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CIRCLE OF FATE

CharlotteLamb



"Your dream world will crumble one day."

The warning left Melanie Nesbitt furious and uneadihat nerve
Jamie Knox had passing judgment on her engagememnttealthy
businessman! But his words reflected Melanie's anxieties.

Ever since he'd rescued her from a hiking acciutetiite picturesque
Lake District, Jamie seemed arrogantly intent omwilsy her
marriage plans and becoming part of Melanie's life.

In spite of herself Melanie was attracted to theeeined Jamie. But
when she believed his motive for wanting her wasmge against her
fiance, Melanie wanted nothing to do with Jamie.



CHAPTER ONE

THE doorbell rang as Melanie was closing her case sinel
straightened, dark blue eyes' surprised. Surelyabaldn't be Ross
already? He had said that he would pick her upratA swift glance
at her watch told her that it was barely eightefit. She had just
finished packing and hadn't even had breakfast yet.

‘Melanie—it's Ross!" Her cousin's voice had a famnillryness—Liz

had been cool towards Ross from their first meeting then Liz

wasn't the type to go overboard about anyone.dhtrbe her nature,
or the job she did, but for as long as Melanie deemember, Liz had
kept most people, life itself, at a distance. Naltta journalist had to
keep a neutral stance and Melanie admired her mweusontrol and
poise; yet at the same time it troubled her.

"'l be down in a second!" she called back, givieg reflection in the
dressing-table mirror a hurried check. Her hair waHfled; she

picked up a brush and ran it over the straightk géirands which
floated to her shoulders. Ross was always immasutdte felt she
ought to look the same ~ not that he ever saidhamytabout her
occasional untidiness, but those Calm grey eyasatbéverything. It
was odd that Liz- didn't like him, because Meldriethat they had a
good deal in common.

She ran downstairs, her heart speeding up as shsssun the hall,
waiting for her, the sunlight streaming through féaelight above the
door touching his smooth fair hair, making it gledmspite of the
sun, the autumn air was crisp, the wind biting. Reas wearing an
elegant dark cashmere coat over a grey suit. Mefeomaned as she
noticed that—he wasn't dressed for a weekend indhatry, surely?

‘You're early—why are you wearing a suit?' she dslseshe stood on
tiptoe to kiss him.



His pale head bent to meet hers; his mouth fletiogiched her lips,
without passion, without much feeling of any kirghe thought,
frowning.

'I'm sorry, Melanie. | can't make this trip to thekes. There's been an
emergency in Bahrain and | have to fly out thedayoto deal with it.’
His voice was deep, urgent; it was obvious thattired was already
elsewhere and he was in a hurry to deal with tbblpm of Melanie
before rushing off to Bahrain. Yet again she wamgrruption in his
busy life and he was pushing her aside.

A flush of hurt and anger ran up her fine-bonedcefdRoss, you
promised!

'I know." He frowned, his mouth impatient. His i@@&s had an
incisive quality, even when he smiled. When he fred; as he was
doing now, she only saw coldness, remoteness eiratigularity of
the cheekbones, the deep-set grey eyes, the laavshg and firm,
restrained mouth.

'l wouldn't break our date if it weren't absolutelyavoidable,' he
said, looking at her as if she were being unreddenand her flush
deepened.

'It always is, though, isn't it? We're supposetiéagetting married,
yet | hardly ever see you. We talked this out lasinth and you
promised me you'd take a weekend off and we'd gayaget away
from the office and the phones and find somewheeegful to spend
some time alone, and now this happens . . ." Meldidin't find it easy
to talk to him like that, her voice was shaking ahd was trembling,
but she was afraid that if she didn't tell him hslve felt it would all
build up inside her until something disastrous eyl



'‘Don't shout, Melanie,' he said in a quiet, coacgpwatching her
from a distance even though he was merely a foaya®o you want
the whole house to hear you?'

She bit down on her inner lip. Liz had gone badk the dining-room
and closed the door before Melanie came downstahs. family

were eating breakfast in there, voices lively asaljldaughing over
something Teddy was reading aloud from the newsp&j® uncle
Teddy enjoyed making people laugh; he was a natc@in,

physically comic with his short, stout figure andld head, his
saucer-like brown eyes.

'‘Look,' Ross said, 'this crisis on the site isorhsthing | can shelve or
let anyone else handle. There's too much at skddese to deal with
it myself, or, believe me, I'd send Martin or GrggoWhen | get
back, we'll fix something, we'll have a long talk.'

There was a new outburst of laughter from the dwioom, and
Melanie winced. They all sounded so cheerful,ritgd. A short time
ago she had been cheerful, too, imagining thatvatidd soon be
driving away with Ross and able to spend time aloitie him at last.
There was so much about him she didn't know, schrshe had to
ask. Sometimes she was frightened because shedméitle about
him.

'Ross,' she said huskily, 'our wedding day getseclall the time and |
don't feel | know you well enough. We can't go i&e this—I hardly
seem to see you.'

He looked at his watch, frowning. ‘Melanie, | hatgot time for this
discussion, I'm sorry. We'll talk when | get back.'

'You keep saying that, but it never seems to hadpgbe said. He
didn't seem to understand how she felt. He had sohmmore
self-assurance than she did; he had asked herrtg men within a



few weeks of meeting her. Maybe she should hawersaibut, swept
off her feet by his blind rush, she had said yesymletely dazzled.
Since then it seemed to her that she had hardfylsee and she was
getting very nervous about the whole situation.

'I'm sorry," he said again, with impatience. 'l twlscould get out of

this Bahrain trip, but | can't. I'd love to be witbu this weekend, but
| have a company to run and sooner or later ybatilke to understand
the way my life works. You say you want to get tow me better.

Start with that.'" He turned and walked away withaubackward

glance.

He was opening the door as she suddenly camehafterher eyes
pleading. 'Ross, why don't | come with you? We dailleast talk on
the plane; it's a long flight to Bahrain, isn't it?

He looked round, his mouth taut and wry. 'lt sowvdaderful, but it
isn't practical, I'm afraid— | have a mass of pageread before | get
there. | wouldn't have time to talk, even if yoursa'

He strode away, a tall man, moving with determorgtiand she
watched, her dark blue eyes bright with anxiety paid, the autumn
wind whipping her black hair backwards over heruttiers. As he
slid into the back seat of the white Rolls sheisedl that he wasn't
travelling alone. His secretary was in the car, tdelanie stared at
the older woman's profile, averted from her as Beebpfield read
the pink pages of th&inancial Timesshe held. She should have
known that Brenda would be going, too. It wouldréve worked if
Melanie had insisted on making the Bahrain trig ahd Ross would
never have been alone.

She shut the door and leaned on it, fighting abrealk of tears. She
couldn't let the family see her crying. She raneanbling hand over
her eyes; her lashes were damp. Thank heavensasret wearing



mascara, there would be no betraying streaks ttheefamily what
had happened.

It was five minutes before she felt calm enougfoio them. When
she opened the door they were all talking at omdgch wasn't
unusual. Breakfasts in this house were often sttesos.

This morning, though, she got the impression thair tchatter and
laughter wasn't quite genuine. They were actingv iHauch of what
was being said in the hall had they overheard?

Aunt Dolly immediately poured her some coffee. 'Yé&ipper's still
hot, dear, come and eat it. I'll make some freslsttoShe was over
fifty, not that you'd guess it if you didn't alrgaétnow, because
Dorothy Nesbitt had always looked years youngen tiner real age.
She was exactly the same weight and shape as dhieeka when
Edward Nesbitt first met her, so Uncle Teddy ireistIt was
impossible to get out of them a true account ofclwhihad first
acquired the nicknames by which they had now baswk for
years. Nobody else remembered. They had been RotlyTeddy
throughout their married life and old snapshotawft Dolly showed
her as a girl with the same curly blonde hair amahd baby blue
eyes, the dimples in her cheeks, the sunny snfile hdadn't aged the
way Teddy had—he had once had auburn hair, he ethiikow it
was a grey fringe at the back of his bald headjgof red in the few
straggling hairs.

Their son, Will, had red hair, so perhaps it wasetrLanky and
cheerful, his mop of orange fuzz was his most maiierfeature.
Will's face wasn't handsome, it wasn't even cotike, his father's.
He had a lugubrious face, in fact, but a far frooumful nature.

As Melanie sat down in her usual chair, next to,Hw@& gave her a
gentle smile. 'You look fabulous in that sweatdueB your colour,
you ought to wear it more often."'



He was trying to make her feel better. She gaveahamile that tried
hard to be steady. 'It's my sailing sweater, I'geided. Perfect for
sailing, don't you think?' Then she bent her headat the kipper
which had been kept hot under a plate. It was p#yfeooked, of
course, the smoky tang exactly right and the flesiting off the
bones. Aunt Dolly was a very good cook and up ¢&liag anything
from a boiled egg to a cordon-bleu meal.

‘Toast coming up."' Will passed the white bohma toast-rack while
Uncle Teddy poured her a cup of tea, and Liz pushedvhite bone
china dish of marmalade towards her. It was thealusancerted
family effort to make her feel happy; Melanie lovisgm for it and
was angry with herself for feeling at the same tingrickling
impatience, not with them, but with fate. She same$ got so tired
of being an object of pity; that was the last thaige wanted at this
moment. She felt like saying to them: stop feebogy for me, stop
being so kind, but how could she? It would hurtrtfeelings, and she
didn't want to do that.

The family team-work had begun when she was thrtaed her
parents were killed in a car crash, which left Me&aseriously
injured. For six months she had been in and outospitals. Her
father had been Uncle Teddy's brother. From theutaishe was
conscious of what was going on around her, afeeatitident, Uncle
Teddy and Aunt Dolly had been at her bedside testa®@ her. She
had a home with them, they loved and wanted heryéving was

going to be all right, they said. Will and Liz welned her with open
arms. This house was Victorian, large, shabby, \wm#my rooms.
When Melanie got out of hospital and came hereviy Ehe found
that they had moved every stick of furniture froer bld bedroom at
home and had a bedroom redecorated for her. Hisrshilon the bed
in which she had always slept, her books were ge@mn a shelf,
her clothes hung in the same wardrobe. It was themsand

thoughtful, and she didn't cry until she was aland they couldn't
see.



They wanted so much to help her. Their own live®ired around
that thought. They treated her like precious claind Melanie began
to wish that Will would shove her the way he did hister, that Liz
would be sarcastic with her the way she was withl, What Aunt
Dolly would sternly tell her to tidy her room theawshe did both her
children or Uncle Teddy scowl over her school répoid say, 'This
Isn't good enough!" as he always did to Will, whesswnore or less the
same age.

How could Melanie tell them that their unremittingnderness
towards her made her feel like avictim of tragedlyday? She
couldn't forget the way her parents died becausdaimily were so
terrified of hurting or upsetting her. She was ¢anty reminded of
the crash.

Gradually, of course, life had become normal, bday Melanie was
bleakly aware that they were sorry for her agaime Very fact that
they hadn't asked any questions or made any corsrt@dther that
they had guessed what Ross had come to tell hdrwane busy
trying to comfort and pet her.

'‘Look at that time," Uncle Teddy said, getting uphva last gulp of
tea. 'l'd better rush. Want a lift, Will?'

‘Thanks, Dad. Will you have time to help me with foke this
weekend? It's still in pieces in the garage.’

‘Why did you take it apart if you didn't know how put it together
again?' Uncle Teddy said drily but without heahaskissed his wife
on the top of her silvery blonde head.

Will leapt up; a gawky young man, he plunged abieta nervous
horse, his body never quite under his controhought it would be
simple enough,' he explained defensively.



His father grinned. 'Famous last words." He camendoto kiss
Melanie's head. 'Have a good day, sweetheart.’

'‘Hey, why don't we go to the pictures tonight?' gasied Will.

"There's a great film on this week. Want to seki#t? You like horror

movies. You should, you belong in one.' He skipmeitof the way as
his sister threw a punch at him. 'Missed me. Yain,.'YHe slammed
out of the room after his father, laughing noisily.

'I'm glad he isn't riding that terrible motor-cyelethe moment. | wish
it would stay in pieces.

Every time he goes out on it my heart is in my rhdudunt Dolly
began clearing the table and Melanie and Liz gdbugelp her.

‘What are you going to do today?' Liz asked a femwutes later as
Melanie was going upstairs to her room.

'I'm going to the Lake District," Melanie said clnand felt Liz do a
double take.

'‘Oh." Liz stood on the bottom step, staring afear mouth rounded in
surprise. She bore no resemblance to any of theofdke family.
Tall, slim, with sleek brown hair and brown eyesz bad a face
which kept its secrets: calm, smooth- skinned, €eatured. You
could rarely tell what Liz was thinking. Even h&ashes of sarcasm
were carefully controlled. She never exercised tharMelanie.

In her bedroom Melanie lifted her suitcase down wmoht to the
wardrobe to get her anorak. As she knew, it oftemed in the Lake
District, and it was wisest to be prepared for naa@ther, especially
in the autumn.

Liz loomed in the doorway. 'I'm in the mood for idlé sailing,
myself," she said casually, but not quite casuatgugh. Melanie
heard the thought behind the words and gave a sigbrt



'I'd rather be on my own, Liz, if you don't min&he wished Liz
hadn't made the oblique offer because she didnit wwabffend her. It
was kind and thoughtful, but company was the lasgtshe wanted.

‘It isn't a good idea to sail alone,' Liz pointed gently enough. "You
know the weather can come up suddenly and Ullsveatetbe pretty
rough.’

'l won't take any risks.' Melanie threw her anooakr her arm and
picked up her case. She was warmly dressed inltieeslveater and
dark blue cord trousers. She was slightly buidfirewho resented her
own look of fragility because she didn't feel ftagnside; she wanted
to claim an independence and self-sufficiency thassund her

seemed reluctant to admit. Her outward look bettdner; those large
haunting blue eyes, the long fine black hair, take gkin and finely

shaped features. Inside, she felt much tougher tthan She didn't

want to lean or cling-,- she didn't want to be pctéd, she had had
too much of it in the past, she didn't want Rosdréat her as a
plaything, a doll, to be picked up and put down wtee hadn't

anything more important on his mind.

‘It would be fun,' Liz said, faintly wistfully. 'Wdaven't been to
Ullswater for a month.'

The family kept a small sailing boat moored theeg] done for years.
They lived on the outskirts of Carlisle, only haif hour's drive away,
and throughout their teens had spent most of heairmers on the
lake, sailing, swimming, walking.

‘Next time," Melanie said, almost desperately. ®ineed and looked
at her cousin frankly. 'Liz, please—I have to geag on my own. |
have to think.'

Liz shrugged, a mixture of anxiety and wry underdiag in her
watchful eyes. She was three years, older than rMeland had



always been jusr tfiat little bit ahead of herz,Lof all the family,

would be most likely to understand Melanie's neetd alone and
think, because Liz wasn't given to confidences egithCool,

sophisticated, very stire of herself, she wassy ¢a get to know.

'‘Don't brood over Ross Ellis. It's time you realislieat he puts his job
before everything else,’ Liz suddenly broke oug'sHhever going to
have time for you. Men don't change, Melanie. Dbafte he will.'

Melanie didn't answer. She walked past her coustrobthe room
and down the stairs. Her case wasn't heavy; shpdwaed very little.
She wouldn't need much for a weekend's sailing—naeand shirts
and sweaters, one pretty dress for evenings, aelarunderclothes.

‘You'll be staying at the pub, as usual?' askedfbllowing.

Melanie nodded. 'Say goodbye to Aunt Dolly for e better be on
my way.' She didn't want to go through a sessiogusstions and
parried answers with her aunt too.

Her car was old and temperamental. She was tettifiat it wouldn't

start; on cold mornings it often didn't. She hadwtine of taking out
the sparking plugs and heating them to get thenengoing but she
didn't want to be delayed this morning becauseomlds give Aunt

Dolly a chance to get at her.

She prayed silently as she pulled out the choke thened the
ignition key. One outraged splutter, then the eag@luctantly fired
and she drove off just as Aunt Dolly appeared ia ttoorway,
distraught and flustered in her flowered pinny, imgva delaying
arm, her mouth open in a wail of dismay. Melanievedh back
without stopping.

It was a Saturday morning; the roads crowded wdilfit. People
going weekend shopping, people heading for theslakethe sea.
Melanie got on to the motorway and was able togouinore speed.



Her old Ford couldn't safely do more than fiftysotty miles an hour,
but even so she was cresting the hill above Ullemiatno time at all,
her eyes delightedly absorbing the landscape. Kievas a stormy
blue, rainwashed but full of light; the green hiélsemed to float in
that brilliance like a mirage, reminiscent of a Kieh illustration.

Watery sunlight struck across Ullswater, the ripglsurface of the
lake shimmering.

The family always stayed at a lakeside pub ownepdmple they had
known for years. Melanie turned into the crowdditklicar-park and
saw just one space left, over by the wall. It wiasasy to get into,
which was probably why it was still vacant. She ewvJorward a
little to get into position to reverse Carefullyant, only to have her
engine stall. Muttering under her breath, Melaniedtto get the car
started again. While she was busy doing that & sie@ sports-car
shot into the car-park, moved behind her and nesdifed into the
space she had been going to take. Melanie wasniginy &0 admire
the skill of the driver who performed the manoeuswftly and
without hesitation. Turning red with fury, she stled out of her car
and went across to tell him what she thought of him

He was just climbing out on the far side near tlafl,vinis black hair
blown around by the wind. He glanced over his sthewt her as he
bent to lock his car. His profile had a rakish alege; sharp
cheekbones, a long, arrogant nose, a rugged jawtineas a very
memorable face; hardly handsome yet stamped witktrang
personality.

‘You've taken my space!' Melanie accused.

'l didn't see a name on it,' he said with breathtaknsolence,
straightening to stare at her. Seeing him full-fate realised that it
wasn't the jagged lines of his features that mhdertost impression,
it was his wild black eyes. She'd never seen suwhzing eyes
before, and stared at him for almost a minute rprese.



It wasn't until he was walking past her that shme&#o her senses. 'l
was just going to park there!" she told him angrily

He paused beside her, looking amused. 'How waskhtov that?
Your engine was switched off.'

‘It wasn't switched off—it had stalled!

One brow rose crookedly. 'Oh, was that it? Weth, dorry, but | saw
an empty space and | got into it. That's the wayg #@round here.
Parking is at a premium. If you see a space you d@it around, you
grab it. You may find somewhere further along tieelif you hurry.'

He turned on his heel and vanished into the pubMeldnie stared
after him, bristling. He didn't even care! But thevas nothing she
could do about it now. She would have to take thsae and go and
find somewhere else to park once she had checkedha reception
desk and left her suitcase. She drove over toitleedas the pub and
parked there while she carried her case insidditttee lobby. The
owner was sitting behind the desk, going over spapgerwork and
operating the small switchboard.

'‘Hallo, Fred,' Melanie said, putting down her casel he looked up,
his thin face breaking into a grin.

‘Melanie. Hi. | hope you've brought some bettertiveawith you. It's
been raining on and off since early morning.' Herpéd past her.
'‘Where's your fiancé?'

'He couldn't make it,' she said, hoping she disimitnd too uneasy
about that. 'He'll have to come next time.'

'‘Okay. You'll just be wanting one room, then.'

'I'm sorry, Fred. If you can't let the other onkecaurse we'll pay for
it.



‘Don't worry your head about that—we'll let it! \Weeturning people
away all the time. We get busier every year. Sigand I'll give you
your key.' He pushed a card over to her and shekiyusigned her
name and address.

'Fred, | couldn't find anywhere to park,' she begaking the key he
held out.

'‘Give me your car keys and I'll put the car roumel back, but don't
tell anyone or they'll all want to do the same.'ideked at her. Fred
Hill was in his early sixties, grey-haired, fit, tiwind- tanned skin
and a relaxed manner. He'd once told her that dewwaked in a
factory in Birmingham for thirty years until he had accident and
had to retire early. He'd invested his life savingghis little pub

beside Ullswater. His wife, June, did the cookingl aaw to the
bedrooms. Fred managed the books and entertaieedathguests.
The eight bedrooms were always full, and so wasbtre June's
cooking was good. Fred's cheerful smile broughpfeeback again
and again. They often wished that Fred had hacduglent years
sooner; they were happier than they had ever beteir lives.

‘Thank you, Fred,' Melanie said, relieved and dufiteand handed
him her car keys before she went up to her roome had put her in
the one she .always had; a room with a bay windoavaaview over
the lake. It was comfortably but shabbily furnishad old, faded red
Axminster carpet on the squeaky floor-boards, welshed chintz
curtain at the windows, solid Victorian furniturénieh was always
highly polished. There were none of the delightsiotlern hotels; no
television, no telephone in the room, the bathreas poky and only
just held a shower cubicle and lavatory, a tiny lwhasin. But the
bed was more than comfortable, the mattress wagedtwith

feathers, and sleeping in it was like sinking iatenow drift. The
quilt was massive, a faded pink satin. There wasemdral heating in
the pub yet; in winter these rooms were like wimdnels and the air
smelt of damp. You needed a thick quilt. Whatevex season,



Melanie always slept well here, especially afte¥'dlbeen out on the
lake or climbing in the hills all day. Fresh aixeecise, good food,
made her ready for bed by nine o'clock each night.

She unpacked and changed into her old sailing derfdefore she
went downstairs she stood by the window looking ¢ke lake—the
water sparkled, the pine trees across the wateg gamysterious
edging to the horizon, dark, battlemented. Autunwoéburs touched
everywhere else; the birches and elms rustled goldaves and
every breath of wind brought new leaves blowinghglthe water's
edge.

Ross would be on his way to Bahrein now. If he tbher, he'd be
here. What was she going to do?

She closed her eyes, fighting with new tears, amded away,
refusing to think about it yet. She needed thecgotd the silence on
the water before she could think without crying.

She ran downstairs and June met her in the lobiwnggher a

comfortable hug. 'Hallo, ducks, how are you? Wiseyeur lover

boy, then? Not coming, Fred said. Business! Yowlkirdt let him

get away with that, lovey. If they're at it befgiau're married, they're
devils after the knot's tied.’

Melanie forced a smile. "You know what men are,likee!’ she said
gaily. 'Anything special for lunch today? | thoudlat have a snack
before | went out in the boat.'

'‘Come in the bar and have some of my shepherd'si'pégeput a
cheese topping on it today. One of my better effoift | say so
myself." June bustled ahead, plump, gaudily blowild an easy
smile and a genuinely kind heart behind it. Heuredtcolouring was
brunette—you could see the dark roots because b lder hair
herself—but somehow being blonde suited her faremidmatched



her cheerful personality. All the regulars at th poved June; she
was an instinctive home- maker and enjoyed lookifter people.

As Melanie climbed on to a bar stool she saw th@ mvho had
snatched her parking space. He was sitting at la talthe corner
with a tall redhead in a smart dress. They botkddaut of place, for
different reasons. This wasn't a 'smart' pub. & d@awn-to-earth and
lively but the jet set didn't congregate arouncehand the red-head
looked pretty jet set to Melanie. The studs in bars were real
emeralds and she was distinctly wearing a Cartstchv

Her companion wasn't as easy to place. He had teaming a

sheepskin jacket which he had thrown over a ciNomw Melanie

could see that his denims were as old as her odihmigrsweater was
hand-knitted Fair Isle. He was wearing trainerdisreet—no doubt
he had been or was about to go sailing, but ndt ¢ expensive
lady sitting next to him. Her high heels were datecenough to be
hand-made.

'Here you are, ducks. Get that inside you and lydel fit for
anything!' June placed an oval dish of cheese-tppepherd's pie in
front of her. 'Now, what'll you have to drink wit?"'

'‘Let me buy you a drink," said a voice behind Mm&arA small
apology.'

‘What's that when it's at home? Don't think we'geany,' said June
and gave one of her roars of laughter at her owa. jiNow then,

Jamie Knox, what've you been up to? Melanie'semdriof mine. |

won't have you upsetting her.'

'He stole my parking place,’ Melanie said withadKing at him as
he slid on to the stool next to her. She remembRigdtriking face
without needing to see it.



‘Typical,’ June said, leaning her elbows on thent&ruto enjoy the
discussion. 'Watch out that's all he steals—heéé&s/d with the ladies,
aren't you, Jamie?'

'If Fred hadn't seen you first, I'd never strayrirgour side, June,' he
said lightly, and June chuckled.

'Flatterer. Come on, Melanie, what about some clagmg on Jamie?
Make him pay for his piracy.'

'l just have a Perrier, thanks.'
'‘Don't let him off lightly; that's a mistake withugs like Jamie Knox!'

'I'l need all my wits about me while I'm sailintylelanie said coolly,

turning her head to meet his dark gaze. June maweg, shrugging,

to get the drink, and Jamie Knox smiled into Medeswary eyes. He
needn't waste that charm on her, she thoughtngthack.

'‘Crewing for someone?' he asked and she shookeael, the sleek
dark strands of her hair floating sideways andkiifig against his
arm. He was sitting far too close for comfort. Meéa found
something about him disturbing. She tried to siwfay without being
too obvious about it. She didn't want him to knbe éffect he had on
her. Those dark eyes were far too aware and cynicalgoing out
alone, today,' she told him reluctantly.

His brows shot up. 'What in? A rowboat?'
She stiffened, her colour high. 'Don't be so insglt

He grimaced. 'It was, wasn't it? Okay, | apologise#t-you look far
too ritzy to be the sailing type. Do you really knarhat you're doing
in a boat? What are you going out in? Have yowedatlbefore?'



'Literally dozens of times—and alone as well aswielp," Melanie
said crisply, and he considered her thoughtfully.

'If you want a crew . ..’

'l don't,' she said, before he could offer, tryiagound polite. 'l want
to be on my own, thanks.' To make it quite cledrito that she wasn't
interested in him, she put up her left hand to bhesck her hair and
saw his eyes narrow as he noticed her ring. Ithaag to miss—Ross
had given her an enormous, square-cut sapphiredingth smaller

diamonds. When her hand moved, the stones blazed.

‘What about you and your lady-friend, Jamie? Wanytlang else?'
June asked, putting the glass of mineral waterantfof Melanie.

'‘No, | came over to pay the bill," he said. Jurié lim how much he
owed her and he paid, then slid down off the shmal said quietly to
Melanie, 'Watch the weather this afternoon; it's/\a&hangeable out
there.'

Then he was gone and Melanie concentrated on halr fifeere was
far too much in the oval dish; she apologised tee s she left half of
it. 'It's gorgeous, but | can't quite manage alt,adorry, June.'

‘Never mind, ducks. | make my meals man- sized,dan't expect
you to eat all that. Want a coffee?"'

'‘No, | think I'll get out on the water while therssi out. See you
tonight.'

She walked down to the mooring-space in front efghb, her long
black hair whipped around by the strong wind. Gsaiting weather,
she thought, looking up at the blue sky. Cloudsdded across,
driven by that wind, but they weren't raincloudsvnd he afternoon
was set fair.



As she sailed out from the shore she caught a géngd the red
sports-car racing along the lakeside road. Ullswatasn't as
swamped with traffic as Windermere, which in thenswer was
impossible. You couldn't park, or drive faster tharsnail's pace,
anywhere around Windermere.

She hoped Jamie Knox wasn't staying at the publtezasn't often
that Melanie met someone she positively disliked,dine .had been
left with a far from favourable impression of tmaan.

The light lasted until well after seven that evegramd Melanie stayed
out, her body going through the automatic routihsailing the boat
while her mind ran blindly through mazes of doubtl aincertainty

about Ross. It all came back to one question—ditbbve her? If he

didn't, why had he proposed? If he did, why did ske so little of
him, and when they were together, why did she adwi@el so

strained? When he kissed her it was like beingekiidsy a stranger,
which was what Ross was to her, despite the gbftérs ring on her
finger. Was he too old for her? Did he feel thatwes? He was
thirty-six, Melanie just twenty- two.

Fourteen years, she thought, her heart uneasytdémuyearss a
long time. What do | know about those years oflife® He tells me
nothing, and when | try to ask he kisses me tmsédame, but making
love can't solve everything; and that brought tsakito the original
problem—did he love her?

That evening she went to bed early after a ligatkrof salad and an
omelette and slept heavily until her alarm clocktaT at six-thirty.
She had arranged with June to take a packed luitbrher that day.
When she got downstairs for breakfast the smalhmgrroom was
crowded. Everyone who came here was intent on spgiite day in
the open air; some were going sailing, others, Nledanie, meant to
head for the hills and walk.



There was a faint ground mist as she set out hewveather forecast
had been encouraging. During the morning the nistred and the
sun came out. At noon Melanie was high above Uliswan the
mountainside. She had climbed up through an oakisathdowy
glades out into the sunlight on the steep flankhefmountain, over
shifting, jagged stone and short rough grass, pgdinerself onwards
with an angry need to tire her body and stop hedmiorking.

She was beginning to be hungry, though, so sh@sthpook off her
anorak and threw herself down on a patch of comigrass; the
purple dancing heads of couch-grass dominatinget. legs ached
and she was out of breath. She unpacked her rucksakcfound that
June had given her a large slice of cold gameggiessed salad in an
airtight plastic box, an apple and a flask of ceff&elanie ate her
picnic staring down at the distant gleam of blugawnahe ribbon of
road, the toy houses and cars around the lake.

When she had finished eating she felt heavy ampbglel'he sun was
hot, the grass comfortable. She only meant to &erdfor half an
hour before beginning the climb downwards, butrslust have been
more exhausted than she realised.

The next thing she knew was when a shrill chatteciall very close
to her woke her. She opened her eyes in time toasslate-blue
merlin chasing downwind with prey in its talons. Isl@e was
surprised that it came so close to her until shésed that it hadn't
seen her. Sitting up in alarm, she realised that hdad come stealing
down the mountain while she slept. The lake wasonger visible.
The sky was enveloped in damp grey.

Shivering, she got up and put on her anorak, stipyge arms through
the straps of her rucksack and began to pick her eaefully

downwards. She could still see a few yards ahedwdioand so long
as she kept going down she must reach the lakeeiernd, she told
herself, but the mist kept getting thicker and lih@se stones were



slippery and wet now. Her feet kept sliding frondanher. She was
reduced to moving very slowly, checking each fotstHmefore she
risked it, and the longer it took her the lessshdd see.

Thank heavens she had told June exactly where shd@ading! At
least her whereabouts would be known if she hatistp put up here.
If the mist got much thicker she knew she wouldiate risk the
descent. The mountains could be treacherous inherdike this.

One false step and she could go plunging down rtaléath.

She had no sooner thought that than her foot sHtidtea shifting
stone and she felt herself sliding. She clung osotoe coarse grass
but it couldn't hold her weight. The fall was shdautkily. She found
herself sprawling in a narrow gulley. She banged inead but
otherwise seemed okay, until she tried to get upenT she
discoveredthat she had hurt one ankle. Puttingnamght on it was
painful. She sat down and examined it anxiously; broken, but
already puffing up. She had sprained it, she suegdedhis would
make her climb downwards even more difficult andgiaous.

It might be wiser to stay where she was until th&t fifted. The sides
of the gulley were some protection from the colér ldnorak was
warm, her sweater helped too, and she had a ffagKfee which she
had barely touched. June had packed far too muath, fas usual.
Melanie had been stranded on the hills before rigive knew the
drill. Keep warm and take no risks. Sighing, shiles# herself more
comfortably. She might be in for a long wait—Lakelaveather was
unpredictable, this mist might dissolve at any rtenbut on the other
hand it could set in for hours.

She looked at her watch and was amazed to rehks$eattwas gone

four. She must have slept for several hours! Ryllip her hood, she
drank a little more coffee; it was still hot andcailated nicely in her

chilling body. The mist was very cold, she feld&wing her lashes as
she curled closer to the side of the gulley.



