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Wanted: a wife of convenience

James had never been in love. He intended to naawgman who didn't
make demands, or wouldn't change his life. So widyhe find Patience
Kirby so attractive?

She certainly wasn't his idea of marriage matekall one thing, she was a
sparky redhead, while he'd always preferred comhdés. For another, he
was used to a peaceful, elegant lifestyle, ancdeRegis home was full of
kids, old people and animals; noise, warmth anghgar.

But in order to have her in his bed, did James havmake Patience his
wife?



CHAPTER ONE

WHEN the phone began to ring in the outer office Jagresred it, expecting
his secretary to pick it up, or, failing that, feenrent assistant, a girl with
hair of an improbable yellow, the colour of a ddgi-chick, which was very
suitable since, in his opinion, she had the brafr@ne, too, not to mention
an irritating habit of flinching every time Jamgmke to her. This morning,
however, neither woman answered the phone. Thengngent on and on,
without cessation, making it impossible to concatetron the complex
financial analysis he was studying.

At last James could stand the noise no longern§img to his feet, he strode
to the door of his secretary's office and flunggéen. "Why don't you answer
that phone?'

He stopped in mid-sentence, seeing that the roosnenwgpty and that there
was nobody in the smaller room beyond, the doowtwth already stood
open.

His entire secretarial staff appeared to have t$dnm. The place was a
Marie Celeste Computers were switched on, their screens blinkantax
machine was churning out paper in a corner andeaggiletters stood
waiting to be signed, but of human beings there m@sign, except for
himself, and the still shrill and ringing telephone

'‘Where the hell are they?' James leaned acrosie#iketo pick up the phone
to silence it, his jet-black hair falling over lages. It was getting' too long;
he must have it trimmed. But he hadn't had timeywhs far too busy this
week.

'Hallo?' he curtly said, and was met with silermea second, as if the caller
had been taken aback by his impatient tone.

Then a husky female voice said, 'l want to speaktaJames Ormond,
please.’

Miss Roper had a telephone routine which Jameshieadd a thousand
times. He followed it now, more or less, not prelyisn her words, let alone



her cool, clear, modulated tones, in fact moreterse growl, asking, 'Who
is this?'

'My name is Patience Kirby,' she said, as if expgdb be recognised, then
added, 'Mr Ormond won't know me, though.’

He'd already realised that. The name meant nottongim, and if she

represented some company she would surely havesafs she clearly did
not, he was not wasting his precious time on hdratTwas what he
employed Miss Roper to do—weed out time-wastingecaland make sure
he wasn't inconvenienced. Miss Roper could dedl this woman when she
got back.

'Ring back later," he curtly advised, starting i {he phone down.

Before he could do so, the soft voice implored,, '@lbase! Is that...? Are
you Mr Ormond?'

'Ring back later,’ he repeated, his cold grey esywsselling to stare
accusingly at his secretary as she came hurryirogigin the door with her
blonde assistant trailing after her.

Hanging up the phone, James snapped at the two nydviey am | having
to waste my time answering your phone? Where haudogen?'

The blonde girl gave a terrified little baa, likéaanb confronted by a wolf,
and backed out of Miss Roper's office into her omith that half-witted
expression on her face which he recognised alliwed Why on earth had
Miss Roper appointed her?

James had gradually got into the habit of leavireghiring and firing of the

secretarial staff to Miss Roper. He had come tsttiner judgement, but this
girl was not one of her successful appointmentanidst have a word on the
subject when he wasn't so busy. The girl must gavas disconcerting to
have her backing away from him in such obvious panery time she saw
him. It was making James feel like some relatiodawk the Ripper.



Miss Roper said, 'I'm very sorry, Mr Ormond, thelggin Admin were
giving a coffee party for Theresa; we just shohglthere with our presents
for a few minutes. She's leaving today, as you knbw

'l didn't know. | don't even know her, come to tHdteresa who?'

‘Theresa Worth. She's on the switchboard, a gih whort black hair and
glasses.’

Dimly James remembered her from that descriptoh, that girl! Why is
she leaving? Got a better job?.Or did you fire her?

'She's having a baby.’

He raised his brows. 'Is she married?’

His secretary observed him with a wry expressiDon't you remember?
She got married last year and we gave a party dor You let us use the
canteen.'

'l remember that,’ James said, voice cold. Theydradted havoc in the
place, throwing food about, from the sight of theof, and chucking those
paper streamers that fire out of cardboard casgstigk to everything for
miles around. The cleaners had complained bittezkt day.

Miss Roper looked guilty, as well she might.

'Is this girl going for good? She isn't just havimgternity leave?' asked
James.

'No, sir, she and her husband are moving back tkshire. Theresa isn't
coming back.'

‘Just as well; she seems to have been quite anceisa far.'
'She's very popular,’ Miss Roper told him indighariVe all like her.' Even

if you don't, said her brown eyes. 'And | assune, y}r Ormond, we weren't
gone more than a minute, and | told the switchbeentdto put any calls



through until we got back. I'm very sorry you wersturbed. I'll investigate
and make sure whoever put the call through commsgatio apologise in
person.’

'No, don't bother, I've already wasted enough tiust make sure it doesn't
happen again.’

'It won't,’ she promised, very flushed.

He couldn't remember ever seeing her look so ftadtéefore. She was
always so neat and calm, a small sparrow of a womtmbrown hair and
eyes, who wore a lot of brown, too: brownish twskuits in winter, brown
linen in summer, with crisp white shirts.

She wore grey and black, too, actually, but whendaenes thought about
his secretary he imagined her in brown. The cokxpressed something
essential in her personality. Brenda Roper wasrdiugn him by twelve

years. When James had begun working at the bamketn years ago, after
leaving university, Miss Roper had been assignddrtoby his father, then
managing director, who had handpicked her fromvidngous candidates,
and she had been with James ever since.

In the beginning, when he'd been unsure about Hiiase struggling to find
his feet in a family firm run by a dictatorial fath James had found her
efficiency slightly intimidating, which was why Hed insisted on calling
her Miss Roper, instead of using her first nameangsurnames to each
other had seemed to put their relationship onitfie footing, made James
feel more in charge, less of a newcomer.

They still continued the same polite formality tgdalthough James knew
that most of his executives were on first-name $sewith their secretaries.
From time to time James had hovered on the poiosioig Brenda Roper's
first name, but had always drawn back from changifung-established and
successful habit.

'Why didn't you tell me you were leaving the offftbe demanded. 'Anyone
could have walked in here, could have stolen theh deom the safe or



operated the computers, retrieved secret informdtmm the private files,
endangered one of our projects.’

‘Not without the code words, Mr Ormond," Miss Rogaid quietly. 'Nobody
can hack into our private computers without th@sel you and | are the
only ones who know the codes. I'm sorry | didrltyieu we were going out;
| didn't want to interrupt you.'

'In that case, why did you both go? You should Heftehe halfwit behind.
At least she can answer phones, even if she caerriake a message

properly.'

From the outer office they both heard a muffledesdu

Miss Roper gave James a reproachful look. ‘Lisa tee best, Mr Ormond.’
It isn't good enough!’

‘That isn't fair. Believe me, she's a capable gite works hard. It's just that
you make her nervous.'

‘| can't imagine why!"

Miss Roper drew an audible breath, her eyes rognidito brown saucers.
She opened her mouth as if to say something, ardttie phone began to
ring again so she moved swiftly to answer it, logkfaintly relieved, like
someone snatched from the brink of making a digastmove.

James walked back into his own office, slammingdber behind him. He

had a feeling they had both been rescued from getans moment, too.
Sitting down behind his wide, green-leather-topgesk again, he picked up
the report he needed to finish studying before hutte had the ability to

switch off his immediate surroundings and focushalenergy on his work
without being distracted by thought of anythingeelget he was always very
punctual for appointments. He would stop work atatly the right moment

in order that he should not be late for his lunath\&ir Charles Standish,
one of his directors, with whom he needed to disdbhe report he was
reading.



Charles had once worked for the firm they wereywhg] he would be able
to supply details this report did not contain. Jatileed to know everything
about a company before he made up his mind abouthis particular
company might be ripe for a take-over bid by onehaf bank's biggest
clients, who had asked James for his opinion befae reached a decision.
He could not afford to make a mistake.

Miss Roper came in with his coffee five minutegtand began to murmur
another apology as she poured strong black coftee the silver coffee pot
on the silver tray, both of them inherited from Father who had always
used them.

'l really am very sorry you were disturbed,’ shigl spiietly. 'l know you
have a lot on your mind this week.'

Without looking up, James waved a dismissive hahast make sure it
doesn't happen again. In future, there must alleaysomeone on duty out
there. | don't pay you to have to answer the phomeIf. You'll be wanting
me to type my own letters soon!'

You can't type, Mr Ormond.’'

James looked up then, eyes narrowed and wintrgkdbtk with ice. 'ls that
meant to be a joke, Miss Roper? Or was it sarcasm?’

'No, it was simply a statement of fact,’ she saithout sounding contrite,
and lingered by his desk, as if having more to say.

Impatiently James asked, 'Well?'
‘A Miss Kirby is on the phone, sir, asking to spéalou.’

He frowned. 'Kirby?' The name was familiar but beldn't place it until he
remembered the earlier call. 'Patience Kirby?'

Miss Roper gazed at him with eyes that seemedn®gdo hold a secret,
almost furtive smile. 'Yes, that's right, sir, Rate Kirby. Shall | put her
through?'



He glared. 'Do you know her?'

'Me?' She looked taken aback. 'No, Mr Ormond, I'tdarow her. | thought
you did.' The secret smile had disappeared fronehes.

'Well, | don't. Who is she?'

'I've no idea. | didn't ask; | assumed it was sgpeal call.'
'What gave you that idea?’

'Miss Kirby did.’

'Oh, did she? You don't surprise me. While you wrel took a call from
her, and that was the first time | heard her name.’

'So, shall | put the call through?"
‘Certainly not. Find out what she wants and de#h wiyourself.'
'Yes, sir." Miss Roper backed out, closing the door

James picked up his cup of coffee and sipped aheénued working. It
was exactly the way he liked it, strong and fragréte always had his
coffee at this hour, served in a delicate porcetaim white with a dark blue
trim edged with gold, one of an early Victorian sétich had belonged to
his father before him. It was still complete, natug or saucer broken, and
lived in a glass cabinet when not in use. Bank eyg®s handled it with kid
gloves. They knew how much it meant to James Ormaoné of the
symbols of continuity in the bank, a link with hdead father and
grandfather.

He always drank two cups, ate one thin shortbrescul from a flat silver
box. He was a man of routine, established veryyaarlife by his father,
who had been a strict disciplinarian and who haohéd his only son to run
the merchant bank, Ormond & Sons, on preciselyities Henry Ormond's
father had laid down some seventy years ago. Thghtnmow use new



technology, electronic wizardry that made their kvoruch easier, but in
other ways nothing much had changed.

Their offices were in the City of London, within lkeng distance of the
rambling outer walls of the Tower of London. Frammstfloor James had a
good view of the River Thames and a fascinatingop@mna of London, old
and new. The glint of golden flames on top of thenMment to the Great
Fire of London which had destroyed so much of tldecay in the reign of
Charles the Second, the dome of St Paul's blodkirtge skyline behind
them, and in front of that the delicate spiresighteenth-century churches
crowded ever closer between the towering glasscandrete of late twenti-
eth-century skyscrapers on both sides of the river.

James Ormond rarely looked at that view and basely it if he did
occasionally glance out. He rarely looked up from desk unless he was
talking to someone, or was going out of the offlde.was always at his desk
by the time his secretary arrived; he customarii/tg the office by eight
and would have liked his secretary to get therg¢hlay hour, too, but Miss
Roper had a mother living with her for whom she t@adet breakfast and
who she had to see settled in a chair by the windbtheir flat, with the
television switched on, before she would leave. [&id a neighbour with
children at school to come in five days a weelaketcare of her mother and
their flat until she got home.

James had suggested that Miss Roper should gaetglebour to come an
hour earlier, but apparently the woman had to gethildren off to school

first, and the children needed to have a good lasaknd be taken to the
school gates in person by their mother. The wagehgomen organised
their lives was maddening. It would have been farerconvenient if he

could have persuaded Miss Roper, and her neightiosege things his way,
and organise their lives to suit him, but when yame up against their
domestic responsibilities these helpful, sensibémable women became
immovable objects, politely deaf to the most ragiosf arguments.

The phone on his desk rang and James absentlyegtadba hand to pick it
up. 'Yes?'



'Miss Wallis, sir,' his secretary said in the reengbice she always used
when she talked about Fiona. James was quite datr®iss Roper did not
like Fiona, and the hostility was mutual, he suspdcalthough Fiona was
simply cool whenever she mentioned his secretaigna-never wasted
energy on anyone who was no threat to her. MiseRegemed to hum like
a vacuum cleaner with unspoken dislike, however.

This morning Fiona sounded listless and fuzzy.libgrI'm sorry, I'll have
to cancel dinner tonight. I've got one of my miges.’

'Cheese or chocolate?'

She laughed huskily. "You know me too well! Cheeéseling, at dinner last
night, with my father. | had the merest sliver ofeB It looked so delicious |
couldn't resist it, and | did hope I'd get awayhaittthis time, but no such
luck, alas. I'm almost blind with migraine this mong."'

'How can you be so silly? Why risk triggering a naige just for a piece of
cheese?' It was unlike her to be weak-minded, hattanded herself with
one of these migraines every week or two by giwntp a passion for both
cheese and chocolate, knowing perfectly well thamigraine would
probably follow within eight hours.

'l know, it was crazy, but | had the teeniest léimes, and | do love Brie.'
His mouth twisted. 'l despair of you. | hope yowatdeast taken your pills?’
‘Just now, but they haven't started working yet. dt the office, but I'm
going home to lie down in a dark room. It will pedily take eight hours for
me to get over it, so | have to scrub round thenawg. Sorry, James. Maybe
tomorrow night?'

‘It will have to be Saturday; I'm having dinner vihe Jamiesons tomorrow
night. Ring me on Saturday morning and don't egt raore cheese! Or
chocolate!

She blew him a kiss. 'I'll be sensible. Bye, dalin



He hung up, irritated that his planned evening khdwe ruined by
something so unnecessary. They had been goingvi® dianer at a new
restaurant someone had recommended, then go oclub & dance for an
hour or two. It was a favourite way of unwinding faoth of them. They
both loved the smoky, dark atmosphere of their Giawe nightclub.

Fiona, an ice-blonde with hair the texture of wigpain sugar and eyes of
arctic blue, and he had been seeing each otharyear now, and he knew
her family and friends expected them to get engagediay.

She was probably the most suitable girl James saddated, and she would
make an excellent wife for a man in his positiou, lie hadn't proposed yet.

Fiona worked in her father's stockbroking businéssl a clear, hard mind
for business, was tall and elegant, with perfestietaHe admired her looks,
her clothes, her exquisitely furnished flat in Mayfand her red Aston
Martin, about which she was almost passionate—fanerexcited than she
had ever seemed about James, he sometimes thought.

But then he wasn't sure how he felt about hergeittWas he in love with
her? He swung his chair round, to face the windod gazed at the grey,
glittering waters of the Thames, as if they mighedhim the answer to that
guestion, but honesty forced him to admit to hifthelt the possibility had
never arisen. He had never been 'in love' in fes li

He had fancied girls from time to time, had beebdd with some of them,
although not with Fiona, who had told him earlyiotheir relationship that

she did not believe in sex before marriage. He beh faintly startled by

that, had wondered if she might not be rather* cekkually, a thought

which was faintly off-putting. He had tried a feimes to get her to change
her mind, but when she'd gently refused James thaaiticularly cared. He

wasn't desperate to get her into bed, he discovered

He knew that that meant he wasn't in love with hieutthen what did being
in love really have to do with getting married? Yaidn't need to be in love
to have a good marriage; all you had to do was sddioe right woman.



Someone who shared your interests and attitudbsaatiful woman like
Fiona, who made other men envy you, who looked gatogour dinner
table, who could discuss international finance orldvaffairs or politics
rationally, without getting emotional or losing heol. Fiona would never
make heavy demands on his time or expect him tagsh#he way his life
was organised. What else did he want from a woman?

It was a little disturbing that neither of themtfahy urgent desire to make
the final jump, perhaps because they were botlosdgartable as they were.

If they did marry, Fiona would have to sell hert fend move into his
Georgian house close to Regent's Park, in whidialkdived all his life, his
father having inherited it from his own father, didmes Ormond the first,
who had founded the firm and bought the house B518ames couldn't
imagine living anywhere else. If he felt passiondaything it was for his
home. He loved every brick of it, every paintinggge of furniture, even
every blade of grass in the garden.

Thirty-five, and very settled in his ways, he dat want his well-run life to
change. He expected it to go on in just the samefaraever, even if he
married and had children. He wanted children; haeld/bke a son to inherit
the business in turn, one day, and then maybe moidd want a daughter
after that, but neither of them would want a lafmily. The children and
the home would be Fiona's province. She would getreny, of course, and
continue to work, at least part- time. She wasrdg child, too, and would
inherit her family business, but she liked to mdg&eisions and be in charge;
she would enjoy taking care of their home and famil

Yes, he was sure they would build a good life tbgetbut there was plenty
of time. No hurry.

The telephone on his desk rang again and he swaoikgtb pick it up, saying
curtly, 'l thought | told you | didn't want inteqptions? | hope this is urgent.’

I'm sorry, Mr Ormond, but Miss Kirby has rung agand insists on
speaking to you. This is the fourth time she's rurgn't get rid of her.’



'Have you found out who she is? Has she told yoat whe wants to speak to
me about?'

Miss Roper's voice was expressionless and discBlet.says she wants to
talk to you about your mother, sir.'

James stiffened, his face losing all its coloumitug pale and immobile.

There was half a moment of silence. He heard histwatch ticking, a
pigeon cooing on the windowsill outside, and frdm tiver the sigh of a
spring wind.

His voice harsh, he said at last, ‘My mother igdgdgau know that perfectly
well! I don't know what she's up to, but | do n@mto speak to her, now or
ever. Hang up, and then tell the switchboard ngiubthrough any more
calls from Miss Kirby.'

Dropping the phone back on its rest, he leaned bablks chair, his hands
flat on the leather top of the desk, grey eyeskobsathey stared straight
ahead.

His tie was too tightly tied; he couldn't breathte angrily loosened the
knot, undid the top button of his shirt.

Nobody had mentioned his mother to him since heteragears old and she
had vanished from his life for ever. He hadn't etreyught of her for years.
He didn't want to think about her now.

What was this Kirby woman up to? Was this some sdrblackmail
attempt? Maybe he should have got Miss Roper totloalpolice? Or the
security firm he employed to check on dubious ¢s@rHe could easily find
out everything he needed to know about this Kirloynan, from where she
had been born to whether or not she took sugaelinda. But why waste
time and money? She couldn't be any sort of proldehim.

Oh, no? Women can always be a problem, he thoughlyg Even someone
as rational and sensible as Fiona did crazy thiligs eating cheese when
she knew it gave her migraine. Miss Roper was pegpto annoy him in



spite of the very high salary he paid her, simpgduse she had a mother
living at home when she could easily find her eenmomfortable nursing
home where she would be well taken care of dayregiat. Women might
have good brains, might try to think calmly ands@aably, but they usually
ended up thinking with their hearts instead ofrtheads.

His mouth was oddly dry; he needed a drink. Getlipghe walked over to a
discreetly concealed cabinet in the oak-panellell wa

Opening it, James selected a tumbler and pouredetira finger of good
malt whisky, dropped ice cubes into the glass dnd the cabinet again,
then walked back to his desk, nursing his whisky.

He rarely drank before the evening, apart fromeagbr two of wine during
lunch. He sat down, leaned back, sipping the whikleymust put the whole
stupid incident out of his mind and get on with \isrk.

He looked at his watch. Half an hour left; he mighll finish the report
before he had to meet Charles, if he wasn't iniéediagain. Finishing his
drink, he turned his attention back to the closghed pages.

He was on the final page when a confused noiserbegsside. James
looked up, frowning. Now what?

Someone was shouting—it was Miss Roper's voicegtegnised a second
later with amazement, since he had never heardhwer that way before.

'‘No, he doesn't want to see you! Look, I'm sorfyou can't go in there!
Stop..."

The door fell open and bodies crashed throughhig@ffice. Three bodies,
to be precise. Miss Roper. Her half-witted assistand a third woman,

who rolled across the floor in a flurry of arms degs and fiery red hair in a
tangle of tight, exploding curls, finishing up oko® him.

James was so stunned that he didn't even moveshegt there behind his
desk, staring down at her.



Clutching at a chair to stop herself falling, Misper burst into stammering
explanation, on the verge of tears.

'l told her...said she couldn't...she forced hey past me. I'm sorry, | did my
best...she wouldn't listen.’

Her assistant was already backing out, away fromed&a terrifying

presence, making gasping noises of panic and aldentook no notice of
her, expecting nothing else from her by now, andny case far too intent
on the third person who had imploded into his room.

She was at his feet, quite literally, suddenly hiag out and attaching
herself to his shoes with both hands, clingingika & limpet.

'I'm not going until you let me talk to you!

James looked at Miss Roper again. 'lIs this whanktlit is? The Kirby
woman?'

'Patience Kirby," said the girl, her slanty hazedfixed on his face. 'Please,
Mr Ormond, just give me five minutes of your tintleat's all | ask. | won't
go until you do.’

'Call Security, Miss Roper,' James ordered, flimtyarted.
Miss Roper gulped and headed for her own office.

"You might as well get up,’ James told the girarti not listening to you. If
you aren't out of here in one minute my securitynvél carry you out. And
let go of my feet!" He couldn't move with her tetek to him, except by
dragging her along with him.

Her hands let go of his shoes, but she immediatedy up and clasped his
legs instead, wrapping her arms around them. "Wytwou listen to me?"

'You tiresome female! Let go of me, will you? Ya@u'making yourself
ridiculous—this isn't some soap on TV, this is fgaland you are in serious
trouble. | could have you arrested for forcing atrgand physical assault*



''ve got a message from your mother,' she saithrigg his threats.

'My mother is dead!" James heard the running fettteosecurity men along
the stone floors in the corridor from the lift. TthaGod, they would be here
soon to end this embarrassing scene.

'No, she isn't, she's alive.' She bit her lip, fnovg. "You didn't really think

she was dead, did you?' The small face lifted to had an annoyingly
childlike look: heart-shaped, with large, beautifuidpaced glowing eyes
fringed by a ludicrous number of thick ginger lashehich shone in the
sunlight like gold, a small nose and a wide, warouth. She wasn't pretty,
but she was oddly appealing. Not his type, of aeune preferred women to
be elegant and coolly beautiful, with good bralile Fiona, but he could

imagine that boys of her own age might find thi$ @dorable.

'My mother is dead!" he insisted, his teeth snapput the words.

'Did your father tell you that? And all this timewyve believed she was...?
Oh. that's terrible.' Tears actually formed in theyes. One began sliding
down her cheek while James watched it incredulously

'Stop that!" he muttered. 'What are you crying &b'ou

'It's so sad...when I think of you... How could yéather lie to you like that?
Only ten years old, to be told your mother was #&a must have been
heartbroken.’

He had been. He remembered the coldness that mddisto him, the
misery and anguish, the sense of Betrayal, of eseOf course, his father
hadn't told him his mother was dead. His fathemiasman given to telling
lies. He had told him the cold, bitter truth.

'Your mother has run off with another man and Usftoboth," his father had
said curtly. 'You'll never see her again.’

James had been taken off to stay with an aunt wadtb & bungalow at
Greatstone, on the Kent coast, and had stood, ftityday, on the beach,
staring out at the grey, heaving waters of the EhgChannel, listening to



the melancholy cry of gulls, the slow, sad whispkthe tide rising and
falling on the sand. Whenever he heard those sosmething inside him
ached, a stupid emotional echo of almost forgqgtisn.

'‘But she isn't dead! She's alive!' said PatienebyKi
'She's dead to me,' James said tersely.

It was too late now for his mother to come backhdd spent a quarter of a
century living without her; he had no need of ameotow.

Three security men burst into the room, big merdamnk uniforms and
peaked caps, ready to do battle with whatever thigit find.

'‘Get her away from me,' James ordered.

The girl turned her small, heart-shaped face tonth€hey stared at her
tear-wet eyes and trembling lips, then all three sleuffled their feet and
looked sheepish.

One of them said uneasily, 'Better get up, miss.’
Another offered her a hand. ‘Come on, miss, let hedp you up.'

'‘No, I'm not moving!" she obstinately refused, shgker head so that the
red curls flew around like the petals of a flowemind.

'Well, don't just stand there, pick her up!" ordkdames, and leaned down to
loosen her grip on his legs.

Her hands were smaller than he had expected; isidt fingers curled
around his like tendrils of vine around a tree hadelt a queer tremor in his
chest. Clutching them, he stood up, pulling herwigh him. She came
without a struggle, her head just below his shauleleel.

Was she an adult, or a child pretending to be grop® he wondered,
looking down at her in closer, sharper assessnkéve. foot two or three,
and, no, not a child, just a very small girl in learly twenties, in scruffy



blue jeans and a cheap dark blue cotton sweatshith clung to small
breasts and a skinny waist. Yet she was not boyisiheed she was
amazingly female in a way he found hard to explaihimself.

"Your mother's alive, Mr Ormond,' she said sofBhe's old and broke, and
lonely. It would make her so happy to see you.sSak'alone in the world
and she needs you.'

You mean she needs money,' he said with a cytwest of his lips. Now
and then he wondered if his mother would one daygeuch and ask for
money; he had never been quite sure whether dienatould give her any.
In the divorce settlement she had been given #@yprenhsiderable sum, his
father had assured him; she was not entitled tohamy else. But she had
always been extravagant, his father had said; stxldwprobably run
through her money and be back for more one day.

Patience Kirby bit her lip. 'Well, she hasn't muit,true—just her old-age
pension, actually, and when she has paid her henhas barely enough to
live on—but I throw in three meals a day and...’

"You throw in three meals a day?' he interruptext .
'She's living with me.'

My God, is this girl her child? His stomach sanle khted the idea. Is this
my half-sister, daughter of whatever man his mothad run off with
twenty-five years ago? He searched her face, lgokinsome resemblance,
but found none. The girl did not look like his mettor any of their family.

'l run a little hotel, a sort of boarding-houseatience Kirby said. 'The local
Social Services people send me old people who seegwhere cheap to
live. That's how | got your mother; she came thremths ago. She's very
frail; she'll only be sixty next week, but she Isokuch older, she's had such
a hard life. She's been living abroad, in Frana lgady, singing in hotels
and bars, she told me. Earning very little, jusitegh to keep her going.

'l thought she had nobody in the world, then onestee told me about you,
said she hadn't seen you since you were ten. Sfkesthbout you all the



time; she has pictures of you and cuttings fromspapers about you stuck
up everywhere around her room. She would give amytio see you at least
once. You're all she has in the world now, andsséiek; the doctor doesn't
think she'll live for more than a couple of years.'

James was furiously aware of their audience—theetBecurity men, Miss
Roper, the bird-brained assistant—all standingherother side of the room,
listening with obvious sympathy, their eyes movifrpm the girl's
emotional face to his set, cold one, their expogssreproaching him for
being so hard-hearted.

Harshly, he said, 'My mother chose to go away witlhe man twenty-five
years ago, leaving me and my father without a bac#fiook. It's too late
now for her to turn up and ask for help, but if yleave your name and
address with my secretary I'll make arrangement$ido to start receiving
some sort of pension.’

‘That isn't what she wants!" Patience Kirby butgt &she wants to sgeu!’

'‘But | don't want to see her! Now, I'm very busiiaie a lunch appointment
and | am going out.’

'I'm not leaving here until you promise to come aed her, at least once!'

James told the security men, through clenched t&g#t her out of here,
will you?'

They shuffled forward. 'Please come along, miss!

She sat down in James's chair, hazel eyes dafeghhair tumbling over her
small face, and held on tightly to the arms. 'Istaying put!'

Helplessly, they looked at their employer.

'Pick her up and carry her out!" James snarlede8dnyou no longer want
your jobs?'



Galvanised by this threat, the three took reluctentd of Patience Kirby's
arms and legs, in spite of her struggles, and begaarry her towards the
door.

'How can you be so heartless? Whatever she dith@de years ago, she's
still your mother!

'She should have remembered that fact years age, thin't come back or
next time you're going out of the window!" he slealiafter her disappearing
red curls, surprised to hear his own voice soundmmgut of control.

He hated losing control; it was Patience Kirbyldtfashe had pushed him to
the limit. But she had wasted her time. He was gainforget everything
she had said about his mother; you didn't wipeadifetime of rejection by
simply turning up and asking for forgiveness afteenty-five years.
Patience Kirby wasn't getting through his deferecescond time. He would
see to that. He hoped never to set eyes on thaggin.



CHAPTER TWO

As HE left the office shortly afterwards James told Mi&sper to find out
how Patience Kirby had got up to his floor and msikee it did not happen
again.

'She should never have got past the receptioeiséldne into a lift. Check
which receptionist was working this morning, andahtsecurity guard was
on duty by the lifts. That girl could have beereadrist or a bank robber!
Security has obviously become very lax. | want thenhave a surprise
security exercise tomorrow. Let's see how alert¢laen really is!"

'Yes, sir." Miss Roper sounded meek enough but d&mew her very well;

she rarely called him sir, and when she did it whsays a sign of

suppressed rage over something that had upseHberould see that her
normally placid brown eyes were smouldering, ghgtiwith red. Miss

Roper was angry with him; she hadn't approved efwhy he'd dealt with
Patience Kirby. She didn't understand how he fdiss Roper's mother
hadn't left her when she was ten years old.

'‘Don't look at me like that!" he crossly said, tlilemed away and stamped
off to the lift feeling ill-treated and sorry forrhself.

His chauffeur, Barny King, always drove him durihg day so that James
did not have to hunt for a parking space. Barnyld/dwop him wherever he
wanted to go, then drive off back to Regent's Paalke his own lunch with
his wife, Enid, in the kitchen of James's houséd,\@hen James summoned
him by telephone drive back to pick him up again.

He would be waiting outside now; he was always jpuaic You could rely
on Barny and he wouldn't dream of implying critmaisOnly women thought
they had a God-given right to sit in judgement treopeople. Men were far
more reasonable and tolerant.

James did not use the same lift as all the othek kaployees; he had an
express lift which shot you straight down to theuwgrd floor or the
underground car park without stopping on any ofather seventeen floors.
His father had installed it not long before he diedause he'd feared being



buttonholed with complaints or requests for a hgeemployees using the
opportunity of being in the same lift.

Emerging on the marble-tiled ground floor, Jamasspd to glance around
in case Patience Kirby was hanging about, but tie'tdsee her. There were
crowds going in and out of the other lifts, walkitggthe revolving doors

which led to the busy city street, taking the esical upwards. But no

Patience.

