-:?"ﬂ"‘““."'iiﬁ" _— _
ANNE
MATHER

hell or Régh Wwater




HELL OR HIGH
WATER

Anne M ather



"We can't sell it to someone like him!"

Helen had to admit the sale of their estate wasssegy. She and her
mother could no longer afford to keep it up.

But she couldn't agree with her mother that seliirtg the popular
writer, Jarret Manning, would be a good deal. Javes a stranger, a
rootless jet-setter with no sense of tradition.

Yet Helen soon discovered that arguing over reakesvas the least
of her problems with Jarret. He threatened to cbeteieen her and
her fiance, Charles. And he seemed likely to suticee



CHAPTER ONE

THE apartment was silent except for the clatter of tyyewriter,
when the doorbell rang. It was a frustrating intsasnto the mood of
the narrative, and the man seated at the machopped typing
abruptly to rest his balled fists on the desk. Tistifling the impulse
to tear up the ruined page of the manuscript, ke t@ go and answer
it, a second peal grating in his ears as he crdbsedtbor. He was not
in the mood for casual callers, and friends of languaintance knew
better than to interrupt him at a time like thist his suspicions as to
who it might be were realised when he opened tloe.do

‘Jarret!" The reluctantly-ageing blonde who crostesl threshold
without waiting for his invitation caressed his ekewith an
elegantly-gloved hand. 'Mmmm, you haven't shavesl tfiorning,
darling. But | love you anyway, rough or smooth!'

The sensuous tones of the woman's voice had dtteet on their
recipient. With the grimness of impatience tightenihis lean
features, he leaned against the door frame, malongove to close
it, and his feminine visitor allowed a slightly meus trill of laughter
to escape from her lips.

‘Darling, don't stand there looking at me as ifalsw't welcome ...’

‘You're not!" he retorted. .. particularly whenainoe here with some
rather exciting news for you.'

There was a controlled expellation of breath, dahthe said flatly:
'I'm not ready for this, Margot. As you can sem Working ..." he
waved a careless hand towards the desk, 'andkédybu to go as
soon as possible.’

'‘Oh, we are a sourpuss today, aren't we?' shedteasewing no
iImmediate inclination to obey him. Instead, shecdaded the two



steps that separated the body of the apartmenttiienentrance on
perilously high heels, and did a deliberate pirtibeside his desk.
‘What's the matter?' she asked, puckering her ¢jlmsjed fingers

flicking the pages beside the typewriter withouenmest. 'Did" we

have a heavy night last night, or did we just gdtad bed the wrong
side this morning?'

‘Get out of here, Margot!

The demand was made almost mildly, a narrow-eyeskgaarding
his expression, and she chose not to respond to it.

‘Don't be so grumpy, Jarret,’ she pouted. 'Arentt §ven going to
offer me a drink? The traffic in Knights- bridge sverrible, and I'm
simply dying for something long and cool and sgirgf. Just like
you, darling.'

'l warn you, Margot..."

The quietly threatening tone at last got througthéo, and with a

gesture of offence she tilted her chin. With theedi of her throat

ironed out by the attitude, it was one of her Ipestes, and she knew
it, but Jarret felt the tightness of repulsion i3 Btomach as he
surveyed the deliberate come-on.

‘Can't you at least have the courtesy to closeldloe for a moment?'
she demanded at last, when her ploy produced etaoraHer mouth
compressed. 'You really are the most selfish basthrret. | don't
know why | care about you.'

‘Don't you?' Jarret's expression was resigned, after a slight
hesitation he closed the door and came down thioghatairs to
where she was standing. 'So?' he said, brows grehniquiringly. 'To
what do | owe the pleasure?'



Lady Margot Urquart's lips twitched frustratediynedid not like the
forbearing tone of his voice, or trust the supeéafity of his words. In
spite of their different social backgrounds, he sti$ able to make
her feel like a gauche ingénue, and despite thalHatshe was more
than ten years his senior, the cool blue-eyed s&heced her to an
open-mouthed sycophant.

‘You're a brute, Jarret!" she protested, runnidglégoerate hand into
the unbuttoned neckline of her silk shirt. 'Heear, making a special
journey just to do you a good turn, and you treatlike a—like a
leper! | know you're working, | know you want totge with your
book. But that's why I'm here—to help you.'

'l didn't know you'd taken a course in typewritindargot," Jarret
commented dryly, brushing past her to tug the afifeg sheet out of
the machine and roll it into a ball between higyml'But I'm sorry to
disappoint you, | prefer to work alone, and witivée interruptions
the better.’

'Oh, Jarret!" Margot's lips pursed. "You know Irdidnean that. And
why are you destroying that page? Surely | didstilsyour train of
thought.'

''ve screwed it up,' remarked Jarret unpleasaatig, her chin tilted
once more. 'And that's not the only thing thati®wed up around
here. I'd be grateful if you'd get to the point godf

Margot sniffed. 'lf you're going to be like thdt...

'‘What? Like what?' Jarret rested his denim-clad hgainst the desk
and folded his arms across his chest. 'How amee&beg to behave? |
didn't invite you here, Margot.'



'It's that Sinclair girl, isn't it?' she exclaimsdddenly, switching
tactics completely. 'Jo told me you'd been seeieig Thhat's why
you're being so utterly beastly—because of her!

Jarret's expression did not change. '"Why don'tglbme why you've
come here, Margot?' he suggested, ignoring hemuesttband with a
sound of deep frustration she flounced acrossabmenr

‘Well, if you won't offer me a drink, I'll help mgH," she declared,
glancing at him over her shoulder as she halted by of bottles
and glasses. 'Can | get you one, the hair of tgealad all that, or will
that disturb your creative impulses too?'

'l don't want a drink, Margot,' he refused, levgrims lean body into
the leather chair beside the desk and drapingeanedsually over the
arm. 'l don't need that kind of stimulation thislgan the morning.’

'It is half past eleven, darling,’” Margot defendserself sulkily,
pouring a generous measure of Scotch into a tunahi@king with
ice and adding the merest touch of American dmnritd that's better,’
she affirmed, licking the traces of alcohol fronr Hell lips and
viewing him mistily. 'The first drink of the day &ways the best.'

'‘And that's the first?' mocked Jarret scepticallyd then regretting
the impulse to arouse further recriminations, adtfe@ you going to
tell me why you've come here now, Margot? Of mussdume that
was just an excuse to pacify the beast in me?'

'‘No, it wasn't." Margot was indignant, flicking h@eated skirt with a
careless finger, drawing attention to the slendesmé leg and ankle.
'l really do have some news for you, Jarret, hialf inclined not to
tell you, you've been so uncivil to me.'

Jarret's mouth thinned. 'Then don't.'



Margot's face crumpled. 'Oh, darling, don't be tikat, just because |
choose to tease you. You know | could never deny aioything. |
don't know why you persist in treating me like alfo

Jarret swung his leg to the floor. ‘Look, Margadph't have the time
to sit here and discuss my shortcomings. Okay,al'frute and a
bastard and | treat you abominably. So what's ttracéion? I've
never given you any reason to think you could rynlife for me.’

Margot sighed, swinging round on her heels andngastlessly to
the windows. From this height, the whole panorafbomdon and

its greater outskirts were spread out below inwjing detail, a grey
plume of smoke rising from the chimneys of the piostation across
the river. It was a grey day, dull and uninspiriwtpen the metropolis
looked somewhat less than its best.

Turning, she surveyed the room behind her with nsatesfaction. It

was austere, of course, recognisably masculinggthmaictive in spite
of that. She would have liked to have thought tta¢ had been
instrumental in his . leasing this apartment, batttuth was its owner
had been- more than willing to acquire a tenardtaofet's increasing
popularity, and consequently he had been givepitieof the block.

That had been more than eighteen months ago nod, han

reputation still continued its meteor-like rise.

Jarret, watching the emotions that governed herresspon,
wondered exactly what Jo Stanford had told hert Td@y had her
own reasons for feeling aggrieved with him, and fe& the
increasingly familiar pangs of dissatisfaction imhthat came from a
surfeit of social adulation.

Margot finished her drink, and then, surveying tbe cubes still
slipping around in the bottom of her glass, sat@u' know how
you've been saying that London is too— hectic fou,ythat this
apartment is too accessible to really provide ideadrking



conditions? Well ..." she paused to give her neatd® their full
impact, 'I've found just the place for you.'

'‘Really?’ Irritation flicked along Jarret's nerv&au'vefound just the
place for me? How considerate of you!'

‘No, really, Jarret, | mean it." Margot was aggtagay his sardonic
tone. 'I'm not joking. | know exactly the sort ddpe you need, and it
just so happens that the owner is a friend of mine.

‘You know, | thought perhaps he might be,' remarBadet dryly,
getting to his feet. 'Well, thanks, Margot, butthanks. If and when |
do decide to leave London I'll do so of my own woh, not to take up
some offer you've contrived to arrange--"

'‘Oh, you're deliberately misunderstanding me!" Marglmost
stamped her small foot in impatience, reaching tha bottle of
Scotch again and splashing its contents into hassgl' haven't
arranged anything, nor do | intend to. Except peskawell, you are
the one who has to make the decision.’

‘Yes, | am, and if you don't mind--'

‘Jarret! Jarret,-listen to me!' She swallowed a timioi of Scotch for
sustenance, and approached him severely, holdirgglherect. 'l
know what I'm talking about. It's not just an ideirg's Green is
exactly the place for you,' Jarret faced her weanititation giving

way to endurance as he regarded her appealingdsatWhen will

you learn that | prefer to do my own hunting, hoasetherwise,' he
told her steadily, and she plucked wretchedly a& hieeve,
unwillingly inciting his sympathy.

'‘Won't you at least consider the suggestion?' skatuved,
encouraged to transfer her hand from his sleevgstoheek, gazing
up at him limpidly. ‘It really is a gem of a plaead Alice wouldn't be



selling at all, if the upkeep of it wasn't so ptamtive.' Jarret's mouth
twisted. 'So what makes you think | need such araexgance?’

‘Darling ..." She reached up to touch his unshgaemwith her lips.
‘You can afford it, you know you can. And King'se@n is the ideal
spot for you to work.'

Jarret put her firmly away from him, and ignorimg twounded look
she gave him, walked half resignedly across thenrd@/here is this
place?' he demanded, massaging the back of hiswidtkmpatient
fingers. 'lIs King's Green a village or a house bat¥'

‘It's a house,’ Margot offered, at once forgoing pgde in her
eagerness. 'Queen Anne, | think. Oh--' this astdmtesl to protest,
'—it's in excellent condition. A little damp in gkes perhaps, but that
can easily be rectified, and it's in an absolugadr of a setting.'

‘Where?' Jarret distrusted Margot's enthusiasmhbéutext words
allayed his suspicions.

‘A place called Thrushfold in Wiltshire. On the Whire-Dorset
borders, actually. Near enough to London to driparua matter of
hours, but not near enough to attract casual vssito

Jarret acknowledged this with a faint inclinatioh s head.
'‘Wiltshire," he murmured reflectively. 'l see.'

‘You'd love it!' Margot pressed her advantage. 'lt's g
everything—nhalf a dozen bedrooms, two or threepeoe rooms,
and a library! You could work in there. It overlaothe paddock. And
the grounds themselves are just big enough to emsivacy.'

‘How big?' enquired Jarret dryly, and Margot mokied shoulders in
a little offhand gesture.



'l don't know exactly,’ she prevaricated. 'Does niatter?
Forty—maybe fifty, I'm not sure. What's really inmamt--'

‘Forty or fifty what?' Jarret interrupted h&cres?Margot, you must
be out of your tiny mind! I'm no landowner !

Margot pouted. 'That doesn't mean you couldn'daejng. | think
you'd make a marvellous squire! And King's Greesnhdad one of
them for—oh, ten years or so.’

‘Let me get this straight.' Jarret pushed his thaimto the low belt of
his denims. "You're suggesting | buy this—this KsnGreen from
some—friend of yours?'

‘A School friend, yes. Alice Chase.'
‘And she's a widow?'

‘Hardly your taste, darling,' retorted Margot sfully. 'She's twelve
stone if she's an ounce!'

Jarret ignored her. 'That's the proposition youe#&mput to me,' he
continued. 'That | buy—King's Green.'

'‘Why not?' Margot was forced to put her maliciossnaside. 'lt is
what you've been looking for, isn't it? A place time country.
Somewhere you can work—in peace.'

‘Mmmm.' Jarret sounded as though he was extrenaeligttul.

'‘Well, at least come and see it,' she urged hilerds no harm in
that, is there? | mean, you're not committed tdlanyg, are you? And
I'm sure you'll be—enchanted, when you see it.'

‘Enchanted?' Jarret stifled his rather wry humtin, Margot, you
don't know me very well, do you?"



‘Well enough,’ she murmured huskily. '‘But not al a®1'd like.'

Jarret sighed. 'Look, | guess you thought you wlerag me a favour,
coming here and letting me know about this placeavell, | can't
make a decision just like that. —need to thinkght'

'Of course.' She sounded as if she had never dbubtBut you will
make up your mind soon, won't you, darling? | meéaald Alice I'd
let her know within a couple of days.'

. 'A couple of days,' echoed Jarret irritably. IHekan't make that
kind of decision in forty-eight hours!

Margot hesitated. 'Come and see it,' she suggagtad. 'It's only an
hour or two's drive. We could go tonight, and cdraek tomorrow.'

‘We?'

'Of course, darling. | promised Alice I'd introduiger to you. She's
one of your fans, you know. She has all the boakswe written.’

‘All three of them?' mocked Jarret cuttingly.
Margot flushed. 'Will you come?"
'l can't,’ he stated flatly. 'Not today. It's ofitlee question.'

‘Tomorrow, then,' she persisted, only the tightgnof her lips
indicating her reaction to the inevitable reasamdfs refusal. 'Jarret,
you owe it to yourself--'

Jarret cut her off without preamble. Tomorrow mogi he specified
abruptly. 'It's Friday. We can drive down beforedh and be back in
town in time for dinner."'



‘Are you making me an offer?' Margot probed, butels expression
was not encouraging.

'l have work to do,' he reminded her, and she mnaaglédky gesture of
acceptance.

'‘What time tomorrow?'

‘Nine o'clock.'

'So early!" Margot was horrified.

'If | can make it, surely you can,' he averredyryt it a date?"

'‘How could | refuse such a gallant proposition®' sdtorted, showing
a little of the humour which had attracted his ratitn in the first
place. 'All right, darling, nine o'clock it is. Wyou pick me up?'

'‘Promptly," he affirmed, with a bow of his headddnrced to the
conclusion that for the present this was all shddcexpect of him,
she put down her glass and moved towards the door.

‘Until tomorrow,' she murmured, lingering long egbufor him to
respond if he chose, but Jarret remained wheredse w

‘Tomorrow," he agreed shortly, and the door closgdder heavily
behind her.

With her departure, Jarret breathed a sigh offrdltleen, raking back
his hair with aggressive fingers, he went to take of the narrow
cigars he favoured from the carved box on the boslkes. He was
already regretting the Impulse he had had to givéoi her, and
Impatience carved its identity across his darkuiest. Why the hell
had he agreed to such a wasted outing? It washenlyay of getting
him to spend the day with her. Why on earth hddntbld her to go to
hell, and shut her out of his life once and fo? &le shook his head. A



country estate was not for him, and she knew iholise, maybe.
That had possibilities. But forty or fifty acresarfable land ...

He slumped down into the chair beside the typewaitel propped his
head on his hand. What had he done that mornings? maybe three
pages! He wasn't even satisfied with what he hattenr It was

vacuously amateurish, he thought, with savagecsiti, ignoring

completely the incisive prose which had made asled#ist of his first

novel and subsequent successes of his secondiahd\ivertheless,
the meaningless words and phrases were not Jagehikg at his
best, and the horrible suspicion that he had ngtimare to say stirred
in his stomach like a corpse in its tomb.

It was useless to pretend he was working at the enbnHe was
finding it increasingly difficult to concentratené where once these
minor distractions would not have troubled him,elgthe was
inventing reasons for not sitting down at the typtaw.

Would a change of surroundings help? He suspetcteigint. Margot

had been right when she had said he was too aEegsiLondon,

too open to distraction, and maybe for his own ghedneeded a
change. Too many parties, too many drinks, too nhateynights ...

The indictment was endless, and he had no onaiodbut himself.
He had let the fruits of his success dictate lyile if living, and for a
writer that was professional suicide. Maybe if loé gway from town

for a while, he would have time to think. In theah, unpolluted air
of the countryside his brain would reassert its@ffgd recover from
the crippling effects of too little stimulation atmb much apathy.

Realising he was not about to write anything ofigigance today, he
determinedly put his self-doubts aside and wentdsh and shave.
Then, adding a navy corded jacket to his denims,ldfie the
apartment. Downstairs in the underground car park, of the fruits
of his success he did appreciate awaited him, arldvirered his lean
body behind the wheel, and started the powerfulvevecylinder



engine. It responded without effort, and he reviema of the space
and then accelerated smoothly up the ramp to thetst

It took him less than half an hour to reach higidason, a narrow
terraced house in a row of the same, situatedessasalubrious area
across the river. The sun was endeavouring to bteakugh the
clouds as he parked his car at the kerb, and ldvyeneself out on to
the pavement, and he paused to grin at an eldestyom peering
through the lace curtains of the house oppositerbetalking up the
path to the house.

It could do with painting, he reflected, lettingrigelf in with his key
and slamming the door behind him. 'It's only me¢gDhe called by
means of-a warning, and then strolled down theomapassage to the
back of the house.

The old man was not in the living room or the kéohbut the open
back door indicated his whereabouts. He was inldhg narrow
garden, pottering about in the greenhouse, an@tJantled a wry
face as he went to show himself.

'‘What are you doing here?' the old man demandedighdy not

entirely able to hide his pleasure neverthelestorit normally see
you Thursdays, do I? You got some trouble or somegilor is this

just a social call?'

Jarret grimaced. 'That's some line in welcomeswvgogot there,
Paddy," he remarked without rancour leading the teagk to the
house. 'Il make a special effort to come and seeamdiwhat do you
say?'

'‘Don't call me Paddy,' the old man grunted, coniirig the kitchen
after him and reaching for the kettle. 'Do you waicup of tea or are
you needing something stronger? I've a bottle oltstin the
cupboard, if it's not too strong for your taste.'



Jarret grinned. 'The stout would be fine," he afyrpeopping himself
against the table. 'And how have you been sincéaieime | saw
you?'

The old man busied himself getting out two bottbdsstout and
levering off the caps. Jarret saw, with some camciat his hands
were getting shaky, and there wasn't the stremgthem there had
been a year ago. That stroke he had had, had ma&s:out of him
than he cared to admit, and Jarret wished he wtailchim do

something for him.

But Patrick Horton was intensely independent, heagé had been,
and since Jarret's mother died he had resisteffaits to share in his
stepson's success. It was ironic really, Jarraighbnow, that his
mother should have died only weeks after his flisbk was
published, and the subsequent success it had elj@genever made
her life any easier.

Now he accepted the stout the old man handed leaolined the offer
of a glass, and raised the bottle to his lips.dswich and black, and
only slightly warm despite the heat of the day, dmed drank it
thirstily, acknowledging the old man's pleasurdis enjoyment as
he wiped the back of his hand across his mouth.

'S0?' he urged. "You're keeping well? No more oféhdizzy turns
you were having a month or two ago?'

‘Psshaw, dizzy turns!" His stepfather was impati#nt getting too
old, that's all that's wrong with me. And you didcome here to
discuss my aches and pains.’

Jarret sighed. 'l wish you'd let me find you somergh—pleasanter,
somewhere smaller. Somewhere you could look afver garden,
and not have to bother about taking care of a hoideungalow,

for--'



'l was born in this house, Jarret, and | intendi¢chere,' his stepfather
interrupted him firmly. 'It may seem scruffy andddashioned to

you, after that place of yours up West, but itsuite down to the
ground.'

Jarret shook his head. 'You're an obstinate oldl fbm you know
that?'

'‘Why? 'Cause | won't let you squander your moneynen Humph!'
He chuckled. "You save it for those skinny bitskift | see you going
about with. Don't know what you see in them, | tbohestly.'

*'Don't you?' queried Jarret lazily, and his sépér chuckled once
again.

‘Well, yes, | guess | do at that,' he agreed wilskéBut that's not to
say | approve. You'll be getting yourself into tobei one of these
days, and then all that money of yours won't baighdo get you out
of it.’

‘Mmm." Jarret took another mouthful of his stouif@a®nsidering the
point, and the old man continued:

'Like that Honourable what's-her-name you usedeto ®ometimes.
Margaret something or other.’

‘Lady Margot Urquart," amended Jarret dryly. 'As a matter of,fa
saw her this morning.'

'Did you?' His stepfather made a sound of conteiBjt.she's still
hanging around, is she? What the hell do you watfit an old bird
like her?'



'l have to remind you that it was Margot who pedach James
Stanford to publisibevil's Kitchelf he retorted, shrugging. 'Besides
she's not that old, Paddy. | doubt if she's evety.fo

‘And you're thirty-one," his stepfather pointed shibrtly.

Jarret sighed. 'Well, as a matter of fact, Margdthdve a reason for
visiting me ..."

' can believe it!"

‘No, really.' Jarret had finished the contentsheflbottle and now he
took mock-aim at the old man. 'She's suggested Ebme place out
in the country.'

Patrick Horton absorbed this in silence for sevemautes while he
examined the contents of his small pantry. Theadisiag his stepson
expected an opinion from him, he turned and glamtdum over his
shoulder.

‘What kind of a place?’

Jarret shrugged. 'A house—and some land. It belmnas old school
friend of hers.’

‘And who's going to live there? You and Lady Ma®jot

'Of course not.' Jarret was impatient now. 'Met dos!" He pushed
back his hair with a weary hand. 'I'm getting st&lad. The words
just aren't coming any more. | need to get away—dtifling in
London.’

‘What you mean is you're bored, don't you?' higfatber remarked
shrewdly. 'Too many late nights and too much altohad too many
women!'



‘All right!" Jarret heaved a deep breath. "What gawuis true. I'm too
easily diverted. Maybe out at Thrushfold I'll bdeato breathe again.

‘Thrushfold?' His stepfather frowned. 'Where's2hat

'I'm not precisely sure. Somewhere in Wiltshiree ftouse is called
King's Green. A genuine old property!" he addedthwmnock
transatlantic reverence.

'So you've made up your mind then?'

'‘No." Jarret put the bottle on the table behind himd shoved his
hands into his jacket pockets. 'No, | haven't dettiglet. | haven't
even seen it That's one of the reasons why | waateele you—to ask
you what you thought. To find out whether you thitda good idea
or not.’

'Hmm.' The old man grimaced. "You had anythingat?'e

'Some toast, at breakfast time,' replied Jarraepdy. 'What's that
got to do with anything?'

'l think I'll open a tin of soup,' declared Mr Hamt consideringly.
'‘Which would you prefer? Chicken or oxtail? It'sthk same to me.’

"'l take you out for lunch, Dad,' protested Jgretdaking his head,
but his stepfather declined.

'If my soup's not good enough for you--' he begaa, with a gesture
of acquiescence Jarret shed his coat and reacloeldngmmoredly for
the can-opener.

Later, seated at the kitchen table ladling spoandfibxtail soup into
his mouth, Jarret returned to the object of hig.Vvi&bout this house,
Dad,' he began uncertainly, ‘what do you think? l@uigo go out of
town for a while?'



Mr Horton considered for a few moments, and themdeded his
balding head. I'd say it was the best idea youtlima long time,' he
asserted, frowning. '‘But not if you take anyonenglwith you.'

'If you mean Margot, I've no intention of doing'so.

'l didn't mean her, actually. | meant that othee bmead you'd been
seeing. Some model girl, isn't she? Comes from AdaeThey gave
you quite a write-up in th&azette:

‘Vivien Sinclair,’ remarked Jarret flatly. 'Donéllt me you didn't
notice her name. Yes, she's a model. And I've beeimg her for over
six months. But there's no likelihood of her jompime in my country
retreat. She likes the bright lights far too muehthat.’

He didn't sound heartbroken, and his stepfathere gaim a
disapproving stare. 'You don't care, do you?' lnéa@xed, permitting
a brief word of criticism. 'Jarret, when are youngpto give up this
artificial existence and settle down? You know yowther would
have wanted you to.'

'‘Oh, Dad!" The younger man lay back in his chaa aarveyed his
stepfather humorously. 'Don't give me that old.lM#at Ma would
or would not have wantad immaterial, isn't it? | mean—well, she's
dead, and my idiosyncrasies aren't going to hurtdre they?'

Patrick Horton sighed. "You'll find your own way the devil, |
suppose,' he muttered.

Jarret shook his head and sat up again. 'So howt gbo coming

with me instead? Then you could keep an eye orensjre that | ate
the right food and got to bed at a reasonable tand, didn't sleep
with any strange women!'



His stepfather's lips twitched in spite of hims&h, no!" he denied at
once. 'I'm not your keeper, nor would | want to B&ad as for
removing myself to the wilds of Wiltshire at my &nof life—no,
thanks!' He paused. 'But you go, Jarret, son, you'm all in favour
of that. I'm in favour of anything that will makewy happy.'

‘Thanks, Dad.' Jarret leant across to squeezeldhman's arm, and
they finished the meal in a companionable silence.

It was after four when Jarret arrived back at Ipiarament. Despite
the unsatisfactory beginning to his day he felsoeably content, and
half inclined to anticipate the journey to Thruddfavith some
enthusiasm. If the house was any good, the salbtrb&gcompleted
before the end of May, with the long lazy days winser to look
forward to. In previous years he had gone to Beararl to Cannes,
and last year he had spent some time on the wast 0bthe United
States, but the prospect of spending the sumnghame of his own
was appealing, and he wondered how he would reasbtmuch
isolation.

Vivien Sinclair's reactions were characteristicatlgposed to his
leaving London.

‘Jarret, you can't!'" she wailed, when he casuadlgtraned the idea at
dinner that evening. 'Honey, you'd die in a plake that! Come to
Barbados with me next week. You know I've got thaidelling
assignment, and you could work at the hotel whileas at the
studios.’

Jarret grimaced. 'No, thanks,' he declined gehtheed to work, not
to play baby-sitter while you take off your clotlfes someone else.’

'‘But Jarret," she protected, clasping one of higlean both of hers,
regardless of the interested eyes of their waidren will | see you,
stuck out in this Godforsaken hole--'



'Hardly a hole," he corrected her dryly, removireg fingers. 'Now,
do you want yoghurt or ice-cream to finish, or shplst order coffee
for two?"

'l couldn't eat another thing,’ she protested bylkpulling a
handkerchief out of her handbag and sniffing misigranto it. "You
can get me a brandy with my coffee instead. | nemdething to
sustain me after what you've just told me.'

Jarret shrugged and summoned the waiter, and ardbesdrinks
with the minimum amount of fuss. Then he relaxefli;mseat while
Vivien recovered her humour, apparently immune &v tearful
performance.

'‘And when do you leave?' she ventured at last, whaaturred to her
that she was doing herself no favours by causisgeae, and Jarret
looked up from lighting a cheroot through the nared fringe of his
lashes.

'It's not even definite yet, Vivien,' he told hexdy, putting his lighter
away. 'lI'm going down to see the place tomorrolvkiiow more
about it after that.’

'‘But how did you learn of its whereabouts anyway® exclaimed,
putting her handkerchief away. 'Thrushfold! In Wile? I've never
even heard of it.'

‘The county isWiltshire' Jarret amended, realising he might as we
tell her the whole tale. '‘Margot Urquart told meabit. It belongs to
an old school friend of hers.’

Vivien evidendy suppressed the retort that spranber lips, and
asked about the house with as much detachmeneasld muster.
But later that night, when they were alone in hgarament, she could
not deny the need for reassurance that only halcpué.



'You—er—you wouldn't consider marrying Margot Urdyiavould
you, Jarret?' she probed, caressing his ear wittiyranxious lips,
and Jarret's laughter came from deep down in hesth

‘No,' he agreed, turning his mouth into her napd, she breathed a
sigh of relief as he kissed her.



CHAPTER TWO

'WHEN did you decide all this?' Helen Chase roundedevmiother in
uncharacteristic aggravation. '‘Couldn't you attlbase discussed it
with me first?'

Mrs Chase expelled her breath on a long sigh, aed teplied
carefully: 'We have discussed it, Helen. You knbattas well as |
do. And there is no other solution.’

'‘How can you say that?' Helen made a gesture sfr&tion. 'After
Charles and | are married--'

'Yes? After you and Charles are married—what?' Gtrase viewed
her daughter with fond affection. 'My dear, Chavies't want to live
at King's Green, and as far as keeping two homeg ge concerned
.... she shook her head, 'It's simply not feasible.

'‘But there must be something we can do." Helen cpaestlessly
across the room, the silky dark hair that resistiéckfforts to curl
curving under her chin as she moved. She wore & simple but
effective style, parting it centrally, and allowitige two sides to hang
loosely to her shoulders; but now she pushed élessly behind her
ears, too disturbed by what she had learned tapggttention to her
appearance.

‘There's not," her mother assured her now, resuthengewing which
Helen had interrupted. 'Since your father diedghihave gone from
bad to worse, and it's a relief to me to know gt at least aren't
going to suffer by it.'

'Am | not?' Helen sounded less than convinced, la&d mother
looked up once again.



‘Darling, you're getting married in August. And urally I'm hoping
we can stay here until then. Your father would hasaated it that
way. But after the wedding ..

Helen hunched her slim shoulders. 'l still thinkiye acting hastily. |
mean, anything can happen between now and August.’

'‘Nothing that's likely to make the slightest impeawent in our
financial position,' replied her mother dryly, usedher daughter's
attempts to dissuade her from even consideringdis of selling.
‘And quite frankly, my dear, I'm tired of living ithhand-to-mouth
existence.'

'‘But why involve Margot Urquart?' demanded Helelmging to
straws now. 'I mean—oh, you know what she's liketlAhis man,
whoever he is, is just the latest in a long lindafhgers-on---'

‘Jarret Manning is hardly a hanger-on, darling$ i@hase remarked
evenly, returning to her sewing.

‘Jarret Manning!" Helen pursed her lips. 'Imagielérsgy King's Green
to someone like him!'

Her mother showed a little impatience now. 'l enjayret Manning's
work, Helen, and | see no reason for you to ceéidhe man when
you don't even know him.'

‘Nor do you,' retorted Helen shortly, and her mpothubjected her to a
pitying appraisal.

‘It seems to me, Helen, that whoever eventuallysliing's Green,

you won't be satisfied. At least, with Margot'seivention, we may

be spared the humiliation of having to advertisetlibuse and show
crowds of curious sightseers over the grounds.'



'‘What makes you think Jarret Manning isn't justiaaus sightseer?"'
demanded her daughter crossly, and Mrs Chase dittespund of
irritation. 'Well," continued Helen defensively,e'hwas born in
Stepney or Tooting or some such place, wasn't hafdly the

background of someone who might find the peace lsality of

King's Green to their taste!'

'You little snob!" Mrs Chase stared at her daugasaf she had never
seen her before. 'Is that what you really thinkthéd how you feel?
Have | brought you up all these years to regardrgtieople with such
contempt?'

‘No, I--' Helen had the grace to flush now, anddblur deepened
becomingly beneath the honey-gold skin of her chedlkat is—oh,
Mummy! Is there nothing else we can do?’

'‘What do you suggest?' Her mother was not incliodoke generous.
‘Turn the Flynns out of the home farm? They cowdden afford to
buy it, but | suppose someone else might.’

'‘No! No!" Helen pushed her fingers through her lraia revealing
gesture. 'But—Margot Urquart's latest boyfriend!'

Mrs Chase's features softened slightly. 'Look, dwryou don't like
Margot,' she said quietly, 'but remember, Margatas involved in
the sale.'

Helen shrugged. 'Perhaps she is. Perhaps she'ssstris time. She's
always coveted King's Green. Maybe she intendshé&esit with
him.'

Mrs Chase shook her head. 'My dear Helen, if Mangotwanted to
buy King's Green, why didn't she just say so?'



Helen shrugged. 'l doubt if she could stand beinigusfrom London,’
she admitted, and then sighed. 'Anyway, | wishg/¢ald me sooner.
I'd have arranged to be out or something.'

‘That's precisely why | didn't tell you,' retortedr mother firmly. ‘I
had no intention of having to give Margot excusest@awhy my
daughter had absented herself. And besides, | yoamtopinion.'

'Really?' Helen sounded sceptical. 'And if | dapprove?’

Mrs Chase put her sewing aside and rose to her'festist go and
speak to Mrs Hetherington. Margot said they expktiarrive about
midday. If we have lunch at one- thirty, that shibgive us time to
show Mr Manning the house first.'

After her mother had left the room Helen walkeddissolately over
to the windows, staring out with fierce possessegsiover the lawns
and flower-beds that bordered the house. This wamibme, it was
the place where she had been born, and she knewiegk of it with
the familiarity of long use. She could see the @if§, growing in
wild profusion between the old larch and fir treaad she knew,
without even looking, that the wooded slopes beywmlild be
starred with crocuses and pansies, the pathswhibla carpet of pine
needles. How could she contemplate handing KingeeiGover to
some stranger without feeling this pang of helpless and
resentment? Particularly when the person involveaks wne of
Margot Urquart's young men!

Of course, she really knew nothing about Jarret mag) except
what she had read on the flyleaf of one of the bolk&r mother
collected so avidly. The kind of political thrillkxe wrote, where the
reader was never absolutely sure that what he egalirg was fiction
or fact, had never appealed to her. She prefenstdri, in all its

various forms, but her mother found them fascimptand was
obviously looking forward to meeting the author.efé had been a



picture of him, too, and it was this as much aglang which aroused
Helen's contempt now. He was young—twenty-fivehonty at most,
while Margot had been in her mother's year at Sglamal Mrs Chase
was forty-two.

Of course, Margot had been married, three timesadlgt but those
associations had not lasted. She was much too isee to
masculine flattery and attention, and her wealtld aarefully
preserved looks often attracted younger men. Inpbsition as the
daughter of the late Lord Conroy, himself a patbthe arts, Margot
would be a very useful ally for a young author &wé, decided Helen
cynically, and she wondered how they had met.

Her mother coming back into the drawing room att tim@ment
interrupted her cogitation, and she tried to apy@self to what Mrs
Chase was saying.

You'll be happy to know that Mrs Hetherington agevith you,' the
older woman declared tersely, helping herself ¢tggarette from the
box on the mantelshelf. 'Really, | just happenechémtion that Lady
Margot was bringing a prospective buyer down toteeenouse, and
she immediately jumped to the conclusion that shatomatically

lose her job!"

'‘Can you blame her?' Helen turned from the windowggread her
hands expressively. 'Honestly, Mummy, can you stereof the
Hetheringtons working for some— some artist, in tekar
category?'

‘Mr Manning is a writer, not an artist.'

‘Writers, artists, they're all the same,’ decladddlen airily,
dismissing die fact that she had never actually aneftiter before.
'‘Besides, the Hetheringtons are old, Mummy. And konaw what
they say about old retainers!



Mrs Chase smoked her cigarette with more aggressiam

enjoyment. 'Oh, but | wouldn't like to think thetHeringtons were in
danger of being dismissed. | mean, Hetheringtorldw@sed after the
grounds for years! The trees and flowers—they'salbmain. | never
interfere, you know that. The greenhouses ..."' (@t=d nervously
across to the window and looked her daughter styuaré¢he face. 'l

shall have to make it a condition of the sale, thatHetheringtons
retain their jobs."'

'l don't think you can do that, Mummy," retortedléte bluntly,
sustaining her mother's piercing scrutiny. 'Aftiy this isn't a small
business you're selling, it's a house. An estatel. far all we know,
Jarret Manning may have his own staff of servants.’

‘You don't really believe that, do you, dear?’

Her mother looked really worried now, and with ghsHelen moved
away from her. There were times when Mrs Chasgusgas little too
intense, and this was one of them. How could shexpected to
know what Jarret Manning's reactions to the Hetiigggoin's might be,
and in any case, he hadn't definitely decided totbe house yet, had
he?

'‘Oughtn't we to wait and see what he thinks figt@ asked now, and
to her relief her mother accepted the reprieve.

'Of course, of course.’' Mrs Chase's face clearsdmay not like the
house at all, and Margot did say he was doubtfauathe amount of
land ..

‘There you are, then.' Helen forced a smile andsg the room to
pour two glasses of sherry from the decanter stgnoin a table near
the door. 'Here, drink this. | think we can botle its



‘Mmmm, thank you.' But Mrs Chase took the glass deunghter
offered rather absendy, before focussing doubtfuiy Helen's
jean-clad figure. 'Aren't you going to change, idgf? | do think we
should represent a certain standard of—breedirdjtfaose jeans are
practically indecent.’

'Now who's being snobbish?' enquired Helen dryastihg her
sherry. Then she looked down at her cotton shdtraatching pants.
'‘What's wrong with what I'm wearing? You look eleganough for
both of us.'

Her mother accepted the back-handed complimentawtiny smile,

but she did permit herself a moment's self- applralsefore

acknowledging that it was true. Her pleated drdssoti blue wool

disguised the fuller lines of her figure, and tleas that circled her
throat were a gift from her grandmother, and cousatly valuable.
She looked at home in her surroundings, she thotagitionable, but
not flashy, refined, but not understated.

Helen, for her part, hid her own anxiety, the |daghes drooping
over eyes that might reveal her uncertainty. Peslel ought to
change, she thought, but she rebelled against dwigthing which
implied an acceptance of Margot's protege as thspective owner
of King's Green.

The sound of a powerful engine approaching the éenaiied all
other activity, and Mrs Chase looked at her daughi#h something
resembling panic. ‘It must be them!" she almosspéried the words,
and with a feeling of irritation overcoming her agpension Helen
set down her glass.

'Who else?' she agreed tautly. 'Unless Charles chasen this
moment to put in an appearance.’

'Do you think he might?’



Her mother looked almost hopeful, but Helen shoek head.
'‘Charles is in Cheltenham, as you very well knowlie retorted,
looping her hair behind her ears in a businessli&g. 'Do you want
me to let them in? Then you can greet them herethle gracious
hostess you are.’

Mrs Chase looked doubtful, but Helen was alreadyiteg the room,
casting a reassuring glance over her shouldemdryo feel as
confident as she looked.

The doorbell pealed as she started across thesbhthjng around the
mellow panelling and bringing an increasing awassr@ their own

vulnerability. She glanced up at the tremblingmpssof a chandelier,
at the polished carving of the staircase, andsedlhow much she
would miss all this if she had to leave. Marryingales somehow
had always seemed such a distant thing, and ihalethought of

King's Green at all, it was in terms of her comimgre, with her

children, bringing them to see their grandmothed showing them
the places where she had played when she was yBbediad never
pictured the house belonging to anyone else, amt ¢éive home
Charles was buying for them, beautiful though isyeould never
mean as much to her as King's Green.

With these thoughts for company she opened thesdodhe porch,
her unusually pale features remote and uncomprogi3io the man
and woman awaiting her reception she appearedacmldndifferent,
her casual appearance belying the cold hautewarifele.

In contrast, Margot Urquart seemed warm and anipdter green
silk suit complementing the sunflowy brightnes$ief scarf. Careful
make-up had taken years from her finely-drawn festuand Helen
could quite see that in the right light she mightdken for thirty-five
or younger. The stark sunlight of morning was kgspathetic, but
nevertheless Margot had a certain feminine appaahtas ageless.



. However, it was the man standing slightly behnst who drew
Helen's eyes. She had known what to expect, osepghe had seen
his picture on the back of her mother's book, wm&neso, she was
totally unprepared for the man himself. A photodgrapas flat,
two-dimensional, limited by the demands of blackd anhite,
whereas the man who was accompanying Margot wa$ fend
blood, and infinitely more disturbing than any @eVikeness. The
picture, for instance, had shown him to have fair,Hout not that
silvery fairness that lay smoothly against his gcalithout requiring
any unsightly hairdressing. Also, he was darkems&d than she had
expected, absurdly so, considering the lightnesssahair, with blue
eyes shaded by long gold-tipped lashes. He wasaraisome, his
appeal was much more subtle than that, and thaéyfanocking twist
to his mouth convinced her that he knew that a$ agkhe did. In
consequence, Helen stiffened still further, avdsis left to Margot to
say, rather doubtfully:

‘Mrs Chase is expecting us. Will you tell her wéleze, Miss—er--'

Helen's reserve broke into unwilling explanatidim 'Helen,' she
said, half believing Margot knew that already, th& other woman's
astonishment seemed genuine enough.

'Helen!" she exclaimed. 'Good heavens!" A certain trace
waspishness entered her tones now. 'But you wdyeaoschoolgirl
the last time | saw you.'

‘That was three years ago, Aunt Margot,” Heleniedppolitely,
steeling herself not to respond with the impliednaturity. 'I'm
twenty-one.'

