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PAYMENT IN LOVE

Penny Jordan



Heather dreaded seeing Kyle Bennett again

Six years ago, her stupid, childish jealousy hagedrhim away from
the only home he had ever known. But for her fasheake, now she
must ask for his help.

"What are you asking me for, Heather?" he demantéou want
money from me ... a cash payment for the yearshaalito put up
with me in your home?"

There seemed to be no way to convince Kyle thatefpestted what
she had done. No way to make him believe that meves/not her
only driving force.



CHAPTER ONE

THE sitting room was strewn with pieces of dissectettde, and the
reel of scarlet tartan ribbon the cat had unrathedie bright pools of
colour against the dark background of the carpetthker noticed
these details as she walked into the room, justhassaw how the
flickering flames from the apple logs in the firapé threw cheerful
shadows to lighten the dreariness of the darkeminter's afternoon.
She couldn't help noticing them—that was how sltkeldgen brought
up, to observe and then store what she had seeisddater on—but
today she noticed them absently, without her noengtusiasm.

She had just finished speaking to her mother, dmat ghe had heard
had not reassured her. It was hard to believeithats less than two
days since her father had been rushed into hospital

Neither she nor her mother had known there washargtwrong.
Gordon Burns was a lean, tanned man in his latedif with a
boundless energy for life that nothing seemed tnqgb.

Even now, when his shock of once dark hair hadewiinon-grey,
Heather still had difficulty in accepting the fdbtat he was growing
older. She frowned and nibbled tensely at her botip. They had
always been such a closely knit family.

Many of her contemporaries found it odd that sheukhnot only be
quite content working for her parents, but that sheuld also
voluntarily choose to live at home. At twenty-threke supposed she
was rather unusual, but she had never felt any désishare their
so-called independence.

The phone rang sharply and she hurried to answegritheart racing.
It could be her mother again from the hospital.yThad agreed she
would ring only when there was anything to rep®d far, her father's
condition was stable, although there was talk efrikcessity of an



operation to bypass some of the damaged artenwk agert the
danger of further heart attacks.

Only last night the specialist had cautioned theboua the

seriousness of her father's condition. Such aratiperwould have to
be carried out privately, Heather knew, and agdes gnawed
distractedly on her bottom lip. A tall, slenderlgghe took after her
father more than her petite blond- haired moth&e &ad his
colouring and his dark red hair, but in temperansm was like
neither of her parents. A throwback to the MacDdran, with its

reputation for fierce pride and intense emotiowsher father often
teased her, and it was true. As a child and a ¢ggnthe intensity of
her own bewildering emotions had often left hertutised and
defensive. Now, as an adult, she had learned tifoontrol them,
then at least to understand them.

She picked up the receiver, her mouth dry with e@pension, but it
was only Mrs Anstey, the mainstay of their smallage population
and the uncrowned head of the local Women's Institu

'‘Heather, my dear, I'm sorry to bother you at atiike this, but how
are you doing with the decorations?’

Many years ago, Heather's father had worked in bolsdop store as
a departmental manager, and it was while he was that he had
conceived the idea of starting up his own busiteasake and supply
to small shops the kind of window-dressing and glesservice

normally only available to stores large and praofgéaenough to

afford an in-house window-dressing team.

In retrospect, even Gordon Burns had been surpbgdtie success
of his small venture. Within two years of startung in business, his
wife had joined the company, and then, once shealfschool,
Heather had been co-opted on to the team.



Normally, she loved her work. There was somethimgnensely
satisfying about being given a relatively small ¢peidand then asked
to create the impossible.

Over the years her father had been approachedasdwaes with
offers to buy him out, but he had insisted thdikesl his business the
way it was, small and modestly successful.

If her father had one fault, it was that he was gofi-hearted; too
generous, Heather acknowledged wryly; and the @hais party for
the old folk's home was a prime example of his gesity.

When Maureen Anstey had approached him about deuprthe

church hall for the party, he had immediately thmdwmself into the
preparations with vigour and enthusiasm, and Hedthew from

past experience that, when it came to submittisgrivoice, the sum
guoted would have very little bearing on the actugt of time and
materials.

They had always had a comfortable life-style, he knew that her
parents had no savings, nothing to finance somgtmsrexpensive as
the open-heart surgery it now seemed her fatheigwiag to need.

She had been the one to find him, slumped oveddsk in his study,
and the shock of that discovery was still with hadding a new
vulnerability to her shadowed eyes and full mouth.

Having assured Maureen Anstey that the decoratwosld be
completed in time, she returned to the sitting-ro&ior once, the
sight of it failed to soothe her. The sitting-roavas her favourite
room in the small rectory her parents had boughtnwtihey first
moved down to Durminster. All the downstairs rodrasl open fires,
and this room, with its collection of comfortabligdurniture and its
general air of being very much a family room, hadimmediate
ambience of warmth.



The cat miaowed plaintively, reminding her thawés tea time. She
would have to take Meg out for a walk before it gt dark.

The old collie thumped her tail on the kitchen flas Heather walked
in. Meg had been a thirteenth birthday presentdn A shiver

suddenly touched her skin, as memories she wotih@nraot have
had slid, betraying, to the surface of her mindwtttearly she could
picture that birthday morning. Her parents' facbsppy and

expectant, the excited yaps of the small puppghduld have been
the most perfect of memories, but it was marrecabgther face,
sharp and haunting still, after all these years.

As she had reached out to take hold of the pupaymother had said
warmly, 'Of course, you must share Meg with Kyleakther.'

nd instantly she had dropped the little pup baxt& her box. Even
now, down the years, she could still hear the ferdubitterness in
her childish voice as she'd said bitterly, 'l doveint her, then. You
can give her to him, because I'm not sharing her.’

Even now, the memory had the power to make heesafwild
see-saw of emotions, some of them so complex ahdatonly
partially understood by herself that she could cgsrbear their
oppressiveness.

She had been jealous, of course. Bitterly and ins@lgrjealous, and
the remnant of that jealousy and what it had ledddo still haunted
her.

One of her closest friends at art school had acchse of being
motivated by guilt when Heather had explained toviey she felt
she must go home and work with her parents, andhaldebeen
partially right. Deep in her heart, she knew thathing she could
ever do could wipe out what she had once doneg tias no going



back and, even though her actions had been thoae ohmature
child, their repercussions still echoed througtitadir lives.

She had been seven when her parents first mooedd#a of

fostering a teenage boy. She had hated the ideafr@gn the start,

resentful of their need to introduce someone eaise their small

family circle, but she might have grown to accdyt idea if she had
not happened to overhear someone commenting teatstispected
that her mother had never really got over the édske baby boy she
had been carrying before Heather's own birth.

Until that moment, she had never known that shentrhgve had an
elder brother, and with that knowledge had comefitise seeds of
doubt about the strength of her parents' love éor h

While they talked about their fortunate circumstemand the value
of sharing them with someone less fortunate, sdeghawvn more and
more bitterly resentful of the as yet unknown mateuder who was
apparently more important to her parents' lives stee was herself.

And her resentment and fear had grown, so muchatpwell before
the social worker had brought Kyle to see them Jsltkalready hated
him.

She had steadfastly refused to go with her pamntieir visits to the
children's home, bitterly resentful of their detaration to carry Out
their plans in the face of her own strongly voicetl expressed
disapproval.

She knew now that her disapproval had only incrdmes father's
determination, and that he had been disturbed Ibydisplays of
temper and jealousy, for her own sake. At the tishe had simply
seen, in their calm continuation with their plam$otal lack of regard
for her and her feelings, which had increased &ar that she wasn't



loved or wanted and that this stranger would suypleer in her
parents' lives.

They had known none of this, simply seeing in lesentment and
anger an only child's lack of vision and narrowptninging. Both of

them had been only children themselves, and wemadae aware of
the pitfalls that , could lurk ahead than Heathensalf, but she had
not known of any of this.

The seeds of resentment and hatred had been sodnyhen Kyle
had finally arrived she'd been determined to hate h

And hate him she had. It hadn't been hard. Fortbimg, he was
obviously bigger and more powerful than she washale six years
older, and thirteen to her seven; for another, las & whole lot
cleverer as well, talking with her parents on aelethat totally
excluded her.

Now, of course, she could see that Kyle had fsltqs insecure as she
had herself, that the fact that he had totally rgddher had sprung
from feelings very close to those she was hersgléeencing, and
not a desire to cut her out of her parents' love.

She also knew now that love was something that ‘tvaenessarily
apportioned; and that it was something that gretherathan
diminished when it was shared with others. Yes,lsteav all these
things now. Now, when it was too late.

She frowned and reached for her hooded duffel dbatas cold
outside. Snow threatened; she could smell it inathe

Meg barked excitedly as she opened the door. Atbtek of the
rectory garden was a stile and a footpath thathemigh the fields. It
had been a clear, bright day, and as she climbed tbe stile the
fields lay spread out against a winter skyline,skyethat deep, dense
dark blue that only occurred on very cold and cleater evenings.



The full moon illuminated the scene brilliantly,daher breath hung
on the air in steamy puffballs of vapour. The shags of Meg's yaps
was inten-sified by the crystal clearness of theand far away a
farm dog heard it and set up a bark in response.

From the copse Heather heard the unearthly cry adcafox, and
Meg pricked up her ears. Some instincts never dideather
acknowledged, shaking her head at the collie axshehed, belly
down, on the crisp frosted field.

It was just the right sort of evening for a brislalky the sort of
evening she would normally have thoroughly enjoy&te knew that
her parents sometimes worried about her solitaatesher mother
was constantly urging her to join in the village)dremely varied
social gatherings, but so far she had not expezttany desire to find
a mate and settle down, and she knew herself weligh to accept
that a string of casual relationships was not far h

She was frightened of committing herself in a ntalkdemale

relationship, she knew that. Her experiences ofititensity and

depth of her capability for emotion had affectediheéhe same way a
small child reacts to an accidental burn when fagd the threat of
a real fire: she shied away, apprehensive and athrremembering
past pain.

The relationship between her parents, its stalalitgt longevity, had
spoiled her; she could not adopt the careless mnaonheher

contemporaries towards the commitment of marriaged she
doubled that she would ever find a man who coutbvanuld commit
himself to her with the whole- heartedness she kinawvshe would
crave if she ever allowed herself to fall in love.

That being the case, she was better off not allgwerself to do so.
The heady sixties with itlissez-faireattitude towards casual sex
had gone, and in its place was a new awarenessyaarefulness



about the use and abuse of the human body. Onenwdsnger
considered odd if one did not agree to go to beld a&vman on a first
date, and Heather preferred things that way.

She did date occasionally—boys, now adult, whonddkreown from
school, men she met through her work—but so faethad been no
one special in her life; no lover.

Frost crunched underfoot as she took the famileah.pMeg darted
off to investigate a long empty rabbit burrow. Thogite was well
known to both of them, and yet she always foundetbing new
about it, Heather acknowledged, her heavy thougl$snissed
momentarily as her artist's eye was caught by taekband silver
tracery of bare branches illuminated by the moon.

The weather men were predicting snow for ChristnMaureen
Anstey had commented wryly that the village chifdrevere
delighted. Not so pleased were those members otdhamunity
whose jobs meant driving daily to Bath and Brisidiis part of the
country was notorious for its heavy winter snovadind the opening
of the M4 had suddenly made it far more accessibl@ndon- based
businessmen looking for a country environment fairtwives and
families. A small influx of newcomers during thensmer months
had added to the population, but Heather wondeo¥d inany of
them realised what they would have to face dutegainter months.

Their coal-house was already stacked with fuel,ltigs her father
had cut only two weekends ago drying out; gas hehlbought in

ready for their annual power-cuts. She remembeosd dstonished
Kyle had been by the depth of their snowfalls. Hel lkome from

London, where snow never lay for very long on theybstreets. Just
momentarily she had felt superior to him but, asaghk, he had
quickly turned the tables on her. She shiveredcatidd to Meg.



She knew why Kyle Bennett was in her thoughts somaf course;
she had known from the first moment the specihasktold them that
her father was going to need surgery and she hedthe fear and
exhaustion on her mother's face.

Things had not been going well for them businesswesently. Too
many shops were closing; too many small businegeeg) to the
wall. It hadn't helped, seeing all those huge spgjastered all over
Bristol for Bennett Enterprises. Who would ever éadkought that
the scruffy-at-heel boy her parents had taken inlevturn out to be
such a successful businessman?

He was a millionaire several times over now, anith \ailife-style to
match his wealth, if the popular Press was to des\esl. And,
knowing him as she did. Heather did believe it.

"He had always liked the very best life had to Qféhe remembered
sourly. She only had to think of the successiopalfting would-be

model girls he had .brought home to show off togaents. Glossy,
expensive creatures who had made her feel cluntygly, and she
had seen in his eyes that he had known and enjwgtediscomfort.

It had always been like that between them. From wtbey first
moment, they had recognised in each other a memthy. She had
never imagined then thahewould be the one to vanquisim. She
shivered, and not from the cold, remembering theepghat had had
to be paid for her victory. And she had not beenahe to pay it. She
swallowed hard against the lump of pain buried deelper throat.
Her parents never mentioned him, never referréde@vents of that
dreadful night, the night of her seventeenth bathdrhey had never
reproached or condemned, but she knew how they feett In
demonstrating the strength of their love for hieeythad also shown
her a mirror-image of her own selfishness, an imagdorced by the
counselling she had received while in hospital. §heldered again,
not wanting to recall those dark days and thatigdt@motional



teenage threat made out of jealousy and angemuwithought for its
consequences.

Even now, the memory of how easily it could all @agone
dreadfully wrong haunted her. She had been crityinstupid,
selfishly determined to vanquish Kyle once anddly to ruin his
triumphant homecoming from Oxford, and to make parents
choose between them.

And she had succeeded, but at what price?

Never would she forget the reproach and fear infattrer's eyes
when she'd woken up in her hospital room.

The indignity of having her stomach pumped outh®y/liospital staff
had left her sore and exhausted, her brain notatigrdapable of
reasoning properly. Her first croaked words hadnbé®&Vhere's
Kyle?"

And they had had the compassion and the love netltieer then that
he had gone.

It had all been so silly, her resentment of the flaat he'd chosen to
return home on the very day of her birthday, angtin her eyes,
taken the limelight from her. She had refused tiochanged for the
special birthday dinner her parents had organisedacal hotel, and
instead had stayed upstairs in her room sulking, at her father at
least would come up and coax her to go down.

But it had been Kyle who had come up to see hdfyl& older and
far more mature than she'd remembered from hisviadi almost
twelve months ago. During his last year at Oxfoedhad worked
during his holidays and so they had not seen himl, she had
managed to persuade herself that he was gone fremlives for
ever, even though he wrote and telephoned regudadyy week.



He had been curt and derisive with her, sparingibéring, making
her see herself as a spoiled, petulant child, chetexd to make
everyone dance to her bidding. She had hated hem eore for that,
because she had seen in his coolly deliberateismtithe seeds of the
truth, and that had hurt.

She had reacted wildly, close to the point of teafrsvhat she
considered her parents' betrayal of her in chodsitgt him come up
and torment her, why they should have sent him ipgcknd spent
the evening coaxing her out of her black mood.

'If you have the slightest bit of feeling for yoparents, you'll get
dressed and come downstairs right now," Kyle h&t her, getting
off her bed. 'lt's time you grew up, Heather, aagged trying to use
emotional blackmail to get what you want. OK, saiyand | are
always going to be poles apart, but for your pa'esatke we should at
least try to appear to get on.'

She had hated him for his calm, reasoned argutiegrihe realisation
that he was showing more concern for her pareras 8he was
herself; and all the nebulous and real fears steskperienced in the
years since he had become an adopted member dardy had
exploded inside her.

She'd refused to get dressed, and in the end hemtpaand Kyle had
gone out without her.

Nearly demented with rage and jealousy that thasilshhappen on
her birthday, she had flown to the medicine cabamet extracted a
full bottle of aspirin.

She hadn't really wanted to die, just to punisis¢haho should have
loved her more than they did Kyle... much more.

If it hadn't been for the fact that Kyle had pedsth her parents to
return home half-way through the meal, she wouldoedhere today.



She'd been unconscious when they'd found her geteote. She

had been rushed to hospital, and brought rountidoyhsympathetic
and very angry hospital staff, who quite rightlit fbat their time was

far too valuable to be spent on one silly, jeal@enager, when there
were so many other people in greater need of it .

She had said many bitter and angry things in herleaccusing her
parents of wishing she had been a boy, accusing Eilkrying to
steal their love away from her, and finally sayitngt, since she
wasn't wanted or loved, she might as well endifer |

During the counselling she had received after leease from
hospital, she had come to understand that it heldeen Kyle she had
hated so much as the threat she'd thought he egpeels and that it
was her own nature that was responsible for hdéintee rather than
anything he had done.

She had been angry and resentful at these asseriod then later,
when she had come to understand the reality of theny penitent.

But by then it was too late. Kyle had disappeales;ing only a note
saying that in the circumstances, although he walwiéys love and
be grateful to them, he felt it would be as welhé didn't see her
parents again.

His absence was never mentioned, but Heather kogwntuch her
parents missed him. Her mother could have leandd/ta's strength,
while her father could have turned to him for fineh advice. If
only...

But life wasn't a fairy story. It wasn't possibtesimply close one's
eyes and wish.

There was another way, though. Her mouth went drtha very
thought of it. It had been in her mind since hehda had first been



taken ill. She kept trying to dismiss it, to findather way out of her
dilemma, but deep down inside she knew there washer way.

Call it reparation for an old wrong, call it a tesie had to face before
being able to call herself fully adult, call it whapu liked, it all boiled
down to the same thing.

She had to go and see Kyle; she had to ask fdreltpson her parents'
behalf. She had to humble and abase herself beioreshehad to
have his help.

She was out for longer than she had intended, e whe got back
the phone was ringing again. She raced to answimising as she
heard her mother's familiar but anxious voice.

'It's all right, darling. There's not been any a@nyour father is still
holding his own, but Mr Frazer has confirmed thatvll have to
have an operation. There's one surgeon in partieute's highly
skilled in this particular surgery, but he's veryah in demand. He's
in New York at the moment, apparently, but he's lolek at the end
of the week. I've told Mr Frazer that we can't fldygsafford a private
operation, but he's asked me to talk to Mr Edmondsoyway. If
only your father hadn't had to let his medical naswce lapse.'

Heather clutched the receiver, echoing her mothbosghts, but

money had been so tight this last year. She woddéteer mother

knew about the bank mortgage her father had takenrothe house
so that he would have some capital to inject ih® husiness. The
bank was already pressing for its payment, and tmeg knew her

father was ill...

She shivered inwardly. Added stress at this pddranoment in time
was the very last thing her parents needed. Shidrcbiorget that,
when she'd found her father, he had been slumpessabis desk



where he had been studying a depressingly longflisutstanding
debts.

'I'm going to stay here tonight. The hospital rmsfd me a room for
as long as | need one. How are you... are you g@pin

How like her mother to be concerned for her, Heatéitected. How

on earth had she ever managed to convince hensglher parents
didn't care? All right, so maybe they would botlvd¢éoved another
child, especially a boy. They had loved Kyle, sblen@wledged that,
but their love for him had never diminished theavéd for her,

although she herself had been too jealous and @aogse that.

'I'm fine. I'm working on the decorations for tHeuech hall. I'll have

to go to our suppliers tomorrow, I've run out offeostuff | need,’ she
added on sudden impulse. 'I'll be out for mosthaf day, so don't
worry if you can't reach me.'

‘Well, just be careful if you're driving,” her methwarned her,
accepting her lie at face value. 'They're forengsheavy frost for
tonight, with snowfalls in the morning.’

Heather felt guilty as she hung up. She hatedg|yut she needed
time for what she had in mind, and not just timeatcomplish her
self-imposed task, but time to psyche herself tp @arrying it out.



CHAPTER TWO

HEATHER slept badly, waking well before dawn and thendyimbed

watching the darkness give way to light. An omin@aist pink flush

tinged the sky, a threat of snow to come. Her sleagd been
tormented by dreams that were made up of old me&wn@md fears:
Kyle's arrival, and the shock of his reality. HedhHaeen so much
bigger than she had expected, and so very aggeetsnards her.
That aggression had been his only means of defenem alien

situation, she knew this now from her counsellidg.had grown up
in one of the toughest areas of London, desertduddfather and then
left to the care of elderly grandparents when hashar had died at
twenty-five from the results of an illegal abortitmat went wrong.
He had probably never known real kindness in lies lhefore her
parents came into it, she realised with hindsiglletwas only one of
several grandchildren cared for by his grandparfentsne reason or
another, and whereas the others had living patemtsad not, and
after his mother's death his grandparents hadineesthan happy to
hand him over into state care.

He had been in and out of several children's haimee he was five,
and had earned himself the reputation of being babntrol, and
below normal intelligence. What on earth had magleplarents pick
him out as a potential foster child, Heather slidin't know. To talk
about him now was to enter forbidden and mineditbeyr Her

parents missed him still; she only had to rementimsy her father
had asked for him in those first minutes after lael mecovered
consciousness to know that, but out of love and feaher they
pretended he did not exist. It was a constant adthen her that she
had allowed her own insecurity and jealousy to lee dause of so
much hurt to them, but it was too late to go baolkvntoo late to
re-write the past.

But not too late to alter the future, she reminbedself, shivering a
little as thoughts she didn't want to contemplakedf her mind.



Just as he had known she hated and resented hiKyJesseemed to
know that her parents genuinely loved him. It haabns been
discovered that, far from being backward, he wasadly of above
average intelligence. Her father, delighted witl tfuickness of his
brain, had organised special coaching for him; whdn he won a
scholarship to a local public school, they had hatansely proud of
him.

Her last memory of him had been the fateful nighter seventeenth
birthday. He had filled out daring his time at wsity, his shoulders
broad enough now to match his six-foot-odd physidfie skin had
still been tanned from his working vacation abraadj his black hair
had curled strongly into his collar. He had brougtd the femininity
of her room a male essence that she had instihctiisliked. She
could vividly remember how her whole body had althepsgvered in
response to it, as hatred for him filled her.

It was no good re-running the past, she couldtét athat lay there,
and there was no escape to be found down thosei@venhere was
something she had to do, a debt she owed her pataattmust be
repaid. A debt of love and sacrifice which she s@a®ly now mature
enough to give back.

She looked down at the piece of paper beside lterYesterday she
had looked up the head office address of Benndé#rfmses. To her
surprise, it was in Bath. Less far away than shtethaught. She had
written it down, but there had been no need, it prastically burned
into her brain.

She had it all planned. Her stomach muscles tiglitéansely. What
if he refused to even speak to her? What if he wHsere?

Already she was looking for ways out, but for hargmts' sake she
had to go on.



She showered and dressed, agonising over whataotwereate the
best impression, to show him how much she had gaowdnmatured.

In the end she plumped for an elegant black jensmyf dress. It had
been expensive and looked it, she admitted ruefaflyshe zipped it
up. It had been a 'thank you' present from somémnehom she had
done some interior decoration schemes some mogthsShe had
enjoyed the challenge of the unexpected task addflaly refused
to take any money. The dress had been a surpgsemt; and one she
had not had the heart to give back. It suited $teywing off her lean,
narrow, feminine waist and the soft curves of hmhb

Over it she wore a loose silk-effect coat with hsteer buttons and
odd lace appliques. It was the handiwork of a fellart college
friend, and against the rich darkness of her rad dtee knew the
black looked good.

For once her curls had obeyed the dictates of heshh and lay
smooth and controlled. Too nervous to eat, she rhackelf a cup of
coffee, estimating how long it would take her to peBath.

The van they used for company business was her mmeigns of
transport, as her mother had their one and onlyTda van was old
but reliable, and she was used to driving it.

The threatened snow started to fall just before iHsehed the
outskirts of Bath, reminding her that the brakestloa van needed
checking. Grimacing faintly at the thought of tluglional expense,
she found somewhere to park. , There was justftima calming cup
of tea before she bearded the lion in his den. I&eded for a
favourite tea shop with a Dickensian ambience shatounded its
customers like a comforting favourite blanket.



The waitress recognised her, and gave her a beamilg. Most of
the customers seemed to be tourists, mainly Amesickleather
judged from their accents.

She poured her tea and drank it piping hot, tryimguppress the
ever-increasing weight of memories.

When Kyle had been accepted at Oxford she hadddunmn with the
fact that his London accent would make him a langistock. It made
her shudder to realise what a bitch she had begshle had still been
a child, and children did not fight by the rulas ploint of fact, by that
time he had had little trace of the very shrill €oey accent he had
had on first coming to them. Kyle, giving as gosdha got, had said
nothing at the time but, during their evening ntbak night, in full
earshot of her parents, he had mimicked her owneyaiomplete
with the soft Dorset burr she had picked up at stHof course, she
had been bitterly humiliated, just as he had inten&he had still had
to learn in those days that Kyle could outmatchihealmost every
skill there was.

She realised her cup was empty and gave a faint Bigouldn't be
put off any longer. Resolutely she got up and baidbill.

Outside, it was still snowing. Her coat wasn't Isedesigned as a
protection against winter weather, and she shiverdittle as she
hurried in the direction of Kyle's offices.

She knew roughly where they were and, given thatvehs familiar
with the nature of his work from the many newspapédicles
published on him, she shouldn't have been surphgdbe carefully
restored Georgian facade of the building, nor tiserdtion of the
small brass plate outside, announcing that withemewthe offices of
Bennett Enterprises Limited.



Even in his choice of name for his company Kyle twabde different,
she thought wryly. Any other young man starting @asia speculative
builder and developer would have chosen somethkey Bennett
Builders Limited, but not Kyle; even then he haérséis building
company only as a cornerstone on which to buildexpnd.

Now his company was known as one of the most fawiinking
and responsible building firms around. His archigegere called in
whenever important restoration work was required, éxpertise
sought when the planners were at their wits' entlaw to appease
both the conservationists and the needs of an gresving
population.

Recently he had branched out into sheltered accaatom for
retired people, and by all accounts was provinguagessful in that
field as he had been in so many others.

At twenty-nine, he had a reputation for being ofehe country's
shrewdest and richest entrepreneurs.

For almost a moment Heather dithered, longing to tail and run,

and yet held there by a stubborn desire to do siatknew was the
right thing. This was her chance to make amendssfiaw that

finally she had grown up and that the lessons &zhfrom the months
of counselling she had undergone after her atteinptecide had
brought some return. That finally she had comectept that love
could be shared; that Kyle never had and neverddoela threat to
her own place in her parents' hearts.

In the end, it was the cold that drove her insigeltuilding; that and
the fact that she was attracting curious looks fbursy passers-by.

Inside, her heels tapped noisily on the black ahdeamarble-tiled
floor; so noisily, in fact, that she wa£ rathernmsiged that every onepf



the five doors leading off the rectangular entrahedl did not
immediately open.

On either side of the hallway, between the two séoors, stood
elegant console tables with matching mirrors hungr dthem. The
Georgian period had always been a favourite of,herd Heather
recognised the value of the antique mirrors alrabstglance.

Attractive dried floral displays, in keeping withet winter season,
decorated the tables, but it was only when she dtkadther
nervously for the stairs that one of the doorsabtwpened.

She must, she realised, as a uniformed commisserplitely
enquired her business, having triggered off somecdsilent alarm.