What a name for a little hothead like her! Her péseanust have seen that
red hair and expected her to have a temper to mstichly! The name must
have been their warped idea of a joke.

As he walked across the foyer James admired thar deshe always did; he
had chosen the design of the long, high, wide gjtes wall along one side,
admitting as much light as possible, the marbkdtifloors and the
glass-walled escalator which slowly ascended thmou@nging vines and
rubber plants which were of a tropical height nowd &ept on climbing. The
original bank had been a far darker place, witheiewmaller windows and
no plants. at all, just ancient, creaky, over-fussyiture.

As a child he had not enjoyed his visits; he haditiint the place gloomy and
alarming, and had not looked forward to workingréheas he knew his
father would insist he did when he was old enough.

Looking back down the long tunnel of those yeaescbuldn't remember
what he would have liked to do instead. Drive anfranaybe? Or be an
explorer? He certainly had not wanted to work bmak. It was his destiny,
his father had told him. Doom would have been aenamcurate word.

When his father died, four years ago, James'sdatsas managing director
and chairman had been to begin making changeg tstiilicture of the bank
in an effort to create a more pleasant working mmment for the staff and
customers. The work had cost millions, but evengethe looked around the
light-filled reception are;}, the glass and gregndre was satisfied that it
had been well worth it.



The dark and gloomy building he remembered fronthiklhood had been
buried for ever in his memory.

He hurried out through the revolving doors and s&rthe pavement to
where his chauffeur was holding open the door efwhite Daimler. James
shot into the back and gave a sigh of relief asBalosed the door on him
and walked round to get behind the wheel.

'Lock the doors!" James ordered, and with a glahearprise Barny obeyed.
'‘Something wrong, Mr James?'

'No, just taking precautions,’ James enigmaticallyd, deciding not to
mention Patience Kirby's visit.

A man in his mid-fifties, with iron-grey hair sliayj back from his forehead,
leaving his scalp shiny and smooth, Barny King hadn working for the

Ormond family for years. He had driven James todiog school, aged ten,
with a set, pale face and very cold hands, hatefithim and all his luggage
to Cambridge when he went off to university, tryiegook thirty when he

was actually only eighteen, and he had driven aldD¥nond back and forth
to the City from the exquisite house in RegentikPahere Barny and his
wife had a private apartment over the garage.

Barny and Enid were an important part of Jamdg'sds important to him as
Miss Roper but even closer because they had knawa$a child and been
kind to him when he needed kindness, comfortingrwhe was lonely.
When he remembered his childhood from the age rothe remembered
Barny and Enid, rarely his father. They had alniestn parents to him; he
had happy memories of sitting in the kitchen witlerh eating buttered
crumpets and home-made jam sandwiches, neithehichwere permitted
on the table if he ate with his father.

James stared out of the window as they drove atfeRce Kirby must have
given up and gone away. He suddenly rememberee timg soft warm
hands clutching at him and felt a strange stabnaletined feeling in his
chest.



Angry with himself, he frowned, pushed the memadirher away, got the
financial report out of his briefcase and begamsking it through again.
He wanted all the details fresh in his mind whemtat Charles.

Traffic along Piccadilly was as heavy as usual, Batny fought his way
through to drop James at the side entrance of itize R

'I'll ring for you in a couple of hours," Jamegdtbim, getting out.

*

He found Charles in the Palm Court, drinking a cpagme cocktail.
Waving cheerfully, Charles summoned the waiter tmgo another for
James.

‘Lovely day, isn't it?'

James looked blank. 'Is it? | hadn't noticed."

Charles roared with laughter. 'All work and no playnmy.’

He had always called him Jimmy, indifferent to taet that James hated it.
James sipped his cocktail and studied the menwsohgin the end to have
rocket and anchovy salad sprinkled with grated paan followed by a
Dover sole with asparagus and new potatoes.

'Grilled, served off the bone," he instructed, #relhead waiter nodded.

'Yes, sir.'

'‘Sometimes | gedieja vu,lunching with you, Jimmy,' Charles said. "You're
the image of your old dad. Time whizzes back for lséening to you.'

Tm flattered," James said, knowing Charles hadmehnded to flatter him,
was being sarcastic. 'l was very attached to nhefdt

Charles made a face. 'Really? | hated mine. Netogped lecturing me,
tedious old Victorian of a chap.’



They ate in the beautiful dining room looking oneen Park. Their table
was in a corner by the windows, which were sliglogen to let mild spring
air into the room, setting the gilded metal changhe elaborately painted
ceiling swinging and tinkling softly.

They talked business throughout the meal, but emcaky James looked
out into the park at the daffodils, golden and swgyunder the trees which
were just breaking into tiny, bright green leaf.

Noticing his occasional abstraction, Charles grihaehim. 'How's Fiona,
Jimmy?"'

How James hated that nickname, but he suppresskeddaler. 'She's fine,
thanks.'

'Ravishing girl, you lucky boy! I'd swap places hwigou any day. You've
been seeing her for months, haven't you? We gairtgeér the ringing of
wedding bells before long?'

James gave him a cool look. Charles was not tlhaech friend and James
had no intention of discussing Fiona or his perkbieawith him.

When he didn't answer, Charles said cynicallyntnhurry to tie yourself
down, eh? | wish I'd been as wise as you. Wek lkarnt my lesson now.
No more marriages for me. In future I'll just hafairs.'

In his early fifties, elegant, willowy, always snibty tailored, with

silvering at his temples among the smooth raveokblair, Charles had
been married four times so far and was currentthemiddle of his latest
divorce from a much younger woman, a ravishing Taf svith her own

series.

Coming home late after a business dinner, Chadéscaught her in bed
with her co-star. He might not have minded so méd@hhad not been the
matrimonial bed, his own bed in his own bedroond, idthe other man had
not been her age and something of a sexual athlete.



The divorce was to have been discreet, on grouhdseakdown of the
marriage. Charles had not wanted the whole worlénmw his wife had
been cheating on him with a much younger man. Buwvife had not been
so silent; she had given exclusive interviews t@esa daily newspapers and
Charles had had the chagrin of reading intimateildatf his sex life printed
for everyone to see.

As they began to eat, James produced the repdradhapent the morning
studying and asked a series of shrewd questioral&hmight be a fool
where women were concerned but he had a good lsgsmand and was
able to tell James everything he needed to know.

The bottle of good white wine they were drinkingihanished long before
they finished their main course, but James hadwued very little of it. He
disliked drinking too much over lunch; it always ané you got very little
done during the rest of the day.

He refused a pudding, ordering a pot of coffee;rlésahowever, asked for
spotted dick with custard and ate it when it cantl half-closed, delighted
eyes.

'Delicious, just like school pud. You should hawasllsome.’
'l never eat puddings, especially heavy ones.’

'Puritan! Your problem is you were never taughemgoy life. That gloomy
old father of yours had a very bad influence on.you

James could have said that his father had taughtbi to keep marrying
women who cost a fortune and were always unfaithrfat to drink like a

fish and wake up late every morning with a hangoaed not to spend his
days hanging around bars and going to wild parfBaswhere was the point
in offending Charles by telling him the truth?

He looked at his watch. 'Sorry, Charles, | haverush off. | have an
appointment at three. Thanks for all your help.'gdéled his mobile out of
his briefcase and called Barny, told him to comerate, then called the



waiter over, asked for the bill, signed it, dropeiib on the plate and stood
up.

'l think I'll have a little brandy before | go,” @tes said, settling
comfortably in his chair. 'Thanks for lunch, oldybMy love to Fiona. Sexy
as hell, you lucky bastard."

James went to the cloakroom, used the lavatoryhe&dhhkis face and hands
and brushed his black hair back, staring at himsethe mirror. His grey
eyes had a wintry look. Would he call Fiona sexy®t & word he would
have chosen to describe her, no. Beautiful, yesgdfit, yes. But sexy? No,
she was far too cold.

A shiver ran down his spine. Was that what he yethlbught about her?
Dismay filled him. Of course she wasn't cold. Coodybe, but not cold.

Yet the grey eyes reflected in the mirror had @ity uneasy look. This
was being a very unsettling day so far. He huryiédgiined from the mirror,
collected his coat, shrugged into it, tipped tlemktoom attendant and went
out of the hotel to find Barny just pulling up oigles.

' hope | didn't keep you waiting, Mr James. Tra#ibit heavy the other side
of the park today.'

James smiled at him. 'No, | just left the hotelrf€s timing, Barny, as
always. Back to the office, now. Did Enid give yagood lunch?’

'Her oxtail stew and mashed potatoes, and thed khapple.’

'Lucky Barny. One of my favourites. What is she mgkonight?'

‘Thought you were going out for dinner this evenisg.' Barny looked

anxiously into the driving mirror. '‘We booked tcestie new musical, Mr
James—uwill you need us, after all?’

'No, no, I'd forgotten. Of course I'm eating od&mes did not want to ruin

their evening just because his own had been caacélle might as well still
eat at the new restaurant as he had a table booked.



Barny relaxed with a barely audible sigh of relidfou had me worried
there—Enid is really looking forward to seeing thisow. You know how
she loves a good musical. She's such a romanti&muay’

Eyes warming, James smiled back at him. 'Always, Wesmember. How
many Sunday afternoons did | spend with Enid waitghveepie flms on
TV, feeding her paper tissues to mop her eyes wiled, have a lovely
evening. Could you pick me up at five and drop t@waclub? Then you'll
be free. I'll get a taxi back home tonight.’

'Right, Mr James, thanks.' Barny drew up outsigeliank; James looked
around hurriedly before getting out, but there w#l$ no sign of Patience
Kirby's bright red head. He felt a queer little gligginside his chest; he told
himself it was relief. She was the last thing heigd to see. Crazy girl. But
he was surprised—had she really given up and gomef

He had a much busier afternoon and hardly hadtorti@nk about anything
except work. At five o'clock precisely he went doimrhis lift and walked
out of the bank to where Barny was waiting.

By then he had forgotten Patience Kirby. He gob itlie back of the
Daimler; Barny walked round to get into the drigseseat. The window
beside James was half- open. A little hand camautr it suddenly and
grabbed his shoulder. Startled, he looked out thtse large, luminous
hazel eyes. Stupidly, for a second all he couldkhabout was the tiny
golden flecks around her dark pupil, like raysurilgght fading into the soft
hazel iris.

'Won't you please change your mind? Surely youctgplare an hour to
drive over and see her? Just once, that isn't techno ask, is it? If you

could only see how frail she is, you wouldn't refuShe looks as if a breath
of wind would blow her away.'

'‘Can't you understand English? As far as I'm corextshe's dead. I'm not
interested in renewing our acquaintance. Now,dedfgme, will you? Drive
on, Barny!



He was hot with temper, partly because for a setertad felt his heart lift
as if with delight, and that was disturbing, andtlgebecause some of his
employees were coming out of the bank, shamelesshgsdropping and
staring. This would be all round the bank tomorraarning. In all his time
at the bank James had never been the centre afa@d he was furious at
the prospect of all the gossip he could be surdavialiow.

'How can you be so hard-hearted?' Patience Kirloletiiat him, her eyes
glittering. "Your own mother!'

James heard an intake of breath from Barny, fait ivivel in his seat to
stare with clearly shocked eyes. Damn her! Whatsi&sgoing to do next?
Ring the national newspapers and give them thg,stpread it right across
the country?

'I'm going to shut this window; get your hand olit'bhe muttered, his hand
reaching for the button.

The window began to slide upward. She snatchetidredt away only at the
last moment.

'Drive off, Barny!" snapped James.

Barny automatically obeyed, accelerating away jiasit as James realised
that the window had shut on Patience Kirby's sle@eehis horror he also

realised that she was being dragged along witledheher red hair blowing

around the pale, frightened face he could still@gside his window.

'Stop! For God's sake, stop!" he yelled at Barrhg glammed on his brakes.
The Daimler came to a shuddering halt.

It was at that point that James made a stupid,-lbasty move. He operated
the electric switch, the window slid down, releasirer sleeve, and the red
hair disappeared from his view. It was only at getond that he realised he
should have waited, got out on the other side efctlr and held her while
Barny opened the window. As it was, she tumblethéopavement with a
crash that made his heart crash in echo. Jumpindgedound her lying face
down; he hurriedly knelt down beside her, whiteefhin shock. By then a



crowd was beginning to gather, staring with a mitof curiosity and
hostility.

'‘What's happened?' one woman asked another, whggst.

‘Think he. knocked her down.’

'Poor girl! Looks bad to me. Dead, I'd say.'

Barny had got out too. 'How is she, sir?' he asaied,James noted the slight
frost in his tone and knew Barny was now as disaygpg as Miss Roper.
What was happening to everyone in his life? Thegeved starting to look at

him as if he was a monster.

He had a strange suspicion that if he looked inreomright now he would
find his own eyes held a similar expression.

Patience Kirby sat up shakily. 'Are you okay?' Jaasked. 'You'd better not
move until we get an ambulance.’

She put a hand to her head; James saw blood on both
You're bleeding! Barny, ring for an ambulance!

Patience Kirby hurriedly staggered to her feethgslames's arm for
support.

'No, really, |1 don't want to go to hospital. They &ound to be busy. It will
mean spending hours in Casualty waiting to be aadrall that's wrong with
me is a few cuts and bruises.'

'You don't know that! You could have some brokends'

She flexed a slim ankle, took a couple of swayieps. 'See, | can walk; |
haven't broken anything.’

'What about your head? That hit the pavement withlaighty crack.’



'Oh, I've got a tough skull.' But she did not see@ames to be too steady on
her feet, all the same.

'Was she trying to snatch something out of you”'camman in the crowd
hissed next to him. 'l saw her grabbing at youugtothe window. Don't
know what the City's coming to, street girls haggabout in broad daylight!
You expect them up West, but not around here. Yowedreful, mister, |
don't think she's hurt at all— just a bit of blaciml'll be a witness for you
if the cops come. | saw it was an accident; daott et her trap you.'

James gave him such a ferocious sideways glanté¢hthanan backed off
hurriedly, muttering. 'Oh, well, if you want to neak fool of yourself, don't
let me stop you.'

"You should be X-rayed to make sure there are actdres,” James told
Patience, who shook her head, grimacing.

'l hate hospitals.'
‘Nevertheless it's only sensible...'

‘I won't go, okay? Look, if | feel any worse tommar I'll go along to
Casualty. Please stop fussing. You're worse thagnarydpa.'

Being compared to her grandfather went down likkeaad balloon with
James. Tight-lipped, he said, 'Get in the car,galeHl give you a lift home.’

The crowd began to disperse, seeing that no fuekatement was likely.

Her hazel eyes glinted mischievously up at himnmiBeaber, | might pick
your pocket if you let me get close enough.’

'Very droll, Miss Kirby. Please get into the car.’

She obeyed this time, but was still looking up iat,hwhich was why she
stumbled over the edge of the kerb.



Before she could hit her chin on the open car daores grabbed her, slid an
arm around her waist, another behind her kneescamied her to the car,
very conscious of her glinting red hair brushing fawline, her heart
beating under that shabby old sweatshirt she waieking up a faint,
flowery scent from her throat. If you missed thgtdl rise of those tiny
breasts you'd think she could be a boy, she wakgtdly built, so skinny of
hip and leg, but it would be a mistake to forget fesnininity. He had
already been stung by it once or twice. Lookingeaatwas one thing; having
her in his arms made an entirely different andudishg impression.

She "looked like a child, but she got her own waghwa woman's
maddening deviance. He had been determined nagitdner home and here
he was, committed to doing just that—and the raaflyriating part was that
he didn't even really mind.

Not that he was really attracted to a skinny ha this, of course! Good
God, no! It was just that... He tried to explais heactions to himself, to be
rational and level-headed, but she had slid hesaound his neck and put
her head on his shoulder and James was suddenigghasme sort of

problem thinking at all.

Almost feverishly he deposited her in a hurry om Itlack seat of the car and
climbed in beside her, trying not to make his dgitavisible.

What the hell was the matter with him? He was belftalike some
sex-starved lunatic.

Slamming the door, he watched Barny get back behisdiriving wheel.
Without looking at the girl, James asked curtlyhdtfs the address?’

'‘Muswell Hill, Cheney Road; the house is called Tezlars.’

The address intrigued him; it sounded Victoriamcgyus, and didn't fit this
girl at all. He would be curious to see what hembedooked like, what sort
of family she came from. But he wouldn't go int@ thouse; he was not
letting her win every trick. He would drop her airive away.



'‘Make for Muswell Hill, Barney," James said, leaniforward to open a
small cabinet fixed to the back of the front selitseld among other things
first aid items; James selected a box of paperkemtiefs, a bottle of still
water and a couple of sticky plasters.

Turn your face to me, Miss Kirby.'
'Patience,’ she said, obeying.
‘That's a very old-fashioned name."

'My aunt's; she was rich and my parents hoped shddneave me her
money if they called me by her name.’

'Did she?"

'‘No, she left it to a cat's home. In her will sh&sshe had always hated her
name, and if my parents hadn't called me Patieheevsuld have left me
her money, but she despised them for saddlingreotent child with a name
like that and said money had never helped her difgo I'd be better off
without any.'

James laughed. 'She sounds interesting. And wer# yo

'Was | what?'

‘Better off without her money?"

Sadly she shook her head.

He began cleaning the blood from her forehead, €rgoa long but

thankfully merely a surface cut. James washed @rd d before covering it

with a plaster, then washed the rest of her hdepead face and dried it
carefully, very aware of her looking up at him, lmg dark gold lashes
deepening the effect of those eyes. He wished stddwstop staring.

Uneasiness made him brusque. 'Head hurting much?"

‘Not at all.'



He held up three fingers. 'How many fingers can seer’
‘Three, of course.’

He stared into the centres of the hazel eyes leuptipils seemed normal,
neither dilated nor contracted. She smiled, a swesim curve of the mouth
that made him flush for some inexplicable reason.

He scowled. No, that wasn't honest; he knew velliwrey he had gone red.
He had wanted to kiss that warm, wide mouth. Hi ditl; in fact just
contemplating the possibility made him dizzy. light-headed, he thought.
Am | coming down with some bug? There is flu goargund the office.
That must be it. Why would | want to kiss her? hleeven like this girl;
she's a nuisance. She isn't much to look at, eitt@rmy type.

She's too young for you, anyway, a little voicadesis head insisted. Look
at her! You can give her a good fifteen years.

Don't exaggerate! he told himself. Ten, maybe—she&wr early twenties,
not her teens!

She had been watching him, now she looked downdasds gold lashes
stirring against her cheeks. James hoped she hadk&d up what was in
his mind. He didn't want her getting any crazy &glabout his intentions. As
far as she was concerned, he did not have any!

A moment later Barny slowed, turning a corner. sTisi the road; where
exactly do I find the house, miss?' He and Jam#ésdmmtemplated the road
of detached houses in large gardens. It certaialghed the address the girl
had given them, but it did not match the girl hEr&he didn't look as if she
came from one of these gracious period homes seh@unees and shrubs,
with curving drives, and lawns.

'Keep driving and I'll tell you when to stop,’ Raice said, and obediently
Barny kerb-crawled until she said, 'This is it!"

The car stopped outside and both men stared clyiauthe high Victorian
house with gabled pink roofs on several levelsstyvred barley sugar



chimneys, latticed windows behind which hung pretiintz curtains. Built
of red brick, the woodwork painted apple-green, diesign made it look
more like a cottage than a large house, a typiesipth of the last quarter of
the nineteenth century. It was set well back fromrbad in large gardens in
which spring was busy breaking out.

A flurry of almond blossom on black boughs, greawrs covered in
daisies, yellow trumpets of daffodils and purpleoatrs showing in
naturalised clumps— James hadn't noticed until how far spring had
progressed. There was an over-civilised tidinestisoown garden that
missed out on this lyrical note.

‘The Cedars?' he queried drily. "What happeneldem?’

‘There is one, but it's at the back. There werewiven the house was built;
the other one blew down in a storm years ago.dgake him a defiant glare.
'‘And will you stop being sarcastic?'

*He didn't answer. 'Barny, take us up to the frdoor.'

Barny swung the car through the green-painted gpéss and slowly drove
up to the porch which sheltered a verandah andeangfront door. He
stopped right outside; James got out of the cartamskd to help Patience
out.

'Here you are. Goodbye. And | don't want to seeagain.’

She slid down from the car and stumbled over hos fQuite deliberately, in
his opinion, but it would be useless to point thiait Sighing, James caught
her before she hit the path and picked her up. V& beginning to feel
comfortable in his arms. He would have to watcht.tiidis girl was
insidious as ivy; she would be growing all over lsioon if he wasn't careful.

'‘Okay, this is the last thing | do," he told heldép 'l will carry you to your
front door, but | am not going inside.".

He waited for an argument, but didn't get one, Whias ominous in itself.
He would dump her on the doorstep and run backda@ar and safety.



She looked over his shoulder at Barny, gave hirhltheely, sweet smile.
‘Thank you, Barny.'

Suspiciously, James demanded, 'How do you knowdmnse?'

She turned her hazel eyes up to him. "You've ba#img him that all the
way.'

He got the smile this time, and felt his stomachsohes contract
disturbingly.

"You are funny,' she told him indulgently.

He carried her up the steps on to the verandalvasdthe painted wooden
floor which creaked every step of the way. Jamesefb himself to put her
down at the front door.

'Well, goodbye, Miss Kirby, don't come to my offiagain. | have tightened
up security procedures; you won't get in again."'

She gave him a distinctly wicked glance throughlbeg, darkened lashes.
'l bet | could if | really tried.'

He bet she could, too. His security men were oaipdn.
Sternly, he said, 'Don't try. | would hate youdad in jail.'

You'd love it,’ she said, mouth curling, pink atehsing. 'Men love to
exercise power. Tyranny is their favourite occupati

James refused to argue with her any more. He tumgd back to the car,
but at that second the front door swung open amoisy multitude rushed
out of the house and engulfed him in barking dodh wagging tails and
licking tongues, what appeared to be a dozen ygeliimldren in scruffy
jeans and sweaters, two old ladies in floral ap@md an old man in dirty
boots and dungarees.



James should have fled there and then but he waddw, too busy looking
at the old ladies and wondering" if one of them Wwismother. He saw no
resemblance at all, but then would he, after twéinty years? Patience had
said that his mother was frail and delicate. Thecdption did not fit either
of the two women; they looked tough and capablspite of both being at
least seventy years old.

'He's taken our puppy and he's going to drowoiii# of the children sobbed.
'Make him give it back.’

Patience was greeting dogs, her small hands buheorheads, impeded by
their licking tongues. 'What puppy?' she askeddhest child, a boy with a

mop of familiar red hair and eyes like melting &t

the old man answered her gruffly. 'They found i &nought it home with

them. As if there weren't enough dogs underfoohaevit bringing puppies

back here!’

'l found it," the smallest child said," a little yowith spiky ginger hair. 'l
bringed it home in my spaceship.’

'‘Spaceship?’ asked Patience.

'Her wheelbarrow,' interpreted the eldest boy.

Her wheelbarrow? That was a girl?

Patience smiled down at the smallest child, ruffiine hedgehog-like hair.

'Where did you find it, Emmy? It must belong to smme! They'll be
worried about it; we must let them know the puppgafe.’

'No good,' the old man grunted. 'They don't walaitk. They're not daft;
they jumped at the chance to get rid of it.'

‘The lady at Wayside House gave it to me!' said EmBhe said nobody
wanted it and | could have it, and it likes mewénted to come with me, it



licked my face and jumped in my spaceship, but shpes he's going to
drown it. Don't let him, Patience, please...'

Emmy began to cry, tears seeping out of her eydsshe was melting, and
trickling down her small face.

'This place is already overrun with animals; wejeéto take a stand!

"I hate you, | hate you,” Emmy sobbed, and kickiee 6ld man with
surprising violence on his ankle.

He hopped back. 'Here, you stop that!'

As if at a given signal, the children all surgedifard and were clearly about
to launch a physical attack on him, too, but Patesaid sharply, ‘No! Don't
be naughty, children!" and they fell back obedigehtit glared and muttered.

'He's a nasty man!" Emmy said, still dripping tears

'‘And what business is it of his, anyway?' the #tlleoy said, his voice
breaking with temper, making him sound oddly tonghistranded halfway
between child and man, neither one nor the other.

Patience produced a handkerchief and gently wipeth¥£s wet little face.
"You shouldn't kick grown-ups; you know that, Emmy.

‘Not even if they deserve it?' the tall boy asketicgly.

Patience looked confused. '‘Not even then, Tobg, 'ssid at last, and the
children shifted, scowling.

By then James had worked out that there wereniialigta dozen, only

about half a dozen, and he wasn't sure if they akrelated. The ones with
hair on the red side were probably related to Reéipthe three others of
about the same ages were probably just their fsiend



Barny got out of the car and came up the stepsn@siuietly, '‘Are you
coming, sir? | have to get back to Enid, if you esnioer, or we'll be late for
the theatre.'

Patience swivelled to look at James; the childie®pld women and the old
man all stared, too, silenced for a second or taehtaking James in then,
their eyes curious, probing. 'ls it him?' the chald whispered to Patience,
who nodded at them, putting a finger on her lips.

James knew he should be going. This whole familgevadviously crazy.
Nothing like this had ever happened to him befblis.life had always been
so neat and ordered, a world of calm colours arstidwi voices. He couldn't
help being fascinated by this revelation of & vdifferent universe and he
hesitated, feeling he should leave yet so curi@uknew he would stay.

'Off you go, Barny, you mustn't keep Enid waitiij.get a taxi," he said
offhandedly.

Barny nodded. 'Yes, sir.' For some reason he smiteg as if he was
pleased with James, although why he should be Jaméd not imagine,

flushing slightly and feeling irritated and selfrszious. Barny went back
down the steps; the car drove off and James fatlast wild urge to run

after it, but at that instant a tiny hand twinesif around his fingers.

He looked down into the bright green eyes of ttikelgirl.
'‘Come and see my puppy. Do you like puppies?'

'Don't encourage her,' said the old man. 'You eanh®w many dogs we've
got. The last thing we need is another dog, and phippy isn't even
house-trained; it leaves puddles everywhere anmst already torn up a
cushion and Mrs Green's slipper—chewed it to bitsid.'

'Oh, never mind that old slipper! | don't care teope about it. Don't you
drown that poor little mite on my account!" saigjpay, white-haired woman
whose blue flowered apron exactly matched her ldyes. 'I'll soon
house-train him. I've always had a soft spot falaek Russell, and he'll



certainly keep the vermin down. We won't need torwabout rats or mice
if we have that little chap here.’

'Oh. that's it! Undermine my authority!" scoldeé tid man.

'What authority?' snorted Mrs. Green. 'Who do yauok you are?' Those
kids have got the right idea—a good kick is what peed. Joe!"

‘Lavinia!" interrupted Patience. 'Please, can vap €l this squabbling?
Emmy, take Mr Ormond to see your puppy, but suppan't be long, so
make sure you bring him back to the kitchen in ttmevash his hands.’

Emmy looked up at James confidingly. 'She's vessio

'Yes, | noticed that," said James, not particulerigrested in this puppy but
fatalistically accepting that he was going to deghether he wanted to or
not. These children took after their sister. Theyavwsteamrollers in human
form. Just like her.



CHAPTER THREE

WHEN he had seen and admired the children's puppyigalyes and muddy
paws, rescued from the garden shed where the otdhad locked it and
where it was whining piteously, James was giveowux by Emmy, who

appeared to have made him her property and waswats that he should
see everything she considered of interest in théega The puppy skidded
along with them, tail wagging excitedly.

James gazed obediently at the golden trumpets eod#tifodils, bluetits

nesting in a home-made nestbox nailed onto thedidefir tree, a sea of
green shoots which would soon, Emmy assured hirprbe a sea of
bluebells, and the' cedar tree into which youngyTadbnbed to stare down
at the rest of them, his skinny legs in grubby gedangling over a branch
while the puppy scampered through the long wildsgréarking in all the

secret places between shrubs which Emmy said \werddns.

'We have one each. This is mine,’ she proudly méat him, squeezing
through thick branches into the small space beaintpeering out at him. 'l
don't let anyone else in—but you can come in, Man.'

'l can't, I'm too big,' James said, wishing he had a den like that when he
was small. The gardeners who had looked afterdiief's garden would
never have stood for him having a den in their iroumhately maintained

grounds, however. He'd only been allowed in thelgarwhen somebody
was with him, in case he did some damage.

'Don't be sad, Man," Emmy said, emerging againtakidg his hand, giving
it a comforting pat. 'Never mind. Thomas will letwyplay in his den, won't
you, Thomas?'

By then James had identified the two Kirby boyspiflas must be ten and
Toby fourteen. He had not liked to ask about tipairents; somehow he
sensed that both were dead—they were certainlyrmaeationed. It was
Patience the children talked about.



'Sure, okay,' Thomas said, pushing aside somedeavBsplay his own den,
which contained an old log on which were arrangéttea of leaves. 'See?
I've got a table.' He thought. 'And it can be aghao, if you want it.'

With the children gazing at him expectantly JanedshHe had to bend and
squeeze himself through the shrubs into the smpaties

'You can sit down on the chair,’ Thomas kindly @tk joining him.

James sat, with difficulty, because his legs weoddng, and Thomas let the
branches swing back. At once they were plungedgnéen shadow made
by the last of the light flickering down througtetteaves. They could only
dimly see the others, outside.

‘Great, isn't it?" Thomas prompted.

'Magic,’ James said, wishing his vocabulary withidtkn was not so
limited. He had had almost no experience with thgimce his own
childhood. It must be very sad for Emmy, Thomas &oby to have no
parents; they were lucky that they had an oldetersisHis mouth
twisted—come on, be honest! he told himself. Thede have a happier life
than you ever did, don't they?

His father had never been unkind to him, but haikly been around
anyway. Given the choice, James would have swajpszes with the
Kirby children any day; he could see that theiesiwere busy, cheerful and
full of affection, thanks to their sister.

'How old is Patience?' he asked Thomas.

"Twenty-three next week. How old are you?'

James grimaced. 'A lot older than that.'

'Do you have any children?’

'‘No." He had never wanted any; suddenly he wondélesl life would have
been richer, warmer, if he had had some.



'‘Are you married?" Thomas had the curt curiosityaofdetective; his
guestions came like bullets.

‘No.'

'‘Got a girlfriend?’

Warily James said, 'Maybe. Have you?"
Thomas laughed. 'Maybe.'

James liked him. They both jumped as, from somesvimethe house, a loud
voice yelled.

'‘Come in for supper, all of you, and bring Mr Orrdamnless you've lost
him.'

'Patience!" explained Thomas.

'l recognised her voice.' Not to mention the wag s#ferred to him as if he
were a parcel rather than a man. So she was atmesty-three? He would
have said she-was younger; he had been sure shelogas to childhood
than that. She had such soft, clear, glowing skithsach a direct gaze, none
of the pretences or defences of adulthood. Norteeofmanners, either, he
thought grimly, remembering the way she had badbarel bamboozled
him into coming here.

