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He had to protect her from himself!

Life was complicated enough for William Quentin hatt his
ex-wife turning up on his doorstep. He'd been cadzyut Francesca,
and the agony of her betrayal still haunted himll Wiew he should
heed his grandmother's warnings, but he couldnit &rancesca
away, especially as she was in fear for her life.

Always so in control of her emotions, Francesca®xpected
vulnerability threatened to topple all of Will'ssistance to her. But
what chance was there for them when she had h&sytle
demonstrated that her independence meant more thdre bearing
his children?



CHAPTER ONE

HE sToobat the long mullioned windows of the library, waitty die
desultory stream of visitors making their way tossathe exit He
couldn't hear what they were saying, of coursetlit reluctance to
leave seemed evident enough. And, after all, tih@egeand grounds
of Lingard Abbey were fast becoming one of the npagtular tourist
attractions in Yorkshire, the steady influx of caste visitors
provided slowly enabling him to restore the surdings of the old
house to their former glory.

At least he could now pay the gardeners a livingeyde thought
wryly, raising one narrow hand to rest it agaihst$carred frame. At
this time of the year, particularly, the terraced water gardens were
a riot of colour; even the lake, glittering in daeys of the lowering
sun, reflected the colours of the trees and shthdissurrounded it.

Of course, it would take more than the income fienmunspecified
number of tourists to make any serious assault hen House.
Dampness, crumbling stonework, and the tendenshtigk like a
banshee when the wind invaded the cracks in thedwork, had
made parts of the Abbey virtually uninhabitable.igiihwas why he
was considering his grandmother's suggestion thagjdt married
again. A wealthy wife, who wouldn't demand too muatm him
beyond his title, and the only way he could hopeetain his home.

He scowled, and turned away from the window. It \@eshaic, he
thought irritably. Imagine marrying someone in thisy and age
simply to restore the family fortunes. It was afiry well for his
grandmother to declare that it had been an accepaetice when she
was young. It was nearly the start of the new millam, for God's
sake! If he did marry again, it ought to be to sonehe cared about,
at least.



Yet... His scowl deepened. Marrying someone he daadd about
hadn't worked before, so why should he assume utdwyork now?
He'd been crazy about Francesca, and she'd wdll@deahim. Was
he really in the market to make that same mistgkeen&

The answer was a resounding. Even the thought of embarking on
another disastrous relationship caused a bitternaing in his gut.
Perhaps his grandmother was right; perhaps it wterio be the one
who was loved rattier than the other way about.dHeved
Francesca, and suffered all the pains of hell whesas over...

A tentative tap on the heavy panels of the dootedahis morbid
introspection. 'Come in," he called brusquely, payen the worn rug
that lay before the impressive hearth, and momlatgs the angular
figure of Watkins, the elderly butler, appearedha aperture.

'‘Good evening, my lord," Watkins greeted him pblitdJm—Mrs
Harvey was wondering if you'd be in to supper.gkplained, with a
diffident air. 'And O'Brien asked me to inform ydlat a pair of
electric shears are missing. He left them in thet kyarden, but they
were not there when he went to fetch them.'

His employer's lips thinned. 'What the hell was @B thinking of,
leaving the shears unattended in the first pldscelemanded, and
then stifled any further comment at the troubledkl@on Watkins'
face. 'Oh, nevermind,' he muttered. 'I'll spea®'®rien myself in the
morning. And, no, | won't be in for supper. I'm idip with Lady
Rosemary at Mulberry Court.'

‘Yes, my lord." Watkins glanced hopefully about hiGan | get you a
drink before | leave?'

‘That won't be necessary.! The younger man managegvil
rejoinder. "Thank you, Watkins. | shan't be needamything else
tonight.'



'‘No, my lord." Watkins backed somewhat unevenlyaws the door,
and, alone again, he reflected that the old malyreaght to be
retired. He had to be seventy, if he was a day haldwvorked for the
family since he was a boy. But without his job Iz Abbey it was
difficult to think how Watkins would survive.

A huge mahogany desk occupied a central positioth@ywindows,

and, flinging himself into the worn leather chaghind it, he stared
somewhat broodingly into space. Here he was, Wllidenry Robert

Gervaise Quentin, 9th Earl of Lingard, drelcouldn't even afford to
give his staff a decent pension.

An hour later, bathed and shaved, and with hisléog dark hair
brushed smoothly behind his ears, he drove thet sthetance
between Lingard Abbey and his grandmother's couhtmgne at
Mulberry Court. He was trying hard to feel moreiopstic, but the
thought of the evening ahead was putting a defisitain on his
temper. It was all very well to acknowledge hisitations in the
comparative anonymity of the Abbey, and quite aeotb consider
the alternative with his grandmother's matchmakingrospect.

Mulberry Court glowed in the amber light of the suar evening. An
attractive manor house, with its origins datingniréhe sixteenth
century, the house and its extensive grounds had eetailed upon
his aunt's eldest son. Unfortunately, his cousiw&d had died of
leukaemia when he was in his teens, and in congegube entail
was now endowed upon a distant relative of hisgeaadfather.

It had always been a source of great disappointmentady
Rosemary that her favourite grandchild was notinia to inherit the
estate. The monies devolved from the propertiestlaadike would
have enabled him to restore the Abbey without lgainresort to a
form of legal prostitution, and the old lady dideeything in her
power to make his life less fraught.



Except when it came to marriage, and the provisfdhe next Earl of
Lingard, he reflected wryly as he parked his estateo the right of
the front door. In Lady Rosemary's opinion, nothicguld
compensate for the lack of a wife and family, ahd was hopeful
that with the right woman he could achieve bothsandbne.

A housemaid opened the door at his approach, arguéssed his
grandmother had been watching for him. She andghests were
enjoying pre-supper drinks in the orangery, andolrasant scent of
citrus was in the air.

‘Will'" His grandmother came to meet him as he ddhlin the
doorway, reaching up to brush dry, papery lips sxrbis newly
shaved cheek. 'My dear,"' she said approvingly,a$ Wweginning to
wonder if you were coming. Emma and her parentsvaaging
eagerly to meet you.'

He could feel his features tightening into a patitask, and he made
an effort to relax again. 'Hello, Rosie," he teaseitly. '‘Don't waste
any time, will you? Are you afraid | might do a baf I'm not
hooked?'

Lady Rosemary's smile weakened. 'l do hope yowuireggo behave
yourself, Will,' she countered severely, speakmgn undertone, so
that the four other people dotted about the glassmed verandah
were unable to hear. 'Emma is not at all like Fesoa Goddard, and |
won't have you behaving as if she is.’

He sighed. 'What's that supposed to mean?' He gpaésel by the
way, Francesca still calls herself Francesca Quénti

‘She would.' The old lady almost snorted the waidsu know why,
of course: she finds it useful. I'm surprised shenft attempted to
retain the title, as well.'



She was scathing, and Will knew a moment's resdtthis was so.
He wondered if his parents had they still beenealwould have
regarded Francesca's behaviour with less censut¢h®y'd died in a
freak boating accident when he was barely a teenagd from then
on his grandmother had been his guardian.

And from the beginning her attitude towards Franadsad always
been vaguely hostile. He knew the old lady had neeally
considered Francesca good enough for him, andyicase she had
had another, more socially and financially suitat@edidate in mind.
Unfortunately, he had been thinking with his head not his head in
those days. He'd been crazy about Francesca; lagtkavher; he'd
wanted to marry her; and as far as he was concéhatdad been
that.

'‘Anyway, come along,' declared Lady Rosemary nawkihg her

arm through his and turning to face her guestge'lHe is, everyone.
This is my grandson, William Quentin. Will, allowento introduce
Sir George and Lady Merritt, and their youngestgtiéer, Emma.’

Will had met people like the Merritts before. Sied@ge was a
self-made man, a latter-day baronet, whose lifeggeeowed more to
the worthy causes he supported than to any paatiayality he
possessed. He was several inches shorter thanwithl the rotund
belly of a serious drinker, while his wife was thm the point of
emaciation, and obviously subscribed to the makiat bne couldn't
be too thin or too rich.

Their daughter, he saw thankfully, was somethirsp.eOf all the
young women his grandmother had produced for hepdation,
Emma Merritt was by far the most attractive to d&em—without
her mother's angularity—with straight silvery bleruair that curved
almost confidingly under her jawline, and wide blkes, she was
quite startlingly good-looking, and he was impresse



He caught his grandmother's eye on him at that mgraed he could
almost see what the old lady was thinking. Lady dReary would

take great pleasure in seeing her grandson maagain, and
introducing Emma as the new Countess of Lingardldvaestore her
faith in her own beliefs. She wanted to see hirtlesbtshe wanted to
know he had a family. Will guessed she was alreahgidering how
she could sponsor the children their union woutstipce.

Children?

Will's lips twisted with sudden cynicism, and Siedge Merritt
regarded him with a certain amount of dismay.dtpgeat pleasure to
meet you, my lord!" he exclaimed hastily, and \8itLggled to regain
his equanimity before disclaiming the older maalsf of address.

'‘Quentin will do, Sir George,’ he amended smootlelgrning a
relieved smile for his trouble. 'Or Lingard, if ypuefer. | seldom use
my title among friends.'

Lady Merritt preened at the compliment, even as mio¢ested his
magnanimity. '‘But you should," she said coyly. Udjo we are
flattered to be here." And Will wondered with urimid irony
whether she was protecting his interests or hegluau's.

'‘My grandson has always been a law unto himselt,'ip Lady
Rosemary swiftly, perhaps aware of Will's respoi&aen he was at
college, he called himself Will Quentin, and no okmew his
background.' She exchanged a speaking look withagiamn. 'l keep
reminding him he has responsibilities he can'tigrio

‘To do with his rank, you mean,' Lady Merritt agtepodding. 'But,
of course, we all have oparticularcrosses to bear. Take George, fc
Instance: you can't imagine how often his servar@scalled upon.
There's always some charity dinner or benefit i alifing. He's
become quite a popular after-dinner speaker.'



'l don't think that's what Lady Rosemary was tajkabout'," Emma
interposed then, with a knowing smile. 'Perhaps—h&he refrained
from using either of the alternatives '—would ratheople accepted
him for himself,' she ventured, in an attractivietgathy tone. 'I'd hate
it if 1 thought my Mends only cultivated me becauswas your
daughter, Daddy.'

Will had to smile at her audacity. In a couple eht®nces, she had
defused all their arguments, without causing arignafe to anyone.
She was obviously not as dumb as her appearanchkt maye
suggested, and he felt a little more optimistic wbihe evening
ahead.

'‘Oh—well—' Sir George was the first to answer Héyou put it like
that, my dear, | suppose | have to see your péietput an approving
hand on her shoulder. 'Aren't | a lucky man—er—haimty A
daughter with brains as well as beauty.’

‘An unusual combination," murmured Will drily, thghuafter meeting
Emma's artful gaze they weren't quite the sentimdi@d have
chosen. Nevertheless, she was amusing, and farinteresting than
some of the vapid debutante types he had had towtban the past.

The housemaid who had admitted him now reappeaaaging a
tray of cocktails, but Will managed to avoid acoegptone of his
grandmother's concoctions. Instead, he sidled tuvéine table and
helped himself to a measure of vintage Scotch,esumg his fellow
guests over the rim of his glass.

He saw now that Archie Rossiter, one of his grarttiers elderly
admirers, was dozing in a cane chair beside theemgractus. Archie
had been Lady Rosemary's doctor until he retireduple of years
ago, and he could always be relied upon to evemtimbers, if
required. He was a pleasant old man, if inclineldg@ little forgetful
these days. There was a whisky glass beside his td@ and Will



guessed he'd been imbibing long before anyoneaeised. His lips
twitched. Good old Archie! They might have had tltkiferences at
times, but he felt a certain amount of affectiontfe old man.

'‘Are we that boring?'

The voice came from close at hand, and he redirsedvhile he had
been studying Archie Rossiter Emma had left heeqtartalking to
his grandmother, and come to join him.

'‘Boring?' he echoed, aware of her meaning but gikimself time to
think. 'Why should you think that, Miss Merritt? @ Bvening's hardly
begun.'

'Oh, | know that." She regarded the cocktail she talding for a
moment, and then tilted her head to give him thiebenefit of her
wide-eyed gaze. 'And my name's Emma, not Miss Meffhat
sounds almost as dull as you probably think we are.

Will arched one dark brow. "You don't know whalink.'

'‘Don't I?' Clearly, she thought she did. 'You pitadpalidn't want to
join us for dinner, did you?'

‘Why should you think that?'

It wasn't a denial, and he could tell from her esgsron that she knew
it. '‘Because Daddy was so insistent that he neaded days in the
country. You can never get him out of the officeawhve're at home.'

Will endeavoured to follow her conversation. ‘Antese is that?' he
asked politely. 'Home, | mean? You're not from #msa, | gather.’

‘Hardly," said Emma flatly. '‘Or we wouldn't be sty at Mulberry
Court. No, actually, we live in Cambridge. My fatheas business
interests there.'



'Does he?'

Will forbore to ask what those business interesggtrbe. He seemed
to recall his grandmother mentioning something &baicrochip
technology, and the uses to which it could be punobile phones
and fax machines. According to Lady Rosemary—aiml whas the
important thing so far as she was concerned—Sirrgeeavas
incredibly wealthy, and eager to acquire for Ms rygest daughter
the kind of pedigree money couldn't buy.

‘Lady Rosemary told us you studied at Cambridgarma continued,
and he wondered exactly how much she knew of thelyralliance
to which her father aspired. 'Unfortunately, | wastever enough to
go to university,' she added. 'So Daddy sent naeftoishing school
in Switzerland instead.’

Will's mouth flattened. 'l can't believe you coutdhave found a
place at university if you'd really wanted to,' feenarked drily, and
was rewarded by a mischievous glance out of theecasf her eye.

‘Well, who wants to spend hours studying stuffy lmbdks when one
could be out riding or swimming or watching pols®e declared
smugly. 'lt was so much more fun in Lausanne. Youldn't believe
the things we got up to.’

Will thought he probably could, but he didn't coomhend presently
she began to talk about the history of Mulberry €and how much
she enjoyed exploring old buildings. After what 'dh&aid about the
stuffiness of books and study, Will doubted she &yl real interest
in the subject—not in an objective way, at leastt Be knew what
was expected of him, and politely suggested shétrhige to visit the

Abbey while she was here, and he knew from theusidgsm of her
acceptance that he was right.



By the time Mrs Baxter, his grandmother's housekeepame to
announce that supper was ready, he felt he knewally all there
was to know about Emma'’s life up to that pointkidew the schools
she'd attended, the subjects she'd enjoyed madthantentative
plans for the future. The fact that she was kedaltan love and get
married, and subsequently have a large family, besh relayed to
him in that attractively breathy tone, and he dedldew men would
remain immune to such appealing candour.

Somewhat to his relief, he found Archie Rossitehmleft at supper.
The heavy table, which had once occupied a cepgsition in the
dining hall, was now used as a sideboard, ancatbie they ate from
was of a much more manageable size. Acting on riaisdgnother's
Instructions, he was sure, Mrs Baxter had placed M¥side Emma
Merritt, thus enabling Lady Rosemary to have Sio@e and his
daughter on either hand.

It was obvious the old lady intended to keep askse on the young
woman she was hoping might become her grandsoffes lut it
suited Will's purposes very well. He could parryy aawkward
guestions by talking to the old man, and with Ladegrritt sitting
opposite this was no small advantage.

And yet he wasn't totally opposed to being scraéidiin his turn, and
whenever his grandmother caught his eye he turt@drant smile in
her direction. He had invited Emma to Lingard; heuld see how
things developed from there. He was making no ionuet promises
he couldn't keep.

He ate sparingly, finding the cook's reliance omligaand rich
Mediterranean sauces hard to stomach. But Luisaltabsn, and
didn't take kindly to being criticised, and his gglanother was afraid
to offend her in case she left. It wasn't easy kepstaff in
Yorkshire, when the lure of London and higher wagess so
attractive. But Luisa had family in the neighbowtpand the fact



that Lady Rosemary spent the early part of the yeakondon
anyway enabled her to enjoy the best of both worlds

Besides, as his grandmother was known to arguet was wrong
with pasta and tomatoes? They were both good, wbole
ingredients, and far better for you than stodgy jgied puddings. He
looked down at his plate, his lips tightening, as remembered
sharing a joke with Francesca about Luisa's tempengal nature.
His ex-wife had expressed the view that if Luisaduced pasta pies
and puddings Lady Rosemary wouldn't say a wordnatyénem.

'l understand you spent some time on our hometdgyri Lady
Merritt interrupted him now, and for a moment Wikin't know what
she meant. ‘At Cambridge,' she added pointedlysiiW#hat where
you took your degree?'

Will drew a breath. 'Oh—Cambridge,’ he said pojitéYes. That's
right But it's some years ago now. I've almost étien my college
days.'

‘Not that long ago,' inserted Lady Rosemary, prgwhe was not
above eavesdropping herself if she felt it was adetiyou're only

thirty-four, Will. You talk as if it was the dim andistant past.' She
paused, and then added with rather more aspéan imagine there
are aspects of that time that are rather—disagleéalgou. But don't

dismiss your education.' She glanced around taudleclthe whole

table in her next words. 'lt's so important, dgali think?'

"‘Well—'

Lady Merritt was less positive on this subject, &mdma took the
opportunity to explain why. ‘I'm afraid I've beenuitg a
disappointment in that department, Lady Rosemdrgive to admit, |
couldn't wait to leave school.'



'‘But she had extremely good marks while she wagthébegan her
mother, only to be overridden again in her turn.

'l was talking about my grandson,’ said Lady Rosgnmaanaging to
modify her comments without giving offence. She tbesd a
brilliant smile on Emma, and then continued, 'l Vdo't want another
bluestocking for a granddaughter-in-law, my dealid®e me, one
was quite enough.’

She had gone too far. Will knew she had sensednisrake long
before she encountered her grandson's cool grey. 3éhich was
why she hurried on to another topic, asking Sir iGeowhat he
thought of the local golf club where he had playedound that
afternoon.

'‘Was your wife very clever?' enquired Emma artiesshd, although
her questions had amused him before, now he felersse of
impatience.

‘Not particularly," he answered shortly, takingugg in his glass of
wine. Though the truth was that Francesca had hbeiner
clever—too clever for her own good, he thoughtebigt refilling his
glass.

'l hear your man's had some success with his fashsiis year,'
Archie Rossiter remarked amiably, jolting Will aoft his darkening
mood, and he turned gratefully towards the old man.

'I'm pleased to hear he's had some success witbtsmm,' he said
forcefully. 'He lost a pair of electric shears tafernoon. He's always
leaving his tools lying about, and then expressungrise when they
disappear.’

Archie chuckled. 'He's getting old, Will. We all ear Your
grandmother included, only she'd never admit it.'



'Is that her excuse?' queried Will wryly, and Aechpulled a
sympathetic face.

'‘Probably. Though, as | said, she'd be the lasaycso.'

‘To say what?' demanded Lady Rosemary, overhetamg, but then
subsided again when she met her grandson's eyeswéll,’ she
muttered, pressing her palms together and survdyengther guests
with determined brightness. 'Shall we adjourn ® dinawing room
for coffee?'

Will made his escape soon after nine-thirty.

His taste for conspiracy had palled somewhat, dhduwuegh he had
agreed to pick Emma and her parents up the follpwmorning and
bring them back to the Abbey for lunch he was ntben ready to
relinquish their company tonight.

It was still light as he drove back to the Abbay] ghe scents of wild
blossom and newly mown hay were a balm to hisesstspirit. He
was tempted to call at the pub in Lingard villagel &njoy a pint of
beer with the landlord, but the knowledge that loeil have to drive
back to the Abbey afterwards deterred him. He'daaly drunk more
than enough this evening, and with the prospecplaying host

tomorrow ahead of him he decided he would be advise be

temperate.

The outline of the Abbey was visible long before&ached the park
gates. Its grey stone walls were clearly silhodettgainst the amber
sky, and he knew a momentary sense of pride tatrcestors had
lived here for more than two hundred years. Thackdttually been a
monastery on the site for much longer than that,tiat had been
destroyed during the dissolution that had takenepla the sixteenth
century. The present building owed its originshie é€arly part of the
seventeenth century, with successive occupantsigakiditions and



alterations to its ivy-hung facade. Although it was no means a
luxurious residence, certain comforts such as akfieating had

made the old place infinitely more habitable. Ituebbe a shame, he
thought ruefully, if it was allowed to deterioraeen more. He owed
it to himself, and to Lingard, to do everythinghis power to prevent
that from happening.

He frowned when he saw the small sports car pavketie gravelled
sweep in front of the house. He wasn't expecting\asitors, and
none of the servants owned such a vehicle. It wasiple that it was
some relative of theirs who was visiting, but halda't imagine
Watkins allowing anyone to park in front of the lding.

He certainly wasn't in the mood to be sociable vattyone, and,
jamming on the brakes, he brought the Range Rovaralt beside
the offending car. Whoever it was had better haydoady good
excuse, he thought aggressively, vaulting out sfsgiat. Slamming
the door, he strode towards the house. The forea@san't a car park,
after all.

The heavy door opened to his hand, proving thakivathad not yet
got around to locking up. Inside, the stone floihe vestibule threw
up a chill after the warmth of the air outside, batscarcely noticed
the difference as he pressed on into the vaultkd ha

Here, worn Persian rugs helped to mitigate thd dhélt emanated
from the thick walls. The walls themselves were dhunth fading

tapestries, which offered little in the way of wainnor comfort, but
they were familiar, and Will was loath to part wiihem. He had
already sold everything of any real value in his$ to keep the old
place going, and the threadbare hangings weretegrai part of his
heritage.

He had halted in the doorway to the small familylqa, and was
scowling at the fact that in his absence someodedian the liberty



of lighting a fire in the grate, when he heard Wagk wheezing
breath behind him.

'‘Oh, my lord!" he exclaimed, and it was obviousirbis expression
that he knew what to expect. 'You're back!

'It would appear so,' remarked Will, with forced-aality. 'Do you
mind telling me what the hell is going on?'

Watkins patted his chest with his gnarled fistjfdsy doing so he
could relieve the congestion that had gatherecetteerd offered his
employer an appealing look. 'You've—er—you've geisitor, my

lord," he said hoarsely. 'She—she arrived just gfte'd left.'

'She?"

For the life of him, Will couldn't think of any fese who might turn
up on his doorstep unannounced, but before Watiangd marshal
his explanations a disturbingly familiar voice imtgted them.
'Hello, Will," he heard with unbelieving ears. dged you wouldn't
mind if | made myself at home.'



CHAPTER TWO
Francesca!

Will turned with stunned eyes to see his ex-wifessing the hall
towards him. Rocking back on his heels, he statdtenaas if he'd
never seen her before, and certainly she lookedrdifferent from
the woman he remembered.

Gone were the jeans and casual clothes she'd rggwiarn, and in
their place was an elegant navy business suit gndhieeled pumps.
Her long, slender legs—one of the first things thed attracted him
to her, he remembered unwillingly—were encasedossgmer-thin
navy tights, and her hair, which she'd always whtmose, was
confined in a tight knot at the back of her hea€lr féatures, thinner
than he remembered, surely, were thrown into shapf by the
severity of her hairstyle, but if the intention Hagen to maximise the
austerity of her appearance she had not succe@aethe contrary,
she looked quite wildly beautiful, a sensuous, sahsvoman
wrapped up in a sombre shell.

‘That—that's what | was trying to tell you, my IgrdVatkins
mumbled, watching his employer's reaction with angi eyes.
'‘Miss—Mrs—um—your wife arrived earlier this eveninidnope you
don't mind: | had Mrs Harvey prepare the guestesuntthe west
wing.'

Will was tempted to remind the old man that Franaesasn't his
wife any more, but it was obvious from his fumblifogm of address
that he hadn't forgotten. 'It's Mrs Quentin,' hie.sAnd then, arching
a brow at Francesca he asked, 'That is still how §ke to be
addressed?"It will do,' she agreed, with a tightgof her lips. 'How
are you, Will? | must say, you look well.’



‘Thank you." Will didn't return the compliment, evéthe awareness
of her sophisticated appearance hung between thémaw almost

tangible air. ‘Do you want to tell me what you'reird) here,

Francesca? | don't remember issuing an invitadod, I'm afraid it's

not particularly convenient right now.'

The muscles in her cheeks contracted, almostreshfd hit her, and
Will knew an unwarranted sense of guilt at the siflammit, he
thought, she ought not to have come here. He didm®ther anything.
If she was short of money, she'd certainly coma¢onrong place.

'If you'll excuse me, my lord.' Watkins was of thld school, where it
was never polite to be rude to a lady. Particuladia lady who had
once lived at Lingard Abbey, who had shared evepeat of his
employer's life, his ambitions, his bed...

'‘Mrs—er—NMrs Harvey has prepared some sandwichedprdy he
added swiftly, gesturing into the room behind Willhere's some
tea—um—Mrs Quentin preferred it to coffee. Shdiktch another
cup?'

‘That won't be necessary,' said Will shortly, aw#rat he was
behaving unnecessarily boorishly, but unable tamghing about it.
For God's sake, he thought, he'd got Emma anddren{s coming
for lunch tomorrow. Imagine having to tell themttha was playing
host to his ex-wife.

‘Then if that's all, my lord.

'Of course, of course." Will strove for normalityda avoiding looking
at Francesca, he gave Watkins a constrained siie.get along to
bed," he dismissed the old man pleasantly. 'Oh—gandaps you'd
inform Mrs Harvey there'll be three guests for lubamorrow.’

Watkins' eyes darted to Francesca in some perplékitreeguests,
my lord?"



'‘Excluding Mrs Quentin,' said Will flatly. ‘Goodrig Watkins. [I'll
make sure the doors are locked.'

Watkins nodded, offered Francesca a somewhat awkiaaewell,
and ambled off towards the leather- studded daairghve access to
the kitchen and servants' quarters. He walked glawtl Will had to
stifle his impatience, but once the heavy door $adng to behind
him he allowed Francesca the full weight of hisfration. 'What the
hell do you think you're doing?' he snapped. 'THiey is not a
private hotel. You can't just turn up here whersutts you. You
walked out, Francesca. Lingard is no longer youmé0

'l know that' Francesca crossed her arms at hest\wad wrapped
diem about herself, almost as if she was cold |&leed beyond him,
into the lamplit room, where the fire was glowirmisvitingly. 'Can't

we sit down, at least?'

Will glanced over his shoulder. As Watkins had silds Harvey had
prepared a tray of tea and sandwiches, and it veseptly waiting on
the carved chest beside the sofa. It had appareedy placed there
while Francesca was—where? Being shown to her ré&ettiing in?
His jaw hardened. It irritated him that she shdwdgle come here. She
had no rights where he, or this house, was conderne

But something, some latent spark of humanity, gesharevented
him from asking her to leave at once. One nighthbeght, but in the
morning she was out of here. He had no desire mewetheir
acquaintance, whatever she might think.

Nevertheless, he stepped aside to allow her to #meparlour, and
she brushed past him with evident relief. If hertiakinown better,
he'd have said she was on the edge of hysteria-Bncesca didn't
have nerves; she was always in control of her emsti



He hesitated before joining her. It was obviousvas going to have
to speak to her at some time, but he objected wogb®rced to

accommodate her tonight. Yet if he left it untéttmorning who knew
how soon he would get rid of her? And with the M&srexpecting

him at eleven he didn't have a lot of time to spare

So, despite his unwillingness, he pushed his hemoshe pockets of
his jacket and followed her into the room. But leélzerately left the
door open. He had nothing to hide, and if shetdidhs just hard luck.

Francesca had seated herself on the sofa, at theeamest the fire,
and Will was surprised. Although it was a warm nightside, the
parlour was cool, but as she was wearing a suivti@dn't have
expected her to be cold. Yet it seemed as if stz EBrery line of her
hunched form pointed to it. And, although she helperself to a cup
of tea, she made no attempt to touch the sandwiches

The parlour was not a large room by the Abbeysdsteds, and the
heat from the grate caused Will to loosen the calfahis shirt and
pull the knot of his tie an inch or two away. Heulbhave taken off
his jacket, but he didn't want her to get the irspi@n that he was
comfortable with the situation, so he remained wher was, behind
the sofa opposite, with the width of the heartiwleein them.

'‘Aren't you going to sit down?' she asked, glancipgat him, her

elbows resting on her silk-clad knees, the teacagled between her
palms. Her drawn features mirrored the anxiety Wad evident in

her eyes, and although he chided himself for fgedimy sympathy for
her he came around the sofa and straddled its baered arm.

'‘Okay," he said coolly. 'I'm sitting down. So, wigthis all about? |
should warn you, Francesca, I'm not in the moopglay games. If
you've got something to say, then for God's sakemgevith it.'



Her nostrils flared at his insensitivity, and oragain Will felt a

reluctant sense of compassion. It seemed thatewdahad brought
her back to the Abbey she was either too ashamedteor
apprehensive of his reaction—to tell him, and she lwoking for his
support, not his sarcasm.

'l drove up from London this evening,' she ventueedl twin creases
bracketed his mouth.

‘Yes, | gathered that,' he said, wondering what Was leading to. 'l
assume that is your car parked on the forecourt.’

‘Well, it's a friend's car, actually,' she offeradg his mouth flattened
as he wondered which particular friend that waslelViae assumed,
Francesca had always had plenty of men Mends. Thinege were a
couple of girls she had shared rooms with at cell@gom she'd used
to keep in touch with. 'l thought it was less liké&b be noticed,' she
added. 'He—er—he knows my registration, you see.'

Will's brows drew together. 'Who are we talking abbaow?' he
asked tersely. 'This—friend?"

'‘What friend? Oh—you mean the car!" Francesca dipee tea. 'No,
that belongs to Clare—one of the women | work With.

Will tried not to get impatient. 'What's wrong witbur own car? Has
it broken down?' His eyes narrowed. 'If that's wthat is about—'

‘As if!' Francesca stared at him disgustedly. 'Do fonestly think I'd
have come to you if all | wanted to do was changecar?'

'l don't know, do 1?' Will's eyes hardened. 'Peshtiqe problem is |
can't imagine anything that | might be willing to dor you,' he
retorted sharply. 'And if some man is giving yoiefyrthink again!'



The china teacup clattered into its saucer, antssgddorown liquid
dotted the white cloth. For a moment, he thougl stust have
burned her mouth, but then he realised she was@gryuge,
shuddering sobs were shaking her thin shouldedsshe'd wrapped
her arms about her knees and was rocking backaatid fike a child
in pain,

Will stared at her, aghast. In all the years he kra@vn her, he had
never known Francesca to cry—not like this, attleesen when

they'd split up, she had maintained a mask of fiedihce when she
was with him, and if her eyelids had sometimes émbguffy he'd put

it down to lack of sleep.

But this—this was different. Whatever was wronghwiter it was
something she obviously couldn't handle herselé fhlought that she
might have discovered she had some terminal dissased a shaft
of pain inside him.

But something had to be done now. He had to sayetong, do
something, to bring her out of this paroxysm okfjriShe'd regret
giving in and letting him see her this way, once slas over it, he
thought cynically. But he didn't think it was ant.aPlaying for
sympathy wasn't Francesca's style.

Or it hadn't been. He scowled. Dammit, it was ntben five years
since he'd seen her, and anything could have hagperher in that
time. But he didn't think she could have changed gersonality.
She'd lost weight, sure, but she didn't strike Bsrhaving lost her
self-respect.

'Fran,' he said persuasively, the name he had dather sliding

automatically off his tongue. 'Hey," he added, $jpsead fingers
curling impotently over his thighs, 'it can't batlserious. Come on.
Lighten up. I didn't mean what | said.’



'‘Didn't you?'

Her head had been buried in her hands, but nowirtgars parted to
reveal drowned amber eyes. She still shook", liatthing sobs had
eased somewhat, and he wondered if he was in darigeeing
treated as a fool all over again.

'‘Perhaps not,' he muttered, in two minds as to toodeal with this,
and she fumbled in the purse at her feet for adise dry her face.
'‘Fran—Francesca—what is going on? Are you goingltane?' He
balled one fist inside the other. 'l gather thebfgm is some man.’

She nodded then, scrubbing at her eyes with teedias Will felt a
rekindling of his anger. Dammit, he thought, what she think he
was? Some kind of agony husband? £r-husband, hedead&arshly.
Any problems she had, she should deal with herself.

'It's not what you think," she said at last, whée sad herself in
control again, and Will arched a sceptical brow.

'No?' he queried flatly. And then he said, 'Yowdenitted it's a man,
haven't you? How many distinctions are there?'

'‘Quite a lot, actually,' she answered quickly, ggime tissue to blow
her nose. 'l didn't say it was a man I've been lirat with." She
shivered. 'As a matter of fact, we've never eveti me

'‘What?' Will hooked his leg over the arm and shvd onto the sofa
proper. 'What are you saying? That some man i€pegtyou?' He
felt a disproportionate sense of anger. 'For pigke, Fran, why
haven't you reported him to the police?'

'l have.' She drew a trembling breath. 'There'singtthey can do.’



'‘Don't be ridiculous! Of course there's somethimgytcan do. They
can arrest the man. If he's giving you a hard titmat's all the proof
they need.’

'‘No, it's not." Francesca's shoulders droopedn{Bepestered by
someone doesn't constitute a felony. In any cdss, don't know
who he is.'

"You haven't told them?"

'l don't know who it is,' she retorted huskily. ‘HeHe's too clever to
let them catch him in the act.’

Will stared at her. 'In the act of what?' His stemaightened. 'Has he
touched you?'

‘Not yet,' answered Francesca in an uneven tonetald you, we've
never met But—I think he's tried to break into mat'f Her
abhorrence was apparent. ‘'That's when | knew tingdt away.'

Will sank back against the squashy upholstery diisbwaning with
a growing sense of outrage. It couldn't be true,tdid himself.
Francesca was lying; she had to be. It was inceabk that her life
was in any kind of danger.

Swallowing the bile that had gathered at die bafckie throat, he
regarded her steadily. 'Perhaps you ought to lhaw long this has
been going on,' he suggested, propping one bootdbeside the
tray, and she nodded.

‘Yes." She moistened her lips. 'Well—about six hent suppose,
altogether. To begin with, | didn't know what wasrg on.'

Will breathed deeply. 'Six months!" he said. 'Suy®



'‘Well, according to the police, a stalker can tgkars before he
approaches his victim. To begin with, he gets ldkskfrom watching
them without them knowing what's going on.’

Will blew back the hair from his forehead. Despitmself, he was
responding to the frankness of her tone. If she liag, she was
making a bloody good job of it. And if she wasn'tHis lips
tightened. Frustration didn't even begin to covaw e felt.

'‘Go on,' he said, not trusting himself to make amystructive
comment, and, resting her arms along her thighes,skinedded the
tissue she was holding as she continued.

