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She had driven away the man she loved.

Sharon Tiler met Lee Brent by accident, but hisspiirof her was
purposeful and marriage quickly followed. But whramors started,
Sharon hadn't the confidence or security to igtioeen.

The thought that Lee had married her just to complly his father's
wishes hurt her beyond words. And now her sillyaliation had
made Lee believe she was a scheming, money-huaducsgess.

It would take more than apologies to erase his tioWdas Lee's love
for her strong enough? Or would she always faeacten from the
man she adored?



CHAPTER ONE

ENGLAND in April. Watching the two children feeding theclts a

few yards away from where she sat, Sharon had nocecke that
Browning had known what he was talking about. Wiinensun chose
to shine on budding trees and early spring flowlassoasis of central
London became a minor Eden, lifting the lowest gfits. For the

first time since moving south from the northern towhere she had
grown up, she felt able to face the future with sawal element of
optimism in her soul.

The past winter had been hard and not a littleNodore than once
she had been tempted to sink her pride and gotbatkshe had been
SO eager to leave seven months ago. It was onhgthgring memory
of those final bitter words which had stiffened hackbone. Deep
down she had always been aware of a certain lagiexftion in Aunt
Dorothy's attitude towards her, but it had takesesin years for the
resentment finally to burst forth.

Lack of gratitude had been only one of the accasatievelled at her.
Viewed in retrospect, it was possible to apprecsa@ething of the
emotions of a woman childless by choice who hadtekally bound

to give up a well-paid job to take in her only bratt's orphaned child,
yet the fault had hardly lain with a six-year-oRlenty of women

managed to combine bringing up a child with anidetgob, but in

Aunt Dorothy's case the sacrifice had been totakl® Brian had

suffered from that frustration too over the ye&@haron knew that
now. A patient man, he had never complained, ndheeever treated
Sharon with anything but kindness, yet there masehbeen times
when he wished his niece anywhere but in his home.

The chance to spend a year in the London offiadh@ttompany for
which she worked had seemed too good to miss dtrtiee If there
had been any doubts at all, Aunt Dorothy's reactmrthe very
suggestion of her leaving Bolton put paid to thésil. the money



we've spent on you,' she had stormed, 'and now w&re only just
begun paying a little of it back you want to go. W@ on, go! And

good riddance!" Sharon had gone, with the firmntta of sending
money each month in payment of the debt she owadsle had
found to her dismay that she needed the whole o&alary just to
live on. Still smarting from the hurt inflicted, shwrote a stilted little
letter informing her aunt and uncle that she worddommence
payment the moment she was able. It was Uncle Buiao wrote

back, denying any obligation and saying that het &ad not meant
half of what she had said, but he did not ask beroime home. At
Christmas there had been a card and a gift token fioth of them in
Aunt Dorothy's handwriting, which seemed to suggleat the way
might be open for some kind of approach, but Shaashnot been
able to bring herself, to make that effort as yet.

Spring was the time for new beginnings, she thoaght on her park
bench. Perhaps if she made the first gesture thelgd cegain some
kind of balance in their relationship. After alhety were the only
family she had.

Putting up her hand to straighten a lock of hasséal by the breeze,
she caught sight of the time and gave a small gbgdigmay. She was
already late back at the office, and she had adifjnished clearing
up last month's dues. Working to flexi-time ruleslhts advantages,
true, but the temptation to spend that extra fewutais in bed on a
cold wet morning generally ran her into owing hodisis month she
had determined she was going to stick to a regulatable if it
killed her, and here she was after less than a woéak already
breaking that vow.

The office was a good twenty minutes' walk awag,rbxt bus due in
ten, if she could get on it. Heading swiftly towsitle park gates, she
considered taking a taxi, and immediately abanddheddea. Even
if she could find one empty at this hour of the ,dgye could hardly
afford that kind of extravagance just to save Heeséew minutes.



She was already in the red, so why not let it todéhe full hour? She
could work that off tonight if needs be.

In spite of her decision, the sight of the bus caggmalong the road
broke her feet into a run. Either her watch wasvsbo this was an
extra service, but it was certainly the number slaated and it
seemed silly under the circumstances to be an labeirwhen she
could perhaps cut it down to a half. The stop wesuple of hundred
yards away and from what she could see of it theere only a couple
of people waiting to board. With luck she shouldtjabout do it,
especially if the driver happened to be having edgtay and felt no
temptation to set off just as the panting wouldsbesenger reached
the doors.

There were a lot of people on the pavement, andlyngsing in the
opposite direction, thereby stopping her progrésging to dodge
around one such figure, Sharon felt her ankle painfully under as
her heel slipped on a stone, and was next momewmh t@avily on
her knees with one involuntarily outstretched haadking the fall.
Tears springing in her eyes at the smarting stingrazed skin, she
attempted to push herself upright, and felt a fiand come under her
armpit in assistance. The bus had reached theastbfis doors were
already closing again, adding frustration to hebamassment.

‘That was a nasty tumble,’ said a masculine vaioeesvhere over her
head, and she looked up with some reluctance t@ hezaescuer's
eyes. They were grey, she noted irrelevantly int fivat brief
moment. Right now they held an expression midwaywéen
sympathy and amusement, the former taking precedascthey
dropped to take in the state of her tights belosvitbm of her skirt.
There was blood running down one leg, mingling with grit still
clinging to her flesh beneath the tattered nylohe#@dy she could
feel both knees stiffening, to say nothing of tladhshe had used to
save herself which burned like fire. Surprisinghesadn't dropped
her handbag; it was still clutched in her otherchan



'I'm all right,' she managed in a shaken voice nkhau for..."

‘You're very far from all right," he contradictedaking no attempt to
release his hold on her arm. 'Those grazes nestiatt.'

'I'll clean them up when | get back to the offi@jaron assured him,
anxious only to be free of both the retaining ammd @he curious
stares of passers-by. 'Really I...'

'You can hardly walk through the streets in thatest he said,
breaking her off short once more. 'Look, my cakpdrust over here.
The least | can do is give you a lift.'

'It wasn't your fault,’ she protested as he drew tbevards the
gleaming silver Mercedes blatantly parked on thaxt®yellow line.
‘You don't have to feel any obligation just becayme picked me up.
It was my own clumsiness that caused me to fallrdowthe first
place.’

'l don't have time to argue about it,' he respondeéning the front
passenger door and easing her down into the seama@nsmooth
movement. 'There's a traffic warden just comingntbthe corner.
Fasten your belt and hold tight!'

He was round the front of the car and in the dgweat before she
could move herself to obey the instruction, briggthe engine to
throbbing life with one swift flick of the wrist @hedging out into the
afternoon traffic with the hard determination ofedoorn to big city

driving, ignoring the blare of a taxi horn as tratdr vehicle

attempted to block him off.

‘There goes one frustrated lady,' he remarked oote of humour,
glancing in the mirror. 'She had her book out @dy too!" His eyes
flickered swiftly Sharon's way when she failed éspond, taking in
her inheld lower lip and cradled right hand. 'Hugtiquite a lot by



now, I'd say? All things considered, | think wedll off at my place
first and get you cleaned up properly. It's onlyrrd the corner.'

Sharon made no protest; she had a feeling it wbhalce met with
little success anyway. It was true too, her kneed land were
hurting enough to make her feel slightly sick. Shae a glance at
him, seeing a firm profile under the crisply stylddrk hair. His
brows were heavy without being bushy, his nose -bigihged and
jutting above a mouth which held a hint of sengyaiong with the
decisiveness in its line. His jawline was clean-¢he skin of his
throat unlined. About thirty, she guessed, and g&m=d of an
assurance befitting his obvious stature. The jaskehg so easily
across broad shoulders had an expensive cut.

‘Just around the corner' turned out to be an apattrlock off

Grosvenor Place. He left the car parked right antfrof the main
entrance and helped Sharon up the short but imgpdsyht of steps,

keeping an arm about her waist as he pushed opewfaihe glass
doors and ushered her through into a thickly cagpeestibule. The
uniformed man sitting behind a wood-panelled deske swiftly to

his feet on their entry, brows lifting in soliciteenquiry.

‘Anything | can do, Mr Brent?'

'‘No problem,' came the easy reply. 'This young ladg a bad fall
along the road back there. She needs first aid.'

A faint smile touched the other man'’s lips fori@famoment and was
gone. 'Would you like me to fetch the box up?' bkked with what
Sharon thought was a rather peculiar blandness't\tédke a minute.’

'‘No need, there's one in the apartment.' Firmlgdged Sharon into
the lift and pressed the button, shutting out tle@rchan's dark
blue-clad figure as smoothly humming mechanism rgprato



action. 'Not going to pass out on me, are you?2sked, eyes on her
face as they moved upwards.

She shook her head, and forced a smile. 'I've neassed out on
anyone yet, Mr Brent. It's really very kind of ytw go to all this
trouble.'

'It's no trouble,' he said. 'And the name's Lee.'
‘Sharon Tiler,' she supplied. 'And I'm very graktafuyway.'

'‘We'll take it as read.' The amusement was in yes @s well as his
voice. 'Where were you going in such an all-firedri, did you say?'

'‘Back to work. It was my lunch hour.' Her tone waesful. 'They'll be
wondering what happened to me by now.’

'You can phone and tell them just as soon as wgaggtwounds seen
to." His arm came around her again as the doapkn, his touch
too thoughtfully gentle to be totally impersonaha®on closed her
mind to the swift tensing of stomach muscle whigmigied physical

awareness. He was a vitally attractive man, tha®mwo denying that,
but his interest in her was purely of the Samanitanety. In a few
minutes she would be on her way out of this plagama his good
deed done.

The apartment took her breath on first sight. @etaf magazine
illustrations she had never seen anything quitenaarious before in
her life. Vast acres of off- white, shag-piled agtrgpan in all

directions, scattered with long chesterfields aa€jpdclub chairs in a
variety of colours and materials which all blendetb the one
composite scheme. Neither ultra-modern nor puraditional in

style, the huge lounge area struck a note entiredyvidual and

somehow suited to the personality of its tenantuiéc windows

looked out towards Green Park.



‘This way,' her host said, and took her througte@rdom almost as
big as the lounge, with an oval bed raised on dqgsta at the rear, to
an adjoining bathroom three times the size of ahgroshe had seen.
The bath too was oval, but whereas the bed had t@eed on a
platform, this was actually sunk into one, the eagovering the floor
extending up the two steps to the very edge ofrthbled porcelain.
Bronzed mirror glass covered the two walls lefefod fixtures and
fittings. Sharon saw the two of them reflected ¢hene tall, dark and
male, the other several inches shorter, with datkemn hair falling
about a face totally lacking in the kind of glamdefitting a setting
like this one.

'‘Pure fifties Hollywood," commented Lee Brent wahsomewhat
rueful grimace, moving across to open up a condezdbinet behind
the two inset basins. 'The result of giving a daisig friend too much
of a free hand while | was out of the country earlihis year.'
Whether the pun was intentional or not it was ingias to say. His
face when he turned back to her was devoid of aadable
expression. 'Luckily, she didn't have time to startthe rest of the
place before | got back.' He gestured with the evhiix in his hand
before setting it down on the vanity unit to operviou'd better take
your tights off.'

Sharon hesitated only momentarily before decidih@gt tsuch
extremes of modesty were a little out of placehia tircumstances.
The tights were ruined anyway. Certainly she cotilgim back to the
office wearing the remnants, although it was gemgrove decidedly
chilly without any covering on her legs this earlythe year. While
his back was still turned she swiftly slid them daownd off,
conscious of the winter pallor of her skin agathstdark green of her
suit skirt and a sudden sense of vulnerability ershiare toes curled
into the deep pile.

The smell of antiseptic made her nose wrinkle. Hgwashed his
hands in one bowl, Lee Brent took up cotton woal amotioned her



to a seat beside the other, then bent and liftedelgestraight by the
ankle, his grip warm and firm behind her heel.

'It's going to sting,' he warned unnecessarilyjigener stiffen. 'Lift
your skirt back a bit more or it might get wet;'

Sharon did so, grateful that he had taken herrigrisr apprehension
rather than involuntary response to his touch. &hesis something
unnerving about sitting here like this with a mahowvas to all
intents and purposes a total stranger, regardfdss eolicitude.

The bite of the antiseptic made her catch heréipvben her teeth to
stop the exclamation of pain. Grip tightening afiien, he held the
leg still while he cleaned out the tiny pieces of gmbedded in the
graze, using fresh pieces of cotton wool in extgawve quantities. It
took the steady drip of water on to the carpetinallfy loosen her
tongue.

'It's going to be soaked,' she said. 'Couldn't patua towel down or
something?'

‘It will dry." His tone was unconcerned. 'Keeplsiilhere's just one
more piece to come so far as | can see ... thaeetdssed the soiled
wool into the waste bin and tore off another laslyenk from the roll,
which he handed to her unmoistened. 'Wipe rounatht that while |
tackle the other leg, then we'll see to your hand.’

Five minutes later, and to Sharon's infinite relle# sat back on his
heels in front of her to view his completed handiwith a twist of
humour about his lips.

'‘Not exactly a masterpiece,’ he commented, 'butodst | can do
under present circumstances.'



‘You've done a marvellous job," Sharon assuredskifily, eager to
be on her feet and out of this whole situationcah't thank you
enough!’

It was only then, as he lifted amused grey eyeméet her own
confused blue, that she realised he had been &vligre of her
reactions to him during the whole time he had baamstering to her
needs. He held her gaze for a long moment befompdrg with slow
deliberation to the region of her mouth, the mogkgrowing as
colour crept faintly under her skin.

‘There's no payment necessary,' he said. 'Unlasseg moved to
any impulsive gesture.’

Fleetingly, and to her own astonishment, Sharomadgt found
herself tempted to meet that challenge, but the embipassed.

'l have to go,' she said jerkily.

'I'm not keeping you.' He got to his feet, the snsilill playing about
his lips. 'lll see if I can find you a pair of titgghy Catching the flicker
of expression in her eyes, he inclined his heag.siter sometimes
uses the place when I'm out of town, and she leapases of
everything around. Sit tight while | look.'

He was back within a minute, a cellophaned packepaned in his
hand. 'Thought so. They might not be your shadethay're better
than nothing.'

Better than anything she was accustomed to, Shecorected
mentally, catching sight of the brand name as e dwat the packet
to her. She shook her head in some uncertaintgn't just walk off
with your sister's things like that!'

'‘She'll never miss them. There's another dozeo pass where | got
those from.' He dropped the packet into her lapnngtee still made



no attempt to take it from him. 'For the Lord'sesgkit them on, will
you! It's hardly warm enough outside to be goinghait. Do you
want coffee - or something stronger?'

Sharon hesitated only a moment, aware of a himttoferance in his
tone and recognising the inadvisability of trying patience with any
further protests. 'Coffee, please.’

'Right. I'll take a few minutes. Come on throughewlyou're ready.'

Alone again, Sharon extracted the sheer, expetigivis and pulled

them carefully over the two plaster dressings on kmeees, an

operation made all the more awkward by the grazseommand which

he had left exposed to the air. When she finaliped to view her

face in the long mirror running above the dressimg, she was

dismayed to see the long smear of dust along leskciShe looked a
mess, hair all tousled from the breeze outsideraictven a hint of
lipstick left on her mouth. Small wonder Lee Bréwatd smiled so
mockingly at the idea of kissing her! The kind cdman he would

want to kiss was no doubt as far removed from Shaner as chalk

from cheese.

It was pride rather than any desire to impress wimetilled her to
lightly touch up her make-up after cleaning heratheand draw a
comb through her hair. With her shoes on she lightty more sure
of herself, though not enough to stop the colmgitig her skin again
when she went out to the living room and found Beent already
sitting there waiting with the coffee.

'Sorry | was so long,' she said on a light, brigbte. 'l hadn't realised
| was quite so dishevelled.’

He didn't bother to answer that one, indicatingdhair set at right
angles to his own as he poured coffee from thessipt into china
cups. 'Cream or milk?'



Some devil of perversity sparked in her as she thelseat. 'Do you
have any Coffee Compliment?’

'‘Any what?' The blankness was not assumed.

'‘Powdered cream,' she substituted. 'lt's what argimortals use
instead of the real thing. Doesn't turn sour.'

A glint sprang suddenly in the grey eyes. Withqutaking, he set
down the coffee pot and got to his feet, comingtbtihe low table to
where she sat.

Sharon resisted as he pulled her up to him, bunate little

difference. His mouth was purposeful, forcing higs lapart, his
hands hard against her back. Only when she stogtpagigling and

let herself go limp in his arms did he soften theskdrawing a
response from her despite herself. There was firascoarity

beneath the cream silk shirt; she could feel théntss through her
fingers curved into his shoulders.

When he finally released her it was with obviodsctance and by no
means completely, his face and body still too clasehers for
comfort.

‘As an ordinary mortal,' he said very softly agaimex hair, 'I've been
wanting to do that for the last half hour. You h#wve loveliest pair of
legs, even when they're smothered in blood and grifestooned
with sticking plaster!’

Sharon pushed herself suddenly away from him,rigele uneven
thud of her heartbeat with a sense of shame. Shenkathis man for
the very first time less than an hour ago, andnsttkallowed him to
kiss her like ... that. Not only allowed but actyaksponded, too, if
she were honest with herself. She couldn't bringdiEto meet his
eyes.



'l must go,’ she said. 'l.. . It's late.'

'It's twenty to three." He hadn't moved, watchingr with an
enigmatic expression. His tone roughened a litt®@me on, you
weren't taken by surprise. You knew what was haipgenack there
in the bathroom just as well as | did.’

There was little use in denying it, and she doubfede would

understand if she tried to explain that she haekbed the attraction
all on her side. The women he had known prior rtoment had all
no doubt been both sharp enough and worldly endoigbcognise
arousal in a man without having to have it undedirior them. She
attempted to bluff her way out of it instead withassumed cynicism.

'So what am | supposed to do about it? Jump indlowath you right
here and now?' . His shrug held deliberation. Uilo't say no.'

1l bet!'

The inference was too heavily scored to be igno®dron saw his
lips tighten ominously and knew the shaft had gdmene—a
realisation which gave her small satisfaction. Hees a man too
well accustomed to women in his bed, and she hashdnim little

cause tosuppose she might not be willing to jolithe.

‘There's no obligation,' he said. 'There'd have lb@eapproach if you
hadn't encouraged it.'

'l encouraged it!

‘That's right. If you'd been otherwise inclined Ybhave told me
what to do with the coffee and got straight ouherfe.’

Sharon was silent, not trusting herself to spedterAa moment she
made herself reach down to the chair for her hagpdtiatching it to
her like some form of shield as she limped acrbssrbom. At the



lobby door she paused, fishing recklessly into jnetse for three
pound notes which she tossed on to the neares$utédace with a
scathing gesture.

‘That's for the tights!

She half expected him to come after her, but he'tdid/aiting for the
lift, she tried to control the trembling in her liwith small success.
Reaction, she told herself as the doors slid $yleogen. And guilt,
conscience added. There had been more than aajrtauth in what
Lee Brent had said back there: she had known wieatvas asking
for if she stayed, yet she had still done it.

The doorman watched her exit from the lift withggifar speculation,
making her wonder just how many others he had pass the same
way.

‘Mr Brent not running you home, miss,' he askedath call you a
taxi.'

Sharon shook her head, only too well aware thatehé&l no longer

afford a taxi fare after that last grand gesturgtaips. She was going
to have to go to the bank again, and it was onlgiéeday. Divided

into weeks, her month's salary usually saw hewnobut it allowed

little leeway for gestures of any kind. Whatevee sliew out extra
this week must come out of next week's allowanod, that meant
economising on something else. All the same she'tdidgret the

iImpulse. There had been considerable consolatidherexpression
on Lee Brent's face.

It was too late to go back to the office at all n&ke would think of
some adequate excuse in the morning. She tookuthe aut to
Kennington, and then the bus to Blexley Road, lynaiting herself
into the bedsitter which was home with a wry litdeile at the
contrast between this and the apartment she hadAldkast it was



clean and reasonably furnished for what she wasngayshe
reminded herself. Her landlady was one of those tob& pains to
make things pleasant for her tenants.

There were two others, one on this same floor aradh&r on the
floor above. Both were young and male, studentseaPolytechnic.
Sharing a bathroom had proved fairly awkward &t fintil they had
worked out a rota system - or until Sharon hersatf worked one
out. Neither of her fellow tenants had seen antiqadar difficulty.

Her floormate called in around seven on his wayisamwn room. At
twenty, Greg Calvin was two years younger thandigra cheerful
extrovert with a friendly disposition which embrdcal and sundry.
Sharon had been glad of his companionship thesdelasmonths,
aware that they each satisfied a need in one anfmtheome kind of
family attachment. If she had ever had a brothe, aften thought,
she would have liked him to have been somethirg@keg.

Viewing him tonight in the inevitable jeans and Wmanjacket, she
couldn't help comparing his appearance with thahefman she had
met that afternoon. Hardly fair, she acknowledgeshae. Given the
same kind of background, no doubt Greg would haesented an
equally finished picture. Anyway, the cowl did moake the monk.

He stayed only long enough to eat the supper foctw8haron had
not felt in the mood, then took himself off to lm&n room to do the
swotting even he dared put off no longer. The ggatd felt tender
when Sharon went to bed at ten. She left the drgssn place for the
night, and lay for an hour or more in the darkriggeg vainly to stop
her mind from going over and over the same grouefdre sleep
finally claimed her.

No excuse was needed when she got to the office merning,
although it was suggested that a phone call wooldhave gone
amiss. Apparently one of the other girls had beerop of the bus



she had been trying to catch when the accidentdmgah and had
seen everything from her vantage point.

‘That was a really dishy man who got you up off fieor,
commented the latter at coffee break. Her grin wiisout malice.
'‘Bet he's always having women throw themselvessateet! What
happened after that? Last thing | saw he was lgaghn off with an
arm round you. Some people have all the luck!

'‘He dropped me off at the Underground,' Sharonawiped swiftly,

not sure whether Maureen would have seen her gettia the car or
not. 'l was in too much of a mess to think aboutlaing but getting
home.'

'Pity.' The other pulled a sympathetic face. 'Yaglt to have pulled
a fainting fit or something—he might have given yol
mouth-to-mouth resuscitation.’

Sharon felt the warmth come into her face and ladgb cover up
the telltale sigh. 'Trust you to think of that!'

'‘Well, you can't waste that kind of opportunity.ejhdon't come
along all that often." Maureen paused in the aduofing away as
some thought apparently struck her. 'You live oaryawn, don't you,
Sharon?'

‘Well ... yes." Sharon was puzzled, wondering wisas coming. 'l
have a bedsit in Camberwell. Why?'

‘Joan Barlow in Overseas is looking for somebodgke over half of
her flat now that her flatmate got married. Thougbti might be
interested, that's all.’

'‘Well, thanks." The reply was cautious. Hardly kmaythe girl in
guestion, Sharon felt doubtful. She knew many pediging away



from the family home did share in order to afforedter place, but
there was more to it than that. 'Perhaps I'll g see her.'

She didn't in the end because the drawbacks wermémy and too
obvious. She needed a bedroom of her own, evdreifled have to
live in it and eat in it as well. The Grosvenor dpeent sprang in her
mind's eye, bringing a rueful smile to her lips.e@hing was certain,
she would never aspire to a place like that exicepér dreams.

Another weekend came and went, bringing anotherddgmorning
and an unseasonable warmth to the sun. Moved bg sopulse she
could not have explained, Sharon took extra caee oer appearance
that morning, putting on a lightweight skirt andkat in a deep gold
which lent toning highlights to her hair. Since ¢ogito London she
had bought only essential items of clothing, mamggwith the
wardrobe she had brought from home. The suit was sbe had
bought only a few weeks before leaving Bolton, sinel had not worn
it here before. She supposed she should saveatdpecial occasion -
except that such were unlikely to crop up. She Ieeh out with a
couple of the younger men from work, but neithéatrenship had
progressed beyond the occasional date becauseadh# wanted it
to.

Coming through Accounts just before lunch, oneheflatter paused
by her desk with an appreciative glance at theoyefuit.

'You look like a daffodil,' he remarked. 'Defingedpringlike! What
are you doing tonight?'

Sharon paused before answering, aware of what beyaiag to ask
and not all that sure she wanted to spend the myemiMartin Dunn's
company. Yet what was the alternative? Another |tmely session
In her room with a book? Martin was nice enoughhardly an
exciting conversationalist. She should think héfsetunate.



‘Nothing,' she admitted, smiling at him.

He smiled back, gratified. "You are now. Therggead film on at the
Odeon. Have you seen it?"

Sharon shook her head fatalistically. The cinema thia last place
she wanted to visit on an evening such as thigpoomised to be, but
it was Martin's money.

'Right, we'll grab something to eat first. Lookv@rd to it.'

Maureen had been listening from the next desk.sDae mean he
will or you should?' she asked dryly as he movedamu Sharon
laughed.

'‘Perhaps a little of both. Come off it, Maureen.riyfais all right.’

'If you're desperate—whoops, shouldn't have sat] g#hould 1?' Her
glance held speculation. 'Are you?'

'‘Am | what?' Sharon asked, playing dumb.
‘Desperate. He isn't your type, you know.'

Humour struggled against annoyance, and won. YRewhat would
you say was my type?'

'Oh, | don't know," with a shrug, then brighteninyes, | do.
Somebody like that man who picked you up off threedtthe other
day. Suave, sophisticated—and rich!'She was benhgtgust a little,
Sharon knew, though not with any real malice. Sheghed again.
‘Money doesn't make the man.’

'It does, you know. Especially when he's born tolthe pause held
deliberation. "You were closer to him than | wauld you say he'd
been born to it?'



Sharon's throat closed up suddenly and inexplicablouldn't have
the slightest idea. | was far too busy nursing mazgs to take much
notice.'

‘Yes, you must have been." The disbelief was urealad.
Apparently Maureen had her own ideas regarding @fsiabsence
that afternoon. 'Anyway, you're hardly likely teedam again.'

'‘No,"' Sharon agreed on a tauter note, 'I'm not.’

They were both wrong about that. He was leaninginagahe
nearside door of the silver Mercedes when sheHefoffice block at
five with Martin, wearing a suit almost the samédoco as the car
behind him. He straightened when he saw her, iggdsoth the man
at her side and the curious stares of others whkdfdllbwed them
out.

'Let's go,' he said, opening the passenger door.

Rooted to the ground, Sharon could only starerat hiwas left to
Martin to break the silence.

'What's this about, Sharon?' he asked on a notexofisable
bewilderment. 'l thought you were free tonight?

'l was ... | am.' She pulled herself together waitheffort, chin lifting
as she held the grey gaze. 'l think you've made=suistake.'

The smile was slow. 'That's what we have to tatkuddt's taken me
long enough to find you. Do you get in the cargdor put you in?'

Martin's face had gone stiff. 'Now look ..." he Geg

‘'Sorry.' The other was unmoved. 'This is a mag&wvben Sharon and
myself-.' His eyes hadn't left her face.



‘You might have noticed I'm illegally parked.’

‘You always are,' she retorted, and only registehed intimation
when Martin made a small backward movement as ylywr
acknowledging a prior right.

‘My mistake,' he said. 'Goodnight, Sharon.’

Lee Brent raised an eyebrow as the younger manedadkiickly
away, his hand still on the car door. 'So?"

Conscious of Maureen's interested spectatorship flee doorway,
Sharon took the line of least resistance and gottime car, sitting
stiffly in her seat while he went round to slidelbaside her. Only
when they were moving away from the kerb did shd it in herself
to speak.

Tm not sure what this is about,’ she said stiflyt whatever you've
got to say it had better be quick!

'‘Not right now," he came back without turning head. 'I've other
things to think about. Just sit tight till we'retad this lot, then you'll
have my full attention.'

'‘Where, out of this lot?' she demanded on a shaiqiter and saw his
lips twist.

‘Somewhere public, don't worry. Relax, will you.'

Short of jJumping out of the moving vehicle, therasaittle else she
could do but sit back and wait until they reachieeirt destination,
wherever that might be. Sharon kept her eyes floutthothing could
cut off her awareness of him right there beside Tieere was a faint
tangy scent of aftershave mingled subtly with leatand polished
wood. The car was custom-built, with every imagleab
refinement—including, she was sure, fully reclinseats!



They finished up at a pub somewhere off ShafteslAwgnue,
leaving the car in a tiny cul-de-sac behind it vehgellow lines were
conspicuous by their surprising absence. Sharon dadague
impression of red leather and stone hung arourtdivaitse brasses as
Lee Brent ushered her across the lounge bar teeaitqble on the far
side. They had only just opened, she realised,aangkt were only
just building up passing trade. Within an hour o@tlse whole place
would probably be packed to the doors.

‘Tonic,' she said when Lee asked her what she @aatdrink. 'It's
too early for anything else.'

It may have been so for her; the hour certainlyndidppear to have
affected his tastes, judging from the colour of ligaid in his glass
when he came back from the bar. He made no attdraptever, to
down it right away, rolling the glass slowly betwe@s hands as he
looked across the table at her.

'‘Before we go any further,' he said, 'there's allsmatter of some
money | have of yours. | won't give it to you hbezause it might be
misconstrued by anyone happening to look in thisatiion, but when
| do give it to you I don't want you handing it kacs that clear?'

'It wasn't for you,' Sharon retorted. 'lt was tplage the tights you
gave me.'

'l know what it was for. As a gesture it hit rigit target, if that's any
consolation.' His tone was rueful. 'First time keeygot paid in my
own coin, so to speak!'

The wind taken completely out of her sails, sheedaat him
suspiciously, but there was no mockery in his esgion.

'‘What I'm attempting to say in a rather roundabf@ashion,’ he
continued, 'is that | miscalculated, and | apolegikle sat back then



with an air of having got a load off his chest, iageher quizzically
when she failed to respond. 'Well?'

'l accept your apology.' She could scarcely dolangtelse, Sharon
conceded inwardly, considering that her behaviotinatime hardly
left her faultless. Shorn of righteous anger, sheaime suddenly
uncertain of herself, and of him. She looked dowth@glass in front
of her, then back at him. 'How did you know whevetrked?' was all
she could think of to ask.

‘There are ways and means. Does it really matter?'
‘No,' she admitted.

‘Then let's forget that part of it Tell me aboutiygelf instead.’
'"Why?'

'‘Because | want to know.' He smiled at her expoessGenuinely.
Whereabouts in the country do you come from? Theaefaint
accent, but not enough to put a finger on.’

His interest seemed real enough on the surfac&hmaron refused to
be drawn beyond the barest of answers to his pgolitmally he
desisted, his shrug light.

‘You don't trust me,' he said. 'Can't say | blame.'yHe offered
cigarettes, lighting one for himself when she refysand studying
her thoughtfully through the curl of smoke as hpp&d the gold
lighter back into a pocket. 'Let's start again fr@eratch,” he
suggested on the same light note. 'I'm Lee Brempauried, heart-
whole and fancy free, and I'd like very much toetalou out to
dinner.’



Sharon had to laugh, knowing as she did so thathsldealready
capitulated. Whatever his motives, in this mood \was too
irresistible to turn down.

She didn't remember the name of the place wheyesthentually ate,
only that the maitre d'hotel was French and Leegular enough
customer to have his own favourite table. By thiba Bad almost
completely relaxed with him. Over coffee, and withly a little

prompting on his part, she found herself tellingnabout Aunt
Dorothy and the loneliness of her life here in LondHe said little,
but she sensed sympathetic understanding and waonéedwhen

they danced on the pocket-handkerchief-sized fldar, put his
cheekdown to hers as others were doing around thediheld both
her hands lightly against his chest, but made tesrgit to draw her
too close. She wanted the music to go on all nighriceding with the
utmost reluctance when he eventually suggestedsttune to leave.

Despite everything, she still half anticipated mvitation to finish off
the evening at his apartment once he had her icathdut he headed
straight down across the river. They neither spogesat deal on the
way out to Camberwell. Sharon was fighting a grgvsense of
depression. The evening had been wonderful, bytseon it would
be over and it was highly unlikely that she woutdseeing Lee again.
Tonight had been his way of making amends, thatalladNice of
him, only in many ways it would have been bettdéraid allowed her
to retain her previous image of him. Better for, lz@gryway.

She had a hand on her door lever ready to getlowtsa before he
brought the car to a standstill outside the house.

''ve enjoyed it,' she said. 'Thanks.'

‘Don't run away.' His tone was soft. 'How aboutdomw night?'



She turned her head to look at him in the lightfthe nearby street
lamp, keeping to her own side of the car. 'l ddmrik...'

'‘No strings attached. | just want to see you.' Hequt a hand and
lightly traced the line of her cheek, smiling at hevoluntary tremor.
‘You're different, Sharon. | don't think | ever kna girl like you

before.'

Her skin was tingling where his fingers touched ke wanted him
both to stop and to go on at one and the same thoev am |
different?' she got out.

'I'll tell you another time," he said. 'I'm bookipgu for the week.' He
paused, watching her face. 'Any objections?’

