging and told us sbeer forgot a guest, will
be able and willing to identify you as the said M@bert Fenton. She might
even be able to recall that we couldn't drag ouesebut of that room until
half-eleven the following morning!

Still smiling his odious smile, he lit a cigaretted blew a cloud of smoke
across the table. 'Not that it will come to asKitig Galway to identify you.
You've no intention of being awkward about thisydgou, my love?'

'Don't call me that!" she rasped, her voice hoasehough her throat had
turned to sandpaper. She was more disgusted bsepeated use of the
endearment than anything else. It was a crazyiogadtut that was the way
it was, and she wanted to get away from him, getwhole distasteful

episode over, so she asked stonily, 'How much?'

‘Twenty-five thousand.'

She didn't believe it at first. But she saw from faice that he was serious,
deadly serious, and she laughed, without humour.

"You're mad! Where would | get that kind of monéy®i even if | could, do
you honestly fhink I'd believe keeping the Red Linoident secret worth
that amount?’

Leaning forward across the table he called hefBluhink you'd consider it
worth it at twice the price. Can you imagine dddrdohn's face if he read a



headline that might go something likeSldde Securities Chiefs Niece
Involved in Debt ScandalWith an opening paragraph that could say
something like'Slade heiress's lover threatened with knee-cappinloan
shark's heavy mob. 'I'm in real trouble. | only gotdebt for her sake,
explained Robert Fenton, Cleo Slade's former lo\&hme's used to the best
and she said she loved me. But she won't liftgefito help now I'm in this
mess. I'm devastated,’ added the distraught Mr drehtOr something
similar.' He stubbed his cigarette out and Clettifel trap close more tightly
around her, squeezing until she thought she woeldfit.

Yes, she could just imagine what that kind of peibjicould do to Uncle

John—the piece about Luke had been mild in compaasd that, as almost
everyone believed, had brought on that second,fatdheart- attack. And

it wouldn't exactly ease her career along, eithoer, that was a minor
consideration beside the damage it could do tahele.

Fenton added, 'What's a mere twenty-five thousamdgirl who will inherit
her father's share of the Slade Millions in—whadt iwbe? Around a year's
time? A drop in the proverbial ocean!

Her mouth tightened. 'Can the heavy mob—in whiohkidentally, | don't
believe—wait a year? | don't inherit until I'm twe+five, as you very well
know.'

'Or until you marry," he put in slyly. 'l did my m@work.'

'‘And are you going to suggest | marry you to gethragds on the money?"
She wouldn't put it past him, and there was an edi¢pysteria in her voice
and it sharpened his eyes.

'I'm not that stupid. Should you marry before yeaah your twenty-fifth
birthday, then, in order to obtain an early releaeyour considerable
inheritance, your guardians, your so upright anoper uncle and aunt,
would have to unreservedly approve your choice ugband. And they
wouldn't have to dig very deep to realise that @y would they approve of
yours truly. No," he smiled olilily, 'I've always é&wn that wasn't on the
cards, although at one time | had hopes of keepingsweet until you were
twenty-five and free, not only to inherit, but toamy whomsoever you



pleased. But the Fenton charm didn't blind youldog enough. | did ask
you to marry me, though, remember? | was begintargalise you weren't
as starry-eyed as you had been, so | suggested axmgy rand, in true
romantic tradition, keep it a secret from thosdfgttelatives of yours. |
thought that might have set the little female hemtinding away again.
However,' he sighed theatrically, 'that wasn'tép$o I've given the matter
much thought and decided to cut my losses andcedetttwenty-five thou.
You can raise it somehow—uwith your collateral.’

He beckoned for the bill and stood up, pushingftided slip of paper
between the fingers of her clenched hand.'Seemguove. And thanks for
the lunch. I'll keep in touch. Oh, and by the widiwant my little pressie in
four weeks' time. Cash, if you please.'

Cleo was in her office early the following morninthe thickly carpeted
corridors had been silent as she'd walked throbgttshed building with
the uniformed commissionaire's cheery words echoaligwly in her head.
'‘Good morning, Miss Slade. A real touch of springhe air today!"

The early morning City streets might be awash wigdrm April sunlight,
but winter was in her heart; icy, steel-edged winte

Her features taut and expressionless, she hungplaein her cupboard and
smoothed the long, narrow lapels of the deep mobmyloured Escada suit
she was wearing. Expertly applied make-up went sa@g to hide the
pallor induced by a sleepless night and the eysstlet her in the mirror on
the back of the cupboard door were sharp with detetion.

She had no way of knowing if Robert Fenton was @btdwas being

hounded for repayment. It didn't really signify.sHhreat to her uncle, via
herself, was real enough. That kind of heavy blaaknthe threat of the

worst kind of publicity in one of the seamier tallly would finish the

already frail old man. She had no doubt that Fectarld get the slimiest
publicity possible. He knew some very dubious cti@rs in the newspaper
world, men who didn't care what was printed, or géhlives were shattered,
so long as it sold papers.



There was no way she could raise that kind of maméyout approaching
the trustees. And they would, quite rightly, wamkhow details. And that
kind of detail she couldn't give.

She sat at her desk, her spine upright, staritfgegtolished surface. For the
first time ever she regretted the restrictions fa¢her had placed on her
massive inheritance.

Throughout her life she had never wanted for maitérings. Her allowance
had been on the generous side, but sensible, andehwith her parents
and, later, with her uncle and aunt, had been ekslgr luxurious— until,
needing to be in London while she was studying, Ise persuaded the
trustees to buy the small terraced house in Bowevstee still lived. She had
nothing personal to sell that would raise anytHikg the amount Fenton
was demanding. But unless she was able to raise ibur weeks' time,
Fenton would see those vile lies printed. Theydladeen the damage such
malicious tittle-tattle had done when Luke's exgsldnad been snidely
publicised and the specialist had warned that thgé dld man be treated
with kid gloves, that upsets and worry had to beided at all costs. So she
had to raise that money! She couldn't have hishrdeaher conscience!

Hearing the snick of the outer office door as gw@d, she held her breath. It
was Jude, as she had hoped, early, well before Dasrdue to arrive. And
now had to be the best time to speak to him.

Her breath caught flutteringly in her throat and $temach wriggled about
uncomfortably as she watched him walk past hetypapien door to his own

office, the inevitable briefcase in his hand. Themaculately cut dark suit
he wore clothed his body with easy elegance, aaatisp whiteness of his
shirt contrasted sharply with his dark blue tiethathe natural darkness of
his skin tones. He always looked as if he had a tan

Quelling an unwanted spasm of nerves—apprehensidrblen talked out
of her plans during the long, lonely hours of laigiht, hadn't it?—she rose
to her feet and squared her slim shoulders. Shewradtled with the
problem Fenton had presented her with and as feln@sould see there was
only one viable solution— and she had looked longl d&ard for
alternatives. So there was no point in giving wathe jitters now.



The man could always say no. He had said no tonbssideals before now.
But only ever after giving the matter full considiéon, after a careful
weighing of the pros and cons. He surely wouldafhther business
proposition down out of hand.

Drawing in a long breath, she tapped lightly ondosr and walked in, her
features severe, cool, her heart not picking updpg the smallest fraction.
She had learned the trick of unemotionalism in @ Isghool. She met the
vivid azure of his eyes, the small, courteouslyapbmt smile as he
acknowledged her brief greeting. And before he @daulinch into plans for

the day's work, or return his attention to the pajpe had already extricated
from the black leather briefcase, Cleo draggediekdureath in through her

nostrils and asked, 'Mr Mescal—will you marry me?’



CHAPTER TWO

For an agonisingly drawn-out moment Cleo thought he g@ng to refuse
her without giving the matter any consideratioralatHis body grew still,
very still, before a ghost of a smile flickereddsly around the hard male
mouth and was then erased, as if it had never lasahshe had dreamed it.

And then, as he still remained silent, her spirnéesed with impatience

beneath the smooth, expensive fabric of her suds\We going to say
nothing, nothing at all? What if he, like the gentlan he was, ignored her
question? What if he treated her startling propasfalmarriage as a
regrettable mental aberration on her part, deemikigder, more polite, to

pretend the words had never been said?

Well, in that case, she would just have to repeatfffer, she decided with
grim stoicism. Against all her expectations she parspiration slick the

palms of her hands and, slowly, she ran the tipenftongue over lips gone
suddenly dry. At that, as if her physical uneasgreaalled him, made some
impact on his mind, he gestured her to a chair asittalmost imperceptible
movement of his hand. And Cleo sat, glad to, bexémssome reason her
knees felt as if they were about to give way.

Silently, her eyes too big for her face, she wilteeh to answer, to say he'd
give it some thought, at least. His agreement Wwa®hly solution she could
see to a grotesque problem, and she needed ithdfouncle's sake she
needed it.

But now, without knowing how or why it should hauept in, there was an
indefinable something going on inside her head Weatned her that his
acquiescence was important on an entirely diffepéarte. Whatever it was,
she couldn't understand it, although she felt $toilg, and, whatever it
was, it made her feel lightheaded, breathless.

'‘And?' he said at last, his tone prompting, hisdyading hers from beneath
thick, dark lashes.

Thrown off balance by the softly put question, {h®bing she hadn't
expected, not in that nebulous form, her smoky eyidened again, filling



her face, while a faint flush of colour stole irtter pale skin. 'And?' she
repeated, parrot-fashion, her mouth dry.

'‘And why the unexpected interest?' Jude suppMgd:ve worked together
for twelve months, very amicably, | do agree, bug et to see signs of a
deathless passion from you. Neither," his voiceinaad, polite in inflexion,
perfectly level, 'do you strike me as being theetgpwoman who would be
desperate for the married status—at any price."'

He was wrong there, she was desperate, but ntidorasons he imagined.
Marriage, for the sake of it, had never appealéeé. I%ad learned how to be
sufficient unto herself, not to need emotional groput marriage to
someone as undeniably suitable as Jude Mesgal Weult the eyes of her
guardians was the only answer to her awful problem.

But now, at least, he was asking her to give |dgigeswers to her own
seemingly illogical question, and she could harldiét. For a moment back
there she had felt herself to be losing her griphentangible, admitting the
intangible—that nebulous thread—into her mind sat #in union with this

man had, for a strange, disjointed moment, seempdrtant on an entirely
unexpected level.

And that particular reaction, she told herself fymwas due to the
momentary panic of nerves. She hadn't expectede¢d riervous—so
nervous, at least.

She began to relax, feeling the tension drain btiteotautly held muscles of
her back and neck. She was completely at homethétlunequivocal logic
of facts, and she was fully prepared to presentwaitin those facts—as far
as she deemed entirely necessary.

She clasped her hands loosely together in hemdher eyes were cool and
frank as she told him, 'Under the terms of my fesheill | don't come into
my inheritance for another year, and | need a rddoge amount now.
However, if | marry before then, provided my unaled aunt approve my
choice, my father's money automatically passesaoThey would approve
of you, and if we married within, say, three weekgould control my
inheritance, use the money 1 need. It wouldn't geeat deal,’ she assured



him, in case he thought she would spend the lotlaera expect him to keep
her in luxury. 'Not when seen in context. My futimberitance is popularly
known as the Slade Millions.'

He dipped his head in brief acknowledgement ofdlts that were, after all,
common knowledge in City circles, and she knew fibets had been
concisely put, the reason for her proposal madar agd@ough. She was
devastated when he chuckled, a rare occurrencedrfdethe Frozen Asset!

His incredible azure eyes were irradiated with aament and Cleo, looking
at him, felt her skin crawl with hot colour. To dsikn to marry her had been
humiliating enough in itself, without him adding teer discomfort by
treating the whole thing as a joke!

'Wouldn't it have been simpler to arrange a lodh® amusement lingered
for a while, sparkling in his eyes, then fadedyieg his face as it ever
was—remote, cool, intelligent. 'Embarking on thenocoitment of marriage

seems rather drastic. Couldn't you approach tistetes of your late father's
estate? Come to that," his wide shoulders liftadtfonally, 'l could lend you

what you need. Your credit rating is excellent,adeded drily.

He sat down then, taking his chair on the oppastte of the huge desk, his
clever eyes narrowed over steepled fingers as behe@ her. ‘How much?
And what for?'

But Cleo shook her head decisively, the shimmesihgr fall of her hair

swinging across her face. 'I'd prefer not to bort&he didn't want anyone
to know why she needed the money, and anyone m@darlend that

amount would certainly demand to know where the eyamas going! And

her eyes met his in unconscious, mute appeal ardhked her softly, 'Are
you in some kind of trouble?"

Again the sharp negating swing of her head; thesmabe was in was of her
own making, she would extricate herself from ithier own way, without

involving anyone else in the sordid details. She m&de a mistake, a bad
one, when she had allowed herself to be infatuaydRlobert Fenton's silver
tongue, his easy charm. But she had learned hsarlesd was about to pay
dearly for it. And sitting here, mutely supplicamder the remote eyes of



the man who was known never to suffer involvementeept with his
work—suddenly became unbearable.

She should never have dreamed up the idea, andyctee was getting
nowhere. The slow burn of anger started insiderhaking her hate herself
for the foolishness that had brought her to thialiyp humiliating position,
hate Robert Fenton for the slimy, blackmailing préw was, hate Jude
Mescal for taking her vulnerability and examinin¢jke something curious
on the end of a pin.

She started to scramble to her feet, wanting ngthiore than to get away
from those coolly analytical eyes, but his voiagpged her.

'l can gather, roughly, what you would stand tongaom marriage. But it
involves two. So can you tell me what | would gat of a situation I've
spent my adult life steering well clear of?"

The slightly sardonic lift of heavy black browsetlook of superiority and
distance the gesture imparted to his unforgettabiyng features boosted
the slow fuse of her anger, creating an exploshan érupted in scalding
words.

'Rumour has it that you've never committed yourselh woman because
you're afraid of tying yourself to a gold-diggesh'e snapped insultingly. 'If
you married me you'd know | hadn't married youylour money. I've more

than enough of my own—or will have! And | inheritszeable block of

Slade Securities shares, which | could be persuadedn over to you—and
I'd have thought that might interest you more teamewhat! And if that

isn't enough--'

Enough to be going along with," he interrupted, ahd was glad of that,
because she'd run out of reasons, and all shefiadds hot air and bluster.

The shares had been her best card; if he marriedriteshe gave him her
voting rights he would have the majority sharehadgiand that, surely,
would be tempting to a man such as he.



She held her breath, her heart pumping, sensingahhis interest now, and
he commented, rising to his feet, almost smiliMgy | have time to give
your-- he hesitated, but only fractionally '—youelightful offer the
consideration it merits?' And, taking the carefldlgnk expression on her
face for acquiescence, he glanced at his watchiednched his attention to
the papers strewn on his desk.

'l shall be away over the weekend and in Brusselsonday. So shall we
have dinner on Monday evening?' His eyes driftezt trer slender height as
she pushed herself to her feet, making her feehanacteristically gauche,
dry-mouthed and tongue-tied. 'I'll send Thornwoaod pick you up at

seven-thirty.'

Cleo left her car on the sweep of gravel at thatfiaf Slade House and
carried her overnight grip towards the impressidev&rdian building. She
rarely visited now, but she needed to see her umatkaunt, to reassure
herself that she was doing the right thing in rlmvang herself to follow
her instincts and tell Fenton to go ahead and dowurst because she
wouldn't give him one of her nail parings!

She hadn't phoned to let them know to expect lerind had been edgy,
jumpily occupied with trying to work out how Jud&snsiderations' would
take him, which way he would jump. She had |leamoeghticipate the way
his mind worked when it came to complicated dealimghis capacity of
chief executive of one of the most successful nartibanks in the City.
But this was different, very different. And the ra@he had tried to extend
her own mind, to tune it in to his, the more coefilisnd uncertain she had
become. She couldn't get him out of her mind.

When the butler opened the door she wiped the frisam her brow, her
voice level and cool, '‘Good afternoon, Simmonmysaunt in?' then walked
past him into the huge hall. 'They're not expecting, I'm afraid." She
surrendered her camel trenchcoat, her cream kigegldhe overnight grip,
and the butler's expressionless mask gave nothway;anot ' surprise,
certainly not pleasure. No one, not even the sésvarthis huge luxurious



house, was spendthrift when it came to displayimgteons, or in having
emotions, quite probably.

'Mrs Slade is in the drawing-room, miss. I'll se@iythings are taken to your
room.'

‘Thank you, Simmons.' She turned away, her gractfigle taking her over
the polished parquet to find her aunt.

Ten years ago she had been fourteen years oldshentiad come to this
house because her parents had been drowned wheyeitie had capsized
in a freak storm off the Cornish coast. She ha#ddothen, for affection,
warmth—for mere interest, even—but had found nathsave a cool
concern for her material well-being. She had beenriously housed, fed
the right food, sent to the right schools, but that as far as the caring had
gone. She had never found the warmth of affectienisead so desperately
craved in those first terrible years of bereavemant as she had grown
older she had learned to do without it.

Only her uncle had ever taken any interest in Rier.nad seen her as a
person, with needs of her own, fears and hopegobWwn, rather than just
another responsibility. He was fond of her, shevkna his own abstracted
way. But he had been more often in his office themome and she had seen
little of him. And when he had gone into semi-retient, due to illness, she,
of course, had been living and studying in Londasiting rarely.

Grace Slade was in the drawing-room, a tea-trag mw table beside her.
She was a spare, formidably handsome woman arakiavbeautiful room,
perfect. But then the Slades demanded perfectioeverything, even in
people. It was hard to live up to such standards.

‘This is a surprise.' Her aunt's voice was colowvil asperity, just a tinge
of it, and Cleo sighed. She should have phoned)dvoave done, but her
mind had been in a tangle.

She sank down on a Regency sofa which was uphedsieroyster brocade
and said, Td like to stay overnight, drive back eorow after lunch.' She
was stating her right to be here, using cool dignithis house was her



home, her aunt one of her guardians, for anothar. yehibiting, but a fact.
And Grace had taught her by example how to startteonlignity. Yes, her
aunt had taught her well. But sometimes Cleo waoediérthe sterility of
dignity, of the austere self-command she had lehtoavear like a cloak,
made her lacking as a human being. Wondered istppression of deep
emotion was a loss, turning her into a machinegammed to display good
manners, breeding and dedication to the duty wivas the good standing
of the family.

But now, looking at her aunt—poised, elegant, infgmd control—Cleo
decided that she had probably chosen the rightylaém she had sought to
please by emulation, all those years ago, whenrgathe approval of her
aunt, and possibly her affection, had been somgtbine had striven for.
And her single foray into the realm of emotion leen a disaster, landing
her in her present sordid predicament. It wouldendxappen again.

'Shall | ring for fresh tea?' Grace wanted to knber, eyes dispassionate.
"You look tired after your drive.'

As well she might, Cleo thought drily, but it hadtimng to do with the
drive. Two sleepless nights in a row, the imagduafe Mescal tormenting
her mind, would hardly make her look sparkling. Bbe said, 'No tea for
me, thank you, Aunt. How is Uncle?'

'‘As well as can be expected. He frets about thmbss, which doesn't help.
As I've repeatedly told him, it's in Luke's handswi

They talked for a while, their conversation politat wary, until Cleo
excused herself and went to find her uncle. He iwdke library, the most
comfortable room in the house in Cleo's opinioting) on the leather
chesterfield, a photograph album open on his knees.

‘The older | get the more | tend to peer into thstpwas his greeting. Cleo
wasn't surprised; Uncle John often came out witlkkhsstatements,

seemingly apropos of nothing, it was one of the &ising things about

him that had made her fonder of him than she wastbér her aunt or her
cousin Luke. 'No one told me you were coming.' iHikl eyes questioned
her and she sat down beside him, sinking into go@shy leather.



'No one knew. | just arrived—it was a spur of thennent decision.'

'‘Ah." He looked vaguely puzzled, as if he couldoprehend a decision
being taken, just like that. Years of living wittuAt Grace had made him
very careful, very precise, leaving nothing to. &

'‘And how are you?' Her smoky eyes searched his tdedooked older,
much more frail than when she'd seen him last pleaaf months ago.

'I'm as well as can be expected, so they tell Anéieeting look of terror, so
brief it almost wasn't there— because the occupain&ade House didn't
betray emotion, even fear of dying—flickered over glaunt features, and
Cleo, understanding, changed the subject.

'Is Luke expected home this weekend?' She hopedH®w cousin was

pompous and stiff, he always had been, even whiehbleen seventeen to
her fourteen and she'd tried to make friends vighanly young person in a
household that had seemed to consist of eldediy machines. But he had
been pompous even then, standoffish, making itr dieadidn't like her,

considered her addition to the household an inmasioprivacy. Luke's

attitude had been primarily responsible for herislen to seek work

elsewhere, rather than join the family firm of Sdeslecurities.

‘No, he's tied up with some meetings. Look--' @dinstabbed at the open
album on his knee, as if he found the subject ddelLtoo difficult to talk
about, and Cleo wondered if she'd touched a satergminding John Slade
of the spiteful piece in that gossip column that painted out the other side
of his son's character—the reckless, belligereiigldn side. 'That's your
father and me. A village cricket match well ovetyfiyears ago. | was
sixteen, your father almost eighteen.’

Cleo peered at the faded print; two youths in wHaanels, holding bats,
looking impossibly solemn. She grinned, recognighmgjut of her father's
jaw, an early indication of the stubborn, deterrdirabaracter he would
develop in later life. And John Slade, mistaking treason for her
amusement, shook his head, 'lt's probably impasédslyou to imagine us
as ever being young men, or children. But we waregoodness we were!
We were both high-spirited, a little arrogant, amel knew where we were



going—or thought we did." His shoulders slumpeditke | his eyes looking
into the distant past. 'I'm afraid we both lefaiie to marry, to get a family,
your father even later than I—so you young thingshthink we were born
old! But | can assure you, that wasn't the case!’

"You must still miss him," Cleo probed gently. Ahés she still keenly felt
the loss of both her parents, and perhaps thaserasthing that might draw
her closer to her uncle. For the first time in &éult life she felt she needed
to be close to someone, and her uncle toucheddret, just briefly, as if
such a demonstration of affection embarrassed Buhit was enough, and
his fingers still touched the surface of the phaapty, as if he could
recapture lost days, lost youth, through the sefteuch—as if he were
holding on to a past that was precious becausedt lield promises,
promises which had never been truly fulfilled, siogv divined with sudden
insight.

And then, in that moment, sitting beside the marosehyears were all
behind him, she knew she couldn't bring the bidesnof family shame to
darken his declining years or, maybe and quite iplyssdeprive him of
those few remaining years.

Her decision to pay Fenton what he demanded had theeright one. And
the only way she could gain access to her inhexastraight away was
through marriage. So her proposal to Jude had theeonly way out.

And then, out of nowhere, the appalled thought camieat havel done?
She had asked for the Frozen Asset's hand in rgerrthat was what she
had done! And, the right, the only thing to do, deldy became terrifying.
What his final decision would be, heaven only «;nele'd probably fire her
and suggest she spend the next six months in hoast!

She wanted to give way to the unprecedented feelirfysteria she could
feel building up inside her—to shriek and screauh laurl things around the
room to relieve the pressure inside her head. ddstghe asked her uncle if
he'd like her to go with him for a short walk iretharden—the weather was
remarkably good for the time of year, wasn't it?



She had been jittery all day, Jude on her mind ntpkier unable to
concentrate. She kept thinking of the enormity dfatvshe had done in
asking him to marry her, and she wanted to buyaaeticket to the other
side of the world.

She had thought that marriage to such a suitabhewoald be the answer to
her problems. Her intellect had assured her thatwsbuld not enter such a
business arrangement—which was basically what tlaeriage would
be—empty-handed, far from it, and she was preskntabe wouldn't be a
wife he need be ashamed of. And as far as she kmaw wasn't a lovely
lady in the background—not one he had consideredying, at least. He
was reputedly wary where the state of matrimony ezescerned.

There would probably be women for him in the fufstee didn't doubt that
he possessed his full measure of male sexuality. fBovided he was
discreet she would be tolerant, understanding. #edhot little pain that
made itself felt at the direction her thoughts wialdng was solely due to
her state of apprehension over the outcome otbrsiderations'—surely it
was?

However, what had seemed such a neatly feasibéelidgan to look like a
crass, idiotic blunder. Crasser and more idiotith@sminutes ticked away,
their growing total an insupportable weight as Maydhorning turned into
Monday afternoon...

Unable to bear the suddenly stifling confines afdfice a moment longer,
she left early, taking the tube back to Bow anceeng her own small
terraced house, looking for the relief it alwayseaer.

Her home was her sanctuary, inviolate, the furnighi the decor, echoing
her own cool yet gentle character. It had providdaven during her years
of study and, later, a place to unwind in, to post®und wearing old jeans
and shirts after the concentrated mind- stretcthiagbeing at Jude Mescal's
beck and call all day often entailed.

But this afternoon tranquillity had been forcedotigh the walls as her
thoughts, despite all her best efforts, centredhenoutcome of her dinner
engagement with him later this evening.



Catching sight of herself in the mirror in the kally, she stopped in her
tracks. It was like looking at a crazy woman! Hegygeyes looked haunted,
half wild with worry, and far too large for her palpointed face.

One look at such a distraught creature, she decwiaald be enough to put
any man off the idea of marriage—let alone Jude dslleswho was
definitely choosier than most.

And if she were to arrive at his house looking elali-way normal then it
was time to take herself firmly in hand, she dedidemly. Deliberately
assuming the cloak of self-command, of dignity,tthar years with the
austere Grace Slade had taught her to wear with slas ran a bath, pouring
in expensive essence, then relaxed in the perfumagel, planning what she
would wear, wondering if she could make time toegnerself a facial. She
didn't look further ahead than that. She dared muit# she was to remain
in control of herself.

At seven-thirty precisely she was stepping intoRloéls, her voice light and
pleasant as she replied to a remark Thornwood lzatkmbout the mildness
of the weather.

Thornwood was a dear, one of a dying breed, Juée shid. Cleo had met
him and his wife, Meg, on several occasions andrhavelled at how well
they ran Jude's house between them. They madeina.

As the luxurious car whispered through the stremtsrds the quiet square
in Belgravia where Jude lived, Cleo took stock. @iseipline she had at last
been able to bring to her preparations for thisxewgehad transformed her
from near nervous wreck into a composed, sophtsticayoung
woman—the sort who would never get the jitters argrthing—the sort of
creature she had been until she had decided t@gedp Jude Mescal, she
admitted with a wry half-smile.

He could only say no, and if he did she would h@vthink of some other
way out of the mess she was in. And if he did sayitrwouldn't be because
she looked like a crazy woman!



Her black silk dress, falling in wide pleats fromh@h square yoke and
supported by two narrow ribbon straps, was vaguednties in style, rather
expensive, and the perfect foil for her slendeghiifor the pale silver gilt
of her hair which hung in a shimmering, newly washerve to her jawline.

No, her image wouldn't let her down tonight, andl@asy as she could
control her nerves—and her temper if he should tsoathing or
flippant—then she would be able to manage perfecilyat he might
actually agree to marry her, and solve the proldéRenton, was something
she thought it wiser not to consider just now. diswon the whole, rather too
much to hope for, and if she didn't allow herselfibpe then she wouldn't be
too disappointed when he replied in the negatiserey right-minded man
would do.

Even thinking along those lines brought a sudddaormeof the hated
stomach-churning apprehension—to come out of théniag's encounter
with her job intact was the most she could hope—fout her inner
disturbance wasn't allowed to show as Thornwood thel car door open for
her.

She slid the elegant length of her silk-clad legtht pavement and walked
with all her customary grace up the steps towandsptanelled front door
which Meg already held open in welcome.



CHAPTER THREE

JUDE turned as Meg ushered Cleo into the drawing-rddenheld a glass in
his hand and had been apparently lost in conteroplaf a misty seascape
which hung above the Adam fireplace. Strange—tbadht brushed Cleo's
mind fleetingly—why the intent scrutiny when he mieow the painting
brush-stroke by brush-stroke? And he had oncehmtdhat he didn't much
like it but hadn't the heart to throw it out sirtee had inherited it from his
uncle, along with this house.

Her knees shook a little; he looked so improbalsigdsome in the formal
elegance of his dinner-jacket, and now she wasrngakt him with different
eyes. She was accustomed to reacting to him osiadss level, regarding
him as a much-liked, respected boss, and the wiyolked just didn't come
into it. But it was coming into it now, and it sHdo't because what she had
suggested had, after all, been a business arramggeme

Giving herself a mental shake, she endured theaggipg drift of his eyes.
His assessment of the way she looked was geritkealicaress, and she
returned his slight smile.

'How was Brussels?'

'‘Smooth. No problems. There's no danger now of arerfican takeover,
you'll be pleased to know. But you didn't come hertalk about Brussels.'

His smile was tight and gave no impression of whramd Cleo sank on to a
chair and thought, my God! What have | let myselfar? Then she let her
eyes laze around the room because it was peaeefalnodyne for fraying
nerve-ends, an harmonious mix of fine antiques,dgfarics, nothing
showy. She had been here before on one or twoioocsagnjoyed herself.
She didn't think she was going to find this everengyable.

He had been pouring the white wine he knew sheepet and she took the
glass from him, careful that their fingers shoubtl touch. And one corner of
his mouth quirked in a smile, as if he knew justvhaareful she had been.



Something caught in Cleo's throat; either he wasyerg this, creating a
tension calculated to shred the staunchest neové® was waiting for her
to make the opening gambit. And she would have ganeply to get it over,
behind her, but she didn't know what to say.

Suddenly, the enormity of what she had put in nmtwehen she had
proposed to him hit her again, right in the gut. dd&ldn't have seriously
considered her crazy offer—so why was he spinnimggyagony out? She
wished she could shrivel away, become invisible @&dn't know what was
happening to her—one minute she was in controteqealm, the next she
was on the verge of hysterics. It wasn't in charactr the woman she knew
herself to be. And she could stand no more of it!

'Have you reached a decision?' she blurted, heewhbick. She put her glass
down on the small round table at the side of haircher fingers clumsy,

fumbling, and she looked up in time to catch higregsion of surprise at her
unpolished question and could have bitten her termut. Where was the
poised image now? she groaned inwardly, resistiagnmpulse to wring her

hands.

But the fleeting look of surprise was gone, his regsive features
displaying little more than polite interest as heosl with his back to the
crackling wood fire, his whisky glass held loosetyone hand. His eyes
were veiled, thrown into shadow so that she coutdad what was going on
inside his head. She probably wouldn't have litefdshe could.

