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CHAPTER ONE

Lucy looked away, keeping her features impassive. She
had seen the look that man had sent her way many times
before. To give him his due his glance hadn't been as
obvious as some of the "You and I could make sweet music
togethet' looks she had previously received, but it had been
there, she was sute of it.

She had learned how to deal with such glances, had
learned not to give encouragement when she had no in-
tention of playing the game through to its ultimate end.
She had been avoiding such glances ever since the promise
of beauty had broken through before she had left her teens
behind. But there was something about the man, she had
no idea what; he didn't look very different from anyone else
in the room, but something about him had her by now
veiled eyes returning to him.

He wasn't looking at her—and that surprised her
slightly because having expected him to seize on the op-
portunity to catch her eye and move on to the next surface
gambit of the smile, the edging over to where she was to
introduce himself, she saw that he was in conversation with
an elegantly turned out older woman, a blonde girl about
her own age, and Joyce Appleby, the only person in the
group she knew. Lucy turned her attention away from him
and listened to what Philippa Browne at the side of her
was saying.

‘Is your brother here?' Pippa asked. "When I spotted you
I thought Rupert might be here too.'

They were at a 'Strawberties and Champagne Morning',
another of Joyce Appleby's mad ideas for raising money for
charity. It was being held in the village hall and Lucy had
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6 HOSTILE ENGAGEMENT

thought the time of the venue as much as the pricey tickets
would have kept a lot of people away, but the room was
crowded, so perhaps to hold it on a Bank Holiday Monday
hadn't been such a mad idea—and on second thoughts,
Lucy reconsidered, money would be no object to any of
the people here anyway.

"Rupert couldn't make it,' Lucy told the mousy-haired
girl by her side.

*Out with that Sandra Weaver, I expect,' said Pippa,
looking downcast for a moment. | wish he was out with
Sandra, Lucy thought; she would far rather he was out
with the gay divorcee Sandra than the company he was
mixed up with at the moment. 'Oh, thete's Justin Arbuth-
not with his parents,' said Pippa, her spirits brightening.
For all she was the same age as herself Lucy thought Pippa
a little immature at times, here whole thinking seeming
to revolve around men. Will you excuse me, Lucy? I'll just
go and have a word ...

Left by herself, Lucy took a small sip from the cham-
pagne glass in her hand. It was her first glass and she didn't
intend having another; she was only here anyway because
Rupert had insisted they must keep up appearances. She
dragged her mind away from that thought and looked
round the room. There were plenty of people she could
have gone to join, but she wasn't interested in idle chit-
chat. Having put in the appearance Rupert was so keen on
she'd just finish her drink and go home.

She felt her eyes drawn to the man whose glance she had
caught earlier and though hating not being able to resist
let her gaze rove casually round the room till they rested
on the group he was with. Joyce Appleby was still with
them and Lucy wondered, since Joyce was well known for
extending her love of humanity further than required, if
she had him lined up for her next paramour. She reckoned
Joyce would have her work cut out, for though he seemed
to be listening with interest to what Joyce was saying, Lucy
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thought she detected a sign of polite tolerance on his face
that otherwise looked particularly expressionless.

Not once did he glance over to where Lucy was stand-
ing, but she was convinced she had read that first look
correctly—that he hadn't looked at her again meant only
that his approach was different. Since he seemed now to be
captivated by what Joyce was saying, Lucy felt free to give
him close scrutiny. He was taller than average, but it wasn't
that that made him stand out from everyone else in the
room, for stand out he did. She tried to pinpoint what it
was about him that had eyes other than her own on him,
but she couldn't pin it down. She hadn't seen him before—
perhaps he was visiting someone in the area; she paused to
wonder if he was already Joyce Appleby's lover, though she
couldn't quite see him in that role. He looked the sort of
man who would want more from a relationship than the
surface prattle Joyce could churn out unceasingly from
dawn to dusk ...

Damn, she swore silently as the subject of her thoughts
raised his eyes from the women around him and caught her
looking at him. Hurriedly she dropped her eyes, but not
before she had seen his glance pass over her without halt-
ing—without seeming to be aware that she was in the
room, causing her to wonder for the first time if she had
imagined that look after all. She had been so sure ...

