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Even brilliant plans have a habit of backfiring...

Paula's well-intentioned sister was spearheadimgpaous campaign
to, as she put it, pull Paula out of her shell aradry her off. And she
refused to allow Paula's resistance to deter ben frer goal.

Matthew Stratton, the new senator from Marylandysathized with
Paula. He, too, had not completely recovered fitoendss of a mate
and was tired of dodging the matchmaking power $plaf
Washington's political hostesses.

So they joined forces and planned a brilliant dgfemthat convinced
everyone--even Washington's gossip columnists-ttieatd become
an item....



CHAPTER ONE

PAULA stood patiently in the receiving line wonderingceragain

why she allowed her sister to talk her into attegdihese dreary
affairs. The line inched slowly forward, each ohée three hundred
or so people at the gala reception anxious to shakds with the new
senator from Maryland.

After the tasteless meal there had been speedcitesstmed to drone
on for hours. As usual, Paula paid no attentiowlio was speaking
or what was said. Through long practice, she hddhma the ability
to tune herself out of these political functionsatbne art.

She felt David's arm come around her waist nowirmuher towards
him. She flinched, stiffened and gave him a switfrown. The arm
dropped away.

'For God's sake, Paula,' he muttered under highraat wasn't a
pass. Relax.'

'I'm perfectly relaxed,' she said coolly, 'so laagryou keep your
hands to yourself.'

David raised his light blue eyes heavenward in paesgion. Paula
knew he was fighting anger. His masculine ego wasséd by her
rejection. She didn't care. She'd made it perfgdtin to David in a
hundred ways that she didn't want to be touchetthidd way, at any
rate.

He was shaking his blond head now, smiling, hisriaic good nature
and sunny disposition winning out over resentméhtearebuff.

'l don't know why | put up with you,' he said in.t@e of mock
resignation.



'Of course you do, David.' Her voice was brisk.riysaet bullies you
into it.'

He laughed. It was true, Paula thought, movingrasteps forward in
line, and David knew it as well as she did. Hettesisvielded
Immense power in Washington's social world, noydidcause she
was the wife of one of the President's top aideshead seemingly
unlimited money to spend, but through the force hefr own
personality.

‘There's some truth to that," David admitted rdgftiYour sister is a
formidable woman. Why she isn't president beats me.

'Oh, give her time," Paula countered drily. 'Sha$y thirty-six,
barely over the minimum age to qualify.'

‘Speak of the devil,’ David murmured. 'Brace yolfi'se

They had almost reached the head of the line, mod,Paula could
see Margaret's flaming red head, hear the stritightpitched voice
as she greeted the people in front of them.

At last, Paula said to herself with a sigh. Shda&go home soon. She
hadn't wanted to come at all, but as usual, Matdeaé overridden
her feeble objections. Her sister had energeticathpbarked on a
rigorous campaign six months ago to, as she ppuit,Paula out of
her gloomy shell, and once Margaret made up hed toisomething,
she was irresistible.

Ten years older than Paula, she had been mora kleeond mother
to her when their own mother died. They were afeht as two

women could possibly be, Paula thought now ashhepshazel eyes
fastened on her. Margaret was every inch the suglyeaconfident

extrovert with her easy, outgoing manner, whilel®amore intense
and reserved by nature, had withdrawn even mor@ et own

private world after Richard's death.



‘There you are, darling,' Margaret shrieked at &grthough she had
half-expected her to vanish as soon as her backtuvaed. 'And
David. How nice. What a handsome couple you make.'

Paula sighed. Margaret acted as though she anddDaere
romantically involved and that Margaret herselfiiibdngineered the
whole thing. Poor David. As a very junior congreasmfrom
Massachusetts, he couldn't very well refuse torbsged into service
as her escort when Margaret commanded.

‘Now, there's going to be dancing later in therbalh,’ Margaret
went on. 'You'll be at our table.' Before Paul&gction could reach
her ears, Margaret had turned to David. "Yal see to it that she
stays, won't you, David?' Her tone was firm.

'Of course,' David murmured.

‘Now,' Margaret said, turning to her husband, ‘Nl will introduce
you to Senator Stratton.'

She dismissed them with a look, her bright smile fesstened on the
people behind them in line, her hand outstretchegteeting.

'Hello, William,' Paula said, smiling up at her threr-in-law.

He was a big bear of a man, heavy-set, red- fagithl,a shiny bald
head fringed with grey, and one of the kindest fiRanla had ever
known. He obviously adored his vibrant red-headeéf@ wnd had
been almost like a father to Paula.

'‘Paula, my dear." She lifted her face for his wamotherly peck.
'‘How nice to see you. And David,' he added, shakegds with the
younger, man. 'l'd like you both to meet Senatoat&in.’

Paula glanced at the tall man standing beside ailliHe was still
speaking to the people ahead of them; and his luzakl was turned



slightly away so that his face was in profile. Tigbout the dinner
and the speeches, Paula hadn't paid any attemtibimt. She and

David had sat at the back, far from the head taild,she had only a
dim recollection of a tall man with a deep voiceigg one more

boring speech.

Now, really looking at him for the first time, Paurew in her breath
sharply. He was so much like Richard that for a moint could have
been her dead husband standing there before hen. Adnturned to
face her, and the illusion was shattered. The Wwas darker than
Richard's, coarse and crisp instead of smooth dig the features
more prominent, the expression more forbiddinghBid had been a
handsome man, a beautiful man, Paula had oftengkitpwvith
melting brown eyes and a warm friendly smile thatl it up the
world for her.

This man's face looked as though it had been carnvginite. There
was only the shadow of a polite smile on the thiaight lips, and all
resemblance to Richard vanished completely whenasiieed into
those stony grey eyes.

‘My sister-in-law, Paula Waring,' she heard Williaay to him now,
as if from an immense distance. '‘And David Wyatly qunior
congressman from Massachusetts. Senator Matthedstr

Paula held out a hand stiffly, touched his briethen withdrew it.

'‘Mrs Waring," he murmured, giving her a brief cabdnce, then

turning to David. Paula smiled politely at him, mured a greeting
and moved on. She was filled with a vague resertttogvards this

aloof stranger. Because he wasn't Richard, she @veddor because
of his unfriendly manner?

As David guided her through the crush of peopleatwls the
ballroom of the hotel, she forgot all about Sendbtratton and
wondered how soon she could slip away without rmglldown



Margaret's wrath. They had been near the end ofettwving line,
and already she could hear the orchestra playitigeitvallroom and
see that several couples were out on the flooridgnc

The waiter led them to William's table, placed proently at the very
edge of the dance floor. It was a table for eiffaiyla noticed, but no
one else was sitting there.

'‘Would you care to dance?' David asked.

'‘No, thanks, David. Not right now.'

He seated her at the table. 'How about a drink?"
She nodded. 'All right. Campari and soda, please.’

David gave their order to the hovering waiter aatd down beside
her. 'Well, what did you think of our new senatdr®'asked.

She shrugged. 'Not much. He doesn't have a venmtiliting
personality. | wonder how he ever got elected.’

David laughed. 'Oh, he's Maryland's great whitegh@omes from a
prominent family there with money in the background

Paula smiled. David's own family had settled in Néwgland before
the Revolutionary War and by all accounts owned thal State.

Their drinks arrived then and David signed for them

*You mean he bought his way into the Senate?' Resldad over her
drink.

'Oh, no,' David assured her hurriedly. 'Nothingelithat. He was
involved in State politics for a number of yeansd avhile he doesn't
have a politician's typical gladhanding manners lee'sound man,



quite capable, and, | hear, immensely popular is biwvn
constituency.'

'I'll take your word for it,' Paula said drily. Tlsebject bored her. All
she had on her mind was how soon she could deagettigway.

'Oh, oh,' David said in a low voice. 'l see youstesi and her party
bearing down on us. If you don't want another legtusuggest you
make the supreme sacrifice and dance just oncemnagthThen you
can safely leave.' His tone was faintly mocking.

Paula gave him a swift look and frowned. He madesbend rude,
almost boorish.

'‘David ..."' she began.
He stood up abruptly and held out a hand. 'Comie on.

They danced sedately to the old-fashioned dancecmiiswas a
conservative crowd, predominantly middle-aged. Howie
government came late in life as a raed this gathering included
many of the more prominent figures in Washingtopditical
hierarchy.

Paula was grateful to see that David was contetgep a small space
between them as they danced. On the first occddmnmgaret had
pressed him into service as her escort, he hadeptashis body
against hers when they danced and made passessatersistently,
that finally Paula had threatened to take a cabehama never go out
with him again.

His ego could take it, she thought now, glancingaupim. He was
considered a prime catch in a city where women wubered men
almost two to one, and had been spoiled by Washirsyisociety
hostesses from the day he set foot in the natzapgal. Not only



were his blond good looks appealing, but the mandyis family's
background was a powerful attraction.

‘You look lovely, as always, Paula,’ he said tor@wr as he caught
her smile and held it. 'That dress suits you. Wdtyou call the
colour? It just matches your eyes.'

‘Thank you, David." Her voice was cool. 'l haventlue what the
colour is. Blue-green, | guess.'

‘That sounds so pedestrian,’ he objected, 'espyetmal a fashion
illustrator. It must have a more romantic name thneat.'

She laughed. 'If there is one, the store hasd't@ about it. Maybe |
can create one myself. How about aquamarine?ti$athey enough?’

David's blue eyes were warm. 'You're beautiful wiyen smile,
Paula. You should do it more often." He reachedaupand and
touched her smooth black hair, brushing away tlsynéringe that
fell across her forehead.

Immediately she stiffened. The smile vanished, addtermined lift
of her chin warned David that he was on the verfgerassing her
carefully erected boundaries.

At that moment the music stopped. David droppedhhizds to his
sides, and Paula took a short step back from hiray Tvalked back
to the table in silence, David's hand lightly holglher elbow.

The table was full by now. Margaret was holdingrt@i one end,
and William was deep ip conversation with Senatmat®n and a
man from the Justice Department at the other.

‘There you are," Margaret called to her. 'l wasidfryou'd gone
home.' Her voice was accusing.



'‘No, Margaret,' Paula replied wearily, as Davidegder next to her
sister. 'As you can see, I'm still here. David &hdve been dancing.
Surely | get high marks for that.'

Margaret darted her a suspicious look, then briggde 'That's
wonderful." She turned to the beautiful blonde wora& her other
side. "You know Michele Lathrop, don't you, Paula?’

'Of course. How are you Michele?' Paula knew hemremby
reputation than personal friendship. A thirtyishalcee whose father
was a power in the State Department, her name éaa Imked with
every prominent eligible man in Washington at anetor another.

Paula surmised that she must be with Senator @tratihce Margaret
went on to introduce the other woman at the tabl&les Pittinger,
whose husband was talking to William and the senato

The music started up again, and Mr and Mrs Pittimgeved out on
to the floor. Then David asked Michele to dancel Baula sighed
with relief. Michele Lathrop was far more Davidigocof tea than she
was.

She saw David's arms come around the tall blonde,palm flat
against her bare back, pulling her closely to iMithele seemed to
melt against him, her hands meeting at the backi®fneck, a
provocative smile on her wide mouth as she-gazeat pm.

‘Jealous, darling?' Margaret asked.

Paula's eyes widened and she turned to give her ais incredulous
look. 'Of David? You must be joking.'

Margaret forced a bitter smile and sighed. 'Of seul forgot myself
for a moment.' She leaned towards Paula and mdit&#hat does it
take, sister dear, to interest you in a man?"



'‘Margaret, will you please give it up?' Paula pkxhavith her. 'How
can | convince you that | simpban‘tget interested in a man?'

'You mean you don't want to," Margaret accusedu Mfuse.'

'‘Well?' Paula spread her arms. 'What's the dift@@rCan't or won't,
it amounts to the same thing.’

William and Senator Stratton had risen to theirt faew, duty
winning out over their absorption in their convéi@a and stood
over the two women. Paula hoped they hadn't ovedhdargaret's
tart comments.

‘Mrs Chandler,' the tall dark man was saying toddaet, 'Would you
care to dance?'

Margaret looked up at him. 'Oh, | don't think seartk you. My
arthritis is acting up. Why don't you dance withuRa&'

Paula could have murdered her on the spot. Amhritndeed!
Margaret hadn't had an ache or a pain or a d&yésd in her life. The
germs wouldn't dare. She glanced up ruefully ab&erStratton and
opened her mouth to refuse, but by now he had edassher side of
the table and was holding out a hand to her.

There was nothing for it but to give in gracefulijpe thought as she
took his hand and rose to her feet. She wondettadsitall dark man

had six hands she'd have to parry. He looked tpe, tyhe thought,
cool, confident, aware of his good looks.

She needn't have worried. He held her loosely,omtthvarmth, and
seemed vaguely preoccupied, not even making ampgtite strike up
a conversation. More than that, she thought as toeyinued to
dance in silence, he seemed to be as bored as ateDamn
Margaret, she thought, for foisting me off on tlm®@pman.



'I'm sorry,' she said stiffly at last.

He jerked his attention back to her, frowning dliigh'l beg your
pardon?'

'l said | was sorry,’ she repeated more loudly.olbMargaret
pushing you into dancing with me. She's inclinedhamipulate.’

A fleeting smile crossed the hard features. 'Ye® hoticed. It's
probably what makes her such a successful hosgmsetimes
people need manipulating.'

‘You might be right,' she agreed, surprised aphiseptiveness, 'but
it gets a little wearying when you're related to.'he

He nodded gravely. 'l can imagine. | couldn't letprhearing the tail
end of your - conversation.'

Paula reddened. 'Margaret never lets up,’ she raditdorribly
embarrassed.

He shrugged. 'l know the feeling. I'm a victim bétsame kind of
thing myself.'

She gave him a sharp look. Was this a new appro&gely?' she
asked dubiously.

He nodded. 'I've found the best way to handle tbigist go along
with it. There's no harm in it, and you meet sonteresting people.’

Paula thought this over as they finished the dardeanight be right.
Certainly it did no good to fight it. Margaret was determined to
matchmake as Paula was to resist it. Perhaps dkistance only
whetted his sister's appetite.



She wondered why Matthew Stratton had found it ssmey to learn
to deal with matchmaking attempts. Was he just aficoed
bachelor? A womaniser who wanted his freedom tg hla field?

Somehow she doubted that. She'd never danced witlarawho
seemed so unaware of her as a woman. He coulditiedna plaster
mannequin for all the response she evoked in hinad during their
short conversation, there had been no hint of ngagsinuendo or
flirting in his tone.

Perhaps he only likes blondes, she thought, aschkdr back to the
table and seated her next to David. She watcheddganover to

Michele and lean down to ask her to dance. Whengtirgeous

blonde smiled seductively up at him, rose to het &nd put an arm
intimately through his, Paula saw that his expmssemained the
same; serious, remote, indifferent.

Later, dancing with William, she saw them on thaaafloor. They

made a striking couple, she thought, he so talldamkl, she so blonde
and fair. Her hands were linked around his nec#,Reawula could see
that she was pressing herself up against him. Bvenich intimate

contact, however, the dark grey eyes were coldwhisle bearing

detached and remote.

He seemed to be preoccupied, his mind a millioresndway, and
Paula couldn't help wondering what it was, whatemnbsession
filled his mind so completely that he could quitesidy resist the
charms of the beautiful woman who seemed to beinffderself to
him on a plate.

When the telephone rang early the next morninglaBaew before
she answered it that it would be Margaret calliigt only was she
expecting a dressing down from her sister, bufpth@ne seemed to



have a special ring to it when Margaret calledillshisomehow, and
more insistent.

‘Well," came the imperious voice, 'what have you @osay for
yourself?'

'‘Margaret, I'm trying to get some work done. I'a¢ g deadline on
these illustrations and have to get them to thespayper before noon
today.'

'‘Oh, bother the drawings. What did you mean sneakiat last
night?'

‘That's easy for you to say,’ Paula countered, riggothe last
guestion on the frail hope that the best defence avgood offence.
‘You sit out there in Virginia in the lap of luxymyhile | have to slave
away earning a living.'

'You wouldn't have to earn a living if you'd justgnarried again,’
was the tart reply. 'Now, answer my question.'

Paula sighed and glanced out the window at thestashing against
the glass panes. She'd have to come up with a gasder or
Margaret would never let her get back to work.

'l wasn't feeling well,' she said weakly. It wagedally a lie. She'd
been sleeping badly for months and barely pickdeeatood.

'l knew it, | knew it,' came her sister's triumphary. 'I've been after
you for weeks to go to a doctor. You look terrib¥au're way too
thin, and have no colour at all.'

‘Thanks a lot. You're making me feel much bettelort't care how |
look anyway.' Tears threatened, and she swallowstly, blinking
them back.



There was silence on the line while Paula collebedelf. Margaret
was obviously chewing over her last remarks.

'‘Paula,’ she said at last in a softer tone, 'l went to make an
appointment to see Dr Banks today. I'm worried alyou. You've
got to snap out of it. Richard's been dead almgsia, now, and. ...’

'l don't want to talk about that," Paula interrabfiemly.

Margaret sighed dramatically. 'All right. Have iowyr way.' She
paused, then went on in a brisk voice. 'Will yoll &a Banks, or
shall I do it for you?"

Paula knew she was quite capable of forcing tHdifaomily doctor to
come in person to the apartment, and decidedttivatuld be simpler
for everyone if she agreed.

‘All right. I'll call tomorrow.'
‘Today!" came the firm rejoinder.

‘Today,"' Paula agreed, just to get rid of her. Shwly had to get to
work. She found it hard enough to concentrate hwnton on
fashion drawings in her depressed state withouinigato contend
with Margaret.

'‘What did you think of Matthew Stratton?' Margaestked in an
elaborately casual tone.

'l didn't think anything about him. Why should 1?'
'‘No reason. | just thought you and he had a lecbmmon.’

Oh, no, Paula groaned inwardly, not more matchngak{dh?' came
the guarded reply. 'In what way?"'



‘Just that he's as slippery as you are. Mamie BurcBaltimore,
knows him and his family quite well. She told mewes a widower
who didn't go out much, but seemed to like blontdegnt to a great
deal of trouble to get Michele Lathrop for him lasght, and he
ducked out not long after you vanished.' Her vdiesnbled with
indignation. 'David very kindly offered to take Hesme.'

'‘Well, that worked out all right, then.' Paula wafnitely bored with
the conversation and only wanted to get to work.

'‘No, it didn't,’ Margaret snapped. "You know | wethDavid for you.'

'‘Well, Michele is welcome to him. She's more hipetythan | am
anyway. Listen, Margaret, I've got to get to worklk to you later.'

Paula hung up the telephone and sat at her deskgstaut at the rain
for several minutes, realising it would soon be &lober; a dreary
month in Washington, and that it would get worseorsthe ice and
snow would appear.

A familiar wave of depression began to creep imsidhy through her.
It would be her first winter without Richard, anaesdidn't think she
could bear it. She had always hated the cold, tloet slays, the icy
streets and bitter winds off the Potomac. Only Ridls sunny smile
and laughing dark eyes, so full of love, had madelerable.

The apartment they had shared during their shorriage still
seemed to be full of him. She still listened fag fuotstep in the hall,
the turn of his key in the lock, his cheerful voaaling her name.

Oh, Richard, she thought, as the tears welled afocontrol, why
did you leave me? She put her head down on the aledksobbed
brokenly.

When it was over, she felt a little calmer, butigea of the small
energy she had. | can't go on like this, she thbuglan't work. | can



barely function. For the first time, she felt aghrdf serious alarm at
her condition.

She thought of her promise to Margaret to see DkBaAs usual,
her sister was right. She made herself look umtimeber, and slowly
dialled.

'‘Well, you're healthy enough,’ Dr Banks said attes thorough
examination was over. 'Just a little run down.'

It had been a week before she could get in to segamd now, after
being poked and jabbed and stuck with an assortafidong needles,
it was only to hear what she already knew. Of c®wise was run
down, she thought irritably. Who wouldn't be?

Dr Banks gave her a long appraising look over ¢ipedf his rimless
glasses. 'How long has Richard been gone, nowafaul

‘Almost a year,' was the curt reply. She met hizegsonily.
‘A boating accident, wasn't it?'
'Yes,' she said shortly. 'On Chesapeake Bay.'

He shook his head. Terrible thing. A fine young mda worked for
your sister's husband, didn't he?’

Paula nodded and shifted uncomfortably in her cBagin't he realise
how she hated to discuss it? She half rose to leave

‘Well, if that's all ..." she began.

'‘No,' he said sharply. 'That isn't all. Sit dov@tartled by his tone, she
obeyed. 'You know you can't go on like this, Pauie, said in a
kinder voice. 'I'm going to give you a prescriptidtie scribbled on a
pad, tore off a sheet and handed it to her. 'Jtesthins and minerals.



And | want you to get some exercise. Do you jog&yREnnis?
Swim?'

Paula shook her head slowly at each question.

Then she remembered. 'There is a swimming pobtlarbasement of
the apartment block. | just never thought to use it

‘Well, | think you'd better start.'" He stood upotMI be all right.
You're a healthy girl. How old are you?' He glanckxvn at her
chart. "Twenty- six?' She nodded. 'Just a girlsdid cheerfully. 'Too
young to grieve like this. You have your whole lifieead of you.'

No, I don't, she thought as she thanked him pglaat walked out of
the office. No one seemed to understand, and shee tined of
explaining that for all intents and purposes, lifer énded the day
Richard's body was recovered from that stormy sea.

Even so, she thought, as she let herself into heorg&town
apartment an hour later, Margaret and Dr Banksahpdint. She no
longer actively wanted to die. Killing herself wdube a poor tribute
to Richard and the life they'd had together. Sheetbago on living,

make some kind of life for herself, make more ofeffort, if for no

other reason than that Margaret would then perlstgs worrying

about her.

She'd had the prescription filled on her way home @ow dutifully
went into the kitchen to wash down one of the dligabrown
capsules with water. And tomorrow morning, she psaah herself,
I'll start swimming.



CHAPTER TWO

PAULA hadn't been down to the Olympic-sized pool inliksement
of the building since the manager had shown itiowhen they first
got the apartment two years ago. Richard had asedasionally, but
Paula had never been athletic.

She wasn't even quite sure how to get to it, shésezl the next
morning when she got off the elevator at the bas¢megel and was
immediately faced with a maze of corridors leadmthree different
directions. Since she had trouble sleeping anywshg,had decided
the best time for her prescribed swim would beasotock in the
morning. At that ungodly hour, she reasoned, shaldvmost likely
have the pool to herself.

Finally, she chose a corridor and was relievede® & sign a short
way down indicating the direction of the pool. lasveerily silent in

the long narrow hallway, with only her footstepd@og on the

concrete floor and the distant hum of a generatéuroace.

She came to a heavy metal door, painted the salhoevyas the solid
brick walls, with a sign on it. Pool Area. She pdllit open and
stepped into a damp cavernous room, well-heatedJight green
water of the large pool shimmering under the dghts set high on
the ceiling.

She also saw that there was someone in the paalitary figure
swimming noiselessly up and down with slow, powksttokes. Her
heart sank. She had hoped to be alone. She stw@rly at a
canvas chair on the wide concrete apron- debatheg W do.

It was a very large pool, she thought. The lonarswer, obviously
masculine, was close to one edge. If she swam df@ngpposite side
from him there was no reason why she would evene hiav
acknowledge his presence.



She slipped off her short white towelling robe aaid it over the
chair, still not sure what she should do. If slierlew and came back
later, chances were there would be even more people

Finally, she stepped out of her rubber-soled sandad moved
cautiously to the edge of the pool. She kept hes @yerted from the
other swimmer on the principle that if she pretehde wasn't there
he would ignore her, too.

She dipped one toe in the water. It was just tijat temperature, not
quite lukewarm. Still she hesitated. Then she heardudden

splashing noise from the opposite side. Startled,gdanced over to
see a tall, tanned masculine form heaving itsetf aiuthe water.

Before she could turn away, their eyes met briaibd she was
horrified to recognise Senator Matthew Strattomditag not twenty

feet away from her.

A slow flush began to spread through her. She hadnited to see
anyone, much less someone she knew. Not only wasarstious to
avoid conversation, but earlier she had been aapatihow the once
snug two-piece bathing suit hung on her since stieldst so much
weight.

'‘What—what are you doing here?' she blurted odastt Had he
followed her? she thought wildly. Had Margaret dan?

Still panting slightly from exertion, he reached &towel, ran it over
his face and head briefly, then draped it arouschkck.

'l live here,' he calmly replied. He took a stewadaods her, frowning,
and she shrank back. Then she saw recognition dgvimithe hard
grey eyes. 'You're William Chandler's sister," &iel it last.

‘Sister-in-law,' she corrected feebly. The sight aiif that bare
masculine flesh unsettled her.



He was a powerfully built man, long and lean, vatemooth, tanned
chest. The water-soaked black bathing trunks hangan his spare
frame, clinging damply to his hips and thighs.

‘Yes,' he said. 'Paula. The matchmaker's sistex ey€s narrowed at
her. "You live here, too?'

All of a sudden it dawned on her thegwas suspicious dfer\It was
almost funny. Damn Margaret and her machinatiorslvikivas she
going to explain to this man that she had no desomnhim?

'Yes. Of course | do,' she replied. 'I've livedenéor two years.'
Somehow she felt obliged to assert her right tthbee.

'‘But you've only just begun to swim in the pookine the dry
observation.

'l didn't think anyone would be here this earllgg £xplained tartly.

He gave her a curt nod and slowly began walkingyaft@m her
towards the men's locker room. 'There isn't usydlly said over his
shoulder. That's why | come at this time.'

When he was gone, Paula stood for several momethe &dge of
the pool trembling with anger and mortificatiorite# man's rudeness.
Who did he think he was? Did he automatically asstnat every
woman who came within a mile of him was out to tram? A
typical, arrogant male reaction, she thought bytterhey all think
they're God's gift to women. She turned and dived the water,
more to cool her anger than anything else, andiullytswam the ten
lengths she had resolved upon. By the time shethwaagh, she felt
better. Matthew Stratton would be long gone by nawd as she dried
herself and pulled on her robe, the whole affaid haken on a
humorous aspect in her mind.



Later that morning, as she worked on her drawiRgsila thought
over the strange early morning encounter. The nsbie thought
about it, the funnier it seemed.

It was clear that the cold, withdrawn senator wadnte avoid
emotional involvements as much as she did. At leatst her, she
added wryly. Then she remembered how he had hedgehii so aloof
from the seductive Michele Lathrop at the dancerdfie reception
for him two weeks ago.

She wondered idly what he was running from. Marghagl said he
wasn't married. Well, what difference did it mak8Re'd simply
swim at a different time. Noon, she decided, aneeha late lunch.
That way she wouldn't have to bump into Senatotivat Stratton at
all.

‘Well, I must say,’ Margaret commented, 'that | seaecided
improvement in your looks.'

It was two weeks later, and Paula had stuck todxercise and
vitamins religiously. She had to admit that heregpip had improved,
and she was sleeping the night through at last.

Margaret was arranging flowers, hothouse lilies"amdes, in the
large, gracefully proportioned living room of thé&hdler home in
Virginia in preparation for what she called a 'dnatimate’ dinner
party. That was Margaret's euphemistic phrase fdeast twenty
people, and Paula had driven out from Washingtoly é&ahelp her,
planning to spend the night.

'I'm feeling much better,' she responded now. '‘Bwwant to put out
the cold canapes now, or shall we wait until tihgt fjuests arrive?"



'Oh, it's almost six," Margaret said. 'Might as wsdt them down
now."' She gave her sister an appraising look. 'Wisatdid Dr Banks
say?'

‘Nothing. No dread diseases. Just that | wadaith down. He gave
me some potent vitamins and told me to get morecesee’

‘And are you?' Margaret asked sharply. 'Exercising?

Paula set down the silver tray of canapes on tivenharble-topped
table in front of the fireplace. 'Yes, sister deam swimming
religiously every day. | go down at noon. It's sotcrowded then.’

'‘Well, as | say, you do look better. You've evemegd a little weight,
although | must say that dress doesn't do mucidor For a fashion
illustrator, you're not the best advertisementyfmur product.'

Paula glanced down at her black dress. It was &aosyold and still a
little large for her. The dress itself was a hesilk/crepe with a round
scooped neckline and little cap sleeves. She hatutaged the
loose fit with a short white satin jacket, heavigaded with black
paillettes.

'‘What's wrong with it?' she asked defensively.

'Oh, nothing," Margaret retorted drily. 'Exceptttiiadoesn't fit you
and.. .'

'‘Anybody home?' came a loud voice from the frorif; ingterrupting
Margaret's carping monologue.

Thank God, Paula breathed to herself. William. &imeed to greet
her brother-in-law, but the smile on her face fadé&&n she saw that
Matthew Stratton was directly behind him, half adealler, and

staring at her now with knowing grey eyes thattglihwith sudden,

irritated comprehension.



Paula was so angry she could barely contain hefSled set her jaw
in a firm line, clenched her fists at her sides gladed at her sister.
Margaret met her glance briefly, then turned quicklvay and
walked towards the two men.

'Hello, darling,' she said to her husband, peckimg briefly on the
cheek. 'And Senator Stratton. How nice that you ecamt with

William. No sense bringing two cars. | hope you spand the night.
We have lots of room.’

Paula watched as the tall man's eyebrows liftggh#}i. 'That was the
understanding,' he murmured. He gave William a tjugiag look.

'Yes,' Margaret burbled on, 'and then you can dibaek to
Washington late tomorrow with Paula.' She gavedmer a bright
smile. 'We can all spend the day together.’

Oh, no, Paula thought, as the pieces of Margarlkarsfell into place
in her head. Not this time, sister dear. You've amassed me once
too often with your matchmaking, and I've been pobte to resist.
This time you can wriggle out of it yourself.

'I'm afraid not,’ she said firmly. 'I'm driving datonight.'
'Oh, but you can't,’ Margaret protested.
‘Yes | can,' Paula replied calmly.

There was an uncomfortable silence then, but Phodal her ground.
Margaret has bullied me for the last time, she \ahvaad if her guest
is offended, she can deal with it herself.

