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Their antagonism was instant and mutual

Simon Herries was dominating and arrogant, and dwk rfeadily
jumped to the wrong conclusions about India. "Youa'tlknow me, "
she stated, "yet you accuse me of trying to steale®ne else's
husband!"

Evidence and appearance seemed to support his, damnSimon
had his own method of dealing with the problem.

At the time it proved an effective solution, but evhhis scheme
backfired, India was left to face a future of hbextk and
unhappiness.



CHAPTER ONE

'"MELISANDE 'S here—and you should see the man she's got w
her!" Jennifer Knowles announced, walking into leenployer's
work-room and rolling her eyes expressively. 'Gortge—and rich
too, by the looks of him. Well, if he's Melisandieitest, he'll need to
be, won't he?' she added forthrightly. 'l didrétise we had anything
in hand for her. What is it, there's nothing in fo®k.' She frowned a
little as she studied the leather-bound book Inded to book in and
chart the progress of her orders. 'We finishedtaek silk last week.'

‘Umm," India Lawson agreed, removing half a dozes from her
mouth and studying the pink silk blouse she waskimgron. 'She's
been invited to a Charity Ball—she rang me yesteatad asked if
we could make something for her in a hurry.'

'‘Provided you let her have it at next to no ca¥nnifer added
caustically. 'Honestly, she's the limit! She mustdarning a fortune
from that part she landed iBvergreen.It's been running for six
months now, and there's no sign of bookings drappihknow, |
tried to get seats for my mother and sister foit mesekend.'

India smiled. 'Well, don't forget that simply by aveng our clothes
Melisande is doing an excellent public relations for us.'

‘You're far too easygoing, 'Jennifer scolded. H'tlktnow how you do
it, and you with auburn hair as well.

'India laughed. 'Tell Melisande I'll be with herfime minutes, would
you Jen—oh, and offer her . . ." She had been aboay a 'cup of
coffee’, but changed her mind, remembering her etagy’s

description of the actress's companion. 'Offer thegtass of sherry,’
she corrected. 'l can't leave this blouse untétlthese tucks right. |
promised Lady Danvers that I'd have it ready ferweekend.’



The expressive line of Jennifer's departing backwhat she thought
of the way India, as she put it, ‘pandered' todiients' wishes, but
then she did not have the responsibility of a essrresting on her
shoulders, India reflected.

Of course she enjoyed being her own boss, it had ber ambition
since the Fifth Form at school when she had spentSaturday
mornings studying the shoppers in their often daald ill-fitting
clothes mentally re-clothing them in her own design

Not that it had been easy, but then those thingyrevorth having
rarely were, she decided. She had spent three yea college,
followed by another three in Paris working in aywkwly capacity
for one of the well-known couturiers. After thaeth had been a spell
on the buying side, learning about merchandisitagking control,
and a whole host of other vitally important thingghich
sometimes"-got overlooked—to their cost—by thoseo wimought
‘artistic' genius enough to guarantee them success.

And it had all paid off. A small legacy from a greecle had
provided her with enough capital to risk goinglaree. To her delight
her first very limited range of skirts and blousesl sold, enabling
her to take the risk of leasing more expensive mesnclose enough
to the heart of London to be called 'exclusived aow she numbered
among her clientele enough socially-conscious worf@n her
designs to be becoming featured in glossy magaanessociety
columns.

Even so, it paid to keep one's feet on the growheth was why India
made no demur when women such as Melisande Blakel]-&nown
actress, insisted on being given a 'discount’ othek which they
were going to wear in public.

India smiled wryly as she put the blouse asidesaodd up, studying
her reflection in the small mirror behind her deS&.Jennifer thought



she didn't have a temper. If only she knew! It wasso much that
she didn't have one; more that over the years atidearned for her
own sake to keep it strictly under control, althlowgyen now there
were occasions when it suddenly and unexpectedhedl into all-

consuming life.

Having checked that there were no threads clingomdner grey
flannel skirt, India gave her reflection a finalrsory glance before
walking towards the door.

A short corridor linked the workrooms to the safopoper and when
she opened the connecting door the first persosalvavas the man
whom her secretary had described as 'gorgeoushésim lied, India
acknowledged, schooling her features into a pradeassmile, while

inwardly noting the expensive cut of the pearl gseit, the toning

silk shirt and tie, the well manicured but entiretiasculine hands,
deeply tanned even though it was March, thick dhaik curling over

his collar, his eyes a disturbing, hard grey.

'India darling!" Melisande greeted her in her hystarrying voice.
‘You've saved my life! Do show me what you haveind. It must be
something special—very special. If Simon likes atshpromised to
buy me another. Will he like it?' she asked, addmgckingly,
'‘Really, darling, isn't it time you stopped wearitizat frightful
schoolgirl outfit? No one looking at you would hahe faintest idea
that you design the most incredibly sexy dresses!

India thought she had been quite successful imgiter reaction to
hearing her clothes described in such a fashioih shet glanced up
and found Melisande's companion watching her witbckmg
comprehension.

'Oh, | haven't introduced you, have I?' the actressl. 'Simon
darling, this is India, she really is the cleverdshg. India, meet



Simon Herries—you must have read about him in tlossip
columns.’

'l have, and in the financial press.' India agrigggutly, conscious of
the sudden alertness in Simon Herries' expression.

‘You take a keen interest in the world of big bass) then?'

Gritting her teeth at the condescending tone, Ingjdied lightly, 'Of
course—what female doesn't in one form or another?'

She could tell from his expression that her bab foaind its mark.
He was far too intelligent to have imagined thatisénde's interest
in him was purely altruistic, but, India thoughtreivdly, he was
attractive enough for it to wound his vanity totblkel that others were
aware of the fact too.

She had known Melisande for several years, andevwthiéd actress
made no secret of the fact that she expected hmrtesto be
presentable and sexually attractive, she also ¢éxgpebem to be
wealthy enough to afford her.

India watched her, aware of the contrast they nussent.
Melisande, small, barely five foot three, with fafmost silver hair,
and prettily feminine features—the archetype ofdknieauty, while
she. . .. She wrinkled her nose slightly. She taksfive eight in her
stockinged feet; her hair, as Jenny had remarkad,andeep, intense
auburn, saved from being unkindly described as begdich russet
undertones; her green eyes set slightly aslantabteneell defined
eyebrows, only her vulnerably full mouth betrayihg fact that she
was less self-possessed than first appeared.

She knew that Simon Herries was watching her, &wedssrived to
fight off the inclination to return his look. Shewdd almost feel his
eyes sliding down her body, resting on the unexquibgtfull curves



of her breasts, the slimness of her waist, angdlgraer length of her
legs.

His eyes rested on her legs for several secondhoaghtful,
appraising look in them when he finally raised thtermndia’s faintly
flushed face.

'‘Quite an enigma,' he remarked softly. 'Prissy $#dogchoolgirl skirt
and silk stockings.'

It isn't meant to be,' India assured him with bnceess she was far
from feeling—there had been something in the loek&d given her
which had sent vague frissons of awareness rurdoag her spine.
It wasn't unusual for her clients to bring men glowith
them—sometimes to pay, sometimes merely to appencshe was
used to the flirtatious, sometimes almost offensm@mments some of
them made, but this was something different; somegthlien and
almost frightening; an absurd awareness of herfemminity which
had nothing to do with the conversation and evangtto do with the
way had looked at her, and how her body had reaotid

'Oh, India is far from prissy, as | have very gaedson to know,'
Melisande remarked archly. 'l happen to know tlnet Isas a very
charming and extremely wealthy boy-friend. In fsleé brought him
to my last party, didn't you, darling? Melford Tawl she added for
Simon Herries' benefit, mentioning the name of dl-lawwn
financier.

Although India wasn't looking at him, she couldlf8anon Herries
appraising the salon with fresh eyes. It was de¢edran white and
gold with touches of green, sharp and fresh, and wigh an
unmistakable richness. India had designed it herseid the
alterations and decorations had been carried oua lsynall firm
specialising in stage settings. With ingenuity 8ad the work had
cost very little in terms of actual money, and &nddad repaid the help



she had had from her friends by recommending th&enever she
could. Some of the stage settings for Melisandéést play had been
designed by them, but because she very rarely etldver private

and business lives to mingle she doubted if Metisawas even

aware that she knew them. She had only attendeqmhttyeMelisande

had mentioned because the actress had insistedtypod yet India

could tell that Simon Herries was assessing theafdke salon; that
he could probably gauge the rental on it to theestgound, and was
quite obviously thinking that Mel had paid for it.

India was no naive young girl. She was twenty- farel had lived
alone since the death of her parents when sheweasy. She was
perfectly well aware of the moral code prevailimgtihe circles in
which Melisande and presumably Simon Herries hifmaelved; and
the conclusions he had undoubtedly drawn from Malle's
reference to Mel, and she longed to refute therms. &fd she alone
was responsible for her success. She had receo/@dancial 'help”
or reward from other people, and she bitterly resgbthe implication
that she was the sort of woman who chose the miearitife for what
she could gain from the relationship.

Which was quite ridiculous, she told herself aswaat to unlock the
discreetly concealed floor-to-ceil- ing cupboardsaihich she kept
completed orders. Why should it matter to her iin&@n Herries
judged her as he himself was no doubt quite hapfme judged? Her
relationship with Melford Taylor was her own busieeand no one
else's. Except of course that Mel happened to bgieda she
reminded herself wryly, as she removed the pale &&tin dress from
its hanger.

'l love the colour,’ Melisande enthused. 'Darlihggally must insist
that you design my wardrobe for my next role. Yoow I've landed
the female lead iThe Musgraves?'

India inclined her head in acknowledgment.



‘It was Simon who clinched things for me reallyelMande added,
scarlet-tipped nails almost stroking the grey-gligam resting on the
chair next to her own. 'He has extensive interiestemmercial TV.'

'‘Really?’

India was not aware quite how dampening she hace rttael word
sound until she looked up and caught the grey eashing her with
curt anger. She had already heard that Melisandegbithe main
role in the proposed new TV blockbuster series,dbafje costume
designing was unfamiliar territory to her, and whshe appreciated
Melisande's faith in her, she felt that she hadenioan enough on her
hands with the salon. The sudden boom in 'highdivihad meant that
she had had to take on extra staff to cope witlottlers as it was, and
she was cautious about who she employed.

‘I'm sure he'll put in a good word for you with teidio bosses,'
Melisande said.

'I'm sure Miss Lawson doesn't need me to helpriwgrwith Melford
Taylor as her . . . backer.’

Fighting down the sudden surge of anger which agdst taken her
unawares, India turned her back on him, glad of é¢Reuse of
suggesting to Melisande that she help her withdtkss. It was years
since she had felt such an almost immediate ahgp&iwards
someone, even given that she was being quite daldlg needled.
And why, she could not imagine! Even if she werd'$/mistress, to
use an outdated word, what possible business wad &imon
Herries?

In the fitting room she helped Melisande on with thue satin. The
bodice was cleverly draped to flatter the actrelgige, with the
pencil-slim skirt which India knew she favoured.



'It's gorgeous!" Melisande pronounced when she fiaghed
studying her reflection.

‘The hem has to be finished and one or two otlike things done,
but you'll have it tomorrow,' India promised.

She could hear her private phone ringing and sigkmalving that it

would be Mel. She had told him last weekend thartetwas no future
In their relationship. She liked him; he had a gesedse of humour
and was a pleasant, undemanding companion, bhedsasl pointed
out to him, hevasa married man.

Hadn't she heard of divorce? Mel had asked heezpailty, but India
had cut him short. He had, as she knew, two srhadtlren, and even
if she had been in love with him, which she wasig doubted if she
could have brought herself to be the one respanddsl depriving
them of their father. The reason was quite simgleging her own
childhood her father had had an affair with anotveman. It had
lasted about a year. India had been twelve at ithe, ta very
impressionable age. She had known that somethisgnsang. Her
mother and father never seemed to laugh any mowk,she had
caught her mother crying. It hadn't been long keefor older, more
knowing child at school had enlightened her. Sheccoemember
quite vividly the sickness which had overwhelmed tee need to be
alone, to be assured that what she had heard wasn'She had gone
home and poured out the whole thing to her mothe&vas true, her
mother had explained, but that didn't mean Daddyonger loved
her. He did, very much.

Her mother had been extremely courageous, Indiactetl, thinking
about that time now. It couldn't have been eagindrnot to let her
own doubts and bitterness affect India's relatigmshth her father,
but somehow she had succeeded, and been rewardssh \
eventually the affair had fizzled out. Afterwardsther of her parents
made any reference to what had happened, and iatatits and



purposes lived quite amicably together, but theedepce had
changed India, made her question life and loverfaire deeply than
most girls of her age, and although she was retttteadmit it, had
made her wary and mistrustful, unconsciously umglito commit

herself to any deep emotional involvement with annsa that

somehow, at twenty- five she had emerged from éemg and early
twenties without the sexual and emotional expegemost girls of

her age took for granted.

When they returned to the salon Simon Herries wadysg a
seascape hanging on one of the walls. India's rfdthe painted it
before his death, and it depicted the view fronirtGernish home on
the cliffs high above the Atlantic. It was from Hather that she had
inherited the ambition which had made her succésshdia
acknowledged. He had been a civil engineer bef@edtirement,
often working abroad. She herself had been condealueing a brief
visit her mother had paid him when he was workingaaontract in
India—hence her unusual name.

'‘Cornwall?' he commented to India without liftinig leyes.

'Yes.'

'Your secretary came to look for you. She askedaontell you that
there'd been a call for you. Said you'd know wheas from." This
time he did look at her. 'It can't be easy, condgcan affair with a
married man. You're to be congratulated. You'vaalsty been very
discreet.’

He made it sound on a par with earning a living @sostitute! Even
Melisande caught the contemptuous undertone amah&o slightly.

'Oh, really, darling,’ she protested, 'aren't yein@ just the tiniest bit
old-fashioned? Extra-marital affairs are the nohmse days. Be
honest now, if you were married could you see yaltiteing faithful



for the rest of your life? No, | think India hagthght idea. Far better
to be independent; to have a lover rather thanshdnd. You will
make sure the dress is sent round tomorrow, wani?'yshe asked
India as Simon Herries helped her on with her fket. 'Simon is
taking me to the charity do at the Dorchester anart to look my
best.’

India walked with them to the door. Melisande kis$er on the
cheek; she half extended her hand expecting Sinewrids to shake
it formally, but to her chagrin he ignored her hamdtead glancing
curtly down the length of her body, before follogiklelisande out to
the sleek dark green Ferrari parked outside thansal

‘Umm, | wish | could find myself someone like thalennifer
commented dreamily, unashamedly watching them depantastic
looks, money— and I'll bet he rates ten out oftea fover as well"

'You'd probably be very disappointed,’ India saidfty.
‘You reckon?"

Something in her expression made Jennifer frowa.rég4lly got to
you, didn't he?' she said slowly. 'I've never kngwn to lose your
sense of humour like this before, and God knowsevead them all
in here. What happened, did he make a pass at lien Melisande
wasn't looking?'

'‘Why should he? You said yourself he'd got thellogn't think of a
single reason why he should spare me a glance V& got
Melisande.’

'l can,' Jennifer replied. 'Several. For a stat)'ye got far more sex
appeal. Oh, | know Melisande looks all soft anddtydbut anyone
can see she's as hard as nails underneath, while. ydAre you sure
he didn't make a pass?'



‘Positive. Now, can we please change the subject?’

'‘Okay," Jennifer agreed cheerfully. "What do yountta talk about?
Oh, help! I've just remembered, you-know-who rabgid he'd pick
you up at eight. | didn't know you had a date hitim tonight."'

'l don't—at least not officially. He did say somiathabout us having
dinner together last week, but I've already told hi . .'

‘You don't date married men," Jennifer suppliechvaibother grin.
‘You certainly believe in making things difficulbrf yourself, don't
you? With his influence . . .’

'l don't want his influence, Jen," India cut intwitnusual crispness. 'l
like Mel, and | value his friendship. I've knownhifor over three

years— ever since | first opened this salon. Myaaotant introduced
him to me—in fact it was Mel who first told me alvdliese premises

"“Well, you could do worse, you know," Jennifer mied out
judiciously. 'He's mad about you anyone can set€ tha

'He's married,' India replied stubbornly. 'And blesi, | don't love
him.'

'‘Love? Who needs it?' Jennifer demanded sourlyu ®wow, for all
that I'm three years younger than you, 1 sometiseld enough to
be your mother.'

'If you were, you'd hardly be encouraging me tamgbwith someone
else's husband,' India pointed out dryly, but Jenmnerely raised her
eyebrows.

‘You're kidding! With a man as wealthy as Mel, nethtend to
forget an unimportant thing like an existing wife.'



* k% %

Was she being stupid? India wondered several hiates as she
locked the salon and stepped out into the crispiageair. It wasn't
very far from the salon to where she lived. She hadn lucky
enough to be able to buy the top floor of one ofoéh row of

Victorian terraced houses, just before they bectasieionable, and
she loved the privacy and space it gave her.

Mel had hinted on more than one occasion that htesao put their
relationship on a more serious footing, but shedlagys reminded
him of his wife.

Perhaps it was foolish at her age to virtually almenthe idea of a
home, husband and children of her own simply bexahs had yet to
meet the man who would be her ideal. It might Hasleed if she had
known what she was looking for. All she did knowsat as yet she
had not met him; the man who would touch her emstideeply
enough for her to be able to break through theidyarof distrust
erected during her vulnerable teens.

The phone rang just as she was unlocking her dfoot. She reached
for it, dropping her coat and bag on the attratfive-covered
Victorian chair which was the only piece of furméun the tiny hall.

She had several good friends who often rang héshmiknew before
she heard his voice whp it would be on this occasio

‘You got my message?"
‘Yes, | did, Mel, but I'm afraid . . .’

'‘Please come, | want to talk to you—seriously. te#ndia, | need to
talk to you. I'd suggest that you come round hemny place, but |
know you'd refuse, and as I'm hardly likely to getnvitation to your
retreat, dinner seemed to be the only alternative.’



Recognising the strain in his voice, India gave way
'I'll pick you up—about eight. We're dining at Jaels.'

It was one of the more exclusive new restauranisiwimad recently
opened and tables were not easily come by, butttharman of Mel
Taylor's influence nothing would be impossible.

He had done very well for himself, India recognidealving built up
an enviable business empire from "one small compang India
suspected he was drawn to her because she tocadao ktruggle,
and knew the value of what one earned by one'samhirevements.
About his home background she knew very little afyam the fact
that he had a wife and two small children, bothdyeyho attended an
exclusive prep school. Although it was never saild guessed that
there was a tremendous gulf between father andisdhs way that
there often was between a parent who had beendftooeork hard,
building up a fortune from very small beginningadahe children
who enjoyed the style of life that fortune couldghase. She had
once heard it mentioned that Mel had married 'aldoreself'—an
expression which she detested, and which she aresidn Mel's
case was grossly unmerited, as he was a man aheady refined
taste, gentle and kind, and she wondered if itpeabaps this which
had given rise to his marital problems. They wasesomething she
cared to discuss with him, and she had never pniedhis private
life, despite the length of time she had known Hmfact it was only
quite recently that she had seen him n a regukas beaertainly within
the last six m v and it had not been until a cowplmonths ago that
she had realised that Mel was subtly trying torstieeir relationship
into more intimate waters.

As they were dining out she made herself a liglaickpnand ate it
sitting on a stool in the tiny kitchen she had pkoh and designed
herself. Her flat was reasonably spacious; a lémgage with tall

classical windows, a small dining room which hadkked cold and



dark until she had cleverly redecorated it in skaafecrimson offset
by white; two bedrooms each with their own bathrpamd a small
study.

Decorating and furnishing the flat had been a lalmduove which

India had thoroughly enjoyed. Her parents had hadceral good
pieces of furniture inherited from older memberghef family, and
India had spent much of her spare time combingyaatshops and
street markets until she found what she was lookingThe street
markets served two purposes. In addition to findiregodd piece of
furniture she had been lucky enough to come a®asral pieces of
old lace which she meticulously repaired herseiff keept for her own
designs.

Usually after her evening meal, when she was rdlagke found
herself gravitating towards her sketch pad, andesiones the ideas
which came to her then proved far better than tesbsdaboured over
In her work-room at the salon, but tonight theraildoot be time for
any work.

Jardine's attracted a sophisticated fashion-cons@mwd of diners,
and India chose carefully from her own surprisindignited
wardrobe. When ! one was constantly making thiogether people
there never seemed to be enough time to make fesetih and as
India was the first to admit, she was fussy abeutdhothes.

The outfit both Melisande and to some extent Sirkiemries had
mocked earlier in the daf was one she had hadelaral years. The
plain silk blouse had been bought in Paris andmsresl the texture of
the fabric and the neatly tailored lines of thengamt. It had cost a
small fortune, but India considered that she hadentioan had her
money's worth in terms of wear. The grey flannéitskas one of her
own, beautifully styled and cut, top-stitching erapising the neat
centre pleat, and with it she often wore a sligidigrker grey



cashmere cardigan with tiny pearl buttons. The flayant clothes
favoured by many of her clients simply were not'.he

Sliding a soft black velvet dress with a high nedged with cream
lace and three-quarter-length sleeves off its harslpe left it on the
bed while she had her bath.

Her bathroom possessed both a bath and a sepaoatersand while
in the mornings a quick shower was all she had fonewhenever
possible she preferred a luxurious soak in scentedr.

'‘Arpege’ was her favourite perfume; she had readesdere that
women who favoured the aldehydic floral scentshsas Arpege,
Chanel No. 5, and Madame Rochas, projected a aoaontrol

image, and that they were in fact very much 'eatslent’
fragrances. Perhaps it had something to do with diridhood

experiences; this desire to uphold traditions, agmtourage
permanence, India did not really know. What shekdimw, however,
was that when she had tried to switch to a diffetgpe of scent,
something more sensual and oriental, she had ict amgossible to
do so.

She dressed quickly and efficiently, a black sikmesole and
matching slip trimmed lavishly with lace; sheerdiatockings—one
of the pleasures of being successful was that & passible to
indulge in such luxuries without feeling guilty. Age slid the fine
silk over her legs she paused, remembering Simondsecomment,
and the way he had looked at her. She had foundoibladisturbing.

She shrugged mentally. What did he, or his opiniomatter to her?
He was not the type of man she was ever likely ntwto

Impress—too physically dominant; almost too male Her tastes.
She, unlike Jennifer, did not think he would beoadylover; he was
too much aware of himself, she felt, although saé to admit that
the procession of women through his life read l&deautiful

People's Who's Who.



The black velvet dress fitted her perfectly, théoao of the lace
almost exactly matching the creamy texture of kar.s

Because she knew Mel would like it, she appliedenmoake-up than
normal, concentrating on emphasising her eyes, lwhacause of
their size and deep clarity of colour tended t&klabmost impossibly
emerald.

It was in Paris that she had learned the importahpeoper skin care,
and she knew she was fortunate in having the tyb®me structure
which would never really age.

Again because Mel liked it, she wore her hair isaodt chignon,
twisting into it a row of pearls which had beent sar's Christmas
present to herself. She was just applying perfumkeetr throat and
wrists when she heard the door, and gathering eblick velvet
evening coat designed to be worn over her drestisiied to open
it.

Mel's eyes widened appreciatively when he sawHhebent his head
towards her, but she moved slightly so that it imascheek and not
her mouth that he kissed.

'You look wonderful," he said simply. 'l wish we mespending the
evening alone.’

His voice and eyes were heavy with pain, and lrsiased that
something was troubling him.

‘Not now,' he forestalled her. 'We'll talk over k.’

He wasn't driving his own car, but had come inxa t& had rained
since India had left the salon, and the streestegled like liquorice,
reflecting the brilliantly lit store windows.



Neither of them spoke, although to India the atrhesg felt heavy
with sadness.



CHAPTER TWO

DowN a narrow street not far from Hyde Park, Jardinels in what
had once been a small mews.

Wall-to-wall expensive cars lined the cul-de-sadparman appeared
from under a striped awning to open the taxi ddog,requisite bay
trees standing sentinel in their tubs cither sidiae door.

As they entered the restaurant India noticed &tlbalf a dozen
famous faces and repressed a small sigh. In manpy s¥ee would far
rather have eaten in the cheerful family-run Italfastaurant round
the corner from her flat, but she recognised thaltpobably thought
he was giving her a special treat, which was meaialyther pointer
against their relationship, she reflected. If hallye knew and
understood her, he would have known that she kalliking for the
trappings of success.

She studied her reflection critically for a momenthe cloakroom
while she waited for the girl to take her cloakeTdlack velvet dress
accentuated the creamy pallor of her skin, her misokg slenderly
and elegantly above the crisp lace, her eyes dempdyintensely
green, almost too large for the delicacy of heefd8ut India saw
nothing of the delicate beauty of her featureshall concentration
was focused on her dress. Most of the other ferdalers were
wearing evening dresses of one sort or anothem#jerity of them
baring vast expanses of flesh. Was she prudish?sBtugged the
thought aside, but it was not quite as easy toidsthe memory of
the manner in which Simon Herries had commentethercontrast
between her clothes and the sheer silk stockingbat been wearing
with them; almost as though he had been accusingflieliberately
trying to project a false image of school- girlisimocence. Drat the
man! What did it matter what he and his kind thd@gh



They were shown to a table discreetly set asida fite majority of
the others in a small alcove, but which by its vapartness' negated
its intimacy by making it almost a focal point betroom.

The restaurant had not been open for very long, e been
designed to represent a Victorian conservatory,ntlagble-topped
tables set among a profusion of indoor plants,eslgulluminated in
the evening.

With such a vast expanse of glass the restauraid bave been cold,
but fortunately the owners had had the foresigimgtall an efficient
central heating system.

‘All we need is for a parrot to come flying downt @l the foliage,'
Mel commented jokingly to her as he studied theumen

‘Either that or Tarzan,' India agreed.

‘Don't you like it? We could go somewhere else.isTiace is all the
rage at the moment and | thought. . .’

'It's fine. Give me a quick nudge if you see meristaround
open-mouthed—the last time | saw so many starsondslevision,
at a Royal Command Performance.'

'‘Umm, it does seem to be patronised rather hedwilyhe acting
profession. What do you fancy to eat?"

'l think I'll start with the seafood platter, ariteh perhaps chicken in
white wine.'

Mel gave her order to the hovering waiter, addirsgdwn. He was a
very traditional male, India reflected; not a maleauvinist, but a
man who genuinely believed that women were thdefraiex and
needed protecting. He reminded her in many wayseofather; she



felt comfortable and safe with him, or at least &lael done until
recently.

He waited until their food arrived and the wine Hagken poured
before mentioning the reason for his invitatior, dace his normal
businesslike self- control deserting him.

'India, you know how | feel about you," he blurtedt without
preamble. 'Oh, | know you refuse to take me selypbsit you aren't
either a fool or insensitive, | know that. | alsookv how you feel
about my marriage, and it's to your credit, altHotigere have been
times when I've wished that you were less . . -fafthioned.’

'Old-fashioned?' India queried lightly.

‘Moral," Mel submitted, 'even though in my hearheérts | wouldn't
have you any other way. | only wish I'd met youyears ago, before
| married Alison. Even if you were willing to haea affair with me,

| don't think | could. | don't think I've got it ime to destroy that
shining look of self-respect you always seem taetahwout you. India
... If I divorced Alison would you marry me?'

She had known it was coming, but nevertheless & avahock. Her
face went white, her hand trembling as she reafdrauer glass. Her
fingers reached for the stem, her emotion makinghensy, and as
the glass overturned she stared helplessly at ithe lowing across
the table and on to the floor.

Unfortunately she had barely touched it, and waweaiter discreetly
mopped up, Mel tried to reassure her that it dichaltter.

'It happens all the time—and you didn't even brtak glass,’ he
joked. 'Even if you had it isn't the end of the labr

India herself didn't really know why she should sz distraught,
unless it was because she was so rarely clumsturtadely the wine



had not gone on her dress, but her fingers weitdeadticky, and it
was as she bent down to open her handbag anddirtabindkerchief
that she became aware of being watched. She tagsddead slowly,
disbelief mirrored in her eyes as she glanced a¢hesrestaurant and
encountered the hard, inimical grey eyes of Simerrigs. Her heart
started to thump uncomfortably, her mouth dry vattension which
owed nothing to the contretemps with the wine glass

Melisande was with him, but as yet the actress eddmbe unaware
of India’'s presence, and it was as though the fwbem, India and
Simon Herries, were locked in some primaeval conflwhich
excluded the other diners as though they Simplyndidexist.

‘India . . .'
'‘Oh ... I'm sorry,' she muttered.
‘You look as though you've seen a ghost.’

'l wish he was. Oh, I'm sorry,' she apologisedingeMel's worried
frown. 'lt's just Melisande's latest man. She bhadgm to the salon
this afternoon, and for some reason he rubbed nileeuprong way, |
don't know why.'

'Who is he?"

‘Simon Herries—you must have heard of him. He'stgéxappearing
in the gossip columns . . . Are you all right?' sisked, noticing the
sudden jerky movement he made, his face oddly [\éd.. . .'

‘I'm fine . . . It's nothing, India,' he began wattkind of desperation,
‘Would you . . . would you marry me if | divorcedigon?'

She reached across the table, touching his harld kets, her
expression compassionate.



'l admire you, Mel; | value your friendship, aneté's no one | would
rather turn to in a crisis, but. . .'

‘But you don't love me," he supplied heavily. ‘Welyuess | knew
what the answer was going to be, but a man calp'tioping.’

'l wish | could love you," India surprised hersddy saying.
‘Sometimes | wonder if I'm capable of love—the kafdove which
burns so fiercely that nothing else matters.'

There was understanding and pain in Mel's eye® dsdked at her.