"Hello, Lucy—haven't seen you in an age.'

Lucy turned to find Donald Bridges at her elbow, and
although she'd had cause at one time to give Donald short
shrift she was suddenly glad to have someone to talk to. If
the man who had just looked through her as though she
didn't exist flicked his glance her way once more he would
know she wasn't invisible to everybody.

“Nice to see you, Donald,' she replied with more warmth
than had been in her voice the last time she had seen him.

Donald's long-toothed smile was much in evidence as he
beamed at the 'no hard feelings' note in her voice. 'Sorry
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I got carried away the last time you came out with me,
Lucy, he apologised, the suggestion of a smile on her face
giving him the courage to bring the matter out into the
open. 'You're so beautiful I rather lost my head ...

“Let's forget it, shall we?' Lucy said quickly. She knew
she was letting him off lightly—he had been a veritable
octopus when he'd taken her home from dinner that night,
seeming to have at least four pairs of hands all going in
different directions, and if there was one thing she couldn't
stand, it was being pawed about by over-amorous young
men.

Donald seemed as pleased as she was to let the subject
drop. Tad do about your parents,' he said, his smile dis-
appearing making his face solemn. 'T wanted to write to
you after the accident, but I thought after the way we
parted that night you wouldn't want the unpleasant re-
minder of me while gtieving for your mother and father.'

Lucy's face was as solemn as his as she recalled the dread-
ful shock she and her brother had received when they had
learned that their adored parents had been drowned 'in a
sailing accident. She and Rupert had received other shocks
since then, but nothing that had followed had been as great
for her as that of knowing she would never see het beloved
parents again.

‘I didn't expect to see you here today,' Donald was going
on. Half of her mind registered what he was saying and
she made the correct rejoinder, she thought, but the other
half of her mind was taking a line of its own as it pro-
gressed from Donald's innocent statement that he hadn't
expected to see her at the charity function.

She hadn't wanted to come, had only given in to Rupert's
persuasions because he was going through such a very bad
time. She had got ready knowing she was going to hate
every minute of it, had dressed in her silk jump suit, don-
ning with it her own share of pride that decreed she would
attend and show the people they had always considered
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their friends, but who Rupert had said probably wouldn't

want to know them once the news was out that the Careys

were penniless that the Careys were still as good as any of
them. Perhaps penniless was a bit of an exaggeration, she
thought, since Rupert had an allowance doled out to him
quarterly under Grandfather's will—though his allowance
would bately keep them ticking over. Rupert didn't come
into the whole of his inheritance from Grandfather until
he was thirty and he had another five years to go before he

reached that age—how they were going to manage until that
time was anybody's guess. Already they had parted® with
several good pieces of furniture, having found a mountain
of unpaid bills and no money to settle them when their
parents had died. There was little else to sell that wouldn't
make it obvious to anyone who called at Brook House that

it was not so well furnished as it had once been. Brook

House was much larger than they needed, she mused, but

Rupert refused to sell the house and move into something

smaller. She couldn't blame him really, she supposed; the
house meant the same to him as the antique ring that had
been her mothet's had meant to het—Lucy forced down the
tears that rushed to her eyes as she recalled the day Rupert
had told her he had lost it. He knew how much she

valued it and it had been weeks before he had confessed
that, he had lost it when taking it to the jewellers to have it
polished and cleaned.

Hiding the sorrow of her thoughts, Lucy realised Donald
had been talking to her for some minutes and she hadn't
heard a word he said; ,he must have been unaware she
wasn't listening, but now apparently he had said something
that required an answer.

‘I'm sotry,' she apologised, 'with all this racket going on
I missed what you wete saying.' She accompanied her words
with a smile just in case he saw through her lie.

'I know you'll think I've got a bit of a cheek, but I was
asking if you would come out with me some time?'
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Lucy looked at him and decided that with or without the
change in their fortunes she wouldn't have accepted his
offer anyway, for all he would know better than to come
over all amorous another time—but if what Rupert said was
true, that she and her brother would soon be out of this set,
then for pride's sake she was glad to be in the position to
turn down an invitation rather than wait for invitations to
stop altogether. Coming here this morning had been a final
farewell in a way to all the people she had known for so
long, though none of them here would know it.