It was some time later that a new sound made hapsears pricked.
The sound came again, the..rattle of a stone usal®eone's foot,
and then the rough sound of breathing.

Melanie clambered to her feet, wincing as she relesed her
swollen ankle. 'Hi!" she called. 'Hi;

The sounds grew louder, she saw a shape througmitite-a tall,
dark shape which materialised as that of a margmean anorak, the
hood hiding his face until he came closer and bestare at her.

‘There you are,' he said conversationally. 'Noy sensible of you to
stay up here with me mist coming down, was it?"

Melanie's heart sank as she recognised Jamie Kdox'soice. It
would be him!



CHAPTER TWO

SHE sank back, her face a battleground, half gratefgke him, half
wishing it had been someone else. 'Have you beémbiclg, too?'

'‘No, | was having lunch at the pub when the weatl@ning came at
the end of the news. June said she was worriedubecgu were
climbing alone." He dropped lightly into the gullbgside her; she
saw drops of mist on his dark hair. "We took a lttokugh binoculars
and thought we saw you right up near the summit,ybu weren't

moving. June got into a panic, thought you mightehlaurt yourself,

but then we saw you get up and start coming dowhdsxided to

come up and meet you just in case the weather wedsdust as well
| did, isn't it?"

He was still breathing rapidly; he must have clichibast if he had
had lunch at the pub. 'That was very good of yghe'said unevenly.
'l fell asleep, you see.’

'‘Good God!" he said impatiently, his mouth hareuYught to know
better! Falling asleep on the fells-were you trytogget yourself
killed? You know how the weather changes around!her

She bit her inner lip, tempted to snap back, botkng he was right.
It had been very stupid of her to fall asleep, ér@te was enormous
relief in having another human being around in tolsl mist.

'It wasn't very bright of me,' she admitted relatita 'And when |
woke up and saw the mist | had to hurry and | €ldbpnd hurt my
ankle." It was best to get the worst out right avwwagn he could tell
her what he thought of her and get it over with.

He gave her one look, charged with feelings sherded, then knelt
down. 'Let me see.' His hands were gentle buttih#lisched at the
pain of their probing. 'Only sprained,' he saidtgjsoothingly. ‘Can
you stand on it?'



‘Barely." She had had to unlace her climbing- baagway, which
made it dangerous to walk far on these steep slopes

He stood up and looked away from her, his browolwed, as he
thought about the situation. 'God knows how long thist will hang
around, and it can be very cold at night up here. dight to get
inside if \ve can. There's an old shepherd's hattah quarter of a
mile from here on a lower level—if we could reakhttwe'd be out of
the weather. Do you think you could make it if Igezl you?'

Melanie tensed her muscles. 'l can try.'

She felt him watching her. '‘June says you're usédltwalking, you
know what you're doing, but I'd never have guessed.

Very flushed, she ignored that. 'l vaguely rementbat hut. If we're
going to make it before it gets dark, we'd bettartsiow.'

‘Let me fix that boot of yours before we move dffé knelt down

again and managed to tie the laces without puftregsure on her
swollen foot. 'If you need to lean on me, don'tita¢s," he told her
curtly, as they set off.

There was a distinct track running horizontally &ods the hut,
which was often used by climbers in bad weathavalf easier going
than the descenton loose stone, but before thethgot it began to
rain; thin, driving rain that soaked, through heotlees within

minutes. Shivering, she paused to wipe her face—esh&l hardly

see a foot ahead now.

Jamie paused, too, looking at her in impatient eamc'Can you go
on? It isn't far now. The sooner we're out of this better.'

She nodded, her teeth chattering, and Jamie slatranmaround her
waist. The track was just wide enough for bothhaim now but the
relentless rain made every step difficult, and jusfiore they got to



the hut Melanie stumbled and fell headlong befaraid could save
her.

He lifted her to her feet, his hands under her aBhg leaned on him
like a spent swimmer, gasping and shuddering, bfoading down
her temples where she had grazed her face inltharfd heard Jamie
mutter impatiently, then he hoisted her over hisusther and carried
her the last few yards. She was too weary to aogdight him. She
had never been so tired in her life.

The door creaked as he pushed it open, then theyyingde and he
kicked the door shut, put her down and producexcntwhose light
showed her a bare, stone-floored interior. The viaas primitive,

intended only as a shelter from the weather, ahdld no furniture.
Cobwebs hung dustily from corners, the one windo&s \grimy,

stray , littered the floor and a set of stone stegsip into a hayloft at
one side of the room. Melanie's eyes focused owéthevhich held a
blackened stone hearth.

1l light a fire,’ Jamie Knox said, walking awajs torchlight
making circles on the floor.

'‘What with?' Melanie couldn't see any kindling miatle She was so
cold her body shuddered violently, and she haeéda bn the rough
stone wall. Local stone, she thought, the same rrabtihat had

traditionally been used for building drystone walls

Jamie was up in the hayloft, his feet scufflingiraw. 'They keep a
pile of logs up here for these emergencies.' Heecdomvn a moment
later with his arms full of logs.

‘You've been here before,’ she said, drawn forwgrthe idea of a
fire. He had knelt down by the hearth and was adlyemaking a
pyramid of straw and pine-cones with logs as therskaucture. ‘Can
| do anything? Get some more logs?' she asked.



'Once I've got this started you can watch it wHilbring some
bedding down for us,' he said, producing a lighitipnotised, she
watched the flame and inhaled the scent of burmewin as the
pine-cones blazed up. There was something so prarabout fire;
both dangerous and reassuring. Out of control ulccdill, but

contained within the smoke-blackened chimney it easpell, the
warmth of it very comforting.

Jamie was crouching down to blow gently upwards; diny logs
caught the flame with a sudden crackle, a fierygtmn licking
upwards. 'I'll get the bedding now,' he said, tagrtio face her on his
knees. That was when she realised what he hathssiidst time, and
she reacted with alarm as the firelight flickeredpwing her the
carved hollows of his face.

Melanie stiffened. '‘Bedding?' she repeated guaydeaid his black
eyes flashed at her.

‘We're going to be here all night, from the looktafut there. I'm not
prepared to risk trying to get down in that mistl aain, even if you
are.' He got to his feet and she backed, suddénralyla

Until then she hadn't really thought about theatason, but now she
was very conscious of it.

He watched her, his features mysterious and sinistthe leaping
firelight. Black hair, black eyes, a wilful cast faice—he wasn't the
companion she would have picked for a night omtlentain.

'‘We should be comfortable enough on straw,’ hedvdidand moved
away, taking the torch with iiim but leaving hertime comforting
glow of the firelight. She sat down near it, croedhnside her wet
anorak, which began to steam gently. She ouglatk® it off but she
was still cold.



Jamie came back with armfuls of straw and a coopleld sacks.
‘These will make useful covers,' he said, layingnttdown within a
safe distance of the fire. "You'd better take yanorak off or you'll be
going down with pneumonia.’

She unzipped the anorak and pulled it off. Her $gremas damp but
the rain hadn't actually soaked it, she decided.

‘The sweater too," Jamie Knox said tersely.
'It's okay!

He took one long stride and caught her shoulderhbnd moving
along the sweater. 'As | thought— it's damp, tha smaked right
through your anorak, didn't it? Get it off! You altesitting around in
damp clothes all night.’

She pulled free, her dark blue eyes stormy. 'I'maiting around
naked, either. | haven't got anything on underngath

His mouth went crooked with impatient amusemenbu“trazy
female! Don't you even know what to wear for a dayhe fells?' He
unzipped his gwn anorak, which had, she saw, a waaterproof
lining, stripped off his sweater and then pullefitbé cotton shirt he
wore under that. Melanie watched, backing, her ejesned.

‘What are you doing?'

He threw her the shirt. 'No need to get excited.not about to make
a pass. Take off your sweater and jeans and paitothi You're so
small and skinny it should come to your knees ptiehis sweater on
again and turned to attend to the fire, talkinghatit looking at her.
‘Hurry up. I'm not watching, and if you could seeusself you

wouldn't be so scared | might make a pass at you:r¥ covered in
mud, your hair's like wet string; you are a verylfaggled object,



Miss Nesbitt. My male instincts aren't going to amok at the sight
of you, naked or otherwise.'

She hurriedly took off her sweater and jeans aiddirgio his shirt. It
was still warm from his body and carried his scengle, faintly
musky. It clung to her and she smoothed it dowelirig odd about
wearing his clothes.

‘Now put my anorak on,"' he said, '‘Mine's more weigoof than
yours; the rain didn't penetrate it." A shower pdrks flew up as he
put another log on the fire, which was burning lyiceow.

‘Are you sure you'll be warm enough?' Melanie saisitantly.

He gave her a dry smile. 'Quite sure.' He begamragmng in his
rucksack and produced some thin twine. 'I'm gomgttetch this
across the chimney breast; it will make a nice rdpfine for your
clothes.'

You think of everything, don't you?' she said want hostility.

'l try, Miss Nesbitt.' The black head turned, heged at her, wicked
charm in his face. 'To tell you the truth, the safe there—I'm not
the first person to have the idea. | told you, fgiée is often used by
climbers caught out by the weather.’

She looked in her own rucksack. 'l have some hieedeft,’ she
offered. She unscrewed the top, grimacing. 'Weklynw coffee,
anyway.' She poured some and held it out to himhe&nchme over to
her and sat down beside her, taking the plasticsipping the coffee.

‘Thanks, this is very welcome. What else have yaturgthere?'

‘Biscuits and an orange and a little slab of chéese



He smiled, his eyes crinkling. 'Then we shan'tv&ashall we? |
brought Kendal mintcake, a couple of apples andsk fof tea.' He
finished the coffee and held out the cup. ‘Now lyaue some—it will
make you feel more human, believe me. | feel belterady.'

She managed an answering smile and poured hermsilahcup.
Holding it between her palms to let the warmth pkie her skin, she
glanced at him apologetically. 'I'm sorry to hawt gou into this. It
isn't going to be very comfortable, is it?"

‘Not exactly,' he agreed without resentment. Heveasg long black

lashes, she noticed, and his skin was smooth ameédaover those
sharp cheekbones. 'June told me that your fianseswaposed to be
coming, but backed out—did you have a row with Him?

‘No, | did not,’ she denied, scowling. 'Why shoydl think . . .’

'‘Pure guesswork! You were obviously angry when goived—and
it wasn't just because I'd taken your parking spsoe over-reacted
about that. | could see you were in a mood tothedirst person who
gave you an excuse. You were mad with the guy ur fe—so with
typical female logic, you decided to go off alomel aake risks just to
show him!" He got up and began to arrange her jaadsweater on
his taut washing-line above the fire.

‘That's not true!" Melanie said angrily. There wafsgourse, enough
truth in his speculation to make her furious witmhShe and Ross
hadn't had a quarrel, but only because Ross rsdpéd long enough
and she hadn't had a chance to lose her tempes.rRady gave her
any opportunity to let him see how she felt, intfahe pent-up
frustration made her look at Jamie Knox with smetiltly eyes. She
might not be able to confront Ross, but Jamie Kwas just a few
feet away and she could tell him just what she ghoof him.



"Your guesswork is light-years off course, andtgrigtsulting, too. |
made a stupid mistake, but I'm not a complete fiidlwas angry
with my fiancé, I'd tell him, | wouldn't punish hilbyy trying to Kkill
myself. You know nothing about me so don't dreanfaupasies to
explain what | do.' Anger made her voice shakelentbaned on the
chimney breast, listening with derision in his eyes

'Did | hit a button?'

Her flush became red-hot. He had, of course, damm he
tightened her lips, not daring to risk a replyhatt

After a pause during which she heard the rain bgagainst the dirty
window and the crackle of the fire, Jamie Knox akke
conversationally, 'What do you do for a living, thye way?"

'l work in an estate office,’ she said curtly, istgrat the smoke and
flare of the fire.

'In Carlisle?

She gave him a surprised look. 'Yes. You seem twdrg well
informed about me.’

‘June told me,' he said, his mouth amused agathsla@ knew June
well enough to understand why. June loved talkingua her guests;
she was a compulsive news-gatherer and passedeoyttexig she
learned to everyone else she talked to.

‘What do you do and where do you live?' she asksdteally,
because why should he know so much about her whenksnew
almost nothing about him?

''ve got a cottage half a mile from the pub,’ h&dsand her eyes
widened.



‘You live here all the year round?'

He nodded, producing a slab of mintcake and brega&fha piece,
which he offered her.

‘Thank you." She took it and nibbled it. 'And whaour job?'

‘At the moment, | haven't got one.' He got up amew another
handful of pine-cones on the fire. Their aromatierg reached her
nostrils and she leaned forward to inhale it witbagure as she
answered him.

'‘Were you made redundant?' Her voice was sympathew; it had
happened to several people she knew. Unemploymasivery high
In this part of the country, even more so in thg biban centres
within a few hours' drive of the Lake District, oburse. He had a
very expensive car, presumably he had had a gdodH@ must have
had a shock when he lost it.

'‘Morg or less.' His voice was dry. 'Don't look sorg tor me—I'll get
another one. No need to pass round the hat just yet

She smiled at him, her dark blue eyes gentle. Ustnbe very
worrying, though. I'd hate the uncertainty.’

He considered her, his head to one side. 'Yegpase you would.
You look very highly strung— it must be those fin@enes of yours.
You seem fragile, as though you snap under pressure

Her chin went up; his voice held what she thoughbe a note of
dismissal. 'I'm not fragile and | don't snap unglessure!’

‘You're snapping now! His mouth was crooked anel sat back,
biting her lip.



‘You're a very irritating man, Mr Knox.' Turning aw she looked in
her rucksack for a comb and began to drag it tHrougr damp,
tangled hair, crossly aware that he was watchimg he

'l wish | could wash my face,' she said, wondehog she looked,
although what difference did it make? She wasgihgy to attract
him, she didn't care what he thought.

‘Why not? I'll fetch you some water, although itlwe very cold.' He
got to his feet and she stared at him in surprise.

'Water? Where from?'

‘There's a rain barrel right outside the door. Dom@u notice
anything? You weren't in the Girl Guides, were yd\iften you're in
strange terrain, it pays to keep your eyes open.'

‘You try keeping your eyes open when someone'yiogriyou over
his shoulder!

'I'd like to see the guy who tried,’ Jamie Knoxds#ughing. 'Can |
borrow my anorak for a second?' She took it off la@dlid into it and
headed for the door. As he opened it, a gust ol wlaw in, bringing
rain, and Melanie shivered, crouching closer tofittee He was back
a moment later, carrying a rather rusty old bucket.

Melanie washed hurriedly, conscious of his stand, dried her face
on a handkerchief.

‘You'd better put my anorak on again,' he saidysoMy shirt seems
to be rather transparent in firelight.'

She glanced down hurriedly, her cheeks burnindhasaw the way
the thin material of his shirt clung to her bodwytlming the dark
circles of her nipples. He must be able to seeyewmeh of her, as if
she were naked. Melanie put out a hand blindly esobk off his



anorak. She couldn't look at him. She fumbled hey faurriedly into
the garment and zipped it up with shaky fingers.

Jamie washed his own face and dried it, while Melatared fixedly
at the fire. They were alone here; she knew notabmgut him. What
if he suddenly grabbed her? She would have no ehahéighting
him off. She eyed him secretly through lowered éssfi he black hair
was plastered to his skull by rain, showing hergbeerful contours
of a face which disturbed her. She couldn't begiguess what he
was thinking.

'It's raining hard out there,’ he said. 'By the wdnere's a pretty
primitive outhouse at the back, if you need it.'

Her flush deepened. ‘Can | borrow your torch?’

‘You'll need it,' he said, handing it to her as gbeup. 'By the time
you get back, your sweater should be quite dry.'l¥éeel more
human when you can get dressed again.’

She avoided catching his eye, but she was relibyethe remark.
Had he meant her to be relieved? Did he realigesttawas alarmed
by being alone with him here?

She whipped round the hut, her head bent agaiastdhd, driving

rain, the faint circles of light from the torch stiag her where she
was going, the wind howling on the fells. She cdmaek a few

moments later, drenched and with chattering tdéth.outhouse had
been even more primitive than her worst imaginirggg more than
that, she had seen something with a tail in there.

‘There are rats in it!" she said, bursting back the hut and slamming
the door after her, to drip her way back to the.fir

'‘Probably," he said coolly, watching her take off $odden anorak.
Melanie pulled her sweater off the line and hagiiyit on, her head



averted. Her jeans were dry, too; once she wag firkssed her
nerves stopped jumping every time he moved. As sstiedown,

huddling next to the fire, he produced a leatheskland handed it to
her.

'‘What's this?' she asked.
‘Brandy, just what we need to put some warmth latckus!
She shook her head. 'Thanks, but | don't like brand

'You don't have to like it. Swallow some, it wilbdou good. Your
hair's soaked again; a pity neither of us thoudbringing a towel.’

'Isn'tit?' she muttered sarcastically. '‘Next tirget lost I'll remember
to bring one.'

‘That isn't so funny, Miss Nesbitt,' he said witlh dmusement. 'l've
only known you a short time, but | get the feelyagi're prone to get
lost.'

Melanie frowned, pointlessly rubbing her handkez€lover her hair
in an attempt to dry it a little. She wasn't suteatvhe meant but she
didn't like the way he had said it.

He moved, and she grew tense again. 'Stop argaohgrank some of
this brandy,' he said, holding the flask to her tholYou don't want
to get pneumonia, do you?'

'You bully,’ she said with animosity. He smelt adir and
woodsmoke, his face inches from her own. She gtattm®ugh her
lashes at his brown cheek; the hooded dark eyeshedcther from
hiding, their gleam unnerving. A pulse of panictaaaer throat. To
hide that, she reluctantly swallowed some brandi wishudder. It
went to her head; she felt almost dizzy.



'Feel better now?' Was he laughing at her or wasdiooked little
smile meant to help her relax?

She stared into the fire, watching the blue andv@eatongues of
flame curling round the wood. Jamie Knox drank tdelibrandy,
sitting next to her, his knees bent up and his obgting on them.

'What are you seeing in the fire?' he asked casaathoment later.
‘Pictures? | remember doing that when | was srAalChristmas we
used to roast chestnuts in the ashes; they tasteklysand burnt, but
that was part of the fun.'

'‘We did, too," Melanie said, smiling. 'On a shoveéliked hearing the
chestnuts burst open. We made toast in front ofitegtoo.'

'Instant nostalgia, a fireside, isn't it?' he muraau He began to tell
her about Christmases he had spent abroad, oftest countries, and
how much he had missed the traditions and evercadle wintry
weather of home. He had travelled a great deasupnably because
his job took him all over the world. He talked cakyibut gave her
vivid word pictures of places he had seen; Melavis fascinated.
Was he a journalist, she wondered?

'l haven't really travelled at all,' she admitteéfully. 'Just a couple
of holidays abroad—one year we went to Spain, aedtswo whole
weeks just lying on the beach. Last year we wentay and did

some sightseeing in Rome and Naples. That wasch ¢oar, | found

it rather exhausting. We only, stopped in any pl@cewo or three
days. | got coach-sick.'

‘We?' he queried, watching her intently.

‘My family—we all went together.' She turned heath@nd their eyes
met; Melanie felt that odd quiver of panic agailth@ugh there was
no real threat in his gaze. Hurriedly, she ask&ad,you come from a
big family?'



'‘No,"' he said. 'Where's your fiance this weekend?'

Her fine-boned, expressive face quivered with feght the abrupt
question, and he stared at her, his eyes narrowed.

‘Bahrain,’ she said huskily. 'He travels a good,dea.'
'Doing what? Business?'

‘Yes,' she said.

'‘What sort of work does he do?'

‘You ask a lot of questions,’ Melanie said shontgtuctant to talk
about Ross.

'‘We must pass the time somehow,' he said, smiliagkmngly. 'Of
course, there are alternatives, but if you're we lvith another man, |
suppose you wouldn't be interested?’

Melanie turned her head towards the fire agaimingtainto the
flames with fixed gaze but intensely aware of hisrg movement,
every breath he took.

‘Don't,’ she said in a very low voice.
'‘Don't what?' He sounded amused still; she didrttit at all funny.
'Flirt. This is difficult enough without you makingeven harder.’

There was silence, then he laughed shortly. "Yoigte, of course. |
apologise. The trouble is, Miss Nesbitt, you'reeayvattractive girl
and this is a very intimate situation we're in—hdve to be
superhuman not to . . . well, let's just say thairyfiance must be
crazy. What's his name, by the way? As we're alvtalieng about
him, I might as well know who I'm talking about.'



'l don't want to talk about my private life at aihe said. 'But his
name is Ross.'

‘Surname?’
‘No, that's his first name. Ross Ellis, if you stsi

There was another silence. She looked around, regissimething
odd in the air, and saw his eyes narrowed, hardtauk.

‘Ellis? The Ellis who runs the big construction gamy?'

Slowly, she nodded, wondering what he was thinkiftge humour
had vanished from his face, no doubt because hédéaaimpressed
by hearing that she was engaged to one of theimpsttant men in
the north-west. Ross had inherited a construction $hich until
that time had been a purely local company in trea.aRoss had built
it into a worldwide company in just fifteen yeakte was a man of
dynamic energies. Whenever she was upset becaasaesbr saw
enough of him, she reminded herself that Ross waka habit of
giving his entire attention to his firm. He simgiadn't realised yet
that she needed him, too. If he would only stay Istng enough to
listen to her, she might make him understand thatmust love her,
or why would he ask her to marry him?

'I'd heard he had got engaged,’ Jamie Knox said\slo

That didn't surprise her. The announcement hacedagusite a bit of
local interest. Ross was a big local employer; radijupeople took an
interest in everything he did. Melanie had beeheahervous when
she had to be interviewed by reporters, but Rodsblean there too
and he had smoothed over fier hesitations and stémethanswers.

‘Do you want anything to eat? A biscuit? An orangknie asked
and she shook her head.



‘June packed a huge lunch for me—oh, they mustdoges by now,
wondering where we are!'

'l told them that if | found you, I'd bring you leerWith binoculars
they'll be able to see the light in the window @juess that we got
here safely.’

She gave him a daunted look. 'You really do thinkw@rything, don't
you?' There was something very disturbing abotit tha

'If | can,' he said with an oddly wry smile. 'Somets things happen
that you couldn't possibly foresee—but that agary to anticipate

what | may meet before | set out. If we haven'ttethdown at first

light, June and Fred will call the mountain respeaeple, but they'll

wait until then. Nothing could be done in the dakyway, not with

this rain and wind. They couldn't even get a h@lieoup here to take
a look around.’

Melanie was beginning to feel very sleepy; the yamo doubt. She
lay on her side, the straw was comfortable enosigéwas warm and
dry and very tired. Her lids grew heavier and heavihrough them,
half-closed, she secretly watched Jamie Knox ganmnitagthe fire, as

unblinking as a cat, his knees up, his chin on tHesrakish profile

all that she could see of his face. She wonderedtdtim. He was

rather secretive for a man who asked so many aqumsstHer lids

drooped. She couldn't keep them open any longershadslid into

sleep.

She woke when something touched her cheek. Hesstided, she
drowsily opened her eyes and looked up straiglot Jaimie Knox's
face. Still locked in half-sleep, Melanie staredhan as if she had
never seen him before, bewildered by his presenber dream, but
then her heart began to beat faster and fasterwyshecold and then
hot, with shock and memory. In a flash she remest&rhere she
was and who he was, and then she felt a stab 0a$dae bent closer.



'‘Wake up, Sleeping Beauty,' he murmured, smilimgntouth inches
away.

She knew he was going to kiss her. For a secondmhescles
stiffened; then his lips touched her mouth, warmsHi, softly
persuasive, and Melanie jack-knifed upwards, pushim away.

He went without resistance and got to his feetviQisly, it works
with a vengeance,' he said, puzzling her. 'l wontiéne original
Sleeping Beauty slapped her prince?' He moved awidyout
waiting for her reply. 'Time to start down, Miss $\ét. It's almost
light and the rain has stopped. It is going to beautiful morning.’

Melanie sat there for a moment, breathing hard. Attewvas filling
with pale grey light, and the fire was out. Shevered in the chill of
the stone walls and the early morning, and fe#trgjely depressed.



CHAPTER THREE

'‘OF course, you mustn't drive a car until the swellvag quite gone
down, it wouldn't be safe,' said the doctor asihisled binding her
ankle, and Melanie forced a smile, nodding. Shentidbdought of
that aspect of her accident. She would have tothagamily and ask
one of them to drive over to pick her up, and thatild mean telling
them the whole story. She didn't look forward tindahat.

When the doctor had left, hurrying to get on with test of his round,
June considered her unhappy face and patted heldsino

'‘Don't look so down, lovey. | tell you what, Fredasvgoing into
Carlisle some day this week to pick up some thingant from the
Lanes. Wonderful new shopping centre, | wish it wwasrer here,
Whenever | go to Carlisle | head straight for inyfvay, I'll get him

to go today, he can drop you off at home and deshopping at the
same time, then you can pick up your car any time hke. We'll

look after it for you,; it will be safe in our caagk.'

‘Thank you,' Melanie said gratefully, but when Fozoine into the
kitchen he had Jamie Knox with him and the two rhad already
hatched another scheme.

‘Jamie's going to drive you home, Melanie," Frdd teer. ‘And I'll
drive over to Carlisle this afternoon, after the slauts, to do June's
shoppingand pick Jamie up afterwards. You don'ttwiafeave your
car sitting around in our car-park for days, do3ou

Melanie said flatly that she didn't. 'Thank youedkr You're very
thoughtful.'

‘It was Jamie's idea,' Fred said generously, s rieeded to tell her
that.



She turned a tight smile towards Jamie Knox. 'Thank' She didn't
want him driving her home, she didn't want her fguto see him, to
ask questions, to be curious about what had hagdesteveen them.
She knew that last night had been totally innocamd, of course her
uncle and aunt would believe her when she told tetnothing had
happened, but something about Jamie Knox's braghtjsed eyes
and cynical smile made her feel absurdly guiltyif ahe were lying.
Yet she didn't quite dare to refuse his offer beeahat might make
Fred and June curious, and so far they hadn'tdaisg eyebrows or
looked askance over the explanation of how Melan@ Jamie had
spent the night in the shepherd's hut. Such thivaggpened all the
time in this district; people were always gettiogtlin the hills or
trapped by bad weather. The important thing wasttiey had got
safely back, that was all that June and Fred calvedt, and no doubt
Uncle Teddy and Aunt Dolly would feel the same, detanie would
still rather not let the family meet Jamie Knoj*

Meeting his gaze, she was certain he could readnimet and was
amused by everything she wasn't saying.

June helped her pack and Fred carried her case tbolgr car. She
got hugs from both of them and messages for théyfatnen Jamie
Knox started the car and shot out of the car-park.

Melanie was aggrieved to see that he could get spged out of her
old car than she ever had.

‘It might be faster by mule,' he observed as hevad the winding
road beside the lake. Maddeningly, the weathenteds gorgeous;
the sky clear, the sun bright, the hills a shartirmon the horizon.

'You're doing forty miles an hour. What more do ywwant?' she
muttered, settling reluctantly into the passengat siext to him. 'l
don't believe in driving too fast, anyway, espdgialot on these
roads.'



He looked sideways through his lashes at her. 0wl ring your
family and tell them what had happened?’

The heat in her face was answer enough and hacsilenderlined it.
‘He whistled softly. '‘Going to?'

"Il tell them whatever suits me,' she said ddfian

‘You've got to explain that bandaged ankle somehow!

'‘Anyone can have an accident walking the fells!'

‘Do June and Fred know that our night on the baventain is a
deadly secret?'

'Oh, be quiet!" she wailed, because of courseshidic't ask Fred and
June to lie for her and sooner or later the whiaeysvould come out.

‘June tells me your parents are dead and you litke am aunt and
uncle,' Jamie informed her, undeterred.

Furiously she snapped, 'Did they forget to mentrontwo cousins
and the cat?"

‘Cats didn't come into the conversation," Jamienmwed. ‘There was
some talk of a Liz and a Will who both like to sdow do your
family get on with your fiance?'Melanie averted fere, staring out
at the russet colours of oak and elm, the scafleise hips and haw
berries in the hedges. Autumn was in its early dthyere were still
lingering signs of summer here and there—a fewtssts, rich green
grass in pastures.

‘Very well, thank you," she said stiffly. What waes implying now?
‘What job did you say you did? You aren't a poliaemby any



chance? Or a tax inspector? You seem very fongloh@ questions
about things that have nothing to do with you.'

'I'm interested—any reason why | shouldn't be?'
She turned, her dark blue eyes very wide and sthrth what?'

He turned his head and their eyes met and her $leapded a beat. ‘In
you,' he said softly, watching the betraying coloun up to her
hairline.

Melanie hurriedly looked away again and kept hexdheirned as she
answered huskily. 'l asked you not to do that . . .

'Do what?' he teased, turning off to get on torntimeorway.

'Flirt. You knew | meant that! It may be just a gata you, but | don't
play that sort of game, Mr Knox. I'm engaged alavé my fiance so
please stop talking to me like that.’

They were beginning to put on more speed; it magtenkrvous to
find herself in the fast lane, passings cars whiobld normally pass
her, but Jamie Knox was coaxing a surprising pavrof her old
vehicle. She hoped he wasn't wrecking the enginever.

He seemed to have nothing to say in response tarttérthey drove
In silence for a while, until he asked suddenlygvHold were you
when your parents died?’

‘Thirteen," she said, reluctantly, because shehegmning to feel
that every scrap of information he wheedled outesfwas a hostage
to fortune and might be used against her at sotnesfame. Talking
to Jamie Knox was like being under X- ray—Melareét fentally
naked, her innermost thoughts and feelings obseamddspeculated
upon. She didn't like it, especially as she diduite trust the man. It
was more than distrust now, though; she was hidfcabf him.



‘Thirteen? | see,' he drawled, and she made th@kei®f looking
round at him, her blue eyes apprehensive. It wagelaus to ask, she
knew that, but she couldn't resist the nag of o

‘What do you see?'

'Losing your father in your early teens must hawae A traumatic
effect,’ he murmured coolly. 'And Ross Ellis no bibmakes a great
father figure.'

She went rigid with anger. 'Don't try that cheapgb®logy jargon on
me, Mr Knox—it won't work. We don't know enough ab@ach
other for you to have a clue what makes me tick'r&\eractically
strangers.’

'‘Are we?' he asked drily, apparently untouchedbyde in her voice.
‘We only met this weekend and..."
‘Time is relative. How long have you known Rosss2ll

‘Mind your own business.' Her throat was hot wekentment and
helpless fury. 'Please don't keep needling me, NioXX Just
concentrate on your driving. | don't want to talkyanore. You've
given me a headache.’

He laughed. 'That tired old female excuse! I'm ashof you.' But
he lapsed into silence as she asked and it wasg'tlefore they were
on the outskirts of Carlisle. Melanie broke thelersce to tell him
how to get to her home. With any luck, nobody wadokdin because
at this time of day Aunt Dolly was often out shappi She had a set
routine; had coffee in the pedestrian precincttaed enjoyed a walk
round the Lanes, the new shopping centre whichdiroao many
people to Carlisle from the surrounding area. Somest Aunt Dolly
met a friend for a snack lunch before coming home.



Jamie pulled up outside the old, white-painted gae sat forward,
his hands resting on the wheel, to stare up attishackle Victorian
house. It had been built in 1832, by a prosperoadisiz corn
merchant with a large family and several servartiere were seven
bedrooms, a huge and draughty drawing-room, a le@hédining-
room and a muddle of other rooms downstairs, ofigaly shaped
and very eccentric in design. It was hardly coneehor modern but
it had a certain style and character and the Nsslowved it, even
Aunt Dolly, who had to do most of the houseworkcept at
weekends when Liz and Melanie helped her. As Auritylalways
said, 'You can tell the man who had this houset lexbected
someone else to keep it tidy. All very well for himall those
servants! How much easier life was in those days.'