‘There's a big gap between Patience and Toby,tiare?' Why had their
parents waited so long to have another child?

'‘Our mum wasn't her mum!" Thomas told him pityinghg if he ought to
have known, or at least guessed that. 'Patienag’'s died when she was
born and our Dad married our Mum and had us.’

James stared. 'Oh, then she isn't...?'

Before he could finish that sentence Thomas gruditygl with obvious
indignation said, 'But she's our sister, all th@sbhShe was five when Dad



married our mum, and she loved our mum; she toltbtssof times. She
loved having a mum like everybody else, and thearwilve were born that
made us a real family, Patience says.'

James had never felt so clumsy and insensitivagrife. 'Of course,’ he
quickly said, going dark red.

The leaves parted and Emmy peered in. 'We'd bgiter; she can get very
cross if you're late for meals.’

James was relieved to escape from the boy's eeeausing stare, and began
crawling out through the bushes. So, she was thelf-sister? They
obviously adored her, and she understood them—sadlwas barely out of
childhood herself. Twenty-three. That wasn't velg. dHe remembered
being that young. With difficulty. Well, he was nstiaying for supper; he
would ring for a taxi at once and get back to ety and peace of his own
home.

Somehow, though, the prospect did not appeal— BanalyEnid would be
out. He would have to rummage around for a snackifoself, probably
ending up with a cheese sandwich or something Bgeaky to prepare,
then spend the rest of the evening alone in anyehmise.

Of course, he could go to his club or a restautauitthat wasn't an exciting
prospect, either. Had his life always been thiglpmnd empty? Or was he
just depressed for some inexplicable reason?

The young Kirbys led him back down the winding gadiithe garden to the
house; their friends disappeared in all directiomgheir own homes and
James followed Emmy through a door into what turmgtto be the kitchen.

It was enormous: high-ceilinged, painted yellowthagreen cupboards—a
cosy, comfortable room, full of a delicious smdiif@od. A great pan was
boiling away on an old range, filling the air wgkeam, and beside it was
another pan which bubbled and gave off that masuslsmell of vegetables
and herbs. At the well- scrubbed deal table stoa@man grating mounds
of cheese without looking up.



'Wash your hands and be quick; this is nearly reatigtated Patience,
taking hold of the handle of the pan and pourirg ¢bntents into a sink.
James went over to watch her, and discovered fillistg a huge colander
with golden, steaming coils. His stomach clenchedudden hunger; he
loved spaghetti. He looked into the pot still cowkitomato, mushrooms,
red, green and yellow peppers, and a strong odobasil, chives, onions
and garlic. His nose had already identified moghem.

'Have you washed your hands?' Patience demand#dndpround at him
sternly, as if he was one of the children?

James opened and shut his mouth like a goldfishning to tell her that he
was not eating but so hungry he knew he would na the words any
credibility.

'‘Come on, Man,' Emmy told him, dragging him aw&he gets cross if you
aren't sitting down at the table when she bringsstpper in!'

They washed in a small room next to the kitcheantBmmy pulled him

down a chilly corridor into a big room full of pelep all sitting around an
enormous table. James was horror-struck by mestngany strangers all
at once; in self-defence he bowed slightly, saymng pompous voice, 'Good
evening, how do you do? I'm James Ormond.’

There was a general murmur in reply. 'Hallo,' ssand. Others said, 'Good
evening.' James looked hurriedly from face to faees-one of them his
mother? But he did not recognise any of the oldelaavho bobbed their
heads and smiled. Lavinia was not one of them;en@embered her. She
must have been the woman he had glimpsed in tblednt helping Patience.

Emmy pulled him down onto a chair next to her pstPatience came into
the room wheeling a trolley on which sat large greeup plates of pasta,
which was now well mixed with the sauce he had se@king. Toby and

some of the old ladies helped her put the plateont of each person
around the table.

Patience stood behind her own chair. "Whose tutriossay grace? Emmy?"'



'Yes, me. Lord, thank you for our daily bread,' Eyrsaid at a gallop.
Everyone else said, 'Amen.’

'Help yourself to cheese and bread,' PatienceJafdes briskly, putting a
plate before him. The smell of the spaghetti was/bgly.

He took a chunk of granary bread from the big widkasket in the middle
of the table, sprinkled some grated cheese ovepdsta and picked up his
fork and spoon. He often ate Italian food and gleitbund spirals of pasta
onto his fork and lifted it to his mouth while Emmyatched him
admiringly.

'How d'you do that? Mine falls off all the time.'

Everyone looked at James, who flushed under tlyes.€Like this," he said,
showing Emmy how to separate some spaghetti, thist ther fork round
and round. 'Now you try.’

She slowly copied him, the tip of her pink tonguevieen her lips. Pink
with success, she lifted the fork towards her maunith the spaghetti flopped
off again. Everyone laughed.

'It's slippery stuff,’” James quickly said as Emnegidened, her mouth
quivering. Like most small children, she was veepstive to mockery;
James couldn't bear to see her look like that.

'Like pink worms,"' Thomas added. 'Careful they tianiggle off your plate,
Em, and go down under your clothes.' He held ung,ldrooping strand of
spaghetti and waved it at his sister, who shrieked.

'Stop that, Tom." Patience leaned over and cut soimie little girl's
spaghetti into short lengths. 'Use your spoon if ke, Em.’

Emmy began to eat much faster, and for a few mositéete was silence as
people ate with bent heads.



James loved every mouthful; even Enid did not madsta better than this.
Simple food needed to be perfectly cooked to wark] this was perfectly
cooked pasta. Patience was a very good cook.

'Wine?' asked Patience, offering James a largaghm

'Oh...er, thank you.' He looked a little suspiclgus the contents; it would
be cheap stuff and no doubt more like vinegar thiere, but it was either
that or the jugs of water or milk which the childneere drinking.

Patience poured wine into his glass; James veryiywaied a mouthful,
rolling it round his tongue before he risked swailtg. Well, it was rough
but it wasn't sour; it had a country taste whichianed the vegetables in the
sauce. He took another mouthful; yes, it was regiliye pleasant. He had
once spent a month touring the Italian countrysihel this was the sort of
table wine you were served in a remote Italiaragd in the summer. He had
happy memories of sitting under a vine at someatmatwith a glass of this
rough local wine and a plate of pasta served wgawce of either tomato or
pesto.

He finished his meal with a sigh of completion. Taepty plate was
suddenly whisked away; the table was being cledkkd the meal over? He
looked sideways at Patience, who appeared to leet@ibbad minds.

‘There's plums and custard now,' she said. 'Our gwms; | bottled them
myself last autumn. They aren't very big but theyet a nice flavour. We
grow as much stuff as we can, especially vegetables

'Yes, | saw the vegetable garden on my tour ofgdmelen.' James looked
around; nobody was listening to them—they were@l busy talking to
each other. Offhandedly he asked, 'So, when anmpgo meet...? Where
is...?"

'Where's your mother?' Yes, she could definitebdreninds. He nodded,
hoping she would keep her own voice down.



He didn't want the whole table to know what theyrevéalking about,
although no doubt they were aware why he was hever-¢he children,
who seemed to know everything that was going dhigihouse.

'She's upstairs,’ Patience said softly, 'in bed;vgasn't too well today. She
does come downstairs, for a few hours, on herbadigs. | encourage her to
do that “because it's so depressing to be stuck upstams all"the time; |
think she needs company. She certainly always |balgpier afterwards.
But she wasn't up to it today; she knew | was gemtyy to see you and it
upset her, made her very nervous, so | told hstapin bed. I'll take you up
to see her after supper.’

He did not want to see his mother. He stared atbimgt feeling anger
burning in his chest, suddenly afraid he might makeol of himself, might
lose control, lose his temper or, even worse, Eig.had learnt at a very
young age not to show his feelings, not to let aeyguess what was going
on inside him. The idea of breaking down in pullias a nightmare. He
couldn't risk it, especially in front of this ggltlear, direct gaze. She might
be sorry for him. A shiver ran down his spine & Wery idea. That was the
very last thing he would want.

Several of the older women were clearing the tag@g out to the kitchen
with the used plates and returning with a huge bofmed plums in a
glistening syrup. Full 6f sugar, thought James djurull of calories, too.
As for the calories in those jugs of yellow custard would hate to think
what they added up to! When he ate fruit it wastirand low in calories. He
would not have either plums or custard!

The children went round the table skimming smaWlsanto place in front
of everyone. He opened his mouth to tell them agite him one but too
late; Thomas had already hurried on. A moment ldterbowl! of plums
appeared in front of him. 'Help yourself," Patienmoeted.

‘Thanks, but | really don't think 1..."

‘Try them, they're delicious.’



He couldn't face an argument—nhis nerves were ajrgadping like ants
under his skin; politely he took several plums,iagd trickle of yellow
custard. That also looked over-sweet and sickly.

Emmy leaned her head towards him, whispering, 'Sioms we have
ice-cream but it isn't an ice-cream day.'

"That's a pity. | like ice-cream.’
'So do |," she sighed.

James felt something inside him stir, a warmth &e hever felt before, a
tenderness, a sense of kinship, as if she wemnmhild. It was absurd. He
would probably never set eyes on her again. Theat rdade him frown. He
had only known her for a couple of hours yet hgisly felt he would miss

her if he never saw her again. He watched her pgdier spoon around in
the bowl without taking anything. ‘Do you like plsf he whispered.

She made a face, darting a secret glance at Patieho was talking across
the table to Toby, unaware of them.

"They're better than prunes.’
'Not much,' said James, wrinkling his nose.

Emmy giggled. 'No, they aren't, are they? Patielozsn't like it if we don't
try everything, though.' She watched James edastiplum. "You can have
one of mine, if you like,' she generously offeredrriedly pushing it into his
bowl while Patience's attention was elsewhere.

James ate it without a word; he would have eatevel if it had been utterly
loathsome just to get Emmy's grateful smile. Acribestable Thomas and
Toby winked at him. He winked back and felt Pateeturn to stare at them
all with suspicion.

'What have you been up to?"'James turned, liftingld, haughty eyebrow.
'l beg your pardon?'



'Hmm,' she said, getting up. 'You don't fool maut Bhe didn't pursue the
matter. ‘Come on, we'll take coffee upstairs. Bbygsnework. Emmy, have
you learnt your spellings?'

Emmy nodded.

‘Toby, make her spell all of them for you. Afterath half an hour's
television, then get washed and into bed. I'll &&t you later.'

James followed her out of the room into the kitchehere one of the
women was already busy making coffee. She turnsdite at them.

'Hallo, enjoy your supper?' This time he recognisedwhite hair and bright
blue eyes.

'Yes, thank you, Lavinia.'

Patience gave him a surprised look as she set #nong a tray with cups
and saucers, spoons, a sugar bow! of brown suggrdand a small jug of
cream, ending with a pot of coffee.

'I'll take that," James politely said, picking i.u

‘Thank you. It is pretty heavy.' Patience walketlafuhe kitchen and turned
up the wide polished oak stairs and onto a landiiogn which several

corridors branched off. Rows of doors, all closgmhfronted him, and at the
end of one corridor a narrow flight of stairs goungto another floor. How
many rooms were there? he wondered. This rambliddhouse must be
larger than it looked from the outside.

'How many guests do you have?'

‘At the moment, four men and three women. If we &g more than that
they would have to share a room, which | don'tif®ivacy is so important
to people at any age, but especially someone whabtidome of their own
any more. They don't have much else. No family—ftaroany friends."'



James shivered, as if a ghost had walked overrasegHe knew what it

was like to have nothing and no one. After his reotild gone he had felt
abandoned, forsaken—Ilonely and cold in that luugjempty house, with
his father never there, no brothers and sister$iieads, only servants for
company. It had been bad enough for a child, halwtdeel when you were

old? Did the irony ever occur to his mother? Hitéas had always told him
that whatever you did always came back on your beadd—good or evil,

you were always repaid in kind.

Patience was still talking, but she was watchimg &hd he was beginning to
be afraid that she could always read his thougbthe pushed away his own
memories and concentrated on what she was saying.

'‘Our rooms are all furnished and they can't brimglsing with them except
a few little things—photographs, books, the oddaamant. Some of them
have a radio or TV of their own, and | allow thatleng as they keep the
volume down and don't disturb anyone else. It mdkes feel more at
home to have some of their own stuff around them.’

James stood, holding the tray in front of him l&kéutler, staring down at
her. 'What on earth makes you do it?' he brokehatghly. "Why fill your
home with strangers, do all this work...? Surelauld be much easier to
sell this house and buy somewhere smaller and jgbt & ou wouldn't have
to work so hard; you would have set hours and rhore

‘This is the children's home; they don't want tee lianywhere else. |
promised them when our parents died that | woukbkhe house and we
would all stay together—nothing would be differentouldn't go out to
work then because Emmy was too young, and runngugat-house seemed
the perfect answer.'’

He wished he hadn't shouted at her but it wasdt®tb regret losing his
temper—and why had he suddenly felt so angry tisdtdad nearly blew off
just because some total stranger was doing songelieirielt was crazy and
inexplicable? Why should he care if she chose tckvike a slave, taking
care of all these people?

'What happened to your parents?' he muttered.



‘They were killed in a car crash three years agtordy driver had a heart
attack at the wheel and smashed right into theihead-on. At least they
didn't suffer. They died oh impact, apparently.'

‘Three years ago?' James thought aloud. 'How oklEmamy?' Now why
did he want to know that? He seemed to be losihgoaltrol of his mind,
thinking and saying things that would never haveuo®d to him before
today.

‘Three years old, poor baby.’'
James winced. 'It must have hit her hard.'

Patience sighed, nodding. 'She regressed—turnekl ibte a baby. She
didn't talk or walk, burst into tears over nothimigd nightmares at night,
called for her mother—shock takes a long time tarvedf; it's like a bruise

but on the inside instead of the outside. | cotlthave left her with

strangers; she needed to be with someone who leed had to be here for
her all the time. And the boys were difficult toadlevith, too; it took them

another way. Toby started stealing from local sh@vgearing, bullying

other boys at school, and Thomas wet the bed, wtduteét, wouldn't do

what you told him, couldn't concentrate on his stwork.'

Grimly, James said, 'Boys are taught not to shaiv feelings, so they have
to find another way of dealing with the pain.' Hedimever expressed it at
all; he had internalised it, wrapped it up and ipatvay out of sight at the
back of his mind where he suddenly realised it kad all this time,
festering and every so often beginning to leak outhout him
understanding why he got those jabs of anger astceds from nowhere.

Looking up at him, Patience smiled gently. 'ltesrifying, having parents
vanish like that, out of the blue.’

They were both talking about him as much as hethbre and sister. He
looked away, his face pale.



'It made the children so insecure they no longettltiey could trust anyone
not to disappear; they were afraid | might go n8xtyou see why | couldn't
have sold this house.'

Yes, he could see the predicament she had bebutihe could not believe
she should have opened the house as a hotel. 'Blthey feel about having
all these old people around all the time, thougsttouldn't think they would
want other people sharing your attention, not toite taking up so much
of your energy.' He knew he wouldn't like it.

'Oh, but they love it—they don't have grandpareats] | think children

need contact with the older generation; there'ataral sympathy between
children and old people. They're far closer inispiran parents are with
children; parents have too many responsibilities, huch to do running a
home, finding money, doing practical things. Theythe ones who
discipline and feel they have to keep naggingeatthldren to do better. Old
people have left all that behind and are sittingkb&njoying life, the way
children do.

'For instance, Joe has taught the boys garderthgugh he gets cross now
and then, and Emmy helps Lavinia in the kitcher l#kes being in there,

measuring flour, beating eggs, spooning out jam—idiavs teaching her

how to cook, which is fun for both of them. Lavirfias no grandchildren,

you see, and she should have had them; she mékeslyagrandma.'

'Was it Lavinia who cooked the supper? | thoughtas you.'

'We did it together; Lavinia was a professionallcabone time, I've learnt a
lot from her.' Patience looked at the tray he &#lld. 'That coffee must be
getting cold and we ought to go in and see yourherotShe's probably
wondering what is going on out here! She must lbe tabhear us talking.'

James was frozen to the spot; he felt as if histfad grown down into the
carpet and he couldn't move. Patience stared hipnaher bright hazel eyes
probing his face. She was at it again—reading minds

'‘Come on!'



'Stop pushing me around, Miss Kirby!" He used h@shtutting, incisive
voice. 'I'll go in there when I'm ready.’

'Don't be scared,’ she said in a gentle voice hattwhe reddened angrily.
'I'm nothing of the kind! What are you talking at®&cared!

She smiled at him, then walked away down the corridnd James slowly,
reluctantly followed. Patience stopped at a doomdd the handle and
opened it on a scene of lamplit cosiness.

His eyes leapt around the room nervously, takinthenfact that it was a
square bedroom which was also a sitting room, @ng a

red-velvet-covered chaise-longue of Edwardian styteate and sensual,
heaped with velvet cushions in several colourswhith reposed a trio of
battered old teddy bears. Beside it was a smailhddable on which stood a
brass pot of pink and white hyacinths in bloomjrteeent rich and sweet,
and in the far corner a bed covered by a patchwaoxet. A woman lay in

the bed, leaning against a pile of pillows, heefaagned towards the door.

James couldn't refuse to move—he would have lookkdulous, and he
hated above everything to look ridiculous—so, wadkiike a robot, he
crossed the room and put the tray down on the t&diteng only one brief,
hurried glance before looking away again.

'Hallo, James," his mother said, and incredibly kmew that voice
immediately; the timbre of it had deepened, growsKy, but he found he
had never forgotten it.

He had to look at her then. Her hair, like Lavisja’as white, but had a faint
pink rinse in it; James stared, thinking of canthg$ at a fair. It had that
wispy texture, like thistledown, unreal and insabsial. He had been
remembering her hair as dark, like his own, sleeklang and silky.

She held out her hand as if he were a stranger tmmsit her, and of course
they were just that—strangers.



His feet felt like lead but with an effort he soreh moved them and took
her hand; once his had been swallowed up in hdradw it was the other
way around. Her lingers were tiny and cold. Hischanuld have crushed
them.

He did not know what to say. What did you say tmeone you had not seen
for so many years? Someone you had been very antiryor so long?

But was that fragile creature in the bed the wohmhad hated all this time?
The last time he'd seen her she had been youngtifoasmelling of
French perfume and full of gaiety. There was nemddance between the
two images; only her voice remained to haunt hike, the voice of a ghost
whispering down the chill passages of memory.

'Hallo," he said, hating this situation and hatfagience for getting him into
it. It was all her fault— who did she think she ®a¥hat gave her the right
to prod and push people into doing things theynadidwant to do?

'Sit down," Patience said, as if he was one ofethdsldren downstairs
whose lives she managed so certainly and self-denfiy. She pushed a
chair forward for him; the seat of it banged inte back of his knees and
forced him to sink down onto it. 'Let's have thdfe®, shall we, before it
gets cold?’

Sitting down gave him something to do. He crossisdlidgs, smoothing

down his trousers, and suddenly noticed specksuaf om them—he must
have got that when he'd crawled into and out ofnf&sls den. Crossly, he
brushed at the specks, but they had dried hardtrdhsers would need to
go to the cleaners tomorrow. Accepting the coffagghce handed him gave
him something else to do; he slowly stirred theospoound and round,

staring down into the cup.

‘Sugar?'
'No, thank you."' James turned his smouldering tyeards her, hoping she

could read his mind this time—he was thinking abeliat he wanted to say
to her, the blistering words he would use if thegrevalone.



She grinned at him, her hazel eyes dancing. Oh,syeshad read his mind
and it merely amused her. She was one of the sisamgpmen he had ever
met, at one and the same time too young and totookim. Too young in
years and experience of the world; too bossy ®With.

What am | thinking about? he asked himself in hortose with? Flushed
and furious, with himself as well as her, he lookedy, stirring his coffee.

'Would you like me to go away for a while, leaveuytavo alone?' Patience
asked.

Both James and his mother saldip!' together, in a rush.

So his mother wasn't easy with the idea of talkinigim, either? he realised,
looking at her and seeing now how thin and palevs®e You could see all
the bones in her face, all the fine blue veins ure skin. She was as
insubstantial as a cobweb, and yet he could seet afsbeauty in her still;

time had worn away the mask and laid bare theistrikone structure of
that face.

'Patience says you lived abroad for a long tim&urope,' he said politely,
making small-talk with this stranger.

'France, Spain, Italy," she nodded. 'l travelleiteqga bit.’
'Singing, Patience says?"

She smiled. 'That's right—do you remember, | usegirtg to you when you
were a baby? Only when your father was out, of egiune hated me to sing,
although | was singing when he met me—that's howneg | was singing
with a small band, at a London hotel. Your fathad ldinner there, with
friends, and he came back again, alone, the faligwmight and asked me
out. | think that was the first impulse move he leadr made. He wasn't an
impulsive man as a rule, but he was younger, thenreal nature hadn't
begun to show.’

'l won't listen to you running my father down!" Jestbegan to get up and she
threw out a hand pleadingly.



'l didn't mean to upset you! I'm sorry. Don't games.'

He was aware of Patience hovering, her face coaderand slowly sat
down again.

His mother sighed and relaxed again, her frail higmty on the duvet,
fingers almost skeletal, ringless. She had alwaysrnwrings, he
remembered: her gold wedding band, her ruby anchali@ engagement
ring, a big diamond his father had given her thg aféer James had been
born. Her fingers had glittered when she movedlaeds.

'l didn't know you had ever been a singer; nobogyr ¢éold me that.' What
else had he never been told? Yet, oddly, he digeneloer her singing, with
him sitting on her knee, at the piano in the drgwioom; she had played
nursery rhymes for him, sung old folk songs. Howarsje—he had
forgotten that entirely until now. Memory playedastge tricks.

She smiled wryly. 'I'm not surprised—your fathedrdi want anyone to
know. He regretted marrying me while we were ondyomoon, | think. His
family didn't approve, his friends were standoffisind, really, we had
nothing in common, either. It was a mistake, onhbsitles; | was a bit
dazzled by him for a while. He had class—good-lagkinice clothes, lots
of money. | felt like Cinderella when she met theén&e, and it was a
convenient escape route from all my problems.’

Coldly, James said, 'So you didn't actually eveelbim?'

'l thought I did, for a while. 1 told you, | waszided, but | want to be honest
and tell you the whole truth. The band and | wérdaing too well—this
was the late fifties, of course. In America thers\viElvis, and a lot of rock
films were being made there. Here, the Beatles yustearound the corner,
and a host of other rock bands. Kids didn't gaofarsort of music; we were
all in our twenties and we were already going ddashion.

'We had a struggle getting work, even more of &lera finding the money
to pay rent and eat. | had no rich family to baek my father had died and
my mother was living with a guy | didn't like. Whgaur father asked me to
marry him | jumped at it. | really did think | was love, James. In a way, |



was for a while—in love with a dream. It was onffeawe were married
that real life broke up our illusions and the teeigaps began to show.'

"You mean you met another man.' James was tryingpriase control again,
but his anger burnt in his voice.

'I'm being honest, James! Yes, | did meet somelsae lput that came later.
First, | realised my marriage didn't work. Yourhat wished he had never
married me; he had never really loved me at all.’'

'He never married again!" He couldn't help his gaising, thick and bitter.
Patience jumped and his mother shrank back inede b

But she still answered him in a threadlike voi¢¢e 'should never have
married in the first place. James, he was a caliifferent man; he didn't
need a wife. He had a secretary and servants,iamdlationship with them
was on a footing he understood. He paid them aptitkem at a distance.
You can't do that with a wife.'

Or with a child, he thought with a pang. That ekaatescribed his

relationship with his father. The coldness and @megs of his childhood
made sense of what his mother was telling him. &t tbld himself that it

was her fault that his father was chilly and rembté¢ maybe she was telling
the truth and his father had always been that Wagahe had left him with

that man and gone away for ever!

He looked at her with bitterness. 'Then why did {eave me behind, with
him?"

But he had had enough. He didn't wait for her t@ediim some soothing
answer—what could she say? She could only lie \@degone away and left
him in a frozen wasteland, and James wasn't listeto any more.

Giving Patience a resentful look, because it waswho had inflicted all
this on him, he got up and walked out, went dowandtairs and out of the
front door, slamming it behind him.

He was never going back there again.



CHAPTER FOUR

JAMES was striding out of the gate when he realisedhibdtad no transport.
Damn! He should have rung a taxi. Where on earthivea anyway? He had
no idea apart from the fact that it was in Nortmdon. He had been too
absorbed in that maddening little redhead to take reotice of the route

Barny had taken—he tried to remember any landmiaek'd passed but
couldn't even recall the name of the road. The éees called The Cedars,
that much he was sure about, but that was it, andthat it was dark he was
totally lost.

Now what did he do? He wasn't going back into these; that would make
him look silly after that melodramatic exit. Wheowhave slammed a door
you don't open it again and say, Oh, excuse mdg gaw call me a taxi?

This was a very quiet road, but it was not a long-e- he could see traffic
moving at the far end: headlights of cars, a lorupdling along, then what
he believed to" be a one-decker red bus. It must bein road, and there
must be a public phone-box or maybe a public heossewhere around. He
was still in London, of course—around him stretchstdeets in all
directions, and the night sky was lit with thatasge yellow glare which
London skies have at night, all the street lightd &ouse lights blazing
upwards, so bright that you can rarely see a staven the moon.

James was about to begin walking when someonewaards him out of the
night, a thin, dark shape which had an unearthbyvghround its feet and
made him apprehensive until it passed under at$éne and was revealed
as a skinny blond boy in trainers with glowing solgeans and a ribbed
black sweater that clung to his chest. James stibdnd aimed a smile at
him as he drew level. 'Hallo, can you tell me wheaen?'

He received in reply a look of pitying disdain. ydon't know where you
are? Well, at least you admit it. My parents dkendw where they are; they
think it's still the nineteen-sixties, and they waadmit time didn't stop
when they were on the hippy trail.'

James forced himself to stay patient. Was everfiemaet today going to be
crazy? 'How sad for you, but it could have beenseoiThey could have



thought Queen Victoria was still alive—hippy pasennust be quite
sympathetic by comparison. Tell me, is there apted@e box anywhere
around here?'

'l don't think so—why?"

'‘Oddly enough because | want to make a telephdhg' ca

'Oh, very witty. You should get a mobile. Wake upan, and smell the
coffee. It's later than you think. Any minute wes in the twenty-first

century—do you realise that?"

Irritating little prat, thought James. He thinks iseso funny. 'Yes, | do
actually. It has been in my thoughts constantlysfame years.’

"Yeah, right,’ the boy said with disbelief, butrgred, taking James's remark
for humour when it was the simple truth.

Anyone involved in business had to be aware ottming millennium and
all that it would mean, especially for Europeans+swmuch because of a
change of century as because during the next dewadg things would be
changing for the peoples of Europe. But James wlaiotgiet home, so he
asked the boy, 'What is the name of this part afdom?’

'Get real, man. If you got here, you must know weh@u are.'
‘Someone drove me here.’
'Oh. Right. This is Muswell Hill.'

A sigh escaped James. Of course. How on earth énéatdpotten that? 'And
the name of the road?’

The boy opened his mouth, but instead of answeyavg a strangled groan.
'Patience.’

James started. Violently. 'What did you say?' Wesesars playing tricks on
him, or, even worse, his brain? Had this boy resdligl her name, or was he



becoming so obsessed that whatever anyone saichterttered his brain in
that one word? Patience.

The boy wasn't listening, wasn't looking at him. \Mas taking slow steps
towards the gate James had just come throughngtixiedly, and he was
babbling.

‘| have to talk to you—I just had a big row witleth—they have no right to
ran my life. I'm not a child; | told them so. Thegid | was too young to
know what | was doing, and so were you, so | jusked out on them. | got
so angry. | won't be treated like that.'

James stared at the gate. He wasn't imagining iaigytBhe stood there,
leaning on the gate, the light on her hair turntrsgvery, as if someone had
sifted sugar all over the bright red strands, mgkiar look as delicate and
insubstantial as a dream, and this boy was gatingras if that was exactly
what she was—a dream.

Patience looked past the boy at James. 'You n&ged. &ve rung for one for
you.'

The boy's head swung; he glowered at James, lo@kieg sulkier. ‘Do you
know this guy?' Apparently he resented the faact!skbut of his tree—he
asked me where he was. Has he got amnesia, ofjusth@ain nuts?'

Patience opened the gate. 'Don't be rude, Col.dMmetter come in but you
can't stay long. | don't want your father roaringnd here shouting at me.
He was very rude last time.'

'He thinks you're after my money.’

'His money, he means. You haven't got any. Andoif Won't pass your
exams you never will have any; you won't be ablgdgba job when you
leave college.' Patience let him into the drive gade James a cool glance.
'The taxi shouldn't be long. You won't forget thatir mother will be sixty
next Wednesday, will you?"

Unrevealingly, James asked her, 'When's your tagthd



'‘Same day.’
He blinked at that. "You're not serious. The samed

'Who is he?' the boy demanded, running a hostégaation over him.
'Dresses like someone's father. Some sort of bssimeén? What's he doing
here? Has he dumped his poor old mother on you?'

Rage burned inside James; he hadn't felt so agegets years, but
something about this kid made him feel quite hodati'Do you want a
punch on the nose?' he snarled.

'Huh! Try it and see what you'll get!" The boy cabck towards him,
skinny and very young and trying to look much olded tougher, his chin
up and his face dark red with temper.

Patience moved into his path, barring his way. i@o the house, Colin!
You were rude to Mr Ormond; you deserve a puncthemose.’

'‘Ormond?' Colin stared at him, bristling. 'That guydidn't recognise him;
the photos of him in newspapers make him look myainger and better
looking. | suppose they touch them up.'

That didn't improve James's temper, especially wiercaught Patience
trying not to smile, her wide, generous mouth qungs her hazel eyes
dancing.

She gave Colin a little push. 'Go in, before youammfar.'

He already had. Teeth clenched, James pushed hds mato his trouser
pockets, his shoulders squared and his body tenadawstring.

'‘Aren't you coming?' the boy asked Patience.

'l won't be long. | just want a word with Mr Ormoatout his mother.’



‘Tell him to take care of her himself!' The boyrted away, along the drive,
towards the house, the shrubs and trees movingvaispering in the wind,
his dark shadow floating silently on the path.

Looking down at her heart-shaped face, the wild mwioged curls, the full,
soft mouth, James asked between his teeth, 'Istnebpyfriend?’

She gave him a wide-eyed, reproving stare. 'Non@of business.'

True—not that that made him calmer. On the contf@éegling as if his head
might blow off in pure rage, James almost yell€bming from you, that's

rich. You've been interfering in my life, askingrpenal questions, passing
judgements on me, ordering me around all day!