She could have left Donald's offer hanging in the air, all
she had to do was say 'Give me a ring some time', but she
didn't 'T don't think so, Donald,' she said, and watched
the expectant smile disappear from his face and almost
weakened as she felt an unexpected sadness at that moment
Then knowing it was the way it had to be, she smiled gently,
regretfully, "Would you excuse me Donald, I told Rupert I
wouldn't be too long.'

She hadn't told Rupert anything of the sort, she mused
as she left Donald and went into the short hall and from
there into the small cloakroom. For all it was late May it
was cold outside and she had slipped a jacket over her
shoulders before she left Brook House. Almost everybody
there must have been feeling the cold too, she thought as
she saw coats, wraps and scarves covering every available
surface, the half dozen or so hooks on the coat rack over-
burdened until it was impossible to hang anything else
there. Lucy had just spotted part of her white bouclé wool
jacket beneath a pile of others, when the blonde girl she had
seen in the group with the man whose look she had mistaken
came in.

“Just off ?' the blonde asked, seeing Lucy endeavouring to
extract the white boucle without dropping the ones on top
on to the floor. Not a bad do, was it?'

"Not bad,' Lucy agteed, liking the gitl's open friendliness
for all they hadn't got around to being introduced.
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The blonde rectified that omission with the same ease
she had struck up the conversation. "I'm Carol Stanfield, by
the way—I came with Jud and his mother.' She took it for
granted Lucy knew who Jud and his mother were.

As she was about to introduce herself, the top coat of
the pile Lucy was wrestling with began to slip, taking her
mind off telling the other girl her name as she grabbed at
the coat before it hit the ground. So the man who had
looked through her was called Jud, she thought as she re-
placed the coats, deciding to tug at the flash of white and
hope for the best. She doubted she would ever find out his
surname—she had never seen him in Priors Channing be-
fore, so he must, she concluded, be visiting someone in the
district. Quite what made her ask the question she didn't
know, because she just wasn't interested in where the man
lived, but as the girl who had introduced herself as Carol
Stanfield saw the wrap she had come in for on the top of
a pile near the door, the words left Lucy's lips before she
could stop them.

“You don't come from around here, do you?'

"Lotd no ! I live in London—jyou never know, though ...
she smiled a friendly smile. "I'm staying with Jud up at the
Hall,' she said, and held up crossed fingers. 'Here's hoping,'
she added impishly, and not noticing Lucy was staring at
the hand, fingers now uncrossed, Carol Stanfield placed the
wrap over her arm and turned to go. 'See you around, I
expect,’ she said, and was through the door before Lucy
answered her.

All Carol Stanfield's talk and what exactly it was she was
hoping for passed Lucy by. She was too stunned to do little
morte than realise she was now in the cloakroom by herself.
That was my mothet's ring, she thought, stupefied, when at
last her brain began to function again. Carol Stanfield had
been wearing the antique ring Rupert had lost that day he
had been taking it to the jewellers in Dinton.

Galvanised into action, Lucy went to hurry after the
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other girl, her jacket forgotten, it was of prime importance
to stop her before she left. But before Lucy could reach
the doot the pile of coats from which Carol Stanfield had
taken her wrap slipped, and Lucy was ankle-deep in outer
garments of all colours. Unable to open the door, she had
to first pick up the jumbled heap of furs and fabrics. It
didn't take very long and with an unspoken apology to theit
owners she plonked the bundled assortment on the small
table all anyhow and dashed through the door.

She reached the open front door in time to see a smooth-
looking Bentley pulling away with the blonde head of
Carol Stanfield sitting in the back. Wild visions of sprinting
to her Mini and chasing after the Bentley sprang to Lucy's
mind, only to be halted by Joyce Appleby's tinny tones.

*Ah, Lucy, just off, are you? So pleased to see you—you
didn't bring Rupert with you? He's a naughty boy—but tell
him we'll forgive him.'