'‘Except for the servants,' Liz usually said in dé&y-way, and Aunt
Dolly would laugh and say that Liz was so down a&atle, not at all
romantic.

‘A very handsome house,' Jamie Knox murmured, yas dicking
over it from the delicate fanlight above the dawttte little gables in
the roof. The shabby stucco had a creamy glowenstinlight; the
house looked loved and contented, the small gardére front was
rich with dahlias and chrysanthemums; golden amhest, dark
blood- red. A spiky cluster of Michaelmas daisiésomed near the
wall, their petals visited by bees and butterfliesthis surprisingly
summery morning, so that the air was full of a blusgn, a flutter of
wings.

‘Thank you for driving me back here," Melanie sitfedly. 'And for

. .. for everything you did." She felt ungratefuie-had, after all,
gone to a lot of trouble for her and she hadn'lyeghanked him
properly. She would have been more fervent in hanks with

almost any other man, but Jamie Knox had madéitwlt for her to

be too nice to him. He might misread friendlineds. seemed to
misread most things.



He got out and came round to help her down, higl harder her
elbow. 'I'll see you to the door then come backy/fmrr case,' he said,
urging her towards the gate.

'l can manage. The case can stay in the car fantdment,' she said
firmly, and glanced up the- road. 'If you walk kettop of this road
you'll get a bus straight into the centre of towhey're very frequent
and it isn't far.'

He didn't relinquish her arm, indeed his fingegbtened on it.

'‘Got your door key?' he enquired, somehow manafpngake her
keep walking through the gate and up the path wstiblack and
white Victorian tiles, laid in a symmetrical diantbpattern. A few
had been cracked over the years, and some wersngnadogether,
but the path had a certain style, like the housgclwMelanie loved.

He was still being kind; she didn't like to dismisgsm too

peremptorily, so she produced her key and he tbakd inserted it
into the door. The door was reluctant to open;egded oiling but
none of them ever remembered until the matter beaanrcial, and
the heavy rain over the weekend had obviously whtpe timbers
further, because when Jamie pushed it politelydtier didn't budge
and he had to let go of Melanie to use his fulrsgth on it.

At his shove, the door fell open with a protestargak and Jamie
tumbled into the house leaving Melanie outside cWwhvas why Liz,

seeing a complete stranger crashing through th& filoor, leapt
down the last two stairs and faced him with onehef father's

walking sticks grabbed up from the hallstand.

'‘Who are you?' she asked firmly. '‘And what are gomg?"'

Melanie hobbled into the hall at that instant aed ¢tousin's voice
halted.



‘Melly? What's wrong with your foot?' Trust Liz b®@ so sharp-eyed
and observant, thought Melanie, hurriedly smilihger.

'l had a tumble when | was climbing, it's nothingain, just a slight
sprain.’

Liz slowly slid the walking-stick back into the ks&ihnd, her eyes
moving to Jamie Knox enquiringly.

'l drove her back because she couldn't drive witeé ankle out of
operation,' he said lightly, smiling. ‘My name'sdkn Jamie Knox.
You must be Liz? I've heard a lot about you.'

Liz's eyebrows arched. 'Really? All of it goodope.' She glanced at
her cousin with interest. "Yduavehad a busy weekend.'

Melanie's cheeks stung with hot colour and sheddakway. It was
bad luck finding Liz at home.

'‘Why aren't you at work?' she asked, wishing Lidritaseen Jamie
Knox—or that Jamie Knox hadn't met her cousin, slasn't sure
which was the more worrying.

'I've taken a day off,' Liz said. Melanie shouldvdaemembered the
complicated rota system by which Liz worked fouysiane week,
five the next; a shift system made even more coxripyehe addition
of paid annual holidays which Liz could taken blocor piecemeal
throughout the year. 'I'm working on the economacticle I'm
supposed to have ready by Wednesday,' Liz addeah Work better
at home—no interruptions.' She paused, grimacedidlly,' she said,
her eyes smiling as she glanced at Jamie Knox.

'‘Did we interrupt?' he chimed in immediately. '§about that, but it
must be nearly lunchtime— weren't you going to'eat?



Liz looked amused. 'l suppose | was, sometimeinktiny mother
left me some cold roast lamb and a salad—she'sidwnch with a
friend in town. | expect there'll be enough foretdr

Aghast, Melanie said, 'Oh, Mr Knox isn't . . .'
‘Thanks, I'd love to stay for lunch,' he overroée. h

She turned angry eyes up to him. '"You've got totrifesd in Carlisle,
don't forget.'

‘Not until five o'clock—that was the time we arradgto give Fred
time to get "here and do June's shopping.'

Liz listened with interest, watching them both, beol face alert and
attentive.

'You know Fred and June? How are they? | havept $kem for
weeks.'

'Oh, they're fine—wonderful, aren't they?' Jamié lps shoulder to
the front door and forced it shut. 'These hingesdneiling, you

know—nhave you got an oilcan? I'll do it for you nd#ls a mistake to
let these little problems drag on; you have to detl them as soon
as they come up.'

Liz looked amused. 'How very forceful. Yes, thengstrbe an oilcan
in Dad's toolshed. Come and get it. He never thramyghing away,
even if he has no intention of using it.'

They walked away along the hall and Melanie folldvggimly. Her
heart had sunk as she recognised that Jamie Krtbrdhatention of
going. He had shamelessly angled for that invitatalunch—what
was Sso surprising was that Liz had offered it spanse to his blatant
hint. It wasn't like her; she was usually ratheslamith strangers and
particularly strange men.



Liz looked over her shoulder. "You're limping badlyhy don't you
use one of Dad's walking- sticks, Melanie?'

Jamie turned and recrossed the hall rapidly andedzack with one
of the sticks which he offered to Melanie with bbinds, his smile
mocking.

She was tempted to hit him over the head with ut, dontrolled
herself. 'Thank you," she said through her teetid, perhaps her
iciness was a mistake because she felt Liz watdi@nguriously. Liz
scented a story; her news nose was twitching. dstething Melanie
wanted to do was arouse Liz's curiosity.

She had hoped to skate lightly over the explanatibrnvhat had
happened last night, but it was" obvious that sheni going to be
able to do that with Jamie around, deliberatelyrisgy up curiosity.
Liz only had to take one look at him to guess thaight spent alone
with Jamie Knox was unlikely to be incident-free.

'‘Were you staying at the pub, too?' asked Liz ey #il went into the
large, sunlit kitchen.

'‘No,' Jamie said. 'l live nearby—I've got a cotthgside the lake.’

Liz gave him an envious look. 'Oh, lucky you! I'alvays dreamt of
having one. It must be heavenly, being able to look across
Ullswater every morning. Is your cottage old?'

'Eighteenth century, typical local architecture—ywaimple and

solidly built of stone. When | bought it the prewsoowner assured
me that Dorothy Wordsworth had once called in therask for a

glass of water when she was on one of those lottiggwiaey used to
take, but | expect he'd invented the story to Belpthe place.’

Liz laughed. 'A lovely thought, though. I've alwgy=ferred her to
good old brother William. He's a little too pompdas my taste.'



'Oh, you're one of those people who prefer to tilokothy wrote the
poems and William just borrowed her ideas?' Jamas rily
mocking and Liz made a face at him.

'l didn't say that." They went out through the bador into the
garden. 'The toolshed is over there,' Melanie heerday.

Sitting down on one of the shabby old horsehairirshdelanie
listened grimly to their fading voices. They weatking in a lively,
friendly way as if they had know each other forrged.iz liked him.
That was bad news. Jamie Knox was mischievous;kiwbw what he
might say to Liz? Melanie wanted him gone, out eff life at once
and for ever. He disturbed her peace of mind.

When they returned Jamie had an oilcan in one hanmdg in the
other. He went into the hall to deal with the frdiobr while Liz laid
the lunch on the table.

'‘Does your ankle hurt much?' she asked Melanieu'tiYbetter take
the rest of the week off work."A sprained ankleniwstop me sitting
behind my desk and doing what | always do," Melziaid flatly.

Liz shrugged. 'Up to you.' She put the platter oifddamb in the
centre of the table. 'Where did you fihdn? He's quite something,
isn't he?'

'Is he?' Melanie asked coldly.

Her cousin eyed her. "You know he is! | couldniteqmake out how
he happened to be the one who brought you back.haéave did you
meet him?'

'‘He was in the pub,' evaded Melanie.



'‘And drove all this way for a total stranger! Hodnairable.' Liz was
given to sarcasm; Melanie ignored it. 'l supposddes know you're
engaged?' asked Liz.

'Of course!'Melanie said tersely.

'Of course,' Liz echoed with dry amusement. "Yowlbdo't flirt with
other men, would you? You're too devoted to Rosis,ElIthough
heaven only knows why you should be. You seemeditke enough
of the man. Half the time he's abroad, and whes Iteck in the UK
he never seems to have time for you.'

'Liz!" Melanie said harshly, going pale. 'Don't ghings like that, it
isn't true. Ross is just very busy, but if he ditiwe me he wouldn't
have asked me to marry him.’

Liz sighed, looking contrite. 'I'm sorry, Mellydidn't-mean to upset
you, don't look like that—it's just that sometinhggt angry with you
for being such a doormat. You let Ross walk allroyeu; you
shouldn't, you know. Men don't respect you fodfityou stood up for
yourself, Ross wouldn't be so casual with you.'

Melanie heard Jamie Knox's footsteps in the had &nrriedly
stumbled to her feet, her face drawn.

'l don't think I'll have any lunch. I'm not hungr§ghe hoped Jamie
hadn't heard their argument. She didn't want hiknimv any more
about her than he already did. 'I'll go wp to mgrmoand take a rest,’
she said as he came whistling into the kitchen.

‘The door's moving freely again,’ he told Liz clieldy, but at the
same time shot Melanie a probing stare sideways.

Thanks," Liz said absently, watching her cousin tdtelanie, do
have a little lunch, the lamb's very good.' Her stheskinned face



held apology, appeal. 'You can take a rest afeentbal,' she coaxed,
touching Melanie's arm gently.

‘No, really, | don't want anything to eat," Melasad. She turned to
go, then halted. 'Oh, thank you, Mr Knox, for exkiyg.'

‘My pleasure,' he said drily.
She forced a smile. 'You're very kind. Well, gooelby
'‘Oh, not goodbye,' he mocked. 'We're going to sel ether again.’

Her dark blue eyes held startled anxiety and héegimto them with
maddening amusement.

‘After all,' he added, 'you obviously visit Ullsweatfrequently, and
I'm there all the time.'

Melanie retreated, limping up the stairs into heddoom. She hated
tension and that was what she felt whenever shensas Jamie
Knox. He seemed to know the effect he had on heteajoy causing
it.

She lay down on her bed and closed her eyes, lmukisbw she
wouldn't sleep. She had slept well enough lasttragd, anyway, her
mind was working overtime, worrying about what Jarkdnox was
saying to Liz downstairs. How much had he told Li#? seemed to
like her cousin and Liz obviously liked him; shedheaid as much.
Jamie Knox was Liz's type, after all—sophisticataae of himself,
experienced. He wasn't Melanie's type, though. stnely couldn't
cope with him.

It must have been an hour later that she hearfidhedoor bang and
then the sound of a car driving off. Melanie swolffighe bed and got
to the window in time to see Liz's car vanishingmd the corner. Liz
must be driving Jamie Knox into the city to meegd:r



Liz still hadn't got back by the time Aunt Dollytlaerself into the
house. Melanie was in the kitchen drinking some westching the
clock and wondering where Liz had got to and if slas still with
Jamie.

'Hello, pet," Aunt Dolly said, dumping her loadduwpping-bags on a
chair with a sigh of relief. '"Had a good weekendPyWwhaughty of you

to go off on your own like that. Liz could have gowith you. | was

just going to suggest it when f heard you drive' @&he patted her
silvery hair in front of the mirror over the margigce. 'Was the
weather fine?"

‘Some of the time." Melanie took a deep breathsailin a rush, 'But
while | was climbing in the fells it turned mistypé | had to spend the
night in an old hut.'

Aunt Dolly swung, mouth wide. 'Melanie! All on yoawn?'

"No, there was someone else—June and Fred Saend of theirs
up to look for me and guide me, so | had company.'

‘A friend of theirs? Who was that? Anyone | knoweint Dolly
wasn't yet alarmed. She might have been if shé&haan in advance
that Melanie was going to be stranded in a hutngjht with a
stranger, but as Melanie was here, safe, tellingbeut it, she wasn't
as horrified as she might have been.

'l don't think so," Melanie said vaguely. 'And lertimy ankle—it's
only a sprain, though, nothing serious, I'll beeatd go to work
tomorrow.’

Aunt Dolly exclaimed again. 'Have you seen a ddctor

‘Yes, he said it was a simple sprain. He bounaribfe.’



'‘Let me see," Aunt Dolly said, and gazed at thedaged ankle,
shaking her head. 'There! If you'd taken Liz yowlda't have done
that. It isn't sensible to go climbing on your owou should have
learnt that by now. How lucky that June and Fredvknvhere you
were. | hope you thanked them for being so thowghWhere was
this place where you took shelter? It couldn't hdeen very
comfortable. Really, Melanie, you were silly, weétgmou?'

It hadn't been quite as much of an ordeal as Melaad feared,
telling the family, and she was able to go througlgain when Uncle
Teddy came in with Will, but that time she had ADwally to help her

out, adding a chorus of comment and explanatiorchvtiok some of
the tension out of Melanie herself. She could aitkband let Aunt
Dolly tell the story, with a few frills and some broidery. Aunt

Dolly enjoyed telling people anecdotes; she hagiven Melanie for

running such a risk by now and almost seemed te lh@en there
herself. She made it very dramatic—a daring moantascue. She
had one detail wrong, of course. She had the ilmmeghat Jamie
Knox was Fred's age, an old hand in the Lake [Bistra

weather-beaten hill-climber old enough to be Madaniather.

Melanie did not disillusion her. She didn't say thityg when Aunt
Dolly looked at the clock and said, 'Liz must hayene out on
newspaper business, after all. | suppose thatttyrfaa news editor
rang her up and bullied her into working tonighteaRy, it's

disgraceful the hours they want her to work.'

Melanie's dark blue eyes watched the regular momées e the clock
hands. Liz had been gone now for three hours. Whatshe doing alll
this time, and was she doing it with Jamie Knox?

She went to bed early that night; Liz still hagnit in an appearance.
When Melanie got up for breakfast she found Wilihat table eating
egg and bacon as if he hadn't eaten for days. Me ar a grin,



saying cheerfully that Liz had left a note on thiehen table asking
not to be woken up as she had got in late.

'l knew she had; she woke me up at some unearnthis-htwo in the

morning, I'd swear it was," Will said, taking acsliof toast and
spreading it with marmalade. 'She cleaned her t&@thoisily | had

nightmares about it. Wonder what she got up tonagtt and who

with? Who's the latest victim of her fatal charmfoh't know what
guys see in her, | really don't. I've seen prettieads on a pint of
beer.’

'‘Don't be rude about your sister," said Aunt Dalymoving the toast
from him firmly and putting it near Melanie. 'NoWlelly, you're to
eat something this morning. | don't hold with yaing off to work
with nothing inside you.'

Melanie forced down a cup of coffee and a slicetoafst before
rushing off to work. She did most of the paperworkthe estate
office. The firm handled several private estatesvai as selling
houses, offices and shops. The work was variedgintukeep her
interested and the pay was quite good by localdstas. There
wasn't that much choice in the area and Melanikddthe idea of
working in a large office where she would specelistyping letters
or spend all day filing. In the smaller office shmad more
responsibility, did a wide range of jobs, and aiset quite a few
people every day.

Her boss was already in the office, checking ammery. Looking
up, he said at once, 'Melanie, you're limping.'

His son, Andrew, grinned. 'Old eagle-eye missesingt Did you
fall or were you pushed, Mel?'

When she explained, George Ramsden shook his hewat.dHow
many times have | warned you young people abolwiking? It's



dangerous to do it alone.' He had a strong Nortmamiaccent and a
face that looked as if it had been hacked out cdllstone, but that
belied his character. He was a very kind man.

‘It won't stop me doing my work,' Melanie saidtisg down at her
desk, and George Ramsden patted her shoulder it
raw-knuckled hand, smiling at her.

'Good lass. I'm off to the auction rooms. Old Hdmisll have stuck
the wrong labels on everything if I'm not therestop him.'

When he had left, Andrew made some coffee andaking to
Melanie until a customer came into the shop. She tha first in a
long line; it was a very busy morning. Melanie hardad time to
think about anything but work, for which she waatgful. Just before
she went to lunch, the phone rang. 'Oh, damn $aiuk but picked it
up reluctantly. It was Ross.

‘Where are you?' she asked huskily; he soundedfaeaway.
‘Still in Bahrain. I've no idea when I'll get back.

Did you have a good weekend? I'm sorry | coulda'tnith you, but
you understand, don't you?"

‘Yes, | suppose so,' she said uncertainly, anddice came distantly.
'‘What? | can't hear you.'
'l only said | understand. This is a very bad line.

'‘Melanie?' His voice was a whisper at the endtohael. 'l can't hear
you. There's no point in talking, on a line likestrCan you hear me?
I'm ringing off. See you when | get back.'



She replaced the phone slowly, remembering thetfire she had
ever heard his voice. He had rung to enquire aaduutilding site in

which he was interested. Melanie had been imprekgdus deep,

cool voice. For some reason it had made her nervshus had

stammered. It was a week or two before she actuadlyy Ross in

person and she had known the instant he walkedhetoffice that it

was the man she had talked to on the phone. Higrésamatched the
confidence of that voice. So often a face was giseging after you

had heard a nice voice on the phone, but not wattsRHe was even
more than she had imagined.

He had asked her to have dinner with him that fiest, and after that
she had been caught up in a whirlwind. Ross wdzisg; he had to
snatch time for himself. Dinners, lunches, driveshie country—all

hurriedly arranged, all too brief. When he askeddenarry him, she
was feverish with disbelief and excitement, shenhaglren stopped
to think, she had just said, 'Yes, oh, yes, Ross.'

Where had that feeling gone? It was all such at$imoe ago. She had
been in love with him, hadn't she? She still waasnit she? But her
head was full of question marks about the way Relssand, if she
were honest, about the way she felt herself. And Wwould she ever
find any answers if Ross was never here and hathm®to talk to
her? If he loved her, wouldn't he find the time& #tought, and then,
again the questions surged into her head and foarahswer.

She paused in the pedestrian precinct to look dreas in a shop
window, working out if she could afford to buyTihe colour was so
pretty, a warm turquoise. She always looked godulue.

'It'll suit you," a voice said behind her, and sasv the wavering
reflection of Jamie Knox in the shop window witkheock of surprise
that made her pulses leap and flare.

'‘Oh, hallo," she said reluctantly.



'‘Buy it," he urged, but she shook her head andrbeEglamp away. He
kept in step, 'How's the foot?'

‘Still painful." She halted at the door of a srmaitaurant where she
often ate. 'Well, I'm going to have some lunch,usecme.’'

'What a coincidence,' he said, and her heart S&is.is where | was
heading, too." He took her arm and steered hersadi®e crowded
room. There was only one table free and she cduhdnk of a polite

excuse for refusing to share it with him. As shiedeavn she looked
at him through her lashes, suspicion in her bleseldad he really
been coming in here?

'‘Hallo, Jamie,' said the waitress, coming over waithroad grin. She
never smiled at Melanie like that. 'We've got ydavourite on,

today— hotpot. Good, too. | had it myself." ShedehMelanie the
menu with a nod of curiosity and Melanie ran a ieagreye down the
list.

"'l have soup and the chicken salad,' she said.

'Have the hotpot," Jamie said, taking the menu fnem 'We'll both
have soup and hotpot, Ethel.'

Melanie angrily opened her mouth to protest, bet waitress was
already moving away and Jamie grinned mockinglyeat

‘Their idea of a salad is two lettuce leaves awdriakled tomato.
You'll be much better off with hotpot. My grandmetiused to make
it for me when | was small. She lived in Carlisies used to come and
stay with her for Christmas, my mother, my sisted  and she made
us the best hotpot you've ever tasted. | don't kmbat she put into it,
but I've never tasted one as good since.'

'She's dead?'



He looked at her with a wry smile, nodding. 'Yeago. She was
eighty when she died; she'd had a good life, Imiss her. She was a
wonderful old darling. One minute she was a tartifiryeu'd done
something she disapproved of! The next she waagiou a cuddle
and everything was forgotten. She always said ymwlsl never let
the sun go down on your anger, but she thought@nl needed
discipline, especially when they had no father atbto make sure
they were kept in line.’

The waitress brought their soup, a Northumbriarthbroade with
barley. As they began to eat, Melanie asked, '"Yailner was dead?’

He laughed, breaking off a piece of the crusty wdlich had been
brought with the soup. '‘Not dead, no, but he wasnthere. He was
In the merchant navy. Half the time he was on tieroside of the
world.'

Melanie's eyes widened. She watched him curiotEtat must have
been lonely for your mother, never having her hodidaere.'

Jamie looked up, shrugging. 'If it was, she nehem&d it to us. We
had a wonderful childhood. When Dad was home it aagys

exciting, he brought us presents from all oventioeld and took us
out, and then he'd go back to join his ship anughiwvould be normal
gain. Mum wrote to him several times a week, aredl nes bits from
his letters, about where he was and what he'd ddead the best
stamp collection in my class.’

'‘But he didn't get home for Christmas?’

'Rarely," he agreed. 'That's why we always canstay with Granny
Carlisle. Mum thought we ought to have a family i€tmas. Our
other grandparents lived in London, my father'spt. Mum didn't
get on too well with them. We didn't see much etk



Melanie finished her soup and watched his bentk degad. It
sounded a very interesting childhood. Did he tafker dis father?
She wondered if he had gone to sea or had hisrimtbag absences
turned him against that idea?

Hesitantly, she asked, 'You said you hadn't gobaaf the moment.’
He might be sensitive about it; she wasn't sure hewould react to
guestioning.

He looked up, his face suddenly taut, the dark éged. ‘No,' he said
through tight lips.

‘You didn't go to sea, like your father?'

His face softened a little. 'l rather fancied tlea when | was small,
but | got interested in other things and went tilege instead. To my
mother's great relief.' He grinned at her. 'Shenhaaid a word, but |
could tell she was heaving sighs of relief.'

Melanie laughed. 'She sounds great. Where dods/sheow?’

‘She and Dad have retired. They live in Ullswgtest down the road
from me.' His eyes held affectionate amusemenepig an eye on
me and what | get up to even now!

The hotpot arrived and Melanie had to admit thavas good; the
lamb tender, falling apart as you touched it withury knife, the
vegetables perfectly cooked and the flavour dal€idamie gave her
a quizzical look, lifting one brow. 'Well?"

‘You were right, it's marvellous,' she said.
'I'm always right,' he told her with maddening aemsnt.

Melanie gave him a look but didn't rise to the jsiite concentrated
on the meal instead. When the waitress removed piaies and



suggested a dessert, Melanie refused politelyastdpd coffee, and
Jamie did the same. The hotpot had been far miirgg fthan the
lunch Melanie usually ate.

Jamie walked back with her to her office, talkingoat the fine
autumn weather most of the way. She wanted toiask he and Liz
had spent the evening together yesterday, but siseaWaid that he
would misinterpret her interest and imagine that whs jealous. He
was conceited enough to jump to a conclusion hiag. it wasn't true,
of course. She didn't care who he went out withshe was surprised
at Liz.

'‘Why were you in Carlisle today?' she asked instaad he made a
wry face.

'l had to see my dentist—a half yearly check upate dentists, don't
you? Even when it is only a routine check | dreathg.’

‘Yaw come all the way from Ullswater to see a dsritiere?' she
asked in disbelief, her face becoming suspicioits hie expect her to
believe that?

He considered her expression with dry mockery.s'Hgeen my
dentist for years. | used to work here and he \asnearest good
dentist. I've never got around to changing to soraezise.'

She was about to ask him where he had worked,sbtltesy reached
the estate agency they walked straight into AndrRamsden who
greeted Melanie urgently. 'Oh, great, you're backe-got to go out
to Penrith to see someone, can you hold the fdiit luget back?'

'‘Of course,’ Melanie said and Andrew handed herkthes to the
office before rushing off. Melanie unlocked the doagain, gave
Jamie a polite smile and said, 'Well, goodbye.jbysd the hotpot.'



She now expected him to linger, but he didn't, beded and walked
away without a backward look. She watched him gih \&istrange
feeling, biting her lip. She hoped she would nesesr him again, and
at the same time that thought made her oddly depdes



CHAPTER FOUR

THE following Friday was Will's birthday. He was twegrthree,
although, as Uncle Teddy said, it was very hardeiteve. Will still
acted and moved like a teenager, either crashiogtafoisily or
laughing like a hyena over nothing. Sometimes Ha'tleat for hours
without seeming to notice, but then he would comatimidnight and
demolish every particle of food in the fridge oe tlarder. Bottles of
milk vanished; cheese, cold meat, bread, fruitieaty to eat and all
gone next morning, so that his mother would surrey depleted
resources and wail. 'Will's been at it again.'" &hemlas never any
doubt as to the culprit; who else could eat so matcuch an hour?
Aunt Dolly knew without asking that Liz and Melam&re on a diet
because they always were, and even if hunger cagretloem in the
middle of the night they wouldn't eat everythingtthvasn't nailed
down. Only Will would gorge like that.

But as today was his birthday his mother looked mifnlly at her
empty fridge and only said, 'l must go shoppinge 8ad cooked Wil
his favourite breakfast and he had departed fokwth his father.
'‘Where's my list?' Aunt Dolly asked herself, loakiabout. 'l wish |
hadn't said he could have this party, he's getoogld for birthday
parties and his friends are so noisy. You will bestto keep an eye on
them, won't you, girls?'

'‘Don't worry, you won't get back to find the politere investigating
an orgy,' Liz said, laughing.

Flustered, Aunt Dolly said, 'Well, you never knowerse of Will's
friends seem very nice, but did you see that grblrought round the
other day—nher hair was green and purple, and stiesiiay orange
marks on her face, like a Red Indian.’

‘Tracy Simmons? She works at the Town Hall," saelavie, and
Aunt Dolly looked incredulous.



‘Well, whatever do they think there?'
'‘Not much,' Liz said drily.

Aunt Dolly began hunting for her shopping-list, mewing to herself.
'‘Where did | put it? | had it just now. Oh, looktlaat, how silly, | was
holding it all the time, with my gloves. Melanieroe along, aren't |
giving you a lift to work?"

Aunt Dolly and Uncle Teddy were going away for tireekend to the
Lake District, so that they need not get involvethwVill's party, and
Melanie was secretly afraid that they might ruroidamie Knox.
There was no hope that they wouldn't now hear Anee Fred's
version of how she came to be marooned for thet nigi so long as
they didn't meet Jamie that might not alarm theme @ok at him,
though, and Aunt Dolly would get agitated. The habiworrying
about Melanie was too ingrained with her.

Friday was always a busy day in Carlisle. Peoptev@in from the
surrounding countryside to shop, adding to theistaivho came to
see the town, often staying overnight so that tkewld visit
Hadrian's Wall. Of course, they were usually tat@iousesteads,
the most spectacular of the forts on the wall, whbaey could park
their coach beside the road in a walled car-paaketa cup of coffee
and buy souvenirs and postcards before visitingsthall museum.
The more energetic could then make the climb upiniihe fort itself,
to stand on the summit, buffeted by winds, stagnfranced at the
incredible views on each side of the wall, the ynggeen countryside
falling away in a sheer drop into echoing vistas.

While they were in Carlisle itself they had a cleoaf either visiting
the many shops or taking in the cathedral. Melaffien had lunch
there; it was a short walk from her office and #aads were
beautifully prepared and inexpensive. Of coursat theant that the
Buttery was always crowded with housewives, chilgifeiends of



the cathedral, but the profits from the little sestant went to help
maintain the cathedral structure. Built of red stershe always felt it
had a baleful look at sunset—it wasn't the mostgasie of
architecture. Begun in the twelfth century, it veastrange mixture of
periods. Melanie preferred the original style; éhelas something so
beautiful about the massive columns and Norman egickheir
strength had a confident simplicity. The cathedvak far lovelier
inside than out.

She was glad to be kept busy that Friday; it stdgp thinking too
much, wondering if Ross was flying home, if he wbsibon ring her,
if she would see him today, tomorrow—soon.

Will's party didn't begin until eight and for seakhours before that
they were all busy getting the ground floor of timuse ready for
invasion, clearing out most of the furniture, agiag chairs and
cushions on the floor, collecting tapes and recdaysng out the cold
buffet in the kitchen. Aunt Dolly had cooked modtiowell in
advance— the spread was amazing, cold quichesagauslls,
vol-au-vents, pizzas they would have to reheat, Ibos¥ salad
covered by cling-film, open fruit tarts and gateaSke had cooked
the sort of food she knew Will loved, but had ddne embarrassing
abundance.

‘She expects a plague of locusts,' Liz said, cenisig it all.

Yum yum,' said Will, taking a sausage roll, andtipg it into his
mouth before his sister could stop him.

‘Don't do that again,' Liz said, slapping his hd@ah and check that
we've got enough glasses.’

‘Done it. I've got my priorities right," he said sgty.

The doorbell went and Liz groaned. 'Oh, no, theyend started
arriving already!



Will looked at his watch. '‘Nearly eight, not thairly.' He danced off
to open the front door while Melanie took off h@r@n and checked
her appearance in the mirror over the fireplace I&d dressed for
the occasion in what most of Will's friends woulde b
wearing—smooth-fitting trousers and a casual toplavie's trousers
were dark red velvet, her top cut quite low, slées® glittering with
black sequins. She had brushed her lids with sevishadow that
deepened the colour of her dark blue eyes, andigstick was a
warm musk rose.

'l love that top,' Liz said, appearing in the mirpast behind her and
assessing her own appearance coolly. 'You're luawing such
dramatic colouring; bold shades suit you.'

'You look pretty startling yourself,’ Melanie tedsher. Liz was

normally very elegant but tonight she too had drés®t to look out
of place among a crowd of Will's friends. Althoutjie males at the
party would be in their early twenties, they tendedoring much

younger girls.

In her vivid poppy-splashed white shirt and tigieen cords, Liz
wasn't going to melt into the crowd. Laughing, lsaid, 'l feel
middle-aged faced with girls like Tracy Simmons. {pmu realise,
she's almost nine years younger than me? Thatsabrgeneration.
| look at her and ask myself— did | ever look tiating?'

'‘No," Melanie said, laughing back at her. "You wesgibly advanced
for your age at eighteen. | was scared stiff of.you

'You weren't?' Liz looked aghast.

'l was—you drawled everything you said and kepsingi your
eyebrows and smiling sardonically.'

'‘Oh, my Noel Coward phase,' Liz accepted resignédimust have
been a horror.’



'l remember Aunt Dolly staring at your fingernaaben you came iji
and waved them around—do you remember? You'd hithem
black and your lipstick was a sort of mud colousoPAunt Dolly,

she was so horrified.’

‘Not at all, it made life more exciting for her! &lived in a perpetual
turmoil, never knowing what I'd be up to next. Thimow much fun
she must have had.’

Melanie laughed and behind them someone else ldugbefreezing
the laughter on Melanie's face. She stared wiibketn incredulity
into the mirror, seeing Jamie Knox's face reflectbdre, dark,
amused, unforgettable.

Liz turned, her smile welcoming. 'You're early— dodim so glad
you could come.'

She had invited him? thought Melanie dazedly, watghhem both
in the mirror. They looked well together, she hadught so the
morning Jamie drove her back here and he met hiey Were talking
as if they were old friends, casually at ease.