Then she heard Matthew Stratton's voice cut in@® ghllness.
‘There's no problem,' he said smoothly. He turme@illiam, who
stood red- faced beside him. 'You said somethingutalan early



morning meeting at the State Department. I'll gestup early and go
along wrth you.'

'Well, uh, of course,’ William said with forced htaess. 'That'll be
fine.' He shot his wife a hangdog look.

Margaret opened her mouth to protest, but Paulestalied her.
‘That's all settled, then," she said with finalltyl. just go see to the
rest of the canapes.’

Soon the other guests began trickling in, and byithe they were all
gathered together over drinks in front of the noguire, it was clear
to Paula that even Margaret had outdone hersdifass this time.
There were only six other guests, three marrieglesuwho lived
nearby. Paula knew them well. She and Matthew tStratere the
only unattached people there.

She did her best to avoid him throughout the calcktaur without

being actually rude to him, and was grateful to #ed he was
avoiding her as well. She did notice, glancing iat from time to

time, that he was downing martinis at an alarmatg,rbut when they
sat down to dinner at the long dining table, hensxk to be in
complete control of himself. If anything, he wadeger and more
withdrawn than she remembered him from their twevmus

encounters at the reception and the swimming pool.

Naturally, Paula thought wryly, as she spread lagkim on her lap,
Margaret had seated them next to each other a¢difrust her sister
to do the obvious. She couldn't continue to igrione at such close
guarters, she decided, but she could set him btrargce and for all.

He was silent throughout dinner, eating little ateladily drinking
wine. He answered politely when any of the othessisl spoke to
him, but seemed to be off in a world of his owrs, Yice automatic,
expressionless.



Finally, when the others were involved in a heatisdussion of the
situation in the Middle East, always a hot topi¥\&shington parties,
she turned to him and spoke.

‘Senator Stratton.' He was staring off into spase&nsibly listening

to the others' conversation, but from the blankesgion in the steely
eyes, Paula could see that his mind was miles av@&snator

Stratton," she repeated in a louder tone.

Slowly he turned to her and gradually focused ttey @yes on hers.
‘Matthew,' he said. 'My name is Matthew.'

Was he drunk? Paula wondered. He seemed in carfitnoinself. He
was obviously a very controlled man in any casd, tae amount of
liguor he had consumed only seemed to emphasisather stern
remote quality she had noticed in him before.

Keeping her voice low so that the others Wouldedrhand leaning
towards him slightly, she said, 'l want to apoledisr my sister.’

The cold grey eyes looked directly into hers fonament, and one
dark eyebrow quirked up. 'Apologise?' He took almaof wine,
draining his glass. 'What for? She's a superb baste

A ghost of a smile hovered about the thin lips.

Why, Paula thought, he's laughing at me, amusetédwnhole thing.
Anger rose up in her and she was about to makarg satort when
she suddenly saw something in his eyes that wagtingly familiar

to her.

This man is in a great deal of pain, she realised, she softened
towards him, wondering what had put that look treere@ what it had
to do with the amount of liquor he was consuming.



She smiled back at him. 'My apology was for theugetonight,' She
waved her hand vaguely towards the others. Some&aseshouting
now, and she had to raise her voice to be heandaftaid it's pretty
obvious that Margaret chose you to be "it" for @vening.' His face
went blank. 'l mean, my escort,' she went on tdagxp

Comprehension dawned on the dark features. 'O, tha said,
dismissing Margaret and her matchmaking airilyn Uised to that.'

‘Well, | should be, too, I guess, since she's diooken enough at my
expense, but it still bothers me.'

'‘Why?' he asked. 'Why should it bother you?'

She shrugged. 'lt's embarrassing, for one thingauts me in an
awkward position and the poor men she pounces am tatrible
disadvantage.'

He leaned back lazily in his chair and gave heyrg llook. 'l don't
feel in the least at a disadvantage.'

No, she thought, this man obviously wouldn't feeh a@isadvantage
anywhere or under any circumstances. 'I'm glad,ssid weakly.

‘Tell me," he said slowly, choosing each word edlgf'why does a
situation like this make you feel awkward? Don'tiy@ant to meet
unattached men?'

'‘No,' she said fervently. 'l don't. And MargareoWs it.'

At that moment, Margaret rose to her feet at tloe &b the table and
the imperious voice rang out. 'We'll have our ceffa the living

room by the fire,’ she announced, and her guestslyslbegan to
move away from the table.



Paula saw very little of Matthew Stratton for tlestrof the evening.
She heard him answer politely when spoken to, cautife most part
he seemed to be wrapped in a cloak of morose silé3ite noticed
too that he was rarely without a drink in his hagagl at one point in
the party, he seemed to have vanished altogether.

Her curiosity was piqued. At the reception a mamtlso ago, he had
been reserved but not totally withdrawn as he sdetaebe this
evening. It was as though he was on another planet.

Finally, just before midnight, Paula saw her chanoeleave.
Margaret was speaking to the other three womeimenprty and
wouldn't be able to raise a fuss.

'l must be going, Margaret,’ she said firmly, aredobe her sister
could utter a word, Paula turned to the other wameaid good night
and walked away.

William followed her into the entry hall and helpkdr on with her
coat. He was frowning when he turned to kiss hgitly on the
forehead.

'l don't like your driving back to town by yourseib late at night.'
There was a concerned look in the kind brown eyes.

'1'll be all right, William. It's only an hour's e, and the security is
good in my building." She hesitated a moment, thkmged on.

‘You'd be doing me an enormous favour, Williame shid in a low

voice, 'if you could convince Margaret to give upstmania for

marrying me off.’

He sighed. 'l know. She thinks she's doing it fouryown good,
Paula, but it's clear to me, at least, that yoliyrezean what you say.'

'l really do, William.'



He nodded slowly. 'All right, then. I'll be firm i her.'

‘Thank you,' she said, and stepped out on to thehptbon't come
with me, William. It's freezing out here. Good nigh

She smiled to herself as she walked out into tHd ogyht air.

William being firm with Margaret was like a mouseitg firm with a

lion. Paula could never understand how a man likéam, who was
a real power in government, could be so cowardlgrelnis wife was
concerned.

Paula pulled her heavy wool coat around her tighdlghe walked the
few yards to where her car was parked. It was oitédreezing out,
but close, she thought. The night sky was cleah mo moon, but a
million stars twinkled overhead and the air wasslireand
invigorating.

As she approached the small red Corvette, paktisninated by the
front porch light, partly in the shadow of a laftgee, she saw what
looked like the shape of a man leaning againssitihe of the car.

She stopped in her tracks, fear clutching at harthand opened her
mouth to call to William, who, she knew, was ssifanding by the
front door waiting to see that she got safely imo car.

Then she heard a familiar low voice—'Will you pleagve me a lift

back to town?'—and Matthew Stratton took a stefato® her, out of
the shadows and into the light.The cry died onlipst One look at

the_ haggard face told her that this was no timastoquestions or
argue. The firm jaw was set, lifted slightly, therkleyes hooded. He
had had too much to drink, she knew, but the ravémek on his face

came from a source far more significant than liquor

She made up her mind in a flash and called to &viili'Matthew has
changed his mind.' She was amazed to hear howarelesteady her



voice sounded as it rang out in the dark night'sg@ing back to
town with me.'

‘All right, then." She heard William's faintly pued reply and his
retreating footsteps as he went inside and shuddbe

By the time Paula got into the driver's seat, Mafthwas already
inside the car. His long legs were spread out lgaadront of him,
his dark head leaning back on the seat, his egpsgd!

Paula started the car and waited a moment whileniggne warmed
up. 'The others are going to wonder why you wehtiké this,’ she
said calmly. "You know what Washington gossipks IliThere will be
talk.'

He opened one eye. 'Not half as much as if I'd shagwback in there
in my condition.' He spoke slowly, enunciating eaard precisely.
There was finality in his strained voice, and tige elosed.

Those were the last words spoken between thenmé&retmainder of
the trip into town. Paula glanced over at him frome to time. He

seemed to be asleep. He was drunk, she knew, kditth¢ act like

any drunk she'd ever encountered before. He seenfiedcompletely
aware of his condition, even to the point of chnggshe best way to
handle it.

She thought of the way he had downed his drinksnduhe evening,
almost as though he was cold-bloodedly setting toupass into
oblivion. Yet not once had she heard him slur hasds or seen him
stumble. He seemed to know the point he wanteddolr, got there
deliberately, then stayed there.

She pulled off the interstate linking Virginia ahshington, and on
to the beltway that encircled the capital. There WiHle traffic this
time of night, and before long she had driven itite apartment
garage and parked the Corvette in her space.



The garage was dimly lit, and when she turned ¢éontilan sleeping
peacefully beside her, she took a closer look @t NVith the cold
grey eyes closed, the thin mouth relaxed, he didok nearly as
forbidding as he had before, and it dawned on tddenly that he
was really quite a handsome man.

He had unbuttoned the top button of his white drelsst and
loosened the dark muted tie so that she couldhsedédllow at the
base of his throat and the little pulse poundiregehHis hair, usually
combed neatly, was dishevelled, a black lock fglliaver his
forehead.

Yet, in spite of the relaxed posture and peacefpression on his
face, she could still see the traces of pain irdéwep lines around his
eyes, across his forehead and cutting down fronstilaéght nose to
the corners of his mouth. What had put them th8re£felt a strange
Impulse to reach out and smooth away those ta@|-talvealing lines,
to draw him to her, to comfort him. No strangepton herself, she
was intuitively empathetic to the sufferings ofearth

Then he opened his eyes. He blinked and sat uglstrdocusing
now on Paula. He shook "his head a little, as di¢ar it, then leaned
forward, his elbows resting on his knees, his heduds hands.

‘Are you all right?' Paula asked in a low voiceariG/ou make it to
your apartment by yourself?"

She surprised herself by her concern. Usually dsworky disgusted
her, but some instinct told her that Matthew Strativas no ordinary
drunk, only a man in pain who had deliberatelyaetto allay it in
the only way open to him.

He looked at her then, the grey eyes glazedmisdrry.' For the first
time his voice faltered. 'If you could just help neemy door, I'd
appreciate it. Don't want to pass out in the hadl ereate a scandal.’



'Of course,' she murmured.

He seemed to be fairly steady on his feet, as@ieltis arm and led
him to the elevator. He told her he lived on thelsfloor, and they

made it without mishap or running into anyone te ttoor of his

apartment. He fumbled in his trousers pocket ferkdaly and handed
it to her. She unlocked the door and guided hindes

'Would you like me to make you some coffee?' skeds

They were standing just inside the door. It wasegdark, and Paula
fumbled on the wall for the light switch, which dittlseem to be in
the same spot as it was in her own apartment, floees below.

Suddenly, she heard him give a low groan, felt kijoh towards her,
and the next thing she knew, his arms had comendrbar, clasping
her so tightly she could scarcely breathe. Autoradlti, she
struggled, but she soon realised that there wadsngptemotely erotic
about the way he held her. It was more like a diogrman holding
on to a life raft.

She put her arms up, then, around his neck, anderamands over the
thick hair in a soothing comforting motion. Thepad this way for
several moments, clinging together, neither of thst@ring a word.

Gradually, his hold on her relaxed. His hands glpmside her coat
and began to move on her body, warm and strorsg Hfar waist, then
up under her short jacket to her bare back, andeslesed that the
innocent embrace was turning into something farens@nsual than
she was prepared to handle.

She removed her hands from around his neck anith@ont up against
his chest to push him away. He only pulled hereslpoand his head
came down, his mouth hard on hers.



For one split second, she softened, respondedhbunoment she
felt his tongue against her lips, forcing them qp&me turned her
head away so that his mouth was at her ear.

He was muttering now, hoarsely, incoherently. Wias$ he saying?
It was one word, over and over again. Paula stdaiaéhear him. It
was a hame. 'Beth,' it came again. 'Beth.’

She knew she had to put a stop to this right aWénad already gone
too far. The closeness to the hard male body, dmshhbreath in her
ear, his hands still moving up and down her backevileginning to
set her own pulses racing. It did no good to steigg try to pull
away. It only made him strengthen that iron grip.

Then, she felt his hand move around and clutchatoreast. She
gasped aloud at the touch. He was tugging now eaiaw, loose
bodice, the large hand warm and possessive ordneiskin, and she
knew that one second more and it would be toottattop him—or
herself. She pulled herself together with an effortl reached out
again to try to find the light switch. This timeesWvas successful. She
flicked it on, and the room was immediately bathetight.

‘Matthew," she said in a loud, clear voice. 'l&ésll&. Do you hear me?
Do you understand? I'm not Beth, I'm Paula.’

Instantly, the hand stilled on her breast, thempgded away. He stood
motionless for a moment, his head bent, then dlewlyg back from
her, looking down at her with a dazed expressionadGally,
recognition dawned in his eyes, and with it cangegain.

She couldn't bear it. Her own memories came flogpdback,
memories that simmered constantly just below tifasa of her life.
God, she thought, as she covered her face witthdueds, would it
never end?



With a little cry, she pulled open the door and st into the

corridor. She flew to the elevator, praying he vdott follow her, not

daring to look back, and when it came she darted@éand slumped
against the wall. She punched the button for learfland only then,
as the doors began to slide closed, did she ddoekalown the hall.

It was empty.

The next day was Saturday. Paula had been givemmission from
one of the leading dress shops in Washington tstrihte several
outfits in their new spring line fadarpers Bazaarlf she didn't get
started on them soon, she wouldn't meet the desadlin

Although Richard's insurance had left her well-vded with the
necessities of life, and they had owned the apattraatright, the
extra money she earned from her illustrating woekpéd her just
over the edge of genteel poverty and gave her @sesai
independence, even a commitment of sorts. At Ié&st work
provided some direction in her otherwise empty:. life

She enjoyed her work. Well aware that her minaertiafor drawing
would never lead to the creation of great art| skie knew she was
good within her limited sphere of endeavour.

As she settled down at her work table, she thoagbut Matthew
Stratton and his strange behaviour last nighthécbld light of day it
seemed almost like a dream. Had he really held Kiss&d her? The
shape he was in, he was hardly accountable foatti®ns, she
decided, and probably wouldn't even remember thattshighly

charged moment between them.

What would she say to him, she wondered, if they again? They
could hardly hope to avoid each other, living ie game building,
travelling in the same social circles. She finalgcided that the



wisest course would be to put the whole thing outer mind,
pretend it had never happened, and concentraterondrk.

It was odd, she thought now as she sketched irottienes of a
luscious sapphire-blue linen suit on her drawingd, plaat she should
have this talent for fashion illustrating when sbally possessed very
little clothes sense. She only copied what shelssfare her on the
dress form she used to hang the clothes on.

Too thin, now, since Richard's death, she had.y@waen slim, with
a model's figure, elegant rather than voluptuough wmall firm
breasts, slim hips and waist and a flat stomadinofigh she was tall,
her bone structure was small and delicate, sonthatever she wore
seemed to hang well on her.

She was grateful, too, for the generous discourggeceived on the
clothes she drew for the various stores in towredtly didn't matter
much to her any more what she wore, but she did dle¢hes, and at
least this way she didn't have to shop for them.

There had been frost on the small patch of lawidiront of the
building that morning, as she had expected therdduoe last night.
The sun shone palely through the windows acrosdrdme of the
living room. A small fire was burning in the gratmd there was a
steaming cup of coffee on the table beside her.

She had been working steadily for over an hour whendoorbell
rang, disturbing her concentration. Frowning atittterruption, she
glanced at her watch. Eleven o'clock, she saw watime surprise,
almost time to stop anyway. She dropped her pefleked her
cramped fingers and went to the door.

When she opened it and saw Matthew Stratton stgrtkdere, a warm
flush of embarrassment stole through her whole bbldy only did
she look a wreck, she thought, running a hand tiirdwer short dark



hair, but she thought she had convinced herself [ds night's
episode would be the end of their dealings withhesber.

'‘Good morning,' she managed to say at last.
‘May | come in?' he asked in a low subdued voice.

She hesitated and looked at him, suddenly unsuhersklf. He was
dressed casually in dark trousers, a white shahai the neck and a
charcoal grey pullover. His face was drawn, theesyt eyes slightly
bloodshot, but his flat cheeks and chin were fyeshiaven and his
thick dark hair neatly combed.

‘You've caught me at a bad time,' she said atlidista vague gesture
towards her work table. 'I'm working.'

‘This will only take a few minutes.' His voice w@estermined, almost
grim, and she suddenly realised that he was veppmfortable

himself, as though he had set himself a distastafsik and was
forcing himself to go through with it.

She nodded, then, and opened the door a littlerygsturing for
him to step inside. When she had closed the doleintenim, she
glanced up at him and saw his eyes flick brieflpuad the
comfortable living room, at the cheery fire burningthe grate, the
warm gold and rust tones of the carpet and uphglst@éey finally lit
on the dress form with the blue suit hanging thanel he turned to
her with raised eyebrows.

She spread her hands wide and smiled. 'My worg,egplained. 'I'm
a fashion illustrator.’

'l see.' He frowned then, looking down at his fastthough he was
having trouble getting started.

'‘Would you like some coffee?' she asked briskly.



He nodded, obviously relieved. 'Thank you, | woukdfaint rueful
smile hovered over the firm lines of his mouthue€'lalready drunk
gallons. It seems to help.’

'Sit down, then. I'll get the pot.’

As she went into the kitchen to get a clean mughagot of coffee,
she wondered how much he . remembered about tdst &he hoped
fervently that he had forgotten the part aboutmglher Beth, kissing
her, holding her, caressing her. If he didn't deitathe reasoned, it
wouldn't be so bad.

When she came back, she sat down beside him onlotige
rust-coloured sofa and set the coffee things dowthe low table in
front of them. She poured him a cup, handed itrtg Bnd after a few
swallows, he began to speak.

'l came to apologise to you for last night,' helsaia stiff tone. 'l can't
remember all of what happened,' he continued dblyt what | do
recall is bad enough.’

He turned the grey eyes on her in a direct piergexe. Odd, Paula
thought, looking away, he seems sincere, but thasn't a hint of
humble supplication in his tone.

'It's all right,” she murmured into her cup. 'Nathivery terrible
happened. You had a little too much to drink. lggeu a ride home,
helped you find your apartment, and that was Ité ®oked at him,
then, and saw relief flooding into his face. 'Aft@t,' she added
lightly, ‘what are neighbours for?"

‘You're very kind," he murmured. 'l don't ordinardo that sort of
thing.'

'You handled it very well, | thought. | doubt ifefothers knew just
how far gone you were.' She laughed. 'The drumnks Khown are



usually quite obnoxious, and start shouting andlstong after a
while. You just got quieter.’

‘Well, that's a relief." He gave her another wirstnyile. 'l woke up this
morning with the vague recollection—aside from dl e a
hangover—that | had done something unforgivablée] bauldn't for
the life of me remember what it was.'

'‘No,' she said cheerfully, fibbing just a littlehdn she added, "Your
public image is still safe.'

He shot her a dark look. 'l wasn't talking aboat thhe said curtly. 'l
was talking about you.' He shook his head. 'l agettrid of the idea
that | somehow..." He paused, then shrugged hislldtis and
plunged on. 'That | somehow forced myself on you.'

A dark red flush stole across Paula's face at losdsv He had
remembered! Carefully, she set her cup down onctitee table,
averting her face.

‘It was nothing,' she murmured.

'‘But it was something,' he shot back immediatéiedse tell me. |
don't want to embarrass you, but I've got to know.'

She drew in a deep breath and turned to him. Nosvad see
something like supplication in his eyes and that lmhunting pain.
She decided then to be honest with him. Matthewt®in was no
mere drunken playboy, but a serious man with aktefsome kind
on his heart that perhaps she could lighten bintehim the truth.

She lifted her chin. 'All right, then. You kissecemShe hesitated.
'‘And you called me Beth.' When she saw the logkaih on his face
deepen, she instantly regretted her words. Sha pand out towards
him, not quite touching him. 'I'm sorry. Really,vitas nothing. |

understood. Please just forget about it. | have.’



He stood up then and crossed over to a windownig $trides. Lifting
aside the curtain, he stood staring out into theesbelow.

'l thought it must have been something like tha¢,'ground out
finally. He turned, then, and stood there facing hiss hands shoved
In his trouser pockets, the dark head bent. Herbsgeaking in a low
monotone.

'l don't want to make you any more uncomfortablenth already
have, but | feel | really must explain my actioasyou. | don't want
you to think..." His voice trailed off and he spieais hands in a
gesture of helplessness.

'‘Beth was my wife," he went on. 'She died two ye@s yesterday.'
He ran a hand over his hair. ‘It was the annivgrebher death.’

Paula was stunned. She felt the tears begin teegagtinging her
eyes, as her own painful memories flooded back hetomind. She
gave him one stricken look, then covered her faitk her hands,
unable to staunch the sudden torrent, and begswbtbrokenly.

She dimly heard Matthew cross the room, felt highteas he settled
next to her on the sofa, sensed his presenceméxtf not touching,
not speaking, but somehow comforting just by behege.

Finally, it was over. She reached in the pockdterfjeans and pulled
out a handkerchief, wiped her eyes, blew her noddawned to him
with a weak smile. His expression was grave, ctantri

'Sorry,' she said. 'lIt just all came back suddeihg. never done that
before, at least not in front of anyone else. bmysit had to be you.'

‘You, too, then?' he asked softly.



She sighed and blew her nose again. 'Yes. Not quytear ago. A
boating accident." She gave him a stark, disma&.|&does it never
end?'

He looked away. 'They say it does,' he said bledklyentually. |
wouldn't know.'

'It hasn't for you, though,' she said flatly, makina statement rather
than a question. He shook his head. 'Nor for nie'vgent on. ‘It
never will.'

He looked at her than. 'No,' he said. He got tddes. ‘Well, it looks
as though I've done more harm with my apology ti@od.' His voice
was brisk. 'l'd better go before | do any more dgexia

She walked with him to the door, the odd realisasitealing over her
that she felt better than she had in a long tinteh@& door they stood
for a moment facing each other.

'‘No,' she said shyly. '"You didn't do any damageals good for me to
let go like that. Other people—my sister, for exéanrpmean well,

but unless you've gone through a terrible losstliet yourself, you
can't possibly understand.’

He smiled briefly. 'That's all right, then.' He pad, then said, i also
wanted to apologise for my rudeness at the swimrpiogl a few
weeks ago. | like to swim alone, and when | saw, ydlought. ..’

'l know what you thought,' she interrupted driMargaret and her
matchmaking again.’

He smiled briefly and nodded. 'Something like that,admitted.

'l hope you realise now that you have nothing &r feom me,' she
went on in the same dry tone.



'l was never afraid of you.' There was a shorinsie 'You haven't
been back.’

'‘No. I'm swimming later. It's practically emptyradon, and now that
I'm sleeping better, I'm not up quite so early.'

‘What's your secret?' he asked. 'For sleepingrbette

The haggard look was back, and she felt a sudddgnafisympathy
for him. She knew instinctively he would resentypltowever, and
replied lightly, 'Oh, vitamins, exercise, and aatymical sister. She
does have her uses, you know.'

When he was gone, Paula leaned back against tneddalosed her
eyes. For the first time in months she could tlehRichard without
that terrible sense of dread despair. She missed She would
always miss him, always love him. No one could @ake his place
in her heart, but her breakdown today in front @tttilew had worked
a kind of catharsis in her.

She was grateful for that, she thought, as sheetemavay the coffee
things, but she knew she didn't want it to hapmeima What's more,
she had the strong conviction that he felt the samng and that he
would be no more anxious to see her than she waitd see him.



CHAPTER THREE

IN the month that followed, however, they did seénadber often. It
was hardly to be avoided, but it was almost alwatys distance,
across the room at a large gathering. When thigdrsga, they would
nod and smile at each other, but neither made Host & seek the
other out. Once they sat at the same table at @ediparty in a
restaurant. They spoke politely when it was unaafoliel, but only on
the most impersonal subjects.

He was always paired with a blonde, and Paula thiowgyly that the

word from Baltimore must have got round to Waslonghostesses.
Somehow, though, he never seemed toniid the blonde of the
evening, no matter how inviting or beautiful sheghtibe. Even the
devastating Michele didn't seem able to penetrae dold reserve,
that remote shell.

With her new health regime, Paula found that she fealing better
all the time. Even the indomitable Margaret seesafied with her
progress. She still managed to come up with s@tabtorts for her
besides David Wyatt, but appeared to be finallygresd to the fact
that when Paula said she was not interested inmoeashe really
meant it.

She spent Christmas with William and Margaret. Theo children
were home from school for the holidays, and witloveron the
ground, gifts under the tree and a sumptuous tudkayer, the day
passed pleasantly enough. Still, Paula was glagetdack to the
quiet of her own apartment.

In early January she managed to get through teedimmiversary of
Richard's death. Although the weight on her heas Wweavier that
day than usual, when it was over, she felt as thehg had passed ar
Important milestone, and the tears she shed tgat nihen she gazed



longingly at his photograph on the bedside tabkereeturning out
the light were not bitter.

During Christmas week, the city had been virtudégerted as all the
government officials fled Washington for their ofiamily homes.
Now, however, the tempo would pick up again, andl&&raced
herself for a new round of social activities.

On a Wednesday night in late January she decidatieind a concert
at the Kennedy Center where a young Korean cshistparticularly

wanted to hear was playing. Margaret, who prefemedle active

pursuits than sitting in a darkened theatre listgrto music, had
offered Paula her own seat in the Chandler boxevgtie herself was
off at yet another tedious reception.

As she locked the door of her apartment and watkadh the hall to
the elevator, Paula thought how grateful she was tthis was one
affair, at least, where Margaret agreed with hat she didn't need an
escort. There was room for ten people in the bod,r® need to pair
off.

She wondered, waiting for the elevator, if she &haouive or take a
cab. It had been raining steadily for days, witrsigm of freezing, so
perhaps it would be safe to take her own car. @natiher hand,
parking near the busy Center was at a premium.

Still absorbed in her inner debate, when the etevaddors opened she
was dimly aware that there was another passengeleinThen she
heard a familiar voice say good evening to her. [Bhwed a little,
then looked up into the amused grey eyes of Mattheatton.

She hadn't seen him for some weeks, and was sotprsy at how
tall he seemed. He was wearing a trench coat, tathaelver a dark
suit, and looked tanned and fit, as though he'd brethe sun over the
holidays.



'You look as though you're pondering a weighty erdthe said as
she stepped inside.

She laughed. 'Oh, | was. I'm trying to decide wheth take a cab to
the Kennedy Center or drive. What's your opinion?'

'Don't tell me," he said. 'William's box?"

She stared at him. 'Oh, no," she groaned. 'You' tde?nodded
gravely.

‘DamnMargaret!' she muttered. 'l thought she'd givext tip.'

He smiled. The elevator had reached the ground,fland they
stepped out into the lobby and faced each other.

'l take it she didn't provide you with an escont fllee evening?' he
asked. 'Odd, | was invited alone, too.'

Paula almost gnashed her teeth she was so angegyof@hese days,’
she ground out, 'I'm going to murder that sistanofe.'

"You could be wrong, you know," he said musingiilliam gave me
my ticket. He knows | like music. It could just beincidence.’

She glared up at him. 'Do you really believe that?'
He shrugged. 'lt's possible.’

She began to turn her anger on him. He seemed ambeed at the
awkward situation. 'Well, | just won't go," she annced. She turned
to punch the elevator button.

'Oh, come on. What's the harm?' he asked ligi&hg. you ashamed
to be seen with me?'



'Of course not," she replied hotly. 'lt's not that.

‘Actually, I'm probably a lot safer than young Wyat the other
charming young men your sister provides.'

'You make her sound like an escort bureau,' Paith seginning to
see the humour of the situation.

"‘Well?'

She laughed. The elevator door opened and shedstarstep inside.
'I'm still not going,' she said firmly. 'lt's timeleng past time—to put
my foot down. I'm tired of being manipulated.' $ja&e him a defiant
look. 'Besides, | can find my own escorts.'

'I'm sure you can,' he agreed. He had put his dleoulp against the
elevator door to hold it open. ‘Come on. Be a sfoon't you like
music?"

'‘Well, yes, of course | do. Why else would | go oata night like
this?' She debated within herself, tempted, blitastgry.

‘They're playing the second Haydn cello concen®said gravely.

She looked up at him. He seemed to want her tagod,at least it
would solve her transportation problem.

'‘Oh., all right then,' she said ungraciously argpgéd out of the
elevator once again. 'l just hate to give Margtretsatisfaction.'

"You could be wrong, you know," he said as he gl towards his
car. 'lt really could be a coincidence. At leastegner the benefit of
the doubt.'

"You must be joking,' she said drily as she slippeside the sleek
dark Mercedes. 'Or else you've got a lot to lebwuaMargaret.'



In spite of her suspicions about her sister, Panjayed the concert
immensely. She was only briefly acquainted with tiker eight
people in the box so there was no need to make raake
conversation with them than polite pleasantries.

She and Matthew sat together at the back of the $o& still felt a

little awkward with him, but as soon as the ligdisxmed and the
music started, she gave herself to it completélgollonger seemed
to matter who she was with or how she got there.

As always, the hauntingly beautiful slow movemehthe Haydn

brought tears to her eyes. Fumbling as quietly @ssiple in her
handbag for a tissue, she was dismayed to disstregnadn't brought
any. How could she have forgotten? She always @iedncerts.

Then she felt Matthew leaning towards her, nudd¢ieggently with
his arm. She looked down. There was a neatly folddute
handkerchief in his hand. With a rueful smile amd apologetic
shrug, she took it from him and wiped her eyes.

At the intermission, they stood up and walked ot ithe lobby to
stretch their legs.

'‘Would you like a drink?' he asked, indicating bes set up at one
end.

'Yes, please. I'll just slip into the Ladies toaegghe ravages of the
Haydn.'

‘Don't bother,' he said. 'You look fine. They whomest tears.'

'‘Nevertheless,' she insisted with a smile, andostipaway into the
crowd.



