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Dare she dream of the devil?

The dreaded day of reckoning had come. It was fondoanna to
stop running and face Callum Blackstone.

If she had only herself to consider...But refusiagsubmit to Cals'
impossible demands meant financial disaster for fadrer and
brother.

Fate has dealt Cal all the best cards, yet the peovanted Joanna to
pay seemed far too high. Could he possibly havetmother than
revenge? Dare she dream....?



CHAPTER ONE

'SIMON, you don't—you can't mean this! It's a joke, igrtone of
your appalling, tasteless bloody jokes?'

Simon Chalfont's face reddened, and his glanceeshafvay from the
anguished appeal in his sister's eyes.

'I'm totally serious, old girl." He sighed. 'Goda, Jf | could change
things, | would. But you weren't here, and the bamuldn't lift a
finger to help me. | was desperate.'

'So you've mortgaged us—this house—the workshop-ithe we
have left—to Cal Blackstone.' Joanna Bentham's signigpped the
back of the chair as if it were the only realityarsuddenly tottering
world. 'l can't believe it. | can't credit that youlo such a thing.'

'‘And what was | supposed to do?' Simon demandexhdekly. 'Lay
the men off? Close the workshop? Try and selllibisse?"

'If you were so strapped for cash, surely thereo#lier sources you
could have borrowed from in the short term?"'

‘A loan shark, perhaps,' Simon suggested derisiiaty God's sake,
Jo, do you know the kind of interest those peohkrge?'

'l know the kind of interest Cal Blackstone coultbme.' Joanna
drew a shaky breath. 'Simon, don't you realise whatve done?
You've sold us lock, stock and barrel to our gretad@emy!'

'Oh, | knew that was coming." Simon flung himsetfto the sofa,
giving his sister a trenchant look. 'Don't you thitis time we grew
up and forgot all about this ridiculous family féutsn't carrying the
thing into a third generation going over the top?’



'‘Ask Cal Blackstone,' Joanna bit back at him. 'ldertt forgotten a
thing. Fifteen years ago, his father took the atay from us. Now
his son's coming for the rest. And, thanks to ymhasn't even had to
fight for it.'

There was a sullen silence.

Joanna released her grip on the chairback, rulddimgst absently
the indentations the heavily carved wood had fefter flesh.

Cal Blackstone, she thought, and her skin crawmlée. grandson of
the man who was once glad to work for my grandfathe an
overlooker at the mill. The trouble-maker, the lebtlouser who tried
to close our doors with strikes over and over agéhe self- made
millionaire who drove Chalfonts to the edge of hapkcy, and died
swearing he'd put us out on the street.

Even after the fierce old man had gone, there waespite for the
beleaguered mill. His son Arnold had proved jusinasical, just as
determined. In the end Chalfonts had had to be sold there was
only one bidder.

Arnold Blackstone got it for a song, Joanna thoughger welling up
inside her. Chalfonts, who'd been making qualitysteds on that
site for over a hundred years. And he made it adoghvior cheap
rubbish, aimed at the bottom end of the market.

The only thing remaining from the old days was th
name—Chalfonts Mill—kept deliberately by the Blaitkses,
Joanna's father had said bitterly, as a permahemt tn the family's
flesh—a constant and public reminder of what théysdl

Now, under the direction of Cal Blackstone, his ngifather's
namesake, the mill, as such, no longer existed.ldémas had been
sold, and the workforce dispersed, and the vafdibgihad become a
thriving complex of small industrial workshops dmasinesses.



Because Cal Blackstone wasn't interested in qualityadition. He
was an entrepreneur, a developer of property agabsid_ocal gossip
said there was hardly a pie in a radius of two hehdniles that he
didn't have a finger in. And what he touched inadaly turned to
gold, Joanna reflected, wincing inwardly. He'd athg more than
doubled the fortune his father and grandfather ledj and at
thirty-three years of age it was reckoned his aane€e barely even
started.

To the outrage of the local landowners, he'd aeguiCraigmoor
House and its park, which had been derelict forsje@novated it
completely, and, in the face of strenuous oppasitiorned it into a
country club, with an integral restaurant and aasimand a
challenging nine-hole golf course in the reclairgeaunds.

Within a year, all those who'd been most vocifelpusitspoken
against the plan were among the club's most stam@ambers.

But the Chalfonts were not among them. Since tihginal breach
between the first Callum Blackstone and Jonas Ghgliall those
years ago, the families had never knowingly meteuride same roof.
The Chalfonts had let it be known that they woulttegpt no

invitations which had also been extended to any beznof the

Blackstone clan, and the rule had been rigoroysified by Cecilia
Chalfont, Joanna's mother, who came from an olatyoiamily and

carried considerable social clout.

The two families had still been at daggers drawemwgecilia had
died from an unexpected heart condition while Jaawas in her
early teens.

I'm almost glad, Joanna thought fiercely, walkiaghe window and
staring down at the formal rose garden, glowindghwitmmer bloom,
which it overlooked. At least Mother was spared khewledge of



this—betrayal by Simon. But keeping it from Dad Iviae another
matter.

Anthony Chalfont had his own suite of rooms on fhst floor.
Severely crippled by arthritis, he rarely ventutedh from them, but
was looked after devotedly by his manservant Greshad Joanna's
own elderly nanny.

Just recently, her father's mind had begun to warashel he seemed
to prefer to dwell very much in the past. A coupld¢imes since her
return, Joanna had found herself being addresséuahibyas Cecilia,

although she could see little resemblance in hetsdier mother's

haughty beauty. But there were other days too Winebrain was as
sharp and lucid as it had ever been. If Cal Blankesturned them out
of their home, the effect on her father might tsasdirous.

She took a deep breath; 'Tell me again—slowly— wWiegdpened.
How you came to do this thing. After all, when | weaway the
workshop seemed to be doing well. The order-book fivth'

It was." Simon's shoulders were hunched, his whatkgtude

despondent. 'Then everything started to go wrong. af our biggest
customers gave us backword. They said the recessisiiting, and
the , property market was going into decline. Thegkoned people
weren't prepared to spend that kind of money ondtrarfted

furniture and kitchens any more. We were left witlbusands of
pounds' worth of specially designed gear on oudban

‘And what about our partner, Philip the super- sakn?' Joanna
asked. 'What was he doing about all this?'

Simon shrugged. 'Philip tried to find other markdxst the answer
was always the same. Property development was bairtgack, and
prices kept down. They wanted mass-market stufipiee@ould
afford in their show houses.'



Joanna bit her lip hard. It was Philip who'd urgegbansion, she
thought angrily. Philip who'd persuaded Simon teetan more men,
and buy more machinery to fulfil a demand he wadident he could
create. In vain, she'd argued that small was Heguhat they should
concentrate on quality rather than quantity, and fiaeir way

cautiously for a while until their markets weranily established.

But Simon hadn't wanted to listen. He'd wanted &kenmoney fast,
and restore the shaky Chalfont fortunes. He'd aoted to marry
Philip's pretty sister Fiona, so anything Philiggested was all right
with him.

And at first their growth had been meteoric, just Rhilip had

predicted. Simon and Fiona had been married with@lappropriate
razzmatazz, and the couple had moved into Chaltmise. The
Craft Company had continued to flourish, and, altfio Joanna's
instincts had still warned her that they shouldchatious, she was
having deep problems of her own, and her involveamenthe

business was becoming less and less.

| should have stayed here after Martin died, sbaght with a small
silent sigh. | shouldn't have run away like thait B felt | needed
time—to lick my wounds—to try and heal myself. Téavere too
many memories here. Too much | needed to forget.

Her headlong flight, after her husband's funeratl taken her to her
godmother's home in the United States. Aunt Viaie extended the
invitation in a warmly affectionate letter of coreloce as soon as
she'd heard about Martin's fatal car accident. d@dadn't planned
on staying more than a few weeks in New Hampslbrg, had
become interested in spite of herself in the rugmhthe art gallery
Aunt Vinnie owned. She'd started helping out fdew hours each
week, but had soon grown more deeply involved, gnadually her
stay had extended into months.



If her godmother hadn't reluctantly decided to s@lland retire to
California, she had to admit she might still hagerthere.

Clearly, eighteen months had been a long time semttherself. Too
long, she castigated herself.

'‘We had suppliers to pay, and the wages Ml tp fm&ebhon went on.
‘Things were looking really filack. The bank refdsmutright to allow
us to exceed our stated overdraft. In fact, thaytestt pressing us to
repay some of it. Jo—I didn't know where to turn.’

She didn't look at him. She continued to staredlygdown into the
garden. 'So you turned to Cal Blackstone. Why?'

‘It wasn't quite like that.' The defensiveness &k in his voice. 'He
approached me. He was the guest speaker at thelRainte dinner,
and the people | was with asked him to join usrafeds for a drink.
| couldn't very well avoid him. We were left on acawn, and at first
he just—made conversation.'

‘But later?' Joanna asked matter-of-factly.

‘Later—he began to talk about the Craft Company.selemed to
know we were in trouble. He said that things wereagally difficult
for small businesses, and mentioned a few of tbblpms some of
them were having at Chalfont Mill. He said he'drbable to help in a
lot of cases. That it would be a pity to go undfea, simple injection
of cash could save the day.'

'Cal Blackstone, philanthropist." Joanna gave ghitess laugh. '‘And
you fell for it!" .

Simon came to stand beside her. 'What else waspbsed to do?' he
almost hissed. 'Things were bad and getting woveeyeday. Our
creditors were pressing, and the bank was threwgdnibounce the
wages cheque. If someone offers you a lifeline, goao't throw it



back in his face, for God's sake.' He paused. d@ssiiona had just
told me she was pregnant.'

With her usual immaculate sense of timing, Joanhaught
resignedly. 'So how much did you borrow from him?"'

‘Twenty thousand to begin with. The rest, later.’

‘Using your power of attorney from Dad to put thisuse up as
collateral, | suppose.'

'We had to do something," Simon said stiffly. 'Apiil's flat is only
rented.’'

‘Lucky Philip! I hope he's got a spare room. Youl &iona are
probably going to need it. And the baby when itvas, of course,’
she added, her mouth twisting. 'Have you warned vofie she may
shortly be homeless? Not to mention Dad, of course.

Simon looked at her uneasily. 'Why should it coméat?'

'‘Because—to quote the words from his letter of ysldate—Mr
Blackstone wishes to meet you to discuss the erfeyaur liabilities
to him." She was silent for a moment, then saidgathy, 'He's closing
in for the kill, Si. He means to finish what hidlfar and grandfather
began. The old man swore he'd see our family oknees when
Grandpa fired him, and turned him out of his cattalj those years
ago. Cal Blackstone means to fulfil that pledgbe Shook her head.
'It's as well | came back when | did. | would héaged to return and
find all my clothes and other possessions dumpé&sidmion the lawn
by the present Mrs Blackstone.' She paused agjairesume there is
one by now?'

'‘No one official,’” Simon said moodily. 'He's appulhe still quite
happy to play the field, lucky bastard.’



Joanna bit her lip. She had only been at home feeek, but it was
already clear to her that Fiona was not enjoyingpnegnancy, and
resentment of her condition was making her quesil@nd
demanding. Joanna, torn between the amusementraéagon which
her blonde, brainless sister-in-law usually arousdter, had decided
immediately that the prudent course would be twddhe couple to
paddle their own rather shaky canoe in privacy.

She had just made arrangements to view a cottamgd Wwad come on
to the market in the neighbouring valley when Sirhad dropped his
bombshell about Cal Blackstone's loan.

Blind instinct told her to proceed with her ownmqdaTo walk away
from Simon and the mess he'd created, and let bitnitsout for

himself, while she began to rebuild her life atadesdistance from
Chalfont House, the mill, and everything and evaey@oncerned
with it.

But it wasn't as simple as that. Simon had beed hiaby Cecilia's

death, and although Joanna was four years hisrjghad learned, in
its aftermath, to mother him with almost fierce tpativeness. She
couldn't simply abandon him to his fate now.

The dizzy Fiona would be no help, she thought diefaotally
preoccupied as she was by nausea and vague achpaias all over
her body. And Joanna was still a partner in theftGCampany,
although admittedly she'd taken little active pathe running of the
business since her marriage.

She had forgotten Simon's propensity for takingehgy way out of
any difficulty, she thought, with an inward sigBo'when are you
planning to see him?' she asked quietly.

'He's coming here tomorrow afternoon.'



'Here?' Joanna stared at him, appalled. 'Why nothat Craft
Company?"

Simon shrugged, his expression pettish. ‘It wasy'thoice. When |
telephoned him, his secretary simply gave me tpeiapment. There
was no consultation about it. She just told me wime he'd be
arriving.'

'l can believe it," Joanna said grimly.

It was the first time a Blackstone had ever set fo&€halfont House,
she realised with a sense of shock. And, if theas anything she
could do, it would also be the last.

She said, 'We'll have to try and fend him off, Smo
'How?'

Joanna considered for a minute. 'Well—Martin le& some money,
not all that much, admittedly, but it's a start,dathere's the
commission Aunt Vinnie paid me at the gallery. vegmost of it. If
we can keep him at bay for a few weeks with thatpmght be able to
raise the rest of the capital elsewhere.'’

‘Do you think | haven't tried?' He shook his hedtve done
everything | can think of. | tell you, Jo, it's ledess.'

'‘No!" Joanna said fiercely. 'There is hope—thagetsto be. He's not
going to take everything away from us.'

'‘Perhaps he doesn't want to," Simon suggested uibype¥ou are
rather taking his intentions for granted, you kn@endemning him
without a hearing.’



Joanna gave him a level look. 'l have no illusiasout Cal
Blackstone, or his intentions.' She glanced atach. 'Isn't it time
you were getting off to the workshop?'

'Hell, yes. But I'd better pop up and see Fiorst.filBhe didn't have a
particularly good night.'

Poor old Si, Joanna thought as her brother leftréloen, his brow
furrowed with anxiety. Fiona's vagaries were jus¢ onore problem
for him to worry over. Troubles never seemed to e@mmgly these
days.

She moved over to the sofa and plumped up the aoshihich
Simon had crushed. As she straightened, she loogeat the big
portrait of Jonas Chalfont which hung over the tgmaantelpiece. A
harsh face looked down at her, its expression amogand
dominating, thick grey brows drawn together overlieak of a nose.

She took a breath. The portrait had been paintéeirgrandfather's
heyday, when the Chalfont family were a force todmkoned with in
the Yorkshire woollen industry. Master of all hensyed, she
thought wryly, studying the sitter's proud stance.

It had been soon after the portrait had been fadsiowever, that
Jonas had sacked Callum Blackstone following aewibArgument,
and evicted him and his small son from their tietlage. Holding the
frightened child in his arms, as bailiffs dumpeéitipossessions into
the street, Callum had publicly sworn revenge.

'‘As you've taken from me, Jonas Chalfont, I'll télem you,' he'd
declared, standing bareheaded in the rain. 'Aye(Gbg, down to
every last stick and stone!'

And nothing's gone right for us since, Joanna thowugearily. Oh,
Grandfather, you didn't know what you were starting



Know your enemy, had been one of Jonas's favomatams, but he

had totally underestimated his former overlook&nser force of will

and determination to succeed. Just as Simon hied ftai assess Cal
Blackstone's deviousness of purpose in offeringnefp the Craft

Company financially.

But then Si had never taken the family feud tooosisty anyway,
Joanna recalled.

'Isn't it time we started to live and let live?'chdemanded angrily
when Joanna had flatly refused to attend a dinagy po which Cal
Blackstone had also been invited.

'‘Not as far as I'm concerned,' Joanna had retustbda toss of her
tawny hair. 'lf people invite that man, they neetather to ask me as
well.'

But, as she'd grown up, she'd found it was welthnmpossible to
avoid Cal completely. The Chalfonts were no lonther powerful
social mentors they'd once been, and Cal, singtaltiny and darkly
attractive, was a welcome visitor to every househal the area
except theirs.

Joanna had found to her exasperation that to kespob Cal
Blackstone's way entirely was to risk social isolatMore and more
she'd found herself running into him at point-toAt®, parties and
charity functions. To her annoyance, she'd actuagn introduced
to him a number of times by a series of well- megmeople who
clearly shared Simon's view that it was time adrwas called in this
family war.

But none of these people had been hounded andechést the

Blackstones, Joanna thought violently. To them, Blatkstone was
simply a charming young man, if a trifle sardom,o drove a series
of fast cars, dated all the most attractive grlthie West Riding, and



could always be relied on for a hefty donationrig good cause. No
one cared any more about past rights or wronggeimed.

And once she and Cal Blackstone had been formatitgduced, he
took pains to remind her of the fact by seekingdgrto greet her at
every encounter. In fact, Joanna decided, he toolurgpleasant
delight in forcing himself on her notice, engagimeg in conversation,
and even inviting her to dance.

And the fact that she had ignored all his overtiaed was never
anything but icily civil in return seemed only tonase him.

If she continued to keep him rigidly at a distareesntually he would
get tired of his cat-and-mouse games with herdsissured herself.

But she'd been wrong about that—totally wrong. Whias why she
knew, none better, just what Cal Blackstone's meztives were, and
exactly what he had planned for the remaining mesioé the
Chalfont family.

She shivered, wrapping her arms defensively adresbody, as she
made herself relive once more in nerve-aching dibiati rain-washed
autumn afternoon on the high moor road above Naiiewvhen
she'd discovered for herself how ruthless, hownttdes an enemy he
was...

'‘Damnation!" Joanna stared down at the offside Wdfdeer Mini, her
heart sinking. 'Of all times to get a flat tyrddesmuttered to herself,
as she went to find the jack.

The rain was sweeping in sheets across the Nottthwalley below,
and the hills were dankly shrouded in low cloud emst.



By the time she'd fetched the jack, and squattedmfortably in the
road beside the car, the rain had plastered heytalende hair to her
skull, and droplets of water were running downfeeehead into her
eyes, so that she had to pause every few secomdbrash them
away.

She'd never had to change a tyre before, and stise@ to her
shame, that she only had the haziest idea of hogota@about it.

Watching other people was not the same as persapalience, she
decided wretchedly, as the jack stubbornly refusemboperate with
her efforts to fix it in place.

Send me someone to help this time, she bargaitedlgiwith her
guardian angel, and | promise I'll sign on, for @urse in car
maintenance this winter.

The thought had barely formed in her mind when sleek grey
Jaguar materialised silently out of the mist andl & a halt behind
her. She looked round eagerly, planning some sgifatating,
humorous remark about her predicament. Then thevesl smile
died on her lips as she realised her rescuer'sitiglen

'‘Having trouble?' Cal Blackstone asked pleasamityhe emerged
from the driver's seat, shrugging on a waterpracket.

'l can manage, thanlcs,' Joanna said shortlycliroed to her that her
guardian angel must have a totally misplaced sehlsamour.

‘Then this must be a new method of wheel-changingoar own
devising,' he said urbanely, folding his arms aerbis chest, and
draping his tall, lean, elegant length againstaws vehicle. 'How
fascinating! | hope you'll allow me to watch.’

Apart from striking him down with a convenient bdet, or even the
recalcitrant jack, Joanna could see no method e¥gmting him.
Seething, she gritted her teeth and soldieredtavag raining harder



than ever now, and the damp was beginning to pateaight through
her layers of clothing to her skin, making her feEmmy and
uncomfortable.

‘You don't seem to be getting on very fast,’ theedhavoice
commented at last.

'l don't like having an audience.’

'l can believe you don't like having me as an auzbe She wasn't
looking at him, but there was something in his editat told her he
was grinning. '‘Come on, Miss Chalfont, why don'tigevallow your
damned pride and say, "Help me"?'

'l didn't ask you to stop.’

"You wouldn't ask me to throw you a rope if you vdrowning. As
you probably will if this rain keeps up—that, oeddf pneumonia.’
He walked to her side, put his hand under her elaogvyanked her
to her feet, without ceremony.

'‘Leave me alone!" She wrenched herself free oftasp.

'‘Willingly—once this wheel of yours is changed.' Was fitting the
jack into place with a deft competence that madevamt to kill him
and dance on his grave. 'Go and sit in my car,dapgourself off a
little," he directed over his shoulder. 'If you koo the sports bag on
the back seat, you'll find a towel.’

Instinct prompted her to reply haughtily that shef@rred to remain
where she was, but common sense intervened, ramgimdir that in
this weather she would simply be cutting off hesado spite her
face, and that she was only laying herself opduartber jibes.

The interior of the Jaguar smelt deliciously ofthea upholstery
mixed with a faint tang of some expensively masmutiologne.



Joanna sniffed delicately, grimacing a little as sktracted the towel

from the bag, which was lying next to his squastkea on the rear

seat. The towel, and the rest of the gear in tigewas unused, so he
must be on his way to the country club, but if d@mtwvas he doing on
the high road, when there were other, more dicaaes?

In spite of the towel's pristine condition, it wstdl his property, and
she was deeply reluctant to use so personal an ik idea of
having to be beholden to him in any way affrontad eevolted her.
But she couldn't escape the fact that water waspuhg dismally
from her hair on to her face, and, after a bri¢énnal tussle, she
unfolded the towel and began to blot away the wairfte moisture.

With any luck, he would be the one to catch pneumahe thought,
glaring through the windscreen at him as he workedl, as if aware
of her scrutiny, Cal Blackstone looked round from task, and
waved.

With a snort of temper Joanna tossed the towel baokhe bag and
leaned back, savouring the undeniable comfort psbat. Her father
had driven a Jaguar when she was a small childegshembered, and
she'd always loved riding in it. She began to exanthe dashboard
and internal fittings, trying to remember what tleyeen like in her
father's day.

She'd been sitting with her father in the backhef daguar the first
time she'd seen Cal Blackstone, she rememberecstitver of pure
distaste.

With regrettable promptitude, he appeared at the i the car. "Your
wheel is duly changed, madam. Don't forget to haua damaged
tyre mended.’

'I'm quite capable of working that out for myseshe snapped.



'Of course.' He got into the driver's seat, ancedear a long look. His
eyes were grey, she found herself noticing forfitet time. Grey
eyes, hard as steel, and cold as the skies abewe tRlease don't
overwhelm me with gratitude.'

Joanna flushed at the sarcasm in his tone. 'Thamk she said stiffly.
'It was—fortunate that you were passing.'

'l often use this road,' he returned. 'l like thewof the Northwaite
valley from up here.’

'If you can see it today, you must have X-ray \isio

'l don't need to see it,' he said softly. 'l knohatis there by heart. I've
always known.' He pointed outinto the mist and dldAway to your
right is the country club. As you come down thdesglthere are the
chimneys of the Blackstone engineering works. Treegenerally
what people notice first, just as my grandfathéended when he
built the place. Then there's the Mill, relegatedé¢cond place these
days, I'm afraid.'" He paused for a moment as ifeetipg some
response, some denial, and when there was nonentiawed, '‘And
finally, down to the left, well away from the pdilon of the workers'
houses in Northwaite, tucked away as if it's tryim@pide, is Chalfont
House.'

When he smiled, his teeth were very white. A predatsmile,
Joanna thought, and her heart began to thump slyddearshly.
‘Everything | own," he said. 'And everything | inéeto own before
I've finished. Including you, Joanna Chalfont, ymeautiful, hostile
little bitch.'

For a moment she sat gaping at him, hardly abteddit what she'd
just heard. Then,

'How dare you?' She could barely squeeze the woullsof the
frightening, painful tightness in her throat.



Cal Blackstone threw back his head and laughedl t8dhe manner
born,' he mocked. 'The well-born young lady rebgkihe upstart
pleb. It's wonderful what they teach you at thomecy Harrogate
schools!’

'l think you must be insane,’ said Joanna, fumbiarghe handle of
the door. 'l refuse to listen to any more of this.’

‘You don't have to.' He was infuriatingly at hiseal want you, and
I'm going to have you. There's nothing more todd.s

'‘Well, you couldn't be more wrong!" Joanna flunghemh. She was
trembling all over, fighting to keep her voice stga'l have a few
things to say myself, and the first is that | wauldhave you, Callum
Blackstone, if you came gift-wrapped.’

He was still smiling. 'And what do you know abot®' ihe asked
softly. 'What do you know about anything, Miss Gbiat, except
pride and your own version of the past?' He shaskbad slowly,
his gaze locked with hers.$ltime you began to think of the future
so let's start your thoughts in the right direction

The car door refused to budge under her frantgefis. It was clearly
linked to some central locking system outside lmtrol, trapping
her there alone with him.

Shrinking into the corner of her seat, Joanna salvBIlackstone
reach for her, felt her shoulders grasped with@mtlgness, and her
whole body drawn inexorably forward towards himeTdmile had
been wiped from his face, and his grey eyes ghittavith something
far removed from amusement. Something she barelgrstood, but,
strangely, feared just the same.

She said, on a little sob, 'No—ah—no,"' then his tmavas on hers
and all further protest was stifled.



Nothing in her limited experience had preparedfbe€al's kiss and
nothing could have done. He held her ruthlesslysiting her soft
breasts against the hard muscular wall of his ¢chesting his hand
in her still-damp hair to hold her still, while Hips plundered hers,
relentlessly, hungrily—and endlessly.

She couldn't breathe. The scent of his skin fihed nostrils with a
sudden and desperate familiarity. Tiny colouredhtbg danced
frenetically behind her closed lids. She felt phg#ly overpowered,
totally at his mercy. She thought she might be géanfaint, and with
the thought came a surge of anger, and contemphdorown
weakness.

He muttered against her lips, '‘Open your mouttd'iana flash she
saw her salvation. Pliantly she obeyed. She feft &igh of
satisfaction, was aware of his clasp slackeninghsi so that he
could turn her in his arms, to hold her more easgginst his body,
and as he relaxed she bit him hard, sinking hé tat his lower lip.

Cal jerked his head away, swearing, lifting a haaldnost
unbelievingly to his bleeding mouth.

'You little shrew!

‘Try explaining that to your latest woman!" Joafloag at him. '‘And,
from now on, keep your distance from me.'

He took a handkerchief from his pocket and dablédeablood. To
her fury he was grinning again.

'‘Not now I've had a taste of delights to come, siaesat.'

You'll get nothing more from me as long as yoelliVou might have
been able to take advantage of the situation tdulayll make sure it
never happens again.'



‘Ah, but it will," he said softly. 'l may have lo#te first skirmish,
Joanna, but the war's only just beginning. Andaflwyou, nothing
but your complete surrender will do.'

She drew a swift, blazing breath, glaring at hivimu're nothing but
an animal, Cal Blackstone!'

He held out the bloodstained handkerchief, stagmmgly back at her.
‘Then I've certainly picked the right mate.’

‘You've picked nothing and no one. From now onpkeet of my
way!' She turned to wrestle with the door-handhel, @ her chagrin it
worked instantly.

'‘Our paths were made to cross.' His voice followred as she
stumbled out of the car. 'If you didn't know it bed, you know it
now. So drive carefully, my hot-tempered vixen. \Whénally get to

unwrap my gift, | want it to be perfect.’

She got to her car somehow, and sat, shaking,erdtiving seat,
waiting until the Jaguar slid past, and was swadidwp in the mist
and rain.

She put up a cautious finger and touched the swolbatours of her
mouth. Her lips felt bruised, but the greatest wbshe'd suffered
was humiliation.

She stared at the grey-soaked landscape, and thdugtafraid of
him.

Now, in the drawing-room of Chalfont House, Joaftuand the same
words rising to her lipd:m afraid of him.



She shook herself irritably. That was what caméetiing herself
remember—relive things best banished from her rfondjood. But
oh, God, it had been so real. She could swear sth@dst felt the
pressure of Cal's mouth ravaging hers once morgedahis
blood...Two years ago she had escaped him, bubait avprice. She
couldn't run away again. This time she had to stardground and
fight him. She squared her shoulders, glancing gainaat her
grandfather's portrait.

The war's on again, Grandpa,' she said. 'And thie t mean to
win—for all our sakes.'

She had to. Because surrender on Cal Blackstorasstwas
unthinkable.



CHAPTERTWO

THE mist swirled thickly above the high road. Joanres Vost in the
depths of it, the damp tendrils wreathing about, Iséifling her,
confining her so that her limbs felt heavy and padale of movement.

Yet she had to move—to run, because somewhereeirioth Cal

Blackstone was waiting, his predator's hands regdai stop her—to
take her. She took one sluggish step, then anothed-screamed
aloud as a hand closed purposefully on her shoulder

'‘Why, Miss Joanna, whatever's the matter with you?'

Perspiring, Joanna opened her eyes and found Naamfprting as
the daylight pouring through the window, standinighar bedside
with a cup of tea.

She managed a weak smile. 'Sorry, Nan, | must haga dreaming.
Did | startle you?'

'It looks more as if you startled yourself, lads&ahny scrutinised her
austerely. 'You're white as a sheet! Drink yountéde it's hot.'

A cup of tea, Joanna thought. Nanny's panaceallfdlisafrom a
headache to bereavement. She sat up, punchingrhbled pillows
into shape. 'You're spoiling me.’

'‘Well, make the most of it. It won't happen so sagain,’ Nanny said
severely. 'And I've a message from Mr Simon.'

'‘Let me guess.' Joanna looked up at the ceiling/s'wWon a million
pounds on the football pools and all our problenessalved.'

Nanny snorted. 'Since when has Mr Simon done th@sposhe
demanded. 'I'm to tell you that Mrs Chalfont wasetabadly in the
night, and he's gone with her to the nursing home."



'You mean Fiona's started labour?' Joanna saupalght. '‘But the
baby's not due for another couple of months. Cdt,sawful!"