‘At first—at first | thought | was imagining it. Asou probably know,
I'm still working for Teniko, and just recently—Win the last year,
that is—my hours have been changed. Sometimesttliater in the
morning, but | don't get home until later in theeewng.'

Why?"

She flushed. 'Because—because I've been promotedl. T&niko
have moved their head office to California, whiclkans we often
have satellite conferences in the evening.'

'In the evening?' Will knew it wasn't importantdame was perfectly
aware why the meetings would be so late. But hdetba little time
to come to terms with this, and talking about ndrthengs, like her
working hours, enabled him to get some perspective.

'It's morning in San Francisco,' Francesca expthiaaswering him
anyway. 'We're presently involved in developing saraw computer
software, and as the virtual reality market is sy\xaompetitive field

our meetings are always confidential.'

'l don't want to hear about your job," said Wilbaty, and he was
annoyed to hear the irritation in his voice. Hendisgvant her to think



he cared a damn what she was doing with her lifeabthe same
time he didn't want her to think he was bitter eitiHe wiped his
expression clean of any emotion before asking gyeéAre you
saying you're alone when you leave the building?'

Francesca nodded. 'Sometimes. At least, there eae few other
commuters about. The rush hour's over, you seet pMeEsple have
already left their offices. And—and it's much easie follow

someone if they're not tied up in a crowd.’

'‘Easier for you to see them, too,"” Will commentedf at all
convinced by that argument.

'Only if they want to be seen,’ said Francescastaning her lips. 'l
don't always see him, but | know that he's there.'

'l see." Will watched the way she pulled out anottiesue and
proceeded to shred it, also. 'So—this man, whobeeis, follows
you.' He made an impatient sound. 'You're sayiegptblice can't do
anything about that?'

Francesca sniffed. 'I'm not sure they even belmge
'‘Why not?'

'‘Because they've never seen him.' She swalloweds \Hry clever,
Will. Sometimes—sometimes | used to think | wasnganad.'

Will breathed deeply. He wanted to dismiss whatwsae saying. He

wanted to tell her he didn't believe her eithed &ave her to deal
with her own life. But he couldn't. Truth to tdle strongest urge he
had was to vault across the carved chest, withratg of tea and

sandwiches, and go and comfort her. To pull herhm arms and tell

her not to worry; he would handle it.



Instead, he scooped up a couple of the smokedratandwiches
Mrs Harvey had prepared for Francesca's supperaenthem. He
was suddenly fiendishly hungry. Probably becau&tdegen so little
at Mulberry Court. He refused to countenance ahgrogéxplanation
for his hunger, despite the connotations. He wats eating to
compensate for any other need.

'It's true,’ she said, evidently deciding that tlaiskling of the food

signalled a certain scepticism on his part 'l akvigow when he's
following me. It's a funny feeling—a kind of sixdense a woman
has. Only—' she scrubbed at her cheeks again 'e‘thaothing

remotely funny about it.'

‘And that's all he does? Follow you?'
'He did.’
'Has anyone else seen him?"'

'Only my landlady.' She hesitated. 'She was infld&teone evening,
when | saw him standing outside the building. Hs waaring one of
those black hoods at the time. | couldn't seedus. f

'So how did you know it was him?"

'‘Because | recognised the way he was dressed.y&texl at him
frantically. 'He always wears a hooded jacket Ohthase brushed
cotton jackets, | think it is, that people wear jfmgging.’

'‘Perhaps he is a jogger?'

The look she gave him was bleak. 'He follows mell.M¥ion't you
understand? He enjoys frightening me. I've takeoskbmut of the
library to try and understand what he gets out.df's the element of
uncertainty— of fear—that gives him the most pleasu



Will hesitated. 'The night you saw him—outside yapartment, you
said—didn't you call the police then?’

‘What would have been the use? There's no lavws#lyata man can't
stand in the street. I've even started using myacawork, instead of
getting the bus. But he always knows where to fimed'

Will knew an almost uncontrollable sense of furyaa anger that
simmered in his gut. He didn't want to be, but beld feel himself
being drawn into this. He might not want her aswife any longer,
but he was damned if he was going to let her bédiéel to death by
some pervert.

'‘Eventually—eventually, | started getting phonds;athe went on,
her voice growing thinner. "You know the sort ahti—starting off
with heavy breathing and progressing from thereébought an
answering machine, in the hope that that would Biop but it didn't
When | came home some evenings, there were mayfoe d@zen of
his messages waiting on the tape.'

Will swore. 'The police must have taken notice @f yhen.'

'Oh, yes. They did. They advised me to change nylbau.' Her lips
qguivered. 'Then it started all over again.’

Will blinked. 'He got your new number? How? Godmust be
someone you know!'

'No." She trembled. 'l think he must have got itite apartment.
There's no other way we could think of to explaowhthat had
happened.’

Will stiffened. 'We?"

‘Yes, we.' Francesca tried to compose herself. 'Raalley. He's a
friend. He works at Teniko, too.'



Will nodded, aware that his reaction to the faett tthe had a man
friend wasn't exactly dispassionate. Yet why shatiishe have an
admirer? he asked himself. He hadn't exactly livedlife of a monk
since she'd left.

'‘We are just friends,' Francesca asserted nowWihdvondered if
his expression had given him away.

'Hey, that's your affair,’ he said lightly, managio sound almost
indifferent. 'I'm glad you've got some support. fTialps a lot'

'‘No, it doesn't." She gazed at him with tear-wetsernd he despised
himself for thinking that she still looked goodspite of her distress.
‘Tom's offered to move in, but | don't want him\fde don't have that
kind of a relationship and | don't want him to tiet wrong idea.’

Will looked down at his spread hands, aware thist Was getting
harder by the minute. For God's sake, he thoudhy,vad she come
to him? If she imagined he might offer to move ithvher, she was
wrong.

‘The calls,' he said quickly, desperate to disthaoself from sensual
images of what it had been like when he and Frayacksad lived
together. 'Couldn't they be traced?'

'‘Oh, sure.' Francesca moved her hand. 'They wed ritam call
boxes all over the city. There was never any patterthem. He's
much too clever to get caught out like that?

'And the voice isn't familiar?'
She shuddered. 'No."

'‘And when you decided he'd been in your apartmeHe. paused. 'l
assume you changed all the locks?'



'Yes.'.

There was an exhausted note to her voice now)aoking at her, he
realised how tired she must be. If she'd done s dayrk and then
driven up here, she must be absolutely worn oushdeild let her get
some sleep before continuing this inquisition. Amedl..

‘You say you didn't want to stay in the apartmdrd,persisted. 'Yet
you obviously stayed there after you thought heakén in.' He bit

his lip. 'What happened tonight that so upset ydun®w | sound as if
I'm playing devil's advocate, but | just want taknwhy you felt you

had to get away.'

Francesca expelled a trembling breath. "When hgate from work

tonight, | found the bathroom window had been bnok8he fought
for control. 'That was bad enough, but then—therpthone rang, just
as | was examining the damage. It was him. Thekestal She

shuddered. 'He said—he said he was watching me.dsked him if

he'd broken my window and he said that | shouldother to get it

mended because he'd be back.’



CHAPTER THREE
FRANCEScAhad never slept in one of the Ablseguest suites.

Even before she and Will were married, when she dtaged for
several weeks at Lingard, she'd always slept witi-hin his suite,
in his bed. Of course, when their relationship badome intolerable,
Will had moved into one of the other suites himsBlfit she had
always occupied the principal apartments, and & wdd to find
herself in unfamiliar surroundings now.

Not that they were unwelcome surroundings, she @aeladged
wearily, sinking down onto the side of the canoged. At least here
she didn't constantly feel the urge to look overdi®ulder, and she
could go to sleep without being afraid of eitheropé calls or
unwanted intruders.

She shivered.

It had been crazy to come here, though. In all bgnehe still didn't
know why she'd come to Will. Except that when sHeuhd die
window broken, and then taken that awful call, dlpanicked. It was
as if she'd reached a kind of breaking point hérsed if the
knowledge thate could even see her in her own flat was the Ig
straw. Until then, she'd regarded her apartment asanctuary.
Despite the fear that he might have broken ingdt&d no proof. But
suddenly she'd lost any sense of security. Shetddwhe'd ever feel
the same about the place again.

When she'd first left Will, she'd been forced t@lin a bed-sitter, and
after the clean air and space she had found #lhey, the room, in

a hostel off Edgware Road, had seemed dark and pfokg'd come

after her then, if he'd shown even the slightest that he still cared
for her, she'd have gone back to him, willinglye®have swallowed
her pride and returned to Yorkshire without a sel®hesitation.



But, of course, he hadn't. Will had his pride, tbfer lips twisted.
God, he'd been full of it. Still was, if she wasket enough to admit
it. He might have sympathised with her dilemmagbnhibut he didn't
really want her here.

Perhaps she should have accepted Clare's invitatistay with her.
She lived just a few streets away from Francesbamse In
Harmsworth Gardens, and at least that would hagabled her to go
to work tomorrow. As it was, she would have to khifi a convincing
excuse for her boss at Teniko. He hadn't been cpéatly
sympathetic when she'd told him of her problemsitsef

Still, tomorrow was Friday, and with a bit of lucke'd be feeling
more herself by Monday morning. She knew she haee'h thinking
too clearly when she'd begged Clare for the loahesfMazda just
hours ago. All she'd felt was an overpowering rteeget away from
London, and she'd come to Will because he was soensioe could
trust.

And that was an irony, too, she mused bitterly, esinering how
little he'd trusted her when she'd walked out Whyg Bhe come to
him, when he'd always been so willing to think Waast of her? Why
had she sought his protection before that of angdses?

Maybe if she'd had close family of her own it wodldve been

different, she reflected. But, like Will, she'd idsoth her parents
before she was old enough to leave school. Sheloeem as young as
Will when he'd lost his parents, but she'd hadamy fgrandmother to

come to her rescue. Just her mother's elderly an’d considered

caring for her orphaned niece a duty, but not aqulee.

Francesca drew a heavy breath and pushed hersdifoop the
mattress. The temptation was just to sit there famdl sorry for
herself, but she ought to try and get some sledph®d said to relax,



that they would talk again in die morning. But ipite of being
bone-tired her mind wouldn't let her rest...’

She caught sight of her reflection in the minorefhiopped a skirted
dressing table and, moving nearer, she examinetehtires with a
critical stare. Her eyes were puffy, and she snmexbthe veined skin
below them with unsteady fingers. She looked otdan Will this
evening, she thought disconsolately. He'd alwagsl &g say his two
years' seniority could have been ten.

The bag Watkins had brought up earlier was restimga padded
ottoman, and, unzipping the top, she pulled outtiet bag and the
nightshirt she wore to sleep in. Apart from thessms, jeans,
underwear and a couple of shirts comprised her evia@rdrobe.
There was little point in hanging them up. They dotlt take up an
eighth of the space in the enormous clothes closet.

The adjoining bathroom was equally huge. Francegshed and
cleaned her teeth at the large porcelain handnaamising herself
that she would use the claw- footed bath in thenmgr when she
didn't feel so deathly weak. Her face looked pale drawn, and she
impatiently pulled the pins out of her hair so thdell in crinkled
disorder about her shoulders. At least it softehed profile, she
thought, contenting herself with just threading tegers through its
thickness tonight.

She was sliding between the crisp linen sheetseobtass bed when
there was a knock at her door. In spite of hersék, automatically
started, her stomach churning and her heart thugripgavily in her

chest But then the realisation of where she wakttaexpectation of
who it might be, reassured her. It was probably Masvey, to see if
she had everything she needed.

'‘C-come in,' she called, annoyed to hear the trember voice even
so, but she forgot her irritation when Will steppetb the room.



'l thought you might like a drink,' he said flathnd her eyes darted to
the mug in his hand. 'I'm sorry if | frightened ydiis just hot milk. It
might help you to sleep.’

‘Thanks.' Francesca shuffled into a comfortabletiposagainst the
pillows, making sure the sheet was securely cogednigr chest She
took the mug. 'This is very kind of you. | canitnember the last time
| had hot milk.'

Will arched a speculative brow. 'Don't you likée it?

'l didn't say that." She took a sip of the steantiegerage and then
licked a smear of whiteness from her lip. 'l jugtant it's a long time
since—since I've been offered any.' She'd nearty Sace anyone
had looked after her. She looked up at him, somewatviwardly.

'I'm sorry I'm being such a nuisance. |—didn't knekere else to go.'

'It's no problem," he assured her evenly, andestdoack towards the
door. 'I'll see you in the morning. Just tell Mrarkey if you'd like
your breakfast in bed.’

'l shan't—' she began, but the door had alreadyedibehind his lean
form, and she was left to take what comfort shdccbom the milk.
But at least it showed he had some compassioneigrshe thought
wryly. In his position, would she have been so usi@dading with her
ex?

If it was Will, probably, she decided ruefully, tag another
mouthful of die hot milk. In spite of everythingathhad happened,
she still found him disturbingly attractive. Phyallg, at least, she
amended swiftly. Which wasn't the same as how gb#'efore.

All the same...

She sniffed and drank some more, gasping as themnyngulp of
liquid burnt the back of her throat. Dammit, sheught, her eyes



watering, he was just a man, wasn't he? And aéieekperiences of
die past few months she ought to have more sense.

She slept at once. As soon as her head toucheulllinvg, she was
dead to the world, and it wasn't until she sawighhpushing its way
between the cracks in the curtains that she poddéee possibility
that Will had put something more than just hot nmikher mug the
night before.

Whatever, she awakened feeling relaxed, and vasihg optimistic.
She almost managed to convince herself that nottondd be quite
as bad as she'd imagined, although once again, sdmeone tapped
for admittance, her nerves tightened uncontrollablyd it was an
effort to speak.

This time it was Mrs Harvey, with a tray of mornitep, and she
regarded her erstwhile mistress with surprising gassion.
Francesca would have expected the housekeepesedntiger being
here; she had no doubt Will's grandmother wouldlyLRosemary
had never wanted Will to marry her, and finding here now she
would be bound to think the worst.

But Mrs Harvey took the sight of her employer's e#fe in her

stride. Even though Francesca was fresh out odtibever—she had
eschewed the delights of the bath in favour of a&edper

alternative—with one of the fluffy white towels kex hurriedly

beneath her arms, she showed no bias. 'His lordstkpd me to
enquire if you'd care to take breakfast in die nmgnroom,' she
announced, setting the tray on one of the squadsid® cabinets
before straightening to face her. 'Might | say, yook much more
yourself this morning, madam. We were all quite cgned about
you last night.’



Francesca wondered what Will had told them. Sha‘doften how
much a part of the family the servants at the Abbegsidered
themselves, and although Mrs Harvey was in herfities she was
still one of the younger members of the staff. Thoeitble was, most
of Will's employees had been at the Abbey sinceredfie was born,
and it was difficult maintaining any kind of detacént with people
who had once dandled you on their knee.

'Oh—I'm fine," she assured Mrs Harvey now. 'Andold prefer to
come down for breakfast But just toast and cofteerfe, if you don't
mind,' she added, remembering the housekeeperhaenfor eggs
and bacon. 'And thank you for the tea.'

‘Are you sure that's all you want? Just toast arfitte? His lordship
has fruit juice and cereal as well.'

'I'm sure,' said Francesca firmly. '"Will fifteenmtes be all right?’
She touched her damp hair. 'Oh, and do you haveikd

It turned out that there was a hair-drier in thesging- table drawer,
and after Mrs Harvey had left Francesca plugged Bhe was aware
that the housekeeper would have liked to stay aatlout thankfully
her duties prevented her from wasting any more.time

Francesca drank a cup of tea between bouts ofglhgnhair. It was
getting too long, she reflected wryly, aware thatas probably more
trouble than it was worth. She'd always had thigkychair, and when
she was a student she used to wear it loose. Bse tilays she almost
always secured it in a knot. Her employers at Terld not like
untidy hair.

Deciding she was not at work today, and that skudcafford to be a
little more adventurous, she eventually twistadt a chunky plait.
At least it made her look a little younger, sheutat, though she



didn't know why that should be an advantage. Itnkaas if she
wanted to impress Will. He was far too cynical toat.

She dressed in her jeans and a bronze silk slattvilas almost
exactly the same colour as her hair. Thankfullg, isad stuffed a pair
of Doc Martens at the bottom of the bag, so shelm on without

any socks. At least they looked better than hdn-higeled pumps.

She hesitated about making her bed, and then dkaghanst it. She
remembered there were definite lines of demarcadtotne Abbey,

and guests did not appropriate other people's jolagas something

she had found hard to get used to when she'dciinsie to live at

Lingard, but by the time she left she had beconseagstomed to the
privilege as Will himself.

Leaving her room, she walked along the corridoth® galleried

landing, and then descended the shallow carpetectate to the
vestibule below. The row of portraits of Will's &stors that lined the
walls seemed to regard her disapprovingly. Theypainty took their

cue from Lady Rosemary, thought Francesca wrylyerdhwvas a
definite look of disdain in their blank stares. $mvered. She was
getting paranoiac. She was imagining people werteehway her

wherever she went.

The house felt decidedly chilly at this hour of therning, before the
warmth of the day had had time to penetrate itktivalls. She half
wished she had brought a sweater, but she hadmsidsred such
practicalities when she'd packed her bag. She teh$erself with

the thought that the morning room faced south-eastwas probably
much warmer than the hall.

Will was still seated at the square breakfast taldlen she entered
the sunlit apartment. She had half expected hilvetgone; she had
taken much longer than the fifteen minutes she gradhised Mrs

Harvey. But, although he had apparently had hiskfest, he was



presently occupied with opening the morning's pAstopy of the
morning newspaper, too, was crumpled beside his.pla

Telling herself she had no reason to be nervousirof Francesca
nevertheless hesitated in the open doorway. 'Urreg-guoorning,’
she ventured, instantly attracting his attentim. sorry I've taken so
long.'

'‘No problem." Stuffing the invoice he had been mgdack into its
envelope, Will got immediately to his feet. 'Sitvdg' he said. ‘Mrs
Harvey's getting you some toast. But the coffadist if you'd like

some.’

‘Thanks." A place had been laid for her at righgles to his, and
Francesca subsided awkwardly into her seat. Iighe of day, her

fears of the night before seemed much exaggeratetishe made a
determined effort to appear composed as she pigkdae coffee pot.

But, despite her best efforts, her hand tremblegdhe&spoured die
liquid, and some of the coffee splashed onto tbéhclOh, damn!’ she
muttered frustratedly. 'This is getting to be aib#in sorry I'm so
clumsy, Will. I don't know what's the matter witlerthis morning.’

Will resumed his own seat and regarded her wr@, 'l drink you
do," he said steadily. 'After what you told me laght, | think you're
bearing up very well." He paused. 'But you're $a&fee, Francesca.
You don't have to worry about any intruders. Aneldinly things that
are likely to follow you are the dogs.'

'l know.' Francesca managed a faint smile. 'ThaBke added cream
to her coffee without accident and gave him a ru&fak. 'And
thanks for listening to me last night. | guesssk jnbeeded someone to
talk to. | know it was a liberty coming here, buhink it's worked.'

‘What's worked?' he enquired, his brows drawingtiogy above eyes
that were so dark, in some lights they looked hladtd frowned. 'l



haven't done anything except give you a bed fonigket. You're not
telling me that's made any conceivable differecié situation?'

Francesca drew a breath. He was regarding herglose, and she
thought how much less intimidating he seemed tluening without

his formal clothes. Tight- fitting jeans and a baggreater might not
detract from his innate air of good breeding, inatytdid make him
seem more approachable, she thought.

'| feel better because I've talked it out,’ shelarpd firmly. 'l don't
feel half so tense this morning, and I'm even pegphéo admit that
perhaps the situation isn't really as bad as Ightu

Will's eyes narrowed. 'But your window was brokemsn't it? He
did make that call?'

'Oh, yes." She flushed defensively. 'But he wasbgnty only
guessing about me finding the window. | - it coblave been kids
who broke it. He could meant have been using tbetfeat he'd seen
it was broken to his own advantage.’

‘Do you believe that?'

She moved her shoulders. 'It's an idea.' She heditdVe do get
some vandalism, too. Everybody does.’

‘We?'

Once again, he questioned her use of the pronowinslze gave him
an indignant look. 'l meant as a general problehe'declared, taking
refuge in her coffee. But she sensed he was s8lbisious of the
situation. Perhaps he thought she was running &eayan unhappy
affair.

'l believe you said you'd reported the broken wwadm your
landlady," Will remarked now, and she nodded.



'Yes. She said she'd inform the police, and getso@rin-law to
replace it." She coloured. 'l didn't tell her abitvat phone call. It's not
something | like to talk about.’

Will lay back in his chair, regarding her with atlirbing intensity,
and she knew a desperate need to defend herselhdt lying,' she
said. 'If you don't believe me, ring Mrs Bernsteshe'll confirm that
the window was broken, and she'll be thrilled itiytell her who you
are.'

Will's mouth flattened. 'l haven't said | don't ibeé you," he
responded, lifting his shoulders. 'On the contrdiy, wondering
what the hell | can do. There has to be some wayo this bastard.
Breaking and entering is still a crime, isn't it2vias the last time |
checked.’

Francesca sighed, but before she could make amy tfep elderly
butler came into the room, carrying a tray. 'Goamtmng, madam,'
he said, with rather more confidence than he'd shtve night
before. 'l trust you slept well?"

‘Very well, thank you, Watkins,' said Francescuaigj him a smile. It
was good to know that Will's staff didn't hold theeparation against
her, and she flashed Watkins a diffident look aplaeed a rack of
toast, a fresh dish of butter and a new pot ofembieside her plate.

The butler departed, and although she wasn't péatlg hungry
Francesca helped herself to a piece of toast. Bespat she had told
Will, she was not looking forward to going backLtondon, and her
mouth dried at the thought of sleeping at thetflatght.

‘Well, isn't it?" Will prompted now, and she reatishe was still
waiting for a reply. 'Breaking and entering, | me&ou have to tell
them what happened, Fran. It's something condnetedan work on.'



'Who? The police?' Francesca buttered the toasthemdreached for
the marmalade. Anything to buy herself a bit ofdinivou don't
understand, Will. | can't prove who tried to gebithe flat, can 1?
There are dozens— probably hundreds—of robberiey&ay.And
as far as | could see nothing was stolen. So...'

Will's nostrils flared. 'But in the circumstances—

Francesca shook her head. 'I'm not the only womhaa'sabeing
harassed, Will. Like | said before, | probably aearcted. | just need
to get myself together.’

He made a frustrated sound. 'l could kill him!"

'Yes, so could I, she responded lightly, firmiatig the toast to her
lips. But her throat dried as she tried to swaltbestiny corner she'd
nibbled, and she had to take a mouthful of coffeertable her to get
it down.

Will regarded her consideringly. 'So what are yoing to do? When
you get back, | mean. Would it help if you movedi$e?'

‘And go and live with people | don't even know®tpsted Francesca,
putting the toast down again. 'Will, I've got tandée this. | can't go
running scared every time he makes a move.'

Will's lips compressed. 'Okay,' he said. 'Okayarh @ppreciate your
feelings, but you've got to appreciate mine. Damtagt night you
were in a state of almost mental collapse. Forgneeif | find this
sudden appearance of confidence hard to take.'

I'm not confident.' Francesca couldn't let himmkhihat. '‘But | can't
let him—Ilet him beat me. After all, | can't prove'sicommitted any
crime.'



‘Apart from attempting to break into your apartmemtd threatening
you, you mean?' pointed out Will sardonically, &rdncesca gave
him a troubled look.

'l don't know if that was him,' she insisted, takanother mouthful of
her coffee. And at his snort of disbelief she adddd's never broken
a window before.'

‘That's what worries me," declared Will shortlyovitido you know
what the bastard will do next?'

Francesca sucked in a breath. 'Well, it's not ysablem, is it?' she
said, with determined brightness. 'And | am gratefyou for letting

me stay here last night. | guess | just let diele/tioing get on top of
me. Which reminds me, would you mind if | rang nosb at Teniko,
to explain that I might not make it into the offitmelay?'

Will came forward in his chair. "You can tell hinoyywon't make it

into the office today, if you like,' he asserteatlif. 'For God's sake,
Fran, you don't think I'm going to let you driveckatoday? It's

Friday, for pity's sake. | suggest you leave anyias until Monday.

Spend the weekend here at the Abbey. Don't wooygine's going to
touch you here, and at least it will give you adbre

Francesca swallowed. 'You'd let me spend the wekl@nthe
Abbey?' she exclaimed, and Will gave her an impatmok.

'Why not?' he asked. 'You look as if you could tleerest. At the
least, it will give you time to think.'

‘Maybe..." Francesca moistened her lips. 'But whlk—what will
Lady Rosemary have to say? It's the middle of tmanser, so |
assume she's staying at Mulberry Court. | domikishe'd approve of
you offering to let me stay here.'



A frown brought his brows together at her wordsl,qndging by his
expression, she suspected he hadn't given hisgihdr's feelings
a thought until then. But the old lady had alwaget a force to be
reckoned with, and years ago Francesca had beeam ihef doubt that
she was not the wife Lady Rosemary would have c¢hdse her
grandson.

‘This is my home," he said, after a moment's cenattn, but she
had the feeling he was not as casual as he'd reveeheve. Still,
what the hell? she thought. There was no reasorsivaghould meet
the old lady. She'd just as soon that Will didelk her that she was
here.

But, of course, someone was bound to. Even ifeféoday, her visit
would not go unremarked. Watkins was an old gosangl, so was
Mrs Harvey, and, although they were both extremeijal to the
family, when Francesca had left Will she'd forfditeny right to
privacy.

‘All the same...' she said now, giving him an but, for reasons best
known to himself Will chose not to take it.

'Please stay,’ he said politely, though she thouustlips had
stiffened. 'But | am expecting guests for lunchifsou'll excuse me
| have arrangements to make.'



CHAPTER FOUR

IT HAD been a reckless thing to do, and Will knew it.ading
Francesca to stay the night at the Abbey was ang;timviting her to
spend the weekend there was something else.

At any other time, it wouldn't have mattered, hppmased. At any
other time, he would not have been expecting apacis/e ‘fiancee’
within a couple of hours. His grandmother was gdmdpe furious,
and with good reason, he reflected dourly. Apamrfianything else,
she'd be livid that Francesca should have comentddr help.

So why had he suggested Francesca should stayaesunday? It
wasn't as if her being here was going to changesitbation at all.
Sooner or later she would have to go back, andvdizever it was
that was waiting for her. It was just that she lesaked so weary,
somehow, so defeated. He hadn't had the hearhtbrer away.

Besides, after what she had told him, he need#étleanhore time to
assimilate the information; to maybe think of soway he could
help. It wasn't his problem, but she had been Iifis and he felt a
certain amount of responsibility for her. It wasdiculous
perhaps—his grandmother was bound to think so—dnuetimes it
was necessary to put practical thoughts aside.

In any case, for the moment he had his own immediiaitire to think
of, and he went in search of Mrs Harvey to ensheevgas informed
there were onlyour for lunch. He'd already made the arrangemel
but after Watkins' treatment of Francesca he way.wde could
imagine how awkward they'd all feel if there wekeefplaces laid at
the table.

If Mrs Harvey was surprised that his ex-wife waaystg at the
Abbey, she was shrewd enough not to show it. Shet l® him to
explain thatMs Quentin would be lunching in the morning room, an



not in the dining room with him and his guests. t&l considered
suggesting that Francesca eat in her own roomsitgsbut that
smacked too much of subterfuge, and he assuredehimms had
nothing to hide.

Nevertheless, as he drove over to Mulberry Cotet idnat morning,
he realised he would have to inform his grandmotti@is uninvited
guest. He couldn't permit her to hear die new®rmof the servants,
and he was well aware that Lady Rosemary's maidanmsquent
visitor at the Abbey.

Which was why he'd ensured that he arrived thdteefi minutes
before the time he was expected. With a bit of Juekd find his
grandmother alone, and he could explain why hdowal his
ex-wife to stay on.

He should have known it wouldn't be that easy,dflected, when,
after parking at the front of the house, he saedterto the hall. The
door was standing ajar this morning to allow theligiat to filter into

the panelled foyer, and as soon as he steppedtbeethreshold
Emma appeared on the half landing that divideditigdeg staircase.

'Hello,' she said, with evident approval, and,ingsbne slim hand on
die banister, she came prettily down the remairstagrs. 'You're
early,' she added, clearly interpreting that asrancation of his

enthusiasm to see her again. ‘'Mummy and Daddylar@staready.'
She gave a gurgling laugh. 'Well, Daddy is, anywdymmy's still

deciding what she ought to wear.'

Will managed a smile, aware that Emma had obvionstyhad that
problem herself. Her cream georgette blouse andmma shorts
would have fitted her for almost any occasion, b#very hair
scooped back cm one side with an ivory clip.



'‘As a matter of fact, | wanted a quick word with grandmother,' he
remarked, after offering a polite greeting, and Eaisnmexpression
tightened a little as she recognised her misté&keybu know where
she is?' he asked, glancing doubtfully about hisi.she in the
orangery again? She spends a lot of her time mrethe

'l really couldn't say." Emma spoke tersely attfiesnd then, as if
realising she could hardly object to him wantingsimeak to his
grandmother, she recovered herself. 'l—she wasngddge morning
newspaper on the terrace,' she offered rather mvarenly. 'l had
breakfast with her, actually. Mummy and Daddy Hagirs in their
room.'

‘Ah.’

Will reflected that he should have known. Lady Roagy enjoyed
eating her meals al fresco, and the terrace dtable of the house had
a delightful view of the Vale of York in the dist@n

Il come with you—if you don't mind, of courseEmma said
comfortably now, and Will realised there was noghive could say to
dissuade her. Short of being rude, that was. HeesligBut how could
he explain about Francesca with Emma looking on?

Lady Rosemary was no less surprised to see himly,B&ill?' she
exclaimed, putting her newspaper aside and tiliagcheek for his
kiss. 'This is a first. You're obviously having@og influence on him,
Emma. My grandson is notoriously unpunctual. Asvess his late
arrival yesterday evening.'

Will's expression was sardonic. 'You don't lose apportunity to
score a point, do you, Rosie?' he mocked. 'As tematt fact, | had a
reason.' He glanced meaningfully at Emma. 'Somethé&s come up.’

'Has it?' Lady Rosemary frowned. 'Has it really’e®this mean you
can't accommodate Emma and her parents for lunch?’



'l didn't say that,' said Will swiftly, aware ofatyoung woman's eyes
upon him. 'No—as a matter of fact, it's somethidge.elt's a
litttle—inconvenient, perhaps, but it's nothing htdandle.'

His grandmother regarded him intently. 'It hasdawath the Abbey, |
assume.'

'In a manner of speaking,' replied Will, wonderihghis had been
such a good idea after all. Perhaps it would haenlsimpler just to
let the old lady find out about Francesca. At l¢laat way the lunch
would have been over before she heard the news.

However, as if comprehending that whatever it wersgnandson had
to say it was not something he chose to discussomnt of Emma,
Lady Rosemary turned her attention to the young amom question.
'‘My dear," she said, 'would you be a darling ad\uis Baxter if we
could have some more coffee? I'm sure Will woulke [some, and
perhaps you'd like a cup, too.'

'Of course.'

Emma was eager to do anything she could to aidlthéady, and,
with an arching of her brows at Will, she turnedlbanto the house.
And as soon as she was gone Lady Rosemary lookpdriegly in
Will's direction. 'You've got about three minuteg, my reckoning,’
she said crisply. 'What's wrong?'

Will pushed his hands into the pockets of his dade trousers. He
had changed out of the sweater and jeans he'd atdmreakfast into
well-cut trousers and a silk shirt. 'lt's France'sha said, without
preamble. 'She's at the Abbey. She arrived lagit mdnile | was

having dinner here.’

His grandmother's air of calm authority vanishédancesca!' she
exclaimed disbelievingly. 'Francesca is here?'



‘At Lingard,' agreed Will drily, pulling out a cachair and straddling
it 'It's no problem really, but | thought you shdtlear the news from
me and not somebody else.'

Lady Rosemary gasped. '‘No problem, you say!'" shedcr
incredulously. 'Will, are you mad? What's that wonaking here?
And why haven't you sent her on her way?' Her egesowed. 'You
didn't invite her, did you?'

'Of course not." Will rested muscled forearms altrg back of the
chair. 'I've told you, she arrived while | was h&ast evening.' He
paused. 'She's—upset. I've said she can staylwerdekend.'

His grandmother's mouth mirrored her irritationwés flattened and
drawn into a thin line. 'l can't believe that, WiBhe said. 'l can't
believe you've offered her your hospitality. Whateis wrong with
Francesca Goddard, then for God's sake let hemd#wsit herself.'

'It's not that simple.’

'‘Why isn't it?' Lady Rosemary's nostrils flaredu$#ll remind you,
Will, this is the woman who aborted your unbornlahil don't care
what's happened to her since she left Lingard. @ieatit is, it can't
be any worse than the pain she put you. through.'

Will sighed. 'That was a long time ago—'

'‘Not so long. And you're not going to try and tele that she's
changed, are you? The woman's poison, Will, andkymw it. Get
rid of her before she ruins your life yet again.'

Will heaved a breath. 'You're so bitter, Rosie.'

'I'm not bitter!" His grandmother was incensean 'Just practical,
that's all. And you should be, too. And don't cadl Rosie," she added
irritably. 'Oh, Will, I thought you had more serise!



Will's eyes had cooled considerably. 'l haven'gédten the past, old
lady," he told her flatly, flicking an inquisitivasect off his wrist. His
mouth twisted. 'l don't need you on my back, acteg my
conscience. Who | choose—or do not choose—to anterat
Lingard is my concern.’

Lady Rosemary drew in her lips, and he thoughtafeonoment she
was preparing for another attack. But then her &eared, she fixed
a false smile on her lips and, glancing over haugter, Will was not
surprised to see Emma emerging from the house.

‘Mrs Baxter says she'll bring it in a few minutél¢ young woman
announced cheerfully, and, looking at his grandeigtWill realised
she had no idea what Emma meant.

So, 'Good,' he applauded, rising politely to hestfd think we could
all use a cup of coffee, couldn't we, old lady?"

His grandmother gathered her composure quicklgie®a we could,’
she responded, as if she'd known what Emma waisiga#ibout all
along. She hesitated, and then continued, 'Will juastelling me
how much he's looking forward to taking you to Lang, my dear.'
She determinedly avoided her grandson's eyes agesti®n, 'You're
lucky. The Abbey grounds aren't open to the pulntitl two o'clock
today.'

'Is that right?"

Emma turned to Will now, and he was forced to explle visiting
arrangements at the Abbey to her. But when his eges his
grandmother's over Emma's head she knew he wadshing his
role.

And despite the admiration he'd felt for Emma tlghnhbefore Will
wished with all his heart he could get out of diegent situation. He



felt like a fraud, suddenly, his unwilling conceor Francesca and
her problems souring his mood.

