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Karen Sinclair was deeply ashamed of her briefomgus love affair with
Alexis Whitney seven years earlier. Since thendskettled down--with an
interesting job and a steady boyfriend. Everythrag so calm and pleasant
that when Alexis unexpectedly came back into Her Karen was shocked
to realize she still found him disturbingly attiaet But Alexis hadn't been
the least bit interested in marriage all thoseyagp. And with his beautiful
stepmother, Michelle, around, why should he berasted now..?



CHAPTER ONE

THE long room with its pine-logged walls and low- besthteiling was full
of people, most of whom were stamping their feet @apping excitedly to
the sound of Tyrolean music gone slightly mad. $hell band of local
musicians had all imbibed rather freely of theist®hospitality, as indeed
had everyone else, and by now the party was totalighibited, dancing
and singing, or keeping time with their feet. Aetfar end of the room a
huge fireplace was filled with logs which blazedghtly, adding their own
illumination to the scene, while the atmospherékéned by cigar and
cigarette smoke, exuded the mingled scents of perfand shaving lotion,
wines and lager, or plain body heat.

At the opposite end of the room to the fire, a mahapart from the rest,
lodged on a tall stool beside the long buffet tabAddere food and drink
were being dispensed by several white-coated atteadFor time to time,
someone would approach him with the obvious ideawding him from his

solitude, but from their expressions when theyddraway it was just as
obvious that they had not succeeded.

Alexis Whitney was bored. It was no new experieiocéhim. He was often
bored, more frequently with people than with plagexl right now he was
in no mood to appreciate the kind mbnhomiethat was created at such a
gathering. He was well aware that his attitude wdwdve been noted and
commented upon; it wasn't very kind, it wasn't every polite, but quite
honestly he didn't particularly care. He was atl tompellingly aware that
no matter how rude or objectionable he might besbtcalled friends would
forgive him, and if that forgiveness was conceialdthe more rapidly
because of his father's undoubted wealth and spestion, then who was
he to complain? It was a cynical attitude, he knewt,events had generated
that cynicism and looking ahead he could see neoredo change his
opinions.

Finishing the remaining Scotch in his glass, he rmshis feet, flexing his
back muscles tiredly. He had spent the day on kineslepes above the
village and although during the past couple of vgele& had done a lot of
skiing, today he had really taxed his strength andurance. It had been



another attempt to shed the boredom that seentezideeping like a poison
into his soul.

His amber eyes surveyed the room critically. Thatest have been about
forty people present, almost all the guests from @russmatte Hotel, in
fact. But Axel Fritzlander was like that. He threwen his chalet without
reserve, inviting anyone and everyone to his parfMdexis had known him
for about twenty years. He was a contemporary sffdtiher's, and Alexis
could remember coming here years ago when he wgsaachild and his
mother had been alive. They had spent many wintdiddys at the
Grussmatte Hotel, and in consequence they kneswiter intimately. Now,
of course, Grussmatte was much busier than it bad then, and there were
other small hotels andensionscatering for the ever-increasing influx of
tourists, but still the hotel owned by Axel Frimter maintained its
individuality, and his guests expected and recep@donal service. It was
expensive, of course, much more expensive tharHtehlander, or the
Gasthof, but that, said Axel, was the only : wayetsure that his guests
would be of the right type and background to migially. To Alexis, in his
present frame of mind, it was all rather pretergjoand he half wished he
had chosen to stay at one of the other hotels,tqusee what kind of a
reaction that would have aroused.

Still, he thought reflectively, these weeks in Aisthad served their
purpose in that they had taken him away from Londba time when he
most desired it. He had come to the Grussmatte @éthid Vanning, a
young barrister in London, and one of his few faahds. They had gone to
school together, but nowadays, since David begaodreer, they didn't see
much of one another. Alexis recalled with wry humdus father's
astonishment when he had told him he was going amty David. The
usual crowd he mixed with didn't go in much foruattworking, and until
recently he had been quite happy to go along gl fphilosophy so long
as he remained conscious of his father's displeasur

At the moment, David was at the opposite end ofdloen, sitting near the
fire with Rosemary Lawson, whose parents had noteg the party.

Rosemary had been David's prime objective in cortarige Grussmatte, he
had made that clear from the start, but Alexis maidminded. It had suited
him to have some time alone; it had given him anckao think, and while



he didn't particularly care for his thoughts, atsiehe had enjoyed the sense
of release gained in purely physical achievement.

Now he made his way towards the door, but beforeeshehed it, a small,
slim, red-haired girl interposed herself between hnd his goal.

Alex darling,’ she exclaimed appealingly, graspihg sleeve of his dark
blue suede suit. 'You're not leaving!

Alexis looked down at her wryly. Aren't 1? | thoudiwas.’

'Oh, Alex, you can't go now! It's only just afterdmight! Darling, why aren't
you joining in the fun like everybody else? It'st tike you to be so-so -
detached!

Alexis shrugged. 'I'm sorry," he said. But it wagfusal.

The girl's hand dropped from his sleeve. She haig teack her head to look
up at him. 'What's the matter?

What have | done? You've scarcely spoken to méhiolast five days!' Her
voice quivered a little. 'l thought - | thought yiked me."

Alexis controlled his impatience. He despised womeho ran after a man,
who could not control their emotions. 'l do likeuy&ara," he replied briefly.
'‘But | right now I'm tired, | want to go to bed.'

Sara Raymond touched a strand of her hair prowatgti'l don't mind
where you want to go, if I can go with you.'

Alexis expelled his breath on a long sigh. 'No,aSdre said definitely, and
with a faint smile he walked past her to the door.

No one else tried to stop him. Only Axel was likedyhave attempted to do
so, and he was occupied with a group of people theaband. Alexis cast
one last look at the scene, and then went outl@dall.



He collected his sheepskin coat, and fastenedrinlysbefore stepping out
into the frosty air. He scorned the fur hats woyrsbme and his hair, which
at first sight could appear almost white becausisdiilvery lightness, lay

thick and smooth against his head. It was a maggmifinight, the sky an arc
of inky blue above, inset with a million jewel-lik&ars. All around the

chalet, and the village on whose outskirts it ldgng mountains slumbered
beneath their pall of snow like rampant giantsjrtis¢artling whiteness

illuminating the scene with brilliant clarity.

Hunching his shoulders, Alexis set off to walk b&mkhe hotel, but as it was
only some hundred yards from Axel's chalet, heddxtito walk the length
of the village before retiring. Now that he was gram the party, from the
thick, cloying atmosphere, his brain felt sharpand clearer, and the
weariness in his bones seemed to ease as he moved.

There were still one or two people about, althoogist were enjoying the
kind of aprés-skientertainment Axel provided, and the sound of alioa
music drifted on the air. But it was not an unpéedasound, and Alexis felt
more at peace with himself at that moment thamwtiene he could recently
remember.

It did not take long to reach the end of the vidaghere the bare iron
supports of the ski-lift stood out starkly agaitis¢ background of snow.
Motionless now, they stretched up towards the dihgpruce and pine trees
which marked the beginning of the higher slopestiiduthe day, these

lower slopes were thronged with people, young dddabke, but the more

rarefied atmosphere of the upper slopes was whetig\preferred.

He was about to turn back again when a movemeng seay up the slope
caught his attention. Someone was up there, aralbedhey were wearing
something light, they had not immediately beenaeatble. Alexis frowned.

Surely no one was foolhardy enough to be messiogtadit this time of

night without anyone on hand to offer assistanaaukhit be necessary.
Even these lower slopes could be treacherous, gnayvitheir users with

twisted ankles, sprained muscles, and sometimaaldmioken limbs.



He hesitated. It was really nothing to do with hifrhis eyes were not so
accustomed to searching the slopes for possiblgedaimn his own perilous
descents he might never have noticed that theremyme up there.

But even as he considered this, there was a stacthe and the person,
whoever it was, overbalanced and came tumbling dibverslope towards
him. It was obvious in that undignified descent tivhoever it was was not
wearing skis, and Alexis gave a resigned sigh leef@ went to help the
unfortunate climber out of the drift of snow intdieh he had tumbled.

However, as he reached the place where the snowhve&sst, the climber
was scrambling to his feet, and brushing himselWrcso that clearly there
was no damage done. Alexis halted, and then said:

‘Are you all right?'

The climber started, as though until that momenhaeé thought himself
alone, but as he looked up Alexis saw that his ssipipn of which sex had
been wrong. It was a girl who stood regarding hitthwbvious impatience,
a tall girl with an oval face, unnaturally palelre moonlight, and dark, very
dark hair that strayed in a deep fringe acrosddrehead, and pushed out
from the bottom of the cream fur hood of the paska was wearing.

She stared at him for a moment, her eyes narrosarigat he could scarcely
see them between the thick lashes, and then dgpeingaze she said: 'I'm
perfectly all right, thank you,' dispelling any dis he might have had as to
her nationality. Her voice was low and attractaed unmistakably English.

Alexis inclined his head. 'That's good." He pausddwever, | wouldn't
advise you to do this very often. These slopes ha&es known to produce
quite serious accidents, and as you're not evenngeskis...'

She looked up then, anger quickening her speéohqgliite aware of the
hazards involved, thank you.'

'‘Are you?' his expression was wry. 'Is that why yoade that ungainly
descent from up there?' His eyes flickered up tde/ére firs, 'I'm sorry - it's



something quite new to me. | always thought tha id@s to remain in an
upright position. Obviously, | was wrong—'

'Very amusing!" She made an irritated little grimad him and giving one
last flick to her cream trousers began to walk tasdhe village.

Alexis smiled, watching her retreating back withmaur. Then with a

characteristic shrug of his broad shoulders hekgumied his stride to fall into
step beside her. 'I'm sorry," he said, with thaata charm which was so
much a part of his attractiveness. 'But | couldedist, it. You looked so
indignant standing there, all covered in snow .dtfsty | was around at all.'

'Yes, it was.'

The girl looked at him out of the corners of heegyand something stirred
way back in his subconscious. Something about hsnaguely familiar; he
had the disturbing suspicion that at some timehsigdooked at him like that
before. But how was it possible? It was obviousTiter accent that she was
not from the southern part of England, nor did $fa&e the cultured
overtones in her voice that he was used to. Houddoel have met someone
like her? Unless it was at university ...

He frowned. It was an infuriating impression, amdrpulse, he said: 'Have
we ever met before?’

Immediately the words were out he regretted usiegit She lifted her dark
eyebrows mockingly, and replied: 'Is that the st can do? | expected
something quite devastating after that introdudtion

Alexis's frowned deepened. He didn't like being enaalfeel small. ‘It was
not a line,’ he said. 'l meant it.'

'‘Really?’ She sounded uninterested, and a slownfgeef anger began to
burn inside him. It was a long time since any worhad treated him to such
a show of indifference, and he resented her assomgitat he might be
interested in her.



In cool tones, he said: 'l should have realizedbis impossible to ask such a
guestion without you assuming | was necessarilgingia personal interest
in you. I'm sorry if I'm exploding the high opinigwu have of yourself, but

there itis.’

The girl tensed at this, and for a moment he fefitcte. He felt quite sure
that could he have seen her in normal lighting @otthe eerie artificiality
of the moon he would have found her cheeks to &&ity with colour at the
intended slight.

But she made no reply and not really knowing whiatrpted him to do so,
Alexis said: 'Are you staying long in Grussmatte?'

There was a moment's silence while she obviouslghowith herself as to
whether to reply, and then she said: 'Actually\We. leave in the morning.’

'l see." Alexis thrust his hands deep into the ptkf his sheepskin coat.
'Will you be sorry to leave?’

‘Not really," she conceded quietly. 'l - well - twther teachers and myself
are responsible for thirty teenagers. It hasn'téx®een a picnic.'

Alexis was interested in spite of himself, butf@ttmoment she halted and
gestured towards the small hotel standing back ttewoad. 'We're staying
here,' she said. 'Good night.'

Alexis's brows drew together. All of a sudden hehed they had not had
that altercation. He would have liked to have cwmd talking to her. But
she was already walking up the slope towards thel laod short of going
after her and risking another rebuff there was ingtihhe could do. And he
still had that annoying sensation that he had raebkfore.

He arrived back at the Grussmatte Hotel, not inktest of tempers, and
when the hotel manager stopped him in the hall ittentative: 'Herr
Whitney!" he turned to him with ill-concealed imjaatce.

'Yes? What is it?"



Jurgen Blass gave an apologetic smile. 'So sorryradoble you, Herr
Whitney, but there has been a telephone call far-yioom your father.'

Alexis sighed. "'Yes?'

'He - er - would like you to ring him back as sasyou dome in, Herr
Whitney. He said it was urgent.’

'‘Urgent? At this time of night?' Alexis glancedfa gold watch on his wrist.
'Yes, Herr Whitney.'

Alexis considered the man's impassive face for amemd and then
shrugged. 'Very well. Arrange the call for me, witlu? I'll be in my suite.'

'Yes, sir.'

The manager bowed his head politely and Alexis vaentis way to the
stairs. For all its excellence, the Grussmatteriaatifts.

While he waited for the call to come through, Aktook a shower. It was
when he was towelling himself dry that the telephon the adjoining
bedroom began to ring. Wrapping the huge towel raatcim, he went to
answer it. Until that moment he had not paid atgdeal of attention as to
why his father should want to speak to him attini® of night, his thoughts
had still been absorbed with the girl from thed&pes, but now as he lifted
the receiver recollections of his life in Londomuaback to him, and he felt
a sense of resentment that because of this metiera was no real escape.

'‘Alexis Whitney," he responded automatically.

'‘Alex! Alex - is that you?' His father's voice waslistinct. It was not a good
line.

'Yes, Howard. Where's the fire?' He was laconiwas a long time since he
and his father had had any real communication wiign another. They saw
one another frequently, they talked frequently; alays there was that
unseen barrier between them.



‘Alex! I've been trying to reach you since ten@&l!'

'l was out.'

'l know that, dammit. Couldn't you leave notificatias to where you are?’
"They knew where | was.'

"Then why the hell didn't somebody contact you?'

‘I guess you didn't make the position too clealeXs was bored with this
conversation. 'In any case, | don't see why whatgoee've got to say
couldn't wait until morning.'

'‘Don't you? Don't you?' Howard Whitney was breaghieavily down the

telephone and Alexis could picture him propped @gfathe desk in his

study, his face reddening with frustration as h@eanoured to restrain the
temper which Alexis himself had inherited. A big mas tall as Alexis

himself but stockily built with a thickening waisté, he was forced to
maintain a rigid diet to avoid the-blood pressutrech was already evident
in times of stress. 'Damn you, Alex, do you knowatvKnight has done?
He's attempted suicide!

'What?' Alexis, who had been reaching for one @& #im cigars he
favoured, stayed his hand. "You mean - he's dead!

'‘No." His father bit off the word harshly. ‘No, fenately he was found in
time. He's not dead - just off his head, | hear.’

Alexis took a deep breath and wrapped the towekrotwsely about him. 'l
see.’

'Is that all you can say?' Howard burst out.

'What do you expect me to say?' Alexis shook haglh&ive me a chance to
take it in.'



You're to fly home first thing in the morning,’ mteon Howard grimly. 'l
want you here, in my office, before noon.’

'I'll think about it," Alexis was controlling hisam anger now. 'I'm not a boy
any more, Howard. Don't try to give me orders!'

'‘Alex!" There was a short explosive silence, amohthis father went on more
reasonably: 'Alex, for God's sake, man, do as.lldskve to talk to you. And
not like this.'

'‘Where's Janie?'

Howard snorted furiously. 'You're not still intetes in her, are you?'

'‘No." Alexis was cool. 'But as one human beingrotler, | guess | can feel
sympathy for her, can't I? Or don't you know winet is?"

'l shouldn't waste my sympathies on her,' retoHed/ard brutally. 'But as
far as | know, she's still at the apartment.’

'Did she-?"
'—find her husband? No.' Howard was definite abiat. 'He took an
overdose of drugs at the office. The night watchni@amnd him. He

telephoned her.’

'l see." Alexis digested this. 'Okay, okay, dorstréss yourself. I'll fly back
tomorrow. But | don't see what there is to gettearmed up about.'

'Don't you?' Howard caught his breath. 'Well, mayba will tomorrow.
You think about it, right?’

'Right." Alexis reached for a cigar and put it bedwdis teeth. 'Is that all?'
'Isn't it enough?'

Alexis lit the cigar and inhaled deeply. 'Fine. S@@& some time before
dinner. That's the best | can promise,’ and he ofing



He smoked his cigar thoughtfully for a while, ahén stubbing it out went
back into the bathroom to finish drying his hairh®4 he returned to the
bedroom he had put on a towelling bathrobe andurgfhimself on the
wide bed and stared up at the ceiling. His fatheal$ had banished all
thoughts of sleep he might have had, and he fétireg sense of frustration
at the inadequacy of the information he had beeargiBut then telephones
were not particularly confidential pieces of equegrhand he supposed he
could understand his father's reluctance to bexpdicit. Even so, it was an
unsatisfactory state of affairs.

He thought about Janie Knight. He hadn't seen imee ghe beginning of

December last year, which must be about six wegksnaw. Of course,

after he had stopped seeing her, she had telepliomedumerous times,
and even visited his apartment, although Drakemaisservant, knew better
than to let her in. She had not been able to achaptt was all over, and he
had hoped these weeks at Grussmatte would conkigrcerevocably that

he meant what he said. And now this had happemeldyhile he didn't feel

any sense of blame, it left a nasty taste in hiatimo

David Vanning was most put out the next morning mnAdexis broke the
news to him that he was leaving as they had breatdgether.

'‘But, Alex, we've only been here a couple of we&ksely your old man can
do without you for longer than that!

Alexis smiled rather ruefully. 'It seems not, Daim sorry, but there it is.
Still, 1 guess Rosemary will find the time to colesgou!"

David made a helpless gesture. 'That's not the,psliex. Rosemary's okay;
you know I'm very keen on her, and | guess onengly get married and all
that, but - well, she's no athlete, and | dongneltto spend the rest of my
holiday hanging round the hotel or making shoppexgursions into
Innsbruck.'

Alexis rested his elbow on the table, supportirgydiiin on one hand. 'Do |
detect a note of dissatisfaction in your voice?queried lazily. 'Surely the
romantic idyll hasn't begun to pall already?"



David looked slightly embarrassed. 'lt's not tHgs. just that - well, her
parents are always around. We never get any tioreeaNot really alone,
that is.’

Alexis looked amused. 'Well, that's what comesonfig things by the book.’
'What do you mean? Coming here with her parents?'

'More or less.’

‘They'd never have let her come away with me alone.

'Hard luck!'

'l suppose you think in my position you'd have nggatbto persuade them.'

'l didn't say that.'

'No, but you thought it." David lifted his shouldetejectedly. 'Hell, Alex, is
it absolutely essential that you leave today?'

'‘Absolutely, I'm afraid." Alexis finished his secboup of coffee looking
idly through the restaurant window on to the growbsholidaymakers
making their way towards the ski slopes. 'l supposeght to go and see
how they're getting on with my packing. | shalldmery to leave all this.'

David grimaced. 'l half wish | was coming with you.

Alexis's lips lifted at his friend's outburst, libéen his attention was arrested
by a sleek continental coach that was slowly pregjrgy along the village
street. He was suddenly reminded that the girldeerhet last night in such
unusual circumstances had said she and her growglesving today. The
coach was most probably for them.

'Did you hear what | said?"

David's irate tones brought his attention back&yresent and he looked at
him apologetically. 'No. What did you say?"



'l said I'd ring you once | got back to London.'

'Oh, yes, yes. Fine.' But Alexis was preoccupiegirbése abruptly to his feet.
'I've got to get moving. What are your plans fas timorning?’

David lay back in his chair shrugging. 'l don't knd've been promising to
take Rosemary on the nursery slopes for days.dgyueould do that.’

Alexis nodded, and then with a sense of compundtierpatted David's
shoulder. 'I'm sorry, man. But there's nothing ih c." He paused. 'Be
seeing you, then.'

'Yes. Sure.'

David nodded, managing a faint smile, but as Alessed the restaurant to
reach the hall, he could see David's dejectedat#die in the long mirrors
that flanked the swing glass doors.

The flight from Salzburg landed in the late afteynolt had been delayed by
bad weather conditions, and it was even snowirgh#ji at Heathrow as
Alexis left the plane.

The formalities over with, he emerged from the ptiom lounge bent on
finding the nearest bar and a stiff drink. He knleg was delaying the
moment when he would have to take up his life adain airports were
those transient kind of places where one was ibdinma condition he
presently desired.

But as he climbed the stairs to the bar, a voiceehegnized only too well,
called: 'Alex! Alex, where are you going?'

He halted reluctantly and turned, looking down itihe well of the hall
where a fur-clad feminine figure was waving vigastyat him. He hesitated
only a moment, and then with resignation descernbedstairs again. He
knew perfectly well that had he pretended not t@r er and gone on to the
bar, she would have followed him.



Reaching ground level, he turned up the collari®sheepskin coat against
the cold draught of air which swept through thd,rald said, in drawling
tones: 'Hello, Michelle. What are you doing here?'

Michelle Whitney smiled up at him warmly. She wasa#tractive woman of
medium height, but wrapped in the expensive saltiedooked particularly
elegant. 'Alex darling,' she cried reprovingly. ®vé else would | be? I've
come to meet you, of course. Your father sent me.deen waiting around
for simply hours!

Alexis considered her avid expression without esiem. That wasn't
necessary, Michelle. I'm quite capable of hiringah.'

Michelle raised her delicately plucked eyebrowshat/a greeting! It's just
as well I'm used to your boorishness, darling,dfdel quite hurt.’

Alexis's lips were wry. 'Is that possible?' he geekmockingly, and was
gratified to see her colour deepen.

'Oh, you are a pig, Alex!" she exclaimed heatedtjon't know why | put up
with it.'

'Don't you?' He glanced round irritably. 'Look, Metle, | want a drink and
as I'm perfectly certain that my father did notdsgou to meet me, in fact |
don't know how you got the information—'

'l was there when your father phoned you last tight

'‘Okay, I'll accept that. But now, | suggest youhgone, and I'll see you both
later.'

Michelle wrapped her fur-clad arms closely abouték. 'Why can't | have
a drink with you?"

'Because | want to be alone.’

'‘Alex, please!



'‘No." He half turned away and then looked backeat on't worry. Your
little secret's safe with me. | won't tell the ohén.’

Michelle pursed her lips. 'There are times wheatelyou, Alex!
'‘Good. That's a healthy emotion.'

'All my emotions towards you are healthy, Alex.eStut a tentative hand on
his arm.

Alex looked down at that soft-gloved hand, and timto her face, and with
a muffled gasp she released him. 'l still don'twbg we can't have a drink
together. | am your stepmother, after all.’

'Yes. Unfortunately I'm aware of that," retortedexs, brutally. 'G'-bye,
Michelle. I'll see you later, at home.'

Without another word, he swung back up the staird,didn’t look back, not
even as he walked along the gallery.

Alexis's apartment was the penthouse of a tallkblugar Hyde Park, and
Blake, his manservant, welcomed him home warmlyesbmo hours later.

As Alexis shed his coat in the hall of the aparthiédake said: "Your father's
been on the phone for you, sir. Several timesldl bom you hadn't arrived

back yet, but I'm not sure he believed me. He baidhad telephoned the
airport, and he knew your plane had landed some &go.'

Alexis grimaced, and unfastening his tie, he walkbééad into the wide,
attractive lounge. This was a room that always dawe pleasure and he
looked about him with enjoyment, appreciating itenéortable elegance.
There was a turquoise carpet underfoot, patterneshades of blue and
green, while the long settee and armchairs weraralatoloured, soft,
buttoned leather. He was lucky enough to be abééftwd all the luxurious
accoutrements to modern living, but the massivevigion was seldom
turned on, and in recent years his interest irhtifeequipment, which had
once fascinated him, had dwindled.



Now Blake came behind him, carrying his suitcadavé you had dinner,
sir?' he asked.

Alexis turned from switching on a tall standard fgrihat had an exquisitely
hand-painted shade, and frowned. 'No, I've notnedtdad a couple of
drinks at the airport, that's all." He took off jaeket of his suit and slung it
carelessly over the back of a chair. 'But don‘hbotvith anything for me.
Il eat at Falcons." Falcons was the name of Rther's house at
Maidenhead.

'‘Are you sure, sir? It's no trouble.’

Alexis smiled. 'No, | know. Thanks all the samet Bneed a shower, and
quite honestly hunger is not one of the things'sheibubling me at the
moment.'

Blake nodded politely. 'Did you have a good holidsiy?"

Alexis considered before replying. 'Yes, | suppgse could say that,’ he
conceded grudgingly. 'By the way, make me someseofivill you, and [I'll
have it after I'm dressed again. It won't do tovarsmelling too strongly of
alcohol.'

Blake allowed himself a smile at that. He was mathesolemn-faced
individual, and as he was inclined to stockines$aas going bald, he did
not at first strike one as being particularly anealBut in fact, he had been
with Alexis for six years now, and Alexis was wallare of the sharp sense
of humour he possessed. Now, he collected Alegéssially strewn jacket
before disappearing through a door into the kitchaard Alexis walked
across to his bedroom.

In the shower, Alexis contemplated the evening dhedhout pleasure.
How much more enjoyable it would have been to arleme and have
nothing more pressing to do than lounge on the ltaacfront of the

television all evening. Such a prospect attractiedl it was strange that
someone who should become so easily bored witlsdkhealled fleshpots,
should find the idea of simply behaving like anyeasf another hundred
million people so desirable.



He examined his reflection in the bathroom mirrethe dried himself and

was relieved to see that the past couple of weledksastion had successfully
dispersed the faint thickening of his waistlinetthad been present before
he left. Now there wasn't an ounce of spare fleshis lean body, and the
outline of his rib cage was coated only with muscle

He dressed soberly in a charcoal grey lounge &uitit the occasion, he
thought without humour, and drove down to Maidewhe&aching his
father's house just before eight o'clock. Falcased the river, and in
summer it was very pleasant to sit in the gardeatching the pageant of
craft on the water. But in the middle of Januaripad no such connotations,
and although Alexis had spent part of his childhberk, he found the sight
of the bare trees and the frozen, snow-coverecegardchther depressing.

Searle, his father's manservant, admitted him. Gsagle had had the title
of butler, but in these days of shortages of staf,duties encompassed so
many other things, that such an appellation woaklklsounded pretentious.
However, the old man seemed not to mind, and heonetd Alexis
warmly.

'It's good to see you again, sir," he exclaimddntahis overcoat.

'How are you, Searle?' Alexis bestowed one of &nie warm smiles upon
him.

‘Can't grumble, sir. Mr. Howard's waiting for yauthe library.’
'Has my father had dinner?'
‘Not yet, sir. He's been waiting for you.'

'‘Good." Alexis found that the drive had awakeneddppetite. 'Thank you,
Searle.’

He crossed the hall to double panelled doors, akithd a handle in each
hand, he swung them open and stepped into the lbeak+oom which his
father used as his study.



Howard Whitney was seated behind his desk, anedieetl up dourly as
Alexis closed the doors behind him and leaned lagelnst them, surveying
the room thoroughly.

'So you've finally decided to appear!" he remaugeahly. ‘Not before time!'

Howard Whitney's voice still had traces of his herh ancestry that no
amount of southern intonation could entirely disptd rose from his desk to
face his son, and in his dark evening clothes he quéte impressive, big
and broad and physically dominating.

But Alexis was never dominated. He was as talis&ther and although he
was leaner, it was a leanness of muscle and simawias far tougher than
his father's loose flesh.

'l got held up,’ he said now. 'Besides, | dontvgly | should account to you
for my movements. I'm not a boy.’

'‘No, you're not!" muttered Howard, reaching forigac, but refraining to
offer one to Alexis. 'If you were, you -wouldn'eate the kind of mess we're
in at the moment.’

'What do you mean?' Alexis moved away from the door
'l mean Janie Knight, Alex.’

Alexis frowned. 'l seem to have missed something@gthe way. As | recall
it, last night we were discussing Frank Knight, datie.'

'It's all the same thing,' retorted Howard. 'My Guadhat is there about you
that makes a woman like Janie Knight prepared togmy lengths to get
you back?'

Alexis glanced across at the tray of drinks onde ¢able. 'Perhaps you'd
better start at the beginning,' he advised dryd you mind if | have a
drink?"



'Help yourself!" said Howard Whitney irritably, addkexis poured himself a
generous measure of Scotch. '‘Go on!" he said.

Howard shuffled the papers on his desk. 'l wistGtmd you'd never got
involved with her!

Alexis swallowed half his drink, surveying the rander in his glass
thoughtfully. ‘It was your idea," he pointed out.

Howard clenched his fists. 'Do you think I'm likeyforget that?'
‘Well?'
'Knight left a note - a suicide note."'

'l see.' Alexis was beginning to understand. 'Wier® Have the press got
it?"

'‘Nothing so simple. Janie's got it. When the nigatchman phoned her
about Knight's attempted suicide, she was firsttten scene, before the
ambulance or the police. She took the note, angtdhbas it.'

'You mean she's attempting blackmail?' Alexis fredin'What does it say,
for God's sake?"'

His father heaved a deep sigh. There were linestrain around his mouth
and it was obvious he was most disturbed. 'Welinbations the difficulties
his company has got into, and how he can see ncefahort of selling out to
a larger corporation. He apparently owes moneg\al the city.'

'‘But that's not what's worrying you, is it?' Alexias impatient.
'‘No. No, he goes on to say that - he knows his wibkeing unfaithful to him,
and that she's - the mistress of the son of the wha has been

systematically trying to ruin him!'

Alexis finished his Scotch and replaced the glasshe tray, wiping his
mouth with the back of his hand. For a few minutessaid nothing, and



then, when his father was beginning to get agitatedasked: 'Have you
seen this letter?'

Howard Whitney frowned. 'What kind of a fool do ythink | am? Of
course I've seen the letter.'

'When?'

'Yesterday evening. In my office.'

"You mean Janie Knight walked into your office witte actual letter her
husband wrote?' Alexis gave his father an old-fastal look. 'Wasn't she
afraid you'd take it from her?"

Howard sighed. 'She wasn't alone.'

"You mean someone else knows about this?'

'Yes. That chap Lorrimer - her lawyer."’

'Philip Lorrimer?' Alexis shook his head. 'l woulditust him as far as |
could throw him!'

'Maybe not, but there it is.'

'‘But how can you be sure the letter was writterKhight?'

'If it wasn't, it's a damn good facsimile. Good egilo to fool me!’

'‘But not good enough to fool a handwriting expert.’

'My God, Alex, what good is that? Even if the whtiiang is a hoax, even if
we take them to court and prove it's a hoax, dlagto cause a God-awful

stink, and that's something | could do without tigaw.'

'Oh, yes." Alexis was bitter. 'It wouldn't do topardize your knighthood for
services to industry, would it? That's quite a psnf it?'



'Shut up, Alex! If it wasn't for you there'd be mess-'

'What do you mean?' Alexis was indignant. 'l wasssponsible for buying
up the shares in Knight's company - you were.’

‘I know it, | know it. But don't you see, if Jarmight wasn't so infatuated
with you, she'd never have contacted me the waylgheShe'd have been
just as eager to hush up a scandal as | am."

'So what's the deal?' Alexis was wary.

'It's quite simple really. She wants you back again

You can't be serious!" Alexis was half amused.

'‘Can't I?" But Howard was not joking. 'She said iaue her - you love one
another! You only gave her up because Knight's @mpvas practically

ruined, and | told you to do so.'

'Nobody tells me what to do," muttered Alexis ggmi

His father made a frustrated gesture. 'l did tefl that, but to no avail, I'm
afraid. You must have done your job well. | onlked for information - not

recruits!'

But Alexis was not amused. 'Well, whatever her termhey're
unacceptable.'

'l was afraid you'd say that. Alex—'

'‘No, Howard! Not now - not ever!

Howard sank down wearily into his chair. 'She\lagit to the press.’

'If there is a letter. Personally, | have my doubts. tbo convenient.

Anyway, let her do it. | know who'll come off woristthe long run. Besides,
what she did, she did for herself, not for me."



Howard shook his head. 'And what do you intenda®' d
'Me? About this? Nothing.'

Howard riffled through his papers. 'l think it wdube a good idea if you
returned to Austria. With you out of the way, | mmighe able to salvage
something from the mess.'

'I do not intend to return to Austria!' stated Akexoldly. 'Quite honestly,
I'm sick of the whole bloody round of social bad&kbing. Particularly
when there are women involved!

His father looked up in surprise. 'What's got ipoo?'

Alexis shook his head, and at that moment Mich@kitney chose to
appear. In a long gown of pale green slipper stitat showed off her
rounded figure to advantage she was very attrgcane her eyes slid
greedily over Alexis's deeply tanned skin beforevimg on to her husband.

‘Aren't you nearly finished, darling?' she askeekching on a corner of
Howard's desk and running her fingers down hislcheeking deliberately
in Alexis's direction as she did so. 'I'm dyinchoihger.’

Howard rose, flexing his back muscles tiredly. Ye®'re finished, my
dear.'

Michelle's eyes flickered towards her stepson.lg{iélex. It's good to see
you back again. Did you enjoy your holiday?'

Alexis inclined his head. 'Very much, thank you.'

"You can tell Searle to start serving now,' wenHanvard, and Michelle slid
off the desk. But although she looked once mordetis he seemed to find
the pattern of the carpet more than absorbing &ednss forced to look
away.



After she had gone, Howard turned to his son, amgrfed. 'Look here,' he
said. 'Did you mean what you said just now? Abaih@ sick of playing
around?'

Alexis was cautious. "Why?"'

'‘Well, old Jeff Pierce retired last week and sotlfeay've not got anyone to
take his job.’

‘Jeff Pierce?' Alexis stared at his father. 'Youame the manager at
Wakeley?"

‘That's right." Howard was watching his son's lieastclosely. ‘How does it
strike you? Being section manager in a woollenhill

Alexis ran a hand round the back of his neck. Hikdr's suggestion had left
him temporarily stunned. It was something he hagneven contemplated.
He had worked in the company offices in Londoncafirse, he had even
taken a degree in economics at university, butctoaly enter into the
practical side of the business was something éntiiferent.

