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"He's quite famous--and notorious."”

Cassandra had been warned, and she didn't caez.effluring a disastrous
marriage she was now ready for an affair with mmgs$ attached.

But Jay Ravek was not like any man she'd knownrbetde was a totally
new experience, and quickly she realized she wamech more than a
casual relationship.

If she was foolish enough to put her heart in lEeging she might never
recover. Better for her to run now than to suffex inevitable anguish.



CHAPTER ONE
'WHo did you say that man was?'

Cassandra tried not to give her words emphasisLizutvas too highly
attuned to the inflections in her tone to be desgifor long.

'What man?' she asked, turning a rather bemused femm her
contemplation of the large square canvas in frdnthey, and Cassandra
signalled with her eyes, the object of her engeiigdent. 'Oh—you mean
Jay Ravek!" Liz's mouth assumed a sardonic tMdstling, don't think of it.
Don't even consider it. He's far too uncivilised you.'

'‘Uncivilised?' Discretion gave way to mild incredyl as Cassandra
allowed her gaze to rest briefly on the tall darkanmpresently in
conversation with Damon Stafford, near the entraocéhe gallery. She
shrugged. 'He looks highly civilised to me.’

'Don't they always?' Liz adopted a thoughtful poksmean,' she went on,
'‘who would think, looking at a tiger, looking at itean symmetry, at its
grace and beauty, that it was the most unscrupydmedator ever created?'

Cassandra sighed. 'All right, Liz, you've made ypomt—about tigers,
anyway. But just because you may be strongly iate at the moment, that
has no bearing on my question about Jay Ravek.'

'Oh, but it does.' Liz's long-nailed fingers cunadzbut her arm. 'Cass, my
love, | know what you've said, and believe men gaess how you feel. But
getting involved with a man like Jay Ravek--'

'Who said anything about getting involved?' Casssisdbrows arched
impatiently. 'Liz, you must stop treating me likerana doll! I'm not. | never
have been. If | were, Mike would have broken meglago.'

°Liz studied her friend's face with genuine concésut you're not denying
that Mike has left you with a— how shall | say ita-ehip on your shoulder,
hasn't he?' She paused. 'Not all men are like Mikess. Remember that.'



'l do remember it." Cassandra felt vaguely indigribat Liz should feel it
necessary to speak to her in this way. 'Look—ifdtdMike poison my mind,
| wouldn't be interested in any other man, would 1?

'‘No." Liz conceded that point. 'But | just don'tnwgou to get hurt again,
that's all. And—well, Jay Ravek has quite a repomator hurting people,
women particularly.’

Cassandra expelled her breath quickly. 'Liz, | @dked who the man was. |
didn't say | was going to climb into bed with him!'

Liz bowed her head. 'All right, all right, I'm sgirHer hand fell to her side.
'‘But pick someone else to re- sharpen your clawslay Ravek is not in
your league.’

Cassandra wanted to protest that she was not leeent Liz thought she
was, but she doubted her friend would believe AkkLiz knew was that she

had had one bad marriage, and the deeper implhsatibthat statement had
never been discussed between them. Liz had beedigoreet to ask and
Cassandra had felt too raw to tell her immediatétgr Mike's death, and
now, nine months later, the subject was too diffitmbroach.

'So--' Liz changed the subject. 'What do you tluh&tafford's work? | must
admit | don't really understand it, but he's hadhswonderful reviews it
must be good.’

'‘Not necessarily." Cassandra was still brooding r otleeir earlier
conversation. 'Just because it's received criticalaim, it doesn't mean it's
unequivocally good.' She grimaced. 'l think it'agtty, quite honestly. All
those heads appearing from nowhere—it's positigalgsome!'

‘That's what | like, an honest opinion.’

The two girls started with equal degrees of diseoimeent, but Cassandra's
confusion was compounded of embarrassment and tairceamount of
apprehension. Damon Stafford was standing rightnidethem, his arms
folded across his chest, his bearded face aligthit amusement, and right
beside him stood Jay Ravek.



'‘Oh—Damon!' Liz recovered her composure with imniaeuease, her wide
mouth spreading in an apologetic smile. 'You knohatvhey say about
eavesdroppers, don't you, darling? And Cass washbaihg bitchy, weren't
you, love?'

Cassandra's fingers clutched her bag more tighttyafraid | know nothing
about modern art, Mr Stafford,’ she offered, ineénsconscious of Jay
Ravek's dark eyes upon her. 'You must forgive nyeuf think | was rude.
Naturally my opinion is of no importance.'

'On the contrary, Miss—er--'
'‘Mrs," Cassandra corrected him formally. 'Roland.’

'‘Well, Mrs Roland,’ Damon Stafford smiled, ‘anyon@l tell you, I
always interested in the opinion of a beautiful veom

m

Cassandra blushed, she couldn't help it, and liered a relieved laugh.
'Very nicely put, Damon,' she complimented himydriYou really shouldn't
put people on the spot like that. It's not nice.’'

'Oh, I'm sure Mrs Roland will forgive me.' Damomagted sideways at the
man beside him, as if for confirmation, and theming back to Cassandra,
he said: 'Let me offer you some more champagne,Rdiand. Your glass
appears to be empty.'

‘Thank you, but no." Cassandra covered the rinepflass with her palm as
Damon turned to summon one of the white-coatech@dtets circulating

among the guests at the reception. 'We—er—we wstdgaving, weren't

we, Liz? | for one have to get back to work.'

'What is your work, Mrs Roland?'
It was Jay Ravek who had spoken, and Cassandrajsidcappeared, to

moisten her upper lip as she was obliged to an$wgeguestion. 'I'm an
interior designer, Mr Ravek.'



It was not until after she had finished speakirag #he realised she had used
his name without thinking. The faint quirk of hisooth might have
indicated his observance of that fact, but if hd baen about to make a
comment, Liz forestalled her.

'‘And she's very good at it, too," she declaredngiassandra a knowing
smile that the other girl found quite annoying.€®imly started the business
six months ago, and already she's gaining quigpatation.’

'‘Really?” Damon sounded impressed, but Cassandrdeavao die of
embarrassment.

'It's a very small business really,’ she insisggdng Liz a quelling look, but
her friend just arched her brows at her and wasooisly unrepentant.

'Perhaps | could contact you about my apartmemiarked Damon, pulling
a notebook out of his pocket. 'What did you sayriame was? Roland? I'll
make a note of that.'

'It's Ro-Allen, actually,’ Liz inserted, looking @vhis shoulder. 'Ro-Allen
Interiors. Chris Allen is Cass's partner. He hasiliant eye for colour.’

‘Liz!"

Cassandra was furious, but Liz only shrugged heulslers. 'Contacts,
darling—that's what it's all about. Don't you agide Ravek? In your work,
you must find I'm right.’

'If you say so, Miss Lester.' Jay Ravek's lean faae sardonic. 'However,
we don't all have your opportunities for contactihg right people.’

Liz's rather pointed features seemed to sharpensh®ibit her tongue on
what she would obviously have liked to retort, anok Cassandra’'s arm.
‘Time to go, darling,’ she declared pleasantly. 'WMastn't outstay our
welcome.'

"You couldn't do that," Damon replied gallantlil fbok forward to reading
your comments. Oh—he glanced at the man beside him again, '—and



don't be too hard on Jay, will you? You columnlisise given him a pretty
raw deal, one way and another.’

'Perhaps it's nothing more than he deserves, iz with a tight smile.
'‘Goodbye, Damon. Thanks for the champagne. It veaghdful!

The Seely Gallery occupied the upper floor of ddg in South Molton
Street, and the two girls emerged from the shadsiaiywell into the watery
sunshine of a November afternoon. It wasn't paerbuy cold, but it was
damp, and Cassandra thrust her hands into the {goakieer suede coat and
hunched her shoulders in a momentary shiver.

'‘Bastard!" said Liz, with unexpected fervour, aras€andra gazed at her in
surprise.

'Who?' she exclaimed, although she could guessRaaek? Why? What
did he say to upset you?"

'It isn't what he says, it's what he doesn't s#ggclared Liz venomously.
'‘Arrogant swine! Making insinuations about my fiasnabout my family--'

'Did he do that?' Cassandra shook her head. 'Yally @on't like him, do
you?' She paused. 'What does he do anyway?"

Liz stared at her disbelievingly. "You must havaraeof him!'

'No, | haven't.'

'‘But | assumed you'd recognised his name.' Liz esighHe's quite
famous—or notorious, whatever way you look at &. Writes for thePost.
He's one of their correspondents, generally overse@ehen he's not in

London, making it with every rich bird in town!

Cassandra's wide forehead furrowed. 'Oh—yes, | $eeemember reading
something about him.’

"You would," agreed Liz grimly. 'l told you, he'ssd news. So don't go
getting any ideas about him, because believe medyegret it.'



Cassandra felt a recurring twinge of resentmei#, Ilam over twenty-one.
And | was married for five years. | know how to koafter myself.'

'Mike Roland was a choirboy compared to Jay Ravék fetorted, turning
up the collar of her fur jacket. "'Take my word fgrkid. You don't need
another bad experience.'

Walking back to the studio in a mews off Great RRod Street, Cassandra
had plenty of time to mull over the things Liz hsaid. She meant well,
Cassandra supposed, but the ten years' senioziydssessed always gave
her the edge. They had known one another for nnamre $even years. They
had met at an exhibition just like this one. Buts€andra couldn't help
wishing Liz would not always treat her as if sheswacapable of handling
her own life. She had made mistakes, of coursehandisastrous marriage
to Mike Roland was still uppermost in her mind. Blike was dead now,
after all the heartache it had caused her, thabghef her life was over and
she badly wanted to forget it. Liz's frequent ref@es to her marriage
prevented her from doing so, continually remindhey of her declared
determination not to be fooled again. What Liz didppear to understand
was that just because she had had a bad time vikéh, &hd had no desire to
repeat the experience, it did not mean she couldimed the opposite sex
attractive. She did. Or at least, some members. &nd Jay Ravek was
certainly a very attractive member . ..

She found Chris Allen hunched over his drawing daanen she entered the
offices of Ro-Allen Interiors some fifteen minutieser. The air was thick

with tobacco smoke and the inevitable cigarett@plea from the corner of

his mouth. Cassandra breathed a sigh of protest namadthed to the

windows, flinging them wide despite the chillingtexhoon air, and her

partner turned to her resignedly, pressing the stube cigarette out in the
dish already overflowing beside him.

You'll kill yourself with those filthy things!" estaimed Cassandra, taking
off her coat and hanging it on one of a row of l®ekrewed to the wall
behind her desk.

'It's my life," observed Chris laconically, slidio§ his stool. 'We can't all be
invited to champagne receptions, hobnobbing withctieme de la créme!



Besides,' he fumbled in his pocket for his packigérettes, placing a fresh
one between his lips, 'they help me to concentaatd, right now, | need
some inspiration.'

Cassandra, seated at her desk, looked up at thmg yoan before her with
grudging affection. She knew how hard he was warkia make the
business a success, and Liz had not been joking whe said he had a
brilliant eye for colour. If Cassandra's abilitlay in looking at a room and
being able to judge its potentialities, Chris'emalwas for colouring her
work, giving it life and beauty. His was the skiflat combined furniture
with fabric, and substantiated her spartan drawwigfs light and detail. At
twenty-five, he was precisely ten months older tishe was, and their
association came from way back, when Cassandeghiik, was a student at
the London School of Textile Design. Those were dags before Mike
Roland came into her life, when she had still beecertain of what she
really wanted to do. At least her marriage to Mkl taught her that that
kind of one-to-one relationship was not what shate@, and although she
would not have wished him dead, her freedom segragdtularly precious
to her now.

'So--' Chris flicked his lighter and applied itttee end of his cigarette. "Was
there anybody interesting at the reception? Whaydu think of Stafford's
work?'

Cassandra chose to answer his second question 'Gugite frankly, |
thought his paintings were horrible," she admittaddidly. 'l didn't like
them, and | certainly didn't understand them.’

‘Shades of Hieronymus Bosch,' remarked Chris dplytting his lighter
away, and at her look of incomprehension, he adtdel:was a Dutch
painter of the fifteenth or sixteenth century, fiot sure which. But his work
was very pessimistic, and I've heard it said thatf&d's is the same."

Cassandra's lips twitched. "You're very well infedn

‘Not really." Chris made a deprecatory gesture .hata marvellous use of
colour, which | admire, and which no one else hasassfully been able to



imitate. And besides,' he shrugged irrepressivelyatched a programme
about him on television, a couple of nights ago.'

Cassandra made a face and flung a pencil at hibhas ducked back to his
drawing board. He laughed and resumed his seatjeavihg her own,
Cassandra came to look over his shoulder.

'Hey, that's good!" she exclaimed, pulling her sgaes out of their case and
sliding them on to her nose so that she could imoke closely. She had
discovered she was long-sighted only two monthsreefvhen after a series
of headaches she had sought professional advioenisequence, she now
wore wide hornrims when she was working, and thizie gave an added
charm to her pale oval features.

Chris glanced sideways at her, his blue eyes alghtenthusiasm. ‘Do you
think so?' he asked. 'Do you really think so? Youo'dthink I've gone over
the top with all this dark oak and heavy wallpaper?

'Of course not." Cassandra straightened, smilinggndento his lean
good-looking features. 'Chris, they told us whatytiwvanted. They want us
to restore the house's original character. Theytveak panelling and
figured damask. They want velvet curtains and kraliound books in the
library.' She shook her head. 'l don't suppossaily matters what the books
are. You could puThe Decameronp there, and they'd never notice. But,'
she grimaced, 'so long as they're happy, and ehey&gpared to pay for
it—who are we to object?'

Chris pulled thoughtfully at his nose, a habit lael vhen he was worried,
and then looked doubtfully up at her. 'Is thatlsehbw you feel?' he asked,
with sudden gravity, and she turned away and wallleett to her desk, as if
she needed to consider her response.

'No," she conceded at last, perching on the edgeroflesk and chewing at
the earpiece of the spectacles she had removedHeomose. '‘But, Chris,’
she sighed, 'we can only offer advice. If peopfage to take it.. .’

'l don't like these kind of jobs," declared Chialy. 'l prefer it when we're
given a free hand to use the ability that theyagmg for!'



'Well, so do |," exclaimed Cassandra impatienByt we're not in business
to create works of art, Chris. And every now arghttve have to take a job
we don't like.'

Chris hunched his shoulders. 'Well, why the hell tthe Steiners employ a
firm of interior designers, if they already knew atlthey wanted? Why
didn't they just contract the job out to some pagtand decorating
company, who'd do a perfectly competent job--'

'Chris, you know why. The Steiners like the idea'of
'—using our name, | know.'

‘Not just that." Cassandra was honest. 'Any firrmtdrior designers would
do just as well. Only—oh, | Suppose they thought might be more
amenable.’

'‘Because we're just establishing ourselves," shrts@rily, and Cassandra
nodded.

'l guess so. Anyway, Liz said--'

'Liz!" Chris made a sound of derision. 'Just t&tlfrom me we'll get our own
commissions from now on, will you?'

'Mmm.'

Cassandra's thoughtful response was almost inaudiblshe slid off the
desk and walked round it to resume her seat. Glimdignation had struck a
slightly distasteful chord in her memory, and shauld have preferred not
to remember Liz's canvassing of her talents thtrmdon. As well as
rekindling her embarrassment, it brought Jay Ravidce too acutely to
mind, and her own reactions to his dark intelligiesttures. She had found
him attractive, but then what woman wouldn't? Hes wadl, but not too tall;
lean, but not skinny; and although he was not thtribandsome he
possessed the kind of personal magnetism one cmljyddescribe as sex
appeal. His eyes were almost black and deep-sestna@mting the heavy lids
with their short thick lashes. His nose was straigjetween high



cheekbones, and his mouth with its thin uppertig ller lower one could
look both cruel and sensuous.

Cassandra expelled her breath suddenly and pusnespéctacles back on
to her nose. He had certainly made an impressientreought, with a wry
grimace. Liz would be horrified if she ever foundt gust how attractive
Cassandra had found him, and her mother- hen msalitould be fully
aroused at what she would see as the evidencessi@dra's vulnerability.

But it wasn't true, Cassandra thought impatierfiince Mike's death she
had met plenty of attractive men, not least Chimsself, who, despite his
married state, had made it plain that he still tbber as attractive as ever. If
she had waited before committing herself to anythimr emotional
entanglements, it was not because she was scagsdtioig hurt again. On
the contrary, she doubted there was a man aliveoetildl hurt her now. Her
marriage to Mike had been a disaster, but it had &ught her more about
relationships than any other experience could ltboree. She had entered
into that marriage innocently, optimistically, edge-and within six
months she had been shocked, bruised and disitkedioHer immature
expectations of what a marriage should be had beattered by the kind of
experiences she would have preferred to forgeteMhould never have got
married. He liked the company of women far too muaind not just one
woman, but many. Later, in her more cynical momef@assandra had
wondered whether his constant search for satisfagtith women stemmed
from his own inability to give satisfaction, ancediad been grateful then for
his accusations of her frigidity, which meant sheeswot obliged to suffer
his attentions too often. She did not believe sage fngid, however. She had
a perfectly normal interest in the opposite sexhl had never truly enjoyed
the act of love, that was not so unusual. She hexdds with husbandsnd
families who had confessed to a similar deficiengftjch, she consoled
herself, occurred most frequently with girls of eeaer sensitivity. Her
experiences were of the mind, rather than the bsltlywas convinced, and
as she enjoyed kissing and caressing and the pmealii@s of loveplay, she
was unconcerned that so far as Freud was conceheedlas unaroused.

It was seven o'clock before she left the officeri€tdeparted around six, and
after he had gone, Cassandra abandoned her ideasdtiice complex they
had been invited to tender for, and gave hersetbupe troublesome study



of their accounts. Really, she thought, they waddn have to employ an
accountant to keep the books in order. What witorime tax returns and
V.A.T. there seemed an inordinate amount of boggkeeto be done, and
although the business was still in its embryo ssagemeone had to ensure
that they did not overreach themselves. At the mmipteey had a good
working relationship with a firm of interior decaoas, who performed the
function of translating hers and Chris's desigrie antangible reality. But
eventually Cassandra hoped to employ their ownt@arand plumbers and
carpenters, and accomplish every project themsethes ruling out the
necessity to rely on contracted labour.

When she finally put down her pen and switchedudf pocket calculator,
Cassandra's head was buzzing with figures. Sheosafpthat sooner or
later she would get used to owing money that sheelavas owed, but right
now it seemed a terrifying deficit, and she masddgg temples wearily as
she got up from her desk.

The studio-cum-office was situated over a pair arfages, which had once
provided stabling for the horses of a bygone cgeriera. Their entrance was
via an iron staircase that ran up the side of thieling, and after locking the
door, Cassandra descended the stairs with a fegfimgense relief. It had
been a long day, and she was tired, and she lofikegird eagerly to
putting her feet up on the couch and enjoying a @ikner.

Her small Alfasud was parked in the mews, and shesed the cobbled
forecourt quickly and inserted her key in the Io€Ckandler Mews was only
dimly lit, and it had crossed her mind on seve&asions that it was an
ideal spot for muggers. But so far she had encoediteo one but a stray cat,
that even so had given her a nasty scare.

It was cold inside the car, but the engine firethauit a hiccough, and she
drove it smoothly out into Great Portland Stredttids hour of the evening,
the traffic was not hectic, and she turned rightaxs Tottenham Court
Road, and her flat near Russell Square.

She was lucky to have a flat so near to the offiogl she never failed to feel
grateful for Mike's insurance, which had afforded énough money to lease
the flat and the studio, and provided the capietessary to start the



business. She had not wanted to take the mondyeibdginning. She had
not felt she deserved it. But Mike's mother hadhbedamant, and with her
encouragement she had learned to appreciate hependence. She
sometimes wondered whether Mrs Roland's insistdratethe money was
hers and that she should take it without obligastemmed from her own
experiences with Mike's father. Certainly, the elde Roland had had little
consideration for his wife, spending most of hisdiat the racetrack or on
the golf course, and latterly, after his son's lmement in racing, at the
Formula One meetings. Unfortunately, he had diddrbeMike achieved
any real success, and his winning of the Frenchn@Gr®rix was
overshadowed by his father's death.

They were both widowed now, and it was through NRsland that
Cassandra had found her flat. Mike's mother liveén apartment in the
same building, and while some of her friends hadsad her not to live so
closely with her in-laws, Cassandra had had nadtesn about accepting.
She had never known her own mother and father. Tiaeydied when she
was only a child, and she had been brought up byrtgher's cousin, a
spinster lady with no aspirations to motherhoodl, $tuntEsme, as she had
preferred to be called, had done her best to egirl a good home, and if
it had been lacking in affection, it had at leaseg Cassandra her interest in
art and design. Aunt Esme taught history at a'gdsool in Richmond, but
in her spare time she devoured the art galleripending hours at the
National Gallery or the Tate, reading avidly abpainters and sculptors,
their lives and their masterpieces, and the inftesnthat coloured their
work. It was during the course of these expeditibias Cassandra began to
take notice of colour and texture, began to distisiy between the
brush-strokes of a master and the amateurish offershe produced. She
learned that there was more to being an artist tialesire to set down on
paper or canvas some face full of character, ooleucful London street
scene. Her talent lay not in reproducing fine detat in creating it, in
blending together the imaginative with the functibio effect a design, both
pleasing and practical. She was not an artistystsea designer, using other
people's art to good advantage, and without Mikeérvention in her life
she might well have become a teacher, like Auntd=ghs it was, she had
given up her studies to marry Mike, and Aunt Esrad Hied before she
achieved her ambition to have a studio of her own.



But Mike's mother had nurtured that ambition. Fridw@ beginning she had
encouraged Cassandra to think for herself, ana ditike's death they had
grown so much closer. It was strange, when theseneablood relationship
between them, but Mrs Roland came much closer ittglitee mother she
had never had than did Aunt Esme, and Cassandraxénaet regretted
taking the flat which kept them in such close pnaixy.

Leaving her car in the basement garage, Cassaodkathe lift up to the
fourth floor with a sense of weariness out of atigortion to the day she had
spent. ,Jt had seemed such an exhausting day semahad at the back of
her mind was the suspicion that Jay Ravek had $ongeto do with it. But
that was ridiculous, she thought impatiently. Shelty knew the man. They
had only exchanged the briefest of words. And lgetksiew a nagging sense
of disappointment that she would not be seeing dgjain. That was what
was depressing her. He was the first man since Mlilee might seriously
consider having an affair with, and Liz had mads tractically impossible
by her vitriolic attitude. If she had not known teef she would have
suspected Liz's behaviour to be that of a jealesafe, but that could not be
so. Liz was a beautiful woman. She was never sfascorts. And if Jay
Ravek was as dissolute as Liz said he was, he walnusly have been
unable to resist the temptation.

Her flat was not large, consisting simply of a lwedn, a bathroom, a
living-room and a kitchen. But it was the firstreame of her own she had
had, and Cassandra coveted the independence itipned. It was not

opulently furnished, but the choice of colours wess, and the bright
banners of green and orange revealed a charaasrhseg for its own

identity.

Soft lamplight lit on a velvety orange sofa, splaghthe rather austere
stereo unit with warmth. Cassandra dropped heobag the couch, kicked
off her shoes, and removed her coat before paddneggh to the small but
stylish kitchen. She depressed the switch on #@astunit as she passed,
releasing the strains of John Lennon's music it apartment, and
determinedly hummed to herself as she extractettrdmen dinner from the
fridge. It would be foolish if she allowed thougltslay Ravek to ruin what
was left of the evening, she thought, putting theahinto the microwave
oven to defrost before cooking. After all, her adstion over him should



warn her that he could be dangerous to her newdfgaace of mind, and
perhaps her first affair should be with someone didaot stir her emotions
so deeply.

The telephone rang as she was making coffee, aandinfe the pot
percolating, she went to answer it. It was her moeth-law, and Cassandra
relaxed, perching on the arm of the sofa, and tr@gdhe receiver against
her ear.

"You're late, darling." Mrs Roland's voice was wavith affection. 'l called
about half an hour ago, but you were still not home

''ve been doing accounts,’ remarked Cassandrg, caitd heard her
mother-in-law's sigh of understanding. 'We realiyl Wave to employ an
accountant soon. Even with a calculator, my aritiienien't up to all the
bookkeeping we have to do.’

'How about Paul Ludlum?' suggested Mrs Roland atolis father was
Henry's accountant for years, and from what | hBayl has an excellent
reputation. | could speak to him, if you like. Eajpl the situation. I'm sure
he's just the man you need.’

'It sounds interesting,' agreed Cassandra caugiosid it would take a
load off my shoulders.' She paused, if we can dffior

'Of course you can afford it, Cass." Mrs Roland adamant. "You know
how well the business is doing. | have every carfak in you.'

'Well—thanks." Cassandra felt a glow of warmth desi'You know, I'd
never have had the nerve to do this without you.'

Mrs Roland chuckled, it's nice of you to say salidg, but | don't believe it.
You'd have made it, sooner or later. Give yourgwdfcredit, not me.'

'Well, anyway--' Cassandra let the sentence spaakself, 'I'm about to
pour myself a cup of coffee. Would you like one?’



'Oh, darling, | can't." Mrs Roland was apologetim just on my way out
actually. You know—it's my bridge evening." And d&3assandra
acknowledged this with a rueful exclamation, shatves: 'l only rang to let
you know | took a phone call for you earlier.’

‘A phone call? For me?' Cassandra felt the firgiges of alarm. 'Who was
it? And how did you happen to get the call?'

It was a Mr—Ravek," declared her mother-in-lawtelafa moment's

hesitation. 'A client, | suppose. He'd found mgpélone number in the book
under this address, and | assume he expected iyowas. Do you know

him?'

''ve—met him.' Cassandra's sense of apprehensasrfasgt giving way to a
state of nervous excitement. 'Did—er—did he saytweavanted?'

'Well, he wanted to speak to you, of course," egpMrs Roland at once.
"You sound—strange, Cass. Who is he? A boy-friend?'

'‘No!" Cassandra’'s response was vehement. 'l—haaabyw him." She
paused. 'Did he mention why he wanted to speaket® m

'‘No." Her mother-in-law considered for a momente ‘&tked if you were
available, and | explained that | was the wrong Rlosand, and he rang off.'

'Oh, | see.’ Cassandra could hardly keep the disaippent out of her voice.

Obviously he had discovered that there wd&retRoland listed as living in

the building, and assumed it was her. When her enoth law explained his

mistake, no doubt he had then presumed that skd ith her husband.

And as she had only occupied this flat for a littker six months, her

number was not in the book. But why had he rungahgway? And why not

at the office? The possibilities were endless, @tk of them gave her any
satisfaction right now.

'l told him I'd give you the message,’ Mrs Rolandsvsaying now, and
Cassandra started: 'What message?’



‘That he'd rung, of course,' replied her motheiaum-patiently. 'Cass, is
there something wrong? This man's not been botpgon, has he?"

'Heavens, no!' Cassandra's laughter was slighsyehigal. 'As | told you, |
hardly know him. Er—Liz introduced us, today, ag¢ tBtafford reception.
You remember—I told you | was going with her.’

'l see." Mrs Roland sounded intrigued now. 'So wsh®e? The name sounds
foreign.'

'Well, 1 don't think he is." Cassandra felt a sesfselief at being able to talk
about him. 'He's a journalist, so Liz says. ForRbst."

'Ravek? Ravek?' Mrs Roland said the name over. Kriow, now | come to
think of it, the name does sound vaguely familRavek!" She said it again.
'Yes, | have it. It's Jay Ravek, isn't it?'

'He's that well known, hmm?' remarked Cassandr&aly, remembering
Liz's condemnation, but her mother-in-law gaverapatient exclamation.

'‘No. No, you misunderstand me. | recall reading ething about his
mother, when she married Sir Giles Fielding—youvwnihe M.P. He was a
barrister before he became interested in politaas] | believe | was
introduced to him once at some dinner Henry antehded. Anyway,' she
uttered an apologetic chuckle, 'I'm digressing. Whaally wanted to say
was that his mother is Russian, her parents' naaseRavekov, and they
were emigres at the end of the last war.'

Cassandra frowned. 'But—if his father's name i&dkiig--'

'It's not." Mrs Roland sighed. 'That's why | rememib. Her son was born
long before she became Lady Fielding.'

'l see.' Cassandra drew her lower lip betweendwetht
'l haven't trodden on any toes, have |, Cass?'nitgher-in-law sounded

concerned. 'Darling, you mustn't mind my gossipifg. sure he's a very
nice man.'



'Liz doesn't think so,' said Cassandra flatly. 'Stiel he was a bastard, and
somehow | don't think she meant what you did.'

Mrs Roland clicked her tongue. 'l should hope 1i@ne can hardly blame
him for his parents' behaviour.'

'No."' Cassandra felt irritated suddenly. 'Well riwably had a commission
he wanted to discuss. If he needs to get in toutthme, he can easily do so
at the office.’

'Yes . .." Mrs Roland was thoughtful, if you say dear.'

'l do." Cassandra was eager now to put down theghoHave a nice
evening, and I'll probably see you tomorrow.’

‘Very well, Cass. Goodnight.'
‘Goodnight.’

With the telephone receiver restored to its reagdandra lifted her head and
caught a glimpse of her reflection in the mirrooab the sideboard. She
observed with some impatience that she had a snufdgle on her chin, the
result no doubt of supporting her head with theesaand that held her pen,
and she rubbed at it absently as she contempladtatishe had just learned.
Why was Jay Ravek ringing her? What possible reasatd he have? And
why did it fill her with a sense of apprehensiomen she had thought of him
constantly since leaving the reception?

She sighed. It wasn't as if she was a raving beaugnything. She was
reasonably tall and slim, and she had lost thatil@anghinness she had had
while Mike was alive, but she was quite ordinarjestvise. She had
naturally ash blonde hair, which was always an athge, but she wore it
short, a common enough style nowadays. She hadskiogthe kind that
tanned in spite of her blonde hair, but her festuere un- remarkably
regular, and only her eyes attracted any attenfidtvey were large and
green, with curling lashes that she darkened, hkéMsed to say even they
were deceptive. He said they promised so muchyffieried so little, and she
had never been able to understand why he had mdreiein the first place.



He had had so many girls chasing him in his rol@ aacing driver, and
during their more bitter arguments he had alwagevth this up at her.

But that still didn't explain why Jay Ravek wantet speak to her. It was
flattering, of course, and she would not have beenan if she had not been
curious, but her common sense told her that it irbghsimpler not to get
involved, and perhaps her mother-in-law takingdak was just a blessing
in disguise.



CHAPTER TWO

WITH the help of a capsule, Cassandra slept reasonafilyand awakened

next morning feeling only mildly lethargic. It wasonths since she had felt
the need for any assistance to sleep, and shdrmadtdorgotten the heady
feeling that lingered and the horrible taste ineuth.

Needing to dispel that sense of inertia, she tob&th before breakfast, and
then read the daily paper over her coffee. She detsrmined not to let
thoughts of Jay Ravek disrupt her day as they lsdmted her night, but
the latest wave of industrial troubles held lititeraction.

Yet the night before she had spent far too mucle tvondering what his
reasons for ringing her had been. After her momehtatrospection, she
had trudged back into the kitchen, and switchedtafpercolator without
even pouring herself a cup of coffee. She had needabemused, both by
the evidence of the phone call and by what her eratilaw had told her,
and that was why she had taken one of the slee@ipsules the doctor had
prescribed for her just after Mike had met hislfatzident. She had needed
to sleep, to be alert to face the day—and it wasgng to discover that
with consciousness came awareness, and the troabtedction that Jay
Ravek was not going to be that easy to dismiss.

She had an appointment that morning with the manafea textile
warehouse, and when she left the flat soon aftee niclock, she drove
straight to the address in north London. She uglwdibse the cloth the
contractors were to use herself, and she alwaysa téirill of excitement as
she walked along the rows of bales, fingering thee texture and admiring
the variety of colours. There were so many shaded, such intriguing
names for the different colours - oyster satin, dskrin a delicious shade of
avocado, cream brocade and bronze velvet. There pagterned cottons
and rich cretonne, chintz and tufted fabrics, amjths of chiffon and soft
wild silk. Cassandra gained a great deal of satisfa from choosing the
materials, her decision was important, and the lardtion she obtained
more than made up for the long hours of hard wpens at her drawing
board.



She and Gil Benedict spent over an hour discusgngequirements and the
availability of the order, then she got back inte tAlfasud and drove to
Chandler Mews.

'‘Any calls?' she asked casually of Chris, as skd #te jacket of her fringed
suede suit, and he lifted his head from the supmpgrop of his knuckles
and regarded her consideringly.

'One or two,' he conceded, reaching for the inbletpacket of cigarettes,
and Cassandra's nerves tightened. 'Holbrook raisgytdie can't get those
rails for the radiators until next week, and theteeen a tentative enquiry
from a Mrs Vance, who's apparently seen the Maxsnviidit and would like
to discuss us doing something similar for her.'

'Oh." Cassandra hid her unwelcome sense of disagopent. 'Is that all?’

'Who were you expecting?' Chris was laconic. '‘Ofes, a man did phone.’
He paused as Cassandra's heart accelerated. 'He hsai name
was—Ludlum, is that right? Something to do with yowother-in-law, |
think.'

'Paul Ludlum, yes.' Cassandra's voice was breatbli@sought escape from
her foolish thoughts. She crossed the room, ankingcup the electric
kettle, weighed its contents before plugging itlie's an accountant friend
of hers, or rather his father was. She thinks weukh have some
professional help in that direction.’

'l agree.' Chris lit his cigarette and lay back rgan his chair. 'God, I'm
bushed! Rocky cried on and off all night, and Jeasl it was my turn to
keep him quiet.’