Thankfully, Mrs Baxter came bustling out with treguested pot of
coffee just then, and when Emma sat down Will resdivis previous
position. And although in all honesty he didn't wanything else he
forced himself to swallow several mouthfuls of ek, aromatic
beverage.

‘Lady Rosemary was telling us that the gardensragdrd Abbey are
quite beautiful,'” Emma said, after a moment. ‘Mummily love it.
She's quite keen on horticulture and all that. 8teks very closely
with our gardener at home, and the house is alfalysf flowers.'

'‘Really?’

Will didn't sound particularly interested, and gimndmother made
an exasperated sound. But when Emma looked hesh@yurned it
into a polite cough, and then said, with obviowduigence, 'I'm sure
you get much better weather in Cambridge than wieede.'

'Oh, | wouldn't say that." Emma glanced diffiderdlyWill. 'We're
certainly having lovely weather at the moment, ansa?’

'‘We certainly are." Will wondered how he had evatr [gmself into
this position. Then, with a determined effort, Bked, 'What are your
interests, Emma? What do you do? | can't believefyw—earthy
things so fascinating.'

'It depends what earthy things you mean,' retdéieana, dimpling,
obviously finding this comment more to her tastbe Dit her lip,
casting a doubtful look in Lady Rosemary's diractibenjoy all sorts
of things. How about you?'

Will hesitated. 'What do | do in my spare time, ydmu mean?' he
asked, aware that his grandmother was watching éxehange with



rather more approval. 'l enjoy sports—some spartgway; and |
read a lot— technical books, mostly. But since ki is
understaffed, and my regular bailiff is recoverirgm a heart attack,
| spend most of my time these days ensuring tleablith place doesn't
fall down.’

Emma caught her breath. 'You're joking.'
'‘About what?'

Emma looked to his grandmother for support. 'Lidgan't likely to
fall down, is it?'

'‘Not if | have anything to do with it,' declareddyaRosemary firmly.
'‘Don't take any notice of my grandson, my dears H@asing you,
that's all.'

‘Am [?'

Will regarded the old lady with an accusing ganel she impatiently
thrust her coffee cup onto the glass- topped talldeed you are,
Will," she assured him crisply. 'The Abbey willthere long after you
and | are dead and gone. You know perfectly weN froportant it is

to preserve these old buildings—for posterity,afmng else.'

'If you say so, old lady," Will responded carelgsstalising there was
no point in starting that kind of argument at pres®esides, he'd
agreed to meet the Merritts. His grandmother hd&drced him. Even
if the underlying theme to all Lady Rosemary's rekmawas to

remind him of his responsibilities.

'‘What kind of sports do you like?' Emma interposed, evidently
deciding that she'd been out of the conversatiag kEnough. 'l bet
you play polo,' she added, watching him slyly. "Yook as if you do.
Polo players have to have strong shoulders and nhohkighs.'



'Emmal’

Her mother's horrified exclamation saved Will frbaving to answer
that. Instead, he exchanged a mocking look withgngdmother
who for once chose not to meet it with reproof. @& contrary, he
could see Lady Rosemary was as taken aback by Enanmn@acity as
he was, and Lady Merritt hurried to make amends.

'l must apologise for my daughter, Lady Rosemasty¥ exclaimed,
giving the young woman an impatient stare. 'l denttw what the
world's coming to. These days girls think they sap whatever they
like.'

‘Well, 1—'

Lady Rosemary started to speak, but once again Echose to have
her say. 'Oh, don't be so old- fashioned, Mummyg declared.
'‘Will's not embarrassed, are you?' She bestowetthanprovocative
glance in his direction. 'You do play polo, dordu$ | can always
tell.'

Will was getting up from his chair as she spokel la@ allowed Lady
Menitt an apologetic smile. 'I'm afraid | have tsappoint you,' he
replied as Sir George fol-lowed his wife onto ceerdce. "The only
team game I've ever played is rugby. | guess I'memba spectator
these days.'

Emma pouted, but happily her father seemed to here sway than
her mother. 'Emma'’s spoilt,' he said addressingnaoin particular.
"The youths she usually runs around with thinkakésser to be rude.’

'‘Oh, Daddy!" Emma's jaw dropped. "You make me sdikeda kid
who's scarcely out of the schoolroom. | am eightgen know, not
eight. If men can speak their minds, why shouldwimen have the
same privilege?'



'‘Because they can't,’ said her mother firmly, dsat was the end of
it. She turned to Will. 'I'm sorry if George andhave kept you
waiting. | was sure you said a quarter to.'

' did." Will flexed his hands on the back of hisag. 'l was early.' He
met his grandmother's gaze. 'l guess we'd betten lmair way.'

Lady Rosemary got up now, compelling Emma to dostmae, and
regarded her grandson with obvious unease. 'Ydwét me know
what happens—about the—about the difficulty you moered," she
ventured awkwardly, and Will nodded.

'l be in touch later,’ he agreed, shepherding duiests into the
house. "llie car's out front,' he add&d, in answerSir George's
enquiry. '"You'll have to forgive me if it's duste haven't had any
rain for several weeks.'

"‘Willl'

He was guiding the Merritts out of the front enttarwvhen he heard
his grandmother calling his name. With a word oblagy to the
others, he bid them get into the Range Rover, antedack.

'What now?"

Lady Rosemary sighed. "You never did tell me whednEesca
wants," she said stiffly, clearly not appreciatimg impatience. 'l
assume she does want something.

There wouldn't be much point in her coming herentise.'

Will hooked his thumbs into the pockets of his #ers. 'She doesn't
want anything," he said at last. 'Nothing tangible,ttlsa | can't
discuss it now, old lady. Your guestsay guests—will be getting
impatient.’



Lady Rosemary's lips tightened. 'You delight in@nng me, don't
you, Will? At least have the goodness to tell ma gon't intend to

introduce her to the Merritts.'

'l don't,’ said Will flatly. 'Now, can | go? I'lpgak to you later today.
After I've done my duty.'



CHAPTER FIVE

FRANCESCA heard the sound of voices as she was adding & tafuc
blusher to her pale cheeks.

She'd decided to go down to the village. If she wastay for the

weekend, there were certain things she neededgstancemembered
from when she'd lived here that the stores in tha&ge could supply

most of what she desired.

But the sound of feminine laughter drew her to whedows, and,
looking out, she saw Will, another man and two woreauntering
casually through the Abbey gardens.

His guests for lunch, she perceived, aware of avauranted sense of
trespass. But this wasn't her home any longershadad no right to
feel aggrieved because Will had invited some otemen here.
Nevertheless, she wondered who they were and Wewptitere doing
here. She sensed, in spite of their amicabilithwite another, that
they were not familiar with the Abbey grounds.

She watched them for a few minutes more, and tteating like a

voyeur, she moved away from the windows. It wasmyithing to do

with her, she told herself, annoyed that she was @vterested. But
the younger won\an-was pretty, and Will seemedpabke of taking

his eyes off her.

She had applied some lipstick, and now she cirerdips with her
tongue, tasting the oily cosmetic, examining thduee of her skin
with a critical eye. These last few months had &dha toll upon her.
She couldn't look at herself now without seeingsikrthrough
someone else's eyes.

And, as always, the memory of what had broughtle& sent a cold
shiver down her spine. Any resentment she mighe lieeen feeling
at the evidence that Will was getting on with hise Wwas quickly



dissipated. Instead of thinking about Will, she wdtobe thinking
about her future, she thought tremulously. Nottleakat she was
going to do when she went home.

Home.

Her skin prickled in protest. Home was supposelet@ safe place.
She couldn't imagine that her apartment would é&elrsafe again.

Not so long afiewas out there. Her hand shook uncontrollably. O
God, what was she going to do?

A choking feeling assailed her, and she took séws@p breaths to
control herself. This was ridiculous, she told kérseverely. Was
she going to let this—this moron ruin her life? \@ker he was, he
was sick. No one in their right mind would get thkicks from
frightening someone half to death. Somehow, shetbatkal with
this. It was her problem, no one else's. She swallo Least of all
Will's.

The voices seemed louder and, giving in to the todend out what
was happening, she edged closer to the window aBairthis time
she kept the width of the curtain between hersatl possible
detection. The last thing she wanted was for Wilthink she was
spying on him. She grimaced. Even if she was.

Will and his party were climbing the steps to tbedce when she
ventured to peer through the wavy glass again. Taglyapparently
been nearing the end of their tour when she'd fietected their
presence, and now, after admiring the beautiebefiake and the
water gardens, they were returning to the houskifah.

She could see now that one of the two women wasrolaer than
the other. She must be well into her forties, arekier early fifties,
perhaps. It was difficult to be certain from sudfistance away. And
the other man was of a similar age, which pointetthié fact that they



were a couple. Which meant that the younger womas Will's
partner, as she'd half suspected before.

She caught her lower lip between her teeth as &vidl the young
woman followed the older couple up the stone flaggeps.
Whoever she was, she was beautiful, acknowledgaacEsca, with
a rueful sigh. And she was also flirting with harper, turning her
face up to his, and occasionally pretending to nelsdarm for
support. It was obvious she'd have been quite norftéhey'd been
alone together. When the older woman turned tokspeder, her
face took on a slightly sullen pout.

Francesca thought Will looked a little thoughtfout perhaps that
was just wishful thinkingWishful thinking”She was appalled at the
connotation. It didn't matter to her who Will chaseget involved
with. He was a free man, after all, and still yowmpugh to start all
over again.

As she should have done, thought Francesca paindiiwing back

to rest her shoulders against the heavily patterachask that
covered the walls of the bedroom. If she'd founchesaone else, got
married again, she wouldn't be in this position ndhe trouble was,
her experience with Will had made her wary. Sha'tdkhow if she'd

ever trust a man with her future again.

Yet it had taken a long time to get Will out of h&srstem. Even
though she had been reeling from the shock ofdassation, she had
still been unable to believe that what they had evess. She couldn't
accept it, couldn't believe what had happened toHo a time, she'd
existed in a kind of vacuum, convinced that soometater Will
would realise his mistake.

He hadn't. Seemingly, he'd been quite prepareeélteve -the worst
of her—and all because she had hinted that shet ggback to work
after the baby was born. He apparently couldn't—



wouldn't—understand that that didn't mean her hamé family
meant any less to her. He had always got Lingang;auldn't he see
that she needed some independence, too?

Still, that was all water under the bridge now, skftected ruefully.
Her pregnancy hadn't lasted long enough for thesveimgl wherefores
of returning to work afterwards to become a probl&§inen she'd
expected Will's sympathy, she'd been denied iteats she'd been
accused of gross selfishness and betrayal, ohguter needs before
those of anyone else.

She was getting maudlin. She could feel the tedckipg at die back
of her eyes, and she was appalled at her own weskRer heaven's
sake, she hadn't come here to indulge in mawkistinsent. If Will
had been so willing to think the worst of her, as\better that she'd
found out when she had.

She straightened, pulling a tissue out of the bothe dressing table
and dabbing carefully at the skin beneath her e&kshe needed
now was for her mascara to draw even blacker Bmesnd her eyes,
she thought cynically. Seeing Will's—new?—qgirlfrtehad aroused
old memories, that was all.

She glanced down at her jeans and shirt, wonddfisige ought to
change before venturing into the village. If sheuiht there was any
chance that Will's guests might see her, she wdefohitely put on
more formal clothes. Or would she? Francesca bitipeWhat did
her appearance matter? It wasn't as if Will would dager to
introduce her to his guests.

She started towards the door, and then halted wanagr Was it wise

for her to leave the Abbey while those people wene? She had no
desire to meet them, no desire to be accused opsmp Perhaps she
should wait until they'd left before making her ggace so obvious.



She couldn't be sure they wouldn't hear the carask Will who she
was.

Her hps twitched involuntarily. There was a certamount of
amusement to be gained from picturing Will's emdssment if he
had to explain. She wondered what excuse he'd faffdnis ex-wife
to be staying at the Abbey. The truth might notdoais liking if he
was hoping to marry again.

A knock at the door didn't cause quite die sam®texs it had done
the night before, but she nevertheless turned swvanthe summons
with some reluctance. She hoped Will hadn't chargednind, and
decided to invite her to join them. Although theogpect caused
ripples of anticipation, common sense warned hetaget involved
again.

It was Mrs Harvey who had knocked at die door, taechousekeeper
regarded Francesca with obvious discomfort. 'l—eve-tome to
ask you when you'd like to eat, Mrs Quentin,' shelared, looking a
little flustered. 'I've laid the table in the mangi room, like his
lordship suggested.'

Francesca refused to acknowledge the hollowingemstomach at
the housekeeper's words, and, realising that Mnyydyawas as
unhappy with the arrangements as she was, shgesaily, 'Couldn't
| just have a tray? I'm really not very hungry, Bfnaid.'

‘A tray?' Mrs Harvey looked a little more enthus@msWell, yes,' she
said at once. 'Of course you can have a tray utdyprefer it. Only his
lordship said you'd want to eat downstairs.'

'‘Well, I'd rather not,' said Francesca firmly, rgialy she could fill in
the time until Will's guests left making a couplé aalls. She'd
promised Clare she would ring, and Tom Radley wauttbably be
worried about her, too. She hoped Clare had fohadine to explain



to him where she was. She doubted her boss atd,emiiom she had
phoned earlier that morning, would have informeth tithat she
wouldn't be in today.

Of course, she hadn't told Mr Hamishito where she ar-what was
happening. The less her employer knew about thatsn the better.
She had the feeling Mr Hamishito might considerwhe to blame in
some way for encouraging die stalker. She'd alrsaeged that the
vice-president of Teniko considered women an infdsreed.

'If you're sure,’ Mrs Harvey said now, and Franaesssured her that
she was.

‘Just a light lunch, please,’ she added apolodigticausually just
have a sandwich at midday."'

Mrs Harvey departed, but not before she'd givemdéasca a look
which seemed to imply that neglecting herself wasniatake.
Francesca pulled a wry face as she closed the @berhousekeeper
was probably right; she could do with gaining dditweight. But
sincehe had started following her she hadn't had muchrestein
food.

Clare was at her desk when she rang, as Francadcaoped she'd
be, and she expressed some relief at hearing fearfriend. 'l was
beginning to get worried,' she said. 'l thought yeere going to
phone Hamishito.'

'l was. | did,' said Francesca quickly. 'l assurmenasn't mentioned
the fact that I'm supposed to be ill?'

'‘Not a word,' said Clare firmly. 'Though | shoulaMe known he must
have heard something when he didn't ask where yra.\§o0...' She
waited. 'How are you? Did your ex-husband let yiay?



'Yes.' Francesca sighed, and then added reluctad#dysays | can
spend the weekend, if | want. | am tempted, but ywaun manage
without your car?' She paused. 'Of course you Inayepare set of
keys. You could always use my car if you were stuck

'‘No problem." Clare was adamant. 'If | want to ggvehere, I'll get
Mick to take me. Besides...' she paused '...its8df he uses his car
at weekends. So long as there's football on the tet won't move an
inch.’

Francesca smiled. Since Clare's husband had Isspobj he was
inclined to be a couch potato, though he wouldvaetk liked anyone
to say so. To combat his enforced idleness, healsasa member of a
gym, and he worked out there several times a week.

'‘Well—okay,' said Francesca. 'And thanks.' Shadmtlip. 'For being
SO0 understanding last night.'! As with her landladie hadn't
mentioned the phone call to Clare. It had been gimda say that
someone had tried to break in.

'Hey, what are friends for?' exclaimed Clare, heic& warm and
reassuring. 'If there's anything else | can dd,lgtsme know.'

It was harder phoning Tom Radley. As she had erpedte knew
nothing of what had transpired the night beforenétant Francesca
had to tell him where she was before she couldagetind to
explaining about the broken window, and Tom wastaimdy
offended because she hadn't contacted him.

'I've told you I'm willing to stay at the flat uhthis pervert gets tired
and finds someone else to annoy!" he exclaimedlgngihere was
no need for you to go haring off to Yorkshire.' plaised. 'Besides, |
didn't think you and your ex-husband were on suemndly terms.'



'‘We're not.' Francesca tried to placate him. 'Buand understand my
feelings, Tom. Getting home and finding someone thiad to get
into die flat was bad enough, but knowing that—thatashim—

'Was anything stolen?’
Francesca gasped. 'l—why—I don't think so.’

‘You don't think so?' Tom sounded incredulous.rnéeaca, surely
that was die first thing you should have checked.'

After getting that call! Oh, sure.

Francesca swallowed. 'l—suppose | never thoughtutabo she
answered honestly. 'l was—upset.'

'‘Even so.' Tom was insistent 'lf he's stolen sainegq, it would prove
to the police that he'd really been there." Hethtsi. 'Perhaps you
should have checked your underwear. | believesttia'kind of thing
they usually go for.'

Francesca caught her breath. "'Tom!

‘Well..."' He had the grace to sound a little shamed now. 'I'm just
trying to be practical, Francesca. You've read almoen like this
before, surely?’

Francesca sighed. 'All right. I'm fairly sure noipihad been touched.
But it was an awful feeling, Tom. A sort of credpgling, knowing
he might possibly have been in the flat. All | abtihink about was
getting out of there. Clare said | could stay widr and Mick, but |
just wanted to get away.'

"To Yorkshire!"



‘To anywhere.' Francesca could feel a shred ohtemnt stirring in
her now. 'Tom, please try and understand. | waghtened.
This—this man doesn't justannoyme; he scares me stiff.'

There was silence for a moment, and then, when Jjpoke again,
there was considerably less animosity in his t&Dl, very well,' he
said. 'If it works for you, then who am | to argug® when you get
back you're going to have to make some more pemban
arrangement’

Francesca agreed, as much because it was exptalgmtso as for
any real conviction on her part. The unpalatahlthtwas, she didn't
have any idea how to handle this, and despitedmsarn she couldn't
see herself letting Tom set up home in her liviogm.

She rang off, promising to speak to him when she lgzk on
Monday, and by then a maid she didn't recognisekwasking at her
door with her lunch. It reminded her that Mrs Harnpeobably had
more important things to do than attend to her sgadd that her
previous concern had more to do with curiosity thaything else.

Even so, she couldn't help being impressed by thal that was
provided. Instead of a tray, the maid wheeled @sgtrolley into the

room, swinging out the sides and spreading thehclath great

ceremony. As well as the salad Francesca had eqédbere was a
cold soup and lamb cutlets, with a raspberry sumpuglding to

finish.

And, despite her contention that she wasn't hurigancesca found
herself enjoying the food. The asparagus soup ighsdnd creamy,

the lamb cutlets, served with a mint jelly, wensgand tasty, and the
raspberry pudding just melted in her mouth.

So much for not having an appetite, she reflectedlee poured
herself a cup of coffee from the jug she'd foursidiag on one of the



lower shelves. And, in spite of a lingering stalaokiety, caused as
much by her phone call to Tom Radley as anythisg,ethe felt
infinitely better with the food inside her.

She doubted Will and his guests could have hadcter meal, and
thinking of Will reminded her that she still hadbéen into the
village. She glanced at her watch. It was half past, and she
wondered how- long his guests were staying. It @@ annoying if
they remained until teatime. She doubted that Hugps in Lingard
village would stay open after five.

She retouched her make-up, checked that her haisttbneat, and
then stood restlessly by the windows. Could shesipbsleave the
Abbey without anyone noticing? Perhaps if she wiaiteatil after two
o'clock she could mingle with the visitors and kedkat way. The
trouble was, she wasn't absolutely sure where dhgyut
her—Clare's—car. Watkins had asked her for the lezy$ier that
morning, in order that it could be moved to theag@arblock.

She sighed. Will's orders, no doubt. He wouldniitwhae jaunty little
sports car left on display for everyone to see.rAfram anything
else, it would have been bound to provoke too ngumstions. He
might be prepared to tell his grandmother she wag,hbut she
doubted he'd want to explain his actions to anygse.

She frowned. She could always walk to the villagegcourse. It

wasn't that far—a couple of miles at most. Lessh# used die old
bridle-way that came out by the churchyard. Theegravas

immediately opposite the church, with the shopshsas they were,
screened by a small beck and a row of poplars lzktfat.

It was better than cooling her heels here for aotimour, she
decided, scanning the sky for any sign of rain. tBatafternoon was
fine, the sky almost completely clear of any clquad=l she was eager
to get out of doors and get some air.



The recollection that there was a secondary ster¢hat wound

down into the service hall was the decisive fact@ars ago, it had
also been used as a convenient means of reaclemgitseries on the
second floor. Families had been much bigger indhtesy/s, and the
staff hadn't asked for such high wages. Francesoambered Will

had told her that a dozen servants had slept up dzewell.

Still, as far as she knew, no one occupied therskftoor these days,
and she felt confident she could leave the houaewlay without
encountering any of Will's guests. They were prbpamnjoying
after-lunch drinks in the drawing room. The imminhemrival of
sightseers would prevent them from sitting outdoors

Gathering up the strap of her bag, she loopedet ber shoulder, and
opened the bedroom door. She was tempted to wheetrolley
outside before she left, but that smacked too nufctieating the
place like a hotel, and instead she left dealirtg wior later. Closing
the door again, she walked swiftly along the passag, finding her
way to the nursery stairs without incident.

She had started down the stairs before she reghaédomeone was
coming up. When she'd first heard the voices, simegdjined they

were coming from the hall below. She'd realiseglas a man's voice
interspersed with that of a woman, and assumedast Watkins and

one of the maids, or perhaps even Mrs Harvey. Bytithe the tones
were recognisable, it was too late to rectify hestake.

She could have backtracked, she supposed. It woutkshlly have
been all that difficult to scoot back up the stainsil they were gone.
But by the time she had considered the alternativesvoman had
rounded the corner of the stairs and seen herbwrtden it was too
late.

The woman got a shock; there was no other word.fBerhaps Will,
who was following her, had been regaling her wilme of the old



myths and legends connected with the Abbey. It eaatainly true
that the family had always fostered the belief ttre place was
haunted, and when Francesca suddenly appearede bleéorthe
young woman certainly looked as if she'd been coriéd by a ghost.

'My God'." she said, backing a step, and collidinth Will's broad

chest behind her. She swallowed. 'Damn, you sthnthe!" She
twisted round to look at Will. 'l thought you sdltk servants didn't
sleep upstairs any more.'

‘They don't' Will's expression as he looked at Eesna was not
encouraging.

"Then—'

'I'm—-just a friend of the family," said Francesstily, scurrying
past them. 'Hello, Will. I'm just going down to thidage. | expect I'll
see you later.’



CHAPTER SIX
WIiLL drove the Merritts back to Mulberry Court in tlag¢d afternoon.

He thought it had been a fairly successful visdreif they had stayed
rather longer than he had anticipated. But Emmaihsidted on a
guided tour of the Abbey, and although he had mas&g avoid the
private apartments she had expressed an interést wid nurseries,
and the attics, which she was sure, she'd toldrbmantically, were
filled with an interesting record of his family tasy.

Rubbish, was what Will usually called the motleyllection of

broken and discarded furniture, Victorian steamanks, photograph
albums, and boxes of memorabilia that crammed tistydspace
beneath the roof. It was hot up there, and farctostered, but after
that awkward encounter on the stairs he had begere@a do

anything to put that particular incident out of head.

There had been one difficult moment, after Frarnedsd gone on
down the stairs, leaving him to face Emma's questi®ut 'Why
didn't your Mend join us for lunch?' had been,he tnd, quickly
dealt with.

‘She's just up from London for the weekend,' haid, gylad he hadn't
been obliged to make any introduction. 'She's—eesng
something of a crisis, | believe. She came hegetaway from it all.

Thankfully, that had seemed to satisfy her—for pinesent at least
Will suspected she was too sure of herself, arfteobwn beauty, to
see anything remotely threatening about a womalnisobwn age,
particularly at the moment, when Francesca's faokeld pale and
drawn. Besides, Emma didn't know him well enoughtgejuestion
who he invited to the Abbey. And, so long as she iia undivided



attention, she was quite happy; to dismiss theratloenan from her
mind.

Her parents, who had spent the time he was sholmmga around
the Abbey enjoying a relaxing drink in the libratyad evidently
enjoyed their visit, too. He doubted they had nddatieir daughter's
coy remark about what fun they'd had exploring atiees and how
exciting she'd found the old building to endorseirthoriginal
opinion. As far as the Merritts were concerned amgAbbey—and
its owner—had something they desired: a titleti@irtonly daughter,
and the kind of connections money couldn't buy.

Well, only indirectly, conceded Will cynically, aneathat the Merritt
millions would solve a lot, not to say all of hisoplems. A new roof
and complete restoration of the stonework wouldadestarters, but
there were a hundred and one other repairs thaedesarly—if not
immediate—attention.

'Will we see you again before we leave?' asked LMdyritt when

they reached Mulberry Court, accepting the hand d¥féred to help
her down from the Range Rover, proving that soa®rshe was
concerned she saw no point in standing on cerentd@yhought Sir
George winced a little at his wife's lack of digme, but Emma,
following her mother out of the vehicle, was quiokoffer a reply.

'Of course we wil, Mummy!" she exclaimed, giving ilWa
conspiratorial smile. 'Will's promised to take meYtork tomorrow.
You'll see him when he comes to pick me up.'

'Is this true?'

Lady Merritt turned to Will now, and he was forcedconcede that
he had indeed mentioned that the city was worthsé. ihat he
hadn't actually made a definite arrangement withnmianwas not
something he chose to argue with at this momenhadkeno reason



not to fall in with her plans, after all. Not if lvgas even considering
going ahead with his grandmother's scheme.

'‘Perhaps we could all go to York together," Ladyritesuggested
eagerly, but Emma was having none of that.

'‘And leave Lady Rosemary on her own again?' shiaiexed, as if
that were the real reason she was making a protest.

'‘Oh, well. Perhaps not,’ murmured Lady Merritt, cbatg her
husband's warning eye. 'In any case, thank you wshrfor lunch,
and die tour of the gardens. | can't remember whenenjoyed
myself so much.’

They all went into the house together, Will feelolgiged to at least
report to his grandmother before leaving again, But all he had
promised to discuss Francesca's visit in more |deithi the old lady
later, he was not displeased to find she had hatthanvisitor in their
absence.

Archie Rossiter was seated with Lady Rosemary & drawing

room, the tray of tea between them an indicatioha? long he had
been there. The old man rose politely to his fedtady Rosemary's
other guests came into die room, shaking Sir Géorgand, and
complimenting Lady Merritt on the obvious benefisstay in the
country had had upon her appearance.

He smiled rather diffidently at Will, but the yousrgman was only
too pleased not to have to face a catechism frargrandmother.
Nevertheless, he was surprised that Archie was hgein after
having joined the party for dinner the evening befoand he
wondered if he had overlooked the fact that the taopeople had
more in common than he'd thought.

'‘Did—er—did you have a pleasant afternoon?' enduitady
Rosemary, speaking to the company in general, éekisg her



grandson's cool dark gaze. It was obvious whatnsient, but Will
didn't feel inclined to humour her. For some reasenwas feeling
particularly out of humour with her at this moment.

'‘Oh, we had a lovely time,' declared Emma, oncainsanswering for
him, and he wondered if this was the source ophesent feeling of
irritation. 'The gar-dens were beautiful, but | liked the house bette
Will took me up into the attics and showed meladl old: photograph
albums and stuff like that.'

‘Not all the old photograph albums, surely?' protestedottidady
stiffly, and Will guessed she was wondering if reidwn Emma any
pictures of his first wife.

‘There were too many!" exclaimed Emma, inadvergerghssuring
her. 'But it was lots of fun all the same.' Shesliled a teasing look at
Will. "Your grandson's such an interesting man, yL&bsemary.
Even if he doesn't play polo.'

'I'm sure.' The old lady managed a tight smile, #@h reached for
the bell-rope. "You'll join us for tea, Will? Arghivas just leaving.'

'l don't think so." Will had had quite enough o¢ tMerritts for one
day. It wasn't that he didn't like. Emma, he toichdelf. It was just
that accepting what his grandmother expected ofvasn't getting
any easier to swallow.

‘Then I'll see you out,’ said Lady Rosemary firmthjs time
preventing any attempt on Emma’'s part to interv&aust tell Mabel
what you want," she directed her guests pleasaftihie, you'll stay
on for a moment, won't you? | just want to ask \&@dbut his bailiff.'

They had left the room and were crossing the paddlall when Will
remarked casually, 'Actually Fielding's gettingwamy well. Since he
had the operation, he's gone from strength togtineand | know he's
hoping to get back to work before the end of thammer.'



'Really?' Lady Rosemary did not sound particulamtgrested and,
meeting her steely gaze, Will was not surprisedee the flash of
anger in her eyes. 'Will, you know very well thakid not accompany
you out here to hear about Maurice Fielding's hatgaick. | want to J
know why Francesca Goddard is here, and why yomifted her to

stay.'

Will sighed. 'As | said earlier, she's got a profl&Some—man is
pestering her,' he admitted at last, and his gramiden made an
exasperated sound.

'‘And you consider that sufficient reason to jeopadyour own
future?' She shook her head. 'You baffle me, Wiblu really do.’

Will shrugged. 'l didn't promise you'd like my eaphtion,' he said
mildly. 'Anyway, it doesn't affect my dealings withe Merritts, if
that's what you're afraid of. Emma met her today—8

Lady Rosemary caught her breath.

'—Francesca passed herself off as a friend ofaimaly. And, to your
relief, I'm sure, Emma is too conceited to imadimeight be more
closely associated with her.’

The old lady was appalled nonetheless. 'Franceetd&Emma?' she
echoed, in horrified fascination. 'Will, you didmivite that woman to
join you for lunch? Not after what you said?’

'‘No, | didn't" Will was getting impatient now, aweathat the longer
the old lady detained him, the greater the chahaeEmma herself
might come to see what was going on. 'l told ybe, met Emma, not
all the Merritts. We—Emma and |—ran into her by ideat Be

thankful Francesca was tactful. She could haveltetdvho she was.’

His grandmother sniffed. 'Are you so sure she Wbslte snapped,
and Will couldn't help wondering why the old ladyasv so



antagonistic towards his ex-wife. Was it only bessaof what she
viewed as Francesca's betrayal, or did she knovettong about her
that even he didn't know?

The possibilities were endless, and not whollyifizktle. It was true
Francesca had aborted their child, and he'd nergiven her for
that. Indeed, every time he thought about it heagaitter ache in his
stomach. But so far as he knew she had never bdanhiul to him,

and it was he, and not his grandmother, who haddbdar the pain.

'‘Look, I've got to go,' he said now, finding thennotations of this

conversation too unpleasant to prolong. 'l've atiher to spend the
weekend at Lingard, but that's all. | felt sorry fer, right? I'd have

felt the same about any woman being hounded by $iougg'

‘Well, if you're sure...'

'l am sure."' Will crossed the porch and went ddwengteps to where
the Range Rover was waiting. 'I'll see you tomorrbve apparently
promised to take Emma on a trip to York.'

Will drove back to the Abbey with the image of gimndmother's
obvious delight at this news in the forefront a$ mind. If only the

old lady wasn't so desperate suddenly for a greateghild, he

reflected brood- ingly, he wouldn't feel so pressumow. It wasn't as
if she had always felt this way—or if she had sld hidden her
feelings from him. He and Francesca had been tegétin over six

years, and he couldn't remember his grandmothé@ngitgm to start

a family at that time. On the contrary, she'd benly convinced

that the marriage wouldn't last, and when she'dh lpgreved right

she'd been the first to offer the opinion that &swust as well there
were no children involved.

He scowled. Why hadn't he realised before nowhast much the
old lady disliked his ex-wife? His mouth compressé&dobably



because when he and Francesca had been togethbatret spent a
lot of time at Mulberry Court. The Abbey had alwagguired a lot of
his time, and Francesca had been working in Le®tish meant that
the time they had spent together was precious—@aqus to spend
with an old lady who spent half her time in Londand who, when
she was in Yorkshire, usually disapproved of hogytlived.

The silhouette of the Abbey appeared across thesfiat that
moment, the slight rise of land that formed itskaBiop giving it an
air of mystery in the mellow light It was a beautiight, and he
loved it, but he wondered if it was really worthetlacrifice of his
freedom.

It was a warm evening, with the underlying thrdahander hanging
in the still air. Despite himself, he couldn't heAmndering how
Francesca had spent die afternoon, and whethdrasheeally been
heading for the village when they'd passed heherstairs.

As usual, Watkins had heard the car and met hitherhall. There
was no fire burning in the huge grate this everlioigywhich Will was

grateful, and he forced his own concerns asidegave the elderly
butler a wry smile.

'‘Everything okay?' he asked, almost rhetorically,nts way to the
library and the large Scotch he'd promised himselfl the old man
asked, rather diffidently, if he knew where Mrs Q@Qtiire might be.

'‘Francesca?' Will swung round with a frown, annotgeteel the jolt
of anxiety that gripped his gut 'What do you medm) know where
she is? | assume she's in her room. Where else?’

'I'm afraid she's not there, my lord,’ murmured KkWet, looking
rather discomfited now. 'Edna tried to serve h&rabon tea about
an hour ago, but she could get no reply. Thenr tate Mrs Harvey



went to speak to her, but although she took therthof going into
madam's room she said there was no sign of her.’

Will controlled his breathing with an effort. 'Wekhe did go out
earlier, didn't she?'

'Did she, my lord?'

‘Yes." Will could feel his anxiety increasing. dlieve she went down
to the village. Hasn't her car come back?'

'She didn't take her car, my lord. It's still iethparage. As you know,
| had Smedley remove the car to the garage thishimgprand,
according to him, it's still there.'

Will tried to keep things in perspective. Just hessgrancesca had
gone out about four hours ago and not returnetyths no reason to
getinto a panic. No one knew she was here—no trwermght harm
her, that was. The idea that she might have gana ¥ealk and been
set upon by her stalker was just too incrediblegdrue. Yet the fact
remained that she had been gone an awfully long. tihat the hell
was she doing, for God's sake? Didn't she reaksesds bound to
think the worst?

Calming himself, he said, 'Did no one see her g@'ou
‘None of the household staff, certainly, my lord.’

'l see." Will could feel his nerves tightening pite of himself. 'Then |
suppose I'd better go and look for her. I'll take Range Rover. It'll
be quicker.’

'I'm sure it's nothing to worry about, my lord."\Wthat he'd delivered
his news, Watkins was at pains to assure him ththimg was wrong.
'‘Would you like myself or Smedley to accompany ydtis?possible
Mrs Quentin has lost her way.'



Will gave him a retiring look. 'l think not,’ he cared crisply,
remembering the years Francesca had spent at Hingén some
reluctance. 'It's all right, Watkins. I'll go alarieshe gets back before
| do, you can ring me on the mobile phone.'

‘Yes, my lord.’

Watkins still looked troubled, however, and Will svaware the old
man took his duties of care very seriously. Scafathe butler was
concerned, it was his responsibility to ensure #fidhe guests at the
Abbey were well and accounted for, and Francestséppearance
was a source of anxiety to him.