‘Just as | drove up a vanload of kids arrived, Wil.is showing them
where to park, but any minute now the balloon gged hope you're
prepared—nboiling oil on the battlements and gualogs on the
food? They looked a formidable collection to me.'

Liz laughed. 'Oh, I'm sure you can handle them—ghaky | asked
you. You're chucker-out- in-chief if things get gy so look tough
and sound dangerous.’

His black brows arched. 'Don't | always?'

'‘Now you come to mention it. . ." Liz said and fattminute Will
yelled from the hall.



'Liz, where can they put their coats?'
‘Well, here we go,' Liz said, vanishing.

The noise in the hall made it sound m if a riot ast broken out.
Jamie pushed the door shut, his eyes on Melaraels Bhe was still
staring into the mirror fixedly, one hand restlgssidying her
immaculate black hair. She was afraid to turn rotimak would mean
admitting he was there, and Melanie wished he waafily had Liz
invited him? Why wouldn't he get out of her lifedestay out?

'‘How's the ankle?' It was a perfectly innocent tjaaon the face of
it, but it summoned up memories she preferred tgefioand she felt
her face burn.

‘Much better, thank you,' she managed stiltedly.

He took a step towards her and she turned in amtedtupidly afraid

of having him too near her. She couldn't understaimygl she felt this
Instinctive alarm every time she saw him. He coutd a threat of a
kind she had never felt before with anyone. Wasistagining the

silent challenge he sent, out? Perhaps her imagmatas working

overtime; her mind becoming feverish? Liz didn&rseto find him

any problem. Perhaps it's just me? Melanie thouftould be

dreaming up conflicts which don't exist except y oavn head.

‘Ellis back yet?' He managed to make that questitgtto-sharp.
‘Any time,' she muttered, angrily on the defensive.
'‘But he isn't going to come tonight? To the partpean?'

'l don't think he'll be back in time for that.' Skias nervously twisting
a lock of hair around her finger; it gave her sdrreg to do with her
shaky hands.



‘You don't seem to see much of him," Jamie sasdmauth wry.
'Ross is a very busy man.’

‘You're very understanding.' The sarcasm madelinenhfand Jamie
watched her nervous, restless fingers. His hantdah@nd suddenly
trapped them, pulling them down from her hair. Stiing that.

You're making me as edgy as you are.'

'I'm not edgy!" she lied, panic-stricken by hisdlobuHis hand was
cool and strong, and he was standing far too close.

‘Aren't you?' His tone was almost angry now. He the fingertips of
his free hand on her throat. '‘No?' Under his talahfelt the savage
beating of a pulse and was shocked by it. Whathaapening to her?

This was how he had been that night in the mistrand this was
how she had felt every time he turned that danedt@wvards her. It
wasn't just her imagination, she wasn't losingrhieid—Jamie Knox
threatened her, his physical presence was overvilglher at this
instant, his touch was more than she could bear.

'‘Let go of me,' she said hoarsely, jerking backwaehd without a
word he released her and turned away, pushingdngsinto the
back pockets of his black cord pants.

Melanie shot out of the room, but she took with harindelible

picture of his lean, prowling figure in the blackrs and black
sweater. Without a syllable he managed to set hpe=cin her head.
She fought her way through the cheerful thronghim gitting-room

and began to help Will pour drinks for everyoneg similed and
answered when someone spoke to her, but she et iother room,
with Jamie Knox, vibrating with the anger coming @fi him and

confused by her own feelings about him.



She saw him with Liz some time later, circulatirgg Blices of pizza
and trays of sausage rolls. Melanie stayed firmghibd the
makeshift bar they had set up. She didn't drinklang but orange
juice herself; she wanted to keep her head clear.

Liz drifted over with her tray and offered it to rhéBetter eat
something while there's something to eat. You'nagyto need the
blood sugar. Thank heavens this house is detadifiede had
neighbours they'd be calling the police by nowe 8iad to use her
voice on full volume to be heard above the musien& of the guests
were dancing now, others just sitting on the fland talking, while
some were wandering from group to group so thaakielhad long
ago lost count of how many people were actuallgher

Will had put the lights on dim; the room was shagaand very

stuffy.

‘They've used up all the oxygen,' Liz said whenavied mentioned
that. 'At least there hasn't been any trouble.'

She spoke too soon. Half an hour later Melanie weettte front door
when the bell rang and was almost knocked over loyosvd of
gatecrashers who surged past her before she chddk ctheir
identities.

Will was on his way out of the kitchen and saidrpha 'Hey, who are
you? You weren't invited.'

Melanie reeled back against the stairs and tookrcthere as a fight
broke out between the newcomers and Will's friedds.soon as
Jamie realised what was happening he charged hetedrum and
began hurling gatecrashers out of the front doahbkyscruff of their
necks. Will and his friends followed suit. For avfeninutes the hall
was a heaving mass of struggling bodies, thernrtm floor slammed



and Jamie leaned on it, breathing thickly. LaugHike idiots, Will
and the other boys went back to the party.

Melanie stole back downstairs, looking at Jamiéishied face
anxiously. '"Your cheek is bleeding. You'd bettémhe put a plaster
on it.'

He straightened, a hand touching his cheekboneendnéruise was
beginning to show. 'That certainly livened things didn't it?' He
seemed unconcerned about the cut just below hiskbloae, but he
followed Melanie into the kitchen and leaned againke
draining-board while she got some boiled water ftbm kettle and
some cottonwool and gently began to clean the cut.

‘Tell me if it hurts,' she said absently, her efyesd on his cheek.

‘It hurts,' he said oddly, and her eyes lifted ®etrhis. 'That's better,
you're always so reluctant to look at me."

'‘Don't start that again!" Melanie muttered, conirtg on the cut,
which was still bleeding. It was? quite deep; ppdaiae ought to have
some stitches in it. It looked as if someone's had caught him—a
heavy signet ring, perhaps?

'l make you nervous, don't I?' he said, as thohghitlea pleased him.
‘You get very agitated when I'm around, that's wiy won't look at
me— while I'm looking at you, that is! | felt youatching me while
Liz and | were handing round food a while back, th& minute |
looked at you, you started staring somewhere else.’

She pretended not to have heard that. 'l thinkghbto put some
disinfectant on that cut, and it really should kbers professionally,
it's very deep. You could go along to the casuddigartment at the
hospital and see if it needs some stitches.'

‘No,' he said coolly. 'It will be okay.'



"'l get some disinfectant, then,' Melanie saidk, lbefore she took her
hand away his hand covered it, held it there, agiis cheek. At the
same time his other hand went round her waistingulier closer.

Melanie had no chance to push him away before &mechurtling
into the room. 'That fight has given them a newedipg—they want
more food and . . ." Her voice stopped short asalethem.

Melanie broke free and rushed past her, scarlaetchairline. She
couldn't face going back into the party. She rastaips to her
bedroom. What must Liz have thought? Why did shesha come
into the kitchen just then? Another minute and Medavould have
pulled away from him and there would have beeningtto see.

She closed the door, but didn't put the light one-sbuldn't face the
light, for the moment. Standing in the quiet dads)eshe covered her
face with her hands. Her skin was so hot. A stramipeure of
emotions burned inside her. Why didn't he leavealmre?

She hadn't encouraged him. She had made it plairste didn't want
him to touch her. Was he like this with every die met? Was this
how he was with Liz?

She forced her palms into her aching eyes—her teadthrobbing
with a sick headache. What sort of man was he, apywie ignored
the fact that she was engaged to someone else-+tmlrihink it

mattered? The anger grew inside her; all the waids never
managed to get out when he was there were bubbknde her head
now. She despised him and he must despise heqQuofe; or he
wouldn't ignore her protests and keep flirting witr.

Or did he think that secretly she wanted him takokier? Her hands
fell from her stricken face and she stared atahplit window of the
room, all the colour and heat leaving her cheekas Wat what he
thought?



And on the heels of that came another, even mardubadea—was

he right? She didn't even want to consider itdnae it had crept into
her mind she couldn't push it out again. Did sleeetly want Jamie
Knox to kiss her? Hadn't she been on edge evee sihe first saw
him? She knew she had been very aware of him tofrghm the

minute he arrived; she had watched him whenevevasa't looking

her way, she couldn't deny it. When he was in #mesroom all her
senses seemed involved with him; her ears pickexagy nuance of
his voice, her eyes kept finding him even whentsbkd not to look in

that direction, her Body temperature changed dnaaibt if he came

too close, her skin intensely sensitive to histikghtouch.

She swallowed, frowning. She barely knew the may, ehd he have
this effect on her? What she did know about himdida't like—of
course she wasn't attracted to him! It was a cideg. He made her
nervous, that was all. He wouldn't take no for asmaer and she was
kept on tenterhooks worrying about-what he mightnéat. Jamie
Knox was an infuriating man.

There was a tap on her door. Tense as a coiledgsgie turned to
stare as the door opened.

‘Melanie?' It was only Liz, she realised, slackgnin relief. Her
cousin peered across the dark room at her. 'Wieay@r doing up
here in the dark? Are you okay? Have you got a ezl

‘No, I'm fine," Melanie said and Liz came rightirthe room.

'l came up to warn you that some of those gateerasare still

hanging about outside. We've rung the police arg'ith sending a
car round, so there's no need to worry, but we n@a some more
trouble before the police get here. If you heaitaf noise, ignore it.'

'‘What are they doing?' Melanie asked anxiously.



'‘Nothing, at the moment—it's what they might dd tarries us.' Liz
grinned reassuringly. 'l thought I'd better waruyo case it gets
rough out there. The police are on their way, scase to panic.'
She turned to go and Melanie said huskily, 'LizitWwa

Her cousin came back. 'Yes?'

‘Just now, in the kitchen ... it didn't mean anyghiDon't take it the
wrong way.'

Liz gave her a long, wry stare. 'I'm not takingnty way at all. It's no
business of mine if you fancy Jamie Knox.'

'Of course | don't!" Melanie said shakily, her fhcg. 'I'm engaged to
Ross, Liz, | wouldn't play around with other men!'

'Ross Ellis is engaged to you, too, but | doulbieis as scrupulous as
you are,' Liz said with sudden irritation.

Melanie was taken aback. 'Ross wouldn't. . ." shgab and Liz
interrupted.

'Wouldn't he?"

'You don't know him," Melanie said, staring at hmyusin in
bewilderment. Suddenly everyone was behaving odshyg, didn't
understand what was happening. Liz had never d¢ardgloss much,
but Melanie hadn't expected her to talk about hith dry ice in her
voice, or to hint that Ross wasn't faithful to her.

'It's you who don't know him,' Liz snapped.
'‘What are you talking about? Ross doesn't makeepass'

'He made one at me!'



Melanie turned to stone on the spot. The light frive open door
showed her Liz's face, an angry flush on it. Lizdaiwn on her lower
lip as she stared back, then ran her hands thrioeghair violently as
If wanting to tear it out by the roots. 'Oh, hell"

Melanie stared at her, trying to speak; she coultier lips seemed
numb, as if she had just had novocaine; her tohgumeg heavily in
her mouth. Liz groaned, staring at her.

‘Melly, I'm sorry, it slipped out. | lost my tempédidn't mean to tell
you, | never meant to breathe a word about it, Ibgibt so angry
hearing you talk as if he was . . . you don't havéeel guilty if you
did fancy Jamie Knox, don't be so blind'

‘That's half your trouble: you're blind about pegplou shouldn't be
let out on your own.'

Melanie found her voice—or a voice, anyway, becaslse didn't
recognise it as her own. It was very high and shaky

'Ross made a pass at you? When?'

Liz looked uneasy, confused. 'Look, I'm drunk, inky forget it,
Melly. As you just said, it didn't mean anything-sfianother party

'‘What happened?' Melanie stared insistently at'Tiell. me the rest,
Liz, you can't just leave it now.’

'l wish to God | hadn't lost my temper,' Liz muéeér 'l could bite my
tongue out. Melly, don't look at me like that—I didwant to hurt
you, that was the last thing | wanted to do—whydo think | never
told you before? It was months ago, anyway. It drdppened once
and as | said, it was a party, and maybe Ross ma&d know | was
pretty euphoric, high as a kite until. . . wellyamy, nothing much



happened, a kiss, that's all. Don't make a big afasl he never tried
again.’'

'‘What party?' Melanie asked flatly.

Liz sighed. 'That one his secretary gave when shesthinto her new
flat, remember? What's her name?".

'Brenda.’

'Yes, Brenda. She showed us her tiny roof gardamncgme out there
too, remember that? Then the rest of you went batkdance and |
stayed out there—there was a moon, the most ameaiagr, almost
orange.' Liz broke off, swallowing, her face avdrt®oss came back
to ask if | wanted a drink and | said look at thaion, did you ever
see anything like it?' Liz shrugged. 'And then l&s&d me." She
looked almost wildly at Melanie. 'Look, | didn'tite it, don't think |
did a thing to make him think | wanted him to—yooutd have
knocked me down with a feather. It was the lasighiexpected and |
told him never to try that again. | pushed him awag went back
inside and I've hardly said three words to himeiddat was all there
was to it, and maybe parties bring out the beastdan!'

She tried to smile at Melanie, but her heart wasntt and her smile
withered as it was born.

Melanie turned her eyes away and stared over hesirte head at the
blurred orange glow of the street-lamp outsideatmelow. She could
hear voices outside. Were the gatecrashers regmupr a new
assault? It didn't seem to matter, she no longexdcabout anything.

'Liz, go downstairs," she said vaguely.

'‘Melly, don't take it so hard, for God's sake. h'‘té®ear to see you
look like that! It probably didn't mean a thingmoment's aberration;
men do have them—an impulse at a party when hd'd fiew drinks.



It's all my fault for telling you. | honestly didnhean to, although |
suppose you won't believe that now. It was montjts ®elly, after
all, and he didn't do it again." She stopped talkamd watched
Melanie's averted face. 'Are you listening?'

'l don't want to," Melanie said, her jaws tightnded to be alone, to
think.'

'l can't leave you like this, Melly!

'It's okay, I'm not breaking up.' Melanie triedaogh but it came out
so hoarsely that Liz groaned.

'Oh, hell. You look as if you are, you make me feelguilty." She
took another deep breath and broke out with amgker voice: "You
hear that? | feel guilty! Why should | be the onddel like that? |
didn't do anything. | didn't want him to, but theow do you ever
know what's going on inside yourself? Maybe | wasding out
vibes, maybe he thought...'

Melanie's eyes widened in surprise and sudden .i®py.iz felt that,
too? Wasn't that what she had been saying to hexselit Jamie
Knox a few minutes ago? She had begun to wondshéf was
secretly inviting, provoking him, if it was as mulstr own fault. Did
women always feel guilty? Was guilt an instinctigemale reaction in
these situations—however innocent you thought yevewat first,
did every woman sooner or later start to feel thg of guilt?

Will called from the hall. 'Liz!"

They both jumped and before either of them movekidVoice came
again, from the stairs. 'Liz, Melanie—are you ugréd?"

'I'd better go,' Liz said. 'You stay here, thelhbe back later.’



She hurried out, closing the door behind her, amtaiie sat on the
edge of the bed feeling cold and tired. This haghlmpiite an evening
for shocks; they had come one after the other aedet as if she
were on a crazy switchback ride. The whole worltkkx strange to
her; it was spinning and dipping around her. Sltesfee had to get
up, stand on her feet, make everything seem nagsh, grab at the
familiar.

She walked carefully to the window to look outla street. She had
forgotten the gatecrashers. When she stared ddwersav them, by
the gate, a dark cluster of thicker shadows justoduhe circle of
lamplight. Melanie saw them—and they saw Melaniee ©f them
had something in his hand. He raised his arm arethbefore she
could duck out of the way something hit the glasthwa violent
crash.



CHAPTER FIVE

MELANIE screamed, covering her face with her hands irdsféfnce
as jagged splinters of glass sprayed in all dioesti There was a
deafening confusion of sounds outside; people smputioors and
windows opening as the people in other houses tbaket to
investigate the noise, the high- pitched siren pblice car coming
nearer with a screech of tyres and the race ohgme, the thud of
running feet as the gatecrashers dispersed, thedfi@ar doors as
policemen jumped out when their vehicle brakedhalafollowed at
once by the noise of their heavy pounding pursuit.

When someone's arms went round her Melanie jumpedtsix feet
in the air in shock.

‘Are you hurt?' Jamie's voice was deep and rouggperain it as well
as concern. 'Melanie, let me see your face—didgass hit you?'
Still holding her with one arm he forced her haddwn, turning her
white face upwards. He had turned the light onhm toom as he
entered. She blinked, lashes quivering, in theousilight, as he
studied. her. Melanie felt like a mole caught isearchlight, and
would have hidden her face again if Jamie's fingpadn't ruthlessly
controlled it. "

'l don't see any blood,' he said to himself aglaik eyes flicked over
her.

'l don't think any glass hit me,' Melanie said lifegelike hiding her
face against him but refusing to give in to anyhsinagpulse. He might
look comfortingly solid and protective, but she wnehat any weak
clinging would lead to, so she lifted her chin aneld to move away.

'Oh, yes, it did! Your hair's full of it." Jamiesouth was tight and
harsh as he began picking fragments out of hey dh@pping them on
her dressing-table where they glittered dangeraudiye light.



Melanie didn't want to look at his hard-boned featiso she stared at
the broken window behind him. The night air camesitented with
chrysanthemums and ram. She heard the sudden sfusbn the
pavements. This was city rain, washing the dushftioe streets and
gurgling in the gutters, but it still reminded leérthe night they had
spent together on the mist-shrouded hillside.

To dispel that memory, she said, 'Aunt Dolly isrgpio go crazy. Her
worst nightmares come true! This is the last pavill is going to
have for a long time.'

'It was hardly Will's fault. He didn't even knowyaof those little

thugs by sight, nor did any of the boys. | madeiatmof asking them.
No doubt the gang outside was prowling around gadtad a party
going on and decided to muscle in for some freekdrHe brushed a
palm over her crown slowly. 'l think | found it abut you'd- better
wash your hair before you go to bed, in case | aisome.'

He had released her and she quickly stepped bel&yed to get
away from him. 'Thank you,' she said stiffly.

'l expect the police will want to talk to you abovutat happened.’
Startled, she frowned. 'What can | tell them?'

‘You were in here—you saw them, did you? You saw tinew the
stone?’

He hadn't needed to ask what had done the damagedeit lay on
the carpet among the glass. She looked down at it.

'It's from Uncle Teddy's rockery," she said flatlyhope they didn't
trample all his favourite plants.' She looked u@anie, her mouth
rueful. 'l didn't actually see anything—I couldientify anyone, |
mean. They were just dark shapes. They threw tmesteliberately,
though.’



‘At you?' he asked as if he knew the answer, asmade him very
angry.

She sighed, nodding. 'l suppose so. | looked dawhesm—maybe
they thought | was laughing at them or something.'

'‘And maybe they're just mindless hooligans,' Jasaid thickly, his
cheeks dark red with anger. "They could have kyied. Or maimed
or blinded you. Don't you realise how lucky you @2iWhen | heard
the crash and heard you scream | went cold. Alvtag upstairs |
was wondering just what I'd see when | got in here.

Liz came running up the stairs and burst into thenr, her gaze
hunting out her cousin and staring. 'Melly, are g&ay? | was in the
kitchen, | didn't hear anything until Will came and said your
window had been broken.’

'I'm fine. Have the police caught anyone?'

Liz .shook her head. 'What a mess,' she said, ngo&t the glass
littering the floor. 'That will have to be boardep until we can get a
glazier tomorrow.'

'I'll see to that,' Jamie told them. '"You go dowrstand wait in case
the police want to interview you, Melanie. Liz, dntr a stiff brandy
and a cup of sweet tea.'

'l don't want. . .'she began.
'‘Don't argue!' Jamie instructed tersely.

Liz laughed. 'Come on, Melly, the man's in a tempan't you see
that? Never argue with a man in a temper. It's difassing a field
with an angry bull in it.'



Melanie went, talking to herself. 'l don't see wieyshould hand out
orders as if he were God, or something. | don'eltayump when he
says jump. Who does he think he is?'

‘Talking to yourself is the first sign,' Liz toleeh
'Of what?'
'‘Madness or love or both,' Liz said with her cusaoyrdryness.

'Yes, they're much the same thing, aren't theyfanile said fiercely.
'‘Anyone who falls in love ought to be put in a gtfacket for their
own protection until they fall out of it.'

It wasn't until she caught the stricken look Lixgéaer that it dawned
on Melanie how her cousin had taken that remark.thought she
was talking about Ross, about what Liz had told her

Melanie paused on the stairs, touching Liz on time. &aThat wasn't
aimed at you! | didn't mean anything, | was talkwiggly. It was all
such a shock, this has been an eventful evenirge' [Sughed
unsteadily. 'See how calm | am? | can even makernstatements,
not my usual style. Oh, Liz, for the moment lat'stforget what you
told me about Ross. Please?' She needed timentg Weigh up what
she had learnt, and then she must talk to Rosselfilnsfore she
really decided what to do, but she didn't want ga@ng around
looking like a wet weekend because she thought ek hurt
Melanie. It would make life much easier if Liz walsle to be natural
again. Her cousin looked sideways at her, oddbwifing. 'Okay,'
she said in a low, flat voice.

Melanie was deeply fond of her cousin. She knewltimwas fond
of her, too. They had never competed for their nieex,e had never
been any jealousy between them. Liz might squabiile Will and
Will might resent his sister's seniority and calt bossy and superior,
with a tongue like viper, but Liz always went odther way to be



kind to Melanie. It was part of that family halpgrhaps. But it was
also a genuine personal affection, and Melaniequ#te certain that
Liz hadn't wanted to hurt her, hadn't planned bdehtely, to tell her
what Ross had done. Some women might do that—hutinoSome
women might have set out to flirt with Ross—but hat. Melanie
wasn't angry with her cousin, nor did she blamefbemwhat had
happened. She was stunned and in a bleak moosdhéutad already
absolved Liz from all blame.

The police arrived a few moments later. There wasnich that

Melanie could tell them, nor were any of the otfpeests much help.
When the police left the party broke up. Peoplemsskeager to get
away, their party spirit had been dampened. Noliatl been hurt,
but the window incident had been a shock to theneitpiety had

been shattered with the glass.

Liz and Melanie shut the door on the last one antked back into the
house just as Will and Jamie came from the gardém avsheet of
plywood which they had tracked down in Uncle Teddgblshed.

'‘Make some coffee,' pleaded Will as he followedidamp the stairs,
gripping his end of the wood. 'lt won't take usdda board up your
window, Melanie. I'm afraid the carpet is a bit wehe wind's blown
rain all over the floor, but it will dry out whehe central heating gets
to work on it.'

'l could do with some coffee before we tackle ttgihg up,' said Liz,
yawning.

‘While you make the coffee, I'll start the washiog,' offered
Melanie. Upstairs they heard banging. Ine men \iigireg the board
into the window.

‘Mum will never get over this,' Liz said, settingtdour mugs. 'Let's
hope we'll be able to persuade a glazier to workao8aturday.



They're almost as hard to get as plumbers. If thiogk normal on
Sunday night, Mum won't be nearly as frantic asvgbeld be if she
saw the mess the house is in now.'

'l expect Jamie will find a glazier,' Melanie saabuely and then felt
herself flushing, caught the quick glance Liz gaee Hectically, she
stammered, 'Well, he's that sort of man, isn'tHealways gets his
own way, he makes things work for him." That waswwkorried her

about him— Mr Omniscient, All-Powerful Knox. Hale time she

found herself doing what he told her to do, evesh# started out by
being determined not to fall into line.

She concentrated on filling the dishwasher withrgwem of china
she could pack into it. Liz went off with a traycacame back with a
few dozen glasses on it, then the coffee was raadya moment later
Will came down looking tired and gloomy.

"'l never live this down. A fine birthday parthis was! And now
we've got all the clearing up to do!

'‘Come and drink your coffee,' said Liz.

‘Take it up to bed with you, Will," Melanie urgéd/e'll tidy up before
we come upstairs—no need for you to help. It canabgpecial
birthday present for you. How's that?' She smiletim coaxingly
and Will looked uncertain, picking up his mug offee.

'f can't leave you two to do all the work . . .’

"'l give them a hand,' Jamie said from the doOff you go, Will.
We'll manage very well without you.'

'l just bet you will"" Relaxing, Will grinned at tm. 'Thanks for all
your help tonight. You're not going to try to drivack to Ullswater at
this hour, are you? Why not stay here? We canyiouda bed, can't
we, Liz?'



She turned from piling dirty plates on the drainb@ard, her brows
shooting up. 'I'm not sure | like the way you pledhghat!

Jamie laughed and she grinned at him.
'If you don't mind sleeping in an attic . . .'

‘Just love it," Jamie said. 'l can sleep on a e®tme if I'm tired—an
attic will be luxury,’

Will ambled to the door, his skin very white agaitige flame of his
hair. He flapped a hand towards them. 'Night, evedy.'

‘Goodnight, Will,' they said, watching his depagtuvith sympathy.
Poor Will. He couldn't be looking forward to whas Iparents had to
say when they got home.

'I'll start washing glasses,' Melanie said, fillittge sink with warm
water. Liz went off with her tray to find some maed Jamie found
another tray and followed her. Melanie stood at thek,
methodically washing the glass, her eyes abstraateshe thought
about Ross.

In a sense, what Liz had told her was irrelevanthtoreal trouble
between Melanie and Ross. She couldn't even guegRass had
suddenly made a pass at Liz—from the beginningwmeof them
had been distantly antagonistic, and Liz mightigketiwhen she said
that it had been an impulse, that Ross had beekindg at a party and
finding himself out there under the stars with #reative woman had
kissed her without thinking. It probably meant norenthan that. It
didn't mean that Ross was promiscuous, made palssesry woman
he met. That simply wasn't in character.

And that was the core of the problem—Ross's charaBecause
once she'd thought that, she had come up agasmgudstion—what
was his character? What did she really know abmo® h



When he came into the estate agency that first, teéhad chatted
her up, whisked her off to have lunch. It hadn#rbe/hat Liz would
no doubt call a pass—Ross hadn't touched her witmgch as a
finger. He had watched her, smiled at her, askedabeut herself,
and she had never felt sexually threatened or thotigat he was
flirting with her.

Her busy hands stilled in the water; she stareab#ting, her face
fixed and pale. When had he ever made her feehihatas deeply
attracted to her? She couldn't remember a flar@eaf passion
between them. He had proposed so soon after theythmegh. She
had been dumbstruck, staring back at him incredgljyjoiHe was
asking her to marry him! And he meant it! Ross badled, taking
her hands. 'Will you, Melanie? | want you to be wife.’

The moment was sharp and clear in her mind. Sreedlber eyes,
face bewildered. She didn't understand. If Rosa'didve her, why

had he asked her to marry him? And if he did lo»e Wwhy was there
this distance between them? Why wouldn't he let dene any

closer? She knew little more about him now than Iee that first

time they met, and whenever she tried to reachRmss seemed to
her to slam a door in her face.

There was a jangle of glass behind her. Jamie b dack with a
loaded tray which he set down on the kitchen taidanie hurriedly
got back to her washing up without looking roundhiat.

‘Where's your vacuum cleaner?' he asked. 'I'veefdick the glasses
and plates in that room, but the carpet is goingnéed some
work—it's littered with ash and peanuts.’

Melanie dried her hands and turned reluctantlyydd'it.’

'l know how to use a vacuum cleaner,’ Jamie totahiith impatience.
'‘Where is it?'



She went over to the cupboard in which Aunt Dolykit but as she
got it out, Jamie reached for it, his fingers tangrers, and Melanie
jumped as if she had had an electric shock.

Jamie's voice was rough with anger. '‘Don't do thath little tired of
having you behave as though | was some sort céthoeyou!

She stared downwards, her neck bent, the black drawothly
flowing against her cheek and shoulder and herHidsg her eyes
from him. Hewas some sort of threat to her, but she didn't want
admit it, even to herself.

'l realise you're upset, but don't take it out og,'rhe said fiercely,
when she didn't answer.

Melanie looked up, then, startled, her blue eyedevand troubled.
'‘What are you talking about? Upset?' Her stare chedr his

hard-boned face and then she gave a little sigh.tl@ stone through
my window, you mean? Yes, itwas . ..'

'‘No,' Jamie said through his teeth. 'l meant whatald you, before
that happened.’

An icy whiteness filled her face. Appalled, she sgared, 'Liz told ...
she toldyou?'For the second time that evening, Liz had sturimezd

It was unbelievable that her cousin could have ttddhie Knox

something so private, so embarrassing. Melanieatelif the room
dipped and swayed around her. She didn't underssarything

tonight. She didn't understand anyone. If Liz idd & stranger what
she had taken so long to tell Melanie herself, thitanie did not

know Liz any better than she knew Ross.

Jamie pushed his hands into his pockets, his tdaggly tensely
poised. 'She needed to talk to someone. She wag gaietly crazy.
The first time | came here, when | brought you hpme and | had



dinner and talked—maybe it was the wine or maylzgust couldn't
keep it to herself any longer, but it came out.’

‘She had no right,” Melanie burst out shakily. it to tell you
anything. It has nothing to do with you.' She hdtetthought that he
knew that her fiancé had made a pass at her cddemcould Liz do
it? How could she have told Jamie Knox a story that?

‘That hardly matters,' he said tersely, brushingdmger aside. 'The
question is—what are you going to do about it?'

‘You don't really think I'll discuss it with youpd/ou?' she muttered,
turning away. He kept forcing himself into her Jiteying to impose
his views, his wishes, on her. The man was a meatde wasn't
getting his own way this time. She wouldn't evdarhien mention it.
She didn't want to know what he thought she shdoldwhich was
what he was obviously about to tell her. He cowddgkhis opinions to
himself. 'It's none of your damned business,' sb&eout, shaking
with anger.

He grabbed her shoulders, his fingers digging imo flesh, and
forced her round towards him again.

‘You aren't just going to bury it, forget she etgdd you?'
‘Let go of me!'

'You make me angry," he said, as if he neededltbee 'It's as clear
as daylight that your engagement is a farce.’

"You know nothing about it!"

'‘Don't I?' His mouth was hard and contemptuous lasdlark eyes
raked her face, making her flinch. ‘It was obvituse when we first
met— you were upset because he'd gone off on ksssinstead of



keeping his promise to spend the weekend in theed.aklo, you
didn't say anything, but you didn't have to.’

'‘Oh, you can read my mind, | suppose?' she saerlgithating the
way he stared at her.

'Yes, that's exactly it. | read your mind,’ he saidan anger that
matched hers. "There's something else about Rbss$Halt you don't
know, too.'

'l don't want to hear!" she said, struggling to @ety. She had had
enough for one night. She wanted no more shoclks¢stldn't cope
with any more revelations.

'‘Oh, | can see that!" he told her with a savagéesriiut you're going
to listen.'

'‘No, let go, stop it!" She hated the contempt &a&l rip .that strong
face. What right did he have to despise* her? \Withhe know about
how she felt, what she thought? The only personeduid see inside
her heart was her, and even she didn't yet knowstlgxahat she was
going to do.

‘You* prefer to live in a fool's paradise than&oé up to the truth?' he
sneered angrily. 'It's so much cosier, isn't it3gRABllis is rich and
important and all your friends will envy you wheawre his wife.
You'll have wardrobes of gorgeous clothes—a mindt,chlelanie?
I'm sure you'd like a mink, girls usually do, daih'ey? Never mind
the husband, look at the mink he'll give you? Imett what really
matters to you? Oh, and Ross Ellis could give yoe. &Geveral, no
doubt. He can give you most things money can buytakd house, a
flashy car of your own, holidays in the South o&irgde—or would
you prefer Florida? Well, it doesn't matter, that'snminor detail.
Wherever the jet set goes, you can go too—if youyrtam. If you
can stand being the discreet facade hiding a vaptyeprivate life,



because you aren't in love with him, don't kid ygaliryou are, and he
isn't in love with you, either.’

