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What choice did she really have?

Alison Mortimer had felt there was something gomg over and

above the appalling reality of her father's suddiesith. And Nicolas
Bristow presence confirm your suspicions. Her fgthshe

discovered, have lost everything in an attemptatge shis business.
Even Ladymead, the family home, had gone as sgdaritoans. But

Nicolas Bristow, her father's lender, had not camevict them. The
terms of settlement Nicolas offer took into accolity's concern for

sister's future and a mother's peace of mind. Atghce of their

happiness, Ally could hardly refuse to marry him!



CHAPTER ONE
"THAT man—what's he doing here?'

Alison Mortimer hoped devoutly that her mother'ggwhisper to
her had been sufficiently drowned by the organ mtsiprevent it
reaching the ears of the other mourners in thelsthaich.

And particularly, she thought with embarrassmem, ¢ars of the
man in question, who was stationed only a few pamesy .

She'd been conscious of him, of course, from thenemt they'd
arrived. Nicholas Bristow was a distinctive figurapt easily
overlooked, and Alison had noticed his tall, bl&kred figure with
a twinge of alarm that she'd resolutely told hénsak really surprise.

The notice in the paper had said firmly that theehal service was to
be private, and she hadn't thought Nicholas Bristosufficiently
close friend of her late father to ignore such mfeal hint.

She saw gratefully that Uncle Hugh had taken hehers hand and
given it a comforting pat, while murmuring somethsoothing, and
registering at the same time the uneasy look heamged with Aunt
Beth.

She moved her shoulders restively. There it wasagthat feeling,
growing almost to conviction, that there was sonmgthgoing
on—something wrong, over and above the appallirdjtyeof her
father's sudden collapse and death, only a few loafgse.

If she hadn't been so frantically busy, tryingua the house as usual,
make the arrangements for the funeral, calm hehenpiwvho was
almost hysterical with shock, grief and rage atlbes, and comfort
her younger sister Melanie, summoned home fromduogrschool
for the funeral, she would have found out what wze



happening—pinned Uncle Hugh down, and made hinnelivhy he
found it so apparently difficult to meet her gazsy anore, she
thought grimly.

But once the ordeal of the funeral was behind dad, the obligation
of the buffet lunch waiting for them back at Ladyadehad been
fulfilled, she could start finding out.

She could also, she thought, a lump rising in heyat, get a chance
to mourn for her father herself.

She glanced at her mother, ethereal in black H¥ehtands nervously
pulling at her handkerchief, and sighed. CatheMwmtimer had

never been a strong woman, physically or emotignalll her

married life she had depended totally on her huspband more
latterly on her elder daughter as well. How she ld@ope with the
everyday realities of widowhood, once the dramtheffuneral and,
later, the memorial service, was over, Alison hiaithe faintest idea.

Mrs Mortimer had enjoyed her position as the wifetlee area's
leading industrialist. She had loved being askethke the chair at
local organisations, presiding at dinner partiesd @laying the
hostess for housefuls of weekend gueslithough the donkey work
of these occasions had always been left to Alison.

Things would be very different from now on, sheugbt, although
there would be no shortage of money. Anthony Maetitmad left his
family well provided for from his shareholdings itne light
engineering works which his grandfather had pioeeer

Her mother might have to step down from being teality's First
Lady, but she would be able to maintain her corafulg existence,
adding to her porcelain collection, and playingdgd with her
cronies. She might even take a greater intereshenday-to-day



running of Ladymead, Alison told herself withoutgeeat deal of
conviction.

She knew perfectly well that the mundane detailbaisekeeping
had never appealed to her mother. She had reliegletely on the
elderly and supremely efficient housekeeper, Mraakdn, who had
been installed at Ladymead since, her husbandlisoooly And after
Mrs Wharton's death, the chores of making surey#viag ran like
clockwork, of engaging staff, and paying the billsd been handed
over, charmingly but definitely, to Alison.

'‘Such good practice for you, darling, when it com@sunning a
home of your own,' Mrs Mortimer had said sweetly.

But Alison hadn't been fooled for a minute. Her hesthad been a
dazzlingly pretty woman when she was younger, amiaMe was

blossoming into real beauty with every month thedged, but Alison
herself had been born, and remained, an ugly chgkhe was small
and slight with light brown hair, clear hazel eyasd a pale skin
which had a distressing tendency to flush whervaedisturbed or
embarrassed, and as she was a shy girl, this hagf@nmore often

than she wished.

She had no idea why this should be so. Both henen@nd Mel were
miracles of self-possession, and her father haa laeeheerfully
ebullient man too.

‘You must be a changeling, darling," her motherdwadetimes teased
her.

And sometimes she felt like it, Alison acknowledgadfully.

Perhaps if her school exam results had been dgziike Mel's
promised to be, rather than respectable, she rhagta broken out of
the mould she could see being prepared for her,irsidted on



university and a career of some kind. But with eoyvirm idea of
what she would like to do with her life, it had befficult for her to
resist the pressure from her family to stay at hanmekrun Ladymead
for her mother. But she had been determined toesehat least a
measure of independence for herself, and had mdrad@d herself
a part-time job in a local estate agent's offidee 8ad been hired in
the first instance under the vague heading of Giitlay, which
Alison had silently translated as 'dogsbody’, the sad amazed
herself, and her new employer, by discovering agxpacted talent
for actually selling houses. In spite of her shgnaese had the knack
of matching properties to potential buyers, manywbbm preferred
her quiet efficiency to the 'hard sell' they weften subjected to.
Simon Thwaite, her boss, had concealed his astoeist) given " her
a rise, and asked if she would be prepared to Wubrkme, an offer
she had regretfully had to refuse. He had alsodals&eout to dinner,
which she had accepted, and they had enjoyed $eplasant
evenings in each other's company.

But that, she knew, was as far as it went. Shedodusee herself
having a serious relationship with Simon, or anthefother men she
came across, and had come to the conclusion teatvak probably
one of nature's spinsters.

And probably just as well, she thought without ey, because the
evidence suggested that from now on her mothergoasy to need
her more than ever.

Driving back to Ladymead after the service, Mrs tfoer was
volubly tearful.

'So much to endure still,’ she said, clinging toldtether's arm. '‘Dear
Hugh—such a tower of strength! And now this drebtifach to get
through somehow.' Her brows snapped togetherpé hioat Bristow
man hasn't had the gall to invite himself to thi#o, you must deal



with it, Hugh. He must be made to see this is & personal, family
occasion, and that, as a stranger, he is intruahngur grief.'

Hugh Bosworth cleared his throat uncomfortablymiight be better
not to say or do anything hasty,' he said hea\Alfger all, Anthony
did a lot of business with the fellow.'

'‘Did he?' Mrs Mortimer dabbed at her eyes withttaerdkerchief. 'He
never discussed business matters with me, of collwreaever had a
head for that sort of thing." A fresh sense of\garece struck her. 'And
| don't understand why Mr Liddell is insisting ooigg over poor
Anthony's will with me. | know what's in it—he exgphed it all most
carefully to me, and to Alison when he drew it here'll be duties,
of course, but apart from that, he made it alliagpke as possible.’
She began to cry again. 'Although | never thoughtl.was always
sure I'd be the first . . .’

Hugh Bosworth patted her shoulder, looking, hiscaighought
judiciously, positively hunted. Again she felt thaint frisson of
unease. She wished she could have spoken to Auht Bet Mrs
Bosworth was following in the next car with Melanie

Back at the house, Alison swiftly checked that mgeaments for the
lunch had been carried out as impeccably as ukeal went upstairs
to take off the jacket of her simple dark grey,samd tidy her hair. As
she dragged a comb through her neat shoulder-lémdthshe heard
the first of the cars arrive to disgorge its pagsees at the front door.
Mentally, she reviewed who should be arriving. Adlvas Anthony
Mortimer's closest friends, there would be a fevhisf co-directors
from the works.

She gave a faint sigh. They would be worried. Anthilortimer had
been the linchpin of the company, believing itbécking it to the hilt
always. She wasn't sure how they would replace him.



She gave a last look at herself in the mirror, gmichaced. She could
win a nondescript prize, she thought candidly aes tsinned away.
And saw from the window Nicholas Bristow alightifrpm the last

car and standing on the drive, staring at the house

Alison groaned inwardly. Her mother had overreatoeuis presence
at the church, of course, but there was a certanouat of
justification for her attitude. He was a strangerthhem, no matter
how close he might or might not have been to hthefaHe had been
to Ladymead only once before, for dinner, and hadoged Mrs
Mortimer by spending the latter part of the eventhgseted in the
study with her husband.

'So inconsiderate!' Mrs Mortimer had complainediféié to Alison.
‘A dinner party should be a social occasion, anar yather knows
how | feel about business being mixed with pleasure

Alison had thought wryly that probably her fathesishes has not
had a great deal to do with it. She had had NichBlastow as her
dinner partner, and had found him arrogantly indiaing.

He was the kind of man, she was forced to admst, thost women
would find very attractive. Coupled with that untaisable aura of
wealth and power which fitted him as well as hiegalint clothes, he
possessed an individual brand of compelling, alnmestlent good
looks. He probably had charm too, only Alison haldeéen privileged
to encounter it. Eyes as blue and chill as a wessky had travelled
over her, remembered with difficulty that she haérbintroduced to
him on arrival as the daughter of the house, andemiiclear he
found her wanting in every respect.

He had responded to her conversational overtuvéb/cbut without
enthusiasm, and it was obvious that his thoughts elsewhere most
of the time.



If it hadn't been so hurtful, it would almost halween amusing,
Alison decided, hating him cordially.

She had no time for that kind of sexy male arrogaand she couldn't
understand what he could possibly have in commain kagr genial,
outgoing father.

For starters, Nicholas Bristow was at least twdivy-years her
father's junior. One of the City's boy wonders, sbeld remember
reading about him somewhere. A whizz-kid finanewh the Midas

touch. In his thirties now, of course, but stillbapently printing his
own money.It was—heartening to believe that hethadght highly

enough of her father to come to his funeral, evathout an

invitation. Only Alison didn't believe it. Accordyto the items about
him in the various gossip columns which appeareth vguch

monotonous regularity, Nicholas Bristow didn't gi@edamn about
anything except making money. He wasn't married hieucertainly

wasn't celibate either, seeming to change the dauhehis life as

frequently as his expensive suits.

She might have contempt for his lifestyle, buhat$ame time Alison
had him mentally filed as someone it could be demggeto offend,
and she decided it could be wise to intervene bdfiercame face to
face with her mother.

He was in the hall, as Alison came downstairshandct of handing
his coat to Mrs Horner, the daily help.

Alison said with a coolness she was far from fegliit's all right,
Mrs Horner. I'll deal with this.'

At the sound of her voice Nicholas Bristow turnkis, brows rising
interrogatively as he looked at her. Once agairstte=r force of his
attraction struck her like a body blow. How fortteahat his



personality didn't match, Alison thought stonilysie walked down
the last remaining stairs.

She said, 'Good morning, Mr Bristow. | don't sugpgsu remember
me.'

'Indeed | do, Miss Mortimer.'

She prayed she wouldn't blush like a schoolgirl mma everything.
Aloud, she said quietly, 'This is rather embarragsior us, Mr
Bristow, but it seems there's been a slight miststdeding. It was
kind of you to come to my father's funeral serviget this lunch is
restricted to family and close friends, and unfostely . ..'

‘Unfortunately, | don't fall within either categgrilicholas Bristow
supplied calmly. 'I'm aware of that, Miss Mortimer.

‘Then I'm sure you won't wish to intrude," Alisad lifting her chin
a little. 'My mother, as you can imagine, is in e&rywnervous and
distressed condition, and can't be expected to wofte uninvited
guests.

‘Yes, | can well imagine.' His firm mouth twisteligbtly. 'But the
misunderstanding is yours. Miss Mortimer. As it paps, | have
been invited here. By Alec Liddell, and also by yancle, Colonel
Bosworth.’

Alison's lips parted helplessly in a little gasfhey—did? But why?'

'l suggest you ask them," he drawled. 'And whila'igconducting

your little interrogation, I'll wait quietly somewhe where the sight
of me won't cause your mother any problems.' Aststsitated he
added quietly, 'I'm no gatecrasher, Miss Mortinh€lo have a reason
to be here.'



She said levelly, 'l don't pretend to understanatisigoing on, but
perhaps you'd wait in the study while | speak toumgie.' She led the
way across the hall and opened the door. It wate gusmall room,
panelled in oak, the heavy curtains still drawn @iutespect. It was
the first time Alison had entered the room sincefatner's death, and
it seemed at once still so redolent of his perstntlat she checked
abruptly in the doorway, her whole body tautening.

She was hardly aware of the sharp look from the besmnde her, but
she heard him say, 'l think the situation wouldrbproved by some
daylight, don't you?' followed by the rattle of tivegs along the poles
as he drew back the curtains, allowing some wadpring sunshine
to permeate the room.

She was back in control again. 'Thank you," shel $aiskily.
‘There—there's some whisky in the corner cupbabyau'd like to
help yourself.'

‘You're very hospitable.' The dry note in his voiaesn't lost on her.
He walked across the room, and looked down at fiewning
slightly. 'I'm sorry about your father," he saidast. 'l liked him.’

‘Thank you.' Her voice was firmer this time. 'Noyau'll have to
excuse me. | have to see to our—other guests.’

She closed the study door behind her quietly, ssatifor a moment,
forcing herself to think rapidly. It was an awfudyd but it seemed to
be getting worse with every moment that passedw&isemore than
uneasy now; she was getting frightened. From tla@<lof the past
week, some kind of monstrous pattern seemed torisEgeng. She
didn't understand it, nor did she want to. She @b run away
somewhere and hide.

The atmosphere in the drawing room was inevitabbdsed, but as
Alison moved from group to group, thanking peogedoming, and



accepting their condolences, it occurred to herdlhiaryone seemed
abnormally gloomy and abstracted. Or was she baingidly
over-sensitive? she asked herself, making her axagrds her uncle.

But before she could reach him, she was grabbéddbgnie.
'‘Who's the dish?' she hissed. 'And where have \ddeh him?'
'l can't think who . . ." Alison began, but Mel gaver a little shake.

'‘Oh, don't be pompous, Ally! Tall and dark, withesylike Paul
Newman's. | saw him arrive.’

‘You would," Alison sighed. 'Well, his name's Ni@®Bristow, and
he seems to be here on business.'

Melanie rolled her eyes in mock-lasciviousness. ybo think he'd

do a deal with me?' She caught Alison's eye, ahsgided. 'I'm sorry,

Ally," she muttered reluctantly. 'l know | shouldoé making jokes at
a time like this, but everything's so—so bloody!"

Alison put her arm round her sister's shouldersgawk her a swift
hug. 'Yes, it is,’ she said fiercely. 'And you maillethe jokes you
want. Now, I've got to talk to Uncle Hugh.'

'‘Hullo, my dear.' His voice was awkward. ‘May | geti a drink?'

She shook her head. 'I'm not thirsty. | just warkriow what's going
on. Nicholas Bristow tells me you invited him hére.

'‘Well, it was Liddell's idea really.' He didn't mder gaze. 'He felt it
might make things— easier.'

'‘What things?' Alison's eyes narrowed. 'Uncle Hygly can't keep
dropping hints like this. You've got to tell me!'



There was a silence, then he sighed heavily. 'Berfiau have the
right. | just don't know any more. And together, might be able to
cushion your mother . ..' He paused again. 'Did jather ever talk to
you about money?'

She shook her head. 'l used to ask him, from tortente, especially
about the works—if the company was being affectad the
recession, but he always said everything was fine.'

He pulled her into a corner. '"Well, it wasn't firlee muttered. 'In fact,
Ally, it was just about as bad as it could be. tharlast two years he
was pouring every penny he could raise into thm,fiyut it was never
enough. Oh, he could have cut back, | supposeit buuld have
meant laying men off, and he wouldn't do that. $iaihs a bad sign,
and reduced public confidence. Said he felt—regptans

Alison nodded. 'He did. Mortimers has always beeriamily
company. Daddy hated the idea of redundancies.elatfwas a
betrayal of people who trusted him." She smiledysdd rather
patriarchal attitude, I'm afraid.’

‘A rather naive one in this economic climate,’ tvecle said grimly.
‘And there was this house, of course, and your ensth-expenses.'

Alison hands clenched into fists at her side arel Isbked at him
levelly. 'Uncle Hugh, are you trying to tell me tizsaddy was broke?’

Unwillingly, he nodded. 'There's your mother's atyjwf course,
that's safe. But as for the rest of it...’

'Oh, God!" Alison felt dazed, but she made hetbélk. 'But there are
his shares in Mortimers, they must be worth somethi

'‘Only if the company itself has any value,' ColoBelsworth said
gloomily. '‘And there's every chance of a receivang put in.’



She bit her lip. 'Well—there's this house. | knots ibig, and
inconvenient, but Daddy had it valued not long agal if we sold it,
and found somewhere smaller ...’

He. was shaking his head. 'That's what I'm tryinggll you, my dear.’
His voice was awkward with compassion. 'The holiseafraid, he
used as security for a considerable loan. Mortimme¥eded new
machinery for a potential order from China—enginegr
components, | understand. It could have been thatgmn of the
place, and Anthony gambled everything on gettingle: looked very
old suddenly. 'Only he didn't. He got the news josfore—just
before . ..'

'His attack," Alison said. She felt very cold, Heydy trembling
uncontrollably. 'l—see. So— Ladymead doesn't beltmgis any
more. |I—I can't quite believe it." She closed hgrsefor a moment.
'‘Poor Mummy? Where can she go? What can she do?"

‘That is something we all have to discuss. ButdimEred be no hasty
decisions. I'm sure she'll be treated with everpsaderation by
the—er—new owner.’

'‘New owner?' Her bewildered eyes searched his fBo¢.you said
the house had been used as security. It belorgbank, doesn't it?'

‘Not as such.' Uncle Hugh looked more uncomfortabbn ever.
‘Your father had trouble in raising the money hated. It was felt, |
think, that his proposition wasn't a good risk—adeied it proved.
The eventual loan was a— private arrangement, @dhgerfectly
legal, of course,' he added hastily.

Alison's nails scored the palms of her hands. $@ wnsteadily,
'It's—Nicholas Bristow, isn't it?'

Uncle Hugh nodded wretchedly, 'Yes.'



She whispered, 'Oh, God. So that's why . ..’

She couldn't say any more. She turned away, fightgr emotions,
struggling to retain some rags of self-control las full force of
everything that had happened broke on her.

Crazily, a line from Shakespeare kept echoing anelchoing in her
head: 'One woe doth tread upon another's heefassthey follow.'
And the upshot was that Ophelia was drowned, aeavsis drowning
too, in anger and outrage and bewilderment.

At last she said brokenly, 'How could Daddy? Howuldo
he—mortgage our home to a stranger?'

'‘Because he was a gambler,' her uncle returnedregmtOh, not
with cards or horses—that might have been easaabwith. But he
liked to take risks in business—unnecessary rikes,investing in
these new machines without any guarantees fronCtheese that
they'd ever be needed. | don't think the possjbiit losing his
gamble ever occurred to him. And give him his duilortimers had
won that contract, it would have been just the bthesworks needed.
He'd have been able to pay off the loan too, anttiereyour mother
nor you and Melanie would ever have been any tisemi

'‘Only it didn't work out like that," said Alison thia small mirthless
smile. 'The problem now is—how do we break the newglother?
How do we tell her she's not only penniless, bméless too? And at
the hands of a man she doesn't like. Or has Mtddvisome to serve
his notice to quit in person?’

'On the contrary.' Uncle Hugh looked almost affeshtYou're doing
him an injustice, Ally. He is most concerned.’



'How kind of him!" She pushed her hair back from faee with a
shaking hand. 'But it doesn't change anything. Rietgjoing to give
us back our home," is he?'

'You have to be realistic, my dear.' Her uncle Embkorrified. 'No
one could be expected simply to write off a debthait magnitude.
No, I'm afraid your poor father knew what he waking when he
entered into the arrangement— much against Aleddlig advice, |
may say.'

‘Bravo, Mr Liddell," Alison said wearily. 'He'll béere soon, |
suppose.'

'In about half an hour.' He nodded in affirmatidrhe others should
be leaving by then. | thought we could all haveigtichat—a family
conclave, to decide what's best to be done.'

‘And do you now count Nicholas Bristow as parthed family?'

There was an edge to her voice, and her uncle Edwmather
reprovingly as he answered, 'No, of course notdcBiut I'm sure it
would be better for all concerned if matters weomnducted on
as—amicable a basis as possible. | know he's anxo@assure your
mother that he has no immediate plans to take psisse'

She winced. 'Don't!’

He shook his head. 'I'm sorry, Ally, but it's sohiieg) you're going to
have to come to terms with. Ladymead belongs thidlas Bristow
now.'

She said softly, fiercely, 'Over my dead body.'

As she got to the study door, she heard Melantseyand groaned
inwardly. She turned the handle and went in. M&aflushed and



bright-eyed, was draped decoratively across theodione of the big
chairs, clearly in the middle of some anecdote tvhidicholas
Bristow was receiving with amused appreciation.

Alison said clearly and precisely, 'Would you go topyour room,
Melanie, please. | have something | wish to sayit@ristow.'

For once Melanie didn't stop to argue. She tookoak at Alison's
stormy eyes, at the bright spots of colour burnintipe pallor of her
face, and went without a word.

Alison closed the door behind her, then drew a deepth before
turning back to face him.

He said softly, 'Don't be angry with her, Miss Mar. You can't
expect a kid of her age to join in day after dayodiluted gloom.'

He was seated on the edge of the big desk, gldsand, swinging
one elegantly shod foot. He had even, she noticedened his tie
slightly, and it was that detail which set the sealher rage and
bitterness.

‘Get off my father's desk,' she said, her voicesepung. 'Get away
from his things. They don't belong to you yet.'

He finished what was left in his glass and pubivd, then got to his
feet without haste.

'So he told you," he observed expressionlessly.

‘Yes, he told me." She threw back her head defiastihiring at him
with disgust. 'l thought you were a financier, MidBow, not a cheap
money-lender!’



'Oh, I'm certainly not cheap, Miss Mortimer," has&le was smiling
derisively, but there was anger simmering undemeatd she knew
it. '‘But do go on. I'm sure you can think of sonmeghappropriate
about me preying on widows and orphans, if youyegalt your mind
to it. Come on?-sweetheart, let it rip. Don't leavdiche unturned.'

'You bastard,' Alison said unevenly.

He clicked his tongue reprovingly. '‘Not very invgat or even true.
Try again.'

She wrapped her arms round her body, shiveringu't¥wile," she
said quietly, after a pause. 'You've robbed usvefyghing, and you
can stand there—taunting me!'

The blue eyes flicked over her, swift and cruehiasrctic wind. 'Let
it be a lesson to you, Miss Mortimer. Never begimatvyou're not
prepared— or equipped—to finish. Now, you mentiosethething
about my having robbed you. That's not only a staolut a lie. | did
my damnedest to talk your father out of the whdimg, but he
wouldn't hear of it. He called it a calculated #iskl called it
madness.’

‘But you still went ahead and loaned him the mdney.

"Yes,' he said. 'Because he might have pulledfitByf all accounts,
he'd dragged Mortimers back from the brink morentbace. If the
Chinese deal had come off, I'd have been repa@ handsome rate
of interest. Why should | have turned him down?'

‘But you can't really want this house,' she sdidpat feverishly. 'It's
been in our family for generations. It's old-fasted, and a nightmare
to heat, and staff and keep clean. It's probabtywgmdworm, and
dry rot, and—and deathwatch beetle.’



'‘No,' he said. 'Although it needs a certain amaifenovation and
improvement, it's basically sound. Your father hmdurvey and
valuation done not long ago—at my behest, natutally

'S0 you always recognised the possibility . . .’

‘That your father might not be in a position toagpne? Of course.
He gave a slight shrug. 'Although | couldn't préthe present tragic
circumstances, of course.'

'‘Of course,' she echoed bitterly. 'And how longva® have, Mr
Bristow, before you start to recoup your lossepiying Ladymead
on the market?'

'‘Oh, I'm not going to sell it,' he said casuallyn ‘going to live here.'



CHAPTER TWO

'LIVE HERE?' Alison repeated the words almost mechanicaky, F
brain seething. "You can't be serious!

'I'm perfectly serious. It's a very charming house-eid you think
only members of your own family had the taste tprapiate it?'

'Of course not.' She shook her head in bewildermBat this isn't a
very fashionable area—and a fair distance from loondnd the kind
of lifestyle you're accustomed to.'

Nicholas Bristow's mouth curled. 'How do you kndwe tkind of
lifestyle I'm accustomed to?' he asked flatly.

Alison flushed. 'You don't exactly keep your haunts your
companions—a secret,' she said in a constrictesl ton

'‘Ah.' He gave her a long look. 'l wouldn't have gat down as a
devotee of the gutter press, Miss Mortimer, buitlpass. If you feel
entitled to some explanation, then I'll give yoeolkve a comfortable
house in Town, but I've never regarded it as homeiqularly.
Perhaps I've reached a stage in my life wheredidee of putting down
some roots has suddenly become appealing— | doovy kAnyway,
people commute to City offices from far greatettahses than this,
and besides, there's room in the grounds for admkr pad if |
thought it was necessary. Does that satisfy yoriosiy?'

'It wasn't simply curiosity,' she said quietlyd 'Woped, you see, if you
were going to put the house on the market, to psricame to some
arrangement, but | see now that's impossible.’

His brows rose. 'What did you have in mind, as #enaf interest?’



Her flush deepened burningly. 'l have a job. | gi@ugiven time, |
might be able to pay off the mortgage.'

'l doubt whether either of us would live long enbug see that happy
day,' he said sarcastically. 'May | know what ysalary is?' She told
him, and he sighed. 'Miss Mortimer, this is thd warld, not some
fairy tale. It would take every penny you earn, aodsiderably more
besides, and leave you with nothing to live oron'tithink any house
Is worth such a sacrifice, do you?"

'l don't think you understand. This is our homed dmas been for
generations...'

'l understand perfectly. But the reign of the Moers was coming to
a halt anyway. Unless you or your sister plan tsyede your future
husbands to change their names to Mortimer to canrythe old
tradition?'

'l wasn't thinking particularly of Melanie or my§eRAlison said in a
low voice. 'But being turned out of her home wi incredibly hard
on my mother. She—she isn't very strong..."

'So | gather.' There was no softening in his fdaall try and make
sure she receives every consideration. Or did lyimk 1 was going to
evict her bodily into some convenient blizzard?'

'l don't know what | thought,' Alison said wearilgut | do know that
nothing you can say or do will cushion this kindoddw, especially
following on from my father's death.’

'If your father had lived, he would have been bapkt Nicholas

Bristow said harshly. 'l can't think that would kaappealed to her
either. In the present circumstances, she can leaggmead with

dignity, and an income to maintain her, althoughviin't pay the

upkeep of another house of this size,' he adddtergrimly.



'l think I've managed to work that out for myseMjson said bitterly.
‘The fact is, Mr Bristow, you saw this house anchigd it, and that's
why you won't consider any alternatives.'

‘Unless you plan to come into a fortune, Miss Muel, there are no
alternatives,' he said. 'But let me assure you ithatdealings with

your late father will remain private. As far as thetside world is

concerned, | am in the process of purchasing Ladynieom your

father's estate, as it's now too large for yourligsmneeds.’

'Please don't expect me to be grateful.' Alisonis kfted.

'‘No, I think | wrote off that possibility from theaoment you entered
this room," he returned grimly. 'Next time you wamtask favours,
Miss Mortimer, a softer approach might stand yobeiter stead.’

'l don't plan to approach you again for any causatsoever,' Alison
snapped. 'Goodbye, Mr Bristow.'

She went straight to her room and threw hersetisscthe bed. She
wanted to scream and cry, and beat the mattrekshert bare fists,

but she was beyond tears. After a long time shagsatowly, staring

around her at all the dear familiar things whicldl Isarrounded her
since childhood. Nothing stayed the same for eslex knew that, but
she hadn't expected the changes in her life toobgudden, or so
far-reaching.

Presently she would have to go downstairs agalve tt her mother's
side when the bad news was broken to her, butdiretneeded to
think—to consider practical possibilities, so tise could make
some positive suggestions about how they couldtipeitpieces of
their lives together.

And, if she was honest, she needed a breathing $@dore she could
face Nicholas Bristow again.



Alison's nails curled into the palms of her haridgs room no longer
seemed a sanctuary for her. Already, his presersamed
everywhere. It made her writhe to remember hinmgjtbn the edge
of her father's desk, master of all he surveyedd st no time in
making himself at home, she thought with angryebitess.

But she had to admit that her suggestion that sgbktribe able to buy
back the house somehow had been a ridiculous compped by a
sense of sheer desperation.

She curled up against the pillows and began tdthivithout her
housekeeping duties at Ladymead to take into a¢caine could
accept Simon's offer of full-time work, she thougdtd the increase
in salary, plus her mother's annuity, would alldbwerh a reasonable
standard of living.

She sighed soundlessly. Only Catherine Mortimernitassed to
reasonable standards. She'd been indulged anddpdliher married
life, .with every expensive whim catered to. Sheuldonot take
kindly to any reduction in her level of spending.

And the other major problem was Melanie's schoekfe&She was
being considered, Alison knew, as a possible Oxéoralant, and it
was imperative for her education not to be dismipte

But the cost of maintaining her at Mascombe Park feemidable.

Even if Simon were to make her a partner, she wstillebnly be able
to afford a percentage of the cost, Alison thodgtiornly. It was late
in the day to start thinking about scholarshipgrew there were any
available. Yet Mel deserved her chance.

Reluctantly Alison uncurled and stood up. Problerase building up
like storm clouds, but there was no way to avoidhia inevitable
cloudburst, or even postpone it.



She held her head high as she went downstairs.

‘Well, | think the sooner we leave Ladymead, thitdog Alison spoke
with quiet determination.

'‘But where can we go?' wailed Mrs Mortimer. Alispated with
compassion that her mother's hands were shakingdieng that
long painful confrontation in the study, she hachdweed with
amazing control and dignity, listening without coemh as the
situation was outlined to her by a clearly embaedsand unhappy
Alec Liddell.

Nicholas Bristow had had little to say too, shealed, his dark face
almost sombre as he listened. She wondered if debban feeling
any kind of compunction.

She said, 'I'll talk to Simon when | go back to kvon Monday, and
see what he suggests. | know there's nothing w@tglde on the
books at the moment, and he might advise rentingesdere for a
time.'

'Rented property?Mrs Mortimer couldn't have sounded mor
anguished if Alison had suggested a tent in thedteidf a ploughed
field.

She sighed. 'l don't see what other choice wehéwe.surely don't
want to remain here on Nicholas Bristow's charity?

'l can't imagine what he wants with a house like, ther mother said
bitterly, it's far too large for a bachelor.’