Will was still brooding on this when he climbed behthe wheel of
his car. How could Francesca have left the Abbethaut telling
anyone else she was going out? Particularly ifdspkinned to stay
out so long. It was thoughtless, and it was selfisi he didn't really
know why he should feel surprised. Francesca hadyal been
thoughtless and selfish, hadn't she? Wasn't that ink grandmother
had been trying to tell him less than an hour ago?

His breath escaped on an angry curse and, swirth@gvehicle

around, he drove rather recklessly down the degattering the last
few departing visitors as he went. He should Idzateto come back
when she was good and ready, he told himself grivillyy should he
care if she was safe or not?

Beyond the famous cultivated gardens that surradiride Abbey,

there were fields, and white-railed paddocks, wher@es and
geldings, and a few small ponies, grazed the graleges that ran
down to the River Linn. Will still owned the lanbut he leased the
paddocks to the nearby riding school, and in wiotez of the local

farmers bred his ewes in the fields beyond thersyin



It was approximately two miles to the village bydo the twisting
route narrowed still further by high hedges, atsprg in full leaf.

Will could smell the scent of hawthorn blossom #mel richer scent
of newly turned soil, could see flocks of birdstlegg in the furrows

as the tractor wound its way back to the farmeaslylt was an
idyllic scene, he reflected—the kind of image coe¢u up by

expatriates when they were abroad. It was a pityduddn't enjoy it,

he thought bitterly, couldn't see beyond the sightFrancesca's
bludgeoned body, bundled into a ditch.

He was crazy, he told himself fiercely. She'd noeheone she knew,
that was all. Someone she knew from the days wihe'd sved at the
Abbey, and with whom she'd struck up a conversaimh forgotten

the time. That had to be the solution. Anythingeelgas purely

make-believe.

At a quarter to six on a Friday afternoon the gdawvas virtually
deserted. There was the odd car about, and seweral parked
outside the George and Dragon, but most commuters already
home. Even the shops seemed singularly empty, afig YWgers
tightened on the wheel as he realised he was intidind her here.

But then where?

He parked on the double yellow lines that edgediliage green with
a scant regard for authority, staring grimly abouat. Then, pushing
open his door, he got out and strode across théottite post office.
Mrs Simpson, who was the postmistress, and alscobtiee worst
gossips in the village, eyed him with interest azhtered the shop.
She sold sweets and tobacco too, but he was regjudar customer,
and although he'd been about to ask for her heghaeged his mind
and requested a small box of cigars instead.

She knew who he was, of course, and he wondered slieeshowed
him the three brands she had for sale if she ine@bite smoked the



things himself. Still they'd do for Watkins, he akd irritably. At

least he wouldn't have the ignominy of knowing thiataffairs! were
being broadcast around the neighbourhood. He ctiesérand of
cigars he wanted, and Mrs! Simpson accepted the motgave her
with a friendly! smile. ‘Isn't it a lovely eveningny lord?' she
remarked! perhaps hoping for a protracted conversaiVe should
enjoy them. It'll be autumn soon, and then thehtagstart drawing
In.'

I'm sure.'

Will was polite but noncommittal, wishing now heidver gone into
the post office in the first place. It was obviddss Simpson was
curious to know what he was doing in the villaged ae doubted she
believed he was there just to buy cigars.

Your wife—that is, your ex-wife—was in earlieiesoffered as Will
made for the door, and he endeavoured not to reugalespecial
interest in her words.

'‘She was?' he said carelessly, and Mrs Simpsoaeciod

'Yes. | was surprised to see her, too. She mustidyang around these
parts.'

She was waiting for him to confirm it, but Will clom't do it. Not

without betraying the fact that he might be chegkip on her.
Besides, he'd learned what he wanted to know: Esmachad come
to the village. Which meant she must still be hé&igher that, or on
her way home.

Home'!His lips twisted as he said good evening to gogisanted Mrs
Simpson, and stepped out onto the pavement in &fdhe shop. The
Abbey was not home to Francesca now. He had soe&ivandered
if it ever had been. She had obviously always hedown agenda,
which had not included being a mother to his cleitdr



He took a deep breath. Mulling over old wounds wasgoing to
help him now. And, as it seemed obvious that heavasreacting to
Francesca's absence, the best thing he could dgavhack to the
Abbey. She'd turn up—when it suited her to do sailtthen, he had
matters of his own to attend to—not least the thett as he'd
essentially condemned his day tomorrow he had wodo tonight.

He strode back to the Range Rover, dropped thebcgars into the
glove box, and then hesitated before sliding beltived wheel. If
Francesca was on her way back to the Abbey, shebeussing the
old bridleway, he reflected. Otherwise he wouldéhagen her on the
road.

He scowled.

Why was he hesitating? It was still light, and th&lle-way was a
perfectly safe means of walking between the Abbey tae village.
Good heavens, in the early years after FrancestArebcome to live
at Lingard, they had often gone walking there thedwes, with the
dogs. In fact, the paths around here were a rebalant for lovers.

And peeping Toms!

His jaw compressed and, slamming the car doorrbdesacross the
green to St Mary's churchyard. A pair of metal péstone side of the
churchyard signalled! the entrance to the bridlg-wéne posts had
been put there by the parish council to preventna@gns of transport
other than horses and cycles from gaining accetbetfootpath, and
he passed between diem with scarcely a thoughhitwehicle,
which was still illegally parked on the green. kisd was focused
on one thing and one thing only, and although Ipt tedling himself
that this was just another example of Francesbtawsgghtlessness
anxiety had a stranglehold on his nerves.



Beyond the wall of the churchyard, the bridle-wdynged into a
copse of willows and aspens that skirted the bamhkke river, and
Will's stomach tightened at the realisation thathhen't given the
river a thought. But why should he? he argued vhtmself
impatiently. It wasn't as if Francesca had left Al@bey in a great
state of distress. When he and Emma had encouhtesedn the
stairs, she had seemed uncommonly composed tdartainly, she
hadn't had to think twice' about explaining herespnce, whereas
he had been momentarily lost for words.

He paused for a moment, scanning the riverbank,amart from a

pair of grey squirrels and a family of ducks | taelidn't seem to be
any sign of life. Perhaps she was just wastingtime, he thought
irritably. He wasn't going to find her. Not untihes chose to show
herself, that was.

With a muttered exclamation he started back towdrelshurchyard,
and that was when he saw the ripple of ; bronZe sle almost
missed it partially hidden as it was among the sesmtl grasses that
grew half in, half out of the water. But he recagl it at once as the
shirt Francesca had been wearing earlier in thelthasas like a blow
to his solar plexus, and without a moment's hesitahe plunged
down the slope to where the garment was lying.

But it wasn't just a garment he had seen, he eshfsimost instantly.
The angle of the bank, and the screen of vegetdtamhdeceived him
into thinking the shirt had been discarded; butatn't As he got
nearer, he could see that it was Francesca hevkelfwas lying on
the bank, and for a moment he had the awful festrdhe was dead.

God—'

The word burst from his lips as he reached her jmtigose first few
seconds time seemed to stand still. She lookedlsolper lashes dark
fans against her creamy white cheeks, it didninsgessible that she



was still breathing, and he fell onto his kneesdees$er, his hand
reaching out automatically to cup her cheek.

She started violently, and he jerked back ontdnaisiches, almost as
shocked as she obviously was at being disturbedl,' "8he said
finally, her tongue appearing to moisten her lips apparent
confusion. 'Oh, God! You scared me.'

Will breathed deeply. 'You scared me,' he countdrguhg to control
a sudden surge of anger at this evidence of hespansibility. He
swallowed the bile that had risen into his throdVhat
the—what—exactly—do you think you're doing?'



CHAPTER SEVEN

WiLL was mad—and with good reason, thought Francesfallyu
As she struggled into a sitting position, she taawift glance at her
watch and saw it was already after six o'clock. Hmwld she have
forgotten the time in such circumstances? She s nodded off
for a few minutes. Would he accept exhaustion aora/incing
excuse?

'I've hurt my ankle," she muttered, realising hoeatlv it sounded.
Particularly as the swelling had to some extentsgldal, and she
might have been able to walk on it if she'd takarec

Will stared at her without sympathy. '"You've huduy ankle?' he
echoed, without much conviction, although his dgake did seek out
the shoe she had discarded earlier. 'How the eelyal hurt your

ankle? Did you slip?'

‘The undergrowth is damp,' she said at last, umgilto admit that
she had been foolish enough to try to reach themnw&ut it had
looked so cool and inviting, and she hadn't thoadpoiut the dangers
when she'd started down the bank.

'So you did slip!" he exclaimed disgustedly. 'Ahdsuppose, you
twisted your ankle in the process.'

‘Something like that." Francesca was defensive,Vdilldshook his
head in disbelief.

'‘And | suppose you've been sitting there waitingnie to come and
find you.' He blew out a breath. ‘My God,-and | wesrried about
you. | should have had more sense.’

‘What do you mean?'



'‘What do | mean?' He pressed his palms down ospgresad thighs
and got abruptly to his feet. 'Why didn't you whkck to the village
as that was nearer? Why didn't you call the Abloeyif not that a
cab?'

Francesca gave an indignant snort as she lookeat apmn. "Why
d'you think?' she demanded, massaging her aching "Will,
whether you believe it or not, | did try to get karp the bank again,
but | couldn't. | thought if | sat here for a whitemight stop hurting
so much.'

'‘Ah.' He was sardonic. '‘And it never crossed yourdnthat people
might be concerned? Or were you hoping to causardsl?1. OCAL
LORD SEX-WIFE FOUND PROSTRATE ONRIVERBANK perhaps?'

‘You're a sarcastic devil,' said Francesca redgntfiuwasn't exactly
happy about being stuck here myself. And I'd hdaght twice
about ringing the Abbey anyway. | wouldn't have teato interrupt
your afternoon.’

Will pushed his hands into his jacket pockets. 'Bot're all right
now, | assume.'

‘Why would you assume that?’

‘Well, for someone who was uneasy, you weren't tBxac
safety-conscious, were you?' he retorted shoflgr God's sake,

Fran, didn't it occur to you that you might notdsesafe here as you
think? What if this man, whoever he is, had found ¥ You were

asleepwhen | first saw you. Goddammit, anything could dav
happened to you.'

Francesca's face mirrored her distress and, glimgpsi certain
remorse in his expression, she guessed he wastiegtgeing quite
so outspoken in his criticism. "Y-you don't thimie could have
followed me here, do you?' she exclaimed, evergtkise forgotten



in the horror of that thought. She got painfullynhier feet, wincing as
she was forced to put her weight on the injuredeariBear God, |
never thought of that.'

Will made an impatient gesture. 'No," he said, veitime asperity.
'‘No, | don't think he has a cat in hell's chancknafing you here. But
he's not the only pervert in the country." He lablke her half
contemptuously. 'Is this a silly question, or can yalk?'

Francesca held up her head. 'l can try." She tdektative step, and
turned her face away so he wouldn't see the intatyrgrimace she
made. 'Slowly," she added, after a moment, giviaggsdif time to

recover. '‘But | don't think | can make it to thauke.’

'‘No one's asking you to," declared Will, regardhey with some
misgivings. 'Here—' He moved towards her. 'Take anyn. The
Rover's only about a couple of hundred yards away.'

Only!

Francesca gritted her teeth and forced a tightesiiiihat's good,' she
said, having to take his arm in spite of her redoce to touch him.
‘Just don't expect me to go at your pace.'

Will gave her another doubtful look, and then tairte her with
frustration in his eyes. 'Okay,' he said, removieg hand from his
arm, 'I'll carry you. | just hope the old lady dogget to hear about
this.'

"There's no need for—'

But before she could finish what she had been aloosdy Will had
deftly swung her off her feet. She was obviousghier than she
thought, or maybe he was stronger than she remeahbahe
reflected ruefully. Whatever, it was a relief nothave to put her
weight on her foot again.



All the same, there were definite disadvantagdsetng carried by a
man whom she had once sworn never to speak to.aganght, so
he had been the first person she had thought afnirto in the
present situation, but, she reminded herselfytiagtas much because
of distance as anything else. And, yes, she'd kninahshe could
trust him. In this, at least, she amended relulstaRtve years ago,
she might have viewed things differently.

Now, however, she had been put in the ignominioositipn of
having to depend on him totally, and, no mattet ghe might have
preferred not to get this close to him, she didaxte much choice but
to hang on. As he climbed up onto the path agawould have been
difficult not to wrap her arms around his neck $afety. God knew,
she didn't want him to drop her, and it was a preaa climb.

He was breathing quite heavily when they reached gath, the
masculine heat of his body unwillingly familiar ber. He still used
the same deodorant, she noticed, its odour minglinig the clean
sweat he was exuding, which was causing the badksoheck to
become quite damp.

As soon as they reached the path, Francesca rerhevégnds from

his neck, but not without becoming aware that benswas now on
her fingers, too. The realisation aroused two qiifferent impulses:

the first was to scrub her fingers against hisatadind remove any
trace of moisture from them, and the second wasing her fingers

to her lips and sample his individual taste.

She did neither, of course, although when Will aarhis head to ask
if she was all right the warmth of his breath wabearably sweet.
Dear God, she thought, did he have any idea howhnhec still
disturbed her? Had he any notion of how temptingas to anticipate
how he would react if she tried to turn his kindh&sher advantage?



But to what advantage? she asked herself impatiastihe strode
past St Mary's churchyard. What advantage was timete/ing to
make Will desire her again? Did she really want torknow she had
such thoughts about him—still? Wasn't it more ddedp leave well
alone?

Of course it was, and common sense quickly dispaseany
lingering regret at what might have been. Her Visite was not at his
invitation; she had to remember that. Whatever d@te before, he
didn't deserve that she should repay his charitydisyupting his
life."Have your guests gone?' she asked, decidiagwas a fairly
Innocuous question, and he gave her a narrow- syee.

‘Yes,' he replied. 'They left about an hour agoeylie staying at
Mulberry Court, as a matter of fact.'

'‘Now why doesn't that surprise me?' remarked Fisaracerily, unable
to keep die sarcasm out of her tone. She bit penlannoyance, and
started again. 'Who are they? | thought the youngenan was very
pretty.’

'‘Don't be so patronising,' said Will curtly, ancesuessed she hac
scraped a nerve. 'l don't see that it matters towiao they are, but if
you must know their name is Merritt." He pausedhatend of the
bridle-way. 'I'm going to put you down now.'

'‘Because | asked who your guests were?' she quediggantly, and
Will gave her a repressive look.

'‘Because I'm going to turn the Rover round and piok up,’ he
retorted, depositing her beside one of the irortgad¥vait here. |
won't be a minute.’

Francesca spent the few moments it took him to thenvehicle
wondering how she was going to climb up into the Bat, in toe



event, she didn't have to. Will left the enginemug, swung open his
door, and came and lifted her into the passengdr se

As he drove back to the Abbey, Francesca couleft $peculating
over what he had told her. If all three of his gadsad been called
Merritt, then it seemed fairly obvious that theyrevérom the same
family. Which meant—what? She cast him a sidewdgeag. That
Lady Rosemary was matchmaking? Was the fact tleat\Marritts
were staying with his grandmother just a coinci@gh©r had Will
himself arranged it after meeting the younger worasamewhere
else?

The idea wasn't appealing. The trouble was, thgdoishe stayed
here, the harder it was for her to regard Will vitte objectivity she
had cultivated over the past five years. Familjamtight breed

contempt, but it also bred informality. She wasahpbeginning to

resent her own sequestration. Dear God, she thawgably, pretty

soon she'd forget why she'd come here at all.

As if sensing her unease, Will glanced her wayhat thoment, his
lean, intelligent features registering a certaiatioa at the sight of
her expression. 'What?' he asked, arching a daww.bt get the
feeling you want to say something. If it's aboutr&am you can forget
it. She doesn't know who you are.’

Francesca caught her breath. 'As if I'd think sige' dhe declared
tautly, totally forgetting her intention to be impal. 'l knew you
wouldn't tell her who | was.'

Will blew out a breath. 'Oh?' he said evenly. '"Why?

Francesca cast him a defensive look. 'Becausedimagou and she
are—well, intimate. And | doubt if your girlfriengdould appreciate
knowing your ex-wife is staying at your house.'



Will took a deep breath. '"We're not sleeping togetif that's what
you're insinuating,' he told her shortly. 'And sh@&t my girlfriend. |
hardly know die woman. I've only met her twice.'

'‘Really?' Francesca crushed the feeling of relefdords had given
her beneath an unforgivable display of irony. "\Weétin't look now,
darling, but I'm sure she knows exactly what yal'ar

Will's eyes darkened for a moment, and then a tafchumour
touched his mouth. 'Jealous?' he enquired, watdtengeaction.

And, deciding to be honest, Francesca murmured;bila

His disbelief was palpable, and Francesca wasduagjlad of it She
didn't know what had possessed her to admit stiting, or what she
might have said if Will had taken her up on heraemIn any case,
their arrival back at the Abbey curtailed any #uttlevelopments,
and she told herself she was glad not to havep@ex

She had slid down from the vehicle before he haw tio cut the
engine and come round to help her, and she wadihgldrross to
the entrance when he reached her.

‘Do you need any help?' he asked, but she jusufadohim with a
shake of her head before disappearing from hig sihthe house.

An hour and a luxurious soak in the bath later Eeana was feeling
considerably better, physically, at least. Certaimtter than she'd
felt the previous day at this time, she acknowledgeatefully,
wrapping a soft white towel around her and wallpagfully into the
bedroom. Even the lingering discomfort in her ankées preferable
to the emotional trauma she had experienced tl bejore, and she
wondered if she hadn't been the slightest bit Ingstewhen she'd
found that broken window.



After all, as Clare's husband had pointed outdsih@t actually know
it was the stalker who had attempted to break tinéoflat. It could
have been vandals, he'd insisted. Living alonengyaut to work
every day, she was likely to be a target. She shwalt until she'd
calmed down before doing anything rash.

But Francesca hadn't listened to him. He and @ah&t know about
the phone call, so they couldn't understand whydslvanted to get
away. Perhaps she'd been wrong; perhaps she had |
over-sensitive. In retrospect it was much easietalk® a rational
view.

All the same, it wasn't a vandal who had been tising her. It wasn't
a vandal who had made all those ugly phone cals;ribing in great
detail what he was going to do with her when he gaasl and ready.
Her skin crawled at the memory of the sordid thihgshad said to
her, and for all her brave attempt at confidence abuld feel her
efforts slipping away.

Unable to contemplate the future with any degreeomimism,
Francesca slumped down onto the dressing tablé atooregarded
her reflection in the mirror.

Then, picking up her brush, she dragged it thrdughoosened hair.
Dammit, she thought, she had to get a hold of HefSwing in to his
harassment was only playing into his hands.

With thoughts like these preying on her mind, seeidked there was
no way she could eat in her room this evening. WiretVill liked it
or not, she needed to talk to someorayone She'd rather eat in the
kitchen with Mrs Harvey than up here on her own.

Which meant she was forced to put on the suit sldebleen wearing
when she'd arrived. Although she had got one orgersonal items
in the village, she had had no luck as far as supghting her



wardrobe was concerned. She regretted not havought a dress or
another skirt with her, and then chided herselfdarnng what she
looked like in the present situation.

Heels were out of the question, however and wherdskcended the
stairs a few minutes later she was self-conscioaslgre of how
incongruous her Doc Martens looked with her suitl, She consoled
herself, at least they were reasonably comfortaisid,no one could
accuse her of putting vanity before good sense.

The hall was empty, as was the drawing room whencslanced a
look inside. It was possible that Will was eatingt again this
evening, but surely if he had been he'd have sadweh to her.

Yet why should he? She had come here uninviteduaadnounced,
and he had every right to get on with his lifefashe didn't exist. She
knew, from her own experience, that he was nottsifdriends, and
as the local squire he was expected to attend atiner of social
events.

She bit her lip and hobbled back across the hathé¢olibrary. The
door was closed and, dismissing the urge to taptepolfor
admittance, she turned the handle and pushed twy ld®or open.
To her relief—or to her chagrin; it depended whaaly you looked at
it, she decided ruefully—Will was sprawled behinsl thesk taking a
phone call. He hadn't changed his clothes sin¢aftexnoon, and his
brows arched almost mockingly when he saw her.

She would have withdrawn again, but he lifted apanous hand and
waved her into the room. 'This won't take long,'sh&l, putting his
hand across the mouthpiece and waving her to a'skedip yourself
to a drink," he added, and she noticed the quartierhisky tumbler
that was standing on the desk in front of him.



Although she wasn't keen on whisky in the normay,vtanight a

stiffener seemed in order. Adding an equal meastiee and water
to her glass, she took a tentative taste, grimagtipe spirit caught
the back of her throat.

By the time she had seated herself in one of gitbde armchairs that
flanked the fireplace, Will had finished his caBwallowing the
remainder of the whisky in his glass, he went torgomself another,
before coming to stand on the hearth nearby.

'‘How's the ankle?' he asked, and Francesca fousdlheolouring a
little as he took in the clunky shoes.

'‘Much better," she said. 'l took a bath, and Ikhime warmth has
reduced the swelling. In any case, | can walk agdin, and that's the
main thing.'

‘Hmm.'

Will regarded her for a few more moments, and sbhadered what
he was thinking. That she should have warned hghefwas coming
down for supper, perhaps? Or was he thinking ofdwish response
to his enquiry if she was jealous?

'l hope it's not a problem if | have my meal dowairstthis evening?'
she ventured at last, aware that the silence betweem wasn't
getting any easier. 'l can eat in the kitchen, rEMlarvey doesn't
mind. | realise you're probably going out.'

'I'm not going out,' replied Will flatly. 'And evahl were you can't
seriously expect me to believe that you think &k gou to do
something like that." He gave her an impatient J66&ur arrival may
have been unexpected, but you're still my guestasduch, you'll be
treated with as much respect as anyone else.'



'‘Well, thanks.' Francesca pulled a wry face. 'Bugau had been
going out I'd have preferred Watkins' or Mrs Harsepmpany to my
own, if you see what | mean.’

‘Ah." Will's dark brows descended. 'You're stillsap about what
happened yesterday?'

‘Something like that' Francesca took another gtilpeo whisky and
found it rather more palatable this time. 'In aage; I'd rather not talk
about it. I'm sure you must be as sick as | anmefwhole affair.'

'l wouldn't say that.' Will moved away to standhet window, and she
felt a small sense of relief. 'At least it makeshange from my
problems,' he added drily. 'But go on; tell me d@bahiat you've been
doing these last five years instead.'

'‘Oh—' Francesca was surprised at his questionl,'Wel know what
I've been doing—more or less. After doing some tenagy work, |
got a job with Teniko, and I've been with themdbout four years.'

Will turned to rest his shoulder against the frahfeu live alone, |
gather.’

‘Yes.' Francesca told herself she had no righeéb resentful of his
enquiry. 'l live in a one-bedroomed flat in Kengomg which I've
never shared with anyone else. Except Jamaica.'

'‘Jamaica?’

Will's eyes had narrowed, and she sighed.cityshe said, despising
the image it initiated. 'He was knocked down ari@dithree months
ago, and | haven't had the heart to replace him.'

'Killed?' Will frowned. 'Who killed him?'



'Who?' She looked puzzled. 'l don't know. They didtop. | just
found him lying at the side of the road when | goime from work.'
Her throat tightened. 'That wasn't a good day eithe

Will nodded. 'l see.’

But something in his tone disturbed her. "You dtmttk— Oh, no!
Her throat closed up entirely. 'You don't think smme did it on
purpose?'

Will looked as if he regretted making the connettow. 'Probably

not," he said as she took refuge in her glasse'Hdfle came towards
her, holding out his hand. 'Let me get you anotAé&r've got at least
another half-hour before supper is ready.’

She let him refill her glass, primarily to give kelf time to assimilate
what he had said. She had been stupid, perhapst batd never
occurred to her that Jamaica's death might not Hmsen the
unfortunate accident she'd believed it to be. Yiety she came to
think of it, it was just after that that she hadrstd getting the
threatening calls.

Will brought her glass back to her, and she tooKrom him

delicately, avoiding his hands. Then he seated dlinis the chair
opposite, legs splayed, his glass cradled betwegrmpdms. He
regarded her thoughtfully, evidently aware that lkisrds had
disturbed her, and eager to make amends. She wssieedould just
close her eyes and make it all go away, not leabhihself, and die
treacherous emotions he still aroused in her.

'So," he said, with studied nonchalance, 'you'temioking of getting
married again?'

Francesca schooled her features. She hadn't ckdi®& hard it
would be to conduct a casual conversation with Vdild she was
beginning to wonder if she had been entirely wisecoming



downstairs. They knew one another too well, anglais difficult to
hide things from him. Yet she couldn't pretend thesre
Mends—not after what had gone before.

One of his shirt buttons had become unfastened, rgteed,
exposing an errant tuft of dark hair. Through tine fmaterial of his
shirt, she could see the shadow of the hair thratved down to his
navel, sense the muscled body that she had oneeka® intimately
as her own. She might not want to notice such tihgt she couldn't
seem to help it, no more than she could ignoréntipeessive mound
between his legs.

'I'm not dunking of getting married again, no,’ s$@d at last,
hurrying into speech in an effort to distract heayward thoughts.
'‘But you are,' she added recklessly. 'That was—Messitt you were
speaking to on the phone, wasn't it?'



CHAPTER EIGHT

WILL's eyes cooled considerably. 'As a matter of factyas my
grandmother,' he corrected her shortly. 'She'ddredon't ask me
how—that you were missing. Slie wanted to knowatid left for
good.'

Francesca's mouth drew in. 'And you had to disaypar,’ she said,
with assumed bravado, and Will wished he didn't &edamned
defensive on her behalf. He'd just spent the ldeh minutes
justifying his concern to his grandmother, and lksented her
implication that he shared Lady Rosemary's opinion.

Even if he should.

'‘Who knows what does or doesn't disappoint thdaalg?' he replied
after a moment, unwilling to get into that kindasjument with her,
'Suffice it to say that I've always disappointed ineone way or the
other. You'd think she'd have realised I'm a lasise by now, but she
just keeps plugging away.'

Francesca's expression softened. 'No one coulgmala lost cause,
Will,' she said, her hand continually smoothing legher arm of the
chair an indication of her nervous state. She fbemile. "You're
her blue- eyed boy—metaphorically, of course. lunpssed she
hasn't achieved her objective already. | can'elbeliMiss™ Merritt is
the first candidate she's produced.’

Will's lips thinned. "You may not realise it, butyre a lot like my
grandmother yourself,' he declared tersely. 'Ormmeget your teeth
into something, you insist on worrying it to dea#ind for God's
sake, stop calling Emma Miss Merritt. | don't renb@myou being so
formal before.'

'That's because we were never in this situatioarbéfshe informed
him stiffly, her hair catching the light as shdetl her head. Once



again, it was drawn back from her face, but sheft tlvo silky
strands to fall at either side of her temple, amgpdndered its unusual
colouring that was neither red nor gold. 'When vezenat college, it
was different,' she continued. "You were just \Willentin then. You
behaved like all the other students. | didn't kngow owned this
place, or that you had an ancient title to uphold.’

Will lay back in his chair, propping one ankle ors lknee and
regarding her with narrowed eyes. 'We worked it'dwe remarked
mildly. '‘Come on, Fran. Stop making excuses. Wexkane another
far too well to stand on ceremony now.'

Your grandmother doesn't think so.'

Will made an impatient sound. 'How do you know whmy
grandmother thinks?' he demanded, even though sttwe. 'And
why does it matter to you what the old lady thinkgRat does she
have to do with us? What did she ever have to do ug?'

‘She hates me," said Francesca simply, and Wathsdropped to the
floor in arrant disbelief.

'‘Now | know you're being foolish," he said impatignHe swung
forward in his chair. 'Okay. | know you and the tddy never saw
eye to eye about things, but believing that sheshabu is crazy.'

Francesca sipped her whisky. 'If you say so.' Bt didn't sound
convinced.

'l do say so." Will felt a trace of aggravation.hdve it on good
authority that she's concerned about you. She winds matter
clearing up as much as you do.’

'‘But for different reasons,' persisted Francesmakihg at him over
the rim of her glass. 'Oh, all right, Will, | donitant' to talk about



your grandmother any more than you do. What sheshdoesn't
matter any more. You started this conversationpmat

'I'd dispute that," said Will irritably, and thenaz again her haunted
expression made him draw back.

Dammit, she had enough on her plate without hiroasiihg some of
his own frustration. Why couldn't they have a ndreenversation
instead of dragging up all the debris of the past?

'So,' she said, after a moment, circling the rimhef glass with a
delicate finger, 'are you going to marry Miss—Emma?

Will blew out a breath, aware that he was moreudigtd by that
circling finger than by anything she'd said. She hang, slender
fingers, and, dammit, he could still remember hbase fingers had
looked against his skin. How they'd felt, too, hekreowledged,
feeling his body hardening. Oh, God, he thoughguisedly, didn't
he have any more control over himself than this?

Francesca had looked up now, and, aware that hécoallow her to

see what was happening to him, he got abruptlygddet. Turning
his back on her, he walked over to his previousitiposby the

windows, and then, realising, she was still waitimiga reply, he said
guardedly, 'Does it matter?'

'‘No.' Her response was unflatteringly dismissiveids just trying to
make conversation, that's all. But you have to &dl'si something
you've been thinking about. Unless you make a ladl®nhtertaining
young women and their parents.’

Will sighed, and, having succeeded in getting adntf himself
again, he turned to face her. 'My grandmother wolité a
great-grandchild," he conceded flatly. "You werd poepared to
appease her, so | must.’



Francesca suddenly went very pale. 'You couldnt teabring that
up, could you?' she asked, her lips tight and ctdes. 'Just when |
thought we were having a polite conversation, yad to make that
nasty little comment and spoil everything.' Shaishiher glass aside,
spilling a little of the whisky in the process, atheén pushed herself
to her feet and started painfully for the doove'ldecided | will eat
upstairs, if it's all the same to you. My own comga not as
unpleasant as yours.'

'Fran—'

He caught hold of her arm before she could reacth®ohandle, and
although she probably would have liked to wrenalséléaway from

him she considered her ankle and remained whergvabeBut she
was as stiff as a board, her whole body a tighttung ball of

resistance, and Will wondered how their civil exutpa had come to
this.

'I'm sorry,' he said, uneasily aware of how fradier arm seemed
within the sleeve of her jacket. He had the feetimaf if he exerted
too much pressure the arm might break. In her ahuitjeans, which
were probably too big for her anyway, she had amgokesaather more
sturdy. Though he remembered that when he'd lifeedshe'd felt no
weight at all.

‘It doesn't matter."

But it did, and he knew it. '‘Come and sit down a@aihe said
persuasively, trying to lighten the situation. "feuright. I'm a
tactless oaf. You've got enough to contend with iss

'It's not your concern,' she said tightly, clearbt prepared to accept
his apology. 'Will you speak to Mrs Harvey or shall

A graphic swear word slid unrestrainedly from hps] and without
thinking too intelligently about what he was abtautdo Will drew



her round to face him. Then, pulling her towards,the wrapped his
arms about her, pressing her head into his shquigehand stroking
the back of her neck.

She didn't struggle, but then neither did she negpo any way. She
let him take her and hold her, but she made nattéo reciprocate.
Her hands hung loosely by her sides, and her spaserigid. It was
like holding a flesh-and-blood statue, and Will gan inward groan
at the damage he had caused.

'Fran,’ he said again, his fingers at her napehbrgthe silky knot of
hair, and finding the erratic pulse that belied teyielding form.

'‘God, Fran, you know | wouldn't hurt you. But nigt easy coming to
terms with the fact that you're actually here.'

'l didn't ask you to let me stay,' she mumbled ragjahis throat, her
lips moistening the fine silk of his shirt, and bisdy clenched.

'l know that," he muttered, wishing he weren't sascious of her
nearness. But the touch of her skirt against lgs as absurdly
familiar, and when he bent his head towards hardkécate scent
rose sweetly into his nostrils. His lips grazed $eft cheek, and he
tasted the salt of tears on her skin. 'Oh, Fram,gloaned, 'stop
fighting me, will you? At least let me give you sermomfort, if
nothing else.'

'l don't want your comfort," she said through cletteeth, turning
her face away from him, as if she was afraid heyaoasg to kiss her.
Kiss her?His stomach tightened. He badly wanted to shake-had
then pull her down onto the sofa and make mad, @z love to
her, he finished with bitter candour.

"You don't know what you want," he told her nove llarshness in his
voice an indication of the strain he was feelingt,Blammit, he was
letting her weakness and her frailty undermine dasity, and it



briefly crossed his mind that if Lady Rosemary coskée him now
she'd very likely have a seizure. "This businegh whis man has
made you hypersensitive to any criticism,' he car@d firmly. 'I'm a
clumsy fool, | know that, but don't let it—spoilitigs between us.'

'Spoil things betweems?' She repeated his words in a strangle
voice, and suddenly her hands came up to presssidas chest.
'‘Between us, Will?' she said again, staring at With tear-washed
eyes. 'Haven't you forgotten something? There isusb Just
you—and me—and a whole history of lies and deceit!'

Will's fingers gripped her shoulders. 'lt wasnkelithat,’ he said
roughly, aware that he was taking this further—mfwother—than

he had intended. But she was so damned appealimeg ohstress, her
eyes wide, her lashes spiky with unshed tearsnmwoerth soft and
moist, a bewitching temptation in itself.

Before he knew what he was doing, he had leantrasvaer and
brushed her mouth with his. Once, twice, he rubdbedlips over hers,
before covering her mouth completely and slipping tongue
between her teeth.

His senses swam; heat, hot and sensual, roseud hle brain. He
was not thinking clearly, he would tell himself exfivards, or he
wouldn't have done it, but whatever madness hampgd him was
too strong for him to resist.

For her part, she had obviously not been expedttingto kiss her,
and for a moment she did nothing but stand impaBsiveneath his
sensuous assault. It was as if the unexpectedypeasthis mouth on
hers had nullified whatever protest she might hanagle, and that
there was some latent need still inside her thatenheer briefly forget
how she'd come to be in this position.



Whatever, as he continued to hold her, he felt femistance
weakening. Her mouth softened, became responsiveghs
mindlessly for its own reward. Her hands spreadrasfjdnis chest,
and, finding an opening in his shirt, her nailsaped painfully over
his hot skin. But he never felt the scratch, ohly $ensual pleasure it
gave him, and he felt her heartbeat acceleratingims$ands slid
down her back.

The memories were instantaneous. They fitted t@yeth perfectly.
They always had. Time had no meaning as his handaslfthe hem
of her skirt and slid beneath it, finding the tautve of her bottom,
and bringing her fully against him for the firsine. His fingertips
snhagged die hem of her panties, and he remembesedihe had
always preferred stockings to tights. Silk, finel éace-trimmed, they
invited his slightly unsteady invasion, and heatid the pad of his
thumb to find the delicious cleft between her legs.