'‘Don't waste your sympathy,’ Nanny advised tafflizat baby won't
be born until the right time, take my word for Madam's got
indigestion, as | told her.! She snorted. 'What cshe
expect—sending Mr Simon into Northwaite at all ®dor that
tandoori chicken stuff?’

'Oh, is that all?' Joanna relaxed.

'‘Anyway, Mr Simon said to tell you if he's not bacoktime for the
meeting this afternoon, you've to hold the fort. Bi&d you'd
understand.'

Joanna choked on a mouthful of tea. 'He sdidt?'
‘You're not deaf. And don't spill that tea on yquiit.'

'‘But he can't do this,' Joanna said, half to hers#t's got to be back
here in time—he's got to..." She looked up besagbhiat Nanny.
‘The nursing home—they'll send Fiona home straaglay if it's just
indigestion, won't they?'

Nanny sniffed. 'The lord only knows. She might hascovered a
few more symptoms by the time the doctor comesdoiMadam's
not averse to a few days in bed being waited on."'

Nanny could never be described as the young Mr#@ts greatest
fan, but Joanna had to admit she spoke with aigea@ount of
justice. Once in the luxury of the nursing homehvattentive nurses
answering her every bell, Fiona might well be r&ac¢ to return to
Chalfont House where people were more likely tb her to pull
herself together and stop making a fuss about mgtAnd she would
certainly insist on Simon dancing attendance on her



‘After all,' Fiona had often pouted to him, 'itteuy fault I'm feeling so
ghastly. It's your baby.’

Joanna groaned inwardly. Her plan to put severd&srmbetween
herself and Chalfont House prior to Cal Blacksteagtival was now
plainly inoperable.

| could always ask him to postpone his visit, sheught, but

dismissed the idea almost as soon as it had forieglast thing she
wanted, after all, was Cal Blackstone to guesgibep reluctance to
face him. And at a wider, less personal level, agmpt to put him

off might be unwise at this juncture.

If Simon doesn't come back in time, I'll talk torhimyself, she
decided grimly. And I'll let him know that thougle hmay have
conned Si into thinking he's Mister Nice Guy, hggs a fight on his
hands with me.

'‘Why, Miss Jo, you look really fierce. Whatever g thinking
about?' queried Nanny.

'‘Getting up.' Joanna swallowed the rest of heraed threw back the
duvet. 'l think I'll have breakfast with my fatHe8he paused. 'How is
he today?'

'He's taking an interest in the cricket, accordm@resham.' Nanny's
face was expressionless. 'Reckonsthey should baok Len Hutton
as England captain.'

Joanna sighed. 'Maybe they should at that." Shieasgtance at the
older woman. '‘Nanny, we're having a—visitor thieafoon, and I'd
prefer if Dad knew nothing about it. | don't waninhto be upset,
especially if he's not—thinking too clearly." Shé pn her robe and
knotted the sash.



Nanny nodded. 'Gresham won't say owt, and | cap $fios
Thursgood nattering. But am | to know who's expéete

Joanna hesitated. 'lt's Callum Blackstone.'

‘A Blackstone crossing this doorstep?' Nanny gaspeever thought
I'd live to see the day!"

‘Neither did I." Joanna bit her lip. 'Believe meardy, if | had a
choice, | wouldn't let him within a mile of the pka But it's out of my
hands.'

Nanny shook her head. 'Then you'll have to makdése of it, lass.
Like the old saying, "Needs must when the deviesi™

And that, Joanna thought wryly, as she made her teayhe
bathroom, seemed to sum the situation up with aaliracy.

Shrouded by the curtains at the long upstairs fpevindow, she

watched him arrive. He was punctual, She notedawitisurprise.

The Jaguar car he parked in front of the house-irgiaks claim at

once, she thought bitterly—was the latest modethMqg else had.

changed. He looked no older, no greyer, no heagiéie stood on the
gravel below her, his gaze raking the blank windasshough he
sensed her presence, and sought her.

Although she knew she couldn't be seen, Joannhdedelf shrink.

Oh, come on, she castigated herself. This is notwatart. After all,
| know what he's planning, so there must be sonmelwan stop him.

But, for the life of her, she couldn't think of one



As she heard the doorbell peal, she went on swiftsilent feet back
to her room, and waited for Mrs Thursgood to admmi.

She gave herself a long, critical 190k in the nmirider slim navy
linen skirt, and the pure silk cream shirt she waeité it, looked neat
and uncompromisingly businesslike. She'd drawnhaar severely
back from her face and confined it at the napesofleck with a wide
navy ribbon.

She'd had plenty of time to prepare for this camfzton. Simon had
phoned mid-morning to tell her that Fiona was bekegt in for
observation, at her own insistence.

'‘She's a bit fraught, Jo.' He'd sounded thoroughéerable. 'Hit the
roof when | suggested pushing off.' He'd pausefel an absolute
worm about this. Do you think you can cope withdstone—feed
him some story or other to keep him off for a while

'l can try,' she'd said wearily. 'Cheer up, Siopé Fiona feels better
soon.'

Now Mrs Thursgood was tapping at her door. 'Yositer's come,
madam. I've put him in't drawing- room.’

Joanna counted to ten, breathing deeply, then Walkdately along
the broad landing and down the stairs. She didesitéte at the
drawing-room door, but went straight in, closingéhind her.

He was standing on the rug in front of the emptydiace, studying
her grandfather's portrait. At the sound of hererte turned, the
grey eyes skimming over her, missing nothing.

'‘Good afternoon, Mrs Bentham.' The cool laconicegrated on her.
‘A historic moment, wouldn't you say?'



'‘Hardly a giant step for mankind, Mr Blackstonég seturned with
equal insouciance. 'Perhaps you'd like to state posiness.’

'I'm sure your brother's informed you of the chanti@at have taken
place during your—period of mourning.'

Joanna shrugged. 'l understand you now have acialanterest in
the Craft Company.'

'It's more than that. As far as money's concerhemn the Craft
Company.' He glanced round. 'May I sit down?'

'If you wish." She pretended faintly surprised aement. 'ls this
going to be a long interview? | do have other plans

‘Then cancel them,' he said pleasantly, seatingdifran the sofa. 'l'd
prefer your undivided attention.' He leaned backssing his long
legs. 'l gather Simon will not be joining us.' -eShesitated. 'His wife
isn't very well.'

'I'm sorry to hear it." He didn't sound even slighegretful. 'She must
take after her mother. She's thoroughly enjoyeg peor health for
years. Apparently medical science is baffled.’'

He'd captured the lady's martyred tones with wickeduracy. To her
annoyance, Joanna discovered an unwilling giggléngeup inside
her, and hastily turned it into a cough.

'‘Can we get back to the business in hand, ple&®®'took the
armchair opposite to him. 'l suppose you want tovkmvhen you'll
see some tangible return on your investment.'

'No,"' he said. 'I'm prepared to bide my time or.thiaere are other far
more pressing matters between Simon and myselfrebiehed into
the inside pocket of his jacket and extracted dlsshaaf of papers,



held together by an elastic band. He tossed themo ¢ime low oak
coffee-table between them. 'Do you know what tleae@’

Her brows snapped together. 'How could I?'
‘Then | suggest you take a look.'

Reluctantly she reached for the papers, and remitncoland. As she
studied them, her frown deepened.

'l don't understand.’

‘You're not a fool, Joanna,' he said quietly. "Xaow as well as | do
that those are I0Us, and that the signature on tlsei®imon's.
They're gambling debts that he ran up at the cpwhib.’

Her mouth was dry suddenly. She'd been doing adddgums in her
head as she riffled through them, and the totaldsremched was
horrifying, and still incomplete.

She said, 'Gambling? But Si doesn't gamble.’

'He certainly doesn't gamble well. He's lost cdesily at poker,
blackjack and roulette. He's exceeded the housefbmcredit more
than once as well, and used my name to get meesh#id to bar him
from the gaming-rooms.' He saw the colour drainfiwen face, and
smiled sardonically. 'l presume this is news to.you

She said thickly, "You know it is.'

‘Then | may as well add that he's in hock to a Eak Leeds for
several thousand.'

She dropped the papers back on the table with @regsion of
distaste. 'You're very well informed."’



'l find it pays to be.’

‘Yet it's hardly ethical. Neither is your presemege this afternoon.
These—debts should be a private, matter betweerorSiand
yourself, surely. You have no right to involve me.'

'‘Sometimes private matters have a tiresome habibemfoming

incredibly public.' He seemed impervious to theircaer tone. 'And
then you'd find yourself involved right up to thit,hmy dear Mrs

Bentham. For instance, | could insist on havinga swdit made at
the Craft Company.'

The words hung in the air between them, challenparg
She swallowed. 'And what would that prove, pray?'

‘Perhaps nothing. But I'm afraid—I'm very much @frthat there
would be certain sums unaccounted for. Simon hdohdbhis stake
money from somewhere, after all.'

'l don't believe you. In fact, | don't believe asfythis.' She flicked the
IOUs with a contemptuous finger. 'If Simon had kmoyou were
going to raise any of these matters this afternbenyould have been
here in person. He thought you were coming to disdhe Craft
Company, and only that. Therefore he obviously hasguilty
conscience...'

‘A true Chalfont! Your grandfather had no conscesether. It's a
pity Simon hasn't inherited his strength as well.'

Joanna got to her feet. 'l think you'd better I€ave

'‘When I'm good and ready,' he retorted, makingttegt to move.
'Sit down, Joanna, and hear me out. Simon had geason for
failing to realise | was about to call in his make



She didn't want to hear any more. Her mind wasnggblanking out
with sheer incredulity. Simon gambling, she thoughth horror.
Losing thousands he didn't possess and couldrayréfthat in the
world could possibly have started him on such as®to disaster?

As if, she thought, | didn't know.

She lifted her head and stared at their enemyd$itegher voice, she
asked, 'What good reason?'

'l promised I'd give him time, so he assumed hesaés.'
‘And what made you change your mind?'

‘You did," he said softly. 'You came home agairgni@. And that
altered everything.'

'l fail to see why.' Her tone was defiant, but addoells were sounding
all over her nervous system.

He smiled at her. 'Oh, no, beauty, you haven't poatr a memory.
You put yourself temporarily out of reach when yoarried Martin
Bentham, but that's all. And that's over. Yoti knéwhe day of the
poor bastard's funeral. Was that why you fled e&3kates?'

She drew a sharp, painful breath. 'How dare you?'

'| dare quite easily," he said. 'After all, I'veitgd longer for you than
for anything else in my life, Joanna, and, frankip, beginning to run
out of patience.’

‘How unfortunate for you.' She invested her voicth all the scorn
she could muster. '‘But I'm afraid you're destireedd on waiting for
a very long time. For eternity, in fact.'



Cal shook his head. 'No, sweetheart. You're nakihg clearly.' He

pointed to the IOUs on the table between them.y@ds so rightly

said, these should have remained a private matteselen Simon and
myself. But in a war you use whatever weapons aadable, if you

want to win. And | intend nothing less than totatory.'

Joanna's hands clenched into fists. 'I'll see pdwell --'

'‘And we'll both see your brother in the bankruptmyurt,’ he
interrupted harshly. 'I'll do it if | have to, Jos) and there isn't a soul
in the world who would blame me. He's behaved #ikacompetent
in his business life, and a reckless fool privatéte should be
stopped sharply and permanently before he dragsetimand
everyone involved with him, any deeper into theemir

He paused. 'On the other hand, the threat of itmagnough to shock
him to his senses, and impending fatherhood may kae there.'

‘What do you care?' she asked bitterly. "You hepesh him into this
mess. You've used him and manipulated him all albwegline for
your own disgusting purposes...'

His mouth twisted. 'Have 1? Then the more fool Sirfar letting me,
wouldn't you say?'

'He's no match for you—he never was. He didn‘igseathat he was
getting into.'

Cal tutted. "You mean you didn't try to warn him@Hvery remiss of
you!'

'Of course | tried," she said with angry wearinéBat he wouldn't
listen, and it was too late anyway. He'd alreadgdea the Craft
Company to you on a platter, the naive, trustingticdHe thought
your offer of help meant that the feud between as awer.’



'‘And so it will be soon,' he said softly. 'Everyong righted, every
debt paid in full. The wheel come full circle. Aryesatisfying state of
affairs.'

‘You're unbelievable!" Her voice shook. 'How caesth old quarrels
still matter after all this time?'

He smiled. 'My grandfather always said revengeawdish best eaten
cold.’

'l find that a nauseating idea.’

'Is that going to be your new refuge—self- rightemess?' He
sounded amused. 'It won't cut any ice with me.'

'I'm sure it won't." She put up a hand in a rewggyi nervous gesture,
and smoothed her hair back over her ear. 'l supposee here to
discuss your terms. | can't say when Simon wilhbailable --'

'He doesn't need to be.' The grey eyes glintedt Uygra 'As you're
already well aware, the settlement | have in mmgblves just the
two of us—you and me. And | suggest, once agaat ytbu sit down.'

She said thickly, 'l prefer to stand. Say what lzaue to say, and go.'

He shrugged, and rose to his feet in one lithetrotbed movement.
Like some jungle animal, she thought, flinching amdly, flexing
itself before the Kkill.

'l told you my terms two years ago, Joanna. Thexehachanged. |
want you.' He looked at her levelly. 'Come to md #h write off
Simon's personal obligations to me, and his bofrlead.'

Joanna stood rigidly, feeling the colour drain oluiher face. It was
like standing in the dock, she thought dazedly,wing you were
innocent, but hearing a life sentence pronouncstlthe same. She



wanted to scream aloud, to hit out in anger andls&n, but a small,
cold inner voice warned her to keep cool—keep mafkikeep
bargaining.

She lifted her chin. 'What about this house—our &®nbo you
intend to take that too?'

'‘Originally, yes,” he said. 'But if you behave witl
sufficient—er—generosity to me, | might be prepatednatch it,
and leave it in Chalfont hands for your fathefstiime at least.' He
smiled at her sardonically. 'lts fate rests entiveith you, beauty.'

She bit her lip, her whole being cringing from thwplications in his
words. 'And the Craft Company? Will you leave talaine too?'

'l think you're beginning to overestimate the praéeyour charms,'
Cal Blackstone said drily. ‘No, my investment ie thraft Company
stays—as insurance, if you like, for your conthgugood behaviour.'

Joanna closed her eyes for a moment. She saidyevieslppose
there's no point in appealing to your better nat&keminding you
that there are normal standards of decency.’

‘Tell me about it,' he said laconically. He glancgdat the portrait
over the fireplace and his expression hardenedleas$t I'm not
evicting you without notice, throwing you on to thteeet.’

'‘And if | tell you that | do have standards—thdtalve my pride and
my self-respect? And that I'd rather starve indb#er than accept
any part of your revolting terms?’

He shrugged again. 'Then that can be quite easibnged,’ he
returned. 'The choice is yours. But | strongly adwou to think my
offer over. You've got twenty-four hours.'



'l don't need twenty-four seconds,' she said ditingou can do your
worst, Mr Blackstone, and go to hell"

'l shall probably end there, Mrs Bentham,' he $aalcourteously.
‘But first | mean to order that independent auditentioned into the
Craft Company's accounts.' He paused. 'Simon méyine himself

facing more than a bankruptcy court. How will thea@ont pride
cope with that, | wonder?'

'l don't believe you. He wouldn't do such a thitfetr voice shook
with the force of her conviction.

'‘Ask him,"' he said. 'Some time' during the nextrydour hours.
Then call me with your final answer.'

‘You've had all the answer you're getting, you dratst she said. 'I'll
see you damned before | do what you want!'

He gave her a sardonic look, as he retrieved tlperpafrom the
coffee-table and slipped them back into his pocketmn't count on it,
beauty. | promise one thing—when you do call, | iveay that I told
you so.'

Knuckles pressed to her mouth, Joanna stood lkatae as he made
his way across the room to the door. As it closgdrixd him, she bent
and snatched up a cut glass posy bowl, hurlingtit all the force of
her arm at the solid panels.

‘The swine!" she sobbed, as it shattered. 'Oh, &w®dunutterable
bloody swine!'

She was like a cat on hot bricks for the rest ef day waiting for
Simon to return. It took all her self- control rtotdrive over to the
nursing home and confront him there. She was steaipted, too, to



drive over to the Craft Company and do her own gpetck of the
books.

But she discarded the idea. Such action would ldbdo provoke
just the kind of comment she wanted to avoid. Anly the remotest
chance, there was something even slightly amiS$e caught at
herself. That was the kind of poisonous reptile Blakckstone was,
she raged inwardly. Sowing discord and distrustreder he went.

She couldn't deny that Simon had been all kinda @dol, but she
couldn't believe he was also a thief. She wouldglieve it.

‘There's got to be some way out of this mess $altealoud, through
gritted teeth, as she paced the length and breadththe
drawing-room. 'There's got to be. Together weitiklof something.
We have to!

She swallowed convulsively as that same small vaicker head

reminded her of the sheer magnitude of what wasatbning them
all. The loss of their home, the destruction ofrthemaining business
venture, and personal disgrace for Simon—and althat worst

possible time, if there was ever a good time fahghings to happen,
she acknowledged wryly.

It was no good telling herself that it was all Smsoown fault, and
he'd have to find some remedy himself. She coulkelave him to sink
if she could help him to swim. But she couldn'trgee herself
either.

Cal Blackstone's words rang like hammer blows msidr brain. 'l
want you. Come to me..."

He's just offered me the ultimate insult, she tdldrself, by
presuming I'd even consider such a degrading stiggesHe's
misjudged me completely.



Yet he'd summed up some of her past reactions @igturbing
accuracy, she recalled unwillingly. His commentsuwher marriage
to Martin had been too close to the mark for comfor

She shivered. What was she saying? She'd lovedriaftcourse
she had. He'd been sweet and safethack,and she'd thought that
was enough. She'd convinced herself that it was.

Only it wasn't, she thought wretchedly. How coulde? And it was
disaster for both of us.

On the day of his funeral, she'd stood in the shialik churchyard in
the conventional black dress of the widow, feelidigained of

emotion, totally objective, as if all this tragedsere happening to
some other person. She could even remember beangfth that the

demure veiling on her equally conventional hat eated the fact
that she was completely tearless.

Then she'd looked up and seen Cal Blackstone gtatimer. He'd
been standing on the edge of thesmall crowd of meysr but his
head wasn't bent in grief or common respect. THed been
bitterness i'a the look he sent her, and condeomadind overlying
all a kind of grim triumph.

Don't think I've given up, his glance had told hEnis marriage of
yours was just an obstacle which has now been rechcdnd now
I'm coming after you again.

The knowledge of it had been like a blow, knoclkatighe breath out
of her body. Involuntarily, instinctively, she'ken a step backwards
in instant negation, her foot stumbling on a tuksufcearth.

'‘Be careful, my dear!" Her father had insisted dteraing the
ceremony with her, standing bareheaded at heirsithe windswept
graveyard, and she'd snatched at his arm for corafm support as



she'd done when she was a small girl, and a créye¢ong boys had
thrown earth and stones at their car.

Oh, I will, she'd promised herself silently. Idke more care than I've
ever done in my whole life.

Aunt Vinnie's letter offering her sanctuary had rpelke Martin's
proposal of marriage, a godsend, a lifeline, arsddsbnatched at that
too, telling herself that Cal Blackstone would ewatly resign
himself to the fact that she was gone, and abahdarazy obsession
about her.

He wasn't really serious about it, she'd assureselieover and over
again. For heaven's sake, he was never short ofaldéen
companionship, so he wasn't exactly single-mindeighis pursuit
of her, if she could call it that. He didn't chdssr, yet he always
seemed to be there, like a dark shadow on the edger world, a
winter storm threatening the brightness of herzwori

If she went away, and stayed away, with luck he‘ddt her, and get
safely married to one of the many willing ladiesdseorted. Time
and distance would solve everything. That was vehatd thought.
That was how she'd reassured herself.

But how wrong was it possible to be? Joanna thobgiadingly, as

she paced restlessly up and down. Cal Blackstoda'thmist been

making mischief and trying to alarm her, as shetdetly hoped and
prayed. He'd meant every word, and that warning hedd sent her at
Martin's funeral had been nothing less than a st@daration of

intent.

And typical of his appallingly tasteless behavialre thought with a
fastidious shudder, then paused, a hysterical leublbl laughter
welling up inside her.



Why the hell was she worrying about something iag@tras the way
he'd treated her as a widow in mourning, when hes waw
threatening her and her entire family with totaifliation and ruin?

While she'd thought herself safe in the States, Blatkstone had
been busy ensnaring Simon in a web of financiakeddpncy, both
personal and professional. Then he'd sat back akdy like the
spider, for the unsuspecting fly to return...

But that was defeatist talk, she told herself ifix seproach. After all,
if the fly struggled hard enough, even the strohgesb could be
broken.

She was halfway through a dinner she had no irteresting when
Simon eventually came in. He looked tired and amjand for a
moment she was tempted to leave him in the peacsohdearly
needed at least until the morning.

She let him talk for a while about Fiona and tHsola pains which
had so unaccountably subsided while he ate his. meal

Then she said quietly, 'Don't you want to know wihappened this
afternoon?’

He shrugged, his face adopting a faintly martyregression. 'l

suppose so. To be honest, Jo, although his Iéttewtme when it
arrived, I've been thinking about it while I've bdeanging around at
the nursing home, and, frankly, | don't know whhttlae fuss is

about. Things at work are picking up slowly. Hg#t his money
back, and he'll just have to be patient, that'sl &lbpe you told him

So.'

She picked up the coffee-pot and filled two cupshwnfinite care.



'l didn't actually get the chance,' she said. 'lda'ticome here to talk
about work. It was your other debts he was conckwith. The ones
you ran up at the casino, and the race-track.’

She watched him go white. There was a long, pasiliethce. Then he
said very rapidly, 'He told you that, but he hadigat. He said there
was no hurry. He knew I'd pay it all off if he jugve me time.'

'‘How?' She looked at Simon's guilty, miserableefand knew that
the question was unanswerable.

She nerved herself to go on. 'He—he did mentiorCiiadét Company
in one context. He talked about the books—the atisou’

'‘What about them?' Simon's gaze was fixed on thishgal dining
table.

'He said something about an independent auditfindboaaid, and
stopped appalled as Simon's cup dropped from hisl, hspilling
coffee everywhere.

'‘Can he do that?' The blue eyes were scared, imgld€an he, Jo?'

'Is there some reason why he shouldn't?' Shettrigpeak evenly, but
her voice trembled as she realised she had to ta@®me to terms
with the unthinkable.

He didn't reply, just picked up his table napkinl #@gan blotting up
the coffee as if it were the most important thinghe world.

She said, 'lt's true, then. There's money missimgy] you're
responsible.'

'‘Whose bloody company is it anyway?' he said, dme tmutinous,
defensive.



‘Not yours to that extent. Simon, are you crazy?'

'l had to do something. Fiona was miserable, aedee a break. She
had her heart set on St Lucia. She's never knovet Mvis to be short
of cash—she doesn't understand.'

Joanna closed her eyes for a moment, trying toalis Fiona's
reaction to the news that her husband had made blaakrupt and
homeless. But her imagination balked at the veeg.id

'‘Go on,' she said, with infinite weariness. 'So gmbezzled money
from the Craft Company to take Fiona on an expenisoliday.'

'l did not embezzle it!" Simon's face was flusheaviwith anger. 'l
borrowed it.'

'‘With Philip's knowledge and permission?’

'l didn't think it was necessary to mention it imhAfter all, it was
only a couple of thousand or so on temporary lb&iily intended to
pay it back. One damned good win at blackjack vildsn@eded.’

'‘But you didn't win.'

'‘No, | started losing really badly. | kept tellingyself my luck would
change, but it didn't. It just kept getting worse.'

‘Then why on earth didn't you stop?'
'l couldn't,’ he said simply. 'l had to go on tyito win.'

Joanna ran the tip of her tongue round her dry lipisl you borrow
any more money?' she asked carefully.

'‘Some," he muttered. 'lI'd have been all right—Ivknowould—if
bloody Blackstone hadn't barred me from the cadttmw the hell



was | supposed to recoup my losses if | wasn'iaitbto play?' He
gave her a petulant look. 'l still don't see whydwend it necessary to
drag you into all this. | thought we had a gentlalm@greement about
it.

'Cal Blackstone,' she said quietly, 'is no gentieniall me, Si, and |
want the truth—is there any hope that you'll beedblrepay at least
the—Iloan from the firm?’

There was a pause, then he shook his head. 'l Pailip and | are
both drawing minimum salaries at the moment. Anel lfad so much
extra expense with the baby coming. The nursingehtees cost a
fortune for a start.' His expression became alariBéackstone won't
really insist on this audit, will he? | mean—I caxplain to old Phil,
and I'm sure he'd understand, but I'd rather not.'

Joanna murmured something non-committal, but in Heart she
wasn't at all convinced that old Phil would be gt amenable to the
news that some of their slender profits had bdegally squandered
on gambling, and vacations in the West Indies.

'So what does Blackstone want?' Simon demandeelappsively.

Joanna hesitated. 'I'm not altogether sure,"' sheapcated. 'Now that
I know his—allegations are true, | have to get backim—work
something out.’

'Oh, goody.' Simon's voice was heavily sarcadtdidh't realise that
you two were so much in each other's confidencetefday you
couldn't stand the sound of his name. Today yogbteyour heads
together, deciding what to do for the best aboudrpnisguided
Simon. Does he get his knuckles rapped, or justistathe corner?'

Joanna bit her lip. "That kind of attitude doebelp.'



'‘And having my private affairs chewed over behing Ipack isn't
totally acceptable either,' Simon retorted furigusfou should have
refused to listen— referred him straight to metead of meddling in
what doesn't concern you.'

Joanna held on to her temper with an effort. 'ii'y® charged with
embezzlement, it will concern me very closely,' shal evenly. It
will concern us all. And imagine the effect it cdulave on Daddy.'

'Oh, yes, let's." Simon's face was stony. 'Lookergwme, Simon's
been a naughty boy. And Joanna's the blue-eyedvhols going to
put everything right. Well, bloody good luck to yode glared at her.
'‘What a pity you didn't stay here and pitch in aftéartin died,
instead of swanning off to the States. Things mightve been
different then.' He scraped his chair back and.r8segoing back to
the nursing home to stay with Fiona. Have your Heytel conference
with Blackstone, sister dear, and get everythintgslo Feel free to let
me know some time what's been decided for me.’

He went out, banging the door behind him, and s#€dater she
heard the front door slam too, and his car stadngdrive away.

Joanna leaned back in her chair, trembling a.liBhe knew Simon of
old. Once offended, he would sulk unreasonablydi@ys, and she
wouldn't be able to get a sensible word out of him.

He would come round eventually, she thought, bet dildn't have
that kind of time. All she had was twenty-four heuand they were
fast running out.

Even after Martin's accident, she had never felthstpless, so
alone—so vulnerable.

She thought, What am | going to do? And, fiercépat can | do?



But she knew the answer to that, only too well. rigtreng she held
dear in this world was in danger, and she, uniquedid the key to its
salvation.

This, she thought, is how an animal must feel wihentrap closes
round it.

She sat for a long time, gazing, with dead eyds,space. Then, her
mind made up, she went into the hall, lifted thegkone receiver,
and began, slowly, to dial.



CHAPTER THREE

DowN by the reservoir, there was a breeze blowing ludf water.
Joanna lifted her face to it gratefully as shellgdoalong the path
towards the dam. The car journey had seemed gtithat that might
have been because she was so nervous.

She took a deep breath, then stood for a momernthwg the
manoeuvres of the solitary sailing dinghy usingdparkling expanse
of water. At the weekends, the water was alive mitliti-coloured
sails, but on a mid-week afternoon privacy was alngoiaranteed.

She glanced edgily at her watch. She'd arrived/eand there was
still a short while to go before their meeting.

Cal Blackstone had raised no objection, the prevmeening, when
she had haltingly suggested the reservoir as aerods. She
couldn't explain even now why she'd felt so dedpamface him on
neutral territory, in the open air, away from tlmaftnes of Chalfont
House.

She'd tried to work out in advance what she wasgytm say. In fact
she'd spent an entire sleepless night trying asdadiling various
approaches to the subject. But nothing seemed right

But then how could it? Joanna could almost believen now, that
this was simply a particularly vivid nightmare frammich she would
soon thankfully waken. Maybe she should just rdise hands in
surrender and say, "You win," she thought, grintacin

She retied the sleeves of the turquoise sweatevabevearing slung
across her shoulders more securely, and resumesdier

She'd spent the morning with her father, who waginigawhat
Gresham called 'one of his far-off days'. He'd bsiting in his
wheelchair beside the open window, with an old ph@ph album



on his knees, slowly turning the pages as if thelg the answer to
some mystery he was desperate to solve. Joannsahaeside him,
trying to take an interest in the faded prints.eAfll, these picnics,
carriage outings and stiltedly posed groups cartstita large part of
the Chalfont family history, she'd thought, so &sna pity there were
SO0 many missing, and that so few of the othersdesh captioned
with names. Her grandfather was instantly recodpiésaof course,
and she'd supposed the rather downtrodden womadeblesn in
some of the photos was her grandmother, but whe'd shentioned
this to her father he'd stared at her vaguely,sad, 'Joanna. That
was her name—Joanna.’

And as she'd been named after her, that was sargdtis daughter
knew already.

She'd looked wistfully around the room, filled witier father's
favourite pieces of furniture. His desk from thedst, a high-backed
armchair beside the fireplace, the pipe rack Sihmmch made for him
at school” they were all there. Anything that milgélp him retain his
precarious hold on reality. The walls were hundhvhis best-loved
paintings too, and his collection of books waseddan a revolving
bookcase close to his chair.