Seated on the long padded bench in front of theonsid wall at one
end of the powder room, she | noticed as she gaizbdr reflection
how overbright her eyes were. Probably from thesteshe thought,
patting a light coating of powder on the skin amtmem.

She felt a fool for letting Matthew observe hertsaantal tears. Yet
he seemed to instinctively understand the enormpowugr music had
to move her. Richard had made an effort, but was teaf, and
always claimed at concerts that to him the orchesaéiver finished
tuning up.

She stood up and smoothed her dress into placedi8ieok much

better than she had two months ago, she decidedgdWvn was a
stiff moire, a shimmering emerald colour that erdeghthe green of
her eyes. It had a square neckline, and she waagtéo see that her
collar bones no longer stuck out quite so sharply tnhat her J .
breasts now filled the bodice quite adequately.

She spotted Matthew standing at the busy bar atathend of the

long lobby. There were two glasses of champaghesa&ibow and he
was glancing through the programme. As she wathimadshe felt a

little tingle of pleasure at the thought that #al man, so handsome
with his tanned face against the brilliant white@tshvas her escort.

Not that | have any personal interest in him, sthéed., quickly to
herself as she began to walk towards him. It wsisthat he was easy
to be with. She felt safe with him. He never galfeaay signs of the
chase that she had had so much trouble dealingmdther men, no
sly innuendoes, no unnecessary body contact, np meaningful
looks.

Still, she thought, she liked the way the silveyglit up when he
caught sight of her. Why had she ever thought he ewd? She
remembered how he had given her his handkerchighgiuhe



Haydn, silently, without a word, seeming to undamstexactly what
she was feeling.

He handed her a glass and pointed to the programrhes hand.
'‘Have you read the second half of the concert?’

His tone was casual, unreadable. She took the gamoge from him
and glanced over it as she sipped her champagne.

She tried to control the look of dismay that crosiser face when she
finally looked up at him. 'Bartok?' she said weakly

He grimaced. 'Bartok.' He raised an eyebrow. 'ioagou think?'
Her mouth twitched. 'Honestly?'

'Honestly." She could see that he was barely abb®itain his own
mirth.

She shook her head. 'Well, then, | detest Bartok.'

'‘Good,' he said flatly. He drained his glass. Yo hungry? | know a
place that specialises in chocolate desserts. @naeblue moon |
indulge myself. How about it?'

She sighed. 'You've hit on my secret vice. I'm aficmed
chocoholic.'

'‘Drink up, then, and we'll get out of here. AfteetHaydn, | don't
even want to hear the first note.'

They found a table at the little chocolate shop@méred dessert and
coffee. Paula chose a wickedly rich chocolate gatdatthew a
creamy chocolate mousse.'l could get drunk jushesmellin here,’



Paula announced groaning. 'You've corrupted mevemnknew the
place existed, and I've lived here all my life.’

He was leaning back in his chair, a cup of thekthich coffee in front
of him, a contented smile on his face.

'You'll have to practice restraint,' he said astraped the last bit of
mousse from the glass bowl. 'l don't allow mysekéven walk down
this street very often.’

‘You probably have more willpower than | do," slihed, and licked
a crumb of the gateau off her upper lip.

He lit a cigarette and they sat in companionaldense while they
drank their coffee, both satiated with the richsiets.

‘You look as though you've been in the sun,' Pemtlamented after a
while.

'Yes. My parents spend their winters in FloridanPBeach, so the
family usually gather together down there for toédays.'

‘That sounds great to me,' Paula said with a digtate the cold. It
snowed here on Christmas day.'

He shrugged. 'The warm weather was nice, swimminthe surf,
lying out in the sun. Florida beaches are hard gat.bStill, it's
difficult to work up much Christmas spirit in eightlegree weather
surrounded by palm trees and oleander.’

She laughed. 'l suppose so, but | wouldn't minahgivt a try." She
paused. She didn't want to get personal, but slsecwaous. "You
mentioned your family,' she said tentatively, retagirop the subject
if he withdrew.



'Yes. | have a married older brother who runs tailfy place in
Maryland up near Hagerstown. Raises thoroughbreehases,
apples—and one child.’

‘That sounds wonderful,' she said. "You grew upethieHe nodded. 'l
envy you. I've always lived in the city. My fatheas in government
service, too. It seems to run in the family. Atsgavargaret and |
both married into it.'

He hesitated for a moment, snubbed out his cigaréien put his
elbows on the table and leaned slightly towards 'Neur husband,
too?' His voice was cautious, casual, and shezeshlihat he was
giving her the same opportunity to back off thejsabas she had
given him a few minutes ago.

'Yes,' she said evenly, meeting his eyes. 'Richaodked with
William in the Justice Department. That's how we.me

He nodded briefly, then asked in a low tone, 'Hewt? Any better?'

She nodded, knowing instinctively what he was refgrto. 'Yes, it
is.' She lifted her chin. 'l even got through tinstfanniversary of his
death without going completely to pieces.’

He frowned. 'Then you did better than | did everrafvo years.' He
shook his dark head disgustedly.

'‘Everyone handles grief in their own way, Mattheshé said softly.
'With me it's tears, not eating properly, giving. Mdith you, it's a
yearly drunk.'

He shot her a grateful look. 'I'm glad you reaitss only an annual
event. With luck, it won't even be that eventualljhen he lowered
his voice and said, 'l've thought about calling geueral times since,
or speaking to you when we've met, to thank younafyat being so



understanding that night—and for helping me out aofsticky
situation, keeping it quiet—but, | was afraid..i5oice trailed off.

She understood perfectly. 'Afraid I'd take it asign of personal
interest?' He nodded glumly. She smiled. ‘Matthéwope you
realise by now that in spite of my sister's manoesivi'm probably
the last woman in Washington you have to worry aloothat way.'

He leaned back, then, and gave her a long pemgir&dbk. She

flushed under his gaze. Had she offended him? &dithéss male ego?
She hoped not. She suddenly realised how muchlsdeHim, how

comfortable she felt with him.

Finally he spoke. 'Yes,' he said. 'l do realisé.thie glanced down at
his watch. 'lt's getting late. Shall we go?"'

Lying in bed that night, Paula wondered again & slad offended
Matthew with her candour. He had been silent ordthee home, and
seemed deep in thought, preoccupied, withdrawn, Wieén he got
off the elevator with her at her floor, walked witér to her apartment
and saw her safely inside, he had smiled at hettaantked her for a
pleasant evening.

She rolled over on to her stomach, hearing oncmagaer mind the
gentle strains of the Haydn concerto, and as sitedloff to sleep,
her last thought was of Matthew Stratton and hovwelmshe hoped
she hadn't spoiled their budding friendship with lblent honesty.

Next morning the telephone rang just as Paula waishing
breakfast. It was Margaret, and Paula flinchedhatrtote of triumph
in her sister's voice.

'l hear you were with Matthew Stratton at the conl@st night,’ she
crowed.



Paula sighed. Really, the Washington grapevine chate¢he speed
of light. She took a deep breath, determined tdvieagaret straight,
right now. 'l wasn'with him, Margaret. He only gave me a lift. We
met in the elevator and found we were both goirthécsame place...'
She broke off. 'By the way, sister dear, was thataf your little plots
to throw us together?'

'l swear, Paula, | had nothing to do with it. Hahed didn't even
know William had given him the ticket. It was sheemcidence. I've
learned my lesson.’

Fat chance of that, Paula thought, but somethirldargaret's voice
rang true. Shenever backed down when faced with a valic
accusation—she only became more aggressive—andowsaself-
assured to lie.

'I'm glad to hear it,’ Paula said, mollified. '#lsout time.'

There was a short pause. Paula could practicalfr iMargaret
panting at the other end of the line.

‘Well?' her sister said at last. 'Aren't you gdiodgell me about it?"

‘There's nothing to tell, Margaret. He gave mdtaThat's all there
was to it.'

'‘Oh, come on, now. Beryl Armitage told me you dEsgred together
at the intermission. She said. . .’

'‘We both happen to detest Bartok and decided teelearly,’ Paula
interrupted firmly. 'That's all there was to it. Wait's late. | have to
get to work."'

'‘Work, work, work," Margaret grumbled. 'That's ydlu ever think
of."You would, too, if your livelihood depended afy’ Paula
countered lightly. 'I'll talk to you later.’



After she hung up the phone, she went into therbath to shower,
cursing Beryl Armitage and the whole city's netwdhnkt beat the
FBI for gathering information.

She had just finished drying herself when the tebeg rang again.
Slipping on a robe she went back into the livingmoand lifted up
the receiver.

‘Mrs Waring?' came a brisk, feminine voice.
‘Yes. This is she.'
‘Senator Stratton's office. One moment please.'

There was a short silence, clicks, then Matthewisevcame on the
line. 'Paula? It's Matthew.'

'Yes, Matthew.' She sat down on the edge of the ah&ont of the
desk, wondering why on earth he was calling hexesty.

'‘Would it be possible for you to come into towrheve lunch with me
today?' he asked easily.

Her mind raced. What did he want? She was stroteglypted to
refuse. Not only was she wary of masculine ovestupet she didn't
want to feed the Washington gossip mill. Then saised she was
being paranoid. She liked the man, wanted his dsaip, and she
was almost certain that was all he wanted, too.ukagirown men
and women could certainly have platonic friendshpsuldn't they?

'‘Paula?' came the curt voice. 'Are you there?'

'Yes, Matthew. Sorry. | was just thinking. Yes,llice to have lunch
with you.'

'‘Good. How about one o'clock in the Senate DiningrR?"



"That would be fine.'

'See you then,' he said, and hung up.



CHAPTER FOUR

By the time they had had a drink and finished lurtble, Senate
Dining Room was virtually empty. At a table acrtiss room three
solemn-faced men were deep in conversation, ardabr three
other tables couples still sat lingering over & lanch. The waiters
had all disappeared.

Paula and Matthew sat at a table near a windowlangng the

Capitol grounds, the great impressive dome dommgatthe

surrounding area. During lunch they had chattedsaletly about the
concert last night, Paula's work and Matthew's timwsion various
political issues, all on an impersonal, courtedas.

He was good company, Paula thought now watchinggsiime leaned
back and lit a cigarette. Ordinarily she found fpadi boring, but
Matthew brought a personal note into the discussiat made it
come alive for her. Also, he knew how to listen. Hally paid

attention to her when she spoke of her own workrangr made it
sound trivial or merely an idle feminine pastime.

They had been silent now for some moments, fingship their
coffee, and Paula had the odd feeling that he wadyisg her,
debating within himself. She began to wonder if¢h@asn't more to
the unexpected luncheon invitation than a mereasoourtesy.

Finally, he seemed to make up his mind about sangetkie ground
out his cigarette and leaned slightly towards hesr,elbows on the
table, his expression grave.

'You may have wondered why | asked you to comeytbtia began
slowly.

‘A little," she admitted, meeting the steady grayey



'l have a proposition for you,' he said, watchireg barefully. She
couldn't hide the sudden look of alarm that fliteexloss her face, and
he held up a hand, frowning slightly. 'Not thatkiof proposition,' he
said.

Paula clutched her handbag in her lap and waitdtht\tould he be
leading up to?

He exhaled deeply and leaned back in his chairu '&ed | don't
know each other very well,' he went on in a seritoune, 'but in our
brief acquaintance I've come to believe that weehave important
thing in common.' He paused.

'Go on,' she said after a moment. 'What's that?"

His mouth quirked in a wry smile. 'Let's say wé&oth—emotionally
adrift." He shook his head. 'l don't quite know Howput it.'

‘You're doing fine so far,’ she said evenly, womdgrwhat was
coming.

‘All right, then, to put it bluntly, | get the im@ssion that you're as
tired of, shall we say, importunate escorts, as b&..' He broke off.

She smiled. 'Of possessive women?' she finisheklifor
He nodded. 'You could put it that way,' he saidlydri

Paula relaxed visibly. She looked down at the tabl& began toying
idly with her fork. "You're right," she said withsggh. 'At least you
don't have Margaret pushing them at you.'

'‘No, but there are plenty of substitutes only tege to fill that
function for me. Sometimes | wonder if romancelisraddle-aged
matrons have on their mind."'



'It's high on their list of priorities, at any rdtehe said with a little
laugh. 'Well, then, what's your proposition? Skadljoin forces and
take out an advertisement in tiashington PostPcan see it now:
"Mrs Paula Waring and Senator Matthew Strattonlherespectfully
request all matchmakers and marriage brokers tk b#C Is that

what you have in mind?'

He smiled with obvious amusement. 'Nothing quite trastic, but |
do suggest we join forces.' He sobered. 'Tell magktly, Paula, do
you think you'll ever fall in love again? Want tamy again?’

Immediately, without even having to consider, sheok her head
slowly from side to side. 'No. Never.'

'‘Never is a long time,' he said softly. "You'rdl stiyoung woman. A
very attractive woman,' he added as an afterthought

She frowned, trying to think of the words that wsbuhake him

understand. 'l can only act on what | believe n@ke looked away.
'Richard was everything to me,' she said, struggtm keep the
tremor out of her voice. 'The world, the sun, theom the stars.
When he died, a part of me died with him. Everyeothhan I've met is
only a pale shadow of Richard.' She gave him alogptic look. 'I'm

sorry. But you of all people should understand whnaean.'

He held up a hand. 'Oh, | do," he said. "You dwave to worry about
bruising my ego. | understand completely. Bethlandre childhood

sweethearts. Her family had the farm next to oursi@others were
best friends. It was always Beth, only Beth, for'rhie gazed out the
window. 'l think | feel that by shutting out oth@omen, | somehow
keep her alive.'

'‘How did she die?' Paula asked softly.

‘Cancer," was the curt reply. 'Almost six monththeday after it was
first diagnosed, she was gone.' The old hauntingfpekered briefly



over his face, mingled now with anger and frusbrati Then,
recovering himself, he turned to her and forcednales 'It all
happened so fast | guess I'm still reeling frontwt years later. I'm
sorry.'

'l know the feeling,' Paula said. 'Please don'tapse.’

'Well," he said in a brisk tone, 'it seems we usi@erd each other quite
well. What do you think of my proposition?'

'I'm not sure | quite grasp what you're driving at.

'‘As | said, merely that we join forces. Neithewsfcan just drop out
of Washington society. Between my position as a benof the
Senate and your family, we're caught. It's probablithier that way,
anyway. You need an escort. | need someone tote¥déercould let it
be known—or assumed—that we have an exclusivaeae$dtip, and
the pressure is off both of us.'

Paula still looked dubious. There were pitfallstaeh a scheme, she
knew, but right now she couldn't-think of what theiyght be. And
just what kind of relationship did he have in mind?

As if he could read her mind, he went on to explaastily, 'Of
course, the relationship would be purely platonic.’

'Of course,' she murmured, relieved. She thougbvetr for a few
moments.

It just might work, she thought. The mere prospettgetting
Margaret off her back was enough to convince hagite it a try,
anyway. She looked at Matthew. He had lit anotigairette and sat
calmly smoking, giving her time, not pressuring.Hewas clear he
had no ulterior motive. She wouldn't have to beat ¢ff every time
they were together.



‘All right,' she said at last. 'Why not?'

'Fine.' He seemed pleased. He reached for thehbillvaiter had left
on the table and signed it. 'Perhaps we could starght. Beryl

Armitage has invited me to a charity ball at theyMaver Hotel.' His

eyes flicked up at her. 'Did you receive an iniota®"

'Yes, but | declined. Beryl had it all arranged foe to go with her
nephew. He's something in the Defense Departniem.'grimaced.
'I've been out with him before. He's got ten haawid thinks every
woman he meets is panting after him.'

He smiled, and Paula noticed once again that hig sraver reached
his eyes. 'Beryl asked me to give Michele Lathrofifta he said
wryly. 'l told her | wasn't sure when I'd be aldeget away. You see,
we've solved both our problems at one blow.' Hedstap. 'Shall we
go?'

He walked out to the car park with her, and whenlsdd started the
engine of the red Corvette, he leaned down to sfueladr through the
open window. 'I'll pick you up at eight. It's forimé you recall. We'll
make a grand debut.'

Paula experienced something like stage fright wdtenentered the
grand ballroom of the Mayflower Hotel that night thhe arm of the
tall, impressive- looking senator. Their arrivalgédher seemed
uncomfortably like a deliberate deception to hepeeially when
they had both already declined invitations fromeotbeople.

She had dressed carefully that evening, just asgtheshe were
preparing for an appearance on the stage. At #terleute, she had
almost backed out. The idea that had seemed sailplauvhen
Matthew suggested it to her that afternoon now seendiculous,
even, she thought, a little dangerous.



Then he had appeared at her door, tall and salidtlyg self-assured,
and she had to admit, breathtakingly attractivasrformal black suit
and tie. Her qualms vanished. It just might work.

He had complimented her briefly, gravely, on thpesgyance she had
laboured so diligently to achieve, and she coululp feeling a little
let down at his distant tone. Her red velveteenssirft her to
perfection now that she had gained her weight baic#,the colour,
she knew, was just, right for her delicate commaxand dark hair.

There hadn't been a trace of a gleam in the greg ajhen he first
saw her. He seemed to be looking her over as hédvame of the

thoroughbred horses on his family's farm in Margladind when he

held her coat for her as they were leaving hertapgant, the long cool
fingers that brushed her bare shoulders didn'elraysecond more
than was necessary.

She knew she was just being perverse to feel adndyain, she
thought, as they drove the short distance from @eown to the
hotel. She had become so accustomed to beatingad# overtures
that this aloof man's obvious lack of desire magieféel dowdy and
unattractive.

At the door, Matthew had given his name to thenaléat and been
told that they were to be seated at table twelteyTwere one of the
last to arrive, and by now the great ballroom weswvded with
people. An orchestra was playing a slow tune, batetwere several
couples on the floor, dancing.

Each table surrounding the dance floor had a plae#h a number
on it, and as they threaded their way around thkegalooking for
number twelve, Paula was uncomfortably aware thagsl pairs of
eyes were fastened on them. She spoke brieflyféavgpeople she
was acquainted with, and couldn't miss the aviétdaaf speculation



as glances darted first on herself, then the talh inehind her, one
hand lightly holding her by the elbow.

They spotted their table at last, and the firssperPaula saw sitting
there all alone was her sister, Margaret. Sheestffl and started to
turn, but the hand on her elbow tightened, propglliher gently
forward.

Then she heard his voice in her ear, felt his breat her cheek.
'‘Might as well get the worst over right away,' hermured.

She knew immediately that he had planned it thig,\Wwad probably
called Beryl Armitage and requested to be seatddeasame table
with William and Margaret. She fought down a momehpanic as
she saw Margaret's eyes widen slowly in recognitoort when her
mouth fell open, and Paula saw her sister speeciiitesonce, she
decided the whole scheme had been worth it.

With her head held high, she marched slowly forwaard sat down
next to her sister. Matthew had taken her coat, aftel a brief
greeting to the paralysed Margaret, went off tockhe

'Hello, Margaret,’ Paula said blandly. She gazedirzat the room.
‘There's quite a crowd here tonight. Beryl musthavited everyone
in...'

'‘What are you doing here with Matthew Stratton?rddeet cut in,
finding her voice at last.

Paula gave her an innocent look. 'Why, the samegtgou are,
Margaret. It's all for the sake of sweet chariNow that the first
dreadful moment was over, she was beginning toyeingrself. 'Is
William here?'

‘Answer me!' Margaret demanded. 'What's going on?'



'‘Nothing's going on,' Paula murmured demurely. thMaw asked me
to go with him tonight, and | accepted. | thougbt'g be pleased.’

‘Well, of course,' Margaret spluttered weaklym pleased. It's what
I've been trying to get you to do for months, butler voice trailed
off.

Paula smiled sweetly, enjoying her sister's distoma. She knew
quite well that Margaret's only objection to hempagrance here
tonight on the arm of Matthew Stratton was that stemin't

engineered the whole thing herself.

Margaret leaned back in her chair, now, and gawdaPa long
searching look. 'Well,' she said at last, 'youcadeep one.' There was
something like admiration in her voice. 'You've mged to walk
off..with the most eligible man in Washington ajl yourself. How
long has this been going on?'

Paula hesitated. She had promised herself whedesiided to accept
Matthew's strange proposition that she, would avoéliberate
falsehoods. She would only tell the truth and leir§yhret and others
assume what they liked from what she didn't say.

'"You could say that we first became really acquirthat night last
December when | gave him a lift back to town froour dinner
party. He lives in the same building | do, you knawd one thing just
led to another.'

This seemed to satisfy Margaret, and by now theiarhed stopped
and the rest of their party began drifting backhe table from the
dance floor. The tables all seated eight peopld,Raula soon saw
that it was exactly the same party that was atdhbeption last year
when she first met Matthew.

This time, however, David Wyatt was escorting Miehkathrop,
both of whom gave Paula a curious look as theg®an at the table,



greeting her casually. Soon the Pittingers joirtezirt, and William
came along soon afterwards bearing a tray of drinksis hands.
Matthew was right behind him carrying two glasses.

'‘Paula,’ William said, as soon as he spotted hew hice to see you.'
He set the tray down on the table and kissed hé&necheek.

'Hallo, William,' she said.

Then Matthew sat down beside her. He leaned towsdsind one
long arm moved casually over the back of her chaat quite
touching her.

'l know you like champagne, Paula,’ he said cledrlyope it's what
you wanted. There's quite a crush at the bar.'

No one said a word. Paula could palpably feel mherested glances
of the rest of the party at Matthew's possessime.td’ hank you,' she
murmured, and took a deep swallow.

Then, blessedly, the music started up again. Mattheked her to
dance, and she jumped up gratefully, moving intoarms quickly,
glad to get away from those inquisitive eyes att#inde.

He held her decorously, at a distance, as theysdiamie the fringes of
the crowded floor. '‘Don't look so worried,' he sambking down at

her with a smile. "'The worst is over. We'll givetma chance to talk it
over, and when we get back they'll be used todba.iYou'll see.'

She knew this was probably true, but she couldrékes the little
nagging worry at the back of her mind. 'l suppose'ng right,' she
said dubiously.

He gave her an appraising look. 'lt's the decephanh bothers you,
isn't it?'



She nodded. 'l suppose so. Margaret may be a lltyshe really
does care about me. | don't like to deliberatelgedee her. Or
William.'

‘Just don't lie to them,' he said, moving furthreo ithe centre of the
floor. 'Let them draw their own conclusions.’

It was more crowded here, and Paula felt herseéfigopushed from
behind towards Matthew, so that her body was sooulded firmly
up against his long length. The sudden unexpentedacy gave her
a strange, breathless sensation.

She glanced up at him through her heavily fringgelashes, but he
seemed to be staring off into space, preoccupstlin a world of his
own. Someone jostled her again from behind, and sthenbled

awkwardly. His arm tightened around her, his pdbh &gainst her
back as he pulled her close” .in a protective gestshe could feel
the tips of his fingers resting on her bare baggt above the low cut
bodice, and a brilliant wave of warmth swept over. h

Suddenly, irrelevantly, she thought about the nigjtd had driven
him home from Margaret's dinner party. He had bdemk, she
knew, and had forgotten what he'd done until sh@nmeéed him the
next day. She believed she had put it out of hem awnd. Now,

however, as he held her, she remembered it ak glearly, the way
his mouth had felt on hers, his hand on her braastthe intensity of
her feeling astonished her.

She pulled away slightly and gave him a more dilegk. His face

was grim and set, but he appeared to be entirehouad by the close
contact. 'Can we go back to the table now?' srexlpld "This crowd
Is getting to me.

He nodded and they started to make their way ardl@dlancing
couples back to their table. He wasn't touchingnosy, but she was



guite conscious that he was right behind her antbsil painfully
aware of the strong body that pressed up agaimstrhementarily
from time to time.

After that she danced once with a beaming Willidedighted as he
put it, to see her 'come out of her shell at lasit] once with David
Wyatt, subdued and respectful. By his manner, shédell that he
was impressed by her conquest of the elusive Mat8teatton, even
though his name wasn't mentioned.

Sitting at the table between dances, Paula was mfioct@bly
conscious of the hostile glances shot her way bgisgruntled
Michele, gorgeous in a gold lame dress that justhe her flowing
blonde hair and clung to her sensational figurthaagh it had been
poured on.

Throughout the rest of the evening, Matthew wasnatte and
courteous. He chatted easily with the others, dhnegh each
woman in turn, and seemed more relaxed than Padaeter seen
him before. She realised, too, that she herselffemore at ease in a
social situation than she hadsince Richard's déa#hothers seemed
to accept her fictitious 'relationship’ with Mattheeasily and
naturally, just as he had predicted.

Gazing at him from time to time, she couldn't halizzling over the
odd sensations she had experienced in his armieodance floor.
Finally, she came to the conclusion that they weost likely caused
by her nervousness at their first public appearaogether, the
champagne she had drunk, the overcrowded floor.

Certainly, Matthew hadn't seemed to be bothereahlyyundercurrent
of feeling. His behaviour throughout the eveningsvimpeccable,
and as they drove home later, he seemed as rembiEoatained as
ever, treating her with an aloof courtesy that lfjngout her
apprehensions to rest.



On their way up in the elevator to the apartmems, &sked him if he
had noticed Margaret's speechless reaction to dippiearance at the
ball together. He was vastly amused.

‘Yes,' he said with a smile. 'Poor Margaret.'

Paula snorted as they walked down the hall to roar.d'Poor
Margaret, nothing! She deserved it."' Putting herikethe lock, she
couldn't suppress a wicked chuckle. 'She was oatyopt because
she hadn't masterminded the whole thing herself.’

She turned to him now, suddenly shy. It was an aavdwnoment.
Surely, she decided finally, the terms of theiresgnent didn't
include late night tete-a-tetes alone in her apamtm

‘Well, good night, then, Paula,’ he said easilgrashe had stepped
inside and turned on the light. It's been an erj®yavening.'

‘Yes, it has,' she murmured. "Thank you very much.’

Without another word he was gone. Perversely, inawite had made
the decision to leave, she felt a little twingedifappointment. She
closed the door quietly, took off her coat and hiingp in the hall
closet, pondering this unexpected reaction to bisi@ withdrawal.
That was what she wanted, wasn't it? She decid&dittimust be
merely that her female vanity was wounded. She Igsim@as not
accustomed to such indifference.

She went into the bedroom and sat down on the etigee bed,

easing her shoes off her tired feet. She glanceat av Richard's
photograph on the bedside table, the laughing damks, the

infectious grin, the smooth hair, and wondered lsbvw could ever
have thought that first night that there was arsgneblance between
Matthew Stratton and her dead husband.



Except that they were both tall, well-built and ldathey were as
different as two men could be. For one thing, Ridhaad been
several years younger, not yet thirty, with a bbysharm and
outgoing ebullient personality. Matthew was at tdagty-six, she
guessed, and much more reserved. He seldom evedsamnd then
never with his eyes.

A familiar ache began to grow in the region of heart, a powerful
longing to have Richard's arms around her agaife¢bhim lying
beside her in the cold empty bed. Their life togetmad been perfect,
she thought now as the tears welled up. Richardbe®eth a sweet
gentle lover, and she had responded to him—the oWy in her
life— like a trusting child.

She shivered a little, then, as the image of MattB&atton intruded,
stern and impressive. Unbidden, surprising her w#atimtensity, the
thought leapt into her mind that this man would dédar more
demanding and imperious lover than her young hukban

Well, she thought, as she undressed and got inkoshe'd never find
out if that was true. He had made it quite cleat tite meant what he
said in his original proposition. Their relationghvas to be a mutual
defence against other entanglements, a social n@nee, and that
was all.

In the weeks that followed, Paula saw Matthew asti@nce a week
when he was in town. Like all elected officials, lred to do a great
deal of travelling and was often gone for sevesgiscat a time.

Even when he was gone, however, their arrangemetgqbed her. It
was common knowledge in Washington social circhesbow that
they were always paired off. There had been one®thinly veiled



items about them in the gossip column of the lalgé/ newspaper,
and their exclusive relationship seemed to be aaped fact.

Paula found this protection a great relief. Shéonger had to make
excuses to Margaret as to why she didn't want mugavith the latest
eligible man her sister unearthed. When Matthew g@ase, she
could now go to parties unescorted without bringlogin Margaret's
wrath. Senators were quite highly placed in theanahy of power in

Washington, both politically and socially, and omdaecame known
that she and Matthew had some kind of attachmentiaf®ecame off
limits for the predators that prowled around theges of the capital's
social scene.

They did everything together, attending any evbat arose where
she needed an escort or he needed a female compdrheir
appearances remained public, however. They nevet arg/where
alone or unobserved. He had never set foot in part@ent again,
even though they only lived three floors away freach other.

Their ‘arrangement' had been in effect for abawetimonths when it
began to dawn on Paula that although they exchaageeat deal of
information about each other, she didn't reallywriom any better
now that she had at the beginning.

She knew she liked him, liked being with him, batdeemed to have
erected invisible barriers around the core of him&arriers Paula
was too sensitive to try to breach. She had baroéher own, she
had to admit at last, and was satisfied with thisxgthey were, for the
most part.

Still, when at odd times he simply withdrew anddginey eyes took on
an even more distant look, or in the middle of aversation he
would suddenly be gone, she couldn't help feeliti¢tla hurt. She
could only surmise that he still missed his wifieg avould think of
that evening in his apartment when he had mistaleerfor Beth. It



was hard to believe that this remote stranger Wasame man who
had held her then with such a depth of passiordasate.

It was April now, spring at last. The dingy remrsnf winter's ice
and snow had melted, the cherry blossoms weredonil and on
sunny days women had begun tentatively to appe#nestreets of
the nation's capital in colourful summery dresses.

Margaret came into town one Monday for her weekippping
expedition, and Paula had agreed to have lunch kgth She had
offered to cook ameal at the apartment, but Matdgaraly vetoed
that plan, as Paula knew she would. Margaret's tnijp the city were
primarily information- gathering forays. In orderkeep current with
the latest gossip, it was essential to see anédig and that meant a
compulsory appearance at one of the more fashiemabtaurants in
town.

