


SEASON OF MISTS

Anne M ather



After twelve years of estrangement from her husbRrets and
struggling to bring up their son Matthew single dea. Abby found
herself thrown unavoidably into Piers' company agaand found
herself torn between the two of them. She could denty that
Matthew needed a father - something that was a$yftanvinced as
ever that Matthew was not his son. And meanwhiléhdre was
anything Piers formidable mother could do to mdiesdituation any
worse then she was going to do it! How was Abbygdo sort it all
out?



CHAPTER ONE
THE letters were waiting for her when they got backheflat.

It had been an awful day. First the blow that Beughectronics was
about to close, then the call from Matthew's for@ster, asking her
to come and see him after school, and now these l¢tters,
postmarked Rothside, and bringing back memories/Alaiuld have
rather forgot.

Matthew followed her into the tiny living room did flat, flicking a

glance at the letters in her hand before flingimggelf carelessly on
to the chintz-covered sofa. He was a tall boy fardge, easily five
feet six inches, and already on eye-level termi g mother, which
did not make for easy admonishment. But right nélahy was more

concerned about the reason why Piers should bagvith her after
so long than with the latest chapter in her sohexjuered school
career. Matthew was a problem child, or at leastiwithe past two
years he had become so, and she was rapidly lésthgn her own

ability to control him.

It didn't used to be like that. For ten years thayl been close, very
close. And then he had discovered that his fatleey still alive, that
contrary to the stories his mother had told hintsine was a baby,
his father was not dead, and everything had gomagvirom that
time on.

Abby had tried to exonerate herself. She had toeskplain that her
reasons for keeping his parentage a secret was/&lsm from the
very feelings of rejection he was suffering nowt Matthew had
refused to listen. When he learned that she hddginleft his father
before he was born, he refused to listen to anjaegtions, blaming
her entirely for the breakdown of her marriage.



To begin with, Abby had not forced the issue. Sheé believed that
given time, Matthew would come round, would tryuoderstand,
would forgive her. But it hadn't worked that waymé had not
healed, it had festered, and the deterioration imeirt
relationship—and in Matthew's school behaviour—doube

measured from that date.

But now, the news that unless her son stoppedngalyuant and
started attending lessons with the intention afile® something, she
would be asked to remove him from the school, wetond place to
the need to know why her husband should have writicher. Piers
never wrote. From time to time, she had word of i Aunt
Hannah. But since his visit to the hospital aftettttlew was born, he
had never contacted her direct, and in spite ahallyears between,
Abby's fingers shook as she slit the envelope open.

It was strange, she thought, how she could remembérandwriting
after so long. But then perhaps not so strange whemronsidered the
long hours she had spent translating his scrawlagptsinto
neatly-typed letters and reports. She had enjoya@dd for him, she
remembered unwillingly. She had enjoyed the tlfilgoing to the
Manor every morning, and working in the elegantulyxof the
library. All the other girls had envied her, worgifior Piers Roth,
who was something of a heart-throb around Rothame Alnbury.
She had basked in the glory of landing such a nilangjob, and
when Piers had started to show his attraction tpgtee had seen her
life developing like some wonderful romantic nowshere she and
Piers fell in love, and married, and lived hap@ler after . . .

The letter emerged from its envelope, the papeckthand
vellum-bound, bearing the familiar address in thetreeof the page
at the top.

Dear Abby . ..



'‘Who's it from?' Matthew, sprawled on the couch,dhbsely-cropped
fair hair reminding her of pictures she had seethefinmates of a
prison camp, was regarding her with unusual cugio§terhaps he
had noticed the way her hand was shaking, she khpungving to the
window as if she needed more light. It was sometHor him to
address her without being spoken to first.

'‘Give me a moment,' she said, not yet preparedateerthe ultimate
sacrifice of telling him, and Matthew shrugged atutlied the white
laces in his black boots.

Dear Abby she read again, drawing a deep breéthy, will probably
not be entirely surprised to learn that 1 have dedito divorce you.

Divorce! Abby found she was not just surprised, sl@s stunned.
Somehow, foolishly she now realised, she had bé&gbelieve Piers
was never going to seek a divorce. Perhaps, ibdbk of her mind,
she had even nurtured the hope that one day thotevawful mess
would be resolved and Piers would believe her stBiyt now, it
seemed that she was wrong, and the words he hadstuseg her
unpleasantly.

She read on:

| realise | had no need to inform you of my intens in the
circumstances, but 1 wanted you to know that lamgér feel any
hostility towards you. What's done is done. Yolweweo young to be
tied down to matrimony, and | was old enough tonkbetter.

Abby's teeth were digging into her lower lip nowjt lshe forced
herself to finish reading.

| trust you and the boy are both well. You willHEsaring from my
solicitors within the next few days. Yours, etdhRo



Just Roth, thought Abby bitterly, folding the pabiet Piers, or even
Piers Roth; just Roth: as if he was writing to solmgsiness
acquaintance. Her jaw quivered, but just for a mumeé&hen she
steeled her emotions. So what? she asked hersalfebg What
difference would it make to her? She would stilll ¢eerself Mrs

Roth. Nothing could alter that. So why did she feelabysmally
shattered?'Well?'

She had forgotten Matthew for a moment, but nowgséueced at him
over her shoulder. 'It's nothing,' she said, pustiie letter back in its
envelope. 'Nothing important, that is. Oh—and timeg's from Aunt
Hannah.'

'If she's my aunt, how come | never meet her?' iMattcountered,
swinging his feet to the floor. Then he pulled eefaOh, don't tell
me, | know. She lives in Northumberland, and we'tcaffiord to go

all that way to see her.' He grimaced. 'What y@llyenean is, that's
where my father lives, too, and that's why we neist her. Because
you're afraid I'll meet him!'

‘Nol'

Abby's cheeks flushed, but she knew he didn't belreer. Matthew
would never believe the truth, even if she totd thim. He was firmly
convinced she had deprived him of his father bynimg away to
London.

Turning back to Aunt Hannah's letter, Abby scantiezl unsteady
print with smarting eyes. The letter was shortanthisual. Just one
page, instead of the half dozen or so Aunt Hansallly wrote. Her
letters tended to be epistles, describing everyllsimeident that
happened in Rothside, with an attention to det@ihlof loneliness;
and although Abby told herself she only read titeds to please the
old lady, secretly she devoured every word.



Hannah Caldwell was not in fact her aunt, but hethar's, but when
Abby's mother had died giving birth to a stillbochild, she had
brought the little girl to Rothside to stay withrh@bby's father had
been terribly distraught over his wife's death, aftdr selling their
house in Newcastle, had moved to Scotland, to woAberdeen. It

had been arranged between him and Aunt HannalAbiat should

join him when he had found a house and obtainexliadkeeper. But
it never came off. Laurence Charlton was drowned isailing

accident only a few weeks later, and Abby's visthwAunt Hannah

became permanent.

Now she viewed the old lady's letter with growingncern. It
appeared that Aunt Hannah had had a heart attdgkeomndays” ago.
Nothing serious, you understanghe wrote, with endearing
understatemenjiist a reminder that I'm not as young as | useldeo

Abby shook her head. How old was Aunt Hannah noightk-two,
eighty-three? She frowned. Too old to be living alamthe cottage,
she thought anxiously, particularly if her hearswat strong.

Doctor Willis is talking of moving me into Rosemipuhe letter
continued,but | told him he'd have to carry me out of herea
stretcher. That's all these young doctors can thaidout these
days—herding old people into homes, so that theybsalumped
together like cattle. | don't want to live withat bbof old fogies. | like
young people around me. | just wish you and Matthesd a little
nearer. | do miss you, Abby.

Abby's conscience smote her. It had been hard ont Hannah, she
knew that. Her marriage to Piers, when she was eiglgteen, had
been hard enough for the old lady to bear, buteastl she had
believed Abby would be happy. Then, Abby's leaitawhside less
than a year later had changed all that, and AunnBlla had blamed
herself for allowing it to happen. Of course, ie theginning, when
Matthew was just a baby, she had made an occadigntd London



to see her great-great- nephew, but inevitably thet—eand her
advancing age- had made the journey impossibleast aimost ten
years since they had met, and although Abby cooredgd regularly,
she knew it was not the same.

And now this—Aunt Hannah having a heart attack, Abdy not
learning about it until the old lady was able tatevand tell her. She
was her only relative, after all. And she oweddat for the way she
had looked after her all those years ago.

Sighing, she turned to the last few lines of thtete

You'll have heard, no doubt, that Piers is plannmg marrying
again.

Abby blinked. The divorce!

He called to see me a few days auggr, aunt went orl.expect Doctor
Willis had told him about my little bit of troubleand he walked in,
large as life, with a basket of fruit and some lgy@own eggs from
the home farm. | said he shouldn't have botheratihk insisted it
was no trouble, and | suspect he wanted to warnbafre | heard
the news officially. It's Valerie Langton, of coeir&ou remember, |
told you the Langtons bought Manor Farm, after Bemstrong

retired. She's a pretty thing, not much more theenty-three or four,
and she should suit Mrs Roth, seeing that shed édrihunting and
charity work.

Well, my dear, | haven't the strength to write argre now. Do write
soon. You know how much | look forward to youelsttAll my love .

Abby found she was breathing rather heavily as repéaced her
aunt's letter in its envelope. So Piers wanted@rde so that he could
get married again. She couldn't help the suddegesoi-resentment
that gripped her. How could he? she asked hets®aif,could he?



Aware that Matthew was still watching her, she éarderself to
behave normally. '‘Aunt Hannah's had a heart attabk, declared,
taking off the jacket of the suit she had worn torkv 'The doctor
thinks she shouldn't be living alone at her age, Ian inclined to
agree with him.'

Matthew shrugged. 'So why doesn't she come andnlitreus?' he
asked practically.

Abby sighed. '‘Because she wouldn't want to leavehbene. And
besides,' she took a deep breath, 'l couldn'tatfmoffer her a home.
Bourne Electronics is closing down. I'm going tedu of a job in
less than a month.’

Matthew's eyes widened. 'So what will you do?'

'l don't know." Abby hadn't had time to think of losvn troubles yet.
What with being summoned to Matthew's school, aatsPetter, not
to mention Aunt Hannah's heart attack, she had Heemted from
what was arguably the most serious problem of all.

What was she going to do? This flat was small, thetrent was
exorbitant, and any reduction in their weekly ineomas bound to
create difficulties. They lived a hand-to-mouth &xge as it was,
each week's pay spoken for, almost as soon assithaaded over.
What with gas and fuel bills, Matthew's clothes,ichkhwere a
continual drain on her resources, and the needdp kerself as smart
as the secretary to the managing director shouldobe came way
down on their list; and in spite of the cost, sheswglad to pay for
Matthew's school dinners, which at least ensuratdhe of them had
a decent meal every day. Abby herself ate littlee Svas lucky
enough not to need a lot of food, and her tall $igure had scarcely
altered since her schooldays. Indeed, Trevor $edl&l not look old
enough to have a son of Matthew's age, but Abby tbis
compliments with a generous measure of salt. Trexasrbiased, and



no matter what he said, Abby was convinced she aged
considerably over the past two years.

But now she faced her son with real anxiety. Whatil they do?
What couldthey do? And how would Matthew react if there wiasr
even enough money to allow him his weekly pockehey®

'‘Will you get another job?"

Matthew was evidently concerned, and Abby strovesssure him.
'l hope so,' she said, trying to speak lightli.HAve to, won't I, as I'm
the breadwinner.'

Matthew scuffed his boot against the rug. 'l wistak old enough to
get a job," he muttered. 'Another four years!rgsfair!'

Abby did not answer him, but walked determinedljoithe tiny

kitchen that opened oft the living room. She had tgeface the
prospect of Matthew leaving school at sixteen. Qe had had
confidence in his doing well in his exams and eagyra place at a
university. Now, she held out no such hopes, e¥ahe had been
able to save the money to afford it. Matthew wampsy not

interested in learning anything. The gang he raaoradt with only just
avoided contact with the law, and she dreadeditd tiwhat would

happen when he left school. She didn't want avwesrdor a son. She
wanted a simple, ordinaryboy; one who respected dwershe
respected him, and dfd not spend his days blanmendpoin ruining his

chance in life.

She was filing some letters a few days later, wherphone started to
ring in her office. Leaving the filing room, sherhad bacic to her
desk to pick up the phone, and knew a moment'ddaliag when the
telephonist said the call was for her. Not Mattlsef@rm-master
again, she prayed silently, closing her eyes, aed bpened them



again when a strange masculine voice said: 'Mr&R8ean Willis
here, Mrs Roth—Miss Caldwell's doctor.’

Abby's mouth went dry. 'She's not--'

'‘No, no, nothing to worry about, Mrs Roth. At leasit immediately,
that is.'

'‘Not immediately?' Abby was confused.

'I'm explaining myself badly, Mrs Roth. Actuallyhw I'm ringing is
because Miss Caldwell tells me you're her onlytnedals that right?'

‘Her only relative.' Abby was endeavouring to reda@r composure.
For one awful moment she thought Dr Willis had babout to tell

her that Aunt Hannah was dead, and that would baea the last
straw. 'l—yes. Yes, | believe | am," she agreed .ndwhy? Is

something wrong? What can | do?'

'I'm hoping you'll be able to persuade her to lebme Cottage,'
replied Dr Willis heavily. 'She lives alone, as ykoow, and just
recently she suffered a mild heart attack.’

' know. She wrote and told me."

'‘Good. Then you'll realise how foolish it is of Herinsist on staying
at the cottage. Good heavens, she's over eightythfg could
happen.'

'‘What are you saying, Dr Willis? That Aunt Hannahll? That she
should be in hospital?'

'In hospital, no. Rosemount, yes. | don't know \wbeyou know this,
but Rosemount is a rather pleasant residential kome



'—for old people,' Abby finished dryly. 'Yes, sh@d me that, too.
But I'm afraid she doesn't want to leave her home.'

Dr Willis sighed, 'If "you care about your aunt, $/Roth, you'll
understand how important it is for her to have tamssupervision. If
she had another attack—if she fell...’

'l do appreciate the situation, Doctor," said Ahimhappily, 'but |
don't see what | can do.’

‘Contact her,' he begged. 'Try and persuade hemphafforts are for
her own good. She might listen to you.'

Abby shook her head. 'And she might not."'
'‘But you will try?'
'Of course.' Abby hesitated. 'She's not in any dgng she?’

'‘Only from her own stubbornness,' retorted Dr Wilihortly. 'I'll
leave it with you, Mrs Roth. Do your best.'

The problem of what to do about Aunt Hannah ocalipie rest of
the day, but by the evening Abby had come to atemt conclusion.
She would have to go to Rothside. She could net this to a letter,
and perhaps it was time she stopped running away fine past.

A telephone call to British Rail solicited the infieation that there
were frequent inter-city services between King's sSroand
Newcastle, and from there it should be possibléat® a bus to
Alnbury. It was a long way to go, just for a wee##eand there was
always the chance of hold-ups, but it would havéeodone. She
would never forgive herself if anything happenedAtmt Hannah,
and she had done nothing to help.



She refused to consider what she would do if shieRmes. There
was no earthly reason why they should meet. Sheowigsgoing to
be in Rothside for forty-eight hours. And besideky should she be
apprehensive? The divorce was only a formalityyeabad said. They
had had no communication for almost twelve yeatseyTwere
strangers. She doubted he would even recognise her.

She arrived back at the flat, mentally planning tngee ought to take
with her. Matthew was in from school, she saw wilnef, watching
television in the living room.

Her words of greeting were answered by a grunt,sih@dunloaded
her shopping in the kitchen before telling him ef Arrangements.

'You remember what | was telling you about Aunt Ran?' she
ventured, when the fish fingers she had broughdnnheir tea were
browning under the grill. 'About her having a hestack?'

'Hmm.' Matthew was engrossed in the antics of #test group of
cartoon detectives, and was only paying her sdsemteon.

‘Matthew!" Abby spoke his name a little impatientyd he glanced
round.

'I'm listening."

'‘Well--" She paused a moment to marshall her wordsought we
might go up to Rothside this weekend to see her.'

'Hmm—what?' At last she had his interest. 'You mean—go
Northumberland?'

‘To Rothside, yes.'

‘Blimey!" Matthew gazed up at her with the firshde of genuine
enthusiasm she had seen for ages. 'Do you mean it?'



‘Yes,' Abby nodded, a little surprised at his resctShe had half
expected him to complain because it meant he woudd the first
home game of the new football season.

'Hey!" Matthew actually grinned. 'Terrific!'
Abby shook her head. "You don't mind.'

‘Mind?' He snorted. 'Will we get one of those hgged trains? You
know, the ones that do over a hundred milps anhour

'‘Perhaps.' Abby was relieved. 'Then we have to &akmis from
Newcastle to Alnbury.’

‘Alnbury? Where's that?'

'Oh, it's about five miles from the village. It'h&re | used to go to
school.' She broke off abruptly. 'Set the tabld,wou, Matt? The fish
fingers smell as if they're burning.'

Abby booked seats on the five-forty p.m. train toudastle on Friday
evening. She arranged to pick Matthew up from stladofour

o'clock, which gave them plenty of time to get fr@neenwich,
across London to King's Cross.

‘Try and keep yourself clean,’ she requested usgemhen he went

off to school on Friday morning in his best trogsand school blazer,
and Matthew grimaced good- naturedly, content fareoto wear his
uniform. He really had been remarkably good sineéchrned about
the trip, Abby reflected, as she rode the bus tckweerhaps he had
decided to turn over a new leaf, she thought, the wasn't

optimistic.

Her own boss, Trevor Bourne, had agreed to heirlgaarly without
objection. 'l just wish it was a job interview youere attending,



Abby," he declared ruefully. 'l know how much yondependence
means to you, don't I?'

Abby smiled. 'If you mean what | think you meanernhyes, my
independence is important to me," she averred yfirfttl wouldn't
work, Trevor. You've been a bachelor too long.'

To her relief, Trevor let it go at that. Periodlgahe tried to introduce
a more personal note to their relationship, butfaaoAbby had
resisted his attempts. She liked him. She likedkugrfor him. But
anything else was totally unacceptable. It wasmt she was frigid.
On the contrary, there were times when the undeglyieeds of her
own body drove her to consider any alternative.tBeite was always
Matthew to apply the brake, Matthew's opinion of teecare about,
and the reluctant betrayal of her own self-resgdestie indulged in a
merely physical assuagement.

Matthew was waiting for her when she arrived atdoisiprehensive
school a few minutes after four. His blazer wastke Idusty, as if it

had suffered from contact with the tarmaced playgdp but at least
the day was fine, and there was no mud to worrylbtis boots she
was less impressed with. But the only shoes hesgesd were track
shoes, and as he had refused to consider reghlaolsecar, she had
been obliged to humour him.Now he took the suitcslse was

carrying from her as they hurried to catch the lauas, Abby knew an
unexpected feeling of being cared for. Matthew ddug so sweet
when he chose, she thought, giving him a warm sasilae took his
seat beside her. If only he chose more often, hoshneasier her life
would be.

The train left on time. It was full of business meeturning to the
north after a day's outing in London. Briefcasesanbe order of the
day, and there was plenty of room for their bagd halongings
between the seats.



Dinner was served on the train, but Abby had brosgimdwiches,
and Matthew munched happily as they plunged thrabghrolling

downs surrounding London, and on to the flatter ntuside

bordering East Anglia. It was still light as thewept through
Peterborough and Grantham, but by the time thegheshtheir first
stopping place at York, lights were springing upusrd the train, and
dusk had deepened the shadows.

Matthew was growing restless now. With their mearoand over an
hour still ahead of them, he asked if he couldagafwalk along the
train, and realising she was as nervous as hesladet him go.

In his absence, she pulled out her compact and iagdnher pale
features with some trepidation. Had she changedusih? she asked
herself anxiously. Twelve years was a long times s no longer
eighteen, she was almost thirty, and the innocehgeuth had given
way to a guarded experience. She was differentysvthat a mirror
could not reveal. Although her eyes were still greetween smoky
lashes, they seemed to have |asieir sparkle, and she was probabl
lucky her hair was that streaky shade of ash bloAdéast no one
could see the grey hairs that must be there anfengiliver strands. |
Her skin was still good, and she seldom wore aiohake-up, but
nothing could alter the fact that she was a wonwam, mot a girl, and
certainly not the girl who | had married Piers Roth

Matthew came back, his lean face glowing in the dight. On
occasions like this, she thought he did resemlsiégtiher, but mostly
he took after her, with his fair hair and pale cwing. 'l opened the
window on the door and looked out for a bit," hplaied, appalling
her anew by his casual announcement. They could pagsed a
signal box, a. bridge, anything, and the terrifyipgtures these
iImages created caused her to shake her head or hittts okay,' he
added, noticing her reaction. 'l didn't do anythdamngerous. | just
wanted to see the engine, but the door into theedsi section was
locked.'



'Oh, Matt!" Abby gazed at him in helpless fascimati and he
shrugged his wide shoulders.

‘Well. . ." he grimaced, 'l've never been on aaliggain before, and |
wanted to get to know all about it, so | could te&# guys.'

‘The guys?Abby shook her head. 'Don't you mean— the boys?'

Matthew grinned. 'Okay, tHeoys' he mimicked her humorously, anc
she thought again how likeable he was when he tvesntinually
trying to score points.

'You look pale,’” he continued, surveying her witheasly
consideration. 'You're not still worrying about Audannah, are
you?'

‘Well, | am worried, of course, but | didn't realis showed so badly,’
she responded dryly. 'What's the matter? Do | ladkag? | must
admit, I've been wondering if she'll recognise me.'

Why?"

‘Why?' Abby shook her head. 'lt is ten years sislte's seen me,
Matt.'

'So what? You don't look old."
‘Thank you.'

'‘As a matter of fact, one of the fifth-formers askkyou were my
sister the other day,' he told her, with some talee. 'l said you
were my mother, and he said you must have beehaolggrl when
you had me. | socked him!'

'‘Oh, Matt!" Abby was disturbed, but touched thasheuld care what
people said of her.



‘Well . . ." Matt hunched his shoulders, 'he waglying | didn't have
a father. Rotten bastard!'

‘Matt!" Abby's lips parted. 'Don't ever let me hgau use that word
again!'

'‘Well, it's true. Nobody believes me when | say parents are
separated. They think you were never married.'

'‘But you and | know, Matt.'

‘Do we?' Momentarily, his expression darkened, then, as if
determined not to let what other people thoughtidlbis enjoyment
of the trip, he forced a smile and glanced outwthmelow. "Where are
we? Is this Newcastle?'

Taking her cue from him, Abby forced her own sense
apprehension aside, and looked about her. 'NoistRarlington,' she
said, as they slowed to approach the station. "There's Durham,
and after that, Newcastle.'

'‘Good."' Matthew rested his elbows on the tableantfof him and
watched the activity on the platform. 'What timellwve get to
Alnbury? Does Aunt Hannah know we're coming?'

'l hope so." Abby answered his second questiot firgirote to her
yesterday, so she should have received the ldtigrntorning. |

would have sent a telegram, but | was afraid slghtiie alarmed at
its arrival. Old people are funny. They associategrams with bad
news.' She sighed. 'We received a telegram wherfatmer was

drowned.'

'Grandfather Charlton?"

‘That's right," Abby nodded reminiscently. 'Auntridah was so kind
to me. I'll never be able to repay her.’



Matthew was silent for a while, but then, as tlantgathered speed
again, he said: 'How will we get to Rothside? Yaud sve could catch
a bus to Alnbury.'

‘Yes, we can.' Abby frowned. 'I'm not sure now vehiire bus station
IS, in relation to the railway station, | mean. Bug can always ask
someone. If we get into Newcastle on time, we ghdod able to
catch the nine o'clock bus to Alnbury. That wilk gis there about
ten.'

'Isn't that late for an old lady?' asked Matthewthwhis usual
pragmatism, and Abby had to concede that it was.

'Let's hope she appreciates the effort,’ she saith enforced
lightness, but as the train neared Newcastle, l@wves were
sharpening.

The train ran into the station at Newcastle attke lafter ten minutes
to nine, and by the time Abby had extracted thedhthair luggage, it
was five to. The chances of them catching the aideck bus were
growing slimmer by the moment, and the idea of la@bout for

another hour was daunting.

‘Don't panic,' said Matthew, striding along thetfolan beside her, as
she rummaged in her handbag for their tickets.ré’h@ay be a bus at
half past nine.’

'I'm sure there isn't--' Abby was beginning, om\bteak off abruptly
at the sight of the man standing ahead of theimeglbarrier. Tall and
lean, his thin dark face was unmistakable beneaithiimat was more
black than brown. He had changed. He was olderpanthps a little
broader, but she recognised him instantly, asdfiimage had been
engraved in her thoughts.

She halted abruptly, and Matthew halted too, gazaigher
impatiently. ‘Mum--



‘Just a minute.' She made the excuse of seardmoggh her bag to
give herself more time, but nothing could alter thet that he was
there, and waiting for them.

Aunt Hannah shouldn't have done it, she thougldtriatedly. She
wasn't prepared, she wasn't ready. The last thieghad expected
was to meet him tonight, and she looked at Mattlawiously,
wondering how he would react to this.

'‘What's wrong?' Matthew was looking at her strapgew, his fair
brows drawing together as he identified her constigon. "What is it?
Don't you feel well? Mum, it's nearly nine o'clo€on't you want to
catch that bus?’

Abby's mouth opened and closed as she tried torfords to explain
what was about to happen. 'l—we—we may not neechtoh the
bus,’ she began, glancing towards the barrier,Mathew swung
round curiously, perplexed as to her reasoning.

But even as Abby was trying to summon a stumblixygianation,

something else happened, something that causedhaimenering

palpitation of her heart to pause sickeningly foseeond, before
racing unsteadily on. Piers was smiling at someapeaking to
someone who had emerged from the first class cdmpats of the
train. And that someone was small and feminine, aegpite the
mild September evening had a silky fur coat drageolut her slim
shoulders. Valerie Langton? Abby wondered, tryiagcontrol the

giddy feeling of faintness that was sweeping owar And Matthew
looked from her to the barrier and then back atagain.

'‘What is it?' he demanded, as Abby endeavoureddp ker balance.
'‘Mum, what's going on? Is it that man? What's haglbere? Do you
know him?'



Abby's tongue circled her parched lips. 'l—I thoudhdid," she
murmured, realising she had to pull herself togetiMy, it's warm
tonight, isn't it?' She fanned herself nervouslieél quite hot.'

‘You don't look hot," declared Matthew, transfagrthe suitcase and
her holdall to one hand and putting the other thhobler arm. "You
don't have any colour at all,’ he added, beginrimdiustle her
towards the ticket collector.

'‘Oh—uwait!" The girl in the fur coat was still atethbarrier, handing
over her ticket, talking to Piers as she did sethere's no point in
hurrying now, Matt. We won't catch that bus.’

'‘But you said something about us not needing tohctte bus,' he
exclaimed, his suspicions fully aroused now. '‘Myay do know that
man, don't you? Who is it? My father?'

Abby wished she could have fainted then. It woudd/éh been so
much easier just to collapse in a graceful heapalod other people
to take responsibility for what might happen. Ewatthew couldn't
ignore her if she lost consciousness at his feed, anything was
better than having to run the risk of Piers turrangl seeing her.

‘Mum! Matthew was speaking to her again, and helpledsdyshook
her head.

‘All right,' she said, 'itis your father. But hadm't come to meet us, a:
you can see.'

Matthew's expression revealed a conflicting nundfegmotions in
guick succession, and then he turned to gaze abaineby the barrier
with wide incredulous eyes.

Piers was moving away at last, Abby saw with reké#§ companion
had slipped her arm through his, and a porter leh lengaged to
carry her two suitcases. No doubt he had his daid®) she thought,



trying not to feel bitter. No buses for Miss Langt@ comfortable
ride home in the front of Piers' limousine. Of té bad luck, she
fretted—that Piers should be at the station, targlall nights. Poor
Matthew! How must he be feeling? Seeing his owndafor the first
time, and not being able to identify himself!

She was handing over their tickets to be clippecwMatthew
darted away from her. One moment he was therdlisigbeside her,
holding their cases; the next, he had droppeddkescto the ground
and was sprinting after Piers and the girl.

Abby's initial sense of horror froze any protest afight have made.
It was like some awful nightmare. She was poweti@ssop him, and
with a dry mouth and quivering limbs she could onigtch her son
catch up with the other two. She saw him touchd%esleeve, she
saw him speak to him; and she saw the look of dystimat crossed
the girl's face as she looked incredulously upathan beside her.



CHAPTER TWO

ABBY woke the next morning with a distinct feeling egatientation.
It was the silence that was the most disturbingetsphe cessation of
the sounds she had heard every morning for thedpash years, and
which generally awakened her before her alarm. e was no
sound but the occasional cooing of the doves fioenrooftop, and
the argumentative chatter of starlings, quarreldagr the crumbs on
the lawn.

She was at Rothside, she remembered with suddeetesion. She
was lying in her own bed at vy Cottage, the beegllshd slept in for
more than fifteen years, before Piers, and theirriage, had
destroyed that life for ever.

Pushing back the bedcovers, she padded acros$ote Her toes
curling when they missed the rug and encountereg@ahished wood.
Her window was set under the eaves, and she Haghtbher head to
look out of it, but the view that met her anxiowszg was as familiar
as it had ever been.

vy Cottage was set on the outskirts of the villaget if she turned
her head, she could see the green some yards amay,the
duckpond, where she used to sail her paper baatssl not a large
village. Apart from the post office and generalref) there were no
other shops, and in winter it was not unusualtient to be cut off for
days, when the snow was heavy. But it was homeitorhuch more
her home, she realised, than the flat in Greenwaaehd ever be, and
she looked rather wistfully at the grey stone bodd. If only she had
never married Piers Roth, she thought, she mighbstliving here.
If, instead of marrying a man not only older, butose way of life
had been so much different from hers, she had edhfistan Oliver,
none of this would have happened. She wonderet,aMtang, how
she might have adapted to being a farmer's wifetady, Piers'
mother would have said it was more appropriate. & never



wanted Abby to marry her son. She had opposed riéeitionship in
every way she could, and only Piers' persistendephavailed. But,
as things had turned out, her fears had been wtaticat least so far
as the Roths were concerned.

Turning from the window, Abby wrapped her arms tiglabout her
thinly-clad body. She had not wanted to think alibet Roths, but
after what had happened the night before, she dbuhé of little
else. That scene at the station was imprinted omirel in stark and
humiliating detail, and the remembrance of Mattises&haviour
filled her with both anger and pity.

It had all been so awful—so embarrassing—so abguoadhical. Not
that she had found any of it funny. On the contraing had wanted to
die a thousand deaths when Piers turned and loatkiedr with that
cold calculating stare. Yet in retrospect, it hadl its moments of
humour, if any of them had been objective enougiemthem.

But none of them had, of course. Matthew's impelsi
self-introduction had robbed the scene of any amasgmand Abby
had the distinct impression that Piers thoughtstteput him up to it.

Oh, it had been terrible! Putting up her palmsdohot cheeks, Abby
shuddered with revulsion, and unable to stand iver@»mpany any
longer, she put on her dressing gown and made &gdawnstairs.

Although it was only half past seven, Hannah Calbwas already
up and dressed. For all her great age, she seeardty ho have
changed since Abby saw her last, though perhapsshed a little
slower as she took the kettle off the stove. Sheeti as her niece
entered the kitchen and surveyed Abby with warmecibn,
indicating the cups on the tray and the teapotstaabeside it.



'l was just going to bring us both a pot of teataips,' she declared,
her rosy cheeks dimpling with pleasure. 'But now's®@up, we can
have it down here.'

Abby squeezed the hand the old lady offered, anat teesit at the
kitchen table. She might never have been away, refected,
blinking back a feeling of emotionalism. Thank heas for Aunt
Hannah, she thought, drawing a steadying breatijhtRiow, she
needed someone to talk to.

'So . . ." The old lady set the tray between thama, seated herself
opposite. 'You're here!" She reached for Abby'sitegain. 'Are you
going to stay?'

Just for the weekend,' said Abby brightly, tryiegoehave naturally.
‘You know that. | told you in my letter--'

‘Yes, | know. But you also told me you were worradmbut Matthew,
and now that I've met him, | can understand why.'

Abby sighed, and rested her chin on her knuckiésu ‘'mean what
happened last night?'

'l mean the reasons behind what happened last'miglied Hannah,
pouring the tea. 'Abby, why haven't you told Matttt@e truth?'

'‘How could I?" Abby cradled her cup in her cold denHe'd never
believe me. Not now.’

'‘What do you mean? Not now?'

Abby shook her head. 'lt was easier to pretendalier was dead. |
mean-—so far as we were concerned, he was.'

'Oh, Abby""



‘Well . . ." Abby tried to justify herself. 'Aunt dhnah, Piers had
disowned us; he'd disowned Matthew. Could you haldehim that?'

'‘When did he find out?'

‘About two vears ago.'

'‘How?'

Abby hesitated. 'He—must have seen his birth oeati.'

Abby put her cup down. 'He read one of your leftetsle | was out.’
She made a helpless gesture. ‘It was my faultolldhhave realised
he was getting older, more inquisitive.'

"You mean he put two and two together." Hannahesigh'm sorry,
my dear, | should have been more careful.’

'‘Why should you?' Abby was quick to reassure Hemean, you
never used Piers' surname. But his christian name
rather—uncommon.'

'‘But you told Matthew the truth, then?'

'l told him that Piers and | were incompatible. Thar marriage had
been a mistake, and we had agreed to separate.’

'Is that all!' Hannah stared at her impatientlyditx you tell him
about the rows? About Tristan?'

‘Would that have made it any better?' Abby expeled breath
wearily. 'lIt was too late, don't you see? Any clehdad had of
gaining Matt's sympathy was gone. He blamed mestiedoes, as
last night proved.’



'Oh, my dear!" Hannah looked concerned. 'Tell mairagvhat
happened. You were upset last night. And | didk& to probe too
deeply; not then.'

'‘Oh--" Abby flung herself back in her chair. 'lt svawful!" She shook
her head reminiscently. '‘Matt had been so good,rsgpful. | really
had begun to believe he'd turned over a new lelafdl no idea he
knew about Piers' letter and the divorce. If | hidl have thought
twice about bringing him.’

Hannah nodded. 'Go on. You said you saw Piersdbdirier.'

‘That's right. He'd come to meet Miss Langton. App#y she'd been
visiting some friends in London, and she happenddawel back on
the same train. In first class, of course.'

'Of course.'

'‘Well--' Abby caught her lower lip between her ke&r a moment,
‘when | saw Piers, | thought at first--'

She broke off. 'I'm sure you can guess what | tholg
‘That I'd asked him to meet you?'

'Hmm," Abby nodded. 'It was stupid, | realise thatv. But at the
time, it seemed the only explanation.'

'‘And you told Matthew?'

'‘Not then, no. But | was stunned, shocked; yougrtaess how | was
feeling." She lifted her shoulders helplessly. 'ANthtt—being
Matt—came to the obvious conclusion.’

'‘But why did you let him run after Piers? Surelyymoust have had
some idea of what might happen.'



Abby sniffed. 'l didn'tlet him. | couldn't stop him. He was gone
almost before | realised it.'

'And he introduced himself to Piers as his son.'

'Yes.' Abby felt the whole weight of this realisatibearing down on
her.

'Still,' Hannah poured herself more tea, 'at |€asts didn't disown
him in front of Miss Langton.’

'‘No." Abby was grudging. 'But he didn't exactly eaehe him either.’

‘You couldn't expect that.' Hannah studied hereigepale face with
compassion. 'My dear, can you imagine what a sltogkust have
been for Valerie? No one in the valley even knew lyad a son. And
the Langtons regard Piers as one of them.’

Abby finished her tea and pushed her cup over forem| suppose
you're right. But at the time, all 1 was aware @afswriers looking at
me as if he could have killed me!

‘Well, you've certainly put the cat among the prgediaven't you,
my dear? | mean- an ex-wife is one thing, a steps@omething
else.’'

Abby shrugged. 'Piers doesn't regard Matt as mslsexpect he told
Miss Langton that, the minute we got out of the'car

'‘Well, at least you didn't have to wait for a bpsinted out Hannah
dryly. 'Piers' Daimler must have been an improvemarthat.'

suppose so.' Abby shuddered again. 'But it waktigest journey of
my life. No one spoke, not even Matt. Perhaps heregretting what
he had done. Anyway, we all just sat there, likendues, waiting to
get to our destination."'



'Didn't Piers ask how you were? Why you were here?'

‘Not in the car. | don't remember anything he sast, his hostility. It
was awful!'

‘And how did he introduce you to Valerie?'

'‘Oh—as his ex-wife, | think. It was humiliatingtHink she thought
Matt was some kind of punk!’

Hannah half smiled. 'Well, you have to admit, itts every day a
youth rushes up to your fiance and claims thatlns'&ther!"

'‘No." Abby had to giggle at this. 'l suppose it wpste amusing
really. | just wish it hadn't happened.'

'‘Never mind.' Hannah put the cups aside and reddnde warmly.
‘You've no idea how good it is to have you herehyAll'he cottage
has been so empty all these years.’

Abby allowed her to take both her hands, and thegkdd
affectionately at one another. 'lt's good to sae y@mo, Aunt Hannah,'
she said gently. 'And what's all this about youb@isving yourself?'

'‘Oh=--' Hannah drew her hands away. 'You meandbaversation
you had with Dr Willis. | told you in my letter,Have no intention of
leaving the cottage. If | die, | intend to die heaad not in some
home, with none of my own things around me.'