He nodded briefly, 'l have, but we'll talk aboubvter dinner.” And that told
her nothing, nothing at all. If he was trying tastt@er nerve, her ability t6
keep cool in the face of mental pressure, he wasydm excellent job!

Lifting her glass again, she recalled how he'drofieobed for her reactions
to balance sheets, research reports. She had fehegl herself on that
score—but this probing, if such was his intentiergs something else,
something more closely allied to emotion than talhendisputable fact.

Trouble was, she was unused to handling emotiahshe hadn't, until now,
equated it with that proposal of marriage.



So she searched for something to say, somethihg higt not inane, and
kept talking, with the occasional interjection fragnm, until Meg came in

with a heated trolley and Cleo realised that tHempaf her hands were hot,
slippery with sweat, that her insides had turnedetly with the sheer

nerve-shredding effort of trying to look and soumaontrol of herself.

Meg and her trolley broke the tension, just adjtind Jude said, 'You don't
mind if we eat in here?'

She rose fluidly, noting the oblong linen-coverabl¢ in the window alcove
for the first time.

Long velvet curtains were drawn, closing out theebApril twilight, and
candles were lit, creating an atmosphere of intyimdcawing glittery lights
from silver and crystal, casting a softening, wamgnglow over the cool
features of the man opposite, making them enignbaticiot fearsomely so.

The food was delicious, Meg's unobtrusive servitatdess. The wine was
friendly, relaxing, as was Jude's attitude, hisveosation. But Cleo didn't
relax, not for a moment, and Meg's superbly cod&ed tasted like nothing.
However, only when Meg had gone, leaving them withsilver coffee-pot,
did she allow a little of all that pent-up anxiédyshow through.

'l don't want coffee.' Her voice came out as a @sapis hand hovered over
the bone handle of the Queen Anne pot. Then, Thaske added,
mumbling now. The man was inhuman. Didn't he knaw lthis suspense
was pulling her apart?

He hesitated, then poured a cup for himself, areb @hought, it's crunch
time, and cursed for the fiery colour she felt piag over her skin.

'Well--' They both started to speak at once andipped his head, waving
her on, and Cleo wished she'd kept her mouth giné.onus was on her
again, and he knew how to turn the screw.

But enough was enough, she decided savagely, addiging the courage,
the composure, from somewhere she remarked lev&by said you'd



reached a decision." A lift of one silky eyebrowgaemphasis to her
guestion. 'May | know what it is?"

'Of course you may.'

So smooth, so suave, so damnably cool. She cowd ha him! She
couldn't imagine now why she had ever thought seel lhim, believed that
an expedient marriage to a man such as him wouitbetolerable thing.

He lit a slim cigar, taking his time, and the flawiehis lighter threw his
features into harsh relief, sharpening every staghngle, every plane. And
his eyes, darkened to midnight, dealt her a glanbilow, knocking the
breath clear out of her lungs because he'd lookbdrébefore, of course he
had, but never like that, never as if he owned her.

'l have decided," he regarded the glowing tip efdigar with lazy interest,
'to agree to your suggestion of an alliance—a rageriof convenience.
Successful marriages have been based on less)dheet, his magnificent
eyes lifting from their inscrutable contemplatidrtize glowing tip, meeting
the hazy smoke-grey of hers. A smile flickered ftyie@ver the long,

masculine mouth. That is to say, | agree in prileeighowever, there would
be one stipulation.’

Cleo stared, her eyes wide, hardly able to takeats the breath she hadn't
known she'd been holding was expelled silently fiwm burning lungs. If
Jude Mescal had accepted her proposal of marrfegethe idea couldn't
have been as demented as she'd come to beliewas.itAmd she need no
longer lie awake at nights worrying about the likebd of failing to pay the
money Fenton demanded. She would have control minheritance once
she was married, and the whole dreadful businesd dme kept quiet.
Everything was going to be all right!

A sudden smile of utter relief made her face ragliand Jude raised one
black eyebrow. '‘Don't look so delighted. You hawvéeard my stipulation
yet.'

'‘No. No, | haven't." She felt light-headed. Her ssmance wouldn't have to
bear the burden of knowing she had been instrurh@ntdarkening her



uncle's declining months with shame and miseryewen worse, being the
cause of another and almost certainly fatal hdsatla And Jude's
stipulation, whatever it was, couldn't be too dangt

She tilted her head in easy enquiry, the movemiegfaat, eloquent, and
saw the way his eyes narrowed on her pointed tacthe warm curve of her
lips as he said, 'lt would have to be a full mayeial want children.'

The long, square-ended fingers of one hand flepedd the handle of the
coffee-pot and, watching them, letting the word'sl Isaid sink in, Cleo felt

her insides , clench. Fool that she was, she hagmied marriage to him

from that angle, merely from the academic side. Taempatible adults

merging their lives, their assets, for mutual bérethat was the way she'd
seen it. A marriage of convenience, a businessgeraent, made tolerable
by their mutual respect.

A full marriage, having children, meant sleepingdther, having sex. It put
an entirely complexion on the whole idea. Sex withtove seemed
unconscionably squalid in her view. But not in loelsyiously. And why, oh,
why hadn't she at least considered the possiliiidy he might demand a
full, physical marriage? Because her head had teefull of the need to
take control of her inheritance, she answered Hedlséy, to think about
what Jude Mescal might want!

She stared at the tablecloth, as if the fine fabald a weird fascination,
quite unable to meet his eyes as the beginningsstéw, deep flush made
itself felt. She knew those clever azure eyes vegreher, analysing her
reaction, and she strove to keep calm.

She had seen the outcome of his acceptance onig frer narrow

viewpoint, as a means of enabling her to pay ofité® shield Uncle John.
She had looked no further than that, believing thate would view the
union as a business arrangement, too, that the afffdae Slade Securities
shares and the addition of her own considerableirferto his might be
enough.

However, he was not a eunuch and naturally enoagtemted children, and
as a male he was biologically different and coulby sex without love; his



emotions would not have to be involved. And if hented children then it
would be her duty, as his wife, to produce thent &uwld she go through
with such a marriage—to a man she did not love?

She would have to, the answer came starkly. She meagwittery,
starry-eyed teenager, and if she accepted the ileoéfhis acquiescence
then she must accept the other. The alternativephs foul threat to go to
the seamier tabloids, was impossible to contemplate

Having rationalised the situation, accepted it whit@ logic that was such an
intrinsic part of her way of thinking, she was atdaneet his eyes squarely,
unconsciously lifting her chin and setting her ddets.

'l accept your stipulation. | can understand thaiaa in your position needs
an heir.'

She thought she had countered him with suitableitigadmitting no hint
of the carnal which his deliberate introductiorihad subject of children, and
the getting of them, could very well have produced.

But her tongue ran away with her then, panickirgjrdying the intimate
nature of the thoughts she'd hoped to hide from him

'‘But | would like to make one stipulation of my owthat we don't—we

don't actually sleep together for, well, a coupiaveeks or so after we're
married." She met the cool questioning of his effesslight upward tilt of

one strongly defined black brow, and blundered lessty on, her

gaucheness totally out of character. Td like timadjust, to get to know
you better—as a husband, | mean—before we actuaily, Words failed

her then and he supplied,

'Make love.'

His eyes moved with lazy boldness over her lips, theoat, the sweet,
curving line of her shoulders and breasts.



'It's a bargain, Cleo. Two weeks to the day." Ahd Bung her head, her
fingers twisting mindlessly in her lap. It soundess like a bargain than an
awful threat!

They were married quietly three weeks later, aediily , people at the sort
civil ceremony were Aunt Grace, Luke and Jude®siiona.

It was fitting in a way, Cleo thought as she Ib# tegistrar's office on Jude's
arm, that there weren't vast throngs of peopleimgtb celebrate a wedding
that had been arranged, on her part through dagssgy, and on his a need,
at last, to begin a family to carry on his namanteerit his vast wealth.

But Grace had been delighted when she'd heardetvs, rCleo recalled as
she watched her aunt and Fiona climb into Luke's\Bfdr the drive back
to Slade House.

'‘An excellent match!" That lady had come as neapen enthusiasm as it
was possible for her to do. 'lt will be good to éahe Mescal name so
closely allied with the Slades' again.’

And later, Uncle John had told her, Tm glad. GMolu couldn't have made
a better choice. | have great faith in young Mésgatigement—I only wish
your father and | had had as much in his unclds.had taken her hand,
holding it in an unprecedented display of affecti@ut when your father
and | were young we thought we knew it all, so a@ktthe bit between our
feet, pulled out of Mescal Slade and founded Skadeurities. We took
risks, we had to, and it paid off. Though Graceagisvthought secondary
banking to be socially inferior, I'm afraid. But weade up for that in
superior living in every degree—Grace saw to tlivb.had sighed then, as if
he regretted the breakaway still. 4Yes, it's gan#rtow the two families
will be alliedagain, that "Slade" .won't just bee@lundant name on a letter
heading.’

So everyone was pleased, Cleo thought; even Judebélaaved like a
devoted bridegroom-to-be when they'd acceptededinvitation at Slade
House. Not that she'd seen much of him during #s fhree weeks. She'd



spent most of her time booking him on flights taigh, Bonn, New York,
arranging his hotel accommodation, fixing meetiagth foreign bankers
and clients.

'l rather think we should have gone first." Judept a hand on the small of
her back, only lightly, but it made her shudderddy just did not feel like
her wedding day. She stared unseeingly at thefgoades of the buildings
on the opposite side of the street as if she dishotv where she was, what
she was doing. She couldn't bring herself to |aokim and Jude enquired
softly, feeling that betraying shudder, 'Cold, aey?"

'Yes. Yes, | am, a little.' Cleo grasped at thauseagratefully. It wouldn't do
his ego much good to know that his bride of tenutés had shuddered like
a startled mare because he had touched her! Anddhther had changed,
feeling more like November than May, and there \itde warmth in the
cream silk suit she was wearing, little warmth ar heart, but he wasn't to
know that.

'Shall we go, then?' The arm he put round her sleoals he hurried her over
the pavement to where the Rolls, minus Thornwoddypwas parked was
protective, but Cleo felt her whole body go stifjecting even that small
intimacy.

But the tug of the wind on her small hat, creamavgtdecked with apricot
roses, came to her rescue, gave her yet anothéul wseuse in the
automatic way both hands fled up, securing the emsisal headgear,
because that instinctive movement effectively kreatckis arm away.

He looked down at her as she struggled to securbdtetipping it further
down over her eyes in the process, and his eyes gét with laughter.

"That scrap of silliness suits you. Makes you lattka- feminine and in need
of protection. It's a side of you that's never @plady in the office. | like it!"
There was warm appreciation in the way he smiled@eo scrambled into
the car as he held the passenger door open for her.

She felt a fraud, and she said over her shouldgngt not to sound stiff,
"You'd think I'd flipped if | turned up for work vaging this!



She heard his deep chuckle as he walked roundatharmd she gritted her
teeth. She was as she was, there was nothing teeecoolly sophisticated
woman he knew as his PA was all there was to Hex.Had no frivolous,

ultra-feminine side. Would he be disappointed whemealised that?

He slid in beside her and the engine purred amatmally to life at the start
of the journey to Slade House where Grace had gexha small celebration
lunch party for them. Uncle John hadn't been webugh to attend the
ceremony, but she'd see him at the house. She wamhder face white and
set, what his reaction would be if he knew exaathy she had married Jude
Mescal. But he would never know; that had beenwhele point of the
exercise.

You're very quiet, Cleo.' Calm, azure eyes ledt tbad for a split second,
probing hers. 'Second thoughts?"

'‘No, not at all,” Cleo lied. During the past threeeks she'd been having
second through to tenth thoughts, but they'd dllttethe same inevitable
conclusion. She was doing the only thing she coudien cold
circumstance.

She would be in a far worse position had Jude eefds marry her, or if
she'd got really cold feet and had called the whtulgy off. She would just
have to make the best of the situation, and shddrado much respect for
Jude to allow him to know that his stipulation abadull marriage had her
running scared.

'‘Good,' he said softly, his strong profile relaxasl he returned his full
attention to the road. There was even a smile s vaice, and Cleo
marvelled that he should appear so much in corgoogasy in his mind. He,
for one, could have no doubts about their future.

''ve some news for you,* he told her. 'Interested?

'Of course. Tell me.' Cleo jerked herself out af thangerous and all too
often recurring mood of introspection, and Judarggd.



''ve managed to fix us a honeymoon on a Greekdsl®nly a week, I'm
afraid, that's all the time | can spare right n@ut we'll have time to relax
together." He braked for traffic lights, his hart on the wheel, and
turned to her, his eyes enigmatic, ‘It might hedp yo adjust.’

'It sounds delightful." She carefully kept her tameutral, not letting him
know she had recognised the specific words sh&d udhen making her
own stipulation. 'But a long way to go for just oneek.’

'l suppose so,' he concurred absently. If he weapgiointed by her lack of
enthusiasm he wasn't showing it. '‘But when a cglieaoffered me the use
of his villa, the thought of all that sun, sea antitude was too tempting to
turn down. I'd been thinking along the lines ofiagkFiona if we could
borrow her cottage in Sussex, but | think we'd ertjee island better.
Besides,' his eyes slanted a totally unreadableages 'we could both use a
break in the sun. We'll leave in three days' time—

give you some breathing space to settle into yeur mome.’

He was arranging everything with no recourse ta Neéas his private
persona to be as dominant as his public one? $Sim& &how whether she
liked that idea. But the tiny frown between herewas eased away as rapid
calculations informed her that they would be batk.ondon before her
fortnight's period of grace was up. And then, dseikknew every nuance of
her thoughts, every twist and turn of her brainatided drily, 'To the world
at large it will appear as a brief and romanticéyanoon. You can regard it
simply as a lazy week in the sun.’

"You've picked yourself a great guy, and | shoutdw! And I just know
you're going to be happy.' Fiona was the first teeg them when they
reached Slade House. 'Welcome to the family, pdppet

Cleo was roundly kissed on both cheeks, and hesliseturther down over
her nose. Laughing, she took it off and tossednitaonearby chair,
instinctively liking Jude's sister.



After retirement his parents had settled in Newl&®# so Jude had told
her, leaving Fiona as his only effective familye€hadn't missed the pride
in his voice as he'd talked of his sister. She Wwa®ly to look at,
strong-minded, and at thirty years of age she whssmarried because she
preferred the uncomplicated single state, puttihdner energies into her
nationwide string of boutiques.

‘The Mescals don't take lightly to the state of nmatny,” Jude had
commented after giving Fiona's potted biographyl #rat had left Cleo
wondering why the Slade Securities shares had beportant enough
tomake him finally plunge into the married state-msthing he had
carefully avoided before.

The shares would be useful to him, but important@llWairly. That
important? Very unlikely—unless there was somethshg had missed.
Later, she had come to the conclusion that she havst missed something.
Jude's brain was clever, quick, and, astute in @iyters as she liked to
think she was, she knew that his grasp of finaraitdirs left her as far
behind as a snail trailing in the wake of a comet.

Granted, he had decided that the time had coméatb & family, but he

could have had his pick of women only too eagdnawe his ring on their
wedding fingers. So those shares had to be far mgertant than she had
imagined.

Looking at him across her aunt's beautifully areshdunch-table, Cleo's
heart performed a series of totally disconcertimgobatics. Fear, she
supposed, sipping Dom Perignon to steady hersalf,df the consequences
of the chain of events which had led to this déys moment of sitting
opposite a brand new husband— a man whose minklaghgrown to know
well, to respect and admire, but whose body wasaager, a stranger she
was going to force herself to learn to know.

Oh, dear heaven! She dabbed at her mouth with hiée Winen napkin, not
allowing for one moment that the flip and flop aérhheart might have
anything whatsoever to do with the sheer mascuhrsgisma of the man
whose lithely muscled body was covered with sucty eand understated



elegance by the fine, dark grey fabric of a formaik, impeccably white
shirt and peatrl- grey tie.

Dragging her eyes away from him, she slid a sidewsayile to Simmons
who, impassive as ever, replaced the plate a haiddmd moved with an
oval platter bearing a thick, succulent steak @-tseut. And while the
performance was repeated around the table she tcaligle's eyes,
swallowed her breath at the cool directness indlazsire depths and turned
quickly away, fastening her attention on Grace, wias unusually ,
animated, chatting between Luke, Fiona and Johi. @leo wondered if
what her uncle had said regarding her aunt's disappof the way the
break between them and Mescal Slade had come hadwny bearing on
her coldness towards herself.

People were complicated creatures, present actowis attitudes often
stemming from the effects of the past- even if thgin't realise it

themselves. It made them incapable of acting diffdy. Cleo could no

more blame her aunt for her cool rigidity towarlle tlaughter of the man
who had, in her opinion, enticed her husband away the more socially
acceptable world of merchant banking than she colalche a hedgehog for
having prickles.

'l think we ought to attempt a little light convati®n, don't you?' Jude's
cool, soft voice splintered her solitary thoughdéshe laid a hand over hers,
imprisoning her fingers as she absently played wita stem of her
wineglass. The sensation of skin on skin, of thesite strength of those
long, square-ended fingers, made her catch hethbridar teeth sank into
her lower lip and Jude said, 'Don't scream, yosate for another two
weeks, my dear,’ then commanded, a trace of adnisivoice, 'Smile for
me. Or is that too much to ask?'

And because she sensed the others were watchangcoimversation broken
while they turned their attention to the newly weadso surely should be
looking ecstatic, Cleo pinned a brilliant smile ber face, then felt like
crying because she could see by the sudden bleakmdss eyes that he
knew just how false it was.

*ee



‘There's a gentleman to see you, madam.' Meg $toibd doorway of the
study where Cleo had just finished a phone cadn@state agent about the
marketing of her home in Bow. She frowned, wishigg wouldn't insist
on that formal, ageing mode of address. 'Call ne®Q3r Mrs Mescal, if you
can't manage that,' she had instructed when sharnied here as Jude's
bride two days ago. But Meg, friendly and co-opeeaas she was, wasn't
having that. Meg was of the old school, and that that!

'‘Oh—rput him in the drawing-room.' Cleo closed hetepad and pushed her
fingers through her hair, asking belatedly, 'Whi4s

‘A Mr Robert Fenton, madam. He said it was urgevieg sniffed, her

expression showing that in her opinion nothing ddug urgent enough to
keep the new mistress of the house from what sbilélve doing—getting

ready for her honeymoon! 'Shall | tell him youoe busy? Ask him to leave
a message? There's all the packing still to be fmmemorrow.’

‘No, I'll see him." Cleo turned, able now to sntiteefly at the housekeeper.
At the mention of that hated name she had goneatd; averting her head
and pretending to search through a drawer in te& ftg something. Now,
her scrabbling fingers were stilled, her featu@®posed, or reasonably so,
she hoped. She had to see the creature some timé&nsw that, but had
hoped that their next contact would be by lettetetgphone.

But she could be thankful for small mercies becaideast Jude was out,
enmeshed in paperwork back at the office, she heldelf as she walked
through the hall as steadily as she could on disdudly trembly legs. She
could thank heaven, too, that Jude had insistedshéhe day or two before
they left for that Greek island to get better acaiesl with her new home
and begin the disposal of her old one. Had hethet) that snake Fenton
might have tracked her down to the office, and Wald have taken some
explaining away.

Suddenly, though, and with a depth that shook &lee, longed for the
reassuring presence of the man she had marriegedoior his strength, for
the gentleness that had been the hallmark of theitse way he had
handled their ambiguous relationship ever sincg beal arrived here after
the wedding lunch at Slade House.



Jude, | need you! The words took wing in her meahoing, and she bit her
lips in exasperation for the maudlin, weakly chteathose silent words
conjured up.

She needed him here, at this precise moment, |hke 13eeded a
sledgehammer to drop on her head from a great thélgiat he would have
to say if he discovered she was being blackmagdad,why, would make a
Colossus quake! And she wasn't weak, not weak!at al

Squaring her shoulders, she opened the drawing-rdoon and walked
quickly through and Robert Fenton drawled, 'May ffeo my
congratulations on your marriage, Mrs Mescal?'

Cleo ignored that, although she felt her face,wieole body, go hot. The
mere sight of him made her blood boil.

'Don't come here again, under any circumstances,tdd him, her eyes
letting him know how much he disgusted her. Toklshe had once found
him charming company! To think--But no, her bramfted gear, moving
swiftly, decisively; she must not think of the pdstvas done with, over. Or
almost. This creep meant less than nothing to ber. i5he loathed and
despised him, and the act of handing over a sumooiey would rid herself
of the poison that was Robert Fenton finally andefeer.

'l won't—if I don't have to."' His eyes were nastig, mouth curved in a sneer.
He had helped himself to a large measure of Jumtesdy, she noted
savagely. And to see him here, lounging on Judds and drinking his
brandy, turned her stomach. But she had her raderwontrol, because to
rant and rail at him might give her temporary ffefiet it would accomplish
nothing useful.

So she said tonelessly, 'There was no need fotyaome here today. A
telephone call would have done.’

'Would it, now?* He mocked her careful dignity. $¥mg the contents of
his glass, he leaned back, his smile deadly.iH&ltb see you try to feed
twenty-five thousand smackers down a telephoné€' line



'l haven't got it yet.' Cleo's hands balled inghtifists. But she trod warily,
guessing how nasty he would become if he weressigred that the money
he demanded would be forthcoming. 'l have beenietafor two days.
Things can't move that quickly. As soon as | cdinlet you have it. | don't
want this sordid business hanging over my headarger than necessary.'

'How soon? Next week?' he asked, his eyes shadgpCho dragged in a
deep breath, feeling the wetness of sweat on mehéad, the palms of her
hands, her back.

'‘No. The week after. We're leaving tomorrow on baneymoon.' Sharing
any details of her life with him made her feelalid the words were stiff,
difficult to push past her teeth. 'Leave me a pham@ber. I'll contact you
when | have it.'

‘Just see you do.' He had pushed himself to htss&ving to stand close,
and Cleo was too frozen with loathing to move aweey, feet rooted to the
silky oriental carpet. 'Because, quite apart framorpold Uncle John, you
have someone else to consider now, don't you, wgPldAn eyebrow arched
with hateful mockery. The sort of stuff | could klisut about you would
make that new husband of yours look somethinglafighing-, stock in the
City, wouldn't it? A bit of a fool, wouldn't you ga And he wouldn't be one
bit pleased, would he?"

She couldn't speak; there was nothing to say. Beiiegnged to lash out at
him, to hit, kick and batter, but the moment of pem of hot temptation,
passed. And Fenton drawled, 'Yes, we must consyder husband's
feelings in all this, mustn't we, my love—my cleyvelever love? And you
are clever, damnably so. | admire you for it! Ta geur pretty little hands
on a large fortune, you marry an even larger oneé thinking! Go right to

the top of the class!

And behind them, in a voice that would have froaenolten lava flow, Jude
said, 'Won't you introduce me to your friend, dagR'

And Cleo, her eyes darkening with panic, watcheti Wworrified fascination
as Robert Fenton gave her a leering wink overithef the brandy glass he
was lifting to his lips.



CHAPTER FOUR

AFTERWARDS Cleo had been unable to remember precisely hatd sh
coped. Her heart had been slamming, her stomaoktaéd in a sickening
knot, but she'd managed to perform the introdustigracefully although
she'd been agonisingly aware of Jude's eyes omadehe'd watched, as
though mesmerised, as his brandy had slid dowroREnthroat.

'‘Can't stay, I'm afraid,’ Fenton had handed thetgiglpss to Cleo, his eyes
flickering to Jude as he swaggered to the doost Qwpped in to offer my
congratulations. Lovely lady you have, Mescal. @lawvely.'

'l see you out.'

Jude's voice had been toneless as he'd followedthiee man out through
the door, ignoring Fenton's airy, 4No need, | ¢ad fny way.'

And Cleo had sagged against the wall, still clutighthe empty glass, her
hands shaking. How much had Jude heard? Panighegried to force her
mind to remember exactly what Fenton had been gaggomething about

how clever she'd been to marry Jude's fortunederaio get her hands on
her own! He would think she'd been bragging abiewtind to Fenton, of all

people—and plying him with the best brandy to adlit to injury!

Quickly, she put the glass on a table, drawingeepdbreaths and trying to
compose herself as she heard Jude's approachpsgadteg the hall.

'Known him long?'

The enquiry was almost polite and she said, 'Abwatyears,’ searching his
eyes for a clue to his mood. But there was nothjagt, a blank careful
coolness, only a hint of a question in the gravedlice.

‘Just called to offer his congratulations?'

'Yes, that's right." She was sure he must hedietle her voice, see it in her

eyes, and she had turned away, rearranging ardglpfectly balanced
bowl of tulips, feeling the cool, waxy petals betiebher shaking fingers,



waiting for the accusation that must come if he makted overheard the
remark Fenton had made.

But there had been nothing, and, when she'd stbeleg|f to look around,
the room had been empty.

And now the sun beat down from a paintbox-blue skymnmering on the
fine golden sand, bouncing off the cluster of aaguthite buildings of the
fishing village further down the coast.

Cleo stirred, stretching her long legs, revellinghe heat of the sun, and
Jude said, so very casually, 'Turn over. You've &asanuch sun on your
back as your skin can stand.’

Her heart picking up speed, Cleo's body went ragid wary, very still. She
hadn't heard him come over the sand. But then sisédw't, would she? The
sand was very soft and she'd been drowsing, anayhreotic suck and drag
of the waves as they lapped the shore and retresjath would have
drowned out any sound he might have made.

Then he spoke again, repeating his directive, bisevsharper this time.

Recognising the sense of his command, Cleo tufeeling the beach towel
rumple beneath her, wishing she'd been more prép&be still trod
carefully through the minefield of uncertaintiesyspoken anxieties, that
was her week-old marriage to this man.

She fumbled for her sunglasses and put them orethamg to hide behind.

There was little else. Her tiny black bikini reve@lmost of what there was
to reveal, and she wouldn't have worn it if sheidwn he would be back
from that fishing trip so soon. She had imagineel Is&ad the best part of the
day to herself.

"You're back early.' So light her voice, so calgfakutral. Cleo was proud
of the way she was containing those creeping, wnmgeranxieties, the

doubts, the dread. He was looming over her andisaeped her eyes away.
Dressed in only a pair of brief black denim shortaded and ragged—the
dark golden body which was dusted with crisp bla@ik seemed impossibly



male, superbly athletic and very, very threatenifige sight of him made
something inside her shudder, tremble with a semsahe couldn't identify.

It was fear, she told herself, primitive fear. Bog¢re was something more,
something nameless.

'l didn't want to be accused of neglecting my WifEhere was a bite to his
tone that she hadn't heard during the week of thairiage, and she sensed
a difference in his attitude. A subtle differentatt made her feel tense,
more wary than ever.

It had been as much as she could do to adequateéywith the way he had
been since their wedding: cool, polite, but pleasath it. And the four days

they'd been on the island hadn't been quite theabigshe'd anticipated. He
had been courteous, making sure she was contehglhshe needed. And
what the maid, who apparently came with the vitlegught about the

arrangement of separate bedrooms, the way they apest of their days

following separate pursuits, Cleo didn't know, arec

She clung gratefully to that separate room, her pwwate space, like a
child counting and re-counting those last few presidays of a school
holiday, because she had seen the way he looKeer éitom time to time,
seen it and instinctively known what that look mteate was a normal,
virile male, after all, and she was his wife.

But if he was going to be tetchy because thereamather week to go before
he could, with honour, claim his conjugal rights-e-trery phrase made her
squirm- then she didn't know how she could beatnid she didn't know
how she would bear it when she would be expectethaoe his bed. Close
her eyes and think of England, she supposed! And--

'Eeek!" she yelped, her dreary thoughts sharpgrriapted by a sensation of
cold squelchiness, then of warmth and strengthudg'd hand began to
massage sun-cream into the soft, heated skin afdlexd midriff.

'l can do that!' she gabbled, galvanised into adiiod struggling to sit up. A
mistake, she realised; his hand was now trappedeether updrawn thighs
and her breasts.



Smoky grey eyes, wide behind dark lenses, wingedevsays
apprehensively, met his, and held. His ebony- &thgyes were as blue as
the improbably blue sea that sucked at the shatelike the sea, contained
small depths of clear emerald, brilliant fleckdight. The glinting lights of
laughter, damn it!

He was laughing at her, not openly, but inside—Wwhicade it worse.
Laughing at her foolishly coy and virginal behaviomaking her feel
foolish, clumsy and gauche.

| know you can do it." His husky voice came closéner ear, his breath
fanning her skin as he leaned forward, prising Hasd from its softly
sensual trap and laying her prone on the towelna¢fiit so can I, so why
not just stop twittering, and lie back and enjog@' added, his words
pricking her mind on different levels.

Other than lashing at him with hands and feet etleas nothing she could
do. And fighting him physically would achieve eXggtothing. He could,-if
he wished, flatten her with one hand, the muscteen8th of his naked torso
left her in no doubt about that at all! Besidesyauld be undignified, and it
would make him think he had a hell-cat for a whe didn't deserve that.

And so she gritted her teeth and endured, and c&lbse eyes and tartly
reminded herself that she had to get used to shehiés, liberties that in
exactly one week's time would sharply escalatehegstale of intimacy!

They had made a bargain and she had too much tefgpdum, and for
herself, not to keep her side of it, and she waedlevhether to try
self-hypnosis. Not very hopeful as to the outcoespecially when the self-
prescribed treatment was instigated in a momepanoic, but willing to try
anything, she silently repeated, 'l will be a geate. | will. I will." And
eventually the silent exhortation assumed the sogtthythm of the sea, of
the gentle pressure of his hands as he massagedetima on to her long,
slender legs.

A pulse began to flutter in her throat as his fisgeathered the soft skin of
her inner thigh, accelerating as his plunderingdns took more than was
honest when they slid a little way beneath thei€abf the tiny triangle



which made the bottom half of her bikini. Agonidyghe felt every muscle
and sinew of her body clench in a spasm of puratinctive rejection, but

the thieving fingers moved onwards, towards morgitileate areas,

covering the flat plane of her stomach, the saiteflof her hips, the arch of
her ribcage.

And to Cleo it suddenly began to feel like nothsige had ever experienced
before. Frightening—but obviously not frighteningoegh! Her mind told
her to defend herself against the marauder, buaddy had definite ideas of
its own, was acquiescent, limpid. And she was dioggm something warm
and deep, and not really painlessly because heslteit tight, as if she
should be gasping for air, and her heart was pagtexildly... And any
self-defensive thoughts she might have had werggsibdued by his lean,
knowing hands, and she knew that if she alloweddito relax, by just that
necessary fraction, she would be completely aretlytsubjugated...