She told him rather hesitantly that she had conseéoKyle Bennett,
and then felt ridiculously foolish when she wascéat to admit she
was here without making an appointment. Plainlgt thas simply

not the sort of thing one did when approachinghbad of Bennett
Enterprises, and she felt a tiny surge of well-neinered resentment
start up inside her.

She almost turned to go, but then remembered wdahati come here
In the first place. Almost in desperation, she saidiedly, 'Look, if |
could write a note, could it be sent up to Ky—to Bénnett?'

That small slip in almost using Kyle's Christiaimeawas making the
commissionaire eye her even more suspiciously, Sedstiffened
when she realised that the man suspected thatahene of Kyle's
cast-off girlfriends.

Even as a teenager he'd seemed to have had &afatalation that
attracted members of her sex, and since he hadreesoccessful the
gossip columns had regularly mentioned his ham&ecting it with
a variety of pretty socialites and would-be mod®lsi-actresses.



Surely one .glance at her had been enough to inftmm
commissionaire that she was scarcely the type ttachtthe great
Kyle Bennett, Heather thought bitterly.

‘Mr Bennett knows my... parents,' she told him oldf | could just
write that note...'

'In here, miss.'

The commissionaire obviously believed her, becausemanner
relaxed slightly as he showed her into one of tmptg downstairs
rooms.

Obviously a waiting-room of sorts, it was decoratedth
watered-silk wall hangings, the Georgian panelsntedi in a
chinoiserie design of birds and branches. Two dembioned settees
were covered in the same pastel watered silk awdalls, a cheerful
open fire burned in what Heather suspected mudhéeoriginal
Adam grate, and the commissionaire escorted her tova pretty
early Victorian writing-desk, fully equipped withote- paper and
pens.

She wrote quickly, before she could change her mieeling the
desperation and dislike building up inside hertesdid so. When she
had finished, she studied what she had writtea fegcond.

‘Kyle, | need to talk to you about Mum and Dad.aBkedon't ignore
this note.'

And she sighed it with her full name.

She sealed it before she could give way to anyrsktmoughts, and
handed it to the waiting man.

Once he had gone she was seized by a wave of greattong that
she was actually half-way to the door before sladised what she



was doing. She couldn't leave now. She had tohse¢hing through.
What was she frightened of? Making a fool of hénsdiront of Kyle,

laying herself open to his mockery and contempt® Wéa own pride
really so important that it mattered more to hanther father's life?

Instantly ashamed, she went back into the roomv&hgworst thing
Kyle could do would be to refuse to see her. Indignatter how
much he humiliated her, as long as he agreed tdguayer father's
operation.

For the first time she contemplated what was likelyrappen if her
mission failed. The thought made her skin go caidi she started to
shiver.

The commissionaire, walking in and seeing her, fresvand asked
anxiously, 'Are you all right, miss?'

‘Yes, yes...I'm fine.' Heather gave him a disthat@ile. She was so
tensed up that her body was aching with the sttagnwas imposing
on it.

‘Mr Bennett said to show you up.'

Was she imagining that new tinge of respect inrtfan's voice?
Plainly the man thought she had been given songetipproaching
an accolade, but she could not allow herself taxrget. All she had
achieved was one tiny step forward.

The lift was hidden away discreetly, behind anotifehe doors. As
it slid smoothly upwards, Heather pressed a prioggstand to her
taut stomach. She was only just beginning to redfis true meaning
of the phrase 'butterflies in the tummy'. The andsers seemed to be
involved in a mad, frantic dance.

The lift stopped and, following the commissionareirections, she
walked down the elegantly decorated corridor ted#tary door.



It was opened before she reached it, and the yewman who
motioned her in made Heather all too aware of tletsomings in
her own face and figure. This girl could have poBed the front
cover ofVogueand drawn gasps of awe from everyone who saw h

She was a perfect, frosted Nordic blonde of the typrmally found
in sophisticated American cities, cool and veryesaf herself, her
glance sweeping dismissively over Heather's nowléoucurls and
clothes.

The simple little outfit she was wearing lookedwéke a Donna
Karan, the silk jersey fluidly tracing every lushree of her perfect
figure. Her nails, medium length and impossiblysgky reproached
the lack of attention Heather paid to hers. It wagossible to keep
them immaculate when she was working, and instialstishe tucked
them away in her pockets.

'‘Kyle said to show you straight in.'

Her smile revealed perfectly capped teeth, herrdacgere Sloane
Ranger, whose whole manner was designed to inttidéeather
reflected as she followed her through an ante-randup to a heavy
panelled door.

She tapped on it and then pushed it open, starabide so that
Heather could go in.

It, was furnished exactly as she might have expectall
stripped-down panels and a huge status-symbol teshknd which
she expected to find Kyle sitting.

Only he wasn't. He was standing in front of the,fengaged in the
homely task of putting fresh logs on it.

He turned round as his secretary closed the dawtind) off his
hands, his cool eyes taking their time in surveyirg



‘Well, thisis a surprise.’

There was nothing in his manner to give her ang es to how he
was going to react to her request. She had hakat®d a sarcasm
that wasn't there, but the lack of it only made $ia@n prickle with
increased nervousness.

She had forgotten how magnetic he was, how he dagadnevery
situation he was in, simply by the power of hissoaality. No man
who had made of his life what he had, from the vewrst of
beginnings, could have achieved so much withoubut, she had
forgotten, or overlooked, how awe- inspiring heldde.

The immaculate dark suit and crisp white shirt adethe image, of
course. His tie was discreet, and toned beautitullly his suit. When
he shot back his cuff and glanced frowningly atviriedch, as though
warning her that her time was limited, she caugfiash of gold
against the snowy white, and the firelight playemhmantarily on the
sinewy strength of his wrist, his flesh brown amdhf crisscrossed
with a dark feathering of hairs. Her stomach somdted and she
was shaken by a sudden surge of inexplicable mad®ine wanted to
turn tail and run, and probably would have doneikde hadn't
moved, fragmenting the image burned on her brain.

‘Your note said you wanted to see me about yowarpsy

His voice hadn't changed, although now all trade®faccent seemed
to have been obliterated. It had almost gone thsit time he had

come home, she remembered, surprised by the sughaelder the

sound of it sent off deep inside her.

He had moved, so that he was blocking the hedteofite from her,

and suddenly she realised how cold she was. Shiel deel the

shivers building up inside her, her fingers icyetoh direct contrast
to the heat she could feel filling her cheeks dmddt.



It was just tension, she told herself, that was AHd yet, even
knowing what was causing her physical symptoms sslidound it
very disconcerting to have to acknowledge the miaysffect he was
having on her.

'It's Dad,' she blurted out, desperate to say shathad come to say
and get away. 'He's very ill. He's had a bad hetatk. The specialist
says he needs open-heart surgery and a bypassiopera

She looked directly at him for the first time sirglee had come into
the room, her white pallor broken only by the tweobright patches
of hectic colour in her cheeks.

'‘We can't afford it, and the waiting list on the 8lk$ so long that Dad
could well be dead before he can have the operation

‘What are you asking me for, Heather?' Kyle's ey@brrose, his
mouth twisting sardonically, and she felt the cdanfliar flare of
dislike rise up inside her. Strange to think oftthard mouth being
pressed to a woman's in passion. She shudderety dsiepned by
the uncharted direction of her thoughts, the heather face
Increasing. What stupid tricks were her mind plgyon her now?
Kyle's sex life was the last thing she could bakimg about.

‘Shall | make a guess?'

The smooth drawl brought her back to reality, resrchsnapping back
as she looked at him.

'You want me to pay for the operation, is that¥ittu want money

from me, in other words... a cash payment for #eey you had to put
up with me in your home. What price have you puthat intrusion,

Heather, or haven't you worked it out yet?'

She almost choked in her rage, aching to retatiatefly at him as
she had ached to do so often as a child. Why weshiad the power



to rile her like this? Why was it he seemed to krexactly how to
find her Achilles' heel?

'‘How much do you want, Heather?'

He had turned away from her, but she could stiirnthe weary
cynicism in his voice, and suddenly she knew tludiing... nothing
could make her beg from this man.

‘Nothing,' she told him bitterly. 'l don't want @ahiyg from you, Kyle.

| thought you cared about my parents. | know thélylsve you. |
know that they still miss you, especially my fathe¥ou were the
first person he asked for when he finally regaicedsciousness. He
was confused, you see,' she told him, her thrgat tvith pain and
her own bitter remorse. 'He had forgotten thatd/¢eft us.’

The tears that filled her eyes flowed on to heefanod she dashed
them away impatiently, too caught up in her ownlifgs of
inadequacy and pain to care any longer how she tndgmean
herself.

‘They love you, Kyle, and | love them, and wherawsmy father
lying there in intensive care | wished with all rngart that | could
wipe out the past, that | could...' She broke lodfrified with herself
and what she was betraying, but it was too late.

'‘Go on,"' Kyle demanded grimly. 'What did you wikteather? That
you hadn't been such a stupid, spoiled little biidiat you hadn't
nearly destroyed your own life out of spite andgaay?'

Anguish made her veil her eyes from him as the nmesshe had
been fighting to suppress flooded back. It had gdnzeen like this
between them. The very air in the room seemed htawgh tension
and dislike. Why? They were both adults now. Shenkthat she had
been more at fault than Kyle, but surely he coelg, sust as she had
come to see, that each of them had been equalbugeaf the other.



'‘My parents need you, Kyle," she told him quigtlyde strengthening
her voice as she added, 'not because you can pBadts operation.
If either of them knew | was here now, they woutdfhrious. No,
they need you because they miss you; because #eelysomeone to
lean on." She took a deep breath and added shakégfing his
brooding look head on, 'They need you becauseltiveyyou.

She couldn't interpret the look he gave her. Tlemse seemed to last
for ever, broken only by the soft hiss of the bogniogs. She looked
blindly towards the window, sure that she had thded that he was
about to throw her out. Outside, it was still snagvand she shivered.
What was the matter with her? She shouldn't beot. She felt
hollow and empty inside, and she frowned, tryingggimember when
she had last had something to eat.

Her muscles ached from the control she was impasitgem; if she
relaxed even for a second she would be quiverkeyd tormented
child.

"'l ask you again,' Kyle said softly. ‘What isyibu want from me,
Heather?'

He hadn't thrown her out; she could hardly believeelief made her
muscles go weak, the hiss of the logs sank echpindier ears, and
her own voice seemed to reach her through a vhstregchamber as
she replied huskily, 'l want you to go and see Dadou could
pretend you'd heard about the heart attack fronesamelse. Please,
Kyle... It would mean so much to him, to both cdrtin They miss you
and | can't talk to them about it. They... they'tamant to hurt me.’

She made the admission huskily, hating what she bribetraying
to him, but although she tensed herself againstrangely he made
no attempt to probe deeper.



'‘And you want me to offer to pay for him to haves lnperation
privately?’

‘Yes,' she agreed baldly, 'but not because | tlymk owe them
anything, Kyle. What they gave you, they gave freklyou want to

think of it in terms of a payment, then tell youfs&s payment to me
for finally admitting what I've known for years,nefused to admit.
That my parents love and need you, possibly mane they love and
need me.'

There, she had said it. She couldn't endure any.n&he couldn't
wait for his reaction, for his possible cruelty.eShirned and headed
blindly for the door, desperately trying to blinkay her tears.

'Heather.'

She winced and cried out beneath the fierce presshis fingers as
they dug into her shoulders.

'For God's sake, I'm not going to hurt you. You stap bristling like
an angry cat,' Kyle told her curtly. 'I'm not goitaghurt you.'

‘You already have,' Heather retorted shakily, asctemsed her. Her
shoulder felt bruised where he had grabbed holdeof and as she
moved it experimentally she saw him frown. . "Yewtmost skin and
bone," he told her flatly. 'What the devil have yoeen doing to
yourself? Don't tell me you've discovered anorexia.

The gibe hurt, all the more so because it coule:leen so pertinent.
Had the slimmers' disease received its present-frudicity when
she was a teenager, she could all too easily hse@ itias a form of
blackmail against her parents, she suspected. Kydstto see that
and turn it to his own advantage.

'I'm an adult now, Kyle," she told him stiffly. don't play stupid
games like that.'



He studied her in a way that was very unnerving.
'Yes, | forgot. You opted to undergo counsellingaf.'

‘After | stupidly pretended | wanted to commit sdé&; and it nearly
all went wrong? You can say the words, you knowleKyhat's part
of the therapy. | don't try to hide away from whatid, and yes,
you're quite right, | did opt to undergo counsgjliand it did teach
me a lot about myself and my motives, as well asélof others...'

If he realised she was trying to retaliate, andabrrough his own
armour, he did not betray it.

‘You're too thin,' he repeated, ignoring her comm@&tou'll have to
be careful, otherwise you're going to end up logkiaggard. How
old are you now? Twenty-four...five?"

He knew damn well she was only twenty-three, Heatheught
bitterly, and if he liked his women as lushly cuthaes the elegant doll
in his outside office, then yes, she was too thin.

She said what she was thinking without monitorieg Wwords, and
was surprised by the attractiveness of the amusdd that slashed
across his face. She had forgotten those creasdes side of his
mouth, had forgotten how maddeningly, physicallynpelling he
could be when he wished. Possibly because he hast hethered to
even try to charm her, she acknowledged wryly.

'She's quite something, isn't she?' he agreed @ppvely, and then
asked blandly, 'Is there anyone serious in your dif the moment,
Heather, or are you still playing at pretendindpéwe a career?'

The taunt hurt, particularly since she herself &lachys felt that her
father had manufactured her job for her. It maddifference that
she had flair and a definite artistic talent, shik worked for her
father and was paid a salary the business coulceatly afford.



'l came here to ask you to go and see my fathdg,kshe told him
coolly. 'Not to discuss my personal life. If you ..’

She made to walk towards the door and then faltetezsh he made
no move to stop her.

‘Still the same old Heather," he drawled cynicayill trying to use
emotional blackmail.'

Instantly, all her good intentions deserted her; teenper, always
quick, flared to red-hot heat and she said fiercdlyat's not true. |
was not trying to blackmail you." She turned round quicktgo
quickly, she realised dizzily, as she felt the raggart to spin and fade
ominously around her.

She was aware of Kyle grabbing hold of her, and toecing her
down into one of the fireside chairs. She evend&an cursing her
and calling her a stupid little fool, but for orglee felt too confused to
protest at the sensation of his hands on her qmeshing away her
coat, reaching behind her to release the zip otlress as he yanked
her forward, so that her head flopped down, andcshkd feel the
coldness of the air against her naked back.

The whole affair could only have lasted secondssblimer had Kyle
pushed her head down than she felt the dizzinaggstclear and full
awareness return. She sat up immediately, furimasstover that he
had lowered her zip so much that she couldn't retelthout
contorting herself.

'Stop struggling... I'll do it for you.'

She tensed beneath the cool firmness of his harfteomack. She
could feel his breath against her skin, and tesherck the warmth of
it raised a betraying rash of small goose-bumps.



'‘No holiday this year,' he remarked casually aslbsed the zip for
her. 'Or don't you believe in exposing such paie &kthe sun's rays?'

His comment, although impersonal, threw her; shentaised to the
intimacy of having a man's hands on her body, asdcamment
seemed a further intrusion into her privacy.

'‘My skin doesn't tan. | should have thought yoal@mber that,' she
snapped bitterly, remembering the one summer sthérileal to outdo
his almost permanent golden-brown skin, and hadtigedly given
herself third degree burns.

Her body had swelled up and her skin had flamedfplascarlet.
And, as if that hadn't been enough, she had bedwolitally sick, and
had had to stay indoors for almost a week withdingains closed,
and her mother constantly applying calamine lotion.

"Your skin will be like leather by the time you'ferty,' she added
acidly.

'‘While yours will still feel like the most expensikind of silk velvet.'

It took several seconds for his comment to sinlind when it did she
turned and stared open- mouthed at him, her sheggktering in the
rounded darkness of her amber eyes.

'‘What's wrong, Heather? Surely you're used to neemnoenting on
the delicate quality of your skin. Your lovers...'

His voice was having a curious effect on her senSke had never
had him speak to her in that soft, caressing toaefore, and
apprehension flared to life inside her as she toe@ject its effect.

The images he was conjuring up shocked her. Sheofejue-tied
with a mixture of embarrassment and fury, and aigfroshe was



unaware of it her eyes had darkened as they aldidyshen she was
either disturbed or afraid.

'I've already told you, | didn't come here to tablout my private life,
Kyle...'

'As | understand it, there isn't much to talk about

He straightened up and carried on before she adiglest the full

import of his words. 'l will go and see your fathdeather. When I've
seen him, you and | will probably need to talk ag#ire you free to
lunch with me tomorrow? | have to fly to the Stattes day after to
see a potential client.'

What could she say? She had to agree, and shealfagdy back to
the van before she realised exactly what Kyle lzad ® her before
making that lunch appointment. She stopped deabemtracks,
aware of the black looks her unexpected actionaaasing her from
people forced to avoid colliding with her.

How could Kyle know anything about her persona?ifit had been
six years since they had last met, and yet he pakles with such
authority, such confidence—almost as though he kaléthere was
to know about her. But how could that be? Unlessless he had
been keeping tabs on them. She frowned. But ifithdtbeen the case
he would already have known about her father. Fnogvnow, she
tried to recall if he had shown any reaction todm@mouncement, but
Kyle had always been good at keeping his feelingsrmself.

Besides, she had been far too tense and wrought pay much
attention to how he was looking.

She had achieved what she had hoped for, or athesfrst part of it.
She ought to be feeling triumphant and relieved,she wasn't. She
didn't want Kyle Bennet back in their lives, notainy capacity; and
yet, for her parents' sake, she knew she would teagadure him. If



he allowed himself to become a part of their livEsere was always
the chance that he would go back on his word, drgges just visit her
father, and leave it at that.

Whatever happened, her parents must never know stiathad
prompted his visit. They would hate that. No, thmtst remain her
secret, hers and Kyle's. It gave her an odd fegbnighow that she
shared something with him from which her parentssvexcluded.



CHAPTER THREE

THE snow, which had not lain particularly deeply oa tbad in Bath
itself, thickened once Heather was clear of the, céllthough
fortunately it had stopped falling. The van was ahdl inclined to be
temperamental, and by the time she got home Heath®isuffering
from the most excruciating tension headache.

She knew that she ought to have something to etathé thought of

food was totally nauseating. Instead, she madelierstrong cup of

coffee and sat down in the old kitchen chair thatdats thought of as
their special preserve. Hilda, the oldest of thanfarm tabby of

iImmense dignity, glared balefully at her and thented her ire on

Meg, spitting at the dog as she sat down at Heathiele.

Wasshe cushioned from reality living here with hergrdas? It was
an almost idyllic existence for anyone who felt Weey she did about
the countryside; her work was not particularly anas; and certainly
could never be compared with the rat-race suffeyetthose who had
to commute every day to cities like London. Withquitting his

scorn into words, Kyle had still managed to imgigtthe found her
contemptible; or was it just her own intense sensitwhere he was
concerned that made her question herself like thigfe had

remarked that the business was barely able to suppo parents,
never mind providing a salary for her as well. Thatl been quite
true, but what he could not know was that recestlg had found
herself shouldering more and more of the respditgidor the

company. Her father had complained of feeling tirmad now she
berated herself for not questioning him more dedioly not seeing
that his lack of enthusiasm was a pointer to hysal vulnerability.

She wasn't a complete fool. She knew that the basiwas slowly
going downhill, that the work was going to be toaiam for her
father, and yet, without the business, how couldpaeents possibly
survive?



Her anxiety drove her to abandon her comfortabéerch the kitchen
and go instead to the small, cold backroom theyl @asean office.
Once there, she opened the desk drawer that helddmpany's
books.

It took the lack of light in the small room to maker realise how
long she had spent there. Raising her head, sheaged the back of
her neck tiredly. It made no difference which waye sdid the
calculations; they were still perilously close tbet edge of
bankruptcy Whyhad her father never told her about the mortgage
had taken out on the house? She closed her egesirdly near to
tears, longing for someone to confide in and hardiorries over to,
and yet at the same time knowing that there wakimgptanyone
could do to help.

It was almost four o'clock. Soon her mother wowddihging, and she
had promised that she would go round to the villagietonight and
help to put up the decorations.

Almost on cue, the phone rang, but to her shoakagn't her mother
on the other end of the line, but Kyle Bennett. ®hs so stunned that
it was several seconds before she could speak.

'Not still sulking with me because | told you a féeme truths, are
you?' Kyle asked her dulcetly, and instantly héigtae vanished and
anger burned through her.

‘You've got the wrong woman, Kyle,' she told hirmsgly. 'l don't
sulk. What do you want?'

'l've got a couple of tickets for tithantoml! thought you might like
to see it

The total unexpectedness of his invitation tookldreath away. She
remembered reading somewhere that tickets for th@astic



Phantom of the Opershow were impossible to find and, if she wa
honest with herself, she would have loved to go notiwith Kyle.

'I'm sorry, | can't,’ she told him, not without artain amount of
satisfaction. 'l've got something else on tonight.’

There was a long pause, during which Heather nagltio ask herself
why Kyle should want to take her out and to woredexctly what sort
of macabre game he was playing with hen Then Itk saidonically,

'l see... where will you finish your evening offybnder, his place or
yours? It must cramp your style, surely, livinghaime. Or do you
make sure that all your lovers...'

She had slammed down the receiver before she lagth about
what she was doing. She was literally shaking vatie and chagrin.
How dared Kyle infer that she was making use offagrer's illness
to bring a man home? How dared he imply...

Shakily she sat down, trying to calm herself. Hs wat deliberately
trying to taunt her, she told herself, he was synggisuming that she
lived her life in the same way that he lived his.

Not even the peacefulness of her tea-time walk W#g had the
power to fully restore her to normal.

Her mother rang when she got back to say thatatkef was making
slow progress. They chatted for a while and thenrahg off. As she
replaced the receiver, Heather frowned. There wasoi® of
constraint in her mother's voice, almost as thalghwas concealing
something from her. Her heartbeat increased in ¢ener skin
chilling with fear. Could her father be worse trsre thought? She
looked at the phone, longing to pick it up and balt mother back,
and yet knowing she couldn't.

Despite her concern the evening passed quickly. Alstey had a
nephew staying with her who came down to the bdilelp them. He



was in the army and on leave from Germany, a viEggant man in
his late twenties, with a slightly old- fashioneather courtly manner
that was undeniably attractive. He was nothing Bsephysically
attractive as Kyle, and yet there was somethingiabion that made
her feel protected and safe, Heather decided, vagrmbre and more
to him as the evening went by.

She had walked down to the village, and when heredf to drive her
back she accepted with alacrity.

It was only a short drive, and she felt obligethtate him in for a cup
of coffee. While she was in the kitchen makinglig heard the phone
ring.

'‘Could you answer it for me?' she called out. llt probably be my
mother.’

He already knew all about her father's collapsmfhis aunt, and as
Heather poured the heated milk into their mugsh&aed him lift the
receiver.

'It isn't your mother,' he told her, coming int@ tkitchen. 'It's some
chap called Bennett.'

Heather almost dropped the patyle, ringing her again? Howard
was frowning slightly, his manner slightly withdray almost
disapproving, she recognised, bewildered by hislesndolte-face.

'l don't think I'll stay for coffee, if you don'tind. I'm off early in the
morning... Nice meeting you...'

He was gone before she could raise a protestgdnar to hurry to
the telephone and pick up the receiver.

'‘Who's the boyfriend?' demanded Kyle.



'Howard is the nephew of a friend of my parentd, that it's any
business of yours,' Heather told him freezinglydiag unwillingly,
'‘What on earth did you say to him? He wouldn't estewy for a cup of
coffee!'

Kyle ignored her question and continued laconicallye been to the
hospital and seen your father.'

Instantly Howard was forgotten.

‘You have? Kyle, tell me the truth, how is he? Msounded very
constrained when she rang me earlier. I'm sure‘theomething she's
keeping from me.’

There was an odd pause, and then he said cynicély have
changed, haven't you? The Heather | remember wasdavrapped
up in her own personal grievances to notice whabaa else felt.'

The taunt was probably justified, but hurt nevdehbs.

‘Your father is holding his own, Heather, but, as yold me, he's got
to have further surgery as quickly as possiblee $poken to your
mother about it, and we've agreed on what we tisitthe best plan of
action. Your mother will ring you later. By the waghe's given me
permission to go over the company's books. It sebmbusiness is
on your father's mind. He's worrying about it, @he thinks that if |
go through the books it will help ease his mind.'

The implication being thathedid not have the intelligence to dea
with them, Heather thought, hurt by her mothekX lef faith in her.

"'l bring them tomorrow when we have lunch.’

'‘No, I'd like to have them tonight. I'l come over them now, if
that's all right, and then we can discuss themthsyeomorrow when
we talk about your father's treatment.



Heather was too taken aback to protest, managilycgpomeak, 'Kyle,
it's very late. | was just about to go to bed...'

'‘Alone, | trust,' he taunted suavely.

'It seems | don't have much choice,’ Heather mdofteezingly,
remembering the way Howard had so quickly and tieflagly left.

'‘Disappointed?’

'Hardly, as | had no intention of going to bed whim in any case.
Some of us have far more concern for our health tbandulge in
emotionally meaningless sexual gratification, Kyle.

She was quite pleased with that one, and was gladhldn't see the
chagrin she knew must be on her face when he eetsrhoothly, 'l

quite agree. Anyone who indulges in sex these dagsout due

regard for their partner's past history must eitreecriminally stupid

or have a death wish. I'll be over within the hbhe concluded
without giving her an opportunity to object. 'lf yocould have

everything ready for me?'

The switch from tormentor to businessman confused and she
found that she had said goodbye and replaced tee/sz, without so
much as a murmur.

Since she had to wait up for Kyle, she might ad wsé¢ the time,
Heather decided, gathering up the materials shddmoeed for a
small order from a local boutique.

The girl who ran it had been at the same schodiess She was
married now, with two small children. Her husbaratdHeft her
during the summer, and this boutique was to be botheans of
earning her living and supporting her children, aminething to
occupy her thoughts and time.



Her husband's desertion had left her bitter andyanigey had been
teenage sweethearts and had married when she satasiginteen.
Now she was twenty-five, still only young, but witivo small

children to support she had responsibilities thatl raged her
emotionally, if not physically.

'When these two grow up,' she'd told Heather, dlsétime she had
visited her, looking at her small daughters, 'lomg to tell them not
to fall into the same trap as | d@indI'm going to make sure that they
have some means of supporting themselves. I've hedy, my
parents have set me up in this shop, but | knowragrls my age in
similar circumstances who have nothing to live dheo than
haphazard maintenance payments when their huslzaadieeling
either generous or guilty, and their state benkffitve you any idea
how much it costs to buy a child a decent pairtafes?' she had
complained.

Heather had promised to create something unusubkfoChristmas
window, and although the commission wouldn't bmmgch in in the
way of cash, it would give her something to do widr hands while
she waited for Kyle.

The last time he had been here had been the nighitno, she wasn't
going to torture herself by going all through thgain.

The phone rang abruptly, cutting through her thésigbhe picked up
the receiver, not really surprised to hear her exdhvoice.

'‘Heather, you'll never guess whatyle came to see your father
tonight. Apparently he'd heard about... about hemg ill, somehow
or other, and he came down to the hospital to s®€ hler voice
faltered suddenly. 'Darling, are you still there?"