AuntMargot clearly didn't like the designation, bueskas forced to
ignore it for the time being. 'l thought you mustdnau pair Alice
had employed," she explained, glancing half apdicgiey at her



escort. 'Darling, this is Alice's daughter Helerle, I'd like you to
met Mr Jarret Manning.'

‘How do you do?' Jarret Manning held out his hamt| Helen was
forced to take it. It was a firm hand, hard and eoése, but she had
noticed the endearment, and withdrew her own d#fteroriefest of
clasps, murmuring her acknowledgement as she ahthiem inside.

'Oh, this hall" cried Margot dramatically, as tth@ors were closed,
and the sunlight shafted from the windows on eitside. 'Isn't it
beautiful, Jarret? Don't you think so? The pangli;nso warm—so
mellow! It's walnut, you know, and the carving dre tstairs is by
Grinling Gibbons.'

'‘Really?’

Jarret Manning arched his brows, and Helen, cafichis eye at that
moment, felt a sense of irritation. What was Matgghg to do? Was
she attempting to sell the house to him? Did simk thhey needed her
assistance? It was humiliating!

'‘Mummy is in the drawing room,"' Helen said now dieg the way
across the hall, wishing for the first time she kalcen her mother's
advice and changed. She was very conscious oft Jsli@aning
behind her, of his eyes on her, appraising heesassg her, looking
at her tight jeans and imagining she had worn ttehberately.

Mrs Chase came to the drawing room door as shel lileair voices,
and Margot rushed to embrace her. 'Alice, my dehe' exclaimed,
with her usual effusiveness. 'lt's wonderful to semi again.
Telephones are simply not an adequate substitdeelére, you look
younger every time we meet.'

'It's good to see you again, Margot,' Mrs Chasaragsher, meaning
it, her eyes moving to the man who followed the tmaomen into the



room. 'Hello, Mr Manning. | feel | know you already expect
Margot's told you I'm a great fan of yours.'

Helen drew back against the wall beside the domhing she could
melt into the panelling. Her mother's first wordsdhconvinced her
that she had dismissed her earlier anxieties abeutietheringtons
from her mind, and the excitement of meeting Javtahning had
apparently erased her reservations. Watching tbeswman as they
fawned around him made Helen feel physically smkd with a
feeling of desperation she edged through the doorwa

'‘Where are you going, Helen?'

Her mother's sharpened tones arrested her, and awilibok of
resignation marring her solemn features, she haltdabught I'd go
and change, Mummy,' she said, realising it wasoasl @n excuse as
any. 'l—er—I'm sure you and Mr Manning have thitg$alk about,
and | shan't be long."

Don't be," her mother advised her shortly, her @gion mirroring
her disapproval. '‘After we've had a drink, | wanuyto show Mr
Manning over the house. You're so much more knaydatle about
its history than | am.’

Helen accepted this without a word, aware that Mdidiged that idea
no more than she did. But there was nothing etthdrem could say.
Jarret Manning seemed indifferent to all of thetanding on the
hearth, gazing up at the painting above the fiaplaith an ease of
familiarity that Helen found infuriating. It was dd$e already owned
Ring's Green, she thought bitterly, wishing thedeowas hers so that
she could refuse to sell it Tall and lean, and eggvely masculine
beside the delicate tracery of the marble, shedcalmhost imagine
him dressed in close- fitting breeches and ridiogty, instead of the
expensive suede suit he was wearing, a riding icrdyis hand, one
arm resting on the mantel, very much the masténehouse.



He turned at that moment and caught her eyes upog And

iImmediately a trace of amusement lifted the coroétas mouth. It
was as if he knew exactly what she was thinkingl tat he also
knew how angry it made her. He was everything sélé&kdd most in

a man, self- assured and over-confident, convirtbatl he knew
everything there was to know about women, and supie

egotistical about his own appeal to them. Welldidn't appeal to
her, she thought contemptuously. And if he thodghtould make
silent passes at her, he was mistaken! With a iscatweep of her
lashes she turned on her heel and walked acrosathi® the stairs
with all the hauteur she was capable of.

In her own room, however, a little of her confideneft her. Sitting

down on the side of her bed, she stared moodily ndadv the

engagement ring on her finger. It was infuriatifegling so helpless
in the face of her mother's determination, paréidylwhen it seemed
likely that Jarret Manning might agree to buy. Shdn't want

someone like him living at King's Green, she thdugtpotently. He

was not right for Thrushfold, and he was not rigintthe house.

Realising she was wasting time, and that if shenditl hurry her

mother might well come looking for her, Helen gptfuiom the bed

and stripped off her shirt and jeans. Then, raidiagwardrobe, she
pulled out a shirtwaister dress of polyester fibmgth a bloused

bodice and a swinging skirt, and added high-heaaddals to
complete the ensemble. The colours, a blendindus and violet,

accentuated the sooty darkness of her eyes, ahdhetthair newly

brushed and silkily lustrous, she felt better aiolecope with the
demands that were to be made on her.

Downstairs again, she could hear Margot extollimgvirtues of the
paintings Helen's great-great grandfather had ekt "There were
so many wonderful artists around at that time," slas saying
effusively. 'Constable, Turner, Millet! And Gaingbagh, of course.’



'‘Not to mention Hogarth and Lawrence and Reynofils,'in Jarret
Manning's dry tones. 'Are you trying to tell me simng, Margot? |
assure you, | did have an education of sorts.’

'‘Of course you did, darling,’ Margot sounded delifput out, and
Helen heard her mother murmur something about lyapie weather
was a forerunner of the summer to come.

‘Summers at King's Green are so peaceful,’ shdated, obviously
trying to change the subject. 'I'm afraid you maydfthem too
peaceful, Mr Manning.'

‘Strange as it may seem, I'm looking for that kofdpeace, Mrs
Chase,' he retorted in the curiously harsh tones®wieone driven to
defend himself. 'Unlike Margot, | find London laokiin stimulation,

and | anticipate die coming summer with more en#dwms than I've

anticipated anything for—years.’

‘Thissummer?' Helen heard the note of anxiety in heherts voice
as she reached the open doorway. '‘Oh, but —I—er--'

Her words trailed away at her daughter's appearamckethere was
genuine relief in her expression as she rose frasofa. 'There you
are, Helen,' she exclaimed weakly. 'l was begintongonder where
you had got to.'

‘Sorry.' Helen forced a polite smile that encompddser mother and
Margot, but only touched the outline of the man wdse courteously
from the armchair he had been occupying. 'Is lualofost ready?’

‘Not—er—mnot until you've shown Mr Manning the houskear,'
declined Airs Chase firmly, her eyes flashing mgesaonly Helen
could interpret. 'l—er—I should start upstairs, &targot and | will
walk in the garden. Do you think that's a good jddaManning?"



'If your daughter has no objection,’ he essayetining his head, and
Helen saw that he was not smiling now.

Silently she led the way across the hall and ugltiaow stairs to the
first floor. She was conscious of him behind hef, Margot's

antipathy at her exclusion, but she determinedlgyorgd the
personalities involved, and began her recitation.

‘The house was originally begun in the reign of €uAittie, but its
completion was at a much later date. Since thegpofse, various
alterations and additions have been made, and s@joe structural
repairs were carried out in the late nineteenthugnits design was
partly attributed to a man called Nicholas Hawksmoa
contemporary of Vanbrugh, who as you know desigBkshheim
Palace, and Castle Howard in Yorkshire, but wetdbmik it likely,
and the fact that it took so long to complete takest of his lifetime.
The name—King's Green—is attributed to the fact thahe early
nineteenth century, when my great-great-grandfatees alive, the
Prince Regent was reputed to have stayed hereisomaly to Bath,
but again--'

'‘Can we cut the thesis?' Jarret Manning's coolstevexe as incisive
as his words. 'l realise showing me around youreé@robviously
distasteful for you, and believe me, | can do withthe guided tour.’

Helen was too stunned to answer him, and ignoriaig dffended
expression, he opened the door to their left. 'Arbem, right?' he
suggested, glancing about its generous proportidrery nice.
Next?'

Pressing her lips together, Helen showed him albédrooms on the
first floor, including her own, although she haddaaure to put all
her belongings away so that nothing should sighi&y this room was
hers' more than any of the others. The adjoininigroams she left to



him, saying only that some of the bedrooms had beade over
when the plumbing was modernised.

‘There is a second floor,"' she added stiffly, dfiethad admired the
master suite which was presently unoccupied. 'Wet dse it, so |
expect it may be very dusty, but it's habitablemke needs more
rooms.’

'l don't expect to," Jarret remarked dryly. 'l gee have some central
heating. | hope it wasn't installed when the PriRegent came to
visit.'

'No. It was installed after the second world war--'

began Helen seriously, and then stopped when sllisa@ what he
had asked. The fact that he had caught her owssly evas irritating,
and she indicated the narrow passage that ledetsdbond floor
staircase with evident resentment.

‘Don't you ever relax?' Jarret enquired, accompaniger back along
the gallery to the first floor landing, and where shdn't answer this,
added: 'l suppose these lighter patches on thes vealt where
your—qgreat-great- grandfather's paintings usedtmhis that right?'
indicating the oblong squares visible between theepled doors.
‘What happened? Are they in storage, did theydglieces—or have
they been sold?’

'l imagine you know the answer to that, Mr Manniktglen declared
stiffly, disliking his perspicacity. 'Had we a vahie collection of
paintings to sell, we would hardly be selling tloaibe, would we?"

‘Not to a philistine like me, no," he agreed solmand she glanced
sideways at him, sure that he was mocking her again



'‘Why do you want King's Green, Mr Manning?' she deded,
halting at the head of the stairs. 'lt—it's notryedyour scene really,
Is it? Don't you want a—a pad nearer town?'

He grinned at this, an outright humorous grin tbhaexpectedly
reacted on her like a blow to the solar plexis. 8hd reluctantly
admitted his attraction before, but she had hadidea how
irresistible his smile might be. Now, with the ligh creases beside
his eyes deepening to reveal laughter lines, aadhin lips parting
over slightly uneven white teeth, he was devagatin

'‘Oh, Helen!" he gulped, and the suppressed amusemaérs voice
briefly distracted her from the realisation thathael used her name.
‘How would you know what my— scene is? And as fgrhaving a
pad—God!' He shook his head, and adopting a disti8tgart-like
accent, added: 'Stick to your own territory, sweatt!'

Helen felt a second's overwhelming impulse to gigdiut then
common sense came to the rescue, and the awacéndsat she was
doing here and his part in it sobered her instantly

'l don't know what you mean, Mr Manning,' she afifad, with all the
contempt she could muster. 'Shall we go downstairs?

'In a minute ..."' He, too, had sobered, and asmsived to-the head of
the stairs his cool fingers closed about her arheyTsuccessfully
prevented her from moving away from him, and wittheir grasp
she was conscious of his nearness and the disgunignetism his
smile had generated. 'Tell me something,’ he shisl, thumb
massaging'her flesh almost without his being awéit ‘what did |
do to arouse so much resentment? | didn't ask ieedwoere. | was
invited. |1 was given the obviously mistaken impressthat your
mother wanted to sell the house, but if she do#sart | shan't lose
any sleep over itMissChase.'



Helen held up her head. 'l—why—my mother does wargell the
house,' she admitted unwillingly.

‘And you don't?’
'It's not my house to sell.’
‘But if it were?'

Helen moved her shoulders helplessly, avoiding éhblsie eyes
which seemed to have the cutting strength of steell expect |
might have to,' she conceded, and with an exclaméie let her go.

‘But not to me," he inferred coldly, and she turaaéy from him to
descend the stairs without giving him a reply.

Several rooms opened off the hall below. The drgwimom, the
music room, the dining room, the library— Helen didt know
which to choose after themontretempaipstairs, and she waited for
him to join her before making a decision. Jarretyéver, seemed in
no hurry to continue, and she had to wait some tes\while he
examined the carving on the balustrade.

‘Grading--' began Helen reluctantly, only to hawa mterrupt her
words.

'—Gibbons. Yes, | know,' he finished sardonical@nly Gibbons
died in 1720, so how do you account for that, & titouse wasn't
completed until much later?'

Helen's face flamed. No one had ever questionedutieenticity of

the carving before, and it was disconcerting tcehiam do so. It was
true that the likelihood of Gibbons having compiitiee carving was
in some doubt, and her father's assessment had thaernt had

probably been a pupil of Gibbons who accomplisinedwtork.



'|—it's open to speculation that—that perhaps its vea pupil of
Gibbons who completed the carving,' she admittak the style is
his, and that's what's important.’

Is it?' He descended the final few stairs to staedide her. 'A
connoisseur might disagree with you.'

Helen tilted her chin, annoyed that she still hadobk up to him,
despite her five feet six inches. 'Are you a cosseur, Mr Manning?'
she enquired as coolly as she could, and the humdig expression
annoyed her almost more than his sarcasm had done.

"You obviously don't think so,"' he said, pushingkdis hair with
lazy fingers, his eyes far too knowing for her geatmind. 'Shall we
go on?'

As he had already seen the drawing room, Heleneapéme doors
into the dining room, standing back as he passedtdewvalk
thoughtfully round the well-proportioned room. Thaanelled
window embrasures overlooked the gardens at tleeddithe house,
and attracting as it did the early sun, it providedvarm oasis on
colder mornings. It had always been one of Hel@vsurite rooms,
and she waited with some reluctance for his verttietas an elegant
room, the beige walls hung with panels of moird,sihe carpets,
with their distinctive design, brought back manwrgeago from the
Caucasus. Much of the furniture was not originalyéver, although
the dinner service residing in the long servingeBmhrds was
Worcestershire porcelain. Ruched curtains framed) lvindows,
and were matched in the deep blue cushions oflthescthat faced
one another across the hearth.

‘Do you use this room often?' Jarret queried, seithg the damask
cloth and silverware which Mrs Hetherington hadllagady for
lunch, and Helen hesitated.



'I—if you mean, do we give many dinner parties adays, the
answer is no,' she replied at length, watchingpush his hands into
the pockets of his pants, unwillingly aware of #teng muscles of
his thighs. 'l—er—the room is used by—Dby the familgst days."

‘The family?' He arched his brows.

‘My mother and me."'

'‘Ah!' He nodded his head. 'l gather you have néhers or sisters.’
‘No.’

'‘And your father's dead.'

'Yes.'

Helen resented this interrogation, but she didset lsow she could
refuse to answer him, and with an obvious gestueessepped back
into the hall. It was another few seconds beforpimed her, and her
features had set in controlled lines. It was aseifwas deliberately
delaying her, and she wished her mother or Margatldvappear and
take this unwanted duty from her.

‘The music room," she declared shortly, throwingrophe white
panelled doors that led into a smaller, but equattyactive room.
Here, one or two pictures still adorned the wadtstraits mostly, of
long-dead Chases, whose likenesses would be & irlue to
anyone else. The carpet was Chinese, the grand pidilected the
warmth of the bowl of primroses that adorned it] aaveral pieces of
eighteenth century mahogany gleamed with the patirzye. There
was a smallescritoire a folding, gate-legged table, and a walnt
bracket clock, whose ticking filled the quiet roomith a steady
rhythm.



'Do you play the piano—Miss Chase?' Jarret askedllisg towards
the stringed instrument which dominated one cooféne room.

'l used to,' she admitted, her words clipped amilling, and with a
wry smile he seated himself at the piano and ratolmig fingers over
the keys.

At once she recognised the melody of a popular tinthe day,

mellowed to a lilting refrain that tugged at thattstrings. Then, just
as she was considering making the scathing comthahnthe was
abusing the age of the instrument, he switched@hapin prelude,
and drew the very soul from the poignant phrase.

His eyes sought hers as he finished with a finalegwof the keys, and
feeling obliged to say something, she tried n&dond as if she was
envious. 'You're very accomplished,’ she averrethnaing
meaningfully towards the doors again, and his ruggin denoted his
acknowledgement of how reluctant she had beenrtgplment him.

'Faint praise?' he murmured, as he passed hethatball, and she
closed the doors , behind them with a distinctiekc

The library was a cooler room, having the bendfihe north light,
but seldom welcoming the sun. Nevertheless, th&4ined walls
were warming, and the desk set squarely beforevihgows was an
ideal place for anyone to work.

'‘Did your father use this room?' Jarret asked dgswaandering over
to the desk and running his fingers over its todtdadher surface.

‘Yes.'As always, Helen was non-committal, but ttise. Jarret
persisted. 'What did he do—your father?' he asteahping himself
against the side of the desk and folding his artAscountry
gentleman, was he? The local squire? Or did he tawerk for his
living like the rest of us?'



Helen was shocked into speech. 'l don't think ntigefigs affairs are
anything to do with you, Mr Manning," she declarptgparing to
make her exit, but his next words arrested her.

‘As | see it, there has to be some reason why iglke&lme so much,
MissChase,' he observed pleasantly. 'I'd like to kndnat it is, that's
all.’

‘And—and you think learning about my father's oatign will help
you?' she exclaimed.

'‘Let's say I'm interested in your background, as'rgoobviously
interested in mine.'

‘What do you mean?’

'‘Oh, come on .. ." He rested his chin on his chesking up at her
through the thick length of his lashes. '"You thiftk coarse and
uneducated, thoroughly unsuitable to own King'se@le

Helen's lips worked silently for a moment, then shal: 'When my
father inherited King's Green, we owned the landmr miles
around. He—he was the squire, yes, but he worketifbathe estate,
and only the high cost of living and the taxes &e to pay forced him
to sell most of it.'

'l see," Jarret nodded, but Helen had to disabnse h

‘However,' she went on, 'if you think I—I objectt¢o you because |
think you're socially inferior, you couldn't be nreanvrong!'

'‘No?'

‘No!" Helen swallowed before continuing. ‘What—whao Iabject to
Is—is Margot Urquart bringing her—her boy-frienderé and
pretending that they have the money to buy a gikeehis!



She realised she had gone too far long beforet3adark features
mirrored his contempt. She didn't know what hadspesed her to
speak so candidly, unless it was his scornful contsnabout her
father. She did know practically nothing about hiafter all, and
although she suspected Margot was helping to fedme property
speculation, she had no way of proving it.

'So that's what you think,' he commented flatlg, lips curling with
dislike. 'My, my, what a devious little mind youva to be sure! You
really think | would let Margobuy me a country retreat?'

Having gone so far, Helen had no choice but tohgough with it if
she wanted to save her self-respect. "Why notasked now, lifting
her shoulders. 'She's bought everything else, tretse?’

He was off the desk and confronting her before d@ken senses
could acknowledge her mistake. He had been clomedyavhen he
had detained her at the top of the stairs, butsatlose as this, nor
breathing down upon her with all the fiery fermehhis anger. His
breath was not unpleasant, and it was flavourethbyScotch her
mother must have offered him, but its heat was stakable,
combined as it was with the ice-cold glitter of bises.

'You little--' His harsh tones cut off the expla&iwvith brutal
vehemence, and Helen, who had never suffered sochssault
before, shrank back in alarm. 'What the hell do fook gives you
the right to pass moral judgment on me, or Mardgtiat is it to do
with you how we live or how we act? And if Margditooses to spend
her money in a way that suits her best, why shdiddhave to defend
herself to you?

Helen shifted unsteadily under his gaze, momegtatimbed by the
fierceness of his attack. 'l—I—I don't care whatryta does, as—as
long as she doesn't expect—us to—to condone &,'stfimmered,
struggling to recover her dignity. 'And—and intiratothg me isn't



going to make me—change my mind, Mr Manning,' sbdded
bravely.

'‘No?' Unexpectedly his eyes dropped to the modestlime of her
dress, and it was all she could do to prevent ldree clutching the
collar about her throat. 'Then perhaps | shoulé giwu a sample of
what you're missing, mmm?"'

Helen gulped. 'Don't you dare--' she began choyreghd then felt
her words stifled at the source as his mouth delszkover hers.

He held her, his hands gripping her shoulders withrespect or
gentleness, the narrow fingers digging into hetrfsegh. She was not
crushed against him, but she was aware of the $teedgth of his
lean body, and ridiculously embarrassed by thespresof his legs
against hers. She had never been kissed in anderepaever
experienced the wholly possessive abrasion of rewstien, and
while her mind repulsed the savagery of his emhraee senses
swam beneath the undoubted skill of his expertgewas no callow
youth, attempting to seduce her with clumsy forteit an
experienced man, making her fully aware of his seeand her own.
And that was the most upsetting thing of all. Utliis moment she
had not known she possessed such needs, or thaiddébe aroused
in quite this fashion. It shed a whole new lighttba prospect of her
marriage to Charles, and with the remembrance ofitagce, sanity
asserted itself.

With a superhuman effort she wrenched herself afn@y Jarret
Manning, and summoning all her strength she ralsedarm to
deliver the slap he deserved. But although he \wamg at her with a
curiously speculative frown marring his lean featyr he had
obviously not been as emotionally disturbed by Wizat happened as
she was, and when she tried to slap him he patieedblow without
effort.



‘You—you--' she began impotently, and he offered:

'‘Cad?" with mocking raised eyebrows. 'Yes! Yes' shied, unaware
that her rounded breasts were rising and fallingy Wie intensity of
her anger, and were drawing his attention to tthelectable promise.

However, he seemed to think better of any furtmeuision and
rubbing the back of his hand across his mouth, tasassure himself
he was not exhibiting some betraying trace of ipstick, he gestured
with mock-politeness towards the door: 'Shall wetcme?"

Helen found she was trembling, but without sayingther word she
turned into the hall, only to stop abruptly at gight of her mother
and Margot, just coming along the passage whichddte back of
the house. In consequence, Jarret almost stumbksdher, and she
heard the almost inaudible oath he uttered ateh&sation of why
she had halted.

‘Going to tell on me?' he murmured by her earfdmg derisive, but
the look she cast at him over her shoulder wastibeii.

'‘And embarrass my mother?' she countered scorpnfulywas in no
way gratified by the lazy insouciance in his eyes.

'‘Have you seen over the house, darling?'

It was Margot who hailed them, quickening her ssepthat she
reached them seconds before Helen's mother, aret rarlined his
head, permitting her to slide her arm possessiebugh his.

'‘Er—Miss Chase has done a good job of—making me feel athor
he remarked, with a wry grimace, and Helen fetheathan saw, her
mother give her a quick speculative glance.



‘And what did you think, Mr Manning?' Mrs Chaseedkow as she
reached them, and they all moved by mutual consemthe drawing
room once more.

He seemed to take ages to reply, and Helen, siiffumeasy, chided
herself for allowing such a situation to develogheTman was
obviously a rogue and an opportunist, and she Imadfaelled his
resources by giving him that kind of a hold over. he

'l like it," he said at last, detaching himselfrfrdMargot's clinging
arms and going to stand by the windows, looking @mutthe view
Helen had been admiring earlier. 'But | don't knbiis what | want.'

‘Darling--'
It's not?'

Both Margot and her mother spoke at once, and Hal¢iher hands
behind her back so that no one could see she hidohgers crossed.
He was going to turn it down, she thought, withcwerwhelming
sense of relief, and then wondered why she feh aumllow sense of
victory.

Jarret turned then, drawing a case of cheroots fimnpocket, and
after gaining Mrs Chase's permission, put one ef tthin cigars
between his teeth. Lighting it, the flame cuppethisnbrown hands,
he let his gaze rove to Helen's uncertain featuess] then,
extinguishing his lighter, he inhaled deeply befocoatinuing.

'It's—bigger than | had in mind," he admitted thiotfiglly, while
Margot made a little sound of contradiction thattfte most part he
ignored. 'And the grounds—I believe Margot toldtimere were forty
or fifty acres.’



'Fifty-five, actually,’ put in Mrs Chase hurriedidut most of that is
arable land belonging to the home farm. | explaiseolut the Flynns,
didn't 1?'

'‘Oh, yes,' Jarret nodded, studying the glowingtipis cheroot. 'But
the price you're asking ..." His eyes flickeredHtden's set face once
more. 'Quite frankly, it's a lot of money to laytowithout any
previous experience of living in the country. 'Bure your daughter
would agree with me. An urban-reared individuaklikyself may
find life at King's Green a little too—unexcitingpu know what |
mean?’

Helen's cheeks burned, the more so because sheeiomgine what
her mother was thinking. She thought she had patdfi, when in all
honesty she had done no such thing.

'I'm afraid Helen's ideas are rather out of date,Ménning," Mrs

Chase was saying now, with a reproving look in Haughter's
direction. 'She persists in clinging to the past forgets that times
have changed. As far as living in the country isicewned, Mr

Manning, Thrushfold is only a couple of hours drifrem the

outskirts of London, or there's an excellent tssrvice from Bristol,

if you prefer it. | can't deny I'm looking forwatd living in the city

myself for a while, but | shall miss the peace aadquillity of King's

Green once it's sold.’

Jarret smiled, that devastating smile that cousttitithe birds off the
trees, thought Helen maliciously, and then " sai@du know, you
almost convince me. | feel | could work here, aeiya but | don't
know. I'd have to think it over.'

'Of course." Mrs Chase caught her lower lip betwhen teeth*
'‘As—as a matter of fact, | don't mind if you talevaral months to
think it over. You see,' she hastened on, 'Helageting married in



August, and | rather hoped she might get marriedhfhere. Her
father would have liked that, and if we have to/kea

'l see.! The amusement faded from Jarret's faaeinig it strangely
sombre suddenly. 'Well now, that rather disappams

'‘Disappoints you?' echoed Mrs Chase doubtfullyn dfraid | don't
understand.’

Jarret shook his head, pushing one hand into tbkegpof his jacket.
'l had hoped—if | decided to buy—that the sale riggh completed
in @ month or so,' he admitted. 'You see, Mrs Chade want to get
away from London for a while, and the sooner thitelpe

‘Jarret's working on his fourth novel,” explained arlybt
unnecessarily, and received a scathing glare fiamfdér her pains.

'l am working," he conceded dryly, 'although whethewill ever
transform itself into a readable manuscript is diudbHowever, that
is the position, and perhaps it would be as wellalbour sakes if |
looked at something else.'

'Oh, please ..To Helen's astonishment, her mothwended almost
disappointed now. 'Don't be too hasty, | beg of.y&e paused.
'‘Perhaps we could come to some mutual arrangeimainvbuld suit
all of us.’

The sound of footsteps in the hall arrested anth&urconversation,
and the housekeeper's grey head appeared roudddht announce
that lunch was waiting on the table.

‘Thank you, Mrs Hetherington." Helen's mother motasards the
door. 'But before you go, I'd like to introduce Manning, who we
all hope may be the new owner of King's Green.’



Mrs Hetherington greeted the newcomer with only legki

antagonism, but Jarret was not dismayed. "You&ethusekeeper?'
he guessed, irritating Helen by his obvious attsmpicharm the old
woman, and she nodded.

'‘Been here forty years all told," she assertedpgaontradiction, and
he grinned warmly.

'I'm very pleased to meet you,' he affirmed, shagkire gnarled hand
that was offered with some reluctance. 'If | doidedo buy, perhaps
we could come to some similar arrangement. | stesdd someone to
cook my meals and make my bed. I've been doindatter myself,
but I'm not very good at it.'

Helen would have said he was extremely good, bsti&therington
was unaware of the double entendre. On the contshe/was taken
aback by his easy familiarity, and after a momehgsitation
muttered that she would have to see about thassligvas disarmed,
and they all knew it, and Mrs Chase led the wag the dining room
with evident satisfaction. All her problems seentedbe ironing
themselves out, thought Helen moodily, so why thel feel as if all
hers were only just beginning?

Mrs Hetherington had excelled herself with the lun@ rich
home-made soup was followed by roast duckling gréen peas and
new potatoes, and the fruit sponge io finish wabglt as any she
had made. Coverdy Helen watched Jarret Manningrigdkto the
meal, clearly enjoying the wholesome fare, but Maanly picked at
her food, avoiding anything fattening and drinkimgre wine than
anyone else. Mrs Chase had to ask the housekaeepeng a third
bottle as Margot emptied the second, and Helen &awet lean
towards his companion and say something which feda sulky
reaction.



% suppose some of the dairy produce is home-grdverremarked a
few minutes later, as Mrs Hetherington cleareddéssert plates, and
Helen's mother was eager to explain.

‘Naturally, we get all our milk and eggs and vegkts from the

farm,' she said, 'but these days we buy our battdrcheese. There
simply isn't the time to make our own, although amiurse the

equipment is still there. It's very old-fashiongeh afraid, but it does

work.'

'I'd be interested to see it,' Jarret commentedighibully, and Margot
made a sound of derision.

'Of what possible interest is a butter churn to,ydarret?' she
exclaimed. 'Unless you're intending to become liotalral and
self-sufficient!'

‘The mechanics interest me,' retorted Jarret fldilg blue eyes
offering a warning even Helen could recognise. Tineturned to her
mother again. 'Tell me, Mrs Chase, do you have idag of the
approximate running costs of the estate for—say—rsmaths, for
example?'

Mrs Chase ran her tongue doubtfully over her lokperwWell now,'
she began slowly, 'we did used to have a bailifb \atiended to that
sort of thing for us, but what with the rising castliving..." She
frowned. 'My solicitor could tell you, | supposeisHoffice is in
Malverley. That's the nearest town, you see.'

Jarret nodded. 'But you have no idea?'

Mrs Chase glanced anxiously towards Helen, andlaeghter gave
her back look for look. If her mother expected hertell Jarret
Manning how much it cost to keep King's Green gpsige could
think again! It was hard enough, contemplatingirsglthe house to



him, without his having the nerve to ask how muatost to run the
place. What did he want? A balance sheet for the/A guaranteed
return on his interest?

As if realising what was going through both theimds, Jarret
suddenly broke the rather awkward silence thatfaleh. 'I'm afraid
I've started this rather badly, haven't 1?' he ,sslidwing again the
perception which Helen had resented earlier. “éalninking | want
to protect my investment—that my question was ledelin an
attempt to find out exactly what my outlay might'b¢e shook his
head. 'I'm sorry. That was not my intention, anidsé offended you,
please accept my apology. | had something entiiffisrent in mind."'

Mrs Chase managed a polite smile. 'That's quiteright, Mr
Manning. We—I—well, | suppose | should be more feaniwith
estate matters, but I'm afraid I've relied on pgsienal advice since
my husband died.’

'l can understand that.' Jarret was at his moarmisg, and Helen,
seated across the table from him, felt her naggidg into the palms
of her hands. What now? What exactly did he haveind? And why
did she feel this uneasy apprehension that whatewars, it would
disrupt the tenor oher life? '‘But my proposition—or at least, the
proposition which has just occurred to me—wouldbirre a financial
settlement to cover the next six months.’

‘Your proposition, Mr Manning?' But Helen could des mother's
interest growing. 'I'm afraid | don't understand ..

Jarret frowned, resting both elbows on the tabld knmking his
fingers together. 'lt's this,' he said slowly, asken Margot was
watching him with something akin to curiosity. 'Yeay you don't
want to leave King's Green until after—your daughbas got
married?’



'Yes?'

‘And I've already explained that | want to get otit_ondon right
away.'

'Yes?'

The tension around the table was almost tangibkderHthought
imaginatively, herself steeled for whatever was iognmext. Margot
had put down her glass and was playing with itsiseesure sign of
nervous anticipation, while Mrs Chase was presserdips together,
endeavouring to contain her evident impatience.

However, Mrs Hetherington's arrival with the coffaevented Jarret
from continuing, and they all had to wait, chafungder the restraint,
while the housekeeper served each of them. ThehagiJarret was
about to begin again, Margot chose to forestall. him

‘You're not suggesting you become a lodger heeeyau, darling?'
she protested in scornful tones, and the atmos@pérdgered like so
many shards of crystal.

Helen's stomach churned as Jarret subjected M&ygbe kind of
contemptuous appraisal that was both pitying andevoéent.
Margot sought refuge in her wine, her jerking sdeu revealing the
indignant remorse she was trying hard to hide,evhé expelled his
breath on a long sigh of resignation.

'‘As usual, Margot has jumped to conclusions,' hd, saaking an
apologetic gesture. 'Only in this instance thera shred of truth in
what she's saying.'

He paused, and Helen sensed he was looking atdver but she
refused to lift her eyes. Margot had been righhilee was actually
suggesting he miglghareKing's Green with themHow dare he?



'‘Before you make the same mistake as Margot, letxpk&ain what |

had in mind.' He produced his cheroots, and aftény one between
his teeth, he went on: 'lt seems to me we might benefit from the
scheme | have to put to you. You want to stay, lameked a place to
work. | also need to be sure that leaving Londamgist for me.' He

hesitated a moment before continuing: 'What I'mgesgng is that
we do share the house—but only partly. All | nethe library and a
bedroom. My meals could be served to me in thatihrand to all

intents and purposes the house would still be gour. However, for

that— service, what | am prepared to offer is tHamake myself

responsible for all financial matters pertainingthe estate in that
time, and in addition, perhaps we could come to esqrivate

settlement regarding the extent of the inconvermaraaised.’

Helen was shocked, but her mother was stunnedyangot looked
positively green.

'You can't be serious!' she exclaimed, pluckingigstsleeve in utter
disbelief, and even Mrs Chase uttered a short laaglif to relieve
the incredulity she herself was feeling.

‘You're not serious, are you, Mr Manning?' shearotd, a worried
smile coming and going on her plump features. ‘amewhy, that
would be far too much for anyone to—to—consider.'

'Why?' He raised his eyebrows. 'l can afford its igaze flicked
Helen's unguarded face in scornful dismissal. 'Wrat the end of the
summer, | do decide to buy, we can take it fromnehéde shrugged.
‘Believe me, I'll get as much out of it as you willgives me all the
advantages of the place, without any commitmentsdever.’

He was right—Helen could see that. But she wasesiet at the
thought. To have Jarret Manning in the house atiraar long, to
know that he was always there, always in the backut. It was
almost worse than having to leave the house imrtedglia



But naturally Mrs Chase did not see it like théau really mean it?'
she said shaking her dark head, and Jarret nodded:

'l really mean it.'

'‘Well, | think it's a ridiculous idea!" Margot wadearly not at all
suited by these unexpected arrangements. No dbaltitel expected
Jarret to have the place to himself, thought Helgmically, her lips
tightening at the images this evoked. 'How muchaigmn do you
think you'll get here, with the house constantlyuse, and visitors
coming and going?'

‘We don't get many visitors these days, Margots Mhase put in at
this point. 'Mostly there's just Helen and myselid Charles, of
course, when he's not at the stables.’

'Charles?"

Jarret looked questioningly at Helen's mother, ahe quickly

explained. 'Charles Connaught is Helen's fiance.father owns the
Connaught stables at Ketchley. Charles works witin Bnd they've
produced some excellent mounts this winter.’

'l see.'" Jarret's eyes drooped over Helen's fa@n,ag@s he
acknowledged this information, and quickly avertimgy gaze, she
wondered what he was thinking. She doubted thatl&havould
have much in common with Jarret Manning, and dréades
reactions if her mother chose to fall in with Jasreuggestions.

'‘But it's not the same, is it?' Margot persistéitl,mirsuing her theme
of isolation. 'l mean, you'd be interrupted for isgar someone could
barge in on you ...'

‘There is a lock on the library door,'- pointed Mis Chase rather
irritably now, not altogether convinced of Margaiscerity. 'And as



far as meals are concerned, Mr Manning can make olig
arrangements.’

‘And you're prepared to consider this, | suppddeygot declared
waspishly, transferring her attention to Helen'sheao 'l can quite
see why--'

‘Margot!

But Margot ignored Jarret's warning tone. 'Aftdy’ ahe continued,
'you're getting the best of both worlds, aren't%dihe chance to
remain at King's Green, and a wealthy benefactease the tiresome
burden!'

‘Margot!" This time Jarret succeeded in silenciag h don't see that
it has anything to do with you what arrangementsake with Mrs
Chase.’

'Of course not. You wouldn't,’ exclaimed Margotnitdously,
suddenly pushing back her chair and getting toféet. ‘It doesn't
mean a thing to you that | arranged this meethmaf] introduced you
to King's Green! My opinions have ceased to matiaven't they?'

‘No!" With a rueful grimace, Jarret stood up nowd attempted to
reason with her. '‘But | have to work here, Margid, my decision,
not yours, and—well, I'm grateful to you.'

‘Grateful!" Margot made it sound like an insultddn't want your
gratitude, Jarret! | want--'

‘Margot ..." Mrs Chase had risen now, and movecddodie table
towards her friend in a determined effort to resttine balance.
‘There's no point in getting upset over this. | medoes it really
matter to you what Mr Manning decides to do?"



Margot opened her mouth as if to confirm that d, dind then closed
it again as pride and indignation obviously wamethin her. Helen,
watching the older woman's display, was dismayed she knew her
mother would find this exhibition hard to forgitep. Of course, they
didn't know anything about Margot's relationshipthwiJarret
Manning, and she might have every justificationfeeling put out,
but on the other hand, what was she really objgctin?
Surely—always supposing these arrangements did adimehich
Helen herself viewed with a deal of suspicion—dtd fact that she
and her mother were to remain in the house ovestinemer mean
that much? Jarret would be free to come and geegddased, and
once she was married her mother would offer a seil obstruction
to his occupation.

'l think perhaps we should be leaving,' Jarret $ktlly, his lean
features guarding his real feelings. 'Naturally yoeed time to
consider this, Mrs Chase, and maybe consult withr jegal advisers.
Whatever, I'll give you my address and telephoneyer, and the
address of my solicitors, and perhaps you'll letkmew what you
decide.’

‘Yes.' Mrs Chase sounded doubtful. Then, as ificafvéargot might
change his mind for him, she did the unforgivalblimg so far as
Helen was concerned. 'But I'm quite prepared toepicg/our
proposition, on a trial basis —say, of a month—dngu'd like to
have the necessary papers drawn up, I'll be happgigh them!'



CHAPTER THREE

THE gardens at Ketchley were perfumed with the earbnse of
summer. Although it was only the middle of May ealdy the hedges
were bright with hawthorn blossom, and clumps ofets decorated
the sheltered borders. There was broom, providsgwn splash of
golden brilliance, pink and white and purple passi&nd acres of
buttercups in the paddock where Charles was exegclss latest
acquisition. It was a chestnut filly, young andged, and he was not
having an easy time keeping her obedient to thairigarein.

Helen scuffed her feet rather restlessly as shg lack from the
perimeter of the fence, watching the filly's anficen a safe distance.
It was strange, she thought, not for the first tithat in spite of her
relationship with Charles he had not been ablegteash her fears
about horses. They terrified her—she freely adihitteAnd in the
early days she had never felt quite able to belibaeCharles could
love anyone who disliked his beloved animals som@f course,
time and subsequent events had disproved her theadyevery day
she tried to persuade herself that time would mdswove her fears.

It hadn't, as yet, and this morning she waited sdma¢ impatiently

for her fiance to finish his work-out and come aal#t to her. For all

the bright sunlight, it was quite cold just stamderound, and she
stuffed her hands further into the pockets of learlst nylon jacket,

and was glad she..had not succumbed to her moswggestion to
wear a skirt. Her navy corded pants were very wakoand tucked
into the tops of her boots provided a steadfasidvdvetween herself
and the errant wind.

'‘What do you think?'

With her shoulders hunched, and her chin tucked Ir chest,
Helen had been unaware of Charles's approach ebutamce's arm
across her shoulders brought her head up withria sta



‘Have you finished?'

'‘For the present,’ he conceded, smiling, his eyemming
appreciatively as they rested on her delicatelyteatiures.

Charles Connaught was a man in his middle thirtkekttle above

average height, with dark good looks, he was censilquite a catch
in the rural area in which they lived, and Helend haways

experienced a sense of pride in knowing he haderhbgr. Apart
from her aversion for horses, they had quite aifottommon,

including a love for the countryside, as well asikr interests in art
and literature. They had known one another forralmar of years, but
it was not until two years ago, when Helen was te@e, and
bridesmaid at a friend's wedding where Charlesangigest, that their
relationship had developed.

Now Charles lifted his lips from hers to commendwelly: "You feel
frozen! You should learn to ride, instead of haggback like a
lion-tamer's apprentice!'

Helen's eyes twinkled. 'l like the comparison,' sfrearked, adding,
with a shiver: 'And | am cold! I've been waitingralst half an hour.’

'Sorry.' Charles's apology was sincere. 'But | 'tierpect you over
this morning. | thought you said you were working.'

'l should be," admitted Helen glumly, linking hemawith his as they
walked towards the house. She and a school friema craft shop in
Malverley, and she enjoyed her work immensely. Big morning

she had other things on her mind, and at the lastuten she had
phoned Karen and asked if she could manage witierut

'So what's wrong?' asked Charles now, frowning esmet her
mutinous gaze. 'Not Manning again'*



Charles had taken the news that Mrs Chase was ¢mierggrooms to
Jarret Manning without much enthusiasm, but it wasweeks now
since that revelation, and his work and subseqgenmsrtts had served
to rob it of any urgency. However, his doubts wezkindled by
Helen's attitude, and he promptly stopped and ddethto know
what had happened.

'Oh, ..." Helen scuffed the toe of her boot agaimstgravelled path.
'‘Well, if you must know, the final arrangements é&dween made.
Jarret Manning moves in a week today.'

