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He had promised never to touch her

Christie's marriage to Caribbean island playboy BAsimbard was to
be for convenience only. Her orphaned nephew wbalkk a real
home and she and Ash would be friends, nothing more

That was fine by Christie, a young widow whose ymyafirst
marriage had thoroughly destroyed the passiondéeddiher nature.

But it wasn't long before she discovered that Asth ho intention of
keeping his word ....



The poemWhere are you hiding, my lovd® James Kavanaugh
appeared in his bookhere Are Men Too Gentle To Live Amon

Wolves. Copyright © James Kavanaugh 1970. Reprinted |
permission of E. P. Dutton, Inc.



For

Cynthia Borg, Rhonda Fitzgerald, Jackie Lafaurian®y Machata,
Mary Lou Riker, and Cathy Ungaro, the six charmfgericans
whom | met while staying in Antigua, and whose enaiaing
company is part of my happy memory of that lovebamd.



ONE

IN the middle of the night—or so it seemed—she wakendy a
sound which at first she didn't recognise as her-ttell. When she
realised what it was, Christie raised her head ftbenpillow and
peered at the faintly illuminated dial of her etectlarm clock.

She had been asleep for two hours, having comed®arly at ten. It

was now only just after midnight, but still an edrdinary hour for

someone to be ringing her bell in that persistenes of three rings, a
pause, then three more rings.

Thinking it must be one of her neighbours in somd sf urgent
trouble, she fumbled for the switch of her bedsadap, threw back
the bedclothes and swung her feet to the floor.

Her pyjamas, her snug sheepskin slippers, andlaier, gprarm cream
woollen dressing-gown were those of a woman whedrabmfort
above glamour. A woman who slept alone.

Yet the sleep-flushed face reflected in the drgssmirror as she
flung on the cosy robe was neither elderly, nortwkraericans call
"homely".

A few years ago, before the events which had queshbler sparkle,
the youthful Christie had been considered a beablyw, at
twenty-four, she still had the fine, clear skirg #ilver-grey eyes and
full lips. But time and experience had tempered gersonality and
made her almost unrecognisable as the glowingivefeent young
creature she had been on her nineteenth birthday.

As she went through the flat switching on lightspacurred to her
that the reason for the insistent ringing might p@tan emergency,
but the act of hooligans or a drunk. For this reasdte left the safety
chain in place when she opened the door, and vaaisstjle had. The
man outside was a stranger.



‘What do you want?' she asked cautiously.

The narrow aperture and the dim lighting in theridor made it
difficult to see him in detail, but he was very |tand

broad-shouldered, with a skin as dark as thoséheffathers and
brothers of her Indian pupils. But as far as shenkthe only Indians
of his stature were Sikhs, and he was not weariigban.

'‘Mrs Chapman?'
'Yes.'

I'm Ash Lambard. Your sister's husband was my -baither.
Perhaps you'd like to check my identity.'

He passed something through the gap. It was a pisspen at the
first page, withMr Ashcroft Lambardwritten in the space for the
name of the bearer.

This was the moment which Christie had dreaded suere the

discovery, after the motorway accident in whichgister, her sister's
husband, and four other people had lost their Jithest her normally
feckless brother-in-law had actually made a will.

As Paul's house had been heavily mortgaged, hednadn a
company car and had stopped the payments on éismétirance, his
estate had consisted of liabilities rather thamtas<hristie had not
cared about that, except in so far as it affechedwelfare of her
orphaned nephew.

It was the clause in the will about the child whinad upset her. In the
event of Jenny's death, Paul had consigned hisnsbnto his
sister-in-law but to his half-brother, a man abatiom she knew
little except that he had been expelled from a fasnoublic school,
and sent abroad in disgrace.



Neither she nor Jenny had ever met Ashcroft Lambalithough
invited to her sister's wedding, he had not attdnde

The generous cheque he had sent as a wedding {poesdt have
meant that the erstwhile black sheep had done fselhimself

overseas. Or it could have meant that, like Palptied to play the
big spender, and had happened to be in funds &tmkdhe younger
man wrote to announce his forthcoming marriage.

She undid the chain and stepped back to let himeaanin the better
light of her lobby, she could see that the swagbsof his skin was a
deep tan superimposed on the colouring which weiht eark hair
and very dark eyes. She seemed to recall hearatdnih mother had
been a foreigner from one of the countries surrowghdthe
Mediterranean.

Having walked through into the living-room, and caed a small
grip on the carpet, he turned and offered his harbr.

'I'm sorry to have dragged you out of bed, Mrs @hap, but | haven't
any time to waste. | landed at Heathrow an hour agad | have to fly
out the day after tomorrow. As you'll be at worksnof tomorrow, it

seemed a good idea to come here at once rathewthitang until the

morning.'

Although, in the last week of term before schoalbke up for the
Christmas holidays, the weather was chilly, hislowed brown hand
was not cold. His fingers closed firmly on heraipowerful but not
crushing clasp.

'How do you do, Mr Lambard,' she said, a little plossed by the
unexpectedness of his arrival. 'If you'd cabled yare coming, |
would have stayed up and had a meal waiting for'you



'l didn't know until the last moment that | was ito be able to
come today. This is a busy time of year for meelan the plane, so
I'm not hungry. But | wouldn't mind a drink.’

As he spoke, he took off his light-coloured raimgrdolouson.
Christie, who liked good clothes even if she coutd afford them,
noticed the label-Aquascutum.

Once, when her sister had been in London on a #hgpmpree,
Christie had tried on a beige silk Aquascutum shaweat. Jenny had
thought it boring; "her taste ran to the lateshfass. She hadn't cared
if they were of poor quality and inferior finishh&would wear them
only until the next fashion came in.

But Christie had loved the feel of the fabric, tinglerstated elegance
of the style with its stand-up collar, fly frontafed line and classic
strapped cuffs. It was the kind of coat which wogtal anywhere,
winter or summer, and always look right. The pticket had made
her blench. Two hundred and fifty pounds! And thatl been some
time ago. What would it cost now?

Underneath the blouson Mr Lambard had on a navg beaman's
sweater which she recognised as a guernsey. Shwaldazhe herself
at one time, but had given it away because of #so@ations.
Guernsey, although a lovely island, was not a pkee wished to
remember.

'I'm afraid | haven't any spirits. Only sherry ane;' she told him.
'In that case—' He unzipped his grip and produdsdtte. 'l took the
precaution of bringing my own supply of rum. Wiby join me in a
tot?’

'Oh, no, thank you—not at this hour. I'll get yoglass.'



While she went to the sideboard in the dining ehthe room, he
moved to the sitting area. As she brought the dgtassm, he asked,
'Is this your only form of heating?'—indicating tbas fire set into a
rather ugly artificial fireplace.

'Yes, but it gives a good heat. I'll light it." Shent to do so, then,
straightening, said, 'Would you excuse me whiletlgn the kettle?
Do sit down. | shan't be more than a few moments.’

As well as filling the kettle, she went quickly lkao her bedroom to
brush her fair, shoulder-length hair and smoobatk from her face
with a tortoiseshell clasp at the back to keepedtly in place. She
never wore it loose by day.

'‘Why are you here, Mr Lambard, if this is your assitime?' she
asked, returning to the living-room to find him kiwg at her
bookshelves with what seemed a very generous tanofn his hand.

He took in her tidied hair, the concealing dressiggwn and her
slippers. She had the feeling he thought her a gipmdusy-looking
female.

'‘As we are, in a fashion, related, why not callAsé?' he suggested.
"Your name is Christiana, | believe.'

‘Yes, but I'm always called Christie.' She movex$et to the fire and
perched on the edge of a chair.

''ve come to take charge of the child,' he sardamswer to her
question.

‘To take charge?' she said watrily.

‘You've had to hold the fort so far because yolewaear and | wasn't.
But you can't be expected to cope indefinitely. eme to take him
off your hands.’



She said in a quiet, pleasant tone, 'But | donfitvaam taken off my
hands. I'm very happy to take care of my sister's bm the natural
person to do so.'

'‘Had he been a girl—yes, perhaps you would haveahattonger

claim. But it isn't good for a boy to grow up un@dewoman's aegis
with no masculine influence as a counterbalancer'réo/oung, and
perhaps may remarry'—she felt he thought it unjikebut that's all

the more reason for me to take him. | know frontebiexperience
what can happen to a child whose mother dies, dnod&stepmother
or foster-mother comes to regard him as a cuckdoemest.’

His strongly marked brows had drawn into a forlnddfrown, and
she saw his jaw muscles clench.

But his tone remained even as he continued, 'lI'mmaoried, and
never likely to be, so that circumstance won'tearishe grows up
with me.'

'‘Why are you never likely to marry?'

A faint gleam of cynical amusement lit his sombegkdeyes as he
answered her.

'‘Because, unlike most men who depend on your sexlfaheir
creature comforts, | do not. | find my life runsm@moothly without
the continual presence of a woman in it. | dorslikie them. At times
| find their company very necessary. But | don¢ché all day and
every day."

In the solitary evenings of her widowhood Chridtigd turned to
books for solace. History was what she liked bést; before
discovering this preference she had sampled almesty genre,
including the works of all the leading championsVddmen's Lib
from Simone de Beauvoir to Germaine Greer. Thaisedhad never



excited her, and only rarely had she felt a twiaf#heir indignation
at certain entrenched male attitudes.

But now, when Ash Lambard made it clear that hiy arse for
women was as what the liberationists called sexeatbj she
understood their resentment.

She said stiffly, "You may not but, while he'dldiftJohn does need a
woman's daily care. I'm afraid you can't just manchhere and
remove him from mine.

You see, Jenny left Johnimycustody, Mr Lambard. Paul was killed
outright, but my sister lived for three days aftlee accident. She
made me promise to keep John, which | did—veryingli.'

Her voice was not perfectly steady as she spolkeepfister's last
hours. The tragedy was too recent to be referrelisfzassionately. It
had seemed such a cruel irony of fate that Jenitly,s@ much to live
for, had been the one to be taken while she, @yriat childless
widow with no possibility of remarrying, lived on.

'‘But Paul left the boy in my charge. Not verballgnely, but legally,
in his will. It seems unlikely that his wife had say in the matter.
She must have agreed to it.'

'‘She may have—or she may not. She was very hapiyegg and
easily influenced. She may have agreed becausdetihéd was
impossible for anything bad to happen to her ol.Rashe'd been a
person who worried, she could never have stoodngdrmwith him.'

You thought he drove badly?'

‘He'd had several minor accidents, and he oftewedsbove the limit,'
she answered, forbearing to add that it was not thrd speed limit
which her brother-in-law had disregarded.



Aftef a moment, she went on, 'Jenny made no mewti@my will in
the time | spent at her bedside. But she had teebeily sedated, and
it made her very confused. The only thing whichsikeém clear in her
mind was that | should swear to look after Johrad to promise not
once but repeatedly.

Several of the medical staff would be able to votahthat if you
didn't believe me.’

‘Certainly | believe you, but a promise made insthaircumstances
may often be seen to have been injudicious in iyt bf mature
reflection.’

He finished off the rum and put the empty glasdeasihen he went
on, 'I'm sure we both have the child's best interas heart, and |
think there can be little question but that | caredhim a better life.
He won't remain four years old for ever. A growlmy needs more
scope for healthy activities than a flat in thewslis can offer. With
me he can swim and sail, and live a fine outdderith a year-round
good climate.'

'‘But he may not be the outdoor type, and if he kEhturn out to be
scholarly, surely London has far more to offer tixdrerever it is that
you live?'

‘At present | live on a schooner," he answered.bile is Antigua in
the Leeward Islands on the eastern side of thebB@an. It's spelt
A-n-t-i-g-u-a, but we don't pronounce it as the r@gla would. We
leave out the u and call it Anteegah.’

'I've no doubt it's lovely,’ she began, 'but—'

'It's one of the most beautiful islands in the Wpdnd I've been to a
great many islands, so | know what I'm talking abduyou lived
where | do you wouldn't be pale-faced all winterd aou wouldn't



need to be muffled up as you are now. You'd be bramd healthy,
and sleep in a thin cotton nightdress.'

'l daresay, but the Caribbean must have its drak#hyatke
everywhere else, or why have so many West Indiansecto live
here?' she asked dryly.

‘That's true. The Caribbean isn't a paradise fery@ne. But for such
as myself it's very close to it. I've done well otreere. | can afford to
send the boy to school here, or in America, if tig out to be
unusually clever. You work for your living, | undgand? Your
husband left no provision for you, as Paul leftaéor his son. Only
debts and a massive mortgage. So for you to bipnign@ boy would
be quite a financial strain.'

It was hard to refute that argument. Her job a®meaktic science
teacher was not badly paid but, like many othdrs,vgas a victim of
inflation, high taxes and soaring interest rateserk with the
advantage of being an expert manager, she hadtttdpare after the
payment of her overheads.

'‘Excuse me: | think the kettle must have boilechbw. Would you
like tea or instant coffee?' she asked, as shetoage to the kitchen.

He shrugged. 'Whichever you prefer.’

Christie made decaffeinated coffee. She took dostseriously, and
had given up drinking ordinary coffee, except orcs@l occasions,
after reading that heavy coffee and cola drinkirmsiinked with
fatigue and depression.

‘Where are you staying tonight, Mr Lambard?' shieedsas she
brought the tray back to the living-room.

He moved forward to take it from her. 'Here, if ybave no
objection.’



'‘Here? But | can't put you up. The only bed in rpare room is
John's.’

‘Your sofa looks long enough for me. Unless you'tdatsh me to
stay here?'

Was it only her imagination or did his dark gazédha gleam of
challenge?

She found herself saying, 'Not at all, but suredy yvould be much
more comfortable in a hotel?’

'If | sleep here we can continue talking over bfask You don't want
to stay up too late tonight, | imagine'—with a glamt his watch.
‘What happens to the boy during the day while yoworking?'

'‘One of my neighbours looks after him. She uselbet@ children's
nanny, so she likes children and knows how to martagm. You
seem to know a good deal about me. Who told you?'

'‘Paul's solicitor, when | spoke to him on the thlape. He said you
were a teacher and had lost your husband. You hawd married
very young.'

'l was nineteen. My husband was twenty. He didmdwk it, but he
had a congenital heart defect. He died very sugd@ximonths after
our wedding.'

He looked at her thoughtfully. ‘Life has given yau rough
deal—losing your husband and now your sister. Asaryparents
alive?'

Christie shook her head. 'Other people have hagherudeals. I'm
healthy. | like my job. And now | have John." Sketurned his
scrutiny with a resolute look. 'Paul may have namyed as John's
guardian, but I'm not sure that a father's wisloestfor more than a



mother's; and even if you were half-brothers, aveldl in the same
house as boys, Paul didn't know you as a man. kigavore money
than | have doesn't necessarily make you a fitgmets have charge
of John.'

He lifted one well-shaped dark eyebrow. 'Are youting that you'll
contest the will?'

She shook her head. 'It would be a bad thing ftwnJb the two
people who are all the family he has now resortelitipation over
him. If | were really convinced that you were tlegtbr person to have
him, 1 would give him up—not gladly but with a gogdace, for his
sake.'

'‘Perhaps we can arrive at a compromise,' he suegghest
'‘Perhaps.’

But during the restless night which followed, Cheiscould see no
way in which they could compromise when they livedifferent

parts of the world. Had he lived in England, it htidhave been
possible to work out a system for sharing Johnhia way that
separated parents did. But when the people comtdimed on

opposite sides of the Atlantic . . .

The alarm clock woke her at six. She had alwaysigat seven but,
with John to attend to, she needed the extra hour.

This morning she made the fatal mistake, instegdraping out of
bed immediately, of thinkinglll just have five minutes mor&he
result was that she fell asleep again.

The next time she woke, someone was shaking hédy@emd a deep
voice was repeating her name.



'Oh, my goodness! What time is it?' she demanaadising what she
had done and, at first, being much more concerbedtebeing late
than by the alien presence of an almost strangeimiagr bedroom.

'‘Only twenty past six. You've plenty of time. | n@gour alarm clock
as | was leaving the bathroom. | guessed you'datdidturbed night,
and thought you might like some tea to get you goin

Ash indicated the cup and saucer he had place@obduside table.
He was wearing a short silk dressing gown of naNk sver
apple-green cotton pyjamas. He had had a bathdhelefore, after
she had gone back to bed, and this morning he laatied his hair.
The angular lines of his jaw, shadowed when theg gaodnight,
were now no darker than the rest of his face. Shdcsmell, very
faintly, his after-shave.

Thank you . . . but you needn't have bothered.'

Why didn't he go away, instead of standing therg,hlands in the
pockets of the dressing-gown, looking down at Isaf be had never
seen a woman in bed before? She suspected he éradnsay, but
perhaps never one in warm pyjamas. His sort of wowauld sleep
In clinging satin, filmy chiffon or, more probablgpthing at all but
an aura of expensive French scent.

'‘What time does the boy wake up?' he asked.

'l expect he'll be awake now. He usually readd ugt in to him.'
'Reads? At his age?'

'It's not really reading. He looks at picture boaks talks to himself.'
‘Will it frighten him if | say hello?'

'l shouldn't think so. He's a very friendly litthey.'



As he moved to the door Christie sat up, her salfsciousness
submerged by a more important consideration.

'Mr Lambard—
'‘Ash.’

'‘Ash,' she amended. 'He . . . John doesn't knowdrsnts are dead.
He's too small for the word to have any meaningl, @me can't say
they've gone to heaven because his parents wereligobus, and he
hasn't been taught to say prayers. He's been Idit me before,

during the school holidays, and sometimes with ropie®ple when |

couldn't have him here. So far he hasn't even askedvhen his

father and mother are coming back. You may notegoet Mrs

Kelly and |—she's the neighbour | mentioned laghti—both feel

it's better to say nothing. | wouldn't ever lieacchild," she added
earnestly, 'but with one of John's age, it's nfftcdit to dodge an

Issue. So, please, be careful what you say.'

He nodded. 'l won't say anything—for the time beingas thinking
while | was shaving that it's a fortunate circumstathat your job
involves long holidays. You can bring him to Antegand stay with
him for a few weeks while he settles down in newaundings.'

Before she could protest that he was taking famaoh for granted,
he had left the room and closed the door.

* % %

It took Christie a little less than twenty minuteswash and dress.
She had not worn make-up for four years. A boxasneetics given
to her by her sister on Christie's last birthdaypased unused in the
drawer of her dressing-table.

Jenny had not understood the reason for Chriséisal to revert to
the ways of her girlhood. She had thought it waef gor Mike which



accounted for Christie's continued lack of intenesturrent fashions
and social activities. The real reason was somgtiimich Christie
could never confide to anyone, not even her sikeast of all to her
sister who obviously did not suffer from Christisécret incapacity.

One of the reasons Paul had not liked his sistetaw was, she
knew, that he had thought her a prude. But it vwasnrow-minded
primness which made her tense and uncomfortablen veimyone
mentioned sex. The explanation was far more complex

Had Paul but known it, Christie had not disapprogéthe fact that
he and her sister had lived together for some twi®re getting
married. She had often regretted her own virgioityher wedding
day. If she and Mike had emulated Jenny and Paellubhappiness
of her short marriage could have been avoided,shedwvould have
had fewer harrowing memories to haunt her all st of her life.

When, dressed in a pleated grey skirt, white bloasd grey
lambswool cardigan, she left her bedroom, she cenidll bacon
cooking and hear her nephew's piping voice commmg tthe kitchen.

Before she reached it she heard Ash ask, 'Wheeyng aunt keep
the marmalade?'

In answer, the little boy must have pointed to pbmard because,
when she joined them, her unwelcome house guesbp&sng the
cupboard containing her stores of home-made madaalad jam.

‘Those are unopened jars. The one we're usinghern@,' she said,
opening another door.

Having put the marmalade on the table, she berkig® John's
rounded cheek. 'Good morning, my lamb.’

He responded with a vigorous hug. He was an affieate child who
liked to sit on her lap to be read to, and who edsto clasp her round



the legs when she fetched him from Mrs Kelly's 8&er returning
from school. The thought of losing him, of livinpae again, filled
her with dread. To spend the rest of her life witrenyone on whom
to lavish her deep reserves of affection seemeddurable. But the
usual outlet for those feelings was something shd had to
renounce. To love and be loved by a child washali was left to her.

'One egg or two?' Ash asked her, as she straightafier being
hugged.

He had gone back to the cooker and was breaking iagma pan of
hot oil. Tomatoes, cut into halves, were fizzlirgndy in a second
pan, and several days' supply of bacon rasherswisbée under the
eye-level grill.

'‘One, please.’

She wouldn't help being impressed by the deft veasapped the eggs
on the edge of the pan and, using only one handngwhe shells
open. Her brother-in-law and her husband had be#nhuseless in
the kitchen, prevented from acquiring even the nmadimentary
skills by their doting mothers. She wondered hova Aad acquired
his competence, and remembered his remark the Ipggbte that he
didn't depend on women for all his creature corsfort

'‘Why do you scrape your hair back like that? Ikeaicer loose,' he
remarked, with a glance in her direction as the tdsfive eggs
plopped into the fat and began to set.

'In my job neatness and hygiene are more impottent looks,' she
answered stiffly, knowing that she probably soungéddgish, but
resenting so personal a comment on such short ixtgonee.

‘You aren't at work yet," was his reply, with arestlglance which
took in her clothes and low- heeled black shoesifBie was critical



of them, he didn't say so but left the cooker @nda chair out from
the table for her.

With a murmur of thanks Christie sat down and Uatbher napkin
which matched the red linen cloth. It felt strangdoe treated like a
guest in her own kitchen.

The importance of a nourishing breakfast had begmassed on her
during her training, and evidently Ash also belewe beginning the
day with a hearty meal. Having eaten two eggs, ishers of bacon
and two whole tomatoes, he cut himself a seconck tilice of
Christie's home-made wholemeal bread, and helpeddti to the
marmalade and some more butter.

But there didn't appear to be an ounce of unnepe$isgh on his
muscular frame, suggesting that his intake of fwad balanced by a
high output of energy.

‘You said you'd done well in the Caribbean. At vihahe enquired as
she filled John's blue mug with milk before pourimgt coffee for
Ash and herself.

'I'm a charter skipper. | cater to people, mostigesicans, who want
to "get away from it all" but still have good foahd modern
conveniences. | provide them with a combinatiothefSwiss Family
Robinsonlife with inner-spring mattresses, dry Martinisdaall the
other comforts of home. It's the way I like to liveo, but | have it all
the year round and they only enjoy it for two tarfaveeks.'

‘Does the schooner belong to you?'
He nodded. 'She was left to me."'

'‘By someone on your mother's side of the familys?fak as she knew
none of his paternal relations had ever ownedgelachooner.



'‘No, her previous owner was no relation. She watsgn old lady |

knew. She had no one to inherit the boat, so $hi¢ te me. I'd been

knocking about the Caribbean for a year or twohant and the cost
of buying anything seaworthy was rising a hell db&faster than |

was earning money, so probably | should still k@ving if | hadn't

run into Tugboat Annie as some people called her.’

Christie knew him to be at least five years oldaant her
brother-in-law, who had been twenty- seven. 'Hod wkere you
when this happened?' she asked.

‘Twenty-two. The boat badly needed a refit. It too&k some time to
get organised for the charter game, but at twemty-i was in
business. I've never looked back. It wasn't ther&utwhich was
forecast by my father or my schoolmasters,' he cdda@edonically.
'I'm sure you've been told that | left England uraleloud.’

'l believe so. But that's long ago,’ she answewath a meaning
glance at John.

The little boy seemed intent on his breakfast,Hautnight be taking
in more of their conversation than Ash realisedsiviaf it would be
over his head, but with children of his age ungadrdemarks by
adults could result in embarrassing questions &waard moments.

In case Ash didn't take the hint, she asked, "Wiaa&t your mother's
nationality?'

'She was Greek. | don't remember her, only my falsecond wife
who didn't care for foreigners of any sort, buticatarly those of my
complexion. It's as well she isn't alive to see |&ng becoming
increasingly cosmopolitan.' His dark gaze flickegoChristie's fair
hair and pale skin. 'Perhaps you share her views?'

She shook her head. 'l teach at a very mixed schdwre are
problems when people of different nationalities aacks start living



together on terms of equality, but | don't belidwey're insuperable. |
think life would be a great deal duller without texy mixed cuisine
which most people eat nowadays. | certainly shdulike to think |
was never going to eat another pizza, or a cuiryg doner kebab.
Food-wise, there's everything to be said for a inagial community.’

'‘My stepmother wouldn't have agreed with you. Sistikéd even
French food,' said Ash. 'But as you have a moremigvous palate,
how would it be if | took care of the supper tortigind gave you a
Caribbean speciality?'

'It would be very nice—if you think you can get ihgredients.’

'‘With the number of West Indians in London—no pewsh)' he
assured her. 'John can come shopping with me thsfestaying with
Mrs Kelly. It will give us a chance to get to kn@ach other.’

John had finished his breakfast. Christie senttoithe bathroom to
start brushing his teeth.

Alone with his half-uncle, she said, 'Liking smdibses of other
people's children is not the same as having a onildne's hands all
the time. Frankly, | just can't see how you cottlddhn into your life.
Surely your wealthy passengers wouldn't want a Isrbaly
underfoot? And how could you captain a schocar nurse him
through measles and mumps, which he's sure toduereer or later?’

‘Your Mrs Kelly has her equivalents in my part bé tworld. How
could you manage without her?' was his calm reply.

‘At least | can give him my undivided attention faro days every
week, and all through the long school holidays.’

He looked at her long and intently, and after somenents she found
herself unable to meet that oddly piercing scrutiny



‘More coffee?' she asked uneasily.
‘Thank you.'

As she refilled his cup and waited for his comn@nher last remark,
she was suddenly intensely aware of the sinewy bréawearms

resting on the edge of the table, and the breddttis gshoulders under
the blue cotton shirt. The kitchen was not so wanai she felt

uncomfortable in a cardigan. Yet he, newly arrifemn a much

warmer climate, had his shirt sleeves rolled ubisobiceps, and the
top two buttons of his shirt open.

Obviously he was superbly fit, with the kind ofality induced by an
energetic outdoor life in an unpolluted atmosphéfest people
looked like that for a few days after a holidayt bat all year round
and especially not in the winter. Maybe it wouldwa®ng of her to
deprive her nephew of the chance to grow up likehlaif-uncle: tall
and strong, with a dark coffee tan.

Ash said, 'l think we should postpone any furthescalssion until
tonight. What time do you get home?"'

She told him, and excused herself to go to therbath to supervise
John's morning wash and explain the change ofrredat him.

By the time John was dressed, Ash had put thed«tan order, and
was washing out a shirt. 'Where shall | hang thidry/?' he asked.

‘There's a line which goes over the bath. If yonghé on that, and
leave the wall-heater on for an hour or two, itidddoe ready for
ironing by this evening,' she suggested. 'I'm gomngop upstairs and
tell Mrs Kelly that John won't be coming today."'

Her neighbour, also a widow but thirty years Clelstsenior, came
to the door without delay, for she too was an edslyr, but wearing a
cherry red housecoat and matching lipstick.



From time to time she had hinted that Christiefseapance would be
enhanced by make-up and more colourful clothes.aRbbugh she
had been devoted to her late husband, Mrs Kellyitaebnthat she
would like to marry again if she met a suitable avier.

Whereas Christie had put marriage behind her andrdssing like a
modern nun, except that she wore no veil, attrddtexmale interest
and reminded herself—although this was scarcelyssary while
she still had occasional nightmares which brougbt fiast vividly
back to her—that she had no right to encourage istietest.

‘Christie! Is anything wrong, my dear?' asked th&eo woman,
finding her on the threshold.

‘No, nothing. I'm sorry to interrupt your breakfdgtrgaret. Did you
enjoy the play last night?'

For a few minutes, as she greeted her friend astdnked to her
enthusiastic report of a visit to a West End theea@hristie's clear
grey eyes were alight with the friendly warmth whimade her well
liked by her women colleagues and popular withgugails?

But, when Margaret enquired where John was, thikedett her eyes
as she answered, 'He's with his uncle, Paul'shnather. He arrived
late last night from abroad and is only here fehart time. John is
going to spend the day with him. | thought you wablike to know

early, in case you felt like spending the day waitie of the girls.’

Margaret Kelly had two married daughters livingte far side of
London.

‘No, | must spend today at the sewing machine,strah't have my
Christmas presents finished. What's he like—yositai?'

Christie had always been the kind of person whoeivec
confidences rather than gave them. Very often,evtiinding beside



her in a bus queue or at the supermarket checksouate lonely
fellow human being would begin a conversation whichuld rapidly

develop into their life story, or details of ill &léh and other
problems. Perhaps they sensed that she had beegltHife's storms
and would not reject their need for sympathy.

But although Margaret was a kind, understanding amnChristie

felt that she did enough for her by looking aftehd during school
hours. She had not told Margaret about her pasippihess, or about
the worries which had loomed over her since legrtire conditions

of Paul's will.

'He seems very pleasant,' she said guardedly. cdeanly the most
capable man I've ever met. He cooked our breakdast,| left him
washing out a shirt. John will be quite safe indharge, I'm sure of
that.'

'‘He stayed the night with you?'

‘Yes.' Christie knew that Margaret's surprise wasnpted by her
knowledge of the limited sleeping facilities in tloaver flat rather
than by any moral disapproval. 'He didn't turn mgilwafter twelve,

and we talked for some time, and then he suggestesing down on
the sofa. At that time of night it seemed rathérospitable to push
him out to a hotel.’

'‘Oh, yes, | was forgetting about your sofa. Minginlg a two-seater,
IS no good as a makeshift bed. Where has he cameéfr

‘From Antigua in the West Indies.’

'‘An expensive journey,’ was Margaret's comment. riest be a
good-hearted man to concern himself with John'sanel What age
are his own children?’

'He's a bachelor.'



'‘Oh?' Again Margaret looked surprised. 'In thaegasrhaps he'll be
able to help you financially.’

‘Perhaps. Enjoy your sewing day. You'll be ablegéd on faster
without having John on your hands.’

'Oh, he's never any trouble, bless him. Thank yamuldtting me
know, dear. See you later.’

Descending the stairs to her own floor, Christies wezlined to wish
that she had confided in Margaret and could hakedaker advice.

She found John contentedly playing with a simplea/oAnd plastic
construction set, and his half-uncle still in thieken.

‘May | use your shoe cleaning brushes?' he asked he
'Of course.' She fetched them for him from her brmupboard.

His chestnut brown leather slip-ons did not lookéed of a polish,
but evidently he was as particular about his agyear as her father,
an Army officer, had been. "Never trust a man wiititty shoes" had
been one of the adages he had impressed on hegtedaughters.

Looking back, Christie thought she might not hawened so young
If her father had lived. He had retired from thexrat about the
same time that she had started her domestic sciemioeng. Her

mother had died when Jenny was sixteen and Chtistieen; and

the plan had been that he and his younger daugiteld set up

home in a cottage on the south coast near the tasget where she
was training.

For a year this arrangement had worked well. Thkartly after her
engagement to Mike, her father had become seridudte had died
when she was not quite twenty.



With none of the home-making problems besetting tnymaing

engaged couples, she and Mike had married forth\wié) like her,

had lost both his parents, and was living in unastable digs which
he had been glad to exchange for the comforts efctittage and
Christie's already expert housekeeping.

He had been twenty-one when he died, still in bita his bride and,
she felt sure, with no suspicion that her fathel len wise in trying
to dissuade her from becoming engaged before shdirtished her
training.

She knew now that she had never really loved Mik@, & he had
lived, she would have grown to detest him. Bubihe of the fault lay
with him, a great deal more lay with her for notognising the
difference between herself and other girls. Thex Ibeen plenty of
signs, but—

‘Do John's outdoor shoes need cleaning?’

Ash's question interrupted her thoughts. With ghtslistart she
returned from the unhappy past to the uncertaisgore

‘They may not be up to your standards,' she con¢éaleing a smile.

She fetched the little boy's shoes. They wereyfaigw but, at the rate
he was growing, would soon need to be replaced. driee of
keeping him well shod and comfortably clothed was of her many
worries about him. With the worst of the winterlsio come, he
would probably need a new fleece-lined anorak leefitve cold
weather was over. She felt a sudden pang of enmv&db living in a
climate where thick clothes were never necessay tlae rain came
in short heavy downpours instead of long days @izth.

'You may need an umbrella before the day's ow,5s8ld, peering up
at the sky through the kitchen window. 'I'd betéave you mine. It
isn't far to my bus stop, and | have a good waterfpmac.'



'‘No, no—you take your umbrella. If it starts torravhile we're out,
we'll pick up a taxi.'

‘There aren't many about in the suburbs. You havengy up for
them.’

‘Then we'll ring up. Don't worry about it." Therasva note of raillery
in his voice which made her feel foolishly fussy.

She flushed. 'I'd better be going.’

It seemed a very long day. Christie found it difftdo concentrate for
thinking of Ashcroft Lambard and his right to taktearge of the child
who was all the happiness left to her.

During the mid-morning break, she rang up the |cdicitor how
had acted for her when she had bought the flatcldrk said he was
very busy and couldn't possibly see her at sucht stwdice. WWhen
Christie said it was a matter of the greatest wrgehe relented and
made an appointment for her. The consultation rhad&alf an hour
late getting home. When she unlocked the door—Igagiven a
spare key to Ash—instead of entering a flat whia heen empty all
day, she was greeted by an appetising smell oficgp&nd the sound
of music from the living-room.

Christie hung her raincoat in the cupboard in tidY. It had been a
grey day, but dry.

There was nobody in the sitting-room. But a vasedafk red
carnations stood in the centre of the dining-taatel the room was
warm instead of chilly, suggesting that the gastiad been alight for
some time.



She crossed the passage which led to the kitcheebedrooms. The
kitchen door was half open. Ash was sitting at kitehen table,
wearing her striped butcher's apron, with Johnhed®n one of his
thighs, poring over a large new picture book.

In the moment before they looked up, she was stoydke contrast
between the child's rounded, unformed features #med hard

angularity of the man's face. No painter could dstige to that
remarkable bone structure. It would take the sKil& sculptor, and
some dark burnished metal, to capture the shapes atheekbones,
the lean jaw, the forceful chin.

'Hello! How have you two been getting on?' she dskeith a
cheerfulness she was far from feeling.

The man set the child on his feet and rose towrstowering height.
'‘We've had a good day,' he said, smiling. 'Howytwas day gone?'
'‘Oh . . . quite well. Something smells very goochéw book, John?’
‘Yes, Uncle Ash bought it for me. He bought a pné$er you, too.'

‘The carnations . . . yes, | saw them. They'relJovEhank you very
much,' she said to Ash.

'‘No, not the flowers," he replied. 'In Americavikers or a pot plant
are the usual offering to one's hostess. As youtwerhere to water a
plant, cut flowers seemed more suitable.'

‘What do you mean | won't be here?'

'Run and fetch the envelope | left on the tabldeother room, will
you, John?'



As the child scampered out of the kitchen Ash tdrtee open the
refrigerator. He took from it a dark green glastlbpthe top sealed
with dull gold foil.

'l hope you like champagne.'

'I've never had it.’

'‘Never? Not even at your wedding?'
‘It wasn't that sort of wedding.'

He shot a swift, narrowed glance at her, but het @ally, 'Any glasses
will do if you haven't flutes.’

Christie turned to a cupboard containing lemonad#eays. 'What did
you mean—I won't be here?' she repeated.

John came back with a large white envelope. Widsdewith
interest, he watched his half-uncle ease the catlothe bottle and
fill two glasses with pale golden, bubbling wine.isHIlong,
square-tipped fingers had the deftness of muchipeac

'You wouldn't like this stuff, my lad," Ash's fréeand .ruffled the
child's hair.

It was clear that in less than twelve hours he badome an
established member of John's small world.

Ash handed one of the glasses to Christie. Heddiseother. 'To the
future.'

‘To the future,' she echoed uncertainly.

He drank, then handed her the envelope, his eyeseatmby her
hesitance.



Christie set down her glass, and tipped out thetets of the
envelope. When, having examined the tickets, sbiesid up at him,
he said, 'l think you'll find Christmas in the gust as enjoyable as a
white Christmas over here—and maybe it won't sriogvytear.’

Her beautiful teeth—only noticeable when she waghang—Dbit
into her soft lower lip. How could she rage at anmadno had paid a
great deal of money for her to cross the AtlantiePwhat intolerable
arrogance to assume she had no other plans; sialiogr actions in
this high-handed manner.



TWO

'I THINK this is something we should discuss later thisneng'
Christie said, in a carefully controlled voice.

He said, 'As you wish.' But she could see he wadident that his
wishes would override hers.

'‘By the way, | invited your friend Mrs Kelly to joius for supper,' he
said casually.

‘Margaret? Where did you run into her? At the sRbps
'‘No,, | called on her at her flat.'

'‘Really? Why?' she asked, thinking—To pump her abua, |
suppose.

'l needed to know the name of the school wheretgaah, so that |
could ring up and check the dates when this terds emd the next
one begins before booking your flight. Mrs Kellyasnice woman.
You're lucky to have her to help you.'

'l know. Very lucky,' she agreed.

‘You don't like this champagne?' he asked, remgbdar that she had
taken only one small sip of it.

Christie drank a little more. 'lt's delicious, blm not used to
drinking. It may go to my head if | drink it tooda Is it true that
champagne is the only drink which doesn't give feebpngovers?'

'l wouldn't know, never having had an excess ofsiispect that a
split of champagne would do most people more goaud-emst the
Health Service less—than all the tranquillisers aftekping pills



which Mrs Kelly tells me are prescribed far tooefgeover here. Do
you take them?'

'l did for a while after my husband died. | domyanore. Why do you
ask? Do | strike you as being a neurotic?' she daskemewnhat
indignantly.

'‘Not neurotic. A little tense, maybe. But that'slerstandable in the
circumstances, and three or four weeks in Antigularglax you. It
does everyone; even businessmen with ulcers and bigod
pressure.'

His cool assumption that she would fall in with Iplens had an
anything but relaxing effect on her. But she saity,0'What time
were you planning to have dinner? | usually batinJabout six, and
give him his supper at half past. Then he playzea till he's sleepy.'

'So Mrs Kelly told me. | suggested she joined useaen, to eat about
eight.’

Ash watched her bath John that night. The bathreeemed even
smaller than it was with the tall, dark man as adience while she
knelt on the bathmat and lathered the child's baxyy as he played
with his fleet of plastic boats.

Having bathed him, she left him with Ash while skent to change
the white blouse which her nephew had accidensallgshed.

When she rejoined them, wearing a grey flannet-shess, she saw
Ash looking critically at it. But it wasn't untihe had tucked the child
into bed that his half-uncle had the effronteryrémove the clasp
which held her hair back.

'It doesn't suit you like that," he said, when stagle a small sound of
protest.



‘In your opinion,' she retorted.

‘Your husband wouldn't have wished you to mourn imdefinitely.
Even Mrs Kelly, whose husband died fairly recentlgars lipstick
and coloured dresses.'

'Please . . . give it back,' she insisted, holdiaghair back with one
hand and stretching out the other for the clasp.

Ash shook his head. 'It's time someone made yqu@mzof this state
of withdrawal you've sunk into. You're a young apotentially
beautiful woman. However much you loved him, howddeak the
future seems without him, life still has plentydffer someone of
your age.'

"You don't understand—'

'‘No, | don't,' he agreed, rather curtly. 'If it Haekn you who had died,
would you have hoped that your husband would nieaérat another
woman . . . never enjoy life . . . never marry agai

'‘No ...no... certainly not!
‘Then why commit suttee yourself?’
'l haven't. —you don't know anything about me.’

'l don't have to know you to see that there's sbhimgtwrong with a
woman who deliberately plays down her assets. Yoalvexcellent
figure, good legs, and the kind of streaky blonde Wwhich some of
your sex pay a fortune to achieve by artificial meaBut you're
trying to pretend you're a flat-chested spinstdody.'

Christie opened her mouth to deliver a furious stpp but was
forestalled by the doorbell.



‘That'll be Mrs Kelly, | imagine.’

Ash went to answer it, leaving her fulminating wathnoyance at his
high-handedness.

'What a charming man," said Margaret, in a confidémndertone
when she and Christie were alone for a few minwtage he went to
the kitchen for another bottle of champagne.

'Do you think so?'
'‘Don't you?' Mrs Kelly looked surprised.

'I'm not sure. | haven't known him long enoughdmf any definite
opinion.’

‘Nor have |, but my first impression—and | thinknla reasonably
good judge—is that he's a very nice person. Kimhsible, very
concerned to do the best thing for John.'

'I'm not sure. It seems most peculiar to me—a Hacheanting to
bring up someone else's child. He and Paul weasnttlose as all
that," was Christie's reply, in a low tone.

Before Margaret Kelly could comment, Ash returnedlispense the
champagne.

Dubious about him as she was, Christie could ndt fFam as a host.

During the excellent meal he had prepared, and lwhe served

single-handed, insisting the women should relaxafoinange, she felt
more than ever like a guest in her own home.

While they ate a Dominican dish callBdto con pinaa stuffed duck
garnished with pineapple, which followed the creaaubergine
soup, a speciality of Nevis, an island not far frAntigua, Ash kept
Margaret amused with tales of the idiosyncrasiesarfie of his



charter passengers. He was a good raconteur. i€hrad to join in
the other woman's laughter at some of his mostrdbsoecdotes.
Long before the meal was over—it ended with a caoldn
souffle—she had forgotten her vexation at being entadwear her
hair loose.

It was Margaret who reminded her that the eveniag hot begun
amiably. She said, 'l don't remember ever seeingyth your hair as
it is tonight, Christie. It suits you. The otheryia too severe. Don't
you agree, Ash?'

They had been on first name terms for some timinény.

'l do," he said, looking at Christie with a quiAdiglint in his dark
eyes.

Suddenly her mood changed. It occurred to her tad@ohow much
several glasses of champagne had contributed tofdeding of
cheerful relaxation. And how much of his cordialitgs a deliberate
strategy to overcome her resistance to his wistake John away
from her.

'‘Why do you want to bring up John?' she asked abruftigoesn't
make sense to me, a man in your circumstances tapiyn
encumbering himself with a young child when thene'siecessity. In
general, men aren't interested in babies and emjdexcept their
own—and not always then.’

She saw that this unexpected broadside had sutgnisg and was
glad she had revived the point at issue betweem timstead of
allowing him to distract her from it.

'In general, you're right,’ he agreed. 'But mosn-mparticularly
those who, starting with nothing, have built up eofiable
business—hope to have a son, if not to follow artiootsteps, at
least to inherit the fruits of their labours. Myoptem is that | should



like a son, period. Now if a woman feels an urgbdwee a child, she
will have very little difficulty in finding a manatsire it for her. She's
not obliged to marry him. He may never know thds Iperformed a
service for her. But how many women, do you thimiquld be
willing to bear a child for me? Apart from the féloat gestation takes
a great deal more time than procreation, the kingdaman | would
choose to be the mother of my son wouldn't consgleth an
arrangement. Nor do | stand much chance of beitg tabadopt a
boy. So, although | should never have wished ithappen, the
tragedy which has left John an orphan doesn't petto any
inconvenience. Rather the reverse.’

Christie glanced at Margaret, thinking she mightehbeen shocked
by his outspoken statement. But her expressionumasffled. She
asked, 'Have you ever been married, Ash?'

'‘No.'

'‘Oh, so it's not an unhappy previous experiencehvputs you off
marriage?'

‘Not at all. My relations with women—other than hvitny father's
second wife—have always been extremely enjoyablemdaoand, |
hope, to them,' he added, rising to his feet. Jomg to wash the
dishes. No, sit tight, you two. | can manage. Pashgou can
convince Christiana that my attitude isn't as @éoas as she seem:
to find it, Margaret.’

'l should have thought you would find it everoreoutrageous than |
do,' said Christie, when they were alone.

'‘No, not really, dear. My views have broadenedtanlahe past few
years. My husband could never accept that mannsisnzorals
change with every generation. In his day it wagiglit for a young
man to sow his wild oats, but a nice girl had tbde herself. It upset



Matthew very much when he realised that neitheswfgirls were
nice any more, in that sense. But they've sett@dndnow, and
they're just as good wives and mothers as my gemerd.ooking

back, | realise it was largely the fear of havirtgaly which kept us in
line.'

She paused. 'To return to what Ash said just ndkink girls always
have marriage in view. They're always searchingHerright man.
But men aren't. They want to make love to as maeytypgirls as
possible until, suddenly, one girl comes along wispecial, and they
lose interest in the others. Ash hasn't met tha ggl yet.'

'If he hasn't by now, will he ever? He's not a bay more.'

‘Round about thirty. That's no age. A lot of mettls@own earlier
because they're not particularly attractive and irieme
companionship isn't too easy to come by. That ¢end problem in
his case. He's a charmer of a high order.’

'‘He may be God's gift to women, but it doesn't mhake an ideal
guardian for a child," was Christie's somewhat a@chment. 'Not
that | can do much about that,’ she added, witlea sigh. 'My
solicitor's advice is to give in gracefully. Hertks Ash has a better
claim than I have.’

Margaret said, 'l hate to agree, knowing what Jokans to you, but
one can't ignore the practical difficulties of same in your
situation—in effect, a single woman—Dbringing upnaad boy.'

Ash came back. 'Did Christie tell you she's goingspend the
Christmas holidays in Antigua with me?"'

‘No, she didn't. Oh, my dear, how exciting! It vt you the world of
good, the best part of a month in the sun. Yowkd some new
dresses . .. sundresses. They won't be easydtatfthis time of year.



You must let me run up a couple for you. It doeske more than an
evening, that sort of dress.’

She chattered on, full of enthusiasm, while Cleisat, saying little,
unable to feel any excitement at the thought of feeeks in Antigua
because, at the end, she would have to come baa&rawn.

After Margaret had said goodnight and returned ¢o dwn flat,
Christie asked Ash, 'What time does your flighvEgomorrow?'

‘A little after ten, from Heathrow. | need to leahere about
eight-thirty.'

'Is that early enough? | thought one had to chac&biout an hour
beforehand?"

'So they say, but | never do. Flights are sometimrstime,
sometimes late. | don't care for hanging abouirpodas, so | cut it as
fine as | can. I've never missed a flight yet.'

She could imagine him strolling unhurriedly intoetherminal,
knowing exactly where to go and what to do.

He said, 'Although it's basically the same, thas i much nicer than
Margaret's. Are you responsible for the way it'satated?’

'Yes, | couldn't stand the existing decor, sodlickit. The furniture is
from my mother's family home. As possibly you knat\s mostly

Regency. I'm lucky to have inherited it. Jenny Badl didn't care for
antiques, so Father left it all to me."

‘Those are your parents, | presume?' He indicapgubtograph of her
father as a young subaltern with her mother in g#enkiedding dress
in the style of the early 1950s.

'Yes, and that's my sister on the bookcase. Wenkereich alike.'



‘But no photograph of your husband, either heiia gour bedroom?’

She stiffened. 'No. |—I have some snaps, but ndigtoortrait,’ she
answered, in an expressionless voice.

How like him to point out something which most pkspanyone
with an ounce of tactl—would not have mentioned.

'l think, if you don't mind, I'll go to bed,' shaid, rising.
‘By all means.' He stood up.
Christie couldn't find fault with his manners.

‘Thank you for cooking that delicious dinner," stagd, with formal
politeness, 'Goodnight.’

‘Goodnight, Christiana.’

She had a feeling his eyes were amused as he wdiehaalk out of
the room.

She did not oversleep a second time, and it waswstte cooked
breakfast for him next morning.

‘Are the things which you'll need for this trip—iteases, summer
clothes and so on—going to strain your budget&dked her. 'If so
I'll be pleased to contribute to your expensesringing John out to
me.'

‘Thank you, but that won't be necessary. | alrdadie several cases.’



'‘As far as clothes are concerned, one light drkeeslgd be enough.
You can buy the rest in Antigua where cotton dresse worn all the
year round.'

When the time came to say goodbye, he swung Johm lig arms
and held the child perched on one forearm.

'‘Goodbye, John. See you soon. Take good care df @lomistie till |
see you again, won't you?'

He kissed the boy's cheek, and John hugged himgarms round
his uncle's strong neck. Then Ash lowered the loothé floor and
turned to take his leave of her.

'‘See you at the end of next week. I'll be waitiogrteet you at the
airport. Goodbye, Christiana.'

She forced a smile, but her silver-grey eyes wereaus. She had an
uneasy feeling that, merely to tease, he might loemah and kiss her
as well. But he only shook hands.

The days which followed his visit were busy onesrdyret ran up
one dress for Christie; she herself made another.

She completed her Christmas shopping, buying tte things to put
in John's stocking, and two larger presents for. AnMargaret's
suggestion she bought a gift to give to Ash. It lddoe merely a
gesture. She could feel no liking for the man whd bwept in and
out of her life with the force of a hurricane, leaydesolation in her
heart.

One evening before their departure she spent rgadirbook,
borrowed from the Public Library, about her neplsdwture home.



Antigua, twelve miles by sixteen, was the largdsthe Leewards,
she learned. The other islands in the group wendasN&t. Kitts,
Montserrat, Barbuda and Anguilla.

Although small, they have a monumental pstst, readAround them
raged many historical naval and military battles.

Christie lifted her gaze from the page, a troulftesyn between the
delicately marked eyebrows which, like her londnks were several
shades darker than her hair.

And if | don't like what | find, and don't think Bo will be happy,
another battle will rage between Ash and me, sbeght.

For although he had discouraged her from attemptingsist Ash's
superior claim to the child, her solicitor had adidéat, if Mr
Lambard's life style could be shown to be at adgular, then she
would be on stronger ground.

Christie had been apprehensive that the eight-honig-flight across
the Atlantic might prove too exacting a test of baerall nephew's
usually good behaviour.

She need not have worried. From the moment thesdedahe huge
aircraft which had ten seats in each row, sepafatédio gangways,
he was as quiet and contented as some of the dihéren on board
were restless.

Luckily they had been allocated side seats, angbghlkim in the one
next to the window from which, once they were ain& he was able
to gaze in wonder at the sunlit world above the:dt

This limitless snowscape was the view for sevewlrs, during
which time they were served first with drinks ahdrt with lunch.



After lunch the stewardess handed out headset®s$e twho wanted
to hear the inflight movie or listen to music. Oerlown, Christie
would have watched the film, of which she had aceé&nt view
because each section of the cabin had its ownrsorethe wall of the
central blocks which housed the many well-equippeghrooms.
But as John was too small to see over the sedtsnhof them, and
too young to enjoy an adult film, she paid for @eéof earphones so
that he could listen to the Junior Jet Club Showpragramme
specially for children.

This lasted an hour, and before it was over hechddd up and fallen
asleep with his thumb in his mouth and his othen auddling
Sammy, his toy baby seal.

Very gently, Christie removed the headset withastutdbing him
and was able to hear the dialogue of the lastqfdite film.

When it was over she leaned across John to opesttheers over the
porthole which passengers had been asked to do#iesffilm show.
Now, outside, the shining white snowfields had gipéace to a deep
blue ethereal lake on which floated hundreds oakayng islands.

The service of afternoon tea roused John from lbmigers to find
another plastic tray on the folding down table nont of him, this
meal including a packet of his favourite digestwgcuits.

'l like flying, don't you, Aunt Christie?' he sa@s she helped him to
unwrap his scone and spread it with blackcurrant ja

‘Yes, | do,’ she agreed with him, smiling.

No doubt seasoned travellers, such as his uncl@dfaothing
extraordinary about air travel. To her it still ses a miracle that
four hundred people, tons of luggage and the food fthree-course
meal as well as this light snack could be waftelésninto the air and
sped across a vast ocean which had once taken ietkserse.



She had already put back her wrist watch to fivereibehind London
time, because when they arrived it would still biel-afternoon in
Antigua's time-zone.

Thinking about landing, and of the man who wouldliere to meet
them, she began to feel tense and keyed-up. Sthdnéoself it was
merely the excitement common to all holidaymakersearing their
destination, but deep down she knew her own feglingre more
complex than the happy anticipation to be seerhéndyes of the
people around her.

Half an hour before touchdown she changed Johréatswand long
pants for the cotton tee-shirt and shorts she hawlght in her hand

luggage.

She herself had travelled in a pleated skirt withia blouse under a
cardigan. Earlier, after the Captain had announdeat the

temperature in Antigua was eighty degrees, she bbesh to a
washroom to remove her tights.

'‘Look . . . look . . .!I"John exclaimed excitedlzen, bare-legged, she
returned to her seat.

Christie bent her head close to his and had het §limpse of
Antigua, a low-lying, brown-coloured island in ardigo sea paling
to turquoise near the shore. As the aircraft dessgriowards the
runway, she had the impression that most of thédings on the
island were roofed with red corrugated iron. Thiea great wheels
touched down and her first flight was over.

In spite of being forewarned, she was unpreparethi®heat which
enveloped them as they descended the steps frazndheabin to the
hot tarmac. Not everyone was leaving the aircraictv soon would
fly further south to Barbados and Trinidad.



In the open there was a pleasant breeze blowingrime; inside the
low buildings of Coolidge International Airport—nats large or
impressive as its name suggested—the heat becamaky re
uncomfortable for anyone wholly or partially dregd$er the English
.Climate.

Queueing to have her passport examined, Christieelb about for
Ash. He had not been outside among the people egatgd behind a
wire fence, waving and calling to friends and relas. Nor was he
anywhere to be seen on the other side of the inatagr officers'’

desks where porters were waiting to carry baggag®dhe taxis she
could see through the outer doorways.

‘How long you stayin', ma'am?’

She returned her attention to the uniformed Antiarg behind the
desk. 'Nearly four weeks.'

A few moments later she was being asked by a partedicate her
cases among the pile being unloaded from a trailer.

By the time she had passed through the Custom®dbere was

still no sign of Ash. As she was wondering whadlég someone said,
'‘Mrs Chapman?' and she turned to find a tall ang géamorous

young woman in a scarlet sun-dress looking dowreat

Yes ...

Before she could say any more, the girl turnedhéoporter and told
him to carry the cases to a white sports car.

As he moved towards it, she introduced hersath Bettina Long.
Ash asked me to meet you. He's not here at presaiibe'll be back
in a day or two.'



Taking no notice of John, who was holding tightyGhristie's hand,
she added, 'If you don't mind we won't hang abloug.had to shut up
the shop, and there's a woman staying here thik whe usually

comes in to browse about this time of day. Shess lspending a lot
of money, so | don't want her to find the placeseth | run the
boutique at the Turtle Creek Cottage Colony, wischihere you'll be
staying until Ash returns,’ she explained.

As Bettina led the way to her car, Christie lookeliniringly at the
brown-satin smoothness of her shoulders underhbessring straps
of her bright red dress. Her dark hair, obviouslyd, was at present
wound up in a coil held by two scarlet combs andraed with a
spray of red flowers. She would have been two metliinches taller
than Christie in bare feet, and her height was rdoce¢ed by a
sophisticated form of espadrille with high ropevexed wedges and
long red tapes criss-crossed around her slim ankles

She made Christie conscious that the synthetiediof her own skirt
was clinging uncomfortably to her legs, and of plador of her skin,
and John's, compared with this girl's gorgeous tan.

‘The child can sit in the back,' said Bettina, rafieping the porter
who, in spite of the heat, was wearing a woollyghated down over
his hair.

The large number of Antiguans who wore some kind
headgear—shady straws, old-fashioned felt triloygaily coloured
cotton headties knotted at the back of the headymaer the chin as
in England—was among Christie's first-impressiofhe island.

'l expected you to be much older . . . middle-agedact,’ was
Bettina's first remark, during the drive.

'Is that how Ash described me?"



'‘No, just my impression . . . from the fact thatdaed you were a
widow, maybe.'

‘You say he's not here. Where is he?' Christie vedsure whether
she was relieved or disappointed at having theit nenfrontation
postponed for a few days.