'l don't know.' She was hesitant, emotions confutee...'
'l told you, no strings. You set the pace. Do yika theatre?'

'Yes, | love it." She forced a laugh. 'l can't vefyen afford it at
today's prices.’

He ignored the last. 'Musical or straight?'
‘Straight, but...'

'I'll get tickets.' His hand had gone behind heakneupping her nape.
Now he drew her towards him, bending his head $s kier briefly
and rather too gently on the lips. 'Does that n@@sgou?"

'‘Was it supposed to?' Her eyes were bright. 'I'trthrad different.’

It was his turn to laugh. This time he gathereddh@ser, mouth more
assertive yet still lacking that degree of demahe& &ad first
experienced from him. Sharon kissed him back hgndsbtowing

what she was probably getting herself into, andillgacaring right



then. No man had ever affected her quite to thisrgxoefore. Just
being with him made her feel all churned up inside.

‘That's enough,' he said at length on an odd Hoteonly human. I'll
pick you up at seven.'

She watched him drive off before going indoorsl|ifgethe imprint
of his lips still lingering on hers. Why Lee wanteer company was
unimportant; the fact that he did was all that eraitl at the moment.
Take advantage of opportunity Maureen had saidgjfestv days ago,
and why not? She could always retreat if there seleany danger of
getting out of her depth.



CHAPTER TWO

IT was the beginning of a week she was long to rereseniihey went
twice to the theatre, dined each night at a diffevenue, danced on
one occasion till two in the morning and finishg@drinking coffee
at an all-night stand in Pimlico. By Friday, Shamas owing the
firm almost four hours flexi-time, and could shirely keep her eyes
open when she arrived at ten.

‘Serves you right,' observed Maureen judicioustyrfithe adjoining
desk. '"You can't burn the candle at both ends.p8@heed then, eyes
holding an expression Sharon found difficult toigher. 'You didn't
tell me who your boy-friend really was.'

‘Yes, | did,' she denied, puzzled. 'Lee Brent.'
'Is that all you know about him?'

The other girl had come close to the truth thdthpagh Sharon was
not prepared to admit it. They had never once dset Lee's own
background, though they'd certainly covered mdstrodubjects. She
wasn't sure whether die omission was deliberat®brUp to now it-
hadn't bothered her too much, she was bound totadimere had
been too much else to occupy her mind.

‘Supposing you tell me what it is you think you Wnicshe countered,
‘and I'll tell you if it's true or not.’

The newspaper clipping Maureen leaned across $ato$o her desk
was dated a few weeks back. There was a large giagto of a
wedding at the top with a write-up underneath. 4 ée leapt out at
her from the left-hand side of the party, smilenfigi twisted in the
manner she knew so well. The bride seemed vagueetyiliér,
dark-haired and vivacious. She was wearing whit¢ with a large
floppy hat instead of a veil and headdress. Thetaired bridegroom
Sharon had never seen before in her life, she eaic.



'So what?' she asked. 'He isn't the groom.'

'Read it,’ Maureen insisted. ‘'Mom was clearing last month's
papers and | was going through them for an adwedrted when |
saw it. It's a family wedding. She's his sister.’

Well, she had certainly known about her, Sharotecefd in wry
recall; she still wore a pair of her tights. Thaaamwwhy the face
seemed familiar, of course. She and Lee shareshitine good looks,
making allowances for the difference between mald #emale
features. Lora, that was her name—now Lora Masasiead of
Brent.

It took a moment for the rest to sink in. Brentdrimorated—heavens,
was that Lee? Her glance sped back up the pagtand the older

man standing next to him, hair grey yet face begthie unmistakable
imprint His father? Brent Incorporated. Where h&eé seard that
before?

‘You still haven't got it, have you?' Maureen sadattiumphant. 'He
didn't tell you he owns the very floor we've got éeet on—at least,
the Company does— along with heaven knows how nraoye
office blocks right round the world. You've heafctloe Brentwood
hotel chain? That's them too. That's as far asgbte but I'm sure
there's more. They're property dealers in the wiskasse possible—a
multi-million dollar organisation, according to wHae been reading
about them. His father is president. | imagine yoeg is next in line
for the position, considering he's an only son.’

'He isn't my Lee." Sharon's voice sounded thickhen ears. 'lI've
known him less than a week altogether. And whatesalou so sure
| didn't know all this already?’



'If | wasn't sure, the look on your face just noaveg you away.' The
other girl's tone softened sympathetically. 'Shah&’s just amusing
himself with you, can't you see that? You're hahd$stype.’

You thought | was not so very long ago.'

‘That was a joke, and you knew it. He's in a posito have just about
any woman he wants.'

'‘So why should he bother with a nobody like mear8h finished for
her, fighting to keep her voice steady. 'To beghdnest, Maureen, |
don't really care why.'

‘Yes, you do. You've fallen for him, haven't youdoh't blame you.
He's really something.'

'‘But he's obviously only after one thing, and ohes had it he'll drop
me like a hot potato—is that what you're tryingéay?"

'‘Something like that, | suppose.' The other giwkied uncomfortable.
'‘Look, Sharon, I'm not criticising. If somebodydikhat took a shine
to me | daresay I'd be just as overboard aboutiet.moves in a
different world, that's all—more so than you prdyakeven
imagined.’

Only because she had never allowed herself to stagining,
Sharon acknowledged hollowly. She hadn't wantekintow, if she
were to be honest.

‘Sorry," Maureen offered, watching her. 'Perhaplsduld have kept
my mouth shut Are you seeing him tonight?'

'Yes.' Her tone was flat, her hands suddenly btasyksg, the papers
on the desk in front of her. 'lt's almost time doffee.’



The other girl took the hint and said no more, $baron found it
difficult to concentrate on any work.

Yet why should any of it make a difference, whealliboiled down?
She had been aware all along that it couldn't Iaginight was to be
her last date with Lee let it be a memorable one.

He came for her at eight as promised. Sliding theonow familiar
car, she tried to conceal her emotions behind ghbfacade. They
were halfway into town before he said dryly, 'Yeutalking too
much. What's on your mind?"

The pause was lengthy. Finally she had to sayil '¥hould have told
me.'

He didn't take his eyes off the road. 'Told you indaactly?’

'‘Brent Incorporated.’ It came out like an accusatié/hy didn't you
tell me who you were, Lee?'

'You never asked what | did for a living. What di#nce does it
make? You knew | wasn't any struggling office clerk

She flushed, sensing derision. 'No, that's my deyzant.’

‘That wasn't what | meant.' His glance held a diimtolerance. 'Stop
being so sensitive. | couldn't care less what lahgob you hold
down. I've enjoyed your company these last few enxg) and |
thought you'd enjoyed mine.'

'l have.'
‘Then let's go on that way.'

Did she take that to mean he intended it to goSimon wondered
numbly. If so, for how long—and to what purpose? Sensed



restraint in him every time he kissed her goodnigithen was he
holding back for?

'‘Where are we going?' she asked in a subdued tivee aafew
minutes of silence.

The answer came easily enough. 'l thought we'dtaal place for a
change. | got the service restaurant to organiseything. It will be
waiting for us when we get there."

So there it was, the culmination of a week's prajoam: a private
candlelit dinner for two; soft music in the backgnd. Probably
champagne into the bargain.

So what? Sharon asked herself fiercely. If she g@isg to be
seduced by anybody wasn't Lee Brent the answerdry enaiden's
prayer? She was in love with him, and love was esp@ to
transcend all doubts. If he wanted her badly endadrave gone to
these lengths to set the scene then why not léeredake their own
course? Whatever heartache might be in store foafterwards she
would at least have known some degree of closdndsm.

There was no one on duty at the desk in the Idioldyer relief. Going
up in the lift she made every effort to act natyraCertainly, Lee
seemed to notice nothing amiss. If he remembeetetia words they
had had in the car he was ignoring them. As he sad, what
difference did it make to their particular relasbip?

The table was ready laid close by the huge slidimglow, the view
out over the evening-misted city magnificent. A tedeatrolley held
their meal ready for serving, the main dish of duckin orange
sauce beautifully prepared and presented.

There were no candles, but with the dimmers doww tbe
atmosphere was equally intimate. No champagnereijtst a wine
they had drunk together on a couple of occasiodsStwaron had said



she liked. She liked it now too, because it gavesbene measure of
confidence. As the evening progressed so did Isetwe take firmer

root. She loved this man, and if he asked her siegeing to go to
bed with him. She wanted to go. She wanted hisnhakeéng. It was

like a storm growing inside her.

It was only when they'd finished eating and tramsf#to one of the
long, low chesterfields to drink coffee and liquetinat her mood
began to change. Perhaps sensing it, Lee got cipatage records on
the stereo, pausing casually on the way back torevebe sat to
switch off another light.

'You get the best effect from the view in the ddrlk, said.

Sharon tried not to stiffen as he slid an arm albeutshoulders and
drew her to him. It was only what she had beercgratiing; he was
running completely true to form. She parted hes lip his kiss,
attempting to renew the desire she had been so awate of earlier.
It was there still, but submerged by a heavier amass. The
movement of his hand coming up slowly from her wesher breast
brought an odd mingling of need and rejection. 8aeted his touch,
his caress—but not like this. She was just an ¢objechim; a
challenge to be overcome.

Still holding her, he lifted his head to put hipdito her temple,
pushing aside the hair until he found the tiny pubeating there,
taking his time, not rushing her— telling her witthevords that they
had all night. When he did speak it was almosnamision.

'l know it's been less than a week,' he murmubed | 'can't wait any
longer. Sharon...'

'‘No!" She put both hands flat against his chest pmshed him
suddenly away, jumping to her feet in the sameoactNo, Lee. I...
changed my mind.’



He didn't move for a moment, expression difficoldecipher in the
near darkness.

'l wasn't aware you'd ever made it up,' he saidrondd note. 'Don't
you think you should hear the question before yewcidk the
answer?'

'l know what you were going to say.' She was hgldiarself rigidly

in check, wanting badly to snatch up her things geidout of here
before he stirred himself to take hold of her agg@t conscious of a
need to let him know just the way she felt. 'I'v@wn all week what
you were building up to. You looked me up with thee intention,

didn't you, Lee?'

His smile was unexpected. 'l looked you up with samtention, yes.
| wasn't totally sure what it was myself until aupte of nights ago.'

‘Do you expect me to believe that?'

'‘No,' he admitted. "You're obviously not in anynfia of mind to
believe anything | say at the moment' He came sddet before she
could move out of reach, blocking her way of escéjie hands were
firm on her shoulders, making her face him; theygeyes
unavoidable. 'Sharon, if all | wanted was to take Yo bed we'd be
there now.'

She stared at him, not understanding. 'Then what...
'I'm asking you to marry me," he said.

Her breath came out on a long, slow sound, her Bosiyng its
rigidity. The glow started deep, running through ke quicksilver
to shine out of her eyes. 'Lee...'

'So answer me."' It was a superfluous command akdéw it, mouth
tilting even as he said it. 'Yes, or no?'



The shock was still in her but there was no douwgptiis seriousness,
even smiling the way he was. Her reaction, was gndo make
anyone smile, she thought dazedly. She had be@ertain of his
motive in bringing her here tonight. 'Yes,' shalsdbh, yes!'

‘That's all right, then.' There was satisfactiomigvoice. He swung
her up off the floor and sat down again on the wrésld behind

him, holding her across his lap with her face olewel with his

shoulder. His mouth on hers was possessive, séténglight. She
slid her arms up about his neck and clung to hissilkg him back
almost feverishly, her whole mind centred on theutiht of a future
spent like this with LeeMrs Lee Brent-how wonderful that
sounded! She still couldn't quite take it in.

Her breath caught a little in her throat as he alltand in under the
V-neckline of her dress. His fingers were warm,@epgentle, yet so
exquisitely agonising in their touch against henskie knew just
how to touch—and where—making her gasp againgdigasWhen
he unfastened the three tiny buttons in order $e dack the material
covering her, she made no attempt to stop him,sbume slight
increase in bodily tension must have communicateelfito him,
because he lifted his head to look at her.

'‘What is it?' he asked on a low note, leaving laischwhere it was.
‘What's worrying you?'

‘Nothing.' She tried to sound sure of it.

'‘Don't you like being touched this way?' he inglstecognising the
uncertainty despite her efforts. 'Am | hurting you?

'No.' She put her own hand over his as if to emighdke denial. 'And

yes, | do like it. It's wonderful. Only.. She hes#d, not even sure
what it was she was trying to say. 'Lee, | wanttgomnake love to me,

it isn't that. | just can't...’



'You just can't let yourself go with me because wbill have a
suspicion that proposal | made you was an excugettpou to do just
that,’ he finished for her on a flat intonationo 'fou really think I'd
go to that amount of trouble for a single nightesagure?’

‘No, | don't suppose so.’

‘Then stop being a little idiot. We're going to tarried whatever
happens,’

'‘Why me?' she burst out suddenly. 'You could hawbhady you
wanted, Lee. Why me?'

Some change of expression flickered in his eyely"#é you think?'

'I'm not sure." She paused, made herself go oru h&ven't even
mentioned the usual reason.’

'You mean | haven't said | love you.' He smileditdel 'That's
probably because | took it for granted you'd knbwnever proposed
marriage to anybody before. You'll have to forgiwe if | don't
follow the book.'

In that moment she could have forgiven him anytland given him
everything. It was Lee himself who did the drawbagk this time.

'‘No, you're right—it's worth waiting for." The paudeld some
element she wasn't sure of. 'l hope you won't narfirly quiet
wedding. We only just went through one load of pand ceremony
for my sister. | don't think | could take it asentral figure.'

Sharon didn't think she could either. Not in theewmstances. She
said hesitantly, 'Lee, what about your family? Heil they react?

‘My father will be highly delighted. He thinks ifmst time | settled
down.’



‘But will he approve? Of me, | mean?'

'‘Why shouldn't he approve?'

‘Well, I'm not... from your world.’

'In your mind, not in mine. What creates the défeze —money?'

'Not altogether.' Her glance encompassed the dadkeom, coming
back to the window and the sparkling view .framdueré.
'‘Environment mostly. You've lived this way all yolife; to me it's
like another planet.'

'You'll soon adjust. It's all a matter of perspeetiHe made a small
impatient gesture as she started to speak. 'Firdgeisn't important
unless you make it so yourself. You'll meet my éattomorrow—no,
make it Sunday; it's the only day he ever relaxés studied her for a
moment, dropped his glance to the hand still cogehier breast, and
wryly removed it to refasten the three buttonsl. better take you
home.'

Sharon wanted to stay, but she couldn't bring Hetsesay it. She

needed time on her own to think straight again. ®haes going to

marry Lee. It still didn't seem real. She had kndwm so short a
time. Could love really happen that way? Yet it hagpened to her,
so why not to him? And what other reason coulddaesHor wanting

to marry her?

It still wanted fifteen minutes to midnight when d.@rew up in
Blexley Road. He left the engine running while hisskd her
goodnight.

'l shan't be able to see you tomorrow,' he sdiidbd out of town all
day and most of the evening. I'll pick you up abel@ven Sunday
morning.' He seemed detached, almost withdravtmdif. brief hand



in farewell as she turned on the pavement, and mgowoff straight
away.

The feeling of unreality persisted all through $d#y, interspaced
with bursts of pure elation. During one of thedatperiods, Sharon
pressed a fresh white blouse to go with her yeBaw, and polished
her only decent leather handbag until it looked lkirnished bronze.
If Mr Brent was anything like his son she had nagtio worry about,
and if he wasn't—well, Lee loved her. Armed witlattknowledge
she could face anything.

He was dressed casually in slacks and a beige smmts jacket
when he came for her, a scarf tucked into the ommkline of his
cream shirt. He both looked different and seemédrdnt from the
man she had known this past week. She felt tongdeawith
him.They were heading south on the Bromley roadoreethe
commented on her monosyllabic responses to hignptse at
conversation.

'‘Had regrets?' he asked.

'‘No."' She gave him a sidelong glance, suddenly@awhwhat really
was troubling her. 'l thought you might have.'

His smile held reassurance. 'No way. Father's éxmeas. | didn't
intend dropping you on him."'

'You've told him?'
I've told him.'

Sharon waited, forced into asking when he failedatll to the
statement, 'How did he take it?'

'Right on the chin." The laugh was dry. 'He's logkforward to
seeing you.'



'l hope so!'

'‘Don't start that again. He'll take you on meritivés him the
impression you don't have much self-esteem anchiaedy likely to
disagree with you!'

‘It isn't a lack of self-esteem,' she denied witime heat, and saw his
mouth turn down at the corners.

'‘Confidence, then. That aunt of yours has a larswer for. Have
you contacted her yet?'

‘No,"' Sharon admitted.
‘Then do it tomorrow—unless you'd like to phonenfrthe house?'

"'l wait till tomorrow." She quickly changed tiseibject. 'What did
you say the house was called?'

'‘White Ladies—Dad's a Dornford Yates fan. Did ymereread the
Berry books?'

'‘One, | think. Funny, but awfully dated."

‘The gentry as they used to be. Those times woniecagain. Not
that the Brents were part of it. People in tradeeweoked down on
by the upper classes in those days.'

'‘Property speculation can hardly be called a tfade.

'‘We buy and sell—what else would you call it? Myampifather
started the ball rolling when he bought a plotawfd on what was the
outskirts of the city in the early twenties. A mafrforesight.’

'‘And now you're world-wide,"” she murmured, and feil$ swift
glance.



'‘Been doing some homework?'
‘Not me, a friend."

‘The same one who convinced you | was only afeiotie thing?' He
didn't wait for an answer. 'So | was, but not vt same object. You
do realise it's going to be a pretty short engagendope?’

'Is it?' Her laugh was self-conscious. 'l don'trefeel engaged!

‘That can soon be altered.' There was a layby egjefd on their side
of the road. Lee drove into it, bringing the caatoalt behind a screen
of trees. 'Open your glove compartment,’ he said.

Sharon did so tentatively, gazing at the smallhiela covered box
with a throat gone dry. When she made no furtheranbe reached
across her to take it out, flicking back the lidreweal the antique
diamond nestling inside.

'It was my grandmother's,’ he said. 'lt shoulddiite was just about
your build. If you'd prefer a modern ring, we cdways go and
choose one next week, of course.'

'‘Oh no! No, this is beautiful!
'‘Good. She left it for this purpose. Give me yoandh.'

Sharon did so, quivering to the touch of his firsgas he slid the ring
on. 'lt fits perfectly,' she said on a breathles®n

'‘Now it's official." There was something in Leasé which drew her
eyes swiftly to his face, but his expression resgaothing out of the
ordinary. 'We'll make it a May wedding. Consideryagur lack of
close family, it would obviously be more conveniémhave it here.
Your aunt and uncle can travel down.'



They may not want to,' she said uncomfortablyld tyou how Aunt
Dorothy feels about me.’

‘You told me what she said she felt on one occashmall do and
say things on the spur of the moment that we régeton. You can't
write off sixteen years at a stroke, Sharon. Agkrth

'l will." She paused. 'You seem to have everytlalrgady thought
out.’

‘Do you object?’

She wasn't sure whether she did or not. Lee wasstmuoed to taking
charge, that was apparent. Would he expect to agher life in the
same way? She was being ridiculous, she decidetheansame
moment. All he'd done so far was apply some coms®arse. She
shook her head, smiling at him. '‘No, of course'not.

White Ladies stood in its own grounds half a milésale the village

of Branley Heath: a graceful house, its walls readevhite beneath a
green tiled roof. The copse of silver birch treemding off to one

side added further support to the choice of nanagfodils massed

the flower beds flanking the drive.

Inside there was warmth and quiet luxury. If houpessessed
atmosphere—and Sharon thought they did— this wasnéented
one. She felt at home there immediately. A consemls dressed
woman in the mid- fifties came out through a dadotha rear of the
large, square hall, pausing when she saw the tviloeot.

‘Good morning, Mr Brent,' she said formally. "Ydather is in the
library. He asked for you to go on through when gouved.'

Lee put his hand lightly on Sharon's arm. 'Thislrs Reynolds, my
father's housekeeper.'



Sharon was aware of swift appraisal and an eveftes\gLmming up.
She saw surprise flicker for an instant in the ogheyes, but her
voice was without particular inflection as she sdid like to offer
you both congratulations.'

‘Thanks.' The acknowledgement sounded a little@biiee turned
towards a door on the right, drawing Sharon aloitg tvm. ‘Come
and meet my father.’

The library appeared to be part study too, witleskdset at an angle
across the far corner and only one wall lined \bitlokshelves. The
man standing at the window turned on their entystood looking at
the two of them for a moment before moving forwaid. was older
than she had thought from that newspaper photogr&plaron
realised, but his features had retained their fessnunder the
iron-grey hair. This was what Lee himself wouldKdike' at sixty or
so if he kept himself in the same trim. There wasequal lack of
spread beneath both waistbands.

'So you're the wonder woman who finally bowled this: of mine
over,' he said assessingly to Sharon. 'That was qubombshell he
dropped last night on the phone!

'l don't see why,' put in Lee. 'You've been tellmg | should find
myself a wife for years.'

His father's glance was dry. Tve been telling yothale lot of things
for years, and damned all difference it's madelly dlope you know
what you're taking on, Sharon.’

'l think so.' She hoped she sounded more confithamt she felt. She
attempted to lighten the moment with humour. slitfpposed to be for
better or worse, after all.'



He laughed, taking new stock of her. 'That's tHegs a lucky man if
you can see it that way. Too many wantout the reithe going gets
a little rough.'

'‘What are you trying to do?' his son demanded withandue
concern. 'Put her off the whole idea?’

'No, just making sure she has the true picture.ldé&ed back at
Sharon and shook his head. 'Don't let that surtheem fool you.
He's as hard-headed as they come. Man like théd beuhell to live
with.'

'‘Were you?' she asked without conscious guile. '"éowery much
alike.'

It was Lee's turn to laugh, expression sardonity. Nother isn't here
to answer that question—it might have made intergdistening!'

His father didn't turn a hair. Apparently the fomdMrs Brent had
been gone long enough for the mention of her namaicit little
pain. Sharon's retort had taken him a little abacdk,he appeared to
suffer no resentment. 'l think you might be goodtfas family,' he
said on a note of amusement. '‘Come and have armakd the
gardens before we have lunch and you can tell habalt yourself.
All I got from him last night was "wait and see".’

The appealing glance Sharon directed towards Leewntl little
response. Obviously he was leaving it to her tanfilhe details of her
background. Because he knew how his father waly likeeact if he
told him himself? Richard Brent seemed to like @rfar, but how
would he feel when he realised how lacking inladl gualities he no
doubt considered essential in his son's future shiereally was?

Lee accompanied them no further than the longtegeaice, taking a
seat on the stone bench which formed one corndeanthg his back



against the ivy-covered wall behind him with theiolns intention of
staying put.

'l've seen the gardens before,' he said on a laizy n
*You two carry on and pick me up on your way iuoch.'

‘Leave him," Richard Brent advised as Sharon nadayt something.
He tucked her hand under his arm with a smile. lIVde' better
without him."'

The sun had enough warmth in it to have made thi& wery
pleasant, if Sharon had not had other matters omhnel. She barely
waited until they were out of Lee's hearing befoitgting out what
she felt she had to say.

‘Mr Brent, before you start asking me any questiabsut my
background, etcetera, | think you ought to knowmh'tthave one—at
least, not the kind you're probably thinking ofelshould have told
you.'

There was no visible reaction in the strong featuner any change in
pace. 'What should he have told me exactly?'

‘That | work in an office in town—in a building yoown,
actually—and my people were working class.'

‘Were?' The inflection told her nothing.

‘They were killed in a house fire when | was siadot me out, but
Mum was trapped in a bedroom and he went backdorAt least,
that's what | was told. | don't remember much altdut

'‘Who brought you up?' he asked.

'‘My father's sister.'



‘Also working class?'

Her chin lifted a fraction. 'Yes. Uncle Brian islaop foreman.'
'l see.' The pause was lengthy. 'How does Leeatemlt all this?'
'He told me it was all in my mind and to forget it.

'In other words, it's immaterial to him. Did he gegt | might feel
differently?"

'‘No,' she was bound to admit 'But...'

'‘But you took one look at me and decided | wakelyicandidate for
social snobbery.' His tone was measured. 'A fewutagago I'd have
said that Lee had found himself a girl with someghabout her.
There's nothing in what you've told me to change dpinion, but |

could be wrong. One thing | don't like is having raftitudes

predetermined.’

'I'm sorry.' She hardly knew what else to say.

'So you ought to be. I'm only interested in my smaking a lasting
marriage. Do you love him?'

'Yes,' she said softly. 'Oh, yes, | do!

He searched her face, then nodded as if satisfredat he saw
there. 'That's the most important ingredient. Hefrtunate man.
How did the two of you meet?'

Sharon told him, omitting certain details, and gkoh up when she
had finished to surprise an odd expression on dmpanion's face.

'S0 you've actually known Lee little more than alyehe said. 'That
was a very swift decision on both parts.’



'It happens like that sometimes, doesn't it?' Shanarmured. 'At
least, it did for me. | could hardly believe Le# the same way.'

‘Yes,' on a dryish note. 'He always did believenoving fast once
he'd set his mind on a course of action. At thivig-it may take him a
time to settle down to married life, my dear, Bot $ure you'll cope.'

Sharon laughed. 'We're not married yet!'

'‘But you're going to be—and soon.' His tone was.fitVe'll get a
date settled today while you're here." He hesitéeefly. "You'll
want to be married in your own part of the world?'

Sharon shook her head uncomfortably. ‘It could iicualt. | left
home under some misunderstanding. Lee thinks libwibetter if we
get married down here— just a quiet wedding, prbbalh the
register office.'

'‘No, not a register office,’ with emphasis. 'Letsgearried in church
as his sister did!"

'‘Will you tell him that?' Sharon ventured afterliglg pause, and he
smiled suddenly.

'I'll tell him. My housekeeper and my personal sty can do all the
arranging between them. The first thing they'll Waom you is a list
of guests.’

The speed at which matters were progressing to@ko8Is breath
away. Apparently Lee was not the only Brent who atbfast once a
course of action was decided upon.

‘There's only Aunt Dorothy and Uncle Brian,' shiel €m a hesitant
note. 'And I'm not even sure they'll want to comeder the
circumstances.’



'If they don't,’ he said, 'they're hardly worth siering as family. Try
them anyway. And you must have some friends.'

'‘No really close ones. One or two people | workhwgerhaps.'

‘Well, I'll leave that to you. | daresay our sidél wake up for any
shortage.’

‘Mr Brent,' her voice was low, 'when Lee suggesjetiing married
down here | don't think he meant an affair like ygave his
sister—and | certainly don't expect it.'

'‘We'll discuss it," he interrupted, not unkindlys'just on lunchtime.
Let's go back to the house.'

Lee was waiting for them in the same place. Heesinivhen he saw
them coming.

'Did you straighten her out?' he asked his father.

'l think you could say we reached a fair degreaimderstanding.'
Richard gave his son an assessing look. '‘SharorielNiag) me how
the two of you met.’

'‘Was she now?' The response revealed little. 'Beps in at the most
surprising moments.'

There was something in that brief exchange whi¢hdred Sharon a
little, although she could not have said why. Slaes welieved when
the sound of a gong struck in the house annoureechéeal.

‘A bit pretentious,' Richard commented on a humsnte, leading
the way. 'But staff is so difficult to come by tkafays, and it's easier
than having Mrs Reynolds search the grounds eueg/she needs to
remind me what the time is.’



'She looks after the house entirely on her own&ar@h asked,
thinking that must be a considerable task with ac@lthe size of
White Ladies.

It was Lee who answered. 'With the help of thremelstics from the
village. She isn't so hard done by.’

"You never did care for her much,' acknowledgeddtlser, sounding
undisturbed by the fact. 'l can't think why. Shvesy efficient'

‘Too much so. She runs the place like a hotel.’

'‘Considering you're only rarely in it | hardly sedy it matters to
you,' on a mild note. 'Have you thought about wiyen&re going to
live after you're married? Your flat is adequateagsed-a-terrebut
hardly for a family.'

'‘Aren't you running a bit far ahead?' Lee soundedsd, his eyes on
Sharon's face. 'There's going to be plenty of tongtart a family.'

‘You never know. Besides, this is something whiiéacas all of us.’
Richard stopped at the open french doors leadirgk lato the
library, his glance going from one to the othéve'lbeen thinking
about giving up the house for some time now. ditsliig for one man.
Lora and Jason have Copperlea, of course, andwashawed little
sign of finding yourself a wife ..."' He paused, €y®lding those of
his son with equal steadiness. 'Well, what I'm gstjgg is that |
make over White Ladies to you both as a weddingene'

Silence followed his offer; on Sharon's part, astebecause she was
too stunned to find immediate words. This beautiialise, theirs to
live in; those grounds to wander through, sitaok at and enjoy. A
paradise for children, she thought, and felt a gurun through her at
the idea of bearing Lee's child.



She became aware that both men were watchingheeelder with
understanding, the younger with an expression shad vaguely
disturbing. Lee was the first to speak, tone level.

'‘Obviously you like the idea.'

'Who wouldn't?" The warm light was still there iarreyes as she
looked at him. 'Oh, Lee, | can hardly take it H&r glance switched
to Richard as another thought struck her. '‘But ehermean ...'

''d be moving out, naturally." He was smiling, nothe least put out
by the implication in her hesitancy. 'l may dediddéve at my club in
town. I'm not sure yet.' To Lee he added smootiApat do you say?'

His son's shrug was- light. 'What can | say, extegks. You won't
object if we do it over to our own tastes?"'

'Oh, but it's perfect as it is," Sharon broke iot, wanting her future
father-in-law to imagine his tastes judged wantldgst perfect!

‘You've hardly seen any of it yet.' Lee's tone alasost brusque for a
moment. It lightened again under her swift glari€ik.show you
round after lunch.’

'I'd like that' She looked up shyly at Richard.dik you. That must
be the most wonderful wedding present anyone egsived!

He laughed. 'Sheer laziness. Saves me cudgellingomaipns for
something else. And it's nice to think White Ladgegoing to stay in
the family.'

Sharon was a little concerned about Lee's quiethassg lunch. He
made no demur when his father suggested a date mam&veeks
ahead for the wedding, and simply lifted a sard@yebrow at the
statement that it should take place in the villelgerch.



‘You seem to have everything well sorted out," albke said.

Sharon waited until later when they were alone teefsaying
tentatively, 'Lee, I've no objection to a registéfice wedding if
you'd prefer it.'

He eyed her for a moment with an odd expressiohatV@bout your
preferences?'

'l told you, | really don't mind.'

He smiled then, and shrugged. 'lt's all the santBariong run. The
church will certainly suit my mother better. Shb&ltoo concerned
about what people might think otherwise.'

Sharon's head jerked up in sudden bewildermertholight your
mother was dead.'

'Sorry if | gave you that impression. They've bisang apart for the
last ten years—since they found it impossible Ve liogether any
longer.'

‘They're not divorced?'

'No. Apparently neither ever felt the need. Shatsob the country at
present, so you'll not be meeting her for a weekvor'

Sharon could only feel relieved at the last statem8&he badly
needed some breathing space. 'So both you andsigter stayed on
here at White Ladies?' she ventured, and receinethar of the dry
smiles.

‘At twenty-two if I'd moved at all it would have & to a place of my
own. Lora was only fifteen and a different propiosit She went with
Mother. You think my father and | are alike—wailt yiou see Lora



and my mother together. They're more like sisteas tmother and
daughter.’

lllogically, Sharon found herself wishing there wenly Lee and his
father to think about. Lora and her mother werenankn quantities.
On the other hand, Lora herself was only just rég@married. Surely
she would realise the stresses and strains ofttragion.

The house was even larger than she had first irmdgwith eight
bedrooms in addition to the long billiards roomtbe upper floor.
Half the bedrooms had bathrooms en suite, eadhedftter tiled to
match the colour scheme of the adjoining room. €h&sre never
changed, Lee explained, but simply renewed wherssary so that
each room bore the name of its scheme in perpetOme of the
things she might like to think about altering, loeled without undue
interest. Tradition obviously meant little to him.

Back on the ground floor again, he showed her tlagnificent
drawing room with its graceful Adam-styled firepdaand velvet
curtains, flanked by a smaller sitting room furmidhin a feminine
style in soft blues and greys.

'‘My mother's,' Lee said briefly. 'Nobody else camdnere without
invitation.'

Sharon made no comment. The room she liked bedt ofas at the
rear of the house, opening again on to the teaadeholding a white
Steinway piano in addition to its complement ofdamde sofa and
chairs. Angling in, the afternoon sun lent a goldgaw which
welcomed.

'‘Does anyone play it?' she asked on a casualweteng the closed
lid and empty rack.

'Not me," Lee denied. 'Father used to, but | haheard him for some
time now.' He paused, glancing at her. 'Do you Play



‘A little." She smiled. 'Aunt Dorothy insisted last taking lessons
when | was seven, and | turned out to have somgthfiman aptitude
for it. Never on a concert grand, though.'