Pushing aside her problems, Cassandra managedileo ¥on't call him
Rocky!" she exclaimed. 'His name's Peter. You kdome hates you to make
fun of him.'

Chris grimaced. 'He still looks like a horror to ,hfee remarked, drawing the
nicotine gratefully into his lungs, and Cassandmaok her head as she
turned to spoon instant coffee into the cups.



Chris and June had only been married a little awgrar, and baby Peter, the
main reason for their nuptials, Chris maintainedswow almost six months
old. It was typical of Chris that he should choaseickname for his son,
derived from the Rocky Horror Show, but Cassandza wery much afraid
that June found this no less unacceptable thars€lpievious decision to
give up his well-paid job in the art departmenadfondon television studios
to go into partnership with her. Cassandra knew shdd never have
approached him. She would never have dreamed wfgakkn to give up so
much on the strength of so little. But when Mikesvkéled and Chris heard
the news, he contacted her himself and set up dingeé was the start of
many such meetings, encouraged by Mrs Roland, amd nine months
later, their business was established and begirtningake the headway Liz
had predicted.

Thinking of Liz, Cassandra realised she ought @ diier a ring and thank
her for lunch the previous day. Liz's work, on enéas women's magazine,
entailed many such lunches, but for Cassandraditbe®n a less familiar
experience. Lunches generally were spent at hér déth a sandwich from

the local delicatessen, and ihe chance to opemwthdows in Chris's

absence, and get rid of a little of the smoke h@reis usually went to the
pub round the corner, eating his sandwiches withna and exchanging

news with the staff from the hospital across threedt It was a popular
meeting place, but although she was often invigegbin him, Cassandra
preferred to keep their association on a busirassg.

As usual, Chris left the office at about a quattesne, but after he had gone
Cassandra felt curiously restless. Somehow theatisidting here enjoying
a solitary sandwich had no appeal, and on impuisegst up from her chair
and went to put on her jacket. It was a cold day shinny, and she decided
to take a cab to Fetter Lane and surprise Lihdfsas free, they might have
lunch together. If not, at least it would give hdoreak.

A car drove into the mews as she was descendirigptistaircase, her heels
clattering on the hollow slats. It was a dark greear, low and
powerful-looking, and as she halted uncertainiya thrust open the door
and climbed out.



It was Jay Ravek. There was no mistaking his lealolent grace, or the
silky hair that persisted in falling over his foeatd. In a pair of dark pants
and a corded jacket, his dark silk shirt opengbenheck in spite of the cold,
he exhibited all the magnetism and sexuality simeemabered, and just
looking at him, she could feel every inch of hengingling.

He stood after closing the car door, inspecting $usroundings, and
Cassandra guessed he was looking for her officeafR@anxious moment
she didn't know what to do. He hadn't seen het,thech was obvious, and
she knew a ridiculous impulse to rush back up tepssand lock the door,
before he noticed her. But that would have bedy aihd childish, and

besides, she was taking it for granted he was apioisee her. He might not
be, and in any case she was on her way out. Evériteok a certain amount
of courage to continue on down the steps as ifhstin't recognised him,
when every step she took seemed to echo horrililyeimuiet mews.

He heard her at once, and the dark eyes she remeardewell fastened on
her slender figure, his mouth curving into a wryilsras he came towards
her.

'Mrs Roland," he acknowledged her easily, as shehexd the cobbled yard.
‘This is a coincidence. | was just coming to see.'yo

'You were?' Cassandra assumed a cool smile of gnqui

'Yes."' He inclined his head. Even in her heeled$be was taller than she
was, and it gave him a slight advantage. 'Didniryoother-in-law tell you?
| tried to phone you last night.'

Cassandra thought quickly. 'lt—er—it's Mr Ravek'ti&?' she exclaimed,
ignoring his mildly incredulous intake of breatWHy, yes. Yes, Thea did
say something about a call.’

Jay Ravek's eyes revealed his scepticism. Lookmg their definitely

mocking depths, Cassandra was left in no doulut bstdisbelief in the part
she was playing, and remembering how his name lifgaed out the day
before, perhaps he could not be blamed for that.



Wanting—heeding—to restore her credibility, Cassandra hastened'lon:
was just going to lunch, but if there's anything e@ do for you, perhaps
you could come back '

'l was hoping to persuade you to have lunch with' ime interrupted her
smoothly, and the frankness of his approach lefbhiefly speechless.

'You—were hoping--' she got out, when she was tbtirag sufficient air
into her lungs, and once again he took the invgati

'Yes.' He glanced round at his car. 'l was reliabfgrmed that you didn't
usually go out for lunch, but it seems my informasass mistaken.'

The hooded dark eyes were on her again, mildly achusow but

interrogative, mocking her belief that she coulehdia any situation. She
felt he could see right through her, and throughléthe ploy that she might
use. He was not like Mike. He was not like any raae had known before.
He was a totally new experience.

'Was he?' he asked at last.
'Was he—what?' She felt disorientated.
'Was my informant wrong? Do you normally go outuinch?’

Cassandra took a deep breath. 'Why did you ringhtnéRavek? What do
you really want?"

"You," he declared, without scruple, and as hersewédened with
incredulity, he added: 'But first | must apologiéd've caused you any
embarrassment. | had no idea you and your mothkeriived in the same
building.'

She gazed at him. 'l don't see the relevance.'

'Don't you?' He shrugged. 'No, well, perhaps naoi ¥re in business, after
all. You must get a lot of calls.’



She drew a deep breath, 'Is this business, Mr Ravek
His mouth turned down. 'l think you know betterrtlihat.’
Cassandra gasped. 'Are you always so direct?"
'Would you prefer a different kind of approach?’

She shook her head, it's not something I'm familidin,” she said blankly.
'Mr Ravek--'

‘Jay,' he corrected her briefly. Then: 'Look,tivs cold to talk here. Do you
have an appointment, or will you let me buy youch®

Cassandra shivered, suddenly becoming aware afuneyundings again. 'l
don't think--'

'Why not?' His lean face revealed a trace ofatioh. You know you
shouldn't believe everything you read in the press.

'l don't." That much was true. But Liz had beenvealoement. 'l just--'

'What harm can eating lunch with me do?' he integdaswiftly. 'l don't bite,
and | do know my table ' manners!'

Cassandra half smiled. 'I'm sure you do.’

'Is that a grudging acceptance?’

She made a decision. 'All right.'

'‘Good." He gestured towards his car. 'Shall we go?’

Her determination wavered. Her impulsive consergabwith him had not
taken into account the method of getting to a teatst, and somehow his

car seemed such an intimate form of transport aftext he had said. After
all, what did she know about this man? Nothing ¥as$ good, certainly.



He seemed to sense her uncertainty, however, andeixpression twisted
into an ironic smile. 'You can trust me," he saadly. 'l promise | won't do
anything you don't want me to do. Now, can we geting?"'

Cassandra gave in, and at her nod of acquiescéagd&avek swung open
the nearside door of the vehicle and waited while got inside. His own
entry was accomplished with the ease of long practind after settling his
length behind the wheel, he started the ! engine.

As they turned out of the mews, Cassandra sparéabuwght for Chris,
realising she should have left him a message ¢etiim where she was
going. But to suggest doing so now would smackwaraaution, and she
could well imagine Jay Ravek's interpretation ofr Heaving some
explanatory note.

The car was soon bogged down in the lunchtime sopd, and feeling the
need to clarify her position, Cassandra endeavouredmake light
conversation.

What he had said earlier, about his reasons f@imnher, didn't seem
credible somehow, and linking her hands togethéemap, she introduced
the usual topics of weather and traffic.

His responses were monosyllabic as he concentatedgotiating the busy
streets, but once they had a clear stretch of teadast a lazy glance in her
direction.

"You knew I'd ring, didn't you?' he remarked, dibtag her anew. 'What did
your mother-in-law tell you?'

Cassandra bent her head. 'Oh, only that you'd Asgou said, she thought
you were a client. Only most people ring the studio

'Most men?'

Cassandra looked up indignantly. 'Most clientsg' sbrrected him shortly,
and Jay inclined his head.



'‘But you did know?'
Cassandra schooled her features. 'How could 1?"

'l don't believe you're that naive,' he respontiedlyoice low and disruptive.
'‘But--' he shrugged, 'we'll play it your way, ifstits you.'

Cassandra didn't know how to answer him, so she'tdigy. Instead, she
tried to guess where he was taking her, and wieatvsis going to tell Chris
when she got back.

Jay eventually turned the powerful sports car thi car park of a hotel
north of Willesden. It was not a hotel Cassandra Weamiliar with, but
judging by the « number of cars in the parking areaas a popular eating
place.

A cocktail bar gave on to a small dining room, anentioning that they

could get a drink at their table, Jay preceded &wuab® into the restaurant.
They were shown to a table at the far side of te, overlooking the

sunken garden at the back of the hotel, wherengilplants surrounded a
murky rock pool.

A waiter provided menus, and Jay asked Cassandatiskle would like to
drink.

'Oh, just a dry Matrtini, please,' she answeredgyliand he ordered a gin
and tonic for himself before allowing the waiterdepart.

'So,' he said, when they were alone, 'do you feppter now?"

Cassandra fingered the red napkin in front of helon't know this place,’
she replied, without answering him. 'Do you comesladten?’

Jay lay back in his chair, regarding her with sardeeyes. 'l guess Liz
Lester has been talking,' he remarked. 'What dédtaslhyou?’

‘Not a lot." Cassandra kept her tone light, andddrherself to look at the
menu. 'What do you recommend*? | rather fancy scadgw about you?'



'Food's not a fetish with me," he responded egsiiifing his menu aside. 'So
long as it's reasonably cooked, a steak will de.fin

Cassandra nodded, glad of the diversion from mersgmal matters. 'Yes,'
she said, 'l like steak, too. But | think I'll &ito the fish. It sounds delicious."

'Good.'

His acquiescence was indifferent and she was glehwhe waiter brought
their drinks, and she was able to use her glaadasrier between them. His
eyes were too penetrating, his perception too sirewd she looked at the
other diners in an effort to avoid looking at hiim,case he could read her
thoughts as well.

'l suppose you do a lot of entertaining,’ he remdrkt last, his voice lower,
more persuasive, in the course of your—work, n#ljura

Cassandra turned her lovely eyes in his direct®ime had the distinct
suspicion there was an insult there somewherefdouhe life of her she
couldn't understand why he should be baiting hé¢himway.

'l—we—do entertain, occasionally,’ she agreed, isigaker head when he
offered her another drink. 'But the company is \@mnall yet. We don't have
an unlimited expense account.’

'‘No." He rested his arms on the table, cradlingglass between his palms.
'‘And there's just the two of you—you and this yooman, Chris Allen?’

'Yes.'

The waiter came to take their order, and after las wone again, Jay
continued his catechism: 'Have you known him loAdén, | mean?’

Cassandra shrugged. 'About seven vyears, | suppodeiew him
before—before | was married.’

'‘Ah--" Jay absorbed this with a curious expressierhaps you should have
married him. You might have been—happier.’



She held up her head. 'Maybe,' she respondedpherat little chilly now,
and as if realising she was beginning to resenintesrogation, Jay smiled.

'l guess you're wondering why you agreed to hawveHuwith such an
ignorant swine, aren't you?' he suggested ruefltilyrgive me, but--' he
paused, ‘perhaps I'm not used to such sensitivpaoionship.’

Cassandra hesitated. 'l should have thought thatpagently untrue,’ she
declared steadily, and his lean mouth took on adnaos twist.

'So | was right—Liz has been talking. Am | allomedsay anything in my
own defence?’

She sighed, putting down her glass, not quite suhether to take him
seriously or not. 'You don't have to defend yodrseme, Mr Ravek,' she,
stated carefully. 'The way you conduct your affésrao concern of mine.'

It sounded abominably smug, but he seemed notk® aéfence, and the
arrival of the waiter with their soup prevented afwther intimate
conversation. Much to her relief, the next twentyutes were taken up in
this way and Cassandra was free to concentrateeoméal and evade any
further searching questions. But, inevitably, aflee had refused a dessert,
coffee was served, and gaining her permissiongbt la long, narrow
cheroot, Jay resumed his cross-examination.

'Suppose,’ he said, attracting her unwilling aitent'suppose | wanted to
make it your concern; the way | conduct my affairgnean.’ His eyes
narrowed, dark and sensual between the thick laibess it matter to you
how many women there've been in my life?'

'l—why--' Cassandra controlled her colour with greatest difficulty. 'Mr
Ravek--'

Jay!'
'—are you trying to insult me?"

'No.' He rested his elbows on the table. 'Why sthgol think that?'



Cassandra moistened her lips. 'Perhaps I'm owtucht..'
'‘But not out of reach?’
'Mr Ravek--'

'Mrs Roland?' His eyes were mocking her now. "Yeoalm intriguing lady. |
can't make up my mind whether you want to go toweitlal me or not, and if
the answer is no, what the hell am | doing here?'

Cassandra remained in her seat mainly becauseosibed her legs would
carry her across the room. But her face was reld anbarrassment now,
and anger at his outrageous statement far outweitjfieeattraction she had
felt towards him.

'Do you only take a female out to lunch if you thshe wants to go to bed
with you? 'she demanded, in a low angry voice, lailsdmocking smile
briefly lit the dark contours of his face.

'In these circumstances, is it so surprising?’ duntered, drawing on his
cheroot. 'Don't look so shocked, Mrs Roland. Itlgtie late for that, don't
you think?"

Cassandra could only assume the worst. Obviouslybhdiieved she had
been warned about him, but had , chosen to igneeewarning; and in
essence it was true. But she had not truly takeny&ving Liz had told her
as gospel, and in consequence, she was left to tfasehumiliating
confrontation unprepared.

'l think I'd like to leave now, Mr Ravek,' she de@d stiffly, glancing round,
as if she hoped some stalwart knight in shiningaanmmight come and
rescue her. 'You've had your fun. Could you plessdethe waiter to call a
taxi for me.'

"That won't be necessary." With an abrupt movenmenttrust back his chair
and got to his feet.



His action brought the waiter to his side, and whié was attending to the
bill, Cassandra took the opportunity to escape. [&teno desire to drive
back to the office with him, but when he emergeahfrthe building, he
found her thwarted, on the car park.

'I'd prefer to take a cab,’ she declared, whemppeared, but Jay only moved
his shoulders in an indifferent gesture.

'‘But as you can see, there aren't any,' he obsem&dark gaze sweeping
the car park. 'Come on, I'll take you back. You wamm your cold feet in
the Ferrari.'

Cassandra's blood boiled. 'You're despicable!

'Yes, so I've been told," he agreed, without rancblow, stop looking so
outraged, and get in the car. Believe me, my arttasrbeen satisfactorily
doused.’

If she hadn't felt so furious with him, Cassandnaw she could have seen
the funny side of this. The trouble swas, in siteverything, he was still
the most disturbing man she had ever met, andhBldenot made her feel so
insignificant, she might well have given into hensual attraction.

To her relief, Chris had not returned when shebgak to the office, and
glancing at her watch she was amazed to discowarstonly a little over an
hour since she had left. Somehow it had seemedusth flonger than that,
and her face was still burning as she seated fetdeér desk.

Jay had not spoken on the journey back to the staahid after depositing
her in Chandler Mews, he had driven away withobidekward glance. She
wondered what he was thinking, what interpretatienhad put 1 on her
behaviour, and wished she understood herself wheats she really wanted.

By the time Chris came back, she had herself reddgmn control, but the
bright flags of colour in her cheeks attractedaitention.



'You look busy," he remarked, no doubt imagining tieat she was
displaying was due to honest toil. "Didn't you gul@et a sandwich? Don't
start missing meals. You're just beginning to kbse lean and hungry look.'

'Well, thanks!" Cassandra tried to adopt a humotdase. 'I'll bear that in
mind when I'm tipping the scales.’

‘There's no fear of you doing that,’ he retorteghting the inevitable
cigarette. But then, with unexpected perceptiorgdaed: "You haven't been
having a fight with somebody, have you? You lodktehot and bothered.’

'l forgot to open the windows,' replied Cassandriaing behind the
hornrims of her spectacles. 'Did you have a pldasae at the Black Swan?
| don't know how you can eat pies every day ofveek.'

'Oh, | vary them with sandwiches,' Chris answeigtyataking his seat and
picking up his pencil. 'And if you'd ever tasteddis cooking, | guarantee
you'd welcome the change.’

Cassandra's laughter was not forced. 'You exaggerstte exclaimed.
'‘Nowadays, anybody can learn to defrost a beeflbungput a tray of chips
in the oven.’

'Want to bet?' Chris grinned across at her. 'So—uddyt you invite me
round to your flat and show me how a proper meaiikhtaste?'

Cassandra looked at him for a moment, then shbek head, bending over
her desk. 'You'd better finish off that layout fitre kitchen,' she said,
avoiding any further complications, 'l want to d@ridown to the house
tomorrow afternoon, and I'd like to take the desigith me.’

'‘Okay.’

Chris shrugged, taking his dismissal without ramcdiney had had many
such exchanges since they began to work togetheéis@far Cassandra had
found no difficulty in keeping their relationship @an impersonal basis. But
she couldn't help wondering how he would reaché sold him what Jay
Ravek had said to her, and while the inclinationat@il herself of his



sympathy was attractive, she knew she could betimgvia far more
explosive situation.

The telephone rang in the middle of the afternawh €he let Chris answer
it, stiffening when he held the receiver out to.li€hat man,' he mouthed,
frowning at her look of consternation. 'You know-e-ticcountant | told you
rang this morning.'

'Oh!" Cassandra's sigh of relief aroused a lookuniosity in Chris's eyes,
but he said nothing, just handed over the receiaed resumed his
calculations as she spoke into the mouthpiece.

'Mrs Roland?' Paul Ludlum'’s voice was young angetite. 'l hope I'm not
ringing at an awkward time, but | did ring you ear!

'l know, and I'm sorry | didn't answer your calassandra was contrite.
'l—er—it's been quite a hectic day.'

She made a face at Chris's disbelievingly raisethyvs, and listened with
assumed concentration to what the accountant hadyoObviously, the
fact that his father and Mike's had been friendegacertain partiality to his
tone, and in spite of her misgivings, he seemekini she could well afford
professional advice.

'I'd like to call and look over your books,' he tiged at last. 'When would
that be convenient? | don't want to interfere witkir working schedules.’

'Oh--' Cassandra shrugged her shoulders, and puthdwed over the
mouthpiece so that she could speak privately tasChite wants to come
and look at the books," she said, looking anxitius.you really think it's a
good idea?'

'Sure," Chris nodded. Tell him to come tomorrovihjley you're down at
Windsor. | guess | could manage to show him round.'

Cassandra nodded. 'Oh, good.' She removed her haddspoke to Paul
Ludlum again. 'Would tomorrow morning be all right?



‘Tomorrow morning? Yes, | think | could manage tabund eleven?’

'‘Around eleven,' Cassandra repeated in agreenmemt,rang off before she
could change her mind.

'What's your problem?' Chris demanded, as she chewbkappily on the
end of her pencil. 'We're going to need an accoun@ass. You can't keep
on burning the candle at both ends.’

'Hardly that," she grimaced.

‘No. But you do work in the evenings, when you stidee out enjoying
yourself."

'Oh, yes?' Cassandra was sardonic. 'Chris, | donéstly think | was cut
out for enjoying myself.'

'What rubbish!" Chris was impatient. 'Look, justhese Mike made your
life a misery——

'Let's not talk about that, Chris.’

Cassandra interrupted him, but Chris was deterntmbd heard. 'Why not?"
he demanded. 'l know he's dead, and you don't teasaty bad things about
him, but let's face it—he wasn't the man to make lyappy.'

Cassandra went to plug in the kettle. '"Maybe it mgdault,’ she mumbled,
her back to him, smarting from the remembrancéesflunch with Jay

Ravek. 'Maybe J don't—well...'

'‘Well—what?"

'l don't know." She sighed. 'Maybe I attract theng kind of men.'

'What--' muttered Chris, swearing under his breatihCassandra heard him
and shook her head.

' mean it. Perhaps the kind of man | really nest iattracted to me.’



'Oh, Cass--'

'Well, why not?' She grimaced. 'l guess | givewmeng impression. Mike
used to say that.'

Chris raised his eyes heavenward. 'Cass, youkgyalady—

'l may look that way, but I'm not," declared Cassanfirmly, her lips
twitching a little at the incongruity of this comgation. 'Honestly, Chris, |
don't think I'm cut out for—well, for that kind af relationship. I thought |
was—but | was wrong.'



CHAPTER THREE

Two days later the weather changed. It had beesh @adl damp, but not
frosty, however, when Cassandra awakened on Frig@ying, it was to
find the roofs of the flats opposite were white hwgnow. It was very
picturesque, if less so in the street below. Thevemeent of cars and
milk-floats, and the constant tramp of feet, hdtdeslushy mess that was
anything but attractive, and she turned away frommwindow, wishing it
was Saturday.

It had seemed an unusually long week, and she cmlydgout it down to the
poor nights she was having. Since Wednesday, anablogtive outing with
Jay Ravek, she had been unable to relax, and shieges looking forward
to the weekend and the chance to get out of London.

She was hoping to go up to Derbyshire, to stay satime friends of Mike's,
but the forecast was not encouraging. There had beavy falls of snow
outside the London area and Derbyshire had beertioned, so she
prepared her breakfast resignedly, realising hpmtight well have to be
cancelled.

Her doorbell rang as she was eating a slice ot,taasl going to answer it
she found Mike's mother on the threshold. An ativacvoman in her late
forties, Thea Roland kissed her daughter-in-law mhar and at her
invitation entered the flat, accepting the offeaafup of coffee.

'l came to see whether you're still planning teelup to Matlock, darling,'
she said, draping herself elegantly over the arthetofa. ‘Have you heard
the weather forecast? It's not good.'

'l know." Cassandra poured her mother-in-law's feeof 'l was just
wondering what | should do.’

'Don't go,' declared Mrs Roland at once, accepthmy cup Cassandra
proffered. 'Darling, it would be madness to drilldlaat way! Besides, with

the roads so bad, it wouldn't be worth it. You'ddhaget there before you
had to come home.'



'Yes.' Cassandra bit her lip indecisively. 'Anddsaso hoping to get away.'

'Were you?' Mrs Roland regarded her speculativelyafmoment. 'l thought
you were looking a little tense last evening. Igtaimg wrong? Paul didn't
turn his thumbs down or anything, did he?'

'Paul? Oh, you mean the accountant.'" Cassandr& steodhead. 'No. No,
actually, he was rather optimistic.’

'l told you so!" Mrs Roland looked delighted. 'Wilad you think of him? |
meant to ask you.'

‘Well, | didn't meet him, as it happens,’ Cassarsilghed. 'l had to go to
Windsor. Chris handled it.'

'Did he? What a shame!" Mrs Roland's eyes twinKleather hoped you'd
approve of that young man.'

Cassandra gave a rueful smile. 'Oh, Thea! Not maa&ng again!'

'Why not?' Thea Roland was unabashed. 'Darling;rga@o young. You
mustn't let Mike's death influence you. You havenpy of time to marry
again, and give me some grandchildren. Oh, yas,athCassandra would
have interrupted her, 'l shall consider your cleidmy grandchildren. Just
as | consider you the daughter | never had.’

Cassandra bent to hug the older woman. Theas thaty sweet of you,
but--'

'l know. You don't want to get married again.'
'Right.’
You will." Thea sounded confident. ‘Oh, and by, did you ever get in

touch with that man who rang on Tuesday evening@ Monember—Jay
Ravek?'



Cassandra took a deep breath. 'He—as a mattectdfdacame to the studio
on Wednesday.'

'Did he?' Thea looked intrigued.

'Yes.' Cassandra spoke offhandedly. 'Unfortunatelywe were unable to
help him.'

'What a pity!" Thea was irrepressible. 'He sounded. Even if he does have
quite a reputation.’

Cassandra turned away to clear the table of hir clap and plate. 'Well, |
don't want to rush you, Thea, but...'

'l know—you have to go.' Thea got up obedientlyd &arried her cup
through to the tiny kitchen. 'But you will reconsidgoing to Derbyshire,
won't you, Cass? | shall worry terribly if you isson taking the car.'

Cassandra hugged her again. 'l promise [I'll give thatter careful
consideration,’ she said. 'l suppose | could alvegsthe train.'

"You could go next weekend,' Thea declared, waltomeards the door. '‘But
anyway, I'll probably see you this evening. You t¢alh me your decision
then.'

T will.!

Cassandra accompanied her to the door, and afehnasth gone, she ran a
hasty comb through her hair and checked her mak&igpshe look pale?
Did her disturbed nights show? She hated the idabay Ravek could
affect her in this way, when obviously she had mchsreaction on him.

Liz rang in the middle of the morning, and Cassandpologising for not
having rung her, wondered what Liz would say if sbkel her of that
disastrous lunch with Jay Ravek. Of course, Liz ianly say 'l told you
so', but somehow, in spite of his insolence, Calisaknew a curious
reluctance to discuss Jay with her friend.



'I'm calling to see if you'd like to come to a pdttis evening,' Liz went on,
after the preliminaries were over. 'l know you sgidi were going up to
Matlock this weekend, but what with the snow andosp | thought you
might be staying at home."

'l am considering it,’ Cassandra admitted, glant¢ovgards the windows,
where a swirling snowstorm was whitening the panes.

'l thought it was possible,’ Liz agreed. 'l guesgaa wouldn't want to come
if you were planning to leave early tomorrow momibut if you're not. ..’

'Where is the party?' Cassandra was hesitant. 8/gnohg it?"

'l am,' Liz retorted with a laugh. 'Everyone seambe staying in town this
weekend, and T thought it was a good idea.'

'Hmm.' Cassandra was doubtful. Right now, the afegoing to one of Liz's

parties and meeting some of the bright young menusiually had in tow

was not appealing. She had had enough of men éatirtie being, but she
could hardly say that to Liz without running intalkavard explanations.

Besides, perhaps some innocuous company was exdwlyshe needed to
restore her confidence.

'‘Come on, Cass.' Liz was persuasive, isn't youherah-law always telling
you you should get out more?'

'Yes,' Cassandra sighed. 'All right. Why not? Wthae?"

Later that evening, however, preparing to go otiéoparty, she wished she
had not been so malleable. It was a bitterly coleheng, and the snow that
had fallen earlier had frozen, making the roadsainy dangerous.

Deciding what to wear was a problem, too. Liz'stiparwere always
informal, but the girls she invited generally showg in very sophisticated
gear. Cassandra's casual clothes were not sopitesticand her eventual
choice was a jumpsuit of olive-green velvet, whiebuld help to keep her
warm, as well as looking attractive.



Liz's flat was in Knightsbridge, a rather sele@arwhere the rents were far
out of Cassandra's price range. But Liz had a gegd job, as well-as

having a private income from her parents, and mdrey never been a
problem with her.

The Alfasud's wheels spun on the slippery road ass@nhdra drove across
town. Any sudden acceleration caused the tyressi purchase, and by the
time she reached Carlton Square her arms weregcfere were already a
number of cars parked around the snow- coverettstog turf from which
the cul-de-sac got its name, but she managed gegguhe Alfa between an
M.G. and a Mercedes. With a feeling of relief slbé aut of the car, locked
it, and crunched across the frozen ridges of smothé lighted entrance of
Dower Court.

Liz's flat was on the first floor of the house. Bin Victorian times, Dower
Court had once been a family house, but lattedhad been converted into
four flats, each occupying one of the three floarsl the basement. In
consequence, the flats were large and spaciougheaming a party in the
huge living room was no problem at all.

Bettina, Liz's housemaid, opened the door to hey, @nd entering the flat
Cassandra was surprised anyone had heard her thigogm that was going
on. A tape deck was vibrating the ceiling, anddbestant sound of voices
swelled above the throbbing beat of electric gsit&@assandra had once
asked Liz whether her neighbours didn't objecthi® toise, but Liz's airy
retort had been that she invited all the neighbtarrthat very reason, and in
consequence no one could reasonably complain.

Bettina took Cassandra’s coat and handed her s @l@hampagne, before
leaving her to make her own way into the throngw#s impossible to
perform formal introductions when people gathewgkther in groups, and
besides, those nearest the door had turned tolse& was, and Cassandra
thankfully recognised a familiar face.

'Hi, Cass!" Jennie Ainsley was Liz's secretary, ey had met on several
occasions at parties like this. 'You're late. Liaswbeginning to think you
weren't going to turn up. Come and join us!



‘Thanks,' Cassandra smiled, encompassing the gifopgople surrounding
the younger girl. Richard Jeffries, Liz's editoasmhere, as well as one or
two younger men, and Pamela Shaftesbury, who alstked for the
magazine. 'The roads are so bad," she explainddllyyet took twice as
long as it normally does.'

"You've driven over?' Richard looked surprised.

'‘Well, it's so hard to get a taxi later,’ Cassaralyeeed. 'Besides, | didn't
realise it was freezing so hard until | almostideitl with a bus!

'l walked," said Jennie, grimacing, it was eadiantwaiting for a bus. | only
hope | find someone to take me home.'

Cassandra shared her laughter, and then Liz wadettdem, her lips warm
against Cassandra's cold cheek. 'Darling, youire! helidn't see you. You
should have told me.’

'I've only been here about five minutes,’ explai@adsandra apologetically.
'It was pretty hairy driving. Jennie was just sgyste walked.'

'You should have taken a cab,' declared Liz, lighier arm and drawing her
away from the group. 'Come on, | have someone kwan to meet. You
remember | told you about Dave Adams?'

It was a pleasant way to spend an evening, Cassagitizcted later, as she
helped herself to another chicken vol-au-vent. Nbat she was here, she
was not sorry she had come, and she had manage@itbthe escort Liz
had chosen for her. She had danced with severatgyonen without
becoming entangled with any of them, but now, Wit lights lowered to
offer a discreet intimacy, she thought it was sadestay by the buffet tables.

'Dance with me?"

The quietly spoken invitation came from behind laeid she turned to make
her refusal. 'I'm sorry,' she was beginning, 'bdbr't--' when all the breath
seemed to leave her lungs. The man standing bdi@ndvas disturbingly
familiar, and remembering Liz's reactions to hihe balf suspected she was



hallucinating. But the cool breath that blew in Fere was human, and so
too were the cold fingers that curved round theeraher neck.

"You!' she breathed, still half bemused by his appeardwWdeat are you
doing here? Did Liz invite you? | don't believe $he wouldn't have done
that. Not when...'

'Relax," said Jay, drawing her towards him, anboalgh inside she was
protesting, she was too shocked to resist. 'Yaendr is unaware of my
presence at this moment. | gatecrashed. Does risatea your question? |
wanted to speak to you.'

His last words seemed to bring Cassandra to aneass of what she was
doing, and her palms pressed insistently agairstdabgh material of his

jacket. He was not dressed for a party. His shas wade of coarse cotton,
and his jerkin was denim. As his hands slid downewohips, compelling her

against him, she guessed his pants were deninth®bardness of his thigh
muscles pressing against her leg.

'l think you should leave," she whispered fiercelgt wanting to cause a
scene, but unwilling to allow his intrusion to gachallenged.

if you'll come with me,' he conceded, looking doatrher in the dim light,
and in spite of herself Cassandra’'s pulses fluttetethe narrow-eyed
sensuality of his gaze.

'l don't think so,' she said, dragging her eyesyafvam his face and
concentrating instead on the unbuttoned necklinenisf shirt. But the
glimpse of fine body hair just visible above theenjmg made her senses
tingle, and she stepped back from him abruptly,rawd an instinctive
response.

It was the amount of alcohol she had drunk, sheughb weakly,
remembering the glasses of champagne she had swdllon an empty
stomach. Nevertheless, she could not deny the sofrgexcitement his
appearance had engendered, and weakness, likeya wals invading her
lower limbs.



'l wanted to apologise,’ he said huskily, steppnegr to her again, and
although Cassandra moved her head from side to thidgress of people
around them made it difficult for her to keep aalse between them.

'To me?' she queried, glancing anxiously about ded, his mouth slanted
ruefully as he acknowledged her bitter scepticism.

‘I didn't know," he said, and now she looked uphi@ah with evident
perplexity. 'Did you hear what | said?' he demandeshding his head so
that his lips brushed her ear-lobe. 'l didn't kn@angd in her agitated state she
was almost prepared to swear his tongue toucheskirerNo one bothered
to tell me that your husband was dead!

Cassandra blinked. 'But—you must have known--'
'No." He shook his head.
"You rang my mother-in-law's flat!

‘Exactly.’ His eyes were disturbingly intent. 'WHeéaund the number in the
directory, | naturally assumed you must be divordeéd listed in your
mother-in-law's name," he explained. 'When she rtoédyou had a flat in
another part of the building, | inferred you wetdl diving with your
husband.’

'Did you?' As his hands curved over her should&sing against the soft
pile of the velvet, Cassandra strove to retaindetachment. 'Yet you still
came to the office the next day—you still askedtonleave lunch with you!

'l know it." His thumb brushed sensuously agaiest&wline, and the room
seemed suddenly lacking in air.

it—it didn't bother you,' she persisted, her voam®oyingly husky. 'My
being married, | mean.' She took a deep breathywamd on: 'I'd heard you
had no scruples about getting what you wanted.’



Jay's mouth twisted. 'Someone's done a good joleracifying my
character.' His eyes darkened. 'Believe it or bot,| have never attempted
to break up anyone's marriage.’

'You have been involved with married women," Cadearaccused him
tensely, shivering as his finger probed the cafdrer suit. 'l suppose you're
going to say they were to blame!

'‘No." Jay's hand slid behind her head, tanglinthensilvery blonde waves
that wrapped themselves treacherously about higef@ ‘But they knew
what they were doing."'