Charles's good-looking features expressed his piisgpl. 'l don't
know what your mother is thinking of,' he declarglihping his arm
about Helen's waist as they continued their stogliards his parents’
home. 'l mean, it's not as if the fellow was seslpircommitted to
buying King's Green.'

'l think that's part of the attraction,’" murmuredléh thoughtfully.

'‘Oh, Mummy talks of what she'll do when the howssald, but quite
honestly, | think she's really dreading moving oAftter all, she's
lived there for almost twenty-five years, anddtiste a wrench when
you remember there've been Chases at King's Gmeovér two

hundred years.'

'‘But surely she realises that someone like Manmang the kind of
chap to move into Thrushfold," exclaimed Charléspging behind
her as they reached the porch so that she coutggeenim into the
house. '‘Damned Londoner! What does he know abog'&iGreen
and its traditions?'

Helen caught her lower lip between her teeth aseskered the hall,
wondering what Charles would say if she told hinaabk how
knowledgeable the other man was. She knew she eldsetely
avoiding mentioning her own conversations with gam an attempt
to put what had happened between them out of hadt,rout she still



felt the sense of guilt that came from deceivingflamcé in this way.
Yet how could she tell him, without provoking trdelfor both
herself and her mother, not to mention the hunimto herself of
confessing to his moral blackmail? All the samer matural
inclination to be' honest was being strained, dedloped that once
Jarret was settled into King's Green she wouldldde & keep any
other associations out of her thoughts.

Mrs Connaught met them in the hall. Charles's motvees a slim,
attractive woman in her fifties, and she and Mraghhad a casual
acquaintanceship which Helen knew Mrs Connaughétieyould be
strengthened by her marriage. The Connaughts reddieKetchley
almost as long as the Chases had been at Thrushfaldhe joining
of the two families was looked forward to with muefiticipation.

'‘Come into the sitting room and get warm," exclaimilrs
Connaught, after greeting her prospective daughelaw with a
kiss on the cheek. 'You look chilled to the boneldd. Charles,
couldn't you have left that animal for once, andkkd after your
flancee?'

'Oh, really ..." Helen didn't want to be the caofsa family argument.
'It was my fault really. | wanted to watch. Butghs lovely!

There was an open fire burning in the sitting rograte, and its
warmth was very welcoming. As Helen entered theardaowever,
following Mrs Connaught, another man rose from ¢hair he had
been occupying beside the fire and grinned irregiipgsacross at her.
It was Charles's younger brother, Vincent, and helétered a
delighted cry.

'‘What are you doing here?' she exclaimed, as he aarmss the room
to greet her. 'l thought you were supposed to b&iegtnam or
Thailand or somewhere!



Vincent Connaught was a journalist, working for ational
newspaper, and although his parents were proudhgfthelen also
knew that both Mr and Mrs Connaught worried abbetdangerous
locations their younger son reported from.

''ve got a couple of weeks' holiday," he explaimemlv, taking
advantage of his soon-to-be-brotherly status tatpéa less than
brotherly kiss on her parted lips. ‘'Mmm, your lg® freezing. It's
just as well | know there's a warm-blooded womadenneath.’

Thank you, Vince, that's quite enough of that,laled his brother,
putting his arm possessively about his fianceeulglers, and
although Charles's tone was amiable enough, Hedémses the
restraint he was endeavouring to hide. There hadrngeen much
love lost between the two brothers, they were tmsichilar, and
Charles had never learned how to distinguish whercent was
being deliberately provoking.

'‘So—how are things with you?' the younger man p&rdi now,
addressing his question to Helen. 'Come and sitndamd tell me
what you've been doing since | last saw you.'

‘That was Christmas!" remarked Helen dryly, pulliagay from
Charles's possessive hold, and taking the sedirbiber had been
occupying. 'A lot can happen in five months, as gbauld know.'

‘We'd all like some coffee, wouldn't we?' suggedird Connaught
now, determinedly ignoring the tension between tweo sons.
'‘Helen? You'd like some, wouldn't you? Oh, and aketoff that
jacket. You won't need it in here, Vincent is enaeaing to sustain
the kind of climate he's just left behind in Bangko

'Is that right? Is that where you've been?' exdadintHelen, in
admiration. 'How exciting! How long were you thére?



'‘Long enough to get himself arrested," put in Gisarl scornfully,
removing his own sheepskin coat. 'Here, let * mke tgour jacket,
Helen. I'll just leave it over the chair here.’

Helen smiled at her fiancé, but she was intergatedhat Vincent had
to tell her, and for the next few minutes she tistkenthralled while
he described the city that has been called thec¢ast the East'. He
spoke about the meandering delta-arteries that gawecity its
distinction, and the wonderful palaces and temgiesas a whole
new world from that of Thrushfold and the problemh&ing's Green,
and for a while Helen was able to put her own tlesito the back of
her mind. Vincent was not like Charles. They shasaailar
appearances, but that was all. He was much mosegeasg, and
although Helen would not have trusted him with &kections, she
enjoyed their casual relationship.

It was Mrs Connaught who eventually brought upsthigiect of Jarret
Manning. Helen reluctantly explained the latestedepment, but it
was Vincent who chose to intervene, thus forestlhis mother's
commiserations.

‘Jarret Manning!' he echoed disbelievingliheJarret Manning! He's
coming to live in Thrushfold? Lord help us!'

‘Vincent!" His mother looked reprovingly at him. iat's it to you
where this man lives?’

‘But | know him!" protested Vincent impatiently. &Msed to work in
Fleet Street together. Hell, this is great newsleYéhs he going to
stay?'

Charles's mouth turned down at the corners. 'Hdlas just
explained,’ he stated coldly, seating himself oa #rm of his
fiancee's chair. 'The fellow's renting rooms atgsrnGreen.'



'‘Hardly renting rooms, Charles," murmured Helenfuilie while
Vincent burst into delighted laughter.

‘You mean he's staying with you, Helen?' he dendwifly God! No
wonder Charles looks so sick about it.'

'Vincent, please!" Mrs Connaught flashed her esder an entreating
look, and in the few moments Helen had to collestthoughts, an
awful idea struck her. What if Jarret chose to wenfwhat had

happened between them to Vincent? What if it ambgado try and

cause trouble between the brothers?

'‘Manning is not staying with the Chases,' Charleslated now.
‘Inasmuch as he's not a—visitor.' He paused, gleashdering how
much he should explain. 'There is some possititiag he may buy
King's Green at the end of the summer, but forptesent Helen's
mother is allowing him the use of the library.’

Vincent shook his head incredulously, and thenddno Helen. 'So
he is staying with you.'

'He's staying in the house,' persisted his brother.

‘That's splitting hairs, Charles, and you know rgforted Vincent
tersely. 'So, Helen? Have you met him?'

'Of course she's met him," exclaimed Charles, égualsely.
'Mother, can | have some more coffee? This is amolgl.'

Ignoring the older man, Vincent came to squat blekie chair. "You
were saying something earlier about him movinghe?said, despite
his brother's obvious irritation. 'Did you say nesek? I'm afraid |
wasn't paying proper attention.'



'Yes. A week today,' agreed Helen, rather awkwarciyscious of
Charles's disapproval. ‘Are you planning to contaet?'

‘Well, I was hoping you might tell him where | amgmarked
Vincent, raising his eyebrows appealingly. 'I'deht intrude if he's
coming down here to get away from it all. But yawld give him this
number, if you would.'

'Helen's not a messenger girl,' put in Charlestsh@and Vincent rose
abruptly to his feet.

‘Nor is she a dummy, dummy,” he retorted harshhiygd #Mrs
Connaught stepped between them before somethirgjiait@ok
place.

'‘Really, you two!" she protested, trying to strikéighter note. 'You
can't be together five minutes without squabbliig!sure Helen will
be only too pleased to let Mr Manning know that ymre enquiring
after him, Vincent, and as for you Charles—I thyoki could try and
be a little more forgiving. Good heavens, your beothas hardly
been in the house more than twelve hours!

An uneasy truce ensued, but Helen knew bettertthamention Jarret
Manning again, although as Charles escorted hbetacar he had
something else to say.

‘You know,' he said, after helping her behind theeel of the sleek
little Alfasud, 'your mother could change her mialkdout letting
Manning stay in the house. After all, as you sadrgelf, it's only a
trial period. Would you like me to have a word witgr? | really can't
believe she really wants her life disrupting irstivay.'

Helen grimaced. 'You don't know Mummy,' she obserdeyly,
putting the little car into gear. 'She's almoskiag forward to it. It's



years since she's been so well off, and what vimghwedding and
everything ...'

'‘Our wedding," echoed Charles, with some satisfactiBut you
know, my father is quite willing to shoulder thatrden--'

'No chance,' retorted Helen ruefully, shaking heach 'Mummy is far
too independent for that.'

*Oh, well ..." Charles straightened from bestovangarm kiss on her
cheek. 'Until this evening, then. You haven't fatgo we're dining
with the Harveys?'

‘No, | hadn't forgotten,' agreed Helen with a fantile. 'See you
later." And letting out the clutch, she allowec tbar to move
smoothly away.

During the short journey to Thrushfold, howeverr tieoughts
returned to the unhappy chance of Vincent's knowarget Manning.
Until then she had not known that Jarret had om@nla journalist,
and it was disconcerting to realise that she hadegnmisjudged his
occupation. Her concept of Margot acting as sonnel kif female
Svengali lost credence in the light of his obvibtesary experience,
and her own remarks about their association maderimge. Still,

there was no denying that Margot was involved whim, and

remembering that awful scene before they depaHeten did not
look forward to seeing either of them again.

It was almost lunchtime as she drove between tregjateposts and
accelerated along the drive to the house. The lesemid sycamores
were almost in full leaf, shielding the curve ofethrack, and
concealing until the last moment the sleek greamaFigrarked near
the porch. Its smooth lines were dusty, but theae mo mistaking its
elegance, and Helen remembered well the unwillchgieation she
had felt watching Jarret and Margot drive away uchsa vehicle.



Now, however, it made her feel like turning roumd ariving back to
Ketchley, but even as the thought entered her hémdet himself
emerged from the porch and saw her.

There was nothing for it but to stand cm her brakesl bring the
little Alfa to an abrupt halt alongside the Ferraten, unclipping her
safety belt, she thrust open her door and gotatade him, hoping
she did not look as disconcerted as she felt.

'‘Good morning.' Using the tone she generally reseror trying

customers, she offered the greeting, and Jarrgoneled with a
non-committal 'Hi.'" As she extracted her bag frdme ttar and
pocketed her keys, however, she was' consciousmoivatching her,
and in the same acid tone she added. 'We didrécéxpsee you until
next week, Mr Manning. Is Aunt Margot with you?'

Jarret hesitated a moment, his mouth taking ongaielg sardonic

twist, and then he shook his head. This morningdteshed the more
formal attire of his previous visit for mud-colodrd_evis and a

matching denim shirt, and with the sleeves rollegkbover his

muscled forearms he looked hard and more dangesooghow. In

spite of his declared need to get away from Londoa,was

remarkably tanned for someone who lived in the,slity thought
sourly, wondering whether Margot had accompaniattbiwhatever

holiday location he had chosen. Obviously he ditl meglect his

creature comforts, and for some reason this iectéter still more.

She expected him to make some scathing retortrtoltalenge, but
all he did was open the door of his car and emsegends later with
his arms full of books. 'l decided to make a starthe removal,' he
remarked, indicating his burden, 'and your mottsesr kindly invited

me to lunch.’'

Helen moved her shoulders in an offhand gesturl, '€she said
blankly. 'Oh, | see." And then pressed her lipsetiogr with the



thought that her mother might have taken die treubl ring the
Connaughts and warn her.

Circling the two cars, she walked rather stifflyoithe house, just as
her mother was emerging from the library. 'I'veactsl the last two
drawers now, Jarret,’ she was beginning enthusadgti and then
halted in surprise when she saw her daughter. 'Oéler1 thought
you said you were lunching in town.'

Helen's nails curled into her palms, and she pudierdhands
aggressively into the unzipped pockets of her jack®, Mummy,’
she said, clearly and succinctly. 'l said | wasigdb see Charles, not
to the shop, and | told you I'd be back for lunch.’

'‘Dear me, did you?' Helen was half inclined todaedi her mother was
deliberately prevaricating. 'Oh, well ..." Mrs Caasniled. "There's no
harm done, is there?'

Helen's expression repudiated this remark, but rhether was
already moving beyond her, her features warmingguibly as their
unexpected guest made his reappearance. 'l'veezhtptise drawers,
Jarret,’ she heard her mother say again, and thastakable
familiarity made Helen's blood boil. Had her motl@mgotten she
was coming home for lunch? Had she invited Jarm@hihg to join
her because she expected the neeaeu® It was upsetting and
unsettling, and Helen experienced the unpleasastsen of feeling
an intruder in her own home.

Leaving her mother to fuss over the visitor, Hed@nuptly mounted
the stairs, and strode along the corridor to hemrcOnce there, she
closed the door and leaned back against it, vieviirey familiar
appointments with something less than satisfacfidrat man was
trouble, she had known it the minute she saw hing & was
infuriating to think that he had won over her matwethout any
apparent effort.



She sighed heavily and leaving the door, moved Iglaeross the
room to the windows. Hetherington was working ia gfarden below
her, the slight stoop of his shoulders evidencthefrheumatism he
suffered in cold weather. He had been at King'ssGi®nce before
she was born, and it was another source of antadter that in less
than three months she would have given up the tightoncern
herself in the affairs of her home. Without hergarece, her mother
would be completely in the hands of the man prégemiaking
himself at home in the library, and she would hawesay in the
matter.

Unzipping her jacket, she tossed it on to the bad,then viewed her
reflection without pleasure. Unlike her mother, wias inclined to
be plump, Helen was tall and slim* and the cordedtp she wore
complemented the slender curve of her legs. Harsleloa collarless
design in honey-beige silk, accentuated the cretexyure of her
skin, and she had left several buttons unfastemegdose the hollow
of her throat. Her hair as usual hung thick andight, framing her
face with an ebony curtain, the central partingregld Madonna-like
purity. Sombre, as she was now, her face had dihguquality, but it
was animation that brought a true beauty, and tinéil advent of
Jarret Manning she had seldom looked as solemineadid now.

Expelling her breath with an audible sound of fratsbn, she turned
back to the door again, realising that the lonberspent skulking up
here, the more familiar her mother and Jarret Mammiere likely to

become. Surely she had the breeding and deteromnettihandle a
man like him, and despite his outrageous behavehg,must show
him that she had treated the affair with the coptabdeserved.

The hall was empty when she came downstairs, amauker door
was closed. Obviously, Jarret had completed hisadtihg, and she
hesitated at the bottom of the stairs, wonderingrehher mother
might be. The library door was ajar, and hearingnsis from there,
she stepped lightly towards it, hoping to detest @ccupants



unobserved. However, her booted feet were diffitminuffle, and
Jarret swung the door wide as she faltered jusiarit

‘Can | help you?' he asked politely, his tone a8 as hers had been
earlier, and she moved her shoulders in an awkgesture.

'l—er—I was just looking for my mother,' she deeldy trying to
sound casual. 'l thought she might be helping ymqaak.'

'‘No.' His denial was crisp. 'As you can see, l'lnalaine in here. But if
you're curious to see how I'm using your fathetd\ys then feel free
to come and investigate.'

Helen held up her head. 'l can assure you--'

'‘Oh, come on!" His mouth was derisive. 'l know wlat were
thinking.'

‘Do you?' Helen's indignation simmered inside Hedon't see how
that's possible, when--'

'For God's sake!' He dragged his fingers througtsilvery strands of
his hair, tugging them down to rest at his napan‘Cwe stop this
back-biting, here and now? | don't know what yaokh am, but I'm
here to work —nothing else! Believe it or not, haget along without
—female companionship!'

Helen felt the colour mounting in her cheeks. 'inkhyou

misunderstand me, Mr Manning--' she was beginnimgen he
turned his back on her, and she broke off in medihumiliation as
he returned to the books he had previously bedmgor

There was little else she could do but turn away amd this she did,
pushing her trembling hands into the pockets of pats as she
walked quickly into the drawing room. Fortunatdigr mother was



not there either, and she had a few minutes to osmperself before
Mrs Chase came to announce that lunch was ready.

During the meal her mother talked almost exclugivelJarret, and
Helen was left to pick at her plate without muclpetge. It was
unusual for her; she invariably enjoyed her foBdt today, Mrs

Chase was too absorbed with her visitor to notstee was asking
him about his work, about the methods he used itoigbormation,

and the tremendous amount of research he mustfdcebactually

settling down to the story. Jarret spoke quietlyg anthoritatively,

patiently answering her questions with a distilaigeance of conceit.
For someone who only minutes before had been deridier

daughter, he was remarkably amicable, and Helerdekcrather
grumpily, that his remarks to her had been a patsaffront and not a
generalisation.

When Mrs Hetherington came to clear, Mrs Chaseetlito their
guest once again. 'What time are you leaving, tParshe asked, the
warmth of her enquiry denying any need for hastel lae pushed
back his chair with a thoughtful frown.

'l guess | may as well leave right away,' he affidngranting the
housekeeper the benefit of his smile before getbrtys feet. 'l have
things | can be doing in town, and | hope to baiegvn another load
the day after tomorrow, if you have no objections.’

'‘None at all,’ exclaimed Mrs Chase, rising to jaim. 'But |
wondered if you'd like to see the gardens whil€ngoliere, and get a
little idea of the general layout.’

‘That sounds fine," Jarret agreed politely, bueHaensed he was no
entirely enthusiastic. Maybe he had made arrangemien meet
someone in London, or perhaps his patience with rhether's
garrulity was wearing thin. Whichever, it amused teethink his



plans were being thwarted in this way, and she siimiooked on her
last mouthful of coffee when Mrs Chase continued:

'I'd have suggested it earlier if I'd rememberedeklevould be
joining us for lunch. You don't mind showing Mr Mang the
garden, do you, dear? I'm afraid | have to attemdeating of the
church committee, Jarret. We're organising at mebet month, and
there's always too much to do and too few helpers.’

Jarret's smile was tight now, but Mrs Chase didatice, bustling

after Mrs Hetherington to arrange about dinnereHeVas left to face
their guest, and she had little doubt about hisirfge as she rose
abruptly to her feet.

'‘Look, we can scrub round the conducted tour, dwaded harshly,
picking up the denim jacket that matched his pant$ pushing one
arm into the sleeve. 'l don't really have the tangway, and I'm sure
you have better things to do.’

Helen shrugged. 'As you like.'

'It's not how | like, is it?' he emphasised shorly he shouldered the
jacket. 'l didn't start this vendettgudid, and I'd as soon not suffer
the hassle.'

Helen pursed her lips. 'What shall | tell my mottiben?’

'‘What do you mean?' He eyed her narrowly. 'Surelyrg not afraid
of what Mummymight say?' Then he sighed heavily. 'So what tl
hell! I'll get out of here.’

Helen felt uncomfortable. It simply wasn't like héw be so
uncharitable, and while she insisted she had rsagon feel
resentment towards him, hadn't she really brouglait\Wwad happened
on herself?



He crossed the room to the open doors, and she thad\any minute

it would be too late. Once he had spoken to hehaerpbnce he had
said his farewells, there would be no opporturotyhfer to change her
mind, and half reluctantly she said: 'Mr Manning3t as he stepped
into the hall.

He turned, and she could tell from his expresdan lhe regretted the
delay. 'Yes?' he said, and his voice was as impad® his stance as
he waited for her to explain.

Helen took a few steps towards him and halted agésmjust—well,
I'm quite willing to show you the gardens, if you&hlly like to see
them,' she explained awkwardly, and cringed aneshaswaited for
his response.

There was silence for several seconds, and thesppjprg his
shoulder against the frame of the door, he saitat'$ a grudging
proposal, isn't it?"

It was not what she had expected, and she shi#edéight from one
booted foot to the other. 'I'm merely stating thatel, if we are
going to live in the same house, we can't go onpHsgiat one
another.’

'If?' He took up the word, and then shook his headt Usat what |
said earlier?'

Helen sniffed. 'Maybe."'

'Itis, and you know it.' He straightened away fribv@ door. '‘But don't
lose any sleep over it. | shan't.

Helen sighed. 'And?'

'I've got to get back to town.’



It was too much! "You really are a—a—swine, argm@t?' she
exclaimed stormily. '"You get me to offer to showuyaround, and
then you deliberately turn me down! What do youestpme to
do—qgrovel?'

'Hey ..." Amusement softened his dark features reowl, a trace of
mockery lifted the corners of his mouth. 'l didatk you to do
anything. Your mother did. But if you're so desper@ show me,
then by all means, let's go!

Helen's chest rose and fell in her agitation. 'I-ybacan go to hell!
she retorted resentfully, and swung determinedlyhen heel and
marched back to the table.

'l really do bug you, don't I?'

Without her being aware of it, he must have covéhedfloor space
between them, because when next he spoke his veseright

behind her. It was disconcerting to know he coutiVenso swiftly,

and she gripped the edge of the table with bothd$iawishing

desperately that he would go away. She felt digttaand raw, and
absurdly vulnerable, and not at all convinced sbelct hide her
feelings in the face of his deliberate mockery.

'‘Please—leave me alone,' she got out jerkily, aitid ammuffled oath
he put one hand on her shoulder and swung her roufagte him. It
was useless to struggle, he was far stronger tiawas, but she kept
her head bent, and only lifted it when his hardérs beneath her
chin forced her to do so. He looked at her intefahyseveral minutes,
the long lashes narrowing his expression, and thenf amazed,
shook his head.

'l guess | have to apologise, don't 1?' he said,oice low and
disturbingly gentle. 'I'm not used to polite sogjetnd you're far too
serious, do you know that?"



Helen pulled her chin away. 'l don't need your sgthp,' she
retorted, refusing to respond to the olive brarvthd—and now, if
you'll excuse me--'

‘But | don't,' he interrupted her firmly, and theras no mistaking his
determination now. 'You're going to show me thalgas, and then
I'm going to buy you tea at one of those quairttelicafes in
Malverley.'

'NO——I

Helen started to argue, but he put his hand ovenmweith and the
touch of those long brown fingers silenced anygsbshe was about
to make.

It started to rain as they drove into Malverleydaldelen, still

uncertain she was doing the right thing, felt itsvean omen. It was
useless telling herself that all was well. She thaide that for the last
two hours without any conviction, and in spite bk tapparent
amicability of their present relationship, she wisted the
association, and she distrusted Jarret.

Nevertheless, tfieir tour of the grounds immediatelirrounding
King's Green had been conducted without incideatred was
suitably impressed with the gardens, that soon mewld be a
veritable kaleidoscope of colour, and he had emrdkelimself to Mrs
Hetherington's husband by revealing an apparemthuige interest
in the greenhouses.

‘My stepfather is a keen gardener,' he told thex@d pleasantly, as
they examined the sprouting tomato plants, andazorded Helen by
discussing the various problems encountered intmgrawing, with
all the familiarity of an expert. He had an easywé speaking to



people that put them on an equal footing, and Helo had already
seen her mother and Mrs Hetherington being won, dhaat to stand
by and watch it happen again.

Jarret himself professed a love for the country,tfee wide-open
spaces, and the mingling scents of plants and flawée certainly
seemed at home, tramping at her side through ttierbup-starred
paddock, squatting down to examine some unusuatirapa of

insect life. He was not afraid to get his handsydiand the casual
Levis were stained with mud when they walked bacthé house.

They didn't talk a lot, except about impersonahgsi, like the house
and grounds, and the little summerhouse where Heded to play
when she was small. But occasionally she felt iesseon her in a
deeply personal appraisal, and it was at times thiese that she
doubted her ability to handle a man like him. Hesvealittle like
Vincent, she reflected, loath to mention that gatér relationship,
but Vincent had never frightened her, and Jarrativtay did.

Jarret parked the Ferrari in the market place dvéfiey, and then
half turned in his seat towards her. 'So?' he sditere's the best
place to have tea? You'd know better than me.'

Helen shifted uncomfortably beneath the blue gamt ldted her
shoulders in an indifferent gesture. 'There's thee® Maple cafe, or
the Embassy Tea-rooms. Or the local coffee bggufd rather.'

‘The Embassy Tea-rooms?' His eyes glinted with amest. ‘No, |
don't honestly think that's me. | don't know abinag Green Maple,
but | do think the coffee bar sounds interesting.’

Helen didn't know whether he was serious or nat,fear expression
mirrored her uncertainty. ‘'l—well--'



she began, then broke off abruptly as his hand carm® stroke his
knuckles down her cheek.

'So solemn!" he mocked lazily, as she flinched afr@y his fingers.
‘What kind of guy is this chap you're engaged tofA'Dyou ever have
fun with him? Don't you ever laugh, or fool arouhd?

'l suppose you think | do that all the time,' shtorted woodenly,
tilting her chin, and with a wry grimace he throgen his door and
got out before she could say any more.

Helen herself got out with less enthusiasm. Maéyewas not a large
place, it was just a small market town, and becafiske shop she
and Karen were comparatively well known. It occdrte her now
that in spite of the weather she would be extrerhatity not to be
observed, and a sense of frustration gripped héneathought of
having to explain to Charles what she had beengddoonsorting
with the enemy.

Jarret was looking round the market place withowafreyed interest,

his collar turned up against the sudden showershadound herself
acknowledging his undoubted physical attractionnd.anuscular

legs looked good in close-fitting jeans, and tharigtess of his jacket
ex-posed the flatness of his stomach and the pal&rength of his

hips. Unlike Charles, who seldom wore anything ttweds and

evening clothes, he suited the casual attire, hadlgln't need to see
the admiring glances of two teenage girls acrossstheet to know

that he would never be short of female companyall a whole new
experience for her, being out with someone otham tier fiance, but
when he pushed back his hair suddenly and turnédct her, she
was embarrassed that he had caught her lookingnat h

However, after a pregnant pause, he relieved tbhatgn by asking
where the coffee bar was, and she quickly stammntbgdt was just
across the square. 'lt's not far," she added,nginnp her own collar,



and managed to remain composed as he gripped bew end
hurried her across to its lighted facade.

The coffee bar was full of students from the neasbyth form
college, who congregated there after school was. Guee air was
thick with cigarette smoke and the steam from dafoghes, but it
was a friendly atmosphere and Helen, who had nbeen inside
before, looked about her with curious eyes.

‘Tea—or coffee?' Jarret asked, having squeezedmiter a table in a
corner and ready to serve himself, and Helen bilip€1'd go for the
coffee, if | were you," he added, seeing her irgleni 'The tea in
these places is usually pretty sick.'

‘All right." Helen nodded, and with a reassurinopghe turned away
to the bar.

While he was gone, Helen half unzipped her jackat tried to
appear unconcerned that so many eyes had turrtbdiirdirection.
But it was difficult to remain casual when a grafgeenage youths
were obviously discussing her potential, and stpblatantly at her,
even when she tried to outface them.

'l shouldn't bother,' remarked an amused voice heaear, and she
looked up to find Jarret straddling a chair he tuayed to the table.
Two cups of espresso coffee resided on the taldtem of him, and
she quickly took possession of one of them, wrapiar fingers
around the bowl to hide their unsteady tremor.

‘That—er—that didn't take long,' she said, andhio®k his head.

'‘Age and experience,' he observed lazily, and sbked down into
her cup in polite acknowledgement.



To her relief, the boys who had been staring aeldrer seemed to
have lost interest, now that Jarret had joined dnsil, she was able to
sip her coffee with less self- consciousness. EBeertheir eyes had
been replaced by Jarret's, and she had to steelheot to turn away.

'So what is there to do in a place like this?' inguéed now, forcing
her to attend him, and she traced the patterneofable top with her
fingernail as she answered.

‘Not a lot,' she admitted slowly. 'There's one giagand a theatre that
operates during the winter months. Oh, and thére'art gallery and
the museum, and a skating rink ...’

‘But no night life?".
'I—I think there are discotheques,' she said, fiagn
‘But you've never been.’

'‘Not to a discotheque, no.' Helen shook her h&ad.I'have been to
parties where they've played disco music,' shedalldstily, feeling a
ridiculous compulsion to justify herself, and sd& mocking gleam
in his eye. 'Malverley's not like London,' she dimed huffily. 'If you
want night clubs and bars and sophisticated eirterant,
Malverley's not the place for you.'

'Did | say | did?' His eyes narrowed with lazy humoand she
conceded that he had not. 'No, | was interestadsthll.' He paused.
'Interested in how you come to be so —inexperienced

'Inexperienced!" Helen was indignant.

‘Yes, inexperienced,' he repeated firmly. '‘Untoddigghuman hand!



Helen was affronted. 'l think you're insolent, Mraivhing,' she
declared hotly, preparing to push back her chaiir thoe firm grip of
his fingers on her arm prevented her from rising.

'‘Why?' he said now, holding her eyes with his. 'Vdny | insolent?
Its a compliment, isn't it, knowing | acknowledget
your—innocence?'

‘Not the way you say it, Mr Manning," she retortetevenly. "Will
you let go of my arm?’

'‘Not unless you promise to remain where you are,cbuntered
smoothly, and she seethed with indignation.

‘What makes you think I'll do it even if | say Ili#l she demanded,
and his mouth twisted wryly.

'‘Because | don't think you'd lie to me," he replreteasing her wrist,
and she rubbed the flesh defensively as she stoowentrol.

‘You have no right to say such things—to me," sbeayt now,
pushing her scarcely-touched coffee cup asidgotfdon't mind, I'd
like to go home. Will you take me, or shall | calcab?'

Jarret sighed, a deep frustrated expellation dbigath. 'I'll take you,'
he said, pulling out his cheroots. 'But can | fnmy coffee first?'

Helen shrugged, but she was loath to make a fodieo$elf by
walking out on him now that the first flush of anded cooled, so
she remained where she was, hands clasped infhankealing the
pungent fragrance of his tobacco.

'Did | understand your mother correctly," he askedidenly, 'you run
a shop here in Malverley?'



Helen hesitated, and then she nodded, saying \origghother girl
and | share the running of it.’

'l see.' He looked at her through the haze of biueke. 'Somehow |
imagined you as a lady of leisure.'

'‘Doing good works and visiting the poor?' she certad shortly,
angered by his assumption, and saw the teasinglgircrossed his
face.

‘Now that was much more human,' he assured hepwppty, and
she pressed her lips together as she stared ddlatable. 'So where
Is this shop?' he pursued, refusing to be daumted ,she lifted her
head reluctantly to meet his probing smile.

'‘Why should I tell you?' she demanded. 'You'll foutt soon enough
if you live here.’

'If that's so, what harm is there in telling me?’
Helen sighed. 'It's a craft shop? In the Arcade.’
‘Which is where?'

‘Across the square.'

He inclined his head. 'Who is the other partner?’
‘A friend of mine, Karen Medley-Smythe.'

Jarret grinnedMiss Medley-Smythe?'

'Yes.'

He inclined his head. 'Interesting.’



'‘Why?' Helen had had enough of being reticent.w@ét possible
interest is it to you?'

Jarret shrugged. 'Oh, just getting to know my wayuad. You
know—making friends and influencing people!

Helen turned her head irritably to stare out of Wedow. The
discouraging trickle of rain all but obscured heaw, and she felt a
curious sense of depression, out of all proportit the
circumstances. What was the matter with her, Igtliawrret Manning
get under her skin? He was deliberately, tryingrmvoke her, and
she ought to know better than to listen to him.

'‘Okay—Iet's go!'

Jarret's summons brought her head round with & tetefind him
already on his feet Zipping up her jacket agaie, lstushed past him
on her way to the door, and felt the momentaryngtite of his body
against hers. It was all too reminiscent of thatidahe library, when
he had shown her exactly how unscrupulous he cbeldand the
darting look she cast up at his face did nothindispel the image. It
was as if he knew exactly what she was thinking \@ad enjoying
her discomfiture, and the anger this generatedrsartarging across
the room with a distinct disregard for anyone slsafety.

‘That was well done," Jarret remarked gravely,easlbsed the door
behind them, but Helen pretended she didn't knovatwie was
talking about. 'At least three booted ankles arltldhdozen bruised
ribs, not to mention flooding the place with ovened cups of
coffee,' he added. 'Yes, | think | can safely $ay you'll be welcome
there again.'

At this Helen's sense of humour refused to resportide dictates of
her conscience. She found it impossible to keepduer straight, and
a bubble of mirth burst from her in choking laughtghe couldn't



help it. It was as if all the tension of the paatfhour had been
exploded by his words, and she pressed both handsrtcheeks in
helpless abandon.'Did | say something?'

Jarret viewed her innocently, but she couldn't @mgwm. Instead she
shook her head weakly, too breathless to reply, ibmas several
more minutes before her hilarity subsided. Therping her eyes
with her fingers, she was once more aware of the ead also of
how wet they were both getting, standing therdnexdownpour.

‘You're getting soaked!" she protested, sniffingléar her nose, and
he shoved his hands into the pockets of his jacket.

'So are you,' he countered, and she put up a lmahdrtdamp hair
before nodding her agreement. ‘Come on," he $émhk we'd better
get into the car. I'd hate to be responsible far gatching your death
of pneumonia!

'I'm much tougher than | look," she explained h&y thalf ran across
the square to where the Ferrari waited, but theaglde gave her was
disbelieving.

‘Are you?' he said, unlocking the car door, and reftegnised the
scepticism in his tone as she slid inside.

Seconds later he joined her in the car, breathegply from the
exertion. With the door closed behind him, he stierdd his way out
of his jacket, dropping it on to the low rear semtd then looked
expectantly at her.

‘Aren't you going to do the same?' he suggestati,athough her
hostility towards him was only temporarily suspehdeshe
obediently unzipped the jerkin and pushed it off¢teoulders. But it
wasn't so easy for her to remove, and without @sker permission



Jarret tugged the offending garment down over hmasamaking the
task that much simpler.

‘Thank you.' Helen pulled her arms free and folthedljacket in her
lap. 'At least it's warm in here. What lovely sprineather!

Jarret took the jacket from her unresisting fing&sfarmer would
doubtless say that the crops need it,’ he remarkpdovingly,

dropping the jacket into the back with his own.dAou—a country
girl—should know that.™

'l do--' she began, and then stopped again asestised she was
taking him too seriously. 'Oh, well, | don't hawdike the rain, do I?
And judging by your tan, you don't spend your hayisl in this

country either!

Jarret grimaced. 'My tan, as you call it, was aeglialmost a year
ago, in Mexico. And it wasn't a holiday. | was dpsome research at
the time, and it was bloody hot for working, | datl you.'

Helen managed not to flinch at his choice of adjectand looped her
fingers round one drawn-up knee. ‘Mexico," she.sdigat sounds
exciting. How long did you spend there?'

‘Three months.' Jarret shrugged. 'lt was—intergstiBut you
wouldn't have liked it.'

‘Why not?'

A trickle of rainwater began to run down her ch&ekn her hair, and
to her confusion, Jarret wiped the drop away withfimger before
answering her. 'Oh—it was all involved with the diee side of the
Mexican dream," he remarked, smoothing his palmrdower his
thigh. 'You wouldn't want to hear about it. It's f@moved from
Malverley and the—er—Embassy Tea-rooms.'



‘You're mocking me again!" she exclaimed, releasiag knee and
straightening her spine, and his gaze droopedetodmerable curve
of her mouth.

‘No, I'm not,' he said, and his voice was curiowgntle. 'Only drug
smugglers and traffickers seem a long way from gartétes and
afternoon tea.'

'I'm not naive, you know,' she retorted. 'l am an@rwhat goes on in
the rest of the world. Just because we seem veddlaiclass and
boring to you, it doesn't mean we bury our headbersand!

‘You don't seem at all boring to me," he assuredbskily, and her
skin prickled as he put his arm over the back efstmat. But all he did
was lift his jacket and extract the case of chexdim the pocket,
and she clasped her hands tightly together a$ hes Icigar.

With the cheroot between his teeth he started tiggne and the
Ferrari circled the market square before turningtmnhe road to
Thrushfold once more. The rain was easing a latid the wipers
kept the windscreen clear, but nevertheless Jamogtred the
distance without excessive speed, content to éeptwerful pistons
dawdle.

‘Where do you plan to live after you're married® hsked
unexpectedly, and Helen hesitated a moment befoeplying.

'‘Charles is buying a house at Ketchley, not famfrois parents'
home,' she yielded at length. 'It wouldn't be ddadio live too far
from the stables, and | can easily drive into Mdesefrom there.'

Jarret crushed the remains of his cheroot in atragsHDo | take it
you intend to go on working after you're married?'



‘Initially," she agreed, not altogether liking hisestions. 'Surely you
don't disapprove, Mr Manning. Isn't that the modevay of
thinking?'

‘Maybe." He was non-committal. 'You're not aframuymay find
circumstances altering your plans?’

Helen held up her head. 'If you mean am | not corezkthat | might
start a baby, then no. Charles and | both agrdeantbaan afford to
wait a few years, and— and—er—well, | intend to €apth that
contingency when the situation requires it.'

A faint smile touched Jarret's lips at this, anéd glhiessed he was
amused at her rather stilted explanation, butriglibout such things
to a stranger was not something she was usedddakimg a leaf out
of his book, she asked him how long it would takeltive back to
London.

Jarret shrugged then. 'It depends how congestedotds are,' he
replied. 'It should take a couple of hours, bwn spend that length of
time trying to cross central London.' He paused.ybu ever come
up to town?'

‘Sometimes.' Helen was defensive. 'Mummy and |:0oally go up
for a day's shopping, and before Charles and | eegaged | used to
go to shows and exhibitions with Karen.'

‘Mmm.' Jarret sounded unimpressed. 'But not witar{éls, | gather.’

'‘Charles doesn't like London, Mr Manning.' Heleruldofeel her
resentment reasserting itself. 'Not everyone does!'

'‘Oh, | agree.' Jarret raised one hand in mock gpgold was just
satisfying myself about something.’



'About what?"

He glanced sideways at her. 'The kind of relatigngbu have with
your fiancé.'

‘The kind of relationship ..." Helen's voice trdilaway. 'I'm afraid |
don't understand.’

'It's not important.' He peered through the windear 'This is the
turn-off for King's Green, isn't it?'

'‘What? Oh, yes, yes.' Helen was impatient. 'Are yrging to be
offensive, Mr Manning?’

'Offensive? Me?'

‘Yes, you." She licked her suddenly dry lips. 'Wtat you mean
about my relationship with Charles? | want to kdow.

Jarret sighed. 'Forget it. | don't even know then'méle turned
between the drive gates. 'At least the rain seen® tpassing over.
What's the betting I'll run into it again on my wagck to town?'

Jarret!'

In her confusion, she had used his Christian nartieut thinking,
and his mocking expression revealed it had not gometiced. 'Yes,
Helen?' he responded, quite solemnly, and withuagof frustration
she slumped down in her seat.

‘You enjoy aggravating me, don't you?' she excldianggrily. 'Why
can't you answer my question? I've answered yours.'

Jarret brought the car to a smooth halt beforgptireh, and as she
struggled to sit up he said: "You wouldn't like amswer. Is that good
enough for you?'



'‘No!" She reached for her jacket from the back, sewt tugged it on to
her knees, straightening the sleeves and keepegd#mp outer
surface away from her. 'I'm not a child, Mr ManniBgit keep your
secrets, if they mean that much to you.'

‘They don't.' His tone was flat now, and as shehed for the handle
of the door he pressed a button that successftélyemted her from
opening it. 'All right,Miss Chase —I was curious what kind of mat
would let you wear his ring without taking advargayj the facilities
it affords him!'

Helen's dark brows drew together. 'The facilities sheechoed
faintly, and then comprehension dawned. 'You méan--

' mean—you don't sleep with him, do you, Helen&' gtated
decisively, his' eyes narrowing as hers widenedd 'that's a terrible
wastel!'

Helen could hardly speak. 'How—how dare you?'

‘You asked me,' he reminded her mildly, and relepge catch on
the doors, he pushed his open and got out.

It was several seconds before Helen summoned sheaase to join
him, and by then he had put on his jacket and gsaed into the
house. She found him in the hall, tossing his keysatiently in his
palm, and at her look of outraged bewildermentxmagned: "Your
mother's given me a key. And as she doesn't agpelbe home,
perhaps you'd offer her my apologies, and tell Ilesee her on
Friday.'

‘You're leaving?' she enquired coldly, and withg ®f resignation
he nodded.



'‘Look," he said, as if feeling the need to jushignself, 'don't blame
me because you didn't like what | said. | warned you wouldn't,
remember?"'

Helen balled her fists. "You—you had no right to—gpeculate
about— about such a thing ...’

'‘Oh, come on.' He shook his head. 'lIt happensaltime. Surely I'm
entitled to an opinion!" He stepped in front of bed looked down at
her with disturbing candour. 'l said it was a wast&d it is. You're
beautiful, Helen, and if Charles can't see that, tte's more of a fool
than | thought. | wouldn't let you run around with@utting my

brand upon you, and any man who does is just askmgouble.’