He went over and tried the lid. 'It's open. Plajething for me now.’
'‘Now?' She was suddenly sorry she had made amp.cldell, I...'

‘Do you have to be in some special mood?' on awloteh made her
flush.

'‘No, of course not,' she denied, and tried to pdlsthe moment's
discomfiture with a touch of humour. 'I'm not ngagbod enough to
indulge in artistic temperament. What kind of thahgyou like?"

‘You choose. Music isn't my particular forte. ldikstening, but I'm
not always sure what I'm listening to.'

He sat down in a nearby chair as she took her @edhe stool,
crossing one leg over the other knee with an artibught might
hold a hint of resignation. The notion put her oar hmettle.
Indulgence, no matter how well meant, was not whatwanted from
him.

The first crashing chords of the Warsaw Concert &gactly the
effect she sought, jerking up his head as if itensgtached to a wire.
Mouth curving, she relaxed and began to get theé d&fethe
instrument. It was several months since she haglaged anything,
and the rendition was by no means faultless, lristteer delight in
playing at all was almost enough.

Richard was standing in the doorway when she lookpdon
finishing, an amused speculation in his eyes.

'‘Spectacular,’ he commented. 'Now play somethingptiihe rather
than startle.’



‘That was for my benefit.' Lee sounded amusedagdint in the grey
eyes. 'To take the wind out of my sails, as it w&e as he says,
Sharon, and play the thing properly.’

She smiled at them both a little ashamedly andregplay a Strauss
waltz which had been one of her teacher's favopréees as well as
her own, gradually forgetting her audience as thisiotook over.
This time when she finished Richard looked apprgvin

‘That was better. Very nice, in fact. What you latkechnique you
make up for in feeling. Do you know any Chopin?'

Sharon shook her head, then said boldly, '‘Bublid ko hear you play
some. Lee tells me you're the musician in the famil

'‘No longer to be alone, it seems.' He lifted hioutiers in
good-humoured resignation as she slid invitingbyrfrthe stool. 'All
right, but I'm very much out of practice.’

Lee moved a hand as she turned to find a seatygéte arm of his
chair in a gesture half invitation, half command Bkm came behind
her when she obeyed the summons, his hand resiimty lagainst
her outer thigh, his shoulder touching the sidkreasfbreast as she puit
her own arm along the back of the chair to supperself. She was
vitally aware of that contact the whole time highé&x was playing,
feeling the warmth of his fingers penetrating thetenial of her skirt.

Sitting there that way in the warm intimacy of tlo®m with music

filling her ears, she looked ahead to a future Wwigtowed golden

with promise. It was going to be a good marriades ®Id herself
with certainty, despite its unconventional staré 8lould make Lee a
wife to be proud of!



CHAPTER THREE

STANDING beside her husband to greet the wedding guestsnghm
later, Sharon could still scarcely persuade hernseifas all really

over. She had to keep touching the rings on hagefirto bring

conviction.

These last few weeks were ones she would not hared do go
through again. There had been so much to do, sy people to
meet; so few moments when she and Lee had beea talgether. In
so many ways he was still virtually a stranger, abknowledged
now, stealing a glance at the lean features asnilangly accepted
yet another hand in congratulation; a stranger whbm tonight she
would share a bed. That particular thought broughtensation
halfway between anticipation and apprehension. &tekmown other
women; might he not find her a disappointment? Sispected that
very fear was a good part of the reason why shenbbsuccumbed to
his lovemaking on the few occasions when it cousven been
possible, although she had certainly wanted toodo s

As if sensing her disquiet, Lee seized advantagerobmentary lull
in proceedings to give her an encouraging smilearBup,’ he
murmured. 'Only a couple of hours, then we caragety.'

Away. Just the two of them. Tonight they would heSwitzerland,
free from the curious gaze of all but a skeletaif sh the house at
Lake Lucerne. Sharon had not been surprised to teat the Brents
owned other homes, because by then nothing abewtiole Brent
family would have surprised her very much at afici®tly she would
have preferred to spend her honeymoon somewhealytaew to
both of them, but to say so in the face of theroffeuld have seemed
churlish.

Looking down the receiving line, she caught hendat in-law's eye
and saw it close in a swift wink. Had it not beeamn the frosty



expression on the face of the woman standing rekimh, Sharon
would have reciprocated. As it was she could orglz szwardly and
content herself with a smile instead. It would berag time before
Lorna Brent forgave her son for marrying—as shedoabt put
it—beneath him, and an even longer one before atepted her new
daughter-in-law as part of the family to which $tezself now only
belonged by name only. Meeting her for the firstdia bare week
ago, Sharon had been made instantly aware of #myifeehind the
cool greeting. Had arrangements not already bedarsahead, she
had the feeling that some private approach mighke leeen made
with a view to breaking up the unsuitable romante. the
circumstances there had been little the other cdal®ut show her
disapproval in every way possible—a display whicld Heft Lee
singularly unmoved.

At least his sister Lora appeared to bear no ill Wer chief reaction
on seeing her brother for the first time afterdngagement had been
one of laughing acclamation. 'You did it!" she s&teu really went
and did it!"" He hadn't then, but he certainly hadvnHusband and
wife—Mr and Mrs Lee Brent. It still seemed unreal.

As the only bridesmaid, Maureen was having a wludl@ time
flirting with the best man, who was taking it venych in his stride.
Sharon could count on one hand the number of pedpbewere here
on her personal invitation, and they did not ineluter aunt and
uncle. True, there had been a present from them bot a telegram
this morning, but Aunt Dorothy had made it cleanfrthe first that
they would not be coming down because Uncle Braandn't get the
time off from work. In consequence, it had beerearrstranger who
had walked her down the aisle and given her away,Sharon was
keenly aware that everyone had known it. But thas Wwehind her
now, and more important matters lay ahead.

She went up to change ahead of Lee, accompanidddwyeen.
Viewing the bedroom which was to be theirs on tmeturn three



weeks hence, she tried to imagine what it woultideeto live in this
beautiful house on a permanent basis. One thingogdsin, she
would have to take over some of the running okitsklf. Having a
full-time housekeeper might be all right for sorbeit what did it
leave the mistress of the house to do with her2ifke wished it
were possible to dispense with Mrs Reynolds altogetbut they
could hardly ask the woman to leave without goasoa.

Maureen had gone to the window to look out over glaedens,
drawing in deep breaths of the spring-scented air.

'It's a dream world,' she said, echoing Sharonis thughts on the
subject. 'You must have been born lucky! '.Sheedrthen, her
generous nature reasserting itself. 'No, | didréemthat. It takes
more than just luck to have a man like Lee fallane with you. |
hope you'll be ecstatically happy, Sharon.'

‘Thanks.' There was a lump in Sharon's throat. lsnely she added,
'‘We mustn't lose touch just because I'll be living here. You must
come and visit, and we'll meet when | get up tortolaee's keeping
on the apartment to use when we want to see a sh@pend an
evening out.' She laughed then, and shook her hé&adre right, it is
a dream world. | still keep thinking I'm going tocaken up any
minute!'

The other girl became suddenly practical. "You'tldoestart getting
changed before your husband comes up and findsasting time
chatting. You're due to leave for the airport iloatforty minutes.'

‘Yes.' The thought of Lee walking into the roomdrefshe was ready
somehow unnerved her, although no doubt that waetong she
would become accustomed to. She said swiftly, "gouwon down,
Maureen, | can manage. Anyway, you have to be r&adgptch the
bouquet when | throw it from the stairs.’



''ve had my elbows specially sharpened.' Smilgigg walked to the
door. 'See you in a little while.’

Left alone, Sharon gathered together her going-awdfit and took
it through with her to the bathroom, locking thedbehind her with
a faint sense of ridiculousness. Lee would no daeigjoee with her:
she was being silly, and she could certainly haxget over it, but not
right now when it was all so new. They had threekgeo become at
ease with one another, three weeks of being almgether, seeking
company only if they felt like it. For her part, &bn was sure she
would not feel like it. She wanted to be with Leel anly with Lee.

The bathroom window was open and she could heagsoatalking
on the side section of terrace immediately belovicer surprisingly
clear and carrying:

'Oh, she's quite a pretty little thing, I'll graybu, and not
unintelligent, but she isn't... well, you know wHatean. | never
thought Lee would really go and do it.’

'You mean you knew he was seeing her before heddfps on
you?' asked another feminine voice, and Lora ladghe

'‘Seeing is hardly the word! Giving him an ultimatiike that was the
worst thing Daddy could have done! Of course, yan'tl know

about that, did you?' She paused, tone changintila |Entirely

between the two of us, you realise?’

'‘Well, naturally.' There was curiosity in the otlverce. 'It all sounds
terribly mysterious!

‘Not really. About par for the course when you knamy brother as
well as | do. Actually, I'm not supposed to behe know myself. |
just happened to overhear Daddy tell Lee that iivhen't prepared to
find himself a wife and settle down, the presidemsyuld go to
cousin Ronald instead when he retires in Septembst was a



couple of months ago. Not long before my own weddas a matter
of fact. Anyway, Lee said if a wife was the onlgu&ement he'd go
out and pick himself one up off the streets. Thatactly what he did
too—she told me herself. He asked her to marrydineek later.’

'And she snatched at the chance!'

'‘Well, wouldn't you, darling, in her position? Thytul say it myself,
that brother of mine is a catch by any standardskily Daddy likes
her, so he's prepared to overlook any shortcomiHgs given the
two of them White Ladies as a wedding present. Mloae Jason and
| got from him, | can tell you—but Lee always was favourite.’

There was an audible sniff. T can't understand Hine had to get
married at all why not choose a wife who'd be ghelhim, not a
hindrance?'

Lora laughed. 'Someone like you, for instance?'
'Well, at least we move in the same circles!'

‘Ah, yes, darling, but with you he wouldn't haveitguhe same
freedom to please himself, would he? You'd be wagnto know
where he'd been and who with every time he eletdestay out
overnight'

‘And you think she won't?'

'l doubt it. | shouldn't think she has the nerveqieestion his
movements in any way. Lee will have covered thatees don't
worry. A great manipulator of angles, is my bother.

Sharon heard no more because she stopped listanthgt point. It
would have been better, she thought numbly, hadhsekier listened
in the first place. Her whole body felt bruisedcik&d up off the
streets—could any phrase be more explicit? Theie neadoubt in



her mind that what she had heard was the simpile. tituexplained
away too many things. Lee had married her, notumshe loved her,
but in answer to a challenge thrown out by hisdatlishe was his
retaliation, his means of conforming to requirersenthile also
rejecting them.

Turning, she caught sight of her reflection in thi length mirror.
The bride wore white, she reflected in pain. Fogivity substitute
stupidity, for stupid was what she had been irrealising before this
that Lee didn't love her. Want her, yes—on thengjite of past close
encounters she was willing to go along with thatipalar aspect of
his involvement. But desire was an emotion any ewuld feel for
any woman—and in Lee's case one he had obvioudlygad to the
full. In love or not, tonight he would expect to kedove to her, and
look for her response. If she asked herself whatshild do about it,
there was only one answer: she had to go throughitvilt was too
late to back out.

Anger swept suddenly through her, swamping the .p¥fas Iit,
though? Was that really all the pride she had nséi€ It might be
too late to back out of the marriage itself withautoking a great
deal of trouble, but there was no law which cowlité her to accept
her position in Lee's scheme of things. He had ietrher in
response to an ultimatum, so why not issue onespblwn? If she
stayed with him it would be on her terms, not his!

The knock on the door startled her. 'Are you alntostugh, Sharon?'
asked Lee from the bedroom. 'We have about fifteenutes before
we leave.'

From somewhere Sharon found the control to anssugprised by
the steadiness of her voice as she did so. 'Jast minutes.'

She took a last look at the girl in the white driesfore she took it off,
seeing the darkened blue eyes harden into resdhe would show



them. She would show them all'! No one was evergytinhurt her
like this again.

Lee was already changed into a dark fawn suit vaieneventually
joined him. He eyed her own choice of tan and crdesss and plain
toning coat with approval.

*'We blend,' he said softly, and paused studying 'Veu look ...
different.'

'Fine feathers,' she returned. 'Wasn't that whairyi@nded when you
gave me that cheque last week?'

‘The one you were so reluctant to accept?' He shisdkead, smiling
a little. 'It was simply the first instalment of regular monthly
allowance, that's all.'

'Presented early to enable me to kit myself out aitrousseau fitted
for my new station in life." She said it lightlyym not complaining. |

really enjoyed spending it once | got used to tleaiof not having to
count the cost.'

'‘Good." There was a faint line between his browstdMng him,
Sharon could almost hear him deciding to attrithdebrittleness to
nerves. He made no attempt to come near her. 'déttdr go,' he
said. 'The car will be waiting. Don't forget youwsuguet—the girls
would never forgive you.'

'‘Ah yes, tradition!" She took it up from the chainere Maureen had
carefully placed it in readiness for this very mortneot half an hour
ago, looking at the delicate arrangement of sftowgers which only
that morning had seemed to symbolise just what iwdser heart
without any feeling whatsoever. 'Let's get it owah.'

A cheer went up from the throng of people gatherethe wide
hallway as the two of them appeared at the he#ldeadtairs. Sharon



paused on the curve, eyes searching the upturoed far Maureen's
familiar one, hand drawing back to toss the boutjuimoment she
found what she sought. But it wasn't Maureen whagha it.
Someone taller standing behind her thrust forwartiaad and
scooped it out of the air before her reaching fiagmuld touch it,
holding it aloft with a smile of derisive triumpMeeting the other
eyes, Sharon had the sudden curious certainty thstwas the
woman Lora had been speaking to down on the termatckong ago,
yet she felt nothing. She was safe inside her-shdliviolate. She
intended to stay that way.

The following moments were hectic. Lee leaned badks seat with
a sigh of relief when the car at last moved off ddhe drive.

‘Thank God that's over," he said with feeling. H&de to think I'd to
face it over again!' He glanced her way, the smilleis eyes as well
as on his lips. 'If you ever decide to divorce festay single for the
rest of my life!"

Mockery, Sharon thought. It would never occur tm o believe her
capable of such an act. One way or another, henrfas quite a few
surprises.

'l shan't divorce you,' she said. 'What groundslavbbave?'

'None at all." He leaned over and kissed her, lessdbf the
chauffeur's presence beyond the sliding glass scha&'ll be at the
house in time for late dinner. Lucerne is beautifiuthis time of the
year.'

'I'm sure it is." She made no move to draw awaynftam. 'I'm
looking forward to seeing it.’

'‘And | to showing it to you.' His tone deepenedantg other things.'



That, Sharon told herself cynically, she could éedi Too bad he
was going to be denied even that much compensation.

They reached the house at Lucerne in darkness aftemneventful
journey. It was some distance from the town itsed#fstling among
the trees which grew right down to the water's edgéhat point.
Sharon had a vague impression of timbered gablésaid strength
before she was whisked inside to a great living)\which rose clear
to the rafters. A stone fireplace at one end hdidtvgeemed on the
face of it a totally unnecessary pyre of cracklogs, although there
was no denying the air of welcome they imparted.

The middle-aged couple who greeted them, Shar@adr knew,

were the caretaker and his wife who would be logkafter them

during the coming three weeks. Their English, slecalered

without surprise, was a great deal better tharsbanty French. Lee
introduced them as Henri and Suzette Delon. Theyblen with the
family for fifteen years, and would no doubt stayiutheir eventual

retirement.

Soft gold window drapes were already drawn in thenr they were
to share, hanging in silken folds across the wlwkadth of one
cedar-clad wall. There was thick, cream-colourap&iabeneath her
feet, and twin double beds draped in the same heakywhich
covered the windows. Here again was a wide staepléice, but
though ready laid the fire itself remained unlit.

Suzette took Sharon through to show her the adjgimiathroom
while Henri fetched up their luggage. It was huge &#eautifully
fitted, containing a separate shower cabinet int@adadto the one
positioned over the low bath. Thick brown and gmdels nestled
invitingly over the rails.



‘This was the Master and Mistress's suite whenwayd come here
together,' the Frenchwoman said. ‘Now it is onthefsmaller rooms
the Master uses instead.' Her tone was momentadgened. Tt is
good for it to be in use again. Always | have triedkeep it just so.’

‘You've kept it beautifully,” Sharon assured hed &lt the warmth
fade from her as Lee appeared in the doorway.

'‘We'll be ready to eat in twenty minutes or so, édez’ he said
pleasantly in French.

'‘Oui, monsieur.She gave a beaming smile which encompassed th
both, and went out past him.

Lee remained where he was, tilting his head quatizi@s he looked
across at Sharon. 'Like it?'

'So far,' she agreed coolly. She knew that if seatwo pass him in
order to return to the bedroom he was going to teikd of her, yet
she could hardly stand around in here all nightegit'Only a fool
could find anything to dislike about a place likest'

As she had anticipated, he caught her by the samifts she reached
him, turning her to face him, expression a littlecertain. ‘Sharon,
what is it? Something bothering you?'

‘Apart from being tired and hungry, do you meah®' asked. 'That
was my first flight, Lee. I'm not... adjusted yet.'

'Of course.' He dropped a light kiss on her fordhea

'It's been a tiring day. Things will seem bette¢eaive've both relaxed
for an hour or so over a good meal. Why don't yougn something
comfortable? | can change later.’



Sharon didn't argue with the suggestion. She warddt to be alone
for a few minutes. None of what was to come was@®o be easy,
but there was no slackening in her resolve. Thisriage was a
travesty to which she had no intention of contifiitfurther. That
she bore the Brent name at all was more than enough

With Lee gone, she opened the suitcase and fouthobalength

caftan in heavy white cotton edged about the higgklme and long
flowing sleeves with narrow gold braid. Slidingant after a quick
shower, she didn't even bother to glance at héxctedn in the long
mirrors fronting the concealed wardrobe, leaving taee free of
make-up and simply smoothing a hand over her Hale felt

detached—almost as if she viewed herself from &@uee. This was
her wedding night and it meant nothing to her, nthan something
to be got through.

Lee was waiting for her downstairs, sitting onrgppadded settee at
right angles to the fire. He had taken off his g@agket and his tie, and
loosened the top two buttons of his shirt. Lookilogvn on the crisp
dark head from the gallery above, Sharon stifledoanentary pang
for what might have been. That way lay pain andthehe, and she
wanted neither. What she did want was a simple nstaleding
between them, and that was what she was goingvia ha

Dinner was served in a corner of the long, covermdnda room at
the rear of the house, the table beautifully settfem with silver

candelabrum creating a soft intimacy. The windowsenfloor length
and sliding, opening on to another section of tkeeamda which
actually overhung the moon-silvered water. Unddimebee said,
was the boathouse and workshop.

‘We'll run up to the town in the morning, if yokdi,' he suggested.
‘The main tourist season is only just getting urnvay, so it shouldn't
be too busy. We can have coffee with Jacques Calfoiend who



owns one of the waterfront hotels. You'll like Jaesg.' He smiled.
‘And he'll adore you! Blondes are his one acknogéedweakness.'

'I'm not blonde," Sharon denied. 'Not strictlyoutd always have it
lightened, of course.'

'No way.' He said it with emphasis. 'l like it tivay it is.' He studied
her across the table, expression altering. 'l woridé was very
selfish bringing you here. We don't have to stay wWhole three
weeks. We could go down to Marseille and take @ehyalong the
coast. She isn't under charter till next month.’

'‘How big is it?' Sharon asked, momentarily disedct

‘Eighty feet—not enormous by Riviera standards,dhat can cruise
eight people in comfort. She's normally charterade]) July and
August. The rest of the year the crew is on standAbe you a good
sailor?'

I'm not sure,' she said. 'The farthest I've beeacross the Channel
and it was always fairly calm.’

'You've visited France several times before then?'

'Only Brittany. My uncle and aunt have a caravdreyluse it on their
annual holiday. | went with them until | was seesnt.'

‘Always to the same place?’

‘Yes.' There was a challenge in her glance. Thkeyil, and people
know them now.'

His shrug was easy. 'Each to their own. There veasriticism to
defend them against, Sharon. Even if there had Wwégrshould you
care? They couldn't take the trouble to come aad/sa married.’



‘Uncle Brian couldn't get the time off.’
‘That's nonsense, and you know it.'

‘All right." She wasn't prepared to argue abouttididn't matter
anyway. Nothing mattered outside of the knowledgeiwvburned at
the back of her mind. She switched back to theimalgquestion,
choosing her words with deliberation. 'lt doesedally make any
difference whether we go or stay, the situatior belthe same.'’

His eyes narrowed a little at her tone. 'I'm noeddollow you.'
'I mean I'll still be the wife you picked up offdlstreets.’
'‘What the devil are you talking about?'

His curtness left her strangely unmoved. ‘Do yawdsrer using that
phrase?'

'Of course | damned well..He stopped, expressiotergoing an
abrupt change. 'My father told you that?'

‘No, he didn't.!
‘Then how...'
'Let's say you were overheard.’

'‘Lora!' The name came out like an explosion.jutss about typical of
her!'

'‘She seems to have the same high opinion of yode cb ethics,'
Sharon remarked on the same unemotional notefdP#ne course
was how she put it. Apparently the two of you knome another
pretty well.'



'‘She- doesn't know me at all. Not now. We haverédlin the same
house for ten years.' He paused, the anger givangter something
else. 'Sharon, it wasn't the way you think. | was pressured and |
said it off the top. You don't really imagine | laked you down that
day for the express purpose of getting you to maney do you?'

The irony penetrated deep enough to strengtherebelve. 'No,' she
said. 'l think that idea came later when you redlighat if you had to
marry at all you'd be better off with a little natyolike me who'd be
so overwhelmed by her own good fortune she'd neveam of
guestioning anything you did—or continued to dorhides it was a
way of getting back at your father too. After &l must have had his
own idea of the kind of wife his only son shoulkga

‘You're right, he did. Someone who'd stabilise nmaywf life was

what | think he had in mind.' He hadn't moved frbmm seat; the
candlelight played across the planes and angleis ¢éce, hardening
the jawline. 'Just when did Lora tell you all this?

'‘She didn't. | overhearter talking to someone else on the terrac
when | was changing. She made it very plain that stared your
mother's opinion of my suitability as a wife forub

Lee made a sudden emphatic gesture. 'I'm not goirgpend the
night apologising for my mother and sister. Whaald was said
before we met.’

'l know.' Her own voice was low. 'It was also yoboansaid that fate
steps in at the most surprising moments.'

'‘Which you're twisting to meet your own interpregat' He put out
his hand towards her. ‘Sharon ...’

'‘No!" She was on her feet before he could touchthembling a little
but still in control. 'l won't listen!"



His fingers closed about her wrist as she reachedlbor, bringing
her to a halt with a jerk.

'If you go anywhere you go with me," he said hatskVe're going to
talk this thing through if we have to sit up alght doing it!'

Neither Suzette nor her husband appeared to bendras they
crossed the hall to reach the staircase, much aoo81s relief. Lee's
grip was like iron on her wrist, his features gginsket. She steeled
herself for what was to come.

One of the Delons had been up and put a lightadith while they
had been eating. Lee put her into a chair clogedad stood for a
moment looking down at her with an expression shend hard to
decipher.

'‘Why wait till now to bring this up?' he askedeatdth on a hard note.
'‘As you so obviously decided my motives the momgni heard
Lora's little piece, why not come out with it themed then?'

Her shrug was defensive. 'l had to have time tukthito decide what
| was going to do.'

'‘And what exactly did you decide?'

She made herself meet his eyes unflinchinglystidly with you, Lee,
but that's all. | don't want you ... touching me.’

'l see.' It was difficult to assess his reactiémd supposing I'm not
prepared to accept that state of affairs?’

You'll have to, if you want the presidency.' Heioce sounded thick.
'If stability is what your father is looking fohén | hardly think he'd
be favourably impressed if our marriage ended withe space of a
few hours.'



‘You're threatening to walk out on me now, tonighitdon't agree?'
'Yes.'

*You wouldn't get very far.’

''d manage.'

His whole face tightened, abruptly, teeth comingetber with an
audible sound. 'You little fool, | ought to slape® sense into you!'
He reached down and jerked her to her feet, holdarghere in front
of him with fingers clamped about her upper arns mbove the
elbow. 'You're not walking out on me in any sei@&&gron. | won't let
you!'

‘A few hours or a few days, it isn't going to makech difference in
the long run.' Her voice levelled. 'l mean it, L&ther leave me
alone or I'll make sure your father knows just wiesigths you're
capable of!’

He stared at her for what seemed an age beforgdie sagain,
obviously shaken by the determination in her. just beginning to
realise what really lies behind this decision ofiggy' he said at last.
‘You got everything you wanted out of this marridige moment you
acquired the name, didn't you? It never was met yisat |
represented.’

'If you like." She was beyond denying anythingthalgh I'd have
forced myself to go through with the rest of it fadn't...'

'If you hadn't found what seemed like the perfeuse for having
your cake without having to pay for it," he finishir her. The grey
eyes held an unholy light. 'Unfortunately, it isgdting to be quite as
easy as that. You'll pay for it, all right!"



Sharon tried to avoid his mouth as he pulled hdmra 'l told you!'
she cried.

'l know what you told me, and | don't give a danim@'came back
savagely. 'You wanted the name, you'll take whasgeith it!"

The kiss was brutal, a ravishment all on its owme &It his hands
slide under her to bring her up against him, haduer relentlessly
until she stopped struggling, then moulding heaicaress which
brought sudden fire racing through her veins. Thesates of his
thighs were hard and unyielding, forcing hers teldito them. In
spite of everything she could feel the desire gsmher, turning her
spine to water and bringing the blood drumming im0 ears. When
he released her with a sudden, bitten-off soundisgust it was
almost a disappointment.

‘To hell with it!" he said. 'Do as you like!

He turned from her and went into the bathroom, slang the door
behind him. Sharon stared after him, desperatgingrto bring
herself under control. If he had carried on she ldidwave been
beyond stopping him—beyond even wanting to stop him

So what happens now? she wondered painfully. Shdn'tha
considered beyond the point of confrontation at 8He sat down
again in the chair behind her, fighting the urgéteost into tears. It
was too late for that. If she was going to seetthigy through at all it
had to be with fortitude and a hardened heart. O¢oa like, Lee had
said. But what? She wished she knew.

It was some time before the bathroom door openathabee stood
framed for a moment looking across at her, facerobed.

'Like it or not," he said, 'we're going to havealk.'

‘About what?' Her voice was husky.



'‘About where we go from here.' The pause was Biibat offer you
made me to stay on if | leave you alone— | accept.’

Her head jerked. 'You... do?'

'‘What did you expect? We'll both be gaining ourmabjective.' He

was openly sneering. '‘My father believes you'reabégp of learning

all you need to know to become an asset to thenbssi | think you

are too— especially in the light of the performanmi've been

putting 011 these last few weeks. You realise we're both gting
have to be pretty convincing where my father isceosned?'

Now that it was all over, Sharon wanted suddenlyadack to start
over again and try finding some other solution. rfEsiace she had
learned what she had from Lora's outspoken comm&meshad been
travelling in an emotional no-man's-land, not timgkahead of the
moment when she would accuse Lee. If she had lephbuth shut
the basic facts would have remained unchangedghsitvould have
stood at least a chance of having him come toseelething deeper
for her one day. Now there was no chance at adlhslal taken care of
that too effectively. There was a new coldness athmigrey eyes, a
harder line to his mouth than she had ever seea thefore. He was
convinced that she had only married him for mategyaan, and that
was something he would not be prepared to forgive forget,
regardless of anything else.

‘Yes,' she said, 'l realise that. Don't worry, arshlet you down.'

‘Then we have a bargain. You can have all the shyay want, and
I'll keep my freedom.'

'Did you ever really consider giving it up?'

His glance ran over her very slowly and very debbely. "You might
have provided enough distraction for a time. | hadonsidered



further than that. It's hardly relevant now, is e came away from
the door-jamb, the movement abrupt. 'We'd bettetayeed.’

Sharon sat up further in the chair, eyes darkeni¥gu're not
sleeping in here?'

'‘Where else? We're supposed to be on honeymooembear?'

'l don't care. If you insist on staying in this nedl'll have another on
my own.'

'‘No, you won't.' There was an inflexible look t® lpawline. 'Things
like that have a way of getting round. We'll shareoom here, and
we'll share back at White Ladies.' He took off ingrt and slung it
over the end of the nearest bed before walkingulped head to reach
under a pillow and extract a folded pair of bldk pyjamas. 'I'll have
that shower now, then the bathroom's all yours.'

Sharon waited until she heard the water runningreajetting stiffly
to her feet. Only now, on looking round, did shalise that all the
unpacking had been done and the suitcases renfSueeltte had laid
out her own choice of nightdress for her new mssti@cross the other
turned-down bed, a froth of transparent white nyadiing from tiny
shoulder straps which Sharon herself had bougliit agr wedding
night in view. She seized it up now in hasty haaald thrust it out of
sight in a drawer, taking out a cool cotton voiléehwa matching
peignoir from one of the fitted wardrobes.

Her throat ached with a tight, dry pain which maiddifficult to
swallow. Had things been different she would hagerbin Lee's
arms, feeling his hard, lean body close to hertoieh of his lips;
hearing his voice murmuring soft words. Love ofiadk if not the
kind she had imagined, but she had thrown that doay

Lee emerged barefooted but wearing the blue sijampas a few
moments later. He didn't glance in her directiaut, Wwent across to



his bed and slid between the sheets to lie witlihné&l resting on his
raised arms looking at the ceiling. Sharon took thergs into the
bathroom and closed the door quietly between them.

All her toilet articles were neatly set out on ltveg marble shelf next
to Lee's, her talcum powder rubbing shoulders withaftershave.
She took her time cleansing and moisturising hee,fand an even
longer time brushing first teeth and then hair. iigually she could
stave'off the moment of return to the other roonfomger. She pulled
the peignoir more securely about her as she opieedoor.

Lee was lying on his side now, she saw, head tuawea/ from the
other bed. From the evenness of his breathing peaspd to be
asleep. That was as much as it had all meant to Airmuined

wedding night, and he could sleep! Yet why not?tBbaght bitterly.

It would hardly have been a novel experience for'hi

The log in the fireplace had burned to a faintglkeav, leaving behind
the odour of pine. Sharon got into bed and switcbetthe light
incorporated into the console on her left, then thgre in the
darkness listening to sounds of a house settlinghf® night. It was
hours before she slept.



CHAPTER FOUR

SHE awoke facing an empty bed and a window streamumdight

through partially drawn curtains. Recollection casiewly but

inexorably. Sharon rolled on to her back with apdgigh, wondering
how she was going to face the situation aheadmof he

Her bedside clock said nine-thirty. Throwing balk tovers with a
sudden decisive gesture, she got up and slid le¢irfeo the velvet
mules, then padded across to the window to draw theeccurtains a
little further. There was a glazed door leadingtornthe balcony
beyond. She went out into warm sunshine, her spifiing a little at

the view.

In front of her the water stretched bright and kliag to the wooded
lower slopes of a mountain range still white-cappgmxheath a
cloudless blue sky. A lake steamer moved slowly@lthe middle
distance, with a couple of smaller craft betweeantl the shore,
perfectly positioned to lend balance to the pict@earondrew in a
breath of invigorating air and decided that nothsogld be so bad on
a day like this.

One of the smaller boats was making its way shwegds, and she
watched it for some minutes before realising thatman in it was
Lee. Despite the distance between them, she tianddvent back
inside. When she faced him again she wanted tordy@aped, both
physically and mentally.

It took her only a few minutes to shower and diesa sleeveless
white linen. Her face in the mirror looked paleeShkould have to
acquire a tan while she was here, she thoughtfedina shudder run
through her. Three weeks. How would they get thiailhgm? Could
two people share the intimacy of sleeping in theeseoom, eating at
the same table, being together every day andatiikin aloof? She
didn't know because she had never tried it befdedther, she was



sure, had Lee. When it came to the test, it seammmdlikely that his
will was going to prove stronger than hers, becdosaim emotion
did not enter into it. She only wished she couldt giff her own in the
same way.

Suzette was dusting in the hall when she finallytyeed downstairs,
the feathers whisking briskly from surface to sce&faShe paused
when she saw Sharon, an arch little smile on per li

'‘Madame slept well?' she enquired. 'Monsieur Bsard for you not
to be disturbed. He has taken out the boat.' ...

'Yes, | know. | saw him from the balcony.' Shar@sitated, not sure
enough of herself to ask for food at this hour.

"You would like breakfast now?' asked the othdigvang her of the
problem. 4

'Only coffee and toast,' she said gratefully. "haou. I'm sorry to
interrupt your routine.’

A look of surprise crossed the Frenchwoman's featuiit is no
troublemadameYou would like it brought outside?"