Gripping the receiver, Heather forced a smile iméo voice as she
responded, 'I'm still here. You must have been Zéapgee him.'



There was a pause, during which she sensed heersotiesitation.

'l should have waited until you came in to see ¥ather to tell you,
darling, but we were both so surprised to see him.’

'‘Mum, I'm all grown up now. | don't resent Kyle ampre. I've come
to terms with my jealousy of him, and I'm delightbdt he's been in
touch with you.'

Over the distance that separated them she feltmogher's relief.
After a brief pause she hurried on, breathleslg's' offered to give
us whatever help we need. Oh, Heather, it's suehed! I've been so
worried... Kyle's promised to come with me whenol tg see the
specialist...'

Jealousy, sharp and piercing, twisted inside hed, she fought it
down. She had taught herself to deal with this yemo, and she
wasn't going to give in to it now.

'‘Dad must have been thrilled," she interruptedfinmitas much
enthusiasm and warmth into her voice as she cddddow how he's
missed Kyle.. .how you've both missed him.’

'He should be getting in touch with you. | was sgyhow worried we
were about the business, and he's offered to gaghrthe books for
us. You don't mind, do you, darling?'

The anxiety and concern in her mother's voiceestilier jealousy.
'‘No, of course | don't,’ she lied. 'I'll have treoks ready for him...'

'l know how you feel about him, darling, but... Qe got to go,
there's someone else wanting to use the phoneridgl you
tomorrow.’



There had been no disguising the happiness in b#ranvoice. Face
it, Heather, she told herself fiercely. Thaylove him, not more than
they love you, perhaps, but in a different way. Yewalways known
that, and now's the time when you finally proveyturself that

you've actually grown up.

Her parents needed someone to lean on, she knew kiey needed
someone who could remove from their shoulders tiveldn and

responsibility of their failing business and, altigh she hated it, that
someone could not be her.

She was still working an hour later when she héafd's car drive
up.

It was gone eleven, and she wondered what theghbeurs down
the quiet country lane would make of his arrivay. ®morrow it

would be all round the village that she had bedar&aining a man in
her parents' absence. She smiled wryly to herBleéire was nothing
malicious about the village grapevine, and once &k explained
who her late visitor was the gossip would quickiy down. Most of
the villagers would remember Kyle, and his reapgeee would be
greeted with the same tactful lack of comment tred been their
reaction to her own folly all those years ago. Mikage was a
community that believed in protecting its own, aite had never
been made to feel uncomfortable about what shelbae.

Perhaps that was why she liked living here so msieh;enjoyed the
feeling of being part of an extended family. Citje,| with its
pressures and aloneness, was not for her. Ndiédirst time, as she
went to let Kyle in, she wondered a little at hemdack of driving
ambition.

The casual jeans and sweater he was wearing shauédmade him
look less imposing, but somehow they didn't. He awasan who did



not need expensive clothes to make one aware @omwsr, Heather
realised, as she stepped back instinctively whaifraoted by him.

'Still the same old Heather,' he goaded softlyll '&treating into
your own safe space and giving off "keep off" signs

''ve got the books ready for you,' she told hirmordig, turning her
back on him.

'What a welcome. Don't | even get offered a cupodfee?'

He was already making his way toward the kitchau, ldeather felt
the old familiar antagonism spike through her.

'l didn't think you'd want to waste time drinkingfiee. Not when it
was so imperative that you have the books tonight.’

'l told you, | want to go through them before wadb tomorrow.
Forget the coffee, if that's how you feel." He gjged, and as he
moved Heather saw that he actually looked tiredstrained.

Guilt attacked her. Kylalid love her parents, and his love was
stronger, more altruistic caring than her own. Bhew that, and she
hated the way he made her feel small-minded aneshmea

‘There's some made. I'll heat up some milk.'

Although he said nothing, she saw the tighteningisfmouth at her
curt response.

The moment he walked into the kitchen Meg greeted Wwith an
ecstatic welcome. She obviously remembered himagath Heather
had to conquer a ridiculous surge of jealousy.

'Here's your coffee.' She put it down. 'I'll just@nd get the books.'



When she brought them back he was stretched dhbeirchair, his
eyes closed. What was it about seeing such a poledking man
so apparently vulnerable that brought an odd lumripet throat?

Hurriedly she cleared her throat, and immediatedyhiad lifted. She
handed him the folders and he put them down, quicklecking
through them.

"There doesn't seem to be an order book here.'
'Oh, it's upstairs... I'll go and get it.'

It was in her room. She had taken it up with hst teaght when she'd
gone to bed.

She didn't realise that Kyle had followed her ujpstantil she opened
the door to her room.

She had recently completed redecorating it, ustgdgrents of fabric
and wallpapers she had picked up at bargain prigtescils which
she had designed and painted herself broke uptanlensss of the
plain walls, and she had experimented on her oldittue with
dragging and marbling techniques to achieve whatatiner proudly
felt was an extremely effective up-date.

'l see you've still got Charles.’

Kyle's voice behind her made her jump and spin dotner whole
body bristling with resentment at his intrusionoiriter own private
sanctum.

Charles was her old teddy bear, and he still hettef place on her
dressing-table. She had kept him purely out ofisemtt, but now,
seeing him through Kyle's yes, she saw him as dslaf a stupidly
childish woman who refused to grow up. Snatchingp hip, she
pushed him behind a curtain.



'l wasn't criticising,' Kyle told her. 'l've stijot the first present your
folks ever gave me. A football.’

'l remember it..She did indeed. She could remerti®eday she and
her parents had gone out to buy it. They had beexated about the
prospect of Kyle coming to live with them permamgreind she had
been resentful and determined to be as difficufiassible.

They had wanted to buy him a fort, complete with $oldiers, but
had finally settled on the football. They had baugdr a doll, which
she had never touched, she remembered, sighintpdéostubborn,
difficult child she had been.

'Heather...'

Was that really diffidence she could hear in hisc®@® Abruptly she
turned away, not wanting to hear whatever it wagag going to say.

'Here's the full order book. We'd better go dowsyrycoffee will be
getting cold. Or would you like to have a look atiy old room while
we're up here, just for "old times' sake"?"

She bit her lip immediately she had made the sacaasnark. What
was the matter with her? Already she seemed tmlmgydher best to
antagonise Kyle. She saw his mouth thin and tighten

'Still the same old Heather, after all.'

The weary resignation she heard in his voice wasus@f character
that she stared at him...'Kyle...'

'Forget it. | thought you'd finally grown up, Heathbut it seems |
was wrong. I'll take all this stuff home with medathen we can
discuss it over lunch tomorrow. How well do you knBath?'

'Reasonably,' she responded, not sure where hssiguevas leading.



'l own a property just outside the city. We'll méedre.’

Back in the kitchen he gave her the address amdtdins. Heather
had a good idea where it was and assured himhbkatsuldn't have
any problems in finding it.

'‘Good. I'll see you there about twelve.'

He got up and picked up all the files, leaving Heatto almost run
after him as he headed for the door in long strides

'‘Be careful when you're driving,' he warned heslas let him out.
'Frost and then more snow is forecast.. .just df lveedecided to
leave.'

The taunting note in his voice reminded her of Halghurried exit,
and she demanded angrily, 'Just what exactly didsay to him?'

'‘What makes you think it was somethirgpid? Perhaps he got scare
and changed his mind. You've got a very hungry labkut you,
Heather. Some men might find that intimidating.'

'‘But not you, | suppose,' Heather challenged, tapyato watch her
words.

‘Are you trying to tell me that you actually waatfind out?'

Of course she wasn't, and he knew it! This eleroéséxual tension
had never been there in their previous relationsbiipmutual

antipathy, and she couldn't understand how it darbe there now. It
confused and alarmed her. She wasn't used to indulgthis kind of

riposte with Kyle, and when he made comments hieg it threw her.
As he fully intended it should do, she suspectegtignwhile she

hunted desperately to think up a suitably crushietgrt, he was
already turning to leave.



'I'll see you tomorrow," were his last words to.her



CHAPTER FOUR

ObDDLY, in view of her pending luncheon engagement wigfieK
Heather slept very well, but the moment she wokeneptension
returned. Yesterday's headache was now just a regg@ng pain in
the back of her neck and, while her concern ovefittancing of her
father's operation had eased, she was now on edygdifferent way.

She had told herself, from the moment she'd acdeptt she would
have to approach Kyle on her parents' behalf, Hkatmemories of
him were coloured by her own immaturity and jealowsd that he
could not be as all-powerful as she had imaginédiad been
disturbing to discover how quickly and how eas#gydould make her
feel fourteen years old again.

Today, though, he was not going to catch her adirlduShe would be
in full control. She would be calm and restrairea they would talk
about the business as though he was as remotehBopersonal life
as her father's bank manager or accountant.

It worried her how quickly and easily he seemelawee slipped back
into their lives. It was almost as though he hacenbeen gone.

He made her feel like a cat with its fur strokee Wrong way, all on.
edge and ruffled.

Her skin was too pale, she acknowledged as shegdy. Too many
sleepless nights and too much worry had taken tbkion her. She
had lost weight; the skirt she had decided to wess loose on her
waist, her face looked drained and tired, and daerhair, normally
so vibrant and full of life, seemed lacklustre.

An hour later, she stood back from her mirror anewed her

reflection critically. It was amazing what makeaquld achieve. She
hadn't gone to art school for nothing and, althotingine was nothing
heavy or overdone about the way she had made ujadesrshe had



subtly managed to conceal nearly all the effecttheflast few very
harrowing days.

It wasn't snowing when she left, although snow esscast and it
was bitterly cold. The roads were treacherous, witlep ruts of
frozen slush and patches of ice.

The van had been slow to start, coughing and smdtprotestingly,
and it seemed to Heather as she drove that th@emgite didn't
sound quite as it ought.

She drove slowly and carefully, not wanting to taksy risks. She
had allowed herself plenty of time, and Kyle's dii@ens were very
clear and concise.

He hadn't given her any explanation as to why hat@dhher to call at
his home, other than to say that sometimes herpeeféo work from
there. She had half expected to find him livingoite of the many
very lovely formal mansions in the countryside sunding Bath, but
instead, when she finally turned in through theegaind up the drive,
she discovered in front of her a low, rambling faouse built in
cream stone under a slate roof.

Kyle's car, a powerful Jaguar, stood outside, altdoagh the
informal gardens looked bare under the harsh wiskgr Heather
could well imagine that in spring and summer thisstrbe an idyllic
spot.

Kyle came out to greet her as she stopped the van.

If anything, the temperature seemed to have dropped further. Or
maybe it was just because she was so cold thahshbght it had, for
as they went inside Kyle remarked casually, glamam the sky,
'‘We'll have snow before the afternoon's over. |sraell it in the air,
can't you?'



She hadn't come here to listen to idle conversaimut the weather,
Heather thought tensely, as she allowed him to hakdneavy coat.

The heating system in the van was temperamensaitthe least, and
she shivered as she took her coat off.

'‘Cold? Come into the library.'

The floor in the hallway was uneven and homely enpglished stone
slabs with rich dark rugs over them.

Kyle opened one of the doors and stood back thdetpass. The
doorway was only narrow, and as she moved forwaatler caught
the clean male scent of his skin. Instantly heratlassfroze, a faint
frisson of sensation skittering down her spine.

'What's the matter?’

She caught Kyle's frown as she hurried forward, faee flushing
uncomfortably in the realisation of her almost sdxawareness of
him.

‘Just cold, that's all," she fibbed, hurrying tadgathe fire burning in
the huge stone grate.

On the carved wooden mantel she could see a caated with a
Latin inscription, and she pretended to be engrb&sat to give
herself time to get back to normal. What was th&enavith her? It
was completely crazy that she should have imagiegdn for a
second, that that peculiar frisson had been calisednything
remotely sexual. She disliked and detested Kyleydmn't her type of
man. She had always viewed his life-style withalist, and she could
no more imagine the thought of him as her loven thize could...

With a shock of sensation that brought hot colaunimg all through
her body, she stopped herself. It must be the waing thought



distractedly, that must be what was causing ai¢ledd thoughts to
come to mind.

'Drink?'

It took her several seconds to focus on what hesagisg.
'Oh, yes... er... coffee, please...'

‘Stay here, I'll go and get it.'

She couldn't help lifting her eyebrows and askiragkmngly, "You'll
go and get it? Rather a comedown, isn't it, forgiteat Kyle Bennett?
| should have thought you'd have a string of wgjlilmndmaidens to
perform such mundane tasks as that.'

'l have a woman from the village who comes in &aoland gets in
the shopping for me. You forget, Heather, when wy®ubeen
Institutionalised you soon learn the true valuenaving your own
privacy.'

She felt her skin heat up in shamed embarrassrhkat anplied lack
of insight. It infuriated her that Kyle seemed tavh this knack of
always putting her in the wrong, of making her téelt her emotional
responses were shallow and childish.

As though the small, bitter exchange had nevemtglksce, he asked
casually, 'Black or white?'

‘White, please.'

When he had gone she stretched out her hands tioghkeixuriating
in its warmth.

'‘We'll get business out of the way first and thegilivhave lunch. |
hope you still like chicken casserole.’



‘We're eatindhere?'

'‘Why not? You don't have any objection, do you?oinise you I'm
not going to poison you. I've rather a lot to debtigh before | leave
for the States, and, to be honest, | simply davelthe time to drive a
dozen or more miles to eat what would probably bendifferent
meal, surrounded by the unedifying babble of theveosation of
others.'

'‘Forgive me, I'm sorry if I'm taking up too much ydur valuable
time,' Heather interrupted sarcastically, stillesstiom their previous
exchange, and reaching for her bagpuwere the one who wanted to
talk, Kyle. I...'

‘All right, come down off your high horse.’

Heather gasped as he took hold of her and firmghpd her down
into a chair.

'‘God, why on earth is it that you always have tsteverything | say,
Heather? If | hadn'wantedto see you today, | wouldn't have
suggested that we have lunch together but, hawaiyisat, | felt that
what we had to say to one another could best lokisdhe comfort
and privacy of my home than over a dining-tablpublic.'

He had a point, of course, but Heather didn't waiaicknowledge it.

'‘And, of course, my time isn't valuable, is th& ¥he demanded
acidly. 'lt doesn't matter that I've had to wastercan hour driving
here, and then an hour driving back, two hours wheould have
been working.'

'‘Could you?' Kyle asked her wryly, reaching downt@ithe table in
front of him and picking up their order book.



As he deliberately thumbed through the betrayirgtypty pages,
Heather fought to control her chagrin.

‘All right, so we don't have a lot of orders on tat the moment,
but...'

'‘But nothing, Heather. The business is finishedu ¥oow it and |
know it," he interrupted flatly. "Your father's lo@ag for bankruptcy
unless he gets out now, and | meanv.. like immediately. I've been
to see your mother this morning—which is why | ted youhere by
the way. She's agreed, and so has your father, thattake over the
business with immediate effect. From this mornipgur "father's
company officially became a part of Bennett Entegs.'

Heather stared at him. 'You've taken over the coyp8ut...’

'‘Lock, stock and barrel,’ Kyle told her calmly. t&een us, your
mother and | managed to persuade your father #anlever going to
be physically strong enough again to go back omdhad and run the
business as well. To be honest with you, | thinkvas quite relieved
by my offer. I've paid him enough for the companyhsure that he
and your mother will have a comfortable retirenient.

‘You've paid for the company? You mean, you'seughtit from
him?"'

'Is there any other way of acquiring someone elaesmess legally,
other than marrying into it?' Kyle asked sardomycaCertainly I've

bought it from him. Come on, Heather, you know yéather. Did

you honestly think he would sit back and simplypwalime to pay for
his operation?'

Of course, he was right.

'‘But the company isn't worth anything," she tolch lslowly. 'My
father knows that...'



''ve managed to convince him otherwise,' Kyle taéal coolly, 'And
in point of fact it could be worth something to meentually, if only
from the point of view of its excellent reputation.

'‘But we're window-dressers.. .you don't own anypsltio

‘Not at the moment, but | am building, or rathevaleping, a small
and very exclusive arcade of boutiques in Bath twhwvdl be let out
under an umbrella scheme to ensure that anyonereviie one will
conform to the very high standards we intend to Be¢ service we
will provide as management could well benefit frhra inclusion of
a specialist window-dressing service.'

It all sounded so plausible, and yet Heather knieat ber father's
business was virtually worthless,

‘How much did you pay him?' she asked hesitandy nmouth dry.
Immediately his face closed up against her, histmthin and harsh.
'l can't tell you that. It's something between yfather and myself.’

Instantly she felt as though a door had been slaimmker face; she
felt shut out and rejected, a feeling she was sgbnfamiliar with
from her childhood and, as she had done then, elineated now
behind a protective barrier of sarcasm.

‘Nothing's changed, has it, Kyle? You still resmetjust as much as |
resent you. You're just smarter at hiding it, thatl.'

‘That's certainly one way of looking at it, | suppg he agreed after a
long silence. He was looking at her in an odd amfdmiliar way; as
though something about her... hurt him...

Shrugging off the thought, Heather glared belligdyeat him.



'I'm not going to let you provoke me into a row,|&y can't pretend
to see what it is my parents see in you, other tharact that you're
male," she told him bitterly, unwittingly betrayimgr own carefully
hidden insecurity. 'But fotheir sakes...'

V.?that really it?' Kyle asked her softly, not aliag her to finish. 'Is
it my masculinity you're envious of, Heather?'

'‘No!" Her exclamation was an instant and vehememtiadl of the

cynical implication she could read in the bitterstvof his mouth. She
was more than happy with her femininity, and thplioation behind

Kyle's soft words brought a furious scorch of coltmher face.

'‘No.. .nothing like that." She swallowed hard, kimaythat she had
unwittingly allowed herself to stray on to very danous ground.

Kyle was watching her like a cat at a mousehold,l@wasn't going
to let her escape without at least a token explamat

Remembering the advice of her counsellor, she @biverself to
swallow down her pride, and to ignore her naturelination to keep
her most intimate and personal thoughts hiddertedas she said
huskily, 'Once... before you came to live with og; mother lost a
baby. It...he would have been a boy. | once ovethsameone
talking about it. She...they implied...or at leashterpreted their
conversation to mean that my parents consideredughder very
much second-best.’

She waited in horror for him to taunt her with levelation, but
instead he said nothing.

She had delivered her husky, proud admission tditeplace, not
daring to look straight at him, and now as she babg movement
on the periphery of her vision she automaticallycthed, as though
waiting for a blow.



'l was wrong,' she heard him saying in a harshevd¥ou have grown
up.'

'You don't sound very pleased about it.’

How idiotic to sound so peevish! But she needesttdtle back into
the safety of their normal acid exchanges to be btope with the
emotional intensity of what had gone before.

‘Perhaps I'm not," he agreed, and then, beforecstlel speak he
added quietly, 'Since it seems to be confessioa,tirmight as well
admit that | resented you as well. It wasn't easytfe child that | was
to accept that your parents loved me simply for etfydt wasn't

something I'd experienced before, you see. You kilatvmy father
deserted my mother—he's dead now, by the way— hatl hy

mother died. It took me a long time to accept {foatr parents loved
me for myself and not because they simply wanteoketgeen to be
doing "the right thing" in giving a home to somedike me.'

'‘But you walked out and turned your back on them.'

There was a long silence. She could feel the tdms® of her heart.
They were on the verge of a new beginning, of a reationship; so
much depended on him being honest with her now.

'l left because | thought | was doing the rightbthfor them," he told
her flatly. "You were their natural child, it walajm that the two of us
could never live in harmony. After you... after yaccident, | knew
it couldn't go on any longer. So | left...'

'For their sakes?"

He made no response, but Heather knew it wasultte it was what
she had known all along, and she felt the tensage eut of her in the
knowledge that he now respected her enough totle¢lhe could
speak the truth. They could never be close intarinal way, but for



the sake of two people whom* they both loved peshapvould be
possible for them to make a new beginning, Heatheught,
exploring the idea cautiously.

And then he went and spoiled it all by saying assly, 'Oh, and if
you're worrying about your own job, you needn't.uYlobe taking
charge of the new Bennett Enterprises window-dngssperation.'

Heather opened her mouth and found that her vadecbmpletely
deserted her. When it came, it sounded harsh archbuthroat. 'l
don't want or need your charity, Kyle," she stormedim. 'l can find
my own job.'

'‘Can you?' His cynical disbelief hurt her almost mmach as it
infuriated her.

'I'm fully qualified... | have my degree...'

His mouth was still twisted in that bitterly cynicgay that always
sparked off her temper, implying as it did thatHael a greater and
more powerful knowledge of something to which slas wxcluded.

'I'm not questioning your qualifications, or youills But jobs of the
type you're qualified for aren't exactly thick we iground round here,
are they? Think about it, Heather, what are yoingryo say? That
you want to leave here and go and try your ludkandon? Perhaps if
you're lucky, landing yourself a job as the mosiigun member of a
store window-dressing team, forced to carry outitis&ructions and
Ideas of others, always competing with younger andre
enthusiastic graduates than yourself.’

The picture he was painting was grim enough to nieteclose her
eyes and shudder. She hated the thought of wormagliving in

London; she always had. She was not ambitious els, faut she
loved her work; he was right, she would hate wagkinder someone
else's direction. She was used to her father gikigrga completely



free hand and, if she was honest with herself, ameyed the
responsibility.

A sudden thought struck her, the words almost stickn her throat
as she demanded huskily, This is my father's ide&,it? Hemade
you offer me this job... he asked you...'

‘Think what you like, Heather. I'm not preparedliscuss the whys
and wherefores of a job offer with a potential eogpk. It isn't my
normal practice.'

Only just in time she stopped herself from burstingp a furious
tirade. She looked suspiciously at him, wonderinigei was trying
deliberately to goad her into taking a stand.

'l don't want the job,' she told him flatly.

'You don't? You're a very lucky woman to be ablentake such a
decision,’ he marvelled cynically. 'How are yourgpito support
yourself without a job, Heather, or are you goiodeave that small
matter to your parents?'

And indirectly to him, Heather realised on a suddentified flood
of realisation. She bit down hard on her bottomMpde had forced
her to reject his job offer because she suspectedvds simply
making a position for her because of her fathed, yat if she didn't
take it, if she had no job at all...

'‘Poor Heather... caught up in a no-win situatioan4 you?'

'‘And how you're enjoying it!" she retaliated shgrpher eyes
narrowing as she glared at him.

To her chagrin, he laughed. "You remind me of dtisgi wildcat
when you narrow your eyes like that. You look féirtle world as



though there's nothing you'd like more than to peuwn me and claw
the flesh from my throat.’'

To her horror, Heather felt a betraying heat sptheasligh her body,
not at the violence of his suggestion, but at #uality he had so
cleverly cloaked beneath it.

She stared at him, nonplussed by her own reackm face was
unreadable, so unreadable, in fact, that she loadbler in deciding
whether or not she had actually heard that sexualitmagined it.

'If you don't take the job I'll have to find someogise to fill it. From
what I've seen of your work, you've got the skitle operation will
need.'

He was beginning to sound bored, and Heather catight
indifference edging up under his voice.

'l don't want charity, Kyle,' she told him fiercely

He looked at her. "You won't be getting it. Now,yamu want the job
or not?'

She wavered between refusing it as her pride deethadd a far
more commonsense approach. Her parents would lasegaleand
relieved if she accepted it; they would see itasjust a job, but as a
sign that she had finally accepted Kyle.

'l...I want it,’ she said huskily, bending her hesadthat he wouldn't
see the defeat in her eyes.

'‘Good...I'll see that you get an employment contagcsoon as | get
back from the States.'

It confused her to see him like this, very muchontrol, and all brisk
and businesslike. It was hard to accept that tlis the same person



she had traded insults with for most of her growegrs. The same
teenager she had bitten in the leg in a fit of foegause he wouldn't
let her ride his bicycle! A rogue smile tugged & torners of her
mouth at that memory.

'‘Why the smile? Not planning my early demise, |&@p
She frowned. 'What makes you think that?'

'l don't know... possibly something to do with anpiag | once saw of
Lucretia Borgia,' Kyle told her drily.

'‘Well, you're quite wrong. | was just thinking albthat time | bit you
in the leg because you wouldn't let me ride yokebi

His eyebrows shot up, and for a moment Heathergihiobe didn't
remember. And then he smiled, and there was songetini the
mocking smile that turned her insides upside-down.

'Oh, yes... | ought to thank you for that/ He saw\wary expression
and laughed. 'You see, it left a scar.' He toudhiethigh reflectively.

'‘Most interestingly positioned, and the cause ofcimdeminine

speculation and—er—concern.'

Heather glared at him, hating him for deliberatalgking her so
aware of his sexuality.

'l told them | had been bitten by a rabid dog,added reflectively,
another smile tugging at his mouth.

'Of the female variety, of course,' Heather respand

He caught her drift and his eyebrows lifted.



"You're underestimating yourself,' he told her mioghky. 'If | had to
compare you to any member of the animal kingdowoitild be to a
wild she- cat: all claws, snarls and lashing tail.'

His eyes dropped to her hands, and to her consiemneeather
discovered, as she followed his gaze downwardg, ltea fingers
were curled as though ready to strike out at hey.pr

He laughed, a soft, satisfied sound that made kier tgigle and
raised a rash of goose-bumps under it. 'I've oftendered if you've
ever fulfilled that promise of passion that wasraah a part of those
early teenage years.'

‘That's something you're never going to know.'

The hoarse intensity of her voice shocked her. Wzt she doing,
allowing him to inveigle her into this kind of canftation; a type of
confrontation she could only retreat from in disafl

She knew nothing of the sexual pleasure he wamgiat, and as for
passion...!

'‘Don't Jell me you really prefer your lovers tanmel @imid, like the
poor specimen you had with you the other night®és it a case of
needs must?"

He showed her his teeth in a savage grin. Her bbissssgmed to have
leaked away somewhere deep inside her chest, andngys heaved
as she tried desperately to breathe.

What was happening to her? What was he doing @ Gertainly he
was showing her a side of himself he had alwaysipusly kept

discreetly camouflaged. But she had always knowvai there, had
always known that he was an intensely sensual hibearg. How

had she known that? She shivered again, tormentéagelshocking
intimacy of her thoughts.



A thousand excuses for her immediate departure ctleead for
utterance, but to give voice to them would be collyaand more, it
would betray tohim just how disturbing she founeitltonversation.
She had to play him at his own game, to show him &dult she was.
He was just trying to get under her skin, he wasémting her as he
had tormented her so often in the past, but nowdseusing far more
sophisticated weapons. He couldn't know that heal teexual
experience was limited to a few fumbled caresses waredifying
kisses. He couldn't know how weak and shivery heaeer feel, just
by talking to her the way he was.

'l think it's time we had lunch.’

The abrupt return to normality overwhelmed her. Shepected that
he was doing everything he could to keep her oreedgd she was
determined that she wouldn't let him see that ltedw through to
her. She had always known how clever he was; haminog and

determined to have his own way. He might profeswdat a better
relationship between them, but she was underusiglhs; deep down
inside, he still resented her, just as she ssiénéed him.

All right, in her case that resentment was tingath wuilt and
touched by a compassion she could not help fe&inthe child he
had once been, rejected and unloved. She was neatorggh, yes,
and woman enough to feel that, but he still madddad as prickly
and defensive as a threatened animal; he still rhadevalk warily
and watch carefully.