'l don't suppose he's going to be a bachelor fmhnhonger,' Melanie,
who had been sitting staring listlessly into thre,froused herself to
say. 'There've been heaps of stories in the pédelg about him and
Hester Monclair. They reckon when her divorce gbesugh, they'll



be married. She's divorcing her husband for unredse behaviour,
and he's considering cross-petitioning for adultering Nick
Bristow." She giggled. "That'll stir up this villelg

‘Melanie!" Her mother spoke with sharp disapprovas mind
diverted momentarily from her own troubles. 'Whieréhe world did
you learn all those distasteful things?'

'One of the women who cleans the dormitories brindger Sunday
papers for us," Melanie said promptly. 'She sdgsonly right we
should know what wickedness there is in the world.'

‘Well, | think I shall write to Miss Lesley when yaeturn to school.’

'‘Don't you mean "if"?' Melanie muttered, but in o a voice for
her mother to hear. Alison shot her a warning gganc

‘Mr Bristow's personal affairs are no concern ofsgtshe pointed
out. 'The least we can do is leave him in peao®tauct them. And
that means finding somewhere else to live as guiaklpossible.’

'‘But where are we going to find with sufficient mo.to
accommodate us?' Mrs Mortimer demanded. 'There'grimd piano
to consider, for one thing.'

Alison controlled a swift surge of impatience. 'doof us plays the
piano, Mother,' she said gently. 'l think it woblel better to let it go to
auction.’

Mrs Mortimer's back straightened in outrage. 'Mask, Alison, if
you're determined to make me live in squalor?'dgreanded.

'I'm not making you do anything, | hope— except bejace a few
facts,' Alison said wearily. 'We have to accustamselves to things
being very different in future.'



Mrs Mortimer's eyes filled with tears. 'Aren't ydeeing a little
insensitive, Alison? I'm sure | need no such reminndShe pressed
her handkerchief to her lips, while her daughtexchanged
despairing glances. After a pause, she went omghtdnd Beth have
very kindly asked me to stay with them, while | smler my future. |
may well take them up on their offer. Ndimn going to lie down for a
while, and try to recover some of my strength.dsome dinner will
still be served in this house this evening, Alisoihfd on this, she
swept from the room with a certain majesty.

‘Mummy's brought making people feel guilty to aefiart,’ Melanie
remarked dispassionately when they were alonehifiktthat's

probably why Daddy never confided in her aboutrttess he was in.
He knew she'd make it a hundred times worse.'

'‘Don't say that, Melly." Alison gave her a wry lo6khis must have
been the worst week of her life. She loved Daddy weuch, you
know.'

‘Yes, but she never helped him." Melanie put andtgeon the fire.
'If he'd asked her to economise, she wouldn't keevn what he
meant. He couldn't—lean on her when the going gogh. | don't
suppose she even knew he'd been having chestfpamenths.’

‘No, but then neither did I," Alison said quietlyincing a little.

‘He probably thought you had enough on your plagady.' Melanie
began to fiddle with the handle of the poker. Skid suddenly, 'This
IS going to be my last term at Mascombe Park, ist't

‘The honest answer is, "Probably”," Alison admitifidr a pause.

'l guessed.' Melanie's face was mournful. 'l supdosould try and
get a place in the local comprehensive, although dburse will
probably be different. Or would it be more helptiied to get a job?'



'No." Alison shook her head positively. 'You're @abe material,
Mel. You can't give that prospect up without a gtile.'

'l don't want to.' Melanie gave a faint grin. 'Bamething tells me
that if we can't manage the fees, Miss Lesleygiwlé me up without
a struggle all right.'

‘There used to be bursaries and things,' Alisonried. 'l suppose we
could enquire.'

‘Mm." Melanie gave a slight grimace. 'lt would betdful, though,
going cap in hand. I'm not sure | wouldn't ratleave.’

‘Well, don't let's make any hasty decisions,' gdisbn. 'Mr Liddell's
coming back tomorrow to talk over a few things, éhdee what he
has to say.' She hesitated. 'l would have mentianedrlier, but |
don't want to discuss personal family things jnnfrof Nicholas
Bristow.'

‘You really don't like him, do you?' Melanie gavktide sigh. 'l think
he's amazing! | wish | was Hester Monclair, luckiclb. Of course
she's gorgeous-looking, and sophisticated, andosdteably knows
exactly how to turn him on in bed ...’

Alison was surprised into unwilling laugher. ‘Mé&y God's sake!
Don't let Mummy hear you.'

'‘Don't worry, | won't." Melanie put her head on @e. 'But don't
you fancy him, Ally? If you're honest, in your heaf hearts, just a
little? You can't really prefer boring old Simon.’

‘Simon is neither boring nor old," Alison said cbBimAnd | wasn't
aware that my sexual preferences—or Nick Bristofos that
matter— were on the "A" level curriculum. Stick Emg. Lit.—it's
safer.'



'What's safe?' asked Melanie, getting restlesshetdeet. 'We're all
going to be living dangerously from now on.’

* * %

With her world visibly crumbling around her, it wagelief to Alison

to find that the office hadn't changed. And nor I&chon, who

seemed endearingly pleased to see her. The lobalitypeen buzzing
with gossip since the funeral, Alison knew, but &mwith noble

tact, refrained from asking any questions about disposal of

Ladymead.

He simply said that a smaller, more convenient bauas vital, and
promised to keep his eyes and ears open for seitplgperties
coming on to the market.

She was glad to be back at work. Melanie had retlita Mascombe
Park, although for how much longer was anyone'sgjuec Liddell

had pursed his lips ruefully over the question dia®| fees, and
when Alison had attempted to discuss the probleth her mother,
Mrs Mortimer had dissolved into floods of tears.

It was not an attitude which helped, Alison thougtadly, as she

looked through an assortment of bungalow detailst then her

mother's behaviour generally was giving her deeg&dor concern.
She wasn't eating, and hardly ever left her roohsofA had tried to

persuade her to take up the Bosworths' invitatalthough she

supposed, privately, it was a rotten trick to ptay Aunt Beth, but

Mrs Mortimer wouldn't hear of it. She seemed toéhafixed on her

mind that if she ever left Ladymead, it would bedwer, and Alison

knew that the doctor was as worried about her sthteind as she
was herself. He had started talking in guarded soaleout the

possibility of treatment in a complete change @ns; and the sound
of it made Alison's heart sink.



'‘Are you saying my mother needs to see a psycsiatrshe had
asked.

Dr Barnet had given her a straight look. 'She'artfein a very
disturbed state,' he had returned. 'Bereavemesuiglly enough of a
trauma for anyone to cope with, but when you addadther losses
your mother is suffering .. ." He shrugged. 'Frankis enough to
undermine the emotional constitution of someond \thiree times
her strength. And, unfortunately, she's becomedtkan this house
as a symbol of her security rather than you or Melalt's not a
healthy situation.’

He could say that again, Alison thought, shoving thungalow
details back into their folders with scant respébtholas Bristow
had said he wouldn't evict them—but the way her hmotwas
reacting, he might have to.

'It's my home,' her mother kept reiterating. 'Myyomome. He can't
take it away from me!'

The fact that they could no longer afford to linerte seemed to have
escaped her completely, Alison thought wryly.

She was thankful to have her work to immerse heirseince again,
and she and Simon had already tentatively discutsederms by
which she would work for him full time.

It was a relief to know she would have a wage shiddive on, but it
didn't solve Melanie's problem, as the letter scbrieceived only that
morning served to underline. Melanie had had aimpneary
interview with Miss Lesley, her formidable headmess. It had been
relatively civilised, Mel wrote, but the questiofi where the next
term's fees would be coming from had inevitablyrbessed.



And that was the problem in the forefront of Alisomind as she
drove her elderly Mini back to Ladymead that evgnin

As she rounded the last bend in the drive, shesngwsised to see
another car parked outside the front door. She'tdidnognise the
number plate, she thought frowningly, as she swdabif her engine
and got out, and she certainly wasn't expectinigovis

As she walked into the hall, Mrs Horner appearéts that Mr
Bristow," she said in an undertone. 'He's been beez an hour.
Asked for you specific, and not for madam, so | en&tn some
coffee and hope I did right.’

'‘Quite right," Alison said promptly, her spiritsuphmeting. 'Is he in
the drawing room?"

'He is, miss. | told him madam wasn't too well, #imak you were at
work, but it made no difference. Said he'd wait.'

'‘Oh?" Alison returned wanly, as she unbuttonedduiet.

He was standing by the fireplace, one arm restmthe mantelshelf,
as he looked broodingly down into the flames. Hiachcame round
sharply as Alison closed the drawing room door.

‘You're late, Miss Mortimer," he remarked impatignt didn't know
your work included overtime.'

'It doesn't as a rule.' She dropped her jacket theeback of a chair,
aware of the disparaging glance he sent her phaig dress. 'Just as |
was leaving, my boss called me back to say he'difs®out a cottage
that might suit us.'

'Oh." He didn't appear to receive the news witkalhcealed delight.
In fact, he frowned slightly. 'Where is this place?



'Far enough away for us to be able to avoid edohrptshe returned
composedly.

His lips tightened. 'l see. And have you made &er dor it.?'

‘Hardly. My mother and | have to see it first.' &dn touched the
coffee pot and grimaced. 'This is cold. May | offeu some fresh?'

'‘No, thanks," he said. 'But I'd sell my soul féar@e Scotch—it's been
one hell of a day.'

She gave him a surprised look under her lashdseasised to get his
drink. She was probably imagining things, but hensed almost ill at
ease.

'‘And- you'd better have one too.' His voice follaweer. "You may
need it.'

She poured a measure of Scotch into a glass angdarto him. '‘No,
thank you. I've managed to cope so far without piragp myself up
with alcohol.’

‘My congratulations." He raised his glass in a garof a toast.
‘You're clearly not as fragile as you look. | hgoe can overlook the
weaknesses of lesser mortals.’

'‘Admitting to weakness?' Alison asked sweetly. 'Hoxery
uncharacteristic!'

‘Make the most of it,' he drawled, his eyes gligtihhere was a brief
silence, then he said abruptly, 'l didn't intenddme here in person. |
was going to approach you through Alex Liddellhe first instance.’

She stared at him, suddenly dry-mouthed. She sa&killy, 'l suppose
you want us to leave.’



‘No, on the contrary ...’

‘You've changed your mind? You're going to let tesy shere?'
Alison's heart leapt in joyous incredulity as stezed at him.

He frowned again. 'I'm afraid it's not as simplé&ds. A few days ago
| contacted Liddell, and told him | would prefeifithe present staff
continued working for me, if they were willing. lentioned I'd like to
meet the housekeeper for a preliminary chat.'" Hesqé again. 'l
must confess his reply staggered me.'

Alison sat down. 'He told you | was the houseke®@®&ine shrugged.
‘There's no problem, Mr Bristow. | can guarante@®h't take you to
the industrial tribunal for firing me, and hiringraeone else.’

He said abruptly, 'Isn't this formality rather odene? My name is
Nick.'

To your friends, perhaps,' she said coolly. 'But'ly never count me
in that small and exclusive company. | prefer fdrtpa

‘As you wish,' he said coldly. 'But it imposes diddial difficulties on
the proposition I'm about to put to you.'

Alison's brows shot up. 'You're not offering me thab of
housekeeper, | hope?'

‘Yes, | am," he said shortly. 'And before you tor@ down, perhaps
you'd better listen to the whole deal.'

‘You think any deal on earth could persuade mestgdur servant?'
Alison asked dazedly. ‘My God, you have some gall!

‘Listen to me,' he said impatiently. 'If you agteavhat | want, you
can have the lot. The house as your own, a setfowed flat for your



mother— anything you wish.' He hesitated, then ddtily, 'And |
understand from Liddell that your sister's sche@sfare a problem.
I'll pay them, and see her through university tbghe makes the
grade.'

Alison got to her feet. 'l wouldn't have any momo&h," she said
sarcastically. "You're obviously not well.’

He gave a short derisive laugh. 'In other woras,dither drunk, or
out of my mind! I'm neither, | assure you. I've uigbt it all out very
carefully, and it seems to me to be an ideal swhuto a number of
mutual problems.’

'l think a good domestic staff agency would be aenebetter
solution, and cheaper in the long run.' She begamotve towards the
door, but he came after her and took hold of hex, aalting her.

She-tried angrily to shake herself free. 'Let gonef'
‘When you've heard me out,' he said inexorablyd&iwn, Alison.’

‘There's no point in my listening to any more oistH have no
intention of becoming your servant!" She starddratin hostility and
defiance.

'I'm not asking you to be a servant,’ he said.ualy, I'm asking you
to become my wife.'

There was a long pause, then Alison said shakiy ‘really must
be—insane.’

'On the contrary, I'm perfectly sober, and in mghti mind.' He
pushed her back on to the sofa. 'Will you jusehstor two minutes? |
want this house to be run with the kind of calnogghcy I've noticed
on each of my visits, and in spite of the fact Yook about sixteen



years old, | now know this is all your doing. Butloesn't stop there.
| also need a hostess—someone used to entertaismgeone to
accompany me in public when necessary. In othedsydrwant a
wife.'

‘Then I'm sure there's a whole queue of willingdadnly too happy
to accommodate you,' she said stonily. "Why pickna?'

'If 1 wanted romance—passion—all the usual ingnetie why
indeed?' His voice was ironic. '‘But | don't. | wahe practical
advantages of marriage without the emotional inewlent. And if
you agreed to marry me, that's the kind of arrareggnt would be.’
His brows rose at the sound of her little indraweabh. 'Or did you
by some chance think | might have fallen madlyowel with you?'

'‘No,' she said tautly, 'l didn't.'

‘Then we've achieved one level of understanditepat,’ he observed
sardonically. 'Think about it, Alison. Your old hemand comfort and
security for your family, in return for continuirtg run this house,
and acting the part of the dutiful wife in public.'

'l think marriage to you is a high price to payeevor total security,’
she said quietly.

'‘But as I've tried to make clear, it wouldn't bmarriage in any real
sense,' he pointed out impatiently.

'l understand that." Alison shook her head, awbeegsowing feeling
of unreality. 'But would you really be content witbuch a
cold-blooded arrangement for the rest of your life?

'If 1 thought for one minute | was capable of fingithe kind of
genuine happiness my parents enjoyed, then prohatly Nick
Bristow gave a faint shrug. 'But that isn't goieghppen. And I'm



certainly not interested in saddling myself withcldgations of
undying love, and the inevitable tantrums when tiieg comes
unstuck. | know damned well what an ephemeral thetgrnal
passion is, at least where women are concerned.'

‘Are men any different?' Alison asked steadilyriiaes you've just
been unfortunate.’

‘Maybe." He shrugged again. 'I'm in no real positio judge, but
among my own friends I've seen any number totadimmitted to
their marriages, and unable to see that their @eotves are already
looking over their shoulders, waiting for the nexdll-heeled idiot to
come along so they can play change partners.' Higthmcurled
slightly. 'That isn't what | want. And | can't sedy you and |
shouldn't reach some kind of bargain which woutggaus both.' He
paused, the blue eyes measuring her. 'As an extative,' he said, 'l
know of someone who might be interested in buyingryfather's
works as a going concern, instead of letting Itifeib the hands of the
receiver.'

‘How wonderful to be able to exert such influensle¢ said quietly. 'l
only wish my future wasn't going to be part ofthis wheeling and
dealing. It tends to have an unsettling effect.’

The dark face held impatience. 'What reassurancé ctier? If you

want a written contract, then I'll have one draynYiou can impose
whatever safeguards seem good to you. A mutuakgtes, if you
like, that we won't interfere in each other's lives

'In other words, I'm not to enquire too closelyimthere you go, or
what company you keep," Alison said scornfully.fitd that a
revolting idea!'



'l can't see why any extra-mural activities of msheuld affect you at
all,’ he said cynically. He paused. 'Unless, ofrseyit's you that has
fallen madly in love with me.'

‘Nothing,' she assured him, 'could be further ftbetruth.'

‘That's what | thought," he said drily. 'So whyragluce emotional
hassle into what is purely a business arrangeniEhtfere offering
you any other kind of job, you wouldn't be probingo my moral
rectitude.'

There was a kind of brutal truth in that, she wasdd to admit.

‘At the risk of probing further," she said, aftebrgef hesitation, 'l
thought there was a lady in your life already—son@eypou planned
to marry, when it was convenient...’

'You mean when her divorce became final?' He studikson's
responding flush with open mockery. 'I'm afraid yeuunder a
misapprehension, my dear. And so is the lady,vashiad to make
clear to her. She'll be far better off staying witlr husband. He may
be dull, but he stands to inherit a baronetcy.'

Alison's eyes widened indignantly. 'Isn't that extballous?’

'It might be," he agreed, 'if I'd helped to put hiarrriage on the rocks
on the first place. As it happens, | didn't. Nor Idappreciate her
throwing my name to any tame gossip columnist st langing
round.' The firm mouth hardened into implacabiléyd in spite of
herself, Alison shivered. 'l have no intention eirlg dragged into the
Monclairs' current bout of mud-slinging, and finginmyself an
alternative bride without delay will help to snuwtit any further
speculation in that quarter.' He smiled faintlys You see, the favours
work both ways.'



Alison ran the tip of her tongue around her dryiipg, if you want
simply to be engaged—on a temporary basis—then enayb

'l don't,)’ he interrupted. 'lI've told you my termiswant a real
engagement, to be followed in due course by a ativel
wedding—although | suppose I'll have to spare Yo white lace
and orange blossom,’ he added, his eyes flickingr over
dismissively.

‘Thank you,' she said grittily. 'But | don't needbe reminded that |
fall far short of the usual image of the radiandér

'‘Perhaps,' he agreed, without a single sign ontapee. 'But it wasn't
any possible shortcomings of yours | was consigerut the fact
that you're still mourning your father. I think, the circumstances,
we could be forgiven for a small quiet wedding.'

It was all moving too far too fast, and she heldaupand. 'l—I can't
answer you now. | must have time to think.'

'‘As you wish." He paused. 'But without wishing tee undue
pressure, I'd be glad to have an answer by thettie week at the
latest." He produced a card from a wallet, and édntlito her. '‘My
business and private numbers,' he said. 'I'll biarvgafor your call.’

She couldn't think of anything to say in replyhicst at last managing
a feeble 'Goodbye' as he walked towards the door.

'Let's make itau revoir,shall we?' She thought she could hear fai
amusement in his voice. 'Because I'll be back.’

She was still trying to work out whether that wag@mise or a threat
when she heard the distant thud of the front dtomimg.

And, suddenly and uncontrollably, she began tolbfem






CHAPTER THREE

IT was a very long evening. Alison made herself haveneal,

although she could not afterwards have stated avithaccuracy just
what she had eaten. All she could think of was bla$ Bristow, and
the amazing—the incredible offer he had made her.

At first, she told herself that it was all some rdedream from which,
at any moment, she would awaken.

But the card with his telephone numbers printed aras no figment
of her imagination, even though she couldn't emasherself ever
dialling either of them.

She tried to look at his proposition in the sanspdssionate way as
he had made it, but it was impossible. Even ifh@s promised, all
they were to share was a roof and a name, the gobsyas still a
disturbing one, fraught with obvious pitfalls.

On the other hand, the chance of being able teeaelsome kind of
security for Mel and her mother was a tantalisimg,onvhich was
why, she thought wryly, he had mentioned that asfist. He knew
her priorities, as well as he apparently knew. ows.

Yet that didn't mean she was prepared to sell Herfar Ladymead,
and the place in the sun it represented, she thostgining sightlessly
into the fire. Yet now it was back within her graspuld” she bear to
let it go?

She moved restlessly. It was the sheer impersgrddlihe offer that
chilled her, she had to admit, as she recalleddlot indifference of
the blue eyes as they had glanced at her. Nosh®atvanted him to
fancy her, she made haste to remind herself. Bilteasame time, it
was hurtful to recognise the image he had of hesamse boring,
submissive, domesticated doormat. A born spinsgke thought



savagely, only too eager to grab at any matrimooyglortunity to
come her way, however unlikely or unrewarding.

Well, what a shock he'd get when she turned himndow

'I'm off now, miss."' Mrs Horner popped her heachbthe door. '‘And
madam's awake, and asking for you.'

'l go up right away.' Alison stirred guiltilyDid she have any
dinner?'

'‘Cook did her a nice piece of steamed fish, anttle €gg custard.
She managed most of it," Mrs Horner assured hend@ight, Miss
Alison.'

Mrs Mortimer was propped up by pillows, her face iselines of
strain.

‘That man was here," she greeted Alison, as heghtieiu came
through the door. 'What did he want?’

‘Just to talk.' Alison sat down on the edge of ltkd and took her
mother's hand. 'How are you this evening? You vasteep when |
peeped in earlier.’

Mrs Mortimer dismissed this with an irritated shaeher head.

'‘What does he have to talk to us about?' she dezdaagditatedly.

'‘God knows we're at his mercy. | suppose he waste leave here.
Well, I'll die first!" She began to cry again. "§hs my home, and it's
too cruel for him to turn me out like this. Too elti She began to
thrash round on her pillows, making little moanmagses.

‘Darling, don't,’ Alison said gently. 'He didn'tme here for that at all.
In fact . .." She stopped.



'‘What?' Her mother's fingers tightened almost ctsively round
hers, hurting her. 'What did he want, Alison? Haschanged his
mind about living here, after all? Is he goingdave us in peace?'

Alison shook her head reluctantly. 'He can't da.tlshe paused.
‘Mummy, Simon told me about this cottage todag.dt'High Foxton,
so you could still stay in touch with all your fniés. It sounds really
quite nice, and we could just about afford it. Wbyibu like to see it?'

'‘No!" Mrs Mortimer's eyes were alarmingly wild almdght suddenly.
'l never leave here—never! This is my home, sotme squalid
cottage. We must buy Ladymead back. Your Uncle Huagiht have
the money. We must ask him to help us.’

'‘Darling, you can't Alison said firmly. 'Uncle Hh has
responsibilities of his own, and | shouldn't think could lay his
hands on even half the amount Nicholas Bristow diednt. Even if
he'd sell—which | doubt.'

'l thought perhaps that was why he'd come hereoffes to sell the
place back to us.' The look of hope in her motheyts was almost
more than Alison could bear.

'No," she said with a sigh, 'lt—it wasn't that. ¢¢eme to offer us—a
share in it, | suppose. On certain- conditions.’

‘A share?' A share in Ladymead?' Mrs Mortimer drawong
quivering breath. 'In our own home?'

Alison sighed silently. 'But it isn't ours any la@rg' she said
patiently. "You have to come to terms with the theit it belongs to
Nick Bristow now, lock, stock and barrel. That'sywhwould be so
much better to get away from here and start again.'



'How can you say that?' Her mother's tone was haitshreproach.
‘This is the house where you were born. Oh, yadrkard, Alison. |
sometimes wonder how you came to be any child aerhi

As you've often told me," Alison said wryly. Shet gp. 'Get some
more rest now, Mother. We'll talk again tomorrow."'

'‘No, now." Mrs Mortimer's fingers fastened like raales round
Alison's wrist. 'Tell me about this offer of thei@ow man's. Does it
really mean we can stay here? What conditions?'

‘He wants me to—work for him in a certain capatiyison chose
her words carefully.

'‘Work?' her mother echoed. 'But a man like thatldi@lready have
all the staff he needs, surely. He could pick dmbse, and you aren't
even trained for anything.'

'l don't think there's much formal training for tkimd of job he's
offering," Alison returned drily. '‘And it's stafbf Ladymead that he's
looking for.'

'‘But Alec Liddell assured me that Cook—Mrs Hornewefmyone
would be kept on. Are you telling me they're gotage turned out
too?"

'On the contrary, he's anxious for #tatus quado be preserved when
he takes over. | imagine he would find any form dufmestic
inconvenience profoundly irritating.'

‘Then what's the problem?’

Alison shrugged, striving for lightness. 'The peshl is he's
discovered from Alec that I've been—running thifigsyou since |
left school, and he wants me to go on doing so.'



Mrs Mortimer levered herself up against her pillpwsr attention
sharply fixed on her daughter's face. 'He wantstgdieep house for
him—and we can live here while you do?'

‘Yes.' Alison looked down at the carpet. 'Ridicipign't it?"

'‘Ridiculous? It could be the answer to our prayditsére was excited
colour in Mrs Mortimer's face, and she looked manemated than
she'd done for weeks, Alison realised with a panat did you tell

him? Did you agree?'

Alison shook her head. 'Not yet. You see— theretwerh She
hesitated, then said baldly, 'He wants to marry me.

‘Marry you?' Mrs Mortimer slumped back in genuihenflattering
astonishment. 'Nicholas Bristow wants to marry y&ie shook her
head. 'Darling, it must have been some strangedifjuke. He can't
have been serious!'

‘That's what | thought,' Alison agreed, refusingifow herself to be
wounded by her mother's immediate assumption tieateuld have
no charms for a man like Nick Bristow. After atlwas no more than
the truth, and she knew it, and to allow even cawegpof hurt was
merely being stupid. 'But | have until the endrad week to give him
my answer, so that seems to indicate he meansdsssin

'‘Good God," Mrs Mortimer said faintly. There walesce, then she
said, 'What are you going to say?'

Alison's brows lifted. 'No, of course. You couldeXipect me to agree
to such an outrageous proposal. He—he doesn'taange. | think |
could do better for myself than be married as avenience.’

‘Do better than Nicholas Bristow? Are you quite fiddrs Mortimer
sat up energetically, grasping her daughter's handsrs. 'Alison,



he's offering you your home back—your heritage.tEhahat you
must think about. And there's Melly to consider.’

'l know," Alison acknowledged. 'She was part of paekage, as a
matter of fact.' She tried a smile. 'Oh, all threngts were gold-plated,
and designed to appeal. No wonder he's such assiccehe City!

‘Then how can you even consider refusing?' Mrs ivhent
demanded.

Alison's chin came up. 'Daddy sold himself to NBrkstow,' she said
with terrible clarity. 'Are you seriously suggesfih should do the
same thing?'

'‘But this may be his way of trying to make ameralsg,' her mother
said eagerly. 'Alison, for God's sake—at least ictams

Alison looked at her incredulously. '"You—really mat®'

'Of course | do!" Mrs Mortimer thumped the covereth her fist,
'For heaven's sake, darling, be rational. You'réda sensible to be
carried away by dreams of some overpowering romah@est isn't
going to happen, and instead you're being offehed dhance to
recover everything we've lost, together with thedkof husband most
girls would be fighting over," she added a shadgprshly.

'‘Perhaps that's part of the trouble," Alison sailg.dMaybe I'd prefer
a man who wasn't quite so universally attractive.'

‘Now you're being absurd." Mrs Mortimer released Im@nds and
threw herself back on her pillows. She was lookaggtated again.
‘Alison, you can't do this to us! It would be tafsh to deliberately
reduce us all to penury, when it could all be $tecent—and just for
a few silly scruples. | feel that Nicholas Brist@xdoing his utmost to



behave honourably in this—dire situation. And thst lyou can do is
meet him halfway.’

‘The least?' Alison didn't know whether to laughcoy. 'To sell
myself to a man | hardly know just for security? gige up my own
life—the possibility of a career . ..?'

‘A career!" Mrs Mortimer almost snorted. 'l supposmai mean
working for a pittance at that estate agent's. Aiydu're imagining
for one minute that Simon Thwaite will have anytiar interest in
you once we've lost Ladymead, then think again,abge the
Thwaites have always married money.'

‘And Simon will know his duty, even if | don't.'i8bn bent her head.
‘Thank you for being so frank. It's just as wath hot in love with
him.'

'If you were, naturally | would exert no pressulajt in the

circumstances ..." Mrs Mortimer retrieved a lacgeztihandkerchief
and dabbed at her mouth. 'Alison dear, it isn'egito us all to fall
deeply in love as | did with your father. Very sédctory

relationships have been known to evolve from vitig I

'‘But how do you build on nothing at all?" Alisorked ironically, it
will be interesting to find out, | suppose, if noth else.’ She pushed
her hair back from her face. 'Uncle Hugh said Daddg a gambler; |
must be more like him than | thought.' She benta@nagped a light
kiss on her mother's hair. 'Don't look so worrigakling, you're going
to have your way. Ladymead will be restored tonith all the other
fringe benefits. I'll phone Mr Bristow now and tklm, before | lose
my nerve.'

She went down the stairs slowly, clinging to thaibter rail as if she
was afraid her legs would crumple and betray hke'dleft Nick



Bristow's card beside the phone, and it lay thstaring up at her,
forcing her to respond—to act.

Alison swallowed, running the tip of her tongue eehingly dry
lips, before reaching for the receiver and diallvigyhome number.

It was strangely appropriate, in the circumstanteat it was an
answering machine, and not Nick himself, that esphli

She waited for the tone, then said colourlessly, Bstow, this is
Alison Mortimer. I've considered your proposal, até answer
Is—yes. Good night.’

When she replaced the receiver, her breathing walassh and
hurried as if she'd taken part in some marathoa.rac

A pretty antique mirror with a gilt frame hung aleothe telephone
table. She looked at herself steadily, registehag pallor, and the
wide, frightened eyes under the delicately wingemis.

Aloud, she said, 'Well, it's done, and somehowJehi live with
it—and make the best of it." Then she turned away.

She awoke in the night to find tears on her faeegfish with dreams
she could only remember in part. She fetched Heasghss of water
from the bathroom and lay in the dark sippingritl #istening to the
rain on the window, wondering restlessly whetheslki\Bristow had

played back the tape on his machine yet. She bilijneOf course,

she was taking it for granted that he would be dpgnthe night

under his own roof, although she had no real reé&s@uppose he
would be.

It was far more likely that he would be with onehid ladies. If not
Hester Monclair, then someone else, she thouglht avdtaste, then
immediately chided herself. She had no groundp¢cdate now, or



at any future time about that side of his life.dH®ade that very clear.
He would live his life, and she would live hersgdam the occasions
when their paths crossed, she would be expectdedp to safe,
neutral topics of conversation.

That, after all, was part of the price she was gadio pay for
Ladymead, and her family's security.

She grimaced, drinking the rest of her water, attlesl back with
determination, willing herself back to sleep. Buvasn't as easy as
that. In the darkness, she kept seeing Nick Bristawage, almost as
if he'd been etched on to her aching eyes.

‘This is ridiculous,' she muttered crossly, turnowgr and burying her
face in her too-hot pillow. She was tired and wexdrand confused,
that was all. That was why she was having theskeadent fantasies
suddenly about how it would feel to have that hasghical mouth
touching hers in passion, or see something moreitithfference in
those cool blue eyes.

Alison groaned aloud, and dealt the inoffensivéopila blow with
her clenched fist, telling herself restlessly thavas more or less
inevitable that the wretched man should be on hadnmAfter all,
she'd only agreed to marry him a few hours before.

But if she had to think of him, why did it havelde in such blatantly
physical terms? It certainly wasn't like her. Sinim@d held her in his
arms, and kissed her, but he'd never managed riadetupon her
dreams, sleeping or waking.

She'd thought she'd woken in tears because shexdiieking of her
father, but now, she was not so sure.

Yet there was a logical explanation for everythisige told herself
severely. Nick Bristow was a shatteringly attraetiaan, quite apart



from the cataclysmic effect he had had on her lifewas little
wonder, surely, that he was preying on her mind.