'Yes, please.' There was faint colour in Sharoh&eks. She must
learn to speak and act like the mistress of theséd@s was expected
of her, and not some gauche schoolgirl—especiafiiie planned to
usurp a little of Mrs Reynolds' authority when tlgeyt back to White
Ladies. Even more now, she was going to need samgetith occupy
her mind, and she doubted very much whether Lee ldvo
countenance her taking a job. What was it he hatl laat night?
Something about her learning to become an as#e¢ tousiness. She
wasn't sure what that meant exactly. Entertainpgghaps. Acting
hostess at business dinner parties? The very thewaghdaunting.



Catching a glimpse of herself in a mirror as shevedatowards the
door, she reflected disparagingly that she didr@hdook the part she
was expected to play. Pretty, Lora had called imsipid was what
she had probably meant. There was no sparkle, amaglr; she
lacked sophistication. No wonder Lee hadn't beaetulynmoved by
the loss of her company in his bed last night. Waoenen he was
accustomed to were more like his sister: poised emwafident;
beautifully dressed. The one she had on now hadle®arth, yet it
didn't look right on her because she was all wrong.

Lee was coming up the steps from the boathouse wshengot
outside on the veranda. He was wearing dark blugtstand a
matching tee-shirt, his legs and arms still beaarign beneath their
light coating of hair. He had been here in Switmed skiing in
February, she remembered him telling her a few @days and she
knew he played squash at least three times a whek ine was home
in London. He looked every inch the sportsmanelgind muscular.

The sun glasses he had on effectively concealeeXipiession as he
moved towards her. Sharon controlled the urge tk laavay from
him.

‘Suzette is bringing me out some coffee,' shedifidently. 'Shall |
tell her you're here?'

'She'll see I'm here when she comes,' he retuithde pot isn't large
enough she can always bring more.' He pulled athiasr from the
round table with its bright yellow cloth, and sainh, eyeing her with
lifted brow when she remained standing. 'Not si@¥in

She seated herself abruptly in the opposite clegining her forearm
along the rail at her side to gaze out over theksssed water. 'Did
you enjoy your sail?'



'Yes.' His tone was clipped. 'We can dispense tnith small-talk
when there's no one else around.’

Her eyes came back to him, drawn against her '@#in't we at least
be ... friendly?'

"The word is civilised.'

‘All right then, civilised." She tried to sound waénd level about it.
‘After all, if we're going to be here together foree weeks, we can't
spend the whole time in silence.’

'‘We're not going to be here three weeks,' he Sanbther couple of
days, then we leave for Marseille." His lips twist&Ve'll have the
crew for company, plus friends in every port. Yo@hjoy the
Venturg she's quite a boat.’

I'm sure she is." Sharon swallowed on the lumpeinthroat 'Do we
have to go?'

The answer was uncompromising. 'Yes. Last nighthé conclusion
that there was little point in prolonging a meat&sg honeymoon,
yet going home early is no solution either. Thehyagas the best |
could think of. You can pick up any extra clothesiynight need in
Marseille.'

The arrival of Suzette with the coffee and hot tdasestalled any
reply. Not that there was much Sharon could sag.\§&nted neither
to go to the yacht nor to stay on here, yet asHagkepointed out, to
cut short their honeymoon could only lead to awldvguestions.
They had to stay away the whole three weeks.

'‘What do we do for the next couple of days?' skeds/hen Suzette
had departed.



He shrugged. 'You haven't seen anything of LucgeheAnd there's
Jacques to meet.'

Her head came up sharply. 'That's hardly necessawy is it? Why
look for difficulties?’

'‘Because he'll expect to be introduced to my wifé el slighted if
he isn't He's too old a friend to be treated thaay.iv

She tried another tack. 'If he's so old a frienightm't he guess things
aren't as they should be between us?'

'It's up to the two of us to make sure he doe&r'a Frenchman, he's
likely to be pretty observant when it comes to eamdl
relationships, so it won't be easy to deceive tbhouaours.'

‘Then why bother trying? Does it matter so muchtvigathinks?'

The dark glasses concealed the expression in has, dyt the
compression about his mouth told its own story.

'Yes, it matters.'

‘Male pride?' she sneered, ignoring the warningagin her need to
get at him in some way. "You don't want your oldrid to know you
were married for your money?'

This time there was no doubting that she had scareid. She saw
one hand clench over the arm end of his chair uhél knuckles
showed white. Regret sheared through her, bringimrgls stumbling
to her lips. 'Lee, | didn't mean that."'

'You meant.' His tone was flat. '‘And you're quigght, | don't want
Jacques to know that. I'll make it worth your whitbeconvince him
otherwise.'



Sharon flushed hotly. 'That's a horrible thingdg!'s

'‘Why? You were prepared to sell your body for mateyain initially.
All I'm asking is a fair return for payment rendere

'‘Or you'll put me back on the streets where | cioma?'

"Your words, not mine.' Her sarcasm left him unntbv¥ou're safe
enough from that, and you know it. You gained thHapwhand in
deducing the way my father is likely to react if mgrriage breaks up
so soon. On the other hand, come September whetelkgates
control of the Company, you might find yourself adita job if you
haven't played your cards right in the meantime."'

She stared at him, trying to find some chink in d@neour. '‘And if |
do?' she said at last, voice low.

‘Then we'll see. At least while I'm married to ydwave a valid reason
for not marrying anyone else.' He finished his eefand pushed back
his chair. Tm going to change. Be ready to leaveihan hour. We'll
take the launch.'

Left alone, Sharon looked down at her hand clugchire untasted
cup of coffee, biting her lip until the p&in grewd much. If she
hadn't said enough last night to convince Lee othue colours, she
had certainly done so this morning. When would Isfaen to think

ahead before she opened her mouth? Nothing wasgemeg to

persuade him that what she had said had beerusaid jhurt and not
because it was the truth.

Yet was it so far from the truth? some hitherterilittle voice asked
in her mind. Would she have felt quite the same oxar Lee if he'd
been an ordinary nine-to- fiver with a normal in@amd way of life?
From the first moment of their meeting she had lzaeare of him as
a man of financial status. Could that knowledgeehaWluenced the
speed with which her feelings for him had develd&pddcertainly



hadn't taken long, had it? One week to fall in Id¥ehe really loved
him so deeply she would have ignored his sistehsaitty
confidences—or at least given him the opportundgyspeak for
himself before hitting back. She was attractedroghysically, there
was no doubt, but beyond that she was suddenlyrtante

She shut off that particular line of self-questraniand straightened
her shoulders. It hardly mattered either way nowe $iad two
choices: she could retain her position as Lee's imifname only, as
they had agreed last night, or she could leavedmthreturn to her
former life. Except that it wasn't that easy, wgs Divorces took
time, even when the grounds were valid. And whaewer grounds,
anyway? Most people would consider her a very fate young
woman. Lee hadn't abused her; he hadn't consideredvorth the
effort.

Annulment, then. She stopped there, knowing shintigo through
with it. There was only one choice when it all bdidown: She did as
Lee wanted and acted the part of his loving wiféht® best of her
ability. And she started today with this Jacquesqe.

In any other circumstances, Sharon would have levedy minute of
the journey up the lake to the town on its nortlstwmoint The boat
was sleek and fast, cutting across the surfadeeoivater like a silver
dart. They passed close by one of the lake stean@mrging a
sizeable complement of passengers, including whatared to be a
party of schoolchildren who all waved enthusiadifca

'‘Probably English," said Lee, lifting a hand in tum. 'They usually
come early to take advantage of lower prices. Téwmyd even be
staying at Jacques' place. He said he was expecsolyool party last
week when | phoned through.’



'‘How long have you known him?' Sharon asked asdhee round in
a wide half turn towards the landing stage jutig below the big,
green-roofed building which was their destination.

'Since we were boys. He inherited this place fresnféther.' He cut
the engine to bring them skilfully alongside, togsia painter to a
youth already standing there waiting to receive it.

There were people sitting at tables on the sun dbcdve, waiters
flitting among them bearing coffee and other rdfrasnts. From
what Sharon could hear in passing, the main largbagg spoken
was French, although she thought she caught aeaiphords in
English from one table.

Lee attracted a great deal of attention from aypafrtgirls in their
early twenties seated towards the rear of the d8hkron almost
envied them their complete lack of self-consciogsnes they made
audible, laughing remarks which brought a fleetamgile to Lee's
lips. They were all three attractive enough toayeay with anything,
and they knew it Lee thought so too, judging frov@ tomprehensive
glance he swept over them in passing.

Jacques Cabot came out to them in the lobby. Hesmadl and dark,
with a pair of very blue, humorously twinkling eyiasa thin brown
face: French to his fingertips, especially in hianmer of greeting
Sharon. He made her feel special—almost beautifallding her
hand in his with warm ardour in his gaze.

‘The English rose," he said. 'Such skin! You'necky man, Lee!'
‘Aren't I?' The irony was only faintly discernible.

They had coffee in the small private sitting roommaih formed part
of a self-contained flat on the ground floor. Jaegisat beside Sharon
on the sofa, his whole attention flatteringly camcated on drawing
her out. She had heard enough about the Frenchtmedalise that



this was probably how he treated all women on placyet it failed
to detract from the moment. He was taking the timudnd that was
what mattered.

'So you're going to Marseille,’ he remarked at pomt. 'Does
Switzerland interest you so little that you spemiyca few days
here?'

'It's Lee's choice,' she defended, avoiding thg gyes opposite. 'He
wants to go sailing.'

'‘On your honeymoon?' with a sad shake of the he#tkiother man's
direction. 'Shame on you, my friend!'

‘The crew will be doing the work,’ came the unalkdshetort,
accompanied by a smile which failed to reach hisseyShe'll be
under charter from next month, and Sharon has negéed the
Riviera before.'

‘Then | almost wish | was coming with you," turniogck to her with
a wicked sparkle. 'To see it all through fresh eysBow you places
even this husband of yours doesn't know—that wbald wonderful
thing!

‘Another time maybe,' Lee said dryly. 'There amatk to friendship.
Why don't you find yourself a wife, Jacques, andehgour own
honeymoon?'

'‘Because all the best ones are already taken,aMmtartfelt sigh and
a lingering glance at Sharon's faintly flushed &seand reddened
lips. 'If we'd met before Lee found you ... who Wsowhat might

have happened!

Her smile was without restraint for the first timemany hours. '"You
can say that knowing you're safe anyway.'



'Such modesty!" He shook his head chidingly. '"Yau rde an
Injustice. You can apologise by having dinner witle before you
leave Lucerne. Your husband too, if absolutely sgagy, although
he knows | can be trusted with the wife of a friend

'I'm sure of it,' responded the friend. 'We'll bdh happy to have
dinner with you. How about tomorrow?'

Jacques shrugged wry shoulders. 'Another injustice| bear no ill
will. Tomorrow, then.'

Leaving the hotel for the bright sunlight outsideee said
sardonically, 'Perhaps | should have let you colmeesafter all. You
obviously find Jacques attractive.’

'l imagine most women do,' Sharon retorted, noutibm be drawn.
'‘He makes an art of being charming, and doesn&axp be taken
seriously.' She paused, glancing at him. 'Do ymkti's such a good
idea for just the three of us to have dinner togyétliHe's sure to guess
something is wrong over a whole evening.'

‘There's no reason why he should guess anythirggsimie underline
it for him," on a brusque note. 'Anyway, it woretjast the three of us.
He'll provide another woman for my entertainmenttisat he can
concentrate his attention on yours.'

‘Why would he do that?'

'‘Because you intrigue him, and a Frenchman intdgae't about to
be put off his stroke by minor inconveniences kkbusband. Don't
look so disbelieving. Wait and see. I've known Ji@sga long time,
and | doubt if he ever met any girl quite like yoefore.'

She bridled instantly. 'What's that supposed torPea

'‘What it says. You're different from the generai.fu



'‘No sophistication?' Her tone was hard and bright.
'It's one way of putting it. Not quite the word Hdve chosen myself.'

She refused to give him the satisfaction of askimeggobvious, much
as she wanted to know the answer. 'l suppased find it more
natural if | acted like those three at the tablekbthere on the sun
deck! You really revelled in that, didn't you?'

'l found it amusing—which was how | was meant tacte They were
having themselves a little fun at my expense, fadk"

'You find those kind of remarks fun?'

He laughed. 'l didn't realise you understood sohritrench. Why let
it worry you? My prowess in bed isn't your concany more—if it
ever was.’

'‘Perhaps you'd like to make it theirs,' she canek tmetingly. 'Go
right ahead. They may still be waiting!

Lee gave her a calculated glance. 'Would you lkedntinue this
conversation in private back at the house?'

Blue eyes met grey for a fleeting instant, and ¢hagvay again.
Sharon bit her lip. 'No.'

‘Then leave it alone, and try to look as if yowergoying your first
sight of the town.'

Sharon did enjoy it because it was impossible o@a so. With its

guaint old buildings, its medieval bridges and drgatmosphere it
was a place which left a lingering impression. tak her across the
Spreuer- brucke, and the Kapellbrucke spannindrthess to look at
the paintings under the roofs, the first showing Tlotentanz which
was a medieval dance of death, the other scenesliucerne's past



history. Despite it being so early in the seadoexd were still a lot of
people about, and of many nationalities.

They had lunch at the Schwanen where Lee had ex$@ntable on
the small balcony overlooking the lake and mourstaafterwards
taking a ride out to Kriens to ascent Mount Pildiyserial cableway
and view the spectacular panorama laid out befamt There were
moments when Sharon could almost forget that aolglem existed,
but she only had to raise her eyes to Lee's teimended. Nothing
was going to make him forget easily, that was aertehe knowledge
lay like a tangible barrier between them.

Lee was proved right in his prediction. Jacques inaded along

another woman to make up a foursome. The latteramasalian in

her mid-twenties, dark- haired and eyed, and valys in her

revealing red dress. Her name was Lucia Veldeattméd or not, she
concentrated all her attention on Lee both durmd) after the superb
meal, leaving Jacques to entertain Sharon, whik lte performed
with every evidence of pleasure.

They ate in a private room at the hotel, laterifgnthe residents to
dance to the music of an excellent combo in thaaveant

overlooking the water. It was good promotion, Jasqusaid

laughingly, for the guests to see the owner andrl@ads enjoying

the hotel's own facilities.

As a partner, Sharon found him not so very mudertéthan herself,
yet so wonderfully easy to dance with. He took atlyge of the
former fact to place his mouth on a level with éar and whisper the
most outrageous things to her as they moved, thalwgdys with that
hint of laughter which belied any real seriousness.

‘Your trouble is you feel you have to live up te thart,’ Sharon said,
leaning back a little in his arms to shake her haadim in mock



remonstration. Trench- men are supposed to be thkl's greatest
lovers, aren't they?'

He smiled at her wickedly. "You think it is all kakh?'

'I'd be far more impressed if you didn't exaggecatiée as much.’
'In what way do | exaggerate?"

‘Every time you open your mouth. I'm not beautiéuid | know it.'

‘You don't see yourself through my eyes. Beautyde breauty—is in
the bone structure, not a substance applied viatgh.' His tone was
light yet with an underlying note that carried cmton. "Your hair is
pure gold, but the way you wear it blurs the otlith you were mine,
| would put you in the hands of a specialist intsowatters and reveal
what is there for all the world to admire, not jtigise with the eyes to
see. Did no one else ever tell you you're beag@tiful

He meant Lee, of course. She kept her voice lighe been called
pretty.’

'‘An insipid word. | hadn't thought Lee so lackimgperception.'

As if on cue, the latter came into her line of ersiover Jacques'
shoulder, head bent towards that of his partneg. Bluldn't see his
face, but from the way he was holding the lusciyuasirved body in

his arms he was finding the going anything but ausu

‘Would you call Lucia beautiful?' she asked withcedlly meaning
to.

'In a very different sense. Lucia is a woman mek lat with what
you would probably call "one thing in mind". Shieislt for pleasure.’

'Is she your mistress?'



'‘Not on any permanent arrangement.' He soundedeasmi¥§e have
an understanding, you could say. Are you jealousiliee Lee pays
her attention?'

'‘Of course not." The denial was too quick, she #aat from his
smile." Then you're an even more unusual woman thémought.
Perhaps | should be taken to task for inviting tegjoin us tonight,
but | knew it would take my heaviest ammunitioncicupy your
husband enough for me to have time alone with yé@i put his lips
softly to her cheek, moving them a fraction claseher mouth with
each tiny kiss until she averted her head from Hihmat was cruel,' he
murmured sorrowfully. 'So near and yet so far! dugss. What harm
can there be in that?'

‘Too much,' said Sharon. 'l might enjoy it.’

'l would hope so! Even on honeymoon, an Englishmsarso
restrained in his emotions—at least in front ofenth If | were in
Lee's place I'd want the world to know you wereeaHin

If he were in Lee's place. She wondered what hddwvink if he
only knew the truth.

Dancing with the man she had married a little |agbe found herself
comparing the constraint she felt now with the estee had felt in

Jacques' arms. As if able to read her thoughts, dedierately

tightened his hold to draw her closer to him.

'Relax,' he said. 'Imagine it's Jacques you'reidgmith. You didn't
hold yourself away from him.’

'I'm surprised you found time to notice,’ she cdpaek. 'Lucia
seemed to have your full attention!'

'‘Physically perhaps.’



'l can imagine!'
'I'm sure you can.'

The inference hurt. She sought for some weapoise¢cagainst him.
'‘Why don't you ask Jacques if you can borrow hette night?' she
suggested on a honeyed note. 'I'm sure he wouhiimd.'

'‘An exchange, you mean?' He shook his head, moottking. ‘It
would hardly be equal.’

It was a moment before she could bring herselp&ak again, voice
suddenly husky when she did so. 'Must it alway$ikeethis? Can't
we at least try to talk to one another without fegall the time?'

Lee shrugged. 'The remedy is in your hands as rasichine.'
‘You began it!

'‘But you didn't have to continue it.'

She said with heat, 'That's unfair!'

'‘Probably. Who said anything about being fair? \@heat you get
from me, it's only a fraction of what you deserve.’

‘Your own motives weren't exactly snow white,' shtorted bitterly,
aware of the uselessness in attempting to deny sWfeherself had
made out to be the truth.

'So you tell me.

"You admitted it.'



'l admitted,' he said, 'to making a rash statermepbor taste some
time before | even knew you existed. It could hdween a
premonition—or an omen.’

Her laugh sounded strained. 'You'll be telling regtrihat you fell in
love with me at first sight!’

'‘Not quite. I'd say it happened around the time wailked out of the
apartment. By the time I'd pulled myself togetheowgh to go after
you, you'd vanished.’

She stared at him, the dryness growing in her thiodon't believe
you.'

Lee inclined his head. 'It's hardly important anyren The girl | loved
never existed outside my imagination. It's repuitelle a particularly
blind emotion. One sees what one wants to see.'

'‘What did you see?' It was barely more than a vénisphe saw the
corners of his mouth curl.

I'm not even sure now. Not that it matters.’
The sense of loss was like a knife twisting indide

Lee had loved her; he had really loved her! Andhsekilled it. Fool
that she was, she had thrown away the only thiag glave their
relationship any meaning.

She said thickly, '‘Oh, God, | wish | knew how tortthe clock back!
I've made such a mess of things.'

His eyes were sardonic. 'Who are you trying to gsp?’

'I'm not. Not in the way you mean.' She lookediat With desperate
pleading, trying to find the words. 'Lee, | wasnlgiwhen | said I'd



married you for money. | wanted to hurt you becdigsbeen hurt. |
was a little fool, and I'm sorry. | know that sosridtally inadequate,
but | can't think of any other way of saying itétoice died away
before his total lack of response.

‘You don't believe me, do you?'

'‘No,' he said flatly. 'I'm not sure what kind ofnga you're playing

now, but there's no way you're going to turn yolfitlsack into the

girl I thought I'd married. We have a businessrageament. Let's keep
it that way."'

The music stopped at that point. Without a wordtdok her arm to
lead her off the floor. Jacques watched the twih@fm coming with a
thoughtful expression on his face, glanced fromtorthe other as if
about to make some comment, then apparently chamgedind.

Lee made no attempt to sit down again. 'l think tithe we were
making tracks,' he said. 'lt's been a great evediaggues. Try and
get over later on, if you can. We'd be very glabawge you, wouldn't
we, darling?'

Sharon gave a stiff little smile. 'Of course.’

"'l do my best,' said Jacques. 'No chance ofngegou again before
you leave for Marseille?'

'‘No, we decided to go first thing in the morningtead of waiting
another day.' Lee's glance moved to the Italian amnhis mouth
taking on a different slanAtrive- derci Lucia.'

Her smile held a quality of regré€iao.’

Jacques accompanied them to the boat, standing ¢gst off when
they were ready. Tossing the painter aboard, he claeerfully,
'‘Make it up before you reach home, eh?’



The roar of the engine made a reply of any kindunelnt.
Expression giving nothing away, Lee lifted a handiief farewell
and took them out in a broad sweep to head east tmake.

Neither spoke during the journey. Sharon felt nuitiere seemed no
way of getting through to him: nothing she coulgt #zat he would
believe. When she thought of what might have beanfdr her
mistrust, she wanted to weep.

The Delons had already retired by the time theghed the house.
Sharon left Lee making fast the boat and went inglda their room
she stood for a moment looking across at the tvds beady turned
down for the night. That was their life togetherlass she Could find
some way of persuading him that the girl he haedostill existed.
Shehadto find a way.

He was sitting on the edge of his bed when she gadefrom the
bathroom. His jacket and tie were slung carelesstgss the foot, his
shirt unbuttoned. Meeting his eyes, Sharon was st wave of
emotion. She wanted to run to him, to throw herisgtf his arms and
beg him to love her again, but pride wouldn't allber to humble
herself to quite that depth. She tried another aleglppeal instead,
voice unsteady.

'‘Lee, there has to be something | can say or dauilaconvince you
how | feel.'

He studied her for a long moment, expression uaigdad Tell me
how you feel,' he said at length.

She swallowed. 'l... love you.'

‘All right,' he said. 'Come and show me how mukle.'smiled thinly
when she failed to move. 'Too shy?'



Sharon forced herself to take the few steps towhnals dropping
down in front of him to put her hands over bothhef where they
rested on his knees and look into his face witinewance of appeal
she could muster.

'I'm telling you the truth,' she said. 'l was wraiegtake what Lora
said the way | did without at least giving you tience to explain. |
ruined our wedding night, and there's no way lwaaho that part of it,
but | promise I'll never doubt you again." She e@itheart sinking
further at the coolness in the grey eyes. 'lt'us®, is it? You still
don't believe me.'

'‘As a matter of fact, | do," he returned withoutaation. 'l believe
you regret ruining what could have been a muchkebetal than the
one you're left with. If you'd carried on the ongi act you'd have
stood to gain much more than you were losing. Beddtusbands
can be very generous.’

'‘Don't,' she begged. 'It wasn't like that. | wad land | wanted to hurt
back. | don't blame you for feeling bitter—I'd feabke same in your
place. But I'll make it up to you somehow, | swiaill! Just give me
the chance.'

Some new expression came suddenly into his eyegutep his
hands and drew her between his knees, finding loeithmn a kiss
that seared. Sharon responded with "everythingein forgetting
Inhibition in the surge of sheer relief which swepter her. It was
going to be all right, thank heaven. It was fingbjing to be all right!

She made no move to stop him when he pushed he] fnom her

shoulders and eased down the thin straps of hatdrgss, wanting
his touch with every fibre. His hands were knowiealgje, exploring
every curve, every line, rousing her to a need ofenWhen he put
her roughly away from him she was bewildered &t fiuntil she

registered his expression.



‘That's enough,' he said. 'This time I'm calling dards.' He seized
her wrists in a hard grip as she moved instincyivieblding her arms
away from her body. 'Why so modest all of a suddéadity didn't
bother you a moment ago. You were prepared to ¢ar as | wanted,
weren't you?' He shook her when she failed to rélgren't you?'

'Yes,' she said thickly. 'But only because | thdugbu ..." She
stopped, swallowing on the hard lump in her throat.

'‘Because you thought you had me in the palm of f)and again,’ he
finished for her. 'There's no way that's going appen—not in any
sense. | wouldn't give you the satisfaction!" Hepghed his eyes to the
curve of her breasts, mouth curling. 'Did you re#link yourself so
irresistible | wouldn't be capable of turning yoawah? You've a lot to
learn before you come anywhere near that!'

Humiliated pride brought its own defence systeno ipfay. 'So Il
learn!" she flared.

'‘Not while you're still married to me, you won'tolY're going to play
the part of my devoted wife to the hilt, and thatledes any other
men.'

‘You can't make me stay with you.'

His smile was humourless. "Where would you go? Wounb job, no
money of your own—and you'd hate to go crawlingkbtx your
aunt. You'll stay because you've got no choice. yodll act the way
| want you to act if you want things to stay retaty pleasant
between us.' He released his grip on her and gbistéeet. "You'd
better get your packing done tonight. There isoihg to be a lot of
time in the morning.’

Sharon pulled up the straps of her nightdress tnaimbling fingers
as he disappeared into the bathroom. He was rigbutaone
thing—she wouldn't be leaving him. Not until theyg&e could do to



him what he had done to her tonight. And she wdolit. Somehow
or other, she would make him want her again. Thevould be his
turn to suffer!



CHAPTER FIVE

LIFE on board the&/enturawas everything one could ask: luxurious
lazy; a floating, intimate hotel where every whioutd be indulged.
The yacht carried a permanent crew of four—inclgdirchef whose
creations would have done credit to any top reat#uin the
world—and boasted four double staterooms in additio the
sumptuous panelled saloons. There was even a sauaae deck,
capable of taking three or four people at a timedgfuired.

From Marseille they sailed along the Cote d'Azua &isurely pace
which took little account of time. Sharon sunbatlatbt, slowly
acquiring a golden Riviera tan which both lightermed brightened
her hair in contrast. She disciplined herself tgpod to any
conversational overtures made by Lee in the presehc¢he crew,
Jout found it difficult to maintain the same equilibmuonce they
were alone in their cabin together, and could telyhankful that the
beds once again were singles and not the doubéesath noted in
two of the other staterooms.

Lee's attitude towards her was not easy to delfimeompany he was
always pleasant, sometimes almost appearing tofoayetten what
lay between them. They swam together, and he gawédr first

lesson in water- skiing, fishing her out of the &athen she fell with
a laughing commiseration she felt must be entii@ythe benefit of

the man driving the tow-boat.

John Erskine was English and in his late twenéieheerful extrovert
who could imagine no life better than the one he l®ading. He had
come out to the Riviera six years ago, he told &nan one occasion
when she expressed interest, and he wouldn't dotb&ngland on a
permanent basis for a pension. Wenturawas the fifth privately
owned yacht he had worked on, and his favouriténksy far. With
only three months out of the year at anything liké working
capacity, Sharon could well see why the life wasattcactive to



people such as John. What she found difficult tokwaut was the
sense in owning a vessel which for a great patti@fest of the year
was simply standing idle.

'It's tax-deductible,’ Lee advised dryly when shé the question to
him. 'The chartering fees pay the crew and runeixgenses. Don't
concern yourself about it.'

I wasn't concerned,’ she denied. 'Just curiouseéimed such a
waste.'

He shrugged. 'No reason why you shouldn't take radga of it
yourself from time to time. Plenty of other wives.'d

‘Alone?'
'If you feel like it. It's more usual to form a slinaarty.'

Her smile was wry. 'My friends don't have that smfrfreedom to
come and go as they like.'

‘Then find some who do." He was silent for a momémking

towards the distant coastline. 'We're putting intG®opez after
lunch," he added at length. 'I've radioed ahead iavited some
people aboard for dinner. You don't have to congetnself over the
meal. Jean- Pierre decides the menu when we'rganieg. Just be
ready to welcome them aboard at seven-thirty.’

'‘How many?' asked Sharon, trying to sound as casulaé did about
it.

'‘Four. Two couples.'

'Married?"'



'‘One pair is. Simone and Alain live together aspre. They neither
of them believe in permanent relationships.’

'‘Oh?" It was all she could think of to say. Lee gyéner a mocking
glance.

'You probably won't care for Simone. She's too mwolman to be
popular with her own sex.'

Sharon could imagine the type: poised, assuredafigxaware—all

the things she herself was not. If her marriagd.ée had been
normal—if she could have stood at his side secufes love—then
nothing else would have been important. But now& &ln't feel

capable of playing the part that would be expedteder—not with

any conviction. They would look at her, these peppihd wonder
what on earth Lee had seen in her.

St Tropez was different from what Sharon had goaieid, but still
picturesque. The yacht harbour was packed with of&ll sizes and
shapes, and they only Just managed to securela e quayside
held the most diverse motley of people Sharon bddrsever seen in
one place at one time, from the well dressed tdrdrkly tatty. Bare
breasts, she was glad to note, were not the ofdlee day down here.

Lee announced he was going ashore as soon as théyed
Someone he had to see, was all the explanatiofepedf

'‘Why don't you do the same?' he suggested to Sh&oy a new
dress for tonight—have your hair done, if you fide# it. You have
enough traveller's cheques?'

'l have all of them,' she said, and paused, befdding levelly, '‘Are
you afraid I'll let you down?"



'If you want to take it that way, you're at libertyHe sounded
impatient. 'lt was just a suggestion. Most womejoyethat kind of
thing, but you please yourself.'

Taking a look at herself in a mirror after he hamhg, she had to
acknowledge that her hair certainly could do witms professional
attention. She had shampooed it that morning aftewim, but the
ends needed trimming and shaping again. Findingaayto do it at
such short notice would probably prove difficultitbshe could
certainly try. Reluctant as she was to spend Lmelsey, it was his
friends she had to try to impress. Perhaps a cdengleange of
hairstyle might help to boost her self-confidence.

There was no shortage of beauty salons in the @dwdmmercial
guarter, all of them imposing enough from the ale$o be distinctly
off-putting. Sharon chose one with a name whichlmded vaguely
comforting, and forced herself to go inside, apphirag the curved
desk across one end of the luxuriously decora@epteon area with a
diffidence somewhat eased by the friendly smiletlug blonde
receptionist.

Her request in halting French for an immediate agpeent was met
with regret. Perhaps tomorrow might be possiblé,this afternoon
there was no one free to see her. Sharon thankegiflhand came
out into the hot sunshine again feeling she wabably fighting a
losing battle. No salon of any repute at all wamgdo be able to fit
her in just like that; it could even be againsirtipelicy.

She was pleasantly surprised therefore to be atlaisthe next place
she tried that she could take a cancellation ifcglred to wait a few
moments. She spent them flicking through glossyanegs in the
waiting area with steadily mounting doubt in henchi Should she
really take the risk of trying to change her imadgtle, or should she
play safe and settle for a neatening up of a stylehich she was at



least accustomed? The decision still wasn't madmwhe was called
through to the private cubicle where 'Andre' awhtier.

Watching the man's face in the mirror as he lifted hair in his
fingers to look at it, she felt almost like apolsigg for daring to
come in at all. The hair was, she gathered fromtvafh@ could
understand of his French, in a deplorable condii@mught about by
a lack of protection from the sun and sea. It waiagyto take every
ounce of his skill to restore the natural oils,sty nothing of the
reshaping of a style which, to judge from his egpien, had been
inexpertly cut in the first place.

It was then that Sharon took the plunge and as&ed fcomplete
restyle, eliciting the first gleam of real intereghen she added that
she would leave the choice entirely to him.

'l want to look different,' she said as he turnedtread thoughtfully
this way and that to gain various views of her desd. And then,
because she so badly needed the boost even therynsupplied,
‘Someone told me not so long ago that | had gooeé structure.'

‘True,’ agreed André with flattering directnesg] aat to work.

Gazing at herself two hours later, Sharon scat€esw how to react
The girl looking back at her bore so little reseanigle to her former
self it was like seeing a stranger. After washieg lmair, André had
not allowed her to face the mirror again while hased the new
style. It had taken a long time, and she had baeweaof a totally

new lightness in the feel of her head when he hedly allowed her

to be put under the dryer, but nothing had prephesdor the shock
of realisation. Not one hair had been left londeant a couple of
inches, the whole thickness cunningly cut to folline shape of her
head like a close-fitting cap with slightly raggedges. Even the
colour was different, the streaks bleached by theldended in a
glossy dapple of light and shade.



Beneath it her face seemed to have acquired newwsn The
cheekbones looked higher and more prominent, theespetween
her eyes wider and her eyes themselves far mordasiged than
they had surely ever been before.

'Superbe!pronounced André in total satisfactioMa creation!'

Which was all very well, Sharon reflected wrylytishe was the one
who had to live with it. What Lee's reaction wobklshe hesitated to
think. Yet did his opinion really matter? It was Iair to do as she
liked with. And she did like it—well, perhaps likeasn't quite the

word. It made her feel noticeable.

The receptionist's gasp of admiration could havenlessumed, she
supposed, but if so it was exceedingly well dortee $ize of the bill
brought a gasp to her own lips, quickly stifled. @®mpulse, and
because the other looked approachable, she ask#duteré was
somewhere close by where she could find an owatfguit the new
style, receiving a gleam of instant understandifapg with the
directions.