‘Everything's ready. We'll be eating in the dinimgem. "It's this
way.'

The dining-room was furnished with the same sinigl@&s the rooms
Heather had already seen, very much in keeping téhage of the
house, the dark-panelled walls glistening softlyhia firelight.



'You realise, don't you, that there are going teehto be some
changes?' Kyle told her abruptly, once he had sethvar meal.

She should not have been surprised at his skillptoeher had, after
all, insisted on teaching both of them how to lafter themselves,
just as her father had taught them both to drivktarcarry out small
household maintenance tasks. There was no sexgairpiin her

parents' household, apart, of course, from the tlaat they had
always wanted a son.

She put down her knife and fork, ignoring the delis chicken
casserole, her thoughts winging back to the past.

‘Heather, did you hear me?"
She frowned and looked down the length of the helisoak table.
‘Yes, you said something about things changing.’

‘Mmm... the house, for instance. After his opergtibose stairs will
be too much for your father. Your mother was tagkaiout buying a
small villa in Portugal. Apparently they've alwdised the country.
Then they could spend their winters there...'

He was going too fast for her, covering ground Ishe not even yet
had time to consider. She knew what he said wasaprbut the
thought of losing the house that had been homertdon so long, the
thought of her parents actually taking the deciswsell...

‘With a bit of luck, your father should be out obdpital before
Christmas, and then he and your mother will flgigfint to my villa in
Portugal and stay there until he's fully recovek¢alve you made any
plans for Christmas?' he asked her, apparently areaof her sudden
lack of appetite, as he ate his own meal with gusto



Christmas! She had not even got as far as thinkbaut how she
would spend it. Normally, it was a big event, wigr parents' friends
descending on the house. Her mother loved it, arfthd her father.
But this year...

‘A few,' she lied carelessly, not wanting him teownthat, with her
parents away, her Christmas would be very bleakaddShe didn't
want him to accuse her of being selfish again, wifipg her own
feelings before those of her mother and father.

‘A pity. You'll have to cancel them.’
‘Cancel?' Heather stared at him. 'What are youngikbout?'

''ve promised your parents that I'l make suret thau spend
Christmas here with me. Apparently they're conagrabout you
staying in the house on your own, and | must senlsee why.'

'For goodness' sake, I'm twenty-three years oldl panfectly capable
of taking care of myself! I'm not likely to try amdmmit suicide just
because I'm spending Christmas alone,’ she threunabitterly.

'‘No one suggested that you might, but that hauisegher remote, and
your father says the central heating's on the bhisks also concerned
about the van. He says it isn't very reliable de.s@K, so you and |
know you'd be perfectly safe and certainly muchgnepon your own
than you're likely to be here, but for their sake ¢t suggest that you
give in quietly?'

'Is that what you did?’

The silence stretched for too long for her to dexdierself that she
was wrong. Kyle wanted her staying with him asdit#s she wanted
to be there.



‘All right,’ she gave in wearily. 'And | promisé do my best to keep
out of your way..

'I'll give you a spare key before you go. You camave your stuff in
while I'm away in the States. There's a guest sipstairs, you can
use that. When | get back I'll show you the plamgHe new shopping
arcade, and you can tell me what you think.'

He tossed the comment to her as casually as anthrhwing a child
a sweet, and without her being aware of it her effashed
dangerously.

‘All that wasted passion,' he mocked her. 'Themr\sone way you're
ever going to get to dig those sharp claws of ymitsmy skin, and
it's not by losing your temper with me.' He laugladher flushed,
shocked face. 'Perish the thought, eh?' he tagofdg. 'Don't worry.

| doubt I'll ever be that desperate.’

‘It wouldn't matter if you were,' Heather retaltht®ehen she had got
her breath back. "There's no way I'd ever let you..

‘Take you to bed? Don't tempt fate,' he adviseddrat for a moment
she was almost tempted to believe that he waslbctomtemplating
what he was threatening, and then she remembeetdhéh had
always had a Machiavellian sense of humour, andlddanstantly
that if he thought he was going to get to exentisew at her expense
he could think again.

'‘Why not?' she retorted carelessly, giving a dagzland very
manufactured smile. 'l doubt that even you coudatiheme anything |
don't already know. I'm not seventeen any more oxe. A macho
display of sexuality is hardly likely to send meama flutter of
confusion these days.'



'So it seems, but just let's get one thing cldall sve? In private, I'm
prepared to take just as many insults as you cadesh out, but in
public...'

‘Your image ighatfragile?' She smiled with sweet malice.

'‘No, but your father's health is," he remindeddnatally. 'And, for his
sake, | suggest that you at least try to pretend gan be in my
company for over five minutes without wanting taesh the skin
from my back.'

Heather stood up, shrugging. 'That's fine by me) dan't like being
goaded, Kyle. Kick me and | kick back."

'‘Does the same thing apply in reverse? Are youeaponsive to
kisses as you are to "kicks" | wonder?"

‘That's...' They were back where they had stasated she checked the
words, holding them back. Instead, she said aci@hat's for me to
know...'

‘And me to find out?' Kyle murmured suggestivelyell, well. |
never thought that..."

'‘No, that's not what | meant,' Heather protestedidred. "You know
it wasn't. Oh, for heaven's sake!' she groanedtutaing, 'Will you
please stop confusing me with all this innuendd%ight, maybe we
can never be true friends, but surely we can dizb#tan this?"

The plea came from her heart, her defences goingndas she
realised how ill equipped she was to deal with a wiahis calibre.

'Please, Kyle, help me,' she pleaded despairitgby're right, it will
hurt my parents dreadfully if they see us quamgllibut all this is
new territory for me.’



She held her breath, dreading hearing him makeititeof sardonic
response that would show that he was not takingleer seriously,
or, worse, that he was amused.

His reply was a long time in coming and when it dichade her body
tense with shock, and yes, pleasure, too, she mesg later, when
she tried to analyse the multiplicity of sensatiosBe had
experienced.

'l take baclkall the insulting things | ever said about you,' Hd teer
quietly. "You've grown up to become one hell of @awan, Heather:
female enough to resent being verbally attacked yah big enough
to put aside those feelings and lower your defericdsn't know if
you scare me the most when you look at me as thgagid like to
see me burst into flames in front of your eyesyloen you look at me
the way you're doing right now. Friends?' He shioisikhead and said
softly, 'No, maybe we'll never be that, but for witia worth you have
my respect.’

It was worth more than she could ever tell himjwitose few words
he had wiped out a raw wound so old and so deepstia had
forgotten it was there. It was only the suddenaigss of its ache that
reminded her. Ever since the folly of her attemautide, part of
her had despised herself for her weakness, forgusucth cruel
emotional blackmail on those who had loved her. & lost her
own self-respect, and for Kyle to say that she linadvas like being
given back a part of herself. She felt a tremendonsr softening
toward him, an urge to go up to him and touch lEmeed to almost
physically embrace him, as though they were indeedher and
sister. But as she reached for him he side-steppeéning the gap
between them, his face suddenly taut and harsh.

'Let's just leave it there, shall we? You'd bestart making tracks,
that sky doesn't look too promising.'



He had rejected her, had rejected her physicakaneeof... of regret
and affection, and she felt so cold inside thatrhescles ached and
hurt the way her flesh did when she was physicailg.

It was on her mind all the way hom&hyhad he done that to her?
Why had he almost pushed her off, as though hbédathe very idea
of her touch?

Why not? part of herself argued hardily. Up unkibtt particular
moment in time, if asked, she would have said siloathed the
thought of being touched by him.

They could have shared so much, if only she hade&n so

determined to shut him out of her life. They cob&le... but it was
pointless mourning now the brother he could havenbé#é was too

late to turn back the clock. She could only goamd hope that ,one
day she would break through the barrier he hadahrop between

them and convince him that...

That what? Heather didn't know. She only knew thla¢ was

conscious of a tremendous loss; of a great sadmesbeaviness of
heart; of a sensation of having stupidly deprivesalf of something
she would mourn for the rest of her life.



CHAPTERFIVE
THAT sensation of almost being at one with Kyle dithst very long.

The snow was still holding off, although the lateeanoon sky was
ominously heavy with its winter burden. On impulsestead of
spending the day working as she had intended téidather turned
the van round and drove into Bristol. Once therghe was lucky
enough to be able to park it relatively close ®shops.

Seeing families battling through the busy stre#ftsir arms piled
high with brightly coloured packages, made heriseahow close
Christmas was—something she had forgotten in ttegraéth of her
father's collapse, when all her energies had beecentrated on
willing him to get better.

This would be the first Christmas she had not sp&tht her parents.
She could see the wisdom of Kyle's insistence ttiet go away to
Portugal just as soon as her father was fit endaghavel. Several
weeks spent snowed up in a cold, draughty houseyingrabout
heating bills was hardly likely to aid his recugema, while a month
or two spent in what she was sure would be luxgrgwroundings,
in Kyle's Portuguese villa...

She was being selfish to wish that Kyle had suggktstat she should
go with them. He had made it clear to her thajdbéne was offering
her was no manufactured sinecure and, that beegatbe, she had no
right to expect to be allowed to take time off der to spend the best
part of the winter with her parents. And yet itthilmat Kyle had not
even suggested that she might fly over to Portygstl to spend
Christmas with them.

What on earth would the pair of them find to sayot®e another,
cooped up in that beautiful house of his? Woulg tmanage to last
out the Christmas season without quarreling? KipMausly wanted



her there as little as she wanted to be there. ddtdnormally he
spent his Christmas somewhere exotic, like theldbaan, or perhaps
somewhere more traditional, but just as expensiveh as Gstaad.
And of course, whichever location he chose, no tthdre would be
a beautiful woman to accompany him, to...

Abruptly, she stopped still in the street. What wasbout Kyle that
sparked off this almost uncontrollable surge ofgitgl awareness?
Even his conversation had been sprinkled with gdidirbed sexual
innuendo. She shivered tensely, digging her haretp dnto the
pockets of her old coat. What was it that had chdngo much
between them and that made her so intensely aw&deas a man?

The resentment, the dislike, the antagonism; thwese all emotions
she remembered and understood; but this new sexdalrcurrent,
this alien and dangerously strong power that mowedugh her
whenever she was with him, this was new. Completelyw, she
admitted, oblivious to the curious stares of pasdesy at her
motionless figure. This was something she had nexperienced
before in her life. And she didn't want to expeciernt now.Slowly,
almost painfully, she started to move, all her emti@tion turned
inwards as she forced herself to confront the wgranomalies
within her own personality.

Why was it she should react so strongly to Kyleewlall the other
men she knew left her completely cold?

It wasn't a question she could answer and, bectele her feel so
uncomfortable and almost alienated from herse#,@lshed it to the
back of her mind, and concentrated instead on taptor the small
Christmas presents she had come to Bristol to buy.

Christmas was normally one of her favourite timéshe year. On
Christmas Eve she loved to walk into the shablingiHroom and see
the presents piled up under the tree.



At eleven they always left for Midnight Mass, areen afterwards
had friends back for some of her mother's home-maite and
mince pies. Despite the fact that they went to lag¢el, they were
always up early in the morning to unwrap their pres and get ready
for the almost constant onslaught of visitors whaded throughout
the day.

This year there would be none of that to look faxhtn. Her hand
tensed on the small box of scented soaps she reade@mining.
What was she going to do with herself, cooped up Wyle for the
whole of the Christmas holidays?

Her eye was caught by a display of books, and sheaged faintly.
She would have to stock up with plenty of good negidthat would
help to pass the time.

If she was Kyle, she wouldn't welcome her staylaslae recognised,
wondering uncomfortably what plans he might havelenthat her
presence would spoil.

It was ridiculous of her parents to expect himaket her in! Good
heavens, she wasn'thild; she was perfectly capable of looking afte
herself.

Disconsolately she put the box down, unaware of ftbening
irritation of the girl behind the counter.

She couldn't get out of going, and it would bedikh to try. Surely
she was capable of enduring less than a week & &Kgbmpany, for
the sake of her parents' peace of mind? It wasseaelling herself
that she was an adult; in their eyes, she wasvsliflerable, and she
admitted that she would hate her father's recot@iye held up by
any action of hers.

Moving more briskly, she headed for another shopvds silly to
waste time worrying about how she would cope wittekwvhen she



had so much to do. She looked down at the listein fand, and
frowned slightly over her own handwriting.

Normally they all did this together, taking moreg@sure in buying
their small gifts than most other people seemedaon spending
much greater sums.

Another book caught her eye. It was one she knewdrents would
love and she bought it on impulse, even thouglag expensive. She
only hoped that there would be enough space lefam cases for it.

Although her mother was able to visit the hospwdlenever she
wished, Heather tried to keep to normal visitingitsp SO as not to
disrupt theward too much. A glance at her watchimded her that it
was time for her to go if she wanted to see héefat

The hospital was within pleasant walking distaraog] chill winds
made her hurry along briskly.

Nurses hurried in and out of the building like busyrker bees, an
ambulance pulling to a screaming halt as Heathgroaghed.
Averting her head, she quelled the sick despaddilag through her
body at the sound of its siren. Since her fathewltapse she had
nightmares about hearing that ominous sound.

The ward was a long one, with her father in a ssndbur-bedded
room at one end.

As she pushed the door, Heather heard voices, anded,
recognising Kyle's.

'She seems to...'

Abruptly he broke off and turned his head.



An unwelcome sense dkja vuengulfed Heather as she stood ther
but she knew well from where the unwanted memonyecdt was her
childhood all over again. A childhood during whisie had felt that
she stood on the outside, while her parents and Kymed a small,
exclusive adult group that excluded her.

Her immediate impulse was to turn and run, as $laekdone many
times as a child, but she managed to quell it,iasgtad forced her
lips to curve into some semblance of a smile.

Her father, she saw now, was watching her withrigyviconcerned
eyes, and she focused her attention on him, iggdyte's tall, dark
figure at his bedside.

‘You didn't say you were coming to visit Dad.' 8bealdn't do a thing
to stop herself from making the small, stinging aeknand however
much she wished it unsaid when she saw her motlgensk
concerned frown, the best she could do was to adkly, 'If I'd
known, I'd have begged a ride with you. The vatt iso reliable at
the moment.’

'It was an impulse decision,' Kyle said smoothiyt $he could read
the condemnation in his eyes and knew that he cmédhrough her
smile to the bitterness in her heart.

'‘Kyle's just been telling us that you'll be staymgth him over
Christmas. | must say that it will be a relief twokv that you'll be with
him.'

'It's very kind of him to have me/ What else cash@ say? '| must say
| rather envy you two, though, sunning yourselfPiartugal while
we'll probably be knee-deep in snow.’

‘Well, | have to admit | am looking forward to iher mother
responded, adding with a quick look at her husb#&id;ourse, it all
depends on how well your father responds to thgesyr | was going



to ring you tonight. The specialist has been tolssealready.' The
warm smile she gave Kyle made Heather clench le¢h te stop the
sharp, bitter protest leaving her throat. 'Kyleser absolutely
marvellous, taking all the worry off our shoulderse specialist has
scheduled the operation for the day after tomorrow.

Kyle frowned. 'l wish | could put off this trip tthe States, but I'm
afraid it's impossible. | should be back in a ceupl days, though.
Heather, perhaps you could pick me up at the afPpdr get a taxi

out there, but they aren't always easy to come liogrwyou land. I'll

leave a set of keys for the Jaguar. It is insured..

Heather wanted to protest that she had no inteofidniving his car,
nor of picking him up, but just in time she rememdoewhy she had
embarked on this venture in the first place, and dalcetly instead,
Til-try to make sure I'm there on time.'

She saw Kyle look at his watch.
''d better go.’

He turned to kiss her mother, and automaticallythieastepped back
from him. She saw that he had not missed the sigmi€e of her
withdrawal when he looked grimly at her, but helsething, turning
instead to her father.

"'l see you when | get back.'

The comparison between her father, so tired angligriis hospital
bed, and Kyle, so full of vitality and health, taaeHeather's heart.
She had to turn away to hide the sudden shimmierao$ filming her
eyes. She hated anyone to see her cry, and Kyleahal.

'‘Remember," he told her quietly, as he turnedawdge'l expect to find
you installed in the house when | come back.'



'l can't tell you what it's meant to us to see Kgtmin,' her mother
said quietly once he had gone. 'lt's done yourefaio much good,
and the fact that he's insisting on buying the camgphas lifted such
# weight from our shoulders. He says he's told sthuabout his
plans,’

Surely that wasn't a touch of wariness in her mtghaice? It hurt
just to think that her parents might be apprehenshher reaction to
Kyle's takeover.

‘Yes, yes, he has, and | think Dad's done thetbiesg," Heather said
firmly. 'l must say that I'm looking forward to siag my new job.’

She managed to sound so enthusiastic that shesayamsed herself,
but it was worth the deceit to see the smile aéfeh her mother's
eyes, as her whole expression lightened.

'‘Oh, darling, I'm pleased for you. You were wastogr talents with
the company. This job with Kyle will open up a waaiew way of
life for you. Are you excited about the New Yedf\ge "do"? From
what Kyle was telling me about it, it promises #afabulous event.’
Heather frowned, and her mother checked hersalfpérner lip. 'Oh
dear, he hasn't told you, has he? He must haveed/amtkeep it as a
surprise.'

More likely, Kyle hadn't told her because he knewewell that she
would refuse to join in with his plans, Heatherughbt angrily.

'‘Come on, Mum, you might as well tell me now," simsted, trying
to look excited and pleased.

'‘Well, promise me you'll try and look surprised whé&yle tells you?'

'Yes... yes, of course. Now, don't keep me in suspany longer.
What "do"?'



'‘Well, it seems that Kyle has been invited to a/\ggand masked ball
to be held at a private house just outside BatN@n Year's Eve. It's
something to do with the fact that his firm did mofkthe restoration
work on it. Anyway, everyone has to wear periodwoe, and Kyle
said that in view of the fact that his house walt buthe Elizabethan
era he thought he would hire a costume of that ldgeasked me for
your measurements... so that he could hire a costony®u...'

Heather fought back the jolt of anger that burneelxdinside her. Her
mother looked as pleased and excited as a smddl. ¢how could

Heather explain to her how angry and resentful fefiteat Kyle's

high-handed action? Where she saw his behavioupesrisr and

interfering, her mother plainly saw it as generand thoughtful.

Kyle Bennett was someone they would never seeceggd on, and
for the sake of her parents' peace of mind she dvjugt have to
pretend that she thought he was as wonderful gdikde

'‘Promise me that you won't let him guess that yoavk' her mother
begged. 'l think he wants it all to be a surpreybu.’

'l shan't say a word,' Heather assured her, mgmadiding that there
was no way Kyle was going to force her into gointhvaim. No way
at all.

'I'm surprised that Kyle isn't going away for Chkmas,' she remarked
casually, changing the subject. 'lt seems rathdlr fdu such an
eligible and wealthy bachelor to stay at home. Esef course, he's
having guests.’

'‘Not as far as | know.' Her mother responded ireatlg to Heather's
probing. 'He did say that as this was the firstrys&ls owned the
house, he wanted to spend Christmas in it. Isla\ady as it sounds?'

‘Yes,' Heather admitted rather shortly. In facth@igh she wasn't
going to say so, the house came so close to thefsbome she had



always dreamed of owning herself that it was hatdmfeel envious
of Kyle for owning it.

'‘Kyle did mention that he was anxious to do justcat with his
Christmas decorations," her mother continued uaicdyt 'l did
suggest that you might be able to give him a hand?'

It was plain from her expression that she was laagpprehensive of
Heather's reaction.

It hurt to discover that her parents still thougfit she had to be
treated like spun glass, that they still felt thead to walk on tiptoe
around her in some instances.

'It's the least | can do to repay him for putting mmp," Heather
responded evenly. 'In fact, the house is so lothaydecorating it for
Christmas will be much more of a pleasure thanaeHht's hard to
believe that it's less than a month away.'

'l know...the specialist was saying that once $i#'s the operation's a
success your father can leave for Portugal almtrvatght away.
Kyle's already checked, and apparently there'ssarfite American
hospital not far from the villa and he's alreadyaaged all your
father's aftercare.’

It was all wrong that she should feel this helptess, this feeling that
time was rolling back and that she was once agaigue-tied and
resentful in the face of her parents' obvious lfmrea boy she could
only hate.

This time, it wasn't going to be like that. Kyleutt never usurp her
own place in her parents' hearts, nor did he want t

As she held hard to that thought, mercifully Heafiet the red mist
of mingled pain and misery fade. Shakily she dnewne breath and
then another, a dizzy, giddy feeling of release.



Pleasure filled her and she felt so light, witkhét she could almost
have floated up to the ceiling. It worked; she hes&d her own
will-power, her adult conception of the past andsent, her own
self-control to beat back the demons of her chiidhand she had
won. It wasn't Kyle who was her enemy, she recaghibut her own
deep- rooted insecurity.

Her counsellor had told her that years ago, anchadeaccepted his
word, but there was a vast difference in being vdiere the problem
lay and in accepting and knowing it for oneself.

‘You look as though someone's just given you thessther father
commented.

'‘Nothing so mundane,' she teased him with a gafuysing to be

drawn, despite his curious questioning. And th&taose she could
see her father was getting tired, and becausd afdaer wanted to be
alone so that she could savour her first true wobeer the misery of
her insecurity, she bent and kissed him swiftly e turned to her
mother.

'It's time | left. I've still got some shoppingdo,. and | don't want to
leave it too late. The sky looked very ominous #iternoon.'

'l don't like the thought of you driving that van bad weather
conditions,' her father fretted, frowning.

"'l be perfectly all right. You know how carefulam,' she soothed
him.

'Ring us when you get back,' her mother suggesiedly ‘That will
put your father's mind at rest."'

It was only later, as she drove back through th&rass, that she
realised that for a girl of her age she was, peshajittle too close to
her parents, a little too cherished and protected.



Now where had that idea come from? Did she readlgdnto ask
herself? Kyle, of course; that look of his, thaggested that she was
wrapped up in protective cotton wool, safe froib tiealities of life
and its pains, had found its mark.

Was it her fault if she preferred country purswarsd a country
life-style? Was it her fault that she lived at hoamel enjoyed living
there? Was it her fault that she was not by nahdependent? And
yet, hadn't there been more and more occasionglov&st couple of
years when she had chafed, if only momentarilyhext parents'
loving concern?

A frown touched her forehead as she rememberedbher dates
challenging her to deny that she lived with andkedrfor her parents
because she was frightened of the risks of goiatpite.

Was she? Her chin tilted proudly. No, she wasn'fatt, already a
tiny part of her was actively looking forward toetlthallenge of
working for Kyle. If she was honest with herseligtjob he was
offering her was exactly the sort of thing she hldays dreamed of
doing. He would be exhaustingly demanding to wodk, fhis

standards almost impossibly high; she knew thad, yet he was
offering her an opportunity to show what she caelally do, given

the chance.

If only this awareness of him as a man wasn't therdisturb her
hard-won maturity. She shivered, and then brakex/tod a cyclist,
her concentration switching back to her driving.

On impulse, the day before her father's operatiosday when she
should have been packing her bags ready to mowe i Kyle's
guest suite, she got on a train for London instaad, spent the best



part of the day wandering around the capital's mexelusive
shopping venues, her artist's eye noting the wedltietail.

Travelling home, she ached to get down to workeady she was
Imagining just what she would be able to achiewegia sensible
budget and a free hand.

There was a nostalgia for the past that was evidesftops as diverse
as Laura Ashley through to the very up-market Ralphren. Bath,
with its elegant Georgian terraces, Nash terraces @Georgian
squares, was almost custom-made for a haunting &obiher eras,
in a way that Heather was determined would havaingtabout it
that was remotely chocolate-boxy, or overdone.

No, her nostalgia would be discreet and subtle.

Full of ideas, she dug deep into her bag for h&gbuok and pen and
started to scribble.

She'd worked all day without a break, and now dyed was
growing dark.

A cold, silent house greeted her. Meg was beingddafter for the
day by a neighbour and the cats were fast aslesgithidr realised the
moment she walked in that the temperamental hedimigr had
gone into a terminal sulk.

Half an hour later, ready to concede defeat, sheesdd in the
coldness of the empty house. Outside, the firg flakes of snow
were starting to fall. The long threatened snow &aived.

Having rung the hospital and checked on her fatex put down the
phone and sighed. Her mother had been concerneghbawvasn't
already installed at Kyle's.



Staying in an empty cold house had less and lgssahpand besides,
there were so many ideas she wanted to discusskylth It was
amazing how easy it was to push aside her pagtaleshd resentment
once she had accepted that they sprang from witiein own
personality and, once or twice, as she hurried ihpacking, she
was amazed to discover a sensation bubbling ugarser that was
almost akin to excited anticipation.

The very last thing she did was to pop the cats their travelling
boxes, and then go round the house, checking lihaas secure.

She was picking Meg up on the way, and only hopatiKyle knew
what he was letting himself in for in opening hante to the four of
them.

Her neighbour insisted on making her a cup ofaded, of course she
wanted to know all about the state of her fatheath, in addition to
expressing a very natural curiosity as to wheretttgaherself was
going to stay.

At length, Heather got up to go. Meg, who loved¢thng, couldn't
wait to jJump into the van, and the four of themaét

She felt rather like a character from an Edwardr [pgeem, Heather
reflected, as the headlights of the van pickedtloeitwvinding ribbon

of road, now whitened by the still falling snow.eShad decided to
use the quiet back roads into and out of Bathpallconscious of the
van's rather shaky physical state, and not wambimgk the danger of
the motorway with its high-powered and sometimekless drivers.
Common sense and necessity both made her keepdwd down,

and she had no desire to have some impatient aldafaly driver

sitting on her tail, desperate to get past her.

She kept the radio on to check on the weather tingdleeyeing the
thickening flakes of snow with unease. The vandatdd weather at



the best of times, and she just prayed it woulchgeto Kyle's home
without breaking down.

She was Unlucky. Less than ten miles from Kyle'sdeo the van's
engine coughed, spluttered and then abruptly died.

Cursing under her breath, Heather tried to restatiut the dull,
ominous whine it gave warned her that her taskvog®less.

She had no idea where she was; the countrysidgiteasblack, even
the stars and moon obscured by the low cloud. Sieeam a back
road, and the chances of being able to flag dovathan motorist
were extremely slim, not to mention potentially garous.

Slipping on Meg's lead, she patted the cats' bod,said quietly to
the dog, 'You and | are going to have to find owesa garage, Meg,
old girl. I think we're fairly close to a villagdet's hope that I'm not
wrong.'

Once outside the van, she shivered beneath trstirgy of the wind.
It was colder than she had thought, the snowfladtesging her
exposed face and hands. Meg whined and made tbag&tin the
van, but leather tugged gently on the lead. Sha'tdi@lish the
thought of her lonely dark walk, and Meg would benpany, as well
as a deterrent to.. .well.. .anything.

She had walked less than a hundred yards whenestrd h vehicle
coming towards her. Meg froze, trapped in the hghti of a
mud-splattered Land Rover, which rattled to an pbstop.

'Hello...having problems?' a cheerful male voickedaout. Before
Heather could urge Meg away, the driver of the elehivas climbing
out and coming towards her.

She eyed him warily, relieved to discover thatduked quite normal
and harmless. He was about her own age, with uaidyhair, his



face weathered and drawn into a grimace againgtrilisng snow.
He was only a couple of inches taller than her, avehring
well-padded winter clothes.