'Shh!" She turned to shoot a look up the drivelirCmight hear you and
decide you are bullying me. Then he'd come rushatk and hit you. He's
in a very belligerent mood at the moment.’

"You really think | would stand still and let hinit Ime without hitting him
first?' Did she think he was scared of that boy?

"That's what I'm afraid of,' she confessed. 'l twaht you hurting him.’

'How sweet and protective,’ James sneered. Whaaxth did she see in the
boy? He scowled, admitting the truth to himself—yweél was obvious,
wasn't it? The boy was her own age group, of codisey would have their
whole world in common, all the things a generasbares—the same taste
in music, books, films, the same jokes, same gpsaipe political attitudes,
same hopes for the future.

A car engine sounded at the far end of the roaetes your taxi," Patience
said. She put a hand on his wrist; James stiffeteaking down at it,
intensely aware of those small, warm, soft fingeowing on his skin.

'Please come and see your mother again. | kn@n'itaasy for you to forget
that she went away and left you, but everyone makistakes. Try to
forgive her. Give her a chance, get to know heiregdon't just turn your
back and walk away.'



James wasn't really listening; he was the preystticbing impulses he had
never felt before. Unable to take his egher face, he had to fight to stop
himself kissing her; her lips were so full and gews, sensually promising,

pink as summer roses, he ached to taste them dibthia soft, smooth skin,

get close enough to see the gold glints in thogetmzel eyes and those
funny, sandy little lashes...

What would it feel like? He would give anythingfiod out. Even as a very
young man he had never felt such a driving desikesss a girl, but he would
not make a fool of himself. She would probably stap or scream, and that
boy would come rushing out here and start a figdumnes was not scared of
the boy, but he was terrified of the embarrassroatscene out here in the
road, terrified of looking ridiculous.

The taxi drew up behind them. Dragging his gazenfiwer face, James
turned away, trying to be relieved to be escapungir fact not wanting to

go.

As he got into the taxi she called, ‘Come to sugpemy birthday—next
Wednesday, remember. Bring your mother a presenjust flowers. Seven
o'clock.’

James didn't commit himself to a yes or no; he stk on the seat and told
the driver his Regent's Park address. The taxiedodiv James looked at the
gate, but she had vanished. He felt for a secatdthhad imagined her, she
had never been here at all.

But she was only too real. This morning he hadmivikn her name, or even
that she existed; now his head was crammed witizardimages of her and
he felt as if he had always known her, all his. |8éaring back at her house,
he saw moonlight playing among the bare branchesees, turning the
rivers of daffodils silver." Most of the windows weenow brightly lit; the
children and old people would be going to bed, hbase growing quiet
downstairs; only Patience and that boy would bgllup soon.

What exactly was going on between them? Did thegkMake love? The
boy couldn't be more than twenty; Patience wasetyears older. At that
age, that made her an 'older woman'—was that wépdly's parents didn't



approve? What did they think went on between tpescious son and this
femme fatale?

He couldn't imagine them in bed together. His tegttund together. He
didn't want to imagine it.

As the taxi turned into a busy main road and headeth towards Regent's
Park he scowled out of the window, his long, leadybsunk into the seat,
swaying as the taxi turned corners sharply, higlean his jacket pockets,
his features set in a smouldering glare. It waserairhis business what they
did. Why should it matter to him?

But it did, however hard he tried to pretend othisew

On Saturday evening he had dinner with Fiona. Ewegyin the restaurant
stared at her—the men with admiration and desiexabse she was
dazzlingly beautiful, the women with dislike, besautheir men couldn't
take their eyes off her, and with envy, becausg wished they looked like
her.

Her taste was impeccable. Tonight she was wearitegiag outfit by one of
her favourite designers; James vaguely recognisedtyle—a mixture of
elegance and high drama: a dark green skirt clgnginse to her slender
hips and a white satin bodice with a deep V-neeklthe back of the dress
rearing up into a pleated, gold- tipped collar whicamed the back of her
head.

'Do you like it?' she asked him.

"You look like an arum lily. Isn't it a little unoaafortable though?'

'It's only for special occasions.' She studiedtieau and James studied her.

'Is this a special occasion?’



'Isn't it always when we see each other?' Her veies as cool as a
refrigerator, her eyes like the North Pole, althoage smiled and her words
had a flirtatious ring.

I've said something to annoy her, thought James-at?hle never quite
knew what women were thinking even when he heardtvitey were
saying. There was some indefinable communicatiqgn ga though they
came from another culture and had had to learpgalsthe same language
as men without ever quite catching on to the nusince

'l think I'll start with this melon surprise—I| woadwhat the surprise is?'
Fiona said, and the waiter enlightened her.

'‘Balls of melon, madam, with melon sorbet and pesachet, assorted green
leaves and sliced strawberries.’

The food was typical of the meals they always atgether. Fiona was
constantly dieting, careful always to eat low-captow-fat food. James
thought of the pasta with the very high-calorie ceauthe heaped grated
cheese, the bread, the rough, red peasant winadérdd at supper two
nights ago. That would have made Fiona shudder;veti@ddn't have
touched any of it with a barge pole. She liked foed exquisite, delicate,
classy—like herself.

If you measured women in food, what did that maRatience Kirby? A
little smile pulled at his mouth as he stared atrttenu but saw instead her
heart-shaped face, her big eyes, that wide, geagemghanting mouth.

‘James?' Fiona prompted, impatient at his longcde

‘Same for me,’ James said, and ordered a bottiéhivé wine. When the
waiter had departed he asked Fiona, 'How is yotef&' It was a safe
guestion and saved him having to think. He qukediher father, although
the man was a little stuffy.



'He's off to the Far East for a series of meetiwgh major international
players, so he has left me in charge. I'm goiniget@ery busy until he gets
back. His workload added to mine makes for a twdlver day minimum, if
I'm lucky.’

'What about the trip we were taking next weekendlPyu still be free for
that?'

‘To stay with Oliver and Peta? No, sorry, | candken that. Dad won't be
back until the week after.'

'In that case, | shan't go. It would be dull onamyn. Oily is okay, but Peta is
tedious. I'll plead pressure of work too.'

'We can't both drop out!

Tll simply tell them | won't come without you— ély'll understand; they
only ever invite couples.’

That's true.’
'What's behind your father's trip, anyway?'

'He wants to find out more about the companiessheeinling with over
there, and he can do that better on their turf,revhe can actually see what
they are doing rather than just swallow whateviarmation they choose to
give us.'

'‘And it's a good excuse for a freebie?' he joketishe did not smile, merely
looked offended.

'Dad will be there to work, meet people, get neients—he doesn't joyride
at the company's expense. Although if he wantdrktewould be entitled—it
is his company, after all.’

Yes, she is annoyed about something—but what? dwggtt, as the wine
waiter arrived with their chilled wine. James tdsitethen said, ‘Leave it in
the ice bucket until our first course arrives, wbybu?'



He found out what was on Fiona's mind half an Hatar, when they were
eating their sole and had almost finished theiti®off wine. Fiona suddenly
asked, 'Where were you on Thursday night?'

James stared blankly. 'Thursday night?’

'My father wanted to talk to you so he rang youmko but you weren't
in—in fact, nobody was in. There was no reply. l#ptkiinging, right up till
he went to bed at eleven.'

To his chagrin James felt himself going red, hesgan to sting along his
cheekbones. He looked down at his half-eaten figletended to be
concentrating on finding a non-existent bone amibiegmeltingly smooth
white fish.

Feigning a shrug, he said, 'l had dinner out, wntobecause I'd given my
staff a night off.’

"You didn't eat at the restaurant we'd booked—rthefarang them and they
said you had cancelled.'

‘No, I—'

She interrupted his halting sentence. 'Or at yauy, de tried there too.’
James looked up then, suddenly furious, the hedtsirface now that of
resentful irritation. 'What is this? Am | on tritdr something? | suppose
you'll tell me next that you've got a private détexfollowing me around?"
She was as cool as ever, her eyes skimming hisfagleably reading guilt
in his flush. 'Don't be insulting! | was simply auus. | wondered where you
had been that night, that's all"

'l went to see someone | hadn't seen for yeaishappens.'

She waited, lifting one eyebrow, but James waseady to talk about his

mother, not yet. He filled his mouth with fish ieatl of saying anything
else. Fiona laughed—the tinkling of ice in a chagmeaglass.



'‘An old flame?"

So that was what she had been imagining? She thtlugihad gone off for
the night with some other woman!

How dared she put him through this in public? bdrdames, his teeth
grinding together. She had no right. She wasn'twife. Yet. He was
beginning to wonder if she ever would be—was shbyréhe sort of wife he
wanted?

‘No, an old woman,' he said curtly, and drank #st of his wine; it tasted
bitter suddenly.

Her brows came together. 'Old woman? Who on e&tkour old nanny?"

James had had enough. 'Isn't it obvious that It deanit to talk about it?' he
bit out, pushing his plate away. '‘Can we drop it?'

From then on it was a chilly evening, in every seokthe word. They were
not totally silent—they were both too polite forath They talked about
business: about the City, about companies goingehrcompanies doing
brilliantly, rumours of mergers, hints of monetgmsoblems, whispers of
take-overs. They did not linger over their coffélkey did not go dancing, as
they frequently did on their dates. James droved&ioome at once; they
made occasional, cool remarks to each other, areh ey reached her
home she brushed a brief, cold kiss over his cheére getting out of the
car.

'‘Goodnight, James. Thank you for a lovely meal.’

‘Goodnight, Fiona. Don't work too hard while yoattfer is away.'

The conventional politeness was the only adult efagealing with the gap
which had just opened up between them. Or hadviiyd been there? Had

he ever really thought about Fiona?

It was time he did, and he would have the chanee thve next week or two.
It would give them both an excuse for a coolingpéfiod, this trip of her



father's. Driving home, James decided he oughtetad sher flowers
tomorrow. Should the message say 'Sorry'? No. HmWwling; he wasn't
sorry about anything he had said or done. Why shsl put him through
that inquisition? She didn't own him.

What should he say on the card? Just 'Love frontiy Wot? It committed
him to nothing. Everyone wrote something like th&uch a simple
phrase...'love from'... It meant nothing.

A shiver ran down his spine. A week ago he had la¢mst sure he would
marry her. Now... Well, did he want to spend thst & his life under a
searchlight like someone in a prison camp, beharbddd wire, with guards
and dogs set to catch him if he tried to get out?

He knew he was being ridiculous, melodramatic—yets wie? What
freedom would he have if Fiona had to know evengte did, everywhere
he went, no doubt even what he thought?

It was time he took control of his own life andgted drifting into deep
waters. He had to make decisions about the futhirgk hard about how he
wanted his life, to be from now on.

He did not want to see his mother again, for &.s&re had no right to walk
back into his life after all these years and ex@eetarm welcome. They
were total strangers now; she meant nothing to Riatience Kirby had no
business asking him to forget what his mother hatedo him, how much
she had hurt him, the loneliness and sadness @hiighood. He couldn't.
She might be some sort of saint but he was not.

* * *Sunday was cold and wet, the wind lashing asréhe green acres of
Regent's Park and making the trees in his gardety &and moan. James
didn't go out; he spent the entire day at hometlgnioshis study, sitting in a
green leather chair behind his large leather-topjesk studying complex
financial graphs and the detailed accounts of apamy who" were new
clients. He had his usual Sunday breakfast: grapefracon and egg and
toast and marmalade. His usual Sunday lunch: sme&eadon followed by
roast beef and Yorkshire pudding with three vedetlihen a melt- ingly
light lemon mousse and coffee. Barny and Enid virerie kitchen at the



back; the rest of the house was empty and silasgpxor the deep tones of
the grandfather clock in the hall. Normally he wbblave seen Fiona, or at
least talked to her on the phone. Today nobody camleody rang. He
might have lived on a desert island.

How many days in his life had passed like this?tRey dry as dust, habit,
cold as an iceberg—was that how his life had bees,going to be? He got
up restlessly and walked to the window to look atitthe windblown,
dripping garden. Grey skies, wet slate roofs, enggss—he felt the way he
had when he was a boy, lonely and aching.

At six he went up to have his bath and stayed envwarm, scented water
longer than usual; by the time he had dressedsttisee for his pre-dinner
ritual glass of sherry, except that tonight he &nahisky.

Barny came to tell him dinner was served and loakeatply at the glass of
whisky he held, and then at the decanter whosepebfevel gave away the
fact that that was his second glass.

‘Taking to drink? That won't help.’

'Mind your own business.' James walked out to dwt\EEnid had prepared
for him and caught sight of his reflection in amirhe passed: a tall, dark,
frowning man, with cold eyes and a tight mouth. Glyd! | am beginning to

look like my father, he thought, his chest coniragin a spasm of pain.
That was the last thing he wanted. Maybe he sheelldhis damned house
and go and live in the country, start growing rosgend more time out of
doors, sailing or playing golf? He did not wanteted up a remote, chilly
man who had never really been alive at all.

That was what she'd said. His mother. She had beeest about his father
and he had resented it. But it was true and Jaidesotiwant to end up that
way.

By Monday the rain had slackened away to a ligl#zéir and there was no
wind, but James was still in a gloomy mood. He tdids Roper to send
flowers to Fiona.



'What message?' she asked. And he snapped back.

‘Just "Love from James".'

He got one of her shrewd, dry looks. 'Don't looknatlike that!" he muttered.
'Like what?"

'A good secretary is not supposed to commenttwat her boss does!

'Did | say a word?'

"You looked volumes—whole dictionaries of words.'

'If 1 go around staring at the ground I'll trip ove

'Oh, get out, and send those flowers!

'Yes, sir. Certainly sir." She closed his door &xjuietly, making his teeth
meet.

Lunching with clients, he had to keep draggingrhisd back to the subject
they were discussing; his mind had a new, worrygrglency to wander
away from anything to do with work. What the heatlie matter with you? he
asked himself furiously that afternoon, finding Belf doodling a face on
his blotter. Big eyes, a wide, warm mouth... Jaseebbled blackly all over
it and put down his pen. He would not, must natklabout Patience Kirby
or her hazel eyes. What colour were they exactiyf2itb be sure; "yellowy,
greeny, blue. Like opals, the colour seemed to ghamdifferent lights, and
they had an opalescent flash when she got angry.

Will you stop thinking about her? he told himsglicking up a company
balance sheet and forcing himself to concentrate/dd he was in need of a
holiday? Yes, that was probably it. He buzzed fassvRoper.

'l think I'll take a few days off soon—check my apgments and let me
know the best time for me to go away.'



Her eyes had that omniscient, amused smile. Whativa reading into this
sudden decision to take time off? Adding two ana tand making a
hundred, no doubt! *

He glared at her. That will be all, thank you, &Roper.’
‘Yes, sir.'

Demurely she sidled out and James drummed hisrfipgeon his desk,
trying not to look at his watch. It was nowherem@ae to go home. He still
had a couple of dry-as-dust hours to go yet.

On Tuesday his lunch engagement was cancelle@ &shminute; the sun
had come out, so James took a taxi to the neaegsirttinent store, had a
salad lunch there, then explored the various dejarts idly, with no
particular motive in mind. It was just a way oflifij in time, he told
himself, looking at expensive French perfume. Haseha fragrance which
seemed very familiar; was he imagining it or hagrhother worn it when he
was a child? Or something similar; he was hardlye®gpert but the smell
definitely rang bells from long ago.

'Has this perfume been around long?' he askedsistant, who nodded.
'It was created in the fifties, | think.'

'l thought it was familiar.'

'Oh, a lot of ladies buy it, sir.’

It seemed a good idea to buy two bottles. Justuseche'd bought her a
present that didn't commit him to going to her pafieir party! Patience

had been born on the same day; wasn't that anoeditnary coincidence?

He couldn't buy his mother a present and not buyefze one. In the

circumstances, as she had invited him to her kasthghrty, he couldn't turn
up empty-handed, could he? She had been very &ihistmother; it was

only polite to buy her a bottle of perfume. It meaathing.



Walking past a display of long, delicate, exquisi@orgette scarves in
sky-blue, almond-green and pale rose, he pickedtwaot in different
colours. Green for his mother, rose for Patience/ais the exact colour of
her mouth.

The store wrapped the gifts for him; he wrote betd¢ards to be taped to the
parcels. That reminded him of birthday cards; hekthis time choosing
them, and wrote inside each and addressed thene \whilwas drinking
coffee before leaving the store.

Surprisingly, he had enjoyed his lunch hour morantiine usually did;
instead of long, tedious meals with businessmelmaaebeen having fun. It
was ages since he had had such a good time. Maying gresents was
good for you?

The London streets sparkled with sunlight as hetweck to the office.

People were smiling today, not running along widadis bent, faces grim.
Spring was definitely here, and James didn't feethmike going back to

work, but habit won; he was behind his desk aghat afternoon. The
presents were locked into a drawer of his deslditie’t look at them again
but they were on his mind—should he send them byanessenger?

By Wednesday he was in a state of permanent diftteego or not to go?
That was the question on James's mind, and he sframgone decision to
another all day.

Indecision made him irritable; he knew he was bgngnpy. Miss Roper
kept giving him those dry, sardonic looks of heusd the little blonde girl
was in a permanent state of jumpiness becausedrenaaped at her once or
twice. Once or twice an hour, all day, he bleakbpaeded. Poor girl, it
wasn't her fault; he knew he was making her somenshe couldn't help
dropping things and getting messages wrong.

Trying to lighten the mood, James smiled at hed ahe immediately
dropped the pile of letters she had brought hisida.

James roared. 'For God's sake, you halfwit, canitdp anything right?’



Miss Roper zoomed in to take over, despatched heanpering assistant to
her own office, picked up the letters and told Jamadly, 'If you didn't
shout, she wouldn't be so nervous, Mr Ormond.’

'l wasn't shouting when she came in—I smiled, drat bnly seemed to
make her worse!'

'l expect she was afraid you were about to sackYwar usually smile a lot
when you're firing people.’

Horrified, James said, "What on earth do you méae?3/ou implying that |
enjoy sacking people?’

'l know you don't. That's why you smile; it's pumerves.' Miss Roper
studied him. 'What are you nervous about now?"

James began signing the letters without answelfitigere was one thing he
could not stand it was women who thought they coeiél his mind.

When Barny came to pick him up he had the parcilsivim, inside the bag
the department store had given him. Miss Roper élyedbag curiously,
reading the logo on the side with obvious inteessfames said goodnight,
but didn't comment, perhaps because James's essids to try!

As Barny started the engine James said, 'Not h8aey—Muswell Hill,
please.’

Barny did a double-take, staring round at him. Jaleaned back and gazed
fixedly out of the window at the city street crowldeith home-going
workers.

After a few seconds Barny set off without asking gaestions. It was quite
a long drive north, through London, to the hillyostb. Staring out at busy,
unfamiliar streets, James found his eye caughblhyeshing . in a pet shop
window.

'Stop!" he urgently told Barny, who pulled oveoiat small car park in front
of the line of shops.



James jumped out. 'l won't be long.' He dashedthg@et shop and a few
moments later emerged with a Victorian-style biagje, painted white, in
which some yellow birds hopped and sang.

Barny eyed them with uncertainty. "Taken to keefindgs, have you?'

'No, they're a present.' James climbed into th& béat¢he car and put the
cage down on the floor. 'Okay, off we go again.’

Over his shoulder Barny murmured, 'Not everyonedikirds, you know.
Messy little things in a house, chucking seed adoivisy, too, especially
first thing in the morning.'

'l can always take them back.' It had been an isghluy; James hoped he
hadn't done the wrong thing.

As they turned into the road where Patience livathes felt an odd
reverberation inside his chest like the rumble cbming earthquake. It was
just as well Miss Roper wasn't there to give hine @i her omniscient
smiles.

'Do you want me to wait for you?' Barny asked apiieed up outside The
Cedars.

'No, I'll call a taxi. | hope you and Enid have i@enevening with your

friends.' They were going to a party given by apteuhey had known for
years, their closest friends, who had a cafe teaBtitish Museum now but
hid once worked for a family living next door tandas. Barny and Enid had
often said wistfully that one day they would like have a cafe or a
boarding-house, but they had stayed on because diad like to leave

James alone with strangers.

Thinking of that, James smiled, and Barny smileckba

'I hope you have a good evening too. Give our bashes to the young
lady.'



James felt himself go red and knew Barny noticedcbuld have kicked
himself. Why did he keep doing that?

He got out of the car and slammed the door witHdos because his hands
were full—a bag in one, the bird cage in the otB&fore he walked away
Barny said, 'And our love to Madam—-her birthday'ti it?"

Stopping as if shot in his tracks, James swung .batdw do you know
that?'

Barny was unflappable as ever, meeting his eyeslppseriously. 'Enid
remembered. A great one for birthdays, Enid, néwgets anyone's.’

James smiled. 'She never forgot mine.' And hisfdtiad never remembered
it. '‘Goodnight, Barny.'

He could hear the noise of the party long beforedlaehed the house, and
paused on the drive to listen to the voices angHger, the dogs barking, the
sound of music. It sounded as if they were all hg\d marvellous time.

The trees breathed all round him, and the scesprafig was in the air from
the daffodils and hyacinths he could not see; allo@oof of the house the
night sky flowed, deep blue, clear and cloudless.

He had to ring four times before the front dooafip opened and a host of
children and dogs rushed out. Emmy got to him fiflgdging her arms
around the nearest part of him she could reaclgihgdis waist.

'l knew you'd come! I've been listening for the sl for ages; you're late.’
Then she looked down at the bird cage and gaveic dasp of delight.
‘Birds! They're lovely—are they for me?"

Over her head he met Patience's eyes and helpszsdlyl saw them in a pet
shop window on the way here and thought she.. tildren...might like
them.’



Emmy took the metal loop off his fingers and puthbarms around the cage
to support it, peering through the bars at theshirgho flew anxiously
around from perch to perch.

'It's too heavy for you; I'll carry it,’ Toby saithrcefully removing the cage
from her.'Give them back, they're mine!" yelled Eymgrabbing.

Toby fended her off with his elbow. "You might drtsgg cage and kill the
birds; don't be stupid. What are they, James? @erar

'Yes,' James said abstractedly, watching Emmyts igall up. 'Don't cry,
Emmy. There's one each for all three of you, andgan choose first.'

'Who's looking after them?' Patience demanded Igtegging the children.

'‘And that means feeding them regularly, cleaningloeir cage, checking on
their claws and beaks and feathers once a weekedsnt just mean
playing with them.’

'‘Me!" Emmy said.

The boys laughed. 'In a pig's eye! I'll do it, @@ can help me," Toby said,
carrying the cage indoors with the others followime dogs rushed after
them, barking excitedly at the birds, who hopped @&vittered in agitation.

'Shh...shh...bad dogs,’' Emmy scolded them asttleedarty disappeared.

'‘Are you coming in or not?' Patience asked him,faee glimmering softly
in the faint light.

He just stared down at her without answering. $#eenveloped them, but
not an uncomfortable silence; he did not feel tleedhto speak, nor,

apparently, did she. It seemed a lifetime sinclasiesaw her; it also seemed
like the mere blink of an eye.

His chest contracted; he could hardly breathehiks falling in love? he
thought. Is this how it feels? This dizziness, thignse concentration on
one other human being—is this love? His eyes alesbthe tendrils of



bright hair on her forehead, the wide eyes shihikega cat's in the dark, the
slightly parted lips, as if she might smile at anyute.

It would be so easy to love her. Panic shot thraduigh like fire through a
house; he felt himself burning up, lost for ever.

He couldn't let it happen. He was too old for hemey came from such
different places, worlds that never met. He movea iworld of ruthless
drive, cold calculation, where the bottom line walsvays money and
nothing mattered but success. Her world was basddrily and warmth,

love and duty; for her what mattered was alwaysgto be people. If those
two worlds collided it could only lead to pain, eveestruction, for one or
other of them, if not both.

It would be madness even to contemplate it—and dte diways prided
himself on being very sane.

What was he doing here? He shouldn't have comeryAmigh himself more
than with her, he burst out, 'l hope you're sa@iow. | came—but only
because you used emotional blackmail. Well, it wawark twice. | am not
seeing my mother again after this. I'll make heleaent allowance so that
she can live comfortably, but there is no placeHer in my life, is that
understood?'



CHAPTER FIVE

"YOU'VE got a horrible temper,' Patience said. 'No neeshtwut at me. I'm
not your conscience.’

'No, you're damned well not! So stop trying to maikefeel guilty.’

She gave James one of those maddening staresnilaffg that little Mona
Lisa smile of hers, her eyes bright with mockeryamusement.

'I'm not trying to make you feel anything. Whatewewu feel is entirely
down to you." She turned to go back inside andauglat her wrist to stop
her, swinging her round.

Off balance, she collided with him and his wholelytensed with reaction.
For a second he really believed she was goinglit@var; instinctively he
put his other arm round her waist to support hed,the warmth of her flesh
came through the thin, gauzy blue and green dreswas wearing, making
a strange shiver run through him. He stared dowthescooped neckline
which almost showed the rise of her small breéis¢stight sashed waist, the
full, spreading skirt. The way the soft materialrgd to her made his mouth
go dry.

This close he was breathing the scented air artvendthe faint, delicate
perfume in her fiery red hair, all over her sligloidy. He bent his head, as if
stooping to smell a flower, and felt the warmthef cheek against his.

His splayed fingers slowly moved down from her waigith James only
half aware of what he was doing, stroking and cangsthe small buttocks,
pushing her towards him while his lips slid sidegayunting for her mouth.
He had to kiss her. Had to.

She didn't fight him, yielded wordlessly, her bdmynding under his fingers
as if she were plastic, her lips softly partindhaskissed her. James shut his
eyes and let himself fall into the warm, breathitagkness of the night, his
mind as closed as his eyes, everything alive in bancentrated on the
sensation of touching her, holding her, kissing her



It was only at that instant that he admitted hovweiminbe had been wanting to
do this ever since he set eyes on her, but befereohld face his own
emotions the intense pleasure of that moment waisesbd abruptly when
someone exploded out of the house and leapt onguilimg him away from

Patience. A fist crashed into his face. James wihslgzed from that kiss.

He went over backwards, fell out into the driveaimlramatic sprawl, not
even sure what had happened to him, only knowiaghtis cheekbone was
throbbing, the back of his head was hurting andesainere Patience was

yelling.

'What did you do that for, you idiot?'

'Why did you let him kiss you?'

'Oh, don't be such a prat, Col"

'l knew he was after you the minute | saw him.’

A brief pause, then Patience said, 'What do younmé&@hy did you think
he...?’

'Fancied you? Of course he does—it was obviowsyitee way he looked at
you.'

The boy sounded explosive but Patience was calmpstlreflective, as if
thinking over what he was saying. 'How did he labkne?’

"You know what | mean! He never takes his eyeyoff, don't tell me you
hadn't noticed—you're not blind. But he's so oldy Bod, Patience, he
could be your father!"

'Don't be ridiculous; he's only about ten yearepttian me.’

'Much more than that—fifteen, I'd say!" The boysce broke, as if he was
about to cry. 'Oh, Patience, how could you let kiss you like that?'

'Col, can't you get it into your head? I'm not ypuoperty; | don't have to
ask your permission before | let someone kiss me.'



‘You're my girl; you know you are! You never go euth anyone else.'

'l never have time to meet anyone else, do I?donbusy. | haven't had a
chance to look around, experiment.’

'Was that what you were doing just now? ExperinmgtiYou can't have
liked it; you can't have done!’

The breathless, shaking young voice was only tomili@a—Colin
something or other, the boy he had seen brieflytiage he was here. She
had said the boy was aggressive; she hadn't exatgdem he fist which had
collided with his face had had more power behirtdan James would have
expected from that skinny boy's body. Humiliatindpe knocked down by a
teenager half his age. Thank God there had beeasthar witnesses! Bad
enough that Patience had seen it.

Having got his breath back, and able to think ¢yeagain, James began to
get back on his feet just as Patience rushed dulfmhim.

'‘Are you okay?"'

‘It took you a long time to wonder about that, did?' he snarled, brushing
gravel off his previously immaculate trousersotild have been dead for all
the interest you took. The only thing you wantedaavas quarrel with your
boyfriend.'

'‘Don't shout at me! It wasn't me who hit you!" Saed, not denying that
Colin was her boyfriend. But then she couldn't|d@ine? Not with that boy
listening.

His jaws tight, James muttered, 'l know who it Wasl turned furious eyes
on the boy. 'And he isn't getting away with it. Hi&é me before | had a
chance to know what was coming; he won't be soylmeikt time.'

'We'll see about that!" Colin yelled.

She got between them. No doubt she was worriedtatdat he might do to
the boy, and she had every right to be worriednefvne boy had knocked



him down a moment ago. He had caught James offibaland now James
wanted to do something violent; he was seeing éveny through a red
haze of rage.

'Oh, don't you be stupid too!" she said with a gesagh, as if they were both
children and she was the only adult in sight. dndiexpect that from you.
You're old enough to know better.’

Did she have to keep emphasising his age?

'I'm not drawing my old-age pension yet!" he snappet she was looking at
the boy, not him, and wasn't interested in anythiaghad to say—which
made James even angrier.

'Colin, tell Mr Ormond you're sorry,' she orderadd the boy's jaw dropped.
James heard him gasp with affront.

'‘No, I won't! I'm not sorry | hit him. The only thg I'm sorry about is that |
didn't hit him harder.'

‘Try it again and you will be sorry!" James threai®, knowing he was being
as big a fool as this boy, yet unable to stop hiimse

' The boy put up his fists like a boxer and danalkdut, ready for a fight.
'‘Come on, then—I'm not scared of you.'

Patience smacked his hands down. '‘Go home, Colin!
He looked as if he might burst into tears any nenstaring at her as if he
didn't believe his ears. 'But your party! Are yayigsg | can't come to your

birthday party?’

‘Not if you can't behave yourself like a grown-umon't have you fighting
Mr Ormond; it would ruin my birthday.'

"Then send him away, not me! Who wants him hergyag?"



'His mother does—it's her birthday, too, rememié¢e? tone softened and
she smiled at Colin. 'You like Mrs Ormond, don'uyoYou don't want to
upset her on her birthday.'

James watched the two of them, his teeth gratinigy Wd she waste her
warm, gentle smile on that gangling boy who was ttas young to
appreciate it?

At that moment Emmy came running back, blithelyivabls of any
atmosphere between the adults. 'Aren't you conmngames? Come on,
we're all waiting for you. You didn't notice my nelress. Isn't it pretty?'

He bent to kiss her cheek. 'Very pretty. It suda.yHe meant it, too. Just the
sight of her made his heatrt lift. Her dress waghirpink taffeta and should
have clashed horribly with her red hair, but somelftodidn't; she looked
adorable, with her wide sash which floated downliaek in two streamers
over her full skirts.

Obviously he had said the right thing because s@nled, her whole face
lighting up. 'lt's new. | never wore it before. tas..." She did a little dance
and her skirts flew around her, rustling noisilyeaery move. 'Isn't that
great?'