‘That's very convenient, isn't it?' Cassandraethiffter head, but she couldn't
free herself. 'l suppose it didn't occur to you thair husbands might have
objected!

Jay expelled his breath heavily, his lean feataueklenly grimly etched in
the subtle lighting of the room. 'Look," he saidddis voice was harsher
than she had heard it, i didn't come here to dssousindiscretions. | came
to find you, to apologise, which | have, and nomeaint to get out of here and
| want you to come with me.’'

'Why should 1?' Cassandra was stubbornly insisténts think this excuses
you? You—you were rude—and insulting—and nothing gan say can
alter that.'

'‘Don't you want to know why | was rude and insg#hhe demanded,
forcing her head back so that she had to look ininat'Hell, | don't do this
kind of thing for fun! As it happens, I've nevemaoit before.’

"You expect me to believe you--'
'l don't give a—if you believe me!" he retortedingsa word Cassandra had

last heard in Mike's vocabulary. '‘God, | don't ekeow why | came here!
This really isn't my scene.’



'So why don't you go?' she countered, wincing a$itgers were tugged out
of her hair. 'l don't know how you found me. | ¢d®lieve Liz would give
you that information.’

'She didn't. Your mother-in-law did," stated Jaygioly.
'Thea!' Cassandra gazed at him. 'You went to seah

'If that's your mother-in-law's name, yes." He mbvikis shoulders
dismissingly. 'l wanted to ask her your addresse 8kplained that you
weren't home.'

Cassandra understood now. She could imagine Trestion to such an
attractive male. It was typical of her to act fasid ask questions afterwards.

Now she linked her fingers together and said tightim sorry, but you've
had a wasted journey.'

'Have 1?' He pushed his hands into the pocketsiofenkin. 'Don't you
accept my apology?’

"Your apology comes a little late,' declared Cagsafirmly. "You'd better
go, before Liz sees you.'

'‘Believe it or not, 1 don't much care if Liz sees,hime retorted shortly. Then:
‘At least, see me off the premises.'

She hesitated. 'Oh—all right.’

As luck would have it, Liz was occupied at the othide of the room as they
made their way to the door. Several people, pdaityuthe girls present,
gave Jay an interested appraisal as he passedCasshndra knew she
would have to face some awkward questions whemészd of it. Still, she
could honestly say she had not invited him, andékeof the story need not
be mentioned.

In the entry, away from prying eyes, she waitedatgntly for him to leave.
She would have opened the door for him, exceptithabuld have looked



too obvious. He would imagine she did not trustsadrto be alone with
him, which was both ridiculous and untrue. She baden married, for
heaven's sake! Her experiences with Mike shoule leauipped her to deal
with any situation. But she had to admit Jay Rawek not like Mike, and
his nearness was disruptive.

'‘Goodnight, then,' he said at last, removing hisdlsgfrom his pockets.

'‘Goodnight." Cassandra's response was stiltedt aras$ difficult to sustain
an appearance of indifference when her emotions s@unstable. She was
intensely aware of him, of the long brown fingettaehing the two sides of
his jerkin, running the zip half up his chest, f Wwarm breath fanning her
cheek, and the indefinable scent of his body. Heckéd his pockets, as if
searching for his keys, and her eyes followed fogements with a helpless
attention to detail. She didn't want to notice fine gold chain around his
neck or the slim gold watch on his dark wrist, sloeé couldn't seem to help
it. The hair on his body, the brownness of his skisturbed her carefully
schooled feelings, and most disturbing of all was awareness of his
maleness, taut against the skin-fitting tensioni®pants. She couldn't seem
to stop looking at him, and her mouth felt as dsysand.

He was just a man, like any other man, she flayeddif inwardly, sweating
with the effort to remain immune to his appeal. Batman had ever made
her so aware of herself or aroused the desire tangdh her
emotionally-starved existence.

What's your name?' he asked suddenly, and slsegtahile she had been
lost in thought he had reduced the space betwean. tNour mother-in-law
called you—Cass? Is that right?'

'‘Cassandra, actually," she got out unsteadily haensimiled.
'‘Cassandra,’ he repeated slowly. 'Apollo's Trojancpss. What do you
prophesy for us, | wonder?' and as if unable tsrése temptation, he lifted

his hand and trailed his knuckles down her cheek.

'Please--' she breathed, turning her head away Hirombut the wall of the
lobby was behind her, hard and unyielding.



'You do," he countered softly, 'you do—please arg]'as she lifted her face
helplessly, his mouth came down on hers.

It was not an aggressive assault, just a serikghdfcompelling kisses, that
released Cassandra's tension and caused her tindedp was almost a
relief to know what he intended, and the feathghtlitouch of his lips left
her pliant and eager for more. It was almost a gaare she had felt the
caress of a man's mouth, and much longer tharsiheg it was done with
gentleness and sensitivity. Where was the harm?hshmght, bemused by
her own senses, so long as he went no further . . .

Jay was probing at her lips with gentle insisterasgd although she had
never enjoyed this kind of intimacy with Mike, #emed the most natural
thing in the world for her to let him have his waymediately, his mouth

opened to accommodate hers, and his hands cradtefdde, holding her
captive. It was a tantalising experience. She wasihg against the wall
now, but although she could feel Jay's legs brgshars, he did not allow
his weight to rest against her. He seemed quitéeabrio play with her

mouth, his lips moving softly over hers, evokingensual reaction that
robbed her of breath and incited her emotions.

As the minutes passed, however, she became awaeisihg sense of
frustration. For the first time in her life shetfalcurious craving deep inside
her, a craving that ran like liquid fire throughr veins. Jay's teasing kisses
were only tormenting that need, and she knew slletthalo something
about it. With a little sound low in her throat,eshfted her hands and
grasped his shoulders, fusing his mouth with hers.

The parted ardour of her lips, combined with thelding softness of her
body, evoked a shuddering response. With a gr@anyiélded against her,
and her senses swam dizzily as his mouth movedlydespr hers. His
kisses were demanding now, hungry and passionateslae wound her
arms around his neck, her nails raking the silky &tahis nape.

When at last he tore his mouth from hers, it wasaibquick burning kisses
across her cheek and down the delicate curve galdine. With his hands
in the small of her back, sensuously stroking bares Cassandra could only



give herself up to the exquisite sensations he msagiring, her knees
sagging weakly beneath his urgent assault.

The heavy throbbing of his heart and the pulsdiegt of his loins made her
fiercely aware of his arousal, and when she tutmedips against his neck,
she found his skin was moist with perspirationwks an unwelcome
discovery. It reminded her too well of other ocoasiwhen her husband had
turned to her because there was no one else. Migdé'shness, his brutality,
his egotism, had eventually destroyed any lovehsiaeever felt for him, but
she remembered his sweating lust and was chillet by

Yet, even as a sense of panic rose inside hekrshe that this time it was

different. Mike had never aroused the emotionsway arousing. He had
never taken the time to awaken her dormant semguadievoked anydesire
to respond to him as she was responding to Jayh&heever known what it
was to want a man, and although she was afraichérateeds could never
be assuaged, it was more, so much more, than shédieved herself

capable of feeling.

'l hope I'm not interrupting anything.' Liz's voieeas half amused, half
impatient, as if she resented the implication thay had abandoned her
party in favour of this lobby. 'Cass, I've beenkiog everywhere for you. |
knew it couldn't be true, when Jennie told me stve you leaving.'

Cassandra, struggling desperately to reorientatetiewondered if anyone
but Liz could stand there and ignore the very obsifact that shevas
interrupting something. She doubted anyone elsédxmisuch a thing, and
with this thought came the troubled realisationt ths yet Liz had not
identified the man with her. Jay had his back tq &ed no doubt he was the
last person Liz would expect to see.

Jay, too, had stiffened at the drawling sound afsLvoice. With a muffled
imprecation he put his hands against the wall arsth@d himself away from
her, and Cassandra saw the mask of insolencedglige across his face. He
was obviously preparing himself for Liz's angryatens, and Cassandra
knew a feeling of intense loathing for the scené&ctvimust surely follow. If
only it could have been avoided, she thought, asuh®ed to face their



hostess, and she closed her eyes for a fleetingemioamd offered up a little
prayer.

'Hello, Liz!'

Jay's casual greeting stole the moment of its teyrat Cassandra, seeing
the dawning fury in Liz's face, knew she would fedtthis incident pass
unchallenged.

‘Jay Ravek!" she gritted, casting a brief but kgliglance in Cassandra's
direction. 'What the hell are you doing in my apeht?'

'I—I invited him!" Cassandra stepped forward jerkibefore Jay could
reply. "You—you always say bring a friend, don'tiybiz? And—and as Jay
called me just after you did...'

Liz's blue eyes were hard as agate. 'Are you tryangell me you've been
seeing this louse, Cass?"

'‘Jealous?"

Jay's ironic interjection was quickly superseded ®gssandra's hasty
explanation. 'l—we—had lunch together on—on Wedagsdhe averred a
little breathily, keeping her eyes on Liz. 'Oh,gde, don't be upset! I— |
know what I'm doing."

'Do you?' Liz was scornful.

It isn't really anything to do with you, is it7ayinserted mildly, and Liz
gazed at him with burning frustration, evidentlyntdetween the urge not to
alienate Cassandra and the equally strong desiravi® him thrown out.

'We were just leaving anyway,' Jay remarked, bngshiack the swathe of
dark hair that had fallen across his forehead watinbing fingers. 'Get your
coat, Cass. | don't think we're welcome here."’

'‘Cass is.' Liz put a detaining hand on the gintte.aDarling, you're not
leaving, surely! It's only a little after ten!’



Cassandra looked at Liz, then at Jay, and finalbklo Liz again. She was
torn, too, torn by the knowledge that if she wemthwlay she would be
committing herself to an unknown destiny, and intespf her earlier
conviction that he was not like Mike, her coolirnigdd was more cautious.
It was too soon, her common sense asserted. Shentyadknown of his
existence for four days, and their actual contamildt be measured in
hours—or minutes. What if she was wrong? Liz's ifigsl about him
couldn't hurt her, but her own could. What if whaid happened between
them didn't happen again? Did she want that kindtefile relationship
outside of marriage any more than she had wanigithtMike?

She turned to look at him again, and Jay's eyesorait his feelings. He
thought she was letting Liz influence her, whenfhend's reactions played
little part in her uncertainties. Looking at himwaxe of his physical
attraction, remembering how he had made her fdglrnimutes before, she
wanted to go with him; but something, some innartioa, some fear of
what it might mean to her, held her back, madenzay, urged her to guard
against compulsion.

‘All right, Liz, I'll stay,' she conceded, and iastly resented the expression
of smug satisfaction that spread over the othd's dgatures. As her eyes
turned almost guiltily to Jay, she saw that he alesady opening the door,
and the words she might have spoken in mitigati@mewsilenced as it

slammed behind him.



CHAPTER FOUR

THEA took an interminably long time to open the dood &vhen she did it

was obvious that Cassandra had got her out ofdekr®he had dragged on
her woolly dressing gown over her brushed nylorapgs, and her hair
stuck comically through the hairnet she had worketp her rollers in place.

'‘Cass!" she exclaimed protestingly, blinking at ¢i@nghter-in-law. is there
anything wrong? Is the building on fire or somegfiirDo you realise it's
barely seven o'clock!

'l know." Cassandra entered her mother-in-lawts #ilad waited for her to
close the door. '‘But | wanted to make an earlyt,séaud | thought | should
see you before | left.’

'‘An early start?' Thea groped blankly for the cquastd sank down weakly
on to its soft cushions. 'Darling, you're not tryito tell me you're going to
Derbyshire after all' She shook her head. 'But haght you assured me
you'd changed your mind.'

'l had." Cassandra paced restlessly about the relamand attractive in a
green corded pants suit, the trousers tucked wantdyknee-length leather
boots. 'But,' she moved her shoulders jerkilys at'fine morning, and the
forecast is good for the rest of the day.’

Thea gazed at her disbelievingly. 'The roads dlidatl, Cass. There hasn't
been a thaw. Don't you think you're being foolhairyattempting such a
journey?"

'l need the break,' declared Cassandra tautlyinnker fingers together.
'I'm not a reckless driver, and | promise I'll takeat care. I'll ring you as
soon as | get to Matlock, honestly.’

Thea gathered the lapels of her dressing gown hegetstill looking

worried. 'Cass, | don't understand you. Why, when went off to Liz's

party last evening, you said you'd rung Val andiBand cancelled your
weekend.'



'l had.' Cassandra spoke carelessly. 'But | camgeghany mind, can't 1?
They'll have no objection. They're not like that.’

Thea sighed. 'Well, | can't say | approve, Casaolildn't be so bad if you
were going with somebody. But alone!

Tll be all right.'" Cassandra came to the coucld &ent to kiss her
mother-in-law's cheek, 'I'll see you Sunday eveniigipt? About nine.’

Thea got to her feet as Cassandra walked towaedddbr. 'Very well, if
you're determined.’ She made a helpless gestwdél@areful.'

'l will." Cassandra forced a smile and steppedrdotthe corridor.
'Oh, by the way--' Thea's unexpected summons haéed
Yes?'

‘That man came here last night looking for you—Rayek. | gave him Liz's
address. Did you see him?"

'Er--' Cassandra wet her dry lips nervously. 'Ers-yées. He turned up
about nine o'clock.’

Thea grimaced. 'l hope you didn't mind my tellingnwhere you were, but
he said he knew Liz, so | was sure it would beight.'

'Oh—oh, yes. Yes, of course.'" Cassandra was puypeague, but Thea
wasn't quite finished yet.

'He's very attractive, isn't he?' she persistetesing a little as the cool
draught of air from the corridor penetrated therogeorway. 'Did he bring
you home?'

'Heavens, no!' Cassandra hid her clenched knubldlesd her back. 'Look
love, | really ought to be going '



'Yes."' Thea looked thoughtful. 'He's not the redsorthis sudden decision
to leave town, is he, Cass?'

'‘No!" Cassandra exhaled nervously. 'I've told yidea, | need the break.’

'‘But from what?' remarked her mother-in-law drdapd Cassandra made her
escape before any more awkward questions werectortimg.

It had been hard enough stalling Liz the night beeféfter Jay's peremptory
departure, she had demanded to know how Cassaadrehanced to meet
him again, and it had not been easy explaining ahiswisit to the studio.

'So you had lunch with him," she declared tauth, blue eyes cold and
challenging, and Cassandra's flushed confirmatewh thet with an angry
accusation.

'l told you what he was like," she exclaimed. 'rmel you! God knows what
might have happened just now, if | hadn't come ilogkor you!'

At this point, Cassandra's pride had reassertedf.it¥Vhat could have
happened?' she demanded hotly, a feeling of resemtswelling her
determination not to be treated like a child. 'Hesviaardly likely to try and
make it in the lobby of your flat!

Liz changed her tactics and gave an offended swi#ll, I'm sorry if you
feel I'm interfering. | only want what's best fayyy Cass, you know that.’

'Oh, Liz!" Cassandra was meant tand did—feel a heel. 'Look, let me
make my own mistakes, okay? | should be old endoignow better. But if
| do fall flat on my face, then you're quite atdiby to say "l told you so"!'

'l just don't want you to get hurt, that's allz’siconcern was touching, and
Cassandra felt contrite for lying to her in theftfiplace. Yet what else could
she have said? She could hardly allow Jay to besadcof gatecrashing,
when she had so obviously been the reason for tiliheing there.

As luck would have it, their conversation was brokg at this point by the
sudden influx of several more guests. They had ausly been partying



elsewhere before coming on here, and in the geneiraé and confusion

Cassandra was able to make herself scarce. loadisty, she would have
preferred to go home, and only the faint possibtlitat Jay might be sitting

outside in his car, waiting for her to do just tHagpt her where she was for
another two hours. Surely it was too cold for arg/tmwait that long, and to

her relief when she finally went down to her chgre was no one about to
molest her.

Now, in the grey light of dawn, she drove up thepafrom the basement
garage and had her first taste of how slipperyrtagls still were. Even

though the ramp had been salted the night befbeefrequent passage of
cars had melted most of it away, and her wheels sigalessly at the first
attempt.

Once out of Russell Place, however, she became optiraistic. The main
thoroughfares in the city were almost free of a@l she made good time in
the quiet early traffic. Making for the North Citaun Road, she was looking
forward to getting on to the motorway, but she shetd on the car radio to
get an update on the weather report.

What she heard was not encouraging. Drivers wargyhearned that there
was more heavy snow spreading from the north-vaestthey were advised
not to attempt any journey that was not absolutelyessary.

'Rubbish,” muttered Cassandra impatiently, glancipgat the distinctly
overcast appearance of the sky. The motoring essmts always looked on
the black side, mainly to save themselves fromgeailed out, she decided
uncharitably.

Nevertheless, the traffic news that followed thathier report did give her
food for thought. It transpired that the junctiohtiee M.l which she had

hoped to use was closed, owing to several accidants motorists were

being diverted via Barnet and Potters Bar. It sekthe best plan for her
was to use the old A.l trunk road, in the faint @dipat she might be able to
rejoin the M.I at a later stage.

Of course, the diversion added miles to the jouraeg beyond Stevenage,
the dual carriageway narrowed to a single strearmadfic, with piles of



snow heaped at the sides of the road. It was goiggt worse, she thought
unhappily, but still she pressed on, driven byrteed to get right away from
London.

She knew Thea had been right. Jay Ravek was béhmdudden urge to

run. But it was crazy! What was she running fronit2Alast night's episode,

she had few illusions that she would see him agzte. had had to choose,
and she had remained with Liz. However much he tiighattracted to her,

he would not forgive her for that.

So why was she here, driving in appalling condgiamiles from her home

and the people who cared about her? She felt sednup and confused, she
hardly needed a reason. But perhaps it was bechieseas afraid of what

shemight do, if Jay made no attempt to contact hexd fat was really the

crux of the matter. She didn't want to get thablwed with anyone. She had
wanted a relationship, yes, but not an obsessmahlast night Jay had made
her aware of how vulnerable she was where he wasecoed. Perhaps what
she had told Chris had been the truth: she sintpigcded the wrong kind of

men.

The signpost for Cambridge caught her attentiost ddew miles off to the
east, and near enough to London not to create wobtgms driving back
tomorrow. Why didn't she stay there overnight, fanklotel, and treat herself
to an unexpected flavour of luxury? She could hieg mother-in-law from
the hotel and explain what she was doing, theredrame again tomorrow
afternoon.

The decision made, she indicated her intentionstanted off the dual
carriageway. Immediately the road deteriorated a&ushy track. It was
still early, and although there had been someid¢rafif the road, snow-
flakes were already fluttering down again, covetimgunsightly sludge and
rapidly obscuring the signposts.

She had made her decision just in time, she reffie@bxiously, as the. snow
thickened and the car's windscreen wipers madeyhsaik of keeping it
clear. If it was snowing like this in London, Theauld be worrying herself
sick about her, and she began to feel rather Béidis having insisted on
coming away.



She crawled into Cambridge soon after eleven, lgataken fully an hour to

cover the last ten miles. But once again the skerg clearing, even though
it was still bitterly cold, and the blue sky ovealdewas a fitting backcloth to
the spires of the ancient university city.

She parked near the city centre, and then, puimper hooded sheepskin
coat over the jacket of her pants suit, she gobbtite car and locked it, and
walked towards the shopping precinct.

After a warming cup of coffee in a bar almost esclely occupied by
students she emerged, pink- cheeked, to look footal. She scarcely
looked older than a student herself, and the ales and ribald comments
her presence had provoked had made her wish skéefdrbore circumspect
in choosing her choice of venue.

She walked along St John's Street and stood fohiee von Magdalene
Bridge, looking down into the fast flowing waterfsloe River Cam. Even at
this time of ; year there were still visitors wilgj to stand on the bridge and
survey the various colleges, but Cassandra wasgjladvas no longer a
student. It was much more satisfying to work farsed, to see the results of
her labours in much more practical forms.

When the skies clouded over again, a grey reflectighe water, she turned
and walked back to the city centre, and the welogmiarmth of the King's
Arms Hotel. She chose it simply because she likeddok of it, and its low
beams and narrow staircases more than lived uprtariticipations.

The room she was given overlooked the Arts Theaird, although it was
not large, it was reasonably comfortable and dmlsily warm. The central
heating was not appropriate to its surroundingsijtiwas efficient, and she
sank down on to the bed gratefully after the pdntat left her. She had still
to collect her car from the car park, but she cai@ddhat after lunch, and the
porter had assured her that he would find a placie ih the yard at the back.

With only a momentary hesitation, she reachedHtertelephone and gave
Thea's number to the operator. Then, waiting ftr ie connected, she shed
her coat and stretched out lazily on the bed. Letnow, she thought
indifferently, watching the huge flakes driftinggptdhe window. She was



snug and warm here, and for twenty-four hours shesed to contemplate
the future.

When Thea's voice came on the line, it soundeedilly far away. 'Hello?"
she said tautly, almost as if she expected thetywamd Cassandra's sense of
well- being evaporated abruptly as she realised m@wnother-in-law must
be feeling.

‘Thea," she said, lifting her voice slightly to quensate for the poor line.
‘Thea, it's me, Cass. | just wanted to tell yousadell.'

'‘Cass! Cass, where are you?' Thea's voice rosedangly. 'Oh, darling, I've
been so worried about you. It's done nothing batssince you left.'

'I know. It's the same here.’

'‘But where's here?' Thea sounded anxious. 'Casscao't have reached
Matlock already. | just don't believe it.'

‘Calm down. I haven't." Cassandra drew a deeptordat in Cambridge.’
‘Cambridge?'

‘Yes, Cambridge.' Cassandra sighed. 'l decidedneye right after all and
turned back, but I'm spending tonight in this hotel

‘A hotel?' Thea gave a troubled exclamation. 'Cges, haven't had an
accident, have you? The car hasn't broken downyheg?"

'No, no, nothing like that." Cass endeavoured &ssere her. 'Only as I'd
planned to come away anyway, it seemed a bit msistto drive straight
back to town.’

'‘But why Cambridge? You don't know anyone thereyald?'

'No." Cassandra conceded the point. '‘But it's aeplae often wanted to
visit, and the King's Arms is very nice and olderdde, and comfortable.’



‘The King's Arms? That's the hotel where you'rgistg®"

‘That's the one.' Cassandra moved her shouldgriegsgly. "You can ring me
back if you don't believe me. Honestly, Thea, linef

'No, no, | believe you.' Thea sounded simply warnew. 'l just wish | was
there with you. | don't like you staying in a stgarplace alone.’

'Oh, honestly--' Cassandra exhaled impatientlyeal i'm not a baby. | can
look after myself. Why is it people persist in tieg me like an innocent
abroad? I'm not..l know what I'm doing. And now Bming to enjoy some
lunch before spending the afternoon sightseeing.’

'‘But it's snowing, Cass!

' won't melt," retorted Cassandra shortly, andgrafff before she was
tempted to say something stronger.

The dining room of the King's Arms was small anihiate, a huge log fire
giving off the scent of burning wood. There werededbrasses on the walls,
and various hunting trophies, and the buffet tablebe entrance groaned
beneath the weight of cold meats and salads.

Cassandra chose a hot meal, and seated by thel lgaddows with an
uninterrupted view of the street outside, she lmgsand roast beef, and
apple pie with custard. It was the first meal shé énjoyed for days, and she
wasn't overly troubled by the occasionally specutaglances that were cast
in her direction. The dining room had soon fillgg and she guessed it was
a popular eating place at weekends. But to hexfrelo one came to join her
table for two, and she finished the meal with oceffeefore leaving the
restaurant.

The afternoon took longer to fill than she had imad. After a brisk walk to

the car park, she drove the Alfa back to the hpdetl, and deposited her
overnight bag in her room. Then, as the snow hadahated arrd a

prolonged sightseeing excursion was out of thetoqpresshe spent a couple
of hours looking round the shops, before going ktacthe hotel to watch

television in her room.



The inevitable sporting programmes were of littieerest to her, however,
and the film on the alternative channel was tdy &ir words. Instead, she
took out the book she had bought during her shapppree, and applied
herself determinedly to the exploits of its stalif@eorgian heroine.

‘Jane Austen would turn in her grave if she kneWeg grimaced at last,
throwing the book aside. For a supposedly well ghbwp young lady, the
heroine of the drama had an unbecoming propensitjumping into bed

with every able-bodied man who took a fancy to haed after reading of her
panting surrender to the villain of the piece, @aslsa had had enough.

Leaving her chair, she walked to the windows, ggazioawn ruefully at the
street below. It was after four- thirty, and intspdf the snow, darkness had
fallen. Gradually the traffic was beginning to easd people were hurrying
home, and Cassandra knew an unwelcome sense atioscht the thought
of the evening ahead.

Turning away from the window, she surveyed her domaithout
enthusiasm. What could she do? She had little Wnpgdto trouble her.
Apart from her nightdress and toiletries, she hagt brought one dress with
her, and she had hung that out earlier after sbechbected the car. She
could always take a bath or a shower, or simplyehibyere was something
more inspiring on television, but somehow nonehefse alternatives held
much in the way of entertainment.

With a sigh, she decided she would take a bathh&tdully three hours to

fill before going down to dinner, and she seldom tiae at home to enjoy a
luxurious soak. With a feeling of relief at havingme to a decision, she
went into the adjoining bathroom and turned onttpes, before walking

back to the bedroom to take off her clothes.

The hot water made her drowsy, and after the pagitts she had been
having, it was no surprise that she found it diffico keep her eyes open. It
was so peaceful lying there, with only the mutedinsts of the hotel to keep
her company, and she lay back lazily, and madenived a blank.

She must have dozed, because she awakened wih #osfind the water
had cooled considerably. She assumed that thatmivas had woken her,



and with a little shiver, she climbed speedily @fitthe bath. She had
obviously been foolish to linger in the water, aside chided herself
impatiently for taking such a risk. If she had pkd and hit her head, she
might have drowned, and she towelled herself vigsiso to dispel the

depressive influence of her thoughts.

Entering the bedroom again with a towel tucked ssgwabout her, she was
glad of the welcoming warmth of the radiator. He¥g curled gratefully into
the rough pile of the carpet, and in the dusky leghp the room had taken
on an intimacy it had not previously displayed.

"You really shouldn't do that, you know.'

The shock of hearing a man's voice in a room skebbleved to be empty
caused her heart to race wildly. A scream rosedddni to her throat, but her
hand over her mouth silenced it as her visitorgtepout of the shadows.

'Sleep in the bath," Jay continued irrepressihigking his hands into the
skin-hugging suede of his pants as he straightemay from the wall. 'Has
no one ever warned you of the dangers?' His lipshed. 'Not to mention
the fact that you could drown.’

Indignation brought coherency: "You mean—you saw Bige clutched the
towel convulsively. '‘But— how...'

'How could I?" he anticipated her. 'It was quitsyei@ally. You hadn't locked
the door.'

'l meant how did you get in here?' she exclaimedntully. 'What are you
doing here? And don't tell me it's coincidence!

'l wouldn't insult your intelligence." Jay moveds lshoulders carelessly.
'Now, which answer would you like first? Why I'mreeor how | got here?"

‘I imagine you came by car,' retorted Cassandig. itfou know what |
mean. How did you get into this room?"

‘The porter let me in.’



'What?' Cassandra no longer felt cold. She felahdtfrustrated, and totally
confused. 'l don't believe you. The porter woultkt'a stranger in here.'

'Ah, but I'm not a stranger,’ replied Jay, withir@ariating smile. 'l told him
| was your husband. He was most understanding.’

"You did what?' Cassandra's legs felt decidedly unsteady. 'Yad ttoém
—you had the nerve to pretend— -'

'‘Calm down.' Jay's dark gaze appraised her evigamtaval, and belatedly
Cassandra became aware of her revealing statedoéss) if you'll let me
explain, I'm sure you'll agree, | acted with yoesbinterests at heart.'

'l doubt it." Cassandra put up a nervous hand tdae, feeling the moist
tendrils curling against her nape. 'l think youddaget out of here before |
call the porter myself. I'm sure he'll take a prelim view of someone who
forces his way into a woman's room without autlyeit

'For God's sake, cool it, will you?' Jay gave hemapatient stare. 'l knocked
but you didn't answer, even though they told mertkiairs you were in. |
was concerned'’

"Were you?'

'Yes, damn you, | was.'

'Well, that still doesn't explain what you're dolngre,' exclaimed Cassandra
tautly. 'Did you follow me?'

if you mean did | hang about your flat all nightitiag for you to make your
appearance this morning, then no, | didn't follayw,y Jay retorted crisply.
'However, when your mother-in-law told me where yeere...'

‘Thea? Thea told you where | was?' Cassandra mduogpéess gesture.
'Why would she do that? Did she telephone you?'



Jay sighed. 'No, she didn't telephone me.' He jplatiseent round to your
flat like you knew | would. And when 1 couldn't gaty response, | used my
initiative and contacted your mother-in-law again."'

'‘And she sent you here?' Cassandra felt terr@le.she shouldn't have done
that—

'Will you stop jumping to conclusions?' Jay regarter impatiently. 'When
she told me where you were, | was conceriéewere both concerned.'

Cassandra shook her head. 'There was no needlte-bieatended driving to
Matlock to see some friends. When the road conwtigot bad, | came
here.'

You ran away,' he informed her flatly. ‘From me.’

Cassandra gasped. 'You flatter yourself!'

‘No, | don't. But | do know that what happened kaght frightened you.
God--' he scuffed his boot against the carpdtjgintened me.' He looked at
her steadily. 'Believe me, | don't generally mdkis kind of running.'

Cassandra trembled. 'Am | supposed to take thatcasnpliment?'

"You can take it any way you like," he replied hlyskNow, how about
getting some clothes on, and we'll have dinnerttage

You're staying?' Cassandra's lips parted.
"Would you have me drive back to town tonight?'rileved, and her body
stiffened in anticipation of his touch, but alldid was draw back the curtain

at the window to display the softly falling flakek that?"

Cassandra shrugged. 'l suppose not. But you daythere. Not at this
hotel.'

'Why not?'



'‘Well, you know why not.’

'‘Ah--' He tilted his head. 'You don't want me tcaih your room." He
shrugged. 'No sweat. The hotel's not full, | canageom of my own.’

Cassandra swallowed. 'But you told them we wereiatif
'So what? Not all married couples share the sanmma.too
Cassandra sighed. 'l can't stop you.'

‘Do you want to?"

Cassandra licked her dry lips. 'l—don't know.'

‘That's promising anyway.' His smile returned asstrelled towards the
door. 'I'll leave you to get dressed. I'll meet youhe bar in—say, fifteen
minutes?’

'‘Make it half an hour," said Cassandra quickly, ranthat she would need
some time to recover her composure. He had come hounannounced,
and he had disrupted what little detachment shealchteved. She would
need a space to gather her scattered senses, aacbgmise what might
have happened if he had chosen to treat her ditigrerhey were alone
here. The staff of the hotel believed she was fis.wle could so easily
have overpowered her, and remembering how he hserngdd her in the
bath, she wondered if Liz would ever believe he heidtried to make love
to her.

‘Tell me something,’ she said, as he reached the dod he raised his dark
brows in interrogation. 'Did— did Thea put you oythis?"

'Do you believe she could?' he enquired, with atwigting of his lips—and
left her.



CHAPTER FIVE

THERE were fewer guests for dinner than there had beetufich, due no
doubt to the weather conditions. In consequeneeatiention given to their
table was obsequious, and Cassandra had difficuityhiding her
embarrassment every time Jay was addresskit Boland.

Conversely, he seemed not to mind at all, his nidatk eyes meeting hers
with lazy indulgence as he played his part to thile $he had not asked him
what the receptionist had said when he went to l@owkther room, but she
could imagine the speculation his behaviour hakedo

For her own part, she could not deny having prepéoethe meal with a
certain amount of anticipation. Brushing her haitilut curled in lowing
tendrils about her forehead, applying a rich tinsbddow to her lids to
accentuate the green brilliance of her eyes, cgduan lips with a matching
lustre, she had been aware of a growing excitensdrg.even knew a sense
of regret that she had no choice when it came tat wtess she was going to
wear, but the dipping cowl neckline and wide ragkleeves of the
claret-coloured silk jersey looked reasonably atad@p to her critical eyes.

Now, sitting across from Jay at the table, she doter gaze drifting

irresistibly in his direction. What was he thinkjnghe wondered? as he
crumbled the roll on his plate. Why had he comerdfer? What did he
want? And equally disturbing, what did she wanhiofi?

It was difficult for her to assimilate her feeling&/hen her eyes lingered
compulsively on the width of his shoulders, outlifreeneath the dark blue
suede of his jacket, she was made breathlesslyeavfavhat he did to her.
"But it was this as much as anything that madddwedrso insecure. She had
wanted an affair, a casual relationship with ning#, that would rid her
once and for all of the humiliating memories of mearriage to Mike
Roland. But she was very much afraid she couldhaste that kind of
relationship with Jay Ravek. In his own way, helddae equally destructive
to her peace of mind.

She sighed, dragging her eyes away from him arklingcthe smoked
salmon she had ordered. She was not afraid ofsbexthought, her mind



refusing to abandon its theme. She was not afragbimg to bed with a

man, which in her experience was a vastly overrptstime. So what was
there about Jay that made her wary? Surely heriexges with Mike had

prepared her for any eventuality. It didn't makesge She only knew that
when Jay had kissed her the night before, she beeréd on the brink of a
yawning chasm she had not known was there. Peheapsss right. Perhaps
she was afraid. But of what?

'l guess Liz thought I'd be annoyed when you cima¢¢o leave with me last
night," Jay remarked suddenly, breaking into heugfts. 'Who eventually
took you home?"

'l took myself home,' replied Cassandra flatly.dAnz was only thinking of
me. She—she doesn't trust you.'