He looked like a farmer, Heather thought, pleaseldatve her guess
confirmed when he added, 'l've just been droppihgame fodder
for the sheep, and | saw your headlights.'

'‘My van's broken down... I'm not sure what's wrahg.
‘Umm... going far, are you?'
‘Marston Old Hall.'

'‘Kyle Bennett's place?' His interest sharpeneds'ldevay at the
moment.’

'Yes, | know,' Heather agreed coolly. 'If you codidect me to the
nearest garage?'

‘There's only one, and it will be closed at thmsetiof night. Known
Kyle long, have you?' he asked curiously.

'‘Most of my life," Heather told him, her tawny eyeting him know
that she resented his questioning.

Immediately his expression changed. 'Oh, you'ltheedaughter of
the couple who fostered him, then.’

Heather looked at him suspiciously. What had Kgle him about
her and her parents, and his life with them?

‘Mrs Evans, who works for Kyle, mentioned you to mgther. | own
Heybridge Farm. We're his nearest neighbours. Mtharohas her
own small business—dairy produce mostly—and, sMeEvans is
away at the moment, Ma went round this morningp&ohouse with a



box of groceries. She tries to mother Kyle a hit, fre's not the type
really, is he? When you first mentioned him | thbug'

He coloured and Heather was surprised by her ouasoin of
awareness. Surely she didn't look as though shétnbg one of
Kyle's women friends? To judge from the photograghs had
occasionally seen in the Press, he normally wanglomour types,
not untidy, inelegant creatures such as herself.

Her hand went up defensively to push her hair effface and, as she
did, she heard her companion saying boyishly, tGary that I'm not
pleased... that you're not...'

'‘One of Kyle's women?' Heather supplied for him.

'‘We* don't get very many pretty, unattached wonmmd here. Too
remote... most of the ones who don't marry virualraight after
school go off to London or Bath to work and we tleg'e much of
them after that. | can give you a tow to Kyle'scplaf you like.'

When Heather agreed, he fixed a tow-rope to heriuaa very
businesslike manner. His hands were broad, withbstucapable
fingers, reddened by the wind and snow. He caughiviatching him
and smiled at her, and Heather recognised in hide shis
appreciation of her as a woman. She smiled baakefed by his
obvious interest in her.

‘There, that should do it." He gave the knot artgstug and then
walked back to the van with her, checking thatlsiewv how to steer
correctly.

His hand touched hers momentarily. The back wagreavin fine

blond hairs, and she had a momentary memory of Kiends, lean
and hard, with long fingers, quick, clever handmds that echoed
the nature of the man. Hands that it would be damgeto trust too
readily.



‘Are you OK?'

Forcing a smile, she nodded.

It didn't take long for David Hartley, as he hattaduced himself, to
tow her to Kyle's house, but the fact that the sm@s thickening to
something approaching a blizzard, combined withréalisation that
they were the only vehicles using the road, showed how
dangerous her situation had been.

She was sorely tempted to ask him into the housa éoip of coffee,
but she was very conscious of the fact that it vwdser home. He
solved her dilemma for her by saying cheerfullyt thecouldn't stop
because his mother would be expecting him in fereviening meal.
'I'll tell her that you've arrived, and no doub¢$be down to see you
in the morning. If you need anything, give us ayiwe're in the
phone book.'

He drove off with a cheery wave, having assuredshklfthat she was
able to let herself in.

The house was in darkness, but lovely and warm. Mefthe cats
soon made themselves at home in the small spadhefkitchen,
which was obviously used as a store for coatsvéallingtons.

Ignoring the rest of the rooms, Heather went upstaifind the guest
suite.

The door had been left open for her, and a fire haigisready in the
grate. She smiled a little wryly at the luxury af apen fire in a
bedroom that already had central heating, but apiezl the
thoughtfulness of the gesture, nevertheless.



Making her way back to the kitchen, Heather discedethat the
fridge was bulging with food. Noting the wrappedeebe and the
bowl of eggs, she guessed that the food had bdéebyeDavid's

mother.

An omelette would do her for tonight. Already harsach was full

of nervous butterflies in anticipation of her fateeoperation.

Tonight she would say a special prayer for his tgatnd his

recovery. And, her conscience prodded her, persiap®ught to say
one for Kyle, too, whose generosity had made tlegadjpn possible.
There had been no mistaking the relief in her faghaice when he'd
talked about the business and how pleased he vaaKthe was

taking it over. His only concern had been for la&d her reaction to
Kyle's job offer.

She would walk Meg, and then she would have ary egght. Not
that she was expecting to get much sleep—her fatbperation was
scheduled for early in the morning and would tagehe major part
of the day. Once it was over, though, he should stamake rapid
progress, or so the specialist had said. She cmlydoray that he was
right. If anything should happen to her father.ud@enly and
inexplicably, she longed for Kyle to be there wittr. She needed his
strength to lean on, she admitted, surprised bydtbeovery. The
phone rang on the wall beside her, and she liftesl receiver
hesitantly.

'‘Heather?'
She gave a small start.
‘Kyle. Where... where are you?'

He sounded so close that he might almost haveibdka next room.
She heard him laugh.



'‘New York. But | should be back some time tomorrewening.
How's your father?'

'‘Apprehensive, but determined to go through with it

'‘Good...I spoke to your mother earlier. She kndves they're doing
the right thing, but naturally she's worried. | ymlish | could be
there with you...'

'Sodo I

Was that really her saying that? Kyle must havenlsegprised, too,
because she caught his indrawn breath and starkeate.

"You almost sounded as though you meant that.'

How well she recognised the mocking derision invage, but for
once she was too tired, too worried to responditokind.

'l do,' she told him honestly, her voice low anthpd.

There was another silence and then he said mogkif@an this
really be the Heather | know and love, actuallianting my
company? What's happened? Caught you at a weak mhomaee 17?'

His mockery jolted her back to reality. She almsktmmed the

receiver down on him, and then caught herselimetiThe tears that
had been threatening cleared as though by magitrédness falling

away, her voice suddenly crisp and acid as sheonelgal in kind.

"You must have done, but it's gone now.'

'So you don't want me to fly home on the next ad flight to hold
your hand, after all?'

His voice was still mocking, but there seemed tab®dd degree of
seriousness behind the mockery. Dismissing it, Fatsaid



flippantly, 'No way!" And then for good measure,eshdded,
‘Actually, if | need any hand-holding done, you ree® have a
neighbour who'd be quite happy to oblige.’

Heaven alone knew what made her make that siltie liboast,
however true it might be. There was silence frontelsyend of the
line, and then when he spoke his voice soundedrdisnd cold.

'l take it you mean David Hartley?' he demanded Wwice
hardening.

‘Yes, we met when... by chance,' she amendedhasitl wanting to
admit the demise of the van or the lateness oatreral.

'‘Don't be deceived by that mock-naive farmer's hoy Heather,'

Kyle told her curtly. 'David Hartley is already pemsible for the

arrival of one illegitimate child, and | dare say\wouldn't be averse
to fathering another, not if local gossip is angthto go by.'

All the breath hissed out of her lungs. Surely Kwigsn't telling the
truth? David hadn't looked the type... She pausedfused and
disturbed. Why was Kyle telling her this, anywayfeSnd David
Hartley were nothing more than mere acquaintances!

But she had stupidly implied that out of that acqtaaceship a deep
intimacy could easily grow, she admitted, angryhwierself for her
folly, and Kyle had always had an overdevelopedsseif
responsibility where she was concerned.

She could still vividly remember the way he hadteaiup for her
long after her parents had gone to bed, afterirgrddult ‘teenage

party'.

She was just about to make some comment when siydded
clearly she heard a feminine voice in her ear.



'‘Kyle, darling," it purred impatiently. 'How muabriger are you going
to be?'

'Heather.

'Oh, don't let me keep you,' she said acidly. 'Askelase try to
remember, Kyle, I'm not thirteen any more, and 'tlneed you to
act the role of big brother and guardian of my ri®ra

With that, she slammed the phone down, her goodniimns

forgotten. How dared he sit in judgement on Dawiden he was just
as bad? What was she like, the woman who called'daniing' so

confidently?

It was none of her business, she chided herseHidBs, she was
probably as anonymously beautiful and plastic kbhalother women
who had passed through his life.

As she went up to bed, she refused to allow heis#ink about him

any more. She couldn't help wishing, though, that Hadn't

telephoned. Hearing his voice had disturbed hedemzer all the
more intimately aware of the fact that she was Inang in his home.

It was a disturbing awareness, and one she wotlldraot have had.
Much rather not have had!



CHAPTER SIX

HEATHER was up early, too keyed up about her father'satioer to
concentrate on anything, and yet knowing that tksas no point in
ringing the hospital so early. He wouldn't eveniroéhe operating
theatre yet.

She had sent him flowers and a telemessage, drauigh she ached
to be with her mother she understood that this avase when her
parents wanted to be on their own.

They had always been very close, a wonderful examphow good
and long lasting a relationship between two peopléd be.

At ten o'clock, when she was making her fourth clipoffee of the
morning, she heard a car outside and immediatslyed to the back
door, just in time to see a small Ford car drive up

The smartly dressed woman who slid from behindwheel was
around her own mother's age; but, whereas her m®thermal
expression was one of cheerful enthusiasm, thisamgriace was set
in rather harsh and disapproving lines.

She smiled thinly when she saw Heather, and intteduherself.
'‘Vera Hartley. | believe you've already met my son.

Heather had met enough possessive mothers innhetadi recognise
the breed, and even though she knew she was beifay she
couldn't help mentally contrasting David with KylKyle would
never allow a mother, no matter how much adoréd ran his life for
him, where it seemed that David... but no, she wasping to
conclusions, based on information already putlir@omind by Kyle.
Perhaps it was unfair of her, but her original iegsion of David as a
kind-hearted, attractive young man had been shadidweKyle's
disclosure about his illegitimate child.



She knew that Kyle would never have misled heruwohsa subject,
and it was disquieting to realise that such an egly open and
friendly person had a very much darker side tortinaiture. Of
course, she would hardly have expected David tclalis such
personal information on so short an acquaintance, she had,
nevertheless, a feeling of being let down in he&lggment of his
character.

There could be a dozen or more perfectly reasoredpanations of
what Kyle had told her, but she was old-fashioneaugh to find it

disquieting to learn that David had been so eadilg to dismiss his
responsibilities.

Now she suspected she knew why. Vera Hartley ,dddke sort of
woman who would want to choose her only son's Wéeself, and
weak men like David were notorious throughout mstor involving
themselves in liaisons that never gained that matepproval.

'‘David explained to me that your van had brokenmamd | thought
I'd better drive round and check that you had etérg you need.'

More like drive round and check up ore,Heather thought wryly.

‘Yes, I'm fine, thanks. Please, do come in." Slikléarned from her
father how to deal with the most difficult kind dfents, and she used
that knowledge to good effect now, putting aside dwen feelings
and assuming a mantle of cool good humour.

‘Your father's in hospital, | understand,' Vera ocmented once they
were both sitting down with mugs of coffee.

‘Yes. He's undergoing surgery this morning. Nalyrale're all very
concerned about him.'

'‘Mmm... And you and Kyle were virtually brought upgether?'
Vera's questions were beginning to ruffle Heatres®imed calm.



'‘My parents fostered Kyle, and he lived with us &considerable
number of years.'

'‘Mmm... so there isn't any actual Woorf tie betwgeun, then? | must
say | was surprised when | learned that you wenging to stay with
him, but then | suppose your parents must know wWiet're doing.
He certainly isn't the kind of man I'd want any dater of mine to
move in with.'

Before she knew how it had happened, Heather fooaidshe was
standing up, her whole body trembling with anget sentment as
she faced the other woman.

'I'm not exactly sure what you're trying to impMrs Hartley,' she
heard herself saying in an angrily tight voicef dpite frankly | think
it's time you left, before | say something | migégret.’

It was on the tip of her tongue to tell the womiaat t whatever Kyle's
faults, he at least had never left a woman aloreety his child, but
just in time she caught the hasty impulse back.

She knew from the way Vera Hartley glared at heshesleft that she
had made a lifelong enemy,but she didn't carewsisestill trembling

in the aftermath of her shock at her own daring, iawas only when
the other woman had actually driven away that Heatlealised

exactly what -she had done.

It was ironic, really, that she of all people shibllave leapt too
quickly to Kyle's defence. The woman hadn't accubed of
anything worse than Heather herself had thoughutabion at one
time or another, and yet the resentment and fuey led felt at
hearing someone else run him down and been scsmtamd real that
they might almost have been as close as any taibdsrand sister.

Although she didn't want to stray too far from timuse in case the
phone rang, Heather spent a brief half-hour expipwhat she could



of the lovely formal Elizabethan gardens, the baddes now
covered thickly in crisp white snow.

In the summer these gardens must be lovely. Shghtduerself up
just as she found herself wishing she might be toesee it.

She had fallen in love with the house and itssgttshe admitted as
she went back inside. There was something so waihmhamely
about it, an air of having been well loved anddive, that lingered
almost as noticeably as the mingled scents of potpand beeswax
that permeated the air.

It was gone three in the afternoon before she vedeithe
long-awaited call, and Heather knew the moment Iséard her
mother's voice that the operation had been a ssicéts mother
cried and so did Heather; tears of thankfulnessgaatiktude.

‘The specialist says that, with luck, your fatheodd be able to fly
out to Portugal within a week.

He's still very woozy at the moment, and I'm gdiagk to the guest
house now, so I'll see you later, after you've @iclp Kyle.'

They chatted for a few more moments, Heather telier mother
how lovely Kyle's home was, and putting her mothieather obvious
distraction down to the relief of knowing that Hather's operation
was at last over. Even so, she would have expdatednother to
express rather more interest in Kyle's home; agag, she seemed
almost uninterested, almost as though Heather twéshhg her
anything she didn't already know.

It was half-past three when she put down the receand almost
immediately the phone rang again.

It caught her off guard to hear Kyle's voice. Knogvithat he was
returning home so soon, she hadn't expected toftoearhim.



‘Your father?' he questioned her tautly, withoutgonble. 'Is the
operation... ?'

‘Over and successful,' Heather responded, her owe ghaky as she
recognised again how deep Kyle's love for her gareas.

'Thank God. ..'

He was only echoing her own thoughts, and yet donesreason the
deep resonance of his voice made her eyes stihg®ats.

‘You'll be at the airport to meet me?"
'Yes, and then we can go straight to the hospital.’

Heather didn't want to drive Kyle's car for thafitime in the dark, so
after she had replaced the receiver she usedghedH-hour of light

In which to practise controlling the vehicle. It svan easy car to
drive; light and responsive, and by the time she d@ven up and
down the drive several times, and neatly manageeM&rse, she felt
confident enough to turn off the engine and go basile.

Oddly enough, her favourite downstairs room wasaihe Kyle had
shown her, the one he used i as his own study-duwary, and it was
in here . that she lit the fire and settled dowfipothrough the daily
paper, which so far she had left unread. i In a&olilio this room, the
house had four other downstairs rooms, includingegy lovely,
south-facing drawing-room, decorated in soft pea@ra blues, and
a large formal dining-room.

The other two, best described as a sitting-roomeasiiggery, were
equally delightful, but it was j in here, where sty had to close her
eyes to | imagine Kyle sitting opposite her, thaather felt most at
home.



Without being aware of it, her eyelids dropped, #mel paper slid
from her lap. It was the chiming of the grandfatblexck outside in
the hall that woke her, her shocked discovery ithats six o'clock
making her rush upstairs to wash and change, beforging down
again to have something to eat.

The very last thing she wanted was to be lat&fbe flight. Hastily
gulping down her hot coffee, she rang the airpmdheck that there
were no delays. The paper was forecasting more ,saoavit might
be that Kyle's flight would have to be diverted.ckily, it seemed
that so far Heathrow was clear of any fresh fdllsnow.

The Jaguar had such an efficient heating systerh Heather
suspected she would be more than warm enough siwgaying the
soft cream silk shirt and the straight navy woattshe had changed
into, but just in case the flight was delayed amellsad a long wait at
Heathrow she added a toning navy jumper, embraideveh
panthers' heads in a subtle silk-weave thread.olikfé had been an
expensive one, but well worth every penny. She kriesv navy
contrasted well with the richness of the satintshimd that both threw
into relief the lustre of her deep russet hair.

She had taken more care than usual over her makadpghe image
reflected by her mirror was , rather more sophaséid than she was
used to seeing. Her high heels made her tallere¢lian but not tall

enough to match Kyle, she admitted wryly.

She suspected that once she was working for himdudd not look
too kindly on her normal working ‘uniform’ of atiabld track suit,
and told herself that it was with this in mind tshe was taking care
with her appearance this evening, and nothing more.

It was snowing again as she left the house, |dhgity flakes that
floated majestically down to earth. Luckily, by ttime she reached
the motorway, it had stopped.



The temptation to drive faster than normal was sbimg she
subdued as she concentrated on controlling the holvear, but even
so she found that she reached London far sooner sha had
expected.At Heathrow, it took her some time to pghecar, and she
told herself that the nervous butterflies dancim¢peér stomach were
the result of this complicated manoeuvre and hakdimg to do with
the fact that she was here to meet Kyle.

After checking the Arrivals board, she bought hiéseup of coffee
and sat down to wait.

The moment she saw him, her heart turned overrinhest. It was an
illuminating and shocking sensation, and one te#&t her rigid at the
side of the barrier, her mouth dry with shocked féar body taut
with the information that her mind refused to adcep

He came closer and she closed her eyes, willingsémsation of
aching intensity to disappear. She condi feel like this about him,
she would noallow herself to feel like this! She opened her eyes ar
almost as though "by magic, the feeling was goreewts just Kyle,
Kyle whom she had known for almost half her lifezim

'Heather, what is it? Your father... ?'

The harshness of his voice, the fierce way he gdpper shoulders,
brought her back down to earth.

'He's fine,' she assured him, pushing away from tHiow... how was
your flight?'

'Fine.' He brushed her polite query aside impdtierithen what the
hell is wrong? You looked so white, | thought yoere/about to pass
out.'

'‘Nothing's wrong.' Temper edged up under her vdlae always
been pale-skinned.'



She dreaded him pressing her any further. How oth €auld she
explain to him, or to anyone, in fact, that just ®omoment as she'd
looked at him, she had seen not the man she dishikd resented but
instead a man whom she could very easily have bvwedan who
aroused within her sensations she had never ergeddor anyone
else, sensations that were alien to her, and yé¢heatsame time
strangely familiar, as though in some past life Ishé known such a
strength of feeling, and as though, too, Kyle hiims@as part of that
shadowy, dim past.

Sheer imagination, she told herself, scoffing & thntasy of her
thoughts, as she directed Kyle to where she hdagdris car.

It was only when his luggage was stowed in the laook they were
both inside it that she realised he expedtedto drive. In the soft
interior light of the car his face looked shadowaadd drawn.
Probably the result of too many late nights witk thusky-voiced
woman she had heard over the phone.

He leaned back in his seat as she started thkisdirgad turned away
from her, as though he wished to ignore her preseaod so,
stubbornly, Heather refused to break the silence.

It started to snow again as they reached the matgnand she
automatically dropped her speed. She felt Kyle tarook at her and
shift restlessly in his seat, and half expected toirdemand that she
stop the car so that he could take over.

Instead, to her shock he said quietly, "You're @dgdriver.'

'For a woman, you mean?' she taunted, trying tdwgeilthe spurt of
pleasure his words gave her.

‘No, that washotwhat | meant,' he responded tersely. 'Why isat th
whenever | pay you a compliment, Heather, you thitdvack in my



face? Do you really detest me so much that you eaenh accept a
few words of praise from me?'

Was that how she seemed to him? She heard thadssdh his voice
and suppressed a faint sigh. As a child, she hasrgup wary of his
quick, clever tongue, and so she had taught hdcske# mistrustful of
everything he said. Now it seemed that she had Wweang.

'‘Seen much of Hartley, have you?'

She frowned and glanced at him, looking for sighsomtempt, but
his eyes were closed, his mouth a hard taut line.

'‘No," she replied evenly, 'although his mother dall round this
morning.'

‘Ah... warn you off, did she? She's very protectiveere her precious
son is concerned.’

The bitterness in his voice was understandable, thdea
acknowledged, especially in view of his own eahidhood.

‘1 think it was more a recce than a warning-offreise,' she told him
good-humouredly. 'l must admit | don't envy the pgol who will
eventually become her daughter-in-law.'

'‘Does that mean you don't have any ambitions in t@ction
yourself?'

‘After one meeting? Come on, Kyle!'

'‘And yet you seemed ready enough to leap to hendef' he retorted
smoothly.

'‘He was very kind to me," she told him shortly.|#ys it true what
you said about him having an illegitimate child?'



There was a hard silence and then he said colihat are you trying
to ask me Heather? If | lied?'

'‘No. No, of course not. | know that you wouldnts ljust that,
sometimes, gossip can exaggerate.'

‘This wasn't gossip. | know the girl concerned.'Skee daughter of
some friends of mine. Only eighteen and barelyobsthool. Hartley
deliberately encouraged her infatuation with hidne poor little fool
thought he was going to marry her. Of course, heedethe whole
thing, and she, poor kid, is left with a ruinedutgtion and a child
she can't bear to give up for adoption, when d¥a'sly more than a
child herself.'

It was a pitiful story, although not particularlynaommon, and
Heather's tender heart ached for the other girl.

'‘As she's so young, perhaps it would be bettehéorif she moved
away... had a fresh start.’

‘That's what her parents would like her to do. TWeegffered to adopt
and bring up her child, but the silly little idibelieves that he's going
to go back to her. She's infatuated with him, agy oart
eighteen-year-old can be infatuated." He frowned gtanced
thoughtfully at her. "You must have gone througit stage yourself?’

Had she? She must have done, but she couldn't reenaim Her
hatred of Kyle had taken up so much emotional spaber life that
there hadn't been any room left for anything elseanyoneelse.

She shifted uncomfortably in her seat, frowningherself. Had it
really been like that? Had she really been so aeskewith Kyle that
he had oc-cupied all of her mental and emotionargy? Had
resenting him really taken over so much of heflife

'l suppose | must,' she agreed carelessly.



‘But in your case, without any lasting damage?'

She felt that he was pushing her to admit sometlinghad no idea
what. She shrugged her shoulders, her eyes nagakghtly as she
concentrated on the snowy road.

‘Obviously not.’

‘Tell me, Heather, how many men have there begoun life since
that first one?'

She was glad she was concentrating So hard oro#ttg otherwise
she must surely have betrayed her shock. She vhieself not to
look at him, nor to demand to know what businesspeesonal life
was of his.

'You can't honestly expect me to answer that,csli@tered instead.
'‘Why not? If you were to ask me the same quesktidanswer it.'
'You mean you can remember thatt?' she demanded drily.

She heard him laugh. 'You've been paying too mtieimtzon to the

gossip columns. | could count on the fingers onlwaned the number
of serious emotional attachments I've had, anldhstile fingers over
to spare.’

He was waiting for her to make some sort of resppbist she had no
idea what to say. The very thought of admitting(yde that, not only
had there Been no serious attachments, but alse tael not been
anyphysicalattachments, made her skin shiver with goose-bumps

'l... Oh, isn't that the sign coming up for oumtaff?' she questioned
him thankfully, glad of a legitimate means of chiagg the
conversation. 'l don't want to miss it, otherwise'llWwbe late for
visiting time.'



‘Your father's allowed open visiting hours, surelfde challenged,
but to her relief he made no further attempt toedirtheir
conversation into more personal channels.

They arrived at the hospital just as the nursiaff shanged over. A
small, smiling nurse directed them to her fathersnm. Although he
was still wired up to a drip and monitoring machiakeady his skin
had a much healthier hue. Her mother stood up aslded over to
hug them both, tears thickening her voice as sheomed them.

Heather stepped back for a moment as Kyle embraeednother,
unsure if she really wanted to probe the sensatigealousy darting
through her. Not jealousy of her mother's obviay&Ifor Kyle, but
jealousy of the look of concern and lovekiyle's eye$or her mother.
Just for a moment she wished she was the one iarfms, thashe
was the one being comforted with the security sfdairing.

Stop being so self-pitying, she chided herselidyjdurning away to
give her father a final, lingering look before hmagdfor the door.

‘Don't worry. He'll be fine.'

Kyle's quiet words of reassurance startled her stwiedooked round,
half expecting to see that her mother had follotieshn out into the
corridor and that they were for her, they held smimunderstanding
and compassion.,

But the corridor was empty apart from the two afrth and colour
crawled betrayingly over her throat as she remeetbbow acutely
perceptive Kyle had always been. Hadsbkerthe look of lonely envy
in her eyes as she'd watched him comfort her mdtBke turned her
head away, unaware of the sudden weary compressiois mouth
as he watched her silent rejection of his wordsowfifort.



She had always been stubborn, yes, and proudriddoaa long time
he had told himself that it was guilt and his Id@e her parents that
had kept him away. But seeing her. now, as a waman.

He cut the thought off, not wanting to pursue it.
‘Come on, it's time we were on our way.' .

Mutely, Heather followed him.



CHAPTER SEVEN

HEATHER and Kyle had been inside the hospital just ovehaur, ,
but during that time an alarming amount of snow fadlén. Already
the car park was completely white, a sharp, meaml Wwlowing the
flakes into ominous drifts.

One side of the Jaguar was almost completely whitd Kyle had to
brush the snow away before they could get in.

It was still snowing, and the temperature had deophe air was
crisp and cold, their breath sending small clouldgapour into the
darkness. Every time they moved, the snow thatdhahdy fallen
crunched noisily underfoot.

'‘Would you prefer to drive?' Heather asked Kylet, e shook his
head.

'‘No, I'll leave it to you. Jet lag,' he added iplkexation. Hadid look
tired, she acknowledged, and oddly pale as well.

The main roads had been gritted, and they wereylaakugh to be
travelling during a lull in the traffic. Neither ¢fiem spoke; Heather
was too busy concentrating on her driving to maiégsmall talk.

It seemed odd to be going home with Kyle, andtys¢émed right as
well. Often during her teenage years he had pidkedup from
parties or dates. Then he had been the one driwini¢ge she huddled
resentfully in her head, keeping as much distamte/den them as
possible. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw s$hmer and
automatically she reached out to boost the caeheat

‘Are you all right?' The anxious words came oubtmétically.

'I'm fine.' He sounded so terse that she frown@ihagensing that he
was lying.



Kyle...

'‘Don't fuss.' he told her sharply. 'It's just a bygcked up in New
York. Some sort of forty-eight- hour virus. I'll &l right in a few
moments.'

He looked dreadful, she admitted worriedly, snatglanother glance
at him, but there was nothing she could do for lather than get him
home as quickly and as safely as possible.

Once off the main roads she had to slow down heedpand
concentrate all her energies on manoeuvring thye laar. Kyle had
either gone to sleep or passed out, and she calyidope that it was
the former.

When she eventually saw the turn-off for the vidaghe felt quite
limp with relief.

She was just turning into the now familiar driveeshKyle stirred
and opened his eyes. He seemed to be having aeprabtognising
where he was, Heather realised, but then like anavar emerging
from the sea he shook his head and sat up.

'You managed to get us back in one piece, then.'

This was more like the Kyle she knew, that shamgeeaf mockery
taunting her inability to be his equal.

'l did offer to let you drive,' she reminded himuelly acidly.