'In Montserrat. A friend of his there is in somadkiof trouble—he
didn't go into details when he rang up to ask ma¢et you. He sent
a message that you were to be particularly camdulto sunbathe
except before nine and after four. You'd be amazed many
visitors don't take the warnings seriously and apdooking like
lobsters and feeling like hell. Even ten minutesmdday sun here
can fry anyone with a skin as white as yours,' &attina. 'If you
haven't brought a beach cover-up and a tee-shigviimming and
snorkelling, you'd better buy some from me. Ash ‘Wwba pleased if
he comes back to find you with burns. It's somefliia's very strict
about with his passengers.’

'‘What happens to them while he's away? Or has Ine @b the
moment?’

'Oh, yes—it's the height of the season. But he mlbsail Sunbird
single-handed, and his crew can cope for a shoet.ti

They had left the airport behind and were mototimgpugh open
country which reminded Christie of films of the &fan bush. In
places the dry grass was shaded by small, flateigpees which
later she learned were acacias. An unfamiliar bodedttle, some of
them severely emaciated, were grazing the roadsicebng long
chains behind them. Many of the beasts had a vdgtet for a
companion.

'In general the roads here are terrible," saidifBetavoiding a rut in
the much-patched macadam.



But the poor condition of the surface didn't caheeto reduce her
speed. Turning to smile over her shoulder at Joho was perched
between the two up-ended suitcases, Christie weddiérBettina

always drove as fast, or only because she wasirrg to re-open
her boutique.

Was she Ash's girl-friend? she wondered.
Aloud, she asked, 'Do you live at the Cottage Cgi?on

‘Yes, it suits me. I'm not domesticated. Cookingrebo me.
Housework—no, thanks! Living in a hotel is ideapakt from fixing
breakfast, which is only black coffee and fruitcgyi | don't have to
lift a finger. The maids clean the cottage, andvenlunch by the pool
and dinner in the restaurant. That's if | don'tdhavdate to dine in St
John's or at one of the other hotels.’

They were approaching a village. Most of the hogsese to the road
were built of wood, gaily painted in colours suchsky blue, bright
pink and turquoise which would have looked garisliEngland but
here had a gay, fresh appearance.

The houses were all single-storey, and few werehnfarger than a
good-sized European garage while many were tirke Garden
sheds. But on the outskirts of the village andhartaway from the
main road there were new, more spacious block-burlgalows with
white wrought iron grilles across the windowslimshéed gardens.

The gardens of the small habitations merged with ether and were
full of tropical trees and shrubs ablaze with britipwers. The only

ones Christie knew by name were the purple andoedainvillea,

and the long-stemmed scarlet hibiscus.

People sitting on porches or grouped in the doosvedysmall shops
watched the white car go past, and some wavedsti&hand John
returned these greetings, but Bettina ignored theoh caused the



elder of her passengers more than one anxious niobyemot
slowing where children were playing or hens wepssing the road.

Beyond the village the sound of the sports cartstdroscattered a
herd of goats. They had no one with them and, wGéaristie
expressed surprise at the absence of a herdsm#maBghrugged
and said it was not at all unusual.

'I've no idea,' was her answer to the questiorodsow the goats'
owner knew where to find them. She gave the impyassf taking
little interest in the flora and fauna of the igdan

It was about half an hour's drive from the airggorthe wide gateway
with the name of the Colony incised on a greatlblaofcstone, and a
tree-lined drive curving away out of sight.

The car jolted over the bars of a cattle-grid, tsarept round the
curve to where the branches of a group of tall pathaded the
forecourt of a long, low, single-roofed building. the centre of this
structure a covered walk, open at either end, ges/the car drew to a
halt, an enticing glimpse of a swimming pool.

‘The staff will look after you now. I'll see youtéa, probably,' said
Bettina, as a strongly-built, dark- skinned yourgnimwearing a pale
blue tee-shirt with Turtle Creek printed across thest, stepped
forward to open her door for her.

With no word of thanks for this service, she dissamed into the
building.

The young man flashed white teeth at Christie egahing into the
back seat, swung John up and over the side.

Il bring your bags for you, ma'am. You'll findeReption in
there'—with a gesture in the direction of the wilksugh.



‘Thank you." After walking round the front of tharand taking her
nephew's hand in hers, Christie approached theshmmli counter
where two attractive Antiguan girls broke off a gersation to bid
her good afternoon.

‘I'm Mrs Chapman. | believe a room has been redenreme.’

'Yes, ma'am.’ The taller girl took down a key aaddhed it over, not
to Christie, but to the young baggage porter whe aleeady at her
elbow with their cases.

He put it in the pocket of his white trousers. Sthiay, ma'am.' He
handled the two large suitcases with an ease whiehe moved
ahead, drew her attention, to the splendour ophysique with very
wide shoulders tapering to a narrow waist.

The fine, athletic build of all the island's youmgen and the

loose-limbed grace of their carriage was sometkirggwas to notice
repeatedly during her first days in Antigua. Eaithet she did, it

reminded her of Ash's remark about the island baihgalthier place
for John to grow up than London. But whether brehdulders and
strong muscles were something island life coule govevery boy, or
were a genetic inheritance peculiar to the Antigyahe could not be
sure. Clearly, in the harsh days of slavery, onérmost hardy people
had survived the gruelling work in the canefieldsl ghe epidemics
of the period.

At the inner end of the walk-through, the wholehe large, sparkling
free-form pool was revealed to them, with bathgrsg stretched out
on sun-beds on the paved surround. Instead ofrgkitte pool, they
turned aside and passed through an area of gaddétesl with tall

palms where the grass was kept green by sprinliargher on, given
privacy from each other by shrubberies, were tHel&yp cottages,
each with its name on a fingerpost where the sadle giverged from
the main path.



Theirs was called Frangipani Cottage, and Chrestreeluded that the
golden-centred white flowers growing in profusiosslale the front
door must be those after which it was named.

The door gave into a lobby with an inner door opershow a
spacious, dimly lit sitting-room. The half-light saaused by vertical
louvred blinds at present arranged to shut ouaftegnoon sun.

After the young man had left them, Christie mad@iak exploration
of the rest of the cottage. It consisted of an Bygdanly lit bedroom

with twin beds, a small but well fitted kitchen aadshower room
with a separate lavatory.

Only then did she look for the cords which con&dlthe blinds in the
sitting-room. When the slats slowly opened to réWea prospect on
that side of the cottage, she drew in a sharp bifgtleasure.

Immediately outside the floor-to-ceiling plate glasanels was a
flowery verandah with two reclining chairs and fawpright chairs
arranged round a white table fitted with a furledisrella. Beyond,
seen between the tall trunks of coconut palms, thascalm and
sparkling Caribbean.

'‘Oh, John—just look!" she exclaimed delightedlgah't wait to have
my first dip. I'll find our swimsuits and your arets, and we'll unpack
properly later on.'

It didn't take long to unstrap and unlock the aas#aining her plain
green one-piece and John's stretchy tomato-ref$ bvith the face of
a smiling sun sewn on the behind.

Mindful that the inflatable armlets would exposermof him to the
still-powerful rays than was the case with an upsuged swimmer,
she insisted he wear an old tee-shirt.



The part of the beach closest to their cottageféaer people on it
than the area near the thatched beach bar, ansti€hvas glad not to
be too near the other holidaymakers. They all sdesmviably

tanned, making her doubly self-conscious of thdaaging pallor of
her limbs.

She found herself wondering if, by the time Asluneéd? she would
have achieved a less unappetising colour; herthexght being that
it should be a matter of indifference to her whetiefound her skin
repulsively white or not.

Although it was her nephew's first encounter wité sea, he needed
no encouragement to walk into the warm, clear waeltry out the
bright orange armlets. Soon it was clear that, tike majority of
children, he was a natural water-baby who, lefhitmself, would
dog-paddle happily for hours.

Christie had learnt to swim at school, but hadsvatm a great deal
since then, and never in water like this; crystadtswith pearly

gleams where it rippled on the powdered coral séameh) shading

from palest jade through all the blue-greens topleuabove the
submerged reefs. There, about fifty yards outcsidd see a number
of people snorkelling, occasionally blowing pluntdswvater out of

their breathing tubes.

When she and John left the water, she felt moreshkéd and relaxed
than she could ever remember.

‘But we won't sunbathe until later. The sun id gg&lty hot,' she said,
mindful of the message left with Bettina by hisguardian.

A few minutes after their return to the cottage, tddephone rang and
a man's voice asked, 'Mrs Chapman?' and then uteabhimself as
the Manager.



'‘We shall meet later on. For the moment | merelghwio say
"Welcome", and to urge you to be sure to tell mgafi have any
problems, or if | can help you in any way.'

‘That's very kind of you. Thank you.'

'Not at all. It's our job to ensure you have a @&rivacation. By the
way, although we routinely put flowers in all thettages, Mr
Lambard asked for a specially nice arrangementetpriepared for
your arrival, Mrs Chapman. You'll also find variossipplies,
including milk for the little boy, provided for yaa the kitchen.’

'‘Really? Oh, that's very helpful.’

'‘Some of our guests enjoy a substantial breakfage restaurant
while they're on holiday. Others prefer to be seifficient first thing.
There are times when guests like to socialise gatth other at one of
the Colony's four bars where we serve all the &lgrecialities such
as Pina Colada and Antigua Kiss. But sometimes tis@yt some
quiet refreshments on their own verandah. We #tarh off with a
bottle of Antigua's excellent light rum. However,r Nlambard
thought that wine might be more to your taste, @etye carried out
his instruction that a bottle of our best Frenchtevivine should be
placed in your ice-box a short while before yourvat. Now I'll
leave you to rest after your journey.’

After she had replaced the receiver, Christie ldokeound the
sitting-room more carefully and saw, in an alcavigvely cascading
arrangement of apricot and coral bougainvillea witAngipani
flowers which had creamy petals edged with red.

She could not help being warmed by his attentidhéadetails of her
comfort, particularly when there had been otherghion his mind.

She gave John a glass of milk and, seeing thawite had already
had its cork drawn and lightly replaced, succumigean impulse to



try it, although wine at this hour of the day was from being her
usual style.

Presently she suggested a walk along the beach.vizazring white
shorts and tee-shirts, with plenty of sun creartheir exposed parts,
they set out to explore the full length of the etacthe point where it
came to an end in the shadow of the wooded heademidd which
the sun would eventually sink out of sight.

They paddled most of the way. In places the sansl lase and
coarse and clung to their feet in large flakes. thas was fine and
firm, a pleasant surface for walking or jogging.

As the working day came to an end, the holidaynskesre joined
by islanders arriving in cars and on motorbikesdorevening dip.
Their very dark skins made an effective contrashhe turquoise
sea. Although the island had been governed byiByiéad was now
an independent State in association with Britaimisfie found that
when the Antiguans were chatting and laughing antbegiselves
she could understand only odd words of their cosatern.

It was early evening by local time, but hours phst bedtime to
which John's body was accustomed, when they weaheteestaurant
for a light supper of fried snapper and salad.

It was dark when they returned to the cottage by e¥dahe lanternlit
paths. The child was asleep within seconds of beeioked into bed,
and Christie herself felt drowsy as she returndtiécsitting-room to
have another glass of wine and to look throughldefoof useful
information provided by the management.

She had been studying a map of the island, and mawst dozed off,
when the telephone startled her into wakefulnédsad rung several
times before she could pull herself together acdlfevhere she was,
and where it was.



'Hello?' she said, somewhat muzzily.

'If you sleep now, you'll find yourself wide awak three in the
morning.'

. The speaker had no need to announce himselefaotdistinguish
his deep, lazy-sounding voice from the slightly Am&nised
briskness of the Manager's delivery.

‘Ash . .. where are you?' she asked, still confulde sounded as if he
might be calling from the main block.

'Still in Montserrat. I'm sorry | wasn't at theg@ort to meet you. How
was your flight?'

'Fine, thank you, and your friend Miss Long wasréhto take us
under her wing.'

'It's Mrs Long, actually, although the marriage hesken up now.'

'Oh, | see. She introduced herself as Bettina Land,| didn't notice
what rings, if any, she was wearing. There was somelse to take
in. This is a lovely place, Ash . .. Turtle Crekknean. Thank you for
the special flowers and the wine. It was probabé/wine which sent
me to sleep just now. Oh, goodness'—after a glahber watch—'It

wasn't "just now". It was over two hours ago!'

'I'm sorry | woke you, but | couldn't get to theople before, and |
wanted to be sure you'd arrived safely.'

'It's a good thing you did wake me,' she saidgiatiise | might have
spent all night in this chair and woken up cramped.

'Oh, you're not in bed yet?'

‘Not yet.'



'l hope you've acquired some cooler night thingstthe ones you
were wearing when | stayed with you in London. Tikigo climate
for thick pyjamas.'

Christie remembered the morning he had lingeredeinbedroom,
somehow contriving to make her as uneasy as a eamlgktd spinster
in Victorian times.

‘Naturally I haven't brought them,' she said stiffl
'‘What have you brought instead?'

She suspected him of teasing her. 'A cotton nighaee for me by
Margaret Kelly. Isn't it rather expensive, telepimgnfrom another
iIsland?' she added. '‘Oughtn't we to keep thisstalit?"

‘Perhaps you're right. | can't say yet when I'lbhek, but I'll be there
as soon as | can. Goodnight, Christiana. If youndde up in the
small hours, go for a stroll on the beach. It maygboler, but I'm sure
your new nightdress is very little less decorowntthose pyjamas.’

On this mocking note he rang off, leaving her faekhwnspoken and
her hand clenched on the receiver more tightly thlaad been before
his derisive parting shot.



THREE

Christie did wake in the small hours, but everh# sad felt inclined
to go for a solitary walk on the now moonlit beashe would not
have done so in case John, too, should wake arfdgb¢ened at
finding himself alone in a strange place.

However when, at half past six, it was light outszohd the child was
still soundly asleep, she crept out of bed and wentetrieve her
swimsuit from the line in the small screened patitside the kitchen
door.

Apart from two men, one of whom was raking the sale the
other arranged the sun-beds in orderly groupshaldethe beach to
herself.

The sun was gilding the clouds—not the low greyrakén clouds of
a European winter, but scattered white cottonwémlas—but had
not yet risen above the low hills of the hinterlamden she walked
into the sea.

At waist-depth, she flung herself forward, the wateomentarily
cool to her sleep-warmed body, but only for a mam8he began to
swim a vigorous breast-stroke, moving parallehsghore, counting
the strokes until, at a hundred, she let her fimit t® the sand and
stood up, her breathing quickened by the unaccuesiaxrercise.

The beach was in full sunshine when she emerged the sea to
walk to the end and then back again. Half way kackrangipani

Cottage, she said, 'Good morning' to an elderlyplowho, judging

by the pallor of their skin, were also new arrivaisose bodies had
yet to adjust to the change of time zone.

She found her nephew awake, but untroubled by isapdearance.
He was sitting on the verandah in his pyjamas, lwatcand being



watched by a black bird smaller than an Englisickidad and much
less nervous of humans.

Later, when they had breakfast, they had an aueiehthese birds,
and they also found out the purpose of a wickerwgidbe which
hung from a bracket on the wall. It was not, asigGier had first
thought, an outdoor light fitting. Inside was aldisf sugar, and
through the gaps in the wicker flew little birdsthvbright yellow
breasts.

At lunchtime, from a waiter in the restaurant, $é@ned that the
impudent black birds were greckels, and the smdileds were
bananaquits, known in Antigua as yellowbirds.

At lunch they were joined by Bettina, who askedhé& might share
their table. Christie had the distinct impressioat tuntil she entered
the restaurant and saw them sitting there, Beltathforgotten their
existence and was not too pleased to be remindied of

But she made some effort to be affable, althougmftime to time,
after asking Christie a question, her pale eyeddwslide away to one
of the other tables, making it clear she was neatly interested in
the answers to her enquiries.

Not wishing to bore her, Christie changed the stibje clothes,
asking Bettina if the ones she was wearing weralllpmade.

'‘No, these are imported from Singapore,' said thera@irl, glancing
down at her wraparound skirt and cotton top. Bo#reabright sky
blue, wax-printed with white flower motifs roundethem of the skirt
and on the sleeves of the top.

‘This shaggy bag is local—and rather fun, don'tthank?' she asked,
indicating the shoulder bag she had put on the efoptth chair.



It was made from scraps of bright cotton in manyowrs and

patterns. As Bettina ruffled them with her longd-tacquered

fingertips, Christie could see that each scrap avaarrow rectangle
about four times the length of its width, stitcheadf way along to a
backing and then folded double.

‘These are a development of the rag rugs which igend
seamstresses used to make from the scraps leftfroverdresses,’
Bettina explained. 'l think they're nicer than mafghe straw bags on
sale. They're nearly all spoilt by haviAgtiguaworked on them. Not
chic!'—with a slight grimace.

‘And your jewellery—that's very unusual,' remark&tistie, glad to
have hit the other girl's wavelength.

'Have you never seen sand dollars before?' Betfiing'ertips went to
the thin gilded discs attached to a chain rounchieek, and matched
by smaller disc ear-rings. 'In their natural stétey're white shells,
extremely brittle. These have been gold- plateds'IYond them on
sale in most Caribbean resorts, and in New York koo surprised
you haven't seen them in London.'

'l don't live in central London so | don't very et go to the top
fashion stores. Hardly ever, in fact,' Christie laxped.

'‘Really?’ Bettina looked astonished, as if shedigtimagine anyone
living in the purlieus of a city, far from the bestbres and boutiques.

'You must take some back with you. They're not azpe. Would
you like to come and look round the shop? It'siatgime now, after
lunch.’

They accompanied her back to her shop which wadl dma
artistically arranged with a glass- topped coumtethe centre to
contain the more valuable pieces of costume jewelnd rails and
shelves round the walls for the dresses and aatesso



'‘No word from Ash yet, I'm afraid," said Bettina, she changed the
sign on the door fror@losedto Open,'l thought he might call me last
night, but he must have been too busy.'

Christie didn't like to say that he had rung hercase Bettina might
be piqued. With a murmured injunction to John oadbuch, she had
a look round, seeing many things she would haelliio add to her
own very basic holiday wardrobe.

However, she knew it would be foolish to buy anythwhich had no
place in her real life, and few of these attractesort clothes were
really suitable for England, even in a heatwave.

They were designed for people who could afford sev®olidays a
year in places where the sun shone every day anadigints were
warm and balmy. But when, once this trip was owenild she ever
have the chance to wear an ankle-length emeralzedaeach wrap,
or a backless black and white evening dress?

‘You have marvellous taste, Bettina, but I'm affardnot going to be
the kind of customer for whom you were hurrying logesterday,’
she said frankly. 'Did she come in as you expetted?

'Yes, but only to bring back a skirt she had chdkerday before and
then decided she didn't like. They're tiresomebaiches, a lot of the
women who stay here, and whatever they wear doeskKe them

look any less haggish.’

Christie glanced up from bending over the jewelleoynter to see
Bettina studying her own reflection in the full ¢ggh mirror.

'"You'd look wonderful, whatever you wore,"' she sarterely.

The other girl shrugged. 'Perhaps, but it's madagetd sell super
clothes to people who look nothing in them. Ohghsdre comes now.
You'd better go.'



As a stout older woman entered the shop, and JuhQhristie left it,
she heard Bettina say sweetly, 'Hello, how are tpolay? Did you
have a good time at the Casino last night?'

Not a happy person, Bettina, Christie thought ag #irolled back to
the cottage. | do hope she isn't Ash's girl-friside wouldn't be kind
to John. He would be a nuisance in her eyes.

* * %

On the fourth morning after their arrival, when {She took off her

nightie before going for her early dip, there wagerceptible

difference between the flesh covered by her bathuigand the rest
of her. At last, if only very slightly, she was legng to brown.

Whereas one or two recent arrivals who had triechdsten the
process had only succeeded in achieving painfupatches.

There had been no further calls from Ash, eitheheoself or to
Bettina. Although she disliked having to admitsihe found herself
beginning to feel some impatience for his return.

That morning she was able to swim two hundred sgokithout
being even mildly puffed, and she knew that alrethdyyopen-air life
she was leading had exercised neglected musclesrmandved the
tone of her skin.

Surprisingly very few holidaymakers came down ® Itieach before
breakfast. This morning she had it to herself uotl the third and

final lap of her walk, when the breezy sunshine &laelady dried her

arms and legs, she saw a man leave the gardewsamsdhe beach to
the sea's edge.

At first, from a distance, she took him for some@t&ying at the
Colony. And then he turned in her direction, and height and
something about his bearing made her catch hetibseghtly. But it
couldn't be Ash, not at this hour. Surely it cotildn



That it was Ash, she knew for certain when he thise arm and
waved to her. What was he doing here so early? i have flown
over last night. Even so, seven o'clock in the nmyrseemed a
peculiar time to call on her. For all he knew, shight be enjoying
sleeping late, as most of the other guests seameélhless . . . unless
he had spent the night at the Colony, in Betticattage, and had
come to the beach merely to swim, not expectinfghtb Christie up
yet.

As these thoughts were going through her minddistance between
them was lessening, and her heart was beginnirogab in quick,
nervous thumps.

During his stay at her flat she had been awaré@ftrength of his
tall, lithe body. Now, as he strode towards her nmgaonly the
briefest of briefs, the pattern of muscle from hiwad shoulders
down to his hips made her think of a suit of broazeour. He was as
splendidly built as any of the young Antiguans whme to the beach
at this hour to exercise and swim before work.

Her mind shied away from a mental picture of Ast Bettina, both
naked, in a narrow bed. For the rest of the watjl tney were within
speaking distance, Christie averted her gaze atdmted an interest
in the goats which were grazing on the open lantside the
boundary of the gardens surrounding the Colony.

'‘Good morning. | didn't expect you to be aboutgome time yet.
Most people, having adjusted to Antigua time, tenlike to "lie in",’
were his first words.

‘But this is the best time of day. | love it doweré before breakfast.’

Only after this preliminary exchange were they elesough to shake
hands, and the warm, firm clasp of his fingers seotirious tremor
down her spine.



She would have withdrawn her hand quickly, but $tiong grip
forced her to wait until he ended the contact, sl he did not do
until he had looked her up and down, and said, obeen sensible,
I'm glad to see. By the end of the week you'll beegy nice colour.
Already you've lost that sickly look.’

'Sickly! I may have been white, but | wasn't unkt@gl she protested.

‘Wait till you go back, and see if you don't agtkat people with
white skins look sickly. You've been in alreadgeke. Will you join
me in another dip?’

Christie shook her head. 'l must go back and féottm for his bathe.
He wakes up later than | do, but he has a swimrbdfireakfast.’

'‘Okay. I'll see you presently.'

Ash turned to sprint into the sea for a flying hexadhich flung up a
shower of spray. He came up with his face to the &lack hair
glistening and teeth very white as he grinned at'f&is is the life!"

Yes, for a favoured few, she thought as she tuawealy. But not
many can live like this. Even the Antiguans themsglicould not all
remain in their birthplace. The maid who servickd tottage had
spoken of a cousin in London, and a sister whoguaw to America.

A life in the sun, surrounded by beauty and peac#s almost
everyone's pipe-dream, but one very seldom realised

‘And not by me, that's for sure,’ Christie murmueddud, as she
dabbled her feet in one of the troughs of salt wiatevhich guests
were asked to rinse their feet to reduce the amofsdnd going into
the Colony's drains.



She found John feeding crumbs to greckels and apasrwith an
apricot-breasted Zenaida dove bobbing about outsideserandah
until her arrival made it fly off.

When they returned to the beach, Ash seemed to diaappeared.
Then she saw him far out in the bay, halfway todbep-water reef
where a line of white breakers marked the greatidyaof coral

between the indigo of the ocean and the lighteowsl of the
protected water. Even when she had the staminaito as far as that
and back, she doubted if she would do so. Therétrig no danger
in it, but she had overheard snorkellers speakingaoracuda and
kingfish, and she did not fancy the idea of beiagffom the shore
with a large fish close by.

While she inflated John's armlets, she watchedréghining with the
steady, slow-motion strokes of the powerful, exgreaced swimmer,
With him she would feel safe out there, but sheldiwtbe able to
keep up with him.

'‘Here comes Uncle Ash,' she told John, as sherptiteoarmlets.
The little boy ran into the water and, completedartess, began a
strenuous dog-paddle in the direction of the mangisg towards

him.

His enthusiastic splashing did not carry him far e was well out
of his depth by the time his uncle stopped swimnang, in a single
movement, stood up with the child in his hands.

‘Hello, boy. How are you?'

He kissed him and lifted him high before swingirmywh with a rapid,
water-chute motion which made Christie gasp witndiy until she
saw that John loved it.

He was shrieking with laughter, and shouting, 'Agai. again!



Ash obliged him with three more upswings and ragedcents. The
last time, he said, 'Close your mouth and hold ymase,' so that
when he let go of the boy, although John was swadrfggea moment,
he didn't swallow any water and survived the exae still

beaming.

‘Have you got a mask and some flippers?' Ash alsked
John shook his head.

‘Later on we'll go into town and buy some for youaddor Aunt
Christie too, if she likes?' Ash gave her an enqgilook as she came
into the water to join them.

'Isn't he a bit small for snorkelling? Shouldn'tléa&n to swim first?'
‘Snorkelling will teach him to swim. Like a rideghh?'

Ash crouched so that John could climb on his btk set off with a
leisurely breast-stroke.

Following a few yards behind them, Christie coutd deny that the
easy, demonstrative way in which Ash had greetechephew had
been rather touching. A woman might be able to pnt an

affectionate manner towards a child, but she dictimak men were
as adept at playing a part—or not in relation talsiny. Either they
were genuinely good with children, or they were @early Ash was
good.

But even if, temperamentally, he might be well edito the role
imposed on him by his brother's death, there reedhan problem.
Like her, Ash had his living to earn. He couldnitegall his time to
the child, and he didn't have a wife who could d@o ©nly a
succession of girl-friends who, if Bettina was mpée, were unlikely
to want a child included in their relationshipsiwitim.



‘Are your friend's troubles sorted out now?' sheedsas they came
out of the water.

He shrugged. 'For a while. Not permanently, I'maialffr | doubt if
anything can mend a marriage as far on the rockssas. It's a pity:
they're both nice people, just totally unsuited litee together,
particularly in the testing conditions of a smadcht. Everyone else
could see it wouldn't work from the word go. Bueyhwere in love,
and love overrules common sense. Or would you ey

‘No . . . no, I think love does blind people, natyoto other people's
shortcomings, but to their own.’

He gave her an intent glance which made her wigh lsd not
enlarged on her answer. To her relief he did nosymithe subject,
but said, 'Will you join me for breakfast in thest&urant? As you
know, | like to start the day with something moubstantial than the
orange juice and coffee which is all you have hedaresay.'

And all you would get at Bettina's cottage, sheitid, as she said, ‘A
little more than that, but nothing substantial. Vdoy't you collect us
when you're ready? About what time are you thinlohtéeaving for
town?'

‘The shops in St John's are open from eight uotihnand again from
one until four. We'll leave here about nine, iftthaits you?'

'Perfectly, but | should have thought, after beimgy for some days,
you would have had more important things to do tkeliing us
shopping for snorkelling kit.'

‘No, I've managed to arrange my affairs so thatyidmg no more
unforeseen emergencies crop up, | can give a gealdd my time to
showing you the places of interest. See you baén.la



With a lift of the hand, he turned in another dii@e, towelling his
head as he went, the action making the musclekergmvn his back.

His car was larger than Bettina's, with a bench se&ont so that
they could both have sat beside him had he allatvé&ut he made
John go in the back in the interests of safety.

‘There's a forty-mile limit on all roads here, gt every driver
observes it,' he remarked dryly, as he slid hisftaime behind the
wheel.

But he did, Christie noticed. He was a very relagader, showing
no sign of impatience when a large herd of goatekad the road for
several hundred yards, and stopping to pick uplderlg villager
who had missed the bus into town and set out on foo

Although she knew that it had a cathedral and @-aester harbour
for cruise ships, to Christie St John's seemed rikeea country
town than a capital city.

The main streets were arranged on the grid systeimbroad roads
sloping downhill towards the harbour, intersectgchbrrower cross
streets.

Tucked in between the big buildings were housedanger than
village houses. Modernity, in the form of larger-@onditioned
banks, mixed with tradition in the form of pavemeislls spread
with trinkets made from shells and seeds.

First they went to a shop selling sports gear wifele selected a
mask and flippers for his nephew and then for @leris

‘You must let me pay for mine,' she said.

He shook his head. 'Extra gear is always usefuherboat, and they
won't be much use to you in England.’



As they left the shop, he said, 'l have one or business calls to
make. John can come with me, and you can explersibps at your
leisure. We'll meet at Darcy's in St Mary's Stiegetleven. It's more
or less opposite the Coco Shop, which is good fothes and
presents, I'm told. Don't worry if you can't makeon the dot. If
you're late, we'll have another drink.’

On her own, Christie went first to a branch of Beglish bank to
cash a travellers' cheque. Ash had already explaime there were
two currencies operating on the island, Americahado and East
Caribbean dollars, and that it was important to Soee which
currency price tickets were marked in.

There were several people for whom she wanted yopbbesents,
notably Margaret Kelly. The shop he had recommemndasia small
timber house painted dark brown with a corrugated roof painted
white like the shutters on the windows, and therduwail of the twin

flights of steps leading up to the front door. tiesit was larger than
the exterior suggested, and Christie was temptbdydargaret one
of the cotton smocks imported from a neighbourisaind and
hand-embroidered round the collar with lizards, mingbirds,

shells and other local motifs. In the end she de=tid wait until she
had looked around more. In a neighbouring buildpgnted royal

blue and white, she found the Sea Island Cottorp $imal there, in
Margaret's favourite dark red, a batik-printed t@use which was
equally attractive.

However, she had no parcels with her when shedadine others at
their table in the shady courtyard which was themdezvous.

Ash had risen to his feet when he saw her pausiriga gateway.
‘Nothing tempting?' he asked, with a raised eyebreseing she
carried only her shoulder bag.



'Oh, yes, any number of temptations,' she saide gailled a chair out
for her. '‘But Margaret, who's travelled a lot, add me not to do my
shopping straightaway. She said it was better ibaval see.’

'‘What would you like to drink?'

He had a glass of lager in front of him, and Jolad & pink
concoction which was probably a mixture of fruicps.

Christie was glad to be sitting down in the shéideas extremely hot
in the streets. She would have been more comfertabla loose
sun-dress, but was wearing a short-sleeved blougardtect her
shoulders. Where it was tucked inside the waisthaintder skirt,

making a double layer of fabric, she felt unpleélgasticky, although

Ash with a leather belt slotted through the loopsh shorts looked
cool enough. But he was acclimatised and she wasn't

'‘What is an Antigua Kiss?' she asked, rememberivgy drinks
mentioned by the Manager of the Colony.

To her astonishment, he reached for one of hershand, lifting it,
pressed it to his lips before replacing it on tha af her chair.

‘That's the mid-morning, public version. There athers—more
exciting—which | should be happy to demonstrate saitable
moments.' As he spoke, he was looking at her mouth.

Christie felt herself turning as pink as the staffohn's glass.
'Y-you know what | mean ... it's a drink," she stagned in confusion.

'Oh, really? It's a new one on me. I've heard oAatiguan Smile.
Why not have a rum punch? That's as refreshing ngthiag.'
Without waiting for Christie's assent, he gave tirder to the
waitress.



At this point, much to her relief, a diversion wasated by a large
green lizard scuttling across the courtyard, pgssinder several
tables and causing squeaks from some elderly fetoatests sitting
at them. To John's delight it ran past him befakéng cover among
some plants, giving Christie a moment or two toowecr her
self-possession.

No doubt Ash had only been teasing, and it had sagnd of her to
show she was flustered. She ought to have lauglut] hot reacted
like a nervous schoolgirl.

For lunch he took them to the Runaway Beach Holetlvwas not
very far out of town. He had told her to bring thieathing kit and,
before lunch, they had a swim, but did not try their new masks.

'‘Haven't you any bikinis with you?' he asked, wigmistie had
changed her wet green suit for a dry black one.

She shook her head. 'December is not a good tilmeytanexpensive
beach things. All the chain stores are selling walothes. It's not
hard to find expensive swimsuits for people goingaonter cruises,
but | didn't want to spend the earth when I'm dméye for a few
weeks.'

'‘No, but you ought to have a bikini or you won't geur middle
brown. Bettina's stuff tends to be pricey, | bedigbut not all the
boutiques are expensive.'

‘Aunt Christie does brown her tummy when nobodyiking except
me," said John.

Ash's mobile left eyebrow went up. 'You surprise. meplessness
merely, or complete nudity?’

‘Neither. John means that | sometimes sit on ouandgah in my
underwear which, to anyone passing, would look &kieikini," she



answered. 'Is there much topless sunbathing hdra®ein't seen any
at the Colony.’

‘No, you wouldn't. It's not encouraged. Althougbrthare plenty of
secluded coves where people can lie in the rawowitloffending
anyone else. Personally | prefer to exert a littiagination, if not too
much.’

A certain glint in his eye made her suspect that, Jlohn not been
present, he would have said something to makelash lagain.

For lunch they had smoked ham with pineapple, apeomed by
servings of lobster and chicken in coleslaw, thesdures arranged
on a large red- veined leaf from the sea grapedsuglhowing along
the back of the beach.

With lunch Christie tried a Pina Colada, a mixtafe@ineapple juice,
coconut cream and rum whipped in a blender untWas frothy.
Having sipped it slowly, through a straw, she bezaware that it
was not as innocuous as it looked. Obviously tine mad been added
with a generous hand and, not being accustomedin&ing, she
would have to watch her step.

After lunch they drove a little further north tostretch of water
behind the coast road where many birds were tede, sncluding the
brown pelicans known on the island as boobys, hadrigate-birds
often called weatherbirds. Ash had fieldglassethéecar with him,
and he let John look through them to see the Imrdbse-up.

The sun was losing its fierceness by the time tie&yrned to Turtle
Creek.

'‘Now for the snorkelling lesson,’ he said, as Ir&gzhathe car.

John was his first pupil, and a surprisingly apé.oim no time at all
the little boy had mastered the way to hold the tmoiece between



his lips and inhale and exhale through it. It haygokethat a shoal of
small pale silvery fish were darting about nearghere, and while
John was absorbed in watching them, Ash came toenBéaristie
was waiting her turn.

He had already told her that the test of a goodkmas that it should
cling to the face when the wearer inhaled withbwet aid of a strap.
Nevertheless it took him several minutes to adjhststrap to his
satisfaction and, while his fingers were busy atlihck of her head,
she found herself intensely conscious of his cleserand the brush
of his forearms against her bare shoulders.

‘There: | think that should be comfortable. Nowdstvn here in the
shallows and keep your face submerged and prdwse¢hing until it
no longer seems strange,’ he instructed.

Before the lesson was over, both she and John &cdhle exciting
experience of gliding through the water with asacla view of the
plants and creatures beneath the surface as tldegftihe trees and
birds in the air above.

John even had no problem with his small pair ofjuriyellow

flippers, but Christie found it more difficult todapt her leg
movements to gain maximum impetus from them. Thegneed to
her heavy and clumsy, but Ash assured her that ppaaogle had the
same difficulty at first.

When the time came to leave the water, John fbpgkd his way up
the beach with the air of a veteran snorkeller. Wi€hristie
attempted to follow suit, she tripped over her déps and fell
backwards.

Before she could struggle to her feet, Ash scodpdnto his arms
and, as if she were no heavier than John, carsedghore.



'l should have warned you—it's advisable for adwlisack out of the
water," he said, grinning. 'Small kids seem to rgarta walk forward
in flippers, but not grown-ups.'

From the water's edge to the low wall which pregdngand from
encroaching on the lawns was not a great distddeto Christie,
cradled in his arms, in intimate contact with a maimost naked
body for the first time in more than four yearsseemed an eternity
before he lowered her into a sitting position oawall, and knelt to
remove the flippers for her.

'l should like to stay and have dinner with yout bhhave another
engagement,' he said, rising to his full height plaging the flippers
on the wall. 'Tomorrow morning I'm busy, so I'llme over here
about two and we'll have another snorkelling s@s'sio

Christie watched him strolling across the gardetii, wearing his
wet black briefs, with a towel tossed over one #tery and his
clothes in a canvas bag.

She wondered where he would dry and change. Prédyinaa
Bettina's cottage.

This supposition was confirmed when, about an hatar, leaving
John playing ball with another child, she walkedh® main block to
mail the postcards she had bought in town that mgrn

As she arrived in the entrance hall, where thei®avatter box by the
reception desk, she was just in time to see AsiBatitha leaving the
building. She was dressed for an evening out iroray Inarrow

backless red dress with a side-slit skirt. Her kneas loose on her
shoulders, and Christie glimpsed a cascading saetring as she
turned her head to speak to her tall companionvateprobably one
of the few men with whom Bettina could wear higlelseand still



have to look up slightly, thought Christie, watapthem disappear in
the direction of the car park.

When Ash arrived the next day, he tossed a pageoido Christie's
lap.

'l hope it's the right size. If not, | can change i

She opened the bag and pulled out a bright pintoeddikini. Her
reaction was a mixture of the feeling that she ouglbe grateful to
him, and a certain resentment of his assumptionatakini of his
choosing must be acceptable to her.

Before she could say anything, he told her to gbtanit on.

Slim as she was, Christie would never have chosgkira cut as this

one was. The top was gathered into a ring betweerbieasts, and
the thin strings which held it up were attachedthe ring, thus

exposing the skin normally covered by the tiesrobedinary halter

top. The bottom part left the sides of her hips plately bare except
where the strings tied. It also exposed a gredtrdeee of her behind
than did her other swimsuits. Even so she would haote been
embarrassed to wear it in front of anyone but Aslvas the thought
of his seeing her in it which made her shrink fr@appearing on the
verandah.

However, when she did go back he was amusing Jphmaking a
playing card appear and disappear, and he barm@hcetl at her.

Even when she said, 'lt fits perfectly. Thank yarywmuch for
bringing it. What do | owe you?' he continued tdakahis nephew's
baffled face.

‘Nothing,' he said. 'It's a welcome to Antigua pres

‘But Ash, | can't possibly accept—'



'‘Oh, come now, Christiana, this isn't the nineteeentury and, if not
related by blood, we are both loco parentisto this young fellow.
That allows us to dispense with most of the coneast don't you
think?'

'‘Some of them, | suppose. But why should you payHis bikini as
well as everything else? It must be costing yoorauhe to keep us in
luxury like this. | can't feel comfortable about it

'‘Ah, but you see | have a scheme to recoup myyttla

Having made the card materialise behind John'getaagain, he put
it in the pocket of his shirt, ruffled the childiair, and stood up.

‘Are we ready for the beach? | brought you somgtlefse; an
American sun-screen with an extra high protectactdr for those
areas you haven't exposed yet.'

Now his dark gaze did scan her body, and she &lthlour rising,
although not in the fiery blush which had suffubed face yesterday
morning at Darcy's.

Striving not to lose her composure, she said, '"V8betof scheme?”
'I'll explain it some time when we'eedeux.'

He unbuckled his belt, unzipped his shorts andpgtéut of them.
Taking a tube from the pocket, he handed them tp dred asked,
'‘Could you put these inside for me somewhere befotelock up?
There's some money in the back pocket which | deatt to leave
lying around.’

'Of course.' She took them into the cottage, aedtsp few moments
checking that the other doors were locked.



What could he mean by a scheme to recover hisyduilaey hadn't
discussed the future yet, but already she knewerrhkart that Ash
was right about this being the best place for Johgrow up. How
could she deny him the chance to live in this wohdeclimate
where, already, she felt vitality bubbling up iresiger like a spring.

Before going into the sea, she and John put om thetshirts to
protect their backs from the sun. To her surprss) took a bottle
from his beach bag and asked her to oil his backifa.

'l shouldn't have thought you were in any dangdruohing,’ she said.

'I'm not, but anyone who spends a lot of time in and salt water
needs a rub with oil occasionally. It's the equawal of leather
dressing.'

He bent forward, hands on knees, so that she cmddh his
shoulders more easily.

Reluctant to touch him, she dribbled a small pdaibbetween his
shoulder blades, and spread it with the flat ofttaerd.

He had spoken of leather dressing, and that was bkdack felt
like—as smooth and supple as her one pair of gabdlkves, with
no jelly-like subcutaneous fat such as most peopléhe beach had,
only firm springy muscle and the hardness of bone.

As fast as she could, she spread a film over ik fsram the nape of
his neck almost to the top of his briefs.

‘You can go at it harder than that,’ he said. Bath hands. If it isn't
well rubbed in, it doesn't do the job.’

Freshly irritated by his assumption that she wotilshind having to
touch him, Christie capped the bottle and begaligder fingers into
him as hard as she could. Her nails were shapkdrtiingertips, so



there was no danger that she would scratch himsBathoped that
such vigorous rubbing would be rather more thamdu bargained
for. To complete the treatment she used the edfybsrohands to
perform a series of chopping movements up and dosvapine.

‘There you are. How was that?' she asked crisply.

Ash straightened, flexing his shoulders. 'Greatu'Y® missed your
vocation. You should have been a masseuse.' Hssvegee amused.

She felt that he knew she had been disturbed byvdreth of his
deeply tanned skin under her palms. Clearly thef@ute of her
fingers had caused him no more discomfort thanoiinJ had
pummelled his fists against the flat, muscular awaounding his
uncle's navel.

She went into the water full of unease and suppteasger, but came
out with her vexation forgotten in the wonder daditlfirst exploration
of the small reef close to the shore.

There was not much of a tide round the islandiimitea did rise and
fall, and that afternoon was low water. Some of tbeks were

exposed, and there were places among the corakwherbottom

was sandy under a shallow depth of water, so Wt dohn could

stand up.

'I'll take care that he doesn't graze himself. Daither of you, put
your hands near any holes in the rocks. Sometih@greé the homes
of moray eels, and they're anti-social creaturgsti had warned
them, before they started.

But the hazards of the reef were more than balabgéae beauty and
interest of the corals and brightly coloured fistone of which
seemed at all alarmed by the invasion of theirthabi



'Oh, that was marvellous! Thank you,' was her spuedus reaction
afterwards.

She had not been wearing her flippers, and Ashtévadd her and
John back to the beach. With them holding on tdargds, using only
undulating movements of his big black flippers, I&d surged
through the water at speed, pulling them with hths. hand had felt
cool; as impersonal as the hand of a doctor oligtefihe contact had
not reanimated her earlier feelings, and it waf wénuine gratitude
for an enriching experience that she pushed hek op@ff her face,
and expressed her pleasure.

‘That's only the beginning. Wait till you've sndikd the reefs
between Green Island and Fanny's Cove on the veesit.cThey
really are something. Why not get in some pracugth your
flippers? I'll keep an eye on our tiddler.’

Christie did as he suggested, still finding thpders more hindrance
than help, but persevering.

By the time she came out John was perched on aatdloe beach
bar, with Ash leaning beside him. She exchangedavteink bikini
for the dry green suit before strolling over tanjeihem.

Ash had seen her coming and ordered a banana daiduch the
barman placed on the counter as she climbed dretbigh stool on
the other side of John.

The little boy finished his drink when her glass swatill
three-quarters full. His uncle lifted him down aseht him off to play
with his bucket and spade under a palm-thatcheshaue until they
joined him.

Christie concluded he was making an opportunitygpeak to her
alone. But when, intensely curious, she prompted kaying, 'That



scheme you mentioned . . ." his response wast Iirbke to know
more about you.'

'‘But you already know everything.'
'I know the outlines, not the details.'
'What sort of details?"

Ash looked at her thoughtfully. 'l don't know muabout your
marriage, except that it was very brief.'

She stiffened. 'l really don't see what bearing mm@rriage has on
anything.'

'‘Perhaps it hasn't. I'm not sure. There are thaigsut you which
puzzle me, Christiana.'

Why did he persist in calling her by her full nana&d why did
hearing him say it always send a frisson down pere?

She tried to sound casual. 'For instance?"

'For instance, your agitated reaction to havingrywand kissed, and
your palpable shyness at appearing before meikira by no means
as scanty as some I've seen. If | hadn't knowndldwou were, and
that you'd been married, I'd have thought you weae
seventeen-year-old virgin. You're blushing agaithet moment,' he
added, with a quizzical glint.

'I—I can't help being sh-shy,' she stammered.

'l don't think you are shy, my girl, or not withexyone you meet.
Only with men, and that's odd in a woman of twefiotyr who's not
so recently widowed that her interest in men isgerarily atrophied.



You can't still be grieving for your husband, oruyeertainly
shouldn't be.’

Christie glanced at the barman. But he was in cmagi®n with a
waiter. There was no one to overhear what she ahdnere talking
about.

'‘No, I'm not," she agreed, in a low tone. 'Butatiyd known several
widows, | don't think you'd find my attitude unusu&/e're often on
edge in male company, because most of us haveveigmbthat the
world is full of men who think we're ... so starvadsex that they'll be
doing us a favour by . . . by...'

Her voice tailed off and she put her lips to theast her eyes
downcast, her cheeks burning.

‘And you're nervous that, if you relax with me, ayrbe encouraged
to make a pass at you?' he enquired.

'I don't know. | shouldn't think so, but one nekeows. The fact that
you—' She stopped short.

'Yes? Go on,' he prompted.

‘The fact that you probably have a woman in yote Wwouldn't

necessarily prevent you from having a shot at mel'nh not

overrating my attractions. | don't think I'm anyihispecial. It's just
the way things are for women in my situation.'

'‘On the contrary, you're an extremely attractivé glthough you try
to disguise the fact. Frankly, | don't think youeiry a widow has
much to do with the number of men who've had a ahgou, to use
your own phrase. After all, if you'd never been meat, you wouldn't
still be a virgin. The good- looking girl of twenfgur who has never
had a lover must be non-existent.'



'‘Possibly.' She wished he would drop the subjéetak bad enough
being exposed to his powerful aura of sexualityhait having to
discuss that aspect of life with him.

‘You sound uncertain,' he remarked. 'Is it possible disapprove of
amorous relationships outside marriage?'

‘No, | don't disapprove.'
'‘But you've never indulged in one yourself?'

'If you feel entitled to cross-examine me in thesythe answer is no,’
she said coldly.

‘You've presupposed that | have a girl-friend.ihkh'm entitled to
find out your views on sex, religion and so on. IAgointed out
earlier, sharing the responsibility for John plagge a rather special
relationship.'

Christie glanced over her shoulder at the smaillrégousy with his
bucket.

' wish it were a responsibility we could share pmdy," she
murmured unhappily.

'‘Perhaps it is,' was Ash's reply. As she turnedestipning face to
him, he went on, 'That's where my scheme come#lan.| can't
explain now. | have to g&unbird'sdue in at English Harbour early
this evening, and | want to be there when she sefibmorrow night
we'll have dinner at The Admiral's Inn. The managetinere will lay
on a baby-sitter for John. I'll pick you up at hadist six. Now, if you
wouldn't mind unlocking the cottage for me, I'llectye and be on my
way.'



FOUR

THAT night was a restless one for Christie. While Jslept soundly
in the other bed, she lay on her back with her katesped under her
head, watching the black silhouette of a palm &igaanst the moonlit
sky, its fronds fluttered by the same trade- wirkdolv was driving a
great fleet of clouds across the horizon.

Thinking over her conversation with Ash, she woedehow he
would have reacted if she had answered his questiathfully. But

the truth was something she would never confessiyone, least of
all to a man who looked virile enough to bed a whbarem of
women.

How could someone like him ever understand somékader? He
would think her unnatural, as indeed she was; awdal people,
even if they strove to hide it, were repelled bysdawho were not. He
would think she was flawed through and through, pathaps he
would be right. It was enough to warp anyone'sitggix months of
secret misery. To which, after Mike's death, haghb&dded the even
worse guilt of knowing that what everyone else baen as a tragedy
had, for her, been a merciful reprieve from a retethip which had
become intolerable.

How much longer could she have borne them, thoskinga
nightmares which had made going upstairs sometbig dreaded,
and their bedroom not a bower of bliss but a ptdatisappointment
and despair?

Not that he had ever hurt her deliberately. Thereks he had
inflicted had been unwitting. He would have beerrified to know
that what he had thought tremors of pleasure h&acinbeen shivers
of revulsion. She had loved him until their weddiagd from that
night on, gradually, hope had died that making lreelld ever be the
rapturous experience she had once anticipated.



Now, years later, and far away from where it hagpeaed, it still

sent a shudder through her to remember what itbesa like and

how, on her first night alone in their white doubked, she had wept,
not with grief, but with relief that never again wd any man ever
have the right to make so-called love to her crigdiody.

Inevitably these were memories which would neveicbmpletely
erased; but they troubled her less and less oftehad until Ash's
probing had brought them vividly to mind.

She wondered if her explanation of her nervousinask satisfied
him. He was certainly right in thinking she was bty in the
ordinary way; and not, in fact, shy of all his s@nly of those who
showed signs of being interested in her, and tvere not many who
noticed a woman who took pains to be as unnotieeabpossible.

Ash was the first man who had shown any inclinatefiirt with her
for a long time. Christie guessed that his deliteenaisunderstanding
of her question about the Antigua Kiss had beerermoorder to take
a rise out of her than from any strong desire &% kier hand or to
administer the other kisses he had referred to.

Perhaps her reserve was a challenge to him. Hetnfigjle knew the
whole truth, find that even more of a challenge.sttack her as the
kind of man who had enormous confidence in his s®ras a lover,
and who would feel sure that he could succeed witbers failed.

Once, wretchedly unhappy at the thought of nevemigachildren,
she had snatched at the straw that her frigidigghtmot be incurable.
But as the only way to test the possibility wasligtunacceptable to
her, she had put the idea out of her head.

She could never again go to bed with a man unlessliked and
respected him for his breadth of mind and streonditharacter, and



in that case she couldn't endure the chance—mone,
probability—of being repelled by his caresses.

Lying awake in the middle of the night, and wondgrsadly how
many of the women in the other cottages were shgem their
husbands' or lovers' arms, Christie knew that dnte took her by
force would she ever again be pinioned beneathrasnedy. And
even the mocking-eyed, confident philanderers Aika did not take
women against their will; although she could ima&gihat he might
have been capable of doing so had he lived in dieeeentury when
a man might do as he pleased with a woman witheaessarily
being considered a brute.

In the morning she could not be sure whether it lbeeh a fantasy
before she slept, or a dream while she slept: visan of herself

spreadeagled on a bed in the captain's cabin ovat@er, with Ash

stripping off the clothes of two hundred years abe, upper part of
his face in shadow but the light from a swingingtéan showing a
smile of unmistakable meaning playing round thenews of his

well-cut but sensual mouth.

Sitting on the edge of her bed, its fine Sea-Islaotton sheets
rumpled by her restlessness, Christie hoped itde®th a dream. She
didn't like the idea that it might have been a fgtnof her conscious
Imagination rather than one produced by her sulmtons mind. The
subconscious threw up all kinds of weird imagesciwhihad no
relation to life, but fantasies were another mateiorm of wishful
thinking.

Oh, it musthave been a dream, she told herself. No one vath |
history would voluntarily daydream the sequenceewénts which
had followed that, so to speak, opening shot.



But when, by lunchtime, the dream remained clednawvid instead
of fading and losing reality as dreams usuallyadhe day went on,
she began to suspect that she must have inventas Akbw,
remorseless subjugation of her struggling body.

'You're not talking to me today, Aunt Christie. Ayeu cross with
me?' her nephew asked plaintively.

Glad to be distracted from her thoughts, Christiecdd a bright
smile. 'No, of course I'm not cross with you, dagliYou're a good
boy and | love you very much. Even when you're h&gygvhich isn't
often, | still love you, you know. You'll be extgmod tonight when a
nice person comes to look after you while I'm outhvincle Ash
won't you? Her name is Mrs Jones. She sounds veoh iiike Mrs
Kelly, and you know how much you liked her.’

‘Yes, I'll be a good boy,' John promised. 'But wlan't | come with
you and Uncle Ash?'

'‘Because it will be long past your bedtime befoeeaome back, and
we're going to have supper at a restaurant whiclonly for
grown-ups in the evening. I'll tell you all abottamorrow morning.'

Mrs Jones arrived half an hour before Ash was ane quickly made
friends with her charge. Christie had already b that she was
the widow of an official of the British regime.

'I'm what's called a "belonger"," she told Christiéhat's the name
given to foreigners who have lived here for morantiseven years,
and I've been here for thirty. | couldn't go bagkengland. | should
be a foreigner there now.’

'Is this dress sufficiently formal for The Admisalinn?' Christie
asked her.



She had put on the simple dress she had run uplhersing one of
Vogue's Very Easy patterns and a remnant lengtivhatfie cotton
gabardine.

‘You could wear something dressier if you liked.'
'l haven't anything dressier with me.'

'Oh, then that will do very nicely. Antigua isn't@mal island. One
or two hotels insist on a tie or a shirt with alaofor men after seven
o'clock, and some women like to dress up with tme@nfolk in
lightweight sports coats. But in general it's afywcasual. I've been
to The Admiral's Inn and seen a young man wearggnd shorts
with frayed hems. But most of the people who dinere strike a
happy medium. Are you going to add a little jewsllany dear?"

‘Yes.' Christie returned to the bedroom and publack shoes, and
some black and white beads. The dress made theofrost tan, still

pale by comparison with those of the guests nedahagnd of their
holidays, but a great improvement on the pallor Bad had on
arrival.

'‘Why not wear a flower in your hair—a red flowenjiggested Mrs
Jones.

'I'm not the right type,' said Christie.

She had no wish to displease Ash by appearing tatdyidressed,
but nor did she feel it incumbent on her to altear husual
hyper-unobtrusive style.

Although she was expecting him, his rap on the dagade her jump.
As she went to admit him, she remembered the ¢urisomouth as
she had seen it during the night—whether wakingleeping, she
still wasn't perfectly certain—and she felt herottr dry up with
tension.



'‘Good evening, Christiana. Have you had a good' tey@nquired, as
he crossed the threshold.

'‘Good evening. Yes, we have, thank you. This isLiimbard, Mrs
Jones.'

‘How do you do, Mr Lambard.’

It seemed to Christie that a flicker of perturbatghowed in Mrs
Jones's mild eyes, and that her acknowledgemeaheahtroduction
had a certain stiffness which had not been in taermar earlier.

Ash was wearing a suit of pale grey linen exceat the top wasn't a
coat but a combination of short-sleeved shirt ac#tgt with a vent at
the back and pockets with flaps on the chest.

He said, 'We shan't keep you up late, Mrs JonessiWgald be back
here by eleven, and I'll run you home on my way éom

So he wasn't spending tonight with Bettina.

‘Thank you, but that won't be necessary. | didirhe by taxi, | drove
myself here. I'm not nervous of driving at nighhefe's no one who
would harm me, not even the Rastas, I'm suresaide'So there's no
need to cut short your evening if you want to statuntil midnight,
Mrs Chapman. | have my sewing and a book. I'll bikeghappy to
stay until twelve, if you wish.'

In his car, as they set out to drive to Englishddar on the south
coast, Christie asked, 'Who are the Rastas?'

‘The Rasterferians. They're young men who wear tiar in a style
known as "dreadlocks". It looks like the head ahap—usually a
very dirty mop,' he answered, with a grimace. 'Maspectable,
church- going-Antiguans regard the Rastas as thieaad

troublemakers, but | know one foreigner living hete has one who



works in her garden. She says he's a hard, wiNugker who

wouldn't dream of stealing from her. Generally ile Rastas who
sometimes behave in a hostile way towards touiasts, make them
feel unnecessarily nervous. The fact is that hewentigua there are
people who dislike the whites in the same way tvat in England
there are people who can't stand the blacks. Bidarithe majority of

people, both here and there, have no animus toveamigone of a
different colour. They're happy to live and legliv

'l must have imagined it, | suppose, but | wondafellrs Jones
might have a slight animus towards you. Have yar emcountered
her before?'