'You are, my darling,' he told her huskily. 'ltissj that as yet you
haven't met the right man, but never doubt youiselfiat way, and
never demean yourself by giving yourself to somewitieout it.'

It was an oblique reference to the fact that slierteaver had a lover,
and India was a little surprised by his astuteniésgas not a subject
she had ever discussed with him—or indeed anyarte she could
only hope that no one else found her equally traresyg. Knowing in
what light the majority of her acquaintances wouleew a
twenty-five-year-old virgin, she took immense paias least
outwardly to preserve a modern, almost cool attittadvards sex.

‘Darling, you never told me you were dining hereiigbt.'
Melisande's sharp eyes appraised Mel. 'You're fapkired, Mel,’
she told him, adding to India, 'What have you bdemg to him,
darling?’

Simon Herries was at her side. It was apparentttiegthad finished
their meal and were on the point of departure. lgleked even paler
than he had done before. He had stood up when dnhels
approached the table, and although he was a tall 8immon Herries
topped him by several inches. Even she had todritead to look up
at him, India acknowledged; something that wasequate when she



wore, as she was doing tonight, in defiance of Engjirl friends'
advice, high-heeled shoes.

‘We're going on to Tokyo Joe's,' Melisande tolarthementioning one
of the newer clubs. 'Why don't you come with ug tead this divine
new play; the lead part could have been writtemfer. . . but it costs
a fortune to put on a production nowadays . . .’

She was looking at Mel as she spoke, but he didsftond, and the
actress pouted a little.

'‘Persuade them to come with us, darling,' she ddethf Simon
Herries. 'It will be fun.'

'l suspect the sort of "fun” Melford and Miss Lawsaave in mind
requires only two participants,’ he drawled in cesge, 'despite the
almost puritanical appearance of Miss Lawson.'

-*'Darling!" Melisande protested in half shockedlfhfascinated
breathy tones,.her eyes rounding with surprise. Was already on
his feet, and India saw the way his fingers bunchtadhis palm, the
giveaway muscle beating sporadically in his cledghaey.

She reached towards him instinctively, her voice &s she begged
him to let matters alone.

'‘Such modesty; such quiet, well-bred manners!" 8inkterries
mocked savagely. 'No one looking at you would gubess what
you're really doing is stealing someone else'sdmpor is it simply
that you've discovered that it turns some men—aeslhemlder
men—on to project that quakerish, "touch-me noégetf?'

He turned on his heel before India could respomsl,hand under
Melisande's elbow as he escorted her out of thauemt. None of
the other diners seemed to have noticed the sneadé pf byplay.



India looked at Mel. He was as white as a ghost,stin stretched
ageingly over his bones, his eyes pained and aefeat

‘He had no right to speak to you like that," he glaickly. 'No right at
all. God, I could have killed him!

'‘Forget it. It doesn't matter,' India lied lightly.

'l hadn't realised what | was doing to you, whaenpretation others
would put upon our friendship." His mouth twistattdsly. 'And all
for nothing! India, there's something | have td teu. Oh, if |
thought there was the slightest chance that yountnmgarry me . . .
Alison, my wife, is pregnant. . ."' He grimaced whensaw India's
expression. 'Yes, | know, but then, my darling, naee like that.
Despite what | feel for you I still make love to myfe. Despicable,
aren't I? And knowing you as | do, | haven't totdiyoefore, because
| knew you would never let me leave her while slas warrying my
child. But that isn't all of it. After the boys Albn was told she wasn't
to have any more children. Perhaps that's whie. ffowned. 'God, |
shouldn't be burdening you with all this, but thetfof the matter is
that after Johnny was born we took to sleepingregply. She had a
bad time, and then the doctor warned us that sisa'tv@ have any
more. The pill didn't agree with her . . . and whath one thing or
another we just never got it together again. Umtilv. Her parents
came to spend a weekend with us along with hehbratnd his wife.
We needed the extra bedroom space, so | spenigihiewith her...'

'‘What will she do?' India asked, her mouth dryvélan abortion?'

Mel shook his head. 'No, she's totally againstidiea, and | have to
confess that so am |. No, tonight was the finabteaker. If you'd
agreed to marry me, | would have asked Alison faliverce. I'm

fortunate enough to be able to support two wiwes,families, but as
you won't, | feel | owe to my son, or daughter, ett@ver the case



may be, to at least make an effort to provide blsthome. Alison
isn'twell,and . . '

'‘Does she . . . does she know how you feel, | medn

'‘About you?' Mel shook his head. 'Not specifical®h, she knows
that all is not as it should be, perhaps even hteellabout you, but
nothing else. I'm going to go away for a while,itmd know that my
duty, I suppose | should call it, lies with Alisand my children, but |
need time to come to terms with it, time to gatingrstrength, if you
like . . .'

‘Where will you go?'
'l haven't decided.'

They left the restaurant in a silence which corgthduring the taxi
journey, almost morose on Mel's part, and pityindralia's—not just
for Mel, but for his wife as well, and it wasn'ttiinhe taxi stopped
that she realised where they were. The taxi hacedona standstill
outside the expensive block of apartments wherelivid.

'‘Come in and have a drink with me, please,' he édggnd India
hadn't the heart to refuse.

She had been in his apartment before, but neveratanight, alone
with him. It had a curiously sterile appearancespite the obvious
expense of the furniture and fittings.

‘Alison hates this place,' he told India over tluink. 'She prefers the
country. | think I'll give the apartment up. Aftall, I've got to a

position in life now, where | can quite easily wdrem home . . .

Alison and | should never have married. We're tibfecknt.’

‘How did you meet?' India asked him gently, senkisgheed to talk.



‘At a charity function. She was what was then dabedeb—her
mother's family are very well connected; not mucbngy but
generations of blue- blood and the "right" marradghe was small,
and dark, and was the only person there who dideiin to look down
on me. | was very conscious in those days of n
"nouveau-richeness". To cut a long story short,bath convinced
ourselves that what we felt for one another wa® land we got
married. It didn't take very long for the gilt @rnish. Alison tried to
re-model me along the lines of her friends' husbaadd then the
boys came along and she seemed to lose intenes altogether..."'

‘You loved her once,' India reminded him softipndahe loved you.
You both have a responsibility to your children am@ach other.’

'‘Responsibility!" Mel laughed bitterly. 'God, tlsadl sterile, relentless
word. Come on, I'd better get you a taxi.'

"It isn't very far—I'll walk.'
‘No way.'

Reluctantly she allowed him to order her a taxiljiagna little at his
Insistence on accompanying her downstairs to theetstwhen it
arrived.

‘What do you think's going to happen to me?' slesew, her
expression changing when she saw the haunted lodksi eyes.
Oblivious to the taxi and the passing traffic, ghe her hands on
either side of his face.

'‘Oh, Mel, please don't look like that,' she whiggerIt will all work
out ... | know it will.'

'‘Will it?" With a muffled groan he pulled her intics arms, kissing her
with a fierce urgency which she did nothing to @ty knowing in
her heart that this was his final goodbye.



Held fast in his arms, overwhelmed by pity, she waaware of the
sleek green Ferrari speeding past them, or ofittex bynicism in the
eyes of the man who observed them.

Another hour and she'd have to call it day, Indieided wearily. She
had spent the last week working orf designs fosske for one of her
oldest customers and her daughter for the lagegtgeenth birthday
party. Celia Harvey was small and plump with smadrk hair and
an almost Madonna-like expression, and India wolglarly liked to
have dressed her in something soft and flowing, oatm
pre-Raphaelite, but she had been told in no unoettams by the
young lady in question that she wanted somethimgyshnd sexy a
la Anthony Price. Her mother had raised her eyebriovdespair, and
India sympathised.

Well, either Celia would like it, or she would hatee find herself
another designer, she decided at length, frownritigally over the
multitude of careful drawings she had sketched. Head was
beginning to ache with familiar tension and shedte her back,
rubbing the base of her neck tiredly. Jennifer enadgirls from the
workroom had left hours before, and outside theessr were in
darkness. She glanced at her watch. Nearly nineth&n evening
almost gone, and all she wanted to do was to geceheoak in a hot
bath and then go to bed.

She grimaced as she remembered the letter sheebatved that
morning from her accountant. It was time they hacheeting, he
reminded her. The trouble was that her clientels ®gpanding all
the time, and it was becoming too much of a bufdeher to design,
and run the financial side of her business. Theoalsvanswer was to
take on someone to deal with the financial sidé Who? It was at
times like this that she missed Mel—selfishly, stbmitted. She
hadn't seen him since the evening they had dirgettier at Jardine's,



and she had presumed that he had gone away, aadhsald he
intended to do, to sort himself out.

She herself was badly in need of a holiday. Sumha&t never
seemed farther away. London was having one of tiretvgprings on
record, with cold, blustery winds, and almost canstain.

Of course it was impossible to find a taxi when sheerged into the
street. Rather than wait for a bus she set off latisk pace in the
direction of her flat, and got caught between biops in an icy
downpour which soaked through her raincoat, thedigvind making
it impossible to keep her umbrella up. To caplitalspeeding car,
screeching round a corner in front of her, sergzigg cold water all
over her legs, soaking through the hem of her aat,by the time
she reached the sanctuary of her flat she was tvo#en and
bad-tempered.

She ran a bath, and luxuriated in it for half anheeling the strain
of the day seeping away. With her newly shampo@@dirapped in
a towel she padded into her small kitchen to helabwal of soup.

When she worked as she was doing at the momenapstite

seemed to desert her. She could have done withaist' <dress right
now; she already had enough orders to keep hemggamil the

autumn.

She was becoming obsessed with the salon, shd¢oself wryly.
Jenny had been saying only that morning that sherneent out
anywhere any longer. She had pleaded the excusieed simply
being not enough time, but Jenny had scoffed amdegudirefully,
'All work and no play make's a spinster dull anelygr

Something must have happened to her sense of hdately, India
acknowledged, because the comment had jarred.



‘Don't worry about it," Jenny had said later whiea gpologised. 'We
all suffer from it from time to time."

When she had unwisely asked, 'Suffer from whatrtydad eyed
her assessingly and said, 'Frustration, of course.'

W as that the answer? She wasn't consciously avéne need for a
lover, but then perhaps she had grown so usedhtwiigy her natural
urges that she was no longer attuned to them; @nidgswas

notorious for having an odd effect on the lonely.

But she wasn't lonely, she told herself. She hadtplof. . .

The phone rang, cutting across her thoughts. Stheégokinto the hall
and lifted the receiver, 'Miss Lawson?' a crispanabice intoned
decisively. "You may not remember me. Simon Herries

Her free hand clutched at the silk robe she ha@gwin as though by
some means he was able to see how little she wasngeHer mouth
had gone dry, her heart pounding heavily.

‘Yes, Mr Herries,' she managed. 'What can | dydor?'

'It's not what you can do for me, but what you darfor Melisande,'
she heard him say in response.

'‘Melisande?' India frowned. 'l thought she wadm $tates filming.'

‘Yes, she is, but she's due back this weekend.otganising a
welcome home party for her at her apartment andpsingcularly
wanted me to invite you.'

‘Me? But...'



'l hope you can make it. Several colleagues of rfim@a South-Mid
Television will be there, and Melisande tells ma&ttyou're quite keen
to break into television designing."'

'‘Not particularly.'

What on earth was it about this man that set hethten edge;
brought the tiny hairs on her skin up in atavidiglike?

'‘Melisande will be very disappointed . . .’

'l don't honestly know if I can make it," India teamised. 'l have
rather a lot of work on at the moment . . . I'Vbdo look in my diary.'

‘Very well. I'll ring you at the salon tomorrow anteck if you can
make it," he told her coolly.

After he had rung off India found it impossible settle. She
wandered about the flat, touching things, fidgetind) of a nervous
energy which eventually drove her into her smaldgtwhere she
worked until at last tiredness began to claim her.

She told Jenny about the invitation over coffee fb#owing
morning.

‘You're going, of course,' her secretary exclainiéolu lucky thing!'

‘Well . . ." India demurred, 'l don't know if | camanage it, we've so
much on at the moment."'

‘Nothing that can't wait," Jenny told her brisklyok, I've got all the
schedules here. You can't work all day, half tiggnhand all weekend
as well!"

'There's Celia's dress . .".'Blow Celia! | don't know why you're
wasting so much time on her anyway. If she wanthégs herself up



like a plump shiny Christmas tree let her. Seripugbu ought to go.
You're the boss, | know, but | like my job andelféve got to do all |
can to protect it, which includes making sure mgddoesn't Kill
herself through overwork. One party; half a dozeuark out of your
life . ..

Put like- that it did make her reluctance seenttke lfoolish, India
was forced to admit. And why was she so reluct&h# didn't know;
she only knew that it had something to do with Simderries.
Something; didn't she mean everything?

‘You know,"' Jenny exclaimed judiciously, when thed finished
their coffee, 'l think you're scared to go. Are ymdia?'

'‘No . . . No, of course not. Why should | be?' Wiliyeed?
The phone rang as she finished speaking.

'It's Simon Herries,' Jenny, who had taken the ealhounced to her
in a whisper. 'Shall | tell him you're going?'

'I'll tell him myself, thanks very much," India tegal dryly, taking the
proffered receiver.

'‘Are you able to make it?' he asked without preamtbviously not
seeing any need to waste time in unnecessary csatir.

Conscious of Jenny in the room, India forced hétsesound calm
and relaxed.

‘Yes . .. yes, | think so.’

'‘Good, Melisande would have been disappointedufgauldn't. She
particularly wanted you to come. So did I.



Why should her pulses race simply because of thuse casually
spoken words?

'‘Oh, by the way, | nearly forgot. Don't bother wattaxi, I'll pick you
up. Eight, at your flat—I know the address."

He had hung up before India could say a word.
‘Well," Jenny demanded, 'are you going?'
'It looks like it.'

‘Great. Now all you have to do is to decide whawéar.'



CHAPTER THREE

FAmous last words, India thought ruefully, three daysetat
surveying the contents of her wardrobe. Knowing iséglde, the
majority of the other guests would be culled frdme tanks of the
beautiful and/or socially prominent; people with omi she could
scarcely compete.

Positive thinking, India told herself. She might be either wealthy

or titled, but she was young, reasonably attractwel if she wasn't

dressed at least as eye-catchingly as the otheldeguests she had
no one to blame but herself.

However, that was half the trouble. Her own perkpneference for
plain, unfussy clothes revealed itself in the gartsdnanging in her
cupboard. If she knew Melisande and the rest ofdnewd, the
women would be dressed in the very latest fashitbresmore outre
and daring the better. She would look like a minmothe midst of a
whole host of brightly painted tropical fish!

She fingered her velvet dress, frowning as sheupgdt Simon

Herries, looking over it—and her— ] with that cyai&nowingness
that so infuriated her. Without giving herself tiboechange her mind
she rang for a taxi.

When it came she was ready, having bathed andutlgrapplied her
make-up while she waited.

She gave him directions and asked him to wait wathike slipped into
the salon.

It didn't take her long to find what she was logkior—a dress she
had designed for one of her clients to wear overisBhas.
Unfortunately the girl had broken her leg the wbeekore the dance
and the dress had remained unworn.



Grabbing it off the rail, together with its proteet wrapping, India
hurried back to the waiting taxi.

‘Sorry about that,' she apologised to the waitirged, 'but | needed
to collect something.'

'‘Don't worry about it, love,' she was assured agdRi driver glanced
down at the dress she was carrying over her ainmigg at her as he
opened the taxi door.

‘At least you'll never be able to use the samesxas my missus; not
with a whole shopful of things to choose from—alwapmplaining
that she ain't got anything to wear she is.’

India glanced at her watch as she stepped ouedéitin front of her
flat.

Fifteen minutes before Simon Herries was due tk per up. With a
bit of luck she should just about be ready. She radesire to be
forced into asking him into the flat while she fihed dressing.

India was choosy about who she invited into herdorhe salon was
where she saw most of her clients—either ther¢ ihveer homes; and
she treasured the privacy and solitude of thelaich she kept
firmly separate from the salon.

Most of the decorating she had done herself, uthkesalon; and she
had chosen furniture and furnishings which appetduer.

That, she reflected, unlocking the door, was onthefpleasures of
accounting to no one but oneself. There was nd@neestion one's
taste!

The kitchen, with its mellow wooden units and tilearktops,
reflected her love of natural products as opposeslhthetics. The
honey-coloured tiles on the worktops and the fload been bought



on a business trip to Spain, and their warm coédways reminded
her of the brilliant sunshine and warmth of Spdihe kitchen had
pretty green and white curtains made up in a Fréalbhc she had
found in Liberty's; a comfortable basket chair gss&d cushions of
the same fabric, and green plants in pretty paleda touch of extra
colour and freshness.

The comfortable lounge was furnished with an assemt of items
India had purchased over the years; an old bookwhsgsh she had
had stripped and cleaned; a huge settee whicheghledught in a sale
and subsequently re-covered in cream; and mosedgrd all,
probably, the traditional Persian rug which she badght with the
profit from her first year in business on her oveg@unt.

In her bedroom, which reflected her taste for fresdtural colours,
India stripped off the clothes she had worn to gahe salon and
unzipped the protective cover from the dress shikebnaught from
there.

Made of crinkly gold tissue, the strapless bodicauliled the firm
thrust of her breasts, emphasising the slenderfelsr waist and
clinging seductively to "the feminine curve of hleips and the
slender length of her legs.

The dress needed no adornment, and the only jewéfidia wore
was a thick twisted rope of gold hugging her throat

She did not possess any gold sandals, but haegarelpair of black
suede evening shoes which she had bought in Radsywhich were
so high that they made her tower above most ofrte she knew;
perhaps it was a power complex, she thought wiilg, refusal to
acknowledge male pride and resort, as so manyrdblieisters did,
to wearing flat or low- heeled shoes.



Over the dress she intended to wear her black welxaning cloak,
and she was just reaching for it when she hearditioebell ring.
Smothering the butterflies swarming in her stomable, checked her
appearance in the mirror, a little taken abackheyreflection staring
at her.

For some reason the gold fabric seemed to intettsfgark richness
of her hair and the creamy perfection of her shithough she was
very slim, her breasts were marginally fuller thia@ girl's for whom

the gown had originally been designed, and thepletsa bodice
seemed to draw provocative attention to their fipthrust.

It was too late to change now, she told hersedicineng for her cloak
and evening bag, and switching off the bedroontligh

In the lounge she left a table light burning, atao} pool of colour
reflecting downwards from the cream shade on toitmess of her
prized rug.

She opened the door, composing her features imt¢plofessional’
mask.

Her first thought was that Simon Herries seemedelathan she
remembered; then she realised that the proximitiiesfsmall hall
meant that she was far closer to him,. and acté@ited to look up at
him as he stepped inside.

That made India frown. She had been on the poistegping out of

the flat as he moved forward and the two paces emoegh to bring

them close enough for her to be able to smellrémshf sharp scent of
his aftershave. It enveloped her in a spicy, egtimasculine scent,

and she wondered briefly if he was equally as awhher Arpege, a

thought which she quickly dismissed as unimporégenat stupid.

‘Do you think it's wise to leave that on?' He waaking over India's
shoulder, into the lounge where she had left thegpl&urning, and



beneath her make-up India felt her face colour witingled
resentment and anger. Another step and he woulthdide the
lounge; penetrating her private sanctuary, viotptier privacy. She
moved instinctively, impeding his progress, herceoicurt and
clipped as she said coolly, 'l always leave it on.’

‘Why? To deter thieves? Because you're frightemfd¢aeodark?'

His eyes swung from her collection of attractiveut lwith the
exception of her rug, relatively inexpensive fuung, to her cool,
remote face, and he drawled mockingly, 'Hardlyw®y . . .?'

""Perhaps because it's welcoming to come home to.'

‘Ah, yes!' Something gleamed in his eyes; somethiieg and almost
frightening. 'Of course,' he said softly, 'you wabkhow all about the
. . . benefits of being welcoming.’

If there was a double meaning to the words, itgsddndia.
'‘Has it ever occurred to you that it might not b&e8"

Before she could stop him, Simon Herries had wafiest her to the
lamp, swiftly switching it off, but not, she notatebefore those
all-seeing dark grey eyes had glanced swiftly aasgssingly over the
room and its contents.

‘Very nice," he commented as they left. 'You'rery ¥ortunate young
woman, India Lawson. Your own business—a succebsfsihess at
that—youth; looks.' They were out on the street bedeath lashes
far darker and thicker than any mere man had a taypossess his
eyes assessed her contours cloaked in the blagktvel

What was she supposed to do, India fumed; fawratregingly? But
Simon Herries hadn't finished.



‘A devoted admirer . . . even if he is someone'slsesband . . . He
must be very fond of you to have set you up withgalon. Prime site
in Mayfair—it can't have come cheap.'

They were standing on the kerb in front of the imuofate Ferrari,
Simon Herries had reached towards the passenger atamb was
opening it for India to get in, but she stood heoumd, sparks
kindling in her eyes, 'For your information, no diset me up with
the salon”, as you put it. All | have has been eatd through my
own hard work!'

‘And Melford Taylor hasn't helped you in the slightt is that what
you're trying to say?' He was sneering outright nema for two pins
India would have walked off and left him standibgit two things

stopped her. One was her own pride; if she ranihaas tantamount
to admitting that his accusations had some baststlae other was
that she could not run anywhere, because Simondselean, hard
fingers were gripping her wrist like a manacle; sugerior weight
forcing her into the passenger seat of the carvHist was released
and the door was closed. India rubbed it covestigring stonily out
of the passenger window as she felt the cold réisir as the driver's
door opened and she felt the car depress as Sineonesi slid

alongside her.

'Sulking?' he commented ten minutes later whenalngas still
staring furiously ahead of her. 'It won't alter theh.'

‘The truth!" India turned to face him, her mouthttavith anger. 'l
doubt if a man like you could recognise it!'

'‘Men like me are the only ones who do recogniseaine the pithy
reply, 'simply because they've had so much expegieof the
opposite. Your sex never cease to amaze me wiih dbdity to

contort "truth" to suit their own requirements; ithewn careers.
Believe me, | know.'



'I'm sure you do!

In the darkness of the car India could feel himistgat her, her eyes
drawn involuntarily to his hands on the wheel, hajdit with cool
easy confidence; the way he would hold a woman,stwedshivered
with some prescient knowledge she could scarcelyppcehend.
What on earth was the matter with her?

The traffic was thinning out. India glanced at tteshboard clock,
amazed to see that they had been travelling fdrovel half an hour.
She frowned, searching the dark for a familiar &oagbe, and
demanded abruptly, 'Is it far?'

'Is what far?' came the cool reply.
Fear gnawed edgily at India's already overstretciezdes.

'‘Don't play games with me!' she snapped. "You kpeviectly well
what | mean. Is it far to Melisande's flat?'

‘Not particularly.'

No further information was forthcoming, and Indiasvforced to
contain her growing anger in a fuming silence;aithat or be drawn
into further bickering. Abominable man! she thoughbssly. She
could almost believe that he had been deliberatgiyg to goad her
into losing her temper. She shot him a suspicidascg, watching
the dark lashes flick downwards in answer to heutsty, although
he never lifted his eyes from the road.

The Ferrari was picking up speed. India had fastdrexr seat-belt
when she got in, and that, combined with the luxofythe deep
leather seats, combined to hold her snugly in pkeen when the car
veered abruptly to the right. She just had timsde the road sign
before suburban darkness swallowed them up agathwhat she
read on it had her turning ashen-faced to the reated next to her.



‘This isn't the way to Melisande's! It said on thiginpost, M4, Bath
and South Wales.'

'So it did,' Simon Herries agreed smoothly.
‘Well, aren't you going to turn back?'
'‘Why?'

'Why?' India stared at him in disbelieving silenBmcause we're
going the wrong way, that's why!'

'‘Oh no, we're not.' The words were spoken so stfty at first she
couldn't believe she had actually heard them, lautth@mugh to
reinforce them, Simon Herries continued expresessty, 'We're
going exactly the way | planned we would go wheasked you to
come to Melisande's party.' His mouth curled saicdhy. 'l knew
you'd find the bait irresistible.’

'‘Bait?' India said tonelessly. She was beyond rigelibeyond
anything, apart from trying to come to terms witthav was
happening to her.

‘Yes, the lure of a possible TV designing contrabat was why you
agreed to come, of course.' For a moment Indiate@stupefied to
speak, and then all at once she found her voicestouns tumbling
over one another.

'‘What is this? Where's Melisande? Where are yougake?'

'‘Which shall | answer first?' he mused sardonicalifis, my dear
India, is a form of—shall | call it retribution? eatrical word to
use, perhaps; justice is more how I think of it.tAdMelisande,’ he
continued, before India could question his firatetent, 'to the best
of my knowledge at this very moment she's in Catif. Now as to
your third question, which was, | believe, "Where gou taking



me?" he mimicked her own half furious, half fearfoines to
perfection, much to India's chagrifntaking you to a cottage | own
in Dorset, where you and | shall spend the weekingkther,
returning to London on Monday morning, when | skiaibosit you at
your salon, having very publicly escorted you iesid

‘Tomorrow morning | shall ring your efficient setag/ from the
cottage, and explain to her that you'll be latevimrk on Monday,
and why . . ." His eyes gleamed in the darknesstae@med to India,
completely unable to believe what she was heatimaf, there was
Satanic madness in that dark grey gleam.

'‘Being the inestimable character that she is, shaaturally leap to
the most appropriate conclusions, and before thek\wgout, my dear
India, it should even have reached the ears ofdb@tg boy-friend
of yours that you and | have, to put it colloquialecome "very good

friends".
‘But why? | don't understand! You don't like me.uyaon't. . .’

‘Desire you?' He was mocking her openly, but béntet mockery
India sensed a dangerous anger held in checkl thém't desire you.'

‘Then why?' India demanded helplessly, runningughoin her mind
all the possible explanations for his totally imatl behaviour.
Could it be an elaborate joke? She glanced douypttithe iron cast
of his profile, the hard jaw, and set mouth.

‘Try Melford Taylor," the hatefully controlled vacdrawled above
her ear, 'or better still, try Melford's unfortuaeatife—my cousin. Oh
yes,' he agreed when she turned dismayed eyesdeWwean, 'Alison

Is most definitely my cousin. Her parents weredhly stable family

| knew after my own divorced; they practically bgbi me up. Alison
was like a sister to me—in fact | was the one toonluce her to
Melford. I'm even godfather to his two sons. Yod &nhow about



them: about the fact that your lover had children dnother
woman—nhis wife?' he demanded with a savagery thatd India
totallyunprepared after the controlled calm ofdaslier statements.

‘And yet you felt no compunction about taking hiweg from those
children, that wife.'

‘But there's nothing! No one . . '

'‘No one knows? Is that what you were going to gag?/ou honestly
such an insensitive fool that you don't think a v@onwho's lived
with a man for ten years knows when her husbamavigved with

another woman? But you don't hold all the cards,kgmow. Alison is
having another child; Melford's child...’

' know.'

The quietness of the two words seemed to silenmoddri a moment.
They were speeding down the M4 now, the Ferramgaip the black
miles, India's insides churning viciously as shedtto come to terms
with what was happening to her.

‘You know, but you still think he'll leave Alisomd his family;
divorce her so that he can marry you.'

'l don't want him to divorce her,' said India wérfect truth.

‘No, you wouldn't, would you?' Simon Herries sndet¥éou'd much
rather keep him dangling, blowing hot and cold, i must have
given him some encouragement. Alison told me rmabath ago that
she feared that Mel was on the point of leaving' her

A month ago; just before he had heard Melisandmgdiat she was
Mel's girl-friend. She turned to him, the impulsm®rds dying on
her lips as she saw his expression. It would ta@eerdetermination



than she possessed to convince him of the truttl, W&ehim think
what he liked, she decided on a sudden spurt dhwikat him!

'‘So why have you kidnapped me?' she demandedrafonae in front
of Mel's wife and force me to give him up?'

‘Alison has already endured enough humiliation.sStem years older
than you, and struggling with a difficult pregnanegan you imagine
what it would do to her to be confronted by your hesband's
bedfellow!’

His fingers curled round India's hand as she liftezl palm towards
his face.

'‘On no, you don't, you vicious little hellcat!" bearled suddenly.

'I'll tell Mel what you've done!" India threw atrhj frighteningly close
to tears.

'You won't have to," came the soft threat. 'l imaghe'll know all
about it all too soon—as far as you're concerret,is. Why do you
think I've gone to all this trouble? Not to segoli're as good in bed
as Mel obviously believes, you can depend on that!

'You wouldn't get the chance!" India hissed at hiom furious to
bother denying his comments. 'You're the last nehaHare a bed, or
anything else with!

'‘Good. Keep on thinking like that and the weekehdusd go
reasonably well. By the way, you'll enjoy the &ttlvist I've added to
our masquerade, I'm sure. Alison knows I'm comiowrm for the
weekend, and she'll probably call round to sed'théke to see Mel's
face when she tells him, all unknowingly, just whas spending the
weekend with me, wouldn't you?"



‘You . . . you sadist!" India spat out at him, t@ag instinctively for

the door handle. Heaven only knows what she woaNe ldone had it
given beneath her furious fingers, she reflectedorsds later,
visualising her torn and broken body lying on thetonway, but it

seemed that Simon Herries had anticipated herthendioor was well
and truly locked.

'‘Oh no," he said quietly. 'Until this weekend'sra¥ra not letting you
out of my sight.’

‘Whatever you do won't make any difference to Media told him.
‘All I have to do is to tell him the truth.’

‘The truth being that you spent the weekend withi hee reminded
her brutally. 'Mel is a man, India, once he knotvat tthe rest will
merely be extraneous; he'll believe that I'll hdeae what he quite
naturally would have done in the same circumstarteesn were | to
tell him that the weekend was quite platonic he ldhotibelieve me.
Such is the power of jealousy.’