She had been going to ask him if he needed any betpn view of
the sharpness of his comment she judged that helradiseling fully
recovered, and so she went on ahead to unlockoibwe leéaving him
to follow.



The snow was inches deep on the drive, the windecdhan ever
now, cutting sharply through her clothes and bnggiicy
goose-bumps to her skin.

The warmth of the centrally heated house welconerdriwards as
she opened the outer door. Meg left her basketane up to greet
her. Heather looked back over her shoulder andtbatvKyle was

still standing beside the car. She wavered onhteshold, uncertain
as to whether to turn back to him or go in.

The abrupt dismissive wave he gave her made upnhret, and so
she turned back to the house and left him to itekvhe walked into
the kitchen ten minutes later she was shocked byetthaustion
greying his face.

He sank heavily into one of the kitchen chairs, vahng
convulsively, and this time she didn't bother tio, &1t simply picked
up the kettle and filled it with water.

She had no idea what sort of virus he had pickedupa hot drink
could only do him good.

He made no demur when she handed it to him, cigdiis hands
round the mug and drinking deeply.

Where he had been grey with exhaustion, now his feas flushed,
drops of perspiration already beading his skin.

'It looks like 'flu," Heather commented worriedly.

‘Something similar," he agreed briefly, and shessdrthat he was
trying to conserve what little energy he had left.

‘You should have stayed in New York until you wever it.'



'l couldn't." His eyes closed. 'l promised youhé&atl'd be here in case
you or your mother needed me.’

What could she say? How could she find the wordexioress the
mingled feelings of guilt, pain and anger thaefillher? Howcould
she tell him that she didn't want his care of bdoé commanded by
her father, but to come from himself?

'l think you ought to go to bed,’ she said flatigtead. 'I'll make you a
hot water bottle and another drink, and bring thgm,

A little to her surprise, he got to his feet. Hedy swayed, and she
reached out towards him instinctively, suppressimgy skin's
instinctive recoil from its electric contact witlishHis forearm felt
hard with bone and sinew, the skin dry and hot,ctipness of his
dark hair alien to her sensitive fingertips.

As though he, too, disliked the contact, he pudegy grimacing,
straightening up to walk past her and through therd

She gave him ten minutes to get himself into bed, then boiled
water for the hot-water bottle she'd found in axgnanext to the sink.
She made him another cup of tea, and then on imppsned the
fridge. As luck would have it, there were some lesithere. Good,
when she came down she'd make him some proper &apthe
kind her mother used to make and which he had aJased.

He was using the house's main bedroom, which haasly been

furnished and designed for a couple. The curtaaumt been closed
and, as she pulled them across the window, sheeabthat the sky
was clearing. Outside she heard the terrified stre¢ some small
creature, followed by the triumphant hoot of an,@awd she shivered
as she shut out the bright light of the silveredbmo



'You always were too sensitive for your own goddyle said
drowsily from the bed. 'Hunter... hunted... thesgimething of both
in all of us, Heather, and you can't shut it outeeer.'

'I've brought you some more tea. Is there anytleilsg you want?
Aspirin.. .ought I to ring your doctor?'

Immediately he shook his head.

'It looks worse than it is, and adding a massiveedof jet lag to it
doesn't help. I'll be all right in the morning.' ldeivered again, and
she moved instinctively towards the bed, to giva the hot- water
bottle.

‘You're going to make someone a wonderful mothes,'taunted
drowsily as he took it from her. 'Why aren't yourread already,
Heather? Or have you been waiting for some wealttung bucolic
type like David Hartley to come along and sweep gtiyour feet?
Be careful, he's no Prince Charming, and you'llehvget past his
mother.’

Immediately, her sympathy for him vanished, and gjta@red
furiously at him as she put his tea down. 'I'mneaidy to get married
yet, Kyle,' she told him acidly. 'I've still gotrfe(oo many things | want
to do. Besides, you're the one who should cravedbmess of family
life," she gibed unkindly.

If he heard her he gave no sign of it, simply taghon his side and
pulling the bedclothes up round his head.

Sighing faintly, Heather left. Why was it, whenevieey seemed on
the verge of actually making contact with one aagtthat something
happened to drive them apart agdin@ it just happen, she wonderec
soberly as she went downstairs to let Meg out fora run, or was it
manufactured? But if so, why, and by whom? Sometistes knew
that she was the one at fault, her defence sygieangsg into action



to protect her against the old remembered wounds Kgd once
inflicted, but sometimes he was the one at faultl surely he had
nothing to fear from her?

She opened the kitchen door, and Meg dashed dubwtitvaiting for
her to pull her boots on.

It was freezing now, the cold turning the snow-osltled trees into
fantasy spectres straight out of a fairy-tale. \Wleg investigated
the magical white stuff that covered the groundatHer watched a
cautious squirrel. It froze the moment it saw thémy beady eyes
holding Heather's, as though willing her not t@aeitt

Meg came bustling through the snow-covered undestiyo

crackling and panting, and the tiny creature disapgd. Meg's nose
was covered in snow and she grinned happily up esthér, her

plumy tail waving.

'‘Come on... time to go in.’

She had loved the house when she had it to helselinow, with
Kyle sleeping upstairs, she felt somehow as thoiughs even more
of a home. Perhaps because of what Kyle had saierf@erhaps not,
she didn't know, but as she tidied up the kitchahsettled Meg and
the cats for the night, she couldn't help peopliregroom with small
faces and excited little voices: children who woldde this house,
who would be privileged to grow up here in its ffem.

Sighing faintly, she banished the mental imagesomfortably
aware that she had furnished them with Kyle's thaik and eyes.

She switched off the lights and went upstairs. {daet&yle's room,
she paused. Her hand touched the doorhandle andehaway. If
he needed her he would call, and yet it had beshtbasuppress her
Instinctive urge to go in and check that he wasigtit.



Because that was the way she had been broughbhepolsl herself
drily. That was all; there was nothing more persam&er desire to
check up on him; it had no bearing at all on thadl drisson of
sensation that had raced through her when she badeatally
touched his skin.

She slept heavily and late, and was woken by tinge of her alarm.
She sat up, switching it off, swinging her feetite floor and looking
sleepily for her robe.

She was just about to walk into her bathroom whes tseard the
telephone ringing downstairs.

Immediately, the thought of her father and the hagy of a relapse
sent her flying downstairs,

but when she eventually picked up the receiveri wnly to discover
that it was a wrong number.

The day was clear and crisp, with a blue winteraskg a pale yellow
sun. Letting Meg out, Heather set off back upsteershower and
dress.

She was just passing Kyle's door when he calledt@uter. She
opened it and went in.

He was still standing beside his bed, and she attoafly averted
her glance from the hair- roughened nudity of arsda.

She had surely seen him like this before at some ¢ir another, clad
only in a brief pair of briefs, because somehow dérher mind
registered the sight of him as a familiar one. Buthose days he
could scarcely have been so... so male, she thouggikly, wishing
that she had theavoir- faireto coolly shrug off her awareness of him

'l heard the phone, was it the hospital?’



'‘No.. .just a wrong number. How are you feeling tlmorning?’

'‘Weak as a cat.' He grimaced and, as though taeptpas he started
to move, he seemed to lose his balance.

Heather rushed towards him instinctively, catching just as he fell
heavily towards the bed. She was pinned beneatfutheeight of
his upper body, his chest crushing her, her faesgad into the hot
arch of his throat.

She could feel a pulse beating erratically agalest mouth. Her
senses swam, reality as unwelcome as envisagirtg nigbt's
fairy-tale snow-covered branches denuded of theaubfying white
blanket _ and left bare and stark.

Afterwards, she wasn't sure which of them movest;fwhether it

was she who wrapped her arm tightly around Kyletknor he who

groaned despairingly into her hair and cupped hisdb against the
back of her head, his lips moving to her ear addmanded rawly,
'‘Open your mouth, kiss me, Heather.' His whole bmgged against
her as she complied mindlessly, filled with theaglere of tasting his
skin, of being free to explore the solid arch of thiroat with all its

tastes and textures, and with a hunger inside dv@esp that there
was no way she could block out the knowledge thatraust have,
with some part of her, wanted this intimacy foraeon of time.

His hand cupped her breast, ruthlessly pushingeasadh her robe
and her nightgown, seeking the warmth of her flegth a
compulsion that echoed her own. Part of her kneavranognised it
and responded to it as well, the sensation of &gl on her body
making her arch up in eagerness as surge aftee aafrgrimitive
delight washed through her.

'You like me touching you like this... and likegfi



His voice, the hoarse passion of the words he madten her ear
excited her senses, orchestrating her responseew she was
free of her clothes. Free to run her hands oveh#rd velvet of his
skin, free to revel in the exquisite sensatiorniesdt against flesh. Her
body flowered, bloomed in his touch. His mouth saesl her. His
weight pressed her to the bed, imprisoning her,yatdhe knew she
had no desire to escape. The heat of him, thephdsihg urgency of
his manhood, thesewere things she had never knefane) and yet
her body welcomed them as though they were longlitanto her.
Even the scent of his arousal excited her, as thaugome curious
way it had an aphrodisiac effect long known to &ed mourned in
his absence.

Later she would be shocked, shattered, in fadbdoyeaction to him,
appalled that she had not fought to prevent it, @dused by how
easily she had slipped out of her familiar mould @amo one she
herself could not recognise.

His tongue-tip stroked her skin, his whole bodyrioing with the
need she could feel pulsing through him. Soon shddveel the heat
of his mouth against her breast, soon he would...

The sharp sound of a vehicle outside cut throughisieg desire for
him. Both of them tensed.

'‘Hartley," Kyle said thickly, pulling away from héfd recognise that
Land Rover of his anywhere.'

Cold air rushed over her skin as Kyle moved, anchéaiiately she
was as conscious of her nudity as Eve after shetdiah that first
bite at the apple. An apt simile, for like Eve s$ta&l wantonly tasted
forbidden fruit!

She rushed to pick up her discarded things, whilde Ksaid
laconically, 'No need to rush, he's only at thetdyatof the drive.'



'Kyle...'
He heard the anguish in her voice and laughed.

'Oh, it's all right, I'm not going to betray you lam, if that's what
worrying you. He's not exactly pure as the driveovs himself, you
know.'

She tried again. 'Kyle!'

'Oh, for God's sake, stop acting like a Victoriargn!' he derided

her. 'It's not the end of the world. We both knéwould happen

some time.' He looked wryly at her. 'lt's alwaygib¢here between
us, after all. I don't think there's been a singbenan I've taken to bed
who | haven't at one time Or another mentally camgdo you...'

Heather stared at him, appalled both by his cym@ad what he was
revealing.

'NoO... no... that's not true!'

'‘Oh, come on, Heather.' Impatience deepened hte v&@K, | admit
that when you were a teenager you probably coutdntignise all
that aggression between us for what it was, butrgomot a kid any
more. You must be as able to recognise desirecaa myself. All

right, | had an advantage. | knew then that | waytzu. | tried to tell
myself it was because you were forbidden fruit, yat've haunted
me for years, making me ache in a way that no tseecan.’

'‘But we don't even like one another.’

He shrugged. 'So what? You must know that it'siptesso be driven
mad by a need of someone you don't particularsy.'lik

She could sense a tension about him she hadrcedaarlier, and his
eyes were shielded from her, almost as though tasesomething



there he didn't want her to read, but panic claatdgbr and she was in
no mood for rational analysis. She had to get bhtoroom, she had
to get back to reality and sanity and to the sabétg world where
Kyle was just a man whom she disliked, insteadhefdne man in the
whole world who had the ability to make her featthothing else
mattered other than being in his arms.

These were feelings she had always associated imine with the
word 'lover’, with the sort of relationship shalsdher parents, but as
Kyle had just cynically pointed outhey did not even like one
another.

Appalled, almost horrified, Heather picked up hendgs and fled.

By the time she had pulled on a jumper and jeaesistovered why
it had taken David so long to get up the drive. Hheid Rover was
towing a small snow-plough and he had cleared tive for them.

If he hadn't arrived when he had, by now she antk KyShe
swallowed hard, trying to banish the tormentinggma

'‘Well, haven't you got a reward for my hard endeas® David
Hartley demanded cheerfully as she opened theddatdoor to both
him and Meg.

Forcing a smile, she invited him in. Behind her Beard Kyle enter
the kitchen, and instantly she was so aware ofthanthe small hairs
on her scalp stood up.

He came over to join them, menacing her somehoenBavid was
aware of something, because he frowned and chdukesklf and
gave them both a speculative look.

‘Actually, | came to see if you fancied going oort & drink with me
tonight?'



'Heather doesn't.'

''d love to go with you,' she said quickly, ovesling*whatever it
was Kyle had been about to say. ‘What time?"

'I'll pick you up about eight.'

She could sense Kyle's disapproval, and she wasigely aware of
him still that she also picked up on his sexudbjasy.

Kyle, jealous of David? She shivered, and triedteam the flood of
primitive pleasure rushing through her. This wasingss! She was
playing with fire. There could never be any reat $6 relationship

between her and Kyle, and to have one based oscttieof sexual

intensity they had just generated was so appajflidghgerous that
she automatically dismissed it. No, she didn't wartfall into that

sort of trap. Instinctively she fought against whla¢ knew would be
dangerous to her, trying to dismiss the feelingtekyad aroused in
her, trying to convince herself that they had bleem out of anxiety
and proximity.

It was obvious from Kyle's silence, once David gade, that he was
furious with her, but stubbornly Heather refusedbothe first to

break it. It was no concern of Kyle's whom she dajast because..
Just because they had almost been lovers. Shd alnay from the

word physically, just as she shied away emotionfalyn what was

happening to her.

It was Kyle who eventually broke the silence, sgyimeavily,
'Heather, we have to talk.' - 'No!" Panic hit Istre didn't want to talk
about what had happened. It was shaming enougit giatply had.
'‘No, no, | don't want to talk... What happened tmsrning... it's
over... | just want to forget it...'



She saw his mouth tighten, and for a moment she e breath,
frightened by the contempt she saw in his eyesthmrit he turned
away and shrugged.

'If that's the way you want it. You never did likacing up to
anything, did you, Heather? | suppose | should hexpected
something like this. I'm going out.’

*You're not well enough,’ she protested.

‘Well, let me put it to you this way,' he told hesunding on her, his
eyes dark, glittering with the intensity of his anglf | stay here and
| can't get through to you any other way, | migHtjust might be
tempted to take you right back to my bed and show.y He broke
off, making a harsh sound of disgust deep in hisah 'Oh, for God's
sake, what's the use? I've got work to do. If y@arhfrom the
hospital, I'll be in my study... | take it wage still going to see your
parents this afternoon?’

That was the arrangement they had made, and Heablleled her
head, confused by both his attitude and his comsn&Wihat was it he
had been going to say? That he could take herdaabd overcome
her scruples? That he could make her want him wthth same
mind-destroying intensity she had experienced thisning? She
already knew that. Why else was she so terrifiddtahg him get too
close to her? Why else was she so determined taupuiarriers
against him? How long had her body secretly wahtexas its lover?
How long had she needed him like that? How longldishe need
him? It was a frighteningly appalling prospect tanva man with
such a physical intensity, and with a need thamsekto turn her off
all other members of the male sex, when she kneve thhas no love,
no respect, no softer, gentler emotions of anylseisieen them.

David was her armour against him, she recognisedidDwas her
only means of keeping him at bay, because oncenée khat there



had been no other man, that he only had to touchrshe melted
with longing for his possession... once he knew.th&he shivered,;
she would never allow Kyle to become her lover. $ioald never

open herself to the emotional pain that such aiogiship would

bring. Never!



CHAPTER EIGHT

As she stared around her father's hospital roorathée was acutely
conscious of a feeling of constraint and nervousn&se couldn't
even look at Kyle, and yet at the same time shedeagerately afraid
that her parents, especially her mother, would gtiegt something
was wrong and start to question her.

Amazingly, her mother appeared not to notice hawgy and tense
she was, and she put it down to the fact that she stll quite
naturally concentrating all her attention on héinéa.

Kyle knew, though. The cool, mocking glances heegaar whenever
she dared to look at him informed her of that. Hept he was at
concealing and controlling his emotions! Looking @m now,
witnessing that taunting curl of his mouth, who Idoever imagine
that not so very long ago that mouth...

Abruptly she turned her head away, her face fluglaa she was
swept by an unwelcome surge of physical desire.

‘You look hot, Heather, are you all right?'

Of course, it would benow that her mother suddenly becam
maternal and concerned, and Heather could-*sedensardonic

smile Kyle gave her that he knew quite well whad ltaused that

brilliant wave of heat to surge over her skin.

Today her father looked even better; he was ppéitig far more in
the conversation, and some of the machines hadtaken away. He
was now out of intensive care and talking enthaisi@$y to them

about how much he was looking forward to going actéyal.

Her parents knew the part of the country where Kylalla was
situated very well. It was right down by the Sparbsrder, quiet and
still, virtually untouched by tourism.



Listening to the three of them talking, Heather waascious once
more of being shut out, but for once she didn'tdnibgave her an
opportunity to strengthen her defences. But agavhsit? An attack
on her virtue? She shuddered a little, remembdrow easily Kyle

had been able to arouse her. Too easily.

'‘Heather, come back! You were miles away.'

With a small start, she looked at her mother.
'‘Probably thinking about her date tonight,’ Kylawlled.
‘A date? Who with?' her mother asked curiously.
‘A

'‘Our local Lothario," Kyle interrupted before sheuld explain. 'l
made the mistake of warning Heather against hishduld have
remembered that any advice from me was likely ieetthe opposite
effect to that intended.’

'‘Oh, Heather, do you think you're being wise?'rhether reproached
her anxiously. 'If Kyle is right about this youngm..'

'I'm meeting him for a drink, Mum, that's all." O\reer mother's head,
Heather glowered at her persecutor. Kyle was engpyiis, damn
him! Justfor a moment she longed to rip the maskusiion from her
mother's eyes and tell her exactly how Kyle himbkalfl treated her,
but the temptation faded just as quickly as it bache, leaving her
feeling weak and shaky. Why was it that Kyle had #bility to push
her far, far beyond the limits of sanity and intdamgerous mood of
reckless intensity?

'‘David seemed a perfectly respectable young mamég she
challenged, glaring at Kyle. 'His mother is ratbeerpowering, mind
you.'



'His mother? You've met her?'

‘Yes, she came round the other morning. They'rades, and Kyle's
closest neighbours.'

'‘And Mama Hartley is as protective of her one anigf as a ewe with
one lamb,' Kyle interrupted derisively. 'His wifghen he's allowed
to marry, will be hand-picked by Mama, but in thean time she
turns a blind eye while he amuses himself with ameystupid or
innocent enough not to see through him.'

A sharp cough from her father brought Heather bdadlkeality. She

bit her lip, resenting Kyle for pushing her intacBuan argumentative
frame of mind. Her father should be her main comegthe moment,
and not her relationship with Kyle.

They left half an hour later. The next time she.dasv parents would
be when she and Kyle collected them to drive thethé airport. She
and Kyle had seen her father's specialist bef@aang the hospital,
and he had assured them that her father*was plgrédate to undergo
the flight.

‘A few weeks relaxing in a pleasant climate willfdo more to help
him recuperate than being cooped upaimospital room. You've
taken the sensible precaution of hiring a nurgeateel with him, and
she'll see him safely installed in your villa. Weewmade arrangements
with the local hospital, and a local doctor willlend check on him
every day.

Until that moment, Heather hadn't known that Kydel ihired a nurse
to accompany her parents on the flight.

She looked up at him now, as he drove the Jagukr toavards his
home.



Her words of thanks sounded stilted even to her eans, her throat
felt sore and rough, taut with resentment becaeseagain he had
done something selfless and thoughtful, and in glogo had
destroyed the image of him she was trying so hadoutld up. She
wanted to view him in the worst possible light. Sleeded to because
that was the only way...

Her thoughts skidded to a standstill as she refiisetbntemplate
where they were leading.

'Heather, cancel your date with Hartley tonight.’

The abrupt request, coming so close on the heasedlisation she
wasn't yet ready to accept, made her tense anct tegsuggestion
without even considering it.

'l don't interfere in your personal life, Kyle,'esenapped acidly. 'I'm
not seventeen any more, you know. I'm perfectlyabépof dealing
with any unwanted advances.'

‘Are you?'

She opened her mouth, a vigorous confirmation dyrea her lips
and then closed it again. If she answered him asvabkhed to,
mightn't he then assume that she had actweadigtedhim to make
love to her?

The frustration of her dilemma showed in her eyesl Kyle, who
was watching her, suppressed the bitter words calamgp for

utterance. He had forgotten how stubborn she dueiltitow stubborn
and how proud. It was useless to wish that timédcoall back and
that one could re-live the past in order to wipeitsumistakes.

Heather hated and resented him. He should be alalecept that by
now. Instead he... Impatient with both himself dhe irony of his
feelings, he compressed his mouth, and Heatheshioagt sight of



that hardening of his facial bones, told hersafdely that she was
glad that she hadn't betrayed herself to him; giatlthey were still
enemies.

It was only later, when she was getting ready @rdate with David,
that she questioned what it was she feared shet inegray, but she
brushed to one side the encroaching little voicat thsked the
guestion, dismissing it as too intrusive and denrand

David arrived just as she went downstairs. Shednadgsed casually
for their date, in a softly gathered russet-coldum®ol skirt with a
toning sweater worn over a cream silk blouse.

‘Very country," Kyle drawled when he saw her. "What you're
hoping to impress, David or his mother?’

His derision stung, and she hurried past him, nating herself to
make any response. No doubt he preferred womensaitem
designer silks and lace, in clothes that emphagtsegerfection of
bodies honed by hours of pampering. She wasn'stirabf woman,
and she never would be.

The pleased glance of approval that David gavesbethed her
lacerated senses. His solicitous care as he hékpedato his Land
Rover made her think that Kyle must have been exagigg in
describing his attitude towards the female sex.

The pub was several miles away, isolated and exjgosthe worst of
the winter weather, but nevertheless it seemed patlionized, to
judge from the full car park.

Several people greeted David as they walked int ofdke greetings
coming from a group by the bar.

As David introduced her, Heather was consciousevtal overt
smirks from one or two of the other men preserttitctively, she



disliked this male gathering and its almost schogllihumour,
although she tried to temper her rejection of iréyminding herself
that her upbringing and life had been such thawssn't used to this
particular aspect of the male psyche. Her father ranther rarely
went out socially without one another, and not hgvhad any
siblings, and being rather a quiet and withdrawmafochild, she had
never been drawn into the sort of environment wkaemight have
witnessed this type of male 'ganging up'.

Kyle, like her, had always been something of alokke had made
friends, it was true, but looking back she coulel &t he had always
held them at something of a distance.

Now, while David was welcomed into the heart of thkenost
exclusively male group, Heather found that shelefasn its fringes,
forced to makeawkward and unwanted conversatioh wié two
other girls present.

One of them was a small blonde mouse of a childy sgemed to
have no opinions of her own and who apparently edetb

corroborate everything she had to say by appeé&riger boyfriend
for confirmation.

The other, a tall, striking brunette, appeared éoab bored by the
exclusively male conversation as she was herself, ideather
quickly discovered that she was not here with affeyd, but her
brother.

'l was staying in tonight and at something of asend. When Guy
suggested | join him | agreed, forgetting what bBoex-public

schoolboys can be at times." She made a faceve'laind work in

London and I'm just home for a few days' holidahisTisn't my

scene, really. | suspect it isn't yours, either?'



'‘Not really," Heather agreed, turning to answealamost inevitable,
'‘Have you known David long?' from the mousey bloatiber other
side.

'‘No, | haven't. He rescued me the other night wimgncar broke
down.’

‘You don't live locally, then?' she persisted.

‘Not normally, at the moment I'm staying with a.friend. Kyle
Bennett.'

The blonde's shocked expression might have beesiagn other
circumstances, and Heather could almost have ssi@moved two
paces away from her, as though distancing hersah fsomeone
carrying some sort of dread disease.

Written large in her expressive and ingenuous lelyes were the
words 'fast and dangerous'.

How amusing thashe of all people, should be so judged! Hov
amusing, and how untrue.

The brunette was obviously made of sterner stuffr klyebrows
lifted a little, but her only comment was a ratbavious one.

'Kyle Bennett. I've heard of him of course, but ereactually met
him. Are you... old friends?'

'You could say so." Some touch of mischief stopHedther from
explaining too much. 'I've known him since | wash, in my early
teens.’

'‘Really...’



Susie, the little blonde, moved a little closerouy parents were
friends with his or something, then, were they?"'

Quite what made her do it Heather didn't know, ppghit was the

self-confident, irritating air of the men standinghind them, perhaps
it was something she had read in Susie's curioes, eshe didn't
know. She only knew that she was as appalled ds Budked when,

instead of explaining, she said carelessly inst€d, no, I've never
met Kyle's family. We... lived together for quitense time, but he
left and we'd rather lost touch until quite recgntl

Strictly speaking, it was the truth, but Heatheswaeell aware of the
connotation that would be put on her revelatioriee #as right as
well.

Behind her the hum of male voices stilled, andnastarned her head
she caught David looking at her with an odd, calttng expression
In his eyes.

Claire, the brunette, broke the silence by sayegually, 'I'd like to
meet him. | believe he's a most interesting man.'

‘Very interesting,” Heather agreed, mentally thagkher for the
lifeline. 'In fact, one of the reasons Pm here mothat I'm shortly to
start work for him."'

She could see that none of them believed her. Bdien, one of the
men made a soft comment to his companions, andppeeciative
male laughter it caused made the back of her naaok $carlet with
temper and mortification.

The evening couldn't end too quickly for her afteat, and when, at
half-past ten David suggested that they leavewsiseall too happy to
comply.



She caught one of the suggestive leers his frigiad® him, but
ignored it, following him out into the crisp, icpkiness of the winter
night.

It had been warm inside the pub, and she shivesesha waited for
him to unlock the Land Rover door.

They seemed to have been travelling for an awflolhg time, she
realised half an hour later. Surely it hadn't takeem this long to
reach the pub?

Just as she was about to comment, she saw a cbhapldihgs ahead
of them and expelled her breath in relief. Untérilshe hadn't known
that she was actually feeling tense, but now stegrmsed that Kyle's
warning had taken root and had grown rapidly akldlstened to the
men's conversation.

Her relief was short-lived, however, as she redltbat the outline of
the buildings was unfamiliar to her.

'‘David...?'

‘Don't worry... it's a farmhouse we own, no onaialty lives here, so
we won't be disturbed.’

For a moment his casual manner almost deceive@héthen, as she
turned towards him, she read the cold-blooded trmenn his eyes
and shrank back from him.

‘David, | think you've made a mistake,' she saictenly as she
could. 'Please take me home.'

'‘Oh, come on." How quickly he had changed from ¢harming
young man into this leering threatening strangé€s too late to
pretend now. And it isn't as though it's going ®the first time.



Lived with Bennett, did you? Well, he should haaeght you a trick
or two well worth knowing.'

She reached blindly for the door, but he beattér taking her wrist
in a painful grip.

‘David, stop this... | don't...'

'‘Want me?' he laughed sourly. "You will, | pronysel. Bennett can't
be that good in bed.'

What she was hearing horrified her, and if she Inedl any doubts
about David's intentions, these were swiftly baetstvhen he cursed
her obscenely under his breath and told her exlglend graphically

just what he expected of her.