'Not as far as | recall.’

‘Then obviously I did imagine it." She fell silegiad of the wide
bench seat which left a good space between thelikeuBettina's
white sports car in which, every time Ash changedrghis hand
would almost have brushed her thigh.

It was dusk when they drove down a long hill oveking a large
stretch of water which he told her was Falmouthbdar, a much
larger but more shallow anchorage than the neangjyigh Harbour.

‘That's Pizzas in Paradise—a good place for a ¢Hiélapy lunch,’
said Ash, as they passed a verandah restauratdplkes packed with
young people with the sun-bleached hair and tafiaeges of yacht
crews. Not much farther on he stopped the carmarking area close
to the water.

‘The Dockyard is closed to most traffic. We'll dinew, before the
restaurant fills up, then have our coffee abd&udbirdwhere we can
be quiet and discuss things. There'll be no oreeaisboard her. The
last lot of charterers flew back to New York thi®srming, and the
next don't arrive till tomorrow.'



'‘Does that mean you'll be taking over as skipper?"
'‘No, not this time. Perhaps next time. It deperals things go.'

Holding her lightly by the arm, just above the elhte steered her
along a roadway between a brick building on the &fd a high bank
with trees growing on it. Ahead of them, lit byaarip, for already the
dusk had become darkness, were the gates of th&y&maic
surmounted by an old ship's bell.

Immediately inside the gates, Ash made a sharprivdnd soon, a
few steps farther on, they were in the ground$iefiuilding which
had formed one side of the roadway.

‘This was the Boat House. The upper floor was ldafawhere sails
were made and repaired, but it was destroyed bgaathquake in
1843, and these pillars were capped to preserva,'ttine told her,
indicating the immense stone pillars on their ridititby concealed
floodlamps.

Beyond the pillars was a small wet dock, and beybrsithe garden
terraces sloping down from The Admiral's Inn to theonlit waters
of the historic harbour.

The ground floor of the inn had a staircase ascgndo the
bedrooms, a bar, a comfortable sitting area witbrlicovered sofas
and large table lamps on the end tables, and tws obdining tables.
There were also tables outside on the floodlitaisss, *nd this was
where they ate their meal, with a steel band ptayimder a tree over
by the wet dock.

They began with pumpkin soup, followed by Lobsteefimidor with
buttered christophene, a vegetable new to Chriash.said it was a
squash of Mexican origin now grown throughout tlopics.



She thought the white flesh rather tasteless anddered if, like

parsnips, it might be more palatable roasted. dhstér, served in its
shell, she found quite delicious, although it was presented in the
classic manner with dry sherry in it and a crisppiag of buttery

breadcrumbs.

'‘As you probably realise, this lobster isn't theetFrenchhomard,”
said Ash, pausing to drink some white wine. 'lkkathe delicious
claw meat of the northern lobster, which is bluewkt comes out of
the sea. This fellow is a spiny rock lobster, reldirown with extra
long antennae and most of the meat in the tailth@riFrench islands
it's calledlangouste Here, purists call it a crawfish. In Antigua it's
almost invariably cooked like this, but | feel taemust be more
varied ways to serve it.'

'Oh, there are—many ways,' she agreed. 'l canlthaairied them all,
because lobster in England is so expensive. Bitisitheaper here
one could do the whole gamut—Lobster Newburg, Lebst
Americaine, parfait, Mongole, Supreme . . . theWith adjustments
for the lack of claws.’

'| gathered you were more than a good plain coothbyspices and
off-beat ingredients | saw in your cupboards. Al4g Kelly told me
she had known you to cook superbly on occasioessald, leaning
back in his chair.

The terrace was not brightly lit and where theyengtting, under a
canopy of leaves, there were romantic shadows atdh@s of
moonlight.

His movement put a mask of shadow across the yggveof his face
from the high cheekbones up to his dark hair. @krisrenched her
gaze away from his mouth with its wide rather tingper lip and full
lower lip.



'I—I don't know about that, but | do love cookinghich is half the
battle. When my father was alive we used, occa#lign@ feast
ourselves in the grand manner.’

‘And your husband? Was he a gourmet?'

'‘No, he had a hearty appetite—especially on Suradey playing
rugger on Saturday—but he only liked the traditlofanglish
dishes—roast beef, Yorkshire pud, apple pie.'

'‘Rugger . . . hm? | was always afraid of the imgsriA broken nose
wouldn't have mattered. Might even have been
improvement'—stroking his large, high-bridged no8ait | never
fancied the idea of having my teeth knocked outy\¢gitless of me,
I'm afraid, but there it is.’

‘Not gutless . . . sensible. Mike had lost sevissih.'

Christie remembered the dismay she had felt om wedding night
when, just for a joke, her husband had taken oathihdgework
replacing two lost teeth. He had put it back alnasince, but it had
been the first jarring note. The second had beeenwshe had
emerged from the bathroom, shy in her white chifi@htgown, and
he had said, "You won't need that on, old girke been a model of
good behaviour so far—not much chance to be anytbise while
your old man was breathing down my neck—»but torsgtite night
we start making up for lost time. So strip off, ikle a good girl. |
expect you spent a bomb on that nonsense, andtivdamt to tear it.'

Had she been foolishly over-sensitive? Or had henhmude and
crass? How could she ever know the answer?

‘Were you really expelled from your school, or wdmat an
exaggeration on Paul's part?' she asked, to shuheudistasteful
memory.



'‘My father was asked to remove me. As my partnarime was a
member of the staff, it was a hushed-up expulsion.’

‘What kind of crime?' she asked blankly. The orifgrace she could
think of involving a master and a boy was unbelm®an relation to
the man on the opposite side of the table.

He read her mind and his mouth quirked. 'No, | vehsays

heterosexual. | was caugim flagrante delictowith one of the

assistant matrons. Had a master come in and fosgnd should

probably have got off with a beating. | was seventeShe was
twenty, and not inexperienced. Unfortunately it wesHeadmaster's
wife who caught us, a woman of the highest mordie was deeply
shocked—and perhaps subconsciously envious, thel Hemg a

scholarly aesthete of powerful intellect but somatlcking in red

blood.’

'It's not brawn which makes a good lover,' Chrisa@&l shortly.

How would | know? she thought, the next instantydMaMike was a
wonderful lover. He wanted to do it every nightd@ometimes again
in the morning. So often ... so quickly ... oh, Gtd me not think
about it.

‘No, it's not," Ash agreed, his tone casual. 'Rutis it an intellectual
exercise. A happy medium is desirable, wouldn't yay? Will you
have pudding or cheese?'

She had the Chefs Cake, he the Stilton.

‘No coffee, thank you. The bill, please,’ he saidheir attentive
waiter.

When it came, he signed it and tipped. 'Now weé&'tilsacross to my
mooring.'



On the way he paused by a building with tall Gemmgdoors and
windows like those of The Admiral's Inn. But thisasvof timber
construction, with a balustraded balcony abovewide verandah
surrounding the ground floor.

‘The Admiral's House. Tradition has it that Nel$wed there when
he was based in Antigua between 1784 and 178acintie house
wasn't built until midway through the next centuand the house
Nelson really occupied was on the site of the pres#ficers'
quarters. This place contains quite an interestingeum which you
should come and see another day.'

He moved on towards a three-storeyed building whiehsaid had
originally been the vast copper and lumber store.

'‘Now it's twelve self-catering apartments, donarupxcellent taste,
some for four and some for two people. | would hiaweked you in
here, except that they're full at present.’

Passing other buildings they came to the dockssadf, the moored

vessels spread round the semicircular quay likestioks of a fan,

their sterns to the quay, their cabin lights castolden spangles on
the dark still water between them.

‘There she is—munbird,'said Ash.

Christie heard the pride in his voice as he stelkeedowards his own
vessel. So might another man have said, of a felwbman, "There
she is—my wife.'

‘But surely this isn't the boat you told me abauit?' she asked, as
they stepped on board what seemed to her inexpest &n almost
new yacht.

'‘No, that'sSunbird OneShe's up north in the British Virgins for &
month. This is a more recent acquisition. | had gl for me in



Denmark. She's a staysail schooner, built to takéousix guests;
seventy-four feet long, not counting her bowspsitth a beam of
sixteen feet six. She has three double cabins &nsirgyle bunks;
three of the cabins have basins, and the bathr@sna lproper bath. |
think you'll be surprised by the size of her salbon

Christie was. She had had no idea that a cruisauptis quarters
between decks could be so spacious and well-agubifithere was
no question of roughing it. The saloon had a tHitled carpet,
well-upholstered banquettes and an armchair, dibdaay of several
hundred books housed on shelves between builthmefits of rich
dark mahogany.

Ash left her to explore the passengers' cabinsawtglmade coffee in
the galley. By the time she returned to the salgosatly impressed
by what she had seen, the coffee was ready.

‘Normally we serve real coffee made from freshiyugnd beans, but |
remembered that you prefer the decaffeinated ihstaiff,' he said,
setting the tray on the polished table, and turnmga cupboard
containing bottles and glasses. 'What liqueur wgold like? | think

we have most of the best known ones.'

‘Do you have Drambuie?’

‘Certainly." Having filled two small glasses, hé& ke bottle on the
table, slid his long legs underneath it, and sedtetself on the
banquette at right angles to the part on whichvaesitting.

'Now—to business," he said, in a brisk tone, ratigvher of the
anxiety that having coffee on his schooner mightthee nautical
equivalent of being taken to someone's apartmembdk at their
etchings.

'‘As possibly you know," he began, 'Antigua usetléaovered with
estates growing sugar cane. Nowadays, many of the and the



Great Houses are in ruins. But some have survimegbod order.

Unless tourists are interested in history or aedhitre, they don't
usually see them, except perhaps Marble Hillujf'sn the north-west
corner. An artist called Dominic Hapsburg lives amdrks there,

designing hand-printed fabrics and clothes whiéhsaid in most of

the good shops. Another fine house is Mercer'siCieg kept up and
used by outsiders, with Antiguan caretakers. Thaalkso a scheme
whereby people can lease these old places at r@asomnents,

providing they undertake to preserve them.’

He paused to swallow some coffee and, after a mgrmentinued,
'I've bought a Great House called Heron's Sounthdfow I'll take
you to see it. It's full of splendid antiques, littg been very badly
neglected and needs drastic renovations. Whedoit's up, | mean to
run it as a very superior kind of guesthouse. Bat f need someone
with taste to redecorate it, and then to act as t
chatelaine—supervising the servants, arrangindldleeers, making
the people who'll come there feel as if they wéeagiag in the house
of an exceptionally good hostess. How does it dppeayou,
Christiana? Instead of going back to London, tg sere and work
with me?'

For some seconds Christie was speechless.
‘But | have a job,' was her first reaction.

'‘People change jobs. I'm sure if you wrote immetyato your
Principal—perhaps a cable would be better—explgitie situation
in relation to John, your Head would be preparelease you from
whatever agreement you have with the school. Adtkryou are
John's surrogate mother even if | am his legaldjaar Had you been
married, and your husband had been posted abrexgectedly, you
would have had to go with him.'

‘Yes, that's true, | suppose.’



‘Wouldn't you like to stay here? Doesn't Antiguaesd to you?'
'It seems a ... a paradise to me."

'‘Nowhere on this earth is paradise,’ Ash said, @aradonic note.
‘True, there are no serpents here—the mongoosesseaw to that.
They were brought in to wipe out the snakes, amg thd it a long
time ago. The only slithering creatures are sormelbivorms which
live on Great Bird Island. But we do have scorpi@msl other
unfriendly insects, and the climate isn't alwaygegas pleasant as it
Is now. It can be humid at times, and we have gdsrad drought, and
hurricanes.'

Christie turned the stem of her liqueur glass,dnat didn't raise it to
her lips. She was far too preoccupied.

‘But could | do it?—The job, | mean. | think youedka professional
interior designer to do up a house of that order.’

'l think not," was his crisp response. 'You havee#ignt taste of
precisely the kind the house needs. | knew thabas as | saw your
flat.’

‘But my flat is a do-it-yourself job, with Laura gy papers and
fabrics. They're some of the most reasonable omtr&et.'

'So much the better. If you can achieve the sarfeeteqt Heron's
Sound without spending a fortune, | shall be vepaged. | don't
believe in cheeseparing, but nor do | think thetre@pensive articles
are necessarily the best. Good design is what spuarid not
everyone has an eye for it. Clearly, you have.'

'So has your friend Bettina Long,' said Christimri't you think she
might like the job?’



'She is ultra-modern in her taste. She wouldn'katere to begin
restoring an old house—except by getting rid of th# original
contents and starting from scratch with new s#yéffor the running
of the place, she'd be hopeless. Bettina has a ewailialents, but
they don't include the domestic arts.’

‘When do you want Heron's Sound to be ready?’

'‘As soon as possible. If you started immediatelhaduld think the
place could be habitable by the end of Februacgnllay on a work
force to help you. You can't be expected to doaitvrgelf on that
scale.’

‘What about my flat in London?'

'l suggest you retain it for three months. I'm sdrs Kelly would be

happy to keep the place aired and dusted in rdtura holiday at

Heron's Sound later on. In three months' time yboaukl have

decided whether you want to stay here permaneintlyhich case
you can fly back to arrange for your furniture ® $hipped over, or
she can take care of that as well.’

'I—I don't know what to say,' said Christie uncea

'‘Don't say anything. Sleep on it. Drink your coffeefore it goes
cold.'

Christie did as he bade her, but without tastinigsha was drinking.
‘How long have you owned Heron's Sound?' she asked.

‘Not long. It's a matter of weeks since the de@disecinto my hands.
But I've known about it for a long time, and suffiéra good deal of
uncertainty as to whether it would ever be mineeriuvally—
although not for many years yet—I hope to be abbfford to keep it
for my personal use.’



Ash refilled his glass with Drambuie. 'As it's ratla gloomy place at
present, | think it might be advisable not to tal@hn with us
tomorrow. No doubt Mrs Jones would be preparedpend an
afternoon on the beach with him.’

‘Probably.’

There were footsteps on deck, and a man's voided¢caAhoy
below!

Ash raised his voice slightly. 'Ahoy there!

The man who entered the saloon a few momentsvateof medium
height, very thick-set, with a neatly trimmed cublpnd beard and
light blue eyes in a brown face. He looked to bkigmlate twenties.

‘This is Bob WrightSunbird Two'skipper when I'm not aboard," Asr
told Christie. '‘Bob, this is Mrs Christiana Chapmahose sister was
married to my half-brother.'

‘How d'you do, Mrs Chapman. Nice to meet you. Stomntrude on
you, Ash, but I thought I'd have an early nightvas pretty late
getting my head down laSt night, and | don't wangteet the new
party with bags under my eyes.'

'‘No intrusion, Bob. We were on the point of leavangyway. I'll be
here to say hello to the new lot, and assure thatrybu are every bit
as competent as | am.'

'In seamanship, maybe. Not at sailing downhill iité fair sex,"' was
Bob's quick-fire response. Then he glanced at Gaisd reddened,
clearly regretting his riposte.

Ash's dark face showed no reaction, nor was theyelespleasure in
the tone of his goodnight to the other man.



They walked back past three moonlit capstans sod®d by a low
wall which was all that was left of the Capstan b@u

‘The capstans were restored by volunteers fronRey@l Navy ships
in the early Fifties,' he told her. 'l should haxplained to you earlier
that the whole of this dockyard was abandoned éyRibyal Navy in
1899 because the winding way in was unsuitablerfodern ships.
Fifty years later, in 1949, an ex-Navy Commandemrrnédn
Nicholson, with his wife and sons set out from Emgl to sail to
Australia in their schoonéviollihawk. They put in here for refitting
and fell in love with the place which, at that tinveas completely
neglected and in danger of total dereliction. Agdewf years or so
later the Society of the Friends of English Harbeas founded, with
people like the Queen and Lady Churchill takingirterest. The
wealthy Americans who had bought twelve hundreeésof land to
build the Mill Reef Club were also very generoupmmurters. But it
was the Nicholson family who were the prime movéenvy them
sailing in here and, over a period of thirty yeaseing it slowly
restored to the way it is now.'

‘And, on a much smaller scale, you want to do sbmegtsimilar with
Heron's Sound?’

‘Yes, if | can. | wasn't the first person to takei@terest in it, but the
owner—a man in his eighties— had gone back to Hugland
refused to sell it. He was a distinguished old [say| arranged for a
friend to cable me as soon as his obituary notmgeared inThe
Timesl was able to contact his heirs. Heron's Soundoeaa left to a
nephew who arranged for a local surveyor to repothe state of the
place, and estimate the cost of restoration andeypkOn the basis of
that report, the nephew accepted my offer. It washargain, by any
means, but | think it will prove to have been argbinvestment.’

They had left the dockyard by now, and were alrbask at the car.



Motoring up the long hill from Falmouth and therraingh the
villages of Liberta, Sweets and All Saints, theyavsilent. Ash gave
all his attention to the bends in the road and g¢heny-skinned
villagers who, unless they were wearing light dlogh tended to
merge into the darkness, especially when thereowasming traffic.

Christie had plenty to preoccupy her; not only Asastounding
proposition, but also the several fresh insightis ms nature.

With hindsight, she guessed that the cry of 'Alfiyh on deck had
been Bob's tactful precaution in caSenbird Two'sowner was
engaged in 'sailing downhill' with his latest qyarr

And, as Ash had told his deputy that he would les@nt tomorrow to
welcome the next charter party, it seemed a red$ordeduction
that, if not spending the night with Bettina, hesvgdeeping in some
bed other than his own on the schooner.

She was tempted to put him on the spot by askingrevhe kept his
belongings when the schooner was not at the dodkaut it might

be she who was embarrassed if he chose to tethbdruth. No, on
second thoughts, his private life had nothing tevith her, and it was
better to pretend to be blind to it.

'I'll call for you at two, and we'll be back by &y said Ash, as the car's
wheels bumped over the grid at the entrance toGbleny. He
escorted her inside the main block, where he aslsb@ would like a
nightcap at the bar.

When Christie refused, he said, 'As you wish. GagidnChristiana.’

‘Goodnight." She had already thanked him for dinsershe walked
away quickly.



When, before turning a corner, she glanced oveslimaulder, he had
already disappeared. Whether to return to theteayo to the bar on
his own, or to hurry to Bettina's cottage, she wmédver know.

Mrs Jones answered Christie's enquiries by sapaiglohn had been
an angel, and she had enjoyed the supper broudjgrton a trolley
from the restaurant.

‘Yes, certainly I'll come tomorrow," she agreedwi\Navill you join
me in a cup of tea, Mrs Chapman. I've just thisutemmade myself a
full pot, as vou kindly invited me to do so.'

Thank you.' Christie fetched another cup.

She had already explained the reason for her presamthe island,
and John's uncle's connection with her sister.

After some minutes of small talk, the older womards'So it's Mr
Lambard who is the little boy's guardian. You diagnéntion him by
name when you were telling me about it before yamtwout. Had
you had much to do with Mr Lambard prior to losyaur sister, Mrs
Chapman?'

'‘No, nothing at all. Neither had Jenny. The two rad kept in touch
by letter, but that was all. They hadn't met eatieofor years.'

'l see." Mrs Jones pursed her lips. "That putsaedifficult position.'
'‘Really? Why? | don't understand.'

'I'm not a gossip, Mrs Chapman. | have never inelilgn the
scandalmongering which goes on in any community revlemme
people have little to do but to drink and discusghe other's
shortcomings. However, you're very young, and | sae that the
little boy is devoted to you, and you to him. Seeél it's my duty to



tell you that, from all I've heard, Mr Lambard igvest unsuitable
person to have charge of any child.'



FIVE

CHRISTIE felt an automatic mistrust for anyone who preface
revelations with 'l feel it's my duty . . .’

‘In what way unsuitable?' she asked, her toneestiif).

'He makes no secret of his predilection for theaogjip sex. No
attractive female, married or single, is safe witim. The
granddaughter of two very dear friends of mine canneon holiday
last year, and became entangled with him. She edtheghe young
man whom her family hoped she would marry. He thek to the
Lord Nelson Ball at the end of Sailing Week, whiae Governor
presents the prizes to the winning yachtsmen. Mnlard won two
of the trophies. No one would dispute his skilbaselmsman. But |
think even his friends in the sailing fraternity ne@eshocked by the
unscrupulous manner in which he cut out Lucy'scearMy friends
were not present themselves, but I've been tolkbbyeone who was
that he flirted outrageously with her, ignored p&mger and, quite
deliberately, encouraged Lucy to drink more thais waod for her.
Then he took her somewhere in his car, and thegmiteseen again
until the following morning. Naturally her poor gwdparents were
quite distraught with worry, as was Roger.'

‘How did her grandparents know? Were they sittipdan her?'
'Roger woke them up to ask their advice.'

‘It would have been more to the point if he'd sexbpucy going off
with Mr Lambard. | don't think alarming her grandgats, and
advertising her indiscretion, was very sensiblénhioh. He sounds
rather feeble to me,' was Christie's reaction.

But although she felt obliged to take a defenstaace, inwardly she
thought it contemptible of Ash to filch another rsagirl in the
manner described. It was one thing for him to anhiseself with



sophisticates such as Bettina. The seduction siesldly girls was
a different matter altogether.

'What was the outcome?' she asked.

‘The outcome was that the two young people quaddind broke
their engagement. Roger flew home immediately. WMehambard
had the effrontery to call on Lucy, her grandfathefused him
admission. Whereupon, | regret to say, Lucy behaswezh more
foolishly by packing her bags and announcing tlihat istended to
spend the rest of her holiday with him.’

'And did she?"

'‘No. A few days later she, too, was on her way heisent packing
by Mr Lambard who, having seduced the poor chiketyvquickly
grew bored and turned his attentions elsewhere.’

'l see. Well, | don't know that Mr Lambard's moralsrelation to
women have much bearing on his role as John's gugr€hristie
said guardedly.

'I'm sorry to say it's not only his liaisons whitlave made him

persona non grataamong people of integrity,’ said Mrs Jone:
‘Several years ago, before he was known as aitibedome even

more unpleasant rumours about him were circuldting.

Christie bit her lip and said nothing. Her instin@s to tell Mrs Jones
that ancient rumours, probably with no foundatiweye not of the
smallest interest to her. But her common sensehtidhat Ash was
almost a stranger. It might be wiser to listen totlae scandal
attaching to him. Exaggerated it might be, but egessip usually
had a germ of truth in it.

'It was when he first came to Antigua,’ Mrs Jonastinued. 'He was
befriended by Lady Anna Fitz-warren, the daughter duke and the



widow of a distinguished statesman. She was old exitemely
eccentric. She never mixed with the English comtyyrand was
only seen in St John's once a year when she stgeedsitors' book
at Government House. Young men do not cultivatdates, except
with an eye to the main chance. When she died herited

everything she possessed. It was thought by a nuaflpeople that
he might have precipitated her death.’

‘That | donotbelieve! stated Christie. ‘A rake . . . yes, th@amay be.
A murderer—no! That's a slander | can't accept,iymu knew him
personally, you wouldn't either, Mrs Jones.’

'l didn't suggest that he murdered her!" The balgydooked put out.
‘You said "precipitated her death™.’

'‘Precisely. By which | meant he may have hasteheld was well
known that she . . . shall we say, raised her elddwLambard
encouraged that weakness which, at her age, mustieen harmful.
Had he not done so, she might have lived seveaabkyenger.'

'It sounds all conjecture to me,' said Christiemé@act about Mr
Lambard is that he has voluntarily taken on residitg for the
child in there. He could have avoided the job afidgpng up John.'

'‘Perhaps if John's father was wealthy . . .'

'He wasn't—quite the reverse. Mr Lambard standgaio nothing.
John will be a charge on his income.’

'| daresay he can afford it. He charges a fortanthé people who
charter his boats." Mrs Jones looked at her walkich.time | was
leaving. At least I've warned you, Mrs Chapman.ill @nly repeat
that Mr Lambard is not a man in whom | would pldoe much
confidence, were | in your shoes.’



After she had departed, visibly ruffled by Christitailure to accept
all her gossip as gospel, Christie went to theroatin. She had left
her nightdress and slippers there in order toegady for bed without
disturbing John. Not that he was easily distur@auhight when she
opened the blinds—the glass louvres were alreaéyn-efand the
room was flooded with moonlight, he did not stineSent over him
and brushed a feather-soft kiss on his cheek.

Ash had told her to sleep on his offer, but alreadpd even in the
light of Mrs Jones disquieting revelations—she kngve had no
choice but to accept the job. She could not parhfthis small boy,
except if she had no alternative. She had grovavehim too dearly
to reject any chance to stay with him and watch gniaw up.

No one could live without someone to love and bedbby. Even the
cupboard love of a cat or the silent companiongfi@ dog was
enough to keep an old person going. But Christie yeaing and she
needed some form of human love. And John needed\béfor long,
and not too possessively. She would never allowsdiketo cling to
him in the stifling way of some Women who, when tinge came for
iIndependence, did not want to let their childrenByat while he was
small and defenceless—and in case some of his'singlsavoury
reputation was well founded—she would stay andgatdtim.

How she would protect herself if Ash took it ints head to add her
scalp to his belt, she was not sure. No doubt vgherstarted to work
for him the local busybodies would look askancheat and perhaps
she, too, would soon bpersona non grataamong the elderly
members of the foreign community. If so, it couldr@ helped.

When Ash came to fetch her the following afterndenywas wearing
a pair of old jeans and a shabby tee-shirt.



'l assumed you wouldn't have any old clothes wah,yso | brought
you these. No point in dirtying % our good clothés, said, handing
over a similar outfit.

The jeans are Bob's. Mine would be too long inldgefor you. His
will be too big round the waist, but the belt wilbbld them up. The
plimsolls are fives—I hope that's about right.'

‘Just right." She retreated to the bedroom to ahang

The plimsolls were new. He must have bought themh& on his
way to or back from English Harbour. The tee-shat the faded
legendl survived Antigua Sailing We#&10 printed across the chest.

Half a mile down the road from the Colony, theresvsamething on
the macadam which made Ash slow the car. Christiedd out of the
window to look at the large grey land crab whiclkeraed to be
looking at her, its eyes on the end of stalkdhuige pincer claw held
still.

‘Are they harmless?' she asked.

He nodded. 'Although | shouldn't care to wave mieldaot in front
of it,' he said dryly, as he drove on.

‘John has been trying to catch one of the smallj-saloured crabs
which live in the holes on the beach, but they'teelmtoo quick for
him. Why do we need these old clothes? Is the heeisedirty?'

'Pretty filthy. Nothing's been done inside yet.phésent I'm having
the drive cleared, and the worst of the potholésdfiin on the
approach road. | say "road"—it's only a dirt tradke drive was
virtually impenetrable. | used to get in by a gtratk between the
Sound and the garden. That's how we'll get thetayte-hire a boat
from the village and get there the back way, byawat



‘How old is the house? Do you know?'

‘Not yet. Antigua's most valuable archives are gme=d in London,

and the deeds | have only refer to the first tieegroperty changed
hands. The earlier history is something | shall ehde have

researched.' He glanced sideways at her. 'You hasked me how
much | propose to pay you?'

'How much?'

'‘Not as much as you're earning at present. At leatstintil the place
Is operational." He mentioned a figure which, coteeinto sterling,

was rather less than half her present salary. \Rlus keep, and the
use of a car. No fixed working hours. I'd expeat yo work damned
hard in the early stages. You can have until Near'seEve to make
up your mind. Then I want a firm yes or no.’

It was on the tip of Christie's tongue to tell hihe decision was
already made. Then she decided to wait.

She said, 'Talking of New Year's Eve, I'd forgotti¢s almost
Christmas. Somehow, in this glorious weatherhi'sl to believe it's
December.'

'On Christmas Day we've been invited to join a leoparty at the
home of some Anglo-American friends of mine. THek&® other
small children for John to play with, and I thingwll find the adults
congenial.'

‘It sounds fun.'

Ash stopped the car for the second time, and picketthe two boys
who had been hopefully thumbing a lift. It was mabre than two
miles further to the waterside village which wasitllestination.



The boys said, "Thank you very much," and showei theautiful
teeth in farewell grins.

‘They're not ruining their teeth with too many stgesnd ice lollies,’
Christie remarked.

'‘No, but sometimes you'll see adults with teethnaoto points from
chewing cane when they were children; and thetelstypof scope
here for Dr Pritikin, or whoever is the currentdiaf the diet gurus,’
answered Ash, with a discreet nod in the direabibone of the many
heavyweight Antiguan matrons.

Christie had noticed that although the majorityAatiguan girls and
young women were slender, with small waists anttale wrists and
ankles, many of the older women did have seriougw@roblems.

Ash took a small rucksack from the boot, and slithgver one
shoulder. 'Cold drinks," he explained.

A few minutes later she found herself seated inbibw of a small
fishing boat with an outboard motor to propel itoigh the calm
water.

The trip along the Sound gave her her first clageof mangroves;
strange trees growing out of the water and puttog/in leafless
branches in the mud. The Sound was a stretch @fratween the
land and a number of small, barren islands. Belttiedmangroves
which fringed it rose a low hill covered with scrubresently, at a
point where the mud was piled with conch shellscalided by
fishermen who had used the mollusc for bait, Asti the painter to a
mangrove and handed Christie ashore.

'l lead the way, shall 1?'



He set off up a narrow path among the bushes, afaghich if not
thorny were prickly. She was glad of the servicealanim protecting
her legs. In a dress she would have been scratched.

Long dried and more recent goats' droppings shdvesd the path
was kept open. It wended a roundabout route ttoinef the incline
where Ash waited for her to catch up.

‘This is the boundary of the garden. One shouldlMle to see the
house from here, but Nature has been on the ranfpageer five
years, and the place is a jungle. That's why thesédcseems so
gloomy. It won't once the trees blocking out a# tight have been
felled.’

'Did you hack this path clear?' she asked, follgnimm along a
corridor through dense greenery.

'Yes, and darned hot work it was.'

Suddenly, unexpectedly, the house loomed out ofvewpetation
engulfing it—a two-storey house, built of stone die, with
shuttered windows.

‘The front door is round the other side. This wlg.'mounted a flight
of stone steps leading up to a covered walk level the first floor
rooms. This had only partially been cleared ofdieepers which had
taken over while the house was unoccupied. It eddrround two
corners of the building to the side where anotharre imposing
double flight of stairs descended from the entrarerandah.

‘Brace yourself for a pretty overpowering stenchnafdew and
neglect,' he warned her, as he inserted a largekeg in the lock of
the tall double doors.



Christie crossed the threshold, then waited whiéh Atrode about
opening sash windows and shutters. He had not exaiggl the
smell. Her nostrils flinched from the rank air.

In the limited light admitted by the open shuttéing, room where she
stood was revealed as an anteroom to the largerdrasom beyond
it. There, mice or rats had gnawed through the igpdry materials
on the chairs and sofas, and the hard furniturefimasd and mottled
with dirt and damp.

To anyone without imagination it presented a degingsspectacle.
But Christie had the ability to disregard the staindark-painted
walls, the cobwebs hanging from the sconces, amd ftimgus
growing on a skirting. She could see the room®s firoportions, and
its possibilities.

Ash showed her all the principal apartments anddwthree of the
bedrooms, each of which had a fourposter bed, btitout the
canopies of such beds in old English houses. Hexegobsts were
supports for mosquito nets.

‘That's the famous Antigua Black pineapple, a reagimotif in early
iIsland-made furniture,' said Ash, tapping the pde mahogany post
carved with criss-cross grooves like the indentegtion the fruit.

'‘What a strange chair!" Christie had noticed a [vair, its? flat
mahogany arms extending far forward of the seat.

‘A planter's chair,' he explained. He sat dowmdelsback, and spread
his legs to rest them on the projecting ends ofthes. 'A chair like
this was for relaxing at the end of the day. Som#e hotels have
beach chairs modelled on these chairs.'

By one of the beds hung a many-tailed whip withtiegbends. At the
thought of its use on human beings, Christie gasigght shudder.



Ash saw the reaction, and took the whip down frtetnook. 'Not an
ornament for a bedroom, or indeed any part of thesé. I'll get rid of
it. Historic items of this nature we can do withdotit some things |
do want preserved. For example, the old waterr filte

He showed her the apparatus he meant; thick stomdsbwhich
dripped into each other and then into a water ¢oataall enclosed in
a cage of fine mesh.

'Where's the kitchen?' asked Christie.
'In a separate building. I'll show you.'

The squalor of the scullery and the small, blaclemem containing
an ancient cooking range under a soot-crusted @ymmrade her pull
down the sides of her mouth.

'‘Don't worry—I know it's a hell-hole. We'll preservit as an
interesting relic, and build a modern one elsewhere

As he spoke something made her glance down. A deleber she
was recoiling with horror at the sight of a scorprearing its sting
not two inches from her left foot.

‘Ash!" Instinctively she turned and clutched him.

His arms closed round her. He lifted her, swung &sde, and
crushed the insect under the heel of his bootesusbf putting her
down, he then carried her out of the kitchen irfte paved yard
beyond.

'Sorry about that, but | don't think you need tamydhat you're going
to encounter them frequently. That's the first bveeseen here.’



Slowly he set her on her feet, still holding hersd to his body, her
breasts crushed against his hard chest, her aappetl inside his
arms.

‘Thank you, but . . . please ... let me go,' slgged, in a soft shaken
voice.

'‘Must I?" His eyes held laughter. 'Doesn't thaviser merit some
small reward?’

Her hands were still grasping his shirt. She opéhewh, pushing him
off, but to no effect as long as he chose to heldtt him.

‘Don't flirt with me, Ash. | know it's a reflex gfours to everyone
female, but—'

‘What makes you think that?'
'‘Bob said as much, last night. Please—' She exerted strength.

It was useless. His arms were as inescapable mb&s. He alone
could loosen his grip. Christie could only stantl ahd protest.

'‘Bob overrates my prowess because he's a shy nilanvemen.’
'He didn't strike me as being shy.'
‘Now with you perhaps. With a girl like Bettina $isongue-tied.’

All at once his arms fell away, and she steppedk,badieved but
ruffled.

Attempting a self-possession she was far fromtigelshe said, 'As
it's possible that | may be going to work for youhink it's much
better not to ... to fool about.’



'Is that your only reason?'
‘What do you mean?’

‘That | should have liked to kiss you doesn't mgamas also your
reflex. But at least you prefer me to a scorpia@s his quizzical

answer. 'Come: I've something else to show youhvhimpe will act

as a counterbalance to the off-putting aspectsehbuse. Why don't
you wait on the front verandah while | close up shatters?’

She did as he suggested, leaning her forearms emdltustrade,
trying to visualise Heron's Sound in its heyday as it might be in
the future, given loving attention backed by a gdedl of money.

'‘Where exactly is the drive?' she asked him, whehdd re-locked
the front doors.

‘You can't see it yet, but it's impressive—or Vviad. An avenue of
forty-foot queen palms. It stops some way shorthef house, so |
think there must have been a large sweep whereathiages used to
be parked when the house veasfete?

At the end of the garden, instead of returning démergoat track,
Ash went in a different direction where the slogetlee hill was
steeper and more rocky.

Watching where she was stepping, Christie did iotica where he
was leading her until they were almost at the Imottdhen she came
round a large bush and saw a small perfect covealantoon of
sand shelving into palest jade water.

‘In the days when Heron's Sound was built, peoptn'td go
swimming as we do. The original owners may neveeltme here,'
said Ash, as she joined him on the beach.



'‘Why didn't | bring my bikini? It looks so invitingloesn't it?' she
exclaimed regretfully.

'l assumed you had it in your bag. Never mind: gana swim in your
skin. | won't look," he assured her, straight-faced

'No ... no, | couldn't." She blushed.

'‘Okay, then swim in your undies. You told me theeotday they were
indistinguishable from a bikini at a casual glan€m going in
myself.' He proceeded to unzip his jeans.

'Did you bring a towel?' she asked uncertainly.

‘Yes. We can share it. Come on, don't be a godsest@na. | had
you in my arms a few minutes ago, and nothing lzgapbéned to you,
did it? I'm not likely to go berserk at the sight you in your

underwear. It's too hot for that sort of thing. Fnore interested in
cooling off.'

With which he stepped out of his pants, tuggeddesshirt over his
head, and unlaced his short canvas boots. Momatdgs the was
wading into the sea.

Stung by his sardonic tone, Christie tried to mageher mind. Her
underclothes consisted of a pair of blue cottonnbikriefs and a
no-bra bra of semi- transparent shimmer nylon. Bikefs were no
problem. The bra was. Once wet, it would be totaliypsparent.

On the other hand, Ash was striking out for deepater as if he
meant to swim a fair distance. If she splashed tainaiine shallows,
she should be able to dash ashore before he cazkddothe beach.
She was not altogether convinced by the sarcastie in which he
had dismissed her reluctance as unnecessary prutes not—as
she had already told him—that she considered Hensdistible. Far
from it.



It was merely that her own impression, reinforcgavbat Mrs Jones
had told her the night before, was that he wasraforavhom women
were one of life's pleasures, to be taken, enjoyed] only
occasionally remembered—like a rich meal, a vintagee, or
perhaps an exhilarating yacht race.

She might be nothing special to look at, but shentausceptible to
his charm; and she had an intuitive conviction feltcroft Lambard
was not accustomed to being resisted, and diditfoait.

However by the time he had disappeared into thewwdters of the
Sound, the heat of mid-afternoon was beating dawimer so fiercely
that it did seem crazy not to have a quick dip.

Swiftly she shed her clothes and removed the plisiséhen she
hastened into the sea, giving vent to an ecstajit a&s the crystal
coolness refreshed her from foot to chin.

Presently, having first assured herself that theas no sign of Ash
coming back, she floated, her arms flung wide, ead so deeply
submerged that the water lapped over her forehead.

Through half-closed eyes she gazed at the deep akyr Her body
was utterly relaxed. It was like King in an invigbhammock, alone
in a blue and gold universe, at peace, with nos;anr@ problems.

And then, as she lay suspended in the shining theae was a
disturbance beneath her which brought back a plirasethe Guide
Map issued by the island's Department of Tourism.

Antigua, which is partly volcanic and partly cora,surrounded by
superb white sand beaches which are almost entiegli¢protected.

Almostentirely. Not entirely.



Her slack limbs stiffened with fear. What if thisve was not
protected, and a shark or a huge barracuda hasedrun from the
ocean? Only a very large creature could have cats¢dtrong swirl
below her.

Where was AshAsh—help meher mind screamed while her body
was frozen with terror. What to do? Oh, God—whaid@ The few
yards to the beach seemed a mile.



SIX

WITH a sudden convulsive movement she stood up anedbakdly
round for the creature which threatened her safety.

But there was nothing there. No menacing fin. Noglsleek shape
under the surface.

A turmoil in the water behind her made her whidmd, her grey eyes
dilating. Then a moan of relief escaped her asahethe brown back
of the man who was raking back glistening dark,Has ribs more

clearly defined by the long, deep lung-filling biteaf someone who
has stayed under water to the limit of their air.

'It was you!" Christie exclaimed, her voice husky.

He turned to her. 'Who else would it be? There'sm® around but
ourselves.'

'l thought... | thought...

She heard her voice falter, and felt herself losiagbalance as the
cove seemed to tilt at an angle. Her head swamieBfemld and sick.
Then darkness blotted out the sunlight.

"Don't worry, I'm here. You're all right.'

It was Ash's voice, somewhere close by. Christigrdhdrim speak
reassuringly to her, and then she became awareing In a sitting
position, but bent forward with her head hangingddetween her
knees.

'‘W-what happened?' she murmured bewilderedly.



‘You blacked out for a minute. You can sit up nawslowly does it.’

With an arm across her chest, gripping her shoulieraised her
until she was upright. Then she felt his other bemind her, stopping
her from flopping backwards as she felt she migthiout support.

'| fainted,' she said, in surprise. 'l've neveraltrat before.'

‘Haven't you? Well, | don't think it's anythingworry about. It didn't
last half a minute. Put your head on my shouldgotf still feel a bit
woozy.'

She was sitting on one of his thighs, she foundwide kneeling on
one leg, and making a chair for her with the otegrand his arm.

Later, she realised that, had he been a man ochgeduild his head
would have been lower than hers. Because of hgghheiat least ten
inches taller than hers—and the fine proportionkisfbody with a
torso to match his long legs, even in this posiiceyes were still
slightly above hers. Their faces were close, evesec than in the
kitchen. She could see herself reflected in hislpup

‘No . . . no, I'm not woozy. | remember what hamggenow. You'll
think it incredibly stupid, but | thought you weee shark ... or
something dangerous.' -

Ash lifted an eyebrow. "There are no sharks harthe Sound. They
live out in the deep water, beyond the reefs.’

'‘Don't they ever slip through the gaps? There asg-the guide
map says so.'

'If there was any danger from sharks around hexecgn take it from
me that | wouldn't be swimming,' he said drylyitlhad crossed my
mind that you might mistake me for one, | shouldéaurfaced



before | reached you. I'm sorry | gave you a frighteke it you've
read or seen the film version $dws?

‘No. | don't like that sort of book, or horror mesi'

Feeling better now, she was suddenly consciousief tloseness
and her immodest state. Ash had said he prefegadhware which
left a little to the imagination. The white bra,wavet, concealed
nothing.

'I—I think I'd like to get dressed now.' She wasamfortably aware
of her still-pale breasts exposed by the gauzy mahies clearly as if
she were topless.

‘Yes, a good idea,' Ash agreed.

His free arm slid under her knees and he rosadifter up with him
as easily as if she were John.

At the moment of fainting she had been at the otimer of the cove
from where she had entered the water. Her clotleze about twenty
yards away.

"l can walk. You don't have to carry me.'

‘You're not heavy—not heavy enough. One wouldnltycal a thin
gir'—with a downward fiance which scanned her frorack to
knee—'but you could put on several pounds withoatoming
over-plump.’

Christie coloured, and didn't answer. Did he thiek breasts were
too small? she found herself wondering. They weramaller than
Bettina's. She had a model girl's figure with altmus bosom at all.
Perhaps he found that a fault, preferring morestacurves.



Why should | care what he prefers? she asked hestsatply, and
was glad when he set her down.

He put the towel round her shoulders. It was nlarge one like the
bath-sized beach towels provided at the Colony.

‘I'll turn my back. Let me know when you're decem, said.

She took off the bra, dried her top and pulledtmtee-shirt. Then
she did the same with her lower half.

'I'm decent.' When he turned round, she handedhenowel.
"You haven't dried your hair.'
'If | do that the towel will be soaked.'

'It doesn't matter. | have my tee-shirt to dry lashon't need to wear it
to drive back. Come here.'

He beckoned her closer. When she hesitated, hpestdprward and
began to rub her hair.

She submitted in silence, aware of a sensatiohathe't felt since her
father's time; of being looked after. Had Mike makler feel
protected? She didn't think so, but she couldnieraber too clearly.
All the time -before they were married she coulty@ee through the
dark glass of subsequent experience.

Ash ceased rubbing and slung the towel round tuk.r¢e bent to his
neatly folded jeans and took a comb from the pockeid still.'

He drew her parting—on the correct side and incthreect place: he
must be extraordinarily observant—and began to cthmiugh the
tangles left by his vigorous rubbing.



‘A pity | didn't bring some coffee instead of acdrink. But there's
rum in the rucksack. A little of that should warouyup.'

Having dealt with her hair to his satisfaction, hext move was to
produce a plastic beaker and a small unlabelletiebehich looked

as if it might once have contained cough mixturewNt was full of

golden brown liquid.

'l brought this to lace the orange juice in thewan flask, but | think
it will do more good neat,' he said, as he hanaedliot.

Christie couldn't deny that she was shivering. dsywshe supposed,
delayed shock. She drank it, turning away as Agjlabédo dry and
dress. The rum did not make her stop shiveringplte of the heat of
the sun, she felt icy and longed for a sweater.

'In the absence of a rug—'

He finished the sentence by putting his arms rdwerdrom behind.
Before she knew what was happening, they weredttiihg down on
the sand and she was between his legs, her back ¢best, his arms
folded round and in front of her.

'‘Don't jump to the wrong conclusion. This is nat theginning of that
pass you're afraid of. It's merely the best wayvafming you,' he
said, close to her ear. 'Try to relax. Take sonepdweaths.’

It was like leaning against a radiator, only mooenfortable. For a
moment or two she did relax, feeling the warmtiisfbody seeping
into her chilled one.

She looked down at his sinewy forearms, the tarsiad lightly
covered with dark hairs. His watch, on a staingesl bracelet, was a
complicated- looking Rolex.



When she asked him about it, he said, 'lt's a GMister, a
chronometer for navigation, and pressure proothsy claim, to a
depth of one hundred and sixty-five feet. It shgwscise time
simultaneously in two zones.'

As he spoke, his breath fanned her cheek and nexdemember an
incident she had put to the back of her mind.

It had happened before she was married. Mike hagdo supper at
the cottage. Afterwards, when her father had gote the hall to

answer the telephone, Mike had seized the oppdytimikiss her.

She had never minded his kisses, providing thewmeed gentle. She
hadn't liked fiercer kisses, and she had resisitedttempts at other
caresses. That night, when she had felt his hadohglunder her

jersey, had struggled free, protesting that hérefamight come back
at any moment.

Not until months later—when they were married—hake s
understood that her father's return had been amsexio cover the
fact that she had not wanted him to touch heran ititimate way.

Yet now, as she looked at Ash's hand as it moveklprup and
down, chafing the skin between her elbow and teevd of the
tee-shirt he had lent her, she had an unnerving enonof
self-enlightenment.

If he, now, were to slip his tanned fingers under $hirt and then
upwards, over her midriff, to explore and caregshlage breasts, she
would not feel the same distaste she had felt &g with Mike.

Indeed, merely thinking about it sent a thrillimgrhor through her
body. A deep blush burned from her forehead dowretahroat.

'I'm much warmer now. | feel fine. Don't you thimnle ought to be
getting back?'



She moved restively in his arms, and was thankhdmhe let her go.

‘Maybe it would be as well if you had a check-ughwny doctor,' he
said, on the drive back. 'l don't mean to sugdest & black-out as
brief as that is anything to worry about, but iultbbe a warning
signal that something is slightly wrong. When dmluylast have a
check?'

'l haven't seen a doctor for years. I've alwaystbeslthy.’
'l have a check every year.'

'Do you?' she said, in astonishment. 'But you fjoskabout as fit as
it's possible to be.'

'l am, and | want to stay that way. A charter skipis responsible for
other people's lives. He can't afford to go siakh@ve a yearly check
seems to me like having a car serviced or bodtedfl

‘Very well, I'll have myself checked.'

'I'll fix it for you.' He took a hand off the whetd place his palm on
her forearm. '"How are you now? Your skin feels radrm

'I'm fine, merely very embarrassed at making suétobof myself.
I'm not usually a highly-strung person—rather tieerse.'

'‘Perhaps you don't know what you are,' was hisneaiiig comment.

Christie would have liked to ignore the remark, bet curiosity got
the better of her. 'What do you mean?"'

‘A lot of people go through life being whateveeigpected of them.
It's the line of least resistance; the easy waycliklren they try to
please their parents and teachers. They're punistney don't. For a
while, in their teens, they may fight the systent, ib most cases not



for very long. Then most of them revert to conforqilt's not quite
as bad as it used to be. At least now it's widelyepted that early
sexual attractions are rarely a solid basis fogidarm partnerships.
In my observation, most people don't know themselv#il they're
In their late twenties, by which time it's oftetate. They're trapped
by their circumstances. Perhaps you're in oneasfetraps.’

'‘Not as far as | know,' she said stiffly. "You'@, feel sure'—with a
trace of sarcasm.

She had felt there was something patronising indfexence to other
people. As if he were a being apart, a natural risop his fellows.

Ash said, 'No, but | had self-determination forcau me by my

mother's death and my father's remarriage. No atloenan's child

could have won approval from my stepmother, anchya$ather was

in love with her to the exclusion of all other fiegls, | suppose he
began to see me through her eyes, as an encumbrance

He took his eyes off the road to glance at hen. fibt complaining
about it. I'd already had seven years of happydbbibd with my
mother. A spell of adversity didn't hurt me. It readife
uncomfortable for a while, but | see now it wasoadjthing. Had my
mother lived, undoubtedly | should now be in one¢haf professions
in England, with a wife and children, and a smalhtto sail at
weekends. | should have missed my true metierjfaattimes, | felt
dissatisfied | shouldn't have known it was becdifiséad steered me
away from my proper place in the world.'

'Is there only one way of life in which a persom t& happy?' asked
Christie. 'l should have thought there were several

'‘Maybe, but the majority of people never find eese of them. You
told me the other day that Mrs Kelly had advised imwait and see
before doing your shopping here. It's the same I¥ehlt's better to



see what's available before making a commitmenaty\#t nineteen,
did you really know about all the different kindsnoen in the world,
or about yourself? Not much. If your husband haddj and your
marriage had lasted, it would have been luck, umgment.’

She could not argue with that statement. She kreswhad been
pressured into marriage; by Mike, by her own ronesth, by a
moral code imposed on her by her father who wowdehbeen
shocked and upset by the discovery that she wésnger the pure,
innocent girl he had wanted his daughter to be.

Jenny had wounded him terribly by letting him kntvat she and
Paul had been lovers long before their marriagéJBany had been a
worry to both her parents. Christie could remendmreral angry
scenes between Jenny and their mother in the kst gf their
mother's life when her sister, then a well-devetbfiikeen, had been
out with boys on the sly.

Sometimes Christie had wondered if it had beenylsmrecocious
enthusiasm for sex which had put her off it. At lweeshe had still
been a child, thin and coltish, dreamy and imporedile, more
Interested in books than boys.

Her sister had told her things which she hadn'hbeady to know;
earthy things which bore no relation to her ethadsa of love.

Your stepmother sounds a horrid person. Was yaihef happy with
her?' she asked.

'She wasn't horrid. She had certain faults, as Wdoa Hers were
jealousy and possessiveness. | think she made rFakteemely
happy. She was twenty years his junior, very pratig probably
much less inhibited than my mother, who had beerhisfown
generation. | suspect that Lorna gave him a mutierbiéme in bed,
and he couldn't believe his luck. It's easy foraman to enslave a



man in that way, particularly a middle-aged man vawds his virility
declining. Most women don't realise their powerrawen or, if they
do, they're too shy or repressed to exert it fully.

She wondered if he had any idea that he was talkirap extreme
case of shyness and repression. An incurable case.

Seizing an opportunity to change the subject, shid, sls that
sugar-cane in that field on the right?'

'Yes, they're starting to grow it again. Beforedpdndence, it was the
iIsland’'s main crop. Then it was dropped and oth@yscsubstituted.
By 1975 it had virtually disappeared. But nowlisng reintroduced.
Actually tobacco was the very first crop, then sugaorked
originally by white indentured labourers, and tlibgnslaves brought
from Africa. Five million Africans were shipped tioe West Indies in
the three hundred years between 1500 and 1800.'

‘Five million!" Christie echoed, aghast.

'‘Britain was the first country to forbid the slatrade. That was in
1808, but the slaves already here weren't freetimoth later. The
Antiguan planters released their slaves—thirty samal of them— in
August 1834. But the French had slaves until 1848, the Spanish
didn't emancipate theirs until 1886. Not that fle®dmeans much
where there's still great poverty and minimal etiooa But that's
past history. It's the future which is important.’

'You spoke of hoping, eventually, to have Herorosirtsl as your
private house. That means, presumably, that you folaspend the
rest of your life here?'

'If Antigua remains peaceful, as | think it willey, | do. I'm a New
World man. | feel no strong links with Europe. Hdmken alive in the
last century, | would have emigrated to America gade West. The



idea of pioneering new country appeals to me, bhuha remaining
virgin territories are too damned uncomfortable.’

They had arrived at the Colony, so Christie diduttér the comment
that the American West must have been uncomfortabliee early
days. But she could imagine Ash there. Not as t#egebuilding a
cabin for his family, taming the wilderness intonfdand. Ash, she
thought, would have ridden scout for a wagon tramadventured
alone, free and footloose.

That evening she wrote a letter resigning her jofthfvith, and
explaining the reasons why she was unable to gtieanin the usual
way.

The envelope sealed, she went to the main blobkiya stamp from
the desk. There she ran into Bettina, who saidedr you've been
invited to Miranda's party on Christmas Day.'

‘Yes. Will you be there?'

'l was at school with Miranda's younger sistewds she who invited
me to join her on a holiday here, just after myodoe. Then the job at
the Colony came up, and | stayed on. | spend af loty free time at
Miranda's place. It's gorgeous—very luxurious. si&rond husband,
Joss, is an American. He commutes from Miami. I'tdiemow why
they don't have a place in Palm Beach, but theyseg@refer it here.'

Her pcile sea-green eyes swept critically over ¢simaple print

sun-dress made for Christie by Margaret Kelly. €tieiknew that it

was unfashionable. The shoulder straps were toe,wite skirt

neither full nor straight. But Margaret had madentChristie's size,
with one of her own favourite patterns, and fromress length she
had had by her. It had been a surprise and a latolove, and

Christie appreciated it as such.



'Have you something stunning to wear?' Bettina éskewill be a
very smart party. People from Mill Reef will be the

Christie remembered Ash's reference to the rich igars who had
contributed to the restoration of Nelson's Dockyard

‘What sort of thing will you wear?' she asked.

'In the evening, a design of my own. We're invitedmidday, but
they have the main meal at night, when it's coahet all the children
are out of the way. Then there's dancing untilstimall hours.'

'l imagine Ash must mean to run us back here befaestage of the
party,' said Christie. 'So the question of sometisipecial to wear for
the later festivities won't arise for me.'

‘No, maybe not," Bettina agreed. 'Have you a dgivicence?'

'Yes, | used to drive my father's car sometimes || Imaven't driven
recently.'

'If | lent you my car, you could drive yourself lkdzere and save Ash
missing an hour of the party,’ Bettina suggested.

Later in the evening, Ash telephoned Christie b her he had
arranged for her to have a medical check in St '3okarly the
following morning.

‘After which you may have some last-minute Chrignsopping
you'd like to do. Bring your bathing kit. I've baaklunch at Curtain
Bluff, a hotel on a stretch of the coast which y@ven't seen yet.'

Having told her what time he would fetch her, hiel ggodnight and
rang off. Whether he had made the call from Be#tinattage, or was
somewhere else on the island, she had no meam®wirg.



Later, in bed, but unable to sleep, she had a fements of panic at
the thought of the letter to England now lying imetColony's

mail-box, or perhaps already removed from it. Bliew she rolled
over and saw John's small shape in the other bedntsgivings

subsided. She felt sure she had done the righg.thin

Her thoughts turned to her strange reaction togoir\sh's arms that
afternoon. Not so much the first time—although thatl been a
disturbing experience—but the second time, wherhsldeimagined
him caressing her.

What would his kisses be like? Surely there couldhe' much
difference between one man's lovemaking and arsthé&learly
they varied a good deal in the preliminary stagesne were shy and
diffident like Bob Wright. Some had the aplomb ofich, practice,
like Ash.

Butin the end, in bed, surely they must all bestlie—possessed by
a feverish urgency which made their mouths gre¢dgir hands
rough until, their strange passion expended, tleégxed and were
soon fast asleep.

Or might there be men who were not like that?

Christie gave a long, uneven sigh. It was a quesit would rather
leave forever unanswered than put it to the test famd out the
answer was No.

Driving to town the next morning, she told Ash daftina'’s offer of
the loan of her car.

‘Certainly not," was his response. 'You and | afthAre expected to
stay overnight, as is Bettina, | believe.'



He spoke as if he were not sure, yet he must koowdrtain. Perhaps
he was being discreet.

His doctor was a youngish Antiguan who, after hd hated her
medical history and was preparing to test her bjoedsure, told her
he had trained at one of the great teaching hdspitd.ondon.