‘You're despicable . . . vile!" India hurled at hivou. . .'

'‘No more "despicable" or "vile" than you,"' Simoplred hardily. 'Or
don't you consider breaking up a marriage, a farolype important?
Couldn't you simply have been content with Mel'Buence and
money?".

'I've told you before, whatever | have I've worked. . .’

She broke off as Simon threw back his head andhkdignirthlessly.
'‘Oh yes, I'm damn sure you have; does Mel knowybatconsider
allowing him to make love to you "work", | wondeth# sneered.

'‘Perhaps | ought to mention that in passing, adafrggurse that you
found sleeping with me infinitely preferable. I'sieocked you? Why,



| wonder? Women like you don' t merit the courte$gilence, my
dear; | would have thought you would have learted before now.’

They turned off the motorway into a deserted Adraghich seemed
to wind tortuously through unlit countryside, Indi@owing more

panicky with every passing minute. She had alredzhndoned any
hope of convincing her captor that she was innogtali the crimes

of which he accused her, and her only hope of essapmed to lie in
persuading him to set her free on the provisoghatold Mel that she
would have nothing further to do with him (an e&ask, as this was
what she had already done), but when she suggéstéw® same

mirthless laughter as before filled the car.

'You must be joking! | wouldn't trust you as farlasuld throw you.'

‘And if | were to tell you that you've got everyigiwrong; that I'm
not Mel's lover, that | have no intention of brewkiup his
marriage—far fromit . . .’

‘Too late, my dear,' he responded dryly, negogdiisharp bend. ‘As
I've already told you, I've learned to tell whewaman is telling the

truth. Here we are,' he added as they reachednitheofea narrow

country road. 'Mrs Bridges from the village will veastocked the
cottage for us. | told her | was bringing a friamth me, so we won't
be interrupted. What's the matter?' he jeered,imhgolt her white

face. 'Wishing it was Mel at your side?"

She would try and snatch the car keys as he gotimdita thought
sickly, or failing that she would make a run for. it

The car stopped, the headlights illuminating whadlid would
normally have considered a charming country hoBsét of stone,
with a deep bay window either side of an attractipen porch, it had
a homely welcoming air which at other times wouévd drawn her
irresistibly. She waited for Simon to get out oé tbar, but to her



dismay he put it in gear and moved forward slowlye garage door
lifted and they slid inside, the door closing figntdehind them.

They were in a large garage with a courtesy doior time house; so
much for her plans for escape, India thought Wyttdorced to wait

until Simon uncoiled himself from the car and moveder door to

unlock it for her.

His hand on her elbow helped her out, changinbeatip of a gaoler
as he escorted her towards the door. It hadn't loeked, but India
noticed that he locked it after him, reaching upwatch on the lights.

They were in a laundry room, fitted with washing amae and
freezer. Simon moved forward, forcing India to anpany him, as
he opened the door to what was obviously the kitcHe was

generously proportioned and comfortable, with usitgilar to the
ones in India's apartment, but these, she coultl teere

craftsman-built, the wood smooth and rich. This veadamily

kitchen, she thought, staring round it; not that af single,
sophisticated man. In this kitchen she could imagitoddler playing
with a puppy while a baby slept in its cradle ameirt mother busied
herself with the baking.

'‘What's the matter?' Simon jeered sardonicallyjrifrto put a price
on it? You couldn't. | bought this as a tumbledaettage with my
first earnings . . .'

'‘And have spent a considerable amount on it sitrodia retorted.

'In time and hard graft, yes—but money no. Whésrmatter? Are
you surprised that | should find enjoyment in réing and
refashioning the past? But then you don't knowahoeyou?'

‘And you don't know me!" India flung at him fiergelYou accuse me
of trying to steal your cousin's husband, of bregkup their
marriage, of. . .'



'‘Okay, that's enough. If you're going to have hystehave them by
the sink. That way it will be easier to throw caldter on them.'

Something about the hard, inimical gleam in hissegede India
realise that he wasn't joking.

'‘Come with me," he commanded, grasping her arniyfir§he would
be bruised in the morning; already her wrist wasirag from the
pressure of those merciless fingers.

‘How can you be so sure of keeping me here all em#&K India
demanded as he marched her out into an attractjuars hall,
complete with grandfather clock which ticked metadily, a Persian
rug similar to her own a splash of rich colour agathe stained and
polished floorboards.

'‘Quite simple. Unless I'm with you, | intend toko@u in your room."
He produced a key from his pocket and held it ujpant of her. 'One
of the things the people who built in the ninetbergntury insisted
upon—privacy. All the doors in this house have Kkl the locks
have keys, and guess whohas all the keys? Andtfaryeschoolgirl
heroics such as clambering out of the window. luttipg you in

what was the nursery-—another golden Victorian jdeay put bars
across their nursery windows, in case you've foegot

'I'm only surprised that you aren't forcing me bare your room!
India flung at him.

‘What for?' Simon Herries asked her brutally. 'Hot so frustrated
that | need to avail myself of Mel's leavings; Boer likely to be.’

This time India did slap him—hard, with the flat loér palm, the
blow stinging her as much as it stung him, leavireg standing
staring at the bright red mark of her hand agahestaut flesh of his
skin in sick horror. Even as a child she had hadead of physical
violence, had been a helpless target for bullieishea physically felt



sick at the thought of being smacked. All her $fee had considered
that descending to physical violence representeddpths of human
degradation, and yet now, in one split secondgthetions she had
always kept so carefully leashed had boiled ugasier and forced
her into a physical reaction which filled her wighame and

self-loathing.

‘Bitch!" Simon was breathing heavily, a muscle ¢mnhg
spasmodically in his jaw. India watched it in hbed fascination.

'‘Oh no," he said softly, as though he had readhimeat, 'I'm not falling
for that one. First provoke, then seduce? I'm igeedgenced a hand at
the game to be taken in like that. What were yopirigpto achieve?
Surely you aren't optimistic or stupid enough taklyou can change
my mind? Or was it plain ordinary frustration? Mels been away for
quite a while, hasn't he? With a protector like hiexpect it's worth
your while not to take the risk of taking anoth@rdr when he's away.
You're full of cute little touches like that, areyou? Like leaving that
lamp glowing so invitingly, for one . . .'

'l hate you!" India choked out. 'l don't know hdwit I'm going to
make you pay for this—and pay dearly!"

He ignored her, half dragging her behind him asbanted polished
stairs, worn with the tread of many feet, to a $malleried landing.
He fitted the key he had shown her into one ofdbers, flinging it
open and motioning her inside.

It was a small room, furnished with a bed and Vigilg more. There
was a basin in one corner, curtains hanging upewindow, and
India, her imagination already working overtimdi s though the
room were enclosing her like a prison.

‘Sorry about the lack of feminine frills," Simon fides told her in a
tone that conveyed that he could not have cared léyou want to



use the bathroom, you've got fifteen minutes. &sidt lock from the
inside.’

His mouth thinned as India shot him a look of umigitl dislike.

'‘Oh, come on," he demanded harshly, 'don't trydhaton, we both
know you're no shrinking virgin!'

'l haven't got anything to sleep in,' India pratestsaying the first
thing that came into her head, then blushing fragadhto foot as
Simon Herries examined her slowly and thoroughly.

'‘No," he agreed, 'if you're not used to sleepingealyou'll probably
find it cold. It wouldn't doyou any harm to sufféuyt the last thing |
want is to have a case of pneumonia on my harnldsed' what | can
find. Come with me.'

She was forced to follow him along the landing iatwther room
which was plainly his own bedroom, furnished inkdalues, cream
and rust, a masculine and very relaxing room.

‘Wait here.' She was thrust down into the softmédbe double bed
while Simon Herries pulled open a drawer and rerdavpair of silk
pyjamas.

'‘No need to look like that,' he said dryly as slaeesl at them. "They
won't contaminate you. They've never been woreepkthem for . . .
appearances. Personally | don't like anything tmecdetween me
and . . . Blushing? Clever girl!" he drawled mockvéringly. 'Mel
must like that; he's an old-fashioned type at h&drich is probably
why you've managed to get so much out of him. Heneould resist
a hard-luck story.'

‘Unlike you. You're inhuman, do you know that?'



‘You've got fifteen minutes if you want to use thahroom,' he
reminded her, and India was forced to concedddh#ite moment he
held the upper hand and there was no way that slsegaing to be
allowed to escape. Wearily she walked towards th&hrbom,

gripping the cream silk pyjamas.

Fourteen minutes later she emerged to find Simanésgpropped up
against the wall. He surveyed her shiny make-up-fiace and
pyjama-clad figure coolly, his eyes dwelling fosiirbing seconds
on the thrust of India's breasts against the si&ft She had thrown
her cloak around her shoulders and she huddled imgtinctively as

he looked at her, hating him for making her feeds@re of her own
body, and hating herself for her reaction to hisgaint scrutiny.

The tiny bedroom was cold and cheerless. Sleepedlhé@r as she
plotted and re-plotted on how she was going toagety. How she
would love to be able to confront him with the bgtthat all his
careful planning had been for nothing. Poor Alisshe thought
soberly; she felt sorry for Mel's wife, and thank&od that her
conscience was clear. She heard water runningeitodthroom and
tensed instinctively, her mouth dry and her hdartitling. What was
the matter with her? She had nothing to fear plajlgsidrom Simon
Herries, he had made that more than clear. Allrgtteto do was to
wait; sooner or later she would get an opportuityscape, and even
if she didn't her sentence was restricted to thekesed—if she could
survive that long in Simon Herries' company, sHeeceed grimly.
Perhaps it would sweeten the pill a little if slepktelling herself that
he was hating her presence every bit as much ashateel his.
Arrogant bully! she thought resentfully, kidnappimgy, dragging her
down here, refusing to listen to her, or give hehance to explain.

Still fuming, her tired body forced her mind toingjuish its hold on
reality, and sleep stole over her.



CHAPTER FOUR

WHEN India opened her eyes she couldn't remember vgherevas.
All she could see was the pattern cast by the Bunng through the
barred window, and her heart started to thumpaw $érror until she
realised that she was not literally imprisonedame cell but merely
an unwilling occupant of Simon Herries' nursery.

Nursery! For the first time she was able to exanhi@esurroundings
in daylight, and what she saw made her wrinklenose in disgust.

The walls were painted a uniform beige which haded to grubby
grey in places. A thin threadbare rug, as unlikeFersian rug as it
was possible to be, was the sole floor coveringbbii, faded
curtains hanging at the windows. To India the whalem was
depressing. Pity the poor children who had hadnduee it, she
reflected, sliding out of the bed and padding attosthe window,
hitching up the over-long pyjamas as she did so.

In any other circumstances the view from the begremuld have
enchanted her. Born and bred in Cornwall, she miste
countryside and the sea. There was no churningnftsg Atlantic
here, but mile after mile of rolling fields, paleegn with the tiny
shoots of spring crops; the sky a pale duck egeg.bduprimrose
yellow sun shone down on the garden below; a tavfgheneysuckle
and old- fashioned roses climbing upwards towards dormer
window and the ancient tiles above it.

If this house were hers she would tear down thesg, land make a
feature out of the small bay window; a covered peahaps, with a
hinged lid to accommodate children's toys; pretguda Ashley
cottons, or her favourite Tissunique from Libertyjgolished
floorboards; fresh cane furniture . . . She waalsorbed in mentally
refurbishing the room that she almost forgot whatwas doing in it.
Almost—Dbut not quite.



A glance from the bedroom window had been enougissure her
that even if it had not been barred she couldssipdy have climbed
to freedom from it.

Securing her borrowed pyjamas with one hand, slaeldde for the

door. Trust Simon Herries to point out that theapyas had never
been worn. For one second she had a disturbingaiiemdge of his

body without the civilising influence of sophistied clothes. Her
heart seemed to stand still, the blood leavingfaeg, only to rush

back in a wave of fierce colour, as logic foughaiagt instinct. Why,

when all the other men she had met in her twentyyears had left
her cool, if not cold, did she suddenly have tetdéke this to a man

she actively despised?

It must be his sheer physical charisma, she desiddedly, refusing
to acknowledge the power of her traitorous thougirid reaching for
the door with her free hand.

To her amazement it opened. Without stopping toktshe stepped
forward, coming to an abrupt halt as she founddyeis on a level
with the tanned column of Simon Herries' throatldlishe glanced
downwards—a mistake; the terry robe which appetrde his only

covering was merely belted loosely around the waistealing

several inches of tanned flesh against which aklong of dark hairs
curled and through which he was pushing his fingys rubbing the

taut flesh beneath.

Deep down inside her India felt something quiveo iiife; a heated
melting sensation of which she had no prior expeee Dragging her
eyes away from Simon' Herries' body, she lookedards; and saw
to her consternation that he was regarding her wjtes whose
expression told her that he was sardonically awaher reaction.

Heat scorched through her, starting in the pit ef $tomach and
spreading outwards until there was not a part ptihaware of it. She



started to tremble, reaching instinctively for tth@or, and instead
found that her groping fingers were clutching tloéidsmuscle of
Simon Herries' arm.

‘Thinking of going somewhere?’
‘Dressed like this?'

If she had hoped to emulate his sardonically dmg$o she had failed,
because instead of catching him off guard they ipahew wryly
appraising eyes to the full roundedness of herdtseand the slender
line of her thighs beneath the borrowed pyjamas.

‘It might cause quite a stir,' he agreed mockingiytT shouldn't have
thought a little thing like that would deter you. Not that you would
have got very far. The garage is locked, as areltioes, and | have
the keys. Unless of course you were planning teremiy room and
make a search.'

Somehow the way he drawled the words imbued theth wi
sexuality that left India burning from head to teath furious
resentment, her fingers curling instinctively itie terry towelling.

All her good intentions of saying and doing nothitay further
antagonise him but merely to endure the weekermsisshe could,
and once it was over put it safely behind her Viergotten. Her eyes
kindling she took a deep breath.

‘Why . ..
'Simon? You up yet?'

Iron fingers clamped over her mouth, dark grey evasing her not
to speak, and then to India's horror the pleasamtinine voice
continued hesitantly, ‘Mel's with me. He's justvad home. Can we
come up?'



The moment she heard Melford's name uttered Iridffarsed.

Without replying to the woman who India took to Akson, Mel's

wife, Simon Herries grasped India's wrist, pullimgr quickly along
the short distance between her room and his, andtthg her inside,
his hand still over her mouth.

He had moved so quickly that India hadn't had thpodunity to
resist, but as he released her, quickly spinningrdwend, she made
the most of her freedom, and darted towards the,doo firm
purpose in mind save escape from the grimly detexdchiook she
saw in Simon's eyes.

She had barely taken two paces when her arm wasdseith a grip
that rocked her back on her heels, and taking mtangadvantage
of her unsteadiness, Simon used his superior wealibrce her
backwards on to the rumpled bed, pinning her thttethe hardness
of his body.

India could hear footsteps on the stairs, a puZeiedle voice saying
uncertainly, 'I'm sure he said it was this weekéedwas coming
down. Mrs Barton told me yesterday she'd stockethagdridge for
him.'

'‘Perhaps he's gone out; visiting one of his ladgntls. You know
Simon.'

India closed her eyes as she recognised Mel'siéartohes.

When she opened them again Simon Herries was wgtdher
without compassion or any other emotion save faopld, clinical
detachment which sent danger signals flashing iirbreen.

They both heard the hand on the door handle aahee time. India
closed her eyes again, shivering and tense, gagfiinghock as with
one ruthless movement Simon ripped open her pyj@uket,



exposing the quivering swell of her breasts, her skhooth and pale,
and delicately rose-pink-tipped.

Her cry of protest was lost beneath hard male li,dominated and
abused, bruising the soft inner flesh of her moath,lean, cruel
fingers bruised her upper arms, the rough scrapasobody hair

rasping against her breasts as he forced her dgansi the mattress.

Panic and hysteria fought equally for supremacinhdm arched her
back convulsively, trying to escape the suffocatimgnsely male
presence; the alien intrusion of fingers which @gpper breast with
shameless disregard for who might observe hinhebd&droom door
was pushed open and a small, dark woman, followed/élford
Taylor, entered the room.

For a moment there was simply silence; and theh Béison and

Melford spoke together, Alison apologising—not talig, but to

Simon; who had made a brief parody of shieldingdrfdom their

eyes by pulling a corner of a sheet over her exptseasts— that
neither Alison nor Mel were deceived by this gemiéaly gesture
was patently obvious from the faint pink tinge tbsAn's creamy
skin, and the grey, haunted expression in Mel's agehe studiously
avoided looking at India.

'You might have knocked," Simon Herries said easi§hat brings

you here at this ungodly hour of the day anywayith@t giving his

cousin an opportunity to reply he added casud, by the way,
meet India. India, my cousin Alison and her husbisiedl It's okay,

Mel, no one expects you to shake hands in the mistances,' he
added sardonically, as Mel stepped forward and Haek, his face
haggard. 'After all, they hardly warrant any forityal

'We came to see if you fancied lunch at the Plaagh Flail," Alison
said quickly. 'But of course . . .'



'‘Sounds great,' Simon interrupted smoothly, higdms lacing tightly
with India’'s in a painful reminder of the fact tisae was at his mercy.

‘We'll enjoy it, won't we, darling? Besides, it vghve you having to
make lunch.'

'l don't mind," India protested huskily, unablebtar the thought of
Mel's reproachful eyes on her all through lunchehjoy cooking for
you...'

God, how it hurt to force the lies from her achihgpat, but there was
no other alternative.

Simon's laugh scorched her skin, his lips nuzztimg side of her
throat where a pulse throbbed betrayingly, his e@icft and falsely
indulgent as he murmured, 'Don't waste your enérgph think of far
more entertaining ways of passing the time, canit?y

'‘Can't you see you're embarrassing the poor gifi8bn criticised
him bracingly, smiling briefly at India.

'I'm embarrassing her?' The dark eyebrows shot upwdugsdear
Alison, | wasn't the one who came bursting in haresrrupting us
almost on the point of. . .'

‘Yes, well, I'm sorry about that," Alison interragthastily, tucking
her arm through Mel's. 'It was just that | couldetit to tell you that
Mel was back.'

‘Well, now you've told me, okay?'

'See you at the Plough at one? Sorry about thesiotn. India—what
an unusual name . . .' Alison added.

‘My father chose it. He was an engineer and wag&inwgthere when
| was born," India explained, hating herself fag thay in which the



guilty colour seeped up under her skin. What dihatiter what this
woman thought of her? She wasn't likely to seeelver again, and
what if she did? These were the 1980s, no one tiidugce about
unmarried couples sleeping together. But she anabiSiHerries
weren't a ‘couple’ in the recognised sense of trd;vand it cut her to
the bone to be seen as the type of easy lay whadreppleasant
evening out with a night in bed. And then there Was$. Since he had
entered the room he had been avoiding India's eyebs;she could
hardly bring herself to look at -him. What on eartlust he be
thinking? Although he had never pressed her sexbeallhad desired
her, and she had pleaded an aversion to casuakaffaindeed to
any affairs, especially with married men. Simon riésr wasn't
married, of course, but as far as Mel knew she'didrow Simon
from Adam. Suddenly she remembered the last tirag fiad dined
together, and she had mentioned Simon to Mel. Hé aa
opportunity then to tell her that he was Alisor@ssin, but instead he
had pretended only a casual acquaintance. Shedgnelself on not
being the vain type of woman who delighted on kegpnen on a
string, always promising but never delivering, bhwtas unpalatable
to think of Mel leaving this house in the belieatlshe had spent the
night with Simon. At the first opportunity she wduwet the record
straight, she promised herself. Mel had surely kmber long enough
to believe her above Simon Herries.

‘Until lunchtime, then. Don't worry, we'll let owlses out," Alison
assured them.

'Sorry to have interrupted your "fun”,” Mel addedd voice that
shook with fury and bitterness, his eyes dark \pain as he averted
them from the sight of India's body more revealahtconcealed by
the thin cotton sheet.

When he reached the door, a wild impulse to calh biack and
explain overwhelmed India, but as though he had te mind,
Simon bent his head, his fingers grasping her syrists mouth



against hers as he drawled huskily, 'Close the debmd you, will
you, Mel, and tell Alison to lock up after her. drdt want any more
interruptions!’

‘Don't try anything,' he warned India as the ddosed. ‘It wouldn't
do any good anyway. Not exactly what I'd plannedt, dffective
nonetheless.

There's nothing quite so damning as the evideneeseas with one's
own eyes—after all, we all know that seeing isdetig, don't we?"

'‘How could you?' she protested in a thick, choketers that shook
with emotion. '"How could you do such a thing .'. .?

'‘Quite easily,' came the prompt rejoinder. 'Qudésilg," he reiterated
in a different tone, and India froze as she redlibat his eyes were
resting on the slender shape of her body beneatshket. 'Oh, it's all
right,’ he assured her grimly. 'Physically you niigke alluring, all
creamy skin and enticing curves, but while my badght find
momentary physical satisfaction in possessing ydumsno longer a
teenager who finds physical relief sufficient is a@wn right—I look
for something else in a woman—tenderness, thetyalid give
something of herself.'

‘And you—what do you give in turn?' India demandguvisely.
‘Nothing worth treasuring, if the gossip columne anything to go
by—the average life of your relationships is sonmeghike a handful
of months, isn't it; enougtor your physical abilities to begin to pall.’

'What are you hoping for—a demonstration?' Simorriele sneered.
'‘Oh, come on,' he added contemptuously. 'l saw kow were
looking at me earlier" on. What's the problem—cdnél satisfy
you?'

Words of hot denial trembled on India's lips, otdye swallowed as
she realised the futility of protesting her innooeor explaining that



it was not him she had reacted to, merely the pmayiof any male in
such emotive circumstances. She might just as twetb convince
him that Mel was not her lover, India acknowledgestlly; that there
had been no lovers; that he was the closest snedmae to intimacy
of the sort he obviously took for granted; that bhd been so busy
furthering her career that she was still a virgin.

"You can use the bathroom first,’ Simon told her.

‘What am | going to wear?' India murmured half ¢éoself, suddenly
remembering that the only clothes she had werevearing dress and
these pyjamas.

In answer to her query, Simon swung himself uptb# bed and
pulled open one of the doors of a row of expenBtied wardrobes
which blended perfectly into the room.

‘Try these,' he suggested, throwing a pair of fadkms on to the
bed. 'And this. . ." A checked shirt followed tleangs. India hadn't
realised how suspiciously she was staring at thetih 8imon said
dryly. 'Forget it; they belong to Rick—Alison's ltiner.' He left them
here one day when he was helping me work on theehddy daily
must have found them and washed them out, since thieg've been
hanging in my wardrobe.’

India didn't linger in the bathroom. The jeanshailigh tight, fitted,
as did the shirt, but she avoided looking at hapsly outline, still
too disturbed by the events of the morning.

'How about some breakfast?' Simon suggested wheresterged
from the bathroom. "You'll find everything you neiecthe fridge. |
take it youcancook?'

It was on the tip of her tongue to deny it, but tvvas the point?
Besides, she herself was hungry, much to her amezem



'‘And don't try anything,' Simon warned her. 'Akttloors are locked,
and the keys are right here.' He patted the padhkas robe. 'And you
can forget about the telephone too. There's annsixie in my
bedroom, and I'll be able to hear if you lift thexeiver. If you do,
what happened this morning will be nothing compacedhat Ican
do.’

With that threat ringing in her ears, India made \way downstairs.
She had been considering ringing for a taxi whilad® was in the
bathroom, but what was the point of risking a passscene? He had
achieved his purpose; he had nothing more to gam keeping her
here, and she intended to tell him so. As for Me\ lump of misery
lodged in India's throat as she remembered thedbokter disbelief
on his face. Perhaps in the end it was better tmy, she
acknowledged; better for him to have a concreteaedor despising
her; that way he would be able to put her behimd &il the more
easily, and if the papers were anything to go hydwen reputation
was hardly likely to suffer if her name was eveuged with Simon
Herries, she thought cynically as she busied Herseloving eggs,
bacon, sausages and tomatoes from the fridge. TWaseeven a
basket full of mushrooms, and soon the kitchen fudisof the
mouth-watering smell of frying bacon.

‘Very domesticated!

Engrossed in her task, she hadn't heard Simon @@&ditchen. His
hair was still damp from the shower*, the lean jalich earlier had
rasped against her own tender flesh was now fredidyed; jeans
and a checked shirt similar to her own did litdentask the powerful
masculine structure of his body as he bent to @penpboard and
removed a loaf of bread, deftly cutting off seveslades.

'‘Why the surprise? Every man ought at least to kin@ewvudiments of
cooking,' he told her, 'if only in the interestssalf-preservation. |
don't pretend to be a Cordon Bleu, but | can matiagéasics.'



'l. was thinking,' India began, bending over thedmato conceal her
expression from him, 'now that your plan has workedwell, and
Mel has seen me with you, couldn't | just go backdndon?'

‘And have Alison and Mel wondering why? Oh no. Iniva firmly
fixed in Mel's mind that you've transferred youeglance to me . . .'

‘Don't you think you're taking a risk? | could tieiin the truth.’
'You could try . . ." he drawled.

'‘What are you hoping to do? Appeal to the betté si my nature by
forcing me to watch him with Alison?'

‘What better side? I'm a realist, not a romanfid'dl thought for a
minute that | could have persuaded you to give g $imply by
telling you about Alison, do you think for one maméhat | wouldn't
have done? Oh no, my dear, | want it firmly fixedMel's mind that
you're a fickle, false character; a heartbreakel laome-wrecker
whom he's better off without.'

‘Well, we're here. Out you get!

The Ferrari wasn't the only car parked on the fowecof the low
stone-built pub when they drew up outside it syatter one o'clock.

Simon parked next to a Range Rover, which he taddhlbelonged to
Alison and Mel. 'They find it useful during the sdh holidays. They
used to go to France every year, to an old farmdouBrovence.’

Another unsubtle reminder of Mel's family obligat&? India refused
to be drawn.



Several of the men standing at the bar glancedrautyi at her tall,
slender figure in her borrowed jeans as they walk&mthe pub. A
large pale cream labrador rose from the floor withiious difficulty
and waddled over to sniff India's outstretcheddisgassessingly, and
rub her head dotingly against Simon.

'‘Never trust a man who doesn't like animals," Attrdr had been fond
of saying, but obviously even fathers could be wgron

Alison and Mel were waiting for them at a tabledne of the small
leaded windows, and India's startled upward glanben Simon
slipped his arm round her waist brought an extrgnsaturnine
expression to his eyes, as he looked down at her parody of
tenderness and murmured softly, 'We are supposdzk ttovers,
remember.’'

The casual manner in which he referred to the exdi@arlier in the
day, which still had the power to bring burning axal to India's

cheeks, made her respond icily, 'Really? Do yowagdsmake a habit
of molesting your women friends in public?'

'‘Oh, hardly that,’ he drawled in response. 'But'tdampt me.
Something tells me that you're the type of womamoitild be fatally
easy to respond to with physical anger.'

They had drawn level with Alison and Mel. Indiatfak though her
face were frozen in a mask of rage, her fingerkedurghtly into her
palms.Shewas the victim of this unnecessary charade; stetha
one who had been insulted and reviled, almosta@dtint of physical
abuse, and yet he talked of him being roused tsipalanger!

‘Tell me a little about yourself," Alison invitedrt minutes later when
Simon and Mel had gone to make arrangements far lthech. As

Simon had been standing up at the time it wouldehasen quite
natural for him to go alone, but instead he hadyested that Mel



accompany him. Making sure she wasn't given th@xppity to tell
him the truth? India wondered.

Dragging her mind off Simon, she tried to concdetian Alison. In
other circumstances she could have liked the atloenan, who was
quite different from the wife she had envisagedmfriMel's

conversation.

‘There's very little to tell . . ." she began.

Alison laughed good-naturedly. 'I'm sorry. Mel'svays telling me
I'm too nosey. Well, tell me how you came to maetd, then . . .'

'‘We were introduced by an acquaintance,’ Indiagdphith perfect
truth.

‘And he fell madly in love with you and you witmili You're the first
girl he's ever brought down here and actually ohiceed to the
family, you know.'

It was on the tip of India's tongue to point outtthntroduce' was
hardly the word she would have used to describentbening's
contretemps, but as though she sensed her emlmaerasalison said
quite easily,

'I'm sorry about this morning. Simon's housekeelu#n't tell me he
was bringing anyone down with him. | wanted to teh that the
boys are home for the weekend—they're both at lhagthool—I
wanted to invite him over for dinner tonight. H@ames' godfather,
and both of them dote on him. He's been so gotiteto.'

'‘He told me how fond he was of you,' India agreadcommittally.

'Did he?' Alison smiled. 'Really we're more likeothrer and sister
than cousins. He spent most of his holidays with payents, you
know. His own parents divorced when he was nina.'@&moment



her face clouded over, and then she smiled agawery bad age, |
think; old enough to be aware of the undercurrentstoo young to
make allowances for adult emotions. For a whilevas very bitter;
he refused to have anything to do with his motberskveral years.
She's dead now and | believe he's grateful fofabiethat he had the
opportunity to make things up with her before shd haer second
husband were killed. She was the one to break eipnidariage, you
see. She was never really cut out to be the wifea afountry
farmer—which was really what Simon's father wasug®se years
ago they'd have been called "landed gentry"--psitied a slight face.
'‘He adored Louise. He died shortly after she left-hoverwork, the
doctor called it, but | can remember Simon sayirag his mother had
killed him. Poor little thing; he flatly refused go to the funeral. In
fact it was weeks before my parents could get biactept that John
had gone. The estate had to be sold, of courses there heavy
debts. Fortunately there was enough left to pub&ithrough school
and later university, but he'd changed; become exactly
bitter—wary, | think would be the best descriptiavhich is why
we've all been holding our breath hoping that avaht he would
find the right girl—the one who can break throughtttough outer
crust he assumes.'