Not that he read much these days, she thougHingtd sigh. His

concentration span was too erratic for that. Gneshead to him,

mostly from the newspapers, and Joanna had alea fat since her
return, using mainly short pieces from anthologeas] poems that
she knew he liked. Sometimes he seemed to remeimitemost of

the time he didn't. She wondered sadly if he wdaldet her too once
she no longer lived at Chalfont House.

'‘Planning to throw yourself in, Joanna?"



She started violently. She'd been so deep in haries she hadn't
been aware of Cal Blackstone's approach, until & standing right
beside her.

'I'm not the suicidal type,' she said, recoverirgshlf swiftly. 'But |
might make a good murderess."'

‘That explains your choice of meeting-place, nokbdouHe looked

around him with appreciation. 'Perhaps | shouldnwau that I'm a
strong swimmer.' He perched on the guard-rail sgpay the path
from the water, and looked at her. She returnegduze unwillingly.

He was casually dressed today in cream trousetshtigged his

strong thighs and long, muscular legs, and a sleetved navy shirt,
open at the neck. His chest and forearms were dammel shadowed
with dark hair. She was sharply and disturbinglyaeewof his strong
male physicality. Hurriedly she looked past hintite water.

'‘And also there's a witness." She pointed to thmghdi and its
occupant.

'So it will have to be ground glass in my porriddeer all.'

She winced inwardly at this passing reference &f#ct that they
would soon be having breakfast together. God, leutvhs sure of
himself, she thought bitterly.

'l presume you've talked to Simon,' Cal went on.

'Yes.' She paused. 'It seems you were right. Bubit't be necessary
to do an audit. I've decided to make up the defigiself with some
money |— happen to have.'

'He doesn't deserve that.'

'He's my brother," Joanna said shortly. She gaweahstraight look.
'‘Now that I'm back in Northwaite for good, I'm piamng to get work



of some kind. | want to know if you'll allow me t@ay off his
gambling debts out of my salary as and when | ¢amchit.'

'You'd actually be prepared to do that?'

‘Yes, | would," she said. 'Simon's weak, and hesnba fool—I
acknowledge that. But if you go ahead with youe#tiand make him
bankrupt, then Fiona will leave him, and, altholigbn't care for her
very much, he'll have lost everything in the wdHdt he loves.'

‘My offer stands,' he said softly. 'It is not ogemegotiation. But then
you knew that already, didn't you?"

'l hoped,' she said, 'that some last-minute sgsiof decency might
prevail with you.'

'I've always found them an unnecessary luxurysaieé calmly. 'Stop
beating about the bush, Joanna. Do you accept fay afnot?’

In the folds of her cream dress, her hands weledaito fists, the
nails scoring the soft flesh of her palms. She émbgast him at the
encircling hills, patterned by sunlight and cloud.

'l must,' she said. 'l won't let your sick plangek Simon's marriage.'
'‘He'd probably be better off without the silly Intc
'Or lose him his unborn child.’

Cal Blackstone's smile was satirical. ‘A boy torgan the Chalfont
name?'

'‘Perhaps.’

‘How very dynastic.'



'Isn't that what all men want?'

He shrugged. 'I'm unable to speak for the worldrgie. For myself, |
have no immediate plans to make you pregnant,aiffhwhat you
want to know.'

Joanna was aware of a ridiculous urge to blushpléased to hear it.'
She made her voice as offhand as possible. 'Faettued, what are
your immediate plans?’

He looked meditatively down at the water. 'l thougle might have
dinner together this evening.' He paused. 'Folloveédcourse, by
breakfast tomorrow morning.'

It was no more than she'd expected, and exactly sWtead feared.
Dry-throated, she said, "You—don't waste any tidoeyou?"

'I've wasted far too much already.' He looked he&robrows raised.
'‘Don't look so stricken, Mrs Bentham. You've beearmed, and
survived. You know what happens.'

She made herself stare back at him. 'ls that aogedp Mr
Blackstone?'

He grinned. 'Not at all. I'm not the marrying kind.

'‘And how long is this—informal arrangement destinedast?' she
asked with icy scorn.

‘Until | decide to call a halt.' His eyes lingered the thrust of her
breasts under her thin dress, as intimately asessaDon't hope for
any miracles.'

'l hope for nothing from you.'



His smile widened insolently. 'Now that's carrypegssimism too far.'
He paused, watching the colour flood into her fdahall expect you
to join me at the country club at eight this everiine went on. ‘And
don't make me come and fetch you, because thatveouioy me.'

'I'm shivering in my shoes,' she flung at him, dus with herself for
blushing.

'‘No, lass, not you." He swung himself off the raiisting off his
trousers. 'You're not a weakling like Simon. Yowrehip off the old
block. Taming you, Joanna Chalfont, is going t@aIpeivilege as well
as a pleasure.’

‘You're disgusting, Callum Blackstone!" She heldsad very
straight. 'l loathe and despise you, and | alwayls w

He laughed, running a hatefully casual finger dalkancurve of her
warm cheek. 'Tell me that again in the morning said, and walked
away from her up the path towards the car park.

Joanna was suddenly aware that her breathing whsarasd as if
she'd been taking part in some marathon race,ratcer legs had
turned to jelly, but she made herself stand tharemoving and
defiant, until his car started up, and turned otih&road above.

She saw him lower the window and lean out, liftmg hand in a
mocking salute.

‘Until tonight." The words came to her faintly, angére instantly
picked up by the crowding hills, and echoed badk wisagreeable
triumph, and all too distinctly. Until tonight—uhtonight...

With a little sob, Joanna pressed her hands ovezdrs, and began to
stumble up the path towards her own vehicle.

Damn him, she thought violently. Damn him for daéraity!



Joanna's watch said eight o'clock precisely asvsitieed up the steps
and through the revolving door into the foyer ¢ ttountry club.

The dark, pretty receptionist gave her a welcommge. '‘Can | help
you, madam?'

| wish you could, Joanna thought. Aloud, she s&id Blackstone is
expecting me.'

The girl discreetly consulted a clipboard underlih@ad mahogany
desk. 'Oh, yes, Mrs Bentham. If you'd like to leawr wrap,

Gregory our head waiter will take you to Mr Blackst's table in the
restaurant. Mr Blackstone is waiting for a telephaall from the

States, and will join you as soon as possible.’

Joanna surrendered the fringed embroidered shamvals wearing
over her black dress, and followed a deferentia@g@ry through a
luxuriously fitted cocktail bar to the dining-roobeyond. It was an
elegant room, its lavishly decorated ceiling supgbrby gilded
pillars, and with french windows running the lengthone wall.
Although it was still relatively early, more thaalhthe tables were
already occupied, many of them by people Joanna ksige realised
with embarrassment. She was aware of a battentefested glances
as Gregory conducted her with some ceremony tbla &t for two
and discreetly placed in a corner of the room, Wwihicturn was half
screened by a trellis of climbing plants.

The first thing she saw was the bottle of champagaiéng on ice.
The second was the perfect crimson rose just begrto unfurl its
petals in the centre of the table. Her lips tigbteangrily.

‘May | get you a drink, madam?' Gregory asked ascléed her.

‘Perrier water, please, with a twist of lemon.’



She was glad that the table was comparatively f@iNaut knew that
the damage had already been done, and quite dakbertoo.

Everyone in the restaurant would know that this tesfirst time

she'd ever set foot in the country club, just a$ Blackstone

intended. They would also know this was his privatde she was
sitting at, and be putting two and two togetheratdve at some
amazing totals. The gossip and rumour would spoedadrom the

Northwaite valley like the ripples from a stonemlved into a pool of
water, she thought contemptuously.

What none of them would actually guess was thé& ti8écause that
defied belief.

Her drink arrived and she sipped it, glaring atthampagne and the
rose. How dared he? How dared he treat this awéne some kind of
love tryst, a cause for celebration, instead of thie, sordid
assignation that it really was?

She wished she had the guts to cause another isansgithrowing
the whole shooting match through the nearest window then
marching out. But she knew that Cal Blackstone wdug totally
unamused by such behaviour, and that any retributtould be
visited on Simon, not on herself. | can't risk tisite thought.

She'd hoped to see Simon when he came home frok) tnatr he'd
eaten an early dinner and departed for the nufsomye while she
was upstairs dressing. Clearly he was still incigamd huff.

She had left a message with Gresham that she wag tbe out
overnight, staying at a friend's, and no one wasdoy, then fled to
her car before Nanny could find her and start pgthier through the
usual inquisition. If she lied, Nanny would knowatce. Yet how
could she tell her the truth? In Nanny's book, whpeople courted in
a respectable manner, and did not share a roafldee a bed, before



the wedding ceremony, even in the nineteen nineli@gnna's fall
from grace would be roundly and endlessly condemned

She sighed inwardly. At best, she was only postppmi series of
awkward confrontations which would become inevigabihen talk
got back to Chalfont House. She would obviouslyeh®mon to
explain to as well. And no doubt Fiona and her thasother would
have their say in addition.

There was a sudden stir in the restaurant, andansthking heart she
knew that Cal was on his way. Her fingers tighteaelingly around
the tumbler.

‘Darling, can you forgive me? My call from the &&tvas delayed.'

She looked up, saw Gregory hovering attentivelyisshoulder and
forced a poor imitation of a smile. 'lt doesn't teatl've been well
looked after.'

'You must be starving.' Cal sat down, signalling meenus to be
brought. 'What would you like to eat?'

The beautiful copperplate handwriting seemed to cear
meaninglessly before her eyes. Her throat wasrgosp suddenly,
and she was trembling all over. She put the memndo

'l can't go through with this," she said hoarsely.
'‘Come now, beauty, my chef isn't that bad.’

‘This is not a joke." She pounded a desperat®righe immaculate
tablecloth. 'It is not funny!

'‘No,' he said. He was still smiling, but his eyesaviike chips of ice.
'Itisn't. We have a bargain, Mrs Bentham, and byl ¢ou're going to



keep your side of it. Or does Brother Simon's welfzo longer seem
SO important to you?'

‘You know it does. But there must be some other. Wapu—you
can't want me like this—hating you.'

"You spent six months of your life sleeping witman you didn't give
a damn about." Cal shrugged a shoulder. 'At leasedh implies
passion—of a sort. | prefer that to indifference.’

'‘How dare you?' Joanna's violet eyes flared. "Yioavknothing about
my relationship with Martin. You're not fit to meéon his name!

'‘Don't be silly," he said wearily. 'l was at schaath him. And you
and | both know perfectly well why you married hasiyou did. They
say "Marry in haste, repent at leisure", don't theéyell, you've done
your penance, Joanna. Now you can start to livendga

'‘With you?' she threw at him bitterly.
'‘With no one else,' he said. 'And you'd betterdwelithat.'
'If you take me, it will be rape.’

He studied her flushed, pleading face for a longneat, his firm lips
smiling faintly.

'‘No,' he said at last, 'it won't. | promise youttld@anna.'
‘What else can it be, when the very thought of yauseates me?'

‘Then stop thinking,' he said. 'Have something dbiestead, and
you'll start to feel better. | can recommend the@aole.’

"It would choke me.'



'l wouldn't blame it," he said drily. He put hismuedown. '‘Go hungry,
then, if you feel you're making some valid morainpol intend to
have clear soup, and the fillet steak, fare. I'ne you can make some
capital out of that.'

When Gregory came for their order,- Joanna saidyctinat she
would have melon and Dover sole. She didn't lookCalt but the
expected sarcastic comment did not come.

She watched in hostile silence as the champagnepeased.

When the wine waiter departed, she said coldlyh#se supposed to
be something to celebrate?’

‘That might be pushing it, | agree,’ he said, hisutih twisting.
‘Although we could always drink to the final burginf the hatchet
between us.' He gave her inimical expression aquakglance. 'No?
Then let's regard this more in the nature of adaua beginning.' He
lifted his glass in a toast. 'To our better underding, Joanna. We'll
leave it at that.'

She hesitated, then took a reluctant sip.
'‘Bravo,' he said silkily. 'l know what that muswkacost you.'

The meal when it came was excellent. Cal chattedyean purely
non-personal topics while they ate, or while Jogoumshed her food
round the plate in a pretence of eating, and retirmonosyllabic
responses when required. How could he behave soatigr she
wondered, seething, as if this were just any s@aehsion?

'‘Would you like some dessert?' he asked as the vedd cleared.
She shook her head. 'Just coffee, please.’

‘Then we'll have that upstairs,' he said. 'l madg/ good coffee.’



It was too late to do an about-face and demandsweet trolley.
Joanna crumpled her napkin and got slowly to het: fe

There was a lift, marked 'Private'. He usheredriterit, and pressed
the button. She leaned against the metal wallinfgether heart
fluttering against her rib- cage, as the lift radletoo swiftly. The

palms of her hands felt clammy, but he might noticghe tried to

wipe them on her skirt.

The lift stopped and the doors slid open. She eateed walked
across a carpeted passage to an imposing pairubieddoors. He
unlocked them and stood aside to allow her to gledem into the
room.

It was huge, with tall Georgian windows looking erds the western
evening sky. The heavy cream brocade curtains wedeawn, to
admit the last vestiges of daylight, but the larhpsl been lit and
glowed softly on tables and in alcoves. The funmgh, she saw,
were comfortable without being ostentatious, araditional in
concept rather than trendy. It was neither vulgamnouveau richeas
she'd half expected, and she didn't know whethbetglad or sorry.

'Sit down.' Cal gestured towards one of the deepghioned sofas.
'‘And I'll see to the coffee.' He pointed to a dédhat's the kitchen.'
He paused. 'And the bedroom and bathroom are bees.t

Joanna deliberately avoided looking in the directimdicated.
'‘Everything opens out of this room?' she asketkdty.

He nodded. 'l had the whole of the first floorlutwing remodelled,
and simplified. When I'm at home and relaxing, h'tlavant to have
to walk down a lot of unnecessary passages to nwhahl need.'

Joanna had too often bewailed the Victorian incoremces of
Chalfont House to argue with that.



She sat rigidly on the edge of the sofa, listerimghim moving
around the kitchen, the chink of crockery, the sbaha percolator.
The aroma of coffee drifted persuasively into themn.

In the deepening velvet sky beyond the windowsrsstaere
beginning to appear, and she could hear music, almdvdreamy,
emanating from some other part of the building.

She was surrounded by all the elements of a romaayil, she

thought helplessly, yet in reality she was beingjetted to the
crudest form of blackmail. He couldn't really méashe told herself.
He was stringing her along, playing a cruel joke.Had to be. Didn't
he?

'Revenge,' he'd said. 'A dish best eaten cold.joKe in that, she
thought, and a long aching shiver ran through her.

He returned with the tray, which he set down oaldetin front of the
sofa.

‘Cream and sugar?' he asked.

‘Just cream, please,' said Joanna, staring dowheatarpet. She
accepted the cup he handed her, and swallowed sbthe strong,
powerful brew. It seemed to put heart into her—ieegher the
courage to make one last appeal to him.

She put the cup down, and said, 'Tell me somethiugy-are you
doing this?'

For a moment he said nothing, and she went ondalyri‘l mean,
you don't need to—to force women to be with youwbg me?'

'‘Because you've been a thorn in my flesh for towland for too
many reasons,' he said quietly. 'And because | kihaivl wouldn't
have got within a mile of you in any other way.' $feiled with a kind



of reminiscent bitterness. 'Every time | met youaialy, you used to
look at me as if | were the worst kind of dirt. Yeseemed to be
encased in ice, always at a distance, even whemvgoeal a little girl.
You were either away at school, or shut up in thgtbarracks of a
house.' He paused, his mouth twisting slightly. ridmg round in
your father's car like a little princess.’

'I remember that well," she said savagely. 'l reb@mmihose yobs
throwing stones at us, while you egged them on.’

She'd been so frightened. She'd cowered in the $sakbeside her
father, holding his arm, listening to the jeeringlaatcalls and the
thudding of missiles against the side of the car.

'‘Who are they, Daddy?' she'd wailed.

‘They're local scum, my pet, not worth your notic&nthony
Chalfont had said scornfully. 'Sit up, Joanna, sinow them you're
not afraid. Harris, hurry up and get us out of Here

She'd been scared half to death, but she'd obeyrdifting her chin
and staring disdainfully at the gang of youthdatgide of the road. It
was then she'd seen him.

He was taller than any of the others, and standifitjle way apart.
He was wearing the same anonymous jeans and swgatdhere
was something about him that told her that he wfésreint. That he
was the leader, and always would be.

He was smiling, openly enjoying their discomfituas,the chauffeur,
cursing under his breath, edged the big car aloegarrow street. He
saw Joanna and laughed out loud, pointing at het,calling out
something to the others.

Thick mud splattered the window beside her, anchdaaried out
and jerked away.



'It's all right, sweetie,' her father said gendly the car gathered spee
out of Northwaite. 'They've gone.'

‘They're vile!" she said passionately, looking fe¢ tmud dripping
down the window. 'They've spoiled our car. And thigtboy was the
worst. He was laughing, making them do it. Who iva®'Her father's
mouth compressed. 'l've no idea, Joanna,' he spiidssively. 'l can't
be expected to know the identity of louts from shems.’

Some instinct told her that he was not telling therwhole truth, but
now was not the time to pursue it. Instead, shedeelbHarris while
he was cleaning the motor which was his pride agd |

'Is the car going to be all right, Harris?'
'‘Reckon it will, Miss Jo. No great harm done.'

‘That's good.' She stood watching him polishingctimeme. "Why did
they do it, do you suppose? We didn't even knowthe

Harris shrugged. 'Times are hard just now, Missadd, tempers run
high sometimes.'

'Oh." Joanna wasn't sure what he meant, but thase semething
more important she wanted to ask. 'Harris—that bthe-ene who
was making the others throw stones at us. Who wasMy father
said he didn't know."'

'‘Happen he didn't recognise him, Miss Jo," Haraisl $aconically.
'He's been away to school and grown a fair bitesywur father last
laid eyes on him." He snorted. 'That was Cal Blexies, that was.'

Now, nearly fifteen years on, Cal Blackstone samlvhingly, 'If
you're going to remember things like that, rementibem right. They
weren't throwing stones, you little idiot, just dfoof earth, and the
odd empty can.’



'‘But you were encouraging that pack of hooligantheir disgusting
behaviour. Getting them to throw things at us hestause our name
was Chalfont.’

'Is that what your father told you?' His mouth &agd

contemptuously. 'Well, it figures. Let me make aheng plain,

Joanna—any mud-slinging going on wasn't my idegailgh | will

admit | did nothing to stop it until | saw how sedryou were,' he
added.

'You were directing operations—Ilaughing at us!'

'‘My God,' he said slowly, staring at her, it didke an impression on
you. Yes, | laughed. | enjoyed seeing the lordly Gfalfont on the
receiving end of some dirt for once. Do you knowovthose lads
were, by any chance? Did Daddy tell you they wheesbns of some
of the men he'd just laid off from his mill withowarning? | bet he
didn't." His voice hardened. 'They'd all lived wiimemployment
before, and they were—reacting accordingly. You o't
understand anything about that, would you, Joalvioa®? family may
not be lords of the Northwaite valley any more, yut've never had
to stand in the queue for free school meals, orrwaable sale
clothes. Or pray that the giro comes on time.'

Her face flamed. 'Don't you dare criticise my fathée did his best to
keep the mill going—to provide work. Men were laitf in other
places as well.’

He shrugged. 'But he couldn't understand that twe® changing,
or change with them. In the woollen industry, ottl¢ strong and
adaptable survive. But | don't blame him entirdgur grandfather's
Interpretation of strength was pig-headedness atyifg, so by the
time your father took over it was too late.’



'You don't need to make excuses for him or any negnab my
family,' she said bitingly.

'I'd find it hard in Simon's case, certainly.'

'You have the arrogance—the unmitigated gall to teay? Simon
wouldn't be in all this financial mess if it wergior you. You led him
into it deliberately!'

He stared at her incredulously for a moment, thestlout laughing.
'‘Now I've heard everything! Let me tell you somet})i beauty.
Where temptation's concerned, your brother needsaubng. | first
barred him from using the casino several yearshagause | could
see he was going to be trouble, and | had thenfgdliwould be
blamed for it somehow. Nor did | take him by th@d@and introduce
him to his bookmaker either. He managed that ahibyself.’

He shook his head. 'No, Joanna, if you think Sisignbblems are
down to some deep Machiavellian plotting by mernaeo to get my
hands on your delectable body, then you flatterrgeléit The

circumstances were there, and | decided to turnmthie my

advantage, that's all.'

‘All?" she said chokingly. 'My God—all!"

'‘What was | supposed to do? Ring you and ask date? You'd have
hung up on me. Send you flowers? They'd have goagmist in the

bin. Come calling on you to the house? You'd haleé whatever

servants you have left to throw me out.’

"You had another choice. You could have left maalo

'l tried that, beauty, while you were married, aviten you ran away
to America. It didn't work." He poured out some en@offee and
handed her cup to her. 'Now drink this. Can | offen a brandy?'



Joanna shook her head silently, numbly, staringndatrthe swirl of
brown liquid. Cal finished his own cup, then satkm the corner of
the sofa, watching her, his fingers laced behinsl tead. He'd
discarded his jacket and unbuttoned the waisteoatdre beneath it.
He looked relaxed, but Joanna, herself taut asledcspring, could
sense the tension emanating from him.

She made the coffee last, drinking it down to tast Idrop and

beyond, playing for time. As she leaned forwardetgace the empty
cup on the tray, Cal's hand closed round her wBist. sat motionless,
not looking at him, as his fingers stroked acrbgsdwelling mound

at the base of her thumb, then found the indemtatider soft palm,

and lingered.

It was the lightest of caresses, but she was aplgtaawvare of it as if
he'd kissed her on the mouth, or taken her br@akis hands.

To her astonishment, she could feel some of hewvonsness
beginning to ebb away under the gentleness obhisht

She had fastened her hair up into a loose knawofther head, and
he reached up and began to take out the pins, slewly and
carefully, until the whole shining mass was looséher shoulders.

‘Shake your head," he directed softly, and sheaabawtely.

Cal gave a low sigh of appreciation, twining a ldsignde strand
round his fingers and carrying it to his lips.

'You don't have it cut," he murmured. 'Not ever.'

She should have resented the proprietorial ndtesioice, but oddly
it didn't seem to matter in this strange new euhwamhich was
possessing her. This isn't me, she found herseKitly. This can't be
happening. Yet she didn't have the energy or thietovpull away
from him.



His hand slid under her hair, lifting it away frdhe nape of her neck,
and caressing the smooth skin there in a deligetelar movement.

It was her turn to sigh, arching her throat in @agure she couldn't
disguise. She felt weak, boneless, as languorcasemsll kitten. The

cushions that supported her were clouds, and skhdloaing above

them.

Cal's fingers were still continuing their deliciousassage, but
physically he seemed to have withdrawn to somet gliseance. She
stared at him, trying to focus.

'‘How do you do that?' she asked, her voice slumiftile. 'How can
you be so near, and miles away at the same time?'

'Is that how | seem?' She could tell he was smilintpink, beauty,
it's time you went to bed.'

'Yes.' She let him take her hand and draw her sistneg, to her feet.

His arm was round her, and she was glad to leamstdam as she
walked, because the carpet was so thick, she wademniger of sinking
down into it.

She was vaguely aware of another room, and a dosing behind
her. More lamplight, and a blur of rust, royal blaed gold which,
when she peered more closely from beneath her reagelids,
turned out to be an enormous bed.

‘A king-size bed.' Her voice sounded wondering tardaway. 'lI've
never seen one before. Now thabh@iveau riche.’

‘Think so?' He was laughing. 'lt's also very comeenfor times like
this.'

She felt him drawing down the long zip at the batker dress, and
couldn't lift a finger to stop him. A fate worsethdeath, she thought



dazedly. That was what they called what was hapgeta her, and
she was allowing it. Cal eased the dress from heulders, and she
felt the silky material glide down and pool rourer lfeet.

He lifted her and carried her, and she turnedhrg@rms like a child,
feeling the thud of his heart beneath her cheek.l3dd was a cloud,
too, even softer than the sofa, and she sank intgratefully,
eyelashes curling on her cheeks.

She could dimly sense his shadow, standing over Hegre was
something she had to tell him, she thought, tryingrope her way
back to awareness from her state of drifting lageit Something
important that she needed to explain, to warn hHaoug but there
were so many shadows now that she couldn't tellchviwas
his—couldn't find him.

She lifted a wavering hand, while her lips atterdpte frame his
name.

Cal, she thought, Cal. I've never called him that.

She tried desperately to speak the word, but themhis were too
strong, too powerful, and they reached for hernofielming her,
drawing her down into their midst, where she was. o



CHAPTER FOUR

JOANNA awoke from sleep slowly, like a swimmer surfadiragm the
depths of some vast and limitless sea. For a fewnents she
remained exactly where she was, supine and rglaxgoying the
warmth of the morning sunlight against her stifiden eyelids.

She could remember vague untroubled dreams thatesk® have

left her totally at peace, yet at the same timevgneaware of sounds,
ordinary in themselves—the splash of running wattr a basin, a

muted but cheerful whistling—that neverthelessoidtrced an alien
note into the normal, familiar pattern of her awakg.

She made herself open her eyes. She took one daaledat her
surroundings, and sat up with a smothered cry aswane came
flooding back, reminding her in grisly detail eXgiavhere she was,
and why.

The next thing she realised was that, apart fromdhess, hanging
neatly on the back of a convenient chair, she whéudly clad. And
under the circumstances that seemed odd, unleBl&aistone had
relented...

She turned slowly and reluctantly, and stared daevithe pillow
beside her. It bore the unmistakable impress oéadhso it was
apparent she hadn't slept alone last night.

But what on earth happened? she asked herselictiiyt She could
remember feeling sleepy, and being carried, bet &ftat—nothing.
A great, dreaming void, she realised in panic.

She threw back the quilt and swung her legs tdltloe, pausing as a
slight wave of dizziness overtook her. She putradiia her head, and
waited for it to pass. Maybe that was it, she thmufylaybe she'd
been taken ill with some virus.



She stood up gingerly. A man's robe in dark brovikalsad been

draped across the foot of the bed, presumablydoubke. She put it
on, fastening the sash with fingers that totallgk&d their usual

deftness. As she bent her head impatiently to eaftbreir obedience,
she caught the whisper of a familiar and evocasieent from the

folds of the robe. So he still used the same capghe thought, her
mind wincing from the memories it evoked.

The door on the other side of the room stood hadino Presumably
that was the bathroom, and the source of the sowlmish had
disturbed her. Moving with unwonted care, because ill felt
faintly groggy, Joanna made her way across the randthpeeped
round the door.

Cal was standing at the basin, his only coveritmneel draped round
his hips. He was busy removing lather from his chitlh long brisk
strokes of the razor.

He turned immediately, as if sensing her preses@ grinned at her
sardonically. 'Good morning,’ he said. 'l hope gpent a pleasant
night.’

He'd made his greeting deliberately ambiguous tistieght crossly,
as her face reddened involuntarily. But there wapaint in beating
about the bush. She had koow. She said, 'l don't understand
Exactly what took place?'

‘We slept.' Cal rinsed away the lingering traceslather, and
subjected the smoothness of his shave to a mingpection iff the
mirror. "You with chemical assistance, | with thenbfit of a clear
conscience.'

She gave him a look of total disbelief. 'What thell ldo you
mean—chemical assistance?"



'You were clearly in a highly nervous state.' Hplegal aftershave. 'l
decided you needed a good night's sleep, and &ddagyou to have
one.'

She went on staring at him. 'Do you actually méet you drugged
me? My God, that's the most despicable --'

‘Hardly drugged.' He replaced the cap on the bottidtershave. '‘My
secretary suffers from insomnia sometimes. Herdndlvorks on an
oil rig in the North Sea, and obviously she woraesut him. | asked
her for a couple of the sleeping-pills she used, @t them in your
coffee.’

'You've got a nerve," she said bitterly, rememlgetime cloud of
weariness which had descended on her. "They wene rike
knock-out drops!’

‘They seemed to be what you needed.' Cal ran a ¢rabgh his
thick dark hair. 'You had bags under your eyes gould have
brought coal home in," he added kindly.

‘Thank you,' said Joanna, quivering with tempesufpose it never
occurred to you that I've been under a. certain uarnof stress
lately?'

'I'm sure you're just as capable of working yodrisgb a frenzy over
nothing as any other woman,' he said, shrugging Hdaown
shoulders.

Joanna bit her lip hard, refusing to take the biagtill need to know
what happened,' she said stubbornly. 'After younpaitto sleep, did
you...?' She paused, at a loss how to phrase thergn

Cal's brows lifted. 'For a married woman, Joanna,) gan be
incredibly naive,' he said, with an edge to hiceoilf I'd made love



to you last night, don't you think your body midffave known about
it this morning?'

Her flush deepened. 'l—suppose so,' she admitiezhu
‘And I'm bloody sure of it," he said grimly.
‘Yet that's what you brought me here for.'

'l invited you for dinner, which you ate, and briet, which is on its
way up—the Continental variety. | don't like heamgals at the start
of the day.'

‘But you let me think...'

‘The worst," he supplied affably. 'Of course | didanna. | enjoyed
having you on the hook. Seeing that celebrated obgburs melt
round the edges. And all for nothing. | never hag mtention of
touching you last night.’

She said unevenly, 'You utter bastard!

'‘Don't call me names, beauty,' he said gently, naight think of one
or two for you.'

‘You can think up a whole dictionary, as far as ¢omcerned,' she
said curtly. 'I'm leaving here now, and you caml fsfomeone else to
torment with your sick games.’