'‘But | know nothing about wool

"You don't have to. Business acumen is what's rik'ede

'l suppose it would get me out of the way just ffscévely,' he remarked
dryly.

His father looked embarrassed. 'You did say yolwewek of the same old
round," he defended himself.

'Yes, | did say that.' Alexis was thoughtful. 'Blis! This is something else.'
'Don't you think you'll be able to do it? I'm nattpng you in sole charge of
the mill, you know. You'll have to answer to JimnSuerton if anything

goes wrong, just as John McMullen does.’

Alexis gave a wry smile. 'Thank you for your comdinte.'



'‘No, seriously though, Alex, what do you think?'

Alexis allowed his hand to fall to his side. 'l doknow. | really don't. I'd
have to give the matter some thought.’

'l realize that. But it does - appeal to you, ddes Howard looked at him
searchingly and Alexis raised his eyebrows.

'It's a challenge,’ he conceded at last. 'lt's\g tome since | visited Wakeley.
Must be six - maybe seven years. While | was avarsity, | guess. |
remember going to see old John McMullen ...

Howard nodded vigorously. 'That's right.' He pauskadl think - we used to
live in Wakeley. Must be all of twenty years adte' shook his head. "That
house your mother liked so much - | wonder ifstil standing.’

Alexis's jaw hardened. 'Yes. Well, that's anotherys isn't it, Howard?'

His father breathed hard down his nose. 'You werér let me forget, will
you, Alex?' he muttered, and looked up to find Mitd standing by the
door.

'Forget what, darling?' she queried silkily, loakinom one to the other of
them curiously. ‘Aren't you coming?'

Howard walked round the desk to join his wife, giag at his son with
scarcely concealed appeal. 'Yes, we're coming, &lleh He tucked her
hand through his arm. 'And what delicacy have yad prepared for us this
evening?'

Alexis followed them through to the dining-room tine was preoccupied
with what he and his father had been discussing,h&nsensed Michelle's
impatience that she had been excluded from theaudsions.



CHAPTER TWO

KAREN could hear her father's voice raised in angeha®ntered the house,
and a frown came to mar her wide brow. It was ualso hear Daniel
Sinclair so heated about anything, and droppingptleeof exercise books
she had brought home to mark on to the hall talble pushed open the door
and entered the living-room.

Her parents were standing on the hearth beforeodweng fire. The room
had a cosy lived-in warmth which was presentlydzely the coldness of
her father's expression. Karen looked at them Qoéstioningly, noting her
mother's worried frown, and then said:

'So what's happened? | could hear you shoutingvaglidown the street,
Pop!

'‘Don't call me Pop!" muttered her father irritabnd | wasn't shouting. |
was merely exhibiting my frustration, that's all.'

Karen dropped down into an armchair near the figdding out her cold
hands to the flames. 'What have you got to fealtfated about?' she asked,
a trace of humour about her mouth.

Daniel Sinclair reached for his pipe off the masitelf and put it between
his teeth with obvious intolerance. 'l have my cead

Karen made a move, and looked at her mother. "8/happened? Have |
done something?'

'No, of course not.' Laura Sinclair shook her heaw, gave her husband an
impatient look. Then she turned her attention to deughter. "You look
frozen! Didn't you get a lift home?"

Karen shook her head. 'No. Ray had to go into Wekkfso | said there was
no point in him coming out of his way in weathekelithis. It's snowing
again, you know. | caught the bus, but it was ésteisual.’



Her mother listened, nodding, but Karen could helt thoughts were still

occupied with her husband's affairs. 'l thought weuwe later than usual,’ she
said, glancing at the clock. 'The meal won't tagegl It's a chicken

casserole. Are you hungry?

'Ravenous!" Karen smiled, and then made a puzastuge towards her
father. 'What's going on? Why was Daddy so ups&mhcame in?' She
paused. 'The - the mill's not closing down or amghis it?"

Daniel Sinclair turned on her. 'Now why should ybink a thing like that?'
he demanded aggressively.

Karen was taken aback. 'No reason, Pop. It's s1d&"'i
'No, of course not.' Her father chewed irritablyteg end of his pipe.

Karen sighed with relief. With so many firms clagidown it had been a
very real possibility. 'So what is it?'

‘Jeff Pierce's job has been filled!" snapped hibiefa

Karen digested this before saying any more. 'Arahd you've not been
considered?'

'‘Damn right!" Daniel snorted angrily. 'It's a diage!

Karen hesitated. 'lan Halliday hasn't got it, ha®'Halliday was her father's
assistant.

'No. | could almost wish he had.'

Karen sighed. 'Then who has got it?' She coullimktof anyone else with
the qualifications.

'Only that playboy son of Howard Whitney's, whdisays getting his name
into the papers for one fool thing after another!



Karen felt some of the colour draining out of heeeks, and hastily covered
them with her palms, her elbows resting on her &n8ae didn't want her
parents to notice her sudden sense of shock. 'hNattAlexis Whitney?' she
murmured, controlling the tremor in her voice.

But fortunately no one noticed her. 'Yes, thats ¢thap,” said her father
bitterly. 'What in God's name he wants to come pdaae like this for I'll
never know! The life he's been leading these gastykears, | shouldn't have
thought Wakeley would be big enough to hold him!'

Laura Sinclair put a calming hand on her husbaads. 'Stop getting
yourself so angry about it, Dan!" she exclaimebel€'s nothing you can do
about it, so you might as well try and make the bég. If, as you say, he's
not the type to take to discipline, then no doubtwon't stick it long.'

Daniel thrust his pipe into the pocket of his cgedi. 'What | can't
understand is why he should be coming here initeedlace. Oh, | know
there's been all that gossip in the press about dnoch some company
director's wife recently, but Howard Whitney sholigow better than to
send him here.’

'‘But they used to live here,’ said Laura mildly.

'Yes, years ago. Before Howard made his pile. Diyink they'd live here
now? No, by God! We'd not be good enough for théta.shook his head.
'‘But sending that spoiled brat here to be manage¢ake over from old Jeff,
to even take over his house! Well, it's downrigisgdaceful!'

'He's hardly a brat any longer, Dan," remarked &ainyly. '"He must be
almost thirty.'

‘That's not the point." Her husband brought outpiyi® again and put it
between his teeth. 'What does he know about th2 \gbat does he know
about wool! Bloody layabout!

While her parents went on and on arguing aboutnine appointment,
Karen sat as though frozen in her chair. And she fn@en, mentally at
least. Two or three weeks ago, before the schgoltar Grussmatte, this



news would have caused her a momentary pang, andbten forgotten.
What was past was past, and she would have goitbrer life without too
much soul-searching.

But ten days ago she had come face to face withoatgrom the past, a
ghost she realized had haunted her for years, lamdad known that far
from being forgotten, he had merely been hiddeninoehhe veils of
memory she had deliberately allowed to fall.

Alexis Whitney! She shivered. How much more angey father would be
about this appointment if he knew how closely AéeWhitney had come to
ruining his own daughter's life. Her lips twistéthd she changed so much
as to be unrecognizable? Or had there been so mduny life that her face
paled to insignificance beside others more bed@tifu

Her parents' conversation was breaking up. Heefattas leaning down to
switch on the television, and her mother was ganogto dish up their

evening meal in the kitchen. Karen got rather Jgria her feet, and turning

her attention to her father she said, in what shyget were casual tones:
'‘And when does the prodigal arrive?’

Daniel had taken his seat before the televisionveasliconcentrating on the
programme so that she had to repeat herself bémranswered shortly:
'‘What? Oh, tomorrow, so | hear. He was in with Jdummerton this
afternoon.’

Karen stifled a gasp. 'You mean he's here in Wgkadleady?'

Her father looked up, clearly not happy about belistracted. 'That's what |
said. What's the matter with you, girl? It wonfeat you, will it? Whether
he's here or not.'

Karen flushed then. 'Of course not. | was merebmshg interest, that's all.’

'Well, you keep your interests occupied elsewheneouldn't have any
daughter of mine involved with a rake like him.' ri& surveyed her
critically. 'Hmm, I've no doubt he'd find you toshiaste! Short skirts, long
skirts, all that loose hair! Don't the educatiothauities care that their staff



should look more mature than the pupils? My Godnynday, teachers were
teachers, not bits of girls in clothes designedttact trouble!"

Karen managed to smile at this. 'Oh, Pop, don%dsilly. Nobody cares
about things like that nowadays. It's what the [sugibsorb that matters, not
what they see.’

'‘And they see plenty, if you ask me!" muttered fla¢her grimly. 'How old
are those boys you teach? Fifteen, sixteen? | oo how you get them to
take any notice of you.'

' manage,' remarked Karen, and escaped to thieekitto help her mother
dish up the dinner.

'Is Ray coming round tonight?' Laura asked, asatded butter to the
potatoes.'

Karen shrugged, her appetite depleted by her fath#itude. 'l expect so,'
she agreed, lifting the lid of the casserole arldwahg a rich odour of
chicken and herbs to pervade the atmosphere. 'Héohgo and see about
the new instruments. Apparently there's been satteup or something.’

'He's a very conscientious young man,' observedrtegher approvingly.
'Everyone said at Christmas how much the choifsaved since he took it
over.'

'Yes.' Karen spoke absently, moving about the rhifbimg a piece of cutlery
here, a dish there, generally annoying her mothgfluaura said sharply:

'What's the matter with you? You're not worryingpabyour father, are
you?'

Karen looked up guiltily. Her father had been feonfi her thoughts just
then. 'Why - no! Of course not.’

‘That's good, because | don't think | could copéviivo of you! For
heaven's sake, somebody had to get Jeff Pierde'st joould quite easily



have been young lan Halliday. After all, your fath@nly got a few years to
go to retirement, whereas lan's only in his thsttie

Karen shrugged. 'But Pop said he would ratherdttieen lan!'

'Don't you believe it. If lan Halliday had got tjud, there'd have been some
hard words said, believe you me.’

'So he'd have been just as angry whoever got it?'

'Oh, no, | wouldn't go so far as to say that. Yfather's never really cared
for Howard Whitney being so successful. They wargsttogether here in
Wakeley, and while Howard's father owned a millrewe those days, he
never made a lot of money. It took Howard's braid know-how to make
Whitney Textiles what it is today.'

'l see.' Karen digested this slowly. 'Does Pop kiktoward Whitney, then?’
'Of course he does. He visits Wakeley occasionally—
"No, I didn't mean that. | meant - did he know hirall?'

Laura shrugged, lifting hot plates from under thidl.gWell, when they

were younger they knew one another. And even bftevard got married,
they used to occasionally have a drink togetheit, sbrt of thing. But then
the business developed, Howard was away a loteaactually they moved
to London. Of course, Howard's first wife is deawivh and he's married
again. Some ex- fashion model, or something. | rebes reading about it
seven or eight years ago. Your father was disguatemit that, too, |
remember. Howard's wife had been dead scarcelgraayehe time.'

Karen listened with interest, wishing her motherulgogo on. But Laura

was going through to the dining- room now, putiotgtes and dishes on the
table, and Karen had, perforce, to help her. Tihen,father was called

through to join them, and to her mother's obvicelgef the conversation

turned to more general topics.



It was Wednesday, and Karen's parents usually weplay bridge at the
home of some friends on Wednesday evenings, sathég had gone Karen
decided to wash her hair. It was snowing quite inpaow, and she didn't
think Ray would come round after all.

However, just as she was finishing rinsing her ,htie doorbell rang.
Hastily wrapping a towel turban-wise round her hestte pulled on her
navy quilted dressing- gown and ran downstairs.iied open the door to
a flurry of snow, and then smiled as Ray Nichotpped swiftly inside.

Closing the door, she exclaimed: 'l thought youem&rcoming. Do you
realize it's after nine o'clock!

Ray raised his dark eyebrows at her towel-swatlaad NVhat a greeting!'
he commented, 'although ..." He surveyed her nm@tighly, noticing the
dark blue gown with approval. 'Very nice. Very nindeed.’

Karen pointed to the living-room. 'Wait in thereilgH put some clothes on,’
she said, and Ray bent to kiss her lips before gongp

His kiss was warm and gentle, and Karen respondiawt effort. He was
an attractive young man, a little above mediumdwiith square muscular
shoulders and dark curly hair.

'Why bother?' he asked, when he lifted his hedi#e'lyou the way you are.’
Karen tugged the securing towel off her head, andhhir fell in wet coiling
strands to her shoulders, black, and as silkyasodt raven's wing. ‘And what
do you think my father would say if he came bacf found me like this?'
she demanded.

Ray shrugged. 'Who cares? Sooner or later, hedl tmaccept it, won't he?'

'What do you mean?"

'l mean - when we're married,’ replied Ray quietly.



Karen stared at him in amazement. 'Are you progpsfay? Here? In the
hall?'

'What would you have me do? Get down on my kneeay' shook her
gently. 'Karen, you know how | feel about you. lttssen obvious for months.
And I think you feel the same.’

Karen's lips parted. It was strange that this exggrwhich had held so many
surprises already, should still hold one more.

'l don't know, Ray," she was beginning, when he lpsthand over her
mouth.

'Please, Karen, don't say anything yet. Think aidut

Karen sighed. 'All right." She glanced round awkdisar'Will you - er - go
into the living-room? | won't be a minute.’

Ray hesitated, and then taking off his overcoatlbeg it over the banister
before opening the living-room door. Karen made Wway thoughtfully
upstairs. She ought not to have been surprisedh&héeen aware of Ray's
feelings for her for some time. All her friends hammmented upon it. But
for all that, now that he had proposed, now thiaad actually happened, she
didn't know how to answer him.

She put up a hand to her wet hair. If she wasyéalhest with herself, she
would admit that the reason she was so unpreparehi$ today had little to
do with Ray himself. It had to do with what had paped seven years ago,
and with what her father had told them when sheechome this afternoon.

She dressed in close-fitting velvet slacks andrplpuisweater, rubbed her
hair almost dry and left it hanging loosely aboet bheeks, and then went
downstairs again. In the living-room, Ray was raglgxin her father's
armchair before the blazing fire, idly watchingAmerican film thriller on
the television.

She closed the door and he looked across at hlercatiessing eyes. Patting
his knee, he said: '‘Come here!’



Karen hesitated, and then walked slowly acrossno &llowing him to pull
her down on to his lap. She rested against himhantursed her like a child,
his eyes drifting past her again to the televisigaren felt a sense of
restlessness assail her. Although she and Ray éexl dooing out together
for almost two years, he had never once attempteathke love to her, other
than the sometimes passionate little kisses thelgagged on greeting and
parting. Not that she wanted him to seduce hetgdbe contrary, but after
listening to the sexual exploits of her friends slagl the feeling that Ray
was perhaps a little too cool. Maybe he was onthase men who didn't
need that kind of stimulation, she pondered cufigusd then half smiled.
That was the trouble with this generation, she ghtuThey were so
brainwashed by films and television that they weoastantly trying to
psychoanalyse themselves, instead of accepting thlegthad and being
grateful and letting nature take its course. It wabatable whether the
modern idea of discussing everything was righttiiase who did not share
in that free-thinking revolution, there could be sttessness and
dissatisfaction, just as Karen was feeling now.

Abruptly, she sat up, and Ray looked up at heurprsse. "What's wrong?'
Karen hunched her shoulders. 'Nothing, | guess.'

Ray frowned. 'Yes, there is. What is it? Is it whasked earlier?'

'Well - yes and no!"

'What do you mean?"

Karen paused. 'Ray, don't you ever get restlesa@dn, aren't you ever
tempted to - well, make love to me?"

Ray stared at her in amazement. Then he colouNsr): he muttered
roughly. 'l want to marry you.'

'l know that.' Karen sought about for words. Jli'st that - well, | sometimes
think you're a pretty cold fish. | mean, you negeiin for petting or that sort
of thing, do you?'



Ray struggled up out of his lounging position. '‘@aon, Karen,' he said.
‘That's no way to talk. Imagine what your fatherdathink if he could hear
you now.'

Karen sighed 'I'm only talking. I'm not doing anyth wrong. | don't even
want to do anything wrong. | just wondered, thall's

Ray snorted. 'Well, it's just as well I'm not tloetof chap to take you up on
it, that's all!" he said sharply.

Karen slid off his knees. 'I'll make some coffebdg said, walking towards
the door, and he made no move to stop her. Indeeelh she glanced back
she saw that he was once more engrossed in tivestete

Karen taught English and history at Wakeley Comgnsive School. She
had been there for the past three years, ever Eagag university in fact,
and she enjoyed her work tremendously. She wagpalgogirl with both
staff and pupils, and as Ray taught at the sameos¢hey had a lot in
common.

The following afternoon, Karen had some shoppingldobefore going
home, and Ray dropped her in the High Street. Alghohe lived some
distance from Karen's home, he invariably droveldaek in the afternoons,
and she was grateful. The buses, particularlyiattiime of the year, were
notoriously unreliable.

Karen collected her mother's books from the libréagught herself some
tights and cosmetics, and then walked briskly altmvgards the bus stop.
The snow of the previous day had melted in the tmentre and the
pavements and roads were slushy and wet. Avoidiagetige of the path
because of the filthy mess thrown up by the traffiaren's attention was
caught by a sleek green sports limousine that wamg its way along the
High Street behind a heavy goods vehicle. The dnvas unmistakably
familiar, and she shrank back into a shop doorwalyich was quite
ridiculous really as in the deplorable weather ¢tows and the crowded
pavements there was no possible chance of himimgther.



Nevertheless, the small incident shook her, briggimome to her forcibly
that it would be comparatively easy to encounter i a small place like
Wakeley. Still, she consoled herself, he was haikigy to go far without

his car, and Leeds was much more his environmeart #nywhere else
around here.

During the next few days, Karen had to get useldetaring her father talk

about Alexis Whitney. Daniel was always grumblirgpat things the new

manager was doing, but underlying that anger shgeskan anxious thread
of concern, as though her father was afraid hishodost were about to be
supplanted. It became obvious that whatever hisorea for coming to

Wakeley, Alexis was not prepared to sit back afahahis work to be done

for him as Jeff Pierce had been inclined to do,iarmbnsequence the whole
section had felt his presence.

Karen knew her mother was concerned about theteff@as having on her
husband, but there was nothing either of them cdaldaniel had refused
to accept the situation with any degree of resignatand began working
longer hours, keeping his department constantlysotoes.

The weather continued very cold and Karen hatetihgebut of bed in the

mornings. Not that she was prone to colds or sig&nen the contrary she
seemed to thrive on the conditions, but her fatheémot. The way he was
driving himself had weakened his resistance andnooming when Karen

came down to breakfast she found her mother archotlg with him.

"You're mad!" she was saying, as Karen enteredditi@g-room. ‘Mad!
You'll give yourself pneumonial’

Tll be all right. Stop fussing, woman!" said Dainhoarsely, and Karen
looked at him with concern. His eyes were red-ridraed watery, there
were splashes of hectic colour in his cheeks, asdhbse was sore from
constant use of his handkerchief. He was obvioudlpf cold and when he
started to cough she looked at her mother exaguityat

'Surely he doesn't intend to go to work!'

Laura shrugged, looking anxious. 'Try and stop him!



'Stop talking about me as if | wasn't here," exatd Daniel. 'I've got a cold,
that's all. Everyone has colds at this time ofyénar. It's all this bad weather.’

Karen folded her arms. "You look as though youtmegfty to me!' she stated.
'Go back to bed, Pop. You look terrible!"

Her father got to his feet, pushing aside his usfied plate of bacon and
eggs. 'Lord spare me from women!" he muttered,ingishis eyes
heavenward. 'There's nothing wrong with me thadugple of aspirin won't
cure. You can get them for me, Laura, while | puthoy coat.’'

Laura made a resigned gesture and turned away tosdoidding, while
Karen shrugged and then dropped down into a chadireatable. She was
buttering some toast, which was all she wantedwise father came back,
wearing his coat, a muffler round his neck. Shédabup at him worriedly.

"You will take care, won't you, Pop?'

Daniel's expression softened. 'Of course | wile Kold you, it's just a cold.’
But when Karen arrived home from school that aiemshe found the
doctor just leaving the house. Giving him a paditeile, she followed her
mother indoors and then exclaimed: 'Is it Pop? Wlmetppened?’

Her mother gave her a resigned look. '‘Nothing dradour father was

taken ill at work this afternoon, and that Mr. Wiay insisted he came
home. lan Halliday brought him in his car.’

'Oh!" Karen's lips parted. 'What did the doctor, shgn?’

'It's 'flu, just like you said. He was a fool to gaywhere today. Anyway,
he's really done it now. The doctor insists thastays in bed for at least
three days.' She stifled a chuckle. 'You shoulcehseen his face when Dr.
Thomas said that.’

Karen took off her coat. 'Well, I'm relieved it'sthing more serious.’



'So am |. If he hadn't come home it could have kgpes into pleurisy or
pneumonia. It's no use. He's not a young man amg,namd he can't play
around with his health.’

'l go up and see him.'

Karen left her mother and ran lightly up the stakstering her parents'
bedroom she found her father lying with his eyesetl looking somehow
vulnerable. A surge of compassion welled up in$ide but then his eyes
opened and it fled as he said harshly:

'What a mess this is!"

You're only where you belong," Karen declaredtlighGood heavens, you
weren't fit to go to work.'

'Maybe not, but | don't need a manager to tell rhatwo do!'

'I'm sure - Mr. Whitney only did what he thoughtsnaest,’ she remarked
cautiously.

'‘Best for him, you mean.' Her father moved resljesssthe bed. 'Sending
me home like that. Calling the doctor.’

'Did he do that?' Karen was surprised.

''Course he did. You don't think I'd have let yowsther call him, do you?"
'Perhaps he knew that," murmured Karen quietly.

'Huh!" Her father sounded bitter. 'Anyway, I'm aftthe way now for
goodness knows how long! He'll be able to do dgke and no one to stand
in his way.'

'Oh, Pop! I'm sure you're exaggerating.'

"What do you know about it? And I've told you befodon't call me Pop!



Karen sighed. 'Do you want a cup of tea?"'

'‘No. | don't want anything.' Her father began taigio hoarsely, and she
watched him helplessly until he lay spent uponphiews. 'All right, all
right,' he muttered. 'I'll have some tea.’'

Karen hesitated only a moment longer and therhiaft In this mood there
was no reasoning with him.

After the evening meal, her mother saldromised I'd go down to Lucy's
this evening. She's got a pattern for a dressla@asked if I'd help her cut it
out. Do you think your father would mind?’

'Of course not.' Karen shook her head. 'Besidgsall be here. I'm not going
out. | expect Ray will come round later.’

Her mother looked at her uncertainly. 'Well, heskap at the moment. If |
go now, | might be back before he wakes up.'

Karen gave her an exasperated smile. 'Darling,n&sa@oing to need you
for a couple of hours. Go on, go and chat to Luel;her all about Daddy.'

Laura smiled, taking off her apron. 'It would beal she admitted.

‘There you are, then.' Karen lounged into a chear the fire. ‘Actually, |
have some books to mark and | want to work out toovds schedules.'

Laura nodded. 'All right. But I'll be as quick asan.’

'Fine.' Karen glanced up as her mother left theraad then settled down to
reading a fifteen-year-old's idea of the reasorsngethe collapse of every
empire since the days of Kubla Khan. Once she gatnal switched on the
record player, seducing herself with the rhythnaoiored of a jazz piano.

When the doorbell rang she felt a sense of impegiett was nearly nine
o'clock and she had felt convinced that Ray woolktome this evening. He
knew she had work to do.



Glancing down at her crumpled velvet pants anddowmkite smock, she
sighed. Oh well, she thought resignedly, she hadn& to change now.
Running a smoothing hand over her straight hag,gént to the door and
swung it open.

But it was not Ray Nichols who stood on the dogrsté was a man,
certainly, but he was taller and leaner, and tredtetl light from the hall
glinted on silvery lights in hair that was unmisdale.

Karen's heart thumped heavily. Sooner or later, fege known that this
would happen, and now it had she felt totally ircpdge. He was so much
more attractive now than he had been seven yeardiags of experience
adding maturity to his features. And his holidayAunstria had given him a
tan which was quite startling when his hair wapale. But he didn't have
the usual skin that went with such blondness, anduifered none of the
difficulties experienced by people with fair ski®@h God, she thought
weakly, to think she had once gone out with hing ance planned to go
away with him for the weekend, alone...



CHAPTER THREE

'‘GooD evening,' he was saying now, in that lazily atixec voice she
remembered so well. 'l just called to seeny God' He stared at her in
astonishment, and she felt the hot colour run ugheeks.

'‘Good - good evening, Mr. Whitney.' His eyes naedwstrange, amber
eyes, like the eyes of a cat, with thick black &ssHI was right!" he said,
almost to himself. 'We had met before, hadn't Wapen thought quickly. 'l
- er - of course. We met about a month ago in Gnaste.'

'l don't mean that,' he said, frowning. Then heoghas head. "No matter.'
He lifted his shoulders. "'The name -- | should hgwessed.

Karen shivered. 'lt's very cold, Mr. Whitney. Wigcan | do for you?'

"You could invite me in," he remarked dryly. Kargas about to refuse, but
then good manners stopped her. He was her fatgérior, after all; the
son of the mill owner, even if Howard Whitney hazhg on to bigger and
better things.

‘Very well," she stepped back. 'Won't you come in?

My father's in bed, of course.’

‘Naturally.'

Alexis stepped into the small hall which was imnagely dwarfed by his

presence. Karen felt disturbingly aware of him, eatked quickly ahead of
him into the living-room. Gathering together herokse which had been
strewn all over the couch, she said: 'Please,aitnd Would you like a

drink? There's only whisky, I'm afraid.'

Alexis unbuttoned his coat, but he didn't sit dowe. stood on the hearth
looking about the room, looking at her, until skeét hopelessly out of her
depth.

'Whisky would be fine," he agreed quietly. 'Tell:rhew is your father?"



'Possibly better in health than temper,' she rdpl®uring whisky into a
glass from the sideboard cabinet. ‘Do you havehamytin this? Water - or
ice?'

Alexis shook his head and she put the glass itdd&und. "That's fine, thank
you.' He swallowed a mouthful, and then went onhywdo you say your
father's angry? Because | sent him home?'

Karen twisted her hands together wishing he woilldawvn. 'l - | suppose
so,' she replied, wishing she had not mentionedet. father wouldn't be
very pleased if he knew what she had said.

Alexis nodded, looking down thoughtfully into hisags. Watching him,
Karen was aware of every small detail about him dyes lingering on the
fine material of the dark suit he was wearing, ik dgey fur-lined overcoat
on top. His hands holding the glass were lean and &nd tanned, like the
rest of him, and a disturbing feeling of apprehensian through her. She
had only been a young girl when she met him seeamnsyago - seventeen,
little more than a child really. But she was a wonmaw, and whatever it
was he had possessed then, he still possesseudatar degree, and she did
not intend to be foolish enough to tamper wittHier own experience had
taught her that if nothing else.

He looked up. 'I'm afraid your father doesn't Irke.'
Karen glanced round apprehensively, half expediggfather to appear at
any moment. But judging from the silence upstaiescould only assume he

was still sleeping. 'l - er - I'm sure you're wrdng

'‘No, I'm not. He doesn't think | know anything abtlee wool trade. He
thinks this is only a game to me.'

'‘And isn't it?' The words were out before she cquiel’ent them.
'‘No." His brows were drawn together and suddenly Ideked very

formidable. 'l intend to do this job to the bestnoy ability, and it would
make things a whole lot simpler if your father guteel this.'



Karen bent to pick up an errant exercise book. 'Mtal nothing to do with
me, Mr. Whitney.'

'Isn't it?" His tone was curt. 'I'm beginning tanthit is.’

'What do you mean?' Her eyes were very wide anylhee.

'Surely it's obvious.' He finished the whisky irstglass and dropped it
carelessly on to the mantelshelf. 'I'm the man wee tried to persuade his

daughter to sleep with me!'

Karen's cheeks burned, and she pressed the palimsr dfands to them.
'Don't say that!" she cried.

'Why not?' His lips curved derisively. 'You do ramtzer, Karen, however
much you try to deny it.’

‘All right, all right." Karen glanced fearfully ové@er shoulder, but there was
no sound. 'All right, | remember. But - but my pasenever learned the
identity of - of the man!'

'Didn't they?' Alexis was ironic. 'l find that hata believe.’

‘Nevertheless, it's the truth.' Karen's hands drdpye her sides. 'Now, if
you've said everything you came to say, perhapsygnl’

Alexis studied her intently, his eyes dropping doower her tall, slender
young body with insolent appraisal. It was a deatasf analysis, and Karen
tensed. 'So you teach at the comprehensive scheakmarked, at last.-
'How do you know that?'

'Well, | could say that as you were escorting atypaf teenagers in
Grussmatte, it was a reasonable assumption thatvgoel a teacher, but I'll
be honest and admit that John told me.’

‘John?'



'‘McMullen.'
'Oh! The manager of the combing.’

‘That's right." Alexis removed his attention fromr ho pick up one of the
exercise books she had left lying on the side tablee decline and fall of
empire denotes a general decadence in administfati@ read, with
amusement. 'Since when has decadence had ay?"

Karen held out her hand for the book, but he igthateand read on until
Karen's nerves were stretched to screaming pitoh sgred at the clock on
the mantelshelf behind him. It was nearly half pase. Her mother had
gone out soon after seven-thirty, surely she caotde much longer!

At last he dropped the book back on to the pile gank her his attention
again. 'Your father's in bed, | gather,' and atrie, he went on: 'Did the
doctor give any idea as to how long he would beyainam work?"

Karen shrugged. 'He has to stay in bed at leas¢ tiiays. After that -1 don't
know. Perhaps one week, maybe two.'

'| see." Alexis considered this thoughtfully. Th&md you? How are you?
Recovered from your mountain expedition?'

Karen moved towards the door. 'I'm perfectly afjhtj thank you, Mr.
Whitney. Are you?'

'Oh, yes. Fine.' He paused. 'Tell me something,ydid recognize me in
Grussmatte?'

Karen sighed. 'l don't see that it matters.’
'It does to me.’
'Well, then - yes. Yes, | recognized you.'

'Why didn't you say so? You must have known whepudstioned you |
wasn't just making conversation.’



'How could | know that?"

'Damn you, because | don't need to employ that &freh introduction,’ he
snapped, his temper aroused by her assumed irediffer Then, schooling
himself, he went on: 'l didn't immediately recognigou because you've
changed.’

Karen put her hand on the door handle. 'l expedlixdo that,' she managed
in a casual tone.

Alexis studied her for a few agonizing moments kEmand then with a
slight movement of his shoulders he walked to thar dstopping directly in
front of her. 'Will you have dinner with me one sairgg?' he asked quietly,
his eyes intent. 'Let's just say - for old time&es'

Karen took a backward step. 'l don't think that'seay good idea,' she
replied, more calmly than she felt.

'Why not?'

Karen gestured towards the hall. Thank you folirgal I'll give my father
your regards.’

'Karen!

His tawny eyes darkened with anger, and she fiesiraor of awareness run
through her, but even as she contemplated flitiet,necessity for such a
thing disappeared. A key turned in the lock, anch@nent later Laura
Sinclair stepped into the hall, brushing smudgesnofv from her coat.

'Oh!" She stopped short at the sight of Karen hadall stranger standing in

the living-room doorway, and then exclaimed: "Witig, Mr. Whitney, isn't
it?'

Alexis passed Karen then and went to shake hartidwer mother, leaving
her feeling suddenly bereft. 'That's right, Mraackair," he said politely. 'l
just called to see how your husband was feeling.’



‘That was kind of you.' Laura glanced towards leargihter. 'Have you been
here long? Won't you stay and have some supper?’

'Mr. Whitney was just leaving," said Karen quicklWeren't you, Mr.
Whitney?'

Alexis looked round at her. 'What?' His eyes nasdwand for a

heart-shaking moment she thought he was goingritvaxdict her. 'Oh - yes,

yes, | suppose | was. I'm sorry, Mrs. Sinclairel - | have an appointment -
later.'

Laura gave an understanding smile. 'Of course. Aayyw was thoughtful
of you to take the trouble to come here at all.dtme Dan will appreciate it.'

'‘Are you?' Alexis sounded less assured about'iNatl—' He looked again
at Karen, but she bent her head, avoiding his eitss.been very nice
meeting you both. Good night.’

'‘Good night.'
Laura opened the door for him and watched him wlalkn the path before
closing it again. Then she turned to Karen, anddxgression was less

benign. 'What did he say to you?' she demanded. [k upset.’

'Don't be silly, Mum.' Karen turned and went bawoithe living-room. 'l - |
was surprised to have him come here, that's all.’

Laura took off her coat and hung it in the hallsgbbefore joining her
daughter. 'Yes, | suppose it was unexpected, sheeded. 'Did he want to
see your father?"

'l don't think so. In any case, Pop was asleepstilas, as far as | know.'

Laura nodded, and stood for a moment staring inéofire. 'He doesn't
change much, does he? He always was an attraewi' d

'How should I know?" Karen flung herself on to tmeich and picked up a
magazine.



Laura looked at her. 'You've seen him before. Hmspguite a lot of time
with the McMullens when he was at university in dsé

Karen pretended an indifference she didn't feelor't remember.’

'Oh, yes, you do, Karen." Laura took a deep breattappen to know you
went out with him.'

Karen's head jerked ujMe?'
Yes, you, Karen. | know what I'm talking about. Tdnevere plenty of people
in Wakeley only too willing to tell me that my déutgr was getting herself

talked about by associating with Howard Whitnegs.s

Karen flung the magazine aside and shrugged hslgléshad no idea!' she
exclaimed.

'l know that.'
'Did - did Pop know?' Karen's eyes were wide.

Her mother shook her head. 'No. Do you think ihkd, he'd have let it rest
there?'

'| suppose not.' Karen got restlessly to her f&hy didn't you tell him?
You knew he would have stopped me seeing Alexis?"

'‘And what good would that have done? You'd havadaome way to meet
him, if you really wanted to. No, | was quite pregghto wait until you came
to your senses, as | was sure you would.'

'‘But | didn't, did 1? Not really. If Daddy hadnddnd out where | was going
that week-end, | might - well, have gone througthut'

Laura shrugged. 'If I'd thought there was any danipen | should have
interfered. But quite honestly, you didn't seentipalarly sorry when your
father prevented you from going.'