What with? India found herself thinking. A pickax@ynamite?

'l haven't known him very long," she said cautipusiware that
Alison was expecting some response from her. Inesaays she
could appreciate Simon's desire to protect hisinpusview of what
she had told her, and her frank, confiding manneitke Simon,
Alison was far from careful and cautious.

'‘No, but | can see that you're different from hikeo girl-friends,’
Alison told her earnestly.

‘What are you two discussing so seriously?’



India hadn't seen Simon and Mel approaching tladilet and she
stiffened instinctively.

‘Nothing," Alison replied airily. 'l was just teilly her that she's
different from your normal run of girls.’

‘You're so right," Simon agreed softly, his eyesrmha's over-bright
eyes and trembling mouth. "You haven't been exahgrany more
secrets, have you?'

His hand slid along her shoulder and up into hat, Farcing India's
head back so that she had to look up at him.

India knew what he meant. He wanted to know iftsde told Alison
the truth. To punish him she said lightly, 'Aliscame over this
morning to ask if you wanted to have dinner witarthtonight.'

‘Yes, why don't you?' Alison interrupted eagefMhé boys are both
home, and they're longing to see you . . . boyoafmust come.’

'I'm afraid | can't,’ India apologised, smiling italse sweetness at
Simon and pulling a wry face. 'Honestly, darlingnlow every girl
admires impetuosity in a lover, but sweeping me lugfe with
nothing to wear apart from the clothes | stood op—a very
inappropriate evening dress and cloak,' she takbAl

‘Simon did that?' Alison enquired with delight. \ge!'

‘Indeed he did. Positively kidnapped me,' Indid toér with another
saccharine smile in Simon's direction. While heidgrexulted
fiercely in the murderous look she saw in his epest of her noted
with dismay the clenching of his jaw, and the hiagtitening of his
mouth as his eyes held hers.

'You gave me no option,' he answered truthfullg Hand he had
wound into her hair sliding down to the base of ieck where the



lean fingers exerted a pressure which made her twamy out aloud
with pain.

‘Besides, I'm tired of sharing you with other peoplwanted you all
to myself.'

Mel had remained silent throughout this exchange sbhddenly he
said abruptly, 'They're signalling that our tabte'ady.'

'l don't think Simon and India are particularly lgop' Alison
giggled, 'at least not for food. Looking at you tmakes me feel quite
envious,' she told India with a sigh, before tugnio Mel to say
softly, 'Do you remember when you couldn't beatetome out of
your sight; when you had to take that trip to Pandusiness and you
refused because it was our first wedding annivg®sar

Embarrassed at being forced to witness this smxahange, India
glanced away, and immediately wished she hadsh@a&ncountered
the grimly aware look in Simon Herries' eyes.

Lunch was a mainly silent affair, after which Simannounced
abruptly that he had changed his mind about thekerekand had
decided that they ought to return to London alnstistight away.

'‘Oh, but. . ." Alison protested, falling silent,ske realised that no one
else was supporting her protest. 'Well, if you msste said lamely.
'‘But next time you come down give us some warninge-hring
India with you. | definitely approve,' she adde@ressibly.

After that the remainder of the afternoon passealiaze, India was
aware of them taking their leave of Alison and Mdkl's fingers

trembling against hers as they shook hands, hesifanaturally pale;
she was also aware of Alison's bright chattemfglian aching silence
when she suggested that the four of them go ow foeal together
some time, but the return journey to the housedk yp her clothes



seemed to be part of a dream world she had suddsalyed
inhabiting.

Simon drove back to London in almost complete si#gibroken only
when he said curtly at one point, 'Women like ymaae me. On the
face of it you and Alison were getting on like aiee on fire, and yet
underneath you've been planning to steal her hdslbavonder how
she would have treated you if she'd known that!'

'It's not true!" India protested. 'I'm not. . .’

‘No? Oh, of course,’ Simon agreed sarcasticalby lyaven't done
anything to influence Mel; you haven't made him eewvaf you; of
your youth and vitality, or your body . . ." Hisesyslid down the
slender length of her legs in the tight jeans. 'Whd you tell her
when the two of you were alone?' he asked abruptly.

‘Not that | was having an affair with her husbahdla replied just as
acidly. 'As a matter of fact we talked most abaut.yShe was telling
me how close you were as children.'

After that no conversation passed between therh Simtion stopped
the car outside India's flat, by which time dusksvialing over the
city.

‘Why did you decide to bring me back?' India quias she opened
the door.

'‘Not because | couldn't trust myself to spend &tadone with you
without wanting to possess you,' she was told byutsvhat was the
point in staying? The purpose of our visit had baecomplished. It
was a stroke of luck that Mel should be home fa wWeekend, or
don't you agree?' he asked sardonically.

'‘As a matter of fact, | do,' India agreed, exultinghe pleasure of
having, surprised him for once. 'lt means that\Jeht spend less



time as your prisoner. Goodbye,' she added forméNyish | could
say that it's been a pleasure knowing you, but etk know that I'd
be lying.'



CHAPTER FIVE

'‘How was the party?' Jenny asked her on Monday imgpyrwhile she
examined the mail. 'Umm, there's a note here frosuld Blanchard .
.."she pulled a face. 'l don't know what it isatthat woman, but she
really gets my back up. She's so unbelievably stioot

‘That's what comes of being a top model who mamedey,' India
supplied dryly, glad of the opportunity to avoidgclissing the events
of the weekend.

‘Umm, she's divorced, isn't she?' Jenny added,nir@yvsuddenly.
‘Wasn't she Simon Herries' girlfriend before hektagp with
Melisande? I'm sure | remember reading an articl®ne of the
glossies about her; in the days when she was @ete/that she was
going to be Mrs Simon Herries.'

India, who had stiffened instinctively at the mentiof Simon
Herries' name, relaxed, and forced a careless .smile

'l honestly don't know. What does she say?’

In response Jenny passed the letter over. It staiieelsimply that the
ex-model intended to call on them to discuss trssipdity of them
designing a gown for her to wear to a charity galahich she had
been invited.

'‘We're honoured,' Jenny commented to India. 'Allverelone for her
before is the odd skirt, isn't it?"

'‘Umm, she normally goes for the big name labels.'

'She would," Jenny opined nastily. 'Shall | give &eing and fix an
appointment?’



Agreeing, India made her escape before her segrepatd question
her further on the 'party' she was supposed to atdweded. Now that
she was back at work, enveloped in the relativerstgoof routine,

the weekend had taken on a hazy, almost unreatiaspther like a
bad dream fuzzily remembered, with just the oddated incident

remaining crystal sharp; like those moments in Sintderries'

bedroom, before Alison had thrust open the doorerwfor the

briefest measure of time India had actually felt flesh react in
Instinctive female response to the masculinity ef ¢aptor.

Dragging her thoughts away from Simon Herries, &hed to
concentrate on her work, but this proved easied faan done.
Against her will she found herself remembering whizgon had told
her about his childhood. He didn't deserve her, mtye chided
herself, not after what he had done to her. Hensaghe only child to
suffer from the effects of a broken marriageand yet something in
Alison's telling of the plaintive story had touchesd answering chord
within her; a memory of how it had felt to realibat one's parents
were not the happy, united unit one had so cakeldlieved.

Just before lunch the telephone rang. Jenny andwtee®vering the
receiver to whisper, 'lt's Mel.'

'l take it in my own office," India told her. & him through, will
you.'

She had been dreading this ever since her retnowikg that Mel
would never simply leave matters as they stood.

‘India?' His voice, sharp with anxiety and shockdem her instantly
aware of how he had looked at her on Saturday mgrire you all
right?'

The weakness which had filled her at the initiaireb of his voice
faded, a new strength of purpose taking its placshe grasped the



phone so tightly that her knuckles showed whit@ugh her pale
skin.

'Of course | am,' she replied lightly. 'Why on gashouldn't | be?"'

There was silence, as though her reply had sométrown him, and
then he said hoarsely,

'For God's sake, India, what the hell's going om@ @inute you're
telling me that there's just no way that you wogdd involved with
me, whatever your feelings, and the next | discdliat you're my
brother-in-law's latest conquest.’

‘But that's quite different,’ India protested, msggly
misunderstanding his question. ‘Simon isn't mayaed doesn't have
commitments elsewhere.'

For a few seconds India thought she had got awdly ityiand then
Mel said softly,

‘Come on, India, I'm not that much of a bad judeharacter. | know
you, and telling me that just won't wash. You yelirtold me your
views on bed-hopping, and | know you well enougheaball | own
on the fact that you aren't the kind of girl to mba overnight.’

Her palm was sticky, the receiver damp where skledean clinging
to the phone. Here it was, her chance to tell Nb@ truth and
completely expose Simon. But if she did that mighdome of the
blame—completely unjustifiably—rebound on to Alisavho India
was quite positive had known nothing of her cossmachinations?

'India, are you still there?"

She thought quickly, and made up her mind.



'Yes, I'm still here, but there's something you 'donderstand. |
wouldn't have an affair with you partially becayse were married,
and partially because | didn't love you—not the whyve Simon.'

There, it was out; done for better or for worsee Started to tremble
with reaction, sensing Mel's bitter frustrationaleiag out across the
telephone wires to reach her.

"You love him? | didn't even know you knew himan& believe it!

'It's true,’ India said quietly. 'Melisande intr@géd us. | suppose you
could just say it was one of those things.'

'It must have been, to have got you into bed with$o quickly," Mel
said brutally. 'Perhaps | ought to ask him whag¢rafiave he uses.
God, and to think | thought you were different!

India's fingernails were digging into her palmsthaihe effort of
forcing herself not to admit to the truth, the sara in Mel's voice
lacerating her pride like a lash.

'I'm sorry, Mel,' she said quietly, adding mentaltyore sorry than
you realise, and | only hope to God I'm doing figatrthing.

'‘Not half as much as | am. No wonder you told mesty with
Alison!

'‘She's a charming person.'

‘Yes,' he agreed heavily, 'and I'm just beginniogdalise what |
might have thrown away, and all for the sake of sitimg my dear
brother-in-law has had simply for the asking. Ifidree demanded
sharply. ‘Are you still there?'

‘Yes,' she answered bleakly, 'but | don't thinkveregot anything
more to say to one another, do you, Mel?'



'‘No. Just tell me one thing,' he demanded harddbes Simon know
about us?'

India thought hurriedly, wondering what to say tioe best.
‘He knows we know one another,' she hedged at last.

‘And it never occurred to you how he might readhef discovered
how | felt about you?'

'l don't believe it would make the slightest diffiece,’ she respondec
truthfully.

There was a pause and then Mel said heavily, ‘sggyeu're right.
Goodbye then, India. | can't honestly say I'm hajmpyou, or that |
believe that Simon is the right man for you. Hidamé aren't
renowned for their longevity, you know,"' he toldr leairtly. ‘What
will you do when it's over?'

‘Worry about it when it happens,' India said lightl

She was still sitting staring into space ten miadéger when Jenny
knocked on the door and said urgently,

'‘Her Highness is here—Ursula Blanchard—and she svamtsee
you—now.'

Lifting her eyebrows, India followed her secretamyo the salon
where a tall, elegant blonde was pacing the floer.eyes hard as she
swung round and stared at India.

'l want to speak to you,' she began without preamBlone.'



When Jenny had whisked herself out of the salodialmnvited
Ursula to sit down, but the blonde ignored thetemon, turning on
India instead, her eyes blazing with rage, as &ecgd disdainfully
over India's face.

'My God!" she exclaimed theatrically, giving anatltisbelieving
look at India. 'Even now | can't believe it. It &dve for real!’

‘Perhaps if you told me what you're talking abduatjia suggested,
hurriedly casting her mind back to the last outi#y had made for
the ex-model. It was all of six months ago noweaywsimple skirt,
hardly the cause of all this emotion.

'I'm talking about Simon!" Ursula hissed at hes ifyou didn't know.
He must have lost his wits . . . He's always besmowned for the
beauty of his girlfriends.’

‘Thanks,' India replied dryly, 'but I'm not. . .’

'‘Don't lie to me!" Ursula demanded furiously. 'Infjped into Alison
on Saturday and she told me all about it. How @daghe was that
Simon had found a nice girl at last." Her lip cdrl&A nice girl and
Simon! You won't be able to keep him,' she tolddntvou'll see . . .'

'‘Who says | want to?' India interrupted mildly.

Ursula's eyebrows rose contemptuously. 'Of couosedo, all girls

like you always play for keeps, but this time yeuyiaying in the
wrong league, my dear. Simon wants a wife who catcmhim for

sophistication; who moves in the same circlesariitle dressmaker,
who knows no one.’

India swallowed hard on her growing anger.

'Don't you think Simon himself is the best judgendfat he wants?'
she asked in a deceptively soft voice.



'l know what he wants,' Ursula replied arrogarithe wants me. He
always has done. Why else do you think Lee divoroe@

‘What are you trying to tell me?' India asked eyefilhat you and
Simon were lovers?' She shrugged coolly, marvelahdger own
ability to play-act. 'Simon's a sophisticated man his mid-
thirties—I'd hardly expect to be the only womarhis life. But what
IS past is past. . ." She was beginning to enjoydhieas she saw the
ex-model's face drop and then harden with detetmimaAnd aren't
you forgetting about Melisande?' she added ligHtlyym going to be
visited by every single one of Simon's ex's, | saa that I'm going to
have a very busy time indeed!

"You'll be sorry for this!" Ursula hissed as shmuficed out. 'Simon
took up with Melisande to punish me, that's alYau might have the
approval of that idiot cousin of his, but Simon gbes own way—no
one dictates to him.'

' know.'

India said it with such quiet emphasis that theeoldoman went
white with anger, her eyes as hard as pebbleseadisttted a final
bitter look at India before leaving the salon.

‘What was all that about?' Jenny asked curiousdy tan. 'l could hear
Her Highness raising her voice . . .’

'‘She wanted to warn me off Simon Herries,' Indi@ shyly. 'She

brings a whole new meaning to the words "predatemale".

‘Simon Herries is better off without her," Jennyneg. 'Honestly, |
can't imagine what he ever saw in her.' She didublg take. "What
did you say? She wanted to warn you off? But...'

'‘Don't ask,' India implored. 'lt's a long and extedy complicated
story, and suffice it to say that she was barkipghe wrong tree; in



fact there were moments when, the sheer ludicr@ssmé the
situation almost had me completely ruining Ursula@ scene by
bursting out laughing!'

The next morning, however, when Jenny silently fgarout to her an
article in one of the gossip columns, laughing thaslast thing India
felt like.

There in bold type was her name, and Simon Her&asion Herries
had found himself a new lady-love, the story read] moreover one
who was hotly tipped to become the first Mrs Hexri€&amily
approval of the candidate had been sought, anthail was now
awaited was a formal announcement.

‘Ursula!’ India groaned.

‘She didn't?'Jenny protested in awed accents. 'Mly €he must have
been furious! Well, she's well and truly burned heats now.' The
phone rang and she reached for the receiver. Whisbe your
intended,' she whispered mischievously to India:shheen on twice
already, while you were on your way. Perhaps hetsvemwhisper
sweet nothings!'

‘Whisper' was hardly the operative word, India eetitd as the
ice-cold tones of Simon's voice washed over hex Vilater straight
off a glacier.

'Is this your idea of a joke?' he demanded witlpwaamble, 'giving
the gossip columns that choice item about our tioglghip™"?"

‘What makes you so sure it was me?' India enquikegping a tight
rein on her own anger, holding the receiver awamnfher ear as there
was a sound like a combination of a snort and secur



'‘Who else would have the motive?’
‘And if | were to tell you that it wasn't me?'

‘Don't waste your breath,' came the hard repBupipose this is your
way of getting even with me, is it?'

India was beginning to lose her temper—fast. 'Loske told him
curtly, 'if you don't like it you can always priatdisclaimer.'

'‘Don't think | wouldn't—if it weren't for one thingBy some
misfortune my grandmother happens to have readrttode. She was
on the phone to me this morning demanding to kndwemwshe was
going to get to meet the girl I'm thinking of many. It seems that
Alison has already told her about you.'

‘Tough luck,' India said coolly, without botheritggcloak her lack of
sympathy. 'What am | supposed to do? Burst intic®a

'‘What you're going to do is to visit my grandmotivéh me,' she was
told tersely. 'It's all arranged. We're to dinehsher tomorrow night.'

India had time to feel surprised that Simon Herwé® had stamped

roughshod over her feelings should have it in larbe so careful of

his grandmother's before everything else was obtie in a rush of

rage as he added contemptuously, 'I'm quite pedtiat once she has
met you, far from urging me to marriage as shedwse these last

five years, she'll be giving me the money to flee ¢country.’

In that moment India made up her mind. So Simorrieemwanted
her to visit his grandmother, did he, and playghg of his supposed
‘girl-friend’, at the same time making quite cl&&s contempt and
dislike of her personally. Very well then, she webplay along with
him, but if he thought she was going to allow horget away with
insulting her a second time, he had a shock irestdowever, not
wanting to make him suspicious, she forced doufot lver voice as



she said slowly, '‘But | don't understand. Why nrotpdy tell your
grandmother that it was all a mistake? After difj hot the first
female to have her name linked publicly with yours.

‘True, but it just so happens that my grandmotlasrideen trying to
marry me off for years, plus the fact that she dageak heart, and
plus again that Alison has been singing your psaisdher. So much
so that | prefer her to see for herself exactly twloa are.’

‘And if | refuse to play along?'

She knew that he must have already anticipatedefiesal and have
come up with something to counteract it—a plea ehalf of his
grandmother's ill-health perhaps, but when he pehk, what he had
to say shocked India into disbelieving silence,daatier anger a pale
shadow of the rage she felt now as she digestethiaat. If she
refused he would personally ensure that her busiregsitation was
so smeared that within six months she would find&ié bankrupt.
He could do it, he assured her, and she knew heigigsHer fingers
clenched round the telephone, she said icily, talanvery deep
breath, 'Very well, | agree.'

'‘Wise of you,” came the sardonic response. 'lI'veady told
Grandmother we'll dine with her tomorrow night aven-thirty, I'll
pick you up—be ready.’

There was a distinct click as he hung up, leavimdid staring at the
now silent receiver, her face pale, and her eydglaed with rage.

'You're the one who'll need to be ready, Simon idg¥rshe promised
grittily under her breath, as she slowly repladezireceiver.

India dressed for her meeting with Simon's granterotith great
care.



Since making her decision a strange calm seemleav® come over
her, but India herself was not deceived, and slesvkouite well that
beneath her calm, the temper that few people eshbbhe possessec
was simmering and bubbling, just waiting for th@ogunity to erupt
into lava-like rage.

She decided to wear one of her favourite blacketalivesses with a
demure lace collar in soft cream. When she wasyrslaé studied her
reflection carefully. The subdued make-up she wasaring
emphasised the green sparkle of her eyes, herbhashing her
shoulders in burnished curls, her mouth outlinea Wwarm burgundy
coating of lip-gloss.

Simon arrived sharp on the dot of seven. India egehe door in
silence, her coat already on. He glanced at heflyrieyes resting
inscrutably on her legs in their sheer black stogkifor a brief span
of time before moving upwards to study her face.

'Ready?' he asked at length.
India made no reply, simply preceding him througg door.

The Ferrari was parked outside. As before Simomep&er door for
her, making sure she was quite comfortable bef@&img round to
the driver's side.

He had impeccable manners, India thought, shedgivé him that.
No doubt normally his dates enjoyed the sensatidieimg wrapped
in masculine attention—in other circumstances slyghiiave done
so herself, because she had discovered that iuitesrare for girls
as tall as herself to be treated with such courtesy

It wasn't far to their destination. His grandmotted moved to
London several years ago, Simon told her abrulizgeaparked the
car beneath an elegant block of flats.



India had not had much time to speculate too mudine woman she
was going to meet—her mind had been too full ofdh@ns for jolting

Simon out of his arrogant complacency, and teachinga lesson
she sincerely hoped he would never forget, for, thattstill it came as
quite a shock to be greeted by a tiny, patently fady, who barely

reached up to her shoulder, whose soft white hais warefully

arranged around a face which still bore tracesreétgbeauty and
whose eyes were still as darkly grey as her grarslso

‘Come on in, both of you," she invited. 'Ellie issf putting the
finishing touches to dinner. Give me your coats Ellie has been
with me since | was widowed twelve years ago,' skigained to
India as they followed her through a small squaaway into a
comfortable and attractively furnished lounge. '@infiound her for
me, and she's a real treasure, although she aabibef a martinet at
times.'

'‘Because she needs to be,’ a humorous voice chimembk a
middle-aged woman walked into the room. 'Otherwieze'd be no
stopping you, would there?'

India liked Ellie Roberts on sight. She remindedvery much of one
of her favourite schoolmistresses.

'‘Dinner won't be long,' she told them. 'I'll servand then I'll leave
you to it. I'm going to spend the evening with nstey.'

‘Ellie doesn't get out enough,' Virginia Herrieglténdia as Simon
walked across the room and started to pour drilkease her
dreadfully at times, but | honestly don't know whaido without her.
| can't believe sometimes that it's only twelvergesince she first
came to me—I feel as though we've known one anaiheur lives.

Oh, Simon!" she exclaimed as he returned withg@leiglass of sherry
which he gave to India. 'Don't | get one?'



'You know what Dr Mackay says Grandmother,' he.said
She pulled a face. 'David Mackay! He's an old woman

'‘Nevertheless, he is your doctor. Perhaps if yorgrg good we'll let
you have half a glass of wine with dinner,’ he aldelenting
slightly, a smile of such tenderness crossingdus that India found
herself holding her breath in awe. Never once imirttborief
acquaintance has she seen him smile quite like.that the sight of
that tender smile for some reason brought an urésgdéump to her
throat an a vague ache to her heart for which shedcfind no
rational explanation.

True to her word, once they had finished the dalisipate she had
prepared and had been servedwith steak stuffed ayistters and
marinated in wine, Ellie took her leave of them.

‘Dessert is in the kitchen,' she told Simon. '‘Nan‘tget up, perhaps
your young lady will see to the coffee?’

When India agreed, she smiled gratefully at her.

‘Now, my dear,". Virginia Herries invited when thiegd finished the
unbelievably light raspberry souffle and were sgtdrinking coffee
while Simon helped himself to some Brie, 'tell leabout yourself'

‘There's nothing really to tell," India protestednscious of Simon's
eyes hard on her face.

Virginia Herries laughed. 'Now that's patently astmith! For one
thing, Alison tells me that you design the mosthamting clothes.
Tell me about that.'

Briefly India outlined her career.



‘You've done exceptionally well," Virginia Herriésld her. 'l like
girls to have ambition, it proves that they are pglean their own
right. And the fact that you've been so succegsfaves that you
have the talent to match.’

‘Either that or right kind of financial supportjn®n put in dryly,
drawing a frown from his grandmother's face.

‘Darling, you'll make your grandmother believe yaan't have any
faith in me," India pouted, unable to believe utité words were out
that she had actually had the audacity to put lzer ipto action. But
it was too late to retract now. While his grandnestfooked on
indulgently, Simon was staring at her, with eyesddamly sharpening
with suspicion.

Let him think what he liked, India thought rebeligty; after all, he
was the one who had accused her, condemned her-egaitel

wrongly. Her anger smouldered as she remembereddgigsation
that she had deliberately given the item to thesigosolumnist out of
spite. If she wanted revenge there were far suidgrs of achieving
it, as she was now about to prove to him. Give@albad name . . .
she told herself as she tried to quell the smadlesof sanity pleading
with her to recant, cautioning that there were sagken prudence
was more important than pride.

'‘Quite right," Virginia Herries approved. 'Aliscglls me that you took
India down to the house, Simon . . ." She deliledyaeft the sentence
un- embroidered, but India's face flushed as shlesesl that the older
woman might have been told about the unedifyingneadison and
Mel had interrupted. 'Of course,’ she added huygrieas her
grandson's eyebrows rose mockingly, 'nowadays sheng quite
different, but in my day a young man didn't takegid away
unchaperoned unless they were engaged at theessty'|



‘Things are different these days, Grandmother,o8isaid casually.
‘And India is far from being the first girl I'veken down to Meadow's
End.'

‘I know, but India is different,’ his grandmothegaed, favouring
India with a charming smile. 'And you obviouslyrtkiso too!

' do?'

‘Well, of course, otherwise you would never haveve¢d that item to
appear in the papers.’

'Even | can't stop Fleet Street hacks from muckigkGrandmother,’
he told the older woman extremely dryly.

India took a deep breath. Here it was; her chaacghtw Simon
Herries just what she could do when she tried!

'‘Oh, come along, darling,’ she coaxed, leaningszscto place her
hand on his arm, her eyes wide and guileless astahed up at him.
‘Surely we don't need to keep our secret from goandmother?'

There was no need for her to say any more. Sinhoaded. "What?'
was obliterated by Virginia Herries' excited, 'Dagk! | knew it!
Simon, Ellie put some champagne in the fridge on n
Instructions—go and get it. We must drink to yautufe. Oh, I'm so
excited!

There was a pink tinge to her cheeks, a sparkieit@yes that smote
India to the heart, but this was no time to all@ntgment to outweigh
logic. Simon had falsely branded her as the vemsitgpe of female
and he was getting no more than his just desauntsyhen she had
originally decided to play this trick on him, shadhnot allowed for
the fact that she would be so drawn to his granderoHow would
she take it when she discovered that there wasmgagement'?
Telling herself firmly that that was Simon's prabldndia sat back in



her chair, veiling her eyes as he returned with ¢hampagne,
although she very nearly lost her resolve wheningapoured three
glasses, he brought his hand to rest on the badleoieck, the
pressure of his fingers exerting a force which celtep her to look
up at him. Standing beside her chair he seemeckasahtly tall and
overpowering. She had to swallow hard to dispethioeght that she
would have been much, much wiser simply to acdapgs as they
stood.

‘Well, darling,'—was only she aware of the hardattietinflection in
the last word?—'it seems we're going to have telrate ahead of
schedule after all.'

‘Well, aren't you going to kiss her?'

India couldn't stop her eyes from widening fracailbyy reflecting her
dismay. This was something she hadn't bargained for

As he bent towards her, strategically placing hifrisstween her and
his grandmother, so that the latter could onlylseeback view, he
mouthed silently to India, 'l don't know what thadllyou think you're
playing at, but there's no way I'm going to let yg@t away with this!"

India's retort was stifled beneath a mouth whidatnszd to burn her
own with the harshness of extreme cold, making $lemdder
violently as she tried to wrench her mouth away dneathing stifled
as the kiss was prolonged.

'‘Happy now?' he enquired of his grandmother, whelalhad at last
been released. She longed to touch her mouth, Hoaway the
memory of that bitter contact, but dared not dmmdoont of the older
woman.

‘More than | can say,' the old lady replied trermslyg, tears blurring
her eyes. "You can't know how I've longed and patdgethis, Simon.



Now at last | know that you've put the past belyiod, forgiven your
mother.'

There was a small significant pause, while Indimeambered what
Alison had told her about Simon's mother, and therwas saying
calmly, 'Well, | have to think of Meadow's End, ykoow. Having

re-purchased the estate, I'm going to need a simhéoit it from me,

aren't 1?'

‘What will you do? Live in the present house foe tie being?
Alison told me that Meadow's End itself is comirigrg quite well.

Has Simon shown you Meadow's End yet?' she askdid. IThe

estate was sold after my son's death—somethingrSimae always
regretted, | know, but of course the fire whichrppted the previous
owners to sell to Simon practically gutted the maause, which is
why he's been living in what was once the farm rgana house.’

‘She hasn't seen it yet,' Simon supplied, comirggeiod behind India,
his hands resting lightly on her shoulders. 'l didant to frighten her
off before | proposed. Few girls would relish tliegpect of taking on
a husband who can only provide the burned out sii@lhouse as a
home," he joked.

'‘What about an engagement ring?' Virginia Herriesanhded. 'And
the wedding, when's that to be?’

'‘Give us time! We're barely engaged yet.'

'‘But there's no reason for you to wait.'

It was eleven o'clock before they finally left.iEJlon her return, had
to be appraised of the news, and more champagn&.dndia, who

had a very low tolerance of alcohol, could feel inead beginning to
swim as they emerged into the cold, frosty air,cluhivas probably



just as well, she reflected hazily, because thehalcacted as an
insulating blanket between her and the razor-shangemnation in
Simon's eyes as he meticulously unlocked the car fiw her, his

eyes the colour of granite and just as hard, aslilen beside her,
closing the door with a cold precision which mdrart any amount of
words brought home to India the full enormity ofatishe had done.

'l suppose it's quite useless asking for an exptamahe said at last.
'Or perhaps | can supply the answer for myself."W@lost Mel, your

lover and financier, who better to take his pldt@ntthe man who
robbed you of him? And not just take his place, prdvide the

security of a rich husband. Is that what you wexgiig for? That for

my grandmother's sake I'd be forced to go throuig this farce and
then you could divorce me, claiming a large sliteng income? You

don't know me,"' he said hardily. 'As you're vergrsgoing to find

out. If you honestly thought | would fall for thalby, my dear, you're
either very naive or an addict of romantic novelett

India stared through her window, gritting her teétfas everything
she did in connection with this man destined tarbsinterpreted?
How dared he think that she wanted him to marry her

'‘For your information,’ she told him angrily, 'mage to you is the
last thing | want.' Her lip curled scornfully. "Yo®e got far too big an
idea of your own worth, Simon Herries; you're tastiman I'd want
as a husband! If you must know, the reason | altbweur
grandmother to think we were engaged was simpshtaw you how
it felt to be at the mercy of someone else's nespretation of
circumstances. Furthermore, | did not tell the rmEapers about us.
The blame for that | suspect lies with one of yot
ex-girl-friends—Ursula Blanchard— who apparentlarieed from
Alison that we spent the weekend together, and dewpletely the
wrong conclusions. | had to endure an hour of bealded every
unpleasant name under the sun before | could yirggdt rid of her.
Neither have | ever been romantically involved wRl. | like him,



and | don't deny that he believes he is, or was@eéd to me, but I've
never given him the slightest encouragement. Nohether you
believe me or not doesn't matter a damn to md, lroppe that tonight
has shown you just how circumstances can be twistétwhatever
explanation a person wants to give them. Your graotber was
already determined to believe that we were on thekbof an
engagement. . .’