Helen took a deep breath. 'Just—just because ymiddistinct lack
of morality, you judge everyone else by your owmnsards.
I—I—Charles and I, we have a very good relationsagit happens.
He's a fine man, and | love him dearly—oh!'

She broke off abruptly, her words silenced oncenalgg the "warm
possession of his mouth. As before, he had takemrmewvares, but
this time there was no anger in his kiss, only r@sgeus, searching
need for expression, and her knees buckled bentathrobing
caress. She clutched at him helplessly, her hands§ the rough
buckle of his belt, and his hands slid down herkbtacher hips,
arching her towards him. Her lips parted, respogttirthe hunger he
evoked inside her. His arms enfolded her closebireg him, her
breasts were crushed against the hard musclessothast, but
through the mists of mindless emotion she was @iddmade to feel
the unmistakable effect she was having on him.

Her mind revolted, and with a superhuman effort ghessed him
away from her. 'Let me go!'" she choked, despisiagséif, and
despising him for making her feel that way, andhwat shrug he
stepped back. He made no attempt to hide his drausaing one



hand round the back of his neck in faintly ruetlf-slerision, and she
averted her eyes from the sensual reflection of ke was

completely without shame, she thought, mortified ler own

behaviour, and furious with him for taking advamtag her.

'Will you please leave!' she got out at last, safj there was little
point in crossing swords with him. He was not askdmof what he
had done, and she would have to bear her disglaice.a

But Jarret shook his head now, aware of her feglargl impatient of
them. 'Don't look so shattered!" he advised dnylgtking no move to
go. 'lt wasn't so terrible, was it? It's quite natj do assure you,
particularly in the circumstances.'

Helen knew she would live to regret it, but she badsk: 'What
circumstances?’

Jarret sighed. 'You're going to get married. Yofirid out soon
enough. Providing that hidebound boy-friend of wodmesn't make a
mess of it.'

Helen gulped. 'Of what?'

'Of you!" exclaimed Jarret in a driven tone. 'Gddn't you know
anything? The way you kiss, | get the feeling you've never bee
aroused before, and God help you if he's as fagitithink he is!"

Helen uttered a sound of outrage. 'Get out of Hdrdylanning! Get
out, do you hear me?' She almost shouted the worder distress,
and then burned with embarrassment as her motiperasgd in the
doorway.



CHAPTER FOUR
'DON'T you want to go home this evening?'

Karen Medley-Smythe's drawling voice was puzzleglss stood in
the doorway to the small office that backed theasbom. The shop
had been closed some fifteen minutes already, astdeherself had
transferred the cash from the till to the safe, ah@dd see no reason
for her friend to be lingering over the accountigler.

'I'll be leaving presently," Helen answered nowpihg the smile she
forced to her lips would allay the other girl'sgigons. 'l just want to
go over these figures again, and then I'll lock Yipu go ahead. |
don't mind.'

Karen caught her lower lip between her teeth.vehd made another
mistake in the ledger, have 1?' she queried wdsriét know my
maths are appalling, but | did use the calculator.'

'‘Oh, no—no!" Helen was quick to reassure her. fidwees are fine,
honestly.'

'So why are you checking them?'

Helen sighed. 'Go home, Karen,' she urged, cupgpénghin in one
shapely hand. 'I'll see you tomorrow.'

But Karen refused to be moved without a more satisfy
explanation. 'Something's wrong, isn't it?' shelamed. 'Is it
Charles? Have you two had a fight? Is that whyyeidoked a little
strained since you took that day off?'

'‘No!" Helen gripped the edge of the desk tight§o,' of course not.
Charles and | never fight. You're imagining thingaren.'



'‘Am 1?' The other girl sounded as sceptical as Isbked. 'Well,
something's amiss, and if it's not Charles, it nmesfarret Manning.'

‘What do you mean?’

Helen could not have looked more indignant, butekawas not
convinced. Coming fully into the office, she drapledr elegant
length in the armchair opposite, and regarded hend with
provoking blue eyes. 'lt is Jarret Manning, istt she persisted,
pulling a pack of cigarettes from her bag and pigcine between her
lips. 'Of course! Today's the day he moves int ishThat's why you
don't want to go home.’

‘You're letting your imagination run away with yd€aren,' retorted
Helen crossly, getting up from the desk and paoastjessly across
the floor. "It is the day Jarret Manning is movintp King's Green, |

can't deny that, but as for thinking it has anyghto do with my

working late...'

Karen lit her cigarette and inhaled deeply, watghhrer friend
reflectively through the haze. She was an attraaivl, some three
years older than Helen, and her blonde good lo@s proved a
distinctive foil for Helen's darker ones. She wamarried, and since
the death of her parents some five years ago mheda flat near the
centre of Malverley. She was well liked, and populth the
opposite sex, but for the past four years she leat Ihopelessly in
love with a married man.

'S0?' she said now. 'Tell me, if you're not avaddarret Manning,
what are you doing?'

'I've told you, I'm just going over the figurestarted Helen tautly.
'Honestly, Karen, must we have this inquest? I'rh queestioning
your book-keeping, I'm just checking the invoices.'



Karen grimaced. 'Really?’
‘Yes, really.’

'‘Who are you kidding, Helen?' Karen tilted her héathat happened,
darling? Did he make a pass at you?'

Helen's cheeks suffused with colour, and she cdo$e¥ arms
deliberately across herself, as if they might pileva protection
against whatever was to come. Then, realising aded give some
explanation, she said: 'l don't like the man. & #mough for you? |
can't imagine why Mummy agreed to let him sharehibese. It was
bad enough when Aunt Margot came with him that firse, but last
Friday he brought some American model, who spentrthole time
pawing over him! He said he wanted to get away froall, but it

seems to me he just wants to move the location.’

‘My, my, we are bitter, aren't we?' Karen exhaletwlse through
amused lips. 'Was the model Vivien Sinclair? | relae was his latest
girl-friend.’

Helen snorted. Where did you read that?'

‘Where do you think? In the paper, of course, dgrliYour Mr
Manning is quite a scoop for the gossip columniBkgy give him a
hard time.'

'He probably deserves it,' replied Helen malicigusiropping her
arms and walking back to the desk. '‘Anyway, now koaw why |
prefer to avoid him.'

‘Do 1?' Karen was annoyingly perceptive. 'l cardlidve cool,
collected Helen has been rattled by some emptyddteamnodel!



'She's not empty-headed, actually,’ muttered Halesyming her
seat. 'Mummy told me that Jarret had told her shatwas a college
graduate or something, and only took to modellifigrawinning
some beauty contest.’

‘Jarret?' queried Karen teasing, and Helen bertdsat.

‘All right," she conceded heavily, 'he did—makeaspat me.' She
lifted her head. 'Now will you go home?'

Karen frowned. 'Oh, Helen ...
'What's the matter?'

The other girl shook her head, and then squashederucigarette
with impatient fingers. 'You worry me sometimes ydol know that?'
she retorted.

1?7 Worry you?"'

'Yes." Karen looked at her squarely. 'You're so-nstdble,
somehow. So open to being hurt. Do you know, thezdimes when
| wonder if you've ever known what it's like to fekeeply—about
anything.’

Helen moved her shoulders awkwardly, a little lwyrthe other girl's
candour, and as if regretting her outburst, Kaoeodd a smile. 'Don't
take any notice of me,' she said, putting her eitjes back into her
handbag. 'I'm no counsellor to give anyone advEmdness knows,
| haven't organised my own life with any degreswdcess, have 1?"

Helen sighed, resting her elbows on the desk ardystg her friend
sympathetically. 'How is John?' she asked, gladeflistraction, and
Karen's eyes grew reflective as she spoke of thregha loved.



'He's fine,' she said, a reminiscent smile tugginiger lips. 'We spent
the weekend at Stratford, and | can't rememberyargd&Shakespeare
so much before.' She shook her head. 'He's so,¢asn. We took a
boat on the river at one o'clock in the morning] arade love in the
shade of a clump of weeping willows!'

Helen's tongue circled her lips. 'l think you're #trazy one, Karen.
What if—what if you got pregnant? What would you tien? You
know he has four children already. And he's refusegkt a divorce.'

Karen gave a resigned shrug. 'He can't get a ddyételen—his wife
Is a Catholic. And besides, how could he leave Audo bring up
four children alone?’

Helen made a confused gesture. 'l don't undersgangd Karen, |
don't honestly. You say he can't leave his wifebtmg up their
children alone, and yet you're perfectly prepacedun the risk of
putting yourself in the same position without tleméfit of a wedding
ring!'

'| take precautions,' Karen retorted patiently.dAnyou think John
and | could stand the same kind of relationshipaod Charles have,
you're very much mistaken.'

Helen shifted uncomfortably. 'My relationship witbharles has
nothing to do with it.'

'‘Doesn't it?' Karen looked disbelieving. 'l some&tswonder what
you're saving yourselves for!'

Helen was not offended, but she had to defend heSkarles and |
both believe, that a honeymoon should be just'tisdg declared.
‘What's the point of getting married at all, if i already
anticipated the wedding night?'



'‘Oh, Helen! What a lot you have to learn!

Helen sifted the papers on the desk with a caré¢lasd. 'Why is it
that people always think that they know best?’

Karen sighed. 'What if you're incompatible?'

‘Incompatible?' Helen managed to sound almost amugéhat do
you mean—incompatible? We love one another.'

'Oh, I'm sure you do, but loving one another anidally sharing love
can be two very different things.'

Helen made an irritated gesture. 'And of course, kimow all about
that.'

‘John wasn't the first man | went to bed with,testaren frankly.
‘But he's the only man I've ewsranted.'

‘Want! Want! What has wanting to do with love? W¥aiti're talking
about is lust!

‘No, I'm not.' Karen leaned towards her. 'Helesteh to me, are you
sure you and Charles--'

With an abrupt movement Helen got to her feet. Y®wonvinced
me!' she declared, cutting the other girl off befehe could say any
more, and Karen stared at her blankly.

‘Convinced you?'

‘Yes. That I'm a fool to hang about here, just heealarret Manning
has invaded my home! Why should | care what he Z2ddisbe
leaving in less than three months. Mummy can hawve &l to
herself.'



Karen shrugged and relaxed again. 'Jealous?’
Helen gasped. 'Of Mummy?'

'‘No. Of Jarret Manning,' retorted Karen dryly. "Yabeen the apple
of Mummy's eye for the past ten years, haven't you?

Driving home, Helen remembered Karen's words witbease of
irony. If she only knew, she thought grimly. Shel &i@r mother had
shared an uneasy truce since that scene in thehdlthe memory of
her mother's words to her after Jarret had ldftsfting in her mind.
Mrs Chase knew nothing about what Jarret had dwhert of course.
All she had seen was another example of what she asaher
daughter's discourtesy, and she had lost no timenaking her
conversant with her present financial position.

‘Without Jarret's generosity, | might well have hHadaccept the
Connaughts' offer to assume responsibility forweelding. Now |
shan't have that anxiety, and as you're the oneésvpaing to benefit,
the least you can do is to be civil to the man!'

There had been other words about her lack of goifor what her
mother had done for her, of how selfish she hadiec and how
little she considered anyone's feelings but her,@nd Helen had not
argued. She had been too stunned to produce argnsilele
alternative anyway, and it had been easier to Inedlereal feelings.

Jarret's second visit had been shorter, but nontessorable for all
that. Instead of coming in the morning as he hatedzefore, he had
arrived in the early evening, just after Helen radceeded in
convincing herself that he was not going to comallaiArid Vivien
Sinclair was with him.

Mrs Chase had been relieved to see him, of coutlseher daughter,
she had begun to have doubts about his futuretiater; and had



even voiced a terse rebuke to the effect that ih&e changed his
mind, Helen ought to be ashamed of herself.

In the event, it appeared that Vivien had had aetliog assignment
earlier in the day, and as Jarret had promisedng ber with him, he
had had to delay his departure. The American haglegr to be a
friendly girl, but Helen had kept out of their wag much as possible.
To her relief, her mother agreed to show Vivienrdfie house, and it
was only when they came into the drawing room fdriak before
leaving that Helen had had to face them. Even tfienen had done
most of the talking, curled beside Jarret on tlia,dwer scarlet-tipped
fingers continually straying over his shoulder as knee, letting
them know in no uncertain manner exactly what theliationship
entailed.

Helen drank her sherry, and joined in the convemsabnly when

spoken to, and as Vivien addressed most of herrkesnta Mrs

Chase, that was not often. Jarret, likewise, h#bk lto say for

himself, but his smile was lazily indulgent whenrésted on his
companion, which seemed to satisfy her. Helen thbhg looked

tired, when her eyes strayed irresistibly in higdiion. He lounged
on the comfortable sofa, his head resting agdnestiark green velvet
upholstery, long legs splayed indolently acrossctmpet, and while
she suspected he was no less harmless than angleégr, he was
obviously prepared to let Vivien take the initi®ivThey had left
without his having said more than two words to tzg only the

knowing mockery in his eyes signified his awaren&sthe control

she was exerting.

Remembering this now as she turned between the dgates, Helen's
fingers tightened on the wheel. She couldn't hetmdering if he
intended continuing his relationship with Vivien King's Green,
whether he expected them to accommodate her wigerhsise to pay
him a visit. The prospect was irritating enoughtheut the inevitable



suppositions it engendered, and she prayed thethee¢ months
would soon pass.

The green Ferrari was not at the door and briedlyiteart lifted, but

then she saw it parked under the archway at tleecfithe house. It

was in the entry to the yard and stable block, simel guessed her
mother had allocated him one of the empty garajesse days only
her Alfa and her mother's Triumph occupied thedmgs which had

once accommodated half a dozen traps and carriages.

However, the Ferrari did block her way most sudcdlys and she
was obliged to park her car beside the porch. \Wglkito the house,
she was convinced that even the atmosphere wasrehff and
finding Jarret flicking through the telephone dioeg in the hall
seemed the last straw.

Realising the best method of defence was attaek @bk a stand.
‘Your vehicle is blocking the entry,' she announcesl her arrival
caused him to glance round, and his expressioredatkominously.

'‘Move it, then," he advised, thrusting his hand ithte pocket of his
black cords and bringing out his keys. 'Here!" étsed them towards
her. 'Make yourself useful.’

An automatic reflex made her catch the keys, aedssired at them
disbelievingly for a moment before saying helphgs8lcan't drive
your car.'

'‘Why not?' He had resumed his examination of thectbry. 'You've
passed your test, haven't you?'

Well, yes—but--' She sighed frustratedly. 'You knlovan't do it.'

Jarret looked up again. 'Scared?'



Helen squared her shoulders. 'Of damaging it—yas.!

Jarret shook his head. 'I'll take the responsjbibt that. Go ahead.
It's quite easy really.’

Helen stood, undecided, the weapon of defence 9darn taken out
of her hands once again. Then, realising thatdfrefused she would
appear foolish or childish or both, she turned &laowd went out.

The Ferrari was not locked, and still with some givsgs she
opened the door and got in. Despite her heightfdetrdid not even
touch the pedals, and she took several minutesljtestathe seat.
Then, satisfied with its position, she insertedkég in the ignition.

The engine fired at the first attempt, and sheddltrill of excitement
coursing through her at the thought of the poweteurher hands.
Holding the wheel as if it was likely to be wresfeam her fingers,
she inched the car forward, finding its smoothn&fsacceleration
easy to control. It was like taking hold of a widdt and finding only a
purring kitten, and encouraged to experiment, dlosved it a little
more freedom. It was a mistake. Like any cagedtereait yearned
for escape, and her brief indulgence almost endatisaster as the
Ferrari accelerated towards the stable wall. Sheddhe brakes just
In time, but even after the vehicle had stopped fshind she was still
shaking.

Then, lifting her head, she saw Jarret's reflectiothe rear-view
mirror, leaning against the arched entry. He seemaoedbe half
doubled over, and for an awful moment she thoulgathed hit him,
although how she might have done so, she couldm@Egine. But
suddenly she realised he was laughing, almost ddubp with
laughter in fact, and her trembling reaction gavaywo angry
indignation.



Thrusting open the door, she got out and stormecras him. 'l
suppose you'd have found it hysterical if I'd bdrrayself in die
wall!" she burst out furiously, but he shook hisdhesuppressing the
mirth that had gripped him.

‘What?' he said, in mild reproof. 'And smashed Upoat thirty

thousand pounds' worth of machinery!" and a criynpiotence broke
from her. 'No," he went on soberly, 'l admit, | didve a few bad
moments while you were practising your emergenay,diut | could
tell you had everything under control.'

She stared at him then, anger and prejudice, ariid téarful
indignation warring in her expression. Was he ssfoNo, of course
he wasn't. He was making fun of her again, but sayckhe humour
of the situation was too much for her. It was ne.she wanted to
remain serious, she wanted to be angry with himdoghing at her,
but the image of the Ferrari racing madly for th@lwvith herself
panicking desperately inside it, trying to find thrakes, was just too
much to ignore. And as before, she found hersgtilogig helplessly,
allowing all the tense nervous reaction to evagorat

‘Are you all right?' Jarret said at last, as shagsfled to achieve some
semblance of sobriety, and she nodded vigorously.

'I'm sorry,' she said, wiping her eyes with the @b her fingers. 'It's
really not at all funny.'

'Isn't it?' He regarded her with wry amusementolld have sworn
you found it so.’

'‘Well, | did—that is, you made me laugh!' she aed,gulling a face
at him. 'Is the car all right? | didn't do any day@adid 1? | don't think
| did.'



Jarret strolled towards the vehicle, extracteckdes, and closed the
door she had left open in her fury. Then he canok& bawhere she
was waiting, shaking his head at her anxious espes

'‘Come on,' he said. 'lt's okay there for tonigtis hot blocking
anyone's entry, is it?'

Helen shook her head, feeling slightly chastenedibyemark, and
they walked back to the house in silence. All thens, she was
intensely conscious of him beside her, and thelictinfy emotions
he aroused made her feel keyed-up and restlegbhelhall again,
Jarret returned to his study of the telephone thrgcbut Helen stood
irresolute for a moment, not at all decided whatléo She guessed
her mother would be in the kitchen, helping Mrs hégington
organise dinner, but she didn't really feel likengan search of her.
Instead, she went upstairs to her room, awardhkancident outside
had shown her how difficult it was going to be fogr to remain
indifferent to Jarret, and feeling distinctly disshed with herself
and with life in general.

Fortunately she was going out for dinner, and g woak in the bath
and a change of clothes restored her equilibriunariés was calling
for her at seven o'clock, and she spent a satgfigngth of time
applying a delicate make-up, and choosing whatvgs® going to
wear.

She eventually decided on a calf-length dress o€ o=d velvet, its
low round neckline complimented by elbow- lengttifed sleeves.
It's lines were stark and dramatic, accentuatingdaek beauty, and
the simple gold chain she wore around her throatallahe jewellery
she needed. That and her diamond engagement fiogurse.

She heard Charles's car arrive as she was fastdrenghain about
her neck, and a feeling of anxious apprehensiocetbher to sink
down on to the side of her bed for a minute, tdoresher ruffled



composure. She knew Charles was hoping to meet diais evening,
so that he could compare his reactions with hars somehow the
prospect of being present at their meeting was dongeshe would
rather avoid. She still had not mentioned Vinceidestity to Jarret,
and while she doubted Charles would say anythiregetwas always
the chance that Jarret himself might connect tmeesalt was fully
another five minutes before she descended the stend then it was
her mother she encountered first in the hall below.

'So there you are!" Mrs Chase's tone was the caosbe had adopted
of late. 'Charles is here and waiting for you. bviiast about to come
and find you.'

'I'm sorry.' Helen was polite, and her mother stjhe

‘You might have let me know when you got back,' atided. "You
were late, weren't you? It was after six when Irti¢he car.’

Helen nodded. 'l had some book-keeping to do #fiershop was
closed,' she explained, reluctant to dissemblaibable to avoid it.
'l—er—I expect Mr Manning told you | was home.'

'Yes, he did, when | asked him. But I'd prefertodtave to ask about
your whereabouts in future.’

‘Sorry.' Helen said the word again, and with anatigmt wave of her
arm her mother disappeared in the direction okitolen.

Charles was alone in the drawing room, pacing stierhperedly
before the hearth, obviously annoyed that she lohdbeen there to
greet him. Helen, who had expected Jarret to be hwn, felt a little

put out herself, and her fiance's first words dat mprove the
situation.



'l thought we agreed on seven o'clock!" he remankadking no effort
to return the tentative kiss she bestowed on heglch'it's now nine
minutes past the hour, which gives us preciselyntyvene minutes
to get to the Arrow- smiths'

Helen stifled her protest, not wanting to arguéavaim, and said with
assumed lightness: 'l doubt if the Arrow- smithdl wirn us away if
we arrive at a quarter to eight, Charles. Sevemyths just a
guideline.’

‘Nevertheless," Charles fingered his bow tie, jppest punctuality
from other people. The least | can do is try tomeit.’

'‘Oh, don't be so pompous!" Helen made the retottiowt really
thinking, and instantly regretted it. 'I'm sorrgrlihg, but it's not that
important, surely. Besides,' she glanced behiné@pprehensively, 'l
thought you wanted to meet—Jarret Manning."'

' did. 1 do." Charles lifted his chin, as if higllar was too tight. 'Only
as you can see, the fellow isn't around.’

'l expect he's in the library,' said Helen doulbyfuhalf wishing Jarret
would appear, but he didn't, and with her mothezappearance,
Charles said that they were leaving.

In the hall, however, as her fiance was helpingamewith the lambs
wool jacket she sometimes wore in die evenings,litrary door
opened, and Jarret stood looking at them. He heldatiged. He was
still wearing the black cords and matching waistdoa had been
wearing earlier, the sleeves of his dark blue apecked shirt turned
back over his forearms.

'‘Oh, I'm sorry," he said politely, his smile encasging all of them,
even her mother who was hovering in the backgrourd, you just
leaving?"



Helen knew it was up to her to perform the intrddars, and this she
did, watching the reactions of both men with insgreinwillingly
aware that despite her fiance's more formal atlizeret seemed the
most self-assured.

'‘Mantling." Charles's greeting was the usual onesdameone he
considered inferior to himself. 'Settled in, havey You'll find this a
very pleasant place to work, I'm sure.’

Jarret's eyes had a sardonic gleam and Helen hersgjed for
Charles's patronising tone. 'I'm sure | shall, Garght,' he responded
amiably enough. 'Particularly when everyone isremélly. One gets
the feeling one is really welcome.'

'Oh, yes, well--' Charles was not quite sure howake this. 'Grand
part of the world to be in. Travelled a bit, youwkn but I'm always
glad to be home again.’

'I'm sure you are.'

Somehow Jarret had succeeded in putting Charlébeodefensive
now, and Helen was amazed at the transition. 'Agywa have to be
going,' he asserted, urging Helen towards the ddery nice to meet
you, Manning. You must come over for a drink onereng—Helen
will show you the way. | know my brother will begalsed to see you
again. | expect Helen told you he's home for a apweeks,'

Helen went crimson with embarrassment and Jamegés seeking
hers in frowning interrogation did nothing to asskeer. "Your
brother?' he echoed, and Charles nodded.

'Vincent. Vincent Connaught,' he said, and Jarbetg/s ascended.

'Vince Connaught is your brother?' he exclaimedksty his head
disbelievingly. 'Well, what do you know!'



'Helen!" Charles turned to her now, as if her omrssmeant
something to him. 'Helen, didn't you give Mr MamiWincent's
message? He was saying only the other day thathleaidl nothing
from you.'

Helen licked her lips. 'l forgot,’ she said, andsmite Jarret's
challenging look, she refused to admit otherwide—er—Mr
Manning only arrived today, Charles. I—I haven'd hiane.'

‘You didn't tell me Vincent was home either," hatiner put in at this
point. 'How is he, Charles? Wasn't he out in thelest, the last time
| was speaking to your mother?’

'He was.' Charles explained the situation, andiHalerted her eyes
from the impatient accusation in Jarret's. Any rnenshe expected to
hear him ask why she hadn't mentioned it that rd@n they had
spent together, but instead he remained sileng,tbelbrooding slant
of his mouth an indication of censure to come.Tiorbkef, Charles's
explanation was brief, and a" few minutes lateyythad said their
farewells, and he was helping her into the Range&eRoThen,
circling the vehicle, he joined her, putting thevRointo gear and
starting down the drive before he spoke.

‘That was rather thoughtless, wasn't it?'

The accusation should have come from Jarret, dhdrevay, Helen
was in no mood to respond lightly to it. ‘What whsughtless,
Charles?' she enquired now, deliberately prevamgaand he cast a
reprimanding look in her direction.

‘Not telling Manning that Vincent would like to ge&t touch with
him.'



'l didn't know you were so concerned about Vincentyis friends,'
retorted Helen tightly. 'And as | pointed out iresidhe man only
moved in today.'

‘But didn't you say he'd already made a couplesifsy to bring down
his books and personal belongings?' countered €)ddrning on to
the Malverley road. 'Couldn't you have told him rtBeYou

mentioned something about showing him over thempsL

'‘Does it matter?' Helen was fast losing patieriden- esdy, if I'd
known it meant that much to you, I'd have made exisp point of
informing him.’

Charles sighed at this, and made a conciliatorjugesOf course, it's
not that important," he conceded now. 'And perhapswere right
not to mention it. After all, we don't want thelésV arriving at

Ketchley at all hours of the day and night.’

'l doubt that's likely,' remarked Helen dryly. 'Andany case, you
have invited him.'

'Only for a drink," her fiance protested. 'And uttbhardly avoid that.'
Helen shrugged. 'Oh well, let's talk about somefleise.’

Charles frowned. 'l can't understand your attitudelen., The man
seems civil enough.’

'Civil!' Helen was scornful. 'Didn't you think heaw rather insolent?’
'Insolent?' Charles considered this. 'No. No, ltcsay | thought he
was insolent. A little conceited perhaps, but thad' be expected, |
suppose.’

Helen turned to stare out of the window. In all ésty, she knew that
Jarret was not conceited. Many things he mighbbebelieving his



own publicity was not one of them, and for a mathwuch literary

charisma he was amazingly unassuming about his.wimnkever, to

admit this to Charles would promote exactly thedkaf discussion
she most wanted to avoid, and deciding enough bBad baid on the
subject, she began asking Charles about his hdrgesvas easily
diverted. They were the great love of his life, distening to him

expounding the merits of one and another of thém,vgondered if
she would ever get to care about them as he dsgelined unlikely,
but then he had no interest in the shop, and thé&imgp aspects of
their life together were entirely apart from the@érsonal relationship.
All the same, she couldn't help wishing she wassodimid, and that
Charles showed a little more pride in her busirmessnen.



CHAPTER FIVE

IT was a little after eleven when she arrived homd,taroughout the
journey she had been planning how she could avombssible

confrontation with Jarret. She was sure he woulavaiing up for

her, ready to do battle over why she had choswiitiinold Vincent's

message, and while there was a certain masocktigfaction in
anticipating his anger, common sense warned h#éreotlangers of
challenging a man like him.

Consequently, she invited Charles in for a cup affee, only to

discover she had wasted her time. Her mother waseain the

drawing room, engrossed in the gruesome outconme late-night

movie on television, and in no mood to indulgermad talk. Instead,

Helen was obliged to make the coffee and servesiience, and not
until Charles had taken himself off home did Mrsa€&volunteer the
information that Jarret was out.

'‘He phoned Vincent after you'd gone, and they gedrio meet at the
pub in the village," she offered crisply, during@nmercial break.
*'He's got a key, so I'm not worried. Go to bedyati want to. This
film doesn't finish until after midnight.’

So Helen went to bed, but not to sleep. Even after heard her
mother come upstairs, she still lay awake, andai$ wot until she
heard the powerful throb of the Ferrari's engirmame time in the
early hours, that she completely relaxed. Even thmenslumbers
were dogged by a recurring nightmare, in whichelamas pursuing
her on the back- of one of Charles's horses, aadwslakened in the
morning with a headache, resolving not to drinknaach wine in

future. She refused to attribute her dreams t@heieties over Jarret,
and went down to breakfast feeling distinctly raw.

There was no sign of their guest, of course, arnshasmunched her
toast and drank several cups of strong black cofbe reflected



rather sourly on the advantages of working at h@wiously, Jarret
could lie in this morning after his late night, ahé hours he chose to
work were his own, not dictated by shop or offieguirements. He
didn't have to drive the twelve miles to Malverleith a thumping
headache, or face a series of customers with ggndourtesy. He
could stay in bed all day if he wanted and feedtirand invigorated
this evening when she would be as limp as a wet rag

She was surprised therefore when Jarret appeasiteagas pouring
her fourth cup of coffee. The fact that even unshake looked as
relaxed and self-confident as he had done the bigflotre did nothing
for her assurance, and when he lounged into a eh#ie table, she
wished she had forgone the final indulgence.

'‘Good morning,' he said, after her gaze had slidyaiwom him, and
she responded politely, keeping her head down. t\8/haong with
you this morning? Charlie give you a hard time?"'

Helen's head jerked up at th&&harlesand | had a very pleasant
evening,' she retaliated, and added recklesslystMou come to the
table in that condition?'

'‘Oh—this?' He ran exploring fingers over the shaaddvhis beard.
'‘Does it offend you? I'm afraid I'm not used to amtering a
beautiful woman at the breakfast table.'

'No?' She heard the mockery in his voice, but aguleklp rising to it.
'l should have thought you were.'

‘Would you?' The mocking look in his eyes deepetiaat. then you
don't know a lot about me, do you?'



'Enough,' she retorted, picking up her coffee capd he toyed
thoughtfully with the knife beside his plate.

‘Vince and | had quite a reunion last night," hexta@n. 'In spite of
your obstruction.’

'‘Drinking!" declared Helen scathingly, and a lanyile touched his
lips.

'Yes—drinking,' he agreed blandly. 'Was that wiwat ywere trying to
save me from?'

'‘Me?' Helen could not have been more astoundé&intthing to do
with me if you choose to ruin your health. | wagehgexpressing an
opinion of the kind of reunion you probably hacheSut down her
coffee cup, and pushed back her chair. 'And nowgufll accept my
apologies, some of us have work to do--'He stepp@cher path as
she came round the table, M getting up lithely frioim chair and
successfully blocking her exit.

‘Mr Manning--' Her automatic protest was silencgdH® anger in his
expression, and despite her dislike of him shedrouhelp but be
aware of his disturbing sexuality.

'‘Don't patronise me, Helen,' he advised her hardhiyork, believe
me, | work! And damned hard sometimes, so dongegting the idea
| came down here to take a rest- cure. | didnfitdnd to finish this
book, and when | do, there's another all linedngb\aaiting for me.’

Helen was trembling, as much from the painful tibal in her head
as from his aggression, and as if suddenly becoraware of her
pallor, Jarret's eyes narrowed.

‘Are you ilI?" he demanded, spreading cool fingers her hot
forehead, and although she flinched away from hierhad glimpsed



the bruised darkness of her eyes. 'What is itPdreisted. 'l don't
frighten you that much, do I?'

‘You don't frighten me at all! she denied hotlyning aside. 'If you
must know, | have a headache, that's all. | intertdke some aspirin
before leaving.'

‘You're driving to work with a headache?'
Helen nodded. 'l have to.’

‘At the risk of being accused of chauvinism, why'tlgou take the
morning off?'

Helen shook her head. 'l can't. It's our busiegt dean't leave Karen
to handle it alone.’

Jarret frowned. 'Okay, so I'll drive you.'
'You!' Helen could not have been more surprised.

'‘Why not? You're not fit to handle a car. Take ytalets, and meet
me out front when you're ready.'

—I can't...’

Jarret had walked towards the door, but now hestialbne hand
raised in resignation against the door jamb. "Wdnytoyou?'

Helen felt wretched. 'You ... you haven't had bfasik...'and I've
been rude to you, and I've been thinking bad thtsugbout you, and
| didn't give you Vincent's messager conscience silently appendec
though she did not voice these protests.

'So what?' Jarret shrugged. 'l can survive. Beliew# not, | have
been known to miss a meal now and again.’



Helen took a couple of steps towards him. 'It'y \and of you, but--'

‘God! It's not kind at all," he snapped. 'I'd de #ame for anyone. Do
you have a coat to get or anything?'

Helen glanced down at her businesslike skirt andste@at, the
ruffled jabot of her blouse the only touch of femity, and nodded.
‘A jacket,' she conceded, and he inclined his head.

'‘Okay. Five minutes. Right?'

'Right,’ she agreed reluctantly, and he swung alamat walked
towards the front entrance. Obviously he consideisgweater and
jeans adequate protection against the mildly ndsty outside, and
when Helen emerged a few minutes later, having lewat the
aspirin and feeling slightly better, the Ferrariswdling at the door.
Jarret pushed open die door from inside, and sheklgufolded
herself into the seat beside him, casting him amexr smile as she
fastened the safety belt. She had not seen heremtathell her that
Jarret was running her to work, but it couldn'thetped. No doubt
she would find out soon enough.

The drive was soon negotiated, and they turneddotne road to
Malverley, keeping a steady pace that was quickan tCharles's
negotiation the night before, but without giving thowerful car its
head. The conditions were just not suitable asmopé commuters
made their way to their offices, and Jarret seemete content to
remain in the stream.

'So,' he said, after there had been several miraftegence, ‘why
didn't you tell me about Vince?'

Helen had expected it, and yet when it came, slsenabprepared for
it. 'Oh—you know what | said,' she murmured awkward forgot.’



'‘Now you didn't really expect me to believe thad, ybu?' he argued.
'l could tell that last night. You were waiting fare to contradict
you.'

Helen sighed. 'All right, so | didn't tell you onnpose.'
‘But why didn't you tell me? Where was the harm?

Vince tells me you and he are good friends, saitsbecause you
disapprove of him—' He broke off suddenly as anatheught struck
him. 'Unless—unless it's me you disapprove of.'uttered a short
laugh. "You know, | never thought of that.'

Helen pressed her lips together. 'And you knowghmaidt the answer
either,’ she muttered in a low voice. Then, witlotaer sigh, she
shook her head. 'If you must know, | put off tedlinyou
because—because | was—afraid you might discussithehumn.’

Jarret frowned. 'Isn't it natural that we might?'
Helen hunched her shoulders. 'l suppose.’

'‘What you really mean is—you were alarmed in casédlVince I'd
kissed you, weren't you?' Jarret commented flattyu need not have
worried. Vince and | got over those sort of confides when we left
our teens.’

Helen glanced surreptitiously at him, and then mesai her study of
her fingernails. 'I'm sorry.'

‘Yes.' His acknowledgement had a resigned soundansl.'

Helen felt small. Well, at least you know now,"' sharmured, but
was in no way reassured by his silent concurrdhbad not been her
intention to diminish her own credibility, and shisshed she had just
delivered the information and risked its outcome.



The arcade where the craft shop was situated op@t@d small

private mews, and it was here Helen directed Jdordébke her,

deciding he would find it easier to turn in the nsetlvan in the busy
market square. However, when he pulled up to lebbg he did so
by parking the Ferrari at the kerb, and as shestuta thank him for
driving her she saw he was getting out, too.

'Fm interested to see this shop where you workéimarked, closing
and locking his door. '‘And in meeting your partredrgourse.'

Helen's brief burst of remorse evaporated. Obviolrss offer to
drive her to Malverley had been motivated more"*doyiosity than
compassion, and for some reason best known tolhshseewished
she did not have to introduce him to Karen.

But she could say none of this. She merely tigltdrer lips as she
began to walk along the arcade, supremely awaresoian stride

matching hers. Of course, Karen might not be ttt@seearly in the

morning, but as the older girl had only to walkass the square, it
was hardly a convincing supposition.

The shop was small, as indeed were all the shopieeiarcade, but
every inch of the showroom was filled with a vayiet goods, from
leather purses and fringed waistcoats to hand-gaipbttery and
sparkling glassware. The idea for the store had béelen's, but
Karen had suggested the kind of thing they sold, laer frequent
buying trips to Belgium, France and Italy had proehli the varied
selection of hand-made items that attracted resdand visitors
alike. Lately, too, they had branched out into hpndted scarves
and jewellery, and already Karen was suggestingvthan another
shop in the arcade came vacant, they might considtres.

Helen only needed to push the heavy glass doontevkhat her
friend was already there. Karen opened up as seshearrived, her
joking comment that they might conceivably attraastomers on



their way to work proving profitable, and now Heled the way into
the shop with an intense feeling of frustration.

'Is that you, Helen?'

The older girl's voice heralded her appearancedrdborway that led
to the rear of the premises, and her brows arcigedfisantly when
she saw her friend was not alone. Helen, awararmétlbehind her,
sensed their mutual appraisal and said, rathdytaut

‘Mr Manning drove me to work, Karen. And he wa®iasted to see
the shop.'

'‘Really?' Karen smiled and came round the glagslajiscases to
shake hands. 'I've heard a lot about you, Mr Mamrtiimough | must
confess, little of it was from Helen.'

'‘Don't believe all you hear,' Jarret responded redylereleasing her
fingers more slowly than Helen thought necessirpn' die other
hand, know nothing about you, which must give ynadvantage.'

'Oh, | wouldn't say that," Karen laughed, at eagh m at once,
though she viewed Helen's tense face withsome @gnxi¢ave you
settled in at King's Green? Helen told me you wemying down
yesterday. | expect you'll find it very quiet afteandon.’

'l hope to," Jarret averred, looking round the slpe spoke. This is
very attractive. Do you do all the displays yourssP'

‘Yes.' Karen moved to straighten a heavy glassrpagight, and took
the opportunity to cast a reproving frown in Hedeglirection, out of
sight of Jarret's gaze. 'We weren't very profesdiasnen we started,
but we've learned by trial and error, and afteed¢hyears ...’



'‘And who does the buying?' he enquired, bendimxémine a leather
wallet.

‘Karen!" Helen chose to reply, her response cuttvaguely hostile,
and his expression mirrored his comprehension.

'Of course,’ he said, but there was a wealth ofningan those two
words and Helen half wished she had let Karen ankine

'Helen is a much better book-keeper than | am,'eKaput in

apologetically, conscious of the animosity Helerswa&hibiting and
trying to relieve the situation. 'Besides, her éiamwouldn't like it if

she was continually flying to Rome or Paris in shaf merchandise,
whereas I..." She moved her shoulders expressively.

'l gather you have no troublesome fiance,"' Jaa®tarked, ignoring
Helen and smiling at the other girl, and Karen shioer head.

‘Unfortunately, no,' she agreed, though her tongied otherwise,
and Helen felt the headache which had briefly eabedbbing again
with increased vigour.

‘Well, | suppose I'd better be going,' Jarret saithst, and Helen let
out her breath in a weak sigh. 'l can't keep yols ffiom your work
any longer. It's been nice meeting you, Miss—er--'

‘Karen,' said Karen firmly, and he grinned.
‘Karen,' he agreed. 'Goodbye for now.'
‘Goodbye.’

Karen inclined her head, and Helen, who had beppating herself
against one of the display cases, was obligedttbdr chin. 'Thank
you for the lift,’ she said stiffly, meeting hisesywith an effort, and
he acknowledged her words with a hard stare.



'‘What time do you close?' he asked, reaching ®ctitved handle of
the door. 'Five? Five-thirty? I'll pick you up wrearer you say, if
you'll just give me some idea--'

'l can get the bus home,' declared Helen, intemggtim, and saw
the perceptible signs of his impatience.

'‘What time?' he repeated, between tight lips, aadeK made a
helpless gesture.

'Five-thirty tonight," she offered, ignoring Heleoutraged face. 'Any
time after five really. Helen stayed late last nigh

'Five o'clock, then,' said Jarret crisply, pullittgg door open. 'See
you!' and he was gone.

There was a pregnant pause, and then, as if detedrto get her say
in first, Karen exclaimed: 'What was all that alotionestly, Helen,
| don't understand you! The man drives you to warld you act as if
he's committed a crime or something.’

Helen said nothing. She brushed round the endeofligplay units,
and went into the office, dropping her handbag d@nnthe desk
before taking off her jacket. As she hung the jaekeay on a hanger
in the corner, Karen followed her into the officend at her
reproachful expression Helen's antipathy faded.

'l know, | know," she said wretchedly, looping hair behind her ears
with trembling fingers. 'l know | acted badly, butvell, I've got a
headache. That was why—he drove me to work. Grastt] that was
his excuse.'

'‘What do you mean—his excuse? What other excudd bethave?'

Helen shook her head. 'He wanted to see the shopie¢b you.'



Karen gave her an old-fashioned look. 'Oh, yes? Aend drove the
dozen or so miles to Malverley and back again, fostthose
reasons?’

‘Why not?'

‘At nine o'clock in the morning? You've got to tlwkipg, Helen.'

Karen gave her friend an impatient stare. 'Cant gocept that he
might have been considering you—your feelings, yaaith? | think

you treated him abominably, - and | think deep davande you, you

think so, too.'

Helen drew a deep breath. 'l don't like him, Karsn:t that good
enough for you?'