She was wet.

His breathing constricted as the scent of her saeetly to his
nostrils, hot and musky, and wildly desirable. Aam welled in his
throat. He wanted her then, wanted her so badhuit. His body
ached for hers in a way it had never ached for a@yelse. He
remembered so well how good it had been to feeligbt muscles
opening for him, enfolding him, rippling voluptudyswhen she
came. Her climax had driven him to the very edgmsdnity before
his own blissful release had had him convulsindhén arms, and
however crazy this was he needed to feel thatselagain.

His blood beat thickly in his head, the yieldindtsess of her slim
body deafening him to the clamour of his ratioreises. He didn't
care about anything at that moment; didn't caret\Wwappened in the
future, so long as his immediate needs were sadisfi



But then, as if the sudden heavy heat of his atoagainst her

stomach brought its own awareness, she utteredfeethmoan and

jack-knifed away from him. Wrapping her arms arotnedself, as if

she was afraid she was about to fall apart, sheksher head almost
disbelievingly. 'Why?' she demanded, in a hoarssevd/Nhy did you

do that?'

Because | couldn't stop myself. Because | stilltwan. Because all |
can think about is how hot and tight you were, hadr much | want
to bury myself between your sweet thighs...

'‘Why d'you think?' he said instead, dragging hifmbkatk from the
unguarded precipice of his own weakness. As slfédtat him, her
contempt clear in her eyes, he was appalled at ihatso nearly
happened. For God's sake, he chided himself lyitt@ds he going to
let a purely physical need destroy the very realcpeof mind he'd
found in recent months? He wanted her, yes, byth@otold himself
savagelynotthat much.

'l don't know, do 1?' she retorted, obviously negared to let him off
the hook. '"How—how could you?'

Will drew a hoarse breath. 'Why not?' He manageadndiiferent
shrug of his shoulders. 'I'm sorry. | thought yo
needed—reassurance.'

'Reassurance?' She spoke fainfipatwas reassurance?'

‘That you're still an attractive woman,' he agréeeling in desperate
need of another drink. 'Don't look at me like th&agn. It was no big
deal. We've been married, remember? | kissed yat'stall. Don't

make it more—important than it was.'

She made a strangled sound. 'Will, you had youguenin my
mouth!" She paused. 'You—you touched me.’



'S0?' He was defensive now. 'I'm not denying ie'relked back his
hair with a nervous hand. 'Don't tell me you havernndered how it
would feel if we—if we were close again.’

She swallowed. 'Do you mean—intimate?"

'l mean close,' he said tightly, his throat closumgwith the images
she was evoking. 'Fran—'

"You mean you have?' she asked incredulously, arstifted a groan.
‘All right. Sure.'

‘You have?'

'Of course.' He tried to sound casual.

"Why?'

'‘Why?' God, he needed that drink. 'Why not? We wagether for a
long time, Fran. It's only natural that seeing wgain should arouse
old—old—'

'Feelings?'

‘Memories," he said flatly. 'Look, can | get yowtrer drink? | think
we could both use one.'

'‘Not for me,' she was saying stiffly when there \@alsnock at the
door.

What timing, Will thought drily, going to open iirhself. The last
thing he wanted was for Watkins or Mrs Harvey taedn here and
see that Francesca had been crying. Hell, he ecmadine what an
Interesting piece of gossip that would be to passo Mulberry
Court.



As he'd expected, it was Watkins, and the old noarkdd a little
taken aback when his employer confronted him. 'B&cme, my
lord!" he exclaimed in surprise, and Will was waNare that the old
butler was trying his best to look over his shoulaesd into the room
behind him. 'Um—I just came to tell you that— er-ppar's ready
when you are, my lord.'

"Thank you." Will managed a polite smile. 'We'll @eng in a few
minutes.'

'‘Er—Mrs Quentin is with you, my lord?'

'She is." Will started to close the door. 'Is @&’
Watkins stuttered, 'Um—I—er—yes, my lord.'
‘Good.’

Realising he was acting out of character, Will etbshe door in the
old man's face, and then rested back against & fmoment before
starting out across the room to the drinks trayuripg himself

another stiff drink, he swallowed half of it at alg, and then,
{sopping his hip against the table, he stared ungbeout of the

window. He had really done it now, he thought, eompt for himself

flooding his senses. Whatever had possessed hduo it To grab
her, and kiss her, as if he was starved for thiet sigd feel of her, to
drop his guard so completely that he was in veayadanger of losing
what little credibility he had left?

‘You don't honestly expect me to have supper woth?y

Francesca's husky protest came to him as if frgneat distance, and
it took a supreme effort of will to turn and facer lwith any degree of
equanimity. 'Why not?' he enquired, managing t@lkakexpression
out of his voice. His dark brows ascended with kmbxlte irony.
-"You're not afraid of me, are you?"



‘Afraid of you?' That had her briefly speechled&.'No, I'm not
afraid of you.'

'‘Well, then?'

'‘Will, please stop pretending that nothing's happehoe." A pink
tongue appeared to wet lips that were already asta®a ripe peach.
‘Never mind supper; | think | ought to leave.'

His stomach contracted. 'And go back to London?"

'‘Where else?' But he could tell the prospect wasasattractive to
her as she might pretend. 'If | leave now, | canrbé&ondon by
eleven—'

‘No!" Will's brain sought urgently for some excuse justify his
denial. 'That would be foolish, wouldn't it? | meahhe thought
rapidly '—do you really want to return to your flat night, in the
dark, not knowing what you're going to find?'

‘You meanhim, don't you?' Francesca stared at him with wound
eyes. 'That's an awful thing to suggest, Will.'

It was, and he knew it, but desperate needs derdaddsperate
measures. 'Well—what about your ankleZxclaimed with sudden
Inspiration, wishing he had thought of it first tYoan't drive all that
way with only one foot.'

Francesca frowned, but she cast a doubtful glandeea ankle.
Although she obviously would have liked to contcadhim, the truth
was the ankle was still swollen—more now, since Bhd been
standing on it, than before.

'I'm not an invalid,' she said tersely, but she walasrly hesitating,
and Will pushed his advantage.



'‘Look," he said, shoving his hands into his jagatkets, 'you have
every right to feel angry about what happened,landorry. | don't
know what came over me. | felt sorry for you, | gsieand | just
wanted you to know that—that, well, I'm here fouybsuppose.'

Francesca's lips twisted. 'Here for me?' she echaexhstically. Her
eyes dropped to his crotch. 'As in if | want sexydu mean?"

'‘No." His jaw compressed. 'Dammit Fran, I'm onlynam. What do
you expect of me? Divine abstinence?’

Francesca pressed her lips together. 'No," she ecaidfully.
‘Just—just friendship, that's all. Is that so mtahsk?’



CHAPTER NINE
FRANCESCASIept badly.

Despite the fact that she and Will had managedhoese a kind of
armed truce to die remainder of die evening, when eventually
crawled into bed she found it almost impossiblestax. And for the
first time in months it was not fear of the stalkleat disrupted her
rest. It was the thought of what had happened leetwer and Will in
the library, and the uneasy suspicion that eveer &l that had
happened she was still pathetically vulnerable ehbe was
concerned.

Of course she denied it, and she spent a considdraigth of time
berating herself for being such a fool. She wasenalble at the
moment, but not because of anything Will had dohre.her

circumstances, anyone would be vulnerable, ancg enly natural
that she should feel—gratitude towards Will becéawesd helped her.

The truth was—he'd said it—he felt sorry for hee Was a decent
man, and no decent man would wish her situatiorhisnworst

enemy. She had been his wife for almost five yeansl, they had
lived together before that, so naturally he felhscsense of pity for
her. However acrimonious their parting had ultimateeen, he
couldn't completely erase the past.

And he hadn't intended to kiss her. She knew thad intended to
comfort her, that was all, and things had gottkeldut of hand. They
knew one another too well, she thought: that wadthuble. When
he'd covered her lips with his, she'd wanted dedelgrto respond.

Which was why she awakened the next morning withaeumely
hung-over feeling, a sense of something ominousgjihgnover her
head. The prospect of seeing Will again was noealpy. She'd



have much preferred to bury her head under thewslland stay
where she was.

Of course she awakened most mornings aware of ses#ndread,
these days, but this was different. For once, thtaugf the man who
had been harassing her were not in the forefroneomind. She had
the feeling that whatever had happened the nigifdréet had

irrevocably altered their situation. That, no matiéhat she did,
things would never be quite the same again.

She made an impatient sound, pushing herself ugeoelbows-and
looking around die room. As usual, she was ovetiggcshe thought
disgustedly. She doubted if Will was subjecting $wth to this kind
of soul- searching, just because he'd made a p&ss ex-wife. She
ought to get things in perspective. She was omhkthg about it now
because she didn't want to think about havingdede

To leave...

Her stomach hollowed abruptly. That was true enowshie didn't
want to leave, and the real horror of the situatias that she had to
go back. Back to London, back to her flat, bacthtwsse awful phone
calls. Oh, God, she thought sickly, what was shegtom do?

She swung her legs out of bed, unable to relaX@amgyer. But when
she attempted to get to her feet she let out asluntary moan. She'd
forgotten about her injured ankle, but it was ohbgia was still not
completely cured.

'‘Damn...! she muttered, and then started as usuah where was a
tentative tap at her door. She guessed it was phplbdrs Harvey,
but she still perched on the side of the bed ambped the quilt
protectively about her. Old habits die hard, sloaigjint uneasily, and
her nerves were strung as taut as violin strings.



The door opened without warning, however, and tbhesbkeeper
stuck her head round, as if expecting Francesdaetasleep. 'Oh,
you're awake, madam!" she exclaimed, not withoutrage of
embarrassment. 'l was just checking. | came upeednlit you were
dead to the world.’

An unfortunate choice of words, reflected Franceaefully, but she
didn't comment on it. Instead, she looked at thlexlgl her eyes
widening in amazement when she saw the time.

'‘Good Lord,' she said, half disbelievingly. 'ltadftpast nine!'

'Like | said,' agreed Mrs Harvey, pushing the demler and folding
her arms across her ample bosom, 'l came up eaniigr your tea,
but you were sound asleep."'

'Oh, I'm sorry.' Francesca felt awful now. 'l hdge@ven't put you to
any trouble. It took me some time last night totgetleep.’

'Of course it hasn't put me to any trouble," declahe housekeeper
firmly. "You needed the rest, and it's not as iérdis anything
spoiling. His lordship himself said not to wake ydie said to tell
you he'd be back about five, and if there's angtlyou need in the
meantime either Edna or myself will see to it fouy

Francesca swallowed. "'W—he's gone out?"

'His lordship? Yes, madam. | believe he's takingdWerritt to York
for the day. In any event, he said that you shoake things easy.'
She smiled. 'He's most concerned about you, maBaml expect
you know that.'

Did she?

Francesca pressed her lips together. What wasoshenk when he
knew she'd planned to drive back to London todesyihg a day



earlier than they'd originally agreed? Yet wadrtypical of Will to
present her witla fait accompl? If she left now, she wouldn't see hin
again.

‘Anyway, I'll go and get your tray now," said Mraidey, evidently
deciding she had been too familiar, and eager ttheir relationship
back on its usual footing. 'lIf you don't mind, Bling your breakfast
as well. That way, you can take your time. His &g mentioned
that you'd twisted your ankle yesterday afternoon.'

‘Yes, | did.'

Francesca looked down at her foot rather rueftrjyng not to resent

the fact that Will had mentioned the. injury to btaff. She'd like to

believe it was because he was concerned abouiulteshe suspected
it was to ensure she stayed where she was urgibhleack.

‘Well, you just take it easy," advised Mrs Harvpgusing in the
doorway. 'Now, is there anything special you'd ks morning? A
nice boiled egg, perhaps?'

‘Just toast and coffee, please,’ Francesca asswedoolitely,
remaining where she was until the housekeeper loadd the door.
She wasn't particularly hungry; she seldom careakt\whe ate.

But it seemed she was not expected to return taldwortoday, and
she was unwillingly aware that her strongest emmoti@s one of
relief. It might not be the wisest thing, stayinghre Abbey after what
had happened the night before, but that was héiguro Judging by
Will's reaction, it was unlikely to happen again.

The morning passed without incident. By the time sBad showered
and had her breakfast, it was well on the way nchtime, and after
binding her ankle with an elastic bandage Mrs Haad provided



for her Francesca made her way downstairs. Sheaffdiberty to
move around the house freely as Will wasn't tharel she even
ventured out onto the terrace and leaned on thee dbalustrade,
admiring the garden below.

She would have liked to walk to the lake, where lgiw there was
an old gazebo, where she and Will used to watcrstimset many
moons ago. But bearing in mind the limitations ef Ankle, and the
trouble she'd got into the day before walking on tv&n, she was
forced to abandon that idea. Besides, it was plessibsee the lake
from her position on the terrace, and she reabsed forgotten how
beautiful the Abbey grounds actually were.

The house itself was another story. Turning, slo@mped her elbows
on the stonework at either side of her, and tiltadhead back to look
up at its ivy-hung facade. It was beautiful, toat, ibwas beginning to
show its age, its crumbling stonework revealing fa@gperately in
need of repair it was.

It was a shame, she thought, that such a beaatduduilding should
be allowed to decay. With its many leaded windoefiecting the
light, and the almost medieval crenellations sumdiog its roof, it
had an ageless appeal. It wasn't strictly Jacolibare had been too
many extensions and additions for that. Yet it pessed a timeless
beauty that couldn't be denied.

Of course, Will's ancestors hadn't been short afiegoThey hadn't
had to contend with taxes and death duties, andufabad been
cheap. Will had told her once that his great-gggatt-grandfather
had spent thousands of pounds installing a ballrd@ahwas never
used. His wife had died in a hunting accident, dred4th Earl had
never been seen in company again.

But shortage of money was probably why Will wasisgg Emma
Merritt around, thought Francesca cynically. It htigave been at his



grandmother's suggestion, but it seemed he hadjectmn to the
plan. And it wasn't as if it would be any hardshmarrying Miss
Merritt. Francesca remembered all too clearly hamyvattractive
that young woman was.

She had lunch in the morning room, where she anitl ad had

breakfast the day before. There was consomme, asth,pwith a

delicious bowl of chocolate- flavoured rice pudditegfinish, and

although she hadn't felt particularly hungry whiae'd sat down she
managed to eat everything that was put before her.

‘We'll soon have you feeling your old self agamemarked Mrs
Harvey, serving the coffee herself, and Francesoadered what 'old
self that was: the comparative innocent she'd Hesfore she'd
married Will, or the shattered woman he'd left (&ne pondered.
These days, it was hard to remember anything nvdmest.

She was standing in the drawing room, considerivg doubtful

advantages of either scanning one of the magaalwas country life
that were strewn on small tables around the roogoorg up to her
apartments to rest, when she heard a car pull tgideu Going to the
window, she saw an ancient Rolls-Royce sitting loa drive, and
even as she stood there, transfixed, she saw @filrsdmother being
handed out of the back seat by her chauffeur.

A mixture of emotions swept over Francesca atni@nhent, not the
least of which was panic. But it didn't last lofecent experiences
had made her tougher, and she doubted that anyithohgRosemary
had to say would hurt her now.

All the same, it required some stamina to remaiarelshe was when
every instinct inside her was bidding her to fM&ll wasn't here; she
had no need to see the old woman. She could l¢&vdvirs Harvey
to tell their guest that she was resting in hemroo



But on the heels of this thought came the reatisdfnat, of course,
Lady Rosemary hadn't come to see Will. She knewvd® out, and
therefore her visit here had nothing to do with hiRrancesca
supposed she should have expected it. As soon lagatlitold her
he'd informed his grandmother that she was here skbuld have
known the old witch wouldn't leave her alone. Desgie successful
job she'd done in convincing Will that Francesantdihave a heart,
she was evidently wary. She wanted to know whatgeasg on. She
wanted to ensure that Francesca wasn't here toe@esald scores.

Which was why she was still standing gazing withpapnt

nonchalance out of the window when Lady Rosemanyecimto the

room. She'd heard the tap of the old woman's carnkeohall floor so
she was not entirely surprised at how quickly sla lyained
admittance to the house. Obviously, she wouldaftdsbn ceremony,
although when she turned to look at her old advgrsae saw
Watkins hovering anxiously behind her.

'‘Can | get you anything, your ladyship?' he asketling round her to
make his request. 'Some tea, perhaps? Or a glabgof?’

‘Not now, Watkins.' Lady Rosemary dismissed therolth with a
careless flick of her wrist. 'I'll let you know liim staying. Close the
door behind you as you go out.’

Francesca could feel her nerves tightening atigliberate display of
autocracy, but apart from turning to perch on thehooned window
seat she made no concession to the old woman'sn@esOn the
contrary, she regarded Will's grandmother with dippearance of
calm authority, and Lady Rosemary looked slighélgein aback by
her apparent indifference.

Still, age had taken its toll of the old woman, arigtking her tongue,
she crossed to one of the sofas that faced onéembefore the
hearth and sat down. Then, legs slightly apartcttbemodate her



cane, she regarded Francesca with evident irmtaiefore tilting her
head to speak.

'‘Why did you come here, Francesca? You must hagekithat you
wouldn't be welcome.’

Francesca sucked in her breath. As always, LadgrRas/ had got
straight to the point. No prevarication for her, mat of cordiality.
She'd come here for a purpose, and she intendsslteard.

‘Not welcome?' Francesca said, managing to soumdosal
astonished. 'l wouldn't say that. Will was moststent that | should
stay for the weekend."'

'‘Will's a fool,' retorted his grandmother curtlys'not convenient for
you to be staying here at all. Particularly nos theekend, when he's
got other commitments." She shook her head. 'Hayslwas too
gullible for his own good.’

'‘Well, I'd agree with you on that,' said Francesacllly, getting up
from die window seat and crossing to rest her ttelghands on the
back of the sofa opposite. 'He believes what ygu fe& one thing.
Only someone who was very gullible—or very loyal—udat that.'

Lady Rosemary's lined cheeks suffused with hotwoldrou can't
speak to me like that'

'‘Can't 1?' Francesca was amazed at her own tem8htyarched her
dark eyebrows. 'l believe | just did." She lifte@r hshoulders
carelessly. 'What can you do about it?' Her lipdecl 'That you

haven't already done, of course.’

The old woman's eyes were malevolent '‘Don't untierate me,
Francesca. Just because you're not married toaWijlimore doesn't
mean | can't have an influence on your life. Oned#mm a friend of
mine who just happens to be a member of the govanhmo your



employer—Mr Hamishito? Is that right?—and you miag fyourself
looking for another job.'

Francesca swallowed. "You're lying.'

'‘Am |?' Lady Rosemary's gloved hands tightened aleucane. '‘Are
you prepared to take that chance?'

Francesca's nails dug into the soft leather. Thie vadbman was
watching her intently, and it was obvious she thdughe had the
upper hand. If she gave in to her now, she mightelsgo back to
London. She'd have proved to her how vulnerablesshevas.

Francesca took a breath. '"You'd do that?' she 'Jdaist. to get rid of
me?' She shook her head. 'l don't understand. W you got to
fear from me?"'

'l don't fear you,' snorted the old woman furiouslyt the paper-thin
skin beneath her nose was beaded with sweat. 'l \@ant you here,
Francesca. You're a— sick woman, and you don'tnigelere.' Her
face contorted. 'You never did.'

'l suppose that's why you made it your businesgetorid of me,'
suggested Francesca tautly. 'l knew you didn't tilee but | never
realised you'd do anything to break up our marridfyeen to the
extent of destroying your own great-grandchild. dal/ that was a
pretty sick tiling to do, wouldn't you?'

Lady Rosemary's nostrils flared. 'l don't know what're talking
about.'

'Of course you don't." Francesca was contemptuéas:ll probably
go to your grave denying it but that doesn't meaanit true. You
know and | know that | wanted that baby. But tHdtfool you called
a doctor would have done anything you said.’



Lady Rosemary held up her hand. 'If you're tallabgut Dr Rossiter,
you couldn't be more wrong. He's a fine physicrsk anyone who
knows him. He's dealt with our family for over fprgears and, not
only that he's a very dear friend.’

Francesca caught her breath. "You mean he'srstdtiping?’

'‘Hardly that." Lady Rosemary rubbed the brass loéhe@r cane with
an impatient finger. 'Naturally, he's retired nofatom general
practice, at least.’

Francesca shook her head disbelievingly. 'He seesuedld,' she
said, barely audibly. 'l was sure he must be dead.’

‘Well, he's not' said Will's grandmother shorthfe'often dines at
Mulberry Court. Since his wife's death, it's becdrnizesecond home.'

'‘Was that his choice or yours?' asked Francescdically. 'l imagine
you feel obliged to keep him sweet.’

'l don't feel—obliged to keep him sweet or othepyisetorted Lady
Rosemary coldly. 'He's an old man. He needs coropahip. And he
has nobody else.’

'How convenient' said Francesca ruefully, and oagain Will's

grandmother showed her contempt. 'He's not incoenpeif that's
what you were toping,' she stated bleakly, her blres glacial. 'So if
you were thinking of challenging his capabilitidgnk again.'

Francesca blew out a breath. 'You know, | hadwught of that.
Until you brought it up, such a thing had neverregatered my head.
Is that why you're so desperate to get rid of me®2 you afraid |
might repeat my doubts to Will?'



'‘Don't be ridiculous!" Lady Rosemary stamped haeaan the floor. 'l
warn you, Francesca, | won't be thwarted. | wantgat of this house
tonight.'

Francesca hesitated a moment, and then walkededsigby round
the sofa and seated herself opposite the old woltrarafraid that's
not possible,' she said, extending her leg sottl@iOther woman
could see the bandage. 'I'm afraid I've had a sawaltlent. | sprained
my ankle when | was out walking yesterday afterndta not as
painful as it was, but it's still swollen. | coultpossibly drive all the
way back to London tonight.’

Will's grandmother was incensed. 'l don't beligve i
It's true.’

‘Then my chauffeur can drive you,' Lady Rosemargliated. 'He
does little enough for his keep. He'll be glad dket you. I'll get
Watkins to ask him to come in.’

'‘Don't bother." Francesca stopped her before sehed the bell. 'l
brought a friend's car, and I've no intention alvieg until I'm able to
drive it back myself/

Lady Rosemary sank back into her seat. 'You refussave?"

Francesca hoped she wasn't going to regret thes."Y

‘Then you leave me no choice but to contact mynétien London,'
said the old woman, getting heavily to her feetrmghjust hope you
know what you're doing. In your situation, I'd haweught you'd
want to keep your job.’

Francesca frowned. 'My situation?'



'Yes." Lady Rosemary nodded. 'Will told me you wdreing
persecuted by some man. | have to say, it doesallyrsurprise me.
You always were too provocative for your own good.'

Francesca's jaw dropped. 'Provocative? Me?"'

'Yes, you,' said Lady Rosemary tersely. '| neve@reyed of the way
you behaved, the way you dressed. All those shkntissand tight
trousers.' She surveyed the younger woman criicélhd | see you
haven't changed at all.’

'Oh, | have.' Francesca remained where she wad,tbok an effort.
'‘And you know it takes all sorts to make a worladuYnever know,
your threats may work to my advantage. If I'm otvork, I've got
nothing to go back for.'

'If you think Will will allow you to stay here—'

'He might," murmured Francesca provokingly. "Whetexou think,
Will still cares about me. If you're not carefulpuw just might
overplay your hand.'

Will's grandmother was breathing shallowly now, ardominous
tide of colour was sweeping up her neck. 'Are yaedtening me,
girl?'

As if.

Francesca swallowed, suddenly losing her tastéhisrdiscussion.
She had never threatened anyone, and she wouldsiit tov do
so—not even her old enemy.

'‘No,' she said flatly, rising from the sofa. 'l wast thinking aloud,
that's all. Surely you can't object to that?'



Lady Rosemary regarded her with a steely staret yBu won't
leave?'

'l can't,’ said Francesca firmly. 'Not until tonas;, anyway.'

‘Tomorrow.' Will's grandmother tapped her canehlmnfloor. 'l have
your word on that?'

Francesca's lips twisted. 'If that means anythongpu,' she said.

"'l consider it,' declared the old woman curtéynd without even a
word of farewell she marched arrogantly to the door

Francesca was at the window again when the Rollg<® pulled

away, but Lady Rosemary didn't look back. Francescéd see her,
sitting stiffly on the bench seat, much as she'l @athe sofa
moments before. She obviously disdained the usesefat belt. She
was probably of die opinion that no one would dareun into her

car. She rode through the ranks of sightseersjngaio enter the
grounds, with all the hauteur ofggande dame.

But when Francesca turned away from the windowained she was
shaking. Crossing swords with Will's grandmothed Ipaoved far

more exhausting than she'd thought. There mighe leeen some
small crumb of comfort to be gained from the fdcttshe'd bested
her, but she realised she wasn't half as toughiea®ld woman

imagined she was.

As far as staying on at the Abbey was concerned itad been pure
bravado. Apart from anything else, Will didn't wdrer here. She
shouldn't mistake the way he'd kissed her as amythore than
sympathy. The fact that she still found him sexha@$was her fault,
not his.



CHAPTER TEN

WiLL arrived home soon after four o'clock. It was eatihan he had
anticipated, but the day hadn't been a completeess¢c and when it
had started to rain in the middle of the aftern&Bomma hadn't been
averse to returning to Mulberry Court.

Whether she had thought he might stay and havewita his
grandmother Will couldn't be certain. As they haéi struggling for
conversation for the past couple of hours, he haldought she'd be
particularly disappointed if he cried off. Surpnigly, the old lady
hadn't twisted his arm either, although she haited that he join
them that evening for supper, as the Merritts wiewring the
following day.

He'd wanted to make some excuse, but had knowmuidrct. Not
without upsetting Lady Rosemary, and giving the Mfisr the
Impression that he wasn't interested in their deargiThe fact that
Emma'’s outrageous comments no longer amused$imuch as they
had was hardly relevant. He was only meant to mémeygirl, for
God's sake. Not indulge in intelligent debate.

Nevertheless, he'd left his grandmother's house idecidedly
contentious mood. Six hours of listening to Emmattgring about
clothes and holidays, and flirting with him wheneske could, had
aroused an acute sense of being used. And hisuntiolr wasn't
improved when he found his ex-wife asleep in thealy.

She had evidently been reading a book she had tekarthe shelves
when exhaustion had got the better of her. Andvgecurled up in
his chair, of all places. Her apparent lack of conderrhis feelings
irritated him like hell. Dammit, he thought, if Freesca hadn't
destroyed their relationship, he wouldn't be inuhpleasant position
of having to look for a wife. Without that unfortate experience to



cite as an example, his grandmother wouldn't heo@dsa chance of
persuading him to let her take a hand.

The fact that he was also all too aware of the dhmidriff exposed
by her shirt having come away from the waistbandesfjeans didn't
help matters. However successful he might have imeationalising

what had happened the night before, the feelingddmi go away.
He was still attracted to her, he acknowledgecethtt With the

agony of her betrayal losing its sharpness, it afd200 easy to
remember what might have been.

His fists clenched. He was getting maudlin. Anarusst be mad even
to contemplate going down that road again. He westaking her
natural fears about the stalker for vulnerabilitywas only because
she'd needed his support that he'd seen her again.

He was tempted to slam the library door and stdnge into

wakefulness, but something—some innate sense ofpassion,

perhaps—persuaded him to use discretion insteforcé. Besides,
he didn't want her to know how she affected himlddg as she was
here, he must keep their association detached &oynpersonal
response.

With the door closed, he approached the desk whereook she had
been reading was lying, the pages open at no pkatiplace. He
picked it up. It was an old cog®f Wuthering Heightshat his father
had once bought for his mother. And he guessedhtiig¢hat it was
set in Yorkshire had influenced her choice.

He flicked it open. He remembered glancing thromgfhen he was a
schoolboy, and how he'd harboured a certain symipathHeathcliff.
Perhaps it had been a case of precognition, hegkhowryly.
Heathcliff, too, had loved a woman who had effegdindestroyed his
life, though he wouldn't wish Cathy's fate on Festa.



Or would he?

He put the book down with rather more violence #mel sudden
sound pulled her instantly out of sleep. 'Oh, Gatie exclaimed,
thrusting her feet to the floor and gazing up at tiith wide startled
eyes. '| must stop doing this. It's getting to behit.’

Will shrugged. 'You weren't harming anyone," helated, ignoring
the feelings of resentment he had suffered whenhfhrst found her
here. He pushed his hands into his jacket pockétsy's your ankle?"

'Fi—' She glanced down automatically and then,anagi that her
shirt was loose, she made an awkward attempt toipback into her
waistband. 'lIt's much better, thanks. As you'lldhgathered, | haven't
done anything very energetic today, so it shouldaberight by
tomorrow.’

'‘Mmm." Will took a deep breath. Her efforts at oestg her shirt had
caused her nipples to pucker, and now her smadisksavere clearly
outlined beneath the soft fabric. 'You're planning leaving
tomorrow?'

'Of course.' If she was aware of his fascinatiothviler body, she
didn't show it. 'l have to go back to work on Moynda

‘And it's not much fun being here on your own?'shggested, his
eyes moving to the neckline of her shirt, and thekg hollow he

could just see above the V. His fingers positivediied to stroke the
provocative curve of her throat, and dip insidéhtanb those swollen
nipples, and it was the devil's own job to keeptiadrof his tongue.

'I'm sorry about today. I'd promised to take Emm& ork and show
her the Minster.'

‘That's all right." Francesca's lips had stifferaa] he wondered if
she'd realised what he was thinking. '‘And | havieeén alone—not
all day, anyway. Your grandmother paid me a visit.'



Will's sexually induced inertia fled. "The old Iaslyoeen here?' His
hands came out of his pockets, and he thrusttedtangers through
his hair. 'What the hell for?'

Francesca tilted her head to look up at him. "Yida'dknow?"

'‘What?' Will gazed at her with narrowed eyes. 'TRafsie was
coming here? Of course not.' He frowned. 'Did shel €id?’

'‘N-0-0." Francesca looked down at die desk, trattieggrain of the
leather with a thoughtful finger. 'l just wonderdaat was all.'

‘Well, I didn't," said Will harshly. "What did skent?’
Francesca's mouth took on an ironic slant. 'Canitguess?'

Will scowled. 'Frankly, no. | can't imagine whatuyand she might
have to say to one another.' His scowl deepen&dharcame to rest
his hands on the desk across from her. 'Unless/ake-warning you

off.'

'‘Got it in one.'

Francesca drew back, as if intimidated by his ressnand, pressing
her hands down on the arms of the chair, she gotewtat
tentatively to her feet. It reminded Will that, vweeer she said, her
ankle wasn't cured yet, and he was annoyed to firad this
realisation didn't arouse the emotions it should.tk®e contrary, he
knew a sense of relief that he might not havede fas own reactions
to her leaving as soon as he'd thought.

'l hope you told her that your staying here hakingtto do with her!

he exclaimed harshly, straightening from the deskraoving so that
he was in the path she would have to take if steengtted to come
round the desk. 'My God, why can't she mind her business? What
did she hope to achieve by speaking to you?"



'l believe I've just answered that one,' repliedn€esca stiffly,

wavering a little as the barrier he had createddher to put most of
her weight onto one leg. '‘Anyway, it's hardly imjamoit, is it? It's not

as if she has anything to fear from me.'

Will's dark brows descended. 'That's an odd choicevords,'he
observed, and he saw the consternation in her eyes.

'l just meant it's not as if our—current associatis in any way
personal,’ she amended swiftly. 'You know your draother never
approved of me. Perhaps she just wanted to ensairé wasn't here
to try and resurrect our previous relationship.'

Will's mouth compressed. 'And, of course, you're' Higo.'

She was indignant now, and he wondered why heonsgproused

such a sudden sense of irritation in him. But, damshe had left

here swearing she still loved him. Was it so owgoag to expect that
a little of that emotion might have lingered on?

'‘How can you ask such a thing?' she continued hensaw that she
had interpreted his reaction as something elsdeddrshe—that is,
Lady Rosemary—has convinced you | might be lyingualithat, too.'
Her lips twisted. 'l imagine you saw her when yaokt your
girlfriend back to Mulberry Court.'

Will didn't bother to try and deny again that Enmwes his girlfriend.

After all, if his grandmother had her way, she'drsbe considerably
more than that. He was too busy trying to contrsldwn emotions,
particularly when Francesca chose to wet her lipssuch a

provocative way.

Yet he knew she wasn't being deliberately proveeatOn the
contrary, he was well aware that the only one pmwiag this
conversation was him. If he got out of her way, ¢l out of the



door so fast, he'd stand no chance of stoppinglhgired ankle or
not, he sensed that she was as tense as a cailegl. sp

'l believe you,' he said at last, rubbing the padi® finger over the
polished surface of the desk at his side. The weasl smooth, but
nowhere near as smooth as her skin, he reflectagthwg her with
hooded eyes. What would she do if he touched heth® really
want to find out?

‘Then do you mind getting out of my way?' she ask®el tremor in
her voice revealing how apprehensive she really &®he put a hand
up to her hair, which was scraped back into a tigteid this
afternoon, and twined a loosened strand aboutihger 'I'd like to
take a bath before supper.’

An image of Francesca in the bath instantly fillesl inner vision.
Steam rising from sudsy water, long limbs emergiogy pink or
lathered with soap above the rim of the tub. Ingast, it hadn't been
unknown for them to take a bath together. The am@iimbing at
the Abbey did have some advantages, he recalled...

‘Do you mind?'

She was closer now, evidently deciding that she toathke the
initiative, or run the risk of exposing how fearilie was. But not of
him, he chided himself, remembering what had brobgh here. He
was confusing her emotions with his, which wagrétsame thing at
all.

'Of course.'

He stepped aside then, and he was sure he wanaghing the look
of relief that crossed her face. Whatever, she leobpast him,
obviously eager to get away, and he propped hisdgpgnst the desk
as she hurried out of the room.



It was some minutes later that he remembered hédwoibe in for

supper. Finding Francesca asleep, and then helatievethat his

grandmother had been to see her, had emptied hid ofiall other

considerations, and he gave an exclamation of amugy Of course,
his own reactions at finding her there hadn't méale rational

thinking, but it was irritating to think that he svaow going to have
to explain where he was going, when it should hbeen at the
forefront of his thoughts.

He had poured himself a drink, and now he emptisd@lass and set
it down on die desk before leaving die room. Hevkihe'd probably
have left for Mulberry Court again before Francesmae downstairs
for the evening meal, so he really had no optidrtdbgo upstairs and
explain.

Encountering Watkins in the hall outside was netrilief it should
have been. Instead of asking him to deliver a ngessa Mrs
Quentin, he merely nodded to the man before coimignon his way
upstairs. His jaw compressed. What was he doing/b@e would
think he was looking for an excuse to go to Fraca'ssoom.

Which, of course, he was.