'Great. | love it, and | love the way you've domeiyhair.’ It had been tied
into two curly bunches with matching pink ribbonsdaher cheeks were
pink, too, with excitement.

"Your mother made the dress for her; it was venglkif her to take so much
trouble," Patience said.

'Ruth told me | could have any colour | liked. Batie took me to the shop
and | picked pink. | love pink.'

'Huh! You look like a pink blancmange, all fat andbbly," Tom insulted,
arriving.

Emmy whirled round to rush at Tom and hit out ahhwith both of her
dimpled, screwed up fists. Tom shoved her awayridfsly and she



tumbled back into James, who picked her up, frogrsternly at Tom,
shaking his head.

"You shouldn't hit girls.' He caught a look of sesm in Patience's eyes and
flushed slightly, remembering the first time theg@t, when he'd ordered

his security men to carry her out of the buildiHg. knew that that was what

she was thinking about; her hazel eyes were eldaquen

It was odd, he was beginning to be able to readrined, but then her small
face was so expressive that every thought she ladesl in her luminous
eyes and the fleeting movements of her full mouth.

'She hit me first," protested Tom indignantly.

"You were rude about her—what do you expect?' Javesled meeting
Patience's gaze, wishing she would stop looking aserything he said
amused her.

'l don't look like a blancmange, do 1?' Emmy ashkied, and James shook his
head.

'Of course not, you look beautiful." Over her cungad he met Patience's
eyes with a cold, forbidding stare. Let her laugkthat! But she didn't; she
smiled at him and his chest constricted as if iim jo& pleasure so extreme
that it made his heart hurt. That wonderful warnmietmad been all for him
that time, and it was like being handed a rainbow.

He couldn't remember anyone in his life who haddnadhile like that. When
Fiona smiled it was just a movement of her elegaotith; it held no real
warmth- courtesy sometimes, sensuality at times, iy@ckery quite often,
but not warmth. He was only just beginning to realhow little warmth
there had ever been in his life and how much heahadys needed some
without being aware of it.

'It's getting cold out here. Come on, the partydfmoalready laid out; supper
is ready," Patience said to James.



The children ran ahead. Colin sullenly said to étete, "What about me?
Can | come or not?'

'First* apologise to Mr Ormond for hitting him.’

Colin growled, 'Oh, forget it! | don't want to copranyway, if he's going to
be here.’

He rushed away down the drive and Patience gaitdeasigh. 'Oh, dear.
Now he'll sulk for days.' Looking at James, sheedskim, 'Did Colin hurt
you much?'

He felt his cheekbone. 'It's just a bruise.’
'I'll put something on it in a minute,' she prondise

Picking up his two packages, James followed her tine house, watching
the grace with which she moved in the vivid gread bBlue muslin dress
which fell to mid- calf, fluttering around her skigr legs. She looked like
spring, with her sunny hair.

'Your dress is very pretty, too,' he told her hlyskind she looked back over
her shoulder, smiling.

At that odd angle her face came very close to lyethe delicate geometry
of cheek and eye and temple revealed and then ggaie@ as she turned
away once more.

"Your mother again,’ she said. 'l usually wear $eas you've probably
noticed; they're cheaper and more hard-wearingdahgthing else. | have to
be practical—I have so much to do. When your mofband out that |
didn't have anything new to wear for the party sisested on making this
for me; it's my birthday present from her.’

'I had no idea she was good at sewing.' But thématdid he know about
her? Her life was a blank to him; they were strasgdow could she expect
him to treat her as anything else after all thessa'y?



'She uses our old sewing machine; it was amaziagstie could get it to

work at all, it had been up in the attic for agest Joe is a whizz with

machinery of any kind. He oiled it and mended gl #he has been busy
with it ever since, making things for everyone. Skems to be enjoying
doing the work, too.

'She can't stand up for long, or move about ea8i she has such bad
arthritis she has to work slowly and carefully, ée®e her hands are often
very swollen, « but | think the exercise is good lier knuckles—they get

worse if she doesn't use her hands at all, andlesher feel better to be
doing something instead of just sitting about ahair reading or listening to

music or watching TV.

'l encourage them all to have a hobby: paintingrowing house plants or
making homemade wine. It's good for them to dortbein thing and be
independent. It's nice to have company, to haverqgteople around, but
sometimes everyone needs to be alone.’

'What about you? How much time alone do you get?'
She grimaced, laughing. ‘Not a lot!'

They arrived in the crowded dining room and eveeyahthe table looked
up and smiled, greeting him. He smiled back and, sdiallo, how are you

all?' feeling very self-conscious after the wayhd -left this house last time
he was here. He knew by now how much they all thiked gossiped; they
all knew about him and his mother. They probablk=a¢w he had slammed
out of this house last time he came.

But their faces gave nothing away; they looked Vieigndly as they all
chorused, 'Hallo!

The children were not sitting at the table; theg p&aced the bird cage on
the old oak sideboard behind them, beside a huge dfdresh fruit and a
pile of plates. The canaries were singing away réakye and, he noted
ruefully, chucking bird seed about.



'l hope those birds aren't going to be too muchmdisance for you,' he said
uneasily to Patience.

‘They're marvellous—aren't they, gang?' She snaitexveryone around the
table, who all nodded.

‘Very pretty,’ said one old lady. 'And | like todrehem twittering like that; it
makes the room feel cheerful.’

'l've got a couple of budgies up in my room," daadlinia, "You should hear
them! Talk a blue streak, they do, and not alltditifor polite company,
because my husband taught them to speak and hachiasd to swear if he
lost his temper. What amazes me is that he's beae vo years but those
birds still remember what they learnt from him.'

"You can talk to birds; you can't talk to fishesjd Joe.

'l do," said Toby.

'Do they talk back?' Joe teased him, amused tbisego red.

Toby glared. 'Of course not, but they always com#iihe glass and stare at
me.'

'l bet they do. Think you're crackers, | expedthbw | do; talking to fish!
You'll be talking to seven-foot-high invisible ratsonext.’

Toby looked blank, never having heard of the fanfdosHarvey,in which
a man talks to an invisible white rabbit. "What yoe talking about?’

Joe shrugged. 'Oh, never mind.'
You're sitting by me," Emmy called, and James sgee round the other
side of the table to take the empty chair. It waly @as he sat down that he

realised his mother was sitting on the other sid@ra.

He flushed and she said, "Thank you for coming,e¥arhwas afraid you
wouldn't and I'm so glad you did.’



He didn't know what to say, but luckily he remendaethe packages he held
and pushed the one topped with a green silk bovarsvher. 'Happy
Birthday.'

Everyone stopped talking to watch. Pink and suegdrisRuth Ormond
fumbled with the parcel, and it was only at thatosel that James noticed
that her knuckle? were gnarled and swollen withrdis$, as Patience had
told him a moment ago. He hadn't looked at her fafakely enough to see
that the last time he came; he had been too bussrang that she no longer
wore rings, as she had done when he was a child.

‘Let me do that,' he said, taking the parcel arfitydgpening it for her before
pushing it back to her.

She took out the bottle of perfume first, in thenfas black and gold
packaging. Her eyes lifted to her son's face, bngth unshed tears. 'You
remembered my favourite perfume! | haven't wors tbr years; | couldn't
afford luxuries like this.'

He Was startled; surely he had smelt it in her rabenother day when he
came here? He couldn't have imagined it!

Realising that she was trying now to open the Ibexleaned over and did
that for her, freed with some difficulty the stoppand watched her invert
the bottle then use the stopper to dab some gbenfeme behind her ears
and at her wrists. The scent entered his nostrdsh& gave a barely audible
sigh. Yes, that was what he had smelt when he dalki® his mother's
room and saw her. How extraordinary the human miad! His memory
and- imagination had instantly combined to make biglieve he could
smell the perfume she had always worn in his cbitdh A mental conjuring
trick.

Inhaling the scent, his mother sighed. 'Oh, it'weaderful to smell it again.'
She held out her wrist to him. 'Isn't it gorgeoB&E™Mmember it?"

He bent to inhale the scent, then straighteneddingd'Yes, | remember.’
That was the perfume he had always associatedhsitiin his mind; that
was why he had believed he smelt it when he'd wiaitki® her room.



‘There's something else in the parcel,’ Emmy pdiot&, bending to peer
inside the wrapping.

James unwrapped the scarf; Emmy gave a little gasielight. 'Oh, that's
lovely!

Ruth Ormond's face lit up. She held the silky greearf between her
gnarled hands, lifted it to her cheek. 'Oh, howttgre love that colour. I'll
wear it now.'

James stood up, taking the scarf from her, andyfittightly around her
shoulders. His mother stroked down the long folgairsst the pale pink
dress she wore.

‘Thank you, James, | love both my presents.’

'Oh, | forgot your card," he said, handing thdt¢o, and then sat down again
while she opened it, studied the picture on thatfemd then looked at his
scrawled name inside.

Emmy was staring at the other package on the talftent of him. 'Who is
that for?'

Everyone else stared, too. His colour rising, Jaoegred his throat. 'Oh,
yes, | forgot..." He looked across the table aieRae. 'Happy Birthday.' He
pushed the package towards her.

She looked startled. 'Oh, You shouldn't...didnteht... | mean, thank you,

that's very kind.' For once, he was glad to sedydaetaken her by surprise
and made her lose her cool. Usually it was he wae at a disadvantage; he
was pleased to turn the tables.

'‘Open it, Patience!" Emmy urged.

She carefully undid the parcel, took out the peduand stared at it.
'Heavens.'

'It's the same as Ruth's!" Emmy was always reagpitat out the obvious.



James was flushed. 'I'm afraid | don't have muchgimation. If you don't
like it I can always take it back and change iyafi'd rather have another
perfume?’l didn't know what perfume you liked.'

She took the stopper out of the bottle and liftedreathed in the scent from
it, her eyes half-closed. 'Mmm...marvellous.' Sindexd across the table, her
hazel eyes very bright. 'I've never had any Freperfume before; it costs
too much for me so I'm thrilled. It's wonderful—ttkayou. I love it.’

‘There's a scarf for you, too," he confessed.dselpink for you. | told you |
didn't have much imagination.' Then his eyes litiedbserve her vivid red
hair— maybe he should have given his mother thk amd given Patience
green?

She held the delicate silky folds in her hands,irgaat them. 'What a
gorgeous colour. That was very clever of you, Jartesv did you know |

loved pink but never dare risk wearing it? Peopithwed hair aren't
supposed to wear pink, so nobody's ever boughtinkebefore, and | don't
often buy myself anything as pretty as this becauseuld soon be ruined
if I wore it when | was working—which | nearly alys am!" She looked
down at her green and blue dress uncertainly. totlgink | could wear it
with this dress?’

Beside him, Emmy gave a deep sigh of envy. 'Ofsmyou can. It will look
lovely—just like rose petals—I bet it feels niceewhyou wear it, too.’

Patience wound it around her throat twice, thenHetrest of it float down
behind her back. 'How does it look, Em?"

'Oh, lovely.’
'Honestly?'

'Promise—cross my heart, hope to die. | don't edrat anyone says; | love
pink with red hair.'

'Sodo I



They were looking at each other intently acrosstéide, sisters in every
sense of the word, the child and the young womatediin their serious
contemplation of one of the more important matieige.

Patience looked across the table at James. "Whaiuthink?'

"You look wonderful; it exactly matches your hgekt he said, and halfway
through the sentence was terrified that his voiegdyed how he felt
whenever he looked at that wide, warm, invitingiyikomouth.

As he stared it curved into a smile which he watdilee someone watching
the sun come up, remembering the way her mouthdhashder his when he
kissed her earlier.

'When are we going to start eating?' growled Tom.
'Yes, I'm starving," Joe said crossly.

'You can say grace, Joe,' Patience told him, with of her teasing little
grins.

'Me? Do | have to? Should be you; it's your birthdar Ruth." Joe had that
mutinous look he had when he was about to digdas in.

Ruth Ormond said grace before Patience could atagrgument with Joe,
and everyone reached for one of the plates of ttiapgular sandwiches
filled with cucumber, tomato or thin sliced cheese.

'What are these meant to be? One bite and thegie,'ggrumbled Joe,
eating three at once.

'They're meant to be elegant. Don't gobble, we thitlseought all the food in
yet," Lavinia scolded, hurrying out to the kitchen.

She brought in hot buttered crumpets and muffinsye were two for
everyone, although Joe ate three, but as Emmy atelyone that didn't
matter.



The food kept coming—sausage rolls, Scotch eggdjich James loved
because the mixture of hard-boiled eggs wrappeshusage meat which
was coated in bread crumbs and fried was somethmid) did particularly
well and often served with salad, and there weres$things, too, of course:
red and orange jelly, banana blancmange and straybéle, chocolate
finger biscuits and small cakes. The party endeeinihey lit the candles on
the large birthday cake on top of which Lavinia hadtten 'HAPPY
BIRTHDAY" in pink icing. Patience and Ruth Ormoniéw the candles out
together, in one long blow, and everyone sang 'M&thday' to them.

Emmy had contributed an oddly shaped blue marzighhit and a yellow
marzipan banana which she had arranged on toye afatke.

"Which one do | eat?' James's mother asked.
'The banana's nice," Emmy ingenuously said.
'Oh, yes, I'd eat the banana,' James recommenolschmfident that the blue
marzipan of the rabbit would be very palatable veay: It looked eerie, like

something from outer space.

Emmy beamed as Ruth took the banana. 'Mmm, defi¢idRuth said,
nibbling at it.

'l couldn't eat another thing,' Patience said. 'Waue the rabbit, Emmy:.'

Smiling even wider, Emmy ate the rabbit while hestbers regarded her
with disgust.

"You know Patience hates marzipan!" Toby told bet, she ignored him,
biting off the ears last with her eyes half shut.

'l love it," Ruth Ormond said hurriedly, finishithgr marzipan banana.
After tea they had party games—Pin the Tail onDibekey, Oranges and

Lemons, which the old people played at a statetg plaughing all the time,
and Pass the Parcel, a game which Joe cheated mtzaraged to win. So he



got the contents of the parcel—a box of chocolatesttavinia and the
others were highly indignant.

Ruth Ormond went to bed a few minutes later. biEésn a wonderful day; |
think | just ran out of energy!" she said to har.so

James could see she was pale under her make-dpamed, realising just
how frail she was. '‘Can you manage the stairs?’

She nodded, smiling, and bent, suddenly, to kisscheek. '‘Goodnight.
Thank you for my presents, James.'

Patience went with her; James followed them inéohtall and asked, 'May |
ring for a taxi? | really should be going."'

'Help yourself.' Patience nodded.
He had finished his call when she came back a fewtes later.
'Is she okay?' James asked, and was surprisedligerbe was anxious.

‘Tired, but fine. She's had a lovely day, and tigalight was you turning up.
She was afraid you wouldn't.'

'I nearly didn't.' He turned dark red, all the plain and rage welling up in
him again. 'After all, why should I? What can skpext? She walked out on
me when | was ten years old, just swanned off wiime guy, leaving me
behind with a father who was as cold as ice, kngwiwas going to get a
miserable childhood with him! How dare she justntwp again now,
twenty-five years later, and ask me to forgive torget?’

Impatiently, Patience said, 'But you aren't adithoy any more, you're a
man, and it was all a long, long time- ago! You thas/e got over it by now,
and poor Ruth is very lonely; she's old and siak @eds you.'

'She forfeited her right to be my mother all thgears ago—nher choice, not
mine.'



'Give her a second chance, James!'

'Why should 1?' James felt suffocated, his pain anger was so intense.
Hoarsely, he muttered, 'What right has she to tyrin my life and make
emotional demands after all this time?"'

Patience was looking at him in a way he bitterlgerged. He had no
difficulty reading everything in that mobile faceontempt, condemnation,
coldness.

'Stupid of her to think she could," she said icMou can't get blood out of a
stone, and you can't get emotion from a man wheslim an emotional
refrigerator! But then Ruth is very old and afrafdlying, and she's clinging
to a dream. I'm sorry for her, and | don't wanhtot her, or I'd tell her to

forget it because you're never going to be humamugim to forgive her. |

don't think there's anything human inside you.'

Rage clawed inside James like a wild cat imprisanelais chest. He was
breathing thickly, couldn't speak, his hands cledcimto fists, his eyes
smouldering as they stared down at her. She hagdmcato speak to him like
that. Was that what she thought of him, then? fbatasn't human? That he
lived in a refrigerator?

Honesty compelled him to admit that he had donerfost of his life, yes.
His father had locked him up there years ago. &ety... He flinched away
from admitting what had been happening to him yat8ince the day
Patience had erupted into his office everythingiglife had altered. But he
had been a fool to get so involved with a girl whes far too young for him
and, anyway, already had a boyfriend of her own age

He would be stupid not to recognise that PatieacEdeen using him, trying
to manipulate him, taking advantage of the attoaicthe must have realised
he felt. Oh, no doubt she told herself that shejustsfied, that it was all in a
good cause—she wanted to help his mother and, lzeimgman, it came
naturally to her to be devious and ruthless, tohis®@wn weakness against
him.



He looked into her hazel eyes bitterly, and foureht staring back with just
as much anger.

And she didn't even really like him! He had besgimiy to convince himself
she did, but that was dislike in her face! She esphim.

The idea was painful. He had never cared whetherobipeople disliked
him. That was something else he had begun to doe-atayut people. A few
weeks ago he would have called himself strong-ndndeugh, self-

confident. Now he knew he had weaknesses whichdabestroy him if he

didn't do something about them, fast.

'‘Perhaps you'll stop bothering me now, then!" hegppped at Patience, who
glared back.

'Don't worry, I'll never bother you again!

They were so furiously intent on each other thaythoth jumped when the
taxi arrived outside and hooted sharply.

Patience took a long breath. 'Goodbye.' Her voiase tart, and as cold as the
north wind.

James wrenched himself away, pulled open the float and walked very

fast down the drive to where the taxi was waitiHg. gave the driver his

address and leaned back without looking at thednagain as he was driven
off into the night and headed southwards into ehiondon.

That was the last time he would ever go there; beldvnever see Patience
again, he told himself, and felt- something shamd agonising jab deep
inside his chest.

‘Never' was a desert in which he had been abandeihed he was ten years
old; his mother had vanished and his father hatllioh he would never see
her again. Now it was happening to him again; he hack in that bleak,

empty landscape—only this time he was doing ititoself.



CHAPTER SIX

A WEEK or so later James ran into Fiona at a receptisangby a large
American banking institution which had an officethre City of London.
Once upon a time most of the guests would have besm but today
women occupied very important jobs in the City, aindid not surprise
James to see Fiona across the other side of thme. r'8be was talking to
several much older men who couldn't take their eyidser. She looked like
a blonde Cleopatra, her sinuous figure emphasised bkintight black
dress, her mouth darkly red, her eyelids glitterintl silvery blue shadow
and outlined in thick black.

James was talking to one of his clients, but fronetto time he checked on
where Fiona was, wondering whether to go over toondet her come to
him. Tactically, the latter would be preferable.\Ma&s in no mood to let any
woman think she could jerk his string and have bame running.

Ever since he'd walked out of Patience's house dte been irritable,
depressed, moody. He knew everyone had noticediyBamd Enid kept
giving him sideways looks, Miss Roper was warilsetvant every time he
opened his mouth, and the little blonde airhead was constant state of
panic for which James refused to be held respansiihce she was now
wearing an engagement ring on one hand—which, wfsep had meant she
and Miss Roper, and most of the female secretsta#fi, disappearing for a
long lunch break the other day, to celebrate her status as an engaged
person—he had hoped some unfortunate man was @hoatry her and rid
his office of her for good. Miss Roper had disalbubén of this hope,
though.

‘They aren't getting married until next year and gn't giving up work.
Good heavens, people can't afford to stop worketkays just because they
get married. | expect she'll stop when she hadbyg, liut she doesn't plan to
have one for a few years.’

'Very wise. She's hardly capable of making coffeealone looking after a
baby," James said, and got one of Miss Roper'tdikgs.



'"You need a holiday,’ she said, adding, 'Sir!" woi@e that stung like a wasp,
and laid on his desk a typed list. 'You asked mehteck a time when you
could take a few days off without causing too math problem. I'm afraid

you have a busy schedule for the next month, brdiufdelegated...’

'No, I've changed my mind. | can't take any timieyet.’

'May would be a good time to take a week off. Yaun't have too many
appointments in the first week, and you could redcie those you do have.’

He stared at the typed sheet. 'I'll think about it.

But he hadn't. Maybe he would go abroad, spend ekvem a beach
somewhere, just sunbathing and forgetting aboukWébout his mother
and Patience Kirby, too. He had been trying todbtgem for days now but
they ran round and round inside his head like whitge on a turning wheel.
Not that anyone could be less like a mouse, whiteotherwise, than
Patience, with her red hair and her wide, enchgntimouth, and those
teasing, bright hazel eyes. She had a colour amththathat blazed, was
unforgettable.

'Hallo, James.'

He had been so absorbed in images of PatienceHbat's melting
ice-cream voice took him by surprise.

'Oh...hello, Fiona," he said blankly, then pull@ch$elf together. "You look
marvellous—what an elegant dress; black suits Yeuy dramatic.' Did he
sound as insincere as he felt? He was having te fttre words out, yet it
was true; she did look terrific and black did $igt. She was born to wear it
with that very fair skin and fair hair.

She smiled, her long, darkened lashes sweeping @gaimst her smooth
skin. 'Thank you. How are you? It must be a longgetsince our last date.'

'‘Ages,' he agreed. 'But you did tell me you wernagto be very busy while
your father was away. When does he get back frentrip?’



'He got back this morning.'
'How did the trip go? Did he enjoy himself?'

She brushed aside the question of enjoyment wittydittle smile. 'He was
there purely on business. He managed to see evehgwanted to see, and
| think the trip was very successful. He felt it svevorthwhile." Fiona
narrowed her eyes at him. "You don't look too wélmes. Anything
wrong?'

He had a crazy impulse to tell her the truth, tortbbut: Yes, I'm as
miserable as sin. | can't stop losing my temper aeghing, | can't sleep at
night, I'm sick of my job. But what if she askee thbvious question: Why?
What's wrong? What did he say then?

He shrugged, instead, and pretended to laugh. &dyetary tells me I'm
overworking and need a holiday.’

She watched him closely. "You do work very longtispdon't you, James?
So are you going to take some time off?"

He shook his head. 'Certainly not for a while—I é&@aa crowded
appointment book, no spare time at all for months.'

Fiona nodded. 'Same here.' She looked at her weiefi, | must be off; I'm
having dinner with a client. See you, James.'

'We must have dinner, now your father is backhiekly said before she
could walk away.

She gave him a curious glance through her laslfdaglher darkened
brows as if she did not quite trust what he wasspyl ove to—give me a
ring.' Did she think he was simply making politeses?

He felt impelled to insist on making a concreteaagement. 'How about
tomorrow night?'



‘Tomorrow?' She distinctly hesitated, then saiavBlp'Yes, actually | am
free tomorrow.’

'I'll pick you up at seven? Where would you likestt?"

"You choose.' She looked at her watch again. 1Bgeé you at seven,
tomorrow. Sorry, | must rush or I'll be late.’

James watched her cross the room and disappeavastgt the only man
with his eyes on her; as she passed them men ttinegcheads to stare at
the ice-blonde hair, the arctic blue eyes, the rhagulefigure in the tight
black dress. She was desirable, and she knewrisweeying walk was that
of a woman who knew men were watching her avidly.

She used her looks without compunction to get whatwanted, and James
had always known other men desired her. He remexdbweinat Charles had

said only the other day: he'd called him a luckstaal, he envied him, but

then Charles thought he was sleeping with Fionarlés would be amazed

if he knew the truth.

Fiona was an ice goddess, beautiful but chillyaedhtough woman who
could fight as hard as a man in the business wartth was fixated on
success and money. That was her sole criterigudging a man. He had to
be rich and powerful or Fiona wasn't interestecenef he was very
good-looking.

Had that been the only reason why she had date@ dames thought,

frowning. She certainly hadn't felt any overrididgsire for him, had she?
Or they would have been sleeping together for nertilad she ever had any
deep feelings for him at all? Had she ever haddeay feelings for anyone?
Or was she cold-hearted, self- obsessed, her sghtsn money and power?

What did he know of women, anyway? He didn't undes any of them:

Fiona, Patience, his mother, Miss Roper, Enid, e¢kerfluffy-headed little

blonde who jumped like a frightened mouse evergtghe saw him. They
were all a mystery to him.



Come to that, he didn't even understand himselfy Wad he started seeing
Fiona, anyway? He hadn't fallen in love. He had ljked the look of her,
had been pleased with himself for getting suchextsgular date, enjoyed
the sensation of having other men envy him whemwaled into a room
with her on his arm. That made him feel ten felstgave his ego a boost.

But he hadn't fallen head over heels, had he? Riaasmwell connected,

would make an excellent wife for any man who wartieducceed. She

knew a lot of very influential people, she coulddmarming and smooth in

social contexts, she would be a great hostesswgivelerful dinner parties,

be a big asset to his career. They had both beavidg$earted as each other,
hadn't they?

So why was he dating her again tomorrow? Ego agaatause she had
seemed indifferent, and he wanted to make her régféne walked out of
her life?

No, not that stupid, or that simple. He was tryimget back to normal, back
to the way he had been before ...

Before what? He irritably caught himself up. Olgpsfacing the issue, he
thought, grinding his teeth so loudly as he le& taception that the porter
holding the door open for him gave him a startidrmed stare.

James walked over to where Barny was waiting. 'Hsm@' asked Barny,
looking back at him as James climbed into the ldidke car and slammed
the door behind him.

Nodding, James settled back. What was the issue hayway? But he
knew perfectly well. Patience was the issue. Bef@renet Patience his life
had been quiet, peaceful, boring.

Oh, don't be ridiculous! How could it have beenihg? He had been busy,
had a great social life, a terrific future aheadofh, a beautiful girlfriend.
What more could any man want? Yes, he had to gatlifie back. Why
shouldn't he?



He groaned aloud, forgetting Barny, his eyes clpkedwing that he was a
drowning man trying to grab at straws. Fiona wasstinaw he was clutching
at, but he knew even as he grabbed at her thatvebkin't savo him. He
didn't care enough about her to be rescued. Hegoiag to drown in deep,
black waters of loneliness and isolation, with ahaut Fiona.

‘Toothache, sir?' Barny asked.

With a start James opened his eyes, shook his Hfead)ing. 'No, just
thinking.' Couldn't he even think without being elad and commented on?

Barny refrained from comment on that, but softlyrmured, 'So we aren't
going up to Muswell Hill tonight, then?'

James glared murderously. ‘No, we are not! We avengoing there again.’
Barny distinctly said, 'Ah.'
"Ah", what?' snarled James.

'l didn't say anything, sir," Barny lied, and a fewments later they were in
Regent's Park and James stamped off into the watlseut another word.

He stood in his bedroom that evening, the curtapen, staring out into the
darkness of the park, hearing the distant roar bérg the chattering of
monkeys swinging around their cages, the flap ohynaings, all the
night-time sounds that came out through the trassif these elegant,
exclusive streets which curled round and roundtlieemaze of a human ear
held the jungle hidden within them.

As a small child he remembered a welling fear,uheertainty of someone
who didn't feel safe any more, who was alone astldod yet afraid to cry.
He had been afraid the animals would one day geirmlihunt him, tear him
to pieces; he had imagined them loping throughdtineets with people
running in all directions, screaming in fear. Lifed been a jungle to him all
his life. Maybe he would never feel safe.



Shivering at that idea, he turned away, drew thieams, got undressed and
went to bed, knowing even as he turned out the tiglt he wouldn't sleep,
or, if he did, would have dark dreams that made f@ei exhausted next
morning.

Red rims around his eyes, his temper in shredsjgme into work next day
and gave his staff hell, knowing what he was ddmog unable to stop
because he wanted to give someone else the hethdr@aving himself.

It isn't our fault, Mr Ormond," Miss Roper reprbad him just before she
left that evening.

He was off guard, worn right down by weariness blatk moods. 'What
isn't?' he muttered, not even looking up from thpgywork cluttering up his
desk.

'Whatever is turning you into a monster. We haveaorte anything. It isn't
fair to shout at us because you're miserable.’

He looked up then, going dark red and eying hef las wanted to run her
over with his car.

'Miserable? What are you talking about? Who saw$ miserable?"

Miss Roper shook her head at him wryly. 'If you &varwoman you'd be
bawling your eyes out.’

‘A woman? Thank God I'm not. Women cry at the dvbp hat. | saw that
blonde girl you've got out there crying when shakierone of her nalils, for
God's sake.'

You'd cry if you had spent months growing your Isiabuffing and
manicuring them, painting them with varnish, andntfone of them just
breaks and you have to start all over again!'

' wouldn't grow them in the first place, let algment them bright red. How
can anyone work with hands ending in talons thkiw®6"



Miss Roper eyed him ruefully. 'Why don't you swallthat pride of yours
and call the girl?'

He stiffened, eyes flashing. 'My private life isneoof your business, and
anyway, as it happens, | am taking Miss Wallistontght, so you can stop
feeling sorry for me.’

'Miss Wallis?' repeated his secretary in withetimiges, and he felt his face
burn. 'You know | didn't mean her. She's not thenao for you, and you
know it.'

'‘Goodnight, Miss Roper!" snarled James. She opémedmouth to say
something else, and he shout&bddnight, Miss RopeBhe left without
another word, closing the door with ultra, ultraecgo that she didn't make a
sound. James sat staring at the wall, his facejgams& aching, eyes deeply
set. Was he that obvious to everyone? Was the wdfbte talking about
him, whispering behind his back, watching him?

He tried to get back to work but his brain wouldrperate; he was too
disturbed by realising that what he had thoughteweis own private
problems had become the subject of public discunsamong his staff.
Damn them.

After a few minutes he got up and walked out toarryy was waiting to
drive him home, as usual. When they got back ththese in Regent's Park
James went upstairs without a word to take a shawdrchange, flinging
off his clothes with more speed than usual, anddstg for minutes under
the warm jets of water with his eyes closed, wigtie had time to wallow
in a bath for an hour or so. His whole body achéd exhaustion.

He was just towelling his wet hair, standing bao¢fa his bedroom before
getting dressed, when there was a tap on the tBmmneone downstairs to
see you, sir.'

Enid's voice made him start.

'Who is it?' Surely Fiona hadn't forgotten thahlael said he would pick her
up? He looked at the clock on his bedside tablesamdthat it was half past



six; he would have had to hurry if he wanted todgessed in time to drive to
Fiona's house, so it would be a relief if she hade here instead.

‘A Miss Kirby, sir," Enid said, and James felt gizBis ears echoed with the
sound of his blood rushing wildly around his veifte couldn't breathe
enough to speak for a second.

