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"l don't think you and | have anything to say taleather, Mr. Lawrence,"
Toni replied. She didn't want to cross any morerggavith him.

There were no doubt plenty of girls who were retfall for his charms.
She just had to be very careful that she wasn'obtieem.

Antonia Warren wanted to be loved, completely antierself -- but not as
an imitation of the wife he had lost.



CHAPTER ONE

'IT's an excellent job.' Miss Black, of the Pioneer Stamial Agency, looked

across the desk at Toni through fashionable heiavyed spectacles.
'Warrens is one of the most important jewellergnfirin the country. When
you go for interview tomorrow you'll almost certiirfind that there are

other applicants. And Mr. Lawrence, the directorowtill be seeing you,

isn't an easy man to satisfy. But there's no reaggnyou shouldn't stand a
good chance. You're young, of course, but in myiopi you're capable of
holding down a demanding job, otherwise | shoulseftd you. You've had
two years experience in temporary positions angel iad good reports of
you. It's time you tried for something permanerduétill have your mother
to look after?

Toni stared dazedly at the older woman. She hadad quite a shock, but
she didn't intend to mention that to Miss Blacke $hnked and said, 'Yes -
that is - well, partly. She does machine knittipgy see, and we share the
expenses of the flat.'

'H'm," observed Miss Black, her tone registering dy@nion of the size of
income likely to accrue from machine knitting. Skeote on a card and
pushed it across the desk. 'There you are, MissaiVaiShe smiled - a rare
occurrence for Miss Black - and added, 'you hagesime name, so perhaps
that's a good omen.'

What would Miss Black say, Toni wondered, if shiel toer that Benjamin

Warren, head of Warrens' Jewellers, of Bond Stiesppened to be her
great-uncle, even if he was unaware of her existemtich he almost

certainly was? But she doubted if Miss Black wobkdimpressed. To Miss
Black the job was the thing, and you got a job @urymerits, not by

backdoor methods. With this principle Toni would/éagreed. She didn't
have her clear, candid grey eyes for nothing.

She got to her feet, a tall girl with beautiful $egawny hair and an
independent tilt to her chin. Thank you very mukhss Black, I'll be in
touch and let you know how | get on." She pickedhgpappointment card,
put it carefully in her handbag and went down ttaérs of the agency and
out into Oxford Street.



It was the end of November and promised to be @ Wwarter. All day it had

been bitterly cold, and now it had started to sndani was immediately
caught up in the crowds milling along the wide paeats; the Christmas
rush seemed to begin earlier every year. She vedlgegoby a woman in an
imitation leopardskin coat, red-faced and festoowéd parcels, and sent
sliding over the wet pavement, but she hardly eaticAnd for once she
didn't stop to stare at the tempting displays & shop windows, trying to
work out if this week she could afford to take hoseene little present for
her mother.

Fantasticwas the word that kept running through her minds@utely

fantastid Of all the thousands and thousands of companiés®ndon, that
Warrens should be the one that Miss Black hadfsemto! And what made
it all the more incredible was that only last nighother had said, 'D'you
know, Toni, I've got the oddest feeling that sonmegtwonderful is going to
happen.’

Toni had grinned and said, 'Now, isn't that ni&® was quite accustomed
to her mother's premonitions. Mrs. Warren was tiat mixture - a practical
dreamer. With an artist husband, whose art wawvarriding passion which
came before everything else, she had had to béqakadut her dream had
never entirely disappeared.

'‘Some day,' she had said to Toni, when she wasradgh to understand,
'your father will have the recognition his work deses. His pictures will be
hung in famous galleries all over the world. THeb& a new life for us all -

travel - meeting interesting people - not having to—'

Toni guessed that what she had been going to say-waot having to

scrimp and make do all the time.' But her mothdndlicomplain. Her fair,

fluffy hair and soft mouth belied a tough and cga®us nature. In the small
cottage in Devon, where living was as cheap asutdcbe anywhere, she
grew all their own vegetables in the small gardg&ime made Toni's clothes
and a few for herself and even some of her husbaBleé knitted for anyone
who would pay her to do it. Once, when things wadréheir grimmest, she
had gone to 'help’ in the big house in the villageil Toni's father found out
and put a stop to it. His conscience pricked, teefband some illustrating
work with an advertising agency in the nearby tommch brought in a



small but regular income, and after that things been a little better. But
when Toni was eighteen, just finishing her trainigecretarial school, her
father had caught a chill, painting out by the rigae day. It had turned to
pneumonia, and even the modern wonder drugs haddmeeerless to save
his life.

When it was all over Toni and her mother had disedsvhat they should
do. 'l can get a job in Exeter -1 can go in andoyubus each day,' Toni had
suggested. 'There'll be enough to pay the rensarah. We'll manage. But
her mother had shaken her head quite violently," 'Blee had burst out.
We're going to get away from here - right away.@/gbing to London.’

'‘London?' gasped Toni. 'But—but | thought you loved cottage, and the
country and everything.'

'l loved your father,” Mrs. Warren said simply. iSiplace was what he

wanted, so | wanted it too. But now | must get aw@gomewhere quite

different. Somewhere where | can see shops ant$lagid people and things
happening. Somewhere where there is- life and - ahddo you know what

| mean, darling?'

‘Yes, | think | do," Toni said slowly. Not untilifhmoment had she realized
the extent of her mother's sacrifice all thesegiear

'‘And you agree? You'll come with me?'

Toni laughed suddenly and hugged her mother. 'Ofseol’ll come. I'll land
a fabulous job and we'll have a super flat andlvgsl to theatres and
concerts and eat out at glamorous restaurants.dmrere we come!'

That was two years ago and it hadn't turned ouedike that. But it hadn't
been so bad. Typing jobs, though not very intemgstivere reasonably well
paid; the small flat they had managed to find at la Hornsey was as
cheerful as Mrs. Warren's home-making flair couldke it, with bright
cushions and curtains adding splashes of colouhéodrab carpet and
scratched furniture, and - even if the exchequexlarot stretch to theatres
and concerts - at least it ran to a cinema nowagain, with a take-home
meal afterwards.



And Mrs. Warren went on dreaming.

Emerging from Turnpike Lane Station, Toni foundtttiee snow was falling
more thickly, clinging to her hair and tricklinggidahe upturned collar of her
tweed coat to find its way icily down her neck. Sh& her head down
against the wind and started off along Green Lafkkthe way from Oxford
Circus, as the familiar stations clanged and swedgbast, she had been
trying to make up her mind how much she shoulditetimother about this
interview tomorrow. She knew quite well what woutéppen if she
mentioned the coincidence that she was going taéliar- Mother would be
immediately airborne with excitement. She would lidabover with
marvellous plans wherein Toni would be a sort aiderella, transported
from a drab office routine to a life of glamour dneury, which would be
provided by a fabulously rich fairy godfather, ihet shape of her
great-uncle.

No, probably better to be a little vague aboutitiierview until it was over.
There was no guarantee that she would get thejohyay. Miss Black had
been careful to point out that there would be o#fpplicants; there was this
Managing Director, Mr. Lawrence, who sounded rathlkrute. 'Not an easy
man to satisfy," Miss Black had said, and Toni kriesn experience what
thatmeant. It meant that he was a perfectionist andlboidbt a slavedriver as
well. But she didn't suppose she would be workimghim. He doubtless
had his own personal secretary, with years of fiaiteervice behind her.
Toni tried to visualize the set-up at Russells,dushe could see was a sort
of Aladdin's cave, with priceless necklaces anctcdigds encrusted with
diamonds and emeralds and rubies, spilling outghtiering cascade from
velvet-lined jewel cases. She grinned to herselfoWas the dreamer now?

Five minutes later Toni turned off the busy mairest into a side road.
Azalea Road, where she lived, was exactly the sasrferimrose Road, on
one side of it, and Mimosa Road on the other, #rnbdeother short, straight
streets that looked as if they had been drawn withler squarely off the
main street. The houses were uniform too, blackgnadually through the
years when every one of them had its coal fire sngpi the grate, all with

sad little strips of garden fronted by scruffy hes@r low brick walls.



Toni fitted her key into the door of No. 2' and tgmstairs to the first floor.
Walking from the station she had come to a decisioout telling all the
details of her interview tomorrow. If her mothedhaanaged to land herself
a good knitting order and had had a good day, shenwould keep the news
to herself. But if things had gone wrong and thespects were gloomy, then
Toni would deliver her bombshell and tell her motb@mething to give her
a lift. She pushed open the living room door and geatthe bombshell was
going to be necessary. Mrs. Warren was sittingthieygas fire, toasting
bread on the end of a carving fork and, with om@aignificance, the
knitting machine was pushed away into the cornethefroom, looking
unused and dejected beneath its green plastic.déveelently no order!

Mrs. Warren's eyes lit up when Toni came into tem, but there was a
slight droop to the shoulders beneath the browdigan. Only a temporary
droop, Toni was sure, for nothing would defeat hmsther for long;
somehow she would always manage to bob up agatrt Bas easy to see
that her day had not gone too well.

'Hullo, Mother, here | am - your darling daughteery wet, tired and
hungry.' Toni grinned cheerfully and hugged herheotwho had dropped
the toasting fork and jumped to her feet the montlemtdoor opened. 'Oh
gosh, I'm making you as wet as | am myself!'

Mrs. Warren pushed back the soft fair hair that alasys escaping from its
restraining pins; she had never cut her hair becheshusband liked it long.
'Oh, never mind that!" She brushed carelessly atsket. 'But you're
soaking, Toni. Let me take your coat, dear, an#esitaAnd your shoes! Go
along and change and then we'll have tea strawgay.a

Toni went into the bedroom, changed into slacksalubse-fitting top, and
towelled her hair dry, beginning to feel a pleasawarm glow of comfort
and contentment as she heard the clink of platdscatiery from the next
room. Even the unceasing flood of pop music from tiext flat's radio
wasn't too bad because it was familiar, part ofitvme they had made for
themselves here.

Back in the living room she found a trolley drawmto the glow of the fire,
a cushioned chair on either side of it. A squapteaat under its yellow



knitted cosy. There was a healthy mound of buttevasit, a jar of fish paste,
a pyrex dish full of watercress and a home-madgeaginake.

Toni sank into a chair and picked up the pot ot@at/m - anchovy and

shrimp - my favourite!" She applied some liberatiyner toast and sat back,
happily munching. 'What sort of a day, Mother? NokP' She glanced

towards the shrouded knitting machine in the corner

Mrs. Warren shook her head with a humorous grim&det an order in

sight! I've been all round my regulars, but theyilted up with Christmas

stock and they won't want anything more for fivesorweeks until the new
spring stuff begins to come in. Even Mrs. Fishenéd me down, and | was
rather counting on her, I must admit. But what dabmu, love? Have you
seen Miss Black?'

Toni nodded. 'l got off early and went round to dgency.'
‘And?'

'‘And I've got an interview tomorrow for a permanjerft.’
'‘Permanent? Would you like that?'

'l think I might,’ Toni said, 'if it was a good pkato work in. And this sounds
as if it might be interesting.'

‘Then that's splendid.' Her mother poured tea amdléd her a cup. 'What's
the name of the firm, and where is it?'

Toni sipped her tea and put the cup and saucer tmadke trolley. Then,
with a little smile hovering round her mouth, she&ls'Guess!" and when her
mother shook her head, duly mystified, she addéds 'is going to shake
you darling. I've got an interview with - wait fat - with Warrens, of Bond
Street.’

'Warrens? You don't mean—'



'l do indeed.The Warrens. Our rich relations," Toni giggled, enfayithe
effect of her news. 'How about that, eh?'

For a moment her mother was stunned into silerfoe h&d turned suddenly
pale, but now the colour came flooding back intodieeks and excitement
put a sparkle into her brown eyes. Toni had negenser look so young
and eager, and she felt a pang of self-reproacloutd be too bad if she had
to disappoint her, after raising her hopes liks.thi

'Don't count on it too much, though,' she saide'jidi isn't in the bag yet, by
any means. Miss Black says there are sure to e gtHs applying, and
apparently the man I've got the interview with, a Mawrence, is rather
difficult to please.’

But her mother's enthusiasm was now in full swi@g.course you'll get it,
Toni dear. | know you will - I've had this feelifigr days. | told you | knew
something good was going to happen, didn't 1?'stleed happily. 'All the
years of hoping and wishing, and now - this! Thgitming of a new life for
us!

'Mother, dearest you really mustn't get so carried away. Whahd whole
thing fizzles out?' Toni was half-laughing, tryitaybring her mother gently
down to the level of reality.

Mrs. Warren shook her head. 'lt's no good, my dgau, won't shake my
confidence. These other girls - what have thetluattyou haven't? And it's
bound to count for something when you tell thent floa're related to the
head of the firm.'

Toni's eyebrows lifted and her grey eyes were veide clear. 'Tell them?
But you don't imagine I'm going tell them?"'

'Of course you must tell them," her mother saidnitefy. "There's nothing
wrong or dishonest about that, and it might makéhal difference.’

'‘But - but, Mother - all that stuff about our ricklations - | always thought it
was a joke.’



She was remembering the times at the cottage, wheds were
dangerously low and Father hadn't sold a picturenfonths. Sometimes
Mother would say, 'Why don't you approach your @n8enjamin in
London, Frank? Not to beg, of course you couldnthiat, but just make
yourself known to him? He might be interested imryaork and offer to
hang one of your pictures in his office, or histtolvaom, or somewhere, and
then people would see it. Rich, influential peoplad that might lead to lots
of commissions—'

Frank Warren would smile and say with a faint tviéni the grey eyes that
were so like Toni's, "Yes, my dear, and pigs mifiyht

And then they had all laughed, Mrs. Warren mosalof But now Toni
wondered if, after all, ihadbeen a joke to her mother.

'Mother, you're not serious, are you?'

Her mother leaned forward in her chair and suddaelybrown eyes were
sombre. 'I'm very serious, my darling. | want yolhave a better life than
I've had.'

Toni was silent. She could feel her mother's eiesifanxiously on her. The
sound of pop music from the next flat didn't sofnehdly and familiar any

more; it sounded raucous and jangly. At last slumlsther head firmly. 'l

couldn't,’ she said.

‘But-'

'Listen, Mother, it's not that I'm being awkwardpsoud or anything. | just
know that when it came to the point, | couldn'te™iords wouldn't come
out.'

There was another silence. Then Mrs. Warren smilgdy. 'You're very
like your father, Toni. Well, if that's how you fege won't say any more
about it. But you will go for the interview, woryou? Promise me you'll go.'

Relieved, Toni laughed. 'Oh yes, I'll go for theeiview, | promise. And I'll
do my darnedest to land the job because it soukelslgood one.'



Mrs. Warren nodded. 'We'll wait and hope for thetpbthen. Now, let's talk
about something else. Did you manage to get thehlores for Scotland?’

For the rest of the evening they discussed a plessitach tour in Scotland.
That was dream-stuff too, for it wasn't at all aartwhether they would be
able to afford it. Toni was glad that her mothesreed to have accepted the
situation with regard to her interview tomorrowthe end it had been easier
than she had expected. Her mother was evidently, dmmewhat
uncharacteristically, willing to wait and see whappened, and there were
no more castles built in the air. When they fingbt up to clear away and
wash the dishes and prepare for the morning, Tave dier mother a little
hug and said, "Thanks for being so understandingnM'll do my best
tomorrow, | really will.'

So far as she could remember, the only time Towni heen inside a
jeweller's shop was when she went to buy herselateh, when she first
came to London and found there were strict timedales to conform to if

you wished to be popular with employefhatjeweller's shop had rows of
engagement and wedding rings on a glass shelf tineleounter, and on the
shelves behind a selection of alarm clocks, aloith & mixed array of

wrist-watches, rolled- gold cuff links and elecplated cruets.

She had known that Warrens of Bond Street wouldeanything like that,
but she was hardly prepared for the atmosphereutéaropulence that met
her gaze when the heavy glass entrance door wdsopeh for her next
morning by an elderly uniformed attendant, andsthpped into something
not to much unlike the fantastic Aladdin's caveeflast night's imaginings.
Her feet sank into a magnificent patterned canpbich she guessed must
have come from the exotic East. There was no cotmtee seen. Instead
there were two small tables with delicately carlesgs, beside which stood
small elbow chairs, upholstered in shrimp pink b Wood panelling
covered the walls and a crystal chandelier hungftbe ceiling. In the
corner of the room a great, inlaid grandfather kliicked away discreetly.

A customer was seated in one of the chairs, anaetegroman with
silver-gilt hair, wearing a mutation mink coat, hgle fingers heavy with



rings. A middle-aged salesman in a dark suit sg@osipe, spreading out
upon the black velvet cloth that covered the taldelection of brooches that
would not have been out of place in any Aladdia\sec

Uncomfortably aware of her very ordinary tweed caatl the fact that
neither her gloves nor handbag aspired to origifrata any living animal,

Toni quickly turned back to the attendant. 'l hameappointment for twelve
o'clock. Miss Warren.'

The man, who looked as if he had been here for stlras long as the
furniture and fittings, stared rather hard at Hdrss - er - Warren, did you
say?'

She smiled at him. 'Yes, that's right.' Toni's éathsed to say that her smile
was like the sun coming out, but she had alwaysodisted that remark as
artistic licence. However, the smile seemed to hgquwiée an astonishing

effect on the elderly doorkeeper.

'Please wait here a moment, miss, and I'll findesame to take you up.'

He returned almost immediately with a thin womanairtailored suit,
wearing gold clip earrings encrusted with tiny peaioni wondered
fleetingly if they were real and decided that theguld have to be. This
place gave you a feeling that everything here rheshe genuine article, no
imitations accepted. 'Miss Warren?' The woman'sevaovas low and
cultivated, her face an expressionless mask. Wil follow me, please?’

She led the way under an arch into a smaller reomi|ar to the first, at the
back of which a wide staircase with carved baladstreose to a carpeted
passage above. On the right a door bore a diguletinscribed, 'Mr. G. R.
Lawrence.' Toni's guide tapped and a deep voicr ingide said 'Come.’

Toni was uncomfortably aware of a nervous churnimghe pit of her

stomach. In the two years she had spent going droatyping job to another
she had encountered many varieties of office, buénone like this, and she
was beginning to doubt if she would ever fit indneFhere was nothing of
the easy-going atmosphere that she appreciatedslall so formal, and, to
her mind, overpowering in its traditional elegari8et she had promised her



mother to do her best to get the job and she mashgugh with the
interview now.

The room she entered was small, almost poky, faegisnainly with a huge
mahogany desk behind which a man sat writing. Bobkss and papers
littered the desk. There was a certain lack ofaieg here that Toni found
only marginally reassuring.

The woman with the pearl earrings took a sheafapieps from a side table
and put them on the desk. 'This is your final aygsit, Mr. Lawrence,’ she
said in her smooth, faintly deferential voice.

'Yes. Thank you, Mrs. Janes," he replied absewiljnout lifting his head.
He made a vague gesture in Toni's direction, '8nrd will you?' he said,
and went on with his writing.

Mrs. Janes glided out and closed the door and $aindown and waited.
After two years of changing jobs she was fairly Iwadcustomed to the
techniques of interviewing. There were the intemges who were friendly
and put you at your ease. There were others wéd to catch you out and
make you feel uncomfortable and inadequate. Tha® also a very small
minority who leered, and from whom she got awayaiskly as possible.
She wondered what sort the man sitting on the dider of the desk would
turn out to be. From where she sat she couldntaes of his face, but he
seemed younger than she had expected. Middleethirgrobably. Firm,
broad shoulders on which the fine grey worsted isf jacket fitted
immaculately. Crisp white linen showed at his negih a glimpse of a
burgundy red silk tie. Gold cuff-links gleamed as hwrists. All highly
traditional, as you would have expected here, Tomight with an inward
grin. Only his hair, very dark brown and thick, gahe impression that it
might at times resist being tamed and subjugatdtad a hint of wildness
and springiness that seemed somehow out of plabésiastablishment. But
on the whole he looked very much the young exeeutind probably rather
arrogant with it. She didn't think she was goingjke him.

The silence lengthened and he went on writing. Began to suspect that he
was the intimidating kind of interviewer, that heasvignoring her on
purpose, trying to make her nervous. In the evinbad precisely the



opposite effect, for suddenly the churning inside $topped, a glitter came
into her clear grey eyes, and her chin lifted atfom. This job, she decided,
was not for her; if this was the scene of her redhations, well, it wasn't her
scene. She was almost tempted to get up then arelahd walk out, but at
that very moment he raised his head and lookedrat h

It was rather extraordinary, for he looked - anchiven looking. He had

curiously fascinating eyes, greenish with lightecks, and they were
narrowed as they passed over her face. Toni staeklat him. He wasn't
giving anything away by his expression, but if slagin't known they were
absolute strangers to each other she would haveinew she saw

recognition in his face. Not the old ploy of 'Whéx@ve we met before?' but
rather a kind of shock. She evidently had a doabteewhere.

With his right hand he groped for the papers thet.Manes had put on the
desk and drew them towards him without taking lgessédrom her face. Toni
was accustomed to being looked at by men, butwhssdifferent. She began
to feel quite uneasy.

Then he moved his concentrated examination todpens before him. "You
are Miss - Warren?' The deep voice seemed to hajdeay beyond the
obvious one and she smiled and said, 'Yes. Coincejasn't it?'

His brows lifted a fraction and she saw that steerhade a mistake in trying
to lighten the atmosphere on this rather odd ime@rvIs it?' he said coolly,

and looked down again at the papers. "You've berite me by Miss Black.
You're twenty-one. Previous experience - H'm—' Hanced cursorily

down the agency form. Then he pushed it away anldask in his chair.

'Well, Miss Warren, it looks as if you've been Se@ite on a fruitless errand.
| think Miss Black must have misunderstood my mgesa thought I'd

made it clear that | need someone older, with nmaohe experience than
you have. In our particular kind of business wednaevery special type of
employee.. So I'm afraid—' He spread his handsgesture of polite regret.

Toni felt as if he had slapped her face. She dhiieve a word of what he
had said. Miss Black didn't make mistakes like .thdd, the man had



evidently taken an instant dislike to her because eminded him of
somebody he didn't want to be reminded of.

She stood up very straight. Well, if he disliked fe¢ no good reason, she
disliked him for all sorts of reasons. She dislikesl curt, arrogant manner,
his almost insulting scrutiny, his imperious waydigmissing her. And as
she had nothing now to lose she saw no reason hdglsouldn't let him
know exactly what she thought.

'May | ask," she began pleasantly, ‘whether thétippswas that ofyour
secretary, Mr. Lawrence?'

'Yes,' he said. 'lt was.'

‘Then," she went on in the same tone, 'you neéhi'tany regret. If | had
been offered the job I certainly wouldn't have ated it.'

"You wouldn't?” He sounded calm, but there was @argl in those
strangely-flecked eyes that denoted danger. Buiveime on recklessly, 'No,

| wouldn't. | don't like the atmosphere here ataaltl | wouldn't consider
working here." She warmed to her subject. 'lt's @iy elegant and
traditional, no doubt, but | prefer somewhere ntarman, less - less geared
to the rich and privileged minority." She didn'alize that she was quoting
her father almost word for word. He had been aipaate supporter of the
ordinary people.

Mr. Lawrence stood up too, which brought him a gsdnches above her,
and she was by no means a small girl. 'Very interg$he said coldly, 'but
I'm really not concerned with your political bidssuggest you look for a
position more to your taste - and don't waste myetiany longer,’ he
concluded nastily.

She smiled in triumph that she had managed torginthat hard assurance
of his, if only for a moment~‘Good morning, Mr. Lawrence,' she said
sweetly, and walked out of the office, her tawngdheeld high.



Down the softly carpeted stairway, through the exquisite showrooms.
'‘Good morning, miss." The uniformed attendant hieheavy plate-glass
door open and she passed through, nodding gragiousl

Then she was out in Bond Street, a chilly wind blgnsneakily round her
ankles. She was shaking faintly inside and shequhits a moment beside
Warrens' window to pull herself together. Well,ttkeemed to be that, and
she didn't knowwvhatshe was going to tell her mother. She stared girou
the window where two fabulous pieces lay cradletbids of velvet — an
enormous opal brooch, encrusted with diamonds enih gold, with a ring
to match. As she looked the colours swam and d@liiiehe brilliantly lit
display. She fumbled for her handkerchief, blew t&se hard, and turned
away towards Piccadilly and the homeward journey.

She had walked perhaps fifty yards when she rahlihat someone was
calling her name repeatedly, and stopped to fiedetderly doorkeeper just
behind her. 'Miss Warren,' he panted, his spareg lair blowing in the

wind. 'Miss Warren, please. Mr. Lawrence says woudd kindly come

back. He would like to speak to you again.'

Toni hesitated, while on either side the moving snafspedestrians parted
round her, as if she were an object left on theepant by mistake, an object
that nobody cared to claim. That was rather howfshat the moment. She
looked round for some way of escape, but the depdebore the name
Warrenson his collar in ornate gold letters, and shedstithat if she made
a dash for it somebody might conclude that shemalsng off with the loot.
As it was, one or two of the passers-by were giviagcurious looks.

So, reluctantly, she turned and walked back tshogp. She had thought that
she had said good-bye to that detestable Mr. Laveréor good. What, she
wondered, could he possibly want with her?



CHAPTER TWO

THIS time Toni was not taken to the upstairs officd,tbwa room leading off
the back showroom. The Lawrence man was there,gthoghe was
immediately aware of him, standing tall and nonahtibeside the marble
fireplace, in which burned a real fire - a modelow-burning, safety type
of fire, certainly, but she felt that that was mgra small concession to
twentieth-century fire regulations. The rest of them might have come
straight out of Dickens - solidly furnished in timanner of a bygone age.

In a high-backed chair near the fire sat an eldexdy who must surely be
Benjamin Warren, the fabulous head of the familprupvhom all her
mother's extravagant hopes were set. At first glaiani had to admit that
he really did look rather fabulous, with his whitaeir and his purple silk
cravat, held by a gold pin. He had a neatly-trimmddte beard, and a
monocle hung around his neck. But it was his elgas lteld her attention;
they were clear grey and very shrewd, but they Were eyes. They were
exactly like her father's eyes, and at this montleey were looking at her
with a strange expression. Then he said in a gartigteous voice, 'You are
Miss Warren? Come and sit down. Gray, give Missifaa chair.’

The tall man moved from the mantelpiece and dretxaathair for her. She
murmured acknowledgment and their looks crossesflirilike two sharp
rapiers engaging each other. She saw his mouth twisically as he
returned to his position beside the fireplace.

'‘Now then, Miss Warren—' the old man picked up teetefrom the table
beside him '—perhaps you would care to explaintthize.'

Toni took the sheet of notepaper he held out, adcsuspicion suddenly
forming in her mind. Then she looked down at it #re suspicion became a
certainty. In her mother's large, flowing handwgtishe read:

'‘Dear Mr. Warren,
You will not know me, but | am the widow of Frarkrk&n, who was

the son of your brother, who died in Italy, mangrgeago. | thought
you might care to know that my daughter Antoniag vghof course,



your great-niece, is having an interview with yooranaging
director today, and as she may be too nervous tatiore the
relationship | am writing to you personally. Sheyaur own blood
relation, and | believe that family quarrels shoble allowed to die
after all this time. | hope you will agree with mi@emain, Yours
sincerely, Margaret Warren.'

Toni put the letter down and said in a low voite) Vvery sorry about this. It
was quite wrong of my mother to write to you withdelling me anything
about it. It makes me feel very - embarrassed.’

The old man was looking keenly at her. Then hesthlgs eyes to the man
standing by the fireplace. Tut me in the picturegyGI'm at a loss about all
this. Miss Warren came to apply for the secretasiition, is that so?'

"That is correct, sir.'

'‘And you were interviewing her when | opened theteteand sent the
message through to you that | wished to see her?'

Gray Lawrence moved from the fireplace and stoddraka chair opposite
to Benjamin Warren,, his hands on its back. 'NatequMiss Warren and |
had mutually agreed that she had been sent heaenfigunderstanding on
the part of the agency, and she had just left.’

Startled by this barefaced misrepresentation oftWwhppened, Toni looked
up to find Gray Lawrence regarding her with thaticgl expression in his
strangely-flecked eyes, as if he were daring heligpute what he had just
said. Indignation took the place of embarrassmadtshe turned back to
Mr. Warren and said firmly, 'Mr. Lawrence is mistak There was no
misunderstanding. He told me straight away in ncediain manner that I'd
wasted my time coming here, and that | was noli atheat he required in a
secretary.' Her tawny head was held high, her siyakling clear - and very

angry.

The old man gave a dry chuckle. 'Spoken like aWaeren!" Then his face
composed itself. "You must forgive the levity, mgad. | must admit that |



feel slightly - I think inebriated wouldn't be tstrong a word, to discover
that after all I'm not the last of the Warren clags,|'d supposed.’

Toni leaned towards him. *Then you do believe tittee? | thought you
might think | was an - an impostor.'

'Why should | not believe it?' The old man's voiaes gentle. 'For one thing,
the family likeness is - quite extraordinary. Y@awsit, of course, Gray?'

Toni saw the look that passed between the two rmudinpf significance
which she couldn't understand. 'Oh yes, | sawdplied Gray Lawrence
tightly. He turned and walked back to the mante@i@and again Toni
wondered who it was that she resembled sufficietdlycause such an
attitude on the part of this man towards a stranger

The embarrassment returned, more strongly than @ieydid her mother

have to write this wretched letter? she thouglukilog down at it as it lay
accusingly on the table beside her. Surely no gmadid come of trying to

revive - or make use of - a long-dead relationsbier fifty years since the
quarrel that took her grandfather away from hisili@rfar too long a gap to
be bridged, especially when the world of Benjamiar®n was so remote
from that of herself and her mother.

Impulsively she got to her feet. She smiled atolldeman, who had received
her courteously at least - very different from tledlating treatment she had
had from the man standing behind her. Thank yolb#&ieving me," she
said, 'and once again I'm sorry that my mother khbave thought fit to
write to you. You've been very kind, but I'm sumiye not interested in a
very distant relative like me. So now, if you'lleesse me, I'll say good-bye,
and thank you again.’

Benjamin Warren shook his head. 'Tactfully expréssgy dear, but totally
inaccurate. In point of fact I'm extremely inteegktin you, and the
relationship is not really distant at all. Do yanagine that | don't want to
hear about my brother - your grandfather - whodamelong ago walked out
of the family house, nearly breaking my motherartjedbecause he refused
to obey my father's wish that he should take ras@in the family business?
Do you imagine that | didn't grieve when we had sévat he was missing in



the first war - that after my father died | didin}t in every possible way to
discover whether he was alive, and that eventumajlymother and | had to
assume that he had been killed? Can you still ineatiiat I'm not interested
in you - Antonia?'

'l - I'm sorry, | didn't think of it like that.' Tr@ was suddenly moved by the
old man's sad, gentle expression. 'It was selfishe' She sat down again
on the edge of the chair. 'Please ask me what ypalddike to know and I'll
tell you anything | can. But | never knew my graattier. He died before |
was born.’

Benjamin Warren nodded and said, 'Yes, yes, ofsepuut there must be
other things - all sorts of little things—' The glervoice trailed off and he

looked up at the brass carriage clock on the maietad, and then at the man
standing beside it. 'l have a call coming througimf Bouleston in Paris in a
few minutes, Gray. After that | shall be free far laour or so.' He turned

back to Toni. "You can spare me a little time? &réhyou a job you must get
back to?'

'I'm free until half-past one,’ she said. 'l havpaat-time job at present -
afternoons only.’

'Splendid. Then you must allow me to buy you a nsbtlench. We have an
excellent little place near here, where the send@good, and where we can
be quiet and talk. Gray, take Antonia along to &Gaahd look after her until

| arrive, will you, my boy?'

‘Certainly," said Gray Lawrence. 'Shall we go, Migarren?' He detached
himself from the mantelpiece and sauntered acrbesroom, his face
expressionless.

Toni stood up again, looking from him to the oldmmathe chair. Benjamin
Warren was smiling encouragingly, almost as if tigl@d guess her feelings.
'‘Go along with him, my dear. And Gray," he addetlliyj 'don't you think
you might call her Antonia?'

A quick look which Toni could not interpret pasdaeetween the two men
and then she found herself outside in the show-rawatking beside Gray



Lawrence and feeling a sense of unreality gre&tar she had ever known.
If only he would say something - anything that wbplt her at her ease!
But he walked through the place as if he owneahitl perhaps, in a way, he
did. Certainly Benjamin Warren seemed to consuit &nd rely on him all
along the line, which would no doubt add to hisuratarrogance. Hateful
man, she thought, with a brief sideways glanceshatved her the lapels of
his impeccably tailored suit. That made her alltt@e conscious that her
own coat was in its third winter, that it had oniglily come off the rail of a
multiple store, and that her shoes, gloves and liemavere of even more
humble origin.

What she wasiot conscious of was that she walked with natural grac
holding her small tawny head beautifully on hendkr neck. She was not
aware, either, that the languid lady in the minlatccstill engaged in
selecting from the jewels spread before her, wdinalde given her entire
bank balance for Toni's long slim legs, her cldan,sfaintly flushed with
pink, and her eyes, sparkling like washed crystal.

Gray Lawrence paused at the door. 'Oh, Bates,'ddeessed the elderly
doorkeeper, 'will you tell Mrs. Janes that | shedlaway for a short time. If
anything urgent comes along she can contact marditsC

'Very good, sir.' Bates touched his cap, held dperheavy plate-glass door,
and they were out in Bond Street.

‘This way," said Gray Lawrence, and he put a haritni's elbow, to guide
her to the right, through the crowds of pedestreams$ window-gazers. The
small gesture was part of his courtesy code, ndlduut she was acutely
aware of the pressure of his fingers on her armveised he would take
them away. When he didn't she began to feel materaore uncomfortable
and eventually stepped ahead of him as a fat lddgreced towards them. In
doing so she managed to disengage herself frorgrigsbut at the same
time she somehow met the fat lady head on. Thidteskin one of those
absurd side-stepping, apologetic episodes, whiatkenf@ni squirm inside
with the ever-growing feeling of inadequacy.



Her arm was gripped again, even more firmly tmseti and his voice said
irritably, 'What the blazes are you trying to do&ve us both sprawling on
the ground?"

The picture this presented made her lips twitch¢lvhestored a little of her
self-confidence. But this time she allowed him todg her into a narrow
passageway and up some stairs into a small, cabfertounge, where he
was greeted by a steward in a white coat.

'Morning, Giovanni. Mr. Warren will be along in @¥ minutes, meanwhile
may we have drinks?' He turned to Toni. 'What do fgmcy?"

Drinks before lunch in surroundings of such intimaffluence was right
outside her experience, but she could hardly atn@ray Lawrence, with
the waiter standing there, that she had never hgithhiag more exciting to
drink than sherry, and that only at Christmas.

'‘Lemonade, please,’' she said.

His brows went up slightly. ‘Oh, come, you can dtidr than that. Use your
imagination, my dear.’

He was making her look a fool in front of the waitd.emonade,' she
repeated firmly, and sent a smile in the direcbbthe white-coated man.

‘Certainly, madam.' He bowed, looking slightly dadz And your usual,
sir?' He led them to a small table with deeply-omsbd seats beside it and
departed.

'"You play the part very well,' said Gray Lawren&hall | take your coat?
You'll find it very warm in the restaurant.’

She was tempted to refuse, just to be contrary,itbcgrtainly was very
warm and she thought better of it and unbuttonedvireed coat. He took it
from her shoulders in an easy gesture that told that he was well
accustomed to escorting women. Mink-coat and dialsavomen, though,
she thought with an inward grin, no¢r sort!



She lowered herself into the soft embrace of theetdounge seat, hoping
that he would take the chair opposite, but insteadsat beside her,
stretching his long legs in front of him.