But once this strange business-marriage of theassafait accompli,

things would change, she decided resolutely. Hernwould be to run
Ladymead in the same ordered groove as alwaysNakdBristow

would hardly impinge on her life at all. That wa® tway they both
wanted it, after all, and that was the way it wolodd

She overslept the next morning, and was havingstly Hareakfast
with one eye on the clock when she heard the sotiaccar coming
up the drive. It was too early for visitors, sheught, grabbing her
bag as she rose to her feet. Her mother was stéep, and Mrs
Horner would have to fend off whoever it was.

As she reached the dining room door, it openedplyrtand Alison
stopped with a little gasp of surprise as Nick @nugstrode in.

She had never seen him wearing anything but focto#hes, but this
morning he was casually dressed in close-fittiragchldenim pants,
topped by a rollneck cashmere sweater in the saroarg and a
suede jacket slung over one shoulder.

He said without preamble, 'l got your messageoligint we'd better
talk—finalise things.'

'‘Oh?" Alison gave him a hostile glance, aware Hwatpulses were
still drumming haphazardly. Why had he had to pgplike the

Demon King? she wondered crossly. 'Well, I'm afdalthve other
plans for today.'

‘Then cancel them.' His tone brooked no oppositiRimg work, if
that's where you're going, and tell them you woain. Say you're ill,
if you prefer our engagement to remain our litéerst for the time
being,' he added sardonically.



She set her teeth. 'l was going to work, yes. ehabusy morning
ahead, and as it happens, | was going to ask ng/ibbsould have
the afternoon off to be with my mother. She halse&n at all well
and...'

'I'm aware of that. Perhaps the news that she tdesie to move out
of this house will be just the tonic she needs. Arelhad to postpone
today's schedule too. | thought we'd drive over saelmy mother. |
think our respective families should be the fistknow the good
news, don't you?'

'‘Good news?' Alison gaped at him. "You talk ai$ ngagement
was real!’

'‘As far as the rest of the world's concerned, 'itAigain a note in his
voice forbade argument. 'You're almost bound tofidenin your
mother. As she'll be living under the same roohwis, she's- sure to
realise we're not enjoying a conventional relatnymsBut I'd prefer
my mother to retain some illusions. Although sheellso relieved that
I'm answering her prayers at last that .she wargtige too closely,
but welcome you with open arms.'

'Oh, really?' Alison lifted her chin. 'I'd have g&iwas the last girl on
earth she would ever expect you to produce as hbéauref
daughter-in-law.'

Nicholas shrugged. 'That's a risk we'll have tcefake dismissed.
‘Now, phone your boss, and let's make a start.’

It was foolish, she knew, but his failure to utren a token
reassurance about her suitability rankled with her.

She said stiltedly, 'My mother is still in her ropbut I'm sure she'll
want to—speak to you ..."



‘To assure herself about my prospects?' The dankvsbiifted
mockingly. 'Well, there's no problem. You were gpio offer me
dinner here, | hope.'

Alison was taken aback. "Yes—if you wish.' The tioiuof spending
the entire day in his company, and the eveningels was a frankly
disturbing one.

He smiled rather grimly, as if he had gauged heeiirturmoil. 'l feel
we should further our acquaintance, don't you?'

She shrugged slightly. 'Perhaps. | had the impsasse wouldn't be
together a great deal.’

‘Yet we can hardly be expected to shun each otheretrly in the
relationship.' He sounded amused, and slightly trapa 'I'm paying
highly for your services, Alison. | expect a litteoperation.’

She avoided his gaze. 'Yes—well, I'll go and mdde call.'

She told Simon she was involved with some unexpebtesiness
concerned with her late father's estate, and aeddps sympathetic
enquiries like soothing balm for her feelings.

A sleek black Porsche was waiting for them on tinegland Alison's
brows rose. 'No driver today?' she asked sweetly.

'l thought privacy was more important," Nick resolt opening the
passenger door for her. 'You'll have to trust yellireo my tender
mercies.'

And how! Alison thought silently as she adjusted seatbelt.

‘You don't waste words do you?' Nick Bristow obsérafter they'd
travelled the first few miles in silence.



'‘Sometimes,' she returned coolly. 'But you're hydnére today for the
pleasure of my company.'

‘True.' His mouth curled slightly. '‘But as I'veesdy pointed out, part
of the bargain outlined to you was that you shdpldy the part" of

my wife. Maybe you should begin by rehearsing tie of the happy
flancee. Hard looks, and answering me in monosidtakare hardly
going to convince anyone that we're the victimsaomutual and

overwhelming passion.’

'l didn't know that was the impression | was suppids give.' Alison
stared rigidly ahead of her. 'If that's so, perhgps should get
yourself a better actress.’

'‘Or perhaps you could make more effort,’ he retbde a note of
exasperation. 'For God's sake, Alison, this isxslydor me either.'

She flushed. 'I'm sorry. But I'm sure we'd find gnpler, if | were
just the housekeeper.’

'For you, perhaps,” he said sardonically. 'Unfaataly, my
requirements extend beyond the purely domesticl'vasalready
made clear to you. You knew that when you teleptdane last night,
so why are you having second thoughts now?'

'‘Because of something called the cold light of dalyson said wryly.
'I'm just beginning to realise what I've got mysifo. And your
attitude isn't helping to reconcile me to my fatbey.’

'l apologise.' He shot her a lightning glance. 'Bdidn't think you'd
welcome any—overt demonstration. Do you want maaée love to
you?'



‘Not if you were the last man on earth,' she samkity. "That isn't
want | meant, and you know it. You complain abow, tout you're
barely civil yourself.'

Nick glanced in his mirror, then swung the cartbé quiet road on to
the verge.

‘Then | must apologise again, and this time | mgalme said quietly.
'l think we're both going to have to make a nundfellowances that
we never bargained for, but even if our relatiopsbn't quite what
we may have originally envisaged for ourselvesrdlseno reason
why it can't work perfectly well.’

'l don't know." Alison stared down at her handsséty clamped
together in her lap. 'Are you sure you've thouglthrough? All the
implications?' She took a deep breath. 'Childrenirfstance.’

He gave a faint frown. 'Perhaps I'm lacking in plagernal spirit, but
I've never had any wish to see any little carbopie® of myself
running about." He studied her, his frown deepeniAghough |

admit | hadn't looked at the problem from your poai view.

Perhaps, if things work out between us, in a fearyave could
consider adoption.'

She said wearily, 'Perhaps,’ and discovered tcchagrin that she
wanted very badly to burst into tears.She foughdnt said with an
assumption of calm, 'And there's one other thitmink we should get
straight. I've heard a lot about the way you intemé-conduct your
private life when we're married. Can | take it that entitled to the
same amount of leeway?'

'‘What the hell are you talking about?' She'd setlack on his heels
for once, Alison noted with satisfaction. He couidmave looked
more amazed if she'd suddenly grown a second hndadnt of him.



'I'm sure | don't have to go into details,’ shel saveetly. '‘Or do you
expect me to live like a nun?’

‘No, of course not,' he denied impatiently. 'Altgbd admit | hadn't
considered ...'

‘That | was enough of a woman to have any emotinaats of my
own?' she asked flatly.

‘Don't put words into my mouth,' he said harshlgt's say | hadn't
credited you with that kind of sophistication. Mgpression was that
you were sexually innocent, but I've been wrongpleef

'‘We're not discussing what | am, but what | mayopee," Alison said
calmly. 'l can't live on the fringe of your lifepnd remain totally
unscathed. And perhaps my lack of experience i$ lpsk of
opportunity,’ she added with bravado.

He said between his teeth, if it's experience yamtysweetheart,
then I'll be only too happy to oblige you.'

She heard the click as her seatbelt was reledsaa Nick pulled her
towards him with such force that her little crypybtest and outrage
was stifled on her lips.

His dark face seemed to swim before hers, andnitstely she
closed her eyes to blot him out, only to experieinsgead the first
ravaging assault of his mouth on her own.

His hand clamped at the back of her head, foresadiny movement
of rejection, forcing her to accept his kiss, hpslgrinding hers
bruisingly against her teeth, as he sought to impodeeper intimacy.

She couldn't move. She could hardly breathe, batfehght him
silently, her aching mouth tightly compressed agjalis invasion.



Her hands were pinned helplessly between theidsodind she could
feel beneath her palms, disturbingly, the warmthisfskin through
the thin sweater, and the hurry of his heartbeat.

Then, as suddenly, she was free, drawing shakysaflpreath into
her lungs as she shrank back into her seat. A eafgduttons on her
shirt had become undone during the brief fracatssthe was damned
if she was going to start fumbling to fasten thernilev he was
watching her, she thought stormily. Her hair wasiding on end too,
and she probably hadn't a scrap of lipstick left.

'‘Disappointed, darling?' His voice was soft anddyog. 'Sexual
skirmishing not all it's cracked up to be?"

'Is that what it was?' Alison lifted her should@énsa faint shrug,
thankful that her voice, at least, sounded compo%drhve been
kissed before, actually, but with rather more fege's

‘You amaze me,' he drawled. 'And | hope you respdmndth rather
more finesse too. I'd say you had a lot to learioreetaking your
place as a woman of the world.’

'‘Probably,” she said. 'But with luck, I'll find aone considerate
teacher.’

'l wouldn't count on it," he said softly. 'And better warn you now
that after we're married, | expect you to behawé discretion.’

'Isn't that what they call a double standard?'|b\eer lip felt tender,
and she touched it tentatively with her finger.

‘Call it what the hell you like," he said tersely.can't stop you
amusing yourself, but | won't allow you to flaurdwy affairs in my
face either. You'd better remember that when yar kioking round
for a lover.'



He paused, as if waiting for some reply, but whemen was
forthcoming, simply shrugged, and re-started the ca

It took the remainder of the journey for Alison tegain some

semblance of her normal quiet composure. It hdm@eh a kiss, she
thought, seething. It had been rape in miniatune, lZe knew it as
well as she did. And if that was a sample of whiditeo women

flocked round him for, then they must insane!

That strange inner trembling had, thank goodnasgssided by the
time Nick parked in front of a pleasant red bridubke, set back from
the road in what looked to be extensive groundshdf was nervous
now, it was for a very different reason. She gdt afuthe car, and
stood taking deep breaths of cool air.

'Relax." Nick took her arm, and she had to figlat ittpulse to pull
violently away. 'She won't eat you—you're what slhe'en dreaming
of for years.'

Nick's mother was slight with a mass of grey- dteebdark hair, and
eyes as vividly blue as her son's. But that wagetie resemblance
ended. Mrs Bristow's eyes were alight with joyoleapure, her smile
as wide as the world as she welcomed them.

‘This is wonderful!" She hugged Alison almost fedyc "When Nick
phoned almost at dawn and said he had a surpnisedp | never
guessed what it was. You wicked pair! Why didn'tiygive me a
hint? | haven't even a bottle of champagne to dyok health.’

'l didn't want to arouse your hopes,' said NicktéAall,' he added,
with a sardonic glance at Alison, 'she might hauved¢d me down.’
He watched the swift colour flood her face, andgled. 'You
see—she actually blushes! I'd forgotten women cbuld



'You've been moving in the wrong circles, darlirdjs mother gave
him a fond but minatory smile. 'But you've seensegeat last, thank
the Lord. I'm so relieved that...'

'I'm sure you are," he broke in drily. 'Now why dgot offer us some
sherry in place of the undoubtedly tactless rermemse you were
about to favour us with?'

'Oh, I'm sure Alison has few illusions about youy mpet,’ Mrs
Bristow said serenely. 'Women rarely do, you knéwd what they
say about reformed rakes is true, you know. Yothreig bless him,
was proof of that.' Her smile grew misty for a martyehen she
rallied. 'Now—that sherry.’

Lunch, prepared and served by a plump and beanhtegle soul
who turned out to have been Nick's nanny many yeafsre, was
delicious, and it should have been a happy fanelelration, but
Alison was on edge the whole time.

She woSh, she thought ruefully, have found it edsiéake if Nick's
mother had eyed heraskance, and made her awafellshell short
of requirements. To be welcomed so completely dfettonately
was almost more than she could bear.

After lunch, Mrs Bristow suggested a stroll roume tgarden, and
Alison accepted eagerly. Gardens were neutral taeyri and
herbaceous borders a safer topic of conversatammplersonalities.

But she hadn't bargained for Nick accompanying theress still for

the casual slide of his arm round her waist as thaed along. It

was simply part of this charade they were acting, ghe knew it, but
she couldn't repress the deep, responsive shiaewtnt through her
as he drew her lightly against him.



It was normal. It was what anyone would expect ofemgaged
couple, but, oh God, it was so hard to accepttlstaght miserably
as she made herself listen to what her future mathiaw was
saying about buddleia.

At last Nick looked at his watch. 'l think we'llv&to tear ourselves
away, love. But I'll bring Alison over to see youa few days and you
can talk weddings. We've decided on a quiet faraffair in the
circumstances.’

‘You wouldn't rather wait a little?' his mother gegted.

He shook his head determinedly. 'No, Alison's betmough a hell
of a lot lately. | want to have the right to takee of her as soon as it
can be arranged.’

'Of course you do." Mrs Bristow smiled at them bgdthou'll have
some tea before you set off? I'll go and see aibo&he hurried off,
leaving them to follow at their own pace.

The silence between them was almost tangible, arsbrAfelt it
needed to be broken.

She said, 'What a lovely garden this is. Surely yoother doesn't do
all of it herself?'

'She does as little as | can arrange,' Nick totd'hemploy a full-time
gardener for her to bully." At her enquiring lodle explained, 'Her
heart isn't all that strong. She pooh-poohs it,dne needs to avoid
undue exertion. Even having me was something @dka which is
why | was an only child.'

'‘Oh, I'm sorry.’



'You don't need to be,' he said briefly. 'She leadegery full life,
actually, now that she's adjusted to widowhood."'

Alison found herself wondering whether her own neothvould
eventually do the same. It was very early to ®@lcourse. Nick's
mother had had time to recover and rebuild her ked the two
women were, of course, very different personalities

Nick's voice cut across her reverie almost prodgicd'm afraid
we're under observation from the drawing room. Waeetter not
disappoint her.’

Before she had realised what he meant, he hadestppgpawing her
into his arms.

He said quietly, 'Don't fight me this time, Alisbn.

The sun was warm on her upturned face. Somewhareahéand a
bird sang with piercing sweetness. She could net¢ Ingoved even if
she'd wanted to do so. And she didn't want to.

That was the last coherent thought she produceatddiis mouth
came down on hers. He was very gentle, very regimaiacting the
kiss, but in fact barely brushing her lips with .hfnd suddenly,
shockingly, it wasn't enough.

Suddenly, Alison wanted to be closer. She wantegréss herself
against him, to draw him down to her, to open hewuin to his
intimate exploration. She wanted the kiss to bé t#an of a need
which refused to be denied, instead of this coaldsty of an
embrace which hardly even acknowledged the fadttha was a
woman.

She felt her nails dig into the palms of her hand=sndurance, and as
if he sensed her sudden tensing, Nick lifted hedhe



‘Don't panic,' he advised acidly. "Your ordealven

Until the next time, Alison thought, walking besitlan, her heart
banging against her ribs like a terrified bird. WUtite next time.



CHAPTER FOUR

IT was a very simple dress, Alison thought. Maderepe in a shade
somewhere between grey and lavender, it relieddaffect on the
elegance of its cut, and details like the full seefalling to tightly

buttoned cuffs, and the deep white collar. It aelyadidn't look like a

wedding dress. But then she didn't feel like adarid

She put up a hand and smoothed back a tendriliof Mally had
done her proud, she thought with a faint smile,rlgvg the soft
brown cloud into an elegant topknot, and secutimgth the spray of
matching flowers which had come with the dress atch she
hadn't quite known what to do with.

But Melly had known. In fact, Alison thought withsagh, it was a

pity she was the younger sister. If the positioad been reversed,
Melanie would have coped ebulliently with everytihin especially

Nick, with whom she flirted outrageously, considgrihim as her

future brother- in-law, fair game for her to praether wiles on.

He encouraged her, of course. With Melanie, Nick were human
than Alison had ever seen him, except perhaps wiih
mother—teasing, affectionate and endlessly indulgen

And entirely different, she had to admit, from tay he behaved
towards herself.

She grimaced slightly. Well, what did she expeéteraall? The
bargain between them was made, and legally sigmebteruthe
bewildered aegis of Alec Liddell. And Nick had begmerous—that
she could not deny, even if she wanted to. Shdbaad astounded by
the size of the personal allowance he was makingimaddition to
the account he had opened at a local bank foragment of all the
household bills. He had made it clear such mundatals were to be
left to her. What he had concerned himself with tixsredecoration



of the house. Alison found herself spending everafigr evening

poring over portfolios of sketches and designs,samatches of fabric
and wallpaper. Her initial resentment of the clesaveep he was
making in what had been her family home was sodweighed by

the realisation that refurbishment was badly neeshethad been for
some years.

Her mother, however, was not so easy to convinad,there had
been a number of near- clashes between them, weéh
sweetly-voiced reproaches on one side, and Niddscsly veiled
intolerance on the other. Fortunately, he had predu a
master-stroke by inviting her to choose exactly lehw wanted her
own flat, converted from a little-used guest soiterlooking the rose
garden, designed and decorated, and Mrs Mortimersean happily
absorbed in her own plans, and less inclined tdldn@urnfully on
what she called 'change for change's sake'.

For herself, Alison had found little to quarrel it Nick's taste, and
they had achieved a reasonable harmony. The orkwaminess had
arisen when he had shown her the designs for tesipective
bedrooms. She had not realised until then thahtemded to use the
master bedroom and the adjoining room for theiroaooodation,
and had protested instinctively.

Nick looked at her, his brows lifting coldly. 'lakse, of course,' he
said, 'that you'd like me banished to the other @nthe house, or
even to a separate building for preference, butafraid the next
room is as much concession as I'm prepared to na&ealready told
you—as far as outsiders are concerned, this israalanarriage.'

She swallowed weakly. 'But there's a communicatlogr ..." she
began, intending to tell him that the adjoining mowvas intended
principally as a dressing room.



'How incredibly suggestive,” Nick drawled, givingerh a
contemptuous look. 'Would you like me to have itked up? Or
would a bolt on your side only be adequate?"

Her face had burned with mortification, and she'dmbled,

'‘Perfectly adequate,' before turning away and pgkup some
samples of curtain fabric with hands that shooHl, stndying them as
if her life depended on it.

In the circumstances, she had decided ruefulyoitld be downright
dangerous to query why Nick had opted to instalhg-sized bed in
her room instead of something more appropriatecangentional.

Mrs Mortimer was going to stay with the Boswortladter the
wedding, and the decorators would be moving inrduthe month
that Nick and Alison would be away on honeymoon.

Alison sighed. The honeymoon had proved to be amdtone of
contention. She had considered it an unnecessanemeent, until
Nick's mother had raised the subject.

'‘Where are you taking Alison, darling?' she hadeds&heerfully.
‘Somewhere glamorous and exciting, or quiet andutes

‘A little of both, | hope,' Nick had returned ligyt'l've chartered
Greg Parsons' yacht to cruise the Greek Islands.'

At the small surprised sound he had startled obeofhe had turned
to Alison solicitously. 'What's the matter, sweeth® You don't
suffer from seasickness, do you?'

If she'd had her wits about her, she would havdiegdirmly,
‘Terribly', and that would probably have been thd ef the matter.
But she was too astonished and indignant to betatitenk clearly.



As he drove her back to Ladymead later, she haddeul on him
furiously. "You didn't tell me we were going on legmoon!’

'It's the usual course of action after one's mdyribe returned
casually. 'What's the matter? Do you have somecboie”

‘Any number," she retorted, isn't it carrying tlamather to farcical
extremes?'

'On the contrary, it's a perfectly conventionalnthito do," Nick
drawled. 'And as I'm tired of telling you, on theface at least, this is
going to be a very conventional marriage. But itiylmave some
rooted aversion to the Greek Islands, then 1iGeég we don't want
his boat after all.’

'l think my rooted aversion is rather closer to lkegnAlison said
clearly and coldly.

He smiled thinly. 'I'd rather managed to work that for myself. I'm

afraid you'll just have to grit -your teeth, dagjrand keep reminding
yourself that nothing lasts for ever in this unagrtworld. Once the
honeymoon's over, I'll do my best not to intrude tuch on your
halcyon little world down here. For whole periodsaatime you

should be able to forget that | exist at all.'

If only she could believe that! Alison thought bitiy, as she stood on
the steps at Ladymead and watched the tail-lightiseocar vanish.

One of the most disturbing facets of her brief titeengagement had
been how completely Nicholas Bristow had managedorand
himself across her consciousness. She supposedadit been
unavoidable in the circumstances. There were sy maangements
to be made, so many details to be agreed, evemuameéane level.



And, once she was legally his wife, would thingsllse be any
different? And now that her quiet existence hadnbéarned
irrevocably upside down, would she be contentay st Ladymead
waiting for his visits, like—like some dreary Mami of the Moated
Grange?

She looked restlessly round her room. It was odtiittk she would
never sleep here again. The next time she camadgnhead she
would have to use the enormous room which Nick Wwasging
decorated for her in shades of ivory and aquamgaaime sleep in that
bed—as wide as the Gobi Desert, and as barrenthslight with
sudden bitterness.

Oh God, how had she allowed herself to get involaetis wretched
mess? She wanted to hide. She wanted to crawl inazker own
narrow bed, and pull the covers over her headsapghe was ill, say
she was—anything, as long as it meant she woutdwvé to drive
with Uncle Hugh to the Parish Church and becomehdlas
Bristow's unwanted bride.

And at that moment heard a tap on the door, anduhele asking
anxiously, 'Are you ready, my dear? It's time weeneaving.'

'‘Coming!" she made herself say. Then she pickedemptayer-book
her father had given her at her confirmation, aedtvwo the door.

His face lightened at the sight of her. "You lookdly, child," he
declared with false heartiness.

She smiled at him, knowing that neither he nor ABeth could
comprehend why she was taking this step. They'd bemned when
she first told them the news, then overtly disapim®, then resigned.
In fact, Aunt Beth had thawed sufficiently to mdiex niece a private
gift, in addition to the exquisite Georgian writigsk which had
been their official wedding present.



Alison hadn't known what to expect when she untiredribbons on
the silver and white striped box, and hadn't knovirether to laugh
or cry as she had inspected the contents—sevdrmbt¢he most
exquisite handmade lingerie she had ever seen—sard
crepe-de-chine trimmed with lace in shades of ivaryster and
coffee—a tacit acknowledgement, she thought difiigf Aunt Beth
considered she would need every weapon in the agnounold her
husband's interest. But what Aunt Beth never wouldver could
know was that it was a battle which would nevefdught. She'd left
the lovely things in their box in her wardrobe.

She was surprised to find how crowded the churchagashe moved
up the aisle to the voluntary. She supposed thelwaraement of her
marriage had been something of a nine-day wonaetljo She was
glad to see a number of familiar faces from Mortisnét still wasn't
certain what was going to happen to the works,tdobked as if it
was going to be saved, or so Nick had told hererathrtly when she
had timidly enquired. His intervention seemed tovehabeen
successful.

But Simon wasn't there. His reception of the ndves she was to be
married to Nicholas Bristow had made her wonder tindre her
mother's assessment of him had been justifiecadtdhearly hit him
hard, and Alison hadn't known whether to be glasoory. Glad, she
supposed, because there had been one man whothallyasanted
her for herself. Sorry, on the other hand, becabse&new she would
never have returned his feelings.

She realised with a start that the music was swgetlh a crescendo,
and glanced up into the cold hard glitter of Nicdy®s as he waited
for her at the chancel steps.

His face was mask-like, but he was angry. She ktiewould feel it.
But why? Was he disappointed, perhaps, that shenbadpted for



the white dress and the veil after all? Yet thatl Hmeen the
agreement—no formal dress, family only, and a tegeption at her
uncle's house afterwards.

She was no beauty, of course, but he'd known thanh fthe
beginning, so it was hardly fair to blame her tanow.

And for appearances' sake at least, he might hailedsat her. She
wanted him to smile. She wanted to put up a haddaurch his face,
stroke away the harsh lines beside his mouth, badi¢rceness of
that wanting sent a shock like an electric curtanbugh her entire
being.

In an agony of relief, she switched her attentmthe kindly, familiar
figure of the Vicar, and the words he was beginriongay to them.
Obediently she repeated what she was told to saiyuys her hand to
receive Nick's ring when obliged to, but all thendi her mind was
whirling in small, frantic circles.

The tension of the last weeks had finally got to Bée was cracking
up. That was the only feasible explanation for fatcing rush of
feeling. And a fine way to embark on marriage—abopeless
neurotic.

She was amazed how soon it was over, how soon akemvalking
back down the aisle, but on Nick's silent arm thmge. The silence
followed them into the car, wrapped them roundhay tirove the few
miles to the Bosworths' house. Nick showed nomation to break it,
and Alison didn't know where to begin. Perhaps thveyld never
exchange another word for the rest of their ligd® thought, a little
hysterical bubble of laughter welling up inside.her

She was glad Aunt Beth had prepared a buffet lumstead of a
formal meal round the long mahogany table in tmengdi room. That
way, she could pretend to eat and no one woul@&oti



There was only one couple at the reception she'thast—Nick's
cousin Judith, and her husband Alan.

‘Welcome to the Bristow clan,' said Judith, hersdpeed on Alison in
candid assessment as they shook hands. 'You ldekaged!" she
added with a grin. 'l remember it had much the seaffect on Alan
when it happened, and I'm much less formidable Niaholas!

'‘Don't you believe it," her husband put in. 'Wewdtddave met before,
Alison, so that | could have talked you out ofYiou're clearly far too
nice a girl to fall into the clutches of a hardemegrobate like Nick.'

Alison joined in the general laughter, forcing thascles of her face
to smile until they ached. They were being kind, she could sense
the astonishment underneath. They were wonderiygheénwealthy,
glamorous Nicholas Bristow had saddled himself waich a
nonentity, when he could have chosen almost anyamdme wanted.
They were his friends as well as relations. Theyedon the same
social circles in London. They would know his usgiakriends—be
aware of what he looked for in his women. And foe life of her she
could think of no feasible explanation which wosktisfy them.

Even her mother had adapted to the new situatitim thve speed of
light. She had stopped calling Nicholas 'that nfram the first day of
the engagement, and had in fact behaved as if tiodevihing was a
love match engineered by herself in some way. Alisighed
inwardly. Her mother had decided that long fraugiicounter
between them had never happened, it seemed. Andioewt must
be to be able to ignore reality when it becamenneaient!

And reality was here and now in the shape of Médlifing her that it
was time she went up to change.



'‘Are you going to leave your hair up?' Melanie akles Alison
carefully took off her wedding dress and begaruioom the soft coral
silky two- piece she had chosen as her going-awéit.o

'l don't think so." Alison smiled rather carefullg she fastened her
zip. 'lt was a nice effect for the occasion, butvriahink I'd better
revert to being me again. And it's very much casilaihes and
relaxation on the cruise. He—Nick—stressed thhg'added, aware
of how difficult she still found it to say his namg& Alison Mary, take
thee, Nicholas..."

Melanie sighed luxuriously. 'The Greeklslands—howulyt
envy-making! It'll be perfect now—all those wilab¥ers.’

‘Yes, it should be lovely," Alison agreed with Beliate neutrality.

Melanie picked up her wedding dress and beganpgiace it on a
padded hanger, her face pensive. She said suddeityy-you are
happy, aren't you? It's all been so sudden and—emioas, from my
point of view anyway, with Nick stepping in likeishand taking over
all our lives. | suppose I've just taken it forgped that it's what you
want too. But it is, isn't it?'

'Of course.' Alison unpinned her hair and begarbrigsh it with
smooth rhythmic strokes back into its usual shimegtness.

‘Thank heavens!" Melanie hung the dress on thenalaeddoor, and
spent a few minutes arranging and rearrangingdlus of the skirt.

She said suddenly, 'I'm really sorry | said allstadoloody stupid
things about Nick—and all that stuff in the papérere was probably
nothing in it, you know. In fact in Sunday's papésaid that Mrs

Monclair had gone back to her husband, and thegtdahcomplete
reconciliation, which proves it, doesn't it?'



The note of appeal in the last question wasn't dosiAlison. She
smiled at her sister. 'Of course it does,’ shesanthingly. 'But then |
never did believe any of it anyway.'

‘That's good.' Melanie beamed at her. 'Are you afidut him? You
must be. It's a bit like a fairy tale, isn't it?'

Alison transferred her star sapphire engagemegthack to her left
hand, reluctant to face any more of this eagetlgss interrogation.
Let Melanie enjoy the romance she had conjured mpher
imagination. She only hoped disillusionment woulat come too
soon.

The Ariadnewas moored at Rhodes, so Nick had informed het, &
they were spending the night at a hotel not todran the airport
prior to taking an early flight the following day.

The first hurdle, Alison thought, as she waitedhie luxurious foyer
for Nick to register. He'd been as taciturn as evethe drive to the
hotel, merely asking if she was comfortable, andtiver she'd like to
listen to some music. She had let the statelyrstrai Vivaldi fill the
space between them. What she would do if therenegsped music
in the hotel, she had no idea.

Nick seemed to be taking a long time at the deskl, when he
rejoined her, he was frowning thunderously.

‘The suite | booked is not available,' he saidlgupparently some
damned fool set fire to a waste paper basket, lmd/hole place has
to be redecorated. Shall we find another hotedlooyou want to take
what they have to offer?’

Alison gave a faint shrug. 'What's that?'



Nick's mouth curled in a mixture of wryness andsien. 'The bridal
suite," he said.

He saw the embarrassed colour wash into her facknhadded. ‘I
thought as much. We'll find somewhere else.’

'‘No." Alison caught at his sleeve as he turned aiWdg can make do
with it, surely. It—it's getting late, and I'm td¢e

It was his turn to shrug. 'Then we'll take a lobk.a

When they were ushered into the suite, Alison& fivish was that
they had gone somewhere else.

Someone had clearly lavished time and money onngirthe suite
into the perfect love-nest. There were red rosasngan the small
sitting room, beside a complimentary bottle of chagne on ice, but
that was only the start of it. In the bedroom,libhge bed was covered
in ruched apricot satin, and draped with filmy aurs in the same
shade. And the sunken bath in the turquoise mdrdleroom was
clearly intended for dual occupation.

Alison had an overwhelming desire to laugh untié shccupped.

Only the certainty that Nick was certainly not shgther amusement
kept her silent. But at least there was a coud¢harsitting room, she
thought, and she'd noticed him noticing it tootlsgy could manage
for this one night.

‘Charming,’ Nick remarked too pleasantly. He tipfhexiporter. 'Have
our bags brought up immediately, please.'

As the door closed behind the man, Alison saidrdadely, 'Well, it
will do.’



'It seems it will have to,' he said acidly. 'Shedl get into the spirit of
the occasion by having some champagne?'

'‘Why not?' Alison moved towards the window, stumdlslightly as
she did so. 'Goodness, this carpet is thick!