Lucy had forgotten Joyce was on the organising com-
mittee. She was just the right person to do the job, she
thought, but she was more anxious to get away than to
stand listening to Joyce—she knew of more than one person
who had given a donation to one of Joyce's chatities purely
in order to be rid of her.

At last Lucy made her escape and went to retrieve her
jacket and put the bundle she had tossed so unceremoni-
ously down by the door into some sort of order. It was too
much to hope that the Bentley would still be around and,
her mind busy, Lucy got into her Mini and followed the
route the genteel Bentley had taken down the road.

Carol Stanfield had said she was staying up at the Hall
with Jud. The only Hall Lucy knew of in the district' was
Rockford Hall. It had been up for sale for ages, as had the
estate and farms that went with it. No one knew the exact
asking price, but common sense said it must go into seven
figures. The man Carol had called Jud must be rolling if he
had bought it, Lucy considered, and surely anyone con-
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nected with him wouldn't have come by her ring by any
underhand means.

Undecided whether to make straight for the Hall or go
home with the hope that Rupert would be there—he had
gone a bit wild just lately, understandable really, she ex-
cused him with sisterly blindness—Rupert would know
what best to do. Something, she didn't know what, stopped
her from turning the Mini on to the road that would take
her to the Hall when normally there would have been no
decision to make. At any other time there would have been
no arguments. She would have sailed straight up to the
door of Rockford Hall and demanded to see the wearer of
her ring.

She didn't want to see the owner of the Hall, though.
A feeling of unease spread through her at the very thought
of seeing him and stating baldly that his guest was wearing
her most treasured possession. She had a feeling he
wouldn't like it—not that she was frightened of him, he
might well be very understanding about it, though she
wasn't vety convinced about that.

Trying hard to remember on which hand the girl had
worn the ring, Lucy turned the Mini in the direction of
her home, Brook House. Had Carol Stanfield been wearing
the ring on her engagement finger? Perhaps she was this
Jud person's fiancée-that made it even blacker, for if
Carol was engaged to him, and good luck to her if she
was, she would need all the luck she could get if first im-
pressions were anything to go by—then wasn't it likely
that if the girl had grown attached to the ring she would be
most unlikely to want to give it up? Try as she might Lucy
could not remember on which hand or even which finger
the girl had worn her mother's ring. All she knew was that
it was the same ring and she wanted it back at all costs.
What was more, she was going to have it back—regardless
of whatever Jud whoever he was had to say.

Parking her car in the drive of Brook House she saw
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Rupert's car was patked beside the big oak front door of
the many-windowed Georgian house, and raced inside to
find her brothert, anxious to tell him her news.

She met Rupert coming along the hall obviously on his
way out. Vow did the bunfight go?' he paused to ask.

‘I saw my ring,' Lucy came back, too pent up to answer
his question, and followed on in a rush, unable to see her
brothet's expression in the dim light of the hall. "There was
this girl there and she was weating it, Rupe—she was wear-
ing my ring! She ...

“Your ring?' Rupert interrupted her slowly when she
would have galloped on. "You say you saw a gitl wearing
your ring?" he questioned, then to her utter amazement dis-
counted what she had just told him. "You must have made
a mistake.'

‘I didn't,' Lucy said quickly, not comprehending that
Rupert didn't believe her, and went on to tell him what had
happened.

"It was probably very similar—but I doubt it was the one
I lost,' her brother said when he had heard her out. She
wished he would come into the sitting room with her where
they could discuss it in relative comfort, but Rupert hadn't
moved towards the sitting room but seemed to be edging
nearer to the front door if. anything.

"It was the same ring,' Lucy told him flatly. 'T'd know
it anywhere.'

Rupert peered at his watch. 'Look, Lucy, I know you're
in a lather, but I'm supposed to be seeing Archie Proctor
in ten minutes—Ileave it until I come home, we'll talk about
it then.'

Mention of Archie Proctor successfully took her mind
off the ring for a moment. Archie Proctor was one of the few
friends of her brothet's whom she didn't like; he was too
fond of the good life without thought for the consequences
for her peace of mind—there was that girl over at Bishops
Waking who claimed openly that the father of her daughter
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was Archie Proctor, for all he denied it.