'‘No." Karen was thoughtful. 'l wasn't. | - | wasssd, | guess.' She sighed.
'I've often wondered what Alexis thought when Irdidurn up. That letter |
sent was so -

so inadequate.’

‘Then perhaps it's just as well we sent you to yaunt's in Keswick, isn't it?
Thank heaven, you were still at school, and naot diewn to some job.'

Karen nodded, thrusting her hands into the poc&etser trousers. "You
must have felt quite perturbed when Daddy told lexi& was coming back
to Wakeley.'

Laura made an indifferent gesture. 'Not particyladifter all, you're older.
You've got more sense. And then there's Ray. Natdntion the fact that
you're not at all the kind of woman to attract mow. He's used to a much
more sophisticated set.’

Karen knew that what her mother was saying was, toué¢ that didn't

prevent a small core of dissatisfaction from spiegthrough her system.
She wondered what her mother would say if she heldthat Alexis had

asked her to have dinner with him one evening. [&tterefused that was
true, too, but there was a disturbing awarenesdariger that the attraction
he had held for her seven years ago was not dead.

During the next few days, Karen's father made awslut steady
improvement, although it was obvious it would beesal weeks before he
could resume working. Both John McMullen and Jimm$&werton, the
director of the Wakeley branch of Whitney Textilealled to see him and
offer their good wishes for his speedy recovery #aeir concern seemed to
lighten the burden of his incapacity. His reactidosAlexis Whitney's
inquiry were typically brusque.

The weather continued very cold. As it was freezimgst of the time, the
snow did not have a chance to melt and disappedriraconsequence the
moorland slopes on the outskirts of the town bectmaeendezvous for all



kinds of winter sports. Karen and Ray joined thenger members of his
family and went tobogganing and she came home dhlistnd exhilarated
after a particularly strenuous evening to find daek green Aston Matrtin,
which she recognized as belonging to Alexis Whitrmarked outside her
house.

Ray frowned as he brought his medium-sized salooa halt behind the
sports car. 'Visitors?' he asked, in surprise.

Karen sighed. 'l think it's Daddy's boss," sheieepland then, on impulse,
went on: 'Won't you come in for a few minutes? €affee?"

'It is rather late," said Ray, glancing at his watchad some marking to do,
actually." Karen tugged his arm appealingly. 'Ré8eRay capitulated. 'Oh,
all right. Just for ten minutes, then. But what atbgour father? Won't he
mind when his superior's there?'

Karen pushed open her door and slid out. 'Dorsillye Ray. You're almost
one of the family.’

Ray locked the car. 'Almost, but not quite. Thougty more about what |
asked you?'

Karen sighed and tucked her arm through his. 'Ofsml have. Just give me
a little time, Ray.'

Inside there were voices coming from the livingmmand Karen indicated
that Ray should take his coat off while she hungpaeka away in the hall
closet. Then, summoning all her courage, she op#eeliving-room door.

Her father and mother were seated in the armcloairsither side of the
fireplace, while Alexis was relaxing lazily on tleeuch. Her father was
wearing his dressing-gown, as he had only just beguget up in the
afternoons for a while, and a rug was tucked ah@uteet.

When Karen entered the room followed closely by ,RAlexis got
immediately to his feet and regarded them with érgisange tawny eyes of



his. In a cream denim suit with a belted jacket madow-fitting trousers he
looked lean and powerful, his thick, straight, tiglair brushing his collar.

Laura Sinclair rose hastily and interposed hersetiveen Alexis and the
two by the door. 'You know my daughter, of couide, Whitney,' she said
politely. 'And this is Ray Nichols, her boy-friehd.

Karen cringed at her mother's choice of words.dtlenher feel young and
immature again, a teenager with teenage friends.

Alexis as usual was calm and relaxed. 'How do ymuMt. Nichols," he said,
shaking Ray's hand with casual ease, and Ray rdedoautomatically.
Then his gaze moved on to Karen, making her ovdmihgly conscious of
her winch-roughened cheeks and tangled hair. 'Hejéon, Miss Sinclair.'

'Hello.' Karen gave an awkward grimace in lieu shale, and moved into
the room, going to warm her hands unnecessartlyedtire.

'Won't you sit down again, Mr. Whitney?' Laura icated the couch, but
Alexis shook his head.

'I'm afraid | shall have to be going," he repligublagetically. 'But I'll call
again and discuss this when we have more time, Dan.

Karen's father moved his shoulders irritably. 'h'tleee what there is to
discuss. It's all been decided, if you ask me."

Alexis moved towards the door. 'I'll see you latke said, and smiling at
Laura he went out into the hall.

Karen glanced round as he left the room feelingoanantary pang that he
should go without saying any more. But what did skpect him to say?
What did shevanthim to say?

The sound of the front door closing behind him lgftther father to life. 'l
knew it," he muttered, looking up into Ray's uncoemgnding face. 'l knew
it. No sooner is he here than he's trying to chdhgesystem! My God, I've



heard of men being fired because of mechanizaboh,not because of
de-mechanization!

Laura, coming back into the room at that moment: S&hey're not being
fired, Dan—'

‘All right. Being made redundant, then. It amouistshe same thing. They
won't have jobs, will they?’

Laura sighed. 'Nothing's been decided yet. You ktiat!'
'Huh!" Her husband sounded sceptical, and Ray said:

'What's happening? How is he planning to de-meaie&nl thought there
was no mechanization in the wool sorting. It'sJalhe by hand, isn't it?'

‘The sorting, yes. This is concerned with the cgmg of wool from the
warehouse to the sorters. At the moment we havengeyor belt. That's
where the mechanization comes in.'

'l see.' Ray sat down by the fire and held outhlaisds to the flames. 'And
you say this chap's going to do away with your eyav belt system?"

'Well, that's his idea.'

'Why, Pop?' Karen was interested in spite of hérsel

Her father frowned at her name for him but didefer to it then. Instead he
went on: 'At the moment, we have two chaps puttizigs of wool on to the
conveyor belt in the warehouse. Then there arentae chaps who take it
off the belt in the sorting department and distigbiti by the means of hand
barrows to the individual sorters.’

That sounds reasonable." Ray offered Karen's rfatheigarette, but he
refused.

'It is reasonable. | was there when the conveylhmzes installed.’



‘Then what's the problem?' asked Karen, growingatrapt.

Her father frowned. 'Whitney thinks it's a wastexainpower. He says one
man, with the use of a forklift truck, could do flod more efficiently.'

Ray considered this for a few minutes. '‘But woultirét slow the job down?
| mean, at the moment you can put any number @sbah to the conveyor
belt at any one time."’

'My point exactly. Oh, | can see what he's tryiogdo, of course. It's
obvious. His whole objective is to cut the finanoéshe department to an
absolute minimum, and if he can go back to old Hovand tell him how

he's saved him half a dozen men's wages, he'lk the'ss some kind of
miracle worker.'

Karen listened in silence. For all she had it fiean own father what Alexis
was trying to do, she couldn't altogether accep$lite would never have
believed him to be a mean man, whatever his faaltd,surely he was not
small enough as to make men redundant just to tiaggehimself with the

accounts department. It didn't altogether add upjtbwas not up to her to
make that kind of assessment.

Laura, too, seemed to have heard enough. 'Dana8ihadhe exclaimed
heatedly, 'l am getting heartily sick of hearinguygrumbling about that
man. If you ask me you're jealous because youtdjenoffered the job, and
you're finding any reason to be awkward!

Karen's father had the grace to look slightly sigatdtyou don't understand,
Laura—'

'l understand very well. | understand that Kareth Ray have been out since
just after seven, and I've no doubt they're dyiog Some coffee and
something to eat. Aren't you, Ray?' She patteghmosilder encouragingly.

‘That would be nice," admitted Ray with a smilej &aren's father snorted
grudgingly.



'Oh, 1 know, | do go on about it. Anyway, as yoy,daaura, nothing's been
decided yet. They can't do anything until I'm backarness.’

Two days later, Shirley Scott, the headmastersetamy, came to the staff
room while Karen and her colleagues were having therning coffee.

‘There's a telephone call for you, Karen,' she, daiin the doorway, and
Karen who had been standing talking to Stepheni&rerthe art master,
looked round in surprise.

'For me?' she said.

The staff were not encouraged to have persona sakchool hours, and
apart from her mother she couldn't think of anya® might phone her.
Perhaps her father had had a relapse.

'It's a man,' remarked Shirley dryly, dispellingstthought, and Karen was
aware of Ray watching her as she walked acrossotita to join the other

girl.
As they walked along the corridor Karen said: 'B&lgive his name?’

Shirley shook her head. 'No. But he sounds dishg.you see Ray's face
when | said it was a man?' she giggled.

Karen felt impatient. Impatient with Shirley for ldeerately baiting Ray,
and impatient with herself for feeling this pulsatisense of excitement
invading her system. It had to be Alexis Whitneytonelse could it be?

Shirley was tactful enough to leave her alone ke téhe call in the
secretary's office, and Karen lifted the receivenvously. 'H - hello! Karen
Sinclair speaking.'

'Hello, Karen." His voice was just as attractivemothe phone and her palms
moistened. 'l hope I've not rung at an inconvertiems.'

'We're not supposed to have private calls in schoals,’ replied Karen
stiffly.



'l see. Well, | didn't see how else | could getbimch with you. Other than at
home, of course, which didn't seem such a good'idea

'Why did you want to get in touch with me, Mr. Wiel?' Karen managed
to maintain a formal tone.

There was a moment's pause, and then he wentwanbéen invited to a
dinner party at the Summertons'. They've asked onbring a guest. |
wondered if you'd like to come.'

Karen sank down weakly into Shirley's chair. Thatshould think he could
simply ring her and invite her out without possegsany right to do so!

'You've got a nerve!' she burst out hotly.
'l know. I've got several.' His tone was mocking.
"You think you can just ring me up and I'll jumpla¢ opportunity, is that it?'

If you want my honest opinion, | think you'll rekishe replied coolly. 'But
there's no harm in asking, is there?'

'Why invite me? | shouldn't have thought you'd hhad any difficulty in
finding someone eager and willing to go out witluycDid | say | had had
difficulty?’

‘No. But - well, you wouldn't have asked me, unlessiless...'

'Unless what? Unless there was no one else?' Helsduamused. 'Just for
your information, | haven't asked anyone else - yet

'l don't believe you.'
'l don't lie." His tone had hardened slightly, ahe felt a momentary regret.
‘Well, anyway, I'm sorry ..."

"You're not coming?'



'No.'

'Right.' There was a short pause. 'Be seeing you—"'

'Wait! Wait a minute!" Ever afterwards Karen coualat explain what it was
that made her say that. But she had arrestedtbistiah, and he said, rather
shortly:

'Yes? What is it?"

Karen sought about for words, ignoring her consmenhich was appalled
at this unexpected turn of events. 'l - | - whethis dinner party?'

‘Tomorrow evening.'
'Oh! Friday.' Karen wet her dry lips with her toreg®n Fridays she usually
stayed in. Ray had his choir practice at the schndIthen went on down to

his club for a few drinks with his colleagues.

'Yes, Friday." Alexis was beginning to sound bomsdh the whole
proceedings.

Karen ran her finger round the mouthpiece of theeikeer. 'Will John
McMullen be there?'

'l shouldn't think so. Why? Do | take it you're olgang your mind?’

Karen was glad he could not see her embarrassiaatif | did? Would
you mind?'

He uttered an exclamation. 'Are you coming, oryane not?'

Karen hesitated, and then she took the plundecdhhe."Fine. I'll pick you
up about seven—'

'‘No!" Karen was anxious. 'No, don't do that. I'llll-meet you. In the High
Street.’



'l see. This is to be a secret assignation.' Hisevewas cool.

'l think it would be better not to antagonize myh& at this time," she
answered carefully.

There was silence for a moment and then he sigtiedy well. Outside the
George Hotel at seven.’

‘All right." Karen swallowed hard. ' '‘Bye!"

He did not reply, but she heard his receiver diiakk on to its rest and she
replaced hers slowly. She was committed; and wbileen the same
circumstances she would probably have done the #antg that didn't stop
her from feeling nervous.

The ringing of a bell indicated that breaktime vea®r and before Karen
could gather her scattered composure Shirley caeezing back into the
room.

'‘Come on!" she said. 'Everyone's gone back to thessrooms but you.'

Karen got to her feet, her manner rather absewnt,Sinrley regarded her
critically. 'Who was it?' she asked without cerepnoRRay was dying to
know.'

Karen heaved a sigh. 'Oh, just my cousin,' she arely walking towards
the door.

'Hmm." Shirley sounded sceptical. "You don't losktlaough you've been
talking to your cousin. You look sort of - well,emy.’

That was enough to bring Karen to her senses. tensilly! Dreamy
indeed! | was thinking, that's all.'

'Well, you'd better have your explanations prepdrefdre Ray sees you at
lunchtime,’ remarked Shirley, with annoying perapity. 'l don't somehow
think he's going to be as easily put off as me!’






CHAPTER FOUR

KAREN had lunch with Ray in the staff canteen, and asstShirley had
warned, he was most inquisitive about her unexpgat@ne call.

‘It was just my cousin Bryan from Keswick," she lakoed, disgusted with
her own capacity for lying.

'What was he ringing you for?' Ray poured saltmthée side of his plate.
Karen hesitated. 'Oh, he wondered whether I'dtlkgo over there for the
week-end. He - he'd tried to ring me at home laghtnbut couldn't get
through, and as it's Thursday already...' She gjedig

'‘And what did you say?'

'l said | couldn't manage it.'

'We could have gone. On Saturday. We could hawedtavernight and
come back Sunday. It would have been a break.’

Karen pushed her potatoes and turnip round hee.fidte didn't feel much
like eating, but she had to look as though she em@ying it. "You know
Bryan. He would have expected me to go alone.’

'Well, what of it? Just because he's fond of yalo#sn't mean that you have
to pander to it.’

'l don't. But anyway, it doesn't matter, does ig¢&use I'm not going either
way.'

Ray grunted. 'The sooner you decide to get engegete the better. Then
people will know where we stand. You won't condtanave to explain that
you're not free any longer.'

'Yes.'



Karen managed a smile and to her relief the sulbjastdropped. But that
didn't stop her from feeling on edge for the relsthe day in case Ray
inadvertently mentioned it to her parents.

On Friday afternoon, Karen hurried home from schioeVash her hair. She
was drying it in front of the fire when her motheturned from a shopping
expedition. She raised her eyebrows when she saenkand said: "You're
early, aren't you? What's the panic?'

Karen was glad of the heat of the fire to hidedrabarrassment. 'No panic,
Mum. But I've promised to go to that new disco wtklanie, and | wanted

to wash my hair.' She was almost shocked by heraeviousness, but she
had to have a reason to wear a long dress or hemtgavould be suspicious.

Even so, her mother looked disapproving. 'Does ey you're planning
to go out with Melanie?'

Karen sighed. 'Does it matter?'
'l think so. I don't think he'd like you to go taescotheque without him.'
'He's not my keeper, Mum.’

'l know that. But it's obvious he's serious about,yand | don't think you
should do anything to hurt him.'

Karen knelt before the fire, combing her fingenrotlgh her hair. She knew
her mother was right and she was only courtingltieiby going out with
Alexis Whitney, but that didn't stop her from wangfito go.

'l haven't promised to marry Ray or anything,' ekelaimed.

‘Not for the want of asking, I'm sure,’ retorteditaatartly. 'Karen, there are
times when you infuriate me! You're twenty-fouruyknow, not a teenager
any longer. Don't you want to get married?"

Karen glanced round. 'l think so. But not just hesesit's expedient to do so.’



'What do you mean? Ray's a nice boy. Attractive, &amd he comes from a
decent family.’

'l just want to be absolutely certain I'm doing theght thing," 'Karen
persisted. 'Sometimes I'm not sure about Ray. hmeell - he's not very -
demonstrative.’'

'If you mean he doesn't indulge in careless pettimgn | should think that's
all to the good. He respects you. He doesn't geoofliscotheques with his
pals behind your back.’

Karen turned back to the fire, and did not rephd aventually her mother
took herself off to the kitchen to prepare the éwgmmeal. Realizing she
was expected to eat out, Karen scrambled to her fee

'Oh, by the way, don't make anything for me," shd.sl - er - Melanie and |
are going to eat at the Chinese before going éhetalisco.'

Laura accepted this without question. Karen oftenoait with Ray. All the
same, Karen's nerves were back on edge againhantbsldn't wait to get
away from the house and be free of all this deoapti

She wore a long black velvet dress she had hagbfoe time and which she
had seldom had occasion to wear. It complementedpthk and white
quality of her skin, and with her raven black hainnging silkily about her
shoulders, she looked quite startlingly attractider only jewellery was a
pair of huge silver hoops which she wore in heseard which showed
glintingly through the darkness of her hair.

She hadn't an evening coat, but she did have a-leragih cape in dark
green which looked almost as good. She came doigstearing the cape,
hoping no one would notice the dress beneath, dutother did.

'Isn't that rather good to wear to a discotheqak@'inquired, with raised
eyebrows.

Karen shrugged. 'l never seem to get a chancedo itvé thought it would
make a change.'



Her mother made an indifferent gesture while hdrdialooked up from his
newspaper. 'l think she looks very nice,’ he saidprising them both.
'Where's Ray taking you?'

Karen coloured and looked towards her mother hedfe'Ray's taking her
nowhere," she said, ignoring her daughter's appegkze. 'She's going out
with Melanie Trafford.'

But to Karen's relief, her father merely shruggéxdh, well, enjoy yourself.'

Karen thanked him, and with another appealing gldowards her mother
she went to the front door. But as she walked tloetslistance to the High
Street she couldn't help feeling terribly guiltyheShad only ever deceived
her parents once before in her life, and the reagoiboth cases were the
same.

She reached the George Hotel at one minute pashsbut there was no
sign of the green Aston Martin. She looked roundasily, hoping no one
she knew would come along to recognize her, andahwost jumped out of
her skin when a voice right behind her said: 'So yade it.'

She swung round and found Alexis regarding her nghgi tall and
attractive in a dark overcoat, his hands thruspde®® the pockets.

'l - I was looking for the car,' she said, as lageayslid over her.

‘There are parking restrictions,' he observed dtitlg just round here.'
Karen accompanied him round a corner into a sidesand they stopped
beside the sleek green sports limousine. It waditsietime she had ever
been in an Aston Martin; seven years ago he haa@hatd souped- up M.G.
Alexis put her into the car, and then walked rotimel bonnet and got in
beside her. Flicking the ignition, he said: 'Whaada you change your

mind?'

Karen sought about for a suitable reply. 'Perhapsught you wouldn't go
through with it," she murmured insinuatively.



He glanced her way. 'Why?"
'Well - taking me to Mr. Summerton's house. He rigit like it.’

Alexis swung the powerful car out into the maindoaVhy should Jim
Summerton's likes and dislikes concern me?"'

Karen bent her head. 'You know what | mean.'

'Oh, yes. What you mean is, will Jim Summerton yellir father that you
were a guest in his house,' remarked Alexis sacddiyi

'Well? Will he?'

‘Not if | ask him not to. But Jim Summerton woretthe only one there, you
know.'

'I'm not likely to know anyone else, am |?"

'l don't know." Alexis shrugged. 'Maybe - maybe.not

"You're being deliberately provocative,’ she exnkd.

'‘And you're being childish,’ he returned, stoppatgsome traffic lights. 'l
should have thought by now you'd have been manoagh to choose your
own associates without resorting to deceit.’

Karen's face burned. 'It's not as simple as that.'

'Why? Because of your father?'

‘Partly.’

'‘And what's the rest?' The car moved smoothly fedvtaking the incline
towards Moorcourt, the more select part of Wakélsyt this man Nichols?'

Karen looked through the car's windows. 'l supsase



"You don't wear a ring. You're not engaged, are?you

‘No.'

Alexis shook his head impatiently. "'Then whereésghoblem?’
"You don't understand. Wakeley isn't like London.’

'What's that supposed to mean?’

'Ray and | have been going out together for moma thyear.'

'Have you?' His glance licked over her insolendynever would have
guessed."l don't understand you.' Karen was atestr

'Don't you?' A flicker of amusement crossed higfado? Then perhaps you
should.’

Suddenly Karen knew what he meant and she hatedfdrinhis cool
contempt. 'Going to bed together need not necégdarm part of the
relationship between a man and a woman," she sdappen't judge
everyone by your own standards!

He smiled. 'Obviously that's a raw point with you.'

Karen seethed. 'lt is not a raw point! As | saifbbe Wakeley is not like
London. Here we have respect for one another.’

'Oh! Is that what it is?' He was mocking her, alhdfaa sudden she wished
she had not agreed to come. ‘Incredible!" he weniuoning the car between
stone gateposts and driving up a short slope snbling old house with
light spilling from most of the windows. 'You'resjuas - old-fashioned now
as you were seven years ago. | can hardly beltéve i

He brought the car to a halt and Karen sat mutigonder seat, wondering
whether she dare demand that he drive her homa.a8ai he had got out
and walked round the vehicle, and presently he gwapen her door and
looked down at her lazily.



'‘Are you going to stay there all evening?'
'l wish | could!" Karen's fingers curled inside fvaipe.

'Why? Have | hurt your feelings?' She had the nitstifeeling he was
laughing at her. 'All right, | apologize if I'veffended you - if I've shown -
disrespect!’

Now she was sure he was amusing himself at hemsepand she clenched
her fists angrily. 'l want to go home!'

'Do you?' Alexis's expression hardened slightlyellW'm afraid that's out
of the question.’

She looked up at him. 'Why? Why is it? | don't knetwy you brought me
here. You obviously find me very amusing.’

'Perhaps that's why,' he replied, and she didoWknhether he was serious
or otherwise.

Realizing he was not about to give in to her arie ther home, Karen

pushed her legs out of the car and stood up. Aldrsed the door behind
her and then indicated that she should precedaipithe steps to the door.
A uniformed maid admitted them, and they enteredldmak-panelled hall,

warmly carpeted in shades of red and orange.

The maid offered to take their coats and Karen siefeed her cape
reluctantly. Although the black dress had long wbse it had a low round
neckline that showed off her skin to advantage, sdmedwas self-consciously
aware of Alexis watching her. He was not wearimgnaer jacket but a dark
blue suit with pale blue shirt and tie, and thekdass of the material
accentuated the silvery lightness of his hair &eddeep tan of his skin.

Although Alexis appraised her appearance thorouklgid not have time

to say anything before a door to the side of tHedpened and a man came
to greet them. From the room behind him there eltithe sound of voices
and laughter, and Karen quivered in anticipation.



Jim Summerton was a stocky man of medium heightedidn't know him

very well, although she had met him from time todj most recently when
he came to the house to see her father. Her impnsssf him, coloured by
her father's opinion, had been of a rather stewtsgwan, without much
sense of humour, but this evening he seemed gndiiféerent.

‘Alexis!" he exclaimed, warmly, crossing the haltihem and shaking hands.
‘Glad you could come! Hello, Karen! How are you?w#othat father of
yours getting on?"

Karen responded politely and then their host irdegol himself between
them and led them across to the opened door dbtimge where his other
guests were having cocktails before dinner. To Kanelief there were only
five other guests apart from Alexis and herselfl ahe knew none of them
personally. There was Jim Summerton's wife Margairse, and Lucy, his
daughter, but Karen didn't know them particularlglineither. She was
introduced to the other guests: to Frank and WadifPerry, who farmed just
outside of Wakeley, to George and Sylvia HornerpmKaren recognized
by their name as being the owners of Streatham dgeéraa large riding
school on the outskirts of Wakeley, and to the H@r®on, Michael, who
was in his late teens. They seemed a friendly graltipough Karen sensed a
certain speculation about her presence there, badvendered whether
indeed Alexis had been expected to bring a gueaybd it was accepted
because he was who he was, and she might conceivalihe latest in a
long line of conquests. She found the idea didappeal to her, and she
began to appreciate the invidiousness of her positi

However, it soon became apparent that Lucy Summersd least,

considered that Alexis's presence at the dinney paas solely her concern,
and as Karen and Alexis were separated at the tpltasen soon found
herself left in the hands of young Michael Horn8ao much so that she
actually began to wonder whether she had not gsh lnvited to make up
the numbers. Whenever she looked in Alexis's dorcthe seemed
absorbed with what Lucy and her parents were sayirtgm, and Karen

couldn't dispel the surge of jealousy that envedoper no matter how she
tried.



Not that Lucy Summerton was a particularly beaugfd. She had a rather
attractive face and a rounded figure, it was thug,it was the elegance of
her clothes and the artistry of her hairdresser rgably were responsible for
her sophisticated appearance.

After a couple of drinks, during which time SyhNHrner questioned Karen
extensively about her work at the comprehensivedcihey all went in to

dinner, and she found herself seated between MiamkFrank Perry on
one side of the long polished table, while Alexisvgeated with Lucy and
the Homers at the other.

The meal, delicious though it was, seemed endégakKaren had to force
herself not to watch Alexis across the table otrjoand listen to his

conversation. Michael was charming to her, althowlie found his

conversation a little immature, and after a fewnklsi Frank Perry unbent
sufficiently to ask her whether she did much rididg Karen had only

ridden in the environs of a riding school as ad;Hiker reply was not what he
had expected, and he was silent for a while bejoneg on to tell her that he
loved hunting and that he had been blooded whevelseonly five years old.

As Karen was opposed to fox-hunting as a sportcandidered blooding a
child as being one of the most barbarous acts ableekier heard of, this
provoked a lively argument, and she found herselfdynosure of all eyes.
However, far from becoming angry with her, Frankrifeeemed to find her
views refreshing, and when they returned to thedeufor coffee he seated
himself beside her, much to his wife's chagrin, prateeded to tell her all
about himself. A man in his forties, he was a tgpiwountryman, and he
knew all there was to know about farming. It wasyomhen he began

showing an interest in her affairs that Karen &y sense of withdrawal,
and realized that he might conceivably get the gridea about her.

Conversation became general, and as Jim Summaersomesl that no one's
glass was ever empty, there was a comfortablef @oroviviality about the

proceedings. Alexis was seated across the room Karen with George

Horner, while Lucy was perched on the arm of higighout from time to

time she sensed his eyes upon her.

Once she glanced at her watch and discovered italvaady after ten
o'clock, which surprised her somewhat.



The last couple of hours seemed to have gone bguskly, and she
wondered how soon the party would break up. Theodigould be closing at
ten-thirty, and her parents would expect her hoown sfter eleven.

At a quarter to eleven, Mary Summerton suggestdfteand everyone
agreed except Karen, who now looked deliberatelgsacat Alexis, trying
to convey her anxiety. He seemed to sense her @a@alsrising abruptly to
his feet, he said: 'I'm afraid we'll have to bengpiMary. Karen's a working
girl, you know, and it's getting late.’

Lucy looked annoyed. 'lt is Saturday tomorrow,' pbited out.

Alexis smiled down at her petulant features. 'Se.ilNever mind. It's time
we were leaving.'

'‘Are you sure, Karen?' Mary Summerton was basieakynd woman. 'I'm
sure if you telephoned your parents—'

'No - really.' Karen stood up too. 'l - thank yaw & lovely evening.'

Mary smiled. "You must get Alexis to bring you agai

'Yes.' Karen was doubtful, aware of Lucy's irrbati

Gradually they made their way out into the hallking casual farewells,
Alexis promising to phone the Homers. The maid ghiuheir outdoor
things and presently Alexis was dropping her cdgmither shoulders.
The Aston Martin was cold, and the windscreen wagefl with ice until he
sprayed it with some kind of defrosting liquid. hhhae got into the car

beside her and started the engine which fired withesitation.

'You - you can drop me in the High Street againjrmured Karen
awkwardly, as they drove down Moor- court.

'No!" said Alexis distinctly, and then indicatetulding on their left. 'That's
where | live. Have you ever been there?'



'If you mean when Mr. Pierce lived there, no. Anlgadvdo you mean, you
won't drop me in the High Street?"

‘Just that. | don't intend to leave you in the rfedaf Wakeley at this time of
night to walk home alone. It would be crazy! If ang sees you with me,
then it's just too bad.’

Karen sighed. 'And of course someone will.'

'Well, what of it? Don't take life so seriously. Athhave we done this
evening that you couldn't tell your parents about?'

'‘Absolutely nothing,' said Karen, her tone rathat, but quite honestly that
was how she was feeling.

Alexis looked at her strangely. 'Do | detect a rafteissatisfaction in your
voice?'

'Don't be ridiculous!" Karen looked impatiently dkigh the windows. 'lt's
beginning to snow again.’

'Yes.' He sounded thoughtful. '"And | have to ga@adon in the morning.'
Karen looked his way. '"You're driving down?'

'No. | shall take the train from Leeds.' They wapproaching the traffic
lights again and he slowed almost to a halt. fhalsomething, Karen, why

did you agree to come out with me this evening?"'

She moved restlessly in her seat. 'l - | thoughwould be something -
different.’

'Do you mean - diverting?'

She frowned. 'Need we have a post-mortem?"



'Yes, | think we need.' Alexis pulled on his haraka even though the lights
had changed to green. "Why - if you're going torsndris man Nichols - did
you run the risk of making him jealous by coming with me?’

Karen shrugged. 'Like you said - for old times'esak

'Really?' He was half turned in his seat towards e arm along the back
of hers, and she was intensely conscious of thé @ppraisal of those

strange amber eyes. The traffic lights were incr@re of Wakeley and she
glanced round helplessly, sure someone was abogbrte along and

recognize her.

Breathing quickly, she said: 'What do you want medy? | -1 suppose |
was - flattered.’

Thick lashes narrowed his eyes. 'Flattered?' Herfeal. 'l see.’

'‘Now will you take me home?' Karen glanced at hatch. 'It's nearly half
past eleven. My parents will be worried about me."'

He picked up a strand of her night-dark hair arelyg@dl with it absently,
smoothing the threads across his fingers. 'Suledy'te no need to be
worried about a girl like you,' he remarked lazlNjot someone with such
pure ideals.’

Karen sighed. 'Please,’ she said.

Alexis's eyes flickered over her, resting for atulising moment on her
mouth and she almost felt as though he had toucbed hen, with a shrug,
he swung round in his seat and releasing the hakedbthe car rolled
smoothly forward.

It only took another couple of minutes to reachdfés home and the Aston
Martin came to a noiseless halt at the end of stert drive.

‘Thank you.'



Karen reached for the door handle, but Alexis fiaésd her, reaching past
her to secure it for a moment longer. 'Aren't yaing to kiss me?' he
inquired softly. 'Er - for old times' sake, of ceear

Karen was very close to him now. He was delibeyateprisoning her with
his arm and his face was only inches from herghéngloom she couldn't
read his expression, but she didn't need any itlatron to be aware of the
lean strength of his body or the clean male sniellahim. She had visions
of her mother at the window, seeing the car, reizngm it, wondering why
Karen didn't get out.

'Why are you doing this?' she demanded tremulously.
‘You're not interested in me.’

'Make me - interested, | mean.'

Karen gasped. 'No!

‘All right, I'll have to do it myself, then," heidaand sliding his hand under
her hair he gripped the back of her neck, turniegface towards him.

Karen didn't struggle. It would have been futiledi® so considering his
superior strength. But when his mouth covered Bees pressed her lips
together tightly and refused to respond.

He lifted his head slightly and she was aware efdghestioning penetration
of his gaze. Then he kissed the curve of her ¢hanhollows of her cheeks,
the corner of her ear, catching the lobe betwegndeith and biting gently.

When Karen thought he was about to seek her magam éhe suddenly
drew back, releasing her abruptly. ‘Good nightsaie coolly, drawing on
his driving gloves.

Karen gave him a startled glance. She felt curiobskeft and hopelessly
out of her depth.



'G - good night,' she stammered, and thrust opewldlor. She scarcely had
time to slam it again before the powerful car dravely.



CHAPTER FIVE

THE fact that neither of her parents was up when shengwas almost an
anticlimax, and Karen felt absurdly near to tednsas a long time since she
had cried about anything, and she didn't altogdthew why she felt like
crying now. But she did!

The week-end was quiet. She spent Saturday afterand evening at the
home of Ray' parents, and on Sunday the weathesavibad that they didn't
meet until the evening and then only to go to thema.

Karen was glad when Monday came round. It was gogeét back to school
and back to work. When she was at home she haohtmb time to think,
and she had done a lot of thinking over the weak-en

One thing had clarified itself, however. The seéiypotional feelings she had
cherished about Alexis Whitney all these years Ibeein nothing but the

result of an overcharged imagination. She was gjt@chad not responded to
him. How galling it must have been for him to digeothat in one respect at
least she had grown up!

A week later she ran into Lucy Summerton in theesonarket.

The other girl was wandering around aimlessly wikren was busily
collecting some things for her mother in her lubchak. Lucy looked slim
and attractive in a sleek brown trouser suit, whkaren was
self-consciously aware 'of the limitations of har-ined, hooded poplin
mackintosh.

To her surprise, Lucy seemed pleased to see rekjpmmng the queue at the
checkout behind Karen, she said: 'How are youQuite friendly tones.

Karen was not one to bear a grudge and with a shideanswered: 'Fine,
thanks. Isn't the weather appalling?’

'Yes.' Lucy looked beyond her to the slush-covgra@dements outside the
supermarket windows. 'You look flustered. Are yowihurry?"



'‘Well, not exactly now," admitted Karen ruefullywas, but I think I've got
everything. My mother asked me to get a few thitagsave her having to
come out.’

'l see.' Lucy nodded. 'What time do you have tbdek at school?’

Karen reached the checkout and began unloadinghimegs on to the
counter. 'Oh, about a quarter to two,"' she sardpfing in her shopping-bag
for her purse.

Lucy frowned. 'Then you've time for a coffee. Thele bar next door, and
I'm sure you could do with a few moments' rest tefmu get back to the
grind.'

Karen hesitated. Her first instincts were to refumé for those very reasons
she thought again. By avoiding speaking to Lucy Semon she was
admitting to an awareness of her involvement witexfs, and it surely
didn't matter to her whether he was involved ot not

Taking a deep breath, she nodded, and said: "Ty@unK'd like that.'