‘Wall-to-wall mattress,' observed Nick, opening thampagne.

She felt her face warm, and went on hurriedly, f€hen't much of a
view.'

'‘Obviously an unnecessary refinement,' he drawldte occupants
are supposed to have better things to do with theé than stare out
of the window. Here's your champagne.'

She took the glass he handed her with a numb wdidhoks.

‘So what shall we drink to?' Nick went on. 'The alsmatrimonial

toasts seem a little loaded in content for ourasitun. Would "To our
better acquaintance” be going too far, do you ss@par shall we just
say, "Cheers"?'

'‘Please, don't." Alison stared unhappily down atflbor.

There was a silence, then he sighed. 'I'm sortigpAl I'm giving you
arough time, aren't I? Can | say I've found toaiaye of a strain than
| believed possible, and leave it at that?'

She nodded. She said constrictedly, 'l don't thtiskbeen easy for
either of us.'

He slid off his coat and put up an impatient hamtbbsen his tie. it
will be good to get on boarAriadneand unwind,' he said, half to
himself. 'All in all, it's been a hell of a six nbis.’



A knock on the door heralded the porter with theggage. Alison sat
on the window seat and sipped her champagne aedd to Nick
giving clipped instructions about newspapers, aneaxly call, and
breakfast. As the porter left, he gave Alison &tsswileways glance.

Perhaps he was surprised they hadn't already Ibesome kind of

clinch, she thought ruefully. Or, more probablywess surprised that
they were there together at all. Because she khewlisin't look like

a bride. She didn't feel like one, either.

‘Do you want to eat here, or go out?' asked Nitknang at his
watch. 'There's a good restaurant on the rivertowftar from here,
where | can usually get a reservation.'

She could guess in whose company, and the thooghher a nasty
little pang. She said coolly, 'lI'd just as soonied#te hotel, thanks. As
| said, I'm rather tired." She finished her chanm@agnd got up. 'l
think I'll have a bath.’

‘Well, take care you don't drown in that monstrthieg," Nick told
her, pouring himself some more wine. 'Would yoe like to show
you how the jacuzzi works?'

‘Good God, no!" Her voice was appalled.

The blue eyes mocked her. '‘But you might find it—stimulating.

It's time you started to live a little, Mrs Bristdwde paused. '‘And |
was only suggesting a demonstration, not that ukshshare it with
you.'

‘Well, that's naturally reassuring, but I'm realigt interested.' She
managed to keep her voice equable, but inwardlywsiein knots.
He was doing it deliberately, she thought stornblgcause he knew
quite well that sharing a bath with a man was sbimngt totally



outside her experience. That, and a great many tilmgys besides.
In fact, he probably thought she was left over fitva Dark Ages.

She took her time over her bath, and wasn't albeyeturprised when
she eventually emerged to find she had the suitketself. She
couldn't blame him. The ambience of the place rbassetting his
teeth on edge. Yet if their relationship had beferent, they might
have enjoyed its absurdities together, she thowghta faint sigh.

She put on a sleeveless green dress and sat dowaittdor him.
When he returned, he seemed preoccupied agaifpiumately no
longer interested in tormenting her.

They enjoyed a quiet, civilised dinner, then wemtd walk in the
hotel grounds, relishing the last freshness ofdteespring evening.

When they returned to the suite, Alison felt almesixed. During an
earlier exploration, she had discovered extra @&k one of the
fitted wardrobes in the bedroom, and she brougtararful through
to the sitting room and deposited them on the enth® couch,
together with a spare pillow, for Nick to find whbea came up from
having his nightcap in the bar.

Then she went and got ready for bed, changingamair of the thin
cotton pyjamas she preferred to nightgowns. She bradght a
paperback novel in her case, a detective story fayaurite writer,
and she managed a chapter before turning off the and sliding
down into that preposterous apricot cloud.

She was half asleep when she heard Nick come @tlgaind go into
the bathroom, and she closed her eyes with everatgyre
determination, burrowing down under the covers. 8bard him
emerge at last, and waited to hear the bedroomdase behind him,



Only it didn't. She heard the sounds of movemerthe shadowy
room, a rustle, then the dip of the mattress bdsaas Nick got into
the bed.

Suddenly sleep was a million miles away. She spoght. 'What do
you think you're doing?’

‘Trying to get some sleep,' he returned flatlyydti imagine for one
minute that I'm going to spend my wedding nightirigl off some
bloody sofa, you can think again, and fast!'

'‘But you said—you promised . . .' Breathing wafdlift, articulation
more So.

‘And | meant it. I'm here for sleep, darling, nekxsGod knows this
bed would sleep twelve at a pinch, so there's ngeleof any—close
encounters in the night. Unless,' he added, 'ysistinwhich | doubt.’

There was a long silence. Alison didn't trust hace to say anything.

'l thought not," he went on, just as if she hadkspo 'One other
thing--1 should warn you, perhaps, | sleep in &, rand always have
done, but you seem to be wearing enough for botlsp$o you can
comfort your outraged modesty with that. Goodnights Bristow.'

He turned on his side, punched his pillow into €hamd appeared to
become instantly oblivious to her.

Lying wide awake, rigid with nerves and embarrassm@alison
savagely envied him his sangfroid. She stared the& darkness,
listening to his quiet even breathing for a longedj then began
slowly and cautiously to edge away from him, tovgatide furthest
limit of the bed.



She was being foolish, and she knew it. Nick hamh&d no sign at
all of wishing to pursue her shrinking body acritgs vast expanse of
apricot satin, but she needed to get as far avealy im as possible,
just in case by some mischance she happened td tbim
accidentally in the night. She moved cramped liroastiously, as
she huddled on the edge of the bed. Because tbsikcbed him, and
he woke and thought she was— that she wante&he swallowed
painfully. The consequences were too humiliatingcémtemplate
even, and she dared not take the risk.

Her..wedding night, she thought unhappily, andaeinpised to be the
most uncomfortable, miserable night she had evemtsghe wanted
very badly to cry, but knew she couldn't becaugajra she might
awaken Nick. She touched her clenched fist to 3. it was
irksome to realise just how accustomed he wasdorghhis bed, she
thought bitterly. He'd fallen asleep almost at gndeereas she would
be fortunate if she closed her eyes all night.

But she was wrong. Eventually sheer physical andtiemal
exhaustion overtook her, carrying her into somepdeésilight
tranquillity, from which she emerged to find daytidiltering into the
room through the pale curtains.

For a moment she was disorientated, wondering thazdtere she
was, and whether she was still dreaming, then sheed over,
stretching cramped limbs, and saw Nick, proppedmmne elbow
watching her, and reality came back with a jolt.

She said, 'Oh!" with a little gasp, and tuggedilyaat the covers, a
reaction which was acknowledged by his sardonit. gri

'‘Good morning,' he said. 'l've been lying here vewimd) whether this
cruise is such a good idea after all. Perhaps Vioane preferred a
mountaineering holiday. Are you a keen climber?'



Alison took a hasty gulp of breath and sanitye'lhever done any
rock-climbing in my life.'

‘Amazing,’ Nick said silkily. 'Judging by the wayuyve been
clinging to the edge of this bed, | thought you tr&gend all your
spare moments bivouacking on narrow ledges up ttthNFace of
the Eiger.'

She gave him a muted glare. 'Well, you're wronpe $hade a
performance of looking at her watch. "What's thee® How long is it
before we need to be at the airport?'

Nick said lazily, "There's plenty of time.' But thewing speculation
and amusement in the blue eyes nullified instaatly sense of
reassurance Alison might have felt.

‘Well, perhaps we should be making a move jussémee,’ she found
herself babbling, and he laughed.

'Stop pressing the panic button,’ he advised codiijhat's the
matter? Did your mother warn you that men are a&irtimost
dangerous early in the morning?’

‘No." It was no more than the truth. Mrs Mortimeraterial advice
had been restricted to | a few embarrassed renadodast Nick being
‘a man of the world' and girls being 'so much bettlormed these
days, darling, than we ever were'.

He laughed again. 'Then perhaps she should hawe'densaid.

Before she could escape, or take an evasive abigarm was across
her, imprisoning her, the weight of his shouldersaymg her to the
bed. His mouth was warm and deliberate, and temgfy persuasive
as he began to kiss her. The heat of his barevgksnpenetrating the
thin cotton pyjama top, making her tremblingly agvaxf her own



helplessness and vulnerability. Her lips were alyegarting
obediently to the insistence of his kiss.

This time he was neither forcing her nor playingat, Alison
realised dazedly. He was seducing her. As his mautved
enticingly on hers, his hand was stroking her sterldroat, marking
the flutter of her pulse, before sliding down irttee modest vee
opening of her pyjama jacket. His fingers. brusgedtly across the
upper curves of her slight breasts, and she felbteath catch in her
throat with shamed excitement. The touch of hisdham her naked
flesh, the warm sensuous invasion of her mouthevasr almost
painful delight to her untutored senses.

The sudden ringing of the telephone was like a atapss the face, a
rude awakening from the sensual dream world whauh legun to
enfold her.

Nick released her, snarling an expletive undebhesith, and turned
to pick up the receiver.

'Yes?' His tone was not encouraging.

The sound of his voice had an instant effect osdXj rocketing her
back to earth with a vengeance. A soundless gadsimiay escaped
her as she realised he'd undone half the buttonkeorpyjamas
without her even being aware of it. Clumsily, shed to repair the
damage, pushing aside the covers as she did seyamging her feet
to the floor.

'‘Our early call,' Nick said shortly, replacing trexeiver. The blue
eyes appraised her burning face and shrinking digamd his mouth
curled slightly. 'Or | suppose you could say—saedhe bpll!

She was amazed to hear how steady her voice souhded
promised you'd leave me alone!'



'l know,' he said. 'But the temptation to—coax yolittle was quite
overwhelming, believe me.’

'‘Really?’ Alison asked coolly. 'I'd have said mi/t#ht it was because
[—just happened to be there. A kind of reflex attom your part.’

His face darkened. 'You could be right,' he satdrad brief pause.
'‘However, it won't happen again. You have my pesikgnarantee on
that.'

'I'm not so sure that's a valid assurance,' shis@erly.

The lines beside his mouth deepened harshly, itamaspulse, for
God's sake—one which | now regret. Or did you thihkvas a
deliberate plot, hatched by my lust-crazed braih@' added
contemptuously. 'God, you must think I'm despetate!

'‘No." His words were like a whiplash, but she btrem without
flinching, at least not outwardly. ‘And nor am lerRaps you'd
remember that.'

‘With pleasure.' Nick sat up with energy, pushihg tovers away,
and reaching for his robe, making Alison avert di@ze hastily. 'The
instruction is now etched on my memory cells foere\And you
needn't worry about thAriadne.She's a big boat. Play your card
right, and we need only encounter each other altimes. Now,
would you like first use of the bathroom, or stvedl flip a coin?’

'‘No, I—I'll go first." She couldn't bear to staritete any longer,
confronting him over that great expanse of bede noemies on
opposite sides of some vast sexual minefield.

She didn't care for the connotations of the batmr@ither, but it
seemed like a sanctuary, as she bolted the doordkér.



She was shaking all over suddenly, her heart ratiadly, and she
sank down on the tiled rim of the bath with a ditdtifled groan,
thankful that Nick's piercing gaze could not purkee here, and see
the state she was in.

Or had he already guessed, she asked herself yalgat how close
she had been to complete surrender?

She sighed. Nothing was working out as she hadotegeleast of all
her own emotions. And that was the most troubleagisation of all.



CHAPTER FIVE

ALISON poured a measure of sun-oil into her palm and mdga
massage it into her neck and shoulders. Over theksyeshe had
acquired a warm honey tan, and she didn't wargd sverything by
burning now—especially when, tomorrow, they woull dn their
way back to Rhodes, and home.

Home, she thought. Ladymead—redecorated, and rshath, and
waiting for their occupation. It was amazing hownoge it seemed
suddenly. Light years away from the gently swaydegk of the
Ariadng and the sunbed with its prettily striped awniegabove it.

Surprising, too, how quickly these four weeks wisble had so much
dreaded had passed, and how easily.

After that first disastrous morning, she hadn't\wnajuite what to
expect from Nick. Further advances, possibly. Reicrations and
resentment almost certainly. And yet it hadn't lesqgal. Once they'd
embarked orAriadne,Nick had undergone some kind of sea-chan
almost in front of her eyes. On the flight to Rhete had been silent
and aloof, deep in his own thoughts, and Alison $atdbeside him,
her normal nervousness due to the flight exacedbdiy his
remoteness. How could she spend the next montheoflife
imprisoned on a boat in the Aegean with a man véither looked at
her nor spoke? she wondered wildly. Anything wol&l better—
even a flaming row. And then, suddenly, everythivagl changed.
Nick had gone to his stateroom Aniadnea hostile stranger, and hac
emerged the next day a relaxed, friendly companion.

She had responded to his casual camaraderie dhiytgtaand then
with growing confidence as the days passed. Andetlvas no
denying that he had brought the islands of Greéce for her in a
way she could not have imagined. She had brougktaleexcellent
guide books, but he had taken them away from lkémd her she



would learn far more by looking and using her serseinterpret
what she saw. She hadn't realised before how welkitew the
islands, and loved them, and he made her shamnmsnthusiasm,
as well as teaching her to appreciate their vaétiandscape and
atmosphere.

She had scrambled with him over the ruins at Knmssalked with a
strange sense of awe beneath the stone lions caddaelos, caught
her breath at the bleached beauty of Hydra, andlagfigat the
pompous pelican of Mykonos.

She'd swum, and sunbathed, and even, after sonséiccaoaching
from Nick, tried her hand at water-skiing. She laadquired her tan,
and even put on some weight, filling out the pdimillows in her

collarbones and around her slender pelvis. She omgel felt

self-conscious in her bikinis, which was just adiweecause Nick,
groaning with exasperation, had confiscated thepseee suits she
had brought with her.

‘Enjoy the sun while you can,' he had dictatedu™ave a long
English summer to face when we get back!

Alison replaced the cap on her sun-oil bottle, apited on to her
stomach, stretching her arms luxuriously abovehead. It was no
wonder she'd put on weight, she thought—all thisdgéood and
lazing about. TheAriadne might not be the largest boat in the
Mediterranean, but a lot of money had been spergrsuring the
comfort of its passengers, and the amiably efficoeaw included a
first-class chef.

Not that they always ate on board, by any meanseSof the
happiest times she had spent on this strange hawyhad been in
local tavernas, eating seafood, drinking the nesghibood wine, and
even joining hilariously in the inevitable dancin§he was still
inhibited, but she was learning, she thought witaiat smile.



And Nick, she had to admit, had made it easy fotdielo so. There
had even been times over the past weeks when dhifedrad herself
wishing that this relaxed wandering from islandgstand might never
stop—times when she had been conscious of theiitaide return to

England like a cloud no bigger than a man's handhemhorizon.

Because there would be problems. To begin withrethveas no

guarantee that her mother would accept her newa®litle more

than a lodger in her old home. Alison could foreseme stormy
passages ahead as Mrs Mortimer began to graspatigmnead had a
new master.

And the new master's attitude would be important she thought
with a little sigh. If Nick could be as he had beath her for the past
month, then everything would be simple. But the feaunted her that
he might revert to being a sardonic stranger again.

Alison bit her lip. Dealing with problems like thigas, she supposed,
all part of the price she had to pay for her familyecurity. But it
explained why, for the first time in her life, stvas almost reluctant
to see Ladymead again.

She heard someone approaching, and looked up tdisk&oming
along the deck towards her. He was wearing a tkia@ted round his
lean hips, and above it his skin looked like buratsteak. The sheer
force of his attraction dried her mouth, and made ghake inside,
much as she tried to fight it. She was glad thasbaglasses hid any
possible betrayal in her eyes. She was also thhrtkat as he
preferred to sunbathe naked, as he slept, he ablarichose a
different section of the deck. His cool announcemsnwhat he
intended to do had provided one of the few awkwesdas of the
cruise, she recalled, yet in practice, as longh&sremembered to
keep to her own part of the deck, there had beeemimarrassment at
all. She sometimes wondered what the crew madeuokh &n



ill-assorted pair of newlyweds, but if they had aginions, they
were too well trained to let them show.

Nick squatted on his haunches beside her, runnmgasuring hand
along her shoulder. 'Don't you think you've hadugiosun for one
day? | was going to suggest we got showered anmibelola and went
ashore for a farewell dinner at Yanni's.'

‘That sounds fine." His touch could not have beenencasual, yet
already it had had the effect of constricting hresalthing, it galled her
to realise. Fortunately, he did not touch her \aétgn. '‘But | think I'l
have five minutes more here. According to that p&morge brought
on board yesterday, it's been raining all weekritab.'

His mouth curled slightly. "That has a certain greality about it!' He
paused. 'In fact, it almost makes me sorry we @abeeak out of this
charmed life we've been enjoying, and face it all.'

It was startling to find that his feelings refletteer own. She made a
performance out of reaching for the paperback shd heen
desultorily reading, and finding her place. 'Wealhe said lightly, "all
good things must come to an end.’

'So they say.' There was a curious note in hisevaknd has it been
good for you, Alison?’

'Of course,' she said rather stiltedly. 'It's baervelation. I've never
been to any part of the Mediterranean before. \dee to spend
most of our family holidays in Scotland—my motheedn't care for
very hot weather.'

Nor, she thought, would Catherine Mortimer havedikhe poverty,
and the dust, and the basic facilities offered hmy tavernas they'd
visited. Plastic tablecloths and primitive plumbiugre not her style
at all. Alison hadn't realised until then that thesgre hers, either.



She went on carefully, 'I'd like very much to cobaek some day.'

Nick shrugged, it won't be this year,' he saidylldt'm going to be
too busy to consider another break.’

‘Yes, of course." Alison kept her gaze fixed on pinmted page,
vexedly aware that she was blushing again, althtveglsunwarmed
skin would disguise the fact. The last thing sheted was for Nick
to think she was hinting for another expensive t&o I'll just make
the most of the time | have left,' she added taghily .

'‘My sentiments exactly,' drawled Nick, getting te feet. 'I'll see you
later, then.'

When he had gone, Alison made no further pretehceaaling. She
pushed the book away and lay flat, her head piltbae her folded
arms, getting herself back under full control ag&he was ashamed
of her own reaction, she thought angrily. She wetzalking like an
impressionable schoolgirl. She had no illusions uabdick
Bristow—none at all, she told herself vehementlyetjust because
he had exerted himself to be pleasant, to charna higte, she was
almost eating out of his hand. It might have beafersif Nick had
remained the arrogant self she was accustomechéowsuld not
have been so ready to lower her guard.

Because that was all it was, she thought. The eafoproximity, the
Isolation, and the undoubtedly romantic surrounslihgd had their
own insidious effect on her.

She sighed a little. Perhaps, after all, it was asswell they were
going home soon.



Hours later, she was convinced of it. Yanni hadcaled them back
to his taverna with his usual exuberance, andieohtceremoniously
to their special table, the candles already litl e ouzo poured.

And tonight, he told them proudly, the specialifytioe house was
lobster.

They ate it grilled, with a salad made from tomatoeucumber,
peppers andettacheese, sprinkled with herbs and olive olil. It \aas
long, enjoyable, and inherently messy meal, imgpgsown kind of
intimacy on the occasion, and to follow there wadish of glossy
purple grapes, large as”plums, resting on a bednefleaves. And
with the meal they drank the light, dry, palatalviee of the locality.

'‘And so you are leaving us?' Yanni said. He gavsofilthe look of
passionate admiration with which Greeks like taldkn the hearts of
women tourists.

'I'm afraid so,' she said ruefully. 'We shall nassning here.'

'Po, po, pd.He clapped Nick on the shoulder. 'When you retam
friend, we shall be heree And bring your children to play with
mine,"' he added as an afterthought.

Nick returned some smilingly negligent answer, wilison shrank
back into the shadows, bitterly aware that her feag burning again.
It wasn't the first such reference she'd had tdeswhwith. At the
wedding reception, Nick's mother had made a ligtgrted remark
about wanting to be a grandmother which, fortuyatehly Alison
seemed to have heard.

Nick was conferring with Yanni over the bill, andemly nodded
when she murmured something about going on ahead.



The street leading away from Yanni's and down tdw#ne harbour
was steep and stony, and Alison picked her way avitertain amount
of care, although there was plenty of illuminatfoom the flanking

houses, interspersed with tavernas, kafeneionslarqs. Although it
was still comparatively early in the season, theasphere in the
village was busy and alive, and she lingered, loglit some of the
souvenirs. She had bought things to take home,oafse. The
exquisite Cretan embroideries were already boxefuper mother,

and she had got a supple leather holdall for Melaamd ceramics for
Mrs Horner and the rest of the staff. But nothiagHerself.

She looked at some silver ear-rings, then put tdewn again. She
didn't need anything tangible to remind her of ¢lrents of the past
month, she realised suddenly. They were all therggragned in her
mind for ever. She walked on down the hill, starndront of her,
seeing it all unrolling in her head, as if she bpdrated some mental
switch—everything Nick had said. Everything Nicldhdone.

She stopped dead, with a little gasp, as all thdigations of that
came home to roost.

It was ridiculous, she thought frantically. He'&ehe-kind—friendly,
that was all, and it had got to her a little. Theees no more to it than
that. There—couldn't be.

And any moment now he was going to come stridingrdihe hill
and find her standing in the middle of the straaf ahe'd been turned
to stone.

A few yards away, the door to the little churchostanvitingly ajar,
and she made for it like a criminal seeking sangtua

It wasn't a wealthy village, but the church wagbtiwith paint and
gilding, the depiction of Christ in Majesty whichranounted the altar
gleaming richly in the light of the many blazinghdées. The scent of



burning wax and incense was pungent in her themshe looked
round her, instinctively drawing the wrap she wopeto cover-her
half-naked shoulders.

She wasn't alone, she discovered. There were twoewpdressed in
the conventional black with headscarves, standegjde the great
bank of votive candles, and lighting others in digagion or
thanksgiving—Alison could not be sure which.

She moved, her heels making a sharp sound on tbéamdloor, and
they turned and saw her, smiling at her shyly aestiging her to
draw closer. As she did so, one of them held outrdihcandle to her.

They thought she was there on the same errandeasséives, she
realised, and how to explain that she was not withcausing

offence? It was altogether easier to take the ereff candle and light
it from one of the others as they were doing, afdliato the blazing

mass already assembled.

Swiftly she held it to the flame, watched it flang, then placed it in
one of the waiting wrought- iron holders. She waara of approving
nods and smiles. Aware too that they were crossirggnselves
constantly, and praying, their lips moving ceas#esinder the
partial concealment of the, scarves they wore.

She needed to say something too—but what? She &tioodly,
watching the dancing flames— and heard a voiceeirhkad, saying
over and over agairiMiake him love me, oh, please, make him lo
mel’

For a moment she thought she had spoken the whnald, dout there
was no reaction from her companions, absorbedein tlevotions,
and presently she turned away sharply, and alntostibéed to the
door, taking deep breaths of the night air as sbained the street.



Hands gripped her shoulders. Nick's hands. Shigistemed and tried
to meet his searching gaze with an assumption of usaal
collectedness, but her heart was thudding in hestcas if she had
taken part in some marathon.

'‘What the hell is it?' he demanded sharply. 'Ane §l@'Alison shook
her head, moving away from him. ‘It was—stuffyhere, that's all.’

'‘Why did you go in there?" he asked. 'ls it famofs
something—icons, or frescoes, perhaps?'

‘Nothing like that." She moved off. 'l was just—ious."'

'l wondered where the devil you'd got to," he todd. 'l got all the way
down to the harbour, and George was waiting withlibat, but he
said he hadn't laid eyes on you. | realised yoe&hlsidetracked, but
| confess | would never have guessed the churepadsed. ‘Isn'tit a
little early to be renewing your marriage vows?'

The mockery was back in his voice with a vengean&idon
stiffened. It seemed as if he was signalling thatrtoneymoon period
between them was over.

'l was merely interested,' she said shortly. "We/akked past it often
enough. | wanted to take a look inside . .. nothmgnake a fuss
about.'

'l wasn't aware | was making a fuss.' There wasdgye to his voice.
'‘And there's no need to charge off like a manidlceei he added
sarcastically. 'The boat will wait for us, you know

Alison slowed reluctantly, biting her lip. She wasmpletely thrown

by what had happened back there in the little dhuPerhaps she'd
drunk too much wine, she thought, or was suffesogie strange
reaction to the lobster. People said that, somstisieellfish affected



you. Somehow she had to rationalise that pathatyent little prayer
which had come from nowhere.

And, somehow, it had seemed essential to distaerseh from Nick,
the author of all this emotional confusion.

Now she had to force herself to walk in silenceidemdim, her
thoughts in turmoil.

She was overreacting, she told herself desperdtest's what it was.
She was letting the moonlight, and the candlelindr they'd just
shared, and Nick's undeniable sexual charismagtafs.

She had thought she was immune, but now she knewa$ not, and
it was something she had to come to terms with.eboimg to beware
of too.

And that would undoubtedly be easier to do badladiymead, where
they would be leading virtually separate lives aaywShe shivered
slightly, drawing her wrap more closely around Hene knew the
terms of the bargain she had made, with Nick. & hablack and
white simplicity, so why, suddenly, did she feel bopelessly
confused?

George was waiting with the boat at the bottom steep flight of
steps. They were narrow and slippery, but Alisod hagotiated
them without difficulty on a number of occasionstYhis time, as
she tried to step across into the boat, her fagpetl, and with a little
cry she found herself falling helplessly forward.

Nick grabbed her, his arms like steel bands asrhernzd her against
his body, her feet dangling ignominiously, her linkzss face pressed
into the curve of his shoulder.



For an endless moment Alison was powerless inrs,aher small
breasts crushed against the hard muscularity ofhest. She could
breathe nothing but the warm, clean scent of his—skeel nothing

except this agonising intimacy of contact.

Her startled fingers curled convulsively into bam& sinew, clinging
like the claws of a kitten, as her whole being oesjed to his
nearness with a long uncontrollable shudder of m@edonging. She
wanted to press herself closer still, experieneehidwrdening arousal
of his body against her slender thighs. She watdddow that he
shared with her this swift anguish of desire ...

And instead, she felt herself set gently but firmyher feet.

His voice quiet against George's more vociferougressions of
concern, Nick asked, 'Are you all right?'

'Yes, of course.' She put up a hand and pusheadirdback from her
face, managing an artificial little laugh as she slb. 'I'm sorry, I'm
not usually so clumsy. | must have had too muc¥aotni's ouzo!

'It's lethal stuff.' His agreement was casual atntosthe point of
indifference, as he released her and turned awalyAlison drew a
deep breath of relief.

At least he hadn't known—hadn't recognised thatesndshameful
rush of feeling in her. She'd been spared tha¢ast. She sat silently
in the bows and watched the solid bulkfsfadnetake shape out of
the darkness. She couldn't wait to get back ondyasre thought
feverishly. It wasn't much of a refuge, but it vedisshe had.

There was usually coffee waiting for them in théosa, and little
glasses of the liqueur tasting of tangerines skeghawn to like over
the past weeks, but tonight these were pleasueewashld forgo, she
thought. Being alone with Nick was something shedeel to avoid.



So she murmured some constrained excuse, and niade the
solitude of her stateroom. And tonight, for thestfiime, she turned
the key in the lock, her hand trembling slightlyskee withdrew it
from the door. She was being ridiculous. All theseks it had never
occurred to her to lock herself in, so why now?

As a safeguard, she told herself bitterly. An iasige against making
a complete and abject fool of herself. Because wWad the real
danger.

She undressed swiftly, and showered in the smalipestment,

before sliding under the covers of the wide, comafoe bunk.

Normally she read for a while before composing &léfer sleep, but
tonight the printed page failed utterly to hold h#ention, and with a
sigh she let the book drop and switched off theplam

But still she couldn't rest. The sheltering darlsnéise glimmer of the
stars beyond the porthole, the faint restful motadnthe boat at
anchor seemed unable to work their usual soothengjarfor her, and
she twisted and turned, pushing irritably in turtha pillows, and the
covering sheet, as if she suddenly found theirgmes constricting
and intolerable.

Eventually she made herself lie immobile, forcirgr hds to close
over her aching eyes. If she deliberately emptied rhind, then
surely some kind of peace would come.

What came instead was Nick's image, emblazonedeonmiind,
burning in her consciousness. Memories seemedrttvatder, like
some relentless emotional treadmill, forcing herrétive every
moment she had spent with him over the last mdnther mind, she
heard every word, saw every look and gesture, rebdavery tiny
unimportant incident. The stateroom seemed aiesklenly, her
body on fire, in spite of the flimsiness of its eomg. Her dry lips



were moving, silently repeating his name over aver @gain, as a
soundless crescendo of yearning built up inside her

At first, his voice saying quietly, 'Alison, arelyasleep?' seemed nc
more than another figment of her overwrought imatyom. But the
softly determined rap on the door which accompaitasas real
enough, jerking her back to a full and startledsooousness. She sat
up, clutching the sheet against her in an instwebti protective
movement, as she stared across the stateroomlatkieel door.

There was another knock at the door, and he spgéia,ahis time
with faint impatience. 'Alison?’

Her hand stole up and covered her lips, as shenegtie handle of
the door turn quietly. When the door failed to giethere was a
pause, then the handle turned in the other dimrectomly to be
released with an angrily frustrated rattle.

Not daring to move, ears straining, Alison heardikNswear softly,
then move away. With a little gasp of relief shenad on to her
stomach, burying her face in the pillow, her hesatbslow and
unsteady. The impulse which had led her to lockduar had been
well founded, it now seemed.

And the indications were that she had been ovemmgitc in
assuming Nick would not have noticed her state mwibteonal
confusion. He was too experienced, his sexual pawes far too
highly tuned to leave him unaware of that suddesgsdrous urgency
which had possessed her, and she had been a faglpose anything
differently.

Certainly, he had never come near her stateroowrdeNot until
tonight, when he had recognised the unspoken neeter and
decided to capitalise on them, she thought bittevifell, thank



heavens for the instinct which had prompted hetai@ her own
precautions!

But even as she ruefully congratulated herself enforesight, the
lock rattled again, briefly and decisively, and Alsson propped

herself up on her elbow in stunned disbelief, therdwung open and
Nick walked in. He kicked the door shut behind faind walked over
to the side of the bunk, his brows lifting sardaflic as he looked
down at her.

‘No,' he observed mockingly, 'l didn't think youre@sleep, in spite
of all that determined silence.'

She found her voice. 'How did you get in here?’

‘The master key," he said. 'Something you overldpikeyour sudden
passion for privacy.'

'It's not particularly sudden,' Alison said stonilfnd up until now
it's been respected. Will you please go, and |leae@lone?'

He hunched a shoulder negligently. 'After we'vkdd| perhaps.’
‘Wouldn't the morning be a more appropriate timectmversation?'
He smiled, it is morning, as it happens.’

‘Daylight, then, if we're playing games with wotdalison said
shortly, plucking at the edge of the concealingeshwith restless

fingers.