Karen sighed. 'But why don't you like him? | thin&'s dishy.'
Helen forced a wry smile. "You would!

'‘Well, he is." Karen helped herself to a cigaréiteu have to admit,
he's very attractive.'

Helen shrugged! 'All right, he's attractive.'
'‘And sexy.'

Helen turned away. 'Is that all you can think aBolihere has to be
more to a man than—than that!'

'Oh, | agree," Karen nodded. 'But it will do todmng on with.’

Helen heard the sound of someone entering the simabindicating
that Karen should carry on with her cigarette, slat to the door.
But as she passed the other girl, she couldn'stresiying dryly:
'‘What about John?' and Karen made a face.



‘Just because I've bought a book it doesn't mean't look at other
covers,' she retorted irrepressibly, and Helenxeelaa little as she
went to serve the first customer of the day.

However, by lunchtime the headache which had texibker on and
off since breakfast time was no better, and Kaagvgre of Helen's
pale face, suggested that she ought to go home.

'l can manage here for once,' she assured her, thbgrounger girl
protested, and Helen eventually gave in.

‘Shall | call a cab?' Karen asked, as she put ogabket, but Helen
shook her head.

'I'll .get the bus,' she insisted, picking up handlbag. 'lI've done it
before, and the walk from the bus-stop will do med)'

Karen sighed. 'How about calling home?' she vedtuid the risk of
having my head bitten off, I'd say your new housest would
probably--'

'‘Don't finish, Karen,' Helen advised wearily, waliito the door. 'I'm
sorry about this, believe me. But I'll see you tomow,'

In the event, there was a fifteen-minute wait befttre next bus to
Ketchley, which would drop her off at Thrushfoleshdashe began to
wish she had driven herself in that morning. Buthtfully, she was
glad she did not have to concentrate on driving,\@nen the bus did
turn up, she settled into her seat with some relief

The journey to Thrushfold took approximately haidfreour, stopping
as it did at every wayside halt, and making varidesours into



off-the-track villages. But eventually it set heswh at the Black
Bull, and she breathed a sigh of relief as it ttadcway.

The day had blossomed from a misty morning intorang afternoon,

and she shed her jacket as she walked up the eviltiget. It was
more than half a mile to King's Green, but shesedfito be daunted,
even though the heat made her head throb.

She had progressed perhaps half that way, leawengutskirts of the
village behind and following instead the countnydavhich led to the
house, when she heard the powerful motor behindGmvinced it
was Jarret and that Karen must have rung him alterlelen felt an
overwhelming sense of despair. She couldn't faceetJlaow, she
thought desperately, she couldn't, and without ilepkoack, she
scrambled up the bank and through the hedge, engergto the
fields some distance from the house. Hot and didrexl; she waited
to see if the car went by, but to her horror ipgted, and even as she
hurriedly began to put some space between hersgif®occupant, a
puzzled voice called :

'‘Hey—Helen! Helen, what's the matter?'

Helen turned, albeit reluctantly, to face her fenand Charles
ducked through the hedge to reach her. In his tweadd
open-necked shirt, he was endearingly familiar, shrelfelt a twinge
of guilty culpability as she acknowledged her earlsuspicions.
What would he think if he knew she had been attergdb avoid
another man, particularly when her reasons for gl@o were so
abysmally inadequate?

'‘Oh—nhello, Charles,' she said now, hands holdingdket linked
behind her back, assuming an attitude of wide segpWWhat are you
doing here?'Charles frowned. 'l might ask you #maes question,’ he
retorted, striding across the turf towards her."'



‘Sneaking through the hedge as if you were tryangvibid me!’

'l wasn't!" Helen could at least be truthful abibwatt. '|—I just thought
| might take a short cut.’

‘Just as you heard the Range Rover?' queried Glsmdgptically, and
she realised she wasn't going to find it easy twice him.

'‘Oh, Charles ..." Now she grasped his sleeve, spaker head
apologetically. 'l didn't know it was you, really.’

‘But why aren't you at the shop?"'

'For the same reason as | scrambled through thgetieshe replied
honestly. '‘Ask Karen, if you don't believe me. thae most awful
headache, and she suggested | came home, andakathw | was
walking up the lane.’

'‘But where's your car?'

Helen sighed. 'At home.' She paused, and thersieglihat nothing
less than the truth would suffice, she went omréidanning ran me
to work this morning. I—I had the headache theny gee, and he
said | shouldn't drive.'

'So he drove you,' remarked Charles, rather tersely

‘Yes. Yes.' Helen moistened her upper lip. 'l didkant him to, but he
insisted.’

'Yes.'" Charles sucked in his cheeks reflectivee's quite an
insistent person, your Mr Manning. As | know to nost.'

‘To your cost?' Now it was Helen's turn to look ftmed. ‘What do
you mean—to your cost? What did he do?"



/It's not exactly what he did that matters," resjsal her fiance
grimly. 'lt's what he encouraged Vincent to do thiat concerned
about. That's why I'm here now. | intend to see, horhave it out
with him. That idiot brother of mine could have kea his neck!

Helen's head was hammering so hard, she felt algiddy, but she
had to know what all this was about. 'Please,esiciaimed, weakly.
'‘What happened? How could Vincent have been hurtfori't
understand.’

Charles sniffed before continuing. ‘It was lasthbjghe said. "You
know, of course, that Manning met up with Vincent.'

‘Yes, Mummy told me.’

‘Yes, well, apparently they got drunk. The firghthl knew about it
was the. noise the horses were making. They wokepm&hen, of
course, | heard the shouting.'

Helen stared at him. 'What shouting?'

Charles sighed. 'That man—Manning—he'd encouragedeyit to
ride Poseidon.'

‘The new stud?' Helen was appalled.

'Yes.' Charles shook his head. 'You know what mugbeast he can
be. | wouldn't even try to ride him myself. | wadh®incent about
him days ago, but you know how pigheaded he cdn be.

Helen gazed helplessly at him. 'But what makes ybunk
—NManning is involved?’

'He was there, wasn't he? Vincent never would haeethe nerve to
ride Poseidon without encouragement. And why dida'stop him,
that's- what | want to know? As it is, the damnnaali has caused



pounds worth of damage. It's lucky he didn't lanmesielf, or I'd have
been suing Manning and Vincent both for severalsaod pounds!

Helen's shoulders sagged. 'And—and that's whereeygaing now?
To—to see him?"

'‘Manning? Yes. Come along, I'll give you a lift. l&ss you prefer to
tramp across the fields?"

'‘Oh, no. No, I'll come with you.' Helen was onlpteager to escape
the brilliant glare of the sun, but as Charleshmirtinto the seat beside
him, he still had one further question to ask.

"You never did tell me why you dived through theldge like that,' he
said, swinging himself in beside her. 'Who did ybunk it was?
Manning?'

Realising it would be easier to admit to avoidireg mother's house
guest, Helen nodded. 'It didn't really matter," sael, prevaricating
just a little. 'l didn't honestly feel like talkirtg anyone.’

‘Including me?' demanded Charles huffily, but shstity denied his
claim.

'Of course not. Just—just anyone else,' she fidislaenely, and
hoped she did not look as deceitful as she felt.

King's Green was dreaming in the afternoon sunshanmellow,

creeper-hung building, its rows of windows reflagtthe burgeoning
beauty of the tall oaks that shaded the courtyéhg heavy door
stood wide to admit the maximum amount of air, bads throbbed
about the entrance, busy in the overhanging blogtaisweetly
scented the porch.



Charles brought the Range Rover to a halt, and rHqlgckly
scrambled out without waiting for his assistantdnald occurred to
her that Jarret might be out, and the absenceyodign of the Ferrari
seemed to confirm this supposition. However, hetheomust have
heard their approach, for now she came out of threlpto greet
them, her brows meeting anxiously as she lookddeten, and her
first words dispelled any hope that Jarret had netirned to the
house.

'Oh, Helen,' she exclaimed, and it was the genibest she had used
to her daughter in weeks. 'Jarret told me how uinyeel were feeling
this morning. You should have rung up. I'd have edopick you up,
without bothering Charles.'

Helen glanced awkwardly at her fiancé who had heasdt of this
speech, and then began to explain. 'l came hortteedsus, Mummy,'
she murmured, loath to arouse any further antipptiween them.
'|—er—I met Charles in the lane.'

Mrs Chase looked confused. 'But | thought you etgzbto be at the
shop all day. I naturally assumed--'

'I'm afraid I'm here on rather different businddss Chase,' Charles
intervened at this point. 'lt—er—it has to do wytbur house guest,
Manning. Js he about?’

‘Jarret?' Mrs Chase looked even more puzzled nogvwath a sense
of resignation Helen said:

'l did come home because | have a headache, MugBay Charles
wants to speak to—to Mr Manning, that's all.’

Mrs Chase spread her hands in rather a bewildexsigg, and then
indicated the open doorway behind her. 'Jarret me, of course,’



she admitted doubtfully. 'But he's working, andas&ed me not to
disturb him, even for lunch.”

'I'm afraid this matter is urgent, too, Mrs Chasasisted Charles
woodenly. 'I'm a busy man, | really can't sparetifme to come here
on a fool's errand. I'm sorry | have to involve yaaturally, but as
he's staying here, | really have no choice.’

Helen's mother shook her head a little helplesglyu'd better come
in," she said, leading the way into the house.s'M&rking in the
library, as you know.' She paused, studying hegltar's pale face.
'‘Helen, you'd better go and lie down—you look dfekd'll come
and see you after—after Charles has gone.’

‘Yes, you do that, my dear,' approved her fianppr@aching the
library door and subjecting the panels to a heattpd. 'I'll ring you
later to see how you're feeling. And don't forg&t the gymkhana on
Saturday.'

Helen could have done without being reminded a tharticular

moment of her obligation as Charles fiancee. Chamnas the

chairman of the local committee which organisedytbarly event,

and while in ordinary circumstances she managedide her

misgivings, right now she could not suppress thmagce of dismay
that crossed her face. It was as well the libraryrapened just then,
distracting Charles's attention from her lack dhasiasm.

Jarret himself looked less than pleased at therupggon. He had
shed the sweater he had been wearing earlier aufanf a collarless
sweat shirt, and its sombre colour did little tghtien his equally
sombre expression. His eyes moved swiftly over [Eeaand Mrs
Chase, coming to rest on Helen's pale face, amdttiraing with a
lightning change of direction back to her mother.



'Yes?' he said, the terseness of his query evidéiné single syllable,
Without any need to elaborate his impatience atittterruption.

'‘Oh, Jarret." Mrs Chase spoke uncomfortably. '8mysf we're being
a nuisance, but—but Charles wanted to speak t@gde+'

'I can handle this, Mrs Chase."

Charles was ineffably self-confident, and Helengdring in spite of
herself, felt an anxious surge of apprehension. igideally know
who he was dealing with? she wondered. Had he ewesidered that
Jarret was not his brother's keeper, and would hkety say so in no
uncertain words?

'It's about last night, Manning,’ he continued n®guar-ing his
shoulders in an unconscious effort to maintainupper hand. ‘'I'm
sure you know to what I'm referring.'

'Yes.'

That was all Jarret said, and Helen, hoveringafadbt of the stairs,
was riveted to the spot.

‘Yes—well--' Clearly, Charles had not expected smasyllabic a
reply. "You must realise that a certain amountashdge was caused.
He paused, and when Jarret still said nothing mowé just stood
regarding him with cool hard enquiry, he went dside from the
obvious recklessness of trying to mount Poseidancént could
have suffered some serious injury, not to mentienfact that that
animal is worth a considerable sum of money!'

Jarret inclined his head. 'And what do you wanttongo about it?'



‘What do | want you to do about it?' Charles wadamisly staggered
now, as much by his apparent success in winningdirg as by the
cool indifference of the question. 'l—why--'

'‘Will a hundred pounds cover the damage?'

Jarret's offer was delivered in such a mild ton&t tBharles was
completely deceived, and instead of accepting kiwe branch, such
as it was, he lost his head.

‘A hundred pounds!" he echoed, his voice risinghes temper
expanded. 'Who do you think you're dealing with?m8&o
snotty-nosed trainer grumbling about some nag wothwthe candle?
Poseidon is a prize stallion, not that I'd expextto know anything
about that! He's a thoroughbred—a temperamentedtighbred, and
psychologically he could have been marred for Mel and Vincent,
you're both the same, utterly thoughtless, utterbsponsible!

Jarret's mouth hardened into a thin line, and e@nss the hall,
Helen could see the steely glitter of his eyes.yWou pompous
hypocrite,’ he said slowly. 'You goddamned puffedhtile weed!
Who the hell are you calling thoughtless and iroesble? If you're
not sufficiently capable of keeping your brotherarder, why in
heaven's name do you think | should be?'

There's going to be a fight, thought Helen weaklysrified by the

deterioration of the situation. Charles had newvane& up against
anyone like Jarret Manning before, and his whaikude had been
one of aggression right from the start. Insteaacokpting that he had
made his point, that at least it was not goingast ©iim anything to”
get the stalls repaired, he had jumped in with det#t," and now

there seemed no way of retrieving his dignity. Gd®mwas not a
fighter. He was a country gentleman. And althoughwas more

heavily built than Jarret, she doubted he woulddta chance if it

came to blows.



'For heaven's saké It was Mrs Chase who came between them
Charles's features suffused with hectic colourn'Cae at least be
civil about this? Charles, really—I didn't know ymiended to start a
row of this magnitude, or | would never have allow®u to—to do

s0.' She looked helplessly at Jarret, not quitenkmg what to say to
him, and under her appealing gaze, the fury irfdue subsided.

'I'm sorry," he said, but his words were addressddelen’'s mother,
not to Charles. 'l regret I'm not always polite wimey work is being
interrupted.’ He flashed a glance at the other auath then saw Helen
still hesitating at the bottom of the stairs. Hyg® narrowed slightly,
as if calculating her reactions, before turningkote her mother.
'‘Perhaps you would explain to—Connaught here thabffer still
stands. He can even send the bill to me, if hes)ikad I'll see that it's
paid. More than that, | don't see what | can do.’

He didn't wait to see the relief in Mrs Chase'sfawr the blustering
indignation in Charles's. He simply stepped backiveard closed the
door, leaving them all in various stages of stunnecedulity.

Helen's mother recovered first, urging Charlessxtbe hall and into
the drawing room, only noticing her daughter's eneg as she turned
away.

'‘What are you doing, hanging about down here, Heéleshe
demanded testily, clearly disconcerted to findwhs still there, and
Charles cast a resentful look in his fiancee'sctima.

‘And this is the man you allow to drive you to wibhe declared, with
justifiable wrath.

‘The manMummyinvited to stay here,' Helen reminded him shortl
unable to let that go undefended, but her motrstritpssed her head.



‘A storm in a teacup!" she exclaimed, marching itte drawing
room. 'A lot of fuss over nothing. And you, Charletould have
known better than to start it.'

Charles was outraged. 7 didn't start it!' he asdetYou don't know
what happened last night.'

'Yes, |1 do." Mrs Chase was not at all put out lsydmger. 'Vincent was
over here earlier on this morning, apologisingaaek for making a
fool of himself.'

‘What?'

It's true." Mrs Chase was complacent. 'You knowatwe's like,
Charles. Vincent never could drink a lot, and siwben did he need
encouraging to do anything?"

Charles clenched his fists. 'Manning was there.sHeuld have
stopped him.'

Mrs Chase looked at him squarely. 'Could you?'astked pointedly,
and as Charles's expression began to falter, stedad suggest we
have a nice cup of tea, and forget all about it.’



CHAPTER SIX

IT was impossible, of course. None of them could doripat the
antipathy between Jarret and Charles had flaredojpén conflict. It
meant that the casual relationship which Mrs Clhaskehoped would
exist between her future son- in-law and her hoggest never
materialised, and Helen had to avoid all mentiorhef other man
when she was with her fiance.

Not that Jarret intruded into her life. On the cant, since that first
morning when things had gone so abysmally wronghsidehad little
opportunity to show her own opinion of him. He diot appear again
at breakfast time, and as she frequently luncheovim, only dinner
presented any problems. But again Jarret askee éxdused, taking
his meals in the library, leaving the tray outsideébe collected by
Mrs Hetherington. It was a convenient, if unsatisfay, arrangement
for all of them, and during the following weeks Elellearned that
three people could live in a house without realarng it. Just
occasionally she heard the sound of music eman#tiroygh the
thick walls of the library, and guessed Jarret taligng a break from
working, but for the most part the only sound weesfaint click-click
of the typewriter.

She heard from Charles that Vincent had left agaiyp days after his
reunion with Jarret. She had known there couldoedbo many days
of his holiday left, but she was surprised andtk lupset to think he
had gone away without saying goodbye. Still, affer furore there
had been, perhaps it was all for the best, anchaleenough to do,
now that Charles had been given the keys to their Imome. Most
evenings they spent at the house, choosing colcoenses and
measuring for curtains and carpets, and Helen eodead to

recover the enthusiasm for her coming marriagechviaitely seemed
to have been dissipated by her mother's antagoarsinher own
uncertainty. Not that she was uncertain of her lflmreCharles, she
told herself severely, only of his demands on hed the growing



awareness that perhaps their association did lagsigal expression.
She could not entirely dismiss the remembranceeofréactions to
Jarret's lovemaking, and while she might conderarséxuality, she
could not deny her unwilling response. Perhaps iKaras right, she
thought doubtfully, maybe she too needed a moresipaly
relationship.

The following evening she drove to Ketchley in ¢hes emotional
frame of mind. It was three weeks since Jarretrhaded into King's
Green, and this evening, for the first time in wedie had joined her
mother and herself for dinner. He was apparentlggyout, judging
by his dark brown denim suit, his tie knotted neatter a matching
beige shirt. Even his hair was slicked back bydbhmpness of his
shower, and her suspicions had been realised we&emaother had
asked him what time he expected to be home.

'‘Not too late, | hope,' he assured her smilinghgl @atching his lean
features relax in response, Helen was strickernbydalisation that
she resented his intention of taking time out. He wupposed to be
here to work, she thought indignantly, disregardimg fact that that
was precisely what he had done for the past thesksv

Although she had hung around after Mrs Hetheringtad cleared
the table, her mother had not said if she knew &/iherwas going,
and as Jarret himself had already departed, Halemad to stifle her
curiosity. She refused to ask the question, arghasand her mother
had still not entirely resolved their difference$ie left the house
feeling distinctly fretful.

Charles was waiting for her when she arrived ahbise, and-'after a
brief word of greeting to his parents she climbetb ithe Range
Rover for the drive to Petersham. The house Chaddsbought lay
on the outskirts of this tiny hamlet, only two nsil'om his parents'
home, and for the first time Helen felt no pridecs¥nership as he
turned between the iron gateposts.



The house was reasonably new, built just beforelakewar, and
considerably modernised by its last owner. Therg amaAga cooker,
and oil-fired central heating, and the four bedresoand two
bathrooms would be ample for their needs. The ptedecoration
was rather old-fashioned, however, and in theseksvbefore their
wedding Charles intended to employ a firm of irdedesigners to
alter it to their taste.

Inside, it was chilly, in spite of the heat of ttlay, but the electric
fires in the main reception rooms soon dispellesl draughts, and
Helen endeavoured to pay attention to what Charéesssaying.

'So we've decided the main colour scheme shoulgrdéen and gold
in the hall, and beige and brown in the drawingmmpche said,
checking the clipboard in his hand. 'Did you havey durther
thoughts about the dining room? | think blue igtiel cold, don't
you?'

Helen sighed, unbuttoning the jacket of her creapsds slack suit,
loosening a further button of the silk shirt undeth. She felt
discontented and restless, her blood pricklingyhotider her skin,
her senses alive to an urgent dissatisfactioncartdinly in no mood
to discuss colour schemes. Karen had hinted thatthey had a
place of their own, where they could be alone togietCharles would
probably become more demonstrative, but so fareleened totally
indifferent to their isolation. If anything, he seed to avoid a more
tangible contact, and was quite happy debatingiortdecorating. It
was irritating and frustrating, and she wonderedeifwas afraid to
show his feelings too strongly.

'l was speaking to Martin Coverdale the other dayg he says he can
let us have a dining room suite at cost, if we taigo and have a look
round his warehouse,’ Charles went on, diligengjgoring her
apparent lack of interest. 'l think that's jollyogloof him, don't you? |
mean, he*has some damn good stuff and--'



'Oh, can't we talk about anything else than fureitthese days!
Helen broke in abstractedly, torn by her emotibyshe way she was
feeling, and her own inability to handle it. 'l mea she pushed her
silky hair back behind her ears, leaving her haodgping her

neck,'—why don't we ever talk abaws? Ourselves! Our feelings for
one another! And not just—just paint and wallpaped— and

household articles!Charles looked astonished, lvem,trecovering

his composure, he said: 'l should have thoughtwiaat our primary

consideration at the moment!" in an offended tone.

Helen sighed. 'Well, it -shouldn't be. What abosit Gharles? Why
don't we ever talk about ourselves, about ouricglahip? Why don't
we everdo anything about it?"

Charles looked slightly embarrassed now. 'Whahese to do?' he
protested. 'We love one another, we both know-that-

'Do we?"

'‘What do you mean—do we?' Charles made a play tinguhis
fountain pen back into his pocket. 'Of course weHelen. | don't
know what's the matter with you.'

'‘Karen says there should be more to our relatiprsisin—than there
Is.'

'‘Oh, Karen does, does she?' Charles could lookratdw, secure in
his condemnation of the older girl. 'And | suppate knows all
about it. Where does she get her information, |deo® Through her
association with John Fleming, | suppose.'

Helen gasped. 'You know about that?'

'l should think half Malverley knows about it. Theynot exactly
discreet, are they?'



‘They're in love.'

‘Love!' Charles snorted derisively. 'l doubt eitbéthem knows the
meaning of the word."

Helen's lips trembled. 'Well, at least they shouirtfeelings for one
another. They're not afraid to exhibit their emosior lose control
now and again.'

'‘And you think | am?' asked Charles coldly.

'‘Well, aren't you?' Helen sniffed. 'l mean, youergkiss me as if you
couldn't bear to let me go. You seem quite cort@miait. It makes
me wonder sometimes.’

'‘Does it?' Charles's mouth had thinned to a strdiigd, and she could
tell he was very angry. 'lt doesn't occur to yoatth might be

constantly controlling myself, keeping my feelings check,

respecting you too much to—to take advantage o?Pyou

Helen hunched her shoulders, a little uncertain.niexwhy—I don't
know,' she mumbled, and he put down his clipboarthe stairs, and
came purposefully towards her.

His hands descended on her shoulders and he jeekedwards him,
his mouth seeking hers with fierce urgency, and #kle an
unexpected sense of dismay. It wasn't that he tladséd her before,
he had, many times, but never in this rough, unfgelvay. She
thought at first it was anger that was dictating ehaviour, but as
his kisses grew harsher and more demanding, slisecde was
becoming aroused by this savage display. His mduwhand wet,
assaulted hers, and crushed against his strong, lsbéyhad little
opportunity to protest. If she had needed any cowfiion that
Charles was a normal male with normal masculinelsieghe had
been given it, but what appalled her most was Ippagent



indifference to her lack of response. He was corexonly with his
own needs, his own satisfaction, and as the emaagnued she
felt herself growing cold inside. What had begunaadesire for
reassurance had become a struggle for survival, e was
exhausted when he at last let her go.

'‘Well?' he said thickly, looking down into her thed face with
triumphant eyes. 'Are you satisfied now? | want,yidelen, never
doubt that. But I'm prepared to wait until 1 have tright to take
what's mine.'

Helen shuddered with revulsion. She could hardér belook at him.
Did he really believe his selfish lovemaking hatiséed her? Did he
really think those hot greedy kisses had arousgtheng other than
disgust inside her? She felt she wanted to scrulrades of his
caresses from her, and turning aside, she soudtté&her horror
from him.

'‘What's the matter? Embarrassed you, have 1?' €haeémanded,
secure in his own self-confidence. 'Well, you askedt, Helen. I'm
only a man, not a machine. And you're a very b&dwioman, you
know that.'

'l—l—perhaps we ought to go,' she ventured, wighegyback of her
hand across her lips, and was appalled to heanmised laughter.

'‘Why?' he countered. 'Don't worry, | can controlsedy. Now, let's
consider the kitchen. | think those dark red tdes rather effective,
don't you?'

With the greatest difficulty Helen managed to susheer composure
for the rest of the evening, but she was enormogkyd she had
driven herself to Ketchley and could therefore dv&harles's
accompanying her home. She wanted to think, and@hlen't do so
in his bombastic presence. Even so, driving baédng's Green, she



was intensely aware that at present the prospegtvafg Charles
exclusive rights to do with her body as he wishiddd her with
revulsion.

It was a shadowy night, the moon obscured by ssoeedanks of

cloud, giving only a fitful light as she drove ugetlane towards her
home. The trees that interspersed the hedgesloagaged phantoms
across her path, and occasionally a large insest iihto her

headlights sacrificing itself for that brief momeaftglory.

She drove through the drive gates, glancing atlinek on the dash.
It was only a few minutes after half past ten, ahd breathed a little
sigh of resignation. At least Charles didn't bedi@v late nights, and
she had had no difficulty in convincing him thaeskanted to be
home before the pubs turned out.

She left the car in the stable yard, noticing as &id so that the
Ferrari was back. Her surprise was tinged withefeland as if
needing to dispel this emotion before going inte tiouse, she
wandered across to the paddock fence. Whereveat Jard gone, it
had not been to London, and her brows drew togeihshe realised
she had not known he had friends in the area. Yileshad met up
with Vincent again ... Yet if he had, she doubtediould have been
home so early, and curiosity made an unwelcometiaddio her

already troubled thoughts.

Resting one foot on the lowest rail, she suppadn&delbows on the
top of the fence, cupping her chin on her knucldesshe gazed
blindly into the darkness. If only she hadn't emaged Charles to
make love to her, she thought wryly, she would feet so uneasy
now. Karen was wrong. Some people needed to baaddrefore

they could share a real relationship, and no dGtlairles would have
behaved far more sensitively if she had not pregdrsthe wanted him
to seduce her. All the same, she could not entdmsigel the thought



that perhaps it was she that was at fault, antetirehat she might be
the one who was frigid surfaced.

She had been so intent on her thoughts, she had givheed to the
possibility that she might not be alone. Besidpayiafrom Jarret and
her mother, there was no one else at the housestendould have
heard either of them crunching across the gravelt@écourt.
Therefore it was with a sense of real horror thed lt the cold
dampness of something brushing against her cheekwhen she
lifted her head to encounter dark soulful eyes,lsheut a shriek of
pure terror. As she threw herself back from thedéerthe horse, for
that was what she saw it was now, neighed in prcdad she lost her
footing and sat down with a bump on the stony gdoun

There was the sound of someone coming now, shsedalhs she
probed her bruised rear with a gentle hand, andifsbe her head to
voice her complaints as Jarret strode up to henétestill wearing
the denim pants he had been wearing earlier, butadeshed his
jacket and his tie, and unbuttoned the neck arel/ekeof his shirt,
and in the filtering moonlight he looked dark arshgeful.

'‘What the hell do you think you're doing?' he dedeah hauling her
up with no evidence of sympathy, assured by heftigeeént

expression that she was all right. He moved tdehee then, calming
the animal with soothing noises, and then turned baher again, as
she brushed the dust from her pants. 'Screamirg thiat!' he

muttered, anger giving way to impatience as he emged in

controlling himself. 'l thought someone had attackeu. | might

have realised you'd shout before you were hurt!"

'l am hurt,' she protested, gazing up at him iatedly. 'And where
has that animal come from? We don't have any haasd€ng's
Green. Is it yours? Did you put it there? You hageight to graze an
animal in our paddock without first gaining pernusg'



'l have permission,' he retorted flatly. "Your netlgranted it. And
naturally, | assumed she'd told you.'

‘Well, she didn't.'

'‘Obviously not. And I'm sorry, if that's any coretmbn. But | didn't
know you, were going to go mooching about the pakad this time
of night, did I? Where's thatdamned fianceé of yB8uharles—what's
his name? | thought you and he were spending theiley together.'

'His name is Charles Connaught, as you very webwknrAnd we
have spent the evening together. This just hapieeins the night, or
hadn't you noticed?!

Jarret shook his head. 'l don't call ten-thiright, but if you do, that's
your affair. Anyway, you're not really hurt, arewOnly your pride.
What happened? Did he make a pass at you?'

Helen pursed her lips as they walked back to theséo'He—he
touched my cheek,' she admitted, shuddering attt@lection. 'And
| don't like horses, Mr Manning. I—I never have.dAh wasn't
mooching about the paddock, | was just leaningherfénce.'

Jarret nodded. '"Your mother told me you were afohignimals--'
‘Not animals. Just horses.'
'—but | guess part of that is due to ignorance.’

‘Ignorance?' Helen glanced at him as they entdredighted .hall,
and the sound of his record deck came floodingrigiearough the
open library door. 'You have a cheek!

'I mean it." Jarret was indifferent to her objestio'No one need be
afraid of anything they know about and understahgou like I'll



introduce you to him properly tomorrow, and who sp maybe
you'll get to like him.'

Helen shivered. 'l don't think so.'

'‘As you like," Jarret shrugged, and strolled towatte door of his
room. 'By the way, your mother is out. She left essage with Mrs
Hetherington. She was invited to a bridge evenirigavicarage, and
she's not back yet.' He paused in the doorwayexpsession wry.
‘Apparently she hasn't realised how late it is!'

He let pursed her lips. He was mocking her agaid vaith a sigh she
turned away towards the kitchen. She would makeetfea cup of
something hot and take it up to bed. She had gagerback that she
wanted to read, and she didn't feel particularbcti

‘Are you hungry?'

Jarret's query halted her and she turned backitld,'lshe admitted
cautiously, and he indicated the room behind him.

'‘Mrs Hetherington supplied me with a tray of coffe® sandwiches
before she retired for the night. She seems t& tfrimin some need
of fortification. Anyway, you're welcome to shahein, if you want
to. Despite Mrs H's beliefs, I'm not hungry.'

'‘She just likes making a fuss of you," Helen coededwith an
expressive wave of her hands.

'It's as well someone does,' he commented dryly she glimpsed a
momentary vulnerability in his unguarded eyes.

Helen hesitated. 'l—er—I will share your sandwichéyou don't
mind," she said, giving in rather rashly to a feglof sympathy for
him, that as the door closed behind her was quididgipated. But



she was too worked up to go to bed yet, and thee adideing alone
with her troubled thoughts held no temptation fer.h

'‘Good," was all he replied, and after she had edtéhe lamplit
library, he closed the door behind them with ardediclick.

She had not been into this room since his occupatiod now she
looked about her with genuine interest. The desk wlaviously
where he did most of his work, and apart from tpetvriter and a
pile of manuscript, there were notepads and referdrooks, and
various rubbers and pencils. Beside the desk wetesof typescript
and carbon paper, and rolls of ribbon for the pdwdooking
machine, as well as a tape-recorder and spoolassettes, and an
overflowing wastepaper basket.-

The music she had heard was coming from an expenkoking
record deck, and now she could see that he haalletsspeakers at
either end of the bookshelves, which accountedherhigh fidelity
quality of the reproduction. There was an enormquig of
long-playing records, and a smaller one of singled, the sound that
was presently emanating from the speakers was fdmer éavourites
of the moment.

‘Billy Joel,' she said, indicating the empty sleeVvé&ave one of his
singles. Even Charles—well, | mean—my fiance —likes music,’
she finished lamely.

Jarret nodded, making no comment, indicating @#neaf sandwiches
on the table by the empty fireplace, silently dfigrher the food.
Helen thanked him, and helped herself to one of Wetherington's
turkey sandwiches, perching on the edge of onkeodtmchairs that
flanked the fireplace, munching rather nervouslyhascrossed the
room and abruptly silenced the record player.



'Oh, don't do that!" she protested, half turnindgn@m seat to look at
him, but the expression on his face caused hdrubler mouth.

'l feel like something else,' he explained shoriyplacing Billy Joel
with the haunting inflection of the Carpenters, &lelen hugged her
knees as she recognised another favourite of hers.

'So tell me,' he said at last, propping his hipsiregj the desk. 'How
was your evening? Am | wrong, or do | detect aaertestraint in
your attitude towards your worthy fiance?"

Helen flushed. "You're wrong!" she answered at onezching for
another sandwich, even though she wanted to rum lfie questions.
‘Charles and | had a very pleasant evening, thaok y

'I'm pleased to hear it. Is that why you've got thgly mark on your
neck? Or is Horatio responsible for that?'

Helen's hand went automatically to her throat, aitth trembling
fingers she felt the tell-tale scar Charles's tamdld left. It was
horrible to think he had left his mark on her ltkes, and she could
imagine what Jarret must be thinking.

With burning cheeks, she faltered: 'Hor-Horatio?dMawho--'

‘The monster in the paddock,' Jarret remarkedyflabld Horatio.
You know—the warhorse?’

'‘Oh ..." Helen caught her lower lip between hethtereplacing the
half eaten sandwich on the tray. 'Is—is that himea

'It's my name for him," agreed Jarret. 'So? | doelteve he would
attack a lady. That isn't Horatio's way."'



'He didn't. That is--' Helen broke off awkwardIydagot to her feet.
'I—I think I'd better be going. It—it is quite lagtand—and Mummy
will be home shortly.’

Jarret straightened from the desk and steppedhertgath. 'It's not
that late,' he averred quietly. 'And you were inhoory to go to bed
until a few moments ago. What's the matter? Diouch on a sore
spot? I'm sorry. | didn't know you—er—went in foat sort of thing.'

'l don't." Helen's face blazed, but unable to suigiteat cold blue gaze,
she bent her head to stare unseeingly at the @ripattern of the
carpet. 'Thank you for die sandwiches, but | readlyst be going ...’

'If 1 thought he'd hurt you--' muttered Jarret, tiand curving

unexpectedly over the line of her jaw, hiding timsightly contusion

with his fingers, and Helen's whole body stiffen&klax,' he said,
exerting the lightest of pressures to draw her tdszdim, and as the
music changed to a poignant rhythm, added: '‘Daniterne ...'

Helen's anxious eyes sought his and what she ftherd seemed to
melt her resistance. Almost hypnotically, she addwhim to draw
her into his arms, to rest his chin against hepterand envelop her
in a warm embrace.

It was hardly dancing. They scarcely moved arourel donfined
circle of carpet, but it was an excuse for him addhher in his arms,
and although she knew she was crazy to allow it,dverheated
senses repudiated any denial. After Charles's i@brasnduct, it was
almost comforting to succumb to such an undemanditagchment,
and she badly needed to be reassured on that score.

At one point his hands shifted from the small of back, sliding
under the jacket of her suit to spread againsttimesilk of her shirt.
Her flesh tingled at the awareness of how narrow e barrier
between her skin and his, but when a few mometds lhee separated



the shirt from her pants and probed the cool holbdbwer spine, she
felt no sense of embarrassment. She did know skt da protest,

that she ought to tell him he had no right to tobieh so familiarly,

but the music was seducing her, drugging her va#iirig, arousing
emotions that Charles in his ham- fisted fashionldmever have
inspired.

Her arms were around his neck, her fingers coiethe silky hair

that grew on his nape, and she was overwhelmirgtgaous of the
smooth skin beneath that roughened surface. Hdesirsel good, she
thought, a mingling of shaving cream and lotionhodly heat and his
musky male odour that filled her nostrils like soraeervating

intoxicant, and made her weak with longings sha&'tlikhow howto

fulfil. She only knew her breasts were hard whaeytwere crushed
against his chest, and there was a curious achelmg in the pit of

her stomach.

Jarret lowered his head to her shoulder suddeuntping his lips
against her neck, and saying huskily: 'He triedhke love to you,
didn't he?' and when she automatically starteddtept, he went on:
'‘What happened? Did he go at that like a bullgste, too? | guess he
would. He has about as much sensitivity as a rierost'

Helen succeeded in drawing back from him suffidietd look into

his face, and her own was flushed and indignamu 'Wave no right
to say such things!" she exclaimed unsteadily. ‘Yo't know what
he's like.'

'l can hazard a guess--'
‘And you'd be wrong!'

‘Would 1?' Jarret did not sound convinced. 'Okay,I'sm wrong.
Forget it. Let's dance.’



‘No!'

‘Why not? Is there something you would rather déf® blue eyes
were soft and lazy, and looking into their infindepths was like
drowning. Helen was overwhelmingly conscious of irthe
situation—of the lamplit room, of Jarret's handgtly gripping her
waist, of his shirt half open down his chest, ahd tnstinctive
awareness of her own response to him. Why hadbéen like this
with Charles? she asked herself despairingly. Whydn't it have
been him who made her feel so breathless, so wethle &nees, so
ridiculously aware of her own sex and its fulfilnieén

As it was, she was betraying everything she had leeieved in by
letting Jarret hold her at all. And of course, Imew exactly how to
arouse her. Unlike Charles, who had saved himsethe woman he
loved, the woman he intended to make his wife efdlanning had
experimented wherever the opportunity presentedf,itand it was
this experience she was confusing with sensitivity.

'l must go,' she said quickly, trying to turn awiayt the hands which
only moments before had been holding her so lightly tightened
their grasp.

'‘Not yet.' Jarret's eyes dropped from hers to wertin and then lower
to the rapid rise and fall of her breasts. 'Talki®.'

T—I don't think it's talking you want, Mr Manning;lelen got out
chokily, and then pressed her lips together frtestiig as his curved
into a sardonic smile.

'‘Really?' he mocked. 'So tell me—what do | want?'

'‘Oh, Jarret, please ..She couldn't stand much mbthis double
talking. 'l have to go. Save your line in seductfon—for Vivien
and—and Margot. |I—I already have a boy-friend.’



‘A boy-friend!" he echoed huskily, his hands moving over her
rib-cage to rest just below her breasts. 'Oh, Helen really are an
old-fashioned girl, aren't you?'

'‘Please--' She despised herself for pleading with but she had to
save her self-respect. 'Let me go, Jarret. Dorkemae hate you!'

She thought he was going to ignore her, and foerséwseconds the
erratic beat of her heart was suspended. But thiéma muffled oath,

he released her, turning away to push both hamdsgh the hair at
his temples, extending the gesture into a weaxyritgof his shoulder
muscles.

Helen swallowed the panic in her throat, and wiémibling fingers
pushed her shirt back into the waistband of hertpaBhe felt
exhausted, and in spite of her relief that he leadhér go, strangely
deflated, too. The inconsistencies of her own fgmliwere a constant
source of anxiety to her, and although only mindtefore she had
desperately wanted to get away, now she was ciyiogisictant to
leave him. As he turned back to look at her, harth@renched inside
her, and the dark torment in his eyes was moregharcould bear.

'Oh, Jarret--' she breathed, hardly aware of cogethe space
between them, but when his hands sought the sst tbf her upper
arms and pulled her towards him, she knew there neadrawing
back.

Her mouth parted under his without conscious \aiitilf she was
subconsciously aware that Jarret's lips were jastiemanding as
Charles's had been, she also knew that there thitasty ended.
With Charles there had been only a selfish neeshtisfy his own
ambitions, whereas Jarret took her with him evéep ®f the way,
coaxing a smouldering response that inevitablytéghinto a burning
passion. She had been unaware of her own sensualitynow an
Instinctive reaction had taken over, so that separded to his kisses



without constraint, arching her body against hispnmting an
intimacy between them that she had never knownrbeefdth any
man.

'‘God—Helen!" he muttered once, lifting his mouth froer$y but she
went after him with her lips, seeking and findihgit target, and his
brief moment of withdrawal was stifled by his owgent needs.

She felt his fingers between them, loosening theoha of her shirt,
exposing her pointed breasts to his narrow- eyqolaggal, and
almost intuitively she tugged his shirt apart armésped herself
against him. Her whole body felt on fire, awashhwa yearning
longing to feel his flesh against hers, and hismafesatisfaction was
uttered against her mouth.

‘You're beautiful," he muttered, 'but you don't\wnehat you're doing
to me--'

'l know what you're doing to me," she counteredl his groan of
protest was half rueful.

'‘What am | doing?' he breathed, and her tongue aapgein
unknowing provocation.

'You make me—want you,' she whispered, hardly wstdeding
what she was saying, and she felt the shudderahahrough him as
he buried his face in the hollow of her neck.

'l want you," he conceded in a smothered voice, sivel pressed
herself closer, feeling the stirring muscles aganes thigh.

'I—I never knew it could be like this,’ she confsds half
wonderingly, and his mouth parted hungrily oversher



Almost without her being aware of it, he had dradvem down on to
one of the huge velvet armchairs, and now its ssftrenveloped
them like a cushioned embrace. She was half orkinees, half
crushed against the corner of the chair, the siligture of the
upholstery sensuous against her naked flesh.