‘You're going nowhere," he said. 'Except into tegtmoom, while |
dress, to wait nicely for your breakfast like a gayrl.'

'Don't treat me like a child!"

‘Then stop behaving like one. You know as well de that walking
out of here isn't part of the deal at all.'



‘You intend to go on with this—obscene farce?'

'If that's how you wish to regard it—yes. It's wiiati agreed to, after
all.’

'l didn't really think that you were serious—thatuymeant to go
through with it.'

'‘Don't lie to me, Joanna, not now or ever. You'lgags known
exactly my intentions where you're concerned. Yamly error was to
presume | was going to rush you into bed immedjateid | admit |
misled you a little.’

She didn't look at him. 'Why—didn't you—Ilast night?

'‘Because you were tense, hostile and emotionahgested,' he said
calmly. 'You were also unconscious. | prefer totvealittle longer,
and hope for better things.' He walked across tahd put a finger
under her chin, tilting her face up towards hims Moice was very
quiet. 'l have a fantasy, Joanna, which I've baesing for a long
time. You, in my arms, warm, relaxed, and quiterd&fly wanting
me as much as | want you.'

She,drew a sharp, uneven breath. 'Then you'll fmagter!'

He shook his head, holding her gaze with his. i'tdthink so. |

haven't that much patience. And | suspect, youtiitegher, beauty.
You're curious already—asking questions, and tloattsd. And, if

you're honest, it's been inevitable since the fime we saw each
other.'

‘No.'

'Oh, yes,' he said gently. 'In spite of everythimgt's happened in the
past—the antagonism, the bitterness—whenever yodu laave been



together, it's always been the same. I'm lookingyat. You're
looking at me. Don't pretend you haven't been awhite

‘Your—arrogance is quite incredible.’

'‘Not arrogance,' he said. 'Certainty. The knowlenfgeho | am and
where I'm going. The intangible thing my grandfatfeaight for.'

‘Well, don't be too sure of yourself,' she bit batkhim. 'l expect
you've heard the old saying, "From clogs to clogs tihree
generations."

He laughed, releasing her chin. 'Is that what yopehfor me—ruin?
It won't happen, Joanna. I'll see to that. We Bitmhkes have worked
too hard and sacrificed too much for what we've tgolet it slip
away.'

‘That,' she said, 'was what the Chalfonts thoumt t

He grinned at her. 'What sort of clogs have younbeearing,
Joanna? Italian ones with four-inch heels?' He tbek by the
shoulders and turned her towards the door. 'Nowawsy, and wait
for your breakfast.'

'I'm not hungry. And | don't take orders from you.'

He shrugged again. 'As you wish. Stay and watclgetalressed if
that's what turns you on.' He began to loosen theelt he was
wearing, watching her mockingly. 'Unless, of couysri'd prefer me
to cancel breakfast altogether—and take you babled?"

'‘No,' Joanna said, furiously conscious that shebkashing again, 'l
would not!

She swept out of the bathroom with as much digagyshe could
muster, trying not to trip on the trailing hem cdlS robe.



The living-room, she found, had already been tidied made ready
for the day, the sofa cushions plumped and the aviscdbpened.

It really was a most attractive room, she decidadigingly. The
previous night she'd been feeling too fraught tpregiate its finer
points, but now she could view them at her leisure.

It was clear Cal hadn't opted for wall-to-wall prs$ional interior
design. The few ornaments on display had obviodosgn personally
chosen over a number of years. Some were antigodxthers were
just fun, like the collection of china bears sherfd on a side-table.

The pictures were interesting too, prints mingliwgh original

water-colours, while above the fireplace hung a mfagent

oil-painting of a stark stretch of moorland, lasiH®drain under a
thunderous sky.

Joanna wandered over to study it more closely,iiawds then that
her attention was caught by a much smaller pairtengging on the
wall to the right of the. fireplace. It was a miniee—a head and
shoulders portrait of a woman, no longer in thstfflush of youth,

but vibrantly, glowingly beautiful, the cornerstugr mouth lifting in

a smile, half shy, half mischievous.

I've seen her before, Joanna told herself, frowridug where?

The little portrait clearly belonged to a much earfera. The
demurely high-necked blouse, and the thick fair,haaving back
from her forehead, and drawn into a loose chigridheanape of her
neck, betrayed that.

She was still puzzling over it when there was aafahe door and a
girl in an overall came in, pushing a trolley. Té&ras a jug of chilled
fruit juice, a basket of hot rolls and croissantapped in napkins,
dishes of marmalade and other preserves, and@otaf coffee.



'Is there anything else | can get you, madam?"'

Joanna's lips tightened at the sly avidity in tifésgvoice. She said
shortly, 'No, thank you,' then stopped as her éyek in the dumpy
figure and over-frizzed hair with dismayed recogmit She said, 'It's
Stella, isn't it?'

*That's right, Miss Chalfont—Mrs Bentham, | shos&y. Fancy you
remembering me after all this time!'

Once seen, never forgotten, Joanna thought withleatsure. Stella
Dyson had worked briefly as a domestic at Chaltdatise before
Joanna had married Martin Bentham.

She had become convinced the girl was an obsessioep,
searching regularly through drawers, desks and aangls in the
house. She had always been finding her thingstsligisarranged,
especially in her bedroom, but couldn't prove aghiNothing had
ever been missing, but the girl's behaviour watsithgng, and it was
a relief when she'd given notice instead of hatanige asked to leave.

She was also an inveterate gossip, Joanna thoughthegdly. And
now the whole of Northwaite would know that JoaBsamtham had
not only dined but had breakfasted with Cal Blagket wearing his
dressing-gown too.

She said, 'l didn't know you worked at the couctap, Stella.’

''ve been here over two months, madam. The haara kit long, but
the wages are really good.' She giggled. 'I'm adashort of money,
though.' She sent Joanna a meaning look. 'A ittlee always comes
in handy.'

Oh, no, you little witch, Joanna said silently. laready being
blackmailed by an expert. You stand no chancel.at al



Her smile was civil but totally dismissive. 'Theowll have to ask Mr
Blackstone for a rise.' She began to pour herselfescoffee. "That
will be all, thank you.'

‘Yes, madam.' The words 'stuck-up bitch' seemdtb&b in the air
between them, as Stella turned to depart with ase malignant
look.

Joanna sighed, as she drank some coffee. Theramavasy back
now, she realised despondently. After Stella hadlfsar piece, there
wouldn't be a soul in the West Riding who wouldide she was
anything but Cal Blackstone's mistress. Which, oftirse, was
precisely what he intended, she thought sombrelg. whanted
everyone to know that his victory over the Chakoags total and
complete.

'You look rather grim." Cal's approach had beerensiland
unsuspected, and she started as he came to sié lbesi knotting his
tie.

'I'm hardly likely to feel like the life and souf the party in the
circumstances,' she retorted.

His brows lifted. 'Not when I've assured you thatiyvirtue is in no
immediate danger?'

'I'm not interested in games of cat and mouserinkaaid shortly.

He smiled at her. 'No? Then what does interest YgaH talk about
that instead.’

She bit her lip. He seemed, infuriatingly, to haae answer for
everything. And there was little point in contingito be churlish
with someone who refused to be needled.



She said with an effort, 'Well—I like some of yopictures." She
nodded at the moorscape. 'Isn't that by AshleysiatX

'Yes. You know his work?"

'‘Martin's aunt gave us one of his paintings as ddvg present.
|—returned it to her—afterwards.’

'Isn't that rather unusual?'

Joanna shrugged. 'It was what she wanted.' Shateesi'l—| was
never a favourite of hers, so | preferred not tuarabout it.'

Now what did | tell him that for? she asked herseledly. I've just
provided him with another stick to beat me with.t Bypart from
sending her a slightly enigmatic look Cal offered comment,
busying himself instead with coffee and croissants.

She hurried on, 'l was wondering who the woman wihg-ene in the
miniature.'

He put his cup down and stared at her. 'Don't yonk"
'Should 1?'

'I'd have thought you'd have recognised your ovangmother,' he
said drily. 'Particularly as you were named afir.'h

'‘My grandmother?' Joanna echoed in astonishmerd. dééw an
outraged breath. '"What the hell's her picture domgour wall?'

'‘Smiling,' he said.

Joanna's lips compressed. 'Please don't be evassimuld have
thought the portrait of a Chalfont was the lashghany Blackstone
wanted around him— except to use as a focus fokeli's



'‘No one would ever regard your grandmother in tigét,' he said.
'‘She was universally respected and admired. Laved t

Joanna shook her head, trying to reconcile thedvface in the
portrait with the depressed and dowdy woman in ghetograph
album at home.

'l think you've made a mistake,' she said wittaadrof curtness. 'The
woman in the portrait doesn't resemble my granderdthany way.'

‘Then let's say it's how | imagine she looked, lmagte it at that,’ he
said. "You never knew her, of course.'

'‘No, she was comparatively young when she died—han late
thirties." Joanna paused. '‘My father's never taltdeolit his mother
very much, but Nanny told me once that she wasaxmgeanother
child, which died, and there were complications.’

'‘Wasn't that rather unusual—even for those days?'

'‘Perhaps.' Joanna thought of the photographs. Téreaw at her
grandfather's side hadn't looked as if she posdasseh physical
strength, let alone zest for living.

‘A sad story," Cal said, after a silence. 'So moehuty and charm
just—snuffed out like that.'

'l think you have a rather exaggerated impressiohen,’ Joanna
commented drily as she got to her feet. 'It's timvas going.'

'I'll call you later today,' he said. 'l've arradger some of the local
estate agencies to send particulars of cottagassfto see.’

'‘Cottages?' Joanna repeated. 'What do you mean?'



Cal gestured round him. 'This is very much a bawhigt,' he said.
"You'll hardly want to live here on a permanenti©as

You actually intend us to buy a house—live toge2hider voice rose
in shock.

'What did you expect?' His eyes glinted at heiséfies of one-night
stands?'

'Yes—no—I don't know." She almost wrung her hardg, this is
awful!’

'It won't be that bad,' he said calmly. 'I'm congpiarely well trained,
and | won't stint on the housekeeping money.'

‘That is not,’ Joanna said between her teeth, "‘Wheaant and you
know it. How dared you assume I'd be prepareddbjunove in with
you?'

He shrugged. 'You moved in with Martin.'
'I married him.'

'Yes, you did," Cal said meditatively. 'Was thatcessarily a
prerequisite?’

'‘What do you mean?' - Cal's eyes were hard. "Wyaldhave lived
with Martin—slept with him—if there'd been no wedd+ Ting on
offer?'

You have no right to ask me that.’

'l have whatever rights | choose to exercise,' did barshly. '"We
established that when you came to me last nightw®at were the
parameters of your relationship with Martin? Weoal \till a virgin



on your wedding night? Did you keep the poor bastar ice until
after the ceremony?’

'l—won't be cross-examined like this," Joanna saisteadily. '"How
dare you --?'

'In other words, the answer's "yes"." The grey dya®d into her
relentlessly. 'Tell me more, Joanna. Did Martin \kngou were
simply using him as an escape route from me, oyalidfool him into
thinking you loved him?"

‘Damn you!" Her voice broke. 'l did love Martin—did...'

'‘But what's your definition of love?' Cal got tesHeet. 'The sort of
affection you might bestow on a helpless puppy s$trays into your
life—caring, but passionless.' He came to stanaibd®er. There was
anger in his face, and something else less eadgfitee. 'Or this?'

He took her by the shoulders, jerking her forwanto ihis arms. For
an instant his dark face swam in front of her dilaeyes, then his
mouth possessed hers.

She closed her eyes instinctively, half expectimg $ame kind of
controlled savagery he'd shown her two years bgefabeady
flinching from it, but she was wrong. This time Hhijgs were warm
and sensuous as they moved on hers, exploringptheantours with
delicate eroticism.

She stood, unmoving and bewildered, in the cirEl@sarms, aware,
deep Within her, of a slow, sweet, insidious warréginning to
build up. Her mouth was beginning to tingle beneaith gentle,
persuasive pressure, and, when she felt the qoexsjidicker of his
tongue across its sensitive fullness, she sighed,lips parting
involuntarily to allow him to penetrate her inneranmth and
sweetness.



He cupped her face in his hands and kissed hemn,agdaeply,

achingly, breathing her breath, drinking the mostirom her lips.
Joanna's whole body was shaking suddenly, thahgsranner
warmth turning to swift uncontrollable flame as d¥egan, almost
dazedly, to respond to his kisses. The little wagnioice in her brain
was crying in despair that this should not—couldl lm® happening,
but her mind was no longer in command of her feeshency. She
had never been kissed like this before—had nevewkror wanted
to know how it could be. Now, frighten- ingly, shvas parched with
the barrenness of her existence till this momentrstihg for the

knowledge that only this man—her mortal enemy—caunplart.

This was wrong—so wrong, she thought, her mindlaoay reeling.
At any moment she could sink to the floor at hiet fas boneless and
lacking in will as a puppet. At any moment...

Cal tore his mouth from hers with a little groandastood looking
down at her for a moment, his breathing raggeduwdlaring along
his high cheekbones. Joanna swayed towards hinsalvtiiodly, her
hands reaching up to lock behind his neck, as itvees the sole
reality in a world gone mad.

And her need, her desire, was part of that madness.

As she moved, Cal's own hand slid down the suppigth of her
spine to the small of her back, urgingthe lowert drher body
forward until it ground with devastating intimacyanst his, making
the layers of clothing between them meaningless.

He parted the lapels of the robe, sliding downstnap of her black
silk camisole, and baring one rose- tipped bréasta long moment
he gazed down at her, his face stark, then, drawilogg breath, he
touched her, his fingers moulding the delicatehfldsringing her
nipple to aching, throbbing life. Joanna cried ddlf in pleasure,
half in dismay, her head falling back to surrerttierlong vulnerable



line of her throat to his mouth. He planted a rdvirny, feather-light
kisses from the hollow beneath her ear down torithge of her
collarbone, and the smooth curve of her naked sleoul

But it was not enough. She wanted more—much maoe har need
manifested itself in a tiny wordless moan.

He whispered her name against her skin, then highmabosed on her
bare breast, his tongue stroking the nipple witiisgeus expertise,
making her whole body shudder in voluptuous deli§kiconds spun
endlessly away, creating an eternity of pleasure hd never
guessed at. Never until now.

At last he lifted his head and stared down at lesird-flushed face,
her dilated eyes, her mouth pink and Swollen widngentreaty.

'Is this how it was for you?' The words rasped s&rder
consciousness. 'Did you want Martin like this, JahTell me the
truth.'

What did it matter? she wanted to cry, jarred bmckhamed and
unwelcome reality. What could anything matter exd¢bp here and
the now?

He said grimly, '"Answer me, damn you!'

'l—can't." Even as her lips framed the words, thgent buzz of a

telephone sounded harshly and insistently throlagimdom, and with

it the last fragile strands of the sensual web lloaind her snapped.
Suddenly Joanna was free, standing alone, one stid@nd pressed
to her cheek, as Cal, swearing under his breathdestacross to lift

the receiver.

'Yes?' He bit out the word.



Hands shaking, Joanna pulled the edges of thetomsther across
her body and fled back to the bedroom. She snatghd&er dress and
dragged it on, jerking nervily at the zip, hearsgnething tear. She
thrust her feet into her shoes, and grabbed uppdgr probing with
desperate fingers for her car keys.

In the bedroom doorway, she almost collided witH. Gas hand
gripped her arm. 'Where are you going?"

'Let go of me!' She shook herself free. 'I'm gduogne.'

'‘Don't run away like this. I'm sorry about the mtgtion. I'd left
instructions we weren't to be disturbed...'

'I'm sure you did."' Her face was burning, but witartification now,
instead of passion. 'Whoever called you has my imgdyratitude.'

He sighed, leaning resignedly against the door-janthought you'd
say that, somehow.'

'I'm sorry to be so predictable.’

His smile was wry. 'Judging by recent events, mtadie is the last
word I'd apply to you, beauty.’

Her flush deepened. 'Please—don't call me that.'

‘But you are beautiful,’ Cal said quietly, allowihg gaze to drift in
unashamed appraisal down her body. 'As beautifuhpsdreams
promised." He expelled a long, husky breath. "Waitfor you,
Joanna, is not going to be easy. | know that naw.IRlso know the
eventual—consummation will be all I expect, and edor

'‘Don't count on it,' she said, between her tedtbw, please let me
past. | want to get out of here.'



He moved out of the doorway, allowing her to passaolested into
the living-room. 'I'll call you this afternoon alouiewing those
cottages.'

Her fingers tightened on her bag. 'It's too sogre'told him tautly. 'l
need time to think—to adjust.'

‘Take all the time you need,' Cal said urbanelynd'Aet me know
what you've decided this afternoon.’

She gave him one last angry, resentful look aridiefsuite, hanging
the door behind her.

The walk from the lift across the club foyer to thet, collecting her
shawl on the way, seemed one of the longest odlifeeand she felt
hideously self- conscious every step of the wayt.tBat was only a
minor humiliation, compared with the future Cal &{atone was
forcing on her, she thought, her stomach lurchiamfplly, as she
started the car and set off back to Chalfont Holikes new demand
of his vastly exceeded the pound of flesh she'dfply agreed to pay
him.

She crunched a gear, and, grimacing, pulled thentaa convenient
lay-by and stopped, switching off the engine.

| can't go through with this, she told herself, matter what the
consequences. | know that now.

Somehow she would have to talk to Simon, and exjlee pressure
Cal had placed her under. His reaction would priyliad violent, she
realised gloomily, and she would have to calm howwl, make him
see that a headlong confrontation was pointless.

At least it's never worked in the past, she thowgddrily. That's why
we Chalfonts now have so little, and the Blaekstas®much.



No, they would have to move warily, draw Cal's fasg that he was
no longer a danger to them. And the way to do Wes to remove
every particle of Simon's indebtedness to him, iebusiness or
personal.

That was what we should have done from the fifsg, thought. |
shouldn't even have tried to negotiate with him-tghoown him the
door. | must have been crazy even to consider gaioigg with his
outrageous demands. Crazy to think | could justevalinyself to be
taken, and then walk away afterwards as if nothiad) happened.

She lifted a questioning finger and touched itéolips. But then she
had not bargained for the effect his kisses woalgeton her, she told
herself broodingly. She had thought her loathing hah, her
resentment of his tactics would be sufficient armimu her against
his undoubted experience and attraction.

How could she have been so wrong?

It had been a profound and potentially disastroisguslgement, and
it made her writhe inwardly to realise how narroer lescape had
been the previous night. It was doubly shamingctonawledge that
itwas Cal's decision, not hers, that she did neehaven more to
regret.

If it hadn't been for those sleeping-pills, sheutliat wonderingly,
would | have had the strength to leave- to walk @uthim if he'd
touched me—kissed me as he did just now?

It was a question for which it suddenly seemed issfie to find an
acceptable answer.

And that was why it was so imperative to find soaiernative
method of recovering Simon and the Craft Comparmmfrhis
clutches, Joanna thought grimly, as she staredughrothe
windscreen.



Because she knew now, quite unequivocally, that chdd not
submit to Cal's demands. It was impossible—unttbiga and
always had been. Her reaction to him in the pad$ttoarr had shown
her that with terrifying clarity.

She had intended to remain bitterly aloof, scomfihmune from
his lovemaking, granting him no more than the sbielier being.

But in one brief, devastating lesson, Cal had shie&rthat there was
no immunity. Those few minutes in his arms had ibgr a number
of shattering truths about her own sexuality. Ahdhe was to
comply, physically, with the cynical bargain he'ffeced her, she
knew now she could not hope to remain emotionaitpuched.

She shook her head. It still seemed unbelievalatesiie could have
stood there like that, half naked—allowing him evartimacy he
sought. And seeking more herself.

The admission made her flinch, but it had to bediadf he'd stripped
her completely, taken here there on the floor, wbald not have
denied him.

Her brain, her spirit, her sense of decency migjgat him, but her
body wanted him, as simply and completely as itdedefood and
water. Yet, if she did surrender to him, she wdgdost forever in
some destructive limbo of self-betrayal.

| could never forgive myself, she thought, shivgrin

Somehow the money to pay him off had to be raised Joanna drew
a deep, painful breath as she reviewed the magnitdidhe task
ahead of them.

Yet there must still be avenues left to explorespite of what Simon
had said. They could not afford to be pessimi3tnere was too much
at stake for that.



There was her mother's jewellery for a start, sleeight, wincing. It
had been left, divided between them, and Simonrhade Fiona a
gift of his share when they married. But if Joanes reluctantly
prepared to sell her share, there was no guardetesister-in-law
would do the same, at least, not without the kihaxplanations
Simon most wanted to avoid.

And there was no way in which her father could jyeraached, even
in his most lucid moments, she told herself adalpaiimon and she
had agreed that his income had to remain sacrqosdaadted to his
needs, paying the wages of Gresham and Nanny wied éar him
with such unremitting devotion.

And anyway, how could they confess that Simon haxklessly
jeopardised their remaining security by mortgagingto Cal
Blackstone of all people? Heaven only knew whatsimeck of that
might do to Anthony Chalfont and his precariousdhanh reality.

Meanwhile, in the short term her safest, in faet,dnly course was to
avoid being alone with Cal Blackstone in privataiag

But that was easier said than done, she thoughning. She would
have to play a cat-and-mouse game of her owngifasts to avoid his
company without alerting his suspicions.

If he guessed for one minute what she was doirgy tiis wrath
would fall on Simon, setting in train moves to bank him, so
finding alternative finance—and fast—was absoluteglycial.

I'll get together with Simon this evening, she ded,, restarting the
car. And we'll discuss quietly, and without acrimpwhat's to be
done. There has to be some solution we haven'ideres yet. There
just has to be.

And now that she was back, she was determinecjoganuch larger
part than before in the running of the Craft Conmypavhere her first



action would be to hire a business consultant Wwsadhem properly,
she decided with a certain grimness.

Really, we've done little more than muddle alonthm past, trusting
to luck rather than judgement, she thought in saditigation, as she
turned into the dritfe of Chalfont House. And &lat's achieved has
been to let us fall into Cal Blackstone's hand-#eeripe plum from
the tree. We need to make ourself invulnerablersgdnim, and all
potential marauders.

To her surprise, Simon's car was parked in fronhefhouse. Maybe
she wouldn't have to wait all day to talk to hinteafall, she thought
hopefully. But then she realised he was carefuglpimg Fiona out of
the passenger seat, and her spirits sank, plumgretially when she
recognised the third person emerging from the s&i@ana’'s mother.

She had been seen too. They had all turned andstegneg at the car,
SO it was too late to reverse back down the dawd, return at a more
convenient moment.

Cursing silently, she switched off the engine aotdayit, aware of the
inimical gaze of three pairs of eyes as she croisedravel. She
forced a smile.

'‘Good morning, Mrs Driscoll. Are you feeling beftéfiona? Hi,
Simon.'

'‘Good morning to you, Joanna,' Mrs Driscoll saittllyo looking her
up and down, and missing nothing. She turned negady to

Simon. 'l think we can see now why your sister wat available
when you telephoned earlier." She took Fiona's &mme along,
darling. Mummy will take you up to your room fom&e lie-down.'
She gave Joanna a fulminating glare before swedpnglaughter
away.



Joanna risked a glance at her brother, and sawasepale with
temper.

‘What the hell's going on?' he demanded explosieslyhe figures of
his wife and mother-in-law vanished into the hotd#ere have you
been? | sent Mrs Thursgood up to your room to lfmokyou this
morning, and she said your bed hadn't been slépt in

Joanna bit her lip. 'l wasn't expecting you to,tslfie returned. 'l left a
message that | was spending the night with friénds.

'Friends?' Simon's eyes scanned her with openisisept 'What
friends are these, for Pete's sake? You look ysuive spent a night
on the tiles- coming home in your evening clothel&'snorted. '‘God
only knows what Fiona's mother thought!'

‘The worst, | expect,' Joanna said coolly. 'Shallgdoes.’

'‘Well, you might have behaved with a little morsatetion,’ Simon
muttered. 'The harm's done now. She'll expect swoe of
explanation.’

‘Well, she certainly won't get one from me,' Joaratarted crisply. 'l
don't have to answer to your mother-in-law for ragtions, thank
God.' She paused. 'What's she doing here anyway?'

'‘She's come to stay for a few days—to be with Fldgianon's tone
was correspondingly short. 'That's why | telephoyead earlier—to
ask you to arrange a room for her.’

‘You've invited Mrs Driscoll here—in present circstances?' Joanna
shook her head. 'l don't believe it, Simon. Youldot.'

'l didn't actually have a choice—Fiona insistedyvway, if you're
referring to this business with Cal Blackstone,'yesurely thought



of some way by now to keep him off our backs favhale. I've got
enough on my plate with Fiona, and the baby corhing.

Joanna looked at him, anger stirring within her. iHade it all sound
so simple, she thought helplessly. She'd askeelierbundred times
since Simon's confession how he could possibly lgatéento such a
mess. But really the answer was more than clearerslselfish,
unthinking stupidity.

She said, 'Simon, this is actually your problemt mine. Maybe
you've forgotten that.'

‘Thank you so much.' He glared at her. 'And he@sething you've
apparently forgotten as well. If | go under, satldhe Chalfonts. We
stand to lose everything. Or don't you care anyemoow that you've
changed your name?"'

If she hadn't felt so sick at heart, she could almave laughed
aloud.

'‘No,' she said. 'l care very much. As it happens, been giving the
matter my earnest consideration almost non-stod.y&u and | need
to have a serious talk.'

He looked at his watch. 'Well, it will have to benge other time. I've
got to get to the office,' he said hurriedly. Hevexd towards his car,
then paused. '‘Make sure Ma Driscoll has everytkimg needs, Jo.
You know Mrs Thursgood never thinks beyond cleagesh I'll see
you later.'

She watched his car shoot off down the drive, themed weatrily to
mount the steps.

She knew what Simon was doing, of course. He wasing away,
trying to bury his head in the sand, just as sheide herself only
months before.



With Aunt Vinnie's wisdom and common sense to leolser, she'd
learned to face reality at last. But that was adasSimon still had to
learn, and until he did it was doubtful whether shald rely on him
for even reluctant co-operation, let alone activep®rt.

She had, it seemed, to fight Cal Blackstone aloitb whatever
weapons were at her disposal.

So be it, she thought bleakly, and walked intohbese.



CHAPTER FIVE

JOANNA felt better after she'd had a bath. She lay upetoneck in
warm, scented, foaming water, thinking, planningd ealculating.

The clothes she'd been wearing the night befonendo her shoes,
she bundled into a bin liner and threw into theklefder wardrobe to
be disposed of later.

She wished the memories of the past twenty-foursi@ould be

discarded as easily, but in spite of all her effdotblot them out they
kept returning to plague her, forcing her to re€adll's kisses, the
touch of his hands on her body. And, most damagfrail, the way

her entire being had flamed in response to hishtouc

But maybe she needed to remember how close shedrad to
degrading herself completely. Perhaps that wasssacg to fuel her
anger, her enmity, her will to win against Cal Bisibne at all costs.

At the same time, she wished she could be surenar8s support in
the battle. Having involved her totally in his pleins, he now
seemed to be distancing himself, leaving her alorimd a solution.

It wasn't fair, but, on his past performances, daamad to admit it
was fairly typical. Simon, she thought, had alwéghaved as if
confessing a fault absolved him of all need totpurigs right. He's
like a child, she reflected with a sigh, and prapabways will be.

She left the bath reluctantly and dressed in paileey-coloured linen
trousers and a matching shirt. She went downsfassin time to see
Mrs Thursgood disappearing kitchenwards in an as/touff.

Mrs Driscoll was in sole occupation of the drawimgem, glancing
through a copy oY orkshire Life She looked up, pursing her lips.



'So there you are, Joanna. I've ordered some cd?edaps you'd
care to join me.'

Joanna pushed her hands into her pockets. 'I'mygladle making
yourself at home.'

The irony in her voice, if recognised, went disneigal.

'Oh, | regard myself as quite part of the famiWrs Driscoll paused.
'‘When | saw Fiona settled, | went to visit youhfat Poor soul, he
seems to be going downhill fast. I'm sure it ca@'good for him, shut
up in those four walls all the time, brooding abibét past. He needs a
change of scenery, lively company to take him dutimself. Have
you sought specialist help for him? Because iflhmotsure | could
recommend some very good people.’

Joanna silently counted to ten. 'l can assure ygudather is quite
happy with his papers and photographs. We makehaunas the best
of care.'

'l hope you're right." Mrs Driscoll gave a silvéayigh. 'He's certainly
very well guarded. Your elderly nanny is quite agim, but I'm sure
she didn't mean to be offensive.'

| wouldn't count on it, Joanna thought drily. Algsthe said, trying to
keep her voice natural, ‘Nanny also regards heeselpart of the
family.'

‘That can so often be a problem with people whbeen in the
household for years.' Mrs Driscoll sighed gustiBut as long as she
confines herself to looking after your poor fatlaad doesn't try to
interfere in caring for Fiona's baby when it arsythere shouldn't be
too much trouble. Fiona's father and | intend twvjate her, of course,
with someone young and totally reliable, preferabith Norland
training.'



'‘How very good of you.' Joanna's face felt ashifitl set in cement. 'l
hope you've talked this over with Simon. He thirtke world of
Nanny and might not be too happy about seeinguplanted.’

'l think Fiona has mentioned it, but the final dgmn should really be
hers." Mrs Driscoll's smile didn't waver by a fiant 'lt's a very
delicate relationship, after all, and a young motheeds to have
complete confidence in the person looking afteridaday.'