'‘We're not playing games at all." Nick seated hihme the edge of
the bunk. 'l came here to discuss a serious maitieryou—a matter
of business.’



Alison wetted her lips nervously with the tip ofrltengue. 'Can't it
wait? I'm tired now. | can't think straight at thisie of night.’

'You don't need to think too hard.' His voice saeohdool and level. 'l
came to ask if you would consider—amending the $eoh our
contract.’

The breath seemed to stop short in her lungs. Saklct look at
him. Instead she stared down, as if mesmerisettieatem-stitched
edge of the sheet. She began, 'l don't think | rgtaled--'

‘And | think you do," Nick said quietly. "When weade our bargain,
we were strangers. | feel that's no longer the.CHsere's no reason
why we shouldn't—re-think the situation.’

Alison found her voice from somewhere. 'We hadgre@ment...’

'Indeed we had,' he said drily. 'But circumstancelsange. And so,
for God's sake, can minds. We're not obliged tdriotsour
relationship, after all.’

‘Unless we wish," she said quickly. 'And | don'tntvéo change
everything. You said you'd leave me alone—you pseahi

He shrugged again. 'You made all kinds of promisesdarling, in
church in front of witnesses. I'm sure | don't hewveemind you what
they were. The words may be old-fashioned, but thene singularly
telling, all the same. All to do with loving and rmuring and
obeying.'

Her small breasts rose and fell under the rapidll@h rush of her
breathing, is that what you want? My—obedience?"

‘Not particularly.' His tone held a kind of wry iemeence. 'Especially
if it can be roughly translated as passive subisand resentment.



But it need not be like that, and | think you knibxwHe put out a hand
and cupped her slender neck, sliding his thumbgalloa delicate line
of her collarbone. His voice softened. 'Alisonofu'd let me, | think |
could make you happy.'

Her teeth ground into the soft flesh inside herdohp. 'I'm happy
already, thank you. | have everything | want—my koand security
for my family. | don't need anything else.’

There was a silence, then he said, 'And are yadsihe only ones to
be considered in all this?'

'‘Why, what's the matter?' she asked bitterly, isnea month's
celibacy too much for you to take?' She couldistehe jibe, but as
soon as it was uttered she regretted it.

The caressing fingers stilled suddenly, and eveharshadowy light
she could see the hardening of his face, the swift of his firm
mouth. '‘Congratulations, sweetheart,’ he drawtéwoly'clever of you
to guess! So—are you going to—assuage my desikesa ldutiful
wife should?"

She muttered between her teeth, 'I'll see you lirfirst!

Nick's laugh was soft, but without amusement. 'Haverds, darling,
which I'm tempted to make you eat.' His hand clashgtethe back of
her neck, compelling her forward to meet him abédrat towards her.

She began imploringly, 'Please—no ..." then athier protests were
stifled under the bruising fierceness of his mauthers.

She'd provoked him and she knew it, so she coulthlame him for
the suppressed anger which was dictating his tes#tnof her,
although it could not prevent the ache in her haarhis lack of
tenderness. And yet, in its way, as she dimly sedli that could be



her salvation too. Because it fired her will toisgsas a gentler
wooing would never have done.

Nick was lowering her back against her pillows|daing her down,

muttering something hoarse and hurried in his thesdne did so. The
warm weight of his body against hers was an agugienticement
that she had to fight at all costs. Deliberatelhe selaxed, letting her
body go limp in his arms, as if signalling her sugsion.

Slowly Nick lifted his head, the blue eyes glittgyidown at her. He
said huskily, 'Why the hell do you make me losetemgper? Darling,
let me show you how it should be between us ...'

Alison lay very still, her eyes fixed on his intefiace, her swollen
mouth trembling into a faint smile. Then she lifteel hands, sliding
them inside the neckline of his robe, hearing titeltof his breath as
her fingers moved tentatively on his hair-rougheeskin. For a brief
moment she let herself savour the forbidden pleastilearning him

through her fingertips, then she tensed, the slands becoming
claws, raking and scratching at his bare chest.

He swore involuntarily, pulling himself upright awdrom the
sudden savagery of her nails. He clicked on thep)aand Alison
winced, closing her eyes partly because of the sudthzzle of the
light, but more to hide from the sight of the lcamggry weals she had
raised on his skin. She thought she might even deaxen blood, and
shrank inwardly, wondering what kind of retributishe had invited
in turn.

‘You little bitch,' he said evenly, at last. 'Withé hell was all that
about?’

She made herself open her eyes and meet the apdd ahhis gaze.



Her voice faltered a little. 'I'm—sorry. There @@me tissues on the
fitment...'

'I'm sure you're not sorry in the slightest." Nigat to his feet,
tightening the sash of his robe. 'So spare medhatade. And if by
any chance you were hoping I'd die of blood poisgnihen forget it.
We all heal quickly in our family, even from blows the ego.' He
paused. 'Under that demure exterior, you're pullegtgaren't you,
Mrs Bristow?'

Alison knew an overwhelming desire to burst intarge Instead, she
said stonily, 'l never guaranteed anything differdPerhaps you
should learn to take no for an answer.'

His contemptuous smile scorched her. 'Well, hav&urtber worries
on that score," he said too pleasantly. "You'veenyadir point. | don't
intend to ask that particular question again.' ldked to the door,
and paused to fling her one last glance, as sheloea white-faced
against her pillows. 'Sleep well, darling. And dreabout your sterile
little contract. | hope it keeps you warm at nidihts

The door slammed behind him.

Alison put out a shaking hand and plunged the taie into
darkness again.

She lay still, waiting for the deep trembling irsider to subside.

She'd won, she supposed drearily, a kind of victSoywhy then did
she feel as if she'd suffered a major defeat?



CHAPTER SIX

As Alison emerged from the needlework shop shechdae first
rumble of thunder, and she glanced up, grimacirtheatnky clouds
which were gathering. It had been a fine afternwben she had set
off into town, but her numerous errands, includmgisit to the
hairdresser, had all taken more time than sheghloeed for, and she
was now running late. And likely to get wet toog shought ruefully,
cursing herself silently for not having broughtwanbrella or even a
headscarf with her.

For a moment she toyed with the idea of makingva diraight back
to her car where it waited in the parking arehafar end of the High
Street. Perhaps she could just outrun the storter Afl, there were
only her mother's library books left to change, #rel could surely
wait for another day, she tried to persuade heraslit was, most of
her time had been taken up with her mother's 'otemlittle things,
darling' already. There'd been the foam pillowdplace the feather
one, to which Mrs Mortimer had decided she mightatlergic;
there'd been the tapestry wool to match in a sHadg since
discontinued; the list of aspirin and throat p&sifrom the chemist,
and, finally, the library books, the choice of winiwould take longer
than anything else.

She gave a faint groan and turned reluctantly tdsvtdre library. She
would have to make time, that was all.

Only her mother, she thought bleakly, as she astktite shallow
flight of stone steps towards the library, coulpest her to spend the
afternoon prior to the first major dinner partyLatdymead since her
marriage in fulfilling an endless number of triviabks.

She should be at home now, supervising all thé diegils, and even
making a few moments in which to relax and preparself mentally
for what was bound to be something of an ordealak the first time



she would be on show as Nick's wife, playing het pa mistress of
the house in front of the new managing directoMairtimers and

several members of the board, and three of theuéixes from Nick's

own company with their wives and girl-friends. $heiet none of
them before, and it was inevitable that, at theirbegg of the

evening at least, she was going to be the cynadak eyes.

That was one of the reasons she had been to ttirdsser, to have
her hair styled and blown into a new and infinitelgre sophisticated
flick-up coiffure. The girl whose deft fingers hatteated the

transformation with scissors and mousse and harbhad been
enthusiastic, and Alison had rather shyly sharedpleasure as she
studied herself. She had had a manicure too, hisrtipgoed in a soft

glowing shade of ruby which matched the new taffieéss waiting in

her bedroom back at Ladymead.

She had all the outer trappings, she thought, asvsimdered round
the bookshelves, looking for the ladylike detecstaries which her
mother preferred. All she needed to do now was f&el Mrs
Nicholas Bristow, and that was easier said tharedon

It was three weeks since they had returned fronm tlmeymoon,
during which time she had seen little of Nick. H&llbrought her to
Ladymead, satisfied himself that the alterations éecorations had
been carried out precisely according to his insioas, been pleasant
to her mother, and departed. Since then, he hadnest twice, on
each occasion staying overnight only, and even, ttamtact between
them had been minimal. When others were presemasecivil, she
supposed, but little more.

In the few moments of privacy they had had togethethad made it
very clear that their relationship was to be no entitan that of
employer and employee. He had laid down the groutes$ for the

way in which he wanted the house run in a coollpenatic way that



left no room for dissent, even if Alison had fekel offering it. As it
was she had agreed quietly, almost numbly, to ¢very he had to
say. And the list of people invited to tonight'smr party, together
with the instructions for the menu to be servedi feached her via a
written memo from his office.

She wondered rather drearily what his secretaryldvioave made of
that. Not that it mattered. The woman, if she hadked for Nick for

any length of time, would surely suspect the trtitlat Nick's

unexpected marriage was nothing more than a pyghupf the truth

were known, she was, probably already sending flsvi@ another
lady, and booking intimate dinners at quiet restats.

Alison slammed the books she had chosen down orcdhater,
making the librarian jump slightly.

She had half expected when they flew back from Redtat they
would spend the night in London at Nick's housé Hauhad not even
suggested such a thing. Clearly his Londpied-a-terre was
forbidden ground as far as she was concernedpphrs life that he
intended to keep private. Until the newspapershgdd of it, she
thought wretchedly as she pushed through the staogs. Already,
for all she knew, there might be stories in thédials about Nick and
his newest conquest. She supposed she would knem whople
started giving her pitying glances.

She had been glancing through an English newspaip&hodes
airport before their flight was called, and, aimbls¢ an omen, the
first story she had read had revealed that, whig had been away,
Hester Monclair's father-in-law had died, and hesbdand had
inherited the baronetcy, making her now Lady Moincla

Nick had seen the paper too. There was no way lled bave missed
the story, she had thought, stealing a sideways &dis harshly



enigmatic face, the cold chiselled line of his nmuiut she could
only guess at his reaction.

And it certainly wasn't anything she could introduzasually as a
topic of conversation.

She paused on the library steps with an exclamafidismay. While
she'd been inside, the rain had arrived with a g@ange. Alison
moved back into the shelter of the porch, glancuagriedly at her
watch as she did so. She should have been backdgiriead over
half an hour ago. It wasn't that she didn't trbstdtaff to follow her
instructions, but Nick, she knew, was expectinghimgf short of
perfection, and she would have liked to be abkake a long serene
look round her domain and assure herself that hédamave nothing
to criticise.

That, after all, was the price he was demandingetarn for her
family's security, and honour demanded that shaldhgay it in full.
But it wasn't easy to fulfil all her new responsilas, and be at her
mother's beck and call too.

She shivered slightly in her thin jacket, staringtlae spearing
raindrops with resentful eyes.

She had suggested, quite gently, that Catherinétnagjoy the
occasional trip into town herself, combining a ghiag expedition
with a rendezvous for coffee or afternoon tea wiime of her friends
at one of the local cafes.

But her mother had stared at her with affronteaitr eyes. 'I'm not
strong enough to face anyone yet,' she had insi8driage has
changed you, Alison,' she had added. 'You neved @isebe so
insensitive.'



Alison bit her lip. She had confided to Aunt Bdtltishe was worried
that her mother might be becoming reclusive ayehmogical result
of her husband's death, but her aunt had givemmeid-fashioned
look, and a brief snort of derision.

'‘Psychological nonsense, my dear! Your mother isetpendulging
her penchant for laziness, and you know it. Sta&'solb comfortable
in that suite of hers, being waited on hand and f6ou should prise
her out of it, before she becomes totally entredciWhat does
Nicholas think about it?"

Alison had murmured something evasive. Whateverauwt and

uncle might think about her hasty marriage, shddrdiueven hint

that the relationship between Nick and herself édlaehdy reached a
stage where it was impossible to discuss anything personal

nature. Her mother was her problem, and she wad to deal with

her.

She looked at her watch again, and groaned sileStlg couldn't
hang about any longer, waiting for the rain to e&e would have to
make a dash for the car, she thought, putting eegtige hand to her
newly styled hair. Thanking heaven for her low-ledethoes, she
began to run along the soaking pavements. She rgathkess when
she reached the car, her tights splashed, andairendnging in rats'
tails round her face. She surveyed herself defgatedhe driving
mirror as she pushed her key into the ignition. €hgine whined
sullenly and died.

She exclaimed aloud, 'Oh, no!" and tried againcifgr herself to
move calmly and deliberately. Her car wasn't ugualinperamental,
but it didn't like damp weather. Once before, aftdreavy rainstorm,
it had refused to start for her. She thumped thehlo@ard in
frustration, and jumped slightly as an echoing ¢apnded on her
window. She turned to see Simon Thwaite lookinlyeait



'‘Having trouble?' he asked, as she wound the wirgimmn.

'It seems so.' She forced a smile. 'Why do thasggtalways happen
when I'm in a tearing hurry? | think there's a gprau can use in this
kind of emergency, but of course | don't have orie me.' She gave
him an appealing look. 'l don't suppose you ...?'

'I'm afraid not,' he said ruefully. 'The best | @dfer is a lift home, if
that will help.'

She sighed with relief, it would help enormoushiymén.’

'‘What will you do about your car?' He led the wayoas to his own
BMW.

She shrugged, it will be safe enough where it is.

I'll ask the garage to take a look at it tomorréivthe moment it's the
least of my problems.’

'Oh." He stared straight ahead of him through tledscreen. 'l
thought you'd still be too bemused by newly-wedbksks to have
any problems.’

There was an edge to his voice, and Alison shiftezbmfortably in
her seat. It was the first time she had encount&mtn since her
marriage, and her gratitude for his offer of hed made her forget
momentarily the awkwardness which had ensued wiehad put in
her notice at work and told him she was going tarynalicholas
Bristow.

She had no idea whether Simon had ever really tamed any
serious intentions towards her himself, but it wasar her
announcement had been a blow to his masculine ppmad¢hing else,



and he had reacted with covert hostility, castietpad over her final
days at the office.

She said lightly, 'l have a houseful of guests abmdescend, and I'm
running late, that's all. Not really so dire.’

'‘No.' He was silent for a moment, then he saidu’Molooking very
well, Ally. Your tan suits you.'

'l think what's left of it is turning to rust,’ slsaid drily. 'How's the
property market?'

'‘Moving again. By the way, the Andersons are buyBtgnton
Grange, just as you predicted.’

Alison gave a gurgle of laughter. 'l knew she calldesist that
jacuzzi! She kept going back to have another peép a

'Yes.' He paused again. 'l haven't found a replaoéror you yet,
Alison. We miss you at the office, and that's a.fhsuppose you
wouldn't consider coming back?'

She was genuinely taken aback. It was the lastgtlsine had
expected.

She said slowly, 'I'd have to give that some thou&§mmon. And
discuss it with Nick, of course,' she added.

‘Take all the time you need,' said Simon, overigka van. ‘It
occurred to me that as your husband's so obvi@ublysy man, you
might find yourself with a lot of leisure on youauds.'

Alison sat very still. So Nick's infrequent appea@s had already
been noted and discussed, she thought wretchedl, Wihat else
could she expect in such a small community?



She shrugged, hoping for nonchalance. 'I'm notlyreallady of
leisure, you know. And | know Nick has plans to dolot of
entertaining in the coming weeks. | could have ragds full.'

‘Well, as | say, think about it," he said pleasaribr the remainder of
the journey they talked on safe neutral topics like changeable
weather, and the new production being planned éydtal operatic
society.

The kind of things they'd always talked about, &fishought, which
perhaps explained why being with Simon had neledfiher with
the kind of unnamed longings that simply hearingkisi voice on the
phone could inspire.

Not that she was proud of that, she assured hédls#yf In fact, she
was deeply, hotly ashamed of her own weakness.dfeld have
been so much easier, so much more acceptable 'd shmaried
someone like Simon. He might never have set heiirenbut she
would not have experienced this agonising, gnawangptiness
either.

Arrived back at Ladymead, she thanked him rath#edly for his
help, promised she would be in touch, and paustgtatoor to wave
politely and smile as he drove away. Then with alssigh, she
turned and walked into the house.

‘Where have you been?' Nick's sharp question fetbss her
consciousness like a whiplash, and she starteblyias she looked
up and saw him coming downstairs towards her.

'Oh," she said lamely, her heart sinking. '"You'raeld

‘Naturally," he returned grimly. 'We do have guekts evening, in
case you'd forgotten,' he added bitingly.



'Of course | haven't forgotten. Everything's reéalythem.' Or she
hoped it was, she thought, surreptitiously crossiegfingers in the
folds of her skirt.

His lip curled. 'Does that include yourself?'

For the moment, she'd forgotten her ruined haire 8uched it
nervously. 'l—I got caught in the storm, I'm afraid

'So | see,' he said coldly. 'Don't you ever ligtemweather forecasts?
Or was your reason for going into town so overwhegnthat it
couldn't be put off?'

She could hardly say she'd been to the hairdrdes&ing as she did.
She bit her lip. 'l had one or two things to do—gtiag and so on.'

'‘Does the "so on" include disposing of your cag2damanded. "You
certainly didn't return in it.'

Alison sighed. 'It's still in the High Street carg. The rain must have
got into the electrics, because it wouldn't stégthappened before.'

'Has it really? Then | shall take steps to ensti@oesn't happen
again.' He walked across the hall and went intodimeng room.

Alison set down her shopping and went after him.wée standing
staring critically at the table.

'l hope you like the lace mats. They're rather slde said, hurrying
her words a little. 'And | did the flowers myself.'

She sounded like a child waiting for a word of pegaishe thought
with self-derision.

‘You—yYyou did say you'd see to the wines,' she pedrah into the
silence.



'Yes, | did." Nick gave a faint nod. 'Everythingeses satisfactory. |
presume there was no difficulty with Mrs Horner pweaiting at
table?'

'‘Oh, no, she's quite used to it." She hesitated.ifB's going to be a
regular occurrence, | might need alternative help.’

‘Then you'd better find it." He moved to the ddbsuppose you've
checked the drawing room?"

‘Hardly,' she protested. 'l've only just got back.'

'I'm aware of that," he said icily. 'Perhaps ii'set you gave some
thought to your priorities. Understand this, Alisdnexpect your
duties here to take precedence over—gallivantitg tiown to meet
your friends.'

'‘But | didn't!" she protested, stung by the injcestof it.
His brows rose. 'You hardly came back by taxiutiered flatly.

Of course, she thought, his room was at the frétitehouse, and he
had seen her arrive with Simon.

She said, "That was a coincidence. Simon just hregzp® be there
when | was trying to start the car.'

‘Very convenient,’ Nick drawled. 'But | really tkinn shall have to
supply you with a more reliable vehicle, my sweetan't have my
wife stranded in car parks, dependent on passinghts errant.
Especially when the experience leaves her lookingjshevelled,' he
added sarcastically. 'Perhaps you'd like to go matte yourself
presentable—after you've fulfilled your duties domere, of course.'



Alison drew a deep breath of disbelief, then lifteekr hand in a
parody of a salute. 'Yes—sir," she said. 'Will thatall, sir?'

His eyes narrowed. 'Provoke me again, Alison, andllibe far from

all. You may not be prepared to be my wife, but'yaamned well
give your undivided attention to being my houselezels that clearly
understood?'

She said dully, 'Perfectly. In future, I'll do mgdi to live up to your
rather exacting standards.’

She gave the drawing room a brief formal inspectibien went
upstairs to her mother's suite.

Mrs Mortimer greeted her with a trace of fretfulse$Vhat a time
you've been, darling! | thought | heard the carsaago. Did you get
my wool? I've been waiting for it.’

An irritable reply hovered on Alison's lips. Her ther's tapestry
work proceeded by fits and starts, and always hestjlected

sometimes for weeks on end. But she controllecklifetisdid the best

| could,” she returned temperately. 'Mrs Marsdenthat shop

suggested it might be better in future to buy emooigeach shade to
complete the design.’

Mrs Mortimer sniffed. 'Well, of course, she woultyso. In that way
she sells more wool. | usually have skeins leftrovand did they
have the new Mary Cornell at the library?'

'I'm afraid not. In fact, there's a waiting list i§ so | put your name
down. They'll send a card when it's available.'

Her mother's mouth tightened. 'A waiting list!" sttenmented rather
shrilly. 'Things have certainly changed! In Mrs Hisls day, new
books were always put on one side for me.’



'Which was hardly fair to the other borrowers,'s@in pointed out
drily. 'l brought you these instead.'

Mrs Mortimer pursed her lips discontentedly. 'l gage they'll have
to do,” she said grudgingly. 'l don't care for E&ll&mart any
more—nher last two were far too Americanised." Sietlpe books to
one side. 'And did you think of the peppermint ane@'

Alison's head was beginning to ache. 'Peppermadms? But you
never mentioned...'

'‘But you know | always have a box of the specialgtaves ones at
the weekend," Mrs Mortimer said crossly. 'You nealle getting
rather thoughtless, darling! Surely | don't havéhiok of everything
for myself?'

‘It might be better if you did," Alison countereeavily. "'Then | might
have more time to spend on my responsibilities.here

'l should think you could manage that with one haad behind your
back," Mrs Mortimer said acidly. 'It's hardly new you, after all.
When your poor father was alive, you coped peryasdll.'

'l coped, certainly,” Alison agreed. 'But things aery different now.'

‘They seem to be, indeed.' Mrs Mortimer's hand werdnd fiddled
with her peatrls. 'Did | hear Nicholas return someetago?'

‘Probably," Alison said evenly. 'Did you want teeak to him about
something?'

'Oh, no," Mrs Mortimer disclaimed hurriedly. 'list that—we seem
to see so little of him.' She gave Alison a shagk! 'l hope he's not
neglecting you.'



'On the contrary,” Alison returned ironically, 'beuldn't be more
attentive.'

It had amazed and infuriated her on her return ftserhoneymoon to
discover that her mother had apparently deciddadtedly disregard
the real reasons for the marriage, and behaveNishblas was her
ideal choice as a son-in- law.

Now Mrs Mortimer lifted a restive shoulder. "Welll,you say so,
darling." She shook her head. 'Although there snes when it's
small wonder to me that he does stay away so ntlebe you seen
yourself lately? You look like something the caaglyed in. | thought
you were going to have your hair done for the ptriy evening.'

'It must have slipped my mind," Alison said tiredlyyou'll excuse
me now, I'll go and start on the salvage job.’

'l think you should." Her mother nodded her affitima as she
reached for the pile of library books. 'After allarling, if you let
yourself go like this, you can hardly hope to htbld attention of an
attractive man like Nicholas.'

‘Then it's fortunate | have no such expectatioisof said more
sharply than she intended. She saw an affrontecession cross her
mother's face, and sighed inwardly. 'I'm sorry, IMot—| suppose
I'm a little het up about tonight. Will you comewdo about half past
seven?'

'Of course,' Mrs Mortimer said rather coldly. 'l shisay, Alison, |
hoped marriage would cure you of this ridiculougrsss, but it
seems, if anything, to be worse. Do put some cotouyour face,
dear. You look like a ghost!'



The ghost of something the cat dragged in, Alisgwought, as she
made her way to her bedroom, and didn't know whethgiggle or
burst into tears.

She had hung her new dress on the outside of tieel fivardrobe
before she went out, but the sight of it gave hepleasure, rather
serving to fuel her simmering resentment. It wastéa glamorous
for a mere housekeeper, she thought bitterly, rargriback on the
rail among the other dresses. She would wear samgetiore suited
to her station, she decided stormily, scanningglbe hanging rail,
and she knew precisely what, as well.

It had been an attempt at 'the little black dressth her mother had
always claimed was an indispensable adjunct of yevasman's
wardrobe, only it had never quite worked. Alisom Hepught it in a
hurry, thinking it might do, but it never had. kgvere lines did
nothing for her slenderness, and she had alwaysvwelmped and
dowdy in it. As she pulled the dress off its hangae became aware
of something else, beneath it on the floor of tlaedsobe. A box . ..

Of course, she thought, impatient with herselfwas the box of
exquisite undies Aunt Beth had given her. She wibkhe lid and
studied the contents, frowning a little. They were beautiful, it
seemed criminal to leave them shut away like thisyorn. She
extracted a set of diaphanous ivory silk cami-keiskand the
suspender belt that matched them, and took thesrthet bathroom,
while she showered and washed her hair. She woutdém on, she
thought, although she wasn't altogether convinted $he would
wear them. Yet once she had felt the silky, sedaglide of them on
her skin, she was lost.

Sitting at her dressing table, applying the hangedto her damp
hair, she could hardly believe the image she sawammirror. When
her hair was dry, she brushed it straight back fieen face and



anchored it with pins in a prim bun at the napehef neck. The
contrast between the demureness of her hairstydetla®m cloudy
sensuality of her attire could not have been mampdete, she
thought, her mouth twisting slightly. It was almesgrotic.

An impression dispelled the moment she put on khekldress. In the
few seconds it took to fasten the zip, she wasstoamed from
embryo seductress into dull nonentity. She sighddtla. Well,
maybe it was safer that way.

She could hear her mother's silvery tones comiag fthe drawing
room when she got downstairs. She hesitated, thaisived to the
kitchen, to make sure that Cook, and her niece idiped her on
hectic occasions, hadn't encountered any unexpesttads. But
everything was going smoothly.

'‘As you should know, Miss Alison,' Cook told hea@dly. 'And your
place is in the drawing room, not here, where yoighinget
something spilled on your dress,' she added, widlkaous look at
the garment in question.

'Oh, don't scold me," Alison appealed mischievauslyst want to
relax for a few moments before the fray, that's all

‘Well, you're in the way here,"” Cook told her selyer'And Mr
Bristow will be wondering where you are. And ledkiese canapes
alone!" she added in a voice of doom. 'Why, Missa, for all
you're grown up and married, you're like a naughtid sometimes, |
swear you arel’

‘But anchovies have always been my weakness, yow khat,’
Alison said plaintively. She was in no hurry tothe drawing room.
She wanted no awkward questions about the bladsdnetil it was
too late for her to change.



'‘And other people will like them too, | daresay.viNteave them,
there's a love. And isn't that the doorbell? Youegjs are arriving,
and you're not there to receive them.'

Alison laughed, and slid off the kitchen tablen'bn my way!

She reached the drawing room while the first alsiwaere still

dispensing with their coats and wraps, but hemkds had been
noticed. And laughter gurgled within her, as she $@w Nick's

initial glare of annoyance changed dramaticallglieer incredulity
as he assimilated her appearance. She returneskishing stare
with a defiant lift of her chin, although she wasaing inwardly,

then, as he started towards her, his brows drawnd#érously

together, he turned, smiling with calm warmth toeimée new
chairman of Mortimers as Mrs Horner showed him hisdwife into

the room.

The next few minutes was totally taken up with n@wvals and
introductions, and the handing round of drinks eadapes, so there
was no chance of Nick saying anything privatelhés, although it
was obvious, by the fulminating glances he occadipbestowed on
her, that he was anxious to do so.

And as she shook hands and murmured conventioeatiggs to a
succession of chic, well-groomed and bejewelled @mmAlison
found herself wishing she had not allowed her resent to get the
better of her. They were all too pleasant, and géiye she thought,
too kind to let their feelings show, but she cosduhse the shock in
them as they were introduced. They must all be wond why the
sexy, dynamic Nicholas Bristow had saddled himsath a plain,
dowdy freak as a wife. And she wasn't sure sheddolaime them.

She had intended to annoy Nicholas, but even thalgh had
succeeded, probably beyond her wildest dreamd$)adhdone herself
no credit either.



In fact, the whole day had been something of atmghe, and when
Mrs Horner came to announce dinner, Alison wouldhave been in
the least surprised if she had told them the kridieed exploded, and
the food was ruined.

She saw her guests seated, then took her own atdlce foot of the
long table, opposite Nicholas but far enough awaynfhim to be
safe, at least for the moment.

She gave her attention to the people sitting nearresponding to
their appreciative comments as the bowls of chiledcado soup
with the swirls of cream were placed in front oéih The meal was
beginning, and she could relax.

Then she looked up and found Nicholas watching-her blue eyes
skimming her like an Arctic breeze, and she shiveneoluntarily.
Because eventually, however delicious the meal evewwarm the
hospitality and interesting the conversationallsthetrangers would
leave.

And sooner or later she would have to face the amicky with
Nicholas.



CHAPTER SEVEN

'MARVELLOUS party! Thank you so much." 'We have enjoye
ourselves.' The words of thanks and parting revatbd in Alison's
head as she went into her bedroom and closed tiveébeédind her, a
stifled sigh of relief escaping her lips as shenéghagainst its solid
panels.

Outwardly, the evening had indeed been a greatsscthe meal a
triumph, the after-dinner conversation in the drayiroom so
Interesting, that everyone was clearly loth to tkamselves away.

But, for Alison, the evening had been a persorgiitnmare. Whatever
had possessed her to do such a crazy thing? shesl dekself

wretchedly, chewing at the soft inner flesh of losver lip. Oh, yes,

she'd made a fool of Nicholas, which was what gieeihtended, but
she had made an even bigger fool of herself. Ardktitowledge of
the stupidity of her own conduct had exacerbatedshatiral shyness,
so that their guests not only must think she wasump, but a

tongue-tied idiot as well, she thought miserably.

Nick had accompanied lan Farnham, his second-inatamal, out to
his car for a final word, and Alison had seized dpportunity to
escape.

She had made the excuse to her mother that she aha
headache—which, in a way, was no more than thie.trgr scalp felt
tender as a result of wearing her hair wrenche# Bh@vening, and
every pin she had used to secure the unbecomingd®med to be
burrowing into her head. She removed them careftiign shook her
ill-used hair loose, as she walked over to hergiingstable and sank
down on the stool. God, but she looked awful! Palashed-out,
because she'd used no make-up but a smudge afligstd drowned
In that monster of a dress. She groaned and puggdter hairbrush,



stroking it gently through her hair, restoringat its usual shining
order.

Well, she thought, at least she had managed tp@osthe inevitable
confrontation with Nicholas, even though she cotlgut it off
forever.

But even that forlorn sense of reassurance wethdyoard, as her
bedroom door opened forcefully and Nick strodeHm. closed the
door with a swift, backward kick of one well-shambf, then stood,
hands on hips, regarding her grimly.

Alison swallowed, then turned slowly to face hiarding herself to a
semblance of composure.

She said with a certain hauteur, 'Didn't my mothgriain ...?

‘That you have a headache?' Nicholas supplied, Sfesmentioned
it. And I'm here to tell you, sweetheart, thatauyplay me any more
tricks like tonight's, you're going to ache in ayvdifferent part of

your anatomy!'

'l don't understand what you mean,' she said d&fidlr—I thought it
went very well.'

'You understand perfectly well," drawled Nick. 'Sakere did you
get the dress? A jumble sale? What a pity you coufohd one that
actually fitted!"

Alison felt the betraying colour seep into her famat she kept going
just the same. 'I'm sorry if you don't care for tagte in clothes.'