'Let me look at you," he insisted, sliding the acsadmg folds of tier
shirt from her shoulders, and an aching longingléase him swept
over her. 'l want to taste every inch of you,' hétered, caressing the
tilted curve of her breast, his voice thickenindhasoulled her hands
down to his body, encouraging her to give in toithpulses she had
to explore him as he was exploring her. She hag@mit this way
before, never felt any particular curiosity abotia@es whatsoever,
but it was different with Jarret. His lean browrdgdascinated her,
and she wanted to touch him just as much as shedvaim to touch
her. His skin was taut and smooth, hard and musaletinot as hairy
as Charles's coarser flesh.

'l want to look at you, too,"' she murmured, whesrhouth found hers
once again, and his response was huskily rueful.

'I'm not half as interesting as you are,' he ptetgsagainst the
shell-like cavity of her ear. 'But | can't stop you

'‘No, you can't,' she agreed, equally huskily, amdrashed her under
him with an increasing urgency.

The sudden peal of the telephone bell was likeld koife slicing
between them. Its insistent ringing reacted on kéle a sobering
draught, and a feeling of intense confusion enfiblder in a wave of
heat. It occurred to her how terrible it would h&een if her mother
had chosen to walk in on them with as little distnation as the
telephone bell had exhibited, and her awarenesgobwn state of
undress filled her with hot embarrassment.



‘Let it ring," Jarret groaned, as she began t@gteubeneath him, but
Helen moved her head vigorously from side to side.

'It—it must be Mummy,' she exclaimed. 'And shefiblv | must be
home by this time--'

'Pretend you're asleep,’ muttered Jarret, agaarsthinoat. 'Do you
really want to leave me?' he demanded, looking daviner with eyes
darkened by emotion, and she knew that deep ilgdeshe didn't.

'I—I have to,' she waited, knowing her mother wodkeimand a
satisfactory explanation if she did not answeaitd also knowing
that there must be some serious reason for hargeo late.

‘All right." With an abrupt movement, Jarret leveei@mself up and
away from her. 'I'll answer it.' He snatched updfist and shrugged
into the sleeves with evident impatience. 'But thmwve, I'll be right

back.'

Helen managed a tremulous nod, and with a gestdinestration, he
threw the library door open and strode across étle $truggling into
a sitting position, Helen looked down at her swollgeasts without
conceit. She felt charged with emotion, and herfigrted almost dis-
believingly as she recalled the last hour in Jaratms. She felt
really alive for the first time in her life, aletb every nerve and
sensation in her body, throbbing with expectatibwloat was still to
come, and weak with the knowledge of her own seytid@he had
thought she might be frigid. How wrong she had bdénvas
Charles's clumsy groping that had frozen her nhtesponses, and
now she knew how it could be, she would never Hhaé anxiety
again.

Through the mists of her sensually-induced lethashe became
aware that Jarret was taking longer than he shwawd done, and the
first faint twinges of alarm gripped her. What brnsething was



wrong? What if there had been an accident? Suaefgtlshould have
let her know by now.

Unwillingly, she slid her feet to the floor and stbup. Her legs felt
incredibly unsteady, but she managed to slide s anto her shirt
and looked round blankly for her jacket. It wastba floor, where
Jarret had pushed it from her shoulders, and shietbegick it up as
she walked towards the door.

She heard his voice as she paused in the open dpoawd even in
those confused seconds she realised he was niogtadkner mother,
He was too relaxed for that, and even as her bdvess together in
anxious disbelief, she heard his low laugh.

‘No, nothing important,' she heard him say, throaglaze of shocked
incredulity. 'I'm glad you rang. It's good to knoyou haven't
forgotten me. What? Oh, yes, in a couple of wediapk. You have?
That's great! So why don't you come down here? \WMoald give us
plenty of time to--'

Helen's whole body felt chilled. She could guesscdy who was on
the other end of the line, and the whole episode ¢hll had

interrupted seemed suddenly incredibly sordid. bignaviour was
not without reproach, on the contrary, she feltagdtsick with shame
at the awareness of what she had done, but son&tehad believed
that Jarret had been as emotionally involved ashalde Now it was
obvious he regarded her as just another in his lioegf conquests,
and she wanted to curl up and die when she rechbtedclose she
had been to calling off her engagement.

She had heard enough. Pressing the back of hertbdrat lips, she
fled across the hall and up the stairs, paying eedho his abrupt
ejaculation. She only wanted to get away from hend his
frustrated: 'Helerfor God's sakidid not halt her headlong flight. He
need not interrupt his telephone call for her, gieught bitterly,



almost running along the corridor to her room, ahd blessed the
heavy oak door and the key which she turned widmhling
satisfaction.

She was still standing there, pressed againsttmer ipanels, when
she heard his footsteps pounding along the cortmder door and
presently the angry hammer of his fists.

'‘Helen! Helen! For God's sake, | know you're irréh®pen the door,
there's a good girl. | want to talk to you.'

Helen said nothing, but her head moved from sidside in silent
negation. What did he think she was? How could &ndrgm one
woman to another without the least compunction?

'Helen!" His voice was hardening now, and she cdudr his
impatience. 'Helen, don't let's make a drama ouhisf Open the
door. | have something to tell you. Stop acting lé&kschoolgirl. This
IS important!'

But still Helen made no response, and his angdodg(.

'Helen, open this bloody door! | mean it. If younttdl'll break it
down!'

‘Try it,' she breathed, but her words were not la@edio him, and at
the other side of the panels she heard his saabe o

Seconds later there was the thud of someone'sddrdaging applied
to the task, and then another string of oathsesldlor resisted even
the violent assault of his boot.

'‘Helen—please!

When oaths produced no reaction, he tried pleatigalthough her
senses craved the reassurances only he couldshieekept her lips



pressed tightly together. She heard him shouladedtior once again,
and this time she heard his groan of agony asalieeganels repelled
his efforts. A sob of hysterical laughter rose ir hhroat at the
farcical aspects of the situation, and if it hadréen so horribly
serious she might have found it very amusing. A, she felt only
sick remorse, and tears burned painfully at th& lodber eyes.

'Helen ..." He was getting tired, she could heaantd there was a
weary appeal in his voice. 'Helen, who in God's @am you think it
was? At least let me explain.'

Her shoulders sagged. She wanted to—oh, how sh&eewvém, she
thought tremulously, but if she opened the doorefiveould be no
turning back, and could she live with herself aftext?

She hesitated, her lips parting to say somethingsharg, when she
heard the sound of a car coming up the drive.dttbde her mother.
No one else would arrive at King's Green at thigetiof night, and
weariness overwhelmed her. It was too late nowotordsay any of
the things she had anticipated, and presently tinexe another
sound—.that of Jarret's footsteps receding aloagdthridor.



CHAPTER SEVEN

THE morning light disturbed her, which might have beatural in
ordinary circumstances, but after only a couplehotirs of sleep
Helen felt hardly confident to face the day. Headhéelt muzzy, and
her eyelids were sticky, and when she crawled bbed to view her
reflection in the mirror of the dressing table, shieced at the puffy
swellings beneath them. Still, what could she ekptter the storm of
weeping she had indulged in? she asked herselfabigeand turned
away to the bathroom to take a cold shower.

It was a hazy June morning, the sun filtering tigfowlouds that
would presently clear to give another warm dayds not a day for
working, but Helen was looking forward to goingtmthe shop. At
least it would get her out of the house, and if shald hide the
ravages of the night before from Karen, time, toogonsider what
she was going to do.

She dressed in beige cotton pants, teaming them avitleeveless
cotton vest, whose warm apricot colour would, sbpell, distract
from the pallor of her cheeks. Make-up had hiddenworst of the
damage, and she was reasonably assured her moboét motice

nothing amiss.

She was right. With the church fete only days awdng Chase was
too absorbed with the final arrangements she hadhadke to pay
much attention to her daughter's unnaturally wekdr demeanour,
and Helen carried her toast and coffee into thendinmoom with a
sigh of relief.

It was short-lived. She had only been sitting thadyeut five minutes
when a sound alerted her to the fact that she wésnger alone, and
looking up she saw Jarret had entered the roonctlmsed the door
behind him. He was leaning back against it, ashstikleant against
her door the night before, and the connotation®wemistakable.



He was wearing a black leather suit—close-fittiags that hugged
his muscular thighs and a jerkin-length jacket Wwhwith a matching
silk shirt, added to his air of brooding vengef@sndn those first few
minutes Helen gave no thought to his unshaven nawlor the
haggard hollowness of his eyes, only panic assdisetf, and the
painful awareness of her own vulnerability. How Icdbshe handle
him in her present state of nervous tension whenhstd fared no
better the night before?

After subjecting her to a moment's appraisal, haigtitened away
from the door and came towards her, Now she begaseé¢ the
ravages in his face, ravages that he could useosmaetics to
disguise, and her blood started to race wildly digftoher veins. He
looked so pale, even the darkness of his skin ssefamtly
transparent, and the blue eyes were bruised aneiun

'‘Helen," he greeted her flatly, pulling out a chead straddling it.
‘How are you?'

Helen's tongue circled her lips. 'How—how are ymi® got out
jerkily. "You—you look awful!"

‘Thanks.' He flicked over the napkin beside hinauXon't look so
brilliant yourself.' His eyes darted upward. 'Dmuysleep well?'

‘Yes.' Helen's response was automatic, but wheexpesed her to
another of those penetrating stares, she felt thtecblour run
helplessly up her cheeks and he knew she was [J4rgvell, no,' she
conceded, unable to withstand his scathing contelinptept very
badly, as it happens. But that—that was hardlyrsing in—in the
circumstances, was it?' she finished rather coiotesiy .

'I'm not arguing, am I?" he countered, foldingdmsis along the back
of the chair and resting his chin on his sleeveolld say it served
you right, but | won't.'



Helen gasped. 'You could say it. But you knownts true.'

'Isn't it?' His eyes were narrowed and intentaf@ryou so naive you
don't know what you did—tbothof us?'

Helen pushed back her chair and got to her fedarilt intend to sit
here and listen to—to that kind of—of abuse!' shelared, and he
tilted his head back to look at her.

'‘Why*not?' His lips twisted. 'Doesn't it fit in vitthat totally unreal
conception you have of the relationship between an rand a
woman?'

‘You have no right to say that to--'

'l have every right,' he snapped, getting abrujptllyis feet. There's a
word to describe what you did, but | won't useetduse—God help
me! | don't think you realised exactly what you dal'

Helen held up her head. 'And—and what did you slo@'countered.
‘Leaving me to speak to—to some other female--'

'l spoke to Jim Stanford!" stated Jarret coldiyn Stanford," he
repeated. 'My publisher—who also happens to begepta Who the
hell did you think | was talking to9largot?

Helen was desperately trying to digest this. "Yowour publisher?'
she echoed. '‘At—at half past eleven at night? Yanit @xpect me to
believe--'

'It was only half past six in New York," statedréarharshly. 'God
Almighty, Helen, what do you take me for? Some kofdmale
nymphomaniac? Lord, don't you know anything? | \wdnt
you—yow!" His voice thickened abruptly. 'l still ddamn you!



Helen trembled, linking and unlinking her fingers she tried to
absorb what he had just told her. He had not beeaksng to a
woman, after all. That split conversation she hearth had been with
his publisher, and what she had taken for assigmativere in effect
business appointments.

'Is—is that really true?' she breathed at last, bedgyave her an
impatient look.

'Is what true? That | want you?' He moved his stiensl in an offhand
gesture. 'l guess you got under my skin. I'll gegrat.’

Helen pressed a hand to her churning stomachahtel meant—it
really was your publisher?’

'‘Oh—yes.' He pushed his hands into the narrow fsaKehis pants,

unconsciously disrupting her efforts to remain de&al. 'He wanted

to be the first to tell me th&tevil's Kitchens going to be made into a
film.'

'Oh, Jarret!" Helen couldn't prevent the thrill eXcitement that
coursed through her. 'That's wonderful news! Youstrhe very
pleased.'

'l was,' he conceded with another offhand gestarel Helen's
excitement died beneath a wave of remorse.

‘That—that was what you wanted to tell me," shehezh catching
her lower lip between her teeth. 'And | thought--'

'l know what you thought,' he interrupted shordgd she was silent.
‘Anyway, | just thought I'd clear the matter u 'dontinued, nodding
towards her untouched toast and coffee. 'Get yoeakbast. You
look as though you need it.'



Helen glanced down at the table and then up atlgam. 'Like | said,
you don't look so—so good yourself,' she ventuesdt his mouth
took on a sardonic curve.

'Haven't you ever seen a hangover before?' he egljehis tone
vaguely scornful, and she shifted rather uncomidyta 'l
got—stoned," he added, changing the word he haa dis®ut to use
at the last moment. 'You know— as in out of my niind

'Oh, Jarret!" There seemed nothing else she cayldaad he lifted his
shoulders and let them fall again in a dismissiveig. 'At least | lost
consciousness,' he mused, his gaze flickering logeswollen lids.
‘You look as if you had a rough time.'

'l did." She made no attempt to deny it, but altione acknowledged
her husky confession, he made no move towardslhstead he
turned and strolled towards the door, and sheseghlhat so far as he
was concerned, the matter was closed.

‘Jarret!" She could not let him go like that, buten he turned she
hadn't the faintest idea what she was going tasaym.

'Yes?'
'I—well, I'm sorry about—about last night,' sheeséid.

‘Yes. So am [,' he conceded with a wry smile, amtiout another
word he left her.

Helen sank down into her chair again rather heakiér legs seemed
to have lost the power to support her, and witkress of anguished
frustration she realised the last few minutes Had eobbed her of
what little appetite she had had* ..



Reaching for the coffee pot, she poured a meadihe strong black
liquid, and then holding the cup between her caldds, she tried to
assimilate her reactions. It was crazy, this fegeliof raw
vulnerability, this painful aching void inside héhnat craved a
fulfilment it could never attain. No matter how [gyiJarret made her
feel, she had to remember that everything that lreggpened last
night had been at his instigation—and it was albwg! She was
engaged to Charles. She owed him everything, arrdtJaothing.
The way Jarret had treated her, she should be silegpiim this
morning, not secretly regretting the interruptionieth had saved her
from making an even bigger fool of herself.

Finishing the coffee, she left the table and werell her mother she
was leaving, and then reversed her Alfa out ofthble yard. The air
was sweet with the scent of lilac blossom, andthieg deeply, she
determined to put all thoughts of Jarret Manningajuner head.

But as she drove across the forecourt she wadwigiiminded that it
would not be easy. Jarret himself was watchingrhanoeuvrings,
seated on the back of one of the most beautifuhalsi Helen had
ever seen. The night before she had been unaldestinguish its
colouring, but now she saw it was a warm reddisld-golour, with a
white star on its nose, and the lean muscled bfi@sthoroughbred.

She was obliged to halt. The horse was standingretyuin her way,
and even as she stood rather reluctantly on h&ebr# shifted with
evident nervousness. Jarret controlled it easiyning his long
brown fingers over its ears before dismounting siweng himself to
the ground with the minimum amount of effort, asneind muscled
in the tight-fitting leather outfit as the powerfahimal beside him,
and Helen felt the familiar tightness in her chibstt his nearness
promoted.

Tossing the horse's reins over the pommel, Jarodtesl towards the
car, bending to her open window with lazy indolen€@ome and



meet Horatio,' he said, and she knew from his tbhaethat was not
really the animal's name. 'Come and apologise rightening him
half to death last night."'

'l can't.' Helen's response was abrupt. 'l—I'm la@ve to get to the
shop--'

'I'm sure your worthy assistant can cope for a &va minutes,’
Jarret retorted, ignoring her palpitating breath.

‘Come on. He's very gentle with ladies.'

'‘No.' Helen shook her head. 'No, | can't. I'm sodeyret. He—he's a
lovely animal, | can see that, but I—I can't--'

'Of course you can.' He was immovable. 'He'll besthaffended if
you turn him down.'

'Oh, stop this!" Helen's fine control was wearihigpt'l don't want to
meet your—your animal. | have to get to work, amat's where I'm

going—-'

'l think not." Without asking her permission, Jawpened her door,
arid the cooler air flooded in around her bare esklCome along.
We're waiting.'

'‘No!" Anger came tremulously to her rescue. "Youehao right to do
this, Jarret. I'm not a child, and | have no intamf being treated
like one. If—and | sayif—I| ever do decide | need a close
relationship with a horse, then I'll ask Charleat@ange it.'

Jarret's lips twisted. 'No, you won't. You're goiagyet out right now
and come and meet Horatio--'



‘No, | won't!" Helen was adamant, but even as shdento start the car
again, Jarret's fingers closed round her arm, aadpbwer in his
fingers numbed the strength in her hand.

‘Now,"' he said, maintaining a mild expression ewile she could
see the steely brilliance of his eyes, 'do youoggtunder your own
steam, or do | assist you?'

Guessing what manner his assistance would takesnHarust her
legs over the valance of the car and allowed himréaw her to her
feet, but she hung back as he would have drawaftesrhim.

'Oh, please ..." she whispered, and there wasfeanlin her voice
now. 'Don't make me do this, Jarret. |I—I'll do dmgg—anything--'

‘Anything?' he mocked, and she sniffed rather tiguf

'‘Anything,' she insisted, and he expelled his lbreatan impatient
sigh.

‘That won't be necessary,' he informed her har$hityng her go so
violently she almost lost her balance. 'Go onjgek into your cage.
You'll feel safe there. | won't deprive your fianaeyour doubtful

pleasures. Go and bury yourself in the sand. Yaieuwour head
long ago!

‘Why, you—you--'

Helen could not think of an expletive suitable &scdribe the hatred
she felt for him at that moment, but Jarret onlgnéd and walked
back to Horatio, swinging himself into the saddlghwa lithe
movement.

'‘So—okay,' he taunted. 'What are you going to dehAttack me?’



Helen pursed and unpursed her lips, her hands halencand
unclenching at her sides. 'You—you're a pig!" sleelated, her
vocabulary no match for his. 'You think you can -sand
do—anything you like to me!'

‘And can't I?' he mocked. 'Oh, little girl, whdbayou have to learn!'
'I—I hate you!

‘That's healthy anyway.' He dug his heels into Hosasides and
turned the horse towards her. 'Going to come wilR'm

He was incorrigible, and she had no defence aghinmstBesides, as
Horatio began to move towards her, other emotiook possession,
and stumbling slightly she tumbled back into the samming the
door behind her. She heard his mocking laughteshasvound up her
window, but without waiting for him to humiliate héurther, she
swung the wheel and describing a large semi-caobeind him, she
took off down the drive.

Karen had already opened up the shop when Heleredyand she
had the kettle boiling ready to make some coffelee §rinned

cheerfully when she saw her friend, but her smifeed to an anxious
expression as she took in Helen's evident distiacti

'Hey!" she exclaimed, taking the other girl's amd arging her into
the privacy of the office. 'What's happened? Yaklawful!'

'Oh ..." Helen shook her head, unwilling to disdussproblems with
Karen. 'l—er—slept badly, that's all. Is that ceffgou're making? |
could surely use a cup.’

Karen gave her another considered look, and thémavshrug went
to make the coffee. 'You're late,' she said. ‘Ut you must have
slept in, not the other way about.'



Helen sighed, making a display of examining somw@ices on the
desk. 'Oh, you know how it is,’' she said. 'The ntione you have, the
more you take. Has the mail come?"

‘Not yet.' Karen stirred sugar into the cups, befuanding one to her
friend. 'There you are. | hope it's all right. Tihgk has gone sour, so
I've used that powdered substitute.’

'It's fine." Helen sipped hers with real relief.nivh, just what |
needed. The traffic was really bad this morning.'

Karen nodded, perching herself on a corner of #ekdDid you go
to the house last night?’

'The house?' For a moment Helen's mind was blamkKaren stared
at her disbelievingly.

"The house. Your house. Yours and Charles's. AdrSteam."

'‘Oh!" Helen moved her shoulders in a helpless gestine hours, she
had spent with Charles seemed so incredibly distarompared to
the subsequent time she had spent with Jarretfoamdmoment she
had been unable to think beyond the events ofilthary. 'Oh, yes,’
she added. 'We—er—we were choosing colour schemmeshé
kitchen. —er—Charles thinks red tiles are attrazti

Karen pulled a wry face. ‘'Memorable indeed!
Helen sighed. 'We have to get the house decondtedn.’
'‘Oh, | agree. But what a waste of all those emptyns.'

Helen shook her head. 'Honestly, Karen, there'ssnmrmarriage
than sex!'

'So you say," her friend conceded lightly. 'So—wdidtyou decide?’



'Decide?' Once more Helen's mind was blank, aneérfkKezached for
her cigarettes with mild impatience.

‘About the kitchen,' she exclaimed. 'You just said-

'Yes-, | know, | know.' Helen gathered herself wdiifficulty. 'l—I
don't think we decided anyttgrdefinite.'

"You don'tthink}'

‘Karen, what is this? The third degree?' Helen anolered to sound
amused. 'What did you do with your evening? Did gowand see that
film you were talking about? I'll have to try andrpuade Charles to
go to the cinema sometimes. | never seem to ge ithegs.'

Karen lit her cigarette with careful deliberatiand then she said
casually: 'No, | didn't go to the pictures, Hel@s—er—as a matter
of fact, | had a date."

'Oh?' Helen arched her dark brows. 'With John?'
'‘No.' Karen's tongue circled her lips. 'With JaMeatnning, actually.’

'‘What?' Helen could not prevent the shocked exdiamaand Karen,
watching her, saw the revealing colour come anohd@r cheeks.

‘Yes, | thought you'd be surprised,' she went a@ghddy. 'l would have
told you, but | know how you feel about him, and—Hy& seemed
easier this way.'

Helen sought for composure. 'l—I didn't know yowewnhim that
well," she got out at last, trying to absorb thisitof circumstances.
But all she could think of was that if they had ladate, it had been
over earlier than surely Karen could have antiegat



Karen shrugged, still observing her closely. 'Hegrene a week ago,'
she explained. 'He wanted to know if | knew a ssliereabout
where he might be able to buy a mount."

'But Charles--'

'Yes, well, obviously he didn't want to contact @és. | told him
about Burt Halliday.'

'l see.’

'‘Anyway, he contacted Burt, and Burt knew of théy lgelding that
would be ideal, and | guess you know, he got theéhtast night.'

Helen nodded.

'So he invited me out for a drink to celebrate,'rdfafinished,
drawing deeply on her cigarette. 'Naturally | adcedp

‘Naturally.' Helen's tone was bitter, and Karendelyer mockingly.

'‘What's wrong? Do you disapprove? | don't see wiy should. At

least Jarret isn't married.' She paused. 'He t@djuite a lot about
himself, actually. He's not half as self- consciagsyou'd have me
believe.'

'I'd really rather not talk about Jarret Manningyaou don't mind,’
retorted Helen shortly. 'Did you unpack those ofgurines? | had a
customer in here yesterday who--'

'Helen!" Karen cast her eyes heavenward. 'You'téomiing anyone,
you know. | know you're not indifferent to my goiogt with him, so
stop pretending you are. Oh, | realise he's somgtbutside your
normal range of acquaintances, and | also accapytu're going to
marry Claries, come hell or high water, but cawt yat least be
honest withme? For God's sake, he's not interested in me! @bn't



deny, I'd like to think he was. But he's not. y&81 he's hooked on.
But whether that's just another way of saying hatw/# go to bed
with you, | don't know. | only know he spent hdiettwo hours we
were together asking questions about you, andttier balf trying to

convince me what a lucky devil he'd been in malarsgiccess of his
writing. He's not a bit conceited, if anything, tnederplays his part,
and | wish to hell it had been me who attracted'him

‘Karen!" Helen was shaken, but her friend was uersmt.

‘Well, it's true,' she declared snappishly. 'He&s ireally nice, and if
you were really honest you'd admit it.’

Helen licked her dry lips. 'l don't know what y@&u'suggesting,
Karen, but--'

'I'm suggesting you stop behaving like a frustrategin, and act like
a grown woman. Are you going to tell me you dontthim the least
bit attractive, because | won't believe you.'

‘Then there's no point in telling you, is there?'

'‘Helen!" Karen pressed out the stub of her cigareith a heavy hand.
'‘Can't you see? It's this very—opposition you haMam that proves
you're not indifferent.’

‘All right, all right." Driven beyond reason, Heléooped her hair
behind her ears with trembling fingers. 'l do fimdh attractive. But
as most women seem to, I'm not so different, am 1?'

Karen sighed. 'The difference is—he finds you ativa, too.'
'‘Did he say so?'

Karen snorted. 'He didn't have to.'



'Oh, "Karen!'

'‘Oh, Karen—nothing. I've seen the way he looksoat, yemember?
That first morning he brought you to the shop--'

‘But that was weeks ago.'

'So what? At a guess, I'd say you were the reasomas so keen to
take over King's Green.'

‘But that's ridiculous! He knows I'm engaged to &4sa’

'‘Oh, Helen! When will you learn that two and twandanecessarily
make four?'

Helen bent her head. 'l think we ought to leave tiypic--'
'"Why?'

'"Why?'

‘Yes, why?'

'‘Because—oh, because it's getting late, and wethags to do. You
haven't forgotten that consignment from Brugesgehawu--'

‘You really won't listen to reason, will you, HeRn

'Reason? Reasof?' Helen pressed her lips together. 'Wha
reasonable about getting involved with Jarret Mag®i

Karen sighed. 'l don't know.'

'You see! Karen, | know you mean well, but honeskiyret Manning
and | have nothing more to say to one another.’



Karen got up from the desk, and then she hesit&@edyou have no
objection if | see him again?'

Helen's fingers sought the edge of the desk. 'Whstiould | have?'

'It was just a question,’ said Karen mildly. 'Okesfnat do you want
me to do?'

Helen caught her lower lip between her teeth. '©h,|—let me
think." Despite her affirmed indifference, the otlg#l's words had
left her feeling horribly faint. It was uselesdited herself that it was
just because she had had nothing to eat that ngprbieep down
inside her, she could feel a knife turning slovdpd nothing could
erase the knowledge that Karen would have no quaimes it came
to a more intimate relationship ...



CHAPTER EIGHT

DURING the following days Helen waited with a sense oébmding
for Karen to tell her Jarret had invited her outiagBut she didn't,
and she tormented herself with the thought thdiayes the other girl
did not intend to tell her. Jarret himself seemegressed in his work,
but after she had gone out of an evening she amtlthe absolutely
sure that he stayed at home. She could hardly askmother.
Although Mrs Chase liked Jarret, she would not dige approval to
his conducting an illicit relationship with her dgnter, and in spite of
her defence of her house guest, she was reallyfeadyof Charles.

For Helen, caught in the web of her own uncertagtit was a
terrible time. When she was with Charles, she vines @ convince
herself that everything was all right, that nothimayd changed, that
their marriage would be as successful as she hayalimagined it
would. But when they were apart, she was plaguéd daubts, torn
by the certain knowledge that Charles would nofesuf neurotic
wife, and troubled by the awareness that she rmghtbe able to
respond to him. If only she could talk to him, sheught, try to make
him understand what it was she was afraid of. Bytattempt at an
intimate discussion provoked an embarrassed rejecind she was
left feeling more and more conscious of their laak mutual
understanding. For Charles, that side of their iager was a closed
book, only to be opened between the sheets ofrtiaaiiage bed, and
Helen could not pursue the point without promotthg kind of
display she most wanted to avoid.

The following week, she left work early one eveniogdo some
shopping before she went home. She had promisedeSise would
collect some wallpaper catalogues from the desagrire, and she
wanted to buy some tights and some make-up andheshairdresser
for her monthly trim. This regular appointment kpt hair in good
condition, and stopped it from growing longer tisdi@ wanted. She



thought its present length was enough to handteaarshe invariably
washed and dried it at home, it paid to keep tlis ereat.

The small town was not busy at that hour of therafion. It was
another warm day, although slightly overcast, amstnpeople had
done their shopping early to make the most of tesisine. In
consequence, she completed her purchases in teatesinand
arrived at the hairdressers in good time for heoagment. Sally, the
girl who always attended to her, was not busy ejtaed the wash
and trim were soon accomplished, and a junior eyguldo blow it
dry. It was quite pleasant sitting there, the opgeor providing a
welcome draught, and Helen was almost sorry whemst over.

She drove home slowly, trying not to think of theldems that going
home had come to mean to her, and parked the cirebgorch, in
readiness for her trip to Ketchley that evening.she got out of the
car she thought she could hear voices, but Hosatidiinny of

welcome drowned any other sound, and she turneart®ihe horse
in unwilling admiration.

'l know you're beautiful,’ she said, grimacing asréhe space that
divided them as Horatio leaned over the paddodk.r&ut I'm not
the person you should be welcoming. You're too &gl too
aggressive for me. | don't like horses.'

Horatio shook his head, the movement sending tkye gold threads
of his mane flying, and Helen felt a ridiculous sem@f communion.
'It's no good, you know,"' she persisted, closing ¢ar door and
pocketing the keyd'm not a friend, so there's no point in pretegdir
I am. You stick to —to your master. He likes yodonh't.'

Horatio did nothing. He just stood there lookingatully at her with

those dark soulful eyes that had so startled laeffitist evening Jarret
brought him home, and almost involuntarily, Heleurid herself

taking a few steps towards him.



‘Are you hot?' she asked, feeling no real sensamifarrassment in
speaking to the horse. No one could hear her, alehst he did not
answer back. She could see the way his tail wekirily his hide,,

dislodging the troublesome flies the heat had etih and she
wondered suddenly if Jarret had remembered thifilivater trough,
Horatio watched her approach without moving. Heltealising she
was as close to him as she had ever been to arse,hf@mit an

Increasing sense of pride in her own achievemeialyldd this was
what she had needed all along, she thought, anromily to test

herself, to try alone what she had never dared/twith anyone else.
After all, what could he do to her? He was on ade sf the fence,
and she was on the other, and so often CharlesXmdined to her
what intelligent beasts they were. The idea of ¢paihle to tell her
flancé that she had actually stroked a horse madsttetch out her
hand towards his muzzle, and her fingers spreddttesly against its
velvety nose.

It was an exquisite moment, a moment of immenssfaation, when
all the doubts and fears she had nourished seamelt away. It
wasn't frightening at all, it was exhilarating, amer breath escaped
on a choking sob of relief.

But it was spoilt by the increasing sound of thecgs she had heard
before, or one voice at least, shrill and accusing totally out of
control. She turned her head bewilderedly, wondeifilmer mother
and Jarret could be having some kind of altercatiart not really
believing it, and saw Margot Urquart appear in ¢ipen doorway.
Seeing Margot like that was like sustaining a sblmlv to the solar
plexis. Somehow Margot was the last person shekjpected to see,
but even as she started to avert her head, thglisted on something
Margot was carrying, something that was very heawy which the
older woman was finding it difficult to hold on tBlinking, Helen
saw in amazement that it was Jarret's typewritbe $trong,
heavy-duty portable machine he had brought to Kitgyeen with
him, but while the conviction was dawning that tharas something



seriously amiss, Margot suddenly flung the machitrtle all the force
she could muster on to the gravelled sweep of dnecburt. It all
happened so quickly, Helen had no time to voiceab)gction, and
even though she could now see Jarret behind Mahgofttention
had been distracted by her own closeness to tlsehand before he
could drag his eyes from her and back to Margetdied was done.

Horatio was startled by the sudden uproar. Bac&fhffom the rails,
he made his own audible protest, but Helen wasshtmzked to be
alarmed. Margot must be out of her mind, she thgughable to
conceive of anything which might have caused hereact so
violently, and the outcome was so appalling, stigfeed to the spot.

‘Now you'll have to come back to London, won't yotlfeé other
woman was shouting hysterically. 'You'll have tot genother
typewriter from the apartment, or buy a new oned Adoubt a little
place like Malverley will sell a sophisticated mawhlike that!'

Helen felt terrible. She did not want to be an oRkkr to this
unprovoked display, but there was no way she cestédpe without
being observed. Margot seemed deaf and blind toraely feelings
but her own, and any sudden move on her part npigdtipitate the
kind of verbal abuse she most wanted to avoid.

Jarret was standing perfectly still, listening ter.nWhen the
expensive typewriter had bounced off the forecdwethad thrust his
hands into the back hip pockets of the jeans heneasing, and since
then he had neither moved nor said anything. Henteate no attempt
to examine the machine presently residing on de sn the gravel,
and Helen, who had seen the glitter of the mesgrfrents which had
been flung from it, guessed he knew it would neextenthan an
overhaul to repair it.

The unexpected sound of a car approaching up tke drotivated
Helen to turn towards it, but it was not her mothdriumph that



accelerated towards the house. It was Jarret'afFéhat swung
round in an arc on the forecourt and came to reside Helen's
Alfasud, and she looked in surprise at the stranga who thrust
open the door and got out from behind the wheelik&erself, he
did not seem at all surprised to see Margot, thdugface took on an
appalled expression when he saw what had happanddhis first
words were ones of accusation.

'‘My God," he muttered, turning to look at Margditshed and angry
face. 'Did you do this? What the hell for? I'd nelvave brought you
if I'd suspected—you must be out of your tiny mind!

‘Leave it, Jim." It was Jarret who answered hirs, dyes flicking
briefly in Helen's direction. 'Did you get someanigttes? Good. Let's
go and have a drink. | guess we could all use one.’

'But damn it, Jarret-—-'

The man's instinctive protest was revealing, butas Margot who
interrupted him. 'Don't you walk away from me, @aiManning!' she
cried, almost sobbing in her fury. "You're not gpito walk away
from me. |—I'll ruin you before | let you go!'

'You never had me, Margot," Jarret responded invenl tone. 'For
God's sake, don't do this to yourself!'

‘To myself? To me? I'm doing nothing I'm ashametstie averred.
'‘But you—you're going to be sorry!

'For God's sake, Margot!' The other man spoke agav and Helen
realised that this must be Jarret's publisher,Skamford. ‘Can't you
see? You're only making an exhibition of yoursélé'seemed to see
Helen for the first time and cast an embarrasseklilo her direction.
‘Can't you pull yourself together, woman!'



'You—you're as big a fool as he is, Stanford!" Mdargpat out the
words contemptuously. 'You think you're such gooednfls, don't
you? | wonder how you'd feel if you knew your wi@as not above
trying her hand at adultery with your good frienamhing!

This was awful. Helen felt both sickened and agohlShe wanted to
put her hands over her ears and not listen to amne raf Margot's
crudeness, but there was a fearful fascination an imalicious
revelations that kept her riveted to the spot. &ued not look at
Jarret. She was afraid of what she would see ifdus, and she
looked instead at Jim Stanford, waiting for the cieal
disillusionment which she was sure would come.

But there was no anger in the older man's featunely, a weary
acceptance, and with cold resignation he saichowkJo's faults as
well as you do, Margot—I've lived with her for alstdwenty years.
Don't try to come between us, because it simply'tmeork. Save
your accusations for someone who needs them. t1.don’

The two men turned abruptly towards the house Heldn expelled
her breath on an uneasy sigh. What now? Would Maugo on her,
or could she conceivably steal away without furtbi@barrassment?
Surely Margot had to give up now. If she had dridemn with Jim
Stanford, and it seemed the only explanation, shddvhave to drive
back with him, and there seemed no point in agdmayan already
difficult situation.

Margot turned towards the house and Helen's shmukigged. But
her hopes that Margot was going to follow the twenmwere
short-lived. Instead, she circled the Ferrari aatkgd open the
driver's door. Even if Helen had wanted to stop bkee would have
had no time to do so, and although she automatistdtted forward,
the older woman gave her no chance to intervene.igiition fired

and the powerful sports car began to acceleratendberdrive, and



Helen shrank back appalled as it passed her witlgdddugging the
wheel.

The two men had heard the firing of the enginesafrse, and they
came out of the house as the Ferrari disappearéthdoehe

concealing branches of the beeches that lined tilre. darret was
first, his face grim as he realised what had hapgemnd Jim
Stanford followed to stare morosely at the cloudust the tyres had
churned up.

'l—er—I couldn't stop her,' Helen offered, needingay something,
and Stanford turned to her with a helpless gesture.

'l don't think it would have been politic to triag¢ assured her tautly,
his face revealing his anxiety. 'Hell, Jarret, wbeat | say?'

'Silly—Dbitch," Jarret responded, raking long fingémrough his hair,
‘Where the hell do you think she's gone?"

'‘Would you believe—London?' Stanford sighed. 'Gbaoh sorry
Jarret. If she damages that car, I'll never forgnyself.’

‘It wasn't your fault,’ Jarret retorted dryly. '‘Addn't be so mercenary.
She could damage herself, never mind the car.'ndekshis head.
‘Comean; I've poured you a beer. It'll help to cool you aow

Helen hesitated, not quite knowing what to do, asdarret turned
away, his eyes encountered hers. It was the ifingt $he had looked
at him fully since Margot's eruption from the houaerd in spite of
her condemnation of his part in the proceedings,huld not tear
her gaze away.

Eventually it was Janet himself who broke the contadicating the
other man and saying offhandedly: 'My publishemda Stanford.
Jim, this is Helen Chase. My—er— landlady's daughte



'Oh, hello." Stanford's acknowledgement of theouwhiiction was
brief, his thoughts obviously occupied with the wgabouts of the
Ferrari, and Helen, about to hurry indoors andédeiénem, suddenly
found Jarret's hard fingers about her wrist.

*You touched Horatio,' he said in an undertonsaw you.'

‘To your cost,' she retorted, disturbed in spitehefself by the
unwanted intimacy, and he inclined his head.

‘You might say that," he agreed, his fingers inngdier palm, and her
breath caught in her throat.

'You don't imagine | could have stopped her, dd?/she exclaimed,
annoyed that he could arouse her like this, buttose not to answer
her.

'l suppose | should—congratulate you,' he saiceatt'l imagine
friend Connaught will be overjoyed when he heans'rgono longer
afraid of his four-legged meal tickets.'

Helen's head jerked up. 'Do you expect me to thgmk?' she
demanded, but he only grimaced.

''ve learned not to expect anything from you,elssayed smoothly.
'I'd have to be pretty slow not to realise youseafraid of showing
your feelings as you were of old Horatio over tliere

‘And you're certainly not that, are you, Mr Manr#thghe countered,
wrenching her arm away. 'Slow, | mean. Qtliereverse, I'd say.'

Jarret's face lost expression. 'If that's what glooose to believe,' he
essayed flatly, and his lack of aggression was komemore
disconcerting than his anger might have been. Hmed determined
not to argue with her, and she was left feelingjraifly let down.



Fortunately Stanford chose that moment to decidedwdd like the
drink he had been offered, and the two men disapgeiato the
library as soon as they entered the house. Hetgm fittle distrait,
wished she could drown her sorrows so easily, fstead she went
along to the kitchen in search of Mrs Hetheringigra@nacea, tea.

As it turned out, Helen drove Jarret's publishahtorailway station
in Malverley later that evening. When her mothéumsed from the
garden party she had been attending and discotlezezl/ents of the
afternoon, she had insisted Stanford should stayliftner, and he
had been only too happy to agree. Mrs Chase atsoged for the
pieces of Jarret's typewriter to be gathered froendrive, and they
presently were residing in a cardboard box, awgitielivery to a
repairers. But it was Jim Stanford himself who stesil that Jarret
should use his car until his own was returned mo. hi

'I'd never have borrowed the Ferrari if I'd knownawmight happen,’
he exclaimed, after explaining to Helen and herhmohow he had
parked his own Mercedes in the stable yard whemarte Margot
arrived at lunchtime. 'lt was hot, you see,' helared, 'and you
know how unpleasant it is having to undertake @ lmurney in an
overheated vehicle.'

‘It wasn't your fault, Jim," Jarret said once aghurt clearly Stanford
didn't agree with him, and his enquiries as to hewnight get to the
railway station had encouraged Mrs Chase to sughestHelen
might drive him on her way to Ketchley.

‘After all, you don't even know where the statisndo you, Jarret?’
she pointed out reasonably. 'And Helen can easigenthe detour,
can't you, darling? So long as Mr Stanford doesamid riding in the

Alfasud.’



'Helen can use the Mercedes, if she'd like," héadst gallantly, his
good humour restored after the satisfying meal Netherington had
provided, but Helen declined the offer.

'l—er—I know my own car,' she demurred, and afterttvo men had
bade one another farewell, Helen took her sedeatvheel. She was
intensely conscious that Jarret had not addressedemark to her
throughout dinner, and although she told hersa@fditin't care, deep
down inside her she knew she did. It was useledeny the fact that
since he came to King's Green her life had takea naw meaning,
and no matter how she might crave ignorance céffiesrs, her mind

would not allow her to forget.

It was a heavy evening, the overcast skies loweaimd) deepening,
and threatening a storm. Helen, making polite resps to Jim
Stanford's conversation, pondered the advisabditydriving to

Ketchley at all, realising that the game of tentikarles had
suggested would most likely be rained off beforglo

She was therefore taken aback when Stanford sddksly : 'l hope
you weren't too upset by Margot's behaviour thigerabon,' and
when, startled, she began to protest that shehwaght nothing of it,
he went on. 'She's an hysterical woman, and ewee slarret's first
book was successful, she's convinced herself thawes it all to her.
He doesn't, of course. Oh, she drew my attentiaghgananuscript in
the first place, | don't deny that, but if Stanfotthdn't published it,
another house would. Have you read it?"