‘Are you glad to be home?' she asked him.

'In most ways, yes. But after a long time away,réhare some
difficult adjustments. | miss the London bookshofisere isn't a first
class bookshop here.’

His examination complete, he told her to dresswide completing
his notes when she came out of the curtained seatibis surgery.

‘As far as | can discover, you're in perfect heditrs Chapman,' he
told her, with a smile. 'l think vour faint yestagdwas merely the
result of having been badly scared. Ash has toldomeething of the
recent events in your life. Having lost your sistery -uddenly, it
Isn't surprising if you tend to be easily jpset.t Boat will pass.
Physically, you're in excellent shape.’

He accompanied her back to the waiting-room anctaesal his
opinion to Ash, as if he were entitled to know sate of her health.

'‘When you've finished your shopping, come and ysiat the Golden
Peanut. We'll be there from eleven,' said Ash, pirggpher off in one
of the main streets.

In the Scent Shop in High Street, she bought aelatgpmiser of
Diorissimo cologne for her hostess, and one of RBaache for
Bettina. Many luxury items being duty-free in tkand, they cost far
less than in England.



It was barely ten. Having an hour to spare, shd wéma shop called
Bay Boutique, in St Mary's Street, and there lookewugh the

dresses. Perhaps she owed it to Ash to wear sargethiher more

stylish at the party than any of her existing dess8ut although there
was a good choice, there was nothing she felt igasfor her.

Then, looking in a glass showcase, she saw songhtfal jewellery
made from a coiled shell, sliced to show its contiohs and
threaded into decorative bib shapes with thickysibrd. She did not
covet one herself, but she knew her sister woultaeadne.

Would have adored one. With a pang, she correbdelf. For an
instant she had forgotten the still unbelievable that Jenny was
dead.

She had a number of packages when she found Ashism&phew
sitting at one of the outdoor tables ef a cafeeswed from the road by
a tall flowering hedge between two gateways.

‘Secrets?' Ash asked, as she put her shoppingdaulth chair after
he had risen to draw out the third one for her.

She shook her head. 'A small present for Mrs Hadlyaand a pair of
shoes for me. The ones | brought with me areatlfeeled, not very
suitable for a party.'

'l was going to suggest that a little somethingMaranda would be a
pleasing gesture, but | forgot,’ he said. 'l mighve known you
would think of it yourself. You have nice manne@hristiana—
rather rare in these offhand times.’

The expression in his eyes as he praised her madpulse give a
queer little jolt. As the waitress came for herestdshe had to remind
herself that Ash himself had exceptional mannergss¢hof a

practised charmer.



The road to where they were lunching passed thrabghinland
villages of Ebenezers, Jennings and Bolans. Thesea came into
view again, and a beautiful, long palm-fringed leac

As they did in England, cars drove on the leftirsd Christie had to
look in Ash's direction to admire the scene onrtgbkt-hand side of
the roadway. She noticed him grinning, and ask&tat's the joke?’

'l was remembering some friends of mine who wekerdor a ride
along this stretch—a metaphorical ride. They stdpigeenjoy the
view, and a local lad came along and sold thenetbogonuts. Very
good coconuts. He opened them for them, and theykdihe water
straight away. But twenty-two E.C. dollars was eatmore than the
market price, they discovered later.'

'‘What is the market price?’
‘It varies, but certainly under a dollar each.'

She laughed. 'How galling for your friends! Butuppose anyone
who can afford to holiday here is not on too tighiudget. It sounds
as if that coconut vendor is going to be rich hilfngee day.'

Before they reached the hotel, Ash pointed out #tekerley
Mountains, with the summit of Boggy Peak, the idlanhighest
point, rising above the others.

It was early for lunch, so they bathed, and theaddoff on beach
beds.

Having put some sun-cream on John, Christie preddgatr own skin,
now toasted to light golden brown. She had doneahes, legs and
chest when Ash asked, 'Want me to do your back?'



Usually, on the beach at the Colony, she would askne
friendly-looking woman if she would mind doing drfher. Here she
had no choice but to hand the bottle to him.

He left his beach-bed to sit beside her on helentBy exhorting
herself not to tense when she felt his hand onClenistie said aloud,
‘Tell me more about the Mill Reef Club. Is it sttydor millionaires?'

‘Yes, people like Tom Watson, the IBM mogul, andd_and Lady
As tor. It was founded about thirty years ago, aow there are about
sixty properties and five hundred members. Yousmanthe roofs of
some of the houses from the beach at Half Moon Batythe grounds
of the Club are strictly private. Some distinguipeople have been
turned back at the inner gate if they had no itiaitefrom a member.
Jackie Onassis is a regular visitor, I've hearde @an imagine the
attention she would attract on a public beach ssctis one.’

‘Yes, | suppose if the word went round that she staging here, the
rubbernecks would come in droves,' Christie agreed.

Having trickled some cream down her spine, he waikiwg it into
her skin with firm, smoothing strokes with his fergps. First up to
the top of her left shoulder, then over the blatlen down to her
waist and below it to the curve of her hip and theft of her bare
behind.

'I'm being gentler with you than you were with mey’ll notice,' he
teased her.

'You asked me to rub it in harder.'

‘True, but my hide is tougher than yours. Your gkiras soft as a
baby's.’

Christie was silent, her throat tight. She wantebd as indifferent to
his touch as she was when another woman appliecréiaen for her.



But she wasn't: in fact she was so acutely sepditiat she could feel
individually the pressure of the three fingers faswsing on her.

‘The tie of your top is in the way. If you'll stadrom coming adrift,
I'll undo the strings for a minute.'

She barely had time to anchor the triangles ofocoltefore he had
undone the bow, and was starting methodically &armr the other
half of her back.

It seemed an eternity before he reached the bakerafpine; and
then, when she thought it was over, she felt hisnthrunning up the
line of her vertebrae and sending a violent frisebnntense and
unfamiliar sensation rippling upwards from thegdiher stomach.

‘There you are: all done.’

But the ordeal wasn't quite over. As her hands $gdnd her to
re-fasten the strings, they collided with his haaldsut to perform the
same function.

As their fingers tangled, the loosened bra becaisated. With a
murmur of dismay, Christie snatched it back intsipon.

'Sorry. Lose your spinnakers?' said Ash. 'Neverdmlfithat chap
caught a glimpse of your breasts, | expect he thpugs | did
yesterday, that they're one of the nicest expodwrasseen for some
time.'

He was referring to a man who was strolling aldmg water's edge,
looking up the beach in their direction. But it wasvhat he might
have seen which was causing her to blush, butetménder of being
virtually topless while Ash was carrying her in hisns.

In an effort to sound unflurried, she asked, 'Whyydu call them
spinnakers?'



He stood up and went back to the other sun bed.

‘A spinnaker is a special racing jib set on thease side to the
mainsail when a boat is running.

Most spinnakers are coloured and patterned, ana ieewind fills
them they're much the same shape as a well-filad b

'l see.’

‘The time to see spinnakers out in force is in KpriSailing Week.
Maybe by then I'll have taught you enough abouingafor you to
help crew one of thBunbirds But, if not, Miranda Hathaway always
takes a brunch party up to Shirley Heights abowgiEmHarbour. It's
a great place to see the start of the first yaate from Falmouth to
Dickenson Bay.'

'Is that one of the races which you've won?'

'It's a race which includes seven classes, each stanting at

ten-minute intervals over a period of an hour. tBere's more than
one winner. The top trophy, the Lord Nelson Cupggto the boat
with the best overall results at the end of thekv&eainbird Twdas

won it a couple of times, and some of the othgrtties as well. But
who told you that? Bettina?'

‘No, John's baby-sitter . . . Mrs Jones.'

Recalling what else she had said Christie must ns@ously have
frowned, because the next thing Ash said was, ok displeased,
Christiana. Not put out by my likening your bra #o pair of
spinnakers, are you?'

Her expression lightened. She smiled. 'I'm notegag strait-laced as
that!'



'You haven't got a strait-laced mouth.' His darksewere focussed on
her lips. 'Rather voluptuous, m fact.'

Her frown returned. 'Please, Ash . . . don't.
'Don't what?"
'‘Don't flirt with me. | thought we'd already agremdthat.'

Before he could answer, John came running back fre@rhole he
had been digging. Soon afterwards it was time ttoghe hotel for
lunch.

Built on a tongue of land jutting out between twidtering bays
which gave guests there a choice of beaches, tted Wwas very
attractive, its public rooms grouped round a spagidree-shaded
courtyard. The decor was sky-blue and white, andisG& was
interested to see that, in one of the lounges leigiom their table,
there were built-in cupboards with fronts of whitanted
wickerwork. They reminded her of her own pretty Begy cupboard
with its brass grilles backed by pleated silk. 8tasle mental notes of
various other pleasing decorative touches which himigave
applications at Heron's Sound.

The hotel's boutique, near the entrance, was ansuahu
shape—octagonal. She would have passed by, butsaish "You
haven't bought a Christmas present for Aunt Clerigét, have you,
John? Let's see what we can find her in here.'

And before they had been inside for more than twates, he said,
‘Ah, | see the very thing.'

'‘What?' asked John and Christie, simultaneously.

Her impression, from two or three price ticketsswhaat nothing here
was likely to be within John's minuscule budget.



‘These." From a perspex container Ash picked ugradant and
ear-rings made from gilded sand dollars.

'‘Much too expensive,' said Christie firmly.
‘Not expensive at all,' countered Ash. 'What do yay, John?'

'It's pretty,’ said the little boy, as his uncleus\g the pendant by its
chain. 'Mummy has one like that. Where is Mummy?'

Their glances met over his head: Christie's gregsegistressed,
appealing to Ash to help her in a dilemma whickhaligh she had
been prepared for it, she still didn't know hovhémdle.



SEVEN

AsH went down on his haunches, still gently swingihg sand
dollar.

'‘Mummy and Daddy have had to go away, John. Byt kihew that

however long they're gone, you'll be quite all tighth Aunt Christie

and me, so they don't have to worry about you. éveh though the
houses here don't have chimneypots, Father Chsstntlacome just

as usual. He'll come in the middle of the night.aNlyou wake up
tomorrow morning, it will be Christmas Day and yqaresents will

be on your bed.’

He straightened. 'We'll have these please. Couldgyi-wrap them
for us?'

Intent on the child's reaction to the answer gibgnhis uncle,
Christie was only vaguely aware of the words hereskkd to the
woman in charge of the shop.

She knew she could never have matched the levékmnad-fact tone
in which he had spoken to John. Her own voice wdwdde been
unsteady, so that, whatever she had said, an agsmesf some
terrible happening would have been communicatéaho disturbing
his sense of security which somehow, almost miaaly, had so far
remained intact.

While the jewellery was being boxed and wrappee piby's attention
wandered to the things on display. Suddenly, inwlag of very
young children, he edged closer to his uncle arichjguhand on his
leg. Ash glanced down and took the small, stilinpb hand in his
own.

Behind them, Christie looked from the tiny figucethe tall one, and
found herself deeply moved by the contrast betvwaddld and man;
the vulnerability of the one, and the strength aadfidence of the



other. Was there any situation in life which Ashulebnot be able to
cope with? She found it impossible to imagine one.

‘We're going back a different way, up Fig Tree Millich is the only
part of Antigua with the sort of rain forest vedeata you find on the
islands farther south," he said, as they climbetthéncar. '‘But don't
expect fig .trees. Fig is the island name for aaban In the
French-speaking islands, dessert bananas are kaswigues as
distinct from the plantain calldshnane.’

'Have you been to all the other islands?' askedstr
‘Not all. Most of them.’

Not far beyond the village of Old Road, they padsen small boys
riding donkeys accompanied by a baby donkey. Astkdd to let
John have a good look, then in a low gear drowelglap the steep
hill, pointing out to Christie the massive silk wst and breadfruit
trees, the thickets of bamboo fern, and the trééseomango, lime
and soursop.

'l hope you won't mind spending Christmas Eve ouarymwn,' he
said, on the last lap of the drive. 'l have an geg®ent | can't break,
and in which I can't include you. But | think yadihd a friendly
atmosphere in the bar at the Colony tonight if w@unt to keep John
up a little later than usual.'

‘What time do you want us to be ready tomorrow?"
‘About eleven will be early enough.’

It wasn't until John was soundly asleep that Cleristvestigated the
contents of the large carrier bag which Ash haklddan his boot. He
had handed it over with the flicker of a wink armlgomment, from
which she had guessed it contained some parceldofor to open
with his stocking in the morning.



Each parcel was Christmas-tagged, with the boysenaritten on

the tag in clear black capital letters. But tha-$eéling parcel at the
bottom was not for John. It had her name in a sedbt in the space
on the label.

What had he chosen for her? she wondered. It wasously
something made of fabric. Perhaps it might be albearong, or
maybe one of those colourful cover-ups she hadisgbe Sea Island
Cotton Shop.

After several minutes of striving to contain herigsity, she gave up
the struggle and opened the present. What it wasneainstantly
apparent, except that it was black and white, aerleaved with
m\rch tissue.

Christie shook it out and held it up. As the pieoésissue floated
free, so did a folded sheet of paper on whicht esaiched the floor,
she could see lines of writing.

Tossing the mysterious mass of material on to & ,célae snatched
up the paper, and read—It appears unlikely thatwidunave packed
a dress for the dancing tomorrow night. This sepoos style, and is
guaranteed to fit. It also doubles as a skirt. lappristmas. A.

She picked up the fabric a second time. Beforehsigdebeen holding
it by the hem, she discovered. Knowing now thatvas a dress, it
didn't take long to find the right way of it.

And such a dress! She had never possessed aniikainig not even
among the trousseau of pretty clothes she had takiénher to
Guernsey on her honeymoon.

A voluminous swirl of pure silk, the dress whichhAsad selected for
her was cut in three tiers, the top one gathered Hbguble row of
elastic, and the bottom one narrowly hemmed. Théavifowers and
leaves of the pattern were wax-printed on theshikn The effect was



of moonflowers reflected at midnight in a pool lighstirred by a
breeze.

Quickly shedding all but her briefs, she liftedbiter her head and
wriggled it into position with the gathered top endher arms. Only
then did she find that it had narrow strings of-&abric to be tied in

bows on her shoulders.

What luck that the shoes she had bought were stdreed black
kid sandals, intended to go with the white dresswhbuld have to
have worn but for this one.

It also doubles as a skirghe undid the bows and transferred the t
to her waist. Yes, with a black or white silk shamhd perhaps a black
velvet belt, it would make an equally attractivadaskirt.

Looking down at herself, now naked from the wajstashe wondered
if there might be somewhere at Heron's Sound whleeewould be
able to brown herself from top to toe instead df baving pale

patches.

She was glad Ash had referred to her breasts ohstieasing Mike's
slang terms. She had never told her husband hov she disliked
the words he used, with their subtly derogatoryautwhes. Perhaps it
would have been better if she had. She seemedrkmber reading
somewhere that it was the small trivial pinpriake& unspoken minor
irritations which were the cause of most break-ups.

It was only when she took the dress off that shie@d the swing-tag,
a slip of pasteboard decorated with a drawing af palms with a
building and four boats in the background. Bendaghdrawing was
The Galley Boutique, Nelson's Dockyard, Antigua. Mhe style of
the dress was Stephany, but the price had beehulbamossed out.

How much had it cost him? she wondered. It was astipnably silk;
the fragile, diaphanous, floating silk of some ardsaris.



Now, whatever anyone else wore, even the rich Rdefers, she
couldn't feel out of place, a sparrow among the murgbirds.

The next morning, for the first time in years, Ghig woke in a mood
she had almost forgotten. This was how she had &lt
eighteen—carefree, confident, eager to jump olbieofand begin an
exciting day.

John, far from waking at first light, as Ash hadefoast, was still
asleep. Longing to see him open his presents,iskedkhim awake.

‘Happy Christmas, darling.’

For a few moments he remained sleepy. Then he sawstdrking
hanging from the chair she had placed at the enthefdivan.
Instantly, he shot up like a jack-in-the-box, hige® large with
anticipation.

When Ash arrived shortly before eleven, they werady to go.
Earlier Christie had told John to be sure to thharskuncle for his
present as soon as he saw him. The child neededenoond
prompting. He had already tried out the inflatadgpleen and yellow
crocodile, and had loved perching on its back Withistie pushing it
from behind. It wouldn't be long before he couldigie it unaided.

'‘And thank you for the lovely dress, Ash. It's stung . . . terribly
generous of you,' she said, when her turn cames i$ta very small
present from John and me.’

He unwrapped the Liberty silk scarf which had b#enonly thing
she could think of to buy for a man she scarcebvknvhose way of
life was unknown territory to her in every sensec&8use he had
seemed to like blue—a navy silk dressing gown, aldlse cotton



shirt—she had chosen a scarf with a Paisley desifjmed in navy
on a silver-grey ground.

Whether he really liked it was impossible to télle gave every
appearance of being pleased.

The drive to the Hathaways' house took about hati@ur. Christie

was wearing separates she had bought in a saleaifdhe Jaeger
shops two years before. But like most of their ludst the button-
through cotton skirt and the voile shirt printedrtatch had not dated.
The colours were black and cream which had loolagiler dull on

her in England but now, with her tan, had a newe.chAlso she had
left the two bottom buttons unfastened. She toldsdié this was

because, when it was known she was going to doanprts Sound,
she didn't want the word to go round that she lwasemse of style.

While in the scent shop the day before, she hadged herself with
bottles of Madame Rochas talc and body cream. Tdentgave her
brown skin a silky sheen, and she looked with f&ati®n at her legs
and feet in the new black sandals. Probably shddioe the only
woman there with unpainted toenails, but at least thes were
straight and unblemished.

The Hathaways' front door was hung with a Cariblaetaptation of a
Christmas wreath, made with glossy green leaves suatlet
hibiscus. Ash pressed the bell, and a few momaites the door was
opened by a man almost as tall as himself, but tatrody years
older, with steel grey hair and piercing blue dyelsind horn-rimmed
spectacles.

‘Ash, my dear fellow—welcome!'

Their host gave him a hearty handshake, then tuméhristie, his
shrewd eyes making a swift ten-second assessmért@sg out both
hands to enfold hers between his large palms.



‘Mrs Chapman—a very merry Christmas to you. Mag pblermitted
to use your unusual and charming given name?. Yatgnts were
admirers of Bunyan's great woiRilgrim's Progessl presume?’

‘Merry Christmas. With pleasure. My father was,e shgreed,
smiling. 'But it's not read a great deal nowadagsyery few people
recognise the source.’

'l would probably not have myself, except that ¢unrently engaged
on a ten-year reading programme which will covértted greatest
works of literature. | spend a great part of me lih airports and
aeroplanes, and | use that time for what | call talg@yging. More
people should do it. No sense in keeping the bodgim and letting
the mind go to seed.'

His accent, so Ash told her later, was that of st@wan. But his wife
being English, he had incorporated many Britisinswf phrase into
his speech.

He offered his hand to the child. 'Hi, John. Fat@kristmas made a
double delivery for you last night. There's a bagkage with your
name on it beneath the tree in our living-room.’

He ushered them into a wide hall opening into § l@mge room on

several levels. The whole of one side was maddidihg sheets of

glass, most of them doubled to leave large opecespd hrough this
enormous window, perhaps sixty or seventy feet,longld be seen a
beautiful garden descending in terraces to thelbeac

A small blonde woman, perhaps in her early fiftigearing a fuchsia
pink housecoat, appeared.

‘Ash, darling! Happy Christmas.' She lifted her simvitingly, and
he bent to give her a hug and kiss her on bothkshee



Like her husband, Miranda Hathaway greeted ChrastakJohn with
great warmth. Indeed, all that happy day, and ite s about thirty
other guests to attend to, she felt they were keeaispecial watch
over her, so that not even for a few minutes shehélfeel a stranger
at a party where everyone else knew each other.

At first John was shy of the other children, whages ranged from
two to fourteen. Then a little girl of seven toaknhunder her wing.
Christie continued to keep an eye on him, but she amused to
notice that Susie's manner towards him was asqinzeas that of a
fussy elderly nanny.

Until a light lunch was served about two o'clocke tfestivities
centred round the pool. A number of people had qudy arrived
from England and had to cover-up between swimsis@amwas glad
she had passed that stage and, still liberally stgamed, could stay
in the sun without danger. Although in fact mosttloé chairs and
loungers round the pool were semi-shaded by theélygemstling
fronds of the palms surrounding the paved area.

Ash came to exchange a few words with her from tismeéme, but
mostly he chatted to the other men. The only womempaid much
attention to were his hostess and Bettina Longeghgpund-slender
figure in a white bikini.

That night John was put to bed in a room which Ibeeh specially
designed to accommodate the Hathaways' grandahildtehad
twelve built-in pinewood bunks. Tired out with atty and
excitement, John was already half asleep when @hkssed him
goodnight. Above him Susie was also in bed, butaibook to read.

"'l come and tell you if he wakes up and criessMhapman.'



‘That's kind of you, Susie. Thank you. But | donibk he will—he's
exhausted. Goodnight." Christie blew her a kissl daparted to
change for the evening.

She had been given a single room with its own showaem, but
Miranda had asked her if, for changing purposes,wbuld mind
sharing it with two other girls who were not hoggeests.

Christie had had her shower, and dried her halr thi¢ dryer which
belonged to the pretty cool blue and white bedrbefore the other
two joined her.

While Mara, from New York, was having her showemriStie
chatted to Kate who worked on a glossy magaziriemdon. Both
were young married women, holidaying with their tbarsds who
were connections of the Hathaways and who weregyusam's room
to change in.

'l can guess where that came from,' said Kate,hast® took her
evening dress out of the wardrobe. 'The Galley i§oet yes?"

'Yes.'

'l thought so. | remember when the woman who rum&s starting
with a few bikinis. Now it's crammed with all kind$ super things.
It's one of the two best places for clothes ongland.'

'Which is the other?"

‘The shop at the Long Bay Hotel which is over om ¢last coast by
Devil's Bridge. The proprietor's wife is an Amencartist. You'll see
her applique hangings, signed Laf, in several botélought a couple
of her pen and wash drawings of buildings in Sndofor our flat.
She also designs very good clothes. I'm wearingadrieer dresses
tonight.'



From another section of the wardrobe she producsldo& scarlet
dress of cotton voile splashed with white flowdtsvas cut in three
tiers of fullness, but not in the same way as @kfss on which the
tiers joined each other. Kate's were separatelaretf not gathered,
each one trimmed with a narrow white edging.

'What are you wearing, Mara?' Kate asked as, wchppea bath
sheet, the American girl joined them.

Mara showed them her green chiffon dress, and @eistie lay on
her bed in her bra and briefs— fortunately one ef hras had
detachable straps— and watched the other two ghdin@ wide
dressing stool to put on their faces.

'‘No make-up for you, Christie?' asked Mara.
She hesitated. 'l left it behind. It doesn't mattdrdon't wear much.'

'‘My dear girl, why didn't you say? Use mine. Themeist be
something here which will do in an emergency,' &atk, indicating
her well-stocked make-up" case.

‘Yes, have a look through mine as well. All my cesiecs are
non-allergic, ifyou have that problem,' said Mara.

Wondering what had possessed her to distort thb—tril had not
been a lie: she had left some unused cosmeticenddn—Christie
accepted their invitation to select from their jai@sources.

It felt strange to be painting her face again; gsin eye-shadow and
mascara from Kate's box, and one of Mara's lipstidher skin
needed no embellishment. Always fine and cleamw had the best
of all cosmetics, a light but glowing tan.

But when she put on the black dress her mounticgesrent ebbed
suddenly.



'Oh ... | hadn't realised how transparent it ismadeds a slip, and |
haven't got one,’ she wailed. Last night she hade®n the dress in a
full-length mirror with the light behind her.

‘Don't be silly: it'ssupposedo be see-through. And what have yo
got to hide? Not a bulge anywhere, lucky creatwsaid Kate. 'It
doesn't show anything that all the men haven't akeady when you
were in your bikini.'

'‘Except that somehow veiled glimpses always lodikek of a lot
sexier than a clear view,' said Mara with a twinkks a pretty dress
on the hanger. With you inside it, it's a knock;oshe added
generously.

Christie gazed uncertainly at her reflection. Hagh Aealised how
revealing the dress was when he had bought itdo? Rerhaps not,
but if he had she was damned if she'd let him ktioat she was
selfconscious. With a resolute lift of her chinedastened the golden
sand dollars in her ears, and the necklace rounthtaat.

'Hey! What about scent? You must have some scehexelaimed
Katy. 'Try some of this. It's a classic which swetgerybody.' She
offered a bottle of Blue Grass.

When all three were ready, they left the bedroogetioer, but
whereas the other two went directly to the livingim, Christie went
to look in on the children.

Several more had joined John and Susie, and adgaiaf noise was
going on, but her nephew was soundly asleep.

"You do look pretty tonight, Mrs Chapman,' saidi8@simiringly.

Half way back to the living-room, Christie caugiutg of herself in a
mirror, and she knew that she did look quite défdérfrom her
everyday self.



A soft blend of olive green and silver eye-shadoeusgd brown
mascara, made her eyes look larger and more spgrKine curves of
her mouth were accentuated by the apricot-rosetidigsand

altogether she had a lit-up-inside look about her.

A record of West Indian steel band music was playvhen she
reached the living-room where most of the men aiegdvavomen had
already foregathered.

A few men were wearing white dinner jackets, butsmwere
informally dressed. Ash, instantly noticeable as thllest among
them, had on his grey linen suit with the Libergad knotted
casually inside the collar.

As Christie approached the two or three steps ihgadown to the
lowest level, her host came to meet her.

'‘Perhaps you haven't noticed, but we now have actbuof
mistletoe—not plastic, please note. The real stildfyn in from
England—strategically placed right above you. Apddpose to kiss
every one of the pretty women here tonight,' heeddd¢bending to
brush a light kiss on her smiling cheek.

'‘And here's Ash to enjoy the same privilege," heedd stepping to
one side as the younger man joined them.

'‘Good evening, Christiana.' Ash gave a slight bbis, dark eyes
gleaming appreciatively as he looked her up anddow

Stepping closer, he bent and, instead of kissirrgcheek as Joss
Hathaway had, put his lips to her startled mouth.

It was such a brief kiss that, to anyone looking ibrmust have
seemed merely a playful Christmas Night salute of special
significance.



But to Christie, unkissed for four years, the waswit pressure of a
man's lips—particularly his—was a profoundly sensuexperience.
As before, in his arms on the beach below Heroots&, she felt a
vibration of her nerve ends, a deep inner trembling

He smiled down into her dazed eyes, a flicker ofildeent in his
own.

'‘Come and have something to drink—a restorativer dftat shock,’
he added in an undertone which, Joss having aln@ased away, no
one else heard.

She allowed him to take her by the elbow and leadda garlanded
table where, from a large silver bowl, one of trehtaways' staff was
dispensing the traditional rum punch, except tlgeht was chilled
instead of mulled.

‘You look as beautiful as | knew you could if yoade the most of
yourself," Ash murmured, as she took the glassedféo her.

Christie smiled at the butler, and said, 'Thank.ydarry Christmas,'
before returning what she hoped was a composedKy@u' for the
compliment.

'‘No problems bedding John down?'
'‘No, he's out like a light, but I'll peep in frorme to time.'

They were joined by Mara and her husband, andaH Wwalked out
on to the terrace to look at the lanternlit gardems the silver sea.

At half past eight dinner was served at tablegfoups of six. Like
the large artificial silver Christmas tree hunghwpale pink and
crimson baubles, the tables were laid with pinkhdoand crimson
napkins, with arrangements of crimson flowers armiger-grey
foliage, handsome sterling silver and crystal vglesses.



To her surprise Christie found herself seated appossh, with
Bettina at another table. The tables being roumidias groups small,
conversation was sometimes general, sometimesneigghbours. A
good deal of her attention was occupied by the oraher right, a
surgeon whose relaxation was sailing.

He was both personable and amusing, and separatadhis wife.
When he learned that she was a widow, he became mze
attentive. He was staying at The Admiral's Innlirsgiall day and
hoping, she guessed, to find a feminine compandshiare his
evenings.

From time to time she was aware of being watched\bly. His
expression gave nothing away, but she wonderec imight be
displeased at seeing someone else trying to cham Without
analysing her motive, she was more forthcoming wih, the
surgeon, than she would have been had Ash beastdssaewhere.

After dinner, the dancing began. She danced withvéce, then with
Joss, then with Kate's husband, then with lan agée wondered
when Ash would dance with her. He would surely dafsleast once.

After three successive dances, lan suggested d sttond the
garden. Their last dance had been a slow numbaheahad held her
too close for her liking.

She smiled, and said, 'I'm afraid you'll have touse me for a few
minutes, lan. | have to go and check on my nephew.'

‘Don't be long. I'll be waiting for you.'

As she hurried away, Christie regretted her fookss in giving him
the impression that her attitude to him was theesasnhis to her.



All was silence in the darkened children's roomt M@anting to
return to the party immediately, she sought a fanubes' sanctuary
in her own room.

Had she switched on the light, what followed migietver have
happened. But the moonlight was flooding in, arelsdmk down into
the armchair next to the window to enjoy five memibf solitude.
And also to consider how, without being ungraci®ing could make
it clear that she was not in the market for a leglidffair.

‘A delicious meal, but hideously fattening, I'maadt,' said a woman's
voice, somewhere close by. 'What a bore it is, nbeing able to
feast without having to fast the next day.’

Leaning forward to peer round the open curtainjgtiersaw a man
and a woman having a quiet cigarette on the lowsuatounding the
neam tree in the centre of the small lawn outsetesindow.

‘Yes, it is,' agreed the man. 'But I'm playing gulith George
tomorrow, so that should work off some blubber.'

As their conversation was not of a private nat@ristie relaxed.
Preoccupied with her own problem, she only halfrtidheir next
remarks.

Then a question, put by the man, regained hertatten
'‘What do you think of young Lambard's gorgeous nbigk?'

‘You mean the girl in black, with the huge greys3©h, she's not
one of his chicks, Bill. | was told about her atrtr. Her brother was
married to his sister, or maybe the other way rord/way, they

were killed in a car smash. This girl has brougitttbe son, the little
fair-haired boy. Ash is going to look after him papently, but she's
going back to England early in the New Year.'



Christie heard a fruity male chuckle. 'That gives plenty of time to
become more than friends with her.'

'l don't think he has that in mind. He's still ilwed with Bettina as far
as | know . . . unless that affair's over nowd wionder why Miranda
had put them at separate tables.’

'You weren't sitting where | was, Joanie. | hacdbadyview of both
Lambard and the girl in black. Believe me, shekigsights, even if
she doesn't know it yet. Can't say | blame him.'SShestunner— a
much cosier armful that that skinny giraffe, Bedtih wonder if she
knows she's become redundant. Don't think shejadging by the
sultry looks she was giving him earlier today.ISéahy woman who
tangles with Lambard is bound to be jettisoned soon later.’

'‘Bettina won't be heartbroken if he has ditched Wédrat she really
wants is a rich, indulgent older man. It was juest between her and
Ash—if you're right, and he really has dropped K, listen . . . isn't
that My Way Let's go and dance . . . work off some Christm
pudding.’

The couple strolled back to the party, their voiaebng.

For a few minutes more Christie stayed sittind stithe moonlight.
Then she switched on the dressing table lights,bagan to repaint
her mouth. She found that her hand was trembligbts}. She had to
rest her elbow on the table to draw a clean line.

When she returned to the party, she did so calyioms the look-out
for lan whom she wanted, to avoid if possible.

'My dance, | think, Christiana,' a voice said, nmakher jump.

She turned and looked up at Ash. For a man at st@tas party, his
expression was curiously grim. Without waiting fugr assent, he
swept her into his arms and propelled her on tatree floor.



EIGHT
THEY danced in silence.

Ash held her close, his hand warm on the smalleofdack through
the delicate silk. She could feel the hardnesssathiighs, the solidity
of his broad shoulder under her palm.

He made her conscious that, young and fit as sise e strength
was puny compared with his. He was a big, powerfah, and at the
moment, for a reason she couldn't quite fathomsdwmed to be
extremely annoyed with her.

Pressed against him, she could no longer see pisssion. But she
felt anger pulsing inside him, and her own trendplgtarted again.
Only the tight clasp of his left hand stopped hghtr one from

shaking.

The slow music ended. There was a short pauseebefdivelier
number began. But by that time Ash, with a viceldgip on her
upper arm, was steering her away from the light$ \amices and
music, into the moon-dappled shadows of the garden.

It was more extensive than she had realised, amdvilere far away
from the party before he let go of her.

He said curtly, 'l thought you didn't care for m&ho took it for
granted that every young widow must be sex-starved.

Christie didn't pretend to misunderstand him. W'tithink lan is one
of those. He was merely doing his duty as a gusest, making an
effort to be entertaining.’

'He's on holiday by himself. The Hathaways felbimbnversation
with him the other night at The Admiral's Inn, falihe was alone,
and invited him here today out of kindness. Of seure's looking for



a woman. No man without one of his own is avers®toe no-strings
sex to complete his holiday.'

'‘Perhaps you shouldn't assume that everyone isybkie Ash," she
answered coolly.

"You know the saying—It takes one to know one. Aayyeven if his
interest in you were not of that nature, he's yéaosold for you.
Forty-five if he's a day.’

‘You surely don't imagine that, on the strengthitting next to a man
at dinner, I'm in danger of losing my head over.hitaw ridiculous!'
she expostulated.

‘The moment when a butterfly breaks out of the s&lrg and spreads
its wings for the first time is precisely the morharen it's most in
danger of being snapped up by a predator,’ hehtidiryly.

'In that case, it's highly imprudent to be out hesieh you," she
retorted. 'Of all the bare-faced predators, you tningsthe—' She
broke off, regretting the quick flare of indignatio

‘You've been listening to gossip, Christiana.'td&ponse was as cool
as hers had been heated. 'lI've never done anythipgu to justify
that statement.

One light Christmas kiss under the mistletoe hacdlystitutes a pass,
would you say? Unless its effect was more poteain th had
intended.’

He knew, she thought furiously. He knew what thagéflkiss had
done to her.

'‘Come, let's not quarrel, tonight of all nightss Eupposed to be the
season of goodwill. If I'm prepared to accept ff@ir intention was



not to lead the man on but merely to make himlfketl, perhaps you
can accept that my motive was, for once, a desipgdtect.’

‘Very well, | accept that,’ she answered him, iovatone.
‘Good. Then | suggest that we rejoin the othersdamte again.'

His gesture invited her to precede him along thitt pg which they
had come.

She hesitated. 'In a moment. First there's songethihink | should
tell you. |I—I've decided to accept your offer, Aslknow you gave
me until New Year's Eve to make up my mind. Buitasmade up
already, there seems no point in delaying. | shdikl to stay in
Antigua and help you to run Heron's Sound.’

He was silent for such a long time that, rememigehar letter of
resignation airmailed to England and by now readin® the
Principal, she felt a quiver of panic.

‘You . . . you haven't changed your mind, have yshe asked
anxiously.

'‘No, no—certainly not. But I've been thinking iteyvyand there is one
proviso | must make.'

She gave a small sigh of relief. 'A proviso? Whatllof proviso?'

Again he was silent for some moments and, withbask to the
moonlight, she could not read his expression.

At length he said quietly, 'l think, for a numbdrreasons, that if
we're going to work together and, at times, livéhie same house, it's
advisable for us to marry.'



Christie stepped back a pace, as if from a phys$ial. For some
minutes shock struck her dumb. She couldn't belgheehad heard
him correctly. That Ash, the island's arch-philardeshould now be
proposing marriage to her—to her, of all people!-asvas paralysing
as being told that a tidal wave was on its way amdild strike
Antigua in fifteen minutes.

'You can't be serious,' she said, at last.

‘Perfectly serious, | assure you. It's not a spurtbe-moment
suggestion, but something I've thought over calsefWWould you
like me to enumerate my reasons?’

'Yes . . . yes, | should. Frankly | think it's timeaddest, most
outrageous suggestion I've ever had put to me!

Ash. folded his arms across his chest. 'It's ctean your earlier
remark about my predatory tendencies that you'ardh&arious
things which don't redound to my credit. Probablyosgly
exaggerated, but not without an element of truthafdy rate my
reputation is such that no young and attractive amean associate
with me without some people concluding that ouatrehship is far
from platonic. Were we both to sleep at Heron'sr8pwith only the
staff to chaperone us, not many people would bele&'d occupied
separate bedrooms. | don't wish that kind of gossgdtach to you.'

He paused, his dark eyes unfathomable in the debjpelow cast by
his frowning brows.

'‘Not only for your sake," he went on, 'but alsoJohn's. He's going to
grow up here. | don't want him to overhear sligiptiemarks about us
such as | heard about my father when he marriedichrngounger
woman. The knowledge that one's parents are hetdntempt by
other people can be very wounding to a child. Wanain loco
parentisto John, you and I. You've decided to stay heckran the



house which | regard as my home. It's the logiocakrse of action to
regularise the situation.'

‘But we're almost strangers!' Christie expostuldi@d you realise it's
less than a month since we first laid eyes on eduoér?'

‘A valid objection in the case of a youthful infation. But I'm not a
boy, nor are you a green girl,' Ash reminded hge are both mature,
experienced people, capable of making sensiblemeads based on
practical considerations rather than overheatedtien® | feel the
most important factor is that John is going to akepen us for at least
the next fourteen years. So from that point of veaw lives will be
linked anyway.'

‘Linked—yes. But what you're suggesting is a lelgahd, a life
contract. And surely that, without love, could beeomore like a life
sentence?’

Ash shrugged. 'In other periods of history, loveswamething which
developed after marriage—or found expression incrdet
extra-marital relationships. Marriage was an esasintpractical
institution. It's only comparatively recently thpgéople have been
brainwashed into believing it must begin with bp#rties up in the
clouds—even if they crash-land in the divorce ®watfew years
afterwards.’

The warm night wind blew a silky strand of Chrigtikair across her
cheek. She put up her fingers to stroke it baak phéce.

She said, 'But although those marriages by arraagesometimes
worked out well, we know from memoirs and biograshihat some
were intolerably wretched. Not everyone can coméetms with
being married to someone they find . . . intengatpmpatible.’



'‘Not everyone, no,’ he agreed. 'But when you spedk
incompatibility, are you thinking chiefly of the yical side of
marriage?'

'Yes ... yes, | was,' she admitted.

'‘And does that apply in our case? Do you find mpulsve,
Christiana?'

'‘No, not repulsive—of course not! It's just... ofipu don't
understand.'

‘Then explain to me," was his suggestion.

She glanced uneasily round them. There seemedno beae about,
but who knew where their voices might-carry.

'I—I would rather not discuss it here. Just a shmte ago | couldn't
help overhearing a conversation which wasn't méanmy ears.
Can't we talk about it some other time?'

'l would rather we thrashed it out now. We'll walk the beach, on
the hard sand. We can leave our shoes on the Steigsvay.'

He took her hand and led her further along the patihthey came to
a staircase which led down to the beach.

'‘What was this conversation you shouldn't havedie&ie enquired at
the foot of the flight.

'‘Nothing sensational. But the people were discgssome others in a
way which they wouldn't have done had they realtbede was an
unwilling eavesdropper near.'



Ash did not press her for details, but took a cleandkerchief from
his pocket and spread it on the third step up.o®ithat and I'll take
off your sandals.’

Christie obeyed, and with surprising dexterity Bkeased the straps
from the little gilt buckles. He must have donédfore for some

other woman. Probably he was adept at undoingalfastenings on

women's clothing from zippers to snap-clips on bras

She found herself wondering how many women he hadkenfove to
since being caught with the assistant matron wgtilea schoolboy.
Dozens, probably. He knew so much about her seksha, in spite
of being married, so little of his.

Having placed her sandals side by side, he remdusdown
lightweight black slip-ons of well-polished leathand his socks of
pale-coloured silk.

'| feel overdressed for a beach walk. You don'tdninl peel off a
bit?'

'‘Not at all. It's a very warm night." She avertedt gaze, but was
aware of him loosening the scarf she had given lang then
unbuttoning his jacket. Having folded and placeénthby her
sandals, he said, 'Okay, let's go.’

They crossed the stretch of yielding sand betwlenbick of the
beach and the firmer part by the water.

Reluctant to return to the subject they had besoudsing, Christie
said, 'lt must be nice, swimming by moonlight.’

'‘But not always advisable. Such accidents as hacereed have
generally happened at night. But | daresay som@lpduere will
have a dip in the pool before the night's out. ®hly hazards there
are insects.'



They were walking into the breeze. It moulded hessd to her body
and lifted her hair off her neck.

'‘How warm the wind always is here,’ she remarkeéxpect it's
perishing in England.'

'‘Enough of this weather talk, Christiana,’ he shily. 'We're well
out of earshot down here. What was it you were ggdinexplain to
me? That | wasn't repulsive to you, but. . . Gdrom there.’

She swallowed and took a deep breath, bracing Ihéss¢he effort
of saying what must be said in the fafe of hisaatttinary proposal.

‘But | can never marry anyone because . . . becduseever
attractive a man is, | don't want that close retaghip with him. | ... |
suppose you would call me a born celibate.’

He was strolling along with his hands in the poskathis trousers.
Her admission didn't make him alter his pace. Ndrhe glance at
her.

'l see,' he said calmly. 'l wondered if that migktthe explanation.
You didn't discover this until after you were madj presumably?’

‘No, or | should never have married. It lasted sadhort time that
Mike never found out. It would have been terrilflbe had.’

‘It must have been bad as things were—for yousand shrewdly.
‘It wasn't. . . easy,' she admitted.

‘Either you must be an excellent actress, or yosband must have
been remarkably unobservant. | should know if a emm my bed
was gritting her teeth."'



His sardonic tone made her say, 'Mike hadn't yast experience. |
suppose he had had other girls, but not very mdeywasn't much
older than |, and he went in for sport, not womaugs

'Has it ever occurred to you that you might havel laa more
satisfactory relationship with someone of your sexr?'

'Oh, no—no, never!' she exclaimed vehemently. ‘@mes a woman
at school once who confided that she . . . whodhou. . . but no, |
know | should find that equally unacceptable.’

'S0 now you've got off your chest what I'd suspg@k along,' he
remarked, in an equable tone. 'But | don't see ia@m insuperable
obstacle to a marriage between us. | told you likhlike a son, and |
find John an adequate substitute. As for my otleeds, I've had no
problems up to now, and expect to have none indutishould have
to be a good deal more circumspect, but that's'madssible.’

‘You're suggesting that we should marry and yowlshgo on . . .
having mistresses?’

'‘Why should you mind? If you don't want to sleephwne? Jealousy
springs from possessiveness, and you and | woulgogsess each
other. Ours would be a marriage of companionshig shared

endeavours. | think it could work out splendidfy.dfter a time, you

decided you wanted more children, it might be pdmesio achieve

that by scientific means rather than the usual .bnes

He stopped walking and turned to face her, his lwhrest and
shoulders like sculpted bronze in the moonlight.

'‘People aren't all of a piece. We don't have tdaramto a pattern laid
down by others. Nowadays anything goes. Men livgetioer.
Women live together. Men and women live togethel fanv people
think less of them because they don't have offigamission to do
so. Live and let live is the new watchword. If what suggesting



suits us, we shouldn't be influenced by what anysse might think
of our arrangement. If they knew, which of coutseytwouldn't.'

'l don't know, Ash ... | don't know," Christie mwnad, in helpless
confusion. 'lt seems so . . . cold-blooded . .nataral.’

‘There's nothing cold-blooded about friendship.tEhahat it would
be—a close friendship.'

He took her slim hands and held them firmly in hisiou have some
doubts about throwing in your lot with a charteipgler, you needn't
worry about my solvency. I've worked hard and madt# of money,

and Antigua is a place where a man can keep maghaf he earns.
Also, some years ago | took the advice of a knogdadble

passenger—the only advice worth having is from peewao are rich
themselves—and invested my funds in Mexico, atrg favourable

rate of interest. If you marry me, we shall hayeiat bank account,
and joint title to all my assets.'

'I'm not concerned about those things. | have mg oareer to fall
back on. It's the personal side which disturbsivey | . . . may | ask
you something very personal?’

'‘Go ahead. People who are contemplating marriag@cive able to
discuss anything and everything with each other.'

‘Are you and Bettina Long lovers?'

'We were at one time,' he answered. 'Not sincerlechack from
London.'

‘You haven't stayed at her cottage since John acame to the
Colony?'

‘No, | haven't. What made you think so?'



‘That first morning we met on the beach. | assugmdd spent the
night with her.’

'‘Did you indeed? Did that supposition account fog toolness |
detected in your manner?'

'‘Not entirely. You made me nervous—you still daiaes. | suspect
that you do it deliberately.’

'‘Such as kissing you tonight under the mistletoa® IRlidn't know
then that you disliked physical contacts. Do youodfieven this
unpleasant?'— swinging her hands to and fro.

'‘No, | don't mind being touched in a friendly wagon't even dislike
being kissed. If | had | should never have reathegoint of getting
married.'

'It's when the kissing leads on to other caredsatsyou take fright
and freeze—is that it?'

There was no derision in his voice. His tone remdther of the
detached kindliness with which doctors questionatiepts about
symptoms.

‘Yes, that's it,' she said, very low, avoiding &®s and fixing her
gaze on his chest.

He was not as hairy as her husband. Mike had hiitla mat of
coarse curls all over his chest and stomach. be stbiplaying rugger
every Saturday, he had also had the beginning leéea-drinker's
belly.

There was little or no hair on Ash's chest, andenom his flat hard
midriff. His only visible body hair was on his simg forearms and
long muscular legs.



He said, 'l take it there's nothing in your backgm which could
account for your aversion? You were never frighteas a child?
You didn't find out about sex in an off-putting vay

‘No, never . . . there was nothing like that. Mythay gave me a book
which made it sound rather peculiar, but not inaay unpleasant.’

'She didn't tell you herself? But that's not soswal, | suppose. Do
you think your parents were happy together?'

‘Yes, very happy. | know that. My father adored, laexd missed her
for the rest of his life.'

'She died some time before he did?"

‘Yes. She'd been a semi-invalid as far back as Iremember, and
she died when | was thirteen. He lived without fugrseven years,
and never considered remarrying although he way wewod-
looking, and several women we knew would have likednarry
him.'

Ash had let go of her hands. As they turned backatk in the
direction of the Hathaways' garden, Christie wemtlam sure there's
no psychological reason for the way | am. | waskagexual, that's
all.’

‘It would seem so—yes. It doesn't change anythsdaa as I'm
concerned. You'll make me a very capable and deceraife, and
I'll do my best to be a considerate husband andrges provider.'

'‘But Ash, supposing that one day you fall in lovealy in love.
Then you won't want to be tied down to a lovelessriage.'

'In nine cases out often, falling in love is a reatif physical desire
which quickly wears off once it's satisfied. If bnted a woman, and



she was willing, | should take her. | shouldn'tdik@ip my home for
her. Haven't you noticed? Men don't.’

‘Not very many," she agreed, thinking of the worslka had known
who had fallen for men whose wives didn't undeithiem, but who
nevertheless seemed to have an unbreakable haoteion

'l gave you time to think over my last propositiamd you've made
up your mind well in advance of my deadline,’ h&sas they
reached the stone steps.

‘This time | want a quick decision. I'd like to kmdy tomorrow.'

‘Tomorrow!" she gasped. 'But this israichharder decision. | can't
make my mind up overnight.'

‘Certainly you can. You may not get a lot of slday, if | allow you
to mull it over for several days, you'll become mamncertain, not
less so.'

Ash bent to pick up his coat. Shrugging into istéaning the buttons,
he met her worried grey gaze with a calm, steadl.lo

‘The big decision, Christiana, was to throw up ysafe job and stay
here. Having made up your mind to that, I'm suréa'lytave the
courage to take this plunge,' he said casually.

She stepped into her sandals and fastened thene waleil was
replacing his scarf.

‘You didn't explain why it ended—your affair witreBina," she said.

'For the reason that all such things end. We gremed with each
other.'



You mean you grew bored, was her thought. Aloud,asked, 'Does
she know? That it's over, | mean?'

‘Naturally. It ended by mutual consent. We arem'embarrassment
to our friends, like people who break up fightifgttina is on the
look-out for a rich husband. She makes no bonesitaihol was
merely a brief diversion,' he added, with a shrug.

But although he made it sound as if the affair éaded on Bettina's
initiative, Christie wasn't convinced of the traththis. If it were the

case, why had the man called Bill remarked on titteydooks he had

seen her throw in Ash's direction?

They walked back through the night-scented garaeln @though he
was half a pace behind her, his tall shadow steetetnead of hers on
the path.

Several people observed their return—Bettina, leottSMiranda.

Bettina was sitting between two men who were tglkmeach other
across her. She was smoking and looking bored, s saw Ash
coming back and began to watch her companion§ydsatever they
were saying was amusing and included her. Chriislievery sorry

for her if, not meaning to, she had lost her himaftsh and didn't wish
to be jettisoned.

Miranda came up to them. She put her arm rounds@#ig waist.
‘You've monopolised her long enough, Ash. Now | tvanstroll
round the garden with her. We haven't talked pigpal day. You
can go and peek at your nephew.’

Like her husband with his English idioms, she hddpted some
Americanisms.



Ash took his dismissal with a smile, and Mirandia $a Christie, 'Let
me show you my favourite place in the garden. ehgu already
discovered the gazebo Joss had built for my lagiday?'

Christie shook her head, and was taken, with Miaaithtting all the
way, to a corner of the grounds where there wasall stone-built
tower with a cedar-shingled roof.

The upper part was open on all sides. When theychadbed the
staircase to it, Christie found that a cushioneachean round three
sides of the square, with a table in the centre.

‘There are blinds to let down if it's too hot, Itké roof is enough
shade for me. | come here to write my letters, @rdb my
needlepoint, or sometimes just to sit and thinkplaned Mrs
Hathaway.

'‘Ash and | are very old friends,' she went on, lyamhusing for
breath. 'He's one of my favourite people. He's tadda lot about you,
including the fact that he wants you to be in ceagHeron's Sound.
He must have great confidence in your taste. Ategang to take on
the task, or haven't you made up your mind yet?'

‘Yes, | am. That's partly what he and | were dismgswhile we were
walking just now.'

‘That's wonderful. I'm very glad. It will solve atlof problems for
him to have you remain here.'

'‘And for me. | was dreading leaving John." Christsitated before
asking, 'Why is Ash one of your favourite peoplesMathaway?'

‘Call me Miranda, please. Well now, why do | likenR Let's see. |
suppose the main reason is that he has the rarbimation of a
cultivated mind in the body of a man of action.li@gimen can be
horribly boring, you know, if they have no interebut boats. With



Ash one can talk about anything, even women's stfhjéle's an
excellent cook. Did you know that?'

'Yes, he cooked a meal for me and a friend of nmrieondon.’

'He was forced to acquire that expertise. You cadgl that the
success of a charter boat depends on the stanfldah® @uisine.
When he started out Ash had to be skipper and civwef,
bottle-washer, the lot.’

She paused for a moment before continuing, 'I'nacted to people
who love life in all its aspects. Joss is one, Asl is another.’

'‘And a lover of women, so | gather?' As soon as lsd said it,
Christie wished the comment unspoken.

But Miranda smiled, and replied, 'Yes, | can't defdnim on that
charge. He is rather ruthless with women. But nglsogerfect, |
guess, and there is a side to his nature whitthnk more important.
Do you know where he spent all last evening?'

Christie shook her head. She had assumed he had i$psith
Bettina.

'l do,' said Miranda. 'Not because he himself toéd | learned it from
a mutual friend, the doctor who looks after usvieewe have any
health problems during our stays here. He told ave fior some time
now, Ash has been going to the hospital to sedcasemman from St
Lucia who had no relations to visit him. Last nigie poor old fellow
died. If he'd been alive today, | feel sure Ash ldolbave slipped
away for an hour or two. He's like that. He cardsouh
people—provided they're old or young, or middieedgke myself.
It's only bedworthy girls who have to watch outg amowadays most
of them are well able to take care of themselves.'



There was a pause before she added, 'l hope | 'hawade you
nervous about his intentions to-wards you. You'rgeay lovely
young woman. | could see that our lonely surgedmwl put beside
you at dinner, was completely neglecting poor L@nant on his
other side. But | don't think you need to worryttAah will step out
of line where you're concerned. Because of thelciddu and he have
a special relationship, and | feel sure he'll respleat—unless you
indicate otherwise. You must find him attractiventd you?"

Christie said guardedly, 'His height alone make®s Biriking. |

wonder how he came by it. The Greeks aren't natethéir tallness,
and he certainly takes after his mother as farimgdlouring goes.
Perhaps his father was a tall man, although myhkreih-law wasn't.’

‘You poor child: that was such a tragedy.' Miraneched over and
squeezed Christie's hand for a moment. Then ske isaher usual
bright tone, 'l think we'd better go back now. &t be popular if |
keep you out of circulation too long.'

lan waylaid them at the edge of the terrace.
‘Will you dance with me, Christie?'

This time she had no excuse. She went with hinodhé floor. The
music was slow, as it had been the last time tlaeced, but he did
not attempt to hold her close again.

Almost immediately he said, 'l believe I've madéea a fool of
myself. | didn't realise during dinner that | wasaphing on another
man's preserves— and pne whom | shouldn't carettorgthe wrong
side of. He's so much bigger than | am," he add#d a rueful smile.

'What makes you think you were poaching?'

'l saw you dancing together, and disappearing haget realised it
had been too much to expect that such a very atteamung woman



would be unattached. You should have put me in fagey but |
suppose you're accustomed to every Tom, Dick anmdyHhtaaking a
set at you, and you bear with them kindly—too kyndl|

'l think you exaggerate, lan. I'm not as attracagehat,' she returned,
suspecting him of flattery.

But he sounded in earnest as he said, 'No, I'nowrilf your
yachtsman hadn't seen you first, | should haveuaars/ou most
vigorously. In spite of the difference in our agdtss a long
time—years— since | last felt so strong an attoactit's a shame |
can't follow it up. | should have enjoyed takinguysailing, and
having your charming face on the other side of tddde at The
Admiral's Inn tomorrow night. However, it isn't be.'

Christie was taken aback by this seemingly sindexdaration. lan
lacked Ash's physical distinction, being a manrdfanedium height
with thinning brown hair and grey eyes. But he wdsading London
surgeon—he had not said so, but she had gatheretues—and
sophisticated and witty. She would have been lems human not to
be pleased by his admiration.

Later, when he was leaving, he gave her his caddeapressed the
hope that, when she returned to London, she wanddhim up. She
had not told him she did not intend to go back.

He left the party at midnight, but it went on muater and was still in
progress at one-fifteen when she slipped away rtodwen.

Surprisingly she slept almost at once, and awokeeratusual early
hour.

Today was the day she had to give Ash her decisamrd-what an
impossible decision. How could she commit her wHatere to a
man who was still, in many ways, an enigma; and tbae
extraordinary basis which he had put to her lagi?



After a while she threw back the sheet, and satngopulled off her
nightdress. After brushing her teeth and her lsae,put on her bikini
and walked through the gardens to the beach. Taodtef, it was
deserted. With any luck she would have it to hérfeelat least an
hour. If most of the others had stayed up until wathree, they
would not be rising very early. Surprised that sigin't feel more
jaded after losing three of her usual eight hoslexp, she plunged
into the clear water, and struck out for a whit® naoored about a
hundred yards out.

From the raft she had a full view of the whole lo¢ tHathaways'
property; the rambling one-storey house with itgestgrey shingled
roofs half hidden by palms and other trees, withaMida's gazebo
marking the boundary at one end, and the flighdtohe steps at the
other. Two Sunfish and a Hobie Cat-were beacheskdio the stone
retaining wall, and there was a rack for four wundisrs.

When Christie had asked Miranda why they didn& kat Mill Reef
where many of their friends had properties, sheamsavered that she
and Joss had no need to avoid the public eye,lsntiked to live on
a beach which was shared by the islanders and anglse who
discovered it.