Once ensconced on a low banquette in the discriatlyffee bar next door,
Karen began to have second thoughts. While Lucyt Waertheir coffees,
Karen had refused anything to eat, she began tal@ogxactly why Lucy
should have taken the trouble to invite her at/Asdier all, they had very
little, if anything, in common, and ten days agbat been obvious that she
had resented Karen accompanying Alexis to her home.

Lucy returned, and slid on to the banquette opppgitishing a cup of
creamy liquid towards her. 'Hmm,' she said, hesdlyekering over Karen's
white blouse and navy cardigan. 'This is nicet is?'

Karen smiled. There wasn't a lot she could saykiSgeabout for a safe
topic, she sipped her coffee, and wished situatddsnot so easily react
upon her.

Lucy seemed to have no such anxieties. Her motordsinging Karen here
were soon made clear. She wanted to talk aboutAWkitney.



‘Tell me,' she said, 'have you known Alexis venyj®'

That was a difficult question and Karen wasn'tles@ae how to answer it.
At last she decided to be truthful, and said: 'Atlful met him seven years
ago. When he was at university in Leeds. We matgarty given by some
mutual friends.’

'Oh, | see." Lucy seemed to find this eminentlyisfahg and Karen
wondered whether this was because she had preyimggined that their
relationship had developed remarkably quickly i fiew weeks Alexis had
been in Wakely. 'So you'll be quite old friends."

Karen shrugged. 'Sort of.'

'Was that before or after his father married again?

Karen shook her head. 'l don't know. | didn't kridm that well.’

'‘No, of course not.' Lucy sipped her coffee in thea satisfied way. She
raised her delicately plucked eyebrows and wentTdmat was all rather -
unpleasant, wasn't it?'

'What was?' Karen was out of her depth now.

'Why, Alexis's father getting married again, of z®)'

'l don't know anything about it. Why shouldn't het gharried again if he
wants to? It's quite a common occurrence, isi't it?

'Oh, yes, but this was something else.' Lucy lackba her Seat and opened
the expensive suede handbag that lay on the tablebn them. 'Cigarette?’
Karen shook her head and she extracted one abtigeAmerican cigarettes
and placed it between her lips, lighting it wity@d lighter. Then she went
on: 'Alexis's mother had only been dead a littlerosix months when it

happened.’

Karen moved uncomfortably. She didn't particulawgnt to hear the
personal details of Alexis's father's life and sbeldn't yet understand why



Lucy should be regaling her with them. 'l don'bthit's anything to do with
me," she began, but Lucy ignored her.

‘The most sordid part of all was that Michelle, tffeeing woman Howard
Whitney married, had been going about with his fwrthe best part of a
year!'

Karen felt an unpleasant sensation in her stomaaxpect these things
happen sometimes,' she managed.

'Oh, yes.' Lucy blew smoke into the air above themds. 'Oh, yes. But you
see Michelle knew that Alexis would never marry, tser rather than forgo
the Whitney millions, she made a deliberate playhfe father.' Lucy shook
her head, a sardonic expression marring her fa¢bink she had some
guaint idea of capturing two birds with one stdmd,it didn't quite work out

like that.'

'l don't see why you're telling me all this,' reked Karen carefully, running
her finger round the rim of her cup.

'l thought you'd be interested," Lucy shrugged.iWo have always been
interested in Alexis. I've known him since we welgldren, and even in

those days ..." Her voice trailed away insinuayivi®aturally, being the son
of a millionaire makes one terribly eligible, btis inot just that with Alexis,

is it? I mean, I'd want him even if he hadn't al'sou

Karen finished her coffee rather quickly. Now smelerstood. She wasn't
exactly being warned off Alexis, although there \@asair of possessiveness
in Lucy's voice when she spoke of him; but rather was being informed,
very politely, that any aspirations she might hawvéhat direction were all
right so long as she didn't expect marriage asqgfdite bargain.

Having got that off her chest, Lucy changed thejesttbcompletely and
began asking Karen about her school work, showmgsgumed interest in
methods of education today as compared to seveaasago.



But Karen was no longer in a mood for casual casat@yn, and as soon as
she reasonably could she rose to her feet. 'l lmeiIgoing,” she said, her
voice rather tight. 'Thank you for the coffee - dhe conversation.'

Lucy made no effort to detain her. 'Good-bye, Kdrgme responded easily.
'l expect we'll run into one another again sometim

Not if | have anything to do with it, thought Karém herself bitterly, and
with a faint smile marched to the door and went &wen the smell of
exhaust fumes and the icy chill of the air was gnafle to the expensive
aroma of Lucy's perfume.

The following week her father returned to work, d@&came home on his
first evening grumbling that in his absence lanliday had been allowed to
do his job.

'‘Bloody insolence!" he muttered. 'Trying to make Ibm not needed - that
Halliday can take my place at any time!'

Laura set a steaming steak and kidney pudding dowihe table and gave
him a wry smile. 'Made a mess, has he?'

Her husband fidgeted irritably with his knife amatid. 'l didn't say that
exactly.'

'What Pop means is that lan's coped admirably snabsence,’ remarked
Karen, with an attempt at facetious- ness.

Her father gave her a quelling look. 'l didn't meawy such thing! He's done
well enough, | suppose, but he doesn't work as ltdwuill take me weeks to
get back into the swing of things again.’

'Well, what do you normally do if you're off?' askieaura.

'When Jeff was there, he used to keep my work demrretorted her
husband. 'But Whitney's given young lan a free hénau ask me.’



'Surely that's reasonable!" exclaimed Karen, inespf her intention to
remain silent. 'He's got to learn somehow.'

‘Leave it, Karen." Her mother looked at her exaseelty. 'And you too,
Dan. Heavens, it's been marvellous these past wbakgou've been off
work. I've not heard a thing about lost bales oktAalian fleece or blend
sheets that won't add up! Let's keep it that whagll sve?’

Karen's father shrugged, and set about carvingtdek and kidney pie. The
subject was dropped and yet Karen thought it walsgaoother example of
how, since his return to Wakeley, Alexis Whitneyl mavaded their lives.

On Thursday evening, Karen was walking out of sthsaisual, with Ray,
when the man who seemed to be occupying suchod lhar thoughts lately
stepped out of the shadows to confront them. Inigie that spilled from
the wide porch he looked disturbingly attractivehigk cream anorak and
denim trousers accentuating the lean length degis He gave Ray a casual
word of greeting and then turned to Karen.

"Your father's working late this evening. He triedring your mother, but
apparently the phone's out of order. In any evamis coming this way, so
| offered to let you know.'

Karen was taken aback. 'Well, thank you.' She gdravkwardly at Ray. 'l
- | hope you haven't had to wait long.'

'‘No. I've only just arrived. | was about to comside looking for you.'
Alexis was faintly smiling, and she wondered why Ildoked at Ray. 'Just
on your way home?"

It was an attempt at dismissal and Ray looked mahgjy at Karen, waiting
for her to explain.

'Oh - Ray always runs me home,' she said hastdpn't have any transport,
you see.'



Alexis looked down at the pile of books in her arfiveu live near Karen,
do you, Mr. Nichols?'

‘Not particularly.” Karen could tell that Ray wasenting being questioned
like this. 'But | always see her safely home.’

Alexis nodded. 'l see. Well, I'll save you the tstmithis evening. I'm going
in her direction myself.’

Karen shivered, as much with expectation as caltiRlay seemed to take it
as an indication that she was tired of standinkjrtgl Turning to her, he
said: 'Is that all right with you, Karen?' in afstioice.

Karen sighed. 'l expect so,' she replied unhappitter all, what else could
she say?

Ray shrugged. 'Okay. Then I'll be getting alongll W4ee you later?'

'Of course you will." Karen touched his arm appegli. 'You're coming
round, aren't you?"

'Very well." Ray tucked up the collar of his cd&ood night - Mr. Whitney.
See you about eight, Karen.'

'Fine." Karen smiled encouragingly, and watcheldeasiade his way across
the quadrangle to where the teachers parked thesr Then she turned to
Alexis. 'Shall we go?'

Alexis nodded lazily, and lifted the pile of exeseibooks out of her arms.
'‘Come on,' he said, offering her his free hants thther slippery, so be
careful.'

Karen hesitated only a moment before reluctantlyimoy her hand into his.
She was wearing gloves, but he was not, and hgeffeclosed firmly round
hers.

'Hi, Karen! Are you waiting for Ray? | think he'srge/



The light but inquisitive tones arrested them, Kiaden turned unwillingly
to face Shirley Scott. 'Hello, Shirley! Yes, Rayshgone. He left a few
minutes ago.'

'Oh, | see. What a pity!" Shirley's observant gaissed nothing. 'l was
going to ask him for a lift.'

Ignoring Karen's surreptitious attempts to extraathand from his, Alexis
said: 'Can we give you a lift?’

Shirley dimpled, 'That's very kind of you. Are ygaing into Wakeley?'
'We can do." Alexis was urbane.

'‘Well, fine!" Shirley fell into step beside therr - are you Karen's cousin,
by any chance® «

Karen couldn't look at Alexis, but he seemed uneaomed. 'No. Why? Do |
look like her cousin?'

Shirley giggled. 'l don't even know her cousing stamitted. 'lt's just your
voice - it's similar.' She glanced at the girl by iele. 'Isn't it, Karen?'

Karen shrugged. 'Perhaps.’
"You're a teacher, Miss - Miss—' Alexis paused.

'Scott. Shirley Scott." She gave Karen anotheraeted stare. 'No, I'm not
a teacher. I'm secretary to the head.’'

'Oh, | see." Alexis inclined his head. 'l suppobkat's an interesting
occupation.’

'‘Well, it is. But I'm always open to offers!" Steiyl giggled again, and Karen
was furious with herself for the surge of jealodisgit was sweeping over
her. What was the matter with her? She ought tovikimbat Alexis was like
by now. And Shirley, too, for that matter . ..



They reached the Aston Martin and while Alexis wkkd the doors Shirley
stood admiring its sleek lines. 'Will you get inetback, Karen?' he
suggested, tipping forward his seat. 'Then - MisstiScan get out more
easily.’

'Of course.'

Karen was curt, but she couldn't help it. Alexisl Ipait the pile of exercise
books on the back seat and as she stumbled gettisge upset them and
they tumbled all about the floor. Cursing silentty herself, she began
picking them up again while Shirley got in, andusefd to be placated by the
other girl's conspiratorial wink.

'Karen didn't tell me your name,' remarked Shirésthe powerful car nosed
out of the school gates and on to the road.

'‘Whitney," supplied Alexis briefly. 'Alexis Whitney
'Oh, then you're - that is - doesn't your fathenake mill?'
‘That's right." Alexis accelerated away. "Where lcérop you?'

Shirley looked about her. 'Anywhere near the cemiease. Wherever it's
easiest for you to park.'

Alexis stopped in the High Street and Shirley ghwa a beaming smile.
‘Thanks very much. This is marvellous !

‘That's all right." Alexis was deprecatory.

Shirley thrust open the door and got out, thentgireed and waved at them
both before walking away. Alexis turned to Karen.

'You can get in the front now," he said.

Thank you. I'll stay in the back," she retortedventing the exercise books
from sliding around with her arm.



Alexis regarded her for a moment longer, and thigh & shrug he put the
car into gear and they swept forward, past wheldeyhwas waiting to

cross the road. She raised her hand, and Alexisoadkdged it with a

movement of his head.

But to Karen's surprise he did not take the nestimg for Norfolk Road
which led to her parents' house. Instead, he dooveast the George Hotel
and up the road towards Moorcourt.

Leaning forward, she said: 'Where do you think geogoing?’

'We're going to my house," he remarked calmly. &drink. Then I'll take
you home.’

Karen seethed, 'l don't want to go to your house.'

‘That's too bad. Because we're there.'

The Aston Martin turned between stone gateposts|asito those outside
the Summerton house some distance up the road;aane to a halt at the
foot of shallow stone steps.

Alexis thrust open his door and slid out, and tleamed in to hold forward
his seat so that she could get out, too. She ceresldrefusing, but that
would have been childish, so with ill-grace sheasudsled out. Alexis
slammed shut the door and stood looking down afdrex moment.

'‘Don't look so cross,' he said mockingly. 'Blaké think I've abducted you.'

'Blake?' Karen frowned.

'My man. | can't exactly say what his title shobkl He seems capable of
doing anything and everything."'

'Oh. | see.' Karen looked up at the grey stonedacd the house. Then she
returned her attention to the man at her side. hdt about my mother? |
thought the idea was to let her know that my fatkhevorking late.’



‘There's plenty of time." Alexis put his hand behdzer elbow. 'Come on!
I'm sure you could use a drink. It's too cold &mst about out here.’

They entered a panelled hall, again similar in gfesio that of the
Summertons, but the furnishings were differentcadirse. A stocky little
man came to greet them, and he looked questioniaglitaren as he
welcomed Alexis.

'‘Allow me to introduce you to Blake,' remarked Akelazily. 'Blake, this is
Miss Sinclair.’

'How do you do, miss.' Blake helped her off with beat. ‘My, isn't it a cold
evening?'

Karen smiled, appreciating the warmth of the cémteating system. 'lt is
rather.’'

Alexis dropped his anorak over the banister. 'Haeee been any calls?’

'‘Only one, sir. From Mr. Howard. He tried to reagbu at the mill and
couldn't. He asked if you'd ring him back later.'

Alexis nodded. 'All right. Thanks.'
'Will Miss Sinclair be staying to dinner, sir?'

'I'm afraid not." Alexis considered his guest thatfiglly. Flicking back the
cuff of his dark green knitted shirt, he consulted wrist watch. 'I'll eat
about seven, if that's suitable.’

'Yes, sir.'

Alexis signified his dismissal, and then led Kaaenoss the softly carpeted
hall and into a room on their right. It was anaattively furnished study, the
walls partially book-lined and partially panelléthere was an olive green
carpet on the floor, and long curtains of darkexegrand amber. A huge
mahogany desk stood square in the centre of tha vath buttoned leather
armchairs on either side.



Alexis closed the door and then indicated one efsthit leather chairs. 'Sit
down. Relax. What would you like to drink? Martisherry - or something
stronger?’

Karen made a careless gesture. 'Oh, sherry will do.

Alexis made no demur and crossing to a polishedneatslid it wide to

reveal a comprehensive array of alcohol. As he gubiner sherry Karen
found herself watching him, realizing that the eldigting denim trousers
were hardly the sort of thing he would wear to dffece, even allowing for
the fact that that office was in a woollen mill. Wisudden intuition, she
said: 'Have you been to work this afternoon?’

Alexis came across with her sherry and handed liteto 'That's a strange
guestion,' he commented, turning back to pour Hinssene whisky.

Karen frowned into her drink. 'Well? Have you?"'

Alexis swallowed half his whisky at a gulp. 'l was the office
approximately an hour ago,' he replied.

'Oh." She felt rather deflated. Then her eyes sttayer him again, noticing
that he had unfastened the neck of his shirt aadttie brown skin of his
throat was just visible. .'Do you normally go te tbffice dressed - well,
dressed like that?'

Alexis gave her a tolerant smile. 'ls something mgronvith what I'm
wearing?'

'‘No. No, you know what | mean.' Karen sighed.
‘All right. I'll be honest and admit that my vismas a fleeting one. I've spent
the day with Will Saunders, the wool buyer, at thea dubious warehouse

on the docks at Hull.'

'l see.' Karen sipped her sherry. 'l -1 can't fiediting surprised, that's all.’



'Surprised? About what?' He was still standing, sahstance away from
her it was true, but his presence was vaguely idating.

‘That - that Daddy should ask you to give me a agss$

'He didn't." Alexis finished his whisky and pourgichself another, flinging
himself into an armchair near the door, drapinddudazily over one arm. 'l
offered to let your mother know.’

Karen turned, staring at him over the rim of hexsgl "Then - then why—'

'Why come to the school for you? Guess!" His toas sardonic.

Karen placed her unfinished drink on the leathefase of the desk. 'l
wouldn't presume to do so,’ she replied, in a Ktilé voice.

'No. Because you know why." Alexis swallowed mdréis whisky. 'Or do
you want me to spell it out for you? | wanted te geu.'

Karen rose rather agitatedly to her feet. 'l ddmiltk there's any point in
continuing this conversation.’

'Why not?' He had not risen, but his eyes were irggnt.

'‘Because - well, because it's too - too personal. dfought me here without
my permission, for a drink, or so you said. Weéllelhad a drink, and now
I'd like to go home.'

Alexis's expression grew brooding. 'Sit down!" hattered grimly. 'And
stop behaving as if | was about to rape you! Ietide to do that, | shan't
choose the study of my own home!'

Karen caught her breath. 'Will you ask Blake torggtcoat?'

'Why are you afraid of me?"

'I'm not afraid of you.' Karen twisted her fingéogether painfully.



‘Then why are you running away?"
‘This is ridiculous...'
'l agree.’

He finished his whisky and dropped the glass casgjeon to the carpet.
Karen looked at it in amazement, her first ins8rtotgo and pick it up again.
It was such an exquisite piece of crystal, and da discarded it without a
second thought. Surely that ought to tell her sbmgt she thought

desperately. With a helpless shrug of her slim kleva she moved towards
the door. Blake would give her her coat, and shadceasily walk home. It

wasn't all that far.

But as she passed Alexis he moved with deceptivitn@ss and reaching
out, caught her wrist, pulling her down on top ahhn the comfortable
chair. Karen was taken by surprise, but she stagyfyiriously, pressing her
hands against his chest, trying to get away fram &he could feel the hard
muscles of his thighs beneath hers, and smell grenttn of his body. He
was half smiling, restraining her effortlessly, ai felt a hopeless sense of
inevitability.

'‘Let me go!' she demanded tremulously. 'I'm not @ingour women! You
should have invited Shirley for a drink! She wohlve appreciated this!

'‘And don't you?' he inquired lazily, his fingersunal the soft flesh of her
upper arms, holding her a couple of inches awaw fnam.

'‘No. No, I -1 hate you!

'You don't hate me, Karen," he murmured, his thumbsing rhythmically
against the thin material of the white blouse slas wearing. 'You hate
yourself because | can make you feel this way.’

'What way?' she choked indignantly.

'Oh, Karen, you know - what way-'



He jerked her towards him then, imprisoning herdsaagainst his chest, his
mouth fastening on to hers with compulsion. Shenatied her teeth
desperately, pressing her lips together, but it wsasless. Alexis was
standing for no resistance this time. One hand ©h@aeeoss her shoulder to
her neck, unbuttoning her blouse and sliding indiglegrip her throat
caressingly. His fingers were hard and cool agdiestlesh and Karen felt
an awful weakness overwhelming her as she sank lioviiee chair beneath
his weight. When he released her mouth and lowbkigdhead to kiss her
throat she caught the skin at the side of his hetkeen her teeth and bit as
hard as she could.

Blood spurted into her mouth and his yell of paimpéed as she let him go.
The diversion gave her a moment to struggle frderafand she sped across
the room to stand panting against the farthest.wddéxis was levering
himself up in the chair, a hand pressed to his nlkeakugh the fingers of
which she could see blood oozing stickily. A sesisemorse gripped her as
she watched him, and with trembling lips, she s&du'd better go to the
bathroom. It seems to be bleeding quite a lot.’

Alexis's face was grim. "You little—' He bit off @pithet, bringing down his
hand and regarding the blood impatiently.

Karen put a hand to her throat, a sickly feelingagting her stomach. Now
that she could see what she had done, she feltewtian ever. The
punctures she had made showed up red against tfegually pale area
around, and blood was running freely down to hitaco

'Do you want me to - to bathe it for you?' she dskeeasily.

Alexis rose to his feet, but although she stepatkward in alarm, he did
not approach her. He went instead to the desinditt silver cigar case out
of a drawer and opening it used the shiny inteaga kind of mirror.

'My God!" he muttered furiously. 'What the hell giou do that for?'

Karen drew a trembling breath. 'May | go home now?'



.'Yes - go!' He looked at her with dislike. 'Blak@él take you. I'll speak to
him.'

‘That's not necessary. | can walk.'

'l said Blake will take you.' His tone brooked redusal and she watched
helplessly as he found some tissues to salve texislg and then opened
the door to the hall. 'Blake!'

The manservant came at once, the smile on histigeppearing as he saw
the blood on his employer's neck. 'Y - yes, sir?'

Alexis moved irritably. 'l want you to take Missn8lair home. Will you do
that?'

‘Are you all right, sir?' Blake was concerned.
'Yes, of course I'm all right." Alexis was impati€five cut myself, that's all.’

'Yes, sir.' Blake looked beyond Alexis to where é&tawas still standing. 'I'll
get your coat, miss.’

‘Thank you.'

Karen moved forward slowly, but Alexis walked iritee hall ahead of her,
crossing to the stairs to mount them two at a tifeedisappeared along the
landing and she was left there alone to wait f@ksl

The manservant returned a few minutes later hapurtgon a jacket and
helped her into her coat. Then he glanced rathdbotfidly up the stairs. 'Are
you ready to leave, miss?'

Karen looked upstairs too and then she made adsslphovement of her
shoulders. 'Yes. Yes, I'm ready.’

She had the distinct feeling that if he said muarershe would burst into
tears there and then, but to her relief he seemaddept what she had said
and opened the outer door.



In no time at all, it seemed, the big Aston Manias slowing to a halt
outside her home, and gathering together the eseebmoks from the back
seat, she managed to thank Blake politely.

The manservant was courteous, but she could teldsemore concerned
with Alexis than with her, and was obviously eatgeget back to the house
and assure himself that he was all right.

Karen's feelings were less easy to assimilateféhehe didn't know herself
any more. Alexis had deserved what she had donehadedeliberately

destroyed the futile defences she had raised ddaims and she had been
right to use the only weapon left to her.

So why was it that instead of feeling relieved aémamphant, she had this
terrible feeling of remorse inside her? Why regemething which had
saved her from humiliation and the destructionedf-sespect?

She walked up the path to the door in a state ep diepression, despising
the weakness inside her that urged her to go lwattiethouse in Moorcourt
and beg Alexis to forgive her for what she had done



CHAPTER SIX

ABOUT a week later, Karen's father came home from wari evening
looking particularly pleased with himself. He ewmtrthe living-room
humming, and went straight to the fire to warm lsds. Then he smiled
cheerfully at his wife and daughter who were hawangup of tea together
before preparing the evening meal.

Laura looked up at him tolerantly. 'l know it's whag, and there are
crocuses out in the front garden, but | didn'tireathat spring was actually
here.'

Her husband straightened and turned to warm hik. Bdery amusing,' he
remarked amiably. 'l gather you are referring to'me

‘To your demeanour, yes.' Laura rose to her feetybu want a cup of tea?’

"That would be nice.' Her husband touched her ch¥ek're looking rather
attractive this evening.'

Laura sighed. 'What is it? Have you won somethidgfas Alexis Whitney
given up his managership?'

Karen went cold inside. Since the night Alexis telcen her to his house for
a drink she had heard nothing about him. Her mokiaer accepted her
explanation that he had called at the school tohted about her father
working late rather than make a special journeyth® house without
guestion, and she had tried to put all thoughtsimafout of her mind.

'As a matter of fact,’ her father was saying, swiggbackwards and
forwards on to his heels and toes, 'it is to ddvwihitney. He's not at work.'

'Why?' Karen couldn't prevent the question, andhingther turned to look at
her impatiently. However, her father had no sudemeations.

'He's ill. Been in bed a couple of days, | beligde.wasn't in yesterday, but
| thought nothing of that. He's often away for daigsting warehouses, that



sort of thing. But Summerton came to my office thisrning and explained
that he wasn't well.'

'Do you know what's wrong with him?' Karen refusedaneet her mother's
guestioning gaze.

Her father shook his head. 'l don't know. Coldxpext. What else could it
be?' He snorted cheerfully. 'Unless he's got bjfzmdoning.' He laughed.

Now it was Laura's turn to be curious. 'Why shothlel have blood
poisoning?'

'Well, he had this - kind of injury to his neck. Had a plaster over it, but |
went into his office one day when he had takerffitand if you ask me

someone's bitten him. Oh, he said it was a cutitloliin't look like a cut to

me.'

Laura clicked her tongue exasperatedly. 'I'm sotérg exaggerating, Dan.’

‘No, I'm not." Karen's father chuckled. 'Some lahdhe-cat did it, if you ask
me, and | don't mean the four- legged variety.'

To Karen's relief, her mother merely made a diggpatgamovement of her
shoulders, and walked out into the kitchen to sti@paring dinner. It was as
well she had not examined her daughter's faceltsely or she might have
seen what Karen was trying desperately to hide.

All the same, Karen could not dismiss what herdathad said from her
mind. Was it possible she was responsible for Alexillness, and if so,
what ought she to do about it? What could she dotal?

She lived with the problem for two days, during efitime she waited
anxiously for her father to make some further empteon. But none was
forthcoming and as Alexis was still off work, stealized she would have to
go to Alexis's house and find out for herself. Blakould be there to
mediate, and what was more natural but that sheldimeake an inquiry on
her father's behalf?



She walked up to Moorcourt after work on Fridayremg. Ray as usual was
having his choir practice, so she did not havelicany lies to him, and her

mother expected her home a little later than usafedr she had done some
shopping.

Apart from the fact that a newspaper was juttingulgh the letter-box the
place looked deserted, and Karen felt a twingeppirehension. Perhaps
Alexis had gone away, down to his father's home.

She rang the bell twice and waited. There were umds coming from
inside the house and she frowned. Even if Alexid ane away, surely
Blake would still be here.

But no one came to answer the door and on imphisevelked round the
back of the building. She was glad of the high eatiag wall surrounding
the place. She had no desire to be observed ppabout Alexis's garden
by someone like Lucy Summerton, for example.

She looked through a window into a large kitchetnwnodern, streamlined
fittings, but there was no sign of anyone. Onlyr@alboard rested untidily
on the table and beside it a half-eaten loaf o&dbrevhich struck her as
being rather odd.

She frowned. Perhaps Alexis was asleep and Blattegbae to the shops.
She hesitated. She would knock once more and dinecanswered the door
she would have to go-

Picking up a stone, she hammered on the back tearing the sound
echoing hollowly round the house. It was twiligfftea a rather dismal day,
and there was something rather eerie about statiuéng in the shadow of a
clump of stark elms trying to summon life from dwmusly dead building.

She was about to turn away when she heard souhdsdbine heavy door,
and after a few moments it swung a few inches idveard a tall figure, half
concealed by the fading light, appeared. As hes ageustomed themselves
to the gloom she saw to her amazement that it wesisA\who stood there,
swaying slightly, his face pale and drawn, the ghoef several days' beard
on his chin.



'Karen?' he muttered nasally, almost as thoughobklo't believe his eyes.
'What do you want?"

Karen made an awkward gesture and then realizéti¢haas only wearing
a knee-length dressing robe and that his feet ware on the parquet
flooring. Although it was much milder than of laiewas still very cold, and
she could see he was shivering.

'May | come in?' she asked quickly, and with a lesip shrug he stood aside
and allowed her to enter.

They faced one another in the gloomy kitchen, bareld was more
concerned about him now than about her reasonsofaing here. 'Please,’
she said. 'Let's go through on to the carpeted.fféou'll catch your death
out here.'

Alexis put a weary hand round the back of his nelk all right,” he
muttered, but he sounded terrible. It was obviau&dd 'flu, and that it had
invaded his chest as well.

'Please,’ she begged again, and with a defeatadrgdse led the way
through to the wide hall. Once there, he leantregjdhe banister and said:

'What do you want?"'
Karen ignored him. 'Where's Blake?'

'‘Blake?' He seemed confused, as though the efftiitrking was too much
for him.

'Yes, Blake! Where is he?"

'Oh, he had to go down to London. His mother's be&en ill. He left
yesterday afternoon.'

'And you've been alone since then?' Karen was aghas



'I'm not an invalid!" remarked Alexis dryly, buteh began to cough as
though to prove himself wrong.

"You ought to be in bed!" she exclaimed anxiously.
‘I was. Until you started ringing bells and hammgron the door!

'Oh, I'm sorry.' Karen felt a stab of compassiblave you had anything to
eat or drink today?’

'I'm not hungry.' He raked a hand through his teaid as he did so she saw
the scar she had left on his neck. But it was mitdmed or angry-looking,
so obviously that had not poisoned him. 'Look, yaun say what you have to
say and go? | feel lousy!

'Why | came isn't important,’ stated Karen, unfaistg her coat. 'Go back to
bed. I'm going to make you some tea.'

'No, you're not.' He was quite definite about tHaton't need anything, and
besides, Blake will probably be back in the mortiing

Karen ignored him and draped her coat over thesbemi'Please,' she said
again, 'let me make you something. | want to.'

Alexis regarded her wearily. 'Why? | thought youesame.'
Karen flushed. 'Go back to bed. You need the rest.’

'Do 1?7 Why?'

'‘Because you're ill,' she exclaimed.

'Who cares?' His tone was ironic, but it shredded resolve to remain
indifferent to him.

'l care,' she answered fiercely. 'Now, will youligek to bed?"



Alexis studied her averted face for a few minuteger and then without a
word he turned and went upstairs. Karen watcheduntit he was out of
sight before re-entering the kitchen and switclunghe fluorescent light. "

She drew the Venetian blinds before making a cyre&ploration. There
was plenty of food in the refrigerator, she foustbaks, chops, vegetables
and salad. There was also a meat pie, but shedstrateAlexis would want
nothing so heavy in his condition.

She enjoyed preparing the meal. She seldom had op@brtunity to use
her cooking skills at home as her mother usualllyedierything herself, but
here she had a free hand.

She made some toast, scrambled some eggs withhiafl&youring of
cheese, and added a small salad. Then she matiefageand after finding
a tray and a cloth she set everything upon it.

The hall was shadowy, and she found the light leefmcending the stairs.
On the first landing there were several doors, stmel hesitated a moment
before approaching one that stood slightly ajae B&d chosen correctly,
and when she propelled the door open with her sleoshe found herself in
Alexis's bedroom.

It was a large room, like all the rooms in the heusut it was austerely
furnished in plain woods with only the apricot beesad and curtains to add
some colour. There was a large, old-fashioned fmigy bed, and it was in
this that Alexis was lying. He had shed his dreggiown before getting into
bed, and the tanned contours of his shoulders weilde as he lay, half on
his stomach, one hand pushed up under his pillewsaugh to support his
head. He appeared to be asleep and Karen stoouhdoakhim doubtfully
for a few minutes. There was something infinitelynerable about anyone
in sleep and she was aware of a disturbing semsatidhe pit of her
stomach.

‘Alex!" she said his name softly, but there wasaaztion and with a sigh she
looked down at the loaded tray. Obviously, for thement he wanted
nothing.



Turning, she left the room again and went back daairs. In the kitchen
she regarded the scrambled eggs thoughtfully, bhed bn impulse she
seated herself at the kitchen table and tackledn thgth surprising

enjoyment. She could easily make some more laterttzere was no point
in wasting them.

When the washing up was done she glanced at hehwatvas almost six.
Her mother would be beginning to get concerned ebey but what could
she do? She didn't intend leaving here until she suae that Alexis was fit
to be left alone.

On impulse, she went through to his study, andiripghe door picked up
the telephone and dialled her parents' home. Hénenanswered, sounding
relieved to hear Karen's voice.

'Where are you?' she exclaimed. 'Dinner's almastyié

'‘Well, actually, | called at Melanie's," said Karesrossing her fingers
guiltily. 'And I'm still here. She's not well, skefull of cold, and I've
promised to stay and keep her company this evéning.

Laura sounded put out. '‘But what about your dinner?

'l can easily have something here. A snack wilNmu don't really mind, do
you, Mum?'

Laura sighed. 'l suppose not. Although you coulkh@ang me sooner.'
'l didn't decide to stay until a few minutes agorr$.'

'Oh, very well," Laura gave her approval. 'Whatetiwill you be home?'
'I'll ring you if | expect to be late,’ said Karguickly.

'What about Ray?'

'You know | don't usually see Ray on Friday evenirigut if he does come
round, you can explain, can't you?'



‘All right. See you later, then.'

Returning to the kitchen, Karen wandered round esslly for a while,
looking into all the cupboards and familiarizing $edf with their contents.
Then, tiring of this, she went back into the hatidaby a process of
elimination opened all the doors until she found@m that looked like the
lounge. There was an enormous television there,she didn't feel like
watching that just now, so she examined the costefntthe bookcase
instead. Obviously, most of the furniture in theub® had been there for
years, since Jeff Pierce's time, but as he had deddower and had only
rented the house from the company, after his ragre he had gone to live
with his married daughter and very little had bekanged.

She found a rather dated thriller and settled dtavread for a while, but
although she read the words they meant little to Bde was totally
involved with what was going on upstairs.

The small French clock was chiming eight when skeardh Alexis coughing,
and leaving the lounge she made her way back upshaivas dark now and
without putting on a light she couldn't see whethemas asleep or not, so
she stood for a few seconds listening to his bnegthrying to decide
whether he was awake. When a small bedside lampunagpectedly
illuminated she almost jumped out of her skin. Adehad leant across to put
it on and was now propped on one elbow regardimgiitd eyes that were
narrowed against the sudden brightness. There waataof hair on his
chest, she saw, several shades darker than hisamairhis skin looked
brown and smooth. She had the almost irresistiesre to touch him, but
his first words brought her to her senses. Blinkhgsaid: 'What the hell are
you doing here?'

Karen shrugged nervously. 'l heard you coughinglacaime to see if you
were awake.'

"You heard me coughing!" He obviously found thisoimprehensible. 'How
could you do that?'

'l was downstairs.' Karen caught her lower lip letw her teeth. 'l came up
earlier with some food, but you were sleeping.’



Alexis ran a perplexed hand down his chest. 'Y orewlewnstairs? How did
you get in?'

"You let me in."' Karen sighed. 'Don't you remember?

Alexis sank back against his pillows as thoughetffert to support himself
was too much for him. 'l guess so,' he mutteretisbe realized he did not.
From the stertorous sound of his breathing and#als of sweat filming
his forehead she knew he had quite a fever andctodwas what was
needed here.

'‘Look," she said carefully. "You've got 'flu, ari@ iquite obvious that you
can't cope here alone. Let me call your doctor—'

'No! | don't need a doctor.' He was adamant.
'‘But you do,' she protested.’ 'Flu is a serioneds!