'‘My mother trusted Nanny,’ Joanna said tightly. dAmy
grandmother trained her.’

‘That's just what | mean.'" Mrs Driscoll's tones evéroneyed. 'l
feel—we feel that Nanny's had rather too much ofowen way in the
past, and has come to feel she's indispensablehwbii course, no
one is. But, while she can still make herself uls&fuyour father,
Fiona wouldn't dream of making any permanent chaGge glanced
at her watch. 'Now, | wonder what's happened tacotfee?'

Joanna's hands, clenched tightly in her pocketss wembling, but
she kept her voice even. 'As you're one of thelfainsuggest you go
to the kitchen and ask. | have to go out.’

'‘Out again? But you've only just come home. Whigminds me...'
Mrs Driscoll leaned forward, lowering her voice tdentially. 'l
know you won't mind my mentioning it, Joanna, asiryown dear
mother isn't here to advise you, but a young widike yourself
needs to be a little bit careful about her behaviduwas very
surprised to see you—coming home with the milkhassaying is.'

‘Were you really?' Joanna felt her expression bewpincreasingly
glassy. 'l was also extremely surprised to se€ you.

Mrs Driscoll disregarded that. 'I've never let RRoronduct herself
like that. I've no patience with the current coflenorality among the



young, and when there's an innocent child to Ipsidered | think it's
important to set proper standards from the first.'

'l agree,’ Joanna said too affably. 'But I'd preatemwait until the
innocent child is actually here before making argstic alteration in
my way of life.’

Mrs Driscoll glared at her. 'l don't care for thatd of flippancy. I'm
trying to advise you as a friend, remember.’

'Really?' Joanna raised her eyebrows. "Then adinl say is—God
preserve me from my enemies!

Bright spots of colour burned in the older womah'seks. 'l can't say
your time in America has improved you. You wereajw/a spoiled,
selfish little madam, with too much to say for yself. You might
remember that you're a guest in your brother's hoome'

Joanna shook her head. 'Wrong. We're all guesty ifather's house.
That's something you could bear in mind. Do enjoyncoffee.’

It took all her self-control not to slam the do@hind her as she left
the drawing-room. She stood in the hall for a maimsimaking with
temper and an amalgam of other emotions.

She could hardly believe what she'd been hearing.Miscoll had
always been a rueful joke to the Chalfonts. Thedkiof
mother-in-law, Simon had once said, on whom muasicjbkes were
based.

But she really isn't funny any more, Joanna tolg&lé sombrely as
she mounted the stairs. The writing's on the vallj she means
business. Daddy's going to be committed to somsimgirhome,

Nanny and Gresham are to be pensioned off, andol'take my

dubious morals elsewhere, leaving Fiona in solsggson.



And the trouble is it could all be managed quitgllgavhile Simon is
so concerned over Fiona and the baby. He'd prolzabblong with
anything she and her mother dreamed up.

She made her way along to her father's room witleavy heart.
Nanny greeted her, looking thunderous.

'‘She'll have to be told,' she said without prearride Anthony can't
do with people barging in on him, asking a lot aftdjuestions, and
stating their opinions. He's been right upset sisite left. What's
come over Mr Simon, asking her to stay?'

'l wish. I knew."' Joanna sat down beside her fatsat took his hand.
His eyes were closed and he appeared to be aaldepygh that was
not necessarily the case. Sometimes it was jughanonethod of
retreating from reality. 'I'll try and talk to hithis evening, but I'm not
sure it will do much good. | think we could havelplems.'

Nanny snorted. 'Well, this is the house for theightrenough.' She
gave Joanna a piercing look. 'You don't look smdrgurself.'

Joanna forced a smile. 'I'm all right. | just hav®t on my mind. I'll
stay quietly here with Daddy for a while.’

Nanny nodded approvingly. 'He likes that. He misgad a lot when
you went away."'

| may have to go away again, Joanna thought. Analt's/lgoing to
happen then? She said quietly, 'Nanny, do you thiek getting
worse?'

Nanny's bright eyes were troubled. 'He doesn't savenany good
days, Miss Jo, and that's a fact, but he's happygimwhen he's not
being bothered, and he's with people who understamd’ She

bustled off.



One of the photograph albums was lying at her fatlieet, where it
had obviously slipped from his lap. Joanna bent satdeved it,
turning the pages back to the old family groups.

It was really astonishing to compare the way handmother had

been when that miniature was painted with the dowc
lifeless-looking creature she'd become in thesegsras. Even

allowing for artist's licence, she was hardly reuegble as the same
woman. What could have happened to bring about sach
sea-change? she wondered with a soundless sigh.

She felt slightly ashamed that she knew so litheua the woman
she'd been named after. If her father had beenewsak might have
been tempted to question him gently, encourageadtake one of his
rambling forays into the past. Perhaps she coudth elilscover how
that miniature, which must have been a Chalfontlfaportrait, had
turned up in Cal Blackstone's possession, alth@inghrealised she
would have to tread ultra-carefully over that gréun

As it was, her grandmother's picture was providamgunexpected
private mystery in what had always been a veryipdbud, and this
she found oddly disturbing, even if it was the teder problems at
the moment.

She sat with her father for nearly an hour, butemeained peacefully
remote. Eventually Nanny returned, to tell hershs wanted on the
phone.

| don't have to ask by whom, Joanna thought, lmenath churning as
she went down to the hall, and lifted the receiVées?' Her voice
was guarded.

‘Mrs Bentham?' The voice was male, but not theshresd expected.
‘This is Markham and Wilby, estate agents. We leavappointment



with you to show you a cottage at Nethercrag th@mmg. We
wondered if you'd been delayed.’

'Oh, I'm sorry!" Joanna was appalled. 'l—I'd cortedieforgotten. Is
it too late?'

'By no means,' the voice said briskly. 'But perhapsuld be easier
for you to make your own way there instead of froaor office.
Kirkgate Cottage is in the main street, and ourdamoutside. You
can't miss it..'

‘That's fine." Joanna glanced at her watch. 'Shallsay fifteen
minutes?’

How dreadful of me, she thought as she hastilyectdd her bag and
car keys, but was it any wonder that my normalrayeanents have
gone by the board, with everything else going omynlife?

The appointment to view the cottage seemed to haga made in a
different lifetime. In the year BC, she thoughtf@e Cal...

If the cottage was even reasonably habitable, sgatrtake it, she
thought as she went out to the car. Take it andipube barricades.
Show Cal Blackstone once and for all that she odrto live alone.
And that he couldn't dictate to her totally.

Nethercrag was a small village, consisting ofditthore than one
narrow main street, lined with former wavers' agéis, and a few
shops. Joanna parked her car on the cobbles assecrdo where a
young man, file of papers in hand, was waitingtfer.

'‘Good morning." He shook hands briskly. 'I'm Alamrks. I'm so
glad you could make it. There's a lot of intereshl generated in this
particular property, and we wouldn't want you tesmout.'



Joanna suppressed a cynical smile, yet she hadhid that, on the
face of it, the cottage looked good. The exteriad lbeen well
maintained, she thought as she followed Mr Morpsthe flagged
stone path, and the small front garden was brigtht annuals and a
variety of roses, just coming into bloom.

‘They're waiting for us," Mr Morris said as heditthe latch on the
solid oak front door and led the way into a squmeaié

'Indeed we are,’ Cal drawled from the doorway h&ididenly
appeared in. 'What kept you, darling?'

Involuntarily, Joanna took a step backwards. "Wdrat you doing
here?' she demanded huskily.

He lifted an eyebrow in exaggerated surprise. Idl gou | was
planning to look at houses today. This was firstronlist, and when
Gordon Wilby told me you were being shown it thi®rmng |
decided the sensible thing, in the circumstancas,tebring my own
appointment forward, and look over it together. Wihexplained to
Gordon, he totally agreed with me. Why, is somahiarong?' His
eyes glinted at her in challenge.

Joanna took a deep breath, suppressing the arggsptrembling on
her lips. 'Not a thing,' she said stonily, acutehare of Alan Morris's
interested presence.

Cal turned to him. 'l suspect she wanted to loaldothe cottage on
her own, then present me withfait accomplj' he said. 'I'm sorry,
darling. Have | spoiled your surprise?'

‘Something like that,” Joanna said grimly, liftithg@r chin as she
walked past him into the sitting-room.

What the room lacked in size, it made up for inrghawith its
beamed ceiling and old-fashioned stone fireplacgy filled with a



lavish arrangement of dried flowers. A tall whitakiled woman rose
to her feet from a chintz-covered sofa, and came/dal to greet
them.

‘Good morning." Her handshake was firm. 'I'm Ras&sborne.
These are always such awkward occasions, arenyt? thge
suggested to your fiance that Mr Morris shows yound, while |
make some coffee and prepare to answer any quesfmun may
have. Would that suit you?'

'It sounds—ideal.'! Joanna was tautly aware of Gaisd, firmly
clasping her arm.

'I'm sure she'll love the cottage, Mrs Osborne,saiel pleasantly.
‘Come along, darling. Shall we start with the ke’

It was immediately apparent that no expense had geared on the
cottage's refurbishment. The kitchen boasted shardange of fitted
oak units, as well as a generously sized dining ammplete with
traditional dresser.

'‘Well, my sweet?' Cal's smiling gaze quizzed h€an' you see
yourself cooking delicious dinners for two at teaive?'

‘Hardly," Joanna returned tersely, through gritesdh. '‘Cooking isn't
one of my strong points,’ she went on mendaciouBlrhaps you
could arrange for meals on wheels to be sent awven the country
club.’

'‘No need to go to those lengths,' he said drily donsidered a fair
chef myself. We won't starve.'

‘That's good," she said brightly. 'Shall we lookhatrest?'



Mr Morris led the way upstairs, talking knowledglabbout loft
storage, timber guarantees, damp- proof courses saodndary
double glazing. Joanna let it all wash over her.

If she'd seen Kirkgate Cottage a week earlier,vebi@d have made
an offer for it without hesitation, she thought Ilgadt was exactly
what she wanted. Besides that, the whole cottageeska warm
tranquillity that appealed directly to her troubshses. For the first
time in her life she could have created a homesofn.

‘This is the main bedroom." Mr Morris threw operd@or with a
flourish. 'Incorporating one of the property's magpealing features.'

Cal stopped dead in his tracks. 'Good God,' heldarkly.

Joanna looked past him, her own lips parting irorashment.
Greeting her gaze was an old-fashioned four-pdstel; complete
with frilled canopy and looped-back curtains.

Mr Morris regarded them with the satisfied expressof a novice
conjuror who had just successfully produced hit fiabbit out of a
hat. 'Isn't it charming?’

'It's amazing,' Cal returned. 'How on earth diiag that size get up
those stairs?"

'It didn't. When the late Mr Osborne bought it, reed it taken to
pieces, then reassembledsitu, as it were." Mr Morris sounded as
proud as if he'd carried out the task single-hantiegbw counts as a
fixture, and provision has been made in the asknmge.' He patted
one of the carved and polished posts. "To remowveuld destroy the
whole romantic character of the room.’

'Oh, we wouldn't want to do that.' Cal turned tanlma. 'Would we,
my love?'



There was a sudden burning ache in Joanna's theaiding the
cynical amusement in Cal's smile, she moved oubdhe landing.
'‘May | see the other rooms, please?’

There was another fair-sized bedroom, a tiny baonr, and a
bathroom gleaming in ivory and turquoise. Then tfapwed Mr
Morris downstairs, and inspected the small wallaatign at the back
of the cottage.

The fragrant aroma of coffee greeted them on tiegirn.

'Please help yourselves to cream and sugar." Mb®r@s passed
round the cups. 'Is there any further informati@an give you?'

‘It might be helpful if we knew what your own plamgere," Cal
suggested. 'The kind of time-scale we're considérin

'l can move at any time—in fact the sooner thedoetim joining my
sister in Eastbourne. We've always been greatdsieand she's
finding her large flat something of a burden thaggs.' Mrs Osborne
paused. 'We have both been fairly recently widowgdu
understand.’

'Yes.' Cal's face was grave as he glanced around'limust be a
wrench to give up such a lovely home.'

'Yes," Mrs Osborne acknowledged with a faint sighm put an
Immense amount of time and effort into making itpesfect as
possible for our retirement. That bed, for instanéter cheeks
pinkened slightly. 'He searched high and low foe.ohle was
absolutely determined—said it reminded him of tbeehwhere we'd
spent our honeymoon. And, when he found it, he tspsanths
repairing and restoring it. It was a real labouloaek.’

‘That's quite obvious,' Cal said gently. ‘Was thescal man?'



'Oh, yes. He was born and brought up in this valeyd always
planned to come back here eventually. It was andrea shared,
although I'm from the south of England myself. Bu# doctor has
warned me that another Yorkshire winter will plagvbc with my
bronchitis.' Mrs Osborne smiled rather sadly.

/

There was a pause, then she went on, 'l know lingb&gliculous and
that it's really none of my business, once the kategone through,
but | asked the estate agents to try and find jeehaser who would
like the cottage as it stands, and not want to nia&enany changes.
Stupidly sentimental, of course...'

'‘And you'd like some kind of guarantee from us aseptial

purchasers,' said Cal. He smiled at her. 'l cae spaite categorically
that we shan't be contemplating anything more wrabn some
minor redecoration." He glanced towards Joanng't 'teat right,

darling?'

Joanna pushed her cup away and stood up, gratntegis of her
chair across the tiled kitchen floor.

'l think we've taken up enough of Mrs Osborne'stirshe said, her
voice sounding to her own ears strained and unaatilve—we do
have other places to see.’

The look Cal sent her held surprise tinged withesirag he too rose to
his feet. 'Of course.' He shook hands with Mrs @sko'We'll be in
touch.’

Joanna was thankful to be outside in the sunligie took deep gulps
of the crisp air as she crossed the street todreCal got there before
her.



'‘Where do you think you're going?' His voice waebt. 'And what
the hell was all that about?'

‘Do | really have to spell it out?' Joanna dug galyainto her bag for
her car keys.

'Yes, you do.' Cal put a restraining hand on hex. &Ve could look at
everything on the market within a radius of fiftyles, and not find
anything of similar quality, and you know it.'

'I'm sure you're right. However, | also know thened way | could
live in that cottage.’

'‘Well, we're not going to argue about it in theesty' Cal said grimly.
'l could do with some food. We'll talk over lundhtlae King's Head.'

'I'm not hungry.' Joanna tried to wrench herseléfr

‘Then you can watch me eat.' His tone was inexer&blop making a
spectacle of yourself, or I'll carry you there, agigte the whole
village something to gossip about, not to mentieemAVorris, whose
eyes are nearly popping out of his head as it is.’

Mutinously Joanna walked beside him the coupleunidned yards to
the pub. A savoury waft of cooking greeted therh@apushed open
the door and ushered Joanna, past the muted sbwoates and the
click of dominoes from the taproom, into the loutige. The King's

Head was a strictly traditional pub, furnished invay that hadn't
changed for twenty years. It served hand-pulled aled good,

homely food, and several of the tables were alreadypied.

Cal settled her in a quiet corner, then bought &lfna pint, and
brought Joanna a glass of white wine.

'l don't drink when I'm driving,' she told him tiut



‘Very commendable, but at the moment you look iadnef some
kind of stimulant. You're as white as a sheet.'gdased. 'What's
upset you? Surely not all that talk of widowhood?"

To her shame, Joanna realised she hadn't giverasipatict of the
conversation a second thought. It was almost Bitin had never
existed, she thoughtwith angry guilt. Neverthelebg, grasped at the
lifeline Cal had thrown her.

‘Naturally | found it distressing,' she said shorthlthough I'm sure
you'd prefer to believe | have no feelings whatsoev

'On the contrary,’ he said softly, 'l have evergson to know that
your emotions—and passions— are all alive and wéthhough how

they ever concerned poor old Martin is somethindll iave to

discuss one of these days. Now drink your wine, @fidne what
really caught you on the raw.'

She lifted her chin. 'I've just told you.'

Cal shook his head. 'That was an afterthoughtwandoth know it.'
He studied her for a moment. 'You were on edge frlmenmoment
Morris showed us that bed. Don't tell me it's bigugn an attack of
bridal nerves?’

'I'm not planning to be a bride. Your intentions@ are quite
different, as you've made more than clear." Sheleen her wine
glass with a jerk, spilling some of the liquid anthe table.

'Is that what's troubling you?' His brows liftedamused disbelief.
'You want a proposal of marriage?"

'‘No." Joanna kept her voice low but vehement. God's sake, you
heard her—what she said about it. "A labour of Tpgde called it.
You could tell the kind of relationship they'd hathat it had been
good—and right. The whole cottage breathed it. fad's what she



thought about us. She assumed that we—Iloved ehehtob, that we
were looking for a real home together. She hadiea of the actual-
disgusting truth. | felt ghastly. A sham—a totapbyrite.’

There was a pause. 'l think you're overreacting, s@id with a slight
frown.

'‘Perhaps,' she said. 'But I've no intention of déung everything the
Osbornes created with the sordid arrangement yfmrtgg me into.'

She took a breath. 'l will not live in that house,sleep in that bed
with you!

‘An ultimatum, no less,' Cal remarked mockinglyo 'Bou really
think you're in a position to issue one?"

'l neither know nor care.' Joanna's voice was lod/angry. 'l mean
it. If | have to share a roof with you at some staijwon't be that
one.’

There was another, even longer pause. 'Then wstllhave to find
somewhere else,' said Cal, shrugging. 'lI've gatildeif several other
properties in the area.'

She stared at him. She was still angry, but minglgl the upset was
a curious sensation, almost like disappointmeng. I&dn't expected
him to give way so easily. She'd wanted—what? Gdight with
her— persuade her—override her protests. She vase't

He was speaking again. 'I'll talk to the agentsd, @all you later.’

'‘Oh, spare me, please,’ Joanna said tautly, antbdutr feet. 'I'm
going now.'

Cal rose too, his frown deepening. 'Without anygthim eat?"



'I'm really not hungry." Even to her own ears hemet sounded
brittle-edged.

‘Then just stay.' His eyes met hers. He held aihand. 'Stay and talk
to me.'

The hum of conversation around them seemed to fadgsome
Impenetrable distance. They seemed to exist itauwra—in a small,
still world of their own, the walls of which werermtracting—closing
in on her. Suddenly it seemed difficult to breathe.

'‘No, thank you," she managed at last out of a linyat. 'l do have
some semblance of a life of my own, and I'd likéetrd it while | still
can.’

He laughed. '"How you do like to dramatise yoursalf,sweet! Run
away, if you must. | don't intend to keep you imicis.'

Not visible ones, she thought, as she turned awthyout replying
and began to walk to the door. But there were unsdeckles
beginning to weigh her down, and she was scareate8®ut of her
wits.

It was simple to contemplate freedom when she wes drom him,
she thought, as she went up the street to heNdlaen they were
apart, she could make all kinds of resolute plangétting the better
of him— for evening every old score, and inflictimgn ultimate
crushing defeat.

Saint Joanna, she thought in self-derision. Sawbtie Chalfonts.

Yet when Cal was there, she was ashamed to adaenit &cretly to
herself, how easily he could dominate her. Howeasmgly difficult
it was becoming to defend not just her body butheart and mind
against him.



She slid into the driving seat and dragged the lseltacross her,
fastening it clumsily, resisting an impulse to est head against the
steering-wheel and bawl! her eyes out.

It was the cottage that made her feel like this,thlought, giving it a
fulminating look as she started the engine. It moet It had
altogether too much charm, too much atmospherédompeace of
mind.

She'd begun, even in that short visit, to wardgatmuch.

She hadn't felt at all like that about the flat'dishared so briefly with
Martin, she thought, wincing. But then it hadn'tdmged to them.
They'd rented it from his aunt on a temporary hagsle, ostensibly,
they looked for a house of their own.

Now, at last, she'd found the home of her dreamly, @ have to
relinquish it in the same breath.

Dear God, she thought, shivering, but it had beenfyingly easy to
imagine herself living there, setting her own seal the place.
Arranging copper pans on the wall-rack in the letthplacing bowls
of fresh flowers on the deep window-sills, readiogrled up on her
own sofa, watching winter logs burn on the widertie&ll kinds of
seductive images.

And—most of all—waking in that bed created for Iste-not alone.

She missed a gear, suddenly, clumsily, and heardrigine groan in
response.

Because she hadn't been alone in any of those dyestum realised,
her throat closing painfully. Always there'd beemgone else there
beside her, taking her hand, tucking a flower h@ohair, laughing as
the sparks from a fallen log flared up the chimr&ymeone turning



to her—there for her, his smile reflected in heesyAlways
someone...

A car horn blared, signalling that, in her revesieg'd drifted too near
the centre of the road. Guiltly Joanna lifted andhain
acknowledgement as an indignant face glared atrber behind an
oncoming windscreen. She pulled the car into the fey-byand
stopped, her heart thumping rapidly and unevenly.

It wasn't just the fact that she could have caasedccident that was
unnerving her.

It was the realisation that the figure who shareddreams was not
just an anonymous faceless someone. He was one andnone

alone. The lover at her side had a face, and a hame the

knowledge, the certainty of his identity made henole body

tremble.

Because Cal Blackstone belonged to nightmaressote weak,
bizarre dream of love. He brought fear, not hopelddlooded
calculation, not tenderness. Peril, not security.

'He's my enemy,' she said aloud, beating on theevéh her

clenched fist. 'l hate him, and it's because of, thacause of the
hating, that he's there in my head all the timén@ my thoughts.

There's no other reason. There can't be. | won# kal won't allow

it!"

Her words died into silence. And in that silenceneahe bleak and
despairing awareness that it was already too Tte. conflict, for

her, was over. Her chains were forged, and heringestaled.

Totally. Inexorably.

Joanna swallowed convulsively, the sunlit day ale&tshe car fading
to a shimmering blur, as she fought the tearswoatd no longer be
denied.



Somehow, against all logic and all reason, shefdldeh in love with
Cal Blackstone.

God help me, she whispered. Oh, God help me.



CHAPTER SIX

JOANNA stayed in the lay-by for nearly half an hour, violus to the
other cars that came and went.

When she was calm again, she started the car gaah e drive with
scrupulous care back towards Northwaite. The ss#lation which
had come to her had been as devastating as itnBipd, and now
she felt drained of emotion, and oddly detached.

But the new awareness had brought something elsts tnain: a
determination to face up to a duty she'd been fyaslkirking since
her return. To cope with the trauma of the prebgngxorcising the
other ghosts, other demons in her past. To ackmigeleat last, the
wrong she had done.

She drove through the town, pausing briefly abadt's shop, and up
the hill towards the tall Victorian parish churdtat dominated the
skyline. She parked outside the church railingsl, aarrying her
flowers, began to walk slowly up the churchyardavgl path, her
heels crunching over the loose stones.

The Bentham family plot was in a secluded corneadsed by trees,
and Joanna bit her lip as she looked down at theatdong of turf,
with its simple headstone.

It had been Martin's own wish to be cremated, a&islepeated over
and over again in the numbing aftermath of hisdeadi, but his aunt
Grace Bentham had been adamant that he should ried there
beside his parents, and she'd allowed herself twveruled.

The grave was immaculately kept, the flowers indtome vase only
just beginning to wilt. Miss Bentham's work, Joarinaught as she
fetched fresh water and arranged the blooms sheldgbt. She'd
been half afraid she would find Martin's aunt kegpone of her
solitary vigils in the churchyard, but to her réligere seemed no one



else around. She could not have borne, she thounging accusation,
more confrontation. Not until she'd been able tmedo terms herself
with her marriage and the circumstances which maddht it about.

Apart from the trilling of birds in the leafy brames above her head, it
was very quiet, and she was glad of it. She nepdade to think, and
remember, although few of the memories would bagaat ones.
But then she hardly deserved that they should be.

‘You killed him.' The words came back to her withnauch startling
clarity as if Grace Bentham had suddenly mategdliseside her like
a figure of Nemesis. 'You killed my dear boy!

They were standing in the ugly drawing-room of MBsntham's
house, thick curtains shutting out the dayligha asark of respect.

The room had been stifling, but Joanna shiveretthgssame. ‘Miss
Bentham --' she had never been invited to calbtdler woman Aunt
Grace, or even wanted to '—you don't know whatrgogsaying. You
heard the coroner. The verdict was accidental d&#ih pathologist
said that Martin had over double the legal limiatfohol --'

'Martin did not drink. Martin never drawc." Gracerham's voice
was inimical. "You must have forced him to it. Yimarried him. You
made him miserable, and you killed him!'

'Oh, please!" The words were like knives, stabhlognna's flesh,
stabbing her to the heart. "You mustn't say theisgs...'

'It's time they were said. | should have spokenoteef Miss
Bentham's face was like granite—like marble. 'lchatd—I saw the
life, the happiness drain out of him while he liweith you. You were
no good for him. Why did you marry him? Why coutdyou leave
him alone?’



That, Joanna thought, wincing, was the million- lalel-the
unanswerable question.

After a brief pause, the other woman continuedu"™wall not, of
course, require the flat any longer. | should kedgf you would
vacate it as quickly as possible. | have a walilisigof possible
tenants.’

Joanna felt as if she'd been slapped across tke $&e had no real
desire to stay on in the flat for any length ofdinit held too many
memories of wretchedness and failure for that,dnat thought she
would be at least allowed a breathing-space, aceghtmput her life

together again.

She lifted her chin. 'l can be out by the end efweek.'

'Good.' Grace Bentham sounded almost brisk. 'Alfiefuneral, | see
no reason why we should have to meet again, do' you?

Even now, with the sun warm on her back, Joannddsdred as she
recalled the sheer malevolence in Grace Benthages. eShe'd
wanted to shout a denial,to fling the accusatioasklin the older
woman's icy face, but it was impossible.

Sitting back on her heels, she thought about MaBentham.

Although she'd known him almost all her life, shaways regarded
him as something of a loner, always on the fringees crowd rather
than one of its moving forces.

He'd had few girlfriends, and it was generally agré would take a
combination of Mother Theresa and Superwoman tbfawour with
Grace Bentham, who'd brought him up since the defdtiis parents
in his early childhood, and doted on him to thenpaif obsession.
He'd been due to inherit some money from a trusdl fuhen he was
thirty-five, but until then he'd seemed contenh#&dp his aunt with
her thriving antiques business.



Joanna had accepted his occasional invitationsuseche was
always such undemanding company. Martin had nexeected an

evening at the theatre or a restaurant to enddn Tieere had never
been any pressure in his brief goodnight kissesmtwve the

relationship to a more intimate level. She'd feteswith Martin,

relaxed. He'd been a friend who was also a manthend didn't seem
to be too many of those around.

But her encounter with Cal Blackstone on that raueft high road
above Northwaite had changed everything.

She'd felt threatened, pursued, and the kind afiadasininvolved
relationships she'd enjoyed with other men up & fhoint were
suddenly no protection against Cal's intensity afppse. She'd
needed, with cold desperation, to distance hefsmth Cal—to put
herself totally and finally beyond his reach.

She could not even remember now the exact momert whe'd
decided the answer was to marry Martin Bentham, dhwat could
recall with shame every trick she'd used to persiau to propose to
her.

It had been, in theory, an eminently suitable majoming two
established local families. She'd told herself dsifeely that she
liked Martin—she really did, and that friendship—goanionship
was reckoned to be a far safer basis for marridga tsome
ungovernable passion. And out of friendship, loveuld surely
grow—eventually.

Their relationship might not have many fireworkst ik would be

stable and secure, she'd argued in self- justidicatMartin couldn't
want to go on living forever in that hideous Vigtor villa being

fussed over by his aunt. And, as another man's shie would surely
be safe from Cal Blackstone's machinations forever.



There'd been nothing to warn her what lay ahedueaf Nothing to
tell her about the manifold complexities of humatune, or explain
that there could be more than one kind of despmearati

Six months after the ceremony which had tied thegether, Martin
had driven his ageing sports car straight intoatak of a viaduct on a
notoriously dangerous bend. He'd been killed irtstan

The church had been crowded for the funeral, sireemgbered. As
well as the genuine mourners, there'd been thel wement of
sensation-seekers, intrigued by this swift andenblending to a
newly fledged marriage.

In the churchyard, Joanna and Grace Bentham had ibeged to
scatter earth on the coffin. All during the seryisiee'd been on edge,
aware of the older woman watching her, hating MNaw, as the
trowel passed between them, their hands had brushddoanna had
found herself recoiling from the cold dank contagth Miss
Bentham's skin, as if she'd touched some stondgddefrom a deep
and stagnant pool.

As the vicar uttered the final words, Joanna haehsthe other
woman's face twist into an approximation of a snadr mouth
parting, working as she tried to find speech. lat timstant, she'd
known that Grace Bentham was going to scream 'Measdé at her
across Martin's grave. Her whole body had tensedhiock and
negation as she waited for the onslaught. Butdtrrever come.

Instead, with a cry like an animal, Grace Bentha fallen on her
knees. 'My boy!" she'd wailed. '‘My darling boy!'

There had been a moment's horrified silence, thervicar and the
undertaker had moved hurriedly to her side, liftey to her feet as
she began to sob uncontrollably.



Joanna had felt nauseated, close to fainting. Stieldged her
appalled gaze away from Miss Bentham's agonises] &aad it was
then that she saw Cal. Impeccably attired in a dark topped by a
grey overcoat, his black armband neatly in plae&] ktood, as ever,
a little apart from the other mourners, outwardlypiature of
convention.

But, as their eyes met, Joanna had known thatalitin and misery
of the past six months had all been for nothingatTHor him,
everything had been just the same, as if Martinfeaer existed, and
that she was in as much danger as ever.