When his fingers found the front fastening of hiex top, moving aside the
two small halves to expose the twin rounded peakisd sun, to his eyes, to
his hands, she made an effort to protest, to tell lacidly, that she was
unlikely to get sunburned just there, especiallyéf could refrain from
interfering with her clothing! But the words justouldn't come out
coherently. They emerged thickly, like a moan, amof pleasure. And as
she felt her nipples harden as a tug of sometharegeyet achingly fierce
flared to life deep inside her, she knew that tlaetfon of relaxation had
been achieved, that the erotic, wordless lovemakihdis hands had
dissolved the very last barrier... He was her rhan,mate, and she wanted
him as she had never wanted anything before. Atttbwi conscious design
her body arched sensually beneath his hands, anbletvitation, and he
said, "That should do it.’

The clipped, disinterested tones came as if frararg great distance and it
was several seconds before Cleo realised thatntbetsche inside her, the
sensual and unstoppable need he had aroused, vemsdim an ache. A sour
ache.

He was standing up now, his lithe body taut, agfisig bronze masterpiece
in the bright Greek sunlight, to tally imperiousdaguite unmoved by what
had happened to her because, quite obviously,nptiad happened to him.



He began to unzip his shorts and Cleo closed tes, daer throat tightening
as he told her blandly, 'I'm going for a swim. $ee." And when she opened
her eyes again he had gone.

She searched the water and found him, cleavingugfirdhe deep blue
depths in a powerful crawl, and she scrambled toféet, her fingers
shaking as she re- fastened her bra top then galher things together,
pushing them in her beach bag.

Her face was burning, and it wasn't from the effeftthe sun. It was shame.
Shame and humiliation both. He, no doubt borechisyémpty charade of a
marriage, but bound by his agreement to her stipulaand irritated to the
point of exasperation by the way she had previosklitered nervously
away from the slightest physical contact, had tak®m opportunity to
demonstrate just how he could, if he wished, sulidue

And he had done so, and to add the final tellirsplinhad walked away,
showing her how completely unmoved he was by hgrools arousal. He
could take her or leave her—that was the messageatiions had
transmitted, loud and clear.

She didn't think she would ever forgive him forttiaver. And the ease with
which he had physically dominated her would makeshg away from him
in the future more than ever before!

Back at the white one-storey villa Cleo helped ééte a tall glass of fresh
lemon juice from the jug in the fridge, gulpingdibwn thirstily, her stormy
eyes darting around the cool gleaming kitchen akefexpected someone to
leap out of the shadows and attack her.

Someone? Jude, of course! His hands on her bodybbad a form of
attack—insidious, almost unbearably erotic, buatiack all the same!

But gradually she relaxed, her eyes calmer, hedfaimost steady as she
rinsed her glass. Jude would be back on the beasli]l swimming. Either
way, she had again put distance between them. Hawawasty little voice



intoned maliciously, deep in her brain, she wouldhays be able to keep
her distance. And he wouldn't always draw back het moment of
capitulation, not if he wanted children, he wouldn'

And beginning a family had been the reason he katldd to marry, and
the Slade Securities shares had meant that shieeesdthe woman he had
chosen to bear his children. Suddenly, the idea wasifying. She had

thought she was doing the right and sensible tiwhgn she'd suggested
they marry, but now she wasn't so sure. She setnelpulling herself out

of one mess, only to find herself entangled in whe&h was worse!

She had always admired Jude for his ability to ieralof, cool, and for the
way he was always in total control. But as sherftmd from the kitchen and
down a cool corridor to her room she could seeother side of that ability
of his—the darker, cruel side.

The way he had shown her how he could bring hénégoint of begging

for his lovemaking—despite the absence of the &ineshad always believed
to be essential—had left her shaking with unfidtiineed and self-disgust.
A potent mixture, poisonous. And that very abildty his, which she had

once so admired, now sickened and frightened her.

Stripping off her bikini, she hurled it into a cemof the spacious,
traditionally furnished bedroom she wasusing anddpd to the en suite
bathroom to stand under the shower, sluicing awayyelast trace of the
sun- cream, as if his fingerprints still lingeradthe oily substance. She
hoped that their children, when they arrived, wouldok like
her—grey-eyed blondes—with not one trace of thathdr's dark, cruel
beauty. They would be her children, not his! H&isé would make them so,
and that would be the final irony. She hated hirthet moment, she really
did, she didn't want to give him one damned thingteven children that
resembled him in the slightest!

Cleo heard the maid arrive in time to prepare tlenag meal, bringing the
fresh fish, fruit and vegetables she bought invilage each day.



Edgy, she put aside the book she'd been tryingad and walked from the
terrace through the arched doorway that led tadmn, pushing the silvery
tumble of silky hair back from her face.

Jude was late. It only ever took the middle-agede&woman an hour to
make their meal, sometimes less. So where was Jude?

Catching sight of the frown-line between her hugeyeyes, she turned
away from the revealing mirror reflection. She cbl actually be worried

about him, could she? A few hours earlier she haaned if she never saw
him again!

But she was calmer now and knew she had overreddeetiad made her

want him. So? He was her husband, wasn't he? Tkavas fastidious and

had always believed she would have to love a mdordeshe could be

sexually aroused was something she had taken #ortep. But he had

aroused her, revealing a depth of sexuality she'hkdown she possessed.
She was learning things about her character thamned her, but that didn't

mean she had to go over the top.

And she was learning things about Jude, too. Tkeaivks male enough,
arrogant enough, to need to lay claim to his owniprgo let her know that
he could make her want him whenever he felt likmgso.

Restless now—where was the man?—she riffled throligliew garments
she'd brought with her and eventually selectedkst amethyst calf-length
dress and laid it on the bed, then paced backettetinace to stare out along
the deserted beach.

Since they had been here they had always met aettaee at this time in
the evening. Usually they had spent the daytimedatseparate ends of the
island, because he seemed no more anxious fomdduted company than
she was for his. But they always began their exgminere, having a drink or
two before dinner, making light, impersonal conatih. And now his
absence was making her nervous.

But that in itself was nothing new. He had been ingker nervous ever
since he had agreed to marry her! And it had grpvagressively worse,



aggravated by the way he'd said not a word abobeR®&enton's presence
in his home, about what he might have overhearchwiesd walked in and
found them together. This afternoon's episode enbéach had been the
final straw!

She paced the terrace, her feet making rapid pattef sound on the
terracotta tiles, the edges of her lacy robe ftirttgin a soundless echo of
her own agitation as she thought back to the days#$eeming totally

unreal—when she had confidently believed herselbgahe only person
Jude Mescal couldn't make nervous!

And then he was there, in the archway leading flenroom, his body
relaxed, like the mean and magnificent cat she &acys thought he
resembled.He was already dressed for dinner, hiswdlack trousers and
formal white lightweight jacket fitting him to pextion, making him look
suave yet deadly.

'‘Good book?' His eyes drifted to her discarded h@ase he walked,
soft-footed, to where she had been sitting earjdgicing the two dry
martinis he had brought with him on the low martadpped table, and Cleo
shook with anger, shrugging aside his question witight shrug of her
shoulders.

It was no use his asking her if the book was a gooe;, she couldn't
remember a word of the few she had read. Mosthhsla't been reading at
all, just sitting here, wondering why he was lateen he would come home.
And all the time he had been here, showering, dngndxing drinks, not
bothering to let her know he was in the house. Danghe'd actually been
worried about the insouciant swine because thditastshe'd seen him he'd
been swimming out to sea as if the hounds of heteviollowing him! The
man was intolerable!

And she didn't know why he had this power to ma#&edngry because, as
his PA, she had always been able to handle him. Wenthad gained the
terrace by coming through her room. He hadn't@atihside it before now,
and that, coming after what had happened thisrafter, made the palms of
her hands go slippery with sweat.



Mentally shaking herself for her own foolishness,the inner agitation she
would have to learn to come to terms with, she tibekdrink he had fixed

for her, carrying it over to the stone balustradoighe terrace and staring
blindly out to sea.

If she joined him at the table she would have tklat him. She didn't want
to meet those clever eyes because she knew shd bable to see in them
the mind pictures of the way she must have lookexkfternoon when she'd
abandoned her practically naked body to the exptoraf his hands.

'‘Cleo—' Her name on his lips sounded, suddenlyequibearably intimate,
and she reluctantly made a half-turn towards hiopjig he wouldn't notice
the way the hand that held her drink was shakidgme and sit down, |
want to talk to you.'

'What about?' A rapid but ostentatious glance awnmsstwatch. 'It's time |
went to change." So cool her voice, the small siadite she angled at
nothing in particular. She should be winning Oscditse last thing she
needed right now was to have to sit with him astéh to whatever it was he
had to say. The memory of the way she'd felt wherhnds had stroked
and teased her willing body was still much too elos

'"You look fantastic as you are." A slow drift ointp azure eyes over her
flushed face, the filmy gown, the length of baamted leg, said it all: sexual
interest but overlaid with slight amusement becaafer all, he'd seen it all

before, and more. He'd touched, and could haventake had he been so
inclined. He hadn't, neither then nor now, it segnaad for Cleo the sexual

embarrassment which the drift of his knowing eyad éngendered became
the deeper misery of sheer humiliation as he coedhiis own watch. It was

as if he had taken stock and mentally dismissed her

"You've got over half an hour before we need gmieat.' His mouth tilted
with heavy irony. 'Do | have to beg for five minsitef my wife's time?"

'I'm sorry.’ Flustered, Cleo sat. Put that way,a&hdd hardly refuse, and she
sipped her drink, waiting, and he said,



'l think we should consider buying a house in thentry. Somewhere close
enough to use at weekends. It would be particulsséful after the children
arrive.'

His eyes slid over her, making her skin burn. 'Wdayou think?'

That it was a pity he had to keep harping on abbiltiren! That was what
she thought! But she could hardly tell him as muttbiding her glass by the
stem, twisting it, she stared into the swirling s unable to meet those
knowing, faintly amused eyes.

There's time for that,’ she answered stiffly, 'Af@l--' she made a
concession to his mention of all those children wield be expected to
bear '—I expect to continue with my job for sommeeito come. | enjoy it.'

She couldn't imagine him as a family man, makingng® in apple trees,
playing football or snakes and ladders in frona dbg fire while she busied
herself darning endless tiny socks in between lgg&imd preserving in some
farmhouse-type kitchen. And how many children dedelxpect her to have,
for goodness' sake? And would she be expectedrigosbducing them right
away? One litter after another, like a rabbit? theoat tightened with what
she recognised as incipient hysteria, and if sl@'heen so busy trying to
control that disgraceful and, up until becomingaegted with him, alien

state, she might have taken his ambiguous repigiawarning.

‘The expected sometimes doesn't happen, Cleo--'

She finished her drink in a gulp, her eyes flickboghis and away again
because the message contained there was unreadalperkaps she wasn't
ready to read it. She didn't know. She got to &et, ftrying for poise, 'l really
must go and change,' she tossed over her shohkelesmile brittle. 'By all
means we can cast our eyes over a few propergesy gnow the market for
when we seriously want to buy—some time in therutu

If he had decided to charm her he was certainlgeseating, Cleo thought,
rising from the table where they had lingered impdit intimacy over the
delicious meal the Greek maid had prepared.



The trouble was, he could so easily disarm her<stealised as he followed
her out on to the moonlit terrace, bringing thenblsadecanter and two
glasses with him.

And to allow herself to be disarmed would be fagihe didn't want her
emotions involved, it would only lead to pain, besa he would never
become emotionally involved with her, with anyoag far as she could tell.
And she was no masochist. She would keep to tter l&fttheir bargain, but
that was as far as it would go.

But as she went to the balustrade to look out ¢hersilvery night, he
followed her, placing a hand on her shoulder wiitgeehalter neckline of her
dress left it bare. And this time she didn't shyagrom his touch, even
though that touch felt like needles of excitemantiing her skin.

'‘Cold?' he said. 'Shall | fetch you a wrap?'

She turned, simply to deny any feeling of coldriessause for some reason
she had never felt warmer in her life. He was ¢leseclose, and even in the
shadowy light of the moon she could see he waguité as implacably cool
as he pretended to be.

'No—I'm fine, thanks.' She moved back to the ugieodésl bamboo loungers,
angled around the table, and sat cradling the dv@tt poured for her.

Something was coming to life between them, a \iak growth, but not
something known. Not really known, although sheldamnake a fairly
accurate guess. But she had to remember, alwaysmbar, that this was a
marriage of convenience. And then a thought pasisexigh her mind,
leaving an annoying foot-print, that maybe her negihad been suspect all
along the line.

Solving her problem had depended on finding a mgib&r uncle and aunt,
as her guardians, could approve of. But would stve lasked Jude to marry
her if he'd been fat and bald with a face like g aad a mind like a geriatric
slug? It was a question she wouldn't like to beddrto answer.



The sea was blessedly cool, lapping against heérakeehe walked slowly
along the water-line, the soft black night hidireg.HNot that there would be
anyone about at this time of night to see her. thoeght comforted her a
little, and a small smile tugged at the cornerr@f mouth as the breeze
moulded the almost transparent lawn of her niglslte the shape of her
body.

She hadn't been able to sleep; the night was tgdhbko thoughts jumping
this way and that, making her mind ache.

That tension between them, that awareness, haddvearing throughout

the long evening, muddling her. And her 'goodnitghtiim had been abrupt,
far more terse than usual as she'd left the terraaking for the solitude of
her room.

But if she'd been looking for safe haven she hdduaitd it there, and at last
she'd slipped down to the beach, noticing the lggring from his room

and wondering if he, too, found it impossible teeq, if he found this

marriage, entered into so coolly and objectivelgd tstrange and rather
terrifying facets that were only now beginning éveal themselves.

She had never been drawn to the idea of marriageptal commitment of
love. Love was something she'd learned to do witlstce she'd lost her
parents. Her mind, she supposed, was closed toatieept of it. She had
imagined, for a brief span, that she was in lovihVRobert Fenton—and
that had turned out to be an all- time disasted 8lne'd emerged from the
short period of infatuation recognising that what'd felt had been a natural
reaction to the years of dedicated study, the afgseihclose family love, the
absence of fun and frivolity in her life. It haddpea necessary, if unpleasant,
part of growing up.

But if she had been looking for love, for a man sbeld respect, share the
rest of her life with, then Jude could have beesrghing she could want in
a man. He had a brilliant mind, was even-tempereé#--wostly—and he
was strong, yet capable of tenderness, of deep hitynéle also respected
her as an equal, and that counted for much—for rti@e the sum of his
undoubted sex appeal, his wealth and position.



Yes, had she been looking for such a man, for loyesmall wave, but
higher than the rest, took her unawares, wettingtdder knees, and she
stumbled, almost fell, then righted herself anchédrand saw him a mere
two yards away. Everything inside her seemed tp, §tst for a moment,
before racing on, the blood thudding through hémsjeher heart pattering a
demented tattoo.

‘Jude--' Her voice was thick, his name dragged fn@emon a sighing breath
that faltered hopelessly, because she had knowimaininstant when time
had stood still for her, when her breath, her vieeartbeat, had hung
suspended, that she loved this man, had probalely tadling in love with
him since she'd first set eyes on him. It was atrfaagghably simple! It had
certainly been inevitable.

Moonlight, slow and silver, touched his face, seokis magnificent body
with tender moulding fingers, stopping the breathér throat.

Naked, save for brief dark swimming shorts, he &abkpagan—the
dominant male to her feminine fragility— and hedsaer name, like a
guestion, his shadowed eyes, bereft now of thaitlstgly vivid colour in
this ghostly light, raking her, lingering hungribyn the shape of her, on the
aching softness of feminine curves only lightly dadtalisingly concealed
beneath gossamer fabric.

'l couldn't sleep.* He moved closer, close enougliouch, and her skin
turned to flame with the nearness of his almoseddlody as he cupped her
face in his hands, his eyes searching hers, renptie depth of his own
wanting.

His body shook with it. She could feel the finentie's that ran over the taut,
glistening skin so near to her own, feel the cdraohe released her, his
fingers feathering lightly down the length of hierdat before they fell away,
clenched into fists now, revealingly, though shewrshe was not supposed
to know the effort it had cost him to restrain hatfigrom touching her more
intimately.

'I'll walk you back.' His voice was kind, but thewas a roughness in it, just
below the surface, that told her he wanted heshasvanted him. 'Perhaps a



hot drink might help? Me, too—probably more thaa $ivim I'd decided to
take before | saw you along the shore.*

He could have been a father, soothing a wakefld ¢br all the emotion he
allowed himself to show. But Cleo knew better, ahé wasn't afraid, not
now, because she had at last admitted to hersefatt that she must have
unconsciously known for months. She loved him, #rat was why her
proposal to him had seemed so logical, so righé kdd been blind for so
long, so convinced that she didn't need or wanttiemal ties that she hadn't
recognised what was happening to her!

But she knew it now, knew that the restrictions ishé placed on these early
days of marriage must be almost intolerable to a suech as he. And they
were intolerable to her, now, quite intolerable.

But, such was his sense of honour, he would makeone towards her
until the period of restriction he had agreed t® waer. Any move had to
come from her.

‘Jude--' He was waiting for her, just a step oalsead now, but he pivoted
round as her voice touched him, tense, his skstagling in the silver light
as though drenched with sweat, although the br&ath the sea was
cooling.

'Make love to me.' The husky ease with which shekeghe words didn't
surprise her. They were right, so right, and shdwde been said so very
much sooner. She caught the sound of his sharghawn breath and her
soul shook with the wonder of this moment, with siaple knowledge of
her love for him, with what she read in his eyeb@took the hands she held
out to him, folding them inwards against the wdlhis chest.

'‘Are you sure?' His voice was throaty, urgency amad. 'Quite sure?'

And she nodded, too full of love for him to spe&do near to tears, or
laughter, because she'd been such a blind foat thhes months. She lifted
her face to him, and he caught his breath, drawargcloser so that their
bodies touched, just; magic was born as after ong &nd incredibly tense



moment their bodies joined, and the softness of refted into the
demanding hardness of him, hands and lips seelmtjg, consuming.

And there on the shore, with the pulse of the selalimg into the rhythm of
the blood in their veins, he made love to her veutibtlety, with a tender
poignancy that made her want to cry.

She loved him so.



CHAPTER FIVE

"You were leaving without saying goodbye!" Cleoice was a husky
accusation as she stood in the breakfast- roomwdgoifastening the belt of
her fine voile robe around her narrow waist. AndelJiooked up from the
breakfast-table, his smile lazy, his azure eyereutibly sexy.

'Not so. | would have come to wake you before t.'léfe put his morning
paper aside. 'Shall | ring for Meg to bring youedtkfast through?'

‘No, thanks." Cleo pushed a hand through her rungilgery hair and sat
opposite, helping herself to a morsel of crisp Imaitom his plate, eating it
from her fingers. She didn't want anyone to intrud# even Meg, who was
one of the most unobtrusive people she knew; shidedalude to herself.
Never again could she affect to be cool and blagairds this husband of
hers. She loved him so much.

Her only regret was that she couldn't tell himtée had married her because
it was convenient to do so, no other reason. Thathed proved to be as
sexually eager as he, would, to his logical maseuthind have proved a
bonus. To admit her love, would embarrass him. Heildn't want the
responsibility of it.

He was looking good, very good, his dark hair] g@lmp from the shower
he must have taken earlier, clinging to his skuk, deep tan contrasting
dramatically with the stark whiteness of his shir fingers ached to touch
him. Every morning when she had wakened from lwusisleep she had
reached out for him and he had woken, turning torezzling her hair and
then lazily, languorously, they had made love.

Not this morning, though. It was their first bagk llondon because he'd
said, 'What the hell!" contacted Mescal Slade aforined Dawn Goodall
that they were taking another week, staying ondlaed. And this morning
she had reached for him and he hadn't been these.ah empty space
between cool sheets, and she'd panicked, remergblee’d said he'd be
going to the City today.



Stumbling out of bed, she'd grabbed at her rolveggling into it as she'd
run down the stairs, not wanting him to leave befsie'd had a chance to
see him, simply see him.

Now, relaxed again because she was with him, shehesl for his
coffee-cup, cradling it in both hands, sipping wfik finished his bacon and
eggs, and he asked, 'What are you going to doywitinself today?'

Cleo hunched one shoulder, her mouth curving iraamy slow smile. '‘Go
shopping?' she hazarded. For some reason Judeupgdssed she take a
further week off. She would have preferred to bRite her desk again,
close to him, working with him. But he had insis@ud she wasn't up to
arguing with him about it, about anything, notmstmood of euphoria she
wasn't. A dark eyebrow lifted and she elaboratenjght get a new dress."
She felt in the mood for celebrating, and buyinmsthing exciting would
serve. That her ever- deepening love for him wasgause for celebrating
she couldn't explain, not yet, so she tacked oe;r&\éntertaining the Blairs
on Thursday, so | need to pull out all the stops!'

She expected him to comment on the planned dinary.pSir Geoffrey
Blair was chairman of Blair and Dowd Developmeratgompany that was
climbing fast and far, and Jude had been anglinthfr account. Thursday
night could well clinch it. But he growled, leanioger the table to take his
coffee-cup from her hands, 'Do you intend to corswath my breakfast,
woman?* However, the quirk of his mouth belied tiack bar of his
lowered brows, and he drank the remains, thenladfithe cup, took a
mouthful then put the steaming cup back betweerhbhads. 'Henpecked
already," he grinned and she nodded sagely, ae ifjgite agreed, although
she knew that henpecked was the last thing thiswmoaitd ever be. But their
developing relationship admitted this type of genteasing and she
welcomed it, as she welcomed everything about him.

'Do you know how irresistible you look in that thii Lazy eyes swept her,
the soft movement of his mouth adding erotic emightasthe drift of his
eyes as they roamed from the spun silver disortleeohair, her flushed
cheeks, the slope of her shoulders, to the swelbngdness of her breasts.



The robe she had pulled on was meant to be worm avenatching
nightdress. Worn over nothing at all, its pink sparency was little more
than a blush, and Cleo's pulses quickened as tisaiglecurve of his mouth
became more pronounced, his voice a growly inspiveds he whispered,
'Irresistible enough to take you back to bed and/lescal Slade look after
itself.’

For a silent, timeless moment their eyes heldirttimacy almost shocking,
and she thought he might just do that, but thensslve the change, the
assumption of briskness that told her he had mavealy from her, on to a
separate plane entirely, and she knew—as if shkel @uer have doubted
it—that work would always take first place for him.

She reluctantly respected him for that, she decidedching as he shot a
glance at his watch. The most she could hope fartiat in time she would
become as necessary to him as he was to her.

And there was a chance of that, she knew thereMasknowledge was like
a small, bright flame inside her, warming her, alloy her to see more
clearly ahead. He , liked and respected her ariddiepleasure in her body,
and that was as good a basis as any to build oth.sha would build on it,
brick by patient brick, be as much to him as hel@liow, hide the depth
of her own emotional involvement, her total comnatity until he was ready
to accept it.

He stood up, reaching for the light grey suit jackbich had been hanging
over the back of his chair, shrugging into it, imevements, as ever, sheer
male elegance. And Cleo got to her feet, too, logd¢o go to him* to slip
her arms beneath the beautifully tailored jacked &eel the warmth of
muscle, sinew and bone through the crisp whiteagkss shirt.

But she wouldn't do that, of course. She couldné dperself that luxury.

Their marriage was a compartmented thing and hislwias now geared to
the working day ahead; he wouldn't welcome an ugliindisplay of her

physical need of him. It might annoy him, and itukbcertainly reveal the
depth of her emotional involvement.



He picked up his briefcase and she lifted her taceeceive his goodbye
kiss, an unsatisfying brush of his lips over harsg] she expected that to be
that, but he stood for a moment, smiling down at heaking her heart
tumble about beneath her ribs.

The character lines on either side of his moutleied wryly as he held her
eyes, and it was all Cleo could do to prevent Hiefisen reaching up and

fastening her lips over the superbly crafted lioelsis mouth. But she knew
she had to be circumspect if this unusual but dirdeeautiful marriage of

theirs was to work out, to live and grow. Theiatenship was too new, too
delicately balanced as yet, to give him one inkbfithe way she really felt.

He could, at this stage, be horrified by the imgdiiens.

Then he touched the side of her face with a sloawing finger and his eyes
were soft.

"Il give you lunch at Glades. One o'clock.’

Cleo had finished dressing and was half-way dovendfairs when Meg
came out of the kitchen.

‘There's a phone call for you, madam. Luke Slade.’
‘Thanks, Meg, I'll take it in the study.’

Cleo responded warmly to the housekeeper's smig'svtlevotion to Jude
had lapped over on her, and the older woman as&bd]l | bring your
breakfast through, madam? How about a nice boigg-dree- range and
fresh?' she tempted.

Cleo shook her head, admitting, 'l finished off tbast Jude couldn't eat,
thanks,' and was aware of Meg's cluck of disappravahe went to take that
call, wondering why Luke had bothered to contact He certainly wouldn't
be enquiring about her health—they had never goteon well together.

'Cleo?' His voice sounded harsh and tinny. 'Thaol ¢ou're back. | was
afraid you and Jude might have skived off for yeataer week. How soon
can you get here?"



His urgency worried her and she asked quickly, ¥8harong? Not Uncle
John?'

But Luke snapped, 'He's fine. Just get here. F&ntmeen round, making
unpleasant demands. We can't discuss it on thegplost get here.’

She arrived at the Slade Securities head offiégastcheap still in a state of
shock, but as she dismissed Thornwood and the Ruadlsvalked across the
pavement her thoughts began to unlock themseluashling out all over
her brain.

In the exquisite delight of recognising her love Jade, in the joy they had
discovered together during those long golden dangs jawelled nights,

Robert Fenton, and her reason for needing a hushahe first place, had
been pushed from her mind, because garbage likéhdltano place in the
ecstatic, the delicate, the passionate act ohtalh love.

She had told Fenton they would be away for one wBakJude had taken
two. And Fenton hadn't been able to wait. So heedrhad taken him to
Luke, to spread his poison, make his threats, therscrew.

Her hands were wet with sweat as she took theadittuke's office. His
secretary told her to go right in, her eyes puzzésshsing something was
wrong. Luke was pacing the floor and he shot ovdrer, slammed the door
closed behind her and grated, 'What the hell kihdhess do you think
you've got us into? His narrow face was flushed laischand shook as he
took a bottle from the hospitality cupboard andkkx two inches of Scotch
into a glass. 'He walked in here on Thursday withdily threats and I've
been going spare ever since.' He took a long gulpeoneat spirit and told
her, 'He said you'd promised to hand over twentg-fhousand pounds last
week, for withholding certain information. By Thdesy he'd decided you
were reneging so he came to me.’

'I'm sorry you had to get mixed up in this." Cldongped weakly on to a
chair. 'l forgot. We didn't get back to London utdte yesterday afternoon.’

'Sorry?' Luke bared his teeth in a mirthless griepdgs eyes incredulous.
'‘And how the hell can you forget a thing like th@tf?do you have so many



blackmailing threats hanging over you that this us¢ slipped your mind?
It wouldn't surprise me," he jeered, 'you alwayssgiem too good to be true!”

She wanted to walk out there and then, but couddigtd the luxury, so she
asked, tight-lipped, 'Is this as far as it's gode$t trying to get the money
out of you?'

'He'd be lucky!" His mouth twisted. 'And isn't @rfenough? Can you
imagine what the kind of publicity he's threateniagut around would do
to the company—stuff like that can affect confideniccan't afford to have
that happen. In the state we're in, it could finist He sat down heavily. 'If
the money isn't in his hands by tomorrow he threadeo go to Father for it,
and if that failed he's seeing some newspaper ct@&efpent as he is, no
doubt. | would have kicked him out of the door, bkihew he had to be
telling the truth about what happened between gtherwise you'd never
have agreed to pay up in the first place.’

'He told you everything?' Cleo felt sick and she@dt asked for a drink
when Luke got up to pour himself another Scotcht & needed a clear
head to contact her bank and ask them to have tmeyrready for her to
collect in the morning, to arrange a meeting plaith Fenton.

Luke sat down again, disgust on his face. 'About wffair, the debts he ran
up trying to give you a good time, your promisertarry him, the night you

spent together at some out of the way hotel juBirbeyou gave him the

boot.'

And Cleo said tiredly, 'It wasn't like that. We didte, but it never got heavy
and | soon woke up to the fact that all he wantechfme was a share in the
Slade Millions.'

'So why did you agree to pay up?' Luke sneeregolif relationship was
that innocent he wouldn't have had a thing to loetel you. You've got to be
as guilty as hell. Not that it bothers me," he adsjatefully. 'l couldn't care
less if you have to pay him to hold his tonguetha rest of your life. But |

don't go a bundle on being personally threatened lbyeep like Fenton.
Anyway,' his eyes glittered triumphantly, 'if yoralationship was so pure,



what about the night you spent together at that [Rexl place? He said he
could prove you'd shared a room as man and wife.'

'‘And so he could,’ Cleo agreed wearily. 'We went dodrive in the
country—he'd asked me to marry him, secretly, atdried him down
because by that time | knew he was primarily irdexe in the money I'd
eventually inherit. He seemed to take my refusdl,vgaid he hoped we
could still be friends. God, | was green!" Her bsdwitted over cloudy grey
eyes. 'I'd already realised he was a bit of a can;rut | didn't know he
could be evil. I don't know why I'm explaining dhis to you, but he
engineered the whole Red Lion episode. He booked as man and wife
and when | found out it was too late to do anythabgut it. But | spent the
night in an armchair. Fenton and | have never beegrs--'

"Yet you're willing to pay out that kind of money!"

Cleo saw the sneering disbelief in his eyes andatluegrittily, 'l can't prove

we weren't lovers. He can prove we shared a hotghrfor a night. | can't

disprove his lies—that | said I'd marry him, mad® lspend money on me
he couldn't afford then walked away when he gat debt. And I've found--'

her eyes lashed him scornfully '—that most peopéfep to believe the

worst of others.’

He didn't even look uncomfortable, she noted byttemd she punched her
message home, 'Had | been the only person concewaadd have told him
to go to hell before | gave him a penny. I've nalataat all that he could have
got the whole pack of lies into some grotty scargledet, and it wouldn't
have done my career much good, but | would hawead. But your father
wouldn't. He's old and he's sick, and that typpudflicity would finish him.
He couldn't take it, and why should he, if | capyamt it? He's always been
good to me and he showed me more affection—moresrstahding, |
should say—than you or your mother ever did.’