'Do you?' The dark eyes gleamed with some emotass&hdra could not
identify, and she found it hard to look away.

'Should 1?'

‘That depends.' His lips twisted. 'l want you, Yo know that. And Liz was
right, I was annoyed last night—bloody annoyed. Wildyyou chicken out
on me?'

'l didn't—chicken out.’

'So why didn't you come with me?"

Cassandra shook her head. 'l don't know.'

'Well, at least that's honest," he remarked diglyall | tell you what | think?'
Cassandra shrugged. 'Could | stop you?"'

'Yes.'

She made a helpless gesture. 'Go on.'



'‘Okay.' He paused. 'When | met you at Damon Stdi§aeception, you let
Liz Lester's comments colour your opinion of me, Oh not denying she's
had grist to her mill. | guess we've all done tlsimge'd rather forget, and I'm
no different. But you mustn't believe everythingiyeear.’

‘Nevertheless, you did believe | was married att tinze.'

'Sure, | did.' He didn't deny it. 'As | told youstanight, I'm no angel. But all
you had to do was tell me no and I'd have got thesage.’

Cassandra pressed her lips together for a monsaft.

'So, you didn't tell me no; and | discovered tharmed or not, | needed to
know more aboumrs Roland.’

Cassandra quivered. 'Needed?’

'Yes,needed.'He grimaced. 'l was even prepared to believeyirathad an
unhappy marriage.'

Cassandra lifted her shoulders. 'How gallant!

'Yes, wasn't 1?' His mouth took on a wry expressiényway, after that
lunch we had together, | made it my business td 6ot about you and
your—Ilate— husband. Mike Roland." His eyes slantid.never have
believed it.'

Cassandra frowned. 'Did you know Mike?'

'Personally, no. Of him—of course.' Jay pushedé¢h@inder of his smoked
salmon aside. 'Did you love him?'

Cassandra's face gained colour, i beg your pardon?

Jay sighed. 'I'm sorry. If it's painful for youddscuss it, theni won't ask. But
from what | hear, he wasn't the most faithful ofbands.’

Cassandra's teeth bit into her lower lip. 'You haweight--'



'l know, | know.' Jay shifted impatiently. 'But, iaCass, this can't be news
to you. Mike Roland used to boast about his cortguég one time, you
couldn't open the sports pages of any newspapkoutiseeing his face and
that of some girl plastered all over it.'

'As you said, you shouldn't believe everything yead in the newspapers,'
said Cassandra tightly, then gulped when his handred one of hers.

'‘Okay,' he said, 'l won't say anything else. But gon't have to be afraid of
me. I'm not like Mike Roland.'

‘Aren't you?' Cassandra met his gaze steadily.
'No," he assured her flatly. 'Believe me.'

She wanted to. With the warmth of his fingers esiclg hers, his thumb
intimately probing her palm, she felt again thatisig sense of excitement.
But then the waiter arrived to remove their platasgd embarrassment
caused an instinctive withdrawal.

The meal was as good as lunch had been, and endeayto lighten the
mood, Cassandra brought up the subject of his namg, she said,
repeating it cautiously. is that a name or anatiti

it's short for James, actually,' he told her withemthusiasm. 'But you can
call me Alexei, if you'd rather. Personally, | ddike either of them.’

'‘Alexei?' Cassandra's eyes widened. 'Of course-stRaissian, isn't it? |
suppose your mother chose it.'

'My mother?' Jay's expression grew quizzical, aoddte she realised what
she had admitted. 'l suppose Liz is responsiblsdpplying all the dubious
facts about my ancestry. | should have known dba'ek no stone unturned.’

It was Thea, actually, confessed Cassandra agitadly. 'My
mother-in-law. She—well, she remembered when yoother married Sir
Giles Fielding.'



'l see.' Jay lay back in his chair. 'And what elgeshe tell you?"
Cassandra hesitated. 'That—that your grandparesrs @migres at the time
of the Revolution.' She sighed. 'I'm sorry if ybink | was prying. But—but
Thea thought | might find it interesting.’

'‘And did you?'

Cassandra sighed. 'Yes.'

'l suppose my being a bastard in fact as well asactter confirmed the low
opinion you had of me?"

'‘No!" Cassandra caught her breath. 'That's notioirap with you.'

'It doesn't trouble you, then?"

'‘Why should it?'

He shrugged, as if reluctantly conceding the pdihen he said: 'Alexei was
my grandfather's name, actually. Alexei Ravekowe td the Tsar's Imperial

Guard.' He grinned reminiscently. 'He was quiteex kater, the old man.’

Cassandra was intrigued. 'Is he dead now?' shereehtand Jay's mouth
compressed before he nodded.

'He died when | was about twelve years old," héedeavily. 'l guess you
could say he was the only father I've ever known.'

Cassandra waited until the waiter had served #ieaks, and then she said
quietly: 'You didn't—regard your stepfather--'

'l was eighteen by the time my mother married Gilestold her flatly. 'l left
school and went straight to university. | guess gould say we tolerate one
another. Nothing more."

'‘And—and your grandmother?' The question spillednfiCassandra’s lips
before she could prevent it.



'She died before my grandfather,” Jay answeretiowitTiesitation. 'They
were very close. | don't think the old man wantedd on living after Sonya
died.'

'Sonya.' The names were so attractive, and ydtesa & hat was her name.’

'Sofia," Jay corrected quietly. 'Sonya was the ligsnname for her. | don't
think she ever quite got over having to leave RusEhey lost everything,
you see. When they came to England, my grandfashbr had enough
money to pay their passage. They both had to wooskipport my mother.’

Cassandra nodded. 'She can't have been very old.’
'‘No. She was only a baby when they left St Petegsiou1919.'

It was a fascinating history, and Cassandra woalkkHiked to ask more
about his mother, but discretion forebade her. rAt#, Jay had not
mentioned his real father at all, and unless hestid could not.

When the meal was over and they were leaving taweant, Jay suggested
a walk. 'Come on,' he said, it will do us both godée can't talk in this
place—not unless we go to your room.’

'Or yours,' put in Cassandra swiftly, and his dandws lifted.
'Well?'

'‘We'll go for a walk,' she declared tautly, making the stairs. 'I'll get my
coat.'

Jay watched her mount the stairs, arid Cassandsagiaad they .were old
and turned back upon themselves at the first landshe was intensely
conscious of his eyes upon her, but she couldnily dbe feeling of

excitement just being with him engendered.

In her room, she threw off the jersey dress anthoeg it with the trouser
suit she had worn to travel in. Tucking the trouses into her boots, she
surveyed her appearance critically, and then gavienpatient grimace at



the flushed expectancy of her features. She musi geld of herself, she
chided, aware that this new confidence was siilaad vulnerable. She had
to remember that their relationship was based @hysical attraction,
nothing more, and that whatever Jay said, he mreabinding commitment.
He was not promising anything, and if she went thte at all, she had to do
so with her eyes open, not closed.

Shaking her head, she turned away from the mirrdmalled on the hooded
sheepskin she had worn earlier. With its fleecinircreating a soft frame
for her pink cheeks, she was unaware of how délighbe looked, but the
man who watched her descending the stairs agaimbabtbubts as to her
desirability.

He, too, had put on boots and a fur-lined overcaati Cassandra's eyes
widened in acknowledgement. "You went to your rotwma?’' she murmured,
unconsciously seeking his confirmation, and Jaydeddwryly before
holding out his hand.

'l went to my room, too," he agreed, starting tasahe porch. '‘Come on. It's
not snowing at the moment. I'll show you whereddito live.'

Cassandra's surprise at the news that he had imedeih Cambridge was
overridden by the disturbing warmth of his handlesiag hers. She had not
yet put on her gloves and nor had he, and wittpkemnission, he drew her
hand inside his pocket, warm against the muscledhieas of his hip.

There were few people about in the freezing comal#j but occasionally
they encountered groups of students plodding aloogigh the snow. Some
of them were even having a snowball fight on thdd®, and Jay grinned
good-humouredly as a fast-moving missile narrowiysad his ear.

'Were you at college here?' Cassandra asked, deeéhiciously warm in
spite of the cold air, but Jay shook his head.

'No. | attended university in London," he told kasily. 'But | worked for a
time on theCambridge Courierand | lived in a room in Pensbury Street.’

'l see,' Cassandra nodded. 'Did you live here fong?



‘About fifteen months,' he responded, pausing enbtfidge to look down
into the icy waters. "Then | joined tR®st,and moved back to London.'

'Liz--" Cassandra hesitated, 'Liz said you wereraifn correspondent.’
‘That's right, | was.'
'‘Was?'

'I've been offered a job in television,' he exptaircarelessly. 'I've been
considering whether to take it.’

'In television?' She was impressed.

'l guess I've got tired of travelling," he declaréaning to rest his back
against the stonework of the bridge. 'Living outsaftcases can begin to
pall. Maybe I'm getting too old.’

Cassandra's tongue appeared in unknowing proveocatiou're not old.’'
'I'm thirty-four. Considerably older than you.’'

'I'm almost twenty-five," replied Cassandra at oriRemember, I've been
married.’

'l don't forget,' he told her flatly, and they mdwven.

It was after ten when they got back to the hotad, @though they had talked
of mostly impersonal subjects, Cassandra felt stevkquite a lot more

about him. He had pointed out the room at the tbthe old house in

Pensbury Street where he used to live, and hedgaled her. a little with

the stories he had had to cover. He had an amusingof phrase, and
Cassandra couldn't remember when she had enjoyselfreo much.

'Let's have a drink before we go to bed,' he sugdeas she unbuttoned her
coat in the entrance, and she nodded agreeablyebgi®ceding him
through to the bar.



Like the rest of the public rooms in the hotel, thee also had an open
fireplace, where smouldering logs were cracklingesfully. There was a
long, crescent-shaped counter, set about withstalbls, and plenty of
comfortable armchairs beside square wooden tablese was music, too,
but of a kind that did not intrude upon the gueats] the atmosphere was
friendly, warm, and comfortable.

'Let's sit at the bar," Cassandra suggested, irgpks she said so that she
was unconsciously avoiding a closer intimacy. if daticed, however, he
didn't say anything, and they perched on adjoisiiogls and ordered their
drinks.

‘This is nice," said Cassandra later, sipping tireevghe had chosen. 'lI've
really enjoyed myself this evening.’

'I'm glad.' Jay regarded her between his thickdast&o have I.'

'Have you?' she pressed her lips together. 'Evength this trip was
practically forced on you? | know what you saidliear but—well, | know
Thea, and 1 know what she would say.’

Jay shrugged. 'l would have come anyway.'

Cassandra's eyes widened. 'Why?'

Jay sighed. 'l thought we'd gone into all that.'

'‘Well--" she chose her words with care. 'l—I hopel yon't consider it's
been a—a wasted journey.’

'What's that supposed to mean?’
Cassandra glanced nervously about her, half afnaid tonversation could

be overheard, but there was no one near enoughtéo.l'l just mean—I
don't intend to—to go to bed with you.'



There was silence for so long that she thougha fmoment he was so angry
he couldn't speak. But when he did, it was wittdemt amusement, which
upset her more.

"You don't pull your punches, do you?' he remark&dallowing the
remainder of the Scotch in his glass. 'Who taughttp be so candid? | can't
believe it was your late husband.’

Cassandra's face burned, i just—didn't want yatittk——

'— that you were easy?"

'‘No." She felt even more embarrassed. 'Jay, ségngg me! You know what
| mean. You—you were frank with me, so--'

'— s0 you thought you'd be frank too.’

‘Yes.'

'‘And do you think it's that simple?’

'What do you mean?"

Jay took one of her hands between both of his apdrated the fingers. 'l
mean do you really think that if | was determinedgh to get you into bed,
| couldn't do it?"

Cassandra gulped and pulled her hand away. 'Donhat!"

He shrugged. 'Okay. Let's go to bed.’

She drew a deep breath. 'Yes, let's.’

She was halfway along the corridor to her room wéles realised he was
following her. She had expected him to follow herstairs; all the

guestrooms were on the first and second floordhefhotel. But now she
turned to him anxiously, her confusion evident én face.



'‘Where—where are you going?'

‘To my room," he informed her straight-faced. "“Y@ve no objections, do
you?'

"Your room is along here?' Cassandra endeavoursolind casual.
'l show you," he said, overtaking her and pgjlout a key from his pocket.

For one awful moment she thought he had a key tadmn, but just as
indignation rose into her throat, she realised hs @pening the door next to
hers. The doors were set in pairs, and his wasrteébeside her own.

'Where else would the manager accommodate husbehdige than next
door to one another?' Jay enquired softly, and&@aka's sigh was rueful as
she took the steps that separated them.

‘Goodnight, then,' he said, and she nodded ratkibr. d

‘Goodnight,' she answered, pulling out her own ke by the time she had
opened her door, his had closed.

Her room looked less inviting now, and as she wése bag on to the bed
and removed her coat, she knew a hopeless sefrisstadition. The evening
had been delightful, but the finale had been a@iaand she kicked off her
boots impatiently as she spurned her prudish stypltdwasn't as if she was
a virgin, she thought, grinding her teeth togetk¢nat had she to lose, after
all? She was letting the things Liz had said andesoidiculous fear she
had—and which she didn't understand—prevent hemn fsehaving like the
liberated woman she was supposed to be.

Liberated! Her lips curled in distaste. She wadlibetrated. She was still the
same overly-sensitive girl who had married Mike &wl with such high

hopes for the future. God, she had been naivethsiught with disgust. But

she had quickly learned. Life was at best a commenat worst, it could be
a living hell.



She had discovered Mike's inadequacies on thegymoon. He had taken
her to the South of France, and all her friendsdraded her his youth and
success. Mike had been an idol, a golden boy, dduane heartthrob, with
everything—or so they had believed.

Cassandra supposed she had believed it, too. Shieclem feted, flattered,
made to feel she was someone special. What gaigbiteen wouldn't have
responded to that kind of undiluted adulation? Ke bad expected her to
refuse his offer of marriage, and she didn't. She given up her studies
willingly, thrown everything aside for the thrillf decoming Mrs Mike
Roland, a thrill which had lasted just as longta®ok them to reach the
hotel in St Tropez.

She had sometimes wondered if Mike had ever maalighitanyone, but she
had never voiced her suspicions. So many girls flatked around him
making a mockery of her theory, and she/ had betidwm when he said she
was to blame. Even so, when the idea of divorcedeadrred to her, Mike
had refused to consider it. Indeed, he became molgnt, most abusive,
when she suggested leaving him, and she had beevetak—too cowardly,
she denigrated herself now—to strike out on her.own

She sat down before the vanity unit and examineddnawn features

without pleasure. She looked pale now that memad/robbed her cheeks
of their warm colour. Resting her elbows on thdfsbfehe unit, she cupped
her chin in her hands and gazed into eyes madewlyaloly her thoughts.

What was she doing here? she asked herself siléttly wasn't she next
door, letting Jay Ravek make love to her? Thatwizet she really wanted,
wasn't it? Proof that she was not the ice maidekeMiad always declared
her to be.

Getting up from the stool, she moved to the windadvawing the curtain
aside and looking out. It was a winter fairylandyldtering ice-world, in
which she was playing the leading role. How mucigkr was she going to
fool herself? She wanted Jay Ravek, just as mud¢te dsd said he wanted
her. But what could she do about it, when he wag deor and she was
here?



Her nightgown was lying across the bed, a prettygtbf pale green chiffon,
with a matching negligee which she had left at hdatee grimaced. She had
decided her warm navy candlewick was much morealsi@itfor drifting
about the landing at David and Val's, and hertigmk on an ironic slant at
the sight of its plain serviceability. Hardly theif§ of which femmes fatales
were made, she reflected ruefully, and thrustinghstlhoughts aside she
went to wash and clean her teeth.

She had rescued her book and was climbing intovdeeh there was a
knock at her door. Immediately, her skin prickladd the realisation that it
could only be Jay beyond the panels filled her wgitdden panic. He had
come. She was being given a second chance. So athghe sitting here as
if Armageddon had been announced?

The knock came again, and this time it was accompaoy a soft voice
saying: 'Mrs Roland? I'm sorry to disturb you...'

The voice was definitely female, and Cassandrasdsubsided. Without
stopping to put on her dressing gown, she wentilhast the door,
concealing herself behind it as she released tith.ca

The woman waiting outside was evidently the housp&e and her homely
face broke into an apologetic smile. 'I'm so sdaayrouble you and your
husband, Mrs Roland, but the manager asked mé yotethat there's been
a little breakdown in the plumbing system. The oeleather, you know.'
She gave a nervous little laugh. 'He wonders ifgonind not running any
baths first thing in the morning. Until we've hadlance to have it fixed.'

'Of course,' Cassandra smiled. 'We're not useddo eold weather, are we?"

'Well, not such extremes," agreed the housekesighing. 'Well, thank you
for your trouble, and goodnight.’

It was not until Cassandra had closed the doomatlat she realised the
housekeeper had mentiondtt Roland. You and your husband, she had
said. But why? Surely they knew they had separaims.



As Cassandra considered this disturbing developnimenteyes wandered
round the room, and almost incredulously they atighon a door which

hitherto she had scarcely noticed. It was in thi between the two rooms,
and because she had not had reason to questigseitshe had not paid it
any heed. But now it occurred to her that the hiemsger probably thought
this linking door was open, and that although shé day had separate
bedrooms, they did communicate.

Sighing, she caught her lower lip between her tdethas obvious she was
going to have to let Jay know about the water suggeavens, he might
even be running a bath at this minute, and thaighbsent her across the
room to the door to try the handle. Amazingly, &saunlocked, and holding
her breath she opened it, only to find a second degond. Licking her dry
lips, she tried the second door. It was unlockeal, and her heart palpitated
wildly as she turned the handle.

The knocking at her own door was like the thundsioeating of her heart,
and she let go of the handle of Jay's door ashddtscalded her. Now what?
she wondered, turning back into her bedroom, amwstl without thinking
she crossed the room to answer it.

Jay!'

Her shock at finding him outside was mitigated saimet by confusion. She
had been about to enter his bedroom, but now hergds, not only at her
door but still fully dressed, apart from his tiedgacket.

'--' He, too, seemed somewhat bemused at theGidjetr, and belatedly she
remembered her state of undress. It seemed heatgabtb catch her at the
most unexpected moments, and shaking her headekslpl she stepped
behind the door.

'What do you want?' she exclaimed, forgetting fon@ment that she had
been on her way to his room, and with a sigh ofatigmce he said: ‘Do you
usually open the door in that condition withoutiagkwho's outside?'

'l thought you were the housekeeper,' retorted &wba, shivering a little
now. i—did you know the doors between our two ro@resunlocked?’



'l did know, as a matter of fact,’ he agreed, hautin thinning slightly.
'Look, all I came for was to tell you not to takeath. They're having some
problem with the plumbing.’'

Cassandra gasped. 'You know?'

Jay frowned. 'You do, too?"

'How do you think | discovered the doors were opeh® asked a little
huskily. Then; 'Aren't you going to bed?'

Jay glanced down at his shirt and trousers. 'Eadligtuhe agreed, his eyes
guarded. 'Right now, I'm not tired.’

Cassandra quivered. 'Nor am I.'

Jay regarded her for a long moment, then he saedlgulnvite me in.'
Cassandra caught her breath. 'Do you want to coftie i

For an answer, Jay stepped between the narrowrgpand closed the door
behind him. Then, as she wrapped her arms halégtigely about herself,
he said: 'Did you really think I could sleep, knagiyou were in the next

room?"

Cassandra's breath escaped unsteadily. 'l camdr ofbu a drink,
because—because | don't have anything.'

'I'm not thirsty," he assured her tautly.

'I—I wonder if it's started snowing again,' she tueed, hesitating only a
moment before gliding across the room to the windowraw a corner of
the curtain aside. 'l—no. No, it hasn't.’

She heard him cross the room behind her. She westised to his every
movement. But when his hands closed on her hipsleewd her back against
him, she trembled like a leaf.



Beneath the gauzy folds of her nightgown, her gk@amed like satin, her
flesh soft and creamy, and utterly desirable. Jayld/not have been human
if he had not groaned a little as the roundned®eothighs yielded against
his taut hips, and his hands slid around her tegpher even closer.

'‘Cass--' he breathed, his mouth warm against tleecdiner neck, and all the
pent-up emotions she had been suppressing escapedluiddering sigh.

Tilting her head back, she let her whole body agsiinst him, and his hands
slid possessively across her flat stomach.

His breath fanned her shoulder, the unsteady intakdis breathing

unmistakable proof of the effect just holding hesvhaving on him. Yet he
seemed content to hold her like this, allowing teerfeel his physical

response to her nearness, and she knew a trenmadoss of anticipation in
knowing she had this power over him.

As if savouring every moment, his hands moved feigwver her waist to
her ribcage, and from there to the burgeoning &snof her breasts. She
could feel them, hard and swollen, their sharp peakging against his
palm. Her body seemed poised on the brink of sonk@mawn fulfilment,
and although she had no real belief that she waethta of feeling more than
this, that inner craving was back, begging assuagém

Jay's hands grew harder, more possessive, andumsble to delay any
longer, he twisted her round in his arms and loakkedn at her. His eyes
were dark and smouldering, his mouth undeniablygsan and there was
satisfaction in his gaze when he saw the bemusaesion on her face.

'We don't need this,” he murmured huskily, sliditng straps of her
nightgown from her shoulders, and it fell in a ponolthe floor as he swung
her off her feet. 'Let's go to bed,' he added, imgntis head to cover her
mouth with his.

The hotel sheets felt cold at her back, and lyimgrd, waiting while Jay
removed his clothes, she knew a returning seng@mt. Dear God, she
thought, he was so big, so powerfully masculine. éx@eriences with Mike
had not prepared her for this.



But when he came down beside her, and his warm w@dyclose to hers,
she felt her doubts dissolving again. The searctungh of his lips started a
flame inside her, and instead of forcing himselbuper as Mike had used
to do, he began to caress her, his hands seekidiraating the most
intimate places of her body. At first she objectaat, lips moving under his,
voicing the protests her puritan upbringing led toebelieve was right; but
as his mouth continued to possess her, his kissgseding and lengthening
and robbing her of all resistance, she felt hersédixing, allowing him to do
with her as he willed.

She could feel his skin against hers, the hairistbbdy that arrowed down
to his navel and beyond that was so deliciouslgsilse to her soft flesh. She
could feel his strength and his hardness, andrshed against him eagerly,
inviting that ultimate invasion.

'‘Ah, Cass--' he said unsteadily, and the sudddtrghof his body caused a
cool draught of air to touch her skin.

'Don't go,’ she begged, her hands at his napepiggihe hair she found
there, and his lips twisted sensually as he gavedassurance.

'I'm not going anywhere," he said, his voice thiakh emotion, and she
shivered ecstatically when his teeth closed overrgre nipple.

‘Jay--' she breathed, half in protest, but she'didnto stop him, and his
mouth moved lower, over her midriff to circle tlemter skin of her navel.

‘Jay," she choked, when his mouth slid even lolugrthe aching sensation
he evoked sent the blood pulsing through her veins.

‘You're beautiful,’ he murmured, against her trengpl flesh.
'‘Beautiful—and unawakened." He moved over her. I'Yskin tastes like
honey, and | want to taste every inch of you...’

By the time his mouth returned to hers, Cassanadddst all sense of time
and place. The awareness of her surroundings,etfealing light of the
lamp beside the becl, even her own inhibitions, dlbgiven way to a desire
to please Jay as he was pleasing her, and her Hmsgdn their own



investigation. Her fingers slid over the taut s&frhis back, discovering the
taut bones of his spine, curving over the contairkis hips, finding the
experience totally satisfying. She wanted to go she wanted to take as
long as he had in completing her arousal, but J@nsls prevented her as
she would have continued.

'‘No, Cass,' he groaned, burying his face againstéek. 'l want you now. |
can't wait any longer.’

Cassandra shifted uneasily then. With unwelcomereoite his words had
reminded her of all those wasted months and ye#inshiike, when she had
had nothing to sustain her belief in herself exdépt faint hope that he
might be wrong about her. Suddenly, that frail hojién't seem to be
enough. If she was wrong, she would rather not kreowd she twisted her
head from side to side in an agony of self-recration.

'Cass!" Jay's voice was half impatient as sheddisearm to cover her eyes.
'Cass, what's the matter? Don't turn away fromFoeGod's sake, not now.'

'l—l—-' Cassandra's eyes were wild and tearfutah't do this. You don't
know about me. |—I'm not like other women--'

Jay's blue eyes narrowed. 'Is that what Rolandytolc?’
'Yes—no. | mean, | know it's the truth--'

Jay swore softly, but succinctly. 'Oh, Cass, yowurazy,' he breathed,
caressing the corner of her mouth with his. 'Ddggnir body tell you you're
wrong? | don't know what Roland told you, but bedieme, you're
everything and more than any man could ever want.’

'l am?' Cassandra still couldn't believe it, byt @as making her believe it,
forcing her to an awareness of her own body's egstarrying her with him
beyond the point of no return.

'‘God—Cass!" he muttered, as her sweetness envehapednd she knew a
momentary confusion as the pain she had expectedatimaterialise. On
the contrary, it was a most satisfying experieaoe, her tenseness fled as he



began to move within her. 'Don't—be afraid," halsaughly, against her
lips, and a moist weakness flooded her being . . .



CHAPTER SIX

TIME spiralled back to reality some time around dawassandra awakened
to the awareness of a heavy weight across hertbresasd a warm body
close to hers beneath the fluffy quilt. For a motredre was disorientated,
shocked into the belief that it was Mike beside Heat Mike was still alive.
But even as a wave of horror swept over her atrtbenory of her husband's
violence, Jay stirred, and she turned her headgawchim.

He was still asleep, and in the reflective lighanfr the snow outside, his
features had an unexpected vulnerability. With teg tousled and the
darkening shadow of his beard on his jawline, lu&kéal younger and even
more attractive, and her limbs weakened instinttigethe remembrance of
his lovemaking.

But as her heart somersaulted with sudden emaioegually strong sense
of panic gripped her. Dear God, she thought ung{eahe mustn't allow
herself to fall in love with him. She knew even nbe could hurt her so
much more than Mike had ever done.

Yet she could not deny the feelings he had arotreedight before. She had
lived for more than twenty-four years believing svees incapable of feeling
or inspiring any strong emotion, but now she knberé¢ had never been
anything wrong with her. She was neither cold maid. Jay had proved

that to her, not once but twice, and in the aftemad her fulfilment she had

confessed the truth to him.

In the morning light, however, she was experienangneasy awareness of
how dangerous it might be to give in to those humvaaknesses. Jay had
given her more than an awareness of her own setysudér admittedly
inexperienced desire to find someone—some man—sld chave a
relationship with bore no relation to what had rexpgd between her and
Jay. She had been looking for friendship, compashign and perhaps love,
though again her estimation of the man- womanicglahip had been false.
What she had found with Jay was more, so much riwe she either
expected omwanted,because she was very much afraid that with him, sh
could stand no half measures.



After all, he was right. She had been attractechitn at the Stafford
reception, but she had not known then how all-conisg that attraction
might become. And he was not the kind of man slolsh—or could—
expect any commitment from. Whatever exaggeration$ad concocted,
there was a grain of truth in what she had said Jaly himself had admitted
there had been other women. How many women, Cassditinot wish to
contemplate, acknowledging with a sense of disthegtto picture him in
bed with another woman was to imagine the mosteefform of torture.

Besides, she told herself severely, she didn't waaitkind of commitment
either. She had her career to think about, theecasiee had once before
abandoned so cavalierly and lived to regret. Omgyteeemed certain: she
should not ever see Jay again, in case her ownngsaks became evident to
him.

She edged reluctantly to the side of the bed, ahdirg her breath when he
shifted in protest, she crawled out on to the flddoving quickly about the
room, breathing shallowly all the time it took tather her belongings
together, she pushed them into her suitcase. 8h& dse the bathroom. She
simply collected her toilet bag and toothbrush, gmdmised herself a
shower as soon as she got home.

It was cowardly, walking out on him like this, bshe refused to consider
any alternative. Yet, when she was dressed, shet spdew moments
looking down at his sleeping form, fighting the abnh irresistible urge to
touch him. Would he understand what she was doWg@ld he forgive
her? Or would it not occur to him to think that $tael to get away before his
disturbing personality overrode all practical nettss?

She had to hold on to her own identity. It was Be ascaping a disastrous
marriage to plunge into a disastrous love affay. hight want her now, but
how long would it last? Six months? A year, if sh&s lucky? She couldn't
take that—not from him. She knew it. If she wasrdwelish enough to put
her heart into his keeping, she might never recagain.

There was no one at the reception desk when shiedeemstairs, but as the
rules of the hotel necessitated overnight guestsgdor the rooms at the
time of booking, she did not feel guilty as sheiearher case out to the car.



She did cast a fleeting glance up at the windows®thotel before pulling
through the arch that led out of the parking aneayever. She wondered if
Jay was still asleep. She hoped so. She had seatettk Ferrari parked in
its bay and knew better than to imagine the Alfalddope to outpace it.
Her only advantage was the weather. In these dondijtall vehicles were
reduced to a similar speed.

The doorbell rang as Cassandra was stepping othheoEhower. For a
moment she was tempted to pretend she wasn't a¢,Hauh then, forcing

herself to reason logically, she realised she whsdelaying the inevitable.

Sooner or later she would have to meet Jay agaihthee sooner it was over
the better.

Pausing long enough to put on a warm towelling rodt®, she ran her
fingers through the short waves and determinedlkedhto the door. She
would have preferred to meet him fully dressed,astr last night it would
be foolish to exhibit a spurious modesty. Far bdticoehave as if she had
been expecting him. It' was the only way she mggtih any advantage.

She swung open the door, her expression carefaityposed, polite words
of greeting on her tongue—and found her motheawm-butside. Thea was
evidently dressed to go out, and she viewed hergltatin-law's
appearance with obvious relief, and without waitifty an invitation
stepped past her into the flat.

"You could have rung me,' she began, as Cassaradidyclosed the door
behind her. 'l had no idea that you were back usalv your car downstairs.
For heaven's sake, Cass, you knew | would be webtrie

'I'm sorry." Cassandra spread her hands apoloffgtitavas going to ring
you, but | didn't have time for a shower this magjiand | thought--'

'A shower? At two o'clock in the afternoon?' The#eqa the collar of her fur
coat closer about her throat. 'You're sure youdteamgry with me? You
don't blame me for sending him after you?"



'‘Blame you?' Cassandra controlled her colour wifficdlty. 'Oh, you
mean—Jay Ravek--'

Thea sighed. 'Yes, | mean Jay Ravek, and--' sheé iyelher hand as
Cassandra would have spoken: 'l should tell yoand the King's Arms this
morning, and they put me through to your room. Hswien o'clock,
and—and he answered.’

'Oh!' Cassandra's cheeks flamed then, and Theaiettuinto her
explanations:

'l wanted to know what time you were coming backattime to expect
you. The weather has been so bad, and—oh, you Wwiatwa worrier I am.’
it's all right, Thea.'

it's not all right. |1 shouldn't have poked my naseé Thea sighed. 'Oh,
darling, I didn't know what to do when he answelléd.afraid | just rang
off.'

'I see.' Cassandra’s lips twisted: Jay must havelared who was calling
her at that hour of the morning. But one thing wpgarent. He had certainly
not hurried after her. She had left at seven!

'Did you guess it was me?' Thea looked absurdlyoaisx and Cassandra
had to comfort her, even though it meant explaising had not been there.

'I—I left as soon as it was light,' she said, tgyto sound casual, it seemed
the simplest thing to do in the circumstances. |—itevas a mistake. |—I
shan't be seeing him again.'

'Oh, Cass!' Thea looked troubled. 'l feel so resjie.’

'Why?' Cassandra shook her head. "You didn't makgarto bed with him.'

' told him where you were. | let him come afteuyo

'l don't think you could have stopped him,' retdr@assandra flatly. 'Jay
Ravek is a law unto himself. Don't be silly, Theknew what | was doing.’



'Did you?' Thea studied her pale features apprerays’'l suspect you're
still an innocent, in spite of everything.' Shehsd. 'l only wanted you to
see him. To speak to him. | thought—oh, | don't\Wwhrehe seemed so
sincere.’

'He is sincere in his own way.' Cassandra floppmeirdon to the sofa and
looked up at her mother-in- law, her eyes warm vaittection. 'Darling,

honestly, he didn't hurt me. He—oh," she broke affuptly, digging

trembling fingers into her damp hair. 'He was— vkiyd,' she finished
huskily.

Thea glanced at her anxiously, then came down erctluch beside her.
'Cass,' she said earnestly, 'darling, | think waudhtalk." She expelled her
breath impatiently. 'Damn Peggy Skinner! She madepnomise to come
over this afternoon. She has this house guest, 8oath America, who's
going to show us some slides of the Indians hess beorking with in the

Amazon basin. You know what Peggy's like—she alvemyurages these
people, and then she has to canvass all her friergigpport them. | told her
| really didn't feel like socialising, what with yobeing away, but she
wouldn't listen. She said it would do me good toae for a while——-

'‘And so it will." Cassandra stifled her own disajppment and turned
towards her firmly. 'You go, Thea. You know yo@hjoy it once you get
there. And I—I have plenty to do.’

'Such as what?' Thea looked doubtful.

'Oh, washing, ironing—I've even got some desigrisish for a Mrs Vance
who wants her living-room doing over—'

'Cass--'

'Out,’ declared Cassandra lightly, getting to leet,fand her mother-in-law
was obliged to get up too. 'I'll see you laterg added, accompanying her to
the door. 'But don't hurry back on my account.tema to have an early
night.'