Will acknowledged that fact as he strode alongdbeidor to his
ex-wife's rooms. Just because he had a legitineatson, that was no
excuse for taking advantage of the situation. a'thonestly know
what he wanted of her. Except perhaps a chancet@ po himself,
If no one else, that he was no longer the credulooishe had once
been.

He knocked at the door.

There was no response, and he guessed she wablgrolihe bath.
His stomach clenched. What now? Did he dare watkniher? How
would she react if he opened the bathroom door?



He took a breath. This was stupid, he thoughtaiht. He was
behaving like a would-be suitor on a first dateeyd been married,
for God's sake. Francesca had no secrets fromVieth, not physical

ones, he amended bitterly. He doubted he'd even ladde to

understand her mind.

He knocked again, and when there was still no respde opened
the door. As he'd expected, the bedroom was eioptye could hear
the sound of running water coming from the bathrodimat was

obviously why she hadn't heard his knock or hisramte, te

acknowledged tautly. He wondered if she was alréadye bath.

He closed the bedroom door behind him, unwillingaioyone else to
apprehend his intentions. Indeed, he still wadr&llaconvinced of
what those intentions were, and as he stood tlueieng about him,
he had the uneasy feeling that this was a mistake.

He should leave, he thought. He should get out$idedoor again
now, before Francesca realised what was going enhadl no real
excuse for invading her privacy. Just becausenhshis house, that
was no reason to behave as if he owned her as well.

But still he stood there, taking in the sight of @ans and shirt,
discarded on the age-scarred ottoman that stabe @nd of the bed,
of her make-up case open on the dressing tablethenthntalising
scent of the perfume that she wore. Everything®heed was so
completely feminine. It was that that kept him #ier that

compulsive reminder of his own masculinity.

He moved towards the dressing table, picking upatmmiser of
perfumed deodorant and raising it to his face. hiffexl and the
unforgettable fragrance filled his nostrils, brimgiback memories
that he'd believed were long forgotten. But theyrem#&. The
poignancy of the visions they evoked made him dizih longing,



and he thrust the container back onto the cut-gfagsand started for
the door.

Behind him, he heard the bathroom door open, anddlsed with a
feeling of humiliation that the water had stoppedning. Francesca
must have heard the chink of glass on glass, ag@ tvas no way
now he was going to get out of there without anaxation.

'Who'-s there?"

Her startled cry brought him to an immediate laait] although it was
the last thing he wanted to do he had no choicédturn and face
her. Schooling his features into a mask of apolbgyslowly reversed
his position.

'l just remembered—' he was beginning, when heldagight of her
shocked face and realised, with a pang of shans, b had
frightened her. But even that thought was swifthervaken by his
reaction to her appearance. He'd been preparethdohkr in a
bathrobe, a towel even, but what he found was dungeinfinitely

more disturbing than that. He was sure the lacyam@ matching
panties were far more provocative than her nude basuld have
been, her hair loose about her shoulders and fgahen unnaturally
pale face.

'‘Will'" She swallowed, and he was ruefully remindbdt she was
totally unaware of his feelings. Unaware, too, o&r hown

semi-nudity, he guessed, as she struggled to coteerhs with what
was real and what was imagined. 'Oh, God, | theughthought

someone had broken in.'

'Sony.' He endeavoured to sound sympathetic, witery enerve in
his body was scraped raw with other emotions gukin't have come
in. | was looking for a piece of paper. | was gaiodeave you a note.’

Liar!



‘A note?'

She looked confused, and no wonder, he musedIpittEo explain
that | won't be in to supper this evening,' he wamtdoggedly. 'l
forgot to mention it earlier. I'm dining at Mulbgr€Court.'

'‘Ah!" She licked her lips now, and as if his preasamnouncement had
brought her down to earth she passed a nervousavandher midriff.
‘Well—that's all right. There's no need for you drplain your
movements to me.'

Will's lips tightened. 'l know that,' he said, neieg the implication.
'l just thought | ought to—warn you, that's all.’

'Warn me?'

"That you'll be eating alone,' declared Will shartHe straightened
his spine. 'lt seemed the decent thing to do.'

'Did it?" Suddenly she didn't seem as vulnerabletesd seemed
before. 'Are you sure about that?'

'‘Am | sure about what?"Well..." She lifted henskhoulders and he
bad to force himself not to watch the narrow sttegi slipped down
her arm and exposed die upper curve of her bredsstfascinated
gaze. 'You weren't entertaining the thought ofrtigkiip where you
left off last night by any chance?’

'‘No!" The denial exploded from him. The fact thaattthought had
been in his mind made her accusation that much manening to
him. 'I've told you why | came. | wanted to expl#ne situation. You
flatter yourself if you think | had any ulterior itinee at all.’

'‘Perhaps.' But she didn't sound convinced. 'So—atteayou waiting
for?



'‘What am |—?' He scowled. '"What are you talkingua®o

'‘Well, you have delivered your message,' she poiaat softly,
rubbing the palms of her hands up and down herdrans. 'Don't let
me keep you. You must want to get ready for yote.ta

Will's teeth clenched. 'l don't have a date.’
'‘Whatever.' She shrugged. 'I'm sure she'll be meareptive than me.'

‘More grateful, at least,' he snapped, temptedrmbadi reason. '‘May
| remind you | didn't invite you here?'

Francesca seemed to soften. 'l know,'" she saidkinigpoa little

unhappy now. 'I'm sorry. You've been— great.' Shekta few
tentative steps towards him, and then falteredio ‘appreciate it It's
just—hard to remember how things used to be.'

Will's body tensed. Hell, he thought, what did #nak he was made
of? Lead? Already his mind was beyond the poirdgtopping those
sexy garments from her, and his palms were dantpsweat.

'Fran—' he began, but she didn't let him finish.

Which was just as well, he assured himself latetrsnre what he had
been about to say. Something foolish, no doubt,esloimy he'd be
sure to regret afterwards.

He'd been thinking with his sex at that moment,wth his head.

'l want you to be happy,' she murmured as the bafae his eyes
began to subside. 'I'm sure—Emma won't let you down

Will groped for the door, and wrenched it open. Natil he was
safely outside in the corridor, with the door clkb$iemly behind him,
did he let the breath out of his lungs. Then heegavo the urge to



collapse weakly against the wall, and wonder ho@ad's name he
was going to let her go...



CHAPTER ELEVEN
FRANCEScAleft before Will was up the next morning.

It was a deliberate decision on her part, and sldespent part of the
previous evening finding out where Smedley had @duklare's car.
She'd already known it was in the garages somewhatea damp
stroll in the grounds after supper had elicited ithfermation that

although the car was under cover the garages weé&ters locked.

Which had suited her purposes admirably, and adthahe'd been
tired she'd slept only shallowly, half afraid shegim lose her
advantage. Consequently, she was up at six o'clecting Will a
note, thanking him for his hospitality and assurmign that she felt
much more capable of coping with her problems n8Wwe also
wished him luck for the future, firmly suppressiagy hint of
bitterness and expressing the hope that he fouratl néhwas looking
for. Or what his grandmother was looking for, shmeaded to
herself, with rather less charity.

At that hour of the morning, the motorway was faiguiet, and
despite some discomfort from her ankle she made gawe on the
journey south. It was only a little after half paste when she turned
into Harmsworth Gardens, and, ignoring the anxtiedy stirred in her
stomach when she saw Number 29, she drove purplysiefio the
courtyard.

She glanced up at the windows of her flat, althaslgghwas instantly
aware of the undrawn curtains, and, turning off @mgine, she
pushed open her door. She'd just tossed her batie drack seat of
the coupe so now she leaned in to get them befokenlg the car and
starting rather stiffly towards the house.

Mrs Bernstein met her at the door. 'Oh, Franceste'exclaimed.
‘You're back. Are you all right?’



'I'm fine," said Francesca, edging past her. Shenweeally in the
mood for a chat with her landlady, and she had thdpegain the
sanctuary of her flat as anonymously as she'dHefAbbey.

‘Gary fixed your window," went on Mrs Bernstein, papently
unaware of her tenant's desire to get away. 'Heitdah Friday
morning, before he went to work.'

‘That was kind of him." Francesca was gratefuhaalgh she wished
she hadn't had to be reminded of the reasons waig 8ad the flat in
the first {dace. 'Please thank him for me, wonlti¥o

'Of course | will." Mrs Bernstein regarded her wdbme concern.
‘You went to Yorkshire, did you?'

"That's right." Francesca bit her lip. 'l spent Weekend with—with
an old friend. | just drove back this morning.'

‘All the way from Yorkshire?' Mrs Bernstein was irapsed. But then
anywhere north of Watford might as well have besstlzer planet so
far as she was concerned. 'No wonder you look.tired

'Oh, do I?" Francesca felt a momentary trace ofdurmrrust Mrs
Bernstein not to pull her punches. 'Yes, well—Iqably need a rest.’

'‘Probably," agreed the landlady, and then, as Esmacwas starting
ruefully for the stairs, the older woman let outrg and called her
back.

'Honestly,' she said. 'lI'd forget my head if it u@sse.'
'‘Why?' Francesca's heart sank. 'Nothing else hgsenad, has it?'

‘Well, that depends how you look at it, | supposaid Mrs Bernstein
confidentially. 'That young policeman, Sergeant €am, came
looking for you.'



'For me?' Francesca could have groaned. She'dbeely back five
minutes, and already she was tired of the sulfdaet.was particularly
tired of talking to policemen. It seemed that sladrhiring herself a
bodyguard there was little they or anyone elseccdal 'What did he
want?'

'He didn't tell me,' said Mrs Bernstein, shakinghead. 'But | think it
was something urgent. He told me to ask you to biwe a ring as
soon as you got back.' She paused. ‘Do you thakuwé caught him?*

Francesca swallowed. 'Who? The stalker?' She gavdladess little
laugh. 'l doubt it'

'‘Well, you will ring him, won't you?' persisted MMBernstein
anxiously. 'l shouldn't like him to think | hadrgiven you the
message.'

"Il ring him," Francesca assured her, wearilyibemg to climb the
stairs. 'And thanks. For everything.'

Although she was vaguely apprehensive about egtéhim flat, she
knew at once that no one had been there in heneds&he air was
still, the atmosphere inside the apartment stilinreed a trace of the
perfume she invariably wore, and the film of dusttbe furniture
revealed no fingermarks at all. Perhaps he'd seenldave, she
thought uneasily. Even though he hadn't followed he might still
have been aware that she was away. The blinkirgt loop the
answering machine might give her an answer, butwsited until
she'd made herself a cup of coffee before she fihatdear.

To her relief, however, the only messages lefhrwere from Tom
Radley. He had called on Friday, before he'd tafifork, before she
had had the chance to explain, her whereabouitstdHe'd sounded
worried, and she realised she should have warmedgine was going



away. No wonder he had been impatient when shé&tdam from
the Abbey.

A glance into the fridge reminded her that apastrfranything else
she had little food in the apartment. The bread s left from
Thursday was stale, and the fruit in the fridge aiasady sprouting
patches of mould.

She'd have to call at the mini market, but sheddolthat on her way
back from Clare's. She needed to return her frsecal, but first she
had to ring Sergeant Cameron.

The sergeant wasn't in. His deputy explained thatds out on a call,
but that he'd be available later in the day. Hgeated that instead of
calling she might like to come down to the statetnabout two
o'clock. That way, she could be sure of seeing himd,save herself a
journey later.

Francesca didn't understand the latter half of niessage. She
couldn't imagine why the police sergeant shouldtwanto go down
to the station in the first place, but she kept ¢theubts to herself.
Unless they'd decided she'd been making it upreftected bitterly.

Perhaps they were going to charge her with waghiagolice's time.

It was just something else to worry about, and witreavy heart she
unpacked her bags and set the washing machine tlormdhen,
after checking the bathroom window, which had besaired, as
Mrs Bernstein had said, she grabbed her bag anthéeflat.

Clare was still in her dressing gown when she adiat her house.
Francesca kept forgetting it was Sunday morningcé&ishe'd got
back, she seemed to have forgotten what day it 8t#k.her friend
was endearingly glad to see her, insisting thatcsimee in and have
some breakfast when she discovered Francesca katkritsince the
night before.



Clare's husband, Mick, was already seated at diehdém table,
ploughing his way through a huge plate of bacogseand sausage.
As usual these days, he was wearing the vest amatgants he wore
to go to the gym, and Francesca guessed he'd dengayut there
later, probably to compensate for the amount ofdfd® was
shovelling into his mouth now.

'Sit down, Fran,' invited Clare, giving her husbamdmpatient look.
'‘Don't mind Mick. He's a pig, and be knows it." St his indignant
stare with a defiant look. 'He'll be leaving sowmn't you, lover?
What time did you say you were going to the gym?"

'‘Why?' Mick regarded Francesca consideringly. '@otyvo can talk
duty behind my back?'

'‘Don't be stupid, Mick!" Clare was angry now, ahd §owned at him
darkly. 'l don't think remarks like that are apprafe at the moment,
do you?'

'Oh, yes. The phantom stalker!" Mick pulled a wagd, and resumed
eating the food. 'Did you find anything out abolie tbroken
window?' He chuckled. 'He's a cocky bastard, #87 You have to
give him that.'

'l know what I'd like to give him,' retorted Clarghaking her head
apologetically at Francesca. 'Now, what would yixe,| Fran? A
bacon sarnie, perhaps?'

‘Just toast, thanks," said Francesca quickly, awpiblick's mocking
stare. 'And as a matter of fact | think there muste been some
developments. The police sergeant who interviewedbefore wants
me to go down to the station this afternoon.'

Mick looked up now. 'What for?' he asked, ignoring wife's
warning nudge to his shoulder. 'What did he say®eHhey found
out who he is?'



' don't know...'

'In any case, it's nothing to do with us, Mickjds@lare reprovingly.
'l doubt if Fran wants to talk about it just no®tie busied herself at
the stove. 'Tea or coffee? Mick has coffee, butfgr tea myself.'

'‘Coffee for me, please,' replied Francesca, naredntaverse to
Mick's enquiry. 'And | have no idea what it's dbat. | wish | did. |
wish they had caught him. I'd like to think theeggavas behind bars.'

'‘Hmm." Mick chewed thoughtfully. 'Well, that's tgpl, isn't it? The
police ask you to go and see them, but don't bathill you why. If
you ask me, they haven't got a clue about anythiitigey had, they'd
have caught the bloke by now.’

‘Yes.' Francesca couldn't help but agree. In thiesia months they'd
achieved absolutely nothing. "Thanks,' she add€tlaas handed her
a plate containing two slices of toast. 'l donitkH'll be able to eat all
this.'

Clare shook her head, and seated herself besideusband. 'Well,
do your best,' she said, spreading butter on a sfitoast for herself.
'‘Now, tell me about your weekend. That's much nmteresting. Did
you do anything exciting? What is—Will doing thetasys?"

'‘Will," scoffed Mick disparagingly. 'He's the exdsband, right? The
lord of the manor, no less.' He grimaced. 'l bevhen't pleased when
you turned up on Ins doorstep.’

'What do you know about it?' exclaimed Clare, elimgwhim in the
ribs. She looked at Francesca and pulled a faoery'@gain, Fran.
Take no notice of Mick. He's just jealous, thall's a

'‘Jealous!



Mick was resentful, but his wife had little sympatior him. "Yes,
jealous,' she said firmly. 'Since you lost your,jgbu can't bear the
thought that other people are successful. If yansmore time down
at die job centre, instead of in front of the t&dean, you might find
something useful to do.’

Mick's chair crashed back against the kitchen cebifYou rotten
bitch!" he said angrily, glaring at his wife. 'l mibhave to listen to
this.'

'‘No, you don't,’ she said complacently. 'You camgan to the club,
as usual, and stop being so nosy. | know you'rg bahging on
because you're hoping to hear some gossip you &ss1qn to your
drinking cronies.'

Mick's face twisted. 'One of these days, Claresdud, but his wife
waved him off with a careless hand.

‘Save it," die said. 'lI've heard it all before.eSbok a sip of her tea.
‘Lunch will be on the table at two o'clock. | kngu won't be late.
The big match starts at three.'Mick slammed out for a few
moments there was an uncomfortable silence indbmr Francesca
didn't like the thought that she had been the catifection between
her Mend and her husband, and she half wished gist'delivered
the car and not come in.

Then Clare pulled a wry face. 'Sorry about thhg'said, reaching for
the teapot. '‘Mick's always grumpy in the mornings.'

Francesca expelled a breath. 'Weren't you a htlel on him?' she
ventured, not liking Mick Callaghan particularlyytbwvanting to be
fair, and Clare grimaced.

'He deserved it,' she said, without compassioncdtieoe such a jerk.'
She shrugged. 'But by the time he's pumped some iand
swallowed a few pints of bitter, he'll have forgottall about it.'



Francesca wasn't convinced, but she didn't sayhemgytWho was
she to pass judgment on anyone's marriage? Shé hafe such a
success of her own. But she didn't want to thinkhat. It was too
painful. It was hard enough to give Clare an eddedount of her
weekend.

She left Clare's house about eleven, walking backldarmsworth
Gardens through a fine drizzle. Clare had offecedrive her, but
Francesca had explained that she wanted to ctideatnini market,
and it was only a few yards from there to the flat.

All the same, she kept a wary eye out for strangsrshe walked the
guarter mile between the two buildings. It was fgnshe thought.

While she had been in Yorkshire, she hadn't feltfashe was

constantly under surveillance. It might be pargyghological, as the
police had suggested, but the feeling was backnagaid she was
overwhelmingly glad when she reached her flat.

The washer had switched off in her absence, andiabéransferring
the clothes to the dryer when the phone begamtp hmmediately,

her throat dried and her palms began to sweatsl@djot to her feet
rather shakily. But when the answering machine quckip she

realised it was Will.

'Fran?' he said. 'Fran, are you there? If youdammit, answer me.
At least let me know that you're all right.'

Leaving the clothes hanging out of the washer, ¢@aca reluctantly

crossed the small sitting room to the phone. Thehkn was only

separated from the living area by a breakfastdmshe hadn't far to
go. 'I'm here,' she said huskily, picking up theereer, and she heard
him give a relieved sigh.



"Thank God,' he said, his tone sharp with concéthink you might
at least have had the decency to let me know wdatwere planning
to do.'

'l couldn't,’ murmured Francesca unhappily, awdrieoav achingly
familiar his voice sounded. Faced with the chostes doubted she'd
have had the strength to make the break, partlgufane'd tried to
persuade her to wait for a few more days. 'l thouighias better this
way.'

‘Better for whom?' asked Will tersely, his angeowimg through.
‘Goddammit, Fran, we never did talk about whatweue going to do
when you got back.'

‘There's not much | can do,' she averred, not warib discuss her
fears with him. Not now; not after she'd burnedbiratges. Whatever
happened now, she was on her own.

‘Well, was the flat okay?' he demanded. 'You havkad any
uninvited visitors while you've been away?"

'l don't think so." But, in spite of herself, Frasca shivered. The truth
was, would she ever know?

"You don't think so?"

Will's tone mirrored his impatience with her nowgashe hastened to
assure him that everything was fine. In fact, shdcthave said that
leaving him had been the hardest thing to do. Shidher anger to
sustain her five years ago. This time, there wsisgn empty sense of
grief.

'S0, how's your ankle?'

'‘My ankle?' Francesca looked automatically dowmeat foot, and
pulled a face. 'Well,' she admitted, it is a biff sfter driving all the



way from Yorkshire, but | can walk on it, if thathat you mean.'
She took a breath, and then went on, 'l—I am guatefyou, Will.
For—for letting me use the Abbey as a hotel.’

Will blew out a breath. 'And that's all?"
Francesca was confused. 'What else is there?"
'‘Well, you could say you enjoyed seeing me again.'

Francesca swallowed. 'Well, | did.' She stoppedditthere, before
she said something she shouldn't. 'Um—have you yadr
grandmother I've gone?'

‘Not yet," he retorted, his tone hardening. 'l6s mpthing to do with
her. | meant what | said yesterday: the old ladgsdaot run my life.’

Doesn't she?

Francesca thought the words, but didn't say therakihg rude
comments about Lady Rosemary wouldn't do her arod gmow.
And, whatever Will said, he was still the 9th EairLingard, and his
grandmother would never let him forget it.

'‘Anyway," he continued, when she didn't commem, cbming down
to London myself in a few days. | may look you dipst to make sure
that you're all right,’ he added, the irony evidenthis voice. 'l
wouldn't want you to think | had any ulterior maiv

Francesca's breath caught in the back of her thiloabuldn't do
that,' she said hurriedly. 'l don't know whatbd doing, when I'll be
home.' She didn't think she could survive anotlaeting.

‘Then I'll just have to take my chances, won'h&temarked, but she
could hear the edge of anger in his voice. 'Take,daran. I'll be
thinking of you.'



And he rang off.



CHAPTER TWELVE

IT wAs after eight when Francesca got home, and she xtasisted.
She hadn't been sleeping well for months, and she&l got back
from Yorkshire the situation hadn't improved. Slael thought that
once she was back in London she'd be able to gé&dlengs for Will
Into perspective, but it hadn't happened. Instdeay, only seemed to
have got stronger, disrupting her days and destgayer nights.

Of course, the news that the police sergeant haa beaiting to
convey should have eased her mind, but it hadné.fact that they'd
arrested a man who had been caught breaking imtcadfoining
apartment building and, under interrogation, he bhadfessed to
being her stalker seemed just too convenient touge The man was
a habitual criminal, with any number of previoudeates, and
according to Sergeant Cameron he wasn't entirghy nh the head.

She acknowledged that he might have tried to birgalkher flat; that

it might have been he who broke her bathroom windBut he'd

looked nothing like the man she'd seen outsidepartment, even if
the police had suggested it was she, and not thiey,had made a
mistake.

And naturally they'd been delighted to clear thdtenaup, as the
sergeant had put it. They had no jurisdiction dasfgearresting a
stalker, but the man's confession had killed twdswith one stone.
It was easy in the circumstances to find excusekdeping the man
remanded in custody. The amount of stolen goodsd@t his home
was only a start.

If Francesca found some loopholes in their reagpmo one wanted
to hear them. A quantity of drugs had been foundedk and the man
had been charged. Another reason for not placiadnigh a priority

on his memory of the phone calls, Sergeant Camieashinsisted.



The man was a loner. He probably followed womerabse it gave
him a cheap thrill.

But still Francesca wasn't entirely convinced.tlflidn't sound so
outrageous, she'd have said the man was merelingeaeitoriety for
a change. He was an addict, and a thief, she hadcept that. But
being a stalker was something else.

She'd said as much to Clare just yesterday.

She and her friend had been having lunch in thé ctateen when
Tom Radley had appeared and asked if he couldheim. It was the
first time Clare had actually met Tom. They workeddifferent
departments at Teniko, and Francesca could tetinaé that she
wasn't impressed.

But she'd offered no objections to Tom joining themd it had been
during the course of their discussion that Frareesdoubts had
come to light. In fact, it was the first time shadhactually admitted
them to herself. Until then, she'd pretended telelwhat she'd been
told.

In fact, she'd been gazing blankly into space wliane had attracted
her attention. 'Hello," she said, leaning acroegdble towards her. 'l
said, what did Hamishito bawl you out about thigmnaog? | saw him

go stamping out of the department. He asked metaoone studies
you were supposed to have prepared for him ladaf i

Francesca's shoulders sagged. 'Oh, it was justlanprary study |

was supposed to do for him." She scowled. 'l hawx@n finished
collating the figures yet." She pushed aside thmlwsech she had
bought for her lunch, and rested her forearms entable. 'He's a
slave-driver, that man. Do you know, he hasn't easked if I'm

better?'



‘You've not been ill,’ pointed out Tom drily, anchRkcesca gave him a
defensive look.

'He doesn't know that,' she declared. 'As far &sdwmncerned, | was
suffering from a gastric infection. The least halddhave done was
ask me how | was.'

'‘Perhaps he thinks you look all right," remarkednToarelessly,
displaying the lack of sympathy he'd shown sinceckslefused to
reconsider his offer to stay at the flat. 'If yak ane, it was all a storm
in a teacup anyway. You said yourself you havesdrth a squeak
from that creep since you got back.'

'‘Well, that's because he's in prison,' said Cléeé&nding her friend
loyally. 'He can hardly terrorise her from his ¢cefin he?' She tossec
her head. 'Why do men always think they know best?’

'l don't believe |—'

'I'm not sure he is in prison,' Francesca integdptom quickly,
speaking her thoughts for the first time and eayaitook of disbelief
from Clare. 'I'm not," she insisted unhappily. Tmaan they've
caught—I don't think he's the one.’

Clare snorted. 'That's not what you said before.'

'l know.' Francesca slumped in her seat. 'But ffaicithey've made a
mistake. | know he confessed to— to everything,lbhink he's still
out there.'

Tom frowned. 'But you don't know that."'

'No.' Francesca caught her lower lip between rethteBut | feel it.
Oh, God!" She buried her face in her hands. 'l niestgetting
paranoid. | can still feel his eyes on me.’



Clare sighed, and as if the look she exchanged Wwim said
volumes he finished his tea and got abruptly tddes. 'I'd better go,’
he said awkwardly. 'l promised Bob Davis | wouldr long.' He
patted Francesca's shoulder in passing. 'I'll sedater. If you want
me, you know where | am.’

"Thanks.'

Francesca tilted her head back and gave him afgrrateile, but after
he had gone Clare moved her chair a little nearket friend's. "You
don't think—' She coloured. 'What | mean is, it l[dott be Tom,

could it? You said he'd been really offhand sinme yurned down his
offer to stay at the flat.’

‘Tom!" Francesca gasped. 'The stalker!" She gavettier woman a
horrified look. "You can't be serious!

'‘Why not?' Clare was defensive now. 'You have toiabe's hooked
on you. And it would account for the eyes you saly gan still feel on
you.'

'l didn't mean now, at this minute,' protested Eemca vehemently. 'l
just meant— Oh, | don't know what | meant reallyt Bast night,
when | was going home, | got that same creepy rfigell half
expected him to have left a message on the mathine.

'‘But he hadn't.’

‘No.’

'‘And he hasn't left any messages all week?'
‘No.’

'So, that must prove something.'



'‘Perhaps.' Francesca was doubtful. 'l just wishulctfeel convinced.
| guess it's going to take a little time to comadoms with it, that's
all.'

'‘Well, it must be him," said Clare fiercely. "Whiseewould admit to
doing such a thing?'

'‘Search me,' said Francesca wearily. 'Perhaps that/ he gets his
kicks. Or maybe he thinks it's the only way to makename.'

Clare had assured her that she was sure the n@stiody must be
the stalker, but Francesca felt no real sense'ecfirty as she let
herself into the flat. Despite the fact that, aar€lhad said, she hac
lived a whole week without suffering any kind ofr&ssment, she
was wary. She couldn't believe it was all over. &osimply as that. "

It was still a relief to find that the answeringchae wasn't winking
at her in the shadows, and that the flat lookedtikas she had left it
that morning. Maybe she was exaggerating her feduwes,thought;
maybe coming back to the loneliness of the flarafpending several
nights at the Abbey was partly to blame. At Lingastde'd Sways
been aware of other people around her. At thedtet,was alone, and
that did make a difference.

She locked and bolted the door, and then, kickihd¢per shoes, she
padded across the carpeted floor to the bedroomadt still light
enough to see what she was doing, and, sheddinguhemnd blouse
onto a chair, she went into the bathroom and tuametthe taps.

A bath first, and then supper, she thought. Anch@es she'd be
extravagant and open a bottle of Chardonnay. thedeso long since
she'd been able to relax for a whole evening. Sezlat to herself to
try and reshape her life.

She had bathed and changed into a lime satin esizewas in the
process of opening the wine, when someone knodkeel @oor. The



sound startled her, and her hand slipped off thkscoew, sending
the bottle flying, but thankfully onto the livinggom carpet and not
the kitchen tiles.

Not that the safety of the wine was of any condermer at that
moment. Indeed, the fact that she scrambled fobdiitee was purely
to provide her with a means of self defence. Shedcalways smash
the bottle, she told herself, shutting her mindhte images of the
injuries broken glass could cause. It would beegdsr an intruder to
take a knife from her than the jagged neck of ddaot

But that was all hypothetical, anyway, she chidedsélf, moving

reluctantly into the small foyer. It was probablysMBernstein, or one
of the other tenants, wanting to borrow a cup ajasu She was
jumping to conclusions, just because night was oirgum.

But Mrs Bernstein went to bingo on Friday eveninghe

remembered apprehensively as the knock was repaaftsakever it

was should have phoned first. Her friends all krie kind of

pressure she had been under.'Fran!" The voiceomaarid male, and
for a moment the blood froze in her veins. ThemarlF he called
again. '‘Are you in there? It's only me: Tom. Caorine in?'

The breath surged out of Francesca's lungs insymosh. Tom, she
thought dazedly. What on earth was Tom doing h&t&d never
invited him to the flat before, and although shewrhe knew where
she lived she'd never have expected him to beesupptuous. He
had no right frightening her like this. However banable his
motives might be.

And then what Clare had suggested came back td haurHow well

did she really know Tom? She'd had a drink with lasirnouple of
times, and he'd offered to sleep at the flat tqokeer company, but
that was that. In fact, apart from knowing he wasmarried, she



knew very little about him. Just because he wadlaague, that was
no real reason to assume he wasn't involved.

But then common sense prevailed. For God's sake,tlsbught
impatiently, she really would have to take herselhand. Did she
really believe that Tom might be her stalker? Ha wdriend; she'd
worked with him for over three years. She couldtthim.

Besides, the man who had been terrorising her veseptly residing
in a prison cell. Wasn't he?

‘Just a minute,’ she called now, relieved to firat her voice sounded
almost normal. She set the bottle down on the &rictounter, and
tied the belt of her robe more securely. She wbalee liked to get
dressed, but she hoped this wouldn't take long. ¢cbming,’ she
added, and walked firmly into the foyer.

'Did | disturb you?' he asked when she opened thar,dand
Francesca bit her lip. She thought it must be bttabvious that he
had, bearing in mind her state of undress, antutnbled disorder of
her damp hair. But this was Tom, she reminded tekde was only
being polite. She hoped he wouldn't expect hemvda him in.

‘That's all right," she said, forcing a smile. §8 a surprise, Tom.
You should have phoned. | might have been out.’

Had he hoped she would be?

'It was a spur-of-the-moment thing," he replieadking beyond her
into the flat. 'l thought you might be glad of tt@mpany.'

Francesca took a deep breath. 'Well, that was &igou, Tom,
but—'

'I'm intruding?’



He looked so charmingly innocent standing thereRhancesca felt a
reluctant sense of shame. 'l—not exactly,' she saidothing a hand
over her midriff. 'But—I wasn't expecting visitoess you can see.’

‘That's all right.' Tom was obviously not goindd¢ave without being
told to do so. 'You and | don't have to stand aemmeny, do we?' He
pulled a hopeful face. 'Aren't you going to invite in?"

Francesca hesitated. 'Well—if you'll wait untildtgdressed—'

'‘No problem." Tom stepped forward, and she haeéttbim into the
foyer. 'But don't bother about me, Fran. | won'staing long."'

There was nothing for it but to close the door fmidw him into her
living room. Short of ordering him to leave, and king things
difficult at work, she had no choice. Besides, tette herself fiercely,
she could handle this. She was letting her appsberabout the
stalker colour her life.

'‘Um—sit down,' she said, gesturing towards the.sbfeas just about
to have a glass of wine. Perhaps you'd like to noa?"'

He could have a glass of wine, and then she'didetfrhim, she
decided firmly. She could always plead a headathat was a good
standby.

'‘Sounds good to me,' said Tom, but he remainedirielet and
accompanied her into the tiny kitchenette. 'Heyne do that,’ he
added, when she picked up the corkscrew aga
'‘Hmm—Chardonnay. My favourite.'

'Is it?'

Francesca wished she didn't find that so hard lievae But on the
odd occasions when they'd had a drink togetherdie/dys chosen
beer, and she'd never heard him mention wine before



But what did she know?

'‘Oh, sure,' he said now, winding the screw dowa the bottle. She
noticed he did it rather inexpertly, managing tvke half the cork in
the bottle, but he scooped it out with the handle spoon, and
Francesca pretended not to notice.

'So,' she said, when the wine was poured, and atieplit a more
comfortable distance between them, 'l didn't expectsee you
tonight.'

'‘No.' Tom waited until she had perched herselfieradn of the sofa
before taking the seat nearest to her. 'But, afteat you said
yesterday lunchtime, | was concerned about you.'

Francesca suppressed the urge to move again, amdagaueful

smile. 'Well, that's very kind of you,' she sablit'you don't have to
worry about me. In any case, I've come to the ammch | must be
wrong. The man— the man the police have in cusi®dys him.'

"Your stalker?"

‘The man who was stalking me,' amended Francesetultg. 'Yes.'
She moistened her dry hps. 'lIt's such a relief tokrbw it's all over.'

Tom" frowned. 'You think it is?'
Francesca nodded. '‘Most definitely.’

Tom looked puzzled. 'But you seemed so sure it vasm
yesterday.' He paused. 'Has something happenechémge your
mind?'

Francesca could sit still no longer. 'lt's the tifaetor, you see,' she
said, swallowing a generous mouthful of wine, anavimg to die
other side of the room. 'lt's been a week now sisace he phoned



me. A week since the bathroom window was broketatttt be just a
coincidence, can it?"

Tom shrugged. 'l suppose not'

'You sound doubtful." Francesca gazed at him netyol¥ou were
fairly disparaging about it yesterday.'

‘That was before | had had time to really thinkughtd declared Tom,
getting up from the sofa and following her acrdgsroom. 'Now I'm
not so convinced a man like that would just confassguilt to the
police. Why would he? Why should he? He was alreadyustody.
What did he have to gain?'

Francesca felt cornered. She could hardly move d&gayhim again
without it looking as if she was trying to avoidiBut the longer
this conversation went on, the more anxious shearbec And,
although she didn't really give any credit to w8&re had said, the
fact remained she was alone here with a man slodyHarew.

'I'd really rather not talk about it,' she said ndwishing her wine,
and holding the glass with both hands, like a shi¢lm—was that
the only reason you came?'

‘Not entirely." Tom took her empty glass from herasisting fingers
and placed it with his own, on the nearby bookcdsdso came to
apologise for yesterday. | was an unsympathetid.déw sorry.'

'Oh, that's—' Francesca was beginning, when heheglout and
trailed his hand down her sleeve.

'l like your robe," he said thickly, fingering tkiky fabric. 'It's soft,
and smooth, and sleek—just like you.'

Francesca panicked. There was no other way toidegbie emotion
that gripped her at that moment. His coming here seaunexpected,



and she was already in a state of nerves. Wheouohéd her, when
he stroked her robe, she saw it as an invasionn\whespoke in that
soft—and menacing?—voice, she heard it as a threat.