‘Julien' was a boutique just a couple of blocksyavita two front

windows floored in glass tiles and displaying jtis¢ one superb
garment in each. There was no price ticket attathélde black silk
pyjama suit draped with such careful casualnesssadhe scrolled,
velvet-cushioned chair, and it certainly was nat #ind of place
where one went in just to ask how much. Sharon teskcourage in
both hands to open the door, determined to havegimieft to say no
should the cost prove even more than she antidpate

It did, of course. In a place like St Tropez thassvalmost inevitable,
she supposed. What she had not bargained for was/érwhelming
desire to possess which swept over her the morhergawy herself in
the suit. For once she had to believe the asssi@sdurance that the
garment was 'made for Madame!" A few hours agoottldn't have



been, but with her hair shorn the way it was théotfwas

devastating. She even appeared to have gainedpéeaafunches in

height, her body slender yet suddenly shapelierlioeasts thrusting
provocatively against the thin silk top.

The dress she had worn into town had little novetmmmend it; the
pair of ultra-fine cotton-cord jeans in cream tedmeith an

amber-coloured sleeveless sweater did far moriedhorThe total cost
gave her another shock, but she reassured hergblthve thought
that the wife of a man like Lee Brent would be etpd to wear
expensive clothes. Lee himself could hardly conmplahen the
whole effort was really for his benefit.

Liar, she thought wryly at that point. She was besarried away by
the new image, that was all. It had to stop rigiteh regardless of
anything else. She was Lee's wife in name only.

With her dress and the new suit tucked away in artsblack bag

labelled 'Julien’ in gold lettering across the fr@he made her way
outside again, pausing to get her bearings. Thictraas heavy at

this hour, driven in typical French style on thi@#nd brake, with the
furious blare of a horn rending the air every feimunes.

A low slung red sports model swung suddenly outhaf stream
heading south to draw to a halt at the kerb- sifienayards down
from where Sharon was standing, the young man swirelling in
his seat to gesticulate wildly to her. A momengitdte was out of the
car and at her side, good-looking face lit by whla¢ could only
describe as a wondrous enthusiasm.

T can't believe it!" he exclaimed. 'lt's like hayi® mental image come
to lifel' He switched suddenly to French, seeing ek of
bewilderment.Pardon, mademoiselle. Je vous..

'I'm English,’ she said. 'And I've no idea what'y@on about.’



‘Your face, that hair—it's perfect!" He seized blein in his hand to
turn her profile on, nodding satisfaction. 'Youthe Lucci girl all
right!'

They were attracting curious stares by now. Shgked her head
free of his light grasp and took a wary step back&away from
him. 'My name isn't Lucci.'

'l know, but it could be synonymous with it." Heupad, shaking his
head and laughing. 'Sorry, | got a bit carried away Dominic
Foster.! Reddish brown eyebrows lifted a little far blank
expression. 'l take photographs,' he tagged onyitidhought you
might have heard of me.’

'l have—of course | have!' She was suddenly bresshimind racing.
'I'm sorry, it just didn't register straight away.'

‘My fault, pouncing on you like that. You were saetly what I'd
been looking for, | could hardly believe my luck evhl saw you
standing here on the roadside.' He glanced ardwerd aind made a
swift decision. 'We can't talk here. There's a ga& round the
corner, we'll go there.'

Sharon found herself in the red car and movingbefbre she had
time to think about it. Not that she could haveugiat herself to
refuse even if she had thought about it; she wato@aintrigued for
that. She stole a glance at the rakish profilangtthe face to what
she knew of him. Dominic Foster, one of Europe&lieg fashion
photographers; married at twenty-five, divorcedvegnty-six, and
that only a few months ago. A genius with a cambeahad been
called: a man capable of turning a simple portrad a work of art.
And he had called her perfect. But for what?

There was a parking space vacant close by the paveoafe to
which he took her. He left the car slewed at arleabgcause it was



too long to go in straight, and found an empty dalsignalling a
waiter across as they sat down.

Sharon ordered coffee to his Pernod, looking at éwpectantly as
the waiter departed. '"Who, or what, is the LucdPgshe asked.

He smiled. 'She's going to be a household namanagilk months
from now—the face to launch a whole new range shestics. She
has to be different—a new look, someone to catehetfe from a
billboard or the pages of a magazine. | nearlyledsnto the car in
front of me a few minutes ago, because the driaer loking at you
instead of where he should be. That's how | sawnggself, so I'm
grateful to him." His eyes were moving over her hes spoke,
assessing detail with a professional calculatikohhave sworn you
were French, though. The hair, the way you wear gtmihes—sheer
chic!'

It was on the tip of her tongue to tell him she baty jtist acquired

that particular image, but something stopped hdatidh was

swelling like a bubble inside her. To have any maythe things he
had just said would be flattering, but Dominic eostias not just any
man. He actually wanted to use her face for thimpagn he was
talking about. It was too fantastic to take in @op.

'I've another month before | start the Lucci jdig'was saying now.
'‘Where will you be then? Incidentally, | don't edarow your name
yet?'

‘Sharon,’ she supplied. 'Sharon ..." she came tmwarth again with
a jolt as reality caught up with her, the elatiamighing ... '‘Brent,' she
finished on a flat note. 'I'm sorry, Mr Foster, ooy husband would
never agree to my taking part in anything like .this

‘You're married?' The speculation deepened. 'l\ck lemid ..." He
broke off, smiling and lifting his shoulders. 'Syréhe ultimate



decision is yours? Husbands might advise, but i day and age
they can hardly command. You'd like to do it—I abglee that in
your eyes when | was telling you about it. VeryUttdal eyes, even
without the emphasis Lucci will give them.' He padisvatching her.
'‘Okay, let me come and talk to your husband. Hefe m St Tropez
with you?'

‘Yes, but | don't think ..."
'‘Where are you staying?'

'‘We're down at the dock—I mean the boat is." Shikegad herself
together, shaking her head regretfully. 'It woulte' any use.’

'It has to be. I'm not giving up so easily now feand you. I'll take
you back to the boat now and we can put it to lugether.’

'‘No, please—not now.' Imagining Lee's reactiorhtadouble shock
gave her a sudden hysterical desire to laugh. 'tfétwe there. He's
seeing someone on business. And tonight we're erpeagsitors.'

‘Tonight's out anyway,' he said. 'l have to be am@es. What's your
next port of call?'

'I'm not sure.'There was a light of battle in haskdbrown eyes. "All
right then, when are you due back in England?’

'About two weeks from now.'

‘Then give me your address and phone number drabtitact you
there.'

'If you don't find someone else suitable in the mieae.' There was
an unconscious wistfulness in her voice.



'l shan't do that." He was smiling, but his tonlel lsemeaningful note.
'l want you, Sharon Brent—and what | want | usugky. Now, that
address.'

She gave it to him after a brief mental battle, endnan half
convinced that this would be the last she would leéahe whole
affair. But nothing could rob her of this part @fThe glow lay over
her like a warm mantle.

Looking up from the notebook where he was jottiogvd the details,
Dominic gave a soft exclamation. 'God, if | couldst] catch the
expression you had then for a moment!" He gazeteatwith

narrow-eyed concentration and came to a suddersideciWe've
about an hour before the light goes. I'd like tosgane shots of you.'

'Here?' she asked, startled.

'‘No, not here. We'll have to find somewhere.' Hekt for granted
she was going to agree, rising to his feet andjifig some notes
down on the table. 'Come on!'

Once more Sharon found herself seated in the redcma being
whirled through the streets, too caught up in inees thrill of what
was happening to her to be aware of the passingesce

Dominic finally found what he was looking for ingtshape of a tiny
square out towards the rear of the town. Thereaxsene fountain in
the centre, the water falling from the lip of am urto a walled pool.
Not ideal, Dominic said, positioning her so thatr treead was
silhouetted against the curtain of water behind bat they were
running out of light.

Sharon tried to relax tense muscles as he stalieohd her viewing
different angles, but felt her whole face go gt moment he was
ready to start using the Pentax. Quite casuallydgan talking to her:
simple inconsequential questions like did she thkatre; what did



she think of French cooking as opposed to Enghal,she noted the
way that piece of stone close by her left hand stegped. Gradually
she forgot the clicking camera and responded omly hts
voice—almost hypnotic in quality.

‘You're a natural,' he said when he eventuallyedadl finish to the
session. He sounded excited; enthused with a neeWee 'If these
print half as good as they looked!'

Watching him repack his camera case, Sharon rdalmethe first

time how swiftly the daylight was fading, the sghli turning that
shade of soft gold which heralded its closenedhdohorizon, the
shadows deep across the paving stones of theslgtlare. They had
been here a long time—too long.

'l must get back,' she said, gathering herselfttaye'l'm going to be
late.’

'I'll drive you back," he said, and laughed. 'Ohtiad out where we
are, that is. | kind of lost track of direction.’

It was gone seven when they did make the harboamibic looked
impressed when he saw the size of the craft bettrerd.

'‘Which is yours?' he wanted to know.

Sharon waved a vague hand. 'Just along thereldegjaam to get out of
the car, pausing when he reached out a hand titylic/asp her wrist.
In the gathering dusk his expression was hardad.re

‘Au revoir, Lucci girl," he said softly, and brought the hdmsdheld up
to his lips. Til be seeing you.'

John Erskine was leaning on the rail close by #alof the gangway
connecting thé/enturato the wharf. He straightened when Sharc
began the short climb, recognition only dawningshs came level



with him. Sharon had to smile at the astonishmésdrty written in
his eyes as he moved swiftly forward.

‘Mrs Brent! | didn't realise it was you. | meanuell, you look
different!’

'l know.' The laughter bubbled from her, born afhgoinner emotion

she could not have explained quite lucidly. 'The nge! Do you like
it?'

He laughed back, catching her mood, eyes takirggdefinite glint of
admiration. '"You can bet! Does Mr Brent know?"'

Nothing could deflate her at that moment. She shwkhead. 'No,
it's a surprise. Where is he?'

'In the saloon, | think." A look of faint discomfie came over his
features. 'He said to let him know the minute yowed.'

Sharon made a quick decision. 'You let him knole'said. "Tell him
I've gone straight down to change.'

She reached their cabin by the forward compani@y, @&voiding the
saloon. Soft electric light revealed a starry-efexe which looked
back from the dressing mirror with new-found coefide. She felt
ready for anything—even anticipatory. Nothing Leelld say or do
was going to put her down tonight.

The black pyjama suit looked just as good her&éncabin as it had
in the shop. Sharon got out the heavy gold linkrchdich Lee had

given her for a wedding present—closing her mincirs} the

intruding memories—and laid it ready on the dreggitment, then

took clean underwear through with her to the bathroclosing and
locking the door behind her through sheer forcleattit.



It wasn't until she turned the shower off some reaudater that she
heard the knocking on the door. Lee sounded angry.

‘Sharon, it's almost seven-thirty! What the dekal you playing at?'

'I'm getting ready,' she called back, astonishingignoved. 'To meet
your friends. You want me to make a good impression't you?'

'l want you to be there when they arrive,' he dgbp

'l will be." She had no intention, but there wathimg to be gained by
telling him that. She would make her entrance wtinay were all
together, and let him cope with her altered appearéhe best way he
could. If it occurred to her to wonder if that d@on smacked of a
certain lack of courage to face him alone firsg kapt the thought to
the back of her mind.

She made certain he had left before emergingtithes turning the
key in the outer door in case he came back befurerss ready. It
was difficult to keep a steady hand as she madheuface, especially
when it came to applying mascara. Thank goodnestabkes and
brows were dark enough not to need very much ofhere was
nothing to do to her hair apart from running hemdhaver it. There
wasn't enough of it left to get out of place.

Despite the assurance she had felt in the shohedtdéher breath as
she turned back to the mirror after putting onlitaek suit, dreading
to find she had made some terrible mistake. It canteagain on a
sigh of relief when she saw the same slenderlyanushape standing
there, tall and elegant in the beautifully cut #exs and deep slashec
top. There was a special feel about silk next eodkin: a sensual
feel.Music drifted down from the afterdeck as shme out into the
alleyway running between the staterooms. She hegjtamot quite
certain whether to try the saloon first, just is€aThe hearty male
laugh rising over the music decided her. It wake® for certain,



which meant the guests—or at least some of them—ahaddy
arrived. The time was now.

From this deck a companionway led directly up te ttovered
after-section, emerging between two padded barepiefihe group
of people seated over towards the rear of the laeband the low,
glass-topped tables failed to notice her untilwhe almost halfway
across to them, then conversation died abruptly.

Sharon avoided looking directly at Lee, althougé slas supremely
conscious of his sudden move to stand up. 'I'mosoy,5 she said
smilingly to the other four. 'l misjudged the time.

Both the other men were now on their feet, thestadif the two
wearing an unconcealed appreciation in his glance.

'‘You are worth the waiting,' he said.

Whatever his thoughts, Lee's expression was suypedritrolled as
he performed introductions. Simone Duval was talll @ark and
self-possessed; striking rather than beautiful. \8bxe a simple dark
blue tunic slit to the knee at both sides, her tmeh of brighter
colour in the unusual enamelled brooch pinned,abtdbe throat as
most would have worn it, but on her sleeve jusbwethe shoulder.
Her greeting was lacking a little in warmth, herlsna trifle fixed.

‘You're not as | imagined,' she added, without &dtly to say what
she had imagined.

Alain Renaud reminded Sharon a little of Jacques;so much in

looks, but certainly in manner. He was about Lagks, and possibly
three or four years older than Simone. The othapleowere both in

their thirties, and also French; Lee introducedtlas Edie and Real
Marchand.



With Real on one side of her and Alain on the qtbdamer proved a
very enjoyable occasion for Sharon. More reserhiad Alain, Real

took pains to talk on subjects he obviously thougight be of

special interest to her. He both knew and loveddoonas a city, and
took it for granted that she would have at leagiasl a knowledge,
having lived there. Laughing, Sharon had to adnat she had yet to
see the Tower except from the outside, and that E\aanpton Court
remained an experience for future pleasure.

John Erskine served the meal to them, his stoekydrclad in a short
white mess jacket and dark trousers. Simone spokeirh with
smiling familiarity, underlining the fact that shas a fairly frequent
guest aboard théentura.Sharon privately thought her attitude a little
patronising, and sensed that John shared her opomicatching his
eye as he straightened from serving the Frenchwoméh
asparagus.

They had coffee on deck in the balmy night airning aromatic fire
sticks to keep away the insect life. During the el flow of

conversation, Sharon found herself at times deliledy seeking
Lee's attention, looking for some response, sonaetien. But

whatever was in his mind, he was keeping it to kifpsis manner as
easy and relaxed as if everything between themughss it should
be.

It was Alain who started the dancing, drawing Shaooher feet with
a light remark about borrowing the bride for a f@mutes.

The open space reserved for such manoeuvres waiakfBet away
from where they were sitting. Taking her in his ayime said softly, 'l
have always thought of Englishwomen as pretty areatgenerally,
but lacking in style. Now | must change my mind.'

'‘Not on my account,’ she smiled. 'lt took a Frenghito achieve it for
me.'



'You mean the hair? Yes, that would have to besadtr creation. But
| wasn't referring just to a hairstyle. It's a paftyou, Sharon.' He
made the name sound different, with the emphasibelast syllable
instead of the first. 'An attitude of mind. The wggu presented
yourself to us all tonight—that is what | mean byles.’

She laughed. 'Lee would call it simple unpunctybalgut then he's
English, too.'

‘You should have married a Frenchman," Alain redpdnlaughing
with her. 'He would know how to appreciate suchtges. A
beautiful woman need never be punctual; the gdsithould be in
that she came at all.' He paused before adding dighrming
frankness, 'Did you marry for love?'\

She was too taken aback to dissemble, her bodgrstiy suddenly
in his arms. 'What kind of a question is that?'

‘A very simple one, which you already answered. ¥Won't have the
look of a woman in love.'

Recovering swiftly, she said, 'Perhaps that'squsEnglish reticence
showing through. Are you in love with Simone?’

‘But of course.' His brows lifted. 'Should thatpstoe from desiring
other women at all?'

'‘Curb you, at least.’

'‘Curb me from taking, perhaps, but the wanting famaHis voice
deepened caressingly. 'l want yaugnonne.'

She was wrong, Sharon decided in that moment. éaqojayed idly
at this kind of thing; Alain meant it.



She kept the smile on her lips and her tone ligkhink we'll sit this
one out.’

He made no demur, taking her back to the groupdaogping into
general conversation as if nothing at all had ph&sgween them.
Sharon avoided Simone's eyes, and in doing so taueé's.
Enigmatic as they were, she had the sudden coowithiat he knew
exactly what Alain had said to her out there onfkber.

She danced with Real next, the two of them joindachoat
immediately by Lee with Simone. It was impossiloiééar what they
were saying to one another, but the two dark heesmle very close,
the Frenchwoman's face animated and expressivengSteem over
Real's shoulder, Sharon wondered if there hadle@m a time when
they had been even closer, before she met Alainpedraps even
since. Alain himself seemed totally unconcerne@uiy such notion,
applying his present attentions to Edie, who hatlinied to move on
to the floor.

Real spoke English with more precision but lesg ¢agn both Alain
and Simone. It made him sound a little stilted resvhe said: 'We
were delighted to hear that Lee had found the ineto take a wife
at last. You were, as he would say himself, worditing for.'

'‘Well, thank you.' Sharon was touched by the matowsous sincerity,
yet was also conscious of feeling a fraud in tlireucnstances. She
wondered fleetingly if Real would have thought tiveinal model
worth waiting for. Certainly she had never receitteelsame amount
of attention—except perhaps from Jacques. The meofddominic
Foster's professional admiration was something éohbgged to
herself in moments of self- doubt from now on—ashbel against the
world. Even if she never saw him again that cowdden be taken
away from her. But she hoped she would see himmagas-gardless
of what trouble it caused, she wanted desperatddg the Lucci girl.
More desperately than she had ever wanted anything.



'‘How long have you known Lee?' she asked.

'‘Many years. We were business acquaintances firsugh our
respective fathers, and then we became friend<idie. is very fond
of your husband.’

'‘And Simone?' Sharon met his eyes blandly, haviegdy registered
a reaction through the hand at her back. 'ls shesmess too?'

‘Not in the same line.' Real looked as if he weigunte sure whether
the questions were innocent or not. 'She ownsirgstf boutiques
named Julien.’

'‘Good heavens, | got this from there!

'It looks expensive enough.' His eyes twinkledieHiliys there only
rarely, | am glad to say." He moved her suddenlpsscthe floor
closer to the other couple, breaking in on the eosation in
progress. 'You have a client in Sharon, Simone.stmprised you
don't recognise your own trademark.'

The dark eyes met Sharon's briefly, the smile anipg not touching
them. 'As a matter of fact, | did,' she said. '@@mmembers certain
items because they are extra special. You havegaog taste.'

‘Very costly ones too.' Lee's tone was light. "Ypruces were always
exorbitant, Simone.’

'For true quality one must be prepared to pay tindbhe nose,' came
the unperturbed retort 'Would you begrudge youewi little?'

Sharon's laugh sounded forced to her own earsbé&deudges me
nothing, do you, Lee?'

His glance went over her as she stood within tretecof Real's arms,
his smile taking on a new slant. "Who could?'



In the small silence, Real released his hold orréhand held out a
hand to Simone instead. 'l think we will allow threde and groom to
finish the dance together. After all, this is tHeaneymoon. Who are
we to keep them apart!'

Whatever the other woman's thoughts on the sulijeste was little
she could do but put on a good face and go alotigthe suggestion,
leaving Sharon to move reluctantly into Lee's arms.

‘Not so tense,' he said softly, drawing her closeut his face against
her hair. 'We don't want to disappoint the audiemcewe? We're
newly married and madly in love. Can't you act {eatt?"

Despite herself, she was stirred by his closer®sshe feel of the
lean hard body moving against hers. Recklessnesptswver her,
sliding her arms up over his shoulders until shdctéeel the strong
beat of his heart pulsing right through her.

'Is this better?' she murmured.

‘Infinitely.' There was a note in his voice whiclae her quiver deep
down in the pit of her stomach and sent a tingtiegsation the length
of her limbs. "You're wearing very little underghi

'It isn't meant to have a lot worn under it." Shaswnaking every
effort to stay in command of her own senses. '‘Ava going to
comment on my new hairstyle, or didn't you notice?"

'It would have been very difficult not to noticehat was the
intention, wasn't it?' He didn't wait for an answkrappears to have
altered you in more ways than one.'

'For better or for worse?'

'It depends on the point of view. Whatever girlisbsiwas left in you
before, it's gone now.'



She stiffened a little. "'You mean | look obvious?'

'l mean you look ... aware. Alain noted it too. Weuldn't have paid
the same attention to the girl who went to towrs thiternoon.' He
paused then, tone altering a little. It's more tjuesh the hair and the
outfit. Something else happened to you this aftenrio

"That's right." She gave him a veiled glance, regtrgady to reveal
the true source of her inner glow. 'l spent a bimoney—your
money. It's a mixture of guilt and complacencypgose.’

He laughed dryly. 'l can believe the last bettantthe first. But don't
get too complacent, I'm not that easily led.’

Sharon moved away from him as far as his arms walld@ her. She
said low-toned, 'If you were right about my motiveshave hardly
been concerned by what Lora said.'

‘Your pride was stung, that was all. You'd liked itiea of having me
in love with you even if you didn't return the fieg).'

"That isn't true! | was hurt because | loved you.'

'Stop deluding yourself. If you'd loved me, youavé given me at
least a chance to explain." He shook his head, &y@$y mocking.

"Your trouble was you didn't have the courage afryanvictions. If

you'd forced yourself over the actual physicalctuace to sleep with
a man you didn't have any feeling for, you'd hamenfl you could
enjoy it regardless and | might never have knovendifference. The
point now is | do know, so you're not going- to mpa anything by
getting into bed with me. Just so long as tha#arcl

Her voice felt tight in her throat. 'I've no intemt of getting into bed
with you!



'‘We'll see.' Lee brought her back against him gdeiding her in a
way which made it impossible to resist without nmakit obvious to
everyone else. 'lI've an urge to find out just hawthe reluctance
goes.'

It was well past midnight before anyone made a nto\go. Simone
took leave of Lee with a regret not in the leashgered by the
presence of others.

'It's been a good evening,' she said. 'Almostdikktimes. Shall you
be calling in again on your way back to Marseille.'

'‘Perhaps,' he said. 'It depends on how much timéave in hand.
Next time we come we could make up a party andépdaw days in
Monte Carlo.'

'Pity you're still on your honeymoon,' remarkediAlightly, ‘'or we'd
have taken you up on that offer right now.' Hislemias for Sharon,
slow and meaningful. 'I'll look forward to that nexne.'

Sharon avoided Lee's eyes when they were finatljeahgain, and
turned away.

'I'm going to bed,' she announced shortly.
'l know." His tone was level. 'I'm coming with ybu.

She looked at him then, registering the mockinguglevith a jerk of
her heart. 'No, you're not!

'‘We'll discuss it below,' he said as John camet@utear away the
glasses on the afterdeck. '"Voices carry too fargit.'

That was true enough. Standing there, she coulddesple talking
on the next boat quite clearly. Further down thee,limusic was



playing, the sound of laughter floating over thp.tm port the only
real privacy was below.

She went ahead of Lee, nerving herself for the nmisnahead. He
hadn't been joking earlier and he wasn't joking hbut she was
damned if she was going to go along with him. Yt souldn't deny
the part of her that wanted him either. That wasetbing else she
was going to have to fight.

He shut the door quietly behind him when they reddhe cabin, not
bothering to try and hide the click of the locknesturned the key.

‘Just so you don't get any ideas about leavingsae He stayed
where he was for a moment, studying her, moutingila little.
'‘Whoever devised that style for you certainly knedvat he was
about. Very few could get away with it. | shouldméve thought you
could, until I saw it with my own eyes.'

'It wasn't done for your sake,' she came bacwad# for my own.'

'‘Whatever the reason, it had the same effect. hiw#se only one
who felt the adrenalin start rising when you camean deck tonight.
You knocked Alain for six.'

‘That was only physical.’

'l know it was only physical. Just as what happdmsgveen us when
we were dancing was only physical.' He paused, $oftening. 'Just
as this now is purely physical.’

She watched him move away from the door, takinghadfdinner
jacket as he did so to toss it over a chair. Higdilowed.

'l amnotgoing to sleep with you, Lee,' she said desparaaeld saw
his smile come again.



'‘Not for some time, | agree.' He stopped unbutigrirs shirt and
came over to her, taking her by the arms to dravidhleim. 'There's a
small matter of a lost wedding night to take cérérst.’

.Her resistance didn't last long—he gave it no ojpmity. Helplessly
she found herself kissing him back, her body sueeng itself into
his hands with neither will nor desire to deny him.

He undressed her without undue haste, a flamegpgnn his eyes
when he looked at her.

'‘Beautiful all over," he murmured. 'Long-limbed aodgely! Don't
shrink away from me. | want to look at you—drinkuym.'

‘Lee," her voice was a whisper, 'please ..

He laughed softly and brought her back hard agdimat fingers
running the length of her spine. 'All right, so youdress me.'

... can't.'

She could because he made her, guiding her hartdsthen last
garment was gone while between times kissing hek,rteer throat,
the lobes of her ears, running the tip of his tengqside the latter
until her whole body felt on fire. Only then did lfe her up and take
her to the bed, laying her on the cover and cordown beside her.

'Stop trembling," he said into her hair. 'I'm notng to hurt you. |
won't do anything before you're completely readytfQJust relax and
let me rouse you. You're halfway there already.'

‘Tell me you love me,' she pleaded. 'Even if ittisme, just say it.'

'‘No." He hadn't raised his voice, but there wam#@xible note to it.
‘And don't try saying it to me either, because n'dwant to hear it.
You're here like this with me because you want Whednt, and for



no other reason.' His tone roughened along withdngls as she tried
to push him away. 'It's too late to start changiagr mind now. I'm
not letting you go. It's your choice, Sharon—eitlgeu enjoy it or
you suffer it. Personally, I'd as soon you enjoyed

In spite of herself, she could feel the glow risingher again under
his touch. She wanted to hate him, but she coukinttmon the
strength. She doubted if it would have made arfeidihce anyway.

Emotion gave way to sensation, ripple after ripgfiét running like
quicksilver through her veins. She felt the bedtistheart against her
breast as his weight came over her, and knew a manyeresistance
swiftly dispelled by the warmth of his mouth on $iagain.

She kissed him back hungrily, all restraint go@fiher now. Agony
seized her and as swiftly released her, leavingrberto soar into a
mindless world of pleasure.

Lee was back in his own bed when Sharon awoke rarymorning.
She lay there in the soft light looking acrossiat,iemembering the
night with a confusion of feeling inside her. Hallraade love to her
again before finally sleeping, because the firaetihe had said, was
never the best for a woman. He was right about shatthought now,
body stirring restlessly. It had been wonderful—experience
beyond anything she had ever anticipated. If it fesdly been their
wedding night, with all its attendant emotions, sfmild have been
the happiest, most contented person in the wagltt now.

As if sensing her eyes on him, he opened his oamjrigy awake all
of a piece with none of the momentary blanknessngomin many.
There was knowledge in the glance he sent wingueg ber; a visual
growth of desire.

He said softly, 'Come over here.’



She rolled on to her back away from him, fightihg tmisery which
swept her. 'That's all you want me for, isn't it?'

'It's all we have,' he said on a harder note.ege inake the most of it.
Pay your dues and you can spend as much as you like

'Even at Julien's?’
‘That might be difficult. We're leaving St Tropexday.'

'‘Poor Simone.' Her voice sounded cracked. 'l wsayt she doesn't
know what she's missing, because I'm quite suredehs. Was she
satisfactory in bed too?’

‘Very," His tone was dry. 'And satisfactory isntitg the term I'd
apply to you—not yet. As | said the other nighertis a lot you have
to learn.’

‘Which you also said you'd no intention of teachimg'

‘That was then, this is now. Moods change.' Heatimack the covers
in a decisive gesture. 'So I'll come to you.'

There was less gentleness in him than there hadtbeaight before,
but he could still make her respond. Afterward#dyin his arms
with his weight still pinning her, she said thicklyou're a bastard,
Lee," and heard his short laugh.

'If | am you made me one. Anyway, consider the Hirgjde. You
could have hated everything I've done to you.'

‘That could still happen.’

‘Then that will be your bad luck." His breath waarm against her
cheek, his lips just brushing the skin. 'I've eegbyhaving you,



darling, and I'm going to go on enjoying you. H'ssmall enough
exchange for what you'll be getting.'

'l don't want anything,' she denied on a note cipdeation. 'Lee, |
really don't...'

'‘Don't start that line again; it won't work. Yougaored a new look

and you're going to need to dress to it. You remsmghthat much

yourself when you bought that black pyjama suié'gdshed himself
upright and reached for the silk dressing gown eldagcross the arm
of a nearby chair. 'l think a lot of people aremgpio be in for a shock
when we get back home. | took away a sweet youngcent and

brought back a siren.' His smile held irony. 'l Wwenwhich my father

IS going to prefer?'



CHAPTER SIX

THEY had been at White Ladies two days before RichaettBcame
out to the house. He found Sharon in the music rookering idly
with the piano keys, the afternoon sunlight brighther hair. His
reaction was so comically taken aback she hadiughla

'Did you think you'd come to the wrong house?'atleed, moving to
greet him. 'lIt's my French look!

'It's more than a look,' he said, studying her vaithodd expression.
'It's a whole new person. Did Lee suggest the aang

'‘No, it was my own idea.' She quirked an eyebrBan't you like it?"

'I'm not sure,' he admitted cautiously. 'l like@ tbther Sharon. I'll
have to get to know this one all over again.’

'You never really knew me before,' she said orglt Inote. 'There
wasn't time. Let me get you a drink—or would yothea have tea?’

'I'll settle for the tea, considering the time.'

'It should be here in a few minutes. | assume MggrRlds knows
you're here?'

‘Yes, | saw her in the hallway.' He smiled, takangeat. 'l got the
distinct impression | should have rung the dooraed waited, rather
than just walking in. Suppose she's quite righttadter all, I'm not
the master of the house any more. How do you gegalith her?'

'We're coming to terms.' She added with emphatsis] Yyou walk in
any time you want to. It's still your house really.

'‘No, it isn't. It's yours and Lee's, all clear dedal.' He paused
expectantly. 'Isn't he here at all?’



'He went to see someone.'
'Who?'

'I'm not sure." She heard the tinkle of teacupsimuhe hall with
relief. 'Business, | gathered.'

'On a Sunday afternoon?' Richard shook his heddhdle to have
words with that son of mine. You'll be on your oemough without
leaving you at the weekends too.'

'He shouldn't be long,' Sharon said hurriedly. VWay, you'll stay on
to dinner, won't you?"

‘Can't be done, I'm afraid, much as I'd love tornlaois staying at
Copperlea with Lora and Jason and I'm invited thhe daughter

doesn't despair of getting us both to reconciledifierences some
day. Far too late, of course, but like Lee shethigsnanaging streak.'

She smiled. 'And Father won't be managed.’

'‘Only if it's the way he wants to go.' He got tae feet as the door
opened, moving quickly to take the tray from theusekeeper's
hands. 'Let me relieve you of that. Thank you, Resynolds. Now
you can go and put your feet up.'

Sharon was laughing when he came back with the lieayng firmly
closed the door again. 'l wish | could handle hex that. I'm still not
sine which one of us is really mistress of the ledus

‘You are, my dear, make no mistake about it. Ifighaving trouble
with the woman, get rid of her, and find someoree db run the
place.’

'Oh, | wouldn't bother doing that. | could do tle myself.’



‘Too tying. You can think about domesticity whemgtart a family.'
He took the filled cup from her, eyes on her fa¥eu are planning
on having children, aren't you?'

‘Eventually." Her face felt stiff. 'Do you have @&nyto be a
grandfather?'

'It might be rather nice—all the fun with none bétresponsibilities.
Bringing up children is no picnic. They don't alvsayrn out the way
one plans.’

'Didn't Lee?' Sharon asked lightly, and her fathefaw laughed and
shook his head.

'‘Some ways, yes. Others ... well, you're his wigobably don't have
to tell you how completely immovable he can beraes. He didn't
get that from me. | believe in keeping an open miHé studied her
averted face, tone altering. 'l hope he's makinghappy.'

'Of course.' She met his eyes and gave a smalkhnyg, knowing
him not wholly deceived. 'We have our differendéss everyone
does, but we're learning to adjust.’

'‘Both, or just you?' he demanded bluntly. ‘No, tloather answering
that. The way you handle him is your own concern.'

Sharon hadn't meant to say it, but somehow it wagged from her.
'‘Why did he have to be married before you'd haret ocentrol of the
Company?"

It was a moment before he answered, expressiongaia a certain
enlightenment.