'‘And now she's convinced of it—thanks to you. Didréver occur to
you to think of the effect the truth is going tovhaon her when it
comes out?' he demanded, completely ignoring hheeeeomments.
'Or is it that you simply don't care?'

'‘Ought | to?' India asked hardily, preparing toaggcfrom the car as
they drew up outside her flat. ‘Do you care abchatwou've done to
me?'

'‘Oh no, not so fast . . ." he told her, reachingamd across her, her
hair brushing his dark-suited shoulder as he lodkeddoor. 'We
have things to talk about, you and I’

'Such as?'

'Such as our engagement. Oh, come on, surely ya'tisigppose for
one minute that my grandmother will keep it to k& he demanded
sarcastically. 'To save her face, if not my owm, djoing to have fo
play along but only until I tell her the truth, don't run away with the
iIdea that you've won.'

'Won what?' India demanded furiously. "You? My Gatie laughed
bitterly. 'Some prize that would be! Hasn't it oced to you that |
just might be choosy about who | decide to sperddst of my life
with? That | might not want a man whose name has lieked with
practically every little starlet and model in Lomfo



‘You're exaggerating,' Simon said in bored accé&dtswoman really
wants a man who's completely without experience.'

‘Meaning you think | would find yours irresistiblddia shot back
defiantly.

She knew she had gone too far when she saw thengfethe dark
grey eyes, and shrank back in her seat instingtivel

‘Want me to prove it to you?' There was seducti@hssomething else
in the soft words; a kind of sure knowledge thauaed even while it
repelled, filling her with an insane desire to @sss the same
knowledge and experience as the man next to her.

She made no demur as his arms came round heryéemnade open
and her body quivering tensely as she waited ®kisis, but instead
of possessing her mouth his lips were exploringctr@ours of her
face, his thumbs slowly stroking the soft flesthef throat until she
ached with the tension of denying her body's respolt took all the
willpower she possessed to prevent herself fromirtgr her head
until her lips met the hard male ones tracing &dtd line from her
jaw to her eyelids. Her mouth felt dry, her hel&udding heavily
against her ribs, emotions she had never expedene®re making
her aware of her own body in a manner she had qushli thought
only existed in the pages of a novel.

Then, when she had ceased to expect it, his méoasked over hers,
the fingers he had wound in her hair pulling heachback against his
shoulder, exposing her lips to the experiencedudtssd his. A
strange feeling began somewhere deep in the pieostomach and
spread slowly throughout her body; a weak meltiagsation that
panicked her into stiffening instinctively agaiitsther eyes dilating
in mingled shock and distress, her fingers clutglanthe dark fabric
of Simon's suit.



‘Very good,"' he drawled sardonically, releasing Henly it just so
happens that I'm not impressed by impressionsighéel virginity
-no matter how excellent or artistic!'



CHAPTER SIX
THE phone rang and India reached for it.

'India! It's Alison. | had to ring you to tell ydwow thrilled Mel and |

are by your news. Look, | have to come up to Londhasweek. Why
don't we all have dinner together? I'm dying towngur plans. |

knew you were right for Simon the moment | saw youel, the

moment | saw you properly," she amended with a kdeud hope

you're going to J make the wedding soon,' she adblednother ft
three months I'm going to be huge, and both Melthadloctor keep
fussing dreadfully. Anyone would never think I'ddhane baby
before, never 1 mind two! By the way, I've alreagpken to Simon
to tell him how pleased | am. In fact | think giive him another ring
now and fix up this dinner date . . .’

She had rung off before India could protest, leg\ar to reflect on
the old saw that one lie leads to another. Oh \sb#,decided, Alison
was Simon's cousin, it was up to him to deal whi problem. She
refused to allow herself to remember how she hdd defore

staggering out of his car the night he had brobghthome from his
grandmother's. Purely physical reaction, she telddif, when the -
subject could no longer be ignored. Good heavdres,dgin't even
like the man! And yet he had definitely aroused; heuched

something deep inside her that no other man had agproached
doing.

Experience, India scoffed mentally, that was aWdts. But the tiny
knot of fear deep down inside her seemed to grogetaevery day.
And even though it was less than a week sincddleful dinner, she
could still remember vividly everything about, amwhat had
followed.

Her phone rang again, she sighed and picked itAspshe had
anticipated, it was Simon.



'‘Are you free on Saturday evening?' he asked hechnto her
surprise. ‘Alison is coming up to town and wantslitee with us.'

‘Yes, she told me,' India agreed, feeling a Igtieprised that Simon
had not found some way of discouraging Alison froraking the
journey. 'l don't think | am free,' she lied, gthdt Simon couldn't see
the tell-tale colour running up under her skin.

‘Then cancel whatever you had on,' came the sk&yg.r'This whole
mess was your doing, and

you'll damn well play along with it now until I'mogd and ready to
finish it.'

‘And if | don't?' India asked, amazed by her owpaapnt calm.

‘My previous warning still stands. If you value ydausiness, you'll
do exactly what | say.’

‘There's a word for men like you,' India said féudg.

‘And for women like you,” came the urbane reply.oriD
forget—Saturday night. And for God's sake don't mibat velvet
thing. It makes you look about sixteen.'

'‘What would you prefer me to wear?' India askedasdically,
'‘Something scarlet and skin-tight? You're out ofictg Simon
Herries!

* * %

Nevertheless when Saturday evening came, Indibatalely chose
to wear the cloth of gold dress again. It clungustigtely to her body,
making her aware of ft in a way she had not knoefoi.



Simon as always was prompt. He had booked a taldeaestaurant
India knew by reputation alone; she also knew, bgedlel had once
told her, that it was extremely difficult to getable at anything less
than a month's notice, unless one was a partidukmd of the
owner's.

Alison was already in the Ferrari when Simon esedYihdia out to
it.

'‘Simon's spoiling me,' she said gaily to India. iestly, anyone
would think no one had ever had a baby before! \Wait you start,'

she added, causing India to glance instinctivelyatals Simon. He
was fastening his seat-belt, but he caught her, lnsleyes grim as he
drawled lightly,

'‘Give us time, Alison ... | want India to myself fa little while first.'

It wasn't very far to the restaurant. They wereeustt inside with
flattering deference and shown to a table by theevwimself, whose
name India was familiar with from the gossip colemn

'‘No need to ask what you want,' Simon said to Alisden they had
all been handed menus.

She laughed and explained to India, 'Whenever légmant | always
crave seafood. Quite right,’ she told Simon. 'Ssdfolatter to start
with.'

Simon ordered the pate, and India, who was noingglarticularly

hungry, due mainly to the tense state of her stbnmeecves, settled
for Florida cocktail. They were all having the sjadity of the house
for their main course, a Russian chicken dish, iiten it came
smelled mouth-wateringly delicious.



To settle her nerves India drank her wine fastantshe would
normally have done, and didn't realise that thetewdhad stepped
forward to refill her glass until she raised itter lips a second time.

The alcohol seemed to help, so she emptied the,@ditle startled
to find the waiter at her elbow yet again.

From the very start of the evening she had beescious of a certain
brooding quality about Simon; a certain bitter estpacy that sawed
on her own taut nerves. What did he expect? shedddsirself angrily
as Alison chattered brightly about her children ael. Had he

honestly expected to get away with treating hereabad absolutely
scot-free?

‘You look absolutely gorgeous,' Alison confidedidia over their
sweet. 'That's a beautiful dress. One of your own?'

‘Yes,' India admitted, 'but not designed for mevds intended for a
client who changed her mind, and rather than wiadteecided to
wear it myself.'

‘Well, you've got the figure for it, hasn't shengn?'

Her cheeks burned as she felt Simon's eyes asdsesoft curves
concealed by the gold silk. When he had finishedfsh as though he
knew every inch of her body intimately; as thougithmg had been
concealed from him.

'So when is the big day?' Alison demanded a ligtter. ‘Mel and |
were talking about it only last week. What a pitg boys aren't girls,
then they could be bridesmaids. You are havinguacthceremony,
aren't you? | do think they're lovely. So much mofea sense of
occasion about them than a register office cerembagn't Simon
got you a ring yet?' She frowned as she notice'mbare left hand,
and looked reproachfully at her cousin. '‘Oh, Sirhon!



'l can't make up my mind what would suit her b&styion replied.

'‘Oh, but surely an emerald, to match her eyes. Yfather had one, |
remember, it was . . .' Her voice faltered awayslas looked into
Simon's shuttered face. 'Oh dear,’ she said hslple$m sorry,

Simon. Look, | think you'd better take me back he thotel. |

promised Mel I'd ring him before | go to bed. | dcknow what

happened when he was away for those few days,Veutsence he
returned he's been so considerate and sweet¢hathardly believe
he's the same man who could only spare us the alfichéur from

business not three months ago . . .’

She looked as though she were about to say mar&jimon stopped
her, calling for the bill.

‘Take me back first,’ Alison instructed Simon agytheft the
restaurant. 'I'm sure you want some time to youesell haven't
forgotten what it feels like to be newly engaged &ery much in
love!" she chuckled. 'l knew it must be love the'mnag we arrived so
inopportunely at the house; never before in myHdee | caught my
cool cousin out in such a compromising situatiovhen India
flushed, she said remorsely, 'Oh, that tongue oemi didn't mean
what you thought, India; | was simply trying to dimat I've never
known Simon to be so involved with anyone befor¢éoasehave so
un- circumspectly. He's normally very careful ab&etping his
private life extremely private.’

‘A mistake I'm going to have to pay dearly form8n said tersely,
drawing a puzzled look from his cousin.

Alison was staying at the Savoy. Simon went insiigth her while
India waited in the car.

"There's no need to run me home,' she told him keaeturned. 'I'll
get a taxi.'



Her comment was greeted with silence and thendlegul roar of
the engine as her words were ignored and the casatan motion.

With the streets illuminated only by sporadic stigghts it was some
time before India realised that they were travgllin the opposite
direction from her flat.

'l hope you aren't planning on kidnapping me agahe announced
in what she hoped was a relatively assured vomeséme reason the
silence in the car had taken on a thick tensiorclvistiffened her
muscles in an automatic reflex action. Her heatdnfelzzy from the
wine she had drunk—far more than she normally coesk—and
waves of sleep kept washing over her.

‘Hardly after the results of my first attempt,' @the bitter response.
'l want to talk to you—to see if we can find a wayresolve this
whole mess.’

He braked as he spoke driving into an undergrousmcgge, and
parking the car.

India clambered reluctantly from its warmth when dpened the
door, the cold air making her shiver violently, aiso reacting badly
with the wine she had drunk. Although mentally e quite calm
and in control her legs for some reason seemedleitalmbey the
commands of her brain. Nevertheless she managedldov Simon
to the lift, which whisked them upwards before dgfwog them
outside the penthouse suite of the block.

The interior of his apartment came as a surpriaeflem being the
cold, clinical place she had visualised, the ladggwving room was
comfortably furnished, if somewhat masculine, watipple leather
chesterfields and several excellent pieces of gmbidues, including
a delightful Regency table.



'Sit down,' he commanded, sliding her coat fromsteulders. When
she shivered he touched a switch illuminating &atek fire which
immediately began to heat the room. The effectsodlancing flames
was almost hypnotic and India closed her eyes, ewrSimon
moving about behind her.

'Drink this.'

It was on the tip of her tongue to tell him thae $tad already had
more than enough to drink, but her fingers wereaaly closing round
the stem of the brandy balloon, and somehow shadfdwerself
obediently tilting the glass to her lips at his enamd, the fiery liquid
burning its way down her throat.

'So . .. let's talk, shall we? How much is it gpto cost me to get out
of this engagement—-quietly and quickly?"

India knew that her mouth must have fallen operh&es it had been
stupid of her, but when Simon had said he wantelioshe had
never dreamed that he actually imagined that héddouy her off,
like . . . like someone he had simply bought f@r tinght!

A combination of anger and alcohol overrode thaioawarning her
that he was in a dangerous mood, and she turnbadmnndignation
in every line of her tense body. 'l don't beliewe hearing this! You
can't honestly believe . . .

‘What | believe,' he said tersely, cutting across, lis that you
deliberately provoked this situation. Like | sauwithout Mel to

finance you, you need another backer. At firstdutght the whole
thing was simply a naive attempt to force me intomage, but then |
realised that | wasn't giving you full credit fartglety; that what you
really wanted was to force me to pay you off.'



'‘Pay me off? Why, you . . . You couldn't! she thich fiercely. '‘And
do you know why? Because despite your wealth, Sikermries, |
won't be bought!'

‘No? Then what do you call the money you had fromlMhe

demanded thickly. 'God, if | have to endure thisd¢al might as well
get what | can from it!" He reached for her befsite could move, his
arms like iron bands as they imprisoned her, hisitm@avagely
punishing as it plundered the softness of her gdips.

She tried to push him away, but his weight wasifgrder farther
down into the chesterfield, one arm clamping hehita while the
other found the zipper of her dress and slid iteety down.

Beneath it. she was wearing only her stockingsthrdsmallest of
briefs, and she clutched at the gold silk desplrateshe felt the cool
air against her back, but she was no match for Girberries. His
hard fingers found the softness of her breast,iritimate contact
making her release her dress automatically asre&tetd avoid the
physical contact of his flesh against hers. Theodjppity was turned
to good use, his muttered, 'Any more of that alhdip' the damned
thing apart!" making her freeze with fear as welhager.

‘That's better," he grunted softly when she layioné#ss in his arms.
‘After all, it isn't as though this was the finshé you've had to pay for
your supper, I'm quite sure . . . Alison told mattliou worked in

Paris for a time with one of the top couturierdosltke that are as
scarce as hen's teeth. What did you do? Sleepnmit®'

'Would you believe that | had talent?' India gdtteack.

'‘Most assuredly, but at what? Not designing, Eft.bVell, let's just
see how your "talent” measures up, shall we?"

Later India was unable to believe that what diddesgohad. She knew
when Simon removed her dress, because she shigedgenly,



trying desperately to conceal from him the paleshof her breasts,
but he simply laughed, forcing her arms down at $ides and
levering himself upwards, examining her body adooaly as he
might have done a piece of furniture he was thiglahbuying.

‘Nice," he commented, his fingertips tracing thevewf her breast.
His thumb had found her nipple and was strokirspftly.

Against her will India felt her body react. To hmrror the sensitive
flesh peaked and hardened, swelling beneath higrexsousal.

Alternate waves of heat and anguish washed oveiSherhad never
been in such a situation before, never allowedetiets get close
enough to anyone to indulge in such intimacies, iamehs too late

now to regret her lack of experience, to wonderhat body's

treacherous response; the hot, melting sensatloadifig through

her, and the unbelievable urge welling up insidetbeeach for the
dark head and bring those firm male lips to thelflais thumb was
tormenting.

She shuddered with self-revulsion. What was hapyeta her? Had
the natural desires she had denied for so longesigltirned traitor
on her? She moaned pleadingly as Simon's moutledthe tender
skin of her throat, finding the sensitive hollowshind her ears,
tormenting her cheeks and eyelids.

'I'll give you ten out often for desirability," meuttered thickly at one
point, his lips against her ear. '‘But you don'eraery highly on

reciprocation. Surely a woman like you doesn't nedzk told what a
man likes? You've got beautiful breasts,' he ads®nds later, his
mouth no longer against her ear, but fulfilling learlier wish as he
explored first the shadowy cleft between them amehtthe taut
fullness of her breasts themselves, the sensuspsafahis tongue
sending her almost mindless with a pleasure wharhekceeded
anything she had ever even imagined existed.



She didn't even realise that she was clinging ressty to his
shoulders until he lifted his head to mutter hdgrseor God's sake
don't tease—take this damned shirt off for me atdre feel you
againstme . . .'

Scarcely aware of what she was doing, India movikd h
sleepwalker, her fingers moving softly over thettm$ of his shirt,
her mouth dry with tension as she stared up afatimeed smoothness
of his body etched with deeper shadows where hiy bair covered
the taut muscles. A faint sheen of sweat gleameassadis chest, the
musky, indefinably exciting odour filling her nas&r some inner
compulsion forcing her to place lips which trembledrvously
against the damp flesh.

She heard Simon groan, burying his head againstHherhands
explored the trembling contours of her body, trigog off waves of
sensuous pleasure, reactions she had never drésarsadf capable
of, so that when Simon at last unfastened the dfeltis trousers,
removing the last of her own clothes at the same,tshe was able to
make no demure.

The abrasive touch of his body hair against thé fedihess of her
breasts was erotically pleasurable, her fingersodisring and
exploring the sleek muscles of his back, her lipsdlling shyly over
his skin.

She gasped in mingled shock and pleasure whenamd btroked
urgently along her thighs, arousing a tide of eomi which
completely obliterated the last remnants of helitglio reason.

'If you react like this to all your lovers, no wardhey come back for
more,' he told her jerkily, making no secret ofdugn arousal, his lips
teasing brief kisses over her stomach and lower shrg was almost
delirious with pleasure.



When Simon parted her thighs and she felt thedatently male
weight of him, the urgent thrust of a desire thatited and aroused
her she felt no fear—a fact for which she was leddslame the large
glass of brandy on top of too much wine—in factwlas as eager for
his possession as he was to possess her, herrbathling achingly,
her mouth parting in tremulous desire.

The sharp, unexpected pain was the first intrusibmeality. She
tensed automatically, but it was too late by fargoing back.

In awful silence she felt Simon freeze before hevedoaway from
her, reaching for his clothes. He was sitting as ¢hesterfield with
his back to her. He passed her her dress whiclssiveyed with
acute distaste, unable to believe that she hadlgctallowed—no,
not allowed, her mind forced her to acknowledget actively
encouraged him to ... To make love to her, a ctité lhoice said
acidly. She had allowed Simon Herries to possess he

Simon still had his back to her. When he did sgeakoice was taut
with reined-in anger and something else India cowlddistinguish.

‘A virgin!" he almost spat out the words as thobglhated the taste of
them. 'How come?' he demanded sharply. 'No, del'tte—you
were holding out for the highest bidder, was tHat i

For a moment she was too hurt to speak, but thenfamd her
voice.'You are quite wrong,' she told him, tryingf to let her voice
tremble. 'l was waiting until | met the man | coléve enough to
make it a worthwhile experience—the sort of expereeit should be,
not some cheap shoddy affair, quickly over and kquiforgotten.

What | didn't bargain for was meeting a man whgualged me,

walked all over me with hobnailed boots and thetidi=l to "make
love" to me simply because he thought | owed Hhito. Because he
thought | was a liar and a cheat, even thoughadld him that it

simply wasn't true.’



‘Why didn't you tell me you were a virgin?'
'‘Why should 1?7 What possible business could it Hzeen of yours?'

'l should have thought that was self-evident,' ¢id tndia curtly.
'‘Why the hell didn't you tell me that you wereradizing an affair with
Mel?'

'l tried to—remember?"
'‘But he wanted to have an affair with you?' he iptad.
India nodded her head. 'He . . . thatis, he .wéeated . . .!

'l think we may safely take his desires as reaijo8 responded
dryly. 'What I'm interested in right at this momamn¢ yours.'

There was nothing to be gained from concealingrtité now, India
decided tiredly.

'l like Mel," she said slowly, 'and | valued hisefrdship—but he
hasn't given me any financial assistance, as yioy @ad it was true
that | didn't get in touch with the papers . . .'

‘But you don't love Mel?'

India shook her head, her voice thick with bittelf-$oathing as she
said, 'If | did do you think for one moment that Have . . . that
tonight . . .'

‘We're all human,' came the surprisingly compasg@nesponse. It
Isn't exactly unusual for a woman to turn from arehe can't have to
one she can. So, you don't love Mel, and theresneoelse in your
life?"



Not sure where his questions were leading, Ind@okher head
numbly. Now that it was over she found it hardmderstand how she
had behaved as she had; how she had reacted sonpésy to
Simon Herries when other men . . .

'l think I'd better go now,’ she said awkwardlYl-+I'll leave it to you
to break the news of the termination of our engasgento your
grandmother and Alison . . .'

There could be no question now of him holding hethioeats to their
bogus engagement. India suspected that, like randuld probably
be only too glad for their association to end.

‘We're in agreement on one point,’ Simon told hemlg. 'Our
engagement will certainly have to be terminated.’

It was her own suggestion after all; so why shalhid feel this acute
sense of loss, this agonising despair?

'I'll see about a marriage licence in the morning.'

India stared at him, her body stiffening defensiveA marriage
licence? But. . . .

Simon had his back to her, but he turned to lodkeatpale face, his
expression unreadable as he told her, "You dcsestilat you're being
less than flattering?' His mouth twisted wrylyath after all merely
doing the time-honoured thing—gentleman seducesciamt virgin
unwittingly and then marries her. Isn't it the vetyff of romance?'

'But there's no need ... I mean . ..

'l know what you mean, but contrary to your naiathf and
optimism, there could well be every need. | amrrafg to the fact
that you could have conceived my child. You musgiiee me for



sounding ridiculously sentimental, but | have aybec disinclination
to see the life | might have created destroyecheroperating table.'

In spite of herself India felt a curious lump riseher throat, an
aching pain that spread through her body.

'‘But you can't know,' she protested in a shaky pdris| might not. . .

‘We can't afford to take the chance," Simon toldfimmly. "You've
already admitted there's no one else in your lifee-dituation may
not be ideal, but we're in no worse a position tpartners in an
arranged marriage.’'

'And if it turns out that I'm not . . . not. . .

‘Carrying my child?' Simon supplied. 'In that casfter a suitable
interval we can have the marriage annulled." H&ddaat her. "You
needn't fear that because of what's happened tohigiiend to

demand my rights as your "husband".

Meaning what? India wondered bitterly. That he wocbntinue to
take his pleasure with the sophisticated womendneally chose as
his companions?

As though he had read her mind he added harshiyth& shall |
embarrass you with liaisons of the sort which thiteg press seem to
delight in. In return | ask only that you give aurion a chance, for
the sake of our child . . .’

‘There may not be one,' India protested, but steweakening and
she knew it. It was all very well for Simon to talkan abortion, but
she knew herself well enough to know that she coelcer destroy a
life growing within her, and while she was finarilyisecure enough
to provide for her child no amount of material pEsssons could
replace a united family unit; the presence of adain a child's life ...



It wouldn't be easy. And yet, as Simon had saiely there no worse
off than the participants in an arranged marriage.

‘Well?' Simon demanded, frowning suddenly as helsawace. 'For
God's sake, why did you let me think . . .’

‘That | was an experienced woman of the world? dida't leave me
much choice.’

'I'm sorry that | hurt you,' he said tersely. "tf known . . .'

'It wasn't intentional ... | should have stopped yo. Now, I'd like to
go home,' she added, 'There's an awful lot to tabrdut.’

'I'll take you.'

He drove her home in silence, saying as he eschdetb her door,
'I'll be in touch later on. Don't do anything fabli will you, India?’

She shook her head, half blinded by the tears whaxh suddenly
filled her eyes. A terrible sense of desolation @w@ver her as she
watched him leave. Had she really agreed to mamy & man who

not twenty-four hours before she had considerednuest enemy?
And why? For the sake of a child she might not évweare conceived!

Alone in her flat she found herself reliving thesements in Simon's
arms—the intense arousal of hersenses; her passiggsponse to
him, her willingness to fall in with his plans. Anlden she admitted
the truth. She had fallen in love with him!

Once the truth was acknowledged so much that hazlgxi her fell
into place—her intense awareness of him; the dyiorce of the
anger she had kept lashing into heated fury togmekerself from
recognising the truth, the capitulation of her badhhis first touch.
She loved him! What on earth was she going to do® Guldn't
possibly marry him now! But did she have any ch®id®hile he



thought there was the slightest possibility thae shight have
conceived his child he would never allow her tcagpschim. And did
she really want to? Who knew, perhaps within taenwork of their
marriage affection, if not love, might come. Butwaebit be enough?
Something pagan deep inside her said 'no'. Sheeddns love; a
love that matched her own.

At last, after what seemed to be hours of hardiaggackwards and
forwards, she gave in to the clamourings of herthéafate had
decreed that Simon should offer her marriage whe st to refuse?
Let what must be be. Perhaps it was cowardly aof lingrshe lacked
the strength and determination to fight both heeland Simon.



CHAPTER SEVEN

THEY were married a week later in the same small \allagurch

where Simon's parents had been married, and duhagbrief

ceremony India caught herself praying that theirriage would

prove more secure and enduring. Which was extrefoelish of her,

she told herself afterwards sipping champagne gtnot to look

as bemused as she felt as Simon introduced heartous people,
because if any marriage was doomed to failuregtsirely must be.
She didn't doubt Simon's good intentions, but homglwould it be
before he found himself longing for the sophistmabf women such
as Ursula and Melisande?

It was something India tried not to think aboutisAh had been both
delighted and horrified when Simon informed her hopuickly they
were to be married, and despite her pregnancy rmaskted that the
simple no-fuss ceremony Simon was planning wasiutdandia,
who would want to cherish the memory of her weddiay.

Instead, Alison had organised a small, informalfdtuparty at her

house, and although India was touched by her thulghss in many
ways she would have preferred just herself Simahthe necessary
witnesses. There was something bordering on thptttion of bad

luck about celebrating what was no more than a d@brbusiness

arrangement in such a way.

Simon had asked India what she preferred to do tifé®r marriage;

if she wished to move into his flat which had arsgaedroom, or if

she would prefer them to start afresh. If there todee a child, he had
pointed out, the flat would hardly be suitable, &irts luxury.

Moved by an impulse she could barely compreherdialhad asked
if it would not be possible for them to move dovanthe cottage,
regretting the words the moment they were spokesha saw Simon
frown and hesitate.



'So you managed it after all!"

She hadn't seen Ursula Blanchard approaching hlee. dider
woman's eyes raked the plain cream silk dress aie{ India had
chosen for the ceremony—not her own design as treatenot been
time to make anything suitable but an outfit shd baught from
Bellville Sassoon and which bore their unmistakaéanp.

‘You're not wearing white, | notice," Ursula muredircattily. ‘Very
wise of you, my dear-—no one knowing Simon wouldéhbelieved
you had the right . . . Oh, there you are, darlisigg cooed as Simon,
tall, and unbelievably handsome in a dark formal a&nd crisp silk
shirt, came towards them. 'l was just telling ytitie bride how
fortunate she was.' Her fingers stroked the fabfiGSimon's suit,
and-' India felt nausea rise up inside her as shwirpd those
plum-tipped nails digging passionately into tanmeale flesh; the
sullen, pouting lips, parting beneath the skillesistence of Simon's .
.. She-moved blindly away, appalled by the defthes emotions;
the strength of her jealousy, her face paling solygdeausing Simon
to frown and glance at her from beneath hooded Adsshe turned
away India caught Ursula's deliberately outstredchien, and a full
glass of champagne cascaded over the cream silk.

'‘Oh dear!" the other woman exclaimed insincer¥lyy'must send me
the cleaners' bill—or perhaps the bill for your fautit might be
cheaper. Was it one of your own designs?'

India gaped at her effrontery, convinced that samek/rsula had
deliberately stepped forward as she moved, antrepidrink. Simon
was looking away, his expression withdrawn, andidnitlshed,

fearing that he might think she was given to smgehanges of the
sort Ursula had promoted.

'l ought to be getting changed anyway,' she saetlgu'lf you'll both
excuse me.'



‘Take all the time you like. I'll see to it than®n doesn't get bored.
I'm good at that, aren't I, darling?’

Feeling sicker by the minute, India managed to walay with
commendable poise, but her self- control deseredhe minute she
reached the room Alison had set aside for her &mgé in, and she
was sitting staring out of the window, making ndeatpt to do
anything about her damp dress, when Alison walked i

‘Are you all right?' the other woman asked anxwpusisaw Ursula
collaring Simon." She pulled a wry face. 'Dreadfuature! You
mustn't let her get you down. She really must hbgdiide of an ox—
Simon has been trying to shake her off for agesshea simply won't
take the hint.’

'He didn't seem to be doing much shaking off justh India
commented in what she had intended to be a ligig,tbut which
instead sounded more than a little shaky.

Alison took her hand. 'Poor India! She is ratheram-eater, isn't she?
But you really mustn't worry. It's obvious how Siméeels about
you.'

If only Alison knew! India found herself thinkingigly as the older
woman sat down. Her face and ankles were slightffymlespite the
fact that her pregnancy was only in the sixth mpatid watching her
India could not help remembering what Mel had sdidut his wife's
state of health.

'You shouldn't have done all this," she felt mow@day to Alison.
‘You look dreadfully tired.'

'I'm fine, and besides, | enjoyed it. Left to hith&mon would have
got married in a dreadful hole-and-corner fashMw.only regret is
that neither of his parents were alive to see toHaye you decided
where you're going to live yet?' she added, changme subject.



'‘Rather selfishly | can't help hoping you mightidecto move down
here. | know most of the structural work on thedwis finished, but
| suppose you'll want to keep the London flat ontfe sake of your
work.'