It was like a nightmare, and she struggled to lbolto some measure
of calm. David couldn't force her to go into thenfaouse with him.
She was safer staying here in the Land Rover. Siglang past
believing that he was far too civilised to want aman he had to
force into making love with him. She had read i leyes his
determination, and suspected that it sprang as @siamything from
a boast made to his cronies that he could do so.

It was a type of male attitude that had alwaysesiekl her, and now it
frightened her as well. She had read about womerghkraped by
men whom they knew, but she had never, ever exphéctie happen
her. But it would, if she didn't do something...

If only she could get David to leave her aloneha tand Rover...
She could drive off then and leave him. But how?

There was only one way. Gritting her teeth, sheddra smile. She
was going to play a role she had never, ever eneisaged playing,
and the whole of the rest of her life would depambn how

successfully she played it.



'‘Kyle is good,' she agreed, trying to sound botyh aad promising,
closing her mind to the sickening sense of desgrting into her as
revulsion for what she was doing hit her.

‘That's more like it." A self-satisfied smile cudvthe weak mouth.
Oh, why hadn't she listened to Kyl&Vvhy had she allowed her
headstrong self-will , to overrule his cautioning?

'‘Come on, let's go inside.’

She looked wildly into the dark stretch of grouhattlay between
them and the house, and then inspiration struck.

‘You go first... it's dark... it... it scares me."'
She gave a realistic shudder.
'I'll turn on the headlights.’

‘Then you'll have to come back and switch them loff. scared of
strange places. It's so remote and... and wildeup.hYou scare me,
too,"' she added softly, sickened by the look ocaglee and gloating
darkening his eyes, hating herself f@hat she was being forced ta
stoop to.

‘All right.. .but first | want a taste of what yga'been giving Bennett.'

He grabbed her before she could stop him, and lde&td to force
herself not to push him away. If she fought him relhwe would lose
everything she had been working towards. Even o, throat

tightened and locked against a rising wave of sskmas his mouth
fastened over hers. His hands were inside her jackagh and

unskilled as they touched her breasts.

She endured it for as long as she could, hatingadlftesounds of his
breathing and the oppressive heat of his body.



'I'm cold..." she protested when she couldn't stiaauay longer. 'Let's
go inside.'

‘Come on, then...'

She shook her head in what she hoped was a cafuettid
promising way.

'No, you go first. I'll wait until you've got theghts on... I'm scared.’

Later, she could only think that it was his monggreanity that had
saved her; that and the fact that he simply couidv@gine that she
couldn't secretly want him, otherwise he would sunever have left
her alone.

She waited until he had almost reached the hotrséniag her eyes
to make out his black shadow in an equally deep pbblackness,
before starting the Land Rover engine.

Luckily it fired the first time, but she was notgpared for the speed
with which he raced back towards her, or the foxtth which he
wrenched open the driver's door, clawing at héreasied to drag her
out.

She screamed, and then, realising that it was &evedsenergy, she
concentrated instead on maintaining her hold orsteering wheel.
Luckily, by some miracle he had left the Land Rdvergear and so,
crunching the gear-box horribly, she was able totlse vehicle in
motion. As she turned it into a circle, not canmigat might be in her
way in the form of fences or walls, David still lguon to her arm.
The pain from the biting grasp of his fingers mhdelong to lift both
hands from the wheel and push at him, but she donegself not to
give in to it. His other hand clawed at her blousaring the soft
fabric. He kicked hard at her right leg, tryingdislodge her from the
controls, and then thankfully the engine startepli¢ up speed.



He hung on to her for far longer than she had imedjpossible, and
she had visions of dragging his inert body with floeithe rest of her
life, but suddenly he let go. She heard the duitiths he fell to the
ground, but dared not stop to check if he wasglitr

By some miracle she found the main road, not camihgre it took
her as long as it was away from David, but evehtisle discovered
she was heading in the right direction for theag#.

It took her another twenty minutes to reach Kyheime.

The front of the house was in darkness. It wa$ atily-half-past
eleven, but Kyle must have gone to bed. Thank Gothiat. The last
thing she wanted was for him to see her in thiesta

As she stopped the Land Rover and tried to clintbshe discovered
that her legs were almost too stiff to obey hertlp&rom shock and
partly from the pain in the one David had kickednf&thing warm
and sticky ran down inside her ruined blouse, &eddsagged herself
towards the front door with the slow, halting stepa very, very old
woman.

Just as she reached the door, she felt a wavenbhdéas wash over
her. She fought desperately to control it, one haatthing at the
door, the other searching despairingly in her loadnér key.

When the door unexpectedly opened inwards the sbodkp of so
many other shocks was too much for her. She gdarsh, terrified
scream and then collapsed inwards in a dead faint.

Kyle caught her, his body jarred by the unexpeuterht of her. He
had been working in his study earlier in the evgrand had fallen
asleep, the remains of his jet lag catching up With. The sound of
the Land Rover had woken him, and he had comedaodtor to
Investigate.



Now, as he studied Heather's white face and bribselg, a feeling
of rage, so intense and all consuming that it teresd to overcome
everything else, enveloped him.

The last time he had felt this anger had been Weather had tried
to Kkill herself. Then it had been directed inwaatifimself. Now...

He carried her towards the sitting-room, and thesnged his mind
and headed for the stairs.

She came round just before he placed her on his bedeyes wild
and frantic until they focused on his face, andotefaded. As they
closed, he bit back the questions rioting inside.liime enough for
guestions later, all but one.

'Where is he?"

The harsh demand penetrated Heather's fogged 8ieddidn't open
her eyes, but turned her head in Kyle's directisteiad.

'He took me to a farm...it's...it's empty...| lefin there.'

‘Yes, | know it." He looked down at her, torn betwdwo equally
fierce needs, and in the end the more gentle oh tven. He knew
the farmhouse Heather meant quite well. It was terand without a
telephone. Unless Hartley decided to walk, he wdnddstuck there
until daylight.

At that moment Heather opened her eyes againakbes fluttering
weakly as though too heavy for her frailty to suppo

Her fingers touched his sleeve and trembled agdjrestd as though
she had read his mind she whispered huskily, 'Kide,t leave me.’



Heather heard herself say the words and was shdgkiidm; nearly
as shocked as she had been by the expressioma# fage in Kyle's
eyes.

From the past, her memory dredged up a taunt tmomh at her by a
jealous schoolfriend. 'He isn't really your brotheand you're in love
with him, aren't you?'

How fiercely she had denied it, how hard she hackaaeto prove to
the world and to herself how much she disliked IBmmuch wasted
energy, she reflected tiredly, so much mental totmend self-

inflicted pain, and all for what? All to bring herthis point in her life

when she was confronted with a dead end, with rind tshe had
fought so long to deny.

She loved Kyle. No wonder she had responded sciguand so
intensely to him. No wonder her flesh had quicketodais touch. No
wonder she had hidden the truth from herself fdoag.

Weak tears rushed into her eyes. Like a smallapett creature she
wanted to crawl under the protection of a larg&kraed hide there
until the danger had gone. Only it would never oshe had
mistaken the true nature of her feelings for Kyles@venteen, she
couldn't mistake them now.

Tonight, trapped in the Land Rover with David, felcto confront
her total revulsion towards him, she had had amilhating mental
image of Kyle, and she had seen him then not asrfeny, not as her
unwanted adopted brother, but as a man. And nbgjus man; the
man to whom everything within her that made her ifeme
instinctively turned, physically, mentally and emaoglly.

She shivered beneath the knowledge, too weak teavas she had
done so many times in the past. Where another geengiven the
same feelings, might have betrayed them, and tlorkea through



them, she had refused to admit them and had hittdan away so
that they had grown and were now threatening te taler her whole
life.

She groaned, and Kyle, hearing and mistaking thandsoswore.
Listening to him, Heather flinched at the violest® could feel him
containing. She moved and the light fell on heidad leg.

Kyle touched it. His hand trembled slightly and séxesed. Was he,
then, so furious with her that he was practicdtlglang with rage?

He had warned her and she had ignored him. Shéuesiag to have
got off with little more than bruises and a badlfiti

'I'm sorry.’

The humble apology that once would have made hagerwith
self-contempt was a plea for understanding as agslbrgiveness.

‘You'resorry! | shouldn't have let you go with him. | stheb have...'
He broke off and said quietly, 'Listen to me, Heatlbecause | think
| can only say this once. God knows, neither ofisusble to be
detached about this. If Hartley.. .if he raped yits,a matter for the
police. You must tell me...'

She shook her head vehemently.

'‘No...no, he didn't, although I've no doubt thaswadnat he intended
once he realised that | wasn't..." She broke off siruddered, her
body going hot and then cold with the reality ohheasily she could
have been saying exactly the opposite.

'l... I managed to fool him into getting out of thand Rover... |
started to drive off.' She shuddered again, marselg this time, the
mental imag&of how he had clung and torn at hestflstill too real.



'He tried to drag me out of the Land Rover...thdught he was going
to...and then he let go. | heard him fall." Sheigjted to sit up,
burying her head against Kyle's shoulder, her vaicaking with

remembered fear. 'Kyle, | don't know what happeioeaim. | don't

think | ran over him or...'

'He'll be all right,’ Kyle told her curtly. 'His kd always are.' His hand
slipped round her throat, tilting her chin so thatcould look at her
face, and then, as his thumb brushed against titendpere she was
bleeding, he frowned.

'It's nothing... just a scratch.’
'l ought to take you to hospital.’

'‘No...no, please.' She shrank from the suggeskeralnight creature
from the light. She couldn't bear to be questicared pulled this way
and that. 'I'll be all right once I've had a bath.'

She tried to get off the bed, but Kyle restrained h

'‘Heather,' he said soberly. 'If Hartley did... & did rape you, you
have nothing to feel ashamed about, you know tlwett't you? You...'

'Kyle, I've already told you I'm still the same iy

twenty-three-year-old virgin | was before..." Shheke off, her face
going white as she recognised the shock in his. é&sskin burned,
her body frozen into tension. What had she said?tdt stupid,
idiotic tongue of hers. What on earth had posselsetb make that
flip, acid response without thinking about what sfas saying?

She waited for what seemed to be a lifetime, alremdticipating
Kyle's sarcastic remark, her tension increasingnatessaid nothing.
Either he didn't believe her and didn't want tosayor he did believe
her and pitied her so much that he was passingupeopportunity
to mock her. Neither alternative pleased her.



Kyle...

‘We'd better get those cuts and bruises seen ¢ojnterrupted
brusquely. 'Can you make it to the bathroom, or ldgwu like a
hand?'

How frightening that should feel so bereft, sodonl What had she
expected, that he would pick her up tenderly amdydeer there?

'l can manage on my own.'

She hated the way he stepped back from her, alazogtough he
disliked the thought of being in physical contagtwvher. In another
man she might have suspected his withdrawal sdranga distaste
of touching her because of David Hartley, but Kwyigsn't like that.
Already he had exhibited his compassion and uraledgtg. Too
weary to analyse his reaction, Heather stumbledatdsv the
bathroom door.

'Heather, let me...'
She rounded on him fiercely. 'I'm all right. | caanage.'

She slammed the door behind her, leaving him omther side. Her
head was swimming and her body felt so weak; ar-affect of the
shock and fear she had experienced, she suspected.

She showered quickly, grimacing over the scratches bruises
marring her skin. She was unfortunate in that sheséd easily. Too
easily, she thought, dismayed by the purpling pegdi swollen skin.
No wonder Kyle had doubted her assertion that Déad barely
touched her.

He was waiting for her when she opened the dogrina expression
on his face and a tray with a glass of water aratablets on it in his
hand.



‘These are very mild sleeping tablets. My doctespribed them for
me last year.'

'‘For you? But...'

‘Too many flights across the Atlantic,’ he told bersquely. 'l got too
wound up and couldn't wind down.'

There was no point in telling her the rest of it,describing that
sickening sensation of desolation that had undexthims physical
strength and had left him feeling as though lifes\wle more than a
dreary round of duty and obligation. There had dven a time... He
grimaced faintly. There was little point in dwetlion life's ironic and
often unkind twists. He held out the glass to HeattHere, drink
this.'

One part of her wanted to object. The other knee rsbeded the
healing benefit of a sound night's sleep.

She took the water, and one of the tablets, shdientpead in refusal
of the second.

‘They normally work within half an hour," Kyle tolier. 'Can you
make it to your own room? Or..."

' can make it.'

The compassion, and with it the bond she had «skeaarlier, were
gone now and he was once again the Kyle of hedlobdd, but now
there was a subtle difference—not in him but in Neawhe was the
man she loved as well.

Acknowledging that love had been a painful, sloagpess, a story of
denials and rejections that had brought her loastinand misery.
And now that shéadfaced up to the truth?



She could see no future in her feelings for Kylbe sadmitted
sleepily. He did not return her love and it wasdhatikely that he
ever could. Drowsily she turned her head, tryingfitd a more
comfortable spot on the pillow.

She was sound asleep half an hour later, whenwalked quietly up
to the bed. As he looked down at her, his exprassas tortured and
full of pain. He almost reached out to touch he, jbst in time he
controlled the impulse.

Ten minutes later he left the house, driving Davidand Rover,
heading to the remote farmhouse.

He didn't stay there long; ten minutes was mora #graugh time for
him to vent his wrath on a man who had committecatwhe
considered to be the most despicable crime anygoald commit,
bar that of damaging a child. He didn't resorthggacal violence; he
didn't need to.

Curtly ordering David into the passenger seat efltand Rover, he
drove back in silence, stopping it at the end af dwvn drive and
getting out.

'It was her own fault, Bennett,' David whined, mmaycautiously into
the driver's seat as Kyle stood and watched hine & good as askeo
for it, telling everyone that she had lived withuydmplying that the
two of you had been lovers. Everyone heard her.’

And as he drove away David couldn't understandotief flash of
surprised pleasure that had lightened the darterlyitangry features
of the man standing watching him. What on earthhieasgaid that had
pleased him so much?

He hadn't expected Kyle to come seeking him outh&téjudged the
other man by his own code of behaviour. He wouldehta make sure



that none of what had happened tonight got batkstaronies' ears.
He would be a laughing stock if it did. *

Kyle didn't wait to watch him drive away, but watkap the drive. It

was cold, the sky clear and brilliant with stars. l#e drew in a deep
lungful of the crisp air he turned towards the leasd wondered
exactly why Heather had implied that the two ofnthiead once been
lovers. Physically she wanted him, he knew thatt BBat wasn't

enough and it never would be enough. Stretchinghgahuscles, he
walked more slowly toward the house.



CHAPTER NINE

HEATHER woke up with a start. Her mouth was dry, her hee
pounding rapidly with fear. She could feel it ietair around the bed,
and the shreds of her nightmare still clung to hemusing her, even
though she realised that there was nothing to fear.

Something moved in the shadows and she screameltimarily.
'Heather, what's wrong?"

How had Kyle managed to reach her room so quidklMust have
already been awake.

He looked tired, Heather thought as he snapped hen light,
banishing the vague spectres of her fears.

‘A bad dream. I'm sorry | woke you.'

She watched as he pushed unsteady fingers throisglalieady
tousled hair.

'You didn't,' he told her shortly. 'l was awakeealty." He looked
away from her and, for the first time since she kadwn him,
Heather saw something approaching vulnerability amckrtainty -
shadow his face.

'‘Heather, what you said about still being a virgin.

He hesitated slightly as though searching for tgktrwords, and,
already shrinking away from the pity she was she\was going to
see in his eyes, Heather fought to keep it at &@gpping sharply.

‘Are you accusing me of lying? What do you wanttmelo, Kyle?
Prove it to you?'



An awful silence fell. Without any cloaking darkse® hide the
brilliant colour scorching her skin, Heather knéwattKyle must be
fully aware of her embarrassmehYhy had she said that? It didn't
take the brain of Freud to deduct that there hashbeaore than a
touch of wishful thinking, more than just a mereide to taunt him
behind her challenge. She already knew full wedlt tyle hadn't
been accusing her of lying, or anything like tliréd.had simply been
trying to express his concern for her. He had liggng to play the
role of brother, but she had destroyed that cdyeéuected facade,
and with those few impulsive words had laid barebfath of them the
reality of the sexual awareness between them.

For one long moment, they looked at one anothele Hign't attempt
to hide from her how much he wanted her. She fettheart thud
heavily against her breastbone, and her breathkepuicwith
excitement.

'Is that what you want me to do?' he asked helysatftast, and then,
when she made no reply, he came closer to theabedrk, aroused
flush of colour staining the bones of his face.

‘Do you knowthe temptation offered to me, | wonder?' he grdan
unsteadily. 'Do you know how often I've dreamedaving you in
my arms, your body against mine? You can't evermnbegimagine
what it does to me to know that there's been neratian.\Why,
Heather?' he demanded, his voice suddenly velugghrovith male
desire. 'Was it because you've been waiting for lRoe2his?’

She could have stopped him, she ought to have etioppn. She
should have told him that he was wrong, that ste‘thivant him, and
that her virginity was a result of chance and najtelse, but she was
already in his arms and his mouth was moving onsker with a
hungry urgency that left her no room for thought.



Its slow and deliberate progress across her eyahdscheekbones
was infinite pleasure and infinite torture. Sheextor him to kiss
her properly, and with a wantonness the old Heatlwild never
have exhibited she reached impatiently towards tugging on the
thick softness of his hair until he lifted his mo@nd she was able to
press her lips against his in an aching tormeneef.

She just caught his indrawn breath of incredulityarief moment of
tension before he hesitated and looked down int@yes, as though
searching for something. She froze, not sure whwae hesitating,
her old insecurities urging her to retreat. Butremigh he sensed her
withdrawal, Kyle held on to her, bending his heau anuttering
something incomprehensible against her lips.

He said it again and this time she heard it, her glawling with heat
and desire as he repeated thickly, 'Open your manthkiss me
properly. God, Heather, you can't know how I'veeatfor the taste
of you, for the feel of you, wanting me like this.'

Blindly she obeyed his command, aroused by the tdries voice
and its raw undercurrent of sexuality, almost aghmas she was by
his touch. Her lips parted, and she shivered bartbatrough caress
of his tongue. She could feel his heart hammergmjrest her skin,
and she moaned protestingly at the restrictiomeif tclothes.

She wanted to feel his body against her own, tikethis skin and to
know its silken warmth. She wanted to explore thenbody that
seemed so strong and inviolate, and yet that treandét her lightest
touch.

She felt the impassioned thrust of Kyle's tongue accepted its
dominance, letting herself melt into him, moanirfgustrated protest
at the barriers between them.



'‘What is it?' Kyle demanded, lifting his mouth frdmars. He was
breathing very fast, his skin flushed and hot. &hged her hand to
touch his face, wondering at its heat and streragil,he caught her
wrist, touching his lips to her fingertips. Juse teensation of his
breath against her skin was enough to make heeguiih need.

'‘What's wrong?' he demanded again.

How could she tell him that she ached to feel grelhess of his body
against her? That she longed for him to removerttial barrier of

their clothes and to cover her instead with thedkat of his flesh?

She couldn't.

'It's the light,’ she fibbed huskily instead. '#tsbright.’

'If 1 go and switch if off, will you promise me thaou won't
disappear?' he muttered urgently against her thioatso afraid that
you're just a mirage, a figment of my imaginatiatjeather conjured
up by my 1... need for you.'

Had she imagined that tiny check? What had he bbent to say
before he changed his mind? She shivered as hgdotsnap off the
light. Before she had had a chance to accustorelhyshe darkness
he was back, taking her into his arms, kissing \with a fierce
urgency that set her on fire. She trembled and sharered beneath
the intensity of his desire.

'‘What is it, what's wrong? Are you cold?'

She shivered harder beneath the slurred passidisinoice. The
sound of it was like the purr of a wild animal, desating and
dangerous at the same time.

‘You're shivering.' His arms tightened, constrigtirer breathing.

'Only because I've never...I've never felt likes thefore.'



The admission was out before caution could siléné®r a moment
she thought he was angry, and then he moved arghghhis face in
the faint light coming in through the window.

What she saw there made her catch her breath idevoShe had
never imagined that any man could look like thather.

She reached blindly towards him, and he gatheredadainst his
body, holding her so that she felt every straimmggcle; so that she
was immediately and shockingly aware of his arausal

'l didn't know." She whispered the words more fer awn benefit
than for his, but he heard them and asked roughly,

'‘What? That you could make me feel like this, dmars that feeling.
Is that what you didn't know?' His voice was likeaaess, soothing
and yet exciting her at the same time. 'Don't asktonlet you go,
because | can't. I've wanted you for too long, Heat

He picked her up and she knew, before he put henam the bed,
what he was going to do. As he bent over her, Bbeksher head and
he tensed.

'‘What is it?'

She heard the strain in his voice, and it meltedyaile last of her
doubts. This was no dominating male, confidentisfgower over

her, but another human being, as vulnerable iésire as she was
herself. A man who wanted her and whom, in ture, wanted. She
felt no fear or apprehension, only a marvelloussenf release and
tightness.

‘The first time your body touches mine, | wantatke without any
barriers between us.'



For a moment she thought she had shocked him hamdhte moved.
Although his hands trembled slightly, he removethbus clothes
and her own; there was no hesitation in eithemsements or his
voice as he gently covered her body with the silkgangth of his
own and said quietly, "You mean like this?'

She could hardly speak, she was trembling so mNokhing had
prepared her for the sheer pleasure of being seedio him; the
weight of him pressing her down against the matiréise small
movement of his torso as he talked to her causmgalanost
unbearable frisson of pleasure to pulse througlpresasts.

He caught her soft gasp and instantly his eyeslbck her.
‘What is it?' he whispered. 'This?'

He moved again, deliberately and erotically, aretck pangs of
desire raced through her.

'You like that?"

She could hear the male satisfaction in his vdoagefor once it didn't
anger her.

'Yes,' she whispered back. 'Yes, | like it very muc

She closed her eyes and gave herself up to th@tuolus swell of
pleasure surging through her as Kyle bent his lagadslowly traced
a line of tormenting kisses from the base of hevahto the swell of
her breasts.

She didn't need any coaxing or urging to arch wporeg his mouth
when it finally reached the tautness of her nipplée gentle
rhythmic caress of his lips as they tugged softhytlee erect nub of
flesh brought wave after wave of fierce delightingl through her



body, and yet her senses told her that there was, i@t Kyle was
deliberately holding back.

When she moaned and pressed his head to her lreastsed away.

'Heather, no,' he protested. This is all very iewou and | don't
want... | don't want to do anything that might hyot.'

Once, she would have taken that as a rejectionnbwt she had
enough intuition to sense the frustrated desiréndetime denial and,
wantonly, she arched up against him, lifting heachao that she
could whisper pleadingly, 'I'm a woman and not éd¢lKyle, and
that's how | want you to make love to me. | cagrlpht if | haven't
experienced any of this before, but...'

‘You can'thelpit! Do you honestly think I'm objecting?' He greah
'‘Oh, God, Heather!'

Her lungs seized up in a paralysis of pleasurasasiuth held hers,
his teeth tugging at her bottom lip, his need aofdeeobvious and so
almost out of control that she couldn't suppregsdbeep wave of
feminine excitement shivering through her.

Voluptuously, she allowed her instinct to take ow&hen again his
lips caressed the sensitive flesh of her nipple fingertips stroked

the hard ridge of his spine. His gentleness vadishis mouth fierce

in its possession of her breasts, the faint path@sharp rasp of his
teeth against the sensitive tissue lost beneathntleasity of her

pleasure.

Wherever his mouth touched her, her flesh respgnitidayhting in
the sensation. Boldly she caressed him in turdedfilwith
wonderment that she had gone so long without kngwimw much
she loved him. Blocking out of her mind the facitthe only desired
her, she gave herself to their love- making witle fassionate
intensity of her nature.



Long before the final act of possession she wasngcfor the
pleasure of having Kyle within her. Her femininghamoured for it,
ached for it, demanded it, and when Kyle hesitasedrching her
face for signs of reluctance or apprehension, &hregdo him.

‘Now, Kyle... now, please.’

She closed her eyes as she felt his body surgastder own, and
then opened them in disappointment and fear atopped.

‘That's better. | want to look at you as | makesltw you. Heather, |
want to see what you're feeling reflected in yorgse and | want you
to see what loving you is doing to me.'

In its own way, it was almost more intimate thaa physical union of
their bodies. In Kyle's eyes she saw the sameedfipteasure she
herself was experiencing: the same exultation;game humbling of
pride and self to the demands of their flesh.

She cried out and didn't know that she had donensibshe heard
Kyle's hoarse response, her body gripped by intemsges of
sensation. She felt the heat and power of Kyledy lmathin her own
and welcomed its strength, exulting in her own poatehe moment
of their mutual release from earthly bonds.

‘Yes... yes... that's how | wanted to see you,' leerd Kyle say,
fiercely. 'Now | know that you're really mine. Notg could have
prevented this from happening, Heather, it wastemiin our lives
too long ago.'

The pleasure was fading, leaving her tremulousextiusted, and
yet exultant at the same time. Willingly, she lgid&kdraw her close
to him, as he eased her damp, exhausted bodytddss own. She
could still feel the frantic racing of his hearheScovered it with her
palm, smiling to herself to think that she had plgver to affect him
So strongly.



Her last thought as she fell asleep was that shezllbim.

Heather woke up abruptly just before dawn, shiewith cold, and
then realised why. Kyle had left her., She shivexgain, every slight
movement of her body reminding her of the intensfy their
lovemaking. Now, alone and completely free of shaokl trauma,
she was forced to consider the folly of what she dh@ne.

Where would she and Kyle go from here? He hadrsatling about
loving her; he had made no promises to her. Thadeeen no talk of
any future for their relationship.

Her immediate instinct was to leave, to hide héeshy somewhere
where she could be alone to contemplate her fubwteshe couldn't
do that. This afternoon her parents were expedtargand Kyle to
drive them to the airport for their flight to Pogal.

It struck her as she sat there, her coldness famothat Kyle

probably felt exactly the same way as she did Ifetbat there was
possibly nothing more he wanted than for her tagjiear out of his
life. Last night had been an aberration for boththafm; a coming
together that was a culmination of something bagany years ago.
Now it was over; that part of their lives finallynished. She didn't
regret their making love. How could she? Even nibv,memory of

the pleasure he had given her lingered in her badg, she knew
shamefully that, if he were to come to her now,gxtglly she would

be unable to stop herself from welcoming him.

No, she couldn't do anything until after her pasdrad left. Her mind
raced round in tormented circles. She would havgotthome. The
house would be cold and unwelcoming, but bettetr ttien staying
here, embarrassing Kyle with her presence. How lengld it be

before he put two and two together and guessetluti® That was a



complication that would benefit neither of them.eSttill retained

enough pride to want to meet Kyle on equal termsshe couldn't.

He had never deceived her. He had never said agyé#iiout loving

her, probably had no idea of how she felt about lamal that was the
way she would prefer it to stay.

But what if, last night, she had conceived hisdhiHer heart skipped
a beat, thudding rapidly and unevenly as she davrelthe prospect
with a mingling of dread and desire. What had happdo her, that
she should actually be half hoping that she woahlkhhis child? To
even contemplate the possibility was sheer selifgeht fantasy.

Incredibly, she fell asleep again, waking only winem alarm went
off some hours later.

She told herself that she should be either disapgior surprised to
find that Kyle had left the house. He had left &enfor her and she
read it slowly.