'I'm sure you're allowed to take your own thingghwyou, Aunt
Hannah,' Abby exclaimed. 'Your personal thingseast.'

'‘And my furniture? That dresser, for instance. o yhink | could
take that? And my china cabinet, in the front panr®

'Aunt Hannah--'



'‘Don't bother. | know what you're going to say.ant expect a
residential establishment such as Rosemount tage®pace for all
the odds and ends its inmates have collected beeydars.’

You make it sound like a prison, Aunt Hannah!'

'It would be, to me. Abby, can't you see? Can't yoderstand? I've
lived in this cottage almost all my life. | don'ant to leave it now.'

‘Then you'll have to have a nurse—or a houseke&meneone who
could take care of you--'

'l don't want some strange woman in my kitcheng' ¢hd lady
interrupted her crisply. 'l don't want any femadking me what to do
in my own home!'

‘But, Aunt Hannah--'

'It's no good, Abby. My mind's made up. And if waitome up here
to try and change it, you're wasting your time.'

Abby shook her head. 'Dr Willis says you shoulte'alone.’

‘Then you come home,' said Hannah flatly. "There'season why
you shouldn't, not now you and Piers are gettirdjvarce. Come
back to Rothside. I'd employ you. And it would givMatthew the
chance to get to know his real background.’

'l couldn't!" Abby was appalled.

'‘Why couldn't you? Oh, | know—because of your jabLondon.
Well, | daresay I'd see you didn't lose by it.'

'It's not that." Abby shook her head.

'‘No?' Hannah frowned. 'You're tired of working iaridon?'



'No." Abby hesitated. 'As a matter of fact, Bouihectronics is going
out of business.'

'It is?' Hannah looked delighted. 'There you drent Your problems
are solved.'

'No, Aunt Hannah.'
'‘Why not?'

Abby bent her head. 'The Roths wouldn't like ituyknow they
wouldn't.'

Hannah snorted. 'So what? Since when do | care theaRoths
think?'

'Oh, Aunt Hannah!" Abby gazed at the old lady hesply. 'l couldn't
do that to Piers.'

‘Do what?' Hannah looked impatient. 'Living in $wuth has made
you soft, girll Have you forgotten what Piers didypbu? Is Matthew
Piers' son or isn't he?'

'You know he is.'

‘There you are, then.' Hannah's gnarled fingerscbked. 'Don't you
think it's about time he faced the truth? He's ageay with it long
enough.’

'l want nothing from him, Aunt Hannah,' said Abhyiakly.

‘All right.' Hannah shrugged. 'I'd be the last parto try and persuade
you. But you're letting him have it all his own wagn't you see that?
Where's your fighting spirit, girl? What have yoot ¢o lose?'



'l couldn't do it." Abby got up from the table antbved to the
window, looking out on the patch of garden at thekoof the house.
It was sadly neglected now. Where once she remadlzevegetable
and flower garden, now there was only grass andisyexoking the
struggling rose bushes, that had survived in spit@verything.

Obviously, Aunt Hannah was too old to bend her hadke soil, and
Abby, who had badly missed having a garden wherfisdtenoved

into the flat, wished she had more time.

Hannah, too, got up from the table now, and evigileatbandoning
her efforts to persuade her, said: "What will y@ing man upstairs
want for breakfast? I've got eggs, and some homeddoacon, and
there's plenty of bread and butter.'

'Oh," Abby turned, 'I'm sure some toast and mardealzould be fine.'
She forced a smile. 'lI'd better go and get dre'ssed.

Hannah nodded. 'Very well. And what about you? Diati' me you
don't eat breakfast.'

‘Well, | don't, usually,’ Abby admitted, and thesgeing Aunt
Hannah's impatient expression, she added: 'Butlllhave some
toast, too. If that's all right.'

‘Toast!" snorted the old lady, fetching a loaf nfsty bread from the
larder. 'A plate of ham and eggs would put a biflesh on you.
You're nothing but skin and bone, do you know that?

Abby shook her head good-naturedly and startechapstairs. The
winding cottage stairs opened off the kitchen, \aithoor set squarely
at the bottom to keep out draughts. The cottagedma@ boasted
three bedrooms, but when Abby first came to livihwiunt Hannah,
she had had one of the larger bedrooms converted antiny
bathroom and a boxroom, and it was the boxroomNfathew was
occupying now.



Matthew was still asleep when she peeped intodosr his head
buried half under the covers. Obviously the trawhaneeting his
father the night before did not weigh as heavilyhgmind as it did
on his mother's, and Abby closed the door againefhdim.

The water was still cold in the tank, and she lodokt satisfied with a
chilly wash, before dressing in a cream shirt, mafdesynthetic fibre

that felt like silk, and a pair of jeans. She begher shoulder-length
straight hair until it shone, and curved into hap&, and then went
downstairs again, without troubling to put on argke-up.

Aunt Hannah had lit the fire in the kitchen gratewn 'To heat the
water," she explained, as Abby flicked a glandda@ipromising blue
sky beyond the windows. 'Now are you sure | cagrspade you to
have a nice boiled egg?'

Abby smiled. '"You've twisted my arm,' she saidl tAght, I'll have a
boiled egg. Providing you'll join me.'

'‘Good.'

But as Hannah turned to take a pan from its hoskdeehe stove, a
sudden knocking arrested her. Someone was at ttledwor, and

Abby raised her brows enquiringly as Hannah wipadhands on her
apron.

'‘Probably the boy from the farm, wanting to knowmkeed any more
eggs,’ Hannah declared, crossing the room, and fiéleback in
surprise at the sight of her visitor, i--'Piergiesexclaimed, causing
every inch of Abby's skin to prickle alarmingly. ¥ come in, come
in! You're an early riser.'

'‘When | have to be,' Piers remarked, steppingtimosmall kitchen
and immediately dwarfing its size. 'Good morningl#. | see you're
an early riser, too.'



Abby remained where she was, sitting by the taBlee didn't
altogether trust her legs if she was to try and, risut that didn't
prevent her from looking at Piers, and renewing themories
awakened the night before.

He seemed to have changed little, except, as stheéhoaught, his
shoulders were a little broader. Yet, for all tied,lean athletic frame
seemed to show no trace of superfluous flesh,lbtbes fitting him
as well as they had ever done, and with a closdhassccentuated
the powerful muscles beneath the cloth. His has sl#orter than it
used to be, though it still brushed his collar ¢ back, flat and
smooth, and as dark as a raven's wing. His facenaaer, his eyes
deeper set but just as unusual, their tawny bmdaguarding his
expression. His nose was strong and prominenghaskbones high
and narrow, his mouth at present straight and upcomising,
revealing nothing of the sensuality, he had oncewshher. At
thirty-seven, Piers Roth was, if anything, moreaative than he had
been at twenty-three when Abby had first gone tdwfr him, and it
crossed her mind how unfair it was that he shoaldehevaded his
responsibilities for so long.

When Abby did not answer him, Piers turned to Hanmeho was
closing the door, and gave her one of his politdéesn

'‘As you've probably guessed, Miss Caldwell, I'venedo see Abby.
Would you mind if | had a few words with her—alohe?

‘Not at all." Hannah looked to Abby for confirmatioYou can use the
parlour. You'll be private enough in there.'

Abby was tempted to refuse to speak to him, aftesitence the night
before, but meeting Aunt Hannah's eyes, she kneacshld not
cause a scene without upsetting the old lady.



Getting up from her chair, she glanced at Piedicating that he
should follow her, and opening the door into ting taall, led the way
into the front parlour.

It was a chilly room, despite the strengtheningmtaroutside. The
parlour faced north, and seldom got any sun, ar@bnsequence it
had an air of dampness and neglect.

Like the garden, thought Abby inconsequently, tgymot to let the
prospect of the coming interview unnerve her.

She hung back to allow Piers to enter the roomhbigtood politely
aside until she had preceded him. Crossing thenpaiti carpet to the
hearth, Abby shivered, not entirely because ottid, and faced him
rather defensively, her arms wrapped protectivetpss her body.

Piers closed the door behind him, and leaning bgelnst the panels,
surveyed the old-fashioned little room. An upriglofa and chairs,
lots of little tables, and knick- knacks everywhatevas typical of
any Victorian parlour, and Abby wondered what hes wanking as
he looked about him. Was he remembering the finsé the had
entered this room, the night Aunt Hannah had sperCarlisle,
visiting a sick cousin? Or was he recalling howythad once made
love on the hearth, long after Aunt Hannah had gonked? The
room had memories, memories she would rather for@sd she
shifted a little uncomfortably as his eyes returteeder.

‘You know why I'm here, of course,’ he said, alce of affability
wiped from his voice. 'Perhaps you'd like to te# mhat that little
scene last, night was meant to achieve. How did kmaw I'd be
meeting that train? Did Hannah tell you? If so,d&l interested to
know where she got her information.’

Abby drew a deep breath, realising she would gathing by losing
her temper. 'Believe it or not, you were the lastspn | expected to



see. Or wanted to see, for that matter. As you krfaymt Hannah's
been ill. Her doctor asked me to try and persualdnbw dangerous
it is for her to live alone. That's the only reasomhere.'

'--Piers' eyes were narrowed, the thick lashefiablence teased him
were like a girl's, shadowing their expression. (tMda't a letter have
been just as effective—and less expensive?'

‘Perhaps. But | happen to care about Aunt Hannh&'sShe only
person who's ever cared about me.'

A spasm of impatience crossed his face at her wbrdshe did not
refer to them when he said: 'Why did you bring blog with you?
What useful purpose does he serve?'

Abby caught her breath. 'He's my son, Piers. Anaiay come as
something of a shock to you to learn that | cauahim, too.'

Piers straightened away from the door. ‘Was thereng you could
have left him with? A—friend, perhaps.'

Abby's resentment stirred. 'If you meamanfriend, then I'm afraid |
must disappoint you. Matt and | live alone.'

Piers shrugged. 'Surely you have girl friends.'

‘That's my affair." Abby was getting annoyed, irtespf herself. 'And
why shouldn't | bring Matt here? This is where leéohgs.’

Piers' eyes were harsh with contempt. 'So thata wdu've told him."'
Abby gasped, 'l haven't told him anything!
You told him that | was his father.'

'You are!'



Piers' lips curled. 'Ohplease.Let's not get into that again.' He
breathed heavily. 'The fact remains, you told himow was, you
pointed me out. Why else did he come chasing aftgrand subject
both myself and Val to that embarrassing introcunl

'It wasn't like that/ Abby was having difficulty moin keeping her
temper in check. He was so sure of himself, sogamb And she
could not deny the little spurt of irritation shachexperienced when
he spoke of the other girl in that possessive Wagot a shock,' she
continued. 'lt was—so unexpected. | didn't tell tMetho you were—
not in so many words. | didn't have to. He guesaad. how could |
anticipate what he would do?'

Piers thrust his hands into the pockets of the vatack corded jacket
he was wearing. 'You're telling me he saw a coraptétanger and
guessed | was his father?' he demanded causti€zdgdit me with a
little intelligence, Abby, please.'

'You—bastard!" Abby gazed across at him bitteiDo Yyou think |

wanted him to know his own father haddisowned hido?/ou think

I'd have let him take the risk that you might detlyknowledge of
him?' She shook her head. 'Until two years agahbeght you were
dead! | wish he still believed it.'

Piers regarded her sceptically. 'What are you g&yiithat he
suddenly discovered we were related?’

'He read a letter Aunt Hannah sent me,' declardalyAérsely. 'He
saw your name in it and identified it as beingd$hene as that on his
birth certificate. He's not stupid, you know. Thieances of my
knowing two men called Piers are rather remote;tdou think?"

Piers' mouth compressed. 'So you told him yourystor



'‘No!" Abby was indignant. 'l didn't tell him anyosy. | simply
explained that—that our marriage hadn't worked. tThee
were—incompatible.’

'‘And | suppose there's no connection between mgingrito you
about the divorce and your turning up here.'

‘No!" Abby was adamant.

Piers made a sound midway between acknowledgemdreaision,

and then walked broodingly across to the leadediovirs. Beyond
Aunt Hannah's small patch of garden, a sleek M&xsthtion wagon
was parked in the road. Grey, with an elegantireddlong the side,
it gleamed in the early morning light, the sun gfig off polished

metalwork and mirror-like chrome. Another of thdags vehicles,
thought Abby, wishing he would go. The Roths spaonte on cars
every year than she and Matthew had to live on.

'‘What does the boy know about me?' Piers askedeslddkeeping
his back to her. 'l suppose he believes I'm to bleonthe—what was
it you said—the in- i--compatibility of our marriage

'‘As a matter of fact, Matt blames me," Abby flurtghan angrily.
‘That should please you. The ultimate irony!

Tiers turned. 'It doesn't please me at all," hegéarshly. 'The boy's
yours. Why don't you tell him the truth? That aligh he bears my
name, he's not my son!

'‘Because it wouldn't be true,' retorted Abby blgakDh, why don't
you go away, Piers? You're not wanted here. Doortyw!'ll see that
Matt doesn't bother you again. We'll be leavingdaaiow.'

'‘Will you?' Piers walked back to his previous posit only nearer
now, so that she could smell the warmth of his boalyd the
distinctive scent of the cheroots he evidently &Noured. Then he



sighed before saying quietly: 'l believe you when gay you didn't
expect to see me at the station.' He paused tdggweords emphasis
before continuing: 'l suggest it was an unfortunatedent, and that
we both try and forget what happened.’

If he had expected his mild words would appeaseyAble was
mistaken. On the contrary, she preferred it bettesn he was saying
what he really thought, not paying lip service tdead, or dying,
relationship.

'How considerate of you!' she exclaimed tautly, ¢oascious of his
nearness and resentful of her own reactions ‘fdan't patronise me,
Piers. | don't need it. Go, make your apologielligs Langton. She
needs them—I don't.’

'l was not apologising!" Piers' tawny eyes (glitterdhard and
predatory, like a cat's. 'While I'm prepared toegtc¢hat you couldn't
have known | was meeting Val off the train, | stlly it was the
height of folly to bring the boy up here, partialyaat this time,
knowing he was bound to be curious about me.'

‘At this time?' Abby plucked the words out of hisuth. 'What do
you mean, at this time?"

'l mean with the divorce pending.’
'‘Matt knows nothing about the divorce.’
‘Are you sure?'

Piers was staring at her, and belatedly Abby waeievhether he
might not be right. Apart from his initial enquinMatthew had
showed no further interest in that other letted anly now did she
wonder whether, like Aunt Hannah's letter previgube had found
his father's communication and read it.



Now she shook her head a little uneasily, unalileedgo deny or
confirm his suspicions. 'l don't think he knowbg said finally. 'But
even if he does, what difference does it make?'

'You ask me that!" Piers drew a deep breath. 'Femt'Sssake, Abby,
the boy believes that I'm his father!

'So?'

'‘God!" With a groan of anguish, Piers thrust thegldingers of one
hand through his hair. 'Don't you understand? éstii matter what
you or | believe. It's what he believes that coubtsyou want him to
get hurt?'

'‘Why should you care?'

'I'd care about any child in similar circumstanc@sers moved his
shoulders impatiently. 'Abby, you've got to telirhthe truth. The
boy's bright enough. He'll understand.'

Abby's control snapped. 'Is that what you thinkZhiat what you

really think?' Her green eyes darted fire. "Youesuahous prig! How

dare you come here and preach to me about the lsosevexistence
you've ignored for nearly twelve years! What do ywawe whether
he's hurt or not? What feelings of remorse will yieel when

Matthew and | are safely out of your life for goddi@w convenient it
was to pretend Matthew wasn't yours! What a corafibet let-out,

from a marriage gone sour! Why, you didn't evengtavpay me any
maintenance. You could forget all about us!

Piers' jaw hardened. 'That's not true. | sent yoney--'

‘And | returned it," cut in Abby contemptuouslyditin't want your
charity!

'It was not charity.’



'‘What was it, then?' Abby found she was actualjgyeng his evident
frustration. 'A bid to salve your conscience?'tslumted. 'An attempt
to prove that all | really wanted was your moneya@ay to appease
those feelings of guilt you couldn't quite erase?'

'‘No!" With a face contorted by the strength of @motions, Piers'
hand came out and closed about her upper armngetier towards
him. 'Believe it or not, one of us still possessmine sense of
decency,' he snapped, his fingers digging intoflesh. "You selfish
little bitch! When did you ever think of anyoneelsut yourself?'

Abby brought her hand back then and slapped. lensbund of the
impact ringing round the cluttered little room.was an instinctive
reaction to what he had said, an uncontrollableuis® that she
regretted almost as soon as it was done. With sesehhorror, she
watched the white marks her fingers had made appears cheek,
and sensed the iron control he was exerting niggpond in kind.

'l should have expected that from you," he grated| for a few
agonising seconds, Abby thought he was about totezaenge. His
grip on her arm tightened, and she was forced eearer, so that she
could feel the hard muscles of his thigh againsthina

With an unsteady gaze she looked up at him, closagh now to see
the pulse beating at his jawline, the flaring hatoof his nostrils, and
the thick curling lashes with their sun-bleacheds.tifie was
breathing heavily, his narrow lips separated toeatwthe even
whiteness of his teeth, his breath mingling withrshevarm and
sweet. But it was the savage brilliance of his dfas held her gaze,
those strange tawny irises, flecked with gold, amdloubtedly
smouldering with the heat of his anger. They impaber like a
sword, hard and unyielding, and filled with—contefp

She wasn't sure any more. As he continued to heridals the warmth
of her body against his thigh penetrated the flothaf his trousers,



his expression changed, became fiercer and yet malieable, his
unwilling awareness of her as a woman supersediegviolent
revulsion she provoked.

'l should kill you!" he muttered, bending his haadards her, and
Abby's quivering lips parted almost involuntarily.

He was going to kiss her, she thought incredulouslyspite of his
contempt, his anger, himired he still had some feeling for her, anc
her limbs turned to water as hispassionate gazetsiavn to her
mouth.

And then she was free. In the space of a moment,bhed
anticipation of his touch became an unforgivablekmess, and she
despised herself utterly as he strode towardsdbe d

He turned as he reached the door, and with higfsagn the handle,
regarded her contemptuously. 'l hope | never havs2é you again,'
he said, any emotion she imagined she had seeis iiad¢e erased
completely. 'You're right—I| was glad of the chilttsth to escape
from an impossible relationship. Our marriage wdarae from the
beginning. Perhaps | should have told you the togtlore |1 married
you. Perhaps | was to blame for that. But how was know then
what an over-sexed little bitch you were, and hittke Itime it would
take before you betrayed yourself!'



CHAPTER THREE
'Mum?'

Matthew's anxious voice from the open doorway atetier to the
fact that she was no longer alone. It took quiteeffort to turn and
face him, aware as she was that her eyelids wetmaply puffy, and
the evidence of her recent bout of weeping was sgsibte to hide.
But he had to be answered, and she held her haridékto her nose
as she turned about.

‘You're up,' she said, unnecessarily, mentallyngothe fact that his
jeans were getting too short for him again. 'l—gad sleep well? |
expect Aunt Hannah will give you some breakfagbih ask her.’

'‘She's boiling me two eggs,' said Matthew, shiftig weight from
one foot to the other. 'What's the matter, Mum? \Waye you been
crying?'

Abby sighed, and put her handkerchief away. 'Oh-a-krmow how it
Is," she murmured, hoping to divert him. 'Old ptaadd memories--

‘My father's been here, hasn't he?' Matthew stitg, shocking her
out of her lethargy. 'l heard his voice. It woke o Why did he
come here so early?'

Abby struggled to find an answer for him. '"Your—ydather's a
busy man,' she got out at last. 'l expect he haggho do later.’

'It was about last night, wasn't it?" mumbled Meth scuffing his
toe. 'He was annoyed because | broke in on hisimgeatith that
Langton woman.'

'‘Well, you did embarrass him,' agreed Abby weatMatt, let's not
go over that again now. You—you behaved impulsivebu didn't



think what you were doing. I'm sure your fatherraggmtes that. Let's
forget it, shall we?'

'Forget it!" Matthew's jaw jutted. 'l don't wantftoget it. At least I've
met him now. And | think he liked me. 'Course, witiat silly female
being there, we couldn't have a proper conversatiohwhen | see
him again--'

‘Again!" Abby stared at him. 'Matt, you won't beisg him again.'

'‘Why not?' Matthew's mouth took on a downward slafdu can't
stop me from seeing him. He's my father. Why do tymok | was so
keen to come here? After reading his letter, | krtenight be the last
chance I'd get.’

'You read your father's letter?"

Matthew had the grace to look a little shamefaaa, iout he bluffed
it out. 'Why shouldn't I?' he demanded. 'You wergoing to tell me,
were you? He wants a divorce—I read that. Why? Dmewant to
marry that Langton woman?'

'‘Oh, Matt!" Abby shook her head helplessly. 'l wigbu'd try to
understand. Your—your father isn't interested inimither of us.
He just wants his freedom.’

Matthew looked sulky. "You don't know that. Yourtkibecause he
doesn't want you, it follows that he doesn't war. well, that
needn't be true. Lots of couples separate, buktittseget to see both
parents—regularly.'

'It's not like that." Abby was close to telling haractly how it really
was, but compassion forbade her from destroying Vittia dignity
he had left. 'Matt, don't look at me like that tibt my fault, honestly.
But—Dbut this morning your father told me that hesi@t want to see
either of us again.'



'That's not true!"

It is true.' Abby would have gone to him then g her hands on
his shoulders, but Matt backed away.

'‘What did you say to him?' he demanded, and shedgsazayed to
hear the choke of a sob in his voice. 'l bet yddi lham to get lost. My
father wouldn't refuse to see me—he wouldn't! Yewwne this. It's
all your fault.'

‘Matt--'

But Matthew had gone, charging back through thehkih as if the
devil himself was at his heels. Abby followed hinoma slowly,
hearing, like the death knell of all her hopesthair relationship, his
booted feet hammering up the wooden staircase.

Hannah looked up from the bread she was cuttingnwhiby

appeared, turning her head towards the stairs dgfioing the girl

her attention. 'Whatever has happened?' she exadailfiirst Piers
goes striding out of the house, without even a vafrthrewell, and
now Matthew dashes up the stairs, as if you'd takehip to him!'

'‘Don't ask,' said Abby tiredly, sinking down intachair beside the
table. 'Honestly, sometimes | wish I'd died in @hitth, like my
mother. | just don't think I've got the will to go.'

'Of course you have.' Hannah spoke half angrilpd'Aon't let me
hear you suggest such a dreadful thing again! Bekfial for what
you do have—your youth and your health. There'synaamne would
envy you, just remember that.'

Abby sighed. 'l know, | know. But | don't know wHath going to do,
Aunt Hannah. Matt blames me for everything. He ddames me for
sending Piers away this morning, and goodness knthas wasn't
how it was.'



'‘Hah!" Hannah snorted impatiently. 'l suppose Riarse to tell you
to keep the boy out of his way.’

‘Something like that.'

Hannah shook her head. 'The man's a fool! Can'tsde the
resemblance between them? Both so stubborn! Bathiby you for
something that wasn't your fault. | could knockitlneads together!

'If only it was that simple,' sighed Abby wryly.oM know, | really
believed that sooner or later Piers would beginaee doubts.’

'l doubt his mother would have let him,' retortednidah crisply,
taking Matthew's eggs out of the pan. 'You reaélinforced her
position when you became pregnant so soon aftarngatriage. And
she's had years to brainwash Piers into beliefiaggtory about you
and Tristan.'

'l suppose Tristan going away didn't help.’

'‘No." Hannah conceded the point. ‘And for a wtihe, Olivers were
very bitter. But Lucy's grown up now. Do you remamh.ucy
Oliver? Well, she's grown up and married, and hesblnd's taken
over the running of the farm.

"Tristan went to Canada, didn't he?"'

‘Yes,' Hannah nodded. 'And | believe he's done wesill. He's
married, too, of course—a Canadian girl, naturdllyey have three
children.’

'‘Lucky Tristan!" Abby gave a rueful sigh. 'How mushmpler it
would have been if I'd married Tristan when | Hael thance.'

‘You didn't love him," declared Hannah practicallyou think it
would have been simpler, and perhaps it wouldpmesways. But



Abby, do you honestly think you'd have been happyer a
prolonged period? All right, so things with Pieidrdt work out as
you expected. At least you took your happinesseviidu had the
chance.'

'‘For which I'm paying now,' remarked Abby dryly,tiing up both

hands to massage the aching muscles at the baogr afeck. She
moved her shoulders helplessly. 'Why couldn't Paréeast have
given me an opportunity to explain? Or if he hadead to speak to
Dr Morrison again, taken some more tests--'

'‘Abby, Abby . . ." Hannah gazed at her compassaynat’ou really
can't be that naive! Not after more than twelvey®@h marriage. You
know how important these things can be; particulrla man. Piers
had taken that medical, on his mother's advicassure himself that
there was nothing wrong--'

'‘But the tests must have been wrong, you know 'thabby
exclaimed, blinking back the tears that persisyepticked at the
backs of her eyes.

‘Maybe.' Hannah acknowledged her words. 'But thereamains that
Piers had no reason to doubt their veracity. Sumely you realise
how he must have felt. Good heavens, he didn't &legou, even
though that had been his mother's intention al@lo

'‘But she couldn't have believed that it would makg difference to
my feelings for Piers!" Abby was incredulous.

‘Why not? Most young women want children, even ydda
'‘But we could have adopted a child.’

'It's not the same. Or at least, Piers didn't tlsak Abby, try to put
yourself in his position. How would you have félsome doctor had
told you you couldn't have children?'



Abby shifted in her seat. 'Nevertheless, he shbalkk given me a
chance to explain--'

'l suppose he should. But the evidence was prattynghg, wasn't it?
And then your discovering you were pregnant onlgkedater.'

'‘Aunt Hannah!" Abby gazed indignantly at her alimhose side are
you on?"

'I'm only playing devil's advocate,' replied Hannsimoothly. 'l
sympathise with you, my dear, you know | do. Butan't help
thinking that running away didn't help anything.’

'l couldn't have stayed here.' Abby shuddereauldn't have had my
baby here.’

'‘Why not?'

Abby shook her head. 'l didn't want Piers to seelm&n't want him
watching me, observing me—despising me when | gi@wand

ugly--'

'‘Pregnant women do not grow fat and ugly,’ excldiniannah,
impatiently. 'Stop exaggerating, Abby. You ran avimecause you
hadn't the guts to stay and face them!

'Aunt Hannah!'

‘Well, it's true, Abby. I'm sorry, but it is. Yowvlet the Roths
determine how you live your life. Oh—going off tohdon may have
been fine, and I'm not denying you've made a nichgourself there.
But don't imagine it was solely to prove your indegence you left
Rothside. You left because you let the Roths dyoxe away.'

Abby got up from the chair and walked unsteadilyroas to the
windows. 'Is that what you really think of me?' sis&ed, in a small



voice, and Hannah clicked her tongue before goiiey der and
slipping her arm about her.

'‘My dear, you mean everything to me, you know tBat. it's no use

deluding yourself that by running away from a pesblyou can

evade it. Sooner or later it always recoils on yang | suggest that
this is what's happened now.’

'‘With—with Matt, you mean?' Hannah nodded. 'But idzan | do?"
'‘Well, running away again isn't going to help."'
‘What do you mean?' Abby turned to look at theladty.

‘Matthew isn't going to forgive you until you carope to him that
you were not to blame for what happened.’

'‘And how can | do that?'

'‘By coming back here to live. By giving him the obea to see his
father as he really is.’

'‘No." Abby moved her head vigorously from side itdes 'Aunt
Hannah, | told you before, I couldn't do that.’

‘Why couldn't you?'
'l told you. It wouldn't be fair.'

‘To Piers?' Hannah made a sound of exasperatibhy,Matthew is
Piers' son!'

' know.'

‘Then what earthly right has he to be allowed twrg the fact?’



Abby caught her lower lip between her teeth. 'Watlld people
say? What would they think?'

'‘Does it matter? They'll probably think you had tigld while you
were in London. Which you did,' she added drylyt 'pou know
what | mean.’

Abby hesitated. 'But how could | ever prove MatthewrPiers' son.
He'll never believe me.'

'‘Perhapgyouwon't have to.'
'l don't understand.’
'‘Matthew,' said Hannah simply. 'Matthew?' Abby wasfused.

'‘My dear, if you bring Matthew to live here, if yanstall him in the
school at Alnbury, and you let him mix with the ettboys from the
village, can you imagine how Piers will feel?"

'l doubt he'll feel anything."'

'‘Won't he?' Hannah looked sceptical. 'Don't yoakhhuman nature
being what it is, he'll resent it.'

'Resent it, yes, but——

'Listen to me, Abby. I'm a lot older and perhafitle wiser than you
are. All right, | agree that to begin with Pierdlwesent it, but give
him time. Sooner or later, other emotions will tékeplace, and that's
when his heart-searching will start.’

'Heart-searching!" Abby's lips twisted. '‘Aunt Hahnathink you're
deluding yourself.'



'‘Remember, Abby, he's not going to be able to ignyau. Valerie
Langton knows who you are, and thanks to Matthée knows who
he is as well.'

‘Do you think Piers will allow that to trouble hin®bby expelled her
breath heavily. 'Aunt Hannah, you know what Pieit ave told
her. The truth as he sees it.’

'‘Nevertheless, the doubts have been planted.’
'‘Aunt Hannah, you're not being realistic.'

‘No? The man loved you once, didn't he?’
'"Once" being the operative word.’

'‘Even so, seeing you again, hearing about you fstrar people in
the village, as he's bound to do, is going to revhemories.’

'‘Memories he would rather forget.'

‘Some of them, | agree. But there are others, Athiat,he won't find
SO easy to ignore.'

Abby moved away from her. 'Aunt Hannah, if you iafter all that
has happened, | could ever forgive Piers for wieadid--'

'l don't expect miracles,' retorted Hannah flatlfhought we were
talking about Matthew. It's Matthew you should beking about,
Matthew's future that should be ensured. He issPsen, Abby, and
by rights the Manor estate should eventually cao@m.’

'‘Well, yes, but—

‘At least give nature a chance. The boy is likefsiigser. Oh, maybe
it's not immediately obvious from his appearance. ¢blouring is



yours, and just now, with that terrible haircut ahdse awful boots,
he bears little resemblance to Piers at that agegiBen time, and a
change of environment, who knows what might happ&n@ I'd
really like to see Piers' face when he begins gpact he may have
been wrong all these years.'

Abby's lips tightened. She would like to see thab, she thought
bitterly. Even if it wouldn't make any differencewhat happened to
her, it would be sweet revenge to know Piers wasgeao live with
his folly for the rest of his life . . .

Matthew appeared at lunchtime. Hannah had takerbtaakfast
upstairs to him, and although she grimaced rathefully at Abby
when she came downstairs again, when the tray iwakyfreturned
it had been cleared.

Abby was relieved to see her son and reassuredhdohe had
apparently got over his distress. Apart from thentha sullen

expression in his eyes when he looked at her, ameag much as
usual, answering Aunt Hannah when she spoke to dnigh,making
short work of the steak and kidney pie she haddédelunch.

‘Now, what are you going to do thiafternoon?' Hannah asked, afte
Matthew had downed his second helping of apple bterand was
thirstily emptying a glass of lemonade. 'Abby?' shed to her
niece. 'Why don't you and Matthew go for a walk? $ure he'd like
to look around the village.'

Abby met the old lady's innocent gaze with sometfation. Aunt
Hannah didn't waste any time, she reflected wikiypwing full well
what her purpose was. She wanted Abby to talk t¢tHéey about
moving to Rothside. She wanted her to tell himaf$uggestion that
by doing so they would be serving the dual purpaiseroviding



themselves with a permanent home and thus remawipgnecessity
for Hannah to leave the cottage now or at someadudate.

'l don't know," Abby began, her eyes revealing indecision, but
Hannah was adamant.

'‘Go along with you,' she said. 'I'll do these dsshend then put my
feet up for half an hour. Dr Willis said | shoulkekt every afternoon,
and you know what these young doctors are like.'

‘Matthew?' Abby turned to her son, half preparedio to refuse her
invitation, but he didn't.

'‘Why not?' he said, his eyes hard and insolentwéfre leaving
tomorrow, I'd better make the best of it, hadn't I?

Abby sighed, but she didn't argue with him. Instesd told him to
go and get ready, while she and Aunt Hannah clehesthble.

'l can do it," Hannah exclaimed, when Abby insisiadnstalling her
in the armchair by the fire, and started cleanhgyplates.

'If you want me to stay, you're going to have tate earn my keep,’
retorted Abby dryly, and Hannah gazed at her disbeigly as she
turned back to the sink.

'Do you mean it?' she exclaimed, and Abby castfulrglance over
her shoulder.

'If Matt's agreeable,' she conceded, resumingds&r i'm not making
any promises, but as everything else seems to Falezl, I'm
prepared to give it a try.’'

Abby tried to broach the subject with Matthew, asyt left Ivy
Cottage behind and walked along the grassy vergartts the village
green. It was a beautiful afternoon, the air anglgiwarm for so late



in the summer, the bees buzzing among the wild dfewin the
hedges. There was the smell of corn and new-mown drad the
many indescribable scents of the country, the cdlkhe birds that
swooped low over their heads mingling with the tdrabf the ducks
on the pond.

Matthew had been silent since they left the cottagying little
attention to his surroundings as he kicked a petbibteigh the grass.
Abby wondered whether he was aware of the beautyhisf
surroundings, or whether indeed such consideragwasoccurred to
him. He seemed sunk in some retrospection of his, awd judging
by his expression, it was not to his liking.

'l used to sail paper boats on the pond when lanéte girl,’ Abby
ventured, hoping to arouse his interest, but Mathenly reaction
was a sideways glance. 'l was only three when lectrlive with
Aunt Hannah. | can't really remember Newcastldlat a

Matthew did not respond, and pressing on, Abby tedirio a grey
stone building, set back from the road. 'That'sr@heaised to go to
school, until 1 was old enough to attend the grams®hool in
Alnbury. They still had grammar schools in thosgsd&low | believe
it's called Alnbury Comprehensive.'

There were some children playing on the green. iegaf cricket
was in progress, but they paused as Abby and Mattiedked by, no
doubt wondering who they were, thought Abby tensghe probably
knew their parents, she reflected. Her generatierevall married
with families now, and none of these youngsters wlaer than
Matthew.

At the far side of the green was the village stamed the post office,
and beyond them, the grey spire of St Saviour'sré€thut was the
church where she and Piers had got married, ang Abbided the
adjoining rectory, half afraid the Reverend Mr Atrosg would



appear and recognise her. It would be awkwarddoiztimng Matthew
to him. As yet, she had not accustomed herseligadea of telling
everyone he was Piers' son, and she wondered if Aamnah quite
realised how awkward it was going to be. Peoplehinigt believe
her, and if Mrs Roth had her way, they definitelguMn't. It was a
formidable task she was setting herself, and shedem@d rather
apprehensively whether it was ail worthwhile.

'‘Where does my father live?' asked Matthew suddestayrtling her
by the unexpectedness of his question, and shdenets her lips.

‘Outside the village,' she said at last. 'He—wmedl lives at Rothside
Manor. The—er—the Roths gave Rothside its name.’

'l guessed that.' Matthew was insolent. 'So wreRothside Manor?'
Abby hesitated. 'Why do you want to know?'

'Is it a secret?

'No, it's not a secret, but I'd like you to answer.

Matthew grimaced. 'Don't worry, | won't go trespagson his
property. | just want to know about him, about vehke lives, about
my grandparents.’

Abby's tongue circled her lips again. 'You donitdra- grandparents.
You have a grandmother—your father's mother, MihRo

'‘What's she like?' Matthew was regarding her witident interest,
and Abby thought how ironic it was that Piers' nestbhould arouse
such curiosity in the child she had done her utrtmsgestroy.

'l—why—she's all right," she replied now, pushirgr hands deep
into the hip pockets of her jeans. 'Sixtyish, |zoge. The last time |
saw her, she was very smart— grey-haired; enjoysg,icr she did.



According to Aunt Hannah, she spends most of mee these days
working for the good of the community. You knowpeth activities,
charity functions. The kind of things you'd expgsaineone like her to
do.'

‘Are they rich?' Matthew was obviously intrigueddahis unnatural
air of detachment receded as his interest was awakel suppose
you used to live at the Manor, didn't you?' he dddéter a moment's
consideration. 'Did | live there, too?"

'‘No." Abby felt her cheeks grow warm. 'Oh, looke said, walking
on, 'isn't that a magpie?' She shook her head, iasvas the most
Important matter. "You never see magpies in Lorddon.

Matthew made no response, and she could tell byhbisched
shoulders and the way he mooched after her thabkalisappointed
by her answer. Glancing his way, Abby wonderedHerumpteenth
time whether what she was about to do was the tighg for him,

but if Aunt Hannah was correct, she had no righdeprive him of
finding his real identity. 'Matt...’

She spoke quietly, but he must have heard hehddifted his head
and fixed her with a resentful stare.

‘Matt," it was terribly difficult to know exactlydw best to say this,
but jJumping in with both feet, she made her anneurent: 'Aunt
Hannah has suggested that perhaps we should caleaza stay
with her for a while.'

Matthew's expression changed abruptly. 'Come aydath her?' he
echoed. 'What—do you mean for a holiday?'

'No." Abby chose her words carefully. "®vould come and—and
live here. For some time, anyway.'