‘Then what are you doing hanging about here? Argmit afraid I'll
contaminate you—' He broke off to cough harshly Kacen looked away.

‘Alexis, please," she exclaimed. 'Be sensible! &gigou stay in bed, it's
going to get worse.'

'l am in bed," he remarked wearily.

'l know you are now. But from the state of the kén you've been going
downstairs for drinks and things when you shoulah@te out of this room.’

'‘And what would you suggest | do? Remain thirsty?"
'No. Let the doctor provide a nurse—'
'No, thank you." He interrupted her before sheadmish.

"You made my father see a doctor.’



Your father's past middle-age. I'm not. Look, tlsigyetting us nowhere.
Why don't you just accept that I'm not seeing atalp@and that I'll cure
myself, given time?' He closed his eyes and themeg them again. 'Why
should you care what happens to me?"

Karen bent her head. 'l should care about any huresng who seems bent
on injuring himself.’

'Would you?' Alexis sighed. 'l wonder."'

Karen hesitated. Then she said: 'Are you hungry h@wo you want
anything?'

'I'm thirsty, that's all," he admitted reluctantly.
‘All right, I'll get you something to drink.’

Glad of the activity, Karen left the room and spedk downstairs again and
into the kitchen. There were bottles of cordiabme of the cupboards she
had opened earlier, and she found a jug, dilutedlituid liberally, and
added ice for good measure. Then she put the jdig @hass on a small tray
and went back upstairs.

Alexis gulped the fruit cordial greedily, and laydk on his pillows,

exhausted by the effort. Karen stood helplesslydeatie bed, wishing she
had more knowledge of how to treat 'flu. All shedha go on was her
father's experiences, but he had had the assistdaogibiotics to make him
well.

Alexis looked tired, but a sardonic expression sedshis lean face. "Well?'
he said. 'Are you leaving now?'

Karen smoothed her finger down the seam of het. skkiyou want me to.’
He shook his head slowly. 'What's that supposedean?’

'Is there no one | can inform about your illnessifyfather, perhaps—'



‘No!"

He was more adamant than before, and Karen lookeun dat him
despairingly. How could she go and leave him talféar himself in this
state? She was all too aware of the dangers indalvenot taking 'flu
seriously. She didn't try to analyse her reactithe. She didn't stop to
consider that this man was merely her father's rsupethat their
relationship so far had been compounded of argwsreamd confrontations
with Alexis showing little or no concern for herefangs, that anyone else
would simply walk out of the house and consider liehaviour wholly
foolhardy, but nevertheless his own affair.

Karen couldn't do that. Her mind was made up aswatiked towards the
bedroom door. 'Is there anything else | can gePYyou

Alexis moved his head from side to side. 'No.’
Karen nodded. 'Very well, then. Good night.'
"You're leaving?' Was that faint regret in his &dc

Karen paused by the door. 'What else?' she askddy@ng out she drew
the door to behind her.

Downstairs again she entered the study and pickethe telephone. Her
mother answered as before and in rather uneves taen explained that
she had decided to stay the night with Melanie. mether put up less
opposition than she had expected, but as she bealtthe buzz of voices in
the background she guessed her parents had contipangvening and
Laura didn't want to spend too long talking to @i@aghter on the telephone.

That done, Karen returned to the lounge and stookirig about her with
thoughtful eyes. At present the house was comflyrtalarm from the
heating of the radiators, but if this system wasgarable to others she had
seen no doubt later on it would switch itself aff the night. At present she
could sleep on the couch, but later it would prol#ly to do so.



Deciding to wait until she was sure that Alexis \aakeep before attempting
to get herself a blanket from upstairs, she turoedall the lights but a
standard lamp beside her chair and settled dowmthw thriller again.

Despite her tension, she must have dozed, becaose she opened her
eyes it was much cooler in the room. She lookedlhas the clock and saw

it was after midnight. She was amazed. It seemédmimutes ago that she

had settled down. She got stiffly out of the clzaid stretched, but even as
she did so, a sound caused her to drop her arnmertcsides almost

defensively. Was this what had awakened her, sbegtit uneasily, and

what could it be? It came again, a sort of knoclsngnd, and on stealthy
feet she crept to the door of the lounge and peauedto the hall.

There was nothing to be seen, the hall was in dm¥rand the hairs on the
back of her neck prickled. But then she saw attim@ad of light beneath the
kitchen door and expelled a sigh. Surely no intrwetguld turn on the lights;
it must be Alexis. But what was he doing?

She hesitated. Ought she to go and expose hevdaliht? So far as he was
aware she had left hours ago. What might he saypWwhdound she had not
left at all? Her only alternative was to remain vehghe was, but that would
mean waiting another hour before she dared veoutréor a blanket and it
was getting colder all the time.

Summoning up her courage, she walked swiftly adtus$all and reaching
out a hand turned the handle of the kitchen daayave inwards instantly
and for a moment the bright light dazzled her. Bwgn, as her eyes
accustomed themselves to the brilliance, she dttargasp and stared in
amazement at a young woman, dressed in a longstigqesigned

housecoat, who was trying to knock ice out of aaimer. The derivation of

the noise Karen had heard was obvious, but thdiigeri the woman was

not, and she felt a chilled feeling invading hemsach.

However, if this unexpected confrontation had slkedcker, it had equally
stunned the other woman. With a startled cry sbemid the ice container
on to the floor and gasped: 'Who the hell are you?'



Karen gripped the door handle more tightly. 'Imigght ask you the same
guestion.’'

The woman gathered the folds of her housecoat rchdszut her. ‘Let it be
sufficient to say that my identity is not in questi she snapped. 'Who are
you? What are you doing here?'

Karen took a deep breath. 'My name is Karen Sin@dad - and I'm staying
here.'

'Like hell you are!"' The woman's face was furidasaormal circumstances,
Karen could see that she was quite startlinglyetitre, but right now, with
her claws showing, she was rather hard and coarse.

'l can assure you | am,' Karen went on, controlliegvoice with an effort. 'l
repeat - who are you?"What in God's name is gombere?'

A hand descended on Karey's shoulder from behiddsae swung round
guiltily to find Alexis right behind her, pale amlawn, the bathrobe tightly
corded about his waist.

'‘Alexis,’ she began, but she saw his eyes had mbegdnd her to the
woman standing in the middle of the kitchen. Hisegarrowed ominously
and the hand gripping her shoulder tightened itniihs an actual agony of
pain shooting up into her neck. He stared at themarofor several seconds
and then looked down at Karen again, but his espyesvas inscrutable.

‘Well, well,' he said, his voice thickened by costgm. 'It seems we have a
visitor, darling." His inflection was deliberatecato Karen's relief his hand
on her shoulder relaxed. But her relief was shuoetl, however, as his hand
moved up her neck to cause an even more distudaingation by caressing
the soft skin behind her ear with his thumb. 'Yawdn't met my stepmother,
have you, Karen?'



CHAPTER SEVEN
His stepmother!

Karen was horrified. This then was Michelle Whitnd@je woman Lucy
Summerton had told her had married Alexis's faberause Alexis would
not marry her.

Michelle was glaring at them now. 'What's going 'ostte demanded. 'l
thought you were ill, Alex! Why is she here?’

Alexis used his free hand to draw Karen back agims and she let him.
Right now she was too bemused to protest; shehdistinct impression
that she was dreaming all this, that soon she mvgke up and find herself
in her bed, at home. But the feeling of Alexis'schhody beneath the
bathrobe seemed real enough, and a yielding sénhsthargy was robbing
her of the desire to offer any resistance jushait moment.

'Where else would Karen be?' Alexis was askinglsoftut with an
underlying note of menace. 'Someone had to loak afie, and who better
than Karen?' His voice hardened. 'One might ask waare doing here?’

'‘But who is she?' There was an edge of hystedi¢belle's voice now.

Alexis smiled cruelly. 'Didn't she tell you? Whyaken is my fiancee, of
course.’

Now it was Karen's turn to feel bewildered, andhtigi resentful, but when
she would have struggled away from him his hold e tightened
warningly, and although she felt sure she wouldeateq later she did not
contradict him.

But Michelle did, her rage vituperativ¥.our fianceelshe almost screamed.
'l don't believe you! | don't believe you, Alex! ¥avouldn't - youcouldn't
consider marrying someone like - like her!’

'‘Be careful, Michelle." Alexis's voice was chillin@on't say anything you
may later regret.'



'‘Are you threatening me, Alex?"

'Do | need to do that?'

Michelle clenched her fists, venting her spleenairfew moments of
uncontrolled verbal hostility which sickened Karem that she longed to
escape. But Alexis would not let her go, and frév tautness of his body
she guessed he was using her as a shield agaiashe/might have been
tempted to do to his stepmother.

When Michelle finally broke into sobs of recrimirmat, he said coldly and
succinctly: 'Now I'll tell you something, Michell&ou have exactly fifteen
minutes to get dressed and get out of here!'

She raised her face to his, but found no compagskene. ‘Alex, Alex, I'm
sorry...' she began, but he pushed Karen away iomand turned away.

'Fifteen minutes, Michelle.'

'‘But where can | go at this time of night?'

"There are hotels—'

'‘But in Wakeley, I'd be recognized—'

‘That's your problem.’

'‘Alex, don't make me do this!'

'I'm afraid | must.'

'‘But why? Alex, why?' Michelle's gaze flickered owaren, and Karen
sensed the malevolence which still lurked in tHeéting glance. 'If - if
you're going to marry this - this girl, why can&thy here too?'

'It wouldn't be - respectable,’ replied Alexis, gogting himself against the
door jamb. 'Respectability is important in a plike Wakeley.'



You've never cared about respectability before—'

'Well, perhaps | do now." Alexis was grim and Kaweondered uneasily
how Michelle could stand to be treated so conteoysly in front of
another woman. Had she no pride, no self-respect?

As though reading Karen's thoughts, as thoughzieglithat someone else
was witnessing her degradation, Michelle seemedotoe to a decision.

Picking up her skirts, she swept forward, past lobtihem, and up the stairs
without another word. Only then did Alexis's headpdforward on to his

chest and Karen realized what a terrific strais ttad placed upon him.

'‘Get me a drink," he muttered, and Karen went foivia comply, but his
arm halted her. 'Not fruit juice,’ he added heavBarley water!'

'‘Barley water?' she echoed. 'Do you have some?"
'Distilled barley water," he remarked heavily, sfindening. "Whisky!

'Oh! Oh, | see." Karen was still bemused by thenevef the past few
minutes, but she hurried quickly across the halliato his study, switching
on the lights as she went. When she turned fronditimks cabinet, he was
leaning against the door.

'H - here you are," she stammered, and put a gitskis hand.

‘Thanks!" He swallowed half its contents at a gag then studied the
remainder. Karen stood in the centre of the floocertain of what to do or
say next.

But in fact she didn't have to say anything, astle@ot then. Footsteps
sounded on the stairs, and presently Michelle apgeaehind Alexis. She
was wearing a sable coat now which even Karen ceall was worth
thousands of pounds, and she was carrying a smudase.

'I'm leaving,' she said, looking at her stepsone'ar's outside. | shall drive
into Leeds and stay there.’



Alexis did not say anything, he merely inclined hisad in a sardonic
gesture, and with a muffled exclamation she wakkemss the hall and let
herself out of the front door, slamming it noidilghind her.

After she had gone, Alexis walked across the haisklf and added a bolt to
the already secure fastening of a Yale lock. Thernunned to find Karen
hovering nervously in the doorway to the study.

'l suppose | should thank you," he said, with mesign. 'If you hadn't been
here things might have proved - difficult.’

Karen tried to gather her own scattered thougithy'on earth did you tell
her we were engaged?' she exclaimed. It was thietliing that came into
her head.

'What would you have had me say? That we were spgrtie night
together?

Karen shook her head. 'l don't know. What will 8fiek when she finds out
it's not true? What if she tells someone?"

'Would you rather have had her tell everyone tioatwere merely sleeping
here? Or do you think she'd have believed me ifold her you were my
nurse? | can assure you, she wouldn't.'

Karen felt cold sanity creeping back into her bor¥ésu're surely not telling
me that you said it to protect my reputation!'

Alexis's eyes hardened. 'You wouldn't believe tbatourse.'
Karen bent her head. 'l don't know what to beli&Vay did she come here?'
'‘Don't you know?"

'l - | can guess.' Karen felt slightly sick. 'Dowe | mean - is she your
mistress?'

'Why do you want to know that?' His voice was harsh



Karen moved her shoulders helplessly. 'l don't kn@kiouldn't have asked.
I'm sorry." She glanced round. 'l -1 should go—"

'Don't be silly!" He raked a hand through his h&iou can't go now, and you
know it! I don't even know why you stayed.' His egeftened a little as they
rested on her flushed cheeks. 'But if it's anyregeto you, no - Michelle is
not my mistress!

Karen stared at him. '‘But why did she come here?"

Alexis sighed. 'She would like to have somethingdtd over me where my
father is concerned. She would have liked to haw#ronted me in the
morning with the knowledge that she had spent idjet in this house, alone
with me. She would have liked to have threatenddltony father what had
happened, because knowing him as | do, he woulé@rneelieve that |

wouldn't touch her, given the opportunity.’

'Oh! How-how awful!’

'Yes, isn't it? However, let me assure you thatlevhimay have found
Michelle attractive at one time - before she marngy father, | might add -
right now | find her totally repulsive!

Karen swallowed hard. 'l see.' Then she seemeehize that this was the
middle of the night and Alexis, no matter how cdefitly he had faced

Michelle, was a sick man. He ought not to be tajlahall, let alone standing

half naked in the hall of his house. 'l think yairght to go back to bed,' she
said quietly. 'If you can tell me where | can fisame blankets, I'll sleep on
the couch in the lounge.’

Alexis regarded her for a long moment, and thershmok his head. 'Oh,
Karen,' he said, and there was a trace of humohisinoice, 'l don't know
what to do with you!'

'What do you mean?'

He shook his head. 'lIt doesn't matter. And as feitigg blankets, |
absolutely refuse for any nurse of mine to slegpvaiere else than in a bed.



There are several perfectly good beds upstairskaoding Blake I'm quite
sure at least two of them are aired in case of gameies. And as I'm equally
sure you wouldn't agree to share mine, | suggastige one of them, right?"

Karen's face burned. 'Very well.'
Alexis nodded. 'Good. Shall we go?'

Karen awoke the following morning in a wide bedt smd luxurious, with

silk sheets that caressed her back and thighsaFooment she couldn't
remember where she was, but then remembrance daounfy back and

with it the memory of the horrible scene with MidkéWNhitney the night

before.

She focused on her watch and found it was onlitla hfter eight o'clock.

Still, it was time she was up, and almost regrtfahe slid out of bed,

finding the room comfortably warm as her room atlkeowvas never warm.
Adjoining the bedroom was an exquisitely furnisibathroom and she took
a shower before dressing.

As she brushed her hair with a brush she founcherdtessing table she
surveyed the room critically. Like the rest of theuse the furniture was
very old and sprawling, but certainly the bed was@nfortable as any bed
she had ever occupied.

Satisfied with her appearance, she left the roothveailked along the wide
landing. Alexis's door was closed, but after atlitgp she opened it and
peered inside. His curtains were drawn, but irglbem she could make out
his still form beneath the covers. Closing the dagain, she went
downstairs and into the kitchen.

The electric kettle didn't take long to boil andiltshe waited she scanned
the headlines of the morning paper she had foustiguithrough the letter
box. There were some letters, too, but they weteofficial- looking
envelopes and she didn't pay a great deal of ettetd them.

When the kettle had boiled she made some toagtraparing a tray carried
it upstairs. She entered Alexis's bedroom, but ke still asleep and she



sighed impatiently. What should she do? Leave islas had the night
before, or wake him up?

However, as she was pondering this he stirredagjthbecoming aware of
someone's presence, and rolled on to his backigake sheets with him so
that they wrapped about him sarong-wise. He statd¢aren for a while,
and then blinked.

'‘Good morning,' she said, putting down the traytaw the curtains and
allow the faintly glimmering sun to brighten theoro. 'How are you
feeling?'

Alexis lay still for a few minutes longer and thstruggled up on the
pillows. 'What time is it?"'

'‘Almost nine.' Karen lifted the tray and carriedatthe bedside table. 'I've
made you some tea and toast.'

'l don't like tea." Alexis was uncommunicative.

Karen shrugged. 'lt's better for you than coffe@mviiou’'re not well.'

Alexis grimaced. 'Is it?'

'Yes. Are you going to have it?'

'In a minute." Alexis sounded moody. 'Did you sleeg?'

‘Yes. Did you?'

'No.' He ran a hand over his thickening growthedidl. 'God, | feel a mess!'
'You need a shave, that's all,' replied Karen uriodably.

'Do 1?' The tawny eyes were penetrating. 'Why did wtay with me,
Karen?'



The question was so unexpected that she took aMaadkstep away from
the bed before replying. 'l - | was concerned alyout’

'‘Were you?' He sat up and leaning forward caughtfingers before she
realized what he was about to do. Playing with theensaid: 'Aren't you
afraid | may decide to tell friend Nichols?'

Karen shook her head firmly. "You wouldn't do that.

'Why not?'

'Why should you?'

Alexis shrugged, lying back on his pillows but retag his hold on her hand
so that she had to move nearer the bed. 'Perhaygmmt what | said last
night. Perhaps | dowant to marry you.'

Karen flushed. 'Don't say things like that.’

'Why not?"

'‘Because you don't mean them, and besides - I @antto marry you.'
Alexis's eyes narrowed. 'No?"'

‘No.'

'Why not?"

'Lots of reasons."'

'Most particularly?’

'l -1 don't love you.'

'Is that so important?' His tone was harsh.

'Of course it is," she retorted indignantly.



'Why? | can give you anything you've ever dreanmtszbamaterially—'

'I'm not interested in marriage for those reasons!’

'‘No?'

'No." Karen made an involuntary gesture. 'Of couyse can't understand
that, can you? The society you move in bases ssi@gbhappiness on that

maxim, doesn't it?"

Alexis's eyes narrowed. 'What do you know abousti@ety | move in?' he
asked disparagingly, resisting her attempts tolperdlhand free.

"You've only to read the newspapers,' she rephiedtly.

'‘And you believe what you read in the newspapers?'

'‘Some things - yes.'

'‘About me?'

'Look, this is silly. Please - drink your tea befatrsets cold.',

Alexis ignored her, and with slow deliberate movatseaised her hand to
his lips, kissing each of her fingers in turn. Karfelt an awful sense of
weakness in her lower limbs, but she determinealigeld mundane things

into her mind.

'If you'll let go of my hand I'll go and get yourse water for washing and
shaving—"'

'l am perfectly capable of visiting the bathroomsely, thank you," he
returned ironically, sliding his fingers over herist and up her arm,
systematically drawing her nearer the bed. 'Come.he

'‘No! Alexis—' But her protest was lost in a gasplisimay as he pulled her
down beside him, and rolled over so that the wingeght of his body was



imprisoning hers. With one hand he deftly secureth lof hers above her
head and then looked mockingly down into her face.

'‘Well?' he challenged huskily. 'What are you gdimgo now?"

Karen moved her head restlessly from side to sidet me go," she
demanded helplessly. 'Don't you have any shamafédtere to - to see if
you were all right. | stayed to look after you. Atids is how you repay
me—'

You shouldn't expect any decency from someonertikg he taunted her,
putting his mouth to the curve where her shouldet ner neck. 'Isn't this
exactly how you expect me to behave?"

'Yes! Yes, it is!' She gulped. 'And - and you talkabout marriage! | - |
wouldn't marry anyone like you even if you offerae the Crown Jewels!
You don't care about anyone except yourself. late lyou!"

His free hand closed round her throat, grippingiih painful insistence as
he said: 'Why should | marry a woman who's quitppred to go to bed
with me without that legalizing scrap of paper?’

‘There are - other things in marriage!' she gasped.

'Are there? And are you going to tell me also Het is a very small part of
that arrangement!

'Well-well, it is.'

His lips twisted. 'Really? Well, let me tell younsething, unless that - and
you know what | mean bthat -is right, everything else is wrong! You tell
me differently, and you're not talking about mageaYou're talking about
two individuals living in the same house - legally.’

'For someone who despises it, you seem to knowwdnl dot about it,’
Karen exclaimed, breathing hard.



He shook his head. 'l don't despise it. Just ifsliegtions in certain
circumstances. Do you know the definition of thera® It means an
intimate association - the provision for procreatamd sexual gratification.
Would you exclude those principles?'

Karen twisted her body with difficulty. 'And youitik that excuses your
behaviour, is that it?'

'I'm not trying to justify my actions to you, | dohave to.' He bent his head
and touched her mouth with his, playing with hpsluntil she felt her head
lifting involuntarily from the pillow to increasé&at disturbing pressure. But
he drew back, and she hated herself for showingham easily he could
arouse her.

'l - I - let me go!" She took a shaking breath. 'Mgther will be expecting
me back this morning!

"You'll be back," he murmured lazily. 'Perhapgtéelmore experienced than
when you left—'

"You - you wouldn't dare!" she choked.
'Wouldn't I?" His expression was derisive. 'Whyhot

'‘Alexis—' Her voice broke, and suddenly he rollecag from her, turning
on to his back, staring grimly up at the ceiling.

For a few moments Karen just lay there, unableitormovement into her
lethargic limbs. But finally she came to her sensed scrambled off the
bed, smoothing her skirt, fastening the loosenatk ¢ her blouse. She
stood for a minute looking down at him, and thea shid: 'Do you want
some fresh tea?'

He turned cold amber eyes upon her, and she fedelishrink at that bitter
appraisal. 'Just get out of here!" he muttered vatitbut a backward glance
she went.



Although Karen disliked deceiving her parents theas no way she could
tell them that she had spent the night in Alexistédy's house. Apart from
anything else she realized that they were like Klexather in that respect;
they would never believe she had slept there witebaring his bed.

Instead, she gave them the news they wanted to heiag Melanie as a
substitute, and prayed that they would not discdhat six weeks ago
Melanie had left Wakeley to go and work in Newaastl

During the following week her father informed bdigr and her mother that
Alexis was back at work.

'Four days he had off, that was all," Daniel Simatauttered fiercely, 'plus
the week-end, of course. He made me have four weeks

'Oh, come on, Dan,' exclaimed Karen's mother clighkier tongue. 'It was
the doctor who made you stay off, not Alexis Whytnan any case, I'm
relieved to hear he's better. | don't like the tifdwof anyone being ill.'

'Huh!" Her husband sounded less convinced. 'Hetybthrough the door

again before he's talking about getting these tm& motion study chaps
from London to come and take a look at this idelai®for doing away with

the conveyor.'

'‘Ah, | see.' Laura chuckled. That's what's upsgttiou, is it? | thought it
wasn't just the fact that he's back at work. Holwedeeling anyway?"

Karen's father grunted and took out his pipe. déel looks after his own, |
daresay,' he muttered. 'Anyway, things have womkell enough over the
years, so why can't he leave well alone now?'

'Oh, Dan!"

Karen's mother sounded impatient and Karen hensélh, had been sitting
in an armchair by the fire studying some textboo&se to her feet and left
the room. She couldn't bear to hear her parentussig Alexis without
feeling an awful sense of depression at the knoyddtht one way or
another she had succeeded in destroying any kimdlaionship between



them. The past few nights this realization hadrfated with her sleep and
while she could tell herself that she had beentrighbehave the way she
had, and that Ray was worth a dozen Alexis Whitnagsertheless there
had been something in their association that byeigsure had left her
feeling completely flat.

The weather was improving rapidly, and all tracesn@ow had disappeared.
It was half-term at the comprehensive school tregkaend and Karen was
eager to accept Ray's suggestion that they sperwelek-end in the Lake
District. They had done this other years, stayingpath hostels, associating
with other young people with similar interests, rafiag their days walking

over the fells. It was exactly what Karen needéd; éxertion, the air, the
escape from the confines of Wakeley. Certainly, shept better that

week-end than she had done for some time, phygieallausted, and deaf
to the stirrings of her conscience.

She returned to school feeling refreshed and gratefRay for his gentle,
undemanding company.

But her brief period of relaxation was short-livésh Friday morning there
was a telephone call for her during her historyiquerand Shirley Scott
looked at her rather knowingly as she agreed te thlarge of the class until
Karen's return.

It was Alexis Whitney again, as she had known itldde, and her hand
shook as she raised the receiver to her ear.

'Karen? Is that you?"

‘Yes. What do you want?' Her voice was stiltedoltl you - we're not
supposed to have private calls during working hours

'Would you rather | came to meet you, then? | tinbugat didn't suit you

either. As | recall it, we offended Nichols andatexl speculation in other
quarters.' His tone was dry, but at least he salivdgl again, and she
despised the feeling of relief that gave her.



'What do you want? | thought - that is - | canbkhwhy you should want to
contact me.'

'‘Can't you?' He paused a moment. 'l need to sed klaue something | want
to discuss with you, but not on the telephone. wall have lunch with me?’

‘'Today?' She was shocked.

'Yes, today. What time do you have lunch?

'l - I usually eat in the canteen—'

'l didn't ask where you usually ate. | asked winaéet'

'l know that." Karen was stung by his arroganae.aty case, | haven't
agreed to have lunch with you.’

'Karen, | need to see you.'

'"Why?'

'I'll explain when | see you.'

'Why can't you explain now?'

"Karen!" It was a command.

'Oh, very well. We break from twelve-thirty untio.'

'Fine. I'll pick you up at the gates at - say -ltwee thirty-five, right?’
Karen hesitated. 'All right.’

'‘Good.' He sounded satisfied and she heard hig/ezdeeing replaced.

She replaced her own and sat staring at the phatiaously. What could he
want to speak to her about? Why should he need sm@d She had given up



any thought of ever seeing him again, except irsipgs so to speak, and
now he had destroyed all her newfound release eéfehswoop.

She looked down at what she was wearing criticaiigl felt a ridiculous
sense of pleasure that she had chosen to wearder guede waistcoat and
matching skirt that morning. Teamed with a red podcked sweater they
looked very attractive, the maxi-length skirt oalgouple of inches above
her ankle.

With an impatient exclamation she got to her f@¢hat did it matter what
she was wearing? After her last encounter with Kl&hitney she doubted
whether his reasons for wanting to see her agalrahgthing to do with her
personally. Perhaps it concerned her father.

Shirley regarded her tolerantly when she returodtie history class. "Your
cousin again, | suppose.'

Karen sighed. 'Does it matter?'

'‘Not to me. But you're taking a chance, you kndke' other girl retorted
sharply.

'What do you mean-'
' mean Ray - that's what | mean!'
Karen flushed. 'l don't see that it's any concéryoars.'

'Isn't it?" Shirley's eyes were challenging. 'Thare those among us who
find one man more than adequate.’

'You don't understand, Shirley.' Karen gathereddagrers together rather
impatiently.

'Oh, but | do. If you're playing fast and loosehwRay, then he has every
right ..." Her voice trailed away suddenly and Kal@oked up.

'Every right to what?' she asked.



'Oh - nothing." Now it was Shirley's turn to loaklearrassed.
Karen frowned. 'Are you trying to tell me somethigirley?'
'No. No, of course not.’

Karen wasn't altogether satisfied and would hakedlito have questioned
her further, but just at that moment the bell ramgpifying the end of the
period. The pupils began gathering their booksttegyeand in the noise and
confusion that ensued Shirley slipped away.

As luck would have it, Ray wasn't about when shatwe tell him she
would not be dining in the canteen after all. Iswamfortunate, but she could
explain when she returned, she told herself, igngpottie rather guilty feeling
which always assailed her when she was associatthgAlexis Whitney.

Leaving her coat unfastened, she slung her suaglevs her shoulder and
walked briskly up to the school gates. Those pupit® went home for

lunch were thronging out of the quadrangle and whe aware of their
curious stares as she walked across to where thegdzen Aston Martin

was parked. Alexis thrust open the door for hemfiaside and she slid in
thankfully, closing the door behind her.

Alexis gave her a brief, comprehensive stare aad et the car in motion.
For her part, Karen scarcely glanced at him, buthe same she was
conscious of his nearness, and of the intimacydhatlook from him could

engender.

'l thought we'd eat at the Pipes,' he remarkedjmgamhotel just outside of
Wakeley which had built up quite a reputation food food. 'Does that suit
you?'

'So long as I'm back before two," replied Karenadxdyr Then realizing that
something more was expected of her, she went oa:ydu fully recovered
from your illness?" in rather taut tones.

'Fully, thank you. | gather you haven't been smittéth the bug yourself.'



‘No. I've been lucky.'

Karen looked through the windows. Their conversaialways seemed to
be like this - either disturbingly personal, ordiglindifferent, like now.

The Pipes Hotel stood in its own grounds. It hadedoeen a private house,
but since then it had been extensively modernizet reow possessed an
aura of taste and elegance not found in more cquigary buildings.

Alexis was not wearing an overcoat over his darkiess suit, but Karen
left her coat in the vestibule and spent a coupieinutes in the ladies' room
checking her make-up before joining him. By commonsent they walked
into the attractively furnished lounge bar and sgahemselves on tall
stools by the bar. Karen accepted a Martini, wAlkxis had gin and tonic,
and covertly studied the other patrons. They weargxaure of business men
and women, with a few socialites thrown in for gaudasure. It was an
expensive establishment and in consequence ordywtl the more affluent
members of Wakeley society.

Alexis spoke to the bartender, answered the cascallled greetings which
were addressed to him, or applied himself to hiskdiHe didn't speak to
Karen, and she couldn't for the life of her thifilaoything to say to him, and
by the time he had finished his second gin and:teiné was wishing she had
not agreed to come. She was still playing with fiest Martini, and
wondering what on earth he could possibly wangipte her.

However, it seemed he was now ready for food, éoslid off his stool and
said: 'Are you going to finish that, or shall weigto the restaurant?’

Karen took a final sip from her glass before pughinfirmly across the
counter and taking this as her assent he helpedidvar from her stool with
a casual hand which he withdrew as soon as thegrbeglking out of the
bar.

In the restaurant Karen looked at the menu withieatly seeing it. The
variety of main courses staggered her and sheththdrfaintest idea what to
choose.



An obsequious waiter appeared at Alexis's elbowl, laaning across the
table, he said: 'Have you decided what you want?'

Karen shook her head. 'l - | can't choose.' Shigdted. 'What are you going
to have?'

Alexis consulted the menu. 'Fillet steak and sdl#uaink.'
‘Well, I'll have that, too,' she murmured hastily.

‘Are you sure?"

'Yes.' She sighed. 'I'm sorry.’

His expression darkened impatiently, but then heeghe order to the
waiter, adding that they would have soup to begth.w

The meal was delicious. Even Karen could not fapulind she found that
her appetite was stimulated by the wine Alexis tiatered. But apart from
commenting upon the wine and the food, he still saithing, and she was
growing more and more apprehensive, half prepaceddlieve that
whatever he had wanted to say, he had changedimisahout it.

She refused a liqueur with her coffee, and glarsgdeptitiously at her
watch. It was a little after one-thirty and it was minutes' drive back to the
school. Deciding she had to take the plunge, side 'sae you going to tell
me why you invited me here or not?'

Alexis had been stirring his coffee, staring dowtoiit broodingly; his
expression was not encouraging. Now he looked wpthe tawny eyes
assessed her coldly. 'Of course.’

‘Then do you mind getting on with it? It's goneflpast one, and | have to
leave here soon after a quarter to two if I'm tdoaek in time.'

He flicked the heavy silvery hair back from hisdbead with a careless
hand and glanced round the restaurant. 'Very Wallquite a simple thing
really. | want you to do something for me.’



'Me?' exclaimed Karen ungrammatically.

'Yes.' He took the spoon out of his cup and plaicearefully in the saucer. 'l
want you to come to London with me next week-end!



CHAPTER EIGHT

To say Karen was shocked would have been an uatErstnt. She was
amazed, astounded, incredulous!

She stared into those cool amber eyes and for afemvents she could say
nothing. Then, shaking her head in a slightly besddashion, she broke the
silence which had fallen. 'You can't be serious!

'Why not?' As always he challenged her.

'Well, putting aside the fact that | have no detrspend a week-end alone
with you - why should you need to ask me?’

'Did | say we were to be alone?’

‘No, but - but naturally—"

'Yes, naturally, you've fallen into a trap of yawn making." A faint smile
twisted his mouth. 'Don't jump to conclusions, Kafdot until you know all

the facts.'

She bent her head, her hair falling in a curtaioualher cheeks. '"Whatever
the facts are, I'm not interested,' she said, beeslightly muffled.

'l see.' He lifted his liqueur and tasted it expentally. 'Not even if | tell
you that if you don't agree to do as | ask youtherisk of our relationship
being made public knowledge?"

'What do you mean?' Her head jerked back.

'‘Be patient, and I'll explain.' He finished hisueur and drew out a case of
cigars. 'Do you mind?' He indicated the cigars.

'Of course not.' Karen clenched her fists unea®iyat was he hatching out
now?



Exhaling smoke into the air above their heads, KBlexgarded her calmly.
'‘My father and his wife celebrate their seventh dwed anniversary next
week-end, at Falcons, my father's house near Ma&seh I've been invited
to join the festivities.'

Karen digested this. 'And you want me to accompen?’

Alexis studied the glowing tip of his cigar. 'Leerput it this way: Michelle
will not have told my father about you. How coullde® So far as he is
concerned, she hasn't seen me since | last visgedon. Butsheknows,
and it is, shall we say, unfortunate, that thes$ebcations come so soon after
- a certain incident. Were | to arrive at Falcongshaut my fiancee, |
guarantee within a few days your parents would kobaur association—'

'‘But why?' Karen interrupted him. "Why?'

Alexis sighed. 'Michelle has a malicious streake Sfon't have forgotten
that you were present - that you were a party tohbeniliation. But only
you and | know exactly how much mischief she caiddse.’

'‘But you can't mean to tell me that she would dgtgantact my mother and
father—'

'Oh, no. Nothing so simple, or condemning, as thiaé information would
be given to the local press, to use as they chdtise&a common enough
angle. She would be gambling, of course. You nmgiticare that your name
is being linked with mine in such circumstanceg, lbu pretty sure she's
aware of the confined atmosphere of a place liké&égy and the chances
of your appreciating such publicity are slim.’

'‘But - but why should you care - about me?'