‘What ate you seeing him for?' She knew she shouldn't
question Rupert like this, but she was never happy when he
was out with Archie Proctor. Rupert had only taken up with
him since their parents had died, and she fervently hoped
he would drop him as quickly.

‘T am three years older than you, remember,' Rupert
came back, not liking to have his movements questioned. 'At
twenty-five I think I'm entitled to make friends without
having to ask your permission.’

She had upset him. She didn't need to hear the front
door slam behind him to know he had taken exception to
her question. Disconsolately she pushed her way into the
sitting room and stared with unseeing eyes out of the
window. The gardens were a picture this time of the year,
but it could have been a dung heap out there for all the
beauty she saw.

Thete was no knowing what time Rupert would be back.
More than likely he and Archie would go into the nearby
town of Dinton and live it up till the small hours. Once or
twice lately Rupert had come back the worse for drink,
though Lucy didn't know where he was getting the money
from,; his allowance wasn't due for some weeks yet, but that
wasn't her main concern just then. All she hoped was when
he came home it would be in one piece, having caused no
harm to himself or anybody else.

Telling herself that worrying over Rupert wouldn't bring
him home any sooner or any more sober than he would be
if she didn't worty about him, Lucy went to her room and
changed her jump suit for jeans and a sweater, while nig-
gling worries of Rupert kept intruding. She had no idea
what time he would be home and she so wanted to have
her ring in her possession tonight. He had said they would
discuss it when he came home, but as far as she could see
there was nothing to discuss, even supposing Rupert was
sober enough to discuss anything very sensibly.
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He had been so loving and caring when their parents had
been alive, immediately afterwards too, she recalled, and
although grieving their parents' loss himself, had gone out
of his way to help her with her pain. She brushed a tear
from her eyes as she recalled the day he had seen her sitting
holding her mother's ring—she had no idea of its worth, but
treasured it because it had belonged to her mother; it had
in fact been in the family for generations. Rupert had taken
the ring from her; there had been no need to ask if she
loved it, he knew that already. "I'll take it into Dinton to-
motrow and have it cleaned up for you,' he had told her
gently. 'T don't suppose Mother's had it cleaned in all the
years she's had it." That he had spoken of their mother in
the present tense had gone unnoticed by both of them; at
that point they were still referring to their parents as if they
were still with them.

True to his word Rupert had taken the ring into Dinton.
But it was not until three weeks later had he confessed he
had lost it, and by that time they were acquainted with, and
trying to adjust to, the news that the fortune they had ex-
pected to inherit was non-existent, were adjusting to the
fact that the lands to the north, east and south of Brook
House had been sold off some months before to pay for
their father's gambling debts, debts they had been in total
ignorance about—that they still had the house was a
miracle. Seeing how bitter Rupert had become at the news
that his inheritance had been gambled away from him,
Lucy had bottled down her anguish over the loss of her
ring, and had asked her brother quietly if he had informed
the police.

"Of course I've informed them,' he had snapped, none
of his earlier gentleness - in evidence then. "What do you
take me for—an idiot?'

‘I'm sorry,' she had apologised, and kept the sorrow of
her feeling to herself.

After that Rupert had shaken off the bitterness of his feel-
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ings and had replaced it with a wildness that was so out of
character she began to wonder if she had ever truly known
her brother at all.

Knowing she would not be able to sit quietly waiting for
her brothet's return, Lucy thought briefly of ringing the
police and letting them handle the investigation into how
Carol Stanfield came to be wearing her ring, but after some
time spent in thinking the matter over, she decided against
the idea. If this Jud person had just come to live in the area
it was hardly fair, knowing how quickly gossip could spread
in the community, to have speculation spreading about him
or his guests being the receivers of stolen property—that
sort of talk would take years to live down in the close com-
munity of Priors Channing, and while she held no brief for
him, in all fairness she knew she couldn't do it. No, there
was only one way to handle this—she would go to the Hall
herself.