'We haven't really had time to discuss it yet,iartdld her truthfully.

Whenever she had thought about the future and lossilge

marriage, before meeting Simon she had always hsgagaherself

continuing to design, possibly even when the childarrived,

although not at the salon as she did now, butiroh® home. Jenny
was more than capable of running the salon sidth@fbusiness.
She..had worked very hard and India would havallikereward her
in this way, but she was a little reluctant to makg firm plans until

she had spoken to Simon. The fact had to be fdwde might not
want her in the home he had once shared with hisngsg that he
might prefer to keep their relationship to theiteatmosphere of the
London flat. She hadn't forgotten his reaction wisée had first
raised the subject of them living at the cottage.

The final goodbyes had been said; India had redeaveaffectionate
kiss from Simon's grandmother, who despite her smle had had
tears in her eyes as she gathered with the otlestgto wave them
off.

They didn't have time for a proper honeymoon, Sirad told her
when she had enquired where he intended taking,Irmit India
knew that the real reason must be that he didalyre@ant to be alone
with her, and more than ever she wished she hadllosted herself
to be carried along on the crest of an emotionalewato a marriage
which she grew more convinced with every passingprsg was
doomed to fail.

There was the usual confetti and trail of tin ca®rning the
Ferrari— although the sleek car had escaped thenitg of slogans
painted all over it in shaving foam; his nephewabably weren't yet



aware of the handiness of such a weapon, Simoncbaumented
when he stopped on a quiet side road discreethobsight of the
guests, and got out to remove the offending adicle

Glad of an opportunity to break the stifling silenghich had seemed
to fill the interior of the car the moment theytldéfe reception, India
said eagerly that they seemed very pleasant boys.

‘They are—Mel's a lucky man both in his wife ansl ¢hildren.’

'He is,’ India agreed warmly. 'Alison is a lovelgrgon.' Her face
clouded as she remembered the other woman's aced 'm only
worried that the work of giving us such a lovelgeption might have
proved too much for her in her present conditioial. y®u notice how
tired she looked?'

She was startled when Simon stopped the car, gdsisrforearms on
the wheel as he turned to look at her, an expnessie could not
define in his eyes.

‘You're one real nice lady, Mrs Simon Herries,tdld her with an
exaggerated transatlantic drawl. ‘Do you know that@ while we're
on the subject it seems that | owe you yet an@felogy. Ursula and
| had a most interesting discussion while you wagrgtairs repairing
the damage caused by that glass of champagnesite @ler you.
Did you know that she was the one who told the Paé®ut us?'

'l suspected,’ India confessed. 'In fact | trietetbyou in the car that
time, but you made me so furious that | couldrtitgeough to you.'

Something about the way Simon was regarding hermaasng her
pulses race, her heart thumping unsteadily asrgtkeriot to let her
own eyes drop. A ridiculous shyness washed overamet she didn't
realise that she was fidgeting nervously with reatselt until firm
warm fingers closed over her own, uncurling theamifrthe strip of
fabric, and lifting them to lips that for the firsme since she had



known their owner seemed to be curling upwards sméde. And
what a smile! Her heart lurched and then suddetastexi beating
erratically, as she stared upwards as mesmerisedsasall rabbit
caught in the powerful glare of the Ferrari's higgud$.

‘You know," Simon commented conversationally, 'didin't know

you better I'd think you were nervous. What of?' dsked her
unexpectedly. 'That I'll go back on my promise afam the rights

this--' he touched the plain gold band adorningfinger beneath the
magnificent square-cut emerald engagement ring &@& diven

her—'gives me?'

'‘Oh no, I'm sure you wouldn't . . . wh-what | mean I'm sure you'd
never go back on your word,' she managed huskillgerend.

‘Umm. Which leaves me in something of a quandaogsd't it?
Either | prove that I'm a rogue whose word mearthing, or | run
the risk of having my very attractive wife turn 4omeone else for
consolation following the neglect of her husband.’

India couldn't understand him in this changed maodi her eyes,
green mirrors of bewilderment, showed her bemusémen

‘Shall we try and start again?' Simon suggestdtysite're married
now—for better, for worse— let's try and make it fuetter. Not
perhaps straight away. I'm prepared to give yo timmget used to
me, but,’ he smiled again, this time teasingly, both know that we
aren't indifferent to one another, eh? You sedalndy own parents
were divorced, and because of the misery | suffefed always
sworn that I'd never inflict on any child of minket trauma |
experienced. It's a terrible thing for a child te torn between its
parents.’

'l know," India agreed in a low voice. 'l feel tteme way.'



‘There you are! We're both in agreement, and elselthat with a lot
of goodwill and patience we can make this marriagek . . .'

'For the sake of the baby | might be carrying?dragked slowly, not
knowing quite why she felt impelled to differengabetween the
situation should she be pregnant and the situasioould they
discover that she was not after all.

‘Yes. Well, do we have a bargain? A vow from ushbiot join the
other vows we've already made today, but this anpeivate one. A
vow that we'll both try to make this marriage wohen | made love
to you . . .' he seemed to hesitate as though oigbss words with
care, 'although it sounds facile now to say so, Inatbwn that you
were a virgin, that you'd never known a man . . .’

"You wouldn't have made love to me?' India supplieting a shaky
smile'l kn ...

'I'm a man, India, not a saint," Simon correctedvith a wry smile.
'‘No, what | was going to say was that | would hewmsured that the
experience was not as . . . traumatic as it was.'

India looked away, trying to conceal from him theexpected tears
welling in her eyes. Did that mean that he hadrddsner? That it
hadn't simply been anger that had prompted hisrzs?i

'l .. ." She tried to speak and then shook hed hazen the words
refused to come. Simon's hand was warm againstine&s he tilted
her face upwards.

'l hurt you—you cried out. Unavoidable perhaps, babuld have
been less . . . brutal, for the lack of anotherdvbdon't want you to
think that what you experienced in my arms on t@asion is the
sum total of how it feels to make love. You're aganate little
thing,' he added slowly. 'Surprisingly so when ooasiders all that



cool control you consistently assume. So," he bagkly, changing
the subject, 'shall we make that vow?"

Suddenly shy, India could only nod her head, hesayidening with
shock as Simon bent his head, his intention unkabis clear as his
hand slid from her jaw to the back of her headatwle in her hair,
and secure her against the warmth of his own bedyeaissed her;
lightly at first, on the eyelids and forehead, efslowly parting her
lips with the tip of his tongue, his breath fanngightly across her
skin.

‘You can kiss me back, you know,' he whisperedngasin her ear,
when she made no attempt to respond, holding Hengéadly in
check too terrified to betray how she felt abounhio risk the
response she knew she would give once she alloereénotions to
get out of hand. 'In fact you have to. It's a pathe bargain.’

'l .. ." Her voice sounded rusty and unfamiliaemto herself, and she
was steeling herself to make some response whesutiten strident
blare of a car horn caused Simon to swear and lpeisgently back

into her own seat.

'‘Perhaps here is neither the time nor the place.gldnced at his
watch. 'We ought to be leaving anyway. There's sloimg | want to
show you.'

They drove for several miles through gentle rolloogintryside, with
Simon pointing out various landmarks to India. Hasvextremely
knowledgeable about the countryside, and India dvaxdver have
believed that she could be so relaxed in his compan

'Here we are,' he exclaimed at last, turning off itiain road and in
through tall wrought iron gates, set either sida gfavel drive, lawns
and shrubs stretching away at either side, theatheadrons a vivid
splash of colour with their pinks, lilacs and madhmvers. '‘Before



the Boer War a fine avenue of elms marched eitidercd this drive,’
he told her. 'They were planted by the first Herte own Meadow's
End. He bought it in the 1800s with the money heenf@om sugar
plantations and slavery. There's a painting of @akenue in the
library. The trees were cut down during the Boer Ygaships.'

'You meanthis is Meadow's End—your home?' India demande
almost breathless with awe. 'l never dreamedlisoAtold me . ..

'Oh, it isn't nearly so impressive as it seemst &fathe house was
bombed during the last war the Victorian wing, ioidtely, a hideous
monstrosity, and then the people who bought it froynfather went
bankrupt, just about the time when large old howsee at a low
premium and everyone wanted a modern split-levéh \all mod
cons, so it fell into complete disrepair. It hasi®en easy getting it
restored. The shell that was left was Queen Andd'ae had a devil
of a job finding men to restore it as it was. liten easier these las
few years since there's been a revival of inteneslder houses.'

They turned a corner in the drive, and Simon stdgpe car. India
didn't need to ask why. Although they hadn't queteched it, before
them lay the house, graceful and perfectly symmedttivo large sash
windows either side of the main door on the grofiodr, two more
above those and then smaller, dormer replicastetthe roof.

The late afternoon sun caught the house in itsgdgiow, deepening
the mellow red brick to russet, and picking out ¢hene above the
front door with the date carved deeply into it.

A country gentleman, Alison had said, but she reacendreamed she
had meant something like this!

'It's beautiful,’ she said simply to Simon, andtlasugh no other
words were necessary, he started the car and drovg the front of
the house, but round the back into what had obilydaesen a stable



yard, but what was now garaging with what look&e | mews flat
above.

‘The house is empty," Simon warned India as heexpbler door for
her. 'It's only just been finished—it isn't evercolated yet.'

'It's lovely," India repeated, thinking wistfully bow much she would
enjoy transforming the bare, echoing rooms Simos stewing her
into what they could be.

‘Drawing room,' he told her briefly, opening theodon to a large
rectangular room with windows overlooking the frand the side of
the house.

They had come in via the back door, into a largedmpty room
which he told her had been a small parlour, butctivhwas now
intended to be the kitchen. There was also a ldngiag room; a
library complete with shelved walls, as yet emptybooks, and a
generously proportioned but not intimidating roonmieh India
iImmediately visualised as a comfortable family room

The hall was square, with a black and white tilembrf, and an
intricately carved staircase curving upwards toalleged landing.
India ran her fingers lightly over the carving,igbting in the smooth
rich feel of the wood beneath her fingers.

‘At one time most of the downstairs rooms were [badein
linenfold,” Simon told her, 'but a modern-thinkiRggency Herries
had it all ripped out and replaced it with the Adastyle decor you
can see now. Fortunately, however, money ran datrdde got to
the staircase, which was carved by Grinling Gibb@ts you think
you could settle happily here?’

India was astounded.



'‘Happily?' She blinked and looked up uncertainlyt sure she had
heard him correctly. 'Who couldn't?" she managesiaiowhen she
had got her breath back.

‘Plenty of women,' Simon assured her. 'You'd bersed. Ursula,
for instance, hated this place. She prefers my boritht. Of course,
there's a tremendous amount of work to be dond'gethinking of

getting in a firm of interior designers. | haveefpieces of good
furniture—things that my aunt and uncle managedaiwage from
here for me, and which Alison has kindly given rousom to . . .'

'l could do it," India offered impulsively. 'That i. . | would love to
do it, if you trust me.’

'l trust you. With my homandmy cheque book!'

'For some reason the dry words brought a lumpd@is throat. She
was getting far too emotional, she told hersettjrig all manner of
foolish romantic notions take hold of her.

1 thought we'd spend tonight at the cottage,' Sitalwhher. 'It's only
three miles away. | have to go to London tomorrgau know that |
have extensive business interests—some in televisite being the
series Melisande is to appear in. Well, it justheppens that the
Americans are considering buying the series. Itk goes through
it will assure South-Mid's success, so tomorroweetimg is quite
important.’

On the drive back to the cottage, Simon was sikemd, rather than
intrude upon his thoughts India kept quiet too.

The cottage was warm when they stepped insidddriting room
someone had laid a fire, and while Simon bent tcas@atch to it
India wandered into the kitchen. There was a naipged up against
the kettle, which said simply '‘Wine and food ird{e, if you need
them—God bless, Alison.'



‘Are you hungry?' she asked Simon, who was kneéiifigont of the
fire coaxing it into life. 'Alison had left us steand plenty of fresh
salad.’

‘Umm. | seem to remember you're quite a good cétklaughed as
she blushed, but it wasn't unkind laughter.

It was a curiously domestic scene; Simon lighting fire and then
coming in the the kitchen to take cutlery from tlhawer while India
busied herself with the steak and the preparatfom mixed salad.
She was just finishing the dressing when Simon weettiback from
the living room and came over to watch her, leamigginst the table,
his arms folded.

'l thought we'd eat in the living room, and therdan early night.'
Mingled excitement and alarm coiled through Indsasmach.

'If that's what you want. Could you take the sal@dugh?' She was
trying to sound calm. 'The steak's nearly ready.'

‘You can certainly cook," Simon pronounced fifteamutes later,
cutting into his steak. 'Clever girl!'

He poured them both a second glass of wine. Indi@, had barely
touched any food at the reception, could feelihgto her head. Her
appetite was almost non-existent, her body so tdrsteshe jumped
visibly when Simon knocked a spoon to the floor.akevof his eyes
upon her, India kept hers on her plate, wishingltea heart wouldn't
race so nervously. She was aware of Simon as sheadwer been
aware of any man before; the way his mouth quirtednwards

before he smiled; the hard chiselled lines of Bpe felt an insane
longing to touch with her fingers; the strong cotuf his throat

rising from the cream silk shirt, which he had ogerat the neck
when he lit the fire; the lean tapering fingers ethiif she closed her



eyes, she could almost feel against her breagpjrmgiand moulding .

'India?' She jumped guiltily. "You were miles awawhere?'
‘Nowhere.'

‘Mmm, hardly flattering for a newly married woma&ome here,' he
commanded softly, rising from his chair and contingards her.

Like someone in a dream India rose slowly from $esait, her eyes
fixed blindly on Simon's. His fingers circled herists, stroking the
soft inner flesh gently, and sending her pulsemgac

'I"haven't forgotten the little matter of a kisswowe me," Simon
whispered, his mouth teasing feather- light kissginst her throat,
where he had pushed back the weight of her hakeuteal the pale
creamy skin, and allow his warm lips access tovthieerable curve
of her neck.

'‘Well?' he murmured, nuzzling the soft skin behued ear, his teeth
nipping the lobe sharply when she didn't reply. kasds, which had
been on her waist, moved upwards, one arm cunangowards him

while the other pushed aside the flimsy silk blosise was wearing to
reveal the silk camisole top beneath, finding #reder point of her

breast with unerring ease, and teasing it into ipggkleasure beneath
the frail fabric.

'‘Beautiful,’ he murmured throatily, as he slid asker blouse and
camisole to reveal the pale flesh with its pinkemle.

As his dark head bent towards her breast Indidélheart beat slow
to thudding, painful strokes, her breath lockedtttigin her throat.

When Simon swung her up in his arms and carrieddhére rug in
front of the fire, she made no demur as he slowlgressed her,



studying the tender curves of her breasts in thaight before
anointing each one with kisses that sent desirmlipg dizzily
inside her, making her arch instinctively and I¢tek hands behind
his neck.

India . . .'

The sharp ring of the telephone shattered acresmtimacy of their
surroundings, making India stiffen and Simon groan.

'l suppose I'd better answer it, but if it's onemyfnephews playing a
practical joke I'll give them both such sore badg&sithat they won't
sit down for a week! Don't go away, will you?' lreked softly with a

smile, dropping a soft light kiss on her half-opgmaouth before

disappearing into the hall.

He was gone quite a long time. Long enough fordrndistart to feel
foolish and cold without her clothes, and she walling on her
camisole top when he walked back in.

'‘Bad news, I'm afraid,' he told her briefly. 'Taherican deal | was
telling you about has suddenly developed a probéem,|'m going to
have to leave for London right away.'

‘At this time of night?' India protested, flushiag she realised that
she sounded like a nagging wife.

‘To us it's night," Simon said dryly. 'To our tratiantic cousins it's
the middle of the day. | don't know when I'll beckaWill you be
okay? | would ring Alison.’

‘No, I'll be fine on my own,' India told him hastil'l'll sleep in the
room | had before. I ...



‘The bed isn't made up,' Simon told her terseigid, I'm sorry about
this, but it can't be avoided. Don't forget our wathile I'm gone, will
you?'

' won't," India told him in a low voice.

'‘Good girl! I'm not going to kiss you goodbye—I dat. If | did I'd
never be able to walk out of here.'

Very flattering of him, but scarcely true, Indiafleeted several
minutes later when the Ferrari's throaty roar had dway and she
was alone. She couldn't deceive herself that slseawavhere as near
as desirable as the other women Simon had knowd.y&hhe had
desired her. Her heart warmed as she rememberedayde had
looked at her before the phone rang. He had as ge@aid that he
wanted their marriage to be normal; that he waherdn his bed as
well as in his home. Her depression started toWfhen he returned
they would be able to make a fresh start, she m®inherself; she
would concentrate on all that was promising inrtihelationship and
ignore its flaws. Every relationship possessed stames.

It was in a mood of optimism that she preparedémt, discarding the
fine crepe-de-chine nightdress she had put in&sz m favour of the
warmth of the pyjama jacket she had found on the ivashed and
ironed.

There was a certain amount of sensual pleasuefimund in lying in
Simon's bed, in imagining his body next to herd, romamount of
imagining was any substitute for the real thinge gtought ruefully
as her tense muscles refused to relax, and her &chlyd for the
appeasement Simon's possession would have brought.

But there was always tomorrow, she told herselyhale host of
tomorrows—and on that infinitely pleasurable thaugie fell
asleep.






CHAPTER EIGHT

THE telephone ringing woke her. At first she could®@tmember
where she was, and then when she did, she dashedstaars,
thinking the caller would be Simon.

The intensity of her disappointment when she redliswasn't was a
barometer of her love for him, had she neededam#jt was several
seconds before she realised that Alison, far froonding her usual
calm self, sounded distinctly worried.

‘You say Simon isn't there?'

'I'm afraid not,' said India. 'He had to dash off.bndon. A meeting
with some important Americans. Is there anythicgn do?’

‘Do you really mean that, or are you just beingtg®@!
'l really mean it,' India assured her firmly. 'Whkahe problem?'

'I'm probably being silly—after all, I've had twohildren
already—»but this morning when | woke up | felt & diif, and with
Mel being away . . . Well, to be honest with youas going to ask if
you and Simon would care to come over for luncleddful of me, |
know, when you're supposed to be on your honeymuaan, . .’

‘Well, Simon isn't here, but if | will do I'd lov® come over,' India
assured her. 'In fact I'd be glad of the compé&siye had intended to
spend the morning on some initial outline plangi@ house, but the
faint shakiness in Alison's voice alarmed het.ritlg for a taxi and

be with you just as soon as | can be.'

Giving her the address and apologising again fqgrosing on her,
Alison rang off, leaving India distinctly alarme&he rang the
number of a taxi firm she found in the yellow pagesl within an
hour of Alison's call she was on her way to thesaou



Quite what she had expected to find she wasn't butat certainly
wasn't Alison, perched on a small stepladder wéile cleaned the
kitchen windows.

'‘Oh, I'm feeling fine now,"' Alison exclaimed gaily reply to India's
anxious query. 'In fact | haven't felt quite so wal weeks, so |
decided to give these a clean while | was in the@dnd hope you
don't mind quiche and salad for lunch?'

'I'd love it," India assured her. 'Look, why dg@ti let me finish those
while you have a rest?"

‘They're nearly done, but if you really want to majourself useful
you could make us both a cup of coffee. What a gh@mon had to
rush off to London like that. When did he go?’

When India told her she pulled a face. 'Oh, poan—yand poor
Simon!" She grinned mischievously, suddenly lookingch younger.
'l bet he wasn't in the least bit pleased. | detkanmistakable signs
of a man impatient to have his bride to himselfwgbmy cousin
yesterday—most out of character. I'm glad to sed¢ tool calm
ruffled for once,’ she told India with satisfactioviou're a pretty cool
one yourself. I've never seen a less emotionaébtidsula Blanchard
was furious, and so was |I—with her! Fancy crashhgreception
like that! How on earth she could be so brazemélNer know, but
then of course she always was pretty thick-skinsdd® has an aunt
living down here and when she got her hooks inted®i, every time
he came down here so did she—and on the most flohsxcuses.
Poor darling, | think he was getting pretty fedwith her persistence,
although he never said anything.’

'Oh, | don't think any man really minds being peciy a beautiful

woman,' India said lightly, hoping that she did@tray herself, or her
jealousy of Ursula Blanchard, whom Simon had &iteat one time

cared very deeply about.



'‘Beautiful and deadly," Alison replied flippantlyiving the window a

final wipe before steppingheavily down from thedad while India

steadied it for her. 'But Simon's far too wise anrtabe caught in a
man-trap. | remember once when | asked him abaoutdnsaid that as
a mistress she was ideal, but as a wife unthinkable

She said this with so much relish that India hashtde, but inwardly

her heart ached and she had no difficulty whatsoevenvisaging in

which category Simon placed her; good wife matebiat inadequate
as far as anything else went! She wasn't beingtdalim or their

marriage, she chided herself. Such negative thoniwould get her

nowhere. Simon himself had been the one to sudigasthey wipe

the slate clean; start off afresh and build a rageiwhich would

endure as Alison's parents' had endured; but hathsitourage to do
that, knowing that she must always carry alondthrden of her love
for him in the knowledge that on his side there \donever be

anything but acceptance and possibly affection?

Time alone would tell, she told herself, as sheélAlison to
prepare their simple lunch.

'l hate the house when the boys have gone backtmk' Alison told
her. They had both been allowed a day off schooittend the
wedding and India knew that Mel had driven thenkldaefore flying
up to Scotland on business.

'I'm glad you've married Simon," Alison continuetkftly making
French dressing. 'And not just for Simon's sake—piarely selfish
reasons as well." She turned to India, her browes &yeased with
pain. 'You see, with you married to Simon. . .'if*glhand clenched
on the knife she was holding poised above the guiShrely Alison
didn't know about her and Mel? Of course reallyehgas nothing to
know, but India knew how she would feel were shdisazover that
her husband had been making overtures to anotherawavhether
they were reciprocated or not, and she could nart foe Alison to be



hurt unnecessarily. '. . . and Simon no longertiggble bachelor he
was, | hope that Mel will get over the envy helgals had of Simon.’
Her mouth twisted a little. 'Mel thinks | don't kmdahis, but I'm not
totally blind. For the past year or so he's beetlowang in what's
commonly known as early male menopause; yearningifoyouth
and freedom, in other words. Oh, he's tried to fiitem me, but I've
seen the look on his face every time he picks ngvespaper and sees
Simon's photograph there, and the ridiculous trsrgat really Mel
Isn't cut out to be a playboy. Still, I'm hopingtisimon's marriage to
you will make him see that being a bachelor isii’h@ thinks it is.
They say, don't they, that a baby never cement®keb marriage.
That's why | decided on this,' she told India,ipgther stomach. '‘But
it backfired. Mel feels we're both too old to barshg another baby,
and the boys aren't too keen on the idea either.hidnds started to
shake suddenly, tears welling and rolling downdiereks.

‘Damn, damn!" she swore crossly. 'l didn't meabu@en you with
all this. I've already wept once all over Simorg &promised myself
then that my crying was done, but you see, | kit Mel just as
much as | did when we were first married, only nogtead of being
an equal partner in our marriage | feel that I'mess baggage, a
burden Mel has to carry. Every time | see him lagkat another
woman I'm eaten up with jealousy, wondering if slieé one who's
going to take him from me.’

India put down the knife and went over to the feglient over the
mixing bowl.

'No one is going to take him from you,' she saichlfy. 'Come and sit
down. Now, Mel would be a fool to give up a wif&diyou for the
chimera of middle-aged romance, and I'm sure legisilsle enough
to realise that for himself. My mother once wentotlgh an

experience similar to yours—worse, in fact, becatlsre was

another woman, but unlike wives today, she didmt gp, she hung
on. It's only since I've grown up myself that Ihealised what that



must have cost her in terms of pride—and she wasrga proud
woman, and a very brave one, but in the end itwash it—and |
believe my father thought so too. Wait until théarrives,' she said
softly. 'I'll bet Mel will be over the moon. Aftal, what better boost
could there be to his ego, and you could alwaysmérnim that a
baby in the house keeps its parents young.'

'I'l try and bear that in mind," Alison laughed&ily, 'although if this
one is anything like the other two, he'll make othifeel very, very
old! Neither of them let us have a full night'seglefor two whole
months.'

Glad that she had been able to divert Alison's ghtsj if only
marginally, India gestured to the French dressifignat looks
delicious, and | don't know about you, but I'm hiytg

Nothing more was said about Mel over lunch, andalif@und herself
saying a silent prayer for Alison's happiness. Bs\\s they were
drinking their coffee that she noticed Alison termeldenly with

pain, her face draining of colour.

'Indigestion,’ she said with a laugh. 'Serves metrior being greedy
and eating so much of that quiche.’

‘It was delicious," India agreed. 'Look, why dg@t go upstairs and
lie down for a little while? I'll see to everythimpwn here, and then
in an hour or so I'll make us both a drink."'

‘You're spoiling me," Alison protested, but Ind@iced that she was
still tense, her face almost grey beneath her nugkeand alarm
began to feather along her own nerve endings. MNwiting to alarm
Alison, she said casually, 'Look, why don't | gnaur doctor a ring?’

'‘Why? Look, I'm six months pregnant, not nine, bedides, I've had
enough experience to tell indigestion from labaainp. All the same,



| think | will go and lie down for a while if youah't mind. The doctor
did tell me | ought to try and rest.'

'So you start climbing ladders and cleaning windbwslia said
dryly. 'I'll bring you a cup of tea up in an hour.'

It took her almost that to wash up, tidy the kitclaed glance through
the paper she found on the pine dresser, and ihatltime there was
no sound from upstairs.

At three o'clock she brewed a pot of tea and poaredp out for
Alison, knocking gently on her bedroom door befopening it and
tiptoeing in.

Alison wasn't asleep, but the moment she saw hehoaights of tea

and a cosy chat fled, and India rushed acrosstddbble bed, barely
noticing the attractive Laura Ashley furnishingsdathe pleasant
ambience of a room which was homely and attractiather than

glamorous.

Alison was leaning back against the pillows, haerefatrained and
pale, perspiration beading her forehead.

‘Alison, are you all right?'

She shook her head, her fingers curling round lsdmist and
digging painfully into the soft flesh.

‘The baby," she whispered painfully. 'India, | thsomething's gone
wrong with the baby . . ." She winced as a sudg=sm of pain
racked her, biting down hard on her bottom lip.cido's number in
telephone book,' she managed to get out befoiaddiack against
the pillows in a dead faint.

To India’s relief she found the doctor's numbehuwut the slightest
difficulty, clearly indexed under 'doctor’, and whsehe rang the



surgery number the crisp, efficient tones of theeptionist were
iImmediately reassuring.

‘Mrs Taylor, you say?' the woman enquired brisklycking her
tongue. 'I'll put you through to Dr Jenner—shessgatient.’

There was a second's pause, when India frettedinviatience, not
daring to put down the phone to rush upstairs &cklon Alison,
every second's delay seeming to last a lifetimeéabiast she heard
the calm unflurried male tones of the doctor, wistehed as she
explained jerkily what had happened.

'‘And you say when you arrived she was up a ladtemang her
windows? These lassies will never learn! I'll bghtithere. Try to
help her to relax . . . Tell her I'm on my way.'

From his accent India guessed that Dr Jenner vems fhe Border
country, and feeling reassured by his calm marster,replaced the
receiver and went back upstairs to Alison.

Her reassurance disappeared the moment she etiterdebdroom

and saw Alison's still, swollen body, huge mauvadsiws under eyes
set in a face suddenly far too pale and fragilddlog. India's heart

skipped a beat, and all at once she longed for i$gn@assuring
presence. Almost went downstairs to ring him, hettshe reminded
herself that he was in London, possibly in an ingrarmeeting, and
that nothing could be achieved by alarming him wesseatrily.

It seemed a lifetime before the doctor's mud- sthiRord pulled up
outside the front door. India heard the car andedgo the window,
just in time to see a lean, fair-haired man emerdgiom the car, a
battered black bag in one hand as he hurried upette his shoulders
and back bowed in the perpetual stoop that mostaaleden seem to
pOSSess.



India flew downstairs to let him in, her face ngaa$ pale as Alison's
as she opened the door.

‘Aye, well, let's take a look at her, then," helgailndia. 'Silly lassie,
| warned her not to have another bairn, but hadmge so she should
have had more sense than to overdo things.'

He seemed to know his way about the house and hediained
behind while he went upstairs. He seemed to be fonan age.
When he eventually returned his face was grave.

"'l have to ring for an ambulance,' he told Intigefly. 'She's come
into premature labour—still in the first stagesrtk God. | warned
her she might not be able to carry this child fetim. Do you know
where we can get in touch with her husband? It thgmecessary to
operate and we'll need his consent. You'll trawehe hospital with
her, | hope; I've given her something to bring toemd and she'll be
glad of a familiar face when she does.’

As it happened India did know the number of Melffice in
Edinburgh, and offered to ring him, after Dr Jennad rung for the
ambulance, a numbing feeling of unreality envelgpirer as she
dialled Mel's number. His secretary answered ttmphWhen India
asked for Mel, she enquired who was calling, tgllindia that Mel
was in a meeting.

'l wonder if you can get a message to him," Inéigam, clutching the
receiver. 'His wife . . . She's had to go to ha@dpHa problem with the
baby. Dr Jenner would like him to return home dtth possible,' she
added, earning a nod of approval from the doctbig was filling a
hypodermic needle from a phial he had removed t@bag.

"'l make sure he gets the message,' the girlitaldh, 'even if | have
to interrupt the meeting. Before | go in I'll jugteck on flight times.
May | know who's-calling, please?'



India gave her name and rang off.

‘Good girl! Now | want your help upstairs,’ Dr Jentold her. 'l want
to try and give Alison this injection. It will helpo stabilise her
condition, and might, with a bit of luck, help twrdrol the
contractions until we can get her into hospital.'