'No, I'm afraid not...'

'You should. It's well worth the trouble. Jarretsha distinctly
professional approach and | suppose his work asowarseas
correspondent is responsible. You knew he workeHleet Street
before he became a novelist?'



‘Well—yes--'

‘Even so, no one could have anticipated the phenahseiccess he's
had.'

Helen moved her shoulders rather awkwardly. "Wheyyanu telling
me all this, Mr Stanford?"

'l don't know.' He paused. 'l guess because | @laoeit Jarret, and |
wouldn't like to think I'd been responsible for Igat lousing things
up for him.'

'l don't know what you mean!'

Helen was taken aback now, but Stanford didn't aptmenotice. 'She
begged me to bring her with me, you know, saying lstidn't seen
him for months, pretending she'd been too busyotbdy with him.
God, if I'd only known!" He sighed. 'l guess wonide her always
need to latch on to success, don't they? Margoeg ith@n most. She's
had a singular lack of success in her own perddeal

Helen shook her head. ‘Margot's my mother's frisfrdStanford, not
mine. And—and perhaps she's had—jprovocation.'

'‘Provocation?' He glanced sideways at her. 'Yauitesaying you
feel sorry for her!

'I—I might be.'

He made a sound of derision. "You know, | got thpriession earlier
that you were as shocked by her behaviour as [ was.

Helen pressed her lips together for a moment. “Wejkes. Yes,
perhaps | was. But anyway, it's nothing to do wa, is it? | mean,
Mr Manning's affairs are no concern of mine. I'ngaged to be
married, Mr Stanford.’



'So what? My wife is my wife, but | know how sheleabout Jarret?’
Helen was astounded. 'And don't you care?'

He shrugged. 'Jarret's not interested in Jo. Itistoavs herself at his
head, can he be blamed for that?'

Helen blinked, and said no more. His words hadich&d her, but she
had no right to question him. Besides, they reathedtation a few
minutes later, and there was no further chanceutsue it. Instead,
she bade him a good journey and drove away.

Deciding she needed the reassurance of Charlessmre whether or
not it was going to rain, Helen took the Ketchlegd, but the storm
broke before she reached the Con- naughts'. Chaalesgvatching for

her and he opened the door as she sprinted frogathi® die porch,

helping her off with her jacket as soon as he haskec the door.

'‘What rotten luck!" he exclaimed, as she driedcheeks with a damp
tissue, and Helen nodded.

'l just felt like a game of tennis, too,' she saith a rueful grimace,
but Charles looked blank at this.

'l meant it's going to be pretty heavy going attExéomorrow," he
exclaimed. "You know I've got two horses runnintpldl you. If this
rain continues--'

'‘Oh, never mind about your horses, Charles,' Hatetested wearily,
accompanying him into the sitting room. 'We weréngdo have a
game, weren't we? Now we can't. And I'm sorry.'

Charles sniffed. 'l realise you don't like my anisnadelen, but |
should have thought the least you could do is twssome concern
for their welfare. Rain makes the track slipperheavy or both--'



'l know that, Charles. And I'm not unfeeling, hahes Helen
hesitated. 'As a matter of fact, —er—I stroked&liés horse today.
What do you think about that?'

‘You did what?' Charles was suitably shocked, he slidn't
altogether like his expression. 'YowstrokedManning's horse! When
did he get a horse? You didn't tell me he rode.’

'l didn't know myself until a few days ago. He—ere-hought a
gelding from Burt Halliday.' Helen seated hersaside the empty
fireplace, wrapping her arms about her knees agohgajuickly:
‘Where's your mother? Surely she's not--'

‘Burt Halliday!" Charles interrupted harshly, ag $tad half guessed
he might. 'Manning bought a horse from him? Thatat-ttogue!
Well, I hope he got what he paid for!

Helen shrugged, rather doubtfully. 'He—I—Horati@®ss a sound
animal,' she ventured, but Charles only, snortesnag

'‘What would you know about it?" he snapped. Thes, ifa

remembering what else she had told him, he adHedv come you

got close enough to the horse to stroke it?' Hes @larkened angrily.
'‘Perhaps | ought to ask whether Manning was ritheganimal at the
time!'

‘No, of course he wasn't." But Helen flushed af #ame. 'He—he
wasn't even there. | just—well, Horatio was thére--

'Horatio!
'—and |—I felt sorry for him, because the flies eéothering him.'

'So you stroked it." Charles was contemptuous.



'‘As it happens, yes.' Helen refused to be intinedat thought you'd
be pleased." Then, as Charles continued to lookeatin that
unpleasant way, she went on: 'You didn't spy whyeng mother
was.'

'‘She and Dad have gone to the theatre,' he dedhoety. 'l believe
it's the local operatic group who are performingneomusical or
other. Anyway, she wanted to go, and Dad had te ek’

'l see.' Helen felt a faint twinge of regret. Sheud have preferred
Charles's parents to be at home this evening. Semshe sensed he
was spoiling for an argument, and she guessedadmsecn for his
beloved horses was responsible.

'S0 you think you could learn to ride yourself nawe,you?' Charles
persisted, determined to make something of heressidgn, and
Helen sighed.

‘Some day—maybe,' she conceded, unwilling to bevidreato a
dispute, and her fiancé came to stand looking datmer with cold
angry eyes.

'‘When | think of the number of occasions I've tiedet you to make
friends with my animals,' he said savagely, 'andhiviag has only to
produce some mangy nag and you're all over it!

‘That's not true!" Helen stood up abruptly, refgsia sit at his feet
like some inferior being. 'I've told you. Jarreeknnothing about it.'

'Oh, it's Jarret now, is it?' Charles's lips curl&ell, well! |
wondered how long it would take.'

'‘Oh, don't be silly, Charles." Helen felt impatientth herself.
'‘Perhaps—perhaps you tried too hard. | don't knamly know that



the horse was there, and so was |, and | approachddht's all there
Is to it.'

‘Huh!" Charles thrust his hands deeply into thekptsof his tweed
jacket. 'But | suppose you wouldn't like to repibat exercise.'

Helen stared at him. 'l don't know what you mean.'

' mean now. Here and now. You could show me howew brave
you are.'

Helen frowned. 'Is that necessary? Don't you beliee?’
'What if | said no?'

Helen caught her lower lip between her teeth. 'Cimarles, this is
silly!'

'‘Why? Because I'm asking you and not Manning?'
‘Jarret had nothing to do with it, Charles. How gnarore times?"

‘Very well then.' Charles's chin jutted. 'Proverte that you can enter
the stables without panicking.'

Helen sighed. 'Really, Charles ..." But his expogswas unrelenting,
and after a moment she moved her shoulders in &urgesf
acceptance. 'All right, if it will please you. Badibn't expect too much,
will you? |—I need a lot more time.'

Charles's face was unrevealing, and she felt amasog sense of
unreality as she put on her jacket once agaimlif bis parents had
been at home, she would have felt less appreherkssve was, she
felt distinctly uneasy, and half inclined to c&létwhole thing off and
risk his anger.



It was possible to reach the stables from the haiib®ut going out
into the storm. A covered walkway led from the ba€khe building

to the centrally-heated block, and Helen, who hexkntraversed its
sacred pavements before, felt a twinge of pantbalffirst scent of
horseflesh. Keep calm, she told herself severelyjtowasn't easy,
knowing that Charles expected so much of her.

The stables were gloomy in the grey light, onlyaoasional flash of
sheet lightning bringing a shatft of brilliance ke tshadowy passages
and making the animals shift uneasily. Helen wistheg could have
chosen another evening, and she was relieved whareS switched
on the electric lights. The mingled smells of lestand clean straw
served to distract her senses from other thingswhan she saw the
stalls and the narrow gangway between she hadrtheggest urge to
turn and run.

'So,' said Charles, indicating the animal in thetfstall, a spirited
grey that tossed its head at their approach. iEhHidoonmist. What
do you think? Could you handle him, do you suppose?

'H-handle him?' Helen expelled her breath on a mexvlaugh.
'‘Heavens, no! I—I couldn't handle any horse. Notetyet, anyway.'

'What about Lacey here?" Charles stroked the netkao
gentler-looking chestnut, that whinnied its appséon. 'She's
harmless enough. Come and stroke her. She waom ydoit.'

Helen hesitated, but another look at Charles'sfas sent hr
forward, reaching out almost blindly towards thevad. If she failed
now he would never forgive her, and it was with @ak sense of
relief that she felt the silky coat beneath hegédirs.

‘Well, well ..." .Charles was impressed, but stum'dilike his tone. 'l
can hardly believe it. When did you say this mieaclok place?’



'It's no miracle, Charles.' Bravely, Helen allovikd mare to nuzzle
her fingers. 'lt—it just happened. One minute | wasfied, and the
next | wondered why I'd ever been so timid.’

'‘And what did Manning say?' inquired Charles caadij.
'‘Oh—he was surprised, of course--'

‘You said he wasn't there!" Charles cut in coldlyd she realised he
had deliberately trapped her.

'He wasn't,’ she asserted, refusing to be bullad.| told him.'

'‘Really?' Charles was absolutely furious. 'You tolch? You went
straight away and told him you'd stroked his hdrse?

‘It wasn't like that.'
'What was it like?'

Helen sighed. 'Oh, Charles! Must we go on withzliige done as you
asked and stroked—er—Lacey. Can we go back to dnsehnow,
please? I'm feeling cold.'

'‘Why? It's warm in here.'
‘Charles!

'In a minute, in a minute." He clamped his jaw tbhge moving

further down the gangway, speaking to some of thien@s he

passed, with little of the antagonism he had usegitds his fiancee.
He seemed determined to get his pound of flesh Hatein wrapped
her arms defensively around herself, wishing sttetaken her own
advice and not driven to Ketchley this evening.

'‘Come here, Helen.'



Charles's voice broke into her musings, and shkelbap rather
anxiously to find he was nowhere in sight. 'l—whare you?' she
faltered, but when he called again, she guessérthgone through
the door at the end into the adjoining block.

'‘Must I?' she appealed, wishing she had neveest#nis, but when
he didn't reply she had no choice but to do asikbked.

It was only when she reached the end of the rowstalfsthat she
realised Charles had not gone into the next bigldiie door to the
end cubicle was open, and Charles was inside, bealiat the feet of
a huge black beast that seemed to loom over Hekenslome

malevolent monster.

Somehow, she didn't know how, she prevented hefresf crying
out, and as if disappointed at her lack of reacticimarles rose to his
feet again and nodded towards the animal.

‘This is Poseidon,' he said, and Helen's hear&an recognition of
the name. 'Look, | wanted to show you what that liwother of mine
caused to happen. Here—on the fetlock. Can youGegfe nearer.
Luckily the tuft prevented a more serious cut, ibwias pretty nasty
all the same.’

Helen hung back. Poseidon was quiet enough nowshoitdid not
trust its beady black eyes, or the way its earbék against its head.
What was Charles trying to do? Cure her of hersfear magnify
them?

'I—I'd really rather not,' she got out, licking hary lips. '‘Oughtn't we
to be going back to the house? | really am— velg.to

'‘Coward!" Charles's tone was derisive, and shesthrer hands into
the pockets of her jacket.



'‘Perhaps | am,' she agreed, refusing to be baitéaat way. '‘But at
least | know what | am!

‘What's that supposed to mean?'

Helen sighed. 'Let's go back, Charles," she sugge$m cold, and |
see no point in provoking an argument with youydts want the
truth, that creature scares me. But you knew teddrb you even
opened the door.'

'‘Poseidon?' Charles moved closer to tie stallionning his hand
over the creature's smooth black coat. 'Poseidardnrt hurt you.
Not while I'm here. He's beautiful, isn't he? Smekl| so streamlined.
He's going to sire some magnificent foals.'

Helen was not impressed. A cold chill had invaded $pine when
she looked into its wicked little eyes, and shelded it felt any more
sympathy towards Charles than it did to anyone else

'‘Are you coming?' she asked now, looking longirtglgk down the
gangway. 'Let's go down to the pub and have a dhrkk could do
with one.'

Charles gave her a pitying look. 'Been too muchyfmu, has it? |
thought it would. You're no equestrian, Helen. Moaver will be.
And you can tell Manning | said so."'

Helen had had enough. Without waiting for Charlpsignission, she
marched away along the planked catwalk, not res=dlyng what he
thought of her. His attitude both shocked and di&d her, and she
was beginning to realise there were more traitsetofiance's nature
than she had ever dreamed. Unpleasant traitsirents she would
rather not know about, and that made her overwingjiyjiaware that
Charles was insensitive when his wishes were ipgety.



The sudden flash of lightning followed closely byeavy crack of
thunder was startling, and she was glad she wadmedoor. All the
animals were shifting a little restively in thetalls, and she guessec
they were as nervous of the storm as she was aof.ti¢hen she
heard Charles cry out it was all one with the runtbimnenace around
them, and for a moment she thought he was tryirigdlo her again.
But as the echoes of the thunder died away shed cstill hear
Poseidon's excited clamour, and the unmistakablsdsmf his
restless hooves.

'‘Charles ..." She stopped and called his name,hbutmade no
response. 'Charles,’ she cried again, 'Charlesyeanme! Stop
fooling around. You're frightening me!'

'Helen!" Charles's voice was faint. 'Helen, for Gaghke, help me!
I've—I've twisted my leg, and | can't get out.’

Helen stood stock still. She didn't know whetheb#dieve him or
not. Charles was in such a funny mood, and shaewaged that this
was some new test he was devising.

'‘Where are you?' she called, her voice tremuloduaeasy, and she
heard his curse of impatience.

‘Where do you think?' he demanded hoarsely. 'leigor's stall. He
kicked me, the brute! For heaven's sake, give tmna.’

Helen went back along the gangway on leaden féet.vis sick to
her stomach, but nothing could have preventedroen §oing to his
aid. No matter how frightened she was, he was iaecé, and she
could not abandon him.

The storm continued to rage about them, and evag/the lightning
struck she expected the lights to be extinguisBexd.to her relief,



although they flickered in protest, they remainedstant, and at last
she reached the end of the line.

She didn't know what she had expected to find. shpposed her
worst fear was that Poseidon might be waiting tonxgjpout at her, but
as soon as she saw the situation she realisedduodatf that was. The
black horse was secured by a leading rein to tHieolvthe stall, and
it was Charles who demanded her attention, croudnedny
awkward huddle on the floor.

‘Bloody fool," he muttered, as Helen halted wideeein the doorway.
'‘Come and help me up. The damn thing could havedkihe.'

'‘Why? How?' Helen hurried forward, too concernedualiner fiance
to be really scared of the horse. 'What happen#aiught you could
handle him.'

'‘Oh, don't make a fool of me, Helen,' Charles sedppngrily,
groaning as he struggled to his feet, his wholeghtdbearing down
on her shoulder. 'How was | to know the thunder lk@pook him
like that? If his hooves had encountered my hestdad of my knee

Helen thought that Charles should have anticipasedh an
occurrence, but she knew better than to say soleamihg painfully
on her, they managed to get out of the stall aosecthe half door.

'Is it very painful—your leg, | mean?' she askextheey limped along
between the stalls to the door, and Charles grbismtketh together.

‘What do you think?' he retorted, offering no thanior her
assistance, and Helen kept her mouth shut untyf tkached the
house.



In the sitting room, the full extent of Charlesigury became
apparent. Poseidon had obviously kicked him vidyeaind the skin
around the knee was black and blue already.

‘Do you think it's broken?' Helen asked, kneeliogvd beside him,
but Charles only brushed her concern aside.

'It's bruised, that's all,’ he insisted, bendingith evident difficulty.
'‘Go and get me a double Scotch and soda. Thatlsreded. No
damned animal's going to get the better of me!’

‘At least let me call the doctor,' she suggestedlgeAfter all, it's
going to be very painful for some time. He couldlqably prescribe
some pain-killers--'

'‘Don't patronise me, Helen.' Charles snatched two#cB and soda
from her hand without ceremony. 'l know what youlnnking.
You're thinking, it serves him right for forcing me go into the
stables, aren't you--'

‘No!'

'—and if he had to call the doctor, everyone's gdm know that
Connaught can't control his own blasted animals!

'No, Charles!"

Helen was appalled at his bitterness, but Charlgsswallowed the
Scotch at a gulp and demanded another. He dowreddthie same
pace, then viewed Helen with malevolent eyes.

'‘Come here,' he muttered, patting the couch bdsme'Come and
smooth my brow with your cool fingers. You're alwaaying | never
make advances towards you when we're alone. Cochietame alter
that opinion.’



'Oh, Charles ..." Helen shook her head helple$fyat is the matter
with you? Please, let me call Doctor Bluthner. Hidydives a few
hundred yards away. | know he'd be only too glad--'

'l said come here, Helen.'

Charles stretched out his hand towards her, and aviteeling of
intense unwillingness she joined him on the codhen he turned
towards her, she saw his eyes were bloodshot aglotlglglazed
from the amount of alcohol he had consumed, but disturbed her
most was the familiar brush of his hands acrossHhigins.

‘Little Helen,' he said thickly, burying his faae the hollow of her
neck. 'My sweet saviour! Well, you deserve somettior what you
did tonight.’

His hand moved to the zip of her pants and a fgelfrcold rejection

gripped her. What did Charles think he was doing’hkid not kissed
her or aroused her in any way. He seemed to hdyeoae object in

mind, and that withthe sole intention of his owatgication.

She tried to push his hand away, but he was veongtand very
determined. The zip was propelled downward, ancager fingers
sought to invade die secret warmth within.

'No, Charles!

She fought him like a wild thing, struggling andakieng and kicking
her legs, and as her efforts made contact with heanyas forced to
release her.

‘You bitch!" he muttered, both hands seeking hysréd knee and
cradling it protectively, and belatedly she fefiang of remorse.



'I'm sorry, but--' she was beginning, when the sloafrthe outer door
opening and voices entering the house suddenigcateher. They
also made her overwhelmingly aware of her statendfess, and she
hastily dragged her zip into place and smoothedriiied hair as
footsteps crossed the hall.

She did not know who she had expected to seejmgnet Vincent,
Charles's brother, and with him, Jarret Manninge ™o men halted
in the doorway assessing the scene they had ipteduand then
Vincent broke the awkward stillness by sayings '#' filthy night,
Isn't it?" in wry amused tones.

Helen could not have felt worse. She could almestghat Jarret was
thinking and Vincent was no doubt of the same a@pinOnly Charles
seemed unembarrassed by their presence, his re&ztibeir arrival
taking on an entirely different aspect.

'‘What the hell are you doing here, Manning?' h@ped, making no
attempt to get up and greet his brother, and Vihcamiftly
intervened.

'He didn't want to come in, Chas, but | insistecarig him from the
station in Malverley. There were no cabs to be laad, | needed a
lift. The least you can do is offer him a drink."'

'‘We—er—we didn't hear the car,' Helen venturedresking herself
to Vincent, and he grinned.

'l can believe it,' he teased, but when she drdsjpond he added: 'l
guess the rain drowns most things.' He turnedretlaDo you want
a drink, mate?’

'‘No, thanks."' Jarret spoke for the first time, ¢ze flickering over
Helen and then moving to her fiancé on the coudah.better be
getting back. Can | give you a lift, Helen?'



'‘Me?' she gasped, and Charles said harshly: '§beser own car,
Manning. She doesn't need any lifts from you!

‘The roads are pretty bad, though,' put in Vinceniching Helen's
sleeve. 'Quite honestly, I'd advise you to go wi#mret. You can
always pick up your car in the morning.'

'You keep out of this, Vincent.' Charles glaredamiinim with angry
eyes, and his brother viewed his position with scomgosity.

‘You going to stop me, Chas?' he enquired unplégsand as Helen
tried to intervene, he went on: 'What happenedti?yWhy are you
sitting there like a wounded cockerel? Helen kiok yhere it hurts,
did she?'

It was the horse—it was Poseidon,” Helen exclajmgalzing
appealingly at the younger man. ‘Charles has dasnaigeknee--'

‘Don't tell me Poseidon did the kicking!" Vincemidently found it
quite hysterical, and Charles turned angry eyesi®fiancée.

‘Why the hell don't you learn to keep your moutat8hhe demanded,
hands clenching and unclenching round his drawrkige, but
before Helen could answer him Jarret grasped ther aban's collar.

‘Just who do you think you're speaking to?' heegkghutting his face
close to Charles, and Helen felt a rising sensg/stieria herself.

'For heaven's sake!' she exclaimed. 'This is ridigl Oh, I'm going
home. I'm not going to listen to any more of thisu can fight it out
among yourselves!

Ignoring all of them, she crossed the hall anchiatself out of the
house. Vincent had been right, it was a filthy mjdgut she preferred
the storm outside to the one going on in the haBke.glimpsed Jim



Stanford's Mercedes as she raced to her own a@hvyi@mnching open
the door she coiled herself thankfully behind theeel. She didn't
want to think any more, she just wanted to drivel she set the car in
motion without a backward glance.

The thunder had abated, but the rain had not, laddads were
minor floods as she turned towards Thrushfold. Glaekness of the
tarmac absorbed the reflection of her headlightsj & was
impossible to see further than a few yards aheaénBut she wasn't
alarmed. Her desire to escape from the remembmint®e scene at
Charles's home banished all fear, and she justedatot reach her
own home and her own room.

She supposed she had been driving perhaps tenasimditen she
became aware of the headlights behind her. A carfellowing her,
and she could guess Whose car it was. Jarret haahte home, and
this was the only likely route. The awareness sfamcroachment on
both her life and her emotions made her quickenplee, as if by
physically adjusting the space between them shiel @sljust her life
accordingly. It didn't work, of course, he was jastdisruptive to her
peace of mind, and with a sob rising in her thebegt pressed her foot
down hard on the accelerator.

It was a risky thing to do in the circumstancese Tyres spun wildly
on the slippery road, and the lack of traction seat skidding

sideways. She struggled to hold on to the wheelitlmeemed to be
wrenched from her fingers, and she thanked Gotidoseat-belt, as
the Alfa swung helplessly across the road andtimaditch.

She was not hurt, only shocked, but she was stilhg there,
slumped in her seat, when the door was wrenched apé Jarret's
anxious face appeared.

'Helen, for God's sake--' he was muttering, onlgreak off abruptly
as she turned shamefaced eyes in his directiostated at her half



angrily for a moment and then, gathering himseadfghated: 'Are you
all right?'

She nodded, not trusting herself to speak, and tregistened,
pushing balled fists into the pockets of his daakts. Unlike her, he
was not wearing a jacket, only the silk shirt hd karn for dinner
that evening, and in the courtesy light from heerogoor she could
see the rain soaking his thinly-covered shoulders.

'I—I'll be all right," she got out jerkily, making helpless gesture.
"You—you go. You're getting soaked--'

‘And how do you propose to get out of the ditch®'demanded
harshly. '‘Can you lift it? Or do you expect to @rnut of there?"

Helen knew his anger was justified, but she wathatend of her
emotional tether. 'I've said I'll manage,' shentetblightly. ‘Go away,
Mr Manning. | don't need your assistance. Go backour writing.

Playing Sir Galahad is not your scene!'

Jarret stared down at her with cold angry eyeadld choke you, do
you know that?' he demanded. 'Scaring me half &ihdeand then
turning on me for trying to help you! I'm not toabte for your
unsatisfactory love-life! You should have knowntbet

Helen gasped. 'l don't know what you mean--'

'‘Oh, come on. You don't imagine I'm blind to thttd discourse we
interrupted, do you?'

'‘How dare you--'
'Forget it!" He turned aside, kicking viciously the tyre that spun

uselessly above the ditch. 'How the hell am | gatnget you out of
there?'



'I've told you, | don't need your assistance--'

'‘Okay. Okay!" With a savage oath he bowed his H&saly there!" and
he strode violently back to where he had left trerdddes. His door
slammed with a definite sound, and seconds later ledard the

engine fire. He was leaving her, and Helen, lodgetiveen the seat
and the steering wheel, felt like putting her héaan and howling. It

was all very well facing him with bravado, but iagva hollow victory

when she considered the prospect of the night alsedcouldn't get
the Alfa out of the ditch and she could hardly wiil& three or four

miles to the nearest garage in this downpour. Bssid was dark

now, and no doubt the garage would be closed. Ssegaing to have
to spend the night here, and she simply couldal ibe

It was a struggle to scramble out of her seat gntthe ditch, and she
guessed her cotton pants would be badly soiled mvitd and grass
stains. But she didn't care. She had to stop Jaefetre he drove
away, and she almost crawled into the road.

The Mercedes hadn't moved, and she faltered. 3apretfile was a
shadowy thing in the darkness, and she didn't kmbat his reaction
might be after her behaviour. With a sense of hiatioh she stood
looking at the car, and as if aware of her feeling®pened his door
and got out once more.

'Helen ..." he muttered, and then, as if he couliglp himself, he
came towards her, jerking her into his arms andiriigg her damp lips
with his own.

It was crazy to stand there in the pouring rairt, Halen had no
strength to resist him. Nor did she want to. Thsswvhere she
belonged, she thought with a sense of despairwthssthe man she
loved, and she gave herself up to the urgencysdbiemaking like a
drowning man losing his last hold on survival. ddsrbody felt cold,
but his mouth was warm, and his kisses deepenethtertsified as



she began to kiss him back. His lips forced hesastapnd the hunger
of his mouth roughened as his passion increasesl.kidses sent
rivers of fire along her veins and weakened theatessof her legs,
spreading throughout her body in a mounting wawkesfre. She was
aware of him, of the hard muscles between his shighd of the fact
that the wetness of their clothes made their enebifagt much more
revealing, but she longed for a closer intimacy, sime could think of
nothing more satisfying than spending the nightignarms.

'We have to get back," he groaned at last, liftisghead to stare down
at her. "Your mother will be concerned if she rikgschley and finds
you're not there. And she might in this storm."'

Helen nodded. 'l—I know--'

'‘Okay." With another hard pressure against herHgseleased her,
tugging open the passenger door with a distinatsteady hand, and
Helen slid obediently inside. Then he circled tloaret and got in
beside her, turning on the interior light and syiwg her with a

disturbingly intent appraisal. It made her overwmealgly aware that

the rain had flattened her shirt against her bseastd their pointed
hardness was moulded against the cloth.

Jarret was obviously aware of them, too, and hissemoved
sensually to her mouth. 'Helen,' he said, exhalisgaken breath, 'do
you have any idea how | feel right now?"'

'I—I think so," she ventured huskily, moving nedcehnim, and with a
gesture of impotence he hauled her up againstduwering her face
with urgent kisses.

‘This is madness," he muttered against her moigioréath mingling
with hers. 'l want you, Helen, but not here —nk lthis. | love you,
and | want to love you, really love you, not sedyoea in the back
seat of a car.’



Helen's breathing felt suspended. "You—you love'mk& choked
against his throat, and his affirming nod was betiger and
impatient.

'‘Of course | do,' he groaned, parting the lapelsenfshirt to kiss her
throat with heart-stopping tenderness. 'Don't yoovkthat? God, it's
been hell trying to keep my hands off you, knowyogi're going to
marry that stuffed shirt Connaught! | wanted td kdim every time
he touched you, and that night he—well, the night game home
with that mark on your neck, | felt like taking lacggun to him.’

'Oh, Jarret--'

'You love me, don't you? You don't feel this waynwConnaught, do
you? He doesn't do this to you?' and he bent lad lmver to coax
the burgeoning curve of her nipple with his tongue.

'‘No—oh, no," she moved her head helplessly frone ¢a side.
'‘No—no one but you has—has ever touched me as—ewasoyich
me."'

'‘Good.' His voice was lazily satisfied. Then, wathhegretful sigh, he
drew away from her to rest his head against theymismdow behind

him, surveying her with possessive eyes. '‘Comenenhave to get
back. We've plenty of time. All night, in fact.' $dmouth took on a
sensual twist. ‘What we both need is a hot batfepably together,
but if not..."

'If not?' she breathed.

'If not—you can come to my room afterwards,' hel toér huskily.
'‘And | promise | won't lock my door. At least, nottil you're inside.’

‘Jarret!" Her eyes were wide and vulnerable. 'laH'e-'



'‘Don't stop me," he ordered softly. 'l need youehlel want you with
me, and | don't want anything to stand in our walge reason
Stanford came down here today was to tell me theayt\me to go to
the States as soon as this book is finished—to thigrcontracts for
the film, among other things. | want you to comé&wmne. Will you?'

‘Stanford?' Helen clung on to that-name, feelidgtle dizzy now.
'‘But—but Margot--'

'‘Margot means nothing to me,' he averred gently.
‘Nothing?"

‘Nothing,' he agreed. 'Oh, | admit, she may hawe dwane idea of
making me husband number four, but she was wakgnggme, and
she knew it.'

Helen felt everything was moving too fast for hé&id— did you
sleep, with her?' she ventured, appalled at her awdacity, but he
only shook his head.

'No.'
'And—and Vivien Sinclair?'

'‘God!" He stared at her, half in amusement, hadnger. 'What do
you want from me, Helen? A dossier on die womea Krown, and
the extent of that knowledge? What does it mattengver told

Vivien | loved her, and that's the important thifige never said that
to any girl except you.'

‘You—you mean that?'

Helen gazed at him anxiously, and his eyes closednock
resignation. 'l mean it," he asserted roughlpvélyou, Helen. I'm not



fooling. But if you imagine | could have remaineddibate all these
years, then you're impossibly naive.’'

Helen took an unsteady breath. 'l didn't say | etqubthat.' -

'‘No--' Jarret raked back his hair with impatiemtgirs. "Well, I'm
sorry if I've hurt you, but hell, would you want rfreecome to you as
virgin as yourself? Believe me, you weuldn't liket' Helen's face
burned with colour, and with a muffled imprecatidw, pulled her
close to him again. 'Helen, until | met you | didimow what it was
like to care for someone—really care for them, aBmeAnd believe
me, I've gone through purgatory believing you hatgdguts!

'I—I never hated you, Jarret--'

'‘Didn't you?' He cupped her face in his handgirktyou did. But we
won't talk about that now. There's your fiancedddken care of. And
your mother. Do you think she'll let you come witie?"

Helen drew back from him suddenly, as the wholegivenf the
problems that faced them loomed before her. Untiv it had been
enough to know that Jarret loved her, but as theanes of their
future cooled her blood, she wondered exactly hemniother would
react to this incredible piece of news.

As if sensing her indecision, Jarret turned ind@at and started the
engine once more. The rain was easing slightly theitroads were

still treacherous, and he pulled away slowly, pagshe disabled

Alfa with a wry grimace that Helen echoed as slaiged how easily

she could have been badly injured.

It didn't take long to reach King's Green, andelastopped by the
porch to enable her to dash inside without getéing wetter. With
the engine running, and Jarret obviously waitingHer to get out,
Helen almost lost her nerve.



'‘Wh-what will you say—what willwe say?' she demanded jerkily,
and saw the mask of impatience slide down over lean
features.-—

‘What do you want me to say?' he asked, flexing warftexing his
fingers against the wheel. 'Let's see—I love yoaughter, Mrs
Chase, and | want her to break her engagementaned with me to
New York. How does that sound?'

Helen licked her lips. 'Is that all?’

Jarret frowned. 'What more do you want?’

Helen gazed at him incredulously. '‘How—how aboutrrage?'
‘Marriage?' he repeated blankly.

'Y-yes, marriage.! Helen's tremulous voice gathemedlittle
conviction. "You do—want to marry me, don't you?'

Jarret rested his forehead against the cool steevhreel, and his
delay before replying gave her all the answer steded. With a
feeling of sick rejection she groped blindly foetdoor handle, but
before she could press it he reached past andniesl/aer escape.
With the hard muscles of his forearm against heasts, it was
terribly difficult to remain motionless, but somehashe did it,

pressing herself back against the leather uphglgtea chilled state
of mortification.

Before you go locking your door against me agkitme tell you

something,' he muttered, his grim face only indh@® hers. '‘Okay, |

didn't plan to buy a marriage licence before takiag to the States.
Such conventionality has not been my style--'



'‘Obviously," she choked bitterly. 'All those womdnshould have
known. They probably believed the same thing I-tid-

'‘Which is what?' he grated.

‘That—that you loved them--'

Jarret shook his head. 'I've told you, you're thig girl I've ever---'
'‘Oh, spare me the details!" she gulped. 'How dmali¢éve you when--'
'I've never lied to you, Helen. You know that.'

‘Do 1?7

'‘Damn you, you should!" Jarret's anger simmerétd'wanted to lie
to you, | would never have told you the truth abowtlife, would 1?'

Helen pressed her head back, lifting her chin.tTo@sn't alter the
fact--'

'‘God!" His teeth ground together. 'l love you, Heland if it's a
marriage licence you want, then you shall have diig don't
imagine that little scrap of paper is going to make slightest
difference to my feelings for you!'

Helen shook her head. 'No—no! No, thank you. |— da without
your—your patronage! Per-perhaps you're wrong. d&erh will be
happier with Charles. At least he had the deceo®ffer me a ring
before trying to get into my bed!

‘Alt-right! All right!" With a savage oath Jarrduhg himself back in
his seat. 'l've had it. Get out, or | won't be mesible for my actions.
Go back to your fumbling fiancé! He deserves yadom't.'

‘Jarret--'



For *a moment the enormity of what she was rejedhifed her with
despair, but his set face encouraged no appeasyiim trembling
fingers she pushed open her door. But standingarshelter of the
porch, a real sense of disaster gripped her. ldsiédriving the car
into the stable yard as she had expected, Jawktdfi down the
drive, disappearing into the night, gears grinding tyres screaming
in protest.

Helen hardly slept at all.

Fortunately, Mrs Chase assumed Charles had drelndme, and as
she was engrossed in the television as usual, Hesmable to slip
away to her room without too many awkward questi&@ine felt sick
and her stomach felt queasy, and although she etinbletween the
sheets her mind was too active to allow her ta Wétere had Jarret
gone? Back to Ketchley? It didn't seen likely, Wwhere else? He was
soaked to the skin. Surely he would find somewherget out of
those wet clothes, but where?

As the night drew on, other images came to plaguelh his state of
mind, where was he likely to go? To some other wagmparhaps? To
Margot? To Vivien Sinclair? It would necessitatenhdriving to
London, but as the hours passed she became codvimiethat was
what he must have done. Lying there in the darkrstsstormented
herself with thoughts of himvith another woman, and his word:
about them sharing a bath took on a new and aggnmseaning.

She must have dozed before dawn, but she was aagalke at seven
o'clock, and in the kitchen, making herself a ctipea, when Mrs
Hetherington came yawning into the room. She raissdeyebrows
at Helen's cotton negligee and then said brusquely:

'l hope you haven't been helping yourself to myl@pe. | saved that
for Mr Manning, and if you've eaten it--'



'l haven't,’ cut in Helen shortly, indicating thettke. 'l—I was just
making some tea, that's all.’

‘Hmm." Mrs Hetherington viewed her thoughtfully's'inot like you
to be wanting tea this early in the morning. | thlouyou preferred
coffee. Would you like some coffee? | can easiipay-'

'‘No, thanks.' Once again Helen interrupted heg i$dine, honestly.
The kettle has boiled. Do you want a cup?'

'‘When have | ever been known to refuse a cup @f tleemanded the
housekeeper dryly, and then her brows drew togeihesome
concern as she watched the girl. 'Is something ntlagter?' she
ventured, setting two cups in their saucers, asiefought the milk
from the fridge. "You look mighty pasty to me. Areu sickening for
something?'

'l don't think so." Helen added sugar to the clpgo spoons, is that
right?'

'If you don't know by now, you never will,’ resp@dl the
housekeeper good-humouredly, and then returnedetoehrlier
enquiry. 'Didn't you sleep well?’

‘Not very.' Helen poured the tea and handed Mréétatgton her
cup. 'Mmm,' she sipped hers gratefully. 'This & juhat | needed."

The housekeeper frowned. 'There's nothing wronghese?' she
persisted. 'l mean, you haven't been—sick or angthi

Helen's half smile was rueful. 'I'm not pregnahthat's what you're
implying,' she assured her.



Mrs Hetherington looked a little flustered at héaip speaking. 'l
wasn't suggesting that you were,' she protesteédié&en only shook
her head.

‘It doesn't matter.' She carried her cup acrotisttable and sat down
on one of the wooden chairs beside it. '‘Perhapsuld be simpler if
that was what was wrong with me,' she mused, agr gnmaced at
the housekeeper's shocked face. 'Well!" she jedtlierself. ‘At least
then I'd know what | had to do.'

Mrs Hetherington frowned. 'And don't you now?'
Helen bent her head. 'No.’

‘But you're going to marry Mr Connaught." She madsound of
understanding. 'Oh, | see. You're worried becabeewedding's
getting nearer, and you're having second thougWtsll, that's
common enough, my dear--'

'lt*not that, Mrs Hetherington.' Helen lifted her hesslif it was too
heavy for the slenderness of her neck. 'l— Chanhekl—it's just the
same as it ever was. Only more so.'

‘Whatever do you mean?'

Helen hesitated. 'Tell me, Mrs Hetherington, diddé-gou and your
husband ever—well, anticipate your wedding night?'

The housekeeper looked shocked. 'Well, | nevee' ekclaimed.
'‘What a thing to ask!

'I'm sorry.' Helen moved her shoulders in an ofthgasture. 'l didn't
mean to—offend you, but—well, | just wondered.’

‘Ah,' the housekeeper nodded, 'that's what's trmgibyou. You
getting married in white, and all.’



‘No!" Helen sighed. 'I-we haven't.'

The housekeeper shook her head. 'And you want ¢av ki you
should?"

'‘No. That is—oh, Mrs Hetherington, what am | gotngdo?' Helen
folded her arms upon the table and burying her tgpom them, burst
into tears.

The housekeeper hesitated only a moment beforengoround to
her, encircling her shaking shoulders with a reasgwarm, cuddling
her close in an effort to comfort her. 'There, ¢heshe whispered,
smoothing Helen's silky swathe of hair with a gerdtand. 'It's Mr
Manning, isn't it? He can charm the birds off thees with that
blather of his, and | knew your mother should haseer let him into
the house!

Helen lifted her tear-stained face in amazemermwH how do you
know?'

Mrs Hetherington shook her head. 'It's obvioust ishIf it's not Mr
Connaught, it has to be Mr Manning."'

‘But—Dbut you like him--' Helen protested.

'Of course | do. I'm no different from anyone elBat | can see he
could be a whale of trouble where you're concetned.

Helen nodded. 'l love him," she confessed, feaingpst relieved to
be admitting it to someone else. 'l love him. Satdim | going to
do?'

Mrs Hetherington eased herself into the chair eek&r. "What about
him?' she said gently. 'How does he feel? Does dtm@ught know?'

'Heaven's, no! No one does,' exclaimed Helen, fiextri



'‘Except your two selves?' murmured the housekeipeghtfully.
‘And does he care about you?"

'He says he does,’ Helen yielded doubtfully. 'Big not that
easy."Why not?' Mrs Hetherington frowned, and thenface took
on a dawning recognition. 'Ah, | think I'm begingito understand.’
Her mouth tightened. "The young devil! I'd likegiwe him a piece of
my mind!'

Helen blinked. 'What are you talking about, Mrs égington?’

The housekeeper tilted her head. 'He wants to lhigweake and eat it,
doesn't he?' she declared. 'He's quite preparedutiold Mr
Connaught, so long as he has no responsibilities——

'‘Oh, no. No!" Helen shook her head. 'lt's not liteat, Mrs
Hetherington. He—he wants me to break off my engesye to
Charles. But he doesn't want to marry me. Only—aaljive with
me.'

‘Tch!" Mrs Hetherington was shocked. 'That's difggs

'Is it? Is it?' Helen gazed at her dubiously, drehtgasped in dismay
when her mother's voice exclaimed: 'l should jimtkt it is!" in
shaken, disbelieving tones.

‘Mummy!'

Helen jerked up from her chair as Mrs Chase carteethre room,

warmly attired in a candlewick dressing gown, han still shiny

with the cream she had applied the night before.Halen scarcely
noticed her mother's appearance. Her attentionfecassed on her
mother's face and the horrified expression it wore.



'‘What is all this, Helen?' she exclaimed, and Methidrington spread
a helpless hand as she left the table to wash dimgyr cups. 'Did |
hear aright? You're saying that Jarret has askedolose with him?"

Helen sighed. 'That's what it amounts to, yes.'

'‘Are you mad?' Her mother came towards her brid&lying- a cool

hand against Helen's hot forehead. 'Why, you'raibgrup! You

must be having hallucinations. Why on earth woualdel ask you to
live with him?'

Helen shook her head. 'He says he loves me. Or-e-drdy

Mrs Chase looked absolutely staggered, and aslisieg how she
was feeling, the housekeeper came round the tadaehalped her
into a chair. 'The ketde's on again,’ she saidsugangly. 'l expect
you'd like some tea, too.'

'Please.' Helen's mother nodded weakly. Then shleetbup at her
daughter again. 'You'd better tell me what's bemnggon? Are you
pregnant?'