'‘Had to go into the office on urgent business. Biackme to take
your parents to the airport.’

Had he really had to go out, or was that just aufastured excuse to
spare them both any embarrassment? In all honsstjg she have
faced him across the breakfast table this mornirtigoart betraying
how she felt?

She didn't know, but she did know that she felefietnd abandoned
by his absence.

It was half-way through the morning before she sgabDavid a
thought. No doubt he would have found some wayettirngg himself
home. It was odd to*-think that, if it hadn't befem him, last night
might never have happened.



Kyle's cleaner had returned from her sister's amnigdes just after
eleven. She was a small, thin woman-who moved ao#lesvery
quickly. Heather had half expected her to exhihitlesst some
curiosity concerning her own presence, but she weag quickly
made aware of Mrs Evans' dislike of 'prying intchest folks'
business, and them into mine'.

Taking the hint, Heather left the woman to her wdkyle had
promised that after they had seen her parentseoffduld take her to
show her the new shopping complex. She couldnk¥arhim now,
of course, he wouldn't want her to, anyway.

The phone rang, and she answered it automatitaiging when she
heard Kyle's voice.

'l was just ringing to let you know that I'm leagithe office soon.
Has Mrs Evans arrived?’

'Yes, she's here.'

How odd that she was able to speak so normally viWeemeart was
pumping like a steam engine, and her pulse wasgdcantically at
the mere sound of his voice.

'‘Good. She'll organise something for lunch, sotdearry about that.'

He hesitated, as though wanting to say somethsey but for the life
of her Heather couldn't dredge up the self-configeto fill the small
betraying silence. She heard another telephone aing wondered
which of them it was who gave that faint, relieveagh as Kyle said
quickly, 'I'm sorry, | have to go, the other phaemaging. | should be
back for half-past one, tell Mrs Evans.'

It was funny, but for a second or so Heather feltrmugh Kyle was
searching for some way to reassure and comfortAred.yet, why
should he bother to do that? Why should he conaenself with her



feelings at all? And, most of all, why was it thahere she had
previously been so blind to all his good pointse stas now so
acutely aware of his concern and compassion, hisgcbove for her

parents, and his desire to protect them from hut@ain? She was
jealous of Kyle's love for her parents. How ridmus and how
pointless. Restlessly she went to find Mrs Evansthat she could
relay Kyle's message to her.

Heather heard the Jaguar the moment it turnedhetdrive, and only
just managed to restrain herself from leaping toféet and rushing
to meet Kyle.

Instead she stayed decorously where she was, eotgatting up out
of her chair as he walked into the room. He stitiked tired, and
somehow defeated as well. As he looked at herfgust moment she
sensed an aura of depression and disappointment &bu, but,
since she evaded looking directly at him for fewhbat she might
betray, she decided that she must be imaginingshin

‘Mrs Evans has just left. Lunch is all ready.’

She knew that she was babbling, but she was désperdill the
constrained silence.

'Heather... about last night...'

Immediately she panicked, dreading what he mighgdiag to say
and forestalling him. 'l don't want to talk abottplease, Kyle. Not
before we've seen my parents off. Can't we leaveéat now?"

His mouth tightened grimly.

'If that's what you want.' He walked over to hed atood in front of
her so that she was forced to look up at him. '¥anit push it out of



sight for ever, though, Heather. Sooner or lateu'rg going to have
to face the fact that...’

‘That we went to bed together? Kyle, you're makanfuss about
nothing... I... | can't talk about it now. Pleadst's leave it until after.'

‘Very well." He wasn't pleased, she could tell .th&hat was he
frightened of? That she would try to cling to hiiéver!

Neither of them did justice to Mrs Evans' delicidusch. Heather
could only endure sitting there with him by complgtputting from
her mind the events of the previous night.

They set off for the hospital shortly after two.l&ylrove, and as she
sat in silence at his side Heather was acutelyaa@iim.

It seemed ironic now that she had never realiseatd®hat lay at the
root of her almost desperate determination toldidtim. Part of her
had known even then that this could happen, butthdden that
knowledge from herself.

They reached the hospital in good time. Her faitees as excited and
happy as a small child. He had always taken siedmspre in so many
small aspects of life; pleasure that seemed to ptes people by.
When she'd been a child, he had opened her egestoich that was
denied to others, Heather recognised, smiling lackim. In his

smile she read his pleasure at seeing her in apipaceord with Kyle,

his excitement at the coming trip, and his religtthis hospital

ordeal was over. Her mother stood at his side, ébsdlient, more

restrained, but just as thrilled, none the lesathier turned to look at
her and just caught the look that she and Kyle amghkd,

conspiratorial and protective. Unobtrusively shactted Heather's
father's arm, drawing his attention away from thealé group of

hospital staff wishing him well.

'It's time we left, darling. We don't want to mtbke flight.'



The nurse Kyle had hired was meeting them at tip@ei Looking at
her father, seeing him restored to his old selftHer acknowledged
that, even if she could not have loved Kyle for atiyer reason, she
must have loved him for this. Without his help, Inney, this
operation would not have been possible, nor thiwal@scence.

‘You're very quiet, darling,’ her mother whispetecher when they
reached the airport and she was left standing éthparents while
Kyle went to sort out their flight detalils. 'Iss.@verything all right?"

The anxiety that momentarily shadowed her mottesres hurt her,

'‘Everything's fine.' Heather assured her, tuckiagdrm through her

mother's and smiling as genuinely as she coulde'lénd I..." she

swallowed. 'I've realised what an idiot | was htise years ago,' she
admitted quietly. 'l realised it long ago, in fabyt it was too late

then, Kyle had already left.’

As though she read the guilt in her eyes, her motbsponded
lovingly, 'We were as much to blame, if blame is tight word. We
should have given'more thought to how having amothéd living
with us would affect you, but darling, | promiseuwe never stopped
loving you. You areur child...'

Now, having made love with Kyle and knowing howevemote a
possibility it was that she might have conceivesl ¢hild, Heather
knew exactly what her mother meant. No child barhaf love such
as she bore Kyle, and such as her parents shavalti ever be
supplanted by a child not created in that unionmadgter how well
loved that other child might be. She was speciahéo parents
because she was the product of their enduringftmvene another.

‘They're all ready for you.'

Kyle was coming back, accompanied by the nurseaamé&mber of
the airport staff. Very discreetly her father waslped into a



wheelchair and escorted through the airport fornesli They were
allowed to accompany him as far as the barrieryavaerery efficient
steward took over, carrying her mother's hand lgggand smoothing
their progress.

Kyle had organised all that. Kyle's love for hergrds was such that
no expense or consideration was spared in thea @ad comfort.

Stupid tears stung her eyes, and she didn't reathyv whether they

were for herself or for the lonely little boy hearpnts had fostered all
those years ago.

'If you want to watch them take off we'd better makmove.'

Silently Heather followed him, one part of her axghto be free of the
torment of his company, the other longing to prglan She was a
mass of tensions and nerves, longing for him tossayething, to
break the taut silence, and yet at the same tie&diing hearing the
words that would confirm what she already knewt,tf@ him, last

night had simply been a pleasant interlude, anditbdad no desire
for her to attach any emotional importance to ieylwatched in

silence as the plane took off, and then once it tdisdppeared
Heather automatically followed Kyle as he turnedetaove.

He paused to open a door for her, and as she teeksita allow

someone else to precede her his hand touched tiledrher back,

urging her forward. Even through her layers of lvdst she was
iImmediately aware of his touch. Her whole body leakrthe hot flush
darkening her face betraying her agitation. Shevkitiat Kyle must

be as aware of her reaction as she was herselfhduhade no
comment. They walked side by side to the car parki Heather
couldn't help wondering what he was thinking. Hisughts were not
hers to concern herself with, she told herself@igail hat chapter of
her life, short and bitter-sweet though it had hees over.



CHAPTER TEN
‘THIS isn't the way back to your house.'

They had left the airport behind, and Heather fresvras she
recognised the familiar environs of Bath.

‘No, | said I'd show you the site of the new shopgprcade. Give you
a taste of what your new job will involve.'

She sat back, half shocked, half thrilled. He stténded to give her
the job? She was surprised, she couldn't denyniedd... her whole
body went cold, and she rubbed instinctively at gi@ose-pimpled
arms. Unless it was because of her parents thatilhentended to
employ her; because he didn't want to hurt or wtireyn; because he
knew how pleased they would be to learn that skleahsafe, secure
job with him that wouldn't take her too far awagrfr them. But how
could she accept employment on those terms? She wantedoh
want and value her for herself. If he couldn't Idnez, then surely at
least she could have his respect? And taking thithwas purely and
simply a sinecure was no way to achieve that. Bssidow could she
work for him, feeling as she did? It was impossible

It was equally impossible for her not to be impeessvhen Kyle
stopped the car a few yards short of the half-redtarcade.

It was very much as he had described to her, amd fthe section of
the arcade which was already partially restoredhd possible to see
what the finished effect would be. The Georgian andows cried
out for subtle, delicate decoration, the traditioneobbled
pedestrian-way invited people to linger.

There would be benches at intervals, and a tradititorm of street
lighting. The opportunity to orchestrate a unifyifigw of window
decor for the entire complex was one that coulo@'turned down
lightly. Heather tried not to allow herself to iniag the pleasure she



could have found in the work if she and Kyle wemetmg as equals.
She couldn't do it. She couldn't take a job thad Waing offered to
her simply because of her parents.

‘Kyle..." She turned to tell him as much but he fsagning, his voice
clipped.

'Heather, Iknowwhat you're thinking. What you're going to say.
can't in all honesty pretend that | can forget taght, but | promise
you | won't let it interfere in our business radaiship, if that's what's
worrying you. You won't have to pay for your job slgeping with

the boss.' He said the words with distaste, histimoantorted in a
faint grimace. 'For your parents' sake, thoughothing else”, | want
you to promise me that you won't leave either mynédoor my

employ. Promise me.’

A cold wind whistled through the deserted arcadagking her
shiver. 'Promise me.' She was trapped and they bwv it. How
quickly he had divined her intentions! But it wass easy as that.

Her breath shook in her lungs as she breathedha.ustn't let
herself be tied to a promise she wasn't sure shid &eep.

'‘Kyle, | don't think | can make that sort of commént. After last
night...well, you must see how difficult it wouleb

He wasn't going to make it any easier for her,rgloegnised, facing
his grim silence.

'For me to work for you would be bad enough, butaoy on living
with you...that would be intolerable for both of ¥®u must see that,’
she pleaded wildly.

'‘As a matter of fact, | don't. What's so differarther than the fact that
we've made love? You can't spend the rest of yfmirdnning away
from situations you can't face up to. I'm sorry'itHle saw her shiver



in the cold and broke off. 'This isn't the placealtecuss this. Let's go
home.'

There was no point in arguing with him now, Heatleensoled
herself, as she meekly went with him to the car.

She would tell him tonight of her plans to retuamte. She fell asleep
on the way back, waking only when Kyle shook hehéw she
opened her eyes she couldn't remember where shdwagpen her
eyes and see Kyle looking down at her made heretargglity in
favour of fantasy. Without even thinking what shaswdoing she
reached out to him, checking herself abruptly wtnenbright arc of
another vehicle's headlights cut through the dagne

The other vehicle stopped, and then a door opehedan walked
round to Kyle's door. 'We've brought the tree yadeced, Mr
Bennett. Where would you like it?'

'If you could take it round the back for me, Jottmat would be fine.'

The look of pain and disappointment she had thosighthad seen in
his eyes as she withdrew from him must have be#nngpmore than

a product of her own imagination, Heather acknogéetidully as she
got out of the car.

‘You go in," Kyle instructed her. 'I'll go with Joh

She paused for a moment, watching him stride awéglkp the other
man manhandle the large Christmas tree tied tdo#a& of the his
small van.

She hadn't envisaged Kyle involved in anythingrdsary as putting
up a real Christmas tree. She had half expectedtdilgnore that
aspect of the seasonal festivities, and instedugpsrsettle for some
outrageously expensive and chic minimalistic Chrest decor.



'l thought we'd dress it this evening,' he told, wealking into the
sitting-room later to find her standing in frontiof

This was her opportunity to tell him that she wattide there this
evening, that she was leaving, returning to her dwme; but
stupidly she found herself agreeing, knowing evesteae did so that
the greater part of her wanted to stay. It wasseotelling herself that
her behaviour was dangerously close to» emotionatide.
Dangerous not because she wanted to stay, butdeeshavantedto
be with Kyle.

After they had eaten, Kyle went upstairs and retdrwith several
large cardboard boxes.

'l think there should be enough stuff in here.check the lights and
you can sort the rest.’

It was such a familiar and comforting ritual, améhe had shared in
SO many, many times.

She tried not to think about the first Christmasheut Kyle. They
had all been subdued, even though her parentsretehged not to
be. She had looked in vain for a card from himidwahg with all the
passionate intensity of her eighteen years thatlifeeccould only
return to normal once she had some sign from hiat she was
forgiven.

It was only slowly and painfully that she had lesdrihat that sort of
forgiveness could not be bestowed by anyone elgehdd to come
from within oneself.

‘You're looking very pensive. What's on your mind?'

Here was her chance to tell him that she must |daugoolishly she
said nothing, denying that there was anything wogyer.



She watched him surreptitiously as he worked. ldrgds were strong
and sure, and yet careful. He had infinite patierste reflected,
watching him. One day he would marry and have ohildshe was
sure of it, and she was pierced by jealousy atitbeght.

The tree was large and it took them two hours &sglit to their
mutual satisfaction.

‘Are you expecting many guests for Christmas?' iadisked him,
as she stepped back to study it from a distance.

‘No, there'll just be two of us.’

His reply shocked her, her hand stilling as shehred put to adjust a
piece of tinsel.

'‘Just... but...'

‘You've been through a very traumatic time receritigndn't think
you'd be in the mood for a horde of house guests.'

She blinked, stunned that he should even have demesl her
feelings. Ridiculously, all she could think of &yswas a husky, 'And
| haven't even got you a present.'

‘You've already given it to me.’

For a moment she couldn't think, much less speaihieath trapped
deep in her lungs, her mind shocked by what shénbatcd, and then
the intimacy of those few quiet words hit her, anth a small cry she
rushed past him and up the stairs.

In her bedroom she sank down on to the bed, shiyevith a mixture
of sensations. Why had he had to say that? Sheusgcted him of
irony or worse, but hadn't been able to see ahysifiace, and yet he



couldn't have meant to imply that... he couldretlyehave felt that
passionate sincerity she had heard in his voice.

'Heather?"
She held her breath as she heard him outside ber do

'l didn't mean to upset you. Please come back dbwvenarranged for
us to telephone your parents at ten.'

Unwillingly, Heather opened the door. He lookedepahan usual
and his face seemed thinner. He needed a shaveshandched to
reach out and touch the roughness of his jaw. At fanile touched
her mouth as she looked at him.

'‘What's wrong?'
‘Nothing, | was just admiring your "designer stubl
He frowned and she had to explain what she meant.

'It's supposed to be a big turn on,’ she addedywtiflop stars
deliberately cultivate it, because they think itkkesthem look sexy.'

‘And what do you think?' he asked her softly. . $as treading on
dangerous ground, and if she wasn't careful shegoagy to find
herself admitting that, as far as she was conceheedidn't need any
aids to increase his sexuality. Evasively she eeplii'm not really
Into pop stars any more.'

When they got through to her parents, they weitespttling down for
the evening. Heather spoke to both of them anddebghted to hear
her father sounding so well and relaxed.

When she had finished she handed the receivertoueyle. While
he spoke to them she looked at the Christmasitreas going to be



an odd sort of Christmas this year. She tried adeél abandoned
because she wouldn't be spending it with her family

Shortly after Kyle had replaced the receiver sheused herself,
fibbing that she was tired and wanted an earlytnigh

Instantly his expression darkened.

'l thought you and | were going to talk," he saigetly. 'What is it,
Heather?' he demanded when she made no respene fact that
you and | have been lovers really so repulsivedio that you can't
even bear to talk about it? What if we have a ¢hildhereis that
possibility, you know. I... | didn't use any.. .amyg, and since you
were a virgin | assume that you...'

‘Yes...that is, no...I didn't take any precautioBfie knew that her
face was hot with embarrassed colour. He was qigité, of course,
although she calculated that the chances of haynlieg pregnant
were very small.

'If you have conceived my child we shall have td gerried.

No...please, let me finish. You know what my backgd is, | can
well understand how any woman would feel aboutrngai child by a
man who knows nothing of his father and whose notimtually

deserted him, but | have to. say this. | won'ytat have an abortion,
and | certainly won't let you bring my child up aé | have very
strong feelings on the subject, I'm sure you'llensthnd why. We...'

'‘We can't get married." Panic drove her voice mtbigh-pitched
protest as she contemplated the sheer anguishirof bearried to
Kyle simply because she was the mother of his child

'Heather...'

SheJ.umped up, shaking her head. 'No... | don't tealalk about it.
We don't know if | could get pregnant yet. Oh, Godish...'



‘That you'd never met me?' Kyle supplied for h¥ou haven't
changed at all really, have you, Heather? You Isiithe and resent
me as much as you always did.' He got up as wty'well, we
won't discuss it tonight. It's been a long day,lbwdrn you, if you are
carrying my child...'

Heather wouldn't let him finish, interrupting widl'That's all that
matters to you, isn't it? I'm just totally unimpant... incidental. It
doesn't matter what | think or feel.’

'Heather!"

He called her back as she opened the door, butahén't listen to
any more. Of course, she could understand howltyéte that didn't
ease her pain; that didn't stop her from expenenthe agony of
knowing that to him she was just someone he woaict o endure
for the sake of his child.

She wasn't pregnant, she was sure of it, just@asvsls equally sure
that Kyle wasn't going to let her out of his sightlingly until she
managed to convince him that she was right. It diwtibe easy. She
knew that already. If she left now, and returneth@cas she had
planned, he would suspect that she was trying ¢eide him. If she
stayed.. .if she stayed, she would be able to coevinim eventually
that she wasn't having his child, but she would ais the risk of
betraying to him how she felt about him.

She was caught in a cleft stick, Heather acknovdddgearily, and
faced with a problem to which there appeared to rze
straightforward solution.

She was no closer to finding one on Christmas BEre.Evans had
arrived later than usual, complaining that she wésaling well. She
hadn't slept for several days, she told Heathat,tarmake matters
worse her husband wasn't well, either.



Heather listened to her with one ear as she-hdlpedther woman
prepare for the holiday weekend. How was she gdmdeel

tomorrow, sharing her Christmas lunch with Kyleinigealone with
him all day?

This morning he was working. An urgent phone calll bkaken him
into his office. Already, in a frighteningly shdnne she had allowed
him to become too important to her. How was shagytm feel when
eventually she found the strength to walk away®alén't going to be
easy. Only she knew how much time she spent famgsabout their
one night together, trying to imagine what it wohé&llike to live with
him properly and share his life.

She glanced at Mrs Evans. The older woman did\dake and tired.
On impulse, Heather offered to go upstairs andgodiown a couple
of Kyle's sleeping tablets.

'I'm sure he won't mind, and they should ensureytba get at least
one good night's sleep.’

‘Well, if you're sure he won't mind. | don't likethering the doctor.
Not at this time of year. Well, they get so busyn'tithey?’

'I'm sure Kyle won't mind at all," Heather assubed. 'l won't be a
minute.'

She brought the whole bottle down. Mrs Evans wady@nd waiting
to leave, but as Heather uncapped -the bottlelbagrang. As she
picked it up, the bottle slipped from her fingele tablets scattering
all over the sitting-room floor.

‘Don't worry about them. I'll pick them up lateshe mouthed to Mrs
Evans, offering her two from the few that still r@med in the bottle.

She took them with a smile and mouthed back,létlimyself out.
Have a good Christmas."



Kyle had already given Mrs Evans her Christmas bo@nce she
had gone, Heather concentrated on listening torfe¢her, who had
rung to tell her how well her father was doing.

'l miss you,' Heather confessed. 'Christmas wanthb same without
you.'

A little to her chagrin, her mother made no replgd said instead,
'‘How's Kyle? I've been worrying about him. He wof&stoo hard.'

'He's working this morning, but he should be bambns

No sooner had she replaced the receiver than thkenam arrived.
Kyle had given her an envelope for him which she ledt upstairs.
As she raced up to get it she heard Kyle's cavaariWhile she paid
the milkman at the back door, she heard Kyle camand walk into
the sitting-room.

She had just closed the back door when she hearddil her name,
and she froze at the sound of harsh anguish treat the hallway.

Unable to move, she heard him rush upstairs,cstiling her name.
He sounded like a man demented by the possibilitysame
unimaginable grief.

Like a sleep-walker, she went into the hall.
‘Kyle, I'm here.'

For a moment she thought he hadn't heard her,herdhe stopped
and turned. 'Oh, my God, are you all right?'

She was standing at the bottom of the stairs wieeedched her, and
she could feel his whole body shuddering as he padphis arms
around her.



'Heather, Heather, you little fool. Were you realy desperate to
escape from me? How many have you taken?’

She stepped back from him. He shook her violently.

'How many, Heather, damn you? Oh God, | don't kifolmcan go
through this again! Once in one lifetime's enoughahhy man. Come
with me.’

He was dragging her towards the door before sheagethto speak.

'Kyle, please stop. | haven't done anything. I'mtngng to escape
from you/ She glanced into the sitting-room and sae spilled
tablets. 'Oh, heavens, | forgot about those. lttebeick them up.'

‘You forgot?'

She heard the tormented sound of his voice, and khen exactly
what he had feared. Her own face went almost vésthis.

‘You thought that I... ?' Her eyes rounded withcied realisation.
'‘Oh, Kyle, no...Mrs Evans hasn't been sleepingviger two. They
spilled out of the bottle. You surely didn't thitilat I..,?"

'‘Why not?' he accused roughly. "You did it onceobef

‘That was a mistake!" Her anguished cry silencegntboth. They
faced each other like two adversaries.

‘You try to end your own life and almost succeed] gou call that a
mistake? For God's sake, Heather, have you anyhioed felt that
night When | came back and found you; when | redlithat if |
hadn't... Have you any idea of what it did to m&riow that | was the
one who had driven you to that state?' He shookdwsl, as though
trying to ward off bad memories.



'‘And now I'm doing it again,' he said savagely.d@ehen will | learn
that | can't make you love me, that just becausegave yourself to
me physically it doesn't mean...' He shook his reegain.

'It was because of what | said about the childnwa®' he demanded
quietly. "You couldn't bear the thought of beingrneml to me, of
bearing my child, and so instead...'

'l did what, Kyle? Took half a bottle of sleepiraplets?' She shook
her head vehemently. 'No way! Do you think | havkgdrned from
my mistakes, too? Do you think | don't have the Iigehce to realise
how stupid | was? You say you love me.' Her voiceok over the
words she had still not fully allowed herself tdibee. 'Maybe you
do, but you don't seem to know me very well. Yogoafusing me
with a seventeen-year-old spoilt child.’

‘What are you trying to tell me?'

He seemed to have recovered some of his famillécgetrol; his
face was still white and strained, but that blazouk of agony was
gone from his eyes.

'I'm trying to tell you that | have too much respémr myself as a
person to do anything so foolish.'

'‘But you hated the thought of being tied to me thallenged. 'Don't
deny it, | saw it in your eyes.'

'Yes,' she said gravely. 'l hated the thought ofdeed to you for the
sake of a child | suspect | haven't even concéived.

He frowned, started to speak and then checked Him##nat is it
you're telling me, Heather?'

'You say you love me. Hasn't it occurred to you thgou'd told me
that the night we made love that... that it migintdamade it easier for



me to admit my feelings for you, instead of havittg try so
desperately to conceal them?'

‘Your feelings for me?' He seemed almost stupefi®at you hate
me! That's why | never told you...'

‘Told me what?' she asked sharply, as he brokwitifa muttered
curse, dark colour tinging his cheeks.

‘That your father's operation could have been pedd as an
emergency case by the National Health Service. yitnatould have
managed after a fashion without my help. Your mottael begun to
make the arrangements before | came on the scehshé agreed to
let me.. .take over. | wanted to do more than patie operation,
you see; | wanted*to give your parents the secuhgy once gave
me. And, incidentally, to have an excellent reaspoeee you every
day. And it didn't work, did it? | compromised withy conscience to
make you grateful to me, but nothing could chamgefact that you
hate me.'

‘Do 1?' she said wryly. 'Is that why | go up inrflas every time you
come anywhere near me? Is that why I've never waatg other

man to make love to me? Is that why | almost wisla$ having your

child? Oh, Kyle,' she protested, torn between teadslaughter as he
grabbed hold of her, running his hands over heylaslthough he
couldn't believe she was real.

'Six years,' he breathed shakily at last. 'Forysirs I've dreamed of
hearing you say something like this, and now tlbatgre | don't think
| can believe it. | thought you hated me.’

'So did | until quite recently, but | knew even dref we made love
that | was wrong. Kyle!'

'‘Don't talk," he muttered thickly against her motitliss me instead.'



It was a long time before he released her.

'l would have helped your parents anyway, you khow,told her
rawly, still holding on to her. 'l love them, Heathbut | kept away
for...'

'For my sake... yes, | know," she agreed quidtligutt me very badly
to have to admit that to myself, Kyle, and to heovadmit that it was
because of me that my parents deprived themsefvasaong their
lives with you.'

'l don't want to talk about the past. Let's tallowatbthe future Our
future. You will marry me?’

'If that's what you want.'

‘What | want right now," he groaned, 'is to pickuyap, and lie you
down right here in front of the fire, and make Ideeyou until you

can't think of anything or anyone but me. Twice ria thought I've

lost you, Heather," he told her huskily. "Therétigning to be a third
time. I'm never going to let you go, so don't agktm So tell me now
if you don't want me.'

Wrapping her arms around him, and pressing her imagainst his,
her body moulding itself to his in an eager carsbs,teased against
his lips, 'l don't want you.'

But he couldn't have heard her, because he waadglmcking her
up, and she could feel her blood heating in exatgipation of the
pleasure to come. The tablets, still scattered han floor, were
forgotten. The firelight warmed the pale silkinedsher skin and
darkened the tanned hardness of Kyle's body. Heerimaa to her
with urgency and compulsion, drowning them both irdal wave of
ecstasy. She slept in his arms and woke to fingdifealone. He had
tucked his robe around her and propped up besida lage white
envelope with her name on it.



She was just reading the contents when he walkeeiaring another
robe and carrying a bottle of champagne and twssgka

‘Your Christmas present,' he told her, getting dwside her as she
stared at the two plane tickets inside the Christozad.

'Did you really think | wouldn't know how much yduhant to spend
this Christmas with your parents'? | was goingite gt to you in the
morning. A special Christmas morning surprise,thig way 1 don't
have to wait until tomorrow to see the pleasurgonr eyes.' He
poured two glasses of champagne and handed her one.

‘To us and the future,' he toasted, and as Heaijyeed the dancing
bubbles happiness fizzed up inside her.

‘Make love to me again, Kyle,' she whispered, legqriowards him.
'‘Make love to me so that | can believe all thiseil.'

Later, when their son asked why he was called Md&n he was
born in September, she would smile at Kyle and belévsmile back
at her, both of them knowing that the other wasemivering the
Christmas Eve they had consummated their love @nslp Heather
suspected, she had conceived their first child.