Once her mind was made up Lucy found it difficult to
wait until she judged lunch at the Hall would be over, then
at two o'clock, she went to her room and exchanged her
jeans and sweater for a lightweight trouser suit in mid-
brown that went well with her dark brown hair and eyes;
the whole effect was lifted by the cream silk blouse she
donned beneath her jacket. She could have gone up to the
Hall in her jeans, but the knowledge of what would almost
certainly turn out to be a sticky interview ruled that no
matter how she was feeling inside, she should arrive at
the Hall looking cool, neat and confident, and she doubted
that jeans and sweater would help her achieve that effect.

On previous visits Lucy had made to Rockford Hall, the
journey from Brook House had always seemed longer, but
within a very short space the Mini was turning through the
wrought iron gates at the bottom of the long drive. Rock-
ford Hall had previously been owned by Colonel Brough-
ton, a friend of her fathet's. Lucy remembered trying to
keep her mind away from the interview in front of her
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which she just knew wasn't going to be easy. When Colonel
Broughton had died two years ago the whole property, in-
cluding the tenanted farms that stretched as far as Bishops
Waking, had been left to the Colonel's nephew Selwyn.
Selwyn had never shown an interest in the Hall and when
he had learned the amount of death duties he had to pay
had lost no time in putting the Hall and its farms up for
sale. The grounds of the Hall, neglected since the property
had been empty, showed signs of someone having made a
start on getting them back into shape—a mammoth task
for anyone, so more than likely an army of gardeners had
been taken on, Lucy reasoned, as she turned the wheel of
the Mini and pulled the car to a halt by the large imposing
front door.

Attempting a cool facade just in case anyone was watch-
ing from one of the windows, she left her car and sauntered
up to the stone steps. That her hands felt clammy and her
insides trembly she put down to the fact that if Carol Stan-
tield was engaged to this Jud, then she was bound to be
upset at having to give up her engagement ring, and Lucy
had never intentionally hurt anyone's feelings, besides
which she had taken to the friendly gitl who had introduced
herself and then disappeared.

Lucy thought to have a few more moments in which to
compose herself while waiting for her knock to be answered,
but while she was still taking a deep and steadying breath
the door swung inwards, and she found herself face to face
with the man she had come to see. At once she recognised
that expressionless face. If he was surprised to see her then
his surprise wasn't showing, and she only hoped the
nervousness she was suddenly feeling was not in evidence
for him to witness.

"May I see you for a moment?' The words sounded re-
markably cool in her own ears, and she was glad that what-
ever he had made of her in those first seconds, there was
no hint of hesitation in her voice to betray her true feelings.
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Though when he made no move to stand back and allow
her to enter, she thought she was going to have to state the
nature of her errand on his doorstep. 'My business won't
take long,' she found herself saying into the stifling silence.

The door was opened, and without saying a word, the
man she had come to see stood back to allow her over
his threshold. The light in the hall was much better than at
the hall of Brook House, and vaguely Lucy noted the dif-
ferent set of furniture from the last time she had been here
when the Colonel had been in occupation, though it was
not so very different in that the hall was still tastefully
furnished with a smattering of antiques.

Carol Stanfield was standing at the foot of the stairs
with every appearance of making for one of the upstairs
rooms. Lucy calculated that she and Jud—she wished she
had discovered his other name, since she could hardly call
him by his first name—they must have been crossing the
hall when her knock at the door had sounded and without
waiting for one of his staff to answer the door he had per-
formed that service himself That in itself told her he was
10 snob.

"Hello,' said Carol Stanfield, still in the same friendly
tones she had used only that morning—Iucy regretted that
Carol wouldn't be feeling so friendly towatds her at the end
of her visit. 'How nice of you to come to see us.'

“This isn't a social call,’ Jud put in at the side of Lucy,
causing her to glance at him and quickly away. His ex-
pression was inscrutable, telling her nothing other than that
she had definitely, but definitely, imagined that 'your place
ot mine' look at the village hall this morning.

"Not a social call?' Carol was obviously having a hard
time wondering what on earth his visitor could want to dis-
cuss with him that wasn't social.