She reached for her black alligator-skin handbisnd the fine shoestring
strap over her arm. 'I'm paying up because | oweeyibur father, because he
was the only person who cared a rap for me aftepangnts died. And for
no other reason.’



'‘And you married Jude to get your hands on the &wiginal? 1 thought the
whole thing was a bit sudden.’

Luke got to his feet as she made for the door aedad him icily, barely
turning her smooth, silvery head, 'l married Jueednise 1 love him." And it
was the truth. She had been falling in love wittieJfor a long time, but love
was an emotion she had learned to live without. Whiead happened it had
taken her a long time to recognise it. But that na®usiness of Luke's.

'So you'll get in touch with Fenton?' Luke was joshind her as she reached
the door, and he sneered, 'If it weren't for tioalte that kind of publicity
could give Slade Securities I'd happily pay Feritoapread the dirt.’

"You'd what?' Cleo went cold. 'l don't believe hearing this!'

'You heard,' he drawled, his mouth curling. Cleewrhe'd always resented
her, but she hadn't realised that over the yearsabentment had deepened
to hate.

Why?"

There was enough pious fuss from my father whed had his attention
drawn to that relatively harmless piece about e Said bitterly. 'It was
even said that it caused his latest heart-attawk'dSike him to know ' that
Wonder Girl isn't as perfect as he thought she Wasight just put your
nose out of joint. He's always holding you up agsample.’

Cleo's mouth went dry as she stared at the cobsihad thought she knew,
realising that she didn't know him at all. His dad pompous indifference
had hidden his hatred. She half turned, her disudtinger burning her up,
and grated, "You'd want that, even though you kmdwat it would do to
your father? He damn near died when he read albeubtawl you got
yourself involved in. You can't think anything oinhat all—you selfish
bastard!

The feeling of rage and disgust kept her going, dugn that evaporated
completely as she stood in a call box after comgadher bank, phoning



Robert Fenton. She felt slightly sick and tremidyshe slid into her seat at
the table Jude had reserved for them at Glades.

‘You're looking tired,' he said after he'd handadikthe menus and given
their order. Concern clouded the vivid blue of biges. 'Bad morning
shopping? Or did your visit with Luke upset you $ome reason?’

It had been a bad morning, and how, but she cduklhhim why so she
shrugged, putting on a smile, 'So- so," then, wonde'How did you know
I'd gone to see Luke?'

'l telephoned home. Meg told me Thornwood had driyeu to Eastcheap.
A simple deduction.' He looked amused and he leiarglbows on the small
linen- covered table-top, trailing the fingers afechand softly down the
curve of her cheek. 'Pretty—pretty and soft,"” hemuwred, and her heart
lurched over with love for him. And as the feathgrcaress moved over her
mouth she parted her lips, closing them over mgdttip, nipping gently,
then drew back, her face hot. Never in a milliorargewould she have
imagined herself and the chief executive of MeSlalde making such a
public display of themselves!

'Why did you try to reach me?' she asked then,tatag cool, trying to get

things back on a more manageable level becaus$e iflisin't, and he kept
eating her with his eyes, then she would certagmlgt up making an even
more public display of her love for him! She neededh, needed his

tenderness, after the battering she'd taken thisinm

And Jude removed his elbows from the table, leatiagk as their first
course arrived.

'‘No particular reason. | just needed to hear yauce:' And that made her
feel good, so very good, and it melted away sombeflistaste which had
been produced by this morning's conversation witkel.

Then, without knowing why, because she and Juderrtalked about the
circumstances of their marriage, she asked lighdlying with a forkful of
chicken in a light wine sauce, 'Why did you ageenarry me, Jude?'



'‘Because, as you pointed out, | would always bthénhappy position of
knowing you hadn't married me for my money. Callangynic if you like,

but I've never been able to distinguish betweerplgewho liked me for
what | am and those who just like the smell of weal

It was a flippant reply but it told her he was pably as far away from
loving her as he had been when she'd proposedthtavas daunting, but
she wasn't going to let it worry her too much. Aatdleast he'd had the
sensitivity not to mention the shares, becauseadth they had probably
been his first consideration when agreeing to mhery she didn't want to
hear him say as much. It would put what they dikehtagether down on the
level of a purely commercial agreement.

She didn't know why she had asked that questiahsha didn't know what
she'd expected him to say. She hadn't really hbygedould tell her he'd
suddenly realised, over that weekend he'd takémné& it over, that he was
madly in love with her, had she?

Of course she hadn't. She didn't believe in mie@dead she knew that if he
were ever to grow to love her then the process evtalle time. So why was
she now feeling so empty inside?

And he smiled at her lazily, as if they'd been dsstng nothing more
important than the state of the weather, and liftedbottle the waiter had
left in the cooler at the side of the table. 'Let give you some wine. | think
you'll like it.’

And she smiled, just slightly, because suddenlyisgwvas difficult. Thank
you." She knew that, for him, although their mayeiaf convenience was
working out well so far, it would remain just thah marriage of
convenience, for some long time to come.

Lifting her eyes to him over the rim of her glasise smiled again, put more
into it this time, making herself sparkle. Aftel, ahe was a fighter, a stayer,
and one day she'd damn welhkehim fall in love with her!

Because, if he didn't, her life might well beconmbearable.



CHAPTER SIX

'So | suppose you'll be buying up Harrods thisratien, as you spent the
morning with Luke?' Jude queried as he escortefttierthe restaurant, his
hand under her elbow, making her feel safe ancepred.

‘Just a dress." Cleo smiled quickly. She'd forgostee'd said she'd be going
shopping this morning, Luke's phone call had drik@ut of her mind, and
she still went cold when she remembered the hained! later seen in his
eyes, his bitter resentment.

'‘Give Thornwood a ring when you've finished, he caltect you. That's
what he's paid for.' His eyes warmed, holding beiefly before he hailed a
cruising taxi. 41 don't want a worn-out wife in togd tonight.'

Cleo wasn't in the mood for shopping, and as stmetlinto Bond Street her
thoughts were miserably chewing over the intervieith her cousin that

morning. Perhaps she'd always subconsciously kribatrhis dislike of her

went deeper than mere resentment, and perhapsvéisatvhy she hadn't
even thought about approaching him for advice wikemton had made his
first blackmailing demands.

She stared unseeingly into shop windows until gladiged she had to snap
herself out of this mood of introspection. She habgays known that her

aunt and cousin had little time for her, were uhmgl and unable to absorb
her into the family. But Uncle John cared about hed she had Jude, and
Jude had become everything to her.

Things were looking good, she assured herself tlagxe was real hope for
their marriage. It would succeed, and one day hddvove her as she loved
him. On that she was quite determined! And tomoyrafter she'd paid
Fenton off, she would be able to put the past #iother and concentrate all
her energies on the most important thing in herher marriage to Jude.

An hour later she walked out of a boutique, minglvith the crowds on the
pavement. The dress she had bought was more dhandner usual choice.
It was calf-length, with a full, soft skirt, in iddue—which made the most
of her recently acquired tan. So far, so good,tbatfront of the bodice



dipped lower than anything she had ever worn befm@ the back was
nonexistent—except for the band of the halter stnaqund the neck. The
quiver of inner excitement she experienced asmslagined Jude's reaction
when he saw her in the dress brought a dreamy dmileer lips. And
someone said, just behind her, 'Been buying somgguper?’

Cleo turned, smiling down into the eyes of Pollystas. Polly worked in
the Equity and Research department at Mescal SladeCleo asked, '‘Day
off?"

'‘Umm. A couple of days, actually.’ Her brown eyis to the classy carrier
Cleo was holding. 'l want to buy a summer suit, bobuldn't afford the
prices they charge in that place. You look gregtiie way, a tan suits
you—and the whole building's still buzzing over thiay you upped and
married the Frozen Asset. Ooops!" Polly clappediadhover her mouth,
looking mortified. 'Me and my big mouth!'

'l think | may have thawed him a little," Cleo gred, and felt proud, and
deliriously happy because it was the truth. Andrginng was almost
perfect, and one day, in the not-too-distant fytsitee hoped it would be
completely, utterly perfect.

'‘Well, bully for you! No one knew there was a bagnance going on under
our noses. Ouch!" she winced as a passer by knaaicelder, nearly sending
her flying. 'Tell you what, why don't we grab afesf, have a natter? We've
been having a collection for a wedding presentytar and Jude—I mean,
Mr Mescal—and he said you'd drop in one day nextkaehe'd arrange
which day with you—and we could do the presentabibrthen. Have you
retired, or something?' Her head tilted to one,sidevish | could. | fancy
myself as a Kept Woman!

'No such thing!" Cleo was quick to scotch that rum&olly was a small fish
in Equity and Research but she had a large monthC#o was going to be
behind her desk first thing on Monday morning,af sooner, because idling
around was nice and relaxing—or would be when tle business with
Fenton was over—but she couldn't wait to start waykvith Jude again.
'OK, we'll have that coffee." She didn't want onet after her delicious
lunch with Jude, but it would give her the oppoityno make it clear to



Polly that retirement was the last thing on thelsaGhe was still Jude's PA
and she had no intention of giving up that covetasition.

At the cramped table in the tiny restaurant. Ppllsked up the menu. 'l
haven't had lunch yet and my stomach thinks myattsdeen cut—do you
mind?"

'No, of course not, go ahead," said Cleo. 'I'lt hesve tea.’

'‘Well, I'm glad you're not aiming to be a lady efsure,’ Polly confided
when she'd given her order. 'Word had it you wegning, and when
Sheila Bates from Takeovers and Mergers heard shdynflipped. She
fancies her chances as your successor! Oh, shaifieq)’ Polly twisted a
springy black curl around her index finger, herchea one side. '‘But she's a
pain in the neck. As your husband's PA she'd hdferable.’

‘There's no question of my resigning,’ Cleo derfiedly. But something
cold wriggled around inside her * all the same.eJndd been adamant about
her staying away from the office for the rest aktiveek, and that could
have been consideration on his part, because shbadie a lot to attend
to—clearing up at the house in Bow, deciding wbhatd about the furniture.
But why had he said she'd be dropping in one dayweek when he'd been
approached about the presentation of the weddiftg ige had obviously
made it sound as though she wouldn't be aroundpemraanent day-to-day
basis.

'‘And talking about Takeovers and Mergers--' Polly®wvn eyes were avid
as she looked up from her tuna salad. 'A clientnpdome yesterday
morning, and this guy said he'd heard a rumountieae making a takeover
bid for your uncle's company, Slade Securities.wéated to know if he
should buy in." A morsel of tuna disappeared betwes glossy red lips and
Cleo's heart did a small somersault. Her unclefm—fithe largely
family-owned company—to be swallowed up by Mesdald&? It would
break his heart, make all the years he and heerfétld spent building the
business up from scratch seem like a waste of timel Polly said, 'l
thought you'd like to know what was in the wind. y\don't you get on to
someone in Takeovers and Mergers, find out whatfsggon. Know what |
mean? You could come up with something interesting.



It was no secret that Cleo's father and Jude'ssunalect descendants of
Harry Slade and Reuben Mescal who had founded #rehant bank way

back in the eighteen hundreds had quarrelled.dtHappened a long time
ago, almost fifty years ago to be exact, and Cligibier had sold out his

shares to Jude's uncle and had gone into secobdakjng, founding Slade

Securities with his younger brother, Cleo's Unclen]

When her father had died ten years ago Uncle Jadnchrried on the by
then successful company until the second of higtagtacks had forced him
into retirement. Now Luke was at the helm, and iéddal Slade were
considering a takeover bid.

And why hadn't Jude told her? Surely she had & tghknow? He would
have the final say in any such decision; the boaasllike putty in his hands.
They respected his judgement too much, and witld geason, to do more
than superficially question his decisions— and tbely for the look of it...

'Hey!" Polly snapped her fingers under Cleo's nd€@me on back
here—you looked miles away!

Cleo glanced at the other girl with a start, hezseynfocused, then smiled
automatically, picking up her cup to finish her tad Polly, eyeing the
slenderly cut suit in fine olive green crepe Cleaswvearing over a white
silk V-necked blouse, asked wistfully, 'l don't pope you'd help me look
for a suit. You've got such fantastic taste.'

'I'm sorry," Cleo said quickly, perhaps too quigldhie conceded as Polly's
face set in a huffy mask. This latest bombshell enaer unfit company for

anyone, and the last thing she could settle to d® tnail round the shops
looking for clothes. She had to contact Jude.dllyedon't have time,' she
offered, her grey eyes serious.

Polly shrugged. 'That's OK.'

But she looked brighter when Cleo told her singer&ou don't need me to
help you choose what to wear. You always look great

* % %



'I'm sorry, Cleo, your husband is tied up in a nmgeall afternoon.’ Dawn
Goodall sounded perky. 'Your husband! You couldehavocked me down
with the proverbial when | heard you and Mr Mesaare married! |

suppose congratulations are in order!

‘Thanks.' Cleo injected warmth into her voice alitjio she felt like howling
with frustration. 'How are you coping?'

'Fine," Dawn laughed lightly. 'l couldn't believeat first, but he's actually
smiled at me a time or two. Marriage has turned intm a human being.’'

'l told you you only needed time to get used to,h@heo reminded, hating
to have to waste time on chit-chat when all shetegto do was find out
from Jude if there was any truth in the takeovenaur.

But the smile slipped from her face as Dawn told e a matter of fact |
was about to phone you. Mr Mescal asked me todetkpnow he'd be late
home this evening. Something suddenly cropped dphafs got a working
dinner with some of the consortium who are handiivegbid for a chain of
American hotels. Just preliminary discussion, ynaw the sort of thing.’

Cleo did, and if she'd been in the office, fundtmgnin her normal capacity,

it would have been she who had arranged the disaenear him, taking it

all in, every word, ready to chew over with himelatShe would have been
the recipient of his innermost cogitations... lasteshe was to dine alone,
biting her nails and waiting for him to come hor8&e didn't know how she
managed to end the phone conversation with anltgiat all, but she must

have done because Dawn sounded unruffled as sthénesagoodbyes and
hung up.

She couldn't believe that Jude would have tolchbéning had Mescal Slade
been seriously considering a takeover bid for SiBeleurities. And why he
had to pick this night, of all nights, to be latemang home, she didn't know!
It was enough to drive her distracted.

She had kicked her shoes off the moment she'd ddtk@ugh the front
door this afternoon, and now her silk- clad toageclinto the soft pile of the
Persian carpet that partially covered the polisbakl boards of the study



floor as she stared at the phone. She resistadripation to call Takeovers
and Mergers to fish for the information she needbé;had to speak to Jude
about it first.

And there was no question of warning Uncle Johre fimour might be
completely unfounded and there was no point in ywg him
unnecessarily. Equally, there was no point in simegio Luke, not until she
had the facts. She didn't particularly want to &pea_uke about anything,
not after the way he had been this morning, butvhe in charge of the
company. Her hand hovered over the phone and sherdips in indecision
before getting up and leaving the room. She wouwdd for Jude, see what
he had to say before alerting any of the family...

She had fallen asleep in front of the drawing-rdoen but she snapped to
immediate wakefulness when she heard the snidkeaddor as Jude walked
in. He didn't notice her at first, and watching Hoosen his tie and run his
fingers through his crisp dark hair she thoughtblo&ed tired, but when she
said, 'Hi—had a good evening?' and uncurled hey legs, standing up, his
face lightened, a slow, warm smile curving his lomgisculine mouth.

"You shouldn't have waited up." He came over tq hesiching for her,
pulling her close so that their bodies were toughimeast to thigh, the sharp
burn of wanting sparking to quick life between théte bent his dark head,
dark hair mingling with soft silver gilt, and he muured, his mouth finding
the taut, slender column of her throat, 'God, yoelsgood, taste good.’

In a moment, Cleo knew, there would be no quesifdrer mentioning the

rumour of the takeover bid. ' Already the deep nleisdnearness invoked
was claiming her, turning her blood to flame, hananto mush. So, her
hands against the strong wall of his chest, shaguuhim away. '‘Can | fix

you a drink? You look tired.' Her breath was suckethrough her nostrils,

making them flare with the sheer effort of cleariregy mind, of holding him

at bay when all her instincts dictated that sheobecmindless, melting, a
creature created for his pleasure, for the pleasuisehe could give her.



'l don't want a drink." His voice was thick. 'l waiou.' He reached for her
again but she was too quick for him, her voicedamd high as she told
him,

'l must ask you something.' The smile she slamtduisi direction was shaky,
because this wasn't what she wanted, not really, ®b, wanted only the
wonderful magic that could only be found in his arrm the depth and
delight of their lovemaking.

'Go ahead.'

He slumped in the chair opposite the one she hakl isto and she noticed
the tiredness was back in his face, the markswdimwho drove himself too
hard. But she owed it to Uncle John, to herselfint out, so she asked him,
'Is it true that Mescal Slade are considering adakr of Slade Securities? |
heard a rumour.’

'‘Ah. | think | will have that drink." He moved ovér the drinks tray and
Cleo, her eyes on the long male elegance of hik, lk@aew the rumour had
solid foundation. And that hurt, more than she thamlight possible. Why
hadn't he told her? But his features had assunesgdaker player's mask that
he always used tohide his true feelings when heetuito face her again, and
he went to stand in front of the fire, straddleged, his glass held in one
loosely curved hand.

'So you've heard about the possible takeover tsdthle good old Chinese
Wall syndrome again!" He smiled thinly, rocking kamn his heels, his eyes
stony.'The old fiction that each department keégalfito itself with no
gratuitous overlapping of information is a prettedry, but it hardly ever
works.'

'Why didn't you tell me?’

With an effort she kept her voice level, light; died too much pride to
allow him to see her as a whining child, and a autdle flickered over his
mouth as he told her, 'We don't work like that. Yotiall people, should
know that. You're an interested party.'



'Of course.' Her expression was carefully blank,dne was hurting inside.
How could he have kept such a thing from her? Sted him, she was his
wife! But, a cold spiteful voice inside her remiggldne didn't love her. As
far as he was concerned theirs was an expediemtager nothing more.
Beyond the bedroom door she was no more to him #menhad ever
been—one individual among the many employed by sleStade, slightly

closer to him than most because of her positiamaPA, but that was all.

All at once she needed a drink, too, and she gatitffy, her body feeling
uncoordinated as she moved across-the room. WhenSlade found out
about this it would finish him. He would see ak lwork, the decision he'd
made with her father to break free of Mescal Skbhose years ago, count
for nothing.

Her back to Jude, she poured herself a vodka amd, toying to control the
tremor of her hand, and Jude said quietly, 'Themisething else. | think it's
time you knew—I'm going to have to find another PA.

Quite suddenly, the ticking of the pretty grandneostblock seemed louder,
the crackle of the logs on the hearth almost déadge®r maybe it was the
silence, the stillness that flooded her brain &svgited for him to explain,
that brought everything into sharper focus. So'thail been right—Polly,

Dawn, Sheila Bates—when they'd picked up underantsrdude wanted her
out.

She loved her job, didn't want to lose it. Workingh Jude made her feel
fully alive, it had done since that very first dé&nd surely he wasn't one of
those ghastly old-fashioned men who, clinging tdhaic concepts, believed
a woman's place was in the home, preferably innshai

In any case, her chin jutted mutinously, he could her—that was his
prerogative—but he couldn't stop her going out famting another job!

He had waited for her to protest, to comment. Thath was evident from
the arching of one black brow. But Cleo couldnistrherself to speak, not
just yet. And then, as if he could feel her bewitdent, her quick instinctive
mutiny, his eyes softened, understanding makingntivarm as he watched
her go back to her chair with the stiff movemerita tautly held body.



'l shall miss you," he told her quietly. 'Miss yauick mind, your unfailing
tact, the flick of dry humour you produce when yeant to put me in my
place.'

So he had noticed that! And all the time she haaimed she was quietly
and unobtrusively manipulating him into making ktlg less than
impossible demands on himself, on the rest of ta#! sAnd if he would
miss her, why then should he fire her? It didn'kengense!

‘There are two reasons why | want you to make aemdne answered the
guestion posed by the puzzled grey eyes. 'In thediace, | don't think it's a
particularly good idea for a husband and wife takn&o closely together.
And secondly, in view of the board's interest ia plossibility of a takeover,
you'd be far more useful at Slade Securities.’

She hadn't thought of that, but now her mind raloity began to follow his.

‘Are they in trouble?' Grace had said that her andbhad been fretting
about the business. Cleo had put that down to &memal ill health, but
obviously there was more to it than that. And MéS&lade had started to
take a serious interest. Shaky finance houses didtavkeep looking over
their shoulders, because there were always rod#t-soérchant bankers
only too ready to swallow them up.

'Some," Jude replied evenly, shifting, stretchinglong, immaculately clad

legs, the dark fabric pulled taut across his thigBsce John had to retire,
Luke's been overreaching himself. It's a high-gakital game, as we know,
but recently he's been risking too much— especiallyre entrepreneurial

section; high flyers with no real and solid grouroissuccess. The City is
getting to know it by now, but if | could persuatihe board to back off,

forget we ever contemplated a takeover bid, therother big fishes would

have to rethink. If they find out, which | shall keasure they do, that Mescal
Slade's interest in Slade Securities has cooled, ttey're going to hold off
while they sniff the air. You understand?"

She did. She understood, but could do nothing ath@ugame of financial
chess Jude was outlining. He had seen her offdreofblock of Slade
Securities shares as a means of taking persontbtohthe finance house



Mescal Slade were interested in controlling. Witr ht the helm of the
company, no doubt with strong guidance from himcbald become the
major shareholder in a newly prosperous concerttleLivonder he'd
decided to take up her offer of marriage aftergshad him she'd give him
those shares!

'‘And if you are there," he leaned forward in hiaighhis eyes holding hers
intently, 'with your brain, your grasp of what makine City tick, your

financial common sense, then you should have entinghto get Slade
Securities back into a position of strength befangone realises what is
happening. Interested?'

"You don't need to ask that," Cleo replied, heodhtightening. If it were
within her power to rescue Slade Securities thenhstd no choice but to do
her damnedest. And that would be what Jude wastioguon. The shares
she had brought to this marriage would be worthmaech more if the
company was sound. He was manipulating her, mading the assets she
had brought with her were worth as much as possdiblaurt, like nothing
else had hurt before, because in spite of hereganitimism about the state
of their marriage he was no nearer loving her tiahad ever been. He was
using her. In bed or out of it, he was simply udieg.

'When you told me you were firing me | thoughtwtas because you were
the type of man who meant to keep his wife at holmeking after the
children." No way was she going to let him know thay she really
felt—betrayed, used, as far as ever from havindovs. Her role was to be
the amenable, totally sensible wife, pulling witimh never against him,
never letting him know by word or action how despely she craved the
commitment of his love.

'‘But | do." His soft answer left her gasping, beitamended, ‘But not quite in
the way you imagine. When the children do arriv8lswen a room here into
an office for you, install a computer link-up wiBlade's head office, and
you can do most of your work from home. No probl&ou’ll have a nanny,
of course, but we'll both make time to be with ¢thédren—that's where the
house in the country will come in. A place for loalys, weekends, that sort
of thing. Fair?'



She nodded, unable to meet his eyes in case hdhgawain there and
wondered... Oh, he was being fair, doing everytlgogsible to make their
life together a success, and if she didn't love $tiemight feel the marriage
was perfect. But she did love him, more than léed his calculated
manipulation of their future, of the assets shetwught to this marriage,
made her feel cold, cold and lonely.

But she nodded, 'Very fair," and finished her drihkope Uncle John and
Luke approve our intentions,' she added drily,ctiimg when he told her,
'I've already consulted them.' She had been liviregfool's paradise, the last
person to know of his intentions. His brain muswendeen working
overtime ever since she'd mentioned those sharesnjunction with her
proposal of marriage.

She hardly heard him when he elaborated, "Youreisérmly behind the
idea of your joining Slade. So is Luke—but onlynuist warn you, because
he can't see any way out of the near shamblesiested.'

‘Then there seems nothing further to say,' shehiofd surprising herself by
the equable tone she achieved, and he countered,

'I've often wondered—why didn't you join Slade wlyen got your degree?'

'Luke.' She shrugged minimally, containing her myis# couldn't stomach
the idea of him treating me like a backward jurglark. Apart from being
pompous, he's the type who thinks that being matienaatically makes him
superior in every degree to a mere female.' Areldigcovered that he hates
me, which will make working with him almost intosdale, she thought. But
Jude wasn't ever going to hear about that, so dtheda 'Not to worry, you
now own as many shares as he and his father betiheem and that, if
nothing else, makes me his equal.’

And to her astonishment Jude grinned lazily, shiaety, cat-like, in his
chair. "You have a finer mind by far, determinataord guts, not to mention
all that exquisite packaging. The poor guy's gambave to resign himself
to taking a very inferior back seat indeed!



Almost, she felt flattered. But he was simply sgdier as a brain, a means
of pulling Slade Securities—in which, of course, had a vested
interest—together again. He wasn't seeing her wffea a woman to be
loved.

'l think I'll go up, I'm very tired," she excusedrgelf, hoping to get out of
there before her misery began to show throughshadhad reached the door
before his voice stopped her, and she turned thise&eave his chair, come
over to her.

"You don't mind? It might not seem so from where's® standing, but |
don't want to push you into doing something you'daant to do." The
character lines on either side of his mouth indgémteyly and he touched the
side of her face with a slowly moving finger, higee sober. She almost
flinched away from his touch because the meanirngnbleit was shallow.
She craved the depths of emotion, not the shallBwisshe smiled, shaking
her head.

'Of course | don't mind. It's the sensible thinglt' And she watched his
face change, assume the blank poker player's ngasi. a

That mask always worked well in his business dgalirand had always
amused her because she knew how the mind behimdable was working.

But now, when he said, '‘And you always do the sdeshing. Quite right,

Cleo,' she didn't know whether to take it as a domegnt or not. It was one
thing to understand how his mind worked in his ohegl in the City, quite

another to understand his motives, his feelingsthie arena of their
marriage.

And that night, for the first time, she pretendedé deeply asleep when he
came to their bedroom.



CHAPTER SEVEN

THE last of the everyday cooking utensils and crockegnt into a packing
case, ready to be taken to Oxfam, and now Cleadathrt wrapping the
things of sentimental value—mostly bits and pidoesstudent friends had
given as housewarming presents when she had fogedninto the small
house in Bow.

These and most of the furniture would go into stdrele had said, "You
might like to hang on to your things, put them abehen we get a place in
the country,' and she had agreed, because shekead time and trouble
when furnishing, and some of the pieces were likeaad valued friends.

Getting up from her knees, she decided on coffdeslp steady her nerves
because Robert Fenton had said he'd be here ahooctd time, and that
could mean anytime between twelve and two.

She tucked the hem of her blue and green stripgelldishirt back into the
waistband of her sleek green needlecord jeansiledithe kettle, plugging
it in with hands that shook a little. She wouldthankful when today was
over, this whole horrible business behind her.

She spooned coffee granules and powdered milkaimaig and waited for
the kettle to boil, chewing on a corner of her loWyg It had seemed a good
idea to suggest Fenton collected the money from.gne hadn't wanted
him anywhere near the house in Belgravia, but siwdchave laid down a
definite time, an anonymous meeting place—outsataestube station or
other.

But she wasn't used to this kind of cloak and daggéf, and she hadn't
been thinking too clearly when she phoned him ydate He would be here
anytime during the next two hours. But at leadgrathen, it would all be
over and she could put all her energies into mattirgmarriage work.

But that would be an uphill struggle, she admitfEldose shares had been
the primary reason behind his decision to accepptaposal, make her the
mother of the children he wanted to have. But shélhys known that,
hadn't she? Her conversation with him last niglkitinarely reinforced what



she'd already known. Nothing had changed, notyieald besides, she
wasn't a quitter and would do everything she caaldhake this marriage
work, and pray that in time love would grow for hitao.

She smiled at this thought, a small, tight smife] as she poured water into
the mug she remembered how she'd sat opposite hioneakfast this
morning and he'd asked, 'Are you going to takeok &i the Slade Securities
books this morning?'

She'd shaken her head, her stomach tying itseknimis because this
morning she was collecting the money from the baakjng Robert Fenton,
and it wasn't a prospect she was over the moontabou

'I'll give him a call and ask him to send all tleéewant stuff over in a taxi this
afternoon,” she had told him/'l can work throudpenh in peace here,
without him breathing down my neck.’

'‘Good idea. And don't let him try to put you dowdis mouth quirked
humorously. 'Not that | think he could, not in alllon years. But just
remember, your uncle's on your side all the wagl,iiyou need any help or
advice you know you can count on me.'

Jude had finished eating and he'd be leaving soCiky soon. Cleo had tried
to look on the bright side, because the next tihneesaw him the nightmare
of Robert Fenton would be over and behind her,l®sniled and said,
'Have a good day.'

'Make it a better one?' he'd countered lightlyni$s you around the office,
so have lunch with me?’

'I'd better not,' she'd said quickly, perhaps toiekly, because she'd caught
the slight lift of his brows over cool, enquiringes, and she'd just had to
explain as she'd followed him to the door, feelikg a worm, 'l thought I'd
take myself over to Bow this morning. | need to thgs sorted out and
packed, and arrange for some of the stuff to gmstare. The house agents
will be putting the board up next week.'



It had felt like telling lies, although it was part the truth. And she would
phone through and make those arrangements justaasas Fenton had
gone. Until then, she was too edgy to make coheasmingements with
anyone about anything.

It was almost an hour later when the shrill ofdoerbell made her drop the
pile of books she was moving down from her formedroom. Her nerves
were stretched tight as she stepped over the se@ib@oks, but she took a
deep breath and told herself that this would saouer, and after that she
felt calmer, better able to cope.

As she opened the door he was leaning against rdmaef smiling
unpleasantly; she stepped back and he walked thrasdf he owned the
place.

He was casually dressed and she thought: browhelettbusers, ye gods!
and decided they didn't suit him. Neither did thiewin silk shirt, open

almost to the waist. The outfit marked him as tbegur he was. Saying
nothing, she preceded him to the living-room, untidw with the bulging

cartons and carriers she'd dumped haphazardly $edhis morning she
hadn't been functioning on her normal calm anctieffit level. There was a
small wall safe behind one of the pictures, insthly a previous owner, and
she'd put the package in there as soon as she&lfcom the bank. Twenty-
five thousand was a lot of money to leave lyinguaghy even for a few hours.