They met there at noon, and now that Paula wasmgel the target
of Margaret's battle plans, she found herself watcher sister in
action with grudging admiration. The bright hazgé® darted into
every corner of the large crowded dining room, $mtleverly and
unobtrusively that only the most practised eye @aldtect what she
was doing.

All the while she carried on a chatty running comiaey about
which couple was on the verge of divorce, whichgreasman was in
trouble with his constituency, which cabinet membas about to
resign.

Paula could only sit and marvel at the way Margaeetmed to pick
up all this information out of the air. Did theyausign language? she
wondered. Smoke signals? Inaudible tomtoms?



It wasn't until dessert that Paula felt her sistattention finally turn
on her. The restaurant was half-empty by now, dral gubtle
communications seemed to have ceased.

‘Now," Margaret said briskly, sampling a bite og thestaurant's
famous cheesecake, 'tell me what you've been up to.

'Oh, the usual,’ Paula replied idly. 'Working hardgot a new
commission from a store in Baltimore." She had hefied when
the offer came, -her first from out of town.

'‘Oh, work," Margaret said, dismissing it with @léitwave of her fork.
'l mean you and Matthew.'

Paula tensed immediately and forced a smile. "¥sti $aw us last
week at the Pittingers' anniversary party. Notthag changed since
then.'

'‘What do you mean by that?' Margaret probed. 'Bldasine for me
the "nothing" that hasn't changed.’

'‘Oh, Margaret, we've been all over this before.tMat and | are just
friends. We enjoy each other's company.’

Paula knew she was on shaky ground. Discussingérsonal life
with Margaret was something like picking one's wayough a
minefield. One wrong word, and she'd set off anlasipn of
guestions and unwanted advice.

'Oh, really?' Margaret drawled. 'Well, then, I'¢ yau'd either better
get beyond the point of friendship with him or fisdmeone else.’
She eyed Paula with suspicion, her fork poisedhéndtir. ‘I have the
distinct feeling you're hiding something from méefe's more going
on between you and Senator Matthew Stratton thae friendship.'



Paula flushed guiltily, thinking about the odd naltyprotective
society she and Matthew were involved in. 'Wehg snuttered at
last, 'that's our business, isn't it?'

Margaret set down her fork. 'l knew it," she crowkpist knew it. It's
serious, isn't it? Oh, darling, I'm so happy fouyo

Paula was aghast. Margaret had completely misutoaersher.
Gazing now at the triumphant look on her sistet®f she was torn
between firmly disabusing her of the notion tharéhwas a serious
romance going on between her and Matthew and detiar think
what she pleased.

Either way, she thought, meant trouble, and sit@e ®uld never
hope to fool Margaret for long, she decided thatdsty would be by
far the most prudent policy.

‘You're jumping to conclusions, as usual, Margasdte said in a
positive tone. 'I'm going to say it just once maviatthew and | are
friends. That's all.’

'l don't believe you,' came the firm reply. 'l kngau. You were the
same with Richard, wouldn't tell me a thing unbluywere ready to
announce your engagement.' Paula opened her mougrotest
again, but Margaret raised a hand and droned iabkoon. 'That's
all right. You don't have to say a word. You alwayere a deep one.'

Paula sighed. It was like trying to stop a Shertaak with a popgun.
'I'm telling you the truth,' she said weakly.

Margaret reached across the table then and coffendld's hand with
hers. 'It's all right, darling,' she said with raffiection. 'l only want
you to be happy. Don't worry. | won't interfere apbil it for you.'
The hazel eyes grew misty with sentiment. 'Williana | would both
love it, though, if you were to get married at place. June, perhaps,
when the garden is so lovely.'



‘Margaret, you're way ahead of yourself. Pleasig\®eme. . .'

'‘Of-course, darling, not another word.' She glaratduer watch. '‘Oh,
dear, | must run. We're having guests for dinner ladmave a million
things to do.'

Paula had a light supper alone in her apartmenntbht. She sat on a
stool at the kitchen counter over a bowl of soepfihg through the
evening paper. She hardly ever read the newsestiolany depth,
but she did like to skim over the fashion illuswas to see what the
competition was doing.

The most important of these were on the societg patere women
were sure to browse. As she carefully examineddmnef rival's
drawings, her eye was suddenly caught by her nartiesilead item
of the most persistent and outrageous of the gasdipnnists.

‘All Washington is on pins and needles to see wieziding bells will
chime for the charming senator from Maryland, MatthStratton,
and his constant companion, the lovely young widtaula Waring.
Mrs Waring is the sister-in-law of William Chandlgorominent
member of the President's personal staff.’

Paula blanched as she read the article over agare oarefully.
Really, this was too much! Wasn't it invasion oivpcy? She felt
naked, exposed, humiliated. But what could she @alPthe paper
and demand a retraction?

She threw down the paper and began pacing the roonstant
companion!" she fumed. She knew quite well what theant. The
phrase was a shopworn euphemism for mistress.t§hgesl short as
a dreadful suspicion came to her. Would Margargeltone such a
terrible thing? Given that damned columnist 'insidérmation’,
information she had dreamed up herself?



No, she decided, resuming her pacing. MargaretavoeVer go that
far. Besides, what difference did it make? she ghouliterally

wringing her hands in frustration. The damage wasednow

anyway.Oh, I'd like to throttle that columnist, gfreaned to herself.
What a despicable way to make a living! Victimispepple like that,
smearing their names with lies, ruining reputatj@p®iling innocent
relationships.

That was the worst of it, she realised. The plessa@angement with
Matthew was tarnished, irrevocably spoiled. Shddcaaver be seen
with him again, she knew, without the terrible thbtthat everyone
in Washington believed they were having an affder reputation

was ruined, and certainly it wouldn't do Matthegdseer any good to
be publicly branded that way.

The doorbell rang. Still angry, she flounced to doer and flung it
open. Matthew was standing there, solemn-facedwspaper in his
hand.

'l see you've read it,' she said bitterly, her greyges flashing. '‘Come
in.'

She turned and stalked into the living room. Sheadhéhe door close
quietly, then the sound of his footsteps behind Wéren she whirled
around to face him, the expression on his face wmasadable, the
grey eyes stony.

'l know what you're thinking," she began, calmiregself with an
effort, 'and I'm sure it wasn't Margaret.'

He drew in a deep breath and then exhaled slo®ly.you have
anything to drink?' he asked.

'l don't see how you can stand there so calmlg,aglcused, pointing
at the newspaper he was carrying, ‘when both quutaéons are
ruined.'



'‘Calm down, Paula," he said, advancing slowly tolwdrer, 'and let's
talk about it. May | sit down?'

He seemed to be taking it so coolly, she thoughtsle gestured
impatiently toward the long rust- coloured sofartHa@s it wasn't as
bad as she thought. He spread out the newspaplee coffee table in
front of him and gazed down at it, ignoring her.

She went into the kitchen and poured them bothflassbtch and

soda. Maybe she had overreacted, she thought,eabrehght the

drinks back into the living room. She handed him gliass and sat
down beside him, waiting to hear what he had to say

He took a long swallow of scotch, then turned to thevas expecting
something like this. Several people have given reétypbroad hints
lately about the status of our. . ." He hesitatieely smiled fleetingly,
‘Our affair.'

'‘But there is no affair,’ she protested hotly. "Yewa senator. Can't
you call that columnist and make him retract thateshent?
"Constant companion!" You know what that means,tdamu?’

'Yes,' he replied evenly. 'l know what that means.'

She jumped to her feet and began to pace the r¥deti, the whole
thing has backfired. When | agreed to your propmsitl had no idea
that people would get the impression we were erew. . lovers.' She
glared at him accusingly. 'l've taken great painsesRichard's death
to preserve a good reputation. That's not easyotinahis town,
especially when you have Margaret throwing meroat ynd now. ..'

'Sit down, Paula,' his voice rang out with authyorhe stopped her
pacing and stared at him, wide-eyed, shocked dbh& 'Please,’ he
said in a gentler voice. She obeyed and sank sldayn beside him
on the sofa, gazing sullenly at her drink.



'l think | have a solution," he said at last. "\t married.’



CHAPTER FIVE

SLowLy Paula raised her eyes from the glass in her hadchdtared at
him. 'Married!" she exclaimed. "You must be jokiktfiw can we get
married?'

‘Simple,’ he said. 'We get a licence and just do it
‘That isn't what | meant!" she snapped.

'l know what you meant.' He drained his glass atdtslown on the
coffee table.

Paula's head was reeling. She was having troubkhing. Married!
What was he thinking of? A nasty little item in #p@ssip column was
one thing, a lifetime commitment to a man she digne, who didn't
love her, quite another.

She finally collected herself enough to speak calttin't that a little
extreme?' she asked with a wry smile. 'Wouldrbeisimpler to just
call off the whole arrangement?'

He turned then to face her, solemn-eyed and ghavihat what you
want, Paula? Do you want to go back to dealing wdhbr sister's
interference, fending off passes?’

'‘Well, no,' she said weakly, 'but | don't wantShe reddened, unable
to go on.

‘Before you make up your mind," he broke in, 'ppsh#id better
explain more clearly what | have in mind.'

'Please do,' she murmured. She had the uneasygdbat she was
being drawn into a situation that was way overhesd.



She looked at Matthew. He seemed to be deep ighito8he knew
by now the way his mind worked. He was never impalsnever
acted thoughtlessly. He wouldn't speak now unlesshdd it all
worked out in his mind just what he wanted to say.

As she waited, she began to wonder what it wouldikeeto be
married to this tall, remote man. What would heestwf her? Did
she want to give up her freedom on any terms?

‘What | have in mind," he said at last, 'is replt an extension of our
original arrangement. From my point of view, it wed beautifully
until this came along.' He nodded towards the afifegy newspaper,
still lying on the coffee table. 'Do you agree?'

'Yes, | do." It was the truth. She really had eapbipeing with him and
appreciated the security, the protection. 'But...'

He held up a hand. 'Let me finish. | want you tdenstand how | feel
before you make up your mind. | don't see any remossibility of

falling in love again. I've already told you thBtut | do need a wife in
my position.' He frowned. 'That sounds so cold-dkxh and | don't
mean it that way. I've come to be very fond of y@aula,' he went on,
the grey eyes softer now. 'l like being with youe ¥hjoy doing the
same things, have the same way of looking at Ofa. backgrounds
are similar. If my understanding is correct, youicemore interested
in a grand passion than | am.' He paused, hisaslasg a question.

'‘No," she said promptly. 'I'm not.'! There was oneg he hadn't
mentioned, one thing she had to understand bef@ecsuld even
begin to make a decision on his strange proposed.t8ok a deep
breath and looked directly into his eyes. 'What Mogpu expect
from me?'His dark eyebrows shot up. For once sklechaght him
off guard, and she felt a strange surge of satistadlow through

her. He was too calm and collected. It pleasedidvaee him even
slightly ruffled.



'‘Nothing physical, of course,' he replied stifflyassumed that was
understood.’

She leaned back on the couch, enjoying his dis¢orefi'Won't you
find that difficult at such close quarters?' shkedsin a slightly
mocking tone. '‘Or do you plan on having affairs?'

A dark flush spread over his features. She couldste had made
him angry, and it exhilarated her to see that shddcstir some
emotion in him. Maybe he'd call the whole thing &he didn't care.

She could see that he was controlling himself artreffort. His fists
were clenched on his knees, and a little pulse &eatically at his
temple just where the neatly combed black hair bega

Then he relaxed visibly and smiled. 'No,' he repliedon't plan on
having affairs. Do you?'

'‘No,' she muttered, taken aback. 'Of course matstrry. | had no
right to say that.'

‘You had every right,' he shot back firmly. 'If wecide to go ahead
with this, | want to be sure your interests aresodered every bit as
much as mine, and even though it would technicbhlyonly a
marriage of convenience, | want you to know I'dereto anything to
embarrass you.'

He paused for a moment, then went on. 'After Betld,d admit |
went off the deep end for a while. | guess | waskiag for her in
other women. Something like that, anyway. Appayehtjot it out of
my system because after a year or so, | managgst twld of myself,
decided to put my energies into public service, puoitical career.
The meaningless affairs were far more trouble thay were worth.’

Paula didn't know what to say. She just sat thieneng) down at her
hands in her lap. The offer was tempting. She waswking for love,



but it would be nice to have security. Maybe, eualty, if it worked
out, they could even adopt children.

Richard had been dead over a year, and with eadingamonth her
conviction that she would never fall in love agairly strengthened.
She thought back to the bleak grey days beforendattcame into
her life, and she knew she didn't want to go backhat dreary
emptiness.

She considered her alternatives. She knew sheriipdveo choices.
She could enter into a marriage of convenience Mgltthew or she
could give up his friendship. In either case, lovauld be missing,
but since her capacity to love seemed to have di¢d Richard
anyway, at least as Matthew's wife she'd have dontet

She turned to face him. 'All right, Matthew,' she&lscalmly, her mind
made up. 'I'll marry you.'

Margaret, of course, was ecstatic, and immedidtelyan making
elaborate plans for a June garden wedding at tlead&r home in
Virginia.

'Sorry, Margaret,' Paula said firmly over dinneveek later. 'No big
wedding.'

‘And we're not waiting until June," Matthew put in.

Paula shot him a quick look across the long ditaide. He sounded
just like an impatient bridegroom, she thought.rhigst be a better
actor than she had given him credit for.

William spoke up from the head of the table, foafistg Margaret's
objections. 'Well, | hope you'll at least invite tosthe ceremony.
Where will you live?'



"1l just move upstairs to Matthew's apartmenguR rushed on
before her sister had the chance to take chargieeofonversation.
'It's much larger than mine. There's an extra bmdrbcan use for a
studio.'

She neglected to mention that she would also lepisig in that extra
bedroom. It was no one's business how she and dhattihose to
conduct their marriage. They had worked it all loeitveen them, and
with each passing day, Paula felt more and more slue was doing
the right thing.

Matthew seemed to be bending over backwards te@leer. He had
insisted she take the larger of the two bedroonth, it8 own private

bath, and had promised her a free hand in redecgyatlling her to

make whatever changes she liked. She planned tonase of her

own furniture. Matthew had spartan tastes, onlyldaee essentials,
since he did all his entertaining in restaurants.

She listened now as he went on to explain themspta a subdued
Margaret. '‘One of the Supreme Court justices isldrriend of the

family. He'll marry us in the Senate chapel, andairse we want
you both there.'

Margaret was cowed by the authoritative tone, Paoldd see, but
wasn't going to give up without a struggle. 'ltjdeesn't seem right,'
she grumbled. 'A United States Senator doesn'tngetied_ every
day. Everyone in Washington will want to attend.’

'‘No one in Washington is going to attend,’ Mattheawd firmly,
'‘because no one is going to know about it exceptayw my brother,
After it's over, Margaret, perhaps you'd like teega reception for us.
In a week or two.'

Margaret's glum expression brightened at the borsvin to her. She
was an old hand at society infighting and knew wkerconcede



graciously in exchange for a quid pro quo like lam. She'd be the
envy of all her friends. A reception for a newlywsehator was not
guite the same as a wedding, but it was certairdynext best thing.

Paula watched her sister with amusement. She @uidst see her
ticking over in her mind who to invite, who to exde, what to serve.
Happy at last, she made no objection when Matthiewcgd at his
watch early and said they'd have to be going.

'‘She seemed almost glad to get rid of us,' Paulghked on the way
home. 'That was nice of you, Matthew, to let hereha reception.
These things mean a lot to her.’

A week later, the wedding went off as planned. €heere no
reporters present and no guests except WilliamMayaret, who
cried noisily throughout the whole ceremony, andthMaw's brother
and his wife.

Paula felt oddly detached, as though she was stgradide watching
herself standing there beside Matthew in front wdtide Monahan
repeating her marriage vows. When it was over aattiw leaned
down and kissed her briefly, coolly on the lipse shas startled
momentarily by the intimacy.

Of course, she knew the kiss was for the benefihefothers. Still,
when their glance met, after it was over, she thospe could see a
new warmth in the silvery eyes. They smiled at eztbler, and Paula
felt a sudden strong surge of affection for this keonourable man.

Even though it wouldn't be a real marriage, shaight he had
placed enormous power over him in her hands. Byngiwer his
name, his public protection, he was trusting hehwis career, his
future, and much of his well-being.



I'll be a good wife to him, she thought fiercelyherself, just as |
know he'll be a good husband to me. Mutual trusd ample
friendship were just as good a basis for marriagjewe and passion,
she reasoned. Perhaps a better one. They'd bat &d lost once,
been shattered by it, and never wanted to risgaira It would be all
right.

They had decided against a honeymoon. Congressiwassion, and
Matthew, as a new senator, felt he owed it to bisstituency to be
present every day. Besides, the unspoken thoughtba them was
of the awkwardness of staying in a resort or haeén they didn't
plan to share a bedroom.

After the early evening ceremony, William insisted taking the
whole party out to dinner. Paula was glad. She ehtd delay as
long as possible their first awkward night together

She was charmed by Matthew's brother, Andrew, years older and
more extrovert. He and Marsha, his wife, seemduetdelighted at
the marriage, and welcomed Paula warmly into thatten family.

'‘Well, Mrs Stratton," Margaret whispered to hettlesy parted after
dinner, 'be happy.' There were tears in her eysb@astiugged Paula.

‘Sentimental idiot," Paula muttered, forcing a smihe felt like a
fraud.

William dropped them at the Georgetown apartmemd, \&hen they
got into the elevator, Paula automatically reacbetto punch the
third floor button.

‘You don't live there any more, remember?' Mattlsawd easily,
reaching past her to punch the sixth floor.



He looked down at her with an amused smile. Shdemed and
pulled her hand away quickly. 'Of course,’ she muad. 'How
stupid of me.'

They rode up to the sixth floor in silence, therlked down the hall

together to Matthew's apartmer¥ly apartment, too, now, she
thought to herself. She felt strangely disorientegten a little

light-headed.

When they went inside and she saw her own thingseitiving room,
where they had been moved from downstairs the puewveek, her
head began to clear. It would be all right, shautjim, once the first
awkwardness was over.

'‘Would you like a drink?' Matthew asked. He crossedr to the
windows to draw the curtains shut. 'A cup of coffee

'‘No, thanks.' Her voice sounded a little wobblim 'father tired. |
think I'll turn in, if you don't mind.' The tremam her voice only got
worse. I've got to get out of here, she thoughtilyito herself. I've
got to be alone.

Matthew came to stand before her. She couldn'thesaféelings from
the impassive face and distant grey eyes, but Wwhaeapoke, his voice
was gently mocking. 'Wedding night jitters, Paula?"

Her eyes flew open and she took a step back from Innmediately,
his grey eyes narrowed and a frown appeared ofinthiéeatures.

'Hey," he said. 'I'm only joking.' Then he smil&tbu arejumpy. Sure
you don't want that drink? Come on, I'll light tire.'

Reluctantly, she agreed, and as they settled osdftaein front of the
flickering fire sipping drinks, she gradually begarrelax. Matthew
had told her to choose some music, and on an imshis put on the
Haydn cello concerto.



Matthew had taken off his jacket and loosened ibisHe sat now
with his long legs stretched out before him, hiachkeaning back, his
eyes closed. By the light of the flickering firegua watched him. He
seemed to be almost asleep, lulled by the gemdanstof the Haydn.

This man is my husband, she thought, still noteglélieving she had
actually gone through with the marriage. The fgleticast dancing
shadows on the flat planes of his cheeks and stiamigThe crisp

dark hair was a little untidy and he had rolledghezves of his white
shirt up, revealing strong forearms, lightly cowereith fine dark

hair.

She knew he would never hurt her, never wilfullysaher pain. As
the fire and the scotch she was drinking warmed $lee slowly
began to thaw and allowed her mind to wander. 8bkeld at his
hands, large and strong with long tapering fingansl found herself
wondering how they would feel touching her.

He opened his eyes then and turned his head lemirds her.
'Feeling better?"

She jumped a little, then smiled at him. 'Much dettt just doesn't
seem quite real to me yet.'

'It'll be all right, Paula. You'll see.’

* * %

After they had survived, with rueful amusement, Hkaet's
spectacular ‘reception’, Paula settled easily inés new life,
probably, she thought, because it wasn't muchrdiftefrom her old
one. Surrounded by her own belongings, hard at warkher
drawings, even living in the same building, thetgrat of her days
was much the same as it had always been.



Matthew, of course, was gone a great deal, and when he was at
home their lives were separate. Although theyrege tmeals together
and attended social affairs as a couple, they ligbdost like
strangers who happened to share the same apartment.

Paula considered Matthew's bedroom sacrosancg dslthers, and
for the first two weeks of their marriage she diéwen glance inside
as she passed by it. One day, however, her cyrigsitthe better of
her, and she decided it couldn't do any harm qutike a quick look.
She knew Matthew wouldn't care, and nursed thé feope that the
room might reveal some clue as to her remote hukbamer life.

She was quickly disabused of that notion. Except &opair of
cufflinks on the dresser and a tie hanging overarcthe room was
as impersonal as if it had been in a hotel. Thébtobed was neatly
made, and only the large oak desk in the far caghewed any signs
of personal use.

Then she saw the photograph on the bedside talolekaew, of
course, that it was Beth. Drawn by an overpoweduagosity, she
moved over to the side of the bed and looked dawmessmiling face
of a young, fair-haired woman. She was breathtdkibgautiful,
Paula thought, with delicate features and a fragieof mystery in
the slight smile, the turn of the head. The ovenmafiression was one
of the eternal feminine, elusive and serene.

Paula felt a sudden sharp stab of jealousy. Retwydrerself
immediately, she quickly walked back out into tladl and almost ran
to the sanctuary of her own bedroom. What had mot her? She
picked up Richard's photograph and gazed into #mewdark eyes.

'It's you | love,' she whispered, hugging the pietto her. 'l haven't
been unfaithful. I'm not really married, and | e@mty feel nothing for
the dark, cold-eyed stranger who happens to beuslydnd.’



At the wedding dinner, Matthew had promised higheothat he and
Paula would spend the Easter weekend in May wétht the farm
in Maryland. It would also be a good opportunity Fom to spend
some time in his constituency.

'‘Mending fences,' he said to Paula as they drowigin the rolling
hills of northern Virginia into southern Marylandh ehe Thursday
afternoon before Easter.

The apple blossoms were in full bloom now, perfugnihe warm
spring air with their heady fragrance, acres amdsaof them as far as
the eye could see on either side of the winding.roa

They had been married a little over a month, andghg at him now
as he drove, Paula realised that she didn't knawhgband any
better now than she had before their wedding. Wedt was the
bargain, the arrangement, she told herself, andwsis generally
content with it.

The Stratton family home was set in a wide vallegmthe southern
border of Pennsylvania. It was a sprawling whitenfaouse with
well-kept stables surrounded by acres of orchaddpasture.

Paula warmed immediately to Marsha, her new siatéaw, and
while the two men rode out to inspect the hordesy sat outside on
the wide flagstone terrace drinking iced tea.

'I'm so glad you could come,” Marsha said aftey thad settled
themselves at the round glass- topped table.béesm dying to get to
know you better.'

Paula was amused at her frankness. She was agaonp, friendly
woman with untidy faded blonde hair and an infactismile. All her
movements were brisk and assured, and Paula fourdelh



wondering how she and Margaret would get alongyMrere much
alike.

'It's a lovely old place,’ she commented. 'And sdl vared for. Have
you lived here all your married life?'

'Oh, yes. We even spent our honeymoon here. Mustwve the
horses, you know. At least, that's Andrew's excdséehates to travel.
We have a perfectly good stable manager and tralmgt;’ she
shrugged, 'my husband is convinced the place wdaildapart
without his personal supervision.'

'‘Where is your little girl?' Paula asked. 'My sigt@s two children,
both boys, and when they were younger, it seen@dwiere always
underfoot—and highly audible.’

Marsha laughed. 'Oh, Laurie is no shrinking viot&tw could she be
with such noisy parents? She's at a birthday plagyafternoon. One
of the neighbours will bring her home before dinner

She was quite torn between going to the party amagbhere when
Uncle Matthew arrived. She dotes on him.'

Uncle Matthew, Paula thought. It sounded so strahd@w old is
Laurie?'

'‘She's six.' Marsha grinned at the look of surgPigela couldn't quite
hide. 'l know what you're thinking. How come twaldbgies like
Andrew and | produced a child on the fringes of diedage.'

Paula murmured a feeble protest, but had to admiterself that
Marsha was right. Andrew had to be forty, and Mansfas not much
younger.

'‘We waited a long time for Laurie,’ Marsha explainsuddenly
sober. She gave Paula a cautious look. 'It's nbmy dusiness, but |



hope you and Matthew have better luck. He'd makeoaderful
father.'

‘Yes, he would," Paula agreed automatically. Theame to her with
a little shock that Marsha was right. Matthew woldda fine father.

'‘Beth never wanted children, you know,' Marsha went'Perhaps
Matthew didn't either. | wouldn't know.' She smilélde keeps his
feelings pretty much to himself, as you've no dadistovered. At
any rate,’ she went on, 'he was just getting startehis political
career, so it may have been a mutual agreemeetp&ilsed, as if not
sure of her ground. 'She was very beautiful, yoavkhshe said
slowly at last. 'Beth. Rather fragile, if you unstand what | mean.’

''ve seen her picture,' Paula said. The conversatas making her
vaguely uneasy, as if they were talking behind Ma#ts back. 'l
agree. She was quite lovely. | know Matthew lovedvery much.’

‘Too much, | sometimes thought,' Marsha said, barevtinged with
bitterness. 'Beth liked to create an air of mystdygut her. She was
an elusive creature.' She stared directly at Paove. 'And totally
selfish.’

Paula shifted uncomfortably in her chair. 'Marshashe began,
wanting to put an end to the conversation, butigifod hurting the
other woman's feelings.

'Oh, | know," Marsha broke in. 'Shouldn't spealbfilthe dead. | just
want you to know that I'm delighted Matthew marregghin, and to
someone so different from Beth. You're obviouslygihang person,

warm and loving, just what he needed to break Bdtbld on him

once and for all. If he fell in love with you, thatls me her spell must
be finally exorcised.' She smiled warmly.

Andrew and Matthew appeared just then, back fraair tide, and a
few minutes later Laurie returned home from hetypa&@aught up in



the ensuing commotion, Paula was relieved thatcherersation
with Marsha was cut off, but during the rest ofitlstay she found
herself returning to it again and again.

Of course, Marsha had no way of knowing that Mattleas not in
love with her, and was actually still quite firnield by the spell of
his dead wife. Was it a spell? she wondered. Cible broken?

Seeing Matthew with his family showed Paula anrelytinew side of
him. The iron reserve she had become so accusttoneeemed to
crack and gradually disappear. Andrew and Marshath lso
outgoing, brought out a light-hearted aspect oftMat's nature that
Paula had not known existed.

Over coffee that first evening after dinner, Andiyggested that she
might like to go down to the stable to see the émrs

She frowned. 'l don't know. I've never been arotodses." She
looked at Matthew. 'I'm a city girl, remember?' Theh was, she was
afraid of the great beasts, but didn't like to say

Matthew grinned. 'They won't bite. They're reallyitg gentle
creatures.' He was leaning back in the sturdy a@ptahair, one
ankle crossed over his other knee, relaxed andyhapp had on a
well-worn pair of blue jeans and a plaid flannaltsland Paula saw
that the customary lines of tension on his facesveenoothed away.

'‘Besides,' Andrew said, 'they're all in their stalhd can't get out.' He
was gazing at her with amusement in his dark eyes.

Paula gave him a dubious look. He was sitting riexiatthew,
dressed in almost identical clothes, and prettymthe same size.
Other than that, the two men were very differemtdéew's dark hair
was shot with grey, his face was fuller, and higioms more abrupt
and impatient.



Laurie had been staring, wide-eyed, at Paula throug this
exchange. Now she piped up. 'You're not afraidoséés, are you?'
she asked in an incredulous tone.

‘Well, no,' Paula fibbed, reddening. 'l'd like eeghem.'

They set off down to the stables. Dusk had falklemg the quiet
countryside was peaceful and serene, the fragireggple blossoms
heavy on the evening air.

Inside the stable, Laurie danced ahead down pastotl of stalls,
eager to show Paula her very own horse. She hadrimbeg since
she was three years old.

'His name is Prince,' she said proudly, pullingl®é&y the hand over
to a stall where a mild- looking, rather small lgovath liquid brown
eyes stood quietly munching hay.

The stable was warm and smelled damply of horsgstaaw. As she
gingerly approached the stall, Paula began to lbeaver. Prince
seemedjentle enough.

‘Now that you're in the family, Paula,’ Andrew baahfrom behind
her, 'you're going to have to learn to ride.’

Paula turned around and stared at him. She bitghand glanced at
Matthew, standing beside his brother. He smileeat "There's no
hurry," he said easily. "Whenever you're ready.’

Andrew had a bag of apples in his hand, which reefed to each
horse in turn in the long row. He held one out&ol& now.

'Here. You can give this to Prince. It's a good waget acquainted.’



Paula didn't know what to do. Surely, if Andrew akidrsha let
Laurie ride the horse, he must be gentle. She bake¢he beautiful
dappled animal. He looked quiet and friendly.

‘All right,’ she said, and took the apple from Amdlis outstretched
hand.

She walked slowly towards Prince, who was eyeingniid interest.
She held the apple out flat on the palm of her hevak she supposed
to put it into that huge mouth? No, she decidddjila get it himself.
He couldn't quite reach it, so she took one stegetlto him, leaning
forward tentatively.

At that moment, Prince chose to rear up playfutiyhé hind legs and
let out a loud whinny. Paula gave a little shridigpped the apple,
and turned and ran straight into Matthew's arms.

She buried her face in his chest, clinging to thegh material of the
plaid shirt, more embarrassed now than frighteigdek could hear
the others hooting with laughter, but Matthew ostiyoked her back
soothingly, his arms strong and comforting aroued h

Finally, she looked up at him, ashamed of her pganitight, and
beginning to laugh at herself along with the others

‘Sorry, Matthew,' she said, grinning. 'That mustehbeen a comical
sight. Have | disgraced you in front of your farfily

He was gazing down at her, still holding her, ad m@k on his face.
He put a hand flat on her cheek, warm and strond,Raula felt a
sudden glow at how cherished this protective gesnade her feel.