With Thea's departure, however, Cassandra expedea intense feeling

of depression. She told herself it was hardly ssiny, in the circumstances,
but she was forced to acknowledge that the newsg#yehad still been at the
hotel several hours after her departure was songetshe found hard to

swallow. She had been convinced he would follow Bé&e had been sure
that once he discovered she was gone, he would afiereher. But to learn

that he had still been sleeping almost three hafties she had left the hotel
was vaguely humiliating. And he certainly hadn&hed back to town after
Thea had made her call. It was almost three o'ahook

She stopped herself there. What on earth was shking about? Why

should she imagine Jay would let her know whendtdgck to town? Why

should he? He had no reason to do so. And untinather-in- law rang her
doorbell the idea had not even occurred to heerAdtl, she had run out on
him. He had had what ha wanted, so why shouldn&theer go? It was all

part and parcel of what she had been thinkingeraro far as Jay was
concerned, there was no commitment—on either side.

In spite of her reasoning, however, Cassandra faunard to get through

the next few hours. To silence the taunting votbes continued inside her
head, she put on an old pair of jeans and a shadtbyn shirt and set about
cleaning the apartment. It wasn't big so it ditake much time, but she got
a great deal of satisfaction in working herseéxbaustion. By the time she
had finished, the place was gleaming with polisit #he delicious smell of

lavender scented the rooms.

Her phone rang around five, but it was only Cloiggecking to see whether
she had ordered the fabric for re-upholstering athreaten old
chaise-longue they had found in the house at Wmdaost of the furniture
they had found in the house had been too eatenitpwoodworm to
rescue, but the Victorian sofa had been in a redderstate of repair, and
Cassandra had been attracted by its scrolled legs.

"You okay?' asked Chris perceptively, after she &sslred him that the
material had been ordered. "You sound down in thaps. | gather your
weekend didn't come off.'



'‘Something like that.'

Cassandra was non-communicative, and Chris ganewikg grunt. 'l see.
Like that, is it?' he commented drily. 'So—how'duyike yours truly to

come round and cheer you up, huh? | could alwagk sapper. I'm quite a
dab hand around the kitchen. | have to be here!

'No, thanks.'

Cassandra was finding it an effort just being cail the moment and
reluctantly Chris got the message. 'Okay," hergsiginedly. '‘But don't say |
didn't offer!" and he rang off before she couldex.

Replacing her own receiver, Cassandra knew a mamepang of regret.
She could have done with Chris's inconsequent ethatiht now. But it
wouldn't be fair to use him, and put his marriaggopardyMarriage! Her
lips twisted bitterly. Definitely an outmoded irtstion!

When her doorbell rang at nine o'clock, she wenanswer it without
hesitation. She assumed it was Thea, back fromSWirsner's and ready for
a cosy confab over the teacups, but once agaiwabkavrong. This time it
was Jay who was propped against the wall besidelber, and she was
instantly aware of the sight she must look in tisegghutable shirt and jeans,
her face bare of all make-up and her hair uncombednn, she thought,
why had she allowed resentment and depressionina bler to every
eventuality? She should have known a man like Ravakd know all the
moves in the game.

'‘Can | come in?' he enquired expressionlessly,ihgpéver her shoulder, as
if he half expected her to have company, and Casadnok a deep breath.

'Why?'
His mouth took on a downward slant. 'Don't ask/ gjliestions, Cass, there's

a good girl." He straightened away from the watlpaling her with his dark
gaze. 'Are you alone?'



'If it's any concern of yours, then yes, | am,' si@ied tautly, though she
was far from sure of herself. 'l don't know why Y@ucome here, but--'

'Oh, spare me that, at least,’ he exclaimed harseidying forward so that
she had either to face up to him or step asiden&an, you might as well let
me in. I'm not going to leave here until we have thut.'

'Have what out?' But Cassandra moved back anyweyyikg herself for a
coward as he strolled into her living room.

"You know what | mean.' He turned to face her &srshuctantly closed the
door, and she thought she could smell whisky orbresth. He was by no
means drunk, nor anywhere near it, but her palmistareed anxiously as
she waited for him to go on.

'‘Aren't you going to offer me a drink?' he askeatkdbrows quirking above
his lean brooding face. He was still wearing theyreuede suit he had worn
the night before, but the cream silk shirt wasedéht, and she wondered
inconsequently if he had been home to change. H@he! had no idea
where his home was, nor indeed, she realised lgjttehether he lived
alone.

'l only have sherry,' she said now, moving her &lterg offhandedly, and he
nodded.

'‘Okay, that will have to do,’ he acknowledged, mgp the fact that she
hadn't offered him any, and with a feeling of hefsness, she walked into
the kitchen.

When she came back, he was examining the Fragpnatdhe had bought
with the proceeds of her first commission, butureed politely as she came
in and took the glass she reluctantly proffered.

'‘Aren't you joining me?' he asked, as she took tamvoid touching his
fingers, and she shook her head tensely, shunnieglya

'l like your flat," he remarked, trying the dry styeand evidently finding it to
his taste. 'Small, but elegant.' He paused. 'Like'y



'I'm not small,' she retorted, nonetheless awahepfow heels. 'I'm five feet
six.'

'Minds are not always relevant to physical statineresponded mockingly,
raising his glass, and Cassandra's breathing queckéen tenor with her
pulse.

It was useless to pretend she could dismiss théfacless than twenty-four
hours ago, they had been dining together. Despitehforced detachment,
she couldn't help being aware of him, and her becainld not erase the
knowledge of how he had looked without his clothes

"You did expect me to come, didn't you?' he comtthstudying the liquid in
his glass. "You didn't really think you could wallkit on me this morning,
without so much as a gesture of farewell?’

'I—I thought it was the best thing to do," Cassarréplied quickly.

'‘Best for whom?' he countered, meeting her eyes.

'Why, for both of us, | suppose.' She linked hegérs together. 'I'm afraid
I'm not very experienced in these matters.'

'‘And | am?' The dark eyes snapped fire.

Cassandra drew an unsteady breath. 'Aren't you?"

Jay finished the sherry and put the glass dowmemecord cabinet. 'Liz has
done a pretty thorough job of character assassmatiasn't she?' he
remarked, folding his arms. 'But didn't she aldloyteu that my—conquests
generally last longer than one night?’

Cassandra unlinked her fingers to run one handsilgeato her hair. 'Oh,
look," she said uncomfortably, 'is all this necegdd mean, surely it's
obvious...'

'What is obvious?"



'Well, my leaving you, of course. Surely you readisvhat it meant?'

'No." His face was brooding. 'What did it mean?'

He was not making it easy for her, and Cassandsheali with all her heart
that she had prepared herself better for this erteouLast night,’ she began
carefully, choosing her words, 'last night was atake...'

It was?'

'Yes. It should never have happened. | behaved—wad}y. I—I don't
know what came over me.'

'I came over you,' Jay inserted harshly. 'And it m@snistake. You wanted
me, Cass, just as much as | wanted you.'

'‘Well, perhaps--'

'Stuff it, Cass. There's no perhaps about it. lfary you've been nursing the
belief that you were to blame for Roland's hang-bpslast night 1 showed
you...'

'I'd really rather not talk about Mike--'

'Why? Am | scraping a nerve? Goddammit, Cass stleaer now. Roland's
dead and you're alive! Or you were last night!'

Cassandra trembled, if you want me to thank you..."'

‘To thank me!" Jay uttered a savage oath. 'FordEadke, Cass, stop talking
such utter rubbish! | didn't come here for yournke That's a bloody
insult!

Cassandra held up her head. 'Then why did you cdroaf?'t believe last
night meant that much to you. You were still in kedten o'clock this
morning!'



'Oh, | see." Jay's lips twisted. "Your mother-iwlaas been talking. Did she
think | wouldn't recognise her voice if she ran§?ofou can tell her I've

been a journalist too long to be duped that easiy.shook his head. 'And
that mattered to you, did it? That | was still gogmg the confessional

couch?'

Cassandra was annoyed that she had betrayed hsrsadf/iously, and she
hastily tried to retract: 'All I'm saying is thairfsomeone who's supposed to
be so interested in why | walked out, you've taerunconscionably long
time to get here!’

Jay inclined his head. 'Point taken. And I'm wdlito explain.'

'l don't need your explanations--'

'‘Nevertheless, you're going to get them,' he redoftatly. "To begin with, |
was not asleep when you made your furtive departtoet woke me up
when you crept out of bed, but I let you believieentvise because | wanted
to see what you planned to do.’

"You—you shouldn't have done that.'

'How s0?' He shrugged. 'l didn't want to spoil yhwr. And besides, by the
time | realised what you intended, it was too tatdo anything about it.'

Cassandra clenched her fists. "You watched me!'

'With interest,' he agreed shortly. 'Then,' he dddeliberately baiting her,
‘as 1 was tired, | went back to sleep."

Cassandra burned with embarrassment. 'I—I donthsee@ny of this is—is
relevant.’

'Don't you? Well, let me continue." He exhaled higavwWhen next |

wakened, it was after nine, and my temper hadrgroved with keeping.
On the contrary, if you'd been around, | thinkHave wrung your bloody
neck, for making a fool of me!'



'I- making a fool of you?' Cassandra was taken lgbbat Jay was not
finished.

'‘What else?' he declared harshly. 'We were supptuség married, you

know.' He shook his head. 'l was in no mood to he&eustanding, as your
mother-in-law would have found out if she hadri'tliscretion act the better
part of valour!

'Even so--'

'Even so—nothing." Jay's mouth was hard. 'l drozekkto London, torn

between the urge to beat your brains out and thelklgstrong desire to
drown all thoughts of you in a malt-based anaesthet

'‘But you came here.'

'Eventually,’ he agreed grimly. 'Because it ocaliteeme that | might have
misjudged you, that | might have misinterpreted ititention behind your

untimely decampment.’

Cassandra moved her shoulders. 'l—I'm sorry yduagka wasted journey.'

'What do you mean?' His eyes narrowed.

' mean I'm not sorry about leaving you this mogaifthe mistake was in
letting—Ietting it happen in the first place.’

"You think so?' He looked impatiently at her. 'Cassi're not making sense.’
'l thought | was." Cassandra forced herself to inoet ‘Last
night—happened. | can't alter that. But | can malkee it doesn't happen

again.'

Jay stared at her incredulously. 'Why would youtwtanlo that?' He made a
helpless gesture. 'Last night wgmod,Cass. We were good together.'

Cassandra's tongue circled her lips. 'lI'd rathérhawe a discussion about
it--'



‘The hell you wouldn't!" Jay's temper surfacedtkeli'So what are you trying
to say? That | should say thanks very much, an& wat of here?'

Her chest felt constricted. 'Is that so surprising?
Jay breathed noisily. "You tell me.'

Cassandra bent her head, 'I'm sure you don't nedd tell you the rules of
the game, Jay. Let's not pretend last night was pitediminary to a
declaration of marriage. We both know that's nag¢.tdi—I wouldn't want it
to be true,’ she hastened quickly, in case he digailthe wrong impression,
it was a—a pleasant experience--'

‘A pleasant experience!' Jay's oath was crude.Geal's sake, Cass, don't
give me that. Last night you discovered you wen®ean, and | helped you

make that discovery. It was no—pleasant experielicgas fantastic, and

you know it. Stop kidding yourself. We can't givye something like that.’

'We must.' Cassandra took a backward step, disnmtayaidcover his words
were a powerful intoxicant in themselves. '‘Jay,dmry if you thought I—I

wanted an affair with you. I—I am grateful to yodout I—I can't get

involved in that kind of a relationship..."

Jay watched her intently. 'Why not?'

Cassandra's nerves stretched. 'Oh, | don't knbe/gxclaimed distractedly,
it's not what | want. I—I'm a career person. | tafford these kind of

distractions. I—I admit that—that once | did thihlwas the kind of person
who could have that kind of relationship, but I'ot!d suppose, having been
married...'

"You weren'tmarried!" Jay overrode her savagely. 'You only lived with a
man!’

'In—in spite of the fact that | was married,’ sleegsted unevenly, 'l don't
want that kind of relationship now. I'm sorry, Ibére it is.'

'So what am | supposed to do?'



"You?' Cassandra was confused. 'l—I don't know wbatmean.’

' mean, if I don't accept this?' His mouth twisssdf-derisively. incredible
as itis, | still want you. So what am | to do abthat?'

Cassandra's knees felt like jellies. This wasumtiin she had never dreamt
of having to handle. If she had anticipated thengcat all, it was in terms of
his contempt and anger, never his forbearanceisttodcerted her, and
unnerved her, not least because she guessed he lbeuh formidable
adversary . . .

'l think you'd better go,' she said at last, neslpusteeling herself against
his unconscious attraction, and his hands felldbo® his sides.

'‘Okay,' he said, and her initial reaction was ohatense relief that he was
letting her off so lightly. But his next words hadr groping for support.
'‘We'll get married,' he said indifferently, almastif he was discussing the
weather. 'So long as you don't expect church laelts flowers, and some
long-winded parson to give us his blessing! Thesteg office will do very
well, and as long as it's legal, what do you care?'

Cassandra gasped. She was shocked. His proposakavasmpletely
improbable. And he evidently expected her to ag&e found it almost
insulting. Something had to be said. Somehow stk thadismiss his
proposal, and quickly, before its attractions et better of her.

'M—marry you?' she echoed at last, her voice séwetaves higher than
normal. "You—must be joking!"

Jay's mouth drew into a tight line. 'No, | am noking. Nor do | enjoy
hearing my perfectly reasonable proposition spaken that tone.'

'l see.' Cassandra was a trembling mass of jallysliie managed to proceed.
'Well, 1 don't think you should make a mockery cdmnage.’

'Don't be so bloody childish! I'm not mocking it.'

‘Aren't you?'



Jay took a step towards her. 'Let me show you--'

'‘No!" She was very definite about that. 'l—I warduyto get out of
here—now!

To her dismay, there was a tremor in her voice wétem spoke, and she
prayed he would not realise how precariously héiadee was balanced.

'‘Cass--' He must have realised it, she thougheadsy, as his tone took on
a sensuousness that sent unwilling shivers of @xent up her spine. If he
touched her now, she would be lost, she thoughtigéitally. She would
never be able to send him away, and he would itigtgness the truth.

'‘Cass--' He said her name again, and her hearsabtapped beating when
his hands descended on her shoulders. It wast®adav to try to step back
from him, and she might precipitate his actionshé tried to drag herself
away. 'Cass, why do you go on fighting me?' he deled, his thumbs
stroking the taut lines of her throat. 'We weregsod together. Don't you
want to see how much better it can be?"

‘No!'

But her denial was a plaintive cry that he ignoasdhe drew her towards
him. The warm clean smell of his body enveloped, liee delicious
fragrance of his skin lightly imbued with some tgnghaving lotion
mingling with his scent of maleness. It wasn't,falie thought, her cheek
brushing the velvet texture of his lapel. Being miahim like this was
actual physical torment, and for the first timehier life she ached for a
man's possession. But not any man, just this mhe, acknowledged
despairingly, and gave her lips up to his kiss.

'‘Ah, Cass--' he groaned, his mouth sending herses@Enning in mindless
rapture, and as passion leapt between them, sh@eiglsss to resist. His
hands slid proprietorially over her back to hershjgrobing beneath her shirt
and pressing her to him. She felt the stirring nfesbetween his legs, and
as his possessive fingers brought her firmly agams hardness, the
quivering, betraying weakness in the pit of hensioh made her a prisoner
inhisgrasp. ..



The chime of her doorbell was like the voice ofs@afighting back the
powers of darkness, and Cassandra drew an uncéred@th. Thea!' she
breathed, pressing her hands against his chestyiéim@ muffled oath Jay
was forced to let her go.

'Get rid of her," he muttered, raking back his heith an unsteady hand,
revealing he was not as controlled now as he hed barlier, but Cassandra
had very definite ideas about who wanted gettidgfi

'Darling!" she exclaimed eagerly, opening the daod grasping Thea's arm
before she could move away. 'Come in, come in'!d b&ginning to wonder
where you'd got to.'

'Oh, you know Peggy Skinn--' Thea was beginning waguely bewildered
tone, when she caught sight of Jay, motionlesssadie room. 'But you've
got company, Cass. [—don't want to intrude--'

‘Jay was just leaving,' declared Cassandra flaghgring his sudden intake
of breath. 'l—I think we've said all there is toyga one another, haven't
we?' She didn't give him a chance to reply befddire: 'If ever you need
your apartment renovating, however--'

‘Cass--'
‘Cass--'
They both spoke simultaneously, Thea evidently emakaed by the
invidiousness of her position, Jay's face contovtgld an anger he made no

attempt to conceal.

'Please--' Cassandra drew an uneven breath argkgdrieer hands together,
it—it's late. | wish you would go, Jay. |—I—it's nse. I'm sorry.’

Thea exchanged a troubled look with the man, hpression mirroring her
confusion, and as if respecting the older womaaotion, Jay pushed his
hands into the pockets of his jacket.



'‘Okay,' he said flatly. 'Okay, I'll go.' He walkeadross the floor and paused
before Cassandra. 'But it's not over, Cass, belmgel'll be seeing you
again.'

'l don't think so," Cassandra countered tremulouastyl with a sound of
frustration Jay strode out of the door, allowingpislam behind him.



CHAPTER SEVEN

THE heat in the sauna was stifling, and Jay couldtfeebweat pouring out
of him. Great droplets of moisture rolled down fase from the lustreless
mat of his hair, and the towel thrown carelesslsos€ his thighs barely
soaked up the perspiration running from his chest shoulders. It was
hardly a satisfying experience, more a tortuoususartte before the
delightful coolness of the pool, but despite theasty atmosphere, Jay's
mind was crystal clear.

He was going to leave thost,but not, as he had once considered, to accept
the job he had been offered by one of the Lond@vitgon companies. He
was going to make a complete break with journalsrmd do what he had
planned to do for some years now. He was goingni & place in the
country, far enough from town to discourage casadlers, and he was
going to try and write the book he was sure heihddm.

It was an appealing idea, and one he had toyedamithnd off for the past
eighteen months, ever since the life he had besting had begun to pall.
He had enjoyed his work, hill found journalism challenging; but he
wanted more out of his life than an epitaph thadr&illed in the pursuit of
ambition!

He had spoken of his plans to his editor the nigdfore. Of course, Hal
Ames hadn't wanted him to resign, for either reaaod he had used every
trick in the book to try and change his mind. Tharces of him writing
anything worth publishing were unlikely at best) Had said scathingly, but
Jay had stuck to his decision with dogged deteriioina

'What the hell's wrong with you?' Hal had demanaelst. 'Don't tell me
some female's got her claws into you at fast! Gadighty, Jay, whoever
she is, she can't be worth what you're considegiviog up!

‘There is no female," Jay assured him flatly. ‘@animagine any of the girls
| know being prepared to abandon their socialihféavour of a cottage in
the country?"

'l can think of a few," retorted Hal drily.



Jay sighed. 'Hal, I'm sick to my teeth with the llfm leading here. And
besides--' he paused, 'right now, it suits me tageof London.’

Hal sighed. 'Okay, okay. But for how long?'

'How long—what?'

'How long before you get rid of this writing bug?’

Jay lifted his shoulders. 'As long as it takes. Maforever.'

'Forever!" Hal was appalled. 'Hell, Jay, you caméan that!" He shook his
head. 'l give it nine months— no,’ this as Jay&sdyardened,'—a year. I'll
give you a year to get this—this foolishness owair system. After that,
we talk again, right? | can't say fairer, can I?'

Jay shifted now, getting up from the stone slabre/he had been lying, and
walking to the door. Outside, the air struck hinmthaa blast of coolness,
even though the area around the swimming pool eased. But after the
sweltering humidity of the sauna, anywhere woulkl f®ol, and shedding
his towel, he dived smoothly into the water.

It was like silk against his moist skin, rinsinganall impurities, leaving
him feeling sharp and alert. With real enjoymentsiaam strongly to the
end of the pool and back again, prolonging tharigedf well-being, loath to
leave the undemanding freedom of the club. This seasething he would
miss, he reflected. He always took advantage ofufserlative facilities
when he was in London.

Thirty minutes later, refreshed, dried, and dressdzkige slacks and a tan
leather jerkin, he left the health club and droiegneen Ferrari across town
to his apartment in Winslow Court. It was barelgh¢io'clock when he let
himself into his flat on the eighth floor and higusekeeper, Mrs Temple,
was just preparing his breakfast.

Although the apartment boasted a dining room, dsasea spacious living
room, Jay invariably ate breakfast in the kitchmeferring the informality.
It gave him an opportunity to speak to Mrs Temple] she enjoyed telling



him the latest news about her son and daughteawnalho had emigrated to
Canada. Mrs Temple had been with Jay for more tiaryears, ever since
his salary enabled him to lease this apartmenteamploy a housekeeper,
and although he had spent months of every yeasfdabe country, he could
always rely on Mrs Temple being there wheneverdesiad her.

'‘Good morning,' she greeted him warmly as he camwethe kitchen, and
Jay lifted his eyes from the newspaper he was stgno give her a faintly
abstracted smile.

' 'Morning,' he responded, subsiding on to a sabdhe breakfast bar and
looping one leg round its stem. 'It's a cold daitiit? | hope we're not going
to have any more snow.'

'The daffodils are out in the park,' remarked Mesnple, pouring him some
coffee. 'l saw them on my way over. Real prettytoeked, too.'

Jay nodded, thanking her for the coffee, and gsulhdis newspaper aside,
Mrs Temple pursed her lips with importance. 'Mr @ay rang," she
announced. 'About fifteen minutes ago. | said $kl you to ring him back.’

'‘Guy?' Jay frowned. 'Did he say what he wanted?"

'No." Mrs Temple shook her head. 'But | don't sigepts anything that can't
wait until after you've had your breakfast.’

Jay grimaced, i doubt he'd agree with you," he reetehumorously. 'It's not
like Guy to be out of bed before nine o'clock. lush be something
important, or he wouldn't have made the effort.’

Mrs Temple snorted. ‘Well, don't you go lettingstmeal spoil, or I'll have a
few words to say to Mr Conway next time he comeas he

Jay grinned, and levered himself up from the stogo and ring his friend
and colleague. Guy Conway worked for the commeteiavision station

who had offered Jay a job. They had been friengisesiheir student days,
and the fact that Guy was married now had made liifference to their

friendship.



'Hi there!" Guy's response to Jay's call was claratcally enthusiastic.
'How are you? You haven't forgotten Helen and | expecting you for
dinner on Friday, have you?'

Jay lounged lazily on to a soft green velvet stfa.sure you didn't ring me
at eight a.m. just to ask me that,' he counteriygl dVhat is it? Can't it wait
until Friday?'

‘Actually, no." Guy was serious now. 'l wanted &bct you before you left
for Frankfurt. You did say you were going to Framktoday, didn't you?'

‘This evening,' agreed Jay blandly. 'But you cdudgte caught me at the
office.’

'l didn't know what time you were leaving,' Guy &{ped, ‘and ringing your
office doesn't always work— you're so seldom in it!

'‘Okay, point taken.' Jay lifted one booted foobtosh a speck of lint from
the hem of his slacks. 'So what is it that can'ttvélelen's not ill or
anything, is she?'

'‘No, no." Guy was impatient, it's nothing to dohwitelen. Only—well, were
you really serious the other night when you spdkaua finding yourself a
house out of town?'

Jay sat up. 'Yes, | was serious. You know that.’

'‘Okay, okay, don't get uptight about it." Guy w&gerceptive, it just so
happens we may be able to help you.'

'Indeed?"

'Yes. There's a house in Combe Bassett, thatlitagerin Oxfordshire, that
sounds exactly what you want.’

Jay's interest kindled. 'You've seen an advertiagPhe

'No.' Guy hesitated. 'As a matter of fact, it bgieto Helen's aunt and uncle.’



'‘And they're selling?'

'No, again.'

'‘Guy - —' Jay was growing impatient, but his frienterrupted him.

'‘Let me tell you. | know you said you wanted to ls@ynewhere, Jay--'

'l do.’

'—but—well, we don't want to lose touch with yomdaif you buy some
place miles from anywhere, you're going to findldody hard to sell again
when the time comes.'

Jay sighed. 'Don't you mean—;/the time comes?’

'‘Okay.' Guy acknowledged the point. 'Even so,rkhjou're crazy if you go
ahead and buy a house without finding out whetbergan stand that kind
of life.'

Jay breathed deeply. 'l guess you have a point.’

'Sure | do." Guy was eager. 'At least think abbut i

‘What about Helen's relations? Where do they corde i

‘They don't.' Guy paused. 'They're retiring, arey/tplan to pay a prolonged
visit to Helen's other aunt in Australia. They nsetheone to caretake the
house for them. When | told them about you, theyevekelighted.'

Jay drew a deep breath. 'I've not said I'll tak&ity.'

'l know that. But promise me you will think abotit i

Jay shrugged his shoulders. 'Okay, I'll think abbut

"You can let us know your decision on Friday.'



'Fine.' Jay changed the subject. 'How's Helen?'

'Oh, she's okay.' Guy was matter-of-fact. 'How alddns Roland? Have you
seen her lately?"

‘No.'

Jay was abrupt, and his mood of well-being disgkiseneath a sudden
wave of irritation. Two months ago, in an alcohwdhiced state of
melancholy, he had confessed his admiration foreMRbland's widow, and
although he had not told Guy everything, he hadetéed it ever since. His
abortive attempts to see Cassandra since that mg@ambridge were a
source of bitter self-contempt, and although thieg, were several weeks
ago now, his pride was still smarting.

'l only wondered," Guy ventured now, sensing thesaiain ground he was
treading, 'because as a matter of fact, | saw heselhlast night, at Paul
Ludlum's party.'

The muscles in Jay's stomach tautened, and althbedmnew he was all
kinds of a fool, he asked: 'Who's Paul Ludlum?

'Don't you know him?' Guy was tentative. 'He's eroantant. Mrs Roland's
accountant, | gather, although my guess is hedtbkbe something more.’

'Really?' Jay found he wanted to end this conviersaiow, but Guy wasn't
quite finished.

'Yes,' he said thoughtfully. 'And | have to agreghwou, she is a very
attractive lady. Though | did think she looked t@ldi pale. Maybe she's
working too hard. Ludlum tells me she has a vergcessful interior-
designing business.'

'I'm really not interested in Mrs Roland's commarcabilities,’ Jay
remarked, with cutting emphasis. 'I'll think abgatr proposition while I'm
away, Guy, and I'll get back to you.’



"You do that." Guy was forced to accept his disatjsand Jay rang off
without offering Helen his usual good wishes.

His breakfast was waiting for him, and he gulpetl@ glass of orange
juice before looking at the food on his plate. Bight of grilled bacon and

mushrooms, and lightly fried eggs, revolted himdamdy, and ignoring Mrs

Temple's speculative gaze, he picked up the newspapd assumed an
interest in its pages.

He hoped Mrs Temple would leave him to get on withs she often did,
going about her work in the flat with her usuakation to detail. He could
scrape the contents of his plate into the wastgoda unit in the sink, and
she would be none the wiser. But this morning Memple chose to linger,
and eventually tutted at the congealing food.

'What did Mr Conway have to say to make you loseryappetite?' she
exclaimed, with the familiarity of long service.d@dness me, you haven't
touched your meal. | thought you were hungry.'

'I'm sorry, Mrs Temple.' Jay forced a politenessvas far from feeling. 'It
must be because I've got other things on my mimadomise I'll do better
tomorrow.'

"You won't be here tomorrow,' retorted Mrs Tempighing as she picked
up his plate and herself emptied its contents i sink. 'Have you
forgotten? You're off to Frankfurt. And | don't gse you'll get a proper
breakfast there.'

'You'd be surprised." Jay determinedly cast hiskblaood aside. 'Anyway,
I'm glad you reminded me. Did you paclc a dinnet?su

'l put in your black velvet dinner jacket,” Mrs Tplm agreed thoughtfully.
'‘But you're coming back tomorrow night, aren't you?

'Late,’ said Jay, nodding. 'l have to attend aptae before | leave, and I'll
come straight on to the airport. The black jacketleal. Thanks.'



Mrs Temple sighed. 'Are you sure you're all rigiit, Ravek? I've thought
myself that you've been looking a little tired lgteAre you sleeping
properly?’

Jay grimaced. 'Well, I'm sleeping alone,’ he remdskefusing to allow her
words to rekindle his frustration. 'Maybe thafs #dharong with me.' His
dark eyes danced. 'l must be lonely.'

Mrs Temple chuckled, though her face had turnedwid confusion. 'l
know you're teasing me, Mr Ravek. You're not shafrta young lady
to—well, you know what | mean.'

'Do I, Mrs Temple?'

'‘Away with you, of course you do." Mrs Temple wawedeasing hand at
him, and then left the kitchen to attend to heeothuties.

After she had gone, Jay poured himself anotherofgoffee, and thought
about the house Guy had suggested. It might beod gtea to rent a
property. He didn't want to sell this apartmentd &eeping two homes
going was an added expense. As yet, Mrs Temple kiogwing of his plans,
but he was reasonably sure she would be preparga woth him. She had
said several times that since her son had lefCtorada she had few ties in
London, and as her husband had died before shiedstaorking for Jay, she
would probably welcome the change.

As to the rest of what Guy had said, Jay refusdelttois friend's comments
about Cassandra arouse his antagonism. So farwasheoncerned, she no
longer existed, and any compunction he had feltiferway he had behaved
had been savagely dispelled by her contempt forféedings. He had
thought she was different. He had actually belielrechad at last found a
woman he wanted to share some time with. But hebkad proved wrong,
and his bitterness towards her was compounded égubpicion that she
had been fooling him all along. He had even beguddubt the kind of
relationship she had had with her husband, andaladst succeeded in
convincing him that her innocence had all beenansact.



It was this that irritated him most, this and tmewlling awareness that no
matter how he tried, he could not forget the satisbn he had found with
her ...

It could be said that Jay's health was in an itdipisweeter state than his
temper when he flew into Heathrow late the follogvievening. He had

drunk steadily throughout the two-hour flight, amusual circumstance for
him, and by the time he walked into the arrivalsige at Terminal 2, he was
in no mood to be civil to anyone.

The whole trip had been a waste of time. He had begt out to Frankfurt to
interview Johann Richter, a German politician, wehoght-wing tendencies
were causing the democratic government some enssanemt, without
even gaining a private conversation with the maicht®r had been
surrounded by bodyguards every time he left hisrtapt, and the
reception he was supposed to have attended thisngMead been cancelled
at the last minute. Jay's interview with him hadrbeneant to coincide with
his current election campaign, but his advisorswached him off, and Jay's
journey had been for nothing.

The taxi ride into the city gave him plenty of tintereview the reasons for
his foul mood, and honesty compelled him to adinét tHerr Richter's
attitude had not been entirely to blame. All dayhbd fought off a crippling
feeling of depression, engendered by somethingédthappened the night
before: an attractive German girl had attractedattention in the bar of his
hotel. She had been young and blonde and beauwatifdlin the normal way
Jay would have had no compunction about taking sihatvas so obviously
offering. Instead, he had ignored her invitatiomjled, and said a polite
goodnight—simply because she had aroused no sesxg@alwhatsoever!

It was not a satisfying situation. He had not &y interest in the opposite
sex for more than two months now, and although ofl mow he had
succeeded in convincing himself that he was tirfedllahe familiar faces,
that compromise no longer held true. It didn't makese, and he didn't
know what to do about it.



Guy rang him on Friday morning, ostensibly to remnimm he was coming
to dinner that evening. 'Did—er—did you give thaibe some thought?' he
asked, revealing his real reason for ringing, aay doncealed his
impatience and said he was prepared to go andabibk

'I'll give you the details this evening,’ Guy exciad delightedly, evidently
well pleased, and Jay hoped he would not live @reteagreeing so
impulsively.

It was a bitterly cold day, and when Jay left hiice at four o'clock that

afternoon, a biting wind was blowing up the Strahdvas a relief to get

inside the Ferrari, cold though it was, and haltteedispel his dour mood by
giving the vehicle its head. One could rely on niaety, he reflected

gloomily, pulling ahead of a slow-moving panteclomic If one treated

machinery correctly, it remained in good workinder, and no stupid reflex
like emotion could foul up the gears.

He parked the Ferrari in the garage below his apant and carried his
leather folder into the lift. He had brought somerkvhome with him,
hoping he could concentrate more easily away frdma distracting
influences of the press room, but he doubted itdL.be wasn't impotent,
was he? he asked himself savagely, and then ttimaistisquieting thought
aside as the lift stopped at his floor.

Mrs Temple had gone home. She knew he was dinihth@uevening, and
Jay tossed his fur-lined parka on to one of a pasofas and went to fix
himself a drink.

Mrs Temple had left a list of calls that had com&i him on the pad beside
the phone, and while he swallowed a double Scotdrsada he scanned the
names. His mother had phoned, he noticed wryly,thegk had been a call
from a fellow correspondent, who had just returteeingland after a spell
in the Far East. The only other call had appardrgln from a woman who
had not left her name, and he could only assunwag someone who
preferred to keep their association private. Even Jay was slightly
perplexed. He couldn't think of anyone offhand whaht fit into this
category, and he cast the pad aside, too restissagw to return anyone's
call.



He was engrossed in the file he had prepared ocandoRichter when the
doorbell chimed, breaking his mood. Swearing todali) he got up from
the couch and went to answer it. He was only jegiriming to get interested
in what he was doing, and only the thought thatight be Mrs Temple who
had forgotten her key forced him to be sociables$dging the muscles at
the back of his neck, he jerked open the door,falhéin immediate—and
unwanted—stirring in his loins.

'Hello, Jay.’

With a feeling compounded of anger and outrighbelief, he regarded the
young woman facing him with raw hostility. What thell was she doing

here? After the way she had hung up on him last timphoned her, he had
felt an intense desire never to set eyes on henagad now here she was,
disrupting what little sanctuary he had left.