‘All my family are mad keen snorkellers. Me, I'npeople-watcher,'
she had said, with a laugh. 'l find them far moteriesting than fish.’

Her host and hostess certainly had an enviablestige, thought
Christie, as she dangled her legs over the edtieahft and admired
the luxuriant cascades of crimson and magenta loitiaea along

the retaining wall.

A life style which would, in some measure, be heosn now on,
whether or not she accepted Ash's offer of marriage



She was conscious of a sense of relief at haviigsmmeone the
truth. And how calmly he had received it, as Mvire nothing very
unusual, and certainly not a disability which m&ee unacceptable
to human beings with normal reactions.

Yet she had kept it a secret even from her owmrsiseeing it as
something to keep dark, in the same way that, yegwspeople who
had petit mal had hidden it from public knowledged often suffered
more from the secrecy than from the afflictionlitse

For perhaps as long as half an hour—she did no¢ hav watch
on—Christie sat on the raft, thinking over all tkasons Ash had put
forward in favour of their marriage.

But balancing the pros and cons brought her noend¢ara decision.
Not that she could marshal many reasons for refulsia proposal.

Her dubiety was all instinctive. As Ash said, a life she hadbeen
brainwashed into thinking of marriage as the cuétion of romantic

love. The idea of accepting a husband selectecebypérents, or of
being one of a man's several wives, was totallyheamaatic to her.

Yet such things had been, and in some parts oftinkel still were, a

normal way of life.

A movement among the trees caught her eye, ancheentdater she
recognised the tall figure strolling down to theatle. When he
reached the sand he must have seen her perchée oaft, but he
didn't wave. Nor did she.

She watched him walk into the sea, panic risinglenber. What was
she to say? Yes or no?

At waist-depth, Ash flung himself forward and begarfiast crawl
towards her. At the same time the sun rose highe:ttee sea took on
its daytime brilliance, like jewels with a spotliginrned on them.

‘Good morning.'



He grasped the edge of the raft and heaved himgelards, muscles
bunching in his upper arms. The next moment hesgased beside
her, the raft swaying beneath them.

'‘Good morning,' Christie answered, her mouth dry.

He raked back his crisp dark hair. It was typiddlio to say, at once,
without any preliminaries, ‘What's it to be, Chasa?’

'I—' She swallowed, and licked her dry lips. 'It's yes, | will marry
you.'

'‘Good. In that case we'd better go to the cableeoffirst thing
tomorrow and get a wire off to the school. Bettél,  you know the
Head's private address, you can telephone hinmtbrsing.'

‘Actually | wrote to him several days ago, as sasi'd made up my
mind.'

Now that she had committed herself, she was sugdenhzingly
calm.

'‘Did you indeed? But you thought you'd keep meuspgnse?'

'l don't think suspense is something which yourofteffer from. I'm
sure last night you slept like a log.'

‘As | didn't turn in until three a.m. it didn't ®kne long to drop off.’
He studied her face for a moment. 'l don't seeshaglows under your
eyes. Don't tell me you haven't slept a wink?'

'‘No, | slept quite well, in the circumstances. Agtere is just one
thing . . ."' She hesitated, before adding, 'l deehaur word that you
won't ever . . . that this will be a marriage ofrgganionship only?'

'l thought that was made clear last night.’



'I'd still like your solemn promise.'

Without hesitation, looking straight into her eyls,said, 'You have
my word, Christiana. | will never do the things yden't like.'

Secure in the feeling that his word was his bohé, Isegan to relax
slightly. As she had already discovered with theela&tion of her
secret last night, it was better to act than talkze.

Life was not unlike sea-bathing in England. It east to dive or run
in. To hover uncertainly on the brink was only tolpng the agony.

Here, in the lukewarm seas surrounding Antiguawas never
necessary to muster one's will power to swim. Reshfaom now on,
In a close but platonic partnership with Ash, hir Wwould proceed
more smoothly and pleasurably than it had duringfingt marriage
and widowhood.

‘There seems no point in a long engagement,’ ssid Asuggest we
arrange the wedding as soon as possible. Theapfmarances' sake,
we'll go to London for a week or two, ostensiblylfmmeymoon, but
really for you to pack up your flat and to chodse furnishing fabrics
you'll want for Heron's Sound. You could buy thenNiew York, but
as the majority of our clientele will be Americahshink the house
should be totally English in atmosphere.'

He stood up, and held out his hand to assist héetdeet. For a
moment they stood side by side, adjusting themutad to the rocking
motion caused by their movements.

'You'll enjoy that, won't you? Most women seem@g shopping.'

‘Yes, | shall love it. But what will you do with yeself? London in
January doesn't seem exactly your scene.'



'l shall spend some time trying to unearth theyehistory of the

house, and I'll go round the galleries and buy sarmee paintings.
I've been collecting paintings of schooners foumhber of years, but
have never had a place to display them. We couldittoone very

large painting for the drawing-room.’

Ash glanced towards the Hathaways' garden. 'Thakslolike
Miranda and Joss coming down for their pre-bredkfaghe. We may
as well break our news to them."

'Yes, why not?' Christie agreed.

But inwardly she felt a fresh stirring of trepidati It was going to be
difficult, facing the congratulations of people whad no idea of the
true nature of their arrangement.

Ash said, 'l see no reason to advertise that ouriage will be
different from other people's. The Hathaways adbdably watching
us. So I'm going to kiss you. But don't worry—itlivisie the first and
last kiss of our engagement.’

He stepped closer, took her face between his hamdsshe saw his
eyes close as he bent to press his mouth on hers.

At first it seemed like the kiss he had given heder the misletoe.
But this one became more prolonged, his mouth ngosoftly on
hers, like someone savouring the taste and terfuadruit.

There was no contact between their bodies. Onlfettleof his palms
holding her face still, and that soft, searchingzement of his mouth
which seemed to go on and on until, not realisinggis her own fault
for holding her breath, Christie began to feel waa#t dizzy, as if she
might faint again.

All at once it was over. She could breathe outguid fresh air in. As
she stood there, dazed and unsteady, Ash turnedawdadived into



the sea. There was a small splash as his legypéiasgrl underwater,
a moment of turbulence on the surface, and thewmasegone and she
was alone.

It took only a very few moments for the bobbingt raf stabilise;
much longer for Christie's disturbed emotions tesce.

She was conscious of curious sensations; of agenaain deep inside
her, of trembling thighs and tingling breasts,h&f skin on all parts of

her body feeling suddenly intensely sensitive. éser face, she

could still feel the pressure of his hands, anddbéhpaste freshness
of his lips trying to coax her to open her closeds

But perhaps that was not actually so; it could Hasen merely that
he had kissed her in the manner of an experiencad, mot
deliberately trying to be invasive, but seemind&because of her
own inexperience.

Pour years was a long time to live untouched auliate. She was
almost like a virgin again, and an old-fashionedjivi at that; one
who dreaded and shrank from the pain of being raageman.



NINE
'Christie! Christie . .. come here!'

The halloo from the beach was Miranda, beckoningtealy. Ash
was talking to Joss.

With an effort, Christie pulled herself togetheneSlived off the raft
and swam, but less vigorously than he had, towdwegroup on the
sand.

'Christie, you sly puss! | bet you knew this lagfim, and you never
breathed a word. Well, | can understand that. Yantvio hug it to

yourself for a while before the world knows. Ombko...so...so
deeplydelighted. Let me give you a big hug, you sweigh

Rushing into the shallows to meet her, Miranda emdd her most
warmly.

'‘And a kiss from me, my dear girl. This is greatvaeCouldn't be
better.' Joss, wearing a thick towelling bathralpeye her an even
more vigorous hug.

'‘As a matter of fact Miranda and | thought that Asight have met
his match yesterday. "If he doesn't snap her ugaid, "he's a bigger
fool than | take him for".'

‘You're very kind," Christie said, blushing. 'l—Hirtk I'm the lucky
one.'

‘You're both lucky. Everyone's lucky when they'oeiyg and in love,
with a wonderful future ahead of them,' said Mirandeaming. 'In
fact, if you want to know the truth, it's marvelfgeven at fifty, when
you meet the right man at long last, and knowybathaven't missed
out on the best thing in life after all.'



She gave Joss a loving look, then clapped her handsexclaimed,
‘This calls for champagne! Come on, darlings.’

But as she would have led them up to the house stgiped her by
saying, 'There'll be plenty of time for a champagneakfast when
you and Joss have had your swim, Miranda. Right hdwave
something | want to give Christiana. We'll join yon the terrace in
half an hour.'

‘Yes—all right. That'll be lovely,' their hosteggeed.

Christie went with him up to the garden where shid,sHave you
really something to give me, or was that a pretexicut short
Miranda's somewhat embarrassing enthusiasm?'

'l don't think you need feel embarrassed.hdeea good future ahead
of us, if not the romantic idyll which Miranda esgges. Certainly |
have something for you. An engagement ring."'

'Oh, but that isn't necessary. | mean, if we'rengdb be married
almost immediately, a wedding ring is perfectly quizte.'

'‘Not for my wife.'

‘But, Ash, you need all your money to spend orhthgse. If you have
a ring in your room you must have been totally @it that | would
fall in with your plans.'

'I'm always confident that my plans will work outcgessfully, and
they always have,' he said smoothly. '‘Go and getyréor breakfast.
I'll come to your room in fifteen minutes.'

‘Do you know where it is?'

‘Yes, | made a point of finding out yesterday.'



'‘Really? Why?' she asked, puzzled.

She could think of only one reason for a man tal fout where a
woman was sleeping. Was it possible that his idanbefore she
told him the truth about herself, had been to firtiee Christmas party
in her bed?

'‘Antigua has earthquakes,' he told her. 'Not vedignp and not
usually in the tourist season. But even a minomdre can be
terrifying. Just in case of emergencies, | wantefld able to get to
you and John quickly.'

'l see. You're very considerate.' She felt ashaafdaer unworthy
supposition.

'‘Being responsible is part of my business,' wasahgwver, before he
walked off.

Christie had rinsed the salt water out of her laaid was dressed
when he tapped on her door.

'‘Come in,' she called from the dressing-table.

She was combing her hair and did not turn arouhd.®uld see his
reflection in the mirror as he entered and clokeddioor behind him.
He had on a pair of white shorts, and a short-gi@evhite cotton
shirt, unbuttoned.

'St John's is not the place to buy jewellery," &id,ssitting down on
the bed immediately behind her. 'For the momentginmg to give
you a ring of my mother's. You can choose a permianeg while
we're in London.'

She swivelled to face him, her heart beating oty considering he
was only going through the motions of what, for trammiples, was a
moment of deeply romantic symbolism.



'‘Give me your hand.' He had taken the ring fromcédse but was
keeping it hidden in his right hand.

Christie put out her left hand on which she stiirer her wedding
ring, but not her first engagement ring. She hakngked it. It had
been a tiny diamond on a white gold hoop. It hat m=en the
smallness of the diamond she had minded. She wuaNg been
happy with a cheaper ring. But those she preferraakigue rings set
with amethysts, or garnets, or turquoise—Mike ooesd
unsuitable. So she had deferred to his taste. Aftedeath, she had
put the ring away and never looked at it again.

'l think it would be appropriate for you to takething off now, and
wear only this for the short time until we're mad; Ash suggested.

'Yes, of course." She twisted the wedding ring dver knuckle.
Although her fingers were slim, it left a slightlentation and a circle
of pale skin.

As Tie replaced it with his ring, she saw a gliftich red and the
lustre of gold.

'It's beautiful!" she exclaimed, when he took hasdh away. "Why
must | choose something else? Or would you préfgritdidn't wear
this ring permanently?'

'It's up to you. If you like it, by all means wetd thought you might
think it too heavy.'

It was indeed a large ring; a ruby cut in an ovad &eld between
eight points of gold. The top of the jewel was bwled and
embellished by a minute spray of flowers and leairesgold

embedded with diamond chips. The bezel was bedytidhased.
Christie turned her hand this way and that, admitime blood-red
gleam, so different from the icy glitter of herstiring.



'l like it very much. Thank you. | promise to tatke greatest care of
it.

‘You have beautiful hands,' he remarked. 'Theyoeerike the hands
of a dancer than of a domestic science teacherglbioh you don't
paint your nails, or grow them too long. Now abitw wedding. Are
you content to let me arrange it at the earliesssjibe moment, so
that we can get to grips with our project with aamum of delay?'

‘Yes . .. yes, by all means,' she answered. 'Oeoif John is awake
yet?'

‘Let's go and see. If he is, he can join us foakifiast.'

John was not only awake. He was dressed and, wilie Swas
playing ball outside the children's room.

'l helped him to wash his face and hands, and bhniskeeth, Mrs
Chapman,' she announced importantly.

Ash scooped up John by his armpits and swung hgin im the air.
There he twirled him around so the child couldosithis shoulders.
‘Aunt Christie isn't going to be Mrs Chapman foramdonger,' he
told him. 'She's going to marry me and become Mmslhard.'

'‘Mummy's name is Mrs Lambard."' Christie tensed, Ash replied
evenly, "That's right, and Daddy's name was Mr Lammhplike mine,
because Daddy and | were brothers. Our daddy wasgyandfather,
and his name was Robert Lambard. When Aunt Chmséigies me,
we shall all be called Lambard.'

Susie, who had been listening to this with intergaid, 'Could | be
your bridesmaid, Mrs Chapman? My cousin Emma haan lee
bridesmaid three times, but I've never been oneomee.'



'It's nice of you to volunteer, Susie. But it'srgpto be a very quiet
wedding, not the kind where the bride has a bridedm

'‘Oh, what a pity. But you'll have a lovely whiteeds and a veil, won't
you?'

'‘Not this time. I've been married before, you see] when people
have a second wedding they dress rather differéntly

The subject of Christie's wedding dress came upauaf an hour
later when Miranda asked her if she had given tagenany thought
yet. ‘No, none.’

‘You could get Heike Peterson at the Studio in ChuStreet to
design a dress for you. Or | have an excelle
dressmaker—seamstress, they're called here—whodwaml up
something very quickly. For fabrics | think the bglsop is Lolita's in
Market Street.'

'It depends when the wedding is to be. If it's \@gn, | should think
I might find something off the peg where my blackss came from,
the Galley Shop.'

Later, the Hathaways were taking most of their Bogsests to a
regular Boxing Day event, racing at Cassada GardiarisAsh opted
out of this expedition, saying that he was goingite Christie her
first sailing lesson in a Sunfish.

Nobody thought it unusual that the newly- engageulpte should
prefer to be alone together, with John and somergthung children
in the care of Miranda's housekeeper.

Christie enjoyed her lesson. The Sunfish was a Isiroaft which
John would be able to handle within a few yearsl Ash was a
relaxed teacher.



'‘Well done. A most promising beginning,' he saglileey carried the
boat up the beach. ‘Do you want to have a go omdswrfer?"

She shook her head. 'Not just now. I'm going te faz a while.'
*You don't mind if | desert you for an hour?'
'‘Not a bit.'

Presently, with a newly-published bestseller boedwirom the
Hathaways' well-stocked bookshelves, she settledeliein a
hammock slung between two palm trees, and begaeath

But no book, however gripping, could hold her ditam that
afternoon. There was too much else on her mind.dgersion, so
rashly taken, to share her life with a man shekramvn less than a
month. The bewildering impact of his kiss. The hsisiflash of
dislike with which Bettina had glanced at her wiedre heard the
news. The awkward pause after someone, meaningrmg had said
jocularly, "You know what they say—reformed rakeskm the best
husbands.’

Now, the book lying unread on her lap, Christiekied out to sea and
watched the man who would soon be her husbandlyf ia part,
speeding over the surface of the water on the addeswindsurfer
which he controlled with such ease.

Being responsible is part of my busindss,had said that morning;
and Christie felt confident that even if a disassronvorld-wide
recession affected the yacht charter business angkd a reverse of
his present fortunes, Ash would always find somg teeensure that
she and John never went without basic comforts.

She knew that from time to time the island was $vegphurricanes.
But she had no fears for her safety at Heron's &oifndanger
threatened, he would be there, and if he was thesewould be safe,



or as safe as it was possible to be when nature¢é$owere on the
rampage.

Thinking of Nature out of control turned her thotgto the violent
emotions which beset human beings—the jealouskdighe had
seen in Bettina's pale eyes, and the hot desirehwhsh must have
felt for the other girl at the beginning of theaison.

He had given Christie his word that he would neategmpt to assert
the normal rights of a husband. Whatever his athertcomings, she
would stake a great deal on the creditability sfgriomises. He was,
she felt sure, a man of rock-like integrity in neagt of business. He
would disdain to lie. His handshake on a deal waaalcs binding as
another man's signature on a legal document.

At the same time his reputation did not suggedt ltkeawas equally
scrupulous in his relationships with women. Evenavida, whose
affection for him was plain to see, had admittedt the could be
ruthless with bedworthy members of the opposite 8exording to
Island gossip he had filched and seduced anothe'srhancee. And,
whatever he might say about it, it was clear thathreak-up with
Bettina had not been by mutual consent.

Supposing, at some time in the future, he needeahaan btit had no
affair in progress. Would he then turn to her, Wite, his promise
driven from his mind by the overpowering strengtinig lust?

Her mind shied away from the possibility. No, no—asn't a
savage to force himself on a woman who didn't viiamt He would

always have someone to turn to ... an old flamé sscBettina ... or
else some 'gorgeous new chick'.

She was still reclining in the hammock when Ash eamp through
the garden, and strolled across to her.

'‘What are you reading?’



She showed him the cover. 'But | haven't been ngadi .just
lotos-eating.'

To her surprise, he quoted the opening lines ofnygon's The
Lotos-Eaters.

There is sweet music here that softer falls
Than petals from blown roses on the grass,
Or night-dews on still waters between walls
Of shadowy granite, in a gleaming pass;
Music that gentlier on the spirit lies,

Than tired eyelids upon tired eyes . . .

She remembered Miranda's remark that Ash was a tdirfe in all
its aspects, but Christie would not have imagired poetry would
be among them.

It had long been one of her own pleasures, a talségited from her
mother, but not shared by her sister or Mike. Thly @erses her
husband had known had been the bawdy lyrics ofauggngs.

'You look slightly shocked,' he said dryly. 'Do ydeel there's
something effeminate about a liking of poetry?'

'‘Oh, no—not at all,’ she replied. 'l was merelypsised . . . and
impressed. I've always loved poetry myself, b Hever met a man
who did.'

‘The greatest poets were and are men. Women mdytmeere, but
they don't seem inclined to write it much.’

‘No, | wonder why not?"

His inscrutable half-smile lifted the corner of msouth. But he
explained it a moment later by saying, 'One ofthiiegs | like about
you, Christiana, is that you don't feel obliged riefute every



statement of that sort. There are so many womemndravho take
every unqualified generalisation as an outragetwsaos their sex
which they must indignantly repudiate.’

' wasn't upset by that statement, but | do becamé&aged
occasionally. | think we should stick to poetris i safer subject than
Women's Lib. Do you like modern poems as well asdlassics?'

‘There's one modern American poet whose work |-+ames
Kavanaugh. You probably wouldn't have come acrass He was a
priest, but gave it up. | have two books of hidfst'll lend them to
you. I've never had much of a library because théeen nowhere to
keep it. But there's a room at Heron's Sound whitought we
might make into a book room.’

They began to talk about the house, a subject aahvitheir minds
were so much in accord that Christie forgot thebdswvhich had
troubled her earlier.

In the week between Christmas and New Year, theyt weveral
times to Heron's Sound. Between them they meagheagoms and
Ash made a plan of the layout to which Christi@eited various
sketch-notes and several pages of written remindeiser ideas
about decor.

Miranda had insisted that she and John should &dhatcottage at
the Turtle Creek Colony, and move to the Hathawagsse. To the
older woman's vexation, she could not be presetiteatvedding as
she and her husband had an unbreakable engagemniéiorida on
the same day, and were flying there the day before.

Secretly, Christie was glad of this circumstancee Selt sure
Miranda would have insisted on organising a wedgiady, and her
own preference was for a minimum of fuss and cergmo



She had thought they would leave for London immtetifabut Ash
said no normal couple would choose to spend theotdmg night
crossing the Atlantic. He had booked to fly out tiet night.

Some of his efforts to conceal the true naturehefrtrelationship
were rather disturbing.

One evening, before dinner—he was also staying witb
Hathaways—he picked a spray of crimson bougaireallaand
divided it into two pieces. One he tucked behindigie's ear. The
other he slipped behind the clip of her front-fastg bra, having first
unfastened the modestly high top button of herdaesl opened it up
to show the soft mounds of her breasts.

Miranda and Joss were both present, and there ethsg about the
gesture which could have offended any but the npostish of
onlookers.

It was the act of a man in love adorning his betowéh the flowers
which bloomed in such profusion that the housea b filled with
their brilliance without denuding the garden.

But as Ash was not a professional actor, it madhrstie oddly

uneasy that he brought such conviction to his rAled even the

brush of his knuckles against the tops of her bsesant a strange
little tremor down her spine.

He never kissed her goodnight or good morning, eveen their first
and last encounters were in public, and it wouldeh@aeen normal to
do so. But, invariably, the first and last words ddelressed to her
were accompanied by an ardent look which gaventipeassion that,
during the day or the night, he would kiss her—a@y thoroughly.

Their bedrooms were not far apart. Christie guetisedMiranda, a
broad-minded woman, would take it for granted ttiegy were
already sleeping together. No doubt she wouldtfex| as they were



both mature adults, there was no reason why theylghdefer the
pleasures which she and Joss enjoyed.

She showed Christie the large, air-conditioned erdstdroom with
its seven-foot-wide double bed.

"You must have this room on your wedding night¢ shid. ‘Apart
from anything else'—with a lurking twinkle—'it wilbe more

comfortable for Ash. I'm sure his feet overhangehd of the guest
bed he's sleeping in at the moment. In our bedahdie diagonally,

and really stretch out. When Joss and | stay witieropeople, we
always feel so cramped. | don't like twin bedské ko sleep cuddled
up close, but before | sleep | always read, or reaglb a little

needlepoint, and for that one needs elbow-room.'

Christie gazed intently at a painting, hoping tdehher heightened
colour.

'l have some black crepe-de-chine sheets,’ Miramglat on. 'Joss
dislikes them. He says they feel slithery. He pefeercale. But they
look very naughty and sexy. I'm sure Ash will apa@oespecially
with you lying on them."

She noticed Christie's embarrassment, and saial sbghtly puzzled
note, 'I'm not shocking you, am 1? Sometimes—' S8bpped short.

'Sometimes what?' Christie tried to sound casual.

Miranda hesitated. 'Sometimes you have a very ingair, Christie.
It's part of your charm in a world full of hard-bd young women.
Frankly, if I didn't know it, | should never haveessed you'd been
married. | should say you'd come straight from avemt. You don't
smoke, you don't swear, your conversation is nasgque, and—'

'You make me sound a sanctimonious horror!" exadi@hristie.



'‘Why, no, | didn't mean that, dear. If you weret tihah wouldn't love
you. No, | find you very refreshing. Worldlinessndaecome boring.
There's only one place a man likes a woman nottmbdest, and
that's in bed with him.’

She caught sight of herself in a mirror, and paubked expression
critical. 'l wonder if | need a neck-lift. Am | stang to look like a
turtle?'

To Christie's relief she began to discuss cosnsetigery.

The day before their wedding coincided wikinbird Two'seturn
from a charter.

In the evening, when the outgoing charter partyewan their way
home by air, and part of the turn-around procedoad been
accomplished, Ash gave a, party on board for tradskeis sailing
friends who were in harbour at the time.

Christie had expected it to be a stag party. Sheldvbave been
happy to spend the evening alone, with John inameldonly the staff
In residence now that the Hathaways were away.

But Ash dismissed this idea. 'Stag parties argdong men without
too much sense. | have no intention of spendingumgiding night
nursing an almighty hangover. You don't want a pgteen,
cross-eyed bridegroom, do you?'

She laughed. 'Are you ever pale green and cros$?eye

He shrugged. 'I've committed all the usual folliest not for some
years.'

It was a good party. She enjoyed it.



By now she had become used to the curiosity iretfes of people
meeting her for the first time—the young widow fraiwmndon who
had succeeded where so many others had failed.

The men probably came to the conclusion that, lgethe demure
facade, she must be hot stuff indeed for old Aslgit@ up his
freedom for her. The women were more likely to khimat the child
had a great deal to do with it, and that it woulte' long before Ash
was off on another of his escapades.

Whatever their theories about the marriage, non¢hein would
guess, or perhaps even believe it if they were itolthat Ash had
promised his bride a separate bedroom in his haunsk if not a
separate cabin, a separate bunk whenever they siglité on board
either of the twdunbirds.

Although, when she came to think of it, he hadawtially made this
plain in so many words. But when they were studyitggplan he had
drawn, he had not contested her suggestion asithwhould be his
room and which her room. The rest was a tacit agee¢ based on
his sworn word on the raft.

At midnight the party broke up and, followed by l@ows of good
wishes, some of them ribald, they walked to thepmak and Ash
drove her home.

'You seemed very relaxed this evening. No elevéotln-jitters?' he
enquired, when they were nearly there.

‘Not so far. What about you?"
'‘Why should | be nervous?'

'It's a big step ... a confirmed bachelor givinghip freedom," she
pointed out.



'‘What makes you think | was ever a confirmed bamt?el
‘Weren't you?'

'‘No. Merely a man who'd never met a woman he watat@darry.'
‘And you haven't now—not really,' she said, ina lmice.

She knew that he glanced towards her, but he dsdy'tanything.
What was there he could say?

Miranda's housekeeper was waiting up for them.BlteGeorge, the
butler, were married and lived in a cottage indheunds. They had
three grownup children who were all overseas, doive]l for
themselves.

‘Can | get you anything, Mr Lambard? Some coffegbea’

'‘No;-thanks, Rose. We'll just have some brandy.nkhgou for
baby-sitting."'

‘You're welcome, sir. Mrs Hathaway left orders fau to have
breakfast in bed tomorrow, Mrs Chapman. What tiroelad you like
me to bring it, ma'am?’

‘About eight o'clock, please, Rose. I'll have ibed if it will please
Mrs Hathaway, but I'm sure to wake up early as lusaed I'll
probably have my usual swim."'

‘The bride shouldn't see the bridegroom befored¢nemony, ma'am,’
Rose said seriously.

Miranda had mentioned that, like many Antiguans, faisekeeper
seldom missed church on a Sunday. Clearly Rosealidssume that
Ash and Christie were already sleeping together.



'‘As I'm driving the bride to the ceremony, we sihale to disregard
that tradition,’ said Ash.

After Rose had bidden them goodnight, he pouredoatlarge and
one smaller measure of French brandy.

'Drink it. It will help you to sleep,' he said, stse looked doubtfully at
the glass he was offering to her.

As she took it, he raised his own glass. 'To us.’

They both drank to the toast. Then Ash said, 'pssp, inevitably,
you're remembering your first wedding, and all degerness and
excitement you must have felt the night before.t Thay be lacking
this time, but where there are no expectationsetlvan't be any
disappointments. You may find, this time next yaghgt what we
have together is as satisfying, in its way, as ariage based on
romantic love.'

'I—I hope so . . . for your sake as well as my olvn the one who has
most to gain. You're the one who's . . . losing,'oslhe said
uncomfortably.

'In one respect only, and very few people haveyhigrg they want
from life. Finish your brandy in your room. I'lld& in on John.'

He took her hand, gave a curiously formal bow, anghed a light
kiss on her knuckles. ‘Goodnight, Christiana.'

‘Goodnight.’

She left him and went to her room, carrying in hend's eye the
image of the tall man, informally dressed for tleaaoner party,
saying that formal goodnight to his bride-to-be.



She felt her heart aching for him; that he wouldan&know the bliss
of holding in his arms a girl whom he truly loveadawvho loved him,
with all her heart.

She would never experience that either, but sometevgorrow for
him was sharper than the resigned acceptance khenféer own
account.

But perhaps Ash had never dreamed of the world last] of a love
that would last for ever, she thought, as she pegpfor bed.

Although it was now one o'clock in the morning, $ta&l never felt
less like sleeping. She decided to read for a whkibe her, it was not
important to look clear-eyed and radiant tomorrow.

Today, she corrected herself. In less than twebwedhfrom now she
would be Mrs Ashcroft Lambard.

The bestseller, begun in the hammock, was on igét table. But as
she stretched out her hand, she remembered that ibag was the
book of poems by James Kavanaugh which, earlidrriggt, Ash
had found for her on the schooner's bookshelves.

She slipped out of bed to fetch it; a book withaakdorown wrapper
and paler brown pages, decorated with drawingseett At the back
was a section with a drawing of a man and a womnalor&cing in a
field of flowers. The first of the poems in thioogp was calledVhere

Are You Hiding, My Love?

It was a long poem. She read it through once, #gamn. Could it be
that Ashhadshared the feelings expressed in this poem? Edhitd
time her eyes skimmed the verses, lingering orarelines.

Where are you hiding, my love?
| have sought you for so long
That surely you must feel the pulsing



Of my endless longing!
And farther down,

| care not whose you were—or even whose you are—
Your eyes will tell me that you are mine

And that you are waiting.

Where are you hiding, my love?

Each day without you will never come again.

Even today you missed a sunset on the ocean,

A silver shadow on yellow rocks | saved for yau. .

Deeply troubled by what she felt might be an insigito an
unsuspected region of Ash's being, Christie put libek aside,
switched out the lamp and lay down.

But for a long time she remained awake, wonderingpehind his
self-sufficient, sometimes arrogant manner, he ealst thevounds
and weariness and hopes grown de&the poem.

She did not, after all, wake up early.

Rose woke her, bringing her breakfast tray, andmapanied by
John. Already firm friends with the housekeeper badhusband, he
was going to stay with them in their cottage afish and Christie
had left on their so-called honeymoon, and untd tHathaways
returned.

‘Uncle Ash and me have had breakfast. This afterne@re going
shelling," John announced, climbing onto her bed.

‘Are we? What fun!" Christie hadn't thought abdwt test of the day
after the wedding. 'You should say "Uncle Ash ahdlarling,’ she
added.



‘Uncle Ashand Iwent out in the little boat," John continued. $4g's
when | can swim a long way | can have a little bafany very own.
He's going to teach you to sail, Aunt Christie, #meh we can go on
adventures in his big boat sometimes, just thestbfeus.’

‘That sounds terrific,' she said, spreading buttetoast.

Whatever else was wrong about this marriage, itgoasg to be good
for John. That was the important thing.

He stayed with her until she had finished eatingermThe ran off to
play, and Christie slid out of bed and went to hawhower.

She had not, after all, bought a new dress in wiudie married. Her
clothes included a very plain ivory silk shirt-dsesnade in Hong
Kong, and advertised as a special value mail omféer by

Selfridges, the great department store in Oxfore@e$t It was the
kind of undating classic which had been worn in Tierties and
would be worn in the Nineties. With it she wore #mall real pearl
earrings which had been her mother's, and a fime feen-inch gold
chain which circled the base of her throat, th¢ lblishday present
given to her by her sister.

Ash, when they met, was wearing a pale grey tromzht suit with
a dark terracotta shirt, and a cotton tie pattemngile terracotta and
blue. He looked, as always, exactly right for tlegasion, and he
looked approvingly at her.

Accompanied by John, and with George and Rose tdhbe&
witnesses—Ilooking far more bridal than the bridalgle—they
drove to St John's. Little more than an hour lateras all over and
they were driving back to change into beach clotbeshe shelling
expedition.

Mr and Mrs Ashcroft Lambard. Christie looked at godd wedding
band now encircling her finger next to the rubyaggment ring, and



couldn't believe the deed was done. There couldobirning back
now.

By noon they had shared a bottle of Dom Ruinartiite two
Antiguans, reverted to shorts and beach shirtkguhtwo cool bags
and a picnic basket into the car, and were beaando

He took them to one called Seaforth, well shadededed except for
themselves, with a group of fishing boats some wty and an
offshore island with a cottage on it.

They swam, played with John on his crocodile, tthead off and sat
down to eat.

'It's so beautiful here. | just can't believe this is home now,' sa
Christie, gazing around her, an ackee patty in loared, a glass of
iced water in the other.

Ash was lying on his side, Roman-fashion, proppedwne elbow.
'You haven't begun to know the island yet. A lothed best places are
away from the main roads, like this is, or onlyessible by sea. It
will take a long time to show you everything. Yowhlnt to do some
exploring on your own. When we get back from Londail have to
find you a car. Maybe one of the Hillman Hustletsah the tourists
hire to buzz around in would suit you, althoughyti@ven't much
lockable storage space.’

'l shall have quite a lot of money when the fiadagd. | shan't be too
great an expense to you.'

'l didn't marry you for your dowry, Christiana,' baid dryly.
No, for my housekeeping skills, she thought, withodd little pang.

After lunch they went searching for shells; findinggile tellins, the
home of sand-dwelling clams, and lucines, a strootzen shell, as



well as little striped cowries, and many of theastic Bulla shells
known as bubbles.

Later? they bathed again. Then it was time to goéno

That night, Ash and Christie had dinner after Jofas in bed. Rose
had prepared a special meal, and George had satinpe for two on
the terrace and laid it with napery and china wi@ttristie had not
seen before; a pale green circular cloth, with edéoof exquisite
pulled work with matching motifs on the napkinsdaa service of
white French porcelain patterned with tiny wildastberries and
rimmed with gold. The cutlery had vermeil handlésadoeautiful

lustre in the light from the storm-shaded candlegither side of the
centrepiece. This was an arrangement of white flsvad dark
green leaves in a frosted crystal bowl, too shaliowbstruct their
view of each other.

Ash had been listening to a record on Joss's steheam Christie
returned from Miranda's bedroom. When she joined hie lowered
the volume, but the music—Chopin—continued to pidyle they
ate.

The Hathaways' cook, who lived in the nearby valalyad excelled
herself. They began with jellied orange consomrae;ezl in chilled
bouillon cups, garnished with slices of orange laaing a faint hint
of cloves.

‘No, this is a Grenadian speciality, Mrs Lamba@kgorge told her,
when she asked if it was a local dish.

The main course was striped bass baked on a heatatbes, served
with a green sauce and accompanied by a Frenck wine selected
for them by Joss from his specially-built wine stoair-conditioned
to stay at fifty-eight degrees all year round.



The meal had been light enough for Christie néeébsatiated before
the pudding appeared, a lime meringue pie with pdxbcream.
Finally, they both had a little Brie on Mirandaéséurite Bath Oliver
biscuits, before George reappeared to enquire whéthy wished to
have coffee at the table or in the living-room.

'Inside, please, George.'

Ash laid aside his napkin and pushed back his cH&rcame round
the table to assist her to rise. 'lIf we have aesGeorge can clear the
table and go off duty,’ he said, to explain hisicho

They moved to one of the several groups of conitidetahairs and
sofas in the huge room. Very soon the butler casmo& lvith coffee in
a tall silver pot. He set the tray on a low taldéneen Christie's chair
and Ash's end of the sofa next to it.

'‘Cream, Mrs Lambard?' he asked, before he hadhédidilling a
black and gold demi-tasse.

‘No, thank you.'

He placed the cup and saucer within her reach,panfrmed the
same service for Ash. It took him less than fivaubes to clear the
dining table, loading everything on to a rubber-alkd trolley. Then
he came back to where they were sitting.

'If you should require anything else, you have dalying, sir.'
‘Thank you, George, but we shan't need anythingnt@oodnight.’
‘Goodnight, sir. Goodnight, ma'am.’

A few moments later they were alone. It was notejfiiteen minutes
past nine—much too early to go to bed for peoplg pretending to



be on their honeymoon. When, shortly afterwards ntiuisic came to
an end, the ensuing silence seemed to emphasissdhbkision.

'‘Would you like some more music?' Ash asked.

‘Yes, please.’

'‘What would you like? If it's classical, Joss priolyehas it.’
‘Some Tchaikovsky, perhaps?' Christie suggested.

The music centre was in another part of the rodme. \Batched him
stroll away from her, moving from the hips with tsteaight-backed,
indolent grace which was as pleasing to watch asptices of a
thoroughbred horse or the fluid movements of adedpatrolling its
cage.

She poured herself another cup of coffee, and wexddeow soon
she could excuse herself. Not before ten o'cldakasn't that she was
tired; it was just that tonight was an awkward tifgarely he must be
equally conscious that a normal couple, if notadsein bed together,
would at least be exchanging passionate kisses.

Mike had hustled her up to their room as soon ag hHad finished
dinner at their Guernsey boarding house. But skia'tdivant to
remember that now. It was part of the past; not paher new life
with Ash. He would make no repugnant demands on\iWgh her
second husband she could relax, knowing the nigldtiio shattering
disillusionment, only undisturbed rest, alone ia Hathaways' bed.

'‘Have you seen this Americarogue?'He came back to where she
was sitting with a magazine and a heavy coffeestdddok with
Mexicoin large letters on the dust jacket. While sheddrthe pages
of the fashion magazine, he seemed immersed icdloer plates of
the book.



'‘George forgot to offer us a liqueur. Would youecéor one?' he
asked presently.

‘What? Oh, no ... | don't think so, thank you.' ldesorption in an
article on a raw food health and beauty regimeneagretence. With
a start she realised that the time had passed maooé swiftly than
she expected. It was already five minutes to teractt | think, if you

don't mind, I'll turn in.'

‘Why not? We shall be lucky to have more than twéhoee hours'
sleep on the plane tomorrow. For reasons best kitowremselves,
since everybody has already eaten, they serve rdfortg minutes
after take-off.'

Christie put the magazine down, then decided te fakvith her.
‘Goodnight, Ash.'

He rose to his feet. 'l hope you don't find yourseiffering from
agoraphobia in the Hathaways' bed. I've seen xt.pBople could
sleep there,' he said, with a gleam of amusement.

'Yes, it would have been better for you to occupsnd for me to stay
where | was. Well . . . goodnight,' she repeated.

In Miranda's luxurious bedroom she took off hersdreRose had
cleared one section of the wall-long bank of hagginpboards, and
left the door wide to indicate that Christie coukk it. Having hung
up her dress, and taken off her light make-up, skat to the

bathroom to shower, borrowing a bath cap she fdbecke to protect
her hair which, in spite of her afternoon swim, Ydbumot need

another shampoo until tomorrow.

The bed had been turned down, and her nightdressadaoss it. A
cool, pretty Tana lawn nightdress, but not the sthweeil garment
most brides chose for their honeymoon.



Shedding the bath sheet, she slipped the nighte lner head, then
returned to the bathroom to hang up the towel andibher teeth.

She was in the bedroom again, brushing her haienwthere was a
light tap on the door. It sounded as if it mightR@se. Perhaps John
had had a bad dream and woken up frightened ahidgcadr her.

'‘Come In.'

It wasn't Rose. It was Ash. He was wearing the naiy
dressing-gown she had seen at her flat, but notafie green
pyjamas. His long brown legs were bare betweehdne of the robe
and his leather slippers.

'Is something wrong?' she asked concernedly.
He came in, closing the door. 'No, nothing is wro@bristiana.'
‘Then . . . what do you want?' she asked, puzzled.

He strolled into the centre of the room, his hatidsist into the
square patch pockets of the robe.

'l want you,' he said, very softly. 'I'm going t@ke you want me.’

Christie froze. Her knuckles whitened on the hamdithe hairbrush
as she realised what he meant.

'‘B-but you promised . . . you gave me your word!

'l gave you my word not to do anything you wouldik&. You will
like ournuit de nocedt won't be like your first wedding night."'

'Y-you can't. . . you wouldn't. . . you don't maahHer voice was
ragged.



Ash didn't move, but a dark flame burned in hisseye

'It's useless to argue with a woman who believessirigid. Words
will never persuade her she's wrong. There is amg way to
convince you, my nervous bride.’



TEN

Still he didn't make a move towards her, and fathaps fifteen
seconds Christie remained on the dressing stochlys@d. Terror
turned her to stone; a sick, mindless, abjecttasuwoh as people must
feel when they knew they were going to be tortured.

It was the most horrible moment she had ever espeed; the
knowledge that she had been betrayed; the feefirfmpiog utterly
helpless, with no possibility of escape.

Escape.

The ancient human instinct for self-preservatiaokéred to life
again. She knew there was only one chance, one plaere Ash
could not touch her.

She leapt to her feet and flung herself towards#tbroom.

He caught her before she reached it, spun hehiatarms, and held
her fast. She struggled and squirmed, but in a fewmoments he
had both her wrists pinioned behind her, manackecdib steely
fingers, while his other arm bound her against lointy the silk of his
robe and the thin flowered lawn of her nightgowsuiiating her body
from the warmth and strength of his tall frame.

'‘Let me go . . let me gg she implored. "You promised . . . oh, Goc
you promised.’

‘And I'll keep that promise,' he assured her. 'Gédmn, Christie. I'm
not going to hurt you.'

It was the first time he had used the familiar fafiher name.

‘You will," she burst out, in anguish. '‘Oh, how dté you—you
bastard!'



The way she ground out the epithet—itself so urattaristic of
someone who rarely uttered an expletive strongean th
"damn"—expressed all her bitter sense of betré&ta¢. had believed
him; had trusted him; even, last night reading thaem, had felt
compassion and sadness for him.

And now he was about to rape her.

The thought iced her veins with dread, but sheeiddterself to pull
back from the brink of hysteria.

'If you don't let me go, | shall scream the plaoced!’
‘No, you won't.'

Suddenly his free hand was holding her head ahti, his mouth was
pressed fiercely on hers, effectively stifling aaound but a muffled
groan of despair.

Christie closed her eyes, strove to keep her igigly compressed,
her body rigid with resistance. Let him see how mpteasure he
gained from taking her by force. None, unless he s@sated with
normal lovemaking that the idea of taking a womagairmst her will
stimulated his jaded appetite.

His grip was hurting her captive wrists and yethasvent on kissing
her, less fiercely now but more sensuously, she ammlled to

realise that, already, it was having an effecten 8he could feel the
strange trembling of her thighs, the ache low dawher body, the

desire to open her lips to the lips moving softhyhers.

Then all at once terror revived as Ash let go hesteyand, using that
hand to pull her closer, made her suddenly, felgrfalvare of the
hard, aroused state of his body.



This was how it had been before. She could notrenidagain. With
clenched fists she beat on his chest, wrenchingioeth from under
his, fighting him with a desperation which gave twice her usual
strength.

But it was no defence against Ash. Her violenceatgeamused him.
She saw his teeth flash in a grin as he let hdogan instant, then
grabbed her and tossed her bodily on to the bed.

She landed flat on her back, was rebounded byxtedlent springing
and, for a few moments, lay still, breathing hand glaring up at
him, her grey eyes glittering with tears of impdtemy.

As she started to struggle up, he flung himselidaeker, pinning her
down with one arm stretched across her to clampigetr arm at the
elbow. Her other arm was trapped underneath hinren\dine raised
her legs, intending to strike at him with her heéls foiled her by
throwing his right leg across her slim thighs.

'‘Who would have thought you could be such a termiyjae teased
her.

But the mockery in his voice was not matched bydb& in his eyes.
They were brilliant with undisguised desire. Chestould see that
her struggles had excited him, and he would nog plgh her for
much longer.

When he tried to kiss her again, she whipped re& &side, twisting
her neck as far as she could to keep her moutbfdus reach.

His lips were hot on her throat, travelling slowdy to the delicate
hollow behind her ear. His teeth softly nibbled kbiee. She felt the
tip of his tongue exploring the spirals of her eand the heavy
beating of her heart, and resistance dying dowidenser.

‘Give me your mouth, Christiana.'



The low-voiced command made her shiver.
'‘No . .. never.. . never,' she whispered, kegpar face averted.

He gave an almost soundless laugh at her futilesa¢to submit to a
conquest she could not avoid.

‘You will," he said softly. "You will. And there arother places to
kiss.'

With a sudden change of position he shifted himseler down, the
weight of his chest on her hips, and his face deval with her
breasts, still heaving after her struggle with him.

The pressure of his hands on her outflung armsligiater now, but
she guessed it would rapidly harden if she attethfianove them.
So she lay inert and despairing while his breatircded like fire
through the flimsiness of her nightie, and inste@&dibbling her
ear-lobe he found a more sensitive spot to conatmntifor the
moment, his siege of her body?

But it wasn't the expected disgust she felt asrtwsth kissed its way
from one soft quivering breast to the other. Ancewlhe said, 'Too
many lights on,' and suddenly rose and left hex Jahstill for at least
twenty seconds, not quite grasping that she was ifr@ot for many
moments.

When she realised, she leapt to her feet and dlethé bathroom yet
again, only to be caught at the threshold and kaodekwards into
his arms.

'If you think that door would protect you, you dokhow me," his
voice mocked.

Before she knew what was happening, her nightdhesk been
whipped upwards to hamper her flailing arms andecdwer head.



Then, naked from the chest down, she was thrownhenbed a
second time and kissed as before, but now withemen thin lawn
between Ash's lascivious lips and the tremuloutsn-sanooth flesh
which the sun had not touched.

Knowing it was useless to attempt to pull down haghtie, she
struggled to extricate herself from it in the otdeection. Sprawled
as she was, this was not easy, and it took her regitgted seconds to
rid herself of its folds. For all the time she veaisiggling, Ash's hand
was exploring the rest of her until, when at |&& bad freed herself,
and given a gasp of relief, he reached the topeotiighs and drew
another sharp gasp from her.

‘No!" She tensed every muscle against the insidiousseses
‘Yes,' was his hoarse-voiced response.

She could feel the pounding of his heart, his hda@athing. Yet
there was no impatience in his touch.

She had not known a man could throb with so fiemcerdour, but
keep his passion in check. He seemed to havecaélol.

All at once she herself had none.

She began to tremble from head to foot, as if seiewhivering with
cold instead of burning all over. Then, as her é&daenuscles
slackened, Ash slipped his hand between her legdanshivering
became violent shudders.

Only dimly aware of frantically clutching his shdeks, she heard her
own laboured breaths, and no longer felt any shaméer body
writhed in abandon to the waves of delicious sems@atduced by his
expert caresses.



Again and again he drove her to the point of fretNgt until she was
almost exhausted with pleasure did he let go bis self-discipline.
For an instant, eyes wide in the moonlight, she baw looming

above her, and felt his hard, muscular flanks betwaer soft,
spreadeagled thighs. As their bodies fused, sbkd otit; not a cry of
pain, but rather of astonished joy at being undfeand ready for his
final possession.

And when he had taken his pleasure, and kisseddfdy on the
mouth, she burst into tears of relief at not baagdemned to relive
the misery she had known before.

He seemed to know why she was crying and, insteambwing away,
he continued to hold her in his arms, and wastkgite when she was
calm and almost asleep.

* % %

When Christie woke in the morning, she was alorgh #as not in
the bedroom, nor was there the sound of water ngnoii the buzz of
an electric razor from Joss Hathaway's dark bluarbam next to
Miranda's pink one.

Perhaps Ash did not use an electric razor. He minghin there,
shaving quietly with an ordinary one. For a darkdt man with a
strong beard, he had been very smooth-cheekedi¢dt There was
not a mark on her body, she discovered, peerihgraelf.

None of the bite marks and bruises, none of thesteldble-grazes
which had marked her pale and tender skin on thaimg after her

first night in bed with Mike. When she stretchedid not make her
wince. In fact, although she didn't want to admishe had never felt
better in her life.

Rested, refreshed, invigorated; all her hormonesitiht way up.



Where had that phrase come from? she wonderedh&heead it
somewhere, but where?

When she sat up, she saw that the door of Asiltsdmah was open.
He must have gone down to the beach for an eaiip.skdow long
before he came back?

At the thought of having to face him, after alltreed done to her last
night, her face grew hot and she had a revulsideading.

It wasn't only what he had done which was mortifyibut that she
had allowed it—and responded. He had virtually daper—not
brutally, not like a beast. But that didn't altee tfact that his slow
invasion of her body had been against her wilhyoa coercion of her
will.

That he was her husband made no difference. Howearefully he
had phrased his assurance that he would not ekpetd sleep with
him, it was still a despicable ruse for which sbeld never forgive
him.

Yet even while she wanted to hate him, a part ofnead held the
thought, Why did Mike never make love like that?y\id | have to
go through all that disillusioned unhappiness, kimg it was my
fault, thinking there was something terribly wrongh me?

It was a distasteful idea: that enjoyment in bedi f@thing to do with
the emotions, but was merely a matter of techni§ae.did not want
to accept that any man with Ash's experience chale inflicted the
same rapturous sensations on her. But the only eipganation—

'‘Good morning. How did you sleep?’

He had caught her lying on her side, with her lezadled on her arm
and her other hand absently smoothing the lustidask silk
crepe-de-chine of the undersheet.



At the sound of his voice, she rolled over, clutchihe oversheet to
her. Ash was standing in the space left by onehefdliding glass
doors which gave on to the Hathaways' private besalpatio.

‘Good morning." Without answering his question, & up,
returning his quizzical half-smile with a look oimeuldering
hostility.

Her glare made his smile more pronounced. He stidtl the bed and
sat down on the edge of it. 'lt's usual for huskaadd wives to
exchange a good morning kiss—especially after ahtnigs
pleasurable as last night.'

He held out both arms, inviting her to come to Iriom her place in
the centre of the bed. He must have removed hisrweits down on
the beach as now he was wrapped in a small towiehvdovered him
from waist to mid-thigh.

Christie's bosom heaved with indignation. 'Have yow
compunction?' she burst out.

‘No, none. Should | have?' he asked equably.

Perhaps there was a slight risk that your clainbéofrigid was
justified. But you know what they say— There's ngtsthing as a
frigid woman, only an inept lover. And if my judgmteof a situation
is ever in doubt, | favour the S.A.S. motto—Whoefawins. Last
night was a mutual victory. Can you deny it?"

She wanted to burrow under the sheet to hide la@letconfusion.

‘No, you can't, said Ash, with a low laugh. 'Bessyou remember as
well as | do that when you gasped and cried owagn't because |
was hurting you.'



'‘How can you! Oh, God!" She buried her face inlrds, unable to
bear the reminder of those moments of total abameon

She felt a movement on the mattress. The next mbneawas beside
her, pulling her into his arms, making her uncdwer face.

‘Twenty-four, and so shy," he teased her. Thermibekery died out
of his eyes, replaced by a curious expression whieh could not
fathom.

'It was like taking a virgin,' he told her, his geilow and vibrant. '‘Not
that | speak from experience, having always avoidbedm
before—endangered species that they are. But p&rjusb once in a
lifetime, there's something to be said for being finst man to hear
those whimpers of pleasure which you gave lasttrigh

'l hate you ... | hate you,' she ground out. "Y®uwlsgusting ... a
disgusting satyr!

'If you think that, my dear, on the basis of laghtis experience, you
have a great deal to learn. So much that | thitkbétter continue
your tuition immediately.’

It must have been at least an hour later, whilesiiwas staring at a
hairline crack in the ceiling plaster, with nothieige in her mind, like
someone in a deep trance, that Ash raised histbdadk at her.

Big and broad as he was, she was not in any waypzd. His weight
was all on his own arms.

Her gaze fixed on the crack, she wondered if hez f@as still dewed
with the moisture which, earlier, she had felt kneg out on her
forehead, under her eyes, everywhere.



The same thing had happened to Ash. She had feltstidlden
dampness of his back, like the moment of crisia fever when the
high, burning temperature falls, and the restledisidm is eased. But
that had been some time ago, since when she hadla daze of
emotional exhaustion.

After studying her face for some moments, he kigbedtip of her
nose before rolling aside to sit up.

‘Time for breakfast, | think, don't you? Then pg@®ianother tutorial.
A sailing lesson,' he added blandly. 'I'm goingd@hower, and then
I'll organise breakfast. Don't be too long havigiybath.’

She watched him walk to his bathroom, his buttarily a little less
tanned than the rest of him. They had concave plante sides, and
tighter curves than her own still partially whitehnd on which,
when she went to her bathroom with its mirrored Isyakhe
discovered one small dark love bite in a place wioicly Ash would
see.

Like a brand, she thought, anger reviving. His prop now, his
woman. For although his caresses were gentle ag & she
submitted, he had left her in no doubt that if eske attempted
further resistance, he would use his superior gtheto enforce his
mastery.

Without any love between them, she was in the jposif a new
addition to a harem. And although she had his udédsattention for
the time being, how long would it be before hediog her?

During breakfast she discovered that Miranda artd el arranged
for John to spend that day and night at the homsoaie of the
children he had met at the Christmas Day party.

'Fond as | am of him, | don't want a child at myelseduring my
honeymoon,’ said Ash.



Reluctantly, Christie was forced to say goodbykdonephew many
hours before she had expected to part from hirm Bohself seemed
unconcerned. He promised to be a good boy allithe they were
away, hugged her, hugged Ash, and went off hapytly his hostess
when she came to fetch him.

They spent the rest of the morning sailing, firsthe Sunfish and
then in the Hobie Cat. After lunch, Ash suggestettize to Devil's

Bridge on the eastern side of the island. He t@ditwas an area
which had been bought by the Mill Reefers and preseto the

Government of Antigua to remain an unspoiled beaptt.

Although it was a lovely day, the heave and surgth® deep green
water under the bridge of rock, carved by centuoiegounding by
the sea, made her unaccountably nervous.

She did not step on the bridge, but Ash did. Whemwhas halfway
across she felt a sharp thrust of fear in caskotilsl suddenly give
way, plunging him into the turbulent water beneath.

Even he, powerful swimmer that he was, might noaibke to save
himself from that cauldron of conflicting currenthe thought of his
splendid body being lacerated by the rocks, andeffestanding
helplessly by, made her turn away, hating the place

From there they went to Long Bay which had a réefecto the shore
of a crescent moon beach with unobtrusive hotdbimgs at either
end. When, after an hour of snorkelling, they weaeing a drink at
the, beach bar of the Long Bay Hotel, Christie neinered Kate's
praise of the hotel's boutique.

She asked Ash if he would mind waiting while sheniv® have a
look for an extra present for Margaret.

"'l come with you. There might be something | sliblike to buy
you,' he answered.



The shop was full of temptations. She bought asdiesgth for
Margaret, and several small presents for formdeagles whom she
hoped to see and say goodbye to.

Ash insisted on buying her a pair of black coratmags, and a white
evening skirt from Mexico, covered with vivid emidery.
Attractive as it was, she would have preferredoaiccept it, but was
prevented from demurring by his obvious determoratand the
presence of another customer.

It was late afternoon when they returned to thehblatys' house.
They had supper earlier than usual, to allow aerval before the
meal which would be served to them on the aeroplane

"'l go and finish my packing,' said Christie,afsupper.

She felt badly in need of some time alone. In #raesroom with Ash
she was continually conscious of the things he dlezhdy done to
her. At least she would be spared any further laleng tonight.

But her respite from his disturbing presence lases$ than ten
minutes. She had turned the Mexican skirt insideaad was folding

it to be as little creased as possible when shedlika door open and
close behind her.

Surely he hadn't followed her to—?

As she bent to lay the skirt in her case, lean hrtwands slipped
under her arms and closed firmly over her breadtawing her
upright. She closed her eyes as a kiss burnedeeaf her neck, and
his fingers fondled her softness.

*You can finish your packing later. There's pleottyime.'

She wanted to hate it: the feel of his hard makyladready pulsing
with desire for her, the practised assurance witltlwvhe unbuttoned



her shirt, pushing the strap of her bra off thevewf her shoulder to
make it easier to slip the warm palm of his hanavben the cup and
her bare flesh.

But the truth was she didn't hate it. Already, tjlouner mind
rebelled, her body had signalled its surrender. pbaks of her
breasts had swollen. Her thighs were quaking. Skepanting.

‘Shall we have our first shower together? Hot watakes the skin
more sensitive.'