'He needed an anchor,’ he said at length. 'Someormar
responsibility. He has a brilliant mind for busisgand he's more



than capable of taking over control, but he allahfenself too many
... distractions.’

‘Especially of the female variety." She smiledhat leeting look in
his eyes. 'lt's all right, I'm quite well awareibfl may have seemed
pretty ingenuous when you first met me, but | wasimid enough to
imagine | was the first girl in his life.’

‘You were the first one he ever felt deeply abatdrhe the gruff
retort. 'l suspected it when he phoned to tell beuayou, and | was
sure of it when | saw you. You were so differennfranyone I'd seen
him with before, Sharon. Young and unsophisticatam,terribly
unsure of yourself—though not lacking in backboitlees.'

‘Not the type to inspire lust, so it had to be love

‘Not the type to come out with a remark like thatdertain.' He was
looking at her with narrowed regard. 'Cynicism Ulsueakes more
than a few weeks to develop.'

Her face flushed a little. 'I'm sorry—I was tryit@gbe clever. | know
what you mean.'

'So | can take it you still love him?'

'Yes.' There was little else she could say. Witle sbe had run a
whole gamut of emotions. If put together they coatgd a whole,
then yes, she loved him.

'‘Good.' There was a familiar glint of steel in grey eyes. 'I'd hate to
think | was wrong about that stabilising influerice.

He changed the subject after that, asking her in@¥ad enjoyed the
Riviera resorts; what they had done there, whomhsigemet At one
point Sharon was tempted to tell him about Domkwoster, but two
things held her back. First, he might mention thetter to Lee at



some time and wonder why she hadn't told him herget second,
Dominic had yet to contact her. What she was gtmrap if and when
he did so remained open to doubt. There was ptiiat in meeting
that particular problem before it arose.

They were still sitting there chatting when Leauraéed just before
six. He greeted his father easily, bend-ing overliack of Sharon's
chair to drop a light kiss on the top of her head.

'‘What do you think to the new model?' he asked.

'I'm still trying to decide,' the other said on@rgwhat ambiguous
note. 'Obviously you approve.'

'‘One grows accustomed to anything in time." He rd@a@oss to the
drinks tray. 'l have to admit, it took some mermtdjustment. Who's
going to join me?"

Sharon followed Richard's lead, unwilling to be thdd man out
Meeting Lee's gaze as he put the sherry glassridred, she said
quickly, 'l asked your father to stay for dinneuf be isn't able.’

'‘One of Lora's family "at homes"," Richard explaindason's parents
and her own. You realise you'll not be let off timok for long, of
course?'

‘That's all right. We'll take the initiative out bér hands and invite
them over here first.' Lee had perched himselhenarm of Sharon's
chair, supporting himself with one arm across thekbbehind her
head. 'What do you say, darling? Next week?'

‘Weekend,' Richard corrected. 'You're in Copenhageruesday,
remember. Doubt if you'll get through much beforauiEday
evening.' He caught Sharon's change of expresemadded, 'Didn't
he tell you?'



She shook her head, feeling the nape of her naghhbsgainst his
jacket sleeve. 'Not yet'

'l was waiting for the right moment,’ Lee said impebably. 'Tell
Lora Saturday, then. Mother too, if she feels arttood. Did you say
she was staying with Lora and Jason?'

'l didn't, but she is. For how long I've no ideRithard looked at
Sharon and smiled. 'l shan't tell any of them allo@tnew look. I'll
enjoy seeing their expressions when you spring them!'

He left around seven. Tinning back from the maiordafter seeing
him off down the drive, Sharon moved abruptly framder the
weight of Lee's arm about her shoulders.

‘There's no more need for that sort of thing,'shé. 'He's gone. You
can be yourself again.'

'l am being myself," he returned on an amicable mdtich drew her
eyes to his face in quick suspicion. 'l like tounchyou.' He tipped up
her face with a finger under her chin and kissed dre the lips,
smiling at her rigid lack of response. 'Don't ceafle me that way or
I'll cancel dinner and take you upstairs insteadat$tould give Mrs
Reynolds food for thought!'

'‘Can't you think of anything else?' she demanddia sarcasm.

'When I'm with you, no, not a lot. There's someghaibout making
love to you that | never got from anyone else. Bgshit's knowing
just how much you hate what | can do to you thatigles the extra
thrill." Unexpectedly he let her go. 'l can waiowilong had Father
been here when | came?’

‘A couple of hours." Deprived of contact with himrationally she
wanted it back. 'He wanted to know if you were mgkine happy.'



‘And what did you tell him?*
'Oh, ecstatically! What else?’
Lee eyed her for a long hard moment. 'That's whaatking.'

The spark faded, leaving her flat. "You don't ho/evorry. So far as
he's concerned our marriage is following predi@dinles. The first
time we met he said living with a man like you ablle hell. He
obviously doesn't expect instant harmony.'

'‘Perhapsas well, considering. We'll have to work on develapin
some.’

'You mean a good pretence of it, don't you?'

‘All right, a pretence of it.' He sounded suddemglifferent.
'‘Providing it gains the same end. I'm going upnange. Could be my
last relaxed evening for some time to come.'

Sharon had looked forward to a day spent on her, bwnhbefore it
was halfway through she found herself restlesskamdd. The fine
weather had given way to grey cloud and drizzlg #ept her
indoors. Being unable to drive was going to bead deawback, she
realised disconsolately. And learning took so loegen if an
instructor was available. Certainly she had nantvda of asking Lee
to teach her.

By four she was beginning to anticipate his retwith something
less than aversion, and was hard put to it to aindeer
disappointment when he rang through at six to saydms still tied up
and not to wait dinner for him. She ate her ownlraéa small table
set in front of the sitting room fire, listening the patter of rain



against the windows and almost wishing they wek loa the Cote
d'Azur.

The last couple of weeks had been an experienceshlel not have
missed despite the accompanying problems. PortdsiadinCannes,
Antibes, Nice—they had visited them all, stayingeonight or

sometimes two; hiring cars to drive through cousittg filled with

the perfume of orange and eucalyptus, lemon ancellao the

hill-villages and colourful little towns; swimminigom the dazzling
white beaches at Cavalaire and Le La- vandou, emgoyhe

off-season quietness.

And then there had been Monte Carlo, two days aghits of it,
dining at the Casino, watching the gamblers, thegmif@ently
gowned and jewelled women. The dress she had vatnsecond
and last night was hanging now in the wardrobeaiggsalong with
all the other garments she had acquired. It hadliteebwn, she knew.
And so had the diamond collar Lee had given hegdowith it.
Necessary darling, he'd said, as he fastened it &l@o neck.

Thinking about that moment now, Sharon recalled Boperb he had
looked in evening dress: the undeniable feelingprde she had
experienced when other women had looked at him. hdd
introduced her to several people during the cooffiee evening, and
received many congratulations on his choice ofidebrThere had
been invitations too, the latter regretfully deeblon the grounds that
they had to get back to Marseille, but nonethedessere. What it all
boiled down to was acceptance: she fitted in. Camite had
bloomed in her from there on in.

And she was going to need all of it, she acknowdeigo face both
other female members of the Brent family at thekeed. Refusing
to allow the thought to daunt her, she began censig the question
of the menu. Mrs Reynolds was an excellent cooksha wasn't in



Jean- Pierre's class. Still, it should be posdibksort out something
reasonably impressive without overtaxing her cdjtizsi.

It was gone nine before Lee finally put in an apperee. He looked
tired, Sharon thought. He said he had eaten in tamd helped
himself to a drink, tossing half of it back in opell before sinking
into a chair with his legs stretched out and a lobielief on his face.

'That's better,' he said. 'I'm down on stamindl, &tileast I'm clear
for the week.'

'‘What time are you leaving?' Sharon asked diffiyetidbo you have
to go in to the office first?"

He shook his head without lifting it from the chaack. 'I'm on a ten
o'clock flight, I'll need to leave here no lateatheight. Tell Mrs

Reynolds just scrambledeggs and toast, will yoayad seven-thirty.

No need for you to get up, of course. You can awer and go back to
sleep.

'l never can once I'm awake,' she said, and hedita¢fore adding.
‘Actually, | thought I'd make an effort and go wpth for a couple of
days while you're away.'

He looked at her then, brows lifted. 'To see yauntand uncle?'
‘Yes.'

'l assume you'd rather | didn't meet them. Scamdyht look down
on them?'

She met his gaze steadily. 'No, I'm not scaredhaf. i think you'd
rather like Uncle Brian. He's one of those very, lvgry quiet men
who take life just as it comes. | can never remenhio@ losing his
temper, or even getting more than mildly annoyed.’



'‘But your aunt is another matter. What makes yoswse she even
wants to see you again?'

'I'm not sure. But neither can | just leave it lztt | spent sixteen
years of my life with them, and can't say | wasappy during them.
I'd like to straighten things out if | can.’

'I'd try phoning them first to make sure you ddmive a wasted
journey.’

"They're not on the phone. | contacted them throagieighbour to
tell them about the wedding plans.' She said iheut a tremor. 'l
wouldn't want the whole road to know I'm visiting.'

Lee shrugged as if tiring of the subject. 'Pleasarself. | should be
back on Friday morning, although I'll probably gaaght in to the
office from the airport. Don't forget about the miEm party on
Saturday.'

'l haven't." She would, Sharon reflected dryly, ehdound it very

difficult. 'I'll give Mrs Reynolds the menu befdrgo, then she can be
thinking about it Your family don't have any spé@aersions, do

they?'

‘Not that | can think of. Whatever you do, my matidl be sure to
find something not to her taste.'

'‘Because | planned it?'

He didn't attempt to deny the insinuation. 'Notezsally. She does it
everywhere. In her view, unmitigated praise nevdrashything but
harm in the long run. Don't let it worry you—we shide seeing all
that much of her. She and | never were very cloteebest of times.'
The grin was fleeting. 'l was far too rough andsberous a youth.'
Meeting her glance, he said, '"You look sceptical.’



'l am,' she returned frankly. 'Boisterousness ssigga lack of
control, and | doubt if you ever suffered from thatool
self-assurance | could go along with.'

There was an unreadable expression in the grey &@sd like to
see me lose control.’

‘It might make you a little more understanding tifess.’

Lee laughed softly and put down his glass. 'lt'sugh that | can
make you lose it. An early night might not be a mbeh considering
we'll both be up and away in the morning.'

Sharon stayed where she was, refusing to let aotiod show. 'I'm
not ready for bed yet.'

‘Then we'll lock the door and make love right haront of the fire,’
he said. 'l need something to carry me througméxe few days.'

Her heart was beating as fast as it always didahemts like this,
desire and rejection warring within her. 'You domiean you're
considering staying celibate that long!

For a moment he continued to study her, the cambraof his jawline
the only outer indication of his feelings. 'Perhgpa're right,' he said
at last. 'A change is as good as a rest.' He tésseself to his feet,
the movement abrupt. 'I'm going up anyway.'

Sharon bit her lip as he left the room. She ha@&ddar it, yet now

that she had it where was the satisfaction? Whydodushe bring

herself to accept the limitations of their relasbip, and make the
best of them? Plenty of other women would envywieat she had,
and consider it more than enough. How many everekadything?

There was a part of her now which wanted badlyetaug and follow
Lee upstairs, to feel those oh, so wonderfullyrsjrand sensitive



hands of his on her body, his lips on hers; to kribe/ tumult of
emotion growing inside her until it swept her uglaver the crest
into sheer heaven. But there was also anothewbach needed more
than just physical love, and right now that wasdinenger of the two.
It wouldn't allow her to give in.

In any case, Lee would probably gain quite a Iadaifsfaction from
turning her down if she did go to him. The hold Bad on him might
be fairly strong, but it wasn't irresistible. Hedhjast proved that.

Impasse, she conceded with a sigh. If anythindl ates to be made
of this marriage of theirs, she was going to havaetthe one to make
all the sacrifices. Always providing Lee intendetbilast beyond the
time when his father retired, of course. Once he ¢@ntrol of the
Company there would be no further need for subgeref any kind.

He was asleep when she finally went up to theimraaround

eleven-thirty, a rounded hump under the coversd iemmed away
from the door. Sharon prepared for bed in the batinrso as not to
disturb him with a light, feeling her way acrosslide gently beneath
her side of the sheets and ease her body intdiaingcposition.

breath released on a small sigh when she achieved i

Darkness lay thick and heavy about her. Normally wiould have
opened the curtains a little way to let in the mmgn because she
couldn't bear sleeping in total darkness. Too tatdink about that
now. Her eyes would become accustomed to it soongn Sleep
seemed a million miles off. She was too conscidtilseoman lying so
close and yet so far away, still and silent. Evenliteathing was
scarcely audible.

The suddenness of his movement took her complételsurprise.
She felt the sheet flung back, and then the hasdoéis fingers
fastening into the neckline of her brief cottonhidyess to rip it down



to the hemline in one ruthless pull. Too stunnethédke any sound of
protest, she saw him looming over her, big and daré utterly
without mercy. There was no resisting his streragtl purpose; all
she could do was go along with it, her cry muffitgdthe pressure of
his mouth and the driving weight of his body.

It was over quickly, and he didn't linger, rolliagvay from her to lie
on his back with his breath coming harshly.

"That's what it could be,' he muttered. '"You'd érethake up your
mind which you prefer before | get back.'

Sharon was motionless, body and mind aching iromi¥ ou had no
right, she got out through stiff lips. "You dooktn me, Lee!

‘No, | don't. But neither will | take rejection dime terms you dish it
out under." His voice was low and hard. 'If you Wwansay nosay
it—clearly and simply. Don't try getting at me tiaay you did
tonight.'

He said nothing more. The silence was oppressiiter A moment or
two, Sharon forced her limbs into movement, gettingof the bed to
go into the bath-room and bolt the door betweemthe

Jaw clenched, she stuffed the torn nightdresstir@daundry basket
and ran the shower, stepping under it without batlgeabout a cap,
the warmth of the water her only desire. She stayeter until the

trembling had stopped, but nothing could sootheyatva hurt from

her mind. Lee had waited for her with the one ititen— a calculated
assault. Nothing she had said or done could extaséNothing!

A vigorous towelling almost dried her hair. The yombbe in the
bathroom was Lee's white one. She put it on, leltiightly about
her waist before opening the door, leaving thetlgh so that she
could see where she was.



He was lying in what appeared to be the exact gamséion, face
upturned to the ceiling. Sharon was halfway actbesoom before
he spoke.

‘Where are you going?’
‘To find another bed,' she said without lookinglkbac
'‘No, you're not.' He came up on one elbow. 'Yowu st here.'

'‘Not with you!" The revulsion quivered in her vaiddot ever again
with you!

Lee reached her as she got the door open, kickahgsed again as he
swung her up in his arms to carry her back to gk b

‘You're staying here,' he repeated, dropping he&o dhe pillows.

'S0 you can rape me again?' she shot at him, and sauscle jerk at
the side of his mouth. 'l hope you're proud of gelft'

'You had it coming,' he said. 'l should have tajkamthat way back at
Lucerne when | first found out about your schemlitie mind. Or
are you still trying to make out that was a mistike

'No.' She said it between her teeth. 'l never loxad

Lee Brent. 1 never could love a man like you! Aftenight | don't
want you near me again. Do you hear? If you so nasctouch me,
I'll go to your father and tell him just what kinfilson he has. You can
say goodbye to the presidency then—he wouldn'ktyau fit to take
over from him!'

It was a long moment before he moved. His face d@tk totally
blank, his eyes cold. "You don't need to find aaothed,' he said. 'l
will. I'll file for a separation order as soon aget back. If you decide



to stay north, you'll have to contact me with adrads where you can
be reached. Otherwise, you'd better start thinkingut where you'd
like to live.'

Her chest felt tight as a drum, her throat so ¢y sould barely get
the words out 'Lee, I...'

‘No, that's it' His tone was final. 'I've had ito hell with the
presidency. To hell with the whole damned busiress!

He was gone before she could find anything to Jdere was
nothingto say. They were finished, and she had finished thieadly
and irrevocably. The knowledge lay on her likeragthle weight.

She was awake when Lee came in at seven for mgghbut she
feigned sleep, lying on her stomach with her faak buried in the

pillow. Listening to the sounds of his movemenit® wished she had
the courage to face him, to ask him to forgetiégit and start again
when he got back from Denmark. Yet even if they stiakt again

what was the use? Lee had loved something in larsie could

never recapture no matter how hard she tried. 8bkl anake him

want her, but that was all— and perhaps not evatnibw.

It seemed an age until the door finally closed hiddn't said a word
yet she had the feeling he had known she was teg#@sShe came
slowly to a sitting position, hugging her kneeshs tried to sort out
the next move. Obviously the trip north had to Bdar the present.
There was little use in seeing her aunt and unotd something

definite had been arranged—which left her with ¢hdays to fill. It

wasn't going to be easy.

It was a long and fraught morning, hardly helpedHhmsy continuing
bad weather. Sharon was in the music room whetetephone rang
a little before ten-thirty. She lifted the receieautiously. Lee would
be in the air by now, unless there had been a delay



The voice was male and vaguely familiar. 'Am | dpegto Sharon
Brent?'

'Yes,' she admitted, and the voice took on a wamogs.

‘Thought | recognised you. It's Dominic Foster Hdtie waited, then
added quizzically, 'Don't you remember me?'

‘Yes, | remember.' For someone whose breath haudthken away,
she sounded remarkably calm, Sharon reflectedstldidn't expect
you to call, that's all.’

'‘Why not? | told you I'd found my Lucci girl. Whé&comes to work,
I'm no fickle character.' He paused again, moreflyrthis time. 'Did
you mention the job to your husband?'

Standing there, Sharon felt sudden resolve take didher. ‘No,' she
said. 'But it isn't important.’

'‘Oh?' There was speculation in the word. 'Therke tayou're ready
to talk terms?’

'I'm ready to be the Lucci girl,' she said. 'Re¢gssl of terms.

'‘Well, you'll find them very generous anyway. Thlisa high-budget
project How long will it take you to get into town?

‘Today?'

‘That's right. They've seen those shots | tooloafip St Tropez, now
they'd like to meet the original.’

Sharon was cautious. 'So | haven't actually gojabheet?'

‘All bar signing the contract Can you make it fan¢h first?'



Ridiculously she found herself nodding. 'l shouiohk so.'
'Right, I'll meet you at one. Rules in Maiden Lalkaow it?'
‘Know of it," she said, borrowing his tone. 'I't# there.’

Replacing the receiver, she stood for a moment dikeat her
thoughts, aware of a mingled sense of apprehemsidrexcitement.
This way could lie independence : freedom to thk $eparation Lee
had spoken of under her own initiative. Why go apihg for any
improvement in their relationship? It wasn't gotngmprove. They
might as well cut their losses now before thingsagty worse—if it
were possible for that to happen.

Fired by a new purpose, she ordered a taxi to piek up at

eleven-thirty for the noon train, and went upsté&réind something

to wear. It had to be a special outfit but not tivessy: something to
Impress without taking over.

She took extra care with her make-up before gething the silky
Italian knit dress and jacket which had been healfchoice. The
dress was pale beige with a drawstring waistlircesamoothly fitting
skirt, the jacket two-tone, cardigan style. Witlslite teamed oyster
accessories. At least the rain had stopped,; tigittrbe a good omen.
Regardless of what Dominic had said, it surely depd on whether
or not these Lucci people liked her when they sawnimthe flesh, so
to speak. They had to like her. The immediate tutlepended upon
it.



CHAPTER SEVEN

DoMiINIC was just as she remembered him. He was talkirtg seine
other men at the bar when she entered the restabrdine broke off
at once to come and greet her.

'You look very beautiful, and very expensive," lagdsapprovingly
when they were seated. 'Just the ticket. Lucciyestsdaren't going to
be cheap. They're designed to appeal to the wonhanbelieves in
putting only the best on her skin, and the prics tmareflect that
worth.'

'‘Are they really any better than any other cosmétie in that
bracket?' Sharon asked, and he grinned.

'It's up to us to make people believe they are. /dee, or in this
case Jill public loses out is in not having thedkof expert help in
applying the stuff that you'll be getting. Thewant you to have the
works this afternoon just to see what can be dem&hope you're not
in any hurry to get back?'

Sharon moved her head negatively. 'None at all.’
He studied her for a moment, eyes reflective. 'ldandlout of town?'

'He's in Copenhagen,’ she stated on a note whichldhave
discouraged further questions, but the good- lapKate opposite
betrayed no sign of taking the hint.

''ve been doing some homework since we met. YouiethLee
Brent of Brent Incorporated less than a month abich makes
what you said on the phone this morning rathengea

‘What did | say?' Sharon hedged.



'l think you remember perfectly well." He waitetleh smiled and
shrugged. 'Obviously the honeymoon is over in maags than one.
Money isn't everything.'

Anger flared in her eyes. 'l didn't marry him fbat reason!

'‘Maybe not wholly, but I'll bet it helped blind yda certain things
about him. Same way | let myself be blinded fivarngeago when |
met Diane Hall. Luckily she was already married| dmin't get in as
deep as you did. It took me about the same timgado discover
that the pros nowhere near outweighed the cons,aanther six
months to make myself admit it and start makingnitmy own.' His
grin was disarming. 'Mind you, I'd gained quiteoarhaterially from
the relationship in the meantime—including the kefiéquipment I'd
never have acquired otherwise—so you could say as all
worthwhile. | gave six months of my youth in excharfor all this.
Not a bad swap, I'd say.'

'You got where you are by your own talents," Shamatested.

‘Aided and assisted by money—just as money madé¢hgoway you
look today. Your wedding photograph certainly shdveedifferent
image.'

'‘Perhaps the photographer didn't have your eya gwod angle.’

He laughed appreciatively. 'You know, you've chahagain since St
Tropez. Or perhaps matured a little might be aebaetty of putting

it. Make a success of this job and you won't havely on anyone for
anything again. In all due modesty, the fact thdiscovered you
provides the "open sesame". You're starting atdpe

'‘From where | can only go down," Sharon rejoingdyiag for a
suitably light note. 'I'll take it a step at a tinteanks. Who exactly
will be vetting me this afternoon?'



He accepted the change of direction without derfiinere's Roger
Venables, the managing director, for one, and \¥@ls in charge

of promotions for another. Others too, of coursg,tbey're the ones
you'll be dealing with directly. To them you're gilypthe canvas on
which they propose presenting their wares, so dealtinsulted if

they tend towards the impersonal. They're comingh&studio at
three-thirty, by the way. If we get back there dlibtee you can relax
for half an hour beforehand.’

Her smile was wry. 'l shan't be able to relaxbidltoo nervous.'

‘You don't have to be nervous—not of anything. kesp telling
yourself that Dominic Foster considers you one & tmost
photogenically perfect models he ever came acraé$s.' voice
dropped, taking on a subtly different note. 'Andtaaly the most
interesting.’

Someone outside of herself asked the blunt quesbanyou expect
to have an affair with all your models, Dominic?'

He was in no way thrown. 'l expect nothing—restyeashink our
table is ready.’

He kept the conversation on a strictly impersoeakl during the
meal, discussing photography from a professionglearOnce or
twice Sharon found her attention wandering from¥teawas saying
in fascination with the total absorption in hisdatiere was a man
who obviously loved his job above all else. Perhiapsas the same
commitment which had contributed towards the braakef his
marriage. Certainly no woman would want to takeosélace to a
camera, even if she were on the other side ofigtwife had been a
photographic model before her marriage, and st wow, although
her heyday seemed to have passed. The top eammdotr close-up
work must be very short.



The studio was also Dominic's home address, thdendaxupying
the top floor of the building just off Kingsway. &tre were examples
of his art everywhere, including several studiekisfformer wife.

'‘Good, aren't they?' Dominic commented casualiinggher looking
at the latter. 'Some of the best | ever did of'her.

"You don't mind the constant reminder?' Sharondysked he looked
surprised.

'‘Why should 1?7 We parted on reasonable terms.’
‘A friendly divorce?'

‘That's right. No use feeling bitter just becaum®aething didn't work
out the way you imagined it might.' The pause wiss [long enough
to lend weight. 'No use hanging on in the hope ithatght improve
either. The best you'll come up with is a compranis

‘That's an improvement on stalemate, surely?

'‘Not noticeably. The human mind doesn't adjust lyaso
compromise. We all want the ideal, and when wetdyat'it we start
looking round for someone to blame. You havenh s@eir own stuff
yet.'

Sharon accepted the change of subject, following tound one of
the screens dividing the huge studio into varioesas, to give vent to
a startled exclamation at the sight of her own fgaang back at her
from every angle. There must be fifty or so diffdarehots, she
judged, although she didn't remember him takinghasy. It was a
little like standing in a hall of mirrors, some thifem magnifying,

others surely designed to add new dimensions &xpression. Was
that really her face up there wearing the mystearigtie Mona Lisa

smile? And that one next to it, head thrown bagds parted on a
bubbling laugh it was almost possible to hear!



'Like them?' Dominic asked, watching her.
'Oh yes,' she said. 'But do | really look like tHat

He laughed. 'From that angle and with the lightirfgl right and
suitably primed with the right kind of thoughts,syeThe camera
doesn't lie, it simply captures an instant in timéur face is
expressive when you're relaxed and off guardh#ite to think of
something to give you a smouldering look when time tcomes."'

Sharon didn't turn her head. 'Why smouldering?'

‘To suit the sexy siren type you'll be portrayimgomg others. The
idea is that Lucci cosmetics will enhance everyasam, make a
woman feel the way she looks. You'll be seen inneymssible

situation from the seductive to the athletic. Ewera tennis court no
woman who cares about herself should be withoutiluc

'l don't play tennis,' she said, straightfaced, Bothinic reached out
a fist to gently feint at the side of her jaw.

‘Better watch that sense of humour. These peokéetkeeir jobs very
seriously, and they'll expect you to do the sat®blg money we're
talking about.’

'Sorry.' She tried to look penitent and failed gtdecause his own
eyes were dancing too. The laughter died in theih lag their
glances locked and held. In that moment, Sharowlghe only had
to make the slightest movement towards Dominidfor to take her
in his arms. She took the step—away from him—ared ttoment
was past, but not the emotion which had promptes lhef

hesitation. She had wanted him to kiss her; sHengtnted it. There
were other men in the world apart from Lee.

Dominic made no attempt to press home an advam@geust have
recognised. 'Come and have a drink," he said. "Tiheyhere soon.’



Seated in the artistically decorated and imagiedtifurnished living
room behind the studio, Sharon drank from the glesgave her
without having much idea what was in it. The elativad gone,
leaving her flat. The whole idea was useless. Shelcer make a
model. She wasn't even sure she wanted to any more.

Dominic said nothing for a few minutes, just satckéng her, his
own drink untouched. Finally he came over and tiakglass from
her, then sat down beside her on the long sofduandd her towards
him. There was determination written in his eyes.

‘Sharon,' he said, 'you're going to make it. | wiat'you let yourself
down. If that husband of yours can't make you hagpgh him.'

Her mouth twisted wryly. 'After three weeks?'

‘Three weeks, three months—what difference is ih@do make?
You'll be independent after this.' He paused. 8hey's the problem |
can arrange for an advance on your fee. | even koios flat you

could rent. Friend of mine went to Spain last wieelsix months. His
lease allows him to arrange a sub-tenancy, andgkedame to do it
for him. Just say the word.’

She shook her head. '"You're going too fast, Domintan't make a
decision like that in a few minutes.'

‘Well then, think about it. But later. For now jusincentrate on being
what | tell you to be. Incidentally, you don't haleeuse the name
Brent at ail if you don't want to. What's your menchame?"

He nodded when she told him. ‘Good enough. It wifishe tongue.
Sharon Tiler it is.' He straightened as a bell riamgtly. "That's them
now. They're using the studio entrance.' His smies reassuring.
‘You look great!



Roger Venables was a small, balding man aroungd fifith a pair of
the shrewdest eyes Sharon had ever encounteredorohetion's
director more accurately fitted prior conceptiotedi, beautifully
groomed and possessed of a businesslike mannen gbicstraight
to the matter in hand with an instruction to thecaaspanying
cosmetician to start practising his profession.

Named Charles, the latter addressed Sharon withheeriul
familiarity sprinkled liberally with endearments.

'Love the hair," he said. 'Beautiful colour! Natutao, if I'm not out

of my tiny mind? Sorry, darling, but I'm going tave to take all this
off and start again from the bottom. We can't haaicci girl who

isn't pure right through to the skin, can we, Raodgsar?'

Roger dear grunted something unintelligible andtwendiscussing
technicalities with Dominic and Lucy Wells. Asideoin a nod on
introduction, he had barely acknowledged Shara’'sgmce at all so
far. Oddly enough, instead of unnerving her theffecence put her
on her mettle. She might be just a canvas to him, dhe had
Dominic's assurance that she was the best one doinghis
particular job.

She was fascinated by the deft movements of thewoaking on her
face, and only wished she could see what he wagydblier face felt
good when he had finished, skin supple and unclbgges smooth
as silk. Perhaps the Lucci products did have sppoiperties after
all.

Lucy Wells came over to view her at closer quarbefere calling on
the managing director for an opinion. Lips parstt moved round
Sharon like someone studying a piece of doubtfullpsare,
expression giving no hint of her reactions.

‘That's excellent, Charles,' she pronounced atleng



‘Beautiful emphasis on the eyes! Roger, come gmlddook.'

Roger came, took a look and nodded approval. 'Hdeouia
movement? The TV outline calls for her to walk fréme mirror to

the door with the camera coming in on her facehasopens it. Can
we try it?'

'Of course.' To Sharon she said briskly, "Will yealk over there and
open the door.'

Sharon did so, too angry to be nervous, stalkingk ia the little
group again with expression controlled.

‘That should do," said Roger Venables. 'I'd hawdepred a more
stationary scene myself, but Bill assures me thH#ipwant a little
action even in the adverts these days. So we gadah®u know
what's needed this end, Dominic. Give it all youga." Without
glancing at Sharon again, he added, 'See to theacbrLucy.'

Dominic gave a quick shake of his head as Shacan'® up, but she
ignored the appeal. She said clearly, 'I'm not bwant to do this job
yet. I'd like time to think it over.'

She had their attention now—all of it. Only Charéggpeared to find
anything amusing in the situation. Lucy Wells waes first to speak.

'‘As a complete unknown you should be grateful forogportunity
like this one. The top professionals would givdrtegeteeth for it!"

'‘Except that it isn't a well-known name you waBharon came back,
determined not to be put down. 'The Lucci girl kmb¥e new to go
with the product, doesn't she? If the public recegthe face it could
detract from the impact.'

The older woman's eyes flickered. "There are qtbssibilities apart
from yourself.'



'‘But none quite right or you'd have settled for ohthem before this.
And you don't have too much time left to start imgkagain.'

Roger Venables gave vent to a sudden, unexpectettieh'She's got
us over a barrel, Lucy, and she knows it." Forfitse time he was
looking at Sharon as one human being to anothew itHuch time do
you need?"

'‘Overnight,' she said.

‘All right, you've got it. If you decide againstlgt Dominic know and
he'll just have to find us someone else.' Frontdhe of his voice he
didn't believe that a very Ilikely event She was npei
indulged—allowed to get away with a capricious gestpurely
because of the lack of time in which to find anotbeitable Lucci

girl.

'‘Good for you, darling!" murmured Charles approlyngs he

gathered up the case containing the tools of hetto follow the

others from the studio. 'Don't let them push yauad! See you next
week.'

Sharon met Dominic's eyes as the outer door clbsadhd the trio,
and lifted her shoulders in a shrug that was hatl@getic and half
defiant.

‘All right, say it!'

'‘Say what?' he countered. 'You judged the situagixtremely well
for a beginner. Not that many beginners would hHaeenerve to do
what you just did." He paused, studying her. 'Do yeally need to
make the decision, or were you simply making a {3in

‘A little of both,' she admitted. 'I'm not sure, Diaic.'



'‘About the job itself, or how it's going to affegbur marriage?' he
asked bluntly. 'If you were so keen on preserving last you
wouldn't have involved yourself in the first Youridve told me on the
phone that you weren't interested.’

'l am interested. Who wouldn't be?' She made alshapless
gesture. 'l don't know why I'm hesitating. | d@ven have a marriage
to harm any more—Lee wants a separation as solbea gsts back.'

"Then give it to him. You don't need him." SuddeBlgminic was
across the intervening space and reaching forkissing her with a
hunger which drew involuntary response from heon'Dgo back," he
said on a rough note a moment or two later. 'Moueere with me.’

Still standing in the circle of his arms, Sharornga tiny sigh. 'Just
like that?'

'‘No, not just like that | haven't been able to y&i out of my mind
since the first day we met.' He put her a littleyvasvay from him to
look down into her face, his own serious. 'Shamg, both need
somebody—not just professionally, but to be closé won't pretend
| haven't looked at another girl since Caro andokb up, but this it
different. | could easily fall in love with you.'h& ball of his thumb
gently smoothed the line of her cheek down to tbeer of her
mouth. 'This face fascinates me. It's a photognepkdeeam—I want
to catch its every mood!