'I'm sorry if I'm disturbing you.' She was speakaggin, and he forced his
mind back from the chasm of his thoughts. 'l—I ditgy earlier, but you
weren't at home, and | | thought it might be beiftesif | came to see you.'

Jay stared at her grimly, aware for the first titmet her face did look thinner
than he remembered. What had Guy said—that shedobpé&le? She didn't
look pale now. Her colour was almost hectic. Butshepected it was on
account of the apprehension she was feeling in mgrninvited to his
apartment. She was still attractive, though, thathrhe had to concede, her
fair hair longer than it had been previously, auglin soft tendrils about her
cheeks. She was wearing a dark red cape, thaehislénder figure, but the
hood was thrown back and the black fur lining etcher face. It angered
him that he still found her appearance captivatmgl his voice revealed his
anger as he was obliged to make some response.

'What do you want?' he demanded, and there wamo® o¢f compassion in
his tone. 'I'm rather tied up just now. | don't bavne for—social calls.’'

'This .isn't a social call." Cassandra's soft dipsw into a troubled line, and
she glanced with obvious emphasis over her shaulde+—do you think |
might come in for a moment? |—well, | have to tadkyou.'



Jay made no move to allow her to cross his thresi@h the contrary, he
knew an almost paranoic desire to keep her outisohpartment, and his
voice was harsh as he repulsed her.

'What's the matter, Mrs Roland?' he taunted. '0ieli'tme you've changed
your mind and decided to accept my proposal aftef'm sorry.' He was
derisive, it wasn't an open-ended offer. I'm afitgdbeen withdrawn.'

He knew he had hurt her by the suddenly painedesspn he glimpsed in
the long green eyes. Long lashes, silver-tipped ti&r hair, swept down to
hide that knowledge from him, but not soon enough.saw the bruised
hollowing of their depths, and in spite of himdak conscience smote him.

But she was already turning away, groping almastb} along the corridor
towards the lift. The unexpected compunction thaidenhim speak her
name went on deaf ears, and he was forced to stiadg the corridor after
her to bring her to a standstill.

She fought him then, her arm moving uselessly enatfiortless grip of his
fingers, and his mouth compressed tightly beforeggéstured back to his
door.

'l was rude, and | apologise,' he said grimly, rddectance of his apology
evident even to his ears. 'l suggest you come dadkell me what it is that's
so important, and I'll try and remember you'redyla

Cassandra caught her breath at his insolenceg#ndtanatter,’ she declared
tautly. 'l—I didn't want to come here in the fimace. If you'll let go of my
arm, I'll go away as you obviously would prefer toedo, and I'll try and
forget your ignorance!

Jay looked down into those determinedly defianegreyes now, and knew
a violent urge to smother her protests with his tho8he was so stiff, so
indignant— and despite everything that had gonerbehe couldn't forget
how she had made him feel . . .

"You're coming back with me," he said, his toneokinog no argument.
'‘Now, do you come willingly, or do | drag you bywmchair?'



Cassandra tore herself free of him, brushing ddweskirt of her cape with
unknowing provocation. '‘As you can threaten me \bithte force, what
choice do | have?' she demanded, and he acknovdellge unwilling
capitulation. They walked back to the apartmersilence, and after urging
her into the lamplit living room, Jay closed thedand leaned back against
it with apparent indolence. Only he wasn't indalemtything but. And the
discomfiting awareness of his own arousal was byneans reassuring in
these circumstances.

Fortunately Cassandra seemed unaware of his prebEwdently she had
problems of her own, and he wondered what sudd@astcaphe could have
precipitated this foray into the enemy's camp.d¥@r clearly had no heart in
what she was doing, and could only have been paesiday somebody else.
Who? Her partner? Her mother-in-law? Liz Lester® htiouth took on a
downward slant. He doubted it. Liz Lester would moicourage their
relationship.

'Won't you take off your coat?' he enquired novithvorced politeness. 'Can
| get you a drink? Some coffee?'

'l don't want anything." Cassandra stood in thdreeof the huge Persian
carpet, looking about her as if she hoped she nfiigthitsome safe bolthole
into which to crawl. Her fingers moved to the freggastening of her cape
almost convulsively, and then took several nenaeking moments to

release the toggles. She concentrated on the t#ébkapparently total

absorption, and Jay's own nerves tightened as that@s stretched. But at
last the cape was free, and she slipped it ofheulders, allowing it to fall

gracefully on to the couch beside his parka.

Earlier, he had drawn the heavy velvet curtain@secthe long windows,
and now they formed a dark back- cloth to her pakuty. She was wearing
a cream suede dress, fringed at the hem and lokisetted at the waist with
a leather thong. Brown suede boots hid the remaiofiger legs, but his
eyes were drawn to the stark pallor of her featuség had never looked so
frail before, but equally, she had never lookedenarnerable.



'Sit down." He straightened away from the door, Wsce curt and
insensitive, an unconscious effort to destroy ttiece she was having on
him, and she shook her head in vigorous negation.

'I—I prefer to stand,’ she said tautly, and with iadifferent shrug Jay
strolled across the carpet.

He was badly in need of a drink, he realised btitaand it took an effort not
to let the bottle of Scotch clatter against hissglawWell?' he said, after
swallowing half what he had poured. 'Won't you caoiie point? | assume
there is a point, or you wouldn't be here.'

'You're so right." Cassandra spoke vehemently, amkmgly fuelling his
resentment. Then, almost as if she was playingrfa, she added: This is a
beautiful apartment.’

'l like it." Jay spoke carelessly. 'The fruits ofmégsspent youth, you might
say.'

'Did you misspend your youth?' Cassandra turnedirto in unexpected
enquiry, and Jay's patience snapped.

'For God's sake, Cass," he grated, 'you didn't doene to ask about my
youth. What do you want? Who has forced you to ctwre, when you
would so obviously rather be elsewhere?’

Cassandra pressed her palms together in an unoassgesture of
supplication. 'Is it so obvious?'

‘To me—yes.'

'l see.' Cassandra glanced about her abstractgdlyre right, of course. |
didn't want to come here.’

Jay's jaw was taut. 'Are you enjoying this, Case?ybu get some selfish
pleasure out of making me sick with frustration? Bod's sake, what do
you have to tell me? Is it you? Are you ill or sahieg?' His lips twisted. 'Or
is it money? Do you find you're rather short ondsinand think | might be



good for a loan?"No.' Cassandra stared at himntlsgéner knuckles white
with the pressure she was putting on them.

‘Then what is it?' Jay raised his eyes heavenwaftidat do you want from
me? What can you conceivably have to say to me?"

'‘Can't you guess?' Cassandra took a deep breatH'dlhave rather dealt
with this in my own way, but—but Thea insisted y&hould be told. You
see—I'm pregnant!’



CHAPTER EIGHT

THERE was complete silence in the apartment after shk Uttered the
words, and Cassandra knew an aching sense of f@lieaving told him at
last. It was not what she had wanted to do. Shdduwave much preferred
to deal with her pregnancy in her own way. But Thed insisted, and she
had eventually given in.

'l don't agree that a child belongs solely to itstmer,” she had told
Cassandra quietly. 'Just because a woman hassthefthearing the child
around in her body for nine months it doesn't makay more hers than the
father's. Jay has a right to be told. Whateverfdudts, he deserves to be
given the facts, whether or not he agrees with geaision.’'

'‘But | don't want a baby!" Cassandra had exclaifrexdely, and Thea had
heaved a deep sigh.

'No one can make you do what you don't want, Calss,had said gently.
‘Just don't make any reckless decisions, untivgospoken to Jay.'

'l won't marry him, you know,' Cassandra had p&disit—it could even be
someone else's baby. He'll never know for sure.’

'‘But you know, and | know," averred Thea flatlynthhe also knows you're
not the kind of girl who sleeps around.’

'‘But what's the point of telling him?' Cassandrd peotested. 'Thea, if you
think there's going to be some romantic reconailimtyou couldn't be more
wrong. Jay—Jay's not the type to want a wife arayb@nging round his
neck, and so far as I'm concerned the whole affan absolute fiasco!'

Liz had been characteristically scornful. Cassahdhnot even intended to
tell her friend; but the other girl had arrivedhatr flat one morning to find

Cassandra being violently sick, and her womantstiah had supplied the

solution.

‘Jay Ravek!" she had said, with cold disparagem®ht. Cass, really, how
could you?'



But curiously, Cassandra had not wanted to disttesmatter with Liz, and
she had declared somewhat recklessly that she @tagoing to have the
baby. Liz had approved, and since then the sulbjadtbeen sacrosanct
between them.

Now she saw that Jay was pouring himself anothetkdand to avoid
watching him, she looked round the room. It reaps a beautiful
apartment, she thought enviously. The comfortableet sofas were set at
right angles to a carved chimneypiece, the walleevpdain and hung with
Impressionist paintings, and the jewel- patternaghet was thick and soft
and expensive.

"You're sure?' Jay was speaking to her now, andabdsa forced herself to
meet his intent gaze.

'‘Quite sure.'

Jay swallowed the remainder of the liquid in hissgland replaced it on the
tray, his expression dark and brooding. It hadenily been quite a shock to
him, and she wondered what he was thinking. Perhapsould think she
had come here for money, after all. Abortions cdaddexpensive, and she
had no doubt that that was how he would suggessalue the problem.

Of course, her situation would probably give himspurious kind of
satisfaction. If he recalled how he had once offet®@ marry her, this
development should appeal to his sense of humbernw@s glad she needed
nothing from him, she thought fiercely. The huntiba of asking for his
help would have been an ignominy indeed.

Realising she had done what she came to do, stedtand reached for her
cape, but his voice arrested her. 'What are yooagdoi

Cassandra' cast him a wary look. 'I'm going,' €pdied huskily. 'I've told
you now. There's nothing more to be said.’

'Oh, isn't there?' Jay covered the space betweenmitiha couple of seconds.
"You can't expect to come here and tell me somgtike this and then walk
out again without any further explanation!



'‘What further explanation is necessary?' Cassatildead her chin. 'I'm
pregnant. | didn't want to be, but | am. And nowve linformed you of the
fact, as Thea insisted.’

Jay's eyes glittered. "You haven't told me whatwauat from me.’

'What | want from you?' Cassandra shook her hédon't believe | said |
wanted anything from you.'

Jay clenched his fists. 'Don't play with words, £a&hat are you going to
do? How are you going to have the baby? You'll hawgive up your job--'

'Now wait a minute!" Cassandra drew a choking brebtl haven't said I'm
going to have the baby yet...'

Jay's dark eyes narrowed. 'Then why have you care?h

'I—I've told you, Thea insisted. She—she said yad & right to know--'
'‘And she was right.' Jay's expression was grim.

'l don't see why.' Cassandra shifted uncertailby.it's not your problem.’
His lips twisted. 'So what's your solution? An alwor?’

She caught her lower lip between her teeth. 'l—d'tdknow." Until that
moment, she had not realised how uncertain shiy nieak. Informing Liz
that that was her intention had been an act of daav To actually
contemplate the act of destroying the life that gamsving inside her made
her feel physically sick.

'Is this some clever ploy?' Jay asked suddenlyhaneyes widened.

‘A ploy?' she echoed. 'I—I don't--'

'If it's marriage you want, then why don't you s@?' he demanded. 'At
least, be honest with me--'



'Honest with you!" Cassandra knew an angry sendeufiliation. 'Now
look here—I didn't want to come here, | didn't wamtell you, | knew how
objectionable you would be! As—as for suggestingdht be angling for a
proposal-- She broke off emotionally, and had ¢otml her tremulous
voice before continuing: 'l— my God! You're so ceited!

'‘Not conceited, only practical,’ he retorted hegwind she groped blindly
for her cape, needing to get away from him. 'Whas wour intention then?
To make me suffer?’

‘To make you suffer?' Cassandra paused to shakkeaer 'How could |
make you suffer, Jay? You can't pretend you care veay or the other.'

'‘And if | do?"

'‘But—Dbut--' Cassandra stumbled over her words, Wwa# an accident, a—a
physical error. | mean—I never dreamt, | never tfau' She twisted her
hands together. 'After Mike--'

'After Mike, what?' he probed. 'Don't tell me yauivever heard of the pill.’
'Of course I've heard of it." Cassandra was crim&ut I've never used it.'
'‘No?',,

‘No. It—it wasn't necessary. | mean—well, it was@@ly--'

‘All right, you don't have to go on.' Jay heavedigh. 'l get the picture.
Roland told you you were frigid, and you believeahh

Cassandra moistened her dry lips and said, almestubedly: ‘In five
years—n five years--'

Jay's mouth took on a faintly mocking slant. 'ltyoiakes one night, Cass.’
He shook his head. 'l should have known you wot#dypou hadn't--' He
broke off when he saw he was embarrassing herfsither, and added
quietly: 'How long have you known?'



Cassandra hesitated. 'Does it matter?' Then, awardis lowering
expression: 'For certain—two weeks."'

‘Two weeks!" His eyes were calculating. 'l wonddratvyou would have
done if you hadn't come here?’

She shrugged. 'I'd have managed.'

'Really?' Jay took a deep breath. 'Well, you ctaxre will marry you, as no
doubt your mother-in-law hoped | would--'

'What?' Cassandra drew back from him in dismay! tlen't want to marry
you. I—I don't want to marry anyone.’

‘Then you shouldn't get yourself into this kind afpredicament, should
you?' he remarked caustically. 'You forget, I'm astnaive as you are. |
know about abortions. I've seen what can happerevgeme, you wouldn't
like it.'

Cassandra trembled. 'You've had that much expe&®enshe taunted
bitterly.

'In the course of my work, yes,' he retorted harskor God's sake, Cass,
you don't think | make a habit of this! What kinfdaomonster do you think |
am?'

She bent her head. 'lt's my decision. You can'tengkmy mind for me.’'

‘No, | can't,;’ he agreed tautly. '‘But | do tendhimk that if you'd intended
doing something about it, you'd have done it befme.'

‘These things take time to arrange,’ protested dDdsg, but Jay merely
folded his arms and regarded her with mild contertiptany case, 1—I
could have the baby without involving you.'

'‘But you won't," declared Jay coldly. "You forddtnow all about being born
a bastard, and | have no intention, of allowing aog—or daughter—of
mine to suffer the same fate.’



Cassandra sought wildly for a means of escape. Wasn't what she
wanted. To be tied in matrimony to a man who wayg amarrying her to
legitimise their baby was worse than admitting previous proposal. At
least, then, he had wantdeer. Now, he cold-bloodedly admitted his
detachment.

She felt sick. All of a sudden the strain of sustag this argument in her

condition began to take its toll. So far, apartnirthe morning bouts of

nausea, which were pretty ghastly while they lgstbd had felt reasonably
healthy, but her weakness today stemmed from tii¢Hat she had eaten no
lunch. She felt quite light-headed looking up ahhand shaking her head,
she sank down upon the sofa.

‘Are you all right?’

The concern in Jay's voice was disturbing, andfalheidiculously near to
tears. Dear God, she couldn't be ill here, sheghibsickly, as a film of
sweat broke out upon her forehead. She didn't Wwiardympathy, artificial
as it would be. She should have allowed Thea toecwnth her, as her
mother-in-law had suggested. To face Jay alonephaeked too much for
her.

Jay was looking down at her with apparent anxiety although she was
sure it was false, she felt herself responding tb+I just felt a little dizzy,'
she admitted, gripping the arm of the sofa, and tbst the remainder of her
colour as she slumped across the cushions.

Cassandra had never fainted in her life, but whenapened her eyes, she
realised that that was what must have happenedwasdying down now,
on one of the comfortable sofas, a soft velvebpilcushioning her head;
and Jay was squatting beside her.

You're not all right,” he muttered impatiently, st®e became aware of his
presence, and in those first few seconds betweeonsoiousness and total
awareness, Cassandra's heart leapt at the urgéhisytone.



'l—am fine, honestly," she assured him, tryingitaig, but his hand on her
shoulder urged her back. 'I'm perfectly healthlgg protested, her voice
gathering strength. 'l—I just didn't eat any lunatiay, and— and | suppose
I'm hungry.' She coloured. 'l do get hungry moealily, and—and not at the
most convenient times.'

Jay straightened, pushing his hands into the hgkets of his slacks as he
looked down at her. The action tautened the méatadeoss his thighs,
drawing her unwilling attention to the powerful noles outlined beneath
the cloth. It reminded her of the intimacy they loade shared, and although
she dragged her eyes away, she could not denytiyatcally he had lost
none of his appeal. It was so unfair, she thougterty, resenting his
detachment. He was just as much to blame for hediton, yet he was not
in danger of becoming fat and ugly.

'l get you something to eat," he said, glanandpis watch, but Cassandra
shook her head.

There's no need, thank you. I—I'd prefer to go @or8he determinedly
swung her feet to the floor, if you would just calé a taxi--'

‘Not yet." Jay seated himself on the sofa oppolsitelegs spread wide, his
hands hanging loosely between. "We have to talerd bre arrangements to
be made. Not least, when you're going to marry me.'

Cassandra moved her shoulders in a helpless geStore don't want to
marry me--'

'l suggest we do it soon,' he continued, almod#ts®e hadn't spoken. 'As a
matter of fact, it coincides very well with certagtans I've made.’

'Plans?' Cassandra was bewildered. 'Jay, why arelging this?'He got up
from the couch and walked across the room. 'I'mitggthe Post," he said,
pushing his hands back into his pockets. 'Not, @3sck told you, to join a
television network, but to give myself time to ver& book.'

‘A book?' She gazed blankly at him.



'Yes, a book," he agreed drily, 'it's not as owoag as it sounds. It's
something I've been wanting to do for some time lately—well, lately,
I've got a little bored with the kind of life I'leeen leading.’

Cassandra shook her head. 'And you expect me poybaP’

'No." He gave her a wry grimace. 'All I'm sayinglige had it in mind to
buy—or lease—a house outside London. Somewhere ifer@shire,
perhaps. Somewhere quiet, where | wouldn't getrtany visitors.'
Cassandra wetted her lips. 'You—you can't imagifie |

'—would leave London, too? Oh, yes."' Jay was pasiti would say, in your
condition, it was an ideal arrangement.’

‘You're crazy!

'Why?'

'It may have slipped your notice, but | have a eacé my own.'

He inclined his head, 'lt's your own company. Ts@me time off.’
Cassandra gasped. 'l can't. There only are thetws.’

'I'm sure Allen could find someone else.’

She couldn't take this in. "You don't seriously--'

'Oh, yes, | do.' Jay was very serious as he wdlke# to stand looking down
at her. 'l have no intention of leaving you herd amning the risk of your
having a miscarriage.'

'l can take care of myself!' Cassandra was indignan

'‘Can you?' Jay was sceptical.

'Yes.'



She got abruptly to her feet, but as she did soabm revolved alarmingly.
She swayed, and immediately Jay's arms caughtdrening her against
him, his fingers at her waist steadying her uhi@ awful giddiness passed.

You see?' he murmured, close to her ear, and si'ermade intensely
conscious of his nearness and what it was doihgto'You just don't know
how to look after yourself,' he told her. 'But whee're married, | intend to
change all that.’

Cassandra drew away from him, but cautiously ime trisking no revival
of that debilitating weakness. 'You can't be sexjashe pleaded. 'You don't
really want to marry me.'

'‘No," he said at last, his words brutally franko, Ndon't want to marry you,
but you are carrying my child, and everything efsierelevant.’

She trembled. 'And—and if | refuse?"

'l could take you to court,’ he stated bleakly.affwould be original,
wouldn't it? | should say, without hesitation, iigmt even warrant national
coverage!'

"You—you wouldn't!
'Wouldn't 1?"

Jay's eyes were hostile, and Cassandra shook &g bkéore subsiding on to
the sofa again. She was hardly aware of him leawarguntil he returned a
few minutes later with a tray of tea and some #@ndwiches. With bland
insistence, he put them down on the low table betwthe sofas, and
gestured to Cassandra to help herself.

'My housekeeper always leaves me a snack, even ivhatining out,’ he
explained. 'Go ahead. Help vour- self.’

i don't want anything,' Cassandra exclaimed dullyning her head away,
but Jay came down on the sofa beside her and theiptate under her nose.



'Don't be a fool,' he said. 'Starving yourselftigi@ing to solve anything. |
promise you, they're good.'

Cassandra could smell ham, and cheese, and theodsliflavour of
cucumber, and with a resentful shrug of her shasldiee obediently helped
herself to a sandwich. She ate it unwillingly, Istie felt so much better
afterwards, she took another, and before she kneat ghe was doing she
had eaten more than half of what was on the plate.

'I'm sorry,’ she mumbled, swallowing some of thetea he had poured her.
'I—I must have been more hungry than | thought. Rio-eat the rest.’

'I'm dining out,’ replied Jay flatly, lounging baelgainst the green velvet
cushions. 'Please—finish them. Mrs Temple will bghly delighted, |
assure you.'

Cassandra put down her teacup. 'You really mega &thead with this, don't
you?'

Jay nodded.
"Then—then don't you think you're being totally eesonable?’
'‘Perhaps.' He was noncommittal.

'Suppose--' Cassandra was hesitant, 'supposed tgoeir getting married.’
She paused. 'Don't you think you could—meet mentzgi?"

'In what way?"'

'‘By allowing me to stay in London.’
'‘No.'

'‘But | can't just—abandon Chris!’

'I'm not asking you to." Jay's mouth turned downguess you must
be—what? Two months pregnant?’



‘Ten weeks, actually," admitted Cassandra relugtant

'‘Okay. So I'm prepared to allow you another—mordhntake other
arrangements.’

'A month?' Cassandra was appalled.

'I'm being generous,' declared Jay flatly. 'My imgs tell me to make it a
week.'

She bit into another sandwich. 'And—and afterward#er the baby is
born, | mean. I'l—get a divorce?'

'If that's what you want, | can't stop you.'

Thea was undisguisedly delighted by Cassandra’'s.new

"You knew what he would say, didn't you?' Cassamld@ised her hotly.
'Thea, he actually threatened to sue me if | dgim'along with his plans!’

'How could he sue you?' Thea was disarmingly geftilarling, the man
wants to marry you. Be thankful he hasn't washedhhnds of the whole
affair.’

'Oh, Thea, you're so old-fashioned!" Cassandradeltelpless sense of
frustration. 'A girl doesn't have to get marriedtjbecause she's pregnant!
Not these days. There are loads of one-parentigsndnd they haven't all

had the blessing of some grey-faced registrar!’

‘Nevertheless, you'll find it's for the best,” Thassured her firmly. 'l
mean—Iet's face it, Cass, you're not exactly affiuare you? How were
you going to afford to have this baby?"

'l probably wouldn't,” retorted Cassandra crosslgu know what | said.’



'l also know that talking about something and dbtudoing it are two
different things," averred Thea, with irritatingtanty. 'Relax, darling, Jay
will make you happy. | know he will.'

Liz took the news very differently.

You're crazy,’ she avowed angrily. 'Letting himaddmail you into
marrying him! For goodness' sake, Cass, pull ydutsgether before it's
too late. If there's no baby, what can he do ali@ut

Cassandra shook her head. 'l couldn't do thatregitied. It was strange, she
reflected, but whenever anyone tried to give heiaal she tended to swing
in the opposite direction. 'l—I'm going to havestbaby.'

Liz snorted. 'Well, |1 think you're mad. Hell, Casghought jou said you
wanted a career. God knows, I've done everythaaglto make it a success.
| thought you'd had enough of marriage to last gdifetime!'

Cassandra had thought so, too, but something drevi® say: 'Jay's not like
Mike. He—well, it's different with him.'

‘Is it?' Liz's lips curled. 'Well. | have heard sigquite a stud in bed." She
snorted contemptuously. 'You must get his ex-gieAds to give you the
lowdown!

Cassandra flinched, and needing to strike back, estiuired tersely:
'Including you, Liz?"

Liz gave her a scornful look. 'l wouldn't touch Rgvek with a long stick,’'
she declared, making for the door. 'Goodbye, Cass're a fool. And don't
come running to me if that louse you found undat #tone turns out to be a
louse, after alll’



CHAPTER NINE

HoONEYsucKLE Cottage stood on the outskirts of Combe Basdatjtzeight
miles south-west of Sutton Medlock. Jay said that tvas the nearest town,
but as Cassandra had never even heard of Suttolodketet alone Combe
Bassett, she estimated their whereabouts in raelatidCheltenham, some
twenty-five miles away.

It had been an uneasy journey from London, witm falanketing their

surroundings in a chilly mist, and the absencengffamiliar landmarks had

left Cassandra feeling decidedly anxious. The ospf the next few

months filled her with a mixture of alarm and apmesion, and the

realisation that she was Jay's wife now did notiimgase her sense of
isolation.

They had been married that morning, a civil cereynat Kensington

Register Office, with only Thea and Chris, and sdnends of Jay's, the
Conways, as witnesses. Cassandra had already thikeschGuy and Helen

Conway. She and Helen were much of an age, aneéles Had had a baby
herself the year before, they had something in commfterwards, they

had all had lunch together at the Savoy Grill, @a$sandra thought how
incongruous it was to be drinking their health mampagne. Warm milk
would have been more appropriate, she thoughtirtgeer mind the reason
for their nuptials.

It was almost six weeks since she had paid thafuiatvisit to Jay's

apartment. Looking back on it now, she felt almestentful of what had
been achieved in such a short time. It was adef\iaas conspiring against
her,and even Chris had not given her the supperhal expected.

'Don't let it worry you,' he had said, when she beahched the subject of
her replacement. 'I'll cope. And Combe Bassettsadar away that | can't
ask your advice from time to time.’

'‘But the work that's already in hand!" Cassanddgdnatested. '‘How will you
get through it all?’



'Ill get Paul to help me," Chris replied airile's quite astute, as you know,
and he's already suggested we advertise for tempassistance. Art
schools are funnelling out talented students alkitime. Leave it to us. We'll
find someone.

'‘But how will you pay them?' Cassandra had wail€tris, you know we
can't afford--'

'We can.' Chris spoke confidently. 'As a mattefact, | know of someone
who's prepared to back us for a while. Stop wogyi@ass. Ro-Allen
Interiors is not about to fold.'

Thinking of this now, Cassandra felt a renewed seof desolation.
Ro-Allen had been her idea, haaby,the only kind of baby she had ever
expected to produce.

She was brought out of her reverie by the soundiagfslamming the car
door, and glancing round, she realised he had gfotooopen up the boot.
The Ferrari was crammed with her belongings, anitevite was unloading
suitcases and boxes, Cassandra had her firsbaabt her new home.

It certainly looked more attractive than she hagbeexed from Jay's
description. It's just an old country cottage, hd kold her, with no central
heating, septic tank drainage, and half an aclanaf. But it was nearing the
end of March, he had added, and if he decidedaoast in the country after
the baby was born, he would look around for somethi little bigger with
more amenities. Cassandra, aware that her babyduasn August, had
reserved judgment. But she had had little beliaf #ine would be spending
next winter in Combe Bassett.

'Do you need any help, Mrs Ravek?"'

As Cassandra pushed open her door to get out, aawam her fifties
emerged from the cottage and came down the garaéntp greet them.
Cassandra had already met Mrs Temple, and it waswbat of a relief to
see at least one familiar face.



'l can manage,' she said now, closing the car debind her and swaying
for a moment in the damp evening air. It had beettega mild day in
London, the rain holding off until they had steppetd the car, but it was
much cooler now and Cassandra shivered.

'‘Go along inside," directed Mrs Temple firmly, motg the girl's sudden
pallor. 'There's a warm fire in the drawing roomga drink, too, if you'd
like one. If not, I've a kettle boiling in the Kiten, and it won't take a minute
to brew some tea.’

‘Tea would be lovely," agreed Cassandra, glan@ogd. 'Here, let me take
that suitcase.'

'‘Leave it!" said Jay authoritatively, straighteningm the boot. 'Do as Mrs
Temple says. Go and get warm. You don't want tagyeur first few days
here recovering from the 'flu, do you?'

Cassandra was tempted to argue, but with Mrs Terngaking on she
acquiesced. But she wasn't a child, and she dikimbeing treated like one,
particularly in the circumstances.

It was obvious why the cottage had been so nanmedsize ducked beneath
the drooping vine to gain access to a stone-flaggeath. Beyond, a
panelled hallway smelt deliciously of lavender, asghe stepped inside she
realised the cottage was bigger than she had though

Several doors opened from the hall, all closedhet and when she glanced
into the open aperture, she guessed this was &vardy room Mrs Temple
had spoken of. The carpets in the hall, and in ribxsn, whose windows
overlooked the lane in front of the cottage, wengpssingly new for a
rented property, and the furniture that gave tlasvdrg room a comfortable
elegance, did not look like the worn possessiorasretiring couple. But the
squashy chintz-covered sofa and easy chairs wedergly not from Jay's
apartment, and Cassandra came to the conclusibAe¢len's aunt and uncle
must have refurnished quite recently.

She was still hovering in the doorway, surveying tosy room with its
large open fire, when Jay came into the hall. Séerdhthe sound of his



footsteps and stiffened instinctively, but aftenament they receded again
as he continued on upstairs. She looked out ofitlee tentatively as Mrs
Temple followed her employer inside, and the hoaspkr pulled a face as
she set her burden down.

'‘Go and sit down, Mrs Ravek," she exclaimed, as&absa's eyes turned
reluctantly from the right- angled curve of thersiase. 'I'll go and make the
tea before | take these boxes upstairs. You'lldppir to know your books
arrived yesterday, and I've left them in the sttaiyyou to unpack.’

Cassandra loosened the jacket of the cream sitkskei had worn to be
married in. 'Really, Mrs Temple,' she said cargfullm not an invalid, you

know. Just show me where the kitchen is, and Bkethe tea. | don't want
you to think | intend to spend my days in idleness.

Mrs Temple hesitated. 'Mr Ravek--'

'Mr Ravek isn't here at this moment,' declared @adis, albeit lowering her
tone. 'Come on, Mrs Temple. I'd really like to helpst tell me what you
want me to do and I'll do it.'

Mrs Temple gave in unwillingly. ‘Well, the kitchenthrough there, Mrs
Ravek. Like | said, the tea's just waiting to bevired. But | won't be a
minute taking these things upstairs, and if theneyghing you're not sure of,
just you let me know.'

Cassandra smiled, i'm quite sure making a pot afwen't overtax my
capabilities,’ she remarked drily. "You'll join wgn't you, Mrs Temple? I'm
sure Jay will have instructions for you.'

In truth, Cassandra wanted to delay the moment wherand Jay would be
alone together, and she had yet to discover wieasldeping arrangements
would be.

The square kitchen at the back of the cottage eaarkably well equipped.
The stone floor had been softened by the introdoctif brick-coloured
rubber tiles, and against the rosy-pink walls wat an assortment of
labour-saving devices. Cassandra was again sulp&¢e had expected an



old-fashioned gas cooker and little else. Instehd, saw a split-level oven
with rotary spit, a fridge-freezer, which would aotmodate the food for a
family, an automatic washing machine and tumbleerdrand even a
medium-sized dishwasher. Certainly, Mrs Temple wduhve nothing to
complain about here, particularly as the room waswed by an Aga boiler,
whose glowing eye took away any feeling of havinglked into a

showroom window.

Mrs Temple had left a tray on the table, that ocadiphe middle of the floor.

Two teacups, a milkjug and sugar basin, and a teapbbeside a plate of
homemade scones and some delicious fruit cakeCassdandra's tummy
gurgled in anticipation of the food.

The electric kettle soon boiled, and after fillittge pot, Cassandra looked
round for a third cup. She was opening the thindboard door when Mrs
Temple came in, and she felt her colour risingpitesof herself as she
explained what she was looking for.

'‘All the teacups are in here, Mrs Ravek,' the hkesper explained,

apparently without objection, opening the slidingplboard above a
melamine working surface. '‘But don't you worry afroe. I'll make my own

tea and have it in here, if you don't mind. I'cheat You and | can have a
proper chat some other time, when Mr Ravek is wiyki

Cassandra opened her mouth to protest, but Mrs [Behaa turned away,
and with a feeling of inevitability, she picked tipe tray. After all, she
couldn't go on relying on Mrs Temple as a kind @&dmator between them.
She had married Jay, and somehow she had to lesakmd of detachment.

There was no one in the drawing room when Cassarairéed the tray
through from the kitchen. She set it down on tive table beside the couch,
but she had scarcely time to breathe a sigh oéfrbkfore she heard Jay
coming down the stairs.

He came into the room vigorously, bringing with harfeeling of energy and
vitality, and Cassandra thought again how unfaiwds that they were
equally responsible for the child inside her, aatishe was expected to bear
all the hardship.



He had shed his jacket, she saw, as he closeathédhind him and came
to join her on the hearth. He had worn a dark ghege-piece suit to get
married in, and now he had taken off his tie anbasened the top two
buttons of his shirt. With his hair slightly rufflefrom his exertions, and
drops of rain sparkling among the dark strands)do&ed relaxed and
approachable, and Cassandra'’s pulses tingled antiing awareness that
this relationship had its compensations.

'Why don't you sit down and make a start?' he sstgde glancing round
thoughtfully, before making his way across the rommwhere a tray of
drinks invited his inspection. 'l need somethingrsger than tea. What do
you have in those cases? Armour?'

Cassandra's lips parted humorously, and withoutdrio anticipate future

developments, she sat down on the couch and hélpeslf to a scone.

They were delicious, and unable to resist, shedmather, raising her eyes
to meet his intent gaze without thinking.

'You look like a little girl caught stealing crearakes,' he remarked, with
disturbing emphasis. 'Go ahead—make a pig of yduisike you better
with a bit of flesh on your bones.