'Stop it, stop it,' she said frantically.

'‘Not until you've heard the truth! You won't be pgpvith him, you
stupid girl. Can't you see that? His money wonlp hgou to be

happy.'

'I'm not interested in his money,' she spat oetbling with an anger
she couldn't control. She had never been interéstRoss's wealth,
or his power in the business world; she had nex@dd past Ross
himself to all the things which came with him. B had been as rich
as Croesus but unattractive to her, she wouldu& Baen him again,
and she bitterly resented the accusations Jamigieachade.

Jamie's mouth twisted. 'No? Who are you tryingaiovince? Me? Or
yourself?'

The top of her head seemed about to blow off. "Ysl@ threw back
at him hoarsely. 'You? | don't give a damn what ok, Mr Knox!'

Dark red rose in his face, his hands tightenedenshm shoulders
until she winced.

‘What on earth's going on?' said another voice tteardoorway.
Melanie looked around and saw Liz staring at theth startled eyes.

'‘Haven't we had enough drama for one night?' Lid, 4aying to
laugh.

Melanie didn't smile back, she turned angry eyekearcousin. 'You
told him. You told him about Ross. How could yod®'r voice rose
word by word, trembling with rage. 'Why not get agaphone and



tell the whole street? Print it in your damned papal the world,
why don't you? Liz; how could you?'

Liz seemed, for once, lost for words. She had #dsand her eyes
moved to Jamie Knox's face, as if asking why he toédl Melanie
how indiscreet she had been. If Melanie had worttgrd&amie was
telling the truth about hearing the story from Lehe stopped
wondering as she saw the look they exchanged. Titgyt say a
word, but their eyes talked, and watching that mdeé&anie angrier
than ever.

'I'l never forgive you,' she told her cousin. 'dev She felt Jamie's
grip on her slacken, and pulled away without so mag a look at
him. Walking across the kitchen she passed Liz witle bitter

glance, went through the hall, up the stairs to. ezl and Jamie
could finish the clearing up. They could have otetheir cosy,

confidential chats ,while they did it, really |&eir hair down.

If was so unlike Liz. She had never been one fle&r gibssip and she
didn't let just anybody into her confidence, budrthf she had fallen
in love with Jamie Knox he wouldn't be just anydaéher, would
Tie? For Liz to open up with him like that, he hiadbe very special to
her, and that meant it had to be serious, becawdani couldn't
remember the last time Liz had ever taken a may s&nously. Her
relationships tended to be brittle, passing—memdoler attractive
but the type of men who fell for Liz were often sagd insecure
which meant that Liz couldn't go for them, or thesre sophisticated
and often shallow which she certainly wasn't. Ssipdated, yes.
Shallow, never. Liz wanted a very special man—that she had told
Melanie as much, but it was pretty obvious. The marsettled for
would have to be someone as cool and aware adfhgetenwardly
as caring and capable of love.

The description didn't fit Jamie Knox, she thougbtdly, as she
undressed with shaky fingers and slid into bed. @da't see him



being capable of love. All evening he had flirtetihvher, hadn't he?
Right under Liz's nose, too, although Liz hadndmnsed too worried
by seeing them together, which was another puzZéature of the
whole evening.

The wind rattled the plywood boarding on her wingdé&eeping her
awake. She lay in the darkness, wishing she cawld lser mind
working. Will and Jamie had swept up all the glasg disposed of it.
Her room looked spotless again, although the canzet slightly
damp where the rain had blown into the room. THg emidence of
what had happened was the boarded window, andyfrttanaged to
get a glazier that, too, would have gone by the thant Dolly and
Uncle Teddy got back.

It wouldn't be as easy for her to erase all tra¢¢le violence which
had happened inside her tonight, though.



CHAPTER SIX

SHE slept very deeply, and very late into the mornirake up at the
click of her door opening. Drowsily her lids lifteshd she turned her
dark head on the pillow, still half asleep.

When she saw Jamie she came awake in a hurryhrigtthe sheet
up to her chin.. 'Get out of here! What do you khyou're doing?"

‘The glazier's downstairs," he interrupted tersely.
Melanie drew breath. 'Oh.’

‘Can you get up and dress quickly? | didn't expeatso soon or I'd
have woken you earlier. I'm just going to make saoiféee if you'd
like to come down as soon as you're ready.'

The door closed and she stared at it, biting hgrriemembering
everything that had happened last night, all thpleasant, unjust
things he had said to her. She hated him.

There was no point in lying there giving way toradaing sense of
the unfairness of fate for having brought Jamie XXdo her life,
though, so she threw back the covers and swungfdugd, yawning.
It was only then that she looked at the clock asa that it was
almost eleven o'clock in the morning.

On her way to the bathroom she saw that both Wdl laiz had their
doors shut; the sound of their Slow breathing cm@ugh the wood
very audibly. They were still asleep. They wouldstay that way
once the glazier got to work, though.

A quick shower helped Melanie to come fully awaReturning to
her room in her brief terry robe, she met Jamithenanding, his face
thunderous.



'‘How much longer are you going to be? I've had &kenthe guy
some breakfast now, or he'd have left without daoimegjob.’

'l be five minutes,' she said, trying not to icetthe way his eyes
explored the deep plunge between the lapels OXdher, the bare
damp legs below the hem of it.

Jamie held up his wrist, tapping his watch. 'Fiveutes—I'm timing
you.'

'‘Oh, get lost,' Melanie said, furious, and divedkdato her room, but
she dressed rapidly in the first thing that camleand—snug-fitting
white denims and a sky-blue cotton top with a demscooped
neckline. Her mirror showed her a neat reflecti®he stared at it
grimly. She looked like a schoolgirl. Well, why oAt least that
might make Jamie Knox keep his distance, so sdehee black hair
into two curling bunches, with blue satin bows, domplete the
image. Let him come a foot too close today andvebeld hit him
with something.

When she got down to the kitchen Jamie looked pdigtat his
watch. 'Seven minutes precisely,' he said, but Melpretended not
to have heard that.

A grey-haired workman in well-washed blue dungarsasat the
kitchen table finishing bacon, egg and toast. lAgkup a cup of
incredibly strong tea, he nodded to her. 'Sonyetoygu out of bed in
a hurry, miss, but I'm a bit pushed for time.'

Melanie smiled at him. 'That's okay, I'm glad te yeu—we're very
keen to get the window done before my uncle and getnback.'

'So | heard. | don't know what these kids are cgmoi+—chucking
stones through windows because they were thrownfauparty. As
if I didn't have enough to do, and this a Saturiday’ The workman



drained his cup, got up and picked up his bagastéwell, I'll go up
and get to work, if you'll show me the way, Mr Kn'ox

Melanie cleared the table and made herself sonst &val a boiled
egg. She was eating it when Jamie came back.

"You may be interested to hear that our glazieought you were still
at school," he drawled, sitting down at the tabtedand stretching his
long legs with a sigh. 'It's the hairstyle, makes ook about fifteen.’

Melanie drank some coffee, her eyes lowered. Howtmhonger was
he going to stay? Why didn't he go home now?

'‘But then that was the idea, wasn't it? They dalegression—a
deliberate retreat into childhood. Makes it eageagnore problems
the patient can't face.' Jamie paused, as if vgafon her to defend
herself, but she went on ignoring him.

‘At a guess I'd say that that's why you went fossRgllis, too,' he
went on, when he saw she wasn't rising to his lixies he realise
he's just your security blanket, | wonder?’

Melanie blazed into open rage at that, her dark Blyes hating him.
'‘Why don't you leave me alone?’

He linked his hands behind his head, lying backhe chair in an
attitude of casual mockery. 'Why, Melanie? Am luatly getting
through to you, is that what worries you?'

'‘Don't kid yourself,' she spat, glaring. 'I'm smkbeing a target for
your bullets, that's all. So why don't you get baatk that showy car
of yours and go home? Go away, stay away.'

'You're losing your temper,' he taunted softly.dYaon't want to do
that, Melanie, do you? Any sort of real emotioretiiens that dream
world you've gone to such trouble to build up.diyactually started



to think about how you realfgelyou might not be able to go througt
with marrying Ellis, and that would never do, woitl?l All that cosy
security gone! What might happen to you then?'

Melanie got stumblingly to her feet, trembling witlry, but before
she had thrown something at Jamie or hit him oeauted, the
doorbell went sharply and she regained controlesélf enough to
walk past Jamie down the hall to the front door.

When she saw Ross standing there she stared blahkiyn for a
second, almost shocked by the sight of him. Heeaasally dressed
today; pale grey trousers, a fine slate-coloureshiceere sweater,
over which he wore a blue leather jacket. Everushscasual clothes
he managed to look very elegant and stylish.

'Ross! You're back, then—I'd been waiting for youing.'

'l came, instead.' He kissed her lightly and offener a large gold,
ribbon-tied box. 'l bought you some real TurkisHiglg in a bazaar
in Bahrain.'

'‘Oh, how nice,' Melanie said, hoping Jamie wouldoline out into
the hall. She was appalled by the prospect of gintgebetween the
two men, but how could she get out of it? 'Comeo itlhe

drawing-room,"' she stammered, wondering if Jamgk treard them
talking.

Ross was observing her childish hairstyle and etsanbbed face
with faint surprise. 'You look very sweet today.'

‘Thank you,' she said uneasily, afraid of actulligtling him out of
the hall but still hoping to avert a meeting wiéimle. 'Did you have a
successful trip, Ross?'



'l managed to pull the chestnuts out of the fire $aid. 'Did you go to
the Lakes? I'm sorry | couldn't make it, Melaniet bhope you went
and enjoyed yourself.'

She steered him into the drawing-room, hoping its waow
reasonably tidy. Darting a look around it she saih welief that
Jamie and Liz must have spent some time on regtdrio normal.
Nothing now seemed out of place.

‘Yes, | went, and did some sailing and climbinigg admitted, as the
glazier began hammering upstairs. Ross lifted y&s ¢o the ceiling,
his expression quizzical.

‘What's going on in your bedroom? | saw one of yeundows was
broken.' He listened smilingly as Melanie begartedb him about
Will's birthday party.

‘And | forgot all about it! I'm sorry, my mind washerwise occupied.
I'd meant to get him a present—never mind, I'lleember to get him
something tomorrow." Then he smiled. 'lt, must hbeen a good
party if windows got broken, though.'

She told him what had happened and he frownedngdkuickly,
‘You weren't hurt?'

‘No, just shaken.’
‘And Liz?'
'She didn't even realise it had happened until Wit her.'

The sunlight streaming in through the high windehewed her the
pale gold of his hair and, for the first time, anfasilvering of the
immaculate strands. Perhaps it was because Ros®okasg tired;

his week of intensive negotiations in Bahrain haken its toll. He
looked older, faintly weary.



'‘Was your trip exhausting, Ross?' she asked gerity he shrugged.

‘The heat sapped my energy, | could never livedghnaate like that.
Even with air-conditioning in my hotel | found mylkaving to take
cool showers several times a day, and when you pgren the site
itself, you had a problem with the flies and sand dirt. My throat
was so dry all the time that | had a sore thro#tiwitwo days. It was
a useful exercise to go out there myself becaussdla better idea
why the men were causing so much trouble. Onceldcgee it from
their angle, | knew how to solve the problem.’

'‘When did you actually get back?'

‘Yesterday, but | had to see the other directos explain what
arrangements I'd made and by then it was toodagettin touch with
you.'

They were talking like strangers, Melanie thouglgakly, as she
nodded. That was what they were, though, wasn'Rd8s never
really took her into his confidence, he didn't triear as an equal, talk
about what was worrying him, ask her advice or helpw did he
think about her? Or didn't he think about her &t apart from
remembering to buy her a box of sweets before mgtgrfrom this
business trip?

Well, they had to talk and soon, because it coulda' on like
this—Jamie Knox was right, although she would dagher than
admit as much to him. This wasn't the time or tlaegq however. At
any minute Jamie might wander in and overhear them.

'l thought we might have lunch out somewhere," Ragsnured. 'Or
have you made other arrangements?'

So polite, she thought, looking at him wryly. Instpresence she
found it even more incredible that he had madesa paLiz, or that
he was in the habit of making passes at any wokeren she heard



Liz telling that story she had believed it becawste couldn't

remember Liz lying to her before, but now, lookatdross, her belief
faltered and fragmented. There was something sabuaharacter

about the thought of Ross behaving like that.dhtliadd up. Yet Liz

simply didn't lie, so he must have made a pas®atHad he been
drunk? She hadn't noticed that, and she remembagetly that he

had taken her home after that party. She was suhath been sober;
in fact, he'd been rather quiet and withdrawn fostof the evening.
Melanie's bewilderment only deepened further theenstie tried to

work out the truth, tried to make sense of the [guzAe pieces didn't
fit together, which could only mean that there veapiece of the

jigsaw missing.

Jamie Knox might mock her and say that she digtkRoss at all
and didn't understand him, but Jamie Knox was wrongone
sense—she understood what she knew about Rossgosthen't
believe he was the sort of man Liz and Jamie se¢oitink he was
and her own judgment of people wasn't as blinkemedJamie
Imagined. It was Jamie who was looking at Ross fthenwrong
angle, not her,

‘Lunch would be very nice," she said slowly, ang®Rimoked at his
watch.

'‘Good, and there's plenty of time for you to change

That was his only reference, gently indulgent, @o ineat schoolgirl
appearance, and Melanie grimaced.

‘Yes, | won't be very long. Do sit down, Ross. Wbwbu like some
coffee while you wait?'

‘That would be very welcome,' he said in his cdirad voice, taking
off his leather jacket and folding it neatly oveetback of a chair
before he sat down on the couch.



Jamie was in the kitchen drinking black coffee, thuWelanie had
hoped that he hadn't realised who had arrived atre ®®und she was
wrong.

'‘He timed his arrival nicely,’ he said, leaning iaga the
draining-board, his mug in one hand, watching Mielatart to make
a pot of coffee for Ross. '"Were his ears burnifig?éady to bet you
didn't tell him we'd been talking about him whenaneved.'

She hunted for a cup and saucer from Aunt Dollysstb
coffee-service, a silver wedding anniversary prefem Liz to her
parents several years ago. Aunt Dolly rarely usedpretty bone
china with its silver stripe and faint pink rosebu&he liked to look
at it in her china cabinet but was afraid it miget broken if it was
actually used.

'It's madness, you know that, don't you?' Jami &sishe set out the
silver tray. 'His money won't make you happy, Méait's all an
illusion. Wake up before it's too late.’

She filled the cream-jug and the silver sugar- behich matched the
tray, still ignoring Jamie.

'‘Nothing but the best for Ross Ellis,’ Jamie mumdumvith dry
impatience a moment later. '‘Can't you see thatlymustifled by the
way he lives? Look at you now—if you were makingtthoffee for
me you'd make instant coffee in a mug and haraite. But for him
it has to be all the frills. He expects it and le¢sgt, doesn't he?

That's not the life you're used to. Oh, no douht §od it exciting,
moving in that world for the first time, but whdretnovelty wears off
and you realise you've married a man you don't, i@ doesn't love
you, all the glitter and frills in this world worlielp you, Melanie.’



'‘Who the hell do you think you are?' Melanie erdptarning on him
at last with a flushed and agitated face. "You lyakdow me. You
can't guess whether | love Ross or not.'

‘You don't," he stated with cool certainty.

'‘Don't .say that!" Melanie seethed, dying to hihlwith something.
‘You know nothing about it.’

'l saw the two of you together just now in the hilaw the way he
kissed you. It wasn't exactly earth-shattering, wWa¥ou didn't run
into each other's arms. In fact, you sounded lilco@ple of bored
strangers making polite conversation." He imitakext, his eyes
mocking. 'Did you have a successful trip, Ross®' Houth twisted
derisively. 'As for him, | should think he makesmaghow of being
pleased to see his dog.' He imitated Ross's caliet goice. 'You
look very sweet.' Jamie's face was scornful. ‘SWdgtGod!'

The coffee was beginning to bubble against thesglasne. Melanie

felt rather like that, too; fury was boiling insider and she was
tempted to explode in Jamie's face, but she wasdaff what that

might precipitate, she had a distinct suspiciont thamie was

determined to provoke some reaction out of herthatishe wouldn't
enjoy whatever he planned to do next.

‘All men aren't like you,” she said instead, kegpimer rage
suppressed but making her voice icily contemptuous.

He flicked a glance at her through his lashesyt&ove noticed that,
at last.’

She was disturbed by the gleam in those dark 8yessn't meant as
a compliment!" she denied.

‘All the same, it is one,” mocked Jamie, his snmmiaddeningly
self-satisfied. 'And for the record, the last wédlapply to you is



sweet. . . you're about as sweet as poison ivyryEtimme I'm
anywhere near you | get some dangerous symptoms.'

The coffee was ready; Melanie darted to switchffit averting her
flushed face from him. 'Thanks,' she bit out, mgftihe coffee-pot on
the tray. 'I'm very flattered.’

He laughed as she walked to the door. 'But yoatilce that | keep
coming back,' he said softly.

She didn't look round or admit she had heard thait.throat was hot
and dry and she felt strangely miserable. Whahdidnean by that?
Or was it just empty words? Jamie Knox flirted Basith every girl
he met, he had taken Liz out to dinner the firsethe came here and
Liz was by no means an easy pick-up. She had gragtystandards
where men were concerned; she didn't fall for aay nvho looked
twice at her.

She carried the tray into the drawing-room and @duRoss a cup of
coffee. He was leaning back in the chair, his ejesed, when she
came into the room and opened them slowly to satileer in that

tired way.

‘Everyone else out?' he asked casually.

‘Liz and Will aren't up yet, but | expect the gixznas woken them by
now. He's making quite a noise, isn't he?' The was chipping all
the broken glass out of the frame now.

Leaving Ross sipping his coffee, Melanie went upéo bedroom.
The glazier turned his head and grinned. 'I'll bigega time yet, miss,
I'm afraid.’

‘That's all right—I'm going out, anyway.' Melaniellected some
clothes and went into the bathroom to change. Arfewnents later
someone rattled the doorhandle.



I'm in here—I'll be out in five minutes,' calledeMnie.
'‘Melly? You pest,’ Liz said with a yawn. 'My headhiammering.'

‘That's the glazier in my room," Melanie said, smgil as she eyed her
reflection in the bathroom mirror. She had put oturguoise shift
dress, pure silk, very simple and smooth-fittinge egan lightly
brushing her hair into its customary soft styleved inward around
her face, framing it elegantly.

‘Glazier? He got here quickly.' Liz pattered awguvning again.

Melanie did her make-up without haste, using vétie lbecause her
skin looked better without too much. Her mirror nelaowed her a
very different image—cool, slender and composegirlawho had
herself and her life very much under control. Sbastdered the
reflection wryly; it was a lie, of course, an illas she had conjured
up with, cosmetics and clothes, but knowing that glave that
impression would make it easier for her to tallRtss.

She didn't yet know how to introduce the subjdog would have to
play it by ear, wait for the right moment. Jamieakmmight imagine

that he had prodded her into looking twice at Imgragement, but he
was wrong. The morning she drove off to the Lakeseashe had
been poised on the edge of realising she had matdstake; Jamie's
interference had only accelerated a process whadhblegun before
he met her.

Her blue eyes flashed as she remembered Jamidisngsuggestion
that she was marrying Ross for his money. He'd rmadeery angry
when he said that, but she could brush the insidieabecause she
knew it wasn't true. Ross's money meant nothingeto It wasn't as
simple, though, to shrug off the accusation thatshs clinging to
Ross for emotional security, and she frowned atrégection as if
her eyes betrayed something disastrous.



Ross was a strong man, comfortingly assured. Stiéced a kind

of peace with him at first; had it been a falsegg@aMuch as she
loved her uncle and aunt, and both her cousinshatiemever felt she
belonged with them in quite the way she had with erents. It

wasn't easy to put into words, or even think abduyas more a
matter of instinct and intuition than logic. Loogirback to her
childhood she saw it as a golden warmth, like a mamday:

confident, stable. Yes, secure— Jamie was rigidam. However

hard Aunt Dolly and Uncle Teddy tried, they coulevar take the
place of her parents. There was always that songethiissing,

indefinable but unforgotten. When Ross asked hendaay him that

special feeling of belonging had seemed to shimaierad like a
mirage in a desert and she had eagerly run tatfind

Perhaps she would, some day—but not with Rossshadhad come
to see that long before Jamie Knox started makiisgderisive
comments. She might have faced the truth soorgdrafdidn't feel a
tremor of regret every time she thought of sayingdipye to that
hope of love and security in a family again. Waat twhat people
meant when

they talked of falling in love with love? The statibeing in love was
so wonderful it was easy to deceive yourself.

She grimaced, turning away. The longer she lefsRde@ne the more
chance there was of Jamie talking to him, sayingething that
might precipitate a crisis Melanie wasn't readfaite yet.

She came down the stairs just in time to see Llzeinold rose-pink
velvet housecoat wandering across the hall. Lizpdiwat the open
door of the drawing-room, glancing into the room.

Melanie saw her face in profile; saw the smootm dighten over
Liz's cheekbones, a hot wave of colour flow upédo airline.



It was rare for Liz to look so shaken; it wasn's\yeto throw her off
balance, but Melanie saw it happen now, and pamséide stairs, her
mind working like lightning, putting two and twodgether with a
rapidity that shook her as deeply as Liz was wsdblaken.

'‘Oh, hallo,' Liz said in an abrupt, deep voice.
Melanie couldn't see Ross but she knew that Lizspagsking to him.

'Hallo," Ross said, and the sound of his voice niddtanie's eyes
widen.

There was a strange little silence, then Liz saidkhly, 'Does
Melanie know you're here?"

‘Yes,' he said, his voice becoming brusque.

'Oh, well. . ."' Liz backed. Melanie saw her haniticdold of the wall;
the skin was stretched tautly over the white kneskWell, she won't
be long,' Liz said. 'Excuse me.’

Melanie felt horribly out of place, she would hdaxked out of sight
if she could have done so without drawing attentmher presence,
but Liz didn't look up or notice her. She walkedsteadily towards
the kitchen, the door opened and closed and Melstaieed at it
fixedly. How could | be so blind for so long? sheught.



CHAPTER SEVEN

THE shock of her new suspicions absorbed so muchroéthention
that she let Ross put her into the passenger séa Rolls, slide in
beside her behind the driving wheel and turn sauthof Carlisle
heading for Kendal without Melanie noticing theedition he had
taken, or being aware of anything much except har thoughts.

Her immediate reaction was to think that Liz hdteraall, lied to her,

but it slowly dawned on her that Liz hadn't lied smch as

suppressed her own side of the story. Liz hadmiteehto admit she
was attracted to Ross; and why should she? It vsas@lication that

Liz felt had nothing to do with the matter. Melakigew her cousin

well enough, and had noticed enough of her manhenever Ross
was around to be certain that Liz had not given &ihint how she

felt. Far from it, Liz had frozen when she saw hime must have
gone to great lengths to make sure that Ross segpected her real
feelings, because Melanie had been totally decei8ed had been
sure that Liz disliked Ross, and she thought Rasskelieved that,
too.

When Ross, nevertheless, made a pass at her, luidwave been
doubly shaken—on her own behalf as well as on MelsrHer mind

must have beeh in turmoil, wondering if she hadrdyetd her

feelings, terrified of admitting them, filled witjuilt. Hadn't she said
as much? She had skated over the reasons for e e€guilt, but

Melanie vividly recalled her cousin's face. Liz Ha@kn more upset
than angry—Melanie should have guessed at onceh#ftatousin

was withholding something for Liz had been far thstressed for it

to be mere sympathy for Melanie.

Melanie had only a hazy memory of that party whiad been so
traumatic for Liz. For her it had been just anothight, one she had
more or less forgotten almost at once. Wasn't it lsow one event
could seem so different from other angles?



'l thought we'd eat by the river in Kendal, thadtagirant we've been
to before,' Ross said abruptly.

Looking round with a start, she said, 'Oh, yegnember—that will
be nice. The place with the lovely view of the ri¥’éHe had taken her
there several times. The restaurant was on ther Ufue, its bar
looked down over the river so that one could damki watch the
current flowing darkly under an old bridge.

"The food is good, too,"' Ross said with a brieflerhefore switching
his gaze to the motorway ahead. What was he thaf?kiWere their
thoughts running on the same theme? She suspéetieithey were.

Why had he ever asked her to marry him? An impadésasion? They
had met so casually, but Ross must have realisedcatthat he had
bowled her off her feet. She had only been out Wais of her own
age until then, and Ross was used to dating fae rmophisticated
women. Had it been Melanie's wide-eyed and dazgéz# that had
given him the idea of marrying her? Had he onlyppsed after he
had begun to think she was in love with him?

A flush crept up her cheeks as it dawned on herdha, herself,
might have unknowingly brought about the propodaicv had been
such a surprise at the time. They had both beeeruadlattering

spell, of course; she had been amazed at inteoestaf man like Ross
and he, in turn, had been touched by her shy mrecto him.

But he hadn't met Liz until after he proposed, had Up to that time,
their dates had been on neutral ground, like thiueant to which he
was taking her now. When had he begun to realisehefelt about
Liz? Was it an instant attraction? Or did it grokadually?

Looking slowly back over the months, Melanie feitesthat Ross had
finally understood his own feelings on the nighBoénda's party. It



was after that that his attitude had changed hiadiegan to be distant
and suddenly far too busy to see her.

Or was she deluding herself? Had something beemggm between
Liz and Ross all these months?

She looked sharply at him, searching his features—she couldn't
believe that, about either of them.

Ross sensed her gaze and turned his head. 'Sdreydistracted,' he
said politely. 'lI've got something on my mind.'

Melanie watched him, stiffening. ‘Would it helpt&dk about it?'

The calm facade of his face seemed to crack; sighta glimpse of
confused emotions in his eyes, on his parted mdsitie. took an
expectant breath—one of them had to make therficste to unravel
the tangle into which their lives had been scrachbigas that what
he was thinking? Was he going to say somethingsa®'l

But he looked away with a deep sigh. 'No, | ddntik so.’

Melanie bit her lip. The day he left for Bahrairedtad told him that
she simply didn't feel she knew him well enougimi@rry him. She
had left out some of what she wanted to say; heemainty had been
too vague, too indefinable—a muddled suspicion #Hle¢ wasn't
really in love with him? Or just an instinctive awaess that they
were both making a mistake? She hadn't seen him agél today,
they still hadn't talked frankly, yet she felt, dgdhat she had begun
to learn a lot more about him in his absence, &edfslt a distinct
prickle of pity for him.

It surprised her because pity wasn't an emotiorhadesver expected
to feel for Ross, he wasn't a man one would imagues needing it,
but, watching his tense profile, compassion wastwha did feel.
Ross was trapped and unhappy. Did he suspect hoveltiabout



him? Or did he think that his feelings were notireéd? Liz had been
so angry when she talked about Ross that Melanseswee that Liz
didn't realise that Ross was seriously attractdeetpshe had put his
pass down to something very different. She had bker,
humiliated, distressed by that moment on the raoflgn of Brenda's
flat. It had made her think that Ross was promissuand a flirt,
without scruples, and Liz had hardened towards hfter that.
Melanie had picked up anger and pain in her voisermshe stood in
the doorway of the drawing-room looking at RossorPbiz, she
thought, frowning.

Suddenly it occurred to her that she might be betler position to
understand Liz and Ross than they could yet uralilst
themselves—or each other.

It was a weird sort of irony. She was the thirdnpaif their triangle;
from her angle she couldsee them clearly now, skeecenvinced of
that. Each of them might imagine they could seelingrthey simply
didn't see each other. They were both too busy@idow they felt,
and in assuming those disguises they not only twich feach other,
they no longer saw her, at all; they saw the imaigker they had
invented.

She watched Ross through lowered lashes, face hkholgHe
thought she was in love with him, didn't he? He afaaid of hurting
her by telling her the truth. And Liz's feelings reeeven more
complex because she would never take Melanie'sawag from her
knowingly, yet at the same time she had got theesgon that Ross
was a worthless flirt and not good enough for loersm.

No wonder she was in such a state after she tolahoet the pass he
had made at her! Again she thought: poor Liz!

The sun gleamed on the fells, glinted on the slaté&endal as they
approached the town. Ross seemed to have nothsayidrooding



In silence as he began looking for a parking pleltse to the
riverside restaurant.

They were the first customers to arrive; the restatthad just opened
and the place was empty. They were able to gebd table by the

window in the bar and the waiter immediately brauiiem menus

and asked what they would like to drink. Melaniedesed a

Snowball; Ross asked for Scotch on the rocks.

'l didn't touch a drink while | was in Bahrain,' $&d, grimacing. 'It's
quite a relief to get back home. I'm only just Imegng to get the taste
of sand out of my mouth.’

Considering him, she noticed the sunburn flush mnnose and
cheeks. 'You caught the sun.’

‘Unavoidably,’ he murmured. 'The minute you gettb# plane it
beats on your head like a gong. How was the weathbe Lakes?'

'‘Changeable.' She met his eyes. 'Ross, before gotitov Bahrain |
tried to talk to you about our engagement. . .'

'l remember," he said, his face wary.
'‘Can we talk about it now?'

He looked away from her at the sunlit, flowing rivé¥ou said
something about not feeling you knew me well enciegmarry me.'

'Yes.'

His face was expressionless. What was he thinkKdtrgg?had a spasm
of impatience with him—was he going to let her dlotlze work?
Couldn't he see how difficult it was for her to #keheir engagement
without giving a reason? Or did he believe thattsdea reason in his
own behaviour, the distance he had put between themnthe last



few months? Ross wasn't the type to find it eagyrétend, to act a
part he no longer felt. If he regretted asking teemarry him yet

couldn't bring himself to admit as much, he mighsliting there now
hoping that she would do all the difficult work floim. She couldn't
decide whether that was cowardice or kindness; evieatit was, it

made it hard for her.

‘We got engaged so fast,' she said. 'We hardly leash other.’

The waiter appeared again and she bit down onnimer ilip. Ross
didn't betray any impatience by so much as a flicke glanced at
her politely.

'‘Ready to order?'

Melanie ordered a simple meal—iced melon and salmayonnaise.
Ross had the melon, too, and then a rare steakrdé¢eed a wine he
knew she liked and the waiter took the menus amiskiad. Some
more guests were arriving, local businessmen irerssbits who
paused to inspect the cold buffet table in theressftthe room before
clustering around the bar to order drinks. Theatgsint was filling
up, and she would have to talk in a lower voiceesslshe wanted to
be overheard.

Ross drank some of his Scotch, then said, ‘Whatodowant to do
about it?'

For a second Melanie didn't realise what he medet/ooked at him
blankly, then flushed. 'Oh . . . well . . . dordiuythink we should put
off any talk of marriage, Ross? | mean . . ." Hanchwas suddenly
confused, she didn't know what she had meant.

'‘Postpone our marriage, you mean?' Ross suggestrlty ewatching
her.



How could you ask a man you were two months away fmarrying

if he really loved you? It wouldn't be so hardhesknew for certain
that his answer would be no. That would make isiatiple. But what
if he looked her in the eye and said that of coheséoved her. What
did she do then?

When she didn't answer, Ross said in the same\aats, 'Of course
we can, if that is what you want. There's no rdsike all the time
you need to think it over.'

She picked up her glass and drank some of thewdtiamy drink,

trying to work out how to answer. She hadn't intghda

postponement; she had meant to give him backrgsamnd end their
engagement altogether, but Ross had made that smjms

A bewildered qualm hit her—had she read the sinatwrongly?
Had she jumped to crazy conclusions about how e enfelt? Was
Ross still serious about wanting to marry her,redtle

She turned and watched the shadows under the baldgd and dark
in motion, the water surged into them until sheldot see it any
more.