'Live with Aunt Hannah?"



Matthew was looking uncertain now, and Abby pressedAs you
know, her doctor thinks she should not be livinenal, not at her age,
and with her heart not being strong. Actually, auyremember, you
suggested something similar when we were at homeheatlat, |
mean. You asked why Aunt Hannah couldn't come medwith us.
Well, she's returned the compliment. She asked o®tve instead.’

'‘Leave London?' Matthew was evidently trying to edimterms with
this new development, and Abby nodded.

'It's not such a bad idea,' she added. 'l meaat with me losing my
job and everything. The flat was going to be veqgensive for us to
keep, and jobs aren't that easy to come by these'da

Matthew frowned. 'Would we live at the cottage?'
'Of course.'

'It's not very big. Not for three people.’

‘The flat isn't very big," Abby pointed out equably
'‘We'd manage.'

‘Would I have to go to school up here?’

‘Well, naturally." Abby paused. 'You'd go to themehensive in
Alnbury | was telling you about. | believe thera'school bus that
picks up the children from all the outlying villageShe forced a
smile. 'In my day, we had to get the service bus.’

Matthew's mouth compressed. 'Did my father go &b $ichool, too?"
he asked suspiciously.

'‘No." Abby sighed, then instilling a note of entiaiss into her voice,
she asked: 'What do you think? Shall we do as Aamnah says?'



Matthew bent to pick a blade of grass, threadingritugh his teeth.
Then, looking at her steadily, he said: 'Does niyefaknow?'

Abby's cheeks flamed. 'No. Why should he? It's imgtho do with
him what we decide to do.’

‘This is his village, isn't it?'

'‘No!" Abby was appalled. 'The Roths may once haenlihe primary
landowners around here, but time— and death duiege changed
all that. I'm not saying they're not comfortably-of

'—and powerful,’ inserted Matthew irritatingly, ksite ignored him.

‘They don't own Rothside, Matt. In fact, they domx with the local
people much at all. Their friends mostly live odésthe village.'

Matthew scowled. 'So how did you get to know myhéa®' he
demanded, and Abby's doubts about this arrangemeitiplied
themselves.

‘Do you really want to know?' she exclaimed. 'Miéi all in the past.
It was a mistake. Do you really want to know al@utistake?"'

'You mean | was a mistake,' he muttered resentfafig Abby closed
her eyes for a moment in bleak desperation.

'‘No,' she said at last, 'that's not what | meameant our marriage
was a mistake. Piers and | were from different gamknds. It should
never have happened. We had nothing in common.'

‘Except me,' declared Matthew shrewdly.

‘Matt, we split up before you were born!



‘Then maybe you shouldn't have,' he retorted agyeds. 'l should
at least have been given the chance to choose \phremt | wanted
to live with.'

Abby gasped. Matthew had hurt her before, manydjrnat never as
much as this, and she turned away helplessly, artalday anything
in the face of such brutal logic.

She had to steel herself to walk back to the cettagpd she was
relieved to see Matthew had gone ahead. He haaldgireached the

village green where the children were playing, antte came abreasit
of the wicket, a tennis ball came bouncing acrbegdad to roll to a

stop at his feet.

Matthew bent and picked up the ball, and Abby was ¢p see him
joining in their game. If only he could become ai¢hem, a normal
healthy village child, it would be worth any heatta she might have
to suffer.

One of the youngsters, a plump little boy, withhatth of gingery
hair, had gone up to Matthew and was obviouslyresKithey could
have their ball back. Matthew towered above thellsbagy, the ball
in his hands held well out of the child's reachbyjbapproaching
them smiled at the boy before speaking to her Sdwow the ball
back, Matt. You're holding up the game.'

Matthew hesitated, examining the ball in his haaslsf looking for
flaws. Then, without a word, he hurled it across ¢gfneen, past the
group of waiting children, and into the pond withoad plop. The
ducks all scattered, waddling out of the waterksitatheir feathers
and quacking in protest, and a smile of pure satigfn spread over
Matthew's face. '‘Bullseye,’ he remarked, brushiadnands together,
and smirked at the little boy who was now very rteaears.



"You—you little beast!" Abby was trembling with o#@n, as much
from what he had said earlier as from this lateste of badness.
‘You're not fit to mix with decent children! Go lbao the cottage and
go to your room. | don't want to set eyes on yowairaguntil
tomorrow!’



CHAPTER FOUR

FOR a moment, Abby thought Matthew was going to dedy. liHis

face suffused with unbecoming colour, and his fis¢siched at his
sides, tight and muscular beneath the rigid thisrmédis arms. But
then, something—some spark of respect he stillfbaber perhaps,
caused all the aggression to go out of him, .arbdoagh his
expression remained defiant, he slouched off tosvtrd cottage.

Abby gathered herself with an effort and turnedhe boy. "‘Well
now,' she said, 'let's go and see if we can retbeulall, shall we? It's
just the day for paddling in the pond.'

The boy's quivering lips firmed, and he offered hehalf-hearted
smile. 'Why did he throw our ball into the pond@'dsked, regaining
his confidence, and with it a sense of indignatilbmyon't bounce any
more. It'll be all wet and soggy.'

'Let's see, shall we?' Abby accompanied him adiesgrass, aware
of being the cynosure of all eyes. Now she notecgdoup of women
gathered together at the gate of a cottage on ttier gide of the
green, and two old men, seated on a bench beneatirees. No
doubt they had all seen what happened, she redlep@rmitting
another glance at Matthew's retreating back. Perblag should have
made him rescue the ball as he was the one whthhaaln it, but at
the time she had been too incensed with his bebatodhink of that.

The ducks were gradually returning to the pond, @&l children
trailed after Abby and her companion, whisperingl ajggling
among themselves. One or two of them addressegirnger-neaded
escort, but most of them were content to wait asdvehat was going
to happen.



The ball had come to the surface, and was boblnogtan the water
just out of reach. Abby found a piece of twig amdblged at it
ineffectually, but every time she got near it tladl Just bobbed away.

'‘D'you want me to get it?' A little girl with lonlgrown plaits, and

wearing a tee-shirt and shorts, was already kickifidier sandals,
but Abby hastily demurred. She had no idea how deepwater

might be in the middle of the pond, and the laisiglshe needed right
now was some irate mother charging her with puttiagdaughter's
life in jeopardy.

'I'll get it,' she averred, mentally cringing a¢ ildea of putting her feet
into the pond's murky waters. She bent and unbddide sandals and
rolled up the hems of her jeans. 'Step back, albaf | don't want you

to get splashed.'

The pond water was just as unpleasant to step astshe had
expected. Her feet made a horrible squelching soasdthey
encountered the silt at the bottom of the pond, svel dreaded to
think what unspeakable filth she might be standing

'‘Can | be of some assistance?’
'‘Daddy!

The two exclamations were made almost simultangpasid the
little girl who had offered to help Abby turned ¢peet a stocky,
broad-shouldered man, casually attired in cott@uders and an
open-necked shirt. His shirt sleeves were rolletklia his elbows,
and there was a smudge of red paint on the knhis @feam slacks.
But his expression was amused and friendly, andyAtds grateful
to see an uncensorious face.

'l think | can manage,' she replied rather ruefuilymacing as she
captured the elusive ball. 'There we are— I'veigd@&ut thanks for
the offer anyway.'



'‘My pleasure." The man leant forward to offer her tand, as she
stepped but on to the grass. 'l guess | came teddat | was painting,
and | had to wash my hands.' He nodded at herfeiety 'lt was good
of you to help them. They've all been told to keapof the pond.’

‘It wasn't our fault.'

A chorus of indignant voices strove to put theimpof view, but the
man held up his hand to silence them.

'I'm Sean Willis," he said, ignoring the childreanlsatter. ‘And you
must be Miss Caldwell's niece. | recognised yomftbe photograph
she has beside her bed.'

‘Sean Willis!" Abby made a not very successful gffo dry her feet
on the grass. 'Then you're--'

'—your aunt's doctor,' he inserted cheerfully hesytoungsters began
to drift away. 'She told me you were coming. I'mpgrateful to you.'

'Oh--' Abby made a deprecating gesture, 'it wasddhst | could do.’

‘Well, | hope you've had some success with Missi@all. It really is
Imperative that we make her see reason.'

Abby looked down at her feet, wondering why shendlisimply tell
him that she planned to stay. She was sure he veqyicbve, but she
wasn't sure of the wisdom of them staying any mblict. after this
afternoon. Not after Matthew had behaved so battyv could they
stay here if things were going to get worse, irgtea better? It
wouldn't be fait to Aunt Hannah, let alone anyolse e

'Oh, | say--' Sean Willis misinterpreted her sienand gestured
towards her feet, 'you can't go home like that.'Wauwin your sandals
if you attempt to put them on. Look, my house & pcross the green.
Why don't you allow me to offer you washing faodf, at least?



Miranda can come with us, just so those old womemtdyet the
wrong impression.'

Abby looked up. 'But won't your wife--'

'‘My wife's dead, Mrs Roth. Unfortunately, she canted leukaemia
when Miranda was only a few months old. | have ase&eeper, a
Mrs Davison, who is a treasure, but she's awayytoslaopping in
Newcastle, and I've been trying a bit of do-it-ysmif, not very
successfully, I'm afraid.'

Abby gave in to his persuasion. Apart from anythetge, she would
welcome a cooling-off period before she followedtttlaw back to
the cottage, and in any case, he was right; shidicopossibly put on
her sandals before she had washed her feet.

The only obstacle came when they reached the fadcircled the
green, and divided the stretch of smooth grass ftempath t6 his
front door. 'You'll have to carry her, Daddy," Mida directed, as
Abby put her foot gingerly on to the gravel.

'‘Why didn't | think of that?' declared Sean gasiyinging Abby off
her feet, before she had chance to protest. leatlly give the gossips
something to chew over. Would you like me to camy over the
threshold?’

‘That won't be necessary." Abby insisted he putdwmvn on the
concrete path. 'If you'd like to fetch a dish ofteraout here. | can sit
on your steps in full view of everyone.'

'l wouldn't hear of it." Sean shook his head sdyevend from what |

hear from your aunt, you're not afraid of a bitgafssip yourself.
Mind the paintwork in the hall. That's what | wasry, when | saw
you going for a swim.'



The house Abby entered was square and old, twioettavindows
flanking a studded front door. Beyond the door.aaraw hall ran
from front to back, and because Sean was paintingre were
newspapers instead of carpets on the floor.

'‘Come into the cloakroom," he said, as his dauglaier Abby's
sandals at the foot of the stairs. 'Miranda, gogetda dish out of the
kitchen. And fetch one of the towels Mrs Davisod hanging on the
dryer.'

'I'm very grateful,’ Abby said a few minutes latmerging from the
cloakroom feeling clean again. 'That water reallgswioul. I'm
surprised the ducks aren't poisoned.'

'Oh, you'd be surprised what ducks can stand,' needaSean
cheerfully, inviting her into the room across thedlh'Come along.
I've made some tea. You've given me an ideal exioutsde a break,
and I'm not going to let you go without humouring.m

Abby's hesitation was barely perceptible, and skeqaled him into a
comfortable sitting room to find that they wererado

'l've let Miranda go back to play,' he declaredhaungg her on to the
couch and taking his place beside her. 'Now, vall ye mother or
shall 1?7 | take both milk and two sugars, if yowsld decide to take
charge.’

Abby smiled, and immediately tackled the cups @nldhv table set in

front of her. There was cream and sugar, and & @atrich tea

biscuits, as well as a fat-bellied teapot. She @duhe tea carefully,
making sure she didn't spill any on the table'ssped surface, and
then settled back with her own, relaxing almoshuiit realising it.

'‘How long are you staying, Mrs Roth?' Sean askeljmg himself to
biscuits and dunking them in his tea. 'I'm suredaldwell was



delighted to see you. She tells me you haventeddRothside once
since you left.'

Put like that, it sounded awful, and Abby strovexplain: 'lt's a long
journey,' she ventured rather lamely.

'But Aunt Hannah has been to visit me. Not oncésbueral times.'

'Yes, so she said." Sean frowned. 'l supposeaht isxpensive trip.
Rail fares can be prohibitive.'

‘Yes.' Abby let it go at that, and presently hanpanion changed the
subject.

‘You're lucky it's such a fine weekend. Rothsidelwa grim when the
weather's bad. But | suppose you know that, cormnorg these parts.
I'm afraid | was born and brought up in Hampshiveere we don't
get such extremes.'

Abby nodded. 'Have you been in Rothside long, Diti¥®i

‘Sean, please,' he averred, taking another bisaad. yes, I've lived
here—let me see, it must be almost ten years n@uppose you
knew Dr Morrison. He probably retired soon afteuyonoved away.'

'Yes.'

Once again Abby was left without any means of prging the
conversation, and deciding he was owed an exptanabout the
afternoon's events, she told him about Matthew.

'l don't know what got into him," , she murmuredishing her tea and
putting down her cup. 'He generally gets on wititdean. | suppose |
should have made him retrieve the ball, but | veagrgyry, | just sent
him home.’



Sean nodded. 'l saw him. He's a big boy for whati@? Thirteen?'

'He's almost twelve," Abby replied tautly. 'I'maift his size is against
him. People invariably expect more of him becaisy think he's
older.'

‘You must have been very young when you had hins, Rath.'

'I—I was eighteen,' said Abby, getting to her féeteally mustn't
hold you up any longer, Dr Willis. The tea was delus, but | really
should be going.'

‘All right." Sean rose too, and Abby realised timaher high-heeled
sandals, they were more or less on eye level. ofadlf that, he gave
the impression of being bigger, probably becauski®fbulk. She
wondered how old he was. Between thirty-five andtyfoshe

imagined. Piers' age actually, although there was ather

resemblance between the two men. Sean was mofrgrigtan Oliver

had been, sturdier and more stolid. The kind of ov@could depend
on, she thought, moving towards the door. Honedttarstworthy,

and totally reliable.

'Will 1 see you before you leave?' he asked, ag/Abdrted down the
path. 'l believe Miss Caldwell said you were stgyior the weekend.
Will you still be here on Monday morning?'

'I'm afraid not.' Whatever she decided, Abby knbe would have to
return to London, if only to sort out her affailBut perhaps we'll
meet again before long. Thank you for the tea,as Jwust what |
needed.’

'‘Any time.' Sean accompanied her down the patm&loack soon.'

Abby found her cheeks were quite warm as she wadketd/ across
the green. She was aware of Sean watching hepauskd once to
glance back and wave. But the undivided attentibrordookers



deterred her from repeating her action, and shekqoed her step as
Ivy Cottage came in sight.

Abby broke her change of heart to Hannah the fafigwnorning.
She had not felt able to tell the old lady the higéfore, what with
Matthew sulking in his room upstairs and her owrves shredded by
his insolent behaviour. But on Sunday morning smewkshe could
delay no longer, and as they scraped the potatmetumch, she
admitted that she had had second thoughts abouhgiov

'‘But, Abby--' Hannah gazed at her niece with eyetdsnly filled
with tears, 'you promised! You said you'd give ityg and you can't
go back on your word now. If you don't stay, Dr Milvill make me
go into Rosemount, and | won't last six weekshaVe to leave the
cottage.'

Abby sighed. 'Aunt Hannah, Dr Willis is not the nster you're
making him out to be. I've met him, remember?' B&e given her
aunt an edited version of all that had happened pgrevious
afternoon. 'He's only concerned with what's besydal. If you insist
on staying here, then other arrangements will have made.’

'l know—a companion, like you said," exclaimed Hamndabbing
her eyes with the corner of her apron. 'Oh, Abbiyvave you
changed your mind? Aren't you happy here? Is itetbmg I've
done? If you'd just tell me--'

'It's nothing like that." Abby felt mean. 'Pleasend look so
woebegone. I'm not saying | won't come and visit. ydow that I've
been here, I'll come again. But | really think itgit be better for
Matthew if he isn't uprooted from his familiar eronment. He
wouldn't fit in here, Aunt Hannah. It's asking tmoich.’

It was hard leaving, particularly as Matthew hackheaddressed two
words to her since the previous afternoon. Abby rielar to tears



herself when Aunt Hannah hugged them both goodéyd,as the
taxi sped towards Alnbury, where they were to cédtueh bus to
Newcastle, she was glad of Matthew's silence toovec her
composure.

During the tense week that followed, no mention masle of Abby's
reasons for abandoning her intention to move thstoe. Matthew
went off to school as usual, and she had her vaditkough gradually
that was running down, and she guessed Trevor mgkeeping her
on out of kindness. Nevertheless, she tried to taimhe facade that
everything was as it should be until ten days Jatdren her small
world exploded.

It had been a day much like any other, and Abby aemsit to leave
the office early, at about half past three, wheoleceman appeared
in the glass-walled reception area beyond her offcssie, the office
junior, who generally attended to visitors, hacatty left, and Abby
emerged from her office enquiringly, wondering whagvor could
have done. 'Mrs Roth?"

The fact that the policeman knew her name wasrthistg, but Abby

refused to panic. Trevor could have been in touith the police, he
could have asked them to contact her, as his segréthere was no
earthly need for her to jump to hasty and probadigoneous
conclusions.

'Yes,' she answered now, unable to prevent her frand straying
nervously to her hair. 'Can | help you?'

'l hope so." The policeman was young and diffident, evidently
intent on doing his duty. 'lt's about your son, RRgth: we've got him
down at the station. He and two other boys werdegicup in
Marburys this afternoon. They'd been shoplifting.'



Abby's legs gave out on her, and she sought Sugiais weakly,

gazing up at the young policeman with wide dish#tlig eyes. 'But |

thought he was at school,' she blurted helplessigl,the policeman
nodded, as if expecting this answer.

'‘According to his form-master, Matthew has beelyiptatruant for
some time. | believe he spoke to you about it gpaf weeks ago.'

'‘Well, yes. Yes, he did." Abby tried to think cobetly. 'l went to see
him—just after the new term started. He told mé that Matt would
have to pay more attention to his lessons, butvéndreamt--' She
broke off abruptly, and then stumbled on: 'You sée-shouldn't
have been at that school last term, but the irdaadt junior school
he'd been attending had closed down, and rather sead the
children to an entirely different school, just fume term, they took
them into the comprehensive at Easter." She pauskxls an
Impressionable boy, constable, and he got in vinthwrong group
from the start —'

The constable made an understanding gesture, ¢lyideaved by
Abby's impassioned outburst. But he had his joddpand tucking
the helmet he had removed under his arm, he dasdigbest you
come down to the station with me now, and explaadituation to
Sergeant Hodges, Mrs Roth. I'm sure he'll be synghat he has
children of his own.'

Trevor offered to go with her, but Abby declinddthink it's more
appropriate if | go alone,' she said, realising heagily situations
could be misconstrued. Her position was not ideat was, she and
Matthew living apart from his father, with no othreeans of support
than her job, which was soon to be axed. They askeld awkward
guestions, she remembered that from when Matthesavmby, and
she was first starting out on her own. What if theyught she wasn't
a fit mother? What if they tried to take Matthewagwfrom her?



Surely first offenders were not sent to approvdtbetor Borstal, or
any of those disciplinary establishments.

Matthew and the two other boys were waiting in ateeoom at the
police station, overseen by another policeman apdliaewoman.
Abby was relieved to see that her son looked slyitaprehensive,
although his expression grew sullen when he saw her

The interview with Sergeant Hodges in his officeswat pleasant.
Marburys was one of the biggest supermarket chaitise country,

and it appeared that this was not the first time ltbys had been
observed acting suspiciously. Apparently, on thatber occasions,
nothing could be proved, but this afternoon the sbimad been
observed entering the store, and the necessaondwd been taken.

Abby didn't know what to say. Her feeble explanadioabout
Matthew being too young, about him falling into ba@mpany, did
not move the hard-bitten sergeant, and it wasifagmation, he said,
that far from being led by his companions, Matthead been the
leader. He would be expected to appear at the jieveourt the next
morning, and pending the magistrates' decision, dhse would
probably be postponed until preliminary reports hadn prepared.

Juvenile courts are more concerned with protecting child's
interests than meting out punishment,’ Sergeantge®dieclared
quietly, speaking privately to Abby before she.l8ttwill depend a
lot on the report given by his headmaster.' Heggped. 'If this is just
a flash in the pan, he'll probably get off withtj@gswarning. This
time.'

‘Thank you, sergeant.'" Abby was grateful for tmsal piece of
reassurance, but her heart sank at the prospedealfng with
Matthew, after this latest upheaval.



They walked back to the flat, Matthew with his hausdink deep into
the pockets of his trousers, his mouth compredsiétbernly as Abby
attempted to reason with him.

‘You realise you've jeopardised your future, doyu?' she
Acclaimed, shaking her head. 'Mr Braintree will lpably expel you
from Southfield, and if they send you to anothérosd, you'll already
be labelled a troublemaker before you start.’

'So what? Brainless can do what he likes. | daré.C
'‘Well, | do.

'You go to school, then,' retorted Matthew sullerlydon't need
education. Only fools and idiots believe it makssi@p of difference
to someone like me.'

‘Someone like you!" Abby stared at him. 'What da yoean?’

Matthew shrugged. 'I'm going to make a lot of morigy going to
buy a big house and ride around in a big car.’

‘And how do you propose to earn that kind of mahggu don't have
any qualifications?' Abby asked weatrily.

'‘Who says I'm going to earn it?" demanded Matthearrgully.
‘There are other ways . . .'

Abby's head was throbbing. 'Matt, stop talking ltkes! I've got a
headache, and you're not making it any better. tBanu have any
conscience at all? You took sweets and cigaretith®wut paying for
them. You stayed away from school, when you kn®elieved you
were there. Don't you care about me? Have | suglde@sed to mean
anything to you?'



Matthew didn't answer, and Abby knew an overwhefjrsense of

defeat. If she couldn't appeal to his better natwes there any hope
for them at all? Somehow she had the feeling tiebarrier between
them was rapidly climbing out of reach.

There was no point in returning to work that dagnding Matthew
up to the flat, Abby rang Trevor from the publidlicax downstairs
giving him a brief outline of what had happened.

'I'l have to go to court with him in the morningtie added. 'Is that all
right?'

‘Take the day off,' declared Trevor magnanimou&Boodness
knows, there's nothing spoiling. As a matter of,fAbby, if you find
anything else to do just let me know. I'd be hafgpgay your salary
in lieu of notice. In fact, if you'd like to takée remainder of the
week off, feel free. I'll let you know if there'siachange in the
circumstances.’

Going up in the lift, Abby reflected that this wasevor's polite way
of telling her he had nothing for her to do. It iaghtening to think
that in two weeks she was going to be out of wbHe image of the
unemployment office loomed large ahead of her, tardspectre of
all the personal details she was going to haveeteal to some
anonymous bureaucrat filled her with despair.

She heard voices as she entered the flat, butidh# pay them any
attention. She assumed Matthew had switched oretaeision set,
as usual, and she was so absorbed with her owrriesisehe had
hung up her jacket and opened the living room dabore realising
anyone else was present.

‘You can turn that off--' she was beginning tersatyshe entered the
room, only to break off abruptly at the sight o€ ttall dark man
standing by the window. Matthew was propped agdmessideboard,



his shoulders hunched aggressively, his fair featdlushed and
resentful. Unlike the first occasion when he had m®father, he was
silent and evidently subdued, and Abby gazed atlbemilderedly

before turning her attention to Piers.

Piers seemed quite at his ease, only the faintrigs about his
mouth revealing any hint of his emotions. In a ¢épgece navy
lounge suit, the jacket of which was looped casdesver one
shoulder, as if he found the day too warm, he |ldokalm and
unruffled, and Abby envied him his ability to fighftee of
responsibility.

Then, like a bolt from the blue, the solution fantbeing there struck
her. It had to be Aunt Hannah, she thought wittmdig. She must
have had a second attack; perhaps she was grédv@lyorse! With

a moan of anguish, she pressed her trembling hemder lips,
feeling without being able tstop them the sting of the tears tha
could no longer be denied.

'For God's sake, Abby, it's not as bad as all'‘that!

Piers' harsh tones revived Abby's flagging spWitth a determined

effort she scrubbed her palms across her damp shae# faced him
bravely. The last thing she needed right now wakifa to feel sorry

for her. Whatever had happened, she would face ishee faced
everything else, and she forced herself to wondet\we had said to
Matthew to explain her son's red-faced indignation.

‘What did the police say?' Piers demanded, beftiteyAould make
any response, and she gazed at him blankly. 'laxpey told you
he'll probably get off with a caution. That mayd§some consolation
to you, | suppose, although I'm of the opinion thamore traditional
form of punishment produces better results.'



'It's nothing to do with you," muttered Matthew, Alsby realised
what Piers was talking about. She was surprisedhiéat had told
him. It was not something she would have expeciedtb brag
about.

'‘When | came to the flat and you weren't here,ntvte your place of
work,"' Piers was explaining now, ignoring the baysburst. 'l spoke
to a man called—Bourne?'

‘Trevor?' Abby was surprised. 'But I've just spokerhim on the
phone. He didn't say anything to me."

'l didn't give my name,' said Piers flatly. 'Perhdge thought | was
some sort of official. At any rate, he told me wdhgou were, and
what had happened.’

Thank you, Trevothought Abby wearily, and then: 'But why are yo
here? Is—is it Aunt Hannah? Is she worse? CoulinWillis have
phoned me if—if there was some change in her cimmt

Piers' lips twisted. "You know Sean Willis, | belke'

'l have met him, yes." Abby was growing impatieotvn 'Piers, if
there's something wrong with Aunt Hannah--'

'So far as I'm aware, your aunt is not in any imiageddanger--'
'‘Danger!’

'‘Abby, she's not ill—at least, no more so thaneag when you came
up to Rothside. The situation hasn't changed. Shat'why I'm here.'

‘Then why----'



Piers cast a pointed look in Matthew's directi@ould we speak
privately, Abby? | have something | want to discwgi$h you.
Something your aunt did ask me to talk to you about

‘Aunt Hannah?' Abby was uneasy. 'If it's about dherce, then |
think Matt--'

'It's not about the divorce,' said Piers heaviNow, if you don't
mind--'Abby hesitated, then she shook her head.t¢Geur room,
Matt,' she requested quietly. 'I'll come and sp&akou in a few
minutes.'

'l don't see why--' began Matthew sulkily, onlyHave his father
intervene.

‘Your room, Matthew," he said, brooking no argumanid the boy
responded to his tone with sullen, but instinctoieedience.

When the door to Matthew's bedroom had closed, Adeyv an
unsteady breath. 'Well?' she said, twisting hedbdagether. "What
did Aunt Hannah say to you? | can't believe, whateav was, it
caused you to come all this way to see us.'

‘You're right." Piers swung his jacket off his sldew and dropped it
on to the sofa. 'My reasons for being in Londonehawething to do
with you.'

'l thought not." Abby held up her head. 'Did Aurariiah ask you to
come and see me? | suppose she told you what stiedvae to do?
Well, don't worry, | shan't be returning to Rotlesid have quite
enough problems to cope with as it is.'

'So | see.' Piers hooked his thumbs in the bablksdfelt. 'Since when
has Matthew been in trouble with the police?’



'Since today.' Abby's nails dug into her palmsergisay what you
have to say, will you? | really don't have the gatie for small talk
today.'

‘Small talk,' he echoed flatly. 'Is that what yall @?"'

'Yes—no—oh, | don't know." Abby put up an unsteadnd to her
temple. 'Piers, | don't know why you've come hdnat, | can do
without your opinion of Matt's behaviour. All righéo | know he's
becoming a problem. But he's my problem, not yoassjou pointed
out the other day.'

Piers' eyes darkened. "You never give up, do ybbyR Any chance
to turn the screw.’

‘To turn the screw!" Abby caught her breath. 'Haaydu think | feel
every time you deny he's your son?'

Piers bent his head. 'That's something else.'

'Is it?" Abby was angry. 'As far as | can seeait'the same thing. You
abandoned your responsibilities more than elevearsyago. You
have no right now to question my methods of brigdinm up.’

‘All right." Piers controlled any urge he might kavwad to retaliate in
kind and spread his hands. 'l didn't come heretango an argument
about Matthew. | called to see your aunt yesterdayou suggested,
she did tell me what she'd asked you to do.’

'Did she?' Abby turned away. 'Why should she dt?tiiéhat did you
say to her?'

'‘Nothing you couldn't have overheard,' Piers retbrnildly. 'Abby,
why didn't you tell me about this when we spokeetbgr? Instead of
using me as an excuse for you to remain in London!'



‘Using you?'

‘Well, didn't you? Didn't you tell Miss Caldwellahl would object to
your returning to Rothside?"

‘And wouldn't you?' Abby countered, turning backihom.

Piers hesitated. 'l can't stop you from living whear you choose.'
‘And Matthew?'

'‘What about Matthew?'

'‘Am | expected to hide his identity?"

Piers sighed. 'Matthew's identity, as you calisita matter for your
own conscience.'

You—prig!

Piers took a deep breath. 'l think this has goneraugh, Abby. So
far as I'm concerned you can tell people what gleyiou like! When

the divorce is through, I shall be marrying Val gégon, and it won't
matter a damn what lies you tell about me.’

‘Lies!" Abby gazed at him frustratedly for a secoand then turned
away. 'Get out of here!' she commanded, her varaking on a sob.
'For God's sake, get out of here, before I throlv up

'‘Abby . . ." Piers stepped closer to her, his resgrdevastating her
crumbling defences. 'Why do you do this, Abby? Wity you
deliberately provoke me? Does it give you a masiichkind of
satisfaction? Is that how you get your kicks theags, by inflicting
pain on yourself and everyone around you?'



'‘No!" Abby moved abruptly away from him. 'Please gwers. We
have nothing more to say to one another.’

‘And what are you going to do?'
‘What's that to you?'
'l want to know, Abby.'

'‘What do you think?' Schooling her features, sihhegd herself to turn
and face him again. 'Go on with my life as befdkhat else can |
do?'

‘You can come back to Rothside, as your aunt wanisto do. She
told me about your job. And the boy will have theoce to make a
new start.’

‘The boy, as you call him, resents everything Ifalohim." Abby
fumbled for her handkerchief. 'And—and your comimgre isn't
helping matters. Can't you see, you're only engpngahim to—to
believe--'

'—that I'm his father," Piers finished heavily.I'Abht, you have a
point there. But coming back to Rothside, thatinething else. At
least, no one can deny that that's where he belémgkl'm sure the
Olivers--'

'‘Get out!" Abby practically screamed the words at him, andfas
realising she was near to breaking point, Piersedaewards the
door.

‘Think about what | said,’ he advised, draping jatket over his
shoulder again, but his suggestion elicited noarese from Abby's
shaking frame.



CHAPTER FIVE

ABBY came out of court the next morning feeling nuntie Souldn't
believe what had taken place, and even Mattheweld@omewhat
dazed by what had happened. For some reason lowgh ka himself,
Piers had made himself responsible for Matthewtsddaeehaviour.
He had sent his own solicitor, Miles Shand, toratténe hearing, and
overriding any objections Abby might have carethttke, the lawyer
had politely stated that Mrs Roth would be retugnio the north of
England, to facilitate her husband's action onbihys behalf.

Abby had been totally bemused. While the pracsad of her brain
was telling her that Piers had no right to exestehithority over them,
when at no time in the past had he acknowledgeldiis existence,
her emotions were aroused by Matthew's undisg@geitement. Far
from resenting his father's intervention, he redate instinct, no
doubt imagining Piers was prepared to assume adidlin his life
from now on. How could she disillusion him? Abbynwaered. How
could she explain that all Piers had done was use olwn
considerable influence as a magistrate to sway ltbadon
magistrate's verdict, and in so doing forcing themreturn to
Rothside?

‘A satisfactory conclusion, Mrs Roth." Miles Shands suddenly
beside her, smiling at Matthew and shaking her hi&Nalv, all that's
necessary is for you to make the necessary arragsrabout your
removal. Mr Roth has no doubt explained that yauleave all that
safely in our hands.'

'‘No." Abby's voice was curt, but she couldn't heltNo, Mr Shand,
Mr Roth didn't tell us anything. But I'd very multke to speak with
him if that could be arranged.’

'Arranged?' Miles Shand looked taken abdt@ut 6osurely you
know: Mr Roth was obliged to return to Rothsidestimorning.



The—er—the person he was travelling with had tdogek, and as he
was driving this person—'

'l presume you mean Miss Langton," Abby said tgrsahd Miles
Shand looked relieved.

'‘Ah, yes, of course. Of course, Mrs Roth, you wduldw about that.
Well, as | say, they had to get back, so I'm afyad'll have to wait
until you get to Rothside to speak to your husband.

'You know, | suppose, that Piers has applied fdivarce.'
The lawyer looked a little discomfited now. 'Isttsa?'
‘Surely you knew.'

‘Well, Mr Roth may have said something--'

'I'm sure he did.'

'‘But this doesn't fundamentally alter the circumeé&s of the case,
Mrs Roth. | mean, divorce is for the parents, hetchildren.’

‘Mum!'

Matthew was beginning to look uncomfortable nowg agalising if
she said much more she would destroy his hopes letehp Abby
shook her head. She had no idea what was in erd, and until
she had spoken to him, she couldn't make snap noelgs. But one
thing was certain, once again the Roths had tak&ara in her
affairs, and once again she and Matthew were tttans.

The journey back to Northumberland was almost aiffisite of the
first. As the express sped northwards, Abby refiédiow ironic it
was that this time they should be returning atdPiastigation. Only a



month ago he had declared he never wanted to seg&ia, and now
here they were, hurtling back at his invitation.

But why? What motive did he have for changing hisxdnso

abruptly? She couldn't believe he had suddenly eiwad a

conscience about his son. He hardly knew the bhoy,vehat he did
know was not appealing. There had to be anothesorgaand she
racked her brains to find it as the train covetes miles between
London and Newcastle.

Matthew himself had been amazingly docile sincecthat hearing.
Abby told herself it was because he hadn't retutoescchool, and
therefore had avoided contact with the boys she swas had
influenced his behaviour, but she wasn't convinddak disturbing
truth was that Matthew was expecting more of hiedathan Piers
even imagined, and Abby dreaded to think what mingitpen when
her son discovered he had been deceived.

The arrangements for moving had been completed oufith
difficulties. Piers' solicitors had arranged therage of Abby's
furniture—she had refused to sell on the groundd thshe and
Matthew ever got a home of their own she would neednd Trevor
Bourne had been extremely generous, and insistgavorg Abby a
little nest-egg: 'Just in case you ever need it.'

The money had already come in useful. With Matteeghsent—if
not with his actual encouragement—Abby had boughtdpair of
decent boots—not the sensible walking shoes sheldwbave
preferred, but at least the kind of footwear that ribt look out of
place with his school uniform. His hair, too, hadwn in the weeks
since he first came to Rothside, and although # stdl short, it lay
more smoothly against his head. It made him loa#eiQl more
mature, and Abby knew a fleeting pang for the babyhad once
been. She would have liked to have had more chmjdfe¢hings had
been different. Despite the difficulties, her pragoy and Matthew's



subsequent birth had been relatively easy, andddstor at the

hospital in London had said that she was a nataather. At the

time, she had not wanted to hear it, with the paidiers' accusations
still ringing in her ears. But now, from the distarof almost twelve
years, she could view it more objectively, and khew that those
weeks and months when Matthew was developing frdmelpless

suckling to a loving, affectionate individual hadsgessed a
satisfaction not even Piers could take away.

The train arrived in Newcastle at six o'clock. Esia chilly October
evening; the nights were drawing in, and it woutddlark long before
they got to Alnbury. Abby would have caught thelieartrain, but
Miles Shand had booked their seats and boughttibkats, and she
could hardly go and change them, when he had gors® tmuch
trouble. It was the first time she had travelledtfclass on a train, and
although she had been tempted to sit in the sedasd carriages, she
could not deny Matthew his brief taste of indulgenthe train had
not been full, and he had spent the journey shiftiom one side of
the carriage to the other, sometimes sharing e, tavith its two
empty seats, and at others sitting at one of tihéedafor two,
stretching his legs expansively.

They had more luggage this time, Abby choosingetehf most of
their clothes with them, the remainder followingttwiher more
personal possessions. It meant Matthew had twoas#és to hoist
along the platform, and Abby carried the holdalong with her
vanity case and handbag.

'‘Let me take that. I've got a porter waiting at baerier,’ Piers stated
abruptly, appearing out of the crowd. He took omeviatthew's
suitcases, and the holdall from Abby's unresisfingers, before
striding away along the platform, his lean framaluhg flexibly with
the other travellers.



'Hey, he's come to meet us this time," Matthewated,, grinning at
his mother. 'Come on, Mum, don't dawdle! He's pbbpgarked
where he was before, and you know he almost gokett

Abby followed her son with some reluctance. Whas Weers trying
to do? She should have expected something of titevikhen Miles
Shand insisted on arranging their tickets, but smwethat had
seemed part and parcel with her moving, and nottoirap with Piers
at all. Now she saw how wrong she had been. Miten8 had just
been acting under orders. But what was Piers hdpirghieve, and
didn't Valerie Langton object to his sudden conderra child he had
hitherto ignored?

At the other side of the barrier, Piers relievedthaw of the second
case, and dumping it on the porter's trolley alaity the others, he
instructed the man to follow them outside. 'The'scaarked in a
no-waiting area,' he remarked dryly, 'but it's wattle fine not to
have to park half a mile away.'