'Yes,' he mused, 'you certainly play the part well.

Toni straightened her pleated skirt over her krseeswished she had worn
her one reasonably glamorous dress. 'l don't kndatwou're talking
about,' she said stiffly.

‘The part of the wide-eyed little innocent,’ hevded, nodding thanks to
Giovanni as the drinks were placed on the table, [@ not blaming you -
don't think that. I'm full of admiration for the ywaou've planned it all. How
long did you have to wait for a job with Warrensctume into the market?
And did you get the formidable Miss Black at themgy on your side? | bet
she was tickled to think she was playing a pad dramatic reconciliation
act with Benjamin Warren in one of the leading sol&nd the letter from
your mother - arriving at precisely the right momedelivered by hand, |
assume. That was a nice touch. There was neadtabdlip-up, though. |
suppose you didn't calculate on your interview wiith beingyuiteso short.
That would explain your pretty little outburst oétplance upon leaving,
wouldn't it?'

Toni was staring at him incredulously as he loungeside her, a faint smile
hovering round his mouth. When she could find ha@icer she said, 'You
mean - you actually believe that I'd planned a#i,tjust - to get on the right
side of Mr. Warren?'

'‘Shouldn't you say Uncle Benjamin?' he jibed, legfiorward to pick up his
glass.

Her eyes sparkled frostily. 'All right then, Un@enjamin. Heis my uncle
after all. Well, my great-uncle.’

'Oh, granted!" The greenish eyes regarded herwbrriBut | suppose you
weren't altogether sure what sort of a welcome would get, were you?
Doing it your way, applying for a job in the firngou didn'tappearto be
asking for anything. Oh yes, very bright indeed!



She turned and looked straight into the dark, mugkace. "You're wrong,’
she said. 'l don't thinkdmvery bright. | don't think | realized that any man
could be so - so disgustingly suspicious and cyrisgou seem to be, Mr.
Lawrence. There waso plot, and Ididn't know that my mother had written
that letter. When | left you | had every intentiohwalking away from
Warrens and never coming near the place again.|Amgh to goodness
now that | had,' she added rather bitterly.

'Oh, surely not?' he put in softly. 'Think of thkegsure you would have
denied old Benjamin. He's absolutely delighted &wehdiscovered an
unknown relative. He's a great one for the famiigla.' He looked down
into his glass 'The one thing that does ratheddaik, | admit," he went on
musingly, 'is the timing. Why choose to leave itiunow? Why not last
year? Or the year before? Still, | suppose youymaa reasons, which you
will doubtless keep to yourself.'

Suddenly Toni's anger got the better of everythialye - her
self-consciousness, even her feelings of awkwardaes inadequacy in
these expensively unfamiliar surroundings. ‘Look, Mawrence,’ she burst
out in a low, furious voice. '"You've made it quptain from the first moment
you set eyes on me that you disliked me intensédy've made a point of
being as offensive as possible to me, for no reéisanl can understand.
Now, as my company is so - so abhorrent to yolthapes you'll leave me to
wait here for my uncle alone.’

To her utter chagrin he burst out laughing anedifhis glass towards her.
‘Bravo! | like a girl with spirit. But you've gohé wrong impression, you
know. | didn't dislike you at all. In fact—' the egnish, flecked eyes
wandered over her as she sat beside him, and thaseundisguised
speculation in them '—I should say that, in différeircumstances, | could
quite easily like you very much indeed.’

For a moment she returned his audacious starehandfeeling the heat run
into her cheeks, she looked away quickly. Impossiisl this maij was there
was no denying the almost overpowering impact efrhasculinity. With
those oddly flecked green eyes of his he was ldmaesgreat beast of the
forest, she thought rather extravagantly, lithe @aclgerous and utterly sure
of himself and contemptuous of anyone who darezhédlenge him.



He must have seen her sudden confusion, for higmtaitched as he said,
'As we're probably fated to see quite a lot of eattler, | won't hold out on
you. | admit that my first intention, when | sawuyavas to get rid of you as
quickly as possible.’

'—andas rudely as possible,’ she added. 'And sinceavkeing so brutally
frank, may | know why?'

'Was | rude?' Again that faint, mocking smile. 'Heery remiss of me! You
must put it down to the shock. You see, you hapgpdme amazingly and
disturbingly like my wife. Having you around theapk was something |
couldn't face. The extraordinary fact that your mamas Warren was
enough to throw me back on my heels too. To maikgshclearer | should
mention that my wife was a Warren - old Benjamgranddaughter.’

Toni stared at himWas?she faltered.
'Midge was killed in a car accident just over ary@go,’' he said.
'Oh." The word escaped on a breath. 'Oh, I'm sorry.

His mouth twisted. "You shouldn't be sorry, youereknew her. And you'll

find the circumstances very much to your advantdige,sure, so far as
Benjamin is concerned. He's an excellent businessina he's also a born
romantic. Strange how the two often go togethelil pibably see you as a
gift from above to take Midge's place. He adored ki tossed off his drink
abruptly, glanced over her head and then got tddes Here he is now.
You'll be relieved to get rid of me, no doubt. Gasn with the good work,'

he added with unmistakable irony, and with a formelination of his dark

head he turned to leave the restaurant, pausisgeak to Benjamin on his
way out.

Toni watched the two men as they stood togethershechad to admit that
they made a distinguished pair, the older man exgialmost in the
manner of a past age, with his cravat and his menand Gray Lawrence,
very much of the present age - or at least oneaksection of it - with his
casual way of wearing his well-cut clothes, hissgrwhite linen and
fastidiously correct hair style. He said somethimghe older man and they



both looked in her direction, and Benjamin smilew aaised a hand
courteously. Then the waiter approached and Galy hes leave.

After a few moments' consultation with Giovanniniamin strolled across
the lounge to where Toni was sitting. 'l hope Gnag been looking after
you, my dear,' he said. '‘My telephone call tookttéellonger than | had

expected, and | mustn't make you late for your weteedule. Are you ready
for us, Giovanni? Ah, good!

Toni was led into the small restaurant next tolthmge, where everything
spoke of comfort and excellence and - to Toni, Wwhd her own ideas on
such matters - of somewhat unnecessary extravagance

Benjamin beamed at her from the opposite side efsthall table, where
glass and cutlery sparkled and a tiny white vaspeati like an urn held three
perfect hothouse rosebuds. 'Well now, this is rdesghtful. It is always a
pleasure to give lunch to a pretty young womanwhen that pretty young
woman turns out to be one's own long-lost brothgranddaughter the
whole thing takes on the enchantment of a fairy. thave taken the liberty
of ordering for us both, Antonia. For myself | pretivilized food to some
of Carli's wilder flights of fancy. | hope you likéuckling, with melon
before and one of Carli's fluffy concoctions aftards?’

'‘Sounds delicious," murmured Toni. And of courseas. It was the most
delicious meal that had ever come her way. It wa#yathat her state of
mind was such that she hardly noticed what she eeiig. Benjamin
insisted upon her drinking some of the delicatefosloured wine he had
ordered, in spite of her protests that she hadotd whis afternoon, and she
wasn't used to taking wine with lunch. And thatg gshought, was the
understatement of all time, as her lunch usuallgssted of a hunk of
cheese and an apple, which she ate in any contespely depending on
where the current job happened to be. Her mothekeghit for her in a neat
bag, insisting that it was much healthier tharstii&ched coffee and bun she
might otherwise be tempted to settle for.

‘Just one small glass with the duckling," Benjaomged. "You're looking a
little tired, my dear. It will do you good." Thereas a touch of almost
paternal concern in his voice and Toni found hédrawn to him, now that



they were alone together, with that cynical, insbl@ray Lawrence out of
the way.

People began to drift into the dining room, mostign, whose clothes and
manner breathed affluence. One or two of them vem@mpanied by
equally elegant women, and several of them grd@éegamin with the kind
of respect accorded to an elder statesman, Toiwaubivith something like
amusement. Her great-uncle was evidently quitguadiin the West End of
London.

Benjamin returned their greetings with courtesy &l his attention was
centred on Toni herself. He was the perfect hogtbtrusively putting her at
her ease until, with the coming of coffee, she bagdeel quite relaxed and
at peace with the world, and when Benjamin saidd'Aow, Antonia, tell
me a little about your family," she found it easyalk.

She told him everything she could think of that Imigpterest him. 'l know
that my grandfather - that was your brother, ofrseymarried a Polish
woman, after the first wprld war, and she died wbBeady was born. He
used to talk sometimes about how his father brobghtup to be an artist
like himself, how they wandered together in Eurogeging all the
wonderful pictures and sculpture and buildings.yrhever had any proper
home and | don't think my father had any real etiooa not a school
education. He used to say he couldn't add twowaddgether, but he could
talk about literature and philosophy and music. Artdof course. | suppose
he just picked it up by being with his father i ttime. Daddy used to say
that his father never seemed to care whether hahgadnoney or not. So
long as they could earn enough to keep themseatviEd that was all that
mattered. In fact, Daddy said he thought his fattherost despised money.
Which sounds rather fantastic, | must admit.’

'‘Not to me," murmured Benjamin Warren. 'Go on.'

'l don't really know much more,’ she said. 'Of sayrll this was long before
| was born and | only know what | can remember Beshying.'

'Do you know how your grandfather died?' the olchrasked, very low.



‘No, not really. But | know Daddy was with him andrsed him. | think it
was in Rome. Then, afterwards, Daddy came to Ramint, and he met
my mother and married her. Just before the war Pags ill and he had to
live an open-air life and they came back to Englanda little cottage in
Devon, where | was born, quite a long time aftedsaiShe smiled. 'l think |
was rather a surprise.’

'‘And your parents are still there?'

'Oh no." Toni looked sad. 'Daddy died just over fxears ago and then my
mother and | came to London. She'd always wantddé¢an London and
we thought it would be easier for me to get a jetehl think that's all, is that
what you wanted to know?"

Benjamin took out a folded white handkerchief amtighed his monicle
very slowly. Then he replaced the handkerchief aadl, "'Thank you,
Antonia.' The gentle, cultivated voice was not guiteady. 'l couldn't make
you understand how much this meeting means totadike being given a
new glimpse of my youth, in some strange way. Mytheer and | were very
close when we were boys. It was a terrible blom&swhen he opposed my
father, refusing to come into the family business] eventually ran away to
be an artist. But there was nothing | could do &ltpuiwas scarcely grown
up myself then, and my father was something ofailfatyrant, I'm sad to
say/ He smiled and shook his head with compassiothé folly of family
tyrants, and the well-trimmed white beard brushgairest the purple silk of
his cravat.

For a little while he was silent and Toni watchadh hsaying nothing,
knowing that for the moment he was back in theadistpast and had
forgotten she was there. Then his inbred courtasly over and he raised his
head. 'Forgive me, my dear, I'm a self-centrechadah. Now, tell me about
yourself.'

'I'm not very interesting. Twenty-one - nearly. ine as secretary. Lives
with mother in flat in Hornsey. Temporary jobs imdaaround London for
the last two years.' She grinned. 'That's abdut it.



His eyes twinkled. 'Avery brief description - much too brief! How about
young men? There must be some young men hoveriogré&/ much too
pretty to be left alone by the young men.'

'What a nice compliment!" A dimple showed beside meuth. 'But no
young men in particular. Themasa boy in Devon; we grew up together,
went to school together, and somehow it was takiegriinted that some day
- Then his parents emigrated to Australia and het wé&h them, and it just
faded out. And since | came to London—' She shrdgge€o one in
particular,” she repeated. It was hardly worth noairtg the men she had
worked with in her temporary jobs who had been etgake her out. Most
of them were married, and none of them appealbditanyway. She smiled
across the table at Benjamin. 'l think | must béingfor Prince Charming.’

It was rather extraordinary that just at that monsére should look up and
see Gray Lawrence coming across the floor towdrdst a frown settled
between his dark brows. Nothing less like Princar@ting could possibly
be imagined!

As he reached their table Benjamin looked up atdmmch then back at Toni,
and he had a mischievous, quizzical expressionisrstrewd grey eyes.
Before Gray Lawrence could speak Benjamin saideuhis breath, "What a
delightful idea! I've always fancied being a faggdfather." He looked up.
'Something brewing, Gray?"

'‘Bouleston’s just been on the phone again, sisd¢ens bothered still about
the matter of the lease. He says he needs a finiside by tomorrow. |
thought you should know straight away, in casedlegre any new figures
you wanted me to get out for you.'

Benjamin sighed. 'Business, always business! Ctake a pretty girl out to
lunch without it intruding?’

Toni glanced at her watch. 'I'm afraid | must gavnin any case, Mr.
Warren, or I'll be late for my job.’

'Must you, my dear? Gray will put you in a taxi,mtoyou, Gray? Go down
and find one, there's a good fellow, and Antonit feilow.’



Gray gave her what she could only describe as ynesty look, over the
top of Benjamin's head, and strode out of the dimoom.

Toni was on her feet, and now Benjamin stood tamtddk both her hands
in his. 'My dear child, you cannot imagine whaetightful surprise this has
been. | shall look forward to entertaining you at home very soon, away
from this "business" atmosphere.’

She drew back a fraction. She hadn't been preptnredhis; she had

imagined, if she had thought about it at all, tvate Benjamin knew all that
she could tell him about his brother, long sincadjehe would have no
further interest in her. Of course, the impossiMe. Lawrence had

suggested that she had come for the sole reasyirgj to sponge on her
rich relative, but that was just because he hadrale suspicious nature,
and she need give it no further consideration asassn't likely to see him
again, after today. But even if it didn't mean endering Gray Lawrence,
she wasn't at all sure if she wanted to take tl&oend relationship with

Mr. Warren any further. This world of wealth andvpgege was not her
world, and she did not want it to be.

'It's so good of you to ask me," she said, 'are®l inean and ungrateful to
have to say no. But, you see, | - we, my motherlahe very quietly. I'm
not used to all this— she looked around the smadludious restaurant
'—this way of living. I've so enjoyed meeting ya@nd having lunch here,
and - and everything. It's been like a fairy tala—'

He was smiling his gentle, understanding smile, ti—ou would be a
reluctant Cinderella, is that it?'

She nodded. 'You don't mind? | haven't been rudehamrid and hurt your
feelings? You've been so kind and I'd hate to—'

He put a hand on her arm. 'I'm much too old ahdple, too sensible to take
offence, and certainly not with you, Antonia. Nawn along and get your
taxi, and thank you once again for brightening /il day.'

‘Thank you, Mr. Warren,' she said, 'and | hope - | hope— sabtdshe
remembered the girl who had been killed, the granddter that Gray



Lawrence said Benjamin had adored. 'l hope yoa'lhéppy,’ she finished
inadequately. And, on a sudden impulse, she letorecrd and kissed his
cheek.

'‘Goodbye,' she whispered, and walked out of thmmgiroom and down the
stairs.

Gray Lawrence was standing outside the shop, apaxiing in the road
beside him. He opened the cab door. 'Au revoirsN&rren, I've no doubt
we shall be meeting again very soon.’

She lifted her chin. 'Set your mind at rest, tisens risk of that. I've quite
definitely refused my uncle's kind invitation tesiihim, so this will be our
one and only meeting - fortunately." She climbed the taxi. ‘Good-bye,
Mr. Lawrence.'

The driver looked round. 'Where to, miss?' She dawethe address of an
insurance office in the City. The flag was dowrg taxi swerved across the
road, and she was driven away from Gray Lawrendbout a backward

glance. She was a little sad that she wouldn'hsegreat-uncle Benjamin
again, for he had been sweet to her, but she d¢timg but relief that she
wouldn't be extending her brief and deflating relaghip with the hateful

Mr. Lawrence.

So that it was rather odd that, as the taxi woveviy towards the City, it
wasn't Benjamin's kindly and courteous face thataieed in her mind. It
was the dark, sardonic, utterly detestable fageraly Lawrence.

On her way home that evening Toni stopped at thal Ishop and bought
some flowers as a peace-offering to her mothefjoNoNo follow-up to the
interview. Her mother was going to be bitterly gigainted at this end to all
her dreaming. She had pinned her hopes to thismgeéut it had changed
nothing, really. All would be as it had been before

But as soon as she opened the door of the flat Kioew that things were
different. On the sideboard, the usually empty #owowl! held a mass of



shell-pink carnations nestling in delicate maideniHfarn. The spicy
perfume of cloves filled the air, mingling with airfit hint of cigar smoke.
On the low table by the fire she saw the remainte@for two.

Mrs. Warren came out of the kitchen, pink-cheekigzhi went over and
gave her hug and held out her little bunch of aneso'l've brought you
these, Mum, but it looks as if they're slightly stffuous.’

Thank you, my dear, how lovely! And how thoughtfiiyoti! I'll go and put
them in water—'

Toni followed her into the kitchen. 'Who have yaeh entertaining, Mum?
| think | can guess.’

Mrs. Warren smiled happily. 'Yes, I'm sure you cdear. Mr. Benjamin
Warren himself. He came in a chauffeur- driven lusioe. I'm sure Mrs.
Piatt below must have thought the worst! | bet\wsls peeping behind her
curtains. Fortunately I'd just been baking some@ir favourite scones.
Benjamin seemed to enjoy them - he asked me tchoalBenjamin,' she
added. There, aren't those lovely?' She carriedabke of anemones into the
sitting room and put them on the mantelpiece, standack to admire the
effect.

Toni sank down into a chair. The happenings ofddne were beginning to
prove rather too much for her. 'He didn't say ended to come to see you,'
she said weakly.

‘No, | think it was an impulse. He told me all abgou having lunch
together. He's very taken with you, Toni. He kellirtg me what a lovely
girl you are and how glad he was that you'd madeseaf known to him.’'

Toni said slowly. 'l didn't exactly do that, MuMoudid. | wish you hadn't
written that letter and delivered it, without tatlime. It put me in an awfully
false position.’

But the reproach passed unnoticed. Mrs. Warrentmwasported into the
seventh heaven of happiness. 'He's not a bit lik@gined," she went on. 'l
thought he would be a tough, hardbitten man ofrimss, but he's not like



that at all, is he? He's charming, and beautifultgnnered. A true
gentleman, in the old-fashioned way.' She sighggiha ‘We had such a lot
to talk about - he was so interested in your fasheork, and he wanted to
know all about our life in the cottage and evenythiWhen | told him that
the vicar had kindly offered to store the picturekis attic Mr.

Warren said he would like to drive down to Devomgdime and see them.
Isn't that nice?"

'Very nice," murmured Toni.

'‘And he told me all about his family, too. It seeh&ss quite alone in the
world now. Isn't it strange that you should be timage of his
granddaughter? Apparently he brought her up frooatay when both her
parents died - they were trapped by an avalanclen ey were skiing in
Austria. And then his granddaughter herself wdediin a car crash a year
or two ago. What a tragedy!" The soft brown eyesewnisty. "You know,
Toni, | think he feels that in a strange way youdeen sent to him to - to sort
of take her place.’

'‘Look, Mother," Toni burst out rather desperatdlgan't let you go on. |
know you're thrilled and | hate to have to disappgbu, but I'm afraid all
this isn't going to work out the way you hope kel Mr. Warren and he's
very kind, but truly I don't want to have a wandved over me and be
turned into somebody else. | don't want to chamyg¢hang. I'm happy here
with you, and you've made a cosy home for us, dhtded earning more
money soon and perhaps we can afford a little hewvsatually. Father
always said that the things that were worth hawiege the things you
worked for and earned yourself. That's why he woudder approach
Benjamin Warren to ask him for favours, when ydcedshim to. He wanted
to make his own way, on his own terms, and not topged up by rich
relations. And - and that's how | feel about it.too

There was a long silence. Mrs. Warren stared uenialyly at Toni, her soft
mouth drooping. 'But - but surely you won't just @o as if nothing had
happened?"



Toni looked at her mother's stricken face and thoulgp some ways she's
like a child, a child who builds bright castlestie air. And she suffers all
the anguish of a child when the castles fall down.

She nodded ruefully. Tm afraid that's it. That'satvbaddy would have
wanted me to do, and that's what | want to dd.H&d just been a matter of
taking a job in the firm, then I'd have, takeras,| promised you. But that's
out of the question, the man | interviewed for jibie turned me down flat.’
She felt a small spurt of anger as she remembesttipw he had turned her
down, the arrogant way he had dismissed her. Tétettiat she resembled
his wife went some way towards explaining his adk#, but it certainly
didn't excuse it.

'So you see, Mum,' she went on, 'if | can't earnkesp by working in the
firm, 1 couldn't just allow myself to be patronizeldecause that's how it
would be, wouldn't it?

Please understand,' she pleaded.

Mrs. Warren nodded slowly. 'l do understand how feel, Toni. | didn't
live with your father all those years without leiagnwhat independence was
like." She turned away and began to stack the platgether, brushing the
crumbs with a nervous finger. 'Only you see, dgri she added, not
looking up '—Mr. Warren invited us both to spendi€imas with him, at
his home in Gloucestershire, and | accepted. Wieatv@ going to say to
him?'



CHAPTER THREE

IN the weeks that remained before Christmas Toni t&pinding herself
that it was worth giving in about accepting Benjamiinvitation, just to see
her mother so radiantly happy. Mrs. Warren wasgun a dream, and at the
same time making practical plans for the visit.

You'll need some new clothes, Toni dear. | thoughtsers to wear with
your white sweaters, and a day dress, and somethmgal for evenings. |
wish there was time for me to make them for you,I'buafraid there just

isn't. We'll have a day in town on Saturday andlwsé the money we were
saving for the holiday in Scotland.’

Toni demurred, arguing that she had a perfectlydgtress that her mother
had made for her to wear at the office party lastrybut Mrs. Warren was
not to be put off. So the following Saturday thegst shopping, and arrived
home laden with parcels and boxes. While Toni mgate her mother
unpacked everything and spread the new clothesrotite bed with little
exclamations of delight and satisfaction. There was pair of
chocolate-brown trousers, a day dress in cinnamtmaapicture collar and
a pleated skirt and a wide belt that made Tonils staist look even
slimmer. For evening they had chosen a teryleneggéte in a midnight
blue and white print, which swirled out from th@éiand ended in a softly
gathered flounce.

Toni came in and stood looking somewhat dazedbllahe finery spread
out. 'They're absolutely super, but what on edntild do with them after
Christmas? | can't wear a dress like that for tlowies or a meal at Lu
Fong's." She giggled at the idea. 'And what abauSegottish holiday?'

'‘Never mind that, dear. Live for today, that's mgtto.' Mrs. Warren smiled
her mysterious smile, adding, 'you never know whay happen next year.'

'‘Look, Mum," Toni began warningly, 'if you imagitim going to let myself
be—' But her mother put a hand across her lips, ‘@wling, let's just take
things as they come, shall we?"



In the days that followed that was about all Tanild do. There was a virus
going round at the office, which depleted the staifl resulted in her
working mornings as well as afternoons, and doomges overtime as well.
To make things worse the weather was appalling. €ry snow had not
fulfilled its promise of a white Christmas. Withim couple of days the
temperature had risen and the rain had begun to Ifafell almost
ceaselessly right up to Christmas, breaking altssof meteorological
records and turning London into a wilderness ofcadsg wetness that
soaked your shoes and splashed your nylons artettidown your neck.
The darkness and the rain affected the spirits vafry@ne and, as it
continued day after day, hardly anyone tried ty ptaasant, and the buses
and tubes were packed with irritable, steaming mitpa

Toni worked like a beaver for the whole of Chrissmave, so that the
permanent staff, when they returned after Christrelaguldn't find a great
backlog of typing waiting for them. She left labmping to have missed the
worst of the rush hour, but the crowds seemedgadever and the journey
even more tedious and uncomfortable. By the tinedfisially got back to the
flat she was wishing fervently that she and herh@aowere going to have a
quiet, cosy Christmas together, just the two ofrth&he groaned at the
prospect of travelling to some unknown destinaiiothe country, to spend
Christmas at a strange house among strangers.vBhenad a wild idea of
trying to get out of it at the last moment, of fimgl some excuse. Perhaps,
she thought hopefully, she was going to start With Certainly she was
shivering as she opened the front door of the flat.

As soon as she stepped into the hall Mrs. Piap@dput of her room on the
ground floor. Mrs. Piatt, the owner of the housasvan elderly widow,

plump and beady-eyed, who took the keenest pergaeatst in the doings
of her tenants.

"Your mum's gone,' she announced with fine dranedtect. She waited for
some interesting reaction from Toni, and, gettioge) she fumbled in the
pocket of her apron and drew forth a note. 'Sheytai this.'

Toni unfolded the single sheet with numb, wet fisgend read, 'Dearest:
Plans have altered and I've gone on ahead. All exefilanations when you
join me. | have packed your case all but the ewgwiress. Benjamin is



arranging for his chauffeur to collect you abouf past six. In haste, Love,
Mum. P.S. Don't forget to turn off the pilot lighh the gas fire.’

Mrs. Piatt was waiting eagerly, beady eyes brigiti imterest. "You'll have
to go by train, then?' She knew all about the Wex'r€hristmas visit to their
rich relatives in Gloucestershire.

'‘Oh no. No, | don't think so."' Toni edged towalus $taircase.
‘They'll be sending a car for you?'

'Yes, that's right. Thank you for giving me thisidViPiatt.' She bolted up the
stairs, closed the door and leaned her back against

The flat felt cold and clammy. She lit the gas,fpalled the curtains and put
a saucer under her umbrella, which was making & @odhe floor. The
obvious place to leave umbrellas to drip was oetsi@ flat door, but Mrs.
Piatt was apt to confiscate any articles left im ltfall or in the landing. She
shook her coat and hung it to dry on the backettiair. Then she looked at
the time and found it was five past six. She mestogisy if she were to be
ready when this chauffeur man arrived. That wasgnsther aspect among
alt the unfortunate aspects of this affair - tHe should now find herself
with the prospect of a long drive into the courglyne, or rather with some
unknown chauffeur, who would certainly guess thet wasn't accustomed
to being driven by chauffeurs, and despise herrdaagly. 'Bah!" said Toni
aloud, in disgust, and went into the bedroom tangleaher clothes.

She wondered if there were any hot water. MrstRias not too generous
with the boiler, but the occupants of the othetrdlathis floor were away, so
there might be a hope. Pulling off her office ceghToni slipped on her
wrap and padded along the landing to the shardddmah. The water was
just hot enough for a quick plunge and a bruskdmn, by which time she
was pink and glowing and the shivering had stoppsalshe couldn't have
flu after all.

As she opened the bathroom door the front bell bahgw. Mrs. Patt would
not allow individual bells in the flats. She likémlknow (as she put it) who
was in the house, and she invariably answeredrtime loor herself. If the



caller was someone she knew, she graciously alldtweah to proceed. If
not, they had to wait in the hall while the landldterself announced their
arrival to her tenant Toni peeped through the lagavindow and saw a long
sleek car standing at the kerb. She leaned ovebdhesters, heard Mrs.
Piatt's voice, and a man's voice replying, ancedatlown, 'Is it for me, Mrs.
Piatt? Would you ask him to wait, please. Ill ohb/a few minutes.’

Suddenly footsteps took the linoed stairs two #tree. Toni, her flimsy
wrap flying open, turned to scuttle back into hesm at the same moment
that Gray Lawrence rounded the corner of the stag@nd confronted her.
For one petrified moment she stared at him, fedlwegheat surge into her
face. Then she clutched the wrap ineffectively tbtaer naked body and
fled into the bedroom, slamming the door.

When she emerged, in sweater and trousers, hetavatirgy by the gas fire,
tall and lean and arrogant, warming his hands. ufeetd as she came in.
'‘Well met, Antonia. Very well met indeed,’ he adaeeaningly, his glance
passing slowly over the crimplene sweater and #r& drown trousers. 'l
must say | preferred the earlier costume, but perhlae weather demands
something less - revealing.'

Her heart had not got over the shock of the suédeounter on the landing
and was still thumping uncomfortably. 'Mrs. Pidtibsldn't have let you
come up like that," she said. 'She doesn't, usuaily | thought—'

He was smiling now, a mocking smile that did noghito dispel her
discomfort. 'Don't tell me you were embarrassestiould have thought that
two years in London - #vastwo years, wasn't it? - would have altered all
that.'

'l don't know what you're talking about," she sdidrtly. It had been a tiring,

depressing day and she felt totally inadequateépkip her end in a verbal
battle with this infuriating man. 'l was expectiMy. Warren's chauffeur,’

she said, and only too late realized the ridiculoydication of her words.

He burst out laughing. 'Oh well, if your taste ratashauffeurs—!"



She flung away from him. 'Oh, you're - you're halteflave you really come
to drive me to Gloucestershire?'

'I'm afraid so. Terribly galling for you, after yolast crushing exit line to
me. You specialize in saying haughty and final gbges, don't you? Too
bad you have to keep recanting when we meet again.’'

'l don't recant,’ she said. 'If it means whathkht means. Anyway, you can't
pretendyou'repleased that we've met again.'

His mouth twisted. 'l never pretend,’ he said, 'l@ivays bow to the
inevitable. It was inevitable that Benjamin wouletguade you to visit him.

| don't blame you for one moment, you'd have beery willy to refuse
wouldn't you? - in the circumstances.' He glancaghd the flat, at the
threadbare carpet, the cheap, cheerful curtaiesuthbrella dripping into
the saucer. For a moment she saw it all througleyes, and then she was
ashamed, and hated herself. Hated him, too.

'Are you trying to be insulting?' Her face burned.

The dark eyebrows lifted. 'Insulting? Why shoulddnt to insult you? I'm

simply being realistic, that's all. I've learned \alue the truth above
everything else. | invariably tell the truth mysdtiough perhaps not the
whole truth. Nobody can do that, and if you sweadar oath to tell the

whole truth you're lying before you begin, in myrapn. But at least | speak
my mind, as you've probably noticed, even thougtsntt acceptable to
everyone.'

'l see,’ she said coldly. Conversation with thisimes obviously going to
be impossible. She pulled her coat from the badkefchair where it had
been drying before the fire.

'‘Allow me.' He took the coat out of her hands aettiht for her. After a
moment's hesitation she slipped her arms intoid.Hds hands rest on her
shoulders a moment longer than was necessary,oshigaimagining it? As
she drew away she saw his eyes, flecked, mockmyshe was sure it had
been deliberate.



'‘Are your bags ready to carry down?' he asked.

'Yes. No. | mean, there are just one or two moirggghto check.' She put a
hand to her forehead as if she could wipe awaydméusion she felt there.
She was very tired and this man had an uncomfgr@ibturbing effect on
her. 'Would you mind waiting a bit longer?’

“As long as you like," he said. ‘It will give thaffic time to thin out."

She went into the bedroom and folded the eveniegsiithanking heaven
for uncrushable fabrics, for her movements werkeyj@and not quite under
control. Then she gathered her toilet things frdma tiressing table and
began to throw them hurriedly into her vanity caseasily aware that Gray
Lawrence had followed her and was leaning agaestiborpost, watching
her.

His glance travelled round the small room withptstty flowered curtains
and covers, and handmade rugs on the floor. '‘Chsyfemarked. *Who
sleeps in the other twin bed?’

'My mother,' she said.

'‘Ah yes, I'd forgotten your mother. And your mothen Gloucestershire at
this moment, isn't she?' he went on musingly, a®rfe inviting idea was
suggesting itself to him. And to her? She didntwnthis was a situation
that she had, up to now, encountered only in books television.

The silence lengthened. She rummaged wildly thraighdressing table
drawer, her breathing shallow, her throat congdcHe didn't move from
the doorway, but at last he lifted his head andeyed the ceiling. 'The
traffic,’ he said, 'takes some time to to thin'out.

There was no longer any doubt in her mind. Sheetliand met his eyes.
‘Then there's no point in waiting, is there?' shid.s

'Ha!" he burst out triumphantly, 'Not so innoceaiter all! 1 thought we
might find out soon.’



Fury gripped her, chasing away her tiredness. dsomere just baiting me?
Trying to find out what sort of a girl | was? Youdd't—' She broke off,
horrified at what she had been going to say.

He strolled across the room towards her, smilihgidn't intend it as an
invitation, is that what you were going to say?dpigointed?"

She banged down the lid of her suitcase and clithedock with shaking
fingers. "You're insulting and - and hateful, ambbh't want you to drive me
to Gloucestershire. Please go now. I'll find my omay.'

He didn't move. 'lt's four miles from the nearesiway station, even if you

can get a train. A beautiful house, but isolateglyvent on thoughtfully, as if

to himself. 'A long drive, lined with trees - lintezes, every bare branch
dripping rain, cold and wet, turning the drive istseries of puddles. There
is one taxi, but he'll be booked up on Christmas Boeejoubt.' He turned to

the door. 'I'll tell your mother you'll be joinings later, shall I? You've got
the address, of course?'

She hadn't. Her mother had made all the arrangeni@nthe journey. For

the whole of these last two weeks Toni had workexy Vate and got home
fagged out. Her mother's enthusiastic plans antlesttaad washed over her
without leaving much impression. She seemed to mamee that the name of
the house was White something. White Gables? Wiats? White - oh, she

couldn't remember. She couldn't remember the ndritewillage, either.

Suddenly her knees sagged and she sat down heawihe edge of the bed,
her head bent to hide the tears that flooded iete@lies. She fought with the
weakness, blinking the tears away, and in a momast able to look up

again. Gray Lawrence was standing at the foot efltéd, regarding her
keenly. 'You're tired,’ he said, and it was a stat® of fact, not of

sympathetic understanding. 'When did you last eat?’

'l - can't remember,' she said vaguely, rubbingeme at the back of her
neck, brought on by long hours of typing. 'I'mraht." She tried to stand up
again, but her legs refused.



You're not all right," he said firmly. 'I've no sti to have to have you pass
out on me on the journey. You'd better have somgttu eat here before we
start.'

'I'm not going with—'

'Oh yes, you are,' he said in a tone of quiet aityhoYou rest here for a bit
while | go and find something in the larder.' Witthduss he lifted her from
the side of the bed and laid her down in the middl#, covering her legs
with an eiderdown from the other bed. At the doerpaused and looked
round. 'l wasn'tonly baiting you, you know,' he said quietly. 'Bidn't
worry. | don't take advantage of any woman's wes&nhe

He went out into the kitchenette and she lay bamk dosed her eyes. He
had told her he always stuck to the truth and siexed him. It was odd
that she should believe him so readily when shigdds him so much, but
there it was. She was far too tired to attempn@lyse her reactions.

He was back surprisingly soon with two cups of stieg coffee and a pile
of cheese sandwiches. 'l take no credit,’ he Sk was all left ready.'

She sat up and bit into a cheese sandwich, subtlpudred with a tangy
sauce. Mrs. Warren made wonderful sandwiches. Wireem had eaten
three of them and drunk a cup of coffee she larchiead back with a sigh.
‘That's better. You were rightwashungry. Won't you have one?' She held
out the plate of sandwiches to him.

He shook his head. He had retired to the farthasier of the small bedroom
and was leaning against the wardrobe, his cup téeon his hand. 'No,
thanks. | had a meal on the plane.’

'Plane?’

'I've just come back from Paris. I've been therdlfe last fortnight, looking
after things at our branch there.’

Toni pushed back the eiderdown, swung her troudegsdover the edge of
the bed and stood up. She was still wearing heedvo®at; she hoped that



the creases would fall out, for at the moment akkd a wreck. It would
beawful to arrive at Benjamin's opulent residemaking as if she had slept
in her clothes. She smoothed out the creases atyiou

Gray Lawrence took a couple of steps across tha @l put down his cup
with a clatter. 'Don't do that," he said tightly.

Toni looked up in surprise and saw that his face swddenly grim. "You
look more like Midge than ever," he said. 'She &a&dbit of doing that. Can
we get going now - are you all right?' He pickechep cases. 'Anything else
to do before we leave?'