Anxiety tightened her stomach. Whatever Ross rdalty she knew

that she did not love him. The certainty was ad esllead inside her.
The dazzled excitement of her first weeks of kngiim had faded,

long ago. She wasn't in love with him but she likén too much to

risk hurting him if she was wrong about how he.felt

The waiter came over, smiling. 'Your table is reathen you are, sir.'
'‘Are we ready?' Ross asked her politely.

She nodded, getting up, and they followed the mamszs the
restaurant towards a table for two by the windowtloa far side.
Suddenly Melanie heard Ross draw a thick breatiffersng.



Puzzled, she glanced up at him. He was staringrttssmhe door, a
dark wash of colour flowing up his face.

Melanie followed his stare and her own nerves juhgeshe saw Liz
walking towards them with Jamie Knox.

'‘What the hell is Knox doing with Liz?' Ross muétgr

Melanie's dark blue eyes widened until her skirtstred painfully.
Ross must have heard her gasp because he looked aoher,
frowning.

"You know him?' she said incredulously. Jamie hadaehtioned ever
meeting Ross.

‘We've met,' Ross said curtly. 'How do you and dome to know
him?'

Before she could answer the other two were in earsid Ross shot
them a hard stare.

Liz looked sleekly elegant in a burnt-orange jerskgss which
Melanie had never seen her wear before, it musehbe

Summoning a smile, Melanie said, 'Hallo, fancy isggiou here!"It's

a small world,' Liz said coolly, but the brown eykat met Melanie's

held a glint of defiance. Was it pure coincidenta she and Jamie
had turned up? Yet how could they possibly havenmthat Ross

would bring her here? And why should they followertn anyway?

'You look very chic—I haven't seen that dress lef@aid Melanie,
her eyes questioning.

Liz gave a wry little grin. 'That's because it'svael only bought it
this morning, and Jamie decided it deserved to gmesvhere
special.’



The two men were eyeing each other without anyepcs of
cordiality.

Ross nodded curtly. 'Knox!'

Jamie's smile held cold mockery. 'Ellis." His todeliberately
mimicked Ross.

Melanie stared pointedly at Jamie—why hadn't hd ta@r that he
actually knew Ross? They had talked enough abaut heaven
knew, so why had Jamie been so secretive?

He slid a sideways look at her, his dark eyes igliptas if her
astonishment and annoyance amused him. He had edhatog; he
was wearing a crisp red and white striped shirtaaddrk red silk tie.
His suit was dark grey and made him seem talldtritlmouldn't tame
the wildness of those black eyes and the thickkblair. Even in
these civilised and formal surroundings Jamie Koaxxied an air of
danger with him like private oxygen.

The waiter hovered politely, Ross glanced at hiemtsaid, 'I'm afraid
we have to go—our table's ready.'

'‘See you later,' Jamie said drily, not to him, tutMelanie, who
looked back at him without warmth. When she gohance she was
going to make him explain why he hadn't told hekhew Ross.

She sat down at the table, the waiter deftly l@drapkin across her
lap with a faintly theatrical gesture, and a momleter the melon
arrived and she and Ross began to eat.

‘How long Have you known Knox?' he asked her, &iistiead bent.
She looked uneasily at him.

'‘Oh, not long. | met him at Ullswater.'



He looked up. 'Last weekend?'

She nodded and ate some more of the cool, gredioyymelon; the
refreshing taste did little to calm her overheatedves. She hadn't
looked towards the bar but she was aware of LizJamdie in there,
drinking champagne—she had heard the little expfosif the cork
coming out, Liz laughing. What were they celebigitishe wondered
edgily.

Ross was frowning. 'And Liz? When did she meet him?

‘The same weekend.' Melanie wondered if she owgtatithim now
that she had spent a night marooned in an isoltateon the fells with
Jamie Knox. Somehow she couldn't; if it had seefnadght with
difficulties at first, such a confession now woblklten times harder,
because Ross very obviously did not like Jamiea],tha feeling was
clearly mutual. Jamie did not like him.

Ross looked towards the bar. 'He's a fast worlkerds said with cold
anger and Melanie followed his gaze. Jamie faced dglass of
champagne in his hand. He raised it mockingly, isgiland Melanie
looked away.

'Yes, isn't he?' she said. Ross didn't know how fas how
unscrupulous.

Ross shot her a probing look. 'What do you knowsabhan?'

Startled, she shook her head. 'Nothing much— les lat Ullswater,
he has a red sports-car and at the moment he gasatjob.'

Ross smiled tightly. 'Because | sacked him," he said Melanie

almost choked on her melon. Coughing, she reaabedefr glass of

white wine and drank a little. When she could spegédin she asked,
‘What did you say?'



'He used to work for me,' Ross repeated. 'He'sllabt engineer, |
certainly couldn't fault his work, but we didn'teseye to eye about
certain things, so he had to go.'

Staring at him, Melanie asked, 'What didn't youesgeto eye about?'

Ross frowned. 'We were offered a huge contractdsriain country.
Knox felt we shouldn't sign it; he disliked the gowment in

question. He was entitled to his opinion, that Vitashy | sacked
him—but he went too far, he tried to drum up suppamong

members of my board, sent each of them a lettengyivis views in

rather lurid language. There was a good deal aefbteoand several
directors came out in his support. | couldn't dilge contract while
the board was split like that, but before | coaltk them round it got
to the ears of the other people;, they were vadgnoted and withdrew
the contract altogether.' He finished his melon #imdg down his

table napkin with an angry gesture. 'Knox costdm@pany millions

of pounds. When his contract came up for renewtieaend of the
year, | didn't take it up.'

'He didn't tell us anything about that," Melaniessoftly. Or had he
told Liz? They seemed to have become very confidemt a very
short time. Liz had told him that Ross had madassat her.

Had she told Jamie because he had just told herRualsg had fired
him?

‘You don't surprise me. Knox is mischievous anelsiponsible.’

Melanie stared at Ross, her dark blue eyes somliiten she realised
that he and Jamie knew each other, she had that{rdt that Jamie
hadn't told her because he was being mischievaiidi® reason for
silence had been rather more worrying. Jamie hguuidge against
Ross; bitterly disliked him. He had wilfully misldeer—why? Had
he planned to use her as some sort of weaponeweage on Ross?



The waiter removed their plates and began to gaeremain course,
so for a while they hardly said anything.

Melanie ate her cold salmon and creamy mayonnaitb®ut really
tasting either; she left just under half of the mpashing the food
around her plate idly, her mind angrily busy.

Once when she looked up she found Ross - watchingrid Jamie
being shown to their table on the other side ofrtleen. Ross looked
grim, his grey eyes shadowed.

Melanie wished she could be sure what she was ge&he no
longer felt able to guess at anybody's motives,bady's real
feelings. There was no solid ground "under her. feletr ears beat
with hypertension and her mind kept dissolving irgadless,
unanswered questions.

It seemed that Ross had some questions of hislosaming forward
he asked abruptly, "You didn't say how you camenéet Knox at
Ullswater.'

Melanie hesitated, but she was so sick of hidimgg) keeping back
the full truth.

'l went fell climbing while | was there and gotgped in heavy mist.
He came to find me. We couldn't get down again, gouidn't see a
yard ahead, so we had to spend the night in aphthare.’

Ross sat there staring. ‘Alone?"
She swallowed, nodding.
Ross held her eyes, his face hard. 'l see.’

'l doubt if I'd have found it on my own," Melantasimered. 'The hut,
| mean. | vaguely knew there was one but in that.mi. and I'd hurt



my ankle, | could only hobble. He was a real swaviexpert; | was
very grateful for his help. He made a fire and fbgtraw to sleep on
and he . . ." Her voice trailed off. '"He may nduafly have saved my
life. I don't think it was ever in danger. But #Hie same, | was very
glad he was there.' Even to please and placatedReswasn't going
to lie about that. Whatever Jamie's reasons forirapnto find
her—and she strongly suspected them now— she hiae ¢pateful
for what he had done for her.

'Of course,' Ross said, but those cool grey eyesdasther questions
which she certainly couldn't answer, because evewinit she knew
what was in his mind would be some sort of admisshot of guilt,
necessarily, but of awareness. Jamie hadn't toiedlakke love to her
that night. She could look Ross in the eye andhietl so truthfully.
But something serious had happened while they \akmee in the
mist and rain, and that she could not talk to Rdssut. Jamie Knox
had got under her skin; he was there now, needlmfgriating,
tormenting, driving her crazy.

Ross looked down, his brows level, then lookedggira 'Were your
aunt and uncle worried?' The question was casudtibleyes were
far from casual, and she couldn't meet them.

‘They only heard about it when | got back safely.’

‘And how did they react to the news that you'd s@enight alone
with Knox?' Ross murmured, pushing his own reastion to Aunt
Dolly and Uncle Teddy.

She forced a smile; at least that made it easrdrdbto answer.
'‘Oh, they didn't get over-excited. They know me; ot stupid.'

'l wouldn't have thought Liz was stupid, eithelo'sR said, glowering
across the room at that other table. Jamie andvere just getting
lobster Thermidor and were laughing like a cougleloldren. The



sight of their enjoyment didn't seem to delight §a@nd it didn't do
much for Melanie either. She felt stupidly excludesthut out,
watching them through a window. A glance at Rosdarteer suspect
that he felt the same.

'Ross,’ she said.
He didn't take his eyes from the other two. ‘'Mmm?"'
'We're not in love, are we?' she said gently.

That caught his attention, his head swung andaredtt her fixedly,
turning dark red. 'What?"

Melanie gave him a wry, melancholy little smilé.Was a mistake,
wasn't it, for both of us?'

Ross swallowed, his throat moving convulsively, It seemed
struck dumb. She held his eyes, reading reliehent. The barrier
that had hidden his real thoughts and feelings fr@mfor months
had gone. Ross watched her nod, still smiling.

You should have said something. We might have givead and got
married and then we'd be in a mess,' she said.

Ross gave a sudden deep laugh, his hand movingtlweable to
take hers and hold it tightly.

‘Melanie . . . what can | say?'
‘Try the truth. I'd welcome it,' Melanie told hirofdy.
The flush on his face increased. T didn't wantud fiou, Melanie.'

'l know and I'm not. It dawned on me too, gradually



‘Why didn'tyousay something long ago?'
'I'm a slow thinker,' she said, and he laughed.

'l don't believe it." Then he stopped laughing kEruked hard at her.
‘You mean it? You really aren't hurt? | was afraid

‘That you'd have to marry me, after all?' she w@a$éo, Ross, you
can breathe again.'

He still looked concerned, uncertain, watching meently. "You
aren't just saying this because you think . . abee you suspect| . . .

'I'm saying it because | mean it, Ross. I'm vengdfof you. | like you
very much but I'm not in love with you. For a whilhought | was.’

‘Yes, | thought | was!" he said quickly. "You'reseeet and easy to
love, Melanie. You're a very gentle person—maybat'shwhy |
thought you were the wife | wanted. I'm not genitia. afraid I'm far
from gentle. In my world that's the last qualityattk needed. I'm
successful because I'm naturally tough. I've hadeoThrow me
against a brick wall and I'd bounce.' He laughearth 'Someone
said that to me once, and he didn't mean” it agngptiment.’ He
looked at her, grimacing.

‘Jamie Knox?' she guessed, from his expression.
'‘Bull's eye. Jamie Knox.' Ross's upper Up curlegtign

'l shouldn't let his remarks sting,’ Melanie saidhidden irony at her
own expense. She had let Jamie Knox's words sénfghtoo often;
never again. 'He's not worth bothering about,' athded, and Ross
shrugged.

'‘He had something that time, though. 'l've hadgiotfto get to the top
of my business and I'd begun to feel it was timestax, enjoy myself



more, build some sort of private life for myselfimet you and you
seemed purpose-built for me— exactly the sort of Igi had in
mind.’

She looked startled and a little shocked, and Rossed that and
gave her an apologetic smile.

'l know. It sounds like computerised dating, bdidn't stop to take a
good look at how | was acting. I've got so usesei®ing something |
want, something I've had in mind, a big contrach éirm that might
be useful to me, and just moving in on it fast bogling it up before
anyone else can get to it first. That's businedaypoMelanie. You
can't play gentlemanly games. You have to grah..So

‘You grabbed me?’
‘I'm sorry.'

‘And then you realised you didn't want me afte?'@he was glad she
had realised she wasn't in love with him beforeagttaally started to
hear all this. If she had been emotionally involiteslould have hurt
to hear herself talked about with this ruthlesstradity, as a piece of
property he had thought valuable but now no longgarted.

Ross looked disturbed. Have hurt you. That was the last thing |
wanted to do, I've really tried not to let you gaies

‘That was foolish. What sort of marriage wouldavb been? Hell for
both of us. This way we part friends and one dayl weth be glad
we came to our senses in time.'

He still held her hand. He look down at it and athign did she realise
it was the hand that bore his ring.

'Keep that, please, will you?' he said and she lshoer head,
horrified.



'Oh, no | couldn't—it's far too valuable, but | wiogive it back here,
we don't want people staring.’

‘No, we don't, he said, his eyes flicking briedigross the room and
back to her again. He let go of her hand and lelae# in his chair,
sighing heavily.

'My God, | feel tired. This sort of scene uses uparenergy than a
day on the Bahrain site. Melanie, Melanie, will yoiit me if | say
thank you?' His eyes held a wry smile.

'For letting you off the hook?' she teased. 'ltteleef, isn't it? Like
letting go of a heavy weight."'

'For you, too?' He seemed tentative, surprisedy Tiere actually
talking to each other openly and easily without amoye hesitation or
wariness.

'| feel pounds lighter,' she said, laughing.

The waiter appeared and asked if they would likesded but neither
of them wanted anything else to eat. They had eddfed sat smiling
at each other like happy idiots because there wdsnger any need
to watch every word they said; they could justleEmselves at last
and Melanie felt quite euphoric.

She hadn't breathed a word to Ross about Liz, hasked him any
questions or made any hints. Ross was entitledstgiivacy. She
wouldn't want to talk about Jamie Knox; not, of rs®) that she was
emotionally involved with him, unless you counteciing to hit
him next time she saw him. She distrusted andkéidlhim but she
would not want Ross to know just how passionatadistike was, or
Jamie, either, come to that. He might misinterjtret

Jamie Knox was an easy man to hate. On that, shRass would be
agreed, but she kept her silence.



When they got up to leave Jamie and Liz were atcthfeee and
brandy stage. Melanie fixed a billiant smile andrecto them from
the door. They waved back, smiling too. She hopedkhew what
she was doing. Playing with fire was a lethal gamé Jamie Knox
was a dangerous playmate. The minute the door logédcon her,
she felt her smile wither and bitter aching starinside her.

Ross gave her an anxious look as lie slid hertmgdront seat of the
Rolls. 'Are you okay?'

'Fine," she said hurriedly. She was just fine—butaking an
engagement had its melancholy side even when itanasmicable
arrangement, and she felt bleak and lonely asdh@ye back.



CHAPTER EIGHT

MELANIE was in bed but wide awake when Liz got home. Lyintie
darkness, her mind frantically busy, Melanie hddardpause by her
door and hurriedly shut her eyes in case her cdosked into the
room. She couldn't face talking to Liz at that moméfter a second
or two, Liz tiptoed away and Melanie leaned ondibow to look at
the clock beside her bed. It was gone midnightyTdeuldn't have
been in the restaurant until that hour! Whieaglthey been?

She was in a strange frame of mind herself; seesglwatween relief
at having escaped from a marriage she had incgggsiome to see
as a potential disaster, and restless anguishJaveie Knox.

He had consistently lied to her, by omission, riigbin the moment
they met—what she guessed of his reasons maddttestybangry
and unhappy. He had been using her to get at Rads,t he? Was
that what he was doing with Liz now? Had he, taesged that Ross
was attracted to Liz and far more serious aboutteer he had been
about Melanie?

She should have picked up the vibrations betweess Rmd her
cousin far earlier, but it hadn't even enteredhead until Liz gave
her that first clue by telling her how Ross had avefu at his
secretary's party. Her unconscious had picked opesaf the things
Liz wasn't telling her, but she hadn't realised thaa time. It wasn't
until she heard Liz and Ross speak to each oth#rainstiff, tense
way that the truth clicked inside her head, andwimele picture
flashed into focus.

Turning over, she shut her eyes tight, trying totgesleep, but her
mind wouldn't co-operate, it couldn't let go of solwusness. It had
too much to process, to work out. It had been am#wl day, but
then ever since she met Jamie Knox every day had &e eventful
day. He was a catalyst; he caused crisis everywhengent. What



Ross had told her about him hadn't surprised here she thought
about it. She could imagine Jamie Knox forcing Viswvs on the

board of directors, hammering away at them to gebwn way, and
she could imagine how furious Ross had been. Hepeasessive
about his company; far more passionate about liaat he had ever
been about her. Jamie couldn't have hit him haader other

way—»but had he been trying? Flirting with her, dgtLiz—in his

own way, Jamie was every bit as ruthless as Ross.

Thinking back over everything Jamie had said tq $lee saw that he
had been trying to turn her against Ross. He hatedato see her
engagement broken off.

She pushed her palms into her eyes to ease théabkime them. She
wouldn't think about him; he was beneath contertat sort of
man would set out to wreck someone's life like 2hidts baffling
behaviour was so much clearer, now. First chasimgthen Liz—oh,
yes, she understood him now.

What had he said about Liz? 'She was going quoedlyy, she had to
talk to someone . . .

Liz had opened out to him because she neededktandl Jamie had
been only too happy to listen—Liz couldn't havespsel how happy!
She had been handing him a weapon to use on RagstnBss

twisted Melanie's mouth. No doubt Jamie had begorised when he
met her and heard that Ross was going to marrySiex.wasn't the
type of woman he would have expected Ross to ch@oskhe had
been right. Ross had for once made a mistake, mmeethst, leapt
before he looked, and soon regretted it. Jamietdlezh one look at
Melanie and must have know that she was out of'Rtesague, their
relationship would never last. He hadn't been aunte watch it

founder; he had wanted to cause the wreck himself.



Then Liz had confided in him—and he had realisednae that she
was far more Ross's type. Melanie had always bekoosisciously

aware of that, herself; her cousin's coolness tdsvRoss had puzzled
her from the start. If she hadn't been blinded érydwn feelings for

Ross she would have paired them off in her mincceGhe first clue

got to her, she had rapidly seen the truth.

Jamie Knox had caught on faster than she had,wwseoShe lay in
the darkness, brooding on the tortuous complexitigat mind of his.

He was clever, she had to give him that—but herwasicruples. He
might be taking an interest in Liz now that he sl Ross was
attracted to her, but he hadn't given up with Melafihat might have
puzzled her if she hadn't guessed that he wasapplying his brand
of pressure in the hope of getting her to brealkheffengagement.

He wanted to do Ross as much damage as he codlteatidn't care
how he did it. Once he knew she had broken withsRios wouldn't
bother with her any more.

Behind her closed lids danced a flickering seriepiotures from
earlier that evening—Liz and Jamie drinking chanmgagmiling at
each other, talking intimately. How much of thatdh&een
acting—how much had been real? Was Liz nioséype, too? It was
probable, she thought grimly. Ross and Jamie Knexevhardly
similar, yet they were both sophisticated and liggeht. Jamie might
be using Liz, yet he might still enjoy being witarhoo.

How did Liz feel about him? Melanie's head was baeigig to ache.
She massaged it crossly with impatient fingers. dtie't find it hard
to believe that Liz might fancy Jamie; he had tbe ef instant sex
appeal which was hard to define but even hardessist. Melanie felt
bleak as she remembered the way they had smiledcét other. It
had all seemed so simple when she suddenly gudsseRoss and
Liz were attracted to each other. In a flash sltkimagined herself



solving their problems by giving Ross his ring basétting him free
to go to Liz.

Like all simple plans, it was too good to be trRess was free but
how did Liz really feel? Melanie had always beend@f her cousin,
but she couldn't claim to have understood Liz avikm much of what
was going on in her head. Liz kept her secretsatelh; she wasn't
given to indiscretions.

If Liz and Jamiehad begun an affair, that would complete Jamie
revenge plan, though, wouldn'tit? He would hawgdpart in ending
Ross's engagement and he would at the same tinkeoffalith the
girl Ross really wanted.

‘Damn him," Melanie whispered to the ceiling. Shehwd she could
think of some equally cunning way of undermininghndaKnox, but
her mind wasn't as complex, she didn't have thgiBdouch he had.
She might want to hit back at him, but she wouldendoe able to go
through with it.

It wasn't until she was drifting off to sleep tlshie realised that she
had forgotten to give Ross his ring back, afterSitle thought hazily
about posting it to him, but it was so valuable—wih& got lost in
the post? No, she must hang on to it until shelsawagain, but first
she must break the news to the family. Aunt DolBsvgoing to be
very aggrieved; she had been eagerly looking fatvwarMelanie's
wedding day.

Aunt Dolly and Uncle Teddy got back late on Suna@dtgrnoon.
They walked into a spotless house. Melanie hadtspest of the
morning in an orgy of spring-cleaning which madeedhat there was
no trace of the party left. She waited until hemtaand uncle had had
a cup of tea before she broke the news about #iegashers and the
broken window.



Aunt Dolly made choking noises, putting down hep.cu

Uncle Teddy said: 'They digthat?'but didn't wait for an answer. 'Did
you call the police? Vandals, that's what they aa@dals. Did the
police catch any of them?'

'‘We've had the window replaced,’ Melanie said piagly. 'But the
police didn't catch anybody, I'm afraid.’

Her uncle stamped off to view the scene of the erfor himself,
muttering ferociously. Aunt Dolly half rose to gmot but sank back.

‘Never again. No more parties. | knew somethingld/go wrong, it
always does. Where's Will? Take* himself out ofweey, | suppose?
Afraid to face us?'

Melanie gave her a weak smile; Aunt Dolly knew sen. Will had
gone off on his motor-bike early that morning.

'‘Where's Liz?' Aunt Dolly asked and Melanie lookeehy, afraid for
some reason of what her eyes might betray.

‘She's out, too.' Liz had gone before Melanie cdoven—Will said
Jamie Knox had come for her in his fast red spoats-

Uncle Teddy came down, grim-faced. 'lt was a mistekgo away
and leave them to it," he said. 'Never again.wilie nodded, her lips
tight, in total agreement with him.

Melanie saw that in their over-excited state it lddae a serious error
of judgment to tell them her other startling nesnt Dolly had had
enough shocks for one day. The revelation that Mels.engagement
was over would have to wait until tomorrow nightemhthey would
have had a chance to get over the story of Widisyp



'‘Where's Liz?' asked Aunt Dolly again later, andaviee said that she
didn't know. She decided not to mention Jamie Kiste wasn't sure
she could talk about him without sounding bitter.

'Is she playing chicken, too?' Uncle Teddy askeglywrDid they
leave you to break the news, Melanie? Isn't thettljke them?'

Melanie didn't tell them that Liz had other thiraysher mind and had
probably forgotten all about her brother's partyeyf would soon find
out. It looked as if Jamie Knox was going to become
semi-permanent landmark in their lives.

She went to bed early that evening. Liz and Widiiitacome home.
When Melanie came down to breakfast next day shedder aunt
and uncle giving Will a bad time. He was sulkilytirg cornflakes
and trying not to listen, a difficult feat when Aubolly was in such
operatic voice. She had a lot to say on the subjgmarties, drinking,
window-breaking, lighting and anything else thatweed to her and
was on her banned list.

Will was glad to get to work, and bolted as soomasad finished
eating, leaving his mother triumphantly in possassif the field.

Melanie had a tiring and difficult day in the o#icShe had a pile of
typing to get through and the phone kept ringiriggnés came in a
steady stream, wanting details of houses up fer sabsking her to
send someone out to give them an estimate for theirhome, and
she seemed to be running from the moment she draive/ork until
the stroke of five-thirty when she could at lastitstine front office.
George Ramsden and his son were back from a leingghgction of
an estate possibly coming up for auction by the tgine was putting
on her jacket to go home.

'I've left some notes on your desk, Mr RamsdemnktMrs Silvester
has definitely decided to buy the Market Squar@erty. | said you'd



ring her. There were quite a few calls and seveea clients with
houses to sell, but I've left a list.’

Mr Ramsden patted her shoulder. 'Thanks, Melanfieydx go and
you can take the morning off tomorrow. Andrew amdll be here all
day, and | owe you some time off.' He preferredgiice her the
occasional morning off rather than pay her overtimelanie smiled
wryly, nodding.

‘Thank you.' Ever since she had locked the outer dbe had been
working intensely to finish the typing she hadiwhd during the day.
It was now six-thirty and she had been at workeseaquarter to nine.
Sometimes she thought she had picked the wrongbjabpon the

other hand Mr Ramsden was a kind and likeable reaen if he

expected you to work very long hours. At least Bhd a job, she
thought, walking towards her parked car. These dhgs wasn't

something you took for granted.

She unlocked her car and got behind the wheektmirlders wearily
slumped. A bath, a hot meal and bed were high oadenda for the
evening. She switched on the ignition and frownEtere wasn't a
flicker from the engine. She tried again; still mog.

It was five minutes before she admitted that hemaes as dead as a
doornail. She got out again, slamming the doorthg hour there
was no point in ringing the garage—they would hgaeee home long
ago. She would have to leave her car here andtg&t home.

As she locked the car door she heard the softgiuan engine and
glanced sideways. A red sports-car was slowinglledser.

Jamie leaned out, raising one brow. '‘Having troeible

Melanie was tempted to ignore him but it seemetliligh so she said
curtly, 'My car won't start.'



He drew in to the kerb and braked, getting outgllmgs followed by
a muscled body and windblown black hair. She fetreamor of
resentment at his height; he dwarfed her. If skee did try to hit him
she would have to aim for his knees.

'Shall | have a look?"

It was a frail hope but she was so tired, she ¢dultk bothered to
turn down any offer of help, even from a man shatHed and

detested. Saving her face seemed, at that ing¢gstessential than
saving her energy.

She slid back behind the wheel, grateful for thende to sit down,
while Jamie vanished under the car bonnet, poknty@ying into
the engine entrails. Melanie didn't have much hbpehe would get
it started but he seemed confident that he knewt Wwaavas doing.
He was an engineer, she thought, presumably hestodd engines
of most kinds. All the same, she wasn't surprisederw he
re-appeared with a faint smear of oil across heekhslammed down
the car bonnet and came to her window, shakingédmasl.

'‘Not a chance of starting her, I'm afraid. Youdlk to have it towed
away in the morning.' He opened the door, standaak. '‘Come on,
I'll drive you home.'

Melanie got out wearily, re-locked the door and egdavm a stiff
smile. 'Thank you, but I'll take a taxi.'

She began to walk away; he caught her arm. 'Denddsurd. Why
waste money on a taxi?"

Melanie's temper flared out of control. 'Becausk rédther waste
money than have you drive me home!" She wrenchesklheaway
and began walking again, half expecting him toofwllher and
mentally preparing her iciest brush-off if he did.



She heard his car burst into life but he didn'tvelraway; he
kerb-crawled, leaning out.

'‘Get in, Melanie.'

She averted her face, quickening her pace. Heetfwakong beside
her, talking. 'Stop making a fool of yourself. Tlssridiculous, get
in!'

'l don't want to talk to you, go away,' she saehching the corner
where she hoped to get a taxi.

What she had not anticipated was an interesteceaceliof teenage
boys in jeans and bomber jackets, standing outsidearby café,
smoking and idly watching life go by. They all #tdrat Melanie and
her pursuing red sports-car. Their wolf whistled aatcalls made her
face burn, she couldn't just stand there under lihatage, so she
crossed the road to get away and Jamie did a W-ituthe road,

slewing to a sudden stop in front of her before gbieto the other
kerb.

Melanie gave up. He leaned over and opened thempgssdoor and
she got into the car, ignoring the crude commewots the other side
of the road. Jamie accelerated away a second later.

'‘We made their day,' he said drily.

‘You did, you mean! Why did you follow me like tRatShe was
quivering with temper.

'I've been waiting for you," he drawled and she alidouble-take,
staring incredulously at him.

‘Waiting for me?'



'For over an hour," he expanded. "You work longr&etl hope they
pay you well.'

'Why?' she asked huskily.

'If you work this hard you deserve to be paid Wk returned, but
she knew he had understood what she meant becausarth mouth
betrayed amusement.

'Oh, stop playing games!" she muttered.
'l haven't started yet,' Jamie mocked.

She counted to ten before she answered that titfey vere you
waiting for me?'

He halted at traffic lights and put his car intatnal before reaching
across her to pick up her left hand. Startled,vediiehed him stare at
the glitter of Ross's engagement ring.

'So you're still wearing it!" He dropped her hanid,face hostile.

‘That's right, | am,' she said resentfully. Shantlisee why she should
tell him that she had, in fact, broken off her eggyaent. That was
what he wanted to hear, of course, but he wasafirigeit from her.
He would find out sooner or later, he could dodil@ating then, and
with any luck she wouldn't have to watch him do it.

‘After what Liz told you?' he asked contemptuously.

'‘What right do you think you have to discuss myate life with
Liz?' she burst out angrily. 'Or with me, comeltat? | don't want to
talk about Ross.'

‘You prefer to shut your eyes to the sort of guyshand cling to the
thought of all that lovely money, do you?'



She took a sharp, painful breath, turning palehat ihsult. She
couldn't sit in this car to listen to this—she fuetbwith -the door
handle, intending to get out, but the light turgeeen at that second
and Jamie put on a burst of speed as he movedyigifig her a
derisive look.

‘You're not getting away from me until you've hewigat | have to
say!

She sank back into her seat, fighting to hold oneiotemper.
'Did you even talk to him about it?' Jamie asked.

She wouldn't answer; she threw back a questioreobtvn. '"Was it
mere coincidence that you and Liz turned up at testaurant the
other day?’

'‘No,' he admitted calmly. 'l knew it was one of fasourite haunts,
that's why | picked it." He gave her a wry lookntAit wasn't a
coincidence that your car didn't start just nowhe.'

Melanie's mouth rounded in a gasp. 'You . . .?'

'Fixed it," he said with apparent complacency.dhted to talk to you
and | had a strong feeling | wouldn't get anywhéteang you and
asked you out.'

‘You put my car out of action?' It hadn't even egdeher head that
that might explain his sudden appearance at suclopgortune
moment. Surprise gave way to anger. ‘It would sgoie right if |
rang the police, and | may well do it, too,' shiel $ariously. 'Who do
you think you are? Meddling with everything likeath . . following
me and Ross about, flirting with Liz, spiking myrca . no wonder
Ross sacked you, you must have been a thorn iyleyay's flesh.'
That reminded her and, working herself up intoveetang rage, she



demanded, 'And why didn't you tell me that you utedvork for
Ross and that he'd fired you?'

His dark eyes flicked sideways. 'l didn't want tmfuise the issue.’

'You mean that you didn't want me to know that yaa a grudge
against Ross!

'It did occur to me that you might misinterpret tlews," he admitted
coolly.

'Oh, | haven't misinterpreted it,’ Melanie snappkdet the picture
only too clearly—you've been trying to use me tolggck at Ross.
That's why you're so eager for me to break off myagement. You
don't care what you have to do, or. how low youehtr stoop, so
long as you get your revenge! All those cheap gddesut me . . .
iImplying that I'm mercenary and that the only realsgot engaged to
Ross was because of his money!

Jamie braked suddenly and she almost went thrdwegivindscreen,
her body flung forwards violently.

Turning towards her, he asked harshly, 'Are yoloue with him?
Are you? Be honest, Melanie— look me in the eyetatiane you're
in love with him and I'll shut up and go away.'