Christie stifled a groan at the thought of becomagen more
responsive than she was at this moment. She hamsahmn control
left. It horrified her that, in less than twentyafohours, Ash had
changed her from the woman she thought she wastheteager,
pliant wanton he held in his arms now.

It was this self-disgust which made her say, 'dfaitol | was ever to
trust you! And it's not as if | wasn't warned.'

‘Were you? By whom?' As usual, he sounded amusisdfingers
didn't stop their soft effleur- age. With his otlieand he began to
loosen her skirt.

'‘By someone | didn't listen to at the time. | slabldve. | should have
known that anyone capable of seducing another nwan'svould
make mincemeat of someone like me.'

Ash withdrew his hand and turned her round. 'Whgskam |
supposed to have seduced?’

‘Their names were Lucy and Roger. | expect yowvgdtten her by
now. A quick bash, or whatever you'd call it, ie tack of a car, after
a dance.’



His hands fell from her shoulders. He tilted a sard eyebrow. 'Was
your informant an eyewitness, or is that an assiomin your part?
A rather curious assumption in view of your ownenmgicexperience of
my approach to women. Last night and this mornilgp'ticome in

the category which you've just described in thasleer unbecoming
terms, did it?'

Christie coloured. 'I'm sure you've heard worse.'

‘Much worse,' he agreed, on a dry note. 'But kderanot hear them
on your lips.'

‘That's a red herring,’ Christie said shortly.

‘All right: you answer my question, and then @llityou the facts
about Lucy and Roger.'

She bit her lip. 'No, it didn't, but presumably, yamir wife, | rate
preferential treatment.’

‘Another remark like that and you'll rate an olastiioned spanking!
He moved a few paces past her to a table where Raabéeft a try
with glasses and a flask of iced water. He fillee glasses before he
said, 'Lucy was engaged to Roger for two reasongealse her
family were in favour, and because she'd panicked.'

'‘Panicked?’ she echoed, as he came back to whereashstanding
and put one of the glasses into her hand.

‘She was pregnant by an older man. He already éig @nd a child,
and he didn't want to know about hers. She coutdoé telling her
family, and she couldn't face an abortion. The aitgrnative was
Roger, poor chump.’

He paused to drink some of his water. 'On the nyght were told
about, | could see that she wasn't used to drirdamtbwas well on the



way to being tight. | could also see Roger wasm@ttype to handle
the situation with any finesse. So | danced heanif took her across
to Sunbird Onewhere | gave her black coffee and some father
advice. Someone must have seen us leaving thevifiesti and
warned Roger that my intentions were usually dislwable. He
came to her rescue, by then rather tipsy himseifl was too
aggressive for his own good. He took a swing atand,| dodged it.
He fell over, hitting his nose, and bled like a.pig

He grinned at the memory of it. 'He couldn't gokbiacthe dance with

his shirt all bloodied, and he wasn't fit to driver home. To avert a
quarrel between them, I left him on board with &eoichap who was
there, and took her for a stroll round the Dockydilten she wanted
to see it by moonlight from Shirley Heights, aridké it up there on a

fine night, so up we went. On the way she unburddrexself, and

asked my advice.'

'‘What did you tell her?' Christie asked curiousiypndering how a
man would see the girl's problem.

‘That it would be asking for trouble to palm thelaloff on Roger.
Either she had to be honest with him, and hopeiatred for her as
much as he claimed. Or she had to face up to Imgngp the baby
single-handed, with aid from her people and théeStBhe wasn't a
girl with much spirit, but one couldn't help feaisorry for her. She'd
been pretty badly conned, poor little wretch.'

'‘By the wretched man who made her pregnant. Yesat wirat he
must be.’

'‘By him, but not only him. By all the people whaoprote claptrap
ideas about free relationships and open marriayebso on. There
are quite a few girls like Lucy who do things tldgn't really want to
because they think "everyone" does it, and theyhler miss out or be
laughed at if they don't go along with the herde'Smot the only



person to have her fingers burned in the permisSaxgenties, but it
looks as if the Eighties might see a revival of czonsense.’

Such views, coming from him, astonished her.

h guessed her reaction, and said, 'A life styteckwworks for a man |
his thirties can be disastrous for a girl in heeities. Anyway, Lucy
and | had a long talk up there on the Heights, landhe time we
returned Roger had gone home in a huff. So shedtde night on
Sunbird,chaperoned by a retired Naval chaplain and hig wifo
were spending Christmas here. The next day shéimigr the truth.
At the time he couldn't take it and shot back tgl&gnd on the first
available plane. However, | heard from her latat tie'd come back
to her and they were going to be married.’

'‘Could it ever work out?' said Christie doubtfullfwo not very
sensible people, and another man's child?’

'l believe so. If they both want it to work, andncentrate on each
other's happiness rather than their own.'

He was watching her very intently as he made thiesent.

'Is that an oblique way of saying that | shouldetrate on your . . .
well-being, even if it conflicts with mine?'

'Is there a conflict?’

‘You know there is. We agreed to a certain kindnairriage, and
you've changed that. You . . . you've forced adl tm me.'

' I've never yet known a woman who wanted a mamgio her
permission to make love to her. Any man who sayayW" is going
to be refused on principle,' was his dry response.



‘A convenient theory, but not well founded," sha s=oldly. "The
dozens, perhaps scores, of women who have welcgawehto their
beds don't represent their entire sex. Just aslhmten—very few, |
should think—would have acted as ... highhandesllya have.'

She had not yet drunk any of the water he had gngnbut he took
the glass away from her and replaced it, with kvg,00n the table.
Then he came back towards her, and something iexXpsession
made her shrink back a pace before standing hendro

About two feet from her, he halted, arms folded.

'‘Let me make something clear to you, Christiamiri't want to hear
any more of these cutting allusions to my pastnbional man of my
age has not had some—not scores and not dozenstienships
with women. In my case they've always been womiea inyself,
adults and free agents. Contrary to gossip, I'venseduced a young
girl or been the first person to cuckold anothennfeor practical
reasons as much as moral ones. Inexperienced woanen
unsatisfactory partners, and the number of divardkmting about
makes it unnecessary to break up any more marriages

He paused, his lips momentarily compressed inrargar line than
Christie had ever seen before. She discoveredwhanh he was
displeased he could be daunting indeed.

'‘However, all that's in the past. | now have a vitfevarm my bed
and'—and the grimness lightening—'although youlexperienced
now, | detect signs of natural aptitude. So no nebmewish cracks,
please. One more and you'll find that pretty batksof yours
smarting!'

The dark eyes were smiling now. 'This time I'm goia be lenient,
although perhaps you won't think so.’

'‘W—what do you mean?'



He reached out and drew her to him.

'I'm going to give myself the pleasure of undregsmu, and then
we'll take that shower | suggested, and then—'

He left his intentions unfinished, and his moutimeadown firmly on
hers.

Their take-off that night was delayed. Owing to somix-up in the

bookings, there were more passengers boarding teguanthan had
been expected. In consequence some of the aschadl' had to be
discharged to compensate for the extra weight gplgeand baggage.

Christie heard, without really listening, the grdesb of the
homegoing holidaymakers. Some had small fretfuldeéin to cope
with, and all were sorry to have come to the enti@f holiday in the
sun, and to be returning to everyday life with ¢hmaonths of the
English winter still to come.

She knew how she would have felt had she beereinghoes, with
the added anguish of leaving her nephew behindwBat were her
feelings as things stood?

As the aircraft soared into the night, and they tedifor the
illuminated safety-belt sign to be extinguished #m&l cabin crew to
pass along the aisles with the drinks trolleys,\sbrdered if all she
had gained by becoming Mrs Ashcroft Lambard couldweigh

being forced to submit to the passion of the masideeher.

In a way it would have been easier to bear if reeldeen like her first
husband, intent on his own satisfaction and achgvi without
delay.

But Ash was at pains to ensure that she shareehjpyment, and it
was that which, somehow, made it unbearable. Adtidtike had
loved her, and said so. Ash abstained from usiygadearments. A



few hours earlier he had forced her to a high pdatlecstasy, and
never once called her darling.

She was beginning to think that an act of love, évav clumsy and
frustrating, was preferable to an act of lust pened with great
virtuosity but no real affection.

It was one o'clock in the morning before, at ldgtner was served.
The menu that night was seafood cocktail, roakiisiof beef, and

Black Forest Gateau. It sounded better than ietiastnd Christie was
not hungry anyway. Nor, apparently, was Ash.

He had bought her a headset in case she wanteltbto the film, but
iImmediately after the meal he settled down to sl&é@py were in the
Economy Class section because, in his view, theaedmfort of
First Class was not worth the extra fare. But tipairt of the plane
was extremely cramped for a tall man, and somd@fpassengers
were not considerate of their fellows and went @neering about
and chatting to people they had met on holiday. Ast the aisle
seat, Christie the one in the middle, and the wwnd®at was
occupied by an unsmiling dark- skinned woman who §at on at
Barbados or Trinidad.

Christie watched the film because she knew it wdnddmpossible
for her to sleep. But Ash, having closed his egé$snot stir. It gave
her, when the film was over, her first opporturidystudy his face in
minute detail.

A fine face to match a fine body, she thought. Wiheyes closed so
that one wasn't distracted by the sardonic glearohwdften lurked in
them, it was possible to appraise his featuresitasatly as those of a
sculpture. A strong face, bold and decisive.

She remembered him referring to the motto of thecip Air
Service, the elite British regiment of commandososéh exacting



training was only survived by men of exception&hdss, initiative
and guts. He would have survived it, she was cgertai

Who dares wins. Last night was a mutual victoryn @au deny it?

Suddenly she remembered the source of the phrasbk,vaim and off,
had been plaguing her memory all day.

It had been in an article by Katherine Whitehotre tell-known
journalist and columnist. She had read it ages pguhably before
her first marriage, and one sentence had beenviiéadin her mind,
like an obscure fact in a computer, and had newscesbeen
retrieved, until she woke up this morning.

She still couldn't recall the theme of the artiabaly that single
sentence about waking with all one's hormonesigji way up after
a smashing night with one's true love.

But Ash was not her true love.

She stared at his sleeping face which was haletutowards her,
emphasising the high slant of his cheekbone and stiheng,
uncompromising jawline.

Then it hit her with a force of a blow; the suddémttering discovery
that Ash Lambaravasher love.

In almost every respect he personified all she sgthin men. He was
courteous, capable, responsible; he had a readg s¢mumour and,
to quote Miranda, 'a cultivated mind in the bodyaahan of action'.
He was kind to old ladies and children. Physichkywas the most
attractive man she had ever met. As a lover she ke to be both
painstaking and imaginative. What more could a womant in a
man?

Only that he should love her was well as desire her



But that doesn't make any difference to my havaligm in love with
him, she thought.

For the next hour or more, as they flew east,timcearly sunrise, she
sat motionless, trying to come to terms with thesvrand amazing
complication of an already complex situation.

She could see now why she had been nervous whehakkbrossed
Devil's Bridge. It had been one of several sigmdiech she had not
understood at the time.

She did not remember becoming drowsy, but she haus dozed.
Because the next thing she knew was that breakfastabout to be
served, and she was no longer sitting upright éanihg against her
husband.

He had put the arm-rest out of the way, and hacimsround her,
with her head cushioned on his broad shoulder.

'‘How long have you been awake?' she asked, draaviiag.

‘About an hour. | went to have a quick shave betloeemain rush to
the washrooms, and when | came back you didn't lomk
comfortable, so | got rid of this'—putting the arest back in
position.

‘Thank you. | hope | haven't given you pins anddfe='

She avoided his eyes, afraid that he might seemm$ome clue to the
revelation which had come to her during the night.

It was late morning when the aircraft touched dolmmmediately the
ebony face of the woman on her right was split lpeaming smile.
She began to chat, making Christie realise thatvstsa't as sullen as
she had seemed. She had been afraid, but nowy afek on the
ground, was cheerful and friendly.



How easy it is to form a wrong impression of peopBristie
thought, as Ash handed down the woman's belongirgs the
locker.

As they left the aircraft, she noticed how the smibf the two

stewardesses standing by the exit became more &uiraa they saw
the tall man behind her. She wondered if he waskihgp

appreciatively at them. Even if he were in lovehaier, she would
not expect him never to take note of a pretty face.

All that's in the pasthe had said, of his close relations with othe
women.

But could a wife hold a husband who did not love drece making
love to her had lost its novelty?



ELEVEN

Never having landed at Heathrow before, Christi iaidea of the
procedure at a very large airport. But Ash had amén, after

landing, some of the people around them begaratalsip and open
the lockers for their belongings, he said, "Thene'swurry. The last
off the plane will get clear just as fast as thstfi

There was some way to walk from the aircraft to ltherier where
their passports were briefly inspected. Then thetered a large
baggage hall where passengers from several fligate waiting to
see their cases appear on the various baggageselrou

'Wait here.' He strolled off and, some minutesr|ateturned with a
trolley.

When their cases appeared, he hoisted them edistlyeoconveyor
belt and pushed the trolley towards the Green@eadt the Customs
hall. Only a couple of officers were on duty theaad they showed
no interest in Ash and Christie.

On the other side of Customs, a large crowd ohétseand relations
were waiting to meet arrivals. Christie assumed niosv Ash would

make for the Underground, or perhaps take the dilpas to the
Victoria Air Terminal in Central London.

Instead, she was amazed to find, he had laid dmaffeur-driven
car. The address he gave to the driver was nooftar flat where
she had expected to be staying, but somewhere iWw#st End.

'‘Where are we going?' she asked him, as the caffset

The driver had put a plaid wool rug over her knées,the morning,
although cold, was bright and sunny—a pale, safskine compared
with the golden light of Antigua.



''ve booked one of the apartments where | alwsgg when I'm in
London. | prefer them to a hotel, and they're mooaveniently
situated than your place. A lot of the stores arthiv walking
distance. If you want to go over to the Sloanee&tknights- bridge
area, you'll have this car to call on. Taxis carhael to come by at
lunchtime and towards closing time. You're goingheve a full
enough schedule without hanging about in the coldthe wet,
waiting for a taxi to bring you and your parcelsre’

‘You're very considerate,' Christie said stiffly.

'‘My consideration is not entirely disinterestedoh't want my wife to
be too exhausted at the end of a wearing day'spgigppo have any
energy left for me.

He reached for her hand, raised it to his lips arieen she glanced at
him, gave her a smile of unequivocal sensuality.

Flushing, she snatched her hand free, and lookécklguat the
driver. But the glass panel between the front aadklseats was
closed. If the man could see them in his rear-vi@wor, he had not
been looking in it just then.

The entrance to the flats was in one of Mayfaitsetgr squares.
They stayed in the car until the driver had annedrtbeir arrival on
an entryphone and the electrically-operated dodrideen unlocked
by whoever was in charge of the flats.

When the lift brought them to the sixth floor, thexere met by a
woman in an overall whom Ash introduced as the Bkeisper. She
showed them to their apartment, followed by theatriwith their
cases. Ash asked him to call for them at four.

When they were on their own, he said to Chridtiexpect you'd like
to have a bath after that uncomfortable night.domg out to buy
something to eat and drink. I'll be back in abautyf minutes.'



This was an unforeseen respite. As soon as the dobe had closed
behind him she expelled a long sigh and relaxeghtyi.

The sitting-room seemed small by comparison with athaways'
exceptionally spacious rooms, but it was well falhad with a fitted
carpet, a sofa and two armchairs, a glass-toppiéekeciable to match
the round dining-table, and good quality lamps pintures. There
was a television set, and a coin-operated telephbme green and
white glazed chintz curtains were lined and intedi, and when
Christie drew aside the white net glass curtaimsiebked out on the
topmost branches of the plane trees growing instheare gardens.
Double-glazing reduced any noise from the trafficclimg the
gardens, and the flat was centrally heated.

The rest of it consisted of a small fitted kitchamink bathroom, and
a bedroom with a double bed and plenty of storagérawers and
cupboards.

In much less than forty minutes, or so it seemetan she heard
Ash's key in the lock. She was in the bedroom, pedpin a bath
towel, unpacking and hanging up her clothes. Hadrehlised how
much time had passed , she would have dressedrsdtmeever,

having seen that he had two large paper carrighshim, she thought
he would unload and put away his purchases, giv@rga chance to
dress.

But she barely had time to unwrap the towel andmbie into briefs
and a bra before he strolled into the bedroom.

Moving to the head of the bed, he took hold ofdbeer and pulled it
away from the crisp white pillowcases and neatlgéd down top
sheet. At the same time, his other hand was sfaigifoosen his tie.

‘Are you g-going to bed?' she asked uncertainle I&d picked up
the towel and was holding it in front of herself.



'l am. How about you? | should think you could didhva nap after
having so little sleep last night.’

'‘No, |—I'm not tired at the moment."
‘Good, because I'm not tired either. | wasn't idieg to sleep.'

He threw aside his tie and came to her, reachin¢goaiake away the
towel with which she was concealing her scanty wridthes.

Christie backed away. 'No . . . please . . . n@t.ho

'‘Why not now? We have half an hour to fill befone wine will be
chilled. What better way is there?'

She shrank back until the wall behind her madeh@irtretreat
impossible. 'l—I don't want to . . . you have nghtito force me."'

'I'm not going to force you. Only coax you.' Theras a smile in his
eyes.

Her grip on the bath towel tightened. The stubdora of her chin
became more pronounced as she braced herseligbhies.

‘Are you going to fight me again? | don't know wisince it's now
established beyond doubt that, far from beingdrigou're a normal,
warm-blooded girl with all the right reflexes. Yaalso have a
beautiful body, so there's nothing to be shy abouit.

As he spoke, he moved close and reached out, nakedhold of the
towel she was clutching, but to put his arms roand behind her,
and open the clasp of her bra.

'Don't. . .don't—



But her angry protest was smothered by the hungggsoire of his
mouth.

He kissed her for a long time and then, with tps lio her cheek, he
said, in a husky murmur, "You want this as much és. Why not
admit it?'

'l don't... | donot! It's degrading.’

At that he lifted his head, looking down at hemtented face with
eyes which had narrowed and hardened.

‘Degrading? Why, for God's sake?'

Forgetting the clasp he had undone, she let gtothel and, placing
both palms on his chest, gave him a vigorous sh8ke.succeeded,
because he let her, :n pushing him off a coupfogs. But the sharp
movement also made the cups fall away from hersisea

As she snatched them back, she said furiouslyaiBscwe don't love
each other. To me, sex without any love is adisgusting travesty.'

'It didn't seem to disgust you the night befor¢, lasce I'd overcome
your initial reluctance.'

A deep blush suffused her face and spread downdodr. She said in
a low, goaded voice, 'If you torture someone yon gwmke them
admit to anything. If you use your sexual skillsraa, of course my
body will respond. But not my mind ... not my heafbu can never
iImpose force on them.'

Ash had been unbuttoning his shirt. He pulled eefof his pants,
unbuttoned the cuffs and shrugged it off, his dgake intent on her
face.



‘At least my despised sexual skills have relieven yof the
depression of believing yourself to be abnorm#iolight you might
have been glad to be freed of that burden.’

‘But now | have a new and worse burden imposed&hsie retorted
bitterly.

She saw anger flare in his eyes. He jerked downzipiand stepped
out of his trousers.

'Yes,' he said curtly. 'If that's how you chooseagard it, I'm afraid
you have. Because for me, the delights of your @vd\better than all
the other pleasures of the flesh. And one day gayting to agree
that what we are about to do together is not deggadt's a gift from

the gods which | don't intend to deny myself beeao$ your

scruples, my girl.'

He was fully undressed now, as naked as the stafasient Greek
athletes. Except that they had not been sculptetheatmoment
described so graphically in the poem she had redteeve of their
wedding.

She was afraid that, because she had annoyedhmsninte he might
take her swiftly, before she was as ready for rsrolaviously he was
for her.

The still unforgotten misery of past ordeals made d¢ringe as he
came towards her. But it was an inward cringingohlshe was too
proud to let him see.

She might have known he would have a far more subty of
punishing her than by hurting her. The first thivggdid was to refuse
her uneasy appeal, 'Can't we draw the curtains?’

Now that she knew she loved him, she was terroifa@vealing it; of
having him watch her face as he drove her mad ghdevilishly



skilful hands and his knowledge of all the mostss@re parts of her
body.

‘No, | like to look as well as touch.'

He smiled as he said it, but there was a vengdiid igp his eyes
which made her quail. She could tell that her amgrpurst—and
particularly that last lie, that he would neverateder heart—had
only served to fuel his determination to conquerdwmnpletely. She
felt sure that, without loving her, he meant to maler love him.

As usual, she tried to resist and, as usual, he egercame her. It
was not long before his kisses had deprived hall cditional thought.

Aroused as she knew him to be, he still held hifmsetheck until,
though she strove not to show it, her pulses wacmg with a fever
of desperate excitement. But this time Ash didaillotw her to reach
the lovely sensation she had experienced on thedsl|

Suddenly he stopped kissing her and touching hex k8pt her eyes
closed, but felt a movement on the bed which maddel sick with
disappointment. She thought that now, for the firse, he was going
to indulge his own hunger without the delectablelyge she had
already learned to expect.

Ash parted her legs, and his mouth seared the tdéledb inside one
quivering brown thigh. She waited for him to ertter, and then gave
a gasp of shock and a smothered scream.

Her body coiled like a spring as she reached dongrdab with both
hands his thick, springy hair. Her tug on his heast have hurt him,
but it didn't stop what he was doing to her. Hisrs§j hands snapped
over her wrists, biting painfully into her fleshturshe released her
hold on him.



Christie's shoulders sank back on the bed. Shersigred to waves
of ecstasy.

When, presently, he moved upwards, covering hey oth his, the
exquisite ripples of pleasure were still coursingto her nerve ends.
She arched her hips to receive him, and her sleades twined
round his neck.

It was not until later, when Ash had gone to hashawer, and she
was alone with her hot face buried in the pillowgttshe realised how
refined a punishment he had inflicted upon heribitdéd as she still

was, the act which had given her such pleasure cawsed her

agonies of shame.

How could she have lain back and let him? How cahlel face him
when he returned from the bathroom? And what o#femeful
delights did he mean to impose on her?

At four they set out for the suburb where she hastll

Christie had telephoned Margaret before they keftapartment, and
they went to Mrs Kelly's flat first. She was deligth with her

presents, delighted to see Christie again, andldoetighted at what
she obviously took to be a whirlwind love match.

After spending some time in Christie's flat, thegk Margaret out to
dine at a good Italian restaurant before returtonipe West End.

The next day Ash arranged for two international oeah firms to

come and give estimates of their charges. She spenthole day
sorting through her possessions, deciding whatate lshipped and
what could be given to Oxfam or some other chdetabganisation.



That night, Ash took her to hear Kiri te Kanawagsat the Royal
Opera House. It had long been one of her ambittonattend a
performance by the singer whose face and figure asbeautiful as
her voice. As they took their seats, Christie waara of interested
glances from people nearby. Unaccustomed to béamgdsat in that
way, she wondered what was attracting their attentThen she
realised that she was unusual in having bare sbhm#d she was
wearing the dress Ash had given her—and being gotafewn in

January. Perhaps she was thought to be a memtier jeft set. Little
did they know, she thought amusedly.

Afterwards they dined at the Arlington, a quiet, agpus

rose-coloured restaurant where people who had tmedme theatre
could order a meal until midnight. They began dimmi¢gh deep-fried

mushrooms, followed by roast duck with fresh vegletmand a bottle
of red Burgundy which Christie found rather dry.tBioviously it

suited her husband's palate, and he drank most of i

It was the kind of luxurious evening which Christiad never
experienced before, and the fact that she wasglnith by far the
most personable man in the restaurant, with whoewgads in love,
made it an almost perfect occasion.

The next day it was necessary to spend severas ladtine flat. In the
afternoon she called on former colleagues who ws&ifeon holiday.

They could not conceal their amazement at seeimgsbiegreatly
altered, accompanied by an attractive husband, baay driven

about by a chauffeur.

Her final call was on the Principal, to apologise person for
deserting his staff so precipitately. To her relfef her action had
weighed on her conscience, his attitude was syrefiattather than
aggrieved.



'It's always inconvenient when a valued membehefstaff has to be
replaced, but I'm delighted that, after many misfoes, your future
promises to be much happier,’ he told her kindly.

To Ash, he said, 'Unlike many bridegrooms, you Wwhave to suffer
a period of burnt offerings and inexpert houselm&hagement, Mr
Lambard. I've long known that Christie has a digmos which

greatly endeared her to her pupils, but | must ess—and | don't
think she'll mind my admitting it—that | hadn't sad what a very
good-looking young woman she is. Your enviable atenand the
well-known glow imparted by falling in love have vked a
remarkable transformation. | congratulate you, amsh you both
every happiness.'

‘Thank you, sir. I'm well aware of my good fortunesas her
husband's smooth reply.

It wrung her heart to hear him sound so sinceref teeirs was a
marriage made in Heaven, not a practical partnergavened, but
perhaps not for long, by his physical desire far he

That night he took her to Boulestin's where thelsvahed with

apricot silk, the chandeliers and the eighteentitteg oil paintings
turned her thoughts to the drawing-room at Her@ousind. She
wondered if the same colour might be a good chibieee.

They began their dinner with quail mousse servduems' eggs, and
followed by turbot cooked in a leaf of spinach withtercress sauce.
Throughout the meal, which ended with fruit bruléegy drank
vintage Krug.

'l don't think you liked the wine | ordered lasgini. You should have
said so," Ash remarked, watching her take her ®ipt of the
champagne.



'l know which wines are correct with which dishbat that isn't to
say | have an educated palate,' she answered.

‘The "correct” wine is the one you like. Don't beled by people who
pretend to be connoisseurs. Few of them are; thgy'actising
winesmanship, and it can be very amusing. But naysaot many
people, unless they're professionally involved arenlarge expense
accounts, can afford to educate their palateseXpense account has
ruined many restaurants. They don't have to b@hgmore because
the majority of their clientele don't know good tbrom mediocre
food, or fine wines from moderately good ones.

"This tastes delicious to me,' said Christie.
‘Good. | want to give you pleasure.’

Ash raised his own glass and drank, watching her the rim with a
look which made her face flame.

The night before last, tired out by her wakefulhign the aircraft,

she had been asleep before he had come out oftheobm. Last

night, seeing that she was weary after the longsdayng out the flat,

Ash had not attempted to make love to her. Bugsiessed he would
not allow a third night to pass without touching,hend perhaps he
intended to repeat the thrilling caresses abouthwher feelings were
still torn between shocked shyness and unwillingterment.

On the way back to the flat, Ash announced that tixere going to
spend the weekend with friends in the country, amald leave
London by road at eleven-o'clock the following mam

‘We're going to stay with Hugo and Emily Ffar- iogt | hope you'll
like them. He's my oldest friend. We were at scliogkther and it
was his father, dead now, who taught me to sailwrepent several
holidays with them," he told her. 'There's to bealianer party



tomorrow night, so pack something suitable. It'®lahouse, but not
a cold one.’

At the flat he switched on the television, explagithat earlier, while
glancing through the evening's programmes, he haiited a
thirty-minute documentary which should be interegti

'l think I'll go and do my nails,' said Christie.

It was not that the programme didn't appeal to bet that she was
glad of an opportunity to attend to aspects ofgneoming which she
didn't want to deal with in his presence. Sincewiedding she hadn't
had a chance to shave her legs or renew the paftelpequer on her
toenails.

If Ash was going to watch television for half anuhoit would give
her time to catch up with various feminine rituafgl embark on the
visit to his friends with the confidence that, whadr else they might
find lacking in her, at least his friend's wife vidnit be able to fault
her grooming.

While she was shaving and doing her eyebrows, whichkily
needed very little attention to keep them in sheghes kept the
bathroom door locked. Afterwards she decided teelsmshower and
to use an after-bath lotion she had bought dutwegday and which
was still in her tote bag.

When she went to fetch it, she could hear the voidbe television
narrator coming from the other room. She wondefe&ksh would
watch whatever followed the documentary, or if heuld switch off
and join her.

If he did the latter, she would have to postponetpay her nails until
the morning. Perhaps she wouldn't paint them alf éitie Ffaringtons
lived in the country, and were sailing people, Bnmlight be the
open-air type who didn't go in for cosmetics andhished nails.



Christie herself, after four years of going withoudike-up or French
scent, was thoroughly enjoying their use again. he& was very
willing to modify her eye make-up and leave offaaled varnish if it

would help her to establish a rapport with the vaféner husband's
closest friend.

Returning to the bathroom, she didn't bother t& the door a second
time. A few moments later she was under the showsienly
revolving to get herself thoroughly wet before taghthe tap off
while she soaped herself.

Working up from her feet, she was busily latherey thighs when
the shower curtain was swept aside, making her gigeothered
exclamation of surprise.

‘You sound happy tonight," said her husband, appgaiher wet
brown form.

Until he spoke, she had not realised that she le&ah Isinging to
herself.

He took the tablet of soap from her and turneddend to stand with
her back to him. Then he rubbed the tablet oveubeer back and
spread the lather with his-other hand.

‘Are you happy?' he asked.

'...I'm not unhappy,' she conceded, sharplgrawf the pressure of
his long fingers sliding caressingly over her msigh.

He had already undressed and was as naked asidhee hean to
take another shower with her?

The last time he had had to keep her under the eshawth him by
force. She had not realised that she had falldov@ with him, and



had still been consumed with rage at his breakiagpfomise not to
make love to her.

Now, in spite of her protests and her continuedtasce, she knew
in her heart that he had been right to take hére Ilhadn't, she would
have spent the rest of her life convinced thatwsas frigid, never
knowing the delicious sensations which were begignio course
through her as his hand glided over her back.

Ash stepped over the side of the bath and pulledb&ekwards into
his arms, holding her there with a strong arm ckedmound her waist
while he started to lather her front.

This time she did not squirm and struggle, but gtwmomotionless
submission while he stroked her silky wet flesh.

'Is that the best you can say—that you're not uoy2ihe murmured,
some moments later.

'‘What do you want me to say?' Her voice was breashéind uneven,
betraying the disturbance within her.

He didn't answer, but his hands began to do thwggh made
passive resistance impossible. Against her wilt, fead sank back
on his shoulder and her body relaxed and respotwldis skilful
mastery of her senses.

He began to nibble her ear, softly biting the @bt his teeth, and
kissing the side of her neck. With one hand spieddw her navel,
he pressed her against him, making her feel hisedfes her.

'I'm going to turn the shower on.' His voice waskybut steady.

The warm water, already mixed to a comfortable enraure, began
like a light summer rain which became a tropicdlige as he turned
the pressure to full. As it poured down on Christidy, he resumed



his slow, patient caresses. She was beginningdw kinat, with him,
love was never a rush. However fiercely he wangsdiie would not
unleash his own passion until she was tremblindp wieasure, her
inhibitions swept away.

'‘No, Ash ... no ... please,’ she said faintly, ifeglthe tremors
beginning.

But she didn't really want him to stop and, knowtingt she didn't, he
ignored her stammered protest and went on makigyttmher under
the cascading water. Not until she was on the eflgestasy did he
stop; but only to turn off the shower and wrap inewarmed white
towels, and carry her through to the bedroom.

There, on the thick pile carpet, not once but agaid again, he
reduced her to rapturous shudders which swept aWéer control.
When, scarcely knowing what she was doing, she lgnbeseeched
an embrace which included them both, he told heklh 'Not yet.’

Finally, when she felt exhausted with pleasuregéee her a brief,
bemused respite by drying her wet hair and genthetling the rest
of her until, incredibly, she found herself quiveyiand trembling.

All at once his self-control snapped. As delightigad along her
nerves, more piercing this time than before, h& toer with a fierce,
silent urgency.

Some time later she was dimly aware of being liftad although it
woke her she did not open her eyes. As soon asatielaced on the
bed she felt sleep enclosing her again, like awbgh had thinned
for a moment, only to become even more dense.

The next time she woke, the room was no longereqlairk. It was
very early in the morning, and the faint grey .tigkfore sunrise was
beginning to filter round the edges of the curtains



Ash was lying close behind her, his arm heavy anribeage, his
hand enclosing her left breast. At first she waly aware of being
warm and snug, and at peace in a special kind vf Mvevas allied to
a feeling she had occasionally experienced afgorous exercise; a
long, brisk winter's day walk, or a bracing sprgvgm in the sea off
the south coast of England. All her muscles feletband relaxed, not
a single tension left anywhere.

But as she remembered the reason for this agreesavise of
well-being, and how not one word of love had beechanged, the
peacefulness left her. She began to fret agairstpibssessive
intimacy of his hold on her, and to be ashamedeofdtbandonment
the night before. She remembered, years ago, coaurggs a copy
of the Victorian bestsell€Frilby in which a Hungarian musician anc
hypnotist called Svengali had mesmerised an artisbdel into
becoming a famous singer. After his death the spadl broken. The
girl lost her wonderful voice and died of a brokezart.

Christie was beginning to feel that, when Ash mide to her, he
exercised the same kind of power which Svengali had over
Trilby.

Suddenly he stirred in his sleep, withdrawing taels weight of his
arm as he rolled over on to his back. Secure indvis for her, she
would have turned and snuggled against him, hed h@a his
shoulder, her arm on his smooth, sun-tanned chestead she
remained where she was; physically fulfilled, butogionally as
starved as she had ever been.

Having expected to arrive at an ordinary small d¢gurihouse,
Christie was taken aback when next day, about anshdrive from
London, the hired car turned in at a very largegyressive gateway
with lichened stone peacocks on top of the taltkbgateposts, and



the crest from a coat of arms incorporated into dbsign of the
wrought iron gates which were standing open to athmeim.

The long, well-kept drive was fenced off from therrsunding
parkland, sheep grazing on one side of the driatlecon the other.

‘This used to be a fine avenue of elms, but thehglalvictim to Dutch
elm disease, and Hugo has had to replant with tivess,’ said Ash,
indicating the new trees. 'In the spring these vgoess verges are
thick with daffodils.'

'You didn't warn me your friends lived in a statélgme,' Christie
said, a little apprehensively.

'‘Does it make any difference?' he said. Then, bedbe could reply,
'It's not the most salient fact about thefhat is that they have
achieved what | hope you and | will, some day.'

‘What do you mean?'

He gave her an enigmatic glance. 'You'll see fourgelf very
shortly.'

The house which now came into view was a battleatkn!
Elizabethan manor, built in the 1560s of Kentistpstane, although
Christie did not learn these details about itlaiéer.

Her first impression was of a very large yet someltosy-looking
house, mellowed by more than four centuries of Shglummers and
winters until it looked as natural to the landscasethe several
splendid cedars of Lebanon growing on the lawn§&ont of the
principal entrance.

When the car drew up Ash sprang out, and turnedlfpChristie step
on to the gravel. Their arrival had been seen.|darly man in black
trousers and a grey alpaca coat had come out &b tipem.



Ash grinned at him. 'Hello, Johnson. How are you?'

‘Very well, thank you, Mr Lambard. You're in yowsual good health,
| hope?'

'Yes, thanks." Ash turned to Christie. 'Darlingiwaware of the pang
the endearment caused her, he put an arm rounshbafders and
drew her nearer to him—'this is Johnson who's lieeharge of the
household since Hugo and | were at prep schoollangdbefore that,
as a matter of fact. Forty years, isn't it, Joh@son

'Forty-two years, to be precise, sir. Good mornimgdam." The
butler inclined his head to her. 'Sir Hugo and LEdyily asked me to
express their apologies to you and Mrs Lambard Téiey both had
to go out this morning, but should be back veryrtyolLady

Ffarington is in the family room and looking forwlaio your arrival.'

‘Then we'll go up to her immediately.'

Taking Christie by the hand, Ash led her into tbase and across the
large hall where dark rose red walls gave a waroh \@elcoming
atmosphere, and were a good background for the midtriyamed
family portraits slanting up the wall behind thederistone staircase.

At the top of the stairs he led her along a corrtda doorway where
he paused to knock. Then, opening one of the talb doors, he
gave Christie an encouraging push into the roornimit

The interior was not what she was expecting. la arzd proportion it
was a room of immense grandeur, with columns
marmalade-coloured marble dividing it into threetmms, and some
very elaborate classical plasterwork ornamentiegctiling.

But the floor was covered with wall-to-wall natupale matting, and
the chairs and sofas—some modem, some eighteemniihrge-were



upholstered and cushioned in every shade of yeltom honey to
banana, with one or two light blue accents.

A television set, a child's first tricycle, an easéh a half-finished
painting, the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle all spréack up on a
table—these were some of the things Christie ndtioeher first
glance around her.

Then, although it seemed no one was there, a werokair voice—a
voice with a smile in it— said, '‘My dear Ash, haawély to see you!
Always so beautifully brown and now, at long lagith your bride.

Come and give me a hug, dearest boy.’

Then Christie saw, rolling towards them, a lighttahénvalid chair,
its occupant a woman with curly white hair and amef crow's-feet
no doubt caused by and now accentuating the chatineio owner's
smile.

'‘Aunt Diana—how are you?' He bent to kiss her aih lobeeks.

'I'm well. We all are. And this is your lovely Chtiana. Welcome to
Peacocks, my dear. I've hoped for a long time thsit would
eventually find someone to make him as happy asweet daugh-
ter-in-law has made my son. You'll meet them batysoon.’

She extended a thin, mottled hand, but in spiteit®ffragile
appearance her handshake was a firm one.

‘How do you do, Lady Ffarington.'

Christie, not usually shy with strangers, knew that response
sounded stiff. It was caused by renewed embarradsatebeing
taken for a radiantly happy bride. She thought abgective Lady
Ffarington had applied to her must have been a tomapt on her
part, rather than a reference to anything Ash haatlis his telephone
talk with her son.



It was true that, when making love, he would telt how beautiful
she was, but she thought this was part of his tgaknsomething he
said to all the women he bedded.

'l think you should call me Aunt Diana as Ash dossjd Lady
Ffarington.

As she spoke, a black pug trotted towards thengvield by a tall
man and woman, both wearing navy blue fishermeoisssover
sweaters and corduroy trousers. The man was lferwoman red-
haired. They were followed at a leisurely plod lnyedderly golden
retriever,

'So sorry we weren't here when you arrived, Ashé Wwoman was
the first to greet him, offering her cheek for ai

Then the two men exchange hearty handshakes, anéHugio
clapped Ash on the shoulder. "You look disgustirglgs usual.’

His own face was far from pale, having the ruddypgoof someone
outdoors in all weathers.

Christie stood by, waiting her turn, liking the koof these people,
wanting them to like her.

Emily Ffarington didn't wait for Ash to present tugde to her. She
said, 'Christiana—hello. As you realise, I'm Emiye've been so
looking forward to meeting you. We could hardlyieeé our ears
when Ash rang up to ask if he could pitch up foe theekend,
bringing a brand new wife.'

‘As | should have been your best man, Ash, if yadrtt already done
the deed, I'm going to insist on the right to give bride a kiss," said
her husband. Having done so, he bent a very kinig €m Christie,

saying, 'Ash didn't exaggerate when he told uspeet a stunner. As



he's long past the age of being dazzled by a lofaalg, I'm sure
you're as nice to know as you are to look at, @ana.’

‘Thank you.' She returned his smile.

She noticed he had hazel eyes with green fleckkevidmily's eyes
were amber with golden flecks in them.

'Ah, Johnson, well done,' was his next remark,igadhtler came in
with a bottle of champagne in an ice bucket.

It was not long before they all had a glass inrthand, and their host
was completing his welcome with a toast to the hbpeChristie and
Ash might find marriage as agreeable an instituisrhe and Emily
had done in their eight years' experience of it.

Presently, Emily said, 'l expect Christiana wotle to wash before
lunch. I've put you in the room at the end of thstecorridor, Ash.
Will you show her where it is, or shall I?'

'I'll take her. | need a wash too.'

‘We'll still be in here when you're ready. With arty tonight, we
thought a light lunch would be enough.'

As he took her to the room prepared for them, @brassked,Did
you tell Hugo | was a stunner, or was he merelpdpdattering?’

'l think knock-out was the word | used—as indeed sce. The first
time | met you | saw your potential. By the timeuj been in
Antigua a week you were starting to look a difféne@rson. Now the
transformation is complete. There are not many dievout in
England, but it's certainly your blossom time. E®mothing like
sexual fulfilment for putting a bloom on a woman.'



'Oh, hush . . . someone might overhear!" She loolexdously over
her shoulder.

‘There's no one to hear, or to see.'

Ash stopped, caught her to him, and kissed hbedan playfully, but
before long she knew that he wanted to do more kisanher.

She wrenched her mouth free. 'Please, Ash. .nowt. . . please!'

'‘No, there isn't time," he agreed reluctantly. 'Aaftér lunch they'll
suggest a tramp in the woods. We shall have towmiitwe come up
to change for dinner.’

His embrace had slackened, and she was able tbdrself.
She was provoked into saying, "You may be impatidimh not.’

The moment the words were out, she wished she thsaid' them.
Ash recaptured her, pressing her close, makingeeéthe impatient
surge of his desire for her.

'l could make you retract that jibe,' he said, vatipunitive gleam.
'‘And you know it, don't you, little spitfire?' Higps to her ear, he
added in a husky tone, 'l could bring you to the/\®ink, and leave
you there—all afternoon. Don't try me too far, Ghana.

She knew it was no idle threat. In some moods, ag eapable of
anything. To make them both late for lunch becdneskad taken the
time to force her beyond the point when she coeklst him, to

reduce her to the helpless victim of his infinitellsand her own

unsuspected wantonness, would not cause him acgmdigure.

It would be she, and only she, who would sit thiotlge meal hardly
able to swallow for embarrassment; afraid that ohehe others



would sense the pitch of voluptuous excitement toctv he had
driven her.

'l didn't mean it,’ she said hurriedly.

Ash gave a short, humourless laugh. 'You meant itt—bwasn't
true.’

He let her go and walked on.

Their bedroom was decorated in shades of terra@ithdominated
by a tester bed with curtains of printed cottonisafour corners, and
the same cotton, quilted, as a cover.

The air was deliciously scented by a fragrance aiag from the
small golden flowers on the otherwise naked bramche vase on
one of the windowsills. Later Emily told her thisasvwitch hazel,
although she, being a gardener, used its botamarak,Hamamelis
mollis, and the popular one for Christie's benefit.

Their cases had been unpacked for them, and hérinsth and some
of her make-up arranged on the dressing-table wsichd in the

angle of the two window walls. The bedroom, beimgaocorner,

overlooked two sides of the house, one pair of wivallooking out

on a large lake amid parkland, and the other paing a view of the

gardens.

'l learned to sail on that lake,' said Ash, inmdsmal voice, not the
impassioned tone he had used to her in the corridor

Relieved that his ardour had subsided, she said,téke it Hugo is a
baronet?'

'Yes, it's a hereditary title. Emily's father islake, so she's always
been Lady Emily, which saves the confusion of thiag two Lady



Ffaringtons. She was twenty when Hugo married $@rshe's four
years older than you are.’

'‘Have they children?

‘Three—twin sons of seven, and a younger boy dftjuge whose
trike you may have noticed in the family room. Thiehave been out
of doors all morning, as the weather's good. Wailet them at
lunch.’

Christie used the bathroom first and when she acammeeplacing her
rings on her left hand, Ash said, 'Don't wait fag.nfou can find your
own way back, can't you?'

‘Yes. All right, I'll go on ahead.'

She was nearly back to the family room, as he hidctit, when she
paused to admire a fine painting of a battle scéieile she was
standing there, not three yards from the door wilish must have
left partially open, she heard Lady Ffarington sdyow very
unfortunate that Celia is coming tonight. | cantgiee you couldn't
put her off, but it's not an ideal situation—a nsadoride and an old
flame at the same dinner party.'

‘Particularly when the old flame is Celia, who wilit outrageously
with him just to be tiresome.' This was Emily'saai

'‘She won't get any encouragement. He'll soon ntailear that that
party is long since over.' Now it was Hugo speaking

‘That will only egg her on,’ was Emily's answehéS like Ash

himself used to be. Celia adores a challengenifia appears to be
indifferent, she can't rest till she's made a cestul should think

that's what attracted him about Christiana. Slagfeer reserved, isn't
she?'



‘Yes, but that may pass off when she gets to kr@wbo you think
she'll hold him, Hugo? Do you think Ash really hdsanged?' The
guestion came from his mother.

'l don't know, Mama. Perhaps. It's a side of lies live never really
understood, not being the type women fling theneseht.'

‘Nonsense! You're just as attractive as he is.’

‘You're prejudiced, Emmy. Ash always had a hellaofot more
opportunities than | ever did, but whether he miwemost of them
because womanising is his nature, or because ha'thdwen
encountered the one absolutely right girl for hitmpnestly wouldn't
know. He's never discussed women with me.'

'l have a sinking feeling the leopard doesn't cleatsyspots. | hope
I'm wrong. | like what I've seen of his wife so,favas the comment
made by his mother.

At this point the sound of children's voices comingm another
direction roused Christie to an awareness thattmyersation she
had heard had not been meant for the ears of arthédthree people
inside the family room.

There was no time to wonder when, and for how long,unknown
Celia had been Ash's bright new flame before tlaifgtons' three
sons and a pleasant-faced woman in her fortiesaapgeround a
corner and approached her.

'You must be Mrs Lambard. I'm Nanny Mait- land. Hdavyou do?’

They shook hands, and then the twins, Harry andilRamnd the little
boy, Duff, were introduced.

Lunch was eaten round a large table at one endeohtige family
room. Although simple, it was delicious, beginningth pureed



chicken livers baked in a buttebyiochedough. This was followed
by garlicky hamburgers with a tomato sauce andagpin The
pudding was poached pears.

Christie noticed approvingly that the children aterything which
was put in front of them. John was inclined to loadkance at
anything but the convenience foods which her undoiceted sister
had fed her family on, but Christie hoped to cure bf his faddiness
eventually.

The twins joined in the conversation, but withony ahowing off.
Duff concentrated on his food, with some discrestisiance from
Nanny Maitland.

As Ash had predicted, after lunch his friend praubs walk. But
Emily said, "You two chaps go off for a tramp. Igaing to show
Christiana the house and the garden.’

Later, alone with Christie, she explained, 'I'mngecareful not to
overdo things at the moment. | had two miscarridgesveen the
twins and Duff, and | don't want to lose this baflyich I'm just

starting, so a gentle ramble round the gardentieibf®r me than a
strenuous hike with the men. Anyway, they'll ergoyhour or two on
their own. They're almost like brothers, you kndtg. a shame they
can't see more of each other. But Hugo is rootee, hend Ash

belongs in the sun.’

In a gesture of impulsive warmth, she linked arnth @hristie for a
moment or two. 'It's going to be even nicer conoagto Antigua, as
we do every year, now that Ash is married to soraeainmy own
sort. Some of his girl-friends have been a bit kol witted. I'm
dying to see this lovely old place he's bought. Wima for you, doing
it up. Marrying Hugo, | could have been deprivedabbfthat. But his
mother is such a darling, she insisted | shouldaeverything just
the way | wanted it.'



They had come to a small lobby, leading into thelga. It was hung
with old macs, tweed coats with leather-patchedwe#) oilskins and
a variety of headgear and footwear.

From this selection Christie borrowed a windcheated a pair of
green gumboots.

As they left the house, Emily went on, 'Diana’smeotin-law was the
most appalling old battleaxe who went on ruling tbest until she
died at ninety-three. She would never hear of dmnges. By the
time Diana had a free hand, she'd been struckibywetched illness
which keeps her in a wheelchair. Also my fathelaw- hated
spending money inside the house, although he leglishon the
estate. The gardens have always been heaven. Gitgivel Hugo's
grandmother her due. She was a brilliant gardearst, a working
one, too, unlike most of that generation.’

Even in January it was possible to see that, wipeng came, the
gardens at Peacocks would be heavenly indeed.ti@hned had no
idea there were so many winter-flowering shrubs la@athers. She
saw that old flagstones, old bricks used for pa#imsl old statuary
contributed a great deal to the beauty of the placé gleaned many
ideas that she felt could be adapted to good eifeet Caribbean
garden.

But it was the interior of the house, even morenthize grounds,
which she enjoyed being shown.

‘Have you had some training in interior design® akked Emily,
impressed by her colour sense.

'‘No, but while Hugo's immersed @ountry Life, Ipore oveHouse &
Garden,and I've filched a lot of ideas from professiodakigners
like David Hicks and David Mlinaric who specialisedealing with
this kind of house.’



Talking to Emily, feeling pleased by the rapportethhad sprung up
between them, Christie forgot the disturbing cosa@on she had
overheard before lunch.

She remembered it while she was dressing for dink&n had not
come upstairs with her, as he had said he wouldartteHugo had
walked several miles, coming back to the houseusk do find the
women and children enjoying hot buttered crumpktsne-made
strawberry jam, shortbread and Dundee cake.

Later, when Emily had suggested it was time to gkarHugo's
comment had been, 'You girls go ahead. It'll take 3n hour at least.
Ash and | can be ready in ten minutes. Time fomkd| think, Ash.
What'll it be? Whisky and soda?'

For some seconds, not very long, Ash had turneddrisgaze on his
wife, his expression inscrutable.

Had he been remembering their conversation befonehl and
deliberating whether to find some reason for acamimg her?

Whatever had been in his mind, after a brief hesitahe had
accepted the offer of a whisky and soda.

Before leaving London that morning, Christie hadrb&to Liberty's
and bought herself a red silk shirt to wear with thite Mexican
skirt which had red flowers among its embroideri&se had also
bought a kid tie belt of the same colour to linktsknd shirt together.

Her eyes and lips were made up with the cosmeiendier by her
sister, and she was dressed and ready when Ashe@ntieeir
bedroom.

'Will | do?' she asked, a little uncertainly, asdi@sed the door and
she turned from her own final inspection of hersgif the
cheval-glass.



‘Admirably,’ was his answer. 'But | should taketbfise sand dollars.’
'‘Oh . . . yes, if you feel they don't look right."'

Although the skirt was embroidered in brilliant @ofs, she had felt
that the plain silk shirt needed a necklace of seare

While she was removing the sand dollars, Ash cob#se room and
she saw him take his shoulder- strapped travetroaghis part of the
wardrobe. From the bag he extracted a packagenblatipped off
the wrappings, he crumpled them and tossed themtha
dressing-table waste box. He then placed two leatises in front of
her.

'I think these will look better,' he said.

The larger of the two cases was an unusual shape, on less round
with a projection at the back and front. She todctiee catch and
lifted the lid.

'‘Ash.' she gasped.

Lying in a serpentine groove in the dark velvet ek an early

Victorian snake necklet of overlapping gold scalédse snake's eyes
were rubies, and its head was ornamented with suiid diamonds,

as was the heart suspended from its jaws.

'You like it?' He leaned over her shoulder toitifrom the case and
put it round her neck.

The tip of the snake's tail fitted into a tiny shdtone side of the head.
His hands rested on her chest as he dealt witfagtening.

'It's magnificent, and perfect with my lovely engagent ring.'



‘That.!s what I thought when | noticed it in Aspseewindow on my
stroll this morning.’

‘Asprey's! Oh, Ash, how extravagant of you. Thaol y. . thank you
verymuch.' She controlled an impulse to take onehhands, which
now were on her shoulders, and kiss it.

After a pause, he asked, 'Aren't you going to dperother box?'

‘Yes, of course.' She had been transfixed by thatgeof the jewel
now lying at the base of her throat.

The second case contained a pair of small rubyiegs- He kept his
hands on her shoulders while she fixed them inegpéad reiterated
her thanks.

‘Were you relieved or disappointed that | didnitneoupstairs with
you earlier?"

The question caught her unprepared. She openeddweh to reply,
but could find nothing to say.

He flicked the necklet with a forefinger. 'l supppsow, you don't
like to tell me that you were relieved,' he sardhis most sardonic
tone.

‘That's .not fair! | wasn't—' she began.

‘You weren't relieved?' He lifted a sceptical epslar Then you must
have been disappointed. In that case, let's hapgubsts don't linger
too late.’

His hand slid down from her shoulder to cover aabteWithin
seconds his gentle fondling had exacted an invatyntesponse
which brought a thin smile to his mouth.



‘Shall | teach you something new tonight?—After 'yeustopped
resisting and your alter ego has taken over?'

'l ... hadn't you better start changing?' Alreladiyvoice was uneven.
In a moment, if he didn't stop, she would statréonble.

He gave a harsh laugh. 'Very well. I'll et you faff the moment. But
later, when the party is over, we'll perform thagchding exercise
which your mind rejects but your body seems to ghjo

With which he strode to the bathroom, leaving Gleisipset and
bewildered, all her pleasure in the jewels he hadrgher doused by
the hostility in his manner.



TWELVE

As Christie made her way to the main staircasenaiing to go down
to the drawing-room on the ground floor which Enfigd shown her
earlier and where household and guests would sleetencountered
Nanny.

‘How nice you look, Mrs Lambard. What an unusuait'sk
‘Thank you. It's from Mexico. My husband chose it.’

They chatted for a few minutes. To postpone the erdrwhen she
would have to put on a party smile and meet fifteteangers, Christie
asked, 'Might | say goodnight to the twins? | exdewff is already
asleep.'

'Yes, he is. But the twins are not. Do come.'

Christie lingered in the children's wing as long psssible.
Eventually, Nanny said, 'l think they may be womagrwhat's
become of you, Mrs Lambard.’

‘Yes, I'd better go down. Goodnight, Nanny.'

Suddenly wishing she could spend the evening incib&y day
nursery, browsing through some of the Victorian &uivardian
children's books she had noticed on the crowdedetheChristie left
Nanny knitting, with a television set to switch later if she wished.

A party of six people had recently arrived when sbached the
gallery which led from the top of the staircasemthree sides of the
upper hall, with corridors leading off it.

As she paused to look down, these three couplegdnout of sight
and Ash came into view below her, talking to aredidwoman. At
the same time the butler opened the door to someanevals, two



men and a much younger and extremely glamorousiblamman in
a black velvet cloak with a glittering clasp. Aetbkight of Ash she
gave a loud exclamation.

‘Darling! What asupersurprise. | wasn't tolgou would be here.
You're exactlythe person | need to restore my morale. I've be
having the most ghastlytime—too unutterably vile. Hovare you?
How divineto see you!

After which enthusiastic outburst, delivered inegegd plummy drawl,
she flung her arms round him and kissed him, faltree mouth.

Celia, | presume, thought Christie.

As she walked down the stairs she saw Celia lebfgAsh and,
smiling radiantly at him, reach up to unfastendieak.

‘May | take that for you, Miss Dane?' the butleg@red, at her
elbow.

‘Thank you, Johnson.'

Ash was wiping her lipstick off his mouth with ad¢in handkerchief.
He caught sight of his wife, and said, 'Ah, hermes Christiana.’

‘Christiana?' Celia swung round to see at whom é=laoking.

As Christie descended the last few stairs, he diokzed the other
woman to her. Then, to Celia, he added, 'Christiand | are in
England for our honeymoon. We were married juseurdyveek ago,
in Antigua.’

'‘Married! You . .. married, Ash?' she exclaimed incredulously. 'O
darling, | can'believeit!



'‘Looking at Christiana, | should think you woulddiit very easy to
believe it.'

‘How do you do, Miss Dane.' Christie offered hemdha

'How do you do. Well, yes, | do see what Ash medosl. are rather a
bobby-dazzler, as my father used to say.' Her léwgaz-coloured
eyes, fringed by long thick lashes, some her owth swme not,
appraised Christie's figure and clothes.

She herself was wearing clinging black silk, higiecked and
long-sleeved but slit to mid-thigh on one side, eaing one
black-stockinged leg and the four-inch-high heelohthad enabled
her to kiss Ash on the mouth.

By this time the two men who had arrived with heerev in
conversation with the elderly woman. Celia remerabetheir
presence and summoned them.

'‘Peter. .. Leo . .. come and meet the honeymesoner

e made the introductions, Ash introduced Christithe older womar
who was Mrs Leigh, and a few minutes later theyradlved towards
the drawing-room; Leo with Christie, Peter with Mteigh, and
Celia with her hand tucked in the crook of Ash'sogl and her
blonde hair gleaming close to his shoulder.