She didn't argue any more about going with hinm Heady,' she said in a
small voice. How he must be hating her for remigdam of Midge, and

everything that he had lost! She went through th&sitting room, turned
off the gas fire and the pilot light, and, withiaal look round to make sure
that everything was in order, followed him down ghtairs, pausing only to
return Mrs. Piatt's over-cordial Christmas wishas, that lady gazed,
impressed, at the handsome figure of Toni's esand not at Toni herself.

The car was long, low and luxurious. Gray openedditor for her and then
put her cases in the back and climbed in behinduineel. Toni fumbled
with her seat belt, but it was of a design she hashtountered before, and
after waiting a moment or two Gray said impatientiere, let me fix it.' He
leaned across her, adjusting the belt, and shehesmdied to find that her
pulses quickened at his nearness. But this timbadmsls did not linger. 'All
right?' His tone was brusque and he didn't waitaforanswer. 'We'll make
back for Town. | have to call in at the workroomsfiand then we'll get on to
the motorway.'

Toni had never driven in a car like this before itAgided smoothly through
the maze of outer London streets she would, shegtiiphave enjoyed it at
any other time - with any other company. She gldngeat him, his profile
outlined against the moving lights outside the saw the bluntness of his
nose, the hard line of his mouth and jaw. Not asyeaan, she thought,
arrogant, sardonic, intimidating if you allowed yseif to be intimidated.
But over and above all that was something invisiiolangible, a masculine
magnetism that was so strong you could almostyfmaiself being drawn by



it. Vaguely she imagined the rich, sophisticatednen who had no doubt
been drawn by it, and decided that she didn't ¢nesn. Her own dream of
love and romance was something quite differentodntryman, she thought
hazily, perhaps a farmer or a fruit grower, or stmmg like that, with fair
hair and blue eyes and a mouth that smiled e&dgeone like Adrian, the
boy who had gone to Australia with his family. lsar many years, as they
grew up, he had been the one. When he went awadyashienagined herself
heartbroken. Perhaps hearts don't break at severtiee certainly there
hadn't been anyone since who had touched her hédrian was
sheep-farming now. He had written once or twice semtt her a snapshot of
himself in the outback, holding a sleek black hpteeking tanned and
fabulous and suddenly a grown man. She had dreabwmd the day that he
would send for her to go out and marry him. Onlthogn Father was ailing
and Mother was working all the hours of the dayhia kitchen garden and
half the night at her sewing and knitting, to eanough money to keep them
going, and even if Adrian had sent for her she dd@tuhave gone.

Then, after a time, the letters had stopped, astdyzar Mother had a letter
from his mother, telling her about Adrian's weddiiigni had cried over
that, and for a week had gone about with a tersklese of loss. Then she
had forgotten it. But in a curious way the imagéioh remained. My fairy
prince, she thought now, remembering what she aalts Benjamin, and
she gave a soft little chuckle in her throat.

The man beside her threw a quick glance. "Youigtit? Not passing out
again?'

She pulled herself up on the soft leather seaitéli right,' she said, and
added primly, 'Thank you.'

She thought she saw his eyebrows go up, but hensaidore, and a few
minutes later the car plunged into the maze ofavarstreets behind
Whitechapel Road and pulled up before a shabby wmatbor with no
name on it. Gray said, 'I'll have to take you uthvme, | can't leave you here
alone, even in the car.'

She said innocently, "Why?'



'Strange things can happen to cars around heick Gsay.
'‘But surely, if there's someone in the car, theyldo't—'

He gave her a very grim look. 'If it's someone Wdaks like you look, then
they certainlywould.Come on, out you get!

She shrugged and obeyed. He locked up the carasaking glance up and
down the almost empty street, and led the way abbpgssage and up a
flight of rickety stairs into a large, shabby rooheni followed him, looking
around her with interest. So this was Warrens' vamni; this was the place
where those glittering brooches and rings she bad # the Bond Street
shop were made! There was certainly no glittedamgur here. In the light
of the one lamp that was lit on the far side of them she saw the bare
wooden floor, the row of benches on three sideb®foom, each divided
from its neighbour by partitions. On the fourthesidf the room loomed
heavier equipment, bulky and mysterious, in thelehe. Under the solitary
light sat the only occupant of the room, and hetgdiis feet immediately
they came in. He was middle-aged and stocky, vithning hair, and he
wore a thick white apron.

Gray strode across to him. 'Hullo, Joe, hope | havkept you from
decorating the Christmas tree for the kids.'

'Hullo, Mr. Gray. No, | leave all that lark to thgfe. There was plenty to
keep me here, clearing up. | sent the rest ofatie bff early. Mr. Benjamin
rang me to say you'd be coming in to collect sotut.d've got it ready for
you.' He opened a drawer and handed a small par€&ay, who placed it
carefully in an inside pocket. 'Take care of it,. Mbray, it's a nice bit of
work.'

Gray nodded, patting his pocket. 'I'll do that,.Jde. Benjamin didn't say
why he wanted it at home?’

'‘Not exactly, Mr. Gray. That it—' He stopped, loogiover Gray's shoulder
to where Toni stood in the shadows. 'l beg youdarmiss, | didn't see you
there.'



Gray looked round. 'Sorry, Joe, | should have shiaed you. Antonia, this
is Joe Lattimer, who knows all there is to be kn@lBout making jewellery,
the man who keeps Warrens on its feet. Joe, mess Miarren, Mr.
Benjamin's great-niece, who is spending Christmi#s ws.'

Toni held out her hand. 'How are you, Mr. Lattirhehe said, and smiled at
him. She liked the look of this stolid man who ageel so ordinary yet was
evidently a master craftsman of great skill.

Joe Lattimer took her hand, blinking at her asitbuldn't believe his eyes.
Then he turned to Gray. 'l can't credit it, Mr. &rH's just as if - as if—'

'—as if my wife had come back? Yes, Joe, | know.'

Joe looked suddenly stricken. 'Mr. Gray, I'm sotinat was a tactless thing
to say. | shouldn't have said it. But it struck seesuddenly that it - it just
came out. I'm sorry,’ he said again.

'Don't worry, Joe, it's not your fault. We all féfiat way at first, but we're
getting used to it now, aren't we, Antonia?' Theklbe gave her was faintly
malicious and she made no reply. Instead she weartls the work bench
beneath the one light, where Joe had been sittirenwhey came in.

'It's fascinating.' She looked closer at the rofnsng drawers, each labelled,
at the tools hanging from racks fixed on the parig: tiny hammers and
mallets, files, saws, and others she didn't reamynEverything was
miniature, doll- size. 'And were all those beautthings | saw in Bond
Street really made here?' she asked Joe.

'All made on the premises, miss. We make everytherg ourselves, except
the watches. The watches come from Switzerlanduose. Nobody can
make watches like the Swiss. You just take a lddkia one, Miss Warren,
it's just come in today."'

He opened a drawer, but Gray had stepped intoiniigeof light round the
bench. 'Sorry, Joe, you'll have to show Miss Waamather time. We've got
quite a drive before us and it's a filthy night.'



Joe hastily closed the drawer again. 'Of course,Gvay, | wasn't thinking.
Perhaps you'll bring Miss Warren in again? That®u'd like to see what
we do here, miss?' He looked hopefully at Toni @uhis cheery brown
eyes. He was rather like a good-looking monkey, s#toaght, a little

wizened, very alert.

'l would like to, very much,’ she said. That, ase was true, she thought as
they took their leave of Joe. Stwuldlike to come again, but it wouldn't
happen, for after this visit her Cinderella roleudbbe over. On that she was
absolutely determined. Not even to make her matllegams come true, not
even to please Benjamin, would she let herself &dena stand-in for a girl
she apparently resembled in looks, but probablymany other way. How
could she possibly take the place of a girl wholeh brought up to accept
luxury and riches as something to be taken fortgdth

They left London by the motorway and Gray gavehal attention to his
driving. The Christmas Eve traffic was heavy anelrthin was still pouring
down. Toni settled down comfortably. She would hbked to ask how far
it was, how long it would take, but the man bes$ideshowed no inclination
to talk, and in any case the less conversation liaglywith each other the
better. She fixed her eyes on the road. Headligfrepproaching cars flared
whitely and disappeared. The windscreen wipers déewackwards and
forwards with hypnotic regularity. After a whileesklept.

She opened her eyes to find they had left the matprand were driving
more slowly along a narrow road which dipped angkrand twisted and
turned like a switchback railway. She sat up, tdohkand pushed back her
hair.

'Had a nice sleep?' Gray Lawrence's voice came fhandarkness beside
her. Even when asking such a simple question, hlelc keep the mocking
tone out of it.

'Yes, thank you,' she said wearily.
'What have you been up to recently, that's knocktkethe stuffing out of

you?' he inquired. 'Doing some late night entemgrsince Mother went
away? Making the most of the spare bed, perhaps?’



'l find your innuendoes in very bad taste, Mr. Lamge,' she said stiffly.

'‘But if you are really interested, I've had a vieugy time this last fortnight;

half the office staff have been off with 'flu. Amdany case, my mother only
left this afternoon,’ she added.

‘'Too bad!" His chuckle turned into a smothered axeltion and the car
stopped with a sudden swoosh that threw her fonagaihst the restraining
seat-belt. 'Blast!" muttered Gray. 'l ought to hlamewn this might happen.’

Toni sat up and peered ahead. It seemed very daside and she realized
that the headlights had gone out. She looked thrtlg side window and,
after a moment, saw that the car was apparentipsaded by water on all
sides.

Beside her, Gray made a jerky, irritable movemértis damned lane's
been flooded before. Why the hell didn't I thinkitGf

Toni didn't suppose he expected an answer, butdsegeing to get one all
the same; the opportunity to get a little of hendwack was too good to be
missed. 'Probably," she said, 'because you webespobaiting me that you
weren't attending to your driving.'

She heard his quick intake of breath. 'My God,saie bitterly, 'you even
sound like her sometimes. One of these days Ii§eb I'm not your
husband.’

She felt a strong twinge of fear. She should han@n it was dangerous to
needle a man like Gray Lawrence. He would only niake excuse to - to
what—? In the darkness she drew as far away fromaisishe could, feeling
the seat-belt straining across her body, her hieaniping uncomfortably.

*Don't worry." His voice was dry and impersonahéTltime and place are
hardly right, are they?'

She let herself relax a little and she heard highacome out of the darkness.
"You don't trust me, do you?"



'‘No," she said quickly, and wondered if that wereet Somewhere
underneath his mocking, devil-may-care attitude ish&gined she could
feel strength, integrityAre you to be trusted?’

'Probably not," he said shortly. She could feel gimping in his pocket.
‘Cigarette?’

'‘No, thanks, | don't smoke."

There was the scratch of a lighter and she saiabes momentarily in the
tiny glow, dark and frowning, his hair falling foard as he bent his head
over the cigarette. A cloud of smoke engulfed theath and he waved it
away with his hand. 'Sorry. It's a horrible habiit on some occasions |
need it." He smoked in silence for a minute or tmal then said briskly,
'‘Now then, to work. Let's see what the prospeasWill you have a look in
the glove compartment on your side - | think treegetorch in there.'

She found it and handed it to him, watched whilpé&ered at the dashboard,
turned switches with no response at all, and fnafjened his door and
leaned out. From underneath them there was a ggrgbund and he shut
the door again smartly. "The prospects,’ he sam hot good. We're
completely waterlogged up to the axle, and | assiln@evhole of the wiring
system has packed up.'

'Where are we?' Toni asked in a small voice. Updw she hadn't taken
their position very seriously, but with the heateasing to function the
inside of the car was beginning to get very cold #rere was something
forlorn and depressing about their isolated pasigiothe dark, with the rain
still lashing down all round them. It seemed odm, twhen she came to
think of it, that no other cars had appeared fasagHow far away from
Uncle Benjamin's home?'

'‘About two miles. We're in a lane - actually yowghticall it a service lane -
that goes up to Whiteways, and a couple of cotteayes that's all. It's very
unlikely that anything will pass this way, on a mmidike this. People will

almost certainly know that the river has flooded atay inside their own
four walls.'



'‘But won't Uncle Benjamin guess that we might barsted?’

'Eventually, he probably will. Sooner or later aage party will probably be
sent out to look for us, but it may be later indte& sooner. We've made
pretty good time from London and | don't suppossy/thbegin to wonder

about us just yet. It may be hours before theymanwhile, if we don't get

out of here ourselves we shall just have to sitgimder, which isn't a very
pleasant way of spending Christmas Eve.'

'‘Couldn't we get out and walk the rest of the way?'

'Walk? You'd be prepared to walk two miles on ahnitike this?' He
sounded staggered.

'Why not? I've lived in the country most of my lifan not afraid of a spot of
rain.'

He seemed to consider that. Then he said, 'l tthiakbest thing is to leave
you here while I walk up to the house. Then | cangoback a car from there
and pick you up. I'd be back for you in under aortio

She said, 'If you're going, then I'm coming withuybm certainly not going
to sit here in the dark alone for an hour."

'Well, that settles it,' he said grimlym certainly not going to risk you
getting soaked through and spending Christmasgettrer pneumonia. So
- if you won't stay by yourself - we'll both staggether. And in the
time-honoured fashion of the babes in the wood,may as well make
ourselves as comfortable as possible. Thank gosdoea bench front seat,
at all events. It might be rather impracticablevade round to the back.' He
leaned over and pulled a thick, soft rug from thekbseat and arranged it
over Toni's legs and his own. He undipped his belitand moved close to
her, tucking the rug round them both. Then hedtiext out and switched off
the torch, which was resting on the dashboard lealyg darkness engulfed
them again.

'‘Comfy?' His voice came from somewhere just abeehead. Her heart
thumped in the region of her throat and her mou#is wo dry that she



couldn't say a word. She nodded in the darknessod( he said in a
businesslike tone. 'And now you'd better go torskegain. We may have to
wait some time before they send someone out frendluse to look for us,
and | don't feel particularly like indulging in hgconversation.'

Sleep? she thought wildly. How could she possildyta sleep when her
whole body was rigid with an agitation that she hader experienced in her
life before? Being in such intimate closeness tmmplete stranger might
not cause him any embarrassment, but it was affgtier unbearably. She
sat stiffly, squeezed as far into her own cornestascould get, her breathing
shallow and uneven. How long she could stay like she didn't know, but
after a few minutes he moved beside her. 'Gooddmesawirl, relax, can't
you? I'm not a monster of depravity, and I'm ngbwng this little caper
any more than you appear to be, but we're stuck edgtch other until
someone turns up, so we may as well make the bést assure you that at
the present moment my natural inclinations are wedler control. Look, no
hands!" he added sardonically. She couldn't seeshmiwas aware that he
was waving his hands above the rug. 'Satisfied?'

'Yes," whispered Toni uncertainly. She wriggled éown the seat, tried her
head this way and then that, and found that in ader position she chose,
it tended to flop uncomfortably. She rested it agathe window frame and
that was even worse - hard and cold. While shewvagling about in an
effort to get comfortable he didn't move, and nbe/warmth from his body
reached her, her hand touched the smooth clotlisgabtket, his shoulder
was on a line with her cheek. Well, why not? shaught, and she let her
head droop towards him, rest against his chest.

‘That's more sensible," he said, and his voice seamatter-of-fact that it

seemed quite natural that his left arm should gmdadher, holding her still

more comfortably. 'Now, go to sleep again, thesieg®od girl," he said, and
she felt so warm and hazy that she didn't everbteoto wonder why he

should phrase it like that. Obediently, she clasedeyes and drifted away
into a state between waking and sleeping, vagueddly blissful.

It could have been five minutes or five hours laket Gray's voice roused
her. 'Here we are,' it said. 'The rescue squactia®d.'



Toni opened her eyes and lifted her head, to iebhatled by the glare of
headlights shining straight into the caf. Grayfa aras still around her and,
although she tried to move away from it, it held taest as he leaned across
and wound down the window on her side. 'Who ish&'shouted, and a
voice from the other vehicle, which had stopperbbpbly at the edge of the
flood water - shouted back, 'Is that you, Gray?Dibminic. Can you wade
out or do you want a tow?"

'Hang on, I'll be with you.' Gray pulled himself upthe seat. 'Sir Lancelot
to the rescue of the beautiful princess,’ he mueshtio Toni with his usual
edge of mockery, 'you're quite safe now, my sweet.'

And then, to her amazement and utter confusiorthénfloodlit view of
whoever it was driving the other car, he tippedddaer head and kissed her
hard and deliberately, full on her mouth. 'Happyi§tmas, Antonia,’ said
Gray, against her lips.



CHAPTER FOUR

'l was really getting quite worried about you, delfirs. Warren took the
supper tray from Toni's lap and put it on the @ibn the corner of the
bedroom. 'Benjamin insisted that you would be alist} safe with Mr.
Lawrence, but | think he was a little anxious tdten this young man
Dominic offered to go out and see if he could segtlang of you.
Apparently the river does flood occasionally, afidaurse, that was what
had happened. Now are ysureyou've had enough to eat, dear?'

Toni and her mother were in the warm, comfortal@drbom that had been
allotted to Toni. Benjamin had insisted on her gostraight off to bed as
soon as he had greeted her. "You look tired ouipiia,’ he had said kindly.
"Your mother has been telling me how busy you Heeen in these last two
weeks. Now you must have a really good rest and yoer'll be ready to

enjoy the festivities tomorrow.'

Toni had agreed gratefully. The last thing she ednwvas to be in the
company of Gray Lawrence any longer, she had hde @anough of his
disturbing presence since the moment he had walj¢lde stairs and almost
collided with her in her scanty attire. That muavé been - she glanced at
her watch and saw that it was nearly half past teearly four hours ago.
Incredible. It seemed more like four days. The whapisode was assuming
too much importance in her mind, she told hergeifl his kiss! Her cheeks
still flamed as she remembered it. Why had he ahtiskiss her then, when
he was quite sure that this Dominic man would héngside spectator?
Rather like some wild animal, she thought extramdgawarning off all
other males. But that, of course, was absurd. Qh sf& must try to forget
it - it was probably nothing more than a normal cudise urge. But she still
had an odd weakness inside when she rememberéektimg of his mouth
on hers, the pressure of his lips hard and almustila and yet - she had to
admit it - dangerously exciting.

She turned to her mother, who was unpacking hécase and hanging her
clothes in the built-in wardrobe which ran the whigngth of one side of the
room. Tut me in the picture, Mother. Are there lotpeople staying here?
Who is this man Dominic who came out to find ud® 8ad not seen their
rescuer properly. After that devastating kiss, Gnag flung open the car



door and plunged almost knee-deep into the flootkrvéeaning back into
the car to hoick her out and carry her, like a s#gbotatoes, to the dry part
of the lane, where they both climbed into what ksbkke a Land Rover and
were driven up to the house. In the circumstanaesductions would have
seemed rather absurd, and certainly none had Iieempged. As soon as she
had been delivered into the welcoming warmth ofhiihase, the two men
had gone back to attend to the marooned car.

Her mother swished the wardrobe door to, and camleparched on the
edge of the bed, looking like a perky robin in het knitted jumper. 'There
isn't anyone staying except us, dear, although hvedl e six for dinner
tomorrow - Benjamin himself, of course, and you §rahd Mr. Lawrence,
and Dominic Finch and his sister Ann. Dominic i tinanager of
Benjamin's estate and farm here, and he and lier ¢ige in one of the
cottages in the grounds. | haven't met her yettesdaehes at the local school,
| understand. Dominic is a charming young man y\good-looking. He
reminds me of someone, but | can't quite rememihexw

Toni smiled. It didn't take her mother long to getknow everybody.
Sometimes she wished that she, too, were an extyawvel had the knack of
making friends with everyone she met.

'‘And why did you have to rush off and leave mehia lurch like that?' she
inquired, with a grin that took any reproach frdme wvords.

'Oh yes, it was such a shame, wasn't it? Were gopangry with me, dear?"
Mrs. Warren's brown eyes were anxious and conttitewas all so
complicated. Benjamin had to go to Birmingham thsrning and he left it
to his secretary - a Mrs. Janes - to deal with..Mases rang me up this
morning to say that the housekeeper here had hga itto hospital for an
emergency operation, and would we mind comindla Earlier than we had
fixed, so that | could keep an eye on things. Etng was prepared and all
the shopping done and so on, but the two youngsrailvery new and raw,
and couldn't take the responsibility. Of courssaid that I'd be pleased to
come and help, but | was afraid tyatwouldn't be able to manage it. Well,
the secretary rang back after a while to say ghade arrangements for me
to be met at the station off the early train froonton, and for the chauffeur
to collect you at half past six. At leasthbughtshe said the chauffeur, but



Mrs. Piatt was snooping about all the time | wasagmng on the phone in
the hall, and | got a little rattled. But it couldhave been "chauffeur" she
said, could it, because he drove Benjamin here fBdimingham. They
arrived soon after | did. Oh dear, what a mix-ugllivas for you, Toni. I'm
So sorry.'

It didn't matter,’ said Toni. 'l just wondered whead happened. | was
expecting a chauffeur, and then this Mr. Lawrencedd up.'

Her mother shot her a keen glance. 'What's theemalear? Don't you like
Mr. Lawrence?'

'‘No," said Toni, 'l donot like Mr. Lawrence. | think he's just about the mos
unlikeable man I've ever met.'

Mrs. Warren leaned across the bed and patted heghtix's hand
placatingly. 'You mustn't judge too soon, dear.

Benjamin has been telling me all about Mr. Lawrerde was married to
Benjamin's granddaughter, you know, the girl whe Wiled so tragically,
and—'

'Yes,' put in Toni, 'l know. My double, apparentiveryone who knew her
blinks when they see me. | feel like a ghost.'

Mrs. Warren looked startled. 'Oh, | didn't knowtthEhat would explain -
but I was telling you about Mr. Lawrence. Appargiik was passionately in
love with his wife and after her death he seemeathémge. He was always a
very positive personality, Benjamin said, but nogishgetting quite bitter
and cynical and - and sort of wild. Benjamin souhdaite worried about it.
He seems to think a great deal of Mr. Lawrencetagdy he relies on him
in the business, now that he's getting older hifmeedl wanting to take
things more easily.' She stood up. 'Now, no mdkenig, Toni dear. You're
going to settle down and have a good night's slaeg,then we'll have a
lovely day tomorrow." She sighed rapturously. 'Josgine us spending
Christmas in a beautiful house like this! I'm lamgjifor you to see it all.’



She bent over and kissed Toni. 'Goodnight, my migrli'm so happy. | feel
that a new chapter is just beginning for both of Aad before Toni could
think of anything to say to that, her mother hadlednlovingly at her and
departed.

A moment later she was back. 'Oh, | forgot, déag. [eft you some biscuits
and a flask of hot milk on the writing table, arfteite are one or two
magazines, just in case you don't feel like slegpginaight away. But I'm
sure you should settle down soon. I'll have onéhefgirls bring you up
some breakfast in the morning and then you canget your leisure.’'

When her mother had finally gone Toni sat up in,dedning against the
embroidered linen pillow cover, and looked roune tbhom thoughtfully. It

was small and simply furnished, but everything ahbbu the soft green
walls toning with the patterned curtains and beesgrin a splodgy flower
motif of violets and lilies of the valley, the padatin-smooth wood of the
writing table, tallboy, and the sliding doors, a&gl high, of the built-in

wardrobe; the sumptuous white rugs on the polishmalr - everything

spoke of a way of life where the cost of things wassecondary
consideration.

Her eyes fell on the Wedgwood biscuit barrel ondige table, the thermos
beside it, the pile of glossy magazines, the tiinjtevvase with a spray of
snowdrops, all put there by her mother. Toni frogrfaintly without
realizing she was doing so. Her mother had beea drdly a few hours, yet
already there was a change in her. She had a Kkigldw about her, a new
confidence. She was behaving like a - a hostégsstimeone who had been
accustomed to this kind of privileged existencehall life. It was lovely to
see her so happy, and yet - and yet—! Little doahtse up and nagged at
the back of Toni's mind. How would her mother esettle down again in
the humble little flat in Hornsey, after a tastetlof kind of luxury? For
some reason Gray Lawrence's words came back to™murll find the
circumstances very much to your advantage,' heshal] with the cynical
twist to his mouth that seemed to accompany evienytiie saw fit to say to
her. For a moment she wondered how he would betbevgirl he liked and
admired. Or did he treat all women as he treatad Wwah a kind of
contempt?



She sighed and gave it up. Then, because she waerdeely tired, she
switched off the light, snuggled down in the swaft-bed, and was asleep
within minutes.

Toni wakened to see a girl of about fourteen, ghlland gawky in a blue
nylon overall, pulling the curtains. The pale wmseinshine was filtering
into the room through the bare branches of a tugsiade the window, and
Toni blinked sleepily, pushing back her mane ofgett hair. 'Hullo," she
said, sitting up, 'Who are you?'

The girl turned round, smiling broadly. 'I'm ShyJeniss,’ she said in a West
Country drawl that made Toni feel she was backendd. 'I've brought you
your breakfast and Mrs. Warren says will you exdusejust now. She's in
the middle of stuffing the turkey. She says to calm&n when you're ready,
but there's no hurry.'

Having painstakingly delivered her message Shirteyde for the door,

stopped and said, 'Isn't your hair just super?shwihad hair that colour.’
She tweaked disparagingly at her somewhat lank forioair. "You're just

like the photograph of you in the drawing-room.hbaght when | was

dusting it, | bet that hair colour's touched up; lbbcan see as it isn't. Aren't
you lucky?' She stared admiringly for a moment #meh went out and
closed the door.

The breakfast tray was on the table beside the Teaul. lifted it on to her
knees, reflecting ruefully that it didn't look dsshe was ever going to be
allowed to be herself in this house. But she clteepwhen she saw the
extra large brown egg, the rack of crisp toast,gats of yellow country
butter. Against a dish of marmalade was proppelipao$ paper. 'Happy
Christmas, darling,’ was scrawled in her motherlsng. 'The happiest for
years.' Toni smiled and poured out some coffee.ndpbt as well enjoy her
few days of gracious living; after all, she hadesgt to come, so it would be
mean to be all proud and prickly. She would makeiat of keeping out of
Gray Lawrence's way as far as possible, which waooddke for a more
peaceful time for both of them, as they seemeditglwut the worst in each



other. Having come to that sensible decision shaiexp herself with
appreciation to her breakfast.

When she had drained the coffee-pot to the lagi dhe got out of bed and
went to look out of the window. Last night she hady got the haziest
impression of the house, mostly an impression ahwlaand comfort and a
cheerful log fire in the hall, where Benjamin hattled her in a deep chintzy
chair, with a drink which dispelled her damp chiéiss very rapidly. Now,
looking down across the width of lawns and forntaver-beds, bare now,
with the promise of spring flowering still far aweahe saw that Whiteways
was one of those old Gloucestershire houses tleahatd sometimes read
about in magazines; gracious manor houses tuckag athe fold of the
hills, dating from the days when the wool trad&ngland - and probably of
the world - had its centre here, where long-fleeCetswold sheep bred
thickly over the rolling fields. There were stilf@wv sheep to be seen, dotted
about the hills that spread out beyond the gardleis. would be part of the
farm that her mother was talking about last nigjint, home farm managed
by the young man called Dominic who had come ta tlescue last night.
And he and his sister would be joining them fom&in That was good. The
more people there were here to provide a buffewéen her and the
Lawrence man, the better. For a moment the scetsdeuthe window
blurred and she saw again the tall, lounging, saocdperson of Gray
Lawrence, saw the ironic twist to his mouth, theckmog light in the
greenish flecked eyes, looking into her own wittogant challenge. A little
shiver passed through her and she turned awaylguake shower- room
adjoining her bedroom.

Half an hour later, having enjoyed a slow and lious toilet - such a lovely
change from her usual scramble to dress and rushgh breakfast in time
for the office - Toni made her way downstairs, wagthe new cinnamon
brown dress that blended perfectly with her hag .she reached the bottom
steps of the wide oak staircase she paused, lodkwg into the hall below.
More and more the house seemed to resemble omegé pictures in the
glossy magazines. It was not overpoweringly labge,everything she saw
seemed to her perfect of its kind. It was the lkahcbom that made her wish
she knew something about old furniture, but evenigh she knew nothing
of the age or history of the carved wooden ch#esgcircular dining table in
some lighter wood, lovingly polished for many, maygars; the tapestries
hanging on the panelled walls; the great clockinigkaway heavily in a



corner; still she could appreciate the perfectibi all. It was, she realized,
the kind of home that Benjamin Warren would haslestinguished, elegant,
perfect. 'Hullo there, you must be Antonia." Shenspund to see a young
man standing in a doorway behind her, smiling,iay@ung man in riding
breeches and a heavy Aran sweater.

'Standing there you look like an oil paintinge said. 'Dante Gabriel
Rossetti, | think, though my knowledge is limit€dease come down and let
me introduce myself. We hardly met last night, diel, surrounded as we
were by flood water, and you very much a damsélistress.

A damsel in distress— that was what Gray had cdllrd She came down
the last few stairs, holding out her hand. 'Sirdedat, | presume?’

‘The same,' he said, mock-serious. 'But don't lgeti around. I'm generally
supposed to be one Dominic Finch, farmer and geathe’

He took her hand and held it in both his; his haméise warm and dry with a
light, friendly clasp. Then, looking hard into hiace, he shook his head
wonderingly. 'They warned me that you were thetigpiimage of poor
Midge, but my goodness, this is ridiculous!" Hisidleyes were twinkling
down at her. 'But don't let that bother you,' héesthh'I'm sure you're really
very much yourself.'

She smiled back at him. She knew now who it washtbeamother had been
reminded of: Dominic Finch was the same type asailithe boy who had
gone to Australia. She warmed to him straight away.

‘Thank you for those kind words. It's a bit unnegavhen everyone stares at
you as if they'd seen a ghost.

'You're no ghosthe said admiringly. He let her hand go, with olgio
reluctance. 'Have you quite got over your adventase night? Gray said
you'd been sitting there for an hour or more bef@ived on the scene.

She remembered what had happened at the momenDtmainic had
arrived on the scene. She remembered all too yivildht unexpected,



possessive kiss, and she felt the heat rise tohesks. 'Had we? | wouldn't
know. I'm afraid | simply went to sleep and waitedrescue to arrive.'

He nodded. 'Very wise of you! Nothing so off-pugtias having the girl in
your arms go to sleep. Even Gray might conceivhblgiscouraged by such
lack of interestHe chuckled uncharitably. 'Serve him right.d4far too sure
of himself with the women.

Toni found that she didn't at all wish to discusay® fascinating ways with
women. She said, 'What happened to the car?’

'Still there, as far as | know. It was hopelessy@nd tow it out last night in
the dark, so we notified the police it was there #mey came along and
planted a couple of red lanterns on the lane, hatktall that we could do.
Poor old Gray, that car was new only a couple oftm®ago. He must have
been livid." He chuckled again, and again she thosige heard a faint edge
of malice. 'Still,he drove it into the water, he had nobody to blame bu
himself. He lounged back against the heavy trestle taiddylbe eyes fixed
on Tonis face as if he were enjoying what he saw. 'Sorgapending
Christmas in our little backwater? That's a thoughgladden all hearts.
Benjamin has talked of nothing else for the lastnight or more. He's a
great family man, is Benjamin - entirely withoutrfdy until you turned up.
Midge's accident broke him up for a long time.'

'You knew her?"

'Oh yes,' said Dominic. 'Everyone round here knew Bhe was - quite a
girl.' His eyes were suddenly thoughtful.

'She was - it was a car accident?' Toni was sugidaurious about this

distant cousin of hers, this tragic girl who hadl lexerything a girl could

want - money, position, an adoring grandfather widulged her, and a
husband like Gray Lawrence who had loved her seipaately that he had
gone off the rails with grief and bitterness whérwe $ad died. 'Was she
driving herself?'

Dominic nodded. 'Yes, she—'



He broke off as a curt voice from the top of tharstise called his name.
They both looked up to see Gray standing therefdus dark. Toni felt

ridiculously like a schoolgirl who has been caugnéaking rules. But

Dominic didn't seem in the least abashed. 'Hullmsiine," he grinned.
'Happy Christmas.’

Gray came down the stairs to them. In his casudlscand roll-neck sweater
he looked different from the man she had first se®nss a desk in the Bond
Street showrooms. Different, but no less imperious.

He stood at the bottom of the stairs, regardingweeof them coldly, then

he concentrated his gaze on Dominic. 'Where thé Hele you been?
Benjamin's, expecting you to report. He's beeningib see you before he
gets up and dresses.’

Dominic's eyebrows went up comically. 'Dear, deathe doghouse, am |?
I'd better go up and make my peace. See you, seatth

He touched Toni's shoulder lightly and ran up tiag's.

Gray stood there, regarding Toni in silence. Whiee sould bear it no
longer she said, 'Happy Christmas, Mr. Lawrence.'

To her amazement he smiled - a real smile, defynit@ irony. It must be the
Christmas spirit. ‘And a happy Christmas to youtohira. Recovered from
last night's ordeal?’

The steady scrutiny of his greenish eyes was haaingnnerving effect on
her pulse. 'Y-yes, thank you. It wasn't really adeal, was it? | mean, we
were soon rescued.’

"'Too soon for you?' he suggested, and now the wasyback again. 'Would
you have liked to prolong such a romantic situ&ti¥vie must see if we can
repeat the performance some time, preferably witdoawning my car in
the process.'

She ignored the irony. She was almost getting usat now. 'I'm sorry
about the car,' she said. 'l hope it's not tooypddmaged.'



He shrugged. 'l expect it'll survive.' He seemedismiss the subject. 'I'm
afraid | broke up your tete-a-tete with friend Doimi You appeared to be
getting along very well together.’

Her cheeks went hot as she wondered how much henéad of that
conversation. From his expression she guessechéhaad heard the last
part, at least. 'Yes,' he said thoughtfully, regduer mind with maddening
accuracy, 'l did hear what you were talking abbaoan't make any demand
on you, naturally, but I'd take it a favour if yd@skmeanything you want
to know about my late wife.’

She couldn't have felt worse if he had slappeddw®. But he gave her no
opportunity to think of a reply. He said politelijas anyone shown you
your way around the house yet?'

She clutched thankfully at normality. ‘No, not yiate only just come down.
My breakfast was brought up to me in bed. I'm rsa&duito such luxuries.'

'‘Don't worry, I'm sure you'll adapt in no time," dewled, and before she
could think of any retort he went on smoothly, "Wéherould you like to go
first?'

Anywhere, away from you and your horrid cynicaluendoes, she thought,
but she said, 'My mother is busy in the kitcheoould help, perhaps, but |
don't know where the kitchen quarters are.' Shecgld round the hall with
doors leading off it in all directions.

'Oh, | don't think you need bother. You're not dlyadressed for slaving
over a hot stove, are you?' He looked her overlglétneam head to foot,
making her pulses throb uneasily. 'A pretty dre&su look like a little

Puritan in that collar.' He flicked the point ofethvide picture collar and
added with his wry smile, 'How deceptive can appeces be?'

Suddenly Toni had had enough. Her grey eyes weghtband stormy.
'Look, Mr. Lawrence, | suppose you have your readon treating me as
you do. It seems to give you pleasure to - to kattae and insult me, but it
doesn't give me any pleasure, and enough is erough.



He lifted his eyebrows. 'Insult you? You misjudge,nim certainly not
trying to insult you. Surely you're not trying telltme you don't know the
rules of the game?’

She fell straight into the trap. 'What game?"
‘There's only one game that | know between a mdraagirl,' he said.

She felt the treacherous colour rising to her chebkit she wouldn't let
herself be overwhelmed by his sophisticated mocKesge,' she said. 'Well,
| don't know the rules. I'm just a country girlnetart, didn't | explain that to
you? And I'm not at all sure | want to learn thiesu

He smiled incredulously. 'Oh, but surely you're exppecting me to believe
that? Not of a girl like you?'