His mouth curled. 'lI'd be sorry too if | thought fane moment this
was a genuine sample of it. No, darling. Your deaigo appear in



front of our guests looking like something out dhad- rate touring
production ofRebeccavas quite deliberate, and we both know it.'

'l know nothing of the kind," Alison said stifflyAnd | think you're
being very insulting. I'd be glad if you'd go noand leave me in
peace.’'

'I'm sure you would,' he said derisively. 'But vBaa't finished with
you yet. | can appreciate why you might wish tooigmthe jewellery
I've given you. It's hardly in keeping with your age of
Downtrodden Drudge, after all. But you could asldzave worn your
bloody engagement ring. Or have you left that sohsse too—Ilike
the car?'

Alison controlled a little gasp. The failure to wédas sapphire had
been a complete oversight, not a deliberate affildatie though he
might believe that now. A sense of guilt refuellext rising temper.

‘And why should | wear it?" she demanded scornfulljo

demonstrate to everyone how generous you are—andibb? I'm

sure they know that already. | never wanted anggmgant ring from
you, Nick. | was never your fiancee, just as I'mt your wife. The
truth is I'm just the housekeeper. | know it, ad know it, so why
shouldn't the rest of the world be aware of it tAo®@d now get out of
my room!'

He said softly, 'This is my room, darling. It beffato me, along with
most of the other things in this bloody house—yelinacluded. And

if you don't care for your role—self-imposed, | fmmigremind

you—then that can be remedied, right now.’

He walked towards her, stalking her like some pi@agajungle
animal, she thought, fear catching in her throdie fumped up,
knocking over her dressing stool.



'l asked you to go.' Her voice sounded young aedthless.

'l heard you,' Nick said coolly. '‘But I'm staying+t@ast long enough
to ensure that you'll never wear that damned digam!'

She backed away. 'Please—leave me alone. I'll thteevdress
away—I promise | will.’

‘You'll have to." He was still advancing on herdalison found
herself, literally, with her back to the wall, amowhere left to retreat
to.

'‘No!" She put out her hands to ward him off, arglfimgers clamped
round her slender wrists, jerking her towards him.

'‘Experiencing a few regrets?' he asked with a mwgh. "Well, you

started this, my sweet. Just remember that.' Heagwer round, and
she felt his hands at the back of her dress, whereowled neckline
dipped towards the zip-fastening. She began tggley trying to

drag herself away from him.

‘Don't! I—I'll take it off—really ...'

‘And deprive me of the pleasure?' Nick drawleddida't bother with
the zip. His strong hands gripped the material wherg at it, until it
gave with a tearing sound that echoed in her hkadilscream.

As it began to slip off her shoulders, she triegab at it, but Nick
forestalled her, using his superior strength tgdhe crumpled and
ripped fabric downwards to fall in a dark mass at feet. His arm
was like a band of steel round her waist as hedifter clear of the
tangling folds.

"Put me down!" Nearly crying with humiliation, Aba kicked out at
him.



He obeyed so promptly that she almost fell over.

She turned to face him, like some small creatubagtwords of wild
indignation trembling incoherently on her lips. Boéver to be
uttered.

Because suddenly she saw him looking at her— andm#ered too
late exactly what she'd been wearing under allugt black.

He was totally arrested, his eyes travelling over in incredulous
absorption as he took in every provocative defeoin the heavy
band of lace that outlined the thrust of her sriadasts to the fragile
suspenders which fastened her stockings.

Nick said, too quietly, "You're full of surprisemight, aren't you, my
sweet? Are you leading some kind of secret lifewas all this
glamour for your, own eyes only—because, if sg, ath appalling
waste.'

Alison was mute with embarrassment, hot with shasehe tried
desperately to cover herself with her hands, kngwas she did so,
that it was already far too late.

Never taking his eyes from her, Nick bent and eghthe fallen
dressing stool, then shrugged off his dinner jgaketpping it across
the padded seat. He pulled his black tie loosedsswhrded that too,
and, still in silence, began to unfasten his shirt.

She found a voice from somewhere. 'l want you awde—now.'

His mouth twisted. 'l don't think you know what yaant. You're
two women, Mrs Bristow, do you know that? All pribnjsinesslike
self-control on the outside, but underneath--'@hveais a disturbingly
husky note in his voice, as he pulled off his shartittle sexy siren,



just waiting to be discovered. You're not sending away now,
darling. | intend to explore these hidden depthgouirs to the full.'

‘You—you can't" Shocked, Alison tried to rally hdéagging
defiance. 'l won't let you!'

He smiled rather cynically. 'I'm not seeking yoermission.'

'You promised me." She lifted her chin, her tonshilag him
scornfully. "You said you wouldn't ask again.’

‘And I'm not asking either," he said softly. 'Thme I'm taking.'

'l should have known | couldn't trust you!" Alistned to edge
sideways. It had suddenly occurred to her that ift,sandignified

scramble across that enormous bed would bring Ineosa within

reach of the bathroom door, which could be boltetimd her. It
wasn't much of a refuge, but she couldn't belieae Mick would risk
alerting the entire household by kicking a door daw get to her.
She moistened her lips with the tip of her tongumejing

unobtrusively to estimate the distance that divided from her
sanctuary.

He laughed. 'Then isn't it good to know that yawv bpinion of me is
perfectly justified?' he mocked.

Alison drew a breath and dived sideways for the lrgthg to fling

herself across its unruffled surface. But Nick w@s quick for her.
As she tried to roll sideways he was there toowght pinning her
remorselessly to the yielding mattress.

‘Such ardour!" he jeered softly. 'l would have iearyou, darling, if
you'd just waited another second.' With insultieges he pinioned
both her wrists with one hand. 'Just in case ydah®ted to try your
wildcat tactics again,’ he told her, smiling famtlown into her



dilated eyes. 'l don't intend to spend my marrigsl permanently
scarred.'

‘Then let me go.' She was reduced to begging nowslowly, he
shook his head.

'‘Not this time, Alison. As we've previously estahkd, celibacy
doesn't suit me.' He slid a finger under one feaglloulder strap and
then the other, drawing them gently down her slead®as. As he did
S0, the lace that covered her breasts began td@hp too, revealing
their soft rose-tipped curves to the intensityisfdgaze. His dark head
bent, and gently his mouth caressed each tautenipglirn, making
her gasp out loud as she was transfixed by a sifafieated,
unwelcome pleasure. He said quietly, 'And | ddmltk it suits you
either, my innocent wife,"” murmuring the words agaiher warm
flesh.

'‘Don't pretend you haven't found adequate consola#hlison's own
voice sounded faintly slurred, even to her own .eéne seductive
movement of his lips and tongue against her rehictkin was
making it difficult for her to think coherently, wer mind speak.

He lifted his head and stared down at her, hisiacdening, the dark
flush along his cheekbones deepening perceptilblgnhe shrugged.
'‘Believe what you want,' he said curtly. He satanqg for a moment
she thought her jibe had secured a reprieve forueihe had moved
only to facilitate the removal of the rest of hiethes, she soon
realised.

She closed her eyes tightly, blocking out the sigihtim, trying
desperately to find some way of armouring her vahke senses and
emotions against this enforced possession.

She had thought simply becoming Nick's wife in namly as a high
price to pay for Ladymead and the security of laenify. Now, she



realised, she had not known the half of it. Onaelstlonged to him,
she would have no defences left, and no self-reéspdwer. Wife or
not, to Nick she would be just another conquestoeelty because
she had actually had the temerity to resist higipus advances.

His mouth brushed hers, softly and sensuously. 'N'ewour turn,’
he whispered.

He unfastened her suspenders and rolled down heatgestockings,
his hands slow and infinitely careful, his mouthessing every inch
of her slender legs from her trembling thighs dawrher arched
Insteps.

A little sigh was impelled from her, and her bodysted restlessly,
seeking an appeasement she barely understood.

‘Take it easy, sweetheart," Nick muttered huskilie have a hell of a
way to go yet.'

He kissed her lips deeply and urgently, partingr tbeftness so that
he could explore her mouth's moist inner warmthr.&moment she
was passive beneath the unaccustomed intimacystbety, stiffly,
as if they were acting of their own volition, heme lifted and locked
round his neck, and she returned the kiss, shyfiysatand then with
shuddering pleasure, now that the exploration watsiah.

His hands were stroking her breasts, his long fsdeasing the
aroused peaks, creating a torrid, shaking excitemdrer innermost
being. It was almost shaming to discover how safiftl ready her
responses were, but impossible to deny or conbeai.t

His mouth left hers to imprint little kisses acrdss temples and
cheekbones, brushing her hair aside to seek thelsvlioed crevices
of her ears, and the sensitivity of her pulsathmgat.



She felt the shiver of silk against her body in gleatlest of frictions
as Nick's sure hands uncovered her completely.dited himself
slightly away from her, his eyes glittering as ekt in every inch of
her slender nakedness, his hand sweeping down dayr fsom
shoulder to thigh in a gesture of total ownership.

Her eyes were cloudy with desire, her breath sghinrough
passion-swollen lips as she looked back at him.

He drew a sharp, harsh breath, then his hand mosedght her,
found her with a devastating intimacy, his toudk and fire as he
caressed her, his fingers lingering, pressurimgdther body to open
to him and yield up its final secret.

His mouth possessed her breasts again with a megefiess, a new
demand, and she moaned in her throat, savouriggla, fmore urgent
delight as his lips tugged at her tumescent nipples

Her hands slid down the long length of his spinshesarched herself
against his body, lifting her slender hips in dilsarrender to his
invasive strength.

'‘Dear God, you take my breath away!" The husky weekmed torn
out of his throat, his hands continuing their expetevilish,
miraculous incitement of her.

She was reaching some crisis point; every instimct her
pleasure-racked body told her that. She could &eaxice, only just
recognisable as her own, whispering, 'Oh, please-plelse .. over
and over again.

Nick groaned something in reply, then his body nabgeer hers in
stark purpose.



At first there was pain, but the torment of needmge one with him
was greater, she discovered, as her inexperieramidunclenched to
receive him. He was still for a long moment, getiyshing the tiny
beads of sweat from her forehead with his lipsn tkissing her eyes,
and the tip of her small straight nose as he trachsuous path back
to her lips.

Mouths locked, bodies locked, they began to mogettter. He was
being gentle with her, she knew, but there wasaetinThe warmth
of his body against hers, the heat of him insidevsre triggering
new and devastating responses. Digging her hatmliimshoulders,
she twined her legs round him in mute offeringoAte, the rhythm
of his possession deepened, intensified as he edldull rein to his
own needs.

And suddenly she was lost, submerged and drowniagnild, sweet
violence of sensation which transcended all otlnendn experience.
She cried out her joy against his kiss, and falid®n, powerful body
shudder in her arms.

The aftermath held a peace more complete thanasthever known.
She rested in Nick's embrace, her mind floatindgtily in dreamlike

contentment. When at last he moved, she utterechadl shroaty

protest, then relaxed again as she felt the bede@rawn over her.
Nick slid down beside her, pulling her against smthat her head
was pillowed on his chest. She turned her facehigtody, relishing
the warm scent of him, the firm texture of his skhren, murmuring
drowsily, she fell asleep.

* * %

Alison woke, as she always did, a few minutes leetbe harsh buzz
of the alarm. She stretched out an arm to switehbtizzer off, then
paused, her attention caught by an unfamiliar setthé gushing of
water, not too far away.



She frowned, propping herself up on one elbow edistened. There
was no mistaking it. It was the sound of the shawérer bathroom.

She shook her head, pushing back her tumbledthain,paused, her
attention totally arrested as she saw the scattdisoarded clothing

on the floor. The warm clouds of sleep still enyahg her brain were
dispelled with a vengeance as the memory of whaithia@pened the
previous night flooded back to her. She collapsacklagainst her
pillows, her heart banging crazily against her riks every detalil

unfolded in her mind's eye, like some erotic actigpiay.

Oh God, she moaned silently, lifting her handsaioldurning face. So
all her pride, her fierce determination to keepk\at arms' length at
all costs had faltered and failed at the first Idmge!

She closed her eyes, wishing that she wasn't ldeeseursed, with
such total recall. Then, perhaps, she might haxgoften those last
dreaming moments in Nick's arms before sleep claiher, and the
way she had whispered, 'l love you' into his skin.

Of all the pathetic, humiliating confessions! Alstashed herself,
her small teeth digging viciously into her lowgs.INot content with

losing a major battle, she had practically surreedi¢he war as well
by revealing the pitiful extent of her obsessiothwiim. Wasn't it

enough that her body no longer held any secretkifo? she asked
herself painfully. Had he really had to ravish hend and emotions
too? She felt exposed, vulnerable and frighteneshadistened to the
rush of water.

The forgotten alarm sounded stridently, and shepgdnalmost
guiltily, harassed by another thought. In a few ut@és Mrs Horner
would be arriving with her morning tea, and theutlat of her face,
when confronted by the blatant evidence of whatth&dn place the
previous night, galvanised Alison into sudden fiedactivity.



She snatched a pair of her usual practical pyjdroasa drawer and
put them on, fumbling the buttons into their hateker haste. If she'd
only stuck to simple chain store undies insteasugtumbing to the
glamour of all that silk and lace, she might haegslto regret this
morning, she thought wretchedly, as she snatchdtaiplothes on
the floor and bundled them out of sight into thanest wardrobe.

‘Tidying up?' Nick's approach had been silent actios thick pile of

the carpet, and Alison started as his arms wemicrter, drawing her
back against him. He smelled cool, damp and fradhlze prompting

to relax into his embrace, turning willingly intesharms, was almost
irresistible. Instead, she tensed, pushing atdmsl$.

'‘What's the matter?' he asked.
‘Mrs Horner will be here at any moment with my ‘tehge said flatly.

He shrugged negligently. 'That's all right. We#hd her back for
another cup.'

Alison took a deep breath. 'But I'd prefer you betfound here—if
you don't mind,' she added hurriedly, conscious tira muscles in
the encircling arms had tautened.

'l think | do mind," Nick said after a pause. 'our husband, and |
think that entitles me to be here. And as Mrs Hohas been married
herself for nearly thirty years, she's hardly hked be shattered by
the realisation that we've slept together."'

Alison felt colour heat her skin. ‘Neverthelesbg $egan, but he
interrupted her, turning her inexorably to face hand running a
sensuous finger across her parted lips.

‘Nevertheless, it would be better if you stoppeguarg, and came
back to bed with me,' he said softly. "We havegsito discuss.'



She gave him a mutinous look. 'We can talk like jhst as well.'

The dark brows drew together slightly. "You camrhpes,' he said,
'muffled up to the ears in those weird garments, lloo wearing
nothing but a damp towel, and it's getting decigetiilly.'

He picked her up bodily and carried her over tolibd, settling her
back against the pillows before he unhitched tiaetdrom round his
hips and joined her.

Alison lay staring rigidly ahead of her. She hathe'en able to avert
her gaze fast enough, and she was infuriated tohaw swiftly her
senses had been stirred by that brief, unavoidglepse of his
naked body.

There was a silence, then Nick said drily, "Youkldike a lady
suffering from a severe case of regret.’

‘You said you wanted to talk," she reminded hinmisgo

'So | did,' he agreed, still with that thoughtfubase between his
brows. 'l have to go back to London today, Alisang | want you to
come with me.'

Sheer surprise rendered her dumb for a momenthandeventual
'‘Why?' emerged as a strangled croak.

‘Well,' he said softly, 'there's the matter of yoww wardrobe to
supervise.'

‘The clothes | already have are perfectly adeqtateny position
here,' she said stiltedly.

‘Ah!" Nick smiled wickedly, and she felt his handwe to stroke the
curve of her hip under the sheltering covers. jBerhaps | want to



buy you something appropriate for some of the gblositions | have
in mind.’

Alison stiffened. 'Don't!"

'‘And what does that ban cover?' he asked everggsifig you? Or
touching you?'

'‘Both." She flicked her dry mouth with the tip adritongue. 'Nick,
please go!

'‘When I'm ready,' he said rather grimly. 'You seemy anxious to be
rid of me. Last night...’

‘Last night | behaved like an animal," Alison shidriedly. 'l don't
particularly want to be reminded of it.'

'You behaved like a woman,' he said, after a glpaase. 'And you
should be proud of that, not ashamed, my littledpruiMy God, you
were a revelation...'

'l suppose that's intended to be a compliment,’ skid tautly.

‘Forgive me if I'm not very grateful. And if | déicongratulate you on
your expertise, which I'm sure is considerablee Shallowed, is that
why you want me in London with you? To indulge ion@ sexual

acrobatics?'

His face hardened, if that's how you wish to phigsée drawled.
‘You proved an apt pupil, my darling. You can hgtollame me for
wanting to continue with your lessons.’

'l suppose | should be gratified that | have ngvetilue at least,’
Alison said tonelessly. Inside, she was dissolnmgvretchedness.
'‘But I'm afraid that isn't enough to tempt me taraiion my life here.



That's what | married you for, after all, and notiy prowess in bed,
however celebrated.’

Nick was very still suddenly. He said softly, 'esé&nd may | know
what's so important here that everything else patesnsignificance
beside it?'

She said woodenly, 'This is my home. As you reminaee
yesterday, | have duties and responsibilities heretdeast, to my
mother.'

‘Ah, yes,' Nick said silkily, 'your mother. | resdi, of course, that she
thoroughly enjoys very poor health, but it didrctor to me she was
using you as an unpaid messenger girl either. Ygather from
various remarks she made during the course ofvieireg that most
of those parcels you were festooned with yestewgsg for her.'

‘And what if they were?' Alison refused to meetdeze. 'She—she
Isn't strong. And it's my pleasure to do thingsHer.'

It doesn't seem to you that you have other dutsexl
other—pleasures which might take priority over ragrerrands for
your mother?' His tone was deceptively light; thevas anger
simmering just below the surface, as Alison wagkjtw recognise.
'‘Does the fact that | want you with me really coiamtso little?"

She made herself shrug. 'That wasn't part of thgaloa' She paused.
'‘Besides, | have another reason for wanting to dtayn here. As it
happens, I've been offered my old job back.'

'l hope you turned it down.' The anger was ovew.no

'l did nothing of the kind. | said I'd think abatit



'‘Well, you can stop thinking right now. If you neadob, you have
one here.’

'l did both before, and can again. After all, yediere so little, it can
make very little difference to you.'

‘That doesn't mean | want my wife to be at anothan's beck and
call,’ Nick said tersely. 'Besides, has it occurtedyou that your
return to the world of real estate might be ragtert-lived? Judging
by your total inexperience, | doubt very much wieetyou took any
precautions last night, and | sure as hell didvdtu could be
pregnant.’

He sounded casual to the point of being callousoflthought, pain
striking at her.

She shrugged again. 'Perhaps,’ she said. '‘Buldlean’'t mean | have
to stay pregnant.’

'You little bitch," he said slowly, the blue eyegs$h with contempt as
they looked her over. 'If | thought you meant tiidthandcuff you to
my bloody wrist for the duration!

‘Such paternal feelings,' Alison said mockinglyur&y it can't be a
totally unfamiliar situation for you?'

‘The only unfamiliar situation,' Nick said softlis my overwhelming
desire to slap you hard. | think I'd better get otihere before |
succumb to temptation." Angrily, he thrust aside ttovers and
swung his long legs to the floor, kicking the distal towel
impatiently away from him as he did so. He gaveséii one last,
fulminating glance, then stalked across the room tie
communicating door between their rooms.



It slammed behind him, awaking reverberations whiahg in

Alison's head like a death knell. She lay curletb in ball, her
clenched fist pressed against her mouth, listetairigm move about,
opening and shutting drawers and cupboards. Thehesdrd his own
door thud shut, and his stride going past her r@mth down the
corridor. Back to London. Away from her.

When her door opened she sat up, hope floodingldsrdly, only to
be confronted by the homely figure of Mrs Horner.

‘My, but Mr Bristow was in a hurry to be off,' sbemmented, setting
down the tray, and drawing back the curtains. s much fun for
him having to rush back to work after a party.' $besed her lips as
she looked at Alison. 'And you're looking pale, #5lison. Didn't
you sleep well?’

'l had a nightmare,' said Alison, picking up hep.cu
Mrs Horner tutted. 'Nasty things, but soon forgotfte

Not this one, Alison thought when she was aloneinagéhis
particular nightmare of loneliness and heartachédcbaunt her for
the rest of her life.



CHAPTER EIGHT

ALISON replaced the telephone receiver and looked aatdbe desk
where Simon was working. "That was Mr Gresham,'sshd. 'He's
decided to accept the Simpsons' offer after all.'

'So the age of miracles is still with us.' Simoimged at her. 'l suspect
that diplomatic pep talk you gave him about realigtoperty values,
and the state of the market, may have swayed Hithea

'‘And the fact that the Simpsons are offering casty fimnave had
something to do with it too," Alison reminded himilyl '‘But I'm glad

he phoned. Knowing the sale's going through male$eel slightly
less guilty about taking the rest of the day off.’

‘Nonsense,' Simon said robustly. 'You deserve songeoff. You've
worked like a slave since you came back here—dewa@bove and
beyond the call of duty.' He studied her with gldlifrown. 'In fact
I'm not sure it hasn't been too much for you. Yeuldoking rather
pale and wan these days.'

Alison bit her lip as she reached for her baghdllshave to invest in
some blusher,' she said lightly. 'Although havingl&hie home for
the school holidays will probably put some colowck in my
cheeks.'

‘She's a lively one all right," Simon agreed. \ldrét seen her for quite
a while.'

‘She should have been home on one of her weekasdgpa fortnight
ago, but she didn't make it,’ said Alison with #&ldl shrug.
‘Apparently there was something on at school.'

'‘And are you going straight to Mascombe Park téecbher now?'



'‘With a slight detour." Alison paused. 'I'm havihopch with my
mother-in-law first.'

'‘Poor you," Simon laughed. 'No wonder you're pale!

Alison smiled with an effort. 'No, it isn't at dike that,' she said.
‘She's a darling. In fact, | wish | saw more of tiamn | do."

Simon shot her a wry look. 'And does the same agpher son?' He
saw the rush of angry colour into her face and lugida placatory
hand. 'I'm sorry—I'm venturing on forbidden temtoand | know it.'

‘Then why say these things?'

‘You know why," he said heavily. 'l don't like segiyou neglected.
You deserve better out of life than this, Alison.’

'‘How do any of us know what we deserve?' she stefllg. She got
to her feet. 'Well, I'll see you on Monday.'

Simon followed her through the reception area andam to the

pavement, standing, hands in pockets, watchingevghie reached in
her bag for her car keys. The car, a sporty AlfanBo, had been
delivered to Ladymead only a few days after Niadeéparture to
London, the usual curt memo from his office appdsher of its

arrival. She'd tried to telephone, to thank him, lis secretary had
told her he was in conference, and she had nevemn béle to

summon up sufficient courage to call again.

And as Nick hadn't paid even a fleeting visit talizaead in the three
weeks since, that was how the situation remainésdsn them. She
was grateful to Simon for giving her this job. #d her days safely
occupied, although it could do nothing to allevitite misery of the
lonely nights, tossing and turning in that enormdued, her

awakened, bewildered body crying out for surcease.



It was no wonder she was pale, although, with tesage of time,
she had begun to suspect there might be a moratcagson for her
pallor than sleeplessness alone.

Simon said tentatively, "You will be here on Mon@daylidn't mean to
pry, and I'd hate you to think you had to leavd fhuscause | can't
keep my nose out of your private life.’

Alison straightened and looked at him. His prokhag upset her, but
she knew it was prompted by genuine concern, antddset softened
as she saw his boyishly abashed look.

'l know,' she said gently. 'And | shouldn't be toyicYou—you've
been incredibly kind." Impulsively she reached wma &issed him
lightly on the cheek.

Before he could reach for her and hold her, sheskgaped back and
was getting into her car.

‘Don't worry," she called to him, as she drove'6lifbe back!

It was a warm, sunny day, and she enjoyed the tikérs Bristow's
house, however much she might be dreading the taidgi
tete-a-tete. But there was no way in which shedavioid it any
longer.. One more excuse and Mrs Bristow would be, hshe
realised. If her mother-in-law asked anything aldéwk, she would
just have to be very guarded. Yet Angela Bristovs wa fool; she
must have realised by now that there was some#@ngusly amiss
between her son and his new wife.

But there was nothing in the warmth of her welcdmsuggest any
reservations at all.

'It's so warm, | thought we'd lunch in the gardéfrs Bristow told
her. 'Only a light meal—pate, and a salade nioise."'



‘That sounds lovely," said Alison.

'‘Hm." Her mother-in-law looked her over shrewdlyhink perhaps |
should have included something substantial, liskeamed pudding.
You seem to have lost some weight.'

'Isn't that what everyone's trying to do?' Alis@mrged.

'If they need to—but you don't." Mrs Bristow pauséde you sure
this job of yours isn't proving too much—with albwyr other
responsibilities as well?'

Alison moved restively. 'l don't think so. Afted,ahe house nearly
runs itself these days.'

‘And of course you have your mother to help you.'

'‘She does as much as she can,' Alison said ngutrglhg to dismiss
from her mind the past weeks of carping and comfgarom Mrs

Mortimer. She had treated Alison's decision to gokbto work as
some kind of personal affront, and had become tasogemanding in
consequence. And Nick's continued absence hadtabdyibecome
the target for a great deal of fretful and recriatory comment.

'‘Can she drive?' asked Mrs Bristow.

Alison glanced at her in surprise. 'She certairdg k licence. My
father insisted she kept it renewed, but | can nesmember her
behind the wheel of any of the cars we've had.’

‘That seems rather a pity.' Mrs Bristow pouredstrry and handed
Alison a glass, 'It would give her such a meastrmaependence.
Has she started to go out at all?'



Alison sighed. 'Not really,’ she admitted. 'Shaseto prefer staying
at home, although she does have visitors, of cdurse

‘Well, that's something." Mrs Bristow leaned backher chair and
sipped at her sherry. 'But all in all, my dearah't believe your life is
a very happy one.’

Alison felt that wave of betraying colour suffuser liace again. She
said hastily, 'Oh, it has its moments. And Melatoenes back from
school today. It always cheers Mother to have haurad.'

'l can believe it,' Mrs Bristow laughed. 'l hopé¢ thle pressures of
examinations won't stifle any of that sunny livelks of hers. And
that reminds me,' she added, 'she left one of tewves here. I've
been meaning to post it back to her at schoolybutcould deliver it
in person, with my love, if you wouldn't mind.'

'Of course not," Alison said mechanically, but hiend was whirling
suddenly. 'l—I'd totally forgotten she'd been Here.

'‘Well, it was only a fleeting visit,' said Mrs Biasv. 'Nick brought her
for tea on the way back to school. He probably ‘tithink it was
worth mentioning.’

Alison noticed she had spilled a few drops of sherr to her skirt.

She rubbed at the marks with her handkerchief. Nstle thought

dazedly, taking Melanie back to school? But whes?ak as she was
aware, these past empty weeks he hadn't stirred lficmdon. She'd
thought his interests there were paramount, arenalcompassing,
and now a casual remark had revealed that he haallgdeen in the

district— visiting her younger sister at schookitg her out. With a

feeling of dread she recalled Melanie's rather used and halting
explanation why she couldn't come home a fortrpgéviously. Was

that the reason—that she was spending the timeNwith instead?



Aloud, she said colourlessly, 'She's—very fond mkiN

'I'm sure it's mutual," Mrs Bristow said serenelyaware of the knife
she was twisting in Alison's confusion of emotitrwas only sorry
you couldn't be with them, dear, but Nick told ert how busy you
were these days. Now, let's have some lunch, sledll

The food was tempting and delicious, but Alison adbrce every
mouthful past the tense muscles in her throatitBuds essential, she
thought as she talked and laughed, to behave watmplete
normality. Angela Bristow must never know the shbek words had
been.

It was a relief once lunch was over to be ableateeta valid excuse to
hurry away.

'It's been lovely to see you.' Mrs Bristow gave &eobust hug. 'And
bring Melanie to see me during the holidays, wgolt—I have great
hopes of turning her into a gardener.'

Alison felt incapable of saying anything in reptythat, so she just
nodded rather jerkily and got into the car, forcangmile to her lips.

Once safely out of the village, she drew off theado@n to the verge,
and switched off the engine, leaning her forehagdrest her folded
arms on the steering wheel.

Melanie, she thought incredulously, seeing Nick—antlsaying a
word about it. That was the important issue—theescof it. She bit
her lip. Oh, she was imagining things. Melanie yes a child. Or
was she seeing her merely as an older sister wanttdisregarding
the fact that Melly was a beautiful girl, rapidipening towards the
maturity of womanhood? Lovely, vital and intelligerand attracted
to Nick. That was something she'd never made arrgsef.



Surely Nick couldn't be such a bastard as to takersage of the
situation, she thought desperately. He was flattetieat was all.
There couldn't be any more to it than that. He avaman of the world,
after all, and Melanie was still only a schoolgirl.

Yet nothing could alter the fact that he'd delibelsasought her out,
even while shunning Ladymead and its environs.&@drthe approach
come from Melly? She would probably never know.

One thing she had to face—if Melanie had been lidher sister in her
place, the marriage would have been conducted on diferent

terms. Melly wouldn't have allowed Nick to walk after only one
night, and return to his bachelor existence in lamdut if Melanie

had been the girl in his bed, perhaps he wouldvehwvanted to
leave. She had all the attributes, after all, #mgt man would want in
his wife.

And Melanie was plagued with none of her sistansentainties. She
would know exactly what she wanted from life, amavio take it.

Had she decided, maybe, that she wanted her sistesband?

Alison winced, pain lancing at her. It was no geeldng herself that
she was being a fool. Even fifteen years wasnt sucinsuperable
age gap, and Melly would be eighteen very soonjmcbarge of her
own destiny. Perhaps she thought her feelings fak Nvere
overwhelming enough to counterbalance the ineatalifficulties
that any relationship with him would cause. Perlsqgseven thought
they outweighed hurting her own sister.

Or had Nick told her all the details of his hastitpntracted,
soon-regretted marriage, letting her believe thdirgy it would hurt
no one? Apart from that one pitiful little confemsiof love, which he
probably hadn't even heard, as she fell asleepsimims, she had
never given him any reason to believe she hadeslings for him at



all, she realised sadly. Yet what else could she lilbne, when he
had made it so clear to her that he wanted a ngarméthout any
emotional ties? Perhaps meeting Melanie's fresddityithad been
what he needed to change his mind about that.

She wanted very badly to cry, to howl her wretclesgrand rejection
at the unfeeling sunshine outside, but that wassgsible. Besides,
she had no proof. There could be some entirelydenbexplanation.

Oh God, she thought, as she started up the enfjieee has to be.

The drive at Mascombe Park was choked with carg,adways was
at holiday times. Alison parked near the tennisrisoand walked
towards the main building, realising with a panat tifnis was the first
time she'd fetched Melanie on her own. Always beftheir father
had been there too. The trips home had been higriasually
involving some lengthy detour and a lavish meakame other treat.