'I don't,’ he responded chillingly. '‘But | do cagout the mill, and I've no
wish to antagonize your father into doing somethiggmight both regret.’

'l - 1 see.' Karen rested her elbows on the tdide palms cupping her face.
'What a mess!'



'Do you want that liqueur now?"

Karen blinked. 'A liqueur?' she echoed absently.-'Gh, no.' She shook her
head, and then caught a glimpse of her watch. $twearly ten minutes to
two. 'Gosh, I've got to go. I'm going to be laBh't panic!" Alexis rose to

his feet, summoning the waiter. He signed the cbgeaqudded a tip, and
disregarding the waiter's thanks helped Karen@mm'e along. We can talk
later.'

The traffic in the town centre occupied Alexisteation to the exclusion of
everything else, and Karen sat in frozen silencedeong how on earth she
was going to find reasons to go away for a weekaride end of March.

When they reached the school and she was abowdttoug, Alexis said:
'We've got to get this settled sooner or later.fidened. 'I've got a dinner
party this evening, and my uncle and his wife amaiag for the week-end.
It will have to be one day next week. How about dayf?'

Karen drew a shaking breath. 'l - I'll ring youyessaid. 'That's the best
arrangement.'

'When - and where?'
‘At - at your house. | know the number. Say - Monee@ening.’

Alexis's eyes softened. 'Don't look so worried itbt the end of the world,
you know. You might even enjoy it - the week-enthdan.’

Karen made a helpless little gesture and slid étihe car. How could he
joke about it? Not when she was feeling so totallyyof her depth.

She watched the car draw smoothly away, and thedewn the drive and
into the school. She just had a moment to shedtloor things before
joining her class for a literature session.

There were no breaks in the afternoon, and as Ralydmoir practice
immediately after the last period she had no chaocgpeak to him and
explain why she had been out at lunchtime. She dgdected he might



appear that evening and demand an explanatiomebdidn't, and she went
to bed feeling utterly miserable.

On Saturday afternoon, they had arranged to gde¢als. Karen wanted to
get a few things and then they were going to hawneal before going to see
a film they had both wanted to see. Karen was dhgrigto her navy blue
trouser suit in her bedroom when she heard Rayeaamd her father take
him into the living-room where he was watching sperts programmes on
television. He and Ray both supported Leeds Urdetball club, and were
constantly discussing tactics and why or why neytshould have won their
last game.

Karen came downstairs almost reluctantly. She waading the moment
when she would have to invent a reason for beirgpmtbthe previous
afternoon.

Ray greeted her amiably enough, however, and afiew more words with
her father they left. It was a glorious spring aften, the air warming
imperceptibly, and everywhere trees were burgeoniitly life. They got

into Ray's car, he started the engine, and theyedaaay.

'I'm sorry | missed you yesterday,' remarked Kameciding the best
method of defence was attack.

'When? At lunchtime?' Ray was casual.

‘Yes. | went out.'

'l know.' Ray glanced her way. 'l saw you.'

Karen felt the hot colour flood up into her cheéksu - saw - me?"

'Yes. And Whitney." Ray sounded resigned. 'So doother to think up
some elaborate excuse.'

Karen's fingers tightened round her handbag. ightr | won't." Her voice
was tight and only slightly shaky.



Ray clicked his tongue impatiently and looked atdmgmin. 'Well, what do
you expect me to say? That I'm pleased you're gmimgvith him behind my
back?'

'l - I'm not going out with him behind your bacéfie protested indignantly.

'‘But you weren't going to tell me you'd had lundkhvhim yesterday, were
you?'

Karen sighed. 'No.'

"There you are, then.'

"You don't understand. There were - things - wetbatiscuss.'
'What - things?'

Karen lifted her shoulders. 'l can't explain.’

'You see!' Ray was accusing.

'Oh, Ray, I'm sorry. | - I'd like to tell you, réall would. But - but you
wouldn't understand.’

Try me!'

'l can't.' Karen looked at him unhappily. 'Oh, bknhow it must sound but -
well, | can't help it.'

‘Are you in love with him?' Ray was abrupt.

'In love? With Alexis Whitney? Of course not.’'

'Why of course not? He seems to find you more #taactive.'

‘That means absolutely nothing," Karen exclaimegaitently. 'Alexis

thinks women are easy game. Just because | woSle-halted abruptly,
realizing exactly what she had been about to carttes



But Ray wouldn't let it rest there. 'Just because won't what?' he asked
curiously. 'Come on! You've got so far, say it'all!

'It's nothing. | meant nothing."
‘Just how well do you know this chap?' asked Rayrign 'Apart from
seeing him at your house and that night he pickedup from work, how

many more times have you been out with him?"

'l haven't - that is - oh, Ray, if you must knownkew him years ago. Before
| left school. When he was at university.'

'l see.' Ray absorbed this with obvious distaSte how well did you know
him then?'

Karen shrugged. 'Quite well.'
'What's that supposed to mean?’

'It means - quite well.' Karen played with the gtod her shoulder bag. 'Ray,
| haven't been to bed with him, if that's what yeuwlriving at!

‘| should jolly well hope not.' Ray was flushed naw though such topics
embarrassed him. Then he frowned. 'But | suppoatstiwhat you were
about to say, isn't it? That's why he finds youffecent. Because you don't
sleep around.’

'l suppose so.' Karen bent her head.

'‘And is that what all this is about? Does he haw@es kind of hold over
you?' A spurt of inspiration hit him. 'Of coursebét your father doesn't
know you were once his girl-friend, does he?'

Karen hesitated. 'Well - no. No, he doesn't.'

Ray's fists clenched round the wheel. 'And is heatening to tell your
father—'



'Oh, no, no! Nothing like that." Karen was horifieThe last thing she
wanted was for Ray to get involved in all this.

‘Then why are you associating with him? Unless w@nt to do so, of
course!'

'I've told you. We had something to discuss.'

'What?' Ray was becoming angry now and she couldhogjether blame
him.

Taking a deep breath, she said: 'Well, if | teluyovill you keep it in
confidence?’

Ray frowned. 'Naturally.'

‘All right." Karen sighed again. 'Do you remembezoaiple of weeks ago,
Alexis was ill?'

Ray accelerated to pass a slow-moving car befgiagdYes, | remember.
Your father was delighted because he was in chegge.'

That's right. Well, Alexis had 'flu.'

'So?'

'So | went up to his house to see how he was."

"You did what?' Ray was horrified.

'l went up to the house to see how he was.' Sheepaior a moment. 'He
wasn't at all well. He was obviously running a temgbure and Blake - that's
his manservant- was away, visiting his mother deauth. Alexis was there
alone, and there was no one to look after him.’

'Poor thing!" Ray was sarcastic.

'Yes - well, anyway, | stayed.’



'You stayed!Ray had to drag his eyes back on to the road. t\&tgyou
mean? Overnight?'

'Yes,' and as Ray would have interrupted her agdia,went on: 'Please!
Give me a chance to explain! Don't go jumping toatosions!'

'What the hell else am | supposed to do?' Ray wasus now, and Karen
was doubtful whether she should go on.

'‘Anyway,' she said at last, 'l slept - downstakeér his attitude she couldn't
tell him anything else, even though it was ridieildao assume that one
place was less provocative than another. 'And lwa@sen about midnight

by a noise, and when | went to investigate | fotlmslwoman in the kitchen.'

'What woman?'

'If you give me a chance I'll tell you.'

‘All right. Go on, then.’

'It was Michelle Whitney, Alexis's stepmother.’

'So?'

Karen sighed. This was proving more and more difficWell, she saw me
there.'

'‘And?' Ray was obviously finding it hard to conthad temper.
That's what we had to discuss.’
"You mean today?'

'Yes. You see, Alexis tried to protect my reputathy telling his stepmother
that - that | was his - his fiancee—'

'My God!" Ray raised his eyes heavenward.



'—and now next week-end it's his father's weddingigersary. He - he
lives near London. And if | don't go along with &is, it'll look - that is,
they'll think - well, it might all come out. Aboute staying at the house and
so on.'

Ray stood on the brakes, almost throwing her fadw#irrough the

windscreen, and the small car came to an abrupt'Bal you mean to tell
me all this has been concocted to lead up to tttehat next week-end you
and Whitney intend to spend a sneaky couple of tayether!

Karen was indignant. 'Of course not. It's the tfuth
Ray gave a sceptical grunt. 'You don't say!

‘But it is." Karen was desperate. 'Ray, you askedaell you the truth, and
| have. | don't know what more | can say.'

"You could begin by crediting me with a little margelligence than you
have,' retorted Ray angrily. 'Do you honestly expee to swallow all that?
You spend a night with Whitney, alone in his hous@hout anything
happening between you, and just because his ojdHagpens to see you
there—'

'She's not his old lady," cried Karen. 'And exaethat are you accusing me
of?"'

Ray hunched his shoulders, then he half turned dxeay her, slumped in
his seat. 'Oh, | don't know," he muttered. 'l dentw.'

Karen watched him unhappily for several minutesl toen she said: 'Ray!
Ray, please! I'm telling you the truth.'

Ray remained where he was for a little while lorayed then he looked back
at her. 'If I'd told you that I'd spent a night rsdowith some female, how
would you feel?'

Karen stared down at her folded hands. Her answasralear. She ought to
say that she would not have liked it, that she Wdeél as suspicious as Ray



was feeling. But if she was honest with herself\wbeald admit that if Ray
had told her something like that she would havepied it, simply because
Ray was not the type to indulge in any kind of pisouity. She sometimes
wondered if he ever had, or whether he was as arexgced as she was
herself.

But now she nodded and said: 'l take your pointexi@eless, it happened,
and there's nothing | can do about it.'

'No." Ray was grudgingly aware of this. '‘But thisekend,' he went on. "You
can't expect me to condone it.'

'‘No." Karen accepted this.

'So," Ray wound down his window and produced citeseoffering one to
her which she refused. After lighting his own, hentvon: "You'll have to
refuse, | suppose, unless...'

'Unless what?' She looked up.
'Unless he's agreeable that | should come with' you.
Karen's lips parted. 'That you should come witH sls& echoed faintly.

‘That's right. Why not? You're going for these wiaddcelebrations, aren't
you? Why shouldn't he invite more than one guest?'

Karen couldn't answer him. His suggestion buzzedrad in her head like
an angry insect. Ray - come to London with thenmv®als ludicrous!

And yet was it? Wasn't it exactly the sort of sugigm she should jump at?
She professed not to want to go with Alexis. Slgeied that she was only
going to protect her parents. If Ray was there alf #here was nothing to
worry about. And in addition she had a built-insea for being away. Her
parents would not raise any opposition to her spgnahother week-end in
the Lake District with the man they expected hemtary. And as Ray had
said, there were bound to be a lot of guests atghity. One more or less
wouldn't make that much difference. But what wolillexis say?



'‘Well?' Ray had been watching the play of emot@atress her face. 'Don't
you think he'll agree?’

Karen wet her dry lips. 'l don't know. I'd haveagk him first.'
‘And will you?'

'If that's what you want."'

Ray uttered an exclamation. 'lIt should be whatwaut, too.’'

Karen shrugged. 'l - it is!" She tried to calm kkaking nerves. 'l - I'll ring
him on Monday.'

'‘Good.' Ray threw away his half-smoked cigarefad'now | suppose we
can go to Leeds.'

'If you like." Karen managed a faint smile, and Ragrted the engine
without mentioning it again.

Throughout that day and the day that followed, Kateed to behave

normally, but it was terribly difficult. She couldibegin to imagine what

Alexis's reaction to Ray's suggestion might be, sr@lwondered what Ray
would do if Alexis said no.

Ray, on the surface at least, seemed just as uBuy. didn't mention the
following week-end, and although from time to tinsbe found him
watching her rather closely, in the main nothingegred to have changed.

Monday dragged by, and when Ray drove her homai®vening, he said:
'When are you going to speak to Whitney?"

Karen frowned. 'l suppose | could do it now, if yike.'
'Fine. There's a kiosk just along here. I'll waitsade.'

She supposed this was a concession. After allphkl hvave come into the
box with her.



But although she allowed it to ring and ring, ne difted the receiver and
she emerged from the kiosk feeling rather apprahens

Ray gave her a strange look when she told him. yatesure you rang the
right number?’

'Of course I'm sure.' Karen sighed. 'Don't youdhaime?'

Ray shrugged. 'l guess so. But it's after fiveh#ide thought he'd be home
by now.’

'Perhaps he's still at the mill.’
'‘Why didn't you try there, then?"
'‘And have Peggy at the exchange recognize my vdicethanks.'

'‘What a tangled web," quoted Ray mockingly, stgrtive car again and she
hunched her shoulders and wouldn't look at him.

When he left her at her gate, he said: 'I'll comend later. If you've had no
success, we can ring then.'

‘All right," Karen nodded, and after allowing himkiss her swiftly on the
mouth she got out of the car.

When her father came home she tried to probe irdbam from him as to
whether Alexis had left the mill or not and succsekdh discovering that he
had, in fact, been away for the day. This leftliendering what time he was
likely to get back, and she had hardly any app@iitéhe rissoles her mother
had prepared for their meal.

But half-way through the meal the telephone ramgl Karen got up to
answer it. To her surprise it was Alexis, but befehe could express her
indignation that he should ring her at home, hé:siiave you been trying to
ring me?'

'Yes," answered Karen quickly, 'but—'



'l thought it was you," he interrupted her. 'Blakas out, but he heard the
phone ringing as he came in. Before he could angyasu'd rung off.’

'Who is it, Karen?"

Her mother was standing in the kitchen doorway, Kaden looked up
guiltily. 'Oh - er - it's Ray,' she answered unhbpf won't be long.’

Her mother nodded and went back into the kitchesh dosed the door.
Karen sighed in relief, and Alexis said: 'So I'nb®Nichols, am 1?'

'What would you have said if my father had answetesl phone?' she
challenged him in a low angry tone.

'I'd have thought of something. The current order,example. Does it
matter?' 'I'm not as used to intrigue as you are!’

'What's that supposed to mean?' His tone was eold,when she didn't
answer he went on: 'Well! Have you thought abouatwhasked you? Are
you coming to Falcons with me?"

Karen fingered the receiver uneasily. 'I've thowaghaut it, yes. But it's not
that simple.’

'What now?' He sounded bored by it all.
'Ray knows - and - and he wants to come too.’

There was silence for such a long time that shighalight he had rung off,
but at last he said: 'l see. You told him, | sugpos

'l - I had to. He saw us together on Friday lurtahe.
'Indeed. And his coming along - whose suggestios tvat?'

'Why - his, of course.' Karen lifted her shouldé&@, look, Alexis. Ray and
| are almost engaged. How would you like it if yoare in his position?'



Alexis didn't reply to this. Instead he said: 'Amav do you think it will look
if the three of us arrive together? Michelle's stoipid, you know.'

'l don't see what else | can say.'

Alexis considered for a moment. ‘Maybe - maybéefé was someone else
with us — some other girl - she would accept it.’

Karen gasped. Another girl?'

'Yes. Someone who could pass for Nichols' girlAideYou must admit it
would look more realistic.’

‘As friends of mine, you mean?’

‘Yes.'

'‘But who? | don't know anyone who would do suchiag.’

'Don't you? What about that girl we gave a lifthe other evening - Shirley
something or other. She's a friend of Nichols"t isine? Wouldn't she do it?

For a week-end away, all expenses paid.’

Karen stiffened. The idea of taking Shirley Scotbiher confidence wasn't
appealing. 'And what am | supposed to say to her?'

Alexis hesitated. Then he said: 'Tell her I've iagliyou and Ray for the
week-end. Ask her if she'd like to join the party.'

'‘But - but she'll think - you're inviting her," Kareemurred. 'l am.’

'‘But - but—' Karen couldn't altogether understaadreluctance to agree to
such an arrangement.

'‘But nothing. | know these house parties of myddth They're not small
affairs. There'll be so many people present thathieyend of the evening
nobody will notice who's with whom.'



'l see.' Karen's voice was almost inaudible. 'Wdilexis was impatient
now. 'Will you do that?'

'l - | suppose | shall have to. When - when will iwave?'

'On Saturday morning. | could pick you up at hom,| guess you'd rather
meet me in the High Street.' 'Yes,' Karen nodded.

'Fine. Well, let's say - about nine-thirty. Subjeztalteration by phone, if
necessary, right?'

‘All right." Karen's throat felt dry. 'Is that &all'P guess so." Alexis sounded
amused. 'What's wrong? Don't you like the arranges?ée

'l don't like any of it!" retorted Karen heatedyjot any of this whole affair.’



CHAPTER NINE

KAREN's first sight of Alexis's father's house was froeramped position in

the rear seat of Alexis's car. The mellowed oldding was reassuringly

plain and not at all the elaborate kind of backgbshe had expected Alexis
to have. Tall spruce trees lining the drive gaviengses of lawns and

terraces overlooking the river, and because it avasrm spring afternoon
there were boats on the water making their wayregst, the sound of
voices and laughter lingering on the air.

She looked sideways and met Shirley Scott's knowing eyes. If only
there had been some other way of doing this, stggtit for the umpteenth
time. It wasn't that there had been any particdl#rculties involved in
persuading the other girl to come, rather the drut nevertheless Karen
couldn't help wishing it was all over and that thesre on their way north
again.

To her surprise, Ray had been quite enthusiastiatadsking Shirley. He
had agreed that a foursome was a far more suitabdeigement and as
Shirley had been only too willing to accept suchrasitation there had been
no problem there.

But Karen had had other matters to occupy hethérend she had confided
to her mother that they had been invited to speedaeek-end at Alexis's
father's home. Mrs. Sinclair had been flabbergastedirst, and then
increasingly concerned about Karen's part in adl. tKaren's explanation
that he had asked Ray first had not quite rung padicularly as her mother
knew of their previous association.

'‘And does Ray know Alexis Whitney that well?' slagl lasked suspiciously,
and Karen had had to explain that he was only gstiem to make up a
foursome with Shirley.

'We were the only people he could ask - mutuahfi$e so to speak.’

'Well, | shouldn't have thought he'd be intereste8hirley Scott," retorted
her mother. 'lI've heard rumours that Lucy Summehas designs in that



direction. And after all, her father has known Hosv&/hitney since he first
went into business."'

Karen turned away. She didn't want to hear abowxidl and Lucy
Summerton. 'You never can tell,' she remarked VMgghet her mother was
not put off.

'You just watch your step, Karen,' she said witlpkeasis. 'l don't altogether
care for you going down to London for the week-emal,matter who it's
with. Hostelling in the Lake District is one thingpndon is quite another.'

'Oh, Mum!' Karen was disparaging. 'Do you honebk#{ieve it makes any
difference - surroundings | mean?"

'No - no, | suppose not,’ Laura had to agree. jBsit remember, Alexis
Whitney is not to be trusted.’

Karen made some dismissive comment and hoped thjecsuvould be
dropped. And it was. Except that Laura added thaight be diplomatic if
they said nothing about Alexis Whitney to Karem@thér. 'There's no point
in antagonizing him unnecessarily," she had supphed ruefully. 'He
thinks a lot of Ray and | don't think he'd encoeragther of you to get
involved with the Whitneys.'

And so that morning they had left Wakeley before aad driven the two
hundred miles to Maidenhead. It had not been a edaifle journey for
Karen, neither physically nor mentally, consciogsoaly she was of the
undercurrents here. Only really Shirley out of tbar of them seemed
totally relaxed, and Karen thought rather enviotlt it was easy for her.
So far as Shirley was concerned she had been dntatdlexis's home for
the week-end to make up a foursome with Karen aag, Rnd if she
sometimes looked at Karen in a rather strange \way was only to be
expected in the circumstances. Up until then she believed Karen's
relationship with Alexis to be a big secret, anddiscover that Ray
apparently knew all about it was rather disappomtiNevertheless, the
prospect of a week-end with nothing to do but ehiesself provided a more
than adequate compensation.



Alexis brought the big car to a halt at the footdfight of steps leading up
to the main door. And almost as though on cue th& @pened and a
manservant appeared.

‘Jeeves, | presume,"” murmured Shirley with a giggiel Alexis glanced
round at her.

'Searle," he corrected her with a smile. 'But lmeesethe same purpose.'

Shirley glowed under his attention, but then heshopen his door and slid
out, calling a greeting to the elderly man waitorgthe steps.

As Karen had been seated behind Ray it was he etpedh her out before
going to help Alexis take their luggage out of ble®t. She looked about her
with undisguised interest. For all they were sorrdaandon it was very
peaceful here, only the sounds of the river distgrlithe stillness. She
walked across a smooth lawn, looking towards theryvacarcely conscious
of the others behind her. On the journey down Add told them that his
father had bought this house when he was only aeougears old, and she
wondered what kind of a boy he had been then. Ofsey his mother had
been alive in those days, and no doubt she hateddaim terribly. Mothers
usually did. Particularly if their sons were as rchimg and attractive as
Alexis.

A hand descended on her arm and she almost jumytexd ber skin. It was
Alexis and he was looking down at her with a cusigiguarded expression
in his eyes.

'‘Come along,' he said. 'We're waiting for you.'

Karen inclined her head in assent, but then witmsling nervousness, she
said: 'Am | - that is - are you going to introduoe to your parents as - as
your fiancee?"

Alexis considered. 'Don't you think | should?"

'l don't know.' Karen was impatient. "You must knwiat you intend to do.’



'Oh, yes.' He was mocking. 'l know that.’
'‘Well then?'

He shrugged. 'All right. Of course. That's the vehpbint of this exercise,
isn't it?'

Karen frowned. 'But Shirley - what will she think?"

Alexis drew her determinedly back towards the steipsre both Shirley and
Ray were watching them with varying degrees of ganoe. 'Leave

everything to me,' he remarked quietly, and thdeased her to take the
steps two at a time after Searle.

In the hall they shed their coats and Alexis sutggkthat it might be best if
they were shown their rooms first so that they dduéshen up after the
journey.

"What about lunch, sir?' inquired Searle polit&dHave you eaten?’
‘Thank you, yes. We stopped just outside of towshtzad a meal,’ answered
Alexis smoothly. ‘Unless,' he glanced at the otherdess anyone would

like some more coffee, or tea, perhaps.'

‘Nothing for me, thanks,” answered Shirley, rubbihgr stomach
meaningfully. 'We had a delicious meal, didn't we?"

Searle looked relieved. 'I'm so glad, miss. Whdhwhe arrangements for
the dinner party this evening, Cook's quite runheiff feet.'

'l thought she might be," commented Alexis, witkmaile. 'Where is my
father and his wife?'

'‘Mrs. Whitney's resting, | believe, sir, but youatifer's down at the
boathouse, as far as | am aware.'



'l see.' Alexis nodded. Then he looked at his guekssuggest you allow
Searle to show you your rooms, and if you come diater, say about four,
tea will be served in the lounge. Searle will y@l where that is.’

Ray ran a finger round the inside of his collathamigh it was too tight for
him. 'l could use a wash myself," he said.

'Good.'

Alexis's eyes flickered over all of them, comingrést for several seconds
on Karen before he nodded politely and left theralkimg across the hall

and disappearing along a passage which appeatedd®o the back of the

house. Karen thought he was probably going to tda-thouse, to find his

father. Why? To warn him of what to expect, perffaps

But she wasn't given any time to speculate uporig&kemovements. Just as
Searle was about to show them the way upstairs pleaple appeared at the
top of the stairs on their way down, and the olchsesvant stood aside
courteously.

There were two men and two women, probably marcedples, Karen

decided, in their late thirties, all dressed innisrclothes. They smiled at
Searle, but looked rather curiously at the otharsj Karen wondered
whether they were comparing the quality of theiotlwbs with the

expensively cut gear they were wearing.

After the others had gone and they were going upstahirley said: 'Who
were they?' to a rather startled Searle. He waguaobly not used to such
impertinent questions.

'Why - er - some guests of Mr. Whitney's, miss,réq@ied, and with that
Shirley had to be content.

Their rooms were on the second floor, and KarenSindey were to share a
bathroom, with Ray a little further along the cdai. For all that these
rooms could not be used very frequently, they wesautifully decorated
and furnished, and Shirley kept coming throughrtheitual bathroom into
Karen's bedroom to exclaim at some new extravagsimedad discovered.



Karen herself wasn't particularly interested info&m. Instead, she walked
to the long windows and perching on the seat loa@tn on the stretch of
river spread out below her. From here it was péssdsee the whole of the
rear part of the building, and across the expahseater the wooded slopes
and rolling parkland of some unidentified common.

The Whitneys' property was extensive, with lotsreés and trellises, ideal
hiding places for children. She could see an emspiynming pool, and
some tennis courts on which the four people they $een earlier were
knocking a ball about. Lower, terraces gave onittevghallow steps where
the corrugated roof of a building which she susgeatas the boathouse
could be seen. And even as she watched, Alexis cainaf the boat- house
and up the steps accompanied by a tall, powerhuiit man whom Karen
vaguely recognized as Howard Whitney.

They came up the path together, stopping by theigecourts to have a
casual word with their visitors, and then disappdaunder the lee of the
building. Karen sighed. What would his father'sctean to their supposed
engagement be? No doubt he would ultimately wamiesme better for his
son, someone whose family could provide prestigecapital, or perhaps
possess a title of their own. It was hinted thawieial Whitney expected a
knighthood in the very near future. Certainly hewdonot look kindly on a

girl whose father worked in the Wakeley mill, andoncould offer nothing

but herself.

With an impatient gesture she got to her feet. Wirad she thinking of,
speculating about such things? It didn't mattertultinaWhitneys thought of
her. Sooner or later this assumed engagement vbeubdoken and then she
would make sure that she did not get involved Wilgxis again.

Shirley came into the room dressed only in her, glifpwel about her bare
shoulders. 'I'm going to take a shower,' she $éal don't mind?’

'Of course not.' Karen forced a light note into Weice.
Shirley watched her closely. 'This is a turn-uptfe book, isn't it?"

'What?' Karen pretended ignorance.



'Why - coming here, of course.' She shook her hiéddin't realize Alexis
had found me so attractive.’

'What do you mean?"'

'Well, it's obvious, isn't it? Short of making somecuse to come to the
school again there was no other way he could aeréimggs.'

'‘No. No, | suppose not.' Karen bent her head. 'Aayw expect there'll be
dozens of guests.'

'Yes. Isn't it exciting!" Shirley raised her shaerslin an anticipatory gesture.
'l can't wait. What are you wearing? I've boughteilya new dress. It's sort
of jungle printed, you know the sort of thing. Angyy it suits me, or at least
| think it does.’

Karen sat down at the dressing-table and studieddilection critically.
'Oh, well I didn't buy a new dress. Just a blotige.brought a long skirt and
| thought | could wear them together.’

Shirley nodded, not particularly interested. She v absorbed with the
prospect of stunning the men with her own brandagfhistication. With a

little smile, she danced back into the bathroomsiolg the door and sliding
the bolt into place, and a few minutes later Kdneard the sound of water
running.

Her case had been left at the foot of her bed attthg up now Karen began
to unpack it. Capacious wardrobes were fitted agaime walls and she
opened the louvre doors and found dozens of cogénanThen she took out
her toilet bag and crossing to the pale blue wasihisduiced her face in cold
water. She was drying her hands when there waseklat her door and she
called: '‘Come in!" expecting it to be either Rayoe of the servants.

But it was Alexis who entered the room at her ratjuend she stood rather
nervously looking at him, wondering what on earthttad come for. She
was supremely conscious of her make-upless face uassdphisticated
appearance, and wished she had had the sense whasik was before
calling admittance.



Alexis was still wearing the cream suit he had wortravel in, and now he
said: 'My father wants to meet you. I've been askdating you down.' He
glanced round the room with a tightening of hisliplave you unpacked?’

'Why - why, yes. Does it matter?'

'No. Except that Searle will have to arrange toehall your things
transferred to another room.’

'‘But why?' Karen was aghast.

'My fiancee should not be accommodated on the ltap.fNow - are you
ready?’

'‘No. No, I'm not. And | don't want to be moved eithKaren stiffened her
shoulders. 'l don't know anyone here but Ray amdeShl'd rather stay near
them.'

"You know me!' remarked Alexis briefly.
‘That's not - the same.’
'Why not?"

'Oh, you know why not!" she exclaimed. Then witkntbling fingers she
extracted her lipstick and eyeshadow .from her bagd'Look, will you get
out of here while | put on some make-up? | can'tagoneet your father
looking like this.'

Alexis folded his arms. "You look all right to me."

Karen shook her head and ignored him, leaning ttetite dressing-table
mirror to apply the eyeshadow to her lids. To hemayance he remained
where he was, watching her, and she had to fonchdrels not to shake as
she applied the lipstick. Then she brushed heniigarously, allowing it to
fall thickly and smoothly about her shoulders. 8hd not changed from the
corded pants and balloon-sleeved red blouse shetwadto travel in, but at
least she felt fresh again.



'l - I'm ready,' she said at last, and he stoadkatsi allow her to precede him
out of the door.

It was just after three-thirty as he leant pasttbgrush open the door of his
father's study and then stood back to allow hgotérst.

The impressive leather-tooled walls of the roomeneffleeting impression
as Karen met the penetrating brown eyes of Alefagfer. He rose, big and
dominating, from behind his desk as they entered,semething inside her
shrank from the piercing quality of those eyes. Buther surprise, the
expression in their depths was not at all intimmgt and Howard came
towards her smilingly, holding out his hand.

'‘Well, well," he said tolerantly, looking beyondrtier a moment to his son.
'So you're Dan Sinclair's daughter!

Karen glanced round quickly at Alexis and then remjcallowing Howard
to take her hand, engulfing it in one of his. 'Yehge said. 'How do you do,
Mr. Whitney?'

Howard chuckled. 'My word,' he said, in that samlerant manner, 'I'm
proud of you, lass, | really am.’

Karen was perplexed. She didn't know how to replyiin and Alexis came
forward then, putting a casual arm across her sleosiin a familiar gesture.

'What my father means is that he never believedVer settle down to
matrimony," he said. 'In his eyes, you've achighedmpossible.’

From his lazy, relaxed manner Karen could almogebe that this was
really happening, that Alexis had actually askedtbemarry him, that his
father was really congratulating her for having amplished something
remarkable. She had to force herself to rememiag¢this was just a charade
to him, being played for the benefit of his stepineot But that still left the
guestion of her father. What if Howard Whitney tobknto his head to
telephone him about it? Her stomach seemed suddiiidg with
butterflies.



‘Never mind about that," Howard was saying nowinigtgo of her hand with
reluctance. 'Karen, isn't it? Well, let me sayigtthaway how happy | am
that Alex has decided to settle down at last, &ad he's shown sense in
choosing a wife. Never did care for these flibbgittpet socialites he's been
running around with these past few years! A Yorikeshass | chose, and
dammit, he's chosen one, too. I'm delighted!

Karen was overwhelmed. She had expected coldnasseanminations,
hostility barely disguised behind civility, but ndhis warmth and
enthusiasm, this feeling of genuine pleasure.

'l - it's very kind of you,' she began, and therkled helplessly at Alexis.

'I've explained that you haven't told your fathet,'yhe remarked, his eyes
holding hers. 'It's all been so sudden we havedtrhuch time to ourselves
yet, have we?'

'Oh! Oh, no. That's right.' Karen swallowed coniugl/. 'We - we thought
we'd keep it a secret a little bit longer.’

'‘Well, | don't see why,' exclaimed Howard, shakimg head. 'By God, I'd
like to announce it at the party this evening!

'‘But you won't,’ said Alexis, very definitely, aktbward acquiesced.

'No/ he agreed with a heavy sigh. 'No, | won't. Jaui've got to admit, Alex,
sending you up to Wakeley was the best thing | dickt

Alexis allowed his arm to fall from Karen's shoutsland she felt suddenly
cold. 'You could be right," he remarked, going fardvto help himself to a
cigar from the box on Howard's desk.

‘Never mind. This warrants a drink,’ went on hishéa. 'Something
celebratory. | know - we'll have a bottle of thimpagne Searle's got put
away for this evening.'

'Oh, really—' began Karen, feeling terrible, bug thok in Alexis's tawny
eyes squashed her protest at birth.



Howard walked to the study door and throwing itropzalled 'Searle!" at the
top of his voice. When the elderly manservant apgebloward issued his
orders without explanation, and Searle raised hey g@yebrows before
going to do his master's bidding.

Howard closed the door again, rubbing his handsthmy delightedly, but
the sound of his voice must have disturbed his ,vwofeperhaps she had
already been on her way downstairs, Karen couldnttertain; at any rate,
before Searle could return with the champagnestiéy door opened and
Michelle Whitney appeared. She was wearing a pitkkgown, a sort of
dressing-gown, Karen supposed, edged with osteelthérs; the kind of
gown Karen had hitherto not seen outside of theman screen, and she
entered the room negligently, saying: 'Darling, tryeal always shout?'

As though becoming aware that her husband waso cher gaze drifted
languidly round the room then, resting momentaoly Karen before
shifting on to Alexis and her husband. With a fandlination of her head,
she signified her recognition of Alexis's presermeg then she went on:
'What's going on?'

Howard came forward and took her strongly by treusdhers. ‘Michelle! I'm
glad you've come down. We've certainly got somethoncelebrate now.
Alex has got himself engaged. Isn't that wondemaws?'

Michelle shook herself free of her husband's hdeands with delicate skill,
a smile curving her lips but not, Karen saw, reaghier narrowed eyes.
'Really,’ she said, assuming surprise. 'And to wiwohe engaged?’

Howard turned to Karen, who had stiffened almospliantarily. 'To Karen.
Karen Sinclair. Her father is sub- manager of thekéey mill." He
chuckled, unable to hide his enthusiasm. 'Karelowame to introduce
Alexis's stepmother, my wife Michelle.’

Karen held out her hand and it was enfolded fdeetihg moment in the
other woman's. But the touch was limp and supaifend Karen was glad
to be free again. Michelle herself seemed to besidenng how best to
respond to this news, and at last she said: "Wslicertainly a surprise, at
any rate.' Her eyes flickered to Alexis. 'l suppbskould congratulate you,



Alex, isn't that the usual form? But quite honestigel like congratulating
Miss Sinclair, even if such congratulations arenpgs a little premature.’

Howard's beetling brows drew together. The insineatindertones in his
wife's voice were not lost on him, and he glanceeasily at his son. Alexis
for his part remained remarkably cool.