So I ran, she thought in self-derision. And | thiouipat would solve
everything. | thought I'd be able to stay away badsafe. But there
was never any safety, never any real sanctuary fiomand | knew
it. That was why | came back, although | inventag aumber of
other reasons to justify my decision.

But | couldn't stay away any more. | had to returte-see him again,
to find out. And now | know—I know everything.

That was why | couldn't defend myself against Gaestham when
she attacked me. Because | knew there was an dlerhémith in
what she said.

| did everything | could to try and make Martin lpgpl wanted our
marriage to work, but it didn't, and it couldn'gedause | didn't love
him, and whatever | did feel for him wasn't enougtet-in an

intimate relationship like marriage.

| was just using Martin, and he knew it, and thaswhy it was all
such a disaster from the very start. | was tryonguild a relationship
out of nothing, making bricks without straw, beaauislidn't dare to
admit, even to myself, that Cal was always theta wie, in my heart
and in my mind, even then.



No matter what | did, how hard | fought, | couldbé rid of him. |
told myself it was because | loathed him and ewengt he
represented, but | knew all the time, deep dowat,itttouldn't be that
simple.

My God, | used to lie beside Martin at night, anmdain about Cal
over and over again.

Her whole body warmed in bitter shame as she rerasgdbthose
dreams. She had tried so hard to dismiss therall toerself that they
were engendered solely by the problems of her agarrather than
her unspoken, guilty desire for another man. Theman above all
she had no right, no reason to desire.

But | should have been honest with myself, sheghau should have
been honest with Martin too. Then we could havesdrilat dreadful
sham of a marriage and started again. And Martialavstill be alive
Now.

Instead, he's dead, and it's all my fault.

Her whole being seemed to convulse in guilt an@&fgand she

wrapped her arms tightly across her body, staringeeingly up

through the sun-dappled leaves to the blue arbeofky. She began
to weep again, but very quietly and hopelesslystasd never been
able to before. As she'd never allowed herselbtbefore.

She was shaken by sobs, torn apart by wretchedmessemorse,
rocking backwards and forwards on her knees, asttine possessed
her, then passed.

She had done a wicked thing in marrying Martin, aad retribution
had overtaken her. Could there be a worse fate ltkarg made to
face the unendurable fact that she was in love withan who
regarded her only as an instrument for revenge?t Wdh he called
it? 'A dish best eaten cold.’



She drew a deep, quivering sigh, and looked dowthatgrave,
wiping the tears from her face.

| wronged you, Martin, she told him silently. I'mever been able to
admit that before, even to myself. But now I'm gpto be made to
suffer for it, so | can ask you, at last, to forgive.

Maybe, one day, I'll even be able to forgive myself

She got slowly to her feet, and turned away.

'I'd like a word with you, Joanna.’

Joanna hesitated with one foot on the bottom s&kie glanced at
Simon over her shoulder. 'Can't it wait? | was piag to have an
early night.'

Dinner had been a frankly awful meal. She wasstilraumatised by
the self-knowledge which had come to her that dmaf'dly been able
to swallow a thing. For the most part, she'd pushedood round her
plate in a pretence of eating, while her mind narcrazy circles,
rejecting the unpalatable truths still batteringhat consciousness,
desperately seeking a refutal—an escape, yet fynaome.

Simon too had seemed abstracted, but Fiona, whoided

downstairs in a pink quilted housecoat that didhmgf for her

increasing girth, had more than made up for hine'ébkat through
the meal like an aggrieved blob, complaining alb@utheartburn and
revelling in her mother's gushing sympathy and essll
reminiscences about the trials of her own pregmeanci

'l can imagine you might need an early night," Sireaid grimly. 'But
I'd prefer us to talk now, please.' He opened tinéysdoor, and stood
waiting for her to join him.



After a palpable hesitation, Joanna walked backsacthe hall, and
preceded him into the room. 'Yes?' She soundedhsigieand knew
it.

'‘Paul Robertshaw called at the Craft Company tiesraoon. It was
his wedding anniversary last night, and he tookahis for dinner at
the country club.’

'Oh." Joanna's heart began to thump. 'I'm realtythrad interested in
the Robertshaws' domestic arrangements, Si, and --'

'‘Nor was I,' he interrupted. 'But it seems they saw there, dining
tete-a-tete with Cal Blackstone. Paul and Mariaoldi@t believe
their eyes, particularly when you apparently lefthwhim." He
paused. 'Well, what have you got to say?'

‘Very little." Joanna shrugged. 'That seems a fesume of the
evening. What of it?'

'You can ask that?' Simon's face reddened angvilyGod, Joanna!
You've never had a good word to say about him or @nthe
Blackstones, even when | wanted to try and healbtleach. You
were the one who said he couldn't be trusted, whisted on keeping
that bloody feud going. And now you're seen in muklith him,
smooching in corners and worse!'

It was Joanna's turn to flush. 'l did nothing af kind!'

'Oh, no? You forget | saw your return to this houtes
morning—that we all did. Where the hell did you rsppdast night?'

There was no point in lies or evasion. Anyway, Wastime Simon
saw the limits to which his criminal recklessnead brought them?
Joanna asked herself, as her hands clamped itd@fiker sides.

She lifted her chin. 'l slept with Cal,' she saadidty.



There was a moment of silence, total, terriblenthe exploded. A
torrent of furious words poured from him, violemthusive, vile.
'Slag!" she heard as she pressed her hands oveaiseand 'Whore!'

‘Simon!" She cut across the tirade, her voice angcKFor God's
sake—don't --'

‘You say that to me, you dare to say that, yothbinhen you've just
degraded yoursel—when you've dragged our nameudgwrglime!
What the hell were you thinking about, or do yoeggour brains in
your knickers these days?'

The crudity made her shudder. 'l was thinking ai.ybler face was
white now. 'You wanted my help— you needed him kapta
distance—off your back while you tried to put thérmaght.’

'‘But not like that!" he yelled. 'Never like thatdidn't mean you to
prostitute yourself to him!'

'Did it never occur to you that those might bethisns?' she shouted
back. 'Everything has a price, Simon. In this cdaseas me.'

‘But you didn't have to pay it, for God's sake! YDmbenty-four hours
ago, you were his mortal enemy. Surely you coulklrmade some
excuse—fended him off, instead of throwing yoursedd his arms
like some sex-starved --'

‘It wasn't like that!"

'l don't want to hear about it.' He sat down hgawbvering his face
with his hands. 'lt's incredible." His voice wasafrs®. 'You, a
Chalfont, rolling round in bed with Cal Blackstohéle gave a
strained, grating laugh. 'And they say history meepeats itself!’

'‘What do you mean?' Joanna stared at him, weanghipg her hair
back from her face.



‘You've allowed Cal Blackstone to execute the merfevenge.'
Simon shook his head wonderingly. 'lf the wholenghiwasn't so
bloody nauseating, | could almost admire the bestar

'l don't understand.' Her heart missed a beat.

'It's quite simple.' His voice sounded dead. 'Hiandfather, also
Callum, if you recall, tried to rape our grandmathbe first Joanna
Chalfont. She managed to fight him off, and getyafram him, but

that's really why he was booted out of his job, hisdcottage.'

'‘Rape?' Joanna repeated blankly. 'But I've nevemdreny mention --'

'Of course not. You don't think Grandfather wouévé let the story
get out, do you? There were plenty of other expglana for his
dismissal. Old Blackstone was a born troublemaleewall as a
lecher, so an excuse for getting rid of him walsafd to find.'

He looked at her. 'And that, sister dear, is hawfémous family feud
really began. Not out of industrial unrest, or lopalitics or even
ambition, but because of an aggressive, womanispgjart who
couldn't keep his hands off our grandmother.'

He snorted. 'If old Cal had possessed even thieteigdecency, he'd
have cleared out altogether, once he'd been saciceévicted, and
we'd have been rid Of Him. He might even have thougmself
lucky he wasn't lynched. But of course he stayé&ming that he
was the one who'd been wronged. Every day he remanvas an
insult to Grandmother, and a threat as well. It Mtathat long
afterwards she had the miscarriage that killed hgwebably brought
on by the stress of all she'd been through.’

Joanna swallowed. 'How—how do you know all this®@r khind
winced away from the ugliness of the story, andeign nastier
implications where she was concerned.



'l found out while you were in America,' he told h& was when Dad
first started rambling on about the past. He talakbdut Joanna one
night, going on and on about her. The whole things vpretty
disjointed and incoherent, and at first | thouglatrheant you. But
eventually | sorted out that he was referring ®rbther. | asked a
few pointed questions, and finally got the wholaygbut of him. He
was only a young kid when she died, and the whafelabusiness
obviously had one hell of an effect on him. It madefeel sick to my
stomach as well.’

'l can imagine." Joanna was trembling. 'Why didwt tell me
before?'

'l didn't see any necessity. God, Jo, you hatati@lBlackstones even
more than | did! It never occurred to me that hig/dand get back at
us by involving you sexually, let alone that haidsed.' He sighed.
'Frankly, | thought it was this house he wanted, yau. | totally

underestimated his will to win—the lengths he wappred to go to.'

She could hear Cal's voice, quiet, gloating, indwee head. 'The
wheel come full circle.’

Something within her was dying, strangling in pand bitter hurt.

'I—I can't blame you for that,' she said tightly—'l underestimated
him too.’

On her way back from the churchyard that afternsbe,had vowed
she would make good flower from bad. That somehbe\gould
make Cal love her in return, transmuting the hagshrof his desire
for her into tenderness and a caring, abiding passi

Now it seemed that he had never really wanted tet.dt explained
a great deal, of course, beginning with the mimatof her
grandmother in his sitting- room. It was there @annd him of his



purpose— feed his fixation. To urge him on to achithe ultimate
retaliation.

Her mouth tightened as she remembered the waysheken of her
grandmother, using words like 'love' and 'resp&tte supposed he
was being deliberately ironical, or was he testieg? Finding out
how much of their joint family history she was aty aware of?

She could understand too why he'd left her untodiche previous
night. It wasn't from any kind of consideration,eslthought,
flinching. Merely lack of interest.

The only lust he felt was to succeed where hisdfedher had failed.

To wipe out that past humiliation by taking the gmet-day Joanna
Chalfont and flaunting her before their small mutwarld as the

possession—the plaything of Cal Blackstone.

That was worlds away from desire, she thought nymbl was
something deeper, darker and infinitely more caling, and she
shuddered away from it as if she'd ventured tosetioto the edge of
some abyss and peeked into its void.

'You should have said something, Jo." Simon spokabsely. 'Told
me the kind of pressure he was putting on you.'

She spread her hands. 'You were so worried—abaunta~+about

everything. I—I thought | could handle him.' Besdshe thought but
did not say, | was afraid of how you'd react—afr@igour weakness
and your anger combining into some kind of violence

She wondered why she didn't tell him all of it. W8he didn't admit
that so far Cal's conquest of her had been onifbcal. That maybe
all he required for his own purpose was to appedret her lover,
rather than to become so in any physical sense.



She shivered as she remembered the sweet bura ofduth on her
body.

He'd intended her to want him, of course. Perhapspme twisted
way, he'd even meant her to plead- to beg fordverhaking so that
he could reject her and make his triumph doublyetwe

No, she couldn't tell Simon that. Because to canfesvould be to
recognise once again her own failure as a womanaikaré she'd
already had to come to terms with in her marriage.

She drew a quick painful breath. In spite of al balculations, she
thought, Cal Blackstone had never fathomed thapdssessed the
power to destroy her totally. She had at least lspaned that.

'‘From now on you keep away from him, do you heax®red Simon.

'l hear,' she said quietly. 'And if he moves agayos over the money
you—owe, what then?’

‘That's no longer your problem." Simon squareghauilders tiredly.
'l should never have involved you in the first @ake—I blame myself
for what's happened to you, Jo. It's all my fault.'

'No,' she said. 'No, you mustn't say that." Youndichake me love
him. That was my own private insanity. 'I'm justcasgpable, and |
wanted to be so strong—so clever.' She sighedaihtvanted to
outwit him single-handed. But we never have—anyégainst any
of them. We've lost over and over again, and nowsiaad to lose
everything.'

"'l see him damned first." Simon spoke with swiljttter energy.
'‘He'll take nothing else—I'll make sure of that.'

‘How? What are you going to do?'



He stared past her into space. 'Whatever | haVeléogot to his feet
and patted her awkwardly on the. shoulder. 'Maybdest you don't
know.' His smile was forced. 'Now go on to bed, aot't worry

about another thing.'

And that, Joanna thought, hours later, as she wdittte first dawn
light streaking the eastern sky—that was almostyun



CHAPTER SEVEN

JOANNA spent the following day half expecting, half driegdhat Cal
would telephone her with details about other c@&tpgpperties. Or
that he would make a concerted effort to persuadeédchange her
mind about Kirkgate Cottage. An unbearably paitifiolught.

She had no idea what she would say to him. Eveepa® she
mentally rehearsed sounded stilted and patentlsefaMaybe it
would be better to come right out with the trutie sthought
unhappily. Tell him bluntly that she knew exactlyhywhe was
pursuing her, and that it could stop right there.

Except that it probably wouldn't stop at all. IflIGaled with her, he
might well move against the business and their hmsiead. After
all, she had no illusions now about his capabdiidis commitment
to his destructive cause. Therefore it was esdethigd they found
some way to forestall such an eventuality.

She made a point of mentioning to Simon the pdgsilif finding a
business consultant to advise them on the futuweldpment of the
Craft Company, but he appeared totally uninterested

‘Always supposing it has a future,' was his comment

Joanna gritted her teeth. 'Shall | make some eieguar not?' she
asked carefully.

'‘Leave it,' he said brusquely. 'l told you—it's now problem, and
I'll sort something out.’

Joanna remained unconvinced. Simon didn't haveaithef a man
with a ready-made answer to anything. He made footéd hide his
worries and abstraction, and even snapped at Fwiman she
complained of feeling neglected.



Nor, it was clear, did he want Joanna resumingkamy of duties at
the Craft Company. Any suggestion that she mightrneto work
was instantly stonewalled. He and Philip could ¢gbe was told.

But can | cope? Joanna asked herself. | need somgdthoccupy me.
Something to stop me thinking all the time—stopwasting for the
phone to ring.

But the call from Cal did not come, either then during the
interminable days that followed. Maybe her wordsutbleading her
own life had achieved some effect, she thoughtf&@nnore likely,
he had decided to keep her on tenterhooks for & whondering
what his next move would be.

The weather was unpredictably and inappropriatelilic, and
Joanna spent a great deal of her. time in the gatdgping that the
golden tan she was acquiring would disguise thetakd shadows
beneath her eyes and the hollows in her cheekshwidg sleepless
nights were engendering.

The image of Cal as she'd last seen him, smilifgegtholding out
his hand to her, haunted her constantly. It texifier to realise how
easily she'd been beguiled—how close she'd comertplete self-
betrayal with him. Oh, but he'd been clever, sloadht bitterly. And
she'd been the fool of all fools.

While she'd been indulging in stupidly sentimeriedams of love,
and a possible future, Cal's sole motivation hashbevenge. He'd
said he wanted her, but not even that was truedésse for her was
fuelled only by his determination to succeed whasegrandfather
had failed.

All this hating, she thought with a shudder. Alistigrim obsession
down the years caused by nothing more than unestjlust.



Callum Blackstone had wanted Joanna Chalfont entuédrget all
sense of decency and honour. Balked of his deamrd, publicly
punished for it, he had turned in rage againshheband Jonas. If he
couldn't have his woman, then he would take evergthise instead.
That must have been his reasoning.

That was disgusting enough. But now Cal was plantinadd the
final link to that chain of revenge. Herself. Altknowledge flayed
her.

How could she not have seen that she was simplygbe
used—manipulated quite cold-bloodedly? Why hads&en so easy
to deceive?

But then, hadn't she used Martin in exactly theesarmy?

She shivered. Perhaps Cal and | deserve each aiferthought
wretchedly.

If her nights were bad, the days had little to reseend them either.
The presence of Mrs Driscoll was rapidly making theuse
untenable. From breakfast to bedtime, her voicddctwe heard,
criticising, complaining, interfering. Nothing wa®o minute to
escape her attention, and she was constantly dhiywiona into
making her presence felt more.

‘There is always room for improvement, my dear¢ slould say
magisterially when even Fiona protested she coegdn® reason for
changes in time- honoured household routines. &feuhe mistress
of the house now.'

Nanny and Gresham remained unmoved, treating thieonviwith
civil scorn, but Joanna suspected that Mrs Thurdgoauld soon be
at the end of her tether and handing in her no8be.wondered drily
how much room for improvement there would be if fa@dfound
herself stuck with the cooking.



Joanna decided the best thing for her would beytartd pick up the
threads of her life again. She went through herestdbook, making
a list of contacts. During her time in the Statke seemed to have
lost touch with a number of her former friends. 8oshe found had
moved away. Several were married, and even haeg$fahlthough
they were pleased to hear from her again, thegeainmed busy and
fulfilled in a way she could not match. The facttehe was a widow
created a kind of barrier too. No one seemed tavkgoite what to
say about Martin and her shortlived marriage. Theas no one
either that she could talk to—confide in. Tell tivbole appalling
truth about her life.

She wanted to say to someone, 'This is the pemtdached, and I'm
desperate. Where do | go from here?'

But she could imagine the utter lack of comprelmmsithe
embarrassment if she said any such thing. Insteadeard herself
talking about clothes, organised fund-raising toarity, the merits of
one local school against another. The fabric aédivo which she
seemed barely able to relate any more. And wherest@ped from
each pretty colour-coordinated house, she wouldl fiverself
breathing as deeply as if she'd just taken pasbme marathon, and
she would get into the car and drive up, out ofwllley on to the
high moor roads, to clear sunlight, the scythingeze and the
solitude of her own thoughts.

Once she drove through Nethercrag. There was d''Sigh outside

Kirkgate Cottage. There was a large removal vandod she caught
a glimpse of Mrs Osborne supervising furniture gesarried out of

the cottage.

Well, she'd said that the sooner her move was gibBarne, the
better, Joanna thought, crushing down a pang of.€sive must be
supremely confident that the sale would go throwghout snags if
she was prepared to decamp so promptly.



How marvellous to be able to map out your life wstich certainty.
To make decisions and keep them. | feel as if insame kind of
unspeakable limbo, she thought forlornly.

She got back to Chalfont House after yet anoth#eeanorning, to
find Fiona waiting for her on the steps.

‘Where's Simon?' her sister-in-law demanded witpoeamble.

‘At the Craft Company, | imagine,' Joanna returagghe locked the
car, trying to suppress her irritation at the otlielfs querulous tone.
‘That's where he'd normally be on a working day.'

'‘But he isn't. That's the whole point.' Fiona sgrdeer hands
tragically. 'lI've just had a phone call from Philasking if I'd seen
him. He sounded really upset. He said he couldmk the current
order book anywhere, and when he looked in Simeafe, he
realised the account books, the ledgers and aflskof other stuff
were missing too. Not to mention nearly everythongof petty cash.'
She gave Joanna, who had halted halfway up the,siegharp look.
‘Are * you sure you don't know where he is? Plsidijgl to ask you—if
and when you finally showed up.'

'His words, or yours?' Joanna asked evenly. '‘Aappens, | have no
idea where Simon is, or why he should have takenbtioks." She
could, she thought, biting her lip, make an edutgigess about the
petty cash, but surely Simon wouldn't have takstaek of ledgers to
a race meeting?

She looked up at Fiona. 'Will a phone call do, ould Philip prefer
me to go down to the workshops and give him mygeabkassurance
about it?'

‘Well, it certainly wouldn't hurt you,' Fiona saihspishly. 'Mother
was saying only the other day that she was surpasthe amount of



time you spend either mooning round the housepbgallivanting,
when there was a business to be run.'

'I'm grateful for her interest,’ Joanna replied tomarteously. 'As it
happens, neither Simon nor Philip have ever sugdésthould come
back to the Craft Company on a full-time basisathgred, in fact,
that | was totally surplus to requirements.' Shegspd. 'Besides, | do
have things in my own life that | need to sort out.

‘Well, | can't imagine what. Simon's been like arbgith a sore head
for days, and now | have Philip nagging at me.nkis face was
fretful. "What's going on? It isn't like Simon to domething like this.’

'On the contrary, it's exactly like him," Joannia seearily. '‘But if you
want me to hunt for clues, | will. Is it all rigfftl get changed first?'

‘Simon shouldn't be worrying me like this with thaby so close,’
Fiona complained, following her into the house.eTdoctor said |
should avoid stress of any kind.'

'It's certainly a good trick if you can managedoanna agreed drily,
making for the stairs. 'Why not have a nice lie-daw a darkened
room, with a little light refreshment on the hour?’

Fiona, however, was a stranger to irony. 'Thattsanbad idea,' she
nodded, and turned towards the drawing-room.

How nice to be so self-centred, Joanna thought aitiigh, as she
went to her room. She herself was more concernedtahis new
turn of events than she had allowed Fiona to sdmt\We hell could
Simon be up to now? she asked herself broodingly.

She could only pray that his mistakes and respoitigb hadn't
weighed him down to such an extent that he'd dddiolelo a runner.
That would be the final disaster.



The envelope was lying on the carpet, just insielededroom door.
She snatched it up, and tore it open with a feadinigreboding.

'‘Dear Jo," it said in Simon's undistinguished strawe found a way
to get Blackstone off our backs once and for alkr't what I'd have
chosen, but there's no other option, and I'm despeAs Nanny
always says—needs must when the devil drives. Tnestand don't
say anything to anyone. Simon.’

Joanna read it through twice, with growing disnmagll sounded too
hectic—too secretive. If he was prepared to tellthes much, why
couldn't he have confided in her completely—setrhiexd at rest?

Maybe he knows that | won't want to hear what petsto say, she
thought unhappily, stuffing the letter into her b&mh, Simon, what
are you doing? Please—please don't let it be amytlegal!

She changed hastily out of her dress into a paitosle-fitting cream
jeans and a loose violet top, and sped down taedhe

Philip was in Simon's office when she arrived at @raft Company,
and he greeted her with obvious relief.

'Hello, stranger. Any idea where our wandering bag got to?'

Joanna shook her head, guiltily aware of the lattber bag. 'Not the
slightest. | wish | had." She paused. 'Have youkepoto his
secretary?'

Philip pulled a face. 'Jean's on holiday, and teeagemp in. All she
knows is that the phone was going crazy yestemay this morning
old Simon came in practically at dawn and pushddwoeth his
briefcase bulging, and a carrier-bag as well." Hekéd at her
uneasily. 'Jo—everything is quite all right, istPtl mean, I'm just the
salesman, and Si's the one who does the hard bums$there were
serious problems he'd have told me, surely?’



'I'm sure everything's fine," Joanna returned, sings her fingers
surreptitiously. 'Perhaps he's decided to changkshar find a new
accountant. He does tend to make these rapid desisi

'‘Don't | know it." Some of Philip's tension was ifegl visibly. He
smiled at her more warmly. 'Seriously, it's goodde you again. You
look marvellous.'

After all these sleepless nights? she wonderedywi powers of
recuperation must be greater than | thought!

She smiled back at him. 'Thanks.'

'‘Have you got over --?' he paused delicately, koaw—that awful
business? | mean, it must have been the mostleeshiock. Martin of
all people going like a bat out of hell on thattmadar bend, and
tanked up to the eyeballs as well.' He gave an asdvaugh. 'l didn't
say anything at the time, naturally, but a few sftbnought it was
totally out of character.’

'Yes,' she said, 'it was.'

‘Just a combination of unfortunate circumstanddis.'good-natured
face was unusually solemn. 'That's what accidergsath about, |
suppose. After all, it wasn't as if.".." Anotherbamrassed pause. 'l
mean, Martin had everything to live for.'

'Oh, yes."' Her lips felt numb. 'Yes, he did." Sk & silent scream
rising inside her, and fought for control, normalitShe looked
around, almost desperately. 'Well—is there anythican help with,
while I'm here? | don't want to butt in, of course.

'‘Oh, but you wouldn't," Philip said heartily, clyaglad to step on to
safer ground. 'On the contrary, | was wonderingpif'd like to come
down to the shopfloor and cast an eye over the fieshes we're



using for the kitchen units. We've tried to brealag from traditional
lines this time, and a woman's opinion would beetban welcome.'

That wasn't precisely what she'd intended, Jodrmaght ruefully, as
she followed him. She'd hoped to have a good matd in Simon's
office, to see if she could find any indication abbis plans, but at
least she supposed she was making herself useduhinor way.

She spent over an hour in the workshop, and haditat she was
impressed. If the Craft Company went under, it wlowt be for lack
of ideas or enthusiasm, she reflected. The plaseavpesitive hive of
activity.

Simon, dear brother, she addressed him silentipnlt know what
you're up to, but | hope you're working for us, against us.

Afterwards they went to Philip's office for more fle® and
sandwiches.

'If I'd realised | was having a guest, I'd havewaged. for something
more glamorous.' Philip gave her a speculative.ltddéw that you're
back in circulation, Jo, | was wondering if youare to have dinner
with me one evening?'

‘That's—sweet of you.' Joanna managed to concealisr@ay. This
was a complication she didn't need. 'l thought yare seeing
Lindsay Armitage?'

'Oh, that's just about over,' he said briskly. '8aeps dragging me
past jewellers’ windows, and leaving, pictures @dding dresses
lying round the flat. Very off-putting!'

Joanna smiled in spite of herself. ‘It must bee Bésitated, searching
for a valid way to excuse herself, and finding nofidank you,
Philip," she yielded at last. '‘Dinner would be fine



‘Great—terrific! Have you got your diary?' He prodd his own,
squinting at the entries. 'l need the Rosetta Siodecipher this lot,’
he muttered. 'But next Wednesday seems all righttn'

'‘And for me.' She could always arrange to come dawtim bubonic
plague in the interim period.

'Then it's a date?'

'It's a date,' she agreed, and saw Philip look pasttowards the
doorway, his fresh face stiffening slightly. Sheught, Simon? but
knew, even as she turned to follow the directiomisfgaze, that it
was not.

Cal Blackstone was standing in the doorway behiednt

'l hope I'm not intruding," he said too courteousito the blank
silence. 'l was actually looking for Simon, but bfice appears to be
empty.'

'He's away.' Joanna found a voice from somewh@rebusiness.'

His brows lifted. 'Indeed? I'm glad to hear it. gundj by the message
on my answering machine this morning, | thoughd eken leave of
his senses.’

‘What did he say?' asked Philip.

'It sounded like a declaration of war, only slighthore anatomical,’
Cal drawled. 'l came to ask for an explanation.'

'I—I can probably provide that.' Joanna got tofeet, putting down
her half-eaten sandwich. 'Perhaps we should taikatety in his
office.'



'‘Maybe we should." Cal's eyes dwelled on her codlyd
reflectively.She glanced at Philip, whose exprassiwavered
between bewilderment and apprehension. 'Er—untidivésday,
then.'

'‘Oh—yes, of course,' he said feebly.

She walked past Cal, her head held high, and atbagnarrow
corridor back to Simon's office. Cal followed harand closed the
door.

There was a brief and loaded silence, then he $2mh't you ever
bloody learn?’

'l don't know what you're talking about.’

'‘Oh, yes, you do.' The quietness of his tone oadyrsed to emphasise
its underlying anger and menace. 'If you're thigknf that poor sap
as a replacement for Martin, then forget it. It vam't work.'

‘Naturally you would think so,' she said bittetBut it's none of your
concern, and I'll thank you to remember it.'

'‘Really?' He sat down on the edge of the deskydegnher steadily.
‘What makes you think that?"

'You heard Simon's message.' She took a deep pprathng that
she was right. That Simon was away somewhere, géveir necks.
'He's not here because he's arranging a finanealwdhich is going
to get you out of our lives for good, commerciallyd personally.'

'Is he indeed?' He didn't look or sound particylatisconcerted.
'‘What's brought about this sudden rush of bloodh® head, |
wonder?'



Joanna swallowed. 'He knows everything—about teddlhim. And
in return he explained a few things to me."

Cal frowned. 'What does that mean?'

'It means, that | know the whole sordid story frbeginning to end. |
know about my grandmother, and exactly why youndfather was
evicted and sacked.' She paused. 'In my opiniomdre than asked
for it, and deserved worse.'

‘Spoken like a true Chalfont," Cal said sardonycall
'l am a Chalfont, and proud of it!" she flung bathkim.
‘Even though you claim to have heard the wholey8tdie shrugged.

'It's your own name you should be ashamed of!'ssiné hotly. 'And
your own disgusting motives. | suppose you thoughtould be
amusing to try and emulate your grandfather's—dsgful
behaviour. Well, the joke's over.'

‘Not emulate, darling,' he said gently. 'SurpaskaiN take, | keep.’
His eyes swept over her without haste, from hedhd@avn to her
toes. It seemed to Joanna that wherever his gageréd her skin
warmed, blossomed. Sudden need clenched achirgjtieimer, and
her throat closed.

She said thickly, "You will not take me. Not novetever.'
'‘Not unless I choose.'
'It's over. | can't be—manipulated any more. Simom't allow it.'

'‘What touching faith you have in that rackety bestof yours.' Cal's
eyes narrowed. 'So—what's this deal he's arranghmgther Great
Train Robbery?'



‘That's our business.' Joanna wondered where shdimding the
strength—the sheer bravado. 'But when it's findlismu'll be paid off
in full." Oh, God, | only hope I'm not bluffing. H&l, after that, you
can stay out of my life.'

‘And if the deal falls through?'