'No, he said, smiling. 'Nothing you could do wodldgrace me.'

It was as though they were all alone in the vasblstfor that one
brief moment, but then it passed as suddenly eanie. Paula heard



Laurie calling her name, urging her to try agaimg avhen she felt
Matthew's hands slowly leave her, she turned around

‘All right, you've had your fun,' she said. 'Give amother apple, and
I'll show you that a city girl may be stupid abbatses, but she's not
afraid to try again.’

'‘Good girl" Andrew shouted delightedly, and handed another
apple.

This time she succeeded, and when she stood batkvatthed
Prince contentedly munching the apple she had dimanshe felt a
sense of accomplishment and pride that astonisleedwith its
intensity.

They went back to the house, then, still laughingaula's fright and
congratulating her on her bravery. She was begintarieel that she
was a real part of this strong, affectionate family

'‘We'll make a horsewoman of you yet," Andrew boomede lit the
fire in the enormous living room. 'You don't knowyéhing about
horses, but you've got guts.’

Laurie was bundled off to bed then, and Paula vemtatelightedly
when the little girl climbed up onto Matthew's lgmyt her arms
around his neck and kissed him goodnight. Who wavdr have
believed that the stern Senator Stratton couldikee gutty in his
niece's hands, she thought to herself when shetlsawobvious
pleasure light up his face.

They sat in front of the fire drinking cider andktag until midnight,
when Andrew finally stood up abruptly, stretched g@awned, and
announced that he didn't know about the rest ohthmit he had to
get up early the next morning and was going to bed.



‘There are no weekends on a farm," Marsha explasezhe led the
way upstairs to the bedrooms. 'There's no neegbioand Matthew -
to get up early, though. Sleep as long as you like.

They said goodnight then, and Paula and Matthewt wea the
bedroom that had been given to them earlier. Mansidamentioned
to her that it was Matthew's old room, and theresvgtill vestiges in
it from his boyhood, a model airplane hanging frtra ceiling, a
shelf full of adventure books on one wall, fishgar in a corner.

The sleeping arrangements at the farm had woredbaRat first, but
she soon saw that the problem was easily resolydtiébfact that
each bedroom had a sleeping porch attached taaithielwv turned to
her now and announced calmly that he would slegpoouthe
screened-in porch.

'‘We will have to share the bathroom," he said wittumorous glint in
the grey eyes, 'but I'm very neat. | hang up my twrels and always
screw the top back on the toothpaste.'

Still, Paula was troubled. 'Won't Marsha realisatighgoing on when
she sees that both beds have been slept in?'

Matthew only shrugged. 'Who cares? She won't sgthany, and so
long as we're satisfied with the arrangement, ntis one else's
business.'

He was right, of course, she thought later asahanlbed listening to
the strange sounds of the country through the eyadow. There
was a pond nearby, and the chirping and croakinpefrogs was
almost deafening to her city-bred ears.

She was glad it wasn't Margaret's house they wayeng in. Nothing
escaped her! If they were to spend one night iarste beds under
the same roof as her sister, she'd soon ferréheututh and confront
Paula with it.



It gave her an odd feeling to realise that Mattes sleeping not ten
feet from her out on the connecting porch. Theyth&dn turns in the
bathroom and managed to stay out of each otheysavaiding any
more intimacy than they shared in the apartmentak all working
out quite well. Wasn't it? she asked herself agadsed and turned in
the strange bed.

She thought about the way Matthew had held hechied her, out in
the stable that evening when she had been sodngttof the horse.
As though we were really married, she mused, ardcehldn't help
wondering what it would be like to be his wife imeey sense of the
word.

Now, that's silly, she admonished herself, turninvgr once again.
The arrangement they had was perfectly satisfa¢tobpth of them.
Matthew certainly didn't seem to want more, andheeidid she. No
one would ever take Richard's place in her hedw. Fabit of loving
him was too strong ever to be broken.

'Did you enjoy the weekend?' Matthew asked as tlieye back to
Washington on Monday morning.

'Oh, yes, very much," Paula replied, turning to ith a smile. 'l
liked them both. They made me feel quite welcome.'

'‘Good. They liked you, too." He met her glanceflyiand smiled.
'Why shouldn't they? You're a very likeable person.

Paula didn't know what to reply to that. She wasddb hear that
Matthew found her likeable, but the words, so wedlant, left her
feeling a little cold and empty.

'‘What's wrong, Paula?' she heard him ask.

'‘Nothing. Nothing at all,' she said quickly. 'l ggd'm just digesting
the weekend.'



He nodded, his eyes on the road ahead. 'The tlitbem can be a
little overpowering at times. Not quite our stybeit probably good
for us both once in a while.'



CHAPTER SIX

AFTER the weekend with Matthew's family, Paula begandtice a
subtle change in their relationship. It was nothshg could put her
finger on, just a vague tension, a feeling of stiz@tween them, as
though they were watching each other, moving amlspg more
cautiously.

She found herself stopping by the open door dbédroom more and
more often during the day when she was home alimenever went
inside, but her eyes always travelled first to lleeside table, to the
silver-framed photograph of Beth. Every time she #athere, her
heart sank, and she finally realised that secetté/hoped some day
to find it gone.

This bothered her. She had enjoyed their old ealsyionship. What
had happened? Had Matthew changed? Had she? Shihiképmg
about that conversation with Marsha, what she laatl about Beth,
her blithe assumption that Matthew was in love vign and had put
Beth out of his mind. What would she think if sheetv the truth?

Their arrangement began to seem more and mora liexeption to
her, and this made her uncomfortable. One morningnwMargaret
had If dropped in unexpectedly, she'd seen the darbad in Paula's
room, the room she had claimed she used only aglensFor once,
Margaret hadn't asked any questions, but ever s$ivere Paula had
been aware of some strange, suspicious looks dasteday.

Matthew seemed to be spending more and more tinay dnem
home, and when he was there, at meals or in theirgewhen he
didn't have a meeting, his manner towards her wast@ous, but
distant. Yet, every once in a while, when she veasling beside him
or watching television or listening to music, shaild sense him
watching her and could almost feel the intensityiibe that brooding
gaze.



One night in early June, about a month after thisit to the farm,
Margaret once again produced two tickets to thenGlea box at
Kennedy Center. By coincidence, the soloist wagharocellist, a
famous Russian expatriate, considered by some<rit be the
greatest cellist since Pablo Casals.

Paula and Matthew sat at the back of the box agend,glancing
through the programme before the concert begaraPaticed that
they were playing the same Haydn concerto as onrtigat last
winter when she and Matthew had gone together.

She darted a brief look at Matthew, sitting begide to see if he'd
noticed. Their eyes met, and they smiled conspiedlp at each
other.

Suddenly, the past several weeks of tension sewmadlt away, and
they were back on their old comradely footing. Matv leaned
towards her and spoke into her ear in a low voice.

'l notice we don't finish up with Bartok this tirhe.

She glanced back at her programme, then liftechbad so that her
mouth was at his ear. 'No. It's Brahms. Much be8hall we stay for
the second half this time?"

Their faces were almost touching. Glancing sidevatylsim, Paula
could see the way the skin around his downcast eyekled as he
smiled, listening to her. The thin mobile mouth tolhied in
amusement.

‘Yes,' he agreed. 'We owe them that much, aftekidgout on the
Bartok. Besides, I'm very fond of Brahms.'

Before she could answer, the houselights dimmedfadonductor
strode out on to the stage. He bowed, mounteddtrim, raised his
baton, and the concert began.



During the Haydn, Paula was lost again in the pangeauty of the
larghetto. The Russian cellist took it at a muawsr tempo, the
lower tones deeply resonant, heartbreaking in tloeiy, drawn-out
plangency. The tears gathered and spilled overtigatbthis time.

She closed her eyes, so wrapped up in the musicwhan she
realised that Matthew's arm had come around heuldérs, it
seemed perfectly natural to her, as though hishtaut her bare
shoulders was all that was needed to perfect thedntibe music
evoked.

She leaned her head back against his shelteringaadnfelt his
fingers tighten on her shoulder. Their bodies wetehing now and
a warmth stole through Paula at the intimate cantbwas a perfect
moment, she thought. Even the tears were pleasant.

At the end of the larghetto, Matthew reached ingolneast pocket,
took out a handkerchief and gently wiped the tesray. He handed
it to her then, and she quietly blew her nose.l&bkeed at him, and in
the darkened hall she could still make out the sl his face, the
gleaming of the silvery eyes.

When the lights came up at the intermission, thenate mood

passed. They went out into the lobby for a drinkf encolleague of
Matthew's there with his wife, and stood there thgtwith them

until the five-minute gong rang.

For the rest of the concert and on the way homethda seemed to
withdraw into himself again, and after that evenitigat one brief
moment when they had been so close, the familiienpaof polite

distance between them was resumed.

Paula found herself becoming more and more confuabdut
Matthew's feelings and her own. She began to teeby around him.



He seemed to be avoiding her, yet she would stitilcone of those
brooding looks fastened on her from time to time.

It happened mostly when they were alone, but oonaly when
they were at a party or a dinner some force wouddvcher glance
across the room to find him staring at her. He w@arhile briefly,
casually, and look away, but she was always ledtirfg vaguely
unsettled.

Finally, she began to wonder if he was having &iraiHe had said
he would never embarrass her publicly, and she kreewould keep
his word, but he could be quietly involved with aman and no one
would know.

She tried not to let herself dwell on these speimria. After all, they
didn't have a real marriage, and just the few géegpshe had had of
the warmth and passion simmering beneath Matthesdg remote
exterior told her that he had a normal man's desire

As the weeks passed, they seemed to be driftitigefaand farther
apart, had less and less to say to each othemweétérwas beginning
to sufferunder the constant tension, and finally,tle middle of
summer, Paula made up her mind to confront hinfinthb out once
and for all what was on his mind.

It was an especially warm evening in mid-July wisée decided it
was time to speak to him. He had been particualént over dinner
and had excused himself shortly afterwards to goveh and change
his clothes. He had a meeting that night, and askdared the table,
Paula wondered if she should initiate a converadigfore he left, or
wait up for him and have it out with him when heneahome. Better
wait, she thought, no matter how late he was.

After he left for his meeting, she sat in the lyiroom and began to
rehearse in her mind what she would say to himv&irged above all



to be calm, to give him a chance to back out of theriage
gracefully if that's what he wanted, with no regrem either side, no
recriminations. If there was another woman, perlareally fallen
in love again, and she wanted him to have thatahamh happiness.
She'd miss him, miss his company, but anything d/bel better than
this strained silence.

She was still sitting there, idly turning the pagéa magazine, when
she heard his key in the lock less than an hoar bé'd left. When he
came inside, she looked up at him, surprised ttgadack so soon.
She was nowhere near prepared with her speech.

'l decided not to go to the meeting,' he said.ylda manage without
me.'

She stared at him. He was leaning back againgddbe a haggard
look on his face. He seemed strangely unkempttadietie slightly

askew, his jacket hanging in the crook of his akfatthew was

always so neat and well-groomed, she thought, agdrbto wonder
if he was unwell. Maybe that's what was wrong.

He started walking slowly towards her. 'lI've hathsthing on my

mind lately, Paula,' he said in a low, halting wit've put off talking

to you about it, hoping it would go away, but | czee that keeping
quiet is only making things worse.’

Paula blanched. There was a sudden sickening daelthe pit of her
stomach. All her carefully rehearsed speeches detnof her mind.
She was suddenly certain he was going to ask fofreedom, and
was stunned at how bereft this made her feel.

'‘What is it, Matthew?' she said at last, unablketp the tremor out of
her voice. She cleared her throat nervously. 'Mkitimat something
has been bothering you.'



He threw his jacket over the back of the sofa,¢oesl his tie, and sat
down heavily beside her. Then, slowly, he turnetht® her with a
grim, determined look.

'I've thought of a hundred ways of leading up tis,tlne ground out,
'‘but now I'm just going to have to spell it outdigl' He drew in a
deep breath. 'l want a family, Paula. | want acthil

Paula was speechless. For a moment she wasn&rsldeheard him
right. It was not at all what she had expected toirsay.

‘A child?' she repeated weakly. 'What do you meém? want us to
adopt a baby?' Then a new thought came to herddQrou mean
you've found someone you want to marry. . .'

'‘No, damn it,' he broke in. His face was flushedd e seemed
almost angry. 'l don't want to adopt, and there'®me else. | want
our child.'

'Our child?' She was stunned. 'But that would mean...'

'‘Exactly,’ he snapped. He ran a hand over his daik 'l know it
sounds crazy, given the terms of our marriage, I'vat become
obsessed with the idea.' He gave her a pleadinkg ldmow it's a lot
to ask, given the way you feel about me, about &uthbut would
you just think it over, at least consider it?'

Paula's head was spinning. She had to do somethiongg around,
get away from him. She couldn't think straight. $imaped up and
walked across the room to the window, and stoathstaown at the
traffic going by in the street below. She could faen watching her,
waiting for her to say something.

What could she say? It was the last thing she kpeated. The
implications of his request boggled her mind. Qfrse, it was out of



the question. She couldn't sleep with a man she'tdmve, a man
who didn't love her.

What would he do if she refused? Would he leav@ Reérd someone
who would accommodate this sudden lust for offgptiShe began to
grow angry. It was easy enough for him, she thauglahching her
fists at her sides. A man didn't need emotionalradment for sex.
Give him a moderately attractive face and body, &rdidn't take
much to arouse his instincts.

She whirled around, ready to accuse him of mereawpting to use
her, when she saw the look on his face. The moashset, the grey
eyes half-shut, and she knew she was being uMaitthew wasn't
like that. Although there were aspects of his ctt@rashe hadn't
begun to understand, she did know he was an hdnleunsiderate
man. He liked her, he respected her, and now hé¢eddrer to bear
his child.

‘You've taken me completely by surprise,’ she asidst. 'l had no
idea this was what was bothering you.' She smiledkly. 'l thought
you wanted your freedom."’

The heavy dark eyebrows shot up. ‘What in the wgalde you that
idea? I'm perfectly satisfied with our arrangeménist want a child
before I'm too old.’

‘Let me think about it for a few days.’

'Of course.' He smiled stiffly. 'I'm grateful ydigbo that fan.'

It was all she thought about for the next two d&fse was tempted,
several times, to call Margaret and ask for helca\wbut she knew
she couldn't do that without revealing to her sidte true nature of
her marriage and opening up a torrent of questimiasadvice.



The one thing she became gradually certain of hatsshe really did
want a child. She thought of suggesting adoptidviatthew, but that
could take years, and why adopt when you could yaue own?

The unresolved question uppermost in her mind, kewewas

whether she could go through the necessary predmeis with

Matthew without love, without desire. Certainly,esheasoned, he
wasn't repulsive to her. On the contrary, she founmu very

attractive. She had just never thought of him tey.

She began to look at him with new eyes. He didniigoup the

subject again, and she knew he wouldn't, but th@endtmosphere in
the apartment was changed. They treated each witieelaborate
courtesy and kept a distance between them, buetiston in the air
was electrifying.

By the end of the second day Paula had come toahelusion that
there was no good reason not to do as Matthew digkfeer all, she
wasn't a blushing young virgin about to be violdtmdthe first time.
They were legally married and neither of them waterested in
looking for love with anyone else. They would stagether, have a
family, make a life. Still she hesitated. What mdie she want? Why
not just give him what they both wanted?

That second night, before Matthew came home, she & her
bedroom and stood looking down at Richard's pheiggr It
suddenly dawned on her that she rarely thoughttdiiouany more.
She would always love him, but the sting of hisloss gone.

She dimly comprehended then why she was still regidlatthew's
request. She was afraid. A wave of sheer terropsoser her when
she finally admitted it to herself. To sleep witmhto respond to him
physically, would mean not only shutting the doarRichard, but
leaving herself emotionally vulnerable to Matthew.



But that was silly. Matthew wasn't asking her for amotional
commitment. Even a physical response on her pasntaeally
necessary. She didn't have to show passion, juavditable. Surely
she could do that for the sake of a child, a céild knew she wanted
more and more.

As she reasoned it out, the fear gradually subsided she knew
what she had to do. She picked uj> the photognajtls heavy silver
frame, walked over to her dresser and opened tkterbadrawer
where she kept odds and ends of bank statemewtssaténdars,
official documents. She placed the photograph ensidad closed the
drawer.

Matthew came home late that night. It was afteerbefore they'd
finished eating and Paula had cleared the kitcBae.had made up
her mind to give him her answer tonight, and sheedaround the
kitchen like a robot, putting things away mechalhycaher heart

pounding dully, painfully in her chest.

When she finally finished in the kitchen, she pouteo cups of
coffee, set them down on a tray and carried théothe living room.
Matthew was sitting on the sofa reading the evepagger.

'Matthew,' she said.

He glanced up at her and smiled. 'Ah, coffee. Wit | need.' He
reached for a cup.

She sat down beside him. 'Matthew, I've made upnmyl.' His hand
stilled in mid-air, then he set the cup carefulack down on the tray
and turned to her. 'Yes?'

She nodded. 'I'll do it. I'll have your child.'

There, it was out. She felt weak with relief, ahd look of gratitude
on his face told her she had done the right thiag. the first time



since she'd known him, the pain was gone and tbg gyes were
alight with pleasure.

Later that night, Paula stood in her bedroom, gpairher reflection
in the mirror and wondering if Matthew would conodhier. After her
shower, she had put on a nightgown Margaret hadngher as a
wedding present.

Her cheeks burned now as she saw how revealing ptie
peach-coloured garment was. Thin straps were &thiththe points
of an extremely low-cut bodice that plunged betweenbreasts in a
deep vee. The material was a paper- thin silk Vgitle insets at the
midriff and sides.

She shook her head. She simply couldn't let hinhsedke this. She
found the loose matching robe, slipped it on aed i firmly at the

neck. But would he even come? Just in case, sheduwff the bright
overhead light, leaving only a dim lamp burningtio@ bedside table.

There had been no discussion after she'd give!nenmanswer. The
telephone had rung several times, and finally Phathgone to her
room. She wanted to be alone anyway. ®ishedher erratic pulse
beat would settle down. It was eleven o'clock bywn&urely he
wouldn't come this late. She might as well go td.be

Then the knock came, and she almost jumped oueotkin. Her
heart lurched sickeningly. What was she doing? ¥¥esmad? She
couldn't go through with it.

'‘Paula,' came the low voice. 'May | come in?'

With trembling fingers, she tightened the tie of ha&be. 'Come in,
Matthew,' she called.



He had brought along a bottle of wine and two glas®alanced
precariously on a tray. When he saw her standinghbydressing
table, he only stared for a few seconds, his eyegng over her,
studying her. Burning with embarrassment, she waskful she'd at
least put on the robe over the revealing nightgown.

He was dressed in a dark robe. She could seeithahést was bare
and that he had on pyjama bottoms. His hair wélsaslittle damp
from the shower, and as he came closer, she notizddhe had
shaved. There was a little nick on his chin, anel wbndered if he
could be a little nervous, too.

When he spoke, however, his voice was steadyotight you might
like a glass of wine.' He set the tray down onmepof the dressing
table.

‘Yes, please,' she croaked shakily.

He gave her a sharp glance, then poured the widdvanded her a
glass. She swallowed it gratefully, and as the wlaspread through
her she began to feel a little calmer.

‘There's no need to be nervous, Paula,’ he sang¢sthr. 'Trust me. |
won't rush you or hurt you.'

She nodded gratefully and looked shyly up at hihe &id trust him,
and he was far from repulsive to her. The dark rolas belted
loosely in front, revealing his strong throat aadrted upper chest.
She had never seen him like this before, nor fedt gowerful
masculinity so intensely.

He reached out a hand and touched her thick darkraa it around
to the back of her head, murmuring, 'You're a bkduivoman,

Paula." He pulled her gently towards him. 'l waot yo know | am
attracted to you. Your hair is like silk. I've wadtto touch it like this
SO many times.'



His face was so close to hers now that she coelthsedark flecks in
his silvery eyes, smell the soapy fragrance offéee and hair, and
she knew from the light in those hooded eyes tbatdsired her. She
stiffened involuntarily, alarmed at the close cohtnd the assault on
her senses of his close proximity. His hold on fedsixed slightly,
and he drew back, looking down into her eyes.

‘Don't be afraid, Paula,' he said in a low voi¥®u can back out at
any time. Try to relax.’

She nodded her head and swallowed. 'I'll try,'vghispered.

She closed her eyes then and felt his cool lipsshorlightly,

tentatively against her own. His other hand camé&ugup her chin,
and when she sighed and leaned against him, she hieadraw in
his breath sharply.

His kiss hardened then, and his arms came arounditaving her
closely up against his long, lithe body. He tore mmouth away and
placing light, lingering kisses on her face, heezsyher chin, moved
to her ear, his cheek pressed against hers.

'l want you, Paula,' he groaned. 'Put your armsiradane. Pretend
you love me.'

He wants me, his voice echoed in her ears, andlskgy slid her
arms up around his neck. Then his mouth was on dgas), more
Insistent this time. She felt his tongue move tevddy against her
lips, startling her, and she drew back.

‘Don't," he ground out, his lips finding hers agaon't leave me like
that. Please.’

Her thoughts raced madly. She had made up her tmigd through
with this. She couldn't back down now. She had qmeg herself to
submit passively. What she hadn't been preparedwias the



sensations his touch evoked in her. It had nevauloed to her that
she would respond to him, that her own desire wbelday her. She
felt herself to be in some kind of danger, but didnderstand why or
what it was she feared.

Almost against her will, her lips parted now, ane sgasped
tremulously as his tongue invaded her mouth. Hedasf toothpaste
and the wine he had drunk, a clean heady tastdilleat her with
pleasure.

His hands were moving now over her back, the tiiity snaterial of

her robe sliding sensuously on her bare skin. ¢lish was firm and
sure, and as his warm hands travelled over heag#cbrushing
against the sides of her breasts, she knew shedair, too.

He pulled at the ties of her robe and slippedfitef shoulders. One
hand came back to settle on her breast, warm aftd moving
sensitively on the bare skin above the low bodi€ahe wispy
nightgown. She gasped as she felt his fingers mighyghtly with the
barely covered nipple, taut and thrusting undethiresilk.

All thinking ceased when he slipped the thin strafdser gown from
her shoulders and the hand moved from one arogaeakring breast
to the other. She threw her head back when his et hers and
travelled down her neck to her collarbone, to lieabt, leaving a trail
of fire until it closed moistly on one hard peak.

She hadn't known, hadn't dreamed, lovemaking cbaldike this.

Her whole body was a mass of sensation. All sheamase of were
Matthew's hands and mouth on her body, his raggeathing. The
frantic potency of his unleashed passion overwheliner. Gone
were the iron control and the remote manner, teaka Matthew she
had never known existed.



When he released her momentarily to shrug out Wis mbe, she
clutched blindly at him, her hands roaming over $neooth bare
chest, the hard muscles of his arms and shouldedswhen he came
back to her, crushing her to him, she moaned deéger throat and
moulded her body to his with a wild longing she haever,
experienced before.

His hands slid down to her hips, pulling her lowedy against his,
his need for her unmistakable, sure proof of hevggamver him. She
looked up into his eyes. In the dim light burnirggass the room by
the side of the bed, she could see the fire ingtley eyes and the
broad chest heaving as he struggled for control.

'‘Now, Paula,’ he muttered in a rasping breath. '‘Now
She nodded. 'Yes, Matthew. Oh, yes.'

Slowly, his arms still tight around her, he beganpropel her
backward towards the bed, his strong thighs guitegsteps as if in
a dance. He lowered her gently down onto the lheh teached out
to turn off the light with one hand, removing thggma bottoms at
the same time with the other.

The darkness only seemed to intensify their pas$tanla clung to
him as his body covered hers, and then they weralyi joined

together, the pounding momentum building to a @edo of pure,
soul-shattering pleasure, as she became Matthefg' silast.

Paula woke up in the middle of the night, her whomdy still tingling
from Matthew's passionate lovemaking. She hadrfalkdeep in his
arms, and -as memory came back to her, renewe dasne with it.
She stretched contentedly, a little smile on heefand turned to
reach out for him.



The other side of the bed was empty. He had gormd. A\sharp pang
of disappointment, Paula rolled back on to heopiland stared into
the darkness.

Why had he left her? Hadn't she pleased him? Psrehp had
appeared too eager. Her cheeks burned as sheece¢h# wild
abandon with which she had responded to his lovemgakhe sat up
in bed and suddenly realised she was still naked.

She sank back down with a groan. What had gothet@ Matthew

must be disgusted with her. She tried to form atalemage of him

as he had appeared to her earlier tonight, arowsgaendid in his

naked masculinity, the grey eyes blazing with dgsire warm hands
and mouth worshipping her body, her husband inyesense of the
word.

But all she could envision now that he was gonetivasool remote
stranger she shared an apartment with. Was tonigat,intense
physical passion they had shared, only a dream?shm thought,
vividly aware that her mouth and breasts were stlle from his
violent lovemaking. Richard had never made loviedolike that, and
the experience was unforgettable.

Oh, why did he leave me, she groaned. She switochdke lamp and
got out of bed to retrieve her nightgown, stiligion the floor by the
dressing table where Matthew had removed it eaiibe slipped it
on and glanced into the mirror. As she stared apassion-drugged
reflection, recalling again his kiss, his touchs Imaked desire, it
slowly began to dawn on her why she had been aaadf a physical
relationship with him.

I'm falling in love with him, she thought with aggof horror. How
else could she explain her mindless responsehh#rof pleasure at
the desire she had evoked in him?She sank down tretpadded
stool and, covered her face with her hands. Beforight, she knew



she had liked him, enjoyed being with him, admised respected
him. All it took was the recognition of her phydicsire for him to
push her to the brink of love.

How could | have been so blind? she agonised. Ha, fthe
hesitation, the doubts of the last few days hadsted from an
Instinctive need to protect herself against this/viking. She gazed
bleakly at her reflection in the mirror, thinkingrer their night
together.

The stark fact was that even though Matthew quitecusly felt

desire for her, not one word of love had passedipss He had no
intention of falling in love with her. He was stilhder the powerful
spell of the beautiful, elusive Beth.

Matthew wanted a child, she concluded at last,heutlidn't want a
wife.

Paula got up late the next morning. She had goaok toabed in the
middle of the night and finally fallen into a fitfaleep. Matthew had
already gone. He'd made his own breakfast andigftlishes piled
neatly in the kitchen sink.

As she moved mechanically through the day, doingtwiad to be
done, Paula clung to the frail hope that she nhiglve been mistaken
about Matthew's feelings for her, the reason heddfatier last night.
He was a considerate man, sensitive to the neasth@fs. Perhaps he
hadn't wanted to embarrass her by his presenceribdd first thing
in the morning.

In-*the clear light of day, the whole thing dida&em quite as bad as
it had in the middle of the night. By late afternpshe was even
feeling a little cheerful. She loved her husbandhaiivas so terrible



about that? There was still the chance that he teginn to love her,
too.

She was in the kitchen preparing dinner when shedhas key in the
lock. Her whole body went rigid. As his footste@sre closer, she
tried to busy herself at the sink, her back todber. She wanted to
appear as casual as possible, but her heart wadditiguso hard and
her fingers trembling so uncontrollably, she waaidfshe'd drop the
dishes she was rinsing.

She could sense him standing at the doorway bdiendor some
moments before he spoke. She couldn't have turnegha and
looked at him to save her life. She knew her faas flaming.

'‘How are you, Paula?' he said at last.

'‘Oh, I'm fine, just fine," she replied brightlyillsinable to face him.
Blindly, she turned on the water tap, just for stmmey to do, and
immediately scalded her hand in the sudden bursbbivater.

She gave a little cry, more of annoyance at hetbalf of pain, and
shut the water off. He was beside her now, lookiogn at the hand,
which was reddening and beginning to blister.

'You don't seem fine," he said drily. He reachedamdl turned on the
cold water, then took her hand and placed it utitiecooling stream.
'Is that better?' he asked.

She nodded, still unable to speak. He turned thenedf and reached
for a towel. Gravely, gently, he began to dry hamdh

'It's much better, now, thanks,' she mutteredavals a stupid thing to
do.' His touch unnerved her.



'‘Look at me, Paula,' he said at last, tossingdiveltover a chair. He
put his hand under her chin and forced her heagbupat she had to
face him. 'Now, let's start over again. How are?3/ou

The grey eyes were kind, and she recognised gewoimeern in the
deep voice. She smiled weakly. 'I'm fine. Really.'

He raised one dark eyebrow and held her gaze inNusregrets?
About last night?'

She shook her head slowly, melting under the silgeze. He needed
a shave, she thought, and longed to run her hamuvepthe light
stubble on the flat, hard cheeks. 'No. No regrets.’

He smiled then and leaned down to kiss her lightlyhe nose. 'Good
girl." His hand dropped away then, and he turnedado’'l have a
meeting tonight," he called over his shoulder. Doave time to
shower?'

'Yes. Yes, of course. It's so warm I've just fixeedold supper. It can
be ready any time.'

Then he was gone.

She waited up for him that night until past elewéclock, staring
blindly at the television set, watching whatevesggamme came on
without paying any attention to it.

She didn't know what to do, what to think. Theingersation over
dinner had been desultory and impersonal. Matthed heen
appointed to an important Senate subcommitteettaicseemed to
be all he had on his mind. She had listened to tatting for some
personal word, a touch, even a glance, but whdmalddinished his
dinner, he had gone off to his meeting with onbaaual good night.



She finally switched off the television and wenb&d. Lying there,
listening for him, she thought over his strange naairto her. What
was going through his mind? Did he regret comingdolast night,
revealing his naked passion to her?