Matthew exchanged a knowing look with his motherjfao say 'l
told you so' and then walked confidently away besid father. With
a distinctly hollow feeling inside, Abby was obldy& follow them.

Their cases were stowed in the boot of the Daimdeg Piers
indicated that Matthew should get in the back. Noother can sit in
front," he said, arousing the first scowl of disaippment from his
son. 'Get in, Matthew. You're holding us up. Abbyerdryou are.
Give me your make-up case. I'll take care of that.’

‘Mum, couldn't | sit in front?' Matthew pleaded, kiteg no move to
obey his father. 'lI've never sat in the front sdad car before. | bet
you have loads of times.’

'In the back, Matthew.' Piers' tone was sharpenedripatience.
'‘Abby, get inside, will you? Do you want me arrei§te



Abby sighed. '‘Matthew could sit--'

'Inside!" Piers hesitated no longer, swinging offenrear door and
thrusting the boy into the back. Then he lookedAhby, and

glimpsing the steely determination in his eyes, gbteinto the front
without another word, aware as she did so thatrecglcitrance on
her part could only react badly on Matthew.

The city was busy with early evening traffic, aond & time Piers was
too intent on negotiating the traffic to pay anyeation to his
passengers. But eventually they emerged on teetiiteudgh road, and
he was able to relax and ask them about their gyurn

Abby had had two weeks to get over his arbitragyafshis authority,
two weeks to come to terms with his decision tg @lgart, albeit a
small one, in Matthew's future. In the beginnirftg siad been full of
resentment, furious that he should have actedgondedly, and
without consulting her. When she had first recoddrem the shock,
she had wanted to reconvene the hearing, to argtie tve
magistrate, to explain that Piers had no real traanof getting
involved with his son.

But she hadn't. Common sense, and the well-mepatddntic advice
of Miles Shand had persuaded her that by actingpnlse she stood
to lose everything. She was in rather a dubioustipos he said.
While Matthew was, and had been, actually in hergé since his
birth, he was still nominally Piers' son. The fdloat he was a
persistent truant and was now in trouble with #n& Wwas bound to
count against her. As, too, were her own uncediagumstances.

Piers, conversely, had many points in his favoarwds well off, for
one thing; his character was impeccable, and hmstipp as a
magistrate more than qualified him as a suitablesqre to have
custody of a minor. Abby reserved her own opinienta Piers'
character, but she could quite see that while hghimnot want



custody of Matthew, she dared not run the riskoofies social worker
recommending he be taken into care by the lochloaities.

Now, however, when Piers spoke to her, she knewalamost
overwhelming urge to demand how he had had thesrtereverrule
her authority as he had. How dared he behavehas mheeting them
at the station was the most natural thing in theldfoshe seethed.
Didn't he see what he was doing? Didn't he caret wffact his
behaviour would have on Matthew? He had said he'tdidant the
boy to get hurt, yet it seemed he was doing evangtim his power to
cripple him emotionally. It was cruel!

As if sensing the animosity Abby was endeavourmgantrol, Piers
glanced her way, and although Abby knew he coulde& her
expression, she deliberately turned her head. f8h& a@ant to talk to
him. She didn't even want to look at him, and diféesed with
resentment when Matthew answered his father's igneshstead.

Apparently Matthew had got over his disappointma&nhaving to

ride in the back, and listening to them talkingettbger, Abby knew a
helpless sense of outrage. Why was it that wheissblded Matthew
for any misdemeanour, he always took umbrage dkddior hours,

yet on the two occasions Piers had admonishedHherhad scarcely
taken offence?

Ts something wrong?' Piers eventually asked thestogurein an
undertone, when Matthew, having exhausted the wipnigh-speed
trains and any subsequent competition they migig ti the airlines,
was idly watching the retreating lights of otherscaut of the rear
window. 'You haven't said a word since | met youhywdo | get the
feeling that you'd rather have caught the bus?’

'‘Because | would,' declared Abby childishly, refigsto respond to
his humour. 'What are you trying to do, Piers? fgstvhat little
chance of communication Matt and | have left?’



The way his fingers tightened on the wheel spol@sirritation, but
Piers' tone was still mild as he responded. 'l gihduhis was what
you wanted, Abby,' he declared, without taking &yes from the
road. 'I'm acknowledging Matthew as an individuwah prepared to
accept that as he bears my name, | have some maistionfor him.
Whatever my personal feelings are, I'm willing &you now, if |
can, if only because you seem to need help badly.’

Abby's angrily indrawn breath caused him to liftvarning hand.
'Later,' he said flatly, casting a significant glarover his shoulder.
'‘We'll talk about it later. Right now, tell me whet Shand lived up to
my expectations. He's a pompous little man, bunbans well.'

Abby's teeth jarred together. 'Mr Shand did as y@d him," she
declared shortly. 'He forced me to accept the nmiagess verdict, as
you knew he would. Tell me, does Miss Langton apgrof your

actions on our behalf?'

Piers gave her a wry look. 'Val knows what I'm dgirhe replied
levelly. 'But she doesn't own me. I've chosen tkenMatt my
concern, and she accepts it. In fact, she's lodkingard to meeting
him again. Does that answer your question?'

Abby gasped. 'She's looking forward to meeting faigain!" she
echoed.

‘That's what | said.' Piers lifted his shoulden®lsssly. 'Abby, surely
you realised that | couldn't adopt Matthew nomiallithout
enforcing it in fact?'

Abby's lips parted. 'Adopt!

‘Not literally." Piers spoke in a low impatient ®&rnAbby, when |
agreed to take responsibility for Matthew, | knewatvl was doing. |
knew what it would mean.' He sighed. 'Look, | knibvg may be hard
for you to accept, but | am acting in the boy'stbeterests. My



involvement has to be seen to be working. The ameker assigned
to Matthew's case will expect me to be involveder®s still a report
to be filed, and his future behaviour to be ensured

'l know that.' But Abby had not known that Piersswaing to take his
job so seriously. With this, as with everything eglsshe had
completely misinterpreted his intentions, and skeded time to
absorb this and consider what it might mean. 'Aeenearly there?'

Matthew had grown tired of watching the other vidscand now
came to drape his arms over the front seats. Hawkarl what they
had been saying? Abby wondered apprehensivelyhdacthderstood
it if he had? And what did Piers really mean tofaiothe boy? She
had the uneasy feeling he intended to make heetrégunting him
about his responsibilities.

‘Another fifteen minutes,' Piers answered now, wAbhy made no
response, and Matthew sighed. 'Why? Are you hungsyppose in
the normal way you'd have had your evening mealdwy.'

'I'm okay ' Matthew watched the dials and switchkesving on the
dashboard. 'How fast can this car go, really fiat bmean?'

Piers glanced Abby's way. 'Quite fast," he saikinggno boast about
the car's top speed. 'But the speed limit on Ehghbsds is seventy
miles an hour, so it isn't very sensible to driegdnd the limit.'

‘But you have.' Matthew was not to be put off.
‘Occasionally,’ agreed Piers dryly.

'l knew it." Matthew looked pleased with himselilien | grow up,
I'm going to buy a Mercedes.'



'‘Are you?' Once again, Piers exchanged a look fihy. ‘Well, |
suggest you've got a long way to go before thapbap. So |
shouldn't build my hopes up too soon.’

'‘Only five years,' declared Matthew indignantlyné¥/'ll soon pass.
When I'm seventeen--'

'‘When you're seventeen, you'll still be at schawderted Piers flatly,
and Matthew caught his breath.

'‘No, | won't. I'm leaving school at sixteen, didMum tell you?
Exams, qualifications, they're not for me. | wambe free, | want to
travel--'

‘You can't do much travelling without any monewgtorted Piers
flatly.

'l get money.'
'How?'
Matthew was silent.

'‘By robbing another supermarket?' enquired Piasstaally. 'Or did
you have something more lucrative in mind?'

Matthew grunted, 'Mum did tell you, didn't she?'

"Your mother's told me nothing about your plansyfour future. But
I'll tell you mine, shall 1?*

'If you like." Matthew shrugged indifferently, bbby listened
intently as Piers outlined his proposals.

'You'll stay at school until you're eighteen,' lagdsdispassionately.
‘And, if you've got the brains, you'll go on to wersity.'



‘University!" Matthew sounded disgusted.

‘Yes, university,' Piers repeated, unmoved. 'Diamdick it until you
try it. I'll tell you, it beats the hell out of wking for a living!'

Matthew pulled a face. 'It's just another namestirool!"

‘No, it's not. It's nothing like school,’ retorteakrs with emphasis. 'To
begin with it's up to you how much work you do ond do. You're

independent. You're free to choose. And, if thegwhyou out after

the first year, you'll have proved you shouldn'ttbere in the first

place.’

Matthew showed a reluctant interest. 'Did you ganersity?'
'Yes.'

'‘Which university did you go to?'

‘London.’

‘London!’

Matthew was actually sounding a little enthusiastev, but Abby
thought this conversation had gone far enough.véisities cost
money,' she said. 'A lot of money. And Matthew ksdhat it's very
doubtful whether I'll be able to afford to send Horuniversity.'

‘You won't have to,' said Piers quietly. 'l wiknd before Abby could
make any rejoinder, he turned to Matthew and pdiotg the lights
of Rothside just appearing out of the darkness.

Aunt Hannah was waiting at the door of the cottagen the Daimler
drew to a halt at the garden gate. 'Abby!" sheaxad warmly,

coming to meet them, and Piers carried the luggatpeors as the old
lady greeted her visitors.



'‘Come along inside,' she said, as Piers slammebadbelid. "You'll
have a cup of tea, won't you, Piers? The kettlglanly already.’

‘Not tonight," said Piers, but he softened hisgafwith a wry smile.
'l see you tomorrow, Abby,' he added, walkingumd the car.
‘Goodnight, Matt. Look after your mother.’

With the door closed behind them, Abby could haveaway to her
frustration, but she didn't. Matthew was regardieg with strangely
watchful eyes, and she guessed he was apprehearidies reaction
to Piers' intentions. So instead she behaved diseif return to
Rothside was the most natural thing in the wonhdl aot until supper
was over, and Matthew was in bed and asleep, didedmle Aunt
Hannah with everything that had happened.

‘Well, | knew about the court hearing, of coursajd the old lady,
pouring Abby a glass of home-made elderberry wivieu wrote
about it in your letter, and Piers came to see mmséif, after he got
back from London." She sighed, handing Abby hesgla hope
you'll forgive me for sending Piers to see you tikat. | never dreamt
it would turn out as it has. | mean—my only intentwas to try and
persuade you to come back to Rothside. | thoudhiifs told you he
had no objections you might change your mind.'

Abby shook her head. 'But how did you come to héth what I'd
said? | didn't know you and Piers were so close.’

‘Now, Abby," Hannah seated herself opposite theagi sipped her
wine, 'you know I've known Piers since he was a&babking pushed
round the village by his nursemaid. Oh, | knowjdnd know him
well as he grew older, but we are his tenants, Abby like his father
before him, he does take an interest in our affairs

'‘Doesn't he though?' Abby was bitter, and her @axed at her
anxiously.



'‘Abby, | didn't say anything to Piers about Matthewit wasn't my
place to do so. But he knew what Dr Willis had sartd all | did was
tell him | was sorry you couldn't come and solve pinoblem.*

'Did you tell him | had refused to stay becaushiof?'

'‘Not in so many words. But, Abby, it was the cagasn't it? | mean,
it wasn't just Matthew's behaviour that made yoangfe your mind.'

Abby sighed. 'l thought it was."

'‘Well, and hasn't it turned out for the best, ie thircumstances?'
Hannah bent to poke the fire. 'Let's face it, Abdbyndon is not the
most ideal place for a boy like Matthew. There &we many

temptations. At least at Rothside he'll have thenchk to start again.’

'‘Will he?' Abby returned her aunt's gaze withouhwction. 'l
suppose you mean with Piers acknowledging himRsth.'

‘Yes. He's doing that, isn't he?' Hannah was thiduigHsn't that what
you wanted?"'

‘Now?' Abby gulped the remainder of her wine antiugofrom her
seat. 'Aunt Hannah, I've brought Matt up singled®ahfor more than
eleven years. Do you think it's fair that Piersudtdqust come along
and take that responsibility out of my hands?'

‘But | thought Matthew was in trouble, dear. | tgbhtithere was some
guestion as to whether you would be allowed to keep'

‘Who told you that?'

Hannah looked troubled. 'Well, Piers, | think. Ablyypu have to
admit, Matthew hasn't exactly endeared himselfh® duthorities.
The report from his headmaster was deplorable.’



'Did Piers tell you that as well?"

'‘He may-have done.' Hannah moistened her Hps. 18aking so
fierce, Abby. Look on the bright side. For morertleeven years, as
you say, you've had sole responsibility for the.deg't it about time
you had a break? Isn't it time his father took safnthe burden off
your shoulders?'

Abby's mouth quivered. 'l never regarded Matthew aarden.'

‘Nevertheless, he was. And as he gets older, gbusn't going to get
any easier.'

'‘But Piers still doesn't believe that Matt's hisi.s@\bby paced the
floor frustratedly. 'Aunt Hannah, ail he's doin@aknowledging him
as bearing the same name.'

'l wonder why.' Hannah gave Abby a speculative Jdak her niece's
lips only curled.

'‘Don't think it,' she declared vehemently. 'Pisrstidoing this for me.
You know,' she paused, 'l wouldn't put it past bhonibe doing it for
Valerie Langton.’

'For Miss Langton?' Hannah looked puzzled. "Why?'

'Well, Matt did announce himself to her as Pieos!, gidn't he, and
Piers didn't deny it. And let's face it, it's aasige father that never
sees his child.' Hannah frowned. 'Even so . . .

'‘Even so, | bet that's nearer the truth than angthve heard so far.'
Abby shook her head. 'lt makes me sick! Just thigplabout the way
he made himself Matt's guardian makes me wanttmwthip. He had
no right to do it, no right at all. Poor Matt! | wder how he'll settle
down here. | just hope Piers will leave him alooece he feels his
honour has been satisfied!'



CHAPTER SIX

SURPRISINGLY, Abby slept well, and awakened the next mornir
feeling more capable of facing whatever was to copiers would
soon get bored with playing the heavy father, oteenovelty of
doing so had worn off, she told herself firmly. Awtien the divorce
came through and he married Valerie Langton, slglhimot want a
stepson who was already half her age.

Deciding to give Aunt Hannah tea in bed for a cleagby dressed
at once and went downstairs, and by the time sladhanyone
stirring, she had the fire lighted, and the teaady made.

'‘What time is it?' exclaimed the old lady anxioyslg Abby carried
the tray into her room, and her niece drew theaoust smilingly
before turning to the bed.

'It's only a quarter past seven,' she said, 'butught you deserved a
break. I've emptied the ashes and lit the fire,igdu tell me what
you'd like for breakfast, I'll bring that upstaitsp.'

'Oh, Abby . . ." Hannah took her tea gratefullygleng herself up on
her pillows. Somehow, seen in bed, she seemed sb frailer, so
vulnerable, and Abby knew an aching pang for caugier any
distress.

'l thought you'd like to know that I've got over raylks," she said
determinedly. 'After all, | wanted to come heralrdi 1? It was only
Matthew—and Piers—that were stopping me. Well shat'er now.
We're here. And I'm going to do my best to seedanlt suffer by it.'

‘Suffer by it?' echoed Hannah faintly. '‘My deacah't tell you how
happy | am that you've decided to see it this Wayi've made an old
woman very happy. And to prove it, I'm going to getand make
your breakfast instead.'



Piers arrived soon after the breakfast dishes bad bleared away. It
was half past nine, and Matthew was outside, hawaten an
enormous meal of cereal and scrambled eggs. Aldgring Piers'
footsteps on the path as he walked round to thie dabe house, felt
herself stiffen automatically, and she couldn'tydéme twinge of
jealousy that gripped her when she heard how ematstically
Matthew greeted his father.

'‘Look who's here,' he said, coming to the kitcheardThen: 'Hey, is
that your estate car at the gate? It's a Merceslesit? Can | go and
look?"

'So long as you don't try to start the enginegadPiers handing him
the keys. 'Good morning, Abby,' he added, proppingself against

the door frame. 'And you, Miss Caldwell. | trustuyall had a good

night's rest.’

Hannah bustled over to the cooker. 'Will you havaup of coffee,
Piers?' she suggested, lifting the kettle to testamount of water
inside. 'lt's just instant, but you're perfectlylezene. We've just had
breakfast, and--'

'‘As a matter of fact, | came to ask Abby if sheadecto come for a
drive with me,' he declared smoothly, meeting Ablstartled gaze
with narrow-eyed enquiry. 'We have to talk, and véhaomething |
want to show her. You have no objection if we leMagthew with

you, have you, Miss Caldwell?'

'Of course not. Abby?' Hannah looked expectanthyhet niece.
'‘Abby, is that all right with you?'

Abby squared her shoulders. 'We can talk here. M/beafore.’

‘Matthew was asleep before,' retorted Piers stramyhg. '‘Get your
coat, or whatever it is you need to wear over wiatve got on. The
car's warm, you won't need anything much.'



Abby looked down at her jeans and cotton sweateenTshe looked
up at him kgain. 'If you insist on this outing, thiédl get changed,' she
said stiffly.

'‘Why? You look okay to me.' Piers, as usual, loacked he had been
poured into his clothes, and although he, too, waaring denim
slacks, they merely complemented the powerful leghis legs.

'If we're going somewhere--' she began reluctanotiyy to find Piers
regarding her mockingly.

'‘Nowhere of importance,' he assured her lazilgt'Gting a jacket. I'll
wait in the car.’

By the time Abby emerged from the cottage, Mattheag installed
on the wall beside the garden gate, his droopipgession indicative
of his disappointment in not accompanying them.

'‘Don't worry about him," Piers remarked as Abby igtd the car.
'He's got to learn not to take you for grantedddes, you know, and
you're a fool to let him.'

'‘Oh, I'm a fool, all right," agreed Abby bitterlgs he started the car
and they drove away. 'l was a fool to let you orgamy life for me.
That was a pretty mean trick sending that man Shatite hearing. |
didn't need your assistance, | could have managedyoown.'

'‘Could you?' They were driving through the villagew, and Piers
raised his hand to various people as they waveaeetigg. 'lIt seems
to me you weren't making such a great job of thdught you were
having difficulty controlling the boy.’

'‘What do you mean?' Abby turned to stare at hist Jecause he had
one brush with the police--'



'‘Not just one brush, Abby. One brush that you kadeut. God, he's
an habitual absentee from school. He's been séiag aaspiciously
in that store before. It's a miracle he's not lereested before now.
And | heard what happened while he was in thegaldRothside is a
small place, Abby. People were only too eagerltarte what he got
up to while he was here.’

'Is that why you're doing this? Because of whappemight say?'
Piers' jaw hardened. "You should know better thanh Abby.'

'‘Well, why are you doing it, then? You don't cab®at Matt—you
never have. Why can't you leave us alone? | dialskt for your
assistance.'

‘True." Piers turned the estate car on to the Alnboad. '‘Perhaps |
just felt sorry for you. You are still my wife.'

Abby's hands curled into fists. 'l don't want yobarity.'
‘Matthew does.'
‘That's a low thing to say!

'‘But true.' Piers' tone was crisp. "You were losiagr job, Abby. You
would probably have lost that flat as well. Whatdbauthority could
allow you to bring up a child in those circumstas)gearticularly a
child with Matthew's unstable history?'

Abby was cornered. He was right, but that didn'kenaany easier to
swallow. 'What are you saying?' she demanded fgm@iprovocative
note into her voice. 'That you did what you did foe, and not for
Matt?'



'l don't know Matthew,' responded Piers quieths y®u persistently
point out, | have ignored his existence for eleyears. But you are
still my wife, Abby. It was our eleventh annivergan August.’

'Of which we've spent precisely four months togetiAdby retorted.

'Four months?' Piers turned his head to look atlisrtawny eyes
dark and impregnably guarded. 'Yes, | supposenhatthe length of
time you lived at the Manor. But our being togethested much
longer than that.'

Abby bent her head, shocked to find her knees twenabling. 'That

was different. That was before—before your mothezvk about us.
You—you were going to marry Melanie Hastings. Oumo0
relationship was never meant to be taken seridusly.

'But it was.'
‘It shouldn't have been.'

'‘Agreed.’ Piers' harsh word of acquiescence sitetitzem both for a
while, and not until they turned off the main road to the road to
Warkwick did Abby voice her curiosity:

‘Where are we going?'



‘To Warkwick," said Piers steadily. 'There's a sththere,
Abbotsford—have you heard of it?'Abby frowned. ithat where
you went to school?'

That's right.’
'It's a boarding school.'

'It's both," Piers informed her evenly. 'l admipsnhof the boys are
boarders, but the headmaster is prepared to takéas, if their
parents prefer it.'

Abby did a double take. "You mean—you're thinkingtivkhould go
there?'

'‘Why not?'

'‘Why not?' Abby shook her head. 'You know why fitte fees must
be phenomenal

'Oh, not as much as that,' replied Piers drylythim area of fifteen
hundred a year--'

'Fifteen hundred!'

'—and the standard of teaching is first class.'

'l don't doubt it." Abby shook her head. 'Pierss th crazy!

'‘Why is it crazy? Don't you want the boy to havgoad education?'
'‘Well, yes—but, oh—Piers, you can't do this!

'‘Why can't I? | can afford it.’

‘That's not the point. . .'



‘You object to my interference."'
Abby sighed. 'lt's not necessary.'

‘You'd rather he went to the comprehensive and he®khances with
the rest of them?'

'In the normal way, yes.'

Piers expelled his breath noisily. 'Well, at leysti admit this isn't
guite a normal situation.’

'‘Matt may settle down at Alnbury--'

'‘And he may not." They were approaching the villag&Varkwick
now, and Piers pulled the car off the road, parkimythe shade of a
clump of fir trees. 'Abby,' he turned towards hérdviatthew hadn't
been in trouble with the police, | wouldn't havggested it, but in the
circumstances it may be the best thing for him.’

'He'll know | can't afford it.'

'l know that.' Piers hesitated. 'Abby, it seemm®from what you've
told me, and from the way Matthew behaves, that'wieally wrong

with the boy is rooted in the fact that he doelsatte a father. Or at
least--' this as Abby would have protested, '—adatwho cares
about him.'

'He doesn't need a father,"” muttered Abby tawilie've managed
okay--'

‘Until now," Piers interrupted flatly. 'Abby, adnitit

The kid's all mixed up. As he sees it, you lefthmeause we didn't get
on. Not much of a reason for breaking up a marriage



Abby held up her head. 'And are you going to tet the truth?'

'‘Not immediately, no." Piers considered his wordfote speaking
them. 'That's why | intend to take him to the Ma+or

"The Manor!'

'—and let him get to know Val properly." A shargm#lowered in
Abby's stomach at the casual mention of his gierld. For a few
minutes, she had forgotten about the divorce, tbegabout Valerie

Langton, forgotten everything but their mutual de$o do what was
best for Matthew.

‘And your mother?' she taunted, needing to expimeggealousy in
some other way. 'What will she have to say if yoadmyson into
her home? She never wanted me there, goodness kaogvs won't
allow her to hurt Matt.'

'‘She won't hurt him.' Piers' mouth had tightendgeatmention of his
mother's name. 'Believe it or not, my mother ndwated you. She
was distressed when | jilted Melanie, of course--'

'Distressed!'

'—but she accepted the fact that | was marrying f#wen if she did
suspect Tristan Oliver had a prior claim.'

Abby's pale face filled with hot colour. 'That wa$ie--'

'Oh, | admit, you were a virgin when [—well, whefirkt made love
to you.'

'‘When youfirst?' Abby knew she kept repeating the things he sa
but she couldn't help it. They were so unfair, sinel had no weapons
with which to fight him. 'Piers, | think you'd betttake me back.



We've had this kind of conversation before, andeqgtrankly I've
heard enough.’

Piers shrugged, but he made no immediate movaititisé car again.
‘Tristan went to Canada, you know,' he said aftepenent, as if they
were simply indulging in casual conversation. dught, at first, he'd
gone after you.'

Abby said nothing, bending her head, the curtaihefhair falling
forward to hide her expression.

'Did he come to see you?' Piers asked, with maistance. 'Did he
tell you what he was going to do? Why didn't yowgth him? You
can't deny that he was in love with you.'

Abby still said nothing, and as if growing impatief her silence,
Piers lifted his hand and looped her hair back rtier ear. She
steeled herself not to flinch away from his touahd then felt a
shudder run through her when he said huskily: 'Waven't changed,
you know. You're still as desirable as you wereeéh years ago.
There, does that shock you? | saw you—and wantaed-yehen you

weren't even sixteen.'

Abby lifted her head. "Is this a new approach?isljaired tensely.
‘Another form of persuasion? | don't need you llorte I'm desirable,
Piers. I'm not. I'm a harassed housewife of alrttody years of age,
and | know, without any self-deception, that | ladk

‘You don't look any older than Val,' retorted Pjessinging round in
his seat abruptly and turning the ignition. 'ltlosv you the school,
then we'll go back. You can make up your mind dlkerweekend. If
you're agreeable, we'll come and see the headmasitrweek,
before | go to Germany.'

‘You're going to Germany?' Abby couldn't preverg @utomatic
guestion.



‘Just for a week. Val and | met a German countresidvife when we
were skiing in Austria earlier in the year. Theyeliin the Rhine
valley, and they've invited us to visit them whdeme local beer
festival is going on.’

'l see." Abby despised herself for the feeling tafls jealousy his
words evoked. 'That should be—interesting. | suppeMliss
Langton is going with you.'

'‘She is.' Piers glanced her way. 'This is the dch@bat do you think
of it?'

Abbotsford was an old school, the buildings rantpliand
Ivy-covered, but even from a distance it had a chthahAbby could
not ignore. Surrounded by a wall and a belt of 4rdash green
playing fields stretched towards the River Coqiigetappled waters
forming a boundary on the eastern side of the ptpp¥vell?'

Piers was waiting for her reaction, and on impébby pushed open
her door and got out of the car. 'lt looks— idesthé murmured,
aware of him getting out behind her and followireg Across to the
tall iron gates. 'How old were you when you cameefdd suppose
you were a boarder.’

'‘Not to begin with,' Piers replied, coming to stdreside her. 'l was
only eight when | started at Abbotsford. | was g lday, too, to begin
with. Later, | became a boarder. It suited my ptarbetter that way.'

Abby tried to imagine Piers at eight. She suppdseohust have been
much like Matthew at that age, if not in looks, rtheertainly in
temperament. Matthew had been such a delightfuhdie child.

Lovable! Abby cast a surreptitious glance up athhesband. It was
not the sort of adjective she should have assatiatth Piers. Not
after what had happened; not after the way he tesadetd her. And
yet, like Matthew, he could be so charming wherchese, and an



involuntary shiver ran over her when she realideel path her
thoughts were taking.

‘You're cold!" He could be thoughtful, too, and Alsbsenses stirred
with unwilling remembrance when he put a casual about her

waist to guide her back to the car. 'Come on. Yanitdvant to catch
a cold.'

I'm all right.' But Abby's voice was breathy, aiiers looked
quickly down at her as they crossed the grassyeverg

'‘Perhaps | should have let you change after &lremarked a little
roughly, opening her door. 'Do you have anythingumder this
sweater? Your body feels chilled.’

Abby slid hastily into the car, and she had recedeherself
somewhat by the time he had circled the bonne¢tangoeside her. 'l
wasn't colduntil | got out of the car,' she murmured, hopiegaould
let it drop, but Piers' eyes were disturbing asytkearched her
nervous face.

'l guess you're remembering that afternoon we wdatkeHigh Tor,
aren't you?' he demanded, his lean face intentyddaemember the
mist coming down, and how we were both chillednt® hone?’

'Piers, let's go---'

'In a minute." Piers hadn't finished his story.eTgeel tower's still
there, you know. Or at least, the remains of it doubt if anyone's
touched the ashes of our fire, or disturbed the Wwedmade for
ourselves--'

‘What are you trying to do, Piers?' Abby's cry waensed, and his
dark face grew sombre as he met her tremulous gaze.



'l don't know,' he said harshly. 'Maybe I'm trying to digeo the
reasons why everything went wrong.' He made aigtersound. "You
always were a disrupting creature.'

'l didn't ask you to marry me," Abby retorted, wyeqg her arms
tightly about her, and Piers gave a wry nod of aekedgement as he
started the car.

'‘No, you didn't,’ he conceded. 'But you were blogkhd | did. What
problems would you have hadth Matthew, | wonder, if he'd been
illegitimate as well?'

'‘Probably none," Abby counterestungby his malicious challenge,
and thereafter they did not speak again until Matthimself met
them at thecottage gate.

On Saturday, Piers took Matthew to meet his grarideno

Abby had not wanted to let him go when Piers fiostached the
subject, over the cup of coffee Hannah had insiste¢him having

after their return from Abbotsford. But Matthew'wro enthusiasm,
and the warning glances Hannah cast in her dimggtersuaded her
not to make a fuss, and after Piers had gone a&aydwbkre alone, her
aunt applauded her decision.

‘They are his family, after all,' she pointed auten Abby voiced her
objections. 'And let's face it, Piers could enfohig rights if you
chose to be awkward.'

It was infuriatingly true. Unless she played int@r® hands and
denounced Matthew as his son, there was no realsdfm she
could raise; and as Piensgasthe boy's father, he had every right t
share his affections.



Nevertheless, it wasn't easy to be enthusiastiovhatthew came
back full of excitement and eager to tell herladitthad happened. He
was like a small boy again, and Hannah exchandewwing look
with Abby when he mentioned his grandmother forfirst time.

'‘She's quite old," he said. 'And she can't wallb&ause of her leg.’
'Her leg?' Hannah looked at him askance, and Matthggled.

'l mean, she has arthritis,' he explained, helpintgself to one of the
scones his mother had made that afternoon and nmgnblappily.

‘That's why she doesn't ride much any more. But sthilekeeps
horses, and Dad showed me a pony he says | cantteade.’

Dad! Abby drew a deep breath. How casually he saBt.how had
Mrs Roth really reacted to her grandson? And wddiidthew have
noticed if she had been terse or offhand?

‘A pony,' Hannah was saying admiringly. 'Aren't yba lucky one!
And does it have a name, this pony? Or have ydhitk of that as
well?'

'Oh, no." Matthew shook his head. 'His name's Haftdr one of the

rabbits inWatership DownThat's a book by a man called Richar
Adams,' he confided. 'Dad says | should read d,laais going to get
me a copy.'

Abby forced herself to smile. 'So you enjoyed yelifs

'Oh, yes, it's a lovely place. | don't know why ydn't like it, Mum.

The rooms are so big, and the furniture's so gratellsighed. 'We
had tea, you know, in the drawing room. That Miss\gton was
there. She's all right, | suppose. A bit snobbyt, Ibthink she was
trying to please Dad by being friendly.’



How perceptive of him to notice, Abby thought, sevhat relieved.
At least he hadn't been entirely blinded by hisaurdings. But did
that mean Mrs Roth had passed the test?

For the rest of the weekend, Abby had to steeldifets listen to
various other items of interest Matthew thought ahight like to
hear. It was obvious the events of Saturday hadegrd themselves
on his memory, and she had to accept that thewlaga his father's
name was never mentioned were lost to her for ever.

Dr Willis came to see his patient on Monday morniugd he greeted
Abby with evident enthusiasm.

'So you came back, after all,’ he said, coming dobars after
examining Hannah in her bedroom. 'l hope you'ragdo stay this
time.'

'l hope so, too." Abby indicated the kettle. 'Vyilu have a cup of
coffee? | was just making one.'

'‘Could | refuse?' Sean grinned, and lounged fartyiliato a chair by
the fire. 'Where's the boy, then? | was lookingvand to meeting
him.'

'Oh, he's just gone to the stores for Aunt Hanrsald Abby, feeling
herself colouring. 'l suppose you've heard abouthéav. | expect it's
common knowledge in the village.'

'l heard that he was Piers Roth's son,' Sean adnlbut that didn't
surprise me. Should it?" Abby frowned. 'Well--'

'l guessed you were related. The names,' he erplaasily. 'But
anyway, what business is it of anyone else's? Ibaok, a person's
private affairs are their own.'



‘Thank you," Abby smiled, and then Hannah reappetreendorse
the invitation her niece had already offered.

Matthew returned while they were drinking their feef and to
Abby's disconcertment, Piers was with him.

'‘Dad gave me a lift,’ he said, giving Sean a s look. 'He
wants to speak to you, Mum. About the school hetsvare to go to.'

Abby gave her husband a frosty look. 'You've disedsit with
Matthew?'

'l mentioned it,' he agreed flatly, returning Seameeting with chilly
courtesy. 'How nice to have a practice that takes of itself, Willis.
Does your answering service know where you are?'

'‘Dr Willis has been attending me,' declared Harstadrtly, showing
her indignation at Piers' incivility. 'Finish yoaoffee, doctor. Don't
let Mr Roth frighten you away.'

'l assure you, I'm not frightened, Miss Caldwd@&kan replied firmly,

getting to his feet and handing her his empty &t it is time | was

leaving. Nice to have met you, Matthew. Cheerio,thRo
G'bye--Abby. | hope | see you again soon.'

The atmosphere was electric after Sean had leftPlaus chose to
ignore it. 'Well, Abby?' he said, his voice onlceuple of degrees
warmer than when he had addressed Sean Willise'aw made up
your mind?’

‘You appear to have made it up for me,' she resgbraltly. 'Matt,
what do you want to do? Do you want to go to thug'® school your
father is talking about? Or would you rather gé\tobury?'



She guessed what his answer would be, and shet\dssgpointed.
'I'd like to go to Dad's old school,' he declaredking up at Piers.
'‘Can | come and see it? Is it very big?'

'It's not big at all,’ said Piers, transferring ditention back to Abby. 'l
believe it caters for four hundred boys, that'sAd for going to see
it, | suggest your mother and | make a preliminagit to see Mr
Grant, the headmaster, tomorrow morning, and thet arrange for
you to go and look round.’

'When will | start there?*

Matthew sounded eager, but Abby suspectecehibusiasm might
not last long after he discovered how much homewnerkvould be
expected to do.

‘After Christmas, 'Piers answered now. 'Abby, | enadprovisional
appointment for ten o'clock in the morning. Is taktight with you?'

'‘Does it matter?' Abby couldn't help feeling bitfeiershad arranged
it all once again without consulting her. Just hiseashe had seemec
Impressedvith its appearance, he had gone ahead and maderss p
And unless she wanted to hurt Matthew, she hadtalgngwith
them.



CHAPTER SEVEN

IT was raining on Tuesday morning, a persistent gteaavnpour,
that caused the clouds to lower ominously aboveittegye, and cast
a grey curtain over everything.

Abby had had some difficulty in deciding what toameA suit was
obviously the most adaptable, but her suits werdljd&ashionable,
and they had seen many weeks of wear in TrevditeoEventually,

she decided on a cowl-necked dress of cherry sikey she had
bought a year ago to attend a professional lunciettnTrevor. It

wasn't real silk jersey, just a clever facsimilef it flattered the
rounded swell of her breasts and clung lovinglthline of her hips.
With it she wore the only jacket she possessedhia plack corded
velvet, that made a dark contrast with the silNigitytness of her hair.

Piers made no comment on her appearance when heetoacollect
her in the Daimler. He merely took the umbrella Attannah had
given her to walk from the cottage to the car @od/ed it in the boot
before levering his length beside her. In a dadydhree-piece suit
that accentuated his dark colouring, he looked andldetached, but
Abby couldn't prevent the flutter of awareness #wtompanied her
tight nod of greeting.

Mr Grant turned out to be a charming man. In hidyefties, he

epitomised everything a parent hoped for in a heeastien, combining
a genuine liking for children with a sternness #tdtfound room for
humour.

"Your husband has explained the circumstancesdithation to me,
Mrs Roth," he told Abby sympathetically. 'Matthekm sure, will
benefit from having the attention of both paremgsia.'

‘Yes.' Abby forced a smile, but she wondered wiatshhad told him.
Matthew had never known the luxury of having bothrgmts'



attention until now, and she hoped that the exped@ewould not
prove too much for him.

Outside again, Abby breathed more freely, hurrgmget in the car
out of the rain. Piers had offered to bring the tati, but she said it
wasn't necessary, even though she was pantingebtyntie she had
run to the Daimler.

‘You're soaked!" exclaimed Piers, brushing the slr@pwater from

his own jacket. The material of his had not absoribe wet as hers
had, and she could feel its moist- ness creepiraugh to her skin.

‘Take your jacket off,' he advised, reaching fa ignition. 'There's
no point in catching a chill. Drop it in the baak the present. It's
warm enough in here not to need it.'

Abby hesitated, but deciding he was probably right slipped the
jacket off her shoulders and removed it. It wasl@fto be free of its
cloying wetness, and she rubbed her arms abrasivedyoring a
feeling of warmth.

'‘We'll look round the school next week, when weagprMatthew to
see it,' Piers added, as they drove away. 'Youhappy with the
arrangements, aren't you? You're not going to Hdkthew's
eagerness against me?"'

'l suppose not.' Abby tucked her damp hair behexddars. 'There's
not much point now, is there? I'm committed.' -

'Not necessarily,' said Piers levelly. 'l can algvagll the whole thing
off. If you really feel Matthew would be better aif the school in
Alnbury, I'm prepared to waive any objections | niaye.'

Abby sighed. "You know | wouldn't do that.’

‘Do |?*



Abby bent her head. 'There's just one thing . . .’
"‘Well?'
'‘Howwill Matt get to school? don't suppose there's a school bus.’