'l think a woman should always be congratulateel fdmarked mockingly.
‘Actually getting her quarry down the aisle dendlesdetermination of the
species. As you should know, Michelle.’

Hot colour ran up Michelle's cheeks at the impliedult, but Howard
intervened by saying: ‘At any rate, this is judineen the four of us, for the
time being. Karen hasn't told her parents yetets keep it to ourselves, eh,
Michelle?'

Michelle's lip curled, but at that moment. Searkumed with the
champagne, and in the confusion of getting outsgis&nd drinking toasts
the possible confrontation which had threatenedavasded.

Karen drank her champagne without enjoyment. THebles tickled her
nose, but it was not a taste she had ever thohghtauld acquire. And right
now she was too concerned with the impossibiliielser position to enjoy
anything. She marvelled at Alexis's coolness an@otenent. But then
perhaps he was used to this kind of thing. Sheneas

While they were drinking the champagne, the docgnep and several
people spilled into the room. They were obviouslyrenof the guests, for
they assumed that the champagne was in honour whidoand Michelle
and there was much laughter and comment which Kaglercompletely
apart from. Michelle, of course, basked in this camtrated attention,
clearly considering this was her metier. Occasigndaren caught her
sending little malicious glances in Alexis's dirent but if he was aware of
them he gave no sign. Karen for her part withdrete a corner, wishing
there was some way of escape without pushing tihrthethrong of people
by the open doors.



She had thought Alexis engulfed by the group, th& was surprised
suddenly to find him by her side. 'What's wrong@ifquired lazily. 'Is it too
much for you?'

Karen looked down at her half empty glass. 'Wéth hot very keen on
champagne,’ she said.

'l didn't mean the champagne, and you know ittebharted. ‘Do you want to
get out of here?'

'Could I?' Karen stared at him.
'Of course. Come on.'

Giving her a moment to get rid of her glass, h&tber hand within his

strong hard fingers. Karen liked the sensations ¢bntact aroused in her,
but then she was being drawn with determinatioough the group of

guests as Alexis threaded his way towards the dé®answered the many
words of greeting addressed to him with merely desar a brief comment,

and she wondered what his father's guests woutdk thii their host's son

deserting the celebrations. But she did catch saghtioward's face and

found no dissension there. On the contrary, he waaring quite a

complacent look and she realized he was imagiriag tvanted to be alone
together.

In the hall, Alexis halted, but retained his hotdher hand. 'Would you like
to see the grounds?' he suggested casually, ahcaviembling awareness
of what she was doing, Karen agreed. It was after é'clock. Perhaps Ray
and Shirley were even now in the lounge, wherelat might be, having

tea. She ought to join them, but...

'It's this way," said Alexis, and they walked dowe passage he had
followed earlier.

Half-way along the passage Alexis halted at doulders and releasing
Karen pushed them open. Then he stood back to &léovio precede him
into an enormous room. They were standing at odead a polished floor
stretched ahead of them, gleaming warmly. It wiagllsoom, she supposed,



although it could have several uses. Only haltttea was an integral part of
the main building, the rest being a kind of buitt-@onservatory, with glass
screens which had been folded back to increassphee available. Just
now, several white-coated attendants were busignging flowers round a
small dais, which would no doubt accommodate a Batedt, and putting
finishing touches to the decorations. A loopedavetrhead contained scores
of balloons and Karen could quite imagine theieetiveness in the muted
lighting which would be used after dark.

Aware of Alexis watching her, she said: 'I've nelveen in a house with its
own ballroom before."’

‘Actually it was once a music room," remarked A¢explding his arms,
standing feet astride, surveying the scene. 'Tassgloofed extension was
built by my father when my mother was alive. Sheetbplants and it was a
veritable hothouse out there.’

Karen listened with interest. It was seldom he gpalout his own mother.

'Right. Shall we go?' He allowed his arms to fallhis sides and Karen
nodded. She preceded him into the corridor agaid,hee closed the doors
securely before slipping his hand beneath her elbbw a pity it's not
summer,’ he went on as they walked towards glagssdehich gave on to a
patio. 'We could have used the pool. You do swiom'tdyou?'

Karen nodded, and then they were outside in théngpsunshine, but she
didn't feel the cold. They crossed the tiled patient down some steps and
passed the drained swimming pool. She thought tiaa® nothing so
depressing as an empty swimming pool and said sdetas.

He half smiled at this. 'Would you have it fullgdher freeze and splinter, or
simply get clogged with dead leaves?'

Karen shook her head. 'l know it has to be emptied,it seems so - so
deserted, somehow.'

'l know what you mean.' His fingers on her elboghtened imperceptibly.
'‘But at this time of the year one goes to the Badsato swim.'



Karen found herself wrinkling her nose at him. 'Anldat if one can't afford
the Bahamas?'

‘The swimming baths?' he suggested mockingly, ardaighed.

Suddenly there was an easy intimacy in their aasioai that had not been
there before; at least, not for seven years. Stediterself talking to him
quite naturally, telling him anecdotes about hepijsuat school, listening
while he regaled her with stories of his own esdapaat boarding-school.
They walked round the grounds, they sat for a fewutes on the steps
leading down to the boathouse just looking at thery and then retraced
their steps to enter a small summer pavilion thiexis said he and his
friends had used for various purposes in their gaasechildren. It had been
a school and a hospital, a ship at sea, and atdskerd, and sometimes
even a stagecoach being attacked by Indians.

When they finally walked back to the house Kardndestab of regret which
was further increased when Ray met them in theamalldemanded to know
where they had been.

'Do you realize it's almost five-thirty?' he askadgressively, so that Alexis
said: 'Keep your voice down,' in a warning tone.

'Why should I?' Ray was angry. '"You told us we'dehiea in the lounge at
four o'clock—'

'‘And didn't you?'

'Shirley and | did, yes.'

'Well?'

'We expected you to join us; Karen, anyway.'

Karen sighed. 'I'm sorry, Ray. It was my faultsked Alexis to show me the
grounds.’



Ray thrust his hands into his trousers pockets'd\éhave liked to see the
grounds,’ he muttered. 'Instead of sitting in thidre jerked his head behind
him, 'drinking cups of tea!'

Alexis made a calming gesture. 'Let's not get stk about it,’ he
remarked briefly. 'Do you want some tea now, Karen?

Karen shook her head. 'No, thanks. | - I'm not myagr thirsty either.’
Ray sniffed. 'What time's this party supposed g2

'Dinner's at eight,’ replied Alexis, glancing as atch. 'We usually have a
drink before the meal - say about half past seven.'’

'‘And what am | supposed to do until then?' Ray mesesvish.

Alexis shrugged. 'Whatever you like. We have a kihshooker-room in the
basement. Searle will show you. And now I'd begteand find my father.
There are some business matters which requirdtbistian. I'll see you - all
- later.’

After he had left them, Karen looked rather appnshely at Ray. 'I'm
sorry," she said again. 'Where is Shirley?’

Now it was Ray's turn to look uncomfortable. 'Ir--eshe's in her room, |
think.'

"You think?' Karen frowned. 'Don't you know?'
'No." Ray was belligerent. 'Do you feel like a gamhenooker?'

'l don't play.' Karen looked at him curiously. 'Whavrong? Have you and
Shirley had a row or something?'

‘A row?' He gave an indignant snort. 'Of coursehaeen't had a row.'

Karen rubbed her nose. 'l only asked,' she rematikgdyl.



Ray sighed. 'What are you going to do now?"

'l thought | might go up to my room, too. There slteseem much else to
do, does there? | mean, we don't know anyone, ¢ we

Ray scuffed his toe. 'You go on. | think I'll haadook downstairs if | can
find someone to show me the way. See you at theptien!' His tone was
dry.

‘All right, Ray.' Karen managed a smile and thegapeclimbing the stairs.
Half-way up she wondered with trepidation whethgaiast her will Alexis

had had her things moved to another room, but she relieved to find
everything as she had left it. She flung herselth@nbed without bothering
to take off her clothes and stared moodily up atakiling. What was the
matter with her? Why was she feeling so depresseldienly? Fifteen
minutes ago she had been almost happy.

There was a tap on her door and she propped hensatin her elbows

nervously, hardly daring to call come in. But trsdre realized that the tap
had been on the bathroom door, and presently & waited: 'Karen! Karen,

is that you?'

With a sigh, she answered: 'Yes, Shirley, it's @@me on in.'

Shirley came into the room wearing an attractivesefitting dress of

apricot jersey which moulded the curves of herréggand showed a long
length of leg. But her make-up was smudged andligimet look at all happy.

Karen frowned. 'Hello," she said. 'Are you all t@jh

Shirley raised her plucked eyebrows. 'l guess™teh she turned to the
other girl. 'Where were you? We had tea ages ago."'

Karen swung her legs to the floor. 'Alexis showeslthe grounds.'
You? Why you?'

'l asked him to," said Karen carefully.



Shirley digested this. Then she said without wagniit's you he's interested
in, isn't it? Not me at all.’

Karen flushed. 'Why do you say a thing like that?"

'Oh, | just know." Shirley tugged the handkerchleit she was carrying
between her fingers. 'l just want to know why I'erdy that's all.’

'Oh, Shirley-'

'Oh, Shirley, nothing! I'm here to put up a smokeesn, aren't I? To make
Ray think it's me he's interested in when it's ghuhe time—'

'It's not like that at all"

‘Then what is it like? | have a right to know.’

Karen bent her head. 'Alexis is not interestedtimee of us.’

Shirley stared at her incredulously. 'Don't give timeg!"

'It's the truth! He - well, he wouldn't be inter$in girls like us, would he?
Be honest! Can you see someone like him reallybtiog about girls from a
provincial Yorkshire town when he can have his p€lklmost anyone?'
Then why are we here?' Shirley stared at her.

'‘Because - because of his stepmother.’

'Do you know her?'

‘Not exactly. | have met her, though.’

'‘And?' 'Well, it's a long story, Shirley. Can't ymust accept that our being
here serves the purpose and enjoy the week-emwdfafrit is?'

Shirley paced restlessly about the room. 'Thetdf'Rkay.'



'What about Ray?' Karen looked up.

Shirley halted and looked down at the fraying hamndkief. 'Does he know
why we're here?'

'Of course.’

Shirley shook her head. 'He didn't tell me."

'Why should he?' Karen was curious.

Shirley looked at her then with ravaged eyes. 1Gani guess?'

'No." Karen was confused. 'What's there to guess?"

Shirley sniffed petulantly. 'He was angry when ydidn't come for tea.

There was only the two of us in that huge loungaVélyou seen it?' Karen
shook her head and Shirley went on: 'He guessed goue off with Alexis,

| suppose, but | didn't.'

Karen got to her feet. The suspicion of what Siivas trying to say was
beginning to germinate in her mind. 'Are you trytogtell me that Ray is

responsible for - for your being so distrait?' akked quietly.

Shirley shredded the handkerchief. 'Oh, yes, {s'caught her breath on a
sob. 'l thought he liked me, | was sure he did. -Buit—'

'‘But what?' Karen was growing impatient.
Shirley's mouth worked. 'He was so angry afterwards
‘After what?' Karen felt amazingly calm in the cinestances.

‘After he kissed me, of course.' Shirley sniffeaiag'l -1 have to tell you,
Karen. There's no one else.’



Karen wished she smoked. A cigarette would havéedober down. '‘But
why should you imagine he doesn't like you?' shee@s'lf he - kissed
you—'

'It was what he said - about you and Alexis Whitridg was just using me to
get back at you!

'Did he actually say that?'

‘Not in so many words, but | knew!" Shirley drewtaking breath. 'He was
so angry!'

'Oh, Shirley!

Karen didn't know what to say. She supposed shaddhe feeling resentful
herself and angry, too, that Ray should attempba&e love to another girl
behind her back, but she wasn't. She just feltfexdéint, detached. It was all
wrong. Everything was wrong!

'I shouldn't have come," Shirley was berating Hersaw, pacing up and
down once more. 'l don't want to be responsiblesfditting you two up.’

Karen shook her head. 'Please, Shirley, don't gettuabout it. Maybe if
Ray so easily turns to another woman behind my ligdkme we were split
up, as you put it.’

'I've told you. He was angry, that's all.’

'‘Men don't kiss women they're not attracted tat lpecause they're angry,’
Karen pointed out dryly. '"However, | wouldn't presaito judge what Ray's
motives might be.

Shirley hunched her shoulders. 'l always thoughtikted me," she said
again, almost to herself.

Karen, who had been about to turn away, looked badler. 'l didn't know
you knew him that well.'



Shirley flushed now. 'l don't - not really. But setimes on Friday evenings
... She paused.

'Yes?' Karen was curious in spite of herself. "Wdtadut Friday evenings?'
Shirley caught her lower lip between her teethuXoow Ray is always late
on Friday evenings, because of the Choir practigef?, | sometimes work
late on Fridays, too.'

'l see. Go on.'

'Well, sometimes he gives me a lift, just into towou understand. And a
couple of times we've had a drink together." 'Hgwg&? Have you really?

All of a sudden Karen did feel angry. Ray had bsernndignant when he
had accused her of going out with Alexis behindbask, but never once
had he told her that he knew Shirley Scott in atheoway than as the
headmaster's secretary.

‘Are - are you going to tell him I've told you?'id&y sounded anxious.
‘Not unless | have to. Did he tell you not to teg?"

'No. No, but it was sort of taken for granted.'

'Tll bet it was!" Karen tugged angrily at a straofiher dark hair. Then
realizing that time was passing and she still néel®ath, she said: 'Just
leave it, Shirley, shall we? There's no point ingsag any more trouble. At
least not here.’

Shirley nodded reluctantly. 'I'm not looking forwlao it at all now.'

'‘Nor am |, remarked Karen grimly, beginning to utibn her blouse. With
so many complications, how could she enjoy anything



CHAPTER TEN

KAREN's skirt was made of corded velvet and was the caddamethysts.
The blouse she had bought to wear with it was wdmtk made of lace, with
sleeves that clung to her upper arms, ballooneawert her forearms, and
were gathered in a broad cuff at her wrists. Thekimee was low and round,
showing the creamy swell of her breasts. She hashled her hair until it
shone, swinging thickly against her cheeks, whike gilver hoops she had
worn the night of the Summertons' dinner partytglinn her ears. She was
making a final examination of her face in the mimdhen Ray knocked at
her door.

He came in at her invitation looking slightly stéhd uncomfortable in a
dinner suit. 'Are you ready?' he asked, and shdethdYou look beautiful,’
he added. 'You suit long skirts. Some women ataih&nough.’

‘Thank you.' Karen picked up her sequinned puvgkere's Shirley?'
'‘Next door, | suppose. Haven't you seen her?'

'Yes, I've seen her. ' Karen watched Ray's faceetjoand observed the
guarded expression which entered his eyes. 'Peyluafs better give her a
knock, too.'

Ray hesitated, obviously undecided as to whethbeblave normally or to
confide that he and Shirley had had a row. Choasgiagormer, he walked
back along the corridor to her door and knockedieKeheard the door,
being opened and words being exchanged, and thgrddae back again,
his face flushed.

'She says she's not going down," he said. 'Sheskayisas a headache.’

'Oh, no!" Karen brushed past him and made her oaynte Shirley's door.

Opening it, she looked inside and found the othersgetched out on her
bed, still in a dressing-gown. 'Shirley! Come ohkfe's to be dancing later.
You like dancing, don't you?'



''ve got a headache,' said Shirley, in a mufflect®, her arm resting across
her eyes. 'Just go away and leave me alone.’

Karen would have liked to have said more, but Rekéd significantly at
his watch and with a sigh she closed the door agaanturned to him. 'You
know what's wrong with her, don't you?' she chgéshhim.

'How should | know?"

'‘Because you're responsible!" Karen made an impgagesture. 'Oh, it's no
good arguing about it now. We'll talk about it late

Ray didn't make any comment and in silence thegeateted the stairs. The
reception was to be held in the huge lounge whaxedRd Shirley had been
earlier, but as they reached the first landing ttamyld see that the hall was
thronged with people, too, all laughing and talkiegether and helping

themselves liberally from the trays of drinks begigulated amongst them
by a veritable army of white-coated attendants.

Ray heaved a sigh. 'God," he muttered. 'Where hag &ll going to eat
dinner?'

Karen raised her shoulders helplessly, less cordewith food than with

her own part in this. She searched the assemblestgyin an effort to see
one familiar face, albeit that of Michelle, whervaice behind them said:
'Don't let them intimidate you. A crowd is only allection of individuals.'

Karen turned in relief to find Alexis behind themoking disturbingly
attractive in his dinner clothes. Unlike Ray he svdhem with ease, the
narrow trousers accentuating the muscular streofgtis legs.

'Shirley's not coming down," she said quickly. 'Sheer - got a headache.’

'Oh, really?' Alexis's eyes narrowed. 'She wasgtt this afternoon, wasn't
she?’

'l expect it was the car journey,' remarked Rd§lystiSome people are not
good travellers.'



Karen cast an interrogative glance in his directimrt he looked away, and
apparently unaware of this little interchange, Adexaid: 'Shall we go
down? | can see some friends of mine over thergedyou to meet.’

The next half hour was filled with unfamiliar facesaking unfamiliar
conversations. Karen drank several Martini cocktaglave noncommittal
answers to personal questions, and stayed bestésAllmost as though he
was her lifeline in a stormy sea.

Ray remained with them, dour and taciturn, cleadyenjoying himself at

all. But he drank rather freely and Karen foundskérhoping that the food
would be served soon. Once the actual dinner was awd dancing began
they might be able to escape.

Dinner was eventually served upstairs in the roohnickv Karen assumed
was over the ballroom downstairs. There was a tahtg at which she was
expected to sit with Alexis and his father and stefher, and two other
tables set at right angles to this which accomnemtitte other guests. In
consequence Karen was separated from Ray, busaiteras seated beside
Alexis, with someone called Alan Forster on hehtighe was relieved to
see that he appeared to be talking to a young wasitang beside him.
Camera bulbs flashed as the scene was recorddtiefdocal paper, and
Karen hoped that it would not be important enoumdt into the national
press. It seemed unlikely, and in any case sheonbsanother guest, a
shadowy outline on a photograph of Mr. and Mrs. dmWVhitney.

When the meal was served Alexis turned to her. yarefinding it all rather
a bore?' he asked in a low tone.

Karen looked at him. 'Why do you ask?'

He shrugged. 'l don't know. You looked rather teeasdier' on. | thought
you were wishing you hadn't agreed to come.’

'I've already wished that,' replied Karen tersbBginning to eat her prawn
cocktail.



'Why?' Alexis spooned prawns and mayonnaise in® rhouth. 'Is it
something I've done particularly?’

Karen had to be honest. 'Well, asking us here wasthing you've done,
she answered, with a sigh.

'l thought you were enjoying yourself this afterndo
'When?' She was deliberately obtuse.
"You know when,"' he insisted softly. 'When we witking in the grounds.’

Karen had had enough of her cocktail suddenly aistigd it aside. 'l - | did
enjoy it,' she admitted, taking a sip of her wiiBait this is something else.

'Why? I'm here, aren't 1?'
She bent her head. 'For how much longer, | wonder.'
"Why do you say that?'

'I've no doubt, when the dancing begins, your wigil be over. From the
killing glances I've received from certain quarfersshould think my
presence here isn't altogether appreciated.’

He half smiled. 'l shouldn't have thought that wdowlorry you one way or
the other. If | leave, you'll have Ray all to yceifs

Karen's hands curled tightly on her lap. Was hérzpher, or was he aware
of the conflict between them? She couldn't be samd,she glanced at him
uneasily.

Alexis caught that glance and dropping his handhftbe table he sought
hers, clenched in her lap. Prising them apart,llogvad his fingers to play

with hers, watching her all the while until she wasced to look away.

Determinedly, she drew her hands back to rest eretlge of the table and
he turned his attention to his wine.



The meal progressed slowly through eight coursds eaffee and liqueurs
to finish. Alexis's father, who was seated on hieeoside, had attracted his
son's attention half-way through the meal with sdatk of a fault in the
engine of the power boat they kept in the boathoarse Karen told herself
she was relieved. But for all the anxieties shdesefl when Alexis was
baiting her she still found his company more statinlg than any other man
she had ever met, and she found herself listewimyerything he said with
an increasing fervour.

At last the meal was over, toasts to the annivgreauple were made and
answered, and everyone began to leave the tabtksnake their way

downstairs again to the ballroom from where thengsuof music were

already beginning to drift.

Alexis held Karen's chair for her and then in tbenpany of his father and
stepmother and several other couples they madexbgidownstairs, too. It
was very warm, or perhaps it was the amount of wime had consumed,
Karen could not be sure, but certainly she feltresigh her limbs were
burning.

Ray made his way towards them when they reachedotige corridor
leading to the music-room, and Alexis excused hifrteeattend to some
details for his father.

'‘Well?' said Ray, looking round. 'Enjoying your&elf
Karen shook her head. 'Are you?'

"You must be joking. This is not my scene, Kardiel out of place here. I'll
be glad when it's all over.

She was dancing with Ray when Alexis came back. S&ae him
immediately. Apart from the fact that he was tai, pale hair was a brilliant
identification in the muted lights. Ray saw him &wd said: 'Have you seen
the way that stepmother of Whitney's looks at him?'

Karen didn't want to listen. "The band's goodt is®" she said, pretending
not to have heard.



'She's not at all what | would have expected,' Wagt on, almost as though
Karen had not spoken. 'I'm beginning to understahg Whitney thought
she might try to cause trouble. If ever a womanrhnatice in mind"...'

Karen sighed. 'l don't want to talk about it.'

'l wonder why she married the old man if she's senkon the son," mused
Ray thoughtfully.

'‘Alexis wouldn't marry her," retorted Karen, unatdeprevent herself, and
then coloured at the look in Ray's eyes.

'Really! And how do you know that?'

'‘Someone told me.' Karen was reluctant to reveasbgrce.
'Who? Whitney?'

'No, of course not.’

'Hmm." Ray didn't sound convinced. 'Well, anywagwas right. You don't
marry women like that!'

'How do you know what she's like?' exclaimed Karesurprise.

Ray shrugged. 'l don't know. Masculine instincsuppose. Women aren't
the only ones to know things by instinct, you know.

The five-piece band on the flower-banked dais fiet the tune it was
playing and they walked slowly off the floor. Asethdid so they almost
bumped into Howard Whitney and his wife who wesnsing with a group
of people talking. Howard turned to Karen at onod said: 'So there you
are, my dear. | think Alex has been looking for yBut before he succeeds
in finding you, you are going to have a dance i | hope.'

Karen managed a smile. 'l should be delighted,tapked, glancing round
at Ray. Then she met Michelle's appraising stdedld, Mrs. Whitney. It's a
lovely party.'



Michelle looked speculatively at Ray. 'So glad ye@njoying yourselves,'
she remarked, the slight slur in her voice giviaglence of the fact that she
had already drunk more than was good for her. $he asual hand on
Ray's shoulder. 'And who are you? | haven't seenbgfore.’

Howard looked rather tense and Karen was embaddesdim. She was
unutterably relieved when the band struck up azvaiftd he was able to
draw her on to the floor to dance.

‘Take no notice of Michelle, my dear," he said agetically. 'She can be
rather provocative in this mood.'

‘That's all right." Karen wished he would justitego.

'I'm so glad for you and Alex," Howard went on fehg from one precarious
subject to another. 'I'm sure you'll be very hafggether.'

Thank you.'

He swung her round. 'l should have guessed, ofseouklex has been a
different man since he went to Wakeley.'

'What do you mean?' Karen couldn't prevent thetepres

'Well—' Howard sighed. 'Don't take this wrongly tIiiere have been - no
women.' He looked down at her searchingly. 'In mgegience, that only

means one thing.'

Karen flushed. 'l don't understand.’

'‘Alex has been a bit of a tearaway.' Howard's brdress together heavily. 'l

suppose in some ways it's been my fault, but winareally be sure about a
thing like that?'

'l don't think his past life is anything to do withe,” murmured Karen
uncomfortably.



"No, maybe not. But just in case anyone takestd their heads to tell you
tales about him, I'd like to say something in hegedice.’

Karen wondered who he was thinking about in thispeet. Michelle,
perhaps? It seemed he was not as blind to hisswiddlings as Alexis
imagined him to be.

'You see,' he went on, 'Alex's mother died eiglairgeago when he was just
twenty-one. He was away at university at the tiargd it was a terrible
shock for him - for both of us.' He sighed. 'Butrat age one accepts these
things and realizes that life must go on. I'm afidiex found that harder to
accept.'

'He's an only child," said Karen quietly.

'Yes. Unfortunately. But Frances was never a stwwogian, and having
Alex nearly killed her.’

'l see.’

Howard shook his head. 'But it wasn't only his nedthdeath that — upset
him. It was my remarriage that really sent him wfé rails." He heaved
another sigh. 'Alex had known Michelle, you seeeyfth been friends for
about a year. She was a model and her work tooklhewer the country.
For all he was at university, | believe they sawteja lot of one another. But
then Michelle met me and - well, | suppose we ifellove. She stopped
seeing Alex and in six months we were married. |®@&alize now it was too
soon after his mother's death to put another woimdner place, but—' he
made a helpless movement of his shoulders, 'tiesgsthappen. Alex had
to accept it." He frowned again. 'Of course foin@etl got very bad reports
from his tutors. I'm amazed he wasn't sent down gBadually he seemed to
realize that he needed his degree, and needlsay te got it. He has a good
brain, don't let his attitude hide that from yowe &ways was an intelligent
child. That was half his trouble.’

The music came to a stop and Howard looked dowert'Well?' he said.
'Have | helped you to understand your fiance k lietter?'



Karen's lips quivered. 'l - | think so.’
'‘Good. Now, let's go and have a drink together.ddrnmakes me thirsty."'
'‘But - but - your wife. Ray—"

‘They can take care of themselves. Come alongqdt'every day | can buy
my son's fiancee a drink.'

Karen was forced to go with him. Long tables hacrbeet in the
glass-fronted conservatory extension and Howardemad way to the
nearest one. 'What will you have?' he asked. 'Chgmg®?"Oh, no - thank
you. Er - could | just have a lime and lemon, pé®as

Howard pursed his lips. 'Lime and lemon!" he exuokd. He looked
resignedly at the bartender. "What would you dd\wir? All right, all right,
lime and lemon it shall be. But put a dash of Statdt for good measure.'

Karen was half-way down her long glass of iced Wjisime and lemon,
when Alexis pushed his way past the group nearsgbieim and came to join
them. His face was grim and he looked searchingliiis father before
turning to Karen.

'Where the hell have you been?' he demandedb#dee looking everywhere
for you.'

Karen opened her mouth to reply when Howard inteede 'She's been
dancing with me,' he said. 'You can't expect tpkesr all to yourself, Alex.’

Alexis took a deep breath, calming himself. 'Peshgpu ought to go and
look after Michelle," he stated pointedly. 'Shetakowing gin like there
was no tomorrow.'

Howard's lips tightened, but he finished his owmt8le and put his glass
down on the table. 'Very well,’ he said. He loolkgghin at Karen. 'Excuse
me, my dear. If | don't see you any more this evgni shall expect to see
you tomorrow before you leave.’



‘All right." Karen smiled, and watched as his thlpad frame threaded its
way down the hall to find Michelle. Then she looksdAlexis. "You were
rude,' she said. 'There was no need to be.'

Alexis's jaw hardened. 'Wasn't there? Exactly Wizt he been saying to
you?'

Karen raised her dark eyebrows. 'He was just tghire a little about your
mother.'

'And what else?"

'Nothing much.' Karen finished her drink. 'That wigdicious. Do you think
| could have another?’

'No, you're coming with me. | want to talk to yoow'

He took hold of her wrist and she had perforceaeovgh him. Either that or

cause an unpleasant scene. But she resented dggi@ce, his assumption
that he had the right to command her movements waisequite sure that
several pairs of eyes followed their progress ftberoom, and no doubt
Ray's were amongst them. Not that he would beylitekay anything, she
thought rather scornfully. He had no doubt decitted his behaviour this
week-end justified silence in such matters.

They followed the corridor to the hall where Alexipened double doors
into what appeared to be a library. He went ahsattching on a lamp to
disperse the gloom, and Karen followed him, reloityaclosing the doors
behind her. Alexis walked straight over to the HKsircabinet and poured
himself a stiff Scotch, swallowing it at a gulp,daaren’'s eyes widened
incredulously. Pouring another, he turned to faee, Isaying: 'What's
wrong? Haven't you ever seen anyone swallow a diraf@re?"

‘Not - not like that,’ she admitted.
'‘No - well, | needed it,"” he remarked heavily. Rajshis glass to his lips

again, he drank a little more and then puttingwd said: '‘Can | get you that
drink now?'



'‘No, thanks." Karen looked round. 'Why have yowght me here? What
have you to say that couldn't be said in there?'

‘Just this!" he said thickly, and before she caqrlebage his actions he had
covered the space between them and pulled hehistarms. He bent his
head to hers, kissing her lips as she attemptdchte back, his hands on her
hips, holding her against him. Once - twice, hesdasher, and she felt her
lips parting involuntarily. Then he kissed her againd this time he wasn't
playing with her as he had been before; he wasidgathe very strength
from her body.

'Oh, Alexis!" she breathed weakly, her hands gijdip to his hair, gripping
handfuls of it to hold him closer.

And then the library door opened and Michelle st@odthe threshold,
swaying slightly, her gown of silk chiffon clingingbout her legs. Karen
would have dragged herself away from Alexis, butoeild not let her go,
and instead they all stared at one another fong &gonizing minute.

Karen expected her to say something, expected gerbal onslaught, some
recriminatory abuse that never came. Instead,,shed again and left them,
and now Karen felt as cold as ice. It was as thaughill wind had blown
through the library, freezing her to the core.

She wrenched herself away from Alexis, and wherfidus darkened angrily
and he reached for her again, she darted to theadmbwent out into the
hall. She stood there for several minutes, bregthieeply, long uneven
breaths that shook her slender frame. What waslgimg allowing him to
kiss her like that? Thank God Michelle had brouggdtto her senses before
it was too late.

She felt someone behind her and swung round ndgtmusonfront Alexis,
shrinking at the cold anger in his eyes. 'Don'tre@eethat to me again!' he
muttered harshly, but before she could reply theae a clamour from the
ballroom and the sound of a fanfare being sounded.

Alexis frowned, and gripping her arm he urged haibeérately forward in
the direction of the noise. They halted by the ddeading into the ballroom



and over the heads of the people Karen could seshélié climbing
unsteadily on to the orchestra dais. She lookedlleatis and saw he was
watching Michelle, too, a guarded expression inelyiss.

'Lad - ladies and gentlemen!" Michelle was haviiffiadlity in articulating
and now Karen could see the top of Howard's hedetatood by the dais,
apparently appealing to his wife to get down.

'‘Ladies and gentlemen !'she said again, and themabulbs flashed in her
face, making her giggle uncontrollably for a few mmemts. 'l have an
announ - announcement to make!" She straightened sheulders.

'‘Something I'm sure you'll all want to hear.'

She looked straight across the room and Karen doaNé sworn she was
looking at them. And suddenly she knew she wasxislkenew it, too, and

with a grim twist to his mouth he began pushing¥ay through the press of
people towards the dais. But he didn't reach ibfgeMichelle completed

what she had begun to say.

'It concerns Alex - my stepson,' she went on, sigilnaliciously. 'A real
cause for celebration if ever there was one. Alex ¢pot himself engaged!
Isn't that exciting! To that sweet little Yorkshgel he's been escorting this
evening - Karen Sinclair!"

Karen turned before anyone could stop her and aak hlong the corridor

to the hall. The stairs had never seemed so lorsg Gteep, but at last she
reached the sanctuary of her room and closingadbe léant back against it
weakly.

Oh, she had been right to feel apprehensive. Mielineld been determined
to cause trouble, even Ray had seen that. She Inawst guessed their
subterfuge was for her benefit, and she would knbetfer even than
Howard, that a man like Alexis Whitney wouldn't isesly consider

marrying an insignificant nobody from Wakeley. Kamoubted he would
ever marry anyone, unless it was for reasons ofdiepcy, of course.

She stared miserably round the bedroom. She simawielr have agreed to
come, she told herself again. She had only evesreqced heartache where



Alexis Whitney was concerned, and she was a fogbton inviting more.
The idea of Michelle informing the Wakeley presattbhe had spent a night
in Alexis's house didn't seem to matter much anyemand she wished she
had had the courage to make a clean breast ohetgparents at the time.
Then she wouldn't have been subject to this kintafal blackmail.

Crossing the room, she seated herself at the dgessable and stared
wearily at her reflection. But it wasn't only whegr parents would say that
was troubling her now. It was also what had happe¢ust before Michelle
had made her startling announcement; it was thahent in the library
when Alexis had kissed her and she had realizeégh®acouldn't pretend to
herself any more. The reason that Alexis could sedwer so easily, why he
could destroy any defences she might raise aghinmstwas quite simple:
she was in love with him ...

She rose abruptly to her feet. If only her motherenthere. If only there was
someone she could talk to. Not necessarily abaselebut just to banish
the misery from her mind.

And then she thought of Shirley.

Although they might have no great love for one heagtat least they were
from the same town, the same background, the sahw®ls even. Perhaps
Shirley might provide the solace she needed. Sh&ldell her about the
dance, about the dinner, although she shuddertbe #tought of food.

Opening the bathroom door, she went through tdefsrdoor and tapped
lightly. 'Shirley! Shirley, are you awake?"

There was no reply, so she opened the door, thi¢ shlght from her
bedroom penetrating the darkness beyond. And tlensbanses froze.
Shirley was there, she was awake, but she wasne ahnd the curly dark
head beside her on the pillow was Ray's.

Karen was aghast. In spite of her newly discovdosé for Alexis, she
would never have expected this of Ray. He had eenhbike that. He had
never made any attempt to make love to her. But now



The light had disturbed them, but Karen didn't viaitthem to speak. She
slammed the door shut again and rushed througbatieoom to her own
bedroom, trembling uncontrollably.

It was too much, entirely too much. Closing her dashe stood for a
moment hugging herself, trying to calm her shakewes. That Ray should
treat her like this seemed totally incomprehensibigil she began to see
that perhaps that was what had been wrong with tékitionship all along.
They had never felt like that about one another.