At dinner she had found herself looking at him widw eyes. She'd
always known he was an attractive man, but novedi$ good looks
had an entirely new effect on her. As she watcheddat or speak,
all she could think of was that fine sensitive nioom hers. When his
hands reached out for a cup or a fork, she stardeedong fingers
and remembered how they had felt moving on her body

Finally, just as she was drifting off to sleep, $l@ard him come in
the front door, his step in the hall. She sat hplight in bed, her
heart pounding. She could sense his presence ytstle her door,
hesitating, listening. Should she call out to hiB&fore she could
make up her mind, she heard the soft footsteps mgosivay down
the hall towards his own bedroom.

The next day they only saw each other briefly abkfast. He called
her in the middle of the day to say he wouldn'hbene for dinner.
Paula had known when she married him that a séséiferwas taken
up with time-consuming obligations. Then, it hadsdemed to
matter. Now, it was an agony.

That night she left her light on after she wenteal, thinking he
might come if he knew she was still awake. She fadded until

midnight, then dozed off. When she woke up, thétligas still

burning and it was after two. If he had come hoheegither hadn't
knocked at her door or she had been asleep and hadrd him.

The next night they went out together to a coclkgarty, then on to
dinner at a restaurant with several other peopkttidw treated her
with the same cool courtesy and polite deferencallvays had, but
even when they were alone, on the way home, tbewersation was



iImpersonal. She noticed that not once during thenieg had he
touched her.

By now, Paula had had enough. She had slept bhdlyast two

nights and was so absorbed in trying to figurevaudit was going on
in her husband's head that she couldn't work, oduleven eat
properly. Did he think that one visit was going pooduce a

pregnancy? Was that all he wanted from her? Dideeeher only as
some kind of brood mare, her only value in his &% receptacle
for his offspring?

By the time they got home late that night, shewearked herself into
a fine self-righteous anger, and as soon as theg weside the
apartment she stalked off to her own room, tossinyief '‘Good
night' at him over her shoulder. She didn't even &round.

Still simmering with resentment, she threw herlabstoff, put on her
old cotton nightgown, turned out the light and fleg into bed. If
there had been a lock on the door, she would haved it. She fell
asleep immediately, exhausted from the nervoussitieof the last
two days, the sleepless nights.

She dreamed that Matthew had come to her at @styslly that she
could feel his face next to hers, his hand movinder breast. Then,
gradually awakening, she realised it wasn't a dream

Her eyelids fluttered, opened, and focused on afdim sitting on
the edge of the bed, leaning over her. His mouth atdner ear.

'Is it all right if | stay, Paula?’

She tried to recall her earlier anger, but the gaftk breath in her
ear, the gentle fingertips tracing a line acrosslttw bodice of her
nightgown, distracted her. She murmured her assgeihjazed from
the short sleep, and felt him slip into bed besiee



When his arms came around her and she reacheamobini, her
hands fell on bare flesh, and she realised he aksdy She drew in
her breath sharply, and then his mouth came doweos, blotting
out all thought, reducing her to a quivering, yietgdresponse.

His lovemaking was more tender tonight, his kissese seductive,
his touch gentler. When she sat up so that he gulldhe nightgown

over her head, his hands slid back down lingerioghr her upraised
arms, her shoulders, stopped briefly to cup andldnber warm

breasts, then moved down over her flat stomaclketothighs, the
soles of her feet and back up again.

Paula found herself responding as powerfully tcs teensuous
gentleness as she had to his wilder passion. Shéohlaite her lip
several times to stop herself from telling him &hesd him, intuition

warning her that such a declaration at this poim@uled ruin

everything between them.

She knew he didn't love her with his mind or hisaeBut her
deepest feminine instinct assured her that hendieldd love her with
his hands, his mouth, his body and in time he migguin to love her
as fully as she loved him. She could hope, anyway.

Once again, he left her after she had fallen asleéps arms. When
she awoke the next morning and found that he was,dwer hopes
vanished and the bitterness returned. She lay fmmgatime alone in
bed staring up at the ceiling, wondering what to do

What could she do? She had to accept the factahdatthew she
was only an object of desire, good merely for $atig his lust,
bearing his children. Could she live with that? Theire yawned
emptily before her, frightening her.



CHAPTER SEVEN

MARGARET and William were coming to dinner the next nighihe

timing was bad, Paula thought, as she laboureddall over a
complicated French ragout. Not only was the situnatvith Matthew
unsettling, preoccupying, but she had just beerergia new
commission for some fashion illustrations from anlesive shop in
Philadelphia that had a deadline in two weeks,@ddn't seem to
concentrate on it.

By the time Matthew got home that evening, she avageck. The
ragout was tasteless, the consomme wouldn't claaifg the
chocolate torte layers sagged ominously in the haiddhen she took
them out of the oven. It was six o'clock, she hadirdssed yet, and
when Matthew strolled into the kitchen she was tears.

‘Something smells good,' he said pleasantly.

She brushed the heavy fringe of smooth black haayafrom her
damp forehead and eyed the caved-in torte withaysifihe kitchen
was like an oven. What had got into her, she wadleio tackle a
heavy French menu in the middle of July?

She turned and glared at Matthew. Somehow the Sfhtim
standing there at the doorway, so cool and neaisiightweight tan
trousers and short-sleeved white dress shirt i her, and she
vented all her anger and frustration on him.

‘Well, that's good," she snapped, 'because thedismuined.'

He only raised his dark eyebrows and walked slowhher side,

looking down at the offending cake layers lying the draining

board. His close proximity only upset her furthBne jacket of his
suit was slung casually over one shoulder, hooktedhis thumb, and
his bare forearm brushed lightly against hers ag&ehed out to pick
up a few crumbs.



'‘Chocolate,’ he murmured appreciatively. 'My fawaurlt tastes
good. What's wrong with it?'

'‘What's wrong with it?' she cried, pointing. 'Jiadte a look at it

He did so, then murmured, 'l gather it's not supdds, um, droop
like that in the middle.'

She could tell he was trying hard not to laugh, tamslonly infuriated
her even more. 'It's not funny,' she snapped.

It made her uncomfortable to have him standingesecto her. If we
were really married, she grumbled to herself, llIddurn to him for
comfort, cry on his shoulder, and we could everglaabout it.
What's a ruined dinner when you're in love?

But we aren't in love, she thought glumly as shiedd to the stove
and stared down at the pan of consomme simmeriagg,trstill
clouded and muddy. We only sleep together oncenihile. Her eyes
burned with tears of self-pity, which finally begtmspill over.

'‘Hey, Paula," he called to her softly now. 'It's. n@orth crying over.
After all, it's only William and Margaret, not Mnd Mrs President.
They won't care.'

'l know,' she sniffed, trying to muffle her chiltisears.

His arm came around her then, pulling her towarnds. At this
unexpected sign of affection, the dam burst, angl tsitned and
sobbed wetly into his chest, soaking the whitetstith her tears.

As the outburst subsided, she began to feel bétthat difference
did a silly dinner make when Matthew was there ¢ddhher, to
comfort her? She longed to stay in the shelterisfsfrong arm
forever, forget the dinner, forget William and Margt, forget the
whole world.



His hand was moving in a gentle soothing motiorr dwg bare arm,
and as she quieted down, the movement began tdédullinto a

mindless enjoyment of his touch. Her pulses stattechce as the
pressure of his hand increased, became less camgfonnore

sensuous.

He could feel it, too, she knew, as she listeneldizaown heartbeat
guicken under her ear. His fingers moved up urtteshort sleeve of
her cotton shirt, on to her bare shoulder, andesdrged closer to him,
pressing herself against him.

She raised her head slightly so that she could Ugo&t him through
eyelashes still wet with tears. His face was grawemouth set in a
hard line, but the grey eyes gleamed with sometkirggrecognised
instantly, unmistakably as desire.

As their eyes met, the hand on her shoulder stilgte watched
transfixed, as the dark head bent fractionally,tiigly, down
towards her, and closed her eyes, waiting for isis, konging for the
touch of his mouth on hers. Suddenly, she felt Hasd tighten
painfully. His whole body stiffened away from hand she thought
she heard him swear softly under his breath.

Her eyes flew open. He was looking at her now widmething like
hatred, his eyes narrowed and cold. Then he dropjzeddand from
hershoulder. She shrank back, confused and embad.as

His jacket had dropped to the floor while he haldl treer for those
few moments. He leaned over now to retrieve it, aien he
straightened up again, the pleasant remote maskdaggpeared on
his face and he smiled distantly.

'Feeling better?' She nodded and turned her heag swhide her
dismay at this sudden change in him. 'That's gdwdsaid calmly.
'It'll be all right. You'll see. I'll go shower amtiless now.'



'Yes,' she said dully, still unable to face himhéy'll be here at
seven-thirty. | still have to get ready myself.’

She heard his footsteps as he walked out of tbbéit When he was
gone, she stood at the stove for several momemidl@sisly stirring

the consomme, trying to collect her thoughts, tyyio Understand
the reason for Matthew's abrupt withdrawal just mwhe had been
about to kiss her.

She sighed deeply, frowned at the consomme, antdeem the hall
to her bedroom. In one way, she thought as sheeateolwthe episode
gave her hope. His response to her in the kitchad been
spontaneous, not a planned event. He had wamedPaula, not
merely the use of her body for the purpose of argat child.

"Sheknewhe had wanted to kiss her, had fully intendedi$s ker.
Why had he stopped? After drying herself, she satndat the
dressing table brushing her short dark hair vigslgistaring into the
mirror, pondering. Of course, she had looked a neasy-eyed, hot,
dishevelled. Was that it?

No, she thought, as she slipped on a short whitdress and zipped
it up the back. Her appearance hadn't stopped Hienwe initiated

the embrace. What then? Was he afraid of reject@in¢ourse not!

Not only could a man like Matthew Stratton handgction quite

easily, but her response to him had been unmiskakab

Of course, she knew the real reason. It was Bétb.iad to face it.
As her own grief over Richard's death had fadede $lad

automatically assumed, had hoped, that Matthewalgasrecovering
from Beth. Now she knew better. Even though Matthweamted her
physically, he was still hopelessly in love witls loiead wife, would
always be caught in her spell. How could she fmliead woman?
Beth lived on in his heart as a beautiful, unatihla dream.



He sleeps with me, Paula thought bitterly as shgh&ld a touch of
pale coral lipstick on her mouth, but he'll newvard me. He'll never
allow himself to. How can he when he's enchanted giost?

It had been a terrible mistake to sleep with hionallow herself to
respond to him physically. Somehow she would hawet to it that
it never happened again. She simply must harderéant against
him, refuse him her body. Otherwise she would ise Id

Miraculously, the dinner was not the disaster Phathfeared. At the
last minute, she had strained the consomme thraugfeesecloth,
piled whipped cream into the fallen centre of tlwete, and
reseasoned the ragout before William and Margareed.

By the time they sat down to a candlelit dinner @uthe balcony, a
slight breeze had sprung up, cooling the hot, huamidand when
they had finished the meal, Paula was feeling rilkeedherself again,
buoyed up by her resolution to resist Matthew \eilery weapon at
her command. She could do it. She wasn't a guileng girl, nor so
far gone that she wouldn't get over him in time.

She tried to look at him now, sitting across thH@ddrom her, with
more detachment. He was unattainable, she toldelfiesteeling
herself against him when he smiled at her or spokeer. He didn't
even exist, as far as a real relationship was e¢arde She could even
return his smile coolly, speak to him, without gigiway to any warm
feeling for him. It was an effort now—he was evearenattractive
and appealing—nbut with practice it would get easier

‘That was a fine dinner, Paula,’ William was sayiogy over brandy.
'l didn't know you had it in you.'

'Yes,' Margaret agreed. 'The torte was especialigidus. You must
give me the recipe.’



William turned to Matthew, who was leaning back hrs chair
smoking a long thin cigar, apparently totally redexand unaware of
any change in Paula's manner toward him.

‘When will you be going on that fact-finding missito Palestine,
Matthew?'

'‘How did you know about that? It's supposed to beaiet. | haven't
even told Paula.’

William chuckled. 'Oh, very little escapes the petof the President's
staff. Actually, I only know the bare outline. Whzdn you tell me
about it?'

Matthew shrugged and took a sip of brandy. He Wiaxking over his
response carefully, Paula knew, watching him. k&$so handsome
tonight, she thought, in his dark suit, the canglelflickering over
his fine tanned features. Then she caught herssifembering her
resolve, and tore her eyes away.

'l guess there's no harm in discussing it nowsdid at last, 'since
we're leaving in a few days.' He shot Paula anagmic look when
he saw the startled expression on her face. 'SBayla. Even wives
had to be kept in the dark.’

Wives! she thought disgustedly. He makes it sowith@augh we had
a real marriage, as though such concealment woattem

'Of course,' she murmured coolly, giving nothing h&fr feelings
away.

He went on to explain the mission, which would utd the members
of his Senate subcommittee, two men high up irstaée Department
and several Congressmen. Paula didn't even listémt, except to
hear that he'd be gone for two weeks.



Good, she thought. | want him out of here. A sejo@mas just what |
need at this point. It will give me time to get houat of my system.
And when he comes back, I'll tell him he can eitlbek for another
brood mare or adopt a child, because I'm neverggoitet him in my
bed again.

Her righteous indignation gave her strength. Shddcavatch him
now, listen to him speaking, and feel all affection him ebbing
away as she hardened herself against him.

‘You're looking well, Paula," Margaret said in &lgoice. '‘Married
life seems to suit you.'

Paula turned to her and smiled. 'Yes, it doesqglite content.' And
she would be, she vowed, soon as she got Matthewaf ber heart for
good.

Margaret nodded with satisfaction. 'l thought yoauWd be.' She
glanced down the table at Matthew, who was lisigmittentively to
William, a serious expression on his face. 'Yoweey lucky, you
know. Matthew is a fine man. You're the envy of rgvenattached
woman in Washington.'

Paula kept smiling. If her sister and all those waronly knew, she
thought bitterly, just what kind of husband Matth&tratton was,
they'd change their tune.

It was midnight before William and Margaret leftalta was

exhausted, physically and emotionally, from theglafternoon spent
slaving in the kitchen, the shock of grasping Meiils real feelings
at last, and the ordeal of sustaining a carefregacte for her sister's
benefit.

When the door finally shut behind them, she heavel@ep sigh of
relief. The muscles of her face were rigid fromlgrmgi, and she had a
splitting headache. She longed for bed, but decidedlean up the



dinner debris tonight, as much to keep a distarma Matthew as to
get it out of the way so she wouldn't have to faaethe morning.

She began to clear off the table on the balcoryngdishes, silver

and glassware on a large tray. Matthew came taldloe and stood

there watching her. She couldn't look at him, redt gnd she bustled
about busily, making a loud clatter.

'‘What can | do to help?' he asked.

‘Nothing,' she replied briefly without looking aitrh "You might as
well go on to bed.'

He was silent, but made no move to leave. Whelfrélyavas piled as
high as possible, Paula picked it up. A glass tippeer and a stack of
cups wobbled precariously.

'Here,' Matthew said, striding towards her andrtgkihe tray from
her. 'Let me do that.'

Wordlessly, she relinquished the tray and followenh into the
kitchen. He set the tray down on the counter angetlito her. She
brushed past him, turned on the tap and startsthgrdishes.

'I'm sorry | couldn't tell you about the Palesttrip,’ he said after a
long silence.

'‘No need to apologise,’ she said over her shouldemderstand
perfectly.'

She turned off the water and leaned over to sthekchina and
silverware into the dishwasher. She wished hedgase. Why was
he still hanging around? Most of the men she krnesweed to vanish
miraculously when there was kitchen work to be done

'‘What's wrong, then?' he asked quietly. 'l thought.



She shot him a quick look and even managed to fancmsincere
smile. 'Nothing's wrong," she replied briskly.aMe a little headache.'
What had he thought? That she would fall into Inmss®

'‘Would you like to come with me? To Palestine? Soifnide wives
are going along.'

She straightened up and slowly dried her hands tomvel. For one
brief moment she was tempted. Perhaps if they lgar @away from
Washington, the whole country, he'd forget Bethtand to her. Two
weeks alone with him might make all the difference.

Then she remembered the deadline on her new commisshe'd
give it up in a minute if he , really wanted hergo. She looked at
him.

'l don't see how | can,’' she said slowly. 'l havget those drawings in
for the Philadelphia store in two weeks.' If hesaste again to go, |
will, she thought, and the hell with the new consios.

She watched him carefully, trying to read his tHaggHe seemed to
be debating within himself, and she held her bre@ben she saw
him frown and look away.

'Of course,' he said. 'l forgot about that.' Hegghaer a wintry smile.
'If you're all through here, why don't you turn Irthink | will." He
started towards the door. 'Be sure and take songgetfor that
headache,' he said. Then he was gone.

For the next two days they hardly saw each otheaattiMw was
deeply involved in meetings and briefing sessiams His trip to
Palestine, and only came home to fall, exhaustead his own bed.



In a way, it was a relief to Paula not to havede Bim or talk to him.
Every indication was that he only regretted the ifl@stances when he
had seemed to warm towards her, and she was de&stito put up
the old barriers again.

She plunged immediately into her new job, even feefe left, and
found once again that work was the most effectividate to pain.
Each day without him only confirmed her decisiorptd an end to
the physical side of their relationship. She dingw how she would
tell him, or what would remain of their marriage evhshe did, but
she knew she had to do it.

Matthew had been gone a week when Margaret cadiethte Friday
afternoon to ask her to come out to the house ngiMa for the
weekend.

'Oh, | can't, Margaret,' she said. 'I'm in the rteddf these new
illustrations and can't leave them. I'll be luckynteet the deadline as
itis.'

‘Well, come for the day, then,' Margaret insist€he day can't make
that much difference.’

But Paula was firm. With her marriage most liketyruins, she'd
need her work more than ever. 'No. Not even a day.'

Margaret heaved a deep sigh. 'Oh, very well, hayaur way. It
beats me how anyone so meek can be so stubbore. Itdash with
me Monday at any rate.’

‘All right,' Paula agreed quickly, glad she had wgoreasily. 'Stop by
the apartment around noon.'

After she hung up the telephone, she stood by dliddble deep in
thought. What did Margaret mean, saying she wasKifdt made
her sound weak. And why was she so insistent oimgd®r? Ever



since her marriage to Matthew, Margaret had givenhe constant
surveillance of her activities and appeared to lggree on to new and
greater challenges.

She obviously had something on her mind, and, kngWMargaret, it
wouldn't be pleasant.

On Monday, as soon as they had settled themsaivései sedate
old-fashioned restaurant, Margaret came right ® ploint. Her
choice of a place to have lunch, out of the way guogkt, only
confirmed Paula's suspicion that she had more ommived than a
casual sisterly meeting.

'l suppose you know,' Margaret began when theydrddred, 'that
Michele Lathrop's father is on Matthew's missionP@lestine and
that she went with him.’

Paula hadn't known, and she couldn't hide the loblstunned
surprise on her face as she looked into Marggyetlsing, narrowed
eyes. Then she thought quickly, what differencesdbmake to me?

'‘No," she said, recovering herself, 'l didn't knde.there some
significance to that fact?'

Margaret snorted and leaned back in her chairotllen't even trust
William with that man- eater,’ she announced, 'and noisafer
than William. He doesn't even like blondes.'

Paula reddened, suddenly angry. 'If you're implyireg Matthew and
Michele...'

Margaret held up a hand. 'I'm not implying anythiisge cut in. 'I'm
only saying you're a fool not to have gone with hkthy tempt fate?
Didn't he ask you to go?'

‘Well, yes, he did,' Paula faltered, 'but | couldrhave this new job.’



'Oh, damnyour job!" Margaret cried in exasperation. Shenésh
across the table and lowered her voice to a NMesir'precious job
will be cold comfort if you lose your husband ower

Paula forced a weak smile. 'If | should lose myldaunsl, Margaret, I'll
need my job more than ever.’

Margaret opened her mouth to deliver a stingingrtetvhen the

waiter appeared with their lunch. When he was dgbag ate silently

for a while. Paula, was glad of the respite, ardctiance to mull over
Margaret's disturbing news.

Actually, she reasoned, she had nothing to feam fidichele

Lathrop, given the conditions of her marriage totthlew. She
supposed it was quite possible he might have air afith her", but
she wasn't worried about Michele. She could hawugtb Michele.

Her real rival was Beth, and she had already residrerself to the
fact that she couldn't compete with a ghostly ilusfor Matthew's
love.

'‘Well?' Margaret said at last. 'What are you gamdo about it?"

Paula continued to eat her lunch. 'I'm not goinddanything about
it,' she replied calmly between bites. 'I'm not mext about Matthew.'

Margaret raised her well-groomed eyebrows in seppbn. 'Oh, you
poor innocent ninny!" she exclaimed. 'If | were you

‘You're not me, Margaret,' Paula broke in firmheScarefully laid
down her fork on her plate, barely able to contaen anger. 'You
know nothing about my marriage to Matthew. NothiNgiw, if you
can't stay off the subject, perhaps we'd bettereldaecausewill not
discuss it any more.'



Margaret goggled at her, open-mouthed for seveebrsds. Then,
accepting defeat gracefully, she put on a hurt lanl continued
eating her lunch.

'‘No need to get huffy, darling. Let's just forgef iand she
immediately went on to impart the latest tidbiMdashington gossip.

In the days that followed Paula tried to put thamersation with
Margaret out of her mind. What did she care whatthéav did with
Michele Lathrop or anyone else? He had said bdfe® marriage
that he didn't intend to have affairs or to embsgraer publicly. If
he's changed his mind, it didn't make any diffeestacher.

Still, at odd moments during that last week befwravas due home,
Paula couldn't avoid the image of Matthew and Mielegether. She
remembered the first night they met, when he had aéth Michele,
and the way the lovely blonde had plastered hetgekgainst him
when they danced.

Was that firm mouth kissing Michele, now? she waadein an
agony of jealous frustration. Were those long fisgeailing over her
body? She was astounded at the intensity of hetiosaeven to the
possibility of such an occurrence, and convincedditat last that
this was all the more reason to put a stop to pteysical life before
she was truly lost.

She would tell him as soon as he got back, sheldeécso they could
start out on a clean slate, and during the sedayd left before his
return, she rehearsed over and over again in hvet winat she would
say. She wanted to be kind, but firm. 3taelto be firm.



He arrived back the following Sunday, exhausted dxttilarated
with the success of the mission.

'l think we've made a real breakthrough in our ti@efjons between
the Palestinians and Israelis,' he told her thst fiight over dinner.

She had been so glad to see him when he came ainehe had
almost forgotten her resentment and the resolgi@nhad made to
put an end to their physical relationship. And lael lbeen glad to
see-her, too, she knew. His eyes had lit up whengsketed him at
the door, and he had leaned down impulsively asseki her briefly
on the mouth.

Watching him now across the table from her, tellireg about his
trip, she found herself wishing once again withret heart that he
was really her husband. He looked tired, but tarametifit, as though
he had been outdoors a great deal in the past eeasy

He had showered and shaved as soon as he got gamg, and
dishevelled from the long airplane trip, and wassded now in a dark
blue knit shirt, open at the neck. She couldn'pkieer eyes off the
strong forearms, the large sensitive hands, thee fiouth and long
column of his throat as he ate or spoke to herestuged to make a
point.

They had coffee after dinner out on the balconwads after nine by
the time they'd finished dinner, and the sun hatiget. In the warm
dusky August twilight, he looked more handsome tkaar, and
Paula began to change her mind about the talk atleplanned to
have with him, her decision not to have his chftéraall.

'How about you?' he asked, turning to her. 'Did ymish your
illustrations on time?'

‘Yes, | did. The store seemed to like them and Igaxen me another
commission for their Christmas catalogue.'



‘Wonderful." He paused. 'Still, | wish you'd comghame, Paula. |
missed you.'

She looked at him, her heart leaping in her brétshad missed her!
What did that mean? She thought about the beautifichele
Lathrop, so convenient, so handy. Had he misseéim&ugh to turn
to the seductive blonde?

‘With Michele Lathrop along, | wouldn't think anythhe men would
have missed their wives,' she said lightly, playftul

He gave her an odd, appraising look, then threwk Ihés head and
laughed. '"You're not jealous, are you, Paula?'hissment angered
her. 'Of course not,' she retorted. 'At least iddichele.’

Sensing her irritation, he sobered. 'What do yoanrigy that? | told
you before we married that | would never embaryass | meant it.'

She stood up and began to collect the coffee @ymsding his eyes.
'It really doesn't matter, Matthew,' she said wifiVe hardly have the
kind of marriage where jealousy or fidelity havey ameaning.'

As she passed by him on her way to the kitchemg&ehed out and
took her firmly by the arm. Her skin quivered ae thnexpected
touch, as though a charge of electricity had pagsed his hand to
her arm, and she almost dropped the cups. Shedatden at him,
wide-eyed and tense.

He was frowning, a puzzled look in the grey eyéhdt makes you
say a thing like that?' he asked. 'After what'spddetween us, how
can you say that fidelity has no meaning?'

Their eyes were locked together. Paula's mind radétht was he
saying? Was it possible he did care for her afti€r lFor one wild
moment, her heart began to sing. She opened hahrtwsapeak.



Then the telephone rang shrilly. Matthew released drm and
jumped to his feet. 'Hell,' he muttered. 'That'srtma | said I'd call
him as soon as | got back, and | forgot.'

He went into the front hall to answer the telephare Paula took
the cups on into the kitchen, hope rising withim. Maybe it was
going to be all right. Maybe Beth's spell was fip&iroken.

While she busied herself straightening up the kitglshe could hear
him speaking on the telephone in a low voice faresal minutes.
Suddenly he called to her. She went into the kadl.hand was over
the mouthpiece.

'‘Paula, would you mind going into my bedroom andkigg my
notebook out of my suitcase,' he said in an urgeme. 'It's black
leather and should be right on top. All my figuaes in it.'

'Of course,' she said, and hurried off down thé hal

When she entered his room and glanced around ichsed his
suitcase, the first thing she noticed was thapti@ograph of Beth in
its silver frame was gone from the bedside table: keart gave a
great leap. Had he put it away, as she had Ridrashe almost
laughed aloud with relief and joy.

Then she saw the open suitcase on the floor bek&lded, the
notebook right on top. What a neat packer Mattlg\whe thought, as
she picked up the black notebook and saw the néathed shirts

beneath it.

Then her eye was caught by a shiny edge of matdlyjsible below

the stack of shirts. She stood for a second staaisgdden sickening
wave of apprehension sweeping through her. Skellifp the shirts.
It was as she had feared. Beth's lovely face smitedt her.



She turned and hurried back to Matthew, thrustntitebook at him
and went back into the kitchen. So much for hopes thought
bitterly, as she stood at the window staring blarkit into the dark
night. He had taken Beth's photograph with him.cHeldn't bear to
be parted from that last remnant of his dead wifes—mly wife,

Paula knew now—for two weeks.

She could have fought a woman like Michele Latrmod won, she
thought fiercely, her hands gripping the edge efabunter. Trying to
fight Beth was a losing battle. She—or her imagpesfection—was
so firmly entrenched in Matthew's heart and mind asfely paragon
that it was hopeless, a totally lost cause.

When she heard him say goodbye and hang up ashestyent into
the living room, determined now to have it out whilm before she
weakened again. She simply could not bear to hawetduch her
now, knowing she was only a surrogate for the wornharreally
wanted.

He was still standing by the telephone, leafinguigh the notebook.
When he saw her, he smiled and started walkingridsvaer. For a
second she wavered, then, her fists clenched asities, her chin
raised, she decided that bluntness was her onbyirse.

‘There's something | must say to you, Matthew,' sid in a firm
tone. 'I've been doing a lot of thinking since yeubeen gone, and
I've decided that I'm not satisfied with the way amrangement is

going.'
He gave her a puzzled look. 'l don't understatitbuight...'

'I've decided | don't want a child,' she blurtedl ou

There was a tense silence then. He continued tw stationless
before her, his face blank.



'‘What you mean,' he said at last in a hard, gropdlome, 'is that you
don't want me in your bed.’

She jerked her head back as though he had struckR/leey well, if
you want to put it that way," she said stiffly. Abod, she thought,
this was agony. He was looking at her now as thdweghated her.

He took a step towards her, his attitude fainthg#ttening, and glared
down at her. 'You lie!" he growled angrily, his éaclark and
forbidding. His hands gripped her by the shouldansl he shook her
a little. 'If you're trying to tell me you don't wame, don't respond to
me, you're lying.'

Paula could only stand there, rigid with shock,al@gl at his fury.
She had never seen Matthew angry before. The gesy/ldazed, his
mouth was curled in a sneer of contempt and hangtfingers bit
painfully into her shoulders.

‘You're hurting me,' she whispered at last.

He pushed her from him so suddenly then that shentded
backwards, almost losing her balance. With a medtezurse, his
hands left her and he turned away, his dark heagtgohis shoulders
heaving as he struggled for control.

Still in a state of shock, Paula tried to gather Wwds. She had
expected him to be mildly disappointed, but hislemb reaction
stunned her to the core of her being. It was asghohe Matthew she
knew was gone, and a dangerous stranger had swydidein his
place.

‘Matthew,' she began hesitantly. When he didn'wansshe raised
her voice. She had to reach him, make him undetststatthew, you
told me that first night that | could back out aydime. That's all I'm
doing.'



He turned to face her, still wild-eyed, but app#gehaving gained
control of himself. 'Why?' he ground out. 'Why g1 backing out
now? It's too late.’

She lowered her eyes. 'l have to. It's—it's bectmogainful for me.’

'‘What is it that's so painful for you, Paula?' mevged mockingly.
'Sleeping with me? You didn'tact as though you wegain. On the
contrary, I'd say you enjoyed every minute of it.'

She coloured deeply and muttered, 'That's not faiadmit |
responded physically to you, but..." She hesitateapble to go on.
She couldn't tell him she loved him, not now, nbew he was glaring
at her that way, the twisted features full of compé

‘Well, then? What is it?' he demanded. When shea'tdidply, he
lowered his voice and asked in a soft, menacing,tts it because
I'm not Richard?'