'l thought I'd have a word with the Crofts,' redligiers, slowing for a
road junction. 'Their eldest son is a day boy, ldnelieve Sarah runs
him to school in the morning and collects him evafternoon. I'm
sure she'd have no objection to picking up Mattbewner way.'

‘Sarah Croft?' Abby queried. Sarah had been onleeofew friends
she had had when she and Piers had got married.

'l thought you'd approve of her,' remarked PiesdydrRobert, her
boy, will be about six months younger than Matthew.

Abby inclined her head. 'Sarah Croft," she murmagin. 'It will be
nice to see Sarah again.'

'‘She wrote to you, didn't she? After you left Ratb® She once told
me that. She also told me you didn't reply.’

'‘No." Abby drew an unsteady breath. 'l didn't thihkre was much
point.’

'‘Why not?'

'‘Oh—the Crofts were really your friends, not mikend—well, |
suppose | was—embarrassed.’

'Embarrassed!’

'‘Don't pretend you don't understand.' Abby's veves husky. 'How
could I go on being friendly with Sarah, when n@ émew about the
baby?'



Piers gave her a sidelong look. '"Why didn't yolitet? I've no doubt,
knowing Sarah as | do, she'd have taken your part.'

'l didn't want anyone to take my part,’ retortecoplvearily. 'l just
wanted to—forget it.’

‘Forget me, you mean?'

Abby shrugged. 'If you like.'

‘And did you?'

‘Yes.' Abby was adamant.

‘Completely?'

Abby turned her head and looked at him. 'As yogdome!'
'l didn't forget you, Abby.'

'‘But you didn't want to remember me, did you?"

Piers lifted his shoulders. 'l had reason, didt't |

‘You believed you did.’

'Yes.' He paused. 'You didn't answer my questions.’
'‘What question?"

'l asked if you forgot me completely.'

Abby moistened her lips. 'lIt isn't easy to forgaingone you hate.'

She heard his swift intake of breath. 'Do youstilate me, | mean?'



Abby turned to stare out of the window at the damnyirain. She
wanted to say that yes, she still hated him, mowe than before, but
she knew it wouldn't be true. Since she had saarajjain, since she
had unwillingly allowed him to become involved irrhlife, her
feelings had changed, become less resolute. Whee=sle had been
absolutely sure that she could never forgive hintlie way he had
humiliated her, now she was wavering, her conundishaken. Time,
like a corrosive, had eaten away at her hatred,bamy with him
again, allowing all the old attraction to pull arhsenses, she was
rapidly losing the will to oppose him.

‘Where are we going?' she asked abruptly, as gne cat of her
reverie to find he had turned away from the villdgais isn't the way
to Rothside." She hesitated. 'lt's the private rited leads to the
Manor.'

‘That's right.' Piers cast a swift look in her dtren, his attention
concentrated on avoiding the deep pools of watar trere rapidly
gathering in the lane. 'l thought we might havecluat home, just for
old times' sake. What do you say?"

Abby's nerves quivered. 'Have lunch at the Maneh& echoed
faintly. 'With your mother?' Her lips twisted. '‘Sehow | don't think
she'd approve.'

'She's not at home,' replied Piers flatly. 'Sheiseginto Newcastle
with Aunt Isabel for a day's shopping. She won'bbek until later
this afternoon.’

Abby knew a strangely familiar feeling déja vu.Piers' words had
brought back unwanted memories of their firstitlilneetings, illicit,

because his mother would have prevented them itebkl. There
had been days like this before, days when Mrs Rath left them
alone, days before she had seen Abby as any thoedter

carefully-nurtured plans.



It had begun so innocently, or so Abby had thougfter all, she had
been only sixteen, and the job at the Manor had beefirst term of
employment. She had not been unaware of the ogpesi, but she
had never met anyone like Piers before, and alth@ing had been
attracted to him, she had never imagined he miglattsacted to her.

Piers had taken over the running of the estate vilefather died.
Because the elder Mr Roth had been ill for somes thefore his
death, the affairs of the estate had been lefierhands of his agent,
and although he had done his best, things had ddemmed to slide.
Piers had still been at university at that time] #re agents had beer
unable to take arbitrary decisions without recoutsea higher
authority. In consequence, when Piers came horaes thas already
a stack of work waiting for him. In addition to whi his father's
secretary, who had worked at the Manor for more tiagenty years,
left to look after an invalid mother, and when thesition was
advertised, Abby had applied.

She had not expected to get the post. There wdrer,otnore
experienced applicants. But Piers had insisteddrged someone he
could mould to his own requirements, and not @iftdrwards did she
discover he had had other reasons for choosing her.

But to begin with, Abby had only been relieved tavé found
employment so close to home. Most of the young leespe had
gone to school with had had to go into Alnbury @wedastle to find
work, while she was able to cycle the two and d halles to the
Manor. It saved bus fares, and meant she could Aive Hannah
almost all her salary.

They were happy days, so happy. Thinking about thewm, Abby
sighed. Working with Piers, accompanying him wherdlove about
the estate, she soon learned all there was to lalmwt property
valuation and land management. She also beganp@®@ate the
problems he faced when trying to maintain a godaticeship with



his tenants. There was so much petty bickering &etmienants, so
many ways in which the landlord could be accusef@dwburing one
and not the other; and Piers had to try and steental course, while
Abby could see that some tenants deserved a tedithan others.

Piers used to discuss his problems with Abby, walog her

opinion, and gradually their discussions moved mimre personal
areas. He told her about his time at the universitygl she told him
about her parents, and how Aunt Hannah had loofed fzer when
her father had been killed. He was easy to talkatal he really
seemed interested in what she had to say. Theivecsations
removed all the barriers between them, and Abbstestao forget
who he was and how disapproving his family would ib¢hey

discovered how familiar she had become.

It was about this time that Tristan Oliver inviteer to go with him to

a teenage dance in Alnbury. They could go on tle be said, and
his father would come and pick them up afterwaidsstan was

seventeen and learning to drive, but he had nopgssed his test,
though his boast was that when he did, his fatless going to buy
him a car of his own.

Encouraged by Aunt Hannah, Abby had accepted kitatron, and

had mentioned it to Piers in passing. She hadhiohdmost things in
those days, and although she had had little bisggfhe would care
one way or the other, she had, perhaps subconigiausnted to

show that she was not unattractive to boys of er age.

She was shocked, therefore, when she emerged frerhall with
Tristan and his father, to encounter Piers waitingside. '| had some
business to attend to in Alnbury,' he told Mr Ofigenoothly, 'and as
taking Abby home is less out of my way than yourrought I'd
relieve you of that responsibility.'



Tristan's father had been surprised, obviously, bst Piers'
explanation was quite reasonable, he did not aiffue Olivers were
not tenants of the Roths, they owned their own fama as Piers had
said, it would be taking them well out of their wiy take Abby
home. In consequence, a few minutes later Abby doharself
installed in the front seat of Piers' station waguith Piers beside her
driving back to Rothside.

'You didn't mind, did you?' Piers asked, as soorthaslights of
Alnbury market square fell away behind them.

Abby considered this before replying, and thensdid: '"You didn't
really have any business in Alnbury, did you?'

'No.' Piers was honest.

Abby moved her shoulders. 'You came to meet mewds a
statement, not a question.

'Yes.'

*You shouldn't have.'

Piers gave her a sidelong glance. 'l know.'
Abby caught her breath. 'Piers--'

'‘No, don't say anything,’ he commanded, his jaw tawst let's leave
it at that, shall we?'

Abby's lips parted. 'If that's what you want to 'dshe replied
unsteadily.

'If that's what | want to do?' Piers stood on hiskbs, bringing the
station wagon to a skidding halt that almost thteaw through the
windscreen before turning to her.



'It's not what | want to do, Abby," he said, in@ce that seemed to
tear a layer of skin from her. "You must know wha@ant to do, and
you have every right to despise me for it.'

Abby quivered. 'l don't—despise you, Piers,' sheatired, realising
with sudden insight that this was the real reasenenjoyed being
with him, that this was the true extent of herifegd for him. It wasn't
just that he was a likeable person to work for—éonbth. It wasn't

even his kindness or his consideration when shetaiems. It was
the underlying knowledge of her attraction for himnd the

realisation that she wanted more from this relstmn than she had
any right to expect.

'‘Abby?' He was staring at her tautly, and everhendim light from
the dash she was aware of the intensity of his.gabey, don't play
games with me. I'm not one of your boy-friends; hat Tristan
Oliver.'

' know.'

Abby moved her head helplessly, and he lifted hischsuddenly to
brush the silky fringe back from her forehead. Baé worn her hair
longer in those days and for the dance she hadexkeuwith a
leather clip. Now she felt him release the clipd drer hair fell
forward, a silky curtain that reached half to hexisi

‘What do you know, | wonder?' he muttered, his rnoutisting
sensually, and Abby's nerves jangled in anticipatibits touch.

'‘Not—not a lot," she admitted, conscious of hisyhambnscious of
him as she had never been before—and equally, iomssaf her own
inexperience.

'l shouldn't find out,’ he added, his voice thidkgnin spite of
himself. "You're too young--'



Abby caught her breath. 'Don't say that!'

'‘Why not? It's true.' But Piers' gaze still impalests, and his hand
had moved from her nape to stroke the downy sadto€ber cheek.

Almost involuntarily, Abby turned her head so that lips brushed
his palm. It was an instinctive thing to do, anstent desire to make
some response, however small, and its results electifying. With
a muffled oath, Piers rubbed his thumb abrasivetpss her mouth,
parting her lips and exploring the softness witfiihen, before she
had time to get used to this new and strangelynett invasion, his
thumb was withdrawn and his mouth took its place.

As she remembered that kiss now, Abby's sensdedin§he might
not have been prepared for the raw adult passe&ns Rad shown her,
but she had been a willing pupil. And*more thaatttshe had been
shown the untried sensuality of her own naturet, dlgaalled his in
urgency when he would have drawn away. Insteadhatiéinked her
arms about his neck, her eager fingers clutchieghthir that grew
there, her mouth opening like a flower to the hyrmgassion of his . .

"‘Well?'

Realising Piers was still waiting for her answehbf& moved her
head in a negative gesture, glancing back oversheulder, as if
somehow she could see the cottage.

‘Aunt Hannah is expecting me,"' she exclaimed. [ISketlry if we
don't go back. Particularly when the weather isaw.'

'Send her a message,' said Piers tautly. 'I'llgeabld to take it. She
won't worry if she knows you're with me. Whatever feelings, she
still regards me. as a gentleman.'



'‘Does she?' Abby's tongue circled her upper Iyotder.'
'‘Abby, please.' Piers drew a deep breath. 'Indulge
‘Why should 17?'

Piers sighed. 'For old times' sake, what else?’

‘And Miss Langton?'

'Val isn't involved here," he retorted roughly. §ts between you and
me, Abby. Hell, I've already written to my soliai@bout the divorce.
This may be our last chance to talk as man and'wife

Abby bent her head. The rain outside seemed tohg&ring against
her. Trapped in the car with Piers, unable to getamd walk, even
had she wanted to because of the terrible weasher,was being
compelled to consider his invitation almost agalrestwill.

It was all so devastatingly familiar. She didn'tivio remember what
had been between her and Piers in those early dayshe couldn't
seem to help it. Like a videotape it was unrollthgre before her
eyes, and although she fought against it, she coatddeny the
physical effect it was having on her.

The memory of the first occasion Piers had made lovher came
back in spine-shuddering detail, and she strugdgéeckvade its
insidious enchantment. But without much successal incredible
that something that had happened almost fourtearsyago should
still have the power to disturb her, but it did.

Their relationship—hers and Piers'—had developesirsfily. From
the beginning they had both known it was only atemabf time
before the frenzied kisses they exchanged incitedleaper
commitment. Piers was not a womaniser; but he veaswithout
sexual experience, and while his mouth searcheedger softness of



hers, his hands made their own exploration. Att,fissbby had
demurred, the things Aunt Hannah had taught hersarg a troubled
voice of conscience. But gradually, her own bodyseds
overwhelmed her caution, and she welcomed his hapals her with
an eagerness he could not withstand.

They were young, and in love, and during the loagsdof that first
summer Abby worked at the Manor, the atmosphered®st them
became electric. They were too much in one angtleerhpany, too
much alone; and when the inevitable happenedgeined a natural
extension of their need for one another. She wattlsow how Mrs
Roth had not seen what was happening under hey leyeperhaps
because she never saw Abby as anything else buifdhe Village
girls' she expected Piers to do the same.

It was a hot summer evening, Abby recalled unwglyn She had
been working later than usual, helping Mrs Roth ressl the
envelopes for a garden party which was to be hetdeaManor the
following week. It was in aid of some charity asation, she
remembered, and she had been willing enough tofielis' mother,
as Piers himself had gone to the races with sormeds.

But it was while they were addressing the enveldpas Mrs Roth
made her announcement: 'Maybe this time next"*yea'|l be
addressing the invitations to Piers' wedding," sfi@arked, with
smug complacency. 'Dear Melanie! Such a lovely. girld what an
admirable wife she'll make.'

Abby had known at once who she meant. Melanie Hgsthad been
seen frequently at the Manor in recent months gdegnts were close
friends of Mrs Roth, and Abby had foolishly assuntieat that was
the only reason Melanie was there. Now, it appeaieel was wrong,
and her hand had shaken infuriatingly as she dedgg complete
her task.



Piers arrived home just as Abby was leaving, armbentering her
wheeling her bicycle into the courtyard, he hagstel in front of
her. 'Wait,' he said, his eyes dark and disturbiiigtake you home.
Just give me a minute to get the Range Rover.'

'‘No, thanks." Abby was terse. 'l can manage. GabdntMr Roth,
I'll see you tomorrow.'

‘Abby! Piers had detained her then, his hand on her'@éfhat's with
this Mr Roth?' He frowned, as his brain sought for a smiutWhat
has my mother been saying to you?'

"Your mother?' Abby's green eyes flashed fire. 'tdoald she say to
me? Except perhaps that you're getting married geat?' And
shaking off his hand, she had jumped on her bicyeteridden away.

He overtook her long before she reached the boyraddris family's
property, slewing the Range Rover across the araiforcing her to
stop.

'‘Get in," he commanded violently, wrenching theyblie from her

hands and flinging it into the back of the vehiédad when she had
done so, he vaulted in beside her and regardedittera hard, yet
Impassioned, malevolence.

‘Isn't it true, then?' she had asked him, maimagira chilly facade,
even while she was churning up inside with emotBut Piers had
not answered her. He had thrown the Range Rovergaar and
accelerated away, tossing her only a savage loblk &isrned off the
road and into the trees.

The shadows were lengthening when Piers had brahghRange
Rover to a halt, overlooking the rippling expan$ehe trout lake,
that occupied several acres at the eastern bounéittrg property. It
was quite a beauty spot, the reed-edged waterabset with trees
that grew thickly on the higher slopes that surdmdhit. But Abby



knew he had not brought her here to look at thevvaand she started
violently when he thrust open his door and climbat He had shed
the jacket of the suit he had worn to go to* theermeeting, and she
watched as he walked to the edge of the lake, dodsstaring
broodingly out across the water. His bronze silktsippled in the
slight breeze that blew off the water, and wheruneed, she saw it
was unbuttoned half down his chest.

He walked back to where she was sitting, settingheart pounding
when he wrenched open her door. 'Don't you trust heedemanded,
his gesture inviting her to join him, but Abby staywhere she was.

‘Should I?' she queried, gulping in a breath gfaad with a twisting
of his expression he thrust his hands beneathritklifeed her bodily
out of the vehicle.

'‘Probably not,’ he declared huskily, looking down heer with
smouldering eyes. 'The way | feel right now, youdhavery reason to
be afraid of me.'

‘Then take me home,' she exclaimed, steeling Hesietdo respond to
the urgent possession of his gaze. She had naittergthat he had
still not denied her accusation, and indignaticedwvith fascination
as her hands struggled to push him away.

But all he did was to let her put her feet to theugd. And as her
limbs slid down his body, she felt the arousalrtended her to feel.
It was not the first time she had aroused him.ds$ wot the first time
she had felt the hardening muscles of his thigingisg against her.
But this time it was different, this time he didtipaush her away, and
her own inflamed senses made her arch her bodydswes.

His hands slid down her back, settling on her laipd drawing her
more firmly against him. Then his mouth sought tireathless



parting of hers and her resistance ebbed beneathuthgry passion
of his kiss.

He kissed her many times, the long, soul-destrokisges he had
been denying himself for some weeks now. Ever stheg both

realised the danger of emotions inflamed to burmpampt, they had
avoided exacerbating an already volatile situatiort, suddenly his
control had snapped and raw need had taken ite.gtEcwas hungry
for her, they were hungry for one another, andhinesting urgency
of his desire became an irresistible temptation.

There was grass beneath their feet, and Piers ladeedown on to it,
his hands separating her shirt from the waistbandeo skirt, his
fingers seeking and finding the throbbing fullneker breast. Abby
didn't try to stop him, she was too intent on rehg him of his shirt,
and she caught her tongue between her teeth waeaugh hardness
of his chest crushed hers.

‘Someone might come,' she breathed, when his nasey moved
upon hers, but Piers seemed not to care.

'‘Let them," he muttered thickly, his mouth ravagihg already
swollen sweetness of her mouth. 'Just don't askonstop, Abby,
because | can't.'

'l won't,’ she whispered, even though she tensezhuiine pulsating
strength of his manhood sought entry to her body.

'‘Don't fight it,’ he advised, holding her eyes witls as he took
possession of her, and stifled the agonised crytbaeed beneath the
parted intimacy of his mouth. It hurt. For a fewments, that was all
Abby could think of, and not even the tender caoé$ss hands could
assuage the raw pain he had inflicted. And thestaged to move
and she thought he was going to leave her, anttrérabling limbs
encircled him, holding him even closer.



'‘Abby . . . he groaned, her passionate naturesldroving him to the
brink of insanity as he struggled to hold himseltk. But it was too
late. He spent himself helplessly, burying his facethe silken
softness of her hair as his shuddering limbs caadil

Abby lay there quietly, content in the knowledgattbhe had pleased
him, and not until he propped himself up on onedhtanlook at her
did the realisation of what had happened bringhibtecolour to her
face. His eyes were dark and liquid, his gaze glazel caressing as
it moved possessively over her. Then, with a dighhent his head to
kiss her, and her slim arms wound impulsively alfosiheck.

'‘Was—uwas it all right?' she breathed in his eagnvhe released her
mouth to seek the scented hollow of her neck, anchadde a sound
half of anguish, half of amusement.

'Oh, Abby,"' he muttered, his hand sliding sensyoogér her breast
and the slim curve of her thigh. 'Abby— you wereadngul! So
beautiful! But I'll do better next time."'

‘Next time?' Abby caught her breath, and as shesdlidhe felt his
body stirring inside her.

'‘Now,' he agreed huskily, sliding his hands bendweh hips and
arching her body to meet his.

'Oh, no." Abby shook her head. 'l mean—you can't--'

'I'm afraid | can,' he told her, with rough gendseas. 'Only this time it
will be different, | promise you.'

And it was. Even now, Abby could remember the flamg delight

he had generated inside her. She had had no icaevwbxpect, what
kind of 'different' he meant. But urgently, insiglg, she had felt the
expanding need for a fulfilment only he was capalblsupplying, a
wanting, a yearning, a striving to get closer, esi@ser to him, until



the urgent, throbbing rhythm of their bodies reacae unbelievable
climax. She had moved with him, had responded eitbry nerve
and sinew of her ardent nature, and when that péakstasy was
reached and she fell away into nothingness, sheatidecognise the
cry she heard as issuing from her own lips . . .



CHAPTER EIGHT
'‘ABBY ...

She realised abruptly that the car had stoppetefotecourt before
the Manor, and Piers had turned in his seat andregarding her
with scarcely concealed impatience. How long hadéen sitting
there, waiting for her to say something? she wasdieher colour
deepening becomingly, as she viewed the distunpiagpect that he
could read her thoughts.

'I—I can't,’ she said now, the awareness of her wulnerability
making her shake her head almost in panic. 'NosPigke me back. |
must go back. Besides,' she forced a note of derisito her voice,
‘what if your mother came back and found us? Caniy@agine how
she would react to that situation?'

Piers' mouth thinned. 'l don't care how my motheul react,’ he
told .her harshly. T'm thirty-seven now, Abby. Quild enough to
make my own decisions, and to offer my own invitasi. Rothside
Manor belongs to me, did you know? It became mmeny thirtieth
birthday.' He pulled a wry face. 'My father's oldtigoned belief that
by then I'd be married with a family of my own. ldad Mother
intended to retire to the villa at Antibes. Unfarétely, it didn't
happen that way. My father was dead before you eaere here, and
Mother is much happier playing lady of the Manoarthretiring.'
Abby bent her head. 'Why are you telling me this?"

'‘Because | want you to have lunch with me. For &edke, Abby, is
it so much to ask? All right, so you've got nothinghank me for. At
least let's part with civility, even if we couldhite together that way.'

Abby drew a deep breath, looking through the stregwindow to
where Malton, the butler, was hovering on the pplabiding an
umbrella. 'What—what will the staff say?'



‘They'll probably tell my mother,' said Piers lamatly. ‘Do you
care?' He shook his head. 'Come on, Abby. A coobl®urs, that's
all I'm asking.' His mouth tightened. 'Or would ymther take tea
with Dr Willis?'

Abby gazed at him indignantly. "You were very radé®r Willis.'
'‘Abby!.'

'‘Oh—all right." Abby gave in. 'But | mustn't stapng. Matthew will
be dying to hear what happened at the school.'

‘Matthew can wait,' said Piers flatly, and thrugtopen his door, he
summoned the butler to fetch the umbrella.

If Malton, or Mrs James, who had been housekedpbeananor for
more than twenty years, or Jerrold, who took charfgthe horses,
and who was despatched to explain Abby's wherealtouter aunt,
thought it strange that Piers should have broughgs$tranged wife to
lunch at the Manor, they knew better than to conmtmeon it.
Nevertheless, Abby was aware of the housekeepédn'swd
consideration as she showed her to one of theflist bathrooms, a
feat she could have performed herself had she elbbbliged to
humour the woman.

‘Nice to see you at the Manor again, Mrs Pierg,remarked politely,
lingering while her visitor combed her hair. Shedhalways
addressed Abby as Mrs Piers, to distinguish hen filoe elder Mrs
Roth.

'It's nice to be here, Mrs James,"' Abby repliethaadishonestly,
turning away from the mirror. Being at the manoswatnice it was
nerve-racking, and she wondered how she could haea foolish
enough to allow Piers to persuade her.



Lunch was served in the family dining room. The ifgrdining room

was so-called because it was considerably smdlbar the formal
dining room, but nevertheless, its maroon silk svalhd oblong
polished table were intimidating enough for somemsed to a
cottage kitchen, and Abby remembered how nervoe$al been in
the first few weeks of their marriage.

They ate at one end of the table, sitting at ragigles to each other,
and served by a young maid who Abby had never betare. Her
name was Susan and she smiled at Piers a lot, damimAbby
irresistibly of the way she had been attractedro After all, she had
been just like Susan, one of the village girlsainated by the
fascination of an older man. Only Piers had beeohhnounger in
those days, only seven years older than she wddjeahad returned
her feelings—or she thought he had.

The meal was delicious. A fragrant consomme wasvad by a
supreme of chicken with rice, and to finish theees\a raspberry fool.
However, Abby's appetite had been depleted by theilling

familiarity of her surroundings, and although Piappeared to be
enjoying his wine, his plate returned to the kittlsearcely touched.

Conversation throughout the meal was stilted, piiisnbdecause of
its being overheard, first by the maid and thenNbygs James,
ostensibly come to clear the table, but really ndl fout if everything
had been satisfactory.

‘You didn't eat a lot, Mr Roth,' she observed, wité informality of
long service. 'l wondered if the chicken was tonjdung.'

‘The chicken was fine, Mrs James,' Piers assuredgkding to his
feet and moving round the table to draw back Abblair. 'l expect
the weather has depressed my appetite. Did Jedelder the
message to Miss Caldwell?"



‘Yes, sir. He was back some time ago. Will you laatmg Hedley to
take Mrs—Mrs Roth home?’

'‘No, thank you, that won't be necessary,' he reépks Abby rose
stiffly to her feet. 'I'll be taking Mrs Roth batk the village. Thank
you, Mrs James.'

The small dining room opened into a larger drawitogm, and
although Abby would have preferred to use the otloer which led
into the hall and thus make her departure that nmate imminent,
Piers stood aside for her to precede him into thevithg room. With
Mrs James watching, she had little choice but ®ypbnd she passed
him quickly, much too aware of his deliberate apgaia

'l have to go,' she said, when the door was cldsedPiers merely
indicated the tray of coffee cooling on the tabjdlie couch.

‘Not yet," he said, indicating that she should tatk&rge of the cups,
and with a gesture of helplessness she subsidedoomhe
Regency-striped cushions.

‘Tell me," he said, taking the cup she handed mdputting it half
impatiently aside. 'When Matthew was a baby, hodvwidiu manage
to support both him and yourself? You would takéhimg from me,
as you've pointed out. So how did you do it?'

Abby hesitated. 'You mean—did | resort to the sop@esacrifice?’
she asked ironically, and his face darkened witbuwro

'‘No, that was not what | meant,' he retorted hgrshsimply wanted
to know how you lived.'

Abby shrugged, feeling on surer ground. T applied $ocial
security,’ she said. 'Supplementary benefit. I'me stou know all
about it. You'd be amazed how resourceful a pecsombe when
they're desperate.’



'You had no need to be desperate,’ Piers exclasaedgely. 'For
God's sake, Abby, the money was there. Why didnityse it?'

'For another man's child?' Abby found she coulcthl too. 'Oh,
come on, Piers, | had some pride left. You weregoatg to deprive
me of that as—as well as everything else.'

Piers paced across the floor, turning every nowtaed to look at
her. 'And when the child was old enough, you gobaWho looked
after him then? | don't suppose you could takewith you.'

'‘No." Abby conceded the point. 'To begin with | déoyed a
baby-minder, but when he was old enough | got mito ia day
nursery. | was lucky. Places in day nurseries ateeasy to find.'

‘And you didn't write to Oliver? You didn't see heifter you left
Rothside?’

'‘Why should 1?' began Abby impatiently, and theopped. Why
should she appease his curiosity? He had not slaowynnterest in
her during the past eleven years. Why should stisfysavhatever
urge was driving him to ask her these personaltouns®

'l think it's time | left," she declared, finishihgr coffee and getting to
her feet. 'l—thank you for lunch. It was—very nitid.don't see Mrs
James again, will you tell her--'

'‘Abby!" Piers' tormented voice halted her, and she beeavaee that
he had stopped his pacing and was standing faenghiis hands
pushed deep into the pockets of his jacket. 'Alyby, can't go yet.'
She stiffened automatically. "Why not?'

'‘Because you can't.' Piers heaved a heavy sighhaten't finished
talking--'

I have.'



‘Abby, we have eleven years to make up.’

‘To make up?' Abby shook her head. '‘Oh, no, Pidms. you're
wrong." She held up her head. 'You—you may belidnag your
involvement with Matt entitles you to his—his caidnce, his
friendship; and—and you're possibly right. But |—yed and I,
that's a different matter, and just because ytgheing Matt it does
not give you the right to interrogate me aboutvlag I've lived since
| left Rothside."'

‘Abby---"

'‘No, listen to me. Our lives are separate, Pieggaate! |—I don't
expect anything from you, and—and you shouldn'teek@nything
from me.’'

Piers' eyes narrowed. 'l could ask Matthew, youkho
Abby shrugged. 'That's up to you.'
'‘Don't you care what | might tell him about you?'

'‘Oh, Piers--' Abby gazed at him tremulously. "Wihat/ou want from
me? Why have you brought me here? What do youyréalbe to
achieve?'

'I've told you.' Piers' was abrupt. 'l wanted usali, to be civil with
one another; if possible, to be friends.'

'Friends!" Abby was incredulous. ‘Not a month agmy said you
hoped you never saw me again!

Piers inclined his head. 'l know.'

"Then--'



‘All right,’ he moved his shoulders carelessly,ripps | spoke
recklessly. Perhaps | didn't mean it." He paudg&ethaps | resented
the fact that you could still get under my skin.'

Abby's lips parted, but no words came. She coulg stare at him
silently, her expression eloquent of her disbelk—what?' she got
out at last. 'What did you say?'

‘You heard me.' Piers spoke with some self-derisides—pathetic,
Isn't it? After all this time | discover that | lstivant you.'

‘You're crazy!" Abby made for the door, intent arttimg as much
space between her and Piers as possible. She slioim'to examine
what his words might mean, or indeed what they tmgéan to her.
Her only intention was to get away from him, anehfrthe insidious
awareness that she was not immune to his distugengpnality. But
Piers was there before her, blocking her exit, @hdn she whirled
around to find the other door, his hands on heeuppms prevented
her escape. .

'‘Cool down,' he exclaimed roughly, holding her nont of him
without making any attempt to draw her back aganst 'All | said
was that | still wanted you, Abby. | do. But--' le¢ her go, 'l have no
intention of making the same mistakes again.'

Abby drew a deep breath, fighting back the unexmkbdense of
anticlimax his words had provoked. For a few morseshe had
really believed he had brought her here to make lovher, and
although her initial reaction had been to pani©y@spulses subsided
she realised her real fear had been of her owronssp

Schooling her features, she turned to face hingirigr herself to
behave as if his words had not torn her carefulbgted defences to
shreds. 'You'll take me home now?' she requestdding his gaze,



and knew a helpless resentment when he politelyeddwis head. 'If
you insist.’

But before he could open the door behind him, ackraame at the
panels, and when he turned and called: 'Come im§ Bames'
apologetic face appeared.

'Sorry to disturb you, sir, but Partridge is hedpparently there's
been some flooding down in the long meadow, anddr@s a word,
if you've got time.'

'Of course.'

Piers cast an uncertain look in Abby's directiomd ashe,
misinterpreting his hesitation, said at once: 'GolilHedley drive me
home? To save you the trouble. I'm sorry | canlkwaut with the
rain--'

‘That's right, sir. I'll call him, if you like,’ aged Mrs James,
apparently eager to get their unexpected visitbthaf premises, but
Piers waved her suggestion aside.

"'l take Mrs Roth home after I've spoken to Rdge,' he declared
harshly. 'My only concern is that you may have taitwa few
minutes,' he added to Abby, and ignoring her indigm, he stalked
off across the hall.

'‘Well now . . ." Mrs James evidently thought it vilasumbent upon
her to entertain their visitor until her employert ¢pack. ‘Would you
like some more coffee, Mrs Piers? I'm sure whatwagot there is
cold, and it's no trouble--'

‘Thank you, if | could just use the bathroom adahbby declared
stiffly, and Mrs James turned obediently to shoenilay to the stairs.



However, Abby had no intention of being escortetlagain. 'l do
know the way, Mrs James,' she informed the houpskdemly, as
they reached the bottom of the stairs. "Thank yoydur assistance.
If you'd just tell Mr Roth where I've gone . . '

The dismissal was as adept as any Mrs James hadenqed before,
and with only a faint tightening of her lips to shber disapproval,
she walked away. Watching her, Abby knew a momentigpassion,
but she and Mrs James had known one another tgofdorAbby to
have any delusions as to where the housekeepeifsaslyies lay.

Nevertheless, it was strange walking up the grdigefcurved
staircase again, feeling the soft carpet givingela#im her feet, and
noticing that although its colour had changed, #iegant oak
panelling had not. At the head of the stairs, aal@hding, as big as
Aunt Hannah's kitchen at the cottage, gave accetizetother first
floor rooms, and corridors led off in three direass, all cream and
gold paint and soft beige carpet.

Standing on the landing, Abby looked down into tiedl below,

remembering how overawed she had felt in the baggnishe didn't
feel overawed now. She had too many harsh memutriésel any
sense of intimidation in this house, but the oppaty to explore was
irresistible, and forgetting her original objectishe walked slowly
along the corridor until she reached the doorlggatnto Piers' room.

This was not the room they had shared when theydwt married.
That was next door, a much less austere apartthah®iers had had
made over to her own design. But Piers' room washmas she
remembered: dark wood; cream walls, with vivid $oAmerican
prints to provide splashes of colour, curtains laedspread in shades
of brown and apricot. It was attractive, but sulajuke only signs of
his occupation evident in the brushes that occughiedlressing table
and the square photograph set on the table bdsideed. It was a
photograph of Valerie Langton. Abby recognisedrditeer haughty



features with a twisting of her heart. But unabledsist, she crossed
the room, picking it up to examine it more closely.

'It was taken at Badminton. Val was competing,' adad a cold
expressionless voice from the doorway, and Abbgissternation
was such that she dropped the photograph. It alesdjenst the side
of the table, the glass shattering as it spilledualher feet, and she
turned to face Piers helplessly, shaking her headeless remorse.

'I'm sorry--' She gestured towards the mess afdetr 'Please—Ilet
me take this and have it repaired. | didn't meadrtp it, but you
startled me.'

'‘What are you doing in here?' he demanded, notennsyvher. 'Mrs
James said you'd asked to use the bathroom. Orthvaagust an
excuse?'

‘No, I—I did intend to go to the bathroom, but—wedhe squared her
shoulders, 'l was curious, that's all.'

'‘Curious?' Piers propped his shoulder againstdbefdame. '‘Curious
about what?'

He was not making this easy for her, and Abby'gytenmade a
nervous exploration of her lips. '‘Look—Ilet's forgetshall we?' she
appealed. 'I'll take this photograph--' she bengitk up the frame,
and then winced when a shard of glass piercedihgerf 'Damn!’
She brushed the offending sliver away. 'I'll g&t thended--'

'‘Put it down,' commanded Piers grimly, and Abby metmalevolent
gaze with anxious eyes. 'l said—put it down," heeeded,
straightening away from the door, and she laidaretully on the
bedside table, resenting her unspoken obedienow:,"He went on,
'tell me what you're really doing in my bedroom? awVldid you
expect to find? Some lingering token of yoursedfhaps?'



'‘No!" Abby was indignant. 'l told you—I was curigubat's all." She
came determinedly round the bed towards him. ‘Ifli/tet me pass,
I'll do what | came up to do— repair my make-up.'

‘Are you sure you didn't come up to find out whadrmges Val may
have made to your colour scheme?' Piers queriesthlyamaking no
move. 'Why don't you go and see? The door's oesetth'm sure you
don't need me to show you the way.'

Abby pursed her lips. 'I'm not interested in whas®_angton may or
may not have done.’

'‘No?' Plainly, he didn't believe her. 'Not if lltgbu she's thrown out
your beautiful Aubusson carpet, and that littleriére escritoire you
liked so much?'Abby steeled herself not to respdad his
provocation. 'l really don't want to know this,'eskaid, tensing
herself for flight. '"Now, will you get out of my waor do you want
me to call Mrs James?'

'‘Would you do that?' Piers moved away from the d@dirright. Go,
if that's what you really want. I'll tell Val youpproved of her
alterations, shall 1?'

'You—you swine!" Abby's mouth worked soundlessAdl fright,
show me how she's rearranged the bedroom, anshtllv you it
doesn't mean a thing!'

With lazy strides, Piers passed her, crossing dbenrto fling open
the door into the apartment beyond. Abby followed keluctantly,
painfully aware of how difficult it was going to he maintain her
indifference, and then stopped, aghast, on theshioid. The
room—her room—was exactly as she had left it. The pink and go
Aubusson carpet still covered the floor, the litHeench escritoire
still stood in the window embrasure, and the creaitkycurtains at



the rainwashed windows still matched the velvetec®t on the
enormous four-poster bed.

Abby could only stare in amazement, and Piers' mowisted with
contempt. 'You didn't really think VVal would wantdccupy the same
bedroom we'd occupied, did you?' he demanded sdbrnfThe
apartments my mother has had done over for usadiia this wing at
all. I'm only sleeping here until after the wedding

Abby fell back a step, the raw abrasion of his ggenetrating her
thin veneer of apathy. He had done this delibeyastie realised. He
had shown her this room, not to tease her but nmdnt her, to

remind her forcibly of the nights they had shamedhat bed, and to
taunt her with the knowledge that she would neliaresthat intimacy
with him ever again. Had he guessed how she stillabout him?

Had he devised this demonstration just to crua#y?tBut no, she had
stepped into a trap of her own making, and he feisiastly amused
by her feeble efforts to get free.

She looked at him then, saw the cruelty lurkingisieyes, and made
an irrevocable decision. Why should she let himayedy with it?
Why should she let him have it all his own way? 8hew she still
attracted him: he had admitted as much. And hoveswevould be
to cultivate that attraction and then throw it backis face. It might
hurt her as much as it hurt him, but at least sbeldvhave the
satisfaction of knowing she had left the game anomen terms.

'‘Okay.' Piers followed her back into his bedroord elosed the door.
'‘We can go down now.' He passed her, pausing bydbe leading
out on to the corridor. 'I'm sure you realise oeing here alone
together will have created enough gossip withocitimg more.'

'Yes." Abby was thinking fast. She would never havebetter
opportunity than this one, she thought unstea8ihe could consider



its development later, but for the present shabdatake him commit
himself in some way.

'I--' Her hesitant beginning caused him to turn kxudk at her as she
had intended, 'I'm sorry. A—about the photograpimelan. | didn't
intend to upset you. | was only remembering olcespniike you said.'