Alison came round as Dr Jenner was giving herrfeeiion, looking
first at him and then at India, her eyes dark anded.

‘Well, you have been a foolish creature, haveni?y®r Jenner told
her. 'But don't worry, everything's under contlowas fine lucky for

you' that this young lady was with you, we'll hayeu in St

Margaret's in two shakes of a lamb's talil.’

‘And the baby?'

Dr Jenner had turned away, opening his case dfthegplace the
hypodermic, but India was sure she had not imaginedaint pause
before he replied, his voice light and reassurasgje told Alison not
to worry about a thing.

Ten minutes later the ambulance arrived, two effitiambulance
men lifting Alison carefully on to a stretcher awmdrrying her
downstairs. When Dr Jenner made to follow themdra#iught hold
of his sleeve, her throat dry with tension as stled him huskily,
‘Will Alison be all right, doctor, and the baby?'

'l don't know. I'm not God, I'm afraid. Alison haschance, a good
chance, but the baby . . ." He shook his headilllbe just under four
months premature—dangerous enough in a young,hyeaother,
but Alison is neither of those. St Margaret's hasacellent prem.
unit, and the staff there are used to dealing gytiime complications,
but in the case where a decision of life or deathto be made ... |
hope that girl manages to get through to her huskaard that he gets
here soon.'



Nothing more was said, but it was what was leftaishghat lay
heavily on India's heart as she followed the dbetoout to the
ambulance.

It seemed as though the journey to the hospitaldveever end, but
at last their journey was over and India was tryilog keep pace
with the stretcher as it was whisked insidelind antift which bore
them upwards to a gleaming, quiet ward. Not uihtd saw the sign
flashing overhead did India realise that they hadched their
destination and that Alison was now in the safest most capable
hands.

"'l get someone to bring you a cup of tea," timelly Sister told India.
‘But Alison..."

‘There's nothing you can do for her now," she wa&$ kindly but
firmly. 'Dr Jenner asked me to tell you that all @@ do for now is
wait. Labour may stop of its own accord. If it dpagi$well and good.’

‘And if it doesn't?' India asked fearfully, but sthdn't need to hear
the answer. Dr Jenner had already told her thaidar to save Alison
the ordeal of a protracted and potentially danger@bour they
would have to operate, and that the baby, so vessnature, might
not survive such an operation, and yet, when sldecbane round
briefly in the ambulance, Alison had reached fodids hand,
grasping her fingers to say painfully, 'Don't leéin take any risks
with the baby, India— promise me. | feel if anythinappens to this
baby it will mean the end of our marriage.'

Whether Alison was right or not India didn't felalified to say, but
what she did feel was that if she lost the babgaximight well turn
her back on Mel and give up hope of patching ufr ti&erences,
and knowing how much she loved her husband Indgavidhat if this
were to happen Alison would eventually bitterly neggt.



It was nearly an hour before Dr Jenner came to fied She had
glanced through every magazine in the small waitowm, counted
the repeat patterns on the wallpaper and endured aumental
anguish she hoped she would never have to endaleasuordeal
again.

‘Alison?' India demanded nervously. ‘Is she . . .

‘We haven't been able to stop the labour pains,Jdbner told her
pragmatically. 'Her blood pressure is rising daogsly, and if her
husband doesn't arrive soon, we're going to hadecdale whether to
operate without his permission.'

‘Alison doesn't want to lose the baby,' India toilsh numbly.

‘She has two healthy children who need her more thay need a
brother or a sister,” Dr Jenner replied, his eyaféesing as he
perceived India's white face. 'I'm sorry, lassiat, Wwe have to face
facts. Now where is that man of hers?'

It was a question India was asking herself fifte@nutes later when
Dr Jenner had just been in to tell her that if Kieln't arrive within a
quarter of an hour they were going to have to ggadland operate.

He refused to allow India to see Alison, explainihgt the drugs she
had been given had made her drowsy. 'lIf you wadibtsomething
for her, pray, lassie," he told India kindly, 'fogr and her child.'

That was exactly what India was doing ten minuéer| when the
door burst open and a dishevelled Mel rushed mtadom, his face
set and tight with anxiety.

‘Alison?' he demanded urgently. 'How is she? |s. she

‘They want to operate,’ India told him unsteadidyt that may mean
that she loses the child, and she's desperatefoikeMel.’



‘To hell with the baby,' Mel said roughly. 'Alisemore important to
me by far.’

‘Then perhaps you ought to tell her that,’ Dr Jesnggested softly,
opening the door of the small waiting room. 'Slteme round and
has been asking for you.'

‘There's a baggage porters' strike on at Heathnowl/ laad to charter a
plane to get me down here,’ Mel explained tersely.

As he disappeared with the doctor, leaving Indedig forlorn and
deflated, she could hear him explaining why he matcbeen able to
reach the hospital sooner.

One good thing at least seemed to have come dheafay's events.
One look at Mel's strained face had been enougiedssure India
how he felt about his wife.

Hours seemed to go by, although in reality it coudd have been
more than thirty minutes before Mel reappeared.

‘They're operating now," he told India grufflyvd'told them that |
want Alison safe at all costs.' He dropped downdaeimdia in one of
the chairs, his head resting on his hands.

'Oh God, India!" he exclaimed in muffled tonese'been such a crass
fool! God, when | think what I've put Alison througAnd she's never
complained . . . never. ..

‘She loves you,' India told him gently, 'and youdder, even though
your love might have gone into hibernation for alech

'You're a very nice girl, India Herries," he toker lwith a smile. 'And |
only hope Simon knows what a treasure he's gdiifoself. There is
one thing | would like to know, though. Were yowimg an affair
with him at the same time?'



'I met him for the first time on the day | told ythat there was no
future for us,' India told him gently. It was aftalt the truth and
would salve Mel's pride while at the same timedgirg nothing of
the real circumstances of her own marriage.

To her relief before Mel could question her furthernurse came
rushing in looking distinctly harassed.

‘Mr Taylor," she addressed Mel, who got quicklyhts feet. '‘Come
with me, please.’

After that it seemed an eternity to India beford k¢urned, but this
time his face was wreathed in smiles.

‘Alison’s fine," he told India, 'and so's the babgtleast as "fine" as a
three-month prem can be. She's in an incubatory THtane look at
her— she's so tiny . . . but quite a good weighthgy say, and with a
pretty fair chance of surviving, especially as she'girl. They're
always stronger.'

'‘Does Alison know?' India asked him softly.

He shook his head. 'She's still not come round fileenanaesthetic.
Come on, I'll run you home. You look all in. Wher&imon, by the
way? He can't be too pleased at being deprivedsobiide in this

way. | must remember to thank him some time.'

'He doesn't know. He's in London—he had to go tha&se night.’
India explained how she had come to be with Alisord Mel looked
grave, shaking his head slightly.

'If you hadn't been there Alison wouldn't have dtaachance. We've
both got one hell of a lot to thank you for, Indiard not just today. |
managed to talk to Alison before they operated, amat/e both
agreed to put the past behind us and start again.’



'l think you've made the right decision,’ Indiadtbim gravely.

He had driven from the local airport in a hired aad India relaxed
against the headrest, closing her eyes, trying$b aff the dread and
tension which seemed to have grown steadily inseteall day.

When they reached the cottage everything was ikneas, with no
sign of the Ferrari.

'Simon can't be back yet," India told Mel.

'l see you safely inside, then. And check urttlerbeds, for if you're
anything like Alison—she hates going into a darkda’

‘Mmm, I'm not over-keen myself,’ India admittedadyl of his

protective bulk as he escorted her up the pathetdront door, taking
her key from her to unlock it and precede her assvitching on the
light as he did so.

'l don't suppose you've got the energy to make owpaof tea, have
you?' he asked hesitantly. 'l haven't had anythisigce

lunchtime—they offered me a drink at the hospiblt | was too
strung up to touch it.'

'l could do with one myself,' India admitted, walggiinto the kitchen
and filling the electric kettle.

As an afterthought she opened the fridge and rechbedf a dozen
eggs, breaking them into a bowl and whisking thémiently.

'‘Omelettes,' she told Mel when he wandered intékitehen. It
won't take a minute and we could both do with stimet'

They ate in a companionable silence, each savotiimgelaxation
from tension and the knowledge that both Alison tredbaby were
safe.



'‘We want to name her after you,' Mel told herwd#ts Alison's idea.
She was sure all along that it was going to belaagid before they
operated she told me that if she ... if she didake it and it was a girl
she wanted me to call her India.’

India reached impulsively across the table, cogehis hand with
hers.

'I'm one hell of a lucky guy," Mel said abruptlyyghing away his
plate and standing up. ‘Am | allowed to show myrapgtion in the
time- honoured way?'

India went willing into his arms, knowing that theef passionless
kiss he pressed upon her forehead was both a geodbg an
acknowledgment that what he had felt for her haahl@a older man's
sudden yearning for youth and all that it represent

'Friends?’
'Friends,' India agreed, touching her lips to his.

Neither of them heard the front door open, and @i burned in

surprise when Simon suddenly strode into the rdosreyes dark and
enigmatical as he looked at them, arms round oo#han and then at
the intimacy of the table set for two, the tables the room's only
illumination primarily because India had had thegibaings of a

headache and hadn't felt up to enduring the moigest overhead
lights.

‘Surprise, surprise,' he drawled, placing a tigmper-wrapped bottle
on the table. 'Although not quite the one | hathind,' he added in a
self- derisory tone. 'Obviously | ought to haverbe®reconsiderate
and rung to make sure | was expected and welcome.'

‘Simon | can explain. You . . ." Mel began.



'‘No, thanks, Mel,’ Simon cut in coolly. 'I'm afrdith a great one for
letting circumstances speak for themselves. Righw mvhat I'd
appreciate most is you leaving my house, and mg.wif

'Simon . ..

'‘Now, Mel," Simon said with such iron inflexibility thandia said
wearily,

'You'd better do as he says, Mel. I'll explain.’

Plainly reluctant to do so, Mel turned on his headl left them, and
not until the front door had closed behind him 8idhon say with
deadly calm,

‘Well, you had me nicely fooled didn't you? Whapity | had to
return before the evening reached its ultimateatnCouldn't you at
least have entertained your lover outside my home?'

‘Mel isn't my lover,' India said quietly.

‘Not yet perhaps,' Simon sneered. 'But obviousyonly a matter of
time.'

'I'm not going to attempt to justify myself whileyre in this mood,’
India said quietly. 'As it happens you've completaiisinterpreted
the situation . . .'

'Have 1?' He reached for her as he spoke, makingviree as he
grasped her upper arms with hard firfgers.

'‘We'll see about that, but first perhaps it's tthreg | showed you what
being a wife is all about— who knows, | might bdeato kill two
birds with one stone. If it's a lover you want,edyi'm as capable of
filling that role as my dear cousin-in-law!'



CHAPTER NINE

FACED with the full raging tide of an anger which appdllndia with
its intensity, she was powerless to prevent Simmomf{lifting her up
in arms which seemed to tighten around her likelste

At the top of the stairs he kicked open a door—tadhe bedroom
she had slept in the previous night but his rodmvds just as she
remembered it from that other occasion, entirelgeuéne.

'So you thought you could make a fool of me, didi3/oSimon

demanded thickly as he lowered her on to the bedorpng her

arms, straddling her so that there was no podyilufiescape. 'You
underestimated your acting ability—I was so congth¢hat Mel

meant nothing to you that | actually thought.His mouth clamped
shut, a muscle working in his jaw, his eyes blaamth a barely

suppressed anger that made India cringe in fead #® think |

believed that you possessed honesty, decency—hauwvenqtit that if

you did care for Mel, you weren't the sort of wonbaisteal another's
husband!

'You don't understand,' India began. 'If you wqukt listen to me . .

The sound of his harsh laughter jarred against &lkeeady
overwrought nerves, her eyes widening in pain asghip of her
wrists tightened.

'Listen? Oh no, the time for listening is over. Yeumy wife,
remember, and as | hate to see a woman frustratedisappointed .

The sneering mouth closed over her own with smatberiolence.

India could feel her heart thudding in terror, hedy number with a
fear she had never experienced before. This wsnsame man who
had made love to her before, who had said thdtey tvorked at it



their marriage must surely have a future. This wagmorseless
stranger, bent on destroying every barrier she tweerect between
them, on destroying every last particle of resistaron humiliating
and degrading her, but try as she might India cowtlavoid the
punishing force of that smothering kiss, and to ¢leagrin, when
Simon lifted his head and regarded her with eyesksyrdark with

arousal, for a brief second she felt as thoughnamwaring chord had
been struck somewhere deep inside herself, causngoody to

vibrate against her will to a spell she had no paweesist.

‘You try to hide it, but | can tell that you wantefhSimon said
broodingly. 'Just as | want you, even though | despnyself for
doing so. Forget about Mel,' he advised roughigrgEt everything
but this, India, because, God help us, it's alleh&’

She tried to stem the wild surge of longing thaaswed her at the
renewed touch of his lips against hers—not desteigt this time,
forcing from her a response that grew in depth ¢@this own, until
there was nothing in the world but the feel of Sasamouth against
her own, his lips invading and exploring, as hiadsslid from her
wrist, upwards, unfastening the buttons of her §oand pushing
aside her bra to cup and caress the aching fullsféssr breasts.

She forgot what had happened downstairs, why hétadjht her to
this room, reality fading as quickly as frost i theat of the sun, her
whole body turning into a melting, yielding compice that silently
urged his possession.

Clothes were a barrier that tormented and denieteBth the fine
silk shirt Simon was wearing India could feel tliids muscle of his
body, damp with perspiration where it clung to thened skin.
Remembering the time before when she had perfotmsdask for
him, her fingers, unerring, found the small motbépearl buttons,
her senses responding instinctively to the warnskyscent of his
body; the feel of the crisp body hair beneath fragehich seemed to



have discovered a latent knowledge of pleasureflésh against her
lips tasted of salt; India felt him shudder deea$yshe trailed her
fingers lazily down his spine over the stronglyni@d male hipbone
and across the tautly flat stomach, which quivéagatly in reaction
to her caress, her hand suddenly crushed againstaki Simon
muttered something unintelligible beneath his Wredtis hands
gripping her waist as he bent to savour the thmgshardness of
nipples which already ached from the arousing ainwath his
hair-roughened chest.

Her emotions already aroused beyond the point whes@s possible
to think clearly or logically, India instinctivelyought to prolong the
exquisite pleasure, her free hand tangling in hiektdarkness of the
hair growing low in his nape, her small moan ofagiere echoed by
Simon's husky groan.

As though her body's response to his caress hapt sway all her
natural restraints, she could only delight in Siteahorough and
prolonged exploration of her body, each fresh wafteleasure
delighting and startling her with its intensity arbfawing an
Instinctively answering caress from her own fingassthey stroked
delicately over skin which covered hard bone andataulike a layer
of oiled silk. Lost in the wonder and mystery o$abvering that a
man's body could be so truly beautiful, India wamscious of
nothing and no one but the man holding her agdmstaroused
warmth of his body while teaching hers the exacmeg of the verb
'to pleasure'.

When his lips grazed the satin-soft skin of henstoh she shivered
ecstatically, her eyes closing on a wave of yigjdilesire and need,
which found a brief but unassuaging appeasemefimsn parted
her thighs with his knee. Opening her eyes momiyntandia had a
brief impression of the tanned, dark maleness sfthigh against
hers, sprinkled with dark hairs, taut with a strsime could also see



etched in his face, and then his lips were agdwess, his arms
tightening round her as she felt the full thrustomyver of his desire.

'l won't hurt you this time ... | promise you,' ladheard him say, but
the words reached her as though she were in a dtiearfear of pain

had never been farther from her mind, her entidylweas urging her
towards a fulfilment she could only guess at buictvlpromised

appeasement and cessation of the deep ache whiwtddrer against
Simon, her nails digging into the smooth flesh isfliack, her small
plaintive cries silenced beneath his mouth as hepoken plea was
answered, a delirious, singing pleasure takingfliebeyond pain,
beyond anything but the complete Tightness of Slenpassession,
the ultimate oneness of being part of a deeplydgarson. And then
there was no room for thought, only the waves eaplre crashing
down over her, carrying her far, far out to seal #ren back to a
sunwarmed beach where her body could lie in absgeéace . . .

India opened her eyes slowly, recollection filtgrinack, her eyes
widening and turning to the pillow next to hersfals remembrance
of the evening's events swept over her.

The other side of the bed was empty, the only #hgh it had ever
been occupied the dent in the pillow.

She felt strangely reluctant to move, a deliciousl aitherto
unexperienced lethargy making her give in to theirdeto simply
remain where she was, allowing the birdsong outaitkthe bright
sunlight to wash over her.

The house itself seemed strangely quiet, and gthewhen curiosity
overcame her lassitude, India left the bed and @@dddto the
bathroom, averting her eyes from the sight of @ethhers and
Simon's—strewn haphazardly on the floor, a mutender of how



desire had swept everything else aside. And yéeopart not simply
desire, but love; the deepest, most womanly pareohad responded
to Simon like a flower opening out to the sun, dregvMrom her a
response which she knew instinctively she woulden@xperience
with anyone else. He desired her, Simon had sadishe had known
that he spoke the truth, but desire was not lond,ia Simon's case
she doubted if he would even have desired her bambtthought she
had planned to let Mel become her lover. It hachkeethough the
finding of the two of them together had sparkedaofanger in Simon
so deep that it had pushed aside everything butdled to assuage
that anger in the most primitive and effective mampossible.

And yet she could not entirely regret what had leayeg. It had
proved if nothing else that Simon wanted her, agrth@ps in time . . .

But first she would have to convince him that sheé ®lel had been
together entirely innocently. Somehow . . .

The thought of Mel reminded India of Alison and treby. Dressing
quickly, she ran downstairs. There was no signiwifo8, nor of his

car, and a cold finger of fear touched her hearel®% was he?
Telling herself not to be stupid, she dialled thenber of the hospital.
Alison and the baby were both doing fine, she w&s Hanging up,

India tried Mel's home, but there was no reply.wes probably on
his way to the hospital, she reflected, wishinglatev where Simon
had gone and why— Was he perhaps regretting lgkthOr worse,

had she somehow betrayed to him how she felt? Aiaggr based on
hopeless love on one partner's side and pity oattiez's could never
succeed, and suddenly it had become very impoiamer that their

marriage did survive. If she wanted it to she wddsie to cultivate a
careful facade; allowing herself to respond justnsmh and no more.
She bit her Hp, wondering perhaps if Simon, stlidving the worst

of Mel's presence in the house, had perhaps garketbd ondon.



It was almost lunchtime before she heard a car diawutside, and
running to the living room window, saw Simon emaggirom the
Ferrari. There was nothing to be read from his esgion which was,
If anything, withdrawn and shuttered.

She had spent the morning tidying up and had pe€parcasserole
lunch on the offchance that Simon might return. fitle meaty smell
of it infiltrated the hall as she opened the da@orgd for a moment
neither she nor Simon said anything, merely loolkdhgne another.
Against her will India felt her colour rise, herlges racing as she
dragged her eyes away from his jean-clad thighsngrnot to
remember the contrast between his dark skin antalresne. Simon
was casually dressed in jeans, a checked woolleh ahd a slate
blue leather jacket.

‘Something smells good,' he commented, takingheffjacket.

'It's only a casserole,' India said hesitantlwdbn't sure . . . thatis . .

‘You thought | might have gone to demand satisbactiom Mel in
the time-honoured tradition?"

No such thought had crossed India's mind, andasit@t uncertainly
at him, determined to tell him the truth beforeréheould be any
more misunderstandings.

‘Simon . . ." she began, but he let her get nbéurinterrupting,
'l need a drink. Let's go into the living room aiddown.'

India noticed that he poured himself a generoussaoreaof whisky
without diluting it, but she shook her head whends&ed if she
wanted to join him.



'‘No vices,' he said, grimacing slightly, ‘unlike se¥f. It seems | owe
both you and Mel an apology. | went to see him tmsrning-

primarily to tell him that there was simply no whyvas going to
allow him to have an affair with my wife. I'd gdtall planned, right
down to telling him exactly how you'd respondednts, if he got
stubborn, but it wasn't necessary. All he coull &dout was Alison
and the new baby, and how marvellous you'd beentiadl his back
to India, and was staring out of the window, seat impossible for
her to see his face, or to guess at what he walsitigi behind the cool
mask of his voice.

She went towards him hesitantly, reaching upwardseuch his arm.

He withdrew from her as though her touch had buraeexpression
in his ' eyes that turned India's heart to stone.hdtes me, she
thought wearily, loathes me, can't bear me to tduch. . .

A sick helplessness rose up inside her, leavingumable to do
anything but retreat into the chair she had beeaumgng before,
while Simon continued jerkily, 'God knows I've dos@me crassly
stupid things in my time, but this . . .'

'You mean our marriage?' India asked, trying toeapgalm.
'‘Among other things.'
‘We could always separate . . .'

'‘Have you forgotten why we got married in the fipsice?' Simon
demanded sardonically, glancing significantly dver slight slender
body. 'And there's even more reason now, not lss.we stay
together, but to ensure that there's no repeasbdhight, it might be
as well if | stayed in London for a while—alone."

He wasn't looking at her, but India could still If¢lee warm flush
rising up under her skin. What was he saying? Teatad guessed
how she felt about him and that to avoid any enassment—for



either of them—he thought it best that he didratplany temptation
in her way. And there would have been temptatitre, admitted
painfully, knowing that she could not easily havel@ed knowing
that he was sleeping in the room next to her.

'‘But if | promised," she began unsteadily, casfirige to the winds,
determined not to let him go without a fight, besmshe foresaw that
if he returned to London and left her here aloneoiild mean the end
of all her hopes that eventually Simon might comedre for her. He
didn't want to care for her, she admitted honedtlg. wanted to
preserve the distance between them and she cuesselfifor being
foolish enough to betray to him how she felt, cooed that it had
been her passionate response to his lovemakinghwias making
him have second thoughts.

‘Words dictate promises,' he told her harshly, #abtions dictate
actions.'

Meaning that she would not be able to keep hemialthought
drearily, and it was probably true.

'If you're sure it's for the best,’ she said enmidissly.

'For the best? God knows. The best thing would Hemeen for us
never to meet, but we have done; and we're bothreawh the
consequences, and | won't condemn any child, nevedt my own,
to the bitter rejection that comes from not hawanfgther.'

'‘And if there is no child?' India asked quietlynembering how, just
after their wedding, he had said they could makgoaof their
marriage no matter what—but of course, that had deefore he
realised that she loved him. It was one thing psopp a marriage
between two sensible adults, but quite another wdren of those
adults had to carry the burden of the other's love.

'‘We'll be let off the hook,' he said curtly.



There seemed nothing else India could say. Simbrshertly after
lunch and she yearned to be able to reach outcarth thim, to kiss
the hard line of his mouth.

‘When will you be back?' she asked him as he tliewase into the
boot of the Ferrari.

' don't know."

It was the end of a brief dream. Her most sensiblegse now was to
pray that she wasn't pregnant, India told herbelfstrangely enough
she found herself stubbornly praying for exactly tpposite. One
half of her writhed in self-contempt, but the othefused to give up
the fight, even when she told it that there wagaiot in going on.

At the end of the week Alison returned home fronspghtal. She

telephoned India to report progress on the babwy, wdis thriving in

the premature unit of the hospital, but would netdilowed to go

home until she had reached a target weight of@imgs. As she was
barely three this was obviously going to be some ti

'‘But at least she's healthy," Alison told Indiaetgly. 'And | have
you to thank for that. Mel is over the moon. Hdigags wanted a
daughter. Simon came to see me while | was in telsple seemed
very withdrawn. Is everything all right, India?'

'Fine," she lied cheerfully. 'He's rather busyhat mmoment and has
been staying in London.’

'‘Aha, so that's the reason for it! Obviously helssing you. Why
didn't you go with him?’

'Oh, I've been feeling a bit tired lately," Indilalfed.

‘Umm—well, if you'll take my advice—and remembevel'been
through it, so | am speaking from experience—yaell him home



just as fast as you can. To men like Simon and Mekk is an

important part of their lives—in fact | almost Iddel to it, so don't
make the same mistakes | did, India. Be at youb#&wd's side, not
away from it.'

‘Don't worry about us. Tell me more about the baby.

Alison was easy to divert, and it was half an hioefiore India was
able to replace the telephone receiver. She had $gending her
afternoons during the week working on plans for te@s End.
Simon hadn't said whether she was to continue gribut she had
doggedly gone ahead, telling herself that if she ha faith in the
future what hope was there.

Two days after Simon's departure for London, a dnaew, shiny
estate car had been delivered to the house—sormgeshia would
need, Simon had told her when he rang up to séehi&d been
delivered, and while she had been overwhelmeddygdmerosity she
had also been chilled by his cool reception ofthanks. He had rung
her from the flat and in the distance she had ladé®to hear music
and the chink of glasses as though he were noeahart rather than
stoop to jealous questionings she had said nothimdjthe estate car
had proved extremely useful for her forays into siili and
Gloucester to investigate the shops. She wantéeép Meadow's
End as authentic as possible and had, with thefaadist published
by the National Trust, found a firm who specialisednteriors, and
furnishings which were exact replicas of those poadl in the past.
India already had her own ideas, but she was @attitd crystallise
them until she had spoken with Simon, and somelh@xglephone
was not the ideal means of discussing her plans.

When she had finished speaking to Alison she ddctdego into
Gloucester to do some shopping. Simon might returthe weekend
and she had nothing very exciting in the fridge.



It was a fifteen-mile drive, and when she got thsdre parked the car
and headed for her favourite food store, pausing and again to
study the displays in sundry dress shop windowsnyldiad been
keeping her up to date with everything that waspleamg at the
salon, but very soon she was going to have to @malecision about
her future and that of the business. Officially shas having a
month's holiday, which she could well afford togakecause most of
their orders were well in hand and if any crisid drise Jenny knew
that she was only a phone call away.

It was while India was studying one of the windawat a familiar
female voice hailed her. She spun round, surptigsdge confronted
by Ursula Blanchard, clad in an elegant black duwér hair and
make-up flawless.

'‘Dear me, the little bride, and window shopping.tblow dreary!
Shall | give Simon your love when | see him toni®jht

Somehow India managed to keep her face rigid, evamaging to
force a smile past stiff lips, as she said coolBgn't bother, it's
something | prefer to do in private.'

She could tell by the momentary flash of rage islla's eyes that she
had scored a hit, but her triumph was short-livdtenvthe other
woman said with acid sweetness, 'But not very oftenely? Simon
hasn't been home in a week, has he.’

It was a statement rather than a question, anc l&dti the nausea
churning like bile in her stomach.

'He's taking me out to dinner," Ursula continueithbly, ‘and then
afterwards we're going on to a new club. | shoulg®at all surprised
if we don't see the sun rise together—it used torteeof our favourite
pleasures,’ she added meaningfully. 'You're owtoair depth, my
dear. Simon is not the man to be entertained fuy lwy inexperience



or doting adoration. I've told him that sometimés necessary to be
cruel to be kind, but he's a man who prefers thdesapproach—you
know what | mean? Those little telltale things thelit a woman
silently but clearly that she's no longer wanted .

'‘As he did to you?' India asked, fighting not tolesula get the better
of her, but it was a losing battle and they botawrit. She writhed in
self-torment, imagining Simon telling Ursula abthé circumstances
of their marriage.

'Of course,’ Ursula added insincerely, 'Simon hasdeulously
chivalrous side to his nature as well, but | femtg for the type of
woman who clings pathetically to a man who no longants her,
knowing that he's too compassionate to shake ledaf't you?'

She was gone before India could retaliate, and, diepping
forgotten, she walked slowly back to where shepgai#ted the car.

That Ursula was speaking from selfish motives Irdicanot for one
moment doubt, but she also knew that the only re&mon was
continuing with their travesty of a marriage wasdese he thought
she might be carrying his child, and because obwws childhood he
could not bear to desert his son or daughter, éutith not wanter.
Or at least, India amended, not permanently.

The house felt cold when she got back. Even thahgih were well

into spring it was still very cold. She turned be tadio just in time to
hear a news bulletin that snow might be expectddréesvening.

There was then a discussion involving two weatheraral an expert
on changing climatic conditions, all trying to eaipl exactly why the
seasons appeared to have become so muddled up.

By late afternoon India was shivering and decidedwitch on the
central heating, but for some reason the mechamefrsed to
respond. She rang the service number indicatedeopanel, but was



told by a harassed receptionist that only emergeatly were being
dealt with and that she would be put on what Wasasmtly an
extremely long list.

In order to keep warm she lit the living room fiwéh some logs she
found in the garage, and added an extra sweatethagicer tights
under her jeans for extra protection. It was colthe kitchen, so she
made do with a supper of toast and coffee, eateldlbd over the
fire.

At just after seven o'clock the snow came, nottypréuffy flakes,
but driving, blinding whiteness which hurled itsetialevolently at
the windows and clung tenaciously to the groundhiihalf an hour
everything was white. The temperature seemed te &@bilised, but
India could feel her body heat starting to drainagwvith the
enforced inactivity. The fire was burning low, aagishe saw that the
blizzard was showing no signs of blowing itself alite bitterly
regretted not continuing with her planned shoppfgart from the
basic necessities and sundry tinned foods, thesditeaally nothing
In the house. She had no experience of drivingqhowsand ice, and
could only pray that the morning would bring a thaw



CHAPTER TEN

IT didn't. India, who had slept downstairs, to keegpm wrapped in
the quilt off her bed, awoke to a world of blindindpiteness, where
the sun shone brightly out of a cold blue sky otiheosnow which had
been driven by the fierce wind and now lay piledhuge drifts over
the drive and the road beyond it. Nothing moved landscape that
was all white and blue, and it was an eerie semsatihich made
India shiver as she stared disbelievingly out oratandscape of
which she seemed to be the only living inhabitant.