When he managed it his voice sounded husky, evemtol'll be down in a
minute. Put her in the drawing room and offer hdriak.'

He was only wearing a white towelling robe, totaigked underneath that;
he must dress before he went downstairs. Movingtds/the long, fitted
wardrobe on one wall he abruptly stopped, browofwed as his brain
finally began working. Until then he had been reagsexually, his male
instincts in turmoil at the thought of her beingdie-now he started to think.

Why was she here? Why had she come? He would baed to think she

had come because she wanted to see him, but drcbbke that. With any
other woman he would have come to that conclusiom-rbt Patience. She
was different. She was unlike any other woman hieewer known. No, it

had to be some sort of emergency. But what? Itthdme something to do
with him—which meant it had to be something to dthwis mother? Had

she been taken ill? Patience had kept telling fom frail she was, how little

time left she had. What if she...?

He drew a sharp breath, refusing to finish thatugfm, yet suddenly
desperate to hear whatever Patience had comedhlehim. It would take
too long to get dressed; he slid his bare feet ook leather slippers and
hurried downstairs, almost tripping over his feettloe way in his anxiety.

He found Patience in the drawing room, a glassldtemvine in her hand,
standing with her back to him in front of a portafi his father painted fifty
years ago.

At the sight of her James felt his whole body jeskif hit by a bolt of
lightning.



With one long look he absorbed every detail of lstw looked, as if he was
made of blotting paper. It was a warm spring evgrind she had put on a
dark green cotton sweater which clung to her sbhratists and outlined her
small waist; with it she wore a short pleated wkkat which just skimmed
her knees, leaving most of her slender, shapeb/egble. His mouth went
dry and he swallowed. She looked wonderful.

Around her throat she wore the rose-pink scarf & given her; it had
become entangled with the hair tumbling to her &ers and looked like
rose petals among those tight, fiery curls.

'Hallo," he said thickly, very aware of his bodseéaction to seeing her and
hoping to God she wouldn't be given any hint of it.

She swung round and did a visible double-take, wheeninded him that he
was only wearing his bathrobe.

Flushed, he gestured down at himself, mutteriragri§1 only just came out
of the shower—I didn't wait to dress in case thiaswsome sort of
emergency.’

She lifted her eyes from their contemplation ofthase legs with their faint,
dark hair. Her face was gentle, concerned. 'I'mysdames, I'm afraid it isn't
very good news. Your mother has had a heart atadks in hospital.'

'Is it serious?' He felt the blood drain from hasé and was suddenly cold,
shivering.

Patience gave him a searching look, then cameaneipushed him down
onto a sofa. 'You aren't going to faint, are y&@'# knelt on the sofa next to
him, touching his face, her small fingers warm aghahis cold skin.

'‘No, of course not," he said impatiently. ‘Judtrted. Is my mother going to
die?’

'‘No, James! Don't even think that way. Reallysiittivery serious. They said
they would keep her in for a few days, for obseoraind rest, but it was
more of a warning; she's going to have to be marefal in future.'



She bent over him, brushing a floppy strand of deik back from his eyes,
her fingertips soft and comforting. 'Are you okayw? You went so white.
You obviously care more about her than you wanbaayto know.'

He was torn in two directions. He wanted to hold tend against his face,
to lean his head forward against her and feel tenith of her body, to take
comfort from her. But he was at the same time dfodiletting her get too
close; he did not want her to know too much abaut ke had had a hatred
of betraying too much about himself ever since bs achild. He had learnt
to hide his feelings then and now it had becomelmession—the necessity
for secrecy, for concealment.

'I'll be okay," he said huskily. ‘Could you pour mmbrandy? | need a drink.’

She looked around vaguely. 'Where is it kept? Shaltall your
housekeeper?'

'No need—it's in that cabinet over there.'

Patience was still kneeling on the sofa; now sbedstup, the movement
wafting the scent of her towards him. She was weate French perfume
he had given her for her birthday. Pleasure stasglé him. His perfume,
his scarf—it was as if wearing them both markeddsehnis own.

His heart beat painfully as he watched her walks&the room to the drinks
cabinet. She moved quickly, gracefully, her sh&ittswinging, and the

back of her knees had a young, childlike look thatle his mouth curve in
tenderness. She was too young for him, he told difimisut couldn't stop

watching the way her red hair glittered like firethe light from the lamps

Enid must have switched on when Patience arrivexlv ldasy it was to

imagine her living here.

Stop thinking about it. It won't happen. She hasyriend her own age and
probably thinks I'm almost middle-aged.

He shivered, but it wasn't simply at the thoughbeing middle-aged. He
was in shock. It had devastated him that his madtlaelr come so close to
death:; it had made him face how much it would nnatiehim if she died.



Since she came back into his life he had rejeceedtbld himself he didn't
care about her, she was nothing to him. It distitbm to realise that he had
been lying to himself.

Abruptly he said, 'Maybe I'd better not have thanld | must get to the
hospital and see her.’

‘They won't let you, not tonight," Patience saigining to look at him, the

cabinet door open, showing a serried rank of ®tided glasses. 'She's
sedated, fast asleep. You can see her tomorrowingarshe held up a

bottle, displaying the label. 'Is this what you w&n

James nodded. 'Fine, thank you.' He paused, ttkexd 8atly, 'When did she
have the heart attack? Why didn't*you let me knoaner?’

She was intent on pouring brandy into a glass—amiuch; James gave a
squawk.

'Hey, stop! That's a triple! If | drink as muchtaat | won't be able to walk
straight.’

She poured some of it back into the bottle, herldmaad very steady, then
came over with the glass, grimacing. 'Sorry, | Wasare how much you
drank.’

'Very little, normally.” He took the glass and slwaled some of the deep
amber liquid, feeling his tongue sting and his &trtoirn to fire.

'I'm sorry | didn't call you at once," Patiencalsaitting down beside him on
the sofa, smoothing her short skirt down over hegels while she watched
his colour return. 'There wasn't time; it all happe so fast. She collapsed a
couple of hours ago and we called an ambulanckilyuc arrived quickly
and | went with her. They gave her some treatmethhe ambulance—she
was better before we got into the casualty depantmbut they sent her up
to a specialist ward as soon as the doctor hadleen

'Why didn't you call me from the hospital? Did yibink | wouldn't want to
know? What if she had died?' Had she thought hddmtiicare? Was that



what she thought of him—that he was cold and ied#fit? Well, maybe he
had given her good cause to think that; he hadtetde couldn't forgive his
mother. Nevertheless hurt jabbed at him; to coisefdelings he drank more
of the brandy and coughed at the heat of it irthisat.

Patience patted his back sympathetically. 'I'mysalames. But | was so
worried at the time that I'm afraid | had nothirlgeein my head; | just
wanted to get her some help quickly.'

'Surely you must have had time for a quick calllevishe was being dealt
with in Casualty?"

She didn't deny that, sighing. 'Yes, I'm sorryidnd think of calling you
until I was leaving, and then | thought it wouldlmdter to break the news in
person instead of phoning.'

'‘Better late than never, | suppose,’ he mutteredwikng he was being
ungrateful and unfair. He put the empty brandygtisvn on a nearby table
and looked at the clock, startled to see that & m@aw nearly seven.

He would be late picking Fiona up. Frowning, heodtap. 'Excuse me a
second, | must make a phone call. I'm going todte for dinner with
someone.'

She gave him a quick, narrowed glance, then st@odow. 'I'd better go,
anyway.'

James was already walking across the room towatele$hone on a small
table near the fireplace. As Patience took a stegards the door they
collided.

'Sorry,' she said, laughing and clutching at hiret&yy on her feet.
His towelling robe slipped as her fingers pulleditphe lapels parting all

the way down. James, drew a shaken breath, watdtendace burn as,
caught unaware, she stared at his naked body ocies away from her.



'Oh...sorry..." she whispered, but kept lookindniat, her hazel eyes wide
and startled.

'‘What's the matter? Haven't you ever seen a nakedbefore?' he asked
thickly, and her face burned.

Passion lit up inside him; he bent his head to irdmouth, catching hold
of her arms to pull her closer.

Her hands tightened on his robe, her fingers agriimio the soft material,
and he felt his belt come undone, the white rolisfpopen from neck to
thigh.

'I'm sorry... Ohh..." Patience gasped, her eyes wen, staring at his body,
her face hotly flushed.

Had she ever made love? Or was she a virgin? Hévot money on it that

she was—he couldn't believe she had ever let thatniake love to her.

Taking hold of her hands, he moved them sidewayi$ thiey touched his

warm flesh, groaning in deep pleasure. 'Touchidise.arms went round her,
imprisoning her, propelling her even closer, capther hands between
them, her fingers splayed wide across his chest.

She-was staring up at him, her eyes enormousjggepéarted; she looked,
James thought, as if she had been hypnotised.

He didn't give her time to recover. His head wew and his mouth finally
caught hers, feeling her lips quivering, warm aott and yielding. Her
spread fingers were moving against his naked sbdttys like little mice
looking for a way out of a trap, but at the sanneetishe was kissing him
back, and she wasn't struggling. His blood bedasiohe was almost giddy.
He felt his flesh hardening, lifting; he wanted Iserbadly he would have
died if he could just push her down onto the cagret take her there and
then.

She had to know what was happening to him; she'ttasih innocent. They
were too close for her to miss the fierce presstings body towards her, but



he didn't want to scare her or ruin this momentwséeldn't rush anything.
The last thing he wanted to do was frighten her.

She broke off the kiss suddenly, audibly drawinipreg breath, as if her
lungs needed air. James slid his mouth down hezkcteeher neck, kissing
each soft inch of her skin, his nostrils full oétbcent of her. He felt her body
sway backwards slightly, as if she was half faigitiend heat mounted to his
head. Hungrily his mouth pushed back the necklihdey sweater and
moved against her delicate collarbone, and Patisigted.

Tentatively, half expecting her to stop him, Jamegrted his hands under
her green sweater and found warm flesh. She waswedring a tiny silky
bra underneath the sweater; he had the fastenomnera moment later, and
quickly moved his hands round to cup her escapregdis. They were so
soft and smooth, like round, warm apples.

He heard her mouth form a gasp of what he tooleteHock under his kiss
and froze, waiting for her to protest or get andpyt she did neither. James
quickly moved his mouth back to hers. Her armsmslichd his neck and she
moved closer, kissing him back.

He felt the small nipples of her breasts hardertimgflesh he was caressing
grew heavier, filling his palms. She might lookdil very young girl, but
her body was that of a woman, and he ached to explbof it. The very
prospect made his temperature rise; he was breatieny fast, and shaking
slightly.

How far was she going to let him go? His excitensgmtalled, he was dizzy
with it, and he pulled her even closer, pressingseif into her, one knee
sliding between her legs.

Patience wrenched back her head with a loud, wesdigy, and pushed him
away with a force that sent her sprawling backwasdmes didn't let go of
her; they fell together onto the sofa, with himdenry on top. The feel of her
underneath him nearly drove him crazy; he groadeayging her sweater
upwards so that he could bury his face in the wialiness of her breasts,
his mouth searching for one of those hard pink lep



'Don't...no, James...I won't let you..." Her vowwas shaky and barely
audible; he felt her hands thrusting at him, hesdejerking upwards to
push him away. 'Stop it!"

It was hard for him to drag himself out of the wdgcitement; dark red and
shuddering with passion he lifted his head, hiséadf-open and blinking
in the sudden light as he looked down at her.

'Sorry," he muttered thickly. 'l got carried away."'

He stumbled off the sofa, pulled his robe togethied the belt tightly.
Patience jumped up, too, moved away to a safentistand hurriedly
fumbled with her bra while he broodingly watched.

'l would have stopped any time you asked me tolptotested, and her
greeny hazel eyes slanted sideways as she pullesveater down and ran a
hand over her tangled red hair.

'Would you? | got the feeling you weren't going to!

Was she smiling? Even worse...laughing at him?ddddn't deny he would

have gone as far as she let him; he had gone dus diead with desire for
her—nhe still felt that terrible, burning urge. Obusly it hadn't been mutual.
He had been kidding himself when he thought sheedhiieir lovemaking

as much as he did. His overheated body cooled dmmi someone had
flung a bucket of icy water over it. She didn'tlfiee way he did at all. Why
had she let him go so far?

'l wouldn't have done anything you didn't want melo," he said, scowling
at the floor because he didn't want her to seeyes. He was afraid his
sense of hurt, of rejection might show, and thaulconly make his

humiliation worse. 'I'm sorry, okay? | got the wgovibes.'

'What vibes did you think you got?' She looked dower thick ginger
lashes flickering against her cheek. He saw thanglef her hazel eyes
behind them—were there tears in her eyes or wagusiathe lustre of her
pupils?



He would give anything to know what was going osidie her head, but she
was a foreign country to him; . he didn't havewedabout her.

'It doesn't matter!" he said grimly.
'It does to me! What vibes did you think you weedtigg?'

'‘Never mind. Sorry. | was obviously mistaken.' Hedhmade a fool of
himself in front of the one woman in the world hd dot want to think him
a fool.

'About what?'

He shrugged, wordless. He wasn't admitting his f@ehngs when he hadn't
any idea how she felt about him.

Patience asked coolly, 'Do you always try it orhvavery girl you meet?"
'Of course not!" Was that what she thought of him?

'Why try it on with me, then?' Her lashes liftechag her eyes very shiny,
bright with impatience or some other emotion held¢aot read. 'Did you
think | fancied you? That | wanted you to make ld@ane? Why did you
start making love to me? Do you fancy me, James?'

His mood was deflated, depressed; he wanted toicyetf her and try to
forget what had happened in this room just now .fétiestupid. What on
earth had made him imagine she would want him tnelve wanted her? He
had allowed himself to believe it because he watded

'Why don't you say something?' she insisted. h'distave you down as the
sort of guy who is always making passes—so whydidmake one at me?’

He resented her relentless inquisition, knowingas down to pure female
curiosity—typical of a woman to want to analysedmsotions, his thinking,

everything he said. She didn't want him, but shetegto get under his skin,
make him bare his soul to her. Well, he wasn't goah



'Sorry, | think we've said enough, and if you'llcage me, | must get
dressed," he said with cold dignity. 'l have a @aig | shall be late if | don't
hurry up.'

‘A date?'

'Yed, sorry. | must rush.' James turned away, whi@et of the room,
wanting to run to get away. He needed to be alwheye nobody could see
how he felt.

Patience followed him. 'T'll show you out firstg lsaid without looking at
her, but just as they reached the front door sochebang the bell.

Patience opened the door before he could stop rieértteey both stood
staring at Fiona, who stared back at them, heicablie gaze sweeping
from Patience's clearly dishevelled hair and ruch@eeater, her flushed
face and startled eyes, to James, who was cleakgdunder that white
towelling robe.

Fiona's mouth tightened, her face acid. 'So thdt\s you were late! | was
beginning to suspect you were seeing someone else.’



CHAPTER SEVEN

THEREWwas a silence while both women looked at Jamesarstared at the
floor, his face rigid. He loathed scenes, espeaciallpublic, detested being
shouted at by women, and hated to be made to idkilous—not that any

of these things had ever happened to him moredhee. If anyone made a
scene he always put on his harshest voice to demdtem, and then
vanished. If a woman shouted at him he gave haydook, then vanished.

If he felt he had been made to look ridiculousyarished. He had always
had a simple method of dealing with anything herdtitllike. He just walked

away from it, fast.

Now he did not know what to do or say. Fiona wasoaliely right—how
could he lie to her? It was time he ended hisiaahip with her. He should
have finished with her long ago; they were not triigin each other and he
should have been honest with her. She would findesme else easily
enough; she was a beautiful woman, from a weathyiljy—plenty of men
would jump at the chance to grab her. Most of thesuldn't even care that
she was cold and selfish. He had often been serpeashow many men he
knew who were married to cold, selfish women withteeeming to mind too
much. Their wives were ornaments, not partnersymably—or the man
himself was cold and selfish, and perfectly safivith a wife of the same
nature.

Fiona was working herself up into a tearing raffel'd waited at home
instead of driving over here to see what was hglgiou up I'd never have
known you were playing away, would 1?"

He couldn't deny that; he would probably have tedvoid trouble.

Fiona read the admission in his face and icily elated. 'You'd have made
up some lie about getting a vital phone call jssyau were about to leave,
or being caught in bad traffic—and I'd have beenenthe wiser, would 1?

How often have you lied to me in the past, | wofRdéou kept telling me

how busy you were at work, but | suppose you weiadbusy somewhere
more private all the time.'



'I'm sorry, Fiona,' he said stiffly, and felt Patie looking at him, hazel eyes
surprised and anxious.

She whispered, as if Fiona couldn't hear her ptyfeell, 'James, don't just
let it go... explain... tell her she's got the wgadea.'

He shook his head, features rigid with pride ansemgment. Why was
Patience trying to push him back into Fiona's arhis®asn't getting down
on his knees, making an act of contrition, pleaawuity Fiona to forgive him
when he wasn't sorry about anything. His wholeti@tahip with her had
been a mistake and he was relieved to get out of it

Patience said earnestly to Fiona, 'Really, you'aiing a mistake. You've
got it wrong. James, talk to her, make her see...'

'l have eyes,' Fiona unnecessarily informed themm.bb can see, don't
worry." She looked them over again, distaste infaee, lingering on the
rumpled state of Patience's clothes, on his bage dad legs. 'Only too
clearly. I don't need James to draw diagrams.’

Distressed, Patience said, 'No, you don't undedstdinisn't what you
think!"

Fiona made a noise halfway between an angry sndra@at's sneeze. 'Will
you keep out of this? I'm not talking to you. Yandkeep him. If you can!
But take my advice—don't give up the day job..He'sying, cheating
bastard, and you needn't think he'll treat youlzetier than he's treated me!

Turning on her heel, her ice-blonde head held sk, walked back to her
parked red Aston Martin as if she was marching alanes's face with
every step, got behind the wheel, slammed the dbarted the engine and
drove off with a deep-throated roar, vanishing uhe corner a few
seconds later, so fast one almost expected flasrase out of the exhaust.

She was an excellent driver, James thought incomeseiglly. A little too
reckless, mind you. But only when she was in a smfhe trouble was, she
flew into a temper far too often. One day she wddde an accident if she
wasn't careful.



Patience threw an uncertain look at him, hazel gyestioning. 'Don't just
let her go. Go after her.'

'What, in my bathrobe?' He shrugged, then saidlishily, ‘And, anyway, |
don't run after women!'

'Don't you care about her?' Patience searcheadtgs her own face pale and
set. 'No, obviously not. You don't really care abanyone or anything
except business, do you?'

'Oh, thanks," he said, with bitterness. So that wiaat she thought of him,

was it? That he was cold and selfish. Oh, mayhbealdebeen once; if he was
honest he had to admit he might have been. Untimké her. She had
changed his entire life. But he couldn't tell herwgithout betraying his

feelings, giving himself away.

He wasn't going to do that. He had some pride left.

Patience said quietly, 'I'm beginning to see tlmatrymother damaged you
badly when she left you behind." Her eyes went pastinto the elegant
house, came back to his face, her expression dismjsfull of rejection.
"You've got a beautiful house, James, but it'sgustell; it isn't a home. And
you're the same— you're a shell, not a human Being.

His face growing even paler, he flinched from thadgement, but he

wouldn't let her see she had hurt him. The old raipees he had absorbed
as a child came back—hide what you're feeling; tdien'anyone guess
you're unhappy or scared.

He stepped back into his house, his face whitéf, stinse with pride.
'‘Goodbye, Patience.' If that was what she thoufjhino there was no point
in saying anything else—no more than there had laegrpoint in saying
anything to Fiona. Sometimes words were unnecessapgrfluous.

That evening he did not go out. While Enid was ipgttogether a light
supper for him James listened to Mozart and readuple of that week's
business magazines from the States—although hid wasn't on anything



he read, and he kept reading the same words owenwer without taking in
what they meant. His brain seemed to be on hold.

' hope this is okay,' Barny told him as he brougletfirst course of the meal
into the dining room. 'Enid didn't have much inretdhinking you would be

out. She was doing the marketing tomorrow, so sttetb improvise with

what she had.’

'It looks fine to me,' James said indifferenth\arstg at the plate in front of
him. Enid had halved and sliced crisp pears imati@ped them with fine
thin strips of pink ham, goat's cheese and walfimtsl]y trickling a delicate
dressing over that. The colours were pretty, thaute of the food
interesting. He tasted some; was that balsamiogairfeWell, whatever it
was, the flavour was refreshing and different. # pie had no appetite, but
to save Enid's feelings when she had gone to st tnogble he would have
to eat it—even if it choked him.

When Barny returned with the next course and loaktedis empty plate
with satisfaction, James said, 'lt was delicious! Enid she's a genius.’

Relief in his face, Barny grinned, whisking awag thsed plate and putting
down the second course. 'She enjoys a bit of deciga; you know that.

She's tried something new with this too—she onlg tiee one chicken

breast, so she cut it into little goujon stripsdatcrumbed it, and panfried it.
The sauce is cream and tarragon; she knows how yauclove tarragon.'

Do I? James thought blankly, staring at the gréenked creamy sauce. He
tasted it. Oh, yes, he liked that. 'You and Enidilsme,' he told Barny,
remembering how often they had gone out of they when he was a child
to get him food they knew he liked.

He refused a dessert and had his coffee servad study, deciding to work
for a couple of hours until bedtime. He wouldr&egd; there was no point in
going up to bed yet.

'Is there anything else | can get you, sir?' Basked, before leaving him
alone there.



Looking up from the documents he was arrangingrateioon his desk,
James shook his head. ‘No, thank you, Barny.d'fife.’

Barny hesitated by the door and James looked uim agdind a look of
anxiety and concern in the older man's eyes.

'She's a very nice girl, sir,’ Barny blurted olintd and warm-hearted, full
of fun, but serious underneath. Not like that otbee. Me and Enid, we
never had time for her.'

Freezing over, James said coldly, 'Goodnight, Bakg wasn't discussing
either Fiona or Patience; Barny had no businesagayything about either
of them.

James's private life was nothing to do with anywhe worked for him; they

should just do their job and mind their own bussmdiut then that was the
trouble with having staff who had known you sincelyere a child—like

Miss Roper, they thought they could give you tloginions whenever they
liked without pulling their punches. It didn't occio them that they were
taking liberties!

Barny flushed, giving him a wounded look, and withel without another
word, leaving James feeling guilty and, at the saime, resentful. Why
should he feel guilty? Rationally he knew he wghktiiBarny shouldn't have
said anything. But after staring at the wall fom@otime he picked up the
internal phone and rang down to the staff quartete basement.

Barny picked up the phone, his voice flat and polifes, sir?'

'I'm sorry, Barny," James said. 'l shouldn't haitte your head off. It's just
that I'm tired and irritable.’

‘That's all right, sir." Barny's voice warmed, tadhint of a smile in it. 'l
understand.'

James was afraid he understood too well, and Haiclr wasn't giving
Barny a chance to discuss it any further, so haddly said goodnight.



'‘Goodnight, sir.'

James put the phone down and looked at the papefsomt of him.
Concentrate! he ordered himself. Work was one wayfoogetting
everything else; he had learnt that as a boy. Térelsvdanced like midges,
tiny black dots thaf made no sense. Pain stabbddsirnead. No, not a
headache now. He put a finger on the artery imigig temple, closing his
eyes as the pressure eased the pain, but as sherstgpped pushing down
on the artery the pain began again, so, abanddnsgngiork, he turned out
the light and went up to bed.

He couldn't sleep, however; for a long time he édsand turned, wide
awake and yet unable to read or listen to musichétould think about was
Patience. How she felt in his arms, how soft andwiaer mouth felt under
his, how...

How could he bear to lose her?

Stop being such a fool! he told himself. How cowtd lose what you had
never had?

Turning heavily, he groaned. Stop thinking about li&et some sleep or
you'll be like a corpse in the morning.

When he finally did get to sleep it was to dreamwlher: hot,* restless
dreams of holding her, naked, kissing her, entenig of the long, intense
satisfaction he needed from her, would give angnexperience.

He woke crying out, shuddering in the primrosetighdawn, and stumbled
out of bed at once, shedding his damp pyjamas esgbohg them into the
laundry basket in his bathroom before taking a Jongol shower.

Thoroughly awake by then, he dressed, avoidingimgehis own eyes in the
bathroom mirror.

Nobody else was up yet; he went into his study@odged in the electric
kettle he kept there so that he could make hinssiént coffee any time of
the day or night, then sipped black coffee whilaliesome of the work he
had not done the night before.



Barny appeared at seven and carefully didn't comhorethe fact that James
was already up, dressed and working.

‘Nice morning, isn't it?"

James had not noticed, but when Barny drew bac&utiains James looked
at the blue sky and sunlight blankly. Spring gl outside but in his heart
he felt like winter.

'‘Breakfast, sir? What would you like?'

'l just have some fresh orange juice. I'm natdmy and | want to finish this
work before | go.'

'You ought to eat something,’ Barny began, thergltdames's eye and
shrugged. "All right, suit yourself. I'll get yojuice.'

When he had gone James rang the hospital and wésrpugh to the ward
his mother was on, but he got very little inforroatifrom the night ward
sister other than that she was ‘comfortable’.

'When could | come in and visit?"'
'‘Any time between ten o'clock and twelve, or betwieo-thirty and four.'

When Barny brought the orange juice and some fteffee James told him
they would be leaving for the office at eight. With looking at Barny, he
added, 'l have to visit my mother, who is in haalgit

He heard Barny's little gasp. 'In hospital? IsaticGus?' Barny sounded
genuinely upset by the news.

'She had a slight heart attack, but | gather it mase of a warning than
anything else. | just rang the ward and was tole wls "comfortable”,

whatever that means. Anyway, | can't see her lge; say | can go in later.
I'll go into the office first, but then | shall wayou to drive me to the
hospital. While I'm at work could you go to a flstriand choose some
flowers for me?'



Barny nodded. 'Only too happy, sir. I'm very sdoyhear she's ill. Me and
Enid, we always liked your mother, sir. A breatHrekh air she was, while
she was in this house. We were very sorry to segdiglust a pity she didn't
take you with her.’

He went before James could tell him to keep hisiops to himself. But he
probably wouldn't have said that to Barny. Aftdy badn't the man simply
echoed his own opinion? How could he find faulthwiim for that?

When he went into his office later he found MisgpBoalready there, going
through a big pile of mail. She glanced up, as usuaing an appraising
eye over him, and James suddenly remembered how eening when
he'd first arrived she used to check on the clotiee¥/as wearing, making
sure he had crisp clean shirt on, a tie she apgrofjewell-polished shoes
and a well-pressed suit.

For the first time it occurred to him that he haddhtwo substitute
mothers—Enid first, and then Miss Roper. Had he &sd either of them
how grateful he was for everything they had doméhfm? No, of course he
hadn't. Until this second he had taken it all frarged, never even noticed
the care they took of him and for him.

'‘Good morning," Miss Roper, said, her tone sugggshiat she hoped it was
going to be, anyway, unless he was in the sortamkomood he had been in
yesterday.

He tried to sound cheerful. 'We're going to haveush through anything
important, Miss Roper. | have to leave again at terthere anything I
should know about in today's post?'

She was obviously curious about the need for hdmtedidn't ask any

guestions—just picked up several letters she hadapue because they
required instant decisions and were important. Tdeajt with them at once,
then James sat down behind his desk and dictatedatenemos and letters
before making some vital phone calls.

It was nearly ten when he ended the last callpbkdd at his watch, sighing.



'l don't know when I'll be back.'

'You have a lunch appointment with the chairman Idbrtley
Enterprises—shall | try to cancel it?'

'Maybe you should—where were we meeting?'
‘Your club.’

He nodded. 'Oh, yes, | remember now. He's a mentber, Give his
secretary a ring and apologise. Say I'll be in lhowery soon to suggest a
new date.'

She made a note on her pad. 'Yes, sir. What abwoait afternoon
appointments?' She read them out and he hesitated.

'I'm not sure—I may be able to keep them. I'll ihcan't make it. And if
you need me urgently ring Barny on the car phonkhail get a message to
me.' He had not been going to tell her about hisherp but suddenly
decided to do so. 'My mother has had a slight fegtatk and is in hospital.
| have to visit her and | don't know what I'll fingb | can't be sure how long
1. shall be there.’

Her face changed; she looked at him with distressmapathy. 'Oh, | am
sorry—was it a bad attack?'

'Fortunately not, | gather, but | haven't seenywdr It only happened last
night.'

'Well, give her my best wishes for a speedy recaver
He nodded, smiled at her. 'l will. Thank you, Migsper.'

He saw surprise in her eyes and flushed a littleasnit he always polite to
her? Well, maybe not, honesty forced him to adfhiyou wanted to be
successful in business these days you had to blesaf and that required £
focusing of your energy, a tension and hardness gpdled out into
everyday relationships with staff around you. Ppsh&e had let that



ruthlessness become a hard shell which kept Hisadta distance? He had
never meant to let that happen. He must do sontettbout it.

As he left he almost collided with the little blandirl, who gave a squeak of
horror at the sight of him and began babbling easus

'I'm sorry I'm late. | overslept, missed my train..

'Don't tell me, tell Miss Roper. She runs the d@fionot me," James said,
striding past, but giving her a smile which made lwwk even more
terrified, her big eyes opening even wider, her th@uround O.

Barny was waiting as ordered, a huge bouquet aigfiowers on the back
seat of the car: long-stemmed golden daffodilsk pimd white tulips, purple
and white and yellow freesias. The colour and scehtthem was
overwhelming in the car interior. If he hadn't besendepressed they would
have made him feel good to be alive. They didn't.

'l hope they're what you had in mind,’ said Barnyieusly, watching his
face.

Forcing a smile, he nodded. 'Magnificent, thank,y®arny. I'm sure she'll
love them. | don't know how long I'll be in the pdal, so | suggest you go
home when you've dropped me off. I'll get a tarréhwhen | leave.'

Traffic was heavy; it took them longer to reach tlospital than James had
expected. It was half past ten before Barny drogpedoff in front of the
main entrance, came round and opened the doomfor h

'Would you give our best wishes to Madam? From nekEnid. We hope
she'll be better soon and we look forward to seéi@gagain before too
long.'

James nodded. 'Yes, I'll tell her." He had pickpdwinat Barny had not
actually said—that they were expecting that he waolon bring his mother
home to live with him. When he'd first seen heriade would have sworn
such a possibility would never arise. How rapidiygs changed; how soon



you got accustomed to ideas you would have swofimsathat you would
never entertain.

Oh, he still didn't know if he could forgive hemtpthe past behind him
enough to bring her home to live with him. Certainbt yet. He was not
going to leap before he looked; he was too warydatb make a hasty move.
In any case, if she left Patience's home he woelegtnsee Patience again.
He flushed at that admission, faintly ashamed. iW¢aally putting his own
needs before his mother's happiness?

Once upon a time he would have reminded himsetfttret was what his
mother had done to him when he was a child. He dvbale thought: She
deserves what she has got.