Lucy was now hating the reason for her call
as she watched Carol's puzzled face.

"I'll see you later, Carol,' said Jud, indicating that Lucy
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should follow him into the room she knew used to be the
drawing room.

“You mean I can't come with you?' Carol queried.

That was the last thing Lucy wanted. She was going to
have a hard enough time convincing this sombre man at her
side that the ring was hers without the added disquiet of
trying to convince him while the gitl she was sure now was
his fiancée was present.

*I'd rather see Mr ..." Oh God, she wished she knew his
name, wished it was over. 'I'd rather see him alone.' She
didn't look at him to see what he was making of it.

"Don't be long, then, Jud—you promised to teach me to
play billiards, remembert,' said Carol, having to accept that
her presence wasn't wanted.

“This shouldn't take long.'

Lucy silently echoed his words with the fervent hope
that inside ten minutes she would be driving away from
Rockford Hall with her mothet's ring in her possession.

The man she knew as Jud closed the door of the drawing
room behind them, and looking directly at her indicated
that she should take a seat on one of the several giant-sized
settees the room housed. Lucy didn't want to sit down, she
felt too uncomfortable in this man's presence—this man
who by his very silence wasn't making it any easier for her
to begin. But she felt compelled, as he stood silently wait-
ing, to sit down, if only to give herself some small thing to
do. Straight away she wished she hadn't, as he remained
standing, and as she looked at him, taking in that he was
taller than she remembered with him towering over her, she
saw he looked ten or fifteen years older than herself, had
datk hair the same as she had, but that his eyes wete a hard
grey-green. In fact it was not only his eyes that-were hard—
the whole appearance of the man was hard : hard mouth,
hard muscular body.

“The name is Judson Hemming.'

His voice was just as hard as the rest of him, she thought,
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as he reminded her that she had called to see him on a
business matter without even knowing his name.

T'm sorry.' She wished she hadn't apologised, it gave him
the advantage straightaway. "We never got round to being
introduced this morning, did we?' That was better, her
voice was sounding quite cool again. ‘I'm Lucy Carey—I
live at Brook House.'

He received this information without comment, and she
wondered if he already knew who she was. Anyone could
have told him at the village hall, though he didn't look as
though he was sufficiently interested enough to enquire. She
wasn't used to this sort of treatment from a man. It jolted
her a little to know how indifferent this man was to her.

“You said you wanted to see me .on a business mattet,' he
reminded her datkly, as though to suggest that if she didn't
soon spit it out he would very shortly be showing her the
door. "I'll warn you now, Miss Carey, guessing games aren't
much in my line.'

His sarcasm stung, making her head come up sharply,
putting starch into her wilting backbone, making her so
angry that sparks flew to her eyes. Judson Hemming was
just about the most impossible man she had ever come into
contact with. He had known from the very beginning that
she was uneasy and had done absolutely nothing to spare
her feelings, so why should she consider his? She had
right on her side after all. She stood up and felt better that
although he still topped her by a head, she was more on a
level with him

Neither do I go in for guessing games Mr Hemming'
she retorted, striving to keep cool. 'But I thought because
you're new to the district it would be better to see you first
rather than follow my first inclination and go to the police.’

Again that inscrutable look was on his face—would
nothing shake him? He hadn't so much as batted an eyelid
at her mention of the word police, but just waited silently
and watchfully for her to continue. If his face was showing
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anything at all, it was utter boredom.

Lucy had never been aware of boring anyone, indeed
had found herself more than popular right back through
her schooldays, and she wasn't going to stand for it. Her
business was stated flatly and with complete distegard for
any feelings he might have, since she was beginning to
doubt he had any whatsoever.

“The ring your fiancée is wearing is mine,' she stated
baldly, and expected another sarcastic comment as the blunt
statement left her, but was shaken to see he was completely
unmoved, even to the extent of ignoring her claim.

“You're engaged to be matried, Miss Carey?' he queried.
Not to the young man I saw you talking with this morning,
I trust? There didn't seem 'to be very much joy on your
part from what I could see.'