Today's homecoming would be subdued, for any numberasons.

As she reached the front door she was pounced bhdsylesley, no
less formidable because her face was wreathedilassm

‘Ah, Mrs Bristow, how very nice to see you! May dké this
opportunity of wishing you every possible happirkess

‘Thank you," Alison murmured, as her hand was daduh Miss
Lesley's firm hand.

‘A sad time for you, of course,’ the headmistresmtwon. 'But
Melanie seems to have weathered the storm very ietlwork has
hardly suffered at all. And of course, your husbhad been a tower
of strength. Such a charming man, and so genekbsiglonation to
our building fund—the Sixth Form science block, ymow—and
then on top of that, last week, the gift to thedily. We are so grateful



to him." She lowered her voice. 'And I'm sure hsty here have
helped Melanie. The loss of a father can be tgriitlumatic for a
girl at her stage of adolescence. | don't normalltyw the girls out of
school except at the prescribed times, but | fedblild make an
exception in this case. And your husband's visatgehreally perked
her up.'

'I'm—qglad to hear it," Alison managed. Every wordswike a death
knell. 'We—we didn't want her weekends to be lonely

Miss Lesley laughed again, but her attention wasipg, fixed on
some approaching parents. 'Well, | can promise thay haven't
been. And her classmates, I'm sure, have beenanegius. Such a
very attractive man,' she added with a kind of ggaguishness. 'Ah,
Mrs Henderson! How very good to see you again . ..’

Alison was released. She moved towards the sthies, heart
hammering slowly and heavily. It was clear Nick Hsekn visiting
Melanie every week—and the school would assumeitidvbe with
the approval of her family. He must have been weryincing to get
past Miss Lesley, she thought unhappily. The hesiiless might
gush and tend to talk in cliches on this kind afasion, but she was a
shrewd woman and guarded her pupils with dragaadikictness. A
strictness which Melanie had often rebelled agailskson recalled
with a pang. Was that how it had all begun—throltgily's natural
wish to shake off the shackles of boarding schtefdr a few hours?

She found Melanie throwing some last things into ¢ese in the
bedroom she shared with two other girls. She gds®Aa harassed
look—or was it a guilty one? Alison told herselesmustn't read too
much into things.

'l can't find half my stuff,’ she declared tragigal'm sure Jane and
Helen just grab everything in sight when they'rengdhome.' She
dropped to her knees and began to root under the be



‘What have you lost?' Alison asked.

‘The scarf that Daddy brought me back from Pavislly pushed her
hair back from her face. 'l can't lose that—I jcesh't!"

It was in Alison's bag at that moment. All she lado was produce
it.

Instead she said slowly, '‘Perhaps you left it soheza.'

There was a pause, then Melanie said, 'l haveal baywhere to
leave it. It must be at home. Perhaps | didn'tdorirback after half
term.’

‘That must be it," Alison agreed, a hollow feelingthe pit of her
stomach. 'Are these all your bags?"Yes, the tnsmkt to the station
this morning.'

They were talking like strangers, Alison realisedetghedly,

exchanging stilted platitudes. There was an awkmess between
them which she was not imagining, and a distanceNtelly's eyes
had not met hers directly once since she had ehtkesroom.

There was silence between them as they walked daissiand out
into the sunshine.

‘How's Mummy?' Melanie asked at last.
'‘Much the same.' Alison kept her voice friendly auditral.

'‘Well, that's hardly cause for congratulation!" Ktek's voice
sounded sharp. 'Do you think it's a good thinghier to be living at
Ladymead still? Mightn't a clean break have beéateb#or her in the
long run?'



'l don't know." Alison concentrated on fitting tb&ses into the Alfa's
boot.

‘But surely you must give it some thought," Melgmggsisted. 'After
all, it can't be good for her, sitting day afteydetting the rest of the
world wait on her.’

Alison shut the boot, is that a subtle way of tgjlime you're not
prepared to run her errands?' She kept her toasaie

'‘No,' Melanie returned defensively. 'But you mubné she expects a
hell of a lot from us all. And you pander to her.’

‘You've clearly been giving the matter a lot ofugbt," Alison said
crisply as she slid into the driving seat. 'Shadl wait until we get
home before you start changing the world?"

‘Well, there's no need to sound so fierce!" Melavas clearly taken
aback. 'l was thinking of you, that's all.’

'I'm grateful for the consideration," Alison sardnically. 'And no
doubt it had occurred to you that you'd have amdnghings
differently.’

'‘No question about it,’ Melanie retorted. 'But thdammy's never
used me like she has you ..." She broke off alyruiptiok, we mustn't
quarrel.'

'l hope we shan't,’ Alison said quietly. 'Perhapssivould change the
subject. What's been happening at school? Anyihiegesting?'

‘At Mascombe Park?' Melanie asked derisivelyaitsajor event if a
pigeon lands on the roof!’



'‘But there was something a couple of weeks agsbAlrealised she
was gripping the steering wheel far too tightlyd @ensciously made
herself relax. 'When you didn't come home—a housamd
competition, or something.'

There was a silence, then Melanie said, 'Oh— thatas quite a
giggle. Blue House won in the end.'

'It sounds fascinating.' Silently, Alison found skas praying,Tell
me that Nick came down and took you out. Make siegiteculous
for even imagining such things, if that's whaakes. But don't let me
go on like this—jealous and suspicious of my owstediAloud, she
said, 'l hope it was worth the sacrifice of a weekat home.'

Glancing sideways, she saw Melanie's mouth curaesimall private
smile. 'Oh, | think so,' Melanie said.

Nausea rose in Alison's throat, bitter as gall smtid She pulled over
to the side of the road and thrust her door oplemst falling out on
to the verge as she retched miserably on to tresgra

‘Ally!" Melanie was kneeling beside her, ashen-ethcproffering a
clean handkerchief. 'What is it? Are you ill?'

She straightened dizzily. 'No, of course not. 1 jet rather—hot,
that's all.’

'‘We'll open all the windows," Melanie decreed HyisiShe sent
Alison a long look under her lashes. 'lt is onle theat, is it? |
mean—you're not planning to turn me into an auhtie?

The temptation to tell the truth—that her periodsvweverdue, and
she'd woken feeling slightly sick every day thateke-was

overwhelming. If Melanie knew there was a babyleway, or even
that it was a possibility, surely that might chargy plans she and



Nick might be making for the future. It could—orcihuld tie Nick to
her through a sense of obligation. And that wasla&lsé thing she
wanted.

She said shortly, 'Don't be ridiculous! Of coursé Now we'd better
get going, before Mother starts imagining that evapside down in a
ditch somewhere!'

The first thing Alison saw as she turned into theedwas the car
parked outside the house.

Melanie exclaimed joyously, 'Nick's here! That'stéstic!"

‘Miraculous," Alison said. It took a terrific eftoof concentration to
edge her car neatly alongside, but she managedcglsow.

Melanie flew into the house ahead of her, makingtlie study like
some eager homing pigeon.., Alison stood alonéhehall for a
moment, staring ahead of her, then, moving slowhg walked
upstairs to her room.

She stripped off her dress with short, jerky mowvetsiethen went
into the bathroom. She had a long cool wash, tleamed her teeth,
rinsing her mouth with meticulous thoroughness. I5thangs, but

they made her feel a little better, physicallyot mentally.

When she sent back into her bedroom, Nick was tlsémading with
his back to the window, his dark figure appearingmgand
forbidding against the brightness outside.

Acting on reflex, she snatched up her discardedsdrbolding it
protectively against her.

His mouth curled in a smile that held no amusemédratever.



'Stop behaving like some threatened Victorian wifghe advised
curtly. 'l came to ask if you were feeling better.’

Alison found a voice from somewhere. 'News travass.'
'‘Which would you prefer—my not knowing, or not bgiconcerned?’

She shrugged. 'There's no need for concern,' gthdisaissively. 'A
slight tummy upset, that's all.'

‘Are you sure?' He frowned critically, as his eyent over her. 'You
look like a ghost...'

'I'm fine. Now will you please go? I'm trying totgehanged.’

'I'm not stopping you,' Nick said pleasantly. '‘Ahtlave seen you
without your dress on before, if you recall—althbugnust say you
looked considerably more seductive then than yonao.'

Alison flushed, it's not my intention to look setlue.'" She felt
foolish clutching the dress as if it was some kofdshield. She
dropped it on to the bed and walked across to laednwbe.

‘Not for me certainly,' said Nick, an odd grimnessis voice.

Alison snatched a dress off the rail at random @ulted it over her
head, twisting slightly as she tugged at the zip.

‘Let me do it,' he said quietly.

She felt his fingers brush her skin, and her bodyvalsed in an
anguish of yearning.

'‘Don't touch me!" she said stormily, pulling away.



Nick drew a sharp breath. 'Don't be a fool," hel saly. She heard
him walk away from her across the room, and thendibor closing
quietly behind him. Alison sank down on to the edfjéhe bed, and
buried her face in her hands. She stayed like fthrah long time.
When at last she moved to the dressing table,edhad if she was
looking at a stranger. She was pale, as Nick hatj bat even her
bone structure seemed to have sharpened, thehfalotvs beneath
her cheekbones more pronounced than usual. Shgedfragcomb
through her hair, and added a touch of colour ¢éosthained lines of
her mouth.

As she reluctantly approached the drawing roomva f@ments
later, she could hear her mother's voice raisedame gentle
complaint, and sighed.

As she walked into the room, she saw Mrs Mortineatad in her
usual chair beside the fireplace looking vaguelyrtynad, and
Melanie standing at the window, her face flushed mnitinous.

'So far, my dear, tragedy has hardly touched Wtg'Mortimer was
saying sadly. 'Youth is resilient, of course. Butduld have expected
my daughters—both my daughters—to have rather mc
understanding of the blow | suffered with your fath loss.'

It was a well-worn theme, and Alison took a firmldhan her
patience.

'I'm sorry that we lack understanding, Mother," s@&d calmly.
'‘Would you like a sherry?'

'l certainly need some stimulant,’ Mrs Mortimer BoWledged
fretfully, it's rather hard, when one has scarsaggn one's younger
child for weeks on end, to be taken to task as smoshe enters the
house.'



'l was not taking you to task," Melanie said crgs8lwas simply
enquiring if you'd been into the village at allcn was home last, or
whether Ally was still running all your errands f@u, as well as this
house and her job.’

'l don't think | like your tone, dear," Mrs Mortimsaid reprovingly.
'I'm sure it's no bother to Alison to undertakefee little messages |
have from time to time. Although heaven knows kiyasee anything
of her these days,' she added with a sigh. 'l baiyx but think she's
over- committed her time by returning to Thwait@fer all, it isn't
as if there's any financial need for her to work.'

‘None at all," Nicholas said pleasantly. None eimhhad heard him
come in, and at the sound of his voice, Alisontstirspilling a few
drops of sherry from the decanter she was holdimgooher dress.
The blue eyes surveyed her sardonically for a moinefore he went
on, 'But clearly her job has other inducements tafram purely

monetary ones.'

Alison replaced the decanter on the tray, indepeceldor one thing,’
she said coolly.

Her mother tutted. 'l suppose this is the modeewpbint,' she said.
'‘But it seems to be a very extraordinary one foraaried woman to
adopt. When | married, | relied on my husband kptér my
support.’

Alison handed her the glass, glad that her handsteasly. 'But these
days,' she said, 'nothing is certain in this uaenvorld. Marriages
don't always last as long as they used to.'

‘Alison!" Her mother's voice was sharp. 'What aghio say! I'm so
sorry, Nicholas. | don't know what ails either of ohildren today.'



Nick helped himself to a whisky and added a sptds$oda. 'l can't
speak for Melanie," he said. 'But Alison tells rhe's suffering from a
bilious attack. Maybe it's curdled her outlook.'

'‘Well, it's the first I've heard of any biliousadk. | think she's doing
far too much, undertaking a full-time job along lwall her other
responsibilities. | think you should put your fatmwn, Nicholas.'

'l intend to.' The merciless blue gaze seemedkmitaevery detail of
Alison's pallor, the shadows beneath her eyesrbéfavelling down
over the slender body beneath the clinging sintgliof her green
dress. 'l've thought for some time that Alison d@e4oo much.’

Alison set down her own glass with a thump. 'Peshau'd all be
good enough to stop discussing me as if | wasné,'hehe snapped
angrily.

'‘But then,' said Nick too pleasantly, 'you so naegke here—darling.'

Alison's brows lifted defiantly. 'Is that really ehproblem?' she
enquired. 'Or does it hurt your masculine priddave a wife who
works? | don't feel | neglect any of my commitments

Nick's glance was openly derisive, as he swallothiedemainder of
his whisky. 'Perhaps that's" something we shousdudis later—in
private,' he said. 'Now, shall we go in to dinner?'

It was not a comfortable meal. Mrs Mortimer keptauiow of bright,
inconsequential chat which only served to undertiree taciturnity
afflicting the rest of the party, rather than caadae

Melanie was the quietest, Alison recognised witlaag. Head bent
over her plate, her sister was picking desultatlyrer food. Perhaps
the problems of conducting a love affair with amstlwoman's
husband under their own roof were just beginningdme home to



her, she thought unhappily. Perhaps she was unidgrgfoe same
agony of jealousy that Alison herself was lashed by

God, what a mess! she thought as she pushed herpay.

When the meal was over, she stood up. 'l thinkhBNe an early
night,’ she said. 'See if | can throw off this gifu

‘That's an excellent idea," Nick said softly. 'Gul ayet some rest,
darling. I'll be up very soon.’

His smile challenged her. Words of defiance roskeanthroat, and
were choked back. But he'd banked on that, shegtit@iormily, as
she walked towards the door. He knew she wouldakena scene in
front of her mother—and Melanie, of course, whomnmast have
hurt by this hypocritical display of husbandly cent

As she went upstairs, she heard the dining roont dpen, and
quickened her step, panicked by the thought thak Mnight be
following her already. Her heel caught on the eofgée stair, nearly
dragging her shoe off completely in the processe $hused in
mid-flight, bending to retrieve the errant footweand heard from
the hall below Melanie's voice, low and urgent,isgy'Nick, | must
speak to you. It's all going wrong. What are wengdb do?'

She heard their footsteps going down the hall, thersoft closing of
the study door behind them.

Alison found she was gripping the banister railstigbtly that the
polished wood was bruising her hands. She sank dovio the step
and sat there staring numbly down into the shadwalibeneath. She
heard, as if from a distance, the warning stithef grandfather clock
as its sonorous Westminster chimes prepared tdgmmothe hour. It
was one of the familiar reassuring sounds of ey piart of the home



that had always been hers—the home she had foagtdavie. The
home she had sold herself to save.

But the security she had paid so highly for no Eargeemed to exist.

Crouched there on the stairs, Alison had never lsedionely or so
afraid in her life.



CHAPTER NINE

SHE would have run, but there was nowhere to run &i.how could
she bear to stay here and suffer this humiliatioméges of Nick and
Melanie together—holding each other—touching arssikig—kept
presenting themselves to her tortured mind. Theyewsdlling, it
seemed, to run any risk of discovery rather thamydbeir feelings
for each other, and the thought made her shiver.

Well, she wouldn't stand in their way. She couldfftd at least she
could comfort herself that Nick had no idea howpstly and
hopelessly his unwanted wife had fallen in loveawiiim. That was a
secret she would carry within her until the day dieel.

She put a hand lightly and protectively on her abelo. This was one
secret she would be unable to conceal for very,land its existence
would bring a whole train of new problems in itskeaShe had no
idea how Nick would react to the reality of beinfpther. When he
had asked her to marry him, he had made it cledidit't enter into
his plans at all. Perhaps it was an attitude hddvwmaintain. Besides,
if it was Melanie he wanted, would he really wambe saddled with
any reminders of his brief first marriage?

'I'd have to go away,' Alison thought. It would lbes embarrassing
for everyone, and it would save her the pain ofitvo see Nick
with Melanie, and know that he no longer belongelbdr.

Not that he ever had, she thought sadly, but fehide she had been
able to pretend.

She had taken refuge on the window seat in heobetrbut now she
was beginning to get cramped and even a littldychiV/ith a slight

start, she realised she had been sitting ther@/fran hour. She got
down stiffly, shaking the creases out of her dreéken paused,



immobile, her attention totally arrested as therdgmened and Nick
walked into the room.

'‘Don't look so startled,' he advised cynically asclosed the door
behind him. "You can't pretend you weren't expgainisit from me.'

She found a voice from somewhere. 'And | thoughtrlade it clear
that | didn't want to be disturbed."

'‘Perhaps | chose to consult my own wishes insteadaid. 'l have to
talk to you, Alison, and this seems to be the qidge where | can be
guaranteed not to have some kind of audience.’

'l don't want to talk,' she protested. 'l—I'm neeling well.'

The dark brows lifted. "'Then your upset clearlytishe temporary
thing you tried to make out. I'd better get yowatdr.'

'No!' She was aware of the panicky note in hereycand made a grab
for composure. 'l don't need a doctor. Just soste re

‘Then why aren't you in bed already?' he deman&ab twitching
like a cat on hot bricks. I'll say what | have &ysand then get out, if
that's what you want.'

‘That is precisely what | want." She lifted hernceind met his gaze
full on.

‘That sounds remarkably like a gauntlet being timraewn,' Nick
remarked softly. 'I'm tempted to test your storsoree, my sweet.’

Alison took a step backwards. 'Leave me alone, sst@ bleakly.
‘This confrontation was your idea, not mine.'



‘That's certainly true,' he agreed. 'l get the gspion that no power
on earth could make you voluntarily agree to bealith me.'

She shrugged. 'Why should | make a secret of it® vy should it
matter to you anyway? I'm sure you don't go shértalternative
company.'

His eyes narrowed. 'l don't think there's anythiodoe gained by
pursuing that particular line," he said coolly.th&lugh it fits in with

what I've come to say to you, in a way.' He paudethink it's

obvious to us both that things can't continue ay tre. | think the
time has come to put an end to this travesty ofaiage, and...’

'‘And you want a divorce?' Alison interrupted. Spegkthe actual
words herself might make them easier to bear. 'Ylemgree. And as
soon as possible.’

There was a long, almost stunned silence. Evegthidk said, 'Just
like that?'

'Did you think you were such a great matrimonia@ithat I'd hang
on to you at all costs?' Alison queried, investireg tone with icy
sarcasm. 'No, I'm as keen to regain my freedonoasaye. | think a
clean break is best. I—I shan't make any demandyoon I'm

working, and | get a reasonable salary. | don'ttvaéimony."'

‘You're not being offered it,' he said curtly. '‘Ahthink the whole
matter requires a little more discussion, althougian understand
why your freedom, as you put it, should suddenBns¢o attractive
to you. Perhaps while you still bear my name, yod gour lover
could restrain your public demonstrations of affatt

She stared at him. 'What the hell do you mean?'



'l like the injured tone," he said cynically. 'lsorry | didn't warn you |
was arriving today, so that you could be a littlerendiscreet. As it
was, | was an interested eye-witness as you anditéwook your
fond farewell of each other in full view of the eatmarket square.’

'l don't know what you think you saw,' Alison begdmt he
interrupted, his voice savage.

'l don't think, darling, | know. | saw you kiss hiand | had plenty of
time to observe the way he was looking at you. Ele'arly besotted
with you.'

‘You're totally mistaken,’ she protested. 'That-attlwas just a
friendly gesture.’

'‘Oh, stop all this injured innocence," Nick snappeith cutting

impatience. 'l suppose | should have expectedat ¥id warn me,
after all, my darling, that you weren't preparedivte like a nun. And
we both know, don't we, how deeply those still waiaf yours run.
It's a pity you couldn't have found yourself a mexeiting lover.' He
walked forward, and again Alison was forced to aatr He said,
'‘Perhaps we should compare notes, although my iexiger of you
may well be more limited than his. Does he know,ifigtance, that
when you reach your climax, your eyes change frool bazel to
bright green, like a, little cat's?'

Blood burned its way into Alison's face. She lifteer hands and
pressed them to her ears. 'Don't,’ she begged.r&raong—quite
wrong. And—even if ..." She hesitated.

'Yes?' he prompted chillingly. 'What were you goiagay?'

Her teeth sank into her lower lip for an instafihdt—you have no
cause to reproach me. Or are you trying to pretieaidyou've been a
model husband since our marriage?'



'l don't know what a model husband is,' he saidligabsounds very
dull.'

‘And that sounds very evasive.' Her voice shoaktla.|'But there's
no need to play with words, Nick. You see—I knd®he swallowed.
'l know that you've been seeing Melanie secreth\s' his face

darkened, she went on hastily, 'Oh, | don't blaree Bhe's very
young and impressionable, and you must seem vamabus to her.
| always knew she tended to have a—a crush onAmaiin all ways,

she'd make you a more suitable wife. I—I don'tgmdtotherwise.'

There was a silence. Then, 'That's very gracioy®of he drawled.
‘You've really got it all worked out, haven't yddelanie for me, and
Thwaite for yourself. How civilised! We could makp a four at
bridge.'

She winced. 'Don't! Isn't it better to try to be-vilsed about these
things?'

Nick shrugged. 'That depends on your viewpointispect. Besides,
civilisation is only a veneer, my sweet. Threatag ane of us, and
you'll find pure caveman underneath. Or has noewee warned you
about that?' He took another step forward.

The edge of the bed was pressing against the batles legs and she
couldn't retreat any further.

'Please don't do this." She was ashamed to heatreawlous her
voice sounded. 'l suppose your pride is hurt becausnt out of this
marriage as much as you do.'

‘Now that | doubt," he said harshly. 'And | thinl pride will survive,
even if a little dented. God forbid that | shouleek you tied to me
and miserable.'



There was a note in his voice that seared alongéme-endings.

She said, This way, neither of us need be miseraghin.'" She
couldn't meet his gaze. 'And now that we've said-wal need to
say—perhaps you'd go, and leave me in peace.’

'Peace?' Nick asked savagely. 'What's that? | tonk I've known a
moment of it since | laid eyes on you. You'll haxears of—peace
ahead of you, if that's what you want, once we'wenbthrough the
divorce court. But in the meantime, we're still med to each other,
and | intend to take full advantage of the fact!

His arms went round her, dragging her against himan she was
crushed—suffocated under the burning pressuresahbuth.

She tried to struggle, to push him away, but heteagpowerful, too
determined, lifting her off her feet to put her down the bed,
following her down while that endless, drainingsksdill went on.

She could hardly breathe. She certainly couldrakpor resist, and
suddenly she knew she didn't want to. If this vealsd their farewell
to each other, then, however it had begun, shedvchutrish, every
moment of it.

When at last Nick took his mouth from hers, shadispeak. Instead,
she lifted her hands and stroked his hair, follaatime growth of its

springing thickness down to the nape of his neek fimgers sliding

round to caress the strong column of his throat.

He drew a deep, unsteady breath and began to tardh turn, his
hands rediscovering the slender curves of her fldsh delicate
planes and angles of her body's bone structuraighrdahe thin
material of her dress.



He handled her, she thought dazedly, as if shesoa® rare and
precious object, all too easily broken. Yet she wasken
already—control, pride, self-respect all smashethiopieces on the
wheel of her yearning for him.

Already in these few brief moments she was fairth wianting him,
her head light, her body, heavy and languid, welagmthe
hardening, urgent pressure of his against her.al$ & need she
recognised and shared.

Nick sat up, lifting her with him, holding her farlong time breast to
breast while his lips touched her face in a mytiay kisses, falling
like honeyed fire on her responsive mouth. At lastturned her
gently in his arms, and she felt his fingers paetdmooth fall of her
hair, and his lips touch the back of her bared n8blk shivered as his
mouth traced a path down between her shoulder ®ladethe
neckline of her dress. He took the metal tonguseokzip between his
teeth and tugged it down, his hands stroking thessifrom her
shoulders, letting the fabric fall in a soft pooband her hips. He
unhooked her bra and slipped the fragile strapsdwv arms, so that
there was no further impediment to the passagesofbuth down
the long delicate curve of her spine.

Alison arched her back in instinctive, sensualgteliand gasped as
his hands slid round her to cup the urgent thréi$teo breasts, his
fingers a warm torment on the sensitive peaks.nsde alittle sound
in her throat as her whole body convulsed in waptoysical craving.

She twisted round to face him, kneeling on the badhing away the
crumpled dress with shaking hands, watching him,dyes fever-
bright.

Nick shrugged off his jacket and tossed it to tberf unknotting his
tie with swift taut movements. She waited whiletdek the thin gold
links from his cuffs, but when he began to unbuttas shirt, she



stopped him. She was trembling violently, and idma&er clumsy,
tugging impatiently at the fabric as she freeddh#ons, but at last it
was done, and she could touch him as she wantestroiing the

palms of her hands across the width of his shosldaed down over
his chest, watching the flare in his eyes as mgyefitips stroked and
caressed. She leaned forward and kissed him, glitiie tip of her

tongue along his lower lip, brushing his nippleBlsirately with her

own.

He took her by the hips, his hands sliding insieel&ace briefs to find
the silken flesh beneath, moulding and explorintj tie reached the
warm, moist eagerness of her, and lingered. Shenathamoving

restlessly against his hand, urging him to pleakere

Reality had totally receded. There was nothinghanworld but this
room, this bed, this man, his weight pressing hamrd into the
softness of the mattress, his mouth exploring dieed vulnerability
of throat and shoulders and breasts, his whole gbdautly
concentrated on the warm, sensual frenzy his casegsre arousing
in her.

She wanted so much more—tried to tell him so imiaeszshe barely
recognised as her own. Nick lifted himself awaylslly, freeing
himself from the remainder of his clothes, and thervas with her as
she had yearned for him to be, her body meltingsample as she
received him, his strength and warmth encompasskdrigrace.

Their mouths met and clung heatedly, mirroring theessionate
exchange of their bodies. Alison discovered resemmfdesire in

herself, depths of response she had never suspsttadas capable
of. She clung to Nick, arms and legs twined figraelund him, her

hands stroking the sweat- dampened skin of his badle urged her
with him beyond all the limits of experience, begtoany wildest

dream.



The release, when it came, was anguished, almgktdning in its
intensity. She was crying out soundlessly, her eglintering in an
intensity of pleasure, holding him closer and dlose she tried to
absorb the moment and make it last for ever.

She thought deliriously, He's mine. And then, iesing round her
heart, she remembered ...

And with remembrance came a bitter shame that ati@kfowed this
to happen—wanted so desperately for it to happen.

Nick's arms were wrapped round her, his mouth igasimall lazy
patterns on her breasts, his body still joined viagns. A little sob
rising in her throat, Alison tried to disengagededf.

He lifted his head slightly and smiled at her, bhee eyes filled with
an expression that almost stopped her heatrt.

'‘Wait,' he told her softly, his voice a promise.
Her hands came up and pushed at his bare shoulders.
''d like you to go, please.’

Nick looked at her again, but this time there wasvarmth or tender
beguilement in his expression.

He said quietly, 'l beg your pardon. Would you miadeating that?'

'l want you to go,' she said. 'l want you to leenealone. You—you
had what you wanted and . ..’

His hand closed round her chin, not altogetherlgeftou little
hypocrite! It was entirely mutual and you know it.’



‘You don't need to remind me. I'm already deephaased.’

‘Are you, by God?' The sudden harshness in hissvgiated across
her nerve endings, making her wince. 'But there'seed to be, my
prudish wife. Sex, after all, is like any other apie. Once it's been
stimulated, it needs feeding. You're in no way abvab.'

Her whole being cringed. To hear the joy they Haated reduced to
that level was almost more than she could be&e'tf struck her, the
shock could not have been deeper.

She said, 'Thank you for the reassurance, buighatexactly what |
meant.’

'I'm all for clarity," Nick said softly. 'And at gnother time I'd be
delighted to hear what your tortuous little ming lacided to use as
an excuse this time. But not now. At the momerauéehother things
in mind—and allowing myself to be turned out of ydaed isn't one
of them. You mustn't- be so niggardly with thatrchiag little body,
my sweet. I've paid a tall price for the privilegfekeeping you in the
manner to which you're accustomed. Surely you teel yourself
to—accpmmodate me once in a while?'

Alison said in a tiny, thin voice, 'You have no serof shame at all,
do you?'

'‘Not where you're concerned, darling. On the copntriafeel like a
man who's discovered treasure in his own backyard.’

‘With Melanie as an additional bonus?' she askddriy. ‘Do you
never suffer from scruples?’

‘Never.' Insolently, he bent and brushed her meuth his. 'Either
professionally or personally. Isn't that what yopected me to say?"



'l suppose so,' she said wearily. 'l always knewhad your own idea
of morality. Why should a minor point like an argaa marriage
change anything?' She paused. 'But don't thinlohe moment that
Melanie would take any act of infidelity as lightly

'Oh, I wouldn't." The blue eyes glittered downat. i knew from the
first that you were very different propositions. e moment, of
course, she eats out of my hand. But | don't exgast idyllic
situation to continue for very long.'

Her voice cracked slight. "You—you will be kindher?'

‘Naturally," he said. 'As a matter of fact, it'syweasy to be kind to
Melly. She's—extremely receptive. After you, sweeife, it's
something of a relief to be with a woman who thifiks wonderful,
and isn't fighting me tooth and nail every stephaf way. And now,
let's change the subject.’ The practised handtlsédength of her
body in sensuous command. 'l may as well make th& wf what
little time with you | have left.'

Hot tears scalded her eyes suddenly. "You're Bigesn't it matter to
you that she'll probably guess where you are, anlot?"

'She knows exactly where | am," Nick said coolBhé was very
understanding." He bent to one rose-tipped brdasgiging the
tumescent peak gently with his lips.

The burning pleasure of his hands and mouth oskieiwas already
having its inevitable effect, carrying her awayaswift and painful
tide of feeling she was unable to resist.

While she was still able to speak, she began, témtt...'



'Oh, but | can,’ he said softly. 'And | will. | enid to have something
to remember from this— travesty, darling, befora posh me out of
your life for ever.'

‘Damn you,' she muttered hoarsely, her body arcdnvguntarily to
meet the first, powerful thrust of his. ‘Damn you...'

And was engulfed in a storm of sensation whichateeed to tear her
apart. This time there was no finesse in their ogniogether, and no
reticence either in the harsh, sobbing silencéhag took endlessly
from each other, Alison's own demands as fiercecasawhelming
as those of the man who drove her remorselessithg¢oend of
endurance itself.

When it was over, she lay spent and shaken bemgaththe tears
raining helplessly down her face. As, at last, Niitkd himself away
from her, she had to dig her nails into the palh$ier hands to
prevent herself from reaching for him, clinging tem. She'd
promised to free him; she couldn't renege on that.did she want
his pity.

She pressed her clenched fist against her tedithg it the knuckles,
damming back the words that must never be uttéretle spoke, she
would plead, and she couldn't do that; what |gd#- respect she still
possessed forbade it.

She was aware of the shift in weight as Nick le& bed, and heard
the soft sounds of movement as he retrieved hikedoand began to
dress.

At last there was a silence deeper than she hakeoen.

His voice broke it bleakly. "You can have your do&' he said. And
the door closed behind him in utter finality.