It was crazy, but she couldn't stop herself frasing to the bait. 'And what
sort of a girl am I?' She leaned her head backnagé#ie carved wooden
baluster, looking up at him under thick lashes,dlyaconscious of the
challenge in her eyes.

Suddenly and quite frighteningly his face changdtthe suave mockery
had gone and in its place was hardness. 'You lgaiokly, Miss Antonia
Warren,' he said and she heard contempt in hievd@omme on, I'll show
you round.’

He gripped her elbow and led her across the halt. & second she
contemplated trying to drag her arm away, but mgers felt like steel
through the soft sleeve of her dress. She glanpeat bis face and saw that
he was not really thinking about her at all at thisment. The foolish little
spat between them had triggered off some memotydthbrought back the
bitterness. Goodness, she thought, halfway betwpi#g@and anger, it's like
walking across a minefield!

The conducted tour was a somewhat grim affair. ®nene he opened the
panelled doors leading off the hall. 'This is thedyg, mostly used by
Benjamin as a den and an office. This door opettstire morning room



with the conservatory beyond it. This is the dinmegm. This passage goes
to the kitchens and stillroom and so on.'

She tried to lighten the atmosphere. 'l feel goiterwhelmed. The whole of
our little cottage in Devon would have fitted irdoe of these rooms.'

He opened the last door, ignoring her remark. 'Athis is the
drawing-room," he announced.

She stood in the doorway and looked into a longgigus room with wide
french windows opening on to a terrace outsideeheas richness indeed.
The carpet and curtains were in muted shades afrcend soft pinks, the
delicately-fashioned chairs and sofas covered le gatin. Above the long
windows was a fanlight of painted glass panelssepdewel colours. There
were side tables of light- coloured wood, intrityialaid, and bow-fronted
cabinets behind the glass doors of which she ceegdbjets d'artin silver
and porcelain. From the ceiling hung a crystal dedier, its delicate drops
glittering like hanging cobwebs festooned with dew.

'‘Well?' Gray Lawrence's dry voice brought her backarth.

She said wonderingly, 'lt's the most beautiful rolbra ever seen. But you
couldn't - couldn’sitin it, surely? | mean, not in this day and age.dtshow
place, just to look at.'

He raised dark eyebrows. Still with the bitter niotlis voice he said, There
are some who wouldn't think of it like that, whowla consider this room a
complement for their own personality, a backgrotordheir own beauty.'
He strode across the room to the high marble fi@phnd reached down a
silver-framed portrait photograph. There you dre,5aid harshly. 'Now do
you understand why your intrusion here has causeld an impression?’

She took the photograph from him, holding it betwiands that were not
quite steady, and stared down at it. It gave etramge, uncanny feeling to
look into the face of this girl she was supposetesemble. There was the
same bright, red-gold hair, the same fair skin,stse bone structure. But
for the rest—? She shook her head and handed ttegraph back to Gray.



'l see the likeness, of course, but | wouldn't henaught it was all that
striking. She has - had real beauty. | haven't.'

He replaced the silver frame on the mantelpieceu '¥an't see it because
you're used to looking at yourself in a mirror,'da&d unemotionally. 'Has it
occurred to you that you never see yourself as gib@ple see you? You see
yourself in what they call, | believe, left-righeversal. If you put a
photograph of yourself next to that one- ' he ndddevards the mantelpiece
'—I think you'd see what | mean."

'I'm out of my depth,' she said. 'But | still datiink I'm so very like - like
Midge.' She watched his face as she said the namdis expression told
her nothing.

As she turned her mother appeared in the doonaag, fflushed and happy,
arms full of greenery. "Toni darling, you're hetee been looking for you.
Happy Christmas, love. And to you, Mr. Lawrencéhe Smiled at Gray,
who returned her greeting rather formally.

'l asked the gardener to cut these branches,' Wasren said. 'l mustn't
bring them in here in case they drip on this béalutiarpet. | thought you
might hang them in the hall, Toni, as we're gom@ave dinner there. Can
you cope, do you think? Perhaps Mr. Lawrence wbelg you?' She smiled
winningly at Gray, who said stiffly, 'I'm sorrymust ask you to excuse me.'
He nodded to them both and went out of the room.

Mrs. Warren sighed happily. 'Such an interesting,men't he?'

Toni exploded into half-impatient laughter. 'Mothérbelieve you'd find
something nice to say about the devil himself ihappened to be staying at
Whiteways Manor.'

Her mother looked startled momentarily, beforedmile returned. 'Perhaps
| would," she said comfortably. 'There's usuallynsthing nice you can find
to say about most people, and probably the Old I&mian himself is no
exception.' She deposited her load of greenerp@fidor in the hall. There
you are, dear. If you'll come with me into the ke I'll show you where
you can find a ladder. You could arrange some eflttanches round the



banisters, couldn't you? Anyway, I'm sure you'll illdoeautifully." She
looked round the hall delightedly. 'Isn't it juid a fairy tale to be spending
Christmas in a place like this - with a real log fioo!

She led the way into the kitchen and Toni follow€tiristmas should be a
happy time, but she couldn't rid herself of *theeasiness that lurked in her
mind. It was partly because of her mother's ecst@sponse to these
surroundings; she was blossoming like a plantithiatought , into the light
out of darkness. Toni wished she could feel theesdft weren't for this
stupid situation with Gray Lawrence she might dbe $night be able to
relax and enjoy herself. But instead she felt temsgkvaguely apprehensive,
as if her life were slipping out of her control.

But as she worked at decorating the hall a litfldveér uneasiness passed
away. She threw another log on the fire and thdlsshieurning apple wood
mingled with the sharp tang of pine. The hall wasywjuiet, with only a
crackle of logs from the inglenook fireplace breakihe silence now and
again. Nobody came in. Toni cut and snipped, cldnbp and down the
ladder, pushing the evergreen branches wherevetaiid persuade them
to wedge themselves: behind the antlers and thsvatdds hanging in their
polished sheaths; between the carved banistersesdsd by cord from the
gallery above; even making a carefully- arrangedagd for the tall
grandfather clock.

At the bottom of the pile of green branches shedoa bunch of mistletoe.
She held it doubtfully, and just at that moment Dm@mFinch came running
down the stairs. He gazed appreciatively at theltre$ her efforts. ~Very
nice indeed! The old place looks quite DickensiAnd where are you
thinking of putting this tempting bit of decorati@rHe took the mistletoe
from her and held it up as if judging where it wabldok best.

‘There doesn't seem to be any place for it in hEosji said. 'I'd better take it
back into the kitchen.'

Dominic looked horrified. 'Oh no, what a waste! Wast keep up tradition.’
And before Toni realized what was happening he teddspray high over
her head and kissed her soundly on her mouth.



It had to be at that moment that the front doomepleand Gray Lawrence
walked into the hall. Dominic, entirely unabashdtew a salute in his
direction. 'We're just trying out the mistletoe, wbrks splendidly. He
offered the bunch to Gray. Try it yourself," hggested wickedly.

Gray gave him a withering look. 'I'll take your widior it," he said curtly,
and strode across the hall.

'Hey! Where's your Christmas spirit, buddy@uweren't losing any time
last night in the car, were you? A pity | turnedagpsoon!

Gray reached the study door and turned to lookeatwo of them, standing
close together, while Dominic swung the mistletasually in his left hand.
For a moment Toni was aware of a tension betweettb men that surely
had nothing to do with her. Then, 'Go to blazesid SGray softly and
distinctly, and he went into the study and closexidoor behind him.

Dominic looked at Toni, his fair eyebrows raisécharming, | must say!
Touchy devil, isn't he?' He laughed, but there av&sntly hollow ring to his
laughter and Toni thought that he was nearly ashnali@aken by Gray's
aggression as she was herself. He tossed the béinuktletoe on the table.
'‘Well, | hate to tear myself away, but | have a rieal to keep an eye on, and
a few other odds and ends about the place. Wedl mgain this evening,
and I'm bringing my sister Ann along too. | wanuyo meet her, I'm sure
you'll get along. Do you know what time we're bidde the festive board?'

'My mother said about half past six. It's rathelyedut she wants to give

the two girls plenty of time to clear up afterwaraisd get home to the
village.' She smiled. 'She's a born manager, isnoiher, she thinks of little

things like that. While the housekeeper is in hiadghe seems to betaking
charge of everything in the kitchen, and lovingrgvainute of it.'

Dominic nodded. 'It's a lucky break that she's herdo it, or we shouldn't
have had much joy in the Christmas dinner. Benjawss very worried

when Mrs. Pattinson was whisked away to hospitadl greatly relieved

when your mother agreed to step into the breactetlher briefly yesterday
evening and | got the impression that she's tremesig capable - and a
very nice person too.'



Toni smiled at him, pleased at his praise. 'Shdarbng,' she said warmly.
'‘And an absolutely first-rate cook.'

He licked his lips. 'l can't wait to sample thakiy. See you about six then,
sweetheart.'

She watched him walk across the hall with the ebping stride of the
countryman and again he reminded her of AdrianyMeren't really very
much alike, but there was the same touch of ligignef fun. It was a
blessing that he was here to act as an antid@eap Lawrence, who, to put
it mildly, was anything but fun.

Benjamin came downstairs as Toni was tucking thetletoe away behind a
branch of holly that decorated the clock in theneor She heard a step and
turned to see him standing behind her, watchingnhtr evident pleasure.
She thought he looked older this morning, andde litred, but perhaps that
was just because of the clear light that came dfvam the high ceiling
window. He wore a burgundy red velvet jacket, arsdhmonocle hung from
its ribbon round his neck. His white hair and beaede immaculate and he
looked more distinguished than ever, Toni thoughlittle shyly she went
across to him and greeted him.

'‘And a very happy Christmas to you too, my deae'lkitsed her cheek.
'Please excuse an old man for being lazy and spgrtkdé morning in bed.
Are you quite rested after your busy time and théodunate happening
with the car last night?’

Toni assured him that she felt fine this morning.

'‘And is this your work?' He waved a hand roundhhk. 'What a pleasant
surprise for me, after being so disgracefully ired| to come down and be
greeted by such a delightful picture. It's a Idngg time since the old place
has looked like this at Christmas - not since migwias still with me, and
that's more than twenty years ago. She used tg brigreen branches from
the garden and hang up garlands as you have dbaeda®l she was trying
to make the hall look like a setting fér Christmas Carol.She loved
Dickens.' His eyes were suddenly moist with theckjgurge of emotion of
the old. Then his gentle smile returned. 'But | tnide sad. I've been given



a wonderful, unexpected gift of happiness in hawog and your mother
here, and there's a very special bonus becausemathier seems to enjoy
taking charge of the cooking arrangements.’

'Oh yes, she's in her element, she loves cookihg.sSenjoying every
minute of it.'

'‘And | hope that you, too, are enjoying being heith us?'
'Yes, oh yes, of course | am,' she said, but shieloth quite meet his eyes.
'‘Not unreservedly?' he said quietly.

She smiled quickly. 'Oh, please, you mustn't ththlat. Everything's
absolutely wonderful.'

'Won't you tell me?' he insisted, still in the saguoéet voice.

She put a hand to her cheek. 'It's nothing rebéypect I'm just being silly.
It's only that Mr. Lawrence doesn't seem able tgif®@ me for - for
reminding him—' She stopped, thinking that Benjatomhad loved Midge,
but he seemed to cherish the resemblance, nottriessrGray did.

Benjamin nodded. 'l thought that might be the tteubon't take it to heart,
my dear child. | know Gray as if he were my own.gde's a strong man
with a strong man's emotions and sometimes he ey fiarsh and bitter.
When a man like Gray sustains a shattering logsité him out of tune with
the world for a time. | believe he will find hisugr self again one day. I'm
sure you'll find that his attitude will soften asé goes on.'

She nodded doubtfully. To her, Gray Lawrence sedmaed all through. 'I'll
try not to notice if he seems to - to resent meée@dll, it's only for a short
time. | shan't be likely to see him again afteri€timas.’

Benjamin was looking at her rather strangely. Harssd to be about to say
something and then changed his mind.



'l expect he lives in London, to be near his wofldti said quickly. She had
a horrid feeling that Benjamin was about to makeesuggestion, some
demand on her, that she didn't want to hear.

Benjamin sat down in one of the deep chairs besidefire, and after a
moment's hesitation, Toni took the chair opposite.nodded across at her
and smiled and she knew she had given him pleadtirat a responsibility,
she thought, to have the power to make someoneyhagipby sitting down
near them! It was quite frightening. But it was egding too, to be able to
give so much pleasure to an old man who, althoegea so much material
wealth, had lost all the people he loved. She shbleck at him, feeling a
warm rush of the pity that was said to be akiroiel

'‘Gray?' he was saying, in answer to her questitshas his flat in London
and he travels round the world a good deal, ofsmuBut his home is still
here at Whiteways. He and Midge had their own guardver in the other
wing of the house. After she - left us, he kepinitand | was grateful that he
did. It would have been very lonely for me herejrety on my own.' He
looked round the hall, and up to the gallery ab6Weis house was bought
by my grandfather and I've lived here all my lifsuppose | should sell it,
move to somewhere smaller, but it's not easy aagey | love the old place,
it's full of memories for me.’

She nodded sympathetically, and then she saw thatds feeling in an
inside pocket of his velvet jacket. 'l hope yoatkept this little Christmas
gift, Antonia. It's a very modest little piece, bese | had the idea that
anything more - spectacular might not please yahiatpoint in time, but
Warrens wouldn't be ashamed of it. | told our heradtsman, Joe Lattimer,
about you, my dear, and he did the work himself wad as pleased and
proud as a cat with two tails.'

She took the wrapping off to disclose a small leabdox with a gilt letter W
in one corner. Inside was an opal pendant on aggbiich band.

'Oh!" gasped Toni, fascinated by the beauty ofcthleurs in the stone, an
exquisite flame colour flecked with deep blue andreamy, irridescent
white. The setting was simple - a narrow frameaddl gfollowing the natural



shape of the stone. 'It's the loveliest preseatdixer had in my life,’ she said
simply. 'And my birthstone, too. How did you guéss?

Benjamin's grey eyes twinkled and she could alnmoagine she saw her
father sitting there. 'l have my spies,’ he sai@ctober the tenth, at
Okehampton, wasn't it?'

"You went to the trouble of looking me up, just to—' She looked down at
the opal pendant. 'Oh, thank you, thank you so madedr Uncle Benjamin.'

'I'm relieved that you're pleased,' he said. 'l wiille scared of that family
pride of yours.'

She shook her head, laughing, and sawotldbe a muggins, wouldn't I, to
let any silly pride deprive me of anything as bé&alas this.' Her eyes were
sparking with mischief as she added, 'l take iaasibute to my family
connections.’

'‘No," said Benjamin gently. 'As a tribute in yowroight." He lifted his
head, looking over Toni's shoulder, and said, 'Geayne and look at this.’

Footsteps crossed the hall and he was standindpginénd her chair. How
long had he been there, and how much had he hé#né ttde scene just
past? She didn't look up; if she had seen the gmithat she was sure must
be in his face, all her pleasure in the gift wolbé&spoiled. She placed the
pendant carefully back in its leather box and lawh the low table beside
her chair. He could look at it if he wanted to, bhe hoped he wouldn't.

Her eyes were an a level with the belt of his ¢ordsers. She saw his hand
go out and pick up the box. 'H'm," he said. 'A rittke piece. Marsha was
right to suggest a band rather than a chain, gon'tthink? We might try
something similar for Lady Reeves' daughter. Bvé a word with Marsha
about it.'

He replaced the box on the table. 'Lucky Antoria!said casually. 'Do you
like it?'



'Of course | like it. I love it,’ She managed t@gédrer tone civil - just! Inside
she was shaking with anger. In a few words he reithetately reduced
what he must have known to be a personal gift, @megth care and a wish
to please, to a cold business talking point. Hisqmézing words to her had
been almost an insult. And who was Marsha?

Benjamin had no intention of discussing busindés$iat about wines?' he
asked Gray. 'Something excellent to drink with dinnhave you any ideas?'

Toni warmed to the old man. The abrupt change aversation was not
exactly a snub - Benjamin was much too courteouthft - but it indicated
that he had not missed the subtle undercurrentsvénra flowing.

Gray walked over to the fireplace and leaned hik lagainst the mellow old
bricks. He thought for a moment or two and thengsesgted, 'How about a
white Bordeaux? Barsac, perhaps?"

Benjamin shook his head. 'Ah no, we can drink Baegany time. This is a
festive occasion. The Clicquot "3, | think, wilby see to it? This is an
occasion for champagne if ever | knew one.' Hedddonrward and put his
hand affectionately on Toni's arm, looking up abysr'We have a very
special guest today, my boy. We must see to itsthathas a happy time, that
she feels at home here with us, mustn't we?"

Toni glanced up and her eyes were caught and Gedy. was regarding her
narrowly, meaningly. As plainly as if he had spokee words he was
saying to her, So you've been complaining alredsbuamy treatment of
you? Just what | should have expected! But hisevaias carefully polite as
he replied, 'Certainly we must.'

Although he was replying to Benjamin his eyes waikk on her and she
found it impossible to look away. She could feed tllood stirring and a
pulse throbbed in her throat. It was frightening gower this man had to
disturb her. It was almost like falling in love nibie, only she wasn't in love
with him, she almost felt she hated him. And timaitself was disquieting,
for she never remembered hating anyone before.



Gray looked back to Benjamin and as he withdrewgaige from her she felt
a weakness that was almost physical.

'I'll go down to the cellar and check up,' he saitj left them.

Toni blinked and looked across at Benjamin. 'Yoe Bew it is?' she said
helplessly. 'There isn't any friendliness.’

The old man was polishing his monocle on a credkrhaindkerchief. If he
had hoped for a friendly response from Gray he mighve looked
disappointed. But he didn't look at all disappaint®n the contrary, he
looked as if he were quite pleased about sometlingndship isn't the only
way in which a man and a woman can respond to ethar,! he said, and
the twinkle was back in his eyes. 'lt is enough aastart, if they respond to
each other at all.’

His meaning took a moment or two to sink in, ancewlit did she very
nearly burst into wild laughter. Gray and herséffithat was the way
Benjamin's mind was working it was too outrageoteneto consider.

Suddenly Gray's own words came back to her: He'sezacellent
businessman but a born romantic. Well, she thoaglitnously, he could
stop brewing romantic notions about her! She dikimiw it, but her back
straightened, her grey eyes took on a clear, pspadkle.

The old man was watching her with eyes that ha@ @een as clear as her
own. What they had lost in clarity over the yednsyt had gained in

understanding. Now, as he looked at Toni, he waswaged by what he

saw.



CHAPTER FIVE

RATHER to her surprise, Toni found herself enjoying Cimnigs Day.
Perhaps the fact that Gray didn't put in an appeardor lunch had
something to do with it. Benjamin told them thatgmas going to try to
persuade the local garage man to tow the car awrayepairs. When he
hadn't come back by one o'clock it was taken fantgd that he was helping
in the operation himself.

Without his disturbing presence lunch was a congaable meal. 'Just a
snack," Mrs. Warren announced, 'so that you dpoil your appetite for
dinner.'

She had made ham sandwiches and salad, mincemue#ee, and they
sat by the fire in the hall in the deep, chintzgich, with a low table drawn
up between the three of them. Toni showed her mdtiesopal pendant and
Mrs.. Warren was thrilled and admiring. She herself wassgnted by
Benjamin with an enormous box of sweetmeats wBadsian name on the
wrapper, and she produced a gift for him, from &érand Toni, half a
dozen pure linen handkerchiefs. Knowing her mothenj guessed that she
must have bought them as soon as Benjamin visigedrhthe flat and
invited them here for Christmas. Mrs. Warren badgwn dreams, but she
also believed in doing some practical thing asral kif hostage to fortune.
Toni's smile in reply to Benjamin's thanks for g had a touch of wryness
about it. She wondered if he guessed how much aéirsg she herself had
needed before she finally agreed to come. Seeimgsitting here now,
chatting to her mother, quietly content, she félWimge of guilt because she
had only thought of her own feelings and hadn&dtrio imagine the
happiness it would bring to him to have some-ongisfown family near
him at Christmas time.

After lunch Benjamin suggested that they took akwalthe grounds. 'For
the sake of our appetites,’ he twinkled. The raih $topped some time in the
night and it was a cloudy, mild day.

This is my usual daily exercise when | am at homerijamin said as the
three of them strolled up the wide central walktloé rose garden and
through an arch into an orchard and kitchen gartdwot. a very lengthy



walk, but enough for my health. My domain is shimigkall the time. In my
grandfather's day the farm was quite large, butnfi@ my business in
London has claimed most of my time until now, anachof the land here
has been sold to men who could make it producedae than | should have
done.’

They skirted the park, where sheep grazed uporgthen sappy grass
between great trees, and ended up at the stablesetthe new foal. He lay
stretched out asleep on the straw, as touchingappdaling as all young

creatures, his long spindly legs splayed out irtexaied abandonment. Near
him his mother, a glossy small chestnut beauty,ahed away placidly.

‘A beautiful domestic picture they make, don't Biegmiled Benjamin as
Mrs. Warren and Toni went into raptures over thal.fd couldn't resist

breeding from Clementina.' He stroked the maresksheck. 'A sentimental
gesture, perhaps but she was my granddaughtes's &nd it seemed a kind
of continuity. Midge and Gray used to ride quitéeaf- when she could
persuade him to take time off from his work. TlEsGray's horse - Lucifer.
He's a high- spirited customer, but Gray has niecdity in managing him.'

In the adjoining stall was a magnificent black leomeho looked every inch
a Lucifer. When they approached he tossed his heddurned away, his
nostrils flaring. Oh yes, aery suitable mount for the arrogant Gray
Lawrence, Toni decided.

Benjamin tested the bolt on the bottom half of #t@ble door as if to

reassure himself that Lucifer was not likely to rgga out upon them,

snorting in rage. He smiled wryly, and said, 'Elilo assure myself that this
gentleman is kept safely within bounds. I'm notoaseman myself. What
about you, Antonia? Do you ride?'

'l used to, a little," she told him. 'l had a sdhHoend who was crazy about
horses and her father paid for me to have lessonstd keep Denise
company. It was lucky for me, and I loved it, butem we left school Denise
went off to university and of course the lessongptd.'

He nodded. "You must get into practice again. Graygplendid teacher, I'm
sure he would like to take you out with him sonmeeti’



He must be joking, Toni thought, and she lookeatupm quickly and saw
that he wasn't. Her mother was nodding, and smilith pleasure. Toni
would love that, wouldn't you, darling?'

Toni made a non-committal noise and moved awaat@ lanother look at
the foal, and at that moment there was the souredcaf and Gray himself
drove into the courtyard.

He swung out of the driving seat, slammed the doorcame over to them.
'We're on the road again, you see," he said. 'Adddout and running
beautifully. Duncan's been a brick, but I'm afrids. Duncan's not loving
me much for making her old man late for his Chrestrdinner.’

Toni found herself gripping the stable door. It vagste absurd, but at this
man's sudden appearance her heart had given amebpegun to thump
away unpleasantly. Everything had been so quiepesxeful in the old
courtyard, and then he had to come, to shattertrdrequillity with his
dynamic, disturbing masculinity.

Benjamin was saying, 'We've been taking a lookathorses, Gray. The
new baby looks in good shape. By the way, Antoidasr and she'd enjoy
going out with you, when Clementina is in form agai

Toni saw, without looking directly, the dark headrt in her direction.
'Would you, Antonia? Enjoy going out with me?' Te bther two his words
must have sounded court- ous, if not particularthaesiastic. To her they
held undertones of sarcasm. 'l'd be thrilled," shd sweetly, and saw his
brows lift a fraction.

They strolled back towards the house and Toni veasfal to walk with

Benjamin. Behind them she could hear her mothettiogaaway to Gray,
quite oblivious, apparently, to his lack of respan®r, if she did notice it,
she would excuse and forgive because of the tralgedhad suffered. But |
wouldn't, Toni thought fiercely. There's no excuwe his brand of
arrogance. The best thing was to ignore him altogetrefuse to let him
disturb her and get under her skin.

She'd have to work on it.



Christmas dinner was nearly over and Mrs. Warrelmeks were flushed
with pleasure at the compliments that her effod peoduced. Even Toni,
who knew all about her mother's cooking skill, Heeen impressed and,
sitting in the place of honour on Benjamin's righer faint tremor of
nervousness had subsided as each mouth-wateringeoeas carried in by
Shirley and the other young girl, both looking veigased and important.
There hadn't really been any need to worry, shédddcnow. It had all
turned out so different from anything she had imadi- so much more
pleasant, more homely. No intimidating gathering@phisticated visitors.
No snooty butler, no waiters, no confusing arraguifery. Just an ordinary
Christmas dinner being eaten by an ordinary familiell, not ‘family’
exactly. There was Dominic sitting next to her, argsister Ann opposite, a
pretty, dark girl with serious eyes, nat bit like her brother, but they were
both so much at home here that they seemed likdyfa#dmd not ‘ordinary’
exactly, either. Gray Lawrence, next to Ann, colilde counted ‘ordinary’
by any stretch of the imagination. But if you coigdore him, it was all very
pleasant, decided Toni, feeling warm and a trifigyhafter two glasses of
champagne.

She leaned back in her chair, trying to crack anaalShe was wearing the
midnight blue dress. The top was scooped out lalined with a ruched

cuff of the georgette, and Benjamin's opal pended clasped round her
neck. Candlelight from the massed candles in tleedsilver candelabra at
either end of the centre flower arrangement fdtlyson her white neck and

shoulders, giving them a creamy seductiveness athwvbhe was quite

unconscious.

'Not like that, that's no way to do it." Dominildsighing voice was at her ear.
He pulled his chair very close to hers, took thierackers from her and split
the walnut neatly down its centre.

'Very impressive!' She extracted one half and effdt to him. 'Like to go
shares?'

He took the piece of nut, his hand lingering orsh#id like to go shares in
more than this - with you, sweetheart,’ he whispevickedly.



'‘No! Really?' She smiled up at him. It was easy to flirt viidbiminic, he was
so like Adrian; he had the same light touch thiat éespice of fun to life. Not
like some, she thought darkly, casting a fleetingnge towards Gray
Lawrence, on the other side of the table. With alsamock she saw that he
was watching her. She looked back to Dominic immaedy, but that
momentary contact with the strange, brooding, gfemaked eyes was
enough to send a wriggle of unease through hertWasit about this man,
for good-ness' sake, that had such a potent edfeber?

Her cheeks were suddenly burning, but perhaps nolodld «notice in the
candlelight. She took a grip on herself and lookpgreciatively at Ann,
who was telling Benjamin about her art class abetiShe seemed quite a
bit older than Dominic - late twenties, possiblyerHace was thin and
delicately boned and her large brown eyes had aitsen faintly sad
expression. She wore a plain cream dress withmawer collar and a double
string of carved wooden beads.

"Your sister looks a nice person,’ said Toni to Dom

He glanced across the table and nodded. 'She néAnat all a bad cook
either. She looks after me pretty well, considetirag she has a job to run on
the side.’

"You live alone, just the two of you?"

'Yes, since our parents died. You must come andoseeélarling little
cottage. Too absolutelijwee!" He pulled an absurd face. 'l think it was
originally built for the pigman, when the farm heeally was a farm and not
a—' he glanced towards Benjamin, who was stillitglko Ann '—well, |
may as well say it, not a rich man's toy."

'Is that what you think it is?"

'What else?'He lowered his voice still more. 'I'mpposed to be farm
manager, but there's not much to manage.' He dasedhoulders back. 'l
sometimes long to be doing a man-size job, somgitthat really stretches
me.'



‘Then why don't you?' She wasn't all that inteisdbet it seemed friendly to
ask.

'Maybe some day | will, when Ann's fixed up. | cdnwit leave her on her
own.'

'‘But couldn't she go along with you? She's a teachi@t she, and surely a
teacher can get a job anywhere."

He pursed his lips, shaking his head. 'The pldeedy is Australia and the
wide open spaces. And Ann wouldn't want to emigré®ée has—he
paused, looking slightly awkward'—she has certaier -- ties in this
country.'

Toni guessed that he had said more than he haadedeabout his sister's
affairs and she took the conversation back to sgfeund. 'Australia’s
always a magnet to farmers. | had a boy-friend avioe went out there to
farm.’'

"You did?' His interest kindled. 'And you didn't got with him?'
She said wryly, 'He didn't ask me.’

Dominic looked disgusted. 'Stupid clot! Never miadieetheart, I'll ask you
instead when | get around to going.’

'Yes, you do that, I'll hold you to it." She laughep at him and he gave her a
quick, delighted hug.

On the other side of the table Gray turned abruptiMrs. Warren and said
something, and she glanced round the table andahBenjamin. 'Where
shall we have coffee, Benjamin?'

'In the library, if everyone agrees,' he saids 'ttosier there than in the
drawing-room.'

Dominic whispered to Toni, 'The old man never goé&sthe drawing-room
these days. | expect it's because Midge used toditting there. | think she



fancied it as a fitting background for her partaaudtyle. No trendy gear for
Midge. She always looked as if she were off to Asopa Hunt Ball or an
evening at Glyndebourne. Always quite exquisites Wadge.'

Toni glanced quickly at him. If a girl had saidttlaé#out another girl, in that
particular tone of voice, it would have soundecchoyt but Dominic's
expression was innocent of criticism.

Mrs. Warren stood up and Gray pulled back her chafe'll leave you men
to linger over your Madeira." She beamed at Bemaanid disappeared to
the kitchen to superintend the making of the coffee

Toni and Ann went up to Toni's bedroom to tidy Apn .sat herself on the
stool in front of the dressing-table and openedldeay for a comb. 'Um,
lovely meal/ she sighed. 'Heaven knows what itlsedor my figure, but it
was worth it. Your mother's a super cook, andriklghe was a brick to take
it all on at a moment's notice when poor old Ada Wwarne away to hospital.
When | heard what had happened | had a horridnfgétiat | ought to offer
to cook the dinner, but | really didn't feel mylslias up to it. Especially as
it was so important to Mr. Warren that everythihgsld go right. Which it
certainly did,’ she added, 'thanks to your motis#re combed back her silky
dark hair and turned to Toni, who was drying handsaat the wash basin.
'How does it feel to be an heiress, out of the Blué speak?’

'‘An heiress?' echoed Toni, stunned. 'Who on ealthybu that?'

'Oh dear, have | spoken out of turn?' Ann was oridet, looking contrite. 'l
thought from what Dominic said that it was all fikep that you were going
to live here. | was thrilled when he told me. ksed like a sort of fairy tale,
something that doesn't happen much these daystbdasmoment that very
sad look touched her face and was quickly gomeally am terribly sorry if
I've spoken out of turn. It was unforgivable of h&he sank down on to the
stool again.

'Don't worry,"” Toni said wryly, touched by the athgirl's obvious
self-reproach. ‘It was a natural mistake, but tegme a bit of a shock, just
for the moment. You see, everything's, happenepigkly lately that | feel



a little dazed myself. | used to imagine that | wasontrol of things, that |
could make decisions for myself, but now I'm - Hot so sure.’

Ann nodded sympathetically. 'Yes, | know. If yolsr&voman you're apt to
get carried away by your feelings, for all the about Women's Lib. Or am
| out of date?' She grinned engagingly at Toni. N& me you've forgiven

me for putting my foot in it, and to prove it sagwll come and have coffee
with me one day soon - before you go back to Loridon

Toni was startled to find how very far away Londmemed. 'Of course |
will, I'd love to," she said warmly, and found thskte really meant it. It
would be pleasant to have a friend again; she hadeah her friends when
she came to live in London and, moving from jojptmas she had done, had
never made new ones. Which made it rather strdragettnever entered her
mind that, when this Christmas visit was over, sfas hardly likely to see
Ann again. 'When would suit you?' she asked.

‘Tomorrow morning?'

'‘Lovely. I'll look forward to that." So it was amged, and as they went
downstairs again there was no warning in Toni'sdnthrat by tomorrow
morning the whole course of her life would be clehghat she would be
even less in control of it than she had imagined.

The men were already in the library when they bete, and Mrs. Warren
was dispensing coffee from an outsize Cona on a tflle. Benjamin
smiled at Toni from the depths of a leather armchaishe took him his
coffee, and again she thought he looked older emlef than when she had
first seen him in London, only a couple of weeks.d&8ut he seemed content
as he sat there, slowly turning over the pageseo$hapshot album that Mrs.
Warren had brought with her. Toni sat on the rutpistfeet, interpreting the
older snapshots to him, some of them taken befmeersis born, many of
them with her father in them.

Dominic drank his coffee and said he must go othécstables to check that
the new foal was all right.



Ann, sitting with Gray on a settee in the windowaade, said, 'Oh, may |
come? | haven't seen the foal yet." Gray got upcmmpany them and
Dominic cast a glance of invitation towards Tonit Benjamin put a hand
over hers. 'Antonia will stay and keep an old mampany, won't you, my
dear?'

'Of course | will," she said immediately, and lodke in time to catch the
sardonic gleam in Gray's eyes as he went out ofdbm. She felt almost
sorry for him. It must be dreadful to be so cynitelt you felt compelled to
interpret everyone's motives - even her own veagl reotive of giving
Benjamin pleasure - as being self-seeking and lzding. She would give a
lot to prove him wrong, she thought, to show himt he wasn't that sort of
girl at all.

Mrs. Warren pulled the silken bell-cord to summaniri8y, and, when she
arrived, accompanied her back to the kitchen t@sofend the clearing up
process.

"Your mother's a marvel,' Benjamin sighed. 'Andigatly seems to enjoy it
all.’

'She does,’ Toni told him. 'She's always called¢iea happy Martha.'

'l admire Marthas. Where would the world be withth&m?' Benjamin was
silent for a while, gazing into the fire, where bBplogs flowed just as they
did in the hall. 'She has been the practical one mds made possible one of
the happiest days | remember. | just hope thaetivdl be time left to me for
more happy days, now that | have found myself alfaomce more, when |
imagined | was alone.’

He took out his monocle and swung it slowly to &odon its black ribbon.

Toy know what I'm trying to say, don't you, my deafou came into my life
and it was a kind of miracle. I'm asking you toystAntonia, not as an
occasional visitor but as an integral part of etteng | have and am. I'm
asking you not to break the link again but to gjtban it. There would be all
sorts of details to arrange, but they would fatbiplace if you say Yes.
Naturally, your mother would enter into all this amy way she wished.



Finally, my dear, | want to make it plain that Imat asking you to step into
the shoes of anybody else, to be a substituteasking you for your own
sake, because already | feel | know you, and lae Y¥here, I've said my
say. | won't try to influence you or hold out temgtinducements. I'm sure
none of that would help my case, because | knowhgwme a Warren's pride.
| could almost wish that | didn't have this worlg&ods in such plenty; | feel
that | should have a better chance with you ifd less of them. But where
the heart is involved, material things should reslly matter, and | hope
with all my heart that you won't leave me.'

He was leaning forward in his chair and now, asethéhe monocle go, it
swung on its ribbon before settling against thegbody velvet jacket.
Toni's eyes followed it. She was conscious of Bamawatching her
steadily, patiently. She knew now that she had eegethis, although not so
soon, perhaps. Although she hadn't put it into wostie had known that she
would have this decision to make. It was a cledrcboice. On the one hand
money, position, importance, all handed to her prate. On the other hand
independence, the satisfaction of knowing that vshathad, she had earned
for herself. She knew that Miss Black thought ghitgghly of her. With hard
work she could rise to some worthwhile positionergonal secretary, or
even higher. The words of the song floated into rherd'... and what is
more, I've done imyway.'

'I'm not expecting an answer now," Benjamin saitlge'Just think it over.'