This heart attack had changed everything overrtightelt very differently
this morning. He was going to have to make plan$hi® mother urgently
now. Of course, she might wish to stay with Patgenrafter all, she had all
that company there. The house was full of peoplaesfown age, not to
mention the three children and all their pets. Wioolld not rather stay there
than come to live in his empty, silent house? Butrtust give her the choice,
invite her to come home with him.

He arrived at his mother's bedside to find her &a$tep, her hands outside
on the woven white bedcover, her body linked upséweral pieces of
equipment that gave her an extra-terrestrial look.

The ward sister let him stand by her bed for atstime, took his flowers
and put them into several vases, then beckoned therdoor, her finger to
her lips. James obediently tiptoed out, wincindpiadeather soles squeaked
on the highly polished floor, in case he woke hiimer.

'You can wait outside in the corridor, if you wiShe may wake up in a little
while. She tends to take cat naps with waking gagsetween, which is

good. She's comfortable, but what she needs isfotst. I'll call you if she

wakes, or you can come back this afternoon.’

'Is she going to be okay?' he asked huskily. 'lmédew serious was the
attack?'



'‘Obviously it was serious enough for hospitalisatwwhich means that she'll
have to make some changes in her lifestyle, whictspecialist will explain
to her.'

'Can | see him?'

'He isn't here this morning. You could see himrafiss round, at five
o'clock. Can you come back?'

'Five? Yes, I'll come back then. If I'm needed ehere my phone numbers.’
He wrote them on a piece of paper and handed tbehetsister, but instead
of leaving the hospital sat down outside on a dnaine corridor for a while.

He was so cold, shivering slightly, that it dawmedhim that he must be in
shock after seeing his mother lying in that whiegl bsmall and pale and
childlike. She looked so old and ill. Was she gdimglie, despite what that
ward sister had said?

He felt so odd that he knew he could not sit thiohg business meetings,
so he rang his office on his mobile and told Missp& to cancel his
afternoon appointments.

'Yes, sir, I'll do that right away," she said, thasked, 'How was your
mother?’

'She's sedated; | didn't get a chance to talk toTree sister said she was
going to be okay, but—' He broke off, swallowing.

'‘But what?' prompted Miss Roper, and he sighed.

'‘But | thought she looked terrible. Expect me wien see me, Miss Roper.'
He rang off, feeling really strange, dizzy and tipeaded. He was afraid he
might faint so he leaned right down, his head betwdas knees, waiting for

the faint- ness to pass.

‘James? What's wrong? She isn't...?" Patiencete woas rough with
urgency and worry.



He sat up too quickly; his head went round and doas if he was in a
washing machine.

She dazzled his eyes, hair blazing above a veg/fpak, greeny hazel eyes
enormous and dark with dilated pupils. He blinketdex, his heart crashing
against his ribs with a rushing sound, like the@®aocks.

‘James? What is it? Tell me," she thickly insisted.

He realised what she was afraid he might say, tusikook his head. 'No,
no, she isn't dead," he hurried to reassure hee.s@sleep. I'm waiting in
case she wakes up.'

She gave a long sigh of relief and sat down abyuptlthe chair next to him.
‘Thank God for that. When | saw you looking so sseal | thought... But
why did you have your head down like that, then?'

He grimaced. 'l was feeling a little weird." Sharsbed his face and he
hurriedly said, 'I'm okay now.’

She looked like spring in a lime-green tunic-stytess under a darker green
jacket. He felt his spirits lifting at the sightloér. Huskily he said, 'The ward
sister seems to think she's doing well. Well, "cortable"”, she said, but then
that's what they always say, isn't it? Meant tesaee you, but does it mean
much?’

‘They wouldn't lie, James—if they say she's comatag | think they mean
it. Otherwise they would be in trouble if she dieauldn't they?'

'l suppose so.' His eyes roved down over her stdads to her small feet in
white sandals. Was she dressed up to meet thatidmyfof hers for lunch
after visiting his mother?

'What are you staring at?'

He curtly said, 'l didn't know | was.'



'‘Well, you were. Don't you like my dress? Or wasig shoes you were
making faces over?"

'Of course not. | wasn't making faces. It wasrdt.thl mean, | was doing
nothing of the kind.' He knew he sounded confukedyas gibbering like a
fool. She had that effect on him. He had alwayslgati himself on his

self-control. Where was it now? What on earth nshstbe thinking? He had
to pull himself together.

The ward sister came out and looked at them Hdtiought you'd gone,’ she
told James. 'There's really no point in waiting.wdion't you come back this
afternoon?’

Patience stood up. 'How is she?' she asked thewtman, -who smiled at
her in a friendly way.

'Oh, hello again. You came with her when she wasnt in, didn't you? |
remember you. She's much better today; | don'tesgpe’ll have her with
us much longer—ijust a few days.'

‘That's wonderful. Well, I'll come back and see lagzr, then.'

They walked out of the hospital together. James grasly silent. He

couldn't think of anything to say to her. Outside tbuilding Patience
glanced up at him.

'Did your chauffeur bring you? Is he waiting?'

'No, | was going to take a taxi back.'

'I've got my car; I'll give you a lift.'

'l didn't know you had a car.'

'l couldn't manage without one, especially forshepping. To save money |
buy in bulk, which means a lot of shopping at aneet’



She turned to the right and walked through the iaspar park with James
at her heels, stopping beside a large red, olg, vattered four-wheel drive
estate car. Unlocking the driver's door, she gesdtuHop in. Where are you
going? Your office?’'

He got into the passenger seat, looked at his wartdhwas startled to see
that it was now nearly twelve. 'Have you got a ludate?’

She slid in beside him, behind the wheel. 'Onlyhvéitshopping trolley on
the way home.’

His heart skipped. So she wasn't meeting that h@y'me buy you lunch,’
he said offhandedly.

Her voice was teasing. 'There's no need to offerlungh, James, just
because | give you a lift!"

She was infuriating; why couldn't she accept tivetation without arguing?
He scowled at her. 'I'm inviting you because | warit

She looked down, her lashes golden in the sunligét, eyes gleaming
behind them like shimmering water between reeds.

‘Then I'd love to—where shall we go?'

'I'll book somewhere.' He pulled his small mobilgope out of his inner
pocket and dialled rapidly.

Barny answered within seconds. 'Hallo? This is@nheond residence.’
‘Hallo, Barny. Can Enid do lunch for two?"
'Of course. Is Madam coming home? Is she better?’

'She is better, but she still has to stay in hakplle paused, added tersely,
‘Lunch isn't for her. We'll be there in about twentinutes.'



'‘Anything in particular you wanted Enid to do? Siecked the fridges and
larders this morning; she could do anything yoedik

‘Something special,’ he said, and rang off.

Patience had started the engine. Without lookingimt she said, 'Do |
gather we're lunching at your house?'

'If that's okay.'

Her lashes flicked briefly to him, then away. 'Sod as it's just lunch you're
offering.’

She backed the car out of the space it occupiededuo the left and began
driving out of the car park while James dwelt on last remark, his face
darkening.

'What's that supposed to mean?’

Turning out onto the road, she slid into heavyficafith a skill he noticed
with some surprise. She was a good driver, far ncareful than Fiona,
although she was so much younger and must bessebgperienced.

'Oh, come on, James,' she murmured without loo&trigm. 'Do you think
I've forgotten what happened at your house yesgelddore your girlfriend
turned up? Lunch, yes. Sex, no. Okay?"

'l got your message loud and clear yesterday,'Utéened, glowering ahead
at the thick traffic, his face hardening, red ssaatross his cheekbones.
"You'll be perfectly safe, don't worry. | won't neal pass again.'

He wished to God he hadn't invited her to lunch—-ahest be out of his
mind. She had made it plain that she did not liie, et alone fancy him.
Being alone with her, knowing she felt like thatowld be painful,
frustrating, humiliating.

Bitterness welled up inside him. Why had this haygaeto him? What had
he ever done to deserve it? He had had such a tidkood, without any



sign of affection from his father, which was whyhad taken him all his
adult life to fall in love for the first time. Heakn't wanted to risk getting
hurt, which made what was happening to him nowawi¢c. When he did

fall he had fallen hard for the wrong woman. Sheldo't stand him, but he
was crazy about her, obsessed, couldn't get hef big head day and night.

It was all some sort of black joke.



CHAPTER EIGHT

JAMES was silent as Patience drove towards Regent's Radd averted, he
stared bleakly out of the half- open window, hisdii hair blowing back in a
light spring breeze, looking at the crowded stréetsnot really seeing any
of the people hurrying along, the shops and offiloeks, or the cars, taxis,
lorries moving slowly beside Patience's vehicle wds too conscious of her
beside him, her small hands moving firmly and cderiitly on the wheel.
For days now she had occupied the centre of hignairclear, sharp image
dominating his thoughts while everything else ie thhole wide world
seemed to fade away like shadows in twilight. Wiraéarth had he thought
about before)™! met her? How had he spent his ddgs®und it difficult to
remember, but he knew that nothing in his life had much meaning.

'Don't sulk!" she said suddenly, and he startel&ntty, turning then to give
her a cold, affronted stare.

'l was doing nothing of the kind!" Did she haveadlk to him as if he were a
child? Women could be so condescending; there \gasug centre to them,
perhaps because they were the ones who had theshd&loought up the
children, ran the home. They were always sure teye right about
everything.

'Oh, yes, you were—you've been sitting there fergast ten minutes with a
scowl on your face, throbbing with rage. If youjang to be in that sort of
mood we're going to have a very uncomfortable lunch

His dreamy mood of a few minutes ago evaporatedwhlen't telling her
how wrong she was—he couldn't tell her how he ydalt—so he furiously
counterattacked.

"Trying to get out of having lunch with me now, areu? Typical of a
woman. You want an excuse for changing your miraalunch so you try
to claim it's all my fault you won't come."

They drew up at traffic lights in Swiss Cottagerdmall hands resting on
the wheel, Patience turned her head to eye himatige of windblown red
curls blowing across her face.



'I'm not the one in a foul temper."’

'If I'm angry it's because you accused me of ingityou to lunch just to get
you into bed.’

‘After last night what do you expect? After allyas only there to tell you
your mother was very ill—the last thing | expecteds to have you jump
me. | should have remembered that all men ever bavkeir minds is sex.’

He was too angry to trust himself to reply, so teéd his head away,

grinding his teeth, only to find himself facing tfaescinated eyes of a blonde
girl in a sleek blue sports car which was idlingide them waiting for the

lights to change. She had obviously overheard \mbaand Patience were
saying. As their eyes met, she winked, grinning.

James gave her an affronted look, turning his teedk towards Patience,
who was resting her forearms on the wheel, her fadird. She had seen
his exchange of glances with the blonde in the bharge seen the other girl
wink at him. James couldn't believe his eyes wherdw Patience grin and
wink back.

Women! he thought bitterly. Sisters under the skasn't that what people
always said? What they meant was that women lovednspire together,
laugh secretly at men, share jokes against thenwdaer they were often
called the opposite sex—women were always opposmey, at first

secretly, in the far away time when men ran theldydout now that

feminism, had changed the way the world worked womere in open

confrontation with the men around them. It was wiat,love they wanted to
make.

The lights changed and they drove off. 'So whatvagddecide?' Patience
asked him.

He started, lost in his own black thoughts. "W Hmetdwa?"
"To lunch or not to lunch? Are you still broodingeo what | said, or are you

going to be grown-up enough to make the effortamice if | come to your
home?'



'l am always polite to guests in my home,' he séifly. Even guests who
shared jokes against him with other women.

'Nice? | said, not polite. | know how chilly you can F&itting up with you
in that mood would take away my appetite.'

They were in Regent's Park by then, driving roume ¢ircular maze of
streets surrounding the park. Today there weretypleh people about:

enjoying the sunshine and spring weather on thengeavns, walking by the
canal to feed bread to the dozens of ducks and widwer birds, or moving

towards London's famous zoo, children running dmplssng ahead of their
parents, lovers holding hands under the treesmyg tpgether kissing on the
grass.

During the winter months the park paths were enmgxgept for people
taking a short cut to work or taking a dog for dkwvaovers preferred to do
their kissing indoors in cold weather, but Londeneeturned, like the
swallows, to the parks as soon as spring begareslatared at one pair with
a mixture of envy and resentment. You could sem ftioe way they were
stroking each other's faces while gazing into eaitter's eyes that this
young couple were passionately in love. He coukleneemember lying on
the park grass like that. His education and backgtomade him far too
self-conscious.

He thought of walking hand-in-hand with Patiencelemthose weeping
willows, stopping in the green tent of brancheddken from prying eyes, to
kiss her, touch her. Frustration ate at him. It daowever happen, however
much he ached for it.

'‘Are you even listening?' Patience demanded.

Eyes flashing, he turned back to her. 'Of couraenl | don't have much
choice, do |, when you keep nagging at me? Anyooelavthink we were
married! What do you want me to do—beg you to hiaveh with me?
Because you're out of luck. | am not going on mgdsito you or any other
woman.'



The roughness of his voice was bred by a feveresirel to kiss her, to
stroke her cheek, let her red hair trickle throbghfingers, but she wasn't to
know that.

She drew up outside his home and glared back at'¥iou see? We haven't
even started eating lunch and we're yelling at eslcér. 1'd better not come
in. Apologise to your housekeeper for me. | hope didn't go to too much
trouble.’

Desperation had him by the throat. He didn't wasrttb go. How was he
ever to get to know her better if they were nevena? Her own house was
so busy and crowded. But he wasn't making a fodlimkelf to get her to
stay. His sense of his own dignity and self-respamildn't let him. Think!
he told himself. What can | say to make her chdregenind? His brain was
full of fog. He forced himself to concentrate, aardidea suddenly popped

tip.

Hoping he sounded cool and indifferent, he shruggetisaid offhandedly,
'If you insist. | don't intend to argue—go if tlsawhat you want—but I-did
hope to have a serious talk to you about my matiieture. | thought you
were concerned enough to want to discuss what gdh@gpen to her now,
but of course if | was wrong about that then foigéet

Her hazel eyes stared into his cold grey onesjmgifir clues about his real
intentions, no doubt. He gazed back, hoping shédcoead nothing he
would not want her to glimpse: She might be yeatsger than him but she
was oddly adult in the way her mind worked, in h&ive reacted in difficult
situations.

Patience had had to grow up fast when her parestsashd she'd been left
with the responsibility for her brothers and litdester. You couldn't help
admiring the way she had coped, her ingenuity enopg a boarding- house
so that they could all stay in their home, her haatk and warmth in
dealing with the old people she took in as gudstauldn't have been easy,
any of it.

Many girls her age would have yearned to havedomut every night with
boys, have new clothes, go to parties while theneweung enough to enjoy



that life. Few would be prepared to dedicate théweseto a lot of
housework, cooking, old people, children and armsmatience had so little
time to herself. Didn't she ever feel like rebegjlmhHe had never seen any
signs of rebellion in her eyes.

'Of course I'm concerned about her!" she said, irog:
'‘Good. Then come in, have lunch, and we'll talk.'

James opened the door before she could changegraiimbed down out

of the high four-wheeled drive, closed the doorimgad walked round to

her side of the vehicle to help her down. But saeé &lready jumped to the
road and was locking her door when he got there.

She halted on the drive to look at his garden.riArbey lovely?' she said,
admiring the sprays of pink almond blossom on tre black boughs of the
almond trees fringing the lawn. 'And you have a éexful display of spring
flowers—just look at those flowerbeds full of daffls and hyacinths. Our
garden is never this immaculate—you can't havertegtegarden if you
have children and dogs, not to mention a wholefmidbantams.'

"You know you'd rather have the children and degsl | imagine you get
lots of eggs from the hens," James drily said,shr@dlaughed, a little dimple
appearing at the side of her generous mouth.

'Well, of course, but it would be great to haveaadgn this beautiful as
well!

'‘And | would rather have your garden. | never haeg@et den like Tom and
Emmy do; | envy theirs.'

'l had a den when | was their age. | remember spgnaburs in it and
getting told off for coming in covered in mud an@sgs stains.’

Barny had opened the door, stood there watching,tihés face indulgent
and relaxed. Patience turned to smile, walking tds&im. 'Hallo, Barny,
how are you?"



He beamed. 'Very well, miss, thank you. You're lagkwell. |1 hope you
found Madam better this morning.’

'She is still sedated—we'll have to wait to seddter today—but they don't
seem to think it's too serious, thank heavens.’

‘That's good news. Let me take your jacket." Baralped her shed it and
took it over his arm carefully. 'Lunch will be temnutes, sir. Shall | serve
drinks first?'

Tll pour them myself." James was faintly irritdte listening to Patience
and Barny, he had got the distinct impression leatvas the target of a
conspiracy. The way they talked about his motheteniplain that they had
both decided she would be coming here to live leemng. Whose life was
it? His or theirs?

He ushered Patience into the drawing room, gegfioimn armchair. 'What
can | get you to drink?"

'‘Just mineral water, thanks.'

He wasn't surprised, and didn't try to persuadeddrink anything else; he
had the idea that she did not drink very much latAdlher home he had
noticed that she only sipped a little of the roug wine that had been
passed around. Patience had a stronger will thgrwaman he had ever
met, including Fiona. She might be young, but slas gently formidable
without being icy, the way Fiona could be.

‘Sparkling water?'

She nodded, and he opened a bottle of sparklingradivater, poured some
into a tall glass, then paused, ice tongs in hembhok enquiringly at her.

'No, thanks, it makes it flat. But I'll have a sliof that lemon.'
He cut a slice and dropped it into the water, pdiienself a glass of gin and

tonic, added ice, and walked over to give Patidreredrink before sitting
down facing her in another chair, nursing his glass



Her gaze was wandering around the room until tefasd on the portrait of
his father. He had still been young when the pétwas painted, but
somehow he looked old already. The artist had set &gainst the
background of his office, sitting behind his leatht®pped desk, at which
James now sat every day, wearing City clothes—grety grey silk tie,

crisp white shirt. A window behind him showed gty roofs and a grey
morning sky. The impression left was entirely wyntstiff and formal,

forbidding.

Patience transferred her stare to James, frowiWws he always as chilly
as he looks?"

‘Always."'

She nodded, still staring, her forehead corrugdisal do look very like
him.'

'Physically," he agreed in a flat, toneless voice.

He had been afraid that he might be turning ingofaiher, but now he was
sure he never would. He might have done if he hadt Patience just at the
right moment. That had been the watershed of fésHe knew he would

look back on that meeting as changing everythinmgeSmeeting her he had
changed beyond recognition; he might look the samt&e surface, but now
at the depths of his personality life was stirritigy roots growing upwards
from the cold, frozen dark towards the light andmit. She had come into
his life like rain, breeding new life.

What would happen to him if she went out of his afyain? He couldn't bear
to think about it.

Swallowing hard, he said roughly, 'When my moth@nes out of hospital
what's going to happen to her? Is she going to neesing at home? That
would be a lot of work for you. Of course she cottdne here, and | could
hire a nurse to take care of her, but is that whatwould really want?'

Patience gave him a sarcastic smile. "You knowegdyf well she wants to
be with you!



'‘Are you so sure about that? Think about it. If shenes here she will be
alone all day while I'm at work, and | also havéeja busy social life. | go
out to dinner several evenings a week, both widgnits and clients, and |
get invited to parties at weekends. And | have dcagay quite a bit on
business. She wouldn't see much of me, you know.'

Frowning, Patience slowly said, 'No, of course Batt she would be in her
own home and...'

'Don't you think she'll miss Lavinia and Joe ang ethers? From what I've
seen | believe my mother is very happy with you #rein, not to mention
the children, the whole atmosphere of family lilke' drank some of his gin,
his brows together as he looked up at the ponfaiis father on the wall.
'She was never happy in this house. | wouldn't w@shut her up in it again
unless that's really what she wants."

Patience worried her lower lip with her small whieeth. "That hadn't
occurred to me. You may be right. She does lovetmepany at my house,
and she gets on well with Lavinia and loves thédcen. Well, the answer is
obvious. Ask her. She's the only one who knows whatreally wants.'

He nodded. 'When? Shall | wait for her to be disgéd, or ask her today?'

'| think it would be best to wait until we're swske's over this heart attack,
don't you?'

‘The last thing | want to do is upset her," he edyrgust as Barny came in to
tell them lunch was served.

Patience looked curiously around the large dinoanr, with its mahogany
woodwork and furniture, deep- piled carpet and gaad velvet curtains.
The table was laid with silver and crystal, thairfaces picked up and
reflected by the chandelier overhead. There wasvadmall circular glass
bowl of spring flowers in the centre of the tabrea@arny had laid their
places opposite each other so that they couldetdiy across the table.

He served the first course immediately—a cold stafale greeny-yellow
sliced melon, interleaved with sliced avocado farashape, sprinkled with



small prawns and strawberries. They both enjoyeddfreshing coolness of
the fruit, the mixture of textures.

Enid had risen to the occasion in spectacular éestiollowing that with a
cheese and spinach souffle, served with a gread sélrocket, raw young
spinach and cucumber. Barny brought up a chocohatesse for pudding
and Patience groaned with pleasure as she atellahefpang.

'l dare not eat any more, but it's a dream,' slieBarny. 'Light as air. | had
to eat it to stop it floating off my plate.’

‘Tell Enid it was a triumph,' James agreed. 'Sha®rvel, coming up with a
meal like that at such short notice.’

'Well, she had the mousse made, but everythingidsempromptu,’ Barny
said, looking delighted.

''ve never eaten food that good. I'd like to commel shake her hand in a
minute,' Patience said.

'I'm sure she would be delighted to meet you, rfrisshad brought a tray of
coffee with him and gestured to it. 'Shall | setive coffee now? Will you
take it here or in the drawing room?'

'In the drawing room," James decided, leading thg,knowing Barny
would prefer that as it would give him time to c¢lé@e dining room table.

Barny carried the silver tray into the room, sekaitvn on a low coffee table,
poured them each a small cup, offered sugar armhgrand left.

Patience glanced around the room, frowning asrifething in it annoyed
her.

'What now?' James asked impatiently, his browsmuutbgether.

She turned her wide hazel eyes on to him, facecemio 'What?'



'l saw that expression and I'm beginning to recegyiti What don't you like
about this room?'

'l wasn't thinking about this room—I was thinkingpoait the dining room.’
‘What about it?"

'Victorian,' she said firmly. 'Just like somethiogt of a film of some
Victorian novel—heavy dark wood and all that redvee I'd find it
suffocating if | had to live with it.’

'What sort of house would you like to live in?"

'l like my own home best.’

He stared down into his half-finished cup of coff&@ne day you'll get
married, though, and have to move out.'

'Not for years and years. | promised the childteat tve would never leave
our home until they were all grown up. | can't lreay promise.'

'So if you get married...'
'My husband would have to move in with us.’

She reached for the coffee pot to pour herselfreratup. James quickly
anticipated her, lifting the heavy, ornate silvet { pour the coffee for her.

As he handed her cup to her their fingertips brdshie drew a sharp breath
of reaction and their eyes met.

Her pink mouth quivered, distinctly quivered. Jarfeshis heartbeat crash
violently. What did that look mean? His mind waghaos; he was engulfed
in feeling.

At that second a car drew up outside the housegrigae cut out and then
they both heard the car door open and close, htbardate pushed open,



then the sound of footsteps on the long drive. Trbat doorbell rang
sharply.

'Who on earth can that be, calling here durindaheh hour?' James turned
his head to listen as Barny quietly walked throtigt hall. The front door
was opened, then a clipped voice made James stifipning.

Oh, no, not Fiona again! What was she doing here?

Patience looked distinctly uneasy, too. Had shegeised Fiona's icy
accents?

They heard Barny protesting, then the tip-tap ghtieels through the hall.
The drawing room door was flung open with a craldmes had been
expecting it by then, yet it still made him jumkdia startled hare, turning to
stare and meeting Fiona's freezing gaze which mtveed him to Patience.

'So she's here again! Or didn't she ever leaveZhktabeen here all night?'

Patience went pink, breathlessly said, 'Look, kedrito explain last
night—I've been looking after his mother—that's whyas here, to tell him
she had had a heart attack.’

'His mother is dead!

'‘No, she isn't, but she is very ill. We've justmeesiting her in hospital and
James wanted to talk about future arrangementdhdor that's why he
invited me to lunch.’

For a moment Fiona considered that reply, staringeacoffee tray with its
used cups. ‘Are you a nurse?' Her tone was offliaadlting. Patience was
not looking very happy, but she answered politely.

‘No, | run a boarding-house for old people, whlwhere Mrs Ormond has
been living. That's how | met James...Mr Ormond.’



'l don't understand any of this, James," Fiona saidsferring her attention
to him. 'You have never mentioned your mother.dlmost certain you told
me she was dead.’

He shrugged, impatient at having to discuss hiserawith her.

'l hadn't seen or heard of her for years; she wae or less dead to me. My
parents were divorced when | was small. | nevengho I'd ever hear from

my mother again; it was quite a shock when shestliup again recently.’
He impatiently added, 'Fiona, what are you doing®e

'My father rang your office this morning to talk you, and was told you
weren't at work because your mother had had a h#adk. Of course we
were taken aback because we'd always thought skealeady dead.
Frankly, we decided it must be a pretty lame antthgiec excuse for not
talking to us. So | came round to ask you what tixaes going on. Why on
earth didn't you tell me all this last night?'

'l had other things on my mind," he curtly said.

Her blue eyes hunted across his face, looking feescto what he was
thinking, feeling. 'I'd have thought you would wadatexplain the situation
to me—or didn't you care what | thought?'

'Of course he did!" Patience intervened. 'Don't kpow that's just how he
is? He can't talk about his feelings. That ghdstllyer of his trained him to
be very formal, stiff upper lip and all that. itspossible for him to admit he
has any emotions. He's scared stiff of showing th&me got to her feet.
'While I'm here he won't open up, so I'll go anik ta Barny and Enid. |
wanted to get to know them anyway, and you can Bawges to yourself.'

James got to his feet hurriedly but she had alreddgked out of the room,

closing the door behind her. Well, that was thaha¥Wother proof did he

need? She wouldn't leave him alone with Fionaéf sdred twopence about
him. He certainly wouldn't leave her alone with #m®o man, even with that
boy who was always hanging around her. Love wa®yea possessive,

fierce. She didn't love him. His heart's blood cafd.



'She seems to think she knows you rather better Ithla," Fiona glacially
observed. 'How long have you known her?’

James gave her a blank look, then realised whahatleasked. 'She told
you—just a little while, since | found out that mpther was boarding with
her.'

'Months?"

'Days,' he said, with conscious irony becausdtilif@ years. He had been
through so much since the day he first met Patience

Fiona's brows rose again, pencilled black on hewatim cool skin. 'I've
known you for years, but obviously there's a keyybou that | never
discovered but this girl has.'

Their eyes met. James didn't know what to say to He knew what he
wanted to say: Please, go away, Fiona. Just go am@jorget you ever met
me. But how couldhe say that politely? Human reteghips were so
complex, so tangled, words couldn't adequately déhlthem.

Perhaps his eyes were more eloquent than he weaud® Fiona's lips

compressed, a glitter of anger in her blue eye=s) f#fihe opened her mouth
and said bluntly, 'It's over, isn't it? Whatevaattgirl says, the truth is it's all

over between us.'

He took a deep breath and went for the hard harofrtenth; there was no
point in trying to tell her gently—that would onbonfuse the issue even
further. He had to say it how it was now, and drfdrigood.

‘Yes, you're right, it's over. I'm sorry Fiona, hde a mistake. | think we
both did. I'm sorry if | misled you, but if you'n®nest, Fiona, your heart was
never involved any more than mine was. We haddgether and we had a
lot in common. We might have had a successful pestnp, but never a
good marriage. | didn't*love you and you didn'tdome. How could we
have been happy together?’



'‘Don't go all romantic on me, James! What | alwhlsd about you was
your cool common sense. | never thought I'd hear lyabbling on about
hearts and flowers!'

'Falling in love changes how you see everythingn&i I'm not the man you
thought you knew. | don't think | even know mysatfy more.’

'What are you talking about? You aren't making sense.’
'On the contrary, I'm making more sense than egfaré in my entire life.'

'Do you really think you'll be happy with that velopring, ordinary little
girl?’

His jaw clenched; anger burnt in his eyes. 'LeaatteRce out of this.'

Her mouth twisted cynically. Suddenly she looketyutiat beauty of hers
was skin-deep—peel that off and what was underneathfar from lovely.

'Oh, come off it. Don't lie to me. Do you think &¥en't seen the way you
look at her?'

He was appalled. Was he that obvious?

Fiona's tone changed, became ultra-sweet, saceharames, have some
sense! She's not in your league. She's too youmg,af start; she's
unsophisticated, naive, she doesn't know how tesgteow to behave. Oh,
she's pretty in a brash, loud way, no doubt shetslags of energy and
bounce, but your friends would all be horrified,malaugh at you. Men of
your age often get infatuated with common littldsgilt's just a temporary
madness. You'll get over it, without too much daenaging done, unless
you make the insane mistake of marrying her! Ganltsee how wrong she
would be for you? She wouldn't have a clue howatb to your friends, or
how to run your home. You'd be bored stiff in weaksl then it would cost
you an arm and a leg to get rid of her.’



Suddenly so angry he felt his head might exploamed snapped, 'That may
be what you think, but you could be underestimatiag Maybe she has a
lot more to offer than you think.'

'Sex, you mean?' Fiona's lashes drooped; she laikad through them in

a measuring, calculating way. 'Are you alreadymslegwith her? Maybe it's

better to get it out of your system, sate youra#th her, then you'll see she
would never fit in with your lifestyle.’

James snapped, 'As you just said, Patience is hissigated and innocent,
and, no, I'm not sleeping with ¢

her. She isn't the type to sleep around—»but eviewas it would be none of
your business.' He turned away to walk to the @mal she caught his arm,
talking rapidly, breathlessly, her face burning.

'l know | said I'd rather wait to go to bed untiéwere married, but I'm not
frigid, James", if that's what you think. | justmtad to make it special when
it did happen. And it could be, James; it couldvoaderful.’

He was deeply embarrassed. 'Please, this is gesingwhere, Fiona.'

She didn't seem to hear him. She was too deterntmedy whatever she
had come here to say. 'Whatever this girl doesydor in bed | could do
better, because you and | are the same sort otggdlapm the same sort of
world. We have much more in common.’

Looking down at her, he wondered how he had eveupeled himself that
he and Fiona had anything in common. On the surfalcgy, but not deep
down. She was not only cold, she had a cheap, e&gmesned mind. She
knew the price of everything and the real valuaathing.

Moving closer, she put her arms around his neakbbdy pushing against
his. James froze, not liking to push her away lmitwanting her to touch

him or kiss him. Skin dark red, his eyes unablm&®t hers, he struggled to
think of some polite way of ending this ghastlyrseavithout offending her

for ever.