Completely taken out of her stride, Lucy looked straight
into cold, hard grey-green eyes. 'I'm not engaged,' she
snapped. 'Donald reminded me of something ..." she broke
off abruptly. It was nothing to this man that Donald had
brought everything crashing in on her memory—the sad
thoughts he had unintentionally triggered off.

*Something ...?"' Jud Hemming questioned. 'If the look
on your face was anything to go by your memories would
appeat to be very sad ones, Miss Carey.'

‘I'm surprised you noticed the look on my face,' she said
stonily, then wished she hadn't because now he would
know she had noted his indifference to her.

‘I probably wouldn't have done,' he came back, un-
perturbed, 'other than that a solemn face stuck out like a
sore thumb among so many happy smiling faces. What, I
wonder, wete you thinking about to make you look so sad?'

Had there been any sign of sympathy in his tone she
might have clammed up, for everyone had been kind and
sympathetic to her and Rupert when they had lost their
parents, and the sympathy of people had made it hard for
her to hold back the tears which in private had flowed
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unendingly. But with this man's abrasive attitude she knew
she would never ever be at risk of breaking down in his
company.

"My parents were drowned in a sailing accident some
months ago—it was the first time I'd seen Donald for him
to offer his condolences.'

Lucy looked away from her interrogator as the words left
her lips. She knew what she had told him wouldn't affect
him one way or the othet— how could it? He hadn't known
her patents, hadn't known the sweetness of her mother, or
the devil-may-care man who had been her father. All the
same, she was not as tough as she thought she was, and
having made her revelations she felt the tug of tears behind
her eyes, until Jud Hemming's abrasive tones hit her ears.

*So this Donald fellow is not a regular boy-friend?'

She answered him purely because she needed a moment
ot two to pull herself together. 'No—no, he isn't—nor
likely to be.'

“Should one say "Poor Donald", T wonder?'

“What do you mean?' Tears were very far away sud-
denly as she snapped back. The way he had voiced his
question led her to believe he considered any boy-friend of
hers would deserve a medal.

“It's obvious the chap is keen on you. Equally obvious
is the fact that you aren't too keen on him—why, I wonder?'

Conscious that this interview had not only been taken
completely out of her hands, but had gone so far away
from the point at issue that it looked a long road back, Lucy
almost spat the words at him. 'Because I had occasion to
box his ears the last time he took me out,' she snapped, and
was instantly aghast that this man she barely knew had
extracted that piece of information from her that normally
nothing would have had her revealing. 'Look,' she went on,
furious with herself now as much as him, 'can we get back
to the reason for my call ...
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“Ah yes. You are laying claim, I believe, to my—et-
flancée's engagement ring.'

“It's my ring,' Lucy reiterated. "To be more precise, since
you seem to want to know everything, it was left to me by
my mother. It has great value to me, and I want it back.'



CHAPTER TWO

*So,' Jud Hemming said consideringly. "You say the ring is
yours. Which I wonder has the greater value to you—the
fact that your mother left it to you, or the actual monetary
value of the ring itself”'

Lucy felt sick that anyone could feel the need to ask such
a question, and raised hurt eyes to his hard stare. She saw
his jaw harden briefly before he grated at her :

“You think that an unfair question? Believe me, it isn't.
Thete are plenty of women around who don't give a damn
about sentiment—women whose whole slant on life is
jaundiced by a materialistic outlook.'

*And you think I'm one of them?'

T'm hardly in a position to judge, am I? Seeing that
before today I had never set eyes on you.'

Lucy didn't swallow that. Jud Hemming was a type of
man she had never come across before, but even so she had
a shrewd idea he could look, sum up, and file away, all in
the space of five seconds.

‘Well, I'm not," she said cleatly. "You seem to have been
particulatly unfortunate in your—er—relationships with
my sex—but we each get from a relationship what we put
into it, you know.' She was rather proud of her little
homily. That should put him in his place, she thought, a
feeling of triumph washing over her that for the first time
since she had entered this room she felt on top—her
triumph was shortlived.

‘Is that why you felt it necessary to box this Donald
chap's ears?' he asked smoothly.

‘I ..."' He had her there and he kne