Even so, the way she jerked away from him, the hayscurried
across the room, was childish. She was behaving see'd never
been alone with a man before. But his startled,Gaml's sake, Fran!'
only quickened her footsteps, and, jerking openadiner door, she
practically fell into the arms of the man who wensling outside.

The scream she had been suppressing escaped tieerfpraa
mindless moment she was convinced he must haveamalice.
But then Will's familiar—if savage—voice broughtriie her senses,
and she collapsed against him weakly, unable takspe

'‘What the hell's going on?' Will demanded, his athosing about her
with protective strength. He dipped his head towdrdr, his warm
breath fanning her hot temple. 'For God's saken,Ffaanyone's
touched you—'

‘They haven't.' It was Tom who spoke, opening ther dvider and
gazing at them both with obvious distress. 'Fowvbas sake, Fran,
surely you know I'd never hurt you? | was only tiyito show you |
cared.'

‘Were you?' It was Will who answered him, steppimtg the foyer
and successfully blocking his escape. 'l asked whatgoing on,' he
reminded them. 'Who is this man, Fran? Did youtealiim here?'

Francesca groaned, and pulled herself togethehelfwasn't careful,
Will and Tom would be at one another's throat's. Tom," she said,
drawing away from him. "'Tom Radley. You remembeald you he
was a friend from where | work.'



'Radley.’ Will said the man's name, but it was lyaadgreeting. His
eyes seemed to register Francesca's state of gndaed they
narrowed. 'Do | take it, then, that you did inviien here?’

‘That's not the point,’ broke in Tom, evidently asvaf where this
was leading. 'I'm a friend of Fran's, as she s&ys.'squared his
shoulders. 'There's been a misunderstanding, glad&ho are you?'

'I'm her husband," said Will curtly, apparentlygetting the fact that
they were divorced. His eyes darkened as theydestdis ex-wife,
and she sensed his displeasure. 'And you havesiwesed my
guestion, Fran. Did you invite him here?'

Francesca sighed. 'l—no." She met Tom's defensaze,gand
wavered. 'Not exactly.'

Will's brows arched. 'What is that supposed to fiean

'It means—Tom called round on the off-chance.' Bhéer lip. 'To
see if | wanted to go for a drink.’

Will's expression barely altered. 'Really?'

‘Yes, really,’ put in Tom, grateful for the let-olitm sorry. | seem to
have got the wrong signals.’

'What signals are you talking about?' asked Wi#, Joice icy. He
stepped past Francesca, and pushed his face cltse dther man's.
‘Do you want to explain?'

‘Just go, Tom,' said Francesca, grabbing his amhpatiing him
towards the door. 'I'll see you on Monday, right?'

Will swayed back on his heels as she ushered be otan out of the
flat. She knew he resented her interference, bricshldn't let Tom
take all the blame. She had overreacted. She edalmt now. She



didn't know what she'd imagined he was going ttodwer when he'd
touched her robe.

With the door closed behind Tom, she felt a littlere in control,
and, walking past Will, she led the way into thenlg room of the
flat. He'd never been here before, and she lookedtaher rather
anxiously. She wanted hito get a good impression. She didn't war
him to think she lived in a dump.

She saw the two glasses standing on the bookcas#ilaslid.
Turning her back on them deliberately, she wragpadarms about
her waist. 'So you found me," she said, despemtighten the
situation. 'What do you think of the flat? The raoare fairly small
compared to die Abbey, but it's quite cosy, doali think?'



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

WiLL halted in the middle of the floor. He was dressedlack this
evening—black jeans, black leather jerkin, blackirtshand
Francesca thought how much his clothes fitted hmodn His
expression was black, too, black and accusing,sGedresented his
assumption— unvoiced, as yet, but implicit in reabng—that she'd
brought what had happened on herself.

'So you did invite him here," was all he said, ahd stared at him
angrily. How dared he behave as if she owed himedowalty, when
he was probably cutting a swathe through the fesndies
grandmother was providing for him like a hot krifieough butter?

'If | did, that's my business,' she retorted. Bt honesty forced her
to at least attempt to explain. 'l— didn't invitenhas it happens.' She
glanced down at her satin robe. 'As a matter df facjust got out of
the bath.'

'‘But you had no qualms about letting him in," oledr Will
caustically, his eyes taking in her tumbled hdim 'supposed to
believe you were just passing the time of day, wiih empty glasses
on the bookcase, and you looking as if you'vegastout of bed!

Francesca gasped. '"You can believe what you litsendthing-to do
with you.'

'Isn't it?" Will's mouth twisted. 'l got the imps2sn you were pretty
pleased to see me a few minutes ago.'

‘Well, | was—I am—oh—' She lifted her arms and mdsher hands
through her hair. 'Stop looking at me like that,IMIf you must
know, | didn't want to let him into the flat.'

‘So why did you?'



'l don't know." She turned away. 'He—when he fksbcked, |
was—frightened. | wasn't expecting anyone, and wHeuand out it
was him | was so relieved—'

'‘Because of the stalker? It didn't cross your ntivad good old Tom
might be the stalker?'

'No.' She was defensive. 'Besides, he's been edrest
'Who's been arrested?’

‘The stalker, of course.' She cast him a defiaosk tver her shoulder.
'‘Well, at least a man was caught breaking intdothkling next door,
and he's confessed to being him." She shruggech Rivbws? They
could be wrong.'

Will moved towards her. 'Run that by me again. ¥ay the stalker's
been arrested, and you didn't bother to let me Rhow

Francesca swallowed. 'Well, I—I didn't think yob@&linterested,' she
said defensively, knowing that wasn't why she hda®én in touch
with him at all. 'l suppose | should have.' Shaigged. 'Sorry.'

‘Bullshit!" Will stopped right behind her, and dieat of his breath
practically seared her neck. "You knew | was warabout you, and
you deliberately withheld that information for sorsiek reason of
your own—'

'‘No.'

'Yes.' He grasped her arm, and swung her roundde fim. 'And
then you have the nerve to tell me you were scaigeih Radley
knocked at your door.'

' was.'



'Why?' His lips twisted. 'Is he in the habit of aaground here and
scaring you, or are you used to having would-beis\attempt to
rape you in your own living room?"

Francesca gulped, and before she could controtleise had raised
her free hand and struck him squarely across his lgarcastic face.
'You bastard!' she choked, the words coming orné®ds of the slap,
as if in justification for her violence, but theolo in Will's eyes
silenced her.

‘Bastard, am I?' he asked, in an ominously softejaand she had to
force herself not to panic as his hand came umgéapgded the nape of
her neck. 'And what are you, Fran?' he enquiredtfumb digging
into the soft flesh behind her ear. 'A cheat? A¢feOr some innocent
lamb, caught in a snare of her own making?"

A pulse was beating at his jawline, highlighting tred marks her
fingers had made, and for all her apprehensiorkeke/ an absurd
desire to smooth those marks away with her lipenBhs hand at her
nape had a sensuous allurement, and as he contmueok at her
she could feel her resistance melting, her limbssalving like

perspiration on the heated surface of her skin.

'You don't understand..." she got out unsteadily,vthen her eyes
returned to his face she knew it was too late xptanations.

'‘Wrong, Fran,' he said huskily, using his hand eHer head to
propel her nearer. 'You know exactly what you'rendpand |, poor
fool, can't do anything about it." And, stifling aath, he buried his
face in her hair.

She trembled, but she didn't draw back. The musstiegth of his
body felt so good against hers, her breasts cruataihst his chest,
her limbs entwining with his as he parted his legseep his balance.



It was enough to find herself in his arms agaim, @when she felt his
lips against her neck she lifted her shoulder iguanded delight.

‘This is madness,' he muttered as his lips movdteupeck, his teeth
capturing her earlobe before he deposited a m@istdehind her ear.
‘Are you trying to drive me out of my head?"

'‘Whatever,' she got out breathily, in no state daduict a serious
conversation, and he groaned before moving onrtonoath.

Hot, sweet passion flooded through her when hssfpind hers. Her
mouth quivered, opened, invited the powerful ineasf his tongue.
She couldn't seem to get close enough to him, dshwhe lifted one
leg to wind it about his calf he groaned in unwjiprotest.

‘Can you feel what you're doing to me?' he murmuascher pelvis
pressed intimately close to him, and she expellsaftasigh.

‘It would be difficult not to," she confessed agaims cheek, pushing
his jacket off his shoulders so that it fell on flo®r behind him. She
found one of his taut nipples through the silk isf $hirt, and gently
bit it. 'l know what you're doing to me.’

‘And what's that?' he asked, tracing the contolirepearlobe with
his tongue.

'‘Oh—you know,' she accused him tremulously, andshisdder of
awareness rippled through her, as well.

His mouth moved down her throat, parting her rabbeadid so, and
uttering a sound of approval when he found sherwae beneath it
The two sides fell apart and her small breasts guack invitingly.
They were already dark and engorged with blood, ledlook one
swollen nipple into his mouth.



His tongue caressed that sensitive peak, rubbimgwerds and
forwards with such insistence, she was sure hezkmngre about to
give way. The buckle of Will's belt was diggingartter stomach and
his arousal was hard against her abdomen, toocl8ked her eyes
and put her hand down between their two bodies, fatidthe
throbbing heat of his erection. It pulsed beneathhiand, strong and
male and insistent and she rubbed herself agammstith sensual
intent.

'‘God!" Will's reaction was swift and immediate, dns hoarse, 'For
pity's sake, Fran,' was more exciting than any atatibn of his
feelings would have been. It spoke of his needhbiger, and gave
her an incredible sense of power that she fullgnded to exploit.

His lips found hers again, more urgendy now, anuangded

roughness in the way he took possession of herhméiis tongue
plunged between her teeth, imitating the grindiregpure of his hips,
and despite herself she sagged against his gstetagth.

'l want you,' he said against her mouth, as ifreltebeen in any doubt
of it, and her whispered, 'l know,” was more thamough
encouragement.

'Is it through there?'

Her mindless needs made it difficult to answer homt when she
nodded he swung her up into his arms and carriedirte her
bedroom. Her clothes were still strewn about therflwvhere she had
left them, but he kicked them aside. With an advkedack of
ceremony, he turned on the beside lamp, beforesiteémpher on the
mattress, tearing off his own shirt before flingihgnself down
beside her.

'‘Better?' he breathed, weighing one delicious brealsis hand and
caressing its distended tip with his thumb. Hisabhieng quickened.



'‘Now | can look at you.' He dipped his head, anghtbthe dusky
hollow of her navel. 'l want to watch you while &ke love to you,' he
added, exploring the sensitive cavity with his toag

Francesca was trembling so much, she couldn't tsirgkght. With
his dark head cradled against her stomach, shealrouhink of
anything but him. His head moved lower, seekindfigry curls that
guarded her femininity, and she shook violently whe pressed his
face into the softness there.

'‘Oh, God, Will,' she moaned, feeling the floodingrmth of her own
arousal, and as if her yearning cry was the fiti@ws his fingers
sought his belt. Panting with the heat of his eonsj he tore open his
zip, and thrust down his jeans and pants. Therf) witdisguised
urgency, he moved between her legs.

The heat of him touched her, the hardness of l&stien pressing
intimately into her sheath. It was so long sincdnaée possessed her
and her pride wouldn't let her admit that there lb@eh no one else. In
consequence, just for a moment, she resisted leinmbscles tensing
automatically at the unfamiliarity of the act. Shanted to be cool,
but she couldn't do it. Even though this was eyaghiere she wanted
to be.

'Relax,' he whispered against her mouth, and th&tsee brush of his
tongue was enough.

'l am relaxed,' she said, and she suddenly waswnhioée pulsating
length of him slid into her, fitting her so tightthhe caught her breath.
She remembered how good they had always been &gdtbw
unbelievably satisfying it was.

'Oh, Fran,' he muttered, his breath escaping omaagled sigh, 'l
wanted to make this last. But | can't.' He shuddletel move, it will
all be over.'



'It's all right," she assured him huskily, drawimg hand to where
their bodies were joined. 'Just—just touch me thEhat's all | need.’
She gasped. 'Oh, yes, Will. Do it!" She took a tiemg breath. 'Do it
now!'

Francesca realised she must have fallen asleep few minutes,
because when she next opened her eyes Will wag lgim his
stomach beside her, watching her. And immediatetyremembered
what had happened, a memory that couldn't helgobng the hot
colour surging into her face.

'‘What—what time is it?' she exclaimed, struggling onto her
elbows and trying to bring the clock into focuswHs only then that
she realised she was as naked as he was, andghitheuhad once
known her body as intimately as his own she wdk wsteasy at
finding herself this way.

'It's early yet," Will reassured her as she strtovpull the quilt over
her. He pressed her back against the pillows wittmahand on her
shoulder. 'It's barely half past nine,' he addedh&ssubsided. 'And
you have to admit this is a nicer way to wake um'tdyou think?'

Francesca wet her lips. "Than on the riverbankyao mean?' she
ventured, trying to be as casual about her nuditheawas, and he
gave her a lazy smile.

'Or sitting in my chair in the library," he agrdmaskily. 'l suppose we
could have used the desk, but it wouldn't have bkalfi as
comfortable.'

Francesca's colour deepened. 'Now | know you'regry embarrass
me," she said, starting when he bent to bestomsuses kiss on her
shoulder. She heaved a sigh. '"You never did telhove you came to
be outside my door.’



Will lifted one hand to stroke her breast, his érgps gliding from
the soft slope of her throat to the hard peak jind¢d against his
palm. 'Do you really need me to tell you?' he askedlacing Ids
fingertips with his tongue. 'How about if we leabe talking until
later? Right now, I've got other things on my mind.

Francesca swallowed. 'l—I don't think this is veepnsible,' she said,
struggling to hold onto her composure. 'Will, whavle you come to
London? | bet your grandmother doesn't expect gatote and see
me.'

Will's eyes darkened in the lamplight. In the &i#l light his eyes
gleamed like polished ebony. 'Like | said," he tired, 'let's not spoil
things with unnecessary conversation. We're nbimgfard now.' His
fingers strayed down over her flat stomach. 'l dithuch you then.'

Francesca drew an unsteady breath. 'And did you t@@h

‘All the time," he assured her thickly, moving kattone of his legs
now lay between hers. He rubbed his hairy, thighiresj the moist
tenderness he had created. "You know,' he addaithsadper cheek, 'l
get the feeling you wanted it, too.’

'‘No, I—' Things were getting out of hand again, &naincesca knew
she had to pull herself together. It was all vesllvexcusing what
had happened on the grounds that she had beemcksted by his
appearance, but she had to remember his intentvens not hers.
'‘Will'" She turned her head to avoid his searchnguth. 'ls—is

Emma with you?'

His growl of impatience was instantaneous. Sheusadl the girl's
name deliberately, and the decreasing pressurensgaer thigh
proved that she had chosen wisely. '‘No, dammis\Weee, 'Emma is
not with me. If it means anything to you, | probablgnit be seeing
that young woman again.'



'‘No?'

Francesca suppressed the surge of satisfactiosviletied inside her,
but when Will rolled onto his back she saw thatlsae only partially
achieved her other objective. Will was still aradisabeit with anger,
and she despised herself for the sudden impulsaahéo take him
into her mouth.

'‘No,' he repeated harshly, slanting a savage lobki direction. ‘And
if this is intended to remind me of my responsiias, forget it. | get
enough of that from Rosie herself.’

Francesca's tongue circled her upper lip. "You—yaue to admit
that—that it's not very—very sensible, though.'

‘Sensible?' His hp curled. 'Sensible for whom?'

'‘Well—for both of us,' she said firmly, taking adwage of his
brooding introspection to attempt to slide off thegl. No matter how
much she wanted to stay with him, she had to betiped Giving in
to him again would be madness, and she knew it.

But he was too fast for her. As she inched towd#ndsedge of the
mattress, he captured her wrist in a lethal grip] & one lithe
movement he rolled over and imprisoned her benkisthmuscled
weight.

'‘Don't go,' he said, and the husky appeal in hisevavas almost her
undoing. She so badly wanted to feel that wildasée

Certainly, it was an attractive option. She wartted. Oh, God, she
thought, how much! But wanting led to needing, aeeding Will

was something she had already had to get out okystem. She
couldn't do it again, couldn't bear the thoughttieéir eventual
parting, and that was why she had to convince Imenreeant what
she said.



'l must,’ she said now, closing her eyes agaireststnsuality she
could see in his gaze. 'Let me go, Will. You'vegbat you came for.
Now | want to get up.’

The oath he uttered was ugly, but somehow—shetdjdiie know
how—she had hit a nerve, and he rolled off hertH&time she came
out of the bathroom, he had gone, and she waswgft the
depressing conviction that the only person sherbatly hurt was
herself...



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CLARE didn't come into work on Monday morning. Her huslbaang
to say she was full of cold, and although Francessn't really in the
mood to commiserate with anyone she felt obligeddth at her
friend's house on her way home that evening.

For her part, she had had a miserable weekendalghiough she had
thought—hoped?—that Will might ring she had beesapipointed.
Evidently he had taken what she had said to haadtalthough it was
painful she had to believe she had done the rlghgt Apart from

anything else, he still believed she had been resple for aborting

their baby, and that old woman, his grandmotheuyld/aever let him

forget it.

Clare's husband answered the door to her ringngudl sardonic face
when he saw who it was. 'She is ill, you know,sail, stepping back
to allow Francesca into the hall. 'You didn't h&aw&ome and check
up on her.'

'I'm not here to check up on her,' protested Fistsenot quite
knowing if he was serious or not, and Mick shrugged

'‘Looks like it to me," he remarked, closing the dbehind her.
'‘What's the matter? Has the big bad wolf been ngaSioldilocks
again?'

'‘Goldilocks wasn't chased by the big bad wolf,'nEssca retorted
shortly. 'But if you mean have | had any more uagmt
experiences, then the answer is no. The man'sdélars.'

'Yes.' Mick looked thoughtful. 'That's what Claeads' He grimaced.
‘Lucky you!

'I'd hardly call it lucky," Francesca was sayindedesively, when
Clare's nasal tones reached them from upstairs.



'‘Who is it, Mick?' she called thickly, and he wémthe bottom of the
stairs.

'It's your boss," he answered, with deliberatecealAre you decent?
Shall I send her up?'

'Of course she can come up!" Clare exclaimed, sdratwaroakily,
and after Francesca had braved Mick's challendgarg sind reached
the top of the stairs she called out, 'I'm in gh&e room, Fran. Mick's
afraid he'll get my germs."

'Stop moaning!" Francesca had been uncomfortabyeawaf Clare's
husband behind her, and now he followed her irgsthall bedroom.
Or rather he propped his bulk in the doorway, rigar his wife and
her friend with some resentment. 'l don't see whkiiduld listen to
you coughing all night.’

Clare ignored him. "Thanks for coming, Fran,' shiel spointing to a
chair near the foot of the bed. 'Sit down for auten Unless you're
afraid you'll get infected, too.'

Francesca subsided into the chair, giving her driansympathetic
look. 'How are you?' she asked. 'Have you got ¢heny you need?
Colds can be the pits if you don't look after yelfts

'Hey, I'm here,' said Mick, glaring across at h#r.Clare needs
anything, that's up to me. Are you implying I'm faking after her,
or what?'

Francesca was taken aback. 'Of course not,' shiespzd....'But if
there's anything | can do I'd like to help." Shengced at Clare. 'l
wouldn't mind a few days in bed myself,' she addedully. 'This has
definitely been one of those days.'

'‘Hamishito?' asked Clare, understanding, and Fsaaceodded.



‘Hamishito—and Tom!" She pulled a face. 'Betweemth feel like a
punchball. I'm beginning to wonder if I'm cut oat this job.’

‘Tom?' said Clare in surprise, and pulled anotlssué& out of the box
to blow her nose. 'l thought you and Tom—well, tyai got on well
together. You certainly gave that impression tleeotay.'

‘That was then.' Francesca spoke feelingly at, tmstl then realised
she couldn't tell her friend what had really hamgekriHe—well, he's
so—insensitive. He always wants to know what's gan.’

'Who's Tom?"

It was Mick who spoke, and Francesca looked up vsitime
embarrassment. She'd forgotten he was there, taigh what they
were talking about wasn't private she didn't likvihg to explain
herself to him.

'He's a colleague,’ she said at last, and assirsgher friend's unease
Clare addressed her husband herself.

'‘Don't you have anything better to do?' she askatfing resentfully.
'You haven't wanted to keep me company all day.'

‘That's because it's boring sitting up here listgrio you snuffling
Into a tissue,' retorted Mick unfeelingly. "This much more
interesting. If Fran's got a love fife, I'd like kaow.'

‘Tom's not my lover!" exclaimed Francesca indiglyafitve told you,
he's just a friend.'

'‘And in any case she's still in love with her exsiband,' declared
Clare, with a warning grimace. And then, at hegrfd's startled look,
she said, 'I'm sorry, Fran. It just seems so ols/toune.'

'Clare—'



'Her ex-husband!" Mick was disparaging now. 'W#iat's a lost
cause if ever | heard one. According to Clare, hésady found
himself a replacement. | know that name—Merrith'tiser father
into computers or something?'

‘Shut up, Mick.'

Clare was red-faced now, and Francesca realisedriead had
probably told her husband everything she'd told Bé&e ought to
have expected it, she supposed, but somehow simé.haad it hurt
to think that Mick ' Callaghan might have been laing at her behind
her back.

'‘As—as a matter of fact, | saw Will on Friday," seed, as much to
wipe the smug look off his face as from any reali@eto confide in
her friend. She licked her lips. 'He was in Londamg he came to the
flat for the evening.' She felt the guilty heaher cheeks, but ignored
it. 'He—it was—qgood to see him again.’

Clare's red-rimmed eyes were wide. 'Crikey," sad. 'So he wasn't
quite as indifferent as you thought.’

'Oh, |I—' Francesca couldn't have her thinking tisat, in spite of
Mick's sneer, she hurried to amend that impres4diemo. It was just
a—friendly visit. | don't expect I'll be seeing hagain.'

Will drove away from the Abbey with a feeling ofrining his bridges
behind him. No matter what happened now, he wasggagainst
everything he'd believed for the last five yearsd & he lived to
regret it, so be it-

And he would live to regret it—or so his grandmatieuld say
when she found out. She didn't know what he wasgj@f course,
but when she did he had no doubts about what hetioa would be.



And she might be right; he might be making the bgignistake of
his life. But somehow that kind of logic no longgaplied.

He was probably all kinds of a fool, he reflectedt ; without a trace
of bitterness. He was passing up the opportunitgdlyve all his
financial problems in one fell swoop for—for whati® lips twisted.
For a woman who had never wanted children; whodsadd more
for her career than for him.

And yet, if what Francesca had always claimed was, tshe had
wanted their baby. She hadn't been responsiblmisrarrying their
child. So what? It had j been an accident? A spewtas abortion?
Such things were possible, were commonplace, it faad if Ins
grandmother hadn't come up with that story aboah&&sca visiting
some sterile abortion clinic in Leeds he'd neverelsuspected it was
anything else.

But old Archie Rossiter had confirmed it. He'd atled that
Francesca had asked him if he couldn't get ridl@fdetus, and when
he'd refused she'd evidently found someone elsewald.

Will's stomach clenched. Even now, even afterladlse years, die
injustice of what had happened caught him on tke Fave years
ago, Francesca had given him a choice: believedndrelieve his
grandmother and Archie Rossiter; and because hettetly

suspected that she hadn't wanted the baby he'dmedecision. But
had it been the right decision? He doubted he weudt know.

The fact was, if he still wanted Francesca—and, Gelg him, he
knew he did—he had to put the past behind him. &tk tb believe
her story, or spend the rest of his life livingi@ He had only ever
loved one woman; he suspected he always would tihatdvas more
important than anything else.



He reached Kensington soon after six o'clock, aather than
telegraph Ms arrival by parking in the forecourttb&é Victorian
apartment house he found a space in the next.stieet he sat for a
few moments gathering his thoughts before venturingp
Harmsworth Gardens.

God, he thought, he hoped she'd be pleased toiseeHe was
Investing so much in this visit, and he had no malof that she
would want to see him again. Just because sheshhdrl make love
to her, that was no reason to assume that she avemtekindle their
relationship. On the contrary, just four days al® had asked him to
get out of her flat, and persuading her that shmulghgive him
another chance was not going to be easy.

He sighed.

And that was without the inevitable confrontatidgvere would be
with his grandmother if he did succeed in bringhtgncesca back to
Lingard. Francesca's feelings towards the old lsalyn't mellowed
with the years, and there was no doubt in his ntimat Lady

Rosemary hadn't forgiven her for what she thougatisd done.

He frowned. Could Archie have been wrong? Couldédhe real
culprit here? Perhaps Francesca hadn't wantedaltne di first, and
perhaps she'd confided her feelings to the old iéas that why,
when she'd miscarried, Archie had immediately agsbithe worst?

Of course Francesca had blamed the old doctor foatvwad
happened, but no one had believed that he coule tarve anything
wrong. For God's sake, he had been caring for pr@gnomen and
delivering their babies for years. She had beetclulong at straws,
that was all, and if he had any hope of their ggttogether again he
had to accept that she hadn't been entirely rdtadrthat time. She'd
needed someone to blame, and she'd blamed him.



But what if Archie had done the same?

Will folded his forearms on the wheel and restesl ¢hiin on them.
Whatever, he had to dispel the ghosts of pastdrassions, and
persuade Francesca to do the same. Surely, ifrarglmother saw
how happy they were together, she would understudf not... He

heaved a sigh. He cared for his grandmother; ofseobe did. She
had practically brought him up, after all. Buttfcame to a choice
between her and Francesca... He pulled a ruefal fHtere was no
contest.

Deciding he had been sitting there long enoughl pdiled the keys

out of the ignition and thrust open his door. Heriabrought any

luggage with him, just his shaving gear and a chaofclothes

stuffed into a duffel bag which he left in the RarRgover. There was
no point in-pushing his luck, he thought ruefulfyancesca was just
as likely to send him away.

He saw her car turning into the courtyard of Nun#as he reached
the corner; saw, too, the nondescript Ford thaleduhway at his
approach. If he hadn't known better, he'd havetkaitthe man in the
car had been watching her from across Harmsworttdeba, and
although the thought didn't linger he was glad Eeaga wasn't going
to be alone tonight.

Or, at least, he hoped not, he acknowledged, negt¢he gates of the

house just as Francesca got out of her car. Heegdus the gates,

aware that as yet she hadn't seen him, feelingglnises stirring as she
reached into the back of the car for her briefcase.

Suddenly, she became aware of him.

As she was drawing back, she seemed to sensedsisnue, and he
was sorry he had stopped to watch her then. Skeddrack, banging



her head on the roof of the car as she did so, hendealised
immediately what she'd thought.

Of course recognition was almost instantaneous,h@ndreathless
exclamation was not polite. Then, when she was tab&peak, she
rounded on him. 'What the hell do you think youl@ng?' she
demanded hotly. 'Are you spying on me as well?"

'‘No." Will stifled the urge to answer in kind, nsalg she had some
justification for her anger. 'I've just got heres & happens.' He
frowned, remembering the car. 'You're not saying tfonk you're
being followed again?'

'Of course not." She was impatient at his suggestéad he had to
accept that he was wholly to blame. 'In any caea,didn't answer
my question. If you've come for a repeat perforneaymu can think
again.'

'l haven't." Will took a deep breath. '‘But | do wamtalk to you. Can |
come in?'

She hesitated, and he wondered dully what he wdoldf she
refused. He'd had such high hopes on the way batajow he felt
he'd blown it. Frightening her had not been pattisiplan.

'l can't think what we have to say to one anot&ilt,’ she declared at
last, which was neither a yes nor a no, and he lsaw she was
chewing on her lip after she'd said her piece.ig¢fhnjust be wishful

thinking, but he got the feeling she wasn't entilerse to seeing
him, even if her words belied his thoughts.

‘Well, I don't intend to talk out here,' he saidaat, taking a chance.
He pushed his hands into his jacket pockets. "“oaldcat least offer
me a drink.'



'l only have wine," she muttered rashly, and Widl the satisfied
expression that crossed his face.

'l like wine," he said softly. "You know that. Do#sgat mean you're
going to let me in?"'

Francesca pressed her lips together. 'l supposesise, replied
offhandedly, slamming the car door and activatireydlarm. '‘But I've
got work to do this evening,' she added, indicatimg briefcase.
‘Clare is off at the moment, so I'm filling in.'

'Clare?' Will considered. 'Oh, yes, that's youerfd. The one who lent
you her car.' He touched the bonnet of the smaigPet in passing. 'l
must say, | like your choice better than hers.’

Francesca made no comment, leading the way intobthleing
without a backward glance. It was left to Will mldw her, and to try
and keep his eyes off her long legs as she clintieedtairs ahead of
him. She looked so sexy in a suit, he thought.tBen, in his opinion,
Francesca looked sexy in anything.

She had some trouble getting her key into the Wao&n they reached
her door, but he doubted it was because he wasgaler nervous.
On the contrary, despite the way he'd startleddwevnstairs, she
seemed totally Controlled now. She wasn't relaiteat, was true, but
he sensed that was because she didn't trust higasiédr being here.

There was one of those free newspapers lying ofidbejust inside
the door and Francesca bent to pick it up beforikimg into the
foyer. Will was treated to a tantalising view ofrHsottom, taut
beneath the navy linen of her short skirt, anddwektb clench his fists
to prevent himself from gripping her hips and pjudlher back against
him. It would have been so easy to do it; so ea$grget why he was
here. But it was not the way to gain her trust, hedurned to close
the door.



There was a scrap of paper caught in the lettedsidiest, he thought
it had been torn off the newspaper she had cathemligh to the
living room, but it didn't feel like newsprint ariee turned it over.
There were three words printed on the other sidd, awave of
almost blinding fury swept over him as he read thim closed his
eyes for a moment, willing the adrenaline pumpmgagh his veins
to subside. Then he stuffed die piece of paper lmsopocket and
followed her into the other room.

‘Something wrong?'

Ever vigilant, she had observed his change of maod Will made a
concerted effort to put a smile back on his fav¢hdt could be
wrong?' he countered. He glanced around. "Youssaitething about
a glass of wine. | hope it's not the same bottle were sharing with
Radley the other night.'

Francesca pursed her lips. 'l poured the restatfatvay after you'd
gone,' she said pointedly, dropping her bag anefdase on a chair
and walking into the small kitchen. She openedith@ of the fridge.

'l've got a German white or a German white,' stteddhefting one
of the two bottles in her hand. 'I'm sure you'dgré&rench wine but |

don't have any.'

'Who cares, as long as it's cold?' responded Wijaining a little of
his equilibrium and coming to rest his palms onlireakfast bar. He
watched her take two glasses from the cupboardtrendorkscrew
from the drawer. 'Did you have a good weekend?p&lesed. 'After
I'd gone, of course.’

Francesca hesitated. She didn't like lying to Hita.could tell that
But equally, she had no intention of making it eémyhim. And,
while she studied, he was struckby something saanf. Francesca
had never lied to him before.



Not even about losing the baby?

'l had a—pleasant weekend,' she said eventualygdhe cork out
of the wine bottle with a satisfying pop.

'‘And—you've not had any more trouble—" Will brokié, and then
continued steadfastly, 'With the stalker, | meagather you've had
no more phone calls since—since he was caught.'

'‘No.' Francesca poured wine into both glassesamiya faint tremor
in her wrist. 'Drink up,' she added crisply, retagithe bottle to the
fridge. 'I've not got all night.’

'‘And | have?' suggested Will drily, trying to puk #thoughts of the

message he had intercepted out of his mind. Anyamed have

pushed that piece of paper through her letterbexadsured himself
firmly. The delivery boy, a copycat criminal—anyoifeghe man was
in prison, she had nothing to worry about, so th@okl he'd found it
and not her.

'‘Well, have you?' she queried now, picking up Hasgand folding
her arms across her midriff. 'Why have you comd|AWWVhat is it
you want to say to me? If it's an apology, themébnt. | warn you,
I'm not in the mood for your lies.'

'It's not an apology,' said Will flatly, leavingshglass on the counter
and turning to rest his hips against the bar. 'Amalven't told you any
lies, as far as I'm aware.'

'Haven't you?' She didn't sound convinced. 'You s@u weren't
going to see Emma Merritt again.’

'I'm not.' He was confused, but she merely archedeking brow.

‘Then why are you in London? | assumed her fanealg b place in
town.'



'l came to see you.' Will watched the effect higdgohad on her. 'l
know it's hard for you to believe, but | want usstart again.’

Francesca caught her breath. 'Start again?' steeee@ctill, | told
you before we came upstairs—'

'I'm not talking about what happened on Friday pidie declared
mildly, and she thrust her glass down on the cousgeide his with
an unsteady hand.

‘That's good,' she said tersely, her eyes flashitty indignant fire.
'‘Because | don't intend to have sex with you again.

Will sighed. 'lIt wasn't sex, Fran—"
She snorted. 'Wasn't it?'

'No." His eyes softened as they rested on her fatech was
animated now with her emotions. 'We loved each rotime Friday
night, Fran. We made love, and that's a whollyedéht thing.'

Francesca took a step back. 'So we loved each athériday night,
did we?' she taunted, doing her best to soundifarset'But not on
Saturday morning, right? That was a whole diffestaty.’

Will shook his head. "That's not what | meant.’

'Isn't it?' She obviously thought she was winnimgwar of words.
'No." Will crossed his arms to prevent himself frggaching for her. 'l
love you, Fran. There's no time limit on it. Angv&nt you to come

and live with me again.’

Her consternation would have been laughable ikdrntt meant so
much to him, and, feeling in need of some sustemahe twisted
round and took a drink out of his glass. The wiras walatable, but it



was no substitute for whisky, and he had to steesélf not to empty
the glass.

'You want—what?' she got out at last, obviouslyihg\wa problem
with articulation, and Will took a deep breath befbe spoke.

'l want you to come back to live at Lingard,' h&lsd want us to be
together. | want the chance for us to start again.'

Francesca's throat worked convulsively. 'You— y®uoot serious.'
'I'm afraid | am.’

The colour rose up her neck. 'But—until a couplevetks ago you
never expected to see me again.'

'l know." His tone was gentle. 'l guess | don'teses for you to listen
to me. But maybe the way it happened was fate. kKioavs?'

Francesca swallowed again. 'l don't believe yod tit.'

'Why not?' His face was serious. 'Stranger thirsyetappened.' He
paused. 'Whatever it costs, | want you. | don'e ¢hyou believe me
now. I'll prove it to you, if you'll let me. And—Re put out a hand and
trailed his fingers down her sleeve '—I don't thydd'll regret it if
you do.’

Francesca backed away from him. 'This is crazy!
'‘Why is it crazy?'

'‘Because—nbecause if you'd really loved me you'éenbave let me
go.'



‘That cuts both ways,' said Will drily. 'You walkedt on me, Fran.
All right, | didn't try to stop you, but if you'dayed we could have
worked it out'

She halted. 'I'd lost my baby, Will!'
'I'd lost a child, too," he reminded her steadily.