'You can still stay out of my life." Her breathifgd quickened
painfully. 'What you've done—what you tried to daunforgivable.’

There was a silence. Then, 'You sound as if younmga Cal
commented at last. 'Which—simplifies matters, | mge.' He
reached into the pocket of the light jacket he wasaring, and
extracted a familiar bundle of papers. He tossedhtbn to the desk
beside him. 'Simon's IOUs. They're all there, bt gan check with
him if you're in doubt.’

‘You're returning them?' She stared at him, try;nghake sense of it
and failing. The Blackstones fought. They didnthly relinquish
their remaining weapons and walk away. "Why?'

‘To use your own classic phrase, my sweet—thegakeer.' He sent
her a light smile which did not reach his eyesl. daine with. Finito.'

She took an unsteady breath. 'l—don't believe you.'

Cal shrugged again. 'That's your privilege. Bitaippens to be true.
As you figured out, it did amuse me for a whilese@ how far you'd
be prepared to go to protect the unworthy Simonre4dly doesn't
deserve your devotion.'

'In your opinion.’

'In the view of all right-thinking people,' he cdared grimly. 'Do
you think I'd have let a man treat any sister ohewni-string her
along—as | have you, and go on living?' He shoskieiad. 'l waited



for him to come round—to confront me—to try anddikreny legs.
But young Simon fulfilled all my expectations ofrhi

The firm mouth tautened. "That wasn't all, of ceurswanted to

experiment, Joanna. To see how deeply that blodwfént pride

was entrenched in you. To what lengths you'd duatay on to what
little you have left, and protect the facade—thanstof your life.' He

gave her along, level look. 'Well, the experimeater, and now that
| know the answer I'm no longer interested.' Hglead harshly. 'But
it's interesting to discover that even Simon thenwvbas his turning
point.’

She felt as if she were dying inside, but sheadlliDon't—don't you
dare talk about Si like that! You have no right...'

'It's no more than the truth. Everyone has a righdpeak that,' he
said. 'Jonas was the biggest bully in the Westrigidout, like most of

his kind, a coward as well when his bluff was dhllde never fought
with my grandfather, man to man. He preferred sdéiggets. Your

father inherited his weaknesses, but none of tbe. iHe was a
charming lightweight at that mill, with little oronhead for business,
and Simon's just like him.’

‘My father is a sick man.'

'l know that, and I'm sorry, but it doesn't chargéhing. You've

grown up believing that Dad and | cheated him—fdrban out of

business.' He shook his head. 'Not so, Joannaytbugy he lost, he
gave away with both hands, although | won't deray Wine accepted
with gratitude.' He paused. 'l hope Simon can bafig deal which

will tow this company permanently out of the mimyt I'm not

convinced. And even if he does buy me off, | shellt his shoulder
waiting. Don't ever let him forget that.'



'He never will." She was hurting so much that iswléficult getting
the words out. 'Nor will 1.’

He gave her a crooked smile. 'I'm sure the lesdmaes a salutary
one. In some ways, Joanna, I'm going to be sorrgdhe one that
got away. I've enjoyed seeing you take the bait-ggVe on the hook.
You have a very lovely body under the ladylike loést you usually
wear. I'd like to have enjoyed it—and taught youaanjoyment.'

‘The very thought,’' she said steadily, 'makes met wathrow up.
Will you go, please? Get out of here. Leave meedlon

'For now, yes. Tell Simon | was looking for himéldwung lithely
off the desk and walked to the door, where he talted turned. 'A
parting thought,' he said pleasantly, and reacbetédr, pulling her
into his arms with overwhelming suddenness.

His mouth was hard on hers, ruthlessly demandisgbanission, an
access that Joanna had no thought to deny himclbtgring proved
no barrier to the series of small madnesses hidsharre creating all
over her body.

He was not tender, yet in spite of this—or maybenelecause of
it?—her whole being seemed convulsed into one tsdeream of
yearning that took no heed of decency or even ysaBhe had
claimed not to want him. He had stated categoyicakt he did not
want her. And yet—and yet...

Out of the bleakness of the past, the sterilityheffuture, this might
be all she had to remember. She would make it ¢ghetthought out
of some reeling corner of her mind.

Her small hands were excited, feverish, as in they explored,
demanded. His thigh thrust harshly between hems,she twisted
against him, moaning softly, blind, deaf to evenyghbut her own
sensual need.



Cal pushed up the violet top and wrenched apaffrédggde lace cups
of the bra she wore beneath it. She felt his tgetlze against the
tumescent peaks of her breasts, and cried outlgharmstonishment
and painful pleasure.

He froze. It was as if the sound of her voice haechlled him from
some brink. Had reminded him, somehow, preciselg,what, and
where they were.

Joanna found herself released as swiftly as sheed baken. She
collapsed back against the desk, staring at hinr. lige parted,

soundlessly shaping his name. His face was stadtidally flushed

as he looked back at her.

Then his hands lifted slowly in front of him, ashi# was defending
himself, staving off the vision of some demon cam@ossess him.
He stepped backwards away from her, his eyes rleagmg her
face.

He said harshly, 'Oh, no, Joanna. Oh, God, no!

Three quick strides took him to the door. She |ddreck against the
desk, gripping its edge until the knuckles turndutey willing herself
not to cry out, to beg him to come back to her.

She heard the door slam. Heard the sound of histéys retreating
down the uncarpeted passage. Listened, ears stydmn the sound
of his car departing. Knew, when she heard it, lieahad gone, and
she was alone.

'It's over,' she whispered. 'It's all over.'

Her voice seemed to come from a great distance. fDaledge of the
desk, bruising her fingers, seemed to have any emium with
reality. Because reality hurt. Reality drew blood.



She could taste blood in her mouth, and realisedhald bitten deeply
into the swollen softness of her lower lip. Shecteed the little
wound delicately with the tip of her finger, regaglthe resultant red
smear. It would heal and leave no mark.

But there were other scars, internal, emotional, would never fade.
And they would be her only, her lonely legacy frQal.

That was all there ever would—ever could be betwtem, she
thought, as the first tearing sob rose in her throa



CHAPTER EIGHT

IT was late afternoon before Joanna returned to Chalftmise.
She'd been driving around endlessly, aimlesslyhfmurs, trying to
make some kind of decision about her life, a ptartte future, and
failing miserably. She could think of nothing buat brief, searing
and hideously final confrontation between Cal aacdsélf.

Over and over again she told herself that Calwidsal of her was no
more than she'd expected, and that she shouldhkfth that he had
wearied of his joke before taking their 'relatioipsto the ultimate
intimacy. She'd been spared that humiliation adtlea

'It's all for the best,' she kept whispering tosledy as if repeating
some mantra against harm. 'All for the best."'

But although she might be able to harness her naitiohally, it was
not so easy to control bruised emotions or the ipaysnd sensual
awareness which he'd so swiftly and shockingly sedu

Her aroused and aching body screamed at her thed ibeen cheated
of its fulfilment. And the shaming thing that woutdunt her forever
was that Cal, not herself, had been the one to temk.

Joanna knew that if he'd pulled her down there thed on to the
floor of Simon's office, and taken whatever he wdrfrom her, she
would not have gainsaid him. And Cal, of courseylde aware of
that too.

That was something she would have to live with.

It was a kind of perverse comfort, however, to kribat he hadn't
been totally immune either. That although his plad been to
manipulate and torment her, there had come a momeen he'd
desired her as hotly and completely as she wanied h



At the same time, Joanna was sane enough to réla¢iséor her to
experience the raw power of sex without any leawggieam of love
or tenderness would be traumatic in the extremealt no way for
anyone as raw and unlessoned as she was to sesrerpanovitiate,
and she should be grateful that she'd escaped.

The arguments ran in circles in her head. But bmgytshe was sure
of: if she could not have Cal's love, she wouldlsdor loneliness,
because nothing less than his total commitmenétavould do. And
that she knew she could not have.

She arrived back at the house to find another kindonfrontation
going on. Mrs Thursgood, looking ruffled and defeaswas facing
up to a clearly furious Fiona, while Mrs Driscoliaped backstop
with gusto.

'‘What in the world --?' Joanna halted in the hsthying at the trio.
‘What's going on?'

Three voices began telling her at different voldewels, and Joanna
clapped her hands over her ears.

'One at a time, please,' she advised curtly. "Ybatter start, Fiona,
and for heaven's sake calm down!

‘Simon phoned. He didn't say where he was, onlyitbavouldn't be
back tonight!" Fiona wailed. 'And this idiot of aman just took the
message, and didn't fetch me to speak to him!'

'‘Rank incompetence,' said Mrs Driscoll.

‘Nothing of the kind,' said Mrs Thursgood, brigglirlMadam's orders
were she was resting in her room, and wasn't talis®rbed for

anything. And Mr Simon just told me to give the sege, which I've
done.'



'‘My own husband!" Fiona shrieked. "You should havewn I'd want
to speak to him!'

'‘Absolute stupidity,' said Mrs Driscoll.

'I'm not a mind-reader," Mrs Thursgood defendeddier'Dozens of
times, Mr Simon's rung and left messages with maj ao
complaints.’

‘But this is different, because we don't know wheses,' Fiona flung
back unwisely, tears appearing in her rather prentiblue eyes. 'If
I'd spoken to him, I'd have made him tell me.'

'Reliable help is almost impossible to find thesgysl' said Mrs
Driscoll.

Joanna, seeing Mrs Thursgood's eyes beginning aokler with
curiosity as well as resentment, intervened hastily

‘There's no real harm done," she said crisplg. Viéry naughty of
Simon to be so vague, but you should be used tdkinmow, Fiona.
Come into the drawing- room and sit down, and Musrggood will

bring us all some tea.’

Mrs Driscoll put an arm round her daughter's shexdcand led her
away without further argument.

Joanna turned placatingly to the irate housekedfrarsorry about
all that," she said. 'Mrs Simon is at a difficulige in her pregnancy,
and it makes her— highly strung sometimes.’

The expression on Mrs Thursgood's face sugges&d-tbna could
not be strung highly enough for her, and she wénbahe kitchen
muttering under her breath about 'spoiled madant"iaterfering
old cats'. Joanna decided it was best to preteathess.



‘That woman has got to go,' Mrs Driscoll stated@ana entered the
drawing-room.

Joanna faced her coolly, lifting her chin. 'l hgrétel that's your
decision,’ she said. 'And | don't know who else ook we'd get to
run a great barn of a - place like this. Mrs Thowmt) copes
magnificently, and we'd be lost without her. As ymurself said,
reliable help is hard to find these days.' She @aduglancing in her
sister-in-law's direction. 'Or has Fiona discovesesidden penchant
for housework? | wasn't aware she even knew howlug in a
vacuum cleaner.'

'‘Well!" Mrs. Driscoll said explosively.

'‘Not the word I'd have chosen,' Joanna returnedr$ Thursgood
leaves, you'll be in real trouble, | promise, escfrom Simon,

who adores her cooking.' She paused. 'And it nbghbetter, Fiona,
if you were a bit more discreet about Simon's atsemtil we find

out where he's gone and why. I'm sure you don'tt i@rstart a
rumour that he's left you.'

‘You're being horrid. He hasn't,' Fiona said tdbrfu

'‘Probably not, though | can't say I'd blame hinéf had,’ Joanna
retorted. 'He has all the worries of the busines®pe with, and not a
particularly comfortable home life to come back teith your
nonstop whinging, among other things,' she addeith &i grim
sideways glance at Mrs Driscoll.

Fiona sat bolt upright on the sofa. 'Joanna—yon&ser spoken to
me like this before!'

'‘No, | haven't,’ Joanna said affably. 'But I've te@nto—many times.
It's time you got a grip, Fiona, on yourself andiymarriage.' And
your mother, she added silently as she walkeddator. 'Now I'm



going up to sit with my father. | don't want to 8gour tea-party any
further.’

She felt marginally more cheerful as she walkedairss If she'd
persuaded Fiona to pause, even for a second, kadtack of her
life, then she might have done Simon a favour. ly drope he
deserves it, she thought with a sigh, as she wengdo her father's
room.

Anthony Chalfont was lying back in his chair, higes closed,
breathing stertorously.

'‘How is he today, Nanny?' Joanna asked in a lowevoi

Nanny pursed her lips. '‘Not so good, Miss Jo, &ad'¢ a fact. He
didn't seem to know Gresham at all this morningl, la@ didn't want
his lunch. Let the whole tray tip on to the flost like when he was
a toddler. And he hasn't had a word to say alradken. It's as if he
can't hear what's said to him—or won't.’

'Oh, dear.' Joanna bit her already sore lip, amtt&d. 'I'll stay with
him for a while, so that you can have a break.’

‘Just as you like, my dear. I'll go and see ifékiening paper's come
yet.'

Joanna fetched her usual low padded stool, anddbatself beside
her father, resting her head against the arm oftnag. It was time,
she thought, that she and Simon faced up to theHather father's
condition wasn't just a deliberate retreat fromlaagant reality, but
was medical in origin. Her mind shied away from there obvious
possibilities. However, it seemed clear that in tiear future he
would need more specialised and stringent care thanny or

Gresham could provide.



Once | would simply have blamed the Blackstoned,tha loss of the
mill, she thought wearily. So | suppose I'm makonggress.

Cal's harsh words about her father had hurt, betvedss forced to
admit they held a certain amount of justice. Otpepple, she
recalled, had said or hinted much the same oveyedhes, although
she had chosen to disregard their comments. Antidvajfont had

been brought up to enjoy a certain lifestyle adefmite inheritance.

He was no battler for his share of the market-placel these days
one had to be, especially in the woollen industhg reflected sadly.

The loss of her mother had wrought a profound &féechim too.
Cecilia's had been a strong, forceful personalitpt always
comfortable to live with, but certainly one to bessed.

She sighed. Whatever curse old Callum Blackstodep& upon the
Chalfonts, it seemed to have had its effect overydars. And where
was the justice in that? Jonas Chalfont, afteraall his wife had been
the injured parties.

She got up quietly and fetched the photograph allduming the

pages with renewed curiosity. Had an attempted repky had the

power to turn the vibrant Joanna Chalfont into thepressed, dowdy
woman? Surely not, yet there seemed no other arisvtlee enigma.

Studying the photographs of her grandfather, shadotd imagine

him being particularly caring or supportive in suahsituation.

Perhaps he was one of those husbands who belibeeel was no
smoke without fire, and that his wife had broughbt disgrace on
herself by her own conduct, she thought, grimacing.

She had no sympathy at all for such an attitudethaun neither could

she understand Cal's obvious support for his owandfather in view

of what he'd tried to do. Unless he too believeat ttoanna had led
Callum on.



She remembered the merry, beautiful face in theature. Was that
really the kind of woman who teased a man beyoratitg, then

tried to draw back at the last moment? It wasrsy d¢a believe. But
the fact that Callum Blackstone had the miniataréis possession
suggested that her grandmother had encouraged dhian dertain

extent.

She must have given it to him, Joanna mused, bedgus'd stolen it,
then Jonas would undoubtedly have had him charggdimeft. She
shook her head vexedly. The more she thought abotite more
bewildering it all became.

But then everything was such a mess, and had be®rtle start. Cal
might have repudiated her, but that didn't meariabd was over. 'I'll
be waiting," he'd threatened.

Joanna closed her eyes, feeling the ache of tedmsrithroat. She
would have to go away from the Valley. She had hoiee. She
couldn't stay and see the man she loved destroyprittber she'd
always had to protect. Nor could she shield Simoynraore. She'd
tried, and it had been a total disaster.

| shouldn't have interfered, she thought dreafishould have come
back, seen what the situation was, and taken afhagut | expected
to find Cal safely married, and the feud reduced &iate of armed
neutrality at worst. | wanted an anticlimax, naireis.

She wondered exactly how she would have felt if'cshedeed

returned to find Cal with a wife. If then she wouldve recognised
her enmity, her inimical opposition to him for whiateally was—the

obverse side of love?

As it was, it hadn't taken long for the truth tanakaon her. And now
she had to bear the burden of that truth for teeother life.



Anthony Chalfont stirred in his uneasy sleep, andttened
something. Joanna clasped his fingers in her owd,he subsided
again.

In some ways she could be thankful that she haéeh called on to
make the inevitable choice between her family asddwver. Safe in
his twilight world, her father would never know hasose she'd
come to betraying the Chalfont name.

The Montagues and Capulets have nothing on usthsiught with
self-derision. I'd have found myself cut off withet proverbial
shilling and deleted from the family Bible.

But | might have settled for that if only Cal hadéd me;
"You can't love him,' said Anthony Chalfont. "Yoand leave us.'

For one stricken moment, Joanna wondered if shedken her
unhappy thoughts aloud. But she knew that was isiples

Her fingers tightened on his. 'It's all right, diagl’ She made her
voice soothing. 'I'm here. I'm not going anywhdt's.all right.'

His eyes were open, searching her upturned facé wotal
incomprehension.

'‘Don't go, Mummy,' he said. His hand clung painyfutd hers. 'Stay
with me, please. Say you love me best, better tiiem Please,
Mummy!'

Along, icy shiver passed down Joanna's back. Vifedaoked at her,
what was he seeing? A woman with fair hair drawokbi@om her
face. But a face from the past rather than thegptes

She said softly, 'lt's all right, darling. What neakyou think I'm
leaving?'



'l heard,' he said. 'l heard you and Father |lagitnHe was shouting.
| hate it when he shouts.'

Joanna's heart missed a beat. 'What did you helae?tried to keep
her voice level.

'He said he'd see you dead before you went toAnd.he'd turn him
and his other brat into the gutter to starve. Wiidihe mean?’

'‘Father was just angry,' Joanna said quietly. Gthat? she thought,
suddenly aware that Nanny was standing in the daypras still as if
she'd been turned to stone. 'People say terriblgghwhen they're
angry, but they don't mean them.’

'‘Father means them." Anthony Chalfont's voice sedndead,
exhausted. 'He always means them. Don't leave thehivn.'

'‘No,' she said. 'No, | won't. Try and sleep now.’

He gave a long, defeated sigh and closed his gyes.dradually his
grip on her hand relaxed, and she was able, getatlgxtricate
herself.

Nanny closed the door, her expression grim. 'Whatight that on?'
she asked, as she came over to Mr Chalfont's cHaive you been
upsetting him, Miss Jo, prying into things besgfuiten?’

'‘Best forgotten?' Joanna's brows lifted. 'How ortheaan you say
that? We were just sitting here, and he begamigJkhegging me not
to leave. He obviously thought | was his mother.’

'He's always confused at this time of day.'

'He seemed perfectly rational to me.' Joanna sadlg. 'This was
something from his childhood he was rememberingné&terrible,



traumatic thing. You were his nanny. I'm sure yauid have known
what was going on.'

‘Leave the past be, Miss Jo. You'll do no good dking over the
ashes...'

'l be the judge of that.' Joanna paused for anem, collecting her
whirling thoughts. 'Simon told me that Callum Blatkne tried to
rape my grandmother,--but that isn't true, is i@ $as in love with
him. She was planning to go away with him and Giatheér found
out. He made her stay, and that's why she charngeadush in the
photographs.'

'‘Photographs?' Nanny shook her head. "You'll fimgbimotographs of
her in this house, Miss Jo. He took every last am& burned them
after she—she...

Haven't you ever wondered about all the gaps imtadkums?'

'‘Well—yes.' Joanna retrieved the leather-bound Mmook the carpet
at her feet. 'Then who's the woman beside Grangifathall these
pictures?'

*That's your grandfather's sister. Myra, they chler. She came to
keep house for him—afterwards. Ended up marryirgMethodist

minister and going off to some mission station.dSaven if there

were cannibals, they couldn't be worse than yoandfather.'

Joanna swallowed. 'Was he that bad?"

'He was a hard man, Miss Jo, and cold as wintemeé¥er needed a
human wife, he was married to that damned oldohitlis. Work was
all he ever thought of, and making more money. sinel --'

Nanny's face was gentle, suddenly, and sad. 'Alshmiwere lovely,
and no one ever said different. She had all thentvaand joy in her



that he lacked. Living with her might have softehéad, but it didn't.
He left her alone too much, especially after yoad evas born. She
had nowt to do but rattle around in this house, ianeren't enough,
so she took up with charity work.'

'And met Callum Blackstone?'

'l've said enough.' Nanny's lips tightened. 'l6sfor me to judge her,
anyway. | thought the world of her. | only stayestdnto look after
your .dad because she begged me. She didn't wantuhning the

boy against her after she'd died. But it was CalBiackstone he
poisoned your dad's mind with, repeating the salahéies over and

over again, making Mr Anthony believe them. Mayleeelven came
to believe than himself, after a time. It seemedhtohe was a man
who enjoyed hating—your grandfather. But hatredirdgs in the

end, and he never understood that.'

'‘My God!" Joanna said unsteadily. 'Why did you et grow up
thinking...? Why didn't you tell us the truth, Simand me?'

'‘Because it wasn't my place," Nanny said firmlywduldn't have
spoken now, but for Mr Tony saying those things.nkiest have had
them tucked away at the back of his mind since & avlittle lad.’

'l suppose so,' Joanna said. There was a tighitmass chest. 'There's
one more thing | have to know, Nanny.' She pautdahng a deep
breath. 'My grandmother—did she die of natural eads

Nanny looked shocked. 'Oh, aye, Miss Jo, it wasrahenough. Just
one of those sad things that doctors can't exp&ie. lost the baby,
and just seemed to—fade.' She shook her head &gaiface wistful.
'‘No, your grandfather wasn't a violent man- nothat way. You
mustn't ever think that. But there was no kindngsshim, no
forgiveness, and maybe she knew the sort of life ®buld expect



from then on.' She sighed. 'He'd have given héwonetarth, Miss Jo.
Hell on earth. So perhaps she didn't fight too lzarithe end.’

'‘We should have been told, Simon and I." Joannahe¥aclenched
fist into the palm of the other hand. 'We should@te grown up
believing all those lies- adding to the hatred,theunderstanding.’

'‘Well, it's in your hands now, Miss Jo. Maybe yoauld do
something to heal the breach, if you wanted.' Nesamy her a shrewd
look. 'Vera Thursgood was saying there'd beenaadky, linking you
with a certain other person...'

Joanna forced frozen lips to smile. 'Well, Mrs T8good shouldn't
believe everything she hears. I'm afraid ther&lhlb healing done.'
She bent and dropped a kiss on her father's laitoo late for that.'

Too late, she thought, as she went slowly backecsblitude of her
own room. Much, much too late.

It was not a pleasant evening. Dinner was serveliisyThursgood
with a certain amount of clashing of crockery. Ndrgscoll appeared
on the point of speaking her mind several times,soirsided after
receiving a minatory look from Fiona.

Joanna, observing this with detached interest, wwmd if her
strictures had borne fruit after all. She hersefwegarded warily by
both women, as if she were a hand grenade whichtrargmight not
explode. When the meal was over, she accompangd tb the
drawing-room, and sat in dutiful silence throughsaries of
nondescript television programmes, while Mrs Drilsaaccupying
the sofa in an almost tangible aura of disgruntl@medded a crochet
edging to the matinee coat she had just completed.



It was frankly a relief to Joanna when she couldicaimce her
intention of having an early night, and retire aost

She had not expected to sleep, and yet she. foendyelids were
closing almost as soon as her head touched tlewpiller dreams
were fleeting, elusive, disturbing. Always she seéro be searching
for something that remained just beyond her reach.

When she felt a touch on her shoulder, she wasewmakn instant. 'lt
still feels like the middle of the night,' she yaasdh lifting herself on
to an elbow.

'It is the middle of the night, Miss Jo.' It wasrsg who'd woken her,
and beyond her Mrs Thursgood was hovering in theway. 'Can
you come downstairs a minute? There's been somblérat the
Craft Company. A policeman would like to have a avaiith you.'

'‘Oh, God!" She was out of bed immediately, reacfondgper robe and
thrusting her feet into slippers.

The policeman was waiting in the drawing-room. Hes\eig and fair
and serious-looking.

'I'm afraid I've got some bad news for you, madam said. 'There's
been a fire at your workshops.'

'Oh, no!" Joanna ran her tongue round suddenljijgky'Has it done
much damage?’

'I'm afraid so. It had got a good hold by the titine alarm went off,
although someone had reported it before then.' &#iesqd. ‘It was
actually Mr Simon Chalfont | wanted to have a wuaiith, but your
housekeeper informs me he's not expected homehtibnig

‘That's right." Joanna kept her voice calm. 'Batgartner, Mr Philip
Driscoll, is available...'



'Oh, we've been in touch with Mr Driscoll. He's bedown at the
scene of the fire for the past hour, together widh Callum
Blackstone, who's got a major financial interesinderstand.'

'‘Why—yes,' Joanna said slowly. 'But that isn't galygeknown. Who
contacted him?'

'No one, madam. He's the one who reported theirfirthe first
instance. He happened to be driving past and esbéismething was
wrong,’

'l—see,' Joanna said slowly Mid untruthfully. 'Héevtunate.'

‘Joanna?' Fiona's voice sounded from the dooréyat's going on?
What's wrong?' Her eyes widened as she saw theepadin. '‘Oh!’
Her hand went up to clutch at her throat. 'lt's @imisn't it? There's
been some terrible accident...'

'No, of course not.' Joanna moved to her side.

'Oh, thank heavens!" Fiona looked at the policemiame been so
worried, officer. My husband simply vanished todagd none of us
knows where he is. You couldn't find him for meuppose?'

'‘Not unless he's been reported as a missing parswam, and that
would seem slightly premature.' But the policemas Wowning.

Joanna intervened swiftly. 'My brother's away osibess, officer.
He tends to be a little vague about his movementsetmes.'

'So what has happened?' Fiona demanded.

‘There's been a fire at the Craft Company—a pettgnsive one,’
Joanna told her.

'Oh, is that all?' Fiona shrugged her shoulders.



‘All?' Joanna was appalled. 'Fiona—our businessiiges have been
just about destroyed."

‘But the insurance will cover it. Simon increasednly recently. He
told me so.'

There was a silence. The policeman’'s frown deepeied he
indeed, madam? Well, that was very far-sighted iof. hQuite
providential, in fact. Let's hope that any clairatth made is perfectly
straightforward.'

'Is there any reason why it shouldn't be?' Joarthhet best to sound
casual, but her heart was thudding uncomfortably.

The policeman gave her a long, unwavering lookef&ls some

evidence that a fire was deliberately started erptiemises, madam,
so naturally there will have to be a strict invgation. That's why Mr

Blackstone disclosed his financial interest in twanpany to us.

Quite understandably, he wishes to be kept fullgrmed about our

enquiries.' He paused. 'Perhaps you can see nadgmavhy we're

so keen to have a word with Mr Simon Chalfont.'

Simon's words came floating back into Joanna's .hédalll take

nothing else—I'll make sure of that." He'd saidlle® whatever he
had to, she thought numbly. He'd said he was datp€erhe room
swayed around her.

Needs must when the devil drives.

Fiona gave a shrill laugh. 'Good heavens, condtdlole surely don't
think my husband burned down his own business?'

The room was spinning now, faster and faster, dbgbotrol. When
the devil drives, thought Joanna, and fainted.



CHAPTER NINE

THEREwas darkness all around Joanna. Her eyelids &ghed and
she struggled feebly to open them.

‘Take it easy," a voice said. 'Relax. It's all tigh

There were fingers clasping hers, holding themtlygipulling her
back from the all-pervading blackness. She lookeohto Cal's face.
He looked weary and grimy, and the smell of smolrgharound
him.

She said absurdly, 'It's you.' Then, 'l feel sick.’
‘Lie still," he told her. 'It will pass.’

She was lying on the drawing-room sofa, she diseakeOver his
shoulder she could see Philip looking equally disltied, and Fiona,
wide-eyed and twittering.

'‘What happened?' she asked dazedly.

'You passed out. Driscoll and | walked in, and fbyou stretched on
the carpet, with Mrs Chalfont having hysterics oyeu, and a young
bobby trying to bring you round.’

'l remember," she said slowly. She was beginningetbember
altogether too much. Why the policeman had beererend what
Fiona had said, just before the darkness closedSimon, she
thought, desperately. Oh, Simon. 'The policeman—aisehe?' She
tried to sit up, but Cal pushed her quietly buinfir back against the
cushions.

'He's just gone. He'll come back later.'



'Will he?' Her eyes searched his face, lookingafoomfort she didn't
find. 'Is—is the fire bad?'

'About as bad as it could be. The smoke detectarklo't have been
working as well as they should be.'

Or they'd been tampered with. The unspoken commseamed to
hover in the room.

After a pause, Cal went on, 'lIt will all have todmne into, naturally.’

‘All that stuff,’ Philip muttered. 'All those congtéd orders. God, this
Is a disaster!'

'‘But we're insured,' Fiona insisted. 'Heavily irglirSimon told me
we were. The insurance will pay.'

Joanna moved restively, and Cal looked down at her.

He said, 'It's time we all tried to get some sl€&gm you walk to your
room?'

She swung her legs to the floor, and stood. Thear®wam. Cal's arm
was there, suddenly, like an iron bar supporting he

'‘Obviously not.' He picked her up in his arms ash#é were a child,
and started for the door.

'‘Now just a minute," Philip began hectoringly. dnt know what
gives you of all people the right to march in hanel take over --'

'‘We'll discuss that in daylight. In the meantino®HK after your sister.
This must have been a shock for her.' Cal eyedchbidly, and Philip
subsided, reddening.



Cal carried Joanna out into the hall, and towandsstairs. Under her
cheek, the thud of his heart was firm and steaéy.dwn pulses were
going haywire, and she was trembling deep insiasv Eould he not
know? she thought. How could he not care?