It took a few moments to extract the package, ahdnashe turned he was
sprawled out on the sofa, his booted feet on tmead-green upholstery, his
eyes avid, following her every movement. He heltihos hand wordlessly

but she shook her head.

‘The hotel receipt first." She watched coldly agphled the scrap of paper
from a pocket in his shirt and released it so ithifuttered to the carpet.

'How do you know | haven't had it photocopied?abkked, his face blank,
and she snapped,



"You probably have. But I'd advise you not to trypm again. Just pay off
your debts and stay away from me.' She tossedatiage at him, disgust
on her face. 'Now get out!'

He turned his head, staring at her, his face tighte "You weren't always so
keen to see the back of me.’

'l didn't know what a creep you were then,' shéegkeher control precarious
now. She couldn't bear to be reminded that shehed found him remotely
likeable. It made her feel ashamed to know thathsttkever been so blind,
so gullible. And he knew that, he'd have to bed fmt to, and his mouth
whitened with temper as he retaliated,

'‘But / knew what a paigouwere! My God—when | think of the time | put
in—all those boring trips to the country, the ghapicnics, the cosy meals
you dished up here and the predictable, prissydfarif" signals if | did
more than kiss you! God, what a bore it all wasd Aor what? For sweet
damn-all"

He tipped the contents of the package on the sefimging his legs to the
floor, his eyes furious. 'l reckon' you owe me th¥®u can't actually
imagine | enjoyed sucking up to you, listening tmyooring on about your
wretched exam results and then your precious cai®ey having said that,
and put the record straight," his voice changed, smaooth as oil, 'you don't
mind if | count this, | hope. Not being trustwortiyyself, 1 don't trust
anyone else. Not even a self-righteous prude ltke'y

So she gritted her teeth, not bothering to tell hambe quick about it,

because even saying that would waste precious de@mnd she wanted him
out of here. He tainted the air. And when he hadslied he stood up,
looking down at the piles of notes—tens and twenrtiespread out on the
almond-green fabric.

'I should have asked for double,' he said.

‘Just take it and go,' she gritted, controllingVace with difficulty because
she felt like screaming.



He raised his head then, tearing his eyes frorsrtiad! fortune spread out in
front of him, and he looked at her, at the tautpAdsh lines of her body, and
his eyes held something unspeakable.

"You always were a frigid bitch," he mouthed slowaynd then advanced,
putting himself between her and the door. 'But goa’ married bitch now,
and maybe Mescal's taught you what it's all about.’

He began to circle her and she sidestepped, herbeginning to race, and
she realised when it was too late to do anythingualit that he had
manoeuvred her into a corner.

'Don't come near me!" Her eyes glittered with atarx of rage and fear, and
he said thickly, 'Why not? I'll show you what youssed that night in
Goldingstan.'

He made a single swift movement, lunging for heat,dne twisted out of his
reach, his hands finding nothing more substartiah the cloth of her shirt,
and the buttons ripped as she jerked frenziedlyyadm fabric parting to
reveal the rounded globes of her breasts, barelyered by the
midnight-blue lace of her scantily cut bra.

There was no time to think about making herseledeagain, she had to get
out of here because Fenton was serious, deadbusehis hot eyes on her
exposed skin. She made a desperate attempt to tteacioor, but he was
guick—and fitter than he deserved to be, considehnis life-style—and he
caught her, bringing her down in a fair imitatidracugby tackle, knocking
the breath out of her lungs as his body fell orsher

Cleo twisted and fought, but he caught her heaadsst his hands, twisting
until she thought her hair would come out by thetspand she began to
scream, but he silenced her with his savage maudhbbood thundered in
her head, a pounding roar. But she heard, aboseriice like perma-frost.

‘Just what the hell is going on?'



And then there was silence, and stillness, likeetyw of a storm. Fenton's
body went rigid on top of hers, and the taste af i@as on his lips which
were still clamped over her mouth.

Then all was violence, movement and noise as Fenbmay was dragged
from her, the sound of ripping fabric, the tearimigbrown silk as Jude
hauled him to his feet, flinging him against thdlwa

Cleo opened her eyes, relief at Jude's timelyarmirarring with panic as his
glittering eyes swept over her sprawled body, hearmaked breasts, her
wildly tangled hair. And his eyes held murder, dacl murder.

She tried to tell him it wasn't what it seemedt gtee. had not been a willing
partner in that torrid embrace, that he had saeedrom possible rape, but
the sounds she made were thickly incoherent antutmed from her as
though she sickened him and she saw the leangstiaomds curl into fists as
he swung round to tell Fenton, 'Get out beforat {@u apart.’

Fenton hauled himself together as Cleo scrambldtetdeet, tugging the
two halves of her ripped shirt together, her breaiming raggedly. The
younger man wasn't leaving without taking what bhd bome for, but Cleo
saw how his hands shook as he tucked his shirt ipdckhis tight leather
trousers.

Jude's face was set, the darkly tanned skin ptiligad over jutting bones,
danger explicit in every line of his athleticallgwerful body, so Cleo had to
give Fenton a grudging ten marks for courage asau@tered over to the
sofa and began to pick up the piles of notes.

'On my way, mate,' he drawled. 'But | can't leavtheut taking my little
gift, can I? Might hurt the lady's feelings.'

'Did you give him that?' Jude's eyes flicked coltbyher then back to
Fenton, and the harsh, incisive tone made her hioodold.

'Yes.' There was no point in lying, no point at alhd she felt giddy, the
room swaying, and she wished she could faint becasbhe'd rather be
unconscious, in a coma, than have to try to ex@Hithis away.



She closed her eyes briefly, fighting rising nayseda she didn't see what
happened next but she heard Jude's voice, darleatly, ‘Get out. Now,
before | plasterthe wall with you." And no one wiasn't a suicidal idiot
would ignore that kind of menace, because it filleel small room, turning
the air sharp with violence, and she dragged hes eypen to see Fenton
scurrying out.

He had left the money behind, and Jude grateds IPup."'

He looked as if he hated her, as if the very sigher disgusted him, and she
stared at him with huge grey frightened eyes, bdylshaking, perspiring—
although she felt very cold.

The evidence he had walked in on was damning @if;itdhhe money she'd
admitted she'd given Robert Fenton made everythorge. She was going
to have to tell him the truth about the way sh&drbblackmailed, explain
that she'd rather part with a slice of her inhagtathan bring shame and
embarrassment—and possibly something much worsete-time sick old
man who had been the only person she had evevegcanything remotely
like affection from during the past ten years.

Agitation made her voice shake as she took a teatstiep towards him, her
hands outspread in involuntary supplication.

‘Jude—Ilet me explain.’

‘Just do as | said,' his voice lashed her. 'Piek stuff up. And don't say
anything, not a word, otherwise | might forget yewa female.’

He wouldn't listen, not now, not in this mood. Sin@gged herself to the sofa
and dropped to her knees, her fingers shakingeabeat@an to push the piled
notes together in a bunch. He didn't consider @imgthing she could say
could explain or justify the situation he had walke on. He couldn't trust
her. But then, he didn't love her, so why should he

From the comer of her eyes she saw him move, bepeck up a scrap of
paper from the floor, and his voice was iced ovéhwontempt as he
crumpled the hotel receipt and dropped it to therflagain.



'A souvenir, | take it. Been reliving old timesveayou? God, he must have
something if the affair's been going on that lolj mouth curled bitterly
and she had never seen his eyes so cold. 'So whit gou marry him to
gain access to the money you obviously intend war il over him? And
don't bother to answer, let me tell you! Becaussethwas no way your
guardians would have approved your marriage to hame-so your
considerable financial assets would have been rirdee another year.
Tough on him, that. He likes to spend, | take Hls mouth thinned,
displaying a cruelty she hadn't seen before. 'Wasgétting restive,
threatening to move to greener pastures? Was thayeu hatched a plan to
marry someone your guardiam®uld approve of? And so, as | heard him
saying when you'd invited him to my house, two dafter becoming my
wife, in order to get your hands on one fortunej yrarried another. Mine.
Sweet heaven—did you imagine I'd sit by and let kaish mine on him
once you'd run through yours?'

Things were going from bad to worse, and she cdubdar it because what
he was saying, accusing her of, was nothing likettinth. And now, if ever,
was the time to make him see that. She was criazitywe with him and she
wanted him to love her, and if she couldn't putrmord straight then this
morning's debacle would put the possibility of teaer happening back a
hundred years.

She scrambled to her feet, the notes pushed dllbanipack in the package,
and he held a hand out, wordlessly, his eyes midinge as they swept
dismissively over her.

'It isn't what you think," she began, her courdgeoat deserting her under
that cruelly denigrating look.

'Save your breath,’ he cut in tonelessly. 'The esdewalked in on was
explicit enough, and the hotel receipt confirmd tfau had no intention of
losing a lover of some long-standing.' His hardsaggpaled her, making her
feel ill. 'He must be sensational in bed. So muxkhst you couldn't stand
the deprivation. That's why you asked me to make to you on the island.
Any port in a storm.’



'‘No!" Appalled, she put a hand to her mouth to sth@pwvords from tumbling
out. She had asked him to make love to her becshesdnad just realised
how much she loved him. But he wouldn't believd,that now, and if she
tried to make him believe it he would end up deasgither even more
because he'd think she was trying to wheedle hgraand him!

'No?" A black brow arched disbelievingly. 'l cahink of any other reason.
And I've no intention of listening to any fairy sgojou might try to invent.'
He tossed the package around in his hands, agngtto evaluate the exact
amount. 'I'll pay this back into your account. Yare free to do as you like
with your own money,' he commented savagely, 'extemive massive
handouts to your lover. Like it or not, you are mye, and, as my wife, |
expect certain standards of behaviour.'

He turned from her dismissively, staring out of #mall paned window.
‘Get your coat. I'm taking you home. And don't ethéink of trying to see
that jerk again or I'll keep you under lock and key

Staring at the rigid line of his shoulders, theogant tilt of his head, a hot
tide of pure rage flooded through her, burninguierand she turned on her
heels to fetch her jacket from the kitchen, heceshaking with anger as
she spat over her shoulder,

'Who the hell do you think you are? God? Well, péoyou find the
judgement throne comfortable— although it's propabb small for your
massive ego!

She wasn't waiting for any reply, and she wasm@heyoing to try to tell him
the truth! He had sat in judgement, condemningwgnout hearing her side
of the story, saying things, horrible things, ttsrtpat cheapened the love
she had felt for him, the ecstasy she had fournisimrms. And she had her
pride; she wouldn't go down on her knees and beg!

But the heated rush of anger fell away, draining &ed her eyes filled with
scalding tears as she saw the carton he must mappetl on the table near
the door as he'd walked in and found his wife spgdvout on the floor,
another man's body covering her, another man'shmauhers.



The name of the local delicatessen was plainlytgdiracross the carton in
bright yellow letters, so the contents were a foregconclusion. And there
was no mistaking the bottle of Moselle for whaitvas, either. He'd asked
her to have lunch with him, to make his day betted she'd told him she'd
be here, working, and so he had come to her, mgntjieir lunch, because
he'd rather picnic with her than eat off the bdsba in the most exclusive
restaurant in town. And if he hadn't walked in &odnd her with Fenton

then she would have been the happiest woman adiw@use his action, even
if he hadn't realised it, meant that she was 4t lb@ginning to mean

something to him.

But now he thought her to be a two-timing slut, #mel hopes she'd had of
their marriage developing into a two-way, long-tdove-affair were dead
as cold ashes. And no sadness could be as grias.as



CHAPTER EIGHT

'‘CLEO?' Dawn's voice came brightly over the wire. 'just had a call from
Mr Mescal. He asked me to get you to have Thornwoeet him at the
airport at five-thirty, and to remind you the Bkare expected tonight. OK?'

‘Thanks, Dawn. I'll pass the message to Thornwagilt away.' She was
about to ring off, feeling herself colour as shaiszd that Dawn just had to
be wondering why Jude had phoned her and not hie, eut Dawn
chattered on, 'How's the new job going? | mustlisayss you here. And
couldn't you have persuaded your husband not to@i®that Sheila Bates
to your old job? Nobody likes her, I'm told, so kure | won't.'

As Dawn seemed set to gossip for hours, Cleo arnimothly, advising, 'I'm
sure she'll be fine, just get on with your job &a/e her to get on with hers.
Lovely to talk to you, but | must dash—Jude wantsnake an impression
on Sir Geoffrey this evening.’

Which was as good an excuse as any to cut the rgatien short, even
though Meg had everything in hand for this everang there wasn't a thing
Cleo had to do apart from dress herself up andggreg a smile and a line in
relaxed conversation from somewhere. She didr'irigee mood to talk to

anyone, not even Dawn. She was so tense she felmsght explode,

disintegrate into a million ragged pieces.

On Tuesday morning, after discovering her with Bepnfude had driven her
home in a stinging silence and had departed, almosediately, for Zurich.
And late this afternoon he would be back, and leetbe Blairs arrived for
dinner she was going to have to make him listemetoexplanations.

He had been too angry to listen to anything shéddoave said the last time
she had seen him, and she could understand thagday he simply had to
hear her. side of the story. The sordid businesstabenton's blackmailing
threats would have to be exposed and, in a wayquid be a relief because
Jude might be able to help.

Her hands shook as she pushed together the piepafrs, the reports and
balance sheets she'd been ploughing through, a@hthsin into an empty



drawer in the desk in Jude's study. It hadn't takemnlong to realise that
Slade Securities was in a mess, and she couldjift tiesee a way out while
her mind was in such turmoil. Loving Jude as slag liis disgust with her,
the loathing she'd seen in those cold, azure ewyas, a constant and
debilitating pain, blinding her to everything else.

And her worries about Fenton's possible next made'tdhelp any, she
acknowledged as she pushed herself listlesslyrtéelee on her way to find
Thornwood and relay Jude's message. Fenton haath'the money he'd
demanded, so heaven only knew what his next mowddame. She didn't
know whether to expect a renewed demand or toisgaint, the whole
sordid pack of lies. And if that happened she couldear to think what
would happen to Uncle John. And Luke, for one, wlaukke sure the old
man read every word.

It was like living with a time bomb. But maybe, whéude knew the truth,
he would know what to do.

"You certainly know how to make yourself look sekyt then you've had
plenty of practice, for Fenton, haven't you?'

Cleo twisted round, her heart pumping wildly. Wagrher new dress, she
had been putting the finishing touches to her magkehen he'd walked in
on her.

She hadn't heard the bedroom door open and novasiéeaning against the
frame. He looked tired, world- weary, the linescghicism deeply scored
beside his mouth. Disadvantaged, she looked atwitanguished eyes,
the smoke-grey irises deepened to charcoal. Shplaaded on being ready
when he returned, composed, waiting in the drawouyn. But Thornwood
must have had a smoother drive from the airport e had bargained for
and her fingers froze, dropping the scent sprajddbheen using on to the
polished rosewood surface of the dressing-table.tifty clatter broke the
silence of his long, unwavering scrutiny and shd,s@&/e have to talk," and
tried to get herself together. He had to listemméo. He had to. She would
never get through this evening if he didn't.



'Must we?' His tone was bored as he moved slowtytime room, loosening
his tie, and her heart jumped, but she resistedpalse to run. She wasn't
a coward, although his patent disgust with her, tarsifying coldness,
wasn't making things easy.

'Yes, we must.' She was ashamed of the slight trémber voice, of the
hunger she was sure must show in her eyes as sbkedahim remove his
suit jacket, his hands moving next to the zip sfthousers. God, but he was
superb, almost frighteningly male, and he was hsbhnd, and she loved
him, and he loathed her!

But she was about to change all that, wasn't shecalBe after she'd
explained about Fenton he would go back to beiag#ning, exciting lover
and beloved companion he had been before, surelohkl? She knew he
had been on the verge of growing more than fonthesf She couldn't
believe that wasn't true, and she had to clingoahat.

He was naked now and she closed her eyes agasnsitden inrush of pain,
of need, that gripped her like a giant steel h&f had to get him to listen,
to understand.

'‘Jude--'

'Don't you think you ought to go down?' The lookflieked in her direction
might have been given to an irritating child. 'Seoffrey and his wife will
be here in an hour. You should be checking with Meg

He didn't pause in his progress towards the bathyand that, and the
irritated look, riled her. She wasn't so completadgotted by love that she
would allow him to brush her aside like a subnorhegling!

‘This won't take long.' Resolve stiffened her spaseshe moved between
him and the adjoining bathroom door, her chinrgtidefiantly, her eyes
unwavering even as she faced the exasperated feyvefrihis black brows.

'You've judged and condemned me without a heaand,| deserve better
than that!'



"You deserve a thrashing.' His mouth twisted doava sneer. '‘But I'm too
much a gentleman to give it to you! But | tell yihis--' He moved closer,
and his tanned, taut nakedness seared her thrbegftiry fabric of her
dress, making her shudder at the awareness of &sily 8e could rouse her,
even in his hatred. He didn't touch her, he dide&d to, and her words of
hot protest at his high-handed refusal even terisb her side of the story
died in her throat, clogging it. 'l know now whywmnarried me. | didn't
have to be a genius to work that out,’ he flaredtrolled anger making his
eyes glitter. 'You needed to get your hands on yoleritance and you
couldn't afford to wait another twelve months besawyour lover was
getting restive. He wanted to get his hands ondbratalled little gift he was
practically drooling over. And you couldn't marrmyrito gain access to your
inheritance, no matter how much you might have e@mnd, because there's
no way your guardians would have approved a j&khim. So you married
me, and, OK--' his breath sucked harshly into gy, making the rough
satin of his skin quiver with an inner tension sloald feel through every
fibre of her being, as if he were an extensioneasalf '—so now | know,
and, granted, our marriage was only ever one oédepcy—>but you're still
my wife.’

Suddenly, his hands were at her throat, makindhbart flutter in panic as
the balls of his thumbs, beneath her chin, foracthiead back, forced her to
read the dark intent in his eyes.

"You will not be seeing Fenton again, and as thedms you'll be deprived of
the pleasures of his bed and his body, I've deciddtlp you.' His voice

lowered to the threatening purr of a tiger andsgheddered helplessly, cold
with the chill of the hating mockery that was loogiat her from those
narrowed, glittering eyes. 'You are one hell ofghly sexed lady, as | found
out when you begged me to make love to you, whenuged me to satisfy
your needs in Fenton's absence. So, just to halpy s mouth curled

derisively, 'I'll make love to you until you're tewy. I'll make damned sure
you know who you belong to, and you won't have ghostrength left to

eventhink of Fenton!'

He released her suddenly. And shaken, appalleshHay she was hearing
she registered his voice, coming as if from a missyance.



'‘Now get downstairs and see if Meg needs any (&lart earning your
keep!

* % %

Meeting Jude's sardonic eyes across the tablet@eght,| hate him! Hate
him!, then inclined her head to listen to what Sir Gegffwas saying.

He was a short, round man who loved his food—asesded by the way he
had relished the saddle of lamb and was now ergogisecond helping of
syllabub. No doubt he would make hearty inroads the cheese- board,
Cleo decided, thus prolonging the agony of havingit opposite Jude with
his sardonic eyes and derisive endearments. Blegaat Sir Geoffrey's
appetite made up for her lack of one, although Jumldd have noticed, she
conceded edgily, picking up her wineglass and dnimpkecklessly. He had
hardly taken his eyes from her throughout the nealas a subtle form of
torture.

Whenever she had glanced up at the cold, hard rggiteous devil, she had
found him watching her with those clever, knowislgaming eyes. And her
skin had crawled with hot colour as she'd recdlisdhreat to make love to
her until she reeled—and why. And so she had lodledvay as little as

possible, putting her mind to conversing with SeoBrey and Hilda, his

scrawny, overdressed wife.

Neither of them would know that things were venyffam perfect between
the handsome, urbanely charming chief executivel@gcal Slade and his
new wife. They wouldn't be able to read behind dyaicism of his
superficial smiles, those lying words of endearmenthe utter contempt he
felt for her.

So much for her stupid belief that she only hatatk rationally to him to
make him listen to her because he, more than anglseeshe knew, was
rational to his fingertips. And how could she hawer believed she could
make things right between them again? Her arrolgasiband had made up
his mind. As far as he was concerned she was dgyishy, unfaithful and
greedy, and that was that. No amount of pleadingxpfaining on her part
would make him change his mind.



And so she wouldn't demean herself by pleadingafdair hearing ever
again!

Unguardedly, she caught his eyes again, saw tlefuhatnocking gleam as
he answered a gushing request Lady Blair had glrktdd into the air.

'I'm sure Cleo will let you have the recipe for gydlabub, Hilda. Won't you,
my darling?' And, expounding hatefully, his longosig fingers toying idly

with his silver fruit knife, his smile holding a\segery only Cleo could
detect, 'I'm fortunate in having such a devotediyndsticated wife. She, I'm
delighted to say, neglects no area of my—comfort."'

'Such a beautiful wife, too," Sir Geoffrey chimedgallantly, and Cleo felt
her face burn with rage because domesticated shaotaand Jude knew it,
and his reference to 'comfort’ had an entirelyedéht connotation.

Hoping the Blairs would attribute her fiery colouo new-bride
embarrassment over Jude's seeming compliment,laben@d a smile on
her face.

Tll ask Meg for the recipe, of course. Now, shalt have coffee in the
drawing-room, Hilda? Leave the men to what willlpably be interminable
business talk.’

Thankfully, Hilda was a talkative lady and Cleo ynmieeded to make
smiling responses now and again, so she shouldbdereable to relax, but
she didn't. Sooner or later their guests wouldde&nd then what? Would
Jude walk away from her with icy contempt, or wohkl make good his
threat to make love to her until she couldn't etnémk? Both options made
her feel physically ill. She didn't want to be aamith him.

Almost hysterically, she wondered what Sir Geoffeand his wife would
say if she begged them to stay for the night—ferrtést of the week, for the
rest of the month!

Curbing the impulse to stride around the room,ipgllher hair out by the
handful, she injected what she prayed were the ngises into Hilda's



non-stop chatter and almost leapt out of her skierwthe door opened and
Jude brought Sir Geoffrey through.

The tubby little man looked pleased with life, rulphis hands together, his
smile effusive, and from that, and Jude's look migsatisfaction, Cleo
deduced that Jude had won the Blair and Dowd ad¢cadmich was what
he'd been angling for.

It wasn't long before their guests left and thedsowas silent, the only
sound Cleo was aware of was her own shallow bmegthAnd she

scrambled to her feet as Jude came back into #weirly-room, closing the
door behind him, leaning against it as he untiesl thd@, his eyes never
leaving her face.

'How much have you been able to gather from thdeS&ecurities books? |
take it you made a start on them while | was away?"

About to tell him she was on her way to bed—thatiyavords on the edge
of her tongue—she stared right back at him, hertlpeking. Did he have to
be so cold, so unforgiving? Not that there wasalbtanything to forgive,
but he wouldn't believe that in a million years.

If only, a desperate little voice in her mind nudgg# only they could start
conversing normally again, together about sometimnghich they shared a
common interest, then maybe she could find a waputhh to him and force
him to accept he'd been wrong about her.

'As far as I've been able to tell, it's lookingtpregroggy.'

She forced a level tone, forced herself to retara thair. She had to stay
calm. This wasn't personal, this was business, thag were perfectly

attuned on that level, she had to remember thatc&ud she hold her own,
given the churning state of her emotions? She @oubven that when he
shot, smooth as ice, 'And?'

Her eyes clouded, and her hands felt clammy. Harlglexpected her to
have some idea of how to remedy the situation, la@dvas short on
patience. But she hadn't been able to bring healusancentration to the



project—how could she, when her equilibrium hadnbsieattered by what
had happened? Not to mention her worries about ®Rbhert Fenton might
decide to do next!

'I'm waiting to hear your conclusions." He had reet his tie now, his
jacket, and the whiteness of his shirt contrastaikly with the depth of his
tan, his crisp, dark hair, the close-fitting blaokusers that skimmed long,
lean legs. He was standing, a brandy- glass ihdmsl, but although he was
still there was a restlessness in him she coulgddaentimation of tension in
the way he held his head.

'l honestly don't know." She was on the defensow.ril haven't begun to
form any conclusions. I've had too much on my mislde qualified with a
bitterness she couldn't hide.

'Like Fenton?' he came back immediately, his madigtening, and Cleo
felt drained and hopeless, her face paper-whiteatWlas the use? What
wasthe use?

'‘No, not Fenton," she told him wearily, and felt head begin to ache. It
wasn't the strict truth, of course. Fenton had lmeeimer mind, but not for the
reasons Jude persisted in believing.

And her depression deepened when he stated fladiyn't believe you. But

you're going to have to root him out of your mimatiatart concentrating on
how to pull Slade Securities out of the mire. Aty he slammed his empty
glass down on the drinks table, making her flinatihvthe leashed violence
of the action, 'lI've a sizeable interest in the pany now—you signed your
shares over to me as a payment for the right toygat hands on enough
ready cash to satisfy your lover, remember? So wbailve come up with a
few ideas, let me know, and we'll discuss them pldked up his suit jacket
and hooked it over his shoulder. 'I'm going to bed, and | suggest you do,
too.' He paused at the door, his voice cuttindgpri't need to remind you that
those shares were only a down payment for my sss\as your husband.
And | intend to extract what's owing. With interest

He closed the door quietly behind him and she dtatats blank surface
mutinously. There was no way she was going to climtithe huge bed they



had shared since returning from their honeymoonwidgp on God's sweet
earth! Tight with rage, she paced the room, pouniegelf a generous dose
of brandy and swallowing it recklessly.

She was seeing a side of him she hadn't knowneeki§he had always
admired his objectivity, his ability to see all sgdof a given situation, a
given problem, his careful weighing of every andat in this situation he
was seeing only the side he wanted to see, refasiagmit there could be
another. And that wasn't like the man she had ctomknow, like and

respect. He was acting out of character, beingoeidiely cruel, and his
treatment of her was an insult.

Every time he killed her attempts to tell him theth he insulted her. And if
he thought she was going to sharehis bed thendHhze out of his mind!
And if she had any sense at all she would walkomuhim now and never
come back. And he could whistle for what he thowgiie owed him!

But walking out would point to her . guilt—in higyndiced eyes, it would!

He would believe she had gone to Fenton. And bssidee admitted

drearily, she still loved him, believed, crazilizat there was still a chance
for them. Somewhere.

But tonight she wouldn't sleep with him.

There was a slip of a dressing-room adjoining tlester bedroom and it
contained a narrow bed. Jude had used it for teetfvo nights after their
wedding because she had stipulated they would@pdbgether for the first
two weeks of their marriage.

He had respected her wishes, for some reason cigpiasuse the tiny room
rather than the far more comfortable guest-roond sime had admired him
for that, for the way he had Obviously wanted tarsgher any puzzled looks
she might have received from Meg. He had beenfardift man then, she
thought miserably as she made her way reluctanibtairs. He was a
frightening stranger now.

She couldn't use the dressing-room, of course, ag Wbuld have to draw
her own conclusions. Because even if Jude weradlrasleep, which she



doubted, he would hear her and wake no matter haetlg she moved
across the bedroom. But she had to sleep somewheréhe guest-room
was the only other choice, because she wasn'tisteefth him. She had too
much pride to share intimacy with a man who hatetidespised her, even if
he was her husband.

The bed in the guest-room was always kept madediaed, and the room
itself was only slightly less luxurious than theeshe and Jude had shared
until now. But she wasn't interested in her surchags, and a sob built up in
her throat, hurting, as she unzipped her dressddlgtted that her marriage,
which had once seemed to hold so much promise dead before it had
properly come alive.

Clad only in a pair of midnight-blue satin briefsdatiny matching bra, she
pulled back the bedcovers and viewed the cool Isteets with less than
enthusiasm.

'l prefer our bed,' Jude said, from right behind bad before she knew what
was happening he had scooped her up into his anchiexr eyes widened
with shock, for one still second, before she realiexactly what was

happening and began to pummel her fists againstadkied chest.

'What the hell do you think you're doing?' she spatningly, shamingly

aware of his near nakedness, and hers. He wasngeanly silky pyjama

bottoms, and her scantily covered breasts weres@teagainst the warm
satin of his skin. And, shamingly, a sheet of heaensation flooded her
body at the contact and she grew still, her bodiyfpBy rigid as she tried to

hold herself away from him.

Her breath caught in her throat, a dry, painful sa&he carried her out of the
room. She would not be manhandled this way, butdre@wed struggles had
no effect at all on his effortless stride as heiedrher along the dimly lit
corridor to their own room.

'I'm taking you to my bed, where you belong,’ hevered her angry
guestion tersely. 'Scream if you like. The Thornd®are safely tucked up
in their quarters at the rear of the house. | ddulbiey'd hear if you blew a
trumpet.’



Pushing the bedroom door shut behind him withdus, fhe crossed the pale
ochre wool of the carpet in three long stridespging her to the smooth
olive green cover of the bed and was down on tdyeafhis hips pinning her
to the mattress, before she could move.

‘This will be rape,” she warned throatily, her egdstering feverishly
between the tumbled strands of her silkily silvairhher breath coming
quickly, making the rounded peaks of her breastsand fall rapidly.

'l don't think so." He captured her clenched aatlirig hands in one of his
and shifted slightly, making her aware of his asduand she moaned, low
in her throat, just once, as his lips descendedki® hers.

Desperately, she clamped her mouth shut, tryingrtore the fever of need
he was already arousing within her as his tongusetbher lips apart. But,
as she had unconsciously known he would, he won kiatle and she
capitulated weakly to the insistent pressure ofiosith. And then, as if he
knew he had her subdued, mindless, he trailed rkigisés down the length
of her throat and on and down to circle her breastmenting the aroused
peaks until she could have screamed her frustratien unwilling yet
insistent need.

Then, gently, he eased the fabric of her bra aselealing first one tautly
inviting breast and then the other, and she writingotically beneath him,
moaning her rejection of the way he made her feel.

He had warned her that he would make love to hef slme couldn't think
straight, and this was precisely what he was doing.

Before, when they had made love, she had welcomme@&gerly, lovingly,
knowing that at least he cared for her, that haddwer body and her wanton
response to him exciting. But this was somethirsg,ednd, as he bent his
dark head to suckle on the rosy-peaked breastsditerous body offered in
open invitation, she made one last feeble attemptap him.

'‘Leave me alone!' It was a plea, a muted cry gbdiesand she heard a rough
echo of that despair in his voice as he derided,



'I would if | damned well could!

And his mouth closed over one taut nipple, suckmagstly, making blind
desire kick to urgent life inside her and she wast in the devastating
sensation of his hands, his mouth, his body, dd4sed and fondled every
inch of her silky, sweat-slicked skin until she waady to beg him to take
her.