Piers' dark brows drew together. Evidently he weasgpgious of her
sudden volte-face. He had expected resentmentimiaations;
anger even. He had not anticipated an apologyfridot her.

'l suggest we do as you say and forget it," he tewad crisply. 'Shall
we go?'

In a minute . . .'
'‘Abby!'

'‘Why not?' She had seated herself on the sidesob&d and was
resting her hands on the mattress beside her, kmep#ad springy

interior. She sighed reminiscently and looked upiat. 'Do you

remember? We used to come up here on wet afternd@nshis,

and--'

His hands on her upper arms jerked her up off &tk &nd his tawny
eyes were blazing as they looked down into heréaithe hell do
you think you can do to me?' he snarled, shakingibé&ently. ‘We're

leaving—now, do you hear? You were right—it was igtake to

bring you here. | must have been out of my mind.’

Abby smiled up at him, content to have achievednseh with so
little effort. But she couldn't resist one lastveal'What's the matter,
Piers?' she taunted. 'Aren't you as indiffereny@sd like me to
believe? Does the feel of my body still do thingyou? Or has your
mother succeeded in convincing you you're impo@ntwell as
sterile?'



The sound of the bedroom door slamming echoed ioyAbkears as
Piers' mouth ground into hers. He must have kigketut with his
foot, she thought, tasting blood on her tonguecadifs were crushed
against her clenched teeth. He would not want awpluntary
onlookers to witness what he was doing, and trejidaat the
vulnerability of her own position made her fightget her mouth free.

'Let go of me, Piers,' she panted, when her sietaisistance to the
onslaught of his lips caused him to pause for bréathink we're
equal now, don't you? I've proved my point, and'y®yproved that
you do still have feelings--'

'Feelings!" Piers' hand gripped her chin, forcimg face up to his.
'‘What do you know about my feelings? You almospmed them
eleven years ago.'

‘That—that's what you believe,' she choked, trymprise his fingers
from her jaw. 'Piers, for God's sake, let me glidh't intend for this
to go so far.'

" You didn't intend,’ he mocked harshly. 'What did yotemnd, |
wonder?' He paused. 'Are you curious enough todutchow good
we still are together?'

'‘No!" Abby was appalled, but Piers' face was vernosis.
'Why not? It's what we both want, if we're honest.'
‘That's not true--'

'‘No?' His brows arched. 'But you did want to se® thom. You did
want to see the bed where we spent many happy tagether.’

INO——I



'‘What do you mean—no? You did. | found you hermamber? And
believe me, after what you have just accused med#serve some
compensation.'

'I—I didn't accuse you.' Abby licked her lips anxsty. 'Piers, all |
said was--'

'l know what you said,' he told her huskily, onadhaliding down her
back to compel her trembling limbs against his.t'Bs you can
doubtless feel, | am not impotent, and God helplrden't intend to
suffer the discomfort that letting you go now woblthg.'

'Piers, you don't know what you're saying." Abbyswgrowing
desperate. Her crazy plan had backfired and nevastshe who was
panicking, she who must not give in to the sendeahands of her
own body. 'Look—you'll hate yourself if you do thiéou'll despise
me--'

'l despise myself even more if | don't,’ he regd thickly, his
fingers finding the zip at the neck of her dress aropelling it surely
downwards. 'Don't fight me, Abby. | won't hurt ydts not as if this
was the first time . . .'

'Piers, you can't—-she whispered brokenly, but already the silk
folds of her dress had fallen about her feet.

'l think | must," he responded, with equal fervoamd his mouth
curved sensually as one rose-tipped breast spilledn fthe
lace-edged protection of her slip. 'Oh, Abby," hmaged, 'l have to do
this," and although she moved her head protestinghy side to side,
his mouth found and captured the gasping sweetfdss's.

Abby tried to resist, but the aching caress ofHaads on her body
sent her senses spinning. When the tantalisingaty of his tongue
explored the quivering contours of her lips, hefedees collapsed



completely, and the searching invasion that folldwleft her
trembling, weak, and clinging to him.

'Help me," he muttered, drawing her hands to hdyband blindly
her fingers disposed of belts and buttons, separais shirt from his
trousers and pressing herself helplessly agaimsh#ir-roughened
skin that arrowed down to his navel and beyondhWiseconds he
was as naked as she was, and they fell upon the®ddrlet ofthe
bed, their mouths still locked together.

Abby was incapable of coherent thought. Her sehadgaken over,
and the powerful maleness of Piers' body on hesgedaway any
needs but those of pleasing him. She could feehticles of his legs
and thighs, the thrusting pressure against henesdt that made her
want to make it easy for him. With the blood rumnlike liquid fire
through her veins and her own rising passion eloginethe hungry
urgency of her mouth, she arched herself agaimst &nd felt the
sensuous pleasure of his ultimate possession.

'‘Abby . .. he gasped, as her limbs enfolded kimd, she realised with
a catching of her breath that it was almost likeea beginning.

The difference came in the pulsating climax thad Adby's nails

raking down the sweat-moist skin of his back. She n@teenager
now, no inexperienced girl, without any knowleddevbat it was all

about. She was a woman, and although she had realsed it until

now, her responses were much deeper—her enjoyrmahtriuch

greater . . .

It took an enormous effort to open her eyes aftetsiaShe was
drowsy, replete; satiated with pleasure, and rehtcto move.

Complete realisation of where she was and whatstsedoing was
confined to the awareness of Piers' warm bodygedbeside hers on



the bed, one leg still imprisoning both of herss larm resting
intimately across her breasts.

Where was she? she mused, gazing sleepily up atl¢heate
moulding of the ceiling, and that first objectivieotight brought
everything back into horrifying perspective. Shesved the Manor,
she realised in dismay; she was in Piers' bedraochmost revolting
of all, she had allowed Piers to have sex with keQwing he
despised her and that he had no intention of chgrtgat opinion.

Taking a deep breath, she endeavoured to freelhanrse her efforts
brought Piers' head up from the pillow beside hasslazy eyes dark
and slumbrous. For a moment, they just looked atamother, and
then Abby's face suffused with colour and she titmer head away
from him.

He let her get off the bed, making no attempt taideher, and Abby
gathered her clothes together and made for thedmath She could
not bear to get dressed in front of him, and hetsieps quickened at
the awareness of his eyes on her retreating back.

The long mirrors that partially lined the wallstae bathroom gave
back her image in stark detail. In the muted illnation coming
through the rainwashed windows, it was impossibleavoid the
evidence of bruised bare lips and swollen bredstere were other
marks on her body, marks only a lover could havdenand Abby's
lips trembled as she ran water into the basin &aed to erase the
smell of him from her skin. But she couldn't. Itsmd something she
could wash away, and when she emerged from thedwathto find
him dressed and waiting for her, she knew a hedplesentment that
he could look so normal.

'‘Are you ready?' he asked, only the lingering desknof those
cat-like eyes revealing any emotion, and Abby ndddgood. Then



shall we go?' he enquired, without expression,sir&dpreceded him
into the corridor on legs that felt decidedly uaskg

Mrs James met them in the hall below, and Abby,reuely
conscious of her appearance, bent her head to theltbusekeeper's
inquisitive gaze. What was she thinking? Abby woede What
version of this would reach Mrs Roth's ears? And heould the
older woman react when she discovered how long teel been
alone together?

'‘Mrs Roth is just leaving,' Piers remarked, swiggopen the outer
door, and as he did so, the swish of tyres on ¢rasmalded the
arrival of another vehicle. It pulled alongside thaimler Piers had
parked there earlier, and even through the drivaig, Abby could

not mistake the face that peered at them througkvthdow.

‘Your mother's home earlier than expected,' renthiMes James,

with evident satisfaction, as Malton appeared fterafis umbrella.

'‘No doubt the rain's spoiled her outing. She'lbsrised to see you,
Mrs Piers.'

Abby's eyes were glittering with angry tears astahged her gaze up
to Piers', and as if taking pity on her, he toak timbrella from Mai
ton's surprised hand, and ushered her out theatabacross to the
Daimler. 'Get he said, harshly, jerking open therdand Abby
quickly did so, thankful to avoid the inevitablenéntation. 'Piers!

His mother's summons prevented him from joining &ed he turned
back resignedly to seek refuge on the porch.

'‘What's going on, Piers?' Abby heard Mrs Roth dsk, sallow
features dark with indignation as she stared méexiy in the girl's
direction.

Abby didn't hear what Piers answered. She simphytgan urge his
mother indoors. And then, with a brief word of fasdl, he crossed



the courtyard again, sliding in beside Abby witl
economically-controlled efficiency.

The Daimler fired at the first turn of the ignitioand Abby sagged
weakly in her seat as the car took her swiftly avirayn the older
woman's influence. Nevertheless, she couldn't el had done it
for her. He wanted to avoid a scene, too, and lsecalhad suited
him, she had been spared his mother's invective.

'l hate you, Piers,' she breathed, when she conttr®n the effort to
speak. 'l—hate—you!'

‘That wasn't my interpretation,' he respondedyflatirning the car on
to the Rothside road. 'Don't say anything, Abby.rBoriminations.

It's better that way, believe me. What happeneph&aed. Neither of
us was to blame., Let's call it the end of an éta.glanced her way.
‘Perhaps now we can both start again.’

Abby's jaw quivered. 'l wish | wish | never hadget eyes on you
again--'

'‘Why? Because | made you see yourself as you ragdly/
'‘What do you mean?'

'‘Come off it, Abby."' His lips twisted. 'You know a&hl mean. You
wanted me just as much as | wanted you.'

"That's not so.'

'It is so.' Piers drew a deep breath. 'Hell, Albyou hadn't been
made the way you are, that affair with Tristan @tiwould never
have happened.’



'l had no affair with Tristan Oliver,' averred Abliytterly. 'How
many more times do | have to say it? And contraryyour
supposition, I—I've never slept with other men.'

Piers gave her a brooding look. 'Since Oliver staged grimly, and
she drew an uneven breath.

'You won't even consider it, will you? You won'teeventertain the
possibility that | might not be lying?'

'l saw you—remember?' Piers muttered savagelyawl the two of
you coming out of the barn.’

'So what?' Abby blinked the bitter tears awayeVer denied that I'd
been in the barn with Tristan, or that he'd beeawsig me the pony
he'd bought for Lucy.'

Piers snorted. 'The pony he'd bought for Lucyebleoed scornfully.
'‘And that's why you had straw in your hair, andoaér the back of
your sweater!

'l told you—I fell," Abby protested.

‘And I'd have probably gone on believing that ifuybadn't got
pregnant exactly a month later!

Abby shook her head wearily. 'Piers, we made Ibwg tlay, you
know we did!’

'‘We made love every day,' he agreed, his eyes niakevith sudden
passion. 'God, Abby, if you knew the torment yotirpa through you
wouldn't question my right to demand retributiocbuld have killed
you. | wanted to kill you. And when | came to Lomdand saw that
baby, looking the image of Tristan Oliver--'



'‘He didn't!" Abby's voice trembled. 'Piers, he s me. He was fair
like me, and his eyes were green, like mine. Yat thought he
looked like Tristan. Because he didn't look likeuy®ut he is like
you—he is! That's why he's so—so stubborn!

'So why did you run away? Why didn't you stay inttisade? If I'd
seen him every day, if I'd seen him growing up,htm{ there have
been a chance that | might change my mind?'

Abby bent her head. 'You know why. Your mother vadohlave
destroyed me. She almost did." She turned hertodadk at his taut
face. 'Do you really think, at eighteen, | was sty@nough to fight
both of you?'

Piers shook his head. "You took the easy way out.’
‘The easyway!
'If you'd really loved me, you wouldn't have leferm

Abby caught her breath. 'If you'd really loved ngeu would have
believed me.'

‘Abby, I'm sterile! God knows, | didn't want to belidn't even know
that getting mumps could do that to you, not uvibkther suggested |
had those tests. But it's there—in black and whitean't father a
child. So how could you get pregnant, unless tivemse someone
else?'

They were approaching the cottage now, and Abby &
overwhelming sense of weariness. It was hopeldssvak like
banging her head against a brick wall. And nothshg could do
could change the solid belief Piers had that Matthas not his son.

When he drew the car to a halt outside the cottsige would have
got out immediately, but he leaned across to ddiam 'Wait,' he



said, his warm breath fanning her cheek, 'this—wathat's

happened—it won't make any difference to my retediop with the
boy, will it?'

Abby shrank back against the seat, painfully avtheg his mouth
was only inches from hers, and that she had ansalov@rpowering
desire to kiss it. The memory, so recently renewéthat hard mouth
crushing hers made her senses tingle, and hepskkied helplessly
as his intent appraisal continued.

'‘Abby,"' he said, and then again, more harsAlyby/and she knew by
the way his eyes had narrowed that he was no mareine to this
disturbing situation than she was.

'I—no,' she got out huskily. 'No, I—it won't makeyadifference, so
far as Matthew is concerned.'

'‘Good.' He said the word brusquely, but still hendidraw back, his
detaining arm across her midriff, his sleeve bnuglher breasts.

Abby felt as if she couldn't breathe, and Pierstfaas paler than it
had been only moments before. She knew, almostatisely, that if
he had not been conscious of the cottage windows afew feet
from the car, he would have kissed her, and thevladge of this
dried her mouth and moistened her palms.

'‘God,' he muttered, still not moving away, 'whyldtill want you?
Why did you come back into my life, just when | tigit it was over?’

'Piers--'

'l know. You hate me and despise me,' he said saudBut believe
me, not half as much as | hate and despise myself!'



CHAPTER NINE

IF Aunt Hannah wondered why Abby had not invited $iato the
cottage, she refrained from saying so, and Mattlvew/too intent on
hearing all about the school to be very disappdirgehis father's
abrupt departure.

'‘What's it like? Did you see the classrooms? Dg tieere a football
pitch?' he asked in quick succession, and Abbythay and explain
that apart from the headmaster's study, she haditéeof the actual
school itself.

'‘But | think they play rugby, actually," she corded, remembering
the tall goalposts flanking the playing fields. yAvay, you'll see for
yourself next week. If you're happy with the arramgnts, your
father and | will be taking you to look around.’

‘Great!" Matthew didn't seem at all put out atih&agy he was to play
rugby, and Abby was relieved that at least hisrihad not been put
In jeopardy by her actions.

Her aunt was a different proposition, however, tad evening, after
Matthew was in bed, she asked the questions shadtaaksked that
afternoon. 'But going to the Manor,’ she exclaimed,some
exasperation, when Abby tried to justify her acaape of Piers'
invitation. 'I'd have thought you had more sensamtto tangle with
Mrs Roth again.’

'l—didn't tangle with Mrs Roth," Abby replied canély. 'She wasn't
there. |—Piers and | had lunch alone. At leasglase as you can be
with servants coming in and out all the time.’

'l see.' Hannah kept her own counsel. T thoughtwyene a long time.
| assumed, foolishly I now realise, that you'd into difficulties with
Piers' mother.'



'‘Oh—no. No."' Abby shook her head, glad of the whrfram the fire
to disguise her hot cheeks. 'Mrs Roth didn't—retumtil we were
leaving. I—I didn't even speak to her. It was naini you see,
and—and | was already getting into the car.'

'Hmm.' Hannah sounded suspicious, but she didrsuptthe subject.
Instead, she started talking about Matthew, anchwieewas likely to
start at Abbotsford, and it was only later Abbyleefed that she was
unlikely to have heard the last of it.

The next few days were uneventful. Abby heard, thia village
grapevine, that Piers and Valerie Langton hadftefGermany, and
she suffered agonies at the realisation that hbabig slept with
Valerie, too. She could not bear to think of hinarshg the intimacies
they had shared with another woman, and she ssejty bthat week,
tossing and turning in her toed beneath the eaves.

The weather improved, and Matthew offered to dighitAdannah's
garden over for her. There were lots of things didctdo that Aunt
Hannah could not, and Abby knew a sense of pridesinvillingness
to earn his keep.

For her part, the days dragged, enlivened only v@@eam Willis came
to call on her aunt. He was unfailingly cheerfuidavhen, towards
the end of that week, he invited her to have dinmign him, she
accepted without hesitation.

But to her surprise Hannah was not so enthusidsticyou think it's
wise,' she asked, 'going out with another man, wWetthew has
only just discovered who his father is?"

Hearing it put like that, Abby herself had reseiwas. 'l never
thought,' she murmured, her teeth digging intddwer lip. T hardly
ever accept invitations, but Sean has been so kamd-so friendly--'



'‘Why shouldn't he be?' demanded Hannah impatiéAthy, haven't
| told you? You're an attractive young woman. Whah wouldn't be
proud to take you out for the evening?'

Abby smiled. 'I'll ask Matt,' she decided, aftanament. 'I'll explain
that—just as Piers has—has MissLangton, | haveatce Hriends,
too.'

Hannah shook her head. 'Well, don't be surprisée ibbjects,' she
declared. 'He's male, isn't he? And the laws far haese always been
infinitely more liberal than the laws for women.'

Abby nodded. 'Nevertheless, | have to learn to tegawn life, Aunt
Hannah. And—and once Piers marries Miss Langtaioubt if any
of us will see much of him.'

As Aunt Hannah had predicted, Matthew produced Ieersdace
when Abby told him what she planned to do. 'But wiaDad
comes?' he exclaimed. 'He's due back today or tompisn't he?
What if he calls round? What will we tell him?'

‘The truth, of course,' replied Abby patiently. tgour father and |
are getting a divorce. You know that. What—what Mdth my time
Is my own affair. It's nothing to do with your fait

Matt sniffed. 'There's no chance of you two gettivagk together
again, then?"

‘No chance.’
He sighed. 'Would you? | mean—if he asked you?'

'‘No." Abby was abrupt. 'Matt, this is just a wastéime. Your father
and 1 have nothing in common.’

'You have me!



‘Yes—well," Abby turned away from his searchingedk must go
and get ready. Dr Willis is coming for me at sew&ock.'

Abby enjoyed the evening, even though she hadesilyrexpected
she would after her talk with Matthew. They dror®iAlnbury, and
had dinner at a small but rather exclusive hotlehand she relaxed
as the evening progressed. Sean was good compahiigakept the
conversation going with anecdotes about his life aeedical student,
and latterly, the difficulties he had had in gagithe villagers'
confidence.

'l was the outsider, you see," he remarked, poumioige wine into her
glass. 'The older people didn't trust me, and thenger ones were
seldom sick. Except the children, of course. | éwvaity made it
through the kids.'

Abby smiled. 'l know what you mean. Even living gwfar only
eleven years, | can feel the difference. | supplosg regard me as a
stranger, too. And Matt—although he doesn't seebotber.’

''ve noticed he's been helping your aunt with parden,’ Sean
commented. 'He's a strong boy. Is he going to dchad@inbury?'

'No." Abby hesitated. 'l—Piers has decided it'srbesponsibility to
see that Matt gets a decent education. He's senldimg to
Abbotsford. It's where he used to go.'

'l see,' Sean nodded. 'Very nice. It's a good dchoo

'Yes, so | believe.' Abby shifted a little awkwardl expect you find
the situation a little hard to understand.'

‘Not particularly." Sean shrugged. 'The way | heaRoth and you

split up a few months after your marriage. | sugpeseing you again
reminded him of his responsibilities. Paying manatece isn't quite
the same as a personal involvement.’



'‘No," Abby agreed, although she wondered what Seand say if
she told him Piers hadn't paid her a penny for Matts upkeep. Still,
he had tried, she conceded, and he could hardlyldreed for her
refusal.

'‘Anyway," he went on now, 'it's better for the lblogt he should spend
time with both parents. One-parent families areall well, but they
do lack balance.’

'Balance?"

'Of course.' Sean paused. 'You know what | meaingle parent, of
either sex, generally spoils the child or over-giBoes him. You
seldom get an equal balance. That's where the amenpfamily wins
out. Two people rarely agree about everything, taatls good. The
child is subjected to a mixture of both treatmeats] the outcome is
usually favourable.'

"You make it sound ideal.’

‘And it isn't. | know." Sean sighed. 'My wife anldad arguments, too.
And I'm certainly not saying that two parents whw @all the time are
better for the child than one who doesn't. All Baying is, a child
shouldknow both his parents. Then, when he's old enoughahe ¢
make his own decisions.’

'‘Even when one parent hasn't seen their offsprangnfore than
eleven years?'

'Even then.' Sean gave her an apologetic smilbolA particularly,
needs his father. Besides,' he leant across toh@kband, ‘it gives
you a chance to live a life of your own.'

Abby wondered why this proposition seemed lessrdeis than it
used to do. She had always been proud of her indepee, but
suddenly all it meant was that she was alone. 8lhbad Matthew,



of course, and Hannah depended on her now, bue#heore of her
depression was Piers, and the certain knowledge vithen he
married Valerie Langton he would have no furthghtito involve
himself in her affairs.

At breakfast the next morning, Matthew made anretfo be polite
about her outing. 'Dad didn't come,' he declaritdy ahe had assured
him that she had had a pleasant evening. 'l stagadhtil after ten,
but no one came. Except Mrs Forrest,' he addedpuinting the
postmistress, and Abby knew a sudden pang thas feght not
realise how much his son was depending upon him.

The day passed slowly. Already November was apping¢ and
Abby was not looking forward to the long dark nghtvhen she
would have little to do but regret what was pastnkhh, too, seemed
a little under the weather, and Abby was concewlteeh the old lady
agreed to rest during the afternoon. Generallynsipped in her chair
beside the fire, but today she did not object whleby suggested she
went upstairs. And when Abby went up later to se® bhe was, she
was alarmed to see how frail the old lady lookaedkéd beneath the
downy coverlet. Sleep had ironed out some of tieslthat etched her
weathered features, but it had also closed hey &idd with those
sharp eyes hidden, her age seemed so much moreupicad.

Matthew was engrossed in doing a jigsaw puzzlderkitchen table,
and leaving him in charge of the cottage, Abby quther coat and
crossed the green to the doctor's house. She didnitknow if Sean
would be at home, but she toojc the chance thatigbt be there.

Mrs Davison opened the door to her ring. Abby receed Sean's
housekeeper after seeing her about the village,itawds evident
from the older woman's expression that Mrs Davigmognised her.

'Is—is Dr Willis at home?' Abby asked, pushing hands deeper
into the pockets of her overcoat. It was a warmligomvercoat, and



In London she had needed nothing heavier. But witthill wind
blowing round her ankles, she was beginning to wishhad worn a
thicker sweater.

‘Yes, he's at home," Mrs Davison agreed, glancetgnol her. 'But
he's working, Mrs Roth, and I'm not sure | shouktudb him. Is it
personal?'

'‘No. No, it's not." Abby's chin jutted. 'lI've conadout my aunt,
actually. Miss Caldwell. I'm—worried about her.’

'Oh, well--" Mrs Davison' stepped back. 'You'd éettome in, |
suppose.' She closed the door behind them. 'Ifl yaait here, I'll tell
Dr Willis.'

Sean was not at all put out by her interruptich.get my bag,' he
remarked, after she had quickly outlined her fe@rsn't worry, I'm
sure it's not necessary.'

Abby nodded, and as-they crossed the green shetdridivert her
thoughts. 'l don't think your housekeeper likes' slee commented
wryly, her breath misting on the frosty air. 'l lgophe doesn't think
I'm wasting your time. | felt as though | was takiedvantage of our
friendship.'

Sean chuckled. ‘Mrs Davison is fortifying her piosit' he remarked,
taking her arm to help her evade an uneven cratheimoad. 'She's
not stupid. She knows our relationship is the mdahgerous
competition she's had to face.'

'Sean!'

‘Well, it's true. If and | sayf—if | were to marry again, her position
might be in jeopardy. At least, that's how she #€es

Abby shook her head. '"We don't know one anothéntied.’



'In a village of this size, you should know, the sthannocent
relationships can be misconstrued.’

Abby glanced swiftly at him. "You—know?'

'‘About your supposed affair with the Olivers' sof&s. Your coming
back has resurrected all that old gossip. And bsexéls known that
you and | have been seen together, several peapéerhade it their
business to inform me of the facts.'

'‘Oh, God!" Abby knew an intense feeling of wearmegvhy can't
they let it alone?’

'‘What? When you've just returned to the villagading a child you
insist is Piers Roth's? Give them a little time b#blf they want to
gossip, let them.' He paused. 'And I'll tell yowedhing . . .'

'‘What?'

"I've never heard anyone criticise you for what gexped. It's the
Roths who take the blame. They're the "them" wer ls@amuch
about. You are one of "us".'

Abby sighed. 'But that isn't fair.’

‘What is, in this life? Leave it be. Roth can takelt's time his
popularity took a tumble. And it will, when he mag the Langton

girl.'
'‘Why?' Abby gazed at him.
‘Well, have you met her?'

'Only briefly.'



'Stuck-up bitch!" Sean was laconic. 'Can you seewiening the
affection of the people around here? | can't.’

'‘Well--" Abby was rueful, 'Mrs Roth Senior isn'teetly lovable.'

'‘No. But in her day, she wasn't expected to bengshare different
now, thank God! And | think Roth realises it. Buidsl Langton--'
Sean shook his head. 'l think he could do better.'

Sean's reassurance after he had examined Hannattrermgthening.
'‘She's an old lady, Abby," he told her gently,rigdner in the kitchen,
with Matthew looking on. '"You have to expect thestacks. That's
why | wanted her to live at Rosemount; why you'ezeh But don't
worry about her. She's stronger than she looks,santething tells
me she's not going to give up the ghost without@dight.'

After Sean had gone, Matthew put the jigsaw asidé paced
restlessly about the kitchen. It was nearly fivdazk, and with the
curtains drawn, the night stretched ahead of huth,ashd uneventful.

'Why doesn't he come?' he muttered, going to thelew for the
umpteenth time, and Abby had no need to ask whméant. His
attitude was answer enough.

Piers did not come, however, and when she wasipaist office the

following morning, Abby inadvertently discovered ywhShe was

examining the paperbacks stacked on a circulardnahen she heard
two women gossiping by the magazine rack.

'‘No, they didn't come back,’ one of the women waging

confidentially. 'Our Susan says they've gone tasRarchoose the
wedding dress, but | said Mr Roth wouldn't do tHamean, it's
unlucky for the groom to see the wedding dressridfte actual day,
isn't it?"



'So where have they gone?' the other woman pondéfed don't
think they've eloped, do you?'

'‘Eloped!" The woman who was Susan's mother souimdpdtient.

'‘No, of course they haven't eloped. He's still mdtrisn't he? To that
niece of Hannah Caldwell's. | know they're gett@ndivorce, but he
couldn't go marrying somebody else before it whlegél, could he?'

'l suppose not.'
'‘Besides, according to our Susan, that little aféa't all it should be.'
‘What do you mean?'

'I'll tell you later." Susan's mother sounded vs&anug. Did you know
Abby Caldwell was up at the Manor last week? | tifdunot. Well, as
| say, you don't know the whole story.'

The second woman was. suitably impressed, but Atdxy numb
with humiliation. That Piers and Miss Langton hadided to extend
their holiday to include a trip to Paris seemed thest likely
conclusion, but the confirmation that her affaierg'common gossip
was degrading.

She waited until the two women had left the shofprigeventuring
out from behind the metal bookstand. Then, sediagMrs Forrest
was busy with another customer, she made her owapeswithout
buying anything. The stamps Aunt Hannah had waotedd wait.
Right now, she needed to explain Piers' absenbatthew.

But in fact she didn't have to. When she arrivetklz the cottage, it
was to find him watching for her, and when she cdmen the path,
he couldn't wait to open the door.



'Did you see the car?' he exclaimed, before shehhddime to take
off her coat. 'It was a Rolls-Royce. Can you imagin? A
Rolls-Royce coming to bring me a message!

‘To bring you a message?' Abby was totally at 8&&ere's Aunt
Hannah? | want to tell her | didn't stop to get $t@amps.’

'Oh, she's upstairs, | think.' Matthew was toonhten conveying his
own news to care about Aunt Hannah's whereabddtsn, look!
I've got a letter—from Grandmama. Go on, read wtrs#ys.'

Abby stared at him and then stared at the lettavdeeholding out to
her. 'This is from—Mrs Roth?'

'Haven't | just said so? Her chauffeur broughhiaa Rolls-Royce. An
old one,' he added pedantically, 'but a Rolls-Roy=t,the same.’

Abby knew a sense of foreboding out of all promortito the
circumstances as she took the letter, and aftehaberead it, that
premonition of impending disaster had not eased Rbith wanted
Matthew to go to the Manor for tea that afternoBat she wanted
him to arrive early, so that he could have hid filding lesson with
Jerrold. And she wanted Abby to accompany him!

'Isn't it great?' Matthew gazed at her excitedlyn ‘going to ride
Hazel. And you're to come, too.' Abby shook herdhdacan't--'

‘You can't?' Matthew's exhilaration faded a litghy not?'
'‘Because | can't.’

'Oh--'" Matthew thought he understood, 'you thinkdCend Miss
Langton might be there. Well, they won't— the cliauwrf told me.
They're not coming home for a few days. They'venbdslayed, or
something. But that doesn't mean we can't go tdtteall be nice for
you to see Mrs Roth again.’



‘It won't." Abby's nails curled into her palman'isorry, Matthew, but
| can't go. [—I—it wouldn't be right. Mrs Roth ahdon't—get on--'

‘You don't get on with many people, do you?' Maithiared
untruthfully. '"You just want to spoil everything.oM deliberately
took me away from my father, and now, just when d¢jetting to
know him again, you want to spoil that, too.'

'That's not true!’

It is true. You said my dad wouldn't want to hawgthing to do with
us, and he has. You said he wasn't interested jranaehe is! | think
you'd do anything to stop me from seeing him. Youo'dcare about
what's right or wrong. You're just jealous, thatls

‘Jealous?' Abby was appalled.

'‘Well, aren't you? You think that if you stay awdly,have to do the
same. Well, | won't. I've told the chauffeur tol tBrandmama to
expect me, and he's coming back at two o'cloclake ime to the
Manor.'

Abby shook her head. It was all so much worse tbhe had

imagined. Now Matthew was beginning to believe Hi was trying
to keep him away from his father's family. He atijubelieved she

was jealous of the attention they were paying laina how could she
disillusion him without destroying his confidena® £ver? 'Matt--'

'You can't stop me,' he muttered, in the tone adesthat indicated

that he wasn't entirely sure of himself, and Abbyart twisted at the
confusion in his face. It was an impossible sitwatif Piers had been
there, as he was before, she would have had nonguadout letting

Matthew go. But to send him to his grandmother @Jamot knowing

what lies she might tell him . . . Abby drew an t@asly breath. She
simply couldn't do it.



‘All right," she said, regretting the words as sasithey were uttered,
‘we'll go—both of us. But not for tea. Just long@egh for you to ride
Hazel, and then home again. Agreed?'

Matthew pursed his lips. 'All right,’ he mumblefteaa moment. 'l
suppose it's better than nothing.'

Aunt Hannah was much less enthusiastic. 'ReallybyAbshe
exclaimed after lunch, when Matthew had gone ughtinge, 'aren't
you stepping out of the frying pan into the fire?al woman means
you no good, mark my words. | thought she woultgt'that little
incident of you lunching at the hall go unmentioned

‘Aunt Hannabh, it's nothing to do with that. It'scko with Matt--'

‘Are you sure?' Her aunt looked sceptical. '‘Abbgse servants at the
Manor will have told Mrs Roth everything that happd that day. |
could have told you it was only a matter of timefdoe she
summoned you.'

'‘She didn't summon me.' Abby felt tired. 'Aunt Hahpwhat could
she say about my having lunch at the Manor? Pmered me.'

‘Hmm.' Hannah frowned. ‘It was a long lunch, wasP'As | recall it,
it was after three o'clock when you got back here.'

Abby's face blazed. 'Well--'

‘Well—what?' Hannah regarded her with her sharp s.ey
'‘Abby—Abby, my dear, I'm not blaming you. Goodné&ssws, |
know you love the man--'

'‘Loved, Aunt HannaHpved.'

'—but was it sensible to let him take you to hidBe



‘How do you know he did?"

'l know you, Abby. | know what you were like whea brought you
back here. | guessed something had happened, bidnlt ask
because | didn't want to upset you, any more tloangyready were.'

'Oh, Aunt Hannah--'

'I'm sorry, Abby, but | know Piers Roth of old, ddhHe never could
keep his hands off you. | worried about you ther Bworry about
you now.'

"There's no need, Aunt Hannah--'

'‘What? When he spends his time upsetting you?' &ashook her
head. '‘But | thought you'd have had more sense\aftat happened
before.'

‘Yes, well--* Abby moved her shoulders. 'Let's &irt, shall we?'
‘Can you?'
Abby bent her head. 'I'll have to, won't I?*

Hannah seethed. 'How could he? How could he? Dideshave any
shame?'

'Aunt Hannah--'

'‘No. No, | won't be silenced, Abby. You've alwagslithe worst of it.
Didn't | know you were pregnant before you walkegvd the aisle at
St Saviour's!'

'Aunt Hannah, | didn't know that—then.'



'‘No. But it was no thanks to Piers Roth that itndidhappen sooner,
was it?'

Abby put her palms to her cheeks. 'l loved him.'

'l know that. Or do you think I'd have stood by &etdyou marry him,
baby or not?'

'l thought you liked Piers."'

'l did. | do." Aunt Hannah pursed her lips as dttknowledge didn't
please her. '‘But | don't want you to get hurt agabby; not when I'm
to blame for your being here.’

'‘Oh, don't be silly." Impulsively, Abby put her ambout the old
lady. 'For goodness' sake! I'm a grown woman, Adetnah. |—I
knew what | was doing.'

'Did you?'

‘Yes. And before you start berating me, let me tau it
was—nothing. Honestly. I've forgotten it alreadpviNstop worrying
about me, and go take a nice rest while we'reHarnnah was not
entirely satisfied with Abby's assurance, but shbdalling her niece
a liar, there was little more she could say. Inktehe conceded to her
pleas to go and take a rest, and Abby left theagetteeling as if she
had yon a major victory. And with such paltry weaposhe thought
tiredly. Twelve years ago, it would not have beeeasy, particularly
when, if Aunt Hannah had looked closely into heesyshe could
have glimpsed the frozen tears that belied herident words.



CHAPTER TEN

IT was years since Abby had ridden in the back ofodsRand
Matthew, who had never known such luxury, bouncdémua
excitedly. 'What a pity we don't know anybody,'dezlared, staring
impatiently through the window. 'Imagine if the &idhack home
could see me now!

Abby refrained from pointing out that Rothside viashome now. It
was natural that Matthew should still identify wiBreenwich, with
the people he had known there since he first stathool.

Rothside didn't feel much like home to Abby eithEne place was
not strange to her, and the buildings were familoaut apart from
Aunt Hannah, she felt no sense of identificatiothwillage life. Her
marriage to Piers had changed all that, she rellisst by removing
her to the Manor, and then so quickly becomingaagokhe wanted to
escape from. She still wanted to escape, she thawgmappily.
Rothside would always be associated with the maanfyl
experiences of her life, and if~whenr—Aunt Hannah no longer
needed her, she would have to think seriously ofingpon . . .

‘You're not very angry because | made you come, haee you?'
Matthew asked in a low voice, as they drove upctheing sweep of
gravel to the house. 'l mean—I know you and Gramdanaren't very
friendly right now, but you always say it's silly hold grudges.’

‘Don't worry about it," Abby assured him dryly, lgating her handbag
and gloves as the Rolls slowed to a halt in frétthe house. '‘As your
grandmother has invited me, she can hardly throvomgecan she?'

'‘She wouldn't do that," exclaimed Matthew sturddpd then, with
touching bravado, he added: 'l wouldn't let her.’



Mrs James met them at the door, her sharp eydast langl inquisitive.
'‘Well, welll Back again, Mrs Piers,' she remarkeaistically, but
Abby knew better than to rise to the bait.

'S0 nice to see you again, Mrs James,' she resgopdkgtely,
allowing the housekeeper to take her coat. "Youwkmoy son,
Matthew, don't you?'

'Of course | do." Mrs James allowed the boy a teghtle. 'Hello,
Matthew. | hear you've come to have a riding lesson

‘Yes." Matthew's tone was absent. He was lookingui@athim,
reminding himself of his previous visit, and Abbgflected, with
some pride, that he was not intimidated by pretanas she used to
be. But then he was Piers' son, she acknowleddleerranwillingly.
And blood was thicker.

'If you'll come this way, Mrs Roth is waiting fooy in the Japanese
drawing room," Mrs James invited now, and Mattheacpded his
mother as they followed Mrs James' straight back.

The Japanese drawing room was predictably Orientisign. Piers'
grandfather had spent some time in the Far Eadtjtamas he who
had brought back the exquisitely embroidered carmued tall
lacquered cabinets. The delicate porcelain figgritiet filled the
cabinets, and the many valuable pieces if ivory jadé owed their
presence to Piers' grandmother, who had accompéaeietusband
on many of his journeys and whose taste in anfigbad been
exceptional.

But right now, Abby was paying little attention tine fine
appointments of the room. Her memories of this tapamt were not
all good, and the reason for this was here, saated stiff-backed
chaise-longue, which enabled her to rest her &idhnee in comfort.



It was almost twelve years since Abby had seen Rirth, and the
older woman had aged considerably. Her once thégk dair was
now much thinner, and liberally streaked with greyen though the
roots gave evidence of a concerted effort to hidefact. Her face
was thinner, and in consequence the skin, which dratk been
stretched, now hung in folds about her jawline. S¥es still a
handsome woman, however, her strong features gmarhaps, but
full of character, and without the restricting dg@do her knee, she
would no doubt be just as intimidating as Abby rerhered.