'Oh, of course | will," she said, and her eyes waoast. 'It's a wonderful,
generous offer and I'm a stupid little fool nojump at it, but—'

"You are certainlyota stupid little fool, Antonia, and | don't like bear you
say it.' He raised his hand, cutting her off in re@htence, and for the first
time she saw the other side of the gentle, coustetdiman - the side that
was a keen business executive, head of a greaewcond/hat had Gray
Lawrence said to her? 'He's an excellent busines$miaa born romantic.’
And why did she have to think about Gray Lawrertd#ia moment?

Benjamin was still watching her. He put a hand en $houlder now and
said, 'Don'tworry, Antonia. Just let the idea sink in and then came tell
me what happens. Whatever you decide will be glitrivith me.’



The others came back then and the talk becameajemhbere seemed to be
a tacit understanding between the young peoplethieat activities should
be geared to something that Benjamin would enjopy®rought a record
player from his own part of the house and put omj&min's favourite
Mozart symphony. Afterwards he suggested Scrabidiech turned out to
be the one game that Benjamin enjoyed playing. 8 hers lazy, quiet talk,
and Gray led Benjamin on to tell one or two wrylittwstories about his
travels in far-off places. Benjamin was enjoyingkelf, there was no doubt
about that, and when at nearly eleven o'clock he tgohis feet and
announced that it was past his bedtime and thaiameed to thank them all
for making it a very splendid Christmas indeedréh&as no doubt that he
meant every word of it.

Mrs. Warren, who had been gamely stifling her yavanssome time past,
said, 'l shall go up too. We'll leave the young geoto continue the
festivities in their own way, shall we, BenjamindWd you like me to bring
you up a hot drink?' She smiled happily at theralth and they said their
good nights and went out together, chatting congraably.

When they had gone Gray sat down beside Ann osettee. They had been
sitting there most of the evening and from timditee Toni had noticed
them talking together, noticed how they looked atheother. With Ann,
Gray was a different person from the man that shesdif had so far
encountered. There was no cynicism or mockerysrshiile. He was easy
and relaxed and when, now and then, she said somgetmt made him
laugh, his laughter was genuine and spontaneous. SEav him smile at
Ann now as he lowered himself beside her and $teetout his long legs
lazily, and she looked away quickly. She had woeddrow he would act
with a girl he liked and admired, hadn't she? Wwdly she knew.

Dominic came over and perched on the arm of Tahigr. "Well, whatdo
the young people do now?' he inquired. 'Whoop &g have a party?'

His sister pulled a face at him. 'Oh, no, Nicky.'Véehad a lovely, peaceful
old-fashioned Christmas. Let's leave it at that moidstart trying to give it a
party flavour. Don't you agree, Gray?'



Gray smiled at her from the corner of the seti&lesolutely. Parties aren't
much in my line. But shouldn't we consult Antoniaisshes?' His eyes
narrowed and slid to Toni, sweeping over her alncostemptuously. 'We
mustconsider our honoured guest, musn't we?' he drawled

There was a short, uncomfortable silence in thentobhen Ann laughed
and said, 'Gray, your humoigrinclined to be a trifle black, don't you think?"

But Toni, meeting Gray's insolent gaze across tloen; knew that it had
been no sort of humour, black or any other coldlis. words had been
deliberately insulting. He had intended to hurt ked make her feel an
outsider.

She felt her eyes held by that penetrating, chgifengaze and could not
look away, and in that moment fury boiled up insiieni, an emotion
stronger and more primitive than she had everitfelier life before. She
wanted to tear across the room, to slap his facelaw that cynical smile
from his mouth, to fight him with her bare handstilun until - her
imagination faltered. She saw Ann looking at héneaoddly and struggled
for control. When she spoke it was like hearing sone else's voice. 'l don't
think | really rate special consideration as a guske said. 'Perhaps |
should tell you all that Mr. Warren - that Unclerfi@min - has asked me to
make Whiteways my home, to be his "family”, asiked to call it. And I've
agreed.'

Afterwards Toni could never remember exactly what effect of her
announcement had been. She knew that Ann had kisseohd said she was
glad, that Dominic had made some slightly facetioemark about
brightening up the old house. What Gray Lawrena-séhe Said anything
at all - she neither knew nor cared. He had fofednto making a defiant,
somewhat dramatic gesture. She had never thoughwvalk impulsive, yet
this man had the power to make her act out of charato turn her world
upside down. It was humiliating and she hated lnitf But she had scored
a small triumph. He hadn't wanted her in his lfe had made that perfectly
plain. He had tried to make everything as diffiaritt uncomfortable for her
as he could, no doubt hoping that she would béteiged off and at least she
had the satisfaction of knowing that he would hievput up with her being
here, of seeing her about the place occasiondihgugh he would no doubt



avoid her as far as possible. He must, she thowght satisfaction, be
feeling livid.

But if he was angry there was no visible sign afsithe got up and strolled to
the side table. 'This calls for a toast. Ann, Damiwill you drink with me to
Antonia?' He poured out drinks and lifted liis glasnd the other two
followed suit. 'To Miss Antonia Warren - of Warrgree said.

‘Thank you," said Toni, proud of the calmness af yace. 'And now |
should like to propose a toast. To Benjamin Wartée, kindest man |
know.'

The toast was duly honoured and Ann put down hassghnd said, with
satisfaction, 'Well, that's settled. And I'm thedl Antonia. I'm sure you've
done the right thing; it will mean such a lot tal &lr. Warren. And another
nice thing is that we're going to be neighbouts'added warmly.

Toni smiled at Ann, liking her. If Gray were goitgsettle for this girl, she
thought, he'd be lucky and perhaps she might hureamim. "Thank you,
Ann," she said. 'And my friends call me Toni," slieled.

'‘Good," Dominic put in. 'Then | will. Toni - Toniyes, | like the name. It's
got class. Like its owner," he added wickedly. 'Awdv, the night is young
and | still think .we ought to have a celebrati@mtp. How about it?'

‘Not for me, Nicky,' said Ann definitely. 'I'm asie on my feet.’

'Oh well—' Dominic shrugged, relinquishing the ideductantly. 'We'll
celebrate another time, shall we, Toni?' He movesecto her. 'How about
having dinner with me soon? Later this week?"

Before she could reply Gray cut it, 'l shouldnhbkan it.'

Dominic's head jerked up and his chin jutted aggvedy. 'l wasn't inviting

you, friend," he said evenly and deliberately dmedantagonism between the
two men was almost tangible.



How beastly to end up Christmas Day on a notethis thought Toni, and
she gave Dominic her most charming smile and SHmnk you for asking
me and I'd love to come, but do you mind if we kavfor a few days?
There's going to be quite a bit to arrange. I# geu around, won't I?'

'Sure you will,"” Dominic said fervently. 'O.K., Anwe'll go now ...’

Gray opened the front door for them and Ann s#lldsée you tomorrow
morning, then, Toni. About eleven? But don't bothgou can't make it. I'll
quite understand. If you find yotan manage it, our cottage is just over
there—' she waved a hand into the darkness '—dbe/itatvn and through
the kitchen garden. You can't miss it, it's goittéelstone dragon over the
front porch." She linked her arm with her brothersl they both called
good-bye from the bottom of the steps and disagpleiato the night.

Toni turned from the door hoping that Gray woulketdimself off too; she
didn't want to cross any more swords this everidug.he made no move to
go. He stood there looking down at her, tall ancight and rather
overpowering and - she had to admit it in all fass - devastatingly
good-looking in his dark suit, with the white linext neck and wrists
emphasizing the brown of his skin.

'Well, well, so you've pulled it off with Benjamaiready!" he said, thrusting
his hands deep into his pockets and nodding jutiiciou certainly haven't
wasted much time. A good little opportunist, argot, Miss Warren?'

The hall was dimly lit and his face was in shaddwt she could well
imagine the mocking look in those greenish, fleckgds. He was standing
far too close for her peace of mind, and in somange way the fact that she
disliked the man so much made her all the moreipaljg aware of him. 'l
don't think you and | have anything to say to eattier, Mr. Lawrence,' she
said coldly, and would have swept past him to tagss but he put out an
arm and barred her way.

'On the contrary," he said mildly, 'l think we hase@veral things to say to
each other. As your friend Dominic remarked, thghnis still young. I'm
sure you wouldn't want to go to your lonely bed.'yide put the faintest



emphasis on the word 'lonely’ and in spite of Hesee felt her heartbeat
increase. The man was absolutely insufferable!

He put a hand at her elbow. 'Come on, | can se&eypust yearning to tear
me to ribbons. Let's sit down and pretend we liieheother, and have a
companionable drink, shall we?’

She found herself back in the study, hardly knowiog she had got there,
and uncomfortably conscious of the hard grip oftfaad on her bare arm.
He gave her a little push into the deep leathéesdty the fire, in which the
logs were still glowing dull red. 'What shall it bd can recommend
Benjamin's brandy as a nightcap."'

'No, pleas¢' she said hastily. '‘Nothing at all. I've had gehough to drink

this evening.' More than enough, she thought askypuiecause her head
felt light and uncomfortably swimmy. He slantedlange towards her as he
selected two glasses from the side-table. 'Stiidfof me?' he inquired.

'Or—' he added mockingly'— of yourself?"

She considered that remark not worthy of a remyen if she could have
thought of one - so she sat as stiff and upriglshascould in the deep settee,
the skirt of her midnight blue dress clinging ditkiound her ankles, fixed
her gaze on the fire, and said nothing.

He set a glass on the table beside her. 'That wopéir your fighting spirit,

| promise you. And now, if you're determined to @avbattle, let's be cosy
about it." He switched on a crimson-shaded stanidang, switched off the

main light, and came and sat down beside herchirgj out his long legs
with a sigh of content. 'Quite the best part ofdag - in suitable company,’
he smiled. 'Now then - shoot!

Oh, but he was clever! He was playing her likesh fon a line. A few
minutes ago, in hot blood, she could have flayed\with her anger; she had
had the words on the tip of her tongue. But now ah@dn't remember
them. She took a tiny sip from the glass, to bole&r courage. 'l simply
wanted to say that | -1 resent your interferereas all she could manage.



His eyebrows went up lazily. 'Interference? Betwgenand the estimable
Dominic? Not at all. I merely reminded you, as waid later yourself, that
you were likely to be very busy in the immediattufa.’

That wasn't how it sounded to me,' she said, reg@asome of her courage.
'No? How did it sound to you, then?'

'It sounded,' said Toni, 'as if you were being aimaoly overbearing. And
I'd like you to know, Mr. Lawrence, that | pleasggalf in choosing my
friends and I've no intention of asking your adwad®ut who | go out with.'

'I'm sure you haven't,’ he said smoothly. 'I'velgel encountered a more
stubborn and headstrong young woman.'

'Oh, so I'm stubborn and headstrong now, as welb@®r - oppor—
Humiliatingly she stumbled over the unfamiliar word

'‘Opportunist,’ he supplied blandly. 'But you shattlteke that as an insult.
Some of my best friends and business acquaintaaces splendid

opportunists. In fact, I'd go as far as to say tat don't get very far in
business without more than a slight tinge of thalitya Applied to your sex

it may sometimes seem less than complimentaryrdead’'m sorry if you

took it amiss,' he added cheerfully.

She threw him a glance of pure hatred. 'Don't i@t apologize,’ she said
carefully. 'I'm not really in the least concernethvyour opinion of me.'

'‘Aren't you?' he asked softly. ‘Aren't you realytonia?' His arm reached
out and she shrank a fraction further into her epwf the settee, but he
merely picked up his drink from the table.

He held the glass between his hands, his eyeswedras they met hers over
the top of it. 'But you must admit that your whpley has been very skilful
in its grasping of the right time and circumstancésu can't really blame
me for thinking of it as opportunism.'



She lifted her head higher. 'l suppose,’ she aaiduttingly as she could, ‘it
would never occur to you that my motives might beat all what you seem
to think - that I might have acted out of - of ciolesation for other people's
feelings?"

He lounged back, his eyes half closed. 'Meaningese?’

'‘Uncle Benjamin's, principally. He really seemsvant me. And there's my
mother, too. She hasn't had an easy life. | shidkeédo make something up
to her for all she's given to me.'

'‘Beautiful unselfish motives!" he drawled.
'Why not? It's not unknown for people to be unsalfi
It is to me,' he stated flatly. 'We're all selfish

'What a beastly, cynical attitude!" she said ho8ixe was all the angrier
because at the moment she wasn't at all sure whatdtives actually were.
She only knew that they were too complex to diseyia

'Yes, isn't it?" he agreed. 'But then I'm a beasiigical man. | should have
thought you'd have discovered that by now.'

'l have,’ she said shortly. She turned her head awayh&r heavy,
russet-gold hair swung back into the curve of eskn

The silence that followed her words seemed vaguegnacing. She
wondered what he would do if she got up and mad#hédoor, but her legs
felt distinctly odd and it would be intolerablesifie made a fool of herself.
She wished she had refused the liqueur with coféeel the glass of
Benjamin's favourite Madeira, which he had insistedhem all sampling
later in the evening.

Gray's voice broke the tension. "You're very loy&lgni,’ he said softly. '‘But
of course you know that, don't you?"'



She turned her head and saw the speculation gyh&s This time there was
no possibility of mistaking the message in themr. tHeoat constricted and
her breath came shal- lowly and unevenly. She @édbgr eyes away from
that disturbing gaze, and looked down at his haesting on the settee
between them, the brown sensitive fingers only@sdnom where the silky
stuff of her dress clung smoothly over her knees fafi, foaming, to the
floor.

Suddenly his facade of cool cynicism cracked. Heefwas dark with anger
and his voice ragged with emotion. 'Why the dewd you have to come
here to torment me?’

They looked at each other in the dim light. Themiand moved, stretched
towards her, his fingers buried themselves in far &ind moulded to the
shape of her neck. Her body didn't seem under dwetral any longer and

when he moved closer and drew her into his arm&isée, in a hazy way,

that this was what she had been longing for everesihe moment he had
kissed her in the car, with the flood water allmduhem.

His face was very near hers, but in the dim ligite souldn't see if there was
any tenderness in it; she couldn't believe thatetlwas. When his mouth
found hers there was no tenderness either. His Wwpse hard and
demanding. He needed no response from her, alldrded was to take,
take, take, and she was helpless, carried on deedti his need and his
passion.

Then, across the room, the telephone rang. Gragd Wwent back, his arms
were still as he waited for it to stop, but it wemt and on, interminably,

shrilling through the quiet old house. At last thngjing ceased and Gray let
out his breath and muttered something, but Tom'titear what he said,
for, almost before it had stopped, the ringing lbeagain.

She heard what Gray said then, all right. He shdttbe words in no
uncertain manner as he got up and strode acrosedhe 'Yes?' he barked
into the mouthpiece. Wha?' He looked over at Toni and shrugged,
motioning to her to stay where she was. 'Who?'a again, 'l can't hear,
the line's bad. Oh, Marsha! It's you, is it? My dgal, what a time" to
choose to phone. Yes, | know | said - but we'réh country here, you



know, early hours and so on - everyone goes toabedreasonable time.
What?' He laughed. 'No, of course | wasn't—'

His back was turned from Toni. Very quietly she gptand crept out of the
room. In the hall she paused for a moment, her may, her heart
thumping, and then she ran upstairs to her roorhsige were pursued by
the devil himself.

For a long time she made no attempt to get into $bd sat on the edge of it,
still trembling inside, and tried to calm down aget into some sort of
perspective the happenings of this extraordinary. @t vefy soon she
realized that the thinking part of her was not tiorang very well, while the
feeling part was working overtime. That, of courss Gray Lawrence's
fault. Although Toni was inexperienced, she realiteat he had a physical
attraction that surrounded him like a strong maigrfetld, so powerful that
any woman would have difficulty in resisting himhé chose to turn the
power in her direction.

She had no illusions about his feeling for heryoifi could call it feeling, she
thought grimly. It was clear that he had lovedwife passionately, and that
she herself was sufficiently like Midge to attrhgh, almost against his will.
It was an unhappy, unrewarding situation and sh&e&dnone of it. Not in
her sane moments she didn't, but the moments isttley just now had
certainly not been notable for sanity. The situatwas intolerable, she
decided, her hands clenched tensely on the silkgredd. Intolerable - and
yet she had accepted Benjamin's suggestion thatrsh#éd make her home
with him, thus making it inevitable that she wowdde more of Gray
Lawrence than was wise or saféad her motives been purely unselfish,
asshe had declared so smugly to Gray? She didow.kNlotives were
baffling things and it was a waste of time tryiogyet to the bottom of them.

She sighed deeply and got up and washed her fateleaned her teeth.
Things would sort themselves out. The thing wasd#etnow and she
couldn't change her mind, even though Benjamin 'digkt know of her
decision. She would tell him as soon as possikbleotcow. It would be
unbearable if he heard of her decision from Grayfrom herself.



She slipped off her clothes and got into the lwusibed and looked round
the luxurious room. Any girl would be an idiot tarm down the chance of
living in such surroundings, wouldn't she? Then wiag she allowing Gray
Lawrence's opinion to weigh with her in the sligiitdegree? Anyway,

when the holiday was over he would no doubt beandon most of time.

When he was here he would get accustomed to skemayound the place,
and her likeness to Midge would cease to affect him

There were plenty of other girls for him. There was, who had laughed

with him and teased him; it had been quite plaat they knew each other
well and liked each other a lot. Then there was Mharsha person, who had
rung him up late enough to suggest that she watiamate friend. That was

just two, and there were no doubt plenty more wioaweady to fall for his

charms. She just had to be very careful that stsmWane of them, that was
all. When the time came, she would love, and bedpwas herself - Antonia
Warren - and not as a second-best substitute foegpe else.



CHAPTER SIX

IN spite of her common sense in summing up the giueand in spite of the
softness of her bed, Toni slept fitfully and wasarmu dressed very early
next morning. She found her mother in the kitchbnsy preparing

breakfast.

"Good morning, love. | didn't expect to see you doyet. | thought you
young things would keep it up late last night, god'd have a good lie-in
today. | told Shirley and Mavis they needn't conméiluien this morning.
They're such nice, cheerful girls and they workedard yesterday evening,
getting everything washed up and left nice and. fichey're just coming in
for an hour or so today and then they're goinghotine to have another
Christmas dinner. Are you hungry, Toni? You andr bave breakfast here,
can't we? I'll put Benjamin's on a tray. He likés lbreakfast quite early, he
says. He doesn't sleep very well, apparently.’

She chattered away happily, hurrying about thentmgern kitchen as if she
had worked in it all her life. "There's just theeth of us for breakfast. Mr.
Lawrence looks after himself; he has his own pavart of the house. But
of course you knew that, didn't you?' She tooketaege brown eggs out of
the fridge.

Toni arranged plates and cutlery that her mothdrpogion the kitchen table.
"You're having rather a busman's holiday, arenit iother? It's not turning
out a very restful Christmas for you.'

Mrs. Warren cut slices of bread for toast. 'I'mihayit, | am really, Toni. I'd
rather be busy than just sitting around, you knbat.tAnd it's a dream,
having a kitchen like this to work in after—' sheshated —well, after
having smaller kitchens.'

Toni glanced round the big, light room with all ggeaming equipment,
mentally comparing it with the glorified cupboalwy called a kitchenette
in Hornsey, and the poky little built-on annexette cottage in Devon. Her
mother had never complained about the humble sodiogs she had
always had to put up with, and she wouldn't begiv.rBut Toni felt a warm

rush of satisfaction that life would be better fi@r now.



She picked up the toast-rack and looked at it. 'Rawld you feel about
staying on here, Mum? For good.'

Mrs. Warren stared at her, the breadknife arrasteud-air. ‘'Stayinghere?
she repeated stupidly.

Toni nodded. Uncle Benjamin asked me yesterdayiegeih we would
make our home with him.'

'‘And—" her mother swallowed '—and you agreed?'

It is a bit of a shock, isn't it?' Toni smiled.élvvith my nasty sticky pride!
But I did. Or rather, I'm going to tell him thaagree at the first opportunity”
That's ifyou'rehappy about it, too, Mum.’

I'm - I'm—" Mrs. Warren sank into one of the kigchchairs and burst into
tears. Toni never remembered seeing her mothebefyre, even when
things were at their most difficult, and at thatment she realized for the
first time in her life that sudden fulfilment cae ks shattering as sudden
disappointment.

'I'm sorry, dear," her mother said at last, wigieg eyes. ‘It was too much for
me, all at once. But | always knew that somethiogdgwould happen one
day if I went on hoping and believing.'

Toni grinned wryly. 'You did rather more than haged believe, though.
You gave events quite a hefty shove when you cam@&/arren's and
delivered that letter on the day | had my interview

Her mother looked up anxiously. 'You're not stlhrming me for that, are
you, dear? | wanted a good life for you, Toni, strimgy better than slaving
away in dingy offices.'

'Yes, | know, and of course I'm not blaming youtHa end | had to make my
own decision. It's just that at the moment it akms like a fairy story, and
I'm not sure that I'm the type to play CindereAayway, I'm too old for
fairy stories.’



Her mother looked shocked. '‘Never, Toni, you'reenéwo old to believe in
fairy stories, they hold some of the deepest truththe world." Then she
smiled and touched her daughter's bright hair. "Yioake the loveliest
Cinderella, and one day some Prince Charming fiitlkt so too.'

It was no good arguing with Mrs. Warren in one ef fey moods, so Toni
merely pulled a sceptical face and changed theestubdl.ook, Mother, |
don't want to bother Uncle Benjamin so early indhg, but | want to let him
know that I've made up my mind. Do you think, Wwiote a little note and
put it on his breakfast tray—?"'

So while Mrs. Warren made toast and boiled eggs Went off to the study
to look for pen and paper. The room was just ashstoeleft it last night.
There was a faint smell of cigars, and the glasskstood where they had
been put down. The velvet settee cushions wertefiatl and indented. The
heat rose into Toni's cheeks as she rememberedyekaw they had got
that way, and it was a kind of release to pummetrtivack into shape. She
turned abruptly away from the settee to find wgtpaper at the desk.

'‘Dear Uncle Benjaminshe wrote.
'If you still want me the answer is Yes.
'With gratitude and affection, 'Antonia.’

She licked the envelope and thumped it down wittfise

There, it was done! And as for you, Mr. Gray Lamae, she thought
irrelevantly, you can think what you like of me. A&$ cared!

She got up and stalked to the door, without so nasciinother glance in the
direction of the settee.

At eleven o'clock Toni made her way along the @ math in the long lawn,
and through the archway in the tall beech heddbeaénd of it. At the far
end of the kitchen garden, nearly hidden by fmaes, she saw the cottage
with the small dragon over the front door, and Awnself coming to meet
her.



'I'm so glad you could make it. Come along in, @ coffee all ready.
Dominic's across at the stables. He said he'atggt back for coffee, but he
wasn't sure.' She showed Toni into the sitting-rosmch was tiny, full of
the scent of hyacinths, and with a bright fire logn

Toni sat down, taking the cup of coffee Ann hantdelder, and looked round
appreciatively. 'Nice,' she said. 'Very cosy.’

Ann took the chair on the other side of the fireplaShe was wearing a
tweed skirt today, with a hand-knitted white puboyand she looked rather
beautiful with her delicately sculptured featuresl der enormous brown
eyes. Toni wondered again if there was anythingvéenh her and Gray
Lawrence. There would be nothing at all about giisto remind him of
Midge, nothing to make him treat Ann with the hittBustrated hostility
that he showed to. her. With Ann it would be likargng all over again,
which would surely be what he wanted - if he congkted another
marriage at all.

Ann was laughing her friendly laugh. 'A little tamsy really; in fact,

decidedly cramped at times. I'm sure poor Nickyemfteels hemmed in
here. But it won't be for always. Things changeaMghile we can manage,
so long as we don't invite too many people at oAcel Mr. Warren has

been so good; he extended the kitchen and fittatl itp for me. It's quite

super - you must see it before you go. He realiydear, isn't he?"

'Yes, he is,’ Toni said, remembering how truly gletied he had seemed
about her decision. She had gone up to his rootisatequest, to find him
sitting up in a great four- poster bed, looking endistinguished than ever in
a black dressing-gown with gold braid, his whiteirhand beard as
immaculate as if he were about to attend some fofumation. But there
had been nothing formal about his pleasure as ketdleen her hands
between his and said, 'I'm so glad, Antonia. Sg g&ad. We must see that
you don't regret your choice.'

Toni had mentioned to him that Ann had invited faercoffee, and had
asked if it would be all right for her to go, drBenjamin had other plans for
her, and he had laughed and patted her cheek.éstyahild, he had said, 'l
want you to do whayouwant. When you have had time to get used to this



new situation you may find that there is some sething you are
interested in, some particular way of expressingr yalents. When you do
you must come and tell me and it will give me theagest satisfaction to
provide anything you wish for. Just so long as ymn't request the
Koh-i-Noor diamond,' he had added with a twinkle.

'I'm afraid you're determined to spoil me," Tondtbim rather seriously, for
she had distinct misgivings on this point. 'I'mwtomed to working for my
keep, you know.'

But Benjamin wasn't to be deflated. 'If work is wiau fancy there won't be
any problem there. How would you take to the idekearning the family
business?’

The family business! Put like that it sounded sal§reo insignificant. If she
hadn't known that Warrens was one of the most itapbjewellery firms in
the country; if she hadn't seen the fabulous BareeSshowrooms; then she
would have jumped at the idea. But - 'You mean gdm London? You
would find me a job there?' In spite of herself shanded faintly awed.

Benjamin's twinkle had become brighter. "Yaere applying for a job, |
seem to remember."’

'Yes, of course, but that was different,’ Toni gaither timidly.

'Very different indeed,” smiled Benjamin. 'Miss Ania Warren will no

longer be a slave to a typewriter. No, my dearaswhinking of something
far more interesting. It would give me the greassgisfaction to teach you
what | know of precious stones, of settings andigiss of all the

craftsmanship that goes to make the thing of bethalyis a joy for ever.
Would that appeal to you?'

Toni's eyes were shining. 'lIt would be thrillingyou think I'd be able to
take it all in.’

The old man's eyes had studied her face for wieahed a long time, and
there was a new expression in them. It might haeenbregret, a
half-puzzled regret. 'I'm sure you would, Antoniee'had said.



Now, looking at Ann across the coffee table, she again, 'Yes, Benjamin
is a dear. He's so - so benevolent and generoust ke one of those

Dickens characters who only exist to make peopbghaShe paused. 'l just
wonder—'

Ann waited in silence and after a moment Toni gaVealf-embarrassed
little laugh and went on, 'l just wonder whethé&r good for anybody to feel
they can have anything they ask for.'

‘That's a point most of us wouldn't even questfaiihé chance came our
way," Ann said with a smile. 'But | know what yoieam. | think some
people are spoilable and other people couldn'tpodesl, no matter how
much they were given. Don't you think that there taro kinds of folk - the
givers and the takers? You can't spoil a giver beeahe's basically
unselfish. But a taker is never satisfied. The nnargets the more he wants.
Goodness, lam getting deep, so early in the morning! Gray wohkl
disgusted with me; he's always accusing me of tplemerything too
seriously.' The soft brown eyes clouded for a mamiBoor Gray!

There were several responses that Toni could hadero that, but she
sipped her coffee and made none of them. Everybseemed, pitied Gray
and made allowances for him. Everyone, that wasemxher. She didn't
think he was the kind of man who would toleratey,pénd certainly she
didn't feel like making allowances for his attitudevards her.

She wasn't aware of how her head had lifted prouigt her small jaw had
firmed, until Ann said, rather tentatively, 'Doet Gray spoil things for you,
Toni. He can be pretty unbearable when he feetsitjkand | could see last
night that he was getting under your skin.'

'He hates me for being like his wife,” Toni saidwis the truth but, put
baldly into words, it sounded as if she was dreladfipset about it, which
of course she wasn't, was she?

She tried to soften the bleak statement. 'l supgosecan understand how
he feels when he sees me around the place. Hehanestoved his wife very
much.’



Ann was looking at her rather oddly. 'Yes, | thirkdid,' she said.

After that there didn't seem to be anything morsap on the subject and
Toni was relieved when the conversation turnea$s personal matters. It
was distinctly awkward to have drifted into talkilige this with the girl that
Gray might be going to marry.

Ann didn't seem at all embarrassed, though, anttethabout the village
nearby, and the small market town about five maleay, where she did her
shopping and taught at the primary school.

'I'm beginning to feel almost at home already,'iTfold her. 'l was brought
up in a village myself and | expect one villageésy like another. I'm sure
I'll find plenty to do.' But as soon as she had $laat she began to wonder if
it was true. All her life up to now there had besme goal ahead that she
was working towards: school exams, secretariahitngi later on her work
in London that was going to lead, she hoped, temesponsible, interesting
jobs. Would it be enough just to have a life oslee? She could help her
mother here and there, possibly, but she guesagd ttould prove difficult
to take any of the housekeeping work out of herheité capable hands.
There was Benjamin's offer to teach her about éheljery business, but
she couldn't spend all her time on that, fascigatmough it would be.

She glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece. 'Gesxjrt must go, or I'll be
late for lunch." ¢

'‘Dominic will be disappointed he's missed you," Asaid. 'l expect
something turned up that he had to attend tosually does on a farm."' She
glanced out of the window. 'Did you notice thdtad come on to rain again?
It's simply pouring down. Did you bring a mac oytning? Well, look, take
mine, | shan't be needing it and Dominic can cower ¢o the house and
pick it up later on.'

She went out of the room and came back with aeicarbc with a hood,
which Toni began gratefully to pull over her nomhick slacks and
sweater.



Ann looked doubtfully at her sandals. 'lt's wellsigeyou'vegrown out of
your country ways,' she laughed. 'Hang on a miamig I'll get you my
overshoes from the kitchen. Not very elegant buteexely useful.'

Toni buttoned up the red mac and pulled the hoa ber hair, turning to
the mirror over the sideboard at the back of thmmoShe could hear Ann
rummaging about at the back of the cottage. 'Dmwther if you can't find
them,"' she called.

At that moment the front door of the cottage, whiet straight into the
sitting-room, opened, letting in a cold gust of diend rain, and before she
could turn round Toni found herself caught in dtigug from behind by
two strong arms, while a man's voice said, 'Swegthd've been counting
the minutes to get away. | thought I'd never makenia tone so urgent, so
patently that of an impatient lover, that Toni'snthiwent quite blank.
Dominic was taking an awful lot for granted, was fisst quick thought,
and she would have to tell him that—

She twisted round in the arms that held her and, saw of focus, a
demanding mouth only inches from her own. It apphea purposefully,
then stopped and drew back. The arms that heltehemway and she found
herself staring at a complete stranger, a man ¥aithhair and a thin,
intellectual face.

Toni turned to the door and saw Ann standing thargair of plastic
overshoes in her hand, her eyes wide and staBlsel must have witnessed
part, at least, of what had just happened. Shetenthir man stared at each
other in helpless dismay. Then he said, 'How thHewes | to know there
were two Red Riding Hoods?' He glanced towards Toni anceadtMy
apologies.' Then, abruptly, he turned to the windoa stood with his back
to them, his hands stuck deep into his pockets.

Ann took charge of the situation. Dropping the ehees, she walked over
to the man at the window and put a hand on his &rami, this is Keith
Hemsley, who teaches art at my school,’ she sdmdlyaToni is Mr.
Warren's niece, Keith, 1 told you about her.’



The fair man turned reluctantly. He looked veryepahd it was obvious that
he was more upset about what had happened tharedesathed for by an

understandable, if embarrassing, mistake. He amd dcknowledged the

introduction briefly, then he shrugged and saltls, bver to you, Ann. I'm

completely out of my depth. My own stupid fault, afurse, but | saw
Dominic in the distance as | came along, and | ibfik granted you'd be on
your own." He threw "himself moodily into one okthireside chairs.

Ann said calmly, There's no need to worry, Keitbnils one of us, I'm sure
of that.' She turned to Toni, choosing her word$hware. 'If | asked you to
say absolutely nothing to anybody about what's hagipened and about
meeting Keith here, would you agree?'

'Of course,’ Toni replied immediately. 'And no di@ss asked.'
Keith Hemsley's head shot up. 'l don't believe it"

'Keith—" Ann began, distressed, but he smiled solydestopping her. 'l

mean that | don't believe there couldiwewomen in the world who would
say a thing like that. I've only met one.' From weey he looked at Ann it
was quite clear who the 'one' was. Then his eyeseduto Toni's face

seriously and searchingly. 'For the second tinfevenminutes, I'm prepared
to admit a serious error of judgment. Thank yous$wVarren, you've set
my mind at rest - and Ann's too." He stretchedhasihand to Ann and she
went and stood beside his chair. He looked up hetoface and she smiled
down at him; then his arm went round her as ift(vddn't bear her to be far
away from him.

Toni pulled on the overshoes. 'I'm off,' she sdibdanks for the coffee, Ann,
and for the loan of all this gear. Don't bothesé@ me out.’

She grinned at the two of them and sloshed outtiregain. As she paddled
through the kitchen garden, brushing against "harbrussels sprouts and
sending icy jets of water down the tops of Ann'srstioes, she thought
Well, that's that! Which was ridiculous, reallycaheise what the relationship
was between Ann and Keith Hemsley she had no Rigahe thing thadid
stand out a mile was that there was no relationahgll between Ann and
Gray Lawrence, except one of friendship. That wasdg that was a relief,



because Ann was much too nice a person to desemanalike Gray.
Running the last few steps and into the sheltethef house, Toni was
conscious of an inexplicable lightness of heart.

'‘And now,' said Benjamin, pushing his gold cigasecacross the table to
Gray, 'as we're all together it seems a good ide@ork out a plan for the
immediate future.’'

The four of them had just finished lunch in the Brai@ing-room next to the
study, Gray having come from his own part of theideoto join them, at
Benjamin's request. 'When | went to ask him hejustsgoing to open a tin
of baked beans," Mrs. Warren told Toni, looking rii@d. 'l just can't
imaginewhy he wants to keep himself, with nobody to ladter him." Toni
could imagine quite well. She thought it more thiely that he was staying
out of her way after last night, but she just sthéad said, 'Oh, | expect he
had work to do. He looks the sort of executive wioald bring work home
to do on Boxing Day, don't you think?'

Now Gray leaned back in his chair, turning his ciglwly between his
fingers, and said, 'My own plan is to return to Topretty early tomorrow.’

‘Tomorrow?' Benjamin looked surprised. "There'simgf as urgent as that,
surely? The workroom will be closed.’

Gray shook his head. 'Joe's coming in. He wanisake sure that we're on
schedule with the stuff for the Karen Leiner shofmu know what a

perfectionist the old boy is, and he hates beinrgdul | think | should be on
the spot to keep an eye on things. And I've prothise see Marsha
tomorrow about the Paris collection. She rangnagt.’

Benjamin nodded. 'Perhaps you're right. For mysklintend to be
delightfully lazy and spread out the Christmas dweji for the rest of the
week, savouring the luxury of my friend Margaretidinary art.' His
twinkling smile went over to Mrs. Warren, who sndilleack at him happily.

That's three of us accounted for," Benjamin sdiré remains the problem
of the flat in Hornsey.' He turned to Toni. 'l tkithe best thing, Antonia, if
you're agreeable, will be for you to travel to Londwvith Gray tomorrow.



He can drop you at your flat and you can settlevitp your landlady, pack
your things, and so on. How does that idea appealou?’ he added
courteously.

Toni glanced at her mother and Mrs. Warreii saittlidy, 'Oh, you don't
need me, dear, I'm sure. You'll be able to arramijle a carrier to bring
everything here. It isn't as if we had any furrettw move. There's only my
knitting machine and my sewing machine, and ousq®al things. I'm sure
Mrs. Piatt will be glad to take the contents of weler off our hands.'

'‘And Gray won't be far away if you need assistarigenjamin added. 'You
two can make your own arrangements.' His twinklgduided them both.
'‘Agreed?’