CHAPTER NINE

MELANIE was filled with a sense of angry hurt. There hizlokeén so
much as a flicker of regret or apology in his faee. had simply
brushed aside her accusations without even tryrggehy them. He
didn't care what she thought. All he wanted— all e ever
wanted—was to come between her and Ross. That Nvsiseahad
meant to him from the day they first met—a weagmouage in his war
against the man who had sacked him.

‘... I'm not g-going to tell you anything,' shaid, stammering in
helpless rage, her face white and tense. 'l da'tt wo talk to you.
Take me home.'

‘Not until you've faced up to the truth," he saikndy.
‘Then I'll walk!'

She swivelled to get out of the car; he caughtsheulder in a grip
that made her flinch and flung her round to fagce hgain, leaning
over her with those hard dark eyes fixed on her hostile stare.

‘You're making a bad mistake, Melanie. This dreaarldvyou've
built for yourself is going to crumble one day, aviten it does you're
going to find yourself trapped in a painful mess.'

‘That's my affair, not yours!

'‘He's no more in love with you than you are withhnjidamie went on
brusquely.

'‘Oh, why won't you shut up?' she wailed like adiHiut the emotions
she felt were far from childhood, far from anythislge had ever
known before—a painful mixture of feelings whictkdi some
roughly shaken cocktail seemed to be explodingeindody. How
was it possible to dislike someone and feel annsdgephysical



attraction all at once? Close to him in the cae, feltt her senses work
violently. Her cooler mind couldn't stop the praxes

‘You know I'm telling the truth," Jamie said, hiouth twisting.
‘That's why you're so desperate to stop me.'

‘Let me go, you're hurting me!" she said, tryindpteak his hold.

‘At least that's a genuine feeling,' he said:fhurting you, and you
can feel it, that should tell you something abteat way you really
feel about Ross Ellis. You're alive now; you kndm holding you.

When you're with him you look like someone sleepking, and I'm

afraid you're going to sleep-walk into marriagehwhim and right
over a precipice.'

Trembling, she said, 'Ross and | understand edutr-etwe don't
need you to act as go-between.’

'‘Don't be such an obstinate little fool,' he brake, shaking her. 'l
want. . .’

'l know what you want!' she interrupted angrilydahen there was a
charged silence while they stared at each othdriVeetanie began to
feel a peculiar languor; her throat seemed hotdagdshe couldn't
breathe properly.

‘Do you?' Jamie asked softly, holding her eyes.hH¢iad swooped,
caught her mouth, the pressure sending her he&cblgainst the seat
of his car. Melanie fought against a dizziness Winiade her want to
shut her eyes; the feel of his mouth had a sengaahth that sent
slow waves of pleasure through her body. She cauhink clearly,
couldn't keep her mouth closed in spite of herggflelto do so, and
her lips parted, yielding and heated.

Jamie wasn't holding her shoulders any more. Hisd$iahad
travelled, begun exploring; she felt them movingrover body and a



harsh groan broke from her. She tried to shakehbad, push him
away, but his mouth insisted and with that provweatnvitation
constantly tempting her, her struggles died awaly Jamie took her
wrists and placed her arms around his neck.

‘Kiss me,' he whispered, his lips moving on hers.

Her mind drowned; her body consented, their mouatimging and

the tremors of wild need making her shake from heafdot. Ross
had never kissed her like that, never arouseddhmaaht instincts she
was only just discovering existed deep inside her.

Jamie lifted his head a few moments later, bregthtinickly.
Melanie's fingers were in his thick black hair, Heuised mouth
aching as his lips left it, her body quivering pasately, arched
against him.

Drowsily, her lids quivered, lifted, the dark bleiges looked at him in
glazed confusion.

'‘Now tell me you've ever kissed him like that,'daéd, staring at her
without a smile, and the words were like a slafhanface.

There had been something dreamlike about the emréssy had just
exchanged; she had let herself slip helplessly antantasy and the
awakening was painful. Her face burned in shamerealtsation.

She couldn't get out a syllable; her throat waggdol with the
dryness of ashes.

‘That's why you've got to break off your engagemelamie said
harshly, watching her like an enemy. 'You coulliss me like that if
you loved him any more than he would have triekige Liz if he had
been in love with you.'



He had been proving his point in a brutal fashiwhat did he care if
he left her feeling shame and self-contempt?

She sat up, tidying her ruffled hair with shakirents, turning her
flushed face away, hiding the brightness of teagHing up behind
her lids.

‘Take me home,' she said hoarsely.

Staring intently, Jamie made a rough sound of disgdfou mean
you still refuse to face the truth? What doesketto get through to
you? Don't you understand . . .'

'l understand that you hate Ross and you're triongse me to get
back at him, but it won't work. I'm not being useda weapon. Just
stay away from me in future. | never want to see ggain. | don't

like you and | don't trust you, so stay out of nifig.1 Her voice had

risen with each word; high and shaky, it was clmséears. With a

wild gasp she threw the last words at him, 'Takeéhomae, for God's

sake!'

He swung round in his seat, started the ignitioth simot away; his

profile had frozen into glowering silence. Sittingxt to him was like

sitting under the very core of a thunderstorm keefobreaks— there
was no lightning flash, no crash of thunder, bukdass and threat
concentrated far too close at hand.

He pulled up outside her home and she stumbledobtle car
without saying a word. Jamie only waited for heslaim the door; the
next minute he was racing away with a roar of egshau

Melanie walked slowly into the house and heard dert and Liz
talking in the kitchen. She didn't go in to seenthshe went straight
up to her room and shut the door on herself quitldfpore anyone
could see her face. She stood listening to the-@apd thudding of
her heart, shivering as if in an icy wind. Jamid peoved his point,



even if" she hadn't admitted it to him, and she ltaakly facing up

to the truth, even if it wasn't the truth he hadted her to face. She
was in love with him; she must have been fallingove ever since

she first met him. She hadn't wanted to admitut,jbst now, in his

arms, her reluctant mind had finally caught up vién senses.

It was chemistry, she told herself angrily. Thatvedl it was: mere
chemistry. She didn't like Jamie Knox, he was umsaious,
prepared to use people—the way she responded tbhddmothing to
do with real love.

‘Melanie?' The tap on her door made her jump. Sinedaly dragged
a smile into her face before answering Liz.

'Yes?' She wished she could confide in Liz, but Ehew she
couldn't. She had to lock it all away, never tay@ne. She could only
cope with it if she pretended it hadn't happendterAall, it might be
another stupid mistake, she might fall out of legesuddenly as she
had fallen into it.

'Can | come in?' Liz asked.

'Of course,' Melanie said, hurriedly looking in theror and appalled
by her own reflection. She was so flushed; sheddolkectic. She
smoothed down her ruffled hair, and saw the gleBRogs's ring on
her hand. Taking it off she laid it on the dressiaigle.

The door opened, Liz came in, smiling. 'Why digott come and say
you were home? | thought | heard you running upstater eyes
widened as she saw the discarded ring.

'I'm just coming down," Melanie said, moving towatte door.
‘You've left your ring on the dressing-table.'

Melanie met her cousin's eyes. 'l know.'



Liz turned pale, her lips parting but no sound egimgy.
‘The engagement's off," Melanie said.

'Oh, no,' Liz said on a gasp. 'Melanie, you didrak it off because
of what | told you? I'll hate myself. You've gotftrget what | said; it
didn't mean anything, he didn't do it again. He damk.’

'I'm glad you told me. It made it all much easiglelanie saw that her
cousin wasn't convinced by that. Liz looked almastjuished, her
eyes guilty and distressed. Smiling at her, Melaaiel, "You don't
understand—Ross and | talked frankly, for the tirse and we both
admitted we weren't in love, it had all been a akist'

Liz looked bleakly at her, wincing. 'Did he tell yahat? That he
didn't love you? Oh, God, Melly, I'm so sorry, able myself . . ;'

‘You aren't listening properly,' Melanie said, snglat her. 'l don't
love him, either, Liz, and stop looking at me iattiquilty way. You
did me a favour, honestly. If it wasn't for you Ight have married
him. | wasn't in love with him at all.’

'You must have been when you got engaged!' Liz dedin
incredulous.

'He turned my head,' Melanie said wryly. 'I'd nereat anyone like
him; he's glamorous and sophisticated and | fedt Ginderella, but it
was all a fantasy—a fairy tale. | didn't really kn®oss. Jamie Knox
said something to me that put it in a nutshell—laed 4 was

sleep-walking, and that's exactly what | was doihgvas going

around with my eyes wide open, but | was dreanioyv I've woken

up, and | can see what a mistake | would have rmade.

Liz sat down abruptly on the chair behind her. "¢ound very sure,’
she said slowly.



'l am," Melanie said, curling up on the carpet tbesier, knees up and
her chin resting on them. 'What you told me abagsRnaking a pass
at you didn't actually start the process in my mind—it was the
flashpoint, if you like. I'd been worried about Raend myself for
ages. | never seemed to get to know him any betsaw so little of
him. He seemed to be reluctant to talk to me. Bvben we did go
out it was always somewhere public—a restaurantdioner, the
theatre, a cinema. | was slow to work it out, baawned on me that
Ross was keeping me at a distance.'

Liz still looked worried. 'He hurt you . . .

‘No, Liz, he didn't because he couldn't,’ Melaram girmly. 'l was
worried, not hurt. After all, we were supposedebmarried soon and
| was facing up to the prospect of being tied toan | hardly knew.
How could | be in love with him if | couldn't evguess what he was
thinking? | tried to tell him; | wanted to talkaut before he went to
Bahrain, but Ross was just as evasive then. Ofsegune was
worried, too, although | didn't realise it. He knea/d made a mistake
but he was-tbb scared of hurting me to tell meltswas stupid of
him, and if we had got married it would all haveebemuch worse.
Sooner or later, we'd have had to face up to it.’

Liz was beginning to relax, her face smoothing ot its usual
calm. 'Divorce is much messier than a broken engagg' she said
drily.

‘And far more expensive,' Melanie agreed, laughing.
Liz sobered a moment later. "When did you tell Rbss
‘We talked it over frankly at lunch in Kendal ornt@day.'

Liz stared. 'On Saturday? But you didn't give hiexlohis ring?’



'It seemed a little public to do it there and tHaneant to give it back
in the car later, but it slipped my mind.’

Liz watched her thoughtfully. 'You both seemed vehgerful. It
never entered my head that you were discussingkibgeayour
engagement. Whenever | looked over, you were buothng).'

'‘We were euphoric with relief,” Melanie said gailym not sure how
Ross felt, but | felt like someone breaking outpofson. Do you
realise— marriage is a life-sentence?’

Liz laughed. "You're sure Ross feels the same~ahmeu did ask if
he ...

'l asked point-blank—we had both been skirting idsie for too
long. Ross isn't in love with me any more than Iaitlh him." She
looked steadily at her cousin. 'Stop worrying. dwnwhat I'm doing."'

Liz sighed. 'Jamie said neither of you was in lbve!

Melanie's smile vanished. '‘Jamie Knox,' she saioutih her teeth.
‘That's something else | want to talk to you abdud. you know he
once worked for Ross, and that Ross fired him?'

Liz nodded. 'Yes, he told me that .first eveningewime brought you
home from Ullswater.’

'‘Did he? And did he tell you that he hates Ross pkison and is
looking for a way of getting back at him?' Melanvas pink with

anger at the very thought of Jamie Knox. 'Don'stttum, Liz; he'll

use you if he can.’

Liz eyed her thoughtfully. "You don't like him?'

‘Do you?'



They stared at each other, their eyes guarded.nidée@ouldn't tell
what her cousin was thinking and she tried to kakpxpression out
of her own face.

Aunt Dolly called from the bottom of the stairs, kiteg them both
jump. 'Liz? Melanie? Where are you both? The diisnen the
table—aren't you coming down?'

Liz got up. '‘Coming,' she called back, then gavealie a crooked
little grin. 'She sent me to fetch you; it wentiggut of my head.’

When they went down, Aunt Dolly gave Liz an impatidook.
‘Where on earth did you get to? | sent you to lmokMelanie, not sit
up there gossiping with her!

Melanie intervened. 'l was telling Liz something...'

'‘Couldn't it wait? Now, come on, sit down and &ad food before it
gets cold!

Uncle Teddy winked at the two girls behind his vafieack. 'Hurry up
before she starts on the speech about slaving Vet stove,' he
advised, and Aunt Dolly turned on him too, her ldyes indignant.

'‘When I've cooked food, | want it to be eaten—m'tdavant it sitting
about getting cold.’

'Itisn't," Uncle Teddy said, handing Melanie theeen of vegetables.
'Sit down, Dolly, and stop getting agitated.'

Aunt Dolly subsided into her chair and Will mumbledmething
about the fried chicken being delicious and he wat@sving. His
mother told him he was always starving, it simpbsw't fair the way
he ate so much without putting on an ounce. Wittgsted, Uncle
Teddy teased him, and in the ensuing family disous$ was some



time before Aunt Dolly's normally sharp eyes nalickat Melanie
was no longer wearing her ring.

It wasn't until Melanie helped her to collect tHates, in fact, that
Aunt Dolly noticed her bare finger and gave a &drgasp.

‘Melanie! Your ring!

Melanie flushed slightly, conscious of the otheedaking her. Aunt
Dolly didn't give her a chance to explain. She saidgitation, "You
haven't lost it? Did you take it off to wash? Ad 50 valuable . . .
you shouldn't be careless about anything so vadadidelanie. |
wouldn't have a night's peace if it was mine, Mdags be scared of
losing it.'

‘Mum,' Liz said gently and her mother's head turatthe note of
Liz's voice. 'Melanie has something to tell you.'

It was far harder than it had been when she am#raa all by

breaking the news that she was going to marry Edss That had

been a moment of sparkle and excitement; a charepdgn Melanie
could see now how deluded she had been by the sheaiise of

getting engaged to Ross. She had walked into g faie, now she
was walking out again. She felt nothing but reliefit she had a
shrewd idea that Aunt Dolly wasn't going to be appy.

She was quite correct; no sooner had she got thésvoat than Aunt
Dolly dropped the plates she was clutching.

'‘Not going to marry him? What on earth do you meunt,going to
marry him?'

Uncle Teddy watched his niece anxiously. 'If youguarrelled with
Ross, I'm sure that . . .'

‘It isn't a quarrel, Uncle Teddy, you don't undamst'



'‘People don't just break off an engagement outhef llue, pet.
Something must have happened.’

‘We both realised it was a mistake, we don't wauggett married,’ she
said, smiling at him. 'lIt isn't a disaster, Undfée've come to our
senses, not lost them.'

'I'm not surprised,” Will said suddenly. 'l nevéwught he was
Melly's type.'

Aunt Dolly turned on him crossly. 'What would yondw about it?’

'‘Are you sure about this, Melanie?' Uncle Teddyedskand she
nodded.

Will had got a dustpan and brush and was on hiskseeeping up
the broken plates. 'There's plenty more fish insibe,' he said airily.
"You'll soon hook someone else.’

'‘Will Nesbitt, be quiet!" Aunt Dolly snapped, veityshed. 'What on
earth are we going to do about the wedding arrargésft The vicar,
the hall we booked ... thank heavens we hadn'agnind to having
the dress made. And we'll have to tell the regheffamily, all our
friends.'

'If Melanie doesn't love the man, there's no pwirdrying over spilt
milk," Uncle Teddy said. 'Better to find out befdhe wedding than
afterwards.'

Aunt Dolly looked gloomy. 'l suppose so.'

'‘Poo't worry, Mum, Melanie's not going to stay $enfpr long,' said
Will. 'l know plenty of guys who'd jump at a chartoedate her.'

‘Melanie can do better for herself than date ortb@bike freaks you
go around with," said Liz drily.



Her brother bared his teeth at her. 'Just becausesytoo old for any
of the-guys . . ." Liz laughed scornfully.

Aunt Dolly sighed. ‘As long as you're happy, Methyat's all | want. |
suppose it wasn't meant to be, | did think he whila old for you
but I like him; Ross is a man | respect. I'm sardidn't work out for
you two.’

'Pin your hopes on Will," Liz said teasingly.

'‘Who'd marry Will?' Aunt Dolly retorted. 'Who in heght mind, that
IS?'

‘You'd be surprised how many girls chase me," \&did, very
offended.

‘Surprised?' mocked Liz. 'We'd be amazed"

‘A guy in black leathers, riding a high-powered dhiks a big
sex-symbol, you know," Will snarled, and they allghed.

'‘Come and help me serve the rice pudding, sex- siifunt Dolly
said indulgently, and Will was glad to follow herto the kitchen,
away from the teasing of his sister.

The weather descended into rainy autumn the foligwday. The
skies were livid, grey clouds clustered, the leablesv along the
gutters, sodden and decaying. People hurried alomgpavements,
heads bent. Melanie sat at her desk, watchingaingnickling down

the windows, listening to the moan of the wind. Weather matched
her mood. She didn't know why she felt so depresgezitold herself
it was the rain, but she knew she lied.

She tried to get in touch with Ross to arrangeive §im back his
ring, but he was away again, on business, and Breffehandedly
said she had no idea when he would be back. Melammelered if he



had told his secretary that the engagement was &renda had
never liked her, Melanie didn't mention anythingso@al. She just
left a message, asking Ross to ring her.

All the rest of the week was the same—the rain wa®asing, there
was a chill in the air, the trees lashed backwardkforwards in the
wind. Melanie concentrated on her work, went honewsatched TV
or read until she went to bed, and got up eachfeeing grey and
melancholy.

On Sunday, though, the weather changed. Autumrskiadiand the
air was soft and warm, and the sun shone with gnamit fragility
which lit the russet leaves and gave a hazy blad®h to distance.

Over breakfast, Uncle Teddy said wistfully, "We nmay get another
day like this until the spring— why don't we all gothe Lakes for
the day? A family outing, like the old days? We éxavall been there
for ages.’

Will and Liz agreed that it would be fun and Aunoly started
planning a picnic lunch to pack for "them all, bdelanie hesitated,
afraid of running into Jamie at Ullswater. She gkohat Liz secretly,
frowning. Was Liz seeing him? She never mentioned but then
Liz had always been secretive. Melanie felt a shigtifp niggle of
pain in her chest and bit her lip. She didn't warfind herself face to
face with Jamie; it would hurt too much. She diaveint to have to
watch him with Liz; that hurt, too. She wasn't jad of Liz, she was
too fond of her cousin—if Liz was happy she waslglaut it hurt, all
the same.

‘Do you mind if | don't come? I'm expecting a phaa# and I'd
rather just have a lazy day at home,' she said.

They tried to talk her into it, but she was gemhstinate and in the
end they accepted it and went without her. Mel&sltethe silence in



the house settle like fine dust on her; her spgask. They had all
looked so cheerful; she envied them. Would Liz oallJamie at his
cottage, introduce him to her parents?

How wrong she had been about love, how blind wihertisought the
glamour and excitement of dating Ross meant thatvwss in love
with him. She had believed that falling in love mea dazzle of light,
a sky full of fireworks, each brighter than the drefore. The truth
was that love was no fun; it was an ache, a deegb tbf need, a
longing.

She put her hands over her face, shuddering. Adkvehe had been
thinking about Jamie; he was never out of her mBitk must stop
thinking about him, or she'd go crazy.

She went into the bathroom and began washing hey theen

wrapped it in a towel, turban- fashion, and sath@nedge of the bath
while she painted her toenails a deli cate peairlyk.pHer

concentration on this task was broken by a sounel Iskard

downstairs. She froze, head lifted, listening ititernthen became
quite sure that her ears weren't playing tricks+ehgas someone
downstairs, moving about very softly and furtively.



CHAPTER TEN

MELANIE crept to the bathroom door and opened it carefrdigdy to

jump back into the room if anyone was within viésie stood there
for a second, listening. Was that a stair creaki@y?just her
imagination? Her skin was chilly with nerves; shaswt really
certain she had heard anything. This was an oldédull of strange
sounds, especially at night or when you were alonet and

instinctively listening to every tiny noise. Whelnete were other
people around, it never occurred to you to notlee ¢reaks and
rustles.

A minute later she jumped about ten feet in thegaisping in shock,
as a man in black appeared on the landing.

Melanie was back in the bathroom in a flash, butslas began
slamming the door she did a double- take of re¢mynand pulled
the door open again.

You!'
Jamie Knox considered her drily. 'Sorry, did | 8&ayou?"

She clutched the neck of her dressing-gown witthaky hand,
glaring at him with eyes still dilated from the skoof her first
glimpse of him.

'Of course you startled me!'" she snapped. 'l thoyghh were a
burglar." He was wearing black jeans and a blackassv with a
smooth-fitting turtle neck. He had walked softlychase he was
wearing grey soft-soled trainers on his feet; iswarprising that she
had heard anything at all.

‘Sorry," he said without any apparent regret ardssowled.

‘How did you get in, anyway?"



‘Through the kitchen door. You really shouldn't vieadoors
unlocked,' he said lazily, his eyes half hoodedhmoge heavy lids as
he studied her. Melanie felt he took too personahterest in the way
her dressing-gown clung to her warm body. She vaajkast him,
bristling, and went downstairs.

‘You had no right to walk in here,' she threw dver shoulder.
‘Lucky it was only me," Jamie said coolly. 'Anyorceuld have got
in.'

'So | see,' she said with hostility, turning toddmem at the bottom of
the stairs. 'That still doesn't explain why you eam and started
prowling about.'

'l rang the doorbell, but there was no responsé,vgent round the
back of the house to see if you were in the gardnseemed quite
unabashed, which made Melanie angrier.

‘It would serve you right if I'd called the poliegnen | heard odd
noises downstairs!'

He grinned. 'Perhaps it will teach you to take nmuaee in future.'

Her hands clenched at her sides. She felt likengittim, but he made
her too nervous to risk it.

'If you were looking for Liz, she's out,' she tbilich curtly.
His brows rose. 'All day?'

‘Yes, all day.' Melanie felt a roughness in heo#iiras she watched
him. She wasn't jealous, she told herself, she Wwagsing to be
jealous of Liz, she wouldn't let herself feel litteat. What was she
going to do if Liz married him, though? She could®@ar it if they
were living near here, if she had to see them hmgedll the time. She



would have to go away. It might be cowardice bwvletse could you
deal with a situation like that?

'l see," he murmured, and his dark gaze wanderedrer from her
turbaned head to her bare feet. It made her intess#f-conscious
when his gaze lingered on her deep-lapelled drgsgivn. She put a
hand up to drag her lapels together, to hide thewearve of her bare
breasts from him, and Jamie's eyes fixed on hgefm

'You aren't wearing your engagement ring."'

She felt her flush deepening. 'l took it off to kavbath,' she evaded
It was stupid to lie but she resented the satisfacthe had heard in
his voice. He wanted her to break her engagemerRdses but he

didn't care about her feelings.

She saw his brows lift, his eyes harden. 'Seeingtoday?’

'‘No,' she said, then wished she had told anotheBhe ought to make
him believe she was still seeing Ross.

‘Where have your family gone?'
‘Ullswater, to sail,' she said.
‘You didn't want to go? | thought you loved sailing

'l do, but | felt like a quiet day.' She didn't héeés eyes; she didn't
want him to guess that she had been afraid of ngninto him if she
visited Ullswater.

'It's perfect sailing weather—a gentle wind and lftcool sunshine.’
Jamie wandered away down the hall arid Melanieovadid him,
frowning.

'‘Now where do you think you're going?"



'‘Why don't we have some coffee? I've had a longedand I'm dying
for some coffee.' He calmly began filling the kettthile she watched
him, helpless with fury.

‘Make yourself at home, won't you?"

The sarcasm was water off a duck's back. He pukettée on and
began to get out two mugs and a jar of instanteeoffowder. It was
typical of him to do as he pleased without askirgynpssion.

Argument with him would be a waste of time and gger

He turned his head to grin, sunlight striking &€ tsmooth tan of his
skin. She felt her heart thud with a crash that kennerves jumping,
and her mouth went dry.

'l like this house. | gather your uncle and auntenbived here since
they were married.’

She nodded, sitting down abruptly because her knesgs giving
under her.

'l like old houses,' Jamie said, spooning coffée the mugs. They
have more personality than new ones.'

‘Your cottage is old, isn't it?' she managed hyskilatching him
switch off the kettle and begin to pour the boiliwgter into the
mugs. His body had a vibrant elegance which rivétedstare. At
each movement she saw the muscles in his long fleacknd relax
under the clinging cashmere sweater. His clothes akvays good.
How was he managing now that he had lost his jobfhfvhat Ross
had said, she realised Jamie must have earnedsalemable sum.
Had he saved a lot of it?

'Yes, it's Georgian—but without the frills of thgliseorgian houses.
Mine is a workman's cottage, but it was built &t|&/ery solid walls.
Almost no foundations, of course, which has mehat t've had



trouble with creeping damp, but I've dealt withttipaoblem.' He

began to talk about building techniques with theestise of someone
who had studied them, and she listened as she tenkoffee. 'l

once thought of being an architect,’ Jamie sai@njby building

things, but my personal bent was more towards tanggects—that's
why | became a civil engineer. | enjoy seeing aroa where it

never ran before, watching a bridge go up overvaririlf the

underdeveloped countries are to trade successthly, need better
communication, more roads, more bridges. That'satipect of my
work | enjoy the most."'

‘Why did you quarrel with Ross over this contrasthwa foreign
government?'

He studied her coolly, his eyes narrowed. 'l dilikettheir politics or
their reason for offering us the job. | told Elgy opinion and he told
me to mind my own business—company policy was hiwipce. |
didn't agree with him. He might be the boss, bat thdn't mean the
rest of us had no right to an opinion on how thagany was run. So
| canvassed the rest of the board openly. Ellisfwasus, of course.’

‘The contractwas worth a lot of money," Melanie said, and h
grimaced.

'You think that that's all that matters?’

'l think it could hurt the whole firm if Ross ontpok work from
people he approved of,' she said hesitantly.

Jamie gave her a wry smile. 'Maybe, but a lot afpbe in the firm
agreed with me, including quite a few on the boattink that that
was one reason Ellis dismissed me. He resentedattethat J'ff
swung a lot of people over to my point of view. ltkes to keep the
reins firmly in his own hands. He doesn't like nfeeence in his
decisions. So | had to go.' His eyes glinted. tlqote a handsome



settlement—he was afraid I'd sue him and the piplaf the case
could harm the firm, so he gave me a golden hakdsha

Her eyes widened. 'ls that why you're in no huoriiid another job?’

'‘Partly. I've been working very hard for some yedrgelt | was
entitted to some time off before | started lookirigr new
employment.'

‘Won't you find it hard, though? | mean, if Rosses you a bad
reference?’

'I'm pretty well known in my own field. I've alrepdchad several
approaches, but I'm not ready to make up my mind ye

‘Would it mean working abroad again?' she askedshing her
coffee and putting down the mug. If he married ktizyould make it
easier to bear if they lived abroad; Melanie wolildave to keep up
an act all the time.

‘That's the question,’' he said, his face wry. 'UMn't want to, if it
could be avoided. I've had enough wandering. Wheasl younger |
had the travel-bug badly, I couldn't wait to getaplane for new
places. | must be getting old.' He grinned at ow about you? Do
you like travelling?'

'‘Not much,' she admitted. 'I'm happy living here—ewéhelse would
you find such breathtaking scenery? This part @fi&md is so rich in
history, too—Hadrian's Wall, for instance. We usedake a picnic
up there in the summertime and walk along the watil we found

somewhere peaceful where we could eat our lunchi@idat the

view. My father . . .' She broke off, her eyes logek and was silent
for a second, until she went on huskily, 'He wasy veterested in

Roman history.’



‘It must have been a traumatic shock, when he andmother were
killed," Jamie said gently and she nodded withooking at him. 'Liz
said that you were badly injured yourself, in thast.'

'l was ill for ages. | hated hospital. I've hated#ght of white coats
and the smell of disinfectant ever since.’

There was a silence, then she forced herself th lgppand smile
brightly.

'l was lucky to have Uncle Teddy and Aunt Dolly rise-not to
mention Liz and Will.'

‘You're very fond of them. You'd miss them if yaadhto move away,
wouldn't you?' Jamie said oddly, and she wondéteglivas realising
how much she would miss Liz if he married her cowsid took her
abroad.

Flatly, she agreed. 'In many ways, they're clolsan ta real brother
and sister. Liz and Will squabble with each otlermhore than they
ever did with me. We're all very close.’

‘That must be comforting,’ Jamie said gently, wiaighher with
warmth in his dark eyes. She felt a sharp pairdensier chest. He
shouldn't smile at her like that; it wasn't fatrhurt.

She got up suddenly. 'l have a lot to do today afraid—why don't
you go back to Ullswater and find Liz?"

He got to his feet more slowly, his brows dark abéns watchful
eyes.

'‘Melanie . . ." he began and she was disturbetddwpate in his voice.
Turning, she began to hurry towards the door, mubénd caught her
shoulder and spun her to face him. The way he kbakéer made her
pulses go crazy; she almost hated him for makingdwes like that.



He knew what fie was doing; it was intentional,@lt of his plan to
get his own back on Ross.

You must go,' she said thickly, shivering.

‘You don't want me to go,' Jamie said in a lowjpd®&®ice, his other
hand caressing her flushed cheek. If she had hes elpsed she
would recognise the feel of his fingers on her slghe thought
dazedly, trying to back away from the incitementhait gentle touch.

'How can you?' she asked bitterly, turning her hwadvoid his
searching mouth. 'No, don't. | don't want you t&skne.’

‘Yes, you do,' he whispered against her cheek,itis&tent mouth
moving closer while she struggled to break away.

‘You came here deliberately,' she accused. 'l wribe surprised to
find out that you knew | was alone—did you seednd the others at
Ullswater? Did you guess | was here by myself?'

‘Yes,' he said shamelessly, kissing her neck, &ednsight have
guessed from the start if she hadn't been so t@back to see him.

'‘What sort of man are you?' she asked angrilywtimg back her head
to look at him with hatred, and that was a mistakeause it gave
Jamie the chance he had been waiting for.

His mouth hit hers a second later, and temptataarglt her by the
throat, her own desire overwhelming her common esehiss Kiss
weakened her resistance; she felt herself kissimgolack, her body
trembling violently. Chemistry, that's all it iyestold herself, but her
senses drowned that cold little voice. She hadhes shut, her head
was thrown back, the towel tumbling off and her ddrair cascading
down her back. Jamie pulled her even closer; ond bkd inside her
dressing- gown and caressed her bare breasts.kiterbsirnt, the
intimacy of the touch driving her crazy.



Did it matter why he was making love to her? shmugiht wildly.
What did anything matter, except that she needdtht@ him kiss
her, needed to be in his arms, closer and closé¢hisndrowning
sweetness?

A second later the shrill of the telephone made jbhemp. Jamie
started, too, lifting his head and staring at hi¢h glazed eyes, as if
he had been as far away as Melanie while theydisse

‘Ignore it,' he said, as she began to pull freetridd to kiss her again
but she broke away and almost ran to the phondegsishaky.

'‘Hallo?' she asked huskily, holding the receiverembling fingers.
‘Melanie, is that you?'

'Ross,' she said, shock in her voice and acroskahd&er eyes met
Jamie's. He was scowling, his body tense, his hakithg back his
dishevelled hair.

Melanie swallowed in dismay at the folly she hadnadt

committed—Jamie had just been using her, he drve any real
feeling for her. He just wanted revenge on Ross¢, @ncourse it
mattered why he had tried to make love to her.8bst have been
insane even to consider letting him kiss her.

Ross was talking brusquely in her ear; she bardydwhat he said.
He had got her message but he wouldn't be badofoe time. What
did she want? Was it urgent?

‘It doesn't matter, Ross,' she said. 'I'll seewban you get back, ring
me the minute you do.’

She hung up and Jamie came towards her, his fade Hea opened
the door without a word. The slam of it made herves flicker
violently.