'If it hadn't been for the hairstyle, you'd neveer have noticed me,’
she sighed deprecatingly, and he smiled.

'If I'd got close enough I'd have noticed all righbne structure like
yours can be blurred by the wrong outline, butah't be totally
hidden. What the hair does is make you stand dusaglance, that's
all. The beauty would still be there even withdut i



She moved away from him, using humour to lighte@m thoment
'‘Bald or not, | don't think | can accept your off#rI'm going to do
this job it has to be on a professional level.’

'‘Why?' he demanded. 'You're not in love with youslband.'

A shutter came down in her throat. 'That's whye'sdid. 'I've already
made one mistake, | don't want to make anotheraétion isn't
enough, Dominic.'

It was a moment or two before he answered. Firfadlysighed and
shrugged resignedly. 'All right, if that's how #&dto be. But you have
to let me use you outside the Lucci contract as. \eeit a deal?"

There was no use in prolonging the decision; ngthwas going to
alter—overnight. Sharon nodded. 'lt's a deal.'

'‘Good. I'll pass the news on in the morning. Theyithe still work
out first before you're passed on to the filmingver As to the
other—Mind if we make a start now?"'

'It's gone five,' she pointed out, aware of a snddkictance to linger.

'‘So we'll put in a couple of hours, then we'll hawener and I'll drive
you home.'

She didn't have a home, Sharon thought dully. & ar@y a place to
stay until Lee came back.

The photographic session proved to be more tirhvan tshe had
allowed for. By a quarter to seven she was mone thady to call it a
day.

‘You'll have to acquire a little more stamina thirs,” Dominic
observed dryly, giving in to her entreaties in &mel. ‘It could take a



whole morning to get exactly the right shot fortjose Lucci spread,
and they want a dozen different ones to start With.

'‘Will' Roger Venables and that woman be here wjolére taking the
photographs?' she asked on a note of doubt.

He shook his head. 'l don't like an audience wheork. It makes the
model nervous and it makes me nervous. Charleshaile to be
around, of course, for any necessary touching tpdan times, but |
don't think you'll find him any problem.'

'‘No,' she agreed. 'l rather liked Charles.’
‘You mean you felt safe with him.'

A pang shot through her. 'That's the kind of remaflexpect from
Lee, not you.'

'‘Apparently we've more in common than you thoudt.'caught her
eye and made a wry gesture. 'Don't mind me. | gliagsist not used
to being turned down. There's a dressing room ovére corner if
you want to tidy up before we go out.’

He was right, she thought, following his directioke and Lee did
have a lot in common. But at least Dominic couldegt a refusal.

The dressing room was small but beautifully equipddée mirror set
into the wall over the dressing unit had bulbs iinin theatrical
style, throwing the light where it was wanted dileon to the face.
Seeing herself for the first time in professionalyplied make-up,
Sharon had to admit that the effect was indeedllexteThe shading
over her eyes alone was a work of art, bringingtbetblueness and
making the whites sparkle without being in the ieagrdone.

She decided to leave well alone for the presenttecding herself
with a token dab of compressed powder to removshire from her



nose. Luckily it was roughly the same shade atothee stuff Charles
had used. No doubt the make-up for her tennis-ptaghot would

rely more on the healthy sheen imparted by a lighindation.

Personally, she couldn't imagine anyone wantingdar make-up at
all to play tennis, but there must be plenty wah di

Sitting there in front of the mirror, she triedttonk rationally about
the coming weekend when Lee came home again. Haerbeen no
time for him to cancel the family party planned fSaturday
night—unless he had done so early this morningclwlseemed
doubtful. Surely he wouldn't expect to carry ttabtigh before going
their separate ways? Where was the point?

Perhaps he expected her to cancel it in his abssrsedering what
had passed between them. Yet why should she bectetjto the
guestioning certain to follow any such action? disvi.ee's family; let
him be the one to do the telling. The best thing sbuld do was
simply not be there at White Ladies on Friday whemeturned.

Emotions tightly under control, she went out to 8tadio again,
passing from there through to the living room wistre found it
empty. An angled wooden staircase at the far eshtblan upper floor
partitioned off from the lower only by sliding paroent screens.
Dominic's voice came from behind these.

‘Shan't be a tick—just getting changed. Help ydtiteea drink.’
Sharon did so, splashing just enough gin into asytd lime to taste.

'You don't have to take me out to dinner," sheedalolding the glass
in her hand. 'I'm not all that hungry, as a mattdact.’

‘Well, I am," he said, appearing at the top ofgtsrs buttoning the
cuffs of a pale pink shirt. '"Anyway, | want to tatkyou.'

'You can do that here.'



'‘Not without other interests getting in the waye' ghined the bottom
step, slinging the wine-coloured corded jacket isf $uit across a
chair in passing as he came to mix himself a dfiwhat about that
sub-tenancy?'

'Funny,' she said, 'that's just what | was goingas& you." The
hesitation was fleeting. 'Will | be able to affatd

‘Adequately. You'd have found that out for yourskifou'd signed
that contract this afternoon.’

Sharon ignored the last, drawing a long slow bréatren I'll take it.
Where is it, by the way?'

‘Just around the corner. Fully furnished, of cou¥s®i won't need a
thing apart from personal items. Treen's an adlgtpugh he makes
his living doing the commercial stuff mostly. Youight find the
decor a bit way out.’

‘Treen?' she queried.

‘That's his surname. Nobody ever calls him anytleisg, probably
because of the way he slashes it across the feveoy piece of work
he does. I'm not even sure of his initials, and kmown him three
years.' He drained the glass and put it down wisimall thud. 'I'll
take you round there now and let you see the place.

'‘No, not tonight." Sharon could not have explainedreluctance. 'I'll
move in on Friday, if that's all right.'

Dominic gave her a curious glance but refraineanfroromment.
'Fine. I'll give you the key and the address, ty@ncan go straight in
when you arrive. Shall we go and get that meal?'

In direct contrast to their lunchtime date, he ehts eat French
cooking in an Art Nouveau setting which set Sharteéth on edge.



'‘Designed by David Hicks,' Dominic advised, notireg reaction. 'If
you don't like this you won't like the flat.'

'IH learn to live with it,' she assured him. 'ltncanly be for six
months anyway.'

‘That's right. What will you do when Treen comeskya

'Find somewhere else." Sharon didn't want to thingt far ahead.
‘Always providing I'm still working.'

‘You'll be working—I can guarantee that.’
‘With you?'

'With Lucci. That's a two-year exclusive ownerstpy're talking
about. For anyone else to use you at the samewmuéd ruin the
whole idea.'

‘You're doing it.'

'For my own satisfaction at the moment. Naturallyplay you top
rate.’

She put out an impulsive hand to lightly cover hisdon't want
paying, Dominic. I'm only too glad there's some Wwawgn repay you
for all you've done for me.'

Her glance slid away from the flicker in his, cogpito rest on the
face of the woman at the next table who was lookmgr way.

Recognition was instant on Sharon's part, and magé revealed
itself in her expression, for the other's uncettagave way to swift
conviction,

'I've been wondering if it was you for the lastdén minutes,' she
said leaning closer to speak across Dominies skauMou look so



different, darling! How's Lee? | thought you two reestill in the
South of France. Lora said you'd gone down thema fswitzerland.'

'‘We got back last week.' Sharon kept her tone leitél difficulty. If
nothing else, she would have recognised the vd@&tenge how
distant the day of her wedding seemed now. She't\@sn the same
person who had listened to that conversation dowrnhe terrace.
‘This is Dominic Foster. I'm afraid | don't rememlgeur name.’

‘Joyce Gregory.' The smile held a dangerous qudhgywave of her
hand indicating her own escort who was looking iwicsly
uncomfortable. 'Peter Thornton— Sharon Brent, Pétee's wife.
You remember?' She cut through his mumbled repining back to
Dominic who had twisted round a little in his chaimpolite response
to the introductions. 'NaheDominic Foster? Yes, of course it is! Bui
how absolutely marvellous! I'm a great admirer otiywork, Mr
Foster. Imagine Sharon knowing you. You weren'tc®h before
you met Lee, were you, Sharon?'

‘No,' she said with control.

Dominic took a hand in proceedings, obviously sgein sense in
beating about the bush. 'Sharon has a great fahaad of her. She's
about to sign a contract that will put her straigii the top rank.’

'‘Really?' Joyce looked thoroughly taken aback ant a little
envious. 'Well, congratulations! How does Lee f®ut it? I'd have
thought he'd have been here helping you celebrate.’

'He's in Copenhagen,' Sharon said. 'He doesn't ebiw

'‘Oh dear,' came the wryly sympathetic responsallydielied by the
malicious gleam in her eyes. 'l can't really see liking the idea of a
working wife." Especially in this particular linef avork, her tone
implied. 'Still, | suppose he has to accefaiaaccompli.”



The arrival of their own first course successfdltgw her attention at
that point. Catching Dominic's eyes, Sharon gasmall shake of her
head in answer to the question plainly written ¢éhdro get up and
leave now would give the woman even more fuel far fire. She
would know soon enough about the break-up of trenBmarriage.
Until then let her make do with what gossip sheady had.

Neither she nor Dominic enjoyed the meal whenme&geven though
Joyce said no more. Dominic asked for the bill witie coffee, he
being the one to insist on leaving when the otiwerghowed no sign
of doing so.

'‘Going already?' asked their neighbour blithely wiieey got up.
'‘What a shame! | thought we might all have a dtogether to round
off the evening. Another time, perhaps. Regardse'

'‘Bitch," Dominic said softly when they were outsidghe blessedly
fresh air.

Sharon felt surprisingly unmoved—or numb; she wasme which.

'l don't suppose she can be blamed for thinkingvibiest. Here | am,
not a month married, and holding hands with anoth&n across an
intimate table for two. It would take a saint teekean open mind.’

'I'm not talking about that aspect There was justcall for the
innuendo.'

'l think she was more than interested in Lee hEr&#aron said on a
dull note. 'It put her nose out of joint when herneal me instead. She
should be highly delighted when the news filter®tigh. She may
even stand a chance of stepping into my shoes.’

‘Not if this husband of yours has any sense.' Danapened the car
door for her before adding, "You're still set caM@g him, then?"



‘There's no alternative,’ she said, sliding inte sleat. 'He wants it
too.'

'You mean he said he does. We all have moments whdash out
with things we don't mean.’

She shook her head. 'lt doesn't make any differddaminic. | can't
go on living with him. Not now.’

He closed the door and came round to get in bésdeswitching on
the engine and leaving it to tick over for a momasthe turned his
head to look at her.

‘Sharon, if you feel like that why go back at afl?u could move into
the flat tonight. I'll go out to the house in themming to collect your
things.'

Her smile was bleak. "You wouldn't know what tanlgrieven if Mrs
Reynolds would let you in the house. | don't wamgthing bought
with Lee's money. He thinks that's all | marriechior.'

'And it wasn't?"

'‘No. | was in love with him—about as far as he wal®ve with me.
That was the trouble, we didn't know one anothel emmugh for
trust to have developed. It was all surface.'

'It often happens.' He put the car into drive aggldm edging out from
the kerb. 'I'll take you back.'

It was almost eleven-thirty when they eventuallgateed the house.
Sharon forbore from asking Dominic to drop herhat bottom of the

drive. Why should she care if Mrs Reynolds sawdedrout of the

car? Come Friday there would be little doubt lefier mind as to the
situation.



'l can't ask you in," she said apologeticallyoh'tifeel | have the right
any more.'

Dominic made no immediate answer. He was lookinthathouse
outlined in bright moonlight, a wistful expressian his face.
'‘Beautiful proportions! Make a terrific setting far couple of the
Lucci shots. You don't suppose...'

'‘No,' she said with sharpness, 'l don't. Whenvddaere on Friday |
shan't be coming back—for any reason.'

‘Too bad.' He turned his head. 'When do you eximebt in town?
Time, | mean.’

‘Morning definitely. Lee said he would be goingagiht in to the
office, but he might just take it into his heacctome home first.'

‘You don't want me to come and fetch you?’
‘No, I'll get a taxi.'
'‘No chauffeur-driven Rolls?'

‘They went with Lee's father when he left Lee piefeo drive
himself.'

‘Can't blame him for that. | had to have a drivecemyself when |
was banned for a year. Nearly drove me round timel.b&®ominic

leaned over swiftly and kissed her hard on the g®re she could
move. 'That's to remember me by. | don't despamaking you want
more of the same some time.'

She watched the car vanish down the drive beforaggwith
reluctance indoors. Mrs Reynolds appeared fromdhepremises as
she mounted the stairs, looking up at her exprekssly.



‘Mr Brent phoned earlier. | told him you went tevia'

Sharon didn't turn her head, hand curved tightlgrawne polished
banister. 'Did he say he'd phone again?"

'‘No, he didn't' The other seemed to take a faiighren saying it
‘About nine-thirty it was.'

Late enough for a husband to expect any wife tsitheg safely at
home. Not that it made any difference. Nothing beld have had to
say would change things between them. It was over.



CHAPTER EIGHT

IT was round about noon on the Thursday when Shanailyf
decided she had had enough. What she was aframdocé than
anything else was a visit from Richard. There wasvay she was
going to be able to deceive him; be was too shir@yudige for that.

With the decision made it suddenly became eastee. clothes she
was taking with her were already sorted and onkdireg packing
into two suitcases. She left the others withoutetghey belonged to
a part of her life she wanted to put right behied h

It was Mrs Reynolds' day off, and the domestic help had left.

There was no one around to see the taxi she hadeatrdrrive, or her
bags being loaded into it. The letter for Lee g propped in a
prominent position on the desk in the library whiseecouldn't fail to

see it. If he did ring again tonight there wouldioeanswer at all. Mrs
Reynolds was visiting friends and would not be bhaekself before
eleven.

Treen's flat was on the first floor. Sharon offethd taxi driver a
lavish tip to carry her cases up for her, and dabe door on his
departure with a sense of shutting out the wortae foom facing her
was large and airy, with two tall windows curtainedunbleached
cotton letting in maximum light. The collection wbular steel and
glass furnishings left her cold, as did also thgonity of the modern
abstract paintings practically covering the whofeone wall. No
particular furnishing style, she judged, but rataezombination of
several. It was going to take some getting usedtér White Ladies.

The bedroom had a huge mural decorating one watllfHere was
plenty of storage space. It was still only a liifeer four when Sharon
finished her unpacking. She was going to needicegtsential items
of food to carry her through till the next day whsdre could work out
a proper list, she realised. Tomorrow also thers thia contract to



sign—and with luck an advance to collect. If sh@ndiget that she
had no idea what she was going to do. But Domiaut dssured her
he could arrange it, she reminded herself. He wdadlly have
offered her the use of his friend's flat had tHszen any doubt as to
her ability to pay for it. Everything was goinglie all right.

Everything? Depression swamped her suddenly. Holdco
everything be all right? She had left her husbafter ane short
month of marriage. No matter what came after, flaat would
always be with her.

The shopping didn't take long. Sharon stashed &anafew items in

the small kitchen, and without much interest detitbecook herself
an omelette for tea. She ate only half of it befoushing it away,

taking a second cup of coffee through to the liviegm to leaf

through Treen's extensive collection of records tapes. Her first

choice filled the place with sound yet oddly seertteemphasise the
loneliness. She switched hurriedly to a quietemiadying back on a
surprisingly comfortable if unconventionally shagednging chair

to listen with closed eyes and a growing heavinesde her.

She must have dozed at some point, coming awakeaw#rk to find
the tape finished and the remainder of her cofk@ened over in the
cup. The sound which had woken her came againeloand longer
this time, as if whoever was outside the door wadihg his or her
finger on the bell.

Dominic, she thought foggily, struggling to hertfdécould only be
Dominic. Perhaps he had brought the contract—aaat a copy of it
so that she had time to read it through properlpreesigning it
tomorrow.

It was only just beginning to penetrate the mi§seep that Dominic
didn't know she was here yet when she reacheditre and the sight
of Lee standing there with a finger still outsthetd to the bell came



as a shock. She looked at him as one might atst,ghcery vestige of
colour drained from her face.

He was dressed formally in a dark suit, which miadehint of five
o'clock shadow along his jawline even more incongsu The grey
eyes were like chips of ice.

'‘What the devil are you playing at?' he demandeshia

Sharon pulled herself together with an effort "doloétter come in,’
she said.

She stepped back as he did so, leaving him to thesdoor again. 'l
wasn't expecting you back until tomorrow," sheestadtupidly.

'‘We finished early, so | caught the afternoon plamekily | went to

the library more or less as soon as | got in,dstill be in the dark.'
He spoke on a clipped note which underlined thet pgnanger.
'‘Whose place is this?'

His name is Treen,' she told him. 'He's an artist."
'He?'

'It's all right, I'm quite alone. He moved to Sp&mm six months.'
Limbs unsteady, she indicated the nearest seah'tWmu sit down?’

‘This isn't a social occasion,' Lee retorted gritilyvant this letter
explaining. Who or what is Lucci?'

'It's a new line in cosmetics which is going toddke country by
storm.' Her chin lifted. 'With a little assistarfcem me."

‘You don't have any modelling experience. You cotildave walked
into a job like that in a couple of days!



'l didn't walk into it, | was drafted.' To Shardretwhole situation was
fast taking on an element of ludicrousness. 'Yoh&ard of Dominic

Foster, the photographer? Well, | met him thatrafien in St

Tropez. He offered me the job then, only | nevdiebed he'd follow

it through.'

'‘When did he?' The question was quiet, Lee's fadeenly wiped
clean of expression. 'Was he the reason you foaadsglf needing to
provoke a rift between us on Monday night?’

‘A rift?' Her voice quivered at the memory. 'Ddnyjtfinding excuses
for your own behaviour. There's no way you're ey@ng to justify
what you did!'

'I'm not looking for justification. All | want ishie truth. Were you
planning on leaving even then?'

'‘No,' she said. 'lt was Tuesday before Dominicacted me. Not that
it makes any real difference considering what yourgelf said about
obtaining a separation order when you got back.'

‘That was said off the top, and you knew it.'

‘No, | didn't know it!" Her voice had risen. 'Nesthdid you! You had
time to think while you were away, didn't you, LeéGu still want
that control, and you don't stand a chance if veabmup? Well, it's
too late, do you hear? It's just too late!"

'Is it?' he asked grimly, and reached for her.

At which point she stopped fighting him and begessikg him back,
Sharon wasn't wholly certain. All she did know whas melting of
anger into passion of another kind, the blotting @uall that had
gone before in the overwhelming emotion of the maem&he had
missed him so much; she hadn't kndvawmuch.



It was Lee himself who called a halt, holding herhim with his
cheek resting against her temple, the sound dfreiathing heavy in
her ear.

'‘We have to talk,' he said on a far from level n@tbkis only blurs the
main issue. Sharon, how do you feel about staegajn?'

She was silent for a long moment, hardly able toaat what she felt
about anything right then. 'From scratch?' shesibtrerself to ask at
length.

'‘No, that isn't possible. | mean start again frareti His hands were
warm at her back. 'lI've tried to convince myseHtthim better off
without you, but it doesn't work. | want you motean | need my
pride. Obviously you face the same difficulty. Wanc build
something out of that, surely." He held her aditiway from him,
searching her face with questioning eyes. 'Comé& béb me.'

Gazing back at him, Sharon felt her heart conttdethadn't tried to
pretend he loved her because it wouldn't be true~raore than it
would be entirely true for her to say it either—ytigere was reason
to hope that the feeling might develop given theetand opportunity.

'‘What about this contract with Lucci?' she askéaipg for a little of
the former while knowing full well she was going gay yes come
what may.

‘Do it if you want to.'
"You wouldn't mind?"'

The smile came wryly. 'ltisn't a case of mindihdon't have the right
to ask you to give it up.'

That admittance alone was worth a great deal, Shidnaught She
opened her mouth to reply and froze in surprigaesound of a key



being inserted in the outer lock, feeling Lee shfftoo. When
Dominic walked into the flat they were standingelik pair of figures
caught in suspended animation, heads turned tovaards

He was carrying a bunch of flowers wrapped in fitssi paper, and
still held the key dangling from the ring on hisnder. His

disconcertion on seeing them would have been cédmiuder other
circumstances.

'Sorry," he said. 'l didn't know there was anyoeeeh

'‘Obviously.' Lee's voice was low, the glance heeg&haron as he
abruptly released her smacking of bitter conter@main, didn't you
say?'

‘This isn't Treen.' She was shaken by the swiftoéske change in
him, voice taking on an edge. 'Don't jump to cosidas, Lee. | didn't
know Dominic had a key to the flat'

'‘No, she didn't,’ agreed the latter. 'l came rotmdmake sure
everything was okay for Sharon to move intomorratvich was the
original arrangement. That's all there is to it.'

'‘He doesn't believe you,' Sharon said flatly. 'Yeyist wasting your
breath, Dominic.'

‘You're both wasting your breath,' came the haattrdt won't be the
first time you've been cited as co-respondent,ityifoster?’

‘Now wait a minute!" Dominic himself was angry nd¥ou can't do
me much harm, but Sharon is another matter.'

'You mean it might ruin her new career before gregets started?’
He was at the door now, hand already easing back d@fe lock. He
didn't even look in Sharon's direction again. "bad!



Sharon drew in a deep shuddering breath as thedliosed behind
him. The whole episode had happened so fast; onatenthey had
been on the verge of a reconciliation, the nexhdugher apart than
before.

For a man of confidence, Dominic was looking siaglyl helpless.
'What can | say?' he asked. Td no idea there wamann the flat. |
was going to leave you the spare key along withflihvwers.' He
glanced at the latter wryly, and dropped them teibée. 'How about
if | go after him and try to make him see reason?’

‘No,' she said. 'lt wouldn't work.'

The question was a moment or two in coming, hisnedevel on her
face. 'Does it matter very much?’

Right at that moment nothing mattered. She felerlyttshorn of
emotion.

'‘No,' she said again. 'Would you like some coffew iyou're here?
I'm afraid | haven't anything stronger."'

By common if unspoken consent, they shelved thdeviabject for
the present and concentrated on other matters. mommad brought
along a copy of the contract Sharon was expectedign the
following day, and insisted on going through itiwiter.

‘They're looking on you as my discovery," he sdicanything goes

wrong I'm going to carry the can. There are coadgiattached to the
contract to safeguard their interests. | took ibgyself to accept them
provisionally on your behalf, but you'll need tadethem through

yourself before you sign.' His tone altered adittlThe one about
adverse publicity might cause some trouble if thagband of yours
does as he implied.'



'He won't." She said it with flat conviction. 'Tke& no way his father
IS going to let the family name be dragged throtighmud. If there's
going to be a divorce it will be a quiet, uncontelsbne.’

'‘For which you're going to have to wait two yedemminic shrugged
when she failed to respond. 'At least you're natgto run into any
problems with condition number three.’

Sharon looked at it, and still felt nothing. Thergolers were quite
right. getting herself pregnant during the coming tyears would
ruin the whole show. Well, as Dominic had saidytd&ln't need to
worry about that. They didn't need worry about bmg. She was
going to dedicate herself heart and soul to makirsgiccess of this
job.

The signing session proved less of an ordeal tharnad anticipated,
the advance offered more than enough to set hed atimest with
regard to living expenses for a few months.

'‘We expect a lot from you for it,' said Lucy Wellsth candour,
handing over the cheque. 'Make sure any privageslifiys private,
and we'll all be happy.'

'| feel a cheat," Sharon confessed to Dominic latérey don't even
know I'm married.’

‘They know. | told them you were an independentabgured her.
'‘Let's just hope you're right about your fathefaw‘s reactions.
You're so sure he can control his son to that ¢xterom what little |
saw of him, he didn't strike me as a man who'dsgesnybody but
himself.'

'It will pay him to in this case.' Her tone was dimoless. 'In fact, he
could finish up with everything he ever really wesht She changed
the subject. 'When do we start work?'



‘Tuesday,' he said. 'We'll get the location work @uthe way first.
They want authentic background detail, no mock-w@pe your
passport isn't due to run out or anything.'

She was startled. 'We're going abroad?’

'‘Morocco. One line of the Lucci range is specidtymulated for
hotter climates.' His mouth turned down at the earfbon't look so
concerned. We'll have friend Charles with us.’

It wasn't that particular aspect which was causiregconcern, but
Sharon refrained from saying so. It was too late tmstart backing
out. She was committed. If Lee wanted to get irclowith her it

would have to be either before she went or whengshdack. Not
that it would be a personal contact, she was ceitée would simply
Instruct a solicitor to set the wheels in motiohe®nly wished this
deadness would lift Any kind of feeling at all wareferable to none.

It was Richard Brent who did the contacting in &mel. Opening the
door to him on the Sunday afternoon was somehosurarise.

'l wasn't sure I'd find you in if | left it till is evening,' he said. "

Or alone if he had come this morning, Sharon swedhisind was
immediately ashamed of the uncharitable thoughth&id had
shown her nothing but kindness throughout theirtshoguaintance.

'Did Lee send you?' she asked, inviting him toa.se

‘You should know better than that. Lee wouldn'nthanybody for
interfering in his affairs.'

She said bluntly, 'Then why are you?'

'‘Because | refuse to sit by and let the two of y@ke a total mess of
your lives out of sheer muleheadedness! | managedet your



whereabouts out of him, but not the reason whylgéiu He paused,
the grey eyes, so like those of his son, searchergace. 'Sharon,
surely nothing you can find to quarrel about aftee month of
marriage calls for such drastic action?’

She lifted her shoulders. 'At the time it seemesl dhly course of
action.’

‘Another woman?' The words were clipped.

‘Not another woman,' she said. ‘A girl. The one tlemight | was
when he married me.'

'l don't understand.' Richard looked genuinely |exgd. 'What are
you talking about?'

'It would take too long to explain,' she sighed.
'l don't care how long it takes. Just tell me.'

Sharon gazed at him for a long moment, aware oh#esl growing
inside her. To let go and confide in someone whaduch a relief,
yet was Lee's father the right person?

'l won't act on it,' he assured her, sensing heitdteon. 'Whatever the
problem is it will be just between the two of us.’

Without coming to any conscious decision, she begaalk, feeling
the floodgates open as all the pent-up misery @ldbt month came
rushing out. She held little back, and made navgitevhatsoever to
mitigate her own behaviour, beginning to see thiclgarly for the
first time.

It was impossible to tell Richard's reactions frbis expression: the
ability to conceal emotion was another trait herstiavith his son.



When she finally trailed off into silence he madeaomment for a
moment or two, just sat there with that same coptative regard.

‘Say something,' she begged. 'What are you thiffking

'l was thinking," he said on a measured note, ‘tiegther of my
offspring have anything to be proud of in themsglerhaps you
can lay the blame for that at mine and Lorna's ddolerance and
understanding are taught by example.’

'I'm as much to blame as anyone,' Sharon clainheshould have
given Lee a chance.'

'Yes, you should, but few of us act the way we ghoumoments of
stress. You were hurt and you wanted to hurt bathat's
understandable.’

She said swiftly, 'The same would apply to Leed drew a wintry
smile.

‘You're defending him—that's a good sign. Not tregree with you.
Lee was well aware how unsure of yourself you wiiiee'd handled
the situation the right way he could have convinged. However,
that's by the way; it's here and now that we hauhink about.' He
paused. 'What do you feel about Lee now, SharornffoBest.’

'I'm not sure,’ she confessed. 'I'm honestly n.duon't think | ever
was. Perhaps | was telling a subconscious truthnwheaid I'd
married him for money.'

Richard shook his head. 'l don't believe that—asti@ot wholly. The
way you looked that very first day when | asked fgwu loved him,
that wasn't assumed. And you said, only a few remago that you
were ready to agree to go back to him when youtqgrapher friend
burst in on you.'



'‘Ready to try again,' she corrected.

‘All right, so try again. Let me take you out to Wé¢hLadies right
now. | know he's home, | telephoned him just befaming round
here.’

'He won't believe me,' she said tonelessly. 'Aldarminic, | mean.
Anyway, it's too late. | signed a two- year contrac

‘Contracts can be broken. I'll settle with thesediypeople if you'l
justdo as | ask.’

Sharon's jaw clenched. 'l 'm sorry, but | won'agd plead with him.
If he wants to see me, he knows where lam.’

'He already sank his pride the other night, acogrdo what you've
told me.' Richard's tone was gentle. '‘And you havadmit, he had
some cause for jumping to the wrong conclusionydfi showed
yourself willing to make the same effort | think'dhéelieve you.' He
gave a small sigh when she failed to respond. 'Ftathen. There's
nothing more | can do.’

Sharon watched him get to his feet, an aching diyme her throat.
‘Shall you be delegating control of the Compani.¢e?' she asked
because she couldn't help herself, 'or to his aGusi

His smile held irony. 'Don't let it worry you. Ydluteceive half of
whatever price the house fetches on the markegufse, but not for
some time. If you need money in the meantime ...

'l don't.' The ache had become a lump, hard ancklginyg. 'Neither
do I want anything out of White Ladies.'

‘You're entitled to fifty per cent—I had both yousmes put on the
deeds. Anyway, Lee won't want to live there on tnen. He'll
probably move back to the Gros- venor apartment.’



'If my name is on the deeds, he can't sell witmaytonsent,’ she said
fiercely. 'And | don't give it. You can tell himah’

'I'll tell him. What he does about it is his owraaf." The glance he
sent over her was harder. 'l don't think you kndwatwou do want,
Sharon, but you're going to have to decide. Thesylou're going to
be leading may seem very glamorous and excitindpemsurface, but
there'll be times when you'll find it just as baiand tiring and
downright frustrating as any other job. Two yeara iong time to be
tied.'

Not as long as a lifetime, Sharon reflected agdti@ closed behind
him. In two years she could be free of all tiesed~to start her fife
again. It was a goal to aim for.

That goal seemed to recede over the following weakiser than
grow any nearer. Travelling was little pleasureai®h found, when
the sole purpose was work. Rabat, Athens, Madt&yjrsg nowhere
longer than forty-eight hours, and seeing nothiegomd the hotel
and the spots Dominic chose for background; swetearder a hot
sun while the latter studied angle and light ancart&s hovered
anxiously in dread of a bead of perspiration rugnithe satin
perfection of his efforts.

Back in England, she learned to water-ski in thieeLRistrict, to ride
a horse; to hold a tennis raguet in a manner watitdast suggested a
degree of expertise. Of the three she preferreditimy, attaining
enough proficiency to accompany Dominic on an eautyning ride
the day they were due to return to London.

'You'll soon have all sorts of strings to your bowe said, watching
her dismount on their return to the stables. "Yloautd keep this one
up. You've all the makings of a good horsewoman.’



‘Trotting down Rotten Row on a Sunday morning?' idsponded
wryly as they made their way to the car. '‘Not qthie same, is it?'

‘There are plenty of good places within easy reHtmtroduce you
to my particular weekend haunt at the first oppatiu’

Sharon glanced at him. 'Are we going to be very tip when we get
back to town?"

'For a few days while | complete the studio wois.yThen you have
the TV commercial to do—another day —and after thatce long
rest before you're needed again.’

‘Doing what?'

‘Anything you like—within the limits of your contcl He paused,

fingers ready to turn on the ignition. 'lI've a jobcover in Edinburgh

as soon as I'm through with the Lucci stuff, betr#s nothing else so
urgent it can't be left till the end of the monittow about the two of

us taking a rest together? I'll even promise todemy cameras

behind.'

She kept her tone light. 'No strings attached?'

'Yes, there'll be strings attached. I'm not geated platonic
relationships.' The glance he gave her was purpbsg8haron, you
can't spend the next couple of years waiting foivarce to come
through. Neither can |, if it comes to that. Evéryou had your
freedom now | doubt if you'd be prepared to ledp marriage in a
hurry again.’

'‘No,' she agreed, 'l wouldn't.'

‘Then why not spend some time getting to know somewell
enough to be sure of your feelings—and his? If veeavstill together
after two years I'd say we stood a fair chancealing a go of it.’



She looked at him without expression. 'I'm not onel with you,
Dominic.'

'l know that It's a vastly overrated expressionveany

Getting along together is more important—outsidehaf physical
element, of course.'

'Oh, yes, we mustn't forget the physical element’

His shrug was good-humored. 'If it's a monk youwdfeer try a
monastery.' He turned the key. 'We're going to hawget a move on
if we're to make that train.'

There was no communication, personal or othentiea) Lee over
the next week or so. Dominic left for Edinburgh ttesy after Sharon
finished the TV filming, promising to be back byetHollowing
weekend. Deprived of the anodyne work had providée, found
time dragging by on leaden wings and her thoughtsrig more and
more to the man whose name she still bore. Thettgiap to pick up
the phone and dial White Ladies just to hear hisevbecame almost
unbearable at times. Only the probability that bwd be Mrs
Reynolds who got to it first kept her from givingto that particular
need. What would it gain her, in any case? Theuddcoe no going
back.