'Yes, of course,’ said Toni, and Gray murmured, di&er you say, sir,’
rather as if he had received an unwelcome orden fsome high and
authoritative source whose word was law. He wasloubt disliking the
idea as much as she was, but he wouldn't questajaBin's wishes. We're
both trapped, thought Toni, pushed into one an@titcempany whether we
like it or not, and for the moment there's nothtingt can be done about it.

Gray moved back in his chair and said, 'l proposmake an early start in
the morning. Would eight o'clock be all right fayuy?'

'Quite all right,’ Toni replied. It was extraordigadhow you could sit next to
someone all through lunch and not meet their eirestty. They didn't look
at each other now.

He stood up, glancing round the table. 'Perhapay be excused? | have
some letters to finish.’

"You'll join us for dinner?' Benjamin said.
Thanks, but I'm afraid not. I'm invited to the Bens', | couldn't get out of it.

I'll see you before | leave in the morning, sie'ddded to Benjamin and,
sketching a salute to the three of them, he wenbbilne room.



Benjamin sighed. 'What a pity he has to go out. liBuand Midge had so
many friends in the neighbourhood and Gray is moatemand, although
he gets very little time for socializing. I'm aflaas | do less in the firm the
burden of work falls heavier on him. Unfortunatehe cannot help growing
older.' He turned to Mrs. Warren with his courtesunsle. 'But we mustn't
let you and Antonia think you are going to vegetatide country. We must
make an opportunity soon for you both to meet soimthe pleasant folk
who live around here. Perhaps a small party onaiegewhen Ada comes
out of hospital and can take up her work again. |Boking forward to
showing off my new family to our friends.’

‘Thank you, Benjamin, that will be delightful,” Mré/arren said warmly”®
and once again Toni thought how easily and hapgmlymother was fitting
into this new life. She only wished she could de shme.

It was a quiet afternoon, with Gray not emergiragyirhis own part of the
house. Toni shooed her mother off to have a rast &inch, while she

explored the kitchen, with all its modern fittingsd electrical gadgets.
There was everything here to delight the hearhefdedicated cook, and
make the work easier. There were mixers, blendersers, sieves, nut
mills, coffee grinders, vegetable peelers. The eoakas split-level, with

enough dials to make Toni's head reel. But it waswhat her mother, with
her flair for practical things (look how she'd rmesd that knitting

machine!) would love. And, brooding over all thetreeady to swallow up
the pans and basins, china and cutlery, was anzeutisshwasher. Toni
thought it glared somewhat reproachfully at heslas meekly washed up
the luncheon dishes by hand, but she wouldn't daved to get on familiar
terms with it.

Later in the afternoon, the three of them had apamonable tea round the
fire in the study, and then Mrs. Warren went ofptepare the evening meal.
Benjamin, almost as if he had been waiting for tipportunity, began to
talk to Toni about the raw materials, as he catleein, of the family
business - the precious stones.

'It is the gem stones themselves that are mylokat. Since | was a small
boy their beauty and mystery has always fascinated just as my brother,
your grandfather, was fascinated by a differendkof beauty. | think he



believed that our business was merely a commezatarprise and for that
reason he would have none of it. He was a true nimaut for me there is
romance in the fashioning of beautiful objects frtora often dull-looking

rocks and minerals that have taken millions of gefr the earth to
produce.’

He talked of rubies and sapphires, emeralds ands,opad other less
precious stones that Toni had never heard of. ldedaf the distant parts of
the world where these stones are found; told hénefong chain of events
leading, eventually, to the finished article - thejuisite brooch, or ring, or
necklace; of the examination of the ‘'roughs' by eetgp whose very
livelihood depends on their trained judgment; of gorting and grading
until the 'rough’ at last reaches the cutter'scatiscrutiny.

'When you realize how long is the process that samhe goes through on
its way to becoming the brilliant, gleaming gem y&ee in the piece of
jewellery," Benjamin said, 'and when you consider personal attention
given to it by men who have devoted their livesatguiring the necessary
skill to judge and work upon the jewel, you can enstand why top quality
jewellery is so costly.'

Toni sat back in her chair, watching the flickertlo¢ log fire and listening
with increasing interest as Benjamin talked on. Hmop' talk of anyone
who knows his subject inside out, and loves i)wgays absorbing, and Toni
was all the more interested because she was bagitmifeel that she was
related, however remotely, to the intriguing matténat Benjamin was
talking about.

'‘But the king of gems, to my mind, is always thandond," he was saying,
his eyes bright with enthusiasm. 'Just think ofritr@ance there - all those
pebbles that must have been trodden underfootdotudes before men
realized how much beauty was hidden inside them,l@mrned to cut and
polish diem. You see, Antonia, the beauty of tradind is its "fire", as we
call it - that special brilliant shimmer and sparkthe rainbow play of
reflected light. It's always a source of wondente that a rough stone can
carry such dazzling promise inside it, waiting &rbleased. Come and look
at this.'



He crossed the room and unlocked a drawer in tBk. @mewhere inside
the drawer he touched a spring, revealing a srepdrate compartment. 'My
secret hideaway,” he smiled. 'Much more secure thasafe, which

advertises itself at sight. In our business, my dsscurity is a problem, and
| never keep jewels here at home if | can avoithit.ondon everything is

looked after by experts. But this is my own spedialmond and | always
have it here.' He took out a small chamois bag @mehed it to reveal a
whitish pebble, covered with a filmy skin.

"You've heard of a rough diamond?' he smiled, pgtihe pebble into Toni's
hand. 'That is what you have there.’

She turned the pebble round and round delicatedywden finger and
thumb, intrigued. In one place the skin had beemwiorough and the spot
shone as if there were a hidden light inside tbheest

‘To my mind," Benjamin told her, 'This particuléorse is a very good one,
possibly flawless.; | bought it some time ago, with intention of having it
cut and mounted for my granddaughter, as a celehrptesent on the birth
of her first child, hers and Gray's. Some day,|d tmyself, | shall have a
great-grandson or a great-granddaughter to carrtherfamily business.
The promise was there, just as the promise ofditeere - locked up inside
that rough stone. But it wasn't to be." He sighedptly. *So here it has
remained ever since, its beauty waiting to be sgldal'm a sentimental old
man, you're thinking?"

Toni shook her head, moved by his story, as héheuttone lovingly back in
its hideaway. He closed the drawer and locke8amietimes,' he said, T like
to think of the millions of years that nature halsein weathering the rocks to
produce, eventually, the rare, beautifully crystell minerals that give us a
stone such as this onkhatis what is important to me," he went on musingly,
'the continuity. The way that life follows on and,aconstantly renewing
itself. In the human family you can see this happegnn the precious stone
you can only imagine all those aeons of time, anagining is part of the
delight. That is why man-made gems can never be ihan a very inferior
second best, however beautiful they are."’



'‘But you can'makediamonds, can you?' Toni asked wonderingly. *Nat r
diamonds?"

'Small ones, yes. They are made as nature makes tta@m pure carbon,

speeding up the process a millionfold. But, so tiaere is a barrier to the
making of diamonds of any size, and that barrighésenormous heat and
pressure required. Am | boring you, Antonia? Igfal too technical?'

'‘No, not a bit,’ she said eagerly. 'Please go on.’

He nodded, pleased at her evident interest. 'WiatIgoing to mention was
the synthetic gemstones - the ones that merelaienitature. Our clever
chemists have produced synthetic stones compatabiee diamond in
hardness, and sometimes exceeding it in brilliaacd fire. They are
somewhat akin to these modern materials our claremade of nowadays
- the wools that have never seen a sheep, thetbdikdave been spun by
giant machines, not silkworms." He laughed at hs dancy, and Toni
laughed with him, liking the old man more and mamrgd getting a tiny
glimpse of the enormous complexity of the busirieasher family had been
engaged in all these years.

'Some people,” went on Benjamin, 'are quite happi these modern
innovations, and perhaps they are inevitable, asex®aust the natural
products of our earth. But to me there is no stuistfor a real diamond.’

'Do Warrens use these synthetic stones?' Tonineduand Benjamin shook
his head, smiling a little. 'We %t Warrens are eathproud lot, very jealous
of our reputation for dealing only in what is reald rare. Rarity, of course,
is one of the things that makes a gemstone valu@hkissue of diamonds,
for instance, is strictly controlled and suppliésvorth-while stones are not
abundant. Sometimes, when requested, we make cop@eces for our

own customers.' He sighed. It is a poor reflecbhonthe world, | always

think, that imitation jewellery is often worn, waikhe real thing is locked
away in a bank for safety.’

He was silent then, sitting back in his big leathenchair, the firelight
flickering on the velvet jacket, the ribboned eysgl, the neatly trimmed
white beard. Toni thought again how strange it thas this man, whom she



had only met a few short weeks ago, should nowtéeker very much like
her own family. Impulsively she leaned forward todshim. 'Thank you so
much for telling me all this,' she said. 'And I'mt just being polite when |
tell you I'm absolutely fascinated by it.'

Benjamin patted her hand gently. That makes me lvappy,' he said in his
courteous way. 'lt would give me the greatest feati®n if you were
sufficiently interested to take some active parttie conduct of our
business.’

'Oh, | don't think | should ever be capable—' shgam, but he raised his
hand, stopping her.

"You have intelligence, my dear, and plenty of timéearn. | will teach you
all I can, and Gray, too, will come to see thatrnyoelp could be invaluable
to us in all sorts of ways.' Toni looked very soegdt but Benjamin shook
his head and said enigmatically, '‘Gray has beémetilato recognize quality
when he sees it.'

That was a compliment from Benjamin to her, andagb@eciated it, but it
hadn't a thing to do with Gray's attitude to héhex now or in the future. Of
that she was quite convinced. The situation betweeand Gray was rather
like the synthetic diamond that Benjamin had besing her about, she
thought with an inward grin. There was plenty oé fthere, but under the
fire, nothing of real value. What she had to de& dbcided firmly, was to
avoid the fire and not risk getting burned.

It was after eleven o'clock that same evening wbe@minic called for Ann's

mackintosh. Benjamin had gone up to bed some tgoe lacking the big

front door before he went. '‘Gray has his own ketheoside door," he said.
'‘Good night, my dear, and a safe journey tomor@vay will see that all is

well with you,' he added, smiling his benevolentiem

After her mother, too, had gone upstairs Toni ktijered in the hall, curled
up on the big chintz-covered settee by the dying fleep in a book that
Benjamin had given her about the supply and margedf precious stones.



She was so taken up with this new, fascinatingesuibbhat the knock on the
door made her jump up, startled.

'Who is it?' she called, and a slightly unsteady'ma&oice replied from
outside. 'lt's only me - Dominic.'

She hesitated for a moment and then unlocked tbe dte was leaning
against the pillar that supported the front canagpining rather foolishly.

'Greetings, sweetheart. S- sorry to be late. Beénaiebrating at the Black
Bull.; Young Farmers, y'know.' His speech was ntben slightly slurred.

Toni looked at him uncertainly. She doubted if ¢hevas any harm in
Dominic, even when he had had rather too muchitdkdout she couldn't be
sure. Safer to be blunt, perhaps. 'What do you vizorinic?' she inquired.

He rubbed his nose, looked puzzled. Then he grineth's mac, that's
what it is, Asked me to pick up her mac.' He peered beyond ifitm the
hall, lit only by the standard lamp where she hadrbreading by the fires
"Where's everyone?'

‘They've gone to bed,’ Toni said, and then wishechadn't. 'I'd forgotten all
about the mac. | put it in the kitchen to drip. Waaminute, Dominic, and I'll
get it for you.'

She could hardly close the door in his face, amivsis quickly back again,
with Ann's red mackintosh and overshoes. She f@wmminic standing by
the fire, rubbing his hands together. He had cldabedfront door. 'B'rrr!

Chilly outside," he remarked conversationallyre8lly cosy in here.’

Toni held the mac out to him. 'Will you thank Anery much for lending it
to me and say I'm sorry | forgot. | could have lgimuthem back earlier
myself.'

'‘Ooh no!" He wagged a finger at her. 'Mustn't sppdrt. That's why | took
meself off. Mus' give the lovebirds the place tertiselves, | thought.' He
grinned knowingly.



Toni said nothing. In Dominic's expansive and uibited condition he was
quite capable of blurting out confidences that Arould not want anyone to
hear.

But her silence seemed to encourage him. 'You kaloeut poor old Ann
and her t-tangled love life? Sad story! This fell@aches at her school - art
or some such - crazy about each other. The po&elsigot a right bitch of a
wife/ He checked, looking at Toni with exaggergpeditence.; 'Sorry, love,’

‘Look, Dominic,' Toni said hastily, 'you shouldbé talking about Ann like
this, and I think you ought to go home, anyway. ltte.’

‘Not late," he said. 'S'quite early. Let's sit damd talk.' Before she realized
what he was going to do he had taken her wrispatidd her down on to the
settee beside him. She tried to struggle up abairhie held her arm tightly.
'Don't go, sweetheart. Stay a bit and talk to méed like talking to
someone, and you're so - so pretty in that bluesdréle straightened his
face. 'Don't worry, I'm not really drunk. Il bela perfectly, that's a
promise. Just want to talk. Must tell someone thedgnews.'

Perhaps it was better to humour him, and fortupdtel seemed to have
forgotten about Ann. 'What good news?' she asked.;

‘Australia!" he announced triumphantly. 'That's tifal of mine goin' out
there next week - that's what we've been cel-cetely. Asked me to join
him after a while. Great opportunity. Jus' makeesiinn's O.K., then off |

go.'

'Well, that's splendid,’ Toni said heatrtily. "Yowsh tell me all about it some
time. Not now, it's much too late.'

But Dominic was going to talk and nothing was goiagstop him. In the
next half hour Toni heard all about the cattleistgata hundred miles from
the nearest town. '‘But it's not really all that otenand they're building new
roads.' He talked about the homestead, the moreeg Was to be made. 'lt's
easy to buy your own home, your own car. And #altihy country - healthy
to bring children up in, too. Gosh, it sounds mlous!" And he talked his



eyes became alert, his speech clear. He was a yoandit by the promise
of a good life ahead.

The tall clock in the corner wheezed and strucknigiat and Toni jumped
to her feet 'Goodness, | didn't know it was asdatéhat You must really go,
Dominic. Come on - up you get!" She held out herdsao pull him up from
the deep settee, but when he was standing he detheise her. He held her
hands tightly, looking down into her face.

"You're sweet, Toni. Sweet and sympathetic andyot#serything a fellow
could want. Look, what d'you say we make for thelavbpen spaces
together? That other fellow of yours was crazy ¢oodf without you. A
bloke needs a wife out there and we could haveoldisn together as well as
the work. I'm not fooling, sweetheart, | really maa' His fair eyebrows
drew together earnestly.

'I'm sure you do, Dominic," Toni soothed.
'‘And you'll think about it?"

'I'll think about it," she promised lightly. Safeot to provoke an argument at
this time of night, with Dominic in his uplifted at, drunk more with
excitement than anything else.

'"You're a darling. Just one kiss for luck, andtasGhristmas.' He drew her
towards him and kissed her lips gently. 'Um - lgVeHis face came close
again, but she drew away. 'No, Dominic, no madye!' - as his arms
tightened.

'‘Ah, sweetheart, be kind. Christmas spirit andheit!" He nuzzled his mouth
into her neck.

'No," she said again. ‘Let me go, Dominic, and tdoa'silly." She pulled
away and they struggled, laughing, like a coupleeehagers. The struggle
was still on, not too seriously, when Gray walkedoithe hall from
somewhere at the back of the house, and stoodngakithem. It was like
opening the lid of a freezer; you could almost hbarcrackle of ice as he



said curtly, 'Sorry to spoil the fun, but | thirtlsitime the party broke up if
we're to make an early start tomorrow, Antonia.'

Dominic had dropped his arms at the sound of Gnrayise and now he

stood staring, rather foolishly, his mouth open.eWlne had got over his
surprise he seemed to feel it necessary to asseseh. 'What the blazes has
it got to do with you?' he snapped petulantly. ‘@'t have to ask your
permission to stay up late." He drew himself upisofull height, which was

a full two inches less than Gray's, and glared pagusly into the hard,

impassive face.

Gray looked down at him contemptuously. "You'ddregp,' he said 'before |
throw you out. You're drunk.’

Dominic's hands clenched at his side. Surely hen\wgeing to provoke a

fight? Toni thought, her mouth dry. Dominic wascstp and muscular, but
in his present state Gray looked as if he coulddyhnim to powder. For what
seemed ages they faced each other, Dominic brgathidibly, his face

flushed, his fair hair damp and untidy against foigkhead. Gray was as
motionless as a tiger waiting to spring. He stoodamalant, hands deep in
his pockets. But there was something menacingsistiliness and Toni felt

a thrill of fear run right through her body.

She took a step forward. i late, Dominic, and Ann will be wondering
where you've got to. Thank you for telling me abAustralia - | was so
interested, but | think you should go now. Takerttee Ann lent me - here it
is." She picked it up from the floor where he hadpged it earlier and
draped it across his arm. 'Good night, Dominic.'

He scowled, looking from her to Gray and back agé&imally he said
sulkily, 'O.K., | get the message.' He walked noigether steadily to the
door. 'Good night, all," he said with an attemgftedrish of his free hand,
and he went out and closed the door behind him avglam of bravado.

Seething with anger at this whole stupid episodmi Walked in silence to
the settee, picked up her book and turned to #iessShe wasn't going to
brush with Gray in his present high-handed mood.



Then his voice came to her from the shadows bydtdwe. 'Hewasdrunk,
you know,' he said.

She swung round. Surely he wasn't trying to jushify behaviour? That
wasn't at all in character.

'‘Aren't you exaggerating?' she said coolly. 'BoXiray - a few drinks with
the Young Farmers - surely that's no reason tothreaten to throw him
out?'

He came towards her and she saw the outline dfdnjaw, etched against
the glow from the fireplace. 'l wasn't threatenmg because he was drunk,’
he said, 'but because he was holding you in his.arm

She knew she shouldn't have stayed to argue, luhsard herself say
stiffly, 'Please don't imagine you have to be mgtg@etor. | can look after
myself perfectly well. And anyway, | wasn't in adgnger from Dominic.
He's a nice boy - genuine and straightforward aandd gentle,' she added,
her eyes on the very ungentle face before her.

'Really?' he mocked. 'Very interesting.' He canoselto her. 'Well, as you
don't seem averse to distributing your favour$t festive time, perhaps |
may claim a share. But | must warn you that I'm gentle like your nice
Dominic. Not in the least gentle," he added softlg,arm closing round her
waist. 'Care for a demonstration?’

His other arm came out, circling her slim body. Bishe knew she should
have pushed him away, but all the power seemedye gone out of her
limbs. She lifted her head and, in the dimnesh@big hall their eyes met in
a long, wordless look. Madness, she thought, uti@iiness, as wave upon
wave of delight pulsed through her at his touche &t herself swaying
towards him—

Then, from somewhere outside herself, sanity retir8he twisted her head
away and her body went stiff and unyielding in &ims. 'No," she said. 'l
won'tbe just a - a substitute. It's - it's insultinfgumiliating—" All her built-

in independence suddenly asserted itself.



His arms dropped to his side. 'What the hell aretgtking about?' he said.

"You know quite well what I'm talking about." Sherfg the words at him as
she moved away, out of his reach. "You want to nhaketo me because I'm
like your wife, because you can pretend it's herrgoholding. Because you
loved her so much that you want to useme to take her place. And all the
time you're hating me because I'm not her.’

She looked up at his face and at his expressiohdset suddenly failed her.
'Is that what you think?' he said very quietly.

'You've made it quite clear, haven't you?' Her rhows dry and there was
an intolerable tightness in her throat. 'I'm sdfrtyve hurt you,' she said very
low, 'but | had to say it.'

He was still looking at her very strangely and #imught, At last I've got
under his guard. She should have been exultinglmevictory, but instead
she felt small and somehow guilty.

'I'm sorry, Gray,' she said again, and she turnedaaalked up the stairs. He
made no move to stop her.



CHAPTER SEVEN

ToNI was waiting in the hall at precisely one minuteight next morning.
She would rather have died than be late. She wareihnamon dress, her
brown tweed coat, her new shoes with the buckles. idsset hair was
brushed to a sheen, her make-up was immaculatevaily she was the
same Toni Warren who had travelled to Whitewaygdhdays ago. But
inwardly something rather strange was happeningitasidowed now and
again in the new, confident lift of her small hetigg new glint in her eyes,
the new assurance of her movements. Whether sid itkor not, Toni
Warren, temporary typist, was rapidly becoming Misgonia Warren of
the exclusive firm of Warrens of Bond Street.

Four minutes later Gray appeared through the dwdréd to his part of the
house. In his dark town suit and white shirt hekkmh Toni thought as she
assessed him dispassionately, very much the kinduotessful young
executive that she had always disliked - conceuiatkasonable, dictatorial,
ego-centred.

'‘Good morning,' she said patiently.
His eyebrows rose a fraction. 'Good morning. Are yeady?'

She consulted her wristwatch, which she had chegkibdthe radio just to
make sure. 'Of course," she said coolly. 'You @ig aight o'clock, didn't
you?'

He gave her a frowning glance from those oddlykideteyes that had so
disturbed her peace of mind until this moment. Nstwe found she could
meet them without wilting, which was a small vigtorOnly a faint
shakiness in the knees warned her that she wheustierable.

He growled something that might or might not beypalogy for keeping her
waiting, picked up her small case and opened th& ftoor, waiting with a
deferential inclination of his head for her to p#s®ugh before him. If he
and Toni had been on friendly terms the gesturdavoave been a joke. As
it was, she knew he meant it derisively. He wantathake her feel small, to
remind her that she was giving herself airs in sitmm that she had won by



trickery. What had he called her? An opportunigtalb nasty-sounding
things. Beastly man, she told herself as she spagit him into the chilly
December morning.

The journey to London was a vaguely uneasy affidie memory of the
emotional explosion of yesterday evening loomedvbeh them like an
impenetrable fog. Not that either mentioned it, ubad the effect of
altering completely their approach to each othg@rtdJnow they had met on
fighting terms, in close combat. Now the fight wager, and with it the
closeness. Gray was polite, thoughtful for Tondsnfort, as courteous to
her as Benjamin always was. But this courtesyagaer oddly on Gray, and
she wasn't sure that she liked it. Could it be #f&t was missing the fight?
Surely not! And yet— she sat back against thelsather of the seat as mile
after mile of motorway was swallowed up by Grayamgmer of a car, and
admitted to herself that there had to be a cemagnet about the end of
anything, even something as disturbing as a fighsituation with a man
you disliked. Still, she had brought it on herdsifwhat she had said to him
last night. He wasn't going to forgive her for tHale let out a long sigh.

‘All right?' Gray inquired without taking his eylrsm the fast lane.

'Yes, thank you,' she said politely, and no moredsavere exchanged until
the car drew up outside the old familiar house amridey.

Gray switched off the engine. 'How long will it &akou to wind up things
here?’

This took her by surprise. She had imagined shddvailke her time, stay
here overnight, and find her own way back to Whégsvtomorrow. But
when she tried to explain this to him he shookhleiazd. 'Benjamin asked me
to look after you, and that | mean to do. Can yeuclear here by early
afternoon?’

He was already in his executive's groove, she thipudipped, efficient,

wasting no words. She considered the question witlhadue haste, keeping
her eyes looking straight ahead up the road. 'Yehpuld think so," she
decided finally. 'But | shall have to find a carréad it may take some time.'



'I'll arrange that for you. There's a very reliatslan who has done work for
us. You can tell your landlady that everything Vol collected later today,
or tomorrow morning at the outside.’

She raised her eyebrows slightly. It was quite absiat he should take
charge of her affairs like this, and in such a haytded way. He seemed to
imagine she was incapable of dealing with suclmglg matter herself.

'When you've finished here,' he went on, 'you'ddbetome along to Bond
Street. I'll tell the commissionaire to expect ydl. probably be there
myself, but I'm not sure yet what my movements soeperhaps you won't
mind waiting for me if I'm not back?'

All this politeness must be putting a terrible stran him, she thought
wryly. She said, "You really don't have to bothkeoat me, you know. I'm
quite a capable young woman and accustomed tonfindiy own way
about. | could perfectly well manage to get backMbiteways under my
own steam.’

'‘No," he said quite sharply. Then, apparently rebexing his new role, he
added, 'l don't doubt you'revaery capable young woman, but it would be
rather unnecessary to travel by train on your ovinerwl shall be driving
back later on.’

What could Benjamin have said to him to bring about this anmz
solicitude for her comfort? 'Very well,’ she agreét meet you at the Bond
Street shop as soon as I'm packed up here. Thantoythe lift,’ she added
with politeness to equal his own.

She got out of the car and walked with her new itjygio the front door.

Fortunately it was unlocked; it would have spoilled effect if she had had
to stop and fumble for her key. Or perhaps it dick@lly matter, for Gray's
car would no doubt be out of sight before she coplen the door. For the
moment the tiger was tamed, but he wouldn't be &bleep it up much
longer.



She turned to close the door behind her then, a@vd $0 her utter
amazement, that Gray had got out of the car andcaasng up the path
behind her.

She stared at him blankly, 'Have | - have | forgotsomething?’

'Maybe you have.' He was at his most enigmatiajrd §mile playing round
the corners of his mouth. She'd seen that smilereeft usually signalled
that he was going to come out with some ironic mrt@throw her right off
balance. But now he said, 'Aren't you going tot@wne in for a coffee?’

Bewildered, she found herself almost gabbling. MAgs, of course, if
you'd like one. I thought - I'd have asked you befof course, but | thought
you were in a hurry to get away.' To get away from she added silently to
herself.

She was standing just inside the hall, her hantherfront door knob. He
was just outside, one step below her. It brougéir ttaces nearly level. It
was too absurd, she might have been interviewiegbtieadman - except
that the breadman wouldn't be looking at her likeayGvas now, looking

steadily with those greenish, flecked eyes, in @ that turned her bones to
water. 'Not in all that much of a hurry," he said.

She opened the door wider. 'Oh! Well, do comehant | know we've got
coffee and there's some tinned milk. | don't supgbsre's any fresh milk,
or if there is it'll have gone off since Christntage, won't it? Would you
mind tinned milk in your coffee?' She was almodilgmmg.

He said gravely, 'l wouldn't mind tinned milk in rogffee.’

As he came into the hall Mrs. Piatt's plump facpeaped round her door,
beady eyes full of curiosity. 'You're back, thens#Warren? | thought |
heard you come in. Had a lovely Christmas? Yourhaié not with you,

then?' She gave Gray an arch glance that might in@aat anything.

'Oh, hullo, Mrs. Piatt. No, my mother's stayingiorGloucestershire. I've
just come back to pack up our things, and-'



Mrs. Piatt's smile disappeared suddenly. 'You'tdeaving Miss Warren?'

'Well, yes, I'm afraid we are. | was going to come&nd see you and give
notice properly. My mother and | have decided t&enaur home with our
relatives in Gloucestershire.'

Mrs. Piatt's thin eyebrows rose huffily. 'Really@winice for you! I'm sure |
hope you'll be very comfortable. It will be conveni for you to settle up
now? A month in advance, in lieu, my terms arewasagreed when you
came.’

'Yes, of course,’ Toni said. 'We're paid up toghd of December. I'll give
you a cheque for next month's rent." She hoped Hagik account would
stand the strain until the very generous chequeBaajamin had given her
could be paid in and go to their credit.

'Oh no, Miss Warren, | must ask for cash, as ydakmg your things away.'
She glanced at Gray, half apologetically. '‘Being@ow, you see, | have to
be very careful." She must have seen somethingsifabe that made her
add, 'ltisn't that | don't trust you, Miss Warrenf—'

Gray cut in, 'l should hope not. Bring up your aoup please, and I'll settle
it, in cash.’

Mrs. Piatt's beady eyes seemed to become evenebedh well, sir, if
you'repaying the rent for Miss Warren—'

'l am,' said Gray shortly. ‘Come along, Toni.' K¢ ls hand at Toni's elbow
and urged her up the narrow stairway.

Upstairs in the flat he shut the door behind therd Baned against it.
'‘Ghastly woman! She's quite sure you and | haven hge to no good
together. She's probably busy working out at th@mant where you've
conveniently parked your mother." He gave her anmnegéul glance. 'She
couldn't be further off the mark, could she?'

Toni turned away quickly, hoping he hadn't notitkee colour rise in her
cheeks. 'lt's cold in here, I'll light the firewd matches later she said, That's



funny, the slot meter must have run out. | puyfgence in just before | left
so there'd be plenty for when we got back.’

Gray said darkly, 'l expect your landlady has kb&#mg in front of your fire
while you've been away, using up your gas. Sheddlok type who would.’

Toni was fumbling in her purse for a fivepenny gie@ithout any luck.

Gray came up to the table behind her. 'Allow me'held out a coin and
their hands touched briefly. Toni shivered. 'Yoadd,' he said. 'Where's
that slot meter - let's get the fire going.’

'It's under the sink in the kitchen - the most aakispot they could find." In

the tiny box of a room it was colder still; the wow faced north and she had
left it open a little way, to keep the food fresir vhen they came home.
Toni got down on her hands and knees, opened tit®oand door under the

sink and tried vainly to locate the slot in the emetShe was desperately
conscious of Gray standing just behind her, antdltl't make her hands
any steadier.

'Hadn't you better let me do it?' He was down @nflior beside her. ‘Move
over.' He gave her a little shove sideways andguialp the coin from where
she had dropped it. His dark head was only incteas fhers as he bent it to
reach into the cupboard and she was aware of ¢a@ chstringent smell that
always came from his well-groomed hair.

There was a click as the coin dropped into the Bithere,' he said. "You
didn't know | was an expert with slot meters, didiy’

They sat back on their heels, side by side, and lboghed unsteadily. 'l
shouldn't have thought you'd ever have encountatedn the whole of your
life.'

'Oh, but I have, | assure you. In my final yea€Cambridge | inhabited digs
not unlike these. | enjoyed it, it was fun.’

Fun! Up to now she hadn't connected that word with Gloay this morning
he was different. He was more relaxed, easier tomgevith. It was as if he



had suddenly decided to change his attitude towlaedsWell, that suited
her. It would make her new life much more pleaga@Btay accepted her as
Benjamin had done.

He stood up, put both hands under her elbows &ed her to her feet. But
his hands did not linger, as they had done bef¥i@i're as light as the
proverbial feather,' he said. 'Now, you brew uplevhput a match to the fire
and we'll toast our toes and drink our coffee."

Five minutes later they were doing just that, isifton either side of the gas
fire, when there was a tap on the door, which ogemenediately to admit
Mrs. Piatt, breathing heavily after ascending tteers. She gave them a
suspicious glance and said with thin-lipped meanihghope I'm not
interrupting. Here is Miss Warren's account, Mr.—'

Gray did not supply his name. He counted out no&eslessly and placed
them on the table. Toni fetched the rent book thlleel in. Mrs. Piatt folded
the notes and placed them carefully in the pockdteo navy blue dress,
which bulged in every possible place. When theyevgafely stowed away
she said more amiably, 'And when would you be lgg\Wliss Warren?'

'‘Well - straight away, really." Toni glanced towsarGray, who nodded
emphatically, as if he couldn't agree more. Extta@ry, Toni thought,

when only a few days ago he would have been egeathusiastic about her
staying there.

‘Then you wouldn't have any objection to a couptvimg in, later today?
There's a young couple called in, on the offchaibey've just come down
from Manchester and are looking for somewhere ve.|liThe name's
Thompson. I'll send them up now if that's all righth you.'

The Thompsons were young, in their early twentems] they looked
desperately tired. 'We're both teachers,' the dlolyTtoni, 'and we're starting
here at the beginning of the next term. | supposeshould have realized
that it would be almost impossible to find a placdive, but I'm afraid we
didn't think of it. We spent the whole week bef@aristmas tramping
round, looking, but it was no go.’



'We're staying with some friends, who have a ftaBays- water," the girl
took up the story. She was small and delicate-lapkwith fair hair and
enormous eyes. 'But we can't impose on them muafpelo She grinned
wryly. 'We're having to sleep on the floor, you .séee you two really
moving out today?' She looked at Toni and Gray,aisly pairing them
off. Then she gazed wistfully round the little isi¢t room, cosy now with the
fire glowing and the bright curtains and cushidit's nice, isn't it, Denis?
Just what we wanted. But | suppose a lot of thié istyours, isn't it, Mrs.—'

'‘Warren,' said Toni. 'Well, yes, the furniture asapets are provided, but
everything else belongs to us - to my mother and\Weve been here for
two years. I'd be glad to leave the curtains ifgdilke them, and I'll have the
rest of the flat cleared soon, if you want to maiteyour stuff in.'

The young Thompsons looked at each other, andithgagd ruefully, 'We
haven't really anything to move.' Then, in a rusbamfidence, she went on,
'You see, it was all rather sudden. We really meanait a bit to get
married, but then we had the offer of these jolthénsame school, and we
just went off and got the licence and - and that Wavasn't it, Denis?' She
gazed up at her young husband and there wereirstaes eyes.

‘That was it," Denis Thompson admitted. He looke&Gi@ay, man to man,
and said, 'You know how it is?'

'Sure,’ said Gray easily, and Toni said, 'We wast having coffee, would
you like some?'

She made two more cups of coffee, and the Thompgeresdelighted when
Toni offered to leave behind the curtains and liaad blankets and all the
kitchen equipment. 'You'd be doing me a good thyou took them off our

hands. We shan't be needing them again.’

The girl looked at her husband a little timidly.Nf do you think, darling?'

He was obviously doing sums in his head. 'Well—turaed to Toni, 'how
much would you want for everything?"



She hesitated, balancing the fact that she dielalyrwant to ask anything at
all, against the necessity of not damaging hisgpilidvas tricky. 'Not much.
Really, you'd be helping me and saving me the teoobpacking everything
up.' She named a very moderate sum.

The boy was obviously relieved. 'Oh yes, that wdaddjuite all right.’

Ton! said cheerfully, ‘Good, then that's all settthéou two go and fix things
with Mrs. Piatt and I'll pack our clothes and peraahings and leave them
outside on the landing until the carrier comesiiem.'

The girl's eyes were enormous. 'You mean - we'dlide to move in straight
away? We could pay a month in advance.' She tuneedhead excitedly,
'Oh, gosh, Denis, wouldn't it be heaven? Let'srgbtalk to Mrs. Piatt and
just makeher have us.’

They raced off down the stairs and Gray looked @ti |and said, 'They
won't have to try very hard. That old biddy worfuse two months' rent
instead of one." He smiled his most cynical sniilg, Toni wasn't noticing,
for once. She was standing in the middle of therand her eyes were very
bright. ‘Now, isn't that lovely? Doesn't it givewa splendid lift to be able to
do someone a good turn - makes you feel sort offveard happy all over.
And they're so nice, and so young, almost childeatly.’

Gray got up and put his cup on the table. He stooking down into Toni's
flushed face, and as she felt his steady scrutiglynaet his eyes her pulses
leapt. Elation bubbled up inside her so that shdcamost have thrown her
arms round his neck and hugged him. Suddenly hddwad taken a swing
round and everything was different. She didn't knelay; perhaps it was
seeing the young Thompsons so thrilled and hapgyaps it was because
Gray hadn't wanted to rush away from her. She cuu@ve explained, and
Gray wouldn't have understood if she had tried,reh@nded herself.

The silence lengthened as he stood quite stilkitmpat her, frowning a
little. Toni held her breath. Then he said, 'l Imetn think you're almost a
child yourself, after all.’



He glanced at his watch. 'l must go or I'll be keggMarsha waiting, and |
mustn't do that. See you later - you'll come to B&treet when you're
finished here?’

He smiled at her and went quickly out of the rooithaut waiting for an
answer.