Her mother-in-law looked first at Matthew, Abby rosd, the
steel-grey eyes, so unlike her son's, appraisirg by with

unexpected fervour. If Abby didn't know better, stwuld have said
that Mrs Roth saw something in Matthew that hiké¢aicouldn't—or
wouldn't—see, and she felt an uneasy premoniti@owfething quite
unacceptable.

'‘Come here, boy. Don't you have a kiss for youndmnaother?' Mrs
Roth demanded, after only a fleeting glance fordarghter-in-law.
And after Matthew had obeyed her, she held on ® Hands,
surveying him more closely, and saying with gruféetion: 'l hope
you don't expect to go riding like that!'

Matthew flushed, and looked down at his jacket,aeeand jeans. 'l
don't have anything else,' he said, and Abby's et out to him. It
wasn't fair of Mrs Roth to criticise the way he vaisssed.

But apparently her mother-in-law's words were naended as
criticism. 'l knew you didn't have any riding clet)’ she declared,
her smile appearing briefly. 'That's why | bouglduysome in

Newcastle. If you go upstairs with Mrs James, kkletbw you where

you can change.’

Abby's lips parted, but when Matthew turned a lesplface in her
direction she could not disappoint him. 'Yes,' sael tautly, 'go and



change, Matt. It was kind of your grandmother taklof it. I'm sure
they'll suit you very well.'

Matthew grinned, and after giving his grandmothewaft hug, he
left the room in search of Mrs James. This, of seumeant that the
moment Abby had dreaded had come, and her limiffersd
instinctively when her mother-in-law's cold eyes&viirned on her.

'‘Won't you sit down, Abigail?' Mrs Roth was theypérson who had
ever used Abby's full name, and hearing it, Abbyswaiefly
reminded of the interview she had had with Piethar, when the
older woman first discovered that her son was welavith his
secretary. Abby had been terrified then, awed byirtiposing figure
Mrs Roth had presented in black jacket and ridireggbhes, her crop
switching impatiently against her booted calf. Sfss not terrified
now. Indeed, as she stood there surveying her pking, she
wondered why she had ever let Mrs Roth intimid&te 8he was just
a woman, after all, a rather pitiable woman at rtimment, whose
desire to control her son's affairs had souredyeaspect of her life.

Abby took the armchair opposite her mother-in-lawspite of the
fact that she was still tense, she was beginnifigeionore in control
of herself, and crossing her legs, she said: 'Hawau, Mrs Roth? |
was sorry to hear you're suffering from arthritis.’

'It's nothing."' Clearly her mother-in-law did noamt her pity. 'A fall,’
she added tersely, rubbing an involuntary hand bteerknee. 'I'm
told that an operation may help, but | have a ladestrust of doctors.'

Abby absorbed this in silence, looking about themmoSunlight was
filtering between long green curtains, giving tbem a marine-like
radiance, highlighting the intricate marquetry &e tdoors of the
cabinets. So much wealth and beauty was boundpess Matthew,
she thought reluctantly, wondering what Piers' raptieally thought
of her son. So much affection was not charactermdgtihe woman she



had known, and although she stilled her foolishideshe could not
rid herself of the suspicion that Mrs Roth would treat Matthew in
this way unless she had a motive.

Matthew's reappearance, elegantly attired in wellting riding
breeches and a tweed jacket, polished boots aatergithe length
of his legs, stifled her anxieties. He looked sndsmme, she thought,
so much a part of his surroundings; and on thesha@fdhis, so much
like Piers . ..

'I'm ready, Grandmamma.' Matthew came forwardrfspection, and
Mrs Roth's harsh features broke into a satisfieitesm

‘A perfect fit, wouldn't you say, Abigail?' she rarked, including
Abby in their conversation, and Abby nodded mutely,she thrust
the unwelcome comparison aside.

‘Now, go and find Jerrold," said Mrs Roth firmlyou know the way.
Tea is at four o'clock, which should give you pyeot time.'

'Oh, but—— Matthew looked helplessly at his mother, and AbLk
knew he was remembering what she had said.

'Have a good time, darling,’ she told him, silegdner fears, and he
charged away happily, content that he had her &ppro

When he had gone, the atmosphere was ten timdieigrand Abby

had to force herself to remain in her relaxed pmsitMrs Roth wasn't
finished with her yet, and although she wished shdd leave, she
resolved not to give in yet again.

'l suppose you miss being able to ride," she readarknaking a
determined gambit. "You used to enjoy it so much.’



Mrs Roth held up her head. 'l didn't bring you heseause | needed
sympathy, Abigail,' she declared bleakly, and Ablygs moved in
rueful acknowledgment.

'l don't suppose you did,’ she averred, keepingdrex deliberately
mild. 'l assume you want to discuss Matt. | suppmseexpect me to
be grateful that you're giving him this chance.’

'l expect nothing of you, Abigail,’ retorted Mrs tRacoldly. 'Except
perhaps the morals of a guttersnipe!'

'‘What do you mean?' But Abby knew what was comangl, prepared
herself for it.

'l mean your coming here last week when | was buhean the
amoral way you behaved, attempting to seduce Pserghat his
petition for desertion would not stand!

Abby knew a moment's intense anger that Piers' entfould think
she still had the right to speak to her in this yamd then relief that it
was nothing worse made her suddenly want to laliglnas so

pathetic. She wasn't a child any more, someone Rath could

threaten or intimidate. She was a grown woman, l@apaf meeting

her mother-in-law on equal terms, and if Mrs Rotbutht she could
get away with bullying her, she was very much nkista

'l didn't seduce Piers,' she replied carefully nowgintaining her
indolent position. 'And he didn't seduce me.’

'He has more sense--'

'‘But," Abby's tone sharpened at the deliberatdtinthat's not to say
we didn't make love. We did.' She ignored the oti@man's hoarse
intake of breath, enjoying her brief sense of tplm'Didn't Mrs
James tell you? | was firmly convinced she would.'



‘You're lying!

‘Am 1?' Abby moved her shoulders carelessly. "Wby'dyou ask
your housekeeper where we spent the afternoon?’

Mrs Roth's sallow face suffused with unhealthy aoldAre you
telling me you're going to contest the divorce?'

'I—no." Abby forced herself to remain calm. 'What -
happened—was unpremeditated. It doesn't alter mngytRiers can
have his divorce. It was never my intention to kkaail him, if that's
what you're implying. But don't imagine you can ttohmy actions
any longer, Mrs Roth. You can't. You don't havepbeer.’

'Oh, don't I?" Mrs Roth's hands were trembling laes Iswered her
swollen leg to the floor. 'Let me tell you, I'm na$ helpless as |
appear.'

'l never thought you were.' Abby sighed. 'Mrs Ratbpn't want to
argue with you. | didn't ask to come here, andelvelime, I'll be as
happy as you will when it's time for me to leavet's call a truce,
shall we? For this afternoon, at least. For Matlee, if for no other.’

Mrs Roth's face convulsed. "You are completely aatrshame, aren't
you?' she cried. '"How dare you think you can stehand admit to
inveigling my son into making love to you, and themagine | might

condone it--'

'l never imagined that.'

‘No, but you enjoyed telling me, didn't you? Yountdiccare that
because of you my son's life has been ruined!

‘That's an exaggeration.'

'He would have married Melanie Hastings, if it hateen for you.'



'He didn't love Melanie Hastings.'

‘Love!" Mrs Roth snorted. 'l should have expectaudething like that
from you. How much good did love do you when Piexsnd you
out? Love soon went out the window when reality eamthe door.'

Abby bent her head. 'l think all this has been dslis Roth. Isn't it
time to let it rest?’

'Rest? Rest?' Mrs Roth was outraged. 'Oh, yesdyike that,
wouldn't you? You'd like me to overlook your belmwiand go on as
if nothing had happened. | knew there'd be trouddesoon as | heard
you'd come back to Rothside. You couldn't waittéstanterfering in
Piers' life once again.'

‘It wasn't like that.' Abby lifted her head. 'MrstR, Matt is Piers' son.
Whatever you say--'

I know.'

Abby's chest felt suddenly tight, as if someone faidan iron band
around it and was squeezing hard. 'You know?' sheesl weakly.
"You know . .’

Mrs Roth made a pretence of searching for her henctief, but
Abby had the suspicion that Piers' mother hadmtetded to blurt it
out like that, and was giving herself time to pel words. 'Yes,' she
declared at last, blowing her nose on the handieft¢lh—I've known
for about three weeks now. Soon after Piers brolithew to the
house.'

Abby had to grip the arms of her chair very hardaice away the
wave of faintness that swept over her at Mrs Ratlosls. She was
suddenly reminded of the sense of apprehensiorhatidelt upon
coming here, and although she told herself shermdling to be
frightened of, fear, like a poison, was draining $g@rit.



‘How--how. do you know?' She had to ask, and heharan-law
straightened her spine.

'That doesn't matter now," she averred. 'What doater is that
because of Matthew you're going to do as | say.'

Abby's mouth was dry. 'Do as you say, Mrs Roth?
What do you mean?"

'l mean | want you to leave Rothside, Abigail. Invgou to pack up
and go back where you came from."'

'Leave? Leave Rothside?"

Abby was finding it incredibly difficult to think taall, let alone
coherently. It had all happened too fast, too uretgly, and she
was still too bemused by Mrs Roth's declaratiota@nything but sit
there like a statue. How did Mrs Roth know? How blad found out?
The implications of what it might mean to her andvtatthew would
have to wait. Right now, all she was doing wasingefrom the
shock. 'Pull yourself together, girl!’

Mrs Roth's harsh denunciation rang familiarly inr lears, and
instinctively Abby's brain began to clear. It washé first time Piers'
mother had succeeded in reducing her to a stamg&tiot, but it

was going to be the last, she told herself furipudlith anger taking
the place of confusion, she found the strengthgiat her, and with
carefully contrived self-possession, she saidauehno intention of
leaving Rothside, Mrs Roth. You'll have to thinlaag'

The silence that followed her words was taut wignace, but Abby
steeled herself not to be afraid. There was notthingyold woman
could do, she told herself fiercely. She had oalwait and sit it out.
Mrs Roth was powerless.



‘You realise, of course, that | can make you chaoge mind.'

The words fell like drops of water into a silentopocircling and
spreading until every inch of space was engulfedl @shoing with
their resonance. Her mother- in-law certainly hagifafor timing,
thought Abby caustically, but she refused to bewdranto yet
another fruitless exchange.

With a determined effort she got to her feet, logkdown on the
older woman from the advantage of her superiorttieigdon't think

this is getting us anywhere, Mrs Roth,' she saiul§i. 'I'm pleased
that my innocence has been vindicated at lastpléased that you
now acknowledge Matt as your grandson. But makimgaits about
my leaving Rothside is simply futile, and we bothot it. Don't

worry, I'll keep out of Piers' way. | have no intien of making a fool
.of myself all over again.’

'l didn't say | acknowledged Matthew as my grangshinrs Roth
incised quietly, and Abby's half turn was arrested.

'l beg your pardon?’

'You heard me." Mrs Roth looked up at her coldlye'made no
statement to that effect.’

‘But you said--'

'l said | knew Matthew was Piers' son. | didn't $aptended to
broadcast the fact.'

Abby caught her breath. 'That's splitting hairerg+—'
'Piers doesn't know. Nor will he—ever. Not from me.

'‘But--' Abby was bewildered, and it was evidentirbirs Roth's face
that she had had her revenge.



'You see,' she said, 'l told you I held all thedsaSo long as Matthew
Is vulnerable, you don't have a leg to stand on."'

Abby's fists clenched. 'What do you intend to do?'

'l tell you.' But Mrs Roth took her time. 'If ypagree to leave
Rothside, if you agree to allowing Matthew to stath us and attend
school at Abbotsford, I'll never tell him that ha'sastard--'

'He's not!

'‘Will he believe you, do you think?' Mrs Roth wawvedanguid arm.
'If you deprive him of all of this?"

'You old hag!" Abby's lips trembled.

‘Calling me names won't solve anything,' Mrs Raotéesed. "You and
| understand one another, Abigail, and you knowveamwhat | say."'

'I'll tell Piers what you've said,' exclaimed Abimcklessly. 'T'll tell
him you know the truth.'

'He won't believe you." Mrs Roth was contemptudtie didn't
believe you before, so why should he believe yowhénd in any
case, what you're accusing me of is so unlikellid peobably laugh
in your face!"

‘Unlikely!" Abby almost choked. 'You're an evil wan'

'I'm a determined woman,' retorted her mother-in-¢avdly. 'And |
want you out of Piers' life—for good!

Abby was still standing, as if frozen, when the dbehind her
opened to admit her son. With his face ruddy froengharp air, and
the glow of vitality and well-being creating an alshdangible aura
about him, his expression made a sharp contrdss tmother's pale



withdrawn features. And as if sensing the atmosphrethe room, his
eyes went first to his mother, but Mrs Roth quickigved to distract
his attention.

‘Well," she challenged, 'how did you get on? | tieeé too much mud
on your breeches. How many times did you fall off?"

Matthew's smile appeared, but he was not happyaaifdirawn by a
magnet, his gaze turned to his mother again. Aephes smile
dissolved and his expression grew troubled, andyAkdew an
almost overwhelming urge to throw herself on higapeBut she
couldn't do it. It wouldn't be fair. Matthew waslypa boy, little more
than a child. And she did not doubt that Mrs Rothuld use any
weapons in her power to destroy their relationdhspe could.

'Is something wrong, Mum?'

Matthew's anxious question drew a warning glanaamfrher
mother-in-law, but Abby managed to shake her h€dddurse not,’
she denied, schooling her breathing with difficul®id you have a
good time? What did Jerrold say?'

'He said | did very well for a first attempt," Magtv answered, still
looking at her and not his grandmother. 'l only &8l once, and that
was because | didn't know how to get astride.’

'S0 you enjoyed it?'
'Yes.'

‘Good," Abby nodded, wishing he would look anywhelse than at
her, and although she knew it was not through anypassion for her
that Mrs Roth intervened, she was relieved when dlie lady
attracted his attention.



"You must come again—and soon,’ Mrs Roth declahedact,’ she
glanced triumphantly at Abby, 'your mother's beelling me she
wouldn't object if you stayed at the Manor sometm&ould you
like that?'

‘Stayed at the Manor?' As Abby endeavoured to mctem this
sudden attack, Matthew's eyes shifted back to lmghen. 'Do you
mean we might both come and stay with you and Dad?’

"Your grandmother means you, Matt, not me," Abby @d tautly.
"You know—uwell, you know your father and | are geita divorce.
There wouldn't be much point in my being here, wdbkre?'

Matthew caught his lower lip between his teeth.fThe turned back
to his grandmother. 'Is that right? You mean justron my own?'

'‘Don't you want to stay at the Manor?' Mrs Rotrdhait her hands
towards him. 'Wouldn't you like to see the nursehere your father
used to sleep? I'm sure Mrs James could fix upbttee guest rooms
exactly as you'd like it, and in the evenings yod bkcould play cards
together.'

Matthew hunched his shoulders. 'l don't play cards.
'l would teach you.'
'l like watching television.'

Mrs Roth sighed. 'We have televisions here, tooftiMav. | only
meant that you wouldn't be bored. Your father andntl your
stepmother—would see to it that you enjoyed yoay.5t

'I'm sure you would . . ." Matthew shrugged aditiwkwardly. 'It's
just that—well, | want to come and visit again, yaww that, and
you and Dad have been really kind, but—I couldegve Mum. |
mean, she has no one else.’



'‘She has your aunt,' retorted Mrs Roth in a clipjoag. She was not
used to being thwarted, and evidently she had ¢ggdem opposition

from this quarter. ‘Matthew, your mother's a yourmmgnan. Have you
ever thought she might want to lead her own lifegffrom the

restrictions a boy of your age can create, thatnsight want to get

married again?'

Abby opened her mouth to deny this, and then clasagain. With
her mother-in-law's eyes upon her, she dared nenddiferself. But
when her son turned to look at her, with constésnain his face, the
need to reassure him got the better of discretion.

‘That's not entirely true, Matt,’ she stated, igmprMrs Roth's
expression 'l've never regarded you as a restmicéiod nor do | plan
to get married again.'

'‘But you wouldn't mind if | came to stay at the &P
Abby moistened her lips. 'l—if it's what you want."'

Matthew stared at her, his mouth working. "You tlasaint to get rid
of me?'

‘Get rid of you?' Abby was horrified. 'Of coursd'ho

'‘What your mother means is, she wouldn't stancour yvay if you
decided you liked living at the Manor better thag Cottage,' said
his grandmother impatiently. 'Matthew, you're mwrgison, your
father's son. Don't you realise—when your fatheit arare dead,
Rothside Manor will belong to you!

Abby wanted to say something then. She wantedytthett it wasn't
fair to weigh the scales so heavily in the Rothitir, that no boy of
Matthew's age should be made to make such an imp®shoice.
How could a child be expected to weigh the dubimesits of the



material benefits the Roths had to offer againgtlly and affection
and love?

"Your mother may leave Rothside," Mrs Roth perdisi#/ithout you
to worry about, there won't be anything for hedtny and I've no
doubt she'll find it much easier to get a job imnton than in the
north-east of England.’

'‘But what about Aunt Hannah?' Matthew's fists vadeached. ‘Mum,
you can't leave Rothside. What would Aunt Hanna® You know
she doesn't want to be put into a home!'

Abby drew a steadying breath. 'l suggest we leaverithe time
being," she declared, meeting her mother-in-law's gaith taut
determination. 'lt's not something that can bedgstion the spur of
the moment.' She turned to her son. '‘Matt, go atdlganged. We're
leaving. You can have tea with your grandmothetlaroday.'

Mrs Roth's lips were pursed. ‘There's no need amgh, Matthew.
The clothes you are wearing are yours. Go and aojleur other
things, if you like, but keep your riding gear fibie next time you
come.'

Matthew's hesitation was slight, and after he rategAbby prepared
to face her mother-in-law's anger alone, but in Mrs Roth was
thwarted. 'Shall | ask Susan to serve tea now, madasked Mrs
James from the open doorway, and her employer sheolhead
impatiently, annoyed at the interruption.

‘Not now, Mrs James,' she exclaimed, her malevaané fixed on
Abby. 'My grandson and his mother are leaving. Rskter to bring
around the car.’

'Yes, madam.’



Mrs James withdrew with a speculative look at Aldnyd as the door
closed, Mrs Roth spilled her venom.

‘You have forty-eight hours to decide your sontsirie,’ she told the
girl chillingly. 'After that, | will wash my handsf him, and | shall see
that he knows why!

As soon as they were in the car, with the glasstioar separating
them from the chauffeur, Matthew demanded to bé wdhat had
happened in his absence.

'‘Why did Grandmama ask if | wanted to go and stayha& Manor?
What had you been saying to her? Whose suggestsnit®/ Abby
sighed, resting her head back wearily against goistery. 'It was
your grandmother's suggestion,' she replied fldthad nothing to do
with it. —she probably has your best interesthesdrt. She knows |
can't give you the kind of life they can.'

Matthew heaved a breath. 'But | thought it wasgteed. Dad said |
was to go to Abbotsford, and | was to live at tb#age with you and
Aunt Hannah.'

' know.'

'‘So why does he want me to live at the Manor nd¥e?hunched his
shoulders. 'You don't really want to leave Rothstieyou?’

Abby felt a shudder run through her. 'l—I don't n'o

'‘But you said you didn't mind coming back here. $aid you owed
Aunt Hannah such a lot, and that it was your datigelp her.'

' know.'

'So why has Grandmama got the idea that you wdaate? Did you
say that to Dad when you saw him?"'



'‘No." Abby turned her head away from him to stawé af the car
window. ‘Matt, it isn't as—easy as all that.’

Matthew shook his head. 'l don't understand. WhidAawnt Hannah
say?'

'‘We'll have to find out, won't we?' Abby's voice smaght, but she
couldn't help it. She was in a blind alley, and NMath had left her
little room for manoeuvre.

Hannah met them at the cottage door, her exprestoguent of the
misgivings she had had about the outing. Her shppgpaisal of her
niece's features did not go unobserved, and aftdthiéw had gone
upstairs to change, Abby spread her hands in nuli@ission.

‘All right, Mrs Roth did have an ulterior motiverfmviting me to the
Manor. But | can't talk about it now. Not white Nstaround.'

Hannah sighed. 'What's she been saying now? Sshrelgoesn't still
think she has any influence over your life?"

'Oh, yes,' Abby was bitter, 'she still thinks thdtright. And when
you hear what she had to say, | think you'll aghe¢ she's right.’

Sean Willis arrived as they were having tea. Harloaked at him in
surprise when Abby let him into the kitchen, angldrmile was rueful
as he greeted the old lady.

'It's all right," he said. "This isn't an officiaisit. I'm hoping | can
persuade Abby to babysit for me for an hour. MrgiBan is out, and
I've just had an emergency call.'

'Of course.' Abby reached immediately for her cbdtsee you later,
Aunt Hannah.' She drew her lower lip between hethteYou don't
mind, do you?'



'‘Go along with you.' Hannah started, clearing #iet. ‘Matt can help
me with these dishes. Who is it?' She looked ah.Sééd Mr Meade
from Bank's End?'

'‘No." Sean chuckled. 'Actually, it's young Mrs GGley from
Warkwick. Her baby's on the way, and the midwifmkk there are
complications. Nothing too serious, | don't thihkshould be back
before eight.'

In fact, it was after ten when Abby heard Sean cgnmto the house.
Miranda had been in bed almost three hours, ang ARd spent the
time turning over the problem of what to do abouttttdlew. The
television was on, but she had scarcely lookedl &tar head ached
with the effort of trying to find a solution to heroblems, and
although she knew there seemed no way out, het hefased to
accept it.

Sean came into the sitting room loosening hishiig tired features
mirroring his concern. 'I'm so sorry,’ he saidtoibk rather longer
than | expected. And as the Crossleys don't hgteoae, there was
no way | could let you know.'

'‘Don't worry about it." Abby got to her feet, hidiher own troubles
behind a smile of reassurance. 'Honestly, | domtinAnd Miranda's
been as good as gold.’

Sean grinned. 'She's a good kid.'

'‘What about Mrs Crossley?' Abby arched her brag&verything all
right?'

‘Now it is. She had a little girl, too. Unfortunbteshe was a breech
birth, and they can be the very devil.'

Abby nodded, and then, noticing his worn expressbe exclaimed,
'‘Look, let me get you a cup of tea before | go. Yamk exhausted. Sit



down. Miranda showed me where everything is, wharepared her
supper.’

‘Well, only if you'll join me," said Sean, sinkidgwn on to the couch
Abby had just vacated. 'l could do with some fentalmpanionship.
Please!'

Abby sighed. 'All right. But it will have to be qk. Aunt Hannah
will be wondering where | am."

‘She'll know,' declared Sean comfortably, whendaevas made and
Abby was seated beside him. 'Hmm, isn't this cdgyf@rgotten what
it's like to have a pretty woman waiting for mywet.'

Abby shook her head, and as she did so, Sean dtindie taut
expression. Then, almost out of the blue, he 4déar you had tea at
the Manor this afternoon. Did Mrs Roth bury thechat?'

Abby suppressed a half hysterical sob. 'Yes,' skeered wryly. 'In
my head.’

'If you're wondering how | found out, Mrs Crosstemother is Mrs
James' sister. News travels fast in Rothside, akgow.'

'‘Hmm,' Abby nodded, sipping her tea. 'l supposed a newsworthy
occasion. Everyone knows there's no love lost batvidrs Roth and
me." Her lips twisted bitterly. 'l wonder what Mlames said. There's
not much goes on at the Manor that she doesn't latmuit.'

Sean put down his cup and regarded her gravelyu 'Sound
distressed. I'm sorry if I've upset you. | didn&an to.'

'It's nothing.' Abby forced a smile. 'l suppose ¥mow all about us.
Being a doctor, people confide in you.'



Sean reached across and took her hand. "That sbbrtter. What is
it? What's happened®hy are you so tense all of a sudden? Is
something I've said?'

'Oh, no. No." Abby shook her head. 'Look, I'd rdtie going--'

'‘Not yet.' Sean held on to her hand. 'Abby," hesehus words with
care, '‘Abby, if there's anything | can do— you haw#y to ask.'

‘There's nothing anyone can do," Abby retortedtiuvivithdrawing
her fingers. 'Thank you for the tea--'

'‘Wait!" Sean made no attempt to get up from theclspaven though
she was now on her feet. 'Abby, | really would likenelp you.' He
paused. 'If it makes it any easier for you, | caress what your
problem is. It's Matthew and the fact that the Ratbubt his identity.’

Abby gasped. 'How do you know that?'

Sean sighed. 'Abby, when you've been a doctomasds | have, you
get to know how people's minds work. It was obvithese would be
gossip. You knew that. Particularly after the way yeft Rothside.'

Abby's shoulders sagged. 'And what doeeple—say?'
'Oh, you know. Is he or isn't he? Most people seebelieve he is.'

‘They do?' Abby shook her head. 'All except oree' muttered half
inaudibly.

'‘Piers?' suggested Sean, hearing her, and shedlush

'Yes.'



'‘But why?' Sean rose now to face her. 'Oh, | doedn that old story
about Tristan Oliver, | mean why should he doubStrely the odds
were definitely in his favour, whatever your retaship was.'

Abby bent her head. 'If | tell you, will you promisiot to tell anyone
else?'

*You have my word.'

Abby sighed. 'Piers had a medical examination leeorr marriage.
He—he was told he was sterile.'

‘Sterile!" Instead of sympathising, Sean looked z@da 'But it's
patently not true, is it?'

Abby swallowed. 'Isn't it?"

'Hell, you know it isn't." Sean pushed impatiengérs through his
already unruly hair. 'Abby, I'd stake my life oretfact that Matthew
is Piers' son. Good God, the evidence is unmistakab

Abby's nerves clamoured. 'You think so?'

‘Dammit, I'd swear it. Don't you think they're @&
'‘Well, yes, but--'

'‘But what?' Sean's eyes narrowed. 'Is there anlgtdou
Abby's head came up. 'Of course not.’

‘Well then--'

'Sean, Piers won't believe me. He's seen the rdpomorrison
compiled.'



‘Morrison!" Sean's mouth turned down. 'You mean, rridon
arranged the examination?"

'Of course.'

Sean shook his head. 'Well, | have to say, Dr Mon's retirement
was long overdue.'

'You mean—he made mistakes?' Abby's spirits stirred

Sean nodded. 'Oh, nothing I'm prepared to accuseohibut there
are one or two people in this village who are lutiye still alive.'
He spread his hands. 'He was old. And he was sufférom
rheumatism. He simply didn't have the patience.' diienaced.
‘Almost an apt pun.' He paused. 'But why shoulchRatve had this
examination? He looks perfectly healthy to me.’

Abby hesitated. 'lt was his mother's idea. He—a tnamps when
he was eighteen. It was she who suggested he satoDison.’

Sean made a sound of irritation. 'But Abby, thodsaof men suffer
from mumps without it causing them any side-effedisitsoever.’

'l know. But | didn't know anything about it. Untd until—

'—you found you were pregnant,’ Sean finished fer, land she
nodded. 'Poor Abby! So that's why you ran away. Aod you're
back, it's all starting over.' He frowned. 'Butl tele, if Mrs Roth
doesn't believe Matthew is her grandson, why ismshking such a
fuss of him? From what | hear, she's becoming femg of him.'

'She is." Abby closed her eyes for a moment agptlok of tears

became almost too much for her. 'Oh, she knows Matters' son.
Or at least she says she does. But she's neveémhi&eor approved of
me, and—well, she wants to take Matthew away froed m



Sean was appalled. 'She can't do that!

'‘No. Not legally, anyway. But she's threateneelid\att that Piers is
not his father, and—and if she does, | don't kndvatwhe'll do.’

'She's a monster!" Sean gazed at her compassionigtéhat why she
summoned you to the Manor? To deliver her ultim&um

Abby nodded again. 'l just don't know what I'm gpto do.’

Sean put his hands on her shoulders. 'You've giiglio her, Abby.
You can't let her take Matthew away from you."' Herted. "What
kind of a man is Piers Roth anyway, that he'd igtrhother do his
dirty work?'

'Piers may not know."' Abby tried to be charitatite—he's away--'

'In Germany—I know. The Langtons told me. Mrs Lamgtvas
feeling unwell earlier in the week, and | was aal@ait to the farm.’
He expelled his breath heavily. '‘But | can't betidwrs Roth would
do this without her son's approval.'

Abby had come to that conclusion, too, and it ditelp to have it
confirmed. 'I'd better go,' she said unsteadilyt, Bean wasn't quite
finished.

''ve got an idea,' he said. 'When | moved in hemeherited all Dr
Morrison's medical records. You know what | meare ot the files
on all his patients, both past and present. Ifuichy, | may still have
that report he had prepared. It may take some tnnd; |l look if you

want me to.'

Abby's lips parted. 'Would you?'



'‘When you look at me like that, I'd do almost amygii Sean
grimaced. 'Even if it isn't entirely ethical, yoredis wife, and these
are unusual circumstances. Will you wait?"

Abby glanced at her watch. It was almost eleved,l@was tired. It
wasn't fair to expect him to go looking through meafl records
tonight.

‘Tomorrow," she said. 'I'll come back tomorrowcdh wait one more
day. After waiting all these years for the trutrctime out, one more
day isn't going to make that much difference.’

Sean grinned. 'lf you're sure.’
‘"You've been marvellous,' she told him huskily aifiks for listening."'

‘Any time,' he averred, accompanying her to ther dawd watching
her intently until she reached the gate of Ivy &gt



CHAPTER ELEVEN

SOMEWHAT to Abby's relief, Aunt Hannah had gone to bed Hoy t
time she got back. The old lady had evidently weatip for her until
after ten o'clock, and the cup of hot chocolatehstteprepared for her
niece was still warm. But when Abby put her headhbher aunt's
bedroom door, it was to discover Hannah had fakdaep, the book
she had been reading sliding unheeded from hesigtirgy fingers.
Quietly, so as not to disturb her, Abby removed ltbek and then
turned out the lamp before retiring to her own room

But sleep for Abby was elusive. Even though she tirasl, the

conversation she had had with Mrs Roth, Matthewsfusion,

Sean's encouragement, her own uncertainty, aledetv keep her
brain active long after her light was out. She ¢dssand turned
restlessly, trying not to think about Piers, or @bthe fact that he
must be a party to his mother's ultimatum, anddsléep eventually,
to dream about him making love to Valerie Langtorhe bedroom
Abby and he had shared . . .

She overslept the next morning, and came downssailtsin her
dressing gown, expecting to find Aunt Hannah andtivav had
already had breakfast. But no one was about, dittleadisturbed,
she made her way back upstairs.

Checking first on Aunt Hannah, she discovered thkelady was

awake but evidently listless, and after taking Ipetise, Abby

regarded her anxiously. 'How do you feel?' shedyskben Hannah
made some impatient comment about her concennggest you stay
where you are for the time being. There's nothpwlsg.'

'‘But it's nearly nine o'clock,’ exclaimed Hannadtftrlly. 'Why didn't
you wake me sooner?'



'‘Because | wasn't up sooner,' replied Abby mildlyst relax and take
it easy. I'm going to make some tea.'

'You were back very late last night, weren't ydd@inah spoke half
reprovingly. T thought you and | were going to havéttle chat. |
didn't know you were going to make a night ouhihk Matthew was
upset, too.’'

‘Matt?' Abby frowned. 'Why?'

‘Well, you know how he feels about you and Piers.ddesn't like
you going out with other men.’

'l wasn'tout with another man,"' Abby protested. 'Didn't youlak®
Baby-sitting is not the same as making a date.’

'l think he thought you were taking too long tojbst baby-sitting,'
remarked Hannah, and Abby had the distinct sugpittiat this had
been her aunt's interpretation, too.

‘Well, | wasn't,’ she said now. 'Sean was latebabks Crossley had
a breech birth, and he was exhausted when he go¢.ho

‘Hmm, well. . Hannah was grudging. "You still hatéold me what
happened at the Manor.'

'1 will." Abby moved towards the door. 'But I'll R@the tea first. |
could do with a cup myself.'

Before going downstairs again, Abby made her wahéainy room
Matthew was occupying. It was unusual that alhainh should sleep
in this morning. She hoped he wasn't sulking albentbaby-sitting
for Sean.

She opened his door carefully, just in case he stilsasleep, and
then frowned. Matthew's bed was empty. He had staptthe sheets



and blankets were tumbled. But it was empty nowl, rmembering
the deserted kitchen, Abby knew an instinctive .f&dnere was he?
Why hadn't he awakened her? And more practicallyy hvadn't he
had any breakfast? He usually had such a healihgtite.

Unwilling to disturb Aunt Hannah with her anxietigsbby hastened
downstairs again, wondering if she might have ntigsm. Matthew
could have been outside, in the garden, or evémeiparlour. It was
not impossible.

But it was inconceivable, and after a thoroughd®ahe was forced
to the conclusion that Matthew had got up 'and goumewithout
telling her and without any nourishment. The backordwas
unlocked, a sure sign that someone had gone duvdya and when
she checked in the hall, she found his navy blukgphad gone as
well.

It was so unlike him to do such a thing that Abbyldn't help the
sense of unease that gripped her. As she fille#etike, she couldn't
help remembering the conversation they had had piteious
afternoon, and recalling his troubled questions uaboheir
relationship. Surely he had not interpreted her illingness to
discuss the matter as proof that she wanted hliwmgaovith his father
and grandmother. Surely they knew one another &bfar him to
iImagine she had any part in his grandmother'satioit. Or had he
become upset over her friendship with Sean as Aarnah had
intimated. The idea that he might have associdtedtwo things
together didn't bear thinking about, and she didmiv what she was
going to say to Aunt Hannah when she went backairgst

By the time the kettle had boiled, she was tauhapprehension.
Where could Matthew have gone? Only one place seemenake
any sense, and she wished she had been dresskat sthé¢ could
have gone out and used the telephone callbox iiltage to ring the



Manor. At least, whatever the outcome, she woulteHanown the
worst. As it was, she had no choice but to preteatall was well.

It was tortuous, sitting drinking tea with Aunt Heah, her mind
chaotic with the turmoil of not knowing where Madth was. If only
she had not overslept, she might have been altktdo him. The
trouble was, she had let him think she was notsavéy the Roths'
plans for him, and in so doing she could havehastfor good.

The thought of this was so traumatic, she couldsappress the sob
that rose to her throat, and Hannah, misinterpyatscause, leaned
across to pat her sleeve.

T shouldn't let anything Claudia Roth said upset,yshe declared
comfortingly. 'Matthew's a sensible boy. He mayabeit overawed
with his own importance right now, but once Mrs IRbihds another
diversion, you'll find Matthew's nose will be puit®f joint.’

If only that was all she had to worry about, thaugbby bitterly,
unwilling to add to Aunt Hannah's concern. Now wasthe time to
broach the question of what Matthew was going td-aist of all, she
had to find him. Then she would get the answeh@&self.

Because her aunt was tired, her brain was not gaigdert as it might
have been, and Abby was relieved not to have tae@nany more

searching questions. Later, she might be brougiastofor not telling

Aunt Hannah the truth, but just now the old ladyswantent to relax
on her pillows and doze for a while.

T don't want anything to eat,' she said, when Abbggested she
might like some toast. 'Just a little sleep, thalt's need. You go and
get Matthew's breakfast. He's a growing boy. Heladte

After a swift wash, Abby dressed in purple jeand amatching shirt,
and then, grabbing her warm coat, she left theagettlt was already
half past nine, and her heart hammered unsteasliha speculated



about how long Matthew had been gone. If he ha@ ¢gothe Manor,
he could have left any time after it got light, Ifute had run away . .

Her brain stopped working at this point, and rengn the
postmistress's greeting with a polite smile, shergopen the door
of the callbox and nudged inside.

Malton answered the phone at the Manor, and Abbgisth was dry
as she asked whether her son was there.

‘Matthew, Mrs Piers?' the butler enquired in swgri'Why should
you think that? | was not aware that Matthew hashliavited to stay
the night.’

'He wasn't. He didn't. Oh—it doesn't matter.' Aldayne out of the
callbox feeling worse than ever. Matthew had géteshad run away.
And apart from Mrs Roth, there was no one she culdto.

And then she thought of Sean. Why hadn't she thaefdhm before?
He would help her. He had helped her already. Andast he knew
the truth about Matthew.

Mrs Davison answered the door to her knock andrdeghher with
her usual suspicion. 'Dr Willis is taking surgergtie declared,
blocking Abby's path. 'If you'd like to leave a reage, I'll tell him to
get in touch with you later in the morning.'

Abby's shoulders sagged. 'lt is rather urgent.'

'So is surgery, Mrs Roth.' Mrs Davison was not oglghis time. 'As
| say, as soon as he's free, I'll tell him youezll

'‘Oh—very well." Abby turned away.

'Is there no message?'



Abby glanced back. 'No, no message. Just thatdd;ads you said.’

Trudging back across the green, Abby knew an ovelming sense
of weakness. She was not, and had never beemlassefemale, but
right now she felt as near to complete vulnerabdg it was possible
to be. What should she do? Whaiuld she do? And how could
Matthew do this to her without giving her a chatesay a word in
her own defence? '

She had reached the cottage gate when a vehielecbad to a halt
beside her, and she turned her head automatiegdfyrehensive of
who it might be. She recognised the station wadamee, and with
widening eyes she saw Piers behind the wheel.tBuds the sight of
Matthew sitting beside his father that made hep stod confront
them, her spine stiffening instinctively at the gect of the battle to
come.