CHAPTER TEN

IT seemed impossible that she should ever sleegvemtually she
did—and awoke to Mrs Horner bringing in her teat jas if it was
any other day.

‘The weather's nice,” Mrs Horner announced, pullbagk the
curtains. "They reckon it's set fair for the weeakeRity Mr Nick

couldn't stay down here and relax for once instdathasing off back
to London.'

Alison pulled herself up against her pillows. 'Hesgone already?'
She tried to make it sound the most normal thindpeworld.

‘At the crack of dawn, according to Cook."' Mrs Hardirected a look
of mild censure at Alison. "You should get him &bax more, Miss
Alison, or he'll be making himself ill." She headed the door. 'Oh,
and your mother's asking for you,' she volunteeeems in a bit of
a state.’

Alison groaned inwardly. 'I'll go to her as soon'asdressed."

She felt dead inside, but life was dragging heznééssly back into
the familiar groove, and she supposed she woulgtdeful for that,
as she showered and dressed hastily in jeans landeatop.

Mrs Mortimer was sitting in her usual chair by twexdow when
Alison entered, bright spots of outrage burningen face.

‘Just what is the meaning of this?' she demanteakting a sheet of
paper at Alison.

Alison's brows drew together. The heading acrosdatter indicated
that it came from one of the local driving schoalsd, addressed to
her mother, it informed her politely that the drigeefresher course



which had been booked in her name would commeratafternoon
at two o'clock, and that her instructor Mr Robedrgteaves would
call at the house.

Alison read it through and shrugged. 'l don't kiehe said. 'Perhaps
it's a mistake. Maybe there's another Mrs Mortimehe locality.'

'If there is, then I've never heard of her," hethmodismissed the idea
with an angry wave of her hand. 'They're touting &mstom,
obviously, and you must telephone them at once tahthem their
tactics are a disgrace. | have no intention ofidg\again—there's no
need. You're perfectly capable of taking me anyehevant to go.'

Alison said mildly, 'lIf you could drive, it wouldive you added
independence, Mother. After all, | may not alwagdiere.'

Mrs Mortimer's bosom swelled. 'And where else woydd be, I'd
like to know? Are you implying that the occasiofif—the odd
favour, is too much trouble for you?'

It occurred to Alison that she would not descrifoe inceasing daily
demands on her time and patience in quite thosestdyut she knew
from bitter experience that even to hint as muchldi¢ead to one of
those painful, tearful scenes from which her mothesariably
emerged in triumph, so she said merely, 'Of conrge | was just
thinking of you. You could pop over and see AuntrBehenever you
wanted, for one thing. And Mrs Bristow has askeeesa times for
you to visit her.’

Mrs Mortimer wore her stubborn look. 'It's far siepfor them to
come here,' she said. 'My health is rarely goodighao tempt me to
undertake any kind of journey. You must make tha&rcto people,
Alison. They seem to forget what I've had to suffes year. They
can be so thoughtless sometimes. Even Melanie adnme very
much yesterday evening—almost interrogating meyoifi please,



about where I'd been, and what I'd been doing.'datve an angry
little laugh. 'Rather like the Spanish InquisitioBhe's a child, of
course, and can't be expected to understand nmigdeelnd so | told
her.’

'l don't think Melly intended to be—insensitiveJigon said slowly.
'I'm sure she has your well- being at heart.’

‘Then she should realise | want to be left in peath my dear
memories.' Mrs Mortimer gave a little sigh. 'Andsthouse is so full
of them still, in spite of all the changes that ybusband has seen fit
to make," she added with a touch of acidity. 'Hense extremely
restless, Alison. Mrs Horner tells me he's leftagain. He said
nothing about it at dinner last night.'

'l think some problem blew up.' Alison wonderedablg how her
mother would react to the news that her marriage avar. As long
as her own comfortable existence wasn't threateskd, would
probably not be particularly concerned, she decided

Her mother tutted. 'l must admit | find the atmosghmore peaceful
when Nicholas is away. He tends to have a disragbersonality.’
She leaned back in her chair and closed her éyew, please go and
tell this driving school that its services will no¢ required.’

Melanie was hovering in the hall as Alison came dstairs.
'Has the post come?' she asked.
‘Yes.' Alison gave her a steady look. 'Were youeelpg a letter?'

‘Not exactly,” Melanie admitted, her eyes fixed the paper in
Alison's hand.



'l see." Alison flicked the corner of the papero'ou know
something about this, perhaps?’

‘Mummy's driving lessons?' Melanie nodded. 'Of seul know.
Don't you think it's a marvellous idea?"

‘In theory, it's all right," Alison said drily. 'lpractice it's impossible.
I'm ringing up to cancel them.’

'‘Oh, but you can't! Melanie protested at oncenélan, they won't.
Nick arranged it that way. He said she'd want toboge of it if she
could, and that the school weren't to accept anysx but turn up as
arranged.’

Alison's brows snapped together in shock. 'Nick-é-faat?'

‘Well, of course.' Melanie gave her an appealingl6You mustn't be
angry with him. Mother is the limit, you know, exgig you to wait
on her hand, foot and elbow all the time. Andnt$ good for her to
stay upstairs in that room, thinking martyred tisindyou know it
isn't.’

'I'm not arguing,' Alison assured her. 'l know riw healthy, but |
haven't found any successful method of budgingdregyen getting
her to face ordinary life again.' She paused. 'éweh if the driving
school car arrives, as you say, | don't know howcarepersuade her
out of her room and into it.'

'Oh, Nick will manage that,’ said Melanie with seipie confidence.
‘She's a wee bit in awe of him, you know, and ipbes the pressure
on, she'll do as she's told.’

Knives turned slowly in Alison's heart. 'l see,esimanaged, and
walked into the dining room. She touched the coffeg aware her



hands were shaking, and hoping that Melanie, wildfbliowed her,
hadn't noticed. 'l think I'd better ring for somegh.’

'‘Where is Nick anyway?' asked Melanie.

'‘Not here.' Alison pushed the sugar basin to theratide of the milk
jug as if her life depended on it.

'‘Oh," Melanie said blankly after a pause. "You niesla gone out—or
Is he still in bed?’

'‘Don't you know?" Alison gave her a straight loékdn't he tell you
he was going back to London?’

'‘What?' The sound was a yelp, Melanie's face aungctof
consternation. 'Oh, no, I don't believe it! Andhvatt a word to me.
Oh God, what am | going to do now?"'

In spite of the pain she was feeling, Alison exgeced a pang of
sympathy for her sister. Melanie was so young, \doerable to be
passionately involved with someone like Nick. Hesvira love with
her now, but would it last?

She said quietly, 'lt—seemed better if he went.IBusure he'll be in
touch with you.'

'In touch?' Melanie echoed incredulously. 'Whathbk is the use of
that? | need him here." She paused, then said awkuarhere's
something he wants to talk to you about—somethiog mnay not
like, but—oh, Ally, I'm sure it's for the best ihet long run. Things
can't go on as they are, and you look so paleised t know you're
not happy.'

'‘No." Alison summoned up a smile from somewhere, Nhaven't
been happy, but you won't make my mistakes.’



‘Well, | don't think I'd have taken the whole thimgin the first place,’
Melanie said. 'Although at the time, | must sawyais a relief. But we
should have known it wouldn't work.'

'‘No." Alison swallowed. 'Mel, I'd rather not tallb@ut this now.
I—I've spoken to Nick, of course, and told him th&now what's
been—happening, and that | won't make waves, g@rdrhise you
the same thing—only I'd prefer not to discuss 1t fumther now.'

Melanie grimaced. 'I'm afraid you're going to hawee¢ she said,
glancing rather distractedly at her watch. 'Andydu've talked
everything over with Nick, I'm amazed he didn't t&u about the
driving lessons. Oh, damn Nick! Why the hell did Im@ve to go
haring off back to London, and leave us to facentsic? Mother's
bound to make a scene when she finds out, but shdwt have
dared if Nick had been here.'

'l won't let her,” promised Alison. 'l won't letrhbe angry with
you—either of you.'

'‘Hm." Melanie pulled another face. '‘Don't think Yoget away
unscathed either. She'll probably tell you that 'yeubetrayed
her—that we all have. But honestly. Ally, I know ‘veedoing the
right thing."'

'Please.' Alison was shocked at the sudden violenieer voice. 'l've
told you—I can't talk about it now. Do you think&ve no feelings at
all?'

Melanie suddenly looked very young and very vulbraThat's the
last thing I'd ever have thought," she said in alsuwoice. 'l know
what Ladymead means to you."Ladymead?' AlisonHaddharshly.
‘Do you think that's all | care about? My God, &hare times | wish
the place had burned to the ground!



Melanie's face cleared a little. 'Well, that's whadld Nick. | said |
was sure when it came down to it you'd feel likat tBut Nick wasn't
certain and ..."

'‘Nick—Nick—Nick!" Alison's voice cracked. 'Do youate to keep
saying his name? I've asked you not to discussitvws.."'

‘Ally!" Melanie had gone white. 'What's the matt&/hat's wrong
with you? | thought you were in agreement?' Sh&doaif abruptly,
as the front door bell sounded imperatively. 'Odl|, that'll be Mrs
Lambert here already. I'll answer it—unless you wta@'

‘Mrs Lambert?' Alison said wearily. 'Who on eaghMrs Lambert?'

'‘Nick didn't tell you about her either?' Melaniemted, and put a
repentant hand over her mouth. 'Look, I'd bettehé in,’ she went
on as the bell sounded again.

Alison followed her out into the hall. The womaniiveg on the
doorstep was tall with a calm, humorous face. As &bok in
Melanie's obvious tension, and Alison's white sedi face, her
brows lifted questioningly.

‘Good morning,' she said. 'I'm Freda Lambert, amdlerstood | was
expected, but it seems | may have arrived at dibed'

'‘Expected?' Alison asked rather dazedly. 'l dantequnderstand.'

‘You'll be Mrs Bristow, of course." Alison foundrhigand taken in a
warm clasp. 'Your husband told me he would expéserything to

you before | came, but perhaps his courage failadHe wasn't sure
how you would react to the idea of your mother hgva paid

companion. Maybe he thought it would be betterésent you with a
fait accompli.’



'‘Perhaps he did." Alison felt stunned, but ralllédon't you come into
the drawing room, Mrs— er—Lambert, and I'll arrarige some
coffee.’

'‘Perhaps hot sweet tea might be better,” Mrs Landzed with a
twinkle. 'Isn't that the sovereign remedy for stgitk'm sorry my
appearance has proved so traumatic for you. I'm Bur Bristow
intended you to find it a pleasant surprise. Isa'there? He said he
would be.’

'I'm sorry," Alison said awkwardly. 'He—he's beatled away on
business.'

'‘What a shame,' Mrs Lambert sympathised. 'Whemtiae point of
my being here is to allow the two of you more fre@gd and more
time together.' She paused. 'Would it be bettegalothink, if | met
your mother before we have coffee?' She gave Alsalny smile.
‘That might give her time to get over her initiainayance and
resistance to the idea first.'

'l think that's a marvellous plan,’ Melanie puthunrriedly. 'I'll take
you up to her.' To her sister she muttered, 'Sirgdlly, before you
fall down. You look as if you're going to faint!"

'l feel as if I am," Alison said helplessly. 'l'itd to know exactly
what's going on, please?"

'It's quite simple." Mrs Lambert's tone was soahi¥our husband

has engaged me, Mrs Bristow, on a month's trial @smpanion for

your mother. He feels that since she was widoweel ,doesn't quite
realise how many demands she makes on your timeredy, and

that you, as her daughter, find it impossible tbher so. So— my

first task is to get her to accept me, purely ¢@naporary basis, then
we'll go on from there.’



‘She never will,' said Alison, giving her a strdiggok.

'‘Oh," Mrs Lambert's twinkle deepened, 'strangemghi have
happened. Of course, if you don't want us to makeattempt—if
you feel it would be better if | left now, withoséeing her, then, quite
naturally, I'll go along with that. But | wish yalfet me try.'

Alison sank down on the sofa. 'Very well,' she sdithst.

She sat alone, staring into space, trying to makeses of what was
happening and failing, until Melanie returned, a& was able to
round on her. 'Do you mind telling me what's goimy Or are you
simply—clearing the decks, because you're not peel@® look after
Mother, as I've done?'

Melanie stared at her. '"What difference can it jpbgsnake to me?'
she asked, as if she was reasoning with a lunticnot here ninety
per cent of the time, anyway. No, the problem isrge—and Nick's,
of course. But | thought you'd had all this outhahtm?'

'‘No." Alison moistened dry lips with the tip of hdongue.
'l—misunderstood you. We—were discussing somethiather
different. Surely you must realise that?'

Melanie shrugged, 'If you say so. But it seemswhdédn | know Nick
intended to get the whole thing straight with ybis tweekend.' She
paused, as if a thought had struck her. 'Ally, wRak told you what
he wanted, what he's going to do— you didn't quijadid you?'

Alison's hands were clenched tightly in her lapou¥-could say
that,' she admitted tonelessly.

'So that's why he's gone off like this!" Melanieked horrified. 'Ally,
you shouldn't have been angry with him. He's ohigking of you,
after all. And himself, of course,' she added eawdious amendment.



‘After all, it can't be much fun for him having Mt living in the

same house, always there whenever he comes doeyamer always
making her presence felt—because she does, Allg, iayou're

honest, you can't deny it. She likes to be thereeanitattention, and
it's only natural for Nick to want you to himse#ispecially when
you've only been married for about five minutesdAste will like

Mrs Lambert, when she gets used to the idea—I kstewvill. It was
the house that Nick was concerned about. It meamiLeh to you, he
said, held so many memories that you might not wagtve up. But
he feels stifled here. You can't blame him for wamtto find

somewhere with no past associations for eitheioaf YAnd Mummy
needs to be independent too. That's really what Muwbert is
for—to coax her back into the real world againNask says.'

Alison lifted her hands to her head. 'l don't ussteard any of this.
There's nothing to stop Nick leaving. I—I neverught he'd stay
here— with you.'

'With me?' Melanie asked in a peculiar tone. 'Wlderécome into all
this?'

'‘Don't let's play any more games,' Alison beggdaappily. 'l know
you've been—seeing Nick. | don't blame you, Mehdsily. | always
knew you had a thing about him from the very fiastd in all sorts of
ways, you're far more suited.' She swallowed. 'Batling, you're so
young. Are you sure you know your own mind— that ysen't just
infatuated?'lt was Melanie's turn to sit down alblgupThe faint
sprinkling of freckles across her face stood owdiregf her sudden
pallor.

'You know?' she said slowly. 'And you thought thathat Nick . ..?
Oh, Ally, how could you have been such a fool! Yiag been seeing
him. He's been so desperately unhappy, and he cheseeeone to
talk to—someone to consult about what he couldadput things



right between you. Eventually he brought his mothem it too, and
we hammered out a plan between us. The drivingtesaere part of
it, and Mrs Lambert, of course. And—and selling yagad. A
whole new start for you both. He was going to takyou this
weekend, try and persuade you to agree." She pal&edly you
didn't tell him what you suspected?'

Alison's lips felt numb. 'Yes.'

'Strewth!" Melanie was silent for a few minutesndAwhen he told
you the truth, you argued with him?"'

'He didn't deny anything,' Alison said in a low e®i 'l—I said |
wanted a divorce, and he—he agreed to give me one.'

Melanie looked as if she was going to burst infwge'Oh God, that's
awful! It must have killed him. Yes, of course load him—who
wouldn't? But apart from the fact that he belormygdu, he's too old
for me.' She gave a wobbly smile. 'And if | hadrbaelove with him,
I'd have got terribly fed up, because all he evanted to talk about
was you. He's crazy about you. Surely you know?hat

'‘No,” Alison said steadily, 'l didnt know. I've tg@verything
hopelessly wrong, and somehow I'm going to haymutat right. If |
can. If it's not too late.' She paused. 'Can y@edwre—you and Mrs
Lambert?'

'Of course,’ Melanie said instantly. 'But what yoe going to do?'
Alison got to her feet. 'I'm going to find him.'

As she went to the door, a desperate, soundlegerpveelled up
inside her, 'Dear God, please don't let it be &be |..'



She was close to panic when the taxi dropped hetreadioor of the
elegant mews house. She stood there, staring atigtme gleam of
fresh paintwork and brass, wondering what welcafrany, awaited
her. Wondering, too, if she should have phoneddwaace to warn
Nick that she was on her way. To find out, if sfeswonest, whether
there was any point in her journey, or whethetralt awaited them in
the future was the bitter finality of separatior a@iorce.

Leaving Ladymead had not been easy. Her mothextegis had been
voluble and tearful.

'‘But you never go to London!" Grievance rang froem faoice and
stared from her eyes. 'You hate the place. Alisdwe-Heard you say
it a dozen times.'

'‘But Nick is there," Alison said gently. 'I'm goirig be with my
husband.'

Mrs Mortimer sniffed pettishly. 'l fail to see wiNicholas can't come
here instead. He seems very restless—and extrémetyto cause as
much uproar in other people's lives as he can,added angrily. 'l
shall find it very hard to forgive him for this daywork. Foisting
some—stranger on to me in this extraordinary wagll\¢he can go.
| want nothing to do with her. And | shall havewamber of things to
say to your husband if he ever deigns to showdus here again!

'You must do as you please, of course,’ Alison sawelly. 'But
perhaps it might be better not to part with Mrs lbam too quickly. |
don't know when | shall be coming back, and yaékd someone to
run your errands for you, and keep you company. Snel seems
extremely competent and pleasant.'

'‘She's also a keen walker, and a member of somerfsgéd Motorists
association." Mrs Mortimer sat very upright, twaght spots of



colour burning in her face. 'l will not be manipigld in this way!
How can you allow it, Alison?'

Alison's smile was small and twisted. 'l have myndvie to put in
order,’ she said.

Melanie was waiting in the corridor when she emérd&o,' she
ordered briefly. 'I'll look after Mother, and gedrhinto a better frame
of mind. She can't sit in that room feeling sowylierself for the rest
of her life. She's still a comparatively young waméehe put her
arms round her sister and hugged her fiercelyhd&my. I've packed
a case for you.'

'‘But you don't know what | need—what | want to tak@lison
protested half-heartedly.

Melanie gave her a catlike smile. 'lI've made arcathd guess,' she
said. 'Now, be off with you.'

It was only a small case, but it seemed as heavgaasas Alison
carried it across the narrow road, and rappedeaddior.

It was answered almost at once by a middle- agedamowearing a
neat overall over a dark dress. Her smile was ggobut her eyes
narrowed when she saw the suitcase at Alison's side

‘May | help you, madam?"'
Alison moistened her lips. "This is—Mr Bristow'suse?'

‘It is." The woman's tone remained civil, but faiding. 'Are you
expected? Mr Bristow mentioned nothing about visito



Alison lifted her chin. 'I'm Mrs Bristow," she saidietly.

‘Well, I never! the other exclaimed helplesslyrdmile broadened.
‘Come in, Mrs Bristow. | hadn't the least idea yegare arriving. Mr
Bristow never uttered a word—and he's out too.'

‘It was an impulse.' Alison stepped into a narridwgkly carpeted
hall. 'l hope it's not inconvenient,' she offerakaardly.

‘Never in this world. If I've asked Mr Bristow ondenust have asked
him twenty times when he was going to bring youehdut he's
always said you prefer country life. This is a y@absure, | must say.
The woman lifted Alison's case and carried it dapassage. 'I'm
Doris Gordon,"' she added over her shoulder. 'lI'eekad for Mr
Bristow ever since he first came to live here.dtisretty house, but
small. Not big enough for a family," she added,irggvAlison a
shrewd, top-to- toe assessment that brought tleicfiboding into
her face.

'Oh, dear.' Alison bit her lip. is it that obvious?

'Only if you know what to look for," Mrs Gordon assd her kindly.

'‘And you look just like my eldest girl did, madaBeen a bit sick too,
| daresay, but that'll soon pass. Now, this isrtteen bedroom,’ she
added, throwing open the door.

It was a comfortable room, but the decor and flnings were
uncompromisingly, even starkly masculine. It wasdhathe kind of
love nest where Alison had imagined Nick entertajriis ladies.

‘Shall | unpack for you, madam?' The question binbingr sharply
out of her reverie.

'‘Er—no,' she said quickly, remembering Melanielméesmile. 'I'll
do it.'



‘Then I'll make you some tea," Mrs Gordon saidkyijsit'll be ready
in the drawing room as soon as you are.'

Her instinct had been quite right, Alison discovkas she opened the
case. A wry smile tugged at the corners of her mas she lifted out
the sinuous lingerie that Aunt Beth had given bed the red dress
she had bought for that first dinner party, andemevorn. All her
prettiest and most seductive clothes, in fact.

The drawing room was upstairs, a big room overlogkhe walled
patio garden to the rear. As well as tea, Mrs Goittad provided thin
cucumber sandwiches and a featherlight Victoriangpo

'"You need feeding up,’ she said with a martialtlighher eye as she
set the tray down. 'There's no excuse for lookirghved out when
you live in the country.’

In spite of her inner turmoil, Alison drank two cupf tea, and
demolished all the sandwiches, and two slices ofigp, winning an
approving smile from the housekeeper when sherretlr

‘Mr Bristow did say he wouldn't want me this evepishe said rather
doubtfully. 'But I'll be happy to stay if you wamte to.'

'‘Oh, no," Alison assured her. 'I'm sure you haue yovn plans. I'll be
quite all right.’

'‘Well, if you're sure." Mrs Gordon was clearly esied. 'l usually
leave about now, unless Mr Bristow's giving a dirpeaty, of course.
Although there aren't as many of them as there wéen he was a
single gentleman.’

Alison bent her head, 'l suppose not,' she ackrdyee quietly.



She'd been under a number of misapprehensiorsgntexdd. And this
house was one of them. It was pretty, as Mrs Goldwhsaid, but it
had a curiously unlived-in atmosphere. Apart fromlbooks, shelved
in the alcoves that flanked the elegant fireplael the collection of
records racked beneath the hi-fi unit, there weve $igns of Nick's
occupancy. It was a place—somewhere to come baxkbiat no

more a home for him than Ladymead had been, sheagauddenly.
And realised too how lonely he must have been.

She had gone into this marriage thinking only afdwen security and
stability, and that of her family. She had nevenstdered Nick's
needs at all. He was wealthy and powerful, theeefte had to be
self-sufficient too. She had kept house at Ladyméad she had
never attempted to make a home for him, to creatfuge against
the pressures of his working life.

She had been hurt because he came to Ladymeaddsmseahe
thought ruefully. Now it seemed incredible that Ieed ever been
there at all.

It seemed odd too to look through the books and firany of her
own favourites among them. She knew so little albigitastes, after
all. That brief cool courtship had been totallyikalthe usual voyage
of exploration that two people make at the begigniof a
relationship.

She wandered restlessly round the house, wishinggdwdd come
home, but dreading the moment at the same tintbelneat kitchen,
she found steaks and the makings of a salad irefhigerator. She
decided to preparegatin dauphinoigo go with them, and that gave
her an occupation for a while.

But the time afterwards dragged endlessly. Mrs Gorclearly had
no idea where Nick was, she thought. Supposingdaat return at



all? Perhaps he had already written off his sliisgstrous marriage,
and had sought out one of his past loves.

She was slumped bonelessly in an armchair listeton@elius's
'‘Brigg Fair' on the hi-fi, and staring into spaa#en at last she heard
the rattle of a key in the lock.

She sat up, her fingers digging sharply into théded arms of the
chair. It seemed a very long time before she hiigk's step on the
stair.

Then the drawing room door opened, and he walked in

He looked tired, she noticed immediately, and s&dj his mouth set
in the lines of cynicism she detested.

He said, 'l already have a housekeeper here.’

'I've met her," Alison told him. 'l—I haven't come—usurp her
position.’

‘Then may | know what you have come for?'

He wasn't making it easy for her, she thought,tbeh why should
he? Aloud, she said, 'l—I've come to be with you.'

‘How nice," he said harshly. 'You don't want ma &sisband, but I'll
fill the bill as a tame stud. Is that it?'

'‘No!" Her voice lifted in a kind of anguish. 'Nayw don't understand.
Please—please let me explain.’

He shrugged. 'What is there to explain?'



Alison said in a low voice, 'The way I've misjudggali, first of all.
I've been stupid and very blind. I'm sorry.'

His mouth twisted. 'Really? I've always known whabloody low
opinion you had of me, but | must admit | never extpd to be
accused of seducing a child like Melanie.’

Alison bent her head. 'l know," she said wretche@lyt | found out
you'd been seeing each other without a word to nme-she does
care for you, Nick—more than she'll admit, | think.

He nodded expressionlessly. 'She has a slight theskaid. '‘Nothing
| can't handle, and nothing that will survive thistfglimmer of a man
of her own on the horizon. | thought, knowing hen)'d have had the
wit to appreciate that for yourself.'

She swallowed. 'l wasn't thinking very clearly.'eSboked at him
appealingly. 'And—you—you didn't deny it.’

'‘Why should I?' he demanded roughly. 'From whevad standing, it
seemed as if you were grasping at straws—that yamted to be rid
of me at any price. How the hell could you havedweld, even for a
moment, that | thought of Melly as anything morarthyour kid

sister?'

'l suppose | was too jealous to make much senaeydiiing,’ she said
quietly.

‘Jealous?' Nick smiled bitterly. 'l don't think yawven know the
meaning of the word. | thought, like a fool, thabuld make you care
for me. That first time in bed together, | thought actually

succeeded. You told me you loved me before youafdéep, and |
felt as if I'd been given the world. | lay awake fmurs making all
kinds of plans to carry you off with me and spalyto death in every
way there was, but the next morning we were sugdenfar apart as



ever.' He sighed. "You made it more than clearithvaas your house
and your family which mattered to you. | was themesufferance, and
that was all.’

'‘Oh, but you're so wrong!" Alison beat her handgetber in distress.
'I—I'd known for ages | was in love with you, evem our

honeymoon, but | was scared to let you see—inyaseejected me.'
Her face burned. 'I'd seen newspaper picturesroésaf the women
you'd been involved with in the past, and | knesouildn't compete.'

There was sheer incredulity on Nick's face. He gaiatly, 'But you
never had to compete, my darling. All | was prayloigwas one look
from you, one sign.'

'‘But you said all those things,' Alison pointed atlmost inaudibly.
'You said you didn't want any commitment—that yadntt believe
in love, even.’

Nick groaned. 'l said altogether too much,' he sa&fully. 'In my

own defence, | have to say | was in a pretty cadigtate. I'd known,
you see, when your father first approached mehatr thoney, that it
could all go wrong, and | tried to warn him—to dekbem, but he
wouldn't listen. But that didn't stop me feelingltyuabout it. And the
fact that you obviously despised me caught me ematv too. Yet, at
the same time, | was intrigued. It was such a eshtio the kind of
dull politeness you'd treated me to when | sat teeybu at dinner.’

Alison gasped. 'You weren't exactly charming yolfi*se

'l had other things on my mind,' he said franklyas there to finalise
the deal with your father, and | was damned unedmut it." He
paused. 'l asked you to marry me on an impulsedlypanderstood
myself, although | think now it was the beginningfslove, even
though | didn't recognise it as such.’



‘When did you?' She had to know.

‘That day in my mother's garden,' he said slowiiiete you were
beside me, and it seemed so utterly right thatsjewuld be. | knew
without question that what | wanted from life wamiyat my side for
ever. But | was scared stiff because | knew I'dedieverything with
all that talk of contracts and bargains. | couldnitidenly blurt out
that | loved you, because you'd never have believedand | might
have lost you. So | decided to bide my time." Heisea. 'The
honeymoon was hell. | felt all the time as if | wasading on
eggshells. You seemed to bristle every time | cags you, except
for that last night.'

' remember.' Alison smiled a little.

'So do |,' he said. 'For the first time since I'étiyou, you felt totally
warm and yielding in my arms. | had to force mysel§o off to my
stateroom alone, but when | got there, | couldrst.F He looked at
her. 'lt may sound crazy, but | seemed to hear galling to

me—wanting me, so | came to you, hoping, only teehmy eyes
nearly scratched out for my trouble.’

She said in a muffled voice, "You weren't mistakdenas calling to
you. But then | got scared too. | thought you juahted to use me—
because | was there, and you needed a woman.'

Nick said softly, 'No, love. It was you, and onlywy | was crazy for
you. That's why | stayed away from Ladymead so muittought not
seeing you might make the ache easier to beait, didn't. 1 began to
wonder if you were really as happy with your presitbargain as you
insisted, and it occurred to me that what realiypdtbetween us was
that damned barracks of a house, and your mothever-ending
demands. So—I talked the whole thing over with Malind came to
the conclusion that the only chance | had of wigniou was to free
you from all of it." The blue eyes met hers squar¢lwant to sell



Ladymead, Alison. Taking it on originally seemee #nswer to a
number of problems, but it's simply created otlestead. And your
mother is neither elderly nor feeble, just reluttan take
responsibility for her own life. I think it woulddagood for her to have
a place of her own. But what | need to know is,sdibe house—the
past—mean so much to you that you want to hangodh dt any
price?'

Alison shook her head, slowly and determinedlydht you, Nick,'
she said. 'Nothing matters to me but you. I'll geevever you want.'

There was a long silence, as they looked at edwsr.dtle said, 'l love
you, Alison. Marry me. Be my wife.'

He held out his arms and she went into them likeraing bird, her
heart soaring in joy as he held her.

She said, 'For ever, Nick,' and he repeated theside a vow.

After a while, he said huskily, 'Isn't it time weedan our
honeymoon?'

She hid a smile in the front of his shirt, pressiigser to him as she
did so. 'But I've got food ready. Don't you wantrer?'

‘Later,’ he said, and lifted her into his arms torg her to the
bedroom.

A long time afterwards, when the first sweet starfrpassion had
spent itself, they lay, quietly relaxed, in eachents arms, saying all
the things they had never said, asking the questeither of them
had ever dared frame before.



'‘And you're handing in your notice to Thwaite," Ngaid suddenly,
lifting himself up on one elbow. 'Or | won't be pesisible for my
actions!'

She smiled teasingly. 'Poor Simon! How can | |dawein the lurch?'

'‘Quite easily.' Nick kissed the tip of her noséhafll teach him to
keep his hands off other men's wives!

'S0 you were jealous too,' she marvelled. 'Ther®mwacause.'

Nick's mouth twisted in wry tenderness. 'Beingowvd doesn't always
make one exactly rational,' he admitted. 'As yoals® found out,
my darling. Besides, I've discovered an alarmimglémcy in myself
to be jealous of everyone and everything with eterslightest claim
to your attention. I'm not proud of it, and | wiily to overcome it.'

‘You'd better,' she smiled, thinking of the one atsecret she still
had to share with him.

With a sigh of sheer contentment, he pillowed leigdhon her breasts,
his lips paying tribute to their scented fulln€dsist as long as you
know that it won't all be moonlight and roses,shal sleepily.

‘All the best roses have thorns,' Alison whispered.

And whatever problems there would be, she thowsgemed a very
small price to pay for the happiness of being Niekfe at last.