She ran upstairs and flung herself on her bed, lwgggassionately. It
was a long time before she was able to reach somefscalmness,
and it was the stoicism of despair by then. Shedéate the fact that
she was deeply in love with a man who had no sesughd no heart.
For a time today as they talked she had liked reny yuch, but he
had fooled her again. He was so easy to like amthsgerous to trust.

Never again, she thought, as she dressed and loled/ter hair into
shape. She would never let him get to her again.

When she saw Liz later that evening, she discovéraddJamie had
gone back to Ullswater and that Liz and Will had Hainks with him
at the pub, then the whole family had gone alongé¢et his parents
at their home. Melanie felt a stab of jealousyh&t hews. He must be
serious about Liz, or why would he take her to nmee{parents? she
thought miserably.

'l liked them," Liz said. 'His father's a darlingvery like Jamie. He
was a sailor, did you know? They have a boat, iggen ours. They
seem very happy together. Their house is charmamgall but
delightfully furnished.’

Melanie forced a smile. 'ls it Georgian, too?'

She half listened as Liz talked about the Knox fantalf fought an
inner sense of grief because she hadn't met hesisahadn't seen his
home.

Damn Jamie Knox, she thought, how can he live hirtiself, acting
the way he does? Doesn't it occur to him that hiniigll Liz about the
pass he made at me today? Or is he so sure olfidieiné thinks he
could talk his way out of any accusation? But therknows us so
well now, he probably guesses that | couldn'tlted] any more than
she wanted to tell me about the night Ross kissed Ihcouldn't



deliberately hurt Liz, any more than she couldlztately try to hurt
me. I'm silenced by my affection for Liz, and Jaidigox knows it.

‘What a pity you weren't with us," Aunt Dolly saldamie's parents
were so disappointed; they were hoping to meet you.

Melanie looked at her in disbelief and surprise.8beldn't believe
that Jamie's parents had even heard of her, buttet Dolly's love
for them all had always blinded her.

She was glad to get back to work on Monday morriegping busy
was the best way of keeping her mind off Jamie Kifaxthe week
went by, she was surprised not to hear from Rossdeémed to have
been away a long time. She rang his office and denas icily
off-hand. Ross was still away; no doubt if he wdnte speak to
Melanie he would have given her a call. As he haé@nénda could
only say that she had passed on Melanie's medbagest was up to
Ross himself. Flushed, Melanie rang off.

The following Friday Melanie was alone in the offizvhen the bell
fixed above the street door jangled. Melanie thodigt it would be
Mr Ramsden back from lunch with his bank managkee. I8oked up,
smiling.

The smile died as she recognised Jamie Knox. Simet dnove from
her desk, her body rigid as she stared at him o#tility. He let his
gaze drift over her, his brows arched as he todkénsimple blue
sweater, the pleated white skirt and all the ottetails of her
appearance—she was made to feel that he had etieachthat her
nose was shiny and her lips had only a faint tedigrle pink lipstick.
The way she looked hadn't bothered her until tr@nhent. She was a
working girl; not a fashion model.



Now, though, faced with Jamie Knox in a casualBgeit dark suit,
crisp shirt, silk tie, she ground her teeth imptierunder that
derisory stare.

He napped peremptorily on the counter. ‘Miss!
Melanie began to type again, ignoring him.

'‘Excuse me, miss,' he said, leaning over the couatieck of thick
black hair falling over his eyes. He looked like @d English
sheepdog after a heavy night, she though vicioddbud, she said,
‘Leave me alone and go away.'

‘You know you don't want me to do that,’ he puraatj she hit the
keys with punishing precision. God knows what Iyping, she
thought. | certainly don't, but | will not . . . lnot! look at him again.

'I'm interested in a property you're advertisihg,said in a silky tone
which made her face hot and her temper flare.

'I'm too busy to deal with you, clear off," shedstiriously.

‘Miss Nesbitt!" Mr Ramsden's horrified voice ma@e §o crimson to
her hairline. She looked round, dumb with shocke &hight have
expected him to use the back door after lunch iglbank manager.
That always made him feel depressed and furtivé. vy did he

have to arrive just in time to hear her flinginguits at Jamie Knox?

She hung her head, unable to meet her boss's ahest\What on
earth could she say in her own defence? It was $e was doomed.
Every time she set eyes on Jamie Knox she couldatxjisaster.

"Il talk to you later," Mr Ramsden threateneddsefturning to Jamie
Knox, his smile placatory.



'‘Please accept my apologies—I simply don't knowtistvarong with
young people today. Unforgivable, quite unforgiveablcan promise
you, she won't get away with it.'

Melanie flashed a dart of rage at Jamie Knox thinokbgr lowered
lashes. His mouth was crooked with triumphant mockde thought

it was funny, did he? She was tempted to get up thramlv her

typewriter at him, but she suppressed the imp8se. had enough
trouble as it was.

'‘How can | help you?' asked Mr Ramsden, bending thescounter
with a smile. 'Mr . . .?'

Jamie ignored the polite query. 'I'm looking fofoair-bedroomed
house close to Carlisle; detached, with a goodeyaethd a garage.
Have you got anything of the sort on your books?'

Mr Ramsden beamed. Whatever a client wanted, healmas/s sure
he could produce exactly what was required.

‘Certainly, certainly. We have a very wide selattd properties and
I'm sure we can find you what you're looking foled3e, come into
the inner office, Mr . . .?'

Jamie had withheld his name the first time he v&k®a but now he
said, 'Knox. James Knox, Mr Ramsden. It is Mr Raenst

'It is indeed." Mr Ramsden lifted the counter amanigé strolled
through the gap. He deliberately leaned on Melamesk while he
observed her rigid countenance. She typed likeng thossessed, her
eyes fixed on the paper, refusing to admit she khewvas there
although, she could see the brown hand out of diheet of her eye;
the long fingers splayed on her desk, the crisgenuff of his shirt
half concealing his wiry wrist. An odd little shivean down her spine
as she looked; a sharp stab of awareness piereimngpis.



She hurriedly stopped glancing that way, rivetimg &*es on what
she was typing, but behind her half-lowered lide shill saw his
tanned skin, the faint blue of the veins in hissiyrthe individual
shape of those long, cool fingers. Her mouth wgstie had touched
her with those fingers, her skin burned at the nrigmo

‘This way, Mr Knox,' her boss said, opening therdato the inner
office. 'Please, take a chair, I'll be with yowaiminute.' He closed the
door and turned round, glaring, hissing at hertorg calculated not
to be heard on the other side of the door, 'Me|antgat on earth
possessed you? I'd think you were drunk if | dintiw you better. |
can only think you're tired. Maybe I've been overkireg you. I'll be
charitable and say that that explains it, butefiér happens again . . .

'It won't," she said hurriedly, very pink. 'I'm sgrMr Ramsden, but |
thought he was just a time-waster, | didn't beliegeeally wanted to
buy a house here.'

Mr Ramsden frowned. "Why on earth should you thivédt? Has he.
been in before? | don't remember the name."

'‘No,| ... he ... itwas a mistake,' she said,téced. 'I'm sorry,
mistaken identity, | thought he was someone else.’

Mr Ramsden considered her soberly. 'All the samenef he had
been a time-waster you shouldn't have spoken tdikerthat. How
many times do | have to tell you? However much afussance
someone is, be polite at all times, even if you fée throwing
something at him.'

‘Yes, Mr Ramsden,' she said with meek eyes lowdhedsorry.'

'So | should think. We might have lost a valuabient. Now, look
out all the details of suitable houses for me amulthem in to us in
a minute. I'll give him a drink and fill out therfa in the meantime.'
Mr Ramsden looked at his watch. 'lI've got an appoamt at



four-thirty, so there won't be time for me to shbun any houses
today, but he can study the details of anythingfymalin the files and
I'll make appointments for him to viewthose he wgamb see.
Tomorrow will do, | don't suppose he's in a teatogry.'

He went into the other room, and Melanie begarnnmthut details of
every detached or four- bedroomed house they h#tearbooks. As
always, she included several houses which fittetheedescription.
People were so unpredictable; they came in withisa of
requirements, then chose something completelyrdifite which had
taken their fancy.

Was Jamie serious about wanting to buy a housefa®he playing
one of his games? He had seemed so happy withitlascbttage on
Ullswater—why should he want to buy a large housar iCarlisle?

Unless, she thought, pausing with a bleak look@rféce, unless he
was thinking of getting married?

She bit her lip, then angrily gathered up all theets she had pulled
from the filing cabinet and took them into the atb#ice. Jamie sat

on the other side of Mr Ramsden's desk, loungiragnegligent pose,
his jacket unbuttoned and a glass of whisky irhaisd. His black hair

gleamed in sunlight and he followed Melanie's mosets out of the

corner of his eye as she walked over to the desk.

She refused to look at him. It was inexplicable st managed to
notice so much, all the same. He had crossed ¢y$s ;e polished
shoe swung idly. She kept her eyes down as shegtae pages on
the blotter in front of Mr Ramsden and withdrevhest nod.

She got on with her work, trying not to catch tleejl calm tones of
Jamie's voice in the other room. It must have edhan hour later
when the door opened and Mr Ramsden re-appeare#ingp

harassed.



'‘Melanie, Mr Knox insists on viewing Steynsforth d$e this
afternoon,’ he said grimly. 'Apparently his timénsited and he'sin a
rush to find a house.' He gave her a shrug. 'Yoe way off course
about the time-wasting; that is a man in a hurrg &e certainly
doesn't mean to let the grass grow under his fesdn't take him
there, I've got more urgent business as | told ygpouH have to
show him round.’

Melanie's heart plummeted. 'Me? | can't.' She caigrRamsden's
impatient eyes and stammered, 'I'm not very goaelahg people
round the houses, you know that. Why can't the esveBow him
round?’

'‘Because the house is empty,” Mr Ramsden snappétl.Aggie
Steynsforth died a year ago, the house is onlygusbf probate and
the new owner lives in Spain and doesn't want t&teany more time
selling the house. If we can sell it to this cli¢hitbe very relieved.
The owner promised me a bonus if the house wasagtiich the next
month and | never thought I'd collect it. It's imdoneed of repair and
the garden's a jungle. But try to talk him intbHte bent a stern eye on
her. 'And be very, very polite. Do you understdvid|anie?'

Melanie nodded, biting her lip. 'Yes, Mr Ramsden.'
‘Your job could well depend on it," he threatened.

‘Yes, Mr Ramsden,' she repeated, keeping her sewudd eyes
lowered. If Jamie Knox was playing games and hathtemtion of
buying a house she would kill him, but until shes\vsare what he was
up to she could not take the risk of saying or danything that Mr
Ramsden could disapprove of. Jamie wouldn't hesitatgive her
boss a lurid description of her behaviour if shepped out of line
again.



No doubt he was laughing like mad behind that pdihile he wore
as he came forward to meet her. He had her tragpedyas going to
have to smile at him and talk with honeyed courtésyat didn't mean
she had to like it. Or him.

'‘We'll take my car,’ Jamie said softly, his darlegyglittering with
mockery.

‘Certainly, sir,’ Melanie said sweetly, collectihgr handbag and
jacket. Jamie held the door open for her. Sheliniaised her eyes to
him as she said, 'Thank you, Mr Knox," in the saaecharine tone.
Her stare said something very different; her biyesehated him and
Jamie Knox laughed. Melanie walked into the stresth gritted.
How dare he laugh at her?



CHAPTER ELEVEN

SHE sat next to him in the sports-car in offendedsiée Jamie didn't
appear to notice. He whistled softly as he drdvewind raking back
his hair and his profile amused. Melanie didn'tédw give him

directions; Mr Ramsden had done that. She had Semynsforth.

House from the outside many times; it was a solaldrian house set
in walled grounds which had become overgrown, ab dhe caught
glimpses of the faded cream of stucco through &hgranches of
trees and bushes. The rhododendrons had growrgsahd spread
so far that they had become a thick hedge.

Jamie parked on the drive and they walked througtling leaves to
the front door. Jamie paused, looking around ataimeost bare
branches, the tall, leaf-littered lawns which hatbe'en mowed for
months by the look of them, the grassy paths aretiwdowerbeds.

‘Melancholy, isn't it?"

He shrugged as she unlocked the door, without irgglyHow long
has it been empty?’

‘A year.'

The hall was dusty and gloomy; the light filteritlgrough those
thick-set trees had a greenish hue. Melanie tatdomeone walking
on the bottom of the sea.

"These panels are original,' she said, reading frensheet of details
she had got from the file. 'Oak. The hall is fifideot by twelve, a
very spacious . . .'

'l know all that, | read it," Jamie said, taking ttheet from her and
pushing it into his pocket.



Melanie bristled. 'Do you want to see the reshefltouse? Or have
you seen enough?'

'l haven't seen anything yet,’ he said, walking pas into a large,
square room. The furniture had been sold at auetimwhhad fetched
quite a good price because it was largely earlgteienth- century
stuff and in good condition. Jamie looked up atshecoed ceiling
with its swags of flowers and geometric designsntat the pale blue
walls. Every step he took made the bare floorboareisk. The house
had that strange echo you always find in empty dsu8ushes
tapped at the windows, swaying in the autumn wiktklanie

shivered, aware of the silence and isolation amtegsed by them.

Jamie went out and explored the rest of the grofloor. She
followed him at a distance, waiting for him to toéwhatever game
he was playing. He couldn't seriously intend to khug house, not
now that he had seen it. There was a faint smedlaofip in. every
room; the floorboards were uneven and, she strosgbpected,
might have dry rot. You would have to spend moneymiake it
habitable, and there were far too many rooms fowanal-sized
family, let alone a single man.

‘This will all have to come out,' he said in th&cken, wrinkling his
nose at the ancient stove, the old-fashioned cugdbcand dresser.
'It's quite a sizeable room, though. Polly willdithat."

Melanie's heart stopped. He was opening a cupbtakidg out a tin
of mustard that looked as if it had been thereesihe start of the
century.

'‘Polly?' she asked huskily. He had never mentiotiezl name
before—was this Polly the girl he reaHy intendedntarry? Melanie
had never liked the name Polly; she imagined thisnawn girl with
bitter dislike. Beautiful, no doubt. She would keuldn't she? If
Jamie preferred her to someone as sleekly elegdnt aPolly had to



be someone very special. Or did she have moneyi2 Jen seemed
so convinced that Melanie only wanted to marry Ré®ss his
money—was that why he was planning to marry thit/Po

‘My sister,' he said casually, walking out.

Melanie shut her eyes. She felt faintly sick. Hgtes! Polly was his
sister.

She ran after him. 'Are you looking for a houseyour sister?'

'‘And her husband and three children,’ Jamie saidnigg down at
her. 'They've been living in Nigeria for four yearBavid's an
architect, he's been working on government projgatshere, but his
contract is finished and he and Polly are comingidador good, so
they want a big house that David can take to piecesput back
together again.' He put a foot on the bottom skasr hand gripping
the carved newel post. 'David plans to work froormaaon future. He's
setting up his own firm and this house has plerityoom for an
office. He'll have great fun redesigning it to steeir needs—typical
architect, can never leave a house alone.' Helgana brief look. 'He
used to work for Ross Ellis, too.'

Melanie watched him turn away and start to climbdgtairs. ‘Was he
fired, too?'

'‘No, he quit to take up this job in Nigeria,' Jaisged without looking
back. 'He and Ellis got on quite well, actually. vidh is very
easy-going; he did what he was told and never arglhest the sort of
employee Ellis likes.'

'‘Ross can't be as bad as you pretend—he's buiftatifirm in a very

short time and he employs hundreds of people whadmi have a

job if it weren't for him!" Flushed, Melanie foll@d him and he threw
her a sardonic look.



'Still defending him? | thought you'd finally sesense and broken
off your engagement.’

She stood completely still on the landing, heahimg walk across a
bedroom, his footsteps echoing in the empty hoBséhe did know.
Liz had presumably told him.

He re-appeared and stood looking at her, his handsis hips and
hostility in his dark eyes. 'But perhaps you regfetihe mocked icily.
'Hankering for all that cosy security, are you?'

'I'm getting sick of listening to remarks like thahe said angrily. 'I'm
not putting up with any more insults from you. Wit outside in the
car. When you've seen the rest of the house, |&now and I'll come
and lock up.'

She turned to go back downstairs, but found himitgiher way; a
dark impatience in his face.

'‘Oh, no, you don't, you're not running out thisdjryou little coward,’
he said scathingly.

His eyes glittered in the shadowy light on the laggdhis face was all
angles, hard and menacing. Melanie swallowed, bgcki

‘You don't frighten me," she lied, wishing she vdosiop trembling.
He was so tall and powerful and the house was gtyesnound them.
The sound of their breathing seemed very loud.

'l should frighten you, Melanie,’ he said, a leaskh®lence in his
voice. 'I'm going to make you face up to the truth.

She had backed into one of the bedrooms; all thretéwe had gone
but the room still held occupants—Melanie's woregéds caught the
scuttle of a spider along a swaying silken threadhe wall.



'l don't know what you're talking about," she said.

‘Don't you?' He took another step and was far tosec 'Oh, | think
you do. You knew long ago, and so did I.'

‘Knew what?' she whispered, her throat rough.

‘This!" he said huskily, a hand curving about la&ef She could have
pushed him away, he wasn't using force, but shetdielven though

she despised her own weakness. He slowly bentrend/iatched his

mouth with a hunger that shocked her. As it touched lips she

closed her eyes and put her arms round his nessinki him back in

helpless desire. She was going to hate herselfrtompbut at that

moment it didn't seem to matter. Nothing matterecept the hot

exchange of passion; his hand moving down her spirex her body,

his hair running through her trembling fingers.

Jamie whispered something against her mouth, thedsvso
smothered she only realised what she had heardhaterliater, and
she stiffened in his arms.

'‘What?' she asked, pulling her head back and gtatihim, her dark
blue eyes wide and glazed.

He stared into them, his mouth crooked, a flusthisrface. 'l love
you,' he repeated and she closed her eyes agaigdestng. From
behind her lids tears trickled and Jamie's arntddiged.

‘Melanie? What is it? Don't. Why are you crying?’

‘Nothing,' she said shakily, half laughing. Shermaeher eyes again
and saw bewilderment and anxiety in his face.

'What do you mean—nothing? People don't cry ovéring,' he said
harshly.



She pushed him away, running a hand over her vest €you didn't
mean it. You're not in love with me. You only wadotuse me to get
back at Ross.'

Jamie stiffened, his face tense. 'What?"

'Did you think | hadn't worked it out? You're wrongou're a lot
more obvious than you think you are.’

'‘Oh, am I?' he said slowly, watching her intentfou thought | was
chasing you to annoy Ellis, did you?'

‘Well, weren't you?' Her chin went up, she fougbt to show how
much that hurt her. 'lt was Liz you were reallyenatsted in . . .'

'Liz?' His brows shot up and he laughed shortlye 'You crazy? Liz
Is head over heels in love with Ellis and has deemonths. If you
weren't so blind you'd have noticed, long ago.'

Melanie looked at him with contempt. 'Of coursey\gaw it right
away, didn't you?'

‘Yes,' he said coolly. 'The first time | met her wad dinner and
talked and something she said suddenly made itolanpus. When |
made it clear I'd guessed, she didn't deny itinktit was relief to be
able to talk openly. She'd been hiding it for tond.'

‘And | suppose you guessed Ross fancied her, fieo she'd told you
about the pass he'd made at her?'

‘It occurred to me," he admitted without shame.

'‘And so you chased both of us,’ Melanie said Itté¥ou really
meant to get Ross, didn't you?'



His dark eyes held violence again. 'l ought to slap,’ he said and
she backed.

‘You do and I'll..."
‘What?' he mocked, grabbing her.

This time she fought, her body struggling helphkesslhis hands. He
held her, watching her with an angry smile, knowsige couldn't
match his strength.

‘Tell me you love me,' he said in silky provocation
She bared her teeth, hissing through them, 'No!
‘Never?' he asked, arching his brows.

‘Never, never, never,' Melanie yelled, writhinghis grip.

'‘Not even after we're married?' he enquired laaigl she looked at
him in desolation and fury.

'l could kill you! How can you? You're a bastardldrihate you.'

‘Liar,’ he said, pulling her inexorably towards hiher struggles
completely unavailing. Her feet skidded along tlaeebfloorboards
and Jamie gave a final jerk which sent her tumbiimg his arms,
held too tightly to be able to escape. She turreedhbad from side to
side, breathing thickly, but in the end his moutised over her lips
and a moment later Melanie gave up fighting andddshim back.

Jamie ran his hand through her ruffled hair, logkdown at her
flushed face, some time later.

'l love you, Melanie,' he said softly. 'And | me&n want to marry
you.' His fingers stroked her hot cheek. 'Now, red! . . .'



Drowsily, she lifted her lids. 'Tell you what?'

His hand closed round her throat. 'Torment." Heddsher quickly,
lightly, lifting his mouth before she could kissihback. ‘Tell me you
love me.'

'You're so sure | do," she said, grabbing a hanadfftilis hair and
tugging it. 'What makes you so sure?’

He smiled at her and her heart turned over. 'A laokour eyes.' He
brushed a finger over her lids and she shut hes.éyée look | saw
then," Jamie said. 'lt makes me think you feelwlag | do. Am |
wrong?'

She leaned her head on his shoulder. 'No,' sheeidad. 'l love you.'

His arms held her so tightly that she could scgrbetathe. For what
seemed a very long time they didn't speak, leaagainst each other,
their bodies still and their hearts beating togethtelanie felt a deep
peace, that poised calmness which comes beforep.sl€bre
confusion, anxiety and misery of the past few wedelsaway and
everything dropped into place, she understoodsat la

'The first time | saw youd,Jamie murmured conversationally. 'Th
very first time, | fancied you, even though you &enarling at me
like a wildcat because I'd taken your parking space

‘Taken?' she retorted, lifting her head. 'Stolew, mean. You knew |
was going to back into it! Didn't you?'

He grinned. 'l didn't know whether you were coming or going in,'
he admitted shamelessly. '‘But as the space waygemynt into it. |
was in a hufjy, | was late meeting someone.'



Melanie remembered the girl he had been with in lae and
frowned. 'Was she someone special?' she asked prattended
indifference, and his eyes teased.

‘She thought so.' Then he laughed, shaking his. H¢agthat was our
second date and our last. If | hadn't met you,dhnhhave gone on
dating her for a while but it wouldn't have comatything—she was
pretty but selfish, a spoilt little rich girl. Hdather is one of the
directors of Ellis's firm.'

Melanie looked down, sighing at the mention of R&3h, look at the
time,' she said, catching sight of Jamie's watchi@$ingers moved
gently against her shoulder. 'Mr Ramsden will wangleat on earth
I'm doing.'

'‘When we tell him we're getting married, he'll knaat we were
doing,' Jamie said casually, and she went pink.

'No! | couldn't ...

Jamie stopped smiling, his face taut and intenhat"o you mean,
you couldn't? | asked you to marry me, Melaniéought you . . .'

'l mean | can't tell anyone, not yet, not so sdber doreaking off my
engagement to Ross; it would make me feel stupid.’

He watched her, those dark eyes hard. 'Stupid éakboff your
engagement to him—or stupid to get engaged to read?' he
asked harshly and Melanie looked at him with pasg®impatience.

'‘Oh, don't be so edgy, Jamie. | didn't mean thatlaDon't you see
how changeable I'm going to look? People are gtorthink | can't
make up my mind, they'll laugh at me!'

His face relaxed and he grimaced. 'l suppose yae lsamething
there, but does it matter what people think? Yoderamistake over



Ellis. So what? People do, even if they don't kenitting it. None of
us is perfect.’

‘No, but | rushed into an engagement with Rossitands a mistake,
so I'm afraid to rush into anything any more. Weglttuto take some
time to get to know each other before we make aayp slecisions.’

He considered her wryly. 'You've got that obstinatik again. Are
you serious?'

She nodded and he shrugged without heat. 'It doesan I'm not
sure, Jamie,' she said huskily, stroking his chéekn. But all the
same, | think we ought to take it slowly. | donam to send Aunt
Dolly into hysterics.' She gave him an uncertaangk, biting her lip.
'‘And then there's Ross . . .

He stopped smiling, again. "You do regret giving loip?'

'‘No,' she insisted. 'But | can't help wonderingati want me simply
because you hate Ross so much.' Her dark blugpésaded. 'You've
always been so hostile to him, about him. You wailel to get back
at him, wouldn't you?'

Jamie exploded, scowling at her. 'My God! You $hlhk I'm using
you? What do | have to do to convince you? | loga,yyou stupid
woman. I've never said that to any other womanitwasn't a glib,
easy thing to say. | meant every word!'

'I'm sorry, Jamie,' she stammered, terrified byrége in his voice.

He looked at her, violence in his dark eyes. 'So gamned well
should be. You're right, we'd better not talk abmadrriage yet.
Obviously, you don't trust me and that means yaut caally care
that much for me, either.’



'‘No,' she said shakily, clinging to him. 'l do, Janhlove you but I'm
still confused. The way you "ceased me from thg stade me think
it was Ross you were really trying to get at, cgolt see that?'

He stared into her lifted eyes, still frowning. [pa woman would
come up with such tortuous thinking. Look, | wasdus with Ellis
when he fired me, but it was business, not persdviaat the hell do
you think | am? What makes you imagine that I'ddryse a woman
to get my own back on Ellis? Revenge is petty amidtfess, anyway.
What good would it do me to stab Ellis in the balfkkept trying to
get you to break off your engagement, it was bexawsgas in love
with you an d | had a strong hunch that it was mlutRight from the
night we spent on the fells | could see that yodi Elis weren't right
for each other. | know the man, remember.’

Melanie gave a long, deep sigh of relief. 'I'm gprdamie, |
misunderstood.'

He framed her face between his hands, his eyedimgpon her. 'l
wish | didn't love you so much.’

Staring into his eyes, she understood him for oand smiled
quiveringly. 'l know, | feel the same. That's hovkriew | wasn't
really in love with Ross. He couldn't hurt me, thay you can.' She
stared at his mouth, her throat hot. 'But thendéengot to me the
way you do.'

Jamie kissed her fiercely and she wound her arousdrhim, kissing
him back with all the intense feeling inside her.

They drove back to the office ten minutes later fmahd Andrew
coping with the late afternoon rush. While they evilking to him
about the Steynsforth house Mr Ramsden came batkeamed
with delight to hear that he had probably solddliehouse.



"'l put down a deposit on it now and then myesisthould be here
next week to confirm the sale. I'm sure the hosgast what they're
looking for—in the meantime, I'll get a surveyorléok at the place
and give me a report on it." Jamie followed Mr Rdemsinto the inner
office to discuss the details and Melanie went hadker desk, but it
was impossible to work with any real concentratider mind kept
wandering and she was absent-minded, she kept ghakstakes in
her typing.

By the time Jamie and Mr Ramsden emerged from ttier coom, it
was five-thirty and Melanie was putting the covarheer typewriter.
Jamie shook hands with Mr Ramsden, smiling at Hilirbe in touch,
then. Goodnight.'

He walked out of the door and Mr Ramsden spokdg®sdn about
another matter, giving Melanie a vague glance a&s it on her
jacket and collected her bag.

'‘Good work, Melanie. We're going to get that borws the
Steynsforth place after all. You see, you nevervkmghat you're
going to be able to sell in this business. Thaliatw love about it.'

She smiled, saying goodnight to both him and Andrand left.
There was no sign of Jamie but as she reachedhexgcar, she saw
his car purring towards her. He leaned out, hissegkaming
wickedly.

‘Want a lift, lady?'

Laughing, she got into the passenger seat. ‘Mr Bams going to
think my car has broken down again!

Jamie drove off with a surge of power from the spoar's engine.
‘That old thing is ready for the scrap-heap, anyway

‘Do you mind?' she retorted defiantly. 'l love nay,even if it is old.'



'It belongs in a car museum. I'm amazed it goedl.at
‘Well, it was all | could afford," she said, smdiat him.

'‘Which reminds me, I've got an interview with a biggineering firm
on Tuesday," Jamie said. 'Most of their work isedonthe UK so |
won't have to be abroad all the time, the way | wih Ellis.' He

grinned sideways at her. 'Keep your fingers crofisad get the job.’

She let her head slide on to his shoulder, smiliflgey are crossed,’
she murmured, showing him.

He turned into the road in which she lived and dugoutside her
home, behind another car which they both recognised

Jamie stared at it. 'What's Ellis doing here?’

‘The last time | heard, he was in London,' Melaa&l. 'Maybe he
came to see me, | rang him several times but heaivwas/s away.'

Jamie's head turned sharply. "You rang him? Why?'

She looked at him with a placatory smile. 'l dtdlven't managed to
give him back that ring, and it's worth a fortunesstjhaving it in the
house makes me nervous in case | lose it or wehgldal.'

Jamie relaxed. 'Oh, | see.’

She slid out of the car and walked with him upght® front door. Aunt
Dolly met them in the hall, very flushed and agitht She didn't
notice Jamie, she was so disturbed by the newshateto give
Melanie.

‘Melanie, Ross is here! | didn't know what to sayhtim, | was so
embarrassed! He's in the sitting-room, with Lize&hdn't want to
talk to him, either, but one of us had to! Thankvens you're home.



Go and see what he wants.' She pushed Melanie dewvilae door.
'‘Oh, when | saw him outside | nearly dropped thiothge floor. I'm
too old for these upsets.'

That was when she saw Jamie and stopped talkingg\uelropping.
He smiled at her with all his considerable chaHallo, Mrs Nesbhitt.'

Melanie didn't wait to hear him twining Aunt Doltgpund his little
finger; she pushed open the sitting-room door amghd Ross spun
to look at her, their faces flushed.

She wasn't sure what she had interrupted—a quarrel very
intimate talk. What she did realise was that neitblethem was
thrilled to see her.

'I'm glad you're here, Ross,' she said politelwdhted to make sure
you got your ring back safely, that was why | raligrun upstairs
and get it for you.'

She backed out before he could answer and closetbthr again. She
had never felt so unwanted in her life. There wasign of Jamie but
she heard voices in the kitchen and picked out dmsling. Aunt
Dolly was laughing. No doubt she had been a pustfovéim. Aunt
Dolly liked men, especially attractive ones.

Melanie didn't hurry back with the ring. She tobk pportunity of
changing into something rather more alluring wisitee was in her
bedroom, and was just doing her make-up when lppdd on the
door and put her head round it.

Melanie grinned at her. 'l was just coming down.uYbaven't
murdered Ross, have you?'

Liz was still flushed but her eyes were bright aheé was smiling.
‘Not yet, but | still may.' She paused, then saideutainly, 'Melanie,



if I went out with him would it bother you? He justked me to have
dinnerand | . ..

‘Idiot," Melanie said fondly. 'Why should it bothee? | told you, it
was all a big mistake, Ross and me. We both rehiise time, thank
heavens.' She ran the brush over her hair, watdhmig the mirror.
‘Anyway, I'm having dinner with Jamie, and donggest a foursome
because | want him all to myself.'

Liz didn't seem surprised by the news, she lookaedsad, in fact.
‘Jamie said . . .' she began and then stopped.

Melanie swung on the dressing-table stool, eyemgshispiciously.
‘What did Jamie say?'

Liz laughed. 'That he fancied you and thought yamcied him," she
said, and Melanie gave her a cross look.

'He's too sure of himself by half!"

‘Aren't all men?' Liz said drily. 'On the surfae@yway. That's their
ego; they're so scared of losing face that theyenakig thing of
being totally confident whatever happens.’

Melanie listened with a mixture of amusement aradisation. It had
never occurred to her before that Jamie might e@dassured as he
seemed, or that he might be vulnerable too. Shelethdslowly,
getting up. Collecting the box which held the samphng, she slid a
hand through Liz's arm, smiling at her cousin.

'‘We'd better go down and join our men,' she said.