Her head came up then and her green eyes blapat.dHow dare
you say such a thing to me!' She was so angryalld bardly speak.
He was the one who couldn't even be parted frondead wife's
photograph for two weeks. 'You, of all people!

He coloured deeply then, and his shoulders slungsetihough all the
anger had suddenly drained out of him. He pasdeand over his
dark hair and took several deep breaths. Thendietbat her again.

‘You're right, of course,’ he said, his voice tess| devoid of
emotion. 'I'm sorry, Paula. | don't know what caower me.' He
shrugged and gave her a wry, apologetic smils.just that | really
did miss you and looked forward to being with ygaia. When you
hit me with this sudden decision of yours, it siynfdok my breath
away. | had no idea. ..



Her heart went out to him. Shad sprung it on him rather brutally.
She had been piqued by the sight of that photogirajbiis suitcase
just when she was beginning to hope again thatigbtriove her.

‘Matthew, I'm very fond of you. And | have to adniitat | did
respond to you. | guess | have all the instincta obrmal woman,
and you're an attractive man. But, don't you s&e€'spread her arms
wide in a helpless gesture. 'For me, sex withou is a mockery, a
travesty, a betrayal of my deepest beliefs. | thirk becausel
responded to you that | have to put a stop to it.’

‘That doesn't make any sense.’

She shrugged. 'No, to a man | don't suppose itavoBhe lifted her
chin. 'At any rate, my mind is made up. If you wgatir freedom, of
course | won't put any obstacles in your way.'

He stared glumly at her for a full minute. 'Let thenk about it,' he
said at last. 'Right now | don't know what | want.'



CHAPTER EIGHT

THE next morning at breakfast Matthew apologised fsidehaviour
the night before. He looked haggard and worn, &c® fdrawn, the
lines around his eyes deeper, as though he haegdgassleepless
night.

'l don't know what got into me,' he said just asa@es leaving the
table. He smiled down at her bleakly. "You'll haweadmit | usually
am able to exercise more control over my emotions.’

Paula sat and stared down at her plate. As wasdtat, she had
appeared at the breakfast table fully dressed aasl wearing a
tailored cotton shirtwaist dress, her short daik heatly combed, a
dash of pale lipstick on her mouth. She and Mattlead never
arrived at a state of casual undress around edarn, cgtven on the
mornings after their lovemaking.

If only he hadn't left me those nights, she groammd to herself, we
might have had a chance. Now it was too late. Sfukdhept badly
herself, torn between the thought that she had bdenl to give up
hope and the conviction that she simply was inclgpafigoing on the
way they had been.

'It's all right,' she said in a muffled voice.Was partially my fault. |
handled the whole thing badly.’

She knew he was watching her, but she still coutdoé him. After a
long pause, he went on in a stiff, formal tone.

'l still don't pretend to understand what's belimsg sudden decision
of yours, but | do recall clearly assuring you frime beginning that
you could back out at any time. | want you to kriomtend to honour
that promise.'



Finally, she looked up at him, and her heart chokéxr throat at the
weary look on his face. 'What do you want to do@' asked.

He shrugged. 'Nothing. Go on as we were befordis .voice trailed
off, and he turned to go. 'I'll be late tonighg'said in a brisker tone
as he walked towards the front door. 'Martin saist Inight that
everyone in Washington is anxious for a reportr@Ralestine trip.
Don't wait dinner for me.'

When he was gone, Paula sat for a long time abtbakfast table,
crumbling her toast and drinking cup after cup itteb coffee. She
knew there was no use going over and over the gamumd. She had
made her decision, done the only thing she could.

It will be all right, she thought, as she walkeokdly into her room to
get started on her latest commission. It will heovee.

Summer began to fade into autumn, and by the eBeptiember, the
leaves on the giant oaks and maples along the Rctamd on the
capitol grounds were turning, spreading a canopgaddl over the
city streets and parks. There was an autumn rifgeiair now, and the
morning fogs began to roll in, damp and chill.

Paula and Matthew had managed to resume theirifeldalfter a

fashion. It would never really be the same agdie, thought from

time to time, but it was a tolerable existencetdvetertainly than the
walking death her life had been after * Richardddind before she
met Matthew.

After their last talk that morning a month ago, shubject had never
been mentioned again. True to his word, Matthewonbt stayed out
of her bedroom, but had given up showing her arth@fsmall signs
of affection she had come to enjoy. He never toddter at all, now,



unless it was unavoidable, and then only politely,a gesture of
courtesy.

She missed this dreadfully, and it crossed her miady times that
she'd been a fool to throw away the little bit fiéetion and passion
Matthew was able to give her. She found herse#fiodin the verge of
telling him she'd changed her mind again and walmitagdwanted his
child, on any terms.

Then, without planning it, she would pass by hidrbem again, as if
drawn there by an invisible magnet, and see théoghaph of Beth
still there on his bedside table in its place ohdwr, and she
strengthened her resolve to keep Matthew out ohhart.

This was difficult to do. Even though they livelldivirtual strangers,
whenever they were together she would find hestaling at him at
a crowded social gathering, watching his moutheasrhiled or spoke
to someone, the graceful way he moved across aoobeld a drink,
hearing his deep voice raised in laughter at a.joke

She tried also to steel herself against the tonmgipangs of jealousy
that assailed her when she saw him dancing omglith other
women! She couldn't bear to see the way his eyep land the firm
mouth softened when a beautiful woman put a hartdarm as she
spoke to him, or around his neck while dancing \mith.

By now the fall social season in Washington wafuihswing, with

Margaret, of course, in the vanguard. One of hest forays into
action was to hold a dinner dance at the Mayfloketel in honour
of a freshman senator from California. She hadeckrmine of the
smaller dining rooms for the occasion, and had kegtplans for
decoration a mysterious secret.

Of course, she insisted that Matthew and Pauladttend on that
Saturday night they dutifully presented themselethe appointed



hour. They stepped into a room decorated in a neablifisco fashion.
The pop band was blaring in the already crowdednroand a
brilliant strobe lamp flashed swiftly changing cote over the
dancers and the band.

'‘How do you like it?' Margaret cried when she gedehem.

'It's—overwhelming,’ Paula said dubiously, glanciagound in
dismay. The music was deafening.

Isn't it wonderful?' Margaret was clearly pleasathwhe sensation
she was causing. She leaned closer and loweredblos:. 'It's only

for immediate effect. Shock value. I've arrangetthwhe band to tone
it down to our usual speed as soon as everyonensas.'

She had arranged the tables so that a small airatga next to the
bandstand was cleared for dancing, and a few lardgles were out
there now attempting the modern dance steps tpdheding beat of
the rock music.

There were brightly coloured placemats on the &laed little

flickering lamps in odd plastic shapes. A buffetsvgt up at the far
end of the room next to the bar, where champagretims and

scotch were dispensed freely by a bored-lookintebder in a white
coat.

As they followed Margaret to their table, Paula smwveral familiar

faces. Everyone seemed to be having a good tireg¢hshight, as she
smiled and waved at the people she knew. Michellerbp was there
with the senator from California in tow. Beryl Aage and her
husband were at a table with the Pittingers, andd&/yatt was on

the dance floor doing a creditable frug with a yp@ongresswoman
from Georgia.



‘Just do your own thing,' Margaret said as shetpdiout their table.
‘This is alooseparty. Eat when you're hungry, drink when you'r
thirsty, and dance when the spirit moves you.'

With that she fluttered off into the crowd to grée latest arrivals.

William was sitting stiffly at the table, red-facedd uncomfortable.
'‘Well,' he said miserably as they joined him, '‘whatyou think of
your sister's latest escapade?'

Poor William, Paula thought. He had a lot to codtemth. 'It's
interesting,' she hedged, glancing around at thveatr

'l think you can trust Margaret,’ Matthew said ymectedly. 'She
knows what she's doing.'

William sighed and shook his head. 'l don't knote. those boys of
ours. Told us we were so far behind the times weevggowing
mould. Margaret takes as gospel every word thegr.uBays we've
got to keep up with the times."

Taking her cue from Matthew, Paula put a hand oliaii's arm and
said, '"You just wait, William. Soon every societyskess in the city
will be putting on disco parties. Margaret is a gsstter, not a
follower. You know that.'

William brightened. 'Do you really think so?' Halypihe rose and
followed Matthew to the bar for drinks.

While they were gone, Margaret came back to thie tatih Michele
and Senator Larkin, the guest of honour. She intred the senator to
Paula, and when William and Matthew returned witlhadtle of
champagne and six glasses, they all sat down aatlttr carry on a
conversation over the blaring music.



Paula gave up after a few abortive attempts antetbdack in her
chair, sipping champagne and watching the othenshdle was
sitting across the table between Matthew and Senhaidin, a tall
blond god who looked as though he had spent hidenlife up to
now surfing on the California beaches.

Michele appeared ecstatic, glorying in the attergiof the two
handsome men, who leaned across her from timen®iti order to
speak to each other over the din of the music. & wearing an
extremely low-cut white dress, no more than a gliskp, brilliant

against her heavy tan and long mane of golden hair.

True to Margaret's word, in about an hour, the tmmkd toned down
to a more moderate beat and a softer level of solimel strobe light
went out, and the party began to take on the namrelitr subdued
tenor of Washington parties.

Senator Larkin asked Margaret to dance, and befada could
catch Matthew's eye, she saw Michele leap to hedrdied put out a
hand to him. Why doesn't she stick to her own nRenfla wondered
irritably, and why did Matthew have that fatuoushgon his face?
Really, the woman, was a menace.

She watched as he pushed back his chair and tocikelMis hand in
his. He stood up, and the hand moved around hestwde was
smiling down at her, and as she turned into hissasm the dance
floor, Paula saw both her hands move up to resiMaithew's

shoulders, the red-tipped fingers sliding posse$giover the fabric
of his dark suit.

That's my husband she's manhandling, Paula thangatsudden
spurt of irritation. As she watched them slowly datheir way into
the crowd on the floor, she had a sudden recatledtf the first night
she had met Matthew. He had danced with Michelen,ttoo, and



Paula remembered now what a handsome couple shghththey
made.

She danced with William, who seemed much happier that the
party had settled down along more conservativesline

‘You and Matthew were right, Paula,’ he said asghiled her
sedately around the floor.

Paula turned her attention to him with an effohiie 8ad just caught a
glimpse of Matthew and Michele dancing by, cheekheek, their
bodies plastered together. Michele was whispenmgis ear, and
Matthew appeared to be delighted at whatever itshaswvas saying.

'‘What?' Paula asked William. 'Right about what?'

‘The party, of course.' He waved a hand. 'She \ggtyene loosened
up, and now they're all having a marvellous time.'

'Yes,' Paula agreed in a wry tone. 'They're locserpe all right." And
my husband among them, she added to herself.

As the evening progressed, Paula could hardly Kespeyes off
Michele and Matthew. Even when they weren't dancMghele
monopolised his attention at the table, leaningusteeely towards
him as they conversed in low tones, putting a handhis arm,
fingering the lapel of his black jacket.

He seems to be enjoying it, Paula thought, watcthegblack head
bend close to Michele's, laughing at her jokeqjallt flirting with
her. Really, Paula thought crossly, that dressasttiuch! Or, rather,
too little! The white silk clung sensuously to eyeurve, and when
she leaned over, the deep vee neckline revealedamprtion of the
full breasts.



Paula felt positively dowdy in her old black dresish the beaded
white jacket, almost three years old, now. At |éefsther better now
than it had last winter, but she decided that sha\e to start paying
more attention to her clothes.

Matthew asked her to dance at last, after two dawath the clinging
Michele and one with Margaret. By now, Paula wadlyengry. She
wasn't jealous, she told herself, she just hatesle® her husband
make a fool of himself.

Sitting at the table, seething, she had drunk gédts glass of
champagne, and when she stood up now to danceMaithew, her
head spun ominously. She put down her glass. Ne mibthat, she
promised herself.

She looked at Matthew, waiting for her patiently fgr chair, a
half-smile on the handsome face, a gleam of pleastuhe grey eyes,
put there, no doubt, Paula thought bitterly, by alttientions of the
beautiful Michele. Then a wicked thought sudderagne to her.

He'smy husband, damn it, she said to herself. If anysmgoing to
put that light in his eyes, it'll be me! Casuallythout looking at him,
she slipped off the beaded jacket and laid it @éick of her chair.

When she went into his arms, he held her loosedydidtance, as was
his custom, and began to move out on to the ddoce No, she said

to herself recklessly, not this time. Not tonighhe moved closer to
him, slid her arms up to his shoulders, then clds$m hands behind
his neck.

He simply stopped short, right on the dance flaad looked down at
her, a puzzled frown on his face. She flutteredimek eyelashes and
gazed up at him demurely.



'‘What's wrong, Matthew?' she asked, giving him veha&t hoped was
a seductive smile. She began to twine her fingasugh the black
hair above the nape of his neck and pressed hersalfainst him.

She felt him draw in a breath, saw the grey eyelewimomentarily,
then his arms came around her, holding her cld$er strong thighs
pressed against hers, and he started dancing again.

‘Nothing's wrong,' he murmured, his breath warimanear. ‘Nothing
at all.'

As they danced in the dim smoky room, their arnosiad each other,
their faces pressed together, Paula's anger ghadl@déd, and a slow
languorous warmth began to steal through her. Shsestill a little
dizzy from the champagne she had drunk, but she kime exquisite
sensations rippling through her body had nothindaevith wine.

Matthew had placed one of his hands flat againsbaee back, over
the low bodice of the black dress. It was moviraydy now, warm
and strong, and she felt his lips on her cheek.&bwed her eyes,
swaying a little in his arms.

Then his mouth was at her ear, his breath sofsanduous. 'Let's get
out of here,' he murmured. 'Let's go home.’

She drew her head back a little and opened her Syedooked up at
Matthew, and the silvery eyes glowed down at hbke finely carved
mouth was relaxed, the lines of tension on his $aceothed out. He's
so handsome, she thought, so tall, so strong. 8heyitldy with
desire and love.

She ran her hand up over the back of his neckrgndis hair. 'Yes,'
she whispered. 'Yes.'

Still in a daze, Paula allowed him to lead hertbé# floor, but by the
time he had retrieved her jacket and coat and dhegid their



goodbyes to the rest of the party, she was begynioirhave second
thoughts about the explosive situation she'd mareedlherself into.

Outside in the cool evening air, as they walkedaials the car, her
head cleared considerably, and she realised wathali that in her fit
of pique over Michele's possessive attitude, shd Imatiated
something she knew she couldn't go through with.

As they strode along the sidewalk, Matthew's arns wEmped
tightly around her shoulder, holding her closelaiagt him. When
they reached the car, she glanced up at him otlteo€orner of her
eye, shivering a little at the look of intense camication on the
strong face.

He glanced down at her. 'Cold?' he asked, pullergcloser.
She smiled weakly. 'A little.'

He kissed her briefly, then opened the door of Mexcedes and
handed her inside. What in the world am | goindd® she thought as
she waited for him to get in. How am | going to get of this?

They didn't speak at all during the short drive Ramin the elevator
going up to the apartment. Paula tried to think,mthing came to
her. Ali her fine resolutions had gone out the vewd She cursed
Michele Lathrop, but in her heart she knew it was bwn petty
jealousy that had landed her in this awful position

Inside the apartment, Matthew flicked the switchttturned on the
dim lamp by the sofa, shut the door to the halifeéhim and put his
keys in his jacket pocket. She had turned her badkm and was
starting to shrug out of her coat, wondering if sheuldn't just say a
casual goodnight and go off to her own bedroomauttany lengthy
explanations. She dreaded a scene.



Then, before she could decide, she felt him pulting coat off her
shoulders and down her arms. His head came dowmaduth in her
hair, and he tossed the coat on to a nearby cBhe.stood there,
paralysed, as his arms came around her, and glatmed to see
them around her waist, firm and possessive.

His mouth was at her ear now, murmuring softlyanivyou, Paula.
God, how I wantyou.', 1

Her heart leapt at his words, and when he staggirtg at the short
beaded jacket, a mindless lassitude stole oveiSier felt him leave
her momentarily as he shrugged out of his own jaekel tossed
them both on to the chair with her coat.

In "that moment, she knew she had to stop him leafaras too late
and her own desire betrayed her. If she let thismgagave in to her
feelings, there would only be more heartache alfi@alder when he
retreated again to worship at Beth's shrine. Shilot bear that. Not
again.

When his hands came back to settle on her barddgheushe took a
step away from him and whirled around to face tiiehad taken off
his tie and unbuttoned his shirt. She stared fmoaent at the long
column of his throat, the glimpse of bare tanneesththe brilliant
grey eyes, then steeled herself.

In a clear firm voice, she announced, '‘Matthewgbaimg to bed now.
Alone.’

It was the only way she could do it, but when sév the look of
blank incomprehension on his face, she immediatetyetted her
brutal tone. Then the grey eyes flashed with sudaeger. Her heart
started to beat rapidly, and she struggled to nenalm and
composed. Naturally, he would resent what she loaek dshe told



herself, but Matthew was a gentleman. He had camptentrol over
his emotions. She had nothing to fear from him.

'‘No," he said thickly at last. "You can't do that.’
She lifted her chin. 'I'm sorry. | have to. Surgbu understand...'

‘Understand!" he growled, taking the step towaslsthat separated
them and grasping her roughly around the neckt'Jhd I've been
doing for the past month!'

His face was flushed with fury and the large strbagd at the back
of her head was pulling her hair, hurting her.

‘Matthew," she said weakly, 'l know how you must fe'

'‘No, damn it,' he shouted, 'you don't know howelfét's one thing
for you to banish me from your bed when you kedp@ent distance
between us. That's difficult enough, living her¢ha same apartment
with you. But when you deliberately tease me, leedon, and then
back off, that's something else again.’

Paula's eyes widened in fear at the harsh tonestandtared up at the
menacing dark face looming over her. This wastNtatthew she
knew. This was a stranger, threatening, dangeoauixf control.

'l didn't mean ..."' she faltered.

An ugly sneer twisted on his mouth. "You didn't mesou don't
know what you mean, do you, Paula? One night ydtiimeny arms,
the next you're a block of ice. Well, I've had egilouYou're going to
finish what you started out on that dance flood;rmargoing to take it
by force.'

Both hands were around her neck now, almost chakamgand she
was badly frightened. What would he do? Rape hdrhé&r?



His mouth came down on hers, hard and grindingyitiga blood as
her teeth bit into her soft inner lips. She stregglmoaning, as his
tongue forced her lips apart and invaded her mduththe more she
fought him, the more firmly he held her.

He tore his mouth away and drew back, glaring datumer, his eyes
wild, his face suffused with naked desire. She cedédack from
him, the green eyes pleading, but her fear onlgneeleo inflame him
further.

He reached out a hand and clutched the low boditerodress. In
one abrupt, powerful movement he yanked it dowthabthe centre
seam tipped apart and the black material fell awesying her bare
breasts half-exposed.

‘Matthew,' she whispered. 'Don't. Don't do this.'

‘You asked for it," he ground out, the grey eyasHing, ‘and you're
going to get it.’

She stood rigid and trembling while he pulled thened dress
roughly off her shoulders until it dropped on theof at her feet. He
was like a maniac, pulling now at her underpants threy too were

ripped away. She didn't even recognise him. Higsleaame back to
her bare body and began kneading her breasts pairihhe could

hear his rasping breath, feel its harshness ombath as he claimed
it once again.

Then he swooped her up roughly into his arms anuedsher down
the hall to her bedroom. After he dropped her easdy on the bed,
he stood up, glaring down at her naked form. SkdHare, frozen
with fear, watching him in the dim light from thalhas he took off
his shirt, then unbuckled his belt and slippedaduhe dark trousers.

Should she try to get away? How could she? Wheau&lshe run to,
naked, in the middle of the night? She couldnhtfigm. She was no



match for his superior strength, especially indnsused state. The
best thing she could do was lie there and let lsenher body until his
passion and fury were spent.

He was on the bed kneeling over her now, the palirss hands
firmly planted on either side of her head, his lkbdrahoulders and
powerful bare chest heaving. She looked up at #nk kead poised
over her, the eyes glazed with lustful anger, tishalelled hair
falling over his forehead.

She bit her lip and turned her head away on thevpilchoking back
a sob. 'Please, Matthew,' she groaned. 'Not lile th

For a moment, she felt him pause and stiffen. Thenlowered
himself on top of her and she heard him speak &®omh a great
distance. 'lIt's too late, Paula. I've got to finighat you started.’

His mouth was at her breast now, pulling greediltha peak while
his hand moved over her other breast. To her hostoe felt her
nipples harden under his lips and hand, and shanbég move
beneath him, responding to him against her williamiag his fierce
desire as a liquid fire coursed through her bloeash.

When he took her at last, she cried out, clutclaigm, with him all
the way, until they reached the peak together. Thassion spent at
last, he slumped down against her and they felitapghausted.

With a groan he rolled away from her to the othde of the bed.
Paula lay there beside him, her whole body sorm fnis violent

lovemaking. She could hear his laboured breathmdylanged for

him to take her in his arms, to comfort her, telt he loved her. The
short distance between them in the bed could haea la million

miles.

She glanced over at him out of the corner of her e was quieter
now, lying on his back with one arm thrown over fusehead, his



eyes closed. A wave of despair passed over has abld rejection,
and the tears began to gather, spilling slowly dbemncheeks.

Suddenly, she felt his weight shift and heard hethaut of the bed.
Without a word or a glance, he bent down to pickigclothes and
walked slowly out of the room.

After he had gone, Paula lay sobbing silently ia tdarkness. This
was worse, she thought, far worse than when shddsadRichard.

That had been a clean pain, searing in its intgnbiit ultimately

purifying and strengthening her.

This hopeless love she felt for Matthew was degigdit pulled her
down, weakened her. Not only was her responsariaore violent
than it had been to Richard's gentler lovemaking,tbere was no
future for her in it. He didn't love her. He newesuld. And tonight
proved to her that she couldn't continue to livéavam under the old
arrangement. It wasn't possible. She'd have teleav

The next morning Paula woke up with every bonerandcle in her
body aching. She stumbled into the bathroom, anenwdhe stood
under the shower, she could see bruises on heinguskin.

It was late. Matthew was gone. He had made cofiee, Paula
warmed it up, then sat drinking it at the kitchablé thinking over
what she should do, where she should go.

She hated to go running to Margaret, but there n@ay no other
alternative. It would be better to have to put uphwer sister's
probing questions and unwanted advice than todseeaight now.

After what happened last night, she felt tatteréek nerves were in
shreds. She had to get away, try to mend the raggiegks of herself,



her life, together again. She felt so tired, sloighnt, as she dragged
herself to the telephone at last.

When she heard Margaret's bright, confident vorceghe line, she
had to resist the impulse to slam the receiver ddtaw could she
face her? Yet, did she have a choice?

'‘Margaret, it's me. Paula. Would it be all right dame out to stay
with you for a while?'

There was a short silence. Then, cautiously, - Biatgsaid, 'Well, of
course. You know I'd love to have you any timéVithew going off
on another trip so soon?'

What could she say? She couldn't lie and say yésoip the other
hand, she didn't need to volunteer anything. Matgaould ferret
out the truth soon enough, but for now Paula justldn't stand
talking about it.

'l tell you about it when | get there," she filgesaid. 'Would it be
all_right if | come today? Before noon?' She wdriteleave as soon
as she'd packed. She couldn't bear to face Matthleg/d leave him a
note.

'Of course,' Margaret said. 'Come any time you. likkave a hair
appointment at eleven. If I'm not here, you knovergihe key is.’'

After she had hung up Paula went into her roonattkpShe wouldn't
need much right away, and could always come baek, lahen she
was calmer, to get the rest of her things.

When she had finished packing the bare essenmalsstacked the
drawings for the job she was working on in a laggdboard
portfolio, she put on a rust-coloured corduroy s&usuit and stood at
her dressing-table mirror brushing her hair.



Gazing at her reflection, she was surprised tohese normal she
looked. Aside from faint smudges under-the greeesgythey
sparkled brightly. Her short black hair, freshlyshad that morning,
shone as she brushed it. How misleading appeararacede, she
thought, when she was breaking inside...

When she was through, she slung her handbag ovehbelder and
picked up the suitcase and portfolio, ready to éegvhe glanced
around the familiar room at the neatly made bed,ltre dressing
table, the work table in the corner by the winddwshaft of golden

autumn sunshine streamed in on to the patternedTiag room

looked serene and tidy. She'd miss it.

She turned to go, then, and as she started dowratheay, she heard
a familiar noise at the front door. Matthew, sheutiht, listening to
the turn of the key in the lock, the door openind alosing. Her heart
simply stopped, and she stood there, paralysedleina move, a
sickening wave of dizziness passing over her.

Then she heard his footsteps coming towards herhést gave one
great lurch, then started to pound in a dull, helwg. She glanced
up. He was standing not ten feet from her at tlieodthe hall, staring
at her with a blank expression.

For one moment, Paula had second thoughts aboubdehim. He
looked very tall, very handsome, very self-possisget even at this
distance, she could see the lines of pain on bis. fa

I've made him unhappy, too, she thought. | put éhogarks of
suffering there. All she wanted in that split segt@vas to run to him,
throw herself into his arms and tell him how mubk ®ved him.

Then the moment passed. 'l—I didn't expect yowtaehome,' she
stammered at last.



'‘No,' he said quietly. His eyes flicked to the saste in her hand, the
portfolio under her arm. 'You're leaving.'

'Yes, | am." Her voice sounded shaky in her elansust get away.'

He only stared, obviously mulling this over in med. Then, 'Where
will you be?' he asked finally.

‘At Margaret's. But please don't...'

He frowned and held up a hand. 'Don't worry. | woaome after you.'
He took a step towards her, one hand outstretthed sighed deeply
and let the hand fall to his side. 'l came home tmiorning to

apologise for last night.’

'Please,' she broke in breathlessly. 'There's Bd.newas my own
fault. | asked for it.’

He shook his head, the frown deepening. 'Evenhst’stno excuse
for—for attackingyou the way | did.’

'‘Perhaps not,' she said in a brisker tone, 'butitteemains that | did
provoke you into it. Deliberately," she added vathft to her chin.
This was no time to hedge or play games.

He gave her a puzzled look. 'Why?' he asked softly.

She shrugged. 'l can't explain. | don't really ustdand it myself.' She
gave him a long look. 'That's one of the thingséahto sort out, one
of the reasons I've got to leave.'

He bent his dark head, deep in thought for a monteah nodded.
‘Yes. | can see that.'

He looked so miserable, she thought with a suddgim of sympathy.
Why? Surely he's as anxious to get rid of me am It@a go. She



recalled the hatred in his eyes last night, théewice in him when he
ripped her dress off her, threw her on the bed.

Then a thought occurred to her. 'l won't do anghiwell, legal,' she
said in a rush, 'if you don't want me to. | doreinivto cause a scandal
or harm your career.'

His mouth quirked in a bitter smile. 'Were you thing of having me
arrested for raping my wife?' he asked quietlyurilerstand that's
done in some States now.'

She flushed deeply and bit her lip. 'Of course hotiasn't rape and
you know it." Their eyes met briefly. 'l was talgiabout a divorce.’

'Oh, that,' he said. 'Do what you please about Wgtcareer won't
suffer. People forget.'

‘Very well,' she said stiffly. 'I'd better go. lldoMargaret I'd be out
some time before noon.'

She started down the hall towards him, her stegklamd purposeful.
She only wanted to get out of there, away from disturbing
presence. When she reached him, he stepped asetd&y pass.

‘Goodbye then, Paula,' he said softly.
She couldn't look at him. '‘Goodbye, Matthew.'

Her eyes were stinging with unshed tears, and sihwvaintil she had
gone down the elevator to the basement garageedtber gear in the
boot of the red Corvette and got inside that shgade She laid her
forehead down on the steering wheel and sobbed.



CHAPTER NINE

'l should think you would have learned by now, BaWlargaret was
saying in an exasperated tone, 'that it only deesto hold it all in.
Now, for the last time, will you please tell me whayoing on?'

Paula laid down her pencil with a sigh and lookedati her sister.
They were in the small attic room at Margaret's fPaula used as a
studio, and she was hard at work trying to get sbafelay drawings
finished for the Philadelphia store before Thankisgj.

‘All right,' she said at last. 'What do you wanktmw?'

Margaret plumped herself down on the rickety woodeair beside
Paula's work table with a grunt of satisfaction.

'l really don't mean to pry,' she said in a kind&e. 'l understand that
it's your nature to keep your troubles to yourdelft | just need to

know what's going on between you and Matthew. Yotgen here
for over a month now, and every time | even menhi@mname, you

either bite my head off or disappear.’

Paula- gazed out the window at the bleak Novendmidcape. The
leaves were all gone from the trees and soon itdnoeiwinter again.
Another cold, icy winter alone. She turned to hstes.

‘There's really nothing to tell. We've agreed ontemporary
separation, that's all.'

‘But why?' Margaret wailed. 'You seemed so hapmetteer, just
right for each other.' She gave Paula a sharp [&amething must
have happened. Was it another woman?' When Payjlas flew
open in alarm at the suggestion, Margaret smiledlgr'l see I've hit
a nerve. Was he unfaithful? | can't believe thatlatthew. He's not
the type.’



Paula looked down at her hands, idly toying with plencil. ‘No,' she
said slowly. 'lIt wasn't another woman.' She pauble@ sense this
wasn't true. Thersasanother woman—Beth— although not the wa
Margaret meant it.

‘Well, then?' Margaret prompted.

Paula took a deep breath. 'Matthew is still in loxtn his first wife.
Beth.'

For a long moment, Margaret only stared at hernTheskly, she
said, 'That's nonsense! Anyone could see he wag almut you. He
treated you as though you were made of glass, aaldht him
several times looking at you as though he'd likeagbyou. No," she
shook her head vigorously, ‘Matthew loves you.'

Paula smiled stiffly. It did no good to try to eapl to Margaret.
‘You're wrong,' she said at last. 'Oh, | think Matt/ likes me and
wants me, but he never loved me. Not the way heddeth.’'