Bond Street hadn't recovered from Christmas. There none of the usual
window-shoppers loitering. Pale-faced business imemied along with
their overcoat collars turned up against the snessf wind. Papers blew
about the pavement. Like most other people, tleestieaners appeared to
have stayed in bed this morning. London was nokifapits best, Toni
thought as she reached Warrens' showroom. It widergly closed to the
public, for steel security mesh was up, coverirgwimdows, and the heavy
plate glass door was locked. Inside she couldreeelterly commissionaire
hoovering the carpet. He had evidently been tolda& out for her. Before
she could knock at the door he had seen her amgthacross to unlock the
door.

'‘Good morning, Miss Warren.' He touched his cap.

'‘Good morning." Toni swept in graciously, grinnit@ herself. What a
difference from last time she came here, applyimgd job, only to be
thrown out by Gray Lawrence! What a lot could happeless than three
weeks, when your whole life suddenly took a nevargje turn!

'Mr. Lawrence has just come back, miss. He's iroffise upstairs. He said
to ask you to go straight up when you arrived.'

‘Thank you." Toni made her way through the elegamms, up the
softly-carpeted stairs, to the door marked 'MrRGLawrence.' She walked
in without knocking.

Gray looked up from the big mahogany desk, littexét letters and papers
and files. His dark hair was rumpled and there aveamrried frown between
his brows.



'Hullo," Toni said cheerfully. 'Here | am, accomlito instructions.'

The frown relaxed only marginally. "You managedplaeking all right?' he
said absently. He dropped the letter he was readimd) surveyed her
doubtfully. 'Look, Toni, I'm afraid I'm not going be much use to you after
all. I've only just got in myself -1 had to go datRichmond to see a silly
woman who's managed to get a lot of her jewellesier while she's been
away for Christmas. She couldn't find a proper dpgson to give to the
police and wasn't even sure if she'd paid theifastrance premium. She'd
worked herself into a real state and expected nt@kover everything for
her. Helpless, dithery type. Used to having a hadlabout to feather-bed
her, but he's away in Hong Kong.'

Toni said nothing but looked sympathetic, as heretarial training had

taught her, while Gray continued with his chaptiervoes. 'As if that wasn't
time-wasting enough, when | got back here | fourat Mrs. Janes is away
with ‘flu, and the girl Miss Black was supposedtsending me from the
agency today hasn't turned up. So—' he waved a ttamards the desk
'—I'll have to tackle this lot on my own. Sorry,tlyou’ll have to find your

own way back to Whiteways after all.' He pulled thlephone towards him.
'I'll ring up Enquiries and check on trains for yand then—'

‘Just a minute." Toni's clear voice, breaking imtcatalogue of grumbles,
made him look up, eyebrows lifted. "You've no neefkather-bedne>you
know,' she smiled. 'I'm perfectly capable of firgliaut about trains and
getting myself on to one.’

The frown relaxed briefly and something like a gheaf humour lit his eyes.
'So you are, | keep forgetting.' He pushed the phowards her across the
desk. 'Help yourself," he said, and went back $acbrrespondence.

The phone number of Paddington Enquiry Office wadl wstablished in
Toni's memory. She took off the receiver, pausad,raplaced it.

'If | stayed on, could I help?' she said.

There was a pause, then he lifted his head. "Y@nmtowork? Onthis?He
waved his hand at the untidy desk.;



'Of course. I'm quite used to working, you know.'

He seemed to need to get something straight.: Byt should you? You
don't have to work now.’

She wasn't quite sure, herself It had somethingaowith the harassed
expression he was wearing; she wanted to seeapjgiesr, for some reason.
Perhaps it was just her secretarial training agBut she said, 'Uncle
Benjamin wants me to take an interest in the bgsin€his would be an
opportunity to see what goes on.’

'My side of the business isn't very glamorous,'shel dryly. 'l deal in
contracts and leases and customs duties, and lseichlery unromantic
stuff.’

'‘But necessary,' she said firmly.:
He was still looking slightly incredulous.; '"Whatrcyou do?’

She smiled. 'You didn't read my dossier from MitxcB that day? | thought
you didn't.'

‘Touche,' he said; 'But you know very well | didreindyou know why.'

'Well," she said, checking on her fingers.; 'Shamth speed good, typing
excellent. French and Italian at A level. Some GarnBook-keeping? No,
I'm afraid not; | could never fathom double enttgn you use my help?’

Suddenly he smiled. It was a real smile, not hitter cynical, nor ironic. It
made him look years younger.

'Who am | to reject such dazzling expertise?’ ek Seake off your coat and
let's get going!

Toni found she could take the work in her stridajol was a relief. Gray's
method and approach to his job suited her and alnedf herself admiring
the speed and acuteness of his mind. He didn'erddfer decisions. If a
problem arose he considered it silently, made spntind, dealt with the



matter, and then went straight ahead to the nart.ddut, quick as he was,
he was considerate too, and paused now and agamake sure she was
keeping abreast. After a time he seemed to takeffierency for granted,
and devoted his whole attention to the work in hand

At five past three he slapped the final letter itgavire basket, leaned back
in his chair, and said, 'Was that a baptism offire

Toni smiled. 'l think I've got it all down, with ¢hexception of one word.’
She flicked back in her notebook. 'It was in tlediter to the Brazilian agents
about a parcel of opals. Chat... something.'

'‘Chatoyancy.' He spelled it for her. 'It's a kirffctoloured shimmer you get
with precious opals. Only some opals are classdeg@recious, you know,
and those weren't really up to Warren's standaegpéct we'll have a battle
on our hands with the agents, but we can't riskr@putation by settling for
anything but the best.’

"To sell to silly women with too much money, likeetone in Richmond?'
Toni said. But she spoke thoughtfully, not provocsy.

He answered in the same spirit. 'Sometimes, adityttBut isn't there more
to it than that? It's not fashionable to talk abbatuty, but the craft of
working with precious stones and precious metalssgback to the
beginning of civilization. It's my guess that ifetlsatisfaction of working
with one's hands loses out completely to the machue're done for. But |
don't believe that will happen.’

This was a new Gray, serious, thoughtful. Toni &ljuick glow of pride
that he should consider her sufficiently responsivialk to like this.

'Do you yourself—?' she began rather timidly.

'Work with my hands?' He smiled. 'Not enough. | digce, under Joe
Lattimer's eagle eye. He's a dedicated craftsmawnef there was one. My
father was Benjamin's partner, you know, and he dedsrmined | should
learn the job from the bottom up, so after Camk&itigvent through my
training good and proper. One day I'll show you soof my early



masterpieces.' He grinned across the desk atlhaery father had lived |
might have been famous, who knows? But he died) &muk over his side
of the business, which is - as you've just seene-tonsuming. So now I no
longer make pretty baubles.' He changed the sudipeaptly. 'When did you
last eat?"

She blinked. 'Er - breakfast, | think.'

'So did I. So what do you think about going alomghase up Carli and see if
he can send something in? He won't bat an eyedid,used to our eccentric
habits of eating. You remember the way?'

Toni remembered the way to Carli's. As she batdkmhg, head down
against the chill of the wind, she remembered ittt fime, coming here
with Gray, when he'd been so studiedly beastlyeto He had tried his best
to frighten her away, but he had failed. She hagest to take her place as a
Warren, to be part of the family firm, to be acegpas even Gray himself
had accepted her this afternoon. Her world had enigicopened out into a
bright, exciting place, with a vague promise of stimng waiting,
something so thrilling that she didn't dare putaa to it.

She found the turning into the passageway and pathe steps to the
restaurant as if her feet had wings.

At first the place seemed deserted, but finally iToand Giovanni in a
corner of the dining-room, drinking coffee, smokirmgnd reading a
paperback with a lurid cover. He remembered herjamged to attention
when she walked inStusi, signorina!He flushed to the roots of his wavy
black hair. 'Beesness is slack today. Lunch foritwdr, Lawrence's office?
Si, si,| tell Signor Carli;’

Gray Lawrence evidently ranked V.I.P. at Carlisitle a quarter of an hour
Giovanni arrived at the upstairs office, bearirlgaded tray. Apologetically
he explained, 'Signor Carli's compliments and stthe best he can manage.
So soon after the holiday you understasignore?'

Gray made room for the tray on the big desk. Tath mot to worry,
Giovanni, I'm sure it's splendid.’



The waiter nodded, beaming. 'l bring coffee sotwe,' promised, and
departed.

Toni moved some papers and spread out the litthh avhich had come
folded at the side of the tray. 'lt looks absolitdelicious.’ She set out
newly-baked rolls, butter, a dish of a mouth-wagrcold collation, tiny
satsuma oranges, nuts, and a variety of cheesem'tiwait,' she grinned
apologetically, nibbling a corner of roll. 'l ditmealize 1 was so hungry. |
love a picnic, don't you? | make any old excuseabin odd places, instead
of formally round a table.’

Gray's dark head was bent as he extracted thefrmorka bottle of wine. 'l
said you were a child, didn't I? Now I'm sure.’ Tek came out with a plop
and he straightened up. 'Toni—' he said in a dffetone.

'Yes?' She turned, butter knife in hand..

There was a silence. He was frowning in a puzzleg,veearching for
words. Finally he said, 'It's just that | see ndwattl've been wrong about
you, wrong in every way. I've been unfair and udkitm sorry.'

Her eyes widened. Her mind went into a spin. Whed e sorry for? There
were so many things heould mean, but one stood out in front. He was
apologizing for having made love to her, for havingd to - she shied away
from the word, then faced it squarely - to seduee He had taken it for
granted that because she was so like his belovdddvBhe must resemble
her in other ways too. He had imagined she wastarmmaoman, knowing
her way about in the present-day world of adultswNhe had discovered
that she was just a naive, inexperienced counthafjer all.

She flushed deeply. 'Forget it,' she said, 'Det$ talk about it any more.’

‘That's more than | deserve,' he said in his senoice. Then he smiled and
poured wine into two glasses. He lifted his andcimif glinted in the
green-flecked eyes. 'Here's hoping you can tramst¢hose notes, Toni,' he
said.;



That put her just where she belonged, didn'tiit thie 'little typist' league.
She made her voice light and gay as she replidd, I'® sure | can give
satisfaction, sir.'

Then the telephone rang on the desk at Gray's elbl@wpicked up the
receiver. 'Yes. Yes. Oh, hullo, Marsha, I've beaiting to hear. Where are
you? Oh, | see. Yes, next week. | had a ring fraameli and she's reasonably
happy about things.' A long pause, then, 'Is heWweélh you know what an
old worrier Joe is. Everything's got to be perfectd dead on time. He'll
make it all right, I'm sure. Look, why not comerajchere when you're ready
and we can have a talkk? O.K. 'Bye.’

He replaced the receiver and helped himself framcteamy contents of the
main dish. 'Looks good. Prawns - mushrooms - agparachicken - good
old Carli, he's produced a lovely mixture. That Wéarsha, our clever new
designer, by the way. She's coming along here fiemaminutes. At the
moment she's at the workroom, putting over somieeofideas to Joe.' He
chuckled. 'Joe's somewhat traditional, but Marshiaget her own way in
the end; she has tact as well as talent She'tiaduable to the firm.'

Toni smiled rather stiffly. Marsha sounded like $gsakind of woman,
certainly not hers. And when Marsha walked in, safier Giovanni had
brought the coffee, she was confirmed in her guBss.visual impact was
designed to stun, and it appeared to have thattefie Gray, who went
forward to greet her with a faintly dazed look.

'‘Marsha, you look wonderful, as you always dosaid, and she reached up
and kissed him.

‘Thank you, Gray, you are so sweet,' she replied tlae faint accent put the
finishing touch to the impression of exotic perfext In the mahogany and
anaglypta of the office she glowed like a sultrgnile. Near-black hair,
smooth to her head, limpid dark eyes, and the tigtekbones and flawless
skin of the Slav beauty. A figure like a dream.ofvd), fitting coat of supple
magenta velvet with a collar that rose gently teesa the lovely line of her
chin. Her only ornament a giant-size brooch in gaida curious, twisted
design, and set with some smooth dark stone thaitdidn't recognize, the
colour of damson juice. This was Marsha, Warrees/ designer.



Gray introduced them. It wasn't fair, thought Tdaibe confronted with this

gorgeous girl, who was indispensable to Warrerss$ yjtnen she had thought
she was beginning to fit in to Warrens herself. §h# between them was
too wide and deep altogether.

But Marsha didn't seem aware of any gulf. She tbekhand that Toni held
out and smiled at her. Against the dark cream ofshen her teeth were
white, like peeled nuts. 'You're Antonia, Benjamifamily. He told me
about you." She stood surveying Toni for a momentwm, assessingly.
Then she said, 'But you are beautiful. Your hath®w shall | say — like
the leaves of a beautiful tree we have at home.nat think it grows here.
You should wear it swept over - so!" She took adfidinof Toni's hair and
demonstrated.

Surprised, Toni drew back and Gray laughed. 'Maadlays wants to make
people over," he said. 'She can't resist desighings.'

'Oh, l am so sorry.' The dark eyes expressed tiomntriGray is right - | push
myself forward. You will forgive me?"

She sounded completely sincere. | widit let myself be prejudiced, and |
will keep my end up, Toni thought. She walked to thetelgiece and

surveyed herself in the oval, gilt-framed mirroathwas Gray's only
concession to ornament in his office. 'Do you knowhink you're right,

Marsha. | shall try it that way.'

The other girl came up behind her, arranging Tdme'avy russet-gold hair
this way and that, standing back like an artisuvey the different effects,
with little coos of approval.

At last Gray said, 'When you two have quite finghtherewas a little
matter of business to talk over. And Toni and |tdove to drive home
tonight.'

Marsha turned quickly. 'Oh, my poor Gray, had wgdtten all about you?
| will report immediately.’ She pulled up a chaidssat down close to him at
the desk, arranging the vivid magenta coat arowndhith effortless grace.
‘Joe sends a message that he is working overtiménigh our big



showpiece. The emerald necklace - you remember2itaeght, Karen
Leiner and I, that it must be worn with her whitllgown. | have seen it.
Gray, it is a dream. The line - the subtlety - subl'

Toni picked up her notebook. 'Sorry to interruptt Wwhere do | type these
letters?'

Gray got to his feet, explaining to Marsha, "Tanhelping me get through
my correspondence. When | got here | was confronti¢ll a backlog of
letters and no secretary." He opened the door sshall adjoining room.
‘Afraid this is the best Warrens can offer. No oustuilt office
accommodation here. Not very luxurious, but helprgelf.'

Toni looked around. A typist's desk, a chair, aetypter, a filing cabinet

and that was all. 'I'll cope,’ she said. Gray lasit for a moment as if he
were going to speak, then he just nodded and wak to Marsha, closing
the door behind him.

Toni sat down at the desk, opened drawers to Iquaper and carbon. So
this was where she would have worked if she hatilhaen a secretary
applying for a job, on that first day, and not Miéstonia Warren,
great-niece of Benjamin Warren, she thought witrakk smile. And Gray
Lawrence would have been just another boss, insteadthstead of - well,
what exactlywashe to her? Her mind refused to answer.

From the adjoining room came the sound of Mardb&'s gurgling laugh,
as fascinating as everything else about her. Thewuad she hadn't heard
before; Gray too was laughing aloud, a deep, somehtimate laugh, as if
he were enjoying himself enormously in Marsha's gany.

Toni whipped the cover from the typewriter andlsdtdown doggedly to
type the first letter.



CHAPTER EIGHT

ToNI was a quick, accurate typist. She tried to slowrddo make the work
last out until Marsha had gone, until she couldomger hear the low voices,
punctuated now and again by that shared laughder the next office. But
time passed, the twilight outside the window merged darkness, and
finally she could wait no longer. She gatheredidtiers together, and there
was quite a pile of them, took them into Gray'smmoand put them on the
desk near him. There you are, sir, all submittedyfaur approval.' Gay.
Teasing. Underlining the fact that she was MissoAig Warren, not a little
typist. For Marsha's benefit, of course. Gray wawdtibe impressed, but she
needed to keep up her end with Marsha.

But as Gray drew the pile of letters towards himldaked up at her and
smiled. Thanks, Toni, you've saved my sanity. Whbkessing you learned
to type - a most useful accomplishment!

He had seen that she was trying to save her dillg pride and he had
helped her. That was kind of him, kind and peregptBenjamin had told
her that Gray was sensitive and she hadn't belieiadbut now she did.

Marsha was on her feet, the velvet coat clingingpWwer supple movements.
'l must go. | shall delay your journey. Au revdstay. | shall see you very
soon?' She put a hand on his arm. "You know witefied me, yes?'

'Yes,' said Gray. 'I'll come down with you. | expBates has gone home. |
told him not to wait for me.’

Marsha picked up her handbag. It was as gorgeoegengthing else about
her, of soft black leather, with an ornate jeweltdaisp. 'Good-bye, Miss
Warren - Antonia.'

To Toni's surprise the other girl leaned forward &issed her lightly and a
drift of subtle perfume hung for a moment on thre Ve must see a lot of
each other, yes? Gray tells me you will join treete Come along. Gray, and
fasten all your formidable locks behind me.’



It seemed to take him a long time to see Marsh#hefpremises. When he
came back he was looking pleased with life. Thatrseto be that, all fixed
up. The show should be good - Karen Leiner clo#mesWarren jewellery.

You must come up to town for it, Toni, you mighkdito buy something."'

He was trying to be friendly - the new friendlingisat she didn't quite know
how to take - but she didn't think he was reallgiiested. She smiled and
said, 'My buying model clothes! It seems crazy.'

'Very sensible, I'd say. Leiner's style would switi, you're the right shape.'
But he didn't look at her, he was reading the feer.

'l didn't mean they wouldn't suit me. | meant thespect of having money
in the bank even to consider buying model clothes.'

He said absently, 'Oh, you may as well get usedaadea. It'll be expected
of you if you join the team, as Marsha put it." pig his signature to the top
letter of the pile.

Toni felt dashed. He was obviously bored with thbjsct, which wasn't
really surprising, she admitted honestly, aftengan Marsha's company.
She stood waiting in silence until the last lettess signed and in its
envelope. And she was still silent as they left hewroom and walked
along the chilly, post-Christmas streets to thegamwhere he kept his car.
'We'll just call in at the workroom first. I've gohe or two things to see Joe
about. Then we'll head back to Whiteways; we shialdhere in time for
dinner.'

The old building which housed the Warren workrooaswven seedier than
Toni remembered. The ground floor was evidently &myp probably
uninhabitable now the vandals had got at it. Thedaws were boarded up,
and even the boards had been hacked away in pRaesed slogans stared
from the walls. Mud had been flung at the slogand still adhered in
dried-up brown crusts.

Gray stopped the car and looked up at the crumtidunfgling. 'Dreadful
dump, isn't it? Who would imagine now that this veaste a respectable



area when Warrens first came here? Benjamin hass gta moving the
entire workroom out to Whiteways.'

'Sounds a good idea,’ Toni said. 'Would the memtliat?’

‘Joe’s in favour. His wife likes the prospect aficyy life and what she says
goes, with old Joe. He thinks the world of her. $oof the others may
present a problem, but if we can provide accommondbr them in the
village it may work out. There's something you ntigimuse yourself with,
Toni, a spot of social welfare work.'

She thought she detected the old note of sarca$ims woice again, but she
didn't rise to it. 'l should enjoy that," she sqidetly.

This time she didn't argue about staying in thevdaite Gray interviewed
Joe. The dingy, almost empty street had a vaguelyacing air about it
tonight. Probably just her imagination, but shendithncy being on her own
here. They climbed the rickety wooden stairs anohdbJoe Lattimer alone
in the workroom as he had been that first time Grayight her up here. He
seemed pleased to see them and proudly producedthéace that he was
finishing for the Karen Leiner show. At the sightibToni drew in her
breath with sheer delight. The step-cut emeraldsiirgy like deep green
mountain tarns, were linked by smaller, squaretelssof diamonds, set in
platinum and finished with a superbly designedldst seemed to her to
bearMarsha's hallmark.

Joe took her hand and draped the necklace acrds$sei he switched on all
the lights in the workroom so that the jewels gtéid and sparkled. Toni
turned her hand this way and that, admiring thellpthing. 'It's exquisite -

perfect - and superbly made.' She lifted her heabsmiled at the elderly
craftsman. 'Doesn't it give you a marvellous sarfiggide and achievement
to be able to make something as beautiful as this?'

'Ah, it does indeed, miss.' Joe looked faintly ermdssed, but he beamed
with pleasure. 'l can see you understand how lsfeéou wouldn't be an
artist yourself, Miss Warren?'



She shook her head. 'No, | wish | were. But mydatlias an artist and he
used to talk to me sometimes about the joy of jusif creating something.
May | come and watch you working some time?'

'Indeed you may. We'd be honoured, Miss Warren.'

Toni wandered round the workroom While Gray disedsbusiness with
Joe, looking with interest at the separate benulitstheir equipment and
their banks of tiny drawers for instruments and g$ék a rising of
enthusiasm for the family business, for the whotemplex chain of
happenings that began millions of years ago, wherttust of the earth was
laid down, and ended in the shaping of a thingeaf beauty which could, in
its turn, live on for as long again. As she foll@v&ray down the wooden
stairs a few minutes later she said, 'l think I'sé&at you mean now, about
tradition and craftsmanship and the importanceorigyon making perfect
things.'

He glanced over his shoulder. 'You won't need aagempersuading to take
your rightful place in the firm, then?' She thought detected irony in his
voice, but she was better prepared than she had b&® | certainly won't,’
she said firmly. 'I'm looking forward to it.'

He didn't reply. He pushed open the outside doaor stepped on to the
pavement, with Toni following close behind, clos@egh to be aware of his
whole body stiffening to alertness as he lookeduabam. '‘Good grief," he
exploded, 'it's gone! The car's gone!’

He stood on the edge of the pavement, looking atbagoad and giving
voice to anger in the kind of exclusively masculareguage that Toni hadn't
heard from Gray before. Except for a couple of bbgk-way along the
street there was nobody to be seen and not a sgghh He crossed the road
and spoke to them and Toni saw something changishanoney, no doubt.
When he came back his face was grim. 'They save tm@n getting into a
car. Didn't notice what they looked like. They thbtione of them was
carrying a bag. Oh well, this is a police job.dti some phoning.’

Up in the workroom again there was a lengthy tedbaghconversation with
the police, while Toni and Joe Lattimer could ddhireg but listen and wait.



When he had finished Gray hung up the receiveheftall telephone and
said, 'You haven't got your car at the back, by@argnce, Joe?'

'Sorry, Mr. Gray, | didn't bring it in today. Thefehad some shopping to
do.’

'I'll walk to the station, then, it'll be quickédran trying for a taxi. They want
me to sign a statement and give more particulés.'looked at Toni,
frowning. 'There's no point in trailing you roundthvme. You stay here and
Joe will look after you and I'll collect you wheémlthrough with the law.’

When he had gone Toni and Joe discussed the raatemgth. Joe said it
was likely they'd find the car abandoned somewhehen the villains had
done with it. 'They just use 'em to get away anenttheave 'em. It's
happening all the time," he added glumly. 'Theaefdace along the road
that's been raided three times this last year.tfdat components they
make, small stuff, but | suppose there's a goaalfsalit and it'd be difficult

to trace.' He heaved a sigh. 'I'd be glad to geoblondon, | don't mind

telling you, Miss Warren:'

'Have you ever been broken into here?' Toni lookedd the workroom; it
all seemed ancient and rather vulnerable.

Joe grinned.; 'Not much fear of that. There's pidmre they'd like to get
their hands on, but it wouldn't be worth it to thefhe word gets around,
and they know there isn't a chance in ten thoushegd get away with
anything. Mr. Gray is a keen man - he keeps rightoudate with security.
You'd be surprised if you knew all the latest gadgee've got here, this new
electronic stuff, of course. I'd like to see thikaums try it on. All hell would
break loose before they could get their dirty hams: single diamond or a
bit of gold. It was different in old Mr. Lawrencalay - that's Mr. Gray's
father - not so much of this crime and violencenthele shook his head
regretfully. 'It's a pretty tough world now, Missai¥en, but Mr. Gray knows
his way about in itHe's up to the minute, if you know what | mean.’

'l do know," Toni said However tough the world, Gray Lawrence would be
quite capable of holding his own in it, she feltesiHe would be surprised at
nothing, and from the contemporary scene he waeikcsjust what suited



him and reject the rest. In manners, in social eatiens, in morals -
particularly in morals, she thought with a half Emi Gray wouldn't
consider himself bound by any restraints. If he \dra woman he would
take her - if he could get her.- And yet he was lhioable according to his
own code; He had promised Benjamin he would lodkrafer, and he
would. Just so long as he felt himself bound by tinamise he wouldn't try
to make love to her. Suddenly she was remembeastgnight in the hall at
Whiteways.

Remembering the warm laziness of Christmas, andebkng of Gray's
arms holding her close, remembering the almostvavelming temptation
to strain her body closer to his, to give back Kiss kiss. Only that
independent pride of hers had stopped her. Anahyagand thing it had, she
thought now.

It must have been nearly an hour before Gray caauk.Joe had made a pot
of tea and they were drinking out of mugs and murgchigestive biscuits,
and he was telling Toni about the garden he meamave when they moved
the workroom to Gloucestershire.

He got to his feet as the door opened. 'Any luck, Gfay?'

Gray looked tired and frustrated. He shook his h&dwet police have put out
a call, but they didn't seem very hopeful thatséde my car again tonight.
There's been a big bank raid somewhere at the ettieof town, and they're
not all that interested in one car missing. So—shrigged '—we'll just
have to wait and see.’

Joe said worriedly, 'Anything of value in the dslr, Gray?"

'‘Nothing particular. Except—' he looked at Toni 'edy overnight case was
in the car. That's gone, I'm afraid.’

‘There wasn't anything that matters in it,’ sheumsb him, trying to
remember what had been in it. But in any case,'dhleg going back to
Whiteways tonight. Her thoughts checked. Butuld they be going back
tonight now this had happened? And if not, wherailddhey go? She
looked quickly at Gray, but he was prowling rouhd tvorkroom, peering



under benches and into cupboards. Toni guessedhéhatas satisfying
himself about the security devices. Finally he ewpd the massive steel
safe at the end of the room. 'Everything lockedJag? Good, then we'll be
going. I've got a taxi waiting outside so we cahymu on your way home.'

They dropped Joe off at Victoria, and Gray learsdvérd and gave a new
instruction to the driver.

'Where are we going?' Toni asked, as the taxi Sedlong Buckingham
Palace Road.

‘To my flat. I've got a small service place in Geal. Rather nice. We can
have a meal and then sort things out.’

His tone was deliberately casual. What things, wbedered, would they
sort out? Where were they going to spend the ni§h#glanced nervously
at his face as lights flashed intermittently thriogige window of the taxi, but
it told her nothing.

Presently the taxi drew up outside a large, imgpsid house on the
Chelsea Embankment. Inside, all was hushed carpetady, with a great
bowl of blue hyacinths giving off an overpoweringest. There were
cloakrooms, a telephone room, and several smaidésbinside which were
white doors with flat numbers on them. Toni couldrélp momentarily
comparing it with the Hornsey flat, and found, ter lrather ashamed
surprise, that she could hardly remember exactlgtvihhad looked like
when it had been home.

A small lift swished them silently to the seconaddil. Gray fitted his key to
Number 17 and opened the door for Toni to go in.

He pulled off his light overcoat and tossed it asra chair. 'Help yourself.'
He waved a hand casually. '‘Bathroom there, bedropposite. I'm sorry
about losing your case; do you carry what you neg@ur handbag?’

'Yes, thanks.' What did she need - a comb, a poeatapact? She certainly
didn't intend to try some elaborate and seductig&eyup for his benefit.



'‘Good, well, the first thing is to lay on a mehag' said briskly. 'I'm hungry
and I'm sure you are. Carli's lunch was adequatbdndly filling. They can
put on a very good grill here at short notice. Thathat | would suggest,
unless you're particularly keen on going to a restiat. If you agree I'll go
down and talk to the cook and see what she cale wystor us. She's a good
friend of mine, and personal contact is more satisty than using the
phone at such time, | find.'

He smiled, the greenish flecked eyes narrowing @dtk Yes, he could turn
on the charm when he wanted something, she thoadhtle surprised at
the readiness with which her thoughts took this@irtwist. Was this new
life having its effect already on her outlook?

She shrugged. 'Whatever you say. I'm in your hahgsesent.’

He walked to the door and turned. The wicked gleas in his eyes again.
'Did you really mean that?' he inquired. But hendidait for a reply.

That look of his had its usual devastating effecher breathing, but when
she had pulled herself together she explored #te fhat there was of it. It
was very small, very luxurious, very modern, anemqivepied-a-terrefor a
London businessman with a home in the country. 8aedered round
somewhat nervously, peeped into the kitchen, wkeszything was on a
miniature scale, just large enough to prepare a foeawo. She could
imagine some elegant girl like Marsha, driftinghiere after a theatre or a
concert, whipping up an omelette, calling gailyotngh the open partition
hatch to Gray, who lounged in one of the deep aamsln the living-room.
Another door led to the bathroom in sea-green gitiming white fittings.
She opened the fourth door off the tiny lobby asa a bedroom, sleek and
tidy, with a double bed. Quickly she came out aledex the door, feeling a
little like Bluebeard's wife must have felt. Onlye bedroom. Well, that
settled it, she told herself firmly, there was n@sgion of them sharing the
flat for the night. She must establish that straegiay with Gray when he
came back.

In the bathroom she washed quickly and turnededdahg mirror to tidy her
hair. On the glass shelf beside it someone had pandkerchief, a delicate
hand-embroidery on the fine white lawn. Even befsine made out the



intricately designed 'M' in one corner she recogghithe subtle perfume that
hung in the air around Marsha. Oh, well! Toni slyed), took a comb from
her handbag and pushed it carelessly through herAtahe bottom of the
handbag was a nylon rainhood that tied with a blaek silky cord. On a
sudden impulse she pulled out the cord, straineddieback into a ponytail
and knotted it firmly. Then she stood back to examihe result in the
mirror. It reminded her of a snapshot someone akelrt of her in the fifth
form at school. Certainly the resemblance to hegaatt and sophisticated
cousin Midge seemed to her to have vanished coeipléthere could be
very little about the naive young girl who lookeathk at her to remind Gray
of the wife he had lost.

She returned to the living-room to find that Graadlcome back and was
standing under one of the stainless steel spatligintning over the pages of

a newspaper. His eyebrows went up briefly as hecgld over at her and she
saw he had remarked the change in her hair-styd¢ to the intriguing style
that Marsha had suggested for her, but to a sintiftle;girl look. But he
made no remark. Instead he held the evening papeara she saw the
splash headlines: ANOTHER BANK RAID POLICE IN CARHASE
ONE MAN SHOT. Gray shrugged. 'As | thought, theyniobe very
interested in looking fomycar tonight.' He tossed the paper down. 'lt seems
that we'll have to stay in town for the night, Toni

'Couldn't we - isn't there a train we could catch?’

A smile that she didn't want to interpret playeolusrd his mouth. "Worried?'
he inquired. "You did say you were in my handgdrms to remember."'

Her eyes widened. 'l -1 didn't mean—' she floundlere

He laughed aloud then. 'Didn't you? Oh well, wsekk. Meanwhile, suppose
we remove the disguise? | wouldn't like Mrs. Woaa think I'm
baby-snatching when she brings our meal up.' Befbeerealized what he
was going to do, his hand had gone up and he hisetighe cord that was
restraining her hair. It tumbled round her shoudd®rd into the curve of her
neck like russet satin. Gray flicked at it lightlyth finger and thumb. "That's
better," he said, and moved away from her immelgiate



'I'd better ring Whiteways and give Benjamin thevaghe said. He took the
telephone out from its recess and sat down in btteeadeep chairs holding
the instrument on his knees and, taking no furtiegice of her, began to
dial.

Toni found she was trembling with anger, or somerancomplicated
emotion. How dared he treat her like that, casyalljpost contemptuously,
as if she were a stray kitten he found himself katidith?

She watched him sitting there, his dark head beat the telephone, his
long legs stretched out, his whole attitude comfidat ease, and she thought
that the answer wasn't very far to seek. At fhist, superficial likeness to his
adored Midge had disturbed him; he had told heFken over Christmas, in
the familiar home surroundings, he had tried tagiré that shevasMidge,
that he had his wife back in his arms. He wouldeht@ken all he could get
from her without the slightest consideration fomhghe felt. But all this was
changed now. He was back in London in his real emjlirunning a
complicated business almost single-handed. He kad glad of her help
this afternoon, but his need for her as a womandua. Here, he didn't
need the fantasy of Midge. He had the real-life $iar who was no doubt
much more satisfying in every way. Toni lifted ledrin and stiffened her
back. That was what she wanted, wasn't it? It wadief that she wouldn't
have to fight him any more. Or fight yourself, aadhvoice added, so low
that she could almost ignore it.

Gray had got through to Whiteways now and was spgaio Benjamin,
explaining about the stolen car.. so I'm afraid, thiat we won't be able to
get back tonight. The only way would be to try icehand quite frankly I'm
not particularly keen on the driving, especiallyi'ishave to come back to
town tomorrow. It's been quite a day. Antonia? Y&'s fine. She's been a
great help to me in the office." A pause. 'Yegjitejagree. Yes, I'll do that -
that was what | was thinking of. We're at the &lathe moment, just going to
have a meal.' He laughed. 'Yes, | promise faitifidllook after her. Would
you like to have a word with her yourself?'

He kept the instrument on his knee, holding outrdeiver to Toni. She
took it from him, standing as far from the chairtlas cord would allow, as
she listened to Benjamin deploring the theft of y&ra&ar. 'It's a pity your



mother isn't here, you could have spoken to hez'sStver at the cottage at
the moment -1 think she's gone to get some egdwéakfast - apparently
we have run short. | shall reassure her when simesan. Are you really all
right, Antonia? Not too tired?'

'Yes, I'm fine, truly | am," she told him, and f@8tay's arm reach out to
encircle her waist and draw her down on to the @irims chair.

'Gray tells me you've been helping him at the effic

'‘As well as | could," she murmured, disturbinglyscious that Gray's arm
was still lying along the arm of the chair behired ind that he was leaning
back, looking up at her with that half-smile shesvi@ginning to know so
well. She wished she could interpret it.

'Very well, my dear child, | feel quite happy abgou as Gray is there to
look after you. You'll let us know how things warskt, won't you?'

She promised, said good-bye, and gave the recbaek to Gray, who
started to go into some business details with BemaBut as she would
have stood up, that firm arm held her on the artmefchair. She wriggled,
but it was to no avail; she was held tightly. Shet jhad to stay where she
was until the conversation was over.

At last Gray had finished. He replaced the recearet put the instrument
down on the floor:Will you let me go?' Toni hissed, straining away from
him.

He clicked his tongue. 'And | thought we were fds/rhe said reprovingly.
'l imagined you weren't hating me quite so much.’

'Why should you think | hate you?' she falteredl, ts¢ld tightly.

There was a long silence. He looked up at hegyes speculative. Meeting
that look she began to tremble inside. It only mekeohe quick movement on
his part for her to be pulled down on to his knéet® the depth of the big
armchair. Toni felt helpless, magnetized, her wh@acherous body aching
for just that to happen. For the space of timettigit eyes met and held, she



knew it was going to happen. Almost she could fieelhard strength of his
arms around her, the roughness of his cheek agsnsiwn, the sure way
his mouth would claim hers. Dimly she was aware ltiea longing must be
reflected in her face, in her eyes, but she coulap it.

Then he released his hold and got to his feet. "#ffopld | think you hate
me? Oh, | don't know, | just got that impressibr,5aid casually. He walked
across the room and opened a built-in cabinet. tWiltauld you like to
drink? Sherry? Cocktail?'