And then, poised above her accepting body, his flasbed with the dark

blood of desire, he held her thrashing head irmhargds, held it still so that
she had no option but to meet the blaze of triumgfis eyes as his potent
maleness tantalisingly nudged her ardent, femimnsstness.

'Who am 1?' Vivid blue eyes froze her soul yet sddner senses, and her
body grew still, waiting, tormented, uncomprehegdin

'Do you know who | am, what | am?"' he insisted, simel closed her eyes, her
body aching for the relief only he could bring, teéef he was withholding.
He was playing games with her, and she shuddereeléssly as his voice
ground out, 'Open your eyes, damn you! Look atlimenot Fenton, so don't
even try to pretend | am! I'm your husband, the mvap is going to make
love to you, again and again, until you don't knelo you are or what you
are, until all you can know, feel, taste, thinkims!'

And then he took her, almost savagely, as if heldvoaver have enough of
her, as time and time again he forced her to theales heights of shaming
ecstasy.



CHAPTER NINE

CLEO tried to make her mind focus on what she was damghe neared the
bottom of the escalator. Stepping off, she tookradr grip on her briefcase
and was swept along with the tide of home-bound roaters. The
Underground in the rush-hour was hell. But thensmitaeverything, these
days?

This afternoon, spent with Luke in his office, Hagkn grim. He'd made no
effort to hide his dislike. And in her heightenedational state it had been
difficult to take. But she'd managed, though heawoaty knew how,
ignoring his scathing, 'Wonder Woman to the rescaghe'd scanned her
outlined proposals for the salvaging of Slade Saear

‘Jude's approved this, | take it?' He'd finallyglltie papers aside. 'Or is the
whole proposal his brainchild?'

His derisive look had told her that, no matter wdteg said, he'd would never
believe a mere female could come up with such geedigures and
projections. He couldn't believe it because it wiaddimage his ego. As far
as he was concerned, only a masculine mind wadlsapba clear-sighted
and logical grasp of finance.

She hadn't disabused him; there had seemed na plirgoint in anything
these days. And she didn't have the emotional ressuto endure a
ding-dong verbal fight with him. Jude had drained é&motions dry.

Far from consulting Jude, she had said nothing tatv@uconclusions she'd
formed after days and days of concentrated wonke,Tne had asked her to
let him know her findings, so that they could dssuhem, and that was
because he had a vested interest now. But thetissi\af Slade Securities
while it was still salvageable was her baby. Sheawto Uncle John. The
fact that Jude now had thirty per cent of the \gpstock was neither here nor
there. She wasn't doing it for him. How. could shiingly do anything for
him when he persisted in treating her like dirt?



'Cleo?' A hand touched her shoulder and she twisi@ad, her racing heart
a testimony to how edgy she had become over thetgaglays, quieting
down to normal as she encountered Dawn's puzzlesl ey

'l thought it was you," Jude's secretary explairi€dough | couldn't be
absolutely sure. You look awful. Lost weight, haveyou?' On that
unflattering note Dawn prepared for a natter sessblivious to the grim-
faced throngs pushing past in their rush to squeeze homebound trains.

''ve been working flat out." Cleo put on a brightismile and lifted one
shoulder in a gesture she hoped denoted uncond&u. know how it
is—too busy to eat properly. Anyway," she turnezigtbject quickly, 'how's
Sheila settling down in my old job?' Dawn was fami a fool and Cleo
didn't want anyone to guess that everything hadetlisour between Jude
and herself.

Dawn pulled a face. 'So-so. | couldn't stand hérsit She's capable enough
but hell—those damned airs and graces. She actiédlas expected me to
drop a curtsey every time she walked by.' She gdrsuddenly, wryly. 'But
we started to gel after that husband of yours redier to tears yesterday. |
knew exactly how she felt! It's a pity you evettléfou were the only one
who could handle him, make him remotely human. iHesn worse than
ever this last week or so. Areal s.0.b., if yoa'timind my saying so! And if
he doesn't change his tune I, for one, am definitalking for another job.'
Then a doubtful look flickered over her middle-adede, as if she was
afraid she'd said too much. 'l still think of yowra as being his PA than as
his wife. So excuse my big mouth, but you mightsdone good if you
dropped a word in his ear.’

'l see what | can do,' Cleo said. Dawn had ergathy, but she knew Jude
would not listen to what she had to say on thataror other subject. He
would be more likely to walk naked through 'he cerif London in the

rush-hour! And that made her recall the time whemfould have made a
point of listening to anything she had to say beean those days he had
respected her viewpoint, her intelligence. Thers wathing he respected
about her now. She didn't even respect herself. thedknowledge hurt,

filled her chest with pain. Quickly, before Dawrudd guess her misery, she
excused, 'l have to go, Dawn. Sorry to rush off |lbulate as it is. And keep



your chin up—try to remember, his bark's worse thiarbite. And stand up
to him if you think he's out of line.'

Not very helpful advice, she guessed, as Dawn'sildars lifted in a
helpless shrug beneath her sedate dark green@eatdidn't want Jude's
staff deserting him. She cared about him, stiletbhim, despite the way
he'd been treating her, despite knowing, now, ikatould never return her
love.

Fenton, and Jude's reaction to the situation—astiigbornly perceived
it—had killed whatever chance their marriage migite have had. And as
for that louse, Fenton, there hadn't been a peepfdum since Jude had
ordered him out of the house in Bow. Maybe Judsscity had made him
think twice about carrying out his threats.

* % %

Her feet dragged as she emerged from the tuberstatiKnightsbridge. It
was raining now, the heavy drizzle wetting her cbalr silk suit. It hung on
her body where once—before her ill-fated marriagdude—it had clung
lovingly.

Reluctant to return to the cold comfort of the lugus Regency house in
Belgravia, she lingered in the almost desertedetstregrowing colder,

wetter, until an opulent saloon swept by, sprayiagwith muddy rainwater

before purring on, its tail-lights glittering inghmurk, her existence of no
more importance than that of a fallen leaf.

Wiping ineffectually at the mud stains that hadiaioly ruined the suit for

ever, the first stirrings of rebellion stirred itel She was sick to death of
being made to feel that her existence was of n@itapce whatever. Her
cousin hated her for some warped reason of hisamwrher husband didn't
give a damn so long as she was an available botisibed. A body he

could use and punish.

She wasn't going to stand for it any longer!



She doubled her pace, her high heels beating entietd tattoo on the wet

pavements, her shoulders straight. She still IQuwgte but she wasn't going
to allow him to make her feel defeated, shabby tlwess. Nor would she

allow him to use her body to wreak his own savagad of vengeance. He

gave her no quarter. He made love to her with aogsm that shamed her

when, -in the clear light of morning, she recaliled depths of response he
was so easily able to draw from her. Somehow, skegeing to regain her

self-respect!

His lovemaking was a bitter travesty of what theyl Ishared earlier on in
their marriage. Erotic it might be, but it was atsmethod of marking her as
his pos-session, murdering her pride, making hee lnerself for her
uninhibited and ungovernable response.

Not any more, though. If there were to be any himpehe future of their
marriage at all then it would have to be in namly ontil their differences
were resolved—if they ever could be. She would tige guestroom, or
move out altogether, and to hell with his objectiobecause the sort of
marriage they had at this moment wasn't worth andam

Despite the now drenching rain, her neat pointed alas set at a grimly
determined angle as she ran up the four shallops gteat led to the front
door and hunted through her handbag for her keytlgudoor swung open
before her chilled fingers had located the key &tk snapped, 'Where the
hell have you been?"

A frisson of distaste snaked through her and hartmoompressed to a tight
line as she pushed past him into the hall. Letraige if he wanted—she was
about to show him she had a mind of her own anddwvoot be treated like
worthless garbage!

The old Cleo was back, her fighting spirit strontemn ever after its absence
during the last ten days.

‘To discuss the future of Slade Securities with d&,ulkshe answered him
tartly, then swung past him. 'Excuse me, | havgdbout of these wet
things.'



But he caught her, pulling her round, and there meaking gentle about his
grip as hard fingers bit into the fragile bonesef shoulders.

'‘Luke?' he queried nastily, his eyes narrow azlite ©r was it Fenton?"

Cleo drew in a tired breath, striving to hold orher new determination to
hold her own. 'Luke,’ she emphasised stonily, sbrdd inside as his
fingers bit more deeply. '‘And if you don't beliawe--'

'Why should | believe anything you say--' he inteted cuttingly, ‘when |

walked in on a truth that turned everything yoweresaid or done into a
living lie! And if; as you say, you were having aeting with Luke, why

didn't you ask Thornwood to fetch you? Why. chotsestruggle home

through the rain?' He released her, as if he cdubear to be this close, his
mouth twisting with distance as he told her, "Yaintt ask for Thornwood

because you didn't want him knowing where you'dhsgige afternoon, he
might have let something slip. So you thought irenqorudent to make your
own way home, regardless of what | might think wiea tried to sneak in,

looking like a drowned rat! Or were you counting @etting home before
me?"'

'Get lost!" The words were low and furious. 'Youlya a sick mind." She
pushed the sodden briefcase at him. 'You'll firdvat conclusions here.
Luke approved them, but only because he was coadiagerything he read
was your idea!' she snapped bitterly, stalking afay him and stamping
up the stairs.

Her anger was burned out by the time she emerged fhe shower and
wrapped herself in a giant blue towel. She migivehaxpected his odious
suspicions. He was paranoid where she was conceNwmttiing would
convince him that she and Fenton weren't loversa# like a worm, eating
into his soul, changing him into a man she didntw.

Morosely, she rubbed herself dry and padded tch#rmging cupboard to
find something to wear. Something restrained, digwi Because, over
dinner, she was going to deliver her ultimatum. raigst leave her alone,
physically, allow her to use the guest-room—or wvemout—until he was
ready to listen to her explanation of her relatiopswith Robert Fenton.



And then, if necessary, if he still couldn't trst word, he could check with
Luke. Luke knew Fenton had been trying to blackrail

Thus, bleakly and coldly decided, she reached&dotitk of the cupboard
and pulled out a grey wool skirt, slightly flaredth its matching waistcoat.
Worn with a crisp apple green shirt the outfit mde look severe and
controlled. Which was precisely the effect she aiasing for.

Bolstered by her appearance—a modicum of makeughandair clipped
back behind her ears with good old-fashioned kigoyps helped—she
braced herself to deliver a mouthful of plain spegkAnd at least she had
her timing right, she thought relievedly as shé&éatin behind Meg and the
heated trolley. She would not now have to endymealinner drink with the
man who so plainly found her beneath contempt, thloaght lying was a
way of life for her.

'‘Something smells good," Cleo remarked politely: iend had never been
further from food, but Meg always took trouble dret efforts deserved to
be recognised.

The housekeeper gave her a warm, comfortable siraleb casserole with
chocolate fudge sponge to follow. You won't minédam, if | leave you to
it?' She trundled the trolley into the drawing-rqdmthe small table in the
alcove where Cleo and Jude often ate when they alene to save Meg the
bother of setting the huge table in the formalmyproom.

The table, Cleo noted drily, was set with two ceyarandles, silver and
crystal—all the right props for a romantic dinner fwo. But there was no
romance in this marriage, just mistrust and a whoss of agony, she
mourned silently as Jude laid aside the papersbe®d concentrating on
and stood up, a whisky-glass in his hand, bleagitenn his eyes.

'l was beginning to think you'd decided to go ogaia,” he commented
bitingly.

Meg, seemingly unaware of the undercurrents thekehed the air, made
the atmosphere volatile, carried on with what sheén saying. 'Only



there's a film on television we both want to watght I'll be down later to
clear away.'

‘That's fine, Meg." Cleo had her mistress-of-thadeo act honed to
perfection and she smiled encouragingly as she tbekhot plates and
dishes from the trolley. 'Run along, Meg. | cantsethis. You don't want to
miss the beginning.’

She heard Jude cross the room as she ladled ting heomatic casserole on
to plates and tried to relax muscles that hadnostiely stiffened. He sat
opposite her, his face stony, and as he unfoldeadykin she handed him
his plate of meat and then sat in front of herswing she wouldn't be able
to eat a thing.

'I've skimmed through your conclusions,’ he imphiteldly as he helped
himself to new potatoes and courgettes. 'But Irdidly recall having asked
you to consult me before putting anything in froht.uke.’

'Perhaps you did." Those shares were the only tiengeemed interested in
nowadays, she thought sourly— the only thing o§hatleast. She pushed a
piece of meat around her plate, still clinging &r lair of poised control
because she was going to need it when she tolglenavould not be sharing
his bed, and perhaps not even his roof, until thwgre resolved between
them.

"You know damned well | did.' His voice was quietel, almost soft, and
that was more nerve-racking than if he'd shoutedas the dangerous tone
he used when hauling some unfortunate Mescal Sdag#oyee over the
coals if the hapless person had had the misfortanannoy him. She
shuddered slightly, and he must have noticed Naumtary tremor because
his eyes met hers, hard and cold. He poured hkarsa gf burgundy, which
she ignored, and she choked back hot words andifatane to equal his.

'l don't work for you any more. You did the firimgd suggested | move to
Slade—if you remember.' She pushed her food arsonte more, just for
something to do with her hands. 'I'm under no @tign to consult you at
this stage. | prefer to handle this my own way.'



'The idea was,' he laid his cutlery aside, eyegfiigidly, ‘that we should
work together to get the company back on its #@etad you forgotten?"

The look he gave her made her want to run awayhate] but she resisted
the cowardly impulse and draped one arm over trek lod her chair,
achieving a casual elegance she was proud of gdoh¢hitn dismissively, 'It
was your idea, not mine. In any case, | don't gede how it could be
managed without a certain degree of accord—songetivhich our
relationship distinctly lacks. So | do this aloonenot at all. And talking of
togetherness--' she ousted yet another cowardbesoir desire to remove
herself from the room and studiedly re-applied &ét® her cooling food,
even managing to get a tiny onion as far as hetimiedl'm going to have to
insist that we sleep separately from now on. | wanthing more to do with
you physically until—;

'Why not?' he cut in smoothly, giving her no tineefinish what she had
intended to say. 'When you enjoy it so much. Wé lkoibw | only have to
touch you to turn you on.’

And that left her floundering, her cheeks flamiftigvas precisely because
he could so easily make her want him, need hirma@daher scruples, that
she had to sleep alone! She could endure the geelirdegradation no
longer!

'Or is it because you are seeing Fenton againngett the satisfaction you
can handle?' he added silkily, his eyes slitteddamberous.

Blinking back the pain of incipient tears, fightitige racking ache in her
chest, she pushed herself out of her chair. Sh&tddve to take this! She
wouldn't take it!

Her mouth set in a furious line as all pretenceaftrol deserted her, and
she ground out, 'l want a divorce.'

It was pointless to go on trying, to even pretemdh@pe that things could
come right for them again. As soon as she'd rehhgsavould never listen to
what she had to say in her own defence she shawed known it was all
over. So why put herself through this agony, thenggf loving a man who



only wanted to punish her, and go on punishing Her-a crime she hadn't
even committed?

''ve been waiting for this." She could almost & violent emotion that
emanated from him, and his eyes were narroweddakithe flush of rage
that burned along her cheekbones, the glitter ghyatears in wide grey
eyes. 'lI've wondered when you'd get around to gskin

At his icy words the rage left her, just like thamd she clutched at the back
of her chair. Did he mean he'd been waiting forsihggestion to come from
her because he wanted out of a marriage that hamrigeintolerable? And
had she unknowingly hoped, against all common sénaehe would throw
every objection in the book at her, say that, despverything he still
wanted her in his life, that he needed her?

And then he did say that much, but the same woatsncean different
things, and her face turned paper- white as heldtawivorce you so that
you can marry Fenton, with the so-called Slade iMi safely in your
control? No way.' He thrust his chair back savageily height, his breadth
of shoulder diminishing her. And his face was awstaght-fleshed, but a
derisory dent appeared at one side of his hard imasithe told her, 'You
used me to gain control of your inheritance, thenayoyou needed to lavish
on your lover in order to keep him. But it stopsrth Right there. There's no
way I'm going to hand you your freedom on a plateu're my wife and
that's something you're going to have to leariv®Wwith. And | mean live
with. While you're my wife you'll share my roof-syga share my bed."

It was the most demeaning thing he could have tealter, and she didn't

know whether she loved him or hated him now. Bskig supposed, the one
being almost indistinguishable from the other. Amisery and shame

goaded her on.

‘There's nothing to stop me walking out on you gothg to him," she
flashed recklessly, stung by his hateful wordsirgagnything at all she
could think of that might hurt him as much as hd hepeatedly hurt her.
And strangely, she felt back in control again, atnmldly so, with only a
residue of fury left to inject a very slight tremato her voice as she curled
her mouth down in a sneer. 'According to the way yiew me, I'm not the



type of woman to balk at walking out on my husband going to live with
my lover.'

There was just a moment of complete silence, vally Iseavy, just one

moment when she felt she had the upper hand, thslglknew she didn't
want it. And then he warned, his voice like icep Tat, and | will drag you
back, kicking and screaming. And that's a prom#berever you go, Il

find you, and make you pay, and go on paying.’



CHAPTER TEN

CLEO spent the next ten days at Slade House. She fiaal tlerse note for
Jude, telling him where she was going, and hadagxgdl to a sympathetic
Meg that she needed to spend time with her undle,was a sick man.

She could have gone to her former home, but stegiddhthat a firm offer
had been made for the property in Bow. Besidese Junlld have had no
hesitation in dragging her back, but even he wahidk twice about the
wisdom of dragging her from her uncle's home.

Most of her days were spent in the office in Easaghwith Luke and others
of the board, and she managed to ignore his sutityde, taking what
comfort she could from the knowledge that her plamsSlade Securities
looked like working—with no help from Jude. And Geshad confided that
her husband seemed much better, more relaxed, meovh@ad joined the
company. And that information had to be welcomeé,amdy because of the
improvement in John Slade's health but becauseaninin some measure,
that Grace was almost ready to accept her atHasttemark must have cost
her something, since it hardly flattered her betbsen!

But today she had opted to stay at Slade Houskingedohn's approval for
her plans for careful expansion in some areas maw Her cutbacks had
gone through. She couldn't trust Luke's judgememd, she was damned if
she'd ask Jude for his opinion. This was somethivgghad to steer along
herself.

Gratifyingly, although she'd had no doubts herdedf, uncle had approved
her projections. 'l don't think you'll ever reakyow how pleased | am to
have you pulling for the old firm," he said, clagithe last file. 'It made no
sense for you to join Mescal Slade.’

Since Cleo could hardly tell her uncle that thespext of working with his
son had given her the mental shudders, she sdmhgotShe was steering
Slade Securities on a steadier track and that athing she was proud
of. And, as it was all she had, she clung on tigfttly.



There would have to be a board meeting, of colregre some of her
schemes got off the ground, and Jude would nayuvalinvited along in his
capacity of a major shareholder, and maybe he wbeldffered a seat on
the board... She didn't know yet.

And there was another thing he would have to beswted about... Two
days ago she had learned she was pregnant. Shekaidw how or when
she would break the news...

‘Shall we indulge in a glass of Manzanilla? 1 thirkdeserve a celebration!
John Slade was on his feet and his old eyes weualjctwinkling, and
Cleo dragged her mind back to him.

'I'd like that."

'‘And how much longer can | look forward to havirmuyhere?' he asked as
he put the heavy, fluted Georgian glass in her fand

'I'm not sure.’ Cleo sipped the pale golden liqonmt, knowing what to say.
She had been here ten days already and would bavewte on soon. But
where? Back to Jude?

She felt safe here, protected. Her uncle had madsearet of his delight
when she'd arrived, making the excuse that in ey elays as Luke's
working partner it would be more sensible for herbese herself here,
driving into town each day with Luke and, if neaays working on with
him until the small hours.

But already there was a look in Grace's eyes tinatdhat an astonishment
that a relatively new bride would willingly sepagdterself from her devoted
husband for this length of time. And only this mag) coming across Luke
as he'd finished his solitary breakfast, he hackmte '‘Moved in for the
duration, have you? So what happened? Did Jude dutdabout your
involvement with Fenton and throw you out? | wottidolame him—I
wouldn't want a wife who'd learned all there wasetrn from a creep like
Robert Fenton.'



Yes, she'd been marking time, but soon, very sslemwould have to decide
what to do, where to go. The thought of resumingrharriage, as it had
been, made her go cold, but the thought of endiegrtarriage made her feel
worse.

And yet, on the positive side, when Jude learnexl\gas expecting his
child—and a child had been his main reason for ynagrat all, with the

shares thrown in as a welcome bonus—then surelwdwdd be at last
willing to listen to her side of the story, if onfgr the sake of the child to
come? And, having listened, he would have to atieid been wrong...

‘Selfishly, | hope you'll stay another few dayshQd Slade was saying. 'But
I'll understand if you're impatient to get backltadle. So why don't you ask
him to join you here, just for the weekend?'

Blinking, dragged from her reverie, Cleo manageta-committal smile.

She had come here to gain a brief respite from dndehe problems of their
marriage, so she wasn't about to ask him to jorh 8ke needed time to
think, and she couldn't think straight when he \assund. But so far the
thinking hadn't been done, the very idea of him hedemotions churning,
too confused to be sorted out.

'I'll see if lunch is ready," she told her uncleeTconversation was following
paths she didn't want to tread. "You just relax famdh your drink." .

Leaning against the smooth, cool wood of the stiatyr, she forced herself
to take deep, calming breaths. Jude would haveit@agide his pride and
listen to what she had to say—especially afteidsiodd him about the baby.
It would take time for him to come to terms witle thews that he was about
to become a parent; she was only just beginningptoe to terms with it
herself. But then, perhaps, they could start agamw,to rebuild the
relationship his distrust had shattered.

Maybe she would phone him this evening, suggegtrtteet somewhere, on
neutral ground to discuss their future...

Thus decided, she began to walk along the cortmeards the main hall at
the front of the house; the luxurious silence wakén by the sound of her



aunt's voice, pitched higher than was normal. Juabat a lovely surprise!
You're just in time for lunch. We'll go and finde®l, shall we? She'll be
delighted!

So he had come to fetch her back! There could betmer explanation for

his unexpected arrival, and Cleo's insides fekt jgly and her heart was
beating too fast. He had her metaphorically comhetfeere was no place to
hide. Rather than have them come across her skuikithe shadows, she
walked rapidly forward and tried to look pleasedl aurprised when she
turned into the wide main hall, because her aeyes would be on her and
that lady was no fool—she would be quick to pickoagal vibes.

‘Jude! | didn't expect you—how nice!

Her pasted smile wobbled at that last lie, andpgisared totally when he
answered suavely, 'Yes, isn't it? Nice for bothusf His smile was warm
enough but the azure eyes, set between thicklgifrinblack lashes, were
quite cold. He turned to Grace, his poise, hiswaul charm, masking a taut
purposefulness that only Cleo could detect, and dsheiddered
uncontrollably as he apologised, ‘Lunch would hasen delightful, Grace.
But | promised myself I'd take Cleo for a breake'shbeen working much
too hard lately. So I've planned a second mini-goreon.” A smooth
movement gathered Cleo into the crook of his arthsdre stood rigidly still,
knowing this was a deadly game. She was sickenafgiyd of the outcome.
'l would have come for you sooner,’ he was telly silkily, 'but | got
bogged down in endless meetings.' He made it sltkandn apology, but the
pressure of his hard fingers as they bit into tfeffesh just below her ribs
told a different story. 'So, if you'll forgive thrash, Grace, | suggest Cleo
throws her things together. We've quite a driveadhef us.'

'‘But of course!" Grace's eyes, as they flickerenvéen the two of them,
were alight with approval. She had really takeime¢o new nephew-in-law,
Cleo thought dully. Grace thought he was the bHasgtto happen to the
Slade family in a long time.

Although she knew she was being manipulated, tsatand honeymoon, a
break for his hard-working, adored wife, was ttet thing Jude had in mind,
she tried to smile, to look happy. Her fight witbrthusband was a private



thing, dark, demanding and devious. She would dahamg to prevent it
becoming public knowledge.

She had little choice but to obey Jude's smootldgded yet heavily loaded
instructions, she thought as a few minutes latervgdis bundling the things
she'd brought with her into her suitcase. To haveup any objection, no
matter how slight, would have been useless in dlce bf his sugar-coated
determination. Besides, it would have alerted mafaiand aunt to the dark
nuances of their private life. And that she did want.

Sitting beside him in the Jaguar XJS he used wieedrbve himself, Cleo
was lost for words. She picked a few openers owmeher mind and
abandoned them with a bleak compression of her Wisatever she said
would only result in a row. He had fetched her fr6flade House because
she was his property, a fact he had been knownitd put to her before!

Before too long she was going to have to tell hbow the baby, and she
didn't want to impart such wonderful informationttve heels of yet another
row. And she would have to choose her moment ciiyeliecause she

hoped—oh, how she hoped!—that together they calkdthings over and

try to make the future come right.

He didn't have to love her, she confessed to Hevsdh a deep-seated
disgust at her own humility, but if he could ongvert to feeling about her
the way he had, with respect and liking, then iuldobe something she
could work on.

She closed her eyes, the bright sunlight of latengpmocking her
depression. But she willed herself to relax, tafsome of the strength she
would need when Jude at last thought fit to braaksbathing silence. And
eventually she sank into an uncomfortable dozirgestthe tension that
stretched edgily between them unabated as mindagyagther than dreams,
tormented her jumpy brain. They were all of Jude-thefway he had been
and the way he was—and she snapped back intodn#aousness™” and
became immediately aware that they were passingudgir deep
countryside, unfamiliar to her.



'‘Been enjoying the sleep of the just?' His wordsewezlged with sarcasm,
telling her that he had known precisely when sltedpened her eyes. 'Have
1 ever told you that you look innocent, like a dhivhen you sleep?

She ignored that opening gambit. It was an inwatato yet another attack
and she wasn't going to oblige him. Instead, figdirevel tone, she asked,
'‘Are you making a detour for some reason? We shioelldack in town by
now, surely?"

'When you chose to run away you left me with naaspbut to bring you
back," he replied obliquely, his profile ungiving.

'l did not run away!" she snapped, unable to pretrenhot words coming.
Their future was precariously balanced, not to mertheir child's, and this
infighting wouldn't achieve anything useful, sheswell aware of that. But
she didn't see why she should always be put iwtbag. 'You knew where
| was, and why,' she qualified stonily.

'l knew you'd run out on me. You could have workéith Luke just as easily
from home," he stated unequivocally. And, morosgig supposed he was
right. She had been running away from a situatiat wvas intolerable.

And as if he'd read her thoughts, he told her Igy&8lhings can't go on as
they are," and she wondered, with a wrench of pide'd decided to go for
a divorce, after all. He could be extracting naaplee from the bitter thing
their marriage had become. Even his revenge, leid ttehumiliate her, had
to lose its savour eventually.

'So what are you going to do about it?' She heardelf sounding surly,
though that hadn't been her intention, and avédréedhead to stare out of the
window, appalled by the ready sting of tears in éges, determined he
shouldn't see them, because that would be thetfumailiation.

‘Start talking it out," he informed her coldly'siimore than time.' He changed
gear smoothly and gentled the softly growling vehtbrough tight bends
which had clusters of stone cottages on either, sidé the tiny flicker of
hope his words had brought to life was doused ke dbid of past
experience.



'Do you mean you'll actually let me get a word iincag those accusations
you're so good at?'

She bit the words out snappily then, for some nealsegan to tremble as he
told her, "That's why | decided to borrow Fiona¢tage for a day or two.
We can have complete privacy—and I've a feelingemgbing to need it.
I've a few things to say to you, and no doubt ydailze more than a few to
say back,' he added drily, halting at a leafy s#etion and peering at an
ancient finger post.

'It's quite a time since | visited,' he impartedhathe coolness of a stranger,
and she stared at him, hardly able to believeitbditad actually gone to such
lengths in order to talk things out. And he wadrsgyFiona's in Paris at the
moment. Part business, part pleasure, so we sinadl the place entirely to

ourselves.’

A few hours ago that thought would have appalled 8be had gone to
Slade House to escape the torment of living with.lBut now, he had said
he wanted to talk things out, would allow her tedaer say, and that was
progress. A tingle of real hope rippled through, leerd she was looking
through rose-tinted glasses when they drew upantfof a squat stone
cottage bordering the narrow lane, and Jude intedluFiona's hideaway.
Small but secluded.'

'It's perfect!" It was tiny, like a child's drawing straight, peony-bordered
path leading from the wicket to the centrally sent door. The rest of the
garden was given over to vegetables in tidy rows.

Cleo couldn't imagine Jude's elegant sister barrgwmanure, forking and
hoeing, and Jude, following her thoughts in theahuncanny way he had,
said, 'An old boy from the village has the usehs garden in return for
keeping an eye on the place. It works well. He gditshe fresh fruit and

vegetables he needs, and she feels the placeeisfeah the attention of

vandals if it looks as if someone with a spadebisuato come out of the
garden shed.'

Smiling, he handed her a key. It was the first szaile she'd had from him
since he'd walked in and found her with Fentorwds a smile she could



have lost herself in and her heart picked up spesgtering rapidly, making
her feel like a love-sick fool.

'Let yourself in," he said. 'Look around while lllpthe car up into the
orchard. It's the only gateway wide enough.'

She walked slowly along the path, enjoying the whraf the late afternoon
sun, the fresh country smells. Life was beginnimgvear a happier face.
And as for their marriage, well, maybe the symptamese grim, but the
prognosis was good. It would have to be. She wma#e it so!

The key turned easily in the lock and Cleo stemteight into a parlour that
might have been modelled on an illustration in atBe Potter book. Red
and white checked curtains decked the tiny windoves; rugs were
scattered about the floor and squashy, slightlyblshalower-patterned
armchairs surrounded an open fireplace, while fadder-backed chairs
were placed around a pine table which sported a wvagiried teasles.A
dresser and a rocking chair completed the decaor CGdeo gave Fiona full
marks for not turning the interior of her countrgttage into something
artfully twee.

The whole cottage, she discovered, was basic, ituradt and just right.
True, there was only one bedroom, the second hdeeg converted to a
bathroom at some time. But if everything went as gtayed it would, she
need have no reservations about sharing that bgstved with Jude.

Going swiftly back down the twisting stairs, sh&ltberself to take it easy.
Pointless to hope for too much. Every time sheéatitto talk to him in the

past, to put her point of view, they'd ended upheir apart than before. But
despite her warnings to herself she couldn't hefprg...