Cassandra put down the second scone at once. "éan iftm getting fat,’
she accused, her appetite affected as much bypmésdas by what he had
said.

'l mean you've lost that waiflike air,' he retorfathly. '‘Don't look so put
out. It suits you.'

Cassandra made no move to eat anything else. Ibad&nough knowing
she couldn't help gaining a certain amount of wemer the next few
months, without adding to her predicament by oating.

Jay sighed, noticing her self-absorption, and ctmein her on the couch.
'What's wrong?' he asked, his dark eyes unexpgageditle. "You've hardly
said a word since we left London. You're not stihd at me, are you? |
thought we'd got over all that.'



She stiffened. 'Why? Because | seem to have fallevith all your plans?
Because | haven't interfered with any of your ageanents?' She bent her
head. 'l didn't think there was much point. You mgdur position perfectly
clear.'

‘Cass!" His use of her name was exasperated. '@aass brought all this
on? | thought we agreed it was best—for all of\tsu know perfectly well
you could never have gone through with an abortion.

'What do you mean?' She looked indignantly up @t hi

'l mean what | say,' averred Jay flatly. He shdskhkad. 'Honey, you may
think you're very cool and emancipated, but | knmetter. You're not the
type. You're not like—Liz Lester, say. She wouldhd@tre hesitated, and she
certainly wouldn't have bothered to tell the fatlsérher child what she
intended.’

Cassandra's long lashes flicked upward. "You satwitih confidence. Have
you had personal experience?' she enquired imelysiand then blushed at
the realisation of what she had said. 'I'm soshg' muttered, looking away.
'Don't answer that. It's nothing to do with me.dnd know what | was

thinking--'

Jay took one of the silver-blonde curls that had meached her shoulder,
and tugged on it insistently. 'l don't mind you iagk he assured her
solemnly. 'And just for the record, Liz and | didhave that kind of
relationship.'

Her face burned., 'As | said, it's nothing to déhwne.'
'Maybe not." Jay shrugged, finishing his scotclut 'Bthought I'd tell you
anyway. Now, why don't you have a piece of Mrs Tkrsgdruit cake? | can

assure you it's delicious.’

Cassandra shook her head. 'I've had enough. Yaudmame.' She slanted a
sideways look at him. "You don't look as if you di¢e diet.'



‘Nor do you,' responded Jay patiently. 'Cass,atitk of sounding trite, let
me say you've never looked more beautiful than gouight now. Being
pregnant suits you.' His lips tightened. 'But ndwou insist on behaving
melodramatically, | suggest you allow me to show where you're going
to sleep.’

'It's all right for you,"' declared Cassandra, digvéng him and getting to her
feet. "You don't have to contemplate the futuréenms of tent-like dresses
and vitamin ..pills, and bumping into things be@ysu're big and clumsy!'

Jay regarded her with sudden understanding. 'lshibv you see it?' he
asked quietly. 'Just as—an awful nuisance?'

Cassandra went past him. 'How else do you expectorsee it?' she
exclaimed, refusing to respond to the almost istéde appeal of his voice.
'Which way do we go? Upstairs, | suppose. Perhap&ybetter lead the
way, as you've been here before.’

Jay said nothing more. He set down his glass aededed her out of the
room, leading the way towards the stairs withouthier hesitation. He was
obviously angry, but Cassandra refused to feelrtentWhat else did he
expect? she thought, justifying her belligerende Badn't wanted to come
here, and just because she had to give in, it didmean she now must
endorse all his arrangements.

There were three bedrooms, Cassandra discoverath tather relief, but
only one bathroom. Like downstairs, however, ale trooms were
attractively furnished, and breaking their silesbe commented on this.

‘The Mortons put most of their furniture into stoday explained brusquely.
'It was pretty old stuff, and they had no objectibhnad a firm from London

come and look the cottage over. They liaised witoae in Sutton Medlock
to have the whole place fitted out in keeping wiglcharacter. | thought you
would approve.'

'Well, 1 do." But Cassandra knew she sounded gngddEr—what firm
from London?'



'Ro-Allen Interiors,’ replied Jay offhandedly, igimy her gasp of disbelief.
'l thought it might help to widen their horizonsideany kind of advertising
is good news.'

She felt awful. 'Why didn't you tell me?’

'It was supposed to be a surprise,’ said Jay flathw, which room do you
prefer? | see Mrs Temple has put your things inbaek room, but if you'd
prefer the front...'

'Oh, Jay"

Cassandra gazed at him helplessly. She didn't kviwat to say. The trouble
was, whatever she said would sound counterfeit nawg she turned
abruptly and walked into the back bedroom.

Unlike the front, which was principally designed shades of green and
beige, the back was all cream and gold, with &yflafeam carpet and a
thick cream velvet spread. The furniture was coradosf reproduction
pieces, many of which were gilt-edged, and the heavtains at the leaded
windows were of gold-tasselled brocade.

Jay had turned on the gold-shaded lamp besideeithegving the room an
added warmth, and in spite of the fact that thesis mo central heating, the
room did not feel cold. Cassandra walked to thedawn and looked out on
to undulating fields and a dark copse of trees kagiv an unexpected sense
of wellbeing. She couldn't be glad she was heretad herself fiercely, but
the fact remained, she did feel an insidious cdntent stealing over her.

'Do you like it?'
When Jay spoke she realised he had come to stamdlidesr, and her pulses
raced in spite of herself. 'I— it's beautiful,” stenceded, keeping her back

to him. 'l really am grateful, even if—even if--'

'—even if you didn't want to come here, | know,fineshed laconically, but
Cassandra shook her head.



'‘No, I—that's not what | meant." She licked her lgvg. 'l was just about to
say—even if | don't—don't always show it.’

'l see.' Jay exhaled slowly, the warmth of his threaoving the hair at her
nape. 'Well, believe it or not, | do want you toHappy here.'’

Cassandra breathed shallowly. 'Yes.'
He hesitated. 'So—are you going to forgive me?féming you into this?'
She sighed. 'I'd rather not talk about it.'

'Why not?' Jay's hands were suddenly at her thingemaistline, and before
she could guess his intentions, he had drawn helt dgainst him. 'Cass,
you know what | want,' he said unsteadily. "Youwnehat holding you like
this is doing to me. We're married, Cass. What'stop us from leading a
normal existence, from living together like anyathusband and wife--'

'Don't!" With a shudder of self-revulsion for theesperate urge she
experienced to give in to his plea, Cassandra ¢ghhiézself away from him.

'Please,’ she choked, keeping herself stiff andsjpansive. "You know why
we're married. And—and you know | intend to getwrte as soon as—as
soon as it's over. What— what you're suggestingssmpossible!’

Jay swung her round to face him. 'Why is it impblest' he demanded, but
his gentleness had gone and she could see theofiguistility in his eyes.
'What are you afraid of now, Cass? Me? Or yoursiifybe Roland
deserved some sympathy after all. God knows, iffyaze him off as you're
freezing me, perhaps he was justified in seekingolation elsewhere!

Cassandra slept badly that night. She was intensehscious of Jay
sleeping in the room across the landing; and wghikcould console herself
with the thought that he was unlikely to make amytfer overtures towards
her, she was painfully aware that it wasn't quitg simple.



The truth was, she had wanted to give in to hine Bdd wanted to accept
his invitation and pretend their marriage was stinetit was not. But that
was all it would have beenpretence',and once the child was born, there
would be no further reason for that convenient atleNevertheless, lying
there in the darkness, so much darker than sheused to in London,
Cassandra had to concede the idea had some ragntahted her, and God
knew, she wanted him; she wanted his warmth anté@ion, she wanted
the pulsating strength of his manhood, and the,wiliehdless ecstasy of his
possession. But she wanted his love, too, andu@agesomething Jay didn't
talk about. He talked about wanting and needing, lating together; but
never love. And love was something Cassandra neen¢deast because
she had discovered she was in love with her husliarady though it might
seem, and against all the odds, she had been unakkast it at the last, and
their living together was going to be sufficientrteent as it was, without the
ever-present knowledge that if she did allow hirgegbclose to her, she was
inviting self- destruction. Jay was not the kindmén to settle down to
married life. He had never pretended otherwises@wrehow she was going
to have to get through these weeks and months wtitdsclosing her
ever-present weakness.



CHAPTER TEN

CassaNDRAWas lying down in her bedroom when she heard daugy She
heard the sound of the porch door as it slammethédhim, and guessed
that Mrs Temple had the back door open, too, cgubie sudden vacuum. It
was a hot afternoon, and it was impossible to getigh air into the house,
and Cassandra had gone to lie down only becaesaliled her to take off
all her clothes.

Now, almost compulsively, she levered herself upmfrthe bed and
wrapping a cotton gown around her, opened the loadicoor. The landing
window gave a view of the drive that ran along s¢lde of the cottage, and
presently she was rewarded by the sight of herdnegsbeversing the Ferrari
out into the lane. The powerful car swung round imalf circle before Jay
thrust the engine into forward gear and accelerawey, leaving a cloud of
dust hanging in the air behind him.

Cassandra sighed. She wondered where Jay was #f@ad started going
out a lot recently, and when he came back it wasallystoo late for him to

discuss with her where he had been. Perhaps harater woman, she
reflected tautly, aware that this idea was comingranfrequently to her
lately. After all, how could she blame him? He vaasormal healthy male,
and it was three months since they had left London.

Three monthsCassandra turned and walked back into her bedmoming
an exploring hand over the swollen mound of hemsich. In spite of all her
fears, the time was passing, and what had seenidetime no longer
looked that way.

On the contrary, the weeks were passing more quibkin she would have
believed possible, and she had been amazed at imootlsly they had
settled into a routine. Mrs Temple had been a boboourse, and her
presence had ironed out some of the more awkwarchents. But,
nevertheless, she had Jay to thank for making sheiagy for her, Jay, whose
calm tolerance and facile humour had oiled the \ghelematrimony.

Not that she could truly regard their arrangemsra enarriage. Apart from
that one occasion, the day of the wedding, Jayrteaer referred to the



physical side of their relationship, and althouggptlived in the same house
and shared the same meals, their association watiomaly detached.
They were companions, nothing more, two people dgintouogether by
circumstance, and without any real means of comaation.

In the beginning, Cassandra had welcomed this dpue#nt. She had been
relieved when Jay announced that he intended towtak on his book
immediately, and every morning he disappearedtimtostudy downstairs,
and only joined her for lunch. The afternoons haerbmuch the same, until
recently, and Cassandra had got used to accommphyym Temple on her
shopping trips into the village, and enjoying tleswsensation of becoming
a part of village life.

But latterly, Cassandra had begun to wish Jay-wag a little more

attention to her. She missed having a man to @lland her infrequent
telephone conversations with Chris in no way mauéou a verbal combat
of words. On the rare evenings when he did joindftar dinner, his nose
was invariably buried in a book, and when she didise a comment from
him, he was always infuriatingly polite.

What was wrong with her? she asked herself nowgddihg the cotton
wrapper and surveying her reflection in the longvai mirror. She couldn't
conceivably expect Jay to feel attracted to herfiks, and she always took
good care never to appear before him without bsugbly covered.

Sighing, she tugged disconsolately at the dampdasraf silky blonde hair
that clung to her neck. It was so hot, the hottese on record, she felt sure.
And she was forced to wear all-concealing smockisfalir waisted dresses,
instead of the bikinis lying useless in the drawer.

Of course, she reflected, it would be much hottetandon, and no doubt
Thea thought she was very rude for not invitingdmwn for a weekend. But
the truth was, they had no room, not unless simetuMrs Temple out of her
bedroom, and she couldn't do that. If only shéIséitl her flat, she thought
dejectedly. She could have gone up to London aedtsp few days with

Thea. But although she had insisted on keepindumeiture and putting it

into storage, it would have been madness to gagimg the rent for the flat.



Besides, she acknowledged now, Jay might not hapewaed of her going
away, and the last thing she wanted was to roskuhcertain craft.

Even so, she could not help the feeling of abandmrthat was gripping
her. Where had Jay gone? Why didn't he talk t@aheut it? Surely if it was
something to do with his book, she might be ablehétp. She would
welcome the chance to exercise her intelligence.

Shaking her head, she walked out of the bedroomirdndhe bathroom,
uncaring of her nudity. There was no one to seekegpt Mrs Temple, and
the housekeeper was unlikely to be shocked.

A cold shower left her feeling somewhat brightard after putting on a
pretty sprigged cotton smock dress with a camisotice, she regarded her
appearance with more enthusiasm. She didn't lankejoulsive, she decided
indifferently, totally unaware that she had newkied lovelier. With the
bloom of health in her cheeks and the honey-goldmila of the sun
colouring her skin, she had a shining natural bea@ihd the tumbling
silver-blonde waves that now hung almost to heukters only enhanced
her image.

As she went downstairs, she wondered if Jay haémdmered she had to see
Doctor Lomax the following day. The doctor, whosegery was in Sutton
Medlock, had no idea that she and Jay were ndtdpeily married couple
they appeared to be. Jay always behaved immagulatedn they were in
his company, and she wondered now what the doatatdasay if he knew
their real circumstances. She supposed the faci#lyaalways escorted her
encouraged Doctor Lomax's belief. And althoughlsdet had the little Alfa
delivered to the cottage, the occasions when sthes$ed it could be counted
on one hand.

Perhaps that was what she should do now, she thewghfor a drive on
her own. But the unwilling suspicion that Jay mitihibk she was spying on
him made her discard the idea, and she walkedet&itchen instead.

Mrs Temple was not indoors, however. She was gittira striped deckchair
in the garden, which was presently a glorious nods®lour. The Mortons'



gardener had continued to come and work for Jay tla@ wide expanse of
lawn was neatly cut and prettily edged with borddrshrubs and flowers.

Mrs Temple smiled when she saw Cassandra, buteastatted to get up,
Cassandra waved her back. 'Stay where you aresatle 'You look so
comfortable.’

'Oh, I am." Mrs Temple looked about her contentedly

'Who wouldn't be here? I'm so glad Mr Ravek deciteanove out of
London.’

'Yes.' Cassandra was noncommittal. 'l—er—Jay's gomehasn't he? |I—I
heard the car.’

'Yes. He left about half an hour ago,” agreed thesbkeeper, nodding.
'Didn't say where he was going, but | expectat'dd with that book of his.'

This was Mrs Temple's way of reassuring her, Cabsaknew, and
although she was grateful to the housekeeper fouhderstanding, she
couldn't help a sudden irritation with Jay for nrakithis conversation
necessary.

'l—er—I think I'll go and get myself some orangec@)’ she declared,
turning back towards the house. 'You take it eddng Temple. | know
where it is.'

The kitchen, which had felt warm on her way outsittaw felt delightfully
cool, and the jug of freshly- squeezed orange jsieetook from the fridge
chilled her fingers. She poured herself a glassrapthced the jug in the
fridge, but then, instead of going outside agéaie, wandered through to the
front of the cottage.

Just as the dining room formed a rectangle witlkitolen at the back of the
house, the study matched the drawing room acr@ssdl. Although she

had entered it a couple of times just after theival, lately Cassandra had
felt loath to go into the study. It was where Jayked. She had grown used
to hearing the muted clatter of his typewriter thghb the door, and in spite



of the fact that Mrs Temple had stored her bookhkene, she had felt herself
an interloper. In consequence, the study had beceeng much Jay's
domain, and even though he was out now, she wastaek to intrude.

But boredom, and an unwilling acknowledgment ofease of curiosity,
made her hesitate now at the door, and with a méted shrug of
indifference she decisively turned the handle.

Her first impression was of the untidiness of tlace. The floor was

literally strewn with rolled up balls of paper, rjast around the desk, but
even in the corners of the room, as if Jay hadwhrdhem there with real

force. The desk, too, was spread with discarde@tshef typing paper,

carbons and erasing pencils adding to the confusion

Cassandra shook her head bewilderedly, her owrgmsbforgotten as she
took in this unmistakeable evidence of Jay's faigtn. It was obvious he

was far from satisfied with what he was doing, ahe felt only a mild sense
of trespass as she picked up some of the curlapgrgand opened them out.

Pages of half-typed manuscript met her troublede ghzes composed of
disjointed phrases and sentences, without any styleriginality. The
writing was flat, unimaginative, and while the cemt was impressive, it
was totally unlike the incisive brilliance of hiovk in journalism.

Cassandra had read some of his work now. Beforenhetiage, Chris had
given her several reports to read, filched fromientl in the newsroom at
the Post,and she had found his writing totally absorbinge Sfould have
discussed it with him, if he had given her halharmce, but somehow it was
a personal thing and could not easily be broached.

Now, however, her brow furrowed as she picked uperpages and saw the
stumbling etymology repeated. Was this, why Jay sygending more and
more time away from the cottage? she wondered cssigreately. Because
the task he had set himself was tearing him togsiec

Hardly thinking what she was doing, Cassandra gathall the balls of
paper together and deposited them in the wasteehalken she tidied the
desk, dropping pens and pencils into an emptyndrpatting all the loose



sheets together in a filing tray she found in ohthe drawers. Within five
minutes the room had assumed some semblance okssaand she hoped
Jay would find his work easier in more orderly surrdings.

As had happened recently when Jay went out, Casséad dinner alone
that evening, and she had retired to bed beforénshed the sound of the
Ferrari pass the cottage on its way to the garagglick glance at the clock
on the bedside cabinet informed her it was afterezi o'clock, and the book
in her hands sagged as she felt the familiar sehs#ejection. He had
obviously not been researching his book this latéhe evening, and her
stomach plunged unpleasantly at the obvious exptana

When she heard him coming upstairs some time |sber,was tempted to

put out her light. But she doubted he would caretivar she was asleep or
awake, and pressing her lips together she forcedttention to the words

on the page in front of her.

She was totally unprepared for her bedroom dobettbung open, or for Jay
to appear in the aperture, and her hand went atitatig to her throat as he
stood there swaying in the doorway. He was drunke sealised
disbelievingly. Even without the overpowering scehtlcohol about him,
she would have known it from the unsteady stanckaseadopted and the
bloodshot insolence in his eyes.

'‘Well, well," he said, making no attempt to modenais tone. 'How cosy!
The little wife staying obediently at home, waitifay her husband's safe
return.’'

Cassandra hesitated only a moment before reacbmugef dressing gown
and sliding out of bed. The folds of apricot-coledirsilk were hardly
concealing, but right now she was more concernegd mot waking Mrs
Temple.

‘Jay--' she began, but he was not listening toHtisrblurred gaze was on her
body, ruthlessly appraising her ripe fullness, ahé wrapped her arms
about herself defensively, unable to pretend stie'tdtare.



'‘My child," Jay said thickly, lifting his eyes teets. 'My seed there inside
you. Be thankful for its protection. A few momeatgo | wanted to strangle
you!'

Cassandra shook her head helplessly. 'Jay—Jagftéiseleven--'

'l know what time it is," he muttered savagely. 'Mgd, don't | count every
minute of every day wishing it was my last?' Hehlmgshis fingers through
his hair and gazed at her broodingly. 'And whaydo do? You don't even
grant me the courtesy of finding my private roadhéd!

'What are you talking about? Cassandra was tataltyused. 'Jay—please!
| beg of you! Don't make a scene now, not when Wemple is asleep.
Whatever it is, can't it wait until morning?"

'Who gave you permission to touch my manuscripgy' dersisted, and
suddenly Cassandra understood. He had been intcttity. He had
discovered what she had done—and he resentedrier fo

'‘Go to bed, Jay," she said quietly, taking his aneh propelling him out on to
the landing. 'We'll talk about it tomorrow..."

'Like hell we will," he muttered, tripping in spitef himself and almost
taking her with him as he lurched across the tofhefstairs.

'Oh, Jay"

Cassandra made a frustrated sound and pushed isgaednoom door, and
as she did so, he stumbled past her and flopped @domto the end of the
bed. 'Poking about in the study," he mumbled, pgloff his tie. 'What were
you looking for? What did you hope to find? Whateiavas, | guess you
didn't find it amongst that shit!

Cassandra sighed, and realising Mrs Temple mighhdper door at any
time to see what was going on, she went into Jegdsoom and half closed
the door. 'All right,' she said. 'l admit it was mbo tidied up the study. But
| wasn't prying, as you seem to think. What yourdthere is no concern of



mine. But if it was so secret, you should have mae you didn't leave
anything lying about, shouldn't you?"

Jay tugged at the buttons of his shirt. 'So now koaw,' he muttered,
regarding her with dark hostility. 'I'm as muchadldre at that as | am at
everything else!’

Cassandra shook her head. "You're not a failugkyan know it. For some
reason you haven't found the right formula, that'sit'll come. Just give it
time.'

'Do you think so?' Jay's tone was derisive. "Weitlp knows? What does it
matter anyway? | can always go back to journalBerhaps | should never
have left it. Perhaps that's the only kind of wgtil can do.’

He seemed to be having difficulties with his sltbrtttons, and almost
instinctively Cassandra went to help him. "Youuwstjfeeling sorry for
yourself," she declared, scarcely realising whatwas doing. 'And getting
drunk isn't going to improve things. Unless you evgerious about trying to
kill yourself.'

'Oh, | was serious all right,” murmured Jay softhpking up at her. 'Living
here with you, sleeping under the same roof—yout #ow what it's doing
to me. | wantyou,Cass, not inspiration!"

Cassandra quivered as his hands touched her,nigieréi sliding over her
hips, drawing her between his legs. For a momeatss too bemused to
do anything, and he pressed his face to the sweitiound of her stomach
and shuddered as if he had achieved some despearatzled goal.

Jay-—"
Putting her hands on his shoulders, she tried teenagvay, but he wouldn't
let her go, and besides, as he continued to haldshe felt an insidious

desire to stay where she was expanding inside her.

'Stay with me, Cass,' he muttered, getting up fileerbed to gather her fully
against him. 'Stay with me . ..



Cassandra took a trembling breath. 'I—I can't--'
'Why can't you?'
‘Jay, this is crazy--'

'No, it's sane," he told her huskily. 'Cass, if ymyve any thought for my
sanity at all, don't leave me now..."

The sound of Mrs Temple talking to the milkman aerséd Cassandra. She
lay for several minutes listening to the unusuainsband wondering why

she had .never noticed it on other mornings, befeasing she was not in

her own bed. This room was not her room, it wassJand a feeling of

shame swept over her as she remembered what hpdrieap

She had not wanted to give in, but Jay had seeme&dlserable somehow.
It was strange; she had wanted to be strong, buvéakness had overcome
her, and when his mouth had parted her lips, itdraged irresistible.

She had thought he would be repulsed by her, badenot been. He had
told her she was foolish to think that way, thag sfas just as beautiful as
ever, and that he had never known such pleasureanitone else but her.

So she had gone to bed with him, she had let hikerave to her, rejoicing
in the hard urgency of his body, the thrustingrgjth of his manhood, that
aroused such mindless sweetness inside her. Hes hiad quivered beneath
his possessive hands, her skin had tingled withatirasive caress of his
tongue, and her body had surged against him, sgékensatisfaction only
he could give her. . .

She shivered. What had got into her? How could lshe& given in to

nothing more than a physical need? And what kingretedent had she
created? Jay would know now her desire to keepatibay stemmed from
her own need and not his.



She turned her head unwillingly, dreading the thmubat he might be

watching her, and discovered she was alone ingdeAnd why not? It was

almost ten o'clock. Jay had gone. His clothes hatke grescued from the
floor where he had abandoned them the night befanel even her

nightgown had been picked up and tossed with hessiitg gown across the
bottom of the bed.

She realised at once she was naked under the simektscrambled up
quickly to pull on the silk nightgown. Jay was which would account for
the fact that Mrs Temple had made no attempt tcetoler tone when
speaking to the milkman, and presently she wasggmrfetch Cassandra
some tea upstairs, expecting her to be in her @amr

She thrust her legs out of the bed with sudderctahce. Moving had made
her aware of the delicious sense of lethargy thdtdnveloped her, and her
eyelids felt heavy and still full of sleep. Maybgescould go back to sleep
again, she reflected dully, desperate to avoidaley what had happened,
and gathering up her dressing gown, she scurriekl toeher own room.

But when her tea arrived, it was Jay himself whawight it, not Mrs Temple.
He came into her room, frowning at the evidentgri@on, glancing behind
him impatiently as if measuring the distance betwtbe two beds.

'Why?' he asked flatly, as she struggled up agaiestpillows with pink
cheeks. 'Wasn't my bed comfortable? Or were yaicaMrs Temple might
throw up her hands at the sight of a wife in hestdamnd's room?’

Cassandra took the tray he had brought and seinityfacross her knees.
'I—I just thought it would look—odd,' she confessegatoiding his eyes.
'l—thank you for the tea. Mrs Temple couldn't hdeae better.’

'Mrs Temple prepared it,’ stated Jay shortly, pughiis hands into the
pockets of his tight-fitting jeans. 'Cass, | ofi@r® bring it up because |
wanted to talk to you. And—uwell, | thought we migalkk easier here, away
from unwary eavesdroppers.’

‘There's no need, really." Cassandra concentraté¢ideatray, picking up the
lid of the butter dish and toying with the corndratriangle of toast.



'l—what time did you get up? Was it early? I'm afrbve overslept. It's
after ten ---'

'‘Cass!' Jay came down on the side of the bed, bightvdepressing the
springs and causing her to hold on to the trayssCde said again, 'I'm
sorry. | don't know how to say this, but | do knbew you must feel. | was
drunk. | behaved like a heel. | swore to myselfnkler take advantage of
you, and now | have!'

Cassandra endeavoured to school her features. &heetihimself She
could hardly credit it. She had believed she wablame. If she had not
interfered with his manuscript, if she had not gome his bedroom...

'l guess it was just seeing you like that," Jay e@#inuing, smoothing his
palms over the worn knees of his trousers. 'l togthead.” He moved his
shoulders. 'You have every reason to despise me.'

Cassandra moistened her lips. 'l—don't despise Jay, She couldn't be
dishonest. 'I—I can't let you take all the blame.’

Jay snorted. 'l could have hurt you!
'l don't think so.’
His eyes narrowed. 'l always understood- well, axao had to take care...'

"You didn't hurt me, Jay.' Cassandra held up hadh&nd I'm sorry for
disturbing the papers in the study. It was nonepbusiness, and--'

'Forget it." He got abruptly up from the bed, mgssathe back of his neck
half impatiently. ‘As a matter of fact, that wasrathing else | came to tell
you.' He paused. 'It was the book that got me igontforning. | guess it was
around six." He made a rueful gesture. 'Perhapastjust as well.' His eyes
darkened. 'Waking up beside you, | might have hashenore to reproach
myself for.' He drew a deep breath. 'Anyway, aayl $ got up about six—I

don't know why. | just knew | had to go and wrigd | suppose now I've
typed about five thousand words. It's pretty roygh It needs polishing.

But—well, 1 know it's good.'



'Oh, Jay!' Cassandra was genuinely delighted séirglad for you.'

'Yes.' Jay's tongue circled his lips. 'I'm prettydg myself. | can't be

absolutely certain, of course, but it feels likee Ifound the right formula at
last. You were right, it was only a matter of tint@assandra forced a smile.
'It's wonderful news!" isn't it?' Jay surveyed h@ently. 'So—I guess I'd

better go and do some more.'

'Yes." It was an effort to drag her eyes away, baé managed it,
determinedly pouring herself a cup of tea fromditver pot on the tray. She
could not put what had happened between them titg¢ before out of her
mind, and there was a traitorous yearning insidettigell him she had
changed her mind, that if he still wanted it, stesyprepared to make their
marriage a proper one, in every way.

it won't happen again, | promise." She was jusgcamlating herself on
having achieved a certain measure of composure Wigestrangled words
were torn from Jay's throat. "You don't have toryiot have no intention of
jeopardising your health—or the health of the chijdst to satisfy my
sordid desire for your body. I'm sorry. | know itisdequate, but | am sorry.’
He grasped the handle of the door and swung it .ojdaw, eat your
breakfast. | haven't forgotten that today's the yayvisit Doctor Lomax.'



CHAPTER ELEVEN

IF Cassandra had seen little of Jay before, she gamviess of him now. The
sound of his typewriter reverberated in the studynfdawn till dusk, and
sometimes even later. He was like a man possesseelging from his
retreat only when bodily needs demanded it, ands&@uaba's initial relief
gave way to a growing resentment. It was totallpstified, she knew that.
This was the situation as she had anticipatechd, she had no cause for
complaint. But since that night in June when she $tzared his bed, her
feelings towards him had changed; and while sHestwardly clung to the
arrangement as it was inaugurated, deep down ihgidether forces were
at work. More and more frequently she knew the tiogiake the initiative,
to go to Jay and demand that he start treatingaber woman, and not as
some fragile object that might fall apart in hisiatls; and more and more
frequently she lay awake, long after the housedua quiet, wondering if
her future peace of mind was worth all these wasigiis.

One morning towards the end of July, Jay's motieg.rLady Fielding had
telephoned before, but invariably Jay had takenctdik and Cassandra's
knowledge of her mother-in-law was limited to thadife words of greeting
exchanged at long distance. Jay had admitted #hand his mother had
seldom seen a lot of one another, which would aggoCassandra
supposed, for the fact that Lady Fielding had neerbinvited to the
wedding. Butshe had been curious, and she would have welcomed the
opportunity to learn more about her husband's fa®i this occasion,
however, Jay was not there to answer his mothalfsMrs Temple had
decided to use some of the raspberries going ttevimshe garden to make
some jam, but she had no preserving jars. Unfotélyathe village store
did not stock such things, and with some reluctalagehad agreed to drive
into Sutton Medlock and collect a dozen for hers€Gadra would have
offered to go with him, but the day was enervatititgg sky brassy and
ominous, threatening a storm later.

She was sitting in the garden shelling some pehsenuhe telephone rang.
Mrs Temple answered it, but when she came to &liitmat Lady Fielding
was on the line, Cassandra got up at once to kekeall.



'‘Cassandra?' Jay's mother's voice sounded remgrkaht. 'l understand
James is not at home.'

‘No, that's right." Cassandra hesitated. 'He's gaioeSutton Medlock for
some preserving jars for Mrs Temple. I'm afraisbh'tl know exactly when
he'll be back.’

'Preserving jars? How quaint!" Lady Fielding souhdeused. 'That doesn't
sound like James at all.'

Cassandra chuckled, too. 'Well, he wasn't veryusidistic about going,' she
admitted. '‘But Mrs Temple can be very persuasive.'

'‘Ah, yes, Mrs Temple." The older woman soundedf ahe understood.
'Hmm—well, and how are you, my dear? Up to entenm@ a couple of
visitors, | hope. Giles and | have been stayinghwsbme friends in
Worcester, and | thought we might make a detouréntorcome and have
lunch with you.'

‘To—to have lunch with us?' Cassandra was takeckaba

'Yes, dear. You don't have any objection, do yoof2an, | think it's time |
met my daughter-in-law face to face, don't you?"

'l—well—yes. Yes, | suppose so." Cassandra glamoead helplessly,
wishing Mrs Temple was around to confer with. WAvauld Jay say if she
invited his mother and stepfather without his pegm@n? Oh, why had he
had to go out this morning of all mornings! it'stuhat—well, | never
expected

'‘Aren't those the best kind of surprises?' prompiady Fielding lightly.
'Lovely to speak to you again, Cassandra. We'll ysme about half past
twelve. 'Bye.’'

'‘Goodbye.’

Cassandra put down the phone with some reluctaarm,she was still
standing staring at it when Mrs Temple appeareuoh fifee kitchen.



'I've finished doing those peas, Mrs Ravek,' sh@, s@ping her hands on
her apron. 'And I've made a raspberry mousse fmhuThere are more than
enough raspberries to make twelve pounds of jam.'

'Will there be enough for four?' enquired Cassarildtdy, expelling her
breath rather heavily, and the housekeeper frowned.

'‘Bless you, you'll have enough jam--'

'Not jam, Mrs Temple. Mousse,' exclaimed Cassaimdearupting her. 'For

lunch. Do we have plenty for four? I—Lady Fieldihgs just told me she
and Sir Giles are in the area. They've invited thalwes to lunch, and— and
| don't know what Jay is going to say.’

'Oh, dear!" Mrs Temple sighed. That woman haskimeck of creating
awkward situations! Fancy her ringing this mornwhen Mr P.avek's gone
out! She couldn't have chosen a more conveniemt.tim

'‘Convenient?' Cassandra shook her head. 'Whatumgan?'

'Well--' Mrs Temple clicked her tongue, 'knowing Ravek, as | do, | doubt
he'll welcome his mother here today. | mean, higrigato go into Sutton
Medlock for me this morning has upset his schedafe] now that his
mother's coming . .."

'Don't say any more," muttered Cassandra, pusharghhnds into the
pockets of the baggy dungarees she was wearingpiose he'll imagine |
invited her. Oh, Mrs Temple, | can't even ring back and cancel it. | don't
know where she's staying.'

The sound of the Ferrari's engine interrupted ttsgieculations, and
presently Jay came striding through the open dédineoporch carrying a
cardboard box. He was wearing denims and a shegtxstl sweat shirt, and
Cassandra's senses stirred as his dark gaze suedjyt dver her.

'All present and correct,’ he remarked, handinglibe to Mrs Temple.
'What are you both looking so worried about? Diatltme you've forgotten
something.'



'‘No.' Cassandra caught her lower lip between leth tend exchanged a look
with the housekeeper. 'No, I—it's something elsethivig to do with the
jam- making.'

'What Mrs Ravek's trying to tell you is that youotimer rang while you were
out,’ declared Mrs Temple, without preamble.

'My mother?' Jay's eyes narrowed. 'So?'

"So—she's coming to lunch,” muttered Cassandra limgly. 'She
and—and your stepfather. They've been stayingamatba, and they thought
it was a good opportunity to—to meet me.'