'‘No, Fiona, please. Don't do this!" he mutteredcineng for her shoulders to
move her backwards. But a second later her moughonais and she was
kissing him in a way she never had before, herdpzst, her tongue probing
his mouth with an icy sensuality which sent a shd@wvn his spine.

He stood there, rigid with shock and dismay, nepomding. There was
something chilling in the kiss, something mechdniéase. Fiona was
silently offering herself, but James knew thati¢ svanted him it was for his
money, not his body.

Behind them the door opened quietly and Jamegsétf, pulling his head
back and trying to look round, but as he did s;m&iceached up with both
hands to clasp his head and drag if back down tsMaer coaxing mouth.
The door closed again a second later.

It had been Patience. He knew it, his heart twgstnside him. What must
she be thinking? But he knew. She had seen hinomafs arms; she would
have leapt to immediate conclusions. He had tdsllshe was wrong, she
was mistaken, what she had seen didn't mean a thexperately he thrust
Fiona away, without caring now if he annoyed oraigeer, and ran to the
door to open it just in time to see the front doloising. By the time he got
out onto the drive Patience was driving away areddtin't look back.



CHAPTER NINE

BARNY drove him to the hospital half an hour later. Bidvad gone without
saying a word to him, stalked past him with heagertad, every inch of her
tense with rage—and this time he knew it really was end. All over,
finally and forever. For him, of course, it had béem the day he'd set eyes
on Patience, although it had taken him a little lvtbo realise what had
happened to him. He realised he had always knowndida't love
Fiona—but meeting Patience had shown him that agerwithout love
would be an icy hell.

Fiona was a clever woman; she had quickly beconeewaf a change in

him, he was certain of that, which made it all ti@re baffling that she had
tried so hard to get him back, when he knew witreoshred of uncertainty
that she wasn't in love with him, either. So why Bhe persisted? Why the
insistent attempt to seduce him?

That had been totally out of character. She haémasted that way before.
Fiona was cool and collected, even calculating;vsagn't highly sexed or
sensual, and never, never emotional. There musiobething powerful

driving her, though. It had nothing to do with hionhow she felt about him,
so what was it? Even while she was kissing him dwek lheen aware that it
was all deliberate, planned, a cold campaign; eeitier heart nor her body
was truly involved. Whatever the motive, it hadb®important to her. Fiona
would never have put so much energy into anythmmgoirtant to someone
else. Her life was built on the rock of her ownfseiterest. Nothing else
mattered to her.

If only she hadn't turned up while Patience waghkionly Patience hadn't
witnessed that little scene in the drawing roomdl itanattered to her? Had
she cared? Why had she vanished like that?

James had stood on the drive pulsating with anxigtger, frustration,

wishing to God he understood what went on insideneid's heads. He had
to talk to Patience as soon as possible. She naugiolmg back to the

hospital—he would catch up with her there and nfadkelisten, make her
see that Fiona meant nothing to him. He had tutoedish back into the

house to ask Barny to drive him to the hospitairete.



That had been when Fiona appeared in the doorwdyleWie'd been
running after Patience she had taken the time tderself back together
again after he had so roughly pushed her awayntéde-up and hair were
immaculate once more. You would never suspectrfonstant that she was
not totally in command. Her eyes were as freeziagtyic as ever, her head
held high, an icy contempt in her expression.

Sweeping past him without pausing, although Jaele#ke rage, the hatred,
radiating in his direction, she had walked to hed Aston Martin, got
behind the wheel, slammed the door shut and haérdoff with a tigerish
roar, vanishing round the corner a moment later.

Barny had stood in the doorway. 'She's gone, thensaid with open
satisfaction. 'And good riddance.’

James couldn't help agreeing, but he couldn't aBawy to make personal
comments about his friends or clients. Of courskrieav neither Barny nor
Enid liked Fiona, who had always treated them ags¢s rather than staff.
Her cold arrogance had put their backs up.

Could you blame them? James couldn't but he fdiakgo tell Barny off for
talking about Fiona that way.

'Don't make personal remarks about my friendssai@, without real heat. .
'No, sir,’ Barny said, hurriedly making his facededeyed and innocent.

'Hmm," James murmured, then glanced at his watdhsaid, 'Hurry up,
Barny, | need to get to the hospital quickly.' Batie would have gone there,
he was certain of that, and he wanted to arrivereeshe left; she might not
stay long and he would rather not chase her bableitdnouse, where there
would be a large audience for anything he triesbipto her. That house was
always crowded; you couldn't be alone for two masuvithout someone
walking in on you and insisting on contributing ttte conversation. The
word 'privacy' meant nothing to them all.

Although Barny drove as fast as the traffic woudmit, it still took them
nearly half an hour in rush hour conditions throtiggbusy London streets.



Taxis queued at traffic lights, people were mogthing back to their offices
from lunch, often flushed and sleepy after too mwate and good food. By
the time Barny reached the hospital James waseoadbe of his seat.

He raced along the corridors to the ward, flushetitanse, his heart sinking
as he opened the door and found his mother aleopped up against her
pillows, listening to the hospital radio on headpdé® which she
immediately took off as he came into the room, amvamile lighting her
pale, drawn face.

‘James! They told me you had been while | was pstdavas afraid you
wouldn't have time to come back today.'

'I made time. | wanted to make sure you were gtortge okay. How do you
feel now?' He bent to kiss her cheek, breathintganfaint, familiar perfume
he remembered from his childhood. Her skin hadstife wrinkled feel of
dried rose petals. She had had bowls of pot pawotind her bedroom with
that scent, he thought; whenever he was in thesevasy small boy he had
been allowed to run his fingers through the comstelatting them trickle
back into the bowl slowly, and for ages their sogatld cling to his skin.
When she'd left his father had had her room cleareti everything in it
thrown away. Yet the scents had lingered in theVdlienever James went
into the room even today he thought he could sthelh.

She put a hand up to clasp his cheek briefly. ‘Magtker. They tell me | can
go home in a few days. They're keeping me in faeolation and rest, but
my heart is behaving itself now.’

He pulled up a chair next to the bed and sat doviou must take care of
yourself after this, though. You don't want to r&stother setback, do you?’

She grimaced. 'l certainly don't. | hate hospitdtgy're such sad places,
especially big ones like this. I'll make sure | Wdrave to come back here
again. Oh, James, thank you for all your lovelywigos—they had to use
three vases! | feel as if you've turned this bokiragd into a garden for me.
I've been lying here since | woke up just gazind gazing at them. Their
scent is marvellous, isn't it?'



He looked at the rather plain, heavy vases arraagaahd her bed, on her
bedside cabinet, on the window-sill nearby. "Theysee is mostly from the
freesias, of course, but | remember you like dakad

" 'That come before the swallow dares, and takentimds of March with
beauty",' she said dreamily.

He frowned, struck by the words, sure he recognisech but not able to
place, them. 'That's a quotation, isn't it? I'mediue heard it before.’

'‘Shakespeare, James!'
'Is it? It sounds so modern, doesn't it?'

'He often does. | don't think there were any fragsn England in his day,
mind you—they're new arrivals in this country, auadare tulips. The Dutch
started the craze for tulips, back in the severlteesntury, and it really was
a craze—at one time new tulip varieties changed handsaftortune. Isn't
that amazing?'

'You seem to know a lot of odd facts—do you do tadb crossword
puzzles?' There was so much he didn't know abautTirey had a lot to
learn about each other.

She laughed. 'How did you guess? Patience likesgdaiosswords, too.'
Gesturing to a bowl of apples, oranges and banahasadded, 'She brought
me all this fruit. I'll never eat it all. A pity tevaste it. Have something—one
of these tangerines. They're delicious.’

He shook his head. 'No, thanks, | just had lund@ paused, then said, trying
to sound very casual, 'Patience has been heraftarmoon, has she?'

His mother's eyes skimmed his face, sharply nardoavel alert. 'Yes. She
didn't stay long; she had to get back. She seempget-t-have you two had
words?'

His heart collided with his ribs; breathlessly bh&ls'Upset? What made you
think she was upset? What did she say?’



His mother put a hand out, covered one of his own;
her skin felt papery and dry but the contact wasfooting.

'She didn't say anything; | could tell somethingswaong. I'm very fond of
Patience. Don't hurt her, James.’

'l wouldn't do that for worlds!" His throat hurte words emerged rough and
harsh. He drew another audible breath, trying tohgaself under control.
'What makes you think | could?'

His mother laughed, distinctly laughed.

'What's so funny?' James couldn't stand being kdigh especially when he
did not get the joke.

'Why don't you ask her yourself, James?'

He was afraid to, but he wasn't admitting thatisrhother, so instead he
asked her, 'When you come out of hospital, do yantwo come home with
me, or would you rather stay with Patience?"

She watched him, her wrinkled fingers entwininghwits. 'I'm touched that

you've asked me that, James, but I could neverniteat house again—I

was too unhappy there; it would be haunted for Amel I've made so many
friends at The Cedars. I'd miss them all if | Iéfs the happiest house I've
ever lived in; | want to stay there for the restof life.’

She wasn't surprising him but he felt he ought &amnaher. "You can't count
on that, you know. What if Patience gave up runtimghouse? If she got
married, for instance?’

His mother laughed. 'She has promised the chiltdrey will never have to
leave their home until they are all grown-up, amaniy is only six. | doubt
if I'll still be around by the time she's eightéen.



James frowned at the floor. 'But what if Patienan'tl need to sell The
Cedars? What if...say...she married someone wehtylof money? She
wouldn't need to take in paying guests then, wshkl?'

'l can't see her turning Lavinia and Joe and therstout of the house, can
you? No matter how much money a possible husbagttrhave.'

His heart sank. 'No, you're right. She's far tat-kearted.’

'‘Not soft-hearted, James. Warm-hearted. Generadnd. Koving. Patience
is a very special person. A man could look forrst of his life and never
find anyone else as special as Patience.'

Their eyes met. He hoped he looked blank as heelllyrgot up. 'Well, |
have to get back to the office." Bending, he kidsedcheek again. 'Is there
anything you need? Anything | can get you? I'll gea again tomorrow
afternoon.’

'I've got everything | need, thank you, James,'ssi with a contented little
sigh.

As he walked out of the ward he wished he couldisagam&. For years he
had drifted without any clear idea of what he reakeded, let alone having
realised that his life was empty, a hollow shelithaut loving or being
loved.

Too late he had realised the utter necessity ah¢pvand he was afraid
self-knowledge had come too late. He loved Patiechaehe had no idea
how she felt about him; he didn't understand heallatwhy had it taken

him so long to see how little he knew about womida®ing lost his mother
at such an early age had left him blind where womere concerned. He
had grown up valuing them for all the wrong reasdrsdieving a woman

should be like Fiona—beautiful, elegant, and coldrereas the truth was
Fiona had been the very opposite of what he nesdadvoman. Meeting

Patience had taught him that, but he was stilldoind bewildered where
women were concerned, especially where Patiencewraerned. He was
afraid to tell her how he felt in case she turned town flat. It would hurt

too much. He was terrified of getting hurt again.



At the end of the corridor he heard a babble ofterent which resolved
itself a moment later into his mother's friendsrirdhe Cedars. Lavinia, in a
bright blue pleated skirt and matching top, camysn wicker basket of
goodies, Joe in an old tweed jacket and cord trsuske others talking
loudly as they advanced towards him, waving.

'How is she?"

'Patience said she was much better—did you thintog®' asked Lavinia.
''ve made her some of my fatless oatmeal cookiessédor her heart.'

'l brought her some of my daffs,’ Joe said, looldisgontented. 'l suppose
you've already drowned her in expensive flowersnfim shop? These are
from our own garden." And she had better prefemthkis belligerent
expression said.

'She'll love them," James hurriedly assured hiokilgg from Joe to Lavinia.
'‘And she'll be delighted to see you all. She's imisgou already.’

'‘Are you going to take her home with you when séies gut of here?' asked
Joe, still scowling. 'You live in some posh plageWest, don't you?'

'l did invite her to move in with me, yes,' admittdéames, and saw all their
faces fall.

'We'll miss her,' one of the other women said gliypnShe fits in with us
all. She was going to make me a new nightie.’

'We will miss her," agreed Lavinia. 'But family family, after all. Can't
blame her if she wants to live with her own son.d\&l do the same, in her
place.’

'‘But she doesn't want to," James told them, sebe&igfaces change, startled
and lighting up. 'She thanked me for the thought,daid she would miss
your company too much. Enjoy your visit with herddn't think the ward
sister will let you all in at once; my mother hashave a lot of rest at the
moment. You'll have to go in two at a time, | eXpgec



He waved and walked on and heard them vanishinpeat slow pace,
talking nineteen to the dozen. His mother wouldribam coming long
before they arrived. The whole hospital could ptipaear them.

'‘Back to the office?' Barny asked as they droveobtihe hospital gate, and
James hesitated. That would be the wisest thimdpte-go back to work,

stay away from Patience—and he had always beeredisand careful in his
attitude to life.

Suddenly, though, he felt reckless. There was \w#drin the spring air; his
grey eyes glittered with it.

‘No, I want to go to The Cedars," he said, andefainhy flash a curious look
at him in his overhead mirror.

'l saw that collection of oldies heading into tlespital. Visiting Madam, of
course. I'll be surprised if they let them in. Egbuo give a healthy man a
heart attack, having that lot descend on him!'

'My mother likes them. She enjoys their compangrhds hesitated but
decided to be frank with Barny. 'l invited her tmze back home to live with
me, but she refused. She said she had bad membtiesplace, and prefers
The Cedars.’

'‘Ah,' Barny said. 'Well, | can see her point, cgot? I've always thought
Number 43 was a gloomy barn of a house, myself.v@hy elegant and
impressive, the decor, but as a home...well, iengas one, was it? When
your mother went, we thought of going, too, butsiayed for your sake.’

'‘God knows what sort of childhood I'd have had wuthyou and Enid. Don't
think I'm not grateful.'

'Did we ever ask for gratitude?' growled Barnyideand me, we always felt
we got as much out of it as you did—we had no kiad you made up for
that. We were never sorry we did it. You were amily, in a way.'



'‘And you two were mine,' James quietly said. gfot married, Barny, and
sold the house, what do you think you and Enid @auhnt to do? Come
with me or...?"

'We've been with you so long we're set in our waysl a new wife feels
awkward dealing with staff who've been running gsifor years. Women
like to have their homes arranged the way theythkeen, and it always leads
to bad feelings. No, Enid and me, we've thoughuabwat, and we thought
that if you married we'd retire to a nice littlatflbn the South Coast—maybe
Bournemouth—uwith a sea view and shops nearby.'

'I'd miss you both.’

'We'd miss you, sir, but that's life; nothing stéys same, the world moves
on. Sooner or later the work would be beyond ugwasy.'

The car phone began shrilling. Barny glanced ratridm. ‘Are you here or
shall | take it?'

T'll take it." James leaned forward to lift theeeser. 'James Ormond here,'
he crisply said, and recognised Miss Roper's voice.

'Have you heard the news? Have you got any ingbnetor me?"

Baffled, James asked, 'What news?'

A silence, then she said carefully, 'About Mr W&lBir.'

Fiona's father? His instincts prickled. 'What ablomm?' Was the old man
ilI? He was the age to have a stroke or heartlafraen overwork, and he
had always been obsessed with his business, ewea Biona had joined
him. Men like that pushed themselves too far, amelday their bodies gave

up the unequal struggle.

‘There are rumours going around that he's..." 8bitdted, then went on, 'In
some sort of financial difficulty.'

James sat up, frowning. 'What does that mean? Btkiin riddles!



'‘Well, it's all very delicate. | don't like to s&gyo much on the car phone; it's
so easy for people to eavesdrop. Nobody seemssugewhat is going on.

I've had any number of calls from clients who'vardethe rumours, and

now the press are on to it—I saw an item on thénless news on TV just

now. They said there was a rumour the Fraud Sgaadbéen called in.’

'The Fraud Squad? That can't be true!’

'It could be. Sir Charles rang to ask what you knied him you were out
and asked if he had any definite news. He told lmeetwas some sort of
official investigation going on, and he mentionkd Fraud Squad. He said
nobody knew where Mr Wallis was. He seems to ham@shed. Left the
country, Sir Charles said.'

A blinding light hit James. Fiona must have knowis hewsvas about to
break! No wonder she had seemed desperate. Thatbmushy she had
acted out of character, come on so strong to hieg to seduce him. She
had wanted to make him commit himself before hedcahout her father.

'Where had Sir Charles got his information? Didsag?'

'Well, not exactly, but Sir Charles did say Missl\igavas with him; not in
the room, but at his house.' Miss Roper's tonedisisctly odd. He picked
up a note of suppressed excitement, or satisfaetarboth.

'What on earth was she doing at Charles's plaegtP’dught aloud. 'Did she
go to him for help? Is she involved in whatever ta¢gher has been up to?"'

'Sir Charles said she was very upset. She hadeaontiat was going on, and
the news of her father's disappearance, and thieaSdorard investigation
of his affairs, had been as big a shock to heo avé¢ryone else.'’

'‘But why was she with Charles, of all people? Theyiever been close
friends—or not that | was aware!

Miss Roper said softly, 'Well, actually...Sir Clesrldid tell me they were
getting married.’



'What?' James felt as if someone had punched hiheistomach. He gave a
loud gasp of incredulity. 'Charles and Fiona?' @&saand Fiona? His mind
worked hurriedly, in confusion. Charles had madesgaoret of fancying
Fiona, but his life was crowded with women he dakiHe didn't marry any
of them. James wouldn't have been amazed to heateStad tried to get
her into bed, but marriage? That was out of charagust as Fiona's
come-on earlier had been out of character.

'‘Actually, | decided he was ringing you just to giyou that news," Miss
Roper told him, dryness in her tone.

Still disbelieving, James demanded, 'Charles dgtaald they were getting
married? | mean, you haven't made any mistake abat® What did he
actually say?"

'l am not in the habit of making mistakes wherketenessages!" Miss Roper
was highly indignant, affronted. 'l assure you,&harles used exactly those
words. He said, "We're getting married at oncey \arietly." A private
wedding in a registry office, just close family, baid. No reception, and
then they're going away for a month's honeymootiménCaribbean on his
private yacht.'

'My God," James said. 'I'm staggered! Charles @ambF He fell silent as he
absorbed the news, staring blankly out of the wiwmdato the streets of
Muswell Hill.

The suburb was set on the northern hills above @oisdclose-set maze.
From this height on a clear day you got breathtakiews of the whole city

stretching to the horizon: acres of red-tiled amelygslate-tiled rooftops,

chimneys, church spires, concrete tower blocks isetdull grassed

landscapes, interwoven with green gardens and &eescity parks, and
miles away the bending silvery snake of the Thastidsg off towards the

sea with the misty blueish haze of the Kent hifidlze far .bank of the river.
The Victorians had built up here in the belief ttts air was clearer and
more healthy on these hills, and there was stilliral feel to the place,
although since the war there had been a lot maidibg and the original

spaciousness had vanished with infilling and ctutte



'‘Any instructions?' Miss Roper asked in his ead la@ started.

'What? Oh, yes, you'd better check our involvenwith Mr Wallis. He
hasn't got any of our money, but go through thesficheck which of our
clients are also clients of his and get in toucthwiem to make sure they
know there could be problems for them.'

'‘Are you coming back to the office today?’

'Not for a couple of hours,' he said curtly, sitermined to see Patience
again before he returned to the office.

‘There are a lot of letters to sign, and peopleshzeen ringing all day.'

He ignored the discreet reproach in her voicd.Bél in touch later this
afternoon; hold the fort until then.'

Before she could start to argue he hung up, leapaol in his seat with a
frown.

Charles and Fiona! Life was full of these surprigsd, now that he thought
about it, he saw that the marriage might well wiankboth of them. They
had similar temperaments and similar interestsn&iwould love having
Charles's money to spend and Charles would enjapdpauch a young and
very beautiful wife.

'‘Bad news, was it?' Barny asked blandly as hedhaltéraffic lights, turning
his head, his eyes meeting those of his employer.

James regarded him ironically, knowing Barny woubdve been
eavesdropping. 'Bad and good. Miss Wallis is goangnarry Sir Charles.’

Unsurprised, Barny nodded; oh, yes, he had ovetheaery word James
said and put two and two together. 'And Mr Wahis? | gathered he was in
some sort of trouble.’

'l don't know what Mr Wallis has been up to, buhlas apparently vanished
from sight.’



They turned into the road where Patience livedJardes sat up, his mouth
dry, as the car drew up outside The Cedars.

'Shall | wait, sir?'

'‘Go and have a cup of tea somewhere, or drive dretamd come back in an
hour, Barny.'

James got out and walked up the drive slowly, ry;decide what to say to
Patience when he saw her. The house seemed verty—€uo children or
dogs in the garden—but then the children musteattschool, and the old
people would all still be at the hospital visitihig mother. What if Patience
was out, too? He ground his teeth at the thougintiriation was driving him
crazy. He had to talk to her, find out where heodtdhow she felt; he
couldn't bear to wait any longer.

A second later he heard her voice in the gardeshhanheart lifted. She was
here! Walking faster, he took the path round tle sif the house, urgently
looking among the trees for sight of her.

She was closer than he had expected, her redlaamong in sunlight, waist
slender, breasts small and soft, in old blue jeand a thin white
sweater—and to his fury that boy was with her.

'Colin, try to understand what I'm saying, and tbe'so angry!' he heard
Patience say, looking up at the boy, who sudderdilged her by the waist.

'‘But | love you!" His voice was shaking, even tlandis that held her were
trembling visibly. 'l want to marry you—oh, not yeétknow we'll have to
wait until I'm earning enough for us to live ontlua year or two. It won't
take as long as my mother says it will.'

Patience sounded distressed. Her voice pleadeih), @lease listen to me!'

She only just got the last word out before the @ trying to kiss her.
Patience struggled, turning her head aside, bubdlyekissed every part of
her face he could reach—her eyes, her cheeksahgrteer neck—moaning
her name between kisses. 'Oh, Patience, Patieatienée...'



James wasn't aware of running, or even thinkingnidg with rage, sick

with jealousy because that boy was doing what Heaslty wanted to do, he
yanked the boy off her and held him by the shoglderefly, shaking him

like a rag doll and wanting to hurt him, to hit hivard. The boy struggled,
his feet off the ground, until James flung him aw@yumble in a heap.

'How can you let him kiss you like that? You knogishtoo young for you!'
James told Patience angrily. 'l may be too oldhag too young!'

She ran towards the boy and helped him up, hergaing round his waist.
'Did he hurt you, Colin?'

'l kill him," the boy shouted, pushing her awayd rushing towards James.

'Oh, grow up!" James said through his teeth, arsthga him away again
without too much force. Colin stumbled back, cl@drat a tree, glaring at
him.

'I'm grown up. Don't you think I'm not! And I'm ntio young for her! And
even if | am...a little...well, I'll get older, bybu can never get any younger.
Time's on my side; | can wait.'

James flinched at the truth of that, going palé,@uldn't think of a word to
say.

Patience was the one who spoke, her voice gemity fColin, it wouldn't
make any difference what age you were! How manyertiares do | have to
tell you? Listen to what I'm saying. Believe meggde believe me—I don't
feel that way about you; | never have. | like yous-adriend. | was sorry for
you because you were having problems at home—yoa wehappy. But
that was all it ever was and now | think you shattmp coming here. | don't
want any more of these scenes. They're gettingyonerves. | don't need all
this angst. | have enough of my own problems withoaving to keep
dealing with yours. Go home and find a girl of yawn age. Forget all
about me.'

The boy stood there, staring at her, his facekarncthen he turned and tore
away without another word. They heard the gate flamnd him.



'Oh, dear,’ Patience said unhappily. 'Poor ColirhyWare people so
complicated? | kept telling him | didn't love himtthe wouldn't listen.’

'As he said, time is on his side. He has a lotrofving up to do. He'll get
over you.' James took a deep breath and plungédiskily. 'l won't. | love
you. I've never been in love before, thank God.pRedell you how
wonderful love is, but they're lying—love hurtsdén't think | can take
much more. | might as well have all the pain atepso if you're going to tell
me, too, that you can never feel the same wayjtsagw and get it over
with.'

She looked at him, her eyes wide and luminous, thera hand to his face,
her palm curving over his cheek.

‘James...'

'Don't,’ he said roughly, pushing her hand dowwou'se, talking to me the
way you did to that boy. | don't want your kindneBstience, or your
sympathy. If you can't love me give it to me sthaig

She considered him, face serious. 'What about goliriend? You can't
love both of us, James. | saw you kissing her...'

"You saw her kissing me!" he broke out, voice shgkiPatience, believe
me—Fiona and | were never serious. We dated buveven't in love, and
we never slept together. It was convenient for lodils to have someone to
go around with, that was all. We might even haveri®a@ some time—but
it would have been a terrible mistake. | shuddehiiok what my life would
have been like.'

He could see Patience was not yet convinced. 'Atesyre she wasn't in
love with you? From the way she was kissing you...'

‘That was acting! You don't know her. Fiona is cadl clever, very shrewd.
She knew by then that I'd changed and she wagttgiget me back...'

'‘And you say she doesn't love you?'



'l know she doesn't. It wasn't me—it was my mon&n& wanted. Her
father has run into financial problems and Fiona d@sperate to get a rich
husband fast.’

'Poor Fiona,' Patience murmured, her face uncertdow can you be so
sure she doesn't love you, James? You aren't \@g gt emotions, are
you?'

He had to admit it. 'But I'm certain about Fiona-datchtime she was trying
to get me to propose, but as we drove here mytsegmang to let me know
Fiona had just got engaged to someone else—she anpldg for me and

failed, so she went on to see a friend of mineyamolder man, with a great
deal of money. He rang me to tell me they are mgttarried at once.’

"You're kidding!" Patience looked staggered.

'Fast work," agreed James, his mouth curving cigic4 told you, her
emotions were never involved. Nor were mine. But imarriage might
actually work. Charles is very experienced—he'si\mearried several times
before—and he isn't in love with her any more thla@'s in love with him. |
knew he fancied her; he made no secret of it. ¥\ rich, he's much older
than her, he won't expect too much and he haslusahs about her. But
he'll be generous to her and she'll fit in with hifisstyle and his friends.
They might suit each other pretty well.'

Patience looked at him through her lashes. 'Younkeome very weird

people, James. "Cynical and experienced" wouldrdesgou, too, wouldn't
it?'

"He grimaced. 'Cynical, maybe. Experienced? Noaswalways too busy. |
had no time for love.' He looked at her passiogates feelings in his eyes.
‘Until I met you.'

She ran a finger lingeringly over his mouth, andirewv breath sharply.

'Patience...I love you...'

'Don't talk so much,' she said softly. 'Kiss me.'



James didn't need to be told twice. He framed de in both his hands and
kissed her warm, generous mouth with all the neledjre and emotion
inside him.

'I've waited so long to kiss you like this.'

Patience ran her arms round his neck and kissedblick, making his
temperature soar. Eyes closed, James held hes arrns, feeling dizzy and
yet so happy he could scarcely breathe. Againsthést the soft, high
breasts rose and fell in rapid breathing; he thowjhburying his face
between them, and shuddered with desire.

He felt her lips move under his, whispering his eamen she said in a
shaky voice, 'l love you, too, James.'

His heart drove against his breast. 'Do you méatg looked down at her,
his eyes feverish with intense feeling.

'Oh, yes. When | left your house today | was scapply. Seeing you with
that woman made me feel sick. | had to get awaguldn't bear to pretend,
and be polite to her.’

He groaned. 'And | was afraid you had gone becgogalidn't care!’

"You've no idea how much | cared! | realised | by®u on my birthday.

When you arrived, | looked at you and felt quitel pe@beak at the knees—it
had to be love, although I still wanted to smack gace or twice, when you
were being stupid about your mother. | love youthmeo—she's wonderful;

you've got to be nice to her!

He looked at her with tenderness. 'You're wondedmilyou know that? Will
you marry me, Patience? And soon—it has to be ddecause I'll go out of
my mind if | don't get you into bed soon.’

She blushed, making his heart turn over, but then sighed, her face
turning very serious. 'l don't know... | can't, &l really can't...'



He stiffened, ice trickling down his spine. 'Camtarry me? Why not?'
Desperation made his voice roughen, grow harsiotiflove me why can't
you marry me?'

'If we got married, you'd want me to live in yowuse, and | can't, James. |
can't leave The Cedars, or the children. | promibedn we'd always stay
here and | can't break my promise. | can't turnfmeyds out, either; this is

their home too, now, and | couldn't dump them hatkhomes; they'd be so
unhappy and I'm very fond of them all.’

He relaxed, sighing with relief. For a moment hd tleought she didn't love
him enough to marry him.

'l may be stupid about some things, but I've unideds the problem of
where we would live, Patience,-and there's reatlyproblem at all. I've
never liked that house in Regent's Park, anywhagdlso little happiness in
it. My mother's right—it is haunted, for both of, er and me. I'll sell the
place without a single minute's regret.’

Her face lit up. 'And move in here with us?"
He nodded, smiling at her.

Her eyes were wide and bright for a second, thersaid uncertainly, 'Are
you sure, James? Could you stand it? You're uskdrg in a very stately
way—your house is so elegant and quiet; you can theaclocks ticking!
This is a madhouse some days, when everyone's hohe.children
squabbling, the dogs barking, Lavinia and Joe agguithere's no peace
anywhere. It may drive you mad.'

'It probably will, some days, but | can always Huityself a treehouse in the
garden and go there to get some peace.’

She laughed. 'Emmy wouldn't leave you alone fogl@he thinks the sun
shines out of you. If you had a private treehousthe garden she would
move in with you.'



'She's adorable,’ he said, laughing too. 'WheoK ki her | know what you
looked like at that age.’

'Yes, she is like me! Far more than the boys.' TPatence sobered again.
'‘And what about your own staff? Barny and Enidikéd them so much,
James, | wouldn't want to turn them out. They'vensgheir whole lives
looking after you.'

' talked to Barny just now on the way over hereseiéms he and Enid have
always wanted to have a flat at Bournemouth wittea view. They didn't
like to leave me in the lurch, but if | get marrigy'll stop work and find
that flat. Apparently they think it's time theyiret, anyway.’

Her brow furrowed. 'Did you think he meant it? lane.are you sure he
wasn't just saying what he thought you wanted &rHe

'l believed him, but you can talk to them yoursaifd if you think they don't
really want to go we'll work something out. We calways build an
extension to The Cedars for them. There's plentyoom here for new
building.'

Her eyes gleamed. 'You have an answer for everythion't you?'

'Patience, if you love me we can work everythirgeedut. All that matters
is...do you love me and will you marry me?'

'Yes,' she said huskily. "Yes, James. | love youl, lawill marry you.' She
caught his face between her hands and lookedhimawith eyes that shone
like greeny-blue opals. 'And, James, | can't waget you into bed, either.'