She found him in the kitchen; her suitcase washerflbor with a battered
canvas tote bag beside it, and there was a caftgroceries on the table.

'Tll get out of this stifling gear.' He indicaténls formal grey business suit
and picked up her suitcase, the tote bag which oargtin his things. 'Like
the place?' he asked, turning in the low doorwag,there was a softness in



his eyes that warmed her heart. She couldn't heliing, her pleasure
showing through the cool facade.

'l love it!" She would have said the same if he healght, her to stay in a
hen house, because she just knew everything wag tmbe fine.

'‘Good.' He made a movement as if to go on his Wwalysomething seemed
to hold him and she saw, just for a second, a tdguzzlement deep in his
eyes. And then it was gone, and it might never hmen because the azure
depths were as they so often were—slightly on tloéd cside of
bland—before he finally turned away.

As she heard his feet on the stairs she turndtetbdx he'd left on the table.
Unpacking it would give her something to do, caler.tShe felt slightly
sick, every sense highly tuned because, one wapather, the next day or
so would set the pattern for the rest of her life.

The box was crammed with enough food to last themdhys and she
moved about the kitchen quickly, stowing a fresitkdn, butter and bacon
in the fridge, leaving the steak out because tloeydchave that tonight. She
was crouching, pushing the cartons of milk intoahready full fridge, when

he said, from behind her, 'I'm going to split loiJklight a fire, the evenings

get chilly.'

She turned, looking up at him over her shoulded, lzer heart flopped over.
He had changed and he looked, as ever, superbd ladén jeans clipped
long legs and lean hips, and his dark checked Badtlong sleeves, pulled
up to the elbows, revealing hard, sinewy foreariferdlly sprinkled with
dark hair. And she only had to look at him to knslve would always love
him, no matter what happened.

'Perhaps you could make a start on a meal," heestagy 'We both missed
lunch.' He was leaning against the table, haihgjttseemingly relaxed, and
she was about to tell him, fine, she'd do just betause suddenly she was
hungry, too, when the words died in her throat@sdid softly, "You look
washed out, despite the sleep you had coming denen Been pining over
the news?'



'What news?' She was reluctant to tell him thashe=pless nights had been
caused by her misery over him, and she stood wgslalosing the fridge
door with a nudge of her knee, repeating, 'WhatsteWhat are you talking
about?’

'Fenton's engagement to Livia Haine, the millioedrewer's daughter.' His
mouth dented derisively. 'You can take it from they deserve each other.
She's a first-class bitch.’

'l didn't know." Her heart began to thump, soundmghderous in her own
ears. Fenton engaged? It was the best news slattlihgears! If he was set
to marry money, which had always been his ambitiben he would keep
his act clean until he'd secured the lady withaanpgold ring. He must have
been working on it, and that would be why she'ddh@@ more from him.

Unsavoury details, involving his debts, wouldn'tvdeat he'd want to see
splashed around in some sordid gossip column. Sisesafe from Robert
Fenton at last!

Carefully keeping her face straight, she pushedaad of silvery hair back
from her face with the back of her hand. 'l haedrd.’

'‘No?' Jude said. 'Didn't he at least warn you tpeek that sickening
photograph in the papers yesterday, alongside riheusncement of their
engagement? Apparently,” he added drily, ‘it wasiglwind romance.’

She didn't care what kind of romance it had beed,i&Jude was right and
the lady in question was a bitch then she wasptitaio waste her sympathy
on her behalf. And she was about to say just therwhe forestalled her
again, levering himself away from the table, hisefaxpressionless.

'l thought, with Fenton out of your reach, we cotalk things through, lay
out the guidelines for our future, our marriagec@ese, believe me, he
won't want to continue with your relationship if'$igot his hooks into
another heiress—one who's free to marry him.'

And with that he strode from the room, leaving baping. He must have
decided to borrow the cottage, to fetch her awaynfSlade House, when
he'd learned of Fenton's engagement. What he'chadidlt been flattering,



but at least he was willing to talk things throutsly,to make their marriage
work. And he would listen to what she had to tathhand they could begin
again.

She could understand his initial revulsion when e&llked in on what must
have appeared to be a torrid love scene betweselhand Fenton. But she
hadn't been able to understand why he had refodaeltr her defence. After
all, it wasn't as if his emotions were involved...

Her hands shook a little as she washed the sagdwbuld eat with the

steak, her insides wriggling around with what skeognised as nervous
excitement. If theirs had been a normal marriagevgbuldn't be feeling this

way. She would have been desperately hurt by taslaxck of trust, her love

for him terminally ill by now because the type ofstrust he harboured
couldn't co-exist with love.

But he had never loved her, never pretended toldvMgewas all on her side,
and she'd known she would have to be the one teerftar marriage a
workable thing. And now, at last, she was goindpe¢oable to work on it
again.

Reaching the steaks out of the fridge, she pawswticided. She could still
hear the regular sound of the axe and it lookdti@sgh Jude was all set to
split enough wood to last through a month of chegenings. That being so,
the meal could wait for the time it would take befreshen herself up.

Her mind made up, she was already at the dooretdirway when Jude
came in from outside, a pile of logs in his arnms] ahe halted, uncertain of
what to do.

'Would you like me to put the steaks on now, orenhgot time to change
first?' she asked, her colour rising as his bluesdgzily swept her slender
jeans and shirt- clad figure. There was a hint,gusnt, of the old warmth in

the look he gave her and her heart flipped ovdr leie for him. Everything

was going to be all right; she had never been roer&in of anything.



"You look good to me as you are.' His gaze lingeretler rumpled hair. 'But
if it makes you feel better, go ahead and change.dBn't take all night
about it, we've a lot of talking to do.’

And that was vastly reassuring. He had said hstdrlito what she had to
say, and at last he was talking to her as an ehisaVoice softer than she'd
heard it for weeks—not bitingly bitter, as it haglelh, coming out as if he
hated her, felt her to be beneath contempt.

She shot him a grateful look, unable to stop h&rsetlisguise her love. Not
that she wanted to, not now, not ever again.

After showering quickly in the tiny bathroom, shenmmaged through her
suitcase, making a mental note to unpack befomeggoi bed. But, for now,
she picked out fresh oyster satin lace underwedraafine wool sweater
dress. Although the day had been bright and wdrengvening, as Jude had
prophesied, was turning chilly. The very thoughtwh made slow colour
bum over her skin as she wriggled into the soft vdness.

The shade of muted peacock green suited her andattmeent fitted her
perfectly, skimming her slender body without a Wlenor ruck. The deep V
of the neckline created a shadowy cleft between Ierasts and,
unconsciously, she twisted in front of the mirmamning the palms of her
hands over the flat plane of her stomach.

There was no sign of any swelling, but then thevaldn't be yet, and she bit
softly on her full lower lip, filled with an unfatimable love for the tiny life

she carried, for the man who had fathered her chibgén she turned away
quickly, heading out of the room, filled with an eton so intense it

threatened to explode inside her unless somethagydene about it, and
quickly!

She would tell Jude about the baby over dinner-eifoefore! She couldn't
wait a moment longer to share this wonderful sewrtt him. Explanations
about Robert Fenton could wait until later—she tatell Jude about the
baby they had made, because nothing could be agtiamp as that.



Her feet were light as she ran downstairs to tliehkn, her heart even
lighter, but her face fell as she realised Judeadly had their meal in the
final stages of preparation. She felt cheated, &tk wanted to make the
meal—a labour of love! Then, smiling at her ownirsélss, she advanced
into the room, sniffing at the delicious aroma oilligg steak and Jude
looked up from the crusty granary loaf he'd beeacing and caught her
smile, returning it, but guardedly.

"You look good enough to eat," His eyes swept apipgly over her lovingly
encased body. '‘But | couldn't wait. | missed braskftoo.'

'‘Can | help?' Suddenly, Cleo was unaccountably ahg was almost
relieved when he shook his head, a lock of dankpied hair falling over
one eye, giving him a rakish look that set her tigaping wildly.

'‘Nope. It's all done. We'll eat in the living-roonge-through and pour the
wine. There's not room for both of us in here—bot gan take the bread
with you.'

If the words were clipped in a dismissive tone, dida't really mind. In his
mind nothing had changed and there was still eotafalking to do, his
so-called guidelines for their future to be mappetd He didn't know, as she
did, that there was nothing to worry about and néael been.

He had spread a red-checked cloth that matchecutt@ns over the table,

and the glow from the crackling log fire and thegse side-lamp darkened

the sky outside the windows to amethyst. She mubtbad on the table, near
the salad in its shallow glass bowl, smiling as isbiéced the careful place

settings, the wineglasses, the unlit candle inragdain holder shaped like a
rose.

He had gone to a lot of trouble and, still smilgadtly, she lit the candle and
poured the wine, taking her own glass to stand ae@ndow, looking out.

The first stars were beginning to blink in the darkg sky, the land
shadows merging into a dusky pall, and she knewlibfore the sun rose
again she and Jude would be embarking on a martagevould certainly

have real meaning for her and, hopefully, for hiow,



'‘Come and get it." His voice, behind her, starfledinto turning quickly and
she almost spilled her wine. In the softly diffusglbw of light that

illuminated the little room his features looked manellow, his mouth
gentler. But his eyes were unreadable, deeply stedioand she didn't
know what he was thinking.

The steaks were perfectly cooked, but Cleo's ajgpleid deserted her and
she toyed with her food as she watched him hungstyhis. She was going
to have to tell him about the baby, she could dorttze secret no longer.
And his pleasure would be her pleasure. No, moae fileasure—a deep
and ecstatic happiness.

He had talked of children before. Getting childhed been the only reason
he had married at all. But she had seen theirmrilds abstract things, mere
shadowy ideas. But now—this was different. Judkikiavas within her,
real, living, already loved, and as alive to hehasown flesh, her blood.

And she had to share this miracle with him. Nowdé&]' she blurted
impulsively, nervous excitement making her voiaethwe're going to have
a baby. I'm pregnant.’

She hadn't known quite what his reaction wouldolog she hadn't expected
the blank, shuttered expression that met her agised his eyes and looked
at her levelly, full in the face, across the talNer did she understand the
brief flash of pain she saw in his eyes beforedi@ &side his cutlery and
remarked distantly, ‘Congratulations. But excuseifmiedon't share your
dewy-eyed enthusiasm. How can | be sure it's nané,not Fenton's?"

And something died inside her at that moment. & Wwape. All hope was
dead. It had struggled gallantly against all thésoand now, with those few
words, it had finally expired. There was a bit@ste in her mouth, a tight
pain around her heart. This was the end.

'Go to hell," she said flatly, an indescribablenpaulling her to pieces, and
he looked at her once, before thrusting his chaokkand standing up, his
mouth twisted downwards before he turned away.

'I've just been there.'



CHAPTER ELEVEN

JUDE slid the car to a halt outside the house in Belgrehis features set in
the tight mask he'd worn since she'd told him altioeibaby.

'I'll drop you off here while | garage the car.was the first thing he'd said
during the drive home, and his words registeredihean a mind that was
still in shock.

'‘And Cleo--' this as her numb fingers were fumblimgelease her safety belt
'—have Meg move my things into the guest-room.’

A logical request, since their marriage was dehd,thought drearily, but
bitterness still lived on and it surfaced in herdas, staring straight ahead,
she said tartly, '1 thought we were going to thalkgs out. That was the
point of going to the cottage, wasn't it? | thougiMas going to be allowed
to put my point of view, for once.’

'Everything changed when you told me you were praghFrom the corner
of her eye she saw his hands tighten on the stpevireel, making the
knuckles white, and she thought she could detéutead of emotion in his
voice. But his tone was as before, flat, when raedd'With Fenton off the
scene, about to be married, I'd thought we migtk pp the pieces, make
something— no matter how superficial—of our margialgvery time | look

at your child I shall wonder if it's mine, or Fent®, and not even | could live
with that.'

'Fenton and | were never lovers!' The words canektyy spilling out; they
just had to be said, even though she knew shewatewere finished.

He said wearily, 'Don't lie, Cleo. There's no ppiamnd she felt tired beyond
belief, utterly drained.

Automatically, she moved out of the car and inte thouse, her feet
somehow carrying her to the roomy kitchen whererfitwvood was cleaning
silver and Meg- was putting vegetables throughblbader for soup.



'Oh, madam! We didn't expect you home today!" Mag @ hand to her
plump bosom. 'Walking in like a ghost!" And therer Istartled reaction
receding, her eyes narrowed in concern. 'Are ybtigilt, madam? You're
very pale.'

'I'm fine."' Cleo's smile was automatic, too. SHerfamb. 'l thought | ought
to let you know we're back.'

She was talking as though she and Jude werersglhity. But it wasn't the
case. They had never been further apart. Even gltine time when he'd
looked at her with contempt, yet possessed her iatiynightly, passionate
savagery, there had been the unmistakable bondindeep, racking
emotion. Now there was nothing. Nothing at all.

‘No, | won't have coffee, thanks," she replied horiwood's offer. 'But Mr
Mescal might like a tray.'

She left the room as silently as she had enterékiing like the wraith Meg
had likened her to. The Thornwoods had been maariedg time. They had
grown together. Cleo couldn't imagine one withdwgt dther. Would they be
able to understand the tragedy that her brief mgerto Jude had become?
Probably not. For them, love and marriage wouldyooé seen as a
comfortable, comforting, easy thing.

She wouldn't ask Meg to move Jude's things, ofsmurhat was something
she had to do herself. An exorcism, perhaps. Angai$ what she had
wanted, she reminded herself as she took form&s smid casual wear in
methodical armloads from his half of the enormoasdging cupboard. She
had tried to tell him she wanted to sleep alonkast until he was willing to

give her a hearing. But then, of course, there dtdidbeen the hope that
having listened to her, realised his suspicions been entirely without

foundation—then, and only then, would they haventsd#e to try to rebuild

their relationship.

Now, of course, there was no hope left, and thieadf clearing his things
out was so completely final. It was the end, fimsthing more to be said.
The thought made her want to cry, but she didniehthe energy. The
empty, defeated feeling had grown, depleting hentaleresources, ever



since he'd cleared the uneaten food from the tabtanight and had told her
she might as well go and re-pack as they'd be rgafirst thing in the
morning.

Still shattered by what he had said about the curesle paternity of the

child she was carrying, she had dragged herselfaups staring at her

reflection and thinking how silly she looked in thretty, clinging dress, her
face a white mask punctuated by the deep dark loblesr eyes. She hadn't
unpacked, so there had been nothing to do butipuwh the bed, pulling the
soft eiderdown over her cold body, saying goodioyieer marriage.

Later, she had heard him leave the cottage and ksine'awake all night, her
eyes burning and dry as she'd stared into the daskit dawn, he had come
back and she'd gone downstairs, still in the dsasd slept in, dragging her
suitcase. He had given her one hard look from erapég, the strain lines
around his mouth making him look older. He mustehbeen walking all
night, judging by the way he looked, and immedgatecern for him came to
life in the emptiness of her heart, and she'd gaickly, 'Jude—sit down, let
me make you some breakfast—and let's try, forggsike, to talk this thing
out. Things are nothing like you believe them te-be

'Forget it." He was walking away from her. 'l dowént breakfast, and
there's nothing to be said that would - make affgréince to the way things
are.'

Ever since that he had treated her as though sim& @xist. She probably
didn't, not to him, she thought as she slid the dasis shirts into the top
drawer of the chest in the guest-room.

He had never pretended to love her, and as fae agabk concerned he had
made a bad error of judgement when he'd decidedraage between them
could work. And now he was cutting his losses,iogther out of his life.
The process, she knew, had only just begun.

'Is that the lot?' He had come into the room quietld have given you a
hand if you'd said you weren't asking Meg to ddHé didn't look as tired as
he had done, although he was still pale beneattahisMeg's coffee must
have helped.



Cleo hunched one shoulder, not knowing what to\8#&at could one say in
such a situation? She wouldn't go down on her kaerd$eg him to listen to
her. She had her pride, if nothing else.

He moved further into the room, unbuttoning higtslaind she edged back
towards the door. 'I'm going to shower and chamgetold her. He looked at
her as he spoke but his eyes were empty. Thehigthigone out of them. 'l
won't be back for dinner, so don't wait up. Let Megw, would you?' he

said dismissively, and Cleo slipped out of the daad went to her room.
Tomorrow, after she'd slept, she would think of twkas best to do; emulate
her husband and try to cut her losses, or try torgo

* % %

But no amount of sleep or concentrated hard wotgeueher to reach a
decision over her future. Her days fell into a @attshe hadn't the will to
break. Always, after a solitary breakfast, Thorndioarove her to

Eastcheap and collected her at six. An evening wgrker papers spread
out on the table in the drawing-room, followed adly dinner which she

forced herself to eat for the sake of her childn8omes Jude joined her for
the meal and then shut himself away in his studyife rest of the evening,
but more often than not he stayed away. He didytvehere he went, or
what he was doing, and Cleo didn't ask. She didmk she cared.

There was no communication between them now, neh emger, and one
day soon Cleo was going to have to answer the ignssshe could see
building up behind Meg's eyes. The housekeeperfaras of them both,
particularly of Jude, and even if she hadn't sendbd frigid
atmosphere—and she would have to be blind andraeab—she was well
aware that they used separate bedrooms, that&fitted house before eight
each morning and was rarely back before midnight.

So sooner or later the questions would come, Magidni be able to help
herself. And what could she answer? Cleo wonderedly. She could
hardly tell Meg the truth, tell her that Jude hadrsher sprawled out on the
floor, semi-naked, with Robert Fenton, that heéywad the child she carried
was Fenton's!



It was the thought of the child that finally wokenses that had been
entombed in a dull, unfeeling limbo. She had hapetiake her marriage a
good thing, to teach him, eventually, to love heshe had loved him. But
that hope had died and she'd be a fool if shetbeeight of trying to bring it
to life. And there was her unborn child to considdo child could be
expected to thrive in a house where its paren&dyranet, hardly exchanged
two words from one week to the next!

There would have to be a separation, or a divaZtéeo didn't care which.
And if Jude wouldn't agree then she would just Havake matters into her
own hands.- Move out, and soon.

Thus decided, she settled herself to wait for Hia.had, apparently, told
Meg he wouldn't be in for dinner, and as far ao®leew he hadn't yet spent
the entire night away from home. But when the clstkick two in the
morning she began to think there was a first tioree¥erything, and it was
then she heard the sound of the hall door clos$iisgootsteps, dragging, as
if he were bone weary—or drunk.

Twenty-four hours ago she would have been ablade him with a dreary
kind of equanimity. But her emergence from the lorghe had inhabited
meant that her emotions were alive and kicking mgarturing her. All

through the long waiting hours he had prowled tgrobher mind. A silent,
mistrustful, austere image. And, she had to faca much-loved image.
Despite everything, her love for him survived. Heildn't murder that.

Now, her legs shook weakly as she went to interhaptin the hall, and a
hand went up to push tiredly at her hair as steehioh, 'l must talk to you.'

'‘Now?' The hall was dimly lit at this hour, but st@uld see the lines of
strain around his eyes, his mouth, the shadowutdtée that darkened his
tautly fleshed jaw.

'I'm afraid so. It won't wait." She turned backoithe drawing-room, her
heart beating heavily." She half expected him twrg her request, to carry
on upstairs. He looked exhausted enough to fall be#d and sleep for
twenty-four hours.



But he wasn't far behind her and she turned, wadgchim as he hooked a
thumb under his tie, loosening it. And as he slogp@ndy into a glass she
wondered, for the first time, how he spent the exgshe stayed away from
home, where he spent them, and with whom.

She wished she hadn't. Her mind conjured imagedighé& want to begin to
consider. And the surge of jealousy was painfiughtening.

'Well?' The question was put without any real ies¢rand that hurt. It was
as if she were of no importance at all, somethimigmbe considered, unless
absolutely necessary.

She saw him empty his glass in one long swallowsarapped shrewishly,
'Do you need to drink like a fish?"

One dark eyebrow came up at that, but only sliglatsyif her presence had
registered, just a little, but was of no consegeeiite turned to refill his
glass, his voice cool. 'Need? Do you begin to kmdwat | need?'

‘No!' The response was pushed out of her on a Jadgn't know. Not any
more! But | do know this--'

She dragged in a deep, ragged breath, getting dfolaerself again. She
couldn't get through to him on any emotional levedt any more. And,

having accepted that, the only sane thing to dote&eep cool, not allow
him to know how her heart was beginning the paipfatess of breaking up
again. If she could keep her dignity, and her pritdevould at least be
something. JI know we can't go on like this," sle@ton, her voice flat. The
sort of marriage we have doesn't make any sense.hdhse is full of

silence; you rarely speak. You're rarely at homed—gour absences are
unexplained. It's no atmosphere to bring up a child

She sat down, too weary to stand now, her eyesmddatigue in the pale
oval of her face, and Jude said slowly, 'Of coufdee child." His eyes
drifted over her as if to find evidence of the néde. 'We mustn't forget the
child.' He went to stand in front of the empty filece and the dry bitterness
in his voice made her throat tighten. 'l am willtegaccept the child, give it
my name—regardless of whether it is mine or Featd@ut' in exchange, |



would prefer it if you didn't instigate divorce geedings in the near future.
We can review the situation in a few years' time.'

Cleo became very still, If she moved now, or tiiedpeak, she knew she
would go to pieces. That he wanted her to remagplly, as his wife for a
few more years meant only that he would preferdepkup appearances.
How she felt, trapped in this bitter travesty aharriage, was neither here
nor there. Then he said, as if he had previouslgrgthe matter a great deal
of thought, 'However, for the sake of sanity, itukbbe best if we lived
largely apart. The absence of the inevitable tenswould obviously be
better for the child, too. There would be specatatnaturally, he continued
in the same judicial tone. '‘But it would seem fbkesthat we might have
decided it to be in the child's best interestsatditmught up in the country. If
you'll leave it in my hands I'll arrange everythidgs it happens,' his eyes
flickered to her stony face, 'Fiona mentioned agprty for sale a mile or so
away from her weekend cottage. I'll look into tlusgibilities.'

'Do that,' she choked, shocked by the way she @dmf—as if she had just
received a death sentence! And she knew that,wthehe couldn't live
with him, she couldn't live without him.

In a moment she might cry. But she wouldn't shadsten front of him—in
front of the remote, cold-eyed stranger he had feccAnd she pushed
herself to her feet, her legs distinctly unsteaglihay carried her to the door.
The expanse of carpeting had never seemed sothelprivacy of her room
so far away. But he was at the door before hedihglit open, telling her,
'l get something settled as quickly as possiblekeep you informed, of
course, and you can vet any property 1 find tisatitable.'

Pausing, the words he was saying sounding morevékieal torture than a

reasoned solution to a shared and bitter probleenlaoked up into the hard,

handsome planes of his unforgiving face and sugdesl eyes narrowed as
hatred, quick and burning, filled the smoky eyet trad been huge pools of
misery.

'After you're settled somewhere | will try to drbp from time to time,' he
was remarking levelly as she pulled her shouldeesght, her voice like a
spitting cat as she retorted,



You won't have to waste your time. | wouldn'tyeu over the doorstep!

And he could make what he liked of that, she thbaglshe swept past him,
her head high, two spots of hectic colour blazilbgpag her cheekbones.

As far as she was concerned there was no way se@aration would
resemble anything like a civilised arrangement!

She had finished with him; no more pining, no magrets. Nothing! And
she wouldn't give him the satisfaction of knowihgtther violent reaction to
a fairly reasonable suggestion had been sparkddeblngering fragrance
of the light but definitely exotic perfume she hietected on his clothes!

He would never know that she was blindingly jealmisthe woman,
whoever, who wore such a distinctive perfume fon,hihe woman whose
arms he had left before coming home to tell hiwg was in the process of
finding some suitable hole to bury her in! And neeccould tell her—no
one!l—that he hadn't been scheming and plottingsimoder the best way of
being rid of her long before she had told him tkieguldn't go on the way
they were. And no wonder he didn't want a divorest yet—a wife in the
background would be the perfect let-out for a m&ose mistress became
too , demanding!

Her fury carried her up the stairs at a pace thghtiave astounded her had
she been capable of thinking of it. She was noa@oo be put where she
didn't want to go! She would not be discreetly eidcéway, an unwanted
wife, allowing her highly sexed, highly attractivegn-committed husband
to conduct amorous affairs with the beautiful, &algde women who would
be only too delighted to bring a little warmth asainfort to his lonely life!

'So there you are! Meg said she thought you wemaisg yourself.'

Cleo opened her heavy eyelids to see Fiona walkieg the immaculately
tended lawn at the back of the house. The smatlegawas Thornwood's
pride, every plant treated as though it were aipuscchild, and it provided



a corner of peace and beauty, unexpected in theg bkshe sprawling,
mighty city.

'‘No, don't move,” Fiona commanded softly, settlihgrself on the
sun-warmed grass as Cleo swung her long legs fnensun lounger. "You
look so comfy! And congratulations on your supewsleHow are you,
anyway?' Long, deep blue eyes—so like Jude's—nadoas they swept
Cleo's drawn features. 'Junior giving you a bac#m

'‘Ah." The wrinkle of perplexity cleared from Cleddsow as the penny
dropped. Jude must have told his sister aboutahbg.Ishe wondered drily if
he'd also said he believed it to be Fenton's. @grie colour that flooded
her face at that horrible thought she lay backn¢ryo look relaxed. ‘A little.'

It was nothing like the truth. Jude's baby wasring her a bad time, and if
it ever did she wouldn't complain. Her baby wasdhby thing she had and
already she loved it with a fierce maternalism #ratzed her. The coming
child meant more to her than her high-powered [, private fortune,
more than Jude. Much more. Unconsciously, her mémtmed a grim,
straight line. She had cut Jude out of her life wée devious, cruel and she
was well rid of him.

'How was the Paris trip?' Cleo carefully turned skiject, but Fiona was
having none of that.

'Fine," she dismissed with a throwaway gesturemg fingered hands. 'But
| didn't break into my lazy holiday to talk abohat.' She wriggled out of the
short-sleeved jacket of her silvery-grey cottonrtskuit and the hot sun
caressed the skin of her bare arms, turning it.gdldde tells me you're
working too hard. I'm glad to see you taking ityetmxlay.'

That surprised her; she didn't think he noticedtwsha did, or cared. But she
wasn't going to be the one to explain that the imgerwas over. 'l didn't feel
like going in today. Maybe I'll get something datehome this afternoon.'
And that was the truth. Another day cooped up Witke had been more
than she could face this morning. Jealous furykegd her awake most of
the night and she'd surfaced at dawn, determindd &s Jude had obviously
done, and cut her losses, decide for herself vehdo twith her life.



'He also told me you were on the look-out for antophome—somewhere
to bring the baby up in,’ Fiona said slowly, andd&Casked, her mouth dry,

'When did you see him?

Had Jude confided in his sister, told her his rageiwas over? They were
very close..,

‘Last night." Fiona plucked at the silky fabricheir scarlet sleeveless top, the
heat in the sun-trap of the garden getting to tée.came to the cottage
where I'm, supposed to be treating myself to a spotlaxation after the
madhouse of the Paris fashion world. And the upsfast I've never felt less
relaxed in my life." The blue eyes were shrewdolk-e-I've got a lot to say
to you, but I'm parched. Why don't | ask Meg if e find us a long, cool
drink?’

'I'm sorry—let me go--'

Cleo was on her feet, annoyed with herself forlaek of hospitality, but
Fiona had a mind of her own and was on her feef,dtanding close as she
instructed, 'I'll do it. Stay here and rest. Andtthan order!

Cleo frowned, her eyes finding her sister-in-layszzled. 'The perfume
you're wearing?' she asked slowly. "Were you wedtifast night?'

'Sure.’ Fiona looked as though she thought Clegbad slightly mad. Then
she smiled disarmingly, 'I've been drenching mysethe stuff ever since |
had it made up for me in Paris. Like it? Therels little place—they blend
fragrances for individual customers. Cost the eatiht worth it!"

She swung away, up the short flight of stone sthptled to the terrace,
disappearing into the house through the open fremcllows of Jude's
study, and Cleo sank down on the grass, her hetidgeon her jean-clad
knees. The relief was overwhelming, stupidly, giagly overwhelming.

Jude hadn't been womanising last night. He had Weémg his sister, and
it was her perfume that had clung to his clothds Knowledge shouldn't
have made anydifference—nothing could alter the ttaat their marriage



was over—but it did. But it made her feel vulnesahjain, consumed with
pain, because the reason for her fury was goneeramding her grim
determination to cut him completely out of her lti®@ make her future empty
of even the memory of him.

'Our luck's in!" Fiona appeared with two tall glessice-cubes clinking.

'Freshly made lemon juice--' She handed Cleo & glad sank down beside
her, sipping her drink thirstily. And when the ldsbp was gone she put the
glass aside and said seriously, 'I'm about to fere+with no apologies

whatsoever. There's something badly wrong betweenand Jude, and

don't explode--' this as Cleo spluttered on hankdH—because it won't do

any good. | intend to get at the truth.’

Cleo put her glass aside and stared Fiona straighe eyes. 'Just what did
Jude tell you?' Her stomach was tying itself inten&iona meant well, but
she was probing an open wound. No amount of im@mfee on her part
could alter a single damn thing!

‘Nothing," Fiona disclaimed. 'But he didn't needHe arrived at the cottage
around nine, looking like death, and he hung arowmdil almost
one—despite the heavy hints 1 dropped about neadyrigeauty sleep. And
towards the end of our rather draggy conversatmhehdrop that he was
looking for a country property for you to retire-tdike immediately—in
order to give the baby, when it comes, the spaddraedom to run around
in. And when | mentioned that Dene Place, notrdamfmy cottage, was on
the market he said it could well be the answet wfs remotely suitable, as
I'd be on hand most weekends to give you some coyndow I'm not a
fool, Cleo,” Fiona stated the obvious, examining Fiegernails with
absorbed interest. 'Firstly, when he told me abmibaby there was nothing
coming over from him—no pride, excitement, nothikte might as well
have been telling me you'd ordered a new set of farthe kitchen. And as
for a country house, for you and baby to immurergelves in—well, that
makes no kind of sense. Even |, who scarcely knoevend of a baby from
the other, know it would be some time after it ieasn before it could go
romping merrily through meadows and climbing treesl fishing in the
brook.'