Matthew thrust open his door and got out at ontefdte red and
defensive as he faced her across the grass thed #alg kerb. 'Sorry,
Mum," he muttered, his hands pushed deep intoduisgts, and Abby
moved her shoulders helplessly, not knowing whaespond.

'‘Go along indoors, Matthew,' his father orderecgendly, getting out
of the car. 'I'll speak to you later. Right nowhdve things to say to
your mother.’

'‘Oh, but -' began Matthew, his eyes darting from tmnthe other of
them. 'l mean—you will tell her whyl did it, woryou? | didn't mean
to Worry her.'

‘That's all right.’

Piers was abrupt, his dark face drawn and impa#isrite waited for
his son to leave them, but Abby had to intervew#here have you
been, Matt?' she cried, wanting to put her armsiratchim, but
Matthew only shrugged his shoulders, keeping hellserted.



‘Dad'll tell you,' he said, taking one hand outhid pocket to push
open the gate. 'Can | make myself a sandwich?drialiad anything
to eat, and I'm starving.'

Abby shook her head. 'Oh, if you like,)’ she exckdmn not
understanding any of this, and then she lookedeas Bgain, steeling
herself against his irresistible attraction.

‘Shall we get in the car?' he suggested, but Aloiby shook her head
again.

'‘Anything—anything you have to say to me can bd*da¢re, where
everyone can see us,' she declared bitterly. 'uldht like your
mother to hear any more gossip, particularly afteat she said.’

Piers drew a deep breath. 'l don't care what pesayie

'‘No, but | have to,' retorted Abby tautly. 'Oh, gde— can't we just
get on with it, whatever it is? I'm freezing!'

Piers' mouth compressed. 'Matthew was on his wéyedlanor.'
'I'd gathered that." Abby broke off. 'On his way@diit he get there?’

'‘No. | picked him up on my way here,' replied Pigagly. 'We've
been talking for the past half hour. | know | slibbhive brought him
back sooner, but it was necessary that he understeocsituation.’

‘The situation?' Abby's mind felt blank. 'What ation? Yours and
Miss Langton's? | think he knows about that. Youtwade it
blatantly--'

'‘Not about me and Val,' Piers overrode her harshihesituation; his
situation; the reason why I've played such a spail in his life to
date.’



Abby gasped, grasping the gatepost for supportu-¥gou mean
you've told him about—about--'

'—my believing | was sterile, yes.' Piers put achan her arm, but
when she flinched away from him, he withdrew ibate. 'Abby, he
had to be told. It was better | should tell himoPkid, he has every
reason to hate my guts!

Abby was trembling so badly she could hardly stéudthe words of
recrimination spilled from her tongue. 'You did #&he cried, her
voice breaking on a sob. "You did it. You told hivimur mother said
| had forty-eight hours! Forty-eight hours! Oh, Godesuld kill you,

| could kill you! How could you? How could you?'

She had turned to him now, battering his chest ahfists-as pain
and frustration and humiliation all took a hold lo@r. "You Roths,’
she sobbed, tears spurting from her eyes, 'yok thou own the
earth! Oh, God—oh, Matthew! Why was | ever born!'

Piers allowed her to go on for perhaps half a neinand then, with a
muffled oath, he took both arms and imprisoningrthgeside her
body, he marched her to the station wagon. 'Gehénsaid between
his teeth, and when she would have argued, heeekartpainful
pressure. 'Go on, get inside. Or do you want hath8ide to witness
me administering corporal punishment?’

'l won't!" Abby struggled, fighting to get away frohim, and then,
with a little gasp, the strength went out of herd &iers forced her
into the seat and slammed the door behind her.

She supposed she could have got out while he welsgithe car,
but he would have only come after her again, ardrehlly was too
tired to go on fighting. What did it matter now agy? Matthew had
been told the truth. Mrs Roth had done her worst,al she could do
was hope he would forgive her.



'‘Now . . .' Piers made no attempt to drive awaynkéeely turned in
his seat towards her, his jaw hard and unyieldWgjl you tell me
what the hell all that nonsense was about, ortdkd you back to the
Manor and get the truth from my mother?'

Abby slumped. 'Don't pretend you don't know,' shmaultered in a
lacklustre voice. "You knew what she was doingids probably your
idea.’'

Piers' arm was along the back of her seat, andfiraydrs gripping
her nape brought her face round to his. "What atetglking about?’
he demanded, his tawny- eyes smouldering. 'l watm bby, I'm

losing patience. What the hell has been going on?'

Abby stared at him, but unable to read anythinghose glittering
orbs, she shook her head. 'You know," she insistexir mother
made the situation very clear. You've apparentlgicksl that
Matthew is your son, after all, and now you wanttmbow out of the
proceedings.’

‘What?'If Abby had not been so drained, she would propable
recognised the genuine astonishment in Piers' é&ye# was, she
merely hunched her head deeper into her shouldesiedging his
bruising fingers, and sinking into despair.

'‘She told me | had forty-eight hours,' she moanachirig her head
from side to side. 'But now it's too late. It's oMdatthew probably
blames me for everything.'

Piers lost his temper. 'For God's sake, did he ok he blamed
you?' he demanded savagely. 'l brought him baclausec this is
where he belongs, with his mother. He knows thad, damn it, I've
never disputed it.'

‘You've never disputed it because you don't belewwou didn't
believe—he was your son,' Abby rallied bravely.



‘All right—fair comment. But I've got no intentioof taking him
away from you. And even if | had, Matthew wouldyt'

Abby shuffled up in the seat. 'What do you mean?"

Piers drew a weary breath. 'Why do you think he g@isg to the
Manor this morning?'

Abby shrugged. 'I'm not sure.'

'‘Didn't you know it was because he wanted to Istgrandmother
know that although he enjoys visiting the Manor,dmn't want to
live there?'

'‘No!" Abby felt a surge of hope. 'You mean—he wantstay with
me?'

'Haven't | just said so?' Piers made a helplessigesAbby, | don't
know what my mother said to you—to either of you-+bdo know
Matthew knows exactly what he wants.'

Abby swallowed convulsively, looking at him propefbr the first
time. 'l thought you were in Paris.’

'‘Me?' Piers shook his head. 'l told you, | was gamGermany. | got
home late last night.'

'‘But- | heard--'
'‘What did you hear?’

‘Well, that—that Miss Langton was supposed to bBans, buying
her trousseau.'

‘Val is in Paris. But | didn't go with her.’



'‘Oh!" Abby nodded. Of course, Miss Langton wouldaveint Piers to
see what clothes she bought for her trousseau.

'So--' Piers regarded her steadily, 'are you gnigll me what my
mother said, or do you still believe | know?'

Abby pressed her lips together. 'lf—if you didnftokv what your
mother was doing, why did you tell Matt about—ab®éustan?'

'‘About Tristan?' Piers stared at her. 'What doegar Oliver have to
do with any of this?' He shook his head. 'Abby, txdra you saying?'

Abby blinked. 'What did you tell Matthew then? Thdahat you

didn't know who his father was? Or didn't he ask tiuestion? Was
he too stunned to listen to anything after you toich what you

believed?'

Piers groaned. 'Did he look stunned when you samw?hihe

demanded. 'Abby, get that crazy notion out of ywead! | told him |

was to blame for our splitting up. | told him hotwhiappened, and
how | was almost out of my mind with jealousy. inthhe believed
me. | think he almost felt sorry for me. He doebitétme you. If he
blames anyone, it will be me, but I'm hoping torgpéhe rest of my
life making it up to him.’

Abby quivered. 'Making what up to him?'

‘The fact that | wasted all those years we wergtaphe fact that if |
hadn't been so bloody proud, I'd have found mysedfther doctor
and got a second opinion.’

Abby couldn't take this in. 'You mean—you mean— ymlieve
that—that Matthew is your son?'



'Haven't | just said so?' Piers' mouth twistedaiD@od, Abby, how
am | ever going to be able, to make you forgive wigen you won't
even listen to what I'm trying to say?'

Abby put out a hand, as if to ward him off. 'l—Irdiobelieve you--'
'‘For God's sake---'

‘This—this is another of your mother's ploys tometto—to commit
myself--'

'Stop it!" With controlled violence, Piers thrustriirembling hand
aside, and taking her half hysterical face betweghands, he forced
her to look at him. 'Abby, | mean what | say. | sadoctor in London
the day before yesterday. The tests were positivenot—I never

have been—sterile!'

Abby stared at him, compelled to believe the sig@f his words.
'‘But—Dbut why? Why would you do that? Because yogiag to get
married again? Because Miss Langton needed thétroation?’

‘Val!' Piers expelled his breath heavily. "‘Whetbenot | was sterile
would mean little to Val. Having children is notsething she would
worry about. So long as she has plenty of monehdohorses, she'll
be content.’

‘Then—you did it for Matt--'
Piers' hands crushed her cold cheeks. 'No.'
'‘So—why?'

'l did it for you,' Piers told her violently. 'Fas! Since leaving here, |
haven't been able to get you out of my mind, akielw | had to do
something or quietly go insane!'



Abby gulped. 'You don't mean that.'
'Of course | mean it!'

‘You're going to marry Valerie Langton. | won't—ycan't expect me
to—to be used--'

'l am not going to marry Val,' Piers interrupteda harshly. 'If you'd
given me a chance to explain I'd have told you $kraight away.'

'‘Not—going to marry Miss Langton---' Abby stammere
bewilderedly, and Piers closed his eyes againstuth@onscious
appeal of hers.

'‘No," he muttered thickly. 'Why do you think she'$?aris while I'm
here? | broke it to her while we were in Wenheirknéw | couldn't
go through with it. Not after what happened betwesat the Manor.'

Abby shook her head bewilderedly. 'But—you said yated me,
you despised me--'

'‘No, you said that," Piers corrected her huskilgaid | hated and
despised myself. | did. Because in spite of evamgththought you'd
done, | still wanted you—I still loved you.'

Abby quivered, and only now did her own hands lebge lap to
grope weakly for his waistcoat. 'You—love— me?'

'‘Didn't | always?' he demanded, his mouth grimsgetsual. '‘God, it
took me eleven years to even think I'd got over. yand then you
came back, and | knew | never would.’

Abby's quivering fingers drew his hands away froer face and
pressed them back against him. 'You—you've told yoather this?'
she asked tremulously, 'She knows I'm not goingday Val. | rang
her before | left Wenheim.'



Before he left Wenheimdbby was beginning to understand.
'Does she know why?' she breathed, holding tigbtlyis fingers.

'She knows how | feel about you.' Piers lookedeat¥ith devastating
frankness. 'How could she not? | haven't exactgnlable to hide my
feelings.'

Abby drew a steadying breath. 'And what did sh@'say
'‘Does it matter?"
'—I'd like to know.'

‘All right." Piers moved his shoulders carelessBhe said | was
wasting my time. That you'd told her you wantetetve Rothside.'

'‘What!" Abby was appalled. 'Did you believe her?'

'‘Does it look as if | did?' Piers used her handsulbher against him.
'‘Abby, I know my mother of old. She'd do anythiig £ould to keep
us apart.' He paused. 'l suppose that's whatialigrabout, isn't it?
Matthew told me you went with him to the Manor wrday. What
did my mother say to upset you so much? And whylshygou be so
concerned about Matthew's learning the truth? udgho you'd be
glad.'

Abby shivered. 'l am—now." She shook her head. iDdpesn't
matter. Let's forget it. | want to know what Madic'

‘Later." Piers' hands slid over her shouldersstRell me what
happened yesterday afternoon. | mean to know.'

Abby closed her eyes. 'How can 1?'



'How can't you?' he countered, shaking her eyea apgain. 'Abby,
We must have no secrets. Not now— not ever again.'

Abby bent her head. "You're presuming a lot.'

'‘Am |?' Piers' eyes darkened. 'Are you going tbred you won't
forgive me? | wouldn't blame you if you did. Butrdiotell me you
don't love me, becauskat| won't believe!'

Abby shook her head. 'What are you saying?"

'You know what I'm saying. I'm saying we shouldgetr about the
divorce, I'm saying we belong together.'

Abby's breathing quickened. "Your mother will neagree--'

'‘My mother isn't involved,' retorted Piers grimigelieve me, she's
interfered in my life for the last time. Now, arewgoing to tell me
what she said, or do | have to ask her?’

Abby bit her lip. 'She—oh, she said that— that sslé got out of
Matt's life for good, she'd tell him he was a baktaShe stole a
glance at his stunned features, and then wenShie—she wanted
me to leave Rothside. She said Matt could go amglattthe Manor
with—with you and his new stepmother--'

'‘My God!" Piers' angry oath halted her stumblinglaration. 'And
she already knew | had no intention of marrying.Vdlspoken to her
the day before. Lord, no wonder Matthew was so eorexd! He was
afraid you might let his grandmother persuade god,no way did he
want to come and live at the Manor with me and'Val.

'Oh, Piers!'

Abby's eyes mirrored her consternation and Piers m@ proof
against those tear-drenched .green pools. Withfledexclamation



he pulled her closer and bent his head to kissvtiheerable skin
beside her ear.

But Abby's hands pressed against his shouldershéte, Piers,' she
breathed, fighting the urge to turn her lips adaihs neck.
'l—anyone might see us.'

'So what?' His lips moved against her cheek. "t ggnon being near
you without touching you. God, Abby, | want yoursach. You can't
deny me this . ..’

His mouth touched hers lightly at first, and theithwincreasing
passion. Ignoring the fact that they were parketlihview of the
cottage and its neighbours, he gathered her coetpieto his arms,
opening his jacket and her coat to press her elemerc His mouth
opened hers, demonstrating exactly how much heeaebdr, and
Abby's inhibitions dissolved beneath the need tv@her love.

When at last he lifted his head, they were bothipgrand breathless,
and Piers' face was pale in spite of his dark skishon't want to let
you go,' he muttered, 'but | must. There are thirgs/e to do, people
| have to speak to. Do you think you can cope WMtithew, until |
can get back?"

Abby slipped her arms around his neck. 'You wilineoback?' she
whispered huskily, and he made a wry grimace.

‘Try and keep me away," he told her forcefully, &by bestowed
another lingering kiss upon his mouth before reagtior the door
handle.

'l love you,' she said, when she was outside aedsPiad wound
down the window to say goodbye.

'‘And | love you,' he answered, looking at her moaththat when she
turned away, she felt as if he had kissed her again



CHAPTER TWELVE

MATTHEW was in the kitchen, munching a cheese sandwiclenwt
Abby entered the cottage. But his face was flushedf, he had been
hurrying, and noticing the telltale trail of crumba the rug, Abby
give him a questioning look.

‘You haven't been in the parlour, have you?' shkedasher own
cheeks deepening with colour at the implied cortrmtaand her son
shrugged offhandedly.

'‘What if | have?' he declared, evidently prepacebluff it out, and
unable to keep her excitement to herself a momamgdr, Abby
enfolded him in her arms.

'‘Oh, darling—your father and | are not going to gealivorce,' she
exclaimed, after Matthew had made a rather emisdasithdrawal.
‘We're going to live together again. We're goingbt® a proper
family!'

In spite of his attempt to treat the matter cagudktthew could not
hide his delight at her words. 'Really?' he excidmYou really are
going to live together? Where? Here? Or at the M&ino

Abby felt a momentary disquiet. '‘Well, at the Manosuppose,' she
said unhappily, dreading the prospect of havinghtare a roof with
the woman who had done her best to ruin her lHetHe details

aren't worked out yet, Matt. But the main thingwg're all going to

be together.’

‘You're happy?'
'‘Can't you tell?' Abby smiled.

Matthew bent his head. 'l did see you, you knowu dod Dad, |
mean. | was looking out of the window.'



'l guessed you were," said Abby dryly. And themitY¥u did give me
a scare when you disappeared. | didn't know whttirdx.'

Matthew sighed. 'l thought | might get there andkbbefore you
missed me. But it was farther than | thought, aad Bhet me on the
road coming here, and—well, | expect you know tst.f

'‘Not all of it." Abby frowned. 'Why were you going see your
grandmother? What did you hope to achieve?'

Matthew slumped into a chair. ‘It seems prettyysiiow. |
thought—well, | thought if | told her—myself, | mea-that | didn't
want to live at the Manor with them, she might stogouraging you
to go away.'

Encouraging! Abby's mouth was dry. Thank goodness, Matthe
need never know the half of it.

'l guess living with Dad would have been okay,' tetv went on
consideringly, 'if it had only been him. I'd havassed you—a
lot—but at least I'd have had him. But | didn't wamo live with
Grandmama and that snobby Miss Langton. It woulthve seemed
right. And | knew she wouldn't want me around, rafteey were
married.'

'‘Oh, Matt!" Abby came to run her fingers over hag land this time he
didn't pull away. ‘Matt, | thought you'd jump aetbhance of living at
the Manor. Mrs Roth could offer you so much monthcould.'

'‘Well, she has a Iot more money,' said Matthew tgrai¢y. 'But |
wouldn't like to live anywhere without you. Everydu do give me a
hard time sometimes."'

'‘Poor thing!" Abby pulled his hair affectionatelgfbre withdrawing
her hand. 'And | suppose you think | should have you the truth
about why your father and | split up.’



'l don't know.' Matthew looked thoughtful. 'l guess/as betted this
way. | mean, | never doubted that | had a fathelr| 2l

'‘Oh, Matt!" Abby could feel the prick of tears bedhiner eyes once
more.

'Hey . Matthew got up from the chair, 'don't cryyid! Dad's going to
sort things out. He said so. He's even going t& lafier Aunt
Hannah.'

'Aunt Hannah!'

Abby caught her breath. She had been so absorlheat own affairs,
she had almost forgotten the old lady who was mesipte for
bringing her and Piers back together. Hurryinghgdtairs, she burst
into Hannah's bedroom, sighing with relief when she her aunt
was wide awake.

'l will have that slice of toast now, Abby," thedolady declared
staunchly, levering herself up on her pillows. 'Anlly are you so
red-faced? What's been happening while I've belee@®

‘Well--" Abby drew an uneven breath, ‘first of &iers and | are not
getting a divorce . . .'

It was Sean Willis's voice that eventually intetegthem. Matthew
had let the doctor in, and he came to the foothef dtairs to call
Abby's name. 'Do you have a minute?' he askeslabhut that report
we were discussing. | think I've found somethingg tilmight interest
you.'

The report! In all the excitement, Abby had forgativhat Sean had
said he would do, and calling Matthew upstairs itonsth Aunt



Hannah, Abby came down to find the young doctommlout the
grey ashes in the grate.

‘Aren't you cold?' he exclaimed, indicating the didae. 'Miss
Caldwell generally has a good blaze. Is she ill?'

'Only tired,' said Abby apologetically. 'And | hawehad time to light
the fire yet. It—it's been quite a morning.'

'So | believe.' Sean's expression was rueful at tres report may not
be necessary.'

Abby flushed. 'What did you hear?'

‘Well, you were seen getting into Roth's car eadiethis morning,’
he remarked dryly. 'And Mrs Davison said you'd adlebeen to my
house—I presume to arrest my investigations.'

'Oh, no--'
'No?'

'‘No." Abby shook her head. 'l—it was Matthew. Hgdhe missing.
Oh, it's a long story. Please—what did you find?6ut

Sean drew a folded sheet from his pocket. 'Thascspy of the report
Dr Morrison gave to your husband. Do you want @ i€

'‘May 1?'

'Of course.' Sean handed the form over. "Thougletter attached to
it is probably more comprehensible.’

Abby unfolded the sheet with trembling fingerswhs quite old and
the paper had yellowed, but it was still perfettlyible. As Sean had
said, apart from Piers' name, and age, and ddigtbf the scrawled



medical details entered on the form meant littleeq but the copy of
the letter accompanying it stated his conditiortejplainly.

Abby looked up then, her eyes troubled. 'But wiegsdthis mean?
How does it help?'

'‘Wait,' said Sean flatly, and withdrew another $ludgpapers from

his pocket. 'Look at this." He handed her a copgrnofdentical report,
again with an accompanying letter, only this titne patient's name
and personal details had been obscured. 'Go alheashid. 'Read it.'

Once again, it was a similar report, and this tiime letter gave a
favourable result. Both patients had been examaitidn a few days

of one another, and although the unknown patierst stated in the
letter to be fifteen years older than Piers, tis¢stbad been identical,
too.

Abby shook her head. '‘But what does this prove? Eawd the two
reports become mixed, if that's what you're img@#n

Sean pulled a wry face. 'l could say very easilithwlorrison's
haphazard methods of filing, but in actual factph't think he was to
blame.’

"Then who?'

Sean grimaced. 'Let me tell you." He paused. "Takeok at the
heading on the two reports. They were both camigdat Alnbury
General.'

'Yes.'

'‘Morrison sent his patients there for any examametihe was not
equipped to carry out.'

T see.'



'It's a large hospital, and it just so happenetattime that there was
an epidemic of food poisoning and they were undéest.’

'S0?' Abby prompted. 'They made a mistake.'

'It certainly looks like it." Sean shrugged. 'l Mebunever have
connected the two reports had | not found thend filegether.
Morrison's system!" He snorted. 'Or lack of it.’

'‘But even so--' Abby moved her shoulders. 'Why &hgou be so
convinced that Piers is all right? | mean--' shlewed, 'we know he
Is. But why should you think so?'

Sean gave her an old-fashioned look. 'Okay, Ititgéhe point. After
reading the two reports, | got out the other man@dical record. He's
dead now, by the way, or | might not be telling ybis.' He paused.
'His reasons for asking for the examination werkeint from
Roths. He was a man in his thirties at that time.add his wife had
been married for a number of years. They wanteshaly—but they
didn't seem to be making any progress.'

'l understand.’

'So he asked Morrison to set up the examinationyd\s saw, his
result was apparently positive. But when he distlyaar, he and his
wife were still childless.’

'‘Oh." Abby breathed a sigh. 'Poor man!'

‘Yes, well—that's not all | found out." Sean frown&re you ready
for the rest of it?'

'‘Ready?' Abby felt uneasy. 'That sounds ominous.'

‘The Roths already know this.’



Abby gasped. 'What?'

'It's true." Sean shifted a little uncomfortablywnoAfter | sorted the
information out, | rang Alnbury General. | know seal of the
doctors there, and it wasn't difficult to confirmynsuspicions.
Particularly when they had had a similar enquiryesal weeks
ago—from the Roths themselves.'

Abby blinked. 'But——-

‘They were asked whether there was any chancentleatar could
have been made, and enquiries were instigatedrried out that a
temporary clerk had been on duty at the time thgone were
prepared. It isn't beyond the realms of possibtidyguess how a
mistake could be made.’

Abby shook her head. So Piers had known, or at,ldasl his
suspicions, before he went to Germany, perhapsrdefoe even
came back to Rothside. It didn't matter now. He had another
examination and the tests proved there had beeastaka. But why
hadn't he told her about this, instead of allowneg to think he had
done it for her?

Perhaps he hadn't done it for her at all. The dea a painful
possibility. After meeting Matthew, perhaps he hdecided he
wanted his son, and after considering the proscand, maybe he
had thought this was the only sure way to get him.

'Hey . . .' Sean touched her suddenly pale chettkanplayful finger,
'l thought you'd be pleased. About your husbangwag. It seems to
prove conclusively that Matthew is his son, andt thias Roth's
sabre-rattling was all so much hot air.’

Mrs Roth!



At once, Abby's brain began to function rationabain. Dear God,
why did she always jump to hasty conclusions? Siteno reason to
believe that what Piers had told her was anythéisg than the truth.
Whereas she did have the knowledge of Mrs Ro#ssdbout her to
convince her that if anyone had contacted the kals|di must have
been her mother-in-law. She had said khew.Now Abby knew

how.

'l haven't upset you, have |, Abby?'

Sean's troubled voice brought her back to the ptes@md looping
back her hair behind her ears, Abby shook her HBats and | aren't
getting a divorce,’ she said, touching his sleexatefully. 'We
worked things out this morning, and | want to thaywu for
everything you've done.'

‘Me?' Sean gave a defeated shrug. 'I've done mgpthin
Except clear the way for my best girl to give me #tbow.'

'Oh, Sean!" Abby squeezed his arm. 'I'm sure yitlilsomeone else.
Now, let me make you a cup of coffee. It's thetiéaan do, when we
don't even have a fire for you to warm your hands.'

‘There's nothing I'd like better, but | can't.' Seaoved reluctantly
towards the door. 'I've got to go and see Mrs Qegsand I'm late
already. I'll be back to see Miss Caldwell laterthe week, but if
there's anything more you need, just let me know.'

'Thanks, Sean.’

Abby accompanied him to the gate, and he was juslirgy away

across the green as Piers' station wagon turnethetane leading to
the cottage. Abby felt a fluttering in her hearttes Mercedes slowed
to a stop, and she turned away abruptly as Piassttbpen his door.



His longer strides soon overtook hers, and putimpssessive arm
about her shoulders, he said: 'What was Willis gdiere?’

Abby looked up at him nervously. 'Are you jealous?’

'You know | am.' Piers' mouth compressed. 'Let'sngale. | can't
think straight when we're alone, and I've got anplavant to put to
your aunt.'

Abby shrugged and led the way into the kitcherwds chilly; she
switched on the electric fire her aunt kept for egeacies before
asking Piers if he would like a drink.

'‘Not right now," he said crisply, glancing aboumhiand then,
intercepting her anxious gaze, he groaned. 'Comee' e muttered,
pulling her into his arms, and the hungry preskisfimouth on hers
dispelled any lingering trace of uncertainty.

It was Matthew who interrupted them, coming dowa $iairs with
his usual noisy tread, giving Abby plenty of tintegut some space
between her and her husband before their son erugtethe room.

'l saw the car,' he exclaimed, smiling at his fath2id you go to the
Manor? Did you tell Grandmama?'

‘Matt!'

His mother's reproving voice brought a wave of ¢mbur into the

boy's face, but Piers only nodded good- naturedss,' he said, 'lI've
spoken to your grandmother. And--' Fie looked abyAbs he spoke,
'she agrees with me, it would be a good opportuoityer to go and
stay with her sister for a while.’

While Abby was digesting this news, Matthew grinegbpily. 'Do
you mean Aunt Isabel?' he asked, showing off h@\kedge of his
new-found relatives, but Piers shook his head.



'‘No, | mean Aunt Elizabeth,' he replied patient§ou don't know
her. She lives in Australia. I've persuaded yoangmother that the
hot dry air will be far more favourable for her tlika

'Oh, yes.' Matthew was engagingly innocent. "Yoamieer arthritis.'

'‘Something like that;' agreed Piers, looking intobXs eyes. 'Now,
all that's left is arranging someone to stay wihryaunt.’

Abby shook her head. 'She won't like it. That was of the reasons
she wanted me to come here: She didn't want soder @loman
looking after her.'

'‘What won't | like?' To Abby's surprise, Hannahsed#r spoke from
the doorway at the foot of the stairs. 'Well," sldeled, in answer to
her niece's shocked expression, 'l was tired ofingafor that toast
you promised me.'

'Oh, Aunt Hannah!'

Abby felt terribly guilty, but her aunt only clicklener tongue*'l was
only joking with you, girl,' she exclaimed impatign 'But do put the
kettle on. | won't say no to a cup of coffee.’

Abby sighed, and turned away, and as she did sonahatook her
seat by the fireplace and looked up at Piers. Welie said. 'What
won't | like? If you mean your taking Abby back wlehe belongs,
then you couldn't be more wrong.'

Piers smiled and then, with a revealing glance latyA he squatted
down beside Hannah's chair. 'Thank you,' he shkhdw | don't
deserve it. But | promise that in future there'lle bno
misunderstandings.'

'I'm glad to hear it.’



'‘What we—whatl was about to tell Abby was who I'd arranged t
come and stay at the cottage and look after you.'

'‘Mmm."' Hannah looked wary. 'Not that ferret-facedsMiames, |
hope. | wouldn't have her over the threshold.’

Piers chuckled. 'No, not Mrs James,' he averraalyfir'And just in
passing, | should tell Abby that Mrs James is gauiitp my mother.
To Australia, | mean.' He looked up at his wife hwiistracting
tenderness. 'We'll find someone else, and whén—they come
back, Mrs James can set up house with my mother.’

'‘What a good idea,' remarked Hannah dryly, and Afuidyher own
relief behind a tremulous smile.

'No, the person | have in mind for you is Susaaid ®iers steadily.
‘Susan Harris. Her family live--'

'l know where the Harrises live,' exclaimed Hanmaderrupting him.
'‘Good heavens, | know her mother and her grandmdshe are you
sure that's what she wants to do? | thought sheweddgng up at the
Manor.'

'She is, at present,’ Piers nodded. 'But she cthoiesa large family,
as you know, and quite recently she asked Mrs Jarhether there
was any chance of her being taken on permanemiyglin.’

'l see.’
Piers regarded the old lady inquiringly. 'Well? Wta you think?'
‘What does Susan think?"

'Oh, she's quite agreeable.' He paused. 'To bestjdnthink she's
tired of handing over all her wages every weeksMmy she'll gain
her independence.'



'Oh, but | couldn't afford--' Hannah began quicklgly to have Piers
interrupt her this time.

‘Let me do this,' he said heavily. 'It's the ldastn do after well, after
everything. Please. I'd like to.'

'I'm independent too, Piers.’

'l know it. But not too independent to deny yougaa the happiness
that is genuinely hers,' he said quietly. 'You woefuse me, will
you? Believe me, | can afford it.'

Hannah made a sound of impatience and then loakabkay's taut
fate. 'l suppose I'm going to have to humour yshg' declared, with
gentle irony, and Abby flew across the room to eanbrher.

It was late that evening before Abby and Piers dbtilemselves
alone in the kitchen of the cottage. It had beered that Susan
should come and stay with Miss Caldwell the follogvweek, after
Mrs Roth had departed for Australia. Until then,bfkhad insisted
that she and Matthew stayed on at the cottagePard had had to
accept it.

Nevertheless, after Hannah and Matthew had gone bed, Piers
showed no inclination to leave. 'We still havedlkt he said, pulling
Abby up out of her chair and down on to his lamustill didn't tell

me what Willis was doing here this morning.'

Abby sighed. "You may not like it.'

'‘Why?' Piers' fingers toyed lazily with a strandsiwery blonde hair.
'l know how he feels about you. It was obvious thatning | found
you two together. Why the hell do you think | wasrgde to him?'



Abby gave him an impatient look. 'Is that why?'

'‘Don't pretend you didn't know," replied Piers drylSo come
on—why was he here today?"

Abby shivered as his fingers probed behind her ®ading the
sensitive skin that curved into her nape. 'It wlagua you, actually,’
she confessed, lifting her shoulder involuntariBfter what your
mother said yesterday, I—I confided in him.’

'Did you?' Piers gripped her neck, turning her fageo his. "You're
right, | don't like it.’

Abby twisted away. 'l—-I had to talk to somebody.uMeeren't here,
or at least | thought you weren't, and—and yourhmohadn't given
me much time.'

‘The hell she hadn't!" Piers swore angrily. '‘Gotelime the rest.'

'‘Well, | babysat for Sean last night. He had anrgemcy call and it

was late when he got back. He was tired, so | madesome tea.' She
bent her head. 'l suppose now you're going to thivke was

something between us.'

Piers looked at her for a long minute, and themuiéed her closer
and buried his face in the hollow of her neck. 'Glda sorry,"' he
groaned. 'I'm a selfish bastard! I'm only thinkimigmyself. | guess
you must have been pretty desperate to confidayoree.'

'l was." Abby rubbed her palm along the rougherskon of his
jawline. 'l didn't know what | was going to do;' &paused. 'Sean
promised to try and find the report; the reportytisent from the
hospital. He thought Dr Morrison might have madwuistake, since
he was near to retirement and so on.’

'l see.' Piers' eyes gentled. 'And what did he diat?'



Abby hesitated. 'He thinks your report and the red another
patient were confused.'

Piers inclined his head. 'And did he contact thepital?'
‘l—yes.’

Piers put a hand beneath her chin. 'Then | guedsumal that my
mother had been doing some investigating of her.'own

Abby gave him a worried look. 'How do you know tHat

‘She told me herself, this morning. After we'digiinéened things out
about you and me.'

Abby was anxious. 'Was she very angry?'

Piers touched the corner of her mouth with his.lip®," he said
flatly. 'l was.' He shook his head. 'To think simew the truth about
Matthew's identity and didn't tell me!'

Abby expelled her breath unevenly. 'She didn't talixou?’

'‘No." Piers stroked her lips with his thumb. 'Bwds beginning to
have my doubts anyway.' He gave a rueful sighm&ly, because |
wanted an excuse to take you back.'

'Piers!'

'‘Well, it's the truth." She could not doubt his canty. 'That
morning—the morning | came to the cottage after our encouater
the station—I wanted you then, and you knew it. Gaglas furious
afterwards, for making such a bloody fool of myself

‘But when you came to London you brought Miss Langt



'‘As protection, | think," he confessed, rubbingdhieek against hers.
'Didn't you think it was odd that | should haveven Val to London,
when previously she'd caught the train?’

Abby shrugged. 'l didn't think about it.'

'‘Well, anyway—finding you there, realising the peahs Matthew
was creating, | knew | couldn't walk away—from eithof you.
Taking responsibility for the boy was a brainwaaeyay to get you
back to Rothside without committing myself in angyw

'‘But—you like Matt?' Abby was anxious.

'Like him?' Piers drew her lips to his and for amemt there was
silence between them. Then, setting her free, he o 'I'll never

forgive myself for doubting his identity. He's myrs | love him. And

I'm lucky to have been given a second chance tovdhon how

much.’

‘It may not always be easy.’
'l know that.'
'‘He—there may be times when he resents you.'

Piers acknowledged this. 'l know I'm going to htoveread carefully.
| know going to Abbotsford will lose its appeal.e ook her face
between his hands. 'But you and | will be togetidéz.can help him.’
He kissed her nose. 'You're forgetting, there mayifmes when I'll
resent him too.' He shook his head. 'For havingatbto himself for
far too many years.'

Abby slipped her arms around his neck. 'l thoughhéver be able to
forgive you.'

‘And can you?'



'Oh, yes.' Abby was very sure about that. 'It wiss$ jhe same for me
as for you. I didn't know how | was going to basing in Rothside,
knowing you were married to somebody else. Perlgaps mother
was doing me a favour. Perhaps she realised sgeungvith some
other woman would tear me apart.'

'l think she realised that even if | did marry Viamight not be the
most faithful husband with you around,' retortedr®iroughly, his
hand sliding possessively over her breast. Benbathhin wool of
her sweater, the nipple hardened instinctively, thigitime when his
mouth met hers it was with urgency and passiorar@»od, | want
you, Abby. Let's go to bed.

Abby gazed disbelievingly at him. 'Here?'

'You do have a bed, don't you?' he enquired, & taichumour
twisting his lips, and Abby nodded.

'‘But it's only a single divan--'

'Since when did we need a double bed?' responeesl, Bushing her
off his knee and getting to his feet. "You don'hwae to go, do you?'

'You know | don't, but--'

'‘Bed,' he said huskily, pushing her towards thasstand with a
helpless smile, Abby obeyed.

Some time later Abby opened her eyes to find Riespped on one
elbow beside her, watching her with adoring eyésu're the only
woman l've ever known who looks good asleep or awdle said
softly, taking care not to disturb the rest of tlm@isehold.



Abby knew a moment's regret. 'l—I| suppose you'vevkna lot of
other women,' she murmured, remembering all thoseykears, and
Piers bent to bestow a searching kiss on her php®d

'l haven't been a monk these last eleven yearsddnatted, 'but
there's never been anyone else. Not in the wayngan,' he assured
her.

‘There was Miss Langton,' Abby reminded him tauilyt Piers only
shook his head.'Val and | never got as far as sigepgether,' he told
- her huskily. 'Believe it or not, we were just gdaends. | think her
mother had warned her she'd be foolish to get imlwith me

before my divorce was finalised. Anyway, it's th&h. | wouldn't lie

to you.'

'‘But you wanted to,"' Abby ventured, needing to knamd Piers gave
her a wry look.

'l guess | wouldn't have objected, if she'd bedhngi' he conceded
honestly. 'But that was before you came back, disrg all my
carefully controlled emotions.’

Abby relaxed, putting her arms above her head a&etching like a
cat. She felt as if the last weight had been liftean her, and her
arms slipped around Piers' neck as he bent talkesscented hollow
between her breasts.

''m going to make arrangements for us to go awsey nurmured,
drawing her close against his warm body. 'At firgtought just the
two of us, but | guess it would be mean to leavétivav behind.’

'‘Go away?' Abby's brows arched. 'Go away where?'

'l thought Fiji, or the Seychelles,' Piers admitsedtly. 'Somewhere
hot. Where we don't need too many clothes. Somexwvercan be
alone.’



‘A second -honeymoon, you mean?' she breathed, reengm the
two ecstatic weeks they had spent in Antigua elgreams ago.

'‘Does it appeal to you?"'
‘You know it does.’

‘Good. I'll fix it. Then, when we come back, wéitid a replacement
for Mrs James.'

‘And fix up the nursery,' sighed Abby, wrigglingbsé against him.
;You do want another child, don't you?"

'‘As many as you like," agreed Piers, his leg gljdiatween hers. 'But
right now, all | needisyou . ..