Nausea had hit her on three consecutive morninfygeoshe could
bring herself to acknowledge facts. Leaning wangaiast the
bathroom basin, she viewed her pale face with ge efl despair at
the prospect facing her. At the very outside, sticdcbe no more
than six weeks gone, so nothing was likely to sfavgome time yet,
but she could hardly go on concealing it indefigit&Vvhat would

happen to her job when the truth became obvious?

It was some moments before the longer-term prodpédter. She
was going to have a child: Lee's child. A new seasarept into her,



warm and soft. Ridiculously she put her fingerd #igainst her
stomach, trying to feel any minute difference. keehild. Dark-
haired like its father, blue-eyed like her: a prdittle girl, or a
handsome little boy? There were supposed to be twatgdling the
sex of a child before birth.

Realisation brought her down to earth again wijrk. Lee's child,

yes, but was he going to believe it? And even iflide what did they
do about it? It wasn't unknown for people to stayether purely for
the sake of any children, only that was surely wirenchildren were
already born—old enough to be aware of having teu@pts to start
with. There were plenty of one- parent familiesus these days.
Some women even chose to have a child without ga&ilhusband
first because that was the only aspect of martiaggwere interested
in.

Yes, but how did they live? Maintenance from thtaéa, if they were
fortunate enough; social security if they were tidtee had enough
conviction of parenthood to be willing to maintéme child, he would
certainly not be agreeable to doing so from a dsgaAnd he had to
be convinced, didn't he? The time element sawabHie had known
she was a virgin that first night he had made lmvier; he couldn't
fail to have known. He might even be prepared tdlmir differences
to one side in the light of this new developmend &ake her back.
Except that she didn't want to go back. Not on thating.

She was going round in circles, Sharon thought dye&@he wasn't
even completely certain she was pregnant at allSfe¢ would have
to see a doctor and get confirmation before shieestdriving herself
crazy worrying about the future.

Friday brought a totally unexpected visitor in #@pe of Lee's sister
Lora. Too stunned to be polite, Sharon could orithng in the
doorway and gaze at the beautifully dressed andnged figure of



her sister-in- law. The other girl looked back at boolly enough,yet
there was a hint of something less than certamtyer eyes.

'I'm here at Daddy's suggestion,' she said, andat herself a faint
smile. 'Or perhaps orders might be a better wagyutting it. May |
come in?'

‘Yes, of course.' Sharon opened the door wideingrio appear as
composed and wishing she had taken the troublehémge into
something a little more relaxing when she gotlits a good thing
you didn't come any earlier,’ she tagged on jerkilpnly just got
back myself a little while ago."'

'Yes, it seemed a good time. I'm on my way to nideston, so |
mustn't be long.' Lora's glance went round the robter nose
wrinkling. ‘Do you really like this sort of thing?"

‘No,' said Sharon. 'lt's somewhere to live.'

'‘A very expensive somewhere, | imagine, in thisaarkora's eyes
came back to Sharon's face and seemed sudderdyrawna little. 'l
hear you're doing some modelling. For Dominic Fgste less!

'He's doing the photographing, my contract is Witk cosmetics
company itself." There was a brief pause beforeasited levelly,
'‘Lora, why are you here?'

The laugh held a wry note. "'The moment of truthpagntly I'm the
direct cause of you and Lee breaking up the waydydul only hope
you don't imagine I'd have said what | did to Joyd&l known you
were in earshot.’

'l never thought about it," Sharon confessed. 'Aayvhat wasn't the
direct cause, only a contributory factor. | shoné&ver have married
Lee—you were right about that. | didn't fit in withe Brent family
ideals.'



'‘We're not a family—not a proper one. We never wehemmy's an

incurable snob, and according to Daddy I'm weltl@way to being
the same.' Lora pulled a face. 'He's right, of seut wanted Lee to
marry somebody out of our own circle, somebody d&l on a

wavelength with.'

'Like Joyce Gregory, for instance?'

‘Lord no! She'd have been my last choice. | supfizats why | took
such a delight in rubbing it in that she'd beenspdsover." She
paused. 'Mind if | sit down for a few minutes?"'

'I'm so sorry, please do,” Sharon said ruefullyan' get you
something to drink?'

'No alcohol, thanks. I'm off it at present | woutdsay no to tea.'
"'l make some. It won't take long.’

She prepared the tray like an automaton out ikitobeen, mind taken

over by the conversation of the last few minutest that anything

Lora had said made any appreciable differenceddcsiination. She
still had the same problem to face. The gynaecsi@iie had visited
this afternoon had confirmed her own diagnosis sughested she
see her doctor at the earliest convenience. Detb@tevidence of the
wedding ring she had donned again especially footitasion, it had
been obvious that he suspected her actual statesha&l found him
sympathetic and understanding in a way which mioa@ tmade up
for that assessment.

What she now had to decide was what to do aboulte#. hadn't
contacted her in almost a month. To phone him aallenra bald
announcement was out of the question. How did gtlatman you
were separated from that you were going to havelnid? It was
something she was going to have to think about,wamy carefully.



Meanwhile she would just have to live with the Qlimisery which
kept threatening to overtake her.

Lora was leafing through the portfolio of photodraominic had
left with her for idle perusal when she went bawk ithe living room.

'Hope you don't mind,' the other said. 'l couldedist taking a peep.
These really are superb! You look as if you'd béeing this kind of
work all your life.'

‘Thanks.' Sharon could not deny the pleasure inirigeghe words.
‘They're only copies, of course. The originalsvaité Lucci.'

'‘When is the campaign due to take off?'
'‘Next week.'
'So we'll be seeing these splashed across magamddsllboards.’

‘Not all of them. I'm not sure myself which theyslgosen yet." She
kept her tone level. 'There's also the TV commerSial, few of the
people you and Lee know are likely to recognisé me.

Lora ignored the innuendo. "That's true. You'vengea out of all
recognition.'" Her eyes came up to study Sharorce f&t closer
guarters as the latter brought across her teaxpeession in them
thoughtful. 'Not just outwardly either. Are you Webharon?'

'Of course.' The response was a mite too sharp.aBampted to
soften it. 'A bit tired, perhaps. It's harder wénkn you'd imagine.'

The pause was lengthy. Lora was the first to br#akwho's
responsible?' she asked. 'Lee, or Dominic Foster?'

Sharon's cup rattled sharply in its saucer as saehed out to put it
down. 'l think you'd better go!'



'‘Because | took too good a guess? If it is Leelsdsea right to know.'

Denials were useless; somehow Sharon acceptedstiaiooked at
her sister-in-law helplessly. 'How did you guess$?whs only
confirmed this afternoon.’

‘Call it feminine intuition—plus a little practicakperience. I've seen
that particular look you have before —namely thitoagmirror. It's
quite a feeling, isn't it? All that going on inside

‘You mean you're expecting a baby too?'

'‘Not by intention—at least, not originally by intem. One of those
percentage accidents. Once I'd got over the irstilck | found |
quite liked the idea after all. Jason, of coursehighly delighted.'
Lora gave a faint smile. 'In fact, | wouldn't ptipast him to have
indulged in a little sabotage. He always said ittne to have children
Is while you're young enough to enjoy them. | wias bne who
wanted to wait a few years.' The smile vanishedu"still haven't
answered the question.’

Sharon brought up her head. 'lt's Lee's.
‘Are you sure?'

'‘Quite sure. It couldn't be anyone else's. And ga believe that or
not, just as you lie!"

'‘Don't jump down my throat—I believe you.' Loraomé was mild.
'‘Whether Lee will is another matter.'

‘You're going to tell him?'

‘Weren't you?'



Sharon sighed. 'l suppose eventually I'd have soyd\l say, he has a
right to know.'

Lora studied her for a moment 'Would you go backito?'

She shook her head, chest tight. 'I'm not surellidcéNot just for that
reason. Even if he wanted it.'

'‘Bringing up a child on your own wouldn't be easy.'
' know.'

Something flickered in Lora's eyes. 'lt doesn't/éegou with many
alternatives.' She came to her feet, her tea btaslgd. 'l have to go,
I'm going to be late. Lee's in Germany and not baek till next
week. You realise I'm going to have to tell hinfiegt opportunity?’

'Yes.' Sharon rose too, acknowledging the lacknsfsén asking her
to leave things a little longer. The sooner Leevknine sooner she
would know his reaction. Until that moment theresuigtle point in
planning anything.



CHAPTER NINE

DomiNIc arrived back on the Saturday afternoon, taking ot only
to dump his gear at his own place before comingadda see Sharon.

‘All finished," he announced triumphantly, swingimgy up to press a
kiss on her lips the moment she opened the dbuora'free agent for
the next five days. Where would you like to go? Samere we can
watch your TV debut, of course. Can't miss tha#' $aw her face
clearly for the first time as he set her back on feet, his own
sobering suddenly. 'What happened?’

‘You'd better sit down,' said Sharon. 'l have sbimgtto tell you.'
Dominic made no effort to comply, eyes fixed on.lgo tell me.'
There was only one way to say it, and that wasiplaii'm pregnant.’

For a long moment Dominic failed to react in anyywiace quite
blank. When he did finally speak it was with cohtbdow long?'

'Six weeks.'

'l meant how long have you known.'
'For certain, only since yesterday.'
'‘And before that?'

'Only two or three days. I..." She stopped, flughalittle at the
meaningful lift of his eyebrow. 'All right, so | ebld have suspected
it earlier than this. Perhaps | had too much ormmmd.’

'Signing that contract should have jolted your mgmde said. "You
must have known the possibility existed.'



'It just never occurred to me.' Her voice was raggecan't explain
why. It simply didn't.'

'Or you deliberately ignored the risk in order ¢ézgre the job.’
‘No! | wouldn't have done that!

'It's what others are going to believe. It's tde laow to stop the sales
campaign and start over again. Everything is gedaoed. What
they're going to be stuck with is a change of imageid-stream if
you go ahead and have this baby.'

She stared at him, breath catching in her thrdghdat do you mean,
if I have it?'

‘There are other solutions. At six weeks there Ehmtube any
problem.’

Teeth clenched, she said, 'There's no way I'd datwou're
suggesting, Dominic, contract or no contract! Thayst have to find
someone else to take my place. | never could seeitvas so
important to use the same person all the way throug

‘Advertising psychology. Yours not to reason whye spread his
hands in a gesture of appeal. 'Sharon, you hasedasense. You'll
not only be ruining your whole career, you'll bedliang yourself for

life. | take it your husband doesn't know.'

'‘Not yet, but he will. His sister was here yestgrda
‘And you told her?'

'‘She guessed—she's pregnant herself. Apparentlysshged the
vibrations.' Her mouth felt stiff. 'l don't know &hlLee will want to
do about it. I don't know that he'll want to do #mgg about it outside



what the law demands. One thing | am sure of, thphg'd never ask
me to do what you just asked.’

'l was thinking of you as well as the Lucci jolg' protested swiftly.
'‘And what about us? What about the plans we made?"'

‘The plansyoumade. | never said I'd go along with them.'
'You encouraged me—made out you felt somethingries

She said quietly, 'l did feel something for you Doim | liked you
and | trusted you. I'm sorry if you're going todosut on the Lucci
contract because of me, but you're too big fooitrtake so much
difference.’

'l shan't lose out at all." His tone was cool. 'Mgponsibility only
extends as far as making sure you lived up to noynes on the
technical side, which | did. Your personal life wgeur own

responsibility. They're not going to like being detwn.’

'So let them sue me.'

"They might just do that." He moved back to therdaaning to give
her a final glance, mouth set on a line of redrétink you're being a
little fool, Sharon, but it's your funeral. If yamlnange your mind you
know where | am.’

Loneliness engulfed her the moment the door closdind him. Lee
wouldn't be back for several days and it was hdiklgly that Lora

would visit her again. What did she do with herseléll that time?
For a moment she considered contacting Mauredmeabffice, but

rejected the idea almost at once. There would bertany questions
to evade. She was on her own and she must stayéyatintil this

whole affair was settled one way or another.



The weekend dragged by. Sunday was fine and hatdfuli of the
need for fresh air and exercise, Sharon took aoht$o Hampstead
Heath and went for a long walk, finishing up wigatat a well
populated little cafe in Highgate Village. Everyaglee she had seen
that afternoon seemed to have been in family groups least pairs.
She felt like an outcast.

The thought of the life stirring inside her was baty comfort She
clung to it fiercely. Lora had pointed out how difflt it would be to
bring up a child on her own, but if Lee refusedatixnowledge his
responsibility, that was what she was going toSte would manage
somehow. As for the Lucci contract—well they couldiet blood out
of a stone. She would pay them back what she Hadué of the
advance and they'd have to whistle for the restarip case, she
merited some payment for the work she had alreatiynp

It was with reluctance that she finally retraced $teps homeward.
The sight of the silver Mercedes parked outsidebiln&ling jerked
her heart into her throat. No part of her was pregafor
confrontation without warning like this. She had aaticipated an
early return.

Lee was sitting in the car waiting for her. He got when he saw her
coming, eyes piercing through her.

'‘Where have you been?' he demanded without any &inplrior
greeting. 'I've been here two hours.’

'l went for a walk," she said, gathering hersedtther. 'l didn't expect
you today. Lora said you weren't due back from Garynuntil the
middle of the week.’

‘Lora contacted me this morning.' His tone wastle liess abrupt this
time. 'Apparently she spent all yesterday wornjiegself sick about
you.'



'She shouldn't have done that. She has hersdlirtio about.'

'‘Except that she isn't in the same position.' Hgedaway from the
car door. 'We'd better go inside. We can't dissassething like this
on a street corner.’

The flat had never looked less welcoming, but Lida'tieven spare a
glance around it. 'You'd better sit down,' he saidu look tired.'

'I'm not an invalid," Sharon protested mildly, ology 'l feel perfectly
fit.'

He didn't answer for a moment, just stood therditggpat her with
unreadable expression.

'Have you been to see anyone yet?' he asked dlhleng

'You mean a doctor?' She shook her head. 'Onlygyhaecologist
who confirmed it for me. He said to get in touchhwiny own G.P.,
but | don't have one at the moment. | was goinget® about it this
week.'

The following question was harsher. 'Does Fostemki
‘Yes.'
His lips thinned. 'l see.’

'‘No, you don't see,’ Sharon said fiercely, senkisgassumption. 'l
didn't tell him because he had a right to know.. ljust worked out
that way. Dominic isn't the father, Lee—you are.'

There was no change in his expression. 'How carbgao sure?'

She had been expecting it, but it still hurt. Hges were bright,
sparkling blue. 'Because you're the only man whes Bad me, to put



it in language you might understand! And if you devant to believe
that you'd better leave right now!

His gaze didn't waver. 'He had a key to this place.

'‘Which he left here, just as he told you he intehiedo. The whole
mix-up was my fault for moving in early.’

‘You should never have moved in at all. We couldehstraightened
things out if you hadn't been so eager to takedhained job!

'It didn't seem so at the time.' Sharon spreadh&eds, looking up at
the hard hewn features with appeal. 'Lee, what'siffe in going over
and over old ground? | left you because | thoughias what you
wanted. The Lucci job was just a small, part oflits over now
anyway.' She paused unhappily. 'At least, the gbl isigned a
contract which included a condition that | didrét ghyself pregnant
for two years. Dominic thinks they might sue."'

‘They can try, | doubt if they'd get very far. Theyght be due to
some compensation for non-completion. I'll put t@empany's
lawyers on to it." He was speaking levelly, withemtotion. "'When
does the actual campaign get off the ground?’

'‘Wednesday. It's too late to get it stopped, ift'shavhat you're
thinking.'

‘You're probably right. We'll just have to let ib.gGet your things
together, I'm taking you back to White Ladies.’

'Not like this,' said Sharon. She felt heartsick msolute. 'lIt's no
solution, Lee.'

‘You don't have any choice. That's my child yowaerying, and
you're coming home.'



She looked at him long and hard, trying to readntinied behind the
grey eyes. 'You're quite sure about it? | don'ttway half-truths.
You have to be absoluteture!

'I'm sure.' For the first time the hardness relaxdéittle. 'Lora almost
had me convinced on the phone this morning. Youargte an
Impression on her the other day. She regrets nahd¢paaken the
trouble to know you better before we were married.’

‘She wouldn't have found the same person, thougtldsshe.' It was
a statement, not a question. 'lI've changed coraitiesince then.'
Her smile was bleak. 'If only | hadn't...'

'Stop that,’ Lee cut in. 'We can't go back, sodkeno use in
wishing—you said it yourself not a few minutes aljove make it at
all, we make it from here. Come on, I'll help yack. I'll sort things
out here later.'

Sharon took the hand he held out to assist heettddet, feeling its
firmness and strength with a surge of emotion. Baeted badly to
feel his arms about her, but it was too soon fat.tfihey had a long
uphill climb ahead of them.

They were in the car and heading out of the cifptgeshe found the
courage to say what was on her mind.

'If this hadn't happened, would you have gone origg me?' she
asked softly without turning her head towards Hitis been such a
long time, Lee.'

'l honestly don't know,' he returned after a momirg been living
from day to day. Work is a great panacea.'

And other women? she wondered, but refrained francing the
guestion. If there had been anyone else while aldoben away from



him she had only herself to blame. 'You didn'trafieto start selling
the house?' she asked instead.

'‘Without your permission?' It was the first hint lmimour, he had
shown all evening, and encouraging. 'EventuallyhBsle had to do
something about it— about everything, | suppose.'

*You knew your father had been to see me.’

'He told me. He said you were no more capableasaeed behaviour
than | was.'" The smile came again faintly. ‘We'teng to find

ourselves watched with a gimlet eye for any sighsawother

break-up, especially in the circumstances.' He géubere, tone
changing. 'You know, | still can't quite take it'in

Sharon's heart jolted. "You said you believed me.'

'l do. | wasn't talking about that. It's the vampuight of it." His glance
slid sideways over her, as they came to a halbmestraffic lights.
‘Apart from the tiredness you don't look any didfet'

'It's only six weeks. It's too soon to be lookimy @ifferent.’

'‘Except to another woman. Lora had the impressmun wouldn't
have said a word if she hadn't guessed. Did tlchide me too?

Something in his voice drew her eyes to him. "Wdratyou trying to
say?'

The hesitation was brief. 'She thought you mightdrapted to do
something drastic, the way things were— that's slteyphoned me. |
took the first available flight.'

‘You must be tired yourself," she murmured, andvdaesharpened
glance.



'‘Don't avoid the question, Sharon. Did you consgiting rid of the
baby?'

'‘No,' she said, 'not for a single minute. If youlhia accepted it I'd
have managed somehow.’

'Did you think there was any doubt?'

'If you believed it wasn't yours, yes. | can't gea taking on another
man's child.’

He didn't attempt to deny the fact. 'You'd stilVedeen my wife. I'd
have made sure you got through.’

'‘Except that | wouldn't have accepted any help fyoon under those
circumstances.' She stirred restlessly in her 4e=#, you only have
to work out the dates. You know when it happenedelbas | do.'

He shook his head. 'I'm not doubting you. Not amgrenDad was
right when he said | was judging you by my own rhetandards.’

'Plus some fairly substantial evidence!"
'‘No excuse, but thanks anyway.'

They drove in silence for a distance after thad,dér filled with the
soft golden light of a magnificent sunset, the pagscenery still
unfamiliar to Sharon. She had lived too short a&etahWhite Ladies
to think of it yet as home, but looked forward &emg the lovely
house again. There was only one real cloud ondéees

She had said it before she was fully aware ofribention forming in
her mind. 'Do you think it might be possible to ge&t of Mrs
Reynolds? | can't stand the woman.'



'It's done,' Lee said without turning a hair. "Walha rather gritty
exchange a couple of weeks ago, and she gave inctiee on the
spot. | gave her six months' salary in lieu of c®&nd despatched hel
forthwith, as the saying goes. I've been leavirggdbmestic help to
organise themselves since, but | can't say it'«egbout so well.’

The relief was sweet. 'l can cope. I'll enjoy it.’

'‘Only until we find someone suitable. You're goilmghave other
things to think about.’

She laughed, a sudden shaft of happiness floodmogdgh her. 'How
do you think other women cope?'

'l don't much care,' he said. '"You're not doingTfamorrow you're
going to see lan Anderson, our family doctor, andken sure
everything is as it should be. All right?'

'Of course.' Sharon closed her eyes, ostensibipstghe glare from
the sun, aware that they still had a long way tdgfmre she could
safely give way to the emotions welling up insiée.th.ee could be so
wonderfully nice when he wanted to be. That questiithe end was
his way of stepping down a little, relinquishingatioccontrol. Not that
he would expect anything but compliance with whedtitbeen saying
regardless, she acknowledged with wry humour. Hes w@o
accustomed to organising.

The house was just as she remembered it, thedgstaf sunlight
catching the west windows. Inside was the sametibelapolished
floor stretching away to the staircase, but no @mto brighten the
panelling and lend an air of welcome. First job ¢oraw, Sharon
promised herself, and felt the same warm glowaktiowledge that
she would be here tomorrow.

Lee came in behind her carrying both her suitcadébring mine in
later," he said. 'These weigh a ton. Considerirgattmount of stuff



you left behind, I'm surprised you could find enbug fill both of
them.’

Sharon followed him up the stairs, eyes devoureglireadth of his
shoulders, the leanness of his hips, rememberingtfelt to run her
fingers down over the smooth muscularity of hiskoand wanting
him with a sudden desperate yearning.

'l bought some things overseas,' she said on gymatk because she
had to say something. 'A lot | won't need now,mirse.'

Lee waited until they were in the bedroom they Bhdred before
responding, dropping both suitcases to the flodrtaming to look at
her with veiled grey eyes. 'Are you going to mi8s i

She shook her head, conscious of the double bedid&im and
wishing he would swing her up and lay her on itygeethe past into
the present in the only way possible. The longiregenher voice
quiver a little. 'l shan't miss it at all. It watswhat | wanted.'

He was still for a long moment, then made an abmgtement, but it
was towards the door, not her. 'I'll fetch my olwmgs in and put the
car away,' he said. 'Get a good night's sleepsd¢# you in the
morning.'

Listening to the receding sound of his footstegsarén wondered
achingly if this was what was called poetic justicee had brought
her back home, had accepted his responsibilitieshb no longer
wanted her. He couldn't have made that plainer.t\Wina of future

was there for them now?

It was a question she was to ask herself many tiowes the
following days. Lee was kindness itself, but thdf gemained.
Doctor Anderson was a man about Richard Brent's agg coming
close to his own retirement date, as he admittéd elaviously mixed
feelings on the subject. He pronounced Sharonni@ugh in the



physical sense but prescribed a course of irortsibd build up her
vitality.

‘At three months you'll start feeling much more ngalf again,' he
told her. 'By then the hormones have made theinmdjustment and
settled down again. Until then try not to let trsngorry you too
much. You're a healthy young woman, there's nooreas all why
you shouldn't have a fine bouncing baby.' His @yeskled behind
their black-framed spectacles. 'And no reason htwaly you
shouldn't enjoy life to the full in the meantime.’

Sharon murmured some appropriate reply, hoping diddwnot see
fit to impart the same advice to Lee at any timiee Bensible thing
might have been to reveal the true cause of hkrdauitality to the
doctor, but he was top close to the family to om isk. She had to
see it through on her own.

Wednesday saw the initiation of the Lucci campaigtin national

coverage. Looking at the full-page spread in thgamme she had
delivered weekly, Sharon felt oddly detached, d@hafface looking
back at her belonged to someone else entirely. dhadever really
been as blissfully happy as the picture made heea@ What was it
Dominic had been saying to her to put that sparkleer eyes, that
warmth in her smile?

She watched Lee's face with some trepidation asiéwed the
advertisement, aware that he would have paid amytasked to Kkill
the campaign had it only been possible. It was sajide to tell what
he was really thinking when he handed the magazaok to her.
Certainly his smile nowhere reached his eyes.

'I'm not surprised they're so concerned about ¢pgou,’ was his own
comment.



The evening was worse because it caught themveljatinawares in
the middle of a play they had both wanted to wa8#eing herself
move across the screen was almost an embarras$Shantn wanted
to cover her face with her fingers and shut outsigat of that other
self looking so yearningly into the face of the mse back was to
the camera—odd, but she couldn't even remember dddoked
like now. She was glad when the telephone staiteging, before
Lee had time to say anything.

It was Lora. He listened to what she had to sayeex with her
unemotionally and held out the receiver to ShatBhe wants to
speak to you.'

She steeled herself for the touch of his fingersslas took the
instrument from him, unable to meet his eyes. #jalbra,' she said.

‘Just wanted to tell you how impressed Jason amd With your TV
debut,’ came the other voice lightly. 'We just dauy'

‘You'll probably be sick of seeing it before lon§haron returned
with equal lightness. 'At least there's only on¢hofe.'

'Oh well, we don't watch all that much televisidrhere was a pause
before the other girl added on a different notepwHare you,
Sharon?'She laughed, only too conscious that Ledistaning to her
end of the conversation. 'Oh, you know how it is.bke glad when
these first few weeks are over.’

'Hear, hear!" came the wry response. 'Mind youprlas being an
absolute angel about the whole thing— morning seknand all. |
only hope that brother of mine is making the saffe@te

'Oh, yes,' said Sharon, 'he is.’

'l am what?' asked Lee casually when she had pytitbne down and
returned to her seat.



‘Lora wanted to know if you were acting with undangling and
forbearance,' she said, trying to make a joke dftld her you were,
of course.'

'Of course.' His tone was dry. 'Which other wayldduact in the
circumstances? It's my fault you're die way you'are

And mine that you're the waypuare, she thought in pain. But at leas
her condition would change with time. Would his?

Richard turned up the following afternoon unannaahc

'l wanted to catch you before Lee came home,' Itk g@wing her
with an appraising eye. 'I'm glad you two are tbhgetgain, Sharon.’

‘And then there were three.' Her smile held iro¥igu're going to be
a grandfather twice over. How does it feel?'

'‘Good,' he said. 'I'm of an age where I'm readytfduorna isn't quite
so sure. She's trying to think of a suitable stldsti for
"grandmother” which doesn't suggest a white-haitddady."'

Sharon looked him in the eye. 'How did she take dree me getting
back together again?'

''d say on the whole she was relieved." He smdefittle, and
shrugged. 'Give her time, she'll mellow some d&g Was reared to a
strict code by parents who never caught up with tikentieth
century.’

'It doesn't matter,' said Sharon, and found it thastruth. Whether
Lee's mother eventually accepted her or not wastief moment.
Lee's was the only regard she either wanted oretktm make her

happy.



She got her father-in-law a drink before sayingdodily, 'Isn't it time
you made up your mind whether Lee is going to @aker control of
the Company from you or not?’

Richard looked startled for a moment, then he ladgdnd shook his
head. 'You don't believe in skirting round a subjgeay more, do
you?'

'It takes too much time,' she admitted. 'And ydulsiven't answered
the question.’

‘All right," he said, 'l stand corrected. The ansisges, Lee will take
control, if for no other reason than the way hes/ed himself these
last few weeks. When you left him | more than leatbected a return
to his former habits, but he didn't. He threw hilhseto work
instead.'

Sharon smiled. 'He said it was a great panacea.'

'It can be—of a kind.' He paused, his regard dif¥ctu brought him
up with a jerk, Sharon, made him take stock of kifnsle's a better
man for it. And he'd better make you happy from romA

Unfortunately happiness was not a commodity maderder, she
reflected wryly after he had gone. It had to bekedrat and for. She
had thrown away one chance at it, the next onewatgoing to come
as easy—if at all. Perhaps when the baby was hesewould find
themselves drawn closer again. The fact of pregnaself could be
a part of Lee's rejection of her.

So make him forget it, urged a hitherto unheardigeof her mind.
Stop wasting time in useless regrets arakehim want you again!
You have the weapons.

Fired by a sudden sense of new purpose, she tloak at the clock.
Lee had said he would be home around seven-thortight. That



gave her almost four hours, time enough for alnaogthing if she
put in enough effort.

She heard the car at twenty to eight as she putrtaktouch to the
supper table she had set for two in the music rbefare the opened
french windows. The evening was pure gold, warmfaagkant as a
summer evening should be, with a promise in thekevat sky of
more fine weather to come.

Lee paused in his progress across the hall whemagbeared, eyes
moving down the length of the soft amber velveniging gown and
back to linger on her subtly highlighted features.

'You look like the Lucci girl,' he said.

Sharon smiled, letting the warmth reach her eyeseadisas her lips.
'Only skin deep. | decided it was high time | tamkeaf out of her
book and dressed for the occasion.’

Dark brows lifted a fraction. 'Is it a special ohe?

| hope so, she thought. Oh, God, | hope so! Alduel said, "We've
been married two months, it seemed we ought to reakes gesture.
Dinner in fifteen minutes if you want to change.’

'Info--something more comfortable, you mean?' Tindeswas faint
and tinged with irony. '"You didn't have to go tastamount of
trouble, Sharon.’

'l wanted to." She refused to let the moment fatl fWe're eating in
the music room for a change. Don't be too long.'

She left him standing there and went back to thehkn, biting her
lip. If this didn't work there seemed little hopeamything working.



Could she bring herself to carry on the way they bhaen doing for
the last few days in that event?

Yes, she acknowledged in sudden conviction. Shieldmcause she
had to. Love surely didn't depend on Lee's alititynake love to her
in return. Supposing he were paralysed and co@ldituld she stop
loving him then? It was too simple an analogy ahd &new it
Emotional need was the real crux of the matter.

He came down in exactly fifteen minutes, wearingaghrobe and
nothing else.

'If we're going to relax,' he said, taking his gat the table, 'let's do it
wholesale." He caught her glance and held it, egowa full of
self-mockery. 'I'll play my part, if that's how yeant it.'

It wasn't, but there was little she could say. Baeé started this and
she was going to see it through- She served théandaate without
appetite, refusing to gain Dutch courage from tieewif she had to
seduce her own husband then that was what she \douldinything
to break down the barriers between them.

Coffee was like a last rite before the event Odélyough,
conversation had not been stilted up until them tie putting down
of his cup seemed to signal the end of that pdatickind of
effort—to Lee anyway. He stopped talking and jagtteere looking
at her. Waiting for the next move?

Sharon made it with her heart beating a slow taftgainst her rib
cage, sliding closer along the sofa to put a tergtdtand to his face.
She could feel the muscle in his cheek contracteséén her
fingers—almost flinching away—although his expreasididn't

alter. She had to force herself to carry on.

'‘Lee,’ she said pleadingly, 'kiss me.'



'‘Why?' he asked, and it was like a slap in the,fgk&ing her head
back with the same physical reaction.

'‘Because I'm asking you to,' she got out throughligis. '‘Because |

want you to.' She paused then, feeling her courag@ng out before

his total lack of response. She took what wasokit in both hands

and put her lips to his, moving them slowly andsserusly against
the unyielding surface as he had done with hdrarmpast, using every
art he had ever shown her to try and reach thevathm.

Control was taken from her with a suddenness sheé rmat

anticipated, his arms snapping around her baclkulioher roughly

against him, his mouth becoming the aggressosdbker, in its turn.
The weight of his body pressed her down into trehmns, his hand
finding the fastening at the front of her gown atding inside to
span the curve of her breast as if that was whéreonged.

‘You see?' he murmured ruefully with his lips safainst the hollow
of her throat. 'l can't stop at kissing you, Shatamant to take you.'

‘Then why haven't you?' she whisperédy,Lee?'

He lifted his head just enough to look at her, d@iag her face with a
slow dawning realisation. 'l didn't think you waahté,' he said. 'On
Sunday night when | brought you home, you startethibling the

moment we reached our room.’

'‘Not with fear.' The same tremor was in her voiogzn'Oh, Lee, |

wanted you so much to make love to me. | need&ddw you hadn't
just brought me back out of a sense of duty. Wimenwalked out on
me | wanted to die—I thought I'd lost you completelShe

touched-his face with a finger tip, tracing theosts line of his jaw

until she reached the point of his chin, then mguipwards to his
mouth. 'l love you,' she said softly. 'I'd love yibyou hadn't a penny
piece in the whole wide world. You've got to begdhat.’



'l do.' His own voice was thick. 'God help me, alhg do! We've
wasted so much time, Sharon. We had all this 1 with.'

'No, we didn't,’ she denied. 'Not the same. Webth lbone some
changing these last few weeks. The girl you manied a little fool.
She didn't have the sense to see further thamthefeher nose.'

‘And what was |?' he asked, and she smiled.
'You were all | merited. Only | couldn't take ieth'
‘But you can now?"'

'If it's offered. | can take anything knowing yavé me.' She paused
there, looking at him with questioning eyes. '"Yau don't you?'

It was his turn to smile. 'Haven't | said so?'

'‘Not in so many words, no. You never really did.’

'‘Perhaps because | expect you to be able to rdddzioned across
me."' He kissed her with tenderness. 'l love yoay&i So much that
it goes beyond words.'

‘Then show me,' she whispered.

And he did.