Jay's expression was unreadable. "You invited them?

'l suppose so." Cassandra found she could notidenbther take all the
blame. 'Do you mind terribly?’

Jay took a deep breath. 'There's not much point ieothere?’

Mrs Temple slipped away, and Cassandra linked laard$ together.
"You—you won't be able to write," she murmured agetically. 'I'm sorry."'

'I'll survive,' he retorted, shifting his weighofn one foot to the other. 'l just
wish you'd waited before making any arrangements.’

Cassandra felt a twinge of resentment. '‘Are—areaghiamed of me, is that
it?"

'Don't talk rubbish!'

'What is it, then?' Cassandra tilted her head d#ial'd like to meet your
mother. That's not unnatural, is it?'

'Perhaps. In the circumstances.' Jay was abrupt.

'We are married, Jay.'



'‘Don't | know it?' His mouth tightened. 'Unfortuelgt my mother doesn't
know that you're pregnant!

Cassandra groped weakly for the banister. 'She-sritdaow?"

'No." Jay thrust his hands into his pockets. 'l saweason to tell her. It's
nothing to do with her.’

‘Jay, she's the baby's grandmother--'
'l know it." Jay was indifferent.
‘Then she has a right to know.'

'Why?' His eyes challenged hers. 'You've made me®about the fact that
once the baby's born you intend to get a divorcealy be granted the
courtesy of providing for my child, but | doubtl He given custody, don't
you?'

Cassandra quivered. 'That's in the future--'

is it?' Jay's jaw hardened, i find it's very muchhe present. It occupies my
every waking minute. The only respite | get is whenite.'

"Then you must get a lot," retorted Cassandraljer®ou seem to do
nothing else but!

'What would you have me do?' he demanded har&pgnd my time with
you? Torture myself by not touching you, watchimmgywantingyou! Oh,
yes..." His lips twisted. 'That old dragon has raigedigly head again. But
don't worry, | haven't forgotten my promise. I'kdp out of your way, if
you'll keep out of mine.' He walked across to thalg door and thrust it
open. 'Go and make yourself pretty for our visitdtsbe in here, if you
want me.'

If she wanted him!



In her bedroom, Cassandra acknowledged that sheéedvdnm badly.
Indeed, if his mother and stepfather's arrival hatl been imminent she
might well have told him so. As it was, she wasthwith the prospect of
entertaining his parents when all she really wamtedo was sort out her
troubled feelings.

A full-length cream smock, with tiny flowers emldered round the low
neckline and scalloped hem, seemed the most atFatm in her limited
wardrobe. It had no sleeves, which she thoughtavdisadvantage, but at
least her arms were tanned and contrasted agreedhlyhe thin cotton.
Her feet also were bare. She had not worn tighte/éeks, and her legs had
tanned accordingly and complemented her high-hesladals.

She heard the car arrive as she was descendirstging and Jay came out
of the study to greet his parents as she reactetdtiom step. His eyes
appraised her burningly, lingering on the tell-taémks pressing against the
material of her bodice, and then he slammed theystioor abruptly, and
strode out to the porch.

Cassandra didn't know what she had expected exaatlyyay's mother was
very definitely different from what she had imaginelo begin with,
although she knew that Lady Fielding was over sighe was taken aback
by her youthful appearance, and far from fittinge timage of the
sophisticated society matron, Jay's mother wotle make-up and dressed
without fuss.

But as her mother-in-law got out of Sir Giles' DEm Cassandra

immediately saw her resemblance to Jay. Like hime, was excessively
dark, although her hair was now threaded with shaufegrey, and her

features mirrored his determination, even if theyrevsoftened by age and
experience. Lady Fielding was wearing a casuahlglack suit, pale grey,

with a cerise silk scarf knotted at her neck. Har ivas short and straight,
like her son's, and her welcome to him was entBtisi@ven if his was

slightly less so.

'‘Don't tell me, | know—you didn't want us,’ she ldeed, giving him a quick
hug before turning to look at Cassandra. '‘And novarl see why. Good



heavens, the child's pregnant! And not too manyka&®m her time, if I'm
not mistaken.'

'‘Cass isn't a child, Mama. She's twenty-four,'rtetbJay flatly, turning to
shake hands with his stepfather. 'Hello, Gilesdgimosee you. Come along
in.'

"Thanks, James.' Giles Fielding was a tall spare, nmahis early sixties,
Cassandra estimated, and rather distinguisheddgolBut he had a nice
smile, which he bestowed on her as they were intted, and he decried his
wife's accusation by assuring Cassandra thatrterésting' condition was
extremely flattering. 'I'm sorry if we've swooped gou at an awkward
time," he added, allowing her to precede him indo®ut as soon as Alexa
heard the news she couldn't wait to come and noet y

‘The news?' Cassandra was aware that Jay was isisnirlg to their
conversation. 'What news?"

'Why, about the baby, of course,’ Lady Fieldingiijgcted, turning to look
back at her. 'That girl we both know so well, Janhés Lester, she told us.
She said she thought we knew, but naturally | thak with a pinch of salt!

'Liz?'

Cassandra's involuntary exclamation made Jay's enahch her dark
brows. 'Do you know her, too, Cass?' she askediiprise. 'Well--' she
looked at her son. 'l had no idea.’

Cassandra's brow creased. What did Lady Fieldingnm&he had thought
Liz's knowledge of Jay stemmed from the gossip rook syndicated

throughout the country, that and the inside infdramashe gleaned from the
society parties she was invited to attend. Shedmdyl once suspected that
Liz's contempt for her husband might have a moregmal basis, but Liz

herself had denied it so fiercely, she had dismliske suggestion at once.
Now, it seemed, she had been right to be suspiabuz. She had known

Jay better than she had pretended. And what dfidaself? What had their

association meant to him? Enough that his mothdrrhat her, thought

Cassandra bitterly, feeling betrayed.



They all went into the drawing room to have a drbefore lunch, and

suddenly Jay was at her side, guiding her detewthrecross the room to
the tray. When Cassandra would have drawn backatms about her

tightened perceptibly, and his lips against hemégaspered words she didn't
want to hear.

'Stop looking as if I'd been unfaithful to you,' maittered, his hand at her
waist straying possessively over her ribcage. dnz | once knew each
other, that's all. 1 didn't go to bed with her, &#e®e it wasn't that kind of
relationship.'

Cassandra found it difficult to speak, but she ngadao choke scornfully:
'Do you expect me to believe that?'

it's the truth." Jay was laconic. 'I'll tell youaa it, if you really want to
know. But right now, let's keep up the pretencellske?'

'How?' she got out unsteadily, only to feel herhtudding against her ribs
as he bent his head towards hers. 'Like this,réathed, his mouth parting
hers, driving all coherent thoughts out of her head

'‘Well, really, James!" His mother's faintly accysiones brought them apart,
Cassandra moving quickly away, her face flushedh Wwi#coming colour.
'Must you make it so obvious you can't keep youndsaoff her? Good lord,
you're embarrassing the child!.Come and sit by Gassandra. | want to
hear all about this romantic affair.’

‘After lunch, Mama,' said Jay firmly, handing histimer a gin and tonic.
‘The same for you, Giles? Or has living with Aleltazen you to something
stronger?'

'Don't be insolent, darling." Lady Fielding sippeel drink without evident
offence. 'Giles is quite contented, aren't you,smget? Haven't you noticed
how much weight he's put on since he retired frafitips?’

The conversation continued in this vein until Mmsmiple announced that
lunch was served. Lady Fielding had a few worddhwite housekeeper



while she served the meal, and although Cassarftheed to help, Mrs
Temple assured her she could cope.

The meal was delicious. Chilled melon was follovegda crisp salad, with a
delightfully light quiche and new potatoes. Theplasry mousse was
mouth-watering, and Jay's mother insisted she rbesgiven the recipe

before she left, and then they all adjourned tioealg spot in the garden. Mrs
Temple had placed several comfortable loungersdibrke apple tree, and
a small bamboo table supported the tray of coffreehad left for Cassandra
to serve.

'Don't you usually rest in the afternoons?' Ladelding asked her
daughter-in-law as Cassandra attended to the cofijg® ‘| mean, it's a long
time ago, | know, but | always had to rest wherabwarrying James.'

'‘Cass doesn't need advice from you, Mama,' Jay rkemiampatiently,
standing over the two women. 'Don't pour me anthaft,’ he added. 'Giles
and | will get something stronger.’

'Yes, why don't you?' asked his mother, lying badhker chair and slanting a
look up at him. 'You go and chat with Giles, Jan@&asssandra and | have a
lot of time to make up.’

'‘Cass?’

With Jay's gaze on her, Cassandra was temptedvéoimgito the almost
overwhelming urge to ask him to stay with her. $lein't want a long,
interrogative conversation with his mother. In lxuthe wanted nothing so
much as to be alone with her husband, but she kingtreven if his parents
were not here, that was an unlikely event.

it's all right," she murmured now, settling hersatire comfortably on the
lounger, i—yes, you go and have a drink with Sile&iYour mother and |
will stay here.’

Nevertheless, after Jay and his stepfather hadhlefh, Cassandra couldn't
help wishing she had not been so accommodatinvgadtso hot, and in all
honesty she would have welcomed the opportunityetdown in her room



for a while. She thought there was going to b@astand her clothes felt as
if they were sticking to her.

'So—how long have you and James known one anotbeedriired Lady
Fielding with frank curiosity. 'l was so shockedewh learned he planned to
get married. He had never mentioned a word abautyaone.’

Cassandra folded her hands in her lap. it was—ratigden,’ she conceded.
'‘But--' she shrugged, unwilling to go into moregmeral details, 'you know
how these things happen.’

'Yes.' Lady Fielding's eyes moved consideringlyrdwer. "You'll forgive me
if I congratulate you, my dear. | would never hawpected James to be
trapped by that particular bait.'

Cassandra caught her breath. 'l beg your pardon...'

'Oh, now you're taking it the wrong way, my deday's mother shook her
head, i'm not criticising you. On the contrary.el'wanted James to get
married for ages. | mean, he is my only offspriagg | can't wait to be a
grandma. But, if | thought about it at all, | imagd he would marry

someone—well, someone a little more sophisticatgugll we say?

Someone who wouldn't gamble that getting herselfipant would compel

him to propose.’

Cassandra gasped. ‘'Lady Fielding, | did not--'

'My dear, don't get so upset! You don't have teddfyourself to me. | was
like you once, only for me the gamble didn't paly Bt don't try to pretend
that James didn't marry you because you were pnéghaean, | may not
be much of a mathematician, but even | can ada uqinie, and despite the
fact that you got married in March, you won't cathat baby until
Christmas!

Cassandra's lips trembled. 'Just because | warsgmeghen | got married it
doesn't mean | expected your son to marry medshe=d.



'‘Doesn't it?' Lady Fielding was infuriatingly syntipatic. '‘Oh, Cassandra,
don't look at me like that. | know what Jamesks liThere've been dozens
of girls angling for your position. Be thankful lteecided to honour his

responsibilities. In that way, | have to admit,duesn't resemble his father.’

Cassandra glanced over her shoulder at the hohsewShed Jay would
come back. This was worse, so much worse thanathexpected, and she
was having the utmost difficulty in restraining $elf from blurting exactly
how she came to be Jay's wife.

But something, some ridiculous need to protectinsband, kept her silent,
and Lady Fielding rambled on unchecked.

'l don't suppose James has told you about hisrfdtas he?' she asked, and
Cassandra had to concede that he had not. 'Henwaarican, you know.

| met him in France just after the war." She paudedas in my middle
twenties, and | suppose | was getting desperate.’

‘Lady Fielding--'

'No, let me go on.' Jay's mother held up her hatldnk you ought to know.

You are James's wife, after all. You should knowulihe grandfather of
the child you're carrying.' She sighed. 'Well, s@ple explanation is that
he was rich. He came from a wealthy Boston famipfortunately, he

forgot to tell me he was also married.’

Cassandra bent her head. 'I'm sorry.'

'Yes, sowas |.' Lady Fielding's lips twistedobk a chance and I lost. It was
only a small compensation to learn that the ait@afrying him back to the
United States had to ditch and there were no sorsiv

Cassandra sighed. 'l see.

it does have some relevance, you know.' Lady Figldidark brows drew

together. 'James grew up hating his father forgyim me. | suppose he
decided his child was not going to grow up hatiing.h



Cassandra had been ready to make some trite respuasin spite of

herself, she was stirred by what his mother saitil then, she had not
given much thought to the reasons behind Jay'srdetation. She had half
believed he had exaggerated the scars he carngdugdenly she had an
insight into how he must have felt, growing up isogiety that still abhorred
the illegitimate child.

'I—I suppose it must have been hard for you,' shlanteered, and Lady
Fielding spread her hands.

it was. My parents were wonderful, of course, betythad little money and
it was a struggle.’

'Did—did you ever think of—of not having the babyrassandra had to
know.

'‘Doesn't everyone?' Jay's mother gave a short ld@glrcourse | thought
about it. What girl in my position wouldn't? Butlieee it or not, | wanted
my baby.' She grimaced. 'l suppose, deep down,dalie for James's father.
At least | had a son to remember him by. He andwhiis had only one
daughter.’

It was a tragic story, but not unique for its tin@gssandra guessed. There
must have been dozens of thwarted romances betpepie of different
nationalities, different cultures. And although $lael not wanted to hear his
mother's story, now she was glad she had; everdid idispel for ever the
faint hope that there had been some other reasdmsfproposal.

Jay and his stepfather appeared just as Mrs Tengddetching out a tray of
afternoon tea. 'Well? Have you set the world tbtsg' asked Lady Fielding,
awakening from the doze she had fallen into ab@lft én hour before.
'Hmm, tea! Just what | need, Mrs Temple. And cal@s, You have been
busy!

Jay's eyes went straight to his wife, and Cassandraged to meet his gaze
composedly. 'Are you all right? It isn't too hott tkere for you?'



'‘No, I'm fine." Cassandra got determinedly to hest.f'But I'm going to
stretch my legs now. Excuse me for a few minutel yau?'

Jay was waiting in the hall when she came back dtains, his hands
pushed deep into his pockets. 'Are you really okag?asked, his eyes
narrowed and intent. 'What the hell was my motlagirgy to you? | could
hear her voice droning on and on.’

Cassandra sighed. 'She was telling me about ydberfaactually," she
replied. 'Don't worry, she didn't mention Liz. Ahe had to say in that
connection was that I'd been rather naive usingpregnancy to make you
propose.’

'What!' Jay stared at her impatiently. ‘Well, | gape you put her straight on
that score.’

'l didn't, as it happens.' Cassandra hesitatedat\ibes it matter what she
thinks? | doubt if she'd have believed me anyway.'

Jay pulled his hands out of his pockets and reafdrdter: 'Cass--'

'No." She held herself away from him. 'Let me gaost thought it was none
of her business, that's all. And at least hearlmguaiyour father made me
aware of what you must have suffered.’

'‘Cass!" Ignoring her pleas to release her, Jayeguier close to him, the
wedge of her stomach warm against his belly. 'GigsC he bent his head
and rested his forehead against her, 'I'm very nafieid | may not be able
to give you that divorce, after all.’

'Why?' With the things she and his mother had dised in the forefront of
her mind, Cassandra could only think of one rea%me. you afraid your
friends might suspect the truth if | divorce you?'

'No!" With a muffled oath, Jay propelled her awagni him again. 'My God,
doesn't any other reason occur to you?' He shoskhead and strode
abruptly towards the door. 'Forget it," he muttetedon't oppose you. You
do what you like, so long as you don't try to ste@ from seeing my son!



CHAPTER TWELVE

IT was with an effort that Cassandra went outdoonagShe felt too
confused, too distracted, to go on as if nothing happened, and she was
glad of Lady Fielding's inconsequent chatter toehitie gaps in the
conversation. Jay avoided her eyes, conductingsaltdey exchange with
his stepfather, and not until his mother expressddsire to look round the
cottage did he exhibit any enthusiasm.

It was a natural consideration for her daughtetanss condition that made
Lady Fielding defer to her son, and left alone v8thGiles, Cassandra told
herself she was glad of the breathing space. Butsuldn't help wondering
what Jay was saying to his mother, and wonderog, why he had made
that bewildering statement.

It was five o'clock when the skies opened and tioens that had been
threatening all day released its fury. Within mesjtthe paths around the
cottage were running with water, and a spectacstiggak of lightning
accompanied by a resounding crack of thunder sady Eielding hurrying
to her husband's side.

'We can't possibly drive back to town in this, Gjleshe protested, gazing
anxiously out the window. 'We'll have to find a éloand book in for the
night. We can ring Mrs Stewart and explain whatggened.'

Cassandra exchanged a look with Jay, and then @ooknprecedented
decision. 'You can stay here, if you like," she laled, ignoring her
husband's stunned reaction. 'We—er—we have a bpdreom, don't we,
Jay?

There's no earthly reason why your parents shouks @ hotel.”

'l say, that's awfully good of you—-began Sir Giles, only to be overridden
by his wife: 'We couldn't possibly impose,' sherea@, after a thoughtful
appraisal of her son's expression. 'lt's very swdetou, Cassandra,
honestly, but we couldn't--'



'Stay!' Jay's harsh interjection halted her refusat Cass is right. We do
have three bedrooms, after all." His dark eyesddke wife's taut features.
'We wouldn't dream of turning you out, when we share the same bed.’

Dinner was not an easy meal, although Cassandraeticbest to avoid
thinking of the pitfalls of what she had done. N#veless, with the storm
showing little sign of abating outside, and the&leity showing every sign
of failing inside, they were all a little tense.

Mrs Temple had done well to provide such a delisimeal at such short
notice. And although it was just a simple collatafrcold meats and salad
with a homemade apple pie to follow, Lady Fieldargl Sir Giles evidently
found the food a welcome distraction.

Afterwards, Sir Giles proposed a game of bridge,dsuCassandra didn't
play, Lady Fielding suggested whist instead. AltijouCassandra wasn't
keen, the cards at least gave her something tk #fiout and she partnered
Jay's stepfather with assumed enthusiasm, apaiggrsiefully when they
lost.

The lights finally gave out about ten-thirty, an@sSandra was relieved
when Jay went out to the kitchen and came backtwithighted oil-lamps.
‘They smoke a bit if you turn them up too high, dad, explaining the
principle to Sir Giles, and his mother declaredwgibme asperity that he had
become quite domesticated.

'Didn't you believe | could?' he countered, raiding lamp high so that he
could see her face, and Lady Fielding shrugged.

if what you tell me is true, | suppose | must at¢dgpshe responded, with a
thoughtful look at her daughter-in-law. 'Well, |sase it's time for
goodnights, Cassandra. Sleep well, darling. We# sou both in the
morning.'

After his parents had gone upstairs, Cassandradbusrself putting the
cards away and clearing up the coffee cups andegabey had used earlier.
'‘Leave them,' Jay exclaimed, apparently irritatgcher industry, but she
went on about her business, putting off the iné&aonfrontation.



She and Jay were to sleep in the back bedroongaitisif the front. Mrs
Temple had been up earlier and changed the sta®tsyhen Cassandra
was sure their guests had settled down, she loakledt at her husband.

'Shall we go?' she suggested, knowing what sheinwéing, but to her
surprise Jay shook his head.

'You go,' he said. 'Take the lamp with you. Youwnoow to turn it out,

don't you? | can manage with a candle. | saw samnbe cupboard in the
kitchen.'

Cassandra stood her ground. 'You mean you're maingoto bed?'

'I mean I'm going to sleep on the couch," explaitegdflatly, it was kind of
you to offer my parents a bed, but | wouldn't drezfrtaking advantage of
the situation. | told you before, it wouldn't happegain, and | meant it.'

Cassandra felt an awful fluttery feeling in thegdiher stomach, but she had
to go on: "You don't want to share my bed?’

Jay sighed. 'That question isn't worthy of an ams\we declared. 'Go to bed,
Cass. It's a warm night. It won't be the first tifve slept without a
mattress.'

Still she lingered. 'l—l—and if | said | wantedwyo come to bed?’

'Cass!'

'‘No, | mean it." She licked her lips. 'l never imded for you to sleep down
here, Jay. I—I'm willing to have you share my bed.'

'‘Cass!' He raked back his hair with fingers tha shticed were not quite
steady. 'Cass, sharing your bed wouldn't be enbugh!

'I know that.'

Jay half turned away from her so she was no loimgas line of vision. 'You
don't know what you're saying. This afternoon--'



‘This afternoon | was—hurt. | thought you were @fraf what your mother
might have said about Liz...'

'Liz!" Jay almost spat the word. 'For God's sakesCwhat could she have
told you about Liz Lester? Unless you mean thatf&grer and mine were
one and the same!’

Cassandra moved round so that she could look istdace. 'Liz—Liz's
father was—was the man..."

'—my mother had an affair with? Yes. Liz's motharried again after he
died—an Englishman, Harold Lester. Liz was littlermthan a baby when
her mother brought her to England."

Cassandra shook her head. 'But does she know?'

'She does. My mother told her—Alexa'’s like thagxpect she saw it as a
way of getting back at Liz's father through her.’

Cassandra tried to understand this. Then—you @and/ére—were what?"

'Didn’t you know? That Liz used to work for tRest?'Jay sighed. 'Well, she
did. I guess we both started there around the sanee

Cassandra hesitated. 'But—did you--'

'Did | know who she was?' Jay grimaced. 'Of coursgade my mother tell
me about my father at a very early age. I'm suegtghl you that.'

'Well—perhaps.' Cassandra was beginning to sepatttern. She bit her lip
before adding tentatively: 'l suppose Liz was ated to you.'

Jay shrugged. 'Very briefly.'

Remembering Liz's bitterness, Cassandra thoughtibeen more than that,
but she had to ask: 'And you?'



'‘Me!" Jay raised his eyes heavenward. 'Cass, styesster! My half-sister,
anyway. | never thought of her like that." He groed. 'Hell, she knows
that!'

Cassandra lifted her shoulders. 'But why does shi&elyou so?'

'Liz is not a very forgiving person. | guess sheswadly hurt. Discovering
her father had feet of clay meant a lot to her.peesed. 'My mother can be
pretty brutal, you know. | guess it's her Russiiod.'

Cassandra expelled her breath. 'I'm sorry.’
'For what?'

'‘Oh—for everything.' Cassandra ran embarrassedshewel her stomach.
'Mostly for believing Liz, | think.'

Jay picked up the oil lamp. 'I'm no saint," he $laitly. 'l guess she had every
justification for warning you about me. Look at yoow!

Cassandra looked down at her stomach and then himatl'm not sorry,’'
she said huskily, and she suddenly knew it was &uen if this time with
Jay was only a passing interlude, she knew nowvshd not have changed
anything.

'‘Cass!' Jay stared at her unbelievingly for a mdraed then with a groan of
anguish he slipped his arm around her neck. 'Oks,Cae breathed, pulling
her close against him. if you only knew how I'vente you to say that!
Don't you know the only reason | married you wasalise I'm crazy about
you? All that rubbish about my father and illegigiay! Do you really think
I'd have married a woman | didn't love? | wanted.ybostill do. But how
could I tell you I loved you, when all you wantedrh me was a chance to
show your independence?’

Cassandra turned her face against his neck. '‘Butt—ybu were so
adamant—-



'Yes, well--' Jay's lips were against her hairddl have some pride, you
know, and it's taken quite a beating over thisiaftaet's face it, you refused
to see me again after that night in Cambridge,lamas feeling pretty sore
by the time you showed up at my apartment.’

Cassandra quivered. "You frightened me.’
'I frightenedyou?'

'Yes."' She paused. 'You made me lose my own igektith—with Mike, it
never happened. He—oh, our relationship was serdiit. I'd really begun
to believe | couldn't feel love--'

'l know that.' Jay's fingers stroked her neck. \Blay did you fight me?' He
frowned. 'Was it only because of Liz?"

Cassandra shook her head. 'l didn't want to getitlalved with anyone
ever again.' She sighed ruefully, i thought—olsatnds foolish now—I
thought I'd be very sophisticated and have anraffdden you were there,
and it didn't seem like such a good idea after all.

'Why not?"

He was insistent and she gave him a tremulous sirslgopose because |
knew | was falling in love with you, and | was aft#&o give you that power
over me. | wanted to be cool—detached; but with iyevas impossible.’

'Lord, Cass--' He nuzzled her neck. 'And | thougiht hated me for—well,
for making you pregnant. You seemed to resent itnsch. | began to
despise myself.'

Cassandra sighed. 'l suppose, at first, | did taseshe admitted honestly. 'l
was sure you'd only married me to ensure the babyahfather. Anything
else— our—our attraction to one another—was puysblsical. Something
any other woman--'

Jay's unsteady breath fanned her forehead. 'Ols, €gsu only knew!" he
muttered with' feeling. 'Since we met there've beemther women. | can't



summon any interest in anyone else. And | adndit] try, at least before we
were married.’

Cassandra's lips parted. 'l thought—those nighteea the year when you
were going out--'

'Drinking," he averred heavily. 'Dulling my sensss 1 didn't disgrace
myself entirely by flinging myself on your mercy!

'Oh, Jay!" She slid her arms around him, pressergdif closer. 'Let's go to
bed.’

Cassandra awakened in the early hours of the folgpworning with the
distinct awareness that all was not as it should\bérst she thought it was
the unaccustomed warmth of Jay's body, curved ¢tober back beneath
the thin sheet which covered them. But it was nbhere was a
discomforting constriction in the lower part of reydomen, and as she lay
there wondering if that was what had woken herjséinttly unpleasant
spasm of indigestion gripped her.

She blinked, wondering if the cream Mrs Temple aived with the apple
pie at dinner had been entirely fresh, and thermgltabher breath as the
indigestion swelled into something stronger.

The baby!

With a feeling of incredulity, she levered hersgifon to her elbow, and the
sudden movement caused Jay to stir and mumbletagir

'It's the middle of the night,' he groaned, opertirgyeyes long enough to
register that it was not yet light. 'Hmm, Cass, edwack here. It's too early
yet to get up.'

'You go back to sleep,' said Cassandra, leverimgelfeto the edge of the
bed. She wasn't totally cognisant of what happéméuese matters, but she
was sure that nothing was likely to happen for sveours yet. If indeed it



was what she thought it was. The baby was not auarfother three weeks,
and the doctor had told her that first babies voéen late. Nevertheless, she
knew she would feel better if she was up and dsommgething, than lying
here wondering what it could be.

'Cass!" Jay was fully awake now, and with a mufiath he leaned over and
tried the bedside lamp. It came on at once, anddasa breathed a sigh of
relief At least she would not have to start fiddlambout with oil-lamps.

'I'm just going to get a drink," she assured hiymg the cord of her silk
dressing gown about her. "You don't need to geklupe perfectly all right.'

Jay sat up, cross-legged, the thin sheet outlitiegnuscled strength of his
thighs. 'Cass,’ he said, regarding her half imp#yig'if you want a drink, let
me get it. Come on, come back to bed.’

‘No, I-I'm not tired," she said, moving towards tteor. 'Jay, please, don't
worry about me. You're sleepy. Get some rest.’

His dark eyes moved possessively over her. Themh whexpected
perception, he said: 'it's the baby, isn't it? Sibing's wrong. For God's
sake, Cass, don't keep it from me!’

‘Nothing's wrong." Her lips parted in faint amuseim&lay, it might be that
the baby's coming—sooner than we expected.’

'‘God!" With a lithe movement Jay sprang out of dgging on his own
navy dressing gown to cover his nakedness. 'lllitba doctor,’ he said,
regarding her with unfeigned concern. 'I'd bettdetyou to the hospital
myself. Heaven knows how long an ambulance migtd ta get here after
all the rain.’'

‘Jay!" Cassandra put a reassuring hand on hisesl&2arling, it may have
slipped your notice, but the storm's over. It's rehing any more." She
grimaced. 'And stop panicking. Nothing's going &pjpen for hours!

'So you say.' He raked back his hair with unstdatyers. '‘God, | feel so
helpless! | knew | should have slept downstairs.'



Cassandra gurgled with laughter. 'Oh, Jay, don$dosilly. Besides,' she
cast him an artful look, 'l don't remember you mdte much protest last
night.'

Jay's eyes darkened. 'Don't tease me. Tell me baweally feel. Oh, Cass,'
he took her into his arms, 'l don't know what Kdilanything happened to
you now.'

'‘Nothing's going to happen to me," she assured fegling amazingly
confident all of a sudden. 'Come on, I'll make gome tea.'

"'l makeyousome tea,' asserted Jay flatly. 'l need somettmogger.'

Cassandra's baby was born at lunchtime. After areably brief labour, an
eight-pound baby boy made his entry into the wpr$d after twelve o'clock,
and Jay was there to see his son delivered. Cassaas exhausted but
exhilarated by the experience, and when Jay squdtien beside her to tell
her the good news, she summoned up a special grisilior him.

'You wait until you see him," he said, glancing lb&x where a nurse was
wrapping the tiny body in a warm wrapper. 'He'subiéal. Just like his
mother. Although | have to admit,’ he grimaced, dwesn't have your
complexion.'

Cassandra let him carry her hand to his lips. ¥out' she breathed, meeting
his dark eyes. 'What are we going to call him?'

David Alexei Ravek was christened a month laterthat little church in
Combe Bassett. Jay's parents were there, and dineéd/jike's mother made
a special effort to speak to her daughter-in-laonal

'‘Are you happy?' she asked, gazing anxiously ires@ndra's green eyes. 'l
must know. You don't regret—well, my part in thi&a? | know that if |
hadn't been so adamant, you would never have goseetJay.'



‘Thank God you were," exclaimed Cassandra fervegtiyng her a hug.
'Oh, darling, | don't want to hurt you, but I'vevee been so happy! She
paused. 'l didn't know it could be like this, yaees She shook her head.
"You were very perceptive. You realised how | fettg before | did.’

''m so glad." Thea smiled at her. 'And it doeswitt me, darling. She
shrugged. 'Mike is dead. It's your happiness tiap®rtant to me now.’

‘Thank you, Thea.’

'Don't thank me, Cass. Thank Jay. He's responsdrlehis wonderful
change in your life." She chuckled. 'Perhaps |te&e one small piece of
credit, though. | knew how he felt about you rifflein the beginning.’

'You did?' Cassandra arched her brows. 'Go on.'

'Well--" Thea was reluctant now, 'you remember the¢kend' you went up
to Cambridge?’

'Will | ever forget?

'‘And how Jay came after you?' Thea hesitated. d plenty of time
afterwards to regret what I'd done by giving hira ttame of your hotel, but
| have to tell you, I didn't do it without cause.’

'‘No?'

'‘No.' Thea was firm. 'Jay came to my apartmenyoasknow. | don't think
he'd slept all night." She frowned. 'At first, icd& didn't know where you
were. It was what | thought you would have wanted ta say. But
then—well, he told me how he felt about you, thatchred about you and
that he believed you cared about him, too, onlywete too scared to admit
it.'

‘Jay said that?' Cassandra caught her breathydutever said!'



'How could 1? You came back swearing it had allmbaanistake, that you
didn't intend seeing him again. How could | teluywhen he so obviously
hadn't?'

Cassandra shook her head. 'l thought—oh, you knbat Wthought. Liz
said there had been so many other girls . . .'

'‘Well, we know now that Liz had her own reasonslfeing bitchy, don't
we?' remarked Thea drily. 'Cass, Liz was jealougoaf can't you see? She
resented Jay just as much for the fact that heheabalf-brother as for his
being her father's son. Does that make sense @Iybink once she fancied
herself in love with him. When it didn't work ostie blamed him.’

Cassandra nodded. 'Poor Liz!

'Poor Liz nothing. She did her best to ruin yote,lideclared Thea flatly.
‘Thank goodness you came to your senses. | knewdayhe man to make

you happy.'

Jay's arm came across his wife's shoulders. 'Feitilhing, Thea?' he asked
teasingly, his hand at Cassandra's nape. 'Perbapsan tell me whether my
book's going to be any good. I'd be interestedatetyour opinion.’

'If what Cass tells me is true, it's going to béestseller,’ said Thea,
including them both in her smile. Though | heanfrChris that you've got
other investments now. Is it true, Cass? Is Jaynine partner in the
business?’

'A sleeping partner,’ put in Jay ruefully, and @Gaska playfully pushed her
fist into his ribs.

'He didn't tell me, you know," she declared, 'ifi€lhadn't spilled the beans,
I'd never have known that Jay had provided the dazmtking we so
desperately needed.’

'It was the least | could do,' averred Jay humdypus the circumstances.’



Cassandra's warm colour was appealing, and Theaayessigned shake of
her head. 'l suppose when you move to this houdguokinghamshire,
you'll never be out of the office, Cass.'

'Oh, no.' Cassandra was very definite about tRahrly, she's the girl Chris
and Paul took on when | left, is a permanent fextnow. And we're only

moving to Buckinghamshire because Jay has founoliaenbig enough to
provide a nursery and guestroom, as well as hdysithere's even a studio
for me, over the garage, but although Chris sags lfreelance, |1 don't think
I'll be spending too much time there during thetriew months.’

'‘Well, not during the next few weeks anyway,' adré@ea firmly. 'Now,
remember, I'll be back on Thursday, so don't wasput a thing. David
Alexei will be perfectly safe with me.’

'I'm sure he will." Cassandra glanced across tbmrm where Jay's mother
was proudly displaying her six- week-old grandson@Guy and Helen
Conway.

'I've got the reservations,' said Jay, with sontisfsation. 'The plane leaves
at twelve o'clock Friday, and we should be in ootehby early evening
local time.’

'‘Bermuda,’ sighed Cassandra dreamily. 'l can hédeligve it.'

"You will," murmured Jay, bestowing an intimateskis her parted lips, and
Thea turned away, content that she was no longetatk