Straightening, she moved away from the door ancdthopelessly into
space. What now? What was she going to do? Whid sbe do?

As though in answer to her silent appeal there cakrecking on the outer
door and she stiffened.

'Karen! Karen! | want to speak to you. Can | com® i

On shaking legs she ran across the room and ttineday in the lock. Then
she said: 'No. Go away, Alexis. | don't want toadpi anyone.'

'‘Karen,please!'There was grim demand in his voice. This is crdayant
to speak to you - to explain—'

'‘Go away!" Karen pressed a hand to her lips. gtenothing to say.'

There was silence for a long moment and she thcwughiad gone, but then
he said in a calmer voice: 'Karen, open the ddee! ot to talk to you.'

'I've already had one example of your way of tajkthis evening,’ she
replied huskily. 'Just go away! Tell your friendbat you like, but go away!

She heard his intake of breath, his muttered ingtiee, and then the sound
of his footsteps receding down the corridor. He awule!

She visibly sagged, making her way to the bed amdng down upon it
wearily. What a mess, she thought, feeling sligbtbk. However was she
going to face them - any of them - in the mornikig®v could they all climb



into Alexis's car and drive back as though nothimgmentous had
happened? It was impossible. And she for one ctwdd wouldn't do it.

She glanced at her watch. It was after midnight,itowould be hours yet
before the party broke up. If she wanted to leatbout being seen she
would have to wait until they had all sought the#ds, which could mean
after breakfast. She sighed. What time would shalide to get a train to
Leeds? Ten o'clock? Eleven o'clock? It was Sundayimg. What kind of a
service could she expect?

She lay back on the bed and stared up at the geMithat did it matter?
Sooner or later there would be a train, and shdduoeion it...



CHAPTER ELEVEN

THE train from King's Cross arrived at Leeds soonradtee o'clock in the

afternoon. Karen had been lucky enough to arrivkeastation only minutes
before its departure, and she had sunk down inteds with a tremendous
feeling of release.

Leaving Falcons had been comparatively easy, though

By seven o'clock that morning, the house had beet,dput she had waited
another half hour before leaving her room. Half-wlayn the stairs she had
seen Searle in the hall below, and had almost tékgmt when he turned
and saw her. But in fact, after ascertaining thatwas leaving he had called
a taxi for her, showing little surprise that shewd go in this manner.
Perhaps he was used to such little intrigues, Kaaehthought unhappily.

She had not had a thing to eat since dinner thequre evening and by the
time she left Leeds station she was feeling shgkitk. Reaction was
playing its part, too, and now that she was actubdick on her home
ground, so to speak, she began wondering whabsogtction her leaving
would have on those she had left behind. No dowalyt &d Shirley would
be relieved, she thought dryly, looking up and dalaastreet. At least they
would have time to compose themselves before ngehnagain.

There was a bus to Wakeley at two o'clock, antiennterval she went into
the bus station cafeteria and bought herself aofwoffee and a ham roll.
As she sat there trying to swallow the rather syaddl she endeavoured to
collect her thoughts and put some coherence intt sie was going to tell
her parents.She had decided to be honest with #mehexplain about the
night she had spent at the house with Alexis. Hether for one might
support her, and surely if she assured her fattagin future she intended to
have nothing more to do with Alexis, he would nettbo distressed.

She sighed. But it was going to be difficult. Artette was still Ray and
Shirley to consider. If only she was young agahne, thought futilely. If only
she could have left Wakeley altogether and gorfetaunt's in Keswick as
she had done before. How much simpler life would be



But one couldn't go on running away for ever, gatized, and although she
did not regret leaving Falcons so precipitatelywantheless, this had been
another example of trying to escape from her ovatishness.

It began to rain as the bus neared Wakeley antéoirhe it set her down in
the High Street it was pouring. She had not takeavercoat with her, only
a suede jacket she wore with her trousers, andviass hardly adequate
covering in this downpour.

Hugging her case, she ran along the High Strelbtéolk Road, and then,
out of breath with the weight of the suitcase, gloelded more slowly up the
street to her parents' house.

When she entered the hallway, her mother came faimediving-room to
see who it was, and gazed in consternation at Kaselaked appearance.

'For heaven's sake!' she exclaimed. 'Where havegme from?'

Karen was shivering by now, and her teeth chattasezhe tried to speak. 'l
- | got off the bus - in - in the High Street. Gpm frozen!

Laura Sinclair clicked her tongue impatiently. "Wheere you doing getting
off the bus in the High Street? | thought you wiereondon!'

The living-room door opened wider and Karen's fatippeared, the Sunday
newspaper tucked under his arm. '‘Good God!" helkged. 'It's Karen!" His
expression darkened angrily. 'What's been goingWh@re've you been?'
He gave his wife an accusing stare. 'Didn't I yelll, you should have told
me before letting her go off with that scoundrel?’

Karen shivered uncontrollably, but she looked unm@hendingly at her
mother. 'Who - who does he mean?"

'Whitney, of course,' snapped her father, and regher gave an expressive
little shake of her head.

'l told your father last night,’ she explained dlyi€l thought it was best.’



Karen nodded. 'lt - it was. Bu - but could | go @ed these clothes off before
either of you starts, because | - I'm so-so cold"

Laura seemed to come to her senses and realizethbighter was visibly
shrinking before her eyes. 'Of course, of cousd®'said at once. 'Dan, go
and put on the kettle while I help Karen off wittese things.'

'But what about—"

'Later, Dan, later.' Laura squeezed his arm resggyrand then indicated
that Karen should lead the way upstairs.

In the bathroom, Karen stripped off all her clothesl her mother towelled
her vigorously. Then she said: 'You know, | thirduyd better get in the
bath. Your skin's so cold. I'm afraid you may haseaght a chill.’

Karen nodded, unable to stop shivering, and withratious expression on
her face, her mother turned on the bath taps. &tatiour later, Karen had
stopped shivering quite so convulsively, but shik ebuldn't get warm

despite the warm pyjamas of her mother's she waaringg and the

enveloping folds of her father's dressing- gown.

She sat beside the fire downstairs, especiallyt bipilfor her benefit, and
sipped the tea her mother had made with real ergaynshe felt mentally
warm and cosseted, and ashamed that she had nothbaest with her
parents all along.

'‘Now," said her father with obvious impatience,aivvere you doing getting
off the bus in Wakeley? Haven't you been to Londondidn't he bring you
home?'

Karen took a deep breath. 'Yes, I've been to Londod yes, Alexis would
have brought me home. At least, | suppose he wauwit- but | didn't want
to stay.'

'Why?' Her mother stared at her. 'Oh, Karen, her'hasl mean - you
didn't—?"



‘No, | didn't," said Karen firmly. "That wasn't whgame away.'
‘Then why did you?' demanded her father.

Slowly and painstakingly, Karen explained that Bad gone to see Alexis
when he was ill, and that she had spent the nigtiteahouse. Her father
would have interrupted her then, but her mothevemeed him, raising her
eyebrows warningly, conveying without words thagemwould achieve
nothing now.

When Karen got to the part about Michelle Whitnlegwever, even Laura
could not remain silent, 'l heard about her my'sgiie said. 'She used to run
after Alexis shamelessly. She was a couple of yelksr than he was, |
recall, and when his father actually married henrust have despised them
both.'

'l think he did," said Karen quietly. 'So when thisiversary dinner party
came up, | had to go, you see. | didn't want yotetwl some sordid story
about me in the press.’

'‘But why didn't you tell us?' exclaimed her mother.
"Would you have understood?' Karen looked at theth.b

Her father heaved a sigh, taking out his pipe antiny it between his teeth.
'l don't know," he said. 'l suppose after the wag fjone on about Whitney,
it was only natural that you should keep any mentd him out of this
house.’

Karen bent her head. 'He's not like you said, yowk' she said, pleating the
folds of the dressing-gown. 'l really think he'semested in the mill. He

wants to make a success of it. Whatever else the¢oesay about him, he's
not a layabout.'

Her father sniffed. 'No, well, perhaps not," heczated. 'But I'm a bit old to
be taught new tricks.'

'Is that what he said?"



‘No. | said it.' Her father turned away. '‘But go ¥ou were telling us about
the four of you going down to Howard Whitney's floe week-end.’

'Yes.' Karen cupped her face in her hands. 'AltrigVell, we went, as you
know. | was introduced to Alexis's father as hantee, as planned, and -
and as he said you didn't know anything abouistfdther agreed to keep it
confidential - for the time being.’

'l see." Her father nodded. 'Just out of intetesty did old Howard take it?"'
Karen shrugged. 'That was the amazing thing - he detighted. He said -
he said - oh, well, that's not important." Shetfedy and looked down at her
hands. 'Then last night, at the dance which foltbwiee dinner party,
Michelle got drunk. Half-way through the proceedinghe got up on the
dais and told the company that Alexis and | weragto be married.’'

'She let the cat out of the bag,' said her mothgdy d

'Yes. But on purpose, I'm sure. She - she wantgettback at us - for - for
thwarting her.'

'‘But what if it had been the truth?' exclaimed fladner.

Karen made a moue with her lips. 'Was it likelgsk you? Much maligned
though he may be, | can't see Alexis Whitney sejtfor someone like me.'

'Why not?' Her father was indignant.

'Oh, Pop, you know why not!" Karen hunched her &tws. 'So there you
are. That's why | came away. | wanted nothing nimo with any of them.’

Laura shook her head. '‘But what did he say aftets®awWhat did Ray say?'
Karen shuddered. 'Ray and | are through.'

Now her father took his pipe out of his mouth artdred at her
incredulously. 'What?'



'Ray and | are through,' repeated Karen firmly. We that is - it was a
mistake. Our going together. It would never haveked.'

'‘But you were so close!" exclaimed her mother.

'We were friends, that was all,’ said Karen, wiligh. 'Just good friends. At
last | understand the meaning of that phrase.’

‘Well, I don't know." Her father looked properlytput now. 'You go away
for a week-end to enjoy yourself, and you come lmckour own soaked to
the skin, apparently out of friends with everybody.

Karen managed a faint smile. '‘Oh, Pop, you makeund so - so ridiculous
somehow.'

'Well, it is ridiculous! retorted her father flat'Good heavens, you and Ray
have known one another for years. You can't jusidgeovernight that you
don't care for him any more.’

'l haven't decided overnight, as you put it. I'v@wn for ages really. | just
haven't wanted to commit myself. Pop, if I'd wartiecharry Ray, we'd have
got engaged ages ago.'

‘That's true," her mother nodded sagely. 'l toldste was a fool the other
day when she refused to talk seriously about ngeriBut I'm sorry all the
same. Ray's a nice boy.'

'Yes.' Karen suddenly felt unutterably tired. Theepless night she had
experienced, the soaking and the hot bath, andtneweat of the fire were
all combining to draw the strength out of her. '®um,' she said, 'would
you mind if | went to bed? | feel exhausted.'

Laura looked at her husband for confirmation arehthack at Karen. 'If
that's what you'd like to do, of course,' she s@d.you want anything to
eat?'

'Not right now," said Karen, getting to her feit.come down later. If | can
just have a couple of hours...'



But in fact, Karen had many more than a coupleairs. She was sound
asleep when the doorbell of the small house rastgjiter five o'clock, and
when Laura went to answer it she found Alexis Weéytion the doorstep,
beads of water standing on the thick, water-dartesngoothness of his hair.

'Is Karen here?'

His first words were abrupt, and Laura found hénsetlding, and saying:
'Yes. Yes, she's here. She arrived home about twrslago.'

'‘Can | see her?' Alexis's jaw was tight, and a heusas jerking low on his
cheekbone.

'I'm afraid not.' Laura was firm. 'She's asleefhatmoment, and | don't want
to disturb her.’

Alexis dragged up the collar of his suede jacketuakhis ears as rain
trickled down his neck from his wet hair. 'Do ydink she'll sleep long?' he
asked. 'Could | perhaps wait and speak to her?'

Karen's father came into the hall. 'Who is it, laRirhe asked, and then
halted. 'Oh - it's you!

'Yes.' Alexis looked resignedly as though he wapared for a tirade which
never came. 'l wanted to speak to Karen.'

'So | gather." Daniel Sinclair glanced at his wil& you want to come in?
Karen's in bed.'

Alexis was taken aback by the tolerance in DanietISir's tone. 'I'd like to
come in very much,' he said.

Laura stood aside and he entered the narrow hallagefore dwarfing it
with his presence. In the living- room, Daniel tdolk coat and indicated
that he should take a chair.

"You've just driven up from Maidenhead, | suppose.’



Alexis frowned, and looked questioningly at Lauk&e know,' she said
heavily. 'Karen told me where she was going besbeeleft.’

'l see.' Alexis inclined his head, sitting on tlwch, legs apart, his hands
hanging loosely between.

'‘Would you like some tea?' Laura fdk trop.

Alexis shook his head. 'No, thank you.'

'‘Something stronger, perhaps?’ Daniel rose toeeisagain. 'Scotch?”
Alexis nodded. 'That would be fine.'

Daniel poured two drinks and handed one to AleXmslevLaura excused
herself on the pretext of seeing to some cakesatien the oven. The two
men sat for a while in silence, enjoying the Scptuid then Daniel said:

'Filthy weather.'

Alexis dragged his thoughts back to the presenh witvious difficulty.
'Yes," he said. 'Bad for driving.'

‘Very bad,’ Daniel nodded, lighting his pipe agdinsee Leeds won
yesterday.'

'Did they? I'm afraid I'm not familiar with soccer.

"You're not?' Daniel was scandalized. 'And you &¥bireman!'

'l used to play rugby,' remarked Alexis mildly.

'Huh!" Daniel chewed at his pipe. 'There's no gakeefootball.'

Alexis finished his drink. Then, studying the empgtgss, he said: 'Look,
suppose we cut the small talk. Exactly what didafeell you when she got

back?"

Daniel frowned. 'What's it to you?'



Alexis sighed. 'She was upset, | realize that—'

'She was also soaked to the skin. She had to gef the train at Leeds and
make her own way here, and it was pouring dowrl. iStiby the looks of
things.'

Alexis nodded, running a hand round the back ohbik. 'What a mess!' he
muttered.

'Have you brought Ray and that lass back with ydsRirley? Yes. |
dropped them before coming on here.’

Daniel digested this. 'Bit of a fiasco, if you ask. Karen should have told
us the truth all along, and then none of this wddde happened.’

Alexis regarded him sardonically. 'l doubt you wbulave shown the
equanimity you're showing at the moment."’

'Perhaps not, perhaps not." Daniel had to condeate 'Anyway, what do
you want to see her for? Surely you've done endiagfing her down there!’

Alexis rose to his feet. 'l have to talk to hee'daid.

'What about?'

'l want to explain—'

'Explain? Explain what? That that stepmother ofrgas a bitch?"

Alexis turned away, and just then Laura came batkk the room. 'What's
going on, Dan?'

Alexis stood his empty glass on the mantelpiesekdren still sleeping?’

'Yes. I've just been up to her. Poor kid, she'siasted!



'Yes. I'm sorry." Alexis thrust his hands into packets. 'l suppose it would
be best if | came back to see her tomorrow evening.

'It would be best.'
'All right.' He walked to the door. '‘Good nighteth Good night, Dan.’
'‘Good night.' Daniel rose to his feet and noddeehfall.

Laura saw him out and after he had gone she caakadéhe living-room. 'l
wonder why he came,' she mused.

'To see that Karen was home safely.’
'Yes, but why did he want to talk to her?'

'l don't know. Anyway, it's not worth bothering atboNow, what about
tea?'Karen's wish that she might not have to faag &d Shirley was
realized in a way she had least expected.

The following morning, she awoke with a fuzzy head a temperature that
soared by the minute, and after taking one lookeat Laura called the
doctor. He came soon after ten and pronouncedkihen had caught a
chill, and insisted that she stayed in bed.

Karen herself was quite content to comply. Shepietty awful, and terribly
weak. She slept almost the whole day, and by egeher cheeks were
flushed and unhealthy.

Towards teatime her mother came to tell her thathal called to see her,
but Karen shook her head vigorously, causing datdg hammer to pound
away in her temples, and declared that she didmit ¥o see anyone.

Laura didn't argue, and Ray went away again, butd.aealized she would
have to tell her daughter that Alexis Whitney hadled the previous
evening, and that he, too, was likely to call agatar.



'l don't want to see him,' said Karen throatilgduldn't. Not right now. Wait
until I'm feeling a bit more able to cope. Besiddsesides, | look such a
mess!'

Oh, Karen, what does that matter? What shall hiefi?’

‘Tell him I'm asleep.'

'‘Not again.'

'Please, Mum. | couldn't face -1 couldn't face him.

Tears of weakness were gathering in her eyes, scalmade no further
effort to get her to change her mind, but Alexiswaadifferent proposition

from Ray.

'Is she awake?' he demanded harshly, when Lauwlatlsai Karen wasn't
receiving visitors.

‘Well, yes—'
‘Then I'm going to see her.'

He put Laura firmly aside, and before she coulg sim he was half-way up
the stairs. It was still daylight, and Daniel wayet home from work, and
she didn't know what to do. She made as thoughiltorf him, but he halted
at the top of the stairs and said: 'Please. Givévaeaninutes.'

With a sigh she turned away, and Alexis thrust ofanen’'s door and
entered the room.

Karen had heard this interchange from a drowsy sthinertia which was
banished by the vitality of his physical dominanSke put up an unsteady
hand to her tousled hair, and said: "What do yontWa

Alexis came to the bed, and looked down at her. ff@sitions are reversed,’
he remarked, with some satisfaction.



'l told my mother I didn't want to see anybody.’
'l know. But | wanted to see you.'
'What makes you so special?' Karen drew the cayete her nose.

‘I wanted to talk to you.' He sat down on the sifithe bed. 'Why did you
run away yesterday?'

'l didn't run away. tameaway. That's a different thing.'
'So - why did you come away? What were you afréfd o

'l wasn't afraid of anything." Karen turned herefacto the pillow. 'l just
didn't want anything more to do with it.’

'With me, you mean?' Alexis's eyes were hard.

‘All right. With you, then.'

Alexis heaved a sigh. 'Why? | wasn't to blame fdratvMichelle said.
Besides, as it happens there was no harm doneoi@ress who touched

the story was a local rag, and even they playddwn.’

'How nice for you! What a relief that must have ribekecould have been
suing you for breach of promise!’

'Karen!" He spoke her name savagely.

'‘Well? Isn't it true?' Karen moved her legs restieander the bedcoverings.
'‘Anyway, it's all over now. I've told my parent&ttiuth.'

'So | hear.'
"You won't be able to blackmail me any more—'

'l didn't blackmail you," he snapped angrily.



'Didn't you? Well, somebody did.’

'Karen!" He rose abruptly to his feet. 'It's impbkesto talk with you in this
mood.'

‘I'm sorry. But | did ask you not to come.’

'When do you think you'll be up and about again?’
'"Why?'

'l want to see you.'

'Oh, no.’

'Karen, stop it!" His voice was roughhaveto see you again, damn you, and
| don't care what anyone says!

'Mr. Whitney! Laura's voice came from the doorwdg.that any way to
speak to a sick girl?’

Alexis turned abruptly. ‘No, | guess it's not,'rhattered, and brushing past
her he went out of the bedroom. They heard hissteps on the stairs and
then the hollow bang as the front door closed him.

In fact, Karen was not up and about again in a veeeker parents and the
doctor had expected her to be. In spite of the® ead the use of antibiotics,
the chill degenerated into pneumonia and for séwegs she was scarcely
conscious of what was going on around her. Her &zaipre soared to a
hundred and five and she felt so ill she almosttecmno die. But then the
crisis came, and it broke leaving her weak butvedag. Even so, it was
obvious, it was going to be several weeks beforevels completely well
again.



Easter was approaching, and the weather was umsddganild after the
harsh winter they had just experienced, and Lauggested that Karen
might go and spend a couple of weeks with her sukeswick.

Karen had to smile at this, although in recent gegtke seemed to have
found little to smile about. But those wishes shd made on the bus had all
come true, and she realized that it was possibbeclieve something one
had hoped for without the appreciation one had ebgoeto feel. Right now,
if she had been fit enough, she would have likeaktee gone back to work.
The activity would have acted as a kind of theraggstroying the
depressive state she seemed to have allowed hersatk into. The doctor
said it was natural, he said that it was a norrfiatrmath of a serious illness
such as she had had, but she knew it wasn't deast not altogether. It had
more to do with the fact that Alexis had not coraelo...

Ray had come to see her when she was first ovecritis. But they had
been stilted with one another, both aware of whad happened that
week-end at Falcons, but neither of them wishingdtually broach the
subject. In consequence, he had not come back e she had not even
had news of the school to buoy her failing confiken

'‘Well?' her mother was saying now, as they sattb@gean the living-room

one sunny afternoon. 'Do you think you'd like aplewf weeks away? |
mean, you won't be able to return to school uffitdrahe Easter holidays,
and a break might do you good.'

‘All right." Karen sounded listless.

"You might be a bit more enthusiastic about it\aeked her mother dryly.

'l am, really. It's just that - well, you know tHector said it would take time
And so, a few days later, Karen went to Keswicleo Aunt Margaret's, in

the hope that her mother's sister might effecttire she had effected seven
years before.



It was April now, and there were lambs in the fegldnd the Lake District
was wrapped in the wonderful aura of spring. Daffodnd wild narcissi
grew in profusion at the lakeside, and alreadyetheere tourists poking
about in the gift and souvenir shops. Easter waaya a busy time there and
this particular Easter was no exception. Karen'seria came over to
Keswick for a couple of days during the break dmad/tall went out in the
car touring the beauty spots.

To Karen's relief, her cousin Bryan, who had prasip made quite a
nuisance of himself where she was concerned, wagjoog out with a girl
whose father farmed just outside of town, which mélaat Karen was able
to go about alone without arousing too much comment

After her parents' return, her father wrote todeouple of times. In one of
his letters he mentioned that the assessment aisfdddea of the forklift
truck had been made and plans were going aheadnautle the conveyor
belt.

Although | was against the idea in the first insteayhe wrote|l find myself
agreeing with him now. The conveyor belt was a gtowing vehicle, at
best, and it's much quicker and easier for one toeapick up a couple of
bales and deposit them where one wants them. It dbimk | quite
understood the idea at first, but now | do. Thirage quite amenable
between us these days, and every week we havestwde to discuss ideas
and manpower situations. This also was Alexis'a,idad I'm all for it.

Karen finished the letter and folded it thoughtfulbo it wasAlexisnow, not
that man Whitney! She sighed, and tried not to &elious. If only her
father had been like this in the early days, peshings might not have
worked out as they did.

But such thoughts were futile, and she knew itnNxter what happened at
the mill, she was still the sub- manager's daughtet he was the son of the
owner.

The comprehensive school was due to open two waft&s Easter, and
Karen returned home one Thursday afternoon, foys tafore that event.
She needed the week-end to catch up on her work,she rang the



headmaster as soon as she got home to make arramgeto see her
substitute. She was thinner than she had beenebsifier went away, but at
least she had lost that terribly fragile look, dret skin had assumed a
wanner glow. The hollows beneath her eyes could betdisguised,
however; they were due to the fact that she waspsig badly, and Laura
was most concerned about her.

'I'm sure you're not well enough to take up teaghshe exclaimed, at once.

‘'The doctor says I'm physically fit,' returned Kaietly. 'Time and work
will make me well again, not wasting my time domathing.'

Laura sighed. 'Well, | don't agree, and | shallttet doctor so when | see
him.'

On Sunday, the day before school was due to opemerfs parents
announced that they were going out for the day.

'‘But where?' asked Karen in surprise. She wasistiler dressing-gown,
sitting at the table drinking her morning cup offee.

'| thought we might go to Scarborough,’ said h#rdathoughtfully. 'Do you
want to come?"

"You know | can't,’ exclaimed Karen crossly. 'Idtglou last night | had
lessons to prepare for tomorrow.'

'So you did.' Her father looked regretful. 'Wekkwver mind - you can come
with us some other time."

Karen rested her elbows on the kitchen table, trgdhe cup in her hands.
'‘But what about lunch?' She looked at her motlethére a joint of meat to
cook? Do you want me to make you a meal for whenogmne home?’

'Heavens, no!" Her mother shook her head. 'Youtgkst it easy. We'll have
our lunch out. If you make yourself a snack, we bame a proper meal
when | get back.’



Karen shrugged. 'All right.'

But she was disappointed, and they knew it. This ter first Sunday at
home for more than three weeks, and before thatatiédeen too ill to care.
It seemed mean of them to go off and leave hertHaut she chided herself.
Why shouldn't they, after all? Her problems werdréir problems, and just
because she was feeling sorry for herself it diche'ain that they had to put
themselves out to look after her...

They drove away cheerfully, waving to her as sledtby the door, and
then she went back inside and switched on the radatried to tell herself
that she would work better without anyone's intgtian.

She was washing up her coffee cup at the sink befoing to get dressed,
when the doorbell rang. Sighing, she looked dowrhext appearance.
Whoever could be calling at ten-thirty on a Sundayrning? It could only
be Lucy from down the street, her mother's friend.

But when she opened the door, she stepped backtaglexis Whitney was

leaning negligently against the canopy supportilugp lean and attractive
in a navy canvas suit with a navy shirt to matcts tdwny eyes flickered

over her with disturbing appraisal, making her exlezlmingly aware of the

limitations of her quilted dressing-gown, and thedgled darkness of her
hair. Then he said, 'Hello, Karen. Can | come in?'

Karen shook her head slowly, gathering her commosith difficulty. ‘My
— my father's not here. He — he's gone out fordhg - with - with my
mother.’

'l know that. | saw them leave,' remarked Alex&lla and stepped into the
hall, taking the door from her unresisting fingangl closing it behind him.

Karen swallowed with difficulty. 'l don't know whatou think you're
doing—' she began, but the look in his eyes sile .

'l know exactly what I'm doing," he replied, witlmphasis. 'Now - can we go
into the living-room?"



Karen made a helpless movement of her shoulders. udexpected
appearance had unnerved her, and she began tciappriegow weak she
still was. It actually took a tremendous efforivoll power not to make some
movement towards him, to touch him, to assure Hetisat she wasn't
having hallucinations on top of everything else.

Turning, she led the way into the living-room, autgically bending to pick
up a newspaper lying on a chair, to straightershiom on the couch. Alexis
followed her, tall and disruptive, his presencalasys a threat to her peace
of mind.

'If - if you'll excuse me a moment, I'll go and put some clothes," she
murmured awkwardly, but he shook his head.

'Don't bother. | like you as you are.’
'Maybe you do, but there are neighbours—'

'l don't particularly care what your neighboursi)i remarked Alexis, his
eyes holding hers. 'You're very nervous, Karen. Why

' - I haven't been well—'

'No, that's obvious. You've lost weight. How are yeeling now?'

'I'm fine."' Karen drew a shaking breath. 'I'm goloagk to work tomorrow.'

'You look very pale,’ said Alexis, standing, fe@ad, his arms folded,
regarding her. 'And you've dark rings round youeseyl think you need a

holiday, not the arduous duties of a teacher.’

Karen put up a hand to her hair almost defensiveknow | must look a
mess—' she began.

'l didn't say that!'

'‘No, but you meant it,’” Karen shrugged. 'Besidés, riot wearing any
make-up. It's amazing what make-up can do—'



Alexis shook his head impatiently. 'Oh, Karen, s@ging nonsense! You
know perfectly well that | don't intend to let yga back to work tomorrow -
or ever!" and grasping her shoulders he pulleddvweards him.

Karen's hands were crushed against his chest asrtehis head to hers,
finding the warm, scented skin of her nape withrhsuth. Her weakened
senses betrayed her then. For so long she had dviantee where she was
now that the idea of resisting didn't come untieta The warmth and
masculinity of him was all about her, the musclésis thighs were hard
against hers, and with a little groan she slid drens round his waist and
lifted her mouth to his.

The hungry weeks of wanting him, of needing himlooiging to touch him

were over and coherent thought dissolved beneahotislaught of his

demands. She wanted to give and give, and althehghpressed herself
against him it was not close enough. She wantée to part of him.

But then he moved, his hands reaching her foreadnagging them from

around him, and pressing her firmly away from hite.was breathing rather
heavily and the tawny eyes were slightly glazedy@ren did Karen realize
what she had been doing, how wantonly she had leehatfering herself to

him without thought of denial, seduced by her ovesices into complete
surrender.

'Karen," he began hoarsely, when she wrenched lhemsay from him,
turning her back.

'Don't say anything!" she cried, pressing her bdiks to her lips. ‘Just - just
go!'

'Karen!" he said again, and this time there wamémnit in his voice. 'Karen,
don't be a fool! I had to push you away, or Goghmeé I'd have been unable
to do so! Don't you know what you've done to me?’

Karen was finding it difficult to breathe at allvhat - what are you trying to
say?'



Alexis uttered a muffled imprecation and then kislarms around her from
behind, hauling her back against him, holding Heeré as though he
couldn't bear to let her go. "You know | want yte 'said huskily, his hands
probing between the lapels of her dressing-gowhatyou don't seem to be
aware of is that | love you. And love is not a woveé used to any woman
before.’

Karen's body relaxed against his. '"You - love - 'nshe breathed
incredulously.

'Yes. | love you.' Alexis bent his head and kisgezlside of her neck. 'And
holding you like this is killing when | know | camhake love to you.'

Karen tried to think. Resting her head back agamstchest, she said
tremulously: 'Why can't you?"

Now Alexis propelled her away from him again, ahd turned to face him
in surprise. He took a step backward and droppedhdan to the couch,
stretching his long legs out before him in an @di& of complete abandon.

'Oh, Karen,' he said, shaking his head from sidade. 'Do you know what
you're saying?'

Karen pressed the palms of her hands to her chedkisle their burning.
'Yes, | know,' she said.

Alexis's eyes narrowed. 'And you've never said thanyone else before,
have you?'

'No!" She was indignant.

'‘Good." He half smiled. 'Now - make me some cofigée | try to think of
other things.’

'What - other things?' Karen was perplexed.

'Well, this, for one." Alexis drew a document ofithss inside pocket and
handed it to her. 'Go on, read it.'



Karen opened it slowly and then looked up in astomient. 'lt - it's a
marriage licence!" she murmured faintly.

"Not a marriage licence eur marriage licence,' remarked Alexis quietly.

'Ours?' Karen stared down at the paper in her HBuod .- but you haven't
asked me to marry you!'

'Do | have to do that?' Alexis was ironic.
Karen made a helpless gesture. 'l - | don't know.'

‘All right. If that's what you want." He swung hietisoff the couch and knelt
before her on one knee, taking her hand and raisitgyhis lips. 'Karen,
darling Karen, will you marry me?'

Karen nodded, looking down at him wonderingly, aaddenly his hands
gripped her hips, drawing her down beside him,rh@uith finding hers,
imprisoning it, bearing her back against the heaghwith passionate
intensity.

'Karen, Karen, Karen," he groaned, burying his fiacthe hollow of her
neck. 'lI've loved you since the day you tumbled midlte mountain and into
that snowdrift. | haven't been able to think of #weo woman since then, let
alone make love to one. You're under my skin, yistudb my nights, you
haunt my days; | don't think | could live withoudty now.'

Karen stroked the hair back from his forehead aied to believe this was
really happening. '‘But - but - you seemed to deshike. Whenever we were
together—'

'Whenever we were together, | had Nichols rammednday throat," said
Alexis fiercely. 'He was your boyfriend, you'd knowach other for years,
you were going to marry him, while I—' he shook head, 'l wasn't even
welcome in your house.'

Karen looked up at him lovingly. 'But, Alexis, yoal'different from us.
There's such a gulf between us. How could | takesgyiously?'



"You're taking me seriously now, aren't you?' heaeded harshly, and she
glimpsed the old arrogance he could display.

'Yes,' she said, touching his mouth with her fisgeBut you've got to
admit—'

'l admit nothing! How was there a gulf between La2s born in Wakeley,
just as you were. My father worked in the "millsjas your father does. The
fact that my father made more money at it is puceiycidental.’

Karen smiled. 'You've had a very different liferfrane.’

'l should hope so, too," he muttered, putting ipis to the hollow between
her breasts. 'l want to teach you all there isrtovk about making love. |
don't want anyone else to have touched you.'

Karen coloured lightly. 'That sounds rather Vicaori

'Didn’t you know? Reformed rakes make the mostidolibhg husbands?' he
mocked her.

Karen frowned. 'You made such ridiculous reasonséeing me. That trip
to London, for example.’

Alexis sighed. That trip to London, as you putwgs a complete fiasco. |
engineered it as an exercise where we might betitegdor forty-eight
hours, and what happened? You brought Ray alortheat other girl.’

You engineered it?' Karen echoed now. 'How do yeamf"'

Alexis looked rather sheepish. 'You don't thinkah't handle Michelle by
now, do you?'

'You mean - you mean - you made it all up?' Katares at him.
‘I'm sorry." Alexis's lips curved into a smile.

'‘But - but at the dance - that announcement!'



'What of it? Everyone knows what Michelle is lilBat as a matter of fact, |
didn't rescind it.'

Karen propped herself up on her elbows. 'You meaur father still thinks
we're engaged?’

'Well, aren't we?' asked Alexis mockingly, and Kamsank back again
helplessly.

Then another thought struck her. "Today, when yomnec- you said you saw
my parents leave. How did you know they were gaiaty’

‘They told me. It was all arranged.’

"You mean - you mean - they know!'

'Well, let's say they know how | feel." His eyesgvamused and caressing.
Karen felt an overwhelming sense of happiness. tétaithem—"

'—that | wanted to marry you? Right.'

'‘And - and what did they say?'

Alexis shrugged. 'The usual things. Of course heas one thing.'

'What?' Karen was vaguely apprehensive.

'Well, | had to explain that | had no intentiongwing back to London to
live. That | intended keeping on with the job a thill!"

'Oh, Alexis!" Karen caught her breath. 'Oh, Alexidp love you!'

'l thought it was about time you said that," he agmad complacently. 'By
the way, you know what you said about swimminghm Bahamas? Well, it
just so happens that my father has a house theéoatiIsuppose you'd like to
go there for our honeymoon, would you ..