It should have been a delightful evening and, imynaays, it was.
All the men were in dinner jackets and white voitesoft pique shirts,
except one, a theatrical designer, who was wearingvy silk polo
under an emerald velvet jacket, and Ash. His dijaeket was white,
worn with a dark red silk waistcoat which Chrigtught gave him
the air of an unusually young commanding officetropical mess
dress.



The drawing-room at Peacocks had been refurbisheohgl the
Regency. It was all white and gold and pale yel&atin. Emily had
introduced several comfortable modern sofas in temidito the
original ones, and everywhere there were porcelache- pots filled
with white hyacinths or with charming arrangemeotdried and
handmade silk flowers.

It was an elegant setting for a gathering of urbar
distinguished-looking men, and stylish women witllvkept figures
and good clothes.

Emily, like Christie, was wearing a shirt and skimérs being of pale
grey crepe-de-chine and cashmere, with a rope@é lamber beads,
and her red hair caught up in a knot at the badieohead, in a way
reminiscent of the fashion when the drawing-roond Haeen
redecorated.

Diana Ffarington was in black chiffon, a shirt- sBgWith which,
having a long neck, she was wearing a Queen Aleracallar of
pearls with the emerald and diamond clasp at tbat.frSeveral
magnificent rings flashed on her emaciated fingers.

Ash was known to most of the other guests. Befonaet, while
everyone sipped dry Madeira and moved about ggeetath other
and making civilised chit-chat, Christie was askeare than once
how he and she had met each other. She deduced thanhber of
people took her to be the daughter of one of hislthve charterers.

Two of the women to whom she chatted admired tla&esmecklet.
She noticed that they, and indeed all the womesgmtewore antique
jewels rather than new ones.

'Yes, isn't it lovely? My husband gave it to meighn," she replied,
with a somewhat forced smile, recalling the bittesckery of his
parting shot.



Admittedly Ash had paid her a graceful complimeiftew she came
downstairs, but she still felt the wound of histeeay words in their
bedroom.

They dined in the Chinese Parlour where, earliari\{ehad shown
her the pipe enabling the beer once made on thBlemestate to be
drawn in the dining-room. The room took its namenir the
wallpaper with its duck egg blue background an@hiribirds and
insects flying about in a tracery of white foliagn early English
Axminster carpet, with a ground of the same saiepleflected the
design of the celiling.

Christie was surprised to find that she had beacea on Hugo's
right. Seeing that Ash was on Emily's right atdkiger end of the long
polished table, she supposed this to be in honbuhear recent
marriage.

On her right was a retired Brigadier, now a deddajardener, and
on Hugo's left was a woman potter with, beside trer,theatrical
designer. Celia Dane was near the centre of tie, tao the same side
as Ash, and thus unable to see or to be seen hy him

A deliberate strategy by Emily, Christie guessdtke 8ad not failed
to notice that Celia had monopolised Ash througtibeatpre-dinner
period. It might have been difficult for him to getay from her, but
not impossible for a man of his aplomb.

Remembering Emily's remark about her reserve, @hrimade a
great effort to be more vivacious during dinned aras rewarded by
twice making her companions laugh at episodes gurer teaching
career.

She had expected the food to be even more deliti@mrsat lunch,
and it was.



'l think | should tell you that my beautiful, clevevife cooked
everything we are eating tonight,"' said Hugo, wtlery had begun
the meal with French rarebit, the cheese flavowét wine and
garlic, with Cognac as well as Worcester sauce in i

'l don't know how she does it. | can cope withaieight, but twenty
people would be beyond me, said the potter, whum®e was
Angela.

Emily had confided to Christie that her culinanh@&wvements were
dependent on a French food processor, and a deepefr which
allowed her to stagger-the cooking for a speciabemn.

'She's a disciple of some Frenchwoman who ran kecgschool in
Paris about thirty years ago," said Hugo.

'l wonder who that was?' Angela remarked, lookingpgsed.

Christie said, 'l think it must have been SimonelBes far as |
know she is still alive. The school was called IClecdes Trois
Gourmandes and one of her partners in the enterpuids an
American, Julia Child, who is famous now as a tisien cookery
demonstrator.'

Her guess was confirmed when the main course wagddy

Johnson and a team of women from the nearby villdgewere also
the daily cleaners. It was turkey breasts bakedth witatoes and
cream, which Christie knew to be a Simone Beck &dimn of a

classic presentation of veal.

Several times during dinner she noticed Hugo ansl \hife
exchanging glances. Once he raised his glass dewtine in a
wordless toast to the excellence of the meal thenewenjoying.



The gesture made Christie remember Ash's remaitheicar before
their arrival: They have achieved what | hope you and | will,esor
day.

She would have liked to believe that he had mésmiviarmth of their
love for each other. But a more realistic intergtien was that what
he admired was the skilful way they had enhanciedbisautiful old
family house, and the gracious life style they gaghere.

Although Heron's Sound had fallen into a disrepaiich more
serious than the lack of any innovations imposed Hygo's
grandmother and father, it was not impossible ®ualise Ash's
Great House recovering its original splendours.

The turkey was followed by a caramelised appleaecbmpanied by
a custard cream delicately flavoured with almoridis.cheese was
served. Emily had told Christie that, at an informmeal, she would
serve cheese in place of a pudding. But in an &envwnost people
disliked over-eating, she thought it unfair to temgjmem to
indulgences which they would regret the next day.

Nor, out of consideration for her helpers, did Etder guests linger
at the table as was usually the case when they@dtirs in the
family room. Tonight coffee and liqueurs were seriag Johnson in
the drawing-room, in order that the table couldchlEared and the
very valuable Georgian silver returned to the girooom for the
night.

While people were forming new conversational gro@iwistie was
approached by a woman who said, 'I'm Beatrix BrogniMrs
Lambard. I'm intrigued by your skirt. | feel it muse Mexican.'

It is,' Christie agreed, with a smile.

'l thought so; only the Mexicans seem to be ablmtabine all those
vivid colours without any garish- ness. Are you dnyy chance a



fellow needlepointer, to use your American term \fdgrat we call
canvas work?'

'I'm afraid not. Nor am | American.'

‘You're not? Oh, I'm sorry. | suppose | formed thapression
because the Caribbean is a mainly American playgrotow, |
believe, and also because you have the famous Aamehandbox
look.’

‘Do 1?' said Christie, startled. 'Tell me about iyoaedlework, Mrs
Browning. I've been admiring the beautiful antiqusedlework in
this house, and | know Lady Ffarington and Emilytbdo it.'

‘All the most civilised women do it," answered Mrs Bnow, with a
laugh. "You should try it. I'm sure you'd enjoyNty daughter-in-law,
who has to travel a great deal, says flying ableetworld would be
unbearable were it not for her needlepoint. Sheaygdnhas a piece
with her in case the plane is delayed, or she gahto sleep on night
flights.'

‘Where could | buy the materials to try my handat

'In London, either at the Royal School of Needldwor Princes
Gate, or there's an excellent shop in the PimlicadR Start with
something small like a case for your sunglassesy ooin purse.
Canvas work is extremely hard-wearing. I'm stilingsa spectacle
case which | made over twenty years ago.'

'Did you recognise my skirt as Mexican because wowisited
Mexico?' Christie asked her.

‘No, | only wish | had. That's a treat which my Ibaisd and | are
reserving for when he retires. At present we deally have the time
to go farther afield than Europe. Every five yeaesgo back to Paris,
which is where we spent our honeymoon. It was {hest spring,



celebrating our thirtieth anniversary, that | cauneler the influence
of Manuel Canovas, the French interior designer.’

‘Manuel Canovas sounds a Spanish name.'

'It is. His father was Spanish, but his mother w&enchwoman and
Manuel was born in France. If you're ever in Paas, must go to his
showroom. It's in the Rue de I'Abbaye, opposite pladace of
Cardinal de Furstenberg. He designs the most etingdabrics and
wallpapers and carpets; and now his wife, Sophieo designs
bed-linen and accessories, has opened a boutigubeinPlace
Furstenberg. If | could refurnish my house, regesslof expense, |
should use nothing but their designs. As a young h&spent two
years in Rome and two in Mexico, and he was oné¢heffirst
designers to bring Mexican colours to Europe. Befitvat nobody
had thought of using vibrant combinations like piokange and red
together.’

‘My husband and | are just about to do up a hdiseregardless of
expense,' Christie added, 'but perhaps we couldrggplin the
drawing-room. Is there anywhere in England where oan see
Monsieur Canovas' designs, or are they only obiéena Paris?'

'| feel sure they are available here, althougmitdell you where. But
a firm | can recommend for beautiful fabrics in faeglish taste is
Colefax and Fowler in Brook Street. All their claes are based on
old designs. But of course, being English, youilbw them.'

'I've heard of them," Christie agreed. 'But | inmegthey're rather
expensive. I've always subscribed to the maximitisaietter to have
curtains made from yards of cheap fabric than tmglon expensive
fabric.’

'‘Oh, absolutely,' the other woman agreed. 'Didkrmw that one pair
of silk curtains with a swagged pelmet can cosedhthousand



pounds? Or that mohair velvet is now eighty pouadsetre? But
even very expensive material looks nothing ifnicé properly lined
and interlined.'

'l agree about the lining. | don't think interligimvould be necessary
where we live,' said Christie.

'‘Perhaps not in the bedrooms, but | should haven ityour
drawing-room curtains,' advised Mrs Browning. 'thiténg isn't only
for warmth, you know. It absorbs noise, and pratéoe curtain from
dust blown in when the windows are open. I'm ratimeexpert on the
subject because we spent Christmas with some pewsplese
daughter has made a profession of curtain-makingoimdon. She
does those elaborate festoon curtains which loaketightful in old
houses, and Roman blinds, and swags and tailswaseelling me
the ideal lining for bedroom curtains is somethicagled Black
Italian, and there's a finer than usual interlinicag)led Domette.,
According to her, good curtains are such an investrthat in about
fifteen years' time one should be able to sell themwice as much
as they cost despite their being used in the meariti

Their conversation lasted for some time, and wbahtke absorbed all
Christie's attention had she not been consciousGbka was again
beside Ash. A wife who knew herself to be loved {doniot mind
how many attractive women cast seductive glancésmhusband,
she thought, half listening to Mrs Browning. Andiidée who did have
some qualms, and more savoir-faire than she pasteswould
probably wander over and nip the attempted flotain the bud.

Having always despised jealousy, Christie was uUimgiko admit to
the nature of her feelings when she saw Celiah@shand on Ash's
forearm.



Jealousy springs from possessiveness, and you amduld not
possess each other. Ours would be a marriage opaamanship and
shared endeavours.

Since Ash had said that to her, the terms of thwrriage had
undergone a drastic change, and now he did possessentirely. It
was too much to expect that she should remain ferdiit when
another woman threw out lures to him. Surely evegymust think it
was very strange for a bridegroom to spend so ntinod with a
woman with whom he was known to have had an affair?

To her relief, the next time she allowed her glatastray in that
direction, it was Hugo to whom Celia was talkinghiar affectedly
emphatic style. Ash was now in another part ofrthem with two
other men.

But Christie had a dispiriting feeling that he haat cut short the
téte-a-téte with Celia. More than likely Emily oady Ffarington had
discreetly suggested to Hugo that he should bregi i

About midnight, after several of the older guesasl haken their
leave, Lady Ffarington retired to bed. Late nigiatsed her limited
strength. But the younger Ffaringtons' contempesashowed no
inclination to break up a party which might, Chasgathered,
continue well into the small hours, with more teffer drinks being
offered to the late- stayers.

At one o'clock she murmured to Emily, 'Would younkhit rude if |
went to bed? | believe I'm still suffering from-jag'—although this
was merely an excuse. The flight east had not bsetisruptive to
her sleep pattern as the flight to Antigua befonei<Emas.

'Of course | don't mind," said Emily, 'you shoulavl gone earlier,
Christie. Perhaps Ash is tired, too, although hesdseem to be one of
those people with almost inexhaustible energyinktigou'll find him



in the library with Nicholas. They were going tofae to the
encyclopaedia to settle an argument they were pgavin

Without saying goodnight to anyone else, Chridlijgped away. In
the deserted hall, she paused, debating whethesed& out her
husband. If she did, would he take it to mean shatwanted him to
come with her for other purposes than sleep?

But if she did not, he would think it cowardice dwer part; a
deliberate avoidance of the act to which, as he kvedw, she had
ambivalent feelings of desire and dread.

Eventually, knowing that tired as she was it waokdimpossible to
sleep until he came up, she made her way to theryibShe wouldn't
mention going to bed. She would merely sit in agirtikonversation,
and leave the initiative to Ash.

Looking round the library earlier, she had breathethe ineffable
odour of hundreds of old leather bindings and thads, perhaps
even millions, of leaves of the handmade papendies centuries.

She smelt it again as she quietly opened the heéawy. The library
was almost in darkness. Only at the far end ofrtdwen was one
reading lamp casting a pool of light on a tablegbilvith old volumes.

Behind the table was the man who had been intratltcéher as
Nicholas Fitz-Something. On the nearer side, seaisglto face in a
pair of high-backed leather chairs, were her hudlzera Celia Dane.

The shaded glow from the lamp flattered Celia'sabroheeked
Slavic facial structure, and the hair which, dyledugh it might be,
was a very subtle silver-gilt blonde, in excelleandition. The slit in
her dress had ridden up, revealing shapely legshwhere crossed
and slanted to one side to display them to theiatgst advantage.



. couldn'tbear to be tied down. I'm for living lifefree’,
untrammelled by husbands and children, and thestmaliand one
drearychores which the female fleshll seems to be heir to,' she wa
saying, as Christie paused on the threshold.

'‘Speaking of chores, I've promised to spend tomoatmopping a tree
down for my mother. I'd better be off,’ said Nicml '‘Goodnight,
Lambard. Goodnight, Celia.'

Christie waited for Ash to stand up and say thattbe, had been
thinking it was time to turn in. But he said onl§oodnight. | hope
we'll meet again next time I'm over here.'

And the younger man walked towards the door, theratvo stayed
where they were, causing Christie swiftly to witindr before
Nicholas spotted her.

There was no time to fly up the stairs before herged into the hall.
She whisked herself inside the room next door &olitbrary which
she knew to be the seldom-used morning room.

Through a narrow aperture she watched Nicholas¢heshall to say
goodnight to his host and hostess. As soon ascdikappeared, she
emerged from her hiding-place and ran up the sts@cShe was
breathless when she reached the bedroom and flersglhinto an
armchair.

She had assumed that Celia had left the partytiweltwo men who
had entered the house with her. But now it was ¢les the three of
them had merely arrived on the doorstep at the saomeent, having
travelled to the party in different cars. Now slaene to think of it,
Celia was not the type of woman to rely on liftsrr friends. She
would have her own car, probably something ratteshuhg like a
Mercedes sports or a two-seater Porsche.



It was almost two o'clock by the time Christie hamtiressed, taken
off her make-up, paced about the room for a whaled finally
climbed into the curtained tester bed.

The perfect hostess, Emily had placed or causée fgaced on the
night table an airtight tin of biscuits and a vatuflask of iced water.

After a while, Christie switched off the light ately down. She had

left three of the windows curtained, and drawn btoek pair at the

window with the witch hazel on the sill. Its sweeent permeated the
room.

The shaft of winter moonlight coming in through thimdow did not

reach the bed. But the travelling clock she hadignt with her had
hands which could be read in the dark. She lay enside, and
watched them creep round the dial until they reddhece. A few

seconds later, from somewhere far along the carrglee heard the
muffled chimes of a longcase clock.

Was the party still in progress? Surely not. A mikely explanation

of her husband's continued absence was that Gadtarhot far away,

and had prevailed on him to drive her home and Wwatk across the
park. For all her talk of freedom, she would natdaiin the gambit of
playing the nervous female, glad of a strong mase® her home
safely. And once she had him on her own ground . .

Tormented by visions of Ash making love to Celialehis wife lay
alone and sleepless, Christie's temper began tonibi rage, and
with what she was forced to admit was jealousy.

For a while she dozed, to be woken by a slight daumich, instantly
alert, she recognised as the door closing. Sheday, holding her
breath until she heard the bathroom door beingegpand closed. It
was now half past four in the morning.



He was in the bathroom for a little more than fmmmutes. Then she
heard him emerge and soundlessly cross to the $leel.forced
herself to breathe with the shallow, even rhythrthefsleeper.

Whoever had turned down the bed had placed higragaon the
pillow. But Ash would not put them on. In Antiguand in warm
houses, he slept naked. The pyjamas were for tigbet-
emergencies.

She felt the mattress move as he climbed in bémdeout he settled
down quickly, leaving a space between them. Shedh@an yawn.
Soon afterwards he was sleeping as deeply andfpég@s she had
pretended to be.

Less than one week married, and already he had lodaithful to
her. Hot tears coursed down her cheeks, but she nadound as she
wept.



THIRTEEN

Christie woke up in the morning feeling heavy-ewed jaded. Ash
was still asleep, lying on his stomach with hisseoms under the
pillow and his dark head turned away from her. ldpeared to be
sleeping heavily, and no doubt would continue tosddor several
hours.

Fortunately Emily had suggested that they shoutdugevhen they
felt like it. Hugo, normally an early riser, on Slays liked to lie in
bed reading the newspapers until it was time teednis mother to
morning service at the parish church.

Not from any religious conviction, but out of higag sense of
noblesse oblige, he sat through the service andedh@r home.
Sometimes Emily went with them, but not every week.

Sliding stealthily out of bed, Christie went to thathroom where,
slowly, to make as little noise as possible, she @aahot bath.
Meanwhile she brushed her teeth, combed her hadrsplashed her
eyelids with cold water.

She felt immeasurably depressed that the not uceeghe
disillusionment had come so much sooner than even lwad
expected. Clearly, although Ash had transformed digtude to
making love, he had found her an unexciting partiérat did Celia
do which made her so much more satisfactory? sinel@red.

She had scarcely sat down in the water when, tagtenishment, the
bathroom door opened and Ash strolled in. He waarwe his navy
dressing- gown.

"You don't mind if | shave while you bath, | hope?'

She had been about to lie back, but now she stayethe was with
her knees drawn up to her chest.



'I—I thought you were asleep.’
'‘No, I've been awake for half an hour.'

There was no hint of guilt in his expression befoeeturned to the
handbasin and opened the mirror- glass doors of hidugging
cupboard to take out his tooth and shaving brushesoment later
he shed the dressing-gown and stood there as @akslde was, the
muscles rippling on his back as he started to bhniskeeth.

Christie, who had intended her bath to be a retarime, now began

briskly to lather herself. In the circumstances sfsented the casua
intimacy of his invasion of the bathroom while st@s using it, and

regretted not locking the door.

Her resentment fermented as she used her soapyniigtloofah on
one side and friction terry on the other, on hgsland arms. By the
time she used the hand shower to rinse off, hepéewas again at
boiling point.

Suddenly she saw a way to put him out of countemémrca change;
to indict him for his despicable behaviour far meubtly than by a
direct accusation.

All men, but particularly men like Ash, were vaincat their virility.
She remembered her sister telling her about a woak passionnel
in which a woman had narrowly escaped being kithetier normally
inoffensive husband, not because of her infidddily because of her
cruel taunts about his inadequacy as a lover.

After a debauch with Celia, and less than four Eatleep, it seemed
unlikely that Ash's potency would be equal to amytfer demands on
it. Obviously he had made love to Celia relyingtba certainty that
his still-timid wife would never dream of invitinga repeat
performance before he had recovered his powers.tizue were



situations which could goad the shyest peopleke beld initiatives,
and this was one of them.

‘Shall | leave the bath water for you?' she askesinot dirty, and |
didn't put any scented essence in it.'

'Yes, there's no point in running a fresh bath. [&/lthere's no
shortage here in England— although heating the f stsf

expensive—there's often a shortage on the islamdis€ water more
economically is something most people have to ldamglad you're

already economy-minded.'

She stood up and reached for a towel. Meetinglarscg through the
mirror with an affable smile, she said, '-As yoly,shot water is
expensive. I've never wasted it.'

Although she deliberately paused before wrappirgttwel round
herself, she noticed that his gaze didn't-strajdo wet body but
returned to his jaw, now covered with creamy latAdrat in itself
was unlike him, and an indication that he was motilecherous
mood.

Christie made a performance of drying herself sb Ash had almost
finished shaving before she stepped on to the kthieaving the
bath free for him.

As he lowered himself into the water, she let dovnhair which had
been pinned up out of the way. Then she discatuetbivel and sat
down on the cork-topped stool to rub lotion into legs. The stool
was near the foot of the bath where she was invielv of her

husband.

She did not look at him, and was sure he did rak &t her. But if he
hadn't already got the message, she would makehsunad before
she had finished with him.



Her legs and elbows satisfactorily moisturised, cdygoed the bottle
and stood up, one hand on her hip. 'Shall | scou pack for you?'

'If you wish."'

His tone held a guarded note. For the first timeeithey were
married it was his turn to show reluctance, sheigho vengefully.
Not that it gave her any satisfaction to have bspgions confirmed.
It made her feel sick with misery.

She re-lathered the loofah side of the mitt andzhel on the rim of
the bath, a little behind him, she began to applygorously to his

broad shoulders and down his spine. At the same lten other hand
stroked the nape of his neck, and several time$esimed closer and
allowed her breasts to brush against him.

By now, in his usual frame of mind, Ash would hdeeked over his
shoulder and given her the predatory grin whichciatgd that the
signal had been received loud and clear, and \restlg she would
be the one being tantalised.

But he didn't look round. He just sat with his Idegs drawn up and
his forearms resting on his knees.

Carefully concealing the evidence that her minigirs were having
no effect whatever, Christie thought furiously.

Suddenly her wish to humiliate him by forcing aiation in which, if
not admitted in words, his temporary impotence wlagr to them
both, changed to a profound despair. Even if she e frigid, she
lacked the power to hold her husband even for tlogt fluration of
their honeymoon.

‘There you are,' she said listlessly, tossing titeinto the water in
front of him.



‘Thank you." His tone was that of a man thankingiddle-aged
waitress for bringing him a cup of tea.

Christie dried her hands, and her breasts where liael been
moistened by contact with his back. Looking dowheatself she saw
that, ironically, it was she who had begun to rdacthe slippery
smoothness of his tanned skin.

She went through to the bedroom, closing the debiria b.er. She
saw the room through a shimmer of tears, and longedawl| back
into bed and weep as she had in the night.

Oh, God! What sort of life could they have togetifidish was going
to be continually unfaithful to her?

With drooping shoulders she crossed the room tosvirel drawers
containing her clean underwear. Before she reatheah, strong

arms swung her off her feet, and she found hecsatfled against
Ash's chest. As she opened her mouth to protestisked her—the
demanding kiss of a man confident of an equallgijoaste response.

Before the kiss ended, and he straightened to staikn at her, she
was on her back on the bed, and it was instangigrahat, far from
being impotent, he desired her with the utmost ncge

'l enjoyed that seduction,’ he said. 'l suspectedhad it in you, but |
thought it would be much longer before you coulshdpryourself to
make love to me."' His voice was husky, his darksegight with
hunger. 'Move over a little.' He made to lie dovaside her.

Christie moved, but not to make room for him. Shad herself
across the bed and sprang to her feet on the sither

'‘Hey, where are you off to? Come back here.’



'l don't want to come back.'" She snatched up hlee foom the
ottoman at the foot of the bed and hastened tordeaself. 'Do you
think you can ignore me all evening, come to bedmikis practically
morning, and then do as you please with me? | waginig to seduce
you. | was simply scrubbing your back, and tryiregywhard not to
show how furious | was.'

Ash sat up and put his feet to the floor. '‘Come nGWwristiana, |
wasn't born yesterday. You were inviting me to miake to you, and
you know it. What's all this nonsense about my igrgpyou last
night?'

"You didn't speak to me all evening.’

‘It wasn't necessary. You were never left alondusband and wife
aren't supposed to stick together at parties. Véhesuple do talk, to
each other, they're either bored out of their mihgsuncongenial
company, or they're not pulling their weight asgjae

‘Miss Dane certainly wasn't pullingher weight. She was
concentrating exclusively on you, except at dinwken she was
forced to speak to other people.'

At first she couldn't read his reaction. His eyasgowed slightly. She
thought he was starting to scowl at her. Then gladised he was
amused; not only amused, but also pleased.

'So that's it," he said, his voice silky. "You wggalous of Celia.’
'‘Not jealous. Annoyed,' she said shortly. 'And ihkhwith good
reason. We had an agreement not to advertise thdigréties of our
marriage.'

'Which is now a great deal less peculiar than yad intended it to
be," was Ash's dry comment. 'In fact it's beconmmoge normal all the



time. You must have grown fond of me, ChristieC#lia's antics
made you jealous.’

' was not. ..not . . NOT jealous!" she blazed. 'l just thought
extremely bad manners for you to devote almosettiiee evening to
a woman who used to be your mistress when youmeyrooning
with someone else.’

'Who told you that about Celia? Not Emily, I'm @ant'

‘Nobody told me. It was obvious from the way sh&s&d you, and

from your own reputation. Yes, | know you warned me@er to drag

up your past. But you also assured measpast. It didn't seem to be
last night.’

‘That's rubbish,' he told her roundly. '‘As a matfdact, a wife with a
little more nous would have come to my rescuentiise too easy for
a man to avoid the clutches of a really determimead-eater without
being churlish. Eventually Hugo detached her.'

‘Are you saying she was never your mistress? k ébefieve it.'

'l think the term mistress suggests a differenetgb relationship
from a very brief fling with Celia five years ago."'

‘And your even briefer fling with her last night.’

Recklessly, Christie went on, 'l was awake when g@pt into this
room at half past four in the morning. When | caméell you | was
going to bed, you and she were alone in the libtanynot acomplete
fool, Ash.'

'You think | let Celia seduce me . . . here, irsthouse, after the
party?'

'If not here, at her house perhaps.’



For some moments he didn't speak. Finally, hisevoiery soft, he
said, "You don't trust me even half an inch, do?you

'In certain respects. Not that one.'
‘Would you believe me if | denied it?'
"You haven't denied it.’

'‘No, I'm damned if | will." He stood up and movedind the bed. As
Christie edged backwards, alarmed by the glintisnelyes, he said,
'‘Words prove nothing. But there's one certain wagdnvince you
I'm not having it off with anyone else.’

'W-what do you mean?"

'We shall have to make love more often—as oftahtakes to assure
you. Starting now.'

‘No!' she backed away.

'‘Yes.' He was closing in on her, forcing her intwoaner from which
her only escape was across the bed.

Usually careful with other people's property, hugtjnow oblivious
to everything but the punitive light in Ash's ey&jristie made a
wild leap on the bed, only to measure her lengtheaBugby-tackled
her legs and made her sprawl helplessly forward.

Then he flung himself bodily on top of her, and &ehis warm lips
pressed against the top of her spine, and his relidlisy underneath
her in search of her breasts, and his hard, desmalie body pinning
her, breathless, beneath him.



Christie writhed and squirmed, to no avail. As lhatile efforts
subsided, Ash rolled off and turned her over, tloatf of her robe
falling open above and below the loose sash.

As she tried to clutch it and cover herself, heasgr,on her again,
face to face, for a moment kneeling between hehthi his arms
braced, preparing to swoop.

For the first time, he did not delay but took heithwfierce
immediacy.

Afterwards, calmed and relaxed, he made gentleemdbve to her
until her slim body arched in the final voluptuquesroxysm. With a
long shuddering sigh she lay still and, exhaudetdsleep overcome
her.

Her idea that a few hours' rest would have not le@emgh to restore
his depleted virility after making love to Celia svaonclusively
proved to be an error when Ash awoke her with kisse

After making love to her again, he said, 'Pernbpswill relieve your
mind for the rest of today.'

She flinched from his sardonic tone.
'l think it's time we got up,' was his next remark.
As he rose from the bed, she saw that it was neady.

He was dressed before her, but he waited untilvge ready. In
silence they left the bedroom. Christie could netiphfeeling
embarrassed by their belated appearance. She kepeduch that
Emily had gone to church with the others, and ti@te of them



would have returned yet. If so, they need nevemkhow late she
and Ash had stayed in bed.

Neither Hugo's wife nor his mother was in the fgnmdom, but he
was there, drinking black coffee.

Having said good morning, he went on, 'l hope yot&eling as
fragile as | am, Ash. You should be. You drank lhdfea lot more of
that ruinous gutrot than | did. Why didn't | stickwhisky?"

‘Gutrot! It was a particularly fine old rum whiclsfibeen maturing in
the cask for the better part of twenty years," fghrned equably.

'l have to admit it slid down very smoothly lasigimi, but this

morning—oh, God! What a headache. | suppose laskeep doesn't
help. Did Christiana give you hell when you finalbttered to bed,
reeking of rum and raw onions?'

'l didn't have onions—you did. | had only cheeseysandwich.’

'‘And | suppose your wife's still too new to raisairfCwhen you
misbehave,' said Hugo, with a rueful grin. 'Minett. To say that
Emmy was cross is an understatement. | think it wasly the
onions. Being pregnant, she's temporarily rath&lenant for my
weakness for them."

'l heard that, you drunken beast,’ said Emily, wWwhge her

mother-in-law's chair into the room. '‘Good morni@gyristiana. Was
your beloved as revoltingly smelly as mine was whlaese two
reprobates finally staggered to bed? Rum and raanehUgh, what
a nauseating combination! And what sacrilege, after feasting like
kings earlier on.’

'Yes, but darling, that was seven hours earliee @#ts a bit peckish
at half past three in the morning,' Hugo pointet ou



''ve forgiven you, actually. You can even kiss m@n-the cheek,
please, to be on the safe side,' she added, waffestionate twinkle.

He gave her a light kiss, and left his arm on Ineuglers. Catching
sight of Christie's expression, he said, 'Christidooks shocked.
Maybe Ash managed to -slip into bed without wakiteg, and she
thinks we really were tight. | can assure you weeng&'—smiling at
her, 'merely genial. Isn't that so, Ash?’

‘Quite right. If | did wake her up, she didn't leé know. But as you
pointed out, Hugo, a bride is inclined to overloo&r husband's
shortcomings, and to think—for a few months attledkat he can
do no wrong.'

Ash looked at his friends, not at her, as he mhderémark, but she
knew it was directed at her, for being so readyistrust him.

Even so, she could not quite dismiss the possilihiat the two men
were in collusion. It was not unusual for friendstolerate each
other's peccadilloes even though, in a generaleseghsy did not
approve of such behaviour. To betray Emily's trosght be

unthinkable to Hugo. He might deplore Ash's condBat simply to

spare her feelings, he might be prepared to cardrim.

'l went to bed early,' she said. 'What time didghey break up?'

‘About half past one," said Emily. 'The last toveeavas our local
femme fataleCelia. She's always a stayer, especially nowshals
on her own for a while. | suppose it's catty to saybut | think she's
going to have problems finding eligible lovers framow on. At
twenty-five she was spectacularly good- lookingt bow she's
nearer to thirty-five the gloss is beginning to wedf. Anyway,
having listened to her problems, | pushed her offil, made tea, and
left these two chaps to gossip. Goodness knows thilegtfound to
talk about all that time.'



‘The future, mainly," said Hugo. 'Now that Ash lebouse and a
family, he's equally concerned about the futurghdugh you've
always been interested in making money, haven't glalichap? |
suppose it's the blood of your Greek shipping feegb coming out.
My lot, all basically farmers, have been mainly cemed to
conserve what they already had. But that isn't ghon the modern
world.'

The talk turned to world inflation, and remainedtbat topic until
lunchtime.

When the car came to fetch Ash and Christie thHev@hg morning,

Emily left Peacocks with them. She owned, quedl-a-terre,a tiny

mews cottage in Chelsea. It had been a weddingeprdsom her
father whose ancestors had once owned half Beldagréhe area
which had succeeded Mayfair as London's most fashie

residential area.

When Christie asked Ash the origin of the word melessaid that
originally it had meant the place where the kiriglsons were kept.
Later it had come to refer to the stables behiedytieat mansions. As
cars had succeeded carriages, the stables had dgevages for the
Rolls-Royces, Bentleys and Lagondas of the Tweraties Thirties.
After the Second World War, in which many great $emihad been
reduced to rubble by bombing, people had begurdbse that the
garages could be converted into attractive litbedes, perfect as a
first home for a young married couple. Since them demand for
them had steadily increased until now cottagebénmost desirable
mews were fetching prices far beyond the pocketdldfut the most
affluent newly weds.



'Hugo tells me that the place next to yours was swla hundred and
fifteen thousand pounds—for a thirty-year leasesh Aemarked to
Emily, who was seated between them.

‘Yes, and it isn't as nice as ours. But the prioed most incredible is
two million one hundred thousand, which is whdiesng asked for a
penthouse in St James's Place. | suppose two midlia fleabite to an
oil millionaire. But they say that most of the dteehave left London
now, and moved on to America. | suppose they cstahd our
climate." Emily turned to look at Christie. 'lIt wamazing what an
influence they exerted on the things in the sha@sn't it? Not so
much in my favourite places, but certainly on s¢dilee Harrods. The
change in their window displays was quite dramatic.

'‘Was it? | hardly ever shopped in central Londceartli for lack of
time, but largely for lack of money,' Christie saahdidly.

She knew Emily would think no less of her for adimg to having
been hard up. People like the Ffaringtons wereimptressed by
wealth per se.Even if rich themselves, which was not always tr
case, they had an outlook quite different from tfahe newly rich.

Emily and Hugo used the cottage about once a mentshopping
and going to the theatre, and more often duringéason for events
such as the Chelsea Flower Show and London weddimgity took
Ash to task for not borrowing the cottage for himéymoon.

For the rest of that day and all the next one,asiek Christie went
shopping together. As she had said, Christie hadrriead the time or
the money to shop in the West End, but Emily knéwthee best
hunting grounds around Sloane Street, Walton Staeet Ebury
Street.

She was an invaluable guide to the shops frequéytédae owners of
England's "listed" country houses, large and sraatf;, Christie knew



it was these people's style she must emulate t@\sehhe right

atmosphere at Heron's Sound. Fortunately her owte talready

inclined in that direction. She doubted if Ash wsbblave married her
had it not. He was far too much of a realist tonmaomeone whose
taste differed drastically from his.

Because she and her husband did not stay thereelumggh to get
tired of it, Emily had chosen the strawberry as tmme for the
decorations at the cottage. Her bedroom was papétkediny wild
strawberries, and the sitting-room had berry redrlion the walls, a
soft leaf green carpet overlaid with a red and /Rbrtuguese rug,
and white glazed chintz curtains. The effect wayg fresh and pretty,
and it gave Christie a brainwave for a similarags concentrated
theme at Heron's Sound.

‘Do you think it would be a good plan to use thetigur Black
pineapple as a recurring motif in our house?' skedathe other girl.
‘We've a lovely bed with pineapples carved on &g’

'l think it's a splendid idea, and a practical doe, because it's no use
settling on a motif which is almost impossibly haalfind,' was
Emily's reaction. 'But the pineapple is something eees on fabrics
and braids, and the ends of curtain poles and thigsstone finials
for gateposts. Which reminds me, a place | muse tabu to is
Beardmore's. They're the best architectural irorgaain London,
with a tremendous range of reproduction antiquevdrahandles,
period door furniture and all that sort of thingshouldn't mind
betting they'll be able to produce some pineapiplegou, perhaps in
the form of curtain hold-backs.'

While the girls were busy shopping, Ash had his diangs to do.
These included having a look at the facilities dte by London's
newest club, the St James', which had film stargeRdVoore,
Michael Caine and Liza Minnelli on its committee den the
chairmanship of actor Sir John Mills.



Ash thought the club, conveniently situated in PBl&ce, a quiet
cul-de-sac off St James's Street, would be evere raoitable for
them than the block of flats they were staying in.

On Emily's second day in London, he arranged femtko lunch with
him there, and afterwards they were shown oneeoihiconditioned
suites, and one of the fifteen studios which hduii¢atented ceilings
and stylish Italian furnishings.

When Emily had returned to the country, and Cleigtas shopping
alone, there were intervals during the day wheoffee break or light
lunch at the General Trading Company—one of henttis favourite
haunts both for its merchandise and restaurant—gavetime to
think about her husband and her marriage.

She had not forgotten the satisfaction in his eylesn he saidyYou
must have grown fond of me if Celia's antics maulejgalous.Nor
had she forgotten Emily's remari&he's like Ash himself used to be
Celia adores a challenge. If a man appears inddiféy she can't rest
till she's made a conquest. | should think thatetattracted him
about Christie. She's rather reserved, isn't she?

The more she thought about it, the stronger bedaaneonviction
that the only way to hold her husband was to regpath enthusiasm
to his lovemaking, but always be a little coolitéd withdrawn at all
other times.

One day, together, they went out of London to a&elaear Syon
House, a great mansion with a magnificent Adanrimtevhich they
both would have liked to see, had it not been casethe winter.
However, the object of the expedition was the eightre
showgrounds of a firm specialising in antique garfieniture. Ash
wanted to choose two or three choice ornamentste Bhipped to
Antigua in time for the opening of his house thikolwing December.



After some seasonably cold weather, the forecastitiht before had
been for a fine, milder day, and he had orderechmper from
Fortnum & Mason which Ellis, their driver, had eadted before
coming to pick them up. He would have his own luirch pub.

Christie had never dreamed that there was a plaezenone could
choose from hundreds of pillars and arches, fonstdead cisterns,
statues, sundials and ancient stone benches. There urns,
balustrading and porticos, the piers and finialgates, pedestals,
obelisks and temples, all set out in a haphazarg among
shrubberies and groups of trees. Everything caome fne grounds of
an old house and had, like old family furnitureg tbvely, inimitable
patina of genuine age.

With few other people about, and the forecast prgwo be correct
for once, it was an enchanted place in which tdotarfor an hour or
two.

‘Are you sure you aren't cold? Let me feel yourdsanAsh said, at
one point.

'‘Warm as toast." She slipped off a glove and gaveher hand to
prove it.

He would have kept it in his and walked on withentdiced fingers.
But, although it cost her an effort, deliberatdig slisengaged herself
and replaced the glove. She; could not afford tlulige in romantic
moments in romantic places. To let him see thatsloeed him was
the surest way to lose him.

Her experience of unnecessary jealousy had beenebadgh.
Justified jealousy would be hell.

Another day they went to Hamleys, the famous Re&trdet toy
shop, to buy a homecoming present for John, andoomet by for his
birthday several months hence. Some of their psehash had



decided to take back as excess baggage, but moskd wae
air-freighted later, and some things shipped.

On alternate nights they dined out, and went tdhv@vs Between
times they ate at the flat, sharing the cookingaimg delicious cold
delicacies from Harrods' and Selfridge's food kasnoked salmon
from Scotland, imported French pates seasonedtwities, stuffed
prunes from Agen, game pie with pickled walnutsyiag fine
English ham carved from the bone, and all kindshafese from one
of Ash's favourite shops, Paxton & Whitfield inidgn Street.

Then they would relax and watch television untilep an hour after
supper, he would say something such as, 'Are ymuested in the
next programme, or shall we make our own entertairif

Always she would be reluctant, and always he wogitre that,
knowing that if he persisted there would come apat which she
ceased to resist him.

Then, and only then, was she able to indulge hagihg to touch
him, to feel the texture of his hair and skin, Wermth and strength
of him, to breathe in his clean male scent.

As soon as their transports were over, insteathgirgy in his arms as
she longed to, Christie would find an excuse to enapart.

If, as often happened, during the night he movetbdrer half of the
bed, she would slip out and climb in on his sid&ew, the first time,
he remarked on it, she explained, 'l can't sleémi€ramped and hot.
Don't you think, when we get back to Antigua, twieds would be
more comfortable?’

'‘No, I'm damned if | do,' he had answered curflg.far as | know |
don't snore, and neither of us has insomnia. A arah his wife
should sleep together in both senses. Twin bed®apeople whose
marriage is lacking in some way.'



She had looked at him coolly and steadily befopyreg, '‘As you
wish.’

She knew that he had been put out. Like Celia adl, ime would not
be content until he had total surrender.

On the final night of their honeymoon, the Ffaromg came to
London for a farewell dinnea quatreat Mark's Club in Charles
Street. The club took its name from Mark Birley whtso ran
London's most fashionable night-club, Annabel'sesghHugo and
Emily had met each other. Annabel's was too nasyttiem now.
They preferred to dine quietly at Mark's in a sgfthot dissimilar
from their own home. Hugo was the member, but Aal going to
be the host.

‘When is the baby due?' he asked Emily, duringetteing.
‘August.’

'‘Why don't you come and stay with us in late Novembr early
December? We'll have done all the hard work by thed be ready
for a breather before our first season opens onember the
fifteenth. We're going to be high season only. Yaan be our
test-guests, and perhaps suggest some improvenfdtitsugh |

hope that won't be possible. | want Heron's Sowonblet something
special, like this place'— with a gesture encompassthe

museum-quality of most of the Club's paintings afetorative
pieces.

'We should be delighted, wouldn't we, Emmy? Whyhhsggpason
only?' asked Hugo.

'‘For one reason because mid-December to mid-Apriviien the
people who will appreciate Heron's Sound want endgime in the
sun. I'm hoping to build up a largely repeat-bogkatientele of the
kind of guests who will find each other congenial well as the



setting. There aren't many places with atmosplgyed food and
good water sports. People don't want to pay topadobs the
Americans put it, for a level of comfort and cugsibelow their own
standard at home.'

‘That's one reason. What's the other?' asked Emily.

He smiled at her; a smile he never gave Christiaialks warm and
friendly, even loving. Emily had a share of hiseation for Hugo; a
young and beautiful woman but set apart from dleod because he
felt no desire for her, only brotherly fondness.

'‘Because | want part of the year for other actsitiAlthough one or
two of my forebears did well in shipping, fartheack they were
simple seamen. | need the sea in the same watlggd needs his
forefathers' acres. And | want my half-brotheris, s;md my own sons
and daughters, to enjoy the sea as much as | do.’

'‘Oh, you're planning a large family, are you?' Enmicluded them
both in this remark.

'l hope so.' Ash changed the subject by startirigltdhem about the
paintings he had bought for his house.

The discovery that, having acquired a house, a anfé an adopted
child, he was now bent on founding a dynasty gaveisGe
something new to trouble her.

During her first marriage, she had never avoidemiyeng pregnant.
After Mike's sudden death, she had been in dreaa Wehile that she
might bear a posthumous child. That fear dispeldet had never
given any thought to her failure, in six monthgv@rriage, to start a
baby.

Now she wondered if there might be something wneitg her. The
possibility made her realise how much she wantedhildren. Tall,



brown, long- limbed sons and dark-eyed daughtdirsalang after
their father, on whom she could lavish love freelgd be loved in
return.

But if that could never be, he would be bound greemarrying her.
To a couple who truly loved each other, the ingbilb have children
was a disappointment, not a disaster. When a m@ia &oman were
all in all to each other, there was no misforturteclv could not be
shared and overcome.

She parted from the Ffaringtons with sincere redrating taken to
Emily more than anyone she had met for years.

‘Do write, if you have a spare minute. And keepnjiingers crossed
for me in August. It would be nice to have a daaghsaid Emily,
before she gave Christie a farewell hug.

Later, seated at the dressing-table, preparingkt® off her make-up
while Ash had a shower, she remembered the nigbtddaer first

flight to Antigua. What a different reflection shed seen looking
back at her then!

A pale face. Worried grey eyes. A look of tensiaouad the
unpainted mouth. A figure five pounds too thin,dcla serviceable
winceyette pyjamas.

Now, in a peach silk and lace slip which Ash haehs@ one of the
windows in Old Bond Street and bought for her, shié had her
narrow waist, but the curves above and below ievielter and more
feminine. If a hint of some inner disquiet stiliked at the back of her
eyes, it was less noticeable than the glow of kier, the sheen of her
hair.

There's nothing like sexual fulfilment for puttiagbloom on a
woman,Ash had said, on their visit to Peacocks. Andkiiog round



the shops in London, she had been aware of mengeiier in a way
they had never done before.

But what was the use of that if only one man matt¢o her, and her
hold on him was tenuous?



FOURTEEN
January . .. February . . . early March.

The golden weeks of Antigua's winter passed switihthe basking
holidaymakers, and equally swiftly for Christie, @@ days were not
idle but busy.

She still found it hard to believe that this was permanent home
now; the island said to have a different beaclke&mh day of the year,
and the house beginning to recapture its origitegjance.

In her task of putting it to rights, she was aided advised by an
Antiguan woman called Lillian. Without Lillian's ¢éal knowledge of

where to find what, and how to enlist a team ofaldé maids,

Christie knew she could never have managed.

The bedroom which she and Ash shared now had sr&efine
mesh at the windows to keep out all insects, andvanhead fan to
stir and refresh the night air. A mosquito net otrexr bed was no
longer necessary.

The first room to be redecorated, their bedroom drathexpensive
Laura Ashley paper, very eighteenth-century inifgghwith a pattern
of birds and butterflies among twining sprays @ves and flowers.
The design was in terracotta on a cream groundh flabr-length

curtains to match, made and lined by Christie lerse

The pineapple posts of the bed were now beeswaxadjl@aming
again, as was all the rest of the furniture. Sh# ker clothes in the
bedroom, and he in the adjoining dressing-room. @dtaroom they
shared was part of their private balcony. It hadtet walls, liked
fixed jalousies, through which she could lie in Ha¢h and gaze at the
garden without being seen from outside.



By day she was far too preoccupied with the housegarden, with
John, and with learning to cook the Caribbean wapave any time
for introspection.

Each day began with a swim in the cove at the dntieogarden.
They would swim again before lunch, and in the dook before

sunset. Then she would shampoo her hair whichle@@msp Ash, she
was growing longer, and lie in the bath while halteith his mail in

the bedroom. The water would have cooled when ble ler place,

but he wouldn't bother to top it up from the hqt tdle only wanted to
rinse the salt from his skin.

By the time he was dry she would have an iced dwakly for him.

Later, when John was asleep, they would eat in diedlelit
dining-room, which now had apricot walls and curtato match.
Christie had already finished the first of a seheédlepoint seats for
the ten dining chairs, and was busy on the sedondhe first seat,
already in use, the design was a stylised pineappieh she had
found in a London embroidery shop.

The second she had designed herself, and was \gonkth canvas
and wools posted to her by Emily. For this she lshdsen a
cross-section of a watermelon with its dark greia and vivid
coral- red flesh. The scarlet-shelled, black-seeagdce fruit was
next on her list, to be followed by bananas, masgpemegranates, a
coconut, limes, a pumpkin and peppers. Having masgtent stitch
she was adding other stitches to her repertoirecandidering the
possibility of introducing texture as well as calonto some of the
seat covers. It would take her the best part adaa yo complete the
whole set. In the meantime the drop-in seats hadrsmf the same
linen as the curtains.

For the time being she was doing all the cookinthexnewly-built
modern kitchen, and this was no burden to her. tk@ning, and



Emily's two aids, made catering a painless exeites Lilian had
introduced her to sources of freshly caught fisid good fruit and
vegetable produce.

Later in the year Ash was importing a French- gdiWest Indian
chef from Guadaloupe. Christie knew all the Freaglnary terms,
but was otherwise not at all fluent. FortunatelhAgas, so the chefs
arrival should pose no problems and would reliesedi all but the
general supervision of the household.

In some ways she would be sorry not to be in chafdke kitchen.
She was enjoying cooking for Ash. He never looksldlaace at
anything she chose to serve him, unlike her fingsband who,
whenever she had attempted to infiltrate a foraiggh into the
traditional English fare he preferred, had reacteth a dubious
'‘What's this?"

Ash had a much more sophisticated palate. Therenwasgredient
or dish she had to avoid because he refused it @atr had he the
irritating habit of automatically reaching for thpepper and salt
before he had even tasted the food on his plate Kibwledge that
everything she prepared would be appreciated wssua she had
missed in the past.

But she tried not to let him see the glow evokedhtsypraise for
something particularly successful.

'I'm glad you enjoyed it,' she would say coolly.

He must not guess that whatever it was she habesete him had
been literally a labour of love.

Having eaten their evening meal, they would havieeoin the
drawing-room. She would work at her needlepoint] & would
read or listen to music.



Sometimes, when he was reading, she would allovgelethe
pleasure of watching him for a few moments; butagisvpoised to
resume her stitchery should he raise his eyestinerpage and detect
the softness in her eyes as they rested on hisgstdark face.

After more than two months of marriage, with heysiélled with
interesting activities and her nights spent in delpamless sleep
preceded, still very frequently, by her husbandassmpnate
lovemaking, she should have been filled with cotmemt.

But she sensed that the reason his ardour remain@dioneymoon
level was because she was still elusive. Sometiatedinner, she
would glance up from her plate to find his darkeyéent upon her
with a searching look which she pretended not togaise. She
knew he could not understand why she wasn't higragislave.

One night, when she showed her usual prelimindugtance, he had
asked her angrily, 'For God's sake, are you newarggto let me
forget that | overruled your ridiculous plan forrguarriage?'

And then, before she could answer, he had begtsefieto kiss her.

Sometimes she felt that her life was like that ohéherazade, the
bride of a Shah who had sworn, because of hisJirfsts infidelity,
to take a new one each day and strangle her thenm@xing. Only
by keeping him interested in her tales, the Aralaghts, had she
managed to avert her fate for a thousand and g@spiafter which
he had revoked his vow.

Christie was not optimistic that her power to kéep enthralled was
equal to Scheherazade's. She remembered him ontarkieg,
apropos his father's second marriage, that it \aag ®r a woman to
enslave a man. But in the case of his own marrggeywas the one in
danger of being enslaved.



Although he spent part of his time in the dockyartd English
Harbour, particularly when eithebunbird Oneor Two was in
harbour, she was nearly always at Heron's Sound.

For this reason, every weekend he took her to luatcthe Blue
Waters Hotel which was famous for its Sunday buffieseafoods,
half a dozen hot dishes including a spectaculat joi tender roast
beef carved in generous slices by the chef, andod gelection of
rich puddings.

At least one night a week they dined out; leaviolgnlin the care of
the wife or eldest daughter of the caretaker whth s family, now
lived in a cottage in the grounds.

One night they went to a housewarming party giwea bouple who
had been charteringunbird Ondor several years, and who had no\
bought themselves a holiday house on the island.

During the later stages of the party, Christie te&ken away from the
main room by a man who professed to be an artisetihér he was
she never found out. It could have been a ploydeihvented for
persuading unsuspecting women to go into bedroaoitishivn.

'l know Jim and Betty won't mind if | show you tliery interesting
painting they have in one of their guest roomss hia gambit.

He was fifty, and not overtly a lecher, so Christent with him. She
was struggling in his embrace, when a freezing ediom the
doorway said, 'l should let my wife go, if you dowant a bloody
nose, Morris.'

While the older man scuttled from the room, sheedipis wet kisses
from her lips. Her husband looked thunderously anurely he
didn't think she had invited the incident?



He said, 'Betty warned me that chap liked to paweifhad half a
chance. What on earth made you come in here witf?'hi

She was about to explain when she remembered mmeat on her
suspicions about Celia.

‘Jealous, Ash?' she asked lightly.

His furious scowl lightened. 'l believe | can hglou against ruttish
little runts of his sort. Come here.’

He was standing with his hands behind his backgpes to restrain
himself from the temptation to seize hold of Moraisd shake him
like a large dog worrying a rat.

When she came within reach, he took her firmly is &rms and
kissed her until she was dizzy.

‘More to your taste?' he asked mockingly, wheralged his head to
look down at her.

‘Anyone's kisses would be preferable to that melalsbery lips,' she
said guardedly.

Ash was not deceived. 'l think you'd like to gdoed. And why not
indeed? Come on: we'll say our farewells, and bewrnwvay.'

'‘No, not yet,' she objected. 'It's too early. Ardides, | don't want to
lea—'

He kissed her again, his hands sliding down hek bapull her hips
hard against his.

'l want to,' he told her huskily. 'So do you, batiywon't admit it.'



That night marked a lovely but poignant developmanttheir
relationship. Ash had always given her great pleabut, long after
midnight, when she thought herself drained of a#llihg, he took
possession of her body and she found herself gpatd shaking in
the throes of a new kind of delight.

For one pulsating, mind-bending instant, she hadngrlosion of

feeling more sublime than any before. Afterwartsyas terrible to
have to make herself move away from him. Tearsesxpokbeneath
her closed eyelids. If sex without love could ke lihat, what would
it be like if ever they made lowgith love?

But that was something she would never find out.

There came a day, not long after that special Bighmit of bliss,
when Christie knew she had to go away and be IseHldor a while,
out of reach of the disturbing magnetism of herblamsl's dynamic
personality.

In the nautical terms which she was beginning éorgshe felt that
her mind was like a compass without its correctox.55he could
never take an accurate reading of her attituden¢ofature while
living in the same house with Ash.

He had only to glance at her or touch her for besuffer a "compass
error'. Sometimes even hearing his voice, as hkesfmoa member of
the staff, was enough to deflect her capacity itakthtraight.

The flat in London having been sold now, and theneyopartly
invested and partly—at his insistence—put into acs&d account
apart from their joint bank account, she was nohevit independent
means.



She decided to go to Barbados, an island furthéra@south which,
so she had heard, had more and better housekeeqitages than
anywhere else in the West Indies. It sounded a guack to lose
herself for a week or two.

She left the freezer filled with dishes to last tweeks, and she wrote
out a suggested meal plan for Ash and for Johnwayy he could
manage perfectly well on his own. He was the lbekiless of men.

In the letter she left for him, she wrote—

I'm not going to say where I'm going, because I'tdaant to be
hauled back before I'm ready. Please try to un@adthow | feel.
Coming to Antigua, marrying you, all happened set-fdike a
hurricane. Since then we've both been involved akimg Heron's
Sound liveable as fast as possible. Now | needl.a lu

To her nephew, she said, 'l have to go away fitl@hile, darling,

so be a good boy while I'm gone, won't you? Do asstincle Ash
tells you, and don't leave Sammy out in the rai@irageven though
he's a seal, | don't think he likes to be cauglat downpour like last
week. It could given him mildew, and that would reakm smell

horrid.'

John seemed to accept her departure without ansiesoShe had
been afraid that it would remind him that his pésdmad gone and
never come back. Had that been the case, shemoiféive gone. As
much as she needed a period of calm reflectionloerfor the boy
was stronger than any personal needs.

It was only because she was sure that he now I&sbdand her
equally, and felt safe and secure with either efrththat she could
contemplate going away.

In her note to Ash she had not stated categoritiadliyshe meant to
return. She felt a little uncertainty might be gdodhim. He wouldn't



suffer it for long. John had her promise that sloeill be back, and
would not need a great deal of prompting to refiaat assurance to
his uncle. Surely Ash knew her well enough to kribat her word to

her nephew was as binding as a promise could be.

When John asked her where she was going, sheldatdery far. |
may not be able to send you a picture postcard|'lbbring some
back with me, and perhaps a present as well. Wbatdwou like?
Or shall it be a surprise?’

‘A surprise,' he decided.

Christie hugged him, thinking, as she held him &|dsow nice it
would be if she could be as demonstrative with Ash.

Often she longed to touch him; but theirs was nretaionship which
admitted affectionate contacts. Even when they nade it was
always he who caressed her. She had never damadke love to
him, even though she guessed that, in a perfeatagar the wife's
role was not merely passive.

She had been in Barbados two days when, shoppmfpdd in a
supermarket, she was astonished to run into lansuhgeon she had
met at the Hathaways' Christmas party.

She wouldn't have noticed him, having eyes onlyHergoods on the
shelves, but he recognised her.

‘Christiana! What are you doing here?'

'Oh . . . lan. Hello. How are you?' It was onlylwén effort that she
could recall his name.