The blizzard must have affected their supply ofctiety, India
realised when she went into the kitchen and waitedain for the
kettle to boil. The house felt cold, the centratireg system refusing
to respond to her tentative manipulation, the tetey@ was
completely dead when she picked up the receiveciig down the
panic which had filled her at the knowledge tha slas completely
alone, cut off from the outside world in a housechitwas gradually
growing colder and colder, India battled to contha primitive fear
racing through her. There was an open firepladéenliving room.
She could light that; there was wood and coal engarage. He liked
an open fire, Simon had told her, and upstairetiaas a radio alarm
clock which ran off batteries. She raced upstavgifching it on
quickly, relief flooding through her as she hedrd sound of a D.J.
announcing a record, the sound of another humatewaistoring a
little of her normal self control.

The snow would melt, she reassured herself. Herismpment
would not last very long. She had food, the meangroviding

herself with warmth and the radio for company, wihate could she
want?

As though by doing so she could keep at bay theweah attacked
her every time she glanced out of a*-'window anal 8 still, alien
landscape beyond it, India forced herself to washdxess, piling on



extra layers of clothes to protect herself fromcbkl which seemed
to seep deeper into her body-with every breatni@ble Only when

this task was completed did she allow herself ioktlabout her

meeting with Ursula. Simon didn't want her. Thaswamething she
had to face—but not now, a tiny voice pleaded,moot.

Despite the fire she had managed to light the dgivmom seemed to
grow colder and colder. The temperature was wdbvibdreezing,
and would drop even further, the radio weathermanoanced,
following a news bulletin during which India leaththat vast areas
of the country were cut off and isolated by thexpeeted blizzard.
People were warned not to attempt to travel alormjorways
blocked by huge drifts of snow, and in country arEed was being
dropped by helicopter for those animals who hadagad to survive
the storm. Electricity supplies were cut off in ppameas, and no firm
promises could be given as to when they would btored. People
were warned to stay inside and keep warm, and bkidieered as she
heard this last item. Despite her endeavours, tiebpr extra layers
of clothing her teeth were chattering with evergdih she took, her
body chilled to the bone. But worse than her phatsiscomfort was
the knowledge that she was not carrying Simonld chhis last blow
had destroyed her last fragile hope that she nhiglatble to save their
marriage. If there was to be no child, there wapasgsible reason for
the marriage to continue.

She wanted to cry, but somehow the tears wouldtowie. She was
too cold, too tired, numbed by the terrible coldne$ich seemed to
have invaded every part of her body.

During the late afternoon it snowed again and tireme, a thin
crescent moon shining down from a midnight blue, skg silver
illumination of the moon and stars glittering oe tlhite brilliance of
the snow. India drifted into an uneasy sleep, puated by
nightmares wherein she was constantly trying t@he8imon—a
Simon who remained elusively just out of reachyswing her with



that same sardonic indifference he had shown at fire meeting.

She cried out protestingly in her sleep, beggimg tai listen to her, to
wait for her, but always just when she was abouw&ach out for him
he turned on his heel, Ursula's heartless laudititeg the silence.

India awoke, reality and fantasy merging in hedemlimbed brain,

until she was sure of nothing save for the fadtsha had lost Simon;
and with him all reason for living. Never had simvisaged feeling

like this; experiencing this tearing sense of lagd)opelessness, of
desire to turn her back on the world and simplgesinto oblivion.

Simon, Simon, her aching heart called, while hexdtbrain yearned
simply for peace, for escape from pain and hurt.

She slept and dreamed, dragged out of her coldiced sleep
occasionally by a body too young and full of lite gsimply submit
without a fight. Occasionally reality managed ted through and
India would come to with a start, shivering andtaljuconscious of
her danger. The fire had gone out. There was walb@usd coal in

the garage, but she simply lacked the will .to gd get it. What was
the point? She had lost Simon, without him lifecheb meaning, no
purpose.

Coward, an inner voice mocked her, but she reftsdidten; it was
much easier simply to curl up into a small ball aod the quilt round
her, letting sleep claim her.

Someone was shaking her, rubbing agonising lifemotmbed limbs,
the stabbing red-hot needles and pins torturindlésh and dragging
her back from the endless sleep reaching out for3tee mumbled a
protest, curling herself into a small ball, tryiteggavoid contact with
whatever it was that was inflicting the unwantedhfan her body.

‘India . . . wake up! Open your eyes!



Responding instinctively to the calm authorityhe toice calling her
name, India's eyelids flickered, her eyes focusiogvly on the taut
male features, the mouth set hard in a grim line,dark grey eyes,
almost black in their anger. A deep shudder radkedugh her,

causing Simon's hands to cease in their ministratio her cramped
limbs.

‘India—no, don't close your eyes. Wake up! Drink th .'

Fiery spirit trickled down her throat, forcing Heack to life in spite
of her protests.

This time when she opened her eyes she focusedpioarly.

‘Simon!" His name whispered disbelievingly past ligs. What was
Simon doing here? He should be with Ursula. Urstda the one he
loved. India had no rights to him. The child whitight have held
them together was not to be. These and other maidtieughts
flashed through India's cold- numbed brain, whiler lsenses
struggled to relay to her the fact of Simon's pmese his hands
rubbing briskly at her near frozen legs, his daglad bent towards
her, while he muttered something unintelligible endis breath.

'‘Why didn't you light the fire?'

'l did," she told him, shivering fitfully, longintp close her eyes and
blot out his angry face. She had been asleep antbdable. He had

woken her from that sleep, making her aware of ,cadthing bones,

and a pain that seemed to go on and on for everefit out. Simon,

I'm cold, | want to sleep. Leave me alone.'

India was barely aware of uttering the words, urawao of the look
which crossed her husband's face, before it satitedines of grim
determination and he bent, scooping her up andyiogrrher
effortlessly over to the settee, where he wrappedih the quilt
before turning his attention to the fire.



It was the noisy crackling of burning logs that wolkndia, her

forehead furrowed as she tried to recall eventsaikeae no more than
vague, hazy images. She was aware of someone cheiwgen her
and the fire, and she shivered at being cut offiftlis source of heat.

‘India, | know you're awake. Open your eyes!

Unwillingly she did as Simon commanded. What wasdldieg here?
Why wasn't he with Ursula?

'How did you . . .'

". .. get here?' she had been about to ask bexbeistion robbed her
of the strength to frame the words, but Simon obsip
misunderstood her because he said tersely, 'Howkdiow you were
here? Jenny rang me. She'd heard about the weathgitions on the
news and she was concerned about you.'

There was something contained within the wordsltidia knew was
Important, but which eluded her, some discrepanicicivshe knew
she ought to question, but she was too tired altitoao so.

Her teeth started chattering together. She heandrscurse and saw
him move towards her. "You ought to be in hospliat,| daren't risk
moving you yet. You must try to stay awake, Indis. important.
You're suffering from hypothermia—you know whatttls, don't
you?'

She managed to nod her head, wishing she had tinegeoto tell him

to go away and leave her. She had been quite hdpfijng away on

a peaceful cloud, but he had come and wrenchebddudr from that
dream world, into another filled with harsh real#j a world where
she was forced to acknowledge her love for himtaedolly of it.

‘Ursula,’ she managed to murmur painfully, watchimg frown with
misery in her heart.



'l've brought some Calor gas with me and a smallestl'm going to
heat up some soup for both ofus . . '

Simon disappeared and India closed her eyes, shakewnf her

lethargy what seemed to be only seconds later Wwigereturned,

cursing angrily as his fingers tightened roundupyer arms, shaking
her into unwanted consciousness.

When he was sure that she was awake he conneeteylthder of
gas to a small portable stove, deftly opening atisoup which he
poured into a pan.

‘How did you get here?' India asked him hesitagilgncing towards
the window. Although dusk was gathering outsideahdd still see
the snow- covered landscape, and could remembesizkeof the
drifts covering the drive and the road.

‘Land Rover," Simon told her briefly, not tellingrhhow hazardous
the journey had been and the sheer impossibilitsaosporting her in
her present state to the hospital care she so wdlyimeeded. He
frowned as he poured a generous helping of the isboi@ bowl and
handed it to her.

India drank it without enthusiasm. Pins and neeatescked her legs
and feet whenever she moved. She felt so coldsiatcould not
imagine ever being warm enough ever again. Whernatdinished
the soup Simon handed her a glass of brandy, ddfier to drink it.
She obeyed him docilely, unable to find the end¢oggefy him even
though she hated the taste of the liquid as itdgnoburning life to her
throat and stomach. However, the soup and brandgbiced
together to make her more aware of her surroundmigahat had.
happened to her, of the fact that Simon was nodongder any
obligation towards her. She opened her mouth tohiei so, but
Simon himself was already on his feet, removingpiteéection of the
quilt and staring down at her with a frown in hygs.



'You're half frozen.'

It was a statement, not a question, and as suatotliteed an answer.
Besides, India's body spoke for her, shivering weéhction at the

removal of the quilt. Simon dropped the quilt bamker her and

turned on his heel, leaving the room without a wdirdvas beyond

India to guess at his thoughts. The soup and theatliaof the fire had

revived her to the point where she could think wethsonable clarity,
but despite the flames licking so greedily at ttaeleed logs none of
their heat seemed able to reach out and melt éheliich seemed to
have invaded her body.

When Simon came back he was carrying an armfuleoiclothes
which he deposited on the floor in front of theefiwhile India
watched him, unable to comprehend the reason fer ghm
purposefulness she could read in his eyes.

Not even when he came across to her, removinguhieaad lifting

her bodily in his arms, did she realise what he imachind. It was
only when he placed her on her side on the makdsédf, with her
back to the warming flames, that he spoke, his wesadising a chill
far greater than that she was already experieroitrgmble through
her body.

'Sleep together?' Her eyes mirrored her shock.. 'But But |
can't—you don't love me, she had been about tolsaySimon cut
short her protests, anger igniting in the depthsisfeyes as he said
curtly,

‘No buts, India." His mouth turned down at the eosh a cynical
expression twisting his lips as he added coollyy 'Motives are
purely altruistic, believe me, and motivated byesite to keep you
alive rather than a desire for your body.’



India could well believe it. She opened her moottetl him that she
knew he didn't desire her and that it was to pxesdrer own
self-respect that she had tried to turn down hggyestion, but Simon
had his back to her, and was already removinghiok sweater he
had been wearing.

This was madness, India told herself, touching tbague to lips
suddenly dry with a tension which began somewherepddown
inside her, curling crampingly through her stomadil tensing all
her nerve endings, as she watched Simon removechbeked
woollen shirt he had been wearing beneath his smne#t the
firelight his skin gleamed bronze, shadowed bydagk hair across
his chest, as he turned suddenly, and she veileglyles, not wanting
him to see the desire she knew must be mirrorae.the

All the instincts which had been subdued by her oflyprmia
suddenly came leaping to life, her brain sendingnmg signals
flashing the length of her body, telling her justa humiliation and
self-betrayal she courted if she allowed Simon &oryc out his
intentions. She hadn't been aware that he was wmgttier until he
said suddenly, in a voice gritty with anger,

'For God's sake, India, don't make this any hafaleus both. If it
helps think of me as a stranger; think of this Weasonly means of
preserving both our lives.'

She tried to, closing her eyes against the imalggdsefing between
her and the fire, the knowledge that this was Sismbady touching
her own, Simon's hands that removed her clothe®endjht her icy
flesh into almost painful contact with the warmth hes. It was
necessary, he told her, feeling her tense; thameshbody heat would
give her the strength to make the dangerous jouraely with him in
the Land Rover, and she had nothing to fear fram hothing at all.



It wasn't him she feared, India longed to tell hbai herself; her
body's traitorous response to the proximity of hieer own
suffocating longing to reach out and touch hintréce the shape and
feel of him with fingers suddenly restored to paltife.

The hopelessness of her love overwhelmed her. Wik was
having to command every ounce of self-control shespssed to stop
herself pleading with Simon to make love to henMas as composed
as though they were the strangers he had refeyrearlier. Lying on
her side, trying desperately to preserve the stdistbnce between
them, India was convinced that she would neve$j@®n instructed,
sleep. She was shaken with alternate waves of edesid
self-contempt, so fierce that they left her tremdplwith reaction.
Unlike her Simon seemed to have no trouble in shgedhe could
hear his deep, even breathing. He moved, his ammgpout to curve
her against him, her breasts pressed against thmativaf his chest,
and panic seized her. She was torn between twimedegqually
powerful, one telling her to move away while sh#él $tad the
willpower, the other urging her to take advantafjghe opportunity
fate had given her, telling her that the memoryhelse moments in
Simon's arms would be something to gloat over enlémg, lonely
years ahead. Simon muttered something in his slbep,hand
cupping her breast, and the decision was madediorCGlosing her
eyes, India allowed herself to dream that Simod her out of love
and not merely necessity, that the touch of higdia against her
breast was born of desire for her rather than &onaatic response to
the femaleness of her body.

India felt deliciously warm, protected; still hazyith sleep, she
stretched, then stiffened suddenly, her eyes flgpgn. Simon was
still asleep, his features relaxed and curiouslgenable. Impelled by
a desire stronger than her will to resist it, India her fingers lightly
over his face, tracing the shape of his boneschm@ love for him



welling up inside her. He opened his eyes and fmoaent both of
them were completely still.

‘India . . ." His lips formed her name, his bregitizing her skin as he
bent his head towards her.

Her lips parted instinctively as his touched thaer, breath released
on a sigh as Simon's hands stroked over her badtying her against
him, his lips exploring the shape of her mouth #meh its hidden

inner sweetness.

India wanted the kiss never to end. It transpohed beyond the
boundaries of reality into the realms of fantasyemheverything was
possible, even that Simon could love her. She didss eyes, her
fingers digging into the hard muscles of Simonskhb#osing herself
In passionate response to him, arching her bodynsighim in a

tangible invitation that needed no words.

For a moment she thought he was going to respond, then
suddenly like a douche of cold water he thrust dweay, his eyes
brilliant with anger as he stared down at her.

Humiliation washed over her. How could she havenlsselacking in

self-respect, so caught up in her own desire d&sriget how Simon

felt about her? Shaken with self-revulsion, shaddraway, closing
her eyes in an attempt to blot out the memory sfamger-darkened
eyes and pressure-whitened fingers as he clammgad tbund her
wrists to force her away.

'Stay where you are. I'll get dressed and see thieatveather's like.
With any luck we should be able to leave now yougeling
stronger.'

No mention of what had just happened, of how she Ibhetrayed
herself. She ought to be glad that he had prevehtsdfrom
humiliating herself still further, India told hetsas she heard him



move about the room, throwing fresh logs on the &nd walking
over to the window, pulling back the curtains, blitshe could feel
was a vast, welling sense of deprivation, a longobe held in his
arms, to be touched and caressed with a desirentitahed her own.

Instead she forced herself to ask if the weathérm@roved enough
for them to be able to leave. For a moment Simossilant and then
he turned towards her, his face a grim mask, aratbamable
expression in his eyes as he said curtly, 'Improwechot, we're
leaving. Somehow | don't think it would be in eitlo# our interests
not to, do you?'

Her face burning, India sought desperately forregqy that would
convince him that her desire had sprung from noemitian a
momentary reaction to his maleness, but she cadidd'the words.

Sick at heart, she watched him prepare their bastkiiorcing herself
to drink the soup she didn't want, her throat agiwith suppressed
tears and tension.

When Simon went outside to the Land Rover Indiaskd. Her body
no longer felt cold, but on fire, burning with shamand
self-contempt. What kind of woman was she? How &imaust
despise her! Hadn't his earlier words proved tleatid? Hadn't he
said that he would rather risk the snow and ice tkanain alone with
her?

Simon insisted on carrying her out to the Land Rovedia lay
unmoving in his arms, shuddering as an icy windnbdrinto her
exposed face.

The Land Rover was not built for comfort. It wasdcand draughty,
and sitting inside it, India could well understamidy Simon had not
wanted to risk travelling in it before. That he hsaved her from
death she did not doubt; nor did she doubt thdtdtebeen right to



insist on sharing with her the life- restoring hefahis own body, but
how she wished he had not.

It took them three hours to drive the brief disenc a main road
which had been partially cleared by a snow-plodg¥ice Simon had
to stop to dig them out of packed snow, and altholglia had
offered to help he had refused to let her do so.

When they reached London Simon insisted on takergdhospital,
to check that she was suffering from no after-éffed¢ her exposure
to the cold, and although she wanted to refusealiatked the
willpower to be able to do so.

A kind but firm nurse took charge of her in thewasy department.
She was not the only person to be brought in Saffdrom the cold,
she told India as she deftly helped her to undaesspassed her a
hospital gown. The wards were crowded with victohghe blizzard.

‘Don't worry about your husband. You'll be ablesé@ him once the
doctor has checked you out,' she told India, notkng the reason
for the shudder which racked through her patiefniimme at the
mention of Simon.

Perhaps it was better this way, India thought lyred she was led to
a ward and tucked up in bed. This way Simon cowtkwut of her
life without the indignity of her losing her selbwtrol and begging
him to stay. Where was her pride? Her determinatmvrer to let her
heart rule her head?

She felt the tiny prick of a needle and then sleegan to steal over
her, blotting out the past and the future, and sliamitted to its
welcome oblivion, glad of the opportunity to escdmen her bitter
thoughts.



The doctor who examined India told her that she lbaehn lucky.
Another twenty-four hours in the conditions she bBadured prior to
Simon's arrival and she would not have survived.

And he called that 'lucky’, India thought wryly. Wdittle he knew!

'In fact by tomorrow you'll be able to go homeg ttoctor continued
briskly. 'lI've already told your husband he can eand collect you
in the morning.'

Like an unwanted parcel, India thought drearilyjrig to imagine
how Simon had reacted to the doctor's informatibshe had any
self-respect she would simply discharge herself@gmtiome to her
own flat, thus relieving Simon of the burden of wlering what to do
about her. Their marriage was over. If Ursula's dgohad not
confirmed it, Simon's actions when he thrust heayafvom him had
done so—more effectively than any amount of words.

Perhaps because the nursing staff were so busia fodnd it
relatively easy to discharge herself. After alle shias a relatively
healthy young woman, whereas many of the victimthefblizzard
were old people who had suffered far more seriotlgy she had.

Her flat seemed empty and lonely after the busttingyness of the
hospital. To dispel her depression India tried &kenherself busy,
forcing herself to make plans for a future in whette no longer had
any real interest.

After making herself a light supper she tried tocantrate on some
work, but the images which took shape under hecipemre not of
clothes, but of Simon—Simon smiling, Simon frowni@mon . . .
India pushed away her sketches tiredly. What wasisie of dwelling
on the past? Her ordeal had taken more out of limm she had
thought. By nine o'clock she was ready for bed. ¥Whauld be



Simon's reaction in the morning when he went ttecoher from the
hospital? Relief?

She was just stepping out of the bath when shedhsar doorbell
ring. Grabbing a robe, she went to answer it,rfglback in dismay as
she opened the door and saw Simon standing thesetobk
advantage of her surprise to walk into the hadnshing the door
behind him, the brief action revealing to India they betrayed by
the anger gleaming in his eyes, tension in evesgy dif his lean body.

‘Just what the hell do you think you're playing a&& snarled before
India could speak, his fingers fastening on hereupgrm with
complete disregard for her still damp flesh. "Wér&t you trying to do
to me, India?'

'‘Do?' She stared at him in bewilderment, sicknéagreng in her
stomach as she realised that he had completelynterigreted her
actions, and must have thought that she had datddgrtried to force
him into coming to see her by her premature fliglgking a deep
breath, she steadied herself, willing herself wogive way to her
emotions.

‘There's no need for our marriage to continue, Sihghe told him
bravely, her head dropping so that she wasn't fotcewitness the
relief in his eyes. 'I'm not . . . I'm not havingwy child.’

For a moment she thought he couldn't have undetstwr, so
complete was the silence, and then with an oatibtieaght her eyes
to his face in startled disbelief, India felt hisgers tighten into her
arms, his teeth gritted in fury as he said sof@h, you're not, are
you? Well then, perhaps this time I'll damn wel/édo make sure
that you are!'

This totally incomprehensible statement was folldwsy another
brief curse, a muscle jerking spasmodically inj&wg, as Simon used



his superior strength to force her backwards ihtohall, before he
swung her off her feet, carrying her into her bednoThere was no
time for her to protest. The brief protection ofr mebe was torn
ruthlessly from her as Simon released her to stedyody in a thick
silence.

‘Come here.'

It wasn't possible for her to ignore the hoarseroand. India moved
towards him like a sleepwalker, unconscious ofrhelity, drawn by
the glittering darkness of the eyes which swept Itker iron to a
magnet.

‘You're my wife," Simon told her thickly when sleached him, ‘and
I'm getting tired of playing games.’

His hands stroked over her body as he spoke, agadiithe feelings
she had been trying so hard to suppress.

'Simon . ..

As though her voice broke a spell, Simon groanédenly, reaching
for her.

'‘Don't speak,' he told her tautly, 'don't say amghlLet me look at
you.'

He held her away from him, while his eyes moveddniyover her
body, and India trembled, caught between amazearehtlisbelief.
Why had he come to her like this? Simply becausensds his wife?
She dared not ask him; dared not risk breaking sl which
seemed to hold them both in thrall.

Simon's eyes glittered strangely as they moved beer a subtle
tension filling the space between them, growindhvavery passing
second. 'India.



He breathed her name against her mouth, fillingseases with the
scent and taste of him as he lifted her and calveedo the bed. An
aching urgency took possession of her, a desireoliiterate
everything but the reality of his presence, for tglar the reason.

In the darkness he ran his hands over her bodgkisyg and
caressing, his tongue painting eraticircles against her breast as
India tugged impatiently at his shirt buttons.

His mouth against her breast triggered off a wdenmtion she was
powerless to deny, her soft, panting cries incitilg to demonstrate
to her that the feeling she was experiencing wdstho tip of a
sensual iceberg.

His skin felt hot and dry against her own, and angas overcome by
a desire to cradle him against her. He wanteddmet surely she had
every right to encourage him to allow her body teltnmto total
yielding enticement against the growing demandisfthighs. Her
mouth was dry, her heart beating suffocatingly .f&te wanted
desperately to be part of him, to be possessednbyamnd yet some
inner voice cried out to her to stop while shd kld some measure
of self-respect. She tried to ignore it, but iusefd to be silenced. Her
body tensed in Simon's arms, his lips ceasing #ssault against her
skin.

'What's the matter?' he demanded.
I can't,’ India told him. 'l can't, Simon—not wailx love.'

His curse made her wince, as did his grip of hersaas he pulled her
against him, letting her feel his own arousal,dyiss burning with a
need he made no attempt to disguise. For a momeiat thought he
was going to ignore her, and then with a groan dleased her,
levering himself off the bed and starting to dress.



"You'll have to forgive me,' he said wryly as hdigaion his jeans. 'l
promise you | don't make a habit of forcing womenstibmit to

me—but then I've never been in love before.' Heddrto look at her.
‘When | got to the hospital and found that youstdarged yourself |
nearly lost my mind. | couldn't understand why, wiyeu'd endured
my suspicions and jealousy, you should choose a@eelene now.

That's why | came round here, to demand the tidtk lips twisted in

a bitter smile. 'lIt never occurred to me that itsweecause you'd
discovered you weren't to have my child.'

‘But that was the only reason you married me, dndterjected.
'‘Because . . .

Simon laughed harshly with self-mockery, comingstand beside
her. 'Let's get one thing straight,' he told Hemarried you for one
reason and one only—because I'd fallen deeply e lith you.

God, you must have known," he demanded when Indrads up at
him. 'That night, after we'd been out to dinnelhwfitison, surely you
knew . ..

'‘Knew what?' India asked him in a voice that trezdislightly. "All |
knew was that you seemed to hate me because yaghho was
trying to take Mel away from Alison, and then whem . . . when we
.. ." she stumbled over the words and fell sillatying Simon to say
curtly,

‘When | all but raped you, isn't that what yourgenig to say?'
‘You didn't know . . . you thought. . .'

'l didn't know that you were a virgin?' Simon dewhah huskily. 'That
didn't make any difference to the way | felt abgut, India, except to
fill me with gut-wrenching shame because I'd tumict could have
been a beautiful experience for both of us intcaadsty of what it
should have been, simply because I'd been tooddibg jealousy of



Mel to see past what I'd thought of as the "fatisthe truth behind
them. And even that | turned to my own advantageeirig you into
marriage, telling myself that I'd make you love ramly it didn't
work out that way . . . and still | haven't learrmagl lesson. | came
here tonight, telling myself that | couldn't letuygo.' He got up as he
spoke, tiredness, and something else—an emotioschwéent the
blood thudding through India's veins—clearly visiloh his features
before he turned towards the door.

'l make arrangements for the divorce.' He hadast reached the
door. Another moment and he'd be gone, and sdibldidn't know
what to say, how to convince him how she felt. Bieel to speak, her
throat tight, as she thrust back the bedclothegpadded after him.

'Simon . ..

He turned and saw her, pain darkening his eydse asarned, 'India .

‘Aren't you going to kiss me goodbye?' India knéw was playing

with fire, but she could think of no other way; th&as no other way.
She walked towards him. He was as motionless dataescarved

from stone, only his eyes alive and full of a patrich made her heart
ache in response.

'India, for God's sake don't do this," he warnearsely, and then he
was touching her, running his hands over her baayd blind man
seeking to impress its image into his perpetugkrzss, and India
was drowning in the waves of pleasure shudderingutih her, her
lips against his throat, feeling the pain with whie drew breath into
tortured lungs, only to expel it in a protest whitdrned to a
smothered groan as she ran her fingers lightly bigechest, lifting
his hand to the aching fullness of her breastbheaith catching in her
throat as she said huskily, 'Please, Simon, desntd me. | need you.
I loveyou. ..



For a few seconds she thought he wasn't goingltevieeher. Tears
shimmered in her eyes as a fear that she had iedgis declaration
of love for her filled her, and then she was gateagainst him, his
mouth coaxing her lips to part with a sweet urgethat compelled
her to lock her hands behind his neck and giveetfenp completely
to his kiss.

It was a long time before he released her.
'Why didn't you tell me before?' he demanded hyskilast.

'‘Why didn't you tell me?' India countered. 'l didkriow you loved
me. | hoped we might be able to build a life togetlout then you
accused me of wanting to take Mel as my lover . . .

‘Sheer jealously," Simon admitted ruefully. 'I'dngafrom thinking

you completely lost to me as Mel's mistress, tbalisving hope that
as you were nothing of the kind | might have a ceaof winning

your love, only to be plunged down into abject @éspy discovering
you both in what, you have to admit, were unencgia
circumstances. | masked my fear that I'd lost ypudiling myself

that you'd deceived me all along and that you yesdinted Mel ... in
fact | think | went a little mad with jealousy.'

'l wanted you,' India admitted softly, blushingglily. 'Right from
the start.' She frowned suddenly, remembering danget'But you
leftme . . .

'‘Because | couldn't endure staying with you andoeatg able to do
this . . . and this," Simon told her, tracing & lof tender kisses from
her throat to her lips. 'Can't you understand,dnthad to leave you
or completely lose my self-respect; | couldn't stayhe same house
as you and not make love to you,' he finished simpl

‘But Ursula told me you loved her, that you wanteel to leave . . .
that was why . . .'



‘Ursula!" Simon's eyes darkened. 'She seems toveaydusy lately.

| ran into her in London one day and she told na¢ she'd seen you
in Gloucester and that you'd told her that you weteirning to
London—Ileaving me. That was why | didn't go dowrMeadow's
End the moment the weather turned bad. It washltlamny rang me
to ask if | knew where you were because she hadalt able to getin
touch with you that | realised the truth. I triedring the house and
when | discovered that the line was out of ordegrhe down as fast
as | could, only to find you almost on the pointefth.’

In order to banish the tense, haunted expression Ifris eyes, India
raised herself on tiptoe, running her tongue lygbtter his lips, her
eyes coaxing him to forget what was past.

'You were so cold, so clinical and uncaring,' stid him softly. 'l
couldn't endure it when you held me in your armshasigh | were
simply a stranger in need of care and attentiom Were so distant.’

‘Distant!" Simon grimaced slightly. 'Have you adga of what it cost
me in willpower to behave as though you were angee? Of what it
was like trying to sleep with your body next to mjknowing that |
had only to reach out to touch you?'

'l felt the same,' India admitted. 'When | woke yqu were still
asleep, and then you woke up and . . .'

‘And | had the devil's own job not to take you ig arms and make
love to you there and then," Simon finished grimifhat's what I'd
descended to; even knowing how dangerously closé&lyame to
succumbing to hypothermia, how weak you still weérgjll wanted

you—desperately.'

There was a moment's silence while each rememliteegdseparate
pain, and then India said softly, 'I'm not suffgrinom hypothermia
now, but | do need to feel you close to me, Simon.’



'You do?' He was smiling as he spoke, lifting hghhn his arms, his
heart thudding rapidly against her cheek as heechher across to
the bed.

She reached up for him, her heart in her eyeshasaw the love
shining out of his.

'‘Love me,' he whispered as his lips claimed hém€ me, India,
because | don't think I could bear it if you didn't

'l do," she told him huskily, letting her body té&lim, without the
necessity of words, the intensity of her love fonhand receiving in
return reaffirmation of his softly spoken wordsmie.

The past and all its unhappiness slid away. Tharéustretched
gloriously before them, but for now India was mtiven content with
the present, here in Simon's arms, his body tegchar the true
meaning of the pledges he had just given her.