‘Yes. But you weren't being accused of getting—Hggtid of it, were
you?' Her voice broke uncontrollably. 'You wouldliten to my
story. You'd made up your mind that | was lyingd @imat was that.’

Will groaned. 'l know.' He lifted both hands to edback his hair. 'But
you have to try and understand how | felt. I'd bedd—well, you

know what I'd been told--and | was hurting, damrhitealise now
that the old man must have made a mistake, but theeck | wasn't
thinking too clearly about anything.'

Francesca stared at him. 'Is that what your graradher'-s told you?'
She caught her breath. 'Is that why you're here-atse that old
woman has decided to cover her back?'

‘To cover her back?" Will didn't know what she walking about.
'‘Fran, I'm here because | love you. That's all.'

'‘But she knows you're here?'

'‘No ok knows I'm here,' replied Will flatly. He blew oatbreath.
'Does it matter? We loved each other then.' Hadiesl. 'l believe we
still do, or | wouldn't be here.'

‘You wish." But there were tears in Francesca's eyav, and he
badly wanted to take her in his arms. '"You do sealihat—that
however we feel, your grandmother will never alliwns.' Her breath
caught in her throat 'She still hates me. She awaly.'



'Oh, Fran." Will sighed and came towards her, dtimbagh she tried
to get out of his way the wall was at her backtiRgtone hand on the
wall at either side of her head, he stood lookiagl at her. 'Forget
Rosie," he said huskily. 'She doesn't matter to us.

'She does.’ Francesca's hands were flat againstlhdoo, her chest
rising and falling rapidly with the tumult of herdathing. 'She does
hate me, Will. I tried to tell you before. She ajsdas. | still believe
that she got Dr Rossiter to—to terminate my pregpan

Will regarded her despairingly. 'Oh, Fran, donk a to accept that
my own grandmother would do a thing like that. 8bd you; | know

that She hurt us both. But don't let her—her jesyjotbme between
us again. I'm admitting | was wrong. | shouldnvé&dstened to her
distentions. | know you wouldn't have destroyed loainy. | should

never have accused you of such a thing.'

Francesca darted a look up at him. "You believdr'tido anything to
bring on the miscarriage?'

‘Yes." Will brought one hand to stroke her chekekust have been
crazy to even contemplate such a suggestion. Isguegeded to
blame someone. I'm not proud to admit it but | gueshose you.'

'‘Because your grandmother told you that that wasatwmad
happened.’

‘All right' He was prepared to concede that thelatty had put the
thought in his head. She had certainly given himh#e Rossiter's
version of the facts as he knew them. He could assume a terrible
mistake had been made. 'Look,"' he said now, 'gan’put the past
behind us? For good? We've got this chance to ag@aih. Can't we
take it?' He brushed her mouth with his. 'Please.’

Francesca wouldn't look at him. She continuedaresit a point level
with his tie, and as he watched a fat tear rollelindered down her



cheek. He didn't know what to say, what he coujdtsacomfort her
that hadn't already been said. He loved her, héeddrer, haneeded
her in his life.

‘Your grandmother never thought | was good enowghydu,' she
said at last, and he closed his eyes against thaatimn in her voice.
'‘She told me—more than once—that she didn't expeanarriage to
last." She paused. 'She wanted you to marry someoaeder,
someone with money. You know how much she wanta\tieey to
be restored.’

‘Mmm.'

Will regarded her with troubled eyes. It was trueowgh, he

supposed. The old lady had always had somethiranabsession
with the Abbey. It had been her girlhood home, Wil was sure it

had been a great wrench when she had had to Bavthe entail had
meant that her brother had inherited the placénem father's death,
and when she'd got married she'd moved to Mull@oyrt.

Not that that had been the end of her connectiohitgard, he
remembered thoughtfully. In the fullness of timey kdaughter had
married her cousin, Will's father, and when hisepés were killed
her grandson had become the 9th Earl. The facsteahad also been
made his guardian must have been a source of saimséastion to
her. For a while, at least, she'd been in totatrobn

But loving something and being prepared to do angtko maintain
it were two entirely different things, he assureaadelf fiercely. All
right. The old lady hadn't liked Francesca, butl imever allowed her
feelings to come between him and his wife. Andasas he knew
she'd accepted his choice without further argumienhear that she'd
expressed her doubts to Francesca took some Iogjieven now.



'You never said anything!" he exclaimed, tryingoone to terms with
what Francesca had told him, and she expelledfal ioeath.

'‘No,' she agreed. 'No, | didn't. If | say | didwant to hurt you, will
you believe me?' She shrugged her slim shouldelsii't care what
she said to me. So long as you loved me, that Wasared about.'

Will cupped her face in his hands. 'l do love yloalways have. Even
when you went away, and | told myself | hated youwhat had
happened, it wasn't true.'" He smoothed his thumbyesa her
cheekbones. "You were always there, inside me,mgakvery other
woman | met seem second-best.'

Francesca looked up at him now. 'Do you mean that?'
'Of course, | mean it.'
'‘And—the other?'

'Rosie, you mean?' His lips twisted. 'Well, | vallimit she is fairly
fanatical about the Abbey.'

In fact, he brooded unwillingly, he wouldn't havetight of getting
married again if it hadn't been for his grandmatliiBart the old lady
was so determined that Lingard should stay in #wmilfy, that he
should have a son, so that it wasn't handed oconte slistant relative,
just because he happened to be male.

‘You don't believe me, do you?' Francesca saideslgdShe lifted
her hands to his chest, in an attempt to push hiaya'You'll always
wonder if | was lying. Oh, God, Will, just let me'g

'l can't,’ he said simply, taking her resisting debehind his back.
'‘And you're wrong; | do believe you.' He paused. f& as Rosie is
concerned, you've got to give me a little more tibret me speak to
her again. Let me see what she says when | teWbee together.'



Francesca's lips were mutinous. 'And what if shevicmes you that
I'm the one you shouldn't trust?’

'She won't.'
'You don't know that.'

'Oh, 1 do.' He was very definite about that. 'Yee she difference is
that | don't care what she thinks happened. | kitowasn't you.
That's all that really matters.'



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

FRANCESCA woke suddenly, aware that something must ha
disturbed her, but unable in those first few sesarfcconsciousness
to comprehend what it might have been.

It was still dark outside, she noticed, forcingdsdfrup cm her elbows
and glancing drowsily about die room. The lightfrthe street lamp
outside barely penetrated the curtained windowd,fana moment

she had the uneasy feeling that someone was modnewith her. Or

in the flat? she pondered, her breath catchingeinthroat. She
strained to hear any sound from the room next dmdrall was quiet.

She licked her dry lips. Was someone there?

And then her brain cleared. Of course, she thotrghtulously, there
was someone else in the flat. Will was here; Wihp had turned up
the night before and restored her faith in miradlédl, who had held
her, and kissed her, and made love to her; wh@badnced her that
they were meant to be together.

She expelled the breath she had hardly been alwareas holding,
and turned to see the man lying beside her. Shevarged to look at
him, she thought—to touch him. To feel his warnhhyurrow down
beside him, safe in the knowledge that he loved-her

He wasn't there.

She blinked, not believing it at first. She hadrbse convinced that it
must have been Will who had awakened her, and mamas left
with the awful suspicion that she had only dreathetl he had come
back for her. Was she only imagining the sweet danghat still
gripped her at the memory of his lovemaking? Was thelting
sensation inside her just a counterfeit emotictey afll?

A sob caught in her throat...



No!
It wasn't true.
Will had been here.

And, as she lay there, feeling the hot tears bgrttie backs of her
eyes, the conviction that she had not imaginedatine a reality. She
remembered it so clearly; she couldn't have beeanding. She

remembered Ms J taste, and his smell, the smoxiiiréeof his skin.

| Remembered how he had felt over her, and undethemuscled

hardness a perfect counterpoint to the softnebsroyielding flesh.

She breathed shallowly. Dreams didn't leave youn witumerable
aches and pains in unexpected parts of your bddy, tsought
unsteadily. Dreams didn't leave your breasts bduesed tender, or
cause a definite soreness between your legs...

A half-laugh escaped her. He had been insatiahke remembered
now. No wonder she ached in places she'd neveddwdfere. Their
lovemaking had been by turns slow and tender dagtfurious, and
each time he had brought her to a mind-numbingelirshe had
given away a little more of the defensive shielat thad sustained her
all those years they were apart. She should haete foghtened, but
she hadn't been. After what she had suffered befbeeshould have
felt some restraint. But God help her, she ha&tie trusted Will.
Whatever happened, he was the one steady rock Iifehe

So where was he?

Although she had slumped back against the pilloa®y she

struggled into a sitting position. It crossed henantHat it might

have been Will getting out of bed that had distdrber. When she
ran her fingers beneath the quilt his side of eié Wwas still warm.



She shivered as the cool air chilled her hot fl&de was naked,
which was proof, if more was needed, that she ldyone to bed
alone. Her nightshirt was still folded under hdlopv and she caught
her lower lip between her teeth as the recolleatifaine hours before
she had fallen asleep drifted over her again. @i, Ghe thought, she
loved him. Loved him so much, it was incredibletihink she had
survived five whole years without him in her life.

But she didn't want to think about that now. Wikhsvhere, and after
last night she could have no doubts about his comemt to her.
They were going to get married again—as soon aslgesWill had
said. He had no intention of running the risk tta¢ might have any
excuse for walking out on him again.

Francesca smiled. As if she would. She was evaraped to make an
effort to tolerate his grandmother if that was wiatvanted. She had
Will. She could afford to be generous. She'd néveget, of course,
but perhaps she could learn to forgive.

But where was Will?

The sudden explosion of sound from the living rodmefly
paralysed her.

The flat had been so quiet, and although she'dbatbubt that Will
was about somewhere—either in the kitchen or th#hrbam,
perhaps—the sudden crash, as of bodies fallingilyeasross her
coffee table, petrified her.

What on earth was going on? she wondered numlalsingttowards
the door. And then, realising that Will might be danger, she
scrambled hastily out of bed.

There were animal sounds coming from the other room, and
voices, garbled voices, grunting words she could@gin to
understand. She had made it across the room b&feresalised she



couldn't go out there without any clothes, andtdnag up Will's
shirt which she now saw was lying on the flooretfeet, she pushed
her arms into the sleeves and, wrapping it abaytchacked open the
door.

At first she couldn't see anything, but the lighttsh was beside the
door and she switched it on.

Instantly, terror gripped her. It was like a scérm some horror
movie. Two men—one of them Will—were rolling abdbe floor
and at first glance there seemed to be blood eVeryav The second
man had a knife, and Will was trying desperatelgebit away from
him, and the blood came from the numerous cutgjeamks she could
see on his skin. Apart from anything else, the fiaat Will was only
wearing his shorts obviously gave his opponentaitheantage, and
Francesca clenched her fists and gazed helpldssiyt &er, wishing
there were something she could do.

Even as she watched, the other man succeeded iverdey a
crippling punch to Will's head. She felt the bloverself, the
sickening crack as the man's fist connected withl'sMiemple
causing a sympathetic pain in her own skull. Tha mas bigger, and
heavier, and obviously violent. A black-clad figumearing black
gloves, his face disguised behind a black Balaclava

A Balaclava.

Francesca's knees turned to jelly beneath her.h8tdeno need to
wonder who the intruder was any longer, or why hd bhosen to
break into her apartment. She knew him as surelfyheshad rung a
bell and announced his arrival. This was the mai Wwad been
stalking her for the past six months. Not Tom Radbe that pathetic
creature who'd admitted to the offence, but this.nmdand somehow
Will had heard him—had apprehended him before hddcget to
her.



She caught her breath. She had to do somethingjandjuickly. If
only there were a phone in the bedroom, but thexeniz The only
phone in the flat was in the living room, and thiegaving bodies
were between her and it.

She groaned. If anything happened to Will, she'dendorgive
herself. This was her mess, not his, and she cyldh stand there
watching that pervert cut him to pieces. If onlg $tad a weapon...

An awful choking sound brought her eyes back taweemen on the
floor. Somehow—she wasn't sure how—Will had mandgegt out
from under the other man, and now he had him inriadipg
headlock. It was the pressure he was exerting@mtm's throat that
was causing him to make those awful guttural souadd she was
sure Will intended to break his neck.

Her lips parted to make a protest, to implore \Wdt to kill the man
and thus destroy his own life as well, when Wilvdzer.

An expression of raw frustration crossed his fadba moment, and
perhaps his momentary lapse of concentration cauisedo loosen
his hold. And, obviously sensing Will's distractidime otter man took
the opportunity to fill his lungs with air, and lught his elbow back
into Will's stomach with all the force he could rters

Will gasped, unable to breathe for a few seconud vehen his arms
went limp the other man sprang free. He was fadvi now,
balanced on the soles of his feet, in a half-crowgposture, poised
to strike again, the knife-blade glistening in ligét.

‘No!'

Without a thought for her own safety, Francescadliacross the
room, vaulting onto the man's back and winding drens and legs
about him. Her hands groped instinctively for hasd, finding the



eyeholes in the Balaclava, and without hesitatlendug her fingers
into his eyes.

The man grunted in agony, all his attention turteedetting her off
his back. And Will recovered himself sufficiently grab his wrist
and wrestle the knife from him. Staggering slightlg gripped the
knife in his hand, but Francesca guessed he'd losof blood. There
were cuts all over his arms and legs, and one codatly
nasty-looking tear in the flesh of his side.

Still, he had the knife now, and although he migbk battle-scarred
she didn't think anyone would be foolish enoughryoand take it
away from him. There was a look of such savageh@tation on his
lean, good-looking face, she hardly recognisedienself.

Meanwhile, the man was attempting to fling her lof back, but
Francesca had one more thing she wanted to doe 4sdped blindly
to dislodge her, she grasped a handful of coaret aval tore off the
concealing Balaclava.

Beneath the helmet, the man's head was closelyedymis neck
stocky, his bunchy shoulders those of a rugby fodw&atching her
breath in wonder, Francesca dropped nervelessiy fiis shoulders,
and circled him with disbelieving eyes.

‘Mick!" she exclaimed incredulously, staring at lamif she couldn't
believe her eyes. 'Oh, my Gaowick!

"You know him?"

Will was still breathing heavily, and Francesca aexdl 'It's Mick,'
she said dully. 'Mick Callaghan. Clare's husband.’



It was later, much later, after the police had tak&éck away, and
Will had returned from the hospital, after having Wwounds attended
to, that he remembered about the note he'd fouhdritetterbox.

He was stiff, very stiff, but he managed to pué 8trap of paper out
of his pocket and show it to her, the three wardemtained cut out of
a newspaper or a magazine.

"There's no escape,” read Francesca slowly, héx pheeks an
indication of how she would have felt if she'd fdutlhe note. She
licked her hps and looked at him. "'Then you knewnMas still out
there. Was that why you insisted on spending tgbtfl

'Oh, sure." Will was half sitting, half recliningrahe sofa, while
Francesca was perched on the arm beside him, antdaetoked up
at her with weary eyes. 'Has what | said meantingthDo you still
have doubts about my motives? For God's sake, Fnatis like
hitting a man while he's down.'

Francesca winced. 'Do you mean that?"

'Of course | mean it." Will closed his eyes for ament, not sure he
had the strength to convince her of anything tonid any case, as
far as | was concerned, the man was behind bars.'

Oh, yes.'

Her lips parted, and Will, opening his eyes agaiished he could
just crawl into her bed. They'd given him some roation at the
hospital, to ease the pain of his cuts and bruaa$,he was woozy.
He badly wanted somewhere to lay his head.

'‘But you were up,’ she pointed out now, and heesigh

'It preyed on my mind," he admitted. 'But that's wby | was out of
bed. | thought I'd heard something. Perhaps it wiasn he opened



the door. I'm used to the quiet of Lingard. Anysduvas strange to
me.'

'Thank God for that!

'Yes.' Will nodded. 'Luckily, he was still in theyfer when | slipped
out of the bedroom. | guess he thought you'd lieedh Alone.’

Francesca shivered. 'It's frightening to think dfatv might have
happened if you hadn't been here.'’

'Hmm." Will met her gaze with steady eyes. 'l guéss more
territorial than | thought. If he'd hurt you, I'dve killed him. | never
knew | had that in me. When | saw you standindhandoorway, I'd
never felt so helpless in my life.’

'‘But you must have known | was there. | turnedranlights.'

'l guess | was too busy at that moment to pay #eyton to it,' said
Will feelingly. 'My head was buzzing. Callaghan ksiquite a punch,
you know.'

Francesca slid down onto the sofa beside him.nost ruined
everything, didn'tT she said, smoothingsoft fingers across his bro
And although Will was tired his body stirred autdioally and,
capturing her hand in his, he brought it to his.lip

'You were great,' he said huskily. "'Though | guegss my fault that
you hadn't bolted the door.'

'Oh, yes.' Francesca nestled closer. '"You toldothiee he'd used a
key to get in.' She moaned. 'Oh, God, | left myrgs2t of keys with
Clare that weekend | was away.'

‘And he must have had a copy made,' remarked \&alvity, his hand
curving possessively round her thigh. 'Callaghaobably didn't



know you normally used a bolt as well. When hedttlee key and it
worked, he must have thought he was home and dry.'

'So you don't think he broke the window before?'

'‘No. Breaking windows isn't Callaghan's style. Asiygaid, he liked
to follow you, to make you feel uneasy, so he pmgsknew the
window was broken anyway. The guy who confessetably had
tried to break in, like he said.’

Francesca looked up at him. 'What do you thinknitenided to do?’
She paused. 'Mick, | mean.'

'l don't know. Scare you, terrify you. Make youtkiyou weren't safe
anywhere.’

'You don't think—' Francesca hesitated. "You ddmiik he would
have raped me?'

Will's tone was harsh. 'Thank God we'll never kriow.

Francesca nodded. '‘Poor Clare," she said feelimghgining how her
friend was going to feel when she found out. 'He whaying such
a—a stupid game. |— | could have recognised hiwould have, if
he'd ever got that close.’

'‘But would you have reported him?' asked Will gyirnowing
what it would do to Clare if you did?'

Francesca shook her head. 'She'd never have likhewée

'‘But she would have had her doubts,' said Will dyi€lrhese people
destroy their family's lives as well as their own.'

'Oh, poor Clare.’



Francesca was looking distraught now, and, reglism couldn't let
her go to sleep on that note, Will curled one Haetiind her head and
brought her mouth to his.

Immediately, the heat of their passion was rekith@gain, burning
away the pain of treachery and betrayal. Despg@lries, Will was
not immune to the eager pressure of her lips barteat and it was
only when she pressed him back against the cuskiatse let out
an involuntary groan.

'What is it? What's the matter?'

Francesca was all contrition, and with an effortllVfbrced a
reassuring grin. 'lt's nothing," he said. 'I'm j$tit tender around my
midriff, that's all.'

'Oh, God! Your stitches!" she protested, obviousdgalling the
treatment he had had at the hospital. 'I'm sohryd, unbuttoning his
shirt, she bent and laid her lips against the bg@dzat the doctor had
secured around his middle. 'Let's go to bed.’

'l thought you'd never ask,' said Will weakly, &rdncesca lifted her
head and bestowed a warm kiss at the corner ohtugh.

'l love you,' she breathed, saying the only worelsgally wanted to
hear. 'And no one—particularly not your grandmother going to
keep us apart.’'



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

THE letter came about two weeks after Will had brougtancesca
back to live at the Abbey.

It was two months since Will had caught Clare'sblansl breaking
into the flat, and although Mick had denied being man who had
terrorised her for so many months the crime hedwdmitted, and
for which he would be convicted, was sufficientgrisus to ensure
that he'd probably spend the next several yegrason.

And his arrest had explained so many things, radtlehy Francesca
had had no phone calls the weekend she was awéyrkshire. He
had also known about the other man's arrest anféssian, and had
probably decided to wait and give Francesca a &dase of her own
security. It also explained how the stalker hadvkmier new phone
number. Naturally, she had given her new numb@&iaoe, and it had
been a simple matter for Mick to find out what #sv

Clare herself had come to see Francesca to apelégisvhat she
saw as her part in what had happened. She'd besat, @b course,
but, contrary to Francesca's fears, she hadn'tdalamer friend for
what Mick had done. Since he'd lost his job, hbahged, she'd said.
And she'd always known he was attracted to Fraacesen though
he had never said as much to her. She still louad $he'd insisted,
but she would assist the police as much as shel.chlitk needed
help, and the kindest thing she could do was tarerthat he got it.

For "her part, now that she and Will were togethgain, Francesca
had been quite happy to give in her notice at Terakd explain to

Mrs Bernstein that she'd be leaving the flat. She liad to work her
notice, of course, and Will had had to return torRébire in the

meantime, but they had spoken every night on theng@hand at

weekends Will had driven the two hundred or so snile spend

Saturday and Sunday with her.



It had been a period of adjustment for both of thbat they were
both glad when it was over. By mutual agreemermy thad decided
not to tell anyone that they were getting back tlogieuntil Francesca
was able to leave London, and it had been doubig Far Will,
balancing what he told his grandmother with whataes actually
doing.

Whether she had had an inkling of what was going~mancesca
didn't know, but on the morning they'd presenteentbelves at
Mulberry Court the old woman had regarded them hath equal
disgust.

'l always knew you couldn't be trusted,' she saifrancesca coldly,
and when Will protested she turned on him in obsifsustration.

‘You don't care, do you?' she accused him. 'Youtdmre what
happens to Lingard, so long as you have this womamour bed!
Well, one day you'll understand all I've done fouyand for Lingard,
and you'll be sorry.'

'l doubt it, old lady," said Will, with maddeningytity. 'l love Fran. |
always have. And that means more to me than aopikeicks and
mortar.'

‘Lingard is not a pile of bricks and mortar!" exclad his
grandmother fiercely. 'lt's myyeur heritage. And without an
infusion of capital—real capital, such as the Mesriwould have
provided—it has no chance of surviving into thetresntury.'

Will sighed. 'And that's why you drove Fran awayit? Because she
didn't have any money?'

'Fran!" Lady Rosemary gave the young woman in quesa
contemptuous look. 'l didn't send her away, WilheSvalked out,
remember? When you found out she'd got rid of awelcome
pregnancy.'



Francesca gasped. "That's not true. You know that'srue.’

‘Do 1?" Will's grandmother was scathing. 'All | kmois, my
great-grandchild was aborted. Aborted, Will. Nelaget that. Oh,
she may have other children, if you're lucky, bou'il always
remember that what would have been your first-vesis terminated
against your will—'

'Shut up!

For a moment, Francesca thought it was she whoshat those
words. She had certainly wanted to say them. Buag Will who had
actually voiced them, his hand gripping her wrigtvalmost painful
intensity as he urged her towards the door.

'l never want to hear you use those words aganddued, looking
down at Francesca. 'lf you want to see me—to skeredf us—again
you'll apologise to my wife for ever doubting heord.'

'Never!'

Lady Rosemary was adamant, and Will jerked open dber,

startling Mrs Baxter, who had been about to knau# ask if they'd
like any refreshments. 'l suggest you have a fewdsvavith Archie

Rossiter,' he added, as a parting shot. 'l thinKllylind he's the one
who's been lying. Not my wife.'

And now, a few days later, a letter had arrivedrasiskd to Lord and
Lady Lingard. It was a little premature, thoughaieesca ruefully.
She and Will had not yet re-tied the marriage kaot although she
wanted to believe it was good news the fact thaad a solicitor's
name on the back of the envelope made her nervous.

What now? she thought anxiously, pausing in therwlag to the
library, looking across at Will, who was going tbgh the Abbey's
accounts with Maurice Fielding, the estate bailitiey had spent the



morning poring over the books, and although it beein a good year
it was autumn now, and the gardens would soondg=dlto visitors
until the spring.

Money was tight; she knew that. And she had evetgntion of
getting a job herself, and playing her part. Bettiing was, she was
almost sure she was pregnant again, and she wiantgiednothing to
jeopardise either the baby's health or the de&a®yished relationship
she now had with Will.

She hadn't told him about the baby yet. Althoughlstew he would
be delighted, she didn't want to put any furtherdean on his
shoulders until she was absolutely sure. She woane liked to have
hidden this letter, too. But Mrs Harvey had handdd her, so she
had to show it to Will.

She drew a breath, and, ever vigilant of his wifg'esence, Will
looked up and gave her a lazy smile. He stretched, tarching his
back luxuriously, and Francesca knew what he wakitig when his
eyes rested on her slender form.

"This came,' she said awkwardly, gesturing with ¢neelope, and
Maurice Fielding got immediately to his feet.

‘Well, it's lunchtime,' he said, with remarkablettaand pushed his
arms into the sleeves of die jacket which he'd elagpver the back of
his chair. "You're looking well, madam, if | mayysso?' He glanced
round at Will. 'D'you want to continue this aftanth, my lord?'

‘Tomorrow, | think," said Will, his eyes still ordhcesca, and then,
getting up, too, he indicated that she should comee came round
the desk and slung an arm across her slim shoul&as you in the
morning, Maurice. About ten, okay?'

Fielding nodded, and with another shy look in Femta's direction
he went out of die room and closed the door. Wity waited until



the door had closed before he bent his head asddiser, his hands
in the loosened glory of her hair, his tongue pioggleeply into her
mouth.

"‘Willl'

When she could speak, Francesca offered the hatifidgarotest. She
hadn't yet got used to Will's predilection for nrakiove to her when
and where he pleased. It wasn't that she dide'tifjkt was just that
she was more self-conscious than he was. But siidrcobdeny how
delightful it made her feel.

'l love you,' he said, nuzzling her neck, and stshed she could just
ignore the letter as he was evidently able to daimes like these,
the usual outcome was a prolonged lunch breakaim tbom, with
food coming very low on their list of priorities.

'l think you should look at this letter," she muredi unhappily, her
hands on his forearms gently urging him awayoikk very official.
Do you think it's from your grandmother?' She tated. 'There's
nothing she can do to spoil things, is there?'

'l shouldn't think so." Will let her go reluctanthand took the
envelope from her hand. 'Lingard is mine. Nothihg san do can
change that. And this house is what she cares adibert all.’

'Oh, | think she cares about you, too,' said Frececeuefully, unable
to be anything but honest. 'She's just— disappaimgour choice of
wife.'

'Her loss,' said Will drily, slitting the envelopgen. He frowned. 'It's
from her solicitors: Wright and Peel.’

‘They are her solicitors, then.' Francesca's szank. "What do they
say?'



There were actually two letters, she saw as Wileguthem out. One
evidently from the solicitors, the other in a sda@avelope that Will
opened after scanning the first. Then he read theth again, his
expression darkening as he did so, and Francesmals sank into
her shoes. It could only be bad news for him t& s grave.

"They're not from the old lady," Will said at lagt, a low voice.
'‘Wright and Peel are her solicitors, but apparettlyy're Archie
Rossiter's solicitors, too.' He heaved a sigh,tangst them towards
her. 'Here. You'd better read what he's written.’

Francesca would have much rather that he had esldMi she could
think was that Lady Rosemary had thought of somegtkise to tear
them apart. Only this time she'd enlisted Dr Ressitassistance. She
probably thought his evidence had proved crucitdree

The letter from the solicitors was straightforwagdough. They
merely stated that they had been asked by themtcIMr Archibald

Rossiter, to forward this communication to themeyadded that
they had also taken a written statement from MrsRess which he
had asked diem to keep in their files. Should eitvdl or herself

wish to use that statement, the solicitors had bbdRer's permission
to hand it to them at that time.

Francesca blinked, and lifted her head to give ¥idluzzled look, but
he was standing staring bleakly out of the windbis,face set and
remote. Dear God, she thought, what had the oldwmaten? What
could he have said that he hadn't said already?

Her hand trembling, she lifted the second lettéis Time, instead of
their official appellation, the letter was addresse Will and
Francesca. She tried not to feel any optimismiatifitiormal styling,
and as Will still wasn't looking at her she beganetad.

My dear Will and Francesca,



| have wanted for so long to write this letter, mdtile my late wife
was alive, | am ashamed to say | felt compelldceEp my guilt from
her. She was a sick woman for several years beforgdence put an
end to her pain, and | could not have added to $#fering by
revealing what | had done.

Your grandmother is a most persuasive woman, Wi, | firmly
believe that in other circumstances | would notéhgiwen in to her
pleas. But, as | have said, Lavinia was ill; sheswadesperate need
of an operation, and unfortunately her treatmenildanly be found
overseas at that time. In return for services reede your
grandmother paid for Lavinia and me to travel te tnited States
for that treatment. | was only a working generahgtioner. My
salary did not run to expensive trips abroad, vathexpenses paid.
Lady Rosemary paid for everything, and, | haveaig gave Lavinia
a few more months of life.

You will have guessed what my role was to be. Wilr
grandmother convinced me that Francesca did nott\laat child,
otherwise | would never have terminated her preggaAfterwards,
of course, it was too late to regret it, and LadsBmary got her way:
your marriage ended.

Since Lavinia's death, I've been tempted to tellthe truth so many
times, but | was sure it was too late to put matteght. Then, a few
days ago, when your grandmother came to tell mewene getting

back together, | knew | had been given a secondagha

Needless to say, your grandmother does not knowtahe letter,

nor about the sworn statement | have lodged witigh¥rand Peel.
It's yours, to do with as you will. With Laviniargg | have nothing to
lose.



One final point. It's a lot to ask, | know, but bwd beg your
forgiveness. However you choose to use my statemhamntwould
mean more to me than anything else.

The gasp Francesca gave as she finished readinigttee at last
forced Will to turn his head and look at her. Big byes were dark,
his expression strained and disbelieving, and slesged what the
old doctor's confession must mean to him.

‘You've read it,’ he said flatly, and although fE&sta could
understand his feelings she was chilled by the ¢édakmotion in his
face.

'Yes,' she said. And then, with a slightly uncertamile, she added,
‘Vindication at last.'

'Is that how you see it? Vindication?' Will expélla short breath.
'‘God—I can't believe she'd do such a thing!

'‘No.' Francesca bent her head, unwilling to laldbarpoint that she
knew that already. 'l—suppose she had her rea€imshe thought
she had anyway.'

Will shook his head. 'I'll never forgive her. NeVer
Francesca caught her breath. 'You have to.'

'‘Why?' His lips twisted. '‘Because old Rossiterdmdessed? Fran, it
was my grandmother who ordered his actions, whd tieeold man's
love for his wife to further her own ends.'

Francesca heaved an unsteady breath. 'l know.'

'So." Will was harsh. 'What are you going to dowtht®? You'll have
to get yourself another solicitor. It would be anftiet of interests if
Wright and Peel—'



'‘Will'' Francesca covered the space he'd openesdeet them, and
put a tentative hand on his sleeve. 'Will, I'm going to do anything.
What could | do? I've got nothing to gain now.'

‘Just your innocence,' said Will bitterly, coveringr hand with his
for a moment, and then, as if it was too painfulifon to touch her,
he pulled his hand away. 'lI'd want some retributfohwere you.
God, if | hadn't been so stupid, I'd want it forgalf.’

Francesca took hold of his hand and brought it hackhere it had
briefly rested. 'l don't need that,’ she assuredsoftly. 'All right. |
know you didn't believe your grandmother disliked tinat much, but
I've always known. | confronted her that day sheme#o the Abbey
when you were out. She wouldn't admit it, but shevk | knew she
was lying. Only we both thought you would neverided me then.
Now you do, and that's all that matters. We dosédithe old man's
testimony to prove our love.'

Will groaned. 'You're not saying you can forgivearidot after the
way I've treated you.'

Francesca linked her arms about his neck. 'Mymgrliforgave you
years ago. | just never believed I'd be able tovicme you to take me
back.'

Will's arms closed about her, and all the emotlaisad thought was
missing from his expression returned with passmrfatce. 'Oh,

God," he said, burying his face in her neck. 'l wase Archie's

confession would drive a wedge between us again.’

'‘No chance,’ said Francesca huskily. 'We've gotrtooh on our side.

It was early evening when the news came from Mub€ourt. Lady
Rosemary had had a stroke, and had been rushedospaal.



'It was just after Dr Rossiter left,’ Mrs Baxterddtowill, rather
tearfully. 'l phoned for an ambulance immediatélg. St Margaret's.
| expect you'll want to go.'

"You must go,' said Francesca, when he broke tvs teeher. "You'll
never forgive yourself if you don't go and see Hg&ne is your
grandmother, after all.'

It was almost midnight when he got back. His faes drawn, but it
brightened considerably when he saw Francesca.ihigidgpgr close,
he told her Lady Rosemary had died an hour agondiuibefore she
had admitted to Will her part in trying to breakhand Francesca up.

Neither of them said as much, but they both suspetttat Archie
Rossiter had been partially responsible for thekstrshe had
suffered. He must have told her what he'd donedhaning, and it
had been too much for her to take. She was an otdam, after all.
And she had lived a full life. In many ways, it waetter for her that it
should have ended this way.

'l didn't mention the letter," Will confessed sotimse later, after he
and Francesca were in bed. He gathered her clbdenk she hoped
I'd think she'd had a change of heart. In any esbettold me she
hoped we'd be happy now that | knew the truth.’

Francesca's lips twitched. 'She wanted the lastl yvsie said softly,
and Will nodded.

'l think so.'

She sighed. 'If only she could have swallowed hielepand accepted
the status quo all those years ago.' She bit pelOur child would
have been almost five years old now.'

Will pressed his face into her neck. 'We'll havieeos.'



Francesca nodded. 'l hope so." She darted a glgnaehim. 'lIf we
can afford them, of course.’

'‘Oh—" Will grimaced '—we'll manage.'

‘That's good.' Francesca dimpled. 'Because thesensething you
should know...'

The final chapter of the story was written somedays later. Lady
Rosemary's funeral was a rather grand affair, dighitaries coming
from as far away as London and the Continent to thayr last
respects. Archie Rossiter was there, of course, lmdook the
opportunity to have a word with Will and Francesdgr it was all
over. He confessed that although he'd gone to Muyll§gourt to tell
Lady Rosemary what he'd done he'd not found theageuto do so.

'I'm glad now, of course,' he said as Will and Eemta looked at one
another. "Though | suppose you now have no proodidirm what |
said.’

'Oh, we have,' said Will drily, unable to conderhe bld man to an
anxious grave. 'My grandmother admitted that slesked you
to—end the pregnancy when | went to the hospi&lnilght she had
the stroke.'

‘Thank heaven!' said the old man gratefully. "Yeu®stored my faith
in human nature.'

He didn't ask what they were going to do aboutchbisfession. Will
told Francesca he'd ask the solicitors to destregtatement after the
reading of his grandmother's will. And in that wiley had another
surprise waiting for them. Lady Rosemary had leftjewels in trust
to her grandson's wife.

"To do with as she thinks fit," intoned the sobticjitand Francesca
caught her breath.



‘The old—devil,’ she said, squeezing Will's arrhe'$as determined
you would have the money to restore the Abbeyr afte