He was wheeling a grocery cart for a woman whatreduced as his
sister. Her husband, also a medical man, had datr8arbados two
years ago. lan stayed with them every year, and gvadually

exploring the other islands before deciding wheréuy a property
for his own eventual retirement.

'‘Who are you staying with?' he asked. 'Laurel magvwkthem.'
'I'm here on my own, in a housekeeping cottage.'

‘What happened to that tall, dark young yachtsnoarwere involved
with at Christmas?'

'He's in Antigua.’
‘Then you're free to have dinner with me.’
‘Thank you, but I'd rather not.'

But he wouldn't take no for an answer, and in tig €he gave way.
But she didn't want to be seen in public with h8he suggested he
come to her cottage for a simple supper.

'‘As long as you don't misunderstand that I'm nex for anything but
supper,' she added pointedly, his sister havirigHhem to chat while
she continued her shopping.

Her uncertainty as to whether she should tell himthad happened
since their previous meeting was resolved whem after arriving at
the cottage that evening, he said, 'It seems tthatdast time we met
you were wearing a platinum wedding ring, and now kave a gold
one. | also detect other changes. | can't quitmedhem, but they're
there. | think there must be some special reasoy w're here
alone, Christiana.’

'Yes, there is,' she admitted.



Suddenly the need to seek someone's advice wasloeening. She
found herself telling him everything.

‘What makes you believe he doesn't love you?' wealrkt question,
having heard her out.

'If he did, he would say so. Ash isn't bashful. #myg but!

By now they had finished the light meal. They movedhe small
private patio with a view of the beach and the nligbhocean.

lan thought about this for a while. At length, reds 'One of the
differences between my sex and yours is that wameex verbal and
other assurances of love... flowers, presents, mmgestures. That's
what caused the collapse of my marriage. | wapteoccupied with
my career. | didn't take enough time to make myvdr-feel loved,
and another man stepped in and made up for myieledies. | did
love her. | thought it was enough to make lovedodften, and with
enthusiasm. Men tend to express love with theirdsyénd to find it
difficult to put their feelings into words.'

They sat talking until very late. It was the ficdtmany conversations
with him. lan never said or did anything to ovepstee bounds of
friendship between a wordly-wise man and a troulgtmehg woman

twenty years his junior.

Then, one day, he said, 'Christie,'—as he had takealling her—I
told you at Christmas that | was strongly attradtegiou. Getting to
know you during these past days has reinforced pigian that
you-could make me very happy. | believe | could englhu much
happier than you are at present. Marriage is noinaseakable as it
used to be, and your present marriage was enteredery ill—
advisedly. Perhaps, after your being sexually ingatible with your
first husband, and emotionally incompatible withuysecond, it
might be a case of third time lucky.'



'‘Oh, no, lan—no. It's very kind of you, but | conlidever marry
again,'was her instant reaction.

‘My motive was not to be kind," he told her, wittuaful smile. 'I'm in
love with you, my dear.’

Having declared himself, he moved along the sofavbith they
were sitting, and took her in his arms to kiss her.

Not counting one or two long since forgotten teenkigses at parties
and after dates, Christie had been kissed withiggasy Mike and
Ash, and by that revolting man Morris. She did posh lan away
because she was curious to know what effect hgeg&isvould have
on her.

At first they had none. They were not unpleasautnleither did they
excite her. And when he became more excited, agdrb® kiss her
the so-called French way, and to touch her breaktswas seized
with revulsion and hurriedly extricated herself.

‘I'm sorry . . . I'm so sorry, lan.'

‘My fault—rushing my fences again! Let's pretendaver happened,
and revert to our very pleasant friendship, shalP'w

Christie felt this would be very difficult, but Head another week's
holiday—or so he claimed—and refused to leave hdrey own. He
arranged to meet her the next day, to drive hersaahe island for a
walk on the rugged, surf-pounded Bathsheba codkeinorth-east.

Before she went to sleep that night, she thougbt exhat he had
once said to her about the differences betweerséikes, and how
men tended to express their feelings bodily ratthan verbally.



If lan was right—and she credited him with a goealdf wisdom,
even though his own marriage had not lasted—perhass foolish
to hanker for more than she already had.

There was no denying that Ash made love to heerloind with
enthusiasm’, and she knew that only with him cosite ever
experience the delights she had once thought ddnidgbr. lan's
embrace had proved that. He was an attractive amhprobably an
adroit lover; but the moment he had become passdmahad turned
her off, even sickened her.

Yet she had only to think of her husband's firrmicgl mouth to be
pierced by a sharp stab of longing to feel hisdgsan her lips, and his
lean brown hands on her body.

For the first time she saw that perhaps her coneaal of her true
feelings might not always have the effect intendsiter a while, if
she never made love to him, perhaps instead ohfgehallenged, he
might become bored and look for a more respondegrar

Suddenly she was possessed by a feverish dedireltout how he
would react if, for a change, she invited his cegssor even took the
initiative from him. Why not? That would test hiang-froid, she
thought, with a gurgle of amusement, if his norjnadiserved wife
took to demanding her conjugal rights at all hoofrghe day and
night.

The idea made her laugh aloud; and, as she dghedad the strange
feeling that, all at once, she hadfound her trlfeagmin.

It was as if, for years, from a time even beforeflist marriage, she
had lost the ability to take life lightly, with @sse of humour. Now,
suddenly, she had it back. She was a whole pensoa more, and
eager to take a more positive approach to makimgneeriage a
success.



The idea of prolonging Ash's desire for her by kegim guessing
about her feelings towards him seemed now a negatititude.
Worse than negative: ungenerous. How many meheitruth were
known, cheated wives who were always warm and tpvowards
them? Probably a tiny minority.

It wasn't only that the sexual side which had ntaetdfirst marriage a
disaster, she realised belatedly. There had beeher of
incompatibilities, equally serious. But that was @ler and done
with, and now she had a husband with whom makinmmépwas a
delight, even if she never admitted it to him.

From now on she would admit it; would demonstratevery way
possible how much his lovemaking pleased her, amddrateful she
was for having her way of life changed and greattyiched, not
merely in that one respect but in many. Insteacboktantly longing
to feel that her love was returned, she would cotrate on being
loving and warm towards him.

She was so excited by the thought of trying this approach on him
that she hardly slept a wink all night. Consequesttie felt a bit jaded
the next morning, and not in the mood to cook bigstkalthough the
importance of a high-protein breakfast was somgthvilnich had
been drummed into her by her domestic science éea@nd which
she in turn had always impressed on her pupils.

This morning even yogurt and fruit didn't appeahty. She had a
piece of dry toast, knowing that it was a poor fdation for an
energetic tramp with lan; an excursion she mearryooff if she
could get a flight home that day.

It wasn't the first time she had felt slightly gega&n the morning, and
she thought it was probably caused by a changeikidg water.
She remembered Lilian remarking that whenever ssigett other
islands the water often upset her for a few days.



Upon calling the airport, Christie was disappointedearn that the
flights to Antigua were heavily booked. Unless #hawas a
cancellation, she would have to wait several days.

lan took her to lunch at a seafood restaurant wiadter enjoying the
meal, she had suddenly to bolt for the rest-room.

Without any blusher in her bag, there was no waglisjuising her
pallor when she rejoined him, some ten minuteg.ldte took one
look at her face, and said, 'You've been marriegetimonths. You
may be expecting a baby.’

He asked her some questions, and the answers seghpbis
suggestion. Being engrossed in doing up the hosbke, had
overlooked an important non-event.

'l have medical contacts here. If you like, | caabably organise a
quick test for you,' he offered.

'‘Could you? Yes, | wish you would.'

The possibility that she might be carrying Ash'slcctlwas so
wonderful that a few bad minutes in the rest-roosensed
unimportant.

Forty-eight hours later, he told her the resulitrod test: positive.
Christie was overcome with joy and excitement.

‘You may not continue to feel sick, but I'll givew a prescription
which should help,' he said.

'l don't want to take anything which might harm baby.'

'‘Pyridoxine is one of the B vitamins. Check withuy@wn doctor
when you get home. He will probably encourage yotake several
vitamin supplements.’



lan had already flown back to London when Chrideéparted from
Barbados. This was just as well because her tdkeasfdelayed and,
in the departure lounge, she fell into conversatvith a grey-haired
woman.

Her acquaintance explained that she and her hushaddbeen

spending a week in Barbados with one of their radrchildren. They
were now on their way to Antigua for a week's ghieliday before

Sailing Week. For eight or nine years her husbawdnewed on one
of the yachts which always took part.

'‘Oh, really? Which one?' asked Christie.
‘Sunbird Onelt used to belong to an old relation of my husbsahd
‘Lady Anna Fitzwarren?’

‘Yes, or Tugboat Annie as she was usually calledy®@ remember
her?'

'‘No, I've only lived in Antigua a short time, butd heard of her.’

'‘Good heavens, is all that tittle-tatéll going the rounds? Those
stories make me cross, especially the maliciousemse put about
by spiteful old harpies who have got their knifeoil\sh—Ashcroft
Lam- bard, the skipper dunbird,'she added explanatorily. 'Have
you met him yet? He's a sweetie. We both love imd son, and he
was like a son, or grandson, to poor old Anna.fBuhim she would
have died in lonely misery. You've probably hedrat she drank. In
her last years she did, poor old soul. She hadnal illness, and it
was only brandy which kept her going.'

She paused to draw breath, then went on, 'We kioghwng of this at
the time. We couldn't come out here in those yeard,she wrote her



usual cheery letters to us every month. She was ainthose

iIndomitable old dears who had gone out to Indiaa awide—her

generation always pronounced gone as gorn andafffa—and still

felt it her duty to uphold British traditions. Ahé end, Ash had to
nurse her, as well as buy stamps for her lettetistla@ brandy and
medicines she needed. | was told the truth by betod." Without

Ash, she would have died in debt, and—'

She broke off as a burly, grizzled man joined theaying, with a
smile, 'l see you're talking ten to the dozen amlslarling.'

She laughed. 'This is my husband. We're Patrick Roagamund
Alleyn.’

'I'm Christie Lambard," said Christie. 'Ash and dres married soon
after Christmas. But perhaps he hasn't writterotosince then.'

Mrs Alleyn threw up her hands. 'Yes, he has, astiemof fact. He
wanted us to stay at Heron's Sound, but we thowgttt,a bride of
three months and a house still at sixes and seliensjght find us a
nuisance. So we're having our usual apartmenei®td Copper and
Lumber Store. How lovely to meet you so much sodhan we
expected! Ash didn't describe you at all, which wesy maddening
of him. Where is he now?'—looking about for him.

'He's not with me. He—he was too busy to come tdo&@os.’,
Christie searched for some convincing reason fooha visit.

But Mrs Alleyn said only, 'Yes, up to his ears nefarations for the
most important week of the year, as far as yachisane concerned.
Now, Christie—may | call you that?—do tell us howuyand he
met?'

They were able to sit together on the aircraft, foxdmost of the
flight the loquacious Mrs Alleyn talked about Asand of his
compassion for and kindness to the eccentric oldhavo whom



nobody else had cared to be bothered with. Chiliséi;ned that the
schooner, in those days, had been in danger ofilbaga hulk. Only
Ash's energy had restored it to seaworthiness.

It was pleasant to hear his praises sung. She weddehe would
receive her with relief or anger.

When her taxi arrived at Heron's Sound, she*wasaijed to see at
least ten people on the verandah. It looked a#af tmight be
late-stayers after a luncheon party.

As she climbed out, holding some notes with whiclpay the fare,
she saw Ash coming down the steps. The sight oSk a tremor of
nervousness through her and, with it, a flutter amiticipatory
excitement.

'Hello. How are you? Had a good trip?"

Nothing in his manner indicated that her absencebsen anything
other than a normal journey away from home; extegit he did not
kiss her, as a husband of less than six monthsdamaimally have
done on his wife's return from an absence.

'‘Not bad. | — I missed you,' she answered.

He showed no reaction to this. Taking her case fileendriver, he
waited while she paid and tipped. Then, his hasting lightly on

her shoulder, they walked up the steps and heduated her to his
guests.

Like the Alleyns, they were all early arrivals f&ailing Week.
Christie smiled and said Hello, How do you do? &hdnk you, I'm
glad you think so—this last in response to a comefitary remark
about the house.



AfteF several minutes of polite chit-chat, Ash remarkétuld you
all excuse us for a few minutes while | take myemfcase to our
room. By the way, would you like tea or a drink,riShe?'

"Tea would be nice.'

'Hear, hear. | think we could all do with some tela boy. It will
sober us up after all this boozing," said one efrtten, in a jocular
tone.

'Right. Tea for everyone.' A hand under Chrised®w, Ash steered
her inside the house.

Not until they were well out of earshot did he saye you back for
good, or merely to pick up more clothes?'

She swallowed to correct a certain tightness intlverat. '‘For good.
Where's John?'

'He's down at the beach with Elijah's kids. Youiseal suppose, the
harm it would have done him had your disappearabeen
permanent?’

‘But it wasn't. Don't be angry with me, Ashhddto have that time
alone. | had to think everything out.'

They had reached their bedroom by this time. Heviad her in, set
the case down, closed the door and remained nednrishold.

‘May one ask by what process of reasoning you ezhtie decision
to come back.'

'l — | never meant to stay away . . .just to sthadk and sort my
mind out.'



'l see. Can | rely on your not repeating the vanglact?' His tone
was coldly sarcastic. 'lt causes a certain embaEmast, not to know
where one's wife has gone, or for how long, iffiootever.’

‘Yes ... I'msorry. | do realise that. But ifdchtold you where | was,
I'm sure you'd have come and fetched me back.’

‘Where did you go?’

‘To Barbados. | met some friends of yours on tightflback. The
Alleyns, Patrick and Rosamund.

They asked me to give you their love. We're invitedlinner with
them tomorrow, if you have no other engagement.’

He shook his head, gazing forbiddingly down at ingiurned face,
the set of his mouth more severe than she couldnmdrar.

'l wanted to come home sooner, but the flights vedirbooked,' she
went on. 'lt seems ages since . . . you kisseddhegAsh, won't you
give me a hug? | — | can't tell you how much I'vissed you.'

This was as far, in the face of his present displemwith her, as she
felt she could go in confessing the depths of reslifigs. But
although it was not the unqualified declarationlafe which she
longed to make, her heart was in her eyes as gihé.sa

For a second or two she thought he was going toffréer. Then,
with a smothered exclamation, he shot out a longard hauled her
into an embrace which made her realise how cayelfidlmust have
regulated his natural strength whenever he hadhezitbefore.

Now it was not under control and, for the first feaconds, as he
crushed her against him and pressed a fierce kiseepomouth, she
thought her ribs were going to crack.



Not that she cared. To be back in his arms wabaimattered.

Almost at once he seemed to realise that her badynet made to
withstand the full muscular power of his own mualetr and harder
frame. His vicelike grip eased a little and, finglimer mouth soft and
yielding, his kiss changed, becoming less punitive.

Christie slid her arms up round his neck, respands passionately
and totally as she knew how. It was the first tislee had ever
surrendered at the outset, and she hoped he amlithe difference
between her present response and her previousoreact

That, whether or not he had found consolation duiner absence, he
was strongly aroused by her return was a fact whelcould not
disguise; and her own body throbbed and pulsed théHonging to
be in bed with him.

‘Damn those people . . . but | can't desert theemurmured huskily,
a little later.

She opened her eyes. She had forgotten his visitoing, everyone . .
. everyone in the world but the two of them, lockeglether, kissing.

'‘Don't go back for a minute,' she murmured.

'I must. They're waiting for tea. In an hour thidyd gone, and then—'
He left the sentence unfinished, but his handsdgmn to her hips
and pressed her more closely against him.

Before her time in Barbados, Christie would haveided his eyes
and tried to withdraw.

Now her smile held a sparkle of coquetry. 'And ten

His eyes glittered with desire, and he gave heoHisi grin from
which, once, she would have shrunk.



‘Then I'll bring you back here and punish you foming, away.'

‘You may have cooled down by that time, and be lessannoyed
with me.'

Deliberately, she gave a slight sinuous wriggleinaitant movement
which would have been inconceivable before.

She heard his sharp intake of breath, and felekbetric surge of his
vital force.

‘Do that again and I'll deal with you now,' he wedrhoarsely.

She was tempted to accept the challenge. It wasrexto feel that
she had the power to drive him beyond his contoomake him take
her swiftly and fiercely.

As she hesitated, Ash gave her a quick, hard kidspat her away
from him. An instant later he had gone, leaving exathless and
aglow.

With a sudden excess of exuberance which she haelhsince her
teens, Christie flung herself on the bed and smadwh luxurious
abandon, longing for the moment when he would bectbeside her,
the door locked, the world shut out.

For some time she lay in a daydream of happy gaticn;
wondering why it had taken her so long to see Hudling back
would never win any man's affection. Loving andinggvwas the
answer, and from now on she would give love to Ashunstintingly
as she gave it to John.

Thinking of the little boy made her rise from thedband tidy herself.
She was running a comb through her hair when salles voice in
the garden, and ran to the window to call to him.



He was overjoyed to see her, and they had an ecttanhion after

which he stayed close to her side for the resh@fffternoon so that,
even when the guests had departed, it was impedsibhis adopted
parents to seek seclusion before his bedtime.

Later, when Ash was opening a bottle of champagiare dinner, he
said, 'While you were away, John asked me aboufatier and
mother. He seemed to think you might be bringirgnttback with
you.'

'‘What did you say to him?'

'l told him they'd gone to heaven. | feel it's trdy explanation one
can give to a child of his age.’

'Did he seem disturbed at the thought of not sethiegh again?'

'‘No, not at all. It appears that Elijah's childread already suggested
to him that his parents might be with God. Theg'religious family.
John went to church with them last Sunday. | seéhaon in it
occasionally, unless you object?’

She shook her head.

'‘We don't want him brainwashed,' he continued,hleuteeds to grow
up with some understanding of the things which iamportant to

other people, including all the major religions. 2Asshua Liebman
put it: "Tolerance is the positive and cordial effto understand
another's beliefs, practices, and habits withoaesgarily sharing or
accepting them." | think we might make that ourdgline with John .
.. and with our other children.’

'l agree. It's a very good guideline.’



It was on the tip of her tongue to tell him her setut some instinct
made her refrain; a feeling that it might be betiteinug her secret to
herself for a little longer.

So when Ash came towards her with two glassespahdne of them
into her hand with the question, 'What shall waklto?' she did not
say, 'To the baby I'm expecting,’ but, 'To Johutsre. You were right
when you said there was a better life for him h&me: him and

me—thanks to you, Ash.'

His shrewd dark eyes searched her face for a moinefiote he
touched his glass to hers, and said, 'For all tofess.’

Before they sat down to dine they had finished Hwdtle of
champagne. With the meal they drank another, anduse she was
in her own home, alone with her husband, Christda'tiprevent him
from refilling her glass as she would have donerafine or two
glassfuls at a dinner party. Indeed she was sgaawedre of what she
was eating and drinking. It could have been flagérbend cold
porridge and she would have enjoyed it just as much

His presence, the sound of his voice, the movenwdriiss hands as
he peeled a pear to eat with the cheese; thesgsthitled her
consciousness to the exclusion of everything else.

She felt like a bride on her wedding night. On itheal wedding

night, she had not expected him to make love toTarmight she felt

sure that, as soon as they had drunk their cdffegould take her to
bed immediately. This time she could hardly waibéothere; to have
those long fingers undressing her, stroking her.ski

It was the combination of excitement and ratheremwine than she
was used to which made her change her earlier idecisot to

mention the baby yet. Suddenly she couldn't keap herself any
longer.



'l — | have a surprise for you, Ash.’

‘A present? Where is it?' he asked, looking atdseif she were a
present which, very soon, he was going to enjoyrapping.

'‘No, not a present. Some news. Do you remembangedmily you
wanted to emulate Hugo in having a large family?. I shall be
emulating her before the end of the year.'

With his glass halfway to his lips, Ash set it dommthe table. There
was a long pause before he said, 'Are you telligthat you're
pregnant?'

She nodded. 'l felt a bit queasy once or twiceanb@dos, so | had a
test. It was positive.'

His mouth thinned. His whole face hardened.
'l see,' he said, in a cold tone. 'So that's whaidght you back, is it?'

'‘No, it wasn't ... it wasn't,’ she protested. 'tl made the decision
before | knew about the baby. Truly | had. You magdteve that.'

He pushed back his chair and stood up. 'Only avimeilld believe it.
You came back because you had to.’

'l didn't... | swear it. . . where are you going?this as he strode
towards the door.

‘To the harbour. I'll sleep on the boat tonight.'

A moment later he had gone.



FIFTEEN

It was a miserable night. In the morning Christieemslept. She
emerged from the bedroom to find John and Ash eakjast on a
sunny part of the main verandah.

Her husband rose when she joined them, and drew chatir for her.
She saw that he appeared to have eaten his usiséhstial morning
meal. But there was no warmth in his eyes as tleéyrmed her
anxious upward gaze. She could tell he was stitcély angry with
her, an anger probably exacerbated by the frustrati the surge of
desire he had felt for her the day before.

Presently he left the table, saying as he didv8beh you've finished
breakfast, I'd like to have a word with you in niydy.'

'Is Uncle Ash cross?' asked John, when they wereeal

'l shouldn't think so," Christie said, with forckghtness. 'Who could
be cross on such a beautiful morning?'

'He was cross while you were away. He was likea bath a sore
head,' her nephew informed her.

'l don't know who you heard say that, but it's abtll polite, and
probably not true either,' she told him reprovindlfyUncle Ash did

speak sternly to someone, I'm sure they deservd@erhaps they
hadn't done something he'd asked them to do. Ifvgdinished you

may get down, pet. I'll be busy for a while, but fuy long.’

‘Then will you read to me?'

She nodded, inwardly bracing herself for the camfxtion in the
study. Ash's manner, which even the child had edtimade her very
nervous.



Since she had been bidden to go there, she didypan the door of
his study but turned the handle and walked in mal fnim sitting
behind his desk, more grim-faced than ever.

As she entered, he rose.
'Sit down, Christie.'

But he remained on his feet, his hands thrusttimopockets of his
white shorts. He was wearing a brick-red cottontstiie long sleeves
neatly rolled up to the swell of his well-develod®deps. He looked
very clean and fit, and overwhelmingly attractive.

He said briskly, 'lI've decided that from now on cuarriage will be
on the terms you wanted in the first place. You s@y in the room
you've been occupying. I'll have my things movedne of the other
bedrooms.’

For a moment or two she felt stunned.

'Y-you can't mean it, Ash. It's not fair. | don'amt those terms any
more. |—I| want to be fully your wife.'

I'm afraid that's no longer possible,” was histiarcejoinder.
‘Although, as you've frequently demonstrated, a mogan submit to
a man's embraces as a duty rather than a pleasurgn can't
simulate passion for a woman he no longer dediesn if | could
accommodate you as dutifully as you used to fydfiir obligations, |
doubt if you'd find it enjoyable. Perfunctory sexai poor sport, and a
pretence of enthusiasm for reasons of expediendynmich better.’

‘But it wasn't expediency which brought me backi$sed you ... |
missed you very much. | think you missed me. Yogs&d me as
though you had. If those people hadn't been hene,would have
made love to me at once.'



If the desk hadn't been between them she would joaveed up and
flung herself into his arms, testing the truth o tlaim to have lost
his desire for her with the eager pressure of bdyb

But the desk was a barricade which made such argastpossible.
Ash would have time to fend her off before her baras round his
neck and the feel of her breasts against his aleested the hot,
impatient passion which had flared between thend#yebefore.

'‘Perhaps. And regretted it later, no doubt—as u'seally regretted
forcing some sort of response from you. But not igioye.'

‘You mean we . .. we're never going to share mmragain?' she asked
incredulously.

Ash took his time answering that; and the fact biegpaused gave her
a modicum of comfort before someone knocked atittoe and, with
his immediate, 'Come in', he avoided replying toduweestion.

As the day passed Christie tried to convince hetisat he would be
sure to change his mind; and she blamed herselfimmace than him
for this temporary impasse. It had been the haghtupidity to blurt

out the news of the baby so soon after her retsine. should have
kept it to herself until she had been back someetiand their

marriage had re-established itself on a betteirfgahan before.

However, as the rest of that slow week dragged past seemed to
grow more and more distant. She begun to wondeasiiyef hehad
meant that icy ultimatum. Or perhaps it was onlatthe was
unusually busy with preparations for Sailing We8ke hoped so.
The prospect of reverting to the loveless existeteehad led before
she met him did not bear thinking about.

Sailing Week began with the inter-island race fr@mas Hayes,
Gaudeloupe, to English Harbour. That night thereevéinner parties



at The Admiral's Inn, several other hostelries iedCatamaran and
Antigua Yacht Clubs.

The main events of the next day were a Fishing/dlatkboat Race, a
welcome party at the Yacht Club, and a specialrggilveek Dinner
held in four places at once to fit in all the peopho wished to attend
it.

On the third day came the First Yacht Race, with,A2atrick and
Joss all taking part, and the women watching tae 8om high up on
Shirley Heights.

The Heights took their name from Major-General $momas
Shirley, a Governor of the Leeward Islands in tht leighteenth
century. At that time Antigua had been an importugar island
with, because of its flatness, more arable land tmany islands.
While Britain was at war with France, it had tovzel defended from
French invasion, and Shirley Heights had once lmesmered with
extensive fortifications.

Most of these were in ruins now. Earthquakes, emsand the
ruthless vegetation of the tropics had demolishidoua a few empty
buildings and arches.

But for the large crowd of tourists who watched thaee start from
The Lookout, nearly five hundred feet above seallevwas easy to
see why this had been an important bastion.

Even with Ros to explain it to her, and sharing avitta's field
glasses, Christie found it hard to make sense ef gsheming
confusion of yachts moving counter to each othetherblue sea far
below. It wasn't really a muddle, merely differetdsses beginning
the races at different times, the others told her.

Yet even as the wife of a leading contender shddcaoot help
dividing her attention between the movements of yhehts, the



people around them, and the distant view of Guaghepforty miles

to the south, Montserrat twelve miles closer in sbeth-west, and
Redonda Rock to the west. Perhaps the race wouhdobe riveting

when she was a qualified yachtswoman—if Ash stitemded to
teach her some of his skills. Perhaps he didntt,nowv. She felt
suddenly hot, weary of the buzz of many languag&sggon around
her, and uncomfortable sitting on the ground. Singéd for a cool,
quiet room filled with dim green light, and Ashnyg still in her arms
after making love to her.

That night, with him and the others, she attendeithaer dance at
Halcyon Cove. Two more lively race days followeddavhen it
came to the day when the Yacht Club held windsarferrubber boat
races, and a tug-of-war and a riotous beer- driqnlaontest, she
began to appreciate the full meaning of thiosSarvived Sailing Week
tee-shirts.

On the night of the fourth big race, she went shi@wreck party on
Curtain Bluff beach, and the next day the Antigustillery gave a
party with free rum punches at the dockyard.

Christie went, but she drank only fruit juice. Asind his crew were
doing brilliantly, she was told. It seemed certthat Sunbird Two
would again win the Lord Nelson Cup.

Apart from an incisive warning, expressed at thisetuof the week,
that she should take care not to tire herselfhbhsband had had very
little direct conversation with her.

Neither Ros nor Miranda, with a woman's swift resge to
undercurrents, seemed aware of anything amisssi@&hkinew this
from several remarks they made which would haven eeredibly
tactless had they sensed a rift between the Lammbard



She had not mentioned the baby to them. She wisheste still her
secret, known only to lan and whoever had doneestefor her.

On the last day of Sailing Week—which had now bagrogress for
nine days—Christie saw and enjoyed the hilarious-Niariners
Race in which all the "vessels" competing had teeh@ost not more
than one hundred EC dollars, and must never haae inethe water
before.

The race, with a Le Mans start, was from the SQuthy to a line off

The Admiral's Inn. According to the rules, piracydasabotage were
forbidden, and as well as a prize for the firstsetdo reach the
finishing line, there were prizes for the most ora craft and the one
with the largest crew.

It was an event which caused most of the onlookerbecome
helpless with laughter and, for a short time, sloegdt her
unhappiness and was convulsed with amusementiig@ne else.

About four in the afternoon, Beat the Retreat wadgqumed by the
band of the Royal Antigua Police Force. Afterwaldsaying Ash at
the dockyard, Christie drove home to rest untilas time to dress for
the Ball. It did not begin until ten o'clock, buaely were going to have
drinks with the Alleyns in their apartment beforetia

Tired by the strenuous pace of the week, as sooshaseached
Heron's Sound, she went to bed, setting her aléyok ¢co wake her
after ninety minutes.

As on the rare occasions when she had had a naqjgdhe day, she
had always woken feeling groggy, it did not sumpiti®r to do so on
this occasion. She felt sure it would wear off prely.



She had bathed and made up, but was still in hee lbtton
dressing-gown, when she heard Ash come heme. Kigoivimould
not take him more than half an hour to shower, slzand change, she
put on her dress and went to the drawing-room tio faahim.

Still feeling oddly below par, she decided to hawdrink to perk her
up. The doctor had said that spirits, which sheoatnmever drank
anyway, were inadvisable, but a moderate consumpfiine could
do no harm.

Having poured herself a glass of sherry, she sahdo drink it. The
beautiful aguamarine room never ceased to givarttense visual
pleasure, and she concentrated on that and igh@edontinuing
malaise.

By the time Ash entered the room she had finisliedsherry and
seemed to be feeling more herself. She saw himrigakt her dress
and stood up to show it off better. ,

It was made of the same airy silk as the one heboagdht her for
Christmas, but she had chosen a print in the cslotithe sea; jade
shading into turquoise into amethyst into violetvas cut in layers of
handkerchief points, and the edges of the pointe werrated. They
floated around her when she moved.

'l hope you approve?' she said.
‘Very much. Will you have some more sherry?’

The clipped response to her question, the totadradesof the flame
which once would have lit his dark eyes at thetsigimer looking her
best—and she knew that she did look nice, evéreifalt rotten—did
nothing to raise her morale.

‘No, thank you.'



'In that case we may as well be off.’

Even Ash's well-sprung car could not absorb alljties from the
patched and unpatched places on the road. On the tr the
dockyard, it seemed to Christie that the bumpggamuch more than
usual. She wondered if she could possibly be comavgn with 'flu,
and longed to be back in bed instead of on hertewayball which,
from what she had heard, would become more and bmiséerous as
the evening wore on. Not all, but many sailing g/psere as
obstreperous as rugger types. She could only pedyAish would not
want to dance the night away. Not that he wasyikedance with her
much.

The tables on the verandah of Pizzas in Paradise akeady
crowded with young people, having an impromptuypashen they
passed the place. In the next day or two, manyheftwould be
sailing away from Antigua, some to return the foliog year, and
some never to come back because crewing was a phtiesr youth

and soon they would be caught up in the less fneleeasy pattern of
careers with a pension at the end of them, anthgachildren and
becoming settled and responsible. Some yachts wenidin at their
moorings until the day of the Antigua-Bermuda Raddch was

sponsored jointly by the Antigua Yacht Club andRogyal Hamilton

Dinghy Club.

Patrick and Rosamund were in high spirits when theyved.
Christie heard them laughing before Patrick opeghedloor, and put
on a bright smile to greet them.

‘You look very splendid tonight, Ros," was Ash'sajing-to the older
woman.

She was wearing a shocking pink dress which difdl Veell with her
grey hair and brunette's tan. Like most ratherweeght women, she
had good shoulders, tonight shown off by narroapsr



As he kissed her hand, she replied, 'It's swegbafto say so, my
dear, but | must confess that when | look at yauly tbeautiful wife,

| can't help feeling my years. Oh, to be young ahoh again!
Christie, you lookso lovely. What a heavenly dress. Isn't she
beauty, Patrick?"

'She is indeed, and Ash is a lucky chap to havéfledaher. But
wasn't it Donne who wrote, "No spring nor summeauig hath such
grace as | have seen in one autumnal face"?' eeagd, smiling at
his wife.

'Oh, darling, how nice you are!

She tried to take the compliment lightly, but herce had a quiver in
it and tears came into her eyes. Christie hadetepd to be looking
for something in her evening bag because her ogarvivas blurred.

She knew that Patrick and Rosamund had been méorieare than

thirty years, and that Patrick's tribute was nosuave piece of
lip-service. Time had not diminished their lovewtuld last all their
lives, and whoever outlived the other would pagmible price in

loneliness and irreparable loss for their long geaf happiness
together. But oh, how willingly she herself woulalypsuch a price for
thirty years of their touching accord with her hast.

'‘What may | give you to drink, Christie?' Patricikad her.
She pulled herself together. 'Sherry, please.'

Ash and Rosamund began to talk, and she listenaiting for the
sherry.

'‘Oh, good lord! I'm most frightfully sorry," Patkiexclaimed, a few
moments later.



Rosamund, seeing what had happened, gave an exicantd
dismay. 'All down your lovely dress! Take it offigkly, and we'll
sponge it.'

Only Ash understood at a glance what had causedhbey to be
spilt.

‘Never mind the dress. She's not well.'

He took the glass from her hand, gave it back tadReand, scooping
Christie up in his arms, carried her to one ofdivans, where he laid
her down.

Christie sank back, grey-faced, her forehead beav#d sweat,
recovering from the stab of violent pain which Inigghed through her
just at the moment when her fingers had closedemglass.

It had been low down in her abdomen. She put hed$ito the place
and wondered what could have caused it. She catldemember
eating anything to bring on the kind of colic whiphesaged food
poisoning. Nor did she feel any nausea.

'‘Are you bleeding?' Ash asked her quietly.

She realised then that she was, and gave a gramspéir. Oh, God!
Let it not be that-please!’

She heard him say to the others, 'She's pregnahtnaay be
miscarrying. I'm going to telephone for an ambuéhc

And then he had gone, and Rosamund was sittinglédésir, saying
reassuringly, 'Don't be frightened, Christie". Ilveen through this,
years ago, and | didn't lose the baby. But you rasgé absolute rest,
my dear. Just lie still and it won't be long befare get a doctor to
look at you.'



To her husband, she added, 'Get some towels andoihyof
cottonwool, and then wait outside for a bit, woyddi?'

By the time Ash returned, she had done what shédcdauhelp
Christie, and surrendered her place to him.

He said, 'They're coming immediately. It won't tékem long to get
here, and then you'll be in expert hands. Were fgeling unwell
earlier on?'

‘A little. . . but | never thought. . . Ros sayway not. . . not lose it.'
She closed her eyes, but the tears seeped betwekashes.

'‘Hush! Don't cry. Of course you won't lose it.'

He took both her hands and held them, and she ttuhig fingers as
If the contact could transfuse some of his stremgt her. The pain
had left her so weak, and the bleeding seemed itacbeasing.

It seemed hours before the ambulance arrived. Tiaegferred her
on to a stretcher and carried her out of the mgjdpassing people in
evening dress who stood aside, looking concernetieatsight of

someone being rushed to hospital on a night otygared celebration.

When she realised that Ash was getting into theudanice, Christie
mustered the strength to protest.

‘There's no need for you to come too. You can'sitiie Ball and the
prizegiving. Please ... | don't need you to comé wie.'

'l want to be there," he said tersely.

‘But the Alleyns . . . the Ball. . . your trophy .



‘To hell with the Ball'! Do you think | give a danfar any trophy
when my . . . child needs hospital treatment? Dangjtie, Christie.
Just rest,' was his low but adamant answer.

Then the pain struck again, like a sword, and stsped at the agony
of it.

They must have given her something to make hepshéen she
woke, it was daylight. For a few seconds she coutdimk why she
wasn't in her own bed in the room at Heron's Souhere she now
slept alone but had once slept with Ash.

Then she rolled her head on the pillow and saw tbathe first time
since she had left him, he was in the room with gt not in the high
narrow bed in which she was lying.

He was slumped in a chair by the window, asleepl@wking as if it
were the first sleep he had had for days. She kadrrseen him so
haggard, with dark rings under his eyes and the lfites round his
eyes and the laughter-grooves down his cheeks dae moticeable
than they usually were. He looked worn out, gaulti exhaustion.

As she gazed at him, he opened his eyes. She resnedninen what
had happened; the pain and distress of the hotfwsebey had put
her to sleep.

She had lost his child.

They hadn't said so, but she knew it. There wasther life in her
body; no embryo being who would have been their@otiaughter;
nothing left of the seed implanted in one of theesments of ecstasy
which were now only bitter memories.



Her lips trembled. Her eyes brimmed, the teargling slowly down
her cheeks.

The death of her parents, of Mike, of her sisted hArother-in-law
were as nothing to this greater grief. To have kmgameone and to
lose them was a shock and pain hard to bear. Bas& unborn, her
first child, the treasured creation of the man khwed ... A long
shuddering sob burst from her.

Ash rose from the chair and strode swiftly to tieelddde. But at the
same moment the door opened, and a nurse entered.

'‘Ah, you're awake, Mrs Lambard. How are you feéling

She took Christie's wrist in her dark hand, hersekend and
sympathetic as she pressed lightly on her patipalse point.

‘All right, thank you," Christie said croakily.

Ash had turned away to the window and was standitig his back
to them.

The nurse said, 'l think you should go home and nesv, Mr
Lambard. You've been up all night, and it won'tphgbur wife to
worry about you. We're going to give her some nmagtha which will
make her drowsy again. Why not come back this radtan?'

‘Yes, I'll do that. Take good care of her. Goodiyrethe moment,
Christie.'

His voice was level, his face showed nothing btigee. She knew
she must have imagined that, when the nurse entleeadom, there
had been tears in his eyes.

* k% %



She wasn't kept in hospital long, but she had twalesce slowly at
home, and she went through a period of deep metéyhcBhe was
warned that she would feel depressed, and asswedlid pass offin
time, and that nothing had happened to prevenh&ging a normal
pregnancy whenever she felt like it.

‘What caused the miscarriage?' she had asked.

Her doctor had said, 'Nothing specific. These thingappen
sometimes, Mrs Lambard, and usually for the bestyldd Nature
knew something was wrong which we wouldn't haveded until
later. But | see no reason why, next time, you khouhave a fine
healthy baby who'll probably get me out of becha¢¢ o'clock in the
morning to deliver him or her.'

The day came for her final check-up, at the endvioich he said,
"You're fine, Mrs Lambard. Maybe you still feel & bbw, but

physically you're back to normal. And you and ybussband can
resume your normal relations whenever you wanhsadded.

Except that my husband doesn't want to, she thoaigiht, leaving
the surgery.

She had forgotten to pick up the mail from thex bothe post office,
but Ash had also been to town and collected itcklee home while
she was playing with John in the garden, and hahde@n airmail
letter with an English stamp and Emily's handwgtion the
envelope.

With only two months to go to the birth of her baBynily described
herself as 'looking like Mrs Buddha' but feelingifec. No problems
this time, thank goodness and, it being my fourtigpe to pop him
or her out with the ease of a pea from a pod. mglkif which, we're
gorging on delicious man- getouts. The asparagabsriest over—'



At this point, although John was present, Christield not repress a
burst of tears.

‘Why are you crying, Aunt Christie?' he exclaimiadalarm.
She struggled for control. 'l don't know. It'sysitif me, John.'

Ash put a large clean handkerchief into her hand,taok the letter
from her. While she mopped her cheeks, his eyesmskd the lines
in search of what had upset her.

'l should have written to her,' he said, frownitighadn't struck me
that she would write in this vein. I'm sorry.',

'It's | who should apologise for being so stupstig¢ said, forcing a
cheerful tone and a smile for her puzzled nephew.

It was not until the end of dinner that night tAah asked, '"What was
the result of your check?’

'I'm completely recovered, physically if not quiteentally." She
began to stir her coffee, although it was blackhwb sugar in it. 'He
... he said that if . . . if we wanted to, it wdkrmgght to ... to start
another baby.'

'‘Did he?' was her husband's only comment. He nase the table,
picking up his cup as he did so. 'Would you exause Christie? |
have some letters to answer.’

He left her and went to the book-room which, fog time being,
served as his study. Presently she heard the matallic chatter of
the typewriter. He was still typing when she wenbéd.

For a long time she lay awake, wondering if shehbug have
followed him to the book-room and insisted on hgvinout with



him—the undiscussed question of their future, dytihad a future
together.

Most of the time she had the feeling he was now ptetaly
indifferent to her. Only two things sometimes made wonder if the
courteous detachment of his treatment of her cbeld veneer.

She remembered how, in the ambulance, she had ddenmear a
slight hesitation when he sai@o you think | give a damn for any
trophy when my child needs hospital treatment?

Had he meant to sayy wife?

Also she had not forgotten her impression of set#ags in his eyes
the next morning at the hospital.

A hundred times since that day she had arguedheitbelf about this.
Ash wasn't the emotional type. He had lost his motlery young,

and been packed off to be a boarder first at lapgmatory school and
than at his next school.

The English public school ethic might no longeruinie the ferocious
bullying and caning of the period froom Brown's Schooldays
the time of Ash's and Hugo's fathers, but shesigie it hadn't yet
eased to the point where boys were encouragecetbtshrs.

Englishmen—and although Ash had Greek-dark eyes &
Greek-black hair he was predominantly English™dad weep, or
only very rarely.

There were a few special circumstances in whicly toaild allow
themselves to be visibly moved. Prince Charles stamvn grief in
public at the funeral of the widely admired old mamo had been like
a grandfather to him, the murdered Lord Mountbatien wept at
the loss of a child, but a child they had known Eved, not one still



unborn. And they shed tears when women they ot died, or
been close to death.

But her life had not been in danger, and nor did lse her. It must
have been the tears in her own eyes which had se@neause a
shimmer in his. Only . . . why had he turned awasnt if not to
conceal some emotion he preferred not to show?

The days passed and all at once, as she had besmnsed, her
lethargy wore off and left her responsive to thautg of the garden
as, watered by some heavy showers in May, the fiogé¢rees of the
summer began to put out brilliant blossoms.

The temperature rose a few degrees. The humiditgased slightly.
But not as much as in the autumn when, said Liltasguld become a
little uncomfortable. Meanwhile the extra heat wasunwelcome at
Heron's Sound with its breezy verandahs and shadis f the

garden, and the cove so near and inviting.

But her change of mood was not matched by a changesh's
manner. He continued to be courteous but aloof.

At last she could bear it no longer. She had teatoething positive.
The impulse crystallised one morning when she wad.alita's
looking for material for a kanga. This was the hdggphanous scarf
which the most fashion-conscious tourists were ingaas beach
cover-ups. It was tied in a knot near one armmitl eovered them
from chest to ankle, except where the sides carae epreveal a hip,
thigh and calf as they walked.

Browsing among the bolts of materials piled indkatre of the shop,
and studying those stacked on the shelves behaddunters, she
saw at last what she wanted—a thin cotton voilthencolours of a
ripe melon, the very dark green near the selvedgaging with a



band of paler green which in turn merged with teeplgolden peach
of the greater part of the fabric.

As she asked for the yardage she needed, and watdieng cut off
the bolt, she knew she was going to have it hentmeéaore nightfall,
not to wear on the beach but when she went to Agdsoom.

He seemed keyed up and restless that evening. &@lid have liked

to believe it was sexual frustration which made bmedge, but she
didn't delude herself that, because he had not oadego her for so

long, he had remained celibate all the time. He ahasys at home
for dinner, and never went out again later. Butrduthe day he had
plenty of opportunities to keep assignations witle cor more

accommodating women.

Tonight he did not make one of his most frequermusgs to avoid
spending the rest of the evening with her—that had h
correspondence to handle. Half an hour aftrt" sypphkile he was
pacing restlessly about the drawing-room and strepetending to
read, he said abruptly, 'I'm tired. I'm going tantun early.
Goodnight, Christie.'

‘Goodnight,' she echoed, pleased that she wasmt) go have to
endure another two hours of her own mounting tensio

Of course if he reallyvastired, it could ruin her plan of action. But
somehow she didn't think he was.

After giving him time to reach his bedroom, shetshed out the
lights and tiptoed to her room. As usual, she leitidd before dinner.
Now she only had to undress and apply the Vent Stethad bought
specially for the occasion, and perhaps lightlpueh her lips.

Having draped herself in the new kanga, she haduple of
afterthoughts and took it off again. First shedast a fine gold neck
chain, given to her by Miranda Hathaway as a cheepresent, to



one inherited from her sister, converting them iatevaist chain.
Then she painted her rose-red nipples with a desguklipstick to
make them more noticeable through the voile.

That done, she had an even better idea and addesign of petals
and dots to make them even more eye-catching.tifheswhen she
fastened the kanga, the golden gleam of the waiaincand the
patterned points of her breasts gave a much mote effect to her
thinly veiled body.

Light showed under her husband's door as she paussde before
tapping. She was trembling with nervousness, beauple of deep
breaths steadied her.

Who dares wins, she reminded herself.
'‘Come in," his voice called, in answer to her ligigle knock.
Christie opened the door, walked in, and closéelitind her.

Ash was stretched out on the bed, his shoulderppe against
pillows. He was naked, the upper sheet thrown asidenaximum
coolness. One long leg was extended towards thlibdaad, the other
drawn up to form a rest for the book he had beading when she
disturbed him. He looked no more tired than hedmatier.

He did not says something wrong@r What do you want3he felt he
had only to look at her to see why she had confestooom.

As he took in the filmy kanga, and all that showedugh it, she saw,
before he used the book to conceal the fact, thetapeous reaction
which proved that, although he might profess ira#ghce, he was not
indifferent to her. If nothing else, she couldlsiiake him want her
physically.



She walked slowly towards the bed, and seated lherséhe end of
it, not far from his outstretched foot.

'I—I think John needs brothers and sisters. If wéayl too long,
there'll be too great a gap between him and thedma,began.

Ash $aid nothing. His expression had never beerenmeoigmatic.
Not the slightest flicker of reaction showed in &k, steady gaze.

'‘Besides which, I'm already in my middle twentishg went on, ‘and
one can't have children in too rapid successigrasifyou told Hugo
and Emily, you want to have a large family, to héwee would take
nearly five years . . . unless we had twins," stded awkwardly.

This wasn't at all what she had meant to say; iuesiow the things
she had planned were impossible to utter whileixedfwith that
penetrating stare which seemed to read her mindewhvealing
nothing of his own thoughts.

She forced herself to persist.

‘You . . . you once spoke of a skipper's respoligibio his
passengers. Is your sense of responsibility towada® strong
enough to overcome your aversion to me?'

At last he responded. 'My aversion to you, ChnstiaSurely it's the
other way about?' he said coolly.

''ve never found you repulsive, Ash.'

'‘No? One could frequently have been forgiven fankimg so. You
were never eager for my embraces until, as you pacged out, I'd
managed to force a response from you.'

He sat up and reached for the sheet, drawing itaugsvto cover
himself to the waist.



The movement made the muscles of his arm and shouiloble
under the tanned skin. The oblique beam of ligbinfrhis reading
lamp emphasised the powerful structure of his totsvas a long
time since she had felt those strong arms enfolterg the broad
shoulders bowing under her hands.

A tremor shot through her; a surge of intense, nirpaging to relive
the embraces they had once shared, to feel thsh jbined and made
one.

For the first time, before Ash had even touched blee was ready
and eager for his possession.

Ash heard her quick intake of breath, and his sm#ds not pleasant
as he leaned towards her, grasped her wrist amwd laee towards
him.

'‘Why not be honest? You haven't come here to dogwoty by John.
| taught you to enjoy your body, and now you finguycan't do
without the pleasures you used to be so reluatantiulge in. You've
become addicted, my girl. Look at you—eyes halketh lips half
open, breasts quivering! He touched the sensigwére of one of her
lipsticked adornments. "The personification of an@o panting to be
taken. Shall | rip this thing off, or can you waihile | undo it?'

As his hand moved towards the knot of her kangassfuck it away
and tried to jerk free of his grasp.

'No . . .no! That's not true,' she blazed. 'You don't undedster-

She stopped, choking back the admission of how nahehloved
him.

'On the contrary, | understand perfectly. | sharerympatience,' he
told her.



The next moment she was crushed against him rgeifs forcing her
face up to meet the fierce, famished kiss with Wwhe stifled her
protest.

Once she would have resisted and struggled. Noevjristant he
pulled her into his arms, her whole body meltedhwatstasy. A
hurricane tide of sensation coursed through everyenof her being.

The convulsive delight which, before, she had @xlgerienced after
many kisses and caresses now engulfed her as sabe &lt herself
roughly caught and imprisoned in that first harhndnding embrace.

His fingers at work on the knot, Ash felt the cletia shudders which
racked her soft, slender body. At once she wagfamher back, and
he was upon her, taking her with an unrestrainessipa which,
although it might once have frightened her, nowlgrged and
intensified her pleasure.

As a purely physical experience it was, withoutsiiom, the most
exalted of her life. When, all too soon, it waspahe burst into tears
of reaction; uncontrollable tears which there was way of
concealing from the man lying relaxed in her artis, dark head
close to her own.

At first he seemed not to notice the soundless ingeps if she were
struggling to breathe. His tall frame weighed hiawn her,
compressing her lungs. He lay still, his violengers, his broad back
as damp as her cheeks where the tears seeped bhdtareelosed
eyelids.

'Oh, God! Have | hurt you?' He raised himself os élbows. 'My
love ... my darling . . . don't cry.’

As he spoke, his voice hoarse with concern, shéihands on her
face, the touch of his fingertips gentle as theykstd aside tendrils of
hair.



‘Don't cry ... | can't bear you to cry. | went nfada minute. I've been
going crazy for weeks. It seems like ten yearsesinkeld you like
this, my sweet Christie.’

Light kisses rained on her forehead, and on her cheeks and
temples.

'l wouldn't hurt you for the world. I'd give my diffor you, darling.’
His deep voice rasped with remorse.

‘You didn't. . . you didn't hurt me. Oh, Ash .loVe you . . .I love
you.'

Choked by sobs, she was hardly coherent, but Izt tvas swelling
with joy because of his anguished contrition, dreltacit admission
that he loved her.

Ash rolled aside, breaking their fusion, but imnagelly drawing her
beside him to cuddle and soothe her until, graguakér weeping
diminished. At last, as her ragged breaths steabedeached across
her for a tissue, then tenderly turned up her face blotted the
tear-stains.

'l thought I'd made you loathe me . . . that youldo't stand it any
longer, all those things I'd forced you to let nogtal you, and that that
was why you ran away. God, the hell | went throtiitlyou came
back!" he admitted, scowling at the memory. Hisdhoh her
tightened. 'Then you announced you were pregnaual,| ahought
that had brought you back to me. | felt | was gdm@ave to live the
rest of my life like a monk. | knew | could neverdée myself on you
again, and you'd killed my interest in other worhen.

‘You mean there's been no one else ... all this timsince | left you?'
she whispered unsteadily.

‘How could there be? | love you, Christie.'



'You love me . . . you really love me ... | candlibve it!'" she
murmured, with a shaky sigh. 'lI've been insaneljoure with you
since the night we flew to London.'

'l can't believe it either; that you're here, in ampns—and willingly.'

'‘Oh, much more than willingly," she told him, bagirg to smile.
‘That's the understatement of the year.' Very\sadtie addedPlease
stay, my love, and share the life | saved for gaigh drop it guarded
against all invasion till now.'

He drew back to look in her eyes.
‘You know that by heart?'

'I've read it so many times, wishing you were thiat of man . . .
wanting only one woman . .. me.'

‘I am. | do." His dark, virile face was transformey the tender
expression with which he was watching her.

‘But when did you start to love me? And why did ymyer tell me?'
she asked.

'l realise now that | recognised you as the wontthbhden looking for
the morning | came into your bedroom at the flatondon. You
blushed like an old-fashioned virgin—and look atiywow. Where
did you get this idea?'—tracing the patterns slegdaanted.

'I'm not sure. | think it was a fashion in anci€rete.’ Already his
touch was having an effect. '‘But, to get back todan, we'd only
just met, and | was so dull and defensive.'

| care not whose you were—or even whose you arerey@s will
tell me that you are mine and that you are waitingg quoted.
‘Naturally my rational side rejected that, butta® same it was the



principal reason | went out and booked you onghflhere. The boy
could have come on his own. In special circumstanaglines will

take unaccompanied children under six. But aparhfthe fact that
he needed you here, | needed you here to see ihstynct was
correct.'

His whole hand was stroking her now, not only tpeot one finger.
She slid an arm over his shoulder and began tes€dhe strong
brown column of his neck.

'‘When did you find out that it was?'

‘Within a few days. But even when | asked you torgnene, | hadn't
admitted to myself that | was as crazy about youmngdather had
been about my stepmother. For a long time | ov&dddhe fact that
you're nothing like she was, and therefore beingrydo command
wouldn't make a weakling of me as it had of him.’

'‘Because lam yoursto command. Anything you want, | will give
you.'

She gave a soft, sensuous sigh and moved herlbger ¢o his. Her
lips were parted, her grey eyes openly invitingvdis wonderful not
to conceal her increasing excitement, her eagerness

Ash's dark eyes held the same light of mountingrelglsut he kept it
in check as he said, if you'd ever looked at mda \Wwave, | should
have told you at once. But you never did, Christileere was always
reserve in your eyes. You never once asked me/éoylou—not even
tacitly. It was always an act of aggression on rast,pand reluctant
compulsion on yours.'

'‘Because | was terrified that as soon as you gddss&e you, you
would lose interest in me,"' she explained. 'l cawdder forget that
you'd said, at the very beginning, that you foundnfife ran more
smoothly without the continual presence of a woman'



'I must have meant it at the time, | got my comeanze when you
left me. Every day seemed as long as a year. Athéonights...'

'For me, too. | couldn't—"'

She broke off with a gasp as he bent his head tdfeast and,
between his hot lips, she felt the caress of higue. Her fingers
delved in his hair, not to tug his head away butsignal her
unresisting pleasure. A low moan escaped her allingprwaves
coursed through her body.

When he lifted his head, smiling at her look of isgdised rapturous
abandonment, she thought it was time she displagedittle
aggression. With both hands on his chest, she dusine to make
him lie back. Then she leaned over him and, heegdips light on
his mouth, licked his lips with the tip of her targg

His reaction was very satisfactory. A shudder cdseal his tall
frame, and he clamped her against him and kissedittea frenzied
urgency which she thought could only conclude aittother swift,
fierce possession.

But she ought to have known that Ash's commandnag&lf was too
strong and sure not to make this ecstatic reuniorergt special
memory. At one stage of their wild love game hdgaliher astride
his lean flanks while he took the gold chain froen Wwaist with hands
which he managed to steady while they dealt with ititricate
fastening.

Then he placed his palms on her hips, and shkeigdibng lean brown
fingers pressing her satiny flesh while his narrdwges scanned the
rest of her from this new perspective.

How she would have hated it once, kneeling overihithe lamplight
while he slowed the pace of their game, his haaéi;ng gentle
pleasure in the softness of her buttocks and theghgpared with his



own. His skin had a smooth pleasant feel, butveoed muscle and
bone, with none of her yielding contours.

She stretched her arms high and tossed back hgr don-streaked
hair, looking down at him through her lashes. Ofaipnt smudged
traces remained of the russet patterns. The Karagaancrumpled
swathe of colour against the whiteness of the sheetpurpose
served.

She had dared and won, and she wished she hadrdactdsooner.
For here, in this lamplit room, on the tumbled beds at last the
ultimate joy which would bring to perfection a faeumore rich in
fulfilment than any of her girlhood dreams.

A husband. A home. One child, and probably othArgroject to
share in a setting of idyllic beauty. At last slagl lit all together.

'‘Oh, Ash ... how I love you,' she breathed, &slsnt her breasts to
his chest and her lips to his mouth.

In the end it was he who looked down on her, dsadademany times in
the past, and with no less total a mastery of hexpured senses. But
this time she stayed in his arms for the rest efrifyht; and woke
with her head on his pillow, and the sun streamtimgugh the
screens, and her love still asleep.