Helen gasped. 'Honestly, do | look as if I'm pregfiaNo, no, of
course I'm not pregnant.’

'‘No, no, of course not.' Mrs Chase spoke half tséi& 'Jarret would
have more sense than to allow that to happen.’

'l haven't slept with him. Mummy!" Helen exclaiméelplessly.
‘That's what all this is about.’

Mrs Chase sighed. 'Does this have anything to dio thie fact that
Jarret didn't come home last night?'

Helen nodded.



‘Were you with him last night?’
'‘Part of the time, yes. He—he drove me home fraanGbnnaughts.’
‘But you said Charles had driven you home.'

'‘No, you just assumed that,' Helen corrected higtlgu'And | didn't
contradict you.'

‘And you had a row, | presume.’
‘Something like that.’

Mrs Chase looked incredulously towards the hougekeél can't
believe any of this.'

‘There was no need for you to know, Mummy,' Helart m
unsteadily. 'l—I just needed to talk to someonat'shall.'

‘And you couldn't talk to me?"

Helen bent her head. 'You were always so-—so ceoedithat | was
biased towards Jarret.’

'You were." Her mother shook her head. 'You stédl. @Only now
you're not aware of it.’

Helen shrugged. 'In any case, it's all hypothetigairet's leaving for
the States soon. They're going to film his firsbkoand they've
invited him out there to sign the contracts.'

Mrs Chase showed little enthusiasm. 'And you? Vebatit you? Are
you going with him?'

'He invited me to,"' Helen conceded.



'‘Oh, God!" Her mother gazed at her. 'What aboutiheding?’

Helen felt slightly hysterical. 'That's my cue &ys- what wedding,
isn't it? Oh, Mummy, how can | marry Charles whedoh't love
him?'

'It seems to me you're in no state to make anysaerat the moment,’
her mother retorted recovering slightly. 'When dagets back, we'll
have this out--'

'‘Oh, no!" Helen backed away from her. 'l—Jarret Bhdve said all
there is to say on the matter. He—I—I won't livahwiim, and he
doesn't want* marriage. That's all there is to it.'

'And what about Charles?’

‘Yes, what about Charles?' echoed Helen dully.'tDon see? | can't
go through with the wedding feeling like this. hia

‘But it's still several weeks to the wedding,' petéd Mrs Chase
severely. 'Why, your dress is made and hanginigamwardrobe. The
bridesmaids have all been chosen. Why, even thefko-'

'Please ..." Helen couldn't bear for her to go'loton't want to talk
about it any more. I—I have to get dressed. Kamxpecting me at a
quarter to nine.'

It was only as she was dressing that Helen reafisedar was out of
commission. It meant she would have to ask her enatrshe could

borrow the Triumph and the implications of that dat appeal to her.
However, Mrs Chase had gone back to bed, with alduiee

according to Mrs Hetherington, and Helen only pett head round
her mother's bedroom door and asked for the favour.



‘Do what you like,' declared her mother tearfutiyt Helen refused to
be drawn. Closing the door again, she went qukbhyn the stairs
and let herself out of die house.

As luck would have it, the shop had a busy day,l@lén succeeded
in avoiding Karen's usually vigilant eyes. Johnnkileg's arrival as
the shop was about to close was another- strokeckf and Helen
willingly agreed to close up alone so that Karenlddeave at once.

‘We're going on the river,' she confessed in tinapy of the back
room, outlining her lips with a crimson lacquerhi§ business
associate of John's has lent him his launch fon#ekend, and we're
going to have a look at it tonight."

'‘Well, take care,’ said Helen dryly, wishing shes\&a uninhibited as
her friend, and Karen chuckled as she sauntered out

With Karen's departure, Helen picked up the ph&he.had called at
the garage on her way to work that morning, askiegn to tow her
car in for a thorough checkover, and they had sstggeshe rang that
afternoon. To her relief she learned there was ingtiseriously
wrong with it, and she was agreeing to pick it afe@t when the shop
bell rang.

Replacing the receiver, Helen went to serve the t¢astomer, and
then stopped aghast when she saw it was Charlegablstanding in
the outer showroom, his usually pleasant featurawml into a tight
scowl, and his expression did not alter when helsaw

'‘Why, Charles,' she exclaimed, wishing she had Ine@me prepared
for this. 'What a surprise!'

''ve come to take you home,' he declared, lim@sadne crossed the
floor. "It is closing time, isn't it? | saw that Bley-Smythe woman



leaving with Fleming. | see no reason why you stidwdve to carry
on if she's finished for the day.'

Helen sighed. 'l offered to stay on,' she explaifdwn; 'How are
you? How's your leg?

Charles thrust his hands into the pockets of histsgoat. ‘My knee
is sprained, thank you,' he asserted. 'Had Blutho@k at it this
morning, but | knew it was nothing serious. No tk&to you.'

"To me?"

Helen thought he was joking, but Charles was deadhpous. 'If it
hadn't been for you, I'd not have been out tharghtening the
animals and bruising my leg.'

Helen stared at him. She could have said that adechrtainlynot
wanted to enter the stables, but there was no poiatguing. He
would never listen to her, and besides, it wasaithvthe effort.

Instead she said: 'Well, I'm glad your leg's ahtj Charles, but |
don't need you to take me home.'

‘Why not?' Charles's scowl deepened. 'l know yonitdwave your
car. | saw it in Bethnel's garage this morning, bgdessed Manning
picked you up. He did, didn't he? And brought yowbrk, no doubit.
Well, I'm damned if he's going to take you home!'

'He's not,' retorted Helen, locking the till ance tbffice door. ‘I
borrowed Mummy's car, actually. So I'm independent.

'Hmm.' Charles snorted ill-humouredly. 'All righein, I'll follow you
back to King's Green. | want to have a few wordgviflanning
myself, and now is as good a time as any.'

'You can't. That is--' Helen felt an intense weasm



'‘What do you want to say to Jarret, Charles? H#'sorblame for our
problems.’

'‘Our problems! What problems?’ Charles glared mtW& don't have
any problems. Only interference.'

‘That's not true." Helen shook her head. 'l dontvkif | can go
through with our marriage, Charles. I—I don't Igieel. | don't think |
ever did,’

Charles was obviously staggered now, and he gazdgkrawith
disbelieving eyes. "You don't know what you're sg'

'1do.’

'—you're distraught. That business with Poseidshnaht—well, |
guess | was to blame, but you shouldn't have pdetégou'd got over
your fears.'

'It's not just that,' said Helen unhappily. 'We—awon't think alike—'

‘What do you mean? We read the same books. We laéchame
television programmes!’

'Oh, Charles, life is more than books and telewigooogrammes!
There are other things ...’

'Sex, | suppose you mean.'
'That, too, of course.'

'It's the fault of that Smythe woman, isn't it? SHeeen filling your
head with stories of her experiences, | supposd, Weme tell you
most women would be glad—yes, glad | hadn't madg a
unnecessary demands on them--'



‘Unnecessary demand#ielen felt that recurring bubble of hysteria
'‘Charles, sex is not an unnecessary demand! Iteething
wonderful—something beautiful! Something two peoglare—in
love--'

‘How do you know?' Charles pushed his face clo$ets.

Helen hesitated. Then she knew she had to go ed. Kinow
because—because Jarret showed me," she said, yqued
succinctly, then staggered backward as Charlesid kauck her
savagely across the mouth.

'You little--' he snarled. 'How dare you stand ¢hand tell me that
Manning—that you and Manning--'

'Please go, Charles!" Somehow Helen was amazingiyn.c
Removing his ring from her finger, she placed ittbe showcase
beside him, before wrapping her arms closely abetgelf. 'l—I was
uncertain. | did have—doubts. But—but not any larige

Charles stared down at the ring as if he'd neven gebefore, and
then he looked at her with disbelieving eyes. '"Ygwua-can't do this,'
he blustered. 'l mean, having an affair with Magnis one thing,

breaking our engagement is another. Look--' Hequithis hand

appealingly, but she evaded it. 'Look, don't betyhdsmean, I'm

prepared to overlook what you've just said. | waerarought, and so
were you. It would be foolish to destroy our futokeer such a—such
a paltry thing.'

'You hit me, Charles,' said Helen steadily. 'l tamerlook that. You
were provoked, | know, but—striking a woman—I céorgive that.'

'For goodness' sake,' Charles was cajoling her reaching out and
shaking her in evident desperation. 'Helen- wdllsight, I'm sorry.
Yes, | am, I'm sorry. It won't happen again--'



'‘No, it won't,’ said Helen flatly. '‘Because | dowant to see you
again.’'

Charles's eyes mirrored his astonishment, but &l fell to his
sides. Then, as if realising he only had one mare ¢o play, he
added: "You don't imagine Manning is serious alymut, do you?
You're just a little diversion he's provided hiniseith for the time
he's here--'

'‘Go away, Charles!" Helen didn't want to listerhtm, but he was
relentless.

'l know his type,' he went on, 'I've met them befdrery successful
with the ladies, oh, yes, very successful, buttagisg power, if you
know what | mean.' Helen couldn't bear to listenatoy more.

Brushing past him, she opened the shop door, sayemgulously:

‘Are you going to leave, or do | lock you in foethight?’

Charles stared at her, his face contorting furypuslou little tramp,’
he muttered. '‘My God, to think | wanted to marryydle snatched
up his ring. 'l must have been out of my mind!

'One of us was,' agreed Helen tightly, bendingiead as he charged
past her.



CHAPTER NINE

IT was the telephone that had awakened her, Heldisagawith a

sense of disorientation. The telephone ringingdlghat six o'clock in

the morning, when she had only been asleep sinoe\fdearily she

dragged herself out of bed and down the stairsdeong why her

mother never answered calls at unsociable hourbiape she had
taken another sleeping pill, she reflected. She thad to get her
daughter to take one, after all, and although Hélkeah resisted her
efforts, she probably had not.

Helen hardly knew. She felt she hardly knew anyghany more. It
was four nights since Jarret's departure, and eresththem had slept
well since. Mrs Chase's disappointment at her dawnghbroken
engagement had added to her emotional upheavathéudact that
there had been no word from Jarret, no call tolsay he was or
where he was staying, had gradually superseded otiler

considerations. Neither of them had felt able tkendne enquiries
necessary to find out where he was, and in conseguelrs Chase
had acquired some sleeping tablets from the doand Helen
continued to have sleepless nights.

Now she padded barefoot across the hall, her tdisg against the
polished wood. She had not bothered to stop andmpber dressing
gown, and the tail of her nightshirt flapped codaltyainst her thighs,
but she was hardly aware of it. She was only intentifting the
telephone receiver and stopping the awful din.

'Hello?'

Her voice was husky, still drowsy from the deepngber she had
been dragged out of, but unmistakably feminine.

'‘Helen?' The response was energetic and mascuknéat you,
Helen? Thank God! | thought for a minute it wasymother.'



Helen blinked, rubbing one eye with the tips of tregers. 'Vincent?'
she exclaimed, hardly believing it. 'Vincent, wreat you doing
ringing at this hour of the morning? Do you knowawtime it is?"

‘Yes. It's a little after six,"' he retorted, sourgdimpatient. 'l had to
ring at this time. | wanted to catch you beforelimgther catches me!'

Helen sank down wearily on to the chest besiddadlgphone. 'Big
brother?' she echoed. 'Charles? What has Chariés do with it?'

Vincent made an expressive sound, 'What has heh®tXclaimed.
'‘Helen, stop asking questions and listen to mel Wil go and see
Jarret?'

Helen was glad she was sitting down. If she hamgen, she most
likely would have collapsed in a heap on the flddarret?' she said
faintly, trying to gather her composure, and Virtoeonfirmed what
he had just said.

‘That's right. | know it's not an easy decisiom, lbonestly, Helen, if
you don't—well, | won't answer for what happens.'

Helen was disturbed now. There was an anxious inoténcent's

voice that bore little resemblance to his normadsual way of
speaking, and his words were strange and unnatdiedén, striving

for command of her own feelings, had little leftjeare for his, but
she sensed he was concerned and that filled hierabeitm.

'He hasn't—he isn't— | mean, he didn't have andactj did he?
Jarret, | mean,' she hastened anxiously, and Vireke in to deny
this.

‘You mean when he left the other night, don't ydh&'demanded
heavily. 'No, he didn't have an accident.’



‘Then what?' Helen was growing impatient now. "émg for
goodness' sake, what is all this about?’

Vincent hesitated. 'Helen, I'm worried about him--'
'Worried about him?"

‘Yes.' He paused. 'Look, | don't know how you fdebut him, but |
guess you feel something, despite what Chas says."

‘Charles?' Helen drew an uneven breath. 'What Gbades say?'

'‘Oh, you know what Chas is like. He's so tied ufhwhose horses of
his, he hardly knows what's going on around him.f&oas he's
concerned, you're engaged, and that naturally ytest}-'

‘But we're not!' Helen interrupted him. 'Engagehglan. I broke it
off three days ago.'

'You did?' Vincent sounded at once astonished @liel/ed. 'But he's
never said a damn thing. And neither have you.'

'Oh, Vincent!" Helen shook her head. 'Since—sirazeed left, we've
been—I don't know—in a state of upheaval Mummyfgsed to see
anyone, and seems to think if she doesn't disbessatter, it will all
go away. | thought Charles--'

‘Well, he hasn't. Not a goddamn word. That's winyrlhging you at
this unearthly hour. | got back from London lagihtiand--'

‘Jarret's in London?"
'Yes.'

‘At his apartment?’



'No.'
'Oh,' Helen's voice was flat, 'l see.'

‘Do you?' Vincent didn't sound convinced. 'He'sKiannington,
actually. At his stepfather's house in Lambeth dear

Helen gulped. 'But | thought--'

'l know what you thought. Some female, right? Yom'dknow him
very well, do you? It's you he's crazy about.' ldeged. 'And | was all
ready to blow you up for making a fool of him!"

Helen trembled. 'But you're worried about him, dargou? Why?'
Her brow furrowed. 'He didn't catch pneumonia ttieeo night, did
he? He was soaked to the skin when he left here.'

Vincent gave a grunt. 'He's been in rougher stduas that, Helen.
We were in Vietnam together, and believe me, ggtmaked to the
skin was the least of our worries.' He sighed. ritt that.'

‘Then what is it?' Helen was getting desperatec®i-'

‘Drink," he said flatly, heaving a breath. 'Like@olic?’

'‘Oh, God!" Helen felt sick. '‘But how do you know--'

'—it's you?' he finished for her, and she noddedhbad, even though
he couldn't see her. 'Well now, let's see—would lyelieve, he told
me?"

'‘No.'

Helen was very definite about that and he sighedha{Okay, so he
didn't tell me. But | know, Helen, believe nignow.'



Helen bit painfully on her lower lip. '"How can ybe sure?'

‘Can't you accept that | just am?'

‘Vincent--'

'‘Aw hell' He sounded desperate. 'He'll never feegne if | tell you!
‘Need he know?' she exclaimed.--,

‘Perhaps not."' Vincent sounded uncertain now.

‘Vincent, please ...’

Her voice was breaking, and as if he couldn't seandmore, he said
harshly: 'Okay, okay. His father called me. He'dnfd my address
and telephone number in Jarret's wallet. | guessgt the first name
he found. Anyway, he— well, he told me he was vemtriabout Jarret,
and did | know anyone by the name of Helen.’

‘My name,' she breathed bewilderdly, and Vincented

'‘He asked me if I'd go up and see him, and of eouinsent.' He
paused. 'Jarret was there, and we talked, but—aH Belen, he
looks bloody awful.'

'Did—did he mention me?"

'Only once.' Vincent was reluctant to go on. 'He-lhwee asked if
you were okay.'

‘And you told him.'
'Yes.'

'So—so far as Jarret is concerned, Charles areldtéirengaged.’



‘Yes.'

Helen's shoulders sagged. 'What, then?"'
‘Not a lot.'

‘But my name--'

'‘When | was leaving,' declared Vincent heavily.€Tdld man—you
know, Jarret's stepfather, he accompanied me outhé¢o car.
He—well, Jarret wasn't dressed, and | guess he ghas of the
opportunity to speak to me alone. That was whetoldeme.'

‘Told you what?' Helen was getting desperate.

‘That Jarret has been saying your name, over agidamain. During
the night—you know, keeping the old man awake.'

'Oh, Vincent!
'l know. And if Jarret ever finds out I've told yeu

'‘What—what's his address?' Helen's fingers weredttbsuddenly to
hold the phone, but she fumbled for a pencil an# town directions
In an unsteady hand.

'‘Got it?" asked Vincent at last, and she agreed.

‘Twenty-seven,' she repeated, and then after a m€arieesitation,
she added: 'Thanks, Vince. I don't know whatagp.'s

‘Just don't mess things up again,’ muttered Vingaiftly, and rang
off before she could say any more.

Her mother was not up when she left, but she lefieasage for her
with Mrs Hetherington. 'Just tell her I've goneste Jarret. She'll



understand,' she said carefully, and the houseketpek her head
rather ruefully.

'So long as you know what you're doing,' she mueahuand Helen
paused a moment to hug her.

'l love him," she said simply. 'And if | can't havien my way, I'll have
him his.'

It was a little after eleven when she crossed ValixBridge and
began to follow the directions Vincent had given filney were quite
explicit, and in no time at all it seemed she waihg into Lambeth
Terrace.

It was a row of Victorian houses, tall and narreach with its own
narrow strip of garden and neatly painted frontegdtlumber
twenty-seven was slightly less neat than the otlagid she wondered
why Jarret allowed his stepfather to live here whenobviously
could afford so much better.

Parking the Alfasud, she looked up apprehensivelhe curtained
windows. There was no sign of life, and she wordlesbdat she
would do if no one answered the door. Somehow dlengy had
seemed less arduous with this goal in mind, but sleswvas here she
was uncertain and not a little dismayed. What ridént was wrong?
What if this was some cruel game he and Jarret plageng? That
thought had never occurred to her, but now it didj she knew the
cowardly impulse to turn and drive away again.

The front door opening, however, gave her pauseoldrman was
emerging, closing the door behind him, and comiogrdthe steep
steps with a cautious surety that indicated a rlagncondition. He



looked suspiciously at the car and at Helen, aed,ths if coming to a
decision, he approached her.

‘Can | help you?'

Surprisingly his voice was strong and pleasant,tégleén responded
instinctively, pushing open the car door and ggttut without a
second thought.

'You must be—Jarret's stepfather,' she said, neglsuddenly that
she didn't even know his name. 'Er—I'm Helen.'

She knew at once that Vincent had not been lyingeto The old
man's gnarled features took on an expression df melef that she
guessed he had not really expected her to come.

'Helen!" he exclaimed, putting out his hand, antbraatically she

took it, exchanging the greeting with real warnah,relieved as he
was that she had not been mistaken. "Young Conhapgke to you,

then? He said he would.'

‘Yes,' Helen nodded. 'l spoke to Vince this mornilkg where is
Jarret? Can | see him?'

‘That's what you're here for, isn't it?' the olchmagked dryly. 'But I'm
afraid he's not up yet. —er— was just going alomghe shop to get
something for lunch. Will you stay and eat with'us?

Helen hesitated, glancing up at the house once.rhef@on't know,’
she ventured. 'After I've seen Jarret...'

'You may not see him until after lunch,' his stéipéa essayed. 'You
see, he doesn't like me to waken him, and-—' Hekéoroff
apologetically, and Helen felt a / sudden stirmigomething akin to
indignation.



'You mean he stays in bed all morning?' she exeldideploringly,
and the old man sighed.

'l think he—doesn't see anything to get up forbfiered. 'But when
| get back--'

'‘Don't bother, I'll deal with this myself," decldrélelen, with a tight
smile. 'ls the door unlocked. Can | get in?'

‘Well, yes, but--'
Thank you.'

With another reassuring smile, Helen marched adiespavement
and up the path to the house. The door was noetbak the old man
had indicated, and she let herself inside beforenbe/e gave out on
her.

She found herself in a narrow, gloomy hall, witlodoopening on the
right and stairs mounting to the first floor on tle&. She guessed
Jarret would be upstairs. The doors she could seddvgive access
to a front room and a dining room and a kitcherd apstairs she
would find the bedrooms and the bathroom, if tiveas one.

Her knees shook a little as she climbed the stidivgas all very well
telling herself that Jarret needed her, but noticimgid alter the fact
that he hadn't asked her to come. What if he rdftsaspeak to her?
How far was she prepared to go to persuade himstit@ho longer
cared about anything but being with him?

There were two bedrooms, she discovered. The divst;looking the
street, was unoccupied. The other, at the backhefhouse, was
Jarret's. Pushing open the door, her nostrils weosnce assailed by
the unpleasant odour of sour alcohol, and her &gpghze took in
the overturned bottles on the table beside the Yeuatent had not



been joking. No wonder he slept until lunchtime—viees probably
unconscious.

The curtains were drawn, but it was a sunny morramg the room

was filled with a golden light that exposed theodikered bed and its
occupant. Crossing the room to the windows tonletame fresh air,
Helen could not prevent herself from halting besitebed, and she
looked down at the hunched figure with a helplégsténing of her

stomach. It didn't matter how debauched Jarretddpke was still

the man she loved, and the sight of his lean masdddy, only

lighdy covered by a cotton sheet, stirred her sertde was slumped
against the pillows, at least two days' growthexral on his chin, his
hair a tangled silvery mess, but her heart wentmbtm, and almost
irresistibly, her fingers touched the corded colurhhis throat.

He stirred. Perhaps he was slowly coming round ftbbendrinking
session he had indulged in the night before. Wleaitdhe reason, his
eyes flickered and an expression of pain crossedfdue as the
crippling results of the alcohol penetrated eves hmalf-conscious
brain.

'l told you not to wake me, Paddy,' he mutterediecag his eyes
with one arm, and groaning as he rolled over ohigdback. 'What
time is it? | can't see the clock.’

'It's half past eleven,’ said Helen quietly, arstantly the concealing
arm was withdrawn and Jarret's pain- darkened ¢ugdzed

disbelievingly up at her. Then, almost defensivaly rolled over on

to his stomach, burying his face in the pillow &aging in a savage
tone: 'Who the hell let you in?'

Helen stood her ground. 'I—I met your stepfathdsioe. He told me
where you were.'



‘Then he had no right to do so,' snapped Jarrailan@et out of
here, Helen. At least give me the chance to getesdathes on.'

Helen's tongue appeared, to moisten her lips.nbimstopping you,
am 1?' she ventured huskily, and with a stiflechda rolled over to
stare up at her once again.

Then, as if unwilling to believe what he could ske,clutched the
sheet more closely around him. '‘Go home, littl&¢'die advised her
harshly. 'l don't know what game it is you're phayibut you're crazy
if you think you can come here and say things titet to me without
provoking any retaliation.’

Helen shrugged, and adopting a casual manner shefardrom
feeling, she walked slowly across to the windowd drew back the
curtains, leaning forward to thrust the windowsaevidarret's moan of
protest drew her eyes back to the bed, howevershedealised the
brilliance was even more painful to him, and witrenace she drew
the curtains once again, leaving them to billowthe breeze that
surged into the stuffy room. Then she walked badké bed, resting
her fingers on the rail at the end, and watchimg With provocative
intentness.

'‘Who told you where | was?' he demanded, rollingmhis side and
propping himself up on one elbow. ‘Lord, | neediald'

'‘No, you don't.' Helen's reaction was automatic, moving swiftly
round the bed, she removed the only bottle thatamgdiquor left in
it out of his reach. But as she swung away aga&maught a handful
of her skirt between his fingers and yanked heklbadhe bed. She
stood for a moment looking down at him, and thenlibttie dropped
heedlessly from her hand as he bent his head asedréhe silky
georgette to his lips.



'‘Hell, why did you have to come and see me likezhhe exclaimed
roughly, and with a little cry she sank down orrte bed beside him.

'I| came because | wanted to. I love you,' sheatwed, staring at
him with wide adoring eyes, and he came upriglat gecond, brows
drawn together in a disbelieving scowl.

'You don't know what you're saying,' he mutter&au‘'re going to
marry Connaught;, Vince told me--'

‘Vince doesn't know anything about it,' she whisperl broke my
engagement to Charles three days ago!

Jarret's tongue moistened his dry lips. 'The degr-af after | left?' he
probed, and she nodded vigorously. 'Then why in'SSoame didn't
you let me know?'

Helen bent her head. 'l didn't know where you weidn't know
what your reaction would be!'

‘You didn't know?' he echoed incredulously, thenjfehe couldn't

bear to go on talking to her in his present staéaaked back his hair
with unsteady fingers. 'l need a bath,' he annalinglancing about
him almost blankly. 'Look, if you'll get out of reerl'll shave and get
some clothes on. Then we can talk.'

Helen gazed at him anxiously. 'Can't we talk n@h®' persisted, half
afraid she had come too late to convince him, antbbked at her
almost angrily.

‘Not like this," he insisted, pushing her skirt gvieom him. 'Paddy
should have had more sense than to let you conhenab'

'‘Paddy? That's your stepfather?’



'‘Patrick Horton, yes.' Jarret nodded, and then &dnas his head
throbbed painfully.

'‘He went to the shops,' Helen offered, making ne@emno go. 'He's
invited me for lunch.’

'Has he?' Jarret, who had been avoiding lookirigegtwas forced to
an unwilling appraisal. 'You're honoured. He ddassuially approve
of my girl-friends."

Helen pressed her lips together. 'Girl-friends@' ethoed pointedly.
‘Do you usually bring them here?'

Jarret sat cross-legged looking at her, one ellvopged on his knee,
his knuckles supporting his head. 'What do youktPin

Helen shook her head. 'l wouldn't know, would H8 sentured, and
Jarret uttered a heavy sigh.

'‘Will you let me get dressed?' he demanded, indigathe sheet
which was all that covered his lower limbs. 'l prisewe'll talk when
| feel less disreputable.’

‘Can you wait?' she asked in a tense voice, bujchap from the bed
as she spoke, and he was forced to tilt his heddoto up at her.
‘You're very cool, | must say,' she added, and,tregher recklessly:
'I'm not so naive, you know. | do have a prettydymtea what a man
looks like!" and with this parting shot she marchadards the door.

She didn't make it. Jarret caught her before sllecbaered half a
dozen feet, hauling her back against him and makergecstatically
aware that he was not cool at all.

'Helen," he groaned against her neck, his handmglup over her
ribcage to the swelling fullness of her breast doing to do this



properly, however you taunt me. I'm going to takeath, and shave,
and put on some clean clothes, and then I'm goingake love to you

‘Isn't that the wrong way about?' she breathedingeker head back
against die smooth column of his throat, and hmsatightened.
'‘Don't we take our clothes off to make love?'

'‘Honey, if | didn't know Paddy was due back anyutegmow, I'd take
you in the bath with me," he told her huskily. IAs ...’

With a determined effort he put her away from hamd she turned
half wonderingly as he rummaged about in the dngdsible drawers
for some clean clothes. He knew her eyes were mon it he didn't
respond to the invitation in hers. Instead he gathshirt and pants
and brushed past her, and presently she heardotheel ©f water
running.'

Wrapping her arms about herself, Helen wanderdddaakdly about
the room. Catching sight of her reflection in tmessing table mirror,
she hardly recognised the hollow- eyed girl who Ipad on her
clothes so anxiously that morning. Her lips werertggh in
expectation, and her eyes were shining, and agiigve her arms
away she felt the curious aching feeling that timglof Jarret always
gave her. It was like a gnawing feeling insideeadto feel him close
to her, and the innocent awareness that only hddcbili the
emptiness that the aching void created.

She started half guiltily when the door was sudglpashed wide and
Jarret's stepfather stood in the aperture. Sheeddres had seen her
involuntary awakening, but his smile was gentlbasaid:

‘He's up, then?'



Helen nodded, her cheeks a little pink as she wadieay from the
mirror. 'He's having a bath.’

‘Praise be!' remarked Patrick Horton wryly. 'Yousthbave had a
good effect on him. Jarret and water have not lbesom allies for
days. Why don't you come downstairs and wait farhi'm sure he
won't evaporate in the steam.’

Helen hesitated. Then she agreed. 'All right.' dnesed. 'You didn't
mind my coming here, did you? | mean, Vincent sad wouldn't.’

Patrick Horton shook his head as they descendestairs, and then
led the way into a sunlit kitchen at the back & kdouse. 'l was only
too relieved when Vince said he knew you. Untilthd been at my
wits' end. | didn't know any Helen, you see.’

Helen nodded. 'I'm glad Vince phoned me. I've s eworried.’

Patrick arched his brows. 'You have? But | undextdince to say
that—well, that you're going to marry his brothsrthat true?"

'It was,' said Helen, rather shakily. 'Until | m#rret. and then |
wasn't sure any more.’

Patrick nodded, and she perched on the edge ¢hlihe as he filled
the ketde and put it on the gas stove. He seemésl dpmesticated,
moving about, setting out cups and saucers, tutmitiig@r into a dish,
and she wondered whether he missed his stepson ehstayed at
his own apartment.

‘Do you live here alone, Mr Horton?' she asked,whe turned to
look at her again, and he nodded.

‘Ever since Jarret's mother died, yes.'

Helen hesitated. 'Haven't you ever thought of mg¥in



‘Moving?' He frowned. 'Moving where?'

'Oh, well--' Helen was embarrassed. 'l only meauntt you ever
thought o—of getting a flat--'

—in an old people's home, you mean?' he exclairaed,she was
alarmed at his hostility. 'l don't need any wartiefook after me. |
have the phone, and good neighbours. That's akkdh

'‘Oh, of course, | only meant--' Helen broke offddme seemed to
realise he had been overly aggressive.

'l know, I know," he grumbled, taking out the cadatyg spooning the
tea into the pot. "You mean well. Jarret means.wédl's always
telling me | should let him get me a smaller plasgh a bigger
garden, but I'm quite happy here. This is my haanel, this is where
I'll stay.'

'Stubborn old cuss, isn't he?'

Jarret's amused voice came from the doorway, upéng their

exchange, and Helen looked eagerly towards hintldan denim

jeans and a matching shirt, half open down theddmxpanse of his
chest, he looked young and disturbingly attractordy the pouches
beneath his eyes, evidence of the nights he hau.dfelen's heart
hammered wildly at the realisation that he wanted Bhe wanted
him, too, but his stepfather's presence precludgawaertures on her
part, and she was obliged to look away.

'Helen and | have just been getting to know onetlearg Patrick
retorted, surveying his stepson with mildly appngyveyes. 'l| must
say you look a little more human, if still somewhdasipated.’



'He's always so honest,’ Jarret remarked dryly,im@racross to
where Helen was sitting and forcing her to acknogéehim. 'It's a
strong case of familiarity, and like you, he knawg weaknesses.'

Helen blushed, she couldn't help it, but when inigdrs slid between
hers, she let him pull her down off the table artd his arms.

''ve been waiting for this," he said, against havuth, and the
intimacy of that probing caress took her breathyawa

She didn't want to let him go and it was certaat te didn't want to
release her, but somehow he managed to scho@dtisrés and turn
back to face his stepfather when Patrick said:

‘Do you two want anything to eat? Or have you gwiugh there?"

Jarret grinned, albeit a little twistedly, and whils fingers tight about
Helen's wrist, he said: 'I'm going to take Helem fow lunch, Dad.
We—er—we need a little time alone together, butlweme back
later, if that's all right with you.'

Patrick grimaced, his eyes knowing. 'l thought nakdd beans
wouldn't be good enough for you,' he declared, whén Helen
started to protest, he only laughed. 'I'm teadaggie,' he exclaimed,
and seeing Jarret's amused £yes upon her, Helbseteahe had
been caught again.

They took the Alfa, with Jarret's lean length faldeehind the wheel,
and drove to the nearest delicatessen. Jarret ledeait for him,

and emerged fifteen minutes later with a long oflfrench bread,
some peaches and cheese, and a bottle of richined w

' "And thou beside me ... in the wilderness",' hetgd softly, as he
got back into the car, and Helen's heart flippdéeat as she met his
caressing gaze.



He took her out of London, into the Berkshire coysitle, where it
was still possible to find a quiet country lanethwa lush green
pasture and a tumbling stream at the bottom ofhe field was
already occupied by a herd of brown and white cewd Jarret
laughingly advised her to tread warily. But the itbocreatures paid
them no heed, and they found a shady corner betteatranches of
a spreading oak.

'Heaven!" sighed Helen, sinking down on to the gasd spreading
her arms to the vista of rolling countryside andeblblue sky, but
when Jarret repeated the word he was looking at her

‘Dear God, | love you,' he muttered, taking herefédetween his
hands, and then he lowered her back against thé&usbto cover her
mouth with his own.

Helen had no will to resist him, even had she wanmte Her bare
arms were around his neck and the imprisoning wesglhnis body
was all the stimulant she needed. She wanted Hiwof, l@m, and her
lips parted under his. Her blood seemed to be mgstiirough her
veins, making her acutely aware of the intimacyhair embrace,
inflaming her emotions and firing her hunger. Sbhdanger thought
about what she was doing. She was all feelingwalnan, and
Instinctively intuitive of exactly how to pleasaihi

'Helen ..." he groaned, as her fingers slid benkitishirt to spread
against the smooth flesh of his back. 'This isnft f'm trying to keep
my head, but you don't make it easy!

'‘Don't,)’ she murmured simply, caressing his hipsd ahis
unmistakable response made her arch her back teward

But even as Jarret's hand slid possessively alenghigh, he drew
back, dragging himself up and away from her, thngsstrong but
unsteady fingers into his hair at his temples.



‘Jarret..

Chilled by his withdrawal, Helen struggled on ta ka&ees to sit
staring at him with anxious eyes. What was wrong?yWad he
rejected her? Was it something she'd done? Shewvesome with
frustration at her own ignorance, and desperateh@ashould not
walk out on her again.

‘Jarret,' she persisted, touching his sleeveetlaton't you want me
any more? I don't expect any commitment from yibeHf you
want me--'

'If | want you?' he muttered, turning anguishedsdyeher direction.
‘You're all | do want, Helen. Now. Always.'

"Then--'

Jarret shook his head. 'l—I made a promise to rhyEkat if ever |
got the chance again, | wouldn't louse things upd Adon't intend
to.'

Helen gazed at him in bewilderment. 'l don't untdag ...'

‘Helen, listen to me!" Aimost against his willsgemed, he turned anc
took her hands, one in each of his. Then, compeligihe raised her
hands to his lips, saying nothing for several sdspjust burying his
face in her palms. When he had himself in commarwk anore he
went on: 'That night—the night all hell broke lop$e-oh God! |
wanted you, Helen. | was desperate, and when—wbenstarted
talking about marriage, | guess | lost controkdemed such a paltry
thing compared to the way | felt about you, ancahted you to want
me that way, too.’

'l did! | do!" exclaimed Helen impulsively, but lsgenced her with
his hand across her lips.



'l guess I've lived so long with people who domltecto make any
commitment to one another, who live for the day betdomorrow

take care of itself. | thought | could live thatw#oo, but from the
minute | laid eyes on you | knew that sooner cgrléitl have to make
the choice.’

"You don't have to say this, Jarret,” Helen exatginmploringly.
'Honestly. I—I don't care. | love you, and | want lle with you.
However long you want me.'

'‘And if that happens to be life?' he suggestedysoft
‘That's okay.'

‘Well, it's not okay for me," said Jarret huskilyou see, these last
days I've realised what it's like not having anydhon you, not
knowing from one minute to the next who you're with who's
mating passes at you. | don't think | can stand fttramuch longer.
Strange as it may seem, | want my ring on yourdimand all the
protection that brings with it. Besides,' his lipgitched, 'l want
children—your children and mine. And | don't want them growin
up not knowing who their father is.’

'Oh, Jarret!" Helen pressed her lips tightly togethAre—are you
sure?'

‘Sure I'm sure,' he groaned, releasing her handsédhk the scented
flesh of her upper arms. 'You ask Paddy. He's nesen me like this
before. Pray God he never will again!

Helen shook her head. 'l can't believe this ..

‘You'd better believe it. As soon as this booknsshed, we're going
to the States, and then how does Hawaii sound t? yeor our
honeymoon, | mean?’



'It sounds like paradise,' she confessed helpleasly he permitted
himself to touch her shoulder with his tongue.

'Good." With an obvious effort, he released her anded to the
carrier of food he had dropped beside him. 'Now,yau hungry?'

'Only for you,' she breathed, taking the breadajthis hands and
winding herself closely against him. 'Jarret, |&han ache—just here.
Is there nothing you can do about it?'

'‘Helen ..." His voice was thick with protest, bet Imouth parting his
was more than he could resist. He bore her backstgtne lush
blades of grass, crushing her beneath him ancdhdetier feel the
thrusting urgency of his body. Her limbs yieldedhis, inviting his
invasion, and Jarret's senses swam.

‘Are you sure?' he said once, as her hands slighhe from his
shoulders, and she nodded eagerly.

'Please,' she whispered, and with a hunger eveauid not disguise,
he took what was undeniably his.

She had not really known what she was inviting.eké& descriptive
narratives had still left chapters unexplored, &ed own limited
knowledge had prepared her to be disappointedaat the first time.
But it wasn't like that at all. The pain she hatiaymated was swiftly
absorbed by the intense physical pleasure of lEsgssion, and soon
only sweetness remained and an urgent wild abaneiotnith his
mouth exploring her ears and neck, returning agathagain to the
moist parting of hers, she felt on fire with emasshe had not even
known existed, twisting sensuously beneath him,inpvevery
movement of his powerful body.

When the release came, it was like a huge explasideeling, that
ran down through her legs and arms, to every extyevhher body,



leaving only weakness and satisfaction, and a wawaet lethargy.
Her arms were around his neck, her limbs mouldedigpand his
tender caress was like the calm after the storm.

'‘Did | hurt you?' he whispered, reluctant to moway and her lips
parted in a soft smile.

'You—you pleased me,' she said shyly. 'And | dacite any more.’

You will," he told her huskily, and his mouth falhers again before
he rolled away from her.

They, lay in the soft grass, sharing the bread waite, Helen
breaking off juicy slices of peach to drop into msuth.

‘We must do this again,' she teased, hovering above and he
crushed her down to him once more.

'And what if someone should come?' he breathedydsst her
breasts, but she only sighed.

'‘No one will," she declared with surety. 'Thisus own private place,
and--'

'‘And?'
—and | love you, Jarret. So very much.’

It was hours before they eventually returned todde both sleepy
and satiated with lovemaking, all the hollows irdmoeit from Helen's
face, and even tired, Jarret managed to look datvagly attractive.

‘What happened to your car?' Helen asked, snuggprtg him as he
reversed the Alfa, and Jarret smiled.



‘Margot returned it,’ he conceded. 'Yesterday, algtuOnce she
realised | wasn't about to go looking for it. Skeelher chauffeur
return it to the garage below the apartments whéve.' He shook
his head. 'l saw the commissionaire when | wenk haget Some
clothes. He told me.'

‘Thank goodness!" Helen was relieved. 'Why did @éstroy your
typewriter anyway?'

'‘Can't you guess?' Jarret glanced at her. 'Sheediésw | felt about
you, and when | told her | hoped to take you to Nemk with me ...

Helen shook her head, running a probing fingerglaus thigh. 'And
what can you do about the machine?’

‘Get it fixed, | guess. Fortunately, I've got a jgleuof others," he
replied, stopping her teasing finger from reachitsy objective.
'Honey, give me a chance! I've got to drive thiadlH

‘But you're coming back to King's Green, aren't3ou

'I'm going to buy King's Green,' he told her gendigd she lifted her
head to gaze at him in amazement.

'You are?'

'Of course. I've worked so much better since | lashdon, and
besides, | like the idea of keeping it in the famil

'Oh, Jarret...'

Helen pressed a moist kiss against his cheek, andrhed his head
to find her mouth with his. 'Now, behave,' he mugtk forcing his
concentration back to the road. 'l wonder how daan get a special
licence. | have no intention of sleeping alone wivergo to tell your



mother thenews. And somehow | don't think she'dramp of
anything else, do you?'

Helen frowned. 'l wonder what I'll do about the gPo

Jarret shrugged. 'Let Karen handle it. You canmngtaur interest, if
you want to. Just so long as | have first call oantime.'

Helen smiled. 'You'll always have that,' she whisdeand his eyes
softened dramatically.

‘I'm sorry...'

'For what?' She was puzzled.

‘For—well, for wasting so much time," he muttered.
‘Three days?'

'It's seemed like three years,' he protested fgglirfiThen, as the
atmosphere became more intense, he deliberatdlietigd it. ‘Do
you think you could bear to eat fish and chipsdopper? They're
Paddy's favourite, and we did promise to go back.'

'‘Can | stay?' she asked anxiously, half alarmethiaanight send her
to an hotel, but his low growl was humorous.

'Did you think | was going to let you out of my Bi§' he demanded.
‘Mind you, it is only a single bed...’

‘Too big, you mean?' murmured Helen huskily, arsdanofile relied
into a smile of intense satisfaction.