‘You'll have to direct me,' he said as they wenthgpstairs.

'It's to the left. The second door along.' Her esounded small and
shaky.

He shouldered his way in with her, and put her dowithe bed, with
an impersonal efficiency that chilled her. He'drieal her before, she
thought, but that had been in some other age, stinee existence.

‘Try and rest," he directed brusquely. As he dtteiged, she put a
hand on his arm, gripping his sleeve.

Don't leave me. The words rose to her lips andtbde bitten back.
Instead she said, 'What's going to happen?’

‘There'll be an investigation—a full inquiry. Thesurance company
will insist.' His expression was unreadable.

Joanna bit her lip. "There's no way it can be aadi

'‘None. It's out of our hands.' He looked at hes,rhouth tightening.
'‘Are you going to be all right? Shall | ask sometmeome and be
with you?'

'I'm fine," she lied. She gave a small, strainedfha'l've never fainted
in my life before. That's usually Fiona's prerogadti

He didn't smile back at her. "Try not to worry towch. There's
nothing you can do. It's just one of those thinge'detached her
fingers from his sleeve, gently but very definitelynust go. I'll—see
you around.’



She nodded, suppressing the sob rising in her tthasahe walked
away from her to the door. His whole attitude waskimg it clear she
had nothing to hope for from him. He'd meant eweoyd he'd said at
their last meeting.

Cal went out and didn't look back.

Joanna lifted her clenched fist and pressed it naganer lips.
So—that was it. It was all over. He was distandiimgself while they
drowned in a new sea of troubles. But what elsesd&expect? she
asked herself wearily. He was hardly likely to l¢apSimon's aid
again—not after last time.

But | can't let him go—just like that, she arguathvinerself. There's
so much | haven't told him—so much | need to saydblesn't know,
for instance, that I've found out the truth about grandparents. |
must tell him that, at least. He has a right towno

She got off the bed and went to the door, stumbdirtiéitle over the
hem of her dressing-gown. As she made her way dlmngallery to
the head of the stairs, she heard his voice imafidoelow.

'No,' he was saying, 'there's no doubt at all—tteevfas started quite
deliberately. All the evidence is there.’

'‘Have they any idea who's responsible?' Philipilsevavas strained
and worried.

Joanna felt the breath catch in her throat asisteméd..

'l think they're almost certain,' Cal said grimlys just a question of
finding him, and getting the truth out of him." Idaused. 'If Simon
should happen to show up here, tell him to getouch with me
immediately. It's most urgent.’

‘Yes,' Philip said heavily. 'Yes, | understand.’



A moment later the front door banged, and she hhilgp go back
into the drawing-room, talking too loudly and cHe#y to Fiona.

Joanna shrank back against the wall. All her wiwats were being
confirmed. It was like a bad dream come true.

Arson, she thought. And Simon had doneSimon.He'd burned

down the Craft Company for the insurance. What mvase, his guilt

was known. When he returned, he would be intervibaved arrested.
And if he was convicted, he would probably be $errison.

She felt sick again. The fool, she thought, hugdieg arms across
her body. The idiot! How on earth could he havegmad he'd get
away with it? But of course, she reminded hersattily, Simon
didn't think things through. That was why he washia present
financial mess.

She went slowly back to her room and got underctheers of the
bed, still in her dressing-gown, shivering as ié stould never be
warm again.

What was going to happen to them all? she wonderetchedly.

They would lose the house, of course. That werfiowit saying. Cal
would take it to recoup his losses. Her father \wdag robbed of his
only sanctuary. Simon's life would be wrecked aischiarriage, such
as it was, ruined.

If only he'd given her some idea—some hint of wieatvas planning.
Maybe she could have talked him out of it. | shoéde guessed
from the way he spoke that he had something totalyy in mind,
she castigated herself.

Oh, Si, I won't be able to rescue you this time.



Two lonely people had found love and a brief hapgpstogether, and
from this two generations of disaster had sprungek would it all
end? she asked herself desolately.

But she could find no answer as she lay tossingtaming through
what remained of the night.

'l wish old Si would come back," Philip grumbled. was the
umpteenth time he'd said it, and Joanna felt hethteyritting
automatically.

This had been one of the longest days of her difie, thought. The
phone had never stopped ringing. Mostly it was nfie and
acquaintances calling to exclaim and condole, baotetimes it was
the Press who'd got wind of the arson rumour, a@me\wnuch trickier
to fob off with 'No comment'. And twice it had betde police asking
politely if Mr Chalfont had yet returned, or if teehad been any word
from him. Again the reply to both questions wasghia negative. But
for how long would they continue to take 'no' faranswer?

At least Fiona was out of the way, she thought. Mrscoll had
borne her off to Harrogate, baby-shopping, 'to take mind off
things'. Not that Fiona seemed unduly troubled.d®is1continuing
absence made her fretful rather than genuinelyoasxiClearly the
deeper implications of the situation were lost en h

Lucky Fiona, Joanna thought wryly.

Cal had not phoned. There had not been a sigmesaage from him
all day. But then, what had she really expected?

'‘See you around.' That surely had to be the moshla of dismissals.



Needless to say, her father had been disturbethdogdmings and
goings in the night.

‘You'd best tell him the truth, Miss Jo,' Nanny laalyised. 'It'll only
fret him otherwise.'

I'll tell him part of it, Joanna thought wearilyh& whole truth would
fret him far more.

Aloud, she said, 'Do you think he can take it?'

'For all he hasn't slept, he's grand this morniNgyny told her.
'‘Right as a bobbin."'

To her amazement, Anthony Chalfont had accepteddis that the
Craft Company was now a blackened ruin quite calnile

bewildered child remembering his mother and ant@dedy might
never have existed. He seemed his old self agasnna found
herself wondering if allowing himself to rememblee truth, voicing
those early fears and traumas about his motheptwaed some kind
of catharsis for him.

‘This fire is only' a temporary setback.' He sedight-backed in his
chair, his hands folded tranquilly in his lap. '8mwill have to deal
with it as such—find alternative premises while nigbuild. Has he
done so yet?'

Joanna hesitated. 'Simon's away on business atmtment. We
haven't been able to contact him yet.'

'‘Simon will look after things.' Her father lookedrew the sunlit
gardens. 'There was a time, Joanna, when | thoughshould have
been born the boy. But Simon's doing well now.\Jéhgreat faith in
him.' He nodded, smilingly. 'Great faith.’



‘That's good,' she said, biting her lip. 'Thatie fiOr it would be until
Simon came out of hiding and gave himself up, stigdght grimly.
What would the shock of that do to her father? Seindback into
some vague and clouded past again? She couldnthata

Now she looked at Philip. ‘'There's really no need/bu to wait here,’
she said. 'I'm sure you must have a million thitagdo.'

Philip pursed his lips. '‘Can't really make manyisieas without old
Si.' He shook his head. 'Should have told us wherevas going.
Makes things very difficult when we don't know.'

Joanna looked down at the floor. 'How do you thim fire started,
Philip? What have the police told you?'

‘Damned little." Philip looked vaguely sullen.sIBlackstone they
confide in, not me. He seems to have taken ovemptzirly. Quite
extraordinary.' He gave a slight cough. 'l knewt tteaand Simon had
done business in some marginal way, but | didalise he was now a
regular visitor here.’

'He isn't," Joanna said briefly.

'‘Oh?" Philip raised his eyebrows. 'Well, he seepetectly at home
last night, Joanna. There's been a few rumoursndrdudon't mind
telling you. I've always' dismissed them as rubbisit the way he
came marching in here as if he owned the place mmd#hink a bit.
Not to mention his arrival at the Craft Companytgeday.'

Joanna gave him a constrained smile. 'He doesmttbiw house, |
can assure you.' Not yet, anyway.

Philip looked faintly sceptical. 'There was a timeen a Blackstone
wouldn't have been allowed across the doorstep.'



'‘Perhaps,' Joanna said evenly. '‘But feuds areswuaste of time, and
like most quarrels no one can ever really remerhberthey began.’

'l see,' said Philip, as if he did. 'Well, | felh&d to ask. After all, if
we're going to be seeing something of each other...

Joanna stared at him. 'l agreed to have dinner yath' she said,
‘nothing more.'

'‘Oh, naturally," Philip said hastily. 'But all tseame, you can't deny it
would be altogether a bad thing if we decided ie dourse..." He
stumbled to a halt. 'l mean, Si and Fiona wouldd&ehted.’

‘Your mother too," Joanna agreed, dead-pan, whikardly she
recoiled, shrieking.

'‘Oh—er—yes.' For a minute he looked totally blatk,Joanna's
secret delight. But this was a line of conversasiba had no wish to
encourage, she decided. She reached for her bggu’ll excuse me
for a while, Philip, I think | need some air.’

‘You're going out? But what if Simon rings?’

Joanna shrugged, evincing a nonchalance she woharfeeling.
‘Then he can leave a message. After all, we canttese forever
waiting for his call.’

'l suppose not,' Philip agreed reluctantly. 'Bunimk I'll hang on here,
if that's all right. In case something crops up,added uneasily.

'‘Please do,' Joanna said cordially.

She drove straight to the Craft Company, and padteding in frank
disbelief through the windscreen. Although she'dnberarned what
to expect, she still hadn't anticipated quite teiel of damage. All
that remained of the building was a blackened shell



She left the car and began to walk towards the fithere were other
onlookers around as well, she noticed. The airstii@crid, and she
coughed slightly, putting her hand over her mouth.

A small man attached by a leash to a large Labrddgr looked
round. 'Hell of a pong, eh?' he remarked with helislell of a mess
too. They say it went up like a torch.'

'So it would seem,' Joanna said drily.

The little man lowered his voice and jerked hischeanspiratorially
towards two men in dark suits, conferring overla &f papers. 'See
them? They're from the insurance—Iloss adjustersy'Va been here
all afternoon. Bobbies all over the place too.' Wi@ked. 'They
reckon it weren't no accident. Someone was Sseeningmraway,
seemingly.’

Joanna's heart missed a beat. 'Do they know whas?'

'‘Couldn't say, I'm sure. That chap Blackstone wdumdw. He's the
one who spotted him.' He bent down to pat his Gdbright, old lad,
I'm coming.’

Joanna bit back a gasp, as he wandered off. Caddtadlly seen the
arsonist, she thought frantically,. But he'd sasthmg about that at
the house last night. Why ever not? She swallovirathaps the
police were setting a trap for Simon, and maybevia afraid that
she'd warn him—tell him to keep away.

| can't just wait for it to happen, she thoughtlemtly. The Craft
Company is in ruins. | can't stand by and seedheeghing happen to
our lives.

She half ran back to the car.



It was the same receptionist at the country clhie. ISoked at Joanna
regretfully when she asked if she could see Mr Btamne.

I'm afraid he's not available, Mrs Bentham.'
'If he's busy, I'd be prepared to wait...'

The girl shook her head. "You don't understand Bldickstone has
left for the day.'

‘Already?' Joanna asked despairingly. 'It reallyn@st urgent that |
see him.'

The girl thought for a minute. 'Well, | do know whkeyou'll find him,’
she said. 'I'm not supposed to give it out, of seubut --'

''d be eternally grateful.'

'He's up at Nethercrag,' said the receptionists'idset bought a house
there. I've got the name somewhere...'

'It's all right." Joanna summoned a smile. 'l—knemat it is.'

Cal's car was parked outside the cottage whenrsivedithere. She
walked up the path and knocked at the door, nangikerself time to
think, to question the advisability of what she wiasng, or change
her mind.

He answered almost at once. His brows snappedhigethen he
saw who it was.

She said, 'Don't send me away, please.'

'l wasn't considering it," he said curtly. "Youtter come in.’



The cottage smelled strongly of freshly appliechpand there were
spatters of the stuff on his elderly shirt and gadlhwasn't expecting
visitors.' He led the way into the sitting-room.oWd you like some
coffee?’

‘Later, perhaps,' she said, and flushed underafraosic glance he
directed at her.

'So,' he said. 'To what do | owe the honour of ¥isg?"

She took a deep breath. 'lI've just been down towbgkshop.
Someone said you'd—actually withessed someonengraway.'

'‘How news does get around,’ Cal said drily. "THeScally accurate,
yes.'

‘Have you told the police who you saw?'

‘Naturally.' His frown deepened. 'What did you estpe

'‘Nothing really,’ she said with difficulty. 'l—ho@ge perhaps, to
persuade you to hold your hand—not to give him aqwatil we'd all

had a chance to talk- to try and work something' &tie ran her
tongue round her dry lips. 'l suppose he'll gortsqm.'

'It's possible, but unlikely," he returned. 'Whg gou so concerned?
I'd have thought you wanted him caught.’

'‘Want to see Simon destroyed?' she asked increslylciAre you
mad?'

There was a silence, deep and unbroken as if bothem had
suddenly stopped breathing. Then,

' think | must be,' Cal said slowly. 'What has 8mgot to do with all
this?'



She stared at him. 'Why—everything, I'd have though
'‘What makes you say that?'

She ran the tip of her tongue round her dry If&ell, it was Simon
who you saw—wasn't it?'

'‘No,' he said. 'It was a vagrant called Tom O'Ndiétter known
locally as Paddy Tom. He likes comfort at night, o prefers to
break into buildings that are in use and doss ddé¥&'s been chased
from every mill and industrial estate in the WesdliRy, | should
think. He also likes a cooked supper, only lashihigs time-bomb of
a stove finally exploded, and nearly cooked himvaB. The police
picked him up near Barnsley, still running.’

'‘Paddy Tom,' Joanna repeated. Suddenly she ditmi kvhether to
laugh or cry. 'But | thought...'

You thought Simon had developed a sideline inrafgoal's brows
lifted in utter disbelief. 'Not very sisterly, oery flattering, especially
when he's down in London trying to retrieve the I€&ima fortunes

from my sinister clutches.'

"You know where Simon is?' Her voice was incredslou

'Of course." He sounded impatient. 'Although adedlit I'm not
supposed to. He's talking to a friend of mine meachant bank about
venture capital for the Craft Company.'

'‘How can you possibly know that?' Joanna sank dawto the sofa,
feeling that her legs would no longer support Wéou asked me
where he was. You implied-—'

'l put Jeremy in touch with him in the first pladgut | wanted to
check that Simon was following up the approach.'pdased. 'He



doesn't know anything about my part in all this,cofirse, and it's
essential he doesn't know.'

'‘But why?' She spread her hands helplessly. "Wiopldhyou do
that?'

‘To let him off the hook. To release him from aeynse of obligation
to me. To provide the beginning of the end of thisole dreary
bloody mess.' Cal spoke with a kind of weary dista#t's gone on for
too long—taken too much time and energy from alligtthat could
have been better spent. As | told you, | want @rowith.'

'Yes.' She drew a deep breath. 'But—you see—whensgal you
wanted to see Simon urgently, | thought...'

‘That | wanted to accuse him of burning down hisibess?' Cal
shook his head. 'On the contrary, | was planningffer him a
temporary site on the mill complex while he rebsildHis mouth
twisted. 'He'll almost certainly refuse, but I'tve made the gesture,
and maybe, from now on, we can all get on with awn lives in
peace.’

Peace? she thought. What peace can there be whdieihg torn
apart like this? When your eyes don't meet mine@iWjlou speak as
if we're mere acquaintances, and there's no wammglour smile?
When you stay on the other side of the room?

She said unevenly, 'l seem to have made a majbofooyself, and |
apologise. | was too upset to think clearly. I'ttérego.’

‘You'll have that coffee first." Cal gave her dical glance. '"You look
like hell.’

She smiled pallidly. 'Ever the flatterer.



When she was alone, she glanced round the roome Stinthe
furnishings, the sofas for instance, she recogrfresd the apartment
at the country club. She remembered some of thenzents too. And
in its accustomed position beside the fireplace ghuloanna
Chalfont's portrait.

He came back with a tray. She saw a cafetieregotteakers and a
matching cream jug. He saw her looking, and snskadionically.

'It's all right—there are no unexpected additives time, | promise.
Although you still look as if you could do with aght's sleep,' he
added frowningly.

'Is it any wonder?' She forced a smile in turn. 8hd to try for

lightness, she decided, and impersonality, if thas possible. She
glanced round brightly. 'So you decided to buydbttage after all.
I'm glad.’

‘Thank you.' He poured the coffee and handed begrker. 'l decided
it was time | had a proper home. The apartment alasys
temporary.’'

You didn't want to move into your family's houskwas more like a
mansion, she thought. Bigger and grander than Qitakouse in
every way.

‘That was never a home,' he said. 'lt was a statierreedeclaration of
war, and I've finished with all that. I've had wars offers from
people wanting to turn it into a private schoolparsing home. Or it
could be converted into flats. I'm in no hurry &cdle.’'

Joanna looked towards the fireplace. 'But you'vi# gbt the
miniature.'

'‘Family heirloom,' he said. He leaned back in ket s'A gift of love.'



'Yes.' She paused. 'Cal—I found out the truth fgseff. | wanted to
tell you that. | know that they really loved eachey. That she only
stayed with Grandfather for my father's sake. Asdippose for the
baby?' she added questioningly.

‘The baby?' Cal's eyebrows lifted. 'Then you d&ntw all of it,
Joanna.'

She bit her lip. '—wondered. It was something Daddid." She
hesitated. 'You're telling me that it was Callurotsld she was
expecting, not Jonas's?'

'Of course it was.' His face was fierce suddeblgn't judge them too
harshly, Joanna. My grandfather was a widower, landly. Your
grandparents hadn't shared a room, or much ofea dihce your
father's birth. Once Jonas had his son and heassiemed any decent
woman would be thankful to be done with that kihdhing. He had
women in the village he used when he felt the reed.

He sighed harshly. 'l suspect that being loved—Adp@ianted was a
revelation to her. She assumed, naively, thataasJoo longer cared
about her he would let her go once he knew thh.t&ut she misread
the situation. When she told him she'd fallen welevith one of his
employees and was pregnant by him, he nearly wert. But it
wasn't his marriage he was trying to preserve.das Wwis pride, his
standing, his damnable self-importance. So he tle=dnly weapon
he had. He told Joanna if she left him, she woelknbe allowed to
see her son again, and that he'd make the boy $offeis mother's
wickedness.'

Joanna Shuddered. 'That's—monstrous!'

'Yes,' Cal agreed bleakly. 'No woman should be das@&ecope with
that kind of blackmail. To protect your father, sfave in. She saw
Grandfather once more—to explain and say goodhy@ukt have



been sheer hell for them both. He promised herabaoon as he'd
established himself, he'd come for her and také@mt and the baby
too. That he'd fight for them all through every don the land if need

be.' His mouth twisted. 'It never occurred to hafngourse, that when
he came back she'd have—qgone, and their childiveith

‘And that was when he decided on revenge.'

‘Yes.' Cal's face was sober. 'Jonas had robbedfranfuture with the
woman he loved. In turn, he'd take everything Jaaasd for. It was
as simple as that.’

'l can understand now why your grandfather was #i@rb-so
implacable against our family.’

'He had the best of reasons. The mistake was tg ttag bitterness
down succeeding generations. | should have pub@tstit a long
time ago.'

‘Then why didn't you?'

Cal shrugged, his expression wry. 'Because, like grandfather
before me, | made the mistake of wanting a Chalfamhan, and to
hell with the consequences. | should have settedrie of the girls
who wanted me instead. Life would have been safasiee that
way.'

'Yes.' She could hear that awful brightness invwece again. She
drank the rest of her coffee and reached for hgr'ldéell, I'm sure it's
not too late. You've never exactly lacked for fegznatimirers.' Oh,
God, | sound so hideously prissy! 'So it's a fresint for both of us,
and no recriminations.'

'l hope so." As she rose, he got to his feet tdthat are your
immediate plans?’



'l haven't given them much thought as yet," Shensoined a smile.
'I'll probably go back to the States. | liked ieth.'

'‘Why run?' he said. "There's nothing to escapetitinis.'

Oh, yes, there is. The knowledge that you don'ttwas any more.
That you'll never kiss me or touch me again. Tladitseof you living
in this house, married to some rich man's suitdaleghter.

She lifted her chin. 'And nothing to keep me hetieee.’

'Is that the truth?' he said. 'Tell me, Joannayredfgo on my knees to
you and beg you to stay.’

Her heart seemed to stop. 'The joke is over,' aldeumisteadily. "You
said so yourself.'

'I'm not joking, damn you!" He was deathly paletiry muscle

working beside his mouth. 'l bought this house,ilhg@nd praying
that it was for us both. I've dreamed of nothingeebut you here
beside me. I'm even using the other bedroom, bedaden't want to
sleep alone in that bed. When | wake up therentweau, my wife, in

my arms.’

He looked at her, and she saw there were tears iayles. 'What's
past is done, Joanna. There's a lot we both havegtet, but that
doesn't necessarily cancel the future. Don't go,danling. Don't
leave me. Because this time I'll follow, no mattew far it is.'

For a moment there was silence, then she took anertain step
towards him. In the next instant she was in hissaimeld so tightly,
so passionately she could neither move nor breathe.

He said her name, his voice shaking, then he wessng her deeply,
and without restraint, and she was respondinghéart on her lips.



In between kisses, they spoke the first words @fdkie neither could
bear to deny any longer. Half laughing, half cryitieey reproached
each other.

'l thought you didn't want me any more.'

'l thought I'd lost you forever.'

'‘Why didn't you tell me? Why did you never say...?"
‘Would you have believed me?'

'l believe you now.'

‘Yes.'

He said the word, and she repeated it as if it \@erew.

Cal gathered her up in his arms and sat down osdfae cradling her
possessively against him as if he would neverdego.

'I've done this all wrong, of course,' he said, traong the ghost of a
laugh against her hair. "'The plan was to get thtage exactly as |
wanted it, then start courting you, very decorouggry seriously. |

thought my only chance was to convince you thatatever might

have been said or done in the past, my intenticgr® wow strictly

honourable.'

'‘What made you realise that?' Joanna stroked leiskctvith fingers
that trembled.

'l think I'd always known it," he said slowly. Frdhe first time | saw
you, all those years ago—a scared kid in the bhakarge car. When
we met again, as adults, | spotted you acrosstha at some party. |
didn't realise who you were at first, but there whs instant
recognition, which almost knocked me backwards.eHsdre is, |



thought, the woman I've been waiting for. Then someetold me
your name, and | felt as if my guts had been wredahut.’

He laughed unsteadily. 'lt seemed like life's sorérony—to see
the girl you wanted above all others, and findshg was totally out
of reach. | had a couple of drinks and argued wyiself. It was time
the feud was over and | knew it. Whatever the sgrd wrongs of
the situation, honour had been more than satiséied, maybe this
would be a good way to start repairing the fencedd myself.

'So | wangled an introduction, and you looked atasé I'd crawled
out from under a stone.' He groaned. 'lt had takkn of courage to
come over to you, and | felt as if I'd been puplislapped for my
efforts. So | decided if you wanted to play rougkvas all right with

me. That whatever you began, | could finish, arat time day, no
matter how long it took or what it cost, you weng to belong to
me completely.’

He looked at her wryly. 'l didn't bargain for thecf that you were
equally determined to keep me at bay. When youiethiviartin, |

nearly went insane. Your wedding night was thegifitsy entire life.

| keep getting these pictures in my mind of the tab you

together—him holding you, touching you as | wantedlo. | drank
myself into a stupor trying to erase them.' Joastimeed restively in
his arms. 'Cal-—'

'‘Let me finish, darling, please. | came close ttngayou then. But,
all the same, something told me this wasn't theoéige story. | kept
telling myself—wait. Don't get mad, get even.' Hauped. 'Then, of
course, Martin had his accident, poor bastard.’

'‘Cal.' Joanna's voice shook. 'There's somethiegybt to tell you—to
confess.'



‘There's no need.' His hand gently stroked the esudigjidity of her
shoulder and arm. '"Whatever you did, | was largegponsible for,
and God knows I'm not proud of that.'

'‘No." She laid a finger on his lips, silencing hitwve got to tell you.
It's worse than you know.' She took a swift, pdibheath. "'That was
no accident. I—I killed Martin.'

There was a silence. Cal's brows lifted. 'Liter2llline asked in a
matter-of-fact tone. 'What did you do to him—savetigh the brakes
on the car?'

'Of course not!" She was horrified. 'But | mightvasll have done.’
There was another silence. She moistened dry Iipstiae tip of her
tongue. 'You say you want to marry me, but | ddntik that's ever
going to be possible.’

'l agree it may not be easy at first. But both sidee going to have to
learn to accept it. I'm damned if we're going tagdthis feud into
another generation.’

'It has nothing to do with the feud,' Joanna inteted swiftly. 'It has
to do with me—with the kind of person | am. | ruh®lartin's life
when | married him. | destroyed him.' Her handsted together, the
knuckles white. 'l meant it all for the best. | waohto be a good wife
to him. Instead, | made him so wretched that ha'twant to live any
more.'

‘Who the hell told you that?'

'‘He did. And his aunt confirmed it." She swallowédan't risk doing
that to another human being. You must see that.'

Cal stared at her, his face suddenly grim. 'Thex@'danger of that.’



'You can't know that. | didn't know it when | madli Martin. |
thought I'd be able to make him happy—to make oanriage work,
but | never could. And it was all my fault. | coaltdlove him in the
way that he wanted.' She hesitated. 'In—that way."'

'‘Are you trying to tell me you don't love me in tiveay either?' He
spoke gently, but there was an agonised fiercandss eyes.

'l don't know,' she said. 'l—just don't know. Wikartin, | was
hopeless—useless. Nothing | tried to do made difgrdnce. | didn't
know how to help him—how to reassure him. | felgsadty anyway,
knowing I'd married him without being properly mve. I'd thought |
could pretend, at first anyway, but he guessed idmately. He
accused me..." Tears rose hot and thick in herathrtt was
dreadful—a nightmare that went on and on. And llaiwti make it
stop.' Her voice died away.

Cal was gazing at her, horrified understanding dagvon his face.
He said quietly, 'Joanna—are you saying that yod Mfartin
never...? That you're still a virgin?'

She nodded convulsively. 'Night after night, | driéut nothing was
any good. He knew | didn't love him properly, artd-affected
him—his manhood.’

‘And that's the burden you've been carrying al tme? All that
guilt—all that blame?' Cal shook his head. '‘Oh,awget—my poor
little love.'

'It was -my fault,' she said intensely. 'When hetwit that night, |
knew he was in a desperate state. | should happedichim.’

'l doubt whether you could have done.' Cal's faas grave.

'‘But | should have tried," she insisted. 'l wag jusng him, and he
knew it. The least | could have done was attempate him.'



'‘No, my darling.' Cal looked at her soberly. 'Maypoor devil, was a
tragedy waiting to happen. Remember my telling @ we were at
school together? Well, there were question marksiahim—about
his masculinity—even then. When you announced gogiagement
to him, | told myself | must have been wrong, twatd done him an
injustice. Now | suspect we were right all alonge kissed her
qguivering mouth very gently. 'Believe me, my daglinf you used
him, you were certainly a lifeline as far as he wascerned.'

'l don't understand.' Joanna frowned in bewildetméire you
implying that Martin was— was...?"

'‘Homosexual?' Cal supplied. 'Yes, | think he undedly was, but
not overtly. That was the pity of it all. For someason, it was
something he wasn't prepared to acknowledge, ewehimself,

maybe through family pressure. His aunt, aftervedis a formidable
woman with a closed mind. | think Martin made asmaus decision
to deny his own nature, because he was afraid. &i®ed to be
straight, to shut the closet door and lead whahbeght would be a
normal life. Only he found it wasn't going to battlsimple.’

He put a strand of hair tenderly back from her fa¢eur guilt about
not loving him can have been nothing compared tatwlke felt when
he was actually living with you, trying to be yobusband, and
failing. Marriage is an intimate relationship, maht as well as
physically. He must have been terrified that yowldoguess the
truth. Eventually, there was nowhere left for horhide.'

'‘Oh, my God!" Joanna shuddered, hiding her facgadis shoulder. 'If
only I'd known! Maybe | could have helped.’

Cal shook his head. 'Only if you could have maahe taice up to the
truth about himself, and | doubt if anyone coulgtddone that. In the
end, he found a different sort of courage to sdigeproblems.' He
took her chin in his hand, making her look at hiBut you, my



precious girl, have got to stop blaming yourselarivh chose his own
path. Unfortunately it happened to cross yours aisthe wrong
moment, that's all.’

'‘But | can't just—write him off.'

'‘Nor can you let him shadow your entire future I'©aoice was firm.
‘Your relationship was a tragic mistake, | agreat, you seem to
forget it could just as easily have destroyed yioggu'd been in love
with him.'

Her face was still troubled. '‘But if | fail you too

'You won't.' His hand traced a tantalising path ddver slim body
from breast to thigh, and all her senses .surgedexnited,
uncontrollable response and need. 'You see,' ltk hel gently,
'you're the other half of me.'

His arms tightened round her. 'The past has dooertioch harm
already. So let's start looking forward insteaduaad I, my love, are
going to be quietly married by special licence pssoon as it can be
arranged. If there's any music to face, then wefle with it together,
after the wedding.'

‘They may never accept it,' said Joanna. '‘My fati&imon.'

'‘We'll give them every chance,’ Cal promised. 'Bist time we
thought about ourselves—our wishes— our feelingg.' paused.
‘Where do you want to spend our honeymoon?'

She smiled up at him, lovingly, lingeringly, thestlawistfulness
fading from her eyes. 'Oh, somewhere quiet and nti;and not too
far away, with a four- poster bed.’

'l know the very place,' he whispered, and kisss&d h