Toni swallowed. She wanted nothing, just to sinfotigh the floor and
disappear from sight. ‘A sherry, please,' she sad, it came out like a
croak.

He brought the drink to her. She was still sittomgthe arm of the chair; she
felt she could never stand up again. Then he wack Bnd poured a drink
for himself. '‘Cheers/ he murmured, and tossed ihadne gulp.

The door opened at that moment and a pretty, whitged woman came in

with a tray. 'May | set the table for you, Mr. Lamce? Your steaks are
being grilled now. They won't be more than a femués.' She carried the
tray across the room, with a smile towards Tone Bésitated, blinked, and
put down the tray rather suddenly on the table.i \@s beginning to get

used to that expression on people's faces - padgmédiad known Midge and

must have wondered if they were seeing a ghost.

Gray had no doubt seen the little episode but didténd to do any
explaining. 'Thanks, Mrs. Wood, you're a marves,'said. "Toni, meet our
valued housekeeper, who has the happy knack ahguenservice flat into a
home. Mrs. Wood, this is Miss Warren, Mr. Benjasimiece, who is
joining the firm.'

Mrs. Wood murmured something appropriate, took Bautstretched hand
and went out, still with that faintly dazed expiiess

'She seems a nice person,’ Toni said, into the awksilence that followed.



Gray glanced at her. 'Yes," he said. 'She is.hHat himself into a chair on
the opposite side of the room from her and pickedhe evening paper. If
she hadn't known that it was very unlikely, Tonghtihave imagined that
he was feeling uncertain of himself. That would mako of us, she thought

wryly.

She spread the cloth on the table, arranged cugtedyglasses and went back
and sipped her sherry slowly. They said that if gmk a drink in very small
sips it didn't have any effect on you, and she ededclear head to deal with
any further surprises that this surprising evemmght produce. Gray didn't
raise his eyes from the paper until Mrs. Wood adiwith their meal. When
they were alone again he came over and placediafohdoni. 'Rather a
masculine type meal, I'm afraid,’ he said. 'l hdjseall right for you.' He
took a chair opposite. 'It was rather short notceMrs. W.'

'It looks delicious,’ Toni said politely.

They applied themselves to the food in silence. 3teak was tender and
perfectly cooked. It was a pity that Toni didn'eseable to taste it. Her
discomfort increased moment by moment, and byithe she reached the
pineapple she began to imagine that she could eaelf eating, like a
sheep champing at grass in a field, she thoughtessing a nervous giggle.

'‘Cheese?' inquired Gray, pushing the plate towlaeds

She looked at the dry, crunchy biscuits and shwedtiéNo, thanks." She
turned thankfully to pour out coffee from the etecpercolator.

When they had finished the meal Gray piled theealistn to the tray and
carried it to the outside landing. Coming back la&gr down to the
housekeeper. 'Excellent meal, Mrs. Wood. Thank V@e.put the remains
outside for collection any time it's conveniente settled himself in one of
the easy chairs while Toni sat uncomfortably nkaredge of the other one.

‘Tired?' Gray inquired.

'N-no, not a bit," she said hastily.



He looked at her thoughtfully. 'l suppose we'd dretliscuss arrangements
for the night. It seems somewhat superfluous, vihere's a perfectly good
double bed in there. Would you consider sharingtih me?'

Now that the question had been asked she founelieng strength of mind
returning. 'Certainly not," she said flatly.

'H'm, more or less what | expected. Perhaps itwelk i6<as | promised
Benjamin I'd look after you.' His eyes narrowediatsmile. Tm not sure
whether sharing a bed with you would come into tdaaégory or not.'

'‘Not," said Toni. If he were going to flirt round the teatthen she could do
the same.

'Pity!" he mused. 'We shall just have to think ofmgthing else, then. |
couldn't possibly turn you out on a night like thide stood up and came
across the room towards her. She drew back intahwer, but he merely
walked past her to the window and pulled the caréaide. 'Yes, | thought |
heard rain. It's absolutely pouring down." He pdug®ndering the matter
with a finger beside his mouth. 'Well, how wouldé if you have the bed
and | kip down on the floor in here?'

'No,"' said Toni.
'You wouldn't trust me?'

'‘No," she said again. She didn't know the rulethisf game and she was
playing it by ear.

He went back to his chair. 'You're a girl who jkseps on saying "No", are
you?'

He looked down at the carpet and then up againightr into her eyes.
'Would you consider marrying me?"' he said.

She moved her shoulders impatiently. 'If this gaane, | think it's a pretty
silly one,’ she said crossly.



"It isn't a game," he said, very deep.

Toni put a hand to her throat. 'You can't be seridut she saw that he was.
If she said Yes, then he wouldn't have to find amgre to go for the night,
would he? He'd be able to do as he pleased, witlvoraes about being
disloyal to Benjamin. Her heart began to beat tigidde’'d take it as far as
marriage, then? He would live in a fantasy worldhvherself playing the
part of his adored Midge. She wouldn't even haveutoon an act, it would
be enough that she would be there, looking as shéhd image of Midge.

He was watching her; she could almost believe ldaead her thoughts.
'I'm perfectly serious,' he said quietly.

She stared at him, her face palEhen - why?'

He leaned forwaréh his chair, hands clasped loosely, arms restinggghios
knees* He might have been explaining some poiatbhasiness discussion.:
'l admit that | had no intention of marrying agaiever. But now you've
come on the scene things have changed somewhat! Kanvsee certain -
advantages to both of us if we were to marry.'

'‘Advantages?' Her voice rose to a squeak.: 'l negard anything so - so
cold-blooded in my life!"

He smiled at her, that narrowed, devastating sthdé turned her bones to
water.: 'Oh, Toni, my sweet child, surely you knm& better than to accuse
me of being cold-blooded.: Bear with me, I'm tryohesperately to keep this
thing on a level of control; At this moment it'sfabout all | can do to stay
on the opposite side of the room. If | came near-yib | touched you again
- well, I'm not saying | could go on behaving likgerfect little gentleman.’
He drew in a deep breath and said, 'You know danwmelil I'm not
cold-blooded, Toni; And | get the feeling that heit are you," he added
slowly and meaningly.

Her cheeks burned and she dragged her eyes awaythiad intense gaze.
'We're not talking about the same thing,' she sgidaking with difficulty,-
'l couldn't marry without love.'



'‘Love!" he said in an odd ton&uppose you tell me what you mean by love?'
She didn't raise her eyes. 'Why should I? You watildhderstand.’
Try me and see,' he said quietly.

There was a long pause. Toni kept her eyes on dratdh tightly clasped
before her. Then she said, 'Perhaps love meanstisiogalifferent to a
woman. I'd have to be loved not just for - for—&3Moke off helplessly, but
he didn't speak, or help her out.

After a while she went on, more firmly, '‘Uncle Bamjin told me about a
gemstone that could be manufactured nowadaysoKslalmost exactly like
a diamond, it has all the fire of a real diamondt, &ctually it can never be
anything more than an imitation. If | married ybat's how it would be. The
- the fire would be there, but underneath there'ddthing real. It would be
just a pretence - a sham. I'm sorry, | can't ergtaany better.’

The silence that followed her words went on andlbielt dense and solid,
like something you could touch. Then Gray stoodYipu've explained very
well," he said with a shrug. 'And now, the bestgHor me to do is to remove
myself and leave you in possession of the flattiernight.’

She didn't know what she had expected. Anger, psrt@ the persuasion
that men use to convince women. Or even an arrpgeasiculine reliance on
his own irresistible power to take what he want8te certainly hadn't
expected this offhand, almost uninterested acceptah her answer. She
felt tears pricking behind her eyes. What had gameng to make the
evening end like this - with something that wasyvegar to the hostility he
had shown her at first?

He had gone into the bedroom, and now he cameaouyiteg an air-travel
satchel. 'l keep a bag packed for emergenciegxplained.

'‘But - but | can't turn you out of your own flakdi this," she said in a small
voice. 'Couldn't I go to a hotel or something?'



‘At this time of night, with no luggage? Not a hopAnyway, I've no
intention of spending the rest of the evening @nghone trying to get you a
room somewhere. No, you'll have to stay here. Y&iadl clean sheets on
the bed - help yourself to anything you need, iditig my pyjamas if you
can bring yourself to wear them. And there's akstdaew toothbrushes in
the bathroom cupboard,’

'‘But where will you go?' she faltered.

His smile was mocking, ironic. 'Don't concern yalf®n my account, at
this late juncture. | shall have no difficulty imdling myself a bed for the
night.' He picked up his overcoat and walked todber. ‘Good night, Toni,
| won't bother you again,’ he said, and went out.

He had gone to Marsha, of course. To Marsha, whe warm and
sympathetic. To Marsha, with her fascinating, gagllaugh, low and
intimate, with her subtle drift of perfume. To Maa who wouldn't torment
him by reminding him of what he had lost, but whould be a solace and a
consolation. Toni saw it all happening - Gray cognout of the cold, wet
night, to ring a flat bell somewhere. Marsha opgnihe door, smiling
softly—

The room was warm, but Toni began to shiver. Stiefte the right thing,
surely, in sending him away, the thing that the \haf her upbringing,
backed by that independence she had inherited fremfather, prompted
her to do. Why, then, should she feel so utterdy &md desolate?

She began to pace restlessly about the room, tnahgo face the moment
when she would have to answer that question. Batatitswer, when she
could avoid it no longer, was so shattering th&t stopped short, pressing
her hand to her mouth to stop herself crying out.

Against all sense and reason, she was crazilydiblyhy, in love with Gray
Lawrence, and she had sent him away to another woma



CHAPTER NINE

ToNI spent the night in one of the armchairs, huddted it like a small,
hunted animal. She was deadly tired, but she slaf fitfully, waking
every hour or so to misery like a heavy weightdeshner. As the light was
beginning to creep in round the edges of the mstahe fell into a deep
sleep, only to be disturbed, after what seemedililait five minutes, by the
warbling note of the telephone. Her heart thudgamfully, she dragged
herself out of the chair, but it was only the peliasking for Gray.

She pushed back her tousled hair, glanced ate¢ltrielclock and saw that it
was nearly nine o'clock. T'm sorry, Mr. Lawrenca'tihere at present.'
Secretary-like, she added automatically, '‘Can & §ivn a message?"

'Will you ask him to ring the police station anckdser Sergeant Brown,
please.' The policeman sounded weary; Toni wondéhedhad been awake
most of the night too.

'Yes, I'll do that. Thank you. Good-bye." She wrtite message on the
telephone pad. Then, on impulse, she picked upéheil again and added,

'I'm returning to Whiteways by train. Toni.' Notlgimade any sense at the
moment, but staying in London seemed to make lessesthan anything

else.

Ten minutes later she closed the door of the #atrixd her, walked down the
stairs and out on to the Embankment. There wa#f drgeze blowing from
the river, and after the centrally heated flatahidelt cold, but she gulped in
great mouthfuls of it and felt better. She crogbedoad and began to walk.
You could think better when you were walking, ahd seeded to think. But
when she found herself at Westminster Bridge, saime later, she
discovered that she hadn't been thinking; she lead botally occupied in
feeling, which wasn't at all the same thing. Sledtfor a moment, looking
out over the slate-coloured river, at the hurrypagsers-by, pale-faced,
heads down against the wind. The scene echoedepegssion. She turned
and went towards the subway entrance. She wouldegitto Whiteways as
soon as she could. After that? She didn't knowablgast, there, she would
be with people who really cared about her.



The journey turned out less complicated than sdeskpected. She rang up
from Paddington when she had found out the timehef train, and
Benjamin's chauffeur was waiting for her, with tba&, when the train
arrived. This, she thought with a faint smile as shimbed in, was what it
meant to be Miss Antonia Warren. At the momentidntl seem to mean
very much to her. But it was good to be with hertmeo again, and
Benjamin. They were so glad to see her, so intdest hear all that had
happened since she left. She was able to reassm@rBin that Gray
seemed to think that everything was up to dateHerKaren Leiner show
next week. Then she told them about the theft@tdr, and Gray having to
find somewhere to put up for the night, while het leer his flat in Chelsea.

'How kind and thoughtful of him!" her mother exahed, and Toni glanced
quickly at her, but there was no hint of irony. Heother would always
believe the best of everybody. And Benjamin smitesigentle smile and
added, 'He promised to look after you, my dearki@vs how much you
mean to me.'

Affection like this went straight through her defes. She had been
dry-eyed all night, but now the tears pricked bdher eyelids. She sighed,
looking round the big, comfortable hall, and sdits good to be home."

'‘And that," said Benjamin, polishing his eyeglassquite the nicest thing
you could say.'

'It's true,' said Toni.

And it was true. Whiteways had become home in aretibly short space
of time. But how, she wondered, could she go ondgeart of the family,
part of the business, when the situation betweeay @nd herself seemed to
be getting more and more hurtful to both of thewr, quite different
reasons?

That afternoon she wandered round to the stablie®koat the foal. As she
got near she saw Dominic; he was whistling to hifre® he rubbed down
the big black horse, Lucifer. She watched him fon@nment before he saw
her, and again thought of Adrian. Dominic had thme healthy, open-air
look, the same thick fair hair. From this angle hia riding breeches and



Aran sweater, he might habeenAdrian, the one who'd held her first dream
of love.

He turned and saw her. 'Toni - you're back! Suptr!gave Lucifer a slap on
his rump and pushed him into his stall. Then hégoahe bottom half of the

door and came over and hugged her. 'l was thinkibgyt you at that very
moment.’

'Don't give me that!" Her own spirits rose a littbematch his. It was easy to
fall back into the old light-hearted exchanges.uY® looking very pleased
with yourself,' she added.

'Oh, I am indeed. Things are moving apace in thel& world of Dominic
Finch. The way to the wide open spaces seemsdtebeng at last.’

'Really? How so?'

He folded his arms, leaning back against the staie, his eyes very blue
and twinkling. "You remember | said | wouldn't cates Australia until Ann
had some plan for the future?'

She nodded and he went on, 'Well, it looks likegian's going to work out
too, rather unexpectedly soon. Which will leave free to go right ahead.
Look, sweetheart, I've got some chores to finiste h¥ou go over to the
cottage and have a natter with Ann. She'd love e gou, | know.

Apparently she thinks that you helped to straigldenthe path for her in
some way.'

'Me?' Toni stared unbelievinglyl. haven't done a thing.’

He shrugged. 'l wouldn't know. Anyway, you go aai#t to her yourself and
I'll be over just as soon as I'm through here. Aalh to have a cuppa and a
toasted teacake ready and waiting for me by falock, there's a love.’

'I'll do that," Toni said, and turned away, butchded her back.

He rubbed his cheek with the back of one stronglh&fave you - have you
given any more thought to what | asked you on BgxXday, Toni?'



She didn't pretend to misunderstand. 'Franklysie 'said, and smiled. 'l put
all that down to your celebration with the YoungrRars.'

He shook his head vehemently. 'Not a bit of it. {Tdwting merely gave me
the courage to ask you. | think we'd have a graieddut in Australia
together, Toni. | suppose it's awful cheek on my fmapropose to Benjamin
Warren's niece, but | can't help that. I've falpeetty hard for you, love.'

She hadn't expected this and she hadn't any ansady. She looked at
Dominic, so like Adrian with his boyish charm, hsasing mouth, his
energy and enthusiasm. Was it possible to breadife into a dream that
had died?

She put a hand on the rough woollen sleeve ofvseater. 'Thank you for
asking me, Dominic,' she said gently, 'but I'm igfraisn't really on.'

He pulled a very wry face and the twinkle had gsam his eyes. 'O.K.," he
said, 'don't look so apologetic, Toni, | never Iedkelieved | could be so
lucky. But | had to try. Let me know if you changmur mind, that's all.’

He turned back to the horses and Toni walked asagrtds the cottage. It
would have been such an easy solution - to go oiff ominic to the other

end of the world, where she and Gray wouldn't eeer each other again.
She smiled to herself wryly. Two proposals in twaysl And she had

refused both of them! She had certainly startedetbimg when she had
agreed to apply for the job at Warrens!

Ann greeted her like a friend of years' standinge $ooked younger,
happier, and her big brown eyes were shining. 'lyot@ see you, Toni.
Come in and sit down, I've so much to tell you.'

What she had to tell was all about Keith and hé&raslToni had guessed it
would be. It was easy to follow the story as And tb- how they had met at
the school and been vitally aware of each othénewvery beginning; how
they had both resisted the attraction because Keathmarried; how in the
end they had admitted it.



'If there had been children, or if Keith's wife hadlly cared for him, | think
I'd have tried to tear myself away and never seedgain,’ Ann said. 'l hope
| would have done. But there are no children andritehis wife have been
living a cat-and-dog existence for a long time. 8terited quite a lot of
money and she wanted him to give up his art teggbin. She had big ideas
and she tried to nag him into going to London, lmmoad, and live the way
shewanted. But Keith has integrity - artistic intdgri and he wouldn't
agree, and she made terrible rows about it allithe. You've no idea what
hell she made for him, but he's a loyal personhenstuck it for years - until
he met me and we fell in love. Even then he coulshmg himself to leave
her - until that day you saw him here and he mistgou for me -
remember? That really was the turning point. It enddim see that we
couldn't go on as we were, that it wasn't fair &, that soon people would
get to know, and there would be talk at school.'

'‘But—' Toni began, but Ann waved a hand. 'Oh, him'tdithink youwould
give us away. | said | knew you wouldn't and hetied my judgment. But it
opened his eyes to what could happen and it max¢atie the decision that
there had to be a break. There was a terrible scémeurse, when he told
her, but in the end she went off to friends in Loma@nd left him. So - he'll
get his freedom as soon as he can, and then welthdoried. Oh, Toni,
you've no idea. | feel as if an enormous weightlbeen lifted off my back.’
There were tears in her eyes.

'I'm so very glad for you," Toni said sincerelythbught there must be
something to make you look so - sort of, inwardig.s

Ann blew her nose hard and said, 'lt's been diffitwt | believe the worst's
over now for both of us. Women can be absolutetbdasnen, can't they?
It's always the man who is blamed, when there'shanavoman involved.

People don't seem to take into account the absbélte@ woman can make
for a man. Like poor Gray—' She stopped, lookingartainly at Toni.

It took a moment or two for Toni to take in thelfoleaning of the words.
Then she said slowly, 'But | thought it was an lidyinarriage - that Gray
has never got over losing Midge.'

'Did he tell you that himself?' Ann asked wryly.



'Well, no, | suppose he didn't. It was Uncle Benjawho said so.' She tried
to remember. 'l think he said that Gray had susthashattering loss and it
had made him bitter and difficult." She smiled MifiThat certainly fitted in
with the way he treated me.’

Ann said thoughtfully, ‘I knew Midge well. We grawp together, although
she never forgot she was the little princess. BeimaVarren brought her
up; she was all that was left of his beloved fanilg gave her every single
thing she ever wanted. He indulged her, and spdited and I'm sure he
never saw her as she really was - utterly selifghen she married Gray |
wondered if she would change, but she didn't. Sleel to boast to me how
she would twist Gray round her little finger, how &dored her and would
give her anything. She thought she could manipuiateas she had always
manipulated Benjamin." Ann smiled griml§But | guess Gray was a
different proposition entirely. Knowing Midge, | aldl imagine what went
on. In fact once she told me - boasted to me -ghathad her own way of
making him do what she wanted. It was just aboat rifttenest thing a
woman can do to a man.'

"You mean—?"' Toni whispered. She had to be sure.

Ann looked at her. 'l mean she would - withhold faetours. Midge never
cared about people - shesedthem. She even used Dominic like that
sometimes, when there wasn't a more sophisticasedaiher own world to
use.' She smiled. 'Nicky didn't really play up vesajisfactorily - he isn't the
type for that sort of ploy - but it made bad fegllmetween him and Gray.'

'Yes,' said Toni. 'l noticed that." All sorts ofrtgs were falling into place
now. '‘And Benjamin never knew what was going on?"

Ann shook her head. 'I'm sure he didn't. Midge pedection itself in his

eyes and she took good care it would stay like #hadl, knowing Gray, I'm

sure he would never have let the old man guessthimgs were. Over the
years he just got grimmer and more silent, and Blidgre brittle and

reckless and show-off. One of her - men friends svaacing driver. That
was when she bought the car that killed her. Sheadasomething superbly
powerful and stunning and impressive, and in theesre found something
that even she couldn't handle.



Toni was silent, her mind spinning, unable to adjosa situation that had
suddenly turned inside out.

Ann was looking at her, frowning a little. 'Is #iis going to bother you?' she
said anxiously. 'Maybe | shouldn't have talkedudtjhad the feeling you
ought to know - that it might be important to ydhe laughed. 'Dominic's
always teasing me about being psychic.’

'It isimportant to me," Toni said slowly. 'But - forgimee, Ann, | don't want
to talk about it now." She stretched her shoulterglieve the tension that
had crept into them. 'Would you think it awfullyde if | didn't stay any
longer?'

Ann gave her a quick glance and stood up. 'Of eones. But yowvill come
again soon?"'

Toni promised, said good-bye to Ann, and walkediotat the bare, wintry
garden. But she didn't turn back to the houseeatsshe crossed over the
drive and found a path into the fields. It was toagd stony, and muddy in
places, but she trudged along, hardly noticingshieroundings. One thought
possessed her mind: Grhgdn'tbeen living a fantasy, pretending she was
Midge. He hadn't adored Midge, he'd been despgratdlappy with her, if
Ann was right, and she had the strongest feelihgs Annwasright. Her
heart was suddenly filled with pity for him. Her omeoming on the scene
must have created an almost intolerable situatohim; he had been like a
man fighting an elusive shadow, lashing out wildlall directions. Perhaps
he had imagined that by asking her to marry hirwbeld somehow manage
to lay the ghost. Dimly she began to feel thatusiaerstood, but only dimly,
for you could never know exactly what went on irsiéshother human being.
Her love for him, deepened now with compassionmsekto fill her whole
being, and overflowed at last into tears. She stadhblong, weeping for
Gray's unhappiness, for her own unhappiness, éoséleming hopelessness
of the situation.

She walked on and on, blindly, and there was ong/tbought that stood out
in her mind. She loved Gray, and she would do angttior him. But
because of her resemblance to another girl shedcoever bring him
anything but confusion and unhappiness. Vaguelystseaware that it had



begun to rain, but the weather matched her moedalbne fields, the leafless
hedges, the depths of winter emptiness.

Then, out of nowhere, the solution occurred to Aed it stopped her short
in her tracks. If she married Dominic and went twuAustralia with him,
Gray would never be troubled by her again. She @mulbe cheating
Dominic, she could give him all he asked of herd4rhaps, in time, she
would learn to love him. Her mother would miss et she wouldn't stand
in her way, and she was happy here at Whitewaggjrig after the house
and Benjamin. If the workroom were moved here sbhalevhave plenty of
scope for her organizing talents. And Benjamin?wdeld be a little sad,
but the years had brought him wisdom and the pbkmfawledge that you
cannot keep the ones you love for ever. Besidese tlvere planes. Visiting
Australia was no impossible undertaking, in thesgsf jet flight.

Yes, thought Toni, with a sudden easing of tensian follows the making
of a decision, that was the only way out and sheldvtake it. She would
find Dominic now, and tell him.

She turned and began to run. She must do this lguiske must commit

herself straight away, or her heart would fail l@&n.and on she ran, panting
a little, head down against the driving rain, hofgdihe collar of her coat
huddled against her neck.

Days later, when she thought about it, she dectidatit was probably
inevitable that she should catch her foot on theystuneven ground, and go
sprawling forwards on to her stomach on the muddthe But it was sheer
bad luck that it was a mass of tough, protrudiraisehat she tripped on, and
that, in falling, her foot and ankle should havedrae entangled so that she
couldn't extricate herself.

At first she didn't believe that she was reallycktun a minute or two she
would find just the right movement that would set foot free. Gingerly she
wriggled her leg this way and that, but it remaifieaily wedged.

This was too absurd. She must be able to get lmtkHiteways, to see
Dominic, to tell him what she had decided. Sheggjied to turn her body so
that she could support herself on one elbow amhebat see what it was that



was holding her foot. But she could only move arsthiay to the left, and
when she tried to roll over in the other directianher body was locked
firmly against her right leg. Finally, in despeoatj she pushed up on her
hands, arms bent, and straining with all her mgijt& pulled forward along
the ground like a snake. For one moment she thahghtwhatever it was
that was holding her foot was giving way a fractidrhen something
snapped back and she was held more firmly than ever

She collapsed to the ground, sobbing under hetlbwgh helpless rage at
the stupidity of the situation. Her face was stifth plastered mud and the
taste of wet earth was in her mouth. She triedipzw clear, but her hands
were covered with mud too. The rain poured dowentdssly. It had
soaked through her clothes and was running inricklés along her back.
She didn't even know where she was, except thatvalseout in the cold,
wet, empty fields, and she was well and truly texhgust as surely as some
wretched animal might have been trapped, in thedchdays of cruel steel
snares.

Time ceased to mean anything. Toni lay there hefpje Now and then she
tried again to free herself, but each effort wastle weaker than the last,
and eventually she stopped trying. Now and thencsiied out, but there
was no sound except the constant drip of the mianswer. How long
before they missed her at Whiteways? And even wieyndid, how would

they know where to look for her? She started toeshconvulsively. You

could die from exposure, couldn't you? That wouwtve the problem, she
thought, hers and Gray's, and she began to giggterncally.

At some time she must have passed out, for wheo@@ed her eyes it was
almost dark. She lifted her head weakly. In thdatise was a tiny light,
perhaps the light of Ann's cottage. She had a sugdsure of the cosy
room, the fire, the warmth, and she began to cayragoundlessly, the tears
running down her muddy cheeks, mingling with thie.ra

Then she saw another light, a moving light, gettiegrer, heard a voice
calling, Toni - Toni—'

She drew in a deep, sobbing breath. 'Here - I'lm-héshe quavered. 'Oh,
please come please—!'



By some miracle it was Gray's voice that answe@dy who knelt down
beside her and touched her cold, wet cheek. lit'sgat, Toni, I'm here
now.' The light of the torch was moving over hdre®ould feel something
hacking, tearing at whatever it was that boundcainé&te. Then, with the utter
relief of being freed at last, she rolled overoher back and lay speechless,
half unconscious, until she was lifted in strongaiand carried towards the
small distant light.

'Whatever made you do it, Toni dear? Walking otaerftelds in the rain, all

on your own?' Mrs. Warren fussed round the bedroginajghtening the

pillows, adjusting the heat of the radiator. 'Bemja and | got so worried

about you. First of all we thought you were at Anand then, when | went
over to the cottage and found that you'd left anrtoy more since, | didn't
know whatto think.'

Toni laid her head back and smiled. After a stegrbiath and a mug of hot
milk generously laced with brandy she felt comfblyadhazy. Her skin had a
warm glow, her hair, washed free of mud, lay onghi®w drying into a
satiny russet shimmer. It was good to feel humanagood to know she
wasn't going to die, even if it would have solved problem.

'l was coming back, Mum,' she explained for the bintpenth time. 'It was
just bad luck that my foot got caught in that ra®he didn't mention that she
had been running - running wildly and carelesslyind Dominic and tell
him she would marry him, to cut through for good kimot that she and Gray
Lawrence had found themselves disastrously tied by.

'Well, | still think it was silly of you," grumbletier mother, releasing her
pent-up anxiety in scolding, as parents will. 'Néw, going down to make

you some supper and you're going to eat up evenbi then have a good
sleep, and if you're running a temperature in tleenng we'll have the

doctor in to look at you.' She went to the dooeramin will be up to see
you soon. He's been anxious too.'

Toni leaned back and closed her eyes. When theklkaaune on the door she
was already drifting into sleep. 'Come in."' Shelsdiio greet Benjamin, her



eyelids drooping. Then she opened them wide. 'G&hg pulled herself up
against the pillows. 'l thought it was Uncle Benjam

'He allowed me to be his substitute,’ he said. '@lpjgction?’
‘No, of course not." She felt ridiculously shy.

He came and sat beside her bed. 'How are you? $\that'damage?' His
tone was friendly, relaxed. He seemed to have feggdow they had parted
last night. But of course you never knew what Grag thinking. He didn't
give himself away.

'Oh, I'm fine," she said lightly. 'No real damagest a chafed and slightly
bruised ankle. Mother's applied first aid. And UnBenjamin's brandy, plus
a hot bath, has provided the rest of the curevé lyau to thank for rescuing
me from a very watery grave.' That sounded so disggly facetious that
she went on nervously, 'I'd no idea you were hdmv did you get back?
How did you know where to find me?"

He leaned back in his chair. ‘Answer to questios, drgot back in my car,
which an efficient police force discovered for mbandoned just north of
Watford at six-thirty this morning. | came backsa®n as | could - because
| wanted to talk to you." At something she sawimdyes she looked away
quickly, the colour rising in her cheeks.

'‘Answer to question two,' he Went on, ‘when youemttthere when | arrived
| traced you to Ann's cottage, found out the tiroa left there, and - well, |
must admit it took quite a while to track you dowour mother and
Benjamin were out looking too." He glared at heddenly fierce. 'Don't you
dare ever go off again like that, young woman!'

'I'm sorry,' she said weakly. 'I've been a nuisance

You have indeed.’' There was a long pause, thesaide'l talked to Ann.'

'Oh,' said Toni.



'‘And she talked to me. She was rather upset. Shegkht she might have
been indiscreet in discussing my private life witlu. | was able to reassure
her.'

'Oh," she said again. 'Good!

His cool composure left him suddenly. He slappadiind on the arm of the
chair. 'To hell with all this fencing," he shoutéldet's have things clear
between us.' He lowered his voice, leaned forwarkis chair, and looked

intently at her. "Toniwhydid you go tearing off into the fields so quickly,
after you'd been talking to Ann?'

She moistened her lips. 'l had to think," she sady low. 'You see, I'd got
everything the wrong way round." Gathering her agar she went on,
'‘Benjamin seemed to like me and want me becausss llike Midge. You
seemed to dislike and resent me. | thought it vegsibse | was a - a sort of
bittersweet reminder of all you had lost. That gume you saw me you
remembered how happy you'd been with her. | thoyghtwanted to - to
make love to me so that you could close your egdgeetend it was her you
held in your arms. | hoped that, in time, you'd eamterms with your loss,
as people have to, and then maybe we could bedfjesnd could work
together—'

He nodded slowly. 'And then, this afternoon, yournid that you'd got it
wrong - that Midge wasn't the angel that Benjanaih you to believe? In
fact, quite the reverse?"

'Yes,' she said simply. 'Gray - I'm sorry, | didmiderstand, but | do now, a
little. 1 can see why it's so painful and intoldeafor you to have me around.
When | thought | reminded you of - of love and happs it seemed difficult
enough, but possible. But if all | remind you offigstration and misery,
then there's no future for either of us if | stayd is there? Out there in the
fields | came to a decision. | can solve the pnoblsy going away, and that's
exactly what I'm going to do.'

"You're going away? And where do you propose td ga?voice was flat,
he sounded almost disinterested.



She made her face smooth and calm with a tremereftars. 'To the other
end of the world. Dominic is going out to Australlde has asked me to
marry him and go out there with him.'

'Do you love him?' His eyes were fixed on hersséhstrange, green-flecked
eyes that had so disturbed her from that first nmiresee met them, across
an untidy desk in London. She couldn't meet his eyl tell a deliberate lie.
'I'm sure | will. Dominic's very - very lovable.’'

He said, 'Why do you imagine | asked you to mareylast night?'

Her eyes widened. 'l thought—' She stopped, flugdeeply.

'Go on.'

'l thought you were looking for an excuse to shtheeflat with me for the
night, without breaking your promise to Benjamin.'

He said wryly, 'Yes, | suppose | deserve that. e has that busy little
mind of yours been cooking up about me? Come ds,Have the lot.'

There was nothing left now but the stark trutthdught you'd gone to spend
the night with Marsha. You two seemed - very frigrid

'We are,' he agreed. 'Marsha's a great girl. Berteth only one man who
spends the night with her and that's her husbaisdn&ine's Pietro and he's
just finished making a film in Rome. He's a gregrfd of mine - you'll like
him. No, in point of fact, | spent the night at myb, cursing myself for
having jumped in at the deep end and proposedud yo

Her mouth drooped. She said in a small voicejdib't matter.'

He said roughly, 'Of course it mattered. It matteaehell of a lot. | was
incredibly clumsy last night. No wonder you turmad down flat!'

'‘But you weren't serious, so—"'



He was very still, watching her. 'l was never megeaous in my life. It was
the timing that was wrong."'

‘Then why did you walk out like that?"She hadtepscarefully; she couldn't
let herself believe what she thought she saw ieyes.

'Why?' He smiled faintly. 'Have you any idea howatatingly alluring you
can look, young lady? Of course | wanted to stal/@ead my case. But I'm
only human, my darling, and there we were, alomeyy flat. So all | could
do was run, as quickly as possible. Which | did.'

She sat quite still in the white-covered bed, haidher breath, tense,
waiting.

Gray said, 'I'm quite certain I'm not as lovabldasninic, but if you really
worked hard on it, do you think you might managdaee me instead?
Because | love you, and | need you with me, andnftdhink | can go on
without you.'

She let out her breath on a long sigh and tearsnswi her eyes. She said
huskily, 'l won't have to work on it. I've been \kimrg hardnotto love you
ever since the first time we met.'

He kicked off his shoes and swung his legs onéd#d beside her and took
her into his arms. His hands were infinitely gentteler the filmy froth of
her nightdress. She gave him back kiss for kisklitng him close as his
mouth moved over her face to the smooth hollowesfrieck. She pressed
her cheek against his head and his hair was roogjlergsp against her skin.

At last he took her face between his hands andeldaleep into her eyes.
Your eyes are not like hers,’ he said. "Your egestrue and kind and
generous. | think | knew from the very beginningttiiou weren't like her in
any way that matters, but | wouldn't let myselfiée it. I'd had to grow a
pretty hard shell over the years.' He kissed harmagYou've managed to
smash that shell in weeks, my love.’



Then she knew, with a sure knowledge, that shenlo#lting more to fear
from the past. Some day, perhaps, if he wished;dwid talk to her about it,
but she would never need to question or probe.

He slipped back into his chair, pulled on his shexgan, and from an inside
pocket drew out a small leather box. With a grirs&igl, 'Let us, for once, be
formal and correct. | took the opportunity of cadjiat Bond Street for this
before | left," he paused meaningly and addedj taken of good faith.' He
flicked open the lid to reveal a ring, a singleilllant-cut diamond that
flashed its fire before her dazzled eyes, glitggrmdancing rainbow colours
in the light of the bedside lamp.

'It's a real diamond," Gray said. 'l don't like iatibns either.'

Toni had lost the power of speech. She stared wsstit at the beautiful
thing as Gray slipped it on her finger. It fittedhetly. 'Do you like it? Will it
do?' he asked.

She let her head fall weakly back against the p#lo'Yes, oh yes," she
whispered, and couldn't hold back the tears angdgrfor it had been an
exhausting day.

Gray mopped her eyes until the smile came backtihem. Then he kissed
her finger, with his ring on it. He lifted his hedds eyes dancing wickedly.
'Such a pity," he mused, tracing the outline of bedy under the silky
bedcover, 'here you are at last, where I've dreashédving you, and you
look so fragile that | must content myself withdisy your hand.' His voice
grew deeper, the green-flecked eyes darker, 'Btiyjpu wait, my love, just
you wait! | know of a small hotel, with a view ovarlake, and spring
flowers in the meadows all around—'

Joy flooded through her, dispelling her tiredndskng her with life and
energy. She sat up, holding out both her handsnto 8he wanted to give
and give, to withhold nothing, to make up to himtlwose other years.

Close in his arms, she murmured, 'lt sounds likevér. What's the earliest
day the spring flowers come into bloom around thues#s?'