She spread her hands, still regarding them inteatig Cleo felt sick as
Fiona went on slowly, deliberately, 'A country mawould be fine for
weekends and so forth—but as a permanent thin@ pyegnant lady and,
later, a mum with a small round bundle under one a0 way. So | decided
that as | was unlikely to get any sense out of ¢luahb brother of mine I'd
come and harass you. And what | see doesn't offiehmomfort. So what
goes on, Cleo?'

But Cleo couldn't answer; the words simply couldy@t past the painful

lump in her chest. She would have given anythirthatmoment to be hard
enough to achieve a brittle smile, to say not torwdecause there was
nothing to worry about. That she and Jude had ddciquite amicably, to

call it a day—no hard feelings on either side. Bt was something she
could never do. Despite everything, her love fateJtan too deep for that. It
was still real, alive, and hurting. She had reagivery little affection in her

life since her parents had died, and love, wherhaldinally experienced it,

was too precious, even now, to sully with lies.

‘Jude means a lot to me," Fiona said softly, hee Blyes compassionate as
they held the grey, dark-ringed ones. 'And wherst §aw you two together

| knew you were right for each other. I'd alwayokm it would take a
special kind of lady to snare the hard man's héand. | was glad to know
he'd found her at last.'

Those words, the very real affection in Fiona'sepivere Cleo's undoing.
She had never snared Jude's heart—she'd merelyreaybtis interest with
the offer of those shares, the statement of faetwghe'd told him he could
always be sure she hadn't married him for his mo&éne'd alerted the
logical brain to her possibilities as a wife atimd& when he'd been
considering marriage for the sake of an heir.

Unstoppable sobs shook her slender frame and Biana, coming swiftly
around her shoulders, opened the floodgates. Batweep, painful sobs,
the tears she thought she had cried all out, triendreadful, tragic story of
their brief stormy marriage was told.



"You mean that louse was trying to blackmail you @hat pig-headed,
obstinate brother of mine refused to listen to ady@u said?' Fiona pushed
a slippery strand of pale hair back from Cleo'sliled face. "You poor baby.’

There was a crusading note in Fiona's voice and'€kyes clouded with
panic.

'Please,’ she said, her voice thick, 'promise mewon't say anything to
Jude?'

'It's time someone made him listen to the truttoh&'s mouth firmed. "You
are both fine, beautiful, brainy people, but as darthe emotions are
concerned you haven't enough gumption between gdigire your way

from A to B!’

'Please!" Even to her own ears, Cleo sounded desheBtit Fiona simply
didn't understand! How could she, when she haiged through the searing
agony of it all? Somehow, though, she had to trgneke her understand a
little of the way it was. Desperately, she clutctegdthe other woman's
hands.

'‘Don't you see--' she appealed, her eyes intehsléing Jude the truth now
wouldn't mean a thing. We got along fine to begithw grant you that, and

| had begun to hope he'd learn to love me.' Herevwiobbled at that, at the
hurting memory of hopes long dead, but she forerddif to go on because
it was important. 'He never did love me, it was anmiage of convenience,
simply that. And things started to go wrong befoeecould begin to develop
any deep feelings for me. He began to despise meffat he thought | was.
It's understandable, if you stop to think aboutig.didn't love me, so he had
no real reason to question the evidence of his, eyek| suppose | had too
much pride to stand there and bellow and forcetbitisten to what | had to
say. In a peculiar kind of way | felt he had to ask for the truth, or at least
to show a willingness to listen whenever | triedtmng it up.' She shrugged
wearily. 'l thought that if | was beginning to meamything to him at all he
surely must want to hear my side of things. Budlioe't, of course, because
all the time his dislike of me was hardening. H&dde a bad mistake in
marrying me and he wanted me out of his life. Ahglou think about it
you'll realise for him there can be no going baxcthe days when he thought



| was a reasonable proposition as a wife, the mnathdnis children. So

promise me, Fiona," her grip tightened, ‘promise won't say a word. The
truth might make him feel uncomfortable—bad, evemthat's the point

of that? There's been too much mistrust, contetoptpake our marriage
even begin to look like working again. If thereekb love on his side, too,
then it might have stood a chance. But there neasr It's better for both of
us to make a clean break. So please promise gay'lthothing?'

Fiona stood up, disentangling her hands, her faaeed.

'If it's what you want to hear and it will put yoonind at rest, then all right,
my dear. | promise.’



CHAPTER TWELVE

'THE estate agents' particulars are in here.' He pdssed large envelope
then fastened his seat-belt. "You might like tangkaat them on the journey.’

‘Thank you,' she said stiffly, her words almostuidle, and as the Jag
turned out of the quiet, early morning London seuaer fingers tightened
on the envelope. She knew she would make littlesesehthe contents, even
if the particulars of the house they were goingigw had been written for
an idiot's consumption.

It was going to be another glorious day, the sugealy warm as it streamed
through the window at her side. Jude was casuadigsed in lightweight

stone-coloured jeans, a black body-hugging T-shist emphasised the
whiplash power of his shoulders and chest. Butethveais nothing casual
about his attitude; she could feel the tensionim and it was as tightly

coiled as her own. Her edginess was reaching infegsroportions, every

one of her senses sharply aware of every move hie,newvery breath he
took.

Until last night she hadn't seen him since he'd bar it would be better if
they lived apart. He hadn't been home. If he'd lzaeay on a business trip
she hadn't known about it and she'd had too mude o ask. But last night
he'd come to her room, tapping on the door politike a stranger. She'd
been already in bed, sitting up staring blanklyeathing as she'd tried to
bring her mind to the point of making plans for hdure, where she would
go, and when.

'l picked up the keys to Dene Place,’ he'd toldflady, his eyes a stranger's
eyes in the gauntness of his face. 'I'll drive gowvn to take a look at it
tomorrow. We might as well make an early starthEgclock?'

And on that he had gone, closing the door quiediiitd him, tangible
evidence of the way he had shut her out of his life

Three days ago she would have told him to get tbst, she could find a
place on her own, didn't need his help. But sihe¢traumatic conversation
with Fiona she had done some serious thinkingak pointless to be on the



defensive, to fight. Her relationship with Jude wagten out, the end of a
chapter in her life. It was something she had tcept; no matter how
painful, so there was no point in making thingsrerere difficult.

As for Dene Place—well, if it was remotely suitabiten she and her child
might as well live there as anywhere else. At I&agha would be around
most weekends, and that was a plus. She had takerstanctive liking to
Jude's sister and she knew all there was to knawtatheir disastrous
marriage. There would never be any need to pretathcher; Fiona was on
her side, and that had to count for something.

A sigh was dragged from her, right up from her jaasd although she'd
been scarcely aware of it, absorbed in her thoughited registered with
Jude and he said roughly, 'It will soon be ovegdCl

Her, eyes flicked to him briefly, noting the twedthis mouth, the hard bones
of his profile jutting against the taut skin. Wasstalking about the journey?
Or the sick farce of their marriage? She didn'tvkramd she wasn't asking,
and she closed her eyes and didn't open them agéirthe car drew to a

halt and he cut the engine.

They were parked in front of tall wrought-iron gateet between stone
posts, and Jude got out. 'I'll open the gatesd €lid out of her seat, closing
the car door behind her.

'I'l walk up,' she told him, passing him as he sgithe gates open. The iron
creaked as it moved on its rusty hinges and sheétdabk at him. It hurt too
much.

She would look over the house, and if she likesh& would buy it. And
she'd move in as soon as remotely possible, irst@dmputer link-up with
Slade head office, go on from there. For the séleppearances, Jude didn't
want a divorce just yet and neither, particuladigl she. She would never
re-marry, and as for being free—well, she'd neefree of him, she knew
that, because she would always love him. Love hiaig him, there seemed
little difference.



Once today was over she probably wouldn't haveeéohsm again, or not
very often. He'd continue to make himself scarci#l she was settled in a
place of her own. She knew he wouldn't want to dgane with her.

Dene Place was a Queen Anne house, not too largeha gardens were a
wilderness, but the fabric of the building seemednsl. The bare, dusty
floorboards echoed with the hollow sound commoalk@mpty houses as
she explored, leaving him to follow if he felt hadto.

The view from the first-floor windows was benigmiyral—meadows, trees,
gentle hills—and she could be reasonably conter he

'What do you think?' Jude had walked up behindanershe stiffened, her
eyes staring, not seeing anything now. Then sheerhadself turn, a slight
smile pinned to her face, and he was closer tharhat expected.

Her bare arm brushed against his and the shock hexdgumble. He put a
hand out to steady her, the action automatic, aedsacked in her breath,
moving away quickly. His slightest touch still de¢r alight. There was
nothing she could do about it.

'l like it," she took up his question, anxious thatshouldn't guess how he
still affected her physically. 'I'll buy, subjea surveyors' reports, and I'll
handle the whole thing. There's no need for ygoutoyourself to any more
trouble." She wanted the thing settled now, and fhlace would be
somewhere, to hide, to lick her wounds.

'It's not too isolated for you?'

Her eyes fled to his, hard, bright eyes becausenstsecrying inside. He
looked weary, gaunt, as if he'd lost weight andldiss had been rapid, but,
her mouth a tight line, she pushed concern ouigbit.s

'1 wouldn't let that bother you.' She wouldn'tdredly—or only for him. She
would have her work and, later, her child. She ndosapidly through the
empty room but his voice stopped her before shehexhthe door.

"You hate me, don't you?'



'Yes!" Her reply was instant, savage, her lipsquubback against her teeth.
He confused her emotions, made love and hate dezgaine thing, and she
could no longer stand the bitter tension. She bagt out of here, find some
space, some air to breathe that wasn't taintedthélstench of tension.

Almost stumbling in her haste, she sped from tloerand across the large,
square landing, taking the stairs quickly, heatisgyvoice behind her. But

for all her haste he reached the foot of the stithe same time as she,
grasping her shoulders roughly.

"You little fool!" His voice was driven hoarselyrttugh white lips. 'You
could have fallen, killed yourself, killed the atil

Shaken, trembling inside, she returned his angayegltugging her arm
away from his hurting fingers.

'l would have thought that might have suited yomgadbly,' she said coldly,
nastily. "'Two unwanted encumbrances out of the imagne fell swoop!
Why. should you care?"

'Of course | damn well care!" he bit, his mouth poessed as he faced her,
his hands gripping her shoulders again. 'l caeshi&ll what happens to you
and my child!

Cleo's eyes flicked upwards, searching his. Oné&hef wasn't thinking
straight. Either she was hearing things she watddtear or he'd made a
Freudian slip, admitting paternity in the emotiohaht because that was the
way he'd wanted it.

His strong hands were still gripping her shouldstse could feel every
fingertip burning through the thin fabric of theesVeless dress she wore.
And he was too close, too male, and too much loved.

'Did | hear what | think | heard?' she asked aciSllye felt his hands drop to
his side. 'Do you actually admit the child is y&irs

'Yes." The admission made his face go hard and stheed at him
disbelievingly. Had he finally reached the conabmsithat she could be



trusted? Had he cared about her enough to wotk fioo himself? The hope

she'd thought was dead stirred to reluctant lissragshe was a fool to want
him still. He had caused her more pain than shieleer have believed she
was capable of handling. Yet love couldn't be tdroe and off like a tap,

however much one wished it could be.

'l don't blame you for hating me, Cleo, and | havet to apologise to you

for." His face was bleak, his teeth biting downhis lower lip as he spread
his hands hopelessly in a gesture of defeat shédwbhave believed him

capable of. Then he moved away from her, staririgpbthe open door to

the sunlit tangle of the gardens. 'l don't haveitji® to expect you to accept
my apologies, but | hope you'll believe me whemay $m desperately

sorry—for everything.' He turned then, facing les,eyes shuttered. 'Under
the circumstances I'm willing to give you the dis®ryou want. It's the least
| can do." A muscle worked spasmodically at the siichis jaw and his voice

was husky as he swung on his heels, making fooplea door. 'If you want

to look around outside while we're here I'll wait ffou over there.’

Her mind was reeling. None of this made any kindearise! He had at last
decided he'd been wrong about her, that the chiddcairried was his—he
had even apologised! And yet, he was willing toodoe her! A few days

ago, still believing the worst of her, he'd stigathno divorce for several
years!

There was a stone seat against the rosy brickedfitih garden wall and he
was making for that, to wait for her. All notionsexploring the grounds left
her head as she ran after him, her feet slithexmthe weedy gravel drive,
the full skirts of her summery blue dress flyingamd her long bare legs.

He heard her rapid footsteps, turned, his eyeslg@dzand she told him
breathily, "You can't leave it at that.'

'No?' Whether he deliberately misunderstood hes, cgiuldn't tell, but he
went on, 'Don't worry. According to the estate dgtre house is solid. But
we'll get surveyors' reports in any case. And as dglarden itself is
immaterial to me, I'll wait here." He sank downtbe stone seat, his eyes
closed wearily—or dismissively—and she snapped,



'l wasn't talking about the house, dammit!

His eyes flicked open, azure slits. 'If you've goinething to say, say it.' He
sounded bored and she couldn't understand hinat radt

'It's about the divorce.' She sat beside him, bartlpattering. She knew she
shouldn't hope, but she really, couldn't help @llifig herself that he plainly

regarded her as a boring encumbrance, to be o#ftbad soon as possible,
didn't stop her remembering how he'd said he cesest happened to her
and her child.

"It will take time, Cleo, but I'll put the wheels motion tomorrow.' He spoke
gently, as if to an impatient child, and she shbekhead abruptly, sending
her hair flying about her face. He was obviousliedmined to misconstrue
everything she said!

' meant," she began with gritty patience, 'thatehdoesn't need to be one,
surely?’

'What are you? A masochist?' He jerked up fromstbet, his body tense
with an inner violence she couldn't understand. lifiee of his mouth was
savage. 'lt's the only course that makes any s&iisen Fiona told me how
Fenton had been trying to blackmail you—told me twhad really
happened--' He smacked one fist into the open péliime other hand. 'My
God! If | see him again, I'll kill him?!'

'Fiona told you?' Cleo's mouth was dry. She hadighb she could trust
Fiona, but the broken promise didn't really signihot now. She had
idiotically believed he'd decided to trust heraalhis own, because he cared
about her.

'Fiona promised--' she began woodenly, her voiagirtg away, and he
looked at her, almost sympathetically.

'l know. And yes, she told me. But you obviouslyntidknow her well
enough. She always makes her own mind up, and wmelak a promise
with about as much compunction as she would braeadgg if she believed



good would come of it. You told Fiona what had Iedleen going on
between you and Fenton—why didn't you tell me?'

'Oh, God!' Cleo buried her head in her hands, altaoghing but nearer to
tears at the injustice of his remark. '‘Becausedan well wouldn't listen!'
She shot him an angry look. 'Fenton was doing &ss$ to rape me when you
walked in that day. And all you could do was jungpnasty, insulting
conclusions!'

'I'm sorry!" he groaned, dropping to the seat lees$idr again, and Cleo,
flicking him a sideways look, saw that his handsevshaking. But the
spasm was over in a second and he was back inot@gain, leaning
forward, his hands dangling between his knees,elgoseld and almost
relaxed.

'As | said before, any apologies of mine have tinbdequate and the only
thing | can do—after making life intolerable forure-is agree to your
request for a divorce.’

She stared at him, wanting to shake him. Of coslse had asked for a
divorce, but that had been in the heat of the momemesperation! Didn't

the brute know divorce was the last thing she yemdinted? She loved him,
she carried his child, he was her husband, fotgusigke! But could she tell
him all this, would her pride let her? And coul@yrever be happy together
again? Could they make the marriage work?

She didn't know, but she was willing to try becawsemehow, pride didn't
come into it any more. And she was turning wordsraw her mind when he
said coolly, 'l shall want access to the childcobirse, on a regular basis.
You won't make any difficulties over that?'

And then she knew, and the knowledge chilled hed, iawas her turn to
jerk to her feet,

'Of course | won't." She pulled herself to her fydhceful height, her face
ashen. 'Now you have everything you wanted, danifyA child as an heir,
the shares—so what would you want with a wife?"



She twisted on the heels of her strappy sandalsranched away, her back
rigidly straight, her emotions heaving. 'I'm goiioglook over the grounds,’
she spat over her shoulder. 'While you sit theceaunt your blessings!

She could see it all now. Every last thing had beedideously clear. He
had already been thinking of children when she hrdle that reckless
proposal. Not because he particularly liked chitditgut because he needed
an heir. And along she had come—presentable, iggall, and wealthy in
her own right, dangling the Slade shares as bait!

Those shares had been the deciding factor, andheolad them, and he
would have the heir he'd wanted— so what possitéecould he have for a
wife?

Tears were streaming down her cheeks, blinding dwed, she stumbled
through a thicket of shrubs, not knowing or canvttat she was doing, and
she heard him call her name.

He was close behind and there was nowhere to gostanhated herself for
the weakness of tears because now he would know.

'Cleo." A hand held her, another pulled at bran@selse extricated her, and
then both hands cupped her face, tilting it, thespat his thumbs wiping the
shaming tears. 'Does it matter to you so much?'

'What?' Her mouth was mutinous. Two could play ghene of deliberate
misunderstandings.

‘The divorce. It's what you wanted, after all. Aralve that to you, at least.’

Angrily, she jerked her head from his hands, hesdiickering, looking for
escape. But there was nowhere to go; he was big¢kionly way out of
the tangle of bushes she'd landed herself in.

'It's what you want," she denied. 'So why not taReYou already have
everything else you wanted—an heir on the way,dlsbares--'



‘Those wretched shares again!" He looked puzzked,she'd just told him

he'd grown a second head. 'Damn the shares! leadjrin the process of
handing them back to you, in any case. I've gotighan my plate without

having to contend with that doddery old board otathed directors, and
Luke—sweet heaven preserve me from Luke! It's Y@y, your problem,

and that's what I've always ever intended. All érewanted to do was help
you sort the mess out. | thought you might need me.

Uncomprehendingly, she studied his closed facedddning as he added
bitterly, 'But you never did need me, did you? @lycas a hame on your
wedding certificate! And | don't blame you for that least you were honest
about your reasons for wanting to marry me. | viesdne at fault, all the
way down the line." His mouth twisted in self-des 'Too wary to insist on
knowing why you had to get your hands on your méreg blind to see
beyond what my eyes were telling me—that you andtdfe were
lovers—and, right at the beginning of it all, toanth smug about my
wretched plan of campaign.'

'What plan?' Her brow furrowed and she took a tergastep towards him
but he turned away, his face dark with an emoti@ouldn't identify as he
glanced at his watch.

'It's not important now. Believe me, Cleo, therehing more to be said,
nothing useful. And it's time we left—if you've seall you want to see.’

He was walking away, across the shaggy, overgreawms and she stared
after him, not understanding anything. She felpliamd wretched, her mind
in turmoil. He'd said he had never wanted the shdte'd said so many
things that hadn't made sense.

She was used to solving tricky financial problems $he didn't come near
to understanding the man who was now striding away her, not looking

back. And she knew that if she let it go now, heuldanever look back
again. He would close his mind on the brief episoflitheir marriage and
she would never begin to understand the enigma aabonce been her
husband—once, and always, loved.



‘Jude!" She ran after him, her feet flying over ginass, and she caught up
with him before he reached the car.

'Ready?' he asked, only the slight roughness invbise betraying any
emotion at all.

'No." She caught his hand, almost sobbing as stegnésed the sheet of
electrifying sensation that engulfed her at thesutgt contact.

He turned slightly surprised eyes on her, and siaeteem cloud, then, as
they swept her face, darken with what she mighehmselieved to be torment
if she hadn't known better.

She knew she must look a heap, her hair mussethdehot and crumpled
from crying, from the heat—so far removed from hmsual cool and
impeccable self that she might be a different perso

'l want to talk to you," she said, her voice batrgyher savaged emotions.

He removed his hand from her curling fingers, whdan't augur well, she
thought distractedly, but no matter, she was datexdhenough and could
see, at last, that she had been to self-containedifraid of admitting her
feelings, too unimaginative to question her ownag&geoncerninghis
feelings,his motivations.

'We've got our lines crossed somewhere,' she toladdasonably. She really
did have to stay calm now, quite unemotional, atie¥ she would never
get the opportunity to know him more deeply, untierd why he was as he
was.

Ignoring the thunderous bar of threatening brovesiating a rapid loss of
patience, she said, 'You've told me you have nerest in the Slade
shares—except on my account. And we both know yawied because you
want children. And yet--' she took a deep breatfing to find the right
words '—and yet, even though you know | never dackyou with Fenton,
that our child will be born in about seven montimse, you are insisting on a
divorce. Have | become so repugnant to you? Helponoederstand.'



'‘Can't you leave it alone, woman?' His voice waslhahe words flying at
her bitterly. 'Must you twist the knife in the walffi His height and breadth,
the savage line of his mouth, made him menacingshednoved away from
him instinctively, wanting to ease his pain but kebwing how because she
didn't know the reason for it. ‘Do you want my ldpas well as my peace of
mind? | married you because | loved you—I'd bedimfain love with you
since the moment | first saw you.' The words wera from him, wrenched
out with anguish, and Cleo's heart stopped, themmsled on again and she
wanted to go to him, to hold him and love him, kog¢w that if she touched
him he would explode into a savage repudiationldha hurt and anger he
was feeling. She had to allow him to spill out pleéson, the pain, she had to
stand and watch, and listen, and it wasn't easy.

'‘And so | hatched my plots, my cunning plans. Eomal involvements
between boss and employee don't work, and | wamtednvolvement to
become very emotional indeed. So | started a runibue Mescal Slade
takeover of Slade Securities. Very neat!" His moatiived down with
self-condemnation. 'As | saw it, you would hearrim@our and come to me
about it. And | would suggest your doing preciselfrat you are
doing—move to your family's company and pull thdeac. So far, so good.
Their decline was real, as you know, and you weeeobvious person to do
the job— the best, too. But there was a lot morettan that, because when
you no longer worked for me | could date you, tryrtake you love me, ask
you to marry me. | had it all worked out," he smiifairthlessly, 'but before
the rumour got to your ears, you beat me to it—¢igou just?’

He pushed his hands into the pockets of his jd@rsyide shoulders held
straight and proud as he turned away from her, slredheld her breath,
knowing that she had to stand there, and listergrwdme word from her
would put things straight. But she couldn't sayt thard, not yet. He was
revealing a side of his character she hadn't knewisted, giving her
glimpses of vulnerability and self-doubt that m&d®a doubly dear to her.

"Your proposal knocked me senseless,' he saidlgulevas being offered,
just like that, exactly what I'd hoped and drearoktaving. You—as my
wife. And | took the chance, not daring to ask niyssactly why you

needed that money because | wanted to hold oretdrdblam of hope. Hope,'
he grated bitterly, 'that 1 would be able to tegoln to love me. It didn't



matter why you wanted to marry me, only that yadi dlan you understand
that, Cleo?’

'Of course | can.' Her voice was ragged, her adgas bright with tears of
happiness. And he was calmer now, the hurt andraaydy expunged by
his bitter, tormented words. ‘Jude--' She moveatds/him but he shrugged
away.

'l don't want your pity. The blame's all mine. bkowhat | wanted most in
the world, and then | spoiled it. | loved you soahnthat the very thought of
you made music in my soul and then, when | wasnagg to believe you
were growing to love me, | killed all hope of treater happening. | found
you with Fenton and the truth, to me, was whasédn. | knew you hadn't
married me because you loved me, and there yoy weheFenton, with the
money, or some of it, that you'd been forced torynar order to control,
lying around. A sweetener for the lover you couldnarry because your
guardians wouldn't have approved.' His voice deegeif only you'd told
me, Cleo, as soon as we were married, exactly vaayhad to have that
money, | would have made damn sure he never cath@wva mile of you.
And if you had,' he gave her a tired, hopeless fgbba smile, 'l wouldn't
have treated you the way | did, killed any hopedréhad of teaching you to
love me.’

'l should have done.' She swayed towards him,des pale, regrets eating
her. She could have saved them both so much miBetyhe did love her,
had loved her all the time, and that was the mastderful, unbelievable
thing in the world.

Unhesitatingly, he cradled her in his arms, conclemkening his eyes, and
she murmured, 'l wish I'd told you everything, bwias so afraid of what he
threatened to do—not for myself, but because ofl&Jdohn. And | was

ashamed of myself for getting into such a situatiotine first place. | didn't

want anyone to know, least of all you. It was sdrimef | had to sort out for

myself.'

'l know. Please don't upset yourself, Cleo." Hikc@avas infinitely kind,
heartbreakingly sad. 'How did he get hold of tr@ehreceipt? Don't tell me



if you don't want to—it's certainly none of my busss, and if you were
lovers—well, that's not my affair, either.’

'We were never lovers,' she denied, happy, at padest, within the circle
of his arms. 'He'd asked me to marry him secrbtly|'d turned him down.
I'd already recognised my feelings for him for wtrety were—infatuation.
And once that was out of the way | knew | didn'¢mvyike him. Anyway--'
She dredged her memory. It all seemed so long sgounimportant.
Everything seemed unimportant when set besidertbelledge that the man
she loved so desperately had loved her all the. tBhe pressed her face
closer to the wall of his chest, feeling his warnttie masculine strength of
him, the gentleness...

'‘Anyway," she continued quickly, anxious to gestbut of the way, lay the
ghost of her supposed affair with Fenton finallg &éor ever. 'He seemed to
take my rejection fairly well, said he'd like toggein touch, that sort of
thing, suggested we went for a day in the country‘dwlone that whenever
| could spare time from my studies—I'd always fouinctelaxing. So, we

went. He was driving my car. We had a picnic lunekplored a ruined

castle we came across, began to make our leiswajy home. But he

appeared to lose the way and the upshot was, we agpgroaching some
village— Goldingstan—in the early evening. And theras a bridge, and |
never knew how it happened, but he seemed to laseat of the car. It

wasn't a bad accident—the left wing was crumpled Bended up with

bruised ribs.’

She shivered slightly at the memory, knowing, nthat it had all been set
up, carefully planned. 'By the time he'd walkeaitite village and found a
garage willing to tow the car in for a check, itatao late to do anything but
stay where we were. | was feeling a bit groggyhsnt and sat in the lounge
of the Red Lion while he booked us in, explainecwad happened, and
ordered supper. It was only when he'd taken meoufhe¢ room that |
discovered he'd booked us in as man and wife. keteare weren't any
other rooms available, and | don't know whetheelidved him but | did
know | wasn't up to making a fuss, finding the ladly and so on. But |
didn't sleep with him". | spent the night in an ahair, and for some
reason—the aftermath of the shock of the accidenuppose—I slept right
through until eleven next morning when he woke meé @ld me that the



landlady had been knocking on the door becausasttiune we vacated it.
And that's all there was to it.'

She felt his arms tighten around her, heard himaswew in his throat, then
he murmured, 'lIt's done with now. You need nevemrryvabout him again,
I'll see to that." He released her gently, pushieg upright. '‘Are you all
right?'

He looked concerned, and she nodded, her heartafailbst hurting with
happiness, with her love for him, as she promp¥then you read that
Fenton was engaged you decided, with him beyondreagh, as you
thought, that you'd try to make our marriage wogkia—but | told you
about the baby and you immediately thought--'

'Don't!" he pleaded hoarsely. 'l think 1 was insaitk jealousy by then. And
now you know why I'm willing to give you the divarcyou asked for. |
treated you despicably, and divorce is the onlgghican do for you now.’
He shrugged minimally. 'l think we should go nowelsaid more then |
ever intended to, bared my soul until it's raw. ISsmarching never suited
me!'

His wry attempt at humour, to lighten the anguisiwas obviously feeling,

made her heart contract with love for him, andeéhe&as a shaky smile on
her lips as she said, very clearly, so that thetédcbe no mistake, 'l don't
want a divorce. | never did. | love you, and | nged, and if you won't

believe me," her voice rose to the kind of wailongver that would have
appalled her in any other circumstances, 'and uf tywon your back on me
one more time, I'll--'

Words failed her, no threat too dire to utter, bet throat choked up with
tears and laughter and utter, utter relief as sve imcredulity replace
blankness, and open joy replace that.

'Do you mean that?' He seemed frozen to the groomadking no move
towards her, but she did it for him, going to hisg, clinging, holding him,
tears not far away, laughter just below the surfataking coherent speech
impossible. But his arms enfolded her and the geaattess of his hands said
more than words. And then, with his broken wordslafe murmured



against her lips, her throat, she told him, with tieed of all lovers, exactly
how and where and when her love for him had begod,grown, exactly
how it was for her, now, and always. And the susspd its zenith, the lazy
heat of the slow afternoon enfolding them as thieymg together, as if
neither could bear to release the other. Ever.

It was the Thornwoods' evening off, Cleo remembeasdshe and Jude
entered the empty house later that evening, harichimd. He turned her,
catching her in his arms, and she murmured, "Yawkm think I'm hungry.
Just let me shower, then I'll fix us somethingab'e

"You shower." She felt him smile against her lipi$bring something up to
the bedroom to appease your appetite.’

And so he did; himself, champagne and two glasgeish was perfect, and
Cleo, already reclining against the satin-covergidwgs, fresh from her

shower and languid with love for him, told him, \sdy, I'm ravenous!" and
saw his eyes darken with desire, soften with somegtthat came near to
adoration.

His eyes wandered over the drift of amber silk thas her neglige, and he
turned away with every appearance of regret, tgliar as he stripped off
his T-shirt, 'I'll be two minutes under that shoyveo more. By the time
you've poured the champagne I'll be back.’

And he said, over the noise of the water, 'We'll Bene Place, shall we?
I've taken a fancy to it. You could say it's whefeund you.'

She didn't answer, he wouldn't have heard herdfted. In any case, she
didn't need to. They wanted the same things, alwaydd, and they both
knew it, now.

And when he came back, the bronze of his skineglisag with a thousand
tiny droplets of water, she felt the familiar yetvdstating kick of desire in
her loins and closed her eyes. Suddenly, stupstig, felt shy, like a new
bride, as if their loving would be for the firsirte.



'Fiona said,' she uttered thickly, sensing himejasanding over her as she
lay back amongst the pillows, 'that you and | dithave enough gumption
between us to figure our way from A to B in the ldoof the emotions. |

think she could have been right.'

'So do I." His voice was very near now, his cleseath fanning her cheek,
and as the mattress depressed beneath his weightisknowing hands
began to remove the silken barrier, working thedescribable magic, he
murmured throatily, 'It's a problem we're both gpia apply our minds to,
aren't we, my darling love? Not to mention our lesdof course. We'll learn
our way from ' A to B together—and far, far beyo¥du and I, my love," his
voice deepened, 'are going to be an unbeatableioatidn.’