The two sisters sat in silence for some time. Paatad having to
discuss her marriage with anyone. She had had ntaaowith
Matthew at all in the six weeks she'd been at Mattg but hardly a
day, an hour, a minute passed that she didn't thirkm and miss
him.

Several times she had been tempted to call himtgusear his voice,
but she knew that would only make it harder forinethe long run.
She had to make a clean break.

'What are you going to do?' Margaret asked finally.

Paula shrugged. 'l don't know. We haven't realbgulssed it. Get a
divorce, | suppose, eventually.'



Margaret gave a small snort of impatience. 'l thyak're out of your
mind. What do you care if he thinks he Still lowas Beth? She's
gone. You're alive. knowMatthew loves you in his way. Can't you
just accept what he's able to give and make addgether?'

Paula gave her sister a long, bleak look. 'l césltk replied quietly,
‘except that I'm hopelessly in love with him.'

Margaret only stared. 'l see,' she said slowlyaat. IPaula cringed
under the pitying look.

Then Margaret jumped to her feet. 'Well, | mustlgety. It's almost
noon and | haven't begun to get things ready ferpdwty. Hilda is
making..."

'‘Party!" Paula exclaimed. 'What party?'

Margaret put her hands on her hips and gave hir sisdisgusted
look. 'The party I've been planning for the pastéhweeks, of course.
Don't tell me you've forgotten.'

'‘No,' Paula said slowly. 'l hadn't forgotten. Itjdgin't think it would
be so soon." She raised her eyes in sudden susplEiave you
invited Matthew?'

Margaret reddened and patted her hair nervouslgll,\\es, to be
honest, | did.'

'‘Well, then, | won't go,' Paula stated flatly.

'He declined,' Margaret rushed ahead. 'He saidldeeout of town.'
She paused. 'He asked about you when | called him.'

'‘What did you tell him?'



Margaret shrugged. 'Just that | didn't understandand never had.
He seemed concerned about you.' She waited, but ®aela didn't
answer, she gave another exasperated exclamdtam turned and
stalked out of the room.

Paula turned back to her work, relieved the paidfstussion was
finally over. She hated talking about it. Of coyrée would be
concerned. That didn't mean he wanted her back. d, she
thought, one movement towards her, and she knewvebtl have
gone back to him on any terms.

She stared down at the half-finished drawing ontdlée before her.
Why hadn't he called her? But then, she had left she reasoned.
Maybe he was waiting for her to call him. Couldytlexer get back
on the old footing again?

There was something else. She had begun to suspé¢che might
possibly be pregnant. As yet, it was only a faimgsbility, too soon
to tell. If it was true, they might be able to resutheir original
‘arrangement’' and make it work, with a child tosider.

Then she thought of that last night they'd spegetiwer, the hatred in
the grey eyes, the unleashed violence of his lokerga brutal,
punishing, unyielding. She shivered a little anckpd up her pencil
again. No one had ever treated her like that bafofeger life, she
thought, trying to concentrate on her work. CetyaRichard hadn't.

But no one, not even her dead husband, had evesedder to the
pitch of passion Matthew had, either.

There was no way Paula could get out of puttingtifeast a token
appearance at Margaret's party. Fifty people hamh lnevited, and
although the house was large, they'd be all overglace. She
couldn't just hide in her room.



She waited to make her appearance downstairsweltibfter all the

guests had arrived and the noise of the partyedriip to her
bedroom. Most of her clothes were still at the apant in town, and
all she had to wear was the black dress she h#tholast night she'd
spent there. While at Margaret's, she had carefudgded the ripped
front seam where Matthew had torn it in his fury.

When she slipped unobtrusively into the dining roshere the bar
had been set up, she was relieved to see thataWillvas standing
there talking to David Wyatt and two other men ba President's
staff. William looked so comfortable, she thougbkt, solid and
reassuring, and she saw his eyes light up as shiedvalowly

towards him.

'‘Paula,' he greeted her warmly, putting an armraddwer shoulders.
‘Here you are. Will you have a drink?'

‘Yes, please,’ she murmured. 'Hello, David," sh&, $arning to the
stocky blond man. 'l haven't seen you for quitdhdevHow have you
been?'

'Oh, same as usual,' he replied, flashing heramsftis boyish grin.
‘Trying to stay out of trouble.'

She laughed. 'Do you find that so difficult? Whaté you been up
to?'

William handed her a drink and she took a gratefedllow. It wasn't
so bad, she thought. These people are all my fsiend

David had launched into a long explanation of ttedt battle in the
House, something to do with a trade-off betweenoagfessman
from Alabama and one from Kansas that involved petammers and
cattle ranchers. She couldn't quite follow it, Datvid made it sound
so humorous as he imitated the two parties, thah sshe was
laughing along with the others.



Paula hadn't felt so light-hearted in months. Sk lbeen wrong, she
decided now, to bury herself in her work, hiding atiher sister's
house in Virginia. It was time to start living agaiEven without

Matthew, if necessary.

Then she saw him, and the laughter died on herHipshad suddenly
just appeared in the doorway, tall and strikingkiag in his dark
suit, the grey eyes fixed firmly upon her in a lphgrd stare. Almost
choking on her drink and swaying a little at the&ut his presence
had on her, she instinctively reached out a hangrasp William's
arm for support. Had Margaret lied to her when shid he wasn't
coming tonight?

He was walking slowly towards them now. The othedn't noticed
anything, she was grateful to see. David still tregfloor, and their
attention was firmly fixed on him.

Paula knew there was no hope of avoiding Matthew, ramd when

he came to stand by her side, a little apart frbmn athers, she
released William's arm and moved back a step. Tihenheart still

pounding wildly, she looked up at him.

'Hello, Matthew,' she said in a low shaky voice.
'‘Paula,’ he said shortly with a curt nod. 'How\ara?'
'I'm fine,' she said, forcing a weak smile.

'l can see that," he went on bitterly. "You seerbddiaving a good
time.' He glanced at David, who was just windinghigp story, his
appreciative audience roaring helplessly by nowldé&ed down at
her gravely. 'I'd like to talk to you.'She thoughtmoment. They'd
have to talk eventually. It might as well be no@orme into the
study,' she said. 'l don't think we'll be disturbed



During this brief exchange they had gradually sthrnoving away
from the others. They continued on now out of ttem and down the
long carpeted hall to William's study. When theyevanside, Paula
shut the door behind them and stood watching himting to see
what he would say.

A small fire was burning in the grate, and a larhpre dimly on
William's large oak desk, set squarely in the nedufithe room. The
walls were lined with books, and a large globe dtimothe corner by
a window. It was not a large room, and with the &nd the soft light,
it seemed uncomfortably intimate to Paula now thatnoise of the
party had been shut out.

Matthew stood with his back to the fire, facing,h@s legs slightly
apart, his hands clasped behind him, a frown orfitieefeatures.

'l won't beat about the bush, Paula,’ he saidsat'lacame tonight to
ask you to come back. | had it all planned. | kiyew didn't want to
see me—you hadn't contacted me once in all thes&sweso | told
Margaret | wasn't coming.' His mouth twisted inaaiqaly of a smile.
'l was going to take you by surprise, sweep yowofir feet. Then
when | walked in and saw you with Wyatt, the wayiyooked at
him, laughed with him, I could see it was hopelédls/ ever seemed
able to do was make you cry,' he ended on a nategoét.

‘That's not true!" she cried. 'David Wyatt meanthimg to me. He
never did. He's merely entertaining. | never warnjegl to entertain
me.'

'‘What did you want, Paula?' he shot back.

She longed to say that all she ever wanted wdsroto love her, but
the words stuck in her throat. She couldn't ansiWercrossed over to
where she stood by William's desk and looked dotwrea



'l miss you, Paula," he said bleakly. 'Will you @back? Will you try
again? | promise | won't touch you, won't come ryear.'

She bit her lip and glanced away, her mind rac8ige was sorely
tempted. It was what she wanted, wasn't it? Buldcthiey make it on
those terms? Could they go back to their old piatoelationship
after what had passed between them? She thoudtdr&uspicion
that she might be pregnant. That would make aldlifierence. If she
was, indeed, carrying Matthew's child, she shouolthack to him.

She looked up at him. 'Let me think about it, Metth Give me a
week or two.'

He nodded. 'Yes, of course.' A little light appektteen in the silvery
eyes, warming Paula as she gazed into them. Henotdgve me, she
thought, but | know now he really does want meadls wife.

He left, then, and she didn't see him the resthaf ¢vening.
Apparently, he had gone home.

Paula drove into town the following week to seeBanks. She had
called on Monday, insisting that she had to see &smsoon as
possible, and his accommodating nurse had managsglieeze her
in for an appointment on Wednesday.

After the examination was over, she sat in hiscefftlutching her
handbag, anxiously awaiting his diagnosis.

‘Well, my dear, I'd say you show all the signsmeapectant mother,’
he said at last, beaming. 'I'll do another tesbe@ositive, but there's
really no doubt in my mind.'

Paula thanked him and drove back to Virginia iraaed Matthew's
child, she thought over and over again. I'm cagwatthew's child.



She knew now she would go back to him. They coaldcla good life
together. The torment of living without him was faorse than the
torment of living with him without love. At leashis way, she could
hope.

‘Well, I'm glad of that," Margaret said in a posstitone when Paula
announced her decision to go back to Matthew titatreoon. 'You're

choosing the wisest course. You'd be a fool ta leian like Matthew
Stratton get away from you.'

Paula only smiled. Margaret didn't begin to undardithe true nature
of her relationship with Matthew, and she had ntention of
enlightening her. She hadn't told her about the paither. Matthew
had the right to hear the news first.

Ever since her visit to Dr Banks that morning ahd subsequent
decision to go back to Matthew, Paula had feltepdsense of calm at
last, a sense of rightness. She knew there wedédsiahead, but with
a baby coming, it was worth fighting to save hernmage.

'‘When will you leave?' Margaret asked now.

They were sitting in front of the living-room fidrinking tea. It was
raining out, another cold, bleak November day. Cthig winter,
Paula thought, leaning back in her chair and ctpber eyes, | won't
be alone.

‘Tomorrow," she replied at last. She opened hes agd exchanged a
smile with her sister. 'l came with so little tHabhave hardly any
packing to do.' 'I'm so glad, Paula,’ Margaret said low unsteady
voice. She brushed her eyes lightly with her fitiger 'All | ever
wanted was for you to be happy.'



'Oh, stop it, you idiot," Paula teased. The sighter sister's happy
tears moved her deeply. 'There are no guaranteali work. You
might have me on your hands again.’

'Oh, no,' Margaret said fervently. 'If you leavattinan again, | won't
take you in.'



CHAPTER TEN

THE apartment seemed very quiet when Paula let hars&te the
next afternoon. She went straight to her room anpaoked her
things, hanging the few clothes she had taken héthback in the
wardrobe, setting out her toilet articles on theelshessing table, and
putting away her underwear in the chest of drawers.

She went into the kitchen to make herself a cupeaf There was
hardly a trace of Matthew there. A glass and altagh been rinsed
and were turned upside down on the counter to doaimother than
that the room looked as though no one had entesatte she left. He
had probably eaten his meals out, she thought.

Then an idea came to her. Why not cook him a niweed? It would
be a good way of letting him know she was homeap. She glanced
through the cupboards and refrigerator. There wasmch to work
with, she soon saw. A half dozen eggs, a quartilkf sn unopened
pound of butter, some canned soup.

There was a boneless cooked ham in the freezerc&he make an
omelette. Tomorrow she would go shopping, stockthg nearly
empty shelves and barren fridge. Matthew neededdgalare of, she
thought, a fierce rush of love filling her hearte Heeds me.

She set the ham out on the kitchen counter to #rawvith her mug
of tea in her hand, she wandered through the apattrit was good
to see her own things again in the living room,rtis#-coloured sofa,
the small gold chairs. I'll build a fire later, sti®ught, give him a
cheerful cosy place to come home to.

It was a beautiful apartment, with limitless pog#ibs once she set
her mind to it and gave up her former tentativdifigeabout her
marriage. They could start entertaining more at éwoiatthew
would like that.



She continued her inspection, her mind occupietd pians for the
future, until she found herself just outside Matitseebedroom. She
stopped short. The door was open.

On an impulse, she stepped inside, her eyes dartingediately,
instinctively, to the bedside table where she haénsBeth's
silver-framed photograph. It was gone! Paula cauwgt breath
sharply. What did it mean? A wild hope surged withier. Then,
sobering, she thought, perhaps he's out of towrhaddaken it with
him.

Of course, she decided, her spirits drooping. Tdie apartment, the
barren cupboards, the spotless kitchen. He was @b@eshould have
called him first before she came. She glancedratvhi&ch. It was six
o'clock. Ordinarily he would have been home by now.

She went back into the kitchen and rinsed out her Blothing has
changed, she thought dully. A wave of despair ghsser her. It was
dark outside now, she could see through the kitetiadow, and the
rain spat against the blackened pane, driven bgdesn gust of wind.
She glanced around the spotless kitchen sadlyast mard now to
recall her happy plans of just a few minutes ago.

Then she noticed a newspaper lying folded up iaradrner of the
counter. Idly, she unfolded it and glanced downtle date.
November the~ twentieth. That was today. He muse lieeen here
this morning, at any rate. She frowned. There wagificance to
that date. What was it? She stood there, pondeforgseveral
moments, and then it dawned on her.

November the twentieth was the anniversary of Bedleath! How
could she have forgotten? What a stupid day to fmokome back!
Wherever Matthew was he was most likely off ondnsiual drunk,
the photograph of his dead wife with him, his thisisgmmersed in
her.



She stood there shivering uncontrollably. The apant seemed so
cold all of a sudden. Her first impulse was to nanleave, to come
back another day, perhaps not to come back aflatin she thought
of the child she was carrying, her resolution tokena life with
Matthew no matter what it cost.

Was she going to run away at the first disappointhé won't give

up, she thought. She squared her shoulders witrewesh

determination and strode purposefully into the hatl turned up the
heat. I'll have a little supper, she decided, shhcavnel make a fire.
Even if | have to spend the evening all by mysélf,make me feel

better to beloingsomething.

Later that evening, Paula sat drowsily in fronthe gently flickering
fire. It had been good therapy to keep busy. Adtex had eaten and
bathed, she made the fire and sat in front ofatirey for a while.
Later, she put some music on the stereo—the Hayelio c
concerto—and switched off the lamp.

She was curled up comfortably now on the long cpgelzing at the
flames, her eyes half-closed.

She emptied her mind and allowed the music tat fitesponding, as
always, to the beautiful sounds that transported ihi@ another
world, a world of the spirit where every problenes®d petty and
unimportant.

So rapt was she in this private world that she 'tigemar Matthew's
key in the lock or hear him enter the apartmenit same sixth sense
told her she was not alone. She opened her eyeda@mly turned her
head.

At first, she wasn't sure who it was standing theréhe shadows of
the darkened room, and her heart gave a greatletgar. She sat



bolt upright, her hand at her throat, her greers esaring, until he
took a step forward and she recognised him ini¢gi bf the fire.

‘Matthew,' she said with a sigh of relief. "Yourda me. | thought
you were out of town.'

He didn't speak. He only stood there staring dowrhexr, his
expression unreadable, his face haggard and drdwen she
remembered what day it was and gave him a closd. M/as he
drunk? She wished now she had left when the imputdeer earlier.

Then he came towards her and sat down on the dmsitie her. Her
expression was grave.

'I'm very glad to see you, Paula,’ he said, higpde®ce perfectly
steady. 'Have you come to stay?'

He obviously was quite sober. Her spirits soatégou still want me
to," she replied, staring directly into the greg®y

'Yes,' he said firmly. 'l want you to. Very muchotYknow that.' Then
he closed his eyes and leaned his head back. I@otred,' he said
wearily. 'lI've been in meetings since early thigmmay and only just
got away.' He opened his - eyes then and grinreakedly. 'I'm also

grimy and hungry. Not a great reception for youmkegoming, I'm

afraid. You've taken me quite by surprise. I'mgdpPaula. Maybe we
can celebrate tomorrow night.'

She watched him as he spoke, her eyes drinkingeinlark hair, the
broad forehead, the strong straight nose, thedirim, but most of all
the liquid silvery eyes, alight now with genuineegdure. Great
waves of love broke over her. This is where | bgloshe thought
fiercely. He needs me, and | need him. She punhd bat and laid it
on his arm.



'‘Don't worry about me,' she said softly. 'I'm fivéhy don't you go
and clean up and I'll fix you something to eate Stood up, tying the
blue robe more firmly. 'There isn't much. You'lviedo make do with
an omelette.’

He loosened his tie and unbuttoned the top buttdmnsoshirt, then
stretched widely. She stared down at him, mesntehgehe way the
strong chest muscles strained against the whité simd longed to
throw herself into his arms.

He glanced up at her, smiling broadly now. 'Thatsts great.'

He stood up and leaned down impulsively to brushfoeshead
lightly with his lips. When he drew back, their symet briefly. He
looked away. 'You're a good wife, Mrs Strattons kine was casual,
joking. 'l won't be long," he added as he walkedyafrom her
towards his bedroom. 'Give me half an hour.’

As she worked in the kitchen fixing his supper, IRaoummed
happily to herself. He seems glad to see me, shatit, as she sliced
the ham and beat the eggs. And if the haggarddondkis face when
she first saw him had been for Beth, it was thbtsfher, Paula, that
had taken it off.

In a little over half an hour she had a tray refmhyhim and carried it
into the living room. He was already there, andsshe him now bent
over the fire, stoking it. She watched while hequuainother log, then
crouched there gazing into the flames, the fir¢lfgtkering over his
tanned strong features. He had dressed after biseshin a pair of
black trousers and a soft grey flannel shirt, ogethe neck, the cuffs
turned up.

Her throat tightened at the sight of him, and heuth felt suddenly
dry. She loved him so much. If only he could loeg,loo.



'‘Here's your supper,' she said in a falsely brighé as she advancec
into the room.

He turned to look at her, the grey eyes followieg &very movement
as she set the tray down on the coffee table it tvbthe fire. He rose
slowly to his feet and came to her side.

'Sit down with me, Paula,' he said. 'Stay with me.'
‘Yes, of course.'

While he ate, they chatted about his work, herdaglicommission,
and what they had both been doing in the past sensks. He
seemed very hungry and finished every bite of tlealnshe had
prepared for him.

When he had finished she poured coffee for thern.lddéé took his
cup and leaned back with a deep sigh of contentment

‘That was wonderful, Paula. I've missed your cogkiAlmost as
much as I've missed you.'

He was gazing at her now, gravely, holding her @yéss. A sudden
tension had sprung up in the air between them, Randa's skin
prickled uneasily. She was uncomfortably aware #llathe had on
was the thin blue robe, and she resisted the irafalgghten the belt
again. She sensed instinctively that he still @elsiner, and knew
from her own quickening pulse that if he made oong@towards her,
she would be lost.

She thought again of today's date and its meairigatthew. She

couldn't allow herself to be a surrogate for B&the could do without
love, she thought, but before she could respoiMttithew again, she
must know that his desire was for her, and noaafghost. She made
up her mind, then, set her cup carefully down ertthy and turned to
him.



'You seem to have got through the day much bétieyear than last,’
she said in a light, brittle voice.

He frowned. 'l don't understand what you mean tdpdied with a
puzzled look. 'What's so special about today?' teeed blankly at
her.

'It's November the twentieth. Remember? Has iaggtbetter?’

Then the light suddenly dawned in the grey eyekeatook in the
significance of the date, and the meaning of he&stjons. For one
split second, pain flickered in the silvery deptHs. shook his head,
set his own cup down, and turned to her.

'I'd forgotten,' he said in a tone of amazed disbélt had slipped my
mind entirely until you mentioned it." Paula heler reath, hardly
daring to hope. He smiled. 'I've been so frantoudlbosing you,' he
went on, 'scheming how to get you back, how to keep that there's
been no room for anything else.’

'l see,’ Paula said in a small voice. 'Well, I'ntkbalo stay.' She
looked down at her hands, twisting the ties ofrbée in her lap and
chose her words carefully. 'l want you to know, tetv, that |

understand how you feel. | know you'll always |deth, that she
comes first.' She gave him a direct look. "You ditiave to put her
picture away to spare my feelings.'

He was staring hard at her, his eyes wide, a ldskeer disbelief on
his face. 'God, is that what you think?' he breé&tHegout that picture
away weeks ago, right after you left. When | thdughlost you for
good, | wanted to replace it with one of you, babuldn't find one.
Then | decided to go to Margaret's party aftertaligorner you, and
makeyou come back, even if | had to carry you off avgrshoulder.'



Paula's heart gave a great leap. Was he tellinthkearuth? Finally,
barely able to control the tremor in her voice, gbleed simply, 'Why
didn't you?'

He gave her a grim look. 'When | walked in and yaw there with
Wyatt, laughing, having such a good time, lookimgbeautiful, |
suddenly realised that | had nothing to offer yalli.l ever did was
make you unhappy. | despised myself for forcing elfysn you,
half-raping you that last night, for God's sake.’

'l asked for that, Matthew,' she said firmly. 'Bks, | had agreed to
have a child.’

He made an abrupt gesture with his hand. 'l kndwmolw, but | also
knew all along it was Richard you loved, and | ddoli even have
made such a request in the first place.’

'‘Richard!" she exclaimed. 'l don't love RicharcheSeached but a
hand and touched his arm. 'Oh, I'll always love,hima way,' she
went on earnestly, 'but Richard is dead. He beldogthe . past.
You're my husband, now.’

He stared at her, unbelievingly, for a long tinfféneén why did you
leave me?' he ground out at last.

She drew her hand away and dropped her eyes tapergain. 'l

couldn't bear it,' she choked out, 'sleeping wiblu,yresponding to
you, then waking up in the morning and finding ygone.' She
looked at him. 'l thought you were using me, to enakbaby, as a
substitute for the woman you really loved.'

He was shaking his head from side to side. 'l daglleve this,' he
said slowly. 'How could two intelligent people oge&r at such
cross-purposes for so long? | left you those tibexsause | wanted to
spare you waking up the next morning and seeingsinit Richard.’



He leaned slightly towards her then and gave herlomg agonised
look. He reached out tentatively and with his losgpsitive fingers,
lightly touched her hair, her cheek, her lips. §aeed into his eyes,
trembling, burning with love and desire. Then, insaift, sure
movement, he gathered her up in his arms, pullexgdhim, his face
against hers, his mouth at her ear.

'Oh, darling,' he groaned. 'What a fool I've belenéver dreamed |
was hurting you. | loved you so much | wanted teesgou pain, and
all I, did was cause it.' He clutched her as woeld never let her go.

She drew her head back and looked up at him. "deed me?' she
asked breathlessly.

He podded grimly. 'Almost from the first.' His hanclpped her face.
'You were so different from the others, so remae, cool, so
obviously not interested in me or any other mand Aifferent from
Beth, too. | admit she was in my blood for a loinget, more a habit, a
self- indulgence than anything else.' He smiledd frotection, too,
from matchmaking matrons.'

'Like Margaret?' she murmured, recalling how hstesihad tried so
blatantly to throw them together.

'Like Margaret,’ he agreed. 'But as soon as |sedlthat you were
really serious about not wanting an emotional imeolent, | let
down my guard, and from then on all | could thirfikvas getting you
on any terms.’

She put a hand up and ran it down the flat plart@ésotheek. He had
shaved, she could feel, and the skin was warm amabth to her
touch. 'But you were so cold all the time, so resiothe said,
puzzled. 'How was | to know how you felt?'

'l didn't want you to know,' he replied firmly. Was afraid if you
knew how badly | had fallen for you, I'd frighteawoff.'



'‘Matthew," she accused, 'do you mean to tell meybar original

proposition to join forces and the whole idea gplatonic" marriage
of convenience were all a lie?' Then she gaspednagher idea
occurred to her. 'And the sudden desire for a hild

He gave her a wry smile. 'Not entirely. | reallg d@vant a child, but |
wanted you more." His arms tightened around heou "'Ynust
understand, darling, that a man in love has noagense.'

Paula struggled within herself for a moment betwiedignation and

amusement. To deceive her like that! This man wa<kever for his

own good. He would bear watching in the future.{Tdwol exterior

hid a very complex and devious mind. Then shéehislhand moving
slowly on her back, his mouth nuzzling softly aldrey neck, and an
irresistible warmth began to spread through hemaga

'‘Forgive me, darling?' he murmured now next torheuth.

Their eyes met. 'l love you, Matthew,' she whisgefEhere's nothing
to forgive.'

With a groan, his mouth hardened on hers, drawirger lips, then
forcing them open, gently, coaxingly. Her arms wamoiund his neck
and she lifted herself towards him, aching to faslhard muscular
body next to hers.

She ran her hands up into his dark thick hair, firegers raking
through the crisp strands, every nerve in her bitaiyping, now,
responding to him joyously.

His hands were on her shoulders now, and he terenbuth away
from hers, pushing her away from him slightly sattlshe was
looking up into his eyes, hooded and gleaming \aghire. Slowly,
his gaze never faltering, his hands slipped dowrbbey, lingering
over her straining breasts, bare underneath timentlaterial of her
robe, and then down to fumble with the ties atiaist.



'l want to see you, Paula,' he rasped thickly.

She drew in her breath sharply and nodded, giving tacit
permission to do whatever he wanted with her. Sltem®tionless,
scarcely able to breathe, as he untied the robe,rtached up to slip
it off her shoulders and down her arms until it kebsely around her
waist.

Her skin burned under his hungry gaze, and shedlifter chin
slightly to mask the sudden shyness. His handeshout to cover
her breasts, the strong tapering fingers mouldiegsoft fullness.

She moaned deep in her throat as his thumbs begdingcaround
and around the taut nipples, her momentary emtsmest gone in
the sheer pleasure of his warm touch.

Then, almost in a frenzy, she began to unbuttorshig, until his
chest was bare. Moving the folds of material asstie, leaned down
to touch the warm bare skin of his chest with is.1She could feel
the sudden rapid beating of his heart and the gtrouscles quiver
under her mouth as it moved over his body.

He stood up, then, bringing her with him. The réddketo her feet and
she stood before him in the dim light of the slowdying fire.
Shrugging quickly out of his shirt, he gathered toehim, crushing
her breasts against his strong bare chest.

'Let's go to bed, darling,' he murmured at her ear.

The fire was barely flickering by now, and they mdteir way in
almost total darkness down the hall to her bedrddaithew guided
her from behind, pressed closely up against her,anms firmly
around her waist.

When they reached the side of the bed, one hané c@o move
lightly, tantalisingly over her breasts, and thhestslid downward



over her stomach, her hips, her thighs. By thet lgfithe pale full
moon shining dimly in through the sheer curtaingh&t bedroom
window, she could see his hands travelling over bhedy,
heightening the pleasure of his touch to an alnfaghtening
intensity.

Moaning deep in her throat, she leaned back agaimsn a mindless
ecstasy, giving herself up completely to the exptpfingers and the
shafts of sheer sensuous pleasure coursing throagiSlowly, he
turned her around to face him, and , his arms eefblher closely,
gently, protectively, for several long moments. iihe looked down
into her eyes.

'l love you, Paula,’ he said. 'l want you more thae ever wanted
anything in my life. | was dead inside, and yoWveught me back to
life.’

'l love you, too, Matthew,' she breathed. 'So muondre than | ever
dreamed possible.’

She hesitated for a second, then, daringly, hgefsmbegan to fumble
at the buckle of his belt. His hands dropped lgos®his sides, and
he stood motionless, looking down at her as shgeigt the black
trousers, pulling them down over his lean hips land legs.

When he stepped out of the trousers, she ran hdshmck up slowly
along the muscled legs, covered ,with coarse baet the flat hard
stomach, until, once again, her arms twined ardusicheck and she
arched her body up closely to his, joyously awdrei®hard aching
need of her.

With a groan, his arms came around her, his lipsn&d hers once
again, his tongue thrusting, probing the soft iotesf her mouth, and
they sank slowly on to the bed.



When they came together at last, this time Pauwl&agive herself to
him totally, meeting his pulsing need with wild aban, secure now
in the knowledge that he loved her completely.

Paula awoke the next morning to the pale Novembmstsne
spilling into the bedroom through the thin curtaatshe window.

She stretched luxuriously, still half-asleep, satgth pleasurable
content. As she moved, she felt a heaviness onbbdy, and
suddenly became aware of an arm thrown acrossanerge hand
clasping her possessively around the waist.

Memory came flooding back, and with a little smisde glanced
down at the dark head of her sleeping husband Wwedan her neck,
his long body curled against her. She could fee€kien breath on her
skin, the steady heartbeat under her arm.

Carefully, so as not to disturb him and shatterpgiezious moment,
she reached over and gently smoothed the darktbasled over his
forenead now in sleep. He stirred slightly, andribad on her waist
tightened as he shifted closer to her, his mou#izimg the hollow of

her neck under her jaw.

Then he opened his eyes, blinked, and looked upegtsmiling.
'‘Good morning, darling,' he said in a low voice.ndised himself up
on one elbow and bent down to kiss her lightly e mouth.

The hand began moving now, travelling over her $ireshe reached
out and held it firmly in place.

'‘Before you get too engrossed timat' she said firmly, 'l have a
guestion to ask you.'

His mouth was at her breast now. '‘Ask away,' hemuoed against it.



'How would you like to be a father?' she asked lquidHis mouth
was creating a disturbance in her bloodstream sand it would be
too late for discussion.

'Mmm,' he said. 'Any time you like.'

Now his tongue was making circles on her otherdireand she knew
she was almost lost. She put her arms around d&lbstrong back
and held him tightly.

'‘How about roughly seven months from now?' shewiélda sigh of
contentment.

His mouth stilled for a moment, then abruptly tlagkchead came up.
He stared down at her.

'‘What did you say?'
‘Ah,' she said with a smile. 'That got your att@mtididn't it?"
‘Do you mean it?' She nodded gravely.

He gathered her into his arms and held her closkaa she nestled
contentedly against him, her heart almost bursiiitly love and joy,
she thought about the habit of loving, as necedsdngr existence as
breathing, and turned her head to welcome her img&bkiss.